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For Gene, who showed up every day and stayed until the end of visiting hours






PART I






1.

I’d give anything to be the girl people see when they look at me: Chase Ohara, student council president, captain of the best cross-country team in the state, and clear favorite of her teachers. Expected valedictorian, voted most likely to succeed. A future with her last name etched in gold atop skyscrapers, multimillion-dollar bonuses, Congress or the Supreme Court perhaps. Or insider trading scandals if she goes astray.

They look at me like I have this—this power. Like I’m in control.

What they don’t know: It’s 2 AM on the fifth night in a row that I haven’t been able to sleep and the world feels like it’s spinning away from me. I get up from bed and the ground sways.

I think about that Chase, the one people think they know. I used to feel like her, or more like her. Like I could do anything, be anything. Like life was laid out for the taking and all I had to do was reach.

Now I reach for the Altoids tin in my bag, shake it. I’m low, but not desperately so. I pop it open and drop a small pink pill onto my tongue, swallow it dry.

At my desk I wait for it to take effect, hoping for the rush, that small burst of electricity. For it to lend me its strength as I stare past my laptop screen to the printout pinned to my wall. “It’s not the end of the world,” my mom had told me when she found out, but she didn’t know what she was talking about. “We won’t tell your dad.”

I told him myself on our next weekend together. Dad remained silent, but his expression said it all, and in that instant, I knew I wasn’t the girl people see when they looked at me, the one who could do anything, be anything. Or at least I wasn’t that person to my father—not anymore.

I slip out quietly to avoid waking Mom and my little sister, Aidan, and hit the pavement for a run. All the houses are shuttered and dark, the streetlights alone guiding me under the black sky. I like the solitude, no music, just the strike of my heel against concrete. I run three miles before my mind calms to a soft hum and it’s just me and the night, the early November air cold against my skin. I’m not Chase Ohara, future power broker, but just me, a girl alone, as lost as everyone else.

But then I turn onto a bigger street and see a large grocery truck make a tight corner ahead. An image flickers into mind. It only lasts half a second, but it’s mesmerizing—I can see myself taking a single misstep, my foot striking the edge of the curb at just the wrong angle.

I trip.

Fall in front of the truck.

And I’m no longer Chase Ohara, expected valedictorian, voted most likely to succeed. No longer obsessed with SATs, grades, Stanford.

That glittering future with my name atop skyscrapers, gone. This pain inside me, gone.

I let the truck fly past me, feel a blast of cold air in its wake, and I’m left unsteady on my feet. I try to push on, shake the image from my mind and force my legs to move, but at the end of mile six, my chest seizes. Hands on thighs, I can’t drink in enough air to keep the bile from burning its way up.

Coughing, I collapse to the curb less than two miles from my house, head hung heavy between my knees. I walk the rest of the way back, panting the whole time.

Sometimes, I think there isn’t enough air in this town. Not enough air in the world for a girl like me.






2.

A call comes later that night after I finish two essays, a Calc problem set, and a Physics lab report before finally dozing off at my desk, and I lift my head to see Jo Vestiano’s name lighting up my screen with a picture of the three of us—me, Lia, and Jo, Lia’s mom—all grinning, a snapshot from better days. “Listen, I’m sorry to call so late.” It’s almost four in the morning. “Have you heard from Lia?”

“No,” I say, suddenly wide awake. “Why?”

“She’s missing,” she says, her voice cracking.

“What do you mean?” My breath catches.

“It’s been almost three days. We don’t know where she is. She’s not answering her phone—she’s just, she’s gone.” Jo’s crying now, sniffing and trying to hide it. “I know the two of you…” She doesn’t finish, leaves our breakup unsaid. I think of Hunter and wonder when she found out, if Jo called her right away. If she knows where Lia is. Almost three days. I have to be one of the last people to know. I try to remember if I saw her Thursday or Friday at school, but I come up empty.

Before Lia and I were together, we were best friends, a friendship that stretched back to the age of six, when my parents moved into the house across the street from hers. Back in May when she ended things, she set all that history on fire. It’s been six months of being left out in the cold, watching my life through frosted windows.

“Has anyone been out to Montauk?” I ask finally.

“What?” she says. “Yes. We checked the boat. She’s not there.”

“Oh.”

“Did she say something? About Montauk?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head even though Jo can’t see me. “I just thought—”

Her voice softens. “I know, hon.” For a moment, she sounds like she does on TV, the way she calls everyone “hon” as she shares a family recipe or judges amateur chefs. But this isn’t TV. We aren’t twelve anymore, hiding behind the set, ready to surprise Jo with Christmas cookies for her holiday special. Lia is missing. Gone. “It’s one of the first places we checked.”

“Okay,” I say weakly. After she hangs up, I open my texts, tap on Lia’s name, and see a single message from three days ago.

Lia: Meet me in Montauk.

It’s a refrain from our favorite movie, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, a story about exes who decide to erase each other from their memories only to find one another and fall in love again. We loved that it was set in Long Island. We loved that it was about mistakes and second chances, forgiveness and hope.

Meet me in Montauk.

That was our Bat-Signal, our 911 text. Save me, it meant. From schoolwork, from annoying parents, from a certain sadness we shared. Those four words used to mean we’d drop everything and take the LIRR out to Montauk, walk along the water or take her family’s boat out, even in bitter winter, stay until we felt better. Montauk was our place, once upon a time. It was where we fell in love. It was where I sometimes went even after Lia left me to relive memories that littered the beach: our first kiss, our first I love you, whispered like a thrilling confession even though we were all but certain of our shared feelings.

Our last kiss.

I remember the waves lapping at our ankles, the soft May breeze. Her hand in my hair, steadying me, lips a little cold, nose and ears pink from the sun and wind. And then she pulled away: “I can’t do this anymore.”

After that, we spent the months before senior year on opposite sides of the country—her remaining in Meadowlark, me at a summer program at Stanford. I’d spent that summer miserable, barely sleeping, not making friends, a zombie in classes. When I returned, Lia had become a complete stranger.

But I hadn’t known that then. All I wanted was to go back to the way we were. As soon as I landed in JFK, I sent up a rescue flare in the form of a desperate text.

Me: Meet me in Montauk.

She never responded. Not to that or any other text, not to the calls or voice mails, the e-mails begging to talk. Then I saw her at school. Saw them. Lia and Hunter van Leeuwen, a senior transplant rumored to have been kicked out of Phillips Exeter, their hands loosely linked, all smiles and happiness. Our eyes met when Lia spotted me. Her expression hardened, I flinched. That was the day I deleted all our texts, all my hopeful, pathetic messages and over a year of our ten-year history, the year when we were in love.

When she reached out two nights ago, I thought it was a mistake. Then I thought, what’s the point? It’d been too long. She waited too long.

But now Jo Vestiano’s voice rings in my head: Have you heard from Lia? She’s missing.

I close the AP Physics textbook on my desk and stick it in my backpack. Standing up, I glance at the printout on the wall, the SAT scores that, if left unimproved, would mean Stanford was out of reach. Stanford, where my dad had gotten into but couldn’t afford to go, where I’m expected to attend, the next step on my way to a future with my last name atop skyscrapers, multimillion-dollar bonuses, Congress, the Supreme Court. Money and power, a life that mattered.

Meet me in Montauk.

I lace up again and head for the LIRR. They’ve already been there, Lia’s mom said. I don’t know what I think I’ll find, but I know I have to go.






3.

Sophomore year, we went out to Montauk even though it was the last weekend before finals. Spring was slipping into summer, but the air still held a chill most days, especially along the water.

“Let’s go,” Lia said. “We’ll get marshmallows and make s’mores on the boat.”

“Can’t. Pre-calc final on Monday.”

“We’ll study. Promise.”

“I don’t know,” I said, but I was already caving.

“I’m sad.” Lia had just come off a bad relationship with some girl named Jana, a music prodigy who bragged about taking private lessons with a Juilliard professor. “Come on.”

I almost never said no to Lia. To save time, she drove and I studied. At the marina, we untied her family’s two-bed yacht, The Gnocchi, and eased out into the water.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked as she lit a can of Sterno and tore open a bag of marshmallows. Lia loved her family’s boat, and while she was allowed to take it out, she was most definitely not supposed to light open flames on it, not that rules ever stopped her.

After a pause, she said, “Did you know my parents basically had a heart attack when you guys moved in across the street?”

“What?” Talking to Lia was like that sometimes, conversational whiplash.

“They were hoping you guys were Korean so you could educate me in the ways of my lost culture, et cetera.” The Vestianos had adopted Lia when she was one year old and kept her enrolled in Korean language and history lessons until the age of fourteen, when she rioted. They took her to Seoul every other year where Jo would shoot a culinary special that put their mother-daughter relationship under the spotlight. Lia hated it. Hated the way strangers asked her to explain her Italian last name and white parents, the way her mom highlighted her “cultural heritage.” In middle school, sick of having to justify her existence, she came up with a line she’d recite to anyone who asked: “I’m ethnically Korean, culturally Italian.” It was her shield, a way to stop the questions, even though sometimes they’d continue.

“You know how White Meadowlark is. When you moved in, they were sure you and your sister were going to save me years of therapy just by existing in proximity. So they were devastated at your lack of Korean-ness,” Lia said, rolling her eyes. “Absolutely devastated.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I said, smiling. Equal parts Japanese, Vietnamese, Chinese, and Taiwanese, my sister and I must have seemed everything but Korean to the Vestianos. “Bad luck.”

Lia laughed, spearing a marshmallow with takeout chopsticks because we’d forgotten skewers. “Bad luck,” she agreed, then grew quiet before adding, “No, Chase.”

“Hm?” I shielded the can of flames from the wind with my palms.

“Not bad luck.” Our eyes met. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Don’t argue.”

My lips parted in surprise but I didn’t say anything.

“Good,” she said with a smile. “So it’s settled. Chase Ohara: officially the best thing that’s ever happened to Lia Vestiano.”

“Ha, ha,” I said, but I was secretly pleased. “You’re such a dork.”

“Lia Vestiano: major dork,” she said. “Has a ring to it.”

“Ugh, stop it.”

“Okay, okay, but seriously, you’re the best,” she said. “Love you.” In that moment, she looked different somehow, her black hair dancing in the salt air, her smile so full of warmth, eyes intense, and a shiver slipped down my spine.

Lia always knew she liked girls. I’d kissed a boy or three at school dances and birthday parties growing up, but nothing more.

That day, shying away from her glance, I wondered.
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I peer into the Vestianos’ boat. It’s been months since we’ve been out here. No, correction, it’s been months since I’ve been here. I think about Lia and Hunter and I have to close my eyes, shake my head. This was Lia’s favorite place in the world. Of course they’ve been here, together.

Meet me in Montauk, she’d sent. Where else could she mean? The lobster shack by the LIRR station, the restaurant by the marina? Or Kirk Park Beach, where we once carved our initials on the large piece of driftwood that served as a makeshift bench? No, it has to be the boat. Where we roasted marshmallows and made s’mores. But there’s no one here.

Pressing my forehead into the glass, I search for signs of life but find nothing. I try the door. Locked.

Over three hours on the train and a short car ride to the marina, only to find absolutely nothing. I turn, slump against the door. When I look up, I see a woman standing alone maybe fifteen feet away, cigarette in hand. She notices me—we’re the only ones out here on this dreary, cold October day. I recognize her, a waitress at the bar and grill near the marina. Suddenly, I’m nervous. It’s been so long and now I’m trespassing. I should’ve told Jo about the text but she said they’d already searched the boat. I shouldn’t have come here like this. But finally, the woman stamps out her cigarette before heading back to the restaurant without a word, and I’m all alone again.

Meet me in Montauk.

I stare at the words for a moment before placing my phone facedown. I squeeze my eyes shut. A headache works its way up from the base of my skull, pulsing as it travels to the back of my right eye, where it settles, tormenting me with white-hot flashes of pain. My adrenaline is running out and I’m crashing. As I make my way back to the train station, part of me wonders if this is some kind of stunt. If Lia’s not really missing, if she’s just being an asshole and hiding out somewhere, making her parents worry.

Maybe she’s with Hunter. If so, they could be anywhere. Hunter is a member of the van Leeuwen family, of the Dutch-French pharmaceutical giant Lemoine–van Leeuwen, and in possession of one of the largest fortunes in the world. They undoubtedly own private jets, fancy homes in every major city—whole islands, even. If Lia wanted, she had her pick of places to run away to. They could be halfway around the world getting sushi in Osaka, or spending the night in Paris. Or maybe they’re simply at the van Leeuwen beach house in West Hampton, laughing at all of us running around trying to find her.

My head throbs and I feel weak from the pain, the nights of no sleep, the hours of studying. A Physics test midweek, the SATs scheduled for December. My final chance. I take another pink pill from my Altoids tin, press it against my tongue, and close my eyes to wait for relief, but it barely comes. Instead of focus, I just feel restless.

Stupid, so stupid. Shouldn’t have come out here. I knew I wouldn’t find her but I still held out hope. She’d texted me, maybe she still wanted me. Maybe it could be just like it was, as if a single text could erase the last six months. She’s with Hunter now, and I am an idiot.

But then I think about Lia. She wouldn’t do that, couldn’t be that cruel. The Lia I knew was kind, would rescue every stray she encountered, taking home two injured baby squirrels once.

Still, maybe she is hiding out with Hunter. Maybe she just felt overwhelmed the way we both did sometimes. Maybe she just needed to be alone.

On the train back home, I exist in that state of limbo between awake and asleep, a state of survival for me. The human body can’t survive without some sleep. I’ve been getting little sips here and there, a few minutes in the car before class starts, a few minutes at lunch, but it isn’t enough.

I need more. Sometimes it feels like I always need more.
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Hunter van Leeuwen. On Monday I wait for her outside of first-period Physics, the one class I share with both her and Lia and the part of the day I always dread the most. She knows something and I’m sure of it as soon as our eyes meet.

“Hey,” I say, nervous. “I need to talk to you.”

She stops but doesn’t say anything. Hunter is White and tall, almost six feet, with piercing green eyes and beautiful dark hair streaked with electric blue. Her very presence intimidates, and she knows it. “Well?”

“Lia,” I say, recovering. “She’s missing.”

Hunter frowns. “I know.”

“Where is she?” I ask with a little more confidence. She’s hiding something, I can feel it.

“If I knew, then she wouldn’t be missing, would she?” she says.

People walk past us into class, a few giving us odd looks. Hunter and I, we don’t speak, we never acknowledge each other in the hall. We had an unspoken agreement and now I’m breaking it.

“When was the last time you saw her?” I push on.

“Thursday.” The day I got her text. “Then she didn’t show at school on Friday.”

“I just want to know she’s okay,” I say. “That’s all.”

Hunter’s grip tightens around her backpack strap, hand forming a fist. “Why do you even care?”

“Of course I care.”

“I thought you told her she wasn’t your problem anymore.”

It stuns me. And hurts. So she knows everything. Or this, at least. Lia’s told her about it, about me and the shitty things I’ve said. Me at my lowest points.

You don’t know, I want to shout after her. You don’t know anything about me. About us.

She thinks she can just swoop in after everything Lia and I have been through and take her away from me.

But that’s not true, I have to remind myself. No one took Lia from me. I did it all to myself. I screwed everything up, pushed Lia away, and now it’s too late.

Hunter just scoffs at my blank expression and turns a shoulder to go.

“Wait,” I tell her, even though I’m not sure what I want to say.

She stiffens, glances back at me.

“You really don’t know where she is?”

She looks a little surprised at the desperation in my voice and she seems to consider me, like she’s weighing me against everything Lia’s told her. Then her surprise shifts into contempt. “Listen, she really isn’t your problem anymore.”

“I—”

“Look, she’s probably spending a few days in the city. You know how much she hates it here,” she says, but it sounds like she’s just brushing me off.

“But—”

She cuts me off. “Don’t worry about Lia,” she says, this time with force. Then she turns to go, letting her words hang in the air, a judgment. Hunter’s saying I don’t have the right to worry about Lia. That I forfeited that right when I all but dared her to leave me back in May, when I gave up on us. I can’t help but think that maybe she’s right.
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One thing Hunter’s not wrong about is how much Lia hated it here. She used to ditch Meadowlark for the city whenever everything felt like too much and she didn’t want to go all the way out to Montauk. It was a habit that started after she met Jana, skipping school to go meet her in Williamsburg or the Lower East Side, but it was something she continued even after they broke up.

“Come on,” she’d say to me, and we’d take the LIRR to Penn Station, take the 1 uptown for dinner at Peacefood or walk down to the West Village for pastries and gelato.

One weekend the summer before junior year—the summer I fell in love with her—we got fired from our jobs at Long Island College Prep, a local tutoring agency, for calling in sick to spend a weekend in the city just the two of us.

“Where do you wanna go?” she asked. “See a show?” She waved her mother’s credit card and I shook my head in exasperation.

“Ooh, I know, dinner at Petal?”

“Come on,” I said. Petal was a hot new restaurant and reservations were supposed to be impossible.

“My mom knows one of the owners.” Of course she did.

“But then you’d have to call her and tell her where you are.”

“True. So scratch that.” She sighed. “What about your dad’s place?”

After the divorce, he’d moved out of Long Island and bought a loft in Tribeca. Because of work, he was reliably gone from Monday to Thursday of each week, but it was the weekend. I shook my head. “He’s probably home.”

Lia paused to think for a moment, tapping her bottom lip softly. “I know! Come on, let’s go.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

“Lia.”

“Chase.” She returned my mock-withering look. “Trust me, it’s a surprise. A good one.” We were almost there when I realized exactly where we were headed.

I followed Lia through Chelsea Market to the back of the building, and she punched in a code that gave us access to the second floor, where Jo Vestiano shared production offices and a studio test kitchen with a few other shows, most notably Chopped. We hadn’t been back there in months, when Jo shot last year’s holiday special. That was the deal Lia had struck with her mom—she’d appear with her once a year, usually for the December special where they’d bake cookies and decorate a gingerbread house.

We snuck in, Lia taking my hand to lead me through an office surprisingly busy for a Saturday. She punched in another code for her mom’s offices and inside, we were finally alone. Jo’s office looked out to the Highline, an elevated railroad track that had been remade into a sky garden walkway, with a glimpse of the Hudson beyond.

“What are we doing here?” I asked, plopping next to her on one of the big leather couches that lived by the floor-to-ceiling windows. We lay side by side on the deep cushions, our bare arms brushing.

She shrugged. “I’ve never been here after hours.”

“What now?”

“Be patient.”

We napped for a couple hours before sneaking back out to an entirely empty production studio.

“I’m hungry,” Lia said, wandering into her mom’s test kitchen. “Let’s make dinner.”

I laughed, thinking she was joking.

She laughed too. “I’m serious! Let’s do one of those challenges.”

“What?”

“Like on Chopped.” Jo’s test kitchen wasn’t built like the Chopped set that had four of everything—stoves, ovens, prep areas. The format of her show was mostly casual Italian-inspired recipes and guest chefs who’d cook with her. “It’ll be fun.” She began to rifle through the pantry and fridge.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think we should be messing with your mom’s stuff.”

“It’s fine, look at all the food she has! Plus, it’s not like she can’t just send a PA out to buy eggs.” She began setting things on the counter—pancetta, fettuccini, heavy cream, tomatoes. “What should be our mystery ingredient? Canned whole chicken? Century eggs?”

“Does your mom even have those?”

“No,” she laughed. “What about anchovies and olives?”

I made a face. “You know I hate both of those things.”

“How else would it be a challenge?” she asked.

“Fine, but then we have to use Gorgonzola and mortadella.”

“Ew, no!” she shrieked. “I refuse to eat moldy cheese and what’s basically bologna. Ew,” she repeated for emphasis.

“All cheese is moldy cheese—you just can’t see it!”

“Okay, fine,” she said. “But it’s your fault if we get sick.”

“Oh, we’re definitely gonna get sick,” I said, bumping her shoulder. We didn’t get sick but the meal we came up with was too gross and we had to throw it all out.

“Inedible,” she pronounced. “I don’t know how those judges eat that crap.”

“Maybe it’s not made by people who don’t know how to cook?”

“Hey, just because I don’t cook doesn’t mean I can’t.” She proceeded to make us fettuccini carbonara, expertly chopping bacon and onions and smoothly separating yolks from whites like she’d been doing it all her life, even though she’d never, ever shown any interest.

“When did you learn to cook?” I asked, watching her in amazement.

“When your mom’s Jo Vestiano, you pick up a few things here and there.”

I rolled my eyes but I ate every last bite when she finished. “Do you think you could do this?” I asked.

“What, professionally, like my mom?” she asked. “No way.”

“Why not?” It would’ve been natural for her to just step into her mom’s shoes, like she’d been groomed her whole life. It would’ve been easy, a whole successful career—no, empire—for the taking.

“Come on,” she said. “You know me. I’d hate it.”

“What part?” I wanted to know.

“Smiling for the camera, pretending I cared. Coming up with recipes.”

“Your mom doesn’t write all her recipes,” I said. None of them did, Jo told us. It was impossible to come up with all of it. If you were one of the top celebrity chefs like Jo, then you had a small team developing and testing them for you. By the third year on TV, she’d run out of family recipes from her nonna to share but they still kept coming, especially around the holidays or special events. “Nonna, God rest her soul, has been cooking up a storm in heaven,” she once joked after a few too many glasses of wine.

“I don’t want to be like Jo,” Lia said. Calling her mom by her first name was something Lia was trying out but didn’t want to talk about. “She’s so fake.”

I shrugged. “They’re all like that. It’s not fake, it’s just business.”

“That’s why I don’t want to do it,” she said.

“What do you want to do?”

“When I grow up?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “What are we, in kindergarten?”

I laughed. “Come on.” We were across from each other, me sitting on a barstool and her standing by the stove, elbows on the counter, leaning toward me.

“I don’t know. What do you want?” she asked, coming around the kitchen island to move closer to me until we shared the same corner, her face inches from mine. “What is it that you want, Chase?” she asked again, long hair cascading over a shoulder, eyes intense, and my breath caught.

“I don’t know,” I whispered. She leaned in, and I shifted closer, sitting on the very edge of the barstool until I was balancing on two legs.

Until I wasn’t balancing on anything and we were a heap on the floor, first in complete shock and then laughing uncontrollably because I’d lost my balance and fell on top of her when the stool slipped out from under me.

“Get off me, you dork,” she said, still laughing breathlessly.

I rolled over onto my back. Our eyes met and we started to laugh again.

“I love you, you know that?” I said quietly after we stopped, almost in a whisper.

She turned to face me and grinned. “I know.”

It’s crazy, how you can know someone forever and then suddenly see them in a new light. I can’t explain what’d shifted. There was no catalyst, no fireworks, no defining moment—we were the same Lia and Chase as always, spending all our time together, going to Montauk some weekends, working as tutors, and now sneaking away to the city together. But when I looked at her, it was just different. I could feel this new—this possession, like she was mine. Like I was hers. Like we belonged together and always had.

I began to think I was delusional, that whatever I was feeling was ultimately impossible. While Lia had had plenty of crushes and a couple girlfriends, she’d never expressed any interest in me. It was too much to hope she was having the same exact realization as me at the exact same time, that as I was experiencing all these new feelings for her, she was somehow also falling in love with me too.
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At lunch, I skip the cafeteria and head straight for the parking lot where I can be alone in my car. Inside, I pull out my phone and tap on Lia’s name.

Me: Where are you?

Me: I went all the way out to Montauk yesterday but you weren’t there

Me: Just let me know that you’re okay

I wait and wait and wait until lunch period is almost over. No response. I stare at her words—Meet me in Montauk—and try to decipher what she could’ve meant. But then I think about her and Hunter, smiling and holding hands as recently as last week. She looked happy. She didn’t look in need of rescuing.

I call her, but it goes to voice mail. Suddenly, it feels like a game that she’s playing. A joke, maybe, between the two of them. Maybe it’s just jealousy rising in me, but all I picture is Lia telling Hunter about Montauk, our place, our Bat-Signal, and laughing as she texts me.

Me: Listen, I’m sick of this bs

Me: Don’t text me again

She doesn’t text back. Instead, someone knocks on my window, scaring the shit out of me. It’s Hunter. With me sitting in my car, she looks even taller than usual, looming. For a second, I think Lia’s sent her. She saw my messages and dispatched Hunter to tell me to fuck off. But that doesn’t seem like the Lia I know.

Then again, maybe the Lia I knew is gone.

“What?” I ask after I lower the window.

Hunter leans forward, heel of her hand against the top of my door, supporting her frame. “Are you genuinely worried about Lia?” she asks, surprising me.

“Yes,” I answer immediately.

“Me too,” she says. “Come on, let’s talk.” But the bell rings, cutting us off, and we both look back toward the building. “Find me after school.”

“Okay, but I have cross-country.” I get out of the car, join her on the walk from the parking lot.

“I’ll wait for you at the bus bay,” she says, and I nod.

For the rest of the day, all I do is stare and stare at the clock, willing the second hand to tick faster, but if anything, time seems to slow, taunting me. I can’t stop thinking about Hunter and her change of heart. Her coldness this morning followed by her concern at lunch. She must be really worried if she’s willing to talk to me.



After school, I catch a glimpse of Hunter on my way to cross-country. I shouldn’t but I follow her outside, eyes tracking streaks of bright blue hair against a dark olive field jacket through the crowd in the parking lot as she makes her way to the back of the school. I stay behind and consider skipping cross-country to talk to her. I can feel the early pulses of a headache building anyway and a run will only make it worse. But before I make a decision, I see a car drive into view, a black Lexus with tinted windows. It’s familiar, but only vaguely so. Holding back, I lean against the wall around the corner and pretend to look at my phone, stealing a glance or two. From where I’m standing, I can see the driver’s window come down, see Hunter lean forward, but I’m too far away to hear what they’re saying.

When Hunter pulls back, she looks up and I turn away quickly, clutching my phone to my chest. When I dare to look again, she’s gone. I linger, hoping to catch another glimpse of her or the black car. Then I make my way to where she was standing, by the big oak tree behind the building, and cross to the other side of the school, but there’s no sign of her. It’s strange, following her when I’ve spent the last few months trying to pretend that she doesn’t exist—that Lia doesn’t exist. Like the pain inside me doesn’t exist. I turn another corner to the front of the school, but I’ve lost her in the crowd of kids milling around the parking lot, the freshmen and sophomores getting picked up by parents. Finally, I leave when I get a text from Tad London, a teammate, asking me where I am.

As I walk to the gym, the headache grows and makes its way from the right side of my neck, pulsing in waves around my skull until my entire head pounds with pain. It’s too bright outside as we stretch before practice, the sunlight burning a thousand needles into my eyes. I squeeze them shut and try to focus on Coach Gimmly.

“A recovery run today, guys,” he says before sending us off.

I’m supposed to lead the team but as soon as we start, my field of vision swims and the ground feels uneven.

“You okay, Ohara?” Tad asks, jogging beside me. I look past my shoulder and see a bottleneck, everyone stuck behind me. I know Tad wanted to be captain. He probably still does. The concern on his face masks a curiosity laced with ambition—he’s waiting for me to stumble.

“Fine,” I say. “I’m fine.” I shove the pain deep inside and push on because I have no other choice. By the end of practice, my legs might be shaking and I might be on the edge of vomiting, but I can’t show weakness, not now when everything in my life feels tenuous, when all my dreams, once within reach, seem impossible.

After the run, I’m a mess, taking small sips from a cold water bottle to keep the bile down.

“You don’t look so good,” Tad tells me, that same concerned look on his face.

“I’m fine,” I say again. “Just tired.” I drop the water bottle into my bag, check my laces.

He hesitates, then says, almost cautiously, “I’m here if you ever want to—”

“Thanks.” I sling my backpack over one shoulder and gym bag over the other. I have to get out of here, away from my shitty run and his pitying stares. I have to get better, have to be faster. Once I’m alone in my car, I take out my Altoids tin and slip a pill under my tongue, closing my eyes and waiting for the bitterness to dissolve. Can’t let anything get to me, not Tad, not Hunter, not Lia. Not my dad, not the SATs, not the sleepless nights.

Can’t show any weakness. Not now, not ever.
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Hunter is exactly where she said she’d be, waiting for me at the bus bay, lying on one of the green benches, eyes closed, big headphones on, skin golden in the setting sun, her hair spilling over, swaying in the breeze.

“Hey,” I say, but she doesn’t hear me. She only opens her eyes when I shake her shoulder.

“Hey, sorry,” she says, sitting up. I join her, both of us staring out at the dark magenta sky.

“So. Lia.” I check my phone again and see nothing from her.

“I’m worried,” she says, and it surprises me, how upset she sounds. “I haven’t heard from her since Thursday.” The night Lia sent me her last text asking me to come to Montauk. Hunter turns to me, holds my gaze in hers. “We had a fight. It was so stupid.” Then she looks away, ashamed.

For a moment, I’m in shock that Hunter would tell me, but more than that, it shatters the idea I had of them for months. The way Lia and Hunter were always smiling and laughing, hands linked or touching, a light palm on the small of the other’s back, fingers brushing away stray hairs. They looked happy, they looked perfect. Staring at them was like looking into the sun, all brilliant light and searing pain.

But here it is, evidence that they weren’t perfect, and I’m dying to know what the fight was about. If I’m honest, it’s not out of some innocent sense of curiosity. I want to know if they were imperfect the way Lia and I were imperfect, if there’s a crack in their armor, a way in. But I don’t ask because I can’t violate the trust Hunter’s placed in me with this confession. So I remain quiet, waiting for her next move.

She takes a small breath and tells me anyway. “She was going to get the answers to the Physics test.”

“What?” Of all the things I thought Hunter would say, this is beyond anything I could’ve imagined. “What do you mean, get the answers?”

“It was Cole’s idea,” she says, then adds with less certainty, “I think.” Cole Landau, fellow senior and student council member, has a certain reputation. One rumor, the one that he supplies half the school with Adderall, I know is true. The Altoids tin in my backpack is proof of that, though it doesn’t contain Adderall but Focentra, the next generation of amphetamines.

Other rumors, like the one where he runs a cheating ring, I knew less about. Last year, he’d approached me but I said no and made a point to keep my distance, cutting him off any time he seemed like he was about to bring it up.

“They’d never done anything like it,” Hunter continues. “But Cole’s been branching out since last year.”

“Branching out,” I repeat slowly.

“From the usual.”

I understand what Hunter means by the usual: trading homework assignments, tips among friends on tests and quizzes, a little light plagiarism.

Cooperative learning.

When you have five or six APs and each teacher acts like theirs is the only class you have, you either crash and burn or you help one another out. One kid does the math homework while another finishes the chem set. First-period Calc kids tell the fifth-period kids what to brush up on during lunch. It meant you could sleep. It was harmless. Mostly.

When we were together, Lia and I did it whenever one of us needed it, though it was almost always Lia who borrowed bio homework or looked at my history essays for inspiration. “Not everyone’s a fucking machine like you,” she would sometimes say, but it was meant as a compliment. Maybe that’s why I never told her when I started going to Cole for Focentra. Maybe I wanted her to think I was a machine, flawless.

“Cole, he’s been getting other tests, but not AP Physics, said it would make them a ton of money, selling cheat sheets,” Hunter says.

“Money?” I say. “Lia doesn’t care about money.”

“I don’t think it was really about that,” she says. “Cole got it into her head that they’d be some kind of revolutionaries. I don’t know, I got all of it secondhand. Lia didn’t tell me until she’d already made up her mind. We fought about it last Thursday, then she didn’t show Friday.”

“When did you find out?” I think about the call I got early Sunday morning. Jo Vestiano on the verge of tears: Have you heard from Lia? She’s missing.

“Saturday,” Hunter answers. “I thought maybe she was just mad at me, but—”

She’s telling the truth, I know she is. Hunter doesn’t know where Lia is either.

“Cole and Lia, were they close?” I ask.

“I guess,” she says. “I already asked him, though, and he says he doesn’t know where she is either.” It suddenly clicks, the black Lexus after school by the oak tree in the back next to the dumpsters. I recognize it now, Cole’s car. That’s who she was meeting.

“Do you believe him?”

She shrugs. “Why would he lie?”

I think about Lia and Cole, the word revolutionaries. What was Lia thinking? How did they plan on getting the answers for the test? And why? Lia was impulsive, but she wasn’t the type to take huge risks.

Then again, she did hate school and everything it stood for. The tests, grades—“tools of oppression,” she once called them.

Hunter and Lia have been together for only a few months. She doesn’t know Lia like I do. She might not know Lia hated it all because she never, ever felt good enough.
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Spring break, junior year. Or maybe it was earlier, the moment Lia and I found out we’d be spending the summer apart, our first since the age of six. In the fall, we’d applied for Stanford’s Frontier Scholars program together, eight weeks in Palo Alto taking classes and living in dorms.

Stanford was my dream, though, not Lia’s. On the other side of the country, it might as well have been on the other side of the world from Meadowlark. I wanted it to be a taste of what was to come, of what our lives after graduation could look like: the two of us on our own, the two of us free from high school, from nagging parents, from people who thought they knew us.

But then Lia didn’t get in.

“I won’t go,” I told her. “We’ll spend the summer here, get tutoring jobs, spend August in Maine like always.” Every year, her family took us to Kennebunkport for the last month before school.

“It’s okay,” she said, hands cupping mine. “It’s only eight weeks.”

I was relieved. “If you’re sure.”

“Go.” She kissed me. “It’ll be over before we know it.”

We’d spend the summer apart, then I’d fly directly into Portland and the Vestianos would send a car to drive me to Kennebunkport for the last two weeks. I thought that was the end of it but Lia had second thoughts.

“What if I went with you?” she asked right before spring break. We were at her house, spread out on the floor of her bedroom, books scattered everywhere, studying for exams. “I’ll find an internship in San Fran. My mom knows a ton of chefs in the area.”

“I thought you hated that stuff.” As kids, we liked going on set, getting our makeup done, and pretending to surprise her mom on the show. But the older we got, the more Lia resented it.

“I wouldn’t cook,” she said. “I’d intern with management. Maybe at a hotel, even. Learn the business side, that kind of thing.” Her mom was connected and I had no doubt she was right, that she could get whatever she wanted.

“I’ll be in Palo Alto,” I said.

“That’s close. We can hang out on the weekends.”

“I’ll be busy.”

“But never too busy for me,” she said with a smile, leaning over to place a kiss on my cheek.

“No, but…” It was hard to explain the dread I felt, even to myself. Lia may have resented her mom, may have called all the times Jo made her go on the show “exploitation” once or twice, but she wasn’t afraid of using Jo’s connections. As much as Lia claimed independence, she always fell back on her mom. Me, I worked for everything I got. Getting into Stanford’s summer program was the result of dedication, not a call from my parents.

Lia could slack because she had her mom. She’d end up doing something amazing no matter what, Stanford or not, perhaps running her own food and travel empire someday, the one that was practically waiting for her.

But back then, it was hard for me to put into words how I felt, and even more impossible to tell Lia.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“No!” I said suddenly and without thinking, startling both of us.

“Why not?”

We both stared at each other for a while, eyes wide. Then I looked away. I could never hurt Lia. And she was right—it’d be nice to see her on weekends, a way to salvage our plans. Still us against the world. Still a glimpse of our future out of here, together.

“Never mind,” I said softly. “You’re right, it’d be fun.”
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