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For the queer kids living in a place like Wyatt.

Hang in there. It gets so much better.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ]


I’VE SPENT MORE HOURS THAN I can count lying awake, finding hidden pictures in the random patterns of my popcorn ceiling.

A rack of antlers with asymmetrical drop tines. A bundle of tulips gripped tight by spindly fingers.

Most of them I’ve found before. After all, there’s only so much to discover on a ten-by-twelve ceiling. But sometimes I see something new. Like Mom’s old schoolmate Mrs. Lassam’s thick-rimmed glasses, which I’ve been staring at for the past hour. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since she walked out of Sunday Mass with us this morning.

The question she asked me was simple enough. What are your plans now that you’ve graduated? It should’ve been an easy answer, the same bullshit story I tell everyone, but I’ve been spending so much time thinking about my real plans that I almost told her the actual truth. I covered it, of course, but I could’ve ruined this whole thing. I need to be more careful the closer it gets.

One wrong word to the wrong person in the wrong place, and our plan will be blown to hell.

The truth is I hate keeping secrets. I always have. All they really do is tear people apart.

But this…

This is different.

Because this particular secret is the only thing keeping me whole.

She is the only thing keeping me whole.

I know it might sound a little extreme, but sometimes it feels like she’s the only one I can be myself around, like she’s the only thing holding my feet to the ground and without her, I might just forget who I really am and float away.

She’s so much more than just a secret. She’s everything to me.

For my own eye health, I force my attention away from Mrs. Lassam’s glasses and flip over onto my stomach to snag my phone off the corner of my bed. 3:17 a.m. The screen lights up with a photo of me, which I’m sure looks slightly egotistical or at least super weird from the outside. But when I look at this photo, I don’t see myself. I see what I’m smiling at: the photographer.

I see Nora.

Instead of my long, dark-chocolate hair, I see her dirty-blond, chin-length cut, which she’s forever regathering into a mini-ponytail at the back of her head. Instead of my sharp jawline and bony shoulders, I see her two dimples, set deep into the freckled cheeks of her round face, and her strong arms.

Even though every part of her is forever carved into my mind, tonight, after what almost happened after Mass, it’s not enough to just imagine her. I need more.

I slide out from underneath my blue-and-white-striped comforter and tiptoe silently across the carpet to my desk. Somewhere along the top shelf is a thin orange granite rock, lodged in the gap between two sections of wood. Slipping it out, I crouch down on the floor and stick an edge into one of the screws holding the metal vent over the air duct. They take longer to unscrew than they used to. After being taken out about a million times, the little crosses are almost stripped down to perfect circles. Honestly, I should probably replace them with fresh ones soon so they don’t draw any attention.

Quietly, I set the vent cover on the floor beside me, then carefully reach inside the duct to remove an orange shoe box. Without fail, the familiar worn corners and peeling Scotch tape send my heart pounding. I glance back at my closed bedroom door before turning on my flashlight and removing the lid. Inside is a mess of handwritten letters and photographs but also things that wouldn’t mean anything to anyone other than the two of us.

The blue-and-yellow tassel off Nora’s graduation cap from Wyatt High, the local public school that’s about ten minutes from the Catholic school I attended. An empty movie theater popcorn bag from when we drove into the city to go on our first real date. The stretched-out yellow hair tie she gave me off her wrist the first time we had sex, all arms and legs in the backseat of my Volvo, tucked deep into the woods on her family farm. A winning lottery ticket we found in a deserted parking lot the other night and vowed to cash in once we finally get out of here at the end of summer, when we can be together.

This box. It’s the only physical evidence I have of our two-year relationship, everything precious to me. If someone found this, they’d know everything, which is exactly why it needs to stay hidden for the next two months.

At the very bottom of the pile, I find what I’ve really been looking for: my favorite photo of Nora. It’s a small rectangular Polaroid, shot in black-and-white so it seems fifty years older than it actually is. We decided when we first started dating almost two years ago that it would be safer for us to only capture memories via Polaroids. No digital evidence for someone to find on either of our phones.

In the photo Nora’s treading water, shoulder-deep in the crick when it flooded last spring. Her wet hair is hanging down around her face in messy tangles, and her mouth is open just enough to see the teeny-tiny gap in her front teeth. She looks sexy. You’d never guess her mouth is open because she’s about to announce the gnarly wedgie she has.

I hear the creak of my parents’ bed and jerk my head up to the wall we share. I freeze for a second, listening, but no other sounds escape their room, so it’s probably just one of them rolling over. Even so, time to put this stuff away. I drop the photo hastily into the box and place it back in the duct behind the vent, then wiggle the rock back into my desk, like nothing is there, nothing happened at all.

I hurry back to my bed, my heart beating in my ears. What if that wasn’t just one of them rolling over in bed? What if one of them had walked in here and seen me? I just keep replaying different scenarios in my head and the longer I lie here, the worse the reactions become.

I can’t do this anymore tonight. I need sleep if I’m going to make it through another long day of holding this all in. And I know there’s only one thing that’s going to calm me down enough to get there. I just hope she doesn’t mind. This’ll be the second time in the past week that I’ll be calling and waking her up.

I dial Nora’s number, my fingers automatically gliding over the screen as if I’m entering my passcode. I burrow deep under my covers, then stick my phone between my ear and the mattress.

“Hey, babe.” Her voice sounds after a few rings, extra raspy from being woken up, and extra cute. “Can’t sleep, huh?” she asks, even though she knows I can’t answer, not with my parents on the other side of my paper-thin walls. Luckily, she doesn’t have to worry about that, because her bedroom is all the way up in the attic of her oversized farmhouse. Not that I’ve ever actually seen it.

“You know how I’ve been on that environmental documentary kick?” she asks rhetorically.

I nod to myself, feeling slightly guilty for not having watched the two she sent me… but not guilty enough to actually watch them.

“Okay, well, I just watched this one about meat and it was so mind-boggling…” She goes on, telling me all she’s learned about the meat industry’s effect on the environment. “Anyway, I’m thinking about going vegan,” she finishes, and I can’t help but let out the quietest laugh at that.

“I know. I know.” She giggles. “Says the girl whose mom runs the biggest beef farm in the county. That’d probably be more of a blow to her than…” She laughs again, but this one sounds different, forced.

She goes back to the documentary, telling me all the little details about it. She talks and I just listen.

One thing I love about Nora is that she oozes passion. Pure unfiltered passion, for all kinds of things. It’s easy to get excited when you’re around her, even about stuff you never cared about before.

Sometimes if I really can’t sleep, she’ll talk to me like this for hours on end, and somehow, she always manages to find things that are worth saying.

Despite how much I like listening, her soothing voice manages to melt the tension I’ve been holding in my muscles all night, and after half an hour or so, my eyelids finally begin to grow heavy. And even though Nora would never admit it, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind being able to go back to sleep right now.

“And don’t get me started on deforestation. That’s a whole other—” She stops midsentence when I softly clear my throat into the phone.

“Okay. Good night, Stevie. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She pauses; then, ever so softly, she whispers, “I love you,” as if she’s saying it into my ear. She doesn’t just sling it around like she’s said it as many times as she actually has. She says it like she means it, each word encased in her whole heart.

I want to say it back to her. I want to say it so badly my throat aches, but I know I can’t.

Not even in a whisper.

Not here.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ]


THE FIRST THING I DO when I wake up in the morning is check my Instagram message requests, and sure enough, I have a new one from an account with no followers, no posts, and no profile picture. FarmGirl8217, aka Nora. Not the world’s most clever handle, but she was barely sixteen when she came up with it, and I’m the only one who ever sees it.

Can you meet me any earlier this morning? I have news!

My heart leaps, but then immediately deflates when I remember that I already promised Savannah and Rory I’d meet them for breakfast. Even though I could cancel, even though I want to cancel, I need to keep up some semblance of normalcy with other people in my life or they might get suspicious. And considering I already ghosted them on Friday…

Noon is the earliest I can come today :/ News!? Tell me! I type back.

I’ll tell you when I see you.

Nora! Tell me now! It’s about the apartment isn’t it? Did we get it???

We missed out on our first choice, but the next one we applied for isn’t so bad.

I’ll see you at noon ;) she replies after a minute.

I roll my eyes and let out a grumble as I delete the conversation. Nora loves surprises, and I… can’t stand them.

The moment I step out of my bedroom door, my mood is instantly killed further by the voices of a couch full of Fox News anchors carrying up the stairs. I thought my dad would be at work by now. Normally I’d give it a few minutes until the TV clicks off, but I have to get down there and get going or I’ll be late for breakfast and that’ll make me late for Nora. So I take a deep breath, grit my teeth, and descend the stairs into the living room.

“This guy.” The brown leather couch creaks as my dad turns around to face me, dressed in a semiclean set of coveralls with GREEN’S AUTO REPAIR printed across the back in cracked vinyl lettering. “This guy ain’t nobody’s fool. Not like those idiots on CNN,” he finishes, his thumb pointed over his broad shoulders.

I tense my jaw, biting back a snide comment. It feels like I have to do that more and more these days, and I’m not sure if he’s getting more intolerant or I’m just becoming less tolerant of him.

“Morning,” I force out instead, but he’s already leaning back in toward the TV, which is mounted on the wall between two deer heads. He’s not even listening.

Good talk.

It wasn’t like this when I was growing up. Back then we actually enjoyed each other’s company. He’d let me run the switch on the car lift at the garage all day, or rent a small aluminum boat and take me out fishing on the reservoir, just the two of us. He listened. But that was before Nora, before I understood just how toxic some of his beliefs are. And before he became so obsessed with these talking heads that nothing I said could ever change his mind.

When I set our plan in motion, I didn’t foresee that I’d have much trouble at all leaving him behind, considering I can barely stand to be around him now. But somehow I still feel sad about that.

I shake off the thought as I grab my car keys off the hook and head out the front door.

But just as it swings open—Oof.

I almost run smack into my mom on the front porch. She’s clutching a green plastic watering can in one small hand and in the other is the WORLD’S BEST MOM mug that I got her a million years ago.

“Whoa, careful, sweetie.” Her dark brown eyes widen over sun-spotted cheeks as she holds her mug out to steady the sloshing coffee.

“Sorry. I uh… didn’t think you’d be here,” I say, surprised to see her. It would normally take a plague of locusts to keep that lady from her Monday-morning prayer group.

“I decided to play hooky today. I was hoping you and I could hang out for breakfast.”

“I actually have to go,” I reply before I let myself even think about it, slipping past her off the porch, eyes locked on my black car parked in the driveway.

“I thought you didn’t start work until noon today. Where are you headed?” she asks from behind me.

“I’m meeting Savannah and Rory at the Dinor,” I tell her, continuing to walk toward my car. The misspelling is so common around this part of Pennsylvania that it didn’t even strike me as wrong until my sophomore year.

“Well, wait. What time do you get off?” she asks, making me turn around, but I keep my eyes on the stained mug in her hand, focusing on a white chip in the green paint. “The summer farmers’ market opens today—I was thinking… maybe you could help me pick out a few flowers for the front step?” She motions with the mug to the bare concrete step I just walked down. There’s a big part of me that wishes we could do that together. Before I can stop myself, I meet her eyes and they absolutely light up as she misinterprets it as an opening. “And then after, maybe we could take a drive out to that bistro we used to go to all the time! Or head over to Dairy Qu–”

“Yeah, probably not.” I cut her off, trying not to think about that killer chicken sandwich and laughing at our old booth in the corner. She physically deflates before I can look away. Shit. Why does she have to make this so hard? “I have to stay a little later today, we’re training a new barista,” I lie… again.

“Oh. Of course.” She shakes her head like it’s nothing, like she believes me. “You’re busy.”

“You have a ton of flowers anyways.” I try to change the subject, looking around at the slew of potted plants lining the edge of the porch.

She pulls her cheeks up, the straight line of her lips forming a small smile, but all she says is “Have a nice time with your friends,” then turns her back to me.

I hesitate there for a second, my feet feeling like concrete blocks. It would be so easy to slip back into the past, to go to the farmers’ market and Lola’s Bistro and Dairy Queen, pretend like I’m still the girl she wants me to be, someone she would be proud of.

But things are different now. She made them different, I remind myself. I’ve spent the past year building up this space between the two of us, but she’s the one who started it. I’m just making everything easier for when the time comes. Easier for her and me. Because come August, we won’t be a part of each other’s lives any longer. So I pick up my feet and continue toward my car.

Still, the guilt bubbles up inside me more and more with every step, so I try to picture Nora and me in California. And when the visual forms, it reminds me that it’ll be worth it. That my real life begins when we get out of here. Together.



The moment I open the heavy metal door into the Dinor, I’m hit with a wave of voices, each one desperately trying to be heard over the next. The warm yellow lights illuminate the white tables and red booths, all filled with customers. I love coming here for breakfast because it’s packed to the gills every single morning, a reminder that this town still has some life left in it. It’s a sharp contrast to the storefronts on either side, both plastered with sun-faded pages from the Wyatt Argus, a newspaper that doesn’t even exist anymore.

I pause in front of the ancient gumball machine, where you can win a free cup of coffee if you can manage to snag the color of the week, but ultimately, I decide to pass. Last time I got one, it was so old and hard that it honestly might’ve been a jawbreaker. The jury is still out. Besides, I do technically work at a coffee shop, so free coffee isn’t that much of a prize.

I scan the busy dining room and finally spot Savannah’s fiery ginger hair at a booth next to one of the large windows. It was easier when she had an absolute mane of curls, but right before senior year, she decided they weren’t in. So she’s been flat-ironing them every day since, which must take forever.

“I don’t remember, it’s honestly a blur,” Rory is saying as I approach. She throws herself back up against the booth in laughter, her messy bun bobbing around on top of her head. “Stevie!” she says as I slide in opposite them. “Oh my God. You missed the greatest party of all time.”

“What happened?” I ask, though I highly doubt I missed much of anything at Jake Mackey’s graduation party on Friday. I really don’t see why Savannah is with him.

Rory sighs, shaking her head. “You couldn’t even…” She laughs into Savannah, who clutches her arm, giggling and nodding so hard that I worry her head might fall off. “Right?” Rory says to her.

“You kind of had to be there,” Savannah finishes, trying to get herself under control, wiping tears away with a paper towel off the roll at the end of the table. “Speaking of which, I can’t believe they made you stay so late you couldn’t even celebrate your own graduation with your best friends. That job is practically slave labor,” she says.

Savannah. I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste metal. It’s like she doesn’t think at all about what things mean before she says them.

“It isn’t so bad,” I tell her, remembering that night. Nora and me lying in my car with the seats reclined, watching stars dot the sky through the moonroof, Phoebe Bridgers’s ghostly voice singing softly through the speakers while we continued planning our future.

“Well, I’m just saying we miss you. I mean, I remember when we used to spend every single weekend together.”

We did, back when we were young enough to want to build forts in the woods behind Rory’s house. Before Savannah started dating the lovely Jake Mackey, who once jingled around a handful of coins in front of my face and told me that’s how they name kids in China, and all the two of them did was laugh.

Savannah continues as if it’s all still the same. “It’s been the three of us since preschool, and this is our last summer before college. It’s already June, and I know you’re not getting out of Wyatt, but I’m going to be all the way across the state in Philly come August, and Rory’s heading to some school in North Carolina,” she says, tucking her hair behind her ear to reveal a big hoop earring.

“UNC.” Rory karate-chops her hand against the table with each letter. “They have a great biomedical research program. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

Savannah knows that Rory is attending UNC. She just likes to get under her skin. And despite Rory’s sky-high SAT scores, she still hasn’t figured that out yet. It’s always been that way, even when we were kids.

Savannah ignores Rory’s fuming and speaks directly to me. “My point is that even though you’re not leaving town, we are, and things won’t be the same. I just want to make sure we get to spend some of this time together.”

Maybe a year ago, that would’ve made me feel some pang of guilt or remorse, but not now.

You have no idea, I want to tell her. I want to tell her that nothing could keep me in this town. That in a few months I’m going to be farther away than either of them, so far out of Wyatt they’ll never see me again. I want to tell them both they don’t even know the real me, not anymore.

But I would never do anything to jeopardize our plans. I can almost hear Nora telling me, Hang in there. This is all temporary. I just have to keep this up for two more months.

“Look, I’ll really try to make more time. That’s my bad,” I say, glancing between the two of them, trying to seem sorry.

The server comes from behind me and breaks up our conversation as he sets down a short stack of pancakes in front of each of them.

“Hope you don’t mind that we ordered, but we were starving,” Rory explains as they both drench their pancakes in maple syrup.

“What can I get for you?” the server asks. Ryan. I recognize his voice immediately, much different than Pat’s ten-packs-a-day rasp. I look up to see him smiling down at me, his silky black hair swooping down over his forehead, just above his light-brown eyes.

I open my mouth to order, but he stops me. “Wait, wait.” He looks up into his head, tapping his pen against his temple a couple of times. “Two eggs over medium, bacon, hash browns, and… rye, no butter?” he asks, scrunching his face up.

“Close. Wheat,” I correct him, grinning.

“Gah! Next time,” he assures me, scribbling my order down in a messy shorthand. “I’ll have that out for you stat so you don’t fall behind.” He motions subtly to my friends’ plates and then disappears into the kitchen.

When I look back at Savannah and Rory, they’re both smirking coyly at me. “What?” I ask, looking between them.

“I’ve tried so hard to stay out of it, but girl.” Savannah rolls her eyes, shoving a bite of pancake into her mouth. “You’re killing me.”

“What?” I repeat, slightly irritated now.

“He’s totally into you!” Rory practically shouts across the entire restaurant.

“Oh, shut up,” I scoff, waving them both away, my face turning red.

“What, you’re not into him? I think he’s cute, for…” Savannah shrugs without finishing that thought. But when I don’t say anything back, she leans over her pancakes, her hair almost dragging through a puddle of melted butter and maple syrup, and completes it. “Is it because he’s… Asian? Is that why you’re not interested?” she stage-whispers. I glance over my shoulder to make sure he didn’t hear, but thank God this place is filled with the sound of so many forks hitting plates it seems to have drowned her out.

“Savannah, I’m Asian.”

I look over at Rory, hoping for some backup, but all I get is an apathetic shrug. “I mean, yeah, but like… not really. He’s like Asian, Asian,” she says, peeking over my shoulder.

I guess they only consider me half Korean when there’s an opportunity for them to laugh at someone’s racist joke. Maybe that’s the reason I’ve felt so comfortable around Ryan ever since he started working here a year ago. He didn’t go to our school, so I don’t really know him, like… at all. But he’s the only other Asian kid in the whole town, and we’ve exchanged the kinds of looks over the off-color things customers say here that tell me he gets it.

The thing is that he is really cute. If Wyatt wasn’t the kind of place where there’s a distinction between “cute” and “cute for being Asian,” he’d probably have girls lined up at the door to go out with him.

Just not me… obviously.

The two of them finally take the hint that I don’t want to talk about this anymore and move back to the previous topics of discussion: the party, Savannah’s boyfriend, and… some other things that I don’t even hear because I’ve stopped listening.

When my food comes, I start to shovel it down. The sooner I finish, the sooner I can get out of here to go see Nora and hear her news. But then I force myself to take a deep breath between bites so it isn’t obvious.

“Stevie? Yes or no?” Rory asks.

“Huh?” I look up at her, confused.

“You want to go to the outlets with us today, or not?” she repeats, clearly annoyed this time.

I shake my head, pulling twelve bucks out of my wallet. “No, sorry, guys, I have—”

“—to work,” Savannah says with me. Of course I don’t have to today, but that’s the reason I got a job at a coffee shop two towns away. I knew no one would ever venture over there, and so they’d never find out that I’m only there for about ten of the twenty hours I say I am.

“Stevie. Work, again? Are you serious?” Rory asks, drooping her shoulders.

“Tomorrow. Let’s do something tomorrow, okay? I’ll text you,” I assure them.

“You better! Or I’ll come to that coffee shop myself and tell your boss you’re stealing… I don’t know, Splenda or some shit. Then we’ll have you all to ourselves,” Savannah says, pointing her fork threateningly in my direction.

“I promise.” I hold my hands up in surrender as I slide out of the booth to leave, but I’m already thinking about how to get out of that, too.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ]


TEN MINUTES LATER MY VOLVO bounces down the overgrown dirt roads that run along the farthest edge of the Martin farm, where the hundreds of acres of sprawling fields start to give way to the thick, green forest. You can tell no one ever really comes back here other than me, because the weeds crawl so far over the road that they skim the sides of my car, a constant reminder to me that we’re safe here.

I pull off into a small nook, where Mother Nature finally got used to my visits and stopped growing. The moment I step out of my car into the fresh air and hear the rushing of the crick in the distance, I feel lighter.

The sound gets louder as I weave my way through the massive trees, gnarled branches and vines twisting together above my head. I walk for a hundred yards, until the forest opens up to a grassy bank. The wildflowers we planted are finally starting to sprout up, all long leafy blades and green buds waiting for their moment to bloom.

And there, sitting among them… is Nora.

The moment I see her, the muscles running up the back of my neck finally relax, through no conscious act of my own, and the layer of anxiety that usually sits underneath every one of my thoughts seems to completely melt away.

I notice a thin purple bra strap hanging out of her white tank top as I walk around a cluster of white birch trees with thin bark peeling away like old paint. I crouch down behind her and slip it up onto her shoulder, my thumb dipping into the hollow of her collarbone.

With one touch, finally, I can breathe again.

I kiss her neck.

Her soft jaw.

Her cheek.

And finally, I trace my lips up to her ear.

“I love you, too,” I whisper, the words I’ve desperately wanted to say back to her since our phone call last night, the ones that have been circling through every thought since.

The corner of her mouth pulls up into a smirk as she turns her head toward me, her lips finding mine.

“Shouldn’t you be crafting nonfat caramel macchiatos?” she teases into my smile. I wrap my arms around her, twisting her tiny ponytail around in my fingers.

“Shouldn’t you be baling hay?” I prod, slipping into our usual routine.

“We don’t even grow hay, genius. And for your information, I’m supposed to be pulling fence,” she replies, but when I lean back I see that she’s serious this time.

“Wait, really?” I ask, the muscles in my body tensing up again. “Nora, I thought you were off today!”

She shakes her head. “Stevie, it’s fine. Relax. I didn’t want to wait, so I got something worked out with Albert. He’s gonna do it today,” she says.

“What do you mean? What’d you tell him?” I ask, picturing nineteen-year-old Amish Albert blurting our secrets as we speak.

“I just asked him to switch shifts. It’s really not a big deal. Trust me.” She laughs to try to lighten the mood as she reaches out for my arm, but I push her hand away.

“You promised me you wouldn’t do something like this. It’s too risky. What if he followed you? What if he figures it out or says something to someone? Or God, Nora, what if your mom finds out? What if she sees him doing your work? She… she’d…” I fall back onto my butt, my hands dropping between us.

“Stevie, stop. Please.” She scoops my shaking hands up in hers, firm, solid. “I just really wanted to see you today, okay? I’m sorry. I won’t do it ever again. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she says, kissing my hands between each sorry. She places them up over her shoulders and I lock my fingers behind her neck.

“We’re just… we’re so close. I don’t want to mess it all up now.” We lock eyes and I find myself wishing I could just keep my arms around her, keep her safe forever.

“I know. I’ll be more careful, okay? Please don’t cry.” She tucks my long hair behind my ears and pulls my face toward her. “I’m sorry,” she whispers again, catching the tip of my nose with hers.

Then she kisses me hard, her fingers sliding into my hair.

I close my eyes and breathe deep, taking in the familiar smell of the mud and the grass, her skin in the hot summer air as we kiss. It would be an understatement to say I haven’t been too crazy about this town the past couple of years, but this particular place, these woods, with the sun shining perfectly through the canopy…

I love it here.

“You think you’ll miss this?” I ask after a while, pulling my lips away from hers.

“I don’t know.” She pauses, rolling her forehead back and forth against mine as the crickets chirp all around us. “Yeah. Maybe a little. Will you?”

I feel a push and pull on my heart. Even with all the things I don’t love about it, I’ve never known any place but Wyatt. Yes, Nora and I can’t stay here, hiding away in this perfect patch of forest forever, pretending the rest of the town doesn’t exist. We both know that, but it doesn’t make it any less scary to leave it all behind. When most people leave town after high school, they do it knowing they’ll always be welcomed back. But the fact is that in a few months, Nora and I will be leaving our families and the only place we’ve ever called home. For good.

“Maybe a little,” I repeat back to her. We sit there for a minute, heads pressed together, but then another thought occurs to me. “You remember that first night we met? We were lying on the floor of the basketball court at my school and all the lights were off, and you reached over and took my hand, laced your fingers in mine.”

“I remember,” she says, sliding her fingertips over my palm.

“Before that, I had never had feelings for anyone. Not even a little. I thought maybe I was just broken or something. It didn’t seem like there was any other answer. And then you, this girl who I had just met, took my hand. So simple. And something just switched on inside me that I didn’t know could switch on, and everything finally made sense. But when I think about it now it almost wasn’t even about being gay or whatever, it was about you.”

Nora smiles at the memory but raises an eyebrow. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I guess because I just wanted to say even if there are things I’ll miss, I’m not scared to leave Wyatt. As long as I can leave with you. It sounds corny, but I’m realizing that Wyatt doesn’t feel like my home anymore. You do.”

“My little cheeseball.” She smirks for just a second before her mouth falls into a straight, serious line, her growing pupils looking directly into mine. “I love you,” she says, kissing me again. “If we do miss it, babe, we’ll miss it together. Okay?” She shuffles up onto her worn boots and holds her hands out for me to take, lifting me up too.

We start walking down our path. The same path we always take out here, the only one carved out in the thickness of the brush. I follow her along the crick, over rocks, and around the areas where the dirt has eroded away. Sticks crackle under our feet, and shadows slide across them as birds swoop overhead.

“Wow. She isn’t even remotely interested in my big news,” Nora says innocently.

I let out an audible gasp and she smirks over her shoulder at me.

“I completely forgot! Spill!” I yell, jogging a couple of steps to catch up to her as she stops and turns to face me. She’s grinning from ear to ear, which has me doing the same even though I don’t know if I’m right about what she’s planning to tell me.

“We got the studio!”

Her smile widens as she watches me process.

“Wait… you mean, our first choice? The one with the green walls and tiny bathroom?” I ask, guarding my excitement until she nods. “Nuh-uh! I thought they went with someone else!”

“I guess it fell through.” She shrugs. “If we can pay first month’s rent and a security deposit by Friday, it’s all ours, babe.”

“Oh my God, we’re gonna have an apartment!” I throw my arms around her and she lifts me off the ground like I weigh nothing, even though I have almost two inches on her. This is everything we’ve been waiting for. The last thing we had to figure out. “So when’s our move-in date?” I ask as I loosen my grip around her and my feet touch back down to the dirt.

“September tenth.”

“Yikes. That’s cutting it pretty close with the start of the semester.”

“I know, but at least it means we can keep working and saving up a little longer. Maybe we’ll even have enough to splurge on that wooden Ikea island that you’re always—”

“Ooo! Can we!? Can we get it?” I ask, grabbing pleadingly onto the front of her shirt.

“I already have it added to my cart,” she replies.

I let out an excited squeal as I wrap my arm around her waist and walk beside her along the path again.

“I love this feeling,” Nora says as we step over a tree branch together.

“What feeling?” I ask as she smiles up to the sky.

“Like… my life is finally about to start after being on pause for the last eighteen years. I never thought I could look forward to my future so much. I guess I never really thought I’d even have one. But now, moving across the country. A new apartment. Maybe someday a house on a farm. A wedding. Having kids! I mean… it’s so cool that it’s not just possible, but beginning. And I get to do it all with…” She shakes her head and smiles. “I get to do it all with you. I mean, are you fucking kidding me? It feels like a dream. Doesn’t it?”

I make her stop on the trail long enough to kiss her. “You’re cute. Now who’s being a cheeseball?”

“I’m serious.”

“I know. And I love hearing you talk about our future.” I walk into her, making her step back until she’s pinned up against a tree, and then I dip my lips down to hers for a longer kiss. Her hands wrap around my back as I pull away. “You really think we can have kids someday?”

“Well, yeah…,” she says as I go in for another kiss, but her lips are pulled into a mischievous smile instead. “But slow down, because we can’t make them like this.”

I laugh at that and pull her away from the tree, back onto the path.

“So should I pay the money for the apartment tonight?” I ask.

“Considering all my money is in cash in a cigar box under my bed…”

“Yeah, I’ll pay it tonight.” I shake my head at her. “You know, you’re going to have to open a bank account eventually, Nora,” I tell her again. She refuses to, because her mom has been paying her under the table in cash for so long that she thinks the IRS is going to come after her or something… I don’t know.

“So, I’ve really been thinking a lot about that last documentary I watched…,” she starts, ignoring my comment and enthusiastically swinging around a skinny tree to face me. “I think I’m going to do it, babe, I’m really going to try the veganism thing. Did you know it takes over six hundred gallons of water to produce one hamburger? The way we eat is killing the planet, and I probably eat more meat than most people out there. I mean, I know beef is like water to us Martins, and it’s basically the only thing I survive on, but pretty soon we’ll be out of here and it just seems like such a small sacrifice that does so much good and…” I catch her face in my hands before she can doubt herself any more, and her hazel eyes meet mine.

“I believe in you,” I tell her, and I do. “Plus, you’ll have us looking like we actually belong in California.” I tickle her in the stomach, and she jumps out of reach but almost trips on a rotting stump in the process.

The path grows more uneven the farther we walk and the bank gradually lifts higher from the surface of the crick, but the water gets deeper and wider as we near the reservoir.

“Whoa,” Nora says. “This is new.” Soon we’re standing about fifteen feet above the crick, looking at a fallen oak tree stretching the whole way across the ravine. I walk over to inspect the woven maze of roots that was unearthed when it fell, leaving behind a six-foot-wide crater, but Nora is eyeing the trunk.

“Come on. Don’t.” I reach for the bottom of her shorts, but she has already leapt onto it and taken a few steps out so that she’s hovering over the ravine.

“It’s sturdy. See.” She jumps up and down, but her boots knock pieces of bark through the air and into the coursing water down below in a way that’s not that convincing.

“Nora, please?” I plead, holding my palms out toward her as if I can will her to come back… like that’s ever worked before.

I watch in silence, my stomach doing flips as she takes another ten confident steps, putting her halfway across. She makes it look as simple as walking down the sidewalk, but I still hold my breath until she makes it safely to the far bank.

“Your turn!” she shouts, her voice echoing with the rush of the water between us. I peek over the edge and quickly step backward to a safe distance. Nora cups her hands around her mouth. “You want to live your life playing it safe or take a little risk once in a while?”

“Playing it safe!” I yell back without hesitation.

She grins. “Come on! We can walk back on this side, maybe try to find a new path while we still can!”

“Sometimes I hate that can-do spirit of yours!” I shout, forcing myself to step out onto the thick trunk. Obviously she’s not going to budge on this one.

“You’ll thank me someday.” She laughs and watches as I move across, one three-inch step at a time. I want to say I doubt that, but each step uses all my concentration.

I try to focus only on the tree under my feet, but my eyes keep refocusing on the water a full story below.

The tree.

The water.

The tree.

The water.

My breath hitches in my lungs as a gust of wind blows through the ravine. I crouch down to steady myself, digging my fingers into the shallow grooves of the bark. A splinter jabs under my fingernail, but I barely feel it at all.

“Stevie,” Nora calls from somewhere too far away. “You’re okay.”

You’re okay. You’re okay, I repeat over and over in my head, and then quietly under my breath.

“Hey, Stevie, look at me,” she says. Slowly, I pick my head up to find her crouched down on the other end of the tree, just a couple of yards away. “Good.” She smiles. “Just keep your eyes on me, babe.” Her voice is even, but tense.

“Okay,” I croak.

I stand up again on my jelly legs, then remind myself to breathe with each step. As much as my eyes want to look down, I force them to stay glued to Nora.

My legs turn to jelly again for a different reason as I take her in.

The way the sun illuminates the strands of hair that have broken loose from her ponytail.

The light smattering of summer freckles that are just beginning to show themselves.

The way she grins at me, making me feel invincible. Like I could do anything, go anywhere, as long as I have her by my side.

And before I know it, I’m stepping down off the tree.

“What did I tell you?” Nora smirks. “Cake.”

Before I can celebrate my triumph, though, the atmosphere around me changes.

Something’s not right.

I watch as Nora’s entire face completely transforms.

Her eyes go wide. Her nostrils flare. Her jaw hangs open.

The ground under my feet shifts, and I look down to see that I’m standing on a big rock now only partially lodged in the wall of dirt.

And just as I take this in, it tilts under me even more and starts to slide down the steep bank.

My center of gravity shifts. It feels as if the oxygen has been sucked clean out of the air between us. Everything moves in slow motion.

Nora’s hand shoots toward me, veins pulsing under her tan skin.

I desperately reach for her, but my fingertips barely graze hers.

And then I’m free-falling backward, my whole body in thin air.

I squeeze my eyes shut as the blue sky blurs into the trees, into a wall of mud.

The very last sound I hear over the rushing water is the one that’s usually my favorite, Nora saying my name. But this time she’s screaming it and there’s pure terror filling up every part of her voice, turning it all wrong.





June 18

Dear Stevie,

I don’t know if this journal is going to make me feel any better, but I have to talk to someone and the only person I can talk to is you, even if you can’t hear me. I just got back from the hospital. It’s been six days since the accident and they still have you in an induced coma. I met your parents. It was weird. It is weird. That they know I even exist at all. But even more that they don’t know that you’re everything to me. Your mom seems really nice. I see why it’d be hard to think about letting her go. Despite everything, I can tell she really loves you.

Sometimes when they both leave, I sneak into your room for a couple of minutes to hold your hand. I know you’d probably give me shit for being too risky, but you don’t know what it’s like to be here with you… without you.

I so wish it was me in that bed, because it should be. This is all my fault. You didn’t want to do it. You told me you didn’t want to do it. I am so fucking sorry. I’m sorry, Stevie. Please wake up.

I love you,

Nora





June 23

Dear Stevie,

It’s been eleven days. I overheard the doctor today and she said they’re waiting for you to wake up now. I really need you to wake up. I need you to be okay. I can’t do this without you now that I know everything life could be. I miss the sound of your laugh. I miss the way you twist your fingers around in my ponytail. I miss being woken up by your middle-of-the-night phone calls when you can’t even say anything.

Please wake up. Please. I love you. I want to hear you say it back to me.

Nora






CHAPTER 4 [image: ]


BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. Beep.

My alarm blares right next to my head. I reach out, swatting at it, trying to get that god-awful sound to stop, but my hand keeps cutting straight through the air where my nightstand should be.

“Sweetie.” I hear my mom’s soft voice from beside me.

Five more minutes, I try to say, but it comes out all garbled, complete nonsense.
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