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For my family,

those I carry,

and those who will carry me






Alfie

I DON’T KNOW WHY YOU’RE here in San Francisco and not in New York like you planned, or why it hurts so much that you didn’t tell me.

After last summer, I don’t know a lot of things.

I can’t tell you what the weather was like that day when I first noticed you in sophomore gym. I can’t remember everything about the way you made the required uniform shorts and T-shirt your own or exactly how you wore your brown curls. But I do know how brave you were when you helped that girl. Everyone laughed and pointed as she stood there frozen. Then you ripped off your hoodie and wrapped it around her waist, covering the back of her shorts. The whole time, you kept your expression so deliberate and your voice so matter-of-fact.

“Girls bleed. Get over yourself.”

If I say the way you looked at me as you ushered her into the locker room—daring me to laugh or feel sorry—caused tiny electric shocks to prickle my cheeks and shoulders and arms, you’d roll your eyes and tell me to quit being so dramatic.

You never saw it, but you were always so fierce, bearing witness to everyone and everything around you—everyone but yourself. You buried everything. Your emotions twisted so deep, they made a tornado of intentions. For me, it was always easy to get lost in the storm.

I’d hoped maybe after all this time, that would have changed.

But you brushed past me at the coffee shop today, as easily as you brushed aside everything we’d become. Seeing you after so long—feeling the electricity that tingled on my skin when your eyes met mine—I realized I would still happily weather all of it for you.

Your only-child life seemed so sterile next to my big, messy family, yet you carried so much more around. I never understood how you could live with all that noise in your head.

The entire year we were together, we were sprinting toward an end, never realizing what existed beyond the finish line.

But even then, we both knew we couldn’t keep up the race forever.

And if seeing you today in that crowded coffee shop is the last time, it’ll be enough to know you’ve found another path to explore.






Mia

MY CHEEKS BURN THE ENTIRE way back from the interview. Cheeks, neck, pretty much my entire upper body. I’m afraid if I exhale, flames will escape my throat. I can’t believe after all this time, I ran into Alfie in a San Francisco coffee shop. I can’t believe he got a front row seat to the crap show that has become my life.

Actually, I can.

I race up the stairs to Simi’s dorm, where I’ve been crashing these last few weeks. She’ll know what to do.

Flinging open her door, I let the the city’s chill barrel in with me. Before I can say anything, Simi motions behind her back for me to duck, so I do—straight to the floor. It’s later than I thought.

She’s on her nightly FaceTime call with her parents and, as far as they know, I’m not supposed to be anywhere near this side of the country. To avoid getting caught, I inch myself inside as quietly as I can and keep out of the camera’s eye.

“What was that light, Simi? Is someone there with you?” Her father’s heavy accent drones through the air. Simi cuts her eyes across the floor, telling me to stay put.

If her mom thought for a second I was taking time away from Simi’s studies, she’d have us both back at home before Simi could end the call.

Simi doesn’t want to go home, and I can’t. I don’t have one anymore. Which is why I crouch and she angles the camera away from where her roommate—and all her stuff—is supposed to be.

I mouth “Sorry” and motion for her to hurry up. When she waves her hand behind her chair, I army crawl across the linoleum floor to the empty bed on the other side of the room. Leaning against the bare mattress and metal frame, I draw my knees to my chest and focus on the twinkle lights and vanilla spice candles on her side of the room. And wait.

“No, Papa, nobody’s here. Just my resident advisor dropping off a flyer. It’s nothing.” She holds up a random paper from her desk. “See?”

“Don’t let strangers into your room. And you don’t need to be going to any extracurricular activities. You are there to learn.” I can practically hear her mom shaking her finger into the camera.

“Hanji, Momma, I’ll be careful.” She narrows her eyes at me, but only long enough for me to catch it.

“And complete all your studies. We aren’t paying for you to party all night over there,” her dad adds.

Simi jerks away from the screen and covers her face with her hands. “Oh my god, Papa, please stop doing that.”

I break my knee hug and crane my neck just enough to get a look. Her dad is wiggling in his chair doing the “Staying Alive” one-armed dance while her mom’s dark eyes glare into the camera. I bite my lips to smother a smile.

“We want straight As, Simi,” she says.

“Hanji, Momma, I know. Okay, I gotta go study now.” Simi waves to her screen then ends the call. She face-plants onto her desk and lets out a frustrated groan. “These nightly check-ins are going to kill me, I know it.”

“Sorry.” I cringe apologetically before I bounce onto the opposite bed covered only with my sleeping bag and borrowed pillow. “You will not believe what happened.”

The rustle of Simi skirting her chair across the floor fills the small space. Instinctively I wonder if the floor below can hear, and I cringe. Growing up, I was taught that girls shouldn’t make noise—no yelling or boisterous play, and only soft padding when shoes connect with floors, no matter if in heels or flats. I remind myself those days are over and bounce again, just because.

Let them know we’re here. Who cares, right?

“Did you get the job?” Her eyebrows lift as I figure out how to form the words I’m going to need.

I fold my five-foot-seven-inch frame and cross my legs.

“About that.” I bury my face in my hands, trying to hold back the flood of emotion a little longer. A year ago, I was on my way to my dream school. Now I can’t even land a job pouring coffee. “Pretty sure it’s a no, but technically, I left before I found out.” I peek to see Simi’s brows come together.

“How come?” She stares at the water brimming in my eyes. “Are you okay?”

“I…” Tears well in the back of my throat, too, but I swallow them. I’m not okay, but I gave up the right to be anything like okay last summer. And getting lost in emotion isn’t going to help anything. I close my eyes.

The mattress sinks as Simi sits next to me. She wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me into her.

“Why are you so good to me?” I ask.

“Stop.”

“No, really. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I also don’t know why you’re letting me stay here.”

“You’re my best friend.”

“But after…”

“After nothing. It’s in the past. Let’s just forget it and move on. We’re here now and that’s all that matters.” Her voice echoes the same warning tones her mother used on her just a few minutes ago, so I don’t push.

“I saw him.”

“Who?” she asks.

I stay quiet, let her figure it out.

“Alfie?” She inhales sharply.

I nod into her shoulder as she squeezes me tight. I let her hold me like that while I count to five. That’s all the pity I’ll allow myself. With a deep inhale, I sit up and wipe my face.

“It’s okay to be sad, you know. He broke up with you, and you won’t even let yourself talk about it. In fact, I’m kind of surprised you’re acknowledging it now.”

“I acknowledge it.”

She takes a long breath, then nods. “Okay.”

“I do. I mean, he broke up with me, but I made him. I messed up everything.” It’s a talent, honestly.

Like today. I stood at the counter of the coffee shop, all fake smiles and noble intentions as the manager flipped through his preplanned interview questions. Alfie glided through the door, his brown curls tucked into a beanie, a few pieces perfectly framing his cheekbones and strong jaw. His arm and attention draped over the blonde standing next to him. A shudder rips through my core.

Before today, it’s like everything we used to be existed in some alternate timeline. Keeping him as a memory of another life made this one feel like less of a failure. But the image of him walking into the café, so happy living the life exactly how he dreamt it would be, might as well have been a match. Because, instantly, my reality—the one where I chose to leave and live a happy life without him—went up in flames.

“How did he look?”

Like a Greek god?

But how do I tell Simi any of that? Especially after everything that happened. When I was the one who refused to talk about him for months. A band squeezes around my chest.

“Well, his hair is way longer than normal, and his arm was around another girl. So that’s fun.” My voice is sharper than I want, but I can’t help wondering if he looked like that when he used to stand next to me.

“Ouch.” Simi’s face scrunches into a tight ball. “Well, we did know it was a possibility you’d run into him here. San Francisco isn’t as big as you think.”

Of course she says it more like We should’ve made a plan than I told you so. I don’t deserve her grace, especially after I wrecked what was going to be her first official date last summer, even if it was 85 percent an accident. I exhale and try not to melt into a puddle of grateful tears. I will forever live in the shadow of my best friend.

“I thought that since you’re at a different school, it might not happen,” I say. “At least not this fast.”

She bites at the corner of her thumbnail. After she makes sure I get her telepathic duh, she asks, “What did you do?”

“Oh, you know.” I swallow, pushing away the memory of how his eyes crinkled at the edges when he looked at her. “Not only did I forget that the manager had asked a question, but I was staring at Alfie so hard that when the manager put his hand on my shoulder and asked if I was okay, I jumped a million feet into the air, and my complimentary iced coffee went flying.”

Simi pushes her lips toward her nose.

“Exactly.” I gesture to her expression. “When I tried picking up my mess, I knocked my stool over and made a ton of noise. Of course, everyone in the place turned and gawked as I stood there soaked in coffee and picking ice cubes out of my hair.”

Simi shoots me a You’re being dramatic look, but I don’t stop. I can’t. My chest tightens even more and my lungs shrink. I gasp for a full breath. It doesn’t come. My hands squeeze around handfuls of sleeping bag underneath me. I push down. Inhale and keep talking. I have to. Because if I quit now, I’m going to lose it.

“I look up and Alfie’s staring at me. Naturally, I freeze. Me, deer. Him, headlights.” And the look on his face was the two tons of metal and glass about to crush me.

“It couldn’t have been that bad.”

“I’m going to smell like dark roast for days.” I inhale, like maybe I could suck the coffee scent from the air if I try hard enough.

“What did you do?”

“What any ex faced with their replacement would do. I ran.”

“Ran… where?” Simi crosses to her desk and shoves a book into her backpack.

“Out the door. Pushed right past him and… his friend.”

She stops packing and arches an eyebrow.

“Sorry, I know. It’s not her fault.” I pick at the little balls of fabric beaded on my ancient sleeping bag as frustrated tears plop into my lap. Wiping them away with the back of my hand, I exhale hard enough to blow out any remnant of my heartbreak. I was the one who caused it; I shouldn’t get to be sad about it. I paste on my best whatever face and nod. “So, yeah. I did the professional thing. Stayed super calm and totally impressed the manager. Expecting a call any day. End sarcasm font.”

Despite my efforts, Simi knows better. She hands me a roll of toilet paper. I tear some off and wipe at my nose.

Normally, when I think of Alfie and the way everything blew up last summer, I bury everything somewhere I can’t feel it. But today, standing close enough to him that I could see he hadn’t shaved in a day or two, I can’t shove anything else down. Those places are full, so all the hurt and regret—and shame—overflows. When Simi sits beside me again and rests her head on my shoulder, the dam I’d been trying to build shatters.

“He looked happy. Maybe confused about why I wasn’t in New York, but happy. He’s here, doing exactly what he wants.” Without me and all my baggage, the way I thought I wanted. My chest shrinks in on itself, and I welcome the pain. I let myself lean into her.

Simi doesn’t move or make a sound. Leaning against her is like resting against the tree in my backyard when I was little—the one place that was all mine—sitting in the warmth of the sun and reading until it was too dark to see. I realize she is my home now. My tree and my warmth.

“He chased after me when I ran past him.” My voice is almost a whisper. “Halfway down the block. But I kept running. I couldn’t bear to stand there doing that weird smiling and head nodding at each other, waiting for him to offer to catch up sometime.” Because that would be humiliating. A sob escapes my throat. This time I want to give in. I shift away from Simi and curl into the mattress. I’m tired of fighting it.

Tired of fighting everything.

“No, don’t do that.” Simi stands and tightens the long, dark braid hanging down her back. “Okay, you panicked. But you’ve come this far. You’ll figure this out. We’re going to get through this.”

“Maybe,” I say, grateful for the we.

I never wanted any of this. Couch surfing in Simi’s dorm, trekking around a city I don’t understand, begging for minimum-wage jobs. And especially giving Alfie a first-class view of it all. My whole body feels like it’s being forced into latex gloves that are two sizes too small.

Simi shoots awkward glances until I reluctantly force myself back into a sitting position. I tuck my knees into my chest and wrap my arms around them and watch her pack her bag. When she’s done, she turns to me with a strange expression on her face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“I have something you need to see.” She opens her tiny dorm-room closet.

“What?” I ask as her color pales. “If it’s something from my mother, I don’t want it.”

She stops digging through a box and stares at me—a classic Simi move. “Why would I have anything from your mom in my closet? Does she even know you’re here?”

“Probably—I don’t know.” I resume picking fabric balls off my sleeping bag.

Simi continues digging and pulls out a blue envelope. The same kind Alfie used to send thank-you notes after his birthday. Definitely not from Mom. My heart pounds in my throat.

“What is that?” I point to her hand.

“He gave it to me the day he left for school. Don’t be mad.”

I want to be exactly that. Yeah, I made a spectacle of myself that night at the bonfire and did what I did, but it was only so he could see how much better off he’d be without me. But even after that, he left me a letter? With Simi? And she’s had it this entire time? Something heavy and sharp inside my chest drives me to my feet. I reach for the envelope, but she moves it behind her back.

“Simi.” My voice is low, and I hardly recognize it belongs to me.

“Listen, please?” She lifts her brows and pleads with her large, dark brown eyes. It’s not like her to hide things, so I have to believe she had good reason. I take in a jerky breath and force myself back onto the bed.

“He left me a letter?”

“Yes, it’s from him.” She holds the envelope so I see my name written in his handwriting on the front. A knife plunges into my chest as I remember all the little notes he used to leave for me on my car and in my locker. “He asked me to give it to you when you were ready to read it. I know I should’ve handed it over immediately, but after what happened”—she clears her throat—“and the way you shut down when anyone brought him up, I honestly didn’t think you’d want it. I didn’t know you still felt like this. I’m so, so sorry.”

The flurry of tension slips from my shoulders. I’m the one who should be sorry. I’m the one who blocked all pathways to Alfie, even with my best friend. As always, she’s looking out for what I need, not just what I want. I collapse against the wall behind me.

“I get it. It’s all good.”

I hold out my open palm, and she passes the letter to me.

I stare at my name written with his hand. The slightly tilted a and the crooked dot so it’s almost over the M more than the i. Closing my eyes, I can almost feel him here in this pint-sized room with us. Smell the lemon and wood tones that hover around his warm, olive skin. But instead of his mouth sliding into a half-moon when he sees me, he’s smiling at the girl by his side at the coffee shop.

I turn the envelope over and rip the flap. Taking out the binder paper stuffed inside, I unfold it.

Across the top of the page, tiny, fluffy sheep drawn in his hand set the mood for his words. He put them on every note he gave me. Normally, they’re smiling with the words I love ewe bubbled over their heads. Sometimes they hold bunches of flowers. Other times, balloons. This time, the sheep sit in a pool of tears. Their mouths turned down, they slump as they cry.

I used to love those sheep. Now they make me burn with guilt.

His voice floats off the page, every syllable its own verse.

I glance at Simi, and her image dissolves into a watery picture. She clasps her hands under her chin and waits.

“He said he still loves me.” I choke out the words that, even as I speak them, can’t be true. Judging from what I saw this afternoon, he’s already moved on in every way—a new city, new habits, and even a new someone to drape his arm around. “He wrote this months ago, Simi. How can he possibly still feel this way?” I think back to the shock and questions on his face as I bolted by him at the coffee shop.

Maybe?

Simi flings her arms around my neck, her weight forcing me backward on the mattress. She squeezes tight, then rolls to the foot of the bed. “This is so great! I knew it wasn’t over for you two.”

“I don’t know—that was a long time ago.”

“It’s been five months.” Her practicality loosens the uncertainty that lingers on my tongue. “You should find out.” She eyes the phone sticking out of my pocket, the one thing I couldn’t bear to leave behind when I left home.

Ran away? Can you do that at eighteen, or is it simply moving out?

“I don’t know,” I say. She glances at the clock on her laptop, and not for the first time. I clear my throat, glad to finally be the one to give what’s needed. “Okay, enough about me. You’re meeting your library group to study for that awful advanced calculus test. I have a busy night planned, overthinking the last few hours and contemplating every scenario where I could’ve avoided seeing Alfie’s arm around someone else.”

She shoots me a half-concerned, half-testing-my-BS face before resigning to pack her gigantic textbook and notes into her backpack. “Only if you’re sure.”

“Of course. When I illegally took over the empty half of your room, I promised my drama wouldn’t interfere with the insanity that is your schedule.” The ease between us that we’ve worked so hard to maintain returns.

“Hashtag premed life.” She twists her lips into a sly grin, and I return one the best I can. “It was either that or work in my parents’ tire store until I marry a ‘nice boy.’ ” She air-quotes and adds her dad’s accent to the last two words. “This seemed the easy way out. See you in a couple hours?”

“Unless they need me for an immediate barista shift, I’ll be here.” I wave her off as she tosses one of her decorative pillows at me, then quietly closes the door behind her.

I stretch out my cramped legs. No one warned me about all the walking San Franciscans do. I thought I was in shape, but small-town cheering has nothing on these Bay Area hills.

Pulling out my phone, I notice the battery is low and make a note to charge it as soon as I’m done. I swipe through my contacts until his name appears. When we broke up—when I made him break up with me—I wanted to delete it. Get rid of every picture and every moment from every timeline, but Simi wouldn’t let me.

“Give it a month and see if you feel the same way. Then do it,” she’d said. After the thirty days, I couldn’t bring myself to even look, so I left everything the way it was. And I haven’t posted anything since.

Now instead of my social media chronicling my way to the future, it’s become a relic of the past. A museum of heartbreak.

His name, Alfie Thanasis, stares at me from my screen along with his number and email. My insides feel like they’re being twisted into weird balloon animals. Just seeing his name brings him closer. I take a deep breath and imagine his warm scent wrapping me in a hug.

I could’ve done that earlier, at the coffee shop, but instead, I ran. What I always do.

His number may not even work anymore. He might have a brand-new one to go with his brand-new life.

My finger hovers over the call button. Before I can press it, the memory of the last time I saw him floods my mind. The way his eyes scratched over me, like I was some stranger who bumped into him on the street. The hurt in every pore of my skin reflected in his twisted expression.

I drop my phone onto the mattress and step back. Pacing, I take several deep breaths. I cross the room to the window and peer out. Students are milling around. Some have their heads down, some keeping pace with whatever music is playing through their headphones.

That could’ve been me, three thousand miles and a lifetime away. It could’ve been us, if I hadn’t messed everything up. I lost it all in the span of a few weeks.

But Alfie.

His letter makes it sound like maybe I don’t have to lose him with everything else. That he’s still willing to see what’s left. After everything.

Maybe that’s the one thing that could go right.

One after the other, I wipe my palms against my jeans. I have to try. If there’s a small chance, I need to know.

With a steadying breath, I press dial.



The phone rings and I almost hang up. What do I even say? Hey Alfie, long time, no humiliation. But then he answers, and it’s too late. He knows it’s me.

“Mia?”

My finger hovers over the end button anyway.

“Are you there?”

The crust of his voice sounds like the lazy nights we spent together at the lake with nothing between us and the stars except an old blanket. The air in his words breathes worry and curiosity. It’s the worry that makes me stay on the line.

“Hey, Alfie.” Just saying his name out loud, to him, makes me want to crawl through the invisible wires linking our voices together. I close my eyes and press my free hand to my mouth.

“Mi.” He says my name the way only he said it, and I want to burst. “You were at the coffee place. I couldn’t believe my eyes.”

“Yeah.” I want to ask about the letter, his words. I need to let you go because that’s what you said you wanted.

What do you want, Alfie? Are you content with your arms around your new girl, or is there still space for me?

“But why? I mean, why aren’t you in New York? What about Sarah Lawrence?” His voice cracks a little on his last word.

“Sort of blew a job interview there. The coffee place, not New York. Never actually made it that far.” I attempt to laugh, but it comes out more of a reverse hiccup. I stare at the letter spread open on the bed. You’re the love of my life.

Am I still? Or have you forgotten all about the letter you left for me?

“Oh.”

Oh. That’s all he says. But what else could he say, really?

That letter says I’m the love of his life. That I deserve good things, even after all that happened.

I need to know if he still means what he said, if he feels the same.

“Alfie?”

“Yeah?” His words are close, breathy. If I shut my eyes, it’d almost be like he’s standing next to me. Like I could reach out and he’d be there, the way we used to be. Easy and solid and strong. I try to be strong too.

“Simi gave me your letter.”

He says nothing. I close my eyes.

“I mean today, just now. I didn’t know.”

He takes in a breath and lets it out slow, the way he does when he’s trying to figure out what to feel.

You’re the love of my life.

“Do you—are you sorry she did?” My voice is a whisper.

“No, of course not. It’s just, things are different now.”

I try to hear the reason in his tone—why things have changed—but I already know. Of course they have. He’s moved on. Of course he has.

“Maybe not different completely. Just updated.”

“Updated?” I’m surprised at the hope in my own question.

“Like, if I could write the letter today, I might add something.”

“Add something?” Great, I’m an echo now.

“Mi…”

I beam into the phone. It’s the way only he says my name. The way he used to when it was just us. But then he takes in a quick breath, and my smile falters. Did he mean to say it that way, or was it drudged up from some old habit that people who used to love each other have? I open my mouth to ask, but a deep, hollow rumble groans from the floors beneath, stopping me.

“What is that?” As soon as the words leave my mouth, my knees buckle and the world rolls off its axis.

Then three beeps end my connection to Alfie.

Before I can redial, the rumbling invades every crevice in the room. Metal grinds on metal within the walls—underwater echoes of a ship grating against rocks. The taste of iron fills my mouth, its metallic smell stinging my nose. I touch my finger to my tongue. I pull it back, its tip covered with blood.

Simi’s blue-and-yellow curtains sway. Framed posters dance in an odd rhythm against sterile, white paint. Twin bookshelves crash against their respective walls like whitecaps in a storm. The light bulb in Simi’s lamp explodes as it hits the floor. The overhead fluorescents flicker. They bend in on themselves, then shatter.

I whip around and snag Alfie’s words from the mattress, shoving them into my pocket. Then I’m prostrate on the floor, one arm instinctively covering my head, as the room gyrates in waves. Desks grate against bed frames. Simi’s chair rolls serpentine-like, smashing the broken lamp pieces littered on the linoleum. The sound of glass crunching underneath turns my stomach.

Everything is loud and quiet at the same time.

Elementary school emergency drills take over. I roll under my bed and hold on to its legs.

Thinking better of it, I cross both arms over the back of my head and squeeze my eyes shut and pray nothing falls on me. The room comes apart in sounds—the whine of steel peeling away from wood, the thud of bricks crashing into earth, toppling over each other like bowling pins smacking against alley walls.

Frames fall from the bookshelf, their glass smashing into a thousand pieces. Every muscle in my body begs me to run. Get away. Instead, I make myself as small as possible against the wall, my heart thumping as adrenaline floods my body.

I close my eyes, and images of Alfie flash in my mind. His open smile. His arm draped so casually over the girl’s shoulders like it’s always belonged there. I squeeze my eyes closed tighter, forcing away the mental pictures of how happy he looked without me. Drawing my knees to my chest, I hug them tight and wish his arms were around me. Protecting me the way he used to.

An eternity later, the room is still.

It’s a weird feeling, after an earthquake. All movement stops, but the memory of lights swaying and books falling exists in the corners of your vision, ghosts of destruction. The creaking goes on, an ethereal reminder of aftershocks to come.

Floodlights scream awake and cast red and blue shadows over the room—a traumatic still life in emergency colors.

I fumble for my phone. When I find it, my trembling fingers press the only button I can think of. Redial. Nothing. No service.

From underneath me, the earth draws in an angry yawn, hard and fast. The whole building shifts like a kid jumping rope. Then the windows explode as it exhales.

In the hall, students yell names and scream for help. If our room looks like this, what about the rest of the building? I suck in a breath.

Simi.






Alfie

I WANT TO SCREAM.

You were here, just a second ago. On the phone. My Mia. Mi.

Now you’re gone. Your voice cut off and disappeared into the chill and fog winding its way through the city. I will find you again, even if I have to search every inch of the mist-covered streets between us.

Please let there be an us.

You must be so confused. I wish I could’ve told you why things have changed. Of course, I will. As soon as I dig myself out of whatever this is.

The more I think about you and me, the way we used to be, the more I remember. Like the time when our orbits finally crashed into one another. Since that day sophomore year, we danced around each other in our circles, but never more than that. Cheerleaders and baseball players gravitate in different orbits, but I’d always hoped ours would collide.

I’m so glad that day you finally noticed me, too.

Even though it was November, summer lingered like old friends over coffee. At our usual table, Chuck and I shared the pool of food we’d scavenged from our parents’ pantries. He pilfered the leftover cheeses and grapes from his mom’s Bunco night, and I managed breadsticks and four single-serving peanut butter dips.

We talked about spring training and how this would be our last year of high school baseball. How we couldn’t wait to get out of our tiny town filled with small jobs and dead-end dreams. For me, I didn’t want to be stuck working in my family’s restaurant forever, even if it might break Baba’s heart. Mama was helping convince him it would be better for me to go to college, learn what I could.

Be something more.

Chuck said he wanted out from under his brother’s shadow. As hard as he tried, he never felt like his life was entirely his own.

Then Josuè showed up with one of his schemes that always landed us in hot water. Remember Coach’s pimped-out golf cart? Purple and gold paint splashed all over the flatbed he built on the back? That purple fur steering wheel cover he’d clutch while he chased after us on our runs? He’d left his keys in it when he parked it by the storeroom, and Josuè wanted to take it for a joyride.

Of course, Chuck immediately said no, but Josuè knew exactly what to say to get me to play along.

“Alfie, come on, bud. You got me on this, right?” he asked.

“I like being the starting pitcher. No thanks.” I stood to leave and he followed.

“Come on, man. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance.” He stared at me with his puppy dog eyes—the ones he used to get all the teachers to let him make up late work and all those girls to, well, you know. After about thirty seconds of that, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“I’ll go with you, but I’m not touching Coach’s pimp cart.”

“This is about to be epic.” Josuè fist pumped the air and told Chuck to get a good seat.

When he crept close enough, he started rubbing the back of his neck, looking everywhere but at Coach’s crazy ride, the way he always did when he tried looking innocent.

I knew I should be back at the table sitting with Chuck, doing the thing we’d done every day since third grade. But this was Josuè, and I was always in between the two of them.

When Baba met him, he put his arm around my shoulder and whispered, “Every guy who plays third base is a little crazy, and this guy is the same.”

But that’s why we worked. Why we took the team all the way to second place. Chuck was our catcher on and off the field. Josuè took all the risks. I pitched and got out of the way.

And it was the same that day in the cafeteria when he convinced me we were just going to sit in the cart. See what Coach sees.

“You’re not really going to drive it, right?” I asked.

“I’d never.”

And that’s when everything moved slow and fast at once.

Across the room, Chuck’s mouth flattened into a line and he shook his head.

Keys jingled and the battery clicked to life.

Josuè pounded the accelerator, and we lurched into the walkway between the tables and the doors. He hooted and hollered like a cowboy riding a bull. Everyone in the cafeteria joined.

Then you walked in. With Simi. You stopped in Josuè’s path—in my path. Simi’s dark hair tangled in your long auburn curls—heads together in your secret world.

I shoved his foot off the pedal, and we jerked to a stop inches away from you.

I still remember the way you studied me. Your brown eyes shadowed in dark clouds. Eyebrows knitted together. You could’ve yelled. Told us what jerks we were for almost hitting you.

In fact, I would’ve preferred it.

But you just stood there—that same look in your eye—while Simi went off on Josuè as he tried defending himself. Your jaw clenched and your nostrils flared, but you stayed silent.

There’s always been something more to you, especially when you’re as still as you were in that moment, when you think no one is watching. Deep waters rippled across your eyes. You seemed like you were everything I wasn’t, and I wanted so much to be the stone that curved under that current.

If I’d known then the kind of storm you had brewing inside of you, I would’ve scooped you into my arms. Held you tight so you knew you were safe from the thunder and lightning ravaging its way through you.

But it was lunch on a random day during senior year. And those things don’t really happen in front of the milk line on pizza day.






Mia

I HOVER MY SHAKING HAND over Alfie’s name on the screen, the rest of me frozen after everything that’s happened. He’d been right there, after all this time. And the way he’d said my name, like it was just me and him the way it’d been before.

And then the world split in half.

Did he feel it where he was? He had to—this afternoon proved we aren’t that far apart. My heart pounds faster. He has to be somewhere safe. But what about Simi? She could be trapped on the stairs, or worse. As much as I want to try to call him back, I force myself to shove my phone into my back pocket. Alfie has to be okay. Right now, I need to find Simi.

I’ll call him back after.

All I can see are images of her under a mass of people and collapsed industrial ceiling tile or lying under a big chunk of building on the ground outside. I squeeze my eyes shut as if that can stop my brain from picturing every way Simi might not be okay.

I need to find her. I need to find out what’s going on.

I push aside last night’s pizza box and random fruit that’d tumbled out of the wrecked fridge. Sliding my shaking body from under the bed, I shiver as cold air slinks through the places where the windows bellowed and burst.

Sound comes from three places. The outside fog tampers the noise coming through the window, a blanket of heavy silence. In the room, the walls and floor creak and moan, and I imagine the lower decks of the Titanic must’ve sounded the same way. On the other side of the door, panicked voices call out while others bark orders. None of the voices sound like hers, which only makes me shake harder.

If she’s not in the panic, she’s in the quiet. And I can’t lose her. I can’t lose one more person.

I’m aware enough to know I shouldn’t be walking without shoes with the landmines of broken shards and ceiling tiles everywhere. Using the pillow that Simi had tossed at me minutes ago, I sweep what glass I can find under her bed and search for my shoes.

I find my Uggs under the desk and shake them out, just in case. Sliding them on, I find the doorknob and rip open the door.

More red and blue lights bounce off the walls. The volume of yelling and crying floods my eardrums. Autumn decorations made from construction paper—animals and trees—droop off the walls in pieces as bodies pack the ruined hall. People race to knock on doors, begging their occupants to move down the stairs immediately. I push against the throng to get to the bathroom in case she stopped in there before leaving. A girl with bleary eyes and a clipboard points to me.

“You. Follow everyone downstairs. Now.” She moves to the next person, points, and repeats her command. I don’t listen.

“Have you seen Simi?” I ask the boy in front of me. “Do you know her? She was just here.”

When he doesn’t reply, I slip into the bathroom, cup my mouth, and shout into the stalls.

“Simi! Can you hear me?”

But it’s too loud; too many other people are shouting names and directions. I check under the doors—all empty. Metal grinds against stone in the walls like nails on a chalkboard, sending nauseating chills up my spine. The shaking returns, and I can’t tell if it’s me or the ground. I try to brace myself against one of the sinks, but it cracks off the wall and shatters into porcelain chunks at my feet. I jump out of the way just in time.

What sounds like peeling away layers of cardboard quickly evolves into stone tumbling over stone, echoing through the tiled room. When I make it to the door, people scream louder and push harder toward the stairs. There’s too much cold air. I look behind me and see half the wall torn away—a perfect view of the dorm next door framed by what’s left. Gulping the frigid evening air, I let myself get swallowed in the mass of people like salmon swimming upstream.

Halfway down, I tuck myself into the corner of the landing and check my phone. I click on Safari, but it never loads. I try calling Simi’s number, but there’s only a busy signal and recorded message. Circuits overloaded, check back soon.

Something quiet takes over the panic in my brain. Every nerve ending comes alive at once.

Working my way back into the masses descending the stairs, I allow them to carry my hollowed-out body into the open air. Two security officers direct people to a space in the nearby parking lot. I trace the way to the library in my mind. She can’t be that far away.

“Simi!” I summon all the diaphragm training my three years on varsity afforded me. “Simi, where are you?” My eyes scan the crowd for a Simi-shaped person.

“Mia!” Her voice ricochets off the group of people gathered on the asphalt. “I’m over here!”

I follow her cries until I find her long braid and backpack. Relief replaces all the air in my body. Hurried, I push past offended people on the path and bear-hug my best friend from behind. When I let go, she turns around and hugs me back just as hard.

At least one person I love is here. Alfie’s voice whispering my name echoes in my memory, making my heart hiccup. First, I have to make sure Simi is all right.

“Are you okay?” I search her face for scratches and cuts. She nods. She’s okay. I mentally snap a thousand pictures of her perfect face and use them to drown out the images of her from earlier I can’t quite get over. “What the hell was that?”

“People are saying earthquake. Over 7.0. Maybe 8. Worse than the one in the eighties.” Her wild eyes dart from the gaping hole in her building and back to me. “They’re scared more buildings will collapse.”

“Holy shit.” I cross my arms over my chest and squeeze. “Everything went crazy. And the wall… Were you on the stairs?”

“No, I was already out here, but just barely. Just fell to the ground like my legs were nothing.” She blinks back the water collecting in the corners of her eyes.

“Yeah, I crashed too.” A flash of terror jolts through me. “Simi, your room.” We trade wide-eyed expressions. It dawns on me that there’s no way we’ll be let back into Simi’s room. All I have is what’s on my body. And my phone is already almost dead, not that I could use it anyway.

My mind races with the idea of no place to sleep. Owning nothing but what we carry—warm boots and an old letter for me, a backpack with an industrial-sized calculus book for Simi.

An overwhelming wave of defeat washes over me. I miss home, but it doesn’t exist anymore either.

“What do we do now?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Those guys are trying to get everyone out of the way in case stuff starts coming down. I’m sure they’re going to make us shelter somewhere else tonight.” Her eyes trail up to where her room is supposed to be. “My parents are going to flip out.”

“We’re going to be okay.” My voice surges with confidence, even if it’s propped up on empty hope. I put my arms around her and smooth the top of her hair.

Around us, trees rest at forty-five-degree angles, like they can’t make up their mind to fight or give in to the earth’s rumbles. Nearly every window in Simi’s building is blown out, glass still falling in the aftershocks. But the building next to it looks the same as it always did—maybe a little quieter now that everyone stands outside.

It’s like that all around. Some spaces are in complete ruin. Others, business as usual. But who knows what might collapse next? Every new shake poses a potential threat.

I close my eyes and imagine the way things were only a little while ago. Me on Simi’s bed. Alfie’s voice a hug around my heart. He has to be okay. Please let him be safe.

More than anything, I want to go back to the way it was before everything changed. Before I was about to be homeless in a strange town with no way for anyone from home to get to us. At least Simi has the safety of her student status to keep her sheltered and fed. I’m a squatter with no way to keep warm or get food. I don’t even have a debit card.

Alfie’s words come flooding back. Things are different now.

The trees, dorm, being safe. Alfie.

My entire body trembles as the layers of regret, denial, and if I’m being honest, the rage I’ve been ignoring peel away from my heart—the one thing that hasn’t changed.

I still love him.

The realization explodes inside me. My own personal earthquake, knocking down all the walls I’ve so carefully built over the last five months.

I’m so stupid for having pushed him away like I did.

I open my eyes and pull out my phone. I have to try.

“Who are you calling?” Simi asks. “Is it going through?”

Nothing but All circuits are busy, try again later. I swallow hard.

The idea that later might not exist starts my body trembling all over again.

“I was talking to Alfie when the earthquake hit. We got disconnected.”

“What?” She pulls back. “What did he say? What did you say?”

“Not much, really. We didn’t have time. Everything happened and the phone went dead.”

“Mia.” She shrieks my name as she grasps my shoulders. “If the dorms at State aren’t safe, what about USF? They have way older buildings than we do.” The blood drains from her cheeks.

“I know.” Mine pools in my feet. My knees lose any hope of keeping me upright, and we both topple onto the cold tarmac. I land on some guy’s shoes. He throws me a dirty look before he scuttles away.

The images of Simi hurt after the earthquake come roaring back, only this time, it’s Alfie. Phone in hand, blood and brick—I shut my eyes, too afraid to see him broken, even if it’s only in my imagination.

A wave of shame washes over me.

The last time I saw him, I ran away, too afraid he’d see exactly how much of a failure I am. Even though I found the courage to call him, he said everything’s changed. And then the world turned upside down before I could ask what he meant. And most important, if what he said in the letter was still true.

My heart rises to my throat and I have to swallow to keep it—and the tears—inside.

The words forming in my mouth are an apology. But not to the guy with the shoes.

Since summer, that apology took up residence in my core and has played over and over in my head. Silently, in the background of everything else. I drop something in the kitchen? I’m so sorry, Alfie. I leave the door unlocked? Alfie, I didn’t mean it. I get an email from a school across the country my dad “forgot” to pay for? Alfie, you didn’t do anything wrong. It was all me.

It’s stupid, but even though I did what I did, I always knew he was out there, only out of reach because I pushed him away. More than stupid—arrogant. Now he might be gone for real.

The idea is like a knife ripping through the fabric I’d used to hide how much I missed him.

A world without Alfie is more terrifying than going through it alone. At least knowing he was in it somewhere, making the world a better place with his pretty words, I could always hope.

He did send that letter. He wanted me to know he was still here. For me. When I was ready.

Now it might be too late.

I need to see him. Touch his face and hold his body against mine, just to know he’s here. Because I know I won’t be able to breathe until I do. In my bones, I know I need to find him. Look him in the eyes and tell him how thoughtless I’ve been these last five months—the contrived fights, me pushing him away, needing to be free of someone who could still look at me like he did today, even after everything.

I search Simi’s face for the words I can’t say out loud.

“Do you think he’s okay?” Her eyes fill with tears. She nods over and over as if her insistence could override any other outcome.

“I need to find him.” Tiny aftershocks strike my bloodstream like Pop Rocks exploding on my tongue and spread outward through my limbs.

“Did he say where he was?”

I shake my head.

“He was at that coffee place earlier.” She raises an eyebrow. I answer her unasked query.

“She doesn’t matter.” I take in a breath to calm my voice that’s shaking as much as the rest of me. “I have to know he’s all right.”

If he still feels the same way I do about him. Things are different now.

“Of course.” Simi squeezes my hand as I set my expression. She squares her shoulders with the fact that nothing is going to convince me not to, but her eyes keep darting to her own ruined dorm.

“Everything’s shut down, though. How will we get all the way across town?”

We?

“No way.” I stand and she follows. “You need to stay here, safe. I’m sure they’ll have shelter for you and a way to contact your mom and dad before long. I’m not really here, right? I can’t stay.”

I look around at all the faceless students standing in groups, their clustered bodies creating boundaries into their own worlds. Simi should easily be able to find refuge in one of them.

“I’m not letting you go alone.” Her hand slides into mine.

I open my mouth to argue, but her jaw is resolute. No use. Despite the chill, a warmth flickers in my chest.

“Well, like you said, this place isn’t as big as everyone thinks. We can probably walk there.” I attempt a smile.

“Hang on.” She throws her backpack onto the ground between us. After some rummaging, she pulls out a laminated map of the San Francisco city proper.

“Why do you have a map of the city in your backpack? Not that I’m not grateful. I just…”

“My parents made me promise to carry it in case I got lost.” She rolls her eyes, but there is still worry behind them.

“They do know cell phones and Google Maps exist, right?”

“Of course they do. They’re just extra careful.” A small sob escapes her lips. “Do you think they’re okay?”

“Your mom and dad?” I wrap my arms around her. “They’re one hundred miles away. They’re far enough. I’m sure we’ll hear from them as soon as the phone lines go back up.”

She nods into my shoulder, and we stay huddled together until she stops shaking.

“You know I can’t read that, right?” I nod to the paper city in her hand.

“Then it’s a good thing I’m coming with. Where do we start?” She lifts her chin and blinks away the rest of her tears. I take a deep breath and blow it out, forcing away the fear rising up my spine.

“Coffee shop?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

We shake off the cold and fog as best we can and make our way toward the last place I saw Alfie. As we walk, I’m finally able to summon the memory of his brown curls, his warm smile. If all goes well, his perfect arms will be wrapped around me in the doorway soon, soothing my pounding heart.

But if it doesn’t…

Cold sweat forms above my lip as my body shivers at the thought.

Please, Universe, let that not be the last time I see him.






Alfie

EVERY WINTER, I THANKED THE universe for the wall that separated the neighborhood houses from the high school. Do you remember it, Mia? The one with all the pink camellias that only bloomed in the winter? That was my favorite thing about driving to school in the misty dark of late fall and winter. Well, until I realized I’d get to see you every day. Then the camellias came in a rough second.

After Josuè pulled that stunt with Coach’s golf cart, I wasn’t sure you’d ever talk to me again.

Not that we ever really talked, anyway, except a Here you go or Thanks in classes we had together. If a teacher liked to mess with alphabetical order, I might’ve been lucky to sit near you. But your last name is C and mine’s a T. Mostly, I watched you from the other side of the room, deciphering the hidden meaning of your every expression.

In class, or in the cafeteria with the other cheerleaders, your smile functioned as a tool—a fast pitch turned curveball—purposeful, but ultimately off. I fell for the real smile, the one you saved for people like Simi. Your eyes sparked as your lips spread wide, a warm summer breeze.
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