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For all the visibly disabled girls: This one is for us.



They say Fate came to California on the back of a covered wagon. She washed the dust off herself in this pool under the falls and chose to stay. The town grew around the falls, and when people left a gift and made a wish, she would make it come true. Some say certain families in Crescent Falls still carry the blessings of Fate to this very day.




  
Chapter One
A touch of Fate and all the stars align … That’s how every bedtime story started when I was a kid. Mom pulling the covers up to my chin and telling me about some great-great-great grandmother and how they met the greatest love of their life. On the sides of roads, in shops around the world, on this very Main Street. And more than anything, I am ready for my story to join theirs.
To be part of a long line of Hadley women whose true love is picked out for them by Fate.
The bus drops me off at the edge of Main Street. Mist threads between buildings, keeping the chill stitched tight around us even as we edge toward summer. But neither the gray days nor the last gasp of winter has stopped the tourists from coming. People looking for adventure and just a bit of magic.
The tour guide stands before the falls, her old lantern held aloft. Its soft light cuts through the fog and bounces off the mist from the water, making her glow in the fading light. “Crescent Falls, our final stop…” She raises her voice, slightly, to be heard over the noise of the falls.
Water tumbles over rocks into the crescent-shaped pool below that gave the town both its name and its main source of income. The town council always times the tours to end at golden hour because it feels like Fate might just peek out of the falls and bless a lucky tourist. Over the years, the town has expanded the pool, widened it, built up a retaining wall that’s now aesthetically covered in moss and lichen. Plaques have been set into the stone telling people the legend of how Fate came to live here. At the end of tourist season, the town council will dredge the bottom of the pool for coins tossed in as an offering to Fate.
I stop to listen to the guide even though I know this story backward, forward, and upside down—because it never grows old. I love it almost as much as I do the stories about my family, which, I suppose, could be called one and the same. My family’s stories are all grand romances granted to us by Fate.
“Some say Fate lives here—legend even has it that some families in this town have been blessed by her hand. If you are lucky and offer her something she likes, she will grant you your heart’s desire.” And with a flourish, the tour guide flips a coin over her shoulder. It lands with an audible plop in the pool.
There have always been rumors about my family and its connection to Fate—some say we are fortune tellers, others witches, but we prefer to say we are blessed. Buried somewhere in the great-greats, so many that I cannot count them all, is the one who made a wish at the falls and blessed the rest of the Hadley line.
The tour group applauds, and then they start to rummage in their pockets, searching for coins to tempt Fate. I half-heartedly wish for my own coin—just to bolster the gift Fate has given to every Hadley woman.
True love at first sight.
The Blessing has never failed to help us find love, not even for Great-Aunt Ida, who waited almost seventy years to feel the familiar tug that signaled Fate had finally found her person. I know their stories by heart. How Aunt Helena found love on the side of the road with a flat tire that should have spelled disaster. Aunt Shelly found her person at the airport and bought a ticket on the same flight just so they wouldn’t be parted. My parents … My mind skips, running into the imperfection of our family legacy.
I search the faces of the tourists, wanting to feel that pull, that tug, any indications that Fate has sent me my person. The one thing I know—I will not be my parents. I won’t give up on my true love.
A boy my age catches me looking. His gaze tracks from the coin in his hand to me, and I catch just a brief hitch of surprise in his eyes before he smiles. I’m used to it, especially from tourists. Being disabled does that. Makes people stare just a bit longer, seemingly trying to peel back your skin to see what’s wrong with you. Sometimes it’s shocking—most people here have known me so long they don’t notice how I look different.
He walks over and holds out the coin to me, eyes full of mischief and a hint of boredom. Perhaps another girl would take him up on the diversion he’s offering. I hold his gaze, waiting for the Blessing, the feeling I’ve heard about from infancy—where happenstance becomes magic. First, the look. A sharpening. A knowing. The feeling of finally being complete. At least that’s how my aunts describe it. Then romance—dates, us growing closer, all leading up to a kiss—the time when we’re allowed to tell our love about the Blessing.
“Need a wish?” he asks, still holding out his coin.
There’s nothing. No shift or change. Just another boy on vacation with his family. I try not to let my heart sink.
“You keep it,” I tell him. There’s no point chasing someone who’s not your forever. I’ve … I know that. “I have to get to work.”
I don’t wait to watch his face fall into disappointment or anger. He’ll move on and find his someone. Eventually.
How terrible that must be to never know if that person you love, who you invest everything in, is really worth it. The thought sends shivers down my spine. No, thank you.
My job—or should I say the family business—is a jewelry store. To preserve the town’s charm and tourist appeal, Main Street has kept its turn-of-the-century buildings. Old brick, arched windows, and turrets on the corner buildings all make Crescent Falls feel like it could really be the place Fate chose to live.
I hurry away from the falls toward Hadley’s Treasures. It sits in the middle of the block nestled between other brick façades. A bright blue-and-green-striped awning shades customers who want to window-shop.
The bell above the door jingles and I walk inside, breathing in the familiar scents of lemon polish and the lavender sachets that Aunt Shelly likes to slip under some of the displays, just to keep everything fresh. Hadley’s Treasures has been my favorite place since I can remember—my parents worked weekends and the aunts always brought me here. I made up games by the warm glow of lights in the old brass sconces, imagined stories for the jewels held in the wood-and-glass display cases—all the better to show off the designs within. At the back I can just make out the staircase that leads up to the open-air balcony, where Aunt Helena has her office so she can overlook the floor below.
One of my biggest achievements is when I convinced Aunt Helena to let me work here—a normal rite of passage for any Hadley offspring, but one she’d been hesitant, if not plain resistant, to bestow upon me.
My aunts all run the business together, just like my grandmother and her sisters did before them, and so on, all the way back to when the Hadleys first came here. We’re big on tradition in this family. And as much as some may find it constraining, I love it. These acts, these moments, are just tiny stitches that hold us together as a family.
Mom was supposed to join her siblings but just … didn’t. And the aunts do not let her forget it.
Aunt Shelly looks up from where she’s wiping down the counter where we display our diamond rings. It’s the first big case at the front of the store, with small chairs that can be brought out for customers while shopping for just the right ring.
The one word to describe Aunt Shelly is soft. From her soft blonde hair, to the soft pastel colors she favors, to her voluminous skirts. Today she sports a tea-length dress in pale green with a creamy yellow cardigan thrown over her shoulders, clasped at the neck with a small gold chain.
“Piper, darling, so good to see you,” Aunt Shelly says, as if I’m just stopping by and not here for my normal after-school shift. All of my cousins have abandoned the family business, but I am working up the courage to ask Aunt Helena to let me take over. I’m following in her footsteps at participating in student council, working here, and even going to get a degree in business.
“Sit down, sit down. Helena can wait a few minutes for you to clock in,” Aunt Shelly says, motioning for me to sit at one of the stools. I’m ready to disagree with her because Aunt Helena lives by the motto that to be early is to be on time.
“I have just the thing for you,” she says, struggling to hide her smile. Her pale-pink nail taps gently on the case in front of her. My stomach drops. I would rather not play this game again. I thought she’d finally given up trying to find the right ring for me.
Aunt Shelly believes she can pick out the right ring for a person on the first try. And that any ring she picks out is as good as our Blessing. Just a little something extra from Fate, Aunt Shelly likes to say. Aunt Helena would and does scoff at this notion, but Aunt Mari plays along, loving the idea of the Blessing giving us more than just true love.
“Aunt Shelly, I really do have to get ready,” I say, trying my best to let her down easily. I don’t want to watch her face fall again. To have her stare at me like the tourists do, like there’s something off with me. Isn’t family supposed to be the one place where you’re always accepted? I don’t need another reminder that I’m just slightly off.
“It will be fast.” She hits me with a sad look—one I’ve seen her use all too often on her sisters and even my mom to great effect. She’s not the baby of her sisters, but sometimes I swear she acts like it.
I let my bag slide to the floor as I take a seat in front of her, offering my left hand. Her well-manicured nails trace my palm and flip my hand over, making final calculations.
“Mm-hmm, just what I thought. I know just the one.” She then releases my hand and slides open the diamond case. She is determined to finally find the right ring for me, especially since I broke her perfect record. One thousand two hundred and thirty-six. That was her streak for picking out the right ring for every person the first time. She started working at the store after school when she was a just a girl, and the moment she stepped behind the diamond counter it became her domain.
Once could be considered a fluke. But this is the fifth time Aunt Shelly’s asked me to sit for her and she has yet to pick the right ring for me. My cousins all knew—they said it was like it had always been theirs. For me, her choices have been too gaudy sometimes. The wrong color at others.
There’s always something that doesn’t feel right. Not the size, but the feeling that this can’t be my love story. That this is not the end, this isn’t even a beginning. After the third time, I was ready to stop playing entirely. It always flustered Aunt Shelly, putting her in a bad mood that could last anywhere from a minute to a week.
“We just got this one in,” she says, pulling out a velvet box with a flourish. Inside is any girl’s dream engagement ring. An oval-cut diamond set on a pure gold band encircled by a crown of tiny diamonds.
I pick the ring up, and, much like I did with the boy at the falls, I wait, hoping to feel … complete.
“It is beautiful,” I tell her, and she lights up. But the more I look at the band, the way it sits on my hand—I know this is not the one. It’s not me. It’s perfect for someone who wants traditional.
For a moment I consider lying, just to please her. Aunt Shelly leans in, waiting for me to complete my thoughts. She places a lot of importance on her ability to pick a ring. It proves the Blessing is still alive, that love—real love—is still promised to each of us. That’s a lot of pressure on a little ring.
It’s not that I want to disappoint them. To fail constantly, strike out on their made-up tests, make them wonder if Fate has even blessed me. I place the ring back in the box and push it across the counter. “But…”
She scowls and stomps her foot. Before I can even complete my thought, she whisks the ring away. “I will get this right. I refuse to admit I’ve lost my touch.”
The bell above the door rings, and I turn around in my chair. A man stands in the entryway with a ring box in his hand, a chill clinging to him. It seems to seep off him, trickling into the store, making even the warm lights dim. I work hard not to shiver. Aunt Shelly snaps the door to the display closed behind me, already on high alert.
Typically, people are walking out with a ring box.
Even with his head down, hidden partially by a baseball cap, he’s vaguely familiar. His beard’s grown in, I think, taking another good look at him. I’d been here when he picked up the ring, anxious over popping the question. Aunt Shelly assured him his love would adore the ring—that he had nothing to fear because she knew these things. He’d smiled, a dimple appearing, and thanked her, saying that’s why he came here, because everyone said she had the touch.
I face off with the man, unsure if I want to know why he’s here.
“Piper,” Aunt Shelly whispers, motioning to the man. I’m frozen. A prickle of unease trickles down my spine. Perhaps it’s the sadness that seems stuck to his shoes that makes me want Aunt Shelly to deal with him. She plants a hand firmly between my uneven shoulder blades and pushes.
Off to the chopping block.
I’m sure none of her children would have been forced to do this.
“Hello,” I say brightly, getting up from the chair. Just another way to prove to Aunt Helena that I can deal with issues at the store, that I belong here, I tell myself, trying to spin this into a situation that will work for me. Professional, business-minded Piper, ready to go. “What can I help you with today?”
He turns the ring box over in his hands. “I’d like to return a ring.” He doesn’t look up at me, speaking only to the box as if trying to apologize to it. Ashamed that he must come back here with something meant to be a beginning.
A creak from the balcony above slices through the air, which means Aunt Helena has heard the man and is coming out of her office. The panic coming from Aunt Shelly is so thick I can practically taste it. Bitter almonds and fake sweetener. She failed.
Again.
A faint squeak of wheels comes from the back, which means we even have Aunt Mari’s attention. That’s how novel this situation is.
“Oh?” I say, my voice shaking. The family has accepted—sort of—Aunt Shelly’s inability to pick a ring for me, but she’s never, ever failed a customer.
Heels click down the stairs, and I look back over my shoulder, relieved to see Aunt Helena coming forward. She’s a force to be reckoned with. Every day she wears a suit and heels, her makeup done, her ash-blonde pixie cut styled just so to set off the sharp angles of her face. She is nothing less than formidable, ruling over the Hadley family business—in every sense of the phrase. She reaches us in record time, and I wonder if she actually has wings attached to her heels.
“My sister would be happy to help you find the perfect ring,” Aunt Helena says, trying to move things along. She places one arm around me and the other motions for Aunt Shelly to step up. We’re all bound together in this, all of us Hadley women.
Aunt Shelly makes a sound between a gasp and a scoff. She will absolutely not choose another ring for this person. She’s already picked the best ring. And believe me, if someone tried to choose the wrong one, Aunt Shelly would have no issues removing it from their hands and substituting her pick.
“No,” the man says, and I wasn’t sure his head could get much lower, but now his chin seems to touch his chest. With a shaking hand, he holds out the box. “She said no.”
His words could chip the air. Aunt Helena’s nails dig into my right shoulder. I’ve never been more grateful not to have all the nerves there to begin with. That and a high pain tolerance.
“We’d be happy to give you a full refund,” Aunt Helena says, cutting in before her sister has a complete breakdown. “Please follow me.”
Aunt Shelly and I can only watch in horror and shock, respectively, as Aunt Helena heads to the cash register and gives the man a refund for his ring. Not even store credit—very unlike Aunt Helena, who is above all concerned with the store’s bottom line. Receipt in hand, he exits the store, hands deep in his pockets, shoulders hunched against the world. We all stand there, unsure what to do next.
Aunt Shelly didn’t pick out the right ring.
Aunt Helena parted with money—willingly.
Is Aunt Mari going to copy some mass-produced jewelry design?
“What did I tell you?” Aunt Shelly says, throwing her hands up. She may appear soft, but that doesn’t equate with quiet. Big and bold, that’s Aunt Shelly. Which seems so out of sorts with her elegant chignon and pearls. While Aunt Shelly’s look is deceptive, Aunt Helena’s is a battering ram. You know when she comes out that she means business.
“Hush,” Aunt Helena says, putting the ring box on the counter.
“That is not going back in this case,” Aunt Shelly says, pushing the box to the very edge of the counter. “It’ll bring bad luck to everyone.”
“Shelly, come now, don’t be this foolish.”
Aunt Shelly picks up the box with two fingers and flips it open, studying the engagement ring within. “Do you think this looks like Nea’s?”
Aunt Helena’s shoulders tense. Mom is a bit of a sore subject at the moment. Divorce and all. Ruining her Blessing. Maybe angering Fate. Pick one, and my aunts have affirmed it.
“She’s ruined everything,” Aunt Shelly says. “Again.”
Yes, Mom was a rebel from the start of her love story. Hadleys find love and embrace it. There is no waiting, no worrying over whether we’ve picked the right one. Except for my parents. When they met, Mom knew it was him and then they didn’t talk for a year. It was apparently a very tense time for her sisters and my grandparents. Everyone seemed determined to get Mom to cave. Come home, call Dad, settle down. Ever the black sheep, Mom refused to do things on their terms. Marriage and true love would be on her terms.
And they were. Now, my parents are divorced.
They announced it at a family dinner, which happens every Friday night without fail. Mom asked to host and everyone agreed because it meant Dad was cooking. No one turns down a meal from a professional chef. He made my favorite—a bribe, because he wanted to make sure I showed up. I’d been told earlier that day. They sat me down and over black tea cut with milk and sugar, with a side of cake, they told me their marriage was over. Perhaps thinking that enough sugar would soften the news.
The memory is both perfectly preserved and faded beyond recognition. I remember the heat of the tea through my mug and how it warmed me up on the chilly February morning. The rich flavor of the cake. But their words are smeared, rubbed off, leaving only the sting behind, the outcome of it all.
Divorced.
Not together.
Blessing failed.
At family dinner, my grandmother was silently furious. She said nothing—just set her fork down, got up, and left. My aunts were convinced this was a phase, just like the start of their rocky relationship, and that, despite the paperwork that had been signed and notarized, it will end with my parents reuniting. The aunts still treat them as a single entity—sending family dinner reminders to both, even though we no longer attend. Any time Mom is in the room they always ask how Dad is. It’s like my aunts believe they can tie my parents back together as long as they remember to bring the rope.
“First Nea,” Aunt Shelly goes on, “and now a ring is returned—and it looks like hers. She is going to drive this store into ruin. Not to mention the Blessing—”
“Shelly,” Aunt Helena says, her voice carrying a warning edge. As if she needed to add emphasis, she tilts her head toward me. “Nea will see the light in time. This is just … a fluke.”
“So you think our younger sister decides to get a divorce from her love—her true love—and it’s just a fluke? Would you ever think of leaving Jasper? No—Nea thumbed her nose at our Blessing, and now, suddenly, we’re having items returned left and right. There is clearly a connection.”
“One item,” I say, butting in. They are, after all, talking about my parents.
Aunt Helena makes a big gesture toward me, implying exactly. “This happens all the time to every jewelry store in existence.”
Aunt Mari finally emerges from the back, gathering her hair into a knot on the top of her head. Tattoos wind up her arms, mostly black-and-gray renderings of jewels with accents of color—representing her children.
While both Aunt Shelly and Aunt Helena will argue about my parents, Aunt Mari often refrains from joining in. She’s not quite the revolutionary Mom is, but perhaps it’s because Grandmother would rather sell the store than have her tattooed daughter on the floor that often pushes Aunt Mari onto Mom’s side. There have certainly been enough family dinners where Grandmother tried to get Uncle Elliott to convince Aunt Mari to get her tattoos removed. Grandmother seems to forget that Uncle Elliott designed them. It was how they met—in a tattoo shop half a world away.
Aunt Shelly holds the ring out to Aunt Mari. “Mari, take this and melt it down, or sell it for parts—just don’t bring it back into this showroom.”
“Oh, keep me out of this,” Aunt Mari says, backing up with her hands raised. She knows better than to get in a fight with the older pair. “You know my feelings when it comes to our baby sister.”
“Nea’s actions have consequences. Our livelihood—” Aunt Shelly snaps her mouth shut after one pointed look from Aunt Helena.
She’s the eldest, and the head of the family. If there is one person who can protect not only the business but our Blessing, it’s her, and to go against her will is to climb Mount Everest without oxygen or a jacket.
Aunt Mari studies the stacks of rings on her hand, suddenly very interested in making sure the prongs holding in the jewels are tight enough. There’s only so far she’s willing to go to stand up for my mom.
“There is nothing here we cannot fix,” Aunt Helena says with a finality that sparks fear in us all. “Isn’t that right, Piper?”
I look around at Aunt Shelly and Aunt Mari, unsure what part I have to play in any of this. It’s always the three of them hatching plans, and me just hanging out waiting to be included. I tried to convince my parents to get back together. Many, many times. The idea that they would give up this connection not just to themselves but to our family, our traditions, felt like they were taking me out of the family, too.
“Yes?” I reply, unsure what Aunt Helena is thinking, but knowing I will follow her lead over a cliff.
Aunt Helena graces me with a satisfied smile. And I want to pat myself on the back because this is what she wanted from me. I stepped up and am ready to join the family in a real way, whether I have found my person or not.
“Being part of this family means we sometimes have to give a helping hand to Fate,” Aunt Helena says. Her gaze is fixed on me; I’m the missing piece. “They need a reason to see each other again. Just like last time.”
From underneath the counter, she pulls up a protective case I know all too well. It’s one of Mom’s lens cases for her cameras. Mom’s a photographer, and she protects those cases with her life—the lenses for her cameras are super expensive and delicate. From the time I was very small, Mom made sure I knew those cases were off-limits.
“You are part of this family, Piper. I think you are just the person to help them out.” Aunt Helena slides the case across the counter to me. It’s time for me to make a choice: Am I with my aunts, my family, and their traditions, or will I choose to be like Mom, forever the outcast?
“I can do this,” I say, already knowing this will be the perfect way to get Mom and Dad talking again. I stand up as straight as my scoliosis-affected spine will allow.
And for the first time, all of Aunt Helena’s plans hinge on me.



  
Chapter Two
Crescent Falls is a cobbled-together town that weaves in and around Northern California’s coast. Mom navigates the roads with such ease that I’m pretty sure she could do this blindfolded. Aside from the cluster of buildings on Main Street, Crescent Falls spreads out in little neighborhoods and streets, dense forest popping up in between. Fog sneaks in through the spaces between the trees, cutting visibility to an all-time low.
We sit in a restless silence. It’s like she’s arguing in her mind over what to say. Finally, as she turns into the school’s parking lot, she seems to figure it out.
“You don’t have to do this,” Mom says. There are so many things to which she could be referring—and I wish it was just school because I could use a senior skip day. But I do know what she means. It feels like the Blessing edges into every conversation we have had since she and Dad announced their divorce.
“I like it.”
She sighs, unable to understand me. Not the first time, nor the last. We’ve argued before, about family traditions, doctors (rare conditions and all that means we’ve met quite a few), and, most importantly, the Blessing.
Mom grips the steering wheel a little tighter, focusing on the parking lot. This is about the student council meeting I have today. Except for Mom, every Hadley has been in student council at Crescent Falls High School, several of them holding elected positions. Almost as often as I heard about their romances, I heard about their StuCo projects. These well-worn paths that Hadleys before me have walked.
“Your complaints would suggest otherwise,” Mom says, trying to bring some sort of levity into our conversation. Everything’s been strained since the divorce; every conversation full of potential land mines. Mostly I keep our talks to a minimum, but I do miss the days when I could have told her everything. When she would have listened and not been so defensive. Mom chances a look at me then. Blue eyes, the kind that all her sisters share, plead with me. She’s trying; couldn’t I?
I sigh, reaching for a grain of truth that she won’t like, and I don’t know how to make her see I’m okay with it. “It looks good on college apps. Plus, all the aunts did it.”
I pause with my hand on the door. The thing is, I like my family’s traditions. I like the Blessing. It makes me feel like I’m part of something bigger, something that stretches out beyond me. Something that can overcome my terrible genetic luck. Mom and her sisters all look alike. Their blonde hair, blue eyes, strong features—it’s clear they’re family. But with me, I’m the odd duck. I inherited too many traits from my father: his dishwater-blond hair, hazel eyes—and beyond the traits from my dad, there’s the whole disabled thing.
Maybe I just want to feel like I can fit into my family and not that my family has to rearrange itself around me. None of this has ever been said, but it floats around the edges of every interaction. I’m the thing destroying my family.
I’ve never said it out loud, but I feel like even my parents’ divorce is somehow in part my fault. I once googled what the divorce rate is for parents with disabled kids—it’s like 90 percent. Add to that all the times I heard my parents argue about time and surgery and who would go where and when—my just being here maybe pushed their marriage to the limit. Which, by extension, means I’ve helped ruin the Blessing. Which, if you believe Aunt Shelly, is ruining the family business.
“I just want you to know I will love you no matter what. You are always my little sandpiper.” It’s her olive branch, a way back to where we were.
I make a face at the nickname. It’s Mom’s attempt to remind me that I may be eighteen and legal now, but I’m still her baby. I can still feel Aunt Helena’s hand on my shoulder, the way she has faith in me to fix things.
“Moooom,” I drag out the word. “It’s fine.”
Mom sighs. “I just—I want you to have the choices I never had.”
“Received. And I am making them.” I grab my travel mug of coffee from the console.
“Oh, have you seen my lens case?” she asks.
“Nope.” Another lie because that case is in my backpack. Aunt Helena’s plan just coming together. “Bye!” I hop out of the car and head toward the school.
The building towers upward into the sky, all stone and brick, standing against the harsh terrain. I hurry up the steps and in the front doors, feeling better as I make my way through the halls crammed with lockers.
I slide into a seat in the classroom we use for meetings and pull out my notebook. Lauren Commons stands up and starts the meeting. She’s a perfectionist, a rule maker. I don’t know exactly how she’s bent the class to her will, but she has. Her brown hair is held back by a headband and hangs down her back in expert waves; I’m sure they would get a talking-to if they dared step out of line. I take a few notes but mostly tune it out. It’s all about the senior trip—which I am not looking forward to. I didn’t cast my vote for us to go back to Camp Redwood. All sixth-grade classes in Crescent Falls—West Side and East Side—spend a weekend there every spring. It’s a way to help us transition into middle school. Nostalgia is trendy. So now we get to relive our sixth-grade experience … Great.
Lauren has pulled out her massive binder, which is separated into different sections, and then pulls up a digital one for us all to see, because one version wasn’t enough. No one can deny that she’s made to be president of the student council, but does she always have to go so hard?
“Photos,” Lauren says, clicking to the next slide of her presentation. It’s titled “Old Places, New Memories,” and it features snapshots of our first time as a class at Camp Redwood.
One catches my eye, because it’s a photo of me and my two best friends—Diana and Leo. We’re standing in front of the Camp Redwood gates, with me on Leo’s back and Diana leaning in. The reminder of where we were is a shot to my heart, because while Diana has been my friend since pre-K, Leo and I were practically born together. Our moms were friends, and so we ended up friends by default. But we don’t talk anymore.
His decision, not mine.
“Piper, can you get more photos?” Lauren asks, but it sounds like it’s coming through water. I’m still lost in that photo, in a moment in time, when Leo was the first person I turned to. He would have been there for me when my parents announced their divorce. Would have celebrated with me when Aunt Helena finally needed me.
“Piper.” My name a command, a demand.
I shake my head and focus back on the meeting. “Aren’t there enough?” Because I don’t want to go digging in Mom’s perfectly dated and organized photo collection.
“No. In fact, we’re missing photos of several classmates, and given the fact you had a camera in sixth grade…” Of course Lauren has the memory of an elephant. And the tactics of a lion—pounce and overpower.
“A disposable one.” Mom’s idea—when I outgrew the need for parental supervision, she handed me and Diana and Leo disposable cameras, asking us to capture all our favorite moments.
“And your mother is a professional photographer.”
“Fine. I’ll see what she has.” I want to get out of this room—no, I need to get out of this room and away from Leo’s face staring at me. Happy. A friendship that he got to decide when it was over.
I slam my notebook closed. Everyone turns to look at me. Lauren just waves me out the door. I probably should be more worried that she’s used to me leaving, but I don’t care. Muttering something about homework and test prep, I run from the room, Leo’s smile mocking me from the screen.

Diana leans against the wall, waiting for me. Her black hair is tied up in a neat bun on top of her head and her blunt, Edith Head–inspired bangs just kiss the top of her glasses. Diana discovered dress-up at five and never looked back—she’s designed the costumes for every theater show since sophomore year. Her life’s goal is to beat Edith Head’s record for most Oscars for Best Costume Design.
“Any luck changing our senior trip?” Diana asks for the millionth time. After the general vote, I was her last hope to convince StuCo, aka Lauren, to change the plan. She shifts her bag higher up on her shoulder. She refuses to use (a) her locker and (b) a backpack. Her quilted tote bag serves instead as backpack, purse, and Mary Poppins wannabe carpetbag all in one. It would not surprise me in the least if Diana pulled out a whole potted plant from its depths.
I scoff. “It will be a cold day in hell before Lauren lets that happen. You just need to accept that we’re going to Camp Redwood.”
Diana groans. Previous years have seen the senior class go to New York or Washington, DC. When we were freshmen, the seniors that year even voted to go to London—but so few kids could actually afford the trip that the school ruled no more international travel.
I let Diana go on about the trip, still caught up in that photo. I’ve tried hard to put Leo out of my mind, to respect his wishes. Now it’s just me and Diana because I’ve always preferred depth over breadth when it came to people. That choice is coming back to get me now.
“Yeah, probably,” I say, noting a pause in Diana’s speech that indicates I should say something.
“You want to do a ropes course with Lauren?” Diana asks.
“What?” I say, not sure how a ropes course got brought into the conversation.
“Aha, you weren’t listening to me.”
“In my defense … I’ve heard this before.” I pull at the straps of my bag, trying to get it to sit right on my shoulders. This is an everyday adjustment as my shoulders do not sit level. “There was a photo of us in the meeting—of you and me and Leo.”
Diana lets out a long breath, her dark bangs fluttering. “You two still haven’t talked yet?”
“He wanted space. And he said he’d let me know when…” I trail off. It’s the when I hold on to, because it was when and not if. It’s easy for him—he has so many friends from the numerous activities he does, I don’t think he’s ever left alone. Band. Theater. Tennis. Each of those activities comes with its own circle of friends. Little silos of Leo-nites, as Diana calls them. The two of us don’t really fit into any of his groups—we’re just his friends. Long-term, here-for-life friends. Even when he had to tend to the Leo-nites, we always talked somehow. Texts. DMs. Funny memes. All I seem to have now is space. Emptiness to make me wonder what exactly I did to make him need time away from me.

Fait—the park our moms met at—became the hang-out spot for me and Leo once we were old enough. Sometimes the town council takes this idea of Fate a little too far. Too bad they can’t spell Fate, we’d say—it was a constant joke for us. Leo’d asked me to meet him the first night of winter break and I felt free after a week of finals from hell. It’d been a minute since we’d hung out, but we always celebrated the end of another semester together.
The night was cold, the winds off the sea making the whole town feel like it had been put on ice. I didn’t know why Leo wanted to meet here of all places—usually we did this sort of thing at one of our houses—but when a friend calls, you go. I wrapped my hands around the white paper bag, seeking any residual heat from the pastries inside. Dad had made a fresh batch that morning—to go along with the other seventy-two batches he’d made that week. Recipe testing was not for the faint of heart—or rather, stomach. I spotted Leo up ahead, hanging out on the swings.
“The first day of break and you have me out here freezing my ass off,” I joked, taking a seat on the swing next to Leo. I opened the bag and took a pastry for myself before holding it out to him.
He didn’t reach for it. And that was when I really looked at my friend. He was focused on the ground, body taut like an arrow ready to fly. My stomach turned when I realized Leo’s mood. He did this sometimes—shut down, closed himself off, bottled up his emotions. Leo, my confident, funny friend who is always so alive that people flock to him, pulls everything back behind a wall. As if he can’t show his true self to anyone, but he’s never done that when it’s just us.
“Not hungry?” I asked, shaking the bag at him. This was something I could fix. “I promise I did not make these.” My father is the kitchen wizard. I was not blessed with that gene. The last thing I had tried to bake ended up charred, and my father decided then and there that I was a great taste tester, not sous-chef.
Leo sat there, head down, golden-brown hair falling into his eyes, gripping the chains of the swing so tight his knuckles turned white.
I reached out, like I’d done a million times, brushing his shoulder—ready to push, to fight off whatever has him in a mood. Sometimes I had to wonder if all the pressure of his many activities weighed him down. Leo’s never been one to cut things from his life; he just adds more. More activities, more friends—as if he’s trying to fill some hole in his life.
He pulled away from me and there was anger in his eyes. Or maybe frustration? Whatever was wrong, not even Dad’s pastries would make a dent in it. He hopped up from the swing, putting more distance between us.
“I want to talk to you about something,” he said, turning back toward me.
“Did you not get into any of your early actions?” I asked, racking my brain for any reason that could have such a dramatic effect on my friend.
He let out a breath in a puff of smoke, head tipped up to the blackened sky. I’ve seen him like this after tennis matches he’s lost. A look, a gesture, that makes it clear he knows how close he was and still lost it all.
This felt like the time Diana told us her parents were getting a divorce. Something serious. I dropped the pastry back into the bag and focused entirely on Leo, searching for any clue. I know so many of his tells, the way his eyes get a little squinty when he lies as if trying to see this new fake truth. How he shuts down to save himself. But this … I didn’t like this.
“What?” I asked, now worried that something was really wrong.
“I need to take a break.”
I laughed because this had to be a joke. “Good thing it’s winter break then.”
Weak pun—yes—but I needed it to work. He couldn’t—No, Leo and I didn’t need a break. That’s something you tell someone you’re dating. Leo has been single fewer weeks in high school than I have fingers on my right hand. (I only have four—Leo and I are both a little abnormal, I guess.)
We’re friends. You don’t take a break from friendship. Fate didn’t choose Leo for me. And sure, maybe there was a time I wanted him to be more than a friend. Spent a small fortune in coins, wishing Fate would pick him for me.
But I got over it. And Leo dated what felt like everyone.
Leo didn’t laugh. He looked pained, like it was taking everything in him to say these things. It was a punch to the gut. What had I done to bring this out in him?
This wasn’t a joke—this was … real. Fear set in. This was our senior year; Leo was my best friend. We had, what, six months until the end of school and then college. And it wasn’t like we applied to the same places. He could take his break then!
“Are you … What do you mean, a break?” I asked, trying to take his words to heart even as they were shattering me.
Leo looked down at his fingers, toying with them to keep himself busy. I wanted to reach out and grab them. Pull him back to me, force him to see that there was still an us as friends. Nothing more.
“You know how people get around us…”
This.
Again.
I rolled my eyes. Sometimes this would all be easier if everyone knew about the Blessing, but Aunt Helena is pretty strict about who is allowed to know. Especially because I’ve broken it before. But honestly, how was I supposed to keep this secret from my best friend? He knew everything about me
“Who is it now? Don’t they know I’m no competition?” I asked, already prepping a speech to this one. How Leo and I were friends, nothing more, nothing less. I was not the enemy … blah blah blah.
Leo glared at me and I threw up my hands. I knew he didn’t approve of my joke, but it’s pretty much assumed by everyone that no one dates the disabled girl. Plus, I have been Leo’s friend for … ever. If we were gonna date, we’d have done it by now.
“It’s a joke.”
“It’s not funny. Do you know how many people ask me about you?” He kicked the sand, still unable to meet my gaze. But there was a lightness to his words. As if he was slipping back into the way we used to be.
“I’m sure all your Leo-nites want to know about me.” This was us, a joke, a jab, him trying to get me to not poke fun at myself and me reminding him that I have a right to tell these jokes.
But if other people were gonna do it, I might as well beat them to the punch.
“You only have two friends.” His tone was still light, and I thought we’d moved past whatever nonsense this break thing is.
“They’re good friends. Who needs more?”
His look cut right through me. It was humorless. Time to be serious now, Piper. “Look, I’m tired of getting weird questions from people I date about you and me.” Because he couldn’t say us—because we weren’t an us. “All you want is to find your person—well, maybe I do, too.”
I looked down when he brought up the Blessing. It might as well have been another slash into me.
“I need some space. I need a break from…” He motioned between us. “This. From you and me.”
Stunned didn’t quite begin to cover it. I was having an out-of-body experience, numb to every word coming out of his mouth. It was like waking up from surgery and knowing it happened but still needing to ask—what had happened. “Oh…” I wanted to push back, but there were no words—just an emerging black hole that was sucking up every good thought I had.
Leo waited only a handful of heartbeats, maybe to make sure I wasn’t comatose, before he turned to leave. He’d just cut eighteen years of friendship off without a backward glance.
“For how long?” I asked his back, needing to know how long this was going to take. “Even prisoners know their sentence,” I added, going for a joke and then watching it fall on its face.
Leo pivoted, looking back at me with a smile on his lips. But it was sad, strained, as if this was hurting him as much as it was me. Like a doctor who wants to sympathize with your pain. “I’ll let you know.”
He hasn’t texted, called, talked, or even seemed to acknowledge my existence since. So we’re still “on a friendship break” … whatever that means. I tried to give up looking for what I had done, going over any perceived slight. But I miss him. There are plenty of ways to get over romantic heartbreaks, but no one tells you how to fill the void left in your life by a friend.

“You two are both miserable,” Diana says.
“Well, he knows where to find me.”
Diana and I turn a corner and, as if summoned by our conversation, there is Leo, surrounded by the usual chatty group of friends. He runs a hand through his dark blond hair as he bends slightly to hear what someone has to say. I know the person vaguely in the way you know everyone in a small town—Evan something-or-other—and I want to hate them. Evan says something and Leo throws his head back and laughs. Why does Evan get to be close and share a moment with my friend?
For the first time since winter break, Leo catches my eye across the way and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. In the time before, I would have smiled, maybe rolled my eyes and given a shake of the head—small movements that translated into whole silent conversations for Leo and me.
Now I freeze, unsure where we stand.
Leo stops, too.
The world around us dims, the pull between us old and as tempting as ever. I want to lean into it—to him. I want to shout, Is the break over now? Is this him letting me know we can go back to the way we used to be? I was always so sure that having a small group of friends was okay. Leo liked to call it miniscule—I’d say well-curated.
His smile fades a bit, and he shakes his head, as if clearing it or maybe me from his thoughts. Or maybe it’s a response: still a no. Not yet, not ever. He drops my gaze and goes all in with his friends. So we are still on ice. Fantastic.
“Are you sure he’s not your person?” Diana asks.
My head snaps toward Diana. I’ve only ever told two people about the Hadley Family Blessing. One of them was Leo—we were young, and to this day I’m not sure how much of it was me telling him and him just putting things together with how much we hung out. I told Diana after my parents’ divorce announcement. She didn’t get why I was so upset. Her parents were divorced and they’re happier for it.
“Really, in public?”
Diana ignores the comment. “I’m just saying the way you two look at each other, talk about each other to me.”
“Leo asks about me?”
Diana shakes her head. “If you want to know what he’s said, ask him yourself.”
I fix my gaze firmly away from Leo. This split was his choice; only he can fix it.



  
Chapter Three
Dad’s house is at best … a work in progress. My grandparents died when I was in fifth grade and they left him the house. It was always meant to be sold, the profits invested back in Dad’s restaurant, or in Mom’s photography business. Maybe set up a college fund for me. Something, instead of just letting the behemoth sit there.
In the end, it was some sort of procrastination-fueled foresight. No one could have guessed that he and Mom would split; that he would need to retreat to the East Side of Crescent Falls. It’s been almost four months and boxes still line the edges of rooms. Dad just doesn’t seem keen on moving on.
But the business card for a contractor I found earlier would suggest otherwise.
The room designated as mine is still stuck in my grandparents’ oddly formal style where the curtains match the wallpaper. The bedding is so stiff I think it would stand up on its own, or possibly serve as a mediocre bedframe in a pinch. Dad’s promised we can redecorate, like I’m going to be spending time here, but there are other issues to fix first.
Part of the problem with the house is my grandparents’ hoarding. You’d never guess it from just a walk-through of the place, but open a drawer, a closet, a dresser, and you’ll find it packed to the gills. Some of it is important—family heirlooms, pieces of our history that we should preserve for future generations. And some menus from every take-out place that ever existed in Crescent Falls.
The closet in my room is a prime example.
Open it up and it’s a solid wall of Christmas decorations. Many of the boxes I can see are still in their store plastic wrap with tags attached.
“That cannot be safe,” Diana’s voice says from my phone. I’ve been showing her around my new space on a video call. I close the closet door and back away. There’s little history of me here, because once my dad married my mom, Dad’s parents were folded into the much larger Hadley clan. And the hoarding—well, most of the time they came to our house; it was always easier on them. Going through this house feels like I’m finding remnants of who my father is.
“Just think of what you could find,” Diana says. I put my phone back on the dresser.
Diana sits at her desk, her body folded over her work in a way that hardly looks comfortable even though I’ve known her to hold that position for hours. Her black hair has been released from its neat bun and falls in thick dark waves over her shoulders. She works a seam ripper to disconnect a skirt from its bodice. The theater department decided to really wait until the last minute for the spring play this year. I can almost guarantee that her sewing machine is set up just off-camera. Her heart-shaped face is completely focused on her work.
“When you get rid of the curtains, can I have them?” Diana asks. Of course she took in the entire room with one quick look before going back to the task at hand.
I look over my shoulder at the floral monstrosities. “For what?”
“They’d make a great costume for the community theater’s summer musical.”
“They’re all yours.” I lie back on the bed, conflicted. I pull out the business card I stole from the kitchen. A contractor. There’s only one thing Dad requires in a house: a good kitchen. Dad left his perfect kitchen behind when he moved out post-divorce. The final death knell of their relationship is him deciding to make himself a new kitchen.
“Stop moping,” Diana says.
I sit up, propping myself on my elbows, grateful that, while my arms may be two different lengths, my upper arms are equal. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Is this your parents or Leo?” Diana asks, cutting right to it.
I flop back down on the bed, hating that I am so easy to read. I’ve seen Leo hundreds of times since our friend split, but never once where he looked back at me. Where it felt like both of us were ready to cave.
“If you’re that miserable, we could always poke around…” Diana starts.
“You want me to open another dresser, don’t you?”
“Yes, please.” Her smile is bright and lifts my spirits even if she is stuck on the West Side of Crescent Falls for the night. Just another difference between the two sides of town: East Side wants to feel like home—tries its hardest—but there is nothing like the West Side.
I slide off the bed to the floor, my suitcase open next to me, spilling out clothes and extras for the weekend. Mom keeps insisting I need to start keeping stuff at Dad’s. She hates having to drop off my suitcase before she leaves. Much like Aunt Helena, I refuse to believe this is permanent and not just some break.
“What do you think is in here?” I ask. I grab the drawer’s handles, ready to open it and expose whatever my grandparents thought to stuff in there.
“It’s gonna be full of pocket watches,” Diana says, her voice practically vibrating with excitement.
“Oh, I like that—I was gonna say just a bunch of cords—maybe some old CDs?” Diana’s always had the better imagination.
“We need to work on your creative thinking.”
I lean back and pull the drawer with me. It’s heavy and the bloated wood joints stick together after years of disuse.
We are both wrong. I stare into the drawer, surprised to find it crammed full of black notebooks all about the size of my palm. Most are held together with rubber bands, their contents thick with notecards and Post-its.
“Well?” Diana asks. I grab my phone, flipping the camera to show her.
“I guess Dad’s old idea journals?” I’d seen him with these every so often. Him jotting thoughts down in the morning when I was supposed to be asleep. Or I’d find it wedged between couch cushions like he’d lost it after a nap. Inside were always notes about food, recipe ideas, combinations to try. Bits of inspiration from Mom or me.
I shift through the top ones, moving them aside, unearthing a copy of his first cookbook. The one Mom did all the photography for.
There are several copies beneath the top one and they look like they’re in pristine condition, but this top one is well worn and loved, like he used it regularly in the kitchen. Flipping it open, I see the pages are marked up. Not with alterations to the recipes but notes about Mom. About their relationship. Dad has written his thoughts about when she took certain pictures or meals that he made her. I read some of them aloud to Diana, turning the book to make out his scratchy handwriting. Dad’s notes on his mother’s roast chicken. How Dad wanted it to be the first thing he made for Mom because it was the first dish he learned to make as a kid and the first one he tore apart and rethought as a chef. Dishes he thought she’d like and ones he’d have to work hard to convince her to try.
Of all the love stories in my family—and there are a lot—I consider my parents’ the best. Perhaps Aunt Helena has the classic meet-cute, finding Uncle Jasper on the side of the road. Aunt Shelly found my Aunt Lenore at the airport and bought a whole new ticket just so that they could keep talking. Even Aunt Mari has her own story of finding love in a tattoo shop halfway across the world.
But Mom found love on the other side of town. It’s entirely possible to live your whole life in the same place and never see the people who live just ten minutes away.
I loved Mom’s story because it feels epic with just a hint of fear. There was never any doubt that my aunts and their true loves would work out. Once they found each other, their relationships were fast, settling into married life without a backward glance because they were so secure in the fact that this was Fate. This was their true love—what more could they need?
I fan through the pages. Recipe after recipe going by, each covered in Dad’s scrawl. “I have never seen someone do this for someone they love,” Diana says.
“I told you our love is different—their divorce won’t last.”
“And I told you that someday you will look back on this divorce and be happy for them.”
We’re caught in a stare down. I know Diana is speaking from experience, and maybe if my family was like hers, I would believe her, but we’re Hadleys—we’re blessed by Fate. Normal rules don’t apply.
Diana breaks first. She rolls her eyes and shakes her head as if saying learn it the hard way. “Seems like Fate got under your dad’s skin.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’ve talked about how much the Blessing affects you, your aunts, even your mom—but what about the guys? Sounds like Fate did a number on your dad.”
I don’t like what she’s saying because it makes it sound like there’s no choice. That Fate is somehow tricking the men in my family into something.
“It’s romantic,” I counter, running my hand across the page, tracing Dad’s thoughts.
Aunt Helena is big on keeping up with the family history. One of the first things you see upon entering her house is the gallery wall of every couple in the family. I used to stand in front of it for hours during family dinners, dreaming about how I would end up next to them.
I considered my parents’ photo to be the best. It was taken during their wedding. They’re pressed tight together in their first dance as if all they want to do is occupy the same space. Create one life where there were two.
Looking at Dad’s book feels like that photo. Like this was always meant to be.
Diana closes her mouth and makes a point of saying nothing more, which means she’s got opinions to share, but she won’t share them unless invited. Unwilling to listen, I nudge my phone off its perch on the drawer so that it falls on the rug. My parents’ divorce is just a sore spot for us because Diana doesn’t accept that our Blessing means we don’t split up. Other marriages struggle; the Hadleys’ don’t.
“Hey, pick me back up,” Diana says. I leave her there, not willing to have this argument again. I know Diana thinks she knows what’s going on; after all, her parents are divorced. But they’re not my parents. “Piper Abigail Hadley,” she continues, pulling out my full name.
“What?” I say, but leave her on the ground.
“Pick me up. Don’t make me come over there.”
“If that’s the threat, you can stay on the floor. I want you to come over here.”
There’s a sigh from the floor. “I can’t—Carl took the car.” It’s her parents’ deal that they only have one car for their two kids so Diana and her brother learn to share. It had never been an issue before because Leo had a car, but now we’re down a Leo, and I want to scream at Carl.
“Your brother is the worst.”
“Absolutely zero arguments from me. Now are you going to pick me up or am I going to be staring at your grandparents’ popcorn ceiling for the rest of the night?”
Resigned to another lecture, I pick up my phone and glare at Diana’s smiling face. She holds up her hands. “You, my friend, are in desperate need of a distraction.”
“No thank you,” I say. “You know I’m not interested in—”
“In someone who’s not your one true blah blah blah. Yes, I am very much aware. How do you expect to find your one and only if you only hang out with me?”
My gut turns at her logic. I’m not getting any closer to Aunt Helena’s portrait wall by sitting on the floor in Dad’s house. I want to be on that wall, to join the photos of my family—who all found love and knew it when they saw their significant other. To join them when they pass around their stories like badges of honor.
Who all look alike … except when it comes to me.
“Get out of your head,” Diana says. She taps the phone mic, the noise on my end bringing me back to the conversation. “Get out of your head and out of that house before you get encased in aged cellophane.”
“And how exactly am I supposed to do that?” I ask, sitting up on my elbows to look at the phone. “What are you doing?”
“Saving my sanity—and yours,” her voice says.
My stomach does a flip-flop. I know what she’s talking about—Leo. “He asked for space,” I remind her with little-to-no conviction. One time at a party, I was tipsy sitting out on the deck of someone’s house, my legs dangling over the side, watching the waves crash beneath me. The scent of the sea carried up the cliff mixed with the brightness of pine. Leo came out and sat down next to me. Maybe to check if I was okay, maybe because he needed a break from all his people. The world was delightfully fuzzy around the edges, and the feeling of being in my own skin didn’t feel like such a weight.
I remember wanting to lean into his warmth, breathe in that mix of fire smoke and fabric softener. His mother was meticulous about washing his zip-ups. And I knew his rotation of colors like the scars on my body.
In that moment, I willed Fate to pick Leo for me. For that kick in my gut, the tug of an invisible ribbon that said, Here, this is the one. I was even willing to go so far as to break my own rule about not dating. I wanted to feel what so many classmates had—I wanted to be Leo’s girlfriend.
It wasn’t the first time I had thought maybe it was Leo.
A text pops up on my screen and Diana smirks into her project when she hears the sound. I flip over to the conversation—one that’s been dead since winter break.
LEO
I hear you need an escape route?
Be at your Dad’s place in ten.
“How did you…” I ask, taking a hard look at Diana through the phone screen. She just grabs the skirt in one hand and the bodice in the other and rips through the remaining stitches. She smiles, satisfied with both her costuming work and fixing Leo and me.
It’s over. His need for a break … it’s done. “That’s impressive,” I say.
“Better than Fate, you might say?” Diana bats her eyelashes at the camera. If there was one person who could take on Fate in this town, it would be Diana. “Just remember I’m better—because I will actually make shit happen for you.”
I know Diana means to be funny, but her comment hits all my weak points. That maybe Fate—the Blessing—isn’t meant for me. Even through the phone, Diana seems to sense her misstep even if she can’t name it.
“Now please put on something decent.” Her tone shifts to the bossy costumer. All charm but with a boning of steel. No one crossing her will get what they want. “Maybe you’ll find someone tonight…”
“Bye, Diana,” I say, hanging up just as she starts to protest not seeing my outfit. My best friend has amazing taste, but it’s maybe not my taste.
I push myself to my feet and dig through my bag, trying to find something decent to wear. I packed with the intention of staying in, not going out. I shuck off my T-shirt and pull on a long-sleeved thermal. I put on a necklace that Aunt Mari rigged with magnets so I can clasp it myself. There is nothing to be done with my hair except throwing it up in a bun. A little lip gloss and this might be as good as it’s gonna get.
I take a deep breath, trying to remind myself that this is just Leo. But I can’t help my smile—because I have my friend back.
I go down the back stairs and sidestep around boxes in the kitchen. Dad’s taken off work tonight, leaving his chef de cuisine in charge for the night. He’s been doing this more now when I’m over—an attempt at forging a new relationship, but we mostly just do our own thing every Friday night.
The yellowy light from old fixtures outlines Dad as he stands in the kitchen facing down a mountain of Tupperware. There’s more gray in his dirty-blond hair and, like Mom, he seems to be aging faster since they sat me down and said they were calling it quits on their marriage. He rubs a spot in his chest—something Mom does, too, and I wonder if it has to do with their Blessing.
His hair color seems constantly trapped between blond and brown, a trait he has passed on to me. Tattoos snake down his arms, a collection more than a plan. I remember one time he came to visit me in the hospital, the sleeves of his chef’s coat rolled up, and he let me point to any design and he would tell me what it meant to him. Most of my memories of my dad revolve around him and the restaurant—so much that it’s strange to see him in jeans and a T-shirt.
Toying with my house keys, I can’t stop thinking about what Diana said—how does Fate affect the men in my family? It can’t be that bad, because everyone is happy—that’s the way every Hadley love story ends, and it’s going to be the ending for my parents, too.
“Hey, Pipes,” Dad says, using my old nickname. His smile is as weak as the coffee he brews in the mornings. At home, Mom is in charge of the coffee because she was the one who got up first and went to bed last. Sunrises and sunsets are her thing—the best light, she says. She may stock the pantry by shooting weddings and senior photos, but her artistic photos definitely provide dessert. Or at least that’s what she says.
“I’m going out,” I say, more to inform him than ask for permission.
He turns, giving me his full attention, with a look he definitely stole from Mom on his face. It’s all parent—inquisitive, skeptical, and ready to say no at the slightest cause. And it looks a bit ridiculous on him. “This is where I’m supposed to ask a whole bunch of questions, right?”
“Probably.” I hate to say my family falls into clichés, but given that Mom’s job was always a little more flexible, a lot of parenting fell on her. But Dad picked up the slack where he could.
He nods. “Be safe, don’t make dumb choices. Call me if you need a ride for any reason.” My parents have always been pretty clear that no matter what, I should never be afraid to come home. “Wait.” He snaps his fingers like he’s just remembered he’s the adult here. “Who’s picking you up?”
“Leo,” I call over my shoulder as I make my way across the room scattered with boxes, heading for the front door.
“Stop,” Dad says.
I freeze and then slowly turn back around to face him. So much for a quick exit. He moves a stack of Tupperware and leans on the kitchen peninsula, his hands tucked under his chin. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. He knows there’s no need for this overprotective Dad motif. “Is this a date?”
“Not even close,” I say. “Leo’s not the one.”
Dad flinches at my words. Pain twists his features and he fights for control. I wonder how it feels for my dad to know what he had was meant to be—fated, destined, all those words.
“Doesn’t mean you can’t date,” he says.
Yes it does, I reply in my head.



  
Chapter Four
Leo’s car is already idling at the curb when I close and lock the front door. I try not to run to his car, because my best friend is back. He’s here and I’m so nervous that this is going to turn out to be some elaborate dream.
But now, almost five months later, I feel like I might be meeting a completely new Leo. Who knows what new hobbies or friends he’s picked up in the meantime. I don’t even know if he finally decided on a major—let alone what college he chose.
“Hey,” he says.
“Hi.” I climb in and we sit there, the silence creeping in, reminding us of the time we spent apart. I look over at him, unsure what Diana said to get him here, and even more curious about why he did. Why now?
“I—”
“Look—”
We both start at the same time and then stop, waiting for the other to go first. Mostly I just want to say the right thing to keep him in my life this time. To be that version of Piper who he doesn’t need a break from.
“I’m sorry about your parents,” he says, and maybe this is as close to an apology as I am going to get. Remorse clings to his words, but it’s like he doesn’t know what else to say, because it is his fault he wasn’t there.
“Thanks,” I say, shoving down any feeling that isn’t happiness now that he’s back. I stare at my hands, unsure what we’re supposed to do. Are either of us going to talk about the break?
Leo turns up the music. Guess not. Some pop playlist that could give me cavities comes out of the speakers.
“Since when do you like this?” I ask, making a face. Leo’s always had good taste in music. Or rather, he knows people who had good taste in music. One of the benefits of having a lot of friends. But right now I am judging them hard.
“Oh … it’s from…” He makes a face like he’s finally hearing the sound that’s masquerading as music coming from the speakers. “Actually, you wanna find something new?”
“Gladly.” I grab his phone and start scrolling through his music collection.
“I’m not dating anyone,” Leo says flatly, as if this is something normal to say. When in actuality, this is breaking news.
“That’s … different,” I say, unsure how to respond. Leo being single is a novelty, especially when he gave up our friendship to find his one. Has he given up on that? Decided that we’re more than any potential date? Both questions I shove down, afraid to ask lest he remember why he wanted a break in the first place.
He shrugs. “Can you not? It just didn’t work out.” He shoots me a sidelong glance. There’s a seriousness about him that’s never come up before when he’s talked about his dating life.
I hold my hands up because his words feel like they’re holding me at knifepoint.
“Why don’t we just agree to be friends again? Just pick this back up. We’ll catch each other up.” I smile and look back at him.
The ball is in his court. I wanted this—I never stopped wanting this. Us, friends just hanging out on Friday night.
“I’d like that,” he says, chancing a look over at me. And just like that, we bury what happened and pick up like we never were apart.
“This music really has to go, though.” I resume scrolling. His chuckle is barely audible over the music, but it sends bolts of energy through me. “Where are you taking me?”
“Diana said you needed out—so we’re going to a party. Be nice to my other friends.”
“I’m always nice to the Leo-nites. Have I met these people before? Band people? Tennis bros? Theater nerds?” With so many facets of Leo’s life, it’s impossible to know everyone.
He scrunches his face, as if he’s mentally rolling back through meetups, hangouts, and sports practices, trying to figure out if I was ever in the same place. “I don’t think so.”
I perk up at the answer because I will take any chance at meeting someone new on the off chance they could be my one. “Maybe Fate will step in tonight,” I say. I stop my music scroll, finally finding something that is not an insult to my ears. Honestly, whoever he’s been driving around needs better taste.
I don’t miss the way Leo’s hands tense on the steering wheel. Ignore it. He’s always been skeptical of Fate, of the stock I put in her Blessing.
“Sure,” he says, his voice neutral. It grates against me.
Good music covers the awkward silence that settles over us.
The light from the streetlamp picks ups the scattershot of green in his hazel eyes. His focus is on the road—the muscles in his face relax, any expression wiped away, leaving just a shell of my friend. There might have been a time when I pushed him to give me more, tried to sink my fingers into that silence, that calm, until I found him beneath the surface.
Leo’s neutrality is nothing new to me. The first time I watched him pull it out we were in sixth grade, and Michael Kinkaid decided it was time to pick on Leo. We sat at the lunch table, trading Starbound cards, discussing the next card-pack release and which of our mothers could be persuaded to buy it for us. I don’t remember the insult, but I remember Michael Kinkaid, leaning across the table, getting right in Leo’s face. Leo’s hand tightened around the cards, a spring ready to release. Or so I had thought. But it was the opposite—it seemed to be a crank to reel all that he was deep inside, hide it away so that no words, or actions, or person, could puncture the surface.
I want to grab him and shake him until the boy I’ve known since I could walk returns. Force him to tell me what he hides so far below the surface. If anything, it would be a reminder that even if he has new friends, I am still the best. And while he can do that with everyone else, I am different. I am the one who can keep his secrets, collect the bits and pieces that make Leo who he is.
Leo parks the car in a new development in the ever-expanding East Side of Crescent Falls. We weren’t always split in two, but the West Side edges close to the ocean, and we like to hold on to the idea that Fate is the reason our town started, while the East Side is free to expand inland. They always seem to drive toward the future with no regard for traditions or legends. It’s always what’s next on the East Side, never what we left behind.
I can practically smell the fresh paint on this side of Crescent Falls. Old pine trees create a natural fence around the construction, and if you stand at just the right angles you can see the ocean beyond. Here, the houses are evenly spaced, unlike my mother’s side of Crescent Falls where the lots seem cut up in a variety of shapes, the product of another time. New saplings dot the yards, their trunks barely as thick as my ankle.
I get out of the car and follow Leo. Being back in the familiar—his car, flipping through his music collection—it all reminds me of how much I miss hanging out with him. I want to reach out and grab his hand, pull it from his zip-up pocket and wrap my fingers around his, telling him he can never let me go again.
“Still so intent on finding your one?”
As if sensing my thoughts, he takes my hand like he did when we were younger. Feelings swim just beneath the surface, waiting for me to put a name to them, willing Fate to intervene. Nothing.
Not even a twinge of something otherworldly.
I swing my arm back and forth, continuing the action from when we were kids. The night is chilly, the air forgetting all of the sun’s warmth. I shiver even through my thermal, and Leo drops my hand only so he can shuck off his zip-up and drop it around my shoulders.
I want to protest—I should protest, don’t want to send the wrong message in case I meet Fate’s chosen one for me tonight. But this is familiar. Leo always seems to be in a zip-up, ready to hand it off to Diana or me should the need arise.
If there was one sign that we’re okay again, this is it. I push my arms through, shoving my hands into the pockets so he can’t take my hand again.
Leo pulls back in on himself and I let go. That’s not the Leo I want tonight.
“Is it so wrong to want true love?” I ask.
Leo laughs, a small chuckle that seems to emanate from deep inside his chest. “Maybe I like the element of surprise. The idea that love can be anywhere—around any corner. That one love is not better than the others, just because it is short.”
“That’s not true. There is arguably a difference between someone you date for two weeks and someone you’re meant to marry.”
“It could feel the same.”
“How would you know?”
“How would you?” he counters.
I work hard to not roll my eyes. Despite how many people Leo’s dated, I’ve never seen him heartbroken. But also, I’ve never seen him look like my parents do now—like they’ve lost something essential and are always looking for it. Anticipating needs for someone who’s now just a ghost in their life.
“Because I am blessed to know. The tightness in your chest, the feeling of the last piece snapping into place. The way the—”
“World is now complete,” Leo finishes for me. We’ve arrived at the door to the house, but we don’t ring the bell, and no one appears to let us in. We’re just standing there facing each other, caught in this endless battle. Normally it’s all in good fun, Leo ribbing me about waiting for true love, and me questioning if he can really find so many variations on love.
“There’s no guesswork for me,” I say, trying to be light, to lure him out of this mood.
“But that’s the best part.” That cracks him open again. He shakes his head, golden-brown hair flopping in his eyes. He’s so disappointed in me.
“It would be a waste, and I don’t waste people’s time. You don’t have to worry about me.”
“I will always worry about you, Piper.” His words are a bump in the road, grabbing my attention.
“I’m glad you texted,” I respond in a teasing tone. This is where Leo and I live best. Our jokes and pockets of levity. “Now let’s go have a good night.” I throw my hands up, trying to prove that I am as ready for a good time as he is. I just want to forget about my parents, the weight of Aunt Helena’s expectation, and the possibility that the Blessing is broken.



  
Chapter Five
I don’t mind playing Leo’s shadow for the evening, following him from friend group to friend group. At every point he tries to include me, and I eagerly scan the faces of people I don’t know, hoping that I’ll feel something. But mostly I’m just forced to share my opinions when Leo asks for them or answer a question from his friends in an effort on their part to make me feel like I’m included, but no one notices when I fade from the conversation.
And still I would rather be here than at home with Dad, trying to figure out something to say. Here at least I’m not expected to say anything.
My gaze wanders around the room, a force of habit—skipping over people I recognize and resting on those new to me. Just waiting, hoping to feel that special pull that lets me know I’ve found my person. Boys. Girls. Each new face studied with the hope that this could be my true love.
Mom likes to remind me that there are more places to find love than just this chunk of California. Her work has taken her all over, and I get the feeling that she wants me to follow this new path she’s finding. To not wait for Fate to bring someone to me. Given the aunts’ and Mom’s stories, there’s a fifty-fifty shot of me finding true love in Crescent Falls.
“Piper.” Leo’s voice cuts through my thoughts, pulling me back. There’s a bite to my name when he says it, a hidden displeasure that I’m not focusing on the group or what he’s doing for me.
A twinge of regret kicks me in my solo kidney. Right. Leo is the one doing me a favor tonight. The least I could do is pay attention, be present for him and his friends.
“Sorry,” I say, but no one seems to care, except Leo. He’s focused on me, his hazel gaze communicating his frustration with hints of exasperation at my absentmindedness. Do you even want my help? his eyes seem to say. My heart flutters at how easy it is to fall back into this form of communication. Even if he’s annoyed with me.
Tuning back in, I try to find the thread of the current conversation. I quickly discover these are his marching band friends and the topic is entirely above my head. Drill sheets and beats—words that have different meanings to ordinary people like me. I nod along, trying to play the part of attentive, interested friend. Leo genuinely likes all the activities he does, and his list seems to grow longer each year. Always searching, never settling. And me, well—much like my friend group, I prefer my activities to be of a manageable quantity.
And I’ve lost the thread of the conversation again. I just cannot bring myself to care about this.
“Piper’s helping to plan our senior trip,” Leo says, and all the eyes focus on me. Leo just smiles and raises an eyebrow at me. I did this to myself. I tapped out and he made sure to pull me back in.
Everyone wants to know what the plan is for the weekend getaway. How both Crescent Falls High School West and East are joining forces for once. I don’t mention that it’s more like Lauren is taking over the East Side StuCo because of course she is. They didn’t have a plan, or at least not one that could compete with Lauren’s vision. At our last joint meeting, she basically handed them a checklist and sent them on their way.
While I’m stuck answering questions, Leo slips out of the group, pulled to another. He gives me a thumbs-up as he goes. Oh, he knows what he’s doing, forcing me to be sociable, which is maybe what I wanted. No, what I wanted was to see my friend again, to get out of my house. Now I’ve been abandoned by said friend in a den of hostiles.
Okay, maybe that’s a slight hyperbole.
“Are there even enough cabins for us all?” a girl asks, adjusting her glasses. Everyone seems to perk up at this. We’ve all been to Camp Redwood, and there is a hierarchy of sleeping arrangements—you either get a cabin or a tent, and trust me, you want the cabin.
“Sleeping quarters are—” I start my explanation, looking around for any sort of exit. I did not come here for an impromptu StuCo meeting. My eye catches on someone across the room and there’s a tug right below my sternum. It’s a fast assessment, my mind attuned to changes in my body, ready to react to something new and potentially dangerous to me.
The group shifts and the boy is blocked from view, but I still feel the tug, the nascent invisible string connecting us. I get up from my chair, my palms slick with sweat, breath catching in my lungs.
“They are…” the girl prompts. I ignore her, walking away, following the pull in my chest. It couldn’t be—could it?
I weave through the crowd, chasing the feeling. Catching bits and pieces of him, a profile. I’m uncertain what I will say to him when I find him, knowing only that I have to try. I have to know—is he my person?
He turns and the crowd shifts again, allowing my first full look at him. His black hair is cut short and styled so that it sticks out in swoops as if it’s meant to be a mess. He’s relaxed with his friend, laughs easy when one of them cracks a joke, his head tipping back.
And it’s like a snap, a string tied quickly around my heart, Fate finally here to reel me in. He’s tall, possibly taller than Leo. But it’s his eyes that stand out against his tanned skin—a brilliant bright blue. Like the summer sky, clear and full of promise.
A winding up. A focusing in.
A door in my heart closed because I know that this … is my person.
He cocks his head, the shape of his face outlined by the light behind him. He runs a hand through his black hair, seeming to search for something to do, to say. I wish for perhaps the first time ever that I’d paid attention to all the times Leo tried to make me more sociable. I inch closer to the group and catch pieces of their conversation.
“… played on top of…”
“… added tools…”
“The cards—”
And I know what they’re talking about. By now, I’m so close to the group it’s easy to join in to add my thoughts.
“Hi,” I say and it’s a relief. A pressure release from the tension and excitement. The Hadley Family Blessing has not skipped me. I’m grinning like a fool, and all I want is to channel Leo—he would know what to do in this situation. How to turn on that charm to win the heart of anyone he wants.
“Hi,” one of the boys standing by my person says. This Not-My-Person is cold and disgruntled, angry that I’ve dared to move into his group. I take the opening and join them, angling myself as close to my person as I can get. NMP seems to take my presence as a personal affront and moves away, leaving me next to my person.
“Right, but if you can’t play that card on top…” I say, jumping into the Starbound conversation I’m pretty sure they’re having. It’s a card game Leo and I used to play, not that either of us have touched a deck in years. Still, the rules, tips, and tricks are all lodged in my brain. “It would be better to use an accessory card, preferably with a…” My voice trails off because everyone in the group is staring at me. And not in a good way. Also not in the way that I’m used to people staring at me—the I’m trying to figure out how your body ended up like that stare. It’s quite common among new people I meet. Unintentional, probably.
No. These boys stare at me like I’ve just explained rocket science in baby talk. They don’t know whether to take me seriously or if I’m playing some practical joke.
“What are you even talking about?” NMP asks.
The group laughs, taking NMP’s lead. I wish Leo was here to smooth over my mistakes, to give me clues on what to do next to fix this.
I don’t even want to look at my person as shame burns hot in my stomach. But I do. I can’t help myself. A corner of his mouth tips up. Where his friends are ready to write me off, my person’s intrigued. Head inclined toward me, he stares at me as if he’s trying to figure out how we know each other. The group seems to fall away.
Somehow I manage to say “This isn’t about Starbound, is it…” I already know the answer. There’s another flurry of laughter, and even one snort. I’m reminded that Leo and I haven’t played Starbound since … what, eighth grade?
I turn too fast, preparing to run away, to hide, and there’s a sharp tug in my chest. Fate just telling me to stay there, to keep going. Scientifically, I know that matter can’t be created or destroyed, but I’m not sure we’ve tested the limits of embarrassment on the human body, because right now, I’m pretty sure my cells could break down and dissolve into nothingness.
My person—whether pulled by Fate or his own sense of chivalry—reaches out to stop me. I’d like to think it’s Fate that he, too, feels this possibility growing between us. We collide. My cup squishes between us, liquid splashing down my front.
I look up into the blue eyes belonging to my person.
And this just got worse.
We’re suspended there for just a moment, chest to chest, beer seeping through both our shirts. It’s like I can tell when he knows something has shifted. Lines crease his forehead like he’s trying to nail down this feeling. I want to reach out, smooth them away, tell him this is normal—well, for my family at least. It’s us. This is our beginning.
Then as time picks up again, we’re pulled apart.
Before I can apologize or say anything, his friends fold in around him, cutting me out. Panic sets in because I messed this up, didn’t react fast enough or in the right way, didn’t say something witty.
My shirt is cold against my skin, and I pull it away from my chest. Through the throng of people, my person and I lock eyes again and he smiles.
I want to reach out and stop him, make him stay right here and continue this new thing. But he’s already disappearing into the crowd. There’s another tug from within my chest, an invisible string now stretching between us. I wonder if he feels it, too.
I stand there, too afraid that I’ve royally messed this up. He’s supposed to follow me, to begin this story. I cling to the fading joy I felt when I first saw him.
I found him.



  
Chapter Six
The bright white cabinets of the kitchen do nothing but reflect the harsh overhead light. I stare at a shot glass and a random bottle of liquor. This was not my plan. But my brain won’t stop replaying the horrible scene between me and my person. The things that came out of my mouth, running into him, the way his friends closed in around him, shutting me out. The rejection hurts on a physical level, thrumming down the string in my chest. I rub the spot and then pour a shot.
Just a bit to forget what happened.
I choke down the shot. Years of taking cough syrup and other liquid meds have not, in fact, prepared me for this moment.
“Hey,” Leo says. His voice is far away, like I’m hearing him underwater.
I search for my person, my body adrift, unmoored—but the world seems to right when I find him. He pushes his black hair out of his eyes and smiles at something a friend says. I want to know what that is.
“I’ve been looking for you,” Leo says. His hazel eyes narrow in my direction as if he knows about my plan to get wildly drunk. He leans in, cutting into my line of sight. I take a step back, thrust back into the reality that … I messed this up. Fate sent me my person and … it didn’t work. Not like it did for my aunts, not even like it did for Mom and Dad. Maybe Aunt Shelly was right; maybe there is something wrong with the Blessing.
I know how ridiculous my thoughts sound even in my head. All Hadley women are fools when they’re in love. It’s the one saying my mother and her sisters still agree upon. Though it’s pretty obvious they’re working with different connotations of the word fool.
I shake myself, trying to buck the feelings and find a moment of clarity. “Here I am.”
Plastering on a smile, I shove aside the disappointment and revel in the good. There’s nothing I can’t fix. My parents’ story used to be my example. Two people could meet and not talk for a year and still end up together. Beginnings can be fixed. Mended. Perfected. Love like this is not a one-time-sweeps-you-off-your-feet thing, it is a foundation to build on. But now look at their marriage—are rough beginnings just the harbinger of the end?
Tears lodge in my throat, and I take another shot, feeling the burn of alcohol down my throat.
“Piper, can we talk?”
I look up at Leo, remembering he’s here. My smile makes my cheeks hurt, but I don’t want to give Leo another reason to not talk to me for five months. I already have one relationship to fix—I don’t need another. “Hmm? Aren’t you doing that now?” The world seems to pull free of its frame, wobbling around the edges, the alcohol finally doing what it’s supposed to.
Leo fiddles with a bottle, his movements unsure. The oddest details stick out as my mind goes fuzzy with the alcohol and even the memory of my person gets a rosy glow. I relax into the feeling; this is exactly what I want.
“I know you think this thing your family does—falling in love—is important, but what if we—”
The laugh comes out of me without warning. Joy and astonishment. Me. I have a true love. The thing I have wanted since I was a child listening to my family’s stories. And he’s here.
I’m not like Great-Aunt Ida.
“Piper, would you want—” His words stop when he gets a good look at me. His eyes go from the bottle to the glass in my hand. “You feeling okay there? You don’t usually do shots—you’re much more of a nurse-a-drink-all-night sort of girl.” He really studies me now.
The key point is I found him. The feeling of relief, of finally feeling what has only been described to me, is a weight off my shoulders. There’s no hiding this feeling. I laugh and lean back, basking in the kitchen lights like it’s the sun itself.
“Better now,” I say. “I…” I take another shot, wanting the alcohol to cleanse my thoughts, scar over my terrible first impression.
“Okay, no more shots for you,” Leo says, shifting the liquor bottle so that it’s farther away from me. He moves so that he’s in my line of vision. “Can you tell me what day of the week it is?”
“I’m taking shots, not concussed.” I lightly push him away. But he doesn’t stop looking at me with concern as if he’s personally responsible for what happens to me. The world shifts and I grip the counter, trying to keep my equilibrium.
“Are you going to tell me why you’re doing shots?” Leo asks with a seriousness that balances between humor and true concern.
I close my eyes, trying to force myself to focus. I can see him, black hair, blue eyes, that little smile—the one where I was so certain he understood me. Gah, wait until I tell Diana about this. She’s tried to figure out my type since we started high school. Do I like tall people, sports people, smart people. Or maybe girls—which for the record is also acceptable.
“I found him,” I say. This is what I have been waiting for, and I should be happy. Unbelievably, incandescently happy, because I have dreamed of this moment. And my mind chooses that point to bring up the end of that moment. The embarrassment, the spilled beer, how his friends closed in and pulled us apart.
“I’m sorry, you what?” Leo asks, confusion poking out through the words. He looks around, hunting out who it could be.
There’s no stopping this. “Him. I found him. I saw him and I knew…” I’m rambling now, a string of nonsense sounds because I cannot contain the things I feel.
“I think we need some fresh air,” Leo says, taking me by the shoulders and directing me through the crowd. People call out to Leo over the music, trying to pull his attention, but my friend is on a set course. We’re out the front door before I break away from him, twirling around, my arms out wide. This has been the best night of my life.
“Deep breaths,” Leo says, miming the act with his hands.
I suck in air because I don’t have the heart to tell him it will do nothing for the alcohol in my bloodstream.
“But what did you want to talk about?” I ask, wanting to get away from this subject. I’m not sure how I’ll react to telling Leo about what happened.
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” Leo says, waving the comment away. I want to push him on this—as Diana would say, secrets don’t make friends, they make best friends. Who else knows Leo better than me? He holds me still so that I’m forced to look him in the eye. Maybe it’s the alcohol, but thoughts slip through my mind, and the one that rears its head is that Leo and I would have been so good together.
There’s a press right beneath my sternum, reminding me of the boy I just met. Leo and I were never meant to be. And how I wanted it to work, I think, the alcohol shaking loose my thoughts.
“Okay—now tell me,” Leo starts. “What happened? Who is this guy?”
“It happened just like my aunts say it does. The feeling, a snap, a closure as if you’ve just been waiting for the final piece and it locks into place.” Leo’s face falls for just a second and I barely clock it, too lost in my own happiness. “I don’t know his name—oh, I don’t know his name.” Panic sets in—how am I supposed to find him again?
“You … you’re serious. You found … him.”
“I know, and then I stepped in it.” I wrap my arms around myself, upset.
My aunts are across town, and I don’t know what Mom or Dad would say, but Leo—he knows. “How am I going to fix this?” I whisper. Slowly his arms come around me. They’re loose, like he’s afraid to get close to my joy, but I bury my face in the curve of his shoulder. I have enough joy for the both of us.
“Hey, man.” I spin around at the sound of a familiar voice, afraid to be caught holding on to my past by the person in my future, and Leo catches me before I lose my balance. My person is there but he gives me a quizzical look.
“Forest,” Leo says, his voice cool. I watch the standoff between the two of them; maybe it’s the alcohol but there seems to be a whole subliminal conversation going on between them. “Didn’t think you’d come tonight.”
“Friends invited me.”
Forest looks me up and down, and I want to say something, anything.
I grip Leo’s hand even tighter, trying to tell him this is my person. His name is Forest. My one and only.
“Have you met my friend Piper?” Leo asks, giving me a slight push. Message received. I stumble forward, unsure what to do now. Closer now to Forest, the Blessing feels like an anchor in my chest, but all I can see is him brushing me off before. I want to turn back to Leo, let his charm make this all go away.
Forest studies me with his blue eyes. I want to say that I don’t fold under them, that I can meet them and be perfectly fine, but I can’t. Instead, I stare at the ground, the tug in my chest so strong I fear it may strain a rib.
“We met,” Forest says, and he doesn’t sound angry about it. I chance a look up at him, and there is that smile, glittering like starlight. He looks like he wants to say something else and even starts to, but settles for, “I’m glad I found you again.”
“Me, too,” I agree. I push some hair behind my ear, trying to ease myself back into motion.
Leo clears his throat.
“How did you two meet?” I ask, fishing for an easy answer. Maybe I should have been meeting Leo’s other friends more often.
“Tennis,” Forest answers.
“Band,” Leo answers.
Leo rolls his eyes. “Both. Forest plays tennis at the country club with me. And we’ve been in state band, what—four times together?”
“Three,” Forest corrects Leo, and the edge to Forest’s voice says he’s not happy to admit Leo’s done something better than he did. An uneasy silence settles around us, neither Leo nor Forest wanting to be the first to concede.
“Ah, that’s right, beat you that first year.” Leo’s smile lengthens and he drops his arm over my shoulders. I try to elbow him in the ribs. He needs to let me go. For the first time I understand Leo when he asked for a break. That people will get the wrong idea about us. Forest cannot get the wrong idea about us. But my arm is kept firmly in place by Leo’s body. Seconds tick by with Forest not backing away, his eyes on me as if he’s trying to figure out how we fit together despite my failed everything. “Well, we should go,” Leo says, earning a few points for helping us make a quick exit.
“It’s not that kind of we,” I say, and the words are no sooner out of my mouth than I want to slap myself.
Forest just smiles and nods his head. He gives us both a two-finger wave as we head for Leo’s car.

“We’re not that kind of we?” Leo says, once we’re safely in his car. Laughter escapes between his words.
“I’m glad this is funny to you,” I say and give him the hard shove he’s deserved since dropping that arm around my shoulders. “This is all your fault. You and that arm.” I cover my face with my hands. Well, I try to cover my face since my left hand actually reaches my face while my right just sort of hangs out about five inches from my face. “I had to tell him something.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, I thought Fate was supposed to do the hard work for you.”
“I guess not. Congrats, you were right.”
“Say that again,” Leo says.
“You’re not helping.” Leo holds up his hands, as though he’s unsure what he’s supposed to say. “Do you think I’m cursed? Like somehow my parents’ divorce is spoiling everything?”
“Let’s not extrapolate. I don’t think your parents have anything to do with your inability to talk like a human to people.”
I smack his arm and he tries to shy away, a smile already in place. “Driving,” he reminds me.
“How do you do it?” I ask.
“Do what?”
“Talk to everyone—get them all to like you, to fall in love with you.”
“It’s a skill,” he says.
“Well, I wish you could teach me.”
Leo barks out a laugh.
We pull up outside my father’s house, and I start to get out of the car. Leo’s up and out before I can fully stand up.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Making sure you get home safe.” He walks with me up the path.
“I promise I’m okay—large liver.”
“Bodily functions are your thing, not mine.”
“I metabolize alcohol at a faster rate than the average human.”
“There are very few times I am jealous of you, and this might be one of them.”
I reach over and pinch him. “I knew you wanted the Blessing.”
“Not in a million years.” He taps me on the nose. I enjoy the light moment, trying to prolong any thoughts about Forest and my night.
We end up face-to-face on my dad’s porch. Leo’s golden-brown hair falls in his eyes and he brushes it back. I want to lean into him and let him tell me it will be all right. But my words come back to haunt me. It’s not that kind of we … “Do you think it’s impossible? Between me and Forest.”
“It’s Fate … You’ll make it happen.” Leo smiles, and even if I can’t trust Fate, I trust him.



  
Chapter Seven
Once when I was ten, I had surgery to remove some scar tissue. Nothing major, at least not in the sense that they were moving bones or tendons around in my body. It was, however, a time when I had to stay overnight in the hospital.
The fight my parents had about whether or not one of them should stay still echoes in my ears. Their words wrapped around my brain, choking all other thoughts. Sleep was not something that usually gave me much trouble in the hospital—between the drugs and my body trying to, you know, heal from where they cut me open, most of the time, I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
That night, not so much, I stared up at that plain drop ceiling, my parents’ argument playing on a loop. Mom saying she needed Dad to do this one thing; Dad’s counter that I was old enough and there were other issues to deal with. Over and over it played, different angles, fast-forward, rewound—until it took on new meaning. My wise ten-year-old brain’s interpretation was that maybe if I wasn’t … well, me—there wouldn’t be any issue to begin with.
Now it’s not my parents’ fighting, it’s meeting Forest for the first time. And the alcohol only seems to have magnified the process, highlighting my every misstep. Again and again I witness my mistakes. It’s impossible to ignore or even escape how badly this went. Me making a fool of myself, the Blessing working only in that I found Forest. I guess I didn’t pay close enough attention to the tales—Fate only promises to let us see our true love. The happy ending is up to us.
I turn over, my right arm prickling from lack of circulation. It has the habit of getting trapped in positions that send it to sleep. My window, framed by those ridiculous curtains, shows the sky working its way from blue black to the milky pink of dawn. Sleep is outside of my grasp. I fling back the covers; now is an acceptable time to go and forage for coffee.
A series of boxes all filled with the Tupperware Dad pulled out of the cabinets lines the kitchen’s far wall. Enough space has been cleared on the counter for a coffee maker. It’s pristine, and so fresh from the box that there’s still plastic wrap around the grounds basket.
I take off the plastic and spoon grounds into the coffee maker. I can’t help but smile at the fact that Dad continues to buy Mom’s favorite beans; the only difference is that he buys them ground instead of whole. The small connections that still seem to hold them together. I rub the spot on my chest where I feel the Blessing, a string connecting me to Forest.
In the harsh light of day I’m still terrified—because what I feel is overwhelming. The pieces of my life have been blown apart, and putting them back together will take not one set of hands but two.
Even my parents can’t strip away the evidence of their love. No matter how they want to cut and reshape themselves, they hold on to moments—even something as simple as coffee. There has to be hope in that—truth that they’re not done, that this is not over. Their fights are harsh, but their apologies are tender. They’ve never failed to come back to each other, find themselves as in love as they always have been.
The coffee brews, its deep gurgle a comforting reminder that there is hope. My own Blessing tells me there’s hope. If you have a love so consuming at your fingertips, that’s not something you just throw away. What better story for my parents than to come back together after a divorce? Given where they started, they are the champions of second chances.
They just need a bit of help. Mom’s parents helped back then, giving Dad Mom’s number, and the aunts and I are here now.

I hole up in my room, catching up on homework and starting some study guides for finals. But what I’m hoping will be a distraction is anything but. I start my anatomy and physiology homework, but it’s impossible not to wonder where Fate’s Blessing lives in me—knotted up in my DNA, or perhaps just an undiscovered organelle? Little bits of latent magic strewn throughout the body just waiting to be triggered?
Dad’s busy packing boxes, going through a lifetime of his parents’ stuff. He stops by my room, knocking on the doorjamb. He eyes the walls, as if he can see what the room could become if we peeled off the terrible decor.
“Any thoughts on the room?” he asks as he leans against the jamb. There’s a forced upbeat nature to his tone.
I glare at him. Changing this room would just be a capitulation that he’s not coming home. How can he act like this is okay, like he is all right? The Blessing seems to vibrate under my skin, a persistent push to find Forest. To fix whatever happened last night. It’s like I can see what is to come, but before I get there I have to … find a way to fix things.
“I mean, we can keep it the way it is, if that’s how you really feel.” The joke doesn’t dissolve all of the tension in the room. Dad shoves his hands in his pockets and stands there as if he doesn’t know what to do next.
“How do you ignore the Blessing?” I ask. If there is one thing my father can do for me, it’s tell me how to survive this.
Dad arches an eyebrow. The Blessing has been a forbidden topic in my parents’ presence. Even when I brought it up during their “We’re getting divorced” speech, I demanded to know how the Blessing factored into all of this. They love each other, Fate picked them out to be the other’s perfect match. Mom tried to say it wasn’t about love—but isn’t love the base of any marriage? And now that I feel this constant tug myself—how do they just deal with it?
“Piper.” My name is a warning. I’ve not exactly been subtle with my thoughts on this divorce.
“No—” I say quickly because that’s not where I was going. Not intentionally, anyway. “I know, I know, but I just—This constant ache in my chest…”
Dad’s eyes go wide and now he understands why I’m bringing this up.
“Did you…”
I hadn’t meant to tell anyone because then I would have to say out loud my disastrous start with Forest. But the feeling of being split open, of knowing your other half is so close, won’t leave me alone. “Yeah.”
Dad runs a hand over his close-cropped hair, trying to buy time. My parents were married for almost twenty years. They lived with this feeling for a year. There has to be some secret they’re keeping from me. “Wow, um, okay. It not go well?” he asks, and then nods when he sees the look on my face.
Not the response I was looking for. Complex feelings are dragged in as Dad crosses the boundary of my room and sits on the bed. Sadness, love, joy—each one mixing together, forcing the others into clarity. It’s like how something sour can make something sweet taste even better. He sits facing the dresser that stores years of his culinary life. “You know the story of how we met.”
Not a question. Because of course I do. But something in his tone has me sitting up, moving closer, as if his secrets are fleeting.
“Of course you do—it felt weird to call her,” Dad starts. “I spent, what, a week with her, and it was absurd how much she started to occupy my thoughts. I wanted to know everything about her, but there was so much going on in my life. The cookbook, the restaurant idea—I wanted to focus on me. On the days it was particularly gnarly, I indulged myself, let myself dream up wild, wonderful lives for us. And then I would wake up and remember I only spent a few days with her and that these feelings were ridiculous.”
“What made you finally give in?” I ask, surprised that I don’t know this already.
Dad gives me a long sideways glance. “Your Uncle Josh, actually. He told me I had to make a choice, because I couldn’t keep living like that.”

Dad and I avoid each other for the rest of the afternoon. Even the smell of freshly baked cookies cannot tempt me down to the kitchen. Mom sends me a text to say she’s here, and I ignore it as I pull open the dresser drawer, fishing out Dad’s cookbook. He said it was all about choices, and I’m not willing to let them give up on each other yet.
“Piper, Mom’s here,” Dad calls up the stairs. It’s impossible to miss the irritation in his words. He’s mad that I’ve made her come to the door and wasn’t ready to meet her at the curb. But like the aunts said—they just need a reason to see each other again. And now I know from experience that the Blessing works best when you’re with the person Fate chose.
With Dad’s cookbook under my arm and Mom’s lens case in my other hand, I take the back way down to the kitchen. There are fresh cookies on the counter—a sign of Dad working out his emotions.
The cookbook is either a little emotional manipulation or a conversation starter—take your pick. I flip to the recipe Dad made for their first date—it’s his mother’s roast chicken and garlic potatoes. Something Grandma made every weekend and then used the leftovers to make stock during the week. She was the first person to really get Dad interested in cooking. For her, the greatest act of love was feeding her family. Leaving it open to the recipe and all his notes in the margins, I plant the lens case in an open box.
Task complete, I grab some cookies and go find my parents.
It’s not hard to fight them, standing awkwardly on either side of the front door. Mom with her arms crossed, keys in hand, ready to leave, and Dad sort of leaning toward her as if he can get her to stay.
“Your job go well?” Dad asks. Mom was off shooting a wedding at a vineyard several hours away.
“It was fine.” Mom’s words are crisp. Nothing extra. No emotion or expansion, a simple answer to his question. Closed off to the point that she might as well have a sign that says DO NOT TALK TO ME above her. But every now and then I catch her looking at Dad, and the longing in her eyes is palpable.
“Piper,” Dad yells, irritation in his voice.
“Wanted to stop for one last treat,” I say, holding up the cookie. The sight of the cookie tugs a smile from Mom. It’s no secret that we are both spoiled by Dad’s cooking abilities. “Want one, Mom?” I ask.
“Let’s go,” she says, turning away, so eager to leave before the cookies break her down. “Wait.” She turns back to Dad and, as if she just remembered, she asks, “You haven’t seen my lens case in any of your boxes, have you?”
“Don’t think so … Is it missing?” Dad turns around, surveying the boxes he’s stacked up in the entryway to either be carted to the dump or donated.
“Wasn’t it in the kitchen?” I say. Aunt Helena’s plan for the win. Dad leans back as if he can see into the kitchen.
Mom doesn’t waste time—she pushes past Dad headed for the kitchen.
Dad turns and spots me with a goofy grin on my face. Shit. His eyes narrow, and while he may not be in line for Parent of the Year, I know I’ve been caught. We trail behind Mom into the kitchen. Given her demeanor, I expected her to grab the lens case and leave—but I was hoping she would look at the cookbook, have a moment, and make up with Dad.
Maybe that’s too much for even Fate to handle.
“Piper,” Dad whispers to me, my name a warning.
I shrug. Me doing something? Absolutely not. But from his look, I know Dad doesn’t believe me for a second.
Mom stands at the counter, her lens case in one hand, but it’s the cookbook, the notes about her thought up by Dad, that holds her attention. She runs her hand reverently over the page as if she can remember that first time and all the promise it held.
Fate feels like she’s entered the room, ready to look on as the two people she connected realize their love is still great. All-consuming. Spectacular. Neither of my parents move. So I give Dad a nudge. He glares down at me. “I see you found it. Can’t, uh, imagine how that happened.”
“What is this?” Mom asks, flipping the pages in the cookbook. She looks back over her shoulder, her whole exterior softening. The hard-shelled Mom who was at the door is gone. It reminds me of the good times we had as a family. Like when Dad took the night off and cooked something at home. Sometimes a version of a dish for the restaurant, but mostly things from his childhood. Dishes that meant something to him. Mom would sometimes hang out in the kitchen, trying to chop something—but really using it as an excuse for Dad to show her how.
I step back, wanting to give them space.
Dad scratches the back of his head. “It’s what I did all year when we didn’t … you know.” He won’t look at her and all I want to do is yell at the both of them. They’re standing on the edge of falling in love again.
“Like all the photos I shot.”
I perk up because this, too, is a new portion of their story. I don’t know what Mom did in her year off—the story always skips to the good part.
“Yeah,” Dad admits. Mom leans closer to him and hope sticks in my throat. My phone is already out, text message to Aunt Helena cued up. She was right—I should never have doubted her.
“I have those prints. I wanted to hang them up here—maybe you could help?”
Mom’s face shifts as fast as the spring weather in California. She goes from the brightness of remembered love to the rough storms of heartache. She steps back, which seems to remind both of them that they are not young and in love, but old and divorced.
“Probably not a good idea. Next time, just text me if you have something that’s mine. Come on, Piper, we need to get home.”
This is a horror show. I’m not even sure what happened or how because I am in shock. Things were going so well, I would have sworn they were seconds away from kissing. Well, okay, maybe not, but certainly going on a date, hanging out—being in each other’s general vicinity for longer than the time it takes to hand off a child.
Dad nods and reaches out for one more hug. “Love you, Pipes.”
“Love you, Dad,” I say, my plan of making Mom carry through with that promise already forming in my head. Aunt Helena wasn’t wrong, but we’re going to need something bigger to make this work.



  
Chapter Eight
Monday morning Diana greets me at my locker. Her black hair is held back in a simple ponytail, her bangs brushing the tops of her glasses. “Soooo, how was the party?” She bounces on her toes, way too excited.
Happiness fizzes under my ribs, determined to fight off the unease I’ve been stuck in all weekend. The feel of warm beer against my skin, the confused looks of Forest’s friends, his smile. When it all became too much last night, I did take Dad’s advice and let myself think about what it could be like. Forest and I, years from now, in a house of our own, closer to the aunts, perhaps. Me running the business—him … and that’s where my dreams falters because I don’t know him. It’s easy to picture him as perfect because he can literally be anyone. And I want to fill in this picture of him, of who we would be together.
“Um, it was … okay.”
“Well, we’re gonna unpack that use of the word okay. Because there’s a lot of baggage there.” Diana fixates on Leo’s zip-up slung through the side of my bag, and a smile curls her lips. I can tell she’s about two seconds from launching herself at me. “Maybe Leo shaped…”
I make a face—almost forgetting that Leo and I are friends again. He texted me through the weekend and, like our agreement, we’ve just gone back to how we were. Maybe at one time, every wish I made at Fate’s pool was that she would pick Leo for me, but I’ve left that firmly in the past.
“Come on,” Diana says. “Secrets do not make friends.”
“They make best friends,” I reply. I grab my stats textbook from my locker and slide it into my bag at my feet. Diana eyes the book with skepticism. She stopped taking math classes once she met her requirements to graduate, which was about two years ago. I’m taking stats to prep for business school. It was on the list of classes my university suggested I take before coming in the fall.
“By the laws of friendship, you are required to tell me if I have my two best friends back.”
“You do.”
Diana relaxes against the lockers. “Thank all the good things.”
I grab my backpack and she slips her arm through mine. Diana steers us to the library where students congregate around tables trading homework and weekend updates.
Diana drops her bag into a chair with a thunk and then stretches her shoulder out. I refrain from any commentary because we’ve gone around and around about that bag. But does Diana listen to the girl with the built-in back problems—nooooo.
“Tell me everything—I want to know how it happened,” Diana says, resting her elbows on the table. Again I catch a change in her voice—like she expected this. As if it’s not really a question but a confirmation of something.
“Also … I met someone. His name is Forest.” I can’t look at Diana’s reaction—too afraid of what I’ll see. Instead I draw orbital shapes on the table just to keep my hands busy.
“Who is Forest?” She waves her hands at me to look up at her.
“The boy I met.”
Shock hits Diana’s features, rippling out as she tries to rein it back in. Her shoulders sag and she bites her lip.
“Oh.” She says the word as if it’s stolen her breath. She makes a face for half a second before relaxing back into a smile. “Wait—like the one?” she asks, leaning over the table. I never thought I’d break my aunts’ rules again—not after what happened with Leo. And honestly maybe that was a mistake.
“Keep your voice down,” I say, looking around just to make sure no one’s overheard us. But with Diana, I might as well ask the sky to fall. There are always rumors about different families in Crescent Falls—that some first wished at the pool for money, or fame. These stories only further the tourism … and sometimes the local gossip mill. But that doesn’t mean Aunt Helena allows the family to confirm them.
“Ladies,” Leo says, taking the chair next to Diana. She drums her fingers on the table, happy to have all of us occupying the same space again. Sure, she sees Leo at play rehearsals—the show coming up soon—but maybe our friendship break has been hard on her, too.
“Piper was just telling me about Friday night.” She says this like a threat, cornering Leo and trying to make him react.
Leo looks down at his hands and that sheen of calm settles over him. “Big night—did she tell you about the shots?”
“You took shots?” Diana says, turning back to me. Several heads flip in our direction.
“Yes, please say it louder next time so the school administrators can hear you.”
Diana’s face freezes as she tries to digest all of the information. “First of all, who are you, and what have you done with my best friend? Shots and you met the one.”
“Yes.”
“What—Who—” She smacks Leo’s arm without even looking at him. “Tell me everything.”
Leo turns away, possibly to say hi to a few of his friends who’ve wandered in, but it feels like he doesn’t want to hear about Forest.
“Can we not?” Shame creeps up my spine. My mind has been all over the instant replay, and the last thing I need is to add Diana’s reaction to what happened. Everything about the Blessing was supposed to be easy, but it’s turning out that love is never simple.
“Why not? This is literally the only thing you can talk about sometimes. The one. I will know my one true love by one look … blah blah blah.”
Leo turns back around and chimes in. “Don’t forget her family—”
“Oh, yes—the aunts! All the stories,” Diana agrees.
“Are you done?” I look between my two friends, shocked that they would say things like this. “I just … It was bad, okay?”
Diana looks at Leo.
“She can’t talk to him,” Leo says. I try and kick him under the table, but he moves too fast. Diana looks like someone just offered her douppioni silk for free.
“You saw this?”
“Witnessed it firsthand. It was … particularly painful.” He raises an eyebrow at me as if to say Try again.
“Thank you, because this is exactly what I wanted when I said I did not want to talk about it.”
Diana seems to sense my distress. I’ve seen her use this trick on actresses getting stressed about their costumes. This is her listening face. Her I hear your concerns and I’m going to now tell you why each and every one is wrong face. “What happened? Was he a jerk? Is he an asshole? If we have to get rid of him, do you get a do-over?” Her head is stuck on a swivel between me and Leo as if either of us have the answers she’s looking for.
“If we’re disposing of him, can we do it before the next tennis match? It would save me the trouble of beating him,” Leo says, still refusing to look at me. He makes a face that more than suggests he can’t believe my choice.
Diana turns to Leo. “You know him?”
“Yeah.”
“Well,” Diana says, eager, but then she changes midstride as if looking at Leo has reminded her of something. Her look softens, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she reached out and put a hand on Leo’s shoulder.
“His name is Forest MacIntosh,” Leo says.
“I’m sorry, MacIntosh?” Diana says through giggles. “That poor boy—what were his parents thinking? He sounds like a brand of apple.”
Leo snorts. “You’re not wrong. He kinda does.”
“Hey,” I say.
“I call it like I see it.” She reaches out and does put a hand on Leo’s shoulder, but he easily brushes it off. It’s a quick exchange, but one that feels loaded with a silent conversation.
“What’s going on?” I ask. It’s been like this all morning, Diana bouncing between emotions, covering up slips—and for what?
Diana turns back to me, switching emotions again so easily. “What do you mean?” Diana asks. Leo goes back to scanning the tables, looking for another group of friends, and I want to yell at him to just leave us alone if this is how he’s going to act. I want him here, but I want him present, not just physically sharing my space.
“Well, you both have been acting weird, like you know some big secret, and Leo can’t look me in the face. So, I repeat, what is going on? And remember, secrets don’t make friends.”
My words snap something in Leo and he looks back at me. “Diana is always this weird—or haven’t you been paying attention?”
Diana flicks his ear. Leo shies away from her, rubbing his ear. “What was that for?”
“You know who is really good at winning people over? Leo. He could help you with Apple,” Diana says.
“You mean Forest?” I ask.
Diana waves it away. “Same rules apply to your boyfriend as to Leo’s girlfriends. Names come only after they last three months.”
Childish, but it was also a rule that bound our friendship together.
“He’s sticking around, he’s my—” I stop and drop my voice. “He’s my person.”
“I don’t think—” Leo starts.
“Friends help friends,” Diana says. She reaches out and pats Leo’s hand. And I can’t help but feel that her words have a double meaning. “Piper needs help winning the love of her life, and who better to do that than you?”
“That’s not a bad idea,” I say, latching on to Diana’s suggestion. “You date everybody, you have to know all the tricks in the book. You can teach me.”
Leo opens his mouth and stares at us, his gaze swinging back and forth. The bell rings and he’s up like a shot, grabbing his bag and practically running out of the library.

My schedule is not conducive to seeing Diana or Leo during the day. They both take more art classes, choir, band, orchestra, and theater while I spend most of my time in the math and science departments. But I can’t get Diana’s suggestion out of my head—Leo can help me with Forest. Not only does Leo know Forest but he is also a master when it comes romantic relationships. If there is anyone who can teach me what I need to know to win Forest’s heart, it’s Leo.
After the last bell, there’s about fifteen minutes before my bus leaves. I race to the theater department, hoping to catch Leo. He’s in the final play this spring. He’ll go to rehearsal and then to tennis practice after that.
I pull open the door to the theater hallway. It’s a slim corridor with a classroom just to my left, but the hallway opens up into the auditorium and also has access to the backstage area. Diana’s voice floats out of the main theater classroom that also serves as a costume shop. Her voice is countered by Lauren’s—who is not only the bane of my existence but Diana’s as well. Lauren doesn’t just run StuCo with an iron fist, she also reigns as stage manager over the theater department.
I have no idea how their teacher makes it through final period with those two in class. Leo jogs up the hall from the auditorium. He slows to a stop when he sees me, cocking his head in a question.
“Admittedly, not my normal hangout.”
“Doing a favor for Diana?”
“Came to see you actually.”
He straightens up, ready to follow me into whatever task I ask. My breathing slows because this is exactly the response I was hoping for—Leo, my best friend. “I need your help with Forest. I want you to teach me your ways.”
“My ways.” The words come out slowly and I know he’s not that dense.
“You know what I mean. I need your help to get Forest to like me. And you’re my friend, you have to help me.”
Diana comes over and leans against the door, her arms folded across her chest. Her dark bangs cannot hide the twinkle in her eyes. “Yes, Leo, it’s your job as her friend to help her.”
They exchange silent messages, and my head swivels trying to decipher them. But whatever my friends are up to, they’re choosing not to include me in it.
I back out of the theater department, afraid I’ll miss my bus. “Just meet me tonight.” I pull out my phone to text him a reminder.
“I’ll see how tired I am after rehearsal and practice,” he says, running a hand through his hair.
Knowing Leo, that’s as good as a yes. “You’re the best.” I run back in and throw my arms around him in a hug. It takes him a few seconds, but his hands slowly wrap around me.



  
Chapter Nine
I’m dreading my after-school shift at Hadley’s Treasures. Normally, these are the best parts of my week. They’re slow, with a few customers coming in to pick up repairs, but it provides ample opportunities for Aunt Shelly to tell me more about our family history. It was on an afternoon such as this that I first learned about Great-Aunt Ida, who waited almost seventy years for Fate to send her love. I’ve heard in detail what it feels like to be struck by love and how easily couples in our family come together.
Unless they’re me, I guess.
Or my parents.
But today is different. Aunt Helena paces at the front of the store. She pauses every now and then to make an adjustment to a display. Aunt Shelly quietly follows behind her, putting everything back the way it was. No one messes with Aunt Shelly’s floor.
Aunt Helena turns to me, throwing her hands up in the air, excited to see me walk through the door. “Piper, finally.”
The sign is quietly flipped to CLOSED and I think Aunt Helena must be on edge to lose valuable hours in the business day. Aunt Mari emerges from the back room, and they all gather around me, holding their breath, waiting, probably hoping that I bring good news about my parents.
“Well…” Aunt Helena says. “How did it go with your parents?”
Anticipation and excitement stack up around us, as if trying to seal off our little group from the disappointment I’m about to unleash.
I pause, trying to come up with a way to tell them what happened that will put a positive spin on it.
“It almost worked—there’s a lot of promise in it, I think.” I watch them deflate. Aunt Shelly sinks back on her heels and Aunt Helena’s mouth presses into a straight line across her face while Aunt Mari seems to breathe a sigh of relief.
“Now,” Aunt Helena says, recovering first. “What do you mean, promise? Tell us in detail, please.”
I fill them in on what happened. Aunt Shelly places a hand over her heart while listening, and I half expect her to shed a tear when I get to the end, about how my parents were so close to a reconciliation but sidestepped their emotions when given half a chance. The memory twists uncomfortably in my mind. They were so close.
“Nea—always so headstrong,” Aunt Helena says. “You need to work harder.”
I nod, already trying to think of ways to get Mom and Dad in the same room again.
There’s a knock at the front of the store, a reminder that normally we would be open. Aunt Helena looks to be on the verge of telling them to come back, my parents’ failed marriage a bigger issue than a sale, but I turn around and see—Forest.
Here.
He stands there outside the door, hands in his pockets, blue eyes taking in the store as if he’s searching for something. He runs a hand through his black hair, not taming it in the least.
My mouth goes dry and I walk to the door, reaching for the keys left in the lock.
I need to do something—anything. This is where Leo’s advice would come in handy. I pull open the door and let Forest inside. My aunts’ collective confusion mounts behind me, but I don’t care. I can’t care because Forest is here. This is my second chance. Forest looks so out of place here, his jeans and T-shirt too casual for the feel of the store.
His gaze traces over the old-fashioned sconces and the rich wood finishings, until they finally land on me. The string in my chest pulses, and from his sheepish smile I wonder if he feels it, too.
“Hello there,” he says. The Blessing tightens around my heart, reminding me that this is my person. I just need to open my mouth.
“H-h-hi,” I say, forcing the word out.
We stare at each other, neither saying anything, but I’m unwilling to walk away. I can’t tell if Forest feels this, too.
“Can I help you?” Aunt Shelly says, the first aunt to recover. Probably because the sales floor is her domain. She pauses, looking between me and Forest. It’s not like me to not greet a customer promptly. Aunt Helena drilled that into me when I started.
Forest recovers first, shaking his head, like he’s waking up from a dream. But his blue eyes are still glossed over, still off in another place. “Sorry,” he says to me. Then he clears his throat. “I was looking for a job?”
This probably should have been addressed to Aunt Shelly but Forest is too focused on me.
Aunt Shelly tilts her head to the side, her dangly pearl earrings rattling, taking in his measure, sizing him up for whatever she thinks he might be good at. Hadley’s Treasures hasn’t hired outside help … well, ever. It’s a family-owned-and-operated business. The key word there being family.
And Forest is family … will be family. If I can get my act together.
“I see,” Aunt Shelly says, though her voice carries a question. This is how she talks to men who come in unsure of what their hopeful fiancée wants. Never trust a man who comes ring shopping looking for what he wants and not what his future wife wants.
“Do you have a résumé?” I ask, finding my words. Aunt Shelly’s earrings jingle again as her head snaps to me in alarm.
Forest winces and pulls his hands out of his pockets. Aunt Helena lets out a tsk and I want to turn around and glare at her.
“Can’t say that I do. But I just … had to ask. Can I leave my email or something?”
“Sure.” I hurry behind the counter to find a pen and paper.
“Piper,” Aunt Helena whispers and I know I’m crossing a line. But she just needs to trust me—this could be the best thing for the store. This could be the best thing for my Blessing.
Forest’s fingers brush mine as he takes the pen and writes down his contact information.
“Great. See you around, Piper.” He flashes me a smile, and the world shrinks. If there was ever a moment I doubted the Blessing, it’s gone now. He knows my name. The bell above the door jingles again as he leaves.
Aunt Shelly gives me a full count of ten after Forest exits before she opens her mouth again. “Do you want to explain that?”
This is a side of Aunt Shelly I’m not used to—she’s always bubbly and pleasant. This is a perfunctory tone edging on cold and underneath it all a sense of You’re doing this wrong. I press the paper flat to the counter, zeroing in on his phone number.
“Piper,” Aunt Mari asks, concern edging her tone.
“That’s the person Fate picked for me,” I say.
The scream that comes out of Aunt Shelly startles me.
Aunt Shelly throws herself across the diamond counter so that she can wrap her arms around me. I brace for impact, trying to figure out how to navigate the next step. She’s happy now, yes, but what happens when I tell her that we’re not yet together? Even Aunt Helena looks like she’s holding back happy tears. The announcement of finding your person is a big deal in our family, but I know I’m about to ruin it for my aunts.
She sits me down in her favorite spot and walks back to where she’s most comfortable. Aunt Helena sits next to me, and Aunt Mari leans against the counter on my other side. Surrounded by this much family, I wait to feel happy and secure, but instead my stomach ties itself in knots. This is exactly what I wanted, but one wrong word from me and it will all go away.
“Now tell us everything,” Aunt Helena says with the voice of authority.
“Let’s start with his name,” Aunt Mari says, surprisingly level-headed.
“Oh, um, Forest. Forest MacIntosh.”
“There are worse names,” Aunt Mari says. “But he should come to the next family dinner. He might as well get used to the Hadley family circus.”
“Obviously he has a standing invitation,” Aunt Helena agrees. “How did your story begin?”
The beginning is easy to tell. Seeing Forest across a busy room, catching glimpses of him, but knowing, feeling, that it was something more, he was something more. Aunt Shelly sighs with happiness, already hard at work plucking out different rings, weighing designs for me, determined to get it right. Aunt Helena beams with pride, and I’ve never felt so self-assured in her presence before. And Aunt Mari is just happy—warm and welcoming with nothing to hold back. Although she’s the closest to Mom, in most ways there’s always been a wall there. Nothing made of brick or stone, but a wall of glass. Something you could butt right up to and only then realize it was there all along.
“And?” Aunt Mari asks, when I reach the end.
“And what?” I ask. My aunts all exchange looks, and I can read the concern that starts to simmer in their eyes.
“And what did he say?” Aunt Shelly adds, prompting me to go into details, to flesh out my romance. “Have you kissed him yet?”
Ah, yes, the kiss, the last step before I can tell Forest everything. The little piece of every Hadley love story that seals our fate.
“Well…” I look between my aunts, panic starting to settle in. This was not part of the plan. The stories always work out, but instantaneous love it is not. “We sort of … it … No.”
My words hit my aunts like waves on the sand, skimming over the joyous mood and pulling it back out to sea.
Aunt Mari steps in and I feel my panic ease. “I think what my sisters are trying to get at, dear, is that we are so happy for you.” Her pride in me is captivating and pushes out the last remnants of my panic. I want to sink into her words, wrap myself in their love. The way they look at me, as if I am just one of them and not someone to be pitied or worry about. I’ve found my place here.
“So does this mean you’ll hire him?” I ask.
“Of course, I’ll contact him tonight. He’s practically family. I’m so proud of you.” Aunt Helena takes my face in her hands.

I’m wrapping a gift for a customer when Aunt Helena comes down again. She says a few kind words to the regular, who stopped in to buy something nice for his husband, before coming over to me. Aunt Helena’s hands cover mine as she pulls the paper tighter around the box. It rips a little.
She huffs but tosses the paper aside. “I think I have just the thing in the back,” she says, taking the gift and then motioning me to follow her. The back room is neatly organized around a large drafting table. In a time gone by, this would have been the place where our family drew up the plans for the next phase of the business. Now it’s just where we hang out while on break. There’s a door to Aunt Mari’s studio right off the side. The noise of her tools pauses when we enter.
Aunt Helena selects a new piece of wrapping and starts the task again, her back to Aunt Mari’s space. My grandmother was the queen of wrapping, and her rules are strictly enforced. Although no one, not even Aunt Helena, has been able to wrap a gift using only one piece of tape.
“I worry sometimes about how much your mother may influence your choices,” Aunt Helena says. And here is the reason for ruining my wrapping and bringing me back here. I take the space on the other side of the table, digging through a box of ribbon.
She looks at me and smiles, as if trying to make sure I know this is out of her concern for me. “She was always so sure of herself and her path and never stopped to question how that path took her away from her family.”
“I’m here—” I start, ready to defend all of my choices.
Aunt Mari comes to stand in the doorway, arms across her chest like she disapproves of her sister. Always ready with a look but rarely willing to step in—that’s Aunt Mari.
“I know,” Aunt Helena says, trying to assuage my panic. “And you’ve done so well with student council and working here. You wanting to work here was not something I considered. Especially given your mother’s penchant for spurning … well, everything to do with what this family stands for.” She reaches for another piece of tape but stops herself, working the paper into submission.
“I want this.” On any other day I would leave it there, but I’m not sure if I will ever have this opportunity again. “I want to take over the store.”
I have and always will choose my family. I want my parents to get back together. I want to run our jewelry store. I want my own grand love story.
Aunt Mari looks like she wants to say something—step in for the first time, but I give her a silent shake of my head. Not now.
Aunt Helena’s hands are still on the package. “There’s a lot that goes into running this place. It’s not just looking after the books, it’s looking after the family.” Her words land on me, but I don’t buckle under them. “But I think if you can solve your parents’ divorce and seal your own Fate-blessed match—the store and our legacy would be in good hands.”
Aunt Helena’s smile is heavy with a choice: Am I willing to step into the traditions of my family, or go Mom’s way and end up with nothing?



  
Chapter Ten
I pick out a swing, dragging my boots through the sand. The sunset is a riot of colors. Deep purples and pinks, the sort that people post on social media with things like #BlessedToBeHere. Tonight it feels like it’s a celebration just for me. Like somehow I’m part of the beauty this world has to offer.
“Hey,” Leo says, coming up behind me, his fingers wrapping around mine on the swing. I lean back and look up into his face, happy that we’re allowed to do things like this again.
“Hi.” My breath catches in my throat, and I know that this is our usual greeting, but it feels different now. The failing light picks up the green in his eyes and the gold in his damp hair. He must have showered after practice. It’s altogether too easy to let myself get lost in the moment of having Leo back. I want to reach up and hug him, make him promise to never leave me again. Like there is an us that will never break.
There’s a tug on the string, a reminder that Forest is out there.
Before I can analyze it further, Leo lets go and takes the swing next to mine. He turns, angling himself and the swing to face me. This was where all of our big conversations took place. Like how much was a tooth really worth and several debates on the validity of Santa. And even still what high school would feel like. About the fights my parents had sometimes. When I just needed space to breathe and somehow Leo always found me here.
Here is where he told me about his first girlfriend. His first breakup. I told him about my family’s Blessing. The time I decided dating wasn’t worth it because what was the point if they weren’t the one. Sitting here now with him after so many months apart feels both like coming home and back to the scene of the crime.
“What’s up?” he asks.
I slant a glance at him. “I need you to teach me how to date.”
He just shakes his head like he’s clearing water from his ears. “I was hoping that was a hallucination.”
Maybe my choice of words was wrong, but I am dead serious. “Please do not make me beg.”
Leo’s dating history is probably helped out by his looks. The green in his hazel eyes. His sandy-blond hair that gets darker in the winter. And his face has those classic features the art teacher always goes on about. Straight nose, high cheekbones. It’s a face I’ve mapped over time, watching him grow and change.
Hours on the drums have packed his arms with muscles. He’s always been a certain kind of attractive, I guess.
“Can you be serious?” I ask.
Leo stops himself on the swing and stares at me. “Piper, if it’s meant to be, it will work out. Just be yourself.”
“You mean the me who has no interest in people beyond the ones I already have around me?”
“All right, fair point there…”
I glare at him. Leo and Diana haven’t let me forget that point since they both found what they love to do and it came with new friends in the process. Diana’s been on me to make friends in StuCo, but it’s just … not the same. She spends so much time in the theater department because she loves it. I joined student council because … it’s a family thing. And I love my family.
I shake my head. No, he doesn’t understand. “Leo, there’s no if here—it has to work out.”
Because I don’t want to end up like my mother: sad, but not willing to let love back into her life. Or like my dad, staring at his mountain of Tupperware. People say the best thing in life is love, and here I am with it at the tips of my fingers. The certainty of happily-ever-after just across town. My aunts are clear it’s my job to not let it slip through my fingers.
“Why?” he asks. There’s no joke or animosity to his words—just pure curiosity. Leo hangs his head, golden-brown hair falling into his eyes. There’s a need to say something to ease us back into where we were. We just agreed to start again—not discuss what happened—but not knowing has me questioning every action, weighing its risk of breaking us again.
“I don’t know how to do any of this. I was waiting and now—how am I supposed to talk to him? You saw me. If you were Forest, would you even be interested in me after that? He probably thinks I’m a freak.” I use the word purposefully because it will put me and Leo back on safe ground.
And from the glare he gives me, I know we’re okay again. “You’re not a freak,” he says, his voice going all serious. He hates that word and any time I use it in conjunction with myself. I wave him off; sometimes I just want to be normal and use personal insults like everyone else. He never bats an eye when Diana uses the term on herself. Sometimes there is no hidden meaning.
“Leo, I am being serious here. If a girl acted like I did with you, what would you do?” He refuses to look at me and tries to keep his features as neutral as possible. There are small twitches, and because I’ve known him forever I know he’s fighting his urge to grimace. “I’m scared and I need your help. Now be a good friend and help me out,” I say, grabbing the chains of his swing and leaning over him. Only when he’s sitting do I come to his eye level. Leo meets my eyes, and I’m not willing to break first.
Leo blows out a breath and stands then, hands on his hips. I can’t tell if he’s happy about this or not. He just goes neutral again. I want to shake him and say that there’s no time for this. I need him to teach me how to be him around other people.
“Fine.”
I smile and the pressure in my chest eases because I know this is just another step toward what I want. My family. Love. A happily-ever-after.
“Let’s start,” Leo says.
“Now?”
“No time like the present.”
I stand up, too, and I’m suddenly aware of how close we are to each other. I suck in a breath and back up. Leo just cocks his head.
“You’re going to have to get used to being in people’s space,” he says, closing the gap again.
“I am,” I say, faking a confidence that fails quickly. I back up again.
Leo raises an eyebrow, a challenge, and takes a deliberate step forward. Once again we’re almost chest to chest. I’ve been this close to Leo hundreds, if not thousands, of times. This is nothing. At least that’s what I tell myself as I hold my ground even as I want to reestablish boundaries.
“What’s your goal here?” he asks.
“True love.”
“Other than that. Because wow that makes you sound like a weirdo.”
I give him a big fake smile. Call me Ms. Weirdo. “A date. Just him to know that I exist.”
“Isn’t that what the Blessing is for?”
I shrug. “Bedtime stories don’t come with manuals. Or at least not detailed ones. You meet them, you fall in love, you kiss—that’s it,” I say, repeating every story beat to my family’s tales.
“Well, let go.” Leo takes me by the shoulders, as if he needs to hold me still to get his point across. I cross my arms, one of my hips naturally taking on more weight. One of those scoliosis-makes-your-hips-uneven things.
“Stop that,” he says, giving my arm a light smack.
“What?” I say, but still drop my arms and shift my hips again.
“I’m going to be critical of you for just a moment. You love to close yourself off. That was all you did the night I took you to the party. At no point did you try and talk to people.”
I open my mouth to respond and Leo gets there first.
“Name two friends other than me and Diana.”
“Lauren…” I say, crossing my arms over my chest again. A little lie never hurt anyone.
“You are not friends with Lauren. And that right there is how you looked all night.” He points to me. I look down at myself and see my posture.
“You know so many people; I don’t need more useless names. Plus … new people … I don’t go to the East Side a lot. They don’t know me,” I say, rolling my shoulders but not dropping my arms. People can sometimes be weird about the whole disabled thing. It’s something I confront around new people all the time. And on the heels of those looks come questions about my diagnosis and what is wrong with me. The strange part is I don’t tell many people my diagnosis because it’s not one thing—it’s a lot of things: scoliosis, my different hand, a number of things you can’t see. Leo may be the only person who knows what I actually have, and I’m fine with it that way.
“Nope, no—you can’t hide behind that. I am saying this to you as someone who is your friend and teacher. Be honest with me.”
Everything in me screams to pull back, to step away again. I don’t want to go there, not with Leo. Not with anyone, if I am perfectly honest.
“Do you know how many people have asked me if you’re interested in dating? And don’t think Diana hasn’t fielded similar questions. This is not a question of if people like you—it’s do you like people? Because you have a reputation.”
“Me?” Sure, I know people outside of my friend group, but not on the level I know Diana and Leo. They’re my friends; everyone else is just an acquaintance. “What kind of reputation do I have?”
“For being standoffish. So you need to unlearn everything.”
“It hasn’t mattered if people like me because they aren’t the one.”
“And now you need to tell the one they are it.” Leo gently places a hand on my arm and pulls it down.
I want to fight him, decide that this is who I am, but I also want his knowledge. I let my arms fall, trying to figure out what to do with my body now. I’m guessing every move, wanting to get it right. To show that I’m interested.
Putting his hands on my shoulders again, Leo adjusts me so that I’m turned toward him, closing us off from the rest of the park. “Now that you look like you’re open to having a conversation, you’re going to listen and respond.”
“I know what active listening is.”
“So try it. I’m going to be Forest and you come talk to me. Make eye contact with me. When the moment feels right, reach out and touch me.”
To say that I feel dumb is an understatement. But I want this, so here goes nothing. I open my mouth but there’s nothing. Absolutely nothing. I can’t think of a single word or phrase that doesn’t sound like a bad pickup line or me trying too hard.
“Piper, stop thinking!”
“I want it to be perfect.”
“Fuck perfect.”
Leo lets his head drop into his hands. He drags a hand down his face, trying to pull himself together. “This is gonna be a lot of work.”
“I told you I don’t know how to do this.” I can’t help the panic that rises in my voice.
“Okay, people like questions that allow them to talk about themselves. Then you just slot yourself in. Find common ground. You’ll feel the conversation turn.” He waves his hands around as if searching for how to describe what he means. “Like you’re creating something new, not just talking … That’s when you know.”
“Maybe this was a mistake.” Failure settles in my gut and I think I’m going to be sick. Leo was my hope of not only fixing my own Blessing but maybe also to fix my parents’ marriage.
“Hey now,” Leo says. “It’ll be okay. We can—you can do this. You’re not like this with me and Diana.”
“Because you all are my friends. I know you. You know me—no matter what I do, you’re going to like me.” I keep the except to myself—except when you needed space, except when I wasn’t good enough.
There’s a flicker of something in Leo’s gaze. “So practice on me. It’s just you and me talking. It’s just us. But you want me to know you like me.”
His words steal my breath. It sounds so simple when he says it. And with Leo maybe it could be.
Leo sits down on one of the swings again. “Fine,” I say, drawing out the word. “Let’s give it a go.”
I take a seat on the swing next to him and twist so that I’m facing him. “You come to this park often?”
Leo’s laugh is a slow chuckle. He shakes his head and seems torn between believing that I am taking this seriously or just playing along. “A fair amount.”
Silence hits hard as I struggle for another question.
“Okay. What do you want to talk about?” I ask, feeling like every subject has dried up, and we’re left with nothing but empty air.
“That is not how this works,” Leo says. His smile is as wide as the moon. I want to hit him.
“This is different—I know you. Literally there is nothing about you that could surprise me. Forest, I don’t know anything about.” I fight an internal battle.
“You’re overthinking it,” Leo says, but his voice has lost its section-leader tone. His words are warm, comforting. Like late-night whispered conversation at sleepaway camp. Secret and somehow slightly illicit. “Just ask a question; don’t put so much pressure on it. What do you want to know about me? Ask me something about myself.”
Easy for him to say.
No. I have to let that go.
I can do this.
I twist in the swing again, planting my hands on the chains to keep myself open. To show Leo that I can definitely do this.
“What made you want to play the drums?”
Leo gives me a small thumbs-up. “I was eleven, and my mother said I had to do something at school. Sports, theater, band—she didn’t care, but I was not allowed to just be alone in the house. I went to the band room with everyone else that day and I just sort of hit it off…” I can feel Leo slip into a different persona. Someone just slightly cooler, more impressive. His answers crafted with a joke.
And I find that I don’t like it. Even if he thinks I’m making the right choices. I’m not going to get far in a conversation with Forest if I play it safe. Music, band, school—all topics that aren’t going to prepare me for what may come. But I don’t feel connected to him.
“This doesn’t feel…” I say, pulling us out of the moment. “Real.”
“Sometimes you have to get through the boring stuff.”
“But this isn’t real between us.”
“Okay, okay,” Leo says. “Ask me a harder question. Something you think is gonna make us go deeper. When you feel the shift in the conversation—lean in, get closer, try to make it clear that you want more.”
We recenter and I try again, going with the first question that hits my mind. “What do you think about my family’s Blessing?” I ask. It knocks Leo out of his cool-guy state.
He raises an eyebrow, a silent question of Do you know what you’re doing? I give him a nod. I want something more than just the surface level. This gets to the heart of every fight we’ve ever had. I know he hates the Blessing, but I don’t know why.
“I think it rules your life.”
“And you wish it didn’t.”
“I think you deserve something more. I know you and Diana tease me a lot about the people I date. You think I should just choose one. But how do I know the one unless I know what’s not the one? If we’re always defining something by what it’s not—light is the absence of darkness, for example—how do you learn what love is until you’ve been heartbroken?”
“It feels different than anything else,” I say, ready to engage with him in this conversation. “I’ve never felt this way before, just a sense of completion that this … could be everything. It may not be there yet, but it will be. It’s like looking at the sun at noon and knowing that by the evening you’ll have the best sunset. It’s going to happen; you just are waiting for it.”
I already know what it’s like to lose a friend—I’m not sure I could stand to lose Forest. Moments with Forest haunt me as I stare into Leo’s eyes. The touch of his fingers against mine. His small quirk of a smile. I know how wild and ridiculous I sound, but love doesn’t have to be scary when it hits—if there’s one thing my aunts have taught me, it’s that. Age doesn’t matter, time doesn’t—Fate has it all under control.
Leo moves first, leaning in, across the chains of the swings.
And I feel the shift, just as Leo described it, that we’ve crossed some line from just having a conversation to starting some sort of dance. A push-pull, back and forth until we collide. This is just practice, I tell myself, so I lean into the feeling.
“Why do you think you have to wait for it?” he asks, his voice all quiet. I turn away, unable to hold his gaze. The care and tenderness there, a belief that I could and do deserve something bigger and better.
He reaches out, catching my chin and slowly bringing me back to him. He holds us there, the night playing out around us. “And that’s how you do it,” he says, breaking character. The moment, such as we made it, shatters.
“Is that how you get everyone to date you?” I breathe, still too caught up in whatever spell Leo cast.
Leo shrugs, the last pieces of what he made falling away, and he’s just my friend again. “More or less. It’s about intention. Focus. And the right moment.”
“How do you know what the right moment is?”
“Practice.” He grins, his teeth catching the light. I groan—that is the last thing I wanted to hear.
“Again?” I ask.
“Let’s do it.”
We run through different conversations, sometimes going deep and other times skimming the surface. Leo tells me it’s important to have range. Not every interaction is going to start in the deep end; sometimes you have to work up to it.
When he finally pulls back from me for the last time, I’m feeling moderately confident about replicating these results. In our last three conversations, I’ve not only felt the shift but also been the one to lean in, to reach out.
“I think I got this,” I say, feeling better about my chances with Forest than I did when I got to the park.
Leo clears his throat and leans back in the swing. “Yeah, you’re definitely learning the ropes.”
“I am ready to talk to Forest.” Stepping out of my comfort zone, I gently tap his nose with my finger. His smile is like sunshine after days of rain. And I can’t help but return his grin. My parents almost lost out on love. I’m not going to make that mistake.
“You think so?” Leo asks, his words heavy with skepticism.
“You doubt me?” I ask, almost hurt that he thinks I can’t do this.
“I think you need a test,” he says. “Be ready to go Saturday.” He starts walking off—but then he stops and turns around. “Oh, and Piper, I missed you, too.”
“You can’t just say that and leave,” I call after him.
“I suggest you practice for Saturday!”



  
Chapter Eleven
Despite Leo’s best efforts, he does end up giving me one clue: bring your Starbound cards. Now that was a game Leo and I played religiously for about five years and still, every now and then, we’ll pick it back up, remembering the way the cards fit together.
Dad waves me off from the kitchen, where he’s once again trying to get rid of more of his parents’ junk. This time it’s collectors’ mugs from every fast-food chain.
The sun is still hiding behind the early morning clouds as I climb into Leo’s car. There’s travel cups of coffee in the center console and I grab one, letting the steam tickle my nose.
“Ready for your first practice?” Leo asks as I fasten my seat belt.
I hold up a paper bag from Dad’s restaurant that contains Starbound cards. “Where are we going?” I ask.
“It’s a big clue—huge. Practically gives away the surprise. Plus, you were at your dad’s. I wanted to make sure your mom could bring them over.”
His words slow as he brings up my parents, as if he knows this was a mistake. Their split and the fallout still a rift between us. One we agreed not to touch, instead just picking up where we were, but I can’t let it go.
“Oh, these aren’t my old cards.” I leave it at that even when Leo raises an eyebrow in question. He lets out a breath. “How is everything … with your parents?” he asks, bravely approaching the subject. I expected him to give up, retreat, not cross that line we agreed on. And while I’m happy, I don’t know how to feel about this.
I busy myself with the coffee cup, unsure how to talk about how it feels like a healing wound, which I know from experience comes with its own unique pain. The final reminder of what it means to heal.
“They’re…” What to say: sad, morose, caught in limbo?
“We don’t have to talk about it.”
I can’t help but smile, grateful that unlike Diana, who would make me parse through these feelings, Leo just lets me be. I touch the spot on my chest where I feel the Blessing. This living thing that connects me to Forest. To my family.
“You okay?” He takes his eyes off the road, chancing a look at me. His fingers reach for his turn signal, like he’s ready to pull over and perform a checkup personally.
“Relax. It’s just the Blessing,” I say, trying to appease him.
“You can feel it?”
“Yeah. Sort of?” I make a face. “It’s hard to explain. But it’s like a promise of the best things—the greatest memories you’ll ever have are wrapped around your heart and connect you to your person. I don’t understand how my parents can give this up. If this is what they feel, how are they not back together? At times it feels like my chest is going to split in two because I know that I messed this up. I feel like I need to crack open one of my old bottles of Oxy or something.” Leo looks concerned and seems ready to offer a diatribe on the misuse of medication. “Not that I would,” I say, cutting him off before he can get started. “They’re both sad about this in different ways. Mom spends so much time in the kitchen now, which was Dad’s favorite part of the house, and Dad just looks like someone ripped his heart out. His line cooks have even reached out, asking if there’s anything they can do. So he’s messing up at work—and you know how he feels about the restaurant.”
Dad sort of made Crescent Falls a name in the food world when he decided to open his restaurant here. Even in the offseason, people still book reservations. His restaurant, Piper & Nea, has seen some of my favorite memories—numerous birthday parties and family celebrations. Even some one-offs—like in our freshman year for our first big dance, my dad gave me, Leo, and Diana a reservation for a dinner-tasting menu. That had been one of the few weeks in Leo’s high school life that he hadn’t been dating someone. It was one of my favorite high school memories because it was the three of us having a good time and just hanging out. Our friendship had been stretched thin as Leo joined band and was doing his traveling tennis stuff, Diana was heavily involved with theater, and I joined student council and had just started working at Hadley’s.
“All of this is why I just want them to be in the same room. They still love each other.”
“And you feel that, too—like you can’t be happy without Forest?” Leo asks, his words hesitant, each one tapping the ground to make sure it’s safe for the next.
“It’s like … something punched out a piece of my soul and I didn’t realize it was missing, but now that I know where it is, I just … can’t think of what life would be like without it.” I’ve used Dad’s technique more than I’d like to admit, thinking up futures for me and Forest. Homes we might buy. Jobs we might have. Family. Sometimes it all feels so real, but other times it’s like a ship sailing away.
“What is he like?” I ask. Leo knows Forest. Maybe he can ease the tightness in my chest.
“What?”
“You two do a lot of the same things—what’s he like? Does he date? How is he at tennis? On the drums?” I turn in my seat, energized by this line of questioning.
“I … well. Forest is … fine.” His eyes shift, going from the road to the rearview mirror, then stopping on me for a second before back to the road.
“Leo.” His name is a complaint on my lips.
“He’s not a bad guy. Honestly, if you were going to date one of my teammates, Forest would probably be the one I’d suggest.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“No—Piper … I just … Forest is great. He’d be better if he could focus. Like he’d be real good at tennis.”
Slowly the knot around my sternum loosens, and I take my first deep breath in days. Mom and Dad are masochists if they did this for a year.
“Good enough to beat you?” I ask. Leo had picked up a racket because his father played, and he did band because he liked drums. Theater was something his mother liked. All these pieces of his life—he fit them in because they were part of his family and he actually liked them. How nice must that be?
“And not look back. You know how I hate to admit that.”
I laugh. “If anyone was going to triumph against my best friend, I guess it would be the love of my life.”
It looks like Leo squeezes the wheel. “Do you think that’s what Forest feels?”
“Maybe? My dad had all kinds of things to say about it. Something like he couldn’t get Mom out of his head. Maybe that’s why he stumbled into Hadley’s Treasures.”
Hello there. Two words that were like an exhale. As if he’d just completed a run, relief that some great test was over.
Fate was working, but was I going to mess it up again? All signs seemed to point to yes.
“Piper?” Leo asks, drawing me out of the downward spiral of my thoughts. Endless what-ifs about what Forest feels, how he will react, if our first interaction is any indication that I’m going to need all of Leo’s help.
“Sorry, what?” I ask. My voice comes out all shaky.
“Hey, it’s okay.” Leo takes one hand off the wheel, reaching out to me. It’s his attempt to get me to focus, be present. “Tell me how you ended up with all these Starbound Cards.”
“My grandparents.” Leo grins, because he knows exactly what that means.
Diana has only seen the mess of my dad’s house through the phone, but Leo has experienced it in person. To this day, he remains the only friend allowed to cross the threshold. It was a summer day when I was left with my grandparents and he came over only to open the closet under the stairs and find four sixteen place settings of china, complete with matching glasses and flatware.
I guess they bought a few—meaning a drawer full—of Starbound cards. Said drawer was located in an upstairs bathroom. No, I’m not sure why they did that, either, because it wasn’t even the bathroom that I used. But after an hour of opening packages I feel like I have enough to play a decent game.
I think. But winning a Starbound match isn’t the point of today.
“What are we doing?”
“Rules first.”
I roll my eyes and motion for him to get on with it.
“To prove to yourself that you can do this with Forest—you need to get one phone number today.”
I want to hit Leo, not hard, but just enough to get his attention so he knows that I’m not happy with him. Am I going to? No, because he’s driving. But once we’re parked, all bets are off.
“So you want me to fall flat on my face.”
He stops at a red light and turns to me, fixing me with that intense hazel stare. He does this at tennis matches, too. It’s like he can shrink the world down to just the square footage he needs. Now we’re just the two of us; even the car seems to float away.
“I want you to feel confident before taking on the real thing. There is no pressure here. You don’t have to talk to any of these people ever again. It’s perfect.” In that moment Leo dives head-first into intensity. He’s focused on me. Every line of his body is tense, ready to strike, ready to make a move. And having him on my team is the most comforting thing he’s done since the party. “Are you good?” he asks, not dropping eye contact.
I nod.
Leo returns the nod and then shifts in his seat so he can drive and not kill us.
Eventually the mood lightens and Leo puts on music, which I promptly change, ribbing him again about how his friends are ruining his playlists. It’s only when we get on the highway and I spot a few signs that I figure out where we’re going.
Small towns dot the Lost Coast. Vista Pointe, much like Crescent Falls, has carved itself into the California countryside. Barely more than a main street and a smattering of houses, it continues to have one of the best game stores in the area. How it survives … is probably some sort of magical deal all its own.
I stopped coming here right around the time Leo and I stopped playing regularly. Any weekend I wasn’t spending at Hadley’s Treasures, I spent here. Leo’s mom drove us to play matches all afternoon. There’s a sign in the window that says STARBOUND OPEN PLAY.

I never saw the purpose of looking at someone when I knew they weren’t the one. Aunt Helena always approved of this idea, as she, too, refused to date anyone until she met the one Fate chose for her. Leo’s logic is sound—this is the place to practice—but the Blessing makes it feel like I’m betraying Forest.
As if sensing my distress, Leo gives me a small nudge. I look up at him and he smiles. Perhaps more than my Fated one, I wanted Leo back as my friend. Losing him hurt more than I understood. It wasn’t just the loss of him in my life, it was seeing him every day. Watching him be happy while I was just … dropped.
“Open,” Leo whispers, overtly pulling his shoulders back.
Sliding my bag of cards onto my wrist, I put my hands in my pockets—a good reminder to remain open.
“You have a target?” Leo asks, scanning the room. Several tables have been set up, many already claimed by pairs, but there are still several people waiting for a partner.
“I can’t do this. I have Forest,” I say, losing my nerve. I try to turn around, but Leo grabs me. He spins me around so that we’re face-to-face. This close I can’t help but look into his eyes. It’s the same pair of eyes that have seen me through so many moments big and small. Surgeries. First days of school. Broken bones. Heartbreak. He knows my faults but doesn’t hold them against me.
“This is just practice. It’s not forever, it’s just for now.”
I nod and he steps back. I can do this. Absolutely. My shoulders sink back to their normal position and I decide to try it once more. For Forest. Because when I see him again, it will be high stakes.
There’s a lone girl setting up at a table off to the side. Her features are delicate like a painted doll’s. Her hair’s dyed gray blonde with dark purple streaks running through the ends, and it shines silky smooth in the overhead light. I wonder what it would feel like running through my fingers. She wears a T-shirt with a fantasy TV show Leo and I used to watch. Her nimble fingers are decked out in numerous rings that flash in the light as she shuffles her cards.
If I didn’t have Forest and if I believed in dating—I’d be interested.
“Get to it,” Leo says, giving me a push in her direction. “I’ll be here.”
Just one number. I can do this. Faking confidence I don’t feel, I approach the girl. She looks up from her stack and I’m struck by her gray-blue eyes. Trying to follow Leo’s advice, just for now, I let myself think beyond Forest. Allow myself to admit that—she might be just my type.
“You need a partner?” I ask.
She looks at me with interest—or maybe she’s just relieved to see another girl in the place. Her eyes scroll over me, and for the first time I’m worried about what she’ll see. I hold my breath, anticipating a denial. It’s probably some of that internalized bullshit that Mom always talks about. Me counting myself out before it even starts, but I want this to go through. I take a deep breath. Okay, how many times this week was that not the case? I talked to more people, made new acquaintances in my classes. A girl in my Anatomy and Physiology class and I are going to study together this week.
A smile picks up the corners of her mouth and a dimple appears. There’s something in the dichotomy of her features, all soft and harmless combined with her hair and tough-as-nails aura, that I can’t help but be attracted to. Leo said be interested, be curious.
“What, never seen another girl Starbound player?”
“Not here, anyway,” she confesses, and her smile just grows. “I’m Myrah.”
“Piper.”
She motions for me to sit. I pull out my cards and set up our game. We go through the usual pattern of draws and plays, adding powers and objects as we go.
It’s the silences between plays that make me nervous.
My phone buzzes. Text from Leo.
LEO
say something
I automatically search for him. He’s positioned across the way playing his own game, but definitely concentrating on my match.
Myrah’s quiet, but the looks she throws my way over her cards have me blushing. They’re curious—and in a way that feels like she might want more than just this game.
And that makes me tongue-tied. It’s nice to finally admit to these feelings—but one thought of Forest and I know that nothing in Myrah’s looks or words can top that. Still … it’s nice. If quiet.
My phone lights up on the table again and I glance at it to see the text.
LEO
ask her something …
I fight the urge to look over and glare at him. I’m not the only one who’s noticed the distinct lack of conversation. I’m not sure if I should be annoyed at him butting in or not.
“What made you keep playing?” I ask as I consider the cards in my hand. I know what I would have done with my old deck, but I’m rusty with these new cards, uncertain what I’ll be able to pull. She arches an eyebrow. “I mean—this doesn’t exactly seem…” I look around the game shop as if the words are to be found on the shelves.
“Welcoming?” she fills in.
I laugh because her frankness is refreshing. My reaction seems to make her glow. Maybe Leo was right—there are people beyond him and Diana that can be interested in me. I smile and look down at my cards, then back up at her. A move that Leo says works almost every time. People love to know that they’re special to you, that you want to keep looking at them.
And sure enough I earn another grin, and she adds a small eye roll that feels like it’s supposed to mean something more, as if we’re starting to communicate on some level other than words.
“So why do you stay?” I ask, determined to branch out, to ask something deeper.
“Because I like the strategy. Sure, the community here sucks, but I’ve found a good group of people online. The matches aren’t the same, but they’re still a good time.”
“And so you come here to … experience local wildlife?”
She shrugs and meets my gaze head-on. Her eyes are blue like Forest’s, but have a ring of amber around the irises. She looks like she could be a superhero off one of the comics in the shop. “Maybe I’m hoping I can meet cool people. And here is my lucky day … I got the comeback girl.”
“What makes you say that?” I lean across the table like we’re sharing some sort of secret.
“You play too well to just be someone’s girlfriend. So … why haven’t I seen you here before?” Her question digs under my skin and I have the urge to tell her the truth, just like Leo said. Be vulnerable.
“When I started working at my family’s jewelry store, some things just fell by the wayside. I want to take it over someday.” I pull back, needing the space away from my confession.
Surprisingly, Myrah leans across the table, and, even if we weren’t playing, I feel like she would still do this, pushes into my space. “You sure about that?” Myrah asks, raising her eyebrows. But there’s a change in her voice, a note of care that wasn’t there before. Like we’ve crossed that line Leo talks about—we’re no longer just playing a game.
“Yes.” But even I don’t miss how my voice wobbles. It’s as if letting down my defenses to live just for now is bringing up things I’ve worked to keep hidden.
Myrah fans her cards, suddenly very focused on ordering them to her liking. “Okay.”
And that’s it, the subject’s gone. We return to easy topics and fall back into the flow of the game, pulling cards, matching powers to attacks and defense. I ask her about the show on her shirt, and we share various fan theories.
A slew of texts light up my phone, all pointers from Leo. Myrah shifts in her seat and eyes my phone.
I try some of his suggestions. Smiling more—which is easy—but I am having fun. There’s no harm in letting her know it.
We both grin like fools. This is easier than I thought—and part of me is sad because I actually like her. In another life, maybe I would have turned this into something more than just friends.
A few more moves go by and she makes a point to bring up the fact that she and her girlfriend broke up. Much like Leo, she doesn’t seem upset. Her words are a fact—and, like Leo, she’ll keep looking for love. And I tell her as much—that there is someone out there better for her.
“And that’s that,” she says, calling out the final plays as she lays down her cards, beating me.
The game ends, but I don’t want to break this moment. I enjoyed playing with her, I liked being around her. And maybe it was nice to not think about my problems for a minute.
“Well played.”
“Would you…” I ask and stop before I can finish my statement. She tilts her head to the side and raises an eyebrow. There’s an expectant look on her face like she knows exactly what I am going to ask her. The smile playing at her lips tells me she’s willing to go along, but just as in the game, I have to make a move. “Would you want to exchange numbers?”
“Sure.”
She digs her phone out of a tote bag and offers it up. We exchange phones, putting in our information.
I meet Leo’s gaze from across the room and hold up my phone, proof that I am a mastering these skills. His eyes narrow and his lips press into a thin line. I cock an eyebrow confused at what’s gotten into him.
“If you and your boyfriend break up”—she nods to Leo across the room—“call me. And call me even if you don’t—I can always use a new Starbound friend.”
“Oh, we’re not—”
She gives me a look that says she doesn’t believe me. This is not the first time someone has accused Leo and me of dating. That was his whole reasoning behind our friendship break. We were too close and not quite right. Fate had other ideas.
People finish their matches and pair off again. Myrah heads for a new table, nodding to me as she goes. I seek out Leo’s table, where he’s caught up in a match, playing like he never took a break. I wonder if this is what he did when we weren’t talking. Did he spend all his extra time beyond band, tennis, and theater here? I didn’t think he could fit one more thing into his schedule.
Leo lays down his final cards, winning his match.
I come up behind him, resting my hands on his shoulders. “I did it,” I whisper, so that only he can hear. Leo tips his head back so he can see me.
“Really?”
“Yes, oh ye of little faith.”
“I was worried about you there for a moment.”
“So was I.”
“How’s it feel?”
The warmth in my stomach, the idea that I can just like someone, find them attractive, both terrifies and amazes me. I can allow myself to just feel things and not shut down any feeling of attraction that isn’t part of the Blessing.
“I think—I’m ready to talk to Forest.”



  
Chapter Twelve
Since I took yesterday off to hang out with Leo, I am at Hadley’s Treasures on a Sunday. Normally it’s a slow trickle of customers—regulars who are here to look and hear anything about the aunts and their ability to help people secure love.
But today is my first shift with Forest—Aunt Helena made good on her promise and called him the evening after he came in. I’m nervous. I get there early and even have to wait for Aunt Helena to arrive with the keys. She smiles at me, and it’s hard to say who is more excited about Forest starting today.
I hurry to stash my bag in the break room but choose to slip my phone into my pocket. Normally, Aunt Helena forbids phones on the floor, says they distract from the customer. But I’m too on edge about today. Even with my success yesterday with Myrah, I don’t want to risk it. Maybe my struggles with Mom and Dad are still too present or the memories of my first encounter with Forest. I’ve already put my faith in Fate; let’s not add chance to the equation. My phone buzzes and I pull it out of my pocket.
LEO
Remember you already got one number.
That I did. I actually texted Myrah last night to get the name of the server she plays Starbound on. I wrap my hands around my phone—a lifeline to Leo. If things with Forest even start heading south, I won’t hesitate to call in reinforcements.
Aunt Mari wanders to the front of the store wearing a faded concert shirt and baggy jeans. I know Aunt Helena will shoo Mari to her office in the back before the doors are officially opened.
She hands me a lip gloss when I take my place behind the counter.
“What’s this?” I ask, setting my phone down on the glass.
“Best foot forward,” she says, giving my shoulder a small pat. Aunt Mari looks down at the phone screen, clocking Leo’s texts. “You fixed things with Leo?” she asks, like she’s actually curious. Aunt Helena never liked Leo, especially after it was clear he was not the one for me, and Aunt Shelly followed her older sister. But Aunt Mari still has some surprises in her; maybe she is more like Mom.
“Sort of,” I say, keeping to myself that it’s not so much patched up as we’re just ignoring what happened. Questions still linger for me—why did he want a break and what made him choose now to decide to pick me up again? Diana knows how to get things done, especially when it comes to difficult people, e.g., Lauren, but I don’t know what she finally said to Leo to make him come pick me up.
A line draws up in concern between Aunt Mari’s brows. “I know this isn’t a popular opinion here…” She leans close like we’re coconspirators. She’s always been the one to look after me in the store. When Mom or Dad would drop me off, it was Aunt Mari who opened her workshop to me. “But I’m glad. You were lost without him.”
Before I can ask her to explain—or really what I should do is demand for her to take it back—a knock at the door draws our attention.
We turn, knowing who it is.
Forest.
My heart skips a beat, high on nerves and anticipation. I slip the lip gloss under the counter. There’s no way to apply it without being obvious.
Aunt Helena all but runs to the door as if she’s going for a ball in a tennis match. She unlocks it and ushers him into the store. “So glad you could join us.”
Forest nods and looks around, I think still in shock that this actually happened. “I really appreciate the job. I wasn’t even sure if you were hiring. I just … I saw you through the window and I wanted to stop in. Then when I was here—I just wanted to stay. I had this feeling,” Forest says. Aunt Helena trades a knowing smile with Aunt Shelly. This is proof that the Blessing is back. Fate keeping her promise to bring us love.
“Why don’t I take it from here?” I say, pushing through the tight circle of my aunts to get to Forest. This second meeting feels like a reversal of our first, only this time he’s the one spouting gibberish.
The aunts jump back as if they’ve suddenly remembered that I’m the reason Forest is here. A look of relief hits Forest’s face, and his shoulders drop back down. My family can be intense, but I’m sure he’ll get used to it. He won’t be the newest addition forever.
“Piper is one of our best employees,” Aunt Helena tells him.
I can’t help but take the compliment with pride and stand up a little straighter, or at least as straight as my spinal fusions allow.
“I was the only one,” I add, trying to soften their overenthusiasm for me. The last thing I need is for this to backfire and instead of bringing me closer to Forest, this job actually pushes him away.
“And we only hire the best,” Aunt Helena says, placing a hand on my shoulder. No one is going to be allowed to soften this, not even me. Their excitement will not be contained.
The aunts stick close to us during the day, hanging on the edge, even when we’re busy with customers. This must have been what dating was like back when they had chaperones. Though I wonder if any of those women were as eager as my aunts for something to happen.
Forest takes it all in with little to no interest in the store but a lot in me.
He peppers me with questions about the store, which leads to questions about my family. I tiptoe through the tour, afraid that at any moment we’ll have to address the party where we had our less-than-perfect first meeting.
I’m showing him the more common gem sets. Birthstones, flawed cuts, and the like. We stand on opposite sides of the counter so we can both look in the case at the same time.
“Which one is your favorite?”
“Oh, well, my birthstone is sapphire.”
“But you don’t like it?”
“Well, I just…”
“You don’t have to like it.” He stares at me, a smile playing on his lips, like he’s getting enjoyment out of watching me squirm. I actually hate my birthstone, but you can’t say that when your family runs a jewelry store and half your birthday gifts since ever include a stupid sapphire.
I look around, trying to gauge how interested in our conversations the aunts are. Aunt Shelly is talking with a customer and there are no squeaks from Aunt Helena’s chair upstairs—but still I lean further over the counter, motioning Forest closer.
“No, I don’t,” I say. It was a mistake to get this close to him. Where our breath can mingle. The Blessing tugs at my chest, urging me to move just a few more inches, cross the space and finish everything with a kiss.
“You know, for someone who was brave enough to step into a conversation and talk so clearly about Starbound, you have trouble stating your opinion here.”
“I…” I pull back, wrapping my arms around myself, my cheeks already flaming. I would like to melt into the floor. Cease taking up space. Perhaps the sun could enter iron phase early and wipe out the Earth as we know it? I thought reliving the first moment I met Forest was bad, but this experiencing it with him again is torture.
“I didn’t mean … It was an honest mistake.”
“I thought you were making excellent points—about something I don’t know about, but maybe you could teach me?”
His question stops my panic. What I thought was him teasing me was just … him easing into a bigger ask. I force myself to drop my arms, remembering Leo’s advice. Be open … Leo’s lesson, and it was only reinforced by watching my parents. I will not end up like them.
“You want to know about Starbound?” I ask, confused.
Is it too much to hope that maybe, just maybe, Fate has brought me someone who shares my interests? Though truth be told, I haven’t even looked at my cards since Leo’s test. “Oh, I mean … right.” I flounder for the words to say, the memory of our first meeting still fresh in my mind. Is he asking me about Starbound to make fun of me? But he seems genuine, and I want to believe he is.
“About that night—”
“It’s fine.” The faster we forget about it the sooner we can move on.
“No—I … I liked what you said. I only followed about half of it.” He looks down at his hands, picking at the skin around his nails. “I used to play—sort of. My friends were teaching me and then … um … I moved away. And, well, no one took up my education.” At the last statement he looks up at me, his eyes seeming to finish the statement: But you could.
I swallow, relieved but somehow off-center. This is working out. There is no “other shoe” waiting to drop.
But then why didn’t he say anything? my brain asks. Great question.
“Any time you want.” The offer comes out stilted because I’m still processing that Forest played—almost played, whatever—Starbound. For the first time, I dare to dream what it might be like to not mess up things with Forest, to actually have something in common. “I just played recently with Leo…” I lose the words to describe what Leo and I are now, Myrah’s assumptions still fresh in my mind. This is new and shaky ground for what Leo and I are.
“You and Leo…?” Forest asks, waiting for me to finish.
“Are friends,” I say, putting extra emphasis on the word “friends.”
Forest’s blue eyes meet mine, and there’s an understanding that passes between us. He nods. And I breathe easier. A smile spreads across his face, and we seem to lean closer to each other, drawn by Fate. It feels like the moment we were supposed to have at the party. This is the start of a bond that could last a lifetime.
A weight seems to lift off Forest’s shoulders, like he was worried I’d say something else about Leo and me.
“What if we start again?” Forest asks.
“I think it’s a little late for that. We’ve been together almost all day. Besides, it’s not like you have a drink for me to spill.”
“You don’t have a drink.”
“Not right now, I don’t. But maybe we should…”
He raises his eyebrows. “You want to go for coffee?”
“I’d love to,” I say, but what I mean is yes yes YES!
There’s a loud noise from the front of the store. Forest and I both turn to see Aunt Shelly has knocked over the promotional material for moissanites. I know exactly what she was doing—listening in, trying to get the full scoop on me and Forest. She gives us a small smile. “Counters can be so slippery,” she warns, straightening the brochures and setting the large fake diamond back on top of them.
Aunt Helena clears her throat from above, a push to remind me what’s important here. “When were you thinking?” I ask, drawing Forest’s attention back to me.
“You free tonight?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s a date.”

I float through the rest of the day, pausing only to text Leo the good news. He’s truly a lifesaver. A Fate-saver? Yeah, he didn’t think that joke was funny, either. It’s the end of the day, and Forest leaves first, needing to do something for his mom before we meet up for coffee. I’m in the back room going through my text messages.
LEO
So do you need me?
For the date?
I chew on my lip. Do I? Things have been going so well with me and Forest today. Nothing feels like it could be bad.
But also. How fast did my parents close up? How easy was it for me to open-mouth-insert-foot at the party? Even with Myrah, Leo was there to make sure things went off without a hitch.
A message from Mom comes in. Another question about which take-out spot I want tonight. I groan internally because I cannot eat something out of a Styrofoam box again. Honestly, my parents need to get back together because they love each other but also because it is what’s best for my stomach.
“A small family meeting,” Aunt Helena calls, summoning us all to the register where she’s counting down the day’s take. “What are our next steps with your parents?” Aunt Helena asks. It feels like this should be a question for the group, but I know it’s aimed at me. I need to help them with this if I want to take over Hadley’s Treasures.
“I might have an idea,” I say, ready to step up. Aunt Helena motions for me to go on. I lay out my plan. A smile curls the corners of Aunt Helena’s lips. I’ve been familiar with many of Aunt Helena’s looks over the years—disapproval, watchful, judging—but this, approval, is new. And it only makes me crave it more.
“I knew you would never let us down,” she says, basically giving me her own blessing.
“Are you sure we should meddle in this?” Aunt Mari asks. She shakes out her hair from the haphazard bun she threw it up in that morning. Aunt Helena gives her a stern look, which Aunt Mari ignores. She tilts my chin up so that I have to face her.
“Maybe other families wouldn’t, but not us. We need to get them together for a date,” Aunt Helena says, a finality in her tone that makes it clear that line of thinking is not welcome. “Now, Piper, about your date with Forest…”
Aunt Shelly eagerly taps her manicured nails on the counter. “I do love when it’s just starting out,” she says with a sigh. “You’ve found him, but now it is time to seal it with a kiss.” This is always the end of every love story in my family. Or rather the beginning of their happily-ever-after. A kiss. A confirmation that this love is real.
It’s also when we’re allowed to tell the person our family secret.
“You must keep the secret until then,” Aunt Helena warns. I focus on the floor. That’s been my one downfall. I’m not sure what Aunt Helena would do if she found out I told Diana in addition to Leo. And I’d rather not find out.
“Do not keep Fate waiting,” Aunt Helena says. I feel the warmth and care in her words but also the steel-backed order hidden between the syllables. Aunt Helena has overseen Fate work her magic on more couples than I have fingers. If there’s one person who knows how to ensure I have a happy ending, it’s Aunt Helena …
“I’ve got this,” I say. No need to mention it’s Leo who actually has this for me.



  
Chapter Thirteen
Meant to Bean sits on the corner a few doors down from Hadley’s Treasures. Leo is almost to the door when Aunt Helena lets me out. I know she must be scowling at him because Leo just brightens and gives her a wave. The aunts have always been cool toward Leo. Aunt Shelly tried to soften Aunt Helena’s dislike, saying they were just worried it would break my heart when I found my one true love. That it would be better to cut off our friendship before it became a problem. And then they found out I told Leo about the Blessing.
Leo had been over at our house when Aunt Helena stopped by to see Mom. Looking back, I now understand that Aunt Helena was there to talk Mom about Dad—it was after one of their arguments.
Aunt Helena had tried to be oblique about the situation, saying everything about the Blessing and Fate without actually saying the words. Leo had finally looked up from the table where we were working on some art project Mom had laid out and said, “You can just say it’s about the Blessing.”
I had wanted to dive across the table and clamp my hands over his mouth, save him from my aunt’s ire. Aunt Helena turned slowly around, and her look could best be described as withering. Had Leo not been such an easygoing kid, I think he would have cracked under that stare. Also had Mom not been there to pull attention back to herself, Aunt Helena would have demanded to know why Leo knew about the Blessing. That is reserved for family and our true loves alone.
That was when the separation in our family really went to the next level. Mom stopped us from going to every family dinner. Aunt Helena never came to our house again. The only one of Mom’s sisters who still ventured to our place was Aunt Mari. And even those visits were timed after some big fight between the siblings. Arguments that happened via text and phone calls, things they did in other rooms where I was not allowed to hear.
The hard part was that I never saw Leo as a problem. It was only when my aunts brought it up that I really started questioning things. When I doubled down on working at Hadley’s Treasures, joining StuCo, leaning into the traditions of my family—I had to make it clear to them that Leo and I were just friends.
That’s when I gave up my foolish dream that Fate would pick Leo for me.
But I can’t help but think both Myrah and Forest brought Leo up. His proximity to me seems to make people think we’re something we’re not. Friends, yes, but that’s all.
I grab his hand and pull him down the street before the pair of them can exchange any words.
“Really, must you antagonize them?” I say, trying to free my hand from Leo’s now that we’re well away from Hadley’s, but he shifts his grip, lacing his fingers with mine. I know I should pull back, put space between us again. I’m about to go on a date—with Forest.
“Leo?” I say, looking pointedly at my hand.
He looks down and just gives my hand a squeeze. “What? I am here to help you with your date.” He lets go and plants his hands on my shoulders, a coach ready to talk his champion through the final trials.
“It’s going so we—” But I stop myself, afraid that if I say it out loud, I’ll somehow jinx it. Better to wait until my story is ready to be added to family lore. The aunts can chuckle at our meet-cute, but swoon for our kiss.
“You did just fine with what’s-her-face at Starbound.”
“Myrah,” I say. “And you were there coaching me along the way. Just make sure I’m on the right path.”
I put my hands out, catching myself on his arms. His hoodie is soft under my fingers. It’s his heather-blue one that I’m particularly fond of because of how soft it is. I’ve stolen this from him many times throughout the years when we’ve gone down to the beach or hiked the trails above Crescent Falls. I could remember a jacket maybe, but somehow it’s always better to borrow Leo’s.
“What has you on edge?”
“My aunts just … I can’t have this be like it was at the party. I need this to work out.”
Leo sighs, but I know this sigh. It’s his long-suffering, I-can’t-believe-I’m-about-to-do-this sigh. He digs in his pocket and comes up with his earbuds case.
He’s going to do it.
With a flick of the wrist he opens the case and slips them into his ears. Then he pulls out another phone—one that I’m pretty sure isn’t his.
“Is this really the time to listen to music? Especially given your recent lack of taste.”
He makes a face, one of mock hurt. “And here I was thinking I should help you.” He holds the phone out and I take it. “This is helping you,” he says, “Just keep the phone on you,” he says.
I hold up the technology, unsure of the purpose. “And this is helpful…?”
“As long as you have this phone I can hear everything being said and then I can text you what to do or say. Unless you want me to actually be in the restaurant?” He takes a step closer, pushing into my personal space. Once this was the most natural thing in our friendship, the boundaries between us basically nonexistent. But now, I can’t get over the wall we’ve decided not to talk about, to try and forget.
“Leo, I know we agreed to not talk about the break…” I say, wanting to address it.
“You better go,” Leo says, cutting me off. He steps aside, clearing the path to Meant to Bean. “Don’t want to keep Forest waiting.”
And there’s no arguing with him—even if part of me wants to. I slip this other phone into my back pocket.
There are two kinds of stores in Crescent Falls. The first have been here for so long that their names are staples in the town—such is the case for Hadley’s Treasures. But any new business loves to lean into local legend. They find that during the spring and summer months, when the tourists come for hikes and a beach unlike any other in California, leaning into Fate is a blessing for their business.
Meant to Bean wholeheartedly embraces Fate’s impact on the town. There’s a decorated bowl on the counter where people can donate coins for those of us who no longer carry change but still want to make a wish. Some coins from different countries are left by tourists passing through, but all are equal in Fate’s eyes.
The walls are dark green and lined with old daguerreotype photos of people who, legend says, were blessed by Fate accompanied by framed stories of how Fate intervened in their lives.
Forest is already at the counter waiting for his order. He waves me over and proceeds to pay for my drink. In honor of the aunts and the tradition of all special events in Hadley history, I order tea, not coffee.
Perfectly brewed green tea, light, refreshing, just the thing for new beginnings. He leads me to a pair of chairs situated by a faux mantel. Above it hangs an old map of Crescent Falls with major landmarks highlighted, most prominently the falls themselves.
“I forget how much the West Side loves Fate,” Forest says, staring up at the photos. His expression is one that’s all too familiar for people in town. Much like the shops, there are two types of people—mostly split down the West Side/East Side divide. Fate and the falls themselves are on the West Side—here we believe in Fate. The East Side is more removed from the legend, and some believe people moved to the East Side to get away from the local lore.
“You don’t like it?” I ask. How will he react when he finds out that we’re meant to be together?
“It’s a cute tourist trap. But really you can’t believe that it’s real? Some unknown power controlling what I do—yeah, no thanks.” He tears his gaze from the wall and looks back to me. I see the moment he realizes I don’t like what he said. I can only imagine the face I’m making. Shock. Horror. A mix that I can’t even imagine. His eyes shift and his body seems to sag. This could be the thing that sinks us, that makes him walk away.
I should defend Fate. The blessings she brings, the way her presence has helped us survive, but I don’t know what to say. Dad grew up on the East Side, but he mostly ignored the whole prospect, especially when he opened his restaurant. He shunned the idea of coming up with a pun about Fate in favor of naming it after Mom and me—but even then I guess when you think about it, it’s still got a touch of Fate.
Silence invades, creating space between Forest and me. Our chairs are close enough that our knees touch but he feels miles away. It’s my phone buzzing that pulls me out of the horror show playing in my mind.
LEO
Turn it into a joke.
Tell him if he’s not scared of it—to make a wish.
“Have you ever made a wish at the falls?” I ask.
Forest narrows his eyes at me. “Absolutely not.”
“Come on,” I say, standing up and holding out my hand to him. I meet his eyes, and his blue ones spark. A challenge. A hope. Can he overcome his nonbelief in Fate?
My hand hangs there as he decides. “That scared?” I add. Forest and Leo seem similar enough that I wonder if this will work on Forest, because it definitely would have worked on Leo. I’m about to give up hope when Forest’s fingers wrap around mine and I am able to breathe easier again.
I make him pick a coin from the bowl on the counter. He takes his time, making a show of weighing his options.
The sun is a sliver on the horizon, the world slowly fading into darkness as we make our way up Main Street toward the falls. Forest doesn’t let go of my hand. In the other he has a coin that he continually passes over and under his fingers.
Drummers, I think, having seen Leo do the exact same thing before. When we were kids, our moms would bring us to the falls at least once a year to make a wish. Mine perhaps wanting me to decide for myself what I believed. Not long after someone put a drumstick in his hands, Leo, too, was flipping the coin over his fingers before he’d toss it into the pool.
It’s just us at the falls; the day tours are over and the night tours don’t start happening until the summer.
My phone goes off, and I have to let go of Forest’s hand to check it.
LEO
ASK
HIM
SOMETHING
“Who keeps texting you?” Forest asks. He cranes his neck and tries to see the name on my screen.
I duck out of his line of sight, holding my phone to my chest. “It’s just Leo.” And that’s when I want to punch myself in the face. I could have lied—I definitely should have lied. It could have been my mom, my dad, the aunts. Diana would have been a better option than Leo.
Forest shifts and it’s like I can feel his apprehension about what’s going on here.
“He’s just Leo,” I say, and I want it to come off as he’s just a person I know. But it comes out wistful. He’s part of my world and has a very specific function. We’re friends, always have been. He’s Leo. So much packed into that one word.
“Does he do that a lot?” The skepticism in Forest’s words makes me want to scream. Or just be able to say the right thing in the right way so he’ll believe me that Leo is no one to me. But even the thought of those words hurts. I just got Leo back; why should I have to give him up again?
My phone goes off. Forest lets out a breath in frustration.
And as much as I know, because it’s Leo after all, that he’s got a great way to pitch our friendship to Forest that won’t make Leo seem threatening, I don’t look at my phone.
“He’s not—” I cut myself off because I was about to say he’s not my person. He’s not the one Fate chose for me. “He’s just a friend, I promise.”
I can hear the aunts gloating from here.
Forest holds his coin up so that he can see both me and the coin at the same time. Then with a sudden movement he tosses the coin over his shoulder, and it plops into the pool.
“What did you wish for?” I ask.
“Oh, I don’t think I’m allowed to say.”
“A hint.”
He steps closer to me, his hand coming up to push a strand of hair behind my ear. “Doesn’t matter—I think it’s more about the person I’m with.”
I feel the kiss about to happen. The final piece of our story—and then my phone goes off. I’m ready to ignore it, but then a call comes through. The moment is gone, thoroughly smashed.
“Let me see your phone,” Forest says. I hand it over and he puts his number in it.
“Your mom texted and wants to know what you’re doing for dinner. Sorry the message came through, but now”—he hands me my phone back—“you can text me instead.”



  
Chapter Fourteen
I think I might actually be floating. Forest’s messages come in almost immediately as I make my way back down the street toward Dad’s restaurant. The Blessing blooms in my chest, no longer a rope, but a promise—filling me with only the best thoughts of what is to come.
This feeling is why I know my parents deserve another chance. Because what is better than this? I head for Piper & Nea, another plan for them already brewing. Dad’s restaurant—an old boat storage facility that he gutted and turned into his dream—now dominates a busy block of Main Street.
The door is set off to the side and rarely used in favor of the large steel sliding door. Now that it’s spring, the door is pushed wide, allowing the tables to toe the line between inside and out. Night pulls in tight and the dinner rush has already started. Perfect. Dad will have to make a quick decision and when he does—it’s always Mom.
Madeline, the hostess, waves me through to the kitchen. If I wasn’t at Hadley’s Treasures, I was here, set up at table with crayons. Or sometimes Mom would leave the ends of her film rolls for me to fill with photos. Just to see what sort of magic I could capture. My parents put everything into the restaurant when it first opened. Mom ran the dining room for a few years, setting aside her camera to help build Dad’s dream. The staff have always been more family than employees. Sure, sometimes new waiters rotate in or someone comes to stage—basically becomes an intern—but they’re quickly brought into the fold. Dad was the only child of only children, but he’s done his best to make his own family.
Passing through the dining room, I enter the kitchen. Dad stands at the front, a line of tickets before him on the counter. The other chefs look up when I come back and there are smiles and calls all around. Dad takes his eyes off the line. At first he seems confused to see me—Piper & Nea is not my usual hangout—but then he smiles.
“Pipes, you just get off work?” His voice shifts when he gives some orders to the chefs as he goes back to fire another round of dishes. Servers come in to carry plates away.
“Back from a date,” I say. Several cheers go up from the line and even Uncle Josh looks up.
“Leo finally ask you out?” Uncle Josh asks.
“Why does everyone always assume it’s Leo?” I ask. Leo’s always made it clear we are friends. Maybe he can work on getting the rest of the world in line. Besides, he wants to find his person, too.
“What do you need, Piper?” Dad asks, pulling focus back to the task at hand.
“I was hoping you could make me something for dinner…” I duck out of the way of another server picking up appetizer plates. Dad makes a note on his tickets and barks out another order to the line.
There’s a round of “Yes, chef”s before carefully orchestrated chaos starts again.
“What are you thinking?” Uncle Josh says, when it’s clear Dad isn’t going to answer me. He’s not my real uncle; in the world of the kitchen he’s the chef de cuisine—also known as Dad’s right hand. They met in culinary school, and when Dad moved back here to start his own thing, he invited his best friend along for the ride. The cookbook had taken off, but there was Mom and she was firmly planted in Crescent Falls. Uncle Josh came along.
Dad shoots a strong look at Uncle Josh, communicating with a single look that this is not the time. I love the restaurant—I mean, it’s named, partially, after me. Dad’s two favorite people coming together to become the place where he spends the most time.
“He’s been a bit testy, if you haven’t noticed. Go on, Chris,” Uncle Josh says. He looks around and quickly pulls in another chef from the line to cover his spot so Dad can have a minute alone with me.
“What was that, chef?” Dad asks. Well, at least we know his hearing is intact.
“You heard me, go talk to the kid.” Uncle Josh elbows Dad out of the way and gives me a conspiratorial wink.
Summarily excused from his own line, Dad pulls me aside into the office. He waves me toward the lone seat and leans against the wall.
“What do you need?”
“So happy to see me.”
Dad gives me a stern look. He’s working. That was always a big thing in our little three-person family—when Dad’s working, we don’t interrupt him. My toes curl in my shoes—yeah, I knew this plan was on thin ice. But I am here and I am not leaving without dinner.
“I haven’t had a vegetable that wasn’t dripping in sauce since you moved out,” I say, knowing exactly what buttons to push. Dad spent his youth doing farm-to-table cooking in kitchens that coined the term. Doing right by the produce and meat that he uses is his number one priority. Without him stocking the fridge with fresh, seasonal food, I think Mom would have subsisted on Hot Pockets.
The laugh that comes out of him is low. He shakes his head, not that he can’t believe that this is what Mom is doing but also he knows this is exactly what Mom is doing. And if there is one thing he can’t abide, it’s letting people he loves eat bad food. He scratches his head, and when he looks back at me, I know that I have him. “All right. What do you want. The usual?” He’s already heading for the door.
“I was thinking squash with caramelized onions on toast?” I say.
Dad stops, hand on the door. “Well, that’s one I haven’t heard from you … ever.”
“Maybe a bit of goat cheese on top?”
“Who are you and what have you done with my daughter?”
He’s not wrong. I … tolerate the dish. And right now I would eat squash on toast for every meal for the rest of my life if that’s what it takes for him to make it. “I’m branching out.”
This is Mom’s favorite dish. Formed out of the newness of their relationship. Dad was determined to make Mom something that she would love. No, not just love, crave. Sweet, salty, crunchy—nutritious …
“Let me guess,” he says, turning back around. He learns against the door, his arms crossed. “You want this for two?”
“So smart,” I say with a grin.
“Piper…” My name is a warning and a plea all at once. A warning that I’m treading very close to a line and a plea to just let this go.
“It’s just a meal.”
“And your mother’s lens case just happened to pop up at my house.”
I press my lips together and shrug. “I saw it when you were unpacking.”
“Uh-huh.” He doesn’t believe me. “And that’s where you found the cookbook, too?”
“Exactly,” I say without a thought.
More than part of me is hoping, betting really, that he’s going along with this because he wants this to work out with Mom, too. “Stop setting us up.”
My mouth drops open because he caught me red-handed. I see them both and know that this divorce is killing them slowly. I know I’m about to go off to college and everything, but I’d like to come home and not find my parents ghosts of themselves.
It’s familial duty. Honestly.
“So are you gonna make us dinner?”
“Yes.” Not that he sounds happy about it. “But I want to make one thing perfectly clear.” He waits until I meet his eyes. It’s like he can sense the plan the aunts and I are working on. “This means nothing. Especially after what you pulled earlier.”
I hold my hands up, innocent as the day I was born. “Of course.”
“Have Madeline find you a seat.” He gives me a quick hug as I pass by him on the way out the door. We split up, me going back to the dining room and Dad off to the walk-in fridge to find ingredients. Uncle Josh gives me a wink from the line and a thumbs-up, not pausing his work.
Madeline sits me at a table that’s just been vacated and won’t be filled for the next service. I pull out my phone to see texts from Forest.
FOREST
Okay you true West Sider and guide in all things Fate
what does it feel like when Fate catches up to you?
Just so I’m prepared.
I start to type out the answers all Hadley women know—but another message pops up, demanding attention, from Leo.
LEO
Annnnnnnnnd??????
I respond to Leo first with a promise to fill him in if he can stop by and pick me up at the restaurant. Squash on toast is best served hot, and it’s quite the hike back to Mom’s house. Leo lets me know he’s already in the car and will be there soon.
Before I can get back to Forest, Dad comes in with a bag full of containers and lists of instructions for reheating, like I haven’t seen this dish made a million times. “So,” Dad says, just double-checking the bag’s contents, “how is Mom?” Real curiosity wraps around his words, and he almost seems haunted by a sense of loss.
There’s a pang in my chest, a pull on the thread connecting me with Forest. I want to reach out and comfort Dad, tell him I’m doing everything I can to make sure he and Mom get back together. That this is just temporary.
But I don’t.
I shrug. “Workaholic?”
Mom was always the do-it parent. With Dad at the restaurant, Mom picked up the slack at home, but once I sent off my college apps and she and Dad announced their split she threw herself into her work. She does everything full force—it’s sort of the best and worst thing about her. She’ll be completely consumed by her work and then pull up, realizing she forgot something to do with me, and I become her next hyperfixation.
“Yeah, she always did like to bury herself in whatever project she had at the moment to hide.” The comment slips out. And what I expect to be rueful longing is actually tinged with contempt. It sits squarely on my chest, pressing in all the memories of thinly veiled words. Dad shakes his head.
“What do you mean?”
“Sorry, that was—” He looks around, searching for words. “Let’s just say some things should stay between adults.”
“What am I, a fetus?”
Dad barks out a laugh. “Sometimes I just missed your mom when she would take on something new. It ate up her free time, and it could feel like she took a break from…” He gives a small motion with his hand as if to say, From this, from us, from me. “Anyway, whatever you are trying to do—stop. Or I will talk to Mom about it.”
“I am just here for dinner.” Innocent.
Dad doesn’t believe it for a second. “You need anything, you call me.”
“I’m sure Mom will call you to thank you,” I say, hoping to remind him of better things.
And my heart eases when he does smile.

Dad’s words follow me out the door of Piper & Nea, as much as the smell of good food and sounds of happy diners. They skate down my spine, reminding me too much of what it’s like to belong and the risk of losing everything. Leo’s parked at the curb, his window down, arm resting on the sill.
There’s more bad music coming from his speakers. At this point, I am worried he’s lost his sense of what’s good for him. That should have been obvious when he asked for a friendship break. Senior year is supposed to be one last hurrah with your friends.
“How’d it go?” he asks, catching sight of me.
“You about blew our cover.” I store the food in the back seat of his car and then get in the front. I fish the other phone out of my pocket and hand it over before reaching for his iPhone. Whatever this musical monstrosity is, it has to go.
“What?” I ask when I look up from the music to find him looking at me. Like studying me, as if he’s trying to memorize this moment. I pick a list of drum and bugle corps songs that Leo likes and hit play, the blast of percussion breaking the moment.
Leo shakes his head. “Well, maybe you should have thought of what to do before rather than just checking my texts whenever you feel like it.”
My phone ping s and I dig it out. “And I got his phone number.” Not only that, there are a few new messages from him.
“I know, I was practically there. What’d he say?” Leo prompts.
“Just wants to know about Fate.”
“And you’re gonna tell him? Isn’t that like a big Hadley family no-no? Or did you kiss already?”
My fingers still, and I delete everything I had previously typed. Now I’m second-guessing every part of our date. I’m sure the aunts wouldn’t object to Forest knowing early; he is, after all, my person. But given how many times I’ve broken that rule, better to run everything according to the aunts’ edicts.
“What do I say? What do you think Fate feels like as someone…”
“Who’s normal?”
“Sure, let’s go with that.”
Leo drums along to the music, thinking. “It feels like you’re the luckiest person in the world. That out of a billion possibilities this one alone has your name on it.”
His words are so serious, but they sound like a wish, a sincere hope. The streetlights make his golden-brown hair glow and he still taps along to the beat.
“What?” he asks, looking over at me as if he can sense me watching him.
“You do like the Blessing,” I say, feeling vindicated. Leo has trashed Fate since the start.
“This is about what you believe, remember? And who knows you better than me?”
I text Forest back with slight edits. Leo’s words stick with me.
“Can I ask you a question?” I start.
“Last time I allowed that, I got roped into this,” Leo says in a joking tone. Heat creeps up my neck. He notices the shift in my mood, because he reaches out across the console and grabs my hand. His calluses from years of playing the drums and swinging a racket are a comfort. “Go ahead.”
“Why did—” And I chicken out, choosing a different big question. “Why didn’t you ever ask me out?” I know logically why. Leo’s not the one, never has been. Even if … there was a time when I wanted him to be. When I watched him work his way through my classmates and I just waited for my turn. A practice boyfriend of sorts. The kind who you could trust your heart with because he was just that guy.
This time when he looks over at me, it’s with his own question in his eyes. It says, What the fuck are you asking?
“Never mi—” I start to say.
“No, I’ll answer.” He pauses, perhaps trying to figure out how to let me down easily. “Do you remember when we were twelve?”
“Maybe? I guess?” But that’s a lie—I have vivid memories of that time. It was the time of my last surgery. Hand straightening. The first time my parents took my directions over my body. I was tired of having a basically nonfunctioning hand. I had surgery and it was Leo who visited me all through the hospital stays.
“I came to see you in the hospital. That first night out of surgery.”
I screw up my face. He did? “No,” I say emphatically. “I would have remembered that.”
“You were pretty out of it.” Leo’s eyes never leave the road as if one small look will send us careening over the edge of a cliff. Anywhere but at me, even though his words are tangled up with memories of us. “You told me not to fall in love with you.”
“What a ridiculous thing for a twelve-year-old to say.”
“You knew what you were doing. That was the year Marie Prescott kissed you and you freaked out because she wasn’t your person. I think we were all finding out about feelings.”
“I haven’t thought about her in years. She still around?”
“Moved away,” he says. Because of course Leo knows what happened to every kid in our class and probably half the kids on the East Side, too. For a moment I think he will let us go back to safe territory where we are friends and where I didn’t open this line of questioning. The tension in my chest eases. I may have asked the question, but I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer. I certainly don’t need it and it doesn’t matter. I have Forest.
So why do I feel like I’ve missed out on something with Leo?
But just when I think he’s going to let me off the hook, he opens his damn mouth again. “I didn’t want to let you down. You knew what you wanted—you always do. I wasn’t going to ruin your happy ending.”
His words drift off, blending into the music. I can’t feel the seat under me. He looks over at me now, like I’m his friend, the girl who saw him skin his knees at three and beat his first drum at ten.
But he looks at me like I could hang the stars. He holds memories of our childhood so clear in his mind, like prized jewels. Moments that changed us, shaped us.
“You make it sound like a bad thing.”
“Maybe I’m just jealous. You have your whole life figured out. College. Love. Job. It’s all there. And me—I love everything I do, so how am I supposed to pick just one thing to study? One thing that’s supposed to prepare me for the rest of my life. I want to do it all. You have it all planned out—I’m just a bit … messy.”
“I have plenty of messes if today was any indication.”
He pulls up to my house.
“The one thing I do know is I get to make sure you have a fairy-tale ending.”
I smile—but somehow it’s not what I expected Leo to say, and that lets me down.



  
Chapter Fifteen
There were few specifications in my parents’ marriage, but one was that there would always be a place for Mom to work and that Dad would get to design the kitchen.
Even if Mom did cook, this chef’s sanctuary was no place for the casual user. An industrial range, gleaming white marble countertops. Every gadget, plate, and utensil has a specific place, and while Mom and I have become rather good at remembering them all, Dad still reorganized things after we cleaned up.
Since Dad has left, the kitchen’s given in to the entropy of Mom and me. Every day a clutter of mail, books, and various power cords crowd the counters. Mom’s camera bag sits at the end of the island, and her weekend bag is still by the door.
Mom emerges from her work cave just as I put the finishing touches on the squash on toast. Uncle Josh and I traded texts just to make sure the plates were perfection. I’m not the only one who’s noticed my parents are less than happy.
“What’s all this?” Mom asks, coming to stand next to me. She pulls me in for a one-arm hug.
“I do occasionally need to eat,” I say, pushing a plate toward her. “And so do you.”
I hold my breath, unsure of how this moment will go. The go-to meal with Mom has been takeout. She knows Dad made this dish. Will she accept it? She picks up a slice and bites into it, tilting her head back to relish the taste.
“God, he’s good.”
“Ew, Mom.”
“Isn’t that what you want—us back together?” she counters through another mouthful. She can’t help but smile. Picking up her plate, she leans against the island.
“Is it really that bad? This can’t be how your love story ends. Maybe it’s like Great-Aunt Ida—she, too, almost gave up but—”
Mom closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. “Piper. I know the stories. I know you want to believe your aunts when they say love is forever, especially our kind of love. That no sane human would deny themselves this Blessing”—she says the word with disdain—“but it’s not that simple.”
I shake my head no—no, she’s wrong. And this time it’s not just what I believe, but what I know to be true. Especially when my phone lights up with more messages from Forest. “It is, though.”
“Some issues cannot be solved by this family curse.”
I open my mouth to argue that some things are worth fighting for—the Blessing, my love, hers, is one of those things. I don’t understand how something this certain can be bad.
Mom sets down her plate. “To be locked into something, to have no say … Sometimes I felt out of control.” Her voice takes on that tone of telling a story—like the ones I grew up with—but now she’s fighting against the truth of what we have. “That I just … I lost parts of myself and I don’t know…”
She doesn’t finish the thought; just lets the half-formed idea hang there. Her blue eyes meet mine and I can feel the sadness in her.
“But it can be simple. I know how simple this is.”
“Are you … Did you…?” Mom turns so that she can really look at me.
My fingers fumble with my phone, needing this connection to Forest now more than ever.
I nod.
“I…” She stops herself. Closes her eyes like she’s trying to force down a lifetime of pain. “I know this is what you want—”
“Please don’t say but.” Things are going so well, and after they went so bad I just want to hold on to the good things.
She sighs. “Okay.”
The silence grows thick with all the things we want to say.

Mom is already hard at work when I get up the next morning. Rock music faintly hums through her office door across from my room.
Mom and I finished off every scrape of Dad’s creation last night. She’d even gone so far as to text him after. Certainly that’s a sign of them growing closer again. Uncle Josh texted to say he even finished up service last night because they were texting so much.
There are a few texts from Forest—remnants of our own conversation from last night. Leo helped me through some of the difficult parts. Me telling him what Forest said and then him helping to craft the answers.
FOREST
See you at work later!
I practically bounce through the kitchen, looking for something edible before I head to school. I check the fridge, hoping it’s been filled overnight, maybe by magical elves or cute woodland creatures. But there’s just a few leftovers from takeout during the week—nothing from dinner last night.
Grabbing a slice of several-days’-old pizza for breakfast, I retreat to the island and start going through my bag. Mom and I are going to have to come to terms on how to properly stock the fridge. Her phone sits forgotten on the counter.
“Mom,” I call. “When was the last time you went to the store?” I eye her phone.
The music stops and her chair squeaks. I don’t need to turn to know that she’s leaning back, face turned toward the door to talk to me. “I’ll go today—add anything you want to the list on my phone,” she yells down the hall.
And that’s practically permission to use her phone.
Grabbing her phone from the counter, I type in her passcode. Because we order takeout so often, I don’t even have to ask her for it.
My phone buzzes next to me and I look down. Who is calling me this early? It’s Leo…?
I pick up my phone. “Couldn’t wait for me to get to school?” I say, sandwiching my phone between my ear and shoulder.
“Early morning rehearsal, and I have a run-through tonight so I cannot come bail you out.”
I snort. “Do you have so little faith in me?”
“Never. You just have to have more faith in yourself.”
It’s a silly platitude and I want to brush it off with an eye roll, but it sneaks in and warms my heart.
“Thanks.”
I pull up the text thread between Mom and Dad on Mom’s phone.
“Can I get your help with one more text?” I ask.
“Only ’cause I like you.” He sounds like he’s joking—in that same manner we’ve been bouncing back and forth, but his words trip me up. I suck in a breath, uneasy with the feelings his comments stir up. “As a friend,” he adds quickly, but it’s too late—my mind has already latched on and gone down a different path.
I wish he was here so I could nudge him. Bump into him as a way to rib him for the comment. Foolish, silly Leo. It would be easier to ignore if we were in person and not just talking over the phone, which seems strange. Words should have more power when said face-to-face, but here I am panicking over a phone call.
“Of course,” I say, trying to pour every ounce of playfulness with a healthy dose of sarcasm into the words.
“What is this text?”
I tell him what I want it to say and just like that, Leo has something easily composed in seconds.
“Where would you be without me?” There’s a note of satisfaction in his tone. I try to imagine his face if I told him this was not for Forest, but for my parents. Shock probably, and disappointment. It stops me for a moment. Maybe this isn’t what I need to do.
I stare at the messages for a beat. It was one thing for me to try and get them to share a meal when Mom picked me up and another to tell a small lie about who Dad made the food for. But this is a formal step across the line.
My last white lie was a great success. Mom had softened like she missed him, like there was still love for Dad there. Aunt Helena’s hard words ring in my head—Mom pulled away from her family. To take my place as the next head of the family, I need to fix it.
And … send.
Dad’s response comes rather quickly. Are you sure? And I smile—Dad definitely seems to want to fix this.
Yes. I add a date and time that I know will work for Mom. And then just to make sure she will show up, I add the appointment to her calendar as a potential client meeting.
With a few swipes I delete the messages and lock Mom’s phone, leaving it on the counter.

It’s one of those unnaturally cold spring days, where the mornings still hold on to winter’s chill and the fog hangs around late into the day. These days go one of two ways at work—either they bring people out or keep them home. I grab my sweater that I keep at the store for just such days and am putting it on when I hear a familiar voice. I turn quickly, my braid smacking me in the face. Aunt Mari meets me as she’s coming out of her workshop. We both trade looks of shock and concern—Mom doesn’t come into the store. There are a few rare photos of her here as a teen, but that’s the only proof that Mom ever cared about Hadley’s Treasures.
Regardless, she’s here now. Aunt Mari all but runs to the front of the store, ready to play interference between Mom and Aunt Helena, who’s working the floor. I hang back, unsure what to do. I know how to handle the aunts and Mom at family dinners but not in the wild.
Mom leans on the counter, arms crossed, looking like she doesn’t have a care in the world. Her blonde hair is tossed up in a messy bun and she’s wearing a dark green jumpsuit—which is her go-to outfit to look put together on a time crunch.
From the rigidity of Aunt Helena’s spine, I don’t think the conversation is going well despite the fact that Mom seems unperturbed.
“So good to see you, Nea,” Aunt Mari says, and it’s hard to tell whether that is directed at her older or younger sister. Aunt Mari wraps Mom in a hug and there’s a tsk from the diamond counter. So Aunt Shelly is weighing in on this conversation, too. The lines are split: older pair vs. younger pair. “What brings you in today?”
My stomach clenches remembering the texts I sent from her phone. Could Mom have somehow discovered them? Be here to yell at me? Or is it something better—are she and Dad ready to try again and she’s here to share the news?
Mom returns her sister’s hug and then easily slips free of the embrace. She puts a bit of space between her and Aunt Mari. I don’t miss the slight slump of Aunt Mari’s shoulders. This is always the problem with Mom—she’s too good at reestablishing boundaries. She’s always there to remind me that the hardest part about boundaries is that you have to maintain them. “I’m here to pick up my daughter—I had a free afternoon and wanted to surprise her with something I think she’ll enjoy.” Mom’s chin tips up as she tries to look over Aunt Helena’s shoulder for me. I duck behind a display of Aunt Mari’s creations.
“She has work today. Piper understands her responsibilities.”
“I’m sure you can handle one afternoon. Piper—” Mom calls. “Come out, it’s fine.”
Of course Mom knows exactly where I am. I come forward, and Mom smiles when she sees me, like really smiles—the sort I haven’t seen since she and Dad split. Maybe getting them talking is working.
“We’re very busy now.” Aunt Helena reaches out and pulls me close as if she needs to guard me from my own mother. I suppose in her eyes she does.
“It’s just an afternoon,” Mom says.
“I think this could be good,” I say, looking up at Aunt Helena, trying to make her understand a deeper meaning. This could be good to see where my parents are. To help them even more. It takes a fraction of a second, but Aunt Helena catches on and her smile of approval is everything.
“Very well.” Aunt Helena makes a show of being exasperated, but we trade a secret glance.
Mom taps the counter with both hands. “Great—go get your stuff.”
When I come back with my bag over my shoulder, Forest is just walking in. He must sense the battle just fought because he takes a step back and looks around. When his eyes lock on me, he smiles.
“Don’t tell me you’re leaving on my account,” he says.
“No—I have a thing—my mom,” I start to explain, wanting him to know this has nothing to do with him.
“It’s fine—I’ll just miss you.” His words come out easily.
Mom raises her eyebrows at the exchange. I guess she’s figured out who my person is.

The air shifts the farther we get from Crescent Falls. The weather is still gloomy, and I can’t even see the ocean next to the highway. It’s like we’ve taken the filter off the world and exposed the photo beneath. Mom hums along with the music—she refuses to tell me where we’re going—only that I will enjoy it. She tries to ask about Forest, but it’s forced for her and tense for me, so we let the conversation dwindle.
We stop at a small museum, one she found on her numerous work trips. We pass through the lobby and I see the sign—MEDIEVAL ART AND MEDICINE.
“Thought you might enjoy this one,” Mom says, giving me a playful nudge on the shoulder.
I stand in the main exhibit hall, mouth open, interested but guarded. I’ve indulged in science in high school, knowing that next year I’ll have to give it up. I pored over the business school’s undergrad requirements with Aunt Helena, listening to her reminiscing over her favorites. Science classes aren’t there. I turn in a circle trying to take in all the paintings, objects, and notes from the curator.
“How did you…”
“I know. I could have reacted better to your news last night.”
“So this is an apology?”
“Well, yes and no. You’ve been keeping things from me and I just … I wanted us to have some space to talk, away from Crescent Falls. Just you and me.” When I was small we took day trips all the time, especially if she had a break in clients. Me and her and her camera in the car going somewhere, anywhere but the small town we called home.
“So, enjoy.”
“And you think I would enjoy this?”
Mom gives me an Are you serious? look. “You are my daughter. I know things. Plus the school told me you’re taking two science classes this semester.” There’s an undercurrent of hurt in her voice that this didn’t come from me but from a guidance counselor. This is Mom trying to figure out where she fits in my life now.
“I dropped that World War II class, and cell biology and genetics was all that was available.” The confession is also an apology of sorts, an explanation. This is the last chance for this sort of thing, because I have to grow up and concentrate on my future.
I put a glass display of old medical instruments between us, a barricade against what is sure to come. Mom follows me, keeping a small space between us but remaining close enough that she could reach out and touch me. I want to move away, too afraid of what she’ll ask: questions about my future, about Forest—about things that will only make us argue.
“Your guidance counselor wanted to know why you weren’t pursuing a degree in a science.” I shift on my feet, having no idea where this is going. “She just wanted to check in, see if there was a school or program she could recommend to me. Sometimes I wonder where you got this from. Certainly not from me or your father.” Her words are meant to be a joke. But they needle under my skin. Me, an anomaly. The oddball.
So what if I’m taking a higher-level science? I took Chem II last year; this was the only one left. Diana’s taken seven art classes, but I don’t see the counselor calling her parents to tell her to go to art school.
“It’s just a few classes,” I say, hoping I sound convincing enough to get her to drop the subject. My teachers have all pulled me aside as if they had a meeting and decided it was time to intervene. They asked about college or if I’d like for them to call an old colleague who may have an internship or a summer intensive I would be perfect for. All of which I turned down because I will be learning how to run Hadley’s Treasures.
And now there’s Forest. The tension eases and I smile without forcing it, just happy for the first time since my parents told me they were splitting up. This way is easy. My life is lining up just like I always planned.
As long as Forest will love me.
“Are you happy about it?” Mom asks, again moving us between subjects. This isn’t just am I happy, or am I happy about college. This is all of it: the Blessing, college, life—all wrapped up into one question.
I don’t even try to stop the goofy grin that spreads across my face. “Yes. Don’t you miss it?”
Mom takes me in. Her fingers twitch, as if she wants her camera. As if that is the only way for her to make sense of the world. “You know, in all of this, you’ve never asked me what I did during the year after I met your father.”
I stop dead in my tracks, because she’s right. I know what Dad did because he told me, how he survived the pain of his own Blessing. Their story is often some cautionary tale that no one, not even one who gives up everything else, can escape Fate. To me it’s about the choice that while they tried time apart, they still came back together.
It’s one of the reasons I know they still belong together. They chose this, even after putting it off for so long. The way it started—two people who’d never met even though they lived in the same town. Love literally right next door. The chance meeting, Mom answering an ad that he was looking for a photographer. The spark, Fate intervening, and then a year of not talking. The story always picks up when they both finally figure it out and get back together.
“You had a life before me?”
“Shocking, I know.”
We both stop in front of a series of drawings done by early doctors. What they saw when they cut into the human body. I wait for Mom to go on, to open up about her year without Dad, but she’s strangely quiet.
“So … what did you do?”
“I was offered an internship. A chance to travel. I answered your father’s ad because I needed money for the project. A professor put me in touch with one of his friends in photography. I worked for him—learning everything I could. Giving that up … to stay in Crescent Falls, finally do the things my family expected of me, felt stupid. This was my chance to do everything I wanted.
“For a year, I traveled, I lived—but every place I stopped, he was there in the corner of my mind. A loose piece. I took so many photos as a way to remember the places I wanted to bring Chris back to. They were a constant reminder that this—this could be better if he was here.” She pauses and I can’t help but think of Dad recounting his own memories of Mom. They live in each other’s minds as the perfect couple, and I need them to remember that reality is more than they can ever imagine.
“What happened?”
“He called me. Well, first he called my parents—and they were only sooooo happy to give my number to him. I was coming home anyway—needed some time to regroup and just … This might come as a shock to you—but I did want to spend time with him. And restaurants take time. They’re all-consuming and I wanted to be there. Document it. But we needed money. I took on jobs to pay the bills. My art just…” She lets her voice trail off, forming a dam of what she’s left unsaid. “Then we had you.” She gives me a gentle nudge with her shoulder.
“And I messed everything up.” I meant the words to come off as a joke. But they come from a deep, black place in my mind and carry absolutely no lightness. A place where all the negative thoughts seem to spring from. Truths that I don’t want to believe but have a hard time disproving. Maybe without me—and all the complications I brought—Mom would have had the life she thought she was signing up for.
Mom stops short and I run into her. She turns around to look at me. I try to back up but she holds on to me, looking me in the face. One I know so well because we share the same smattering of freckles, and the way our eyes are just two slightly different shapes. The small things that tie us together even if you have to look real close to see them. A truth that I often can’t seem to remember.
“Is that what you think?”
“I’m just … No. Maybe. It’s fine,” I confess and immediately regret it. It’s always me. I ruined my parents’ love, so what hope is there for me? The way I love every moment, every text I get from Forest, and how fucking terrified I am that this will fall apart. That he won’t change or I won’t—our misstarts and missteps growing to be too much for even Fate to hold us together.
“Nope. We get to talk about it.” She tips my chin up even as I try to avoid her gaze. Mom learned how to be a good parent a long time ago; maybe that’s what she was doing while Dad built an empire in cooking—she built a legacy in me. Dad is still a toddler at it, but Mom may as well have a PhD. Nothing gets by her.
Lucky me.
I flick my gaze to the different paintings, depictions of surgery that just look like torture. “I just…” I cast around for some answer to get me out of this situation. “Your divorce. I … googled stuff.”
“Nothing good ever came from a random Google search.” Mom relaxes next to me but doesn’t let me go. It’s like she can prove to me we’re okay through touch alone. She steers us out of the gallery. “What did the internet tell you? How many types of cancer do you have?”
“None,” I say, picking the joke to answer first. WebMD has long been a curse word in our house. “Just that … the divorce rate for parents of kids with disabled children is like ninety percent. And maybe I broke you and the Blessing.”
Mom runs her tongue over her teeth and I am sure that she is planning something terrible. It’s the same face she wears when she calls up the insurance company. The one that says, You are not only going to lose today, but I am going to enjoy taking you down and then I am going to report you to some higher authority and they’re going to ream you. “I am going to kill my sisters.”
“Mom.”
“Dead. All of them. In cold blood. Are you okay with me missing all of your graduations because I am about to spend the rest of my life in prison?”
“Mom.”
Mom scrubs her face, and I get the feeling that if we weren’t in public, she’d scream. This is exactly what I wanted to avoid. But also the feeling that was killing me. Rotting me from the inside out. Her fingers trail down her face and she takes a deep breath. “Come on, we are going to need chocolate.”
Mom orders an array of baked goods at the museum café. And a pot of tea. That is how I know this is going to be a “real” conversation. Black tea—brewed extra strong, with nothing to cut it. No milk. No sugar. Nothing like the first time she and Dad told me about the divorce. I want to curl in on myself, get as small as possible to match the feeling of being a fuckup bubbling inside me. Those words should have remained in my head, never let out.
Mom slowly pulls answers out of me. How I got to this conclusion that I may be responsible for my parents’ divorce and thereby also responsible for breaking Fate’s Blessing. The more I tell her, the more I want to disappear into my seat. Just vanish, leaving no trace, because even as I say the words out loud—their logic is flawed.
I brace myself for Mom’s anger or frustration. Possibly restating her intent to murder the aunts.
“Mom, why are you crying?” She’s doing her best to hide it. But her eyes are glossy and more than once she’s reached up under a pretense of something in her eye.
“How long have you lived with this?”
I shrug. Who’s to say. A while. Ever since … ever? I keep the darker thoughts to myself—the ones that say maybe I don’t belong in my family. That maybe my aunts don’t think of me as one of them. Because that’s foolish. Anyway, I have Forest.
He’s the proof I belong here. Even if … it’s a struggle to remember that.
“A day is too long. Piper, you are not responsible—nothing about you … You are the best thing your father and I ever did together. I wanted your father there. I wanted you to grow up with two parents and not the one who people assumed would handle everything. He can’t give me that, and I can’t live in that role anymore.”
I want to push back. “But you love him.”
Mom rubs the spot on her chest—a move I know all too well. “The hard thing is, I love him so much.” The pain in her words is like a stab to my chest. Because it’s hopeful, too—the idea that maybe my parents can fix this. “But I love me more. We should have been more up-front with you. Your father and I struggled from day one. Moment one.” The pain in her words is a scalpel to my chest wall. “Love—it is the best feeling in the world but it will also make you cut off parts of yourself until you don’t recognize the person you see in the mirror. You were never the reason we fought. It was a bigger issue. He was never home. The restaurant … People always said he named it after us to always be close to us even when he was at work. I hated that he got to do whatever he wanted and I was expected to pick up the slack. Whether that was the house or getting his fucking dry cleaning.” Mom seems to realize she overstepped and stops herself. “All I wanted was for him to actually be home. I was drowning, I was lost. I woke up one day and I didn’t know who I was. So please do not think this has anything to do with you.”
Mom’s words push in, shoving aside ideas I’ve carried for a long time. Ones I hoped were lies but secretly believed they weren’t. I feel small but somehow free. As if I’ve just cut off that part of me. Well, not cut off, but it’s like when the doctors made my thumb. They took something that didn’t grow right and reshaped it, made it into something that it was supposed to be all along.



  
Chapter Sixteen
The afternoons I spend with Forest at the store make everything feel stronger, better. I feel almost confident that our first meeting was just a fluke, especially when the invite comes through.
FOREST
Will you come to my tennis match?
This weekend?
I had to talk to the aunts about missing work. Aunt Helena was more than happy to let me go—because this could be the perfect time to seal it with a kiss, as the stories say. It was no longer enough to just enjoy my time with Forest. To trade messages and get pep talks from Leo that things were exactly where they needed to be. Leo doesn’t seem to understand that I need them to be perfect.
By the time the weekend rolls around, I’m a ball of nerves. Mom dropped me off at Dad’s, and there was apprehension in her goodbye. She’d reached across the seat and held my face in her hands and reminded me that she and my father love me. I think she was kicking herself for what she might have let slip yesterday. That even though she called it off because Dad can’t be everything she needs, Mom still wants me to believe he’s a good dad.
There is so much happening this weekend; Forest and his match, plus Mom and Dad’s date. That they don’t know about.
Diana’s honk interrupts my thoughts. Carl has been denied the car for the day because we have a tennis match to attend. The thought of seeing Forest is just the pick-me-up I need. His calming presence. A stable force. The feeling deep down that this is where I’m meant to be.
I hop into the car as Diana chucks empty energy drink cans into the back seat, muttering to herself about how much of a pig her older brother is. A new playlist blasts from the car’s speakers. A song with a mix of upbeat pop and rock ’n’ roll. The beat driving hard against the singer’s need to get their love back. Whatever it is that is affecting my friends’ music taste needs to stop.
With the front seat clear, Diana leans back and smooths her bangs down into one straight line that just kisses the top of her sunglasses.
“This is new,” I say, sliding into the passenger seat, noting the music. “Where’d you find it?” I reach for her phone, always ready for new music, but she grabs it first.
“Need directions.” Diana pauses the music and queues up the map. “How is Apple?” she asks. I narrow my eyes at her switching the subject, but because it’s to Forest, I’ll allow it. She pulls away from the curb, the automated voice from her phone leading us through the streets.
“You can learn his name. I’m not Leo,” I say. I never thought that a rule made freshman year would come back to haunt me.
“I could … or not.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” Diana says and I know a lie when I hear one.
“I’m sorry, since when are we no longer best friends?”
“Now who is being ridiculous?” Diana replies. At a stoplight, she turns and glares at me, letting her large oval sunglasses slip down the bridge of her nose. Her dark eyes take me in, daring me to push her further.
“I thought we were the best of friends—with no secrets left to share. Except apparently when it comes to music,” I tease.
Diana makes a face—a small flare of her nose and downturn of her lips. It may last for just a second but friends know each other’s micro-expressions. She’s hiding something.
“Something you’d like to share?” I prompt, hoping to bring it out of her.
“Nope,” she says, popping the p just for emphasis.
“Okay,” I say, a little too cheerily. She gives me a sidelong glance over her sunglasses. We understand each other.
I fight the urge to dig deeper into her comments. I’m used to Leo questioning the Blessing, but Diana has always been, at the very least, neutral on the subject. Besides, Forest could never replace her—we’ve been friends long enough. She would need to be convicted of murder before I’d even consider giving her up. And even in most cases of murder I’d be on her side.
She drives in silence, and when she gets on the freeway, the fastest way to get to the East Side, I grab her phone from the console and flip to her music app.
“‘Songs that Remind Me of You,’” I read off the playlist’s title. “Where did this come from? Or should I ask who did it come from?” I’m prepared to be the friend she always is to me, reading the signs and signals for hints at what she’s not willing to say.
“I have more than enough to keep up with when it comes to your love life.”
She answers the question too fast and I study my friend, not sure if I believe that’s the truth. There’s a prickle between my shoulder blades that something is off, but I couldn’t tell you what it is. “Oh, really? My love life is fairly simple,” I say.
“Maybe that’s what you think.”
Best friends are not allowed to be cryptic when they’re talking about your own life. Diana drums her nails on the steering wheel.
“Enlighten me, then.” I motion for her to go on.
“Okay, so you and Leo—”
“Not this again. Leo and I are fine.”
“Are you sure? You promise? Because I don’t think you realize you were not the only one who suffered.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I just wanted you two … I wanted us all to be us again. It was like I was being pulled in two different directions. We’re a triangle, not a collection of lines. And maybe I blackmailed him into picking you up that night.”
My mouth drops open. “I need more information. What did you say to him?”
“That I’d give him a terrible costume in the spring play.”
“I don’t believe you. Try again, this time with the truth.” Nothing, and I mean nothing, could force Diana to create a bad costume. I need to be right this time to avoid the sinking feeling taking over me. Leo wasn’t ready to be friends again. The fact sits like a stone in my gut.
“I told him that I was sick of you both being miserable and he needed to stop ruining our senior year. And I was tired of him moping.”
“He was upset?”
“Yeah. You were both like carbon copies of each other. Sad, depressed, missing-your-best friend copies. Every time I talked to him, he was sad. Even with all his Leo-nites, even with me, he was just going through the motions of it all. Missing the one thing that made him … Leo.” Diana presses her lips together and focuses on the road. “And there was no way I could get you to talk to him; you were so dead set on following his rules.”
I don’t know what to do with this information. Leo could have fixed this—fixed us—at any time, and he chose not to. I’m angry—angry that he got to be sad about this. How dare he. He doesn’t get to be a shadow of himself because he was the one who chose to break things off. He could have talked to me at any point, but he didn’t. He just … left me.
The pain of it still stings. A wound I haven’t let heal because Leo and I don’t want to talk about it. We just want to start again. But I can’t get the memory of him walking away from me out of my head, afraid what will happen to me if he does it again.
“Piper?” Diana asks, my name a prompt to share more, open up about what I’m feeling. Maybe forgive her for interfering, but honestly, I’m not angry with her. I wish she’d done it sooner, because I’ve missed Leo.
And now you’re about to really lose him, a voice in my head says. And just like that there are memories of Mom—echoes of the things she’s said about the Blessing and Fate. About choosing myself and my own path.
I clamp down on that thought and tell myself, But I have Forest. And that is better.
I reach up and rub the spot on my chest where the Blessing lives, but it’s like the feelings I have for Leo have chipped away at my bond.
“I’m fine,” I say and close my eyes, summoning up a picture of Forest. The way the corner of his mouth ticks up in a smile—like a secret shared between us. Slowly the feeling of missing Leo fades. Leo’s problems are his own. He’s not mine to worry about beyond the fact he’s my friend. “Let’s go be fancy,” I say, letting it go. Diana can keep her secret for now.

The Crescent Falls Country Club looks like it was supposed to be built on the East Coast and has no idea how it ended up in California. Thick columns and lots of stone. It has an imposing façade that remains grounded in the midst of a garden explosion. Ferns, trees, and all sorts of flowers crowd around the space. The interior seems to want to model a humble origin, but every piece feels like it belongs in a museum and is probably insured as such. The staff directs us outside to the tennis courts. Leo plays here, too, because our high school doesn’t offer tennis year-round, and he’s pretty much the best on the team. Needs a challenge.
We find a table overlooking the courts and Diana sets her bag down, claiming it as the spot for us.
“Should we have dressed up?” I ask, and it’s not like I didn’t try with my outfit. Forest is going to be here. A few girls walk by, and they don’t even bother hiding their judgmental once-overs.
“When have you ever let me dress you?” Diana asks.
I laugh, a harsh sound full of regret. Because never—I have never let Diana actually tamper with my wardrobe, but seeing everyone here … They’re all sleek hairstyles and outfits that look just thrown together but probably took hours of careful planning. It makes me feel out of place, which only reminds me that to the rest of the world, I am out of place, in every crowd. The joys of disability.
“Leo should have warned us,” I say, but my annoyance with Leo is short-lived and not as satisfying as I want it to be. Mom’s words haunt me, and as much as I’d like to ignore what she said, my brain refuses to let it go.
“Or Apple?” Diana offers. I look at her, confused. How is this Forest’s fault in any way, shape, or form?
“I mean he, too, would know what this place is like.” She says this slowly like she’s explaining it to a child. Diana folds her hands on the glass tabletop and looks like a principal about to explain a disciplinary action. “Fate should choose smarter—”
“Shhh,” I say and look around, unsure of who could hear her. “Diana, rules.”
I search the crowd for Aunt Helena. She plays tennis here every morning before work. The last thing I need is for her to find out I told Diana. Aunt Helena is finally on my side—the last thing I need to do is cross her again.
“Do not make me regret that I told you about that.”
“Please, I am the one who should be offended that you didn’t tell me about it sooner. I thought we were friends.”
“There are rules.”
My best friend slumps back in her chair and I can feel her eye roll through her sunglasses. “Oh yes, those.” She waves away my concern with a flip of her hand. “Don’t talk about Fight Club … blah blah blah. My point is, why be mad at Leo and not Forest—or better yet, both? Why stop at Leo?”
Her questions needle me. It feels like a trend—first with what she said in the car and now this. She just keeps bringing him up, trying to get me to see him in a different light. “Because Leo knows—”
“What exactly do I know?” Leo asks, walking up to our table. The sight of him in his tennis gear trips me up. Leo does too many activities for Diana and I to attend them all. Tennis is the last on the list.
And that’s probably a good thing.
That band uniform only succeeds in hiding the muscles that tennis and banging on a snare have given him.
“Only that you had a responsibility to warn us about the dress code,” I say, waving my hand at the crowd.
Leo looks over the crowd like he’s only just now realized the level of wealth and privilege on display. I want to shake him. He’s supposed to be my guide to all things romance, but how can I succeed when he’s missing the small details? “I guess it’s hard to notice because I like—”
“Do not say it’s because you like us,” I snap, annoyed at him.
Leo’s mouth clicks shut, but there’s a retort waiting. I can see his determination to hold his words back in his eyes. All that focus, that intensity aimed at me. It makes my skin prickle. I don’t want to admit how his look makes me feel. Unsteady. As if Forest doesn’t exist at all. And part of me is more than willing to see how far this could go with Leo. Mom would be all for that. And then the aunts would be fully allowed to treat me just like they do her.
No thank you.
“I just need this to go well,” I say, wanting to break Leo’s focus, to remind us of why we’re here. That Fate chose my true love—found me the perfect match.
And it’s not Leo.
“We’re here for the boyfriend,” Diana says.
Even with the table between us it’s like I can feel the shift in Leo. Diana once called it our seventh sense. It’s a shutdown, a pulling away from me. And the spark of fear is unexpected—because I don’t want to lose him again.
As if summoned by Fate herself, arms drop over my shoulders and a head props itself on my left shoulder. Forest is here.
I sink back into his embrace.
“Someone mention me?” Forest asks.
My heart skips a beat. If only Aunt Helena could hear this—Forest’s confession. Me, his girlfriend.
“Are you my boyfriend?” I ask, turning my head to see him. The words just come out with no thought. I hold my breath waiting to see if I’ve overstepped. Was this too much too soon?
There’s a lopsided grin tugging at his lips but worry in his eyes. Like he’s afraid that he overstepped. Committed us to something we’re not ready for. I want to tell him we will never break. This—us—we are forever.
“I’d like to be. If that’s okay?” He meets my eyes for a second before looking away, as if he too is scared of the outcome.
There are no words to fully encapsulate what I feel—all I can do is grin like a fool. Play it cool, Piper, I tell myself. “Yes, please.”
Forest leans in as if he can close us off from everyone around us and make this moment the beginning of our fairy tale.
“Nothing left to share, then?” Leo asks, pulling both me and Forest back into this moment. I look around at my friends, trying to remember why they’re even here. This happened. Forest and I … the Blessing all but glows in my chest.
Diana, for her part, has picked up her phone and found something to occupy her time with. Leo, for all his expertise on love, is just butting in where he doesn’t belong.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Forest asks.
“I don’t know, Piper, what could that mean? What haven’t you shared with the class?” He looks pointedly at me, raising his eyebrows.
“No idea.”
Leo opens his mouth again, but Forest stands up, angling himself between me and Leo. “You just like to push buttons, don’t you?”
I stare at Leo, trying to communicate back off with no words. This is what we’ve worked for—what all his lessons were about. And for once I am not the one fucking it up. Our plan worked. Forest and I are together. Now Leo needs to stand down.
“Do you even know what buttons to push?” Forest asks.
Diana’s eyebrows shoot up, but she keeps her gaze firmly on her phone.
Leo snorts. “More than you.”
“Willing to play for it?” Forest asks.
Leo’s gaze flicks to me and then to Forest. A small smile plays across his lips. “You think you can win against me?”
“Leo—” I hiss. This is all his fault, and he must need a reminder of that.
“It’s not even a competition,” Forest shoots back.
“Forest—” I say, appealing to him. If he loves me, then this will be okay. I reach out and grab his hand, wanting to pull him back, remind him that we are okay. Fate has ensured that. Forest doesn’t need to do this.
He smiles at me, a reassurance that we’re fine. That I am still his girlfriend. Walk away from this—that’s what I want to tell him. This pissing match between him and Leo doesn’t have to happen because Forest already won.
“Well, then, prove it,” Leo says.
I will punch Leo when I get the chance.
Forest smiles at me. “Don’t worry—I’ll leave him in one piece.”



  
Chapter Seventeen
Leo and Forest head for the court, seemingly determined to play each other before the real tournament begins. Diana looks pointedly from me to the boys’ retreating backs. Subtle, she is not.
I get up, catching Leo at the bench where he’s left his gear. “What do you think you are doing?” I ask, leaning over the fence. Leo just looks up at me, an eyebrow cocked as if in a silent question.
“Helping you out,” he says. His hazel eyes sparkle with innocence as if this is his true motive. “Like I promised.” There’s a bite to this follow-up, and his gaze flicks to Forest, like he’s reminding me I have somewhere to be, and it’s not here.
“Stop it,” I say, holding up a finger in warning. I see right through this act. Forest had already asked to be my boyfriend. There was no reason for Leo to provoke this … duel over me.
“Afraid he’ll lose?” I fear the challenge buried in Leo’s words goes beyond whatever happens on the court. Leo focuses in on me, and I feel the weight of everything we’ve been to each other over the years. Friends. Confidants. A boy who understood me without explanation. His confession haunts me—I want you to have your fairy-tale ending, so I didn’t.
If he had asked me to be his girlfriend, would I have said yes? Broken a promise to Aunt Helena and possibly Fate herself? I don’t want to think about my answer because it doesn’t matter. Leo never asked and we’ve always been friends.
“It’s not a competition. He asked me to be his girlfriend.”
“And would he have asked you without me?”
I turn on my heels, rather than answer that. This is the path I’ve chosen. Fate would never lead any Hadley astray. It’s evident even in my parents that they still love each other.
I cross the space to where Forest has left his bag.
“Chatting up my opponent?” His smile is easy but a shadow lurks in the corners like he hopes that Leo is his challenger in tennis only.
“Distracting him, more like. He’s weakest on his backhand,” I say, even as Leo’s words circle around in my head.
Forest’s smile only grows.
To black out the questions in my heart, I take Forest’s hand, the small gesture sending a tug right through the place in my chest where the Blessing lives. As if Forest feels it, too, he looks down at me, and the rest of the world could explode and I wouldn’t notice.
I rise up on my toes, certain that this will be the moment—our first kiss. A story to tell the aunts. The final hurdle before I can tell Forest about my family, about the bond that will connect us forever.
He leans down and I try to remember every moment. The angle of the sun, the ground beneath my feet. The feeling of butterflies in my stomach—the impending completion of the Blessing.
“Let’s go,” Leo calls out, and a tennis ball strikes the ground inches from Forest’s feet, shattering the moment. Forest pulls back, spell broken, and drops my hand.
“So excited to lose, Leo?” Forest calls out.
“In your dreams, MacIntosh.”
Leo pockets several balls as they head for their respective baselines. I head back to Diana, retaking my seat as Leo takes his serve. The ball hits his racket with a sharp thwack, sending Forest racing to return.
I watch Leo and Forest send the ball back and forth across the net. Leo seems to be in control of the game, moving easily along the back line, while Forest races to catch the various shots.
“Leo is being ridiculous. He thinks he’s helping.” I don’t hide the eye roll. It’s absurd. Forest and I have made it work. Leo succeeded, so why isn’t he happier? My stomach turns, remembering Leo’s insight—did Forest fall for me, or did he fall for who Leo made me into?
“Leo certainly knows what he’s doing, that’s for sure,” Diana grumbles, settling back in her chair, crossing her arms.
Forest finally gets the upper hand, landing a shot close to the net. Leo can’t get there fast enough and Forest gets the first point.
“Leo is going to ruin everything,” I say, frustrated that Diana is taking Leo’s side. She knows what Forest means to me, even if she will forever call him Apple.
“Trust the process.”
Forest salutes me with his racket as he makes his way back to the baseline for his serve.
I track the ball across the court. Years of Leo explaining the rules, talking me through what makes players great, finally pays off. I can follow the game and appreciate how good both of them are. Leo moves with grace but strikes with ferocity. Doesn’t matter how many tennis matches we’ve watched together on TV over the years—it’s different to be here courtside.
And maybe it’s not the seats but the player—well, players. Forest is fast, hitting balls that I’m sure even a pro would miss.
“I just have to know—you know what’s going on here, right? Like you get this is about you?” Diana asks.
I laugh because what a foolish question. “Leo and I are friends.” I don’t like how many times I’ve had to say that lately. When will people just believe me?
Forest is my boyfriend—a fact I can’t wait to share with the aunts. Fate herself sent him to me. This game, this whole thing will just be a funny anecdote in our love story. One of the moments that my family will always want to hear retold for how romantic it is. Family is more than blood and DNA and genetics. Family is all those intangible things: love, kindness, protection, an innate sense of belonging—but I get stuck on the science. Maybe the trip to see the medicine exhibit reminded me too much of the very tangible things that bring us together. If we aren’t connected in those ways—are we connected at all?
I can’t help but watch Leo on the court. Because, like with most things, he does it with everything he has, pouring himself into what he’s focused on in the moment. It’s breathtaking. I’m so caught up in his movements that I cheer when he lands the next point, completely forgetting that Forest is right there.
Diana pulls down her sunglasses so she can look at me. “You will need to practice saying that with more conviction if you’re gonna convince the aunts of that.”
Forest looks over at me and even from this distance I see his disappointment.
“He’s just helping me with Forest.”
“Have you ever asked Leo if he wants more?”
“It’s a nonstarter,” I say, shifting in my seat. Forest just said he’s my boyfriend; he’s my person. This is the happy ending I have been waiting for—why can’t I just enjoy it? Why are the feelings I’ve always had for Leo refusing to go away? If I want to be on Aunt Helena’s photo wall, to take over Hadley’s Treasures, to be a part of my family—it doesn’t matter what I feel for Leo.
The ball bounces and flies at Forest, who steps up to meet it, forcing Leo to take it on a backhand, which is not as strong. Forest barely has to move to return the ball. My heart feels like it’s attached to it. Hit again and again, not allowed to stay in one place.
“So…?” Diana prompts, leaning forward on the table, waiting for my answer.
“Leo is just respecting my wishes,” I say, remembering the darkness of the car as Leo told me about the time I asked him to not fall in love with me. I wish I could remember all the moments of our past like he does, where moments shine in his memory like guiding stars. He feels like air to me. Everywhere, all around me—but completely invisible. I never realized how much I needed him until he was just gone.
“And if Leo, I dunno, hypothetically was to disrespect your wishes, you would…” Diana says, her fingers drawing lazy patterns on the glass tabletop.
“I have Forest.” The statement, I hate to admit, is as much for me as it is for Diana. I’m not going down that road with Leo, because it would complicate everything. I am on the verge of getting everything I wanted—tossing in the idea that I could have Leo … no. That is not happening.
“Trouble in paradise?” an all-too-familiar voice asks. And there is Lauren. I’m pretty sure running into the witch of StuCo wasn’t on the agenda for today. Mentally I click back through the various tasks she’s assigned, trying to figure out why I’m in trouble.
Lauren just stands there, arms crossed, looking at Diana as if she’s expecting something else to happen. And I relax because it’s not me who is in trouble with Lauren. I know their stage manager/costume designer relationship is rocky at the best of times, but certainly they won’t blow up in public.
“Lauren,” Diana says, her voice flat. She’s relaxed back in her chair, expression blank.
Lauren’s lips press into a line, and then she flips on me.
“Fancy seeing you here, Piper.”
“I’m just full of surprises.”
Lauren pauses again, as if she’s expecting either Diana or me to say something along the lines of Pull up a chair, make yourself at home … But there is literally nothing in this world that would make me do that. And I know Diana would rather eat tennis balls than let that happen.
“Did you need something?” I ask, taking one for the team.
“Just wanted to remind you that we still need the photos for the senior trip. As I’m sure you know, your mom always had a camera and we’d—”
“I said I will dig out photos for you—but I’m a bit busy at the moment.”
Lauren looks at the match. It’s Leo’s serve again and he looks at me while he walks back to the line. I meet his gaze and he raises an eyebrow as if he, too, is completely confused about why Lauren of all people is here. Leo has recounted to me the full-on yelling matches between Lauren and Diana at rehearsals.
I give him a small shrug and mouth, Senior trip.
“Giving up, Leo?” Forest calls, pulling Leo’s focus back to the game.
Lauren squares her shoulders and plasters on a smile. “We need them by Wednesday to get them printed in time.”
I give Lauren my best two-thumbs-up, which, because it’s me, is basically a one-thumbs-up and a fist. The fingers on my right hand just refuse to cooperate. But it seems fitting, because every conversation with Lauren feels like a fight.
The ball flies back and forth and I try to look around her to see how the match is going—but she moves again, blocking my view.
“Lauren—”
“I need you to focus on this, Piper.”
“Lauren,” Diana says, cutting her off before she can really get going. “Enough.” The two of them look at each other, and they seem to suck all the air, all the attention. I certainly can’t look away.
In a miracle of all miracles, Lauren closes her mouth and spins away, her brown hair fanning out behind her.
I’m able to focus on the game again—only to discover it’s over.
And I don’t even know who won.



  
Chapter Eighteen
Unease is a pit in my stomach because I can’t stop turning over Diana’s questions from yesterday. I thought the match, seeing Forest, becoming his girlfriend, would settle everything. I rub the spot on my chest, unable to tell if I want to pull it out or hold it close. Every time I think about Forest—it’s a rush of excitement, love. I feel like pieces of me have come back together, that he holds something I’ve been missing.
I scroll through late-night texts from Forest.
FOREST
Okay explain it to me one more time …
He has enjoyed learning to play Starbound. In fact, there are several photos that accompany his texts of different card packs he’s opened.
FOREST
One day we will be able to play this together.
I feel better—because he, too, seems to be thinking about one day, forever—us. I haven’t had the heart to ask about who won the game, because that feels like admitting I wasn’t watching. The last thing I want to do is explain Lauren to Forest. Best that she stay sectioned off from most people.
But then there’s Leo …
Ugh, Diana and Mom have gotten into my head. I throw back the dated bedspread and get up. Because today is my parents’ date. It’s time to prove once and for all that Fate and her matches will always win.
Mom even said she still loves Dad.
But I love me more …
Her words haunt me because they hold a hint at another way. A different path that may be just as good. And I shove them down, because this is what’s best for everyone. Aunt Helena knows this and so do I.
I come down the stairs dressed for work, but with no intention of actually going in today. What my parents don’t know is that I got the weekend off—courtesy of Aunt Helena, of course. With Mom in town, I could stay there, but I like waking up to Dad trying once again to replicate Mom’s coffee. He studies it like it’s any other dish, trying to re-create it from memory.
A string of curses floats from the kitchen, and I peek around the corner to find Dad at the coffeepot.
“Rough night?” I ask, trying to hold back giggles. It’s sort of hilarious how he can’t work a simple coffee machine.
“Thought I would try to make you coffee,” he says. He tries to hide the mess behind him, and I’m touched that he got up this early to do something for me. “Spend some time with you before you leave us for college.” He adds fake emotion to that last bit, acting overly sad. I love the fact he’s using us like he is still part of a pair.
I just roll my eyes. Sure, Dad.
“It’s just college,” I remind him. “Plus, I’ll be back to help Aunt Helena with the store.”
I clock the scowl on his face but refuse to say anything. Mom must have told him about my class schedule change. Honestly, it’s not that big of a deal. I’m just a senior trying to squeeze in the last bits of fun before settling down into what I’m going to do for the rest of my life.
A chill grips my heart when I think about running the store until ever … Never setting foot in a lab or dissecting the layers of a body to see how it all works together.
But there are bigger things I want.
Family.
Love.
Fate.
Dreams never come without a cost. A lesson both of my parents have instilled in me.
“Maybe Mom can give you lessons on the coffee. Then we can have some together,” I say, pushing us back to discussions of our family. His eyes narrow—even more so than Mom, Dad is usually the one to spot my attempts to push them back together.
Dad opens a cupboard to cover any further reaction. He dodges out of the way of an avalanche of grocery receipts. We both watch them hit the floor like snowflakes. I’m the first to laugh, and he joins in, shaking his head.
“What were Grandma and Grandpa thinking?”
Dad bends down and starts gathering the yellowed slips of paper. “Well, it’s because my dad loved my mom. The hoarding was her thing.” He says this with the casualness of … well, a grocery list, as if this is common knowledge.
I busy myself with the coffee maker. Opening the machine emits a puff of steam and it’s a good diversion from Dad’s revelation. The grounds have overflowed from the basket, and there is both not enough and too much water.
“So Grandpa just let her do it?” I ask, trying to understand. My paternal grandparents are warm impressions in my memory. Highlights of being the best at hugs and Christmas presents. They were quiet people, so unlike Mom’s family.
“He made it work—kept a lot of it hidden until, well…” Dad says.
Dad dumps handfuls of receipts into the garbage and then opens another cabinet—which has been cleaned out—and pulls down two mugs. Waiting for the coffee to brew, he leans back against the counter, folding his arms over his chest. There are bags under his eyes, a product of a late night and early morning. He sees it as his responsibility to be the last in the restaurant, and now he decides to pull this whole dad duty routine to spend time with me.
“So he changed to make Grandma happy.”
“I guess. People do wild things when they’re in love.” Dad ruffles my hair and I duck out of his reach, swatting at his hand.
“You okay?” he asks when I don’t respond.
“I just…” I don’t want to admit my worries. “Waiting to tell Forest about…” I gesture to myself. On any other day, in any other context, I might be referring to my disability. The way I don’t look like everyone else. I’m not sure how Forest will deal with the complications of my life, but more so, I don’t know how he’ll react to Fate.
Dad blows out a breath, his cheeks puffing out. “It’s a doozy of a conversation.”
I cringe. Oh, Dad, we need to work on your vocabulary.
“How did it go for you?” I ask. The question has never come up because the stories always end before that. It’s always the first kiss and then … it works out.
Time seems to slow around Dad. His eyebrows shoot up and the worry lines on his forehead make an appearance. “Coming in hot this morning.” He smooths out the wrinkles. “Mom told me on our first official date. I think she wanted to make sure I had an out. That I understood this thing between us—it was somehow … not real. That this was an option. Not in the typical sense, at least.”
My jaw drops. Mom broke the rules. No first kiss. “That’s not—”
“The rules. Yeah, when have you known your mother to be a rule follower?”
“And you stayed? It didn’t … creep you out?”
“I spent a year trying to get her out of my head. Blessing or not—I wanted a shot. Maybe this thing brought us together, but I wanted to keep it that way. But sometimes … it’s just … hard.”
“But you and Mom are worth it…” I start, pushing aside everything that Mom told me. The struggles she claims they had. I know what I saw. “I saw it all the time. The little things you did for each other. The big gestures. You made her favorite dinner because I asked.”
“People change, Pipes,” Dad says this with the practiced coolness of a sharpened knife. There were so many mornings I would wake up to see Dad in the kitchen with coffee and his whetstone. Honing his knives to the sharpest edge. Sometimes he would sit me on his lap and let me watch—I think as a way to see that these were tools and there was a responsibility to them. How you knew when to change grades or angles. A dance of feeling and intuition.
“And sometimes we change for the people we love. Like with Grandma and Grandpa,” I say, flinging my arms out to encompass this house. Perhaps it is not photos on a wall like at Aunt Helena’s, but these rooms packed tight with useless items are a confession, a testament to love.
“I know, I know. I’m trying. I have—”
I hold my breath because this is the first time either of my parents have admitted that they want to fix their love story. I need to play this cool. I don’t know anything about his date with Mom today. “You have…?”
He looks over the kitchen, like he’s seeing what it could become. The plans he’s made to accommodate his new life. But there’s sadness there. Maybe all hope is not lost. “A big meeting today.”
“Some sort of new investor for Piper & Nea?” I ask, pushing things by mentioning Mom by name. Even if it’s only the name of his restaurant.
Dad rubs his chest absentmindedly, the middle right above his sternum. It has to be the Blessing and its pull on him. He still looks around the kitchen. “No.” There’s no hiding his smile. “Don’t even. I’m just recipe testing. Talking with Uncle Josh about a few changes to the menu.”
“Too early for a seasonal change.” Dad loves cooking what’s fresh and local—but spring is still in full swing and summer produce is a distant dream.
“Never too early.” Dad scratches the back of his head. My stomach tightens, anticipating the bad news headed my way. “We’re thinking of doing something new with the restaurant. Toying around with a completely new concept.”
Any emotion I have slides right off my face. “What?” I ask, the word coming out of me in a harsh bark. The restaurant. Our restaurant. The one he named after his two favorite people?
Nonononononono, it runs through my head in one long burst. He was so happy a few minutes ago, even rubbing his chest—how does that all go away?
“I will still make you whatever you want from the old menu,” Dad says, trying to assuage my panic.
“How can you do this? I will not be bribed by a secret menu.”
“It covers a lot of sins in the culinary world.”
“But … but … why?” There’s more whine in the question than I’m comfortable with. His words make me feel like that child I was when visiting this house and not the adult I’m about to be.
“Sometimes we just need to do something new,” Dad says, his voice taking on that authoritative quality it carries in the kitchen.
“But there’s nothing wrong with the old.” Five minutes ago, he seemed to get that Mom needed him to change, that this thing called their marriage could be saved. There is no time to dance around the subject. “Do you still love her?”
“Pipes,” Dad says my name like a plea. A Let’s not go down this road again. “Are you asking this because of…” He snaps his fingers, trying to come up with what I’m guessing is Forest’s name.
“Forest,” I say. There’s a tug in my chest at the mention of his name, a want that’s too elemental to describe. I’ve been through all sorts of pain—acute, chronic, dull, sharp—so many words to describe it, but this—this is need mixed with want and an ache that goes down to my soul.
The more I learn about the Blessing, about what Mom and Dad feel—I can’t help but worry that Forest and I could end up here, too. Sorting through what’s real and what’s magic—one grafted to the other like my spinal fusions. Dad knew and still chose Mom, but Forest … is that love?
Dad relaxes while my fear grows.
“Meeting her for the first time changed something about me. Like I met her and she lit something inside of me. It was hard to forget her, like my mind would just constantly bring her back up.”
“Oh. But when did you know it was love?”
“I ask myself the same thing. Why I waited a year—it was so different from everything else. And that was both scary and exciting.” Dad’s shoulders ease the more he talks about the beginning of his and Mom’s relationship. “If it was so different, could it be love? But at the same time, it was all-consuming. And when I tracked her down again, I just … I knew. This was it, this sort of ache I felt for months, this hole in my life—it was the space she was meant to fill.” He shakes his head as if trying to dislodge a nightmare. Or maybe a dream that you want to forget because you had to wake up.
I nod, staring down into my mug. “Thanks.”
“You worried about it?”
“Maybe.”
“Don’t lie to me.”
“Yes.”
“You scared?”
“Every second.”
“You know what they say—”
I groan. I love my father, dearly, but he has a habit of pulling out inspirational phrases when I do not need them. Hospital visits, first days of school, general moments of despair.
“What if I fall?” But what if it’s not love?
“Oh, but what if you fly,” Dad says, finishing the phrase.
But what if it is?



  
Chapter Nineteen
I’m a mess of emotions when Aunt Helena picks me up after her morning round of tennis. I tell her about Forest—the tennis match. She beams and says she should ask him to play some time, that it would be a good thing to get to know him.
She stops at Meant to Bean and grabs my hand before I get out of the car. “You’re doing so well, Piper. I know not only is the family in good hands with you but also your parents—and when they’re back together, we should talk about the future of you taking over Hadley’s Treasures.”
I’m speechless. This is the first time she’s actually said I can take over the business—contingent, of course, on my parents. All the StuCo projects, putting up with Lauren, applying to the business school at the university—it was all worth it. I float through the morning, high on Aunt Helena’s words.
As the date for my parents comes close, I leave the coffee shop and head up the street toward the falls, needing to clear my head. There is so much riding on this date now—not just my parents’ happy ending but mine, too, in so many ways. Tourists have yet to gather around the falls, but coins catch the light among the rocks at the bottom of the pool. I run my fingers across the top of the water, hoping that today Fate’s magic holds.
Turning my back to the falls, I head away from them toward Dad’s restaurant. I take my time stopping to walk through a few shops that I love.
I duck into a doorway to avoid being seen by Dad as he exits his restaurant. I hold my breath, watching him enter the café. I can see that Mom is already inside, waiting at a table.
This is it. I’m bouncing on my toes, waiting to see what will happen. Is Mom going to let Dad sit down? Will the date last? If this doesn’t work, what will Aunt Helena do then? Will I become a failure in her eyes, go back to occupying the lowest rung in the family hierarchy?
Even from this distance, I can see Dad sit. I pump my fist—score one for true love.
I crouch down behind a large planter with spring flowers and greenery spilling down the sides so that I can keep tabs on what my parents are doing. They seem to be talking, and dare I say smiling? Sticking my phone up over the lip, I snap a few photos. I examine the results—they are definitely smiling.
See, I tell myself. The Blessing works. It’s not some mind-altering thing.
“Piper?” I lose my balance and fall the few inches to the concrete. Leo runs up, reaching for me, and I hold up a hand for him to stop. He changes tactics and drops down to my level. This close I can see the green in his eyes, and the pull of my connection to Forest feels more present than ever. As if it, too, is trying to remind me that being this close to Leo is not safe.
“What are you doing?” he whisper-yells.
“Watching my parents.” I hold out my phone, showing him the photos of them at lunch.
Leo squints at the photos, using his fingers to enlarge the images. “Are they—”
“Having a meal together? Enjoying each other’s company? Yes and yes!” There’s no hiding the self-satisfaction I have in this working out.
“Huh.” I don’t like the way that sounds—like it’s surprise bordering on confusion.
“What do you mean, huh?” I ask.
“You’re hiding behind a planter, spying on your divorced parents who are having lunch. That’s what most people call suspicious.” Leo gives me a look that is pure pity. Poooooor foooolish Piper. I want to smack it off his face.
“They still love each other.”
Leo shifts his jaw, chewing on a response. “And what does any of that have to do with you watching them like some sort of spy?” He gives me that look that says he knows me too well and is not buying this.
“Well, I … mayhavehelpedthemout.” My words come out fast and garbled.
“I’m sorry, did you just—Are you trying to set your parents up?”
“It’s what you taught me. Proximity. Common discussion topics. Dad is willing to change for her—”
Leo runs a hand through his golden-brown hair and stares ahead at the side of a building like he’s trying to work through what’s to come next. His mouth sets in a grim line and he stands up, pulling me after him.
“What are—”
“We are not having this argument where we can get caught” is all he says as he drags me back up Main Street, not stopping until we’re in front of the falls. Every time his feet hit the ground it’s like his anger punches me in the gut. I’ve somehow crossed a line that I didn’t even realize existed in our friendship.
He lets me go and stands there glaring at me.
“What do you mean, what I taught you?” Yeah, definitely angry.
“Me and Forest or my mom and dad—there’s no difference.” I don’t understand what his problem is. It was general information—wasn’t Leo the one who said I needed to open up more? We’re all a part of the Hadley Family Blessing.
“Except for the fact that they both want out of their relationship.”
“No they don’t.” Mom wants out because she thinks she wants something more, not that she doesn’t love him.
Leo looks at the falls where they meet the top of the pool. Through the falling sheets of water, you can just see into the outcropping behind. The space where Fate is said to live. “What if your true love turns out to be someone horrible? Like a dictator or a despot—what then?”
I open and close my mouth, trying to find the right words. That’s not how things work. Not really. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel. Fate made Great-Aunt Ida wait until she was in her seventies—her whole life waiting for the perfect love—but it wasn’t like Great-Uncle Felix was a Stalin wannabe.
“That wouldn’t happen,” I say. I move ever so slightly, trying to put myself between him and the falls as if I can stop his thoughts from polluting the water. What would Leo know about the Hadley Family Blessing? Nothing.
“You just trust some invisible power to tell you what and who to love? And not your parents who’ve lived together for—”
“Twenty years—you don’t just give up on that,” I say, quoting Aunt Helena.
“They’ve known each other for twenty years. So don’t you think they know if it’s time to call it quits or not?” His words twist the knife in my gut. A fear deeper than any I’ve held. That maybe, just maybe, Fate can be wrong. I reach up and press against my sternum, feeling the pull there. That tiny bit of pressure that doesn’t just link me to Forest but to all the women who came before me in my family. This is our guide. Our Fate.
“Why do you insist on arguing this point? You know the answer,” I say. Trust. Fate. Blessing.
Leo steps closer to me, trapping me between him and Fate. It’s like he lives to push me. To disown what my family has given me as if it’s just a case of bad genetics. First with the tennis match, and now this—why does he keep pushing?
I’ve been this close to Leo before, but this feels different. The air is charged. And I don’t know what to expect next. Or how I will react to it.
He stares me down, and I watch the emotions swim in his eyes; frustration, anger, and something I’m not sure what to do with. I look away, unable to deal with it.
Love.
“You used what I did to help you trick them. How could you?” Leo strikes the pool’s edge, just to prove a point, sending small waves of water over our shoes. I flinch, water soaking into my socks. I’m ready for the argument, for more of what we’ve been doing. And just when I think we’ll return to our regularly scheduled fight, Leo deflates. He just shakes his head and turns to walk away.
Oh, so now he gets to leave.
“Hey,” I call after Leo. But he doesn’t slow his steps. I jog to catch up with him. But he’s already gone to his car, grabbing the handle and pulling it open. Without hesitating, I climb into his passenger seat.
“What are you doing, Piper?” he asks. His glare is hard enough to cut stone.
“You don’t get to leave me again.”
“I don’t want to do this anymore.”
His words hit me hard and I try to ignore them.
No—no, I won’t ignore them this time. Diana even told me he was miserable during our break. I refuse to go back there, to wander around like I’ve lost something vital.
“Have you ever considered that some things are worth fighting for?” I ask him. “That the questions you’re asking are irrelevant? Like asking if the sky is blue. We know it’s blue, find something new.”
“Ask me who won the game.”
My mouth opens and closes. This feels like a trick question, or rather a question masquerading as something else. And I back away from it, too afraid of what his words are hiding. “How does that have anything to do with this?”
“You asked me to find something new—so ask me who won. Forest or I.”
Leo jams the key into the ignition and starts the car. We drive in silence because I refuse to ask him that question. Neither of us reaches for the music. He clenches the wheel and releases it several times, and sometimes looks like he’s ready to relent. But neither of us choose to move first. We’re stuck here, too stubborn to give up, wanting the other to redefine the position.
Leo parks in front of Mom’s house and leans back in his seat, running his hands through his hair. He lets out a breath and that’s when I know I’ve won this standoff. Staring straight ahead, he says, “Fine, I’ll play.” And we put that conversation away just like why he needed a break in the first place. “Why are you trying to get them back together? And don’t say the Blessing.” His words are measured, like he wants a real answer, something deeper than It’s the Blessing.
“Because they love each other. Still. It’s tearing them apart and they just…” I throw my hands up. This is obvious. I’ve been in the room with them and sometimes it’s painful how sad they are. And today there was the old glimpse of what was, and could be, again. The fever leaves my words by the end of the sentence. I feel small. A child who just wants her parents to get back together—for what it means to our family, the Blessing. “This just doesn’t happen. Mom knew it was Dad. She knew and he knows it, too. They’re letting stupid things get in the way of what they feel. I don’t know how they’re ignoring it.” Leo is supposed to be the one who understands me. He knows about the Blessing, what it means. The safety of knowing this person is it. My one and only.
I undo my seat belt and move to get out of the car. Leo follows suit and we walk up to my front porch.
Leo drops down onto the stairs, leaning against one of the posts. “Oh, I get it now—this isn’t about your mom and your dad. You think them splitting up says something more.”
“Of course it does.”
“But why? Why do you care? Your mom doesn’t work at the store. She’s always sort of beat her own way. Why do you want her to be someone she isn’t?”
“Maybe I just want to be part of my family,” I say, the words ripping out of me before I can stop them. It was easy to cover up this fear after talking with Mom. Or maybe it was easier to believe because we weren’t in Crescent Falls. The aunts, the store, everything felt so distant—easier to examine like slides under a microscope. Tiny slices that could be explained, categorized, and dealt with. But back here, now that Forest and I are together, now that Aunt Helena wants to give me the store—I’m drowning in evidence that seems to disprove Mom’s hypothesis.
Leo moves back, absorbing the blow of my words. I cover my face with my hand. This was never supposed to come out. Because it’s dumb? Not true? But, deep down in places where doubt hides, lives this nasty truth.
“What do you mean?” His words are careful. And he moves closer now, as if to comfort me. And I hate that he knows this about me.
I dig my left hand into my hair, trying to figure out what to say so that he’ll comprehend. “You wouldn’t understand,” I say. Because he will always belong—everywhere he goes, Leo fits in. I walked around a whole party and everyone knew him. But I will always be just different enough that it matters. For once, I just want to be like everyone else. And sure, maybe I’ve learned to be more open, but at a certain point that just doesn’t matter.
I shake my head and get up to leave. This was a bad idea. There are so many things I would do for my friends, but not this. It feels too personal, too much like both truth and a lie that I can’t separate it. This feeling of not belonging that I’ve held on to for years. Used to soothe small wounds or make excuses because love—big-family love—is worth it.
“Try me,” he says, reaching out and grabbing my right hand. I look down at where our bodies meet, completely aware of the pressure on my hand. Leo’s never been one to shy away from my arm. From the parts that are different.
Feeling may not be great on my right arm, damaged and incomplete nerves, but I feel the calluses on his fingers. There have been so many times in this conversation where he wouldn’t look at me, but now there’s none of that. Leo looks me dead in the face, giving me his full attention. He leans forward, wanting me to go on, to tell him the thing I’ve kept entirely to myself. As if he can handle it. Handle me … and maybe if there’s someone who could, it would be Leo.
“Fine,” I say and sit back down. He doesn’t let me go, perhaps afraid that if he does I’ll run away. Not exactly a bad idea, come to think of it.
I set my left hand on top of Leo’s and slowly lift his hand off mine. This is for me, and he doesn’t need to support me in this—I need him to be all about his own reaction. I’m afraid, and much like my conversation with Mom, I’m not sure what will happen when I air this secret belief. Can Leo prove me wrong or just confirm what I already feel? Sometimes it feels easier to live with a truth that may hold a lie than to say it and confirm that it is the truth.
“Do you see me?” I focus on him, gauging his reaction. Any errant flinch or flick of the eye, any indication that he has already switched over into Make Piper feel better about herself.
This thought, it’s a feeling, a deep knowing that I don’t look like the rest of my family. I don’t want to think about this a lot, but it’s a dark thought waiting in the wings—and only needs the slightest hint to come out. Whether it’s a comment from my friends, a class, anyone in this town—I’m reminded that I don’t look like everyone else.
I walk into a room, and I’m alone in a crowd.
Leo studies me, his hazel eyes confused. His fingers flex, and I can tell he wants to reach for me. “Piper, I always see you.”
“Please stop—” I say, needing to get through with this. It’s going to make him uncomfortable. It always makes people uncomfortable. After my parents freaked out about it, started recommending counseling and all kinds of fixes, I just decided to never share this with anyone else.
“My parents—people—just want you to be happy with yourself, to love yourself as if it’s a single choice and not a continuous practice. I need you to see me, and it’s okay if I look … not like everyone else.” This need to fix me, to make sure I know that I am normal, just seems to cloud the issue that yes, I get treated differently because I look different. It’s not my fault; stop putting the burden to fix it on me.
And for the first time I think someone actually looks at me. Doesn’t try to minimize or hide behind years of friendship or love. But sees the differences and similarities in our skin and bones. It’s the most vulnerable thing I’ve done, giving Leo permission to look at me and not make excuses.
To just sit in this space with me.
“We don’t—”
Ah, there it is—the excuse …
I roll my eyes. I want Leo to understand this because right now, I think he’s the only one who could. He wanted to go here so we are not going to stop halfway. But maybe he can’t go the full distance. Maybe no one can.
“No,” I say, my tone as hard as a rock.
He sucks back in his words. A wrinkle forms between his brows, his mind working to piece together the right answer. “Do people make you feel different? Does your family?”
I blow out a breath. “They don’t mean to. No one does. Isn’t that why it’s so hard? Few people are consciously like, ‘Oh, you freak, get away from me!’ But I don’t look like my family. They don’t have my experiences. Even my parents don’t know how to handle some things that I go through. I’m just … alone.” I focus on the toes of my sneakers, waiting for his response. Will he try to placate me? Side with me? Run away? Honestly it’s a bit surprising that he hasn’t yet.
“You don’t feel like you’re part of your family,” he says paraphrasing my words back to me. Not as a question but as an aha, like he finally understood the sentence. Leo scoots closer to me. “That’s why you want to make it work with Forest so bad.”
I don’t meet his eyes. It’s too hard.
“It is working with Forest,” I say, with the feeling I know I have. The string in my chest gives a little tug, just a small reminder that yes, in this way I am connected to the web of my family.
“But if you were just … anyone else in your family—would you still feel that way? If you fit in every other way? Your logic,” he says when I open my mouth to correct his tone. “Would you still feel that you had to make Forest work?”
I stare into his eyes, counting the green flecks there. I look at the way he studies me like he’s missed me and wants to make up for lost time. I want to pull back, to forget about this feeling, because I have Forest. He is my person.
But Leo seems to be asking … no.
“Of course. Forest is … not work.” Warmth spreads out from my heart and I hold on to it, afraid what will happen if I let go.
“Yeah, because texting me to proofread your messages to him, having me be on call to make sure you don’t mess something up with him, that’s completely normal.” His look is a challenge to me.
“Forest is a good guy.”
“There are a lot of good guys out there,” he counters, not letting his gaze fall from me. A feeling settles in my stomach, one that I don’t want to touch. This is Leo. My friend Leo—whom I’ve known was my friend since I first saw him. He can’t possibly … no. He knows better.
“And Forest is the one who is meant for me.”
Leo’s lips press into a thin line. “Someone who can’t win tennis matches.”
“I have to go,” I say, getting up and heading straight for the door without looking back. I’m afraid to admit that I feel Leo’s eyes on me until I safely lock the door.



  
Chapter Twenty
There are messages from Forest, but I can’t face them. Instead, I bury all my feelings in a mountain of photo albums and boxes. Mom may not have the career she thought she’d have, but that doesn’t mean she ever put down the camera. First days of school, those few times I tried after-school activities—all documented through her lens. Looking at them just cinches my chest tighter. Partly because I can see her love for me in them and partly because Leo is in almost every photo.
Then when I got too old for her to feasibly come to events, she sent me off with a disposable camera. Where she found them or how she got them developed, I’m not sure. But here they are, labeled and properly stored—just waiting to become part of Lauren’s senior trip moment. I run my hand over the glossy photos of Leo and me around a fire, partially fuzzy because of the flash. We’re making faces at the camera, completely happy with the world we’ve created. There’s an ache in my chest to go back there. To have a hundred more days like this. To stop looking because this is not my future.
I’m angry at him because it’s easier than prying open the box I put dreams of Leo and myself in.
His questions—always pushing. Can’t he just understand?
The back door opens and closes. I know I should box up these photos, send the best ones to Lauren and be done with the task. I need to pack away those feelings Leo brought out in me. They’re not … Well, even if they are real, they won’t last. But what if they are real, and I’m just—Ugh, there are too many things that might be wrong and could be right.
Forest. I just need to think and focus on him.
Footsteps cross the kitchen and Mom leans on the archway into the living room.
“Hey, you,” Mom says. Her purse is still slung over her shoulder and her keys are in her hand. Arms wrapped around herself as if to hold everything together. Her eyes are red, like she’s been crying but she’s in control now.
My brow furrows and my heart sinks. Their date did not go well. I set down the stack of photos, concern growing—they were so happy when I left them. Laughing. Just like old times.
“Hey.” My voice shakes and I clear my throat. “How was the meeting?”
Mom takes a deep breath, the sort she uses with difficult clients. Those who want her to do another edit on their photos or say she underdelivered. Mom has never given less than 100 percent a day in her life. She’s a giver, a doer—she cannot stand to do mediocre work.
And that’s how she lost herself. Her words from the museum come back to me, the lesson she learned from her Fated love.
She nods, as if searching for her words. “About that. Funny thing—your dad showed up and thought this was a Let’s get together and have lunch sort of thing. Fix things. He claimed that I texted him. That I set up this meeting. Which I most certainly don’t remember. He then showed me the texts on his phone that were not written by me and not on my phone.” She tilts her head to the side, daring me to come clean. And it hits me then that her tears are not sadness, they’re anger. It pulses off her, something as alive as either of us. “Would you know anything about that?”
I swallow. This was not the outcome I was anticipating. They love each other. Both of them have said it at different times. They just need to fight for each other. Dad seemed to understand this morning that to keep her he’d have to change, and that’s what Mom wants … It’s simple.
“Because there aren’t really many people who have access to my phone … You are really it.”
I run my finger over the edge of the photo stack. Leo’s face is staring up at me, daring me to defend Fate. My guilt sits like a stone in my stomach. Now every one of my aunts’ defenses crumbles in the face of Mom and what really happened.
“I just thought if you could talk to each other. He’s changing, I promise. Aunt Helena was so sure that if you both just sat down, you would remember how you both love each other.”
Mom rolls her eyes at the mention of her older sister. “Oh, yes, please bring my sisters into this.” Her words are like the start of a car race, all power ready to be released, but then she pulls back, reins herself in as if she knows her tone and words were going into dangerous territory. “I know this is hard on you, especially given what my sisters must tell you on the daily. And I have tried to explain it to you—”
“This is your forever.” I get up, ready to defend my point. Needing to know that this Blessing is worth fighting for because my own fears are sometimes too much. The times when I look at Leo and think … what if …
“Stop.” Her voice is harsher than it has ever been with me. Even through all my consequences she never reached this point. “I know you love this idea of what happens in our family. That we find love that will last a lifetime. And I—need you to know that this—what happened to me and your father—is sometimes what happens. And it’s okay.” The tears are back, and she tries to blink them away. “There is nothing wrong in wanting something different. You do not have to fall in line just because Fate tells you something.”
I don’t know how to tell her that I know all about feeling different and out of place. Looking in the mirror is my daily reminder. How every dig, each pointed remark just sends me back to the question—would this happen if I weren’t disabled? That question no one wants to answer, whether out of politeness or truth. I stop the downward slide into that thought spiral. Because there’s a familiarity in her tone, in her plea. See me, don’t try to fix it or sidestep it. An act of love is to sit with someone just as they are. They’re my own words to Leo. I guess Mom and I are alike in ways that can’t be seen.
I don’t know what to do, so I just sit there, surrounded by scraps of my friendship with Leo. What had I even wanted him to say?
Ugh, this shouldn’t be this hard. The Blessing should make it easy. Even after a year of no contact, my parents found their way back to each other. Perhaps this is just part of that, but the pain on Mom’s face is a roadblock I can’t get around.
See me. Not the version you want of me, or what you think I need. I try to move forward, to commit to the feeling.
“I’m sorry.” I mean the words even as I’m not sure I can follow them. I mean them because I know this hurt, and I want her to get that, but part of me still knows this to be the wrong choice. To walk away from Dad—from the Blessing. I want to be on her side, to sit with her where she is.
Mom holds up a hand to stop me. “I know.” Her voice cracks. “I am going to say this one last time. Our divorce happened. It’s done.”
I nod. Heard and received. The admission rips apart something inside of me. And as much as I want to know why—what happened to them to push them this far from each other—I don’t ask this time.
She leaves. I know that I should go after her, make a bigger apology, a grander statement, but much like Leo, I don’t.

For the rest of the weekend, the conversations between Mom and me are mainly one-word answers at best. It’s a relief to go to school. I find Lauren in a classroom with StuCo’s teacher advisor and hand off the photos. She flicks through them, stopping on a few to ask about Diana’s time at camp.
“You’re really keeping me here to ask about Diana?” I ask, feeling strange about this line of questioning.
“There aren’t many photos of her, period, which you would know if you—” Lauren stops herself. “You know what? Never mind. Thanks for these.” She grabs the photos and stores them in her binder containing anything and everything to do with our senior trip.
“Do you want me to pick up the prints?” I ask, remembering the other items on her task list.
Lauren stops, her brown hair swinging over her shoulder as she turns around. “Do you even like StuCo?”
“Yes.” I mean, I don’t hate it, and in the list of Hadley-approved extracurriculars it’s the only one I am decent at. No one wants to see me play tennis. Leo tried to teach me once and he spent more time running after balls. While he promised I would get better with practice, I didn’t want to hold him back. Besides, I was never going to be good enough to play with Aunt Helena.
Lauren lets out a scoff and an eye roll. I wasn’t sure people even scoffed anymore, but there it is, hitting me in the face. “I don’t believe you. You don’t take our projects seriously. You hate our senior trip. Why are you even here? You’d have more fun hanging out with Diana in the theater department if you’re looking to pad a college resumé.”
“I want to be here,” I say with the same conviction I use on the aunts.
And Lauren sees right through me. “Just forget about whatever else you need to do. I’ll handle it.”
Disappointing yet another person in my life, even one I don’t really care about, makes me want to go home and crawl into a closet. Too bad for me I have to go to work after school.
FOREST
You okay?
His message stares up at me. He’s checked in on me several times over the day as if he knows something happened. I’ve answered exactly none of them. Maybe it’s because there’s no Leo to fall back on. Or the idea of explaining why Mom is angry at me and thus also revealing the Blessing. Or I just don’t want another person in my life to somehow end up angry at me.
And that’s why I leave him on read. But it doesn’t stop him.
FOREST
I’ll see you at work.
I get to Hadley’s Treasures first, and Aunt Shelly yells for her sisters as soon as I enter. The shop is for once, thankfully, empty. No customers and no Forest yet. The aunts gather around me, Aunt Helena giving me a hug and then standing back, holding my face in her hands. I try to memorize the way she looks at me right now. As if the pride she has in me can wash away what I’ve done.
“A customer was in here all morning telling us about how she saw your parents out together. She was so happy they were back together.”
I want to tell whoever this person is to shove it. That’s not what she saw. And now I get to let down another person.
“Tell us everything,” Aunt Shelly says, all but clapping her hands together in anticipation. “When is your father moving back in? I’m sure they’ll want something small for their second wedding.” She stops herself with a small laugh. It claws at me. Mom and I barely talked for the rest of the weekend. I’m not even sure I want to know Dad’s reaction.
And another wedding? That’s the last thing either of my parents want.
Aunt Mari hangs back, her hands in her pockets, and I wonder if she knows. Mom wouldn’t have told her sisters about the meeting but Aunt Mari seems braced for disappointment.
“It … We should stop,” I say, and I close my eyes, unwilling to watch my star fall. Aunt Helena releases me and I sag against the counter.
“Whatever for?”
“Mom doesn’t want this.”
“Piper, I thought you knew better,” Aunt Helena says with all the authority she has on the subject.
“Maybe we should—” Aunt Mari starts but is cut off by a stern look from her older sister.
Aunt Helena takes my hands in hers as if she can pull me onto her side or keep me there.
“Ours is true love—the sort people write stories about. No one just gives that up.”
“Gives what up?” Forest asks.
The aunts snap toward Forest, aware that they were almost responsible for spilling the secret of the Blessing.
Aunt Helena plasters on a smile that could be put in the diamond case. “The store—we would never want our family to give it up.” She wraps an arm around me and squeezes my shoulder. This is not the same gesture she started out with. It’s like she’s tying me to her, to this cause.
True love is the only destiny she will accept for me.
For any Hadley.
Forest tries to catch me, but I’ve been to this store since I was a baby. I know every corner and every hiding place. I know that I shouldn’t avoid him. Forest would probably listen to me and know what to say—but on the off chance that he is just another person I’ll let down, I avoid him.
“What’s wrong?” he asks when I’ve run out of places to hide and my thoughts catch up with me. The concern in his voice is palpable. Like he knows that the last forty-eight hours have been the longest stretch of terrible in my life. And this is coming from someone who once had a dead man’s bones grafted into her spine. Bad luck has practically been my companion since birth.
“Just a long weekend.”
He grabs me before I can duck out of his way. I can’t look at him. Not now. Why does he have to be so nice, so understanding? It’s not normal.
Would you prefer he be an asshole? my brain supplies.
His fingers tip my chin up and every person in the store seems to hold their breath. Forest looks at me and I can’t stand the way his blue eyes shine. How they seem to make a whole world out of me, this moment.
I can feel the kiss coming before Forest even moves. Maybe it’s the creak of Aunt Helena’s chair or how I catch movement at the jewelry counter that can only be Aunt Shelly. This is the thing they’ve all waited for, the moment my future with Forest is sealed.
“I had a fight with Leo,” I say. And Forest releases me like I’ve burned him, which was what I wanted. I don’t want our first kiss to be here, where the aunts are waiting to weigh in, judge me for every mistake.
Forest takes a step back and I want to close the space between us, mend what I intentionally did. So I have to be honest. Forest is my forever so maybe I can trust him with everything that is going wrong in my life.
“And a fight with my mom, and probably my dad,” I add. “And Lauren. And I haven’t checked in with Diana, but based on how things are going I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s angry at me, too.”
“I’m not,” Forest says, his tone warm. Like his words could be the hug I won’t accept. I want to believe him but I see the hurt in his eyes and I vow to make it up to him. Our kiss will be the best. How, I’m not sure. I’ve had more experience with dating than I ever did with kissing. Which is to say I have negative experience. If that is even scientifically possible.
“You ever feel like you really messed something up? But also just want to go further?” More truth but absolutely no specifics.
He chuckles. “Yeah, a few times.”
“Well, that’s where I’m at, and I have to decide: Do I let it go or just press the gas harder?”
“I might need more context than that. I would hate to give you the wrong advice and actually send you off a cliff.”
And now it’s time for me to trust him. So I choose the safest option. “I maybe tried to help my divorced parents get back together?”
Forest makes a face. “And they caught you?”
“Yup.”
He nods like he understands and, buoyed by that, I go on. Tell him why Lauren is angry about the senior trip and how I haven’t even seen Diana. I leave out Leo. I’m ready for him to side with literally everyone else in my life and find me at fault, but he just nods again.
“Can I tell you something?”
“You understand why everyone is angry at me now?”
“Your parents will figure it out and whatever that is will be okay. And we are going to have the best senior trip.”
“We?”
“Us,” he confirms. “Forget about everyone else.”
I know what he means by that—forget Leo.
Forest and I work together for the rest of the evening. He does everything in his power to make me smile and I wonder what kind of monster I am to not just enjoy it. I can’t stop thinking about Mom or Lauren, and who I really mean is Leo. The one person who I am not supposed to still think about, much less be upset that we had a fight.
The aunts watch as if they can see who we’ll become, what our love will look like. I want to ask them what it feels like, how it grows, and if there’s a chance I can mess this up, too.
Forest ducks out first but not before reminding me to text him, especially if I’m feeling like meddling with my parents again. Aunt Helena arches an eyebrow at the comment. I hope this doesn’t tarnish Forest in her eyes. He doesn’t know about the Blessing yet so it’s not like they can really be angry with him for defying it.
The door closes behind him and the aunts turn on me.
“I just want to say how proud I am of you. We know it’s not easy with your … parents,” Aunt Mari says, pushing past her sisters to get the first word in. Aunt Helena gives me a small smile but doesn’t disagree with her sister. “Seeing you and Forest together—it’s truly a reminder of how blessed we are.”
This is everything I’ve waited for—to feel like I belong here, in this family. Feeling this now, their smiles, their approval, their acceptance, I know that what I had before was only a portion of being a true Hadley.
“I want to give you some advice for this weekend,” Aunt Helena says.
“What?”
“Forest—it’s so clear how in love you both are,” Aunt Shelly says. There’s a gleam in her eye that she gets every time she helps a couple find the perfect ring.
“But no kiss?” Aunt Helena asks.
“No,” I say, knowing full well my story with Forest isn’t complete until we do. There’s so much pressure on it to get it right I feel like I need Leo to give me lessons.
“True love’s first kiss. The most important part of any love story.”
My stomach clenches. She’s not wrong—how many of the stories they used to tell me all led up to the moment they kissed? It was the final act before their happily-ever-after finally began.
“I’ve never kissed anyone,” I confess, already worried about what is to come.
Aunt Mari and Aunt Shelly exchange looks.
“Well,” Aunt Helena says, taking my arm in hers as she walks me back toward the break area. “Don’t you think this weekend would be the perfect time?”
“Think of the story!” Aunt Shelly adds, skipping behind us. “You work together, you go off on your senior trip, the final touch…” Her voice drifts off with a delicate sigh as if she can see the fairy-tale ending waiting for us.
“Just don’t let it be like your first meeting,” Aunt Helena says. I know she’s trying to be encouraging, pointing out my flaws so that she can fix them. It’s what made her so good at running the business, but her words only add to the weight on my shoulders.
“Don’t jinx her,” Aunt Mari says. She bats a hand at her sister, as if she can shut her up.
“Piper will be fine,” Aunt Helena says. “It just needs to be the perfect kiss.” She gives me a quick hug. “We know you’ll do us proud,” she says.
Sure. No pressure.



  
Chapter Twenty-one
To hide out from my problems, I redouble my efforts to make this senior trip worth it. Lauren trusts me with nothing more important than picking up items and delivering them. Mom and I have gone from one-syllable communications to a few words. And through it all Forest checks in; we text, trade memes. He mostly fills the Leo-shaped void in my life.
The aunts are still waiting for a kiss—but all I can think of is the first time I met Forest. The complete fool I was and desperately don’t want to be again. I’ve spent more time than I’m willing to admit googling how to kiss. Not so surprisingly this is not a good use of my time.
My bed is strewn with clothes, toiletries, and anything else I might need for the senior trip.
“Have everything? No last-minute run to the store?” Mom asks.
“I think I got it.” I don’t look up from my bag, still not sure where exactly we are with each other.
“Except for this.”
And I am forced to look at her. She holds up a bag with three disposable cameras.
“You know we all have phones, right?”
“Call it nostalgia. Besides, you took them with you the first time. Consider it a full-circle moment. One for each of you.”
I take the bag from her, looking at the three cameras. “Can you even develop these anymore?”
“I know a guy,” Mom says with a shrug.
“I’m sorry, Mom. About Dad—and going through your phone. I just … I want things to work out. To know that they can?”
Mom sighs. “I appreciate the apology. And just to remind you, the failure of my marriage doesn’t mean you and Forest are doomed.”
“That’s not how the aunts talk.” I pull two cameras out of the bag and leave the third.
“Oh, I know.” She looks over her shoulder as if to check that her sisters aren’t there ready to pop out of the woodwork. “But you get to choose the ending of your story. That’s the beauty of life. You could take the camera and give it to Forest, you know,” she says, nodding toward the abandoned camera.
“It’s Leo’s.”
“Doesn’t have to be—that’s why I always tell you to make good choices.” She knocks twice on the doorjamb and then leaves.
My phone goes off and I ignore the texts from Forest, the texts from the aunts wanting to know if Forest and I have kissed. Bypassing those, I flip to Leo’s messages.

I pace back and forth at the park waiting for Leo. I want to clear the air before camp, fix this now before the gap between us gets too wide. And maybe also I want one last lesson.
“Hey,” Leo says, coming up from his side of the park. His hands are shoved into his pockets and he’s hunched over, all signs he’s taught me that he’s closing himself off, shutting himself down. He’s here but he really doesn’t want to be. It’s strange to see him like this. Leo’s always so confident—surrounded by people who love and adore him. All his little Leo-nites.
“You wanted to talk. Said it was an emergency?”
“I wanted to … clear the air?”
Leo tilts his head, a clear sign that he’s listening.
“I know you don’t like Forest—”
“That’s not it.”
“I don’t want to lose you. I don’t want you to be mad at me for making this choice.”
Leo studies me and just like always he sees to the very heart of the issue. He hangs his head. “I’m not angry at you. I’m just frustrated that you’re making all these choices for everyone else. Because for once I want to know what you want. Do you remember when we were ten and you had that wart burned off your foot?”
I squinch up my face, trying to remember what he could possibly be referring to. “I’m afraid that medical procedure eludes me.”
“You told our gym teacher in no uncertain terms you would not be running that day because your doctor said so. Nothing they said would move you or convince you that you had to do what they said. You were so sure of your choice.”
“Have you even been listening to me?”
Leo steps closer to me, invading my personal space. His hazel eyes stare into mine and I’m certain in this moment he could kiss me. And I don’t know if I would stop him. Because he remembers all these parts of my life. Scenes where I was in complete control. “Yes, and I hear you, but everything you say about why I need to help you—it’s about your aunts. Not Forest. And certainly not you.”
“He makes me happy. He checks in on me. It’s like he knows things I need without…” I stare down at my hands. “I think I could love him.”
“Think?”
“As long as I don’t mess it up. As long as I’m enough.”
“How could you never be enough?”
“I wasn’t enough to make you stick around.”
Leo’s head snaps up. “What?”
“You left me. My parents divorced. And my aunts want me to make it work with Forest, and if I don’t, who knows if I’ll be good enough then. I get that those things are not connected, but the one common denominator is me. You just dropped me, and I am scared that someone I love will do that to me again. Because I can’t survive that.”
Leo takes my face in his hands, tipping my head back so I am forced to look at him. “I am right here.”
I swallow. “Good, ’cause I need a lesson in kissing,” I say, not sure what is getting lost. My face heats. I thought it was hard saying it once, and I’m not sure I can ask it again.
Leo releases me and steps back, shaking himself out of his shock. “I can’t—You don’t … I … That’s not a good idea.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“Kissing is not flirting—it’s not like I can give you a diagram of where to put your lips and have it work out. Like a lot of this … it’s a practical lesson.”
Oh.
That’s not what I was expecting. Maybe not a diagram, but some surefire way to know if I’m doing it right. My stomach twists, and I feel the panic start to rise. I can’t risk another statue moment. Another time for Forest to second-guess our relationship. And a bad first kiss—no, not happening.
“Okay,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “We’ve done every other step of this process together, why not this one?” He taught me how to flirt, touch someone to show that I’m interested—this is just the next logical step. He’s my friend, after all.
Leo looks like he doesn’t quite understand what I said.
“Do you know how—I’m not teaching you how to kiss.”
“Just a few pointers. No tongue.”
“Piper.” My name from his lips is a warning. I’m skirting the very edge of what he’ll accept. But I feel something else under his words, a plea for me to back away, because if I push again, he’ll do it.
“I can find someone else.”
“Like who?”
“I dunno, Myrah might be open to the idea,” I say, naming the girl from the Starbound game.
Leo looks up to the sky, and I know that I have him. There is no way he is going to turn me down now. Still I give him some big sad eyes.
“Piper. I can’t—this is too weird.”
“It’s not that weird. Please, Leo.” Leo just shakes his head and backs away. He turns, heading toward his car, but I run after him. “Why?” I say, catching him by the back of his shirt. He’s my friend, and I know what I’m asking is a little unorthodox, but no more than what we’ve already covered.
Leo turns to me slowly, a pained look on his face like I’ve asked him to play another game when he just won a tournament. “Because there is a line, Piper. I taught you how to talk to people. I crafted text messages for you. I listened in on your conversations to help you out. You’ve used me, but you don’t—I just can’t.” His gaze is entirely on me, and it sends shivers down my spine.
“Why not?” I ask, fighting shame that burns up my spine. I push through the feeling, wanting to know why, of all the things we’ve done, why is this the line? I expect him to leave, to walk away like he intended to, but he doesn’t’t.
“Can’t you just extrapolate from what I’ve taught you? It’s worked so far.”
“All the more reason to finish this.” I won’t leave any of this up to chance.
Leo’s still a presence near me. “Why him? Why do you like him?” And once the question is out, he goes on. “And don’t say it’s because of the Blessing. Tell me one thing you love about Forest.”
Words dry up. I know what I’m supposed to say to this question. Forest is my missing puzzle piece, the home run, the triple crown, the harmony to my melody—pick whatever metaphor you want. But even in my head they sound foolish—no, they sound hollow.
Leo arches an eyebrow, waiting for me to go on, to meet his dare and get what I want. And it should be easy! What I love about Forest … and yet …
“He makes me feel seen,” I say, which feels both like the truth and not what Leo meant by his question.
Leo chews on his bottom lip, mulling over my answer. I hold my hands out. I answered him—shouldn’t he be the one to meet my demands?
“This ends here—nothing physical after this.”
I put my left hand over my heart and hold up my right. “Absolutely not. Promise.”
“All right. I am going to teach you my tried-and-true, best first-kiss practice.”
I lean in, eager for what he has in store.
“You might call this the hard to get,” he says.
I nod.
“It’s a simple idea—he comes in and you turn or pull back just slightly. Because it’s about the chase, the person who is going to go for it.”
The advice doesn’t completely click in my brain. It feels a bit strange. Shy away to … what? Make them want you more? “Are you sure?”
Leo gives a decisive nod. “Hundred percent. You even did it with Myrah—at the Starbound game. Moved back to see if she would pursue.”
I sit down next to him. He’s not wrong, and it did work on Myrah.
He leans in and I pull back just a bit.
This close I can see the freckles too much sun has left on his nose. Leo has been my friend—my best friend—for years, and yet I feel like I’m seeing him for the first time.
He crosses that line first, just like he says. His kiss is warm and soft. He’s hesitant, trying to figure me out. But when I don’t pull back, don’t back away, he shifts. His hands come up, cradling my cheeks, tipping my head up and to the side, working with the curve in my neck.
It’s a kiss that I don’t expect and feelings that I didn’t invite. I always wanted to know what it would be like to be his girlfriend. To be the most important girl in his world, even if it’s just … fake.
And that breaks the spell.
Pulling up from the swell of emotions, the need to keep going, the desire to stop—Forest, Leo, Forest again—their faces getting mixed up in my head and conflicting emotions sinking their roots deep into my heart until I don’t know which way lies my truth.
I pull back first, not a lot. A hair’s breadth. Close enough to see the streetlights in his glossy eyes. My heart pounding in my ears.
We stay like that, caught up in each other.
“No notes?” I ask, and even to my ears it sounds like there’s another question there. One that makes me feel shame. I am here for Forest—because I never want to be back in a place where I’m frozen.
“Did you want to try it again?” His lips hook up in a wicked smile.
The yes is on my lips, because I do want more.
Leo raises an eyebrow, reminding me that I haven’t answered him yet.
“I don’t … What am I supposed to do with my hands?”
Leo throws his head back and laughs. “Piper—you’re killing me.”
“What? I want to know. How else am I supposed to do this and not fuck it up?”
Leo stands and motions for me to get up. I try not to notice the space between us and how I don’t like it. It’s normal but also I want to cross it, to try his—
Stop.
I cut the thoughts off as they form. No. Wrong. Person.
“Two really easy placements—” He falls back into his logical textbook style. And that I can deal with—it’s when we practice that I feel like I’ll drift out of myself. “But I think for you—because of…” He waves a finger at my arm.
“The arm thing?” I supply.
“Yeah, the arm thing. Belt loops.”
“What?”
Leo pulls up his T-shirt, exposing his tanned stomach. I press my lips together. Forest Forest Forest … Leo hooks his thumbs through the belt loops of his jeans. “It’s a really simple anchor point.”
“Like this?” I ask. I take a step forward. This is for science. A test. Just to make sure I can do this.
We’re mixed up in each other again. I hook my fingers into his belt loops and he lets them go, our fingers barely touching. Every sense feels like it’s on high alert. It feels like someone has turned every nerve in my body up to a thousand. Colors are more vibrant, my skin sensitive to the smooth, well-washed texture of his jeans. I lean in, just to see, but also if I am honest, I want this. Just another taste. That’s all.
Leo dips his head down and I pull back just a bit, exactly like he told me. And he’s there. In my space, lips poised above mine, but neither of us moves. Each waiting, I guess, for the other. I shouldn’t chance it, not after that last one. It was too much and I know that I am not a complete failure at kissing now.
We’re so close, chest to chest. I can feel his heartbeat sync with my own.
“Piper, I want…”
I step back, afraid of what he might say, releasing my hold on him, putting distance between us. That’s what we need—space to regain our senses. To remember why we’re doing this. A few breaths and my mind clears; the world falls back to its normal colors, and I am just as I was.
“You’re really good at this,” I say, working very hard to not touch my lips. I’m scared that all I want to do is try that kiss again. “I mean, hell, you should consider selling lessons. You could pay for college on these things.” While I’m speaking I back away, clinging to the pulls in my chest that tell me Forest is still out there.
“I will never leave you again,” he says. There’s a conviction in his words as if he’s made some big decision that I was not aware of.
“Promise?”
“I’m too selfish to let you go.”



  
Chapter Twenty-two
I get to school early to prevent Lauren from micromanaging the bus drivers. When all of the luggage is loaded and Lauren is off to talk to another group, I climb aboard, relieved to see that Diana has already saved us seats. It splits the difference between her theater friends and Leo’s band friends—they know enough that he’ll choose a spot near us. I drop into the seat next to her, both excited to see Forest again and dreading seeing Leo. I dreamed about the kiss all night, faces blending between Forest and Leo until I wasn’t sure who was who anymore, and I woke up in a cold sweat.
“You okay?” Diana asks. Her face says she’s about to break out the med kit.
“Didn’t sleep well.”
“Neither did I—I can’t believe we’re spending our senior trip at Camp Redwood…” Diana carries on and I just let her complaints soothe me. A lullaby of angry words.
Leo steps on the bus and I stop breathing. It’s all I can do to not have memories of him from the night before. Of our kiss, the way his lips felt on mine. He takes a seat across from me and it’s like someone strung wires between us. I can sense his every move. More than anything I want to ask Diana to change seats so that I don’t have to sit near him.
Lauren mounts the bus steps with a clipboard nestled in the crook of her arm. She smiles at me—wait, no, not at me, just to the side. At Diana? She and Lauren have never and will never be friends.
“We’re going to play a game,” Lauren announces to the crowd. “I know you know that we all spent two days at Camp Redwood when we were in sixth grade…” She even produces a small four-by-six gold frame with a photo of her and a friend on the bus. Lauren tells us happily that there are photos of us from our sixth-grade weekend at camp set up all around the site and our goal is to recreate as many photos as possible and post them on social media. On the final day we’ll all gather at the flagpole to redo our class photo.
“Question,” Diana says after Lauren finishes her speech. “What about all the kids who moved here after, or the people who moved away—we’re not the class we were. Not to mention the fact that literally both East and West Crescent Falls High Schools are here, but when we were here in sixth grade, it was just West?”
Lauren scowls, her perfect façade marking her displeasure with Diana. Energy crackles between them, and I worry that the bus might not make it to camp with these two on board. Diana will never stop reminding us that we could have been in New York. Everything is better in New York.
“Well, I suppose for those, you will just have to make new friends and new memories. There will also be photos from East’s time here in sixth grade, so maybe you can trade stories—use different people to recreate photos.” Lauren gives Diana a plastic smile and flounces off to sit with her student council friends in the front of the bus.
“Do you really have to antagonize her? She’s gonna give us shit sleeping assignments,” I say. I love Diana and I, too, wish we were on a plane to literally anywhere else, but this is what we got. Democracy. This is why more people should vote.
Diana keeps her gaze fixed on Lauren, and I can’t help but notice that Lauren keeps looking our way. Between Diana and me, we are going to get the worst tent assignments.
“Someone has to say something,” Diana grumbles, pulling up her bag.
“You mean someone has to speak up for the fact that this is not New York?” Leo says, leaning across the aisle. I press back as far as I can into the seat. Being too close to Leo brings up too many memories of last night. The three-hour ride passes quickly with Leo splitting his time between his Leo-nites and Diana and me.
Lauren does in fact get her revenge.
There are two sleeping possibilities at camp—there’re the tents, heavy canvas monstrosities set up on platforms out in the woods, and the cabins, which are self-explanatory. With both sides of town coming, we’re forced to use any and all housing options. And in the spirit of all being equal now, it’s not just the boys who get stuck out in the tents.
Diana dumps her bag on the cot and then swats at the canvas wall. “It could be—”
“No,” I say, slapping a hand over her mouth. “We’re not saying that, because it legitimately can get worse.”
Diana pulls my hand off her mouth. “Lauren,” Diana says, packing a year’s worth of annoyance and frustration into the word.
“The whole class knows about the feud you two have going on. In fact, I think even the government is prepared to make a statement.” I feel a twinge of guilt because it was Lauren who made sure there are photos of Diana around camp. Lauren may be annoying but she’s thorough.
“Ugh,” Diana yells and kicks the leg of her cot.
“I could play the disabled card—say that I need a cabin with a bunk, and you know, a real bed.” Do I play that card often? No, not at all, because who wants to be known as that disabled girl? I’d much rather tough it out, grin and bear it. As long as it’s not actively dangerous to my health, obviously.
“You hate that shit,” Diana says.
“Do you want to sleep in a tent?” I counter.
Diana takes a serious look around our sleeping quarters. The heavy gray canvas, mosquito netting, wood plank flooring, and, what’s possibly worse, a hike to the communal bathroom.
“I doubt they’d move both of us.”
“You’d be my emotional-support human,” I say, draping an arm around her shoulders and leaning into her.
“I don’t have the proper paperwork for that.”
“So we stay in the tent?”
“Yeah, we stay in the tent.”

In the darkness, the only real way to tell West Siders from East Siders is the school hoodie color, but even still, seniors mingle with each other. How was it that I never met Forest before now?
Old redwoods that give the camp its name cluster around the edges of the quad, and in the firelight it looks like they’re pointing toward us, forcing us to make a choice. I’ve kept away from Leo all afternoon, pleading exhaustion when Diana went to find him after we got settled in the tent. Still I somehow end up knowing that Leo must be on Lauren’s nice list because he is in a cabin, but I have no idea where Forest ended up.
The East Side seniors got in after us, something about staggered arrival times making it easier—Lauren could probably tell you.
I scan the crowd looking for Forest, trying to follow the tug in my chest. Diana’s theater friends call out to her. “Go on,” I say, giving her a playful nudge. I don’t need a babysitter anymore.
She raises her eyebrows as if asking Are you sure? “You can come to … make new friends…”
I stand up on my tiptoes to get a better view of those in East Side hoodies. “I’ll be okay.” When she’s still not convinced, I give her a little push. “Go,” I say. She pulls me in for a hug and holds up her disposable camera for a selfie. She’s gone before my vision clears.
I take a seat by the fire and wait. Forest soon drops down into the seat next to me. The pressure in my chest eases. I lean against him.
“Missed you,” he says, and I all but glow. The pull between us is palpable; I think I could reach out and strike the cord that runs between us. Between working together, our text conversations, and even the tennis match—we’re growing closer. The silences grow more comfortable. He wraps an arm around me and it’s easy to push Leo from my mind.
The head of the camp gets up to tell us about the rules and the activities we can participate in. Lauren, armed once again with her golden frame, discusses the idea of recreating memories. She gives several pointed looks to Diana, who doesn’t even try to contain her eye rolls and heavy sighs.
I feel the shift in Forest at this part, and I wonder if he’s thinking about when he moved away. I reach out and take his other hand, wanting to ease whatever he’s not sharing. He holds on tighter. We share a smile and the world seems to empty around us, leaving just us, the fire, and the night sky. If only we could stay that way.
“S’mores?” he asks when the announcements are over. I nod excitedly and he goes off to get the goods.
No sooner has he vacated his seat than Leo sits down, and it’s like my whole body relaxes. As if I’ve been tense the whole time I was with Forest, anticipating the worst. This thing between me and Leo can’t grow. I won’t let it. Leo just moves closer to me, crowding me onto the edge of the bench.
“What are you doing?” I ask out of the corner of my mouth. I don’t want to give him any reason to stick around. Forest could come back at any moment. At least that’s what I tell myself. Because it’s not like I haven’t been ignoring him since we got off the bus.
Whatever he’s playing at—from the tennis match to the kiss last night, which was a mistake—it’s over. Our kiss was just practice. I’m going to forget the way I could use his belt loops to pull him close, the feel of us pressed together, his lips tasting of his ChapStick.
“You have to trust me at some point.” I need the distance, need to focus on Forest.
“Can I not just sit by my friend?”
“You have plenty of friends.” It’s the right call to send Leo back to them. I nod toward a group of Leon-nites, just for emphasis.
A line appears between Leo’s eyes, and my gut twists. Was he not trying to purposefully interrupt my time with Forest and just genuinely trying to make sure I don’t need help? I want to reach out and smooth the line away, tell him it’s all okay, he can let go now. But I’m afraid that if I touch Leo again, I won’t want to stop.
A flash goes off, the bright white light standing out against the warm glow of the fire. Leo turns to see Diana already winding her disposable camera for her next shot. He looks back to me as if expecting to get one of his own.
I grip the extra camera in my hoodie pocket even tighter. It’s meant for Leo, but Mom said it didn’t have to be. She was giving me the choice—and it has to be mine.
“Are you mad at me?” He sounds genuinely concerned. “Because you ignored me on the bus and now…”
“I just think after last night we need some space.”
“Do I need to remind you that last night was your idea?” There’s a smile in his words, a joking manner that I recognize from our romance practices. This isn’t what he’s supposed to be doing.
“Well, maybe it was a mistake,” I snap, meeting his eyes. And now I seem to be repeating my mistakes, because it is easy to get caught in Leo’s gravitational pull. “I should have listened to you.”
He sighs, running his hand over the calluses that sit at the base of his fingers. From drumsticks, from his tennis racket. It’s like I can still feel him cupping my face.
I look away, scooting as far as I can without getting up. I do not—cannot—have feelings for him. That’s not how this works. I’ll end up like my parents, trying to figure out a new normal even while both seem to only want the other.
“I’m glad you didn’t.” In the flickering light I can see the serious look Leo’s giving me. The one I’ve seen him turn on so many girls, but has never been mine. I move again, trying to put more space between us, certain that what I saw was a trick of the light.
“I know what I am doing,” I say to the fire, trying to convince myself as much as my best friend.
Forest comes back with two skewers stacked with marshmallows. “Hey, man, you staying?” he asks. Leo gets up and looks pointedly at me.
“No.” Leo doesn’t even acknowledge Forest. Leo’s entire being is focused on me. “Just stopping by.”
Forest sits next to me and hands me a marshmallow on a stick. “Now tell me—are you a gold-and-gooey sort of girl or a char-it-black?”
“What’s your preference?” I say, turning the question back on him. That was one of Leo’s tricks, and I hate that I’m still thinking about him even when I’m with Forest.
“Toasted and gooey.”
I smile and prepare to eat the worst s’more of my life. It doesn’t help that Leo watches me from a group of his friends because he knows I like the marshmallow to be charred black. I eat the whole thing just to prove a point.

After the bonfire, we’re escorted back to our tents, and I crawl into bed. Lights flicker out and even the whispers die off, but my mind is very much engaged in a tug-of-war. I can’t shake how Leo looked at me and what he said, inserting those flirtatious nods. His kiss is still fresh in my mind.
“Can I ask you a question?” I say to the darkness of the tent.
“Hmm,” Diana says. Blankets rustle and the cot creaks as she rolls over to her side. “Whazup?” she asks, her voice raspy with sleep.
“Do you think…” I start, but stop because I don’t trust myself to say what’s going on inside my head. Maybe it’s the substandard s’more talking, realizing that I could be in for a lifetime of them. Could I tell Forest the truth? Sure, and then explain why I lied to him in the first place.
But the look of relief on his face when I said we liked them the same way, that we were like puzzle pieces locking together felt like everything. Except maybe I’m from a different puzzle altogether? And maybe that’s okay—that was Mom’s whole point, right? That going against Fate didn’t mean you lived less of a life.
And then there is the truth. And it’s not just that Leo watched me all night. I can’t get his kiss out of my head. He was probably right that it was a stupid thing to do; I should have never talked him into it.
“Piper, I want to sleeeeeep sometime while it’s dark,” Diana complains.
“Do you think Fate can be wrong?”
“Things not so good with Apple? You cannot take his name. Piper MacIntosh—ugh, we could never be friends.”
We both giggle, because Diana is probably as far from shallow as you can get. She may be in the business of making you look like someone else, but that’s not how she prefers to live her life. “Stop stalling—why are you thinking about Fate?”
“I just … How do you know if it’s real? Or if Fate got it right?”
“What do you mean?”
I chew on my thumbnail. I have always been the person to believe in the Blessing; not only that, I’ve actively wanted it to happen to me. “Well, let’s say your true love dies—before you even meet them—will you still get a true love? Is Fate so cruel that she would deny you something just because a person died half a world away? Or could you meet someone else and they can be your person, or are you just supposed to build a relationship but will you always feel less than because they’re not your person. Or—”
“Stop,” Diana says, now fully awake. “What happened?”
“I kissed Leo. For practice,” I add quickly.
“You what?!” Diana screams.
Noise erupts from the tents next to us, our neighbors now thoroughly involved in our conversation.
“You what?” Diana whisper-screams at me.
“I just … I wanted to be prepared and now…” I’m having second thoughts. I’m doubting my feelings for Forest. I was so sure that a kiss with anyone but Forest would feel like nothing, especially because it was just practice. Just pretend.
But it very much does not feel like pretend now.
“And now?” Diana asks, her voice heavy with Give it to me straight.
A flashlight beam cuts through the tent flaps. “Ladies, everything all right in there?” the counselor asks.
“Yeah, we’re fine,” I say before Diana can spill the truth.
“It’s after quiet hours,” the counselor says. “Please be respectful of your fellow seniors and keep your voices to a whisper. If I have to come out here again I will need to report this incident to the head of camp.”
“Got it,” Diana says. I can all but feel her eye roll. What she wouldn’t give to have an excuse to leave camp early.
We both wait for the footsteps to fade. Then Diana sits up. “I just want to make sure I’m tracking. You kissed Leo, for practice,” she clarifies when I start to butt in, “and now you’re asking about Fate.”
I cover my face with my hand.
“Before you go ending things with Forest—maybe try kissing him?”
I pick at the seam of my sleeping bag. The string in my chest tightens and I fear it might snap my bones. The pull toward Forest, to what we have, a promise of how good it can be.
But Leo …
“Piper,” Diana hisses.
“Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”
“I am trying to be here for you and support what you’ve said you wanted from day one—which I believe is Forest. Do you still want that?”
I want to belong to my family, to earn my place on Aunt Helena’s wall. I don’t want to be like Mom, willing to risk Fate’s ire for her own happiness. Whatever feelings I have for Leo don’t matter. And Diana’s right—if Leo’s kiss was that good, how will Forest’s be? How much more magical?
“I want Forest,” I say, hoping that the act of telling my best friend this will remind me that it’s what I want. But why do I want him? It shouldn’t be just to please other people. Leo’s always trying to get me to do what I really want. And this is it … I think?
Diana just clicks her tongue.
I can prove it to her. And to myself.



  
Chapter Twenty-three
As if the weather wants to help me with my decision, the next day is bright and clear. It’s one of the first truly sunny days we’ve had this spring. It doesn’t take much for me to find Forest; in fact, he finds me first at breakfast, sitting at my table. He fits in seamlessly with Diana, making jokes with her and asking about the upcoming play. It’s only when Leo comes in and sits down that tension knots in my shoulders.
And it’s then that I realize my mistake. Leo sits to my right and Forest is on my left. Ninety percent of the time, I don’t even think about how my spine is shaped like a snake moving through the grass. But every time I do think about it, it’s because I’m sitting at a table surrounded by people, trying to have a conversation with them. My curves are such that it makes it easy for me to talk to people on my right, my neck actually turning in that direction, but I have to physically move my whole body to talk to those on my left.
Before Leo sat down, it was easy to just position myself to face Forest at all times, especially with Diana across from me. I send her look that says, Help me, but she just grins into her coffee, ready for the show. Some best friend.
Everything starts easy enough. Forest and Leo know each other, and there’s some discussion of matches coming up. I’m acutely aware of both of them. So no matter how I try to focus on my conversation with Diana, I feel Leo nudge me with his arm or Forest’s fingers reach for mine. Diana has to repeat herself several times because my body is humming with the activity around me.
“Did you get your charred marshmallow?” Leo asks, and just to be sure he has my attention he gives me a slight nudge. “I know they’re your favorite.”
I nearly choke on my cereal. I thought we cleared this up last night; he was going to leave me alone so that I could get to know Forest. And now he’s here outing my s’mores preference. Swallowing my cereal, I kick him under the table and glare at him. What exactly does he think he’s doing? His job is to help me win Forest, not ruin my chances completely. He knows I did not get a s’more that I actually liked, but I ate it anyway because it was from Forest. At least that is what I try to tell myself—I did it for Forest and not to prove Leo wrong.
“She doesn’t like her marshmallows burned,” Forest pipes up. He takes my left hand in his, anchoring me to the moment, to him.
“Since when?” Leo asks, faking his confusion. And again I can’t tell if he means to do this on purpose or if it’s just his way, but I don’t like it.
Diana sighs from the other side of the table. “We’re gonna be late for horseback riding,” she says. I send her a look that I hope conveys my everlasting thanks. She looks right back at me and then to Forest and Leo, her message clear: I have to decide.
I jump to my feet, eager to stop being the rope in whatever game of tug-of-war that Leo and Forest are playing.

Diana and I exit the main cabin, me following her with no real idea of where we’re going.
“Piper, wait up,” Forest calls, jogging to meet us.
Diana gives me one more pointed look and then takes off in another direction, giving me some much-needed alone time with Forest.
“You could have told me that you don’t like nice golden-brown marshmallows,” Forest says, a teasing tone coating the hurt in his words.
“Maybe I wanted to try something new.” I let my words linger, meeting his gaze. My heart speeds up and any sort of indecision that I felt last night is swept away. “My dad always says a palate can change and things that you once thought you hated could become your next favorite food.”
I offer up this moment, Leo’s lessons coming back to me. Be vulnerable, share something of yourself. The weekends I’ve spent with Dad have given me new appreciation for what he does. His restaurant and the pseudo-bouts of fame that come with it, newspaper and magazine articles, there was even talk of him having a segment on some cooking show. This, like my disability, is known, but I do not actively bring it up.
We fall into step, and I let Forest lead me toward the woods and the endless hiking trails. The biggest ones are graveled and all of them are bracketed by wooden beams, letting us know these are official paths and to not go wandering off.
“Your professional chef of a father lets you eat burned marshmallows?” Forest asks, surprising me that he’s looked up my dad.
“Oh, it’s worse than that—he taught me how to do it.”
Forest throws his head back and laughs, black hair flying. I want to capture this moment where he looks so carefree, caught off guard. So much about our interactions have felt staged, confined in ways, either by work or activities. I’ve never just seen Forest being himself.
My heart glows, knowing that I’m the one who made him smile like that, who brought out that joy in him. I’m addicted to it, because all I want is for him to do it again.
He takes my hand, drawing me close. “I wanna show you something,” he says.
All the lessons were worth it. This is how it’s supposed to be—effortless.
“Where are we going?” I ask as he leads me into the forest, through the trees, down by the lake.
He looks over at me and smiles. My heart might burst, that look seeming to seal everything. “We’re supposed to make new memories, right?”
“Riiiiight,” I say, curious more than skeptical.
“Trust me.” He gives me another grin and there’s no question that I will make whatever memories he wants.
Forest leads me through the trails. Some are wider than others, with ferns and nascent plant life spilling onto the paths of the less-used trails. I breathe in the smell of damp earth and feel the sweetness of cool air. As we wander, we trade camp stories, finding that we both spent time here as kids but surprisingly never at the same time.
We pass other seniors on the trail, many of whom Forest knows, and once again I’m left with the feeling of how small my life has been. I try to pay attention to names when Forest introduces me, using and adapting Leo’s many lessons.
The gravel trail ends and I have a good idea of where Forest is taking me. Like any good sleepaway camp, there are ghost stories about certain places on the grounds. Camp Redwood’s haunted place is an old boxcar and the story is of a young train jumper who got stuck inside the car and tried to claw his way out—and obviously didn’t make it.
The car ended up at Camp Redwood, the boy’s spirit still attached to it—ready to trap any naughty campers within its metal walls.
Forest lets go of my hand, headed for the open door. I hang back. I may no longer be eleven and believe in ghost stories, but I’m not willing to chance anything.
Forest climbs up and then sticks his head out once he realizes I’m not following him.
“Afraid?” he asks, blue eyes sparkling with mischief. He holds out his hand, an invitation.
“Do I have a reason to be?” I take his hand, letting him pull me up into the car. We stand there chest to chest. There’s a spark, the feeling right before a storm where the world is poised on the edge of a knife, waiting for the downpour.
He leans in and instinctively I pull back a little, following Leo’s directions. Despite how angry I am with his behavior this morning, there’s no denying his methods.
The moment breaks. Forest pulls back, and I try not to read too much into it.
“Aha,” he says, pulling me toward the far wall. Deep scratches run up the sides. When I was small they were just my height, clearly made by a child.
A gold frame with an old Polaroid has been tacked to the wall of the train car.
“These were my best friends.” Forest’s voice is strained. And I don’t miss the use of past tense—these were his friends.
“Were?” I ask, taking a closer look at the photo. It’s of three boys all sitting against the wall, grinning like idiots at the camera. Their hands are held up like claws, pretending, I’m guessing, to reenact the ghost story.
“Yeah—” This time I move closer to him, wanting to give him some form of comfort. This memory, while good, is tinged with sadness. “I moved away right after this was taken. My dad got a new job—and thought it would be better for me. New school. Different atmosphere.” He shrugs, like understanding the logic of parents is beyond him.
“What brought you back here?” I ask.
“Better tennis program. I convinced my dad to let me move in with my mom.”
He pulls away from me and walks around the train car as if seeing his history play out and needs to hide it from me. I trail behind him, unsure if I should approach him again or just let him be.
“No childhood sport? No group activities?” he asks me.
“Nope.” He’s shared something personal and by Leo’s standards I should do the same. “Part of it was the whole spine thing or really the solo-kidney thing. Docs don’t like you playing contact sports. So I spent most of the time at Hadley’s Treasures.”
“Which is why it means so much to you.”
“Yeah.” Those words are a finger to an old wound. A reminder of just how hard family legacy can be and the weight of my dreams.
“Come on,” he says, fishing his phone out of his pocket. “Wanna create a new memory with me?”
“I’d love to.”
He grabs the gold frame. We both slide down the wall on the far side of the box car, positioning ourselves in the same way that Forest and his friends were all those years ago.
“Can I ask…” Forest says. And he takes a pause as if unsure he wants to continue the question.
“Anything,” I say, turning to look at him. It’s a move that requires my torso to shift, neck flexibility less than normal. I reposition myself.
I meet his blue eyes, wanting to find my future there like I could shapes in the sky. It’s in these moments that I swear I can feel Fate at work, pulling us together, whispering all that we could be. A world waiting to begin if only …
If only what? I think. What am I missing?
“I know you said before—about you and Leo…” Forest rests his elbows on his knees and breaks eye contact like he doesn’t want to ask the question, but needs an answer. He’s trying to hide how nervous he is. I can hear it in his voice, the way he doesn’t stumble over the words but lets them float off the question implied.
“Leo and I are friends. Just friends,” I say. I have no problem confirming that. But I don’t like that this is not the first time Forest’s asked this question.
And I can’t escape the fact that my words feel more like a reminder to myself as much as they are a confirmation to Forest. I ignore the small sting that seems to hit just below my kidney. If I say these words enough, they will be true. Leo is a friend, a good friend, but Forest is my future. It’s what I should want. And I do.
Because I want to be part of my family.
But is that the same as wanting Forest?
We resettle against the back wall. Forest makes a show of adjusting my hands, one held out and one holding the frame. Because his arms are longer he takes charge of holding the camera.
“Three, two, one.”
The flash goes off, illuminating the dim interior.
“I wanna see it,” I say, reaching for his phone. We both bend over his device, looking at our image.
There’s a photo of us—I’m looking at the camera, but Forest is looking right at me. Caught in profile there’s no denying the smile on his lips or the look in his eyes.
My heart stammers. This is what I want. Forest looking at me, like I am his world. That I am who he is meant to be with. And still my skin feels like it’s infested with bugs. I’m too close, and need space to breathe, to process.
Forest is right there, still looking at me with love.
Anger is hot in my gut. Why can’t I just relax into this? Love is not supposed to feel like a pot of boiling oil. It’s supposed to be something magical, something that completes you, and all I feel is that I could lose it at any moment.
He holds my gaze and I feel him move, leaning in, and I know what I have to do next. Pull back. Follow the lead that Leo left me with. And yet, I find I don’t want to. This isn’t a game of cat and mouse; this is happening, so why risk it? I lean in, ready, ignoring the fear that still lingers. Wasn’t that what I told Leo—that Fate does not make mistakes like this? Would not give me someone who could not love me?
There’s a loud bang and Forest and I break apart, the moment destroyed.
“What’s going on here?” Leo asks.
And that’s when I know I am going to murder my best friend.



  
Chapter Twenty-four
I spring into action, grabbing Leo and practically dragging him away from the boxcar.
“What do you think you are doing?” I ask Leo through gritted teeth.
He looks at me, the picture of innocence and confusion. I ball my hands at my sides and try to stop myself from shoving him. I cannot hit Leo in front of Forest, I will not hit Leo in front of Forest.
But, new thought—maybe I should. Maybe that would knock some sense back into him. Maybe then he would hear what I was saying. “What are you talking about?”
My phone buzzes and it’s the picture of me and Forest.
“You know what I am talking about. Interrupting me and Forest.”
“I saw you didn’t pull away—doing exactly the opposite of what I told you.”
“You guys okay?” Forest asks. He leans against the door of the boxcar, hands in his pockets. I imagine what he sees here, me and Leo whisper-yelling at each other. This is not the picture of friendship bliss but more like a romantic struggle.
I pull back, putting more space between us. “Leo was just leaving—”
“Actually—” Leo says, interrupting me.
And that’s when Diana rounds the corner of the path. “I got your text…” Her words trail off as she slows to a stop, taking in our little group. She focuses on me and Forest, raising an eyebrow. Yes, I am very much aware that last night I was all for Leo, but in the daylight I know what I should do.
There was a text … So Leo planned this interruption. I narrow my eyes at him, upset that he keeps making up excuses to burst into my time with Forest. Last night I could have believed it was an accident, just Leo doing what he’d done since I asked for his help. But now—ugh—I can’t even look at him.
“Well,” Diana says, but she might as well have said This is awkward.
“I found a picture of the three of us,” Leo says. “Let’s go.”
Diana and I exchange looks.
“Mind if I tag along?” Forest asks.
“Not at all,” I say before Leo has the chance to turn him down. I hold out my hand for Forest and he jumps down from the boxcar and takes it. The small hairs on the back of my neck stand up and I know, without turning around, that Leo is staring right at me.

Diana leads us up and out of the woods and across the main lawn of camp. There are other groups gathered around, working on various craft projects or just trying to soak up a little bit of sun. She leads us across the green to the archway that functions as the entrance to the camp. A sign stretches across the top, spelling out CAMP REDWOOD.
Sure enough, there’s a small gold frame to the side, glinting in the sun.
I pass by Diana and grab the frame. It’s a photo of the three of us under the camp sign. I’m on Leo’s back while Diana stands next to him. I smile, recalling that day. It was our last day of the sixth-grade weekend trip. I’d gone too hard on the ropes course, which was way past the lake, practically on the other side of camp. Claiming exhaustion, I’d begged Leo and Diana to leave me behind—I’d crawl back later that night. Without missing a beat, Leo’d bent down and offered to give me a piggyback ride.
“You were so beat that day,” Leo says, coming up to look at the photo over my shoulder. I’m smiling but still resting my head on his shoulder.
“Okay, so are we doing this?” I ask, ignoring Leo’s question.
I position myself under the sign, in the middle of the road. “Come on, Forest,” I call as Diana takes her place beside me.
“What are you doing?” Leo asks. “He isn’t in the photo.”
“We can make new memories,” I say, looking over Leo’s shoulder to Forest, who seems caught between wanting to join in and running the opposite way. Just like Forest did for me, including me in places and moments that were important to him, I want the same.
Forest takes his place on my other side, and the only person not getting in the photo is Leo.
“Come on, Leo, chop, chop,” Diana says.
“That’s not the photo,” Leo says. “Lauren will probably make you hitchhike home if you ruin her fun.”
Diana gives me a look and I know there’s a battle coming for this. Lauren has lots of ideas on how to make the most of everything. How to make each moment sparkle and shine. It’s why she’s been in charge of every dance since freshman year. And as much as I hate her out of loyalty to Diana … I have to admit Lauren gets shit done. And the things she comes up with do make incredible memories.
“We can do a similar pose, and Lauren did say we were supposed to make new friends,” Diana suggests.
“Yeah, we can do the piggyback ride again,” Leo says.
Me. Climb. Leo.
No.
Absolutely not. Not now, not tomorrow. Not for Lauren and all her special moments.
“Come on, we’ve done this a million times. When you decided to try the color run, after that football game. When you came to see me during bandfest—”
“I get it,” I say, cutting Leo off before he can continue on with the list of times he’s given me a piggyback ride.
Forest shifts, his eyes never leaving me. This is a line I have to draw in the sand. I have to figure out a way to make it clear to Leo that it’s Forest and me. I’ve never had a problem knowing the line between Leo and his girlfriend and me. So why is this so hard for him?
“We are not letting Lauren win,” Diana says in a voice that sounds strangely like a certain stage manager. “She will badger us all for this photo, so let’s take it and do it right. And show her.” That last part is definitely said under her breath.
“Fine,” I say.
Leo bends down so I can climb on. I flex my fingers, unsure where to grab hold because this all seems like a bad idea.
The touch is electric, running from my fingers to my toes, putting every part of me on high alert. Leo shifts, hiking me higher up on his back. I wrap my arm around him, like I can hold on to him forever. This moment. This feeling. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you fall,” Leo says, as if reading my mind.
I lean over Leo’s shoulder like I do in the photo. I keep my eyes on Forest, who seems to be watching my every move, looking for signs that what I told him in the woods was true—Leo and I are just friend.
Just friends.
But with the feeling of Leo’s hand on my left thigh, brushing the fraying edge of my jean shorts, I doubt even myself.
“Forest, can you take the selfie?” Leo asks. “My hands are full.”
I tighten my hold around his neck, not afraid to choke him. Leo grunts and bucks me up higher.
“Oooh,” Diana says, “you’ll have to be on the other side of me.” She moves quickly, putting herself between Leo and Forest.
Diana holds the old photo of us and Forest leans in, arm outstretched so he can take the photo.
As soon as the photo is done, I let go of Leo and wiggle until he releases me. I back away, heading toward Forest, wanting to see how the photo turned out.
“This okay?” Forest asks, holding the phone out to me. I don’t even look at the phone before passing it off to Diana.
“Looks great.”
“I think—ow,” Leo says. Diana smiles brightly, but I catch her pulling her elbow back from Leo’s ribs.
“Lauren will have nothing negative to say about this.”
“Do you want to…” I’m not sure what I mean to follow that up with, only that I want to stay with Forest. Learn more of his secrets.
“I have horseback riding,” Forest says to me.
“Oh.” I nod, understanding when he backs away. Many of the activities at camp are open—you can come and go as you please—but a few of them, like canoeing and horseback riding, are ones that you had to sign up for.
“I’ll see you tonight at the bonfire?” The question, much like his attention, is entirely on me. I smile. And take his hand. He gives my hand a squeeze and then lets me go, jogging across the field back toward the main part of camp.
I pull out my phone and send the photo of me and Forest in the boxcar to my aunts. They’ll be thrilled with it.
“See you tonight,” Leo calls out.
Diana gets to Leo first, smacking him upside the head. Leo ducks, clutching the back of his head. “What was that for?”
“You know why,” Diana says, hands on hips.
“What was all that about?” I say, rounding on Leo.
“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Diana raises her hand again, but she’s looking at me as if waiting to see how I react. After our conversation last night, I’m sure she thinks I’m still hung up on Leo. And there’s no denying it, the kiss, even the way he made me feel just now. But it’s not right.
I’m angry at him for continually injecting himself into situations that do not require him. I look down at my phone for the photo of Forest and save it to my lock screen. I see in this photo the way my dad looks at my mom. How my aunts look at their partners. Complete and total love. This thing I have wanted for so long.
As if to remind me, there’s a slew of messages from my aunts wanting to know how everything is going.
Aunt Helena is first.
AUNT HELENA
This one is for the wall.
My heart skips a beat and there’s a feeling of rightness—normalcy—that finally settles into me.
I don’t have to guess at Leo’s feelings or even my own because I know what will be the best for me. Maybe it’s just like surgery—you know it will be scary, but you also know that what waits on the other side is better than what you have presently.
“What?” Leo asks again, looking between us.
Diana focuses back on me, as if waiting for a go-ahead. But I’m too focused on my phone, on the words pouring in from my aunts about me and Forest.
“You of all people know that Piper wants Forest,” Diana says, interpreting my silence correctly. “You were just supposed to help her woo him.”
Even I can’t hide my cringe at the word woo—it’s like moist, it just sounds wrong.
AUNT SHELLY
Have you kissed him yet …
The final piece of the puzzle. After that I can tell him—no more tiptoeing around the Blessing.
Diana doesn’t wait this time for me to weigh in, my silence the first time around answer enough. The feelings for Leo will pass.
They have to.
“You don’t make her climb onto your back in front of the boy she likes. You weirdo.”
Leo dodges Diana’s next attack and plucks my phone out of my hands. “Secrets—”
“Do not use my saying against me,” Diana says, coming up behind him. But Leo’s frozen there, my phone in his hand. Wordlessly he hands off the phone to Diana and walks away.
I don’t like the fact that I want to go after him—explain what’s going on, why it is this way. I shouldn’t because Leo should understand; it was always going to be this way. And his anger, him trying to come between me and Forest … will just end in heartbreak.
And I have to leave him alone to shatter.



  
Chapter Twenty-five
There’s another bonfire tonight. Diana has promised to handle Leo this evening, just in case our conversation didn’t get through to him this morning. Every time he gets up, she follows him, stepping in between him and me every time he tries to make a break for it.
I know because I watch, pulled to him even as I try to focus on Forest. Tonight, Forest sticks my marshmallow directly over the flames. He gives me shit about it, but the teasing makes it feel real. He drapes an arm across my shoulders and pulls me closer. I lean against him, my fingers sticky with marshmallow.
I meet Forest’s friends. Some of them I recognize from the first time we met.
“Starbound girl,” one says.
“Also known as my girlfriend,” Forest corrects before it gets out of hand. His hand tightens on my shoulder and he looks down at me with a stare that says I’ve got you.
“You can call me Piper.”
“You believe in all the Fate stuff, being from the West Side and all? The families who have gifts?” his friend asks, making the word gifts sound like an eye roll.
“I mean—”
“Not everyone on the West Side is like that,” Forest corrects his friend.
“You don’t believe in Fate?” I ask, afraid of his answer. Fear is a chill in my bones that not even the fire can chase away.
“It’s a cute tale for kids and tourists.” I thought we had cleared this up. He made a wish at the pool; it felt like he now believed.
“Yeah,” I say. Leo’s staring at me from across the way. And it’s like he’s clocked the whole conversation. Knows that I’m freaking out over something. He starts to get up and Diana is there to pull him back down.
I check my phone again, looking at the photo of us. It’s working. Forest will feel differently about Fate after I tell him. It’s hard to believe something until it happens to you. No one likes to believe you can just have a disabled child, with no warning. And then there was me, just here to surprise my parents.
“You okay?” Forest asks, checking in on me.
“Just tired.”
“Want me to walk you back?” Forest asks.
“Sure,” I say, getting up.
We head past the cabins through the woods to the clearing where the tents are set up. The sky above feels huge, like it could swallow us up. Stars bright as flashlights against the darkness. Forest and I stop, both our heads tilted back, amazed at what the world looks like outside of city limits.
“You know, that first time we met—I couldn’t get you out of my head. And the thing was no one really knew who you were apart from being Leo’s friend,” Forest confesses to the night air. I stare at him, his outline, his sharp nose and high cheekbones. The Blessing pulses in my chest, our connection stronger than ever.
“Really? I was so sure you’d never want to see me again,” I say, testing the waters of our new relationship.
“My friends gave me so much shit.”
“What? Why?”
He shrugs. “Never thought I’d fall for a girl who could spill a whole cup of beer on me…”
Heat crawls up my face at the memory of that night. And how far we’ve come since. Because of Leo. I wish I could elbow my brain for that comment. The thought has me looking over my shoulder, back where we came from. There’s no sign of the fire, just a dense unobstructed line of trees.
“And then you walked into the jewelry store…”
“I wasn’t even really looking for a job,” he says, and shakes his head like it’s the strangest thing. “But I was out running errands with my mom and she was like, ‘Go in and ask if they need some help.’” The words sound clouded, like he’s unsure why this string of events happened the way it did.
I reach out and take his hand, wanting to ground him here with me. And maybe to remind myself a little, too. “I’m glad you did.”
“Me, too.” His smile is as bright as the stars. “It felt like Fate, you know—like maybe all those legends about Crescent Falls are true.”
I don’t know how he’s worked at Hadley’s Treasures for this long and not come to believe that the legends are very much true, but I’m grateful to not have to explain it to him.
Mom’s words come back to me, about how she didn’t want Dad to love her just because of Fate. Love without choice—what was that?
His fingers tip my chin up so that I can look him in the eye. The night makes his blue eyes almost black.
And in that moment I know he’s going to kiss me. He leans in, and with all the training Leo has given me, I shy away, even as my mind says this is wrong. By Leo’s methodology it’s supposed to be this idea of the chase, keeping them going; Forest will want what he can’t have. And yeah, maybe it worked on Myrah. But now with Forest, all I want to do is turn my head and kiss him. Feel the brush of his lips over mine, wipe out the feeling of Leo’s.
Forest pulls back. Doesn’t pursue.
My heart drops. Did I do it wrong? My mind races back over every motion, every word, trying to pick out where I failed at following Leo’s lessons. There is no flaw; I was perfect in my execution. Where is Leo when I need him to help me triage this? But I’m all alone, it’s just me and Forest now—because Leo said I was ready. I felt ready, and now …
“Sorry,” Forest says, the word lost to the darkness and the fireflies.
“No,” I say, reaching out for him, wanting to start this moment again, take it back to where I messed it up. This was what Leo’s lessons were supposed to be about, keeping me from messing this up. Making sure that Forest and I had the grandest love story. “I—”
“We should get back; I’m sure Coach Taylor is gonna take a head count soon.” He pulls away from me, leaving me stranded there on the path.
I hurry to catch up with him, my boots crunching against the gravel. “Forest—please.” I reach out for him, my fingers connecting with his jacket. He slips his hand into mine, lacing our fingers together. The knot in my stomach eases. We’re not broken or too far gone. The Blessing pulls us back together; like my Mom and Dad, I can’t outrun it.
Neither of us can.
“I like you,” Forest says.
I hold in my sigh of relief. Those are the words I’ve wanted to hear for so long. I like you is just a step away from I love you, from being a part of Aunt Helena’s portrait gallery.
“I like you, too.” The words hold a promise of everything for me. Happiness, joy, a normalcy that I’ve wanted forever.
We stand there facing each other, and I’m unsure what to do. Leo would probably suggest going in for a kiss now, making a move to cement the newly formed confession. But I can’t make myself move, follow through with my own plan because … what if it breaks everything? Leo’s advice has left me questioning my own and I hate him for it.
Forest reaches up and smooths one finger over my brow. “What are you thinking about so hard?”
I hold my breath, still waffling between anger at Leo and wanting to be wholly in this moment with Forest.
“Nothing…” There’s no way to explain my master plan to Forest. What a way to really make me sound like I’ve lost it, push him away faster than shying away from his kiss.
And the warmth of Forest vanishes. He doesn’t let go of my hand, just retreats, and we start back up the path toward the campfire. We’re connected but only just.

I crawl into my cot and wait for Diana to come back, my mind racing. None of that went how it should have gone. I shouldn’t have pulled back from Forest. That’s what I’ve wanted for so long—the whole reason I asked Leo to teach me his ways in the first place.
Chatter fills the night as the other seniors come back to the tents. Diana pushes the flap open and dumps her bag on the floor.
“So…” she asks, settling back on her sleeping-bag topped cot. “Tell me everything. What happened with you and Forest when you disappeared?”
“He almost kissed me.”
She starts to squeal but stops. “Wait—what do you mean almost?”
I stare at the ceiling. I just let it all out. Every detail. Starting with how Forest asked me to go for a walk—
“Wait, wait, wait—you did what?” Diana stops me when I get to the part where Forest went in for a kiss.
“I pulled away,” I say, ready to explain Leo’s methodology. “Should I…”
But no, Leo would not give me bad advice. He wouldn’t.
Would he?
I turn to look at Diana, who looks horrified and angry. “I’m confused.” She waves her hand as if trying to clear her way through the bullshit. “Did you not want him to kiss you? I thought he’s the one. The mystical, magical, Fate-picked-him-for-Piper one?”
“I do—I did want him to kiss me.”
“But you pulled away.”
“Because he’s supposed to chase me. Playing hard to get. It’s a thing.” I don’t even need Leo to tell me about that love principle. It lives in practically every romantic comedy I’ve ever seen. But now saying it out loud to my best friend—the ridiculousness of the advice comes through.
“No, no—that is not how this works.”
“But Leo said this was a tried-and-true method.”
Diana chokes on a laugh. “Are you sure you were talking to Leo?”
“That’s what he told me to do. If I wanted Forest to kiss me, I needed to pull back, make him chase after it.” And in that moment I’m angry at myself for taking Leo’s advice over trusting my own intuition. I knew what he was said was wrong.
“It’ll be okay, you still came back with Forest and he hung out with us for the rest of the night.”
True. But I remember the distance. This wasn’t us being friends, it was me and Forest and our friends. A subtle difference, but the sharp tug in my chest seems to be proof that even the Blessing knows I am on thin ice.
I am going to punch Leo. Demand answers to what is going on—why would he tell me something like that when he knows … he knows how much this means to me?
“Piper?” Diana asks when I don’t say anything.
But there are no words. I’m too into my anger right now to respond.
Diana clicks off the light, plunging us into darkness. She tries to make conversation, telling me how to fix it, but I know it will work out now, because I am never going to follow Leo’s advice again. My gut told me that he was wrong, and I still trusted him. And now look where it’s gotten me.
Leo and I are going to have a little talk tomorrow.



  
Chapter Twenty-six
The early morning mist has burned off before I head out to find Leo. Everyone seems to be talking about Forest and me—how we left the bonfire early. Leo, however, knows that his advice was bullshit, and now I’m ready to throttle him.
Every place I go I seem to have just missed him. Breakfast—he got up early, ate, and then wanted to go for a swim. By the time I get to the lake, he’s already been there and left, possibly to arts and crafts but others say horseback riding. I follow a trail of clues; some raise their eyebrows—maybe they’re friends of Forest, wondering why I’m chasing after another boy.
But there is no time to explain. I need answers so that I can move on. Leo and I will have it out and then I can go back to Forest and what my future holds. One that will be without Leo. I ignore the sting in my heart that comes with that thought. Even as Leo and I stretched our friendship to the max, we have always been in each other’s lives. And the thought that I will have to give him up entirely hurts. What he did, though—I don’t know how to forgive.
Finally, I spot Leo in a group gathered around the now-empty firepit, making friendship bracelets. Leo’s keeping his distance from everyone, it seems, pulled off to the far side even as the others keep up a running conversation with him.
“Hey,” I say, my voice coming out as a harsh bark. Leo’s head snaps up and his smile is weak and strained. He knows we’re about to have this fight and maybe that’s why he’s been avoiding me.
I’m angry because Leo hurt me, not just because he’s been avoiding me. And that brings up a well of feelings I’ve been pushing down because I know … I know this isn’t our future. But still my mind asks the question what it would be like to find him and have him look at me like I’m his everything.
“I want to talk to you,” I say, marching across the field. Conversations freeze and heads snap in our direction. Leo just watches me from where he’s making his craft, hands still working the strings, like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Like I haven’t been looking for him all morning. Like we’re still friends. I don’t return his smile in the slightest. And the others gathered around the firepit scatter, sensing an oncoming storm.
To his credit, Leo doesn’t ask someone to stay, and he abandons his friendship bracelet without even a backward glance. “Let’s talk.”
“Follow me,” I say, because I want a place where I can yell at him and not have the counselors called on my ass. He falls into step with me, hands in his pockets. Calm and collected—which only stokes my anger.
I march us through the forest, past the lake, and into the twisted trails that hit various spooky points in the camp’s history. I give it five minutes after we pass the last group and the path widens out in front of the old boxcar. This feels fitting, back to one of the scenes of the crime. Leo looks the car up and down, as if he hasn’t seen the rusted exterior and hash-marked interior.
“What the hell?” I say, turning on Leo and shoving him back. I have had all night and most of the morning to nurse this anger. Let it feed on what he told me to do and Diana’s shock and horror.
Leo takes a few steps back and looks at me, confused. “Did I do something?”
I glare at him, hands on hips. I don’t want to remember what it felt like to kiss Leo, but this close to him it’s impossible not to.
“Don’t play cute with me,” I snap. “Why did you give me bad advice?”
“Did it not work?” I have to give him credit, he’s playing shock and confusion well, the actor that he is. But I know his tells. When Leo’s wrong, when he’s forced to defend his position, he doesn’t attack straight on, doesn’t answer a question with a question; he shifts the conversation. It might be miniscule, but I’ve seen him do it, to me, to our friends. He doesn’t want to get caught so he brings in another scapegoat. Something both sides can collectively agree on.
Maybe that’s why everyone likes him and no one ever actually gets angry with him when they break up, because no matter what, he knows how to find common ground.
But I know him. And he wants this fight.
So, fine.
Let’s have at it.
“And you know it. You knew that telling me to pull away from Forest wasn’t going to get him to kiss me. You keep hanging around me—because you can’t just let me be happy.”
We both stand there, sunlight filtering through the trees and the old boxcar behind us, its gaping maw beckoning in innocent campers.
Leo turns, waving me off. Oh, no, he does not get to run away from this, to pull into himself. While I’ve let him walk away in the past, close off and allow him to hole up in himself, this time I’m ready to demand he crack. I march up to him and grab his arm, pulling him back to me, to this fight. “Why?” I repeat. The single word is harsh and cutting, but I don’t care. I want him to answer me, to explain why he went from being my friend to my enemy, ready to wreck everything.
“What I don’t get…” I say. Emotion creeps into my voice and tears sting the backs of my eyes. Betrayal cuts deep and has left me with more questions than answers. “Is why you would do this to me.” I expect my words to pack a punch, let loose all the anger I’ve been stoking for the last twelve hours, but it comes out a choked sob. “You know what this means to me.”
My words hit him and they might as well have been my fist. They seem to unlock something in him.
“Because—I know you. I know that you miss Nerd Blizzards more than any treat from our childhood. That you think you love horror movies but they scare the crap out of you and you pinch yourself so hard you bruise so you don’t scream because you refuse to back down. I know what you sound like when you wake up from surgery and you survive on SpaghettiOs and Cup-a-Soup in the hospital. I know that you want so badly to fit into your family that you are determined to make this work with Forest no matter how you have to twist and contort yourself.
“Because I know you, Piper. And I cannot get you out of my head. I tried to stop it; I said I needed a break because it was either that or ask you out. And I couldn’t live with you turning me down. I thought maybe you would see—but you just … I couldn’t do it anymore. I can’t be the bigger person who stands by and watches as someone they love tries to make it work with someone else.”
“What are you saying…?” His words don’t make sense. Leo knows that anything between us—it’s not possible. We are not a fairy-tale ending. We are not Fated to be together. We are friends.
There is nothing left to say. He walks forward, running his hands through his hair. “I want you. I see you. And I’m no longer willing to let you go without a fight.”
I stare into his eyes, those hazel depths that I feel I know so well, trying to avoid the way his words sound. So sure, full of love and want—everything I have ever wanted to hear but not from him. This is supposed to be Forest here, telling me this sort of thing. Knowing me inside and out. Seeing me for who I am.
I know the kiss is coming. And my mind is screaming to turn away. Do something. Anything to prevent what is going to happen. That’s Leo’s terrible advice. Right?
But I don’t.
His kiss is light. Even as he confessed his feelings to me, he’s giving me an out, a chance to pull back. But I’ve already made my choice to stay and once he realizes that, there’s no stopping.
It’s cruel to kiss me like this. To bring up every thought—every what-if—I’ve had about us, when there is no possibility of us. And yet as his lips slide over mine, I don’t want them to stop. His words echo in my ears—he sees me, knows me. It can be that simple.
Leo shifts his hands, pulling me closer, and I wrap an arm around his neck. And the world falls away. It’s just us. The feel of his lips on mine. I want to keep it just as it is.
A boy I know. A history that no one but us can map and a future that cannot exist. He wasn’t my one. Isn’t. Is not the one meant for me, who Fate picked out especially for me. Our road was supposed to end. But as his fingers trace the hem of my shirt, I know there is a path through this wilderness.
His forehead rests against mine, our breath tangling. He closes his eyes, like he can’t believe what he just admitted. “Say something. Please.”
I wait for my breathing to slow, for the words to come.
“I—Why did you do that?” I press the heel of my hand to my lips, unsure if I am trying to wipe away the feel of Leo or preserve it. I step back, needing space, needing clarity.
My fingers itch to pull him back.
But no, it’s wrong—my brain says—the Blessing, Forest, my plans.
Leo’s chest rises and falls, like he ran a race, fought a battle, and is still here. “Because I want you to take a chance. Choose me, Piper.”
He’s not hiding now, there is no pulling away, no dodging his emotions. It’s all out here, wrapping me up, asking me to take a risk, urging me to try something I have barely let myself dream about.
And I can’t.
So I run.



  
Chapter Twenty-seven
I wander through the trees, wanting to get lost among them. Maybe I can outrun my feelings—this mess of complicated emotions. I always wanted my love story, but I also, secretly, wanted Leo. To have both delivered but be forced to choose between them feels unfair. Dad’s way of thinking about risk doesn’t help because I don’t think it’s either you fly or you fall—I think it’s both.
There are a few other seniors on the paths, heading for different activities or just out exploring nature. And every time I see another person I turn down a different path, wanting to be alone. Leo doesn’t chase after me, doesn’t try to stop me or explain more. He’s made his point, built his argument, and now it’s up to me.
Laughter trickles ahead through the trees and I’m just about to turn when I catch Diana’s voice. I could use a friend right now—or someone to help me sort through everything that Leo just said.
Pushing around the last curve of the trail, I expect to find my best friend, maybe get some perspective. And she is there—but she is not alone. Diana and, of all people, Lauren are wrapped up in each other.
“I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” Diana says, holding up an empty gold frame.
Lauren snuggles closer into Diana, resting her head on Diana’s shoulder. “I like the idea of having one memory with you…”
“Lo, don’t start—”
“I’m sorry, what is going on?” I ask, stunned, and apparently I’ve lost control of any self-preservation. But my brain is already piecing together an idea. This explains why Lauren wanted photos specifically of Diana. How Diana was so antagonistic toward Lauren and this trip. Somewhere along the way they just … fell in love?
Diana turns and her face drains of color. “Piper—shit. I … I can explain.”
Lauren rolls her eyes, still annoyed at my very existence.
Startled, I back up. Nope nope noooooope. The world has completely lost its mind. Clearly we all need to get back on the bus and head home because camp has not done right by any of us. I turn around and sprint back up the trail. There is only one way to fix this—the one thing Aunt Helena has wanted me to do since I met Forest.
Once again I am running around camp looking for a boy. Everywhere I go there seem to be people now. Other seniors. Counselors. Bodies that want to press in on me.
Leo’s kiss is a ghost on my lips as I hunt through other seniors. No one calls out for me to join them, and for the first time I wish I knew more people. That heads would look up at me and I could ask them where the hell Forest is.
I pull out my phone and send Forest a text.
As if he was waiting for me—his answer comes quickly. He’s doing archery—but is happy to duck out to meet me …
I quickly tell him to stay put and then I take off. All I need is a solid way to forget Leo.

The archery field is laid out on a flat piece of land. Hay bales sit at the opposite end with targets pinned in place. Forest is there at the edge waiting for me.
Taking all the courage I have left, I walk up to him.
“Everything—”
“Can I kiss you?” I ask quickly, too afraid I’ll lose my courage.
My bluntness is a shock to him. He blinks and even looks around; maybe afraid this is all a prank. After all, I did pull back from his kiss last night.
“Uh, yes?”
No sooner is his answer out of his mouth than I lean in, no fear this time, no games. I want this. His kiss is like a gentle hug. Kind. Friendly. Something that could grow into passion, but it’s not starting out there.
I want the same rush of emotions that I felt with Leo. The sense that this could be my forever, that each kiss would get better.
Someone clears their throat and we break apart. A counselor stands, their hands on hips, trying very hard to look stern. “We do discourage this sort of thing in public,” he says.
A blush creeps up my cheeks but I refuse to regret our actions.
“Are you even signed up for archery?” the counselor asks.
I shake my head, still unable to speak. Forest reaches out and takes my hand. It’s warm, comforting, stable. I wait for something else—unsure what that would be.
“Well, then I suggest you move on to another activity.”
I nod and turn to go, but Forest holds on to my hand, pulling me back toward him. “I’ll find you later.”
I nod again. Now it’s time—I can tell him about the Blessing. I wait for some bigger emotion to hit me. I meander through camp again, lost in my own head, trying to reason with my feelings.

Finally I end up back at the tent I share with Diana. I climb the platform and close the flaps. The air goes stuffy pretty quick, but I don’t care. I want to shut out the world and sort through my chaotic thoughts.
Lying on the cot, I stare at the ceiling, replaying every second of my fight with Leo, lingering on his kiss. His question—choose him, take a chance on him. There is no way I can, and yet …
All of that followed by my kiss with Forest.
Diana bats the tent flaps open. “Okay, we’re going to talk—” Her words die off when she sees my expression. Then it’s a fast about-face and she ties up the flaps. “Are we planning kidnapping or murder? Because I am open to either, just so you know.” She takes a seat on her cot and waits for me to respond.
I push myself up onto my elbows and stare at my friend. Her black hair is rolled up into a bun on top of her head and she looks just as put together as she does on school days.
“Are we not going to talk about—”
“We will get there, trust me. What is going on?”
I flop back down on the cot. “Leo kissed me.”
“So … not murder?”
“Maybe murder,” I say, wanting to joke with her. But my tone can’t make it land. “Lauren—or is it Lo?—wouldn’t appreciate it if we committed a felony while on our senior trip. That is not New York, by the way.”
I can feel Diana’s eye roll. “Just clarifying—Leo kissed you again? Or are we still talking about the learning-to-kiss kiss?”
“Again,” I say.
Diana’s mouth forms an O shape and she tilts her head back. “And you … did you not like it?” Diana is cautious. I can practically hear her words tiptoeing around the revelation, seeking the right way to react here.
“I’m not supposed to.”
“Because of Apple.”
I glare at her.
Diana relents. “Fine, did you not like Leo’s kiss because it was bad or because he wasn’t Forest?”
“And then I found Forest and kissed him, too.”
Diana nods slowly. “Before we get started, are there any other kisses I should know about?”
“Well, there’s yours and Lauren’s.”
A goofy grin spreads across Diana’s face, but she wipes it off fast and blows out a breath. “Okay, who do you want to kiss again?”
I don’t answer that. Because I know who I want to—and it’s not who I’m supposed to want.
“I am going to take silence as a vote for Leo.”
“I want to say Forest.” There’s a conviction in my words that is missing from what I actually feel.
Diana leans forward, steepling her fingers. She shakes her black bangs from her eyes so that she can really look at me. “I’m gonna tell you something I probably should have told you a long time ago.”
I turn my head to look at her.
One of Diana’s best qualities is that she’s a vault. You tell her something and she won’t repeat it. The whole theater department may be one big gossip mill but Diana is where gossip goes to die.
“You remember all the times you asked me why Leo and I were being weird?”
“You’re not helping me,” I say, fear building in me. It’s like I can sense the truth beneath her words. I know what’s coming even if I can’t put voice to it yet.
“Leo’s liked you for a long time. Like he’s liked you liked you.”
I want to clamp my hands over my ears and not hear this. “But he never…”
“Told you? Piper, why do you think he never did? Because he knows how much you want to be part of your family’s legacy. Their stupid Blessing.”
This time I don’t correct her about the Blessing. And I try not to think about what that says about my faith in it.
“It finally came to a head right before the holidays and I told him he either needed to tell you or back off because I was tired of hearing it. He tried dating people, but he’d always compare them to you. I thought he’d finally tell you how he felt. But nooooo,” she draws out the word. “I get a call from you that he wants a break and you’re upset, but like not talking about how hurt you are, and he’s miserable, and I am stuck in the middle.”
“But how did he—”
Diana holds up a hand to stop me. “What I told you before was true—I meddled to get you both back together. I got tired of hearing how much each of you missed the other. I signed up for a three-way friendship, not to be the vector for each of your issues. He was miserable, you were starting to resemble a ghost. It took me weeks to get him onto the idea that he should tell you how he felt. He just needed the right moment.”
“The party,” I say, the realization washing over me. Leo and I in the kitchen at the house party. How he wanted “to talk.”
“The party,” Diana confirms. “He wasn’t dating anyone because he was going to ask you out, confess his feelings to you.”
“But I found Forest.”
“Ding, ding, ding.”
I sit up as if that will make all these revelations fit together in a better way. “But he agreed to help me with Forest.”
“That was Leo’s own dumb idea. I tried to talk him out of it. But does anyone listen to me? Noooo. He wanted to get closer to you, and I think his thought process was something like … Maybe I can convince her this whole Blessing thing is a crock of shit and she’ll pick me.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I ask her, because trusting my own emotions seems impossible. Too many of them are at odds with the other. I want the Blessing to work, to have my epic romance. And maybe giving up Leo is part of that. A test of love that my great-great-grandchildren will one day recite to each other as they wait for Fate to find them their perfect loves.
But the thought of giving up Leo, leaving him behind after a lifetime of shared memories, feels like cutting off a limb. My whole life is wrapped up with his.
I can make new memories with Forest.
Yes, but what am I supposed to do with what was?
“Which was the better kiss?”
I glare at her. “How did you end up with Lauren?” I ask, deflecting the question.
Diana blows out a breath, her cheeks bulging. “Well. It started with the spring play. It was like she finally got the idea of working with me. And I just—was a little shocked. And she … has liked me for a long time. At first it was just secret, you know—and it made it exciting. And now I don’t—How am I supposed to tell everyone about this?”
“Yeah, I get it, sort of. I don’t know how to tell Forest about the Blessing. He doesn’t believe in Fate.”
“You know how to pick them.”
“I think you mean Fate does.”
“Same difference.”



  
Chapter Twenty-eight
Leo avoided me for the rest of the weekend. It was only when I got home that I received a text from him, making it clear that until I’ve decided who I want—him or Forest—he can’t be in my life. At school, I’m once again back to a life without Leo and this time even the addition of Forest can’t fix it. The thought of losing my best friend, of the years we’ve had with each other, makes me nauseous. But Forest is the key to everything—including my family.
I stop in the middle of shifting books from my bag to my locker because there’s Leo. He’s with a different group of friends this time. The friends I saw him with while we were on a break. When he couldn’t tell me that he loved me—wanted me.
Part of me wants to go and talk to him, to force us back to where we were before Forest, but the other part of me doesn’t know what to feel. Or maybe is scared to feel what I feel because I know what it means.
Leo arches an eyebrow at me. A challenge. I can end this whole thing if I want to go against my family. But does he know what he’s asking?
I slam my locker closed and head off to class.
Diana’s texts come through during lunch, disrupting my texts with Forest. It’s almost a welcome escape, because while Forest and I talk often, it’s almost entirely surface level. I want to feel with him the way I do with Leo. But no matter how I push, we never get further.
I flip over to Diana’s messages, needing a distraction—not how I should think about my boyfriend. She wants me to help her with costumes after school. I try to beg off, saying that I have work, but she knows my schedule too well.
DIANA
PIPER ABIGAIL HADLEY
It starts and only gets worse from there.
DIANA
You owe this to me, as a friend.
Who needs you.
My friend, who has basically abandoned me for a few months for a boy.
Plus you don’t have work today.
FRIENDS. FIRST.
There’s little I can do to fix the guilt her words inspire except decide to acquiesce.
After school, I make my way to the theater department. It’s two weeks before the show starts, which means a week before tech rehearsals, which means that Diana has turned the theater room into a mini costume shop. Costumes in various states of finishing are laid out across the tables. She flips through racks of completed outfits until she finds one dress.
I don’t get more than five steps into the room before she shoves a dress into my hands and turns me back around toward the door.
“This is for you. Change and meet me on the stage.”
“I’m not in the play…” I say, fingering the velvet.
“You heard me,” she says.
The door opens and there’s Leo. I freeze; the floor must drop out from under me because that’s the only reason for the flips my stomach does. Leo seems to be on a similar page because he looks ready to leave. And even tries to about-face from the room. Diana catches him by the arm before he can get too far. She drags him to the middle of the room.
“Diana, stop—”
“No,” Diana says, cutting Leo off. “You both owe me. The play is coming up in a few weeks. And you, sir, are doing double duty because that is actually your costume. Piper, you are my friend—so you get pulled into this.” She looks firmly at Leo and then to me. If I thought she might let me live if I ran out the door, I might have tried it. Instead, I just hold the dress between me and them—a shield if there ever was one. Diana drags Leo toward the rack like she’s afraid if she lets him go, he’ll escape. Glad to know I’m the safe one.
“What exactly do you want us to do?” Leo asks. He’s been freed from Diana’s grasp and he makes a big show of stretching his arm.
“You are going to be my live mannequins.” She emerges from the rack again with a costume for Leo. “How is this helping you when I am literally not in the play?” I ask, and Diana just gives me a look that says Do what I say or else. And really it’s the or else that I fear; Diana can be pretty creative when she wants to be. Don’t argue with the costumer. Got it.
Leo takes his outfit and we disappear into the changing rooms. I pull at the various laces and snaps until the dress closes. I have to hand it to Diana, she’s really good at this design thing. The dress is a mix of fabrics—satin and velvet—and trimmed with ribbon. In the mirror, I look almost … breathtaking.
Which is a word I’ve never assigned to myself in my life. The cut is simple but doesn’t seem to accentuate the curves of my spine and the fact that the dress is short-sleeved means there’s no disappearing hand trick.

Leo stands center stage when I emerge from the dressing room. Diana’s got him in some sort of suit-and-cravat situation. While I know it’s a Shakespeare play, the teacher has clearly shifted the time frame of the show. The bright stage lights make it hard to see anything beyond the lip of the proscenium.
I’ve barely stepped out on the stage when Leo starts. “Well…” Leo holds his arms out, waiting for Diana to get what she needs and dismiss us. I squint against the light, just barely able to make out Diana in the front row. We stand a fair distance apart on the stage, neither of us making a move to get closer. We are here under friendship duress.
“Get out of the wings, Piper,” Diana’s voice comes from the darkness.
I look at Leo, who makes a point of looking the other way. If Diana wasn’t the only friend I had left in this town … I take a few tentative steps toward center stage, stopping with a good two feet still between me and Leo.
“Happy?” I ask.
“I need to see how the costumes move under the lights,” she says.
Leo sighs and does a quick turn and a bow. “Are we done?” He’s already reaching for the cuffs of his jacket to pull it off.
I do my best impression of a curtsy, which is nothing like the real thing, and shrug.
“No,” Diana says, her voice now coming from a different direction. Leo and I both turn, trying to gauge where she is in the theater. “Together. I need to see how they move together.”
“On three, we bow,” Leo whispers, without even looking at me.
“Got it.”
I eye the space between us, hating where we’ve ended up.
“One—”
And then, like she can sense our plan to thwart her … “Dance,” Diana says, cutting him off.
“There’s a general lack of music,” Leo says, with the affect of a British aristocrat.
Without missing a beat, music starts playing from what I guess is Diana’s phone. With both of my friends in the arts, I know this is some sort of waltz, or at least something that can be waltzed to.
Slowly Leo and I turn to face each other. “Let’s just get this over with,” I say.
Leo lets outs a laugh, hard and cruel. My eyes snap to him. I had been determined to keep to myself, to not look at him and remind myself of what I wanted. But there he is—golden-brown hair falling in his face despite his best efforts.
“Wouldn’t want to disrupt your fairy tale.” His words are a knife, cutting deep, but still too shallow to sever years of friendship.
I’m angry. He knew—knew this was what would happen. If my person had been Leo, I would have known—we would have known—years ago. How many times has Fate been able to tell us that we are meant to be and kept her mouth shut? Yes, maybe it feels good for today, but what about tomorrow or the next day or forever? Love like the Blessing finds for us is something meant for forever, not right now.
“I’m waiting,” Diana says.
“Consider it just another lesson,” I say quietly, holding out my arms.
Leo looks at me for a long moment and I start to fidget. “Yeah. Have you told him yet about the Blessing?”
“No,” I say softly. I’m still too caught up in the fact that Forest doesn’t believe in Fate. What will he even say about the Blessing?
“And are you going to?” He steps up, taking my hands.
“Yes,” I say, standing up straighter.
Leo moves with the music, his body attuned to the beat, how to lead. I stumble along, not coordinated at all. But no matter how angry Leo is at me, he never lets me fall. I am as I ever was, safe in his arms.
The stage lights create our own world. This is the closest I’ve been to Leo since he kissed me, since he told me that he sees me. Our chests nearly touching, hands clasped, moving in some farce of a waltz based only on what we’ve seen in movies.
He looks down at me with an intensity that makes me question my own looks. And I lean in, drawn in by the moment, the lights, the ache of missing something I thought I would get to keep forever.
“Tell me you don’t feel anything,” he says.
“Leo,” I say, letting my tone harden around his name. His hands tense around mine, but he just uses it to draw me closer.
“Tell me this is all in my head.”
“You don’t understand—”
“I think I do—but I want to know if you understand yourself. Do you not want this—want us?”
I stop moving, causing him to stumble. Leo, who is always prepared, the smooth talker, the one with all the right moves—Leo cannot react fast enough.
“That’s not—I love my family,” I say. Shock hits him first. That I made a move, took control of the situation, didn’t give in to his charm. I turn on my sneakers and march off the stage.
“Are you good?” I ask Diana but don’t wait for an answer. I can’t, not really. Because what was that?
“You are more than your family, Piper. I see you,” he calls out. I stop in the wings, my words coming back to haunt me. “Will he?”
That stupid question again. The same one Leo asked me at Camp Redwood. Does Forest see me?
Of course he does—probably better than Leo.
I hope.

I change out of the dress but don’t leave the dressing room. Digging through my bag, I come up with my phone and open to my texts with Forest. This time there is no workshopping with Leo, no running it by him or getting his opinion. Because I know what he would say—there is no more helping me with Forest because Leo wants to be my person.
I type out the message and hit send, feeling better about my decision.
PIPER
Free for a date?
There. Done. I know what side I’m choosing, but I’m nervous. Worried that I may have pushed us too far, too fast and messed this up entirely.
And through it all there’s a single quiet thought … I never had to worry about this with Leo.
I pace the floor, my emotions still churned up.
“Hey,” Diana says, coming into the room. “What’s up?”
“I just needed a minute.”
“Well, you’ve had like fifteen. So I think there’s something else going on.” Diana boosts herself up to sit on one of the prep tables.
“I just—” And for a second I think I’m going to tell her about Leo and how the dancing went to my head. Maybe Jane Austen had something there. But no, if I explain that to her it would be like giving voice to what happened. Admitting that there’s something there when it shouldn’t be. “What if I…” The words are there waiting for me to say them, but it’s like my brain won’t let that happen. “What am I giving up if I let Forest go?”
Diana lets out a low whistle. “How did it feel to admit that out loud?”
“I’m terrified? What if my aunts hate me? What if they treat me like they do my mom? What if Fate hates me because I’m disabled? What if I’m not really part of this family?”
Diana holds up her hands and jumps off the prep table. She grabs my shoulders and forces me to look at her. “Okay, at least a few of those are some maaaajor catastrophic thinking.”
“Those are some big words.”
“Therapy—my mom made me go post-divorce, but turns out they know what they’re doing … Why do you care about your aunts so much?”
“Because they have these epic lives—the store, their love stories … It’s all these pieces that just make them happy. I want to feel like I belong to something bigger and not like I’m the only one standing alone in every room I’m in.”
“Well, you have me, and I’m pretty sure your parents, because they’re the cool parents.”
I choke on a laugh. My parents are the cool ones?
“I mean, I haven’t been the best friend you need. You’re dating someone and you didn’t even tell me.”
She glares at me and I shut my mouth. “And friendship isn’t always equal, right? Like sometimes you have bigger shit and sometimes it’s me, so it’s never fifty-fifty. And maybe I was angry at you and Leo.”
“What—” I start, but she holds up a hand to stop me.
“Friendship isn’t equal—okay, yeah, I know, but you two have always been closer. And then everything happened and you were both sad and it was like, Wow I’m not enough for either of you. I had you being all morose and Leo hiding his feelings with a new group of friends every night. I just … I needed someone to look after me. Lauren somehow did that.”
I’m happy for her and how things changed for her—from hate to love. The thing is I know I’ll never have that because I know that Forest is my person and suddenly I’m angry with Fate.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”
“It’s fine, I mean—I get it. Like I said, it’s not an even split. And I got Lauren out of it.”
“Were you ever gonna tell me?” I ask.
Diana shrugs. “It never felt like the right time. You and Leo had so much going on … It felt weird to just butt in and be like—Look who I now like kissing! Look how good my life is!—when both of you were sort of falling apart.”
“I would have been happy for you—confused, maybe, but if you were happy then I’d be happy.” I pick up the dress and bring it over to her.
“I just felt bad because you weren’t happy. I’m not sure you’re happy now.”
“I—” But the words die. Diana just nods her head; she knows what I was going to say.
“Forest, the store, even business school—those don’t make you happy. I’ve seen you happy.”
There’s a knock at the door and I snap my mouth shut. “Come in,” Diana says. Lauren, of all people, sticks her head through the door. She sees me and can’t decide between a scowl and a smile.
“You ready?” she asks Diana.
“Do you have the—” But Diana can’t even finish the sentence before Lauren pulls two photos from her binder. Diana takes them and hands them to me.
“What’s this?” I ask.
“Proof, because I know you,” Diana says, tapping me on the forehead. “I know when you are not happy. That second photo is not you happy.”
The two photos are from camp—one in sixth grade, our smiles ridiculous and our joy contagious. The other is the one we took on the senior trip. Forest, Leo, and I are all a strained sort of happy. Smiles a little too tight, eyes with not enough sparkle. It stands out all the more because Diana is there, really and truly happy.
FOREST
Love to.
Friday?



  
Chapter Twenty-nine
The rest of the week passes by—and I try to take Diana’s words to heart. What makes me happy? She slowly fills me in on how she and Lauren fell for each other. When I try to talk to her about Forest and Leo, she stops me—because it’s not someone else’s opinion I need but one of my own.
The date was my idea, so I take charge of planning it. There are many options—the aunts think I should take Forest to Dad’s restaurant, truly make this a family affair. I don’t want either of my parents looking over my shoulder for this moment. Because we—Forest and I—have to stand on our own. I need to know what I feel when it’s just me and him.
I text Forest to meet me at the park near my house. New memories, new ideas, letting go of what I thought was true.
I walk up to the park, marveling at the flowers. Spring is like that here: you turn your back for one second and we go from doom and gloom to a riot of color. Lavender and poppies poke up around the park, mixing in with plenty of dandelions. Everything smells fresh.
I eye the swings, trying to figure out where to set up for this date. The swings feels like the most natural spot to me, but I stop because that was always where I met Leo.
Instead I pick out the merry-go-round, gently spinning myself around, letting the world fall to a smear of color. I stop myself when Forest walks up, his black hair standing out against the color of the flowers. The ride slows and then stops, leaving us in front of each other.
Forest holds up a white paper bag, like it’s a prize worth millions. “I brought the goods.”
“And it is…?” I ask when it’s clear he thinks I’ll know what he brought.
Forest places a hand to his heart. “Ah, my dear Piper, this is an East Side delicacy.”
“Well, then you are going to have to educate me.”
“These cookies are legitimately the best thing you will taste.”
I raise an eyebrow. There is a pretty high bar for all things baked goods in my book. The cookies that come out of my father’s kitchen are not to be missed. “I’ll be the judge of that.”
Forest holds out the bag and I reach in to get one. He focuses on me as I bite into the cookie, looking for the slightest change in my expression. “Well?”
“Don’t tell my dad, but that’s really, really good.”
“Right?”
“How have I never had one of these?”
“Because you spend too much time on the West Side.” We sit in silence eating the best cookies I’ve ever had. Forest’s gaze tracks around the park and I can’t help but talk about how I’ve always come here. This has always been a place that’s special to me … because.
Forest’s eyes come back to me as if he can sense I was about to talk about Leo. “Special because…?”
“It’s just been a place where I meet a lot of friends,” I say, but thinking about Leo has me analyzing the situation. How does this moment with Forest compare to the millions of moments I’ve had here with Leo?
Forest presses his lips together and I wonder if he can sense my thoughts. Does he know this is where Leo and I grew up together? That I want to write over all the memories I have with Leo with memories of me and Forest?
But they’re just …
It all feels like that picture from camp. Tired. Strained. Forced.
“That’s a funny name,” Forest says, nodding toward the old wooden sign surrounded by wildflowers. I could kiss him for the subject change.
I’ve never seen the sign before—or rather, I’ve seen it so many times that I don’t see it anymore; it’s just a part of the park. Fait.
“You know Crescent Falls—everything is related to Fate, even if we can’t spell.”
“That’s French—it means fact if we’re talking a noun, but it’s also a verb, to do. Or like the saying fait accompli—it’s already done.”
“You take French?”
“Pour les quatre dernières années.”
My eyebrows raise. That was not what I was expecting.
“What?” he says. “I know, probably not the smartest language to take.” He says it with a shrug. I know that I should want to push him on this. Know more, delve deeper. And yet, I can’t force the words out of my mouth.
“I guess I have a lot to learn about you.”
“So much.”
A lump forms in my throat made of fear and hope. This is what Leo and Diana and even Mom have been trying to tell me: this is my choice—and it needs to be what makes me happy. I want to love Forest—I want to make memories like the ones my aunts talk about.
“Tell me something about you,” he says, reaching out and taking my hand. “You know so much about me.”
“Do you know about my family?” I ask, risking everything. Because I can’t live with the Blessing hanging over my head.
“I mean, I know them … Is there something else?”
I focus on my hands, the way they look different. Bodies are supposed to be symmetrical, the same on either side, and yet here I am: one body but two different sides. And then as if it’s just the same. Perhaps the answer to whether or not I belong with my family was right in front of me all along.
Just like Forest.
I should tell him about Fate, the Blessing, this thing we’re both caught up in. Maybe it would bring us together in ways that I can only imagine. But sitting here in this park where I have so many memories of me and Leo—I don’t want to cover those up. Or rewrite them, or give them up.
I want more of them. More time with Leo.
He leans in and thanks to Leo’s lessons—the ones in this very park—I know the kiss will happen, and I don’t fight it. Don’t lean in or out of it. I just want to experience this. Forest’s lips skim over mine. Hesitant, like he’s unsure if this is what I want. And I hate that I don’t know if I want this.
All I feel is the Blessing coursing through me and all I want is Leo. The sense that love is here, that what is growing between me and Forest is everything. But it’s not enough.
I pull back and the stars shine in Forest’s blue eyes. He looks at me like my dad looks at my mom, like how all my aunts’ partners look at their spouses. That this can be our world. Just us.

The date was fine … but not what I wanted it to be. I get home and don’t feel like facing Mom. I know she’ll be supportive, want to know how it went, but I can’t bring myself to tell her how I feel. She’ll try and talk me out of it—out of Forest.
Instead I take the keys and send her a quick text to say I’m going out.
The aunts all live within two blocks of each other. It was Mom, of course, who branched out. Aunt Helena’s Queen Anne–style house looms between the treetops, ever the watchful eye over her sisters’ houses.
Aunt Mari’s house is small. It’s only one level, but mimics the same sort of trim and coloring of Aunt Helena’s—part of the family in so many ways, I guess. The lights are on inside, but Aunt Mari sits on the porch, her bare feet propped up on the railing, a drawing tablet on her lap.
Where Aunt Helena’s house is formal from the gardens to the decor, Aunt Mari has let things run a bit wild. There’s order but, much like Mom, it’s more than a little bit chaotic. Plants spring up over the white-picket fence and tumble onto the cobblestone path leading to her door.
Of all my family, I spent the most time with Aunt Mari growing up because she and Mom were close. It was always Aunt Mari who could talk Mom into photographing her jewelry creations for the store.
“And to what do I owe this honor?” Aunt Mari says, planting both feet on the floor. She doesn’t even let me get up a few steps before enfolding me in a hug. I wrap my arms around her and inhale her scent of vanilla and basil. Tendrils of hair escape her bun and tickle my cheek.
“Can we talk?”
“Uh-oh, Helena or your mother?” she asks, sitting back down.
“Surprisingly neither? It’s about Forest.” Unable to meet my aunt’s gaze, I stare at my nails, chipping off any remaining polish. “Did you always know Uncle Elliott was the one?”
Aunt Mari drums her fingers on her drawing paper as if she’s trying to decide what to tell me. With a quick look at the house, she leans closer to me. “Okay, I’m going to tell you this, but you have to take it to your grave.”
My eyes widen. And it’s all I can do to nod.
“Elliott wasn’t my first love.”
To say that my jaw hit the floor is doing a disservice to the shock I feel. I can’t even scream. All this time and Aunt Mari is just now telling me this. Not every Hadley believes in no dating before they find the one, but none of them have ever taken those relationships seriously—at least not serious enough to call it love.
“Who?” I ask when my voice finally returns.
“His name was Gabe.” There’s a note of longing in her voice, tinged with sadness. She sniffs and pushes a strand of hair behind her ear. “I love my family—Elliott and my kids—but Gabe was someone else.”
“How’d you meet?”
“We were both backpacking through Europe—fell in together. It was one of those Maybe this could be it. I wanted it to be so badly. He had so many dreams for us—opening our own store. He was an engraver, did all of these really intricate designs. I bought one a few years back. Then I put it back in the box and donated it. For a time, I thought I would just leave Fate and Crescent Falls behind. I could just believe in what he saw for us. Your mom and I talked about it a lot—just doing our own thing, forget Fate. I loved him…”
“But you didn’t choose him?”
“One day I walked into a tattoo shop and there was Elliott.” She makes a motion with her hand as if to say fait accompli. It’s already done. The thin line of her mouth holds back so much. Tears shine in her eyes and I wonder what life for her would have been like had she turned her back on Elliott for the dreams she and Gabe were building.
I thought this Blessing was the best way to find love, but it seems like there are unforeseen pitfalls.
I thunk my head back against the chair. There’s been so much I’ve been wrong about. My family. The Blessing. Fate.
“I still think about him every day—of the life we could have had.” She looks out at her unruly garden. Aunt Mari reaches across the space and takes my hand, giving it a squeeze. “I’ve been wrestling with this since you met Forest—because I see how you are with Leo. I don’t want you to live with my regrets.”



  
Chapter Thirty
The next day I show up for work, but I don’t go in right away. Instead I walk down the street and around the pool, looking at the falls.
I smack the water, sending waves over my feet, soaking everything, even the hem of my pants. I don’t care; I’m too angry. I want to scream at Fate for putting me here, for all of this. I think I was about to climb into the pool and hunt Fate down to give her a piece of my mind when strong hands pull me back from the edge.
“Piper—Pipes, it’s okay.” Dad has me by the shoulders, trying to get me to focus on him. My breath comes out in a deep shudders, dragging every emotion up with it. There was nothing wrong with my date with Forest. In fact, I enjoyed myself. Forest is funny and charming. We had a good time. I just wanted … something. I don’t know what that is, but there was something missing. Mom was still up when I came back from Aunt Mari’s, and she wanted to know how it all went. I just shrugged. I knew she wanted to press the issue, make it into something. But I just wanted to hold on to my family.
But all the while I can’t get Leo’s words out of my head.
“I can’t … I can’t…”
Dad folds me into a hug, his tattooed arms closing in around me. “It’s okay. We’re okay.”
He walks with me down the street and when I start to turn toward Hadley’s Treasures, he pulls a parent move and directs me away. “We’re not going there.” He looks pointedly down at my shoes and my pants.
Instead he takes me to Piper & Nea and sits me down at the bar while he starts futzing with the very expensive espresso machine.
“Here,” he says, setting a latte in front of me.
“So you know how to make a latte but not brew coffee?”
“Would you rather have tea? I know that’s usual for these sorts of things. But I’m afraid I only have some old boxed stuff.”
“This is great.”
He throws a towel over his shoulder and braces his arms on the bar. “You want to talk about it?” I catch his slight wince. Dad’s still not with it on all things parenting, but he’s trying. I focus on my latte. I’m not even sure what it was fully about. There’s just this anger in me—that I am doing everything right … and it’s not enough to feel whole.
“I heard from your mother that you had a date.”
“Yeah…” I say.
“It can be hard. Dating with the Blessing, it feels like you’re going to turn yourself inside out to try and be what this person wants. But is it who you really are?”
“Are you also on Mom’s side of this?”
“We may have talked about it at lunch.” He fixes me with a hard stare. I do not even try to meet his gaze. Mom was more direct with her scolding, but Dad is only here if I want to go into that.
“Was it a nice meal?”
“It was a reminder that when we were good, we were very good. But…”
“Tell me.”
“Love’s not always enough to make a marriage work.”
I hear him, and those are the same words Mom said. And hearing it again, now from both parties, makes it real. He was always my hope that they could find their way back to each other. The one who didn’t seem to want to give up on what they had.
“Can I ask you a question—not about earlier?” Dad asks. He leans back against the counter and crosses his arms over his chest.
“Sure.”
“Would it be okay if I came to your graduation party?”
Graduation party? What graduation party? Mom has mentioned a few things to me, but mostly in the vague we-need-to-start-planning-this-at-some-point sort of way. I still don’t think she’s accepted that I am graduating this year. Or that college is imminent.
“Piper?” Dad says and I realize that I haven’t moved in a good minute.
“What graduation party? I mean, clearly you’re invited … but I’m not sure I was?” I press my hands into the wood, still trying to piece it all together,
Dad reaches into his back pocket and comes up with a card. It’s a nice kind of cardstock with embossed lettering—the sort of invitation Aunt Helena has toyed with adding to Hadley’s Treasures inventory. A way to bring more people in from the community who weren’t just shopping for jewelry. Well, that and if you are getting married, invitations go with the whole ring thing.
“The party is next Saturday?” he says.
I take the card from him, reading it over. There’s a party to celebrate my graduation to be held at Aunt Helena’s house this Saturday. I feel warm and special inside—my aunts planned something for me?
“It might have been meant as a surprise?”
“Aaaand I just ruined it,” Dad says and winces. “Sorry, Pipes.”
“It’s okay,” I say, still happy that my aunts planned this for me. “And I would love for you to come.” Dad raises an eyebrow. “And not just because Mom will be there.”
“You do know we still care about you?”
“And divorce doesn’t change that,” Uncle Josh says, coming out of the kitchen. He tells Dad that there’s a new tray of something or other that just came out of the oven.
He slaps Dad on the back, teasing him. I could have stepped into this place five years ago or five minutes ago and the kitchen staff would still be the same. A weird mix of old-timers and newcomers that they just fold into their mix. A constantly churning sort of family.
“Hey, Piper.” Uncle Josh walks over. I once asked him if he had dreams to go and open his own restaurant, but certainly working for Dad hasn’t stunted his career.
“Why the long face?” Uncle Josh asks, taking up the space behind the bar in front of me.
“College applications,” I say, not wanting to get into anything that’s really bugging me.
“And that’s why I went to culinary school.”
He reaches across the bar and rustles my hair like I’m still five years old. I duck away, trying to get my hair to fit back in its clip.
“Come on, what’s up? This because of that curse or whatever?”
“Blessing,” I say.
“You know, cooks are not a superstitious lot. You see too much in a kitchen.” Not even Uncle Josh’s good mood can lift my spirits. “All right, college applications. We’ll start with the most basic of questions. What do you want to do with your life?”
“I’m going to school for business.”
“No, I think you just told me you’re headed for the gallows. Come on, your dad wouldn’t want that for you—he wants you to be happy with what you’re doing.”
“Someone needs to come back and take care of Hadley’s Treasures.” There’s a small rush of warmth at the thought. Me taking over the family business one day with Forest by my side. Maybe we’ll be like Grandmother and Grandfather—one pair, running the place.
“And that someone has to be you?”
“The rest have moved on.” My cousins went away to school and never came back. Well, sure, they come back for holidays and family gatherings, but none of them want to carry on the tradition of running Hadley’s Treasures. Without someone to take up the post, the store won’t live to see its hundred-year mark. “Someone has to.”
“So you don’t want it either.”
“No—that’s not…” But my words trail off because that is what I said. I could have easily said, Because I want to. I want to take it over and bring something new to the business. Because it’s a place where I love spending time.
But I love what it means to my family more than what it means for my future.
Josh points a finger at me, his message clear: he got me. “So now that we’ve cleared that up, what do you want to do with your life? And running that jewelry store is not the answer. Don’t you lie to Uncle Josh. Come on. Your dad says you’re doing all those science classes. Cell biology and genetics? What are they teaching high schoolers now?”
“I just … I really like science.” Because in science there were rules, and even when science broke the rules, it did so in predictable patterns. The body could be studied, turned over, questions asked and researched until there were answers. I wanted to twist my own DNA through my fingers and discover what made me different. What base-pair switcheroo allowed me to live but not look like anyone else in my family. What mis-transposition meant that I was too different to make the Blessing work?
“So why are we not studying science? There’s probably a hell of a lot more money there than in a jewelry business.”
“Science doesn’t keep Hadley’s Treasures open.”
“That is not your responsibility. That’s like saying you need to be a chef so you can take over Piper & Nea. In fact, I’m a little hurt that you are not choosing to apprentice in our fine kitchen. Why are we different than those stuffed shirts up the street?”
I glare at Uncle Josh. It’s one thing to ask me what I really want to do—it’s another to insult my aunts. With a roll of his eyes, he reaches down and sets a plastic quart container full of water on the counter.
“Here, feel this.” I stick my finger in there.
“It’s … tepid?” I say, pulling out an SAT word.
“Look at that smarty-pants pulling out the twenty-dollar words. Yes, it’s tap water. We use it for a lot of things, but guess what—no one wants just tap water. Don’t live a tap-water life.”
“That’s some metaphor.”
“I’m a chef, not a philosopher.”
“You could say both now,” I offer between giggles.
Schooling my features, I keep a straight face so he can deliver the final message. “Let this be a lesson to you. I’m a mediocre philosopher but a great chef because I want to be a chef. You get one life—don’t waste it with something or someone that’s tap water.”
“I want to be part of my family.”
“That is a given. But family—you don’t always get a good one. Sometimes you gotta make it.”
Sounds so easy when he says it, and maybe for Uncle Josh and Dad and everyone here, it is. Why does my own family feel so fractured?
“So what do you want to do—if there were no Hadley’s Treasures, no Piper & Nea, and no weird excuse about belonging to your family—what is in your heart?”
I pick at my cuticles, nervous for the first time to admit what I want. “I want to be a doctor.”
“You got into college, didn’t you?”
“The business school.”
“Well, I am sure there are plenty of smart people who could help you figure out how to find the science building.”
“I wish it was that simple. But I’d have to transfer and try to get into the College of Science and Engineering, and who knows if that’ll work out…”
“You’re smart enough to take two science classes at once. I think you can figure this one out—but you gotta be brave.”



  
Chapter Thirty-one
I would say that it’s brave to show up with both of your parents to your aunt’s house for a graduation party, especially after I decided to stop helping the aunts push them back together. I’m more than a little scared at what the aunts will do in my absence.
Mom pulls to a stop in front of the Queen Anne, and we both stare up at its glowing façade. But tonight I don’t feel intimidated by it. This isn’t a place I’m looking to fit in—it’s a place I know I belong no matter what I choose.
“You first?” Mom says, a note of apprehension in her voice.
“Aren’t you the parent?”
“They like you more.” Because I follow their rules. I found Forest and I am going to stick with him … even if it means I have a tap-water life.
It’s always hard to be first through the door. But I want Mom to know I’m on her side no matter what. We—the two of us—are as much a family unit as the people inside that house.
She fiddles with her keys, eyeing her childhood home like she’s going to rob it blind. Steal all her good memories and leave it just a ghost in her memory. I reach out, placing my hand over hers as she twists another key.
The action shakes her loose, or at the very least makes her aware of what she’s doing. She smiles at me and motions with her chin toward the door. “I’m going to talk to your dad for a minute.”
I raise my eyebrows because them talking … alone—not something I would have imagined.
I want to ask if she’s sure. It’s her sisters and Dad all in one place. There’s a definite possibility she will need a glass of wine to get through this. I can’t help but feel protective over Mom, especially after the last few days. I don’t know how to tell her that even if I choose something she didn’t—I’m doing it because of her.
Both of my parents asked multiple times if I’m okay with them both coming, and it wasn’t until I turned the question back on them that they shut up.
Exiting the car, I head for the house. Pulling out my phone, I send a Break a leg! text to Diana, and then one to Leo, too. The play starts tonight, and while I would normally be there ready to support my friends, family is first. There’s a lump in my throat and an ache in my chest. Is my aunt’s house really where I want to be?
Diana likes mine almost immediately, but Leo leaves me on read. And it feels like Leo and I are right back to where we started the year—not friends but not not friends. Caught in limbo, only this time, he’s waiting on me to make a choice. I slip my phone into the pocket of my dress.
Several lights are on inside, emitting a warm glow against the night. I can smell Aunt Helena’s gardens—the jasmine and roses. I let myself in, still feeling the tingle from the lock clicking under my fingers.
Aunt Mari greets me first, wearing a green sleeveless dress that shows off all her tattoos. “Darling,” she says, wrapping me in a hug. I lean into my favorite aunt. “I want to hear all about what you’re thinking,” she whispers, pulling back so she can study me. “And your photo,” she says as she leads me toward the kitchen and ultimately the back patio.
But I stop in the hallway, captivated by the photo of me and Forest just a few weeks ago at camp. Now it feels like a lifetime has passed. I remember the feeling of butterflies in my stomach. The anticipation of what was to be, which only sours when I remember our date.
It wasn’t bad—far from it. It was just … tepid.
Like a bath that has sat for too long—it started out fantastic and then trailed off. The heat rising and dissipating. That’s not how our Blessing works, not how love is supposed to go—it can come on strong, but it should get deeper, richer. Then there’s Uncle Josh’s advice—don’t live a tap-water life. But water is essential.
I just have to keep pushing. It’s there, I can feel it in my chest. I rub at the spot, but only feel the faintest tug, as if my Blessing, too, is giving itself up to the air around me.
“Piper?” Aunt Mari asks, backtracking to where I am still fixed in front of my photo.
“Sorry,” I say, choking around tears.
“Nothing as bad as all that?” Aunt Mari says. She grips my chin in fingers strengthened by beating metal into submission.
I dab at my eyes with the pads of my fingers, trying not to smudge the makeup I applied. “It’s fine. We’re fine,” I say.
Aunt Mari frowns and I know that she, too, hears the strain in my voice. How I’m reaching for an emotion that isn’t there. This is supposed to be the love of my life, a grand love affair, but it’s just growing colder.
“Come on,” Aunt Mari says, dropping my chin so she can wrap an arm around me. “Let’s go find everyone. We have a hell of a party planned.”
“It’s just my graduation.”
Aunt Mari looks quizzically at me and then over her shoulder where her sisters have disappeared. “Piper—you need—”
“Mari, we need you,” Aunt Helena calls.
Panic sprouts. Aunt Mari steers me outside, which is clearly where the party is meant to happen. I expect my school’s colors, blue and gold, but when I step outside the decorations are deep plum and green with accents of black and silver. A color combination I know too well from years of staring at my parents’ wedding photos.
Those assembled turn, surprised and some nervous as if they missed their chance for a surprise, but relief washes over their features when they realize it’s just me.
“What is going on?” I ask, horrified by what I’m seeing.
“Places,” Aunt Helena calls, clapping her hands. Aunt Mari tries to lead me to a hiding spot but I stand my ground. A banner hangs above the table: HAPPY TWENTIETH ANNIVERSARY!
Mom is gonna kill me. Dad might decide it’s as good a night as any to carve my aunts into carpaccio.
I turn, needing to find my parents, at the very least warn them before they come out and see this. I’m prepared to stick my fingers down my throat, throw up all over Aunt Helena’s prize roses, if it would mean that my parents aren’t going to be put through all of this.
But I’m too late. Mom and Dad walk through the kitchen door, not together but not ignoring each other. They’re trading pleasantries and forced smiles. Hurting but on the mend. I can see it now—the strain being together puts on them. What I once mistook for controlled love is just them trying to hold it together for me.
I can’t get to them fast enough—my aunts, their kids, and even my grandmother jumps out, in on the surprise. Confetti dances in the air, welcoming my parents to their twentieth wedding anniversary. And here I am, right in the center of it.
Both my parents jump, startled by the ruckus, and the only way Mom doesn’t drop her camera is that she has it clipped into the harness she wears while shooting events. Dad just stands there, mouth open, trying to figure out what is actually happening.
Then both of their gazes land on me.
My stomach sinks because right now, to them, it looks like I am the ringleader here. Not that I’ve done anything to make them think differently. I had Dad make Mom’s favorite meals, I reminded Mom of the good times going through album after album, and then that disastrous date.
“Mom,” I say, needing to explain what’s going on here, that I, too, thought this was a graduation party.
Mom regains her composure—and replaces it with anger. And it all seems focused on me. I shrink back, unsure how to explain everything.
“Welcome, welcome,” Aunt Helena says, coming front and center. She wraps an arm around me, linking me to this party, and it makes me sick. I may not need my fingers after all. “Happy anniversary.”
Dad leans down to whisper something to Mom and her eyes flash to me. I focus on the ground, ashamed to meet her gaze. I had nothing to do with this party.
Mom shakes her head, caught between disgust and hurt. “So this is not a celebration of Piper’s graduation,” Mom says. She holds up her camera and takes a photo of the mess. “Just so I can remember who was here.” Her words shift the atmosphere; gone is the celebration—and the hard reality of what this party actually is settles over everyone.
A twentieth anniversary for a couple already divorced.
Dad chuckles, like he can’t believe what’s happening. I think he may be the first to leave, to not even stick around.
“Nea,” Aunt Mari, says, ready to try and put a Band-Aid on this nuclear blast. There’s a rustle of fabric as she disentangles herself from the other guests.
“No, Mari, you’ve made your choice.” Mom holds up a hand to stop her. “You all have.” She scans the backyard and I want to melt onto the paving stones. She doesn’t hold back with the stern, disappointed-mom look. I’m not often a recipient of it, but when it hits me I feel like the scum of the earth.
Silently, I urge Aunt Mari to keep going, to break the no-man’s-land between my parents and the rest of my family. She could show everyone—my aunts and cousins—that my parents’ decision does not make them less than. That we can still be one big family.
But her footsteps stop.
Mom gulps down tears. “Come on, Piper, let’s go home.” Her words are clear and steady as holds out her hand for me.
Aunt Helena’s fingers tighten around my shoulders, anchoring me to the spot, to my extended family.
No one needs to tell me that what I do next will decide my fate in my family. I have everything I ever wanted—the trust of my aunts, a place on their wall. I belong.
“This is our legacy,” Aunt Helena says. “You are being selfish.”
There is a clear line between Mom and Dad and the rest of the family. A clear choice for Mom to make: she can be part of Hadley’s and fix things with Dad, or she can stay on her side in the cold.
As this choice settles over me, the party takes on a new hue, or perhaps like Mom’s photos it needed more time in development to sharpen the details. Now I see the party through my parents’ eyes. This is meant to be a celebration for them, but it’s only for part of them, only if they can fit themselves into the picture Aunt Helena has of our family.
For so long I thought this was what family had to be—a contortion of the self to fit the rules. The visit to Piper & Nea reminded me of what family could look like. Dad may not have any blood family left, but there are plenty of people who still love and care for him, regardless of who he loves or who he was married to.
“No,” I say, my voice firm. I’ve been mulling this over, trying to refine and put these rough emotions into words I can understand. Feelings that I want to express, and get them to understand what I feel. “Mom is not being selfish.” I step away from Aunt Helena. Her polished nails dig into my arm, but I don’t stop. My parents deserve better.
I deserve better.
I turn to face my family. Grandmother looks like she wants to rush to me and wrap me in a hug. But why doesn’t she? Even Aunt Mari, who was always on Mom’s side, doesn’t move another inch. Oh, she looks like she wants to, and I’m sure tomorrow she’ll try and reach out to Mom, be a sympathetic ear, say all the right things, but in the moment when it matters … she folds.
Mom is crying and Dad looks pretty close to it. “I’m sorry that I thought you would be better together. That I tried to trick you into loving each other.” I can feel the Blessing knot itself around the bones in my chest, as if it can squeeze the fight out of me, remind me of what is so good about it.
“If anything, it’s you all who have been selfish. And if I’m honest, me, too.” I’ve let them cloud my mind with what it takes to be a Hadley.
I’m tired of walking on eggshells, of needing lessons in order to fit into my love story, of needing a love story to be a part of my family. That’s not how this is supposed to work. “You don’t get to do this anymore. No more snide remarks to Mom about when she’s going to get together with Dad again. Or if it’ll take another year before they come to their senses. They’re adults.” I look out at my aunts and cousins. “Why don’t you all try and act like it? Because I can see that they don’t want to be married anymore. I tried really hard not to see it. Because it hurt and because I believed that the Blessing would never steer me wrong. That I would know my true love and that would be it. But I’ve never felt so unsure of myself than when I’m with my supposed true love.” I fight for the last words as the magic in my chest tries to strangle them. I push against the pressure building in my chest, and it dissipates like smoke. “And it’s not just Mom and me.” I look at Aunt Mari, but she doesn’t move. Unlike Mom and me, she’s found peace with her choice.
I tried so hard to love Forest like I was supposed to, and I do care about him. Our life would be safe, but tepid. I can’t settle for that, not when I know what is out there.
“I’m sorry,” I tell my parents. “I can see that you don’t want to be married.” The words hurt to say, because I want them to stay together. I turn back to my aunts. “It’s not the Blessing’s fault, or theirs. It doesn’t mean Mom doesn’t love you all or care about this family.”
And I’m not alone anymore. Mom puts her arm around me.
“Sometimes love is not enough,” Mom says. I can hear the tears in her voice.
“I know that you all think this whole thing is a way to live your life,” Dad says. “And there are days I would give everything to be able to fix things with Nea. But I can’t—we can’t. We tried for almost twenty years. We tried to paper over the cracks in our relationship.”
“It’s okay,” I say. I hold on to Diana’s words—that someday I will look back at their divorce and be happy for them. Neither of my parents seem to believe me and, to be fair, I’ve given them no reason to. “I promise,” I repeat, and they seem to accept that.
Together we walk through Aunt Helena’s house. There’s the photo of me and Forest again.
“Piper?” Mom asks, and it’s then that I realize I’ve stopped.
“Can I take the car?”



  
Chapter Thirty-two
My parents willingly get in a car together, Dad dropping Mom off at the house so I can take her car and go to the school. For once, I don’t hope that this car ride, this time alone, will be the thing to patch them back together. They’re too separated now, moving toward their own version of happiness.
And that’s what’s so shocking—that they are still happy, that their lives are not over. Well, it sounds silly to me now because of course they can be—you don’t need to belong to this family, follow this tradition.
Wasn’t that what Uncle Josh’s whole tepid-tap-water metaphor was about? Belonging is what we make of it.
I text Diana to see if she’ll let me in backstage, but I get no response. Her phone’s off or more likely stored in the shop on silent so as not to ruin the performance. I do the next best thing and text Lauren.
Normally I wouldn’t be caught dead texting Lauren, but I guess if Diana likes her, I can get used to her. Plus I know that she always has her cell phone out at the light board juuuuuuust in case. She texts me back that if I can get to school in ten minutes, I can slip in during intermission.
I hit every red light and burst through the school doors as the lights flash to call the audience back from intermission. A sharp whistle catches my attention. Lauren, who is still managing to wear a headband despite also wearing her headset, hangs out by the side stage door. She snaps her fingers, wanting me to move faster. My lungs seize and I push through the lack of oxygen.
She steps aside, pulling the door open so I can slip backstage.
The assistant stage manager is already calling for places as Lauren draws a hand across her neck, telling the ASM to cut it out. Lauren raises an eyebrow and nods toward the door, communicating something that I don’t understand. The ASM doesn’t look happy about it, but she’s not about to argue with Lauren. Who would? The only person who’s ever been that brave is Diana.
“I can get you ten minutes max,” Lauren says, running through the plan like the professional showrunner she is. I’m only half listening as she leads me into the wings. Cast in a blue light, the crew double-checks the prop table. Several members of Diana’s costume crew go through their quick-change rack again. The crew doesn’t ask what I’m doing here, but the actors certainly seem to have questions.
We pause at the break in the curtain. Lauren gives me a firm pat on the back. Whether she’s trying to hurry me along or wish me luck, I can’t say. Who knows what Diana has told her about my relationship with Leo.
In the car I was so certain of how this would go—what I would say to Leo. But now my stomach flips and I can’t believe this is the part that Leo loves. The anticipation, the buildup, the not knowing. With Forest, this was scary, but safe. I was more worried about letting down my family—losing them—than what would happen between us.
With Leo—there are hundred new factors. This is mine to lose; this is his to reject. This is a future I have wanted forever and have always been afraid to reach for. I step onto the stage.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Diana standing by the curtain, gaping at me.
“Piper,” she hisses. Her fingers brush my skirt as she tries to pull me back into the wings.
Leo stands center stage, trading smiles and fist bumps with the cast as they rush to take their places.
“What are you doing?!” Diana whisper-yells at me. Despite her intention, the whole cast onstage turns to me, and now I am the main event.
“Taking a chance,” I say.
Lauren wraps an arm around Diana, pulling her back from the mouth of the wings. She plugs her headset into the wall jack. “Ladies and gentlemen, due to technical difficulties we are adding an additional ten minutes to intermission. We apologize for the inconvenience and appreciate your patience as we work to get the show back up and running.”
Lauren gives me a thumbs-up. Diana seems to want to scowl up at her, but instead she just gives Lauren a little nudge. Wannabe anger but probably admiration if I know my friend.
Whatever preshow chatter there was onstage has died, everyone watching what’s happening now.
And with every step, I feel the Blessing unwind, releasing me from this promise of Fate. And yet somehow that feels wrong. There is not sadness in this rejection, but it feels almost like Finally. My feet move quicker, wanting this over. Wanting to see what love can look like without a guarantee, but with all the possibility.
“Hi,” I say to Leo.
A smile pulls at his lips and Leo works hard to suppress it, unwilling to make this easy for me.
“Hello,” he says.
“I made my choice.”
A solo laugh pops out of him, harsh and cutting. “You didn’t need to come all the way here to tell me that.” And even as he says those cutting words, the emotion drains from them and he slips behind that neutral mask again. A wall that I now know is to protect himself from what he feels for me.
“No,” I say, reaching for him, finally willing to push back. To demand that this is what I want—and I won’t accept the bits and pieces he’s given me. I want everything—his good parts and bad ones. Happy and sad emotions. I want to be entitled to push into the corners of his life until there are no corners we cannot map in the other.
I remind myself that I must thank Diana for Leo’s excellent costume. I grab the lapels of his jacket, and before I lose my nerve, I kiss him.
The world shifts around me. I feel like I am once again at the party, where the world clicks into place. A break, a snap, a closing. The small seed in my heart that was meant to grow into a grand love between Forest and I simply fades out.
Leo is the boy I have wanted for years and denied myself because my family’s Blessing said so, because I wanted to fold myself into someone else who fit into the Hadley traditions, who was worthy of that name. But I already was.
He pulls back first. “What are you doing? Your family…” There’s concern in his eyes. At camp he was so willing to play with Fate, to ask me to choose, but now he seems to understand.
“They threw my parents a twentieth-anniversary party.” To say that Leo is shocked is an understatement. “And I realized I can’t be what they want if I want the life I do.”
“And you want … me?”
“Yes.”



  
Chapter Thirty-three
I get up early the next day and pour myself a large cup of coffee. Mom is asleep, having worked through most of the night on some project, leaving a pot for me to wake up to. When I got home she wanted to hear what happened when I went to the play, and we spent time going over her sister’s choices. We both agreed there would be some big changes coming when it came to our interactions with the family.
Neither of us are happy about the idea of cutting the aunts out of our lives. Despite everything, we love them, but there needs to be boundaries. And that’s where things get hard.
Coffee in hand, I open Mom’s laptop and pull up my college portal.
There’s a tap on the back door and I see Aunt Mari there, in a baggy pair of overalls, hair thrown up, and small wire-framed glasses perched on her nose. She looks as she ever does, without a distinct age.
I debate letting her in; Mom and I didn’t get that far in how we’re going to deal with the aunts in our house. Aunt Mari may be the most progressive of my aunts and the one usually on Mom’s side, but she was still at the party last night, went along with the plan because she thought she knew what was best for us. If there is one gift from my disability it’s that I know, more than anything, what is best for my body. Or at the very least I know what hurts, and no one is going to gaslight me into doubting what I feel.
She holds up the bread tin so that I can see her peace offering through the window. Lines crease her forehead and I think she’s getting that we’re no longer on the same team. I grab a letter that I left on the island last night.
In the end, I get up and open the door but don’t let her inside. She looks hurt by that, because there was a time I would have told her the door was open and she could let herself in. This is the new era.
And it sucks. Because I still love her. But am I angry? Yeah, a lot. But feelings don’t just stop after a lifetime of having them. They’re all knotted up and it’ll take years to fully untangle them. Until then, it’s up to me to hold that boundary.
“I wanted to drop this off before I went into to work,” she says, holding out the tin with what I’m guessing is banana bread. “And to see how you both were doing.” She tries to look over my shoulder into the house that she used to be welcome in.
The hardest part about boundaries is you have to hold them. Mom’s words come back to me. Apparently therapy is a great thing. Even if it means we have to do the work when our family won’t.
“Thank you,” I say, taking the tin. It’s still a bit warm—the bread must have just come out of the oven. “I guess this is the time where I formally hand in my resignation at Hadley’s Treasures.” I hold out my letter. “We’re … okay.”
Aunt Mari rocks on her feet, wanting more, and I know she deserves it. I don’t know how to tell her that she’s the reason I had the strength to turn all of this down. Because I don’t want to be her. And perhaps Aunt Mari’s bravery also inspired Mom to get a divorce, to finally choose herself and her dreams.
But Aunt Mari is still trapped inside the family. She still spent so many hours helping me fit in. No matter how much she hated the system, she still lives it, and I don’t know what to do with that. I remember Mom’s controlled hurt when she figured out my plan to try and get her and Dad back together. How effective that was, how it cut through every comeback about the Blessing that the aunts instilled in me.
“Well, tell your mom I stopped by.”
I nod. And she hangs there, almost as if she’s expecting something more. When there’s nothing, she just nods and turns to go.
“Aunt Mari,” I say. She stops and turns around, hope in her eyes. “We love you. We’d love you no matter who you chose.”
The words roll over her and I’m not sure what she will do with them, but that is now up to her. I know they were exactly what I needed to hear from Mom. The words that woke me up and made me actually look at what I was doing. I can only hope that they may have the same effect on her. I close the door, hugging the tin to myself, tears kicking at the backs of my eyes.
I sniff back the tears, not wanting to cry over this again. But this feels different; I’m not crying because I don’t fit in—that my family and I will never look the same—but because my family will struggle to understand me. For so long I tried to change to meet them, and now we’re in new territory where they will have to change to meet me. Family, like friendship, is a two-way street.
Back with my coffee and my computer, I log on to my university’s portal. The business school logo greets me. Pulling up my advisor’s email, I start writing with questions about how to switch majors—doing that whole major change before I’ve even started my first semester. What could be more normal than that? I hit send and then pull out my phone to send Uncle Josh a message: Not a tap-water life! And I accompany it with a screenshot of my email.

Meant to Bean is comfortably packed today, just a few tables still free when I get there. I grab a table and wait for Forest to arrive. He walks through the door and my heart trips over itself; the Blessing still there wanting me to follow it. I’m not Mom. I’m not willing to say it’s a curse or that it’s bad, but I know it’s just not for me. And that is okay.
His midnight-black hair shades his eyes—that sky blue that is both startling and arresting when you see them for the first time.
Every time, if I am being honest.
His smile is full of relief. “You weren’t at work today. I was worried.”
“Yeah, I quit.” I look down. He reaches across the table to take my hand, and I pull it into my lap. That simple movement tips him off that something is wrong. There’s a twinge in my heart because I worked so hard to make it work with Forest, and if I hadn’t found Leo, if my parents didn’t tell me it’s not always about love, if I wasn’t myself—maybe it would have actually worked out.
My stomach knots and turns, my body fighting Fate’s invisible force that wants me to give in … and how easy that would be. He’s it—or what could be if I just let go and went with the flow. Happiness waits there, a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, a diamond shined just for me. I guess working at a jeweler’s was a bad idea because I know there are stones more precious than diamonds and metals worth more than gold.
I could settle for him and let Fate take me under her wing.
Or I can reach for a future that even Fate can’t dream for me.
“I’m sorry—this isn’t working for me,” I say. The words drop out of my mouth like stones, releasing me from their weight. This is what I am supposed to do.
Forest’s face falls and he drops his head. Disbelief paints his features, eyebrows raised, eyes startled as if just seeing the storm clouds. There’s a sharp stab of guilt and the urge to take it back. “Somehow I did not see this coming.”
I never expected to break up with someone. All my life I’d been prepared to be with one and only one person, and letting go of that still scares the shit out of me. But then I think about Leo, and I know that letting Leo go is scarier.
“I guess I should, umm, go back to work,” Forest says.
“Sorry.” And I mean that for multiple things, most of which I can’t explain to him.
Forest stands up and for a moment we just look at each other. The life we could have had flashes before my eyes: getting to know each other, making new memories, a safe sort of love. Love that is steady and could make me happy.
“This may sound strange,” he says, a smile playing at his lips as if he, too, senses what could have been. “I feel like I could have loved you forever.”
I give him a sad smile, because I barely trust myself to sort through these feelings. The complications and wrinkles that he doesn’t know stand in our way.
“I know,” I say, and I try to pour everything I have into my words. An apology that I can’t explain. I want to comfort him. The last dregs of Fate give one final tug, trying to get me to go to him, to comply, but I know what I want now.
Forest stands there, as if he’s unsure what to do next. Does he come back and push through my hesitation, disrupt the future in the midst of being born?
But no. He just turns and walks away.
Because he’s not Leo, and Forest will not fight for me.
Forest is barely out of the café before Leo slides into the booth next to me. “Well, that’s over.”
“Must you gloat so much?”
He drapes an arm over me and I relax into his embrace. This is what I was missing, the ability to just be myself, to not worry about messing it up or having the relationship my aunts wanted.
“But I got the girl.”
“Yes, you did.”
“Say it again.”
“It will give you a big head.”
“You like my big head.”
“I can turn this train around.” And I can, because my story is ruled by my choices.



  
Epilogue
The last of the tourists clear out from around Fate’s pool. The summer air is hot and the sunset’s colors are a riot. I lean into Leo, enjoying our last night in Crescent Falls. Tomorrow it’s off to college—new classes, new friends, this thing called long distance.
Leo flips a coin between his fingers. It was his idea to come here tonight. Me, I think I’ve had enough of Fate for a while. The aunts have tried to give me and Mom space—but Aunt Shelly can’t help but continually invite us over for family dinner every Friday. I’m hoping that college will ease the anger I have, that time can untangle my frustrations at every choice they made.
Mom ignores it, but she’s had years of practice and is caught up with planning her first big trip since ever. I’m out of the house and she’s ready to leave town again.
“Why are we doing this?” I ask Leo, still unsure why we’re here. He never believed in Fate.
“Tradition,” he says. “And maybe I want to make sure you aren’t ready to leave me.”
I dig my fingers into his side, tickling him. Nope, he’s stuck with me. Leo turns, leaning in and capturing my lips.
I’d dreamt of dating Leo for so long that I didn’t think the real thing could surprise me.
“You are stuck with me.”
“Good.” He digs in his pocket and comes up with another coin. “Because I think we should say thank you.”
“Ummm, what?”
Leo steps forward. “Your mom brought us here at the beginning of every school year.”
“Sometimes your memory of our childhood scares me.”
“Maybe I was always storing up moments with you because I thought I’d lose you.”
There are moments where I still feel like Leo and I are just friends, best friends who happen to kiss when they’re together. But when he says things like this, I wonder how I ever thought there could be anyone else.
My breath catches in the back of my throat.
“What is it this time?” I ask, putting us back on track. I love Leo, and I still can’t believe I get to say that, but these trips down memory lane make me feel like I missed so many moments.
“Do you remember all the times your parents fought?”
“Everyone fights,” I say. Sure, sometimes my parents could get heated, but wasn’t that everyone in a creative field? They could go off hot and fast but they’d make up for it. My parents always had—until they didn’t.
“You called me after a few bad ones.”
“Yeah.” I remember going to our park. At the end of one summer, I knew Leo had been at band camp all day, but I wanted out of my house, wanted something normal. “Why did you show up all those times?”
“You called.”
His words are sincere and I relax into the memory. “And that year when we made our wish, you told me about it.”
He starts the story. “A touch of Fate and all the stars align…” He pauses there for dramatic effect and to give me a cheeky grin. It’s easier to talk about the Blessing now that I don’t care about it. That I made my choice.
I try to remember what I could have been so upset about. Another fight between my parents? Something to do with another trip to the hospital? Those few times when my cousins said things that made me so sure the Blessing was not for girls who looked like me? I had always tried to block out their words, but they’d stuck under my skin like barbs.
But at the end of every one—is Leo. There, ready to listen to me, to make me laugh or distract me, put all the pieces back together. If all else fails, send in the best friend.
“You asked Fate for a love that your family would talk about forever,” he says and flips the coin into the pool.
“They won’t forget us.”
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