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To Jim




One


SOMETIMES I THINK THE WHITE oak tree was listening that night last August. That it knows about the promises we made to each other up in our tree house. That it knows I kept only half of mine.


I circle the oak’s trunk—trying to make sense of the bright orange X spray-painted across it—and wait for Cory to catch up. The graffiti should come as a relief: Soon the tree will be gone, and another reminder of that night with Declan gone with it.


“Dude.” Cory doubles over, resting his palms on his knees. “What is the matter with you?”


My fingertips trace the bark. “They’re going to cut it down.”


“What? Harper, you almost gave me a heart attack. Who jumps out of a moving vehicle?”


Please. We weren’t even driving that fast. “The trees up by the road were marked and I couldn’t tell how far into the forest it went. I needed to know if ours was tagged too.”


“Hey, here’s an idea. What if next time you wait for me to pull over before sprinting into the woods like an insane person?”


Light filters through the trees and paints the undergrowth a golden yellow. I’ve spent countless afternoons in this part of the forest, but today it feels different somehow. Like it’s no longer a place of my own.


I close my eyes and listen for the spray of an aerosol can or some sign of the people responsible for marking the area, but all I hear is Cory mouth-breathing and the leaves shuddering on their limbs.


“You don’t think it’s our fault, do you?” I gaze back up at the tree house, the sanctuary that Cory, Declan, and I built six summers ago when we were eleven. We pooled our allowances for months to buy the supplies and spent most of the school year meticulously planning the design, being extra careful to use supports to take the stress off the tree. The floor still turned out crooked, and there’s a hole the size of a quarter in the shingled roof. But it’s ours.


Cory points to the matching X ’s on nearby trees, all the color of Doritos dust. “I don’t think it’s because of the tree house. They’re probably clearing the area for development or something.”


“Oh.” My palm runs across one of the boards we nailed to the trunk for a makeshift ladder. The wood is splintered along the edge and I pick at it with my fingernail. I try to remember all the stuff we left behind—a deck of playing cards, maybe the binoculars Declan took from his parents’ garage. And a blanket. A scratchy wool blanket, also borrowed from Declan’s house. Everything neat and organized, waiting for us to come back. I want to climb up now and see if it’s all still there, but I won’t. Can’t. Haven’t since last summer. “I assumed it was sick.”


Cory scrunches his nose to lift his glasses. He looks at the tree house, finally. Then back at me, wearing a smile that’s a little too sympathetic. “We should get going. My mom wants me home for dinner.”


Mine does too. But after last night’s unsettling family sit-down, I may never eat dinner again.


“Listen, Harper . . .” Cory swats away a mosquito and shuffles his feet. The bed of soggy leaves squishes beneath him. “I’m really sorry . . . you know, about your mom.”


My fingers freeze. I haven’t told him yet, but I can’t say I’m surprised he’s already heard. Our moms are best friends, plus Bridget is a doctor.


A lump swells in my throat. I swallow, swallow again, then stuff my hands in my back pockets. “Thanks.”


He knuckles his glasses farther up his nose. “You okay?”


My eyes travel up once more, landing on the window on the side of the tree house. A memory surfaces, of me and Declan and Cory armed with water guns, ready to defend our turf.


I shake it off and start walking in the direction of the road. It rained all yesterday, and with each step my sandals fling a few more specks of mud up the backs of my legs.


“Can you just drop me at Sadie’s?” I ask.


He doesn’t answer until his ancient silver Honda comes into view through the trees. “You sure that’s a good idea?”


“Yep. Thanks.”


We don’t talk on the way back through town. The air conditioner in Cory’s car has seen better days, so I lean out the open window and let the sticky breeze tangle my hair. Sunlight glints off the shop windows along Ninth Street and the windshields of cars we pass, and I have to make a visor with my hand to keep my eyes from watering.


When we stop in front of Sadie’s town house, I lick my thumb and rub some dirt off my thigh. Cory fidgets with the radio, finally settling on an alt-rock station. But his fingers keep on tapping, and now he’s sending me all these sidelong glances.


“Would you stop looking at me like that?”


“Like what?”


“Like I’m a bird with a broken wing.”


He squeezes his eyes shut. “Better?”


I flick his shoulder and grab my purse off the floor just as Sadie throws her front door open. She struts over and bends down, draping her forearms across my window. She catches sight of my mud-stained legs and scowls. “It’s a good thing we have a few minutes before the guys get here.”


I should have cleaned up before coming over. Should be wearing mascara and the lacy black top Sadie bought me for my last birthday. Plus something closer to excitement on my face, because it’s the summer before senior year, and that’s how we planned it.


The car jolts a few inches forward. Sadie jumps back and Cory stifles a grin. “Sorry. Foot slipped.”


Sadie glares at him and I open my door before he can do any more damage. “I’ll see you later, okay?”


Cory lifts two fingers off the steering wheel in a lazy good-bye.


“We’re still on for the quarry tomorrow?” I ask over my shoulder.


“Yeah, sure.”


I step out onto the sidewalk and watch him drive away. Sadie pulls me inside and up to her room. She grabs a pack of makeup-removing wipes off her vanity and hands one over. “So. He asked about you again.”


The cloth darkens as I scrub the backs of my calves. “He who?”


“Kyle Marcell. He’s coming out tonight, with Will.”


“Kyle,” I repeat.


I try to focus on this new name, but my head is scattered all across Carson County. My dining room table, where my family is gathered without me. Underwater at the quarry, where I can scream without anyone hearing. And especially the tree house in the middle of the forest, where I still feel the ghost of the girl I used to be.


Sadie’s phone vibrates on her vanity. She checks the message and her lips creep into a smile.


She doesn’t notice I’m not smiling back.


  *  *  *  


A beat-up Ford Mustang stops at the curb. Will’s Mustang.


Kyle gets out and pulls the passenger’s seat forward. His angular face is partially obscured by expensive-looking sunglasses, and his narrow mouth is stretched into a smirk. I cast Sadie a quick glance and crawl into the cramped backseat. Kyle slides in after me.


He moved to Carson a year ago, and although we had two classes together last semester, we’ve exchanged only a handful of words. One time he borrowed a pen from me and never gave it back. And he plays lacrosse. This is the extent of what I know about Kyle Marcell.


He’s wearing a T-shirt with an outline of Michigan on it that says AMERICA’S HIGH FIVE.


I gesture to the logo. “Is that where you’re from originally?”


Kyle pulls at the bottom of the shirt and looks down, as if he forgot what he had on. “Oh. No.”


The conversation dies on the spot. Meanwhile, Sadie closes her door and the smell of pot mingled with Kyle’s acrid cologne gets trapped inside. And something cloying—a pineapple air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. A headache brews behind my eyes and I start breathing through my mouth.


Kyle takes off the sunglasses and slouches down beside me, his eyes bloodshot and heavy-lidded. His knee falls out to the side and bumps against mine.


Will puts the car in gear. “What do you ladies feel like doing tonight?”


Somehow I don’t feel any less trapped here than at home. But every escape has its catch, and beggars can’t be choosers. So as Kyle’s arm slides across my bare shoulders, I don’t angle away or shrug him off. I sit perfectly still and stare out the window.


“Anything,” Sadie drawls in the voice guys always find irresistible. She turns her head toward Will. “We’re up for anything.”


Will’s parents are conveniently out of town until next Tuesday. We go to his house. He swipes a bottle of vodka from the liquor cabinet and Sadie contributes two cans of Boomerang Energy Enhancement.


Boomerang, for the record, tastes mildly of dish detergent and perfume. But Sadie is woefully addicted and at the moment, I’m not overly picky.


I chase a large shot with a small sip of Boomerang. Sadie sidles up to me and uses my phone as a mirror while she reapplies her lip gloss. She dips down and presses her lips lightly onto mine, and I smooth the lip gloss she left behind across my mouth. And just like that, the boys are hooked.


This flirtation comes standard with Sadie, as forced as it might feel to me. Sadie is a lot of things I’m not: glamorous, brazen, and blond, for starters. Add her C-cup to the mix, and it’s really not all that surprising she has the effect she does on guys.


Approximately ninety seconds later, Will grabs Sadie’s hand and they disappear behind his bedroom door. I take another shot.


Will’s kitchen is modern with stainless steel everything. A lighthouse calendar hangs on the wall above the light switch. Mom has the same one. I pour myself a third drink and walk over to the calendar, turn the page from May to June. Then I begin a self-guided tour of the house. I find a small, dimly lit den situated off the far side of the kitchen.


Leaning against the door frame to the den, I down the shot and grip the glass in my fist, then turn back to the kitchen, where Kyle is perched on a bar stool at the island. He’s watching me but seems reluctant to come any closer. Probably because aside from that first failed inquiry into Kyle’s past, I haven’t uttered a single word since the guys picked us up an hour ago.


“Come here,” I say, not even trying to sound alluring like Sadie.


He takes his time, like he could think of a dozen other places he’d rather be. Right.


Kyle stops in front of me and squares his shoulders. He’s close to my height, maybe half an inch shorter. I can’t recall whether he always has this drowsy look on his face, or if he’s just stoned. I nod my head to the couch. “Sit.”


“Bossy, aren’t you?”


He hesitates a moment longer, then slips past me and sits on the black leather sofa. His eyebrows rise like he’s waiting for his next order.


Setting the empty glass down on the coffee table, I edge closer. I guess Kyle is decent-looking, in a preppy-jock-gone-hipster kind of way. His jeans are a bit too tight for my taste, but why sweat the small stuff?


Kyle’s sudden interest in hanging out with me probably has more to do with the rumors about what happened after-hours in the school pool this past spring than the fact that I loaned him a pen that one time. And I’ve been careful since the pool incident, determined not to give my classmates any more ammunition. The problem is, tonight I don’t care.


Tonight I need a distraction. So without another word, I slide onto the couch and straddle Kyle. His too-cool-for-school act wears off pretty quickly after that.


He meets me halfway, his mouth moving slowly against mine at first, but building momentum as one hand grips my hair.


Kyle’s not a bad kisser, per se. Just not my preferred style. Exhibit A: What is happening with his tongue? Maybe he’s trying that thing where you spell out the alphabet? Except he seems to have only awkward letters like k and z in his arsenal. Or he doesn’t know it’s supposed to be in cursive?


He pushes against my right hip and turns so that he’s half on top of me. I’m short of breath, and Kyle seems to interpret this as a good sign. His legs tangle with mine and his hand starts to roam up my side.


The air-conditioning kicks on. I listen to it blast through the vent in the corner. Then a dog barks outside. I’ve always wanted a dog, but Dad’s allergic. And Mom would never be able to stand the mess and besides, pets just get old and die.


Probably from cancer.


No clock in the room. I sit up a little and move Kyle’s hand away from my back pocket so I can grab my phone and check the time. He takes this as an invitation to go after my neck. Which, actually, I like a little better.


But it’s later than I thought, well past the dinner I was supposed to be home for, and I decide it’s time for me to round up Sadie.


“Gotta go.” I spring off the couch.


Kyle freezes with one hand where my hip used to be. “Seriously?”


I knock on Will’s door and call to Sadie that it’s time to leave, then go wait for her in the kitchen.


Kyle walks in and leans against the counter, looking decidedly less enthusiastic than a moment ago. “What’s the hurry?”


“I have a curfew.”


He looks out the kitchen window. It’s only just getting dark. He slides closer and hooks his finger through my belt loop. “Come on, it’s early. I can drive you home in a little while.”


I slip out of reach and call Sadie’s name again. Kyle crosses his arms and slumps back against the refrigerator door.


Sadie wraps it up in record time, running her fingers through her hair as she walks into the kitchen. Will steps behind her and gropes her waist. She giggles and whines, which seems to be exactly what Will wants to hear.


“Can we go?” I ask.


Will shoots me a dirty look and pushes a fringe of sandy-blond hair off his forehead. The hair stays put, and I imagine his fingers come away greasy. Sadie rolls her eyes at him but follows me out the garage door.


Kyle takes the wheel on the way home, so I ride shotgun while Sadie keeps Will occupied in the backseat. My foot taps out every second that ticks by as we wind our way through town. I’ve got ten minutes. Then five. Then none and we’re still four blocks away.


The car swings into my driveway and I glance over my shoulder. Mistake. I turn quickly back around because there is nothing in the backseat I want to see.


I push the door open.


“Hey.” Kyle catches my arm and pulls me into one last thin-lipped kiss I do not close my eyes for. He releases me with a smug smile. “I had a lot of fun tonight,” he says, which seems like the kind of thing guys say when they want to leave the option open for repeat performances.


I tuck my hair behind my ears and inch out of my seat. “Yeah. Good times.” I jump out and lean down. “Sadie? You coming in?”


She breaks away from Will’s face and smiles. “I’m good. Night, love.”


“Okay.” I hold on to the door a moment longer. I wish she would just come in. “Drive safe.”


On my way up to the porch, a jingle of keys a few yards to my right grabs my attention. I squint to make out who they belong to.


My feet stop.


He’s strolling down Cory’s driveway next door, twirling the key ring around his index finger. He looks taller. I mean, he’s always been tall, but definitely over six feet now. Stronger, too. He used to be so lanky. Now broad shoulders give way to muscular arms, and his hair is longer than he’s ever worn it—reaching all the way down to his chin. Everything is different. But it’s him.


My heart is helicopter-loud, pumping blood through me. But I’m rooted in place, watching the highlight reel of my childhood flash before my eyes.


He holds my gaze as we pass each other. Or rather, as he passes me, since I’m still standing here staring at him like a total freak.


“Night, Harper.” His voice is soft. Completely at odds with his rigid posture.


Will backs out of the driveway. I watch the car over my shoulder, and even in the darkness, I can see the front seat clearly from where I stand.


I wonder how much Declan saw.


When I turn back toward him, Declan’s gaze is fixed on the ground. He stays that way until he reaches his own car in the street.


“Good night,” I call, forcing my heavy limbs into motion.


I peek over my shoulder once more before going inside. Declan is already driving away.




Two


MY PARENTS CALL ME INTO the living room as soon as I cross the threshold. They’re huddled together on the couch, sharing a blanket. Empty wineglasses and a yellow legal pad covered in writing lie on the table in front of them.


I rest my hip against the bookshelf and wait for Dad to start reaming me out for missing curfew. Even though my new curfew is ridiculous and I’m all of six minutes late.


“You doing okay?” he asks instead.


Mom looks better than yesterday, when she sat my brother and me down to tell us. She has some color back in her cheeks, although that could just be from the wine. She leans forward to look at me and I drop my gaze to the floor. I can see it in her eyes, no matter how hard she tries to hide it. She’s scared.


All through dinner last night she kept trying to prove ­otherwise, telling us they caught it early—just two little lumps—she’ll be finejustfine. Only, how can she know that?


She wants it to be true. I can feel how much she wants it. But that doesn’t mean it will be.


Because the truth is none of us knows for certain she’ll be fine, and the more she talks about tumors and treatment plans, the harder it is to believe.


I’m not okay. None of this is okay. But I look at Dad and nod.


“Did you have fun tonight?” Mom asks.


More nodding.


They don’t seem to have any more to say than I do, so when a suitable amount of time has passed, I announce I’m going to bed.


“All right, honey.”


“Harper.” I turn to face my dad. He smiles softly, looking like the old him. The version I saw a lot more of before I stopped being his little girl. “We love you.”


I shift my weight. “Love you too.”


Upstairs, I change out of my clothes, grimacing at the scent of Kyle’s cologne clinging to my shirt as I pull it over my head. I sit on the edge of my bed and look around my room, at the swimming medals and team pictures that are all from another lifetime.


Folding my arms around my bare legs, I squeeze my phone between my palms. I scroll through the contacts until I fall on his name. My thumb hovers over the call button. Closing my eyes, I imagine calling him, think through what I would say. My fingers tighten until my knuckles ache.


I open my eyes and loosen my fingers, then scroll back up the alphabet to the C ’s. Cory answers on the third ring.


“You knew he was coming back?”


“Hello to you, too.”


“God, Cory. A little heads-up would have been nice.”


“Ah, but would it really have made a difference?”


I scowl and hang up on him, then collapse back onto my mattress. I just want this day to be over, but I know I’ll be awake for hours.


Eventually, I wind up on the roof ledge outside my bedroom window, listening to the songs of the cicadas. The sky tonight is more blue than black, and the stars are out in full force. Perfect for making wishes, if I still believed in that sort of thing.


A cool breeze kisses my face and clears my head.


Tracing the infinity pendant on my necklace, I wonder where the invisible line is. The line that determines which parts of our past are still close enough to go back and fix, and which parts we have to live with forever.


  *  *  *  


My mother is whistling. How can she be bustling around arranging flowers and whistling right now? Chemotherapy starts in three days. She still insists on pretending she’s not petrified.


I pad the rest of the way into the kitchen. “Morning. . . .”


“There she is!” Dad says.


Mom smiles and holds out a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice. I don’t take it. I head straight for the coffeepot and pour a cup of the rocket fuel my parents brew.


It’s a little past ten and the thermometer outside the kitchen window has already crept above ninety. I pull myself up to sit on the cool granite counter and tap my fingers along the side of my mug. No one says anything about the giant, malignant elephant in the room.


I consider screaming BREAST CANCER! just to see how they’d react. But I’ve rocked the boat enough this year. The least I can do is keep up my end of this charade.


“How are you feeling today, Mom?”


She stops what she’s doing and looks out at the backyard, like she’s really thinking about it. “I’m great.” She tilts her head toward me. “I think it’s going to be a good day.”


Then she sucks her teeth and taps my thigh, shooing me off the counter. I hop down and stand shoulder to shoulder with her while I sip my coffee. She puts a hand on top of my head and sighs. Mom likes to pretend she’s still taller than me, but that ship sailed a while ago. My brother and I get our height from Dad’s side, though I do have Mom to thank for the borderline translucent complexion and auburn tint to my hair.


“Is Graham still sleeping?”


“No, he’s out playing a round of golf,” Dad says. “What are your plans for the day?”


Not that I’m going to win Daughter of the Year anytime soon, but I’m surprised my older brother bailed on Family Time. And a little relieved. If he’s not around, I don’t have to feel guilty about the plans I made with Cory. Besides, at times like this, Cory is one of the only people who can keep me sane.


“Heading next door in a bit.”


Dad folds the corner of his paper over. “Dressed like that?”


I glance down at the gym shorts and sports bra I threw on and roll my eyes. Sure, my parents’ concern isn’t really that far-fetched—it’s been a constant presence, as much a part of me as the freckled nose on my face, this underwater indiscretion of mine. But seriously, a sports bra? Pick your battles, Dad.


“It’s just Cory.”


“And Cory is now a seventeen-year-old boy. Put on real clothes before you go.”


“You’re right. We’re going swimming anyway. I’ll change into my bathing suit just as soon as I’ve finished my coffee.”


He grunts and turns back to his paper, a frown pulling at the corners of his mustache. I take the seat across the table from him and scope out the bag of bagels between us.


“So, you two are practicing this morning?” Mom asks as she cuts a grapefruit in half.


I look into my coffee and take another sip before answering. “We’re just going to the quarry.”


Her face falls a little. “Oh, okay.” Then, because she just can’t help herself, she puts down the knife and says, “It would be good for you to get back in the pool, though, don’t you think?”


I tear off a piece of a salt bagel and take a bite. Mom swoops in, pulling a plate out of the cupboard and handing it to me. Crumbs are the enemy.


“I don’t really see the point,” I tell her.


“The point is, you’re going to have to try out again in the fall. And you can’t expect them to let you back on the team if you’re not willing to work for it.”


Mom’s big joke has always been that I swam before I crawled. It’s something I’ve done for as long as I can remember, most recently as captain of the girls’ team at Carson High. Right up until I got kicked off.


I’m not sure which part is worse for my parents: the fact that I got caught over spring break, drunk and half-naked in the school pool with a boy they’ve never met, or that everyone in Carson knows about it. Either way, she’s latched on to the idea of me earning my spot back like it’s the last piece in the puzzle that will make me whole again.


Too bad I have no plans to do so.


Mom grabs a spoon and starts stabbing apart the sections of her grapefruit. “And I wish you would stop drinking all that coffee.”


She says it to me but looks at Dad, who started me on my caffeine addiction a few years back. Unlike Cory, my internal clock never quite got the hang of waking up before the sun. When we started training with the high school team, I needed the boost for morning practices. Dad shoots me a wink and raises his newspaper a little higher.


“There are worse things,” he says from behind the paper. “And it doesn’t seem to have stunted her growth.”


“Besides, I’m going to need it tomorrow,” I say. “Why does this stupid class have to start so early?”


Apparently being grounded for the remainder of junior year wasn’t punishment enough, so my parents decided a summer school class at an ungodly hour would be a fitting penalty for the spring break incident. It was either that or get a job. I won’t make any money taking a summer elective, but at least this way my punishment is limited to two shifts a week.


Mom’s spoon clatters against the counter and she turns to look at me. “If I were you, I’d spend less energy focusing on all the things you’re unhappy with and take a moment to appreciate what a great life you have.”


My stomach wrings. I stare into my coffee. I’m always saying the wrong thing.


Dad’s paper rustles, breaking the silence.


I set my mug down on the table and sit on my hands. Then force myself to look her in the eye.


“I’m sorry,” I say for probably the millionth time since getting caught back in March.


Mom straightens and crosses over to me. She wraps me in a hug I can’t help but sink into. “I know, sweetie. Me too.” She pulls back and holds my cheeks in her palms. Her eyes search mine as if to reinforce her apology. I nod, and she pats my cheek and drops her hands. “It’s a beautiful day out. Go have fun with Cory.”


  *  *  *  


I push aside a pile of clothes and sprawl out on Cory’s twin bed.


He pauses his video game and spins around in his desk chair, nudging his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Rough night?”


Kicking my leg in his general direction is all the response I can muster.


Light trickles in from the crack in the blackout curtains, keeping his room in a sleepy state. School notebooks he hasn’t recycled are strewn around the floor, and an even bigger pile of dirty clothes is overflowing from his closet. Cory would call it organized chaos, and I have to admit I love the clutter.


Mom would kill me if I let my room get this messy. I get the stink eye from her if I leave more than one glass of water on my nightstand. “Your room is beginning to look a little lived in,” she always says.


But I was there when Cory won the swimming trophies scattered around his desk, and I’ve read most of the books stacked precariously on the shelf above it. His room feels like home.


Sitting up again, I hug his pillow to my chest. “You ready to go?”


“Go . . .” Cory’s dark eyebrows scrunch together for a moment and then he closes his eyes. “Shit, the quarry.”


“You forgot?”


“Yeah . . . and I kind of agreed to help Declan paint his dad’s house. But I can give him a rain check.”


I hug the pillow tighter. “No, that’s okay. I’m totally drained today anyway.”


He adjusts his glasses again. “Well, why don’t you come with me?”


“Pass.”


“See, that’s a huge mistake. Here’s why: It’s going to be a ton of fun. Like, way better than the quarry. There may even be pizza involved, I don’t know.”


“Don’t you try to Tom Sawyer me.” I pull at a loose thread on his pillowcase. “So, how long is he back for this time?”


“Dunno. You guys talk yet?” he asks. I cut him a look and he sighs. “You know, statistically, the odds of you two working things out would improve if you stopped avoiding him.”


“I’m not avoiding him.”


Now it’s Cory’s turn to give me a Yeah, right look.


Okay, so I may have given Declan a wide berth when he came home from boarding school over Christmas. But it wasn’t easy. And now, two days after finding out about Mom, staying away from him all summer seems so much harder. Of course, I have no reason to expect he would want to see me, either. Not anymore.


“You two have fun painting.” I toss the pillow back into place. “Maybe we can go to the quarry Tuesday?”


“I’ve got swim practice.”


“Oh . . . right. Of course.” It’s dense, this silence between us. Weighted down by the loss of what made us friends in the first place.


Cory stands and scratches his arm. The chlorine makes our skin chronically dry. Honestly, I don’t miss it one bit. “Tomorrow?” he asks.


“Summer school.”


“Ah, yeah.” He grabs his wallet off his desk. “Which class are you taking again?”


“Photography.”


“Right, right. Well, that could be good. Maybe you’ll meet someone cool.”


“Yeah, I’m sure it’s the place to be,” I retort.


We head downstairs and out the front door, parting ways on his lawn. Maybe it’s for the best he has plans. Because all I really want to do is crawl back into bed and never, ever come out again.




Three


MY PLAN TO HIDE OUT between my Jersey cotton sheets lasts only until the next morning. Mom bursts into my room at seven thirty, travel mug of coffee in hand.


“Up.”


“Don’t want to,” I mumble. “Personal day.”


She takes away my covers. “Up,” she says again. “Up or I’ll go get a squirt gun.”


She will, too. So it begins.


Walking into the art studio at the Carson Community Center is like being back in elementary school. The white cinder-block walls are splashed with pastel chalk portraits, and simple crayon drawings done by younger kids are taped on the cupboard doors. The smell of paint permeates the room. And just like the first day at a new school, I don’t recognize a single person. I’m not even sure how that’s possible in a place like Carson, but apparently it’s only the case for me. In the back corner, students are clustered together, animatedly recounting the first few days of summer. I suppose I could join them, make some effort to be social. . . .


I slide into the chair closest to me and pull a pad of paper and pencil from my bag. I start doodling, trying to look busy while I listen to the chatter. A few minutes later a couple girls take the seats to my left.


“. . . grab a salad after, or a gyro,” a pretty blonde is saying. Almost doll-like in the symmetry of her features, she immediately reminds me of Betty from the Archie comics. “Ooh, or maybe pizza.”


“As long as it’s not from that place on Ninth,” her friend replies. “They use weird cheese.” She’s wearing her black hair in a tight knot on the top of her head. Her dark eyes are outlined in darker kohl liner and her lips are stained crimson. She catches me staring at her, and I spin back to the page in front of me.


“True. I think it might be vegan,” the blonde says.


I keep my head down, but the scary dark-haired girl is still watching me. I can feel it. “Hey,” she leans toward me to say. “I’m Gwen. Do you have any gum?”


“Oh, um . . . yes.” I reach into my bag and hold a pack out to her.


“Ugh, bubble gum.”


And yet, she takes a piece anyway.


The blond girl shakes her head, sending a ripple through her hair. She’s dressed head to toe in vintage clothing, and even her ponytail has that original Barbie curl to it. Her small, Cupid’s-bow mouth transforms into a warm smile. “Don’t mind Gwen, she’s just orally fixated. I’m Mackenzie.”


“Harper.”


They exchange a look. “Do you go to Carson High?” Mackenzie asks.


I swallow and nod. These girls don’t even go to my school. I really wish not knowing anybody meant I was safe from them knowing things about me.


It looks like Mackenzie is about to ask a follow-up question, but Gwen jumps in.


“Thanks for the gum. Sorry if I was rude, I just have trouble not blowing bubbles when I chew bubble gum.”


She blows a bubble and pops it in her mouth. All right, then.


I nod sympathetically, as if I totally know what it’s like to be physically unable to control the urge to blow a bubble.


“So, how long have you been into photography?” Mackenzie asks.


“This is my first class, actually.”


“Oh!” Mackenzie says. “Me too! I was so nervous everyone was going to be super experienced like Gwen.”


“For the millionth time, photography is not genetic,” Gwen says. “My mom’s a freelance photographer,” she adds to me with a roll of her dark eyes.


“Wow, that’s really cool.”


Gwen shrugs it off, but I’m getting the distinct impression that most of the people in this room really want to be here.


The instructor, Mr. Harrison, stands at the front of the class and asks everyone to please find their seats. I shift mine so that I’m facing him, but Mackenzie leans across the table toward me, twirling the end of her honey-blond hair around her finger.


“Do you happen to know a guy named—”


“Declan!”


I look at Gwen and then follow her gaze over my shoulder. Declan takes the seat next to mine. My Declan.


He scoots his chair closer. So close that if I reach down to get something out of my bag, my head will hit his shoulder.


I turn back to my notebook. Try to write the date in the upper left corner of the page, but the lead snaps off my mechanical pencil. I click the eraser twice and set the pencil down.


Declan doesn’t say a word. Just sits there staring at me. And now I’m staring back. Class is already starting by the time I finally remember how to speak. “What are you doing here?”


Declan ignores me. Nods hello to Mackenzie and Gwen.


Besides my confusion over how everyone knows each other, or what exactly these girls know about me, the thing I find most disconcerting is that Declan doesn’t seem remotely surprised to see me.


I tear my focus away from his face and turn back to the instructor.


Since it’s an introductory lecture, I don’t get the chance to talk to Declan again until it wraps up.


“Next week we’ll take a field trip to the land conservancy. Please don’t forget to charge your camera batteries!” Mr. Harrison calls out while everyone gathers their stuff.


I put away my things slowly, building the nerve to try again. But when I finally turn toward Declan, he’s already out of his seat.


With his arms wrapped around Mackenzie.


“Declan! I didn’t know you were taking this class!” She gives him an extra squeeze and steps back.


“Kind of a last-minute decision. Someone dropped, so they fit me in.”


My eyes narrow. Cory knew we’d have this class together. He may be sick of playing monkey in the middle, but he will pay for keeping that from me.


Gwen and Declan fist-bump and all three of them start talking about some jazz band I’ve never heard of. Pulling my bag onto my shoulder, I move toward the door.


Declan follows me. “I’ll catch up with you guys later, okay?” I hear from behind me.


“Sure!” Mackenzie says. “Nice meeting you, Harper.”


“You too.” In my attempt to walk backward, I bump into the door frame. I turn around again and grimace, clutching my bag a little tighter. I move through the hall and safely clear the doors to the parking lot, Declan keeping pace with me the whole time.


I scan the rows of cars. Suddenly I can’t remember where I parked. And the only thing I can think to say is that our tree might get cut down, which probably isn’t the best conversation-starter given what happened the last time we were there together.


“So . . . class was interesting, right? Or, you know, less boring than I thought it would be.” I spot my car and take a breath. “What’d you think?”


He turns to me, his face composed. Almost as if we haven’t gone nine months without speaking.


Or as if he didn’t even miss me.


“Wasn’t bad.”


I bite the inside of my cheek. “How do you know Mackenzie and Gwen?”


“We took a drawing workshop together.” He scratches under the collar of his shirt. “Over winter break.”


We reach my car and I lean against the driver’s-side door. It’s warm to the touch and coated in a fresh layer of the yellow pollen that’s everywhere this time of year. “I didn’t realize you’d gotten so into art.”


“You didn’t ask. Believe it or not, there are a few things you don’t know about me.”


I rock myself upright and open my car door. A burst of thick, hot air greets me, and I look back at him with as much poise as possible. “I guess there are.”


He gives me a small wave with his notebook and steps back.


“Declan, wait.” Goddammit.


It’s out of my mouth now, and with it comes an expectation. One I don’t actually know how to fulfill. I should say something meaningful here, something that will close some measure of the distance between us. The way his hazel eyes are set on mine, it feels like he would wait a lifetime to hear the right thing.


“Welcome home.”


If he’s disappointed, he’s careful not to let it show. But something, maybe curiosity, pulls his mouth to one side. And for that one moment I’m just me and he’s just Declan. The boy I grew up with. My best friend.


But too soon the moment passes and he’s gone. And all I’m left with is an aching void where all the imaginary reunions I’d carefully planned over the past nine months used to be.




Four


WE WERE FIFTEEN WHEN DECLAN’S Mom died. Cory, Declan, and I all had the same biology class, and on that winter day sophomore year, we spent the hour burning peanuts and calculating their calories. I was so wrapped up in the lab assignment, in the novelty of being trusted with matches inside a classroom, I barely noticed when the school counselor came in to get Declan. But then he didn’t show up for lunch or the bus ride home, and I started to worry. Cory told me I was overreacting, that Declan probably just had a doctor appointment.


But we both knew he was wrong once we stepped off the bus onto the slushy curb and found Mom and Bridget waiting for us. Cory and I sat side by side on his living room sofa as Bridget told us how the other driver was drunk and the roads were icy and Natalie’s car spun and spun until the guardrail stopped her. My eyes traced the argyle pattern of Cory’s wool socks. Watched as he flexed his feet against the floor and pushed his back into the cushion, bracing himself a moment too late. Then I stood, thinking if I could just see Declan, he would tell me they had it wrong. Natalie couldn’t be dead.


I took one unsteady step toward the door, and Mom’s arms trapped me. Holding me tight against her, she matched me sob for sob. I covered my mouth with my sleeve and my mind spun with thoughts of Declan-Natalie-Natalie-Declan. My body forced me to keep breathing even though Natalie couldn’t, and with each inhale I choked on the scent of burned peanuts satu­rating my sweater.
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