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For Poppy






CHAPTER 1 CAROLINE


“Caroline!”

I snort awake, nearly tumbling out of bed as my younger sister Riley’s voice shoots me into consciousness better than the twelve alarms I snoozed this morning.

That’s what I get for staying up until three a.m. to tinker with my portfolio for my Columbia application, adding in an article I just finished on the local bakery’s heavily guarded, five-generations-old Christmas cookie recipe. Apparently a great-aunt had even killed a man to protect it, which made this piece a bit more high-stakes than the rest of my reporting about our Christmas-obsessed small town….

If looks could kill, though, Riley’s might just do the trick. She leans away from my now defunct left eardrum, arms crossed over her worn forest-green Barnwich Soccer hoodie. “Can we please not be late for once?”

I grunt and groan a “no” in reply, rolling over to rebury myself in my cozy comforter.

“It’s Pancake Tuesday,” she says.

I immediately roll back to face her.

“That’s what I thought,” she adds, before leaving me to my frantic Tuesday-morning routine. I stumble into a pair of jeans and an oversized cardigan, brush my teeth as I pack up my backpack, then add a sweep or two of mascara and enough rings to let people know I like women.

As I head downstairs to the kitchen and the pancakes that are the only thing that could get me out of bed today, Blue, my black-and-white border collie, trots after me, his toenails clicking on the hardwood floors. I smirk when we turn the corner to see Riley spraying a gravity-defying amount of whipped cream directly into her mouth and my two older brothers, Levi and Miles, wolfing down short stacks like it’s their job. They show up to Pancake Tuesdays religiously even though they’re both in their early twenties now.

“Don’t you two have your own house?” I ask as I pour myself a cup of coffee. I turn around just in time for a flapjack to smack me square in the face. Riley snorts as I peel it off and take a bite.

Dad stops his humming over a sizzling pan of turkey bacon and whirls around, apron flowing in the wind, to point his spatula between the four of us.

“One more thrown pancake and you can all forget Pancake Tuesdays for the next year!”

“You’re all talk, old man,” Levi scoffs, shaking his head.

“Just try me, kid,” my dad replies with a challenging smile, but the standoff is interrupted by my mom breezing into the kitchen. Immediately, Dad casts a sideways glance at the clock in the corner, still worried even after twenty-five years about her being—

“Late. I’m gonna be late,” my mom mutters as she steals the coffee cup right out of my hands and takes a sip.

Mom commutes from Barnwich to Pittsburgh every morning to work at the law firm she started with her best friend from college and is almost always running a few minutes behind. My dad tried setting our clocks forward by five minutes once, but it didn’t make a difference. It was like she knew in her bones it was wrong. Thank goodness trains leave the Barnwich station every seventeen minutes, or she’d never make it to work before the morning meeting she schedules.

I guess I get that from her, because when my gaze drifts over to the clock too, I see I have all of a minute and a half to shove the rest of this much-needed pancake into my mouth and get out the door.

“Anyway, we need sustenance,” Miles says, continuing the conversation. “Got a busy night to prep for the bar tomorrow. Bought a karaoke machine two weeks ago, and Karaoke Wednesdays have been a real game changer.” He scrolls through a color-coordinated events calendar on his phone, pinks and yellows and greens flying past.

He and Levi saved up practically every penny since they were both in middle school to open up Beckett Brothers, a bar tucked into the corner of Main Street and Pine, the result of my dad’s obsession with Bar Rescue and their desire to find their own niche in our holiday-centric Pennsylvania town. They carefully renovated the space together after leasing it two Christmases ago at a heavily discounted price from the owner and also our neighbor, Mr. Burton. Then Riley and I were enlisted to help paint and haul Facebook Marketplace finds, paying us in ice cream in the summer and hot chocolate in the winter. This is the first full year they’ve been open for business, and they’ve been giving it all they’ve got to stay afloat and turn a profit. Trivia, speed dating, live music, and now karaoke, apparently. They’ll do anything to keep those doors open. But it’s been hard to watch them struggle like so many businesses in our town have these last couple of years.

“I don’t know about game changer. My ears are still bleeding from last week,” Levi grumbles through a mouthful of food.

So are mine, honestly. He sent me a video of a girl who was attempting to belt out some Celine Dion but sounded like a rooster with a sore throat.

“You’ll still be coming to the Hanukkah party, right?” Mom asks, fingertips tapping against what was once my coffee mug, worried as always about being late but doing nothing to actually move faster. “I told Grandma you’d both be there.”

“Obviously,” Miles snorts, selecting a highlighted day on his carefully curated calendar to prove it. “Missing out on her brisket would be a crime.”

With Mom being Jewish and Dad being Catholic, this time of year is a flurry of Christmas music, latkes, new socks, and… the all-too-familiar disconnect: existing in that liminal space between the two religions.

Not going to church or synagogue but opening Easter baskets and being shipped off to the Jewish sleepaway camp in upstate New York that my mom’s whole family went to. Getting a Christmas tree and exchanging ugly sweaters, but keeping the gifts from Santa to a minimum.

Most of all though: not feeling Christian or Jewish enough, especially in a town with Christmas as its bedrock.

Levi and Miles never seemed to wrestle with that feeling. They’ve managed to find their place here in Barnwich quickly. Even with the articles I write, though, I guess I just haven’t yet.

“You ready to go?” Riley asks me, stuffing one more slice of turkey bacon into her mouth before scrambling to grab her backpack.

I nod as I toss my last bite to Blue, then steal my coffee cup back from my mom for one more sip before heading off down the hallway to bundle up.

“See you guys later!” I call before squishing a beanie onto Riley’s head. I throw open the front door, and the two of us giggle as we slip and slide down the steps and through the snow to Bertha, the ancient silver Toyota Camry Miles was brought home from the hospital in before it was passed faithfully down the Beckett line to me. Riley gets in and starts it up from the passenger seat while I scrape the ice off the windshield just enough.

“Wow, really, Caroline? I still can’t see anything through that,” Riley says as I get behind the wheel.

“I thought you didn’t want to be late,” I reply, throwing my scraper over my head onto the backseat.

“Well, yeah, but I’d also like to get there alive,” she says, pulling her seat belt around her. “We should’ve had a snow day.” She rubs her mittened hands together.

“A snow day? In Barnwich? Please.” Our near-constant flurry of lake-effect snow is a key factor in what makes Barnwich feel like you’re in a Hallmark Christmas snow globe.

I turn the key in the ignition, and Bertha fumfers to life. Her tires fight desperately for traction until we’re heading off slowly down the street.

“You got any exams this week?” I ask.

Riley hums an affirmation, mitten hanging out of her mouth as she risks frostbite to text her middle school posse.

“Need help studying?”

She hums another affirmation, still tapping away.

Even though we’re running late, I rubberneck my way down Main Street while the car windows defrost a little more. I gaze at all the brightly colored storefronts, the string lights zigzagging directly above us, the red bows and green wreaths on glowing lampposts. The warm and cozy and exciting holiday spirit is as impossible to avoid as ever. It’s no wonder this place has been a holiday tourist destination for decades, with people trekking to our small town every December for hot chocolate and sleigh rides, homemade gifts and a picture with Mr. Green, the plumber-turned-Santa. Not to mention our Christmas tree lighting remains the fourth biggest in the country.

But the crowds have dwindled since I was a kid. A lot. And even though Barnwich is still magical this time of year, there’s no denying everyone’s had to work harder to lure people back and keep the mom-and-pop shops along Main Street afloat. It seems like everyone’s doubling down on all our traditions, adding pyrotechnics to the tree lighting, upping the cash prizes in our hot chocolate and gingerbread house contests, and giving elf costumes to the drivers of the reindeer-led sleds that coast along Main Street. It’s… so much and yet something still feels like it’s missing.

The thought brings back the swell of melancholy I can’t help but feel alongside the excitement this time of year.

“Arden was photographed leaving a club super fucked up last night,” Riley says, still looking at her phone. My grip tightens on the steering wheel, and what holiday spirit I did have evaporates at the mention of my ex–best friend, leaving just the melancholy.

“Language,” I murmur, unsure whether I’m talking about my twelve-year-old sister dropping the f-bomb or the name of the person more synonymous with Barnwich to me than Christmas.

It’s been four years since she left Barnwich, and me, in the dust to make it big in Hollywood, but in some ways it’s like she hasn’t left at all. Her presence, or the now unrecognizable ghost of it, still looms around every corner. From tabloids at supermarket checkouts to viral tweets to TikTok edits carefully spliced together by her adoring fans.

Arden James, Arden James, Arden James.

And Riley isn’t any help. She insists on keeping me fully up-to-date on any of Arden’s happenings I do manage to miss, in extensive detail, even though I want absolutely, positively nothing to do with her.

Still, when we pull into the middle school parking lot, I can’t help but glance quickly over at the picture Riley’s shoving in my face. Arden’s long, dark hair and brown eyes are still familiar, yet so different. And not just because of the glassy, disoriented haze of whatever she’s on clouding her vision.

“You gotta take the bus home today,” I say as the screen goes dark and Arden’s face disappears. I park the car, and Riley unbuckles her seat belt. “I picked up a shift at Edie’s.”

Edie’s Eatery. The beloved local diner that’s another reason I can’t forget Arden no matter how much I try. It’s owned by Arden’s grandma and known for a mean stack of pancakes, which are admittedly better than my dad’s, and coffee that could peel your eyebrows clean off.

There’s no denying I could use the extra money, but the real reason I work there is Edie. With Arden gone and her parents traipsing the globe, I like to keep an eye on Edie, especially now that she’s started to slow down a bit. She’s tough as nails, but sometimes even nails need tending to. Like she tended to us for years. Milkshakes and loaded omelets and letting us play around in the diner kitchen.

It’s just another reason to resent Arden. For leaving Edie behind too.

“Fine, but only if you bring me home a black-and-white cookie.”

“Deal.”

Riley calls a goodbye before running up the steps to meet her soccer friends, and I zip over to the high school, only a little farther down the road. I groan as I pull into one of the few open spots and see that while Riley’s just made it, I’m about to be late, as always.

I grab my backpack and slip and slide my way over the icy pavement up to Barnwich High, then skid straight down the green locker-covered hall to my homeroom class. The bell rings overhead the exact second my butt hits my seat in the back corner.

“Good morning,” Austin Becker practically sings, setting down a much-needed caramel macchiato on my desk, a perk of having a friend who works the opening shift at Barnwich Brews.

“Morning,” I say, gratefully grabbing it from his golden-brown hands, the long fingers covered in silver rings, as Mr. Fisher stands to take attendance before morning announcements.

When I started high school the fall after Arden left, walking through the double doors on the first day without my best friend was pretty intimidating. But luckily, Becker came just before Beckett, and Austin was new to Barnwich, a clean slate who liked books and Phoebe Bridgers as much as I did. This curly-black-haired, guitar-playing, too-cool-for-school-but-still-won-Homecoming-King-over-his-football-captain-boyfriend guy has been my coffee-delivering saving grace ever since that first day.

I open the lid before taking a sip, and sure enough, there’s a new piece of latte art on top. A dog that looks almost like Blue. I let out a low whistle, and he beams while I snap a few pictures.

As I return the lid, Maya, the final puzzle piece in our trio, turns around in her seat, elbows sliding onto my desk. “How’s the application coming? You finally send it in?” she asks.

I groan, and her blue eyes slide over to meet Austin’s hazel ones. The two exchange a look.

“That well?”

“I just feel like…” I shake my head. “Like I don’t have anything on it that really stands out, you know?”

Austin laughs, shaking his head too. “You’ve been editor in chief of the school newspaper since we were sophomores, your grades are ridiculous, and you won that statewide writing contest for your piece on Barnwich Brews being rebuilt after the fire.”

“Yeah, and I bet like… all the other kids applying for the journalism program at Columbia have the same stuff on their applications. If not better. What if all the stuff I’ve done is too… I don’t know. Small town. Not big enough.” Even the bakery article I just added doesn’t seem stakes-y enough.

Even with the murder.

I raise my hand as Mr. Fisher calls my name and change the subject. “So, how’s Finn?”

Like he heard himself mentioned, Austin’s boyfriend, Finn, ducks his golden-blond head into the classroom to wave hello to Austin before Mr. Fisher shoos him out to his own homeroom. Finn’s cheeks turn red as I hear his football bros in the hallway give him shit, and Austin rolls his eyes, suppressing a smile.

“The same as ever.” He shakes his head. “We’re going sledding next week on the first day of break, if you two want to come. Finn says Taylor Hill from the cheer team asked if you’d be there. Seems like she’s got a bit of a crush.”

Taylor Hill? Crushing on me?

“Sounds fun,” I say with a noncommittal shrug, picking at the cardboard coffee sleeve.

“The sledding?” Maya asks, leaning forward, eyebrows wiggling. “Or Taylor Hill?”

I snort and shake my head, my cheeks turning red this time. “I just… haven’t ever really thought about her like that.”

I mean, I’ve noticed she’s pretty, objectively. Co-captain of the cheerleading team. Blond hair. Picture-perfect smile. It’s just, I haven’t really thought of anyone like that. For a while, anyway. I’m open to it. I just haven’t felt…

I think of Finn and Austin. How you can almost see the sparks between them.

That.

“Still hung up on Julie Shapiro from sleepaway camp?” Austin takes a sip from his coffee cup, giving me a knowing look. “Unless…?”

No.

I glare at him and slap at his flannel-covered shoulder before he can say her name, but a pair of familiar, glassy brown eyes illuminated on my sister’s phone screen pops into my head anyway. Just as unwelcome as they always are.

Even though Austin never met Arden, he and Maya both know she was more than just a best friend to me. That I’m always searching for that feeling but I never find it.

I wonder if I could put on my Columbia application that I haven’t had any romantic life over the past four years. Maybe they’d accept me out of pity.

My teeth dig into my bottom lip, but thankfully the morning announcements end the conversation there. I let my eyes glaze over as I turn my head back to the front of the room and force myself to focus on what matters most.

Columbia.

More than sparks or Taylor Hill or Arden James.

This time I’m going to get out of Barnwich to chase my dreams.

I want this so badly I can taste it. But when I look out the window, at the white flakes drifting slowly down outside, I know that however much I sometimes feel trapped in this Hallmark Christmas snow globe, I could never fully say goodbye. It’s not as easy for me to leave people behind.

Or forget them.



After school I head across town to Edie’s. The bells jingle as I push inside and am greeted by the familiar checkered floors, worn mint-green leather booths, and row of swivel chairs. The smell of Edie’s cooking drifting out from the kitchen makes my stomach grumble, even though lunch wasn’t that long ago, and I feel my shoulders relax for the first time all day. My head always feels clearer here, and while all the stress from my looming Columbia application doesn’t fade away completely, it feels almost manageable.

“Hey, Edie,” I call out, rushing to the back to take my million and one layers off. As I whip around the corner, I almost run smack into Harley, the edgy college student who’s worked here for the last two years, juggling two armfuls of plates.

“Whoa there,” she says, dodging out of my way without dropping so much as a single curly fry.

Edie’s salt-and-pepper hair pokes through the serving window. She waves a spatula in greeting, looking decidedly less chipper than usual. For a barely five-foot-tall Korean grandmother, her presence usually fills up the whole diner. As I tie my apron and pull my strawberry-blond hair into a ponytail, all she says in her thick Southern accent, courtesy of her Georgia upbringing, is, “Well, she really showed her whole ass this time, didn’t she?”

I hesitate, some old instinct to defend her bubbling up in my throat.

But instead, I nod. Because she’s right, and I don’t owe Arden anything. Not anymore.

We don’t talk about it again for the rest of the day, but I know what’s going on in her head. Edie’s always blamed herself on some level. When they lived in town, at least Edie could be there for Arden while her parents fought day in and day out. Or I could, letting Arden in from my doorstep, backpack in tow, to squeeze into my bed for another sleepover.

But Hollywood is too far out of either of our reach. Especially when the person who’s there isn’t reaching back.

She found fame instead. She doesn’t need us anymore.

As I scoop up a double cheeseburger and fries for table three from the serving window, I give Edie a small, reassuring smile, trying to erase some of her guilt. After all, she always said Arden’s parents could never stay in one place long. Arden leaving us in the dust was bound to happen when it was all she ever knew.






CHAPTER 2 ARDEN


“Good morning! Good morning! Get your ass out of bed!”

A tsunami of ice-cold water splashes onto my face. I sit bolt upright, coughing, and wipe my vision clear until I see blue eyes and a mess of curly brown hair. My agent, chewing on a wad of green spearmint gum, peers down at me.

“Really?” I grumble, pushing wet strands of hair out of my face.

“Really. You’re late… again,” Lillian adds as she moves to the windows to rip open the bamboo blinds.

“L.”

Blind.

“A.”

Another one.

“T.”

A third.

“E.”

She draws the last blind, revealing a full panoramic view of Malibu beach, whitecaps splashing over huge dark rocks just off the shoreline. I paid millions of dollars for this view, thinking I’d at least be able to chill on the beach every once in a while, but I haven’t touched the sand in two years.

“Yeah, I know how to spell.”

A beam of sunlight breaks through the morning cloud cover, and I slap a hand over my eyes, trying to manage my pounding headache.

“You could’ve fooled me, because you sure as hell can’t read your schedule, or any of the five reminders I sent you yester—Oh, hello there,” she says, her tone of voice softening just slightly. I peek through my fingers to see a shape moving underneath the sheets next to me. A girl with bleached-blond hair sticking up in just about every direction pops her head out. Even though she’s wearing last night’s makeup and sporting a hangover to match mine, I gotta say she’s one of the hottest girls I’ve ever seen. That’s one thing LA is never running low on.

“Arden? Do you have to go?” she asks, pushing up on her elbow and pulling the sheet up to cover herself. “I thought we could have breakfast….”

Oh God.

“Sorry… uh…”

Miranda? Jackie? Shit. Did her name start with an L? Or… wait. I think it was an A?

Lillian pipes up from the foot of the bed right on cue. “This one’s got a commercial shoot she’s half an hour late for already, so if you wouldn’t mind skedaddling, hon, that would be excellent. You can help yourself to a cold-pressed juice in the fridge on your way out.”

Lillian pulls me out of bed, and I grab the comforter to cover my jimmies before flashing the blond an apologetic smile as I’m led out of the room.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Lillian mutters, shaking her head while we clomp down the hall toward the bathroom.

“Not intentionally.” I sigh.

“It sure seems intentional, Arden. This whole bad-girl thing was just supposed to be a persona for the press, something to get you some attention. It wasn’t supposed to bleed into your real life. You remember that, right?”

“I know. I know,” I reply, squeezing the bridge of my nose. She says it like it’s so easy. Like it’s possible to spend years pretending to be something you don’t want to be and then somehow not become it. Like she doesn’t know how deeply this place gets its claws in you.

“And it worked. Everyone knows you. Everyone wants you. You’re the one who told me you wanted to pivot, to change your image. If you want people to see you as a serious adult actor now, then you need to pull on your big-girl pants. My God, Arden, at the very least you have to be on time.”

“I know, Lil. I—”

“If you know, then why did I wake up this morning to photos of you high out of your mind, hooking up with multiple people at some party the night before a shoot?”

Because the idea of staying in this big, empty house all alone for an entire night was fucking unbearable.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t—” I wipe my hands down my face. “I didn’t know there were cameras there. It was supposed to be a private party.”

“You’re Arden James. You were the second most searched name in the US last year after Taylor Swift. There are always cameras. There will always be cameras. This shoot? It’s for the Super Bowl. I could have paid for all three of my divorces with what you’re going to rake in just to smile and hold a bottle in front of the camera for a flipping hour. I spent a month on the phone with the execs convincing them you were right for this. Pull it together,” she says, pushing me into the bathroom. “Take a shower. I already ordered you breakfast from down the street. You can eat it in the car on the way to the studio.”

I peek through the opening in the door, giving her an apologetic look. “Thanks, Lillian. I owe you one.”

“You’re damn right,” Lillian says as she taps away on her phone with one hand and hands me a coffee and an Advil with the other. Then she glances up at me, smirking. “Make it two. I also saved you the trouble of pretending you knew her name.”



An hour later, Lillian reads off my schedule for the rest of the week as I sit in the hair and makeup trailer, finishing the last of my second coffee of the morning.

“Today you’re free after this shoot, but don’t go crazy again,” she says, eyeing me as my long, dark brown hair is tugged and pulled into place and about half a pound of concealer is applied to cover my dark circles. “You have the audition tomorrow with Bianchi.”

Bianchi.

“I won’t forget,” I promise Lillian, thinking about the hundreds of annotations I’ve added to the script in my bag, the pages worn and ragged from all the prep I’ve done.

Still, my leg starts to shake at the thought.

I can’t remember the last time I actually wanted a role, but thoughts of this audition have kept me awake at night for the past month. I went out partying last night because I couldn’t stand to be in my own head a second longer.

My career has gone from Disney Originals to being pigeonholed into straight rom-coms, especially after my record-breaking Netflix debut launched me into the spotlight two years ago.

But this. This is a drama about a sapphic Asian American small-town girl who claws her way out of her broken life and into a better one. It feels like it was written for me and me alone.

Like Meryl Streep as Miranda Priestly or Tom Hanks as Forrest Gump.

This role is mine.

Plus, I’d be working with the best. Anything Bianchi directs turns to gold. Picked up by A24. Ten-minute standing ovations at Cannes. Oscar noms in more categories than not.

It feels like what I’ve been waiting for, my opportunity to take my career in a different direction. But I have to show Bianchi that there’s more to me than what he’s seen so far. That I can do more than deliver funny lines while looking like a smoke show and make some guy fall in love with me in a way that Variety loves to call “likable but easily forgettable.”

This is the whole reason I want to shift my image too.

Leaning into the young Hollywood train wreck helped get eyes on me like Lillian promised, but it was supposed to be a means to an end, not what I want to be known as for the rest of my life. I’m ready to be taken seriously. I want to be taken seriously. I want an Oscar instead of another Teen Choice Award.

I just need one shot. And to get that shot I have to give Bianchi a performance that he’ll remember more than my reputation or IMDB page. So I don’t know why the closer it gets the harder it is to keep myself under control.

“I know how badly you want it. Don’t let yourself down,” Lillian says.

Before I can respond, the commercial director busts into the room with none other than Marc Nicholson himself, the heir to the Nicholson bottled water fortune.

I try not to wince at the sound of the door bouncing off the wall.

“I’m so sorry I was late,” I say sweetly as I stand up to greet him. The director glowers, but Marc Nicholson waves my apology off with a thick tan hand before he takes mine.

“No trouble at all,” he says in a heavy Southern drawl, blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he holds my hand too long. “Wow, it’s true what they say. The camera really does add ten pounds.” He laughs, his eyes running from my head to my toes and back again. I don’t know whether I should laugh or say thanks or smack him, but before I can decide, he nudges the spindly man next to him. “Give her a rundown, Richie.”

“Richie,” the director, pushes up his chunky glasses, hand sweeping dramatically through the air. “Five different scenes. Scattered throughout time, to show the legendary Nicholson water in the past, present, and future. You, present day, getting into a car after an awards show, taking a refreshing sip. You, one hundred forty-six years ago when the company was founded, cracking open a bottle after a long day of washing clothes. You, one hundred forty-six years in the future, Nicholson water bottle in hand as your pod car drives you all on its own. You…”

As he continues, my eyes scan the rack of clothes in the corner, going from Victorian chic to George Lucas’s wet dream, then to Lillian, whose look tells me to suppress my eye roll.

“I can’t believe the Arden James is here on my set.” Marc Nicholson, thirty years my senior, skirts around me, his hand dragging along my back before he leans in so close that I can feel his lips on my ear. “I’ve got a reservation at your favorite club tonight if you’d like to celebrate.” He says it in a whisper so no one else can hear, but even so, Lillian sits upright in her chair, ready to step in.

I shake my head subtly at her and step just out of Nicholson’s reach, forcing myself not to wipe the moisture off my ear.

Instead, I throw him a very rehearsed coy look that I’ve used too many times with too many men. “I wish I could, but I’ve got an important audition to prep for,” I reply before turning back to Richie, who goes off on another tangent about the blocking for the scenes, the vision for the shoot.

I’ve stopped listening, though, because as it turns out, none of it really matters. I’m just here so that this old rich fuck can ask me to dinner. To try to impress me with a reservation that I could land in my sleep. They could’ve just about hired a blow-up doll to do this job.

“Got it?” Richie finally asks, and I nod with the utmost confidence.

Get your paycheck and get out.

“Got it.”

With my hair and makeup done and my jeans and oversized hoodie swapped for a sparkling dress, they shuffle me off to set.

And lights, camera, action, I do what I have to do.

Overdramatic sips and coy smiles, outfit changes and corny lines of dialogue read off a teleprompter.

After Victorian chic and seventies are done, I head back to my trailer for a lunch break, Lillian following on my heels, tapping away on her phone.

“How’re you doing?” she asks as I plunk down into the black swivel chair in front of the brightly lit mirror.

“Well, I started my day off by getting water thrown in my face. So…”

“You could’ve set an alarm,” Lillian suggests without looking up from her phone.

“You could’ve been a little more gentle.”

“Well, Arden, after the fifteenth time, it gets a little old. It’s not my job to be gentle, sweetie. I’m your agent, not your m—” She stops, looks up from her phone.

My skin prickles.

Mom. Who I haven’t seen in two years, along with Dad. Whose issues I thought I could fix with my success.

And in some ways, maybe I did. They stopped fighting over money, but their attention never pulled back to me, and they still didn’t seem content. It’s what made me finally see that I was the reason for their problems, not the solution. The wet blanket on their dreams of a nomadic life.

I remember the first time they left. My mom woke me up with breakfast in bed, fresh orange juice, pancakes shaped like hearts, and a fancy omelet.

“Hey, baby, your dad and I are taking a little trip, but we’ll be back Monday morning to take you to set,” she said, her voice almost as soft as her hand grazing my cheek, two things I wasn’t used to. I didn’t realize until I found the container in the trash later that my perfect breakfast was all ordered from down the street. Just like I didn’t realize how much things were about to change.

First it was just a few days in Florida or a weekend in Vegas to “reconnect.” Then they needed a private jet to Fiji. A month on a yacht in Santorini. Pretty soon I realized I was spending more weeks with the lady hired to clean the house than my own parents.

Then, on my sixteenth birthday, I got a call from my mom when they were supposed to be coming home from Italy to celebrate with me.

“Hey, Mom, what’s up?” I asked, hoping their flight wasn’t delayed.

“Hey, baby. Listen, we’re going to have to extend our trip a few more weeks,” she said, as if they were there on business and not frolicking around with my money.

“Is there anything else you wanted to tell me?” I asked as my eyes burned with tears.

“Oh, yeah. Lillian got another script for a Netflix something or other. Films in LA. March to June. Big money, baby. I gave her the green light!”

I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t do anything but hold my breath on my end as tears streamed down my cheeks.

“Ciao, bab—” She hung up before she even finished saying goodbye, let alone happy birthday.

That was the final straw. I couldn’t keep letting them use me.

So… I got emancipated. I cut them off financially to see how they felt about me.

They never came back.

“Sorry,” Lillian adds, sincere this time. “I’m gonna grab some coffee. You want anything from crafty?”

I shake my head. “I’m good.”

She pats my arm before leaving, and when the door clicks shut, I let out a long sigh. I tilt my head back, the ceiling tiles spinning above me as I swivel around in the chair. Once. Twice.

I look back at the mirror in front of me to see overdramatic blue eye shadow and my dark brown hair curled into massive waves. I tilt my head to study my face before they change it again. I spend so much time pretending to be someone else that sometimes it’s hard to recognize the person looking back at me.

Not that that’s a bad thing. I mean, I love it.

Otherwise, I’d be just Arden.

I’ve been her before, and I much prefer Arden James.

Everybody does.

I pull out my phone and swipe onto Twitter. I’m barely two scrolls in before I see a caption with a picture of me looking like I got run over by a tow truck, snapped as I was leaving the club last night.

Arden James: Too Far Gone?

Okay, well, I don’t love that Arden James, but that’s not really me. The paparazzi just always know how to catch you in your worst moments, because that’s what sells. Still, I can’t deny that there have been more of those than necessary to just keep up appearances lately.

But I can’t give it up before I have something else to fill the hole it will inevitably leave behind.

And the perfect thing to fill that hole is this movie role.

I shake my head and swipe to Instagram, liking a picture of an older actor from my first role in September Blues and then one of a musician I hooked up with once at a Vanity Fair after-party. I only pause in my double-tapping when a familiar diner rolls into view. Edie’s Eatery. Worn mint-green leather booths, glass bottles of Coke in a merchandise fridge, a counter display case filled with desserts.

But that’s not what stops me in my tracks.

Front and center, holding an overflowing plate of my grandma’s signature pancakes…

Caroline.

I zoom in on her face. The same but… different. More mature. Her smile seems more reserved, softer, not like the goofy filled-with-braces grin I remember. But her warm brown eyes are the same. And her strawberry-blond hair that’s pulled into a ponytail, a few strands tumbling out.

Natural, which is something I haven’t seen a lot of in LA. Girls in this industry start Botox before they’re even old enough to rent a car. Not me, though. Not yet. At least my mom gave me something.

I stopped asking Grams about Caroline sometime last year. I don’t want to hear secondhand about her college aspirations and her group of friends and a high school experience that I never got. And never will.

That’s all behind me. She is behind me. And I’d like to keep her there.

But the diner’s post does make me realize I haven’t talked to Grams in… jeez, four months? She used to call me a lot, but I think I sent her through to voicemail so many times that she gave up. Whenever I pick up the phone to call her, I can’t help but think about all the photos of me plastered across the internet, and then I never have the balls to go through with it. And the longer I go without talking to her, the easier it gets to keep putting it off.

“Who’s the girl?”

I jump, nearly throwing my phone across the room, as I register Lillian peeking over my shoulder, stirring her coffee.

“Uh.” I shift in my seat, clearing my throat. “Just my childhood best friend. Caroline.”

“Mmm.” She takes a sip of her coffee. “That’s it? You were grinning like a fool a minute ago, so I thought she must be someone special. You’re not going soft on me now, are you?”

“Never.” I tap the side button until my phone goes dark, Caroline’s face fading from view. “I thought lunch was only supposed to be twenty minutes,” I reply, knowing exactly how to get her off my back.

Lillian checks her watch and then flies out the door. She returns a minute later with the two makeup artists, still chewing their last bites of food.

As I’m poked and prodded by these strangers in this swivel chair, I can’t help but think about how if things were different, right now I would be sitting in one of those mint-green booths instead. How I would be wolfing down a plate of my grandma’s pancakes with too much butter and real maple syrup. I’d be halfway through my senior year. Getting ready for Barnwich’s famous Christmas tree lighting.

Would I still be doing it all with Caroline Beckett?

“Ms. James? Is that comfortable?” the hair stylist asks as she adjusts a pin-straight silver wig on my head.

“Huh?” I shake myself back to reality, my futuristic reflection in the mirror startling me for a moment. “Oh, yeah. Sure.”

I don’t know why I’m daydreaming about Barnwich, when I’m here in LA living the exact life that I always wanted.






CHAPTER 3 CAROLINE


“Almost halftime,” Austin groans from next to me as he hands a Gatorade bottle to Nicole Plesac, the best player on the Barnwich High girls’ basketball team.

I glance up at the clock to see there are still ten whole minutes left in the quarter.

“Almost?” I snort as Nicole chucks the bottle in our direction and jogs back onto the court. The two of us flail in an attempt to grab it before it hits the ground.

This stellar athletic prowess is exactly why we’ve been forced to manage the team since freshman year. Barnwich High is small enough to have a “play or manage” sports requirement, and managing girls’ basketball not only got us out of gym class but felt like the safest option. Indoors. Great concessions. Short games.

Sometimes not short enough.

“Psst! Beckett!”

I turn around to see Maya laughing and enjoying herself with Finn and his two football buddies, L.J. and Antonio, up in the bleachers. She’s actually good at soccer, so she doesn’t have to worry about filling water bottles and washing pinnies that smell like fermented armpit.

When our eyes meet, she super-not-casually jerks her head in the direction of the cheerleaders and mouths, “Taylor. Keeps. Looking. At. You.”

Finn gives me a big grin and a thumbs-up, while L.J. wiggles his eyebrows suggestively beside him, but I roll my eyes and turn back to face the court. Despite myself, though, I casually push a strand of hair behind my ear, then peek over to where the cheerleaders are standing in Barnwich green and white.

And, sure enough, Taylor Hill is looking at me.

She flashes me a smile, white teeth glinting in the fluorescent gym lighting.

I do an awkward wave and try for my own sparkling smile, but it’s like my facial muscles have forgotten how. Before I can embarrass myself any further, I lean forward, using Austin as a human shield.

“Smooth,” he says, and I glare up at him, wanting the waxed hardwood floor to suck me in, never to be seen or heard from again.

I manage to make it to halftime before glancing back over at Taylor. While Austin and I hand out water and towels to the team, Taylor and the rest of the cheerleaders jog onto the court, performing cartwheels and flips that would for sure break my neck. I watch her move just past Coach Gleason’s shoulder, and, well…

Yeah.

There’s no denying she’s nice to look at.

Nice face, nice hair, nice…

My cheeks turn red and I look away, busying myself with putting the bottles back in the carrier.

I mean, maybe I am expecting too much too soon. Maybe this could be the start of something?

Austin looks up from his phone as I sit down next to him and shake myself out of my Taylor-Hill-filled thoughts. “Finn just told me everyone’s going to Barnwich Brews after the game for hot chocolate. Which is great, because I think I’ve finally nailed the perfect base for the competition. Rich and sweet, but not too sweet, you know what I mean?” he says, thumbs already tapping out a reply. The hot chocolate competition is a big deal around here. The winner gets a cash prize, Barnwich notoriety, and the honor of pulling the switch at the Christmas tree lighting. It’s a sixty-year-old tradition, but the honor of pulling the switch was added the winter before last in an attempt to lure in out-of-towners to compete. Which hasn’t really happened.

One thing I know for sure, though, is that this is Austin’s year to win it. He’s been working tirelessly to perfect his recipe, and he’s already breezed through three rounds of heated competition to make the finals.

He nudges me, his eyebrows rising questioningly. “You in?”

I open my mouth. “Ugh. I want to, but I have to put out a small fire with the paper. Kendall messed up the formatting on—”

“Hi!”

I’m cut off mid-sentence as an out-of-breath Taylor Hill plunks down onto the bench in between us, her arm brushing against mine.

“Hi,” I say as her blue eyes study my face beneath her sparkling silver eye shadow.

She smells nice. Fresh. Like clean laundry.

“Are you going to Barnwich Brews after the game?”

“We were just talking about that!” Austin says, giving me a mischievous grin over Taylor’s head. “She was about to make up some excuse about something to do with the school paper.”

“You should come,” Taylor says, and nudges me. “I’d love to hang out with you more.”

“Well, I… umm.” I stumble, something about her confidence and the way she’s looking at me knocking me off my guard the tiniest bit. Something about it is familiar. Almost… challenging.

For a minute I see Arden across the booth from me at Edie’s, leaning forward, the dare in her eyes before it’s even on her lips.

I push the image away, but the challenge remains. I mean, I could ask Caleb Harvey to put out the fire. He’s a shoo-in for editor in chief next year and always eager to help. Sometimes a little too eager. But it would be nice not to worry about my application or school or the paper for just one night. To worry about something or someone else for a change. I think again of those glassy eyes, how different that person is now. Maybe I could be different too if I just said yes for once. “Yeah, I, uh… I… Caleb Harvey? He could maybe…”

“Caleb Harvey can what?” Taylor asks, an amused smile on her face.

“The newspaper… he can…” I shake my head, trying to get my shit together. “Yeah, I guess I can hang out for a bit.”

Wow. Way to play it cool, Beckett.

“Taylor!” Coach Stevens, the cheerleading coach, calls, hands on her hips. She jerks her head in the direction of the rest of the squad, dark ponytail swinging.

“Gotta go,” Taylor says, casually reaching up to pluck a piece of lint off my shoulder. “See you after the game.”

“See you,” I call after her a beat too late, and Austin lets out a low whistle.

“Phew. That was painful.” He scooches closer, closing the gap Taylor made. “Guess Julie Shapiro didn’t show you any moves up at camp.”

I snort and shake my head. “Oh, shut up.”



After our team wins the game, we head out with Maya to meet everyone at Finn’s pickup truck, parked underneath the orange glow of a lamppost.

“So, Beckett,” Antonio says when we approach, exchanging a look with L.J., both of them grinning. “Taylor Hill?”

“Shut up, Antonio,” Maya and Finn say at the same time. Finn reaches out to pull Antonio’s black beanie down over his face for good measure.

Austin slips his hand into Finn’s and Finn quickly looks up, blue eyes wide. “Babe, your hand is freezing. Where are the gloves I got you?”

I smile and tilt my head back to watch the falling snow, white specks against the grayish-orange sky, while Austin makes up some excuse to avoid telling Finn he would rather be caught dead than wear red leather gloves.

“It’s freezing out here,” I mutter as I shuffle from foot to foot, wishing I hadn’t worn a skirt to school today and pretended that my sheer black stockings actually had the ability to keep my legs warm.

“I know, right?” a voice says behind me. Before I can turn, a warm letterman jacket slips onto my shoulders. Taylor appears at my side with Lindsay, L.J.’s girlfriend and her co-captain on the cheer squad.

L.J. lets out a low whistle as he puts an arm around Lindsay. “Hill, I’ll give it to you. That was smooth.”

“Yeah,” Lindsay says. She looks up at him, patting his chest. “Maybe you can learn something.”

He opens and closes his mouth as everyone laughs. I cast a sideways glance at Taylor, who’s rubbing her arms with a small smile on her face, still radiating confidence while I blush from head to toe.

Finn nods to his truck. “Ready to go?”

“Finn. We are not all fitting in there,” Maya says even as Antonio throws open the back door and dives in.

“Sure we can! It’s like… a half mile away.”

Everyone piles inside, giggling as we struggle for seat space. Being the shortest, I somehow end up on top of the pile, with my face pressed up against the cold window while we all shift into position: L.J. with Lindsay on his lap, Antonio with half a cheek on the seat, Maya practically underneath him, Taylor…

Taylor practically underneath me.

“Everybody hold on,” Finn calls from the front, and my eyes meet Austin’s in the rearview mirror as Taylor wraps her arms around my waist, taking Finn’s suggestion to heart.

“Is this okay?” she whispers into my shoulder, and I nod, but my cheeks turn red again as the truck lurches forward and my hand reflexively grabs ahold of her arm to steady myself.

“Sorry!” Finn calls before pulling out of the parking lot and down the road into town much more slowly. I quickly slide my hand off her arm, but her grip on me doesn’t waver.

The ride isn’t far, but the whole time I’m too distracted to pay much attention to the conversations around me. Is my hair in her face? Did I remember to put on deodorant? Is my butt crushing her thigh? Why did I leave the paper in Caleb Harvey’s delicate little hands? Did I leave the oven on?

I finally remember to breathe when we pull into a space right outside Barnwich Brews’ cool black exterior, a Christmas-light-wrapped sign swaying lightly in the breeze.

I push the truck door open immediately, but Taylor’s arms wait a beat before releasing me. Once they do, I tumble less than gracefully onto the sidewalk. I nod hello to a group of elves jingling past after wrapping presents at the toy store as I right myself and smooth out my skirt.

Maya links her arm with mine as we head inside, leaning in to whisper, “Relax, Caroline.”

Me? Relax? That would be a first in eighteen years of life. I try anyway, taking a long, deep breath, the warm smell of coffee filling my nose.

“You don’t have to date her. You don’t have to like her! Just, you know, see if maybe you could.”

Yeah. Okay. I think I can do that.

I nod and she gives my arm a squeeze.

Austin gets to work on our hot chocolates, mixing and measuring a powder he pulls from a plastic bag that just happens to be tucked into a pocket of his backpack. His brow furrows in concentration as he works, his movements careful. Precise.

Finn lets out a wolf whistle as we watch from the other side of the counter, and Austin can’t help but crack a smile. Then he looks up from his concoction with a halfhearted glare.

“Finn. I swear I won’t make you one if you make me mess up the temperature.”

Finn’s eyes widen, and he mimes locking up his lips and throwing away the key.

We watch Austin pour and sift, then finally add the perfect amount of whipped cream to each mug before we grab them and pile into a booth in the back. Taylor slides in beside me, and I see her take a sip, then reach her hand up quickly to wipe off the milk-foam mustache left behind.

I remember thinking how cool she was when she came out. One of the most popular girls in school, on the cheerleading squad, homecoming queen material, a lesbian. And now she’s so casually and sweetly putting her very cozy letterman jacket over my shoulders. For a moment I can start to see it. The classic high school experience with a sapphic little twist. Kissing in between classes in the back stairwell or at halftime after her routines, study dates at Barnwich Brews with Taylor reading my articles in the corner booth, pancakes at Edie’s with our friends, holding hands at the Christmas tree lighting, the glow of the lights feeling maybe a little less melancholy.
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