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CHAPTER ONE


My parents love this old song where the girl knows down to the hour how long her lover has been gone. I’d never come close to feeling that way about some dude, but I had the same tragic energy as I missed my best friend.

It’d been twenty-two hours and thirty-six days since I’d last seen Brianna. Two hours and thirty days since she’d last responded to my texts—not that I was painfully aware of the time to the minute or anything.

But second after lonely second had passed, and somehow it was another Saturday night in our small town—or, I should say, my small town. Brianna Hoffman had moved across the country to Seattle, so it wasn’t like Saratoga was “ours” anymore. Yet it was still a summer weekend, and I had plans.

I was acting like a saddo at a house party.

All around me girls shouted elaborate toasts before spilling shots down their gullets. Future frat boys showed off their flip-cup skills in the dining room, hoping for the girls to notice them. Guys who were way too old for high school parties creeped in the corner of the living room. And in the kitchen, a crowd was celebrating someone eating a full can of whipped cream in record time.

It was the worst place on earth to be sad.

But I’d gone in with a mission.

It just wasn’t working out.

I stood alone by the sliding-glass door, nursing the contents of my red Solo cup while repeatedly scanning the party. The mystery green punch tasted like apples and aftershave, but the liquor had made taking a duck-faced selfie marginally bearable. I’d posted it online in a pathetic attempt to say: Look how I’m having fun without you! Like Brianna was even going to check my socials.

“Oh em gee, we should do karaoke!” some girl screeched. Like that. Like the letters—O. M. and, you guessed it, G.

“Hell yeah!” was the reply.

No.

I tossed my cup and slid out into the backyard. I could handle only so much in my fragile state. It was dark, but it wouldn’t be too dark to wander the few blocks home. Crushing loneliness aside, it was a perfect night. The humidity had dropped, and the late August air held the crispness of the impending fall.

I paused on the deck and let out a long exhale, both glad to be free and bummed my plan had been a resounding failure. I’d even tried to look cute—like my headband/sundress combo was going to clinch it with Teagan, my other former friend. We’d been friends through Bri, and I’d also lost her when Bri left. But I figured Teagan would be so wowed by my fashion sense that we’d be friends again and she’d immediately tell me why she and Brianna had ghosted me.

It was foolproof.

All right, it was more wishful thinking than a plan, but I was running low on options. I’d tried messaging, calling, a hyper-aggressive unsolicited FaceTime, Snaps, and commenting on every one of Bri’s Instagram posts, and none of it had worked.

I started to move again and was almost to the edge of the deck when I felt the vibration of my phone. I rummaged around my purse, missing my cell over and over again in the small bag.

Was it Bri? Please be Bri.

My hands shook as I tried to unlock the screen, overeagerness getting the best of me. I cursed my lack of text previews and was on my second attempt to unlock my phone when my foot missed the top deck stair.

The thing about top steps is, they’re crucial. Miss that one and the others don’t matter much. So I went tumbling on down, only instead of hitting the ground, my fate was worse: I slammed into the broad chest of Eric Mulvaney Ortiz. And then we fell into a rosebush.

Yeah.

All six-foot-two of the star quarterback of our mediocre football team and all five-foot-one of my should-be-valedictorian-so-at-least-I-have-that got tangled up in an enormous rosebush.

“What the—” he said.

“Where did—” I said.

We paused a breath away from each other, noses almost touching. Eric smelled like charred wood and cologne with a touch of smugness. I smelled like lilacs and, I don’t know, probably pariah.

I locked eyes with him, adrenaline coursing through my body. His heart was also beating fast, thumping through his T-shirt.

After an uncomfortable amount of time, he looked away and cleared his throat. “Oh, it’s you,” he said.

It was the kind of greeting you’d give a ladybug you don’t want in your house but you won’t kill because it’d be bad luck. I should mention here that we’d been rivals since kindergarten and not to throw around the word “nemesis” but… accurate.

We both tried to get up, but between my limbs, his, and the branches, we were hopelessly enmeshed. Eric fans from our high school would’ve killed to have been in my shoes, with him on top of me. I, however, just wanted out.

“Let me—” he said.

“If you would just—” I huffed.

Again I moved, but he shifted at the same time. He pulled my long hair, and I elbowed him in the ribs (“accidentally”), and we both stopped. Everything hurt and was only getting worse between the thorns and his heavy-ass limbs.

Eric was perennially in my way. As rising seniors, he was the one thing standing between me and a clear path to valedictorian. Of course he couldn’t have been a brainless piece of muscle. Nooo. One, my life wasn’t that easy, and two, our school didn’t have any of those. Funded by eccentric billionaire Jim Carver, Carver Preparatory High School, one of the best in the nation, was tuition-free but you needed a 93 average in middle school just to be invited to apply. Eric and I had easily qualified with 100s from Saratoga Public Intermediate School. Then we’d ended junior year with 99.89s. Both of us.

I know…. Intolerable on many counts.

“Look, I’m going to stand and then I’ll help you up,” he said.

I didn’t trust him. At all. But what choice did I have in the rosebush? The last thing I wanted was one of his football bros discovering us and snapping a pic. In a flash I saw the social media post of a Korean girl (me) making a doughnut-hole surprised mouth and his rumpled Irish-Dominican good looks with a #CaughtInTheAct type sticker.

No way. Death before dishonor.

I nodded and Eric managed to stand. As promised, he extended his arm and helped me to my feet. Once we were upright, we flung our hands apart and checked our phones.

Although I would’ve sworn on my little sister’s life that I’d gotten a text, I had no new messages. From the look on Eric’s face, whatever he’d expected wasn’t there either. Probably his eight thousandth unneeded scholarship offer. Even though we were only juniors, the contest of who could get the most merit scholarships had already begun, as it did for upperclassmen every year.

Eric slid his phone into his pocket and smoothed himself out. We both had little scrapes on our arms and legs and bigger cuts on our hands. He sighed and pulled a tissue out of his pocket. Yes, Eric was a teenage boy who carried around a pack of Kleenex—like my grandma Mimi.

“Do you want one?” he asked.

I could’ve used one, but I shook my head no.

“Put some Neosporin on your hand when you get home,” he said.

I doubted he actually cared about my risk of infection, but he wouldn’t miss an opportunity to impart medical wisdom.

“Uh-huh,” I said.

We idled in three seconds of awkward silence.

“What are you doing here, Miller?” he asked. Aside from Mr. Broadsword, our AP US History teacher, Eric was the only person who called me by my last name.

“Oh, you know, just waiting to sack the Hero of Carver,” I said.

After the team barely won half their games last fall, the local newspaper still had the nerve to do a spotlight piece on Eric. They called him the “Hero of Carver”—hands down the most obnoxious thing I’d ever seen. And I had to see it every time I went in for a checkup since his doctor dad had laminated and framed it. In two spots in the waiting room.

Eric rolled his eyes at me. “I meant you’re not usually at these types of things. Or dressed like that.”

“Are you keeping track? I’m touched.” I pointed to my chest and batted my eyes.

“Good talk,” he said.

He turned but didn’t step away, and for some reason I was relieved he lingered. Which was too weird because I hated him. HATED. But loneliness and the need to talk to someone… anyone who really knew me was rewiring my responses. Despite the soul-crushing unfairness of it all, Eric and I did know each other. Living in the same school district, we’d been in every class together since kindergarten and our parents were friends.

“I thought Teagan would be here,” I muttered.

He raised his eyebrows and blinked a couple of times, like he couldn’t imagine me speaking to him.

“She was earlier, but she bounced, like, half an hour ago,” he said.

I gritted my teeth. So Teagan had come, and either she’d avoided me or me and my bad luck had missed her. Fabulous. Yet somehow I managed to have Eric all to myself, and that guy was never alone. Wait, why was he by himself?

“Were you hiding in the rosebush?” I asked.

“I wasn’t hiding in the…” He sighed in a long, suffering way. “I was checking my phone and didn’t see you.”

“Nah, it’s cool. If you want to lurk like a creeper in a kiddie park, who am I going to tell?” I said.

That drew another sigh. He ran his nonbleeding hand down his face. My mom liked to say he had “classic bone structure.” I didn’t understand what that meant, but he had a straight nose, a smooth forehead, and a square jaw. He hadn’t even had an acne stage. Which… what kind of unfair bullshit was that? I used to have pimples on my nose with their own gravitational pull.

“I was looking for a message from my girlfriend,” Eric finally said.

Ah, the girlfriend. The one who looked like a young Catherine Zeta-Jones. I knew all about her, even though she didn’t go to Carver. Eric was the favorite subject of the school rumor mill, and he and some girl no one had met were suddenly dubbed the power couple over the summer. His girlfriend was a year older than us, an Instagram model with like a hundred thousand followers, and she was going into her freshman year at UPenn.

Note: I wasn’t entirely convinced she was a real person. Even her name, “Jessica Lovelace,” sounded fake, but whatever. If he wanted to have an imaginary girlfriend, that was his business.

“Oh,” I said.

We locked into another conversational pause and both returned to our phones. To save you the suspense: I didn’t have any new messages.

“How’s Bri doing?” Eric asked.

Her name made my heart contract, and pain leaked through the hole in my chest created by her absence. I stared at him, trying to figure out if he was intentionally jabbing at me, but he seemed like he was genuinely asking.

“I don’t know.” The words tasted like sand in my mouth.

He looked puzzled for a second, squinting one of his hazel eyes. “She must be busy with settling in and all that. I can’t imagine moving cross country and switching schools with one year left.”

“Well, neither can I,” I blurted out. “She hates me and won’t talk to me.”

Eric’s eyes widened, and I regretted opening my mouth. I hadn’t meant to kick off a little heart-to-heart with him, but I was exhausted. After a month of missing my other half, I wasn’t at my best.

Then again, it wasn’t like I was telling him anything top secret. School would pick up in a week and a half, and the rumor mill would eat up my excommunication from her and Teagan’s friendship. I was surprised the news wasn’t out already since there was no such thing as privacy at Carver, but maybe Eric had missed it since he’d been away at camp. Because he was eighteen and still went to sleepaway camp.

He shook his head like he hadn’t heard me right. “Brianna Hoffman hates you?”

“Everyone hates me lately.”

“Why?” he asked.

That was the million-dollar question. I didn’t know. One night I’d gone to bed having a best friend, and the next day I didn’t have one. I kept going over things in my head and couldn’t figure out the answer. The last time I hung out with Bri was at her going-away party, and everything had been fine. For the most part. Plus, we’d texted for days after that, so it couldn’t have been anything from the party. Yet once Bri landed in Seattle, it was like she and Teagan had been waiting to cut me off because I hadn’t heard from either since. I needed to know what had happened, but neither of them would talk to me and that was as hurtful as it was frustrating.

“I really don’t know,” I said.

Eric stared at me for what felt like an eternity. With each creeping second, I felt more and more foolish. Why had I unburdened myself to him? He was the last person in the world who’d care. He’d snickered during my salutatorian speech in middle school. He’d spiked a volleyball at my head in freshman-year gym. He’d secretly requested extra-credit assignments to try to edge me out of the top GPA in sophomore year (before I learned to do that too). Yeah, we’d known each other since we were little kids, but he wasn’t a friend or confidant. I was just desperate.

But not this frigging desperate.

I took a step to go around him. He put his muscular arm out, a yard from touching me, yet stopping me nonetheless. His fingers splayed, then he balled his hand in a fist and dropped it at his side. I looked up at him.

“Jessica hasn’t messaged me since the day I came home from football camp,” he said. “Almost three days now.”

He spoke in a voice so low, I wasn’t even sure I’d heard him. But then it sank in. If my eyes could’ve bulged out of my head, they would’ve. Someone (other than me) didn’t want Eric Mulvaney Ortiz? Seriously? His fan club was, like, 499 strong—and there were 500 students at Carver.

“She ghosted you?” I said.

The second the words were out of my mouth, I knew they were the wrong ones. Obviously he’d been ghosted, but it would’ve hurt to hear it.

He stood straighter and his expression changed.

“Never mind.” He shoved both hands in his pockets.

Silence again.

Despite my general desire to stick it to Eric whenever I could, that was mostly at school and generally academic. I scrambled for words to smooth things over. I was overly familiar with how much it sucked to be ignored.

“I… I won’t tell anyone,” I said.

He shook his head. “Appreciate it. But it’s not that I’m ashamed or anything. I’m worried about her.”

I skewed my face. “Why?”

“UPenn is a lot, and she gets anxious. I think she pulled away because she’s overwhelmed, but I can’t help her because I can’t reach her. I wish… I wish I could just see her to know she’s okay, you know?”

I had no idea why he was telling me all that, but I did a hundred percent know that feeling.

“You and me both,” I said. “I mean about Bri. I don’t really care about your girlfriend—no offense.”

“None taken.”

I exhaled. “I check Bri’s socials to see what she’s doing and to know she’s alive and I never used to have to do that. We’d pick out filters and backgrounds together before she even posted anything. It’s awful being on the outside when I was in the inner circle my whole life.”

“Since kindergarten,” he said. Because of course he had to correct me.

I stomped my foot. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” he said with a surprising amount of sincerity. “I look at Jessica’s Insta all the time. I’m now overly familiar with the UPenn campus.” He grimaced and stared at the patio paving stones.

“Well, according to her feed, Bri’s visiting there next week,” I said. “Hey, we should show up with roses for each of them.” I reached out and touched the bush we’d seriously damaged.

I laughed, but he didn’t. It wasn’t surprising. Eric had the sense of humor of a moldy turnip. But his eyes took on a startling intensity. His lips parted, but I couldn’t hear him because he was cut off by an owl hoot. Not a real owl. We’re the Carver Owls (a wise bird and the worst mascot in history), and it was one of his teammates.

“Yo, Ortiz, where you at?” Ricky called from down the path.

That was my cue to leave.

“Well, it’s been real,” I said with a little soldier salute. “See ya around, Elmo.”

Eric hated being called Elmo—the initials for Eric Lewis Mulvaney Ortiz. That’s why I called him that. A lot.

He did a little chin raise movement and with that I was dismissed. His swarm of friends enveloped him in their nonsense, and he went back to easy smiles, like he didn’t have a care in the world. It was a thin façade, but no one else seemed aware of it.

As I walked toward the backyard fence, I shook off our conversation, but I was left with a distinct feeling someone was watching me. I looked over my shoulder as I swung the gate open, and although other people were talking to him, Eric was still staring at me. It was strange, but this whole night had been weird, so I let it go.

Turns out, that was a mistake. One of many to come.






CHAPTER TWO Kelsie’s Log of Failure


DAY THIRTY OF NO CONTACT

Kelsie Miller’s Phone

Bri Bri Hoffman


I ran into Elmo at a party. Remember the last time we ran into him outside of school? Lolol. Anyhow, he was asking about you. I wish I knew how you were. Do you hate Seattle and desperately want to come back yet?? I wish you’d been at the party—it’s not the same without you. Nothing is. I miss you








CHAPTER THREE Before Everything Went Wrong


DECEMBER OF LAST YEAR

Bri showed up at my door about fifteen minutes late (so, right on time by the standard Bri curve). Light-up reindeer antlers decorated her blond head.

“We wish you a Merry Christmas,” she sang, pitch-perfect as always.

“Why, thank you.” I laughed after she finished the song. Bri was Jewish, but she loved Christmas music.

“You ready?” she asked.

“Wait.” I put on a Ho, Ho, Ho headband. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

“Oh, the irony.” She flicked one of the Hos.

I snorted. I’d just been called a prude at the last party she and Teagan had dragged me to. They’d defended me saying I wasn’t a prude; it was just that all the boys there were ugly. Both were kind of true.

“Is that Bri?” my mom yelled from inside.

“Yeah, Mom,” I said. “We’re heading to Gladsmith’s, remember?”

“Oh, right, the Victorian Streetwalk is tonight,” Mom said. She appeared next to me in the doorway and wrapped Bri in a hug. Bri leaned into my mom, who’d been like her second mom all her life and for the past two and a half years had been closer than her real mom, who’d up and moved away. “It’s nice of you girls to help out.”

“All Kel’s idea,” Bri said with a smile.

It was. We’d been hanging out at Teagan’s bakery, and as always Teagan had been scheming expansion ideas for her family’s business. Brianna was the one with CEO goals, but Teagan had a head for numbers and dreamed of making her parents’ bakery a “global brand.” I wasn’t sure how she was going to do that as a future engineer, but if anyone could do both, it was Teagan. She managed to be captain of the Carver track team and soccer team, play in a band, and work at the bakery.

Plus, her parents’ baked goods were tasty enough to go worldwide. While doing homework and eating still-warm chocolate croissants, I’d mentioned that it was a shame the café would be closed for the Victorian Streetwalk—the town tradition that kicked off the holiday season.

“You guys should stay open and sell holiday treats,” I’d said. “Sop up some of the hot toddy liquor.”

“You’re a genius,” Teagan had said.

“Well, we all already know that.” Bri had elbowed me and grinned.

Teagan had jumped out of her seat. “No, let’s do it. I’ll run it by my parents, but we could sell holiday-themed stuff to the drunk tourists wandering around and make a killing.”

The rest was history. Teagan’s parents okayed staying open until nine, as long as we provided the labor and her older brother, Mack, supervised. Bri was happy with that since she was always talking about how hot Mack was. Objectively he was cute, just not my type. I didn’t have a type. But I loved the arrangement because it included all the free baked goods I could eat.

So Bri picked me up that afternoon. It was maybe forty-five degrees out and getting colder, but Bri had the top down on her convertible. She took any non-raining or -snowing opportunity to have the roof off the Audi, and I couldn’t blame her. I would’ve done the same if I’d had a car. We drove with the heat and stereo blasting the few blocks to Broadway, the town’s main drag.

I put my mitten-covered hands in the air as I danced in the passenger seat to one of my favorite songs. Bri nodded her head along to the beat. Guys whistled at us as we pulled into downtown and we laughed at them. It was one of those moments you’d want to stay in forever. But within minutes we pulled into the parking lot and walked over to Gladsmith’s, the bakery café.

“Hey! Thanks again for helping out,” Teagan said, coming around the counter. Her warm brown skin had a dusting of glitter and powdered sugar on it. She air-kissed Bri, then leaned down to do the same to me. I stood on my tiptoes to make up some of our ten-inch height difference.

At first I hadn’t liked Teagan. At all. It was nothing against her personally. I was just jealous of her… for, like, two years. We met freshman year at Carver, and she and Bri had hit it off right away. Bri sang and Teagan played guitar, so they had an instant music connection. They both liked obscure bands and they also were on the soccer team together. Add that they both had an effortlessly chic thing going on and me… not so much. I was petite and strange, which my dad tried to pass off as “unique,” which was simply code for “weird.” If I made enough money at some point, I could be labeled “eccentric,” but now… just strange.

By the start of junior year I’d started to like Teagan too, although Bri was still the linchpin of the group. When Teagan and I were alone, there was always an off silence, like a piano missing a key.

That day, though, it was my idea for the three of us to hang out. We shucked off our coats and sold a ton of baked goods and cocoa to families and somewhat sober couples enjoying the festivities. With every sale I was a little prouder of my idea. I refilled the nearly empty cookie case with more gingerbread men and Saratoga sugar-cookie reindeer—horses with antlers, which were also my idea.

When I stood up, there was Eric in front of me. All six feet plus of him. Only he was dressed like a Victorian gentleman complete with a top hat on his brown head. I couldn’t help it. I laughed right in his face.

I covered my mouth with my hand. “My apologies.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I could ask you the same.” I managed to suppress another laugh. “Nice threads, Elmo.”

“It really is a nice costume,” Teagan said, coming up next to me all heart eyes. She leaned forward on the case toward him and batted her long lashes. I wasn’t sure if she was kidding around or actually flirting. Probably both.

Eric gave her one of his million-dollar smiles. And I groaned from my toes to my throat.

“Thanks, Teagan.” He dropped his grin and looked over at me. “To answer your question, Miller: My dads are in the charity caroling group and their baritone came down with laryngitis so I got roped into singing tonight. And wearing this.”

“Well, you make it look good,” Teagan added.

I side-eyed her. Shameless.

Brianna came out of the kitchen with a tray of miniature holiday cakes Mack had made. She was still looking back at Teagan’s handsome brother as she swung through the door. Then she stopped in her tracks, her eyes going wide.

“Eric. Hey,” she said. “You look…”

“Like a Great Expectations cosplay?” I offered. “A Dickens-verse fanboy? Heathcliff’s misery?”

“Nice headband,” Eric sniped.

Heat rushed into my face. God, I hated my blush. I wanted to rip off the headband and toss it in the trash, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“You’re both festive.” Bri sounded like a mom tired from dealing with two bickering toddlers, which wasn’t fair since he’d started it.

Eric adjusted the lapels of his coat. “Thanks, Bri. Just came in to warm up with some cocoa. I’ll take a dozen of those little cakes back too. They look too good to pass up.”

Sure, fifty dollars in cakes, just like that.

“You know you can have anything you want,” Teagan said, lowering her voice and her eyelids.

Oh, come on.

I rolled my eyes and walked toward the kitchen. Better to see if Mack needed a hand decorating cakes or wiping down counters or scrubbing toilets. Anything was better than the nausea of watching Eric and his fan club.

“I’ll text you later about the AP English assignment,” Eric called after me. We were unfortunately paired together on a school project. Yet again.

“Can’t wait!” I said.

“Great to see you as always, Miller.”

“At least it was good for one of us,” I said, tossing my hair over my shoulder.

I slammed through the swinging door to the industrial kitchen and threw off my headband.

“Easy, Kelly. Don’t Hulk through our door,” Mack said. He smiled with his dimples showing. He knew my name but called me Kelly, which was nice for some reason. He was two years older than us and going to community college while working as a baker.

“Elmo came in,” I said, hoisting myself up to sit on a counter. I folded my arms and pouted. His presence just… unnerved me.

“Ah, the nemesis,” Mack laughed. “Come help with the Saratoga reindeer.”

I hopped down and grabbed the frosting bags. I wasn’t a cook by any means, but I was good at art, and decorating cookies was just another medium. Painting was my favorite.

I piped the brown frosting on; it was nice to focus on something other than firing shots at Eric.

“Hey.” Mack bumped his hip into me. “Why you gotta show me up and make them better than mine?”

I smiled just as Bri sauntered into the kitchen. Was it just me or had she reapplied lipstick?

“All clear,” she said.

“Good,” I said.

Bri raised an eyebrow at me. “You could’ve been a little nicer, you know. You’re not in school. You don’t always have to be an asshole to him.”

I squinted one eye. “Could I have been nicer, though? He’s insufferable.”

“Insufferably hot,” Teagan said, swinging around the doorframe.

“Ew,” Mack and I said at the same time.

Chimes went off, meaning another customer had come in. Bri laughed, shaking her head, and walked out to serve them.

“Y’all should just bang and get it over with,” Teagan said.

I widened my eyes and pointed to my chest as she stared at me. “Who?” I said. “Me? And… Eric?”

“Yup,” Teagan said.

I mimed a puking motion. “No thanks. I’d rather bang your bread mixer.”

“Hot,” Mack said with a wink.

“Ew,” Teagan said. “Come on, Kel. I’ll save you from my suddenly pervy brother.”

She and I laughed as she pulled me by my hand out of the kitchen. Teagan, Bri, and I sailed through the rest of the Streetwalk, serving a ton of customers. When it got quiet around dinnertime, I started a competition of who could lure in the most customers from the street. Bri won by serenading people in like a Christmas siren.

After we split up the generous tips and closed down the shop, we went back to Bri’s and jammed in her dad’s basement. Midlife Crisis poster boy David Hoffman had a full band setup and even a stage down there. So we played to our usual audience of Bri’s favorite ratty stuffed animal, Mr. Lionheart. I smacked the tambourine, which any monkey could do, but Bri and Teagan wanted me to feel included despite my lack of musical talent.

Once we finished a set of songs, and the rest of the red velvet cake from the bakery, we fell asleep on the couches. Bri hugged her lion/bear/pig thing on the love seat while Teagan and I slept feet to shoulders on the longer sectional.

Another perfect Saturday night in the books. And one of many I’d hoped for in senior year. Instead, I’d lost everything faster than a sugar crash.





CHAPTER FOUR

On Sunday morning I was still in my pajamas, brushing my teeth and minding my own damn business, when someone rang our doorbell.

It was ten o’clock so I figured it was just a delivery or Jehovah’s Witness or something. Anyhow, that’s why I answered the door braless, biting on a toothbrush and wearing sleep shorts with a Moana T-shirt.

Hanna, my little sister, thought I looked like Moana, which wasn’t true. If anything, I looked like Mulan. Hanna was just like the three little rambunctious princes from Brave, and we’d exchanged character shirts last Christmas. But back to my nemesis standing stunned across from me with two huge coffees in his hands.

Caught off guard, I slammed the door in his face. Then I took a breath, gathered myself, and opened it again.

I shook my head with a question of “why are you even here,” then raised my finger—the universal sign for “wait a second”—and left him at the door. I raced upstairs to the bathroom and rinsed my mouth out. I tossed on jeans and a tank (including a bra) and cleaned the crud out of my eyes. Anything more would’ve looked like I was trying and that was way beside the point.

At least it was better than being seen in a Victorian costume.

As I walked down the stairs to my front door, I couldn’t imagine why Eric was at my house. He’d been to my place plenty of times, but for parties when my mom made me invite the whole class and mandatory things like school projects. We’d get paired together often because we both had last names that started with M. He could’ve just gone by Ortiz, or Ortiz Mulvaney, but no, it had to be Mulvaney Ortiz, and since I was Miller, more often than not we sat near each other.

And now he was in my doorway after I just saw him last night. Lucky me.

I gripped the edge of the wooden door. “What are you doing here?”

“Good morning to you, too,” he said.

I let out a loud “ugh” as my nails dug into the wood. Eric and his formalities.

I did a little bow. “Top of the morning, my good sir. ’Tis a pleasant morn. What errand hath arisen for you to grace my threshold?”

He stared for a second then extended an enormous iced coffee at me.

“Um, thanks?” My voice rose at the end like a question.

“Can you talk for a minute?” He pointed to the Adirondack chairs on my front porch.

I shrugged, utterly confused, but closed the door behind me. I followed him because I was extremely curious, and what else did I have going on? Even my little sister had commented that I was home too much. Sick burn from an eight-year-old.

My house was an old, but cool bungalow with a deep porch. Unlike Eric’s parents, mine never could’ve afforded to buy a house in pricey downtown Saratoga Springs, but this one was left to them years ago by my dad’s great-aunt. My life’s goal was to one day be a wealthy cat lady like Aunt Helen.

Eric and I sat on the deck chairs, and he put his coffee on the side table. He silently fidgeted, staring at nothing while rubbing his hands on his shorts. As always, he didn’t have a wrinkle on him.

In the odd silence, I yawned, then took a sip of the large Dunkin’ coffee. It was hazelnut vanilla with cream and liquid sugar. Just how I liked it—actually, it was exactly the way I ordered it down to the pump sugar instead of crystals.

“How’d you know what I drink?” I said, glancing at the ordering label.

“You’ve brought one in every day since middle school,” he said.

It was true. I’d never been a morning person and middle school was medieval-torture early, so I’d started drinking coffee. I still thought I might’ve been a morning person on Korea time, but as I was hurled into Eastern Standard when I was adopted as a baby… no such luck.

“What do you want, Eric?” I asked after more silence.

“I want my life back.” He stared over at me, his eyes as intense as I’d ever seen them.

I raised an eyebrow. “Did you bargain it away to a sea witch?”

“Be normal for a second,” he said.

“Easier said than done,” I murmured.

“I can’t stop thinking about what you said last night,” he continued.

“And that was…” I gestured for him to elaborate. I couldn’t remember anything I’d mentioned at the party that would’ve kept him thinking for twelve hours.

“That we should go to UPenn,” he said.

I waited for him to crack a smile or wink or something to tell me he was kidding. But no. He was serious.

“Eric, I know you’re not familiar with them, but that was a ha-ha joke. A funny. I wasn’t serious. It wasn’t a real suggestion.” I took another sip of my sugary, perfect coffee and watched neighbors go by with their seven-hundred-dollar strollers and adopt-don’t-shop righteous dogs.

“But it could be,” he said.

He had that same determined look as when he ran with a project. When he was winning a debate as team captain. When he convinced nearly all five hundred students at Carver to pitch in for a park cleanup. When he beat me by five votes for fifth-grade class president. Eric was ambition incarnate—razor sharp and almost always successful, aside from some football losses. But he couldn’t think we should show up at UPenn. This had to be a trap.

“Hilarious,” I said.

“I’m serious, Miller.” He leaned forward, nearly touching me. I moved backward in my large seat. “I need to see Jessica. I know what we have between us and I’m certain if she sees me…” He trailed off into his own thoughts and then refocused on me. “And you know Brianna better than anyone. Don’t you want to see her again?”

I blinked a few times. He hit on the thing I wanted most in the world. I hated that she moved across the country to be with her mother. Her mom had never been there for her—I was more like family to her. Yet Brianna chose to leave everything behind, including me and her dad, the moment Elaine Taylor (formerly Hoffman) had offered to send for her. And now I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see her again.

“I… of course I do… but—” I stammered.

“We could make this happen,” he said. “I looked at Bri’s posts, and she’s flying into Philadelphia Wednesday night—three days from now. I have a game on Friday, and practice the days before, but I could skip Thursday and we could head down there. It’s four and a half hours by car. If we leave Thursday morning, that’ll give us a whole day to try to find them and patch things up. Then we’ll drive back at night.”

I admit, it was tempting. I started getting swept up in Eric’s fervor. We’d go there. I’d see Bri across the campus lawn and we’d smile and everything would be okay. We’d go on the tour together, just the two of us. Plus Eric.

Wait.

Eric.

We? Us? Nine hours in the car together? It might sound (definitely was) petty, but the last time I’d trusted him, he pushed me off the balance beam in gym class in second grade. Everyone had laughed when I face-planted onto the blue mats. Well, everyone but me and him. I’d blinked back tears to find Eric smirking at me. And right then I knew: we’d never be friends.

For the rest of our lives, he’d confirmed my decision.

I glanced to the side like I was staring into a camera of that old show my dad loved, The Office. It was the one that made him want to be a screenwriter, and we’d watched it together like a million times.

But as I looked back at Eric, he still seemed so sincere. I didn’t know what had gotten into him, but this plan was ludicrous and totally unlike him.

“We can’t just show up on campus for no reason.” I stood to go back into my house. “Thanks for the coffee and the Sunday morning weirdness, but honestly, you should let this go.”

He stood up. “Can you?”

“Can I what?”

“Can you just let Bri go?” He stared down at me, his expression both pained and hopeful.

Of course I couldn’t. I’d let Teagan go. We were friends through Bri, and once our connector was gone, we were bound to go our separate ways. She had her cool girl-band friends and soccer teammates and I had… well, nothing. But I’d figured we’d lose touch in college, so it was just an early departure—or at least that’s what I told myself.

But Bri? No.

Despite her completely ignoring me, I still messaged her every day. I remained ever optimistic she’d talk to me again, since she hadn’t blocked me, even on Day 31. But what he was proposing—physically showing up there—that was the realm of Netflix stalkers and restraining orders. Who would even do that? People who’d been cut off and were desperate. Admittedly, we fit the bill. Our lives were so out of whack, we were hanging out together. But how could we actually go there?

“It’s a day,” he said, probably sensing my hesitation. “One day and we could get our lives back on track. You fix whatever happened with Bri. I fix things with Jessica. We come back conquering heroes.”

I allowed myself to return to the dream of it working out. Of smiling at Bri across a campus lawn and her realizing I made a huge effort to find her at UPenn. We’d be best friends again—even if she’d still live in Seattle for a year. After that we’d be much closer once she went to her dream school and I went… somewhere (TBD). But a dream wasn’t reality. And there was a vague feeling inside me that it would not be as easy as seeing Bri across a lawn. Something awful had to have happened for her to end our twelve-year friendship. Only, what the hell was it? All I wanted was an answer, and a trip to UPenn might provide it. Still, I shook my head.
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