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For my mom,

who has always made me feel like I could do anything. Even turn back time.

Up with the eyebrows.






CHAPTER 1


Grandee always told me time was a fickle thing—a story assembled like a simple fairy tale to make people feel better about their world. To help them understand the unimaginable.

My cousin Linden and I would make a mistake or suffer a disappointment, and Grandee would tell us there were a hundred ways to change it. Nothing was permanent, not even the clock.

Every birthday or new year, when time was being marked and measured, she would say, “You’re not older or younger. You just are.”

I hated those sayings. Silly platitudes spoken over cups of tea that grew colder with each second or fires with their embers dying. Things that clearly marked time passing.

Grandee would sit in her chair, next to the large windows overlooking the green trees she’d planted to shade the house in the summer, and she’d knit or crochet. I had seen her working on her blanket for as long as I could remember, each of her stitches placed with care as her weathered hands pulled against soft yarn, gently folding it into loops and knots.

She was odd.

It was what the neighbors whispered about her when they thought she couldn’t hear them. They said it with affection. But when you’re young, everything different feels embarrassing.

And there was already so much considered peculiar about us. Two girls, cousins, being raised by their grandmother, who kept pet sheep and spoke in riddles. With mothers gone on adventures while the two of them waited for their turn.

In that way, the town thought about us like we thought about time. Transient. Temporary.

But even though the town didn’t know what to do with us, Grandee always did.

On particularly hard days, she would send us out with the sheep to treat and dye wool.

“Time is like these colors. It changes and bleeds and blends. Don’t let today’s color seep into tomorrow.”

When I would try to grab the black, she would pull it from my hands and shake her head. Black stole all the energy from a room.

It was a shade that hid things.

I would roll my eyes as I poured blues and purples over clean fleece. The dyes I felt most like in my heart.

“A fixed color,” Grandee would cluck as she watched.

She always said things like this. Mutable. Cardinal. Fixed. As if the hues of my dye were a tarot that could tell her a truth that even I didn’t know.

She would hand me the yellow with the explanation that a little sunshine would help. It was cardinal, after all. A young and fiery thing that burned through anything it didn’t like.

I would tell her that yellow was just a color, and colors didn’t have feelings.

And she would just shrug and say one day everything in my world would turn to colors, and I would finally understand.

But I don’t think Grandee meant like this. Not like today.

A bright blue sky hangs so low you could run your hands across it. The soft morning sun makes everything seem a little dreamy and golden. There isn’t a cloud above the lush green grass.

And a black shiny casket sits a few dozen yards away.

These are the colors of the day a person buries their boyfriend.

“Are you ready?” Linden asks me from the driver’s seat of the car she borrowed from our grandmother. It smells like the lilac perfume Grandee wears and worn-in leather. There’s a layer of dust on the console, and I remember a time when Linny and I would draw our initials in it. Instead of answering, I look down at the skirt I’m wearing.

It’s black.

What a stupid fucking color.

As an artist, I shouldn’t hate any color; they all serve a purpose. But I do. I hate this one. And not for the reasons Grandee always vowed—that it hides things—but because it’s a color that takes.

It took my heart.

It took my happiness.

It took Carter.

Black is the color of his coffin. Of the suit he’s wearing to be buried in. Of the future I had imagined for the two of us.

Linden sighs in the seat next to me as two guys from our university walk past with a massive bouquet of white flowers.

I add white to the list of colors that can absolutely get fucked.

“You don’t have to get out,” Linden says. But she sounds disappointed, like she really wants me to. “If you wanna stay in the car, you can. No one will…”

She trails off because she’s wrong, and she knows it. Everyone will. Everyone will wonder why I’m not there. They’ll add it to the list of things they whisper behind my back. The accusations they think I can’t hear. The question. The only one that really matters.

What happened?

They don’t realize I’ve been asking myself a question, too.

Was it my fault?


Carter’s hand slipping from mine.

“Open your eyes, Nieve.”



It doesn’t matter how many nightmares I have or how many times I try to remember those last moments with him—I can’t seem to recall what happened. My mind is a void, nothing but …

Black.

So, no. I don’t want to get out of the car, but I will.

I deserve whatever happens next.

I hate that today, of all days, is beautiful like this. As if the universe is mocking the ache in my soul and the guilt in my veins.

Outside, more people are dressed in black. They move down the manicured lawn with light steps, as if they know they’re walking on top of the dead. They dodge gray headstones rising from the earth, like with one wrong step, they’ll end up buried themselves.

Buried under the dirt to rot. Just like all the other loved ones, with hands that they once held, eyes that they used to look into, lips that they kissed—

“Nieve.”

I wonder if Carter will get a giant headstone. Maybe a gaudy one with a picture of him frozen in time, etched into the marble next to a Bible verse.

“Nieve.”

God, he would hate that.

“I need a minute,” I tell Linden, not willing to leave my thoughts yet.

For the past two weeks, I’ve tried to remember the last words Carter said to me. What were my last words to him? Were they I love you? Were they something with bite, something cruel?

Why can’t I remember?

That’s the kind of thing people talk about when someone dies. Their last words. Last moments. But all I have are text messages in the group chat with our friends.

I go back and read them sometimes. Just a series of benign messages where the five of us made jokes and gave silly updates about nothing. Sometimes they were meltdowns about school or dates or life. Things that felt so big at the time, and now … now they feel like they happened in another life.

Nieve’s exhibit at three. Don’t be late. That means you too Max.

We never made it to the exhibit. Carter was on his way to the hospital by two.

“Nieve. If we don’t go now, we might miss it.”

The people in black are huddled in a circle on the grass, but instead of opening the door, I stare down at my shoes. Red. Carter’s favorite color. I hated these shoes. He loves them. Loved.

Linden’s bright blond hair is tied in a tight bun at the base of her neck, and we both wear a bracelet of braided yarn in gold and white that Grandee tied around our wrists before we left the house.

“I just … need another second.”

Linden doesn’t push or remind me that all she’s done is give me another. Another second, moment, day, week. She sits quietly, waiting for me to tell her what to do next. To listen, to talk, to cry, to make a joke. Since Carter died, all people do is wait to see which mask they should wear with me.

I close my eyes and see a flash of light through water—hands pulling me as I struggle. It fills my vision and my throat tightens.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



I do, and push open the car door and step outside, slamming it closed behind me, not because I’m mad but because it feels good to control at least one thing in my life.

The graveside ceremony has already started, so we walk silently toward the muffled words of the priest. We stand in the back, hoping to blend into the nothing that is a sea of people who offer us cautious smiles. They’re all asking themselves the same question: Why is Carter’s girlfriend not with the family? My stomach twists when I look in the direction of his mom and dad.

The black coffin is draped with a cascade of white flowers. I can smell them from here. The scent of regret and sorrow.

Honeysuckle.

There are so many people from our college here. Guys from the Inheritance Committee Carter was the president of, the whole staff at the library where he volunteered, and what appears to be every person from his church.

I take a deep breath and close my eyes. But when I do, I feel Carter’s hand slipping from mine.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



My lashes flutter apart.

There’s a green pop-up tent where Carter’s family sits on plastic folding chairs provided by the funeral home. His sister, dressed in black and wearing no makeup, picks apart the tissue in her hands. She has the same golden-blond hair Carter did, the same high cheekbones. His mother and father lean into each other. Carter’s dad has his arm around his wife. A girl I’ve never seen before, with long dark hair, sits with the family, holding a sprig of honeysuckle. His grandmother and great-grandmother clutch at the red handkerchiefs they had embroidered with Carter’s initials.

CHAD III

He would have thought that was hilarious.

I wonder if they’re curious where I am or if they’re relieved that I’m not there. The last time I saw Carter’s mom was at the hospital, when she held my hand and told me that this is how he would have wanted it.

But how can Carter want something if he’s dead?

Heads are bent down, eyes cast in the same direction. A few brave souls stare at the priest, who speaks about a valley and death.

Except one person.

Max Emerson stands at the back of the tent, behind the family. His hand rests on Carter’s sister’s chair, and his dark brows pull low into a deep frown, his gaze focusing on me.

Even from here, his green eyes look brighter than normal, something I’ve come to understand happens when he’s been crying. A flash of memory finds me. Of him covered in river water and tears. Green eyes electric. The list of things I wish I didn’t know about Max is now infinite.

Where Carter was light and golden, Max is dark and deep. I don’t need to be close to him to know what his voice sounds like—low and angry. It’s how he always speaks to me. Even before I was the one to blame for Carter’s death.

Linden slips her hand into mine, and I look over at her. She’s staring back at Max as if he’s the problem. But everyone knows he’s not. I am. I’m the problem.

We listen as the priest commits Carter’s body to the ground. Tells us that this isn’t the end. That Carter is still here with us. He will always be with us. The priest reads several Bible verses, and then …

It’s over.

People murmur to each other as they start to leave, like speaking louder will wake the ghosts of the dead. We move closer to the grave with slow steps even as everyone else walks away. But I stay. I’m going to stay until the moment he’s in the ground and gone.


Carter’s hand slipping from mine.

“Open your eyes, Nieve.”



The sound of the wheels turning and squeaking as they lower Carter’s casket into the ground grates across my skin, and I hold my breath until it stops. Linden plucks a rose from one of the enormous bouquets nearby and wraps a dark indigo thread around the stem before tossing it on top of the casket.

My teeth press against each other. Even here, Grandee’s superstitions are following me.

“Why did you do that?” I ask.

But Linden shrugs and ignores my tone. “I can say goodbye however I want.”

I wonder what the indigo thread means.

I wonder if she even knows.

The sun sits in the middle of the sky now, and most of the mourners are gone. My cousin stands at the rear of our car, waiting, and Carter’s family has long since left. A man in a white polo with the name of the funeral home stitched over his heart stands to the side. He wants to finish up and go home.

But there is one final thing I need to do. I take off my red shoes and toss them into the grave. They thud onto his casket, and I frown. Why did I do that? But for some reason, it feels right. Giving Carter back the shoes he gave me on Valentine’s Day. I will bury the girl who wore those shoes with the boy who gave them to her.

My bare feet walk back across the soft grass, and when I look up, I expect to see Linden. But instead, it’s Carter’s sister, Aubrey. She walks over to me, her eyes puffy and red.

“Nieve.” The way she says my name sounds nervous.

In the split second before she continues, I imagine all the terrible things she could say to me.

This is your fault.

It should have been you.

You don’t deserve to live.

“Are you coming back to the house?”

I feel the question on my face and imagine my brows scrunched as I process what she’s asked. “I don’t think I—”

She doesn’t even give me a second to finish my sentence fully. “Please come.” Aubrey steps backward like she’s surprised at her own eagerness. “I—” She takes a deep breath. “I want you to be there.”

Her eyes are wide, and I can’t help but think about the Aubrey I knew before. The one who would follow Carter and me out to the pool so she could talk about boys. The one who was nervous about her dress for her first formal. An Aubrey who laughed so hard she snorted.

That girl doesn’t seem to live inside the one before me anymore.

And I hate that.

Standing by a silver BMW is Max. His hip rests against the driver’s-side door, and even though he’s wearing dark sunglasses, I can tell he’s watching us.

Me.

I bite my lip. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

Her brows come together, and I feel Linden step closer—protecting me. “It’s not your fault.”

Aubrey says it so simply. So sure.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



But she’s wrong.






CHAPTER 2


I met Carter Delaney on a sunny afternoon on the first day of my freshman year.

He sat on top of a long desk that had been pushed up against the floor-to-ceiling windows in the student lounge. Light streamed in from behind, making it look like he glowed. Like an angel. As if the sun only shone for him.

It would have been funny were it not so completely mesmerizing. There was just something about Carter that was different from anyone else I had ever met. Benji and Linden sat in chairs on either side, making the table look like a stage. Or a throne.

Carter Delaney was a young king in a dark green hoodie.

And by default, I worshiped him without him ever having to speak.

I had heard of Carter—everyone had. At our small arts college, he was a legend. When he was fourteen, he had won the award for best teen writing from the National Book Association. Every year after, he’d placed first in several literary contests. And instead of doing his mandatory gap year volunteering at an art gallery or backpacking through Europe, he went to Asia to study the roots of poetry and storytelling. He could have gone to any college he wanted, but he picked Suttleton.

Tucked away in the mountains, Suttleton Academy of Fine Arts had been founded by a lineage of women committed to the timeless pursuit of self-expression. At least that’s what the flyer said.

For me, Suttleton was my family’s legacy. My great-great-grandmother had purchased the land, my great-grandmother had built the first building, and every generation after it had added to the school. It was our gift to the generations that followed. Like the gift of our last name, passed from mother to daughter, and not the surname of our fathers.

We were Monroe women, and all Monroe women went to Suttleton.

I had been dreaming of this moment my whole life—the day my world would finally make sense, and art would be at the center of my identity. No one would ask if I was related to the odd woman with the yarn, or if I lived in the house with all the sheep. I would enter the magical portal that was college. I could decide who I was there.

So when Carter finally looked up, his bright eyes trying to place or study me, it felt like it was meant to be.

I liked being something he was trying to figure out. When a slow smile carved over his features, I knew I was done for.

My cousin introduced me and ordered her friends to be nice, but she mostly looked at Carter, who held his hands up as if he were surrendering. Benji asked if everyone wanted to grab sandwiches in the cafeteria later. Carter said he needed to go buy books because he forgot to order used copies.

It felt so … grown-up.

This was college.

I sat next to Carter at a round table in the corner. He leaned toward me when he asked me questions about my first day and who my professors were. He laughed when I made terrible jokes that the others only smiled at politely. And I didn’t even mind that he had moved closer to me, only inches separating us. He said it was to hear me better.

When Max showed up with a grin and a bag of black licorice that he handed to Linden with a comment about it being disgusting, I felt my chest tighten. It was a very different way from how I felt with Carter. As if my whole body knew that Carter was safe, and Max was … not.

This wasn’t the first time I’d seen Max.

And when he noticed me, the smile faded from his face. I wasn’t used to people not smiling at me then.

Now, every room I’m in, no one is smiling.

Because Carter is dead, and he took all the light with him.

At the Delaney house, Carter’s sister talks with an older couple who hold expensive crystal glasses of wine. She notices me staring and gives a small nod. I take a deep breath like my mother taught me, in through the nose and out through the mouth, and look around. I wish Carter were here. He would say something that was mostly inappropriate, and I would pretend to laugh.

The entire house is filled with people from Suttleton. Alumni talking in low voices to other alumni using words like devastating talent and in his prime.

As if Carter could be distilled down to his writing. As if that was the thing we lost. His art.

Linden talks with an older woman I recognize from years of donor dinners and alumni gallery openings in the kitchen. Max is surrounded by older men I don’t know and nods absently as they speak. In the corner of the massive sitting room is Benji, talking with people from our school.

I take the opportunity to slip out the back door to the garden. The pool glistens in the sunshine, and I close my eyes, thinking about how many days we spent lying on rafts, soaking in the heat from the sun and the cool of the water.


Carter’s hand slipping from mine.

“Open your eyes, Nieve.”



Except water is dangerous now.

Carter’s dad sits outside in the garden and faces an ancient swing set. He looks lost in thought as he takes a sip of wine, probably from the vineyard they invested in last year.

It reminds me of the time Carter bought a bottle when he turned twenty-one. When the cashier asked for his ID, he proudly fished it from his wallet. But instead of his real one, he pulled out his fake. Carter didn’t even notice till the cashier thanked Mr. Dillon and not him.

I smile, and a weird ache fills my face.

The muscles have probably atrophied.

I take a step toward Mr. Delaney, but before I can approach him, Linden stops me.

“You still doing good?” She runs a hand down my arm.

“I was gonna…”

Linden makes a face, and I wonder what she thinks will happen if I talk to Carter’s dad. I’ve been avoiding his mom and her relentless positivity. Lucky for me, she seems to be stuck in the kitchen, thanking people for endless casseroles and cookie trays.

I lie to Linden. “I’m good.”

She takes a deep breath, and her eyes move over to the giant windows that show Benji sitting in the house. I can just imagine what’s being said. Some version of Max said she killed Carter. We shouldn’t talk to her.

I wonder if Benji will defend me. Maybe he’ll agree.

“Say the word and we’re gone,” Linden tells me.

These are her friends, too. From before I followed her to college and threw myself into her close-knit group.

I sit on one of the ridiculous iron benches sculpted to look like it should be in the gardens of Versailles and close my eyes, tilting my face toward the sun.

Last time I sat here, I was happy. Even though I can barely remember what happiness looks like.

Time moves and the sky darkens, but I don’t get up.

Laughter floats toward me, bouncing against the ground, soft from summer rain. It would have made Carter happy that his friends were happy. In this place where he played hide-and-seek behind perfectly manicured hedges. Where he camped in the woods to see the stars when he needed to escape his house. Where he could just be Carter.

The garden starts to fill with more people.

Someone starts a fire in the giant stone pit his parents always light for parties. Max stands only a few feet away from me. His hands are in his pockets, and he stares down at the flames. I wonder if there was ever a time when Max and I didn’t hate each other. Or have we always been like this? He looks up and notices me, his eyes wide and lost in thought before they narrow.

I don’t look away. Even though I know I shouldn’t be here, Max won’t be the reason I leave.

Several bottles of Carter’s favorite whiskey are being passed around. I wonder if they were taken from his room, or if someone brought them. What will happen to the bottles Carter’s been collecting? Collected. That’s something he can’t do anymore.

“You good?” Linden asks me. Again.

I wonder if there’s a limit to the number of times a person can ask that.

“I could use a drink.”

She nods and walks toward the whiskey, knowing beer won’t be enough. I’m alone at the edges of this memorial, listening to people remember Carter between moments of flirting and arguing about stupid things.

He would have loved this.

Linden brings back a red cup filled with whiskey and ice. Her cup has Coke in it, and I roll my eyes.

“I don’t care where we are, Carter will never get me to drink this swill straight.” She grins, but a second later, it fades from her face. As if she’s realizing she made a joke. At a funeral.

I smile because Carter would have loved that, too. Except my smile is met with tears that I can’t seem to help. “He would expect nothing less.”

She motions with her cup at a girl who holds a notebook and a fistful of pens. “They’re writing letters to Carter over there and burning them … so that…”

So that the symbolic gesture of saying what you never got to doesn’t go unfinished.

I take a sip. And another. People whisper my name, but only a brave few come up to me and tell me they’re sorry for my loss, share memories, or tell me how much Carter meant to them.

Some even have the courage to ask what happened. How I lost Carter in the water. How I was rescued but he wasn’t.

I don’t answer them. I just watch the unspoken words burn.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



But they are, and I wish they weren’t.

Max’s and Benji’s voices rise. They’re standing with someone whom I don’t recognize. A guy our age, maybe older, with dark features and a light blue hoodie that says ASHER’S BAIT AND TACKLE FLORIDA. Next to him is the girl with dark hair from the graveside service.

Her eyes find mine in the darkness, and I watch as she takes three steps in my direction before Max cuts her off and stands in front of her.

There’s more arguing after. I don’t know what’s being said, but Benji steps between them. I look over at Linden, wondering if maybe she knows them, but she appears just as confused as I am.

The guy with the hoodie pushes Max. Hard.

Max stumbles back but doesn’t fall.

“What the fuck,” Max says more than he asks. His brows are pulled low over his eyes.

The hurt and anger Max has been holding on to is changing into rage. Anyone can see it. Benji has his hand on Max’s chest as if to stop him from doing something he shouldn’t. My heart clenches as I watch.

“Get the fuck out of here!” Max yells.

“What’s your problem?” Hoodie asks. “Don’t talk to her like that.” He’s pointing at the girl.

“I’m not talking to her,” Max says. “I’m talking to you.”

Benji turns to the guy. “Don’t do that here. This isn’t the place.”

“She can talk to whoever she wants.” Hoodie Guy doesn’t bother to lower his voice.

Max steps forward, but it almost looks like a lunge, and Hoodie steps back. “Leave. Now.”

Hoodie laughs. “Fine, but eventually, she’s going to hear it.” His eyes move over to me. “Come find me when you do, Nieve!”

Max punches Hoodie in the jaw, and suddenly, there’s a group of people surrounding them.

“Fuck you, Max,” Hoodie says.

The girl from the funeral, the one who sat with Carter’s family, takes his hand, and they walk back to the house, checking his jaw as they go.

Everyone is looking around, afraid to resettle after the outburst. But Benji does what he does best and turns on Carter’s favorite Willie Nelson song.

The twang of a guitar has the tension in the air dissipating, but Max stands holding his drink and is clearly still frustrated.

Without thinking, I take a large swig from my cup and walk toward him. He sees me coming and his body shifts, as if Max is trying to decide if he’s going to make a run for it.

Coward.

Fucking coward.

“What was that about?”

“Nothing.” His response is automatic, and it makes me feel like a child.

“Don’t lie to me. Just say it.”

Max shakes his head. “Just go back to—” He waves widely at the place I had been sitting.

“What was that guy going to say? Was…” I swallow. “Was Carter cheating on me?” My voice is high and frantic when I ask.

Max looks at me, almost embarrassed. “No.”

Just the one word. My heart has been rubbed raw, and I’m too tired to press him.

Max has never liked me. Not when Carter and I started dating, not when we got serious and Max claimed Carter didn’t have time for him anymore, and not on the very few occasions that Max actually hung out with the two of us together.

I can feel the frown deepen on my face. My anger is growing into confusion. “Then what were you talking about?”

His sigh is deep and heavy. I feel it hang in the air between us. “Just go back to Linden and—” But he pulls his other hand from his pocket to motion toward my cousin, and I see it.

The gold bracelet on his wrist.

My hand reaches out and grabs his without thinking. I pull it to me, and Max, either too surprised or too tired, lets me. The cool metal of the chain slips under my fingers, followed by a small flash of gold when I reach the ID tag.

CHAD III.

The wrist wearing it now is darker, stronger, and there is a spot of blue paint on the top of the metal. I rub the metal between my fingers, feeling the slick surface, and wonder when it came off. Did Carter remove it before he got in the water, or was it discarded somewhere before? Did he give this to Max? Did Max take—

“Where did you get this?” I ask it with an edge to my voice.

Max pulls his hand from mine. His face flashes with anger, but his words are soft. “Fuck you, Nieve. You’re not entitled to every piece of Carter.”

“I didn’t…” I step back because I’m not sure I agree with him. I am entitled to these things about Carter. I was the love of his life.

Max is so close to me I can see the specks of brown in his green eyes and the thin gold chain that sits against the hollow of his throat. The anger falls away from his face, and he looks almost kind. Almost human. We haven’t been this close since those few nights right after Carter drowned.

He sighs. “Is there a reason you’re over here?”

Yes.

The guy in the hoodie …

A hand circles my arm. “Nieve, come burn shit with me.” It’s Linden. She hands me a paper and a pen with a hug. Her vanilla perfume reminds me of a hundred days where life was simple. And Carter was here. So I walk to the fire with a piece of paper in my hand and think about the millions of things I never said to Carter.

That I hated whiskey.

That I wanted to go to Italy for my twenty-first birthday.

That sometimes my heart felt small because he was so big.

Instead, I write what I need to say.

I write the only thing that matters.


COME BACK TO ME.



I watch the paper burn, the edges curling and turning black. It brightens the whole fire before it dies out and darkens.

And I think about how this is the last time the light will shine for Carter.






CHAPTER 3


Summer moves by in streaks of light across the carpet of my bedroom. Days blur into one another, and it’s not that I’m surprised when Grandee and Linden begin to pack for school; I’m just not interested.

Grandee tells me I have to return. It’s for my own good.

“The mind needs to move,” she says. “And you stink.”

I don’t pack my things; Linden does it for me. She collects everything I need for my classes, finds out my new schedule, and learns that I’ll have my own dorm room this year. A private room.

The thing I wanted more than anything last year.

A private room so that Carter and I …

When I finally make it to school, the world feels like a fishbowl. People stare at me every time I leave my dorm. Their whispers aren’t quiet enough to pretend they aren’t talking about me, but I don’t blame them.

Of course they stare. I would, too.

The girl who killed her boyfriend.

People tell stories about him with sad smiles and quiet laughs. About the naked run he organized on campus or the short stories that always made their way into the student newspaper.

Grandee might want me to move my mind, but my body feels like it’s stuck. I lie in my bed and stare at all the places that don’t have Carter in them.

The hooks for my jackets that will never have his next to them. A book on the nightstand that he’ll never take out of my hands so he can cuddle with me. The little Post-it notes he would leave around the room to let me know he had been there, missing.

But there is still so much of Carter in this room that I can’t escape despite him never having been here.

The stain on the corner of my white comforter from when I spilled red wine stares up at me. I run my hand across it absently. Carter and I were pretending to be grown-ups with a cheap bottle he had stolen from his dad. We were cuddled together, watching a movie on my laptop and sipping out of mugs instead of glasses. His hands slid—

“Nieve.” Linden stands over my bed, and I wonder how she got there without me noticing. “Are you okay?”

Was the door open?

“Nieve?”

“Hmm?” I know I look confused, but I don’t try to fix it. “I’m fine.”

She lets out a deep sigh. “It’s time for a shower.”

Probably, but I don’t tell her that.

She pulls my comforter back, and on instinct, I curl into a ball. “Not now.”

“Oh, absolutely now. This whole room smells like BO and depression.”

“I’m not depressed. My boyfriend died.” The words come out angry, and I make the mistake of looking at Linden.

She’s smiling as if this is what she wanted the whole time. “Yeah. I’m aware. This might shock you, but one of my best friends died, and I still manage basic hygiene.”

She doesn’t get it. We are not the same. She isn’t responsible for her best friend’s death. He isn’t dead because of her.

“Lucky you,” I say.

Her hands are under my arms, lifting me into a standing position. “I do not feel lucky. I feel like my cousin is going to miss the first days of school because she can’t get out of bed.”

I notice the gold lanyard around her neck that leads down to a green tag that says LINDEN MONROE—FOUNDING FAMILY—INHERITANCE COMMITTEE.

Somewhere she has a matching one for me. Because it’s odd if the kids from the founding family don’t show up to Welcome Week to smile at the new freshmen and chat with alumni about the Legacy of our Great-Great-Grandmother and every other woman in our family who has gone to this school.

“I’ll go. I have almost an hour.” I try to fall back down onto my bed, but she catches me.

“You’ll need that alone to brush your hair.”

She pushes me into the attached bathroom and, somehow, turns on the shower while blocking the door. Linden makes a frustrated sound when she sees the two boxes of toiletries that are untouched from eight days ago when I officially moved back to campus. I don’t really feel like this level of disappointment is warranted from her.

“Please tell me you’re at least brushing your teeth?”

“Even better, I’m not eating.” But it’s not true. I wander either down to the vending machines in the middle of the night or to the cafeteria right before it closes.

She rolls her eyes and pulls my shirt over my head like I’m a child. “I can keep going if you want, or I can throw you in there with all your clothes on.”

But I don’t mind. I don’t really care if I have a shower or not, and that’s the problem. I don’t care enough to have an opinion.

Waving my arms at her and shooing her out of the bathroom, I take off the rest of my clothes before stepping into the stall. The hot water feels good on my skin. Comforting, something I remember being easy. A shower. I can do this. It’s only after too long that I realize I have no shampoo or soap in here.

“Linny?” I call.

Before I can even ask, she’s handing me what I need through the curtain. I don’t miss that she doesn’t give me a razor.

Between her and Grandee, she’s the one who doesn’t trust me.

“What’s your first class again?”

She wants to see if I know or if I’m going to lie. “Studio.”

“Ah.” Now I imagine she’s texting someone she knows that has studio time first thing to see if they can keep an eye on me. If they can make sure I’m okay. “After class, we can go get doughnuts from that place you love.”

No, not me. It’s that place Carter and I loved. God, why did I think I could come back here?

“Okay.” I wipe my tears away and then wash my body and my hair as thoroughly as I can manage. When I step out of the shower, Linden almost looks proud, and I want to throw up. Or get back in bed.

I don’t wear anything fancy—sweats and a T-shirt that belonged to Carter. I throw on shoes that look like slippers and throw my wet hair into a bun. “Done.”

“A vision.” Her words are flat and dry. My cousin breathes out of her nose heavily. “Moisturizer? Sunscreen?”

“I showered. Stop asking for miracles.”

Linden seems to realize this might be the best she’ll get and mercifully lets it go. Before I can stop her, she reaches for my arm and ties pink yarn around it.

Grandee must’ve asked her to. Some kind of superstition that we stopped asking about long ago. I wonder what pink means.

When she looks up, she reads something on my face I don’t remember feeling and rolls her eyes. “She wanted to pack your blanket. Be glad this is all she sent me with.”

My blanket is a sacred thing. Something I’ve been stitching my entire life. It never leaves Grandee’s house. I must be worse than I thought.

Linden ushers me out of my dorm room at the top of Founder’s Tower. It’s one of three perfectly fine dorm rooms set aside for the descendants of Rachel Monroe, the school’s creator. Last year, Linden and I had to share a dorm on the main floor because these rooms were being renovated. But now we have our own.

The floors below are set up for the Inheritance Committee members, who end up treating their floor more like a frat house. With its purple carpets and deep-colored walls, it’s very different from the green of our floor. And that’s the point. Green for legacies and purple for committee members. Even the colors point to how important tradition is at Suttleton.

We don’t have frats or a student council; we have the Inheritance Committee: a group of applicants who work on fundraising, curation, and philanthropy. Just saying you’re a member opens up doors in several prestigious institutions. Ballet companies across the globe, publishing houses, galleries, and film studios. It’s the “I went to Harvard” of the art world. And it’s just as pretentious.

I try to move as fast as I can through the building as I follow my cousin, and I don’t stop at the hallway that leads to the room Carter had last year.

Everything about the campus is painfully familiar, but not because of Carter. Because last year was wonderful. There’s the tree I sat under to read trashy romance novels in the quad. The outdoor table where Benji and I would gossip and eat sandwiches from the cafeteria. And the bench I cried on when I got my first D. The quad is full of memories that belong to only me.

Or the girl I used to be.

Sometimes I wonder if she drowned in the river with Carter that day.

We cross the grass to the giant mixed-media art building. The door to it opens, and the smell of cleaner and epoxy mixed with paint and clay hits me. It used to be something that sent my pulse racing—a promise of creativity.

This space should be comforting. The familiar hallway I walked down almost every day last year, filled with morning light from the large windows that line one side and the laughter of new students. Instead, a cloud is blocking the sun, and everyone is looking at me. The students that were here last year stare and whisper. Even when I keep my gaze on the floor, I can hear the things they say.

In the water.

He followed her.

Two hours to find him.

“Nieve.”

I’ve stopped walking. My cousin is looking back at me from a few feet away. She’s a mixture of surprised and resigned. I’m standing in the middle of the entryway already, but I can’t do this. I’m not ready.

“Nieve.” She says my name again, but I don’t want people to stare at me. To whisper about me.

Even if no one is, my mind tells me they are.

But when my eyes move past her, I see someone who is looking.

Max stands in the doorway to the studio. Just on the other side of him is where my safe place is supposed to be, but like Cerberus guarding the underworld, he stands in front of my peace.

With a frown.

His chest rises and falls, and the gold on his wrist flashes as his hands clench. The judgment is all over his face. He thinks I killed Carter. He doesn’t have to say it.

I can’t believe he’s here. It’s not like I thought he wouldn’t be, but seeing him, the one other person who acknowledges the truth about me … it’s too much. I want to ask him to move, but he looks at Linden. “She shouldn’t be here.”

“Max.” There’s a plea in my cousin’s voice that I hate.

“Linden. This is—”

“Max, stop. She needs this.”

They’re talking about me like I’m not even here.

“Really? You think she needs this?” He motions to me with disgust on his face. “Look at her.”

And I just can’t.

I can’t do this. I can’t fight with Max. I can’t be in the same room with someone who …

Someone who knows the truth.

“You’re an asshole.” Worse things come to mind. Terrible things, but this is the only thing I’m brave enough to say.

Max looks at me now and says, “Yeah, I know.”

It’s almost resigned, but I don’t care. Without another word, I turn and walk out of the art building, through the quad, and all the way back to my dorm before Linden catches up with me.

“What the fuck, Nieve?” It’s said in a whisper because people are watching. They’re always watching the Monroe kids. I just want to be invisible.

“Go back to talking about me like I’m not standing right there.” I say it at full volume because I don’t care what anyone thinks about me. Not anymore.

She runs past me so that she’s standing in front of the door to the hallway. “Nieve, please. Not today. Just an hour, okay?”

But I’m not listening. If I can just get past her …

Suddenly, Max is there whispering something to Linden, and then—

“Fine.” She groans. “Fucking fine.” Her hand slides down to my wrist, and I feel the way her fingers wrap around it. It’s comforting, but only for a second before she yanks me toward the parking lot.


Carter’s hand slipping from mine.

“Open your eyes, Nieve.”



I don’t fight her as we get into the car or ask where we’re going when we get on the freeway. Two hours later, we’re driving through our hometown toward Grandee’s house.

Short wooden fences line the road. It was paved decades ago, but now it’s mostly broken asphalt and weeds. Nearly dirt. Our light blue two-story farmhouse stands in front of a small pond and a ferocious garden. A large porch wraps around the house, and something in my heart tells me that I’m going to be safe as soon as we pass through the gate.

It feels like a million lifetimes away from the school we just left.

Grandee stands on a small wooden dock, her back to our car as Linden drives slowly on the gravel. Six sheep stand near her, mindlessly chewing grass. When we pull to a stop, Grandee throws a bundle of sticks into the water.

Linden mutters something about Grandee’s odd shit but doesn’t say anything else. Of the two of us, she’s always disliked the way Grandee sees the world. As if it were something malleable and movable. Time a suggestion, decisions never permanent.

When I push open the door to the car, the sheep have moved in front of me. One with a blue bandanna around his neck tries to headbutt me, and I swat him away.

“Luke! You knock that shit off!” Grandee yells at the sheep. “Sorry. Logan and Dean got into a patch of clover, and he’s pissed they ate it all.”

“Where’s Rory and Lorelai?” Linden asks.

She waves to somewhere behind her, like she doesn’t have a clue, but she does. She always knows where her sheep are. “You’re back?” She looks at me, but I don’t know what we’re doing here, so I shrug.

“Can we talk?” Linden asks our grandmother.

Grandee’s face pinches into a frown, and she nods, moving to the porch.

I don’t follow them, because I know they don’t want me to. They want to talk about me, without me. Like I’m not able to make a decision for myself.

I follow Luke out to the water, where Paris quietly eats grass. Grandee’s sticks float at the top of the water, tied with yellow yarn. It’s not really a proper bundle so much as three twigs tied together.

“Grandee is weird, right?” I ask Paris, but she doesn’t look up. “Why does she do things like this?”

Sticks floating, tied with wool yarn she made herself, possibly from the sheep that stand next to me. Cast into the water with inaudible words muttered under her breath. It’s this strange thing she does to pretend like she has any control over her own life. As if these things somehow sway fate. I’ve always thought of it as her quirk. Like how some grandmothers are really into scrapbooking or baking.

And for some reason, I hate it. I hate her hope.

It doesn’t change anything. Carter is still gone.

I’m still the reason.

I take a rock from the bank and toss it at the bundle. I don’t even come close to hitting it. I throw another and another until finally I hit it on the end. It spins, swirling in the rippling pond water, and I toss another rock in. Eventually, the yarn breaks off and the sticks go scattering in opposite directions.

They separate but still float, and for some reason, this breaks my heart in an entirely new way. Why? Why didn’t I let them stay together?


“Why did you do that?”

Max stands over me, his face a mixture of shock and fear. Green eyes search me, and his hands reach out before he pulls them back. “Why did you … Nieve.” He blows out a heavy breath and runs his hands through his damp hair. “What the hell?”



I bend down and wrap my arms around my knees as I crouch on the bank. The sheep that were minding their business have come to join me and are staring out at the pond. As if they realize what I’ve done, too.

I don’t know how long we sit there before Grandee puts her hand on my shoulder. “You ready for some dinner?”

I take a deep breath and look back at the house, but Linden’s car isn’t in the driveway anymore. “Where’s Linny?”

Grandee pulls me up to a stand, putting one of her scratchy hands into mine. They’re worn from years of washing and dyeing wool. “Back at school.” She walks to the house, expecting me to follow. And I do.

“When’s she coming back?”

Under the oak tree, Grandee stops and turns toward me. “She’s not. You’re staying here, and she’s going to school.”

“But…” I’m relieved, and it feels wrong. Why does every emotion lead to ten others?

“You need to be here. The best way to heal our parts that are broken is to rest.” She smiles back at me. “And ice. Rest and ice for broken bodies and souls. That’s why dinner is going to be ice cream.”






CHAPTER 4


Having ice cream for dinner is not to heal my soul, despite what Grandee says.

It’s an excuse to eat dessert first, which has always been her favorite way to eat any meal. What if we die before the last course?

We have her favorite, Rocky Road, out of large crystal sundae bowls and topped with fruit she canned earlier in the summer. It’s sweet and cold and makes us both forget about dinner. When we’re done, she doesn’t even suggest eating something more nutritious before she sends me up to bed.

This must be the rest part.

But I don’t sleep. I spend the entire night staring at the blank canvas of the ceiling and replaying those last moments in the water. Fragmented things filtered in by light and chaos. There are so many I can’t even tell what’s real and what I’ve imagined.

Did I really lock eyes with Carter before the water pulled him away? Was his hand really in mine? How dark was the water?

When morning comes, I hear Grandee’s rooster, Christopher, only moments before she’s at my door. Her knock is loud before she barrels into my room without waiting for a response. I pull my covers over my head right before she shouts, “Rise and shine! Time to start the day.”

I groan. “I didn’t sleep well last night.” I didn’t sleep at all.

“Well, getting up and moving will make you tired, and then maybe you’ll be able to sleep tonight.” She says it as if she’s just suggested the most wonderful thing.

I should have known she wouldn’t care that I’m tired. She throws open the curtains and looks back at me seriously. “Your mama’s downstairs.”

Fuck.

My mother. The exact opposite of my grandmother. All business and goals. She’s never agreed with my going to Suttleton. There was a time when she was hopeful that I would be the first Monroe to break the mold and do accounting or something. She’s never happy. She never liked Carter, and she barely tolerated his inability to make plans for his future.

I do not want to see her right now.

“Don’t make that face. You know how she’ll get, and then we’ll be stuck with her for dinner.”

I nod and throw aside my blanket. This is a dance we’ve played my whole life. My mother making judgments against Grandee for not being the kind of adult that she agrees with, never mind that she left her only child to be raised by her. And Grandee telling my mother what she wants to hear until she finally leaves Grandee to her wool. A weird reversal of roles, laced with disapproval.

Downstairs, my mother sits at the table in the breakfast nook. Sunlight shines in through the giant windows that surround her, and the colored glass hanging in front of them paints the wood in a rainbow.

“Nieve.” My mother looks relieved to see me. Sort of. Her shoulders slump slightly in her black blazer, and her hair is pulled into a stunning yet severe ponytail. She’s the very picture of an art historian and curator for one of the top museums in the country. Somehow, she took her unconventional upbringing and made it work for her.

“Mom.”

“So, no school?” She doesn’t look upset. For years, she’s been telling me there is no money in being an artist, but her Louboutins say differently.

“Just for now,” Grandee says for me. “Tea? Almond cake?”

My mother makes a face and dismisses the cake with a wave of her hand. “No one likes those cakes. Why do you still buy them?”

“June likes them. Has them every morning with her tea.”

My mom’s eyes close for a moment, like she’s gathering her patience. “June has been dead for ten years.”

But Grandee only shrugs. Two years ago, my mother had her checked for dementia, but Grandee passed with what the doctor called “a better memory than most young people.”

I pull out the wooden chair that’s been painted teal. One summer day when Linden and I were too young to be teens and too old to be kids, Grandee had us paint the kitchen chairs the color of our hearts. Mine was orange, but my mother is sitting in that chair, so I sit in Linden’s.

Grandee takes two plates of mostly eaten almond cake and places them in the sink before pouring two cups of coffee. She sets them on the table and looks over at her daughter. “And what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to check on Nieve.” She purses her lips when she says it and looks at me. “You know, the person I gave life to?”

Grandee doesn’t make a face, but I can tell she wants to. Like trying to hold back the tide. “Well, the person you gave life to almost drowned, and her boyfriend did. She has terrible nightmares if she even sleeps at all, and she blames herself.” Grandee looks at my mother in the silence. “So, if that’s all, Nieve and I have some wool to treat today.”

My mother’s voice sounds tired. “I know what happened.”

“We’re doing just fine here, so unless there’s something else you need—”

“Yeah, it looks like it.” My mother scoffs and crosses her arms over her chest. Like a child. Like Grandee’s child.

“Kerrie Maeve,” my grandmother starts. “You have checked on your daughter. What else can we do for you?”

My mother looks like she has more to say, but Grandee is right to want her to leave. She’s only here now because it’s convenient for her schedule. Mom stands and runs her hands down the front of her suit and takes a deep breath before shrugging off her jacket.

“You’re treating wool?” She gives her mother a stern look. “Let’s go.”

Grandee rolls her eyes and motions for me to stand up. “Can you even remember how to do it?” She throws the question over her shoulder at my mom as she walks out of the kitchen.

Now my mother smiles. “I know you think I’m just some sad person who has no joy because I broke your heart and own a black suit, but I was raised in this house, and I know how to card wool.”

Grandee shakes her head as she walks out the door.

I throw on a pair of clogs as I follow her and my mother toward the shed. The sheep follow Grandee, like they always do, baaing and bleating softly. She reaches down and gently pats the tops of their heads as she works the lock on the door free. As if anyone would want what’s inside.

Raw, untreated, dirty wool.

The smell attacks me as the door opens. “Grandee, do we have to—”

But before I can finish, she’s thrown a bundle at me. Some of it gets in my mouth, and I gag a little.

“Such a baby.”

Grandee tosses an especially dirty bundle at my mother. I expect her to admit defeat and run off, but she just catches it and turns back to the house. Her blush-colored silk blouse must be ruined.

We spend the entire morning cleaning the wool. The creases on my knuckles start to crack painfully from picking dirt and shit from the fleece and submerging it in warm water.

My mother looks like a professional as she pulls wool apart and dunks it as the sun beats down on us. I guess there are some things you never forget. While the fleece dries in the dehydrator, my mother makes a call on the front porch. She paces anxiously, so different from the woman who was working outside. She seemed calm and easy; here she’s determined and brisk.

When it’s done, we card the wool with a drum and turn the wheel slowly. The rhythmic sound is soothing, and for the first time in a while, the only thing I focus on is what is in front of me.

But then Grandee tells me it’s time to dye the wool. The yarn room is a holy place—Grandee’s sanctuary. An old greenhouse that was converted into a studio with tables and racks of different bottled dyes and metal bins. Several of the large windows are covered by plants and trees growing outside, and they dapple the weak light that makes its way through the foggy glass. The floor that was once dirt is covered in thick woven rugs that are from the sheep Grandee had before. And that her mother had, and that her grandmother had.

I take my roving and place it in a large tin tray and set it on the table in front of the bottles of color.

“Pick the ones that speak to you.”

The rows of dark green bottles have ink rubbed onto white labels, like smears of color instead of names. They tinkle against each other as my mother looks through the shallow rows, and the light catches on different gemstones embedded in the cork stoppers. It feels like a ritual. Like our version of bells and incense, but it’s bottles and crystals.

I reach for an indigo blue.

Grandee’s hand moves to stop me. “Not what you want. What the wool wants.” Grandee walks over to me. “Close your eyes and ask.”

“Mom,” my mother says with irritation, but I saw the green yarn tied to her wrist when she reached out to grab her color. Orange.

“Hush,” Grandee tells my mother before turning back to me. “Close your eyes, Nieve.”

I hate pretending. I hate acting like I find Grandee’s silliness normal. But if I’m doing this—if I’m here playing along—I can’t be thinking about Carter. I can’t focus on how every breath I take is one he doesn’t.

So I stop. And I close my eyes. “What color should I dye you?”

My mom laughs, and Grandee says, “You don’t have to ask it out loud. It’s not gonna answer you.”

She acts like I haven’t been doing this my whole life. I look at the colors, and the bright blue keeps catching my eye. I grab it.

“A new start,” Grandee tells me as she dumps hot pink on her wool.

I take the rose color and splash a bit on one side and then the other.

“Deep love.”

Purple, brown, and a shade of gray.

“Truth, earth, and growth.”

Unable to stop myself, I reach for the black, just as my mother knocks an entire bottle of yellow onto my roving.

It spills across the wool, seeping into almost every fiber.

“Oh no,” she says but makes no move to pick it up.

Grandee only frowns. “Yellow. Second chances.”

My mom nods. “Everyone should get a second chance.”

Except there are no second chances for this wool, or for me. Carter is gone, and the wool is ruined.

Grandee won’t let me throw it out. We do yard work the rest of the evening while we wait for our wool to dry. My mother leaves after dinner, with my grandmother mumbling something about how she must be real proud of herself. And when I lie down, I fall asleep immediately for the first time in weeks.

Christopher, the rooster, crows as soon as the sun is up, but I’m already awake. The door to my bedroom opens, and Grandee looks at the bunched-up sheets like she expects me to be there, but I’m standing in front of my closet fully dressed.

“You’re up.”

“I am.” I don’t smile, but I feel like it’s implied.

We drink coffee and eat toast on the porch while she talks to the sheep.

“Lorelai, you cannot bully Logan like that. He deserves some sprouts, too.”

Luke starts baaing at Logan, and Grandee gets up to separate the feed.

“You baby them,” I tell her, but then, she babies everything she loves in that gruff way of hers. Actions and words don’t always have to match. Sometimes one is heavier than the other, and Grandee has always been one for doing.

She narrows her eyes at me and asks, “How’d you sleep last night?”

And that’s when I realize she’s babying me. Right now.

She doesn’t smile either, but it’s implied. “Come on.”

The wool is dry, so we spend the rest of the day spinning it into yarn. The fibers on my spool are beautiful even if yellow seems to be the dominant color that’s seeped into everything.

And when it’s done, Grandee and I sit by the fireplace and pull out our blankets. Enormous baskets tucked around the room hold our family’s projects, our history. Everyone has one. Me, Linden, Grandee, even my mother. Linden’s mother took hers when she left.

I’ve been working on this blanket as long as I can remember, a patchwork of stitches and colors and differences in thickness that reminds me of certain moments in my life, almost like a keepsake of time. It’s where I learned to crochet.

Grandee’s blanket is twice the size of mine. Maybe bigger. The colors fade and change. I’ve always loved it, but she’s never finished.

The blankets aren’t done until we are. Someone else will sew in our final stitch, and then it will be done, like our time in this life.

We’ve been doing this for so long that Grandee and I sit down without talking. Her in a large leather chair with puffy arms and a sunken-in cushion, and me in the blue wingback closest to the fireplace. Linden always works on either the sofa or the love seat, but she’s not here.

Grandee and I begin.

The only sounds are the rustle of yarn and our breath against the crackling of the fire. Stained glass from an aunt that was really into it seventy years before me paints everything in faded colors that fall onto the room. This is my church.

“After this,” Grandee starts, “you’ll go back to school?”

I’m so surprised by the question that I don’t respond for several seconds. The only sound is the near-silent slide of my yarn as this moment is being stitched into her blanket. “What?”

“School. You’ll go back?”

I don’t speak. Max’s face appears in my thoughts, a frown carving into his features, and my throat constricts as I keep my eyes on my work.

“Nieve … you need to move forward. The only way to do that is to go back to school.”

Forward.

As if that’s something a person can do when every beat of your heart is one someone else isn’t taking. I don’t know how to move forward, because my life has stopped. I’m stuck in this place where I can’t seem to let go of what happened only a few months ago.

And I’m not sure I want to move on if moving on means moving away from him. “I don’t want to,” I tell her.

Stitch, stitch, stitch.

“Then what do you want?”

Maybe it’s how tired I am or that I’m here crocheting through this, but for some reason, I tell her the truth. “I want to go backward. I want to be with Carter again. I want…”

How do I even say the things that I want? Impossible things. Things that make me sound like I want to …

“I don’t have to worry about you hurting yourself, do I?” she asks seriously.

My response is automatic. I don’t even think about the word as I say, “No.”

“Because it would be totally understandable if you were feeling like that.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” I hate that I can’t make her understand how I feel. “I miss him. I want … I just want Carter.”

For a long time, she stares at me. Time seems to fold around us as her dark eyes search past my words and grow clear, finally seeing the answer she’s looking for.

“All right.” She nods and stands, taking my blanket off my lap. When she pulls at the yarn, I can’t help the noise that escapes me. The pink and green yarn that was stitched into the blanket is spooling at her feet as it starts to unravel. On instinct, I reach for it, wanting to rip it away from her.

She turns her back to me and keeps pulling and pulling and pulling until she stops and snaps the cord.

“Grandee!” I can’t even fully process what is happening.

She tosses the yarn into the fire with a nod and says, “There. Now add the stuff you made today.”

I’m … confused doesn’t begin to describe how I feel about what she’s done. Our blankets are sacred things. Rarely does anyone even touch them other than the owner. And she’s just destroyed a year of stitches. “Grandee, what the hell?”

She only shrugs at me as if she hasn’t just committed sacrilege. “Now you can do your work from today. You can start over.”

My mouth opens and closes as I stare at the wool popping and sizzling in the fire.

All the moments from the past year.

When I came home from school and couldn’t stop thinking about Carter. The weekend Linden and I swam in the freezing pond on a dare. The Valentine’s Day that Carter and I snuggled up and I added five stitches. The stitches that reminded me of what his hands felt like, what his voice sounded like, what my heart felt like.

She destroyed them all.

Grandee is looking at me as if she’s done me a favor. Her face is filled with kindness when she says, “This is a new opportunity. Take a deep breath. Start over, my love.”

But I don’t want to start over. I don’t want to do anything. I’m tired, and my emotions feel like they’re sitting in a pile burning—like the logs in the fireplace. I stand and walk to the stairs. “Maybe in the morning.”

“You can add your new yarn now,” Grandee tells me. “I think you’ll like it better.”

“No.” I’m firm when I say it, but I know she can hear how broken I am underneath that one word.

So I go to my room and bury my head under the covers.






CHAPTER 5


When I wake up, I don’t hear the rooster.

The light isn’t as bright this morning, so maybe Christopher is sleeping in. I wish I were sleeping in, so I keep my eyes closed, knowing Grandee will be up here any moment.

I need to get up and talk to Grandee. I need to tell her what she did last night was wrong. And if she does it again, I’m gonna put her in a home.

Okay. Not really.

Burning wool is so unlike her, though. She knows—knows—what goes into making our yarn. She’s the one who taught Linden and me that a stitch is more than a stitch, and for her to just pull out …

I sigh, knowing I just need to open my eyes and talk to her.

“Hey!” Linden’s voice fills my bedroom. “First day of school! Up, up, up! You don’t want to miss your first class!”

Linden? My eyes open, but the ceiling I’m expecting to see is … not the ceiling …

I sit up.

This … this is … my dorm.

My dorm I shared with Linden in Founder’s Tower. What the …

“What’s happening?” I ask it through the lingering fog of sleep, even though I feel wide awake.

Linden’s face falls into confusion. “What?”

She sits on her bed against the opposite wall, wearing a soft gray shirt with our school’s name across it in red, and cute black sweats. On the wall behind her is a poster of a cat dangling from a tree branch, with the words HANG IN THERE!

A poster I tore down last winter after too many White Claws at a freshman mixer.

“How did I get here?”

“Here where?” Linden asks slowly. She looks around like she’s confused. “The dorm? Or, like … your life?”

“No, I—” I rub my eyes. “I fell asleep at Grandee’s. She made me spin yarn and … I didn’t…”

“Grandee is on a cruise.” Her eyes go wide. “Remember? Her empty-nest cruise since you’re finally at college.” She walks over to me and puts her hand on my forehead like she’s checking my temperature. “Did you have another nightmare?”

Did I? “What? No. Grandee went on a cruise my freshman year.”

“Yeah.” Linden says it slowly. “Because you’re a freshman.”

“Is this a joke? Are you pranking me? Because after the summer I’ve had, it’s not very nice.”

She’s frowning. “Nieve. I feel like you’re pranking me.” Linden grabs a bottle of water from our minifridge and hands it to me. “Are you okay? Is this some kind of first-day-of-school breakdown?”

First day of school? Freshman?

I grab my phone and check the date. September 2. Was yesterday the first? I can’t remember.

“I’m fine.” I pull up my calendar, but the date says … It says last year. “I think something’s wrong with my phone.”

“Want me to look at it?”

I’m already on Google asking what the date is. “It’s okay.”

September 2. But the wrong year.

What the fuck?

“You’re spiraling.”

I look up and see my cousin’s concerned face.

“Is this because your mom forgot to call you?”

My face scrunches as I try to remember what she’s talking about. My mom was out of the country, again, and forgot to even message me on my first day of classes. I was really upset. “How do you remember that?” I ask, awe in my voice.

“What do you mean, Nieve? You wouldn’t shut up about it yesterday.” She grabs her phone. “You’re being weird. Do I need to try to call Grandee on the cruise?”

“No!” Or maybe she should. I sit up in bed and crawl over to her on my knees. “Linden. Just be honest with me. What the fuck is happening?”

She takes a deep breath and smiles patiently at me. “I think you’re having a psychotic break.”

And I nod, because that’s the only thing this could be. A psychotic break. Carter died and now my brain is broken. Makes sense. Yes.

“I have to go to class.” She looks skeptical as she grabs her dance bag. The purple one she had to replace last year after the handles broke. “Text me if you leave this room to go anywhere other than your first class, okay? I’ll be back after mine’s over.”

I nod. I watched her throw away that bag.

“Do not go anywhere else.”

“Okay.” It was in the huge dumpster next to the cafeteria.

Maybe it’s a different bag?

She opens the door, and I hear the noises of the hall. A hall that isn’t at the top of Founder’s Tower, because those rooms were being renovated … The RA yells about leaving trash in the common areas, something he asked people to clean up all last year and eventually quit over. The girls across the hall complain about their whiteboard that keeps getting stolen. I was almost positive they figured out it was the music major boys from the floor below us. The choral group practices too loudly, but they’ve been banned from the dorms already … right?

Linden waves, and the door shuts behind her.

What the fuck? What is happening to me?

And then I’m back on the internet searching the date. Searching for anything that will tell me what’s really going on. I type in the last date I remember, but the only websites that come up are a few wedding websites and different calendar planning apps.

I let out a shaky breath and pull up something that makes my stomach tighten.

Carter’s social media.

His latest post is of him and his two dorm mates, Benji and Max. The bottom says, Back at it with the boys. Junior year.

What the hell is happening? Is Carter still … Is Carter …

My hands shake as I dial his number, but instead of the automated voice announcing that the phone has been turned off … I hear it ring. And …

I’m sent to voicemail.

Carter laughs into the phone. “It’s me. Don’t leave a message. Text me like a sane person.”

It’s the voicemail I made him change when we started dating and he was looking for a job. I’m floating outside my body. This can’t be real.

Carter. Carter is … He’s here. It’s his first day of school. Junior year. This is a stress dream or nightmare.

If this is a dream, maybe I can see him. Before I can even consider what to do next, I’m getting dressed, throwing on the first thing I can find and the first pair of shoes I see.

What was Carter’s first class this year? Why can’t I remember? Fuck.

He loved coffee from the little cart right in front of the library. I look down at my phone. It’s still early enough that maybe he went to grab it.

And then I’m running, past fresh-faced people all ready to start their new college lives. Bleary-eyed professors with leather briefcases and paper cups in their hands. I run past courtyards and buildings where students gather inside, but I’m unsure of what to do next. Finally, I see someone I recognize.

Max. He’s standing inside the student services building with his back to the giant windows. Max will know where Carter is.

I push open the door …

And suddenly I remember.


I push open the door to the student services building because this must be a mistake. The email said I had been dropped from Art History 101. There’s no way I could already be dropped from a class.

There can’t be.

The boy standing in front of me is wearing a soft navy shirt and a pair of trendy joggers. The kind that are expensive but understated. His backpack is slung over one shoulder, and he wraps a hand around the strap.

“Excuse me,” I say to him.

He turns around, and his green eyes find me with a frown. “Yeah?”

“Are you in line?”

He looks at me like I’ve just said the dumbest thing ever and motions toward the front desk.

Right; of course he’s waiting. “It’s just, I got an email this morning saying one of my classes was dropped, and it starts in, like, twenty minutes, but I don’t want to get kicked out because of this mistake.”

He keeps staring at me like I have ten heads. “Everyone’s class starts in twenty minutes.”

“I’m an art major. Or I will be. I’m still a freshman, and I feel like this is a terrible way to start off here.”

“Art major,” he repeats.

“Like drawing, painting, and…” His frown is getting deeper. “I need to be in this class. It’s a part of my four-year plan. Art History my first year. The Founders Fundraiser showcase and the festival. Then next summer, I can apply to different art galleries and really beef up my résumé. But if I don’t take this class, my whole plan falls apart. I don’t want it to fill up before I even get to go.” I’m rambling, but I need him to understand how important this is.

He shifts his weight. “I’ve been waiting here for an hour.”

“An hour?”

“Yeah. I’m also going to miss my class.”

I feel relief. “So, do you think I could go in front of you and talk to the person from student services?”

Now he rolls his eyes and faces forward again. “No. You can wait like everyone else.”

Everyone else. But I’m not like everyone else. “I didn’t get your name.” He turns to look at me. “I’m Nieve Monroe.” His eyes narrow. “Like the founders.”

With a sigh, he’s back to facing the front and pulls out his phone, and I let my humiliation sink in. Did I really just say that?

And then suddenly he’s looking back at me. “You’re not special just because you happen to have the same last name as someone from a hundred years ago.”

I know that. I really do. But I’m also the girl who tried to cut in front of him by telling him I was special.

When he turns away again, I’m left staring at his back for the next twenty minutes, thinking of things I could say to justify why I said what I did, or to apologize, or tell him what an asshole he is, until a girl in expensive athleisure wear comes out from behind a door. She smiles at him just as an administrator calls him to the front.

While I wait.

Like everyone else.



Max. This is where I met Max Emerson on my first day of freshman year. He was so rude to me that when I finally met him properly later that day, I had already decided he was an asshole. And I had been pretty embarrassed, but that wasn’t something I realized till much later.

Now Max is standing at the front of the line just like before. It feels like déjà vu. It feels … like any minute a doppelgänger version of me is going to walk through the door. Everything in this moment is surreal. A girl wearing a matching sweat suit asks him if she can go ahead of him. The same girl who will walk out of the office after I show up an hour later. He looks a little like he wants to say no but nods and tells her yeah.

That girl asked Max for the same thing I did and caused him to be late to his first class.

It’s only a few moments later when Max notices me standing by the door. He tilts his head like he’s thinking. His green eyes stare into mine, not with irritation but something else that I don’t have words for. A look I’m not used to from him.

“Do I know you?” he asks. His voice is almost … soft.

My heart twists inside my chest because, for a moment, I was sure he recognized me. Remembered me. And the world could go back to the way it was.

A world without Carter.

I clear my throat because the next words I’m going to speak are unbelievable. Improbable. And there’s a good chance he will look at me like I’m insane. Which is how I’m beginning to feel.

“I’m looking for Carter.”

It doesn’t come out as a question, and I’m proud of myself.

Max raises his eyebrows and points over my shoulder. “Right behind you.”

And when I turn around—

Carter Henry Adams Delaney III is standing in front of me.






CHAPTER 6


Carter is exactly how I remember him.

His hair is a little bit shorter than before. The bracelet around his wrist that says CHAD III is where it’s supposed to be. The faint white scar right under his bottom lip from when he fell out of a tree winks back at me as his mouth turns into a cautious smile. And his T-shirt is the same stupid dark blue one from summer camp when he was a counselor.

Except Carter doesn’t have that shirt anymore.

That shirt met an unfortunate end at Inheritance Committee Volunteer Day when he broke up a fight and his shirt ripped from top to bottom. We made a whole joke about how he could just use it as a cardigan.

When I met him before, he was in a green hoodie, so I know this must be a dream.

My hand is lifted in the air, and I almost reach out to touch him, but his smile has turned to a look of confusion.

“Hey.” I decide on a wave and even wiggle my fingers.

Like a psychopath.

“Hey.” He shifts on his feet and steps backward. “I’m Carter.”

It takes me a long moment to realize he’s just introduced himself to me.

Carter Henry Adams Delaney III, whom I have seen puke into a public garbage can because he got sick at dinner eating discount sushi. The boy I had seen cry at the end of Saving Private Ryan. Carter, who had laid his head next to mine on countless pillows and whispered his hopes and dreams.

That person just told me his name, like I didn’t already know his very soul.

“I…”

He leans in a little closer, like maybe he recognizes me, like maybe something in him remembers me even in this dream about our pasts.

“She’s Linden’s cousin.”

Finally, I pull my eyes from Carter. Max is standing next to us, his thumb hooked under the strap on his backpack and the other hand in his pocket.

“I … Yeah.” Those are facts. About me. “I’m Linden’s cousin.” How did Max know?

“You’re looking for me?” Carter asks.

Max stares at me, waiting. I need to say something, anything, and yet I’m stuck in this weird in-between of having so many things to say and having nothing to say.

My mind spins. I hear a whirring noise, and there is a shaking under my feet that makes everything seem off-center. I can feel myself start to sway, so I hold out a hand, but one hand becomes two.

“Shit.”

I don’t say it. I don’t know who does. But as the world gets fuzzy around the edges, an arm comes under mine.

“She’s gonna pass out. Help me.”

The voice is too deep and distorted to be natural, and I watch the way everything tangles around me in and out of inkblots that spread across my vision.

Another arm is under mine, and I’m guided to a chair where someone tells me to breathe.

“Water?”

“Yeah, good idea.”

I’m still not speaking.

Seconds later, a metal cylinder is in my hand. As I come back to myself, I recognize Carter’s water bottle. The one he left at a gas station on a ski trip. This stupid bottle. One I never thought I would see again. Like his shirt.

And him.

I’m crying, and I can’t help it. It feels like all these things are here to be cruel. And at any moment, they’ll be ripped from my grasp. Carter looks down at me. His beautiful blue eyes that are spotted with gold. That make me feel like the world could be like that. More than one shade of something. Each beat of my heart hurts against my ribs.

Carter looks over at Max with a question, and I watch Max shake his head.

“Hey. Come on, Flower. Freshman year is hard on everyone.”

Freshman year? He thinks I’m crying because of my freshman year? The insanity of that. I loved my freshman year. Every second. Even when I was freaking out about grades or not getting into the right classes or not choosing the right projects.

I loved it. I loved him.

I clear my throat. “Flower?” Carter never called me that.

He smiles and points down at my pants. “Flower, ’cause I don’t know your name.”

The flower pajama pants Grandee gave me as a gift last Christmas stare back at me from my legs. I really didn’t bother with what I was wearing.

“Listen, I have to go to class, but Max will make sure you get to yours.”

Max gives Carter a look that communicates exactly how much he does not love that idea.

“Wait.” I reach out my hand to stop him, but Carter looks at his watch. A fancy gold thing Max and I used to tease him about.


“Does it even tell time?”

“That’s not the point of a Rolex.”



“Shit.” Carter looks at Max and motions between us. Like I’m something Max needs to take care of.

I try to stand, but the world is still wobbly.

“Wait.” Carter puts his hands under my arms to steady me before helping me sit back down, and my heart beats faster and faster. “Max will help you.”

I don’t want Max. Max hates me, and when I turn to look at him, I can see he doesn’t really like me in this dream sequence either. The look on his face is filled with frustration and apathy. And a little shock.

I, too, am shocked, Maximillian. I assumed Carter would see me, remember me, and know. I assumed he would feel our instant connection.

“I don’t like this dream.”

Max’s brows pull together. “Dream?”

I’m surprised, because for some reason, Max makes the thudding in my heart feel softer.

“I’m not calling you Flower.”

Of course he wouldn’t. Flower is cute, and he’s still full of the same amount of annoying judgmental attitude as he was before.

I’m still not talking, because all the words are stuck inside my throat, so Max asks, “Do girls really like that shit? Flower?”

I’m ready to say yes, to defend Carter and his cringeworthy behavior, but Max … he looks like he’s really asking.

“Typically, no.” I take a drink of water. “But he says it so … confidently.”

“Yeah,” Max says with a sigh. He sits down next to me. “That is the perfect definition of Carter. Saying things confidently, even though they’re nonsense.”

Max doesn’t even look like he’s upset, only like he’s just stated a fact. As if this is normal.

“I’m Nieve. It’s Irish, but I spell it the American way,” I say almost automatically.

“You said.” He runs a hand across the back of his neck as if he can pull the tension from there. “Earlier.”

Did I?

Sitting here with him, I can feel my pulse slow and the erratic beating of my heart return to normal.

This wasn’t how our first meeting was supposed to go.

I don’t remember everything about my first day of school, which now seems ridiculous. I spent so much time worrying about what I would wear, what my hair would look like, what shoes would be the easiest to walk in.

Instead, what I remember is walking into the student lounge and knowing that my life was going to change. The way Carter looked at me like he already knew me.

The way Max did, too.

I remember the way I felt like a flower, bending toward Carter as if he were the sun. He even looked like sunlight. Blond hair streaked with pieces of platinum and skin that looked golden against his dark shirt. Staring at Carter for too long felt like it was going to hurt.

Max is looking at me, his green eyes darkening, when his name is called, so he just shrugs as he stands, wiping his palms on his pants. “You gonna be okay to get to class?”

He seems to be genuinely concerned, which is … odd.

I look down at myself. Going to class looking like this would be insane. “No, yeah. I’ll be good.”

“Okay. Take care of yourself, Irish Nieve.”

“I’m not…” But he’s already walking away.

My fingers move around the edges of the stickers stuck to the water bottle, feeling the smooth surface of each one and the absence of others that haven’t made it onto the bottle yet. The bigfoot sticker I got for him isn’t there.

This dream is weird.

It’s not what happened. It’s something completely different. And in dreams, things move fast or slow or fuzzy. But right now … time feels normal. Like it’s marching on despite my subconscious.

And why is it starting here?

If my mind really knew what was good for it, I would have never even met Carter. He would move on, and I would go back home to Grandee’s and become the world’s best sheep farmer. Or I would move in with my mother and have a high ponytail and frown when I talked about art.

Because if Carter never met me, he wouldn’t go to the river, and if he didn’t go to the river, I couldn’t get caught in a current and he would’ve never jumped in and—


Open your eyes, Nieve.



I take a deep breath.

But the first thing I did was go and find Carter. Because I’m selfish and I miss him so much that I would watch him die again if it meant I got to be with him.

“Did you need to be seen?” asks a tired-looking woman with thick-rimmed glasses.

I open my mouth to say yes, but I haven’t even checked my email. Quickly, I click it open on my phone and see the message that I’ve been dropped from Art History.

I should say yes and get my spot in the class fixed, but …

But.

That’s what I did last time.

I stayed at school. I got into all the classes I needed to, worked hard to enter the showcase, and by October, I was completely in love with Carter.

“Yes, please,” I tell her.

And then I make a completely life-altering decision.






CHAPTER 7


Grandee’s house comes into view as my phone vibrates. I keep my eyes focused on the sky-blue siding and bright green plants and faded white railings of the worn porch, instead of looking at the black bag that buzzes on the seat next to me.

Linden has texted me no less than five times and called at least as many to ask me where I am, but I’m not sure how to tell her what I’ve done.

With Grandee on a cruise and Linden busy with the first week of school, I assumed I would have more time to formulate a plan of how I’m going to explain why I’ve dropped out of college.

They will try to convince me to go back, but I won’t. I can’t.

Because even if this is a dream, Carter will live.

He will never date me, and he will be happy.

I park the car and head up the drive. Rory Sheepmore gives me a blank stare, but in her dark eyes, I can see the judgment. Luckily, I have time to think of an excuse since Grandee’s gone for the next two weeks.

Was it two weeks? Or was it three?

I wish I could remember last year better.

I’ll need to explain to her that I’m suffering some kind of mental break, or that this is a dream and it doesn’t matter. Grandee will get it, she’ll understand, she—

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Grandee’s voice booms from the porch. She’s wearing the clothes she wears when she typically treats wool. A threadbare and stained T-shirt with flowy linen pants covered in dirt and splatters that look like watercolor against the fabric. The leather apron she normally has tied around her neck hangs folded in half at her waist.

And most importantly, there is a phone attached to her ear.

“Yeah. She’s here.” Grandee never takes her eyes off me. “I don’t know, because she hasn’t spoken yet. Maybe if you stopped interrogating me like you work for the FBI, I could find out.”

I don’t have to ask to know who’s on the other end. It’s Linden, and now she’s realized I’m gone.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, still holding my bag of clothes in my hand.

She hits a button on her cell phone and pockets it before letting out a deep sigh. “I think that’s my line.”

“You’re supposed to be on a cruise.”

She gives me a confused look. “A cruise? Where the hell would I get money for that?”

Money? I’ve never heard Grandee talk about money before. Not in the way that people do when they hurt from it.

I look around the porch and notice the paint is chipped and fading. But Linden and I painted it last summer. And Grandee’s car is missing from next to the ancient farm truck that was her mother’s.

Something’s wrong. None of these things happened before. Linden and I talked about her going on a cruise just yesterday. How did that change, too?

She holds the screen door open without another word to me.

But inside, Grandee’s house is exactly as it always is. How it was when I went to bed after she burned my yarn in the fire.

Same furniture in the same places. Same pictures on the same walls. Same number of baskets sitting by the fireplace with our family blankets in them. Two plates of almond cake sitting on the dining room table. Except—

June sits at the table.

June from next door.

June, who has been dead for ten years.

My hand goes to my throat, and I take a step backward and close my eyes. “Wake up, wake up, just wake up.” I’m saying it to myself like it’s a prayer or a command.

“Nieve, girl. What’s wrong?” I feel Grandee’s hands cup the sides of my face, chapped and dry from so much wool work.

I’m still here in the past, but now everything is different. The dream has changed.

When I open my eyes, Grandee looks at me with concern. Her brown ones crinkle at the corners, and her brows furrow. Familiar, warm, caring.

“Grandee.” Her name comes out on a sob, and I can feel my own tears. “I’m losing my mind.”

She looks back at June for a second, who only nods as if she understands and gets up and walks out the door.

June, who should not be here.

But she can’t understand, because this isn’t something that makes any sense. She doesn’t make any sense.

As Grandee’s arms come around me, I cry into the fabric of her shirt. She smells like lavender and dye and dirt. Anchors to the Grandee I know.

“My sweet girl, what’s wrong?”

“Everything.” And I mean it. “Everything is wrong. I woke up in the wrong place. Or wrong time? I don’t even know. And you’re supposed to be on a cruise, the porch isn’t painted, and Carter died because of me. I ended up back at school and—”

“Carter?” She turns my face up to hers. “Carter died? Linny’s friend?”

My mouth gapes open because I don’t know what to say to her. Linny’s friend.

No. He’s my friend. My …

“Yeah,” I tell her. “But I remember him. He was my—I don’t know if that was a dream or … if this is a dream, but I’m changing it somehow, and everything was wrong … is wrong.”

Grandee is nodding like I’m making sense. Her eyes are bright and serious as she listens to me babble on about the fractures in my mind. Not once does she look at me the same way Linden did. Or Carter.

Or Max.

It’s with understanding, a little bit of sadness. She seems to come to some sort of conclusion, but I can’t imagine it’s the right one, because even I don’t understand what’s happening. “All right,” Grandee says. “Come on.” She takes me by the hand, and she sits me in front of the fireplace. Pulling my blanket from the basket, she wraps it around my legs, tucking me under.

“I’ll make some tea.”

Tea won’t fix me, but I don’t tell her that.

I’m comfortable here, safe. I stare at the fire and think about the last time I saw Grandee, when she threw my old yarn into it and asked me to start crocheting new wool.

I look down, expecting to see that old yarn, but it’s gone. The end piece frays from where Grandee pulled it apart …

In the past. Or the future? I can’t tell. My brain feels like it’s playing tricks on me. Foggy and blurred. The teacup being set against its saucer pulls my focus back to Grandee.

“Something is wrong with your blanket.” It’s not a question; it’s a fact and one that makes the skin on my arms pebble.

“Yes.” It comes out on a hoarse whisper. “What happened?”

“Well, I assume something happened to you.” She takes a sip of tea and pulls a face that makes me think her tea might not be tea. “You saw that Carter boy? The one with all the hair?”

I nod my head yes. “In my…” What was it? “My dream, maybe? But I saw him today, and he doesn’t know me. And the date. Everything feels like … I think … I think I’m losing it.”

She nods. “Should he have known you?”

I don’t answer, because I start crying instead.

“And the blanket? You took the yarn out, but did you add to it? After?”

“What? No. You yanked out the yarn and lit it on fire and told me to start over.”

Grandee isn’t helping. She’s asking me about crocheting? “Is anything else different? What about the cruise?”

“You went on one to celebrate the empty house or nest or whatever.”

“The yarn was burned?”

I look at my grandmother now, because I recognize the voice she’s using. Curious but hiding something. I’ve heard her use it before when she questioned Linden about where the keys were after she had been drinking all night at Brandon’s Bar in town.

This can’t be happening. It can’t.

“Oh, my love.” Grandee’s hand comes over mine, and when I look up, her eyes are gentle. “I’m so sorry.”

Everything feels the same but slightly different, as if someone were showing my life in a fun house mirror. Stretched and changed but only in certain places. I run my fingers across her palm. Something that is still the same. Something that feels familiar and right. “Do you think it’s possible that I imagined the whole thing?”

“What thing?” she asks softly.

My entire freshman year. Falling in love? My heart breaking into a thousand pieces? My voice is small when I tell her, “Everything? It felt so real.”

“Time, my love, takes what it wants. Even when we try to stop it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Maybe it was a dream, maybe it wasn’t. Does it matter?”

Does it? I don’t know. Carter is alive. He’s here and …

My pulse is beating in my ears so loudly that I’m sure it’s shaking the room around us. “This sounds insane,” I tell her.

“You know I hate that word. Do you think I’ve lost it?”

I’m going to say yes, but she stops me.

“There is a whole other life that you can remember. You get to choose what you do with that.”

Past and present blend together in my head like oil into water, separate and swirling and breaking.

“Grandee. You’ve been spending too much time at the crystal shop.”

She makes a noise like she agrees as she sits back. “Remember when you were little, and we would throw rocks into the pond?”

I nod.

“You loved when you threw a big one into the water and it splashed. The ripples would meet you at the shore, and you girls would try to catch them.”

I do remember. We would paint rocks with wishes, and Grandee would tie yarn around them before we tossed the stones into the water, hoping dinner would be cotton candy or that Davis Jenkins would accidentally eat his own boogers in front of the whole school.

Sometimes we would get cotton candy, and sometimes we wouldn’t. All the while, Grandee told us that sometimes time has other plans.

“The bigger the rock you threw into the water, the bigger the waves.” She’s trying to make a point, and her eyes are serious when she says, “You can’t make a big splash without it affecting everything else.”

My face folds in on itself in confusion.

“Do you understand what I’m saying? You need to go back to school, or you’re going to keep … affecting the tides.”

“No, I don’t understand. I—”

Grandee sighs. “You want the life from your dream?”

My tears are from frustration and anger and because I’m scared. And because yes. I want my dream life. I want Carter.

“Then you need to make small ripples. Understand? Small. Otherwise, you’ll end up with mothers who don’t remember you and cruises that never happened and…”

Carter living doesn’t feel like it would be small. It feels enormous. “What if I want to make a big one?”

She lets out a tsk. “Time will always try to correct itself. Every choice you make will change something, and time will always try to recenter. Like a train on tracks.”

My fingers run against the edge of my blanket. I can’t even remember the color of the yarn that had been there before, but in the basket is a spool I would recognize anywhere. The yarn I made only a day ago with a mother who has vanished. Too yellow, too blue, too much.

I look at the almond cake sitting on the table and wonder how many times Grandee has undone her blanket.

She hands me the crochet hook.

“Start again?”

And I do.






CHAPTER 8


When I was younger, I had a doll with yarn for hair.

Blues and greens mixed with lavenders and pinks. It had two sapphire buttons for eyes and a pink plastic heart gem for a mouth.

My mother and I had made it in one of her more creative moments, and we laughed at how silly it looked. Like it was perpetually stuck blowing a kiss.

At bedtime, Grandee told tales of the doll traveling to amazing places and solving mysteries. She weaved grand adventures all about how the pyramids were built and about women who disguised themselves as men to fight in wars.

But instead of people doing those things, it was always the doll. Grandee had told me that the doll was supposed to be me, and anywhere I could see it, I could see myself.

I hated it.

The idea that anyone could do anything always felt ridiculous, because even as a little girl, I knew there were impossible things.

And somehow the very toy that caused me so much frustration as a child has made it to my college dorm room bed. I stare at it and wonder if Grandee ever thought that the doll could end up reliving time.

After all, she can do anything.

“I can’t believe you brought that thing with you,” Linden says next to me. “Didn’t you hate it?”

“Yeah,” I tell her without taking my eyes off the monstrosity. “That’s a great question.”

Some version of me brought it here. To taunt me.

She flops down on the bed and picks up the doll, then looks at me. “Are you good now?”

Am I good now? I roll the words around in my head, over and over again, like rocks being polished in a tumbler. I am absolutely not all right. I’ve already had a first day of college, but I don’t know how to tell anyone that.

“I’m good.”

Linden runs her fingers through the doll’s hair, and I fight the urge to rip it out of her hands. I don’t even like the stupid thing. Why do I care if she’s touching it or not?

“I was…” She clears her throat like she’s having a difficult time telling me how she feels, and for a second, I feel horrible.

Linden is my best friend, my cousin, my confidante. I tell her everything. And yet this thing, this break in my brain—it’s something I feel like I can’t give words to.

Like if I say them out loud, then maybe I really am crazy.

“Don’t say crazy,” Grandee has told me. “People aren’t that word. We don’t all see the world through the same kaleidoscope.”

Except my kaleidoscope is broken.

“Linny. I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I just got … overwhelmed or … something.”

Linden’s face breaks into sympathy, and I can’t tell which one of my emotions I feel the strongest.

Guilt that she believed my lie or anger that she didn’t realize I was lying.

I decide to feel nothing.

“Good.” She sets down the doll and takes my hand in hers. “I was worried about you. You’ve been talking about school for so long. But I guess it’s normal. Benji said he had a friend from church who wanted to be a doctor her whole life and dropped out a month into college.” She releases me and stands, moving to the mirror and combing her fingers through her hair. “You’ll love Benji. He’s gonna meet us for dinner tonight.”

Benji’s friend from church is a gay kid who figured out a month in that she didn’t have to live inside her parents’ narrative anymore. I know this because I know Benji, and I know this story. And it’s nothing like the one I’m living in.

“Dinner?”

“Yeah, we meet at the Cattle Club every Thursday after the Inheritance Committee meets.”

“Since when?”

Linden gives me a funny look. “Since always? We started, like, freshman year.”

Right. I shouldn’t think this is odd or different. “Oh, cool. I just don’t remember you talking about it.”

A tiny ripple. There’s no way to know what decision I made that led to this change, but it feels like I will never be able to keep up.

Linden gives me a cautious look. “Okay. So. You’ll meet us there?”

I don’t know how to ask if Carter’s going to be there without looking suspicious, but I’m sure he will. These are his friends, after all.

Sitting across from Carter at dinner sounds like my nightmare. “I might need to stay late for class. I have to catch up on what I’ve missed.”

“Oh, Max is in that workshop! He’s the TA.” She smiles at me as if she’s solved all my problems.

“Max?” Another person I want to avoid, but for very different reasons.

“You met him on the first day in the student services building. He said you…” She looks at me before continuing. “He’s great. I’m glad he was there.”

I don’t speak, because I’m not sure what to say to that. Am I glad he was there?

“He said…” She shifts her shoulders. “He said you were looking for Carter?”

This is where I should come clean and just tell Linden about what’s happening in my head. She would be kind and understanding like she always is, but I can’t seem to line the words up in my head. “I don’t remember that.”

Without waiting for her to respond, I take my bag and sling it over my shoulder.

“’Kay, make sure if you need anything, you text me. Right?” She means it genuinely. Because she’s worried.

“Okay.”

I’m out the door before she can say anything else. Before she can attack me with more concern where I’m forced to lie to her.

It’s a beautiful walk from Founder’s Tower to the art building. The redbrick facades are covered in ivy, ready to take back the land and anything on it. In a few weeks, those vines will turn to red and gold, making everything look magical.

Art History is long, and I feel lost. Then there’s Math and Poetry, where I barely focus. But next is Art Studio, the one thing I’ve been looking forward to.

The warehouse-style building sits surrounded by a giant glass solarium at the back of campus. Greenery creeps up the windowpanes, almost blocking the giant double doors that lead inside. The promise of creativity and inspiration has my feet moving without thought, until I see them.

Carter leans against the entryway, hands in his pockets and one leg propped up to hold the metal door wide. He’s talking with Max, who smiles like Carter just told the funniest joke. Max’s arms are crossed in front of himself as he kicks at something on the ground. When Carter’s head falls back and he lets out an infectious laugh, all I can do is stare. He looks so real. So alive. So … Carter.

My heart beats and breaks and breathes all in a moment.

It’s so strange. I’ve spent so many days thinking about what I would do if I could just see Carter one more time. I swore I would run to him and pull him into my arms. Say his name over and over just to hear mine repeated back to me in his voice. I would never stop holding him.

But I do none of those things, because I’m no good for Carter Delaney. Knowing me—loving me—killed him. And if this really is a second chance, I should stay as far away from him as possible.

Max smacks him on the shoulder and shoves him off the door. Carter stumbles a bit with a giant smile on his face, but it’s mostly for show.

And then.

Carter is walking toward me.

Carter.

He pulls his phone from his pocket and unlocks it with a swipe.

I count each of his steps toward me. They sound in my ears and I want to scream because this is the moment I’ve been dreading. Carter is going to see me, and I can’t make myself leave. He’s going to look up, and he’ll know. He will just know.

Maybe I can tell him. Maybe we can be together if we just fix this.

He’s so close that I can see the light stubble on his chin because he probably woke up too late to shave, and his shirt has a line in it from where he folded it to fit in a drawer.

I take a deep breath as Carter makes it to the doorway of the solarium I stand in, frozen.

He glances up, and my chest feels like it’s caving in as I wait for him to speak.

And …

Carter Delaney walks past me.

He glanced at me as he passed without a word.

Carter just walked by. Like we’re strangers.

Because we are.

I’m moving toward the bathroom, because in seconds, I’m going to collapse and fall onto the ground. Pushing open the door, I stumble to the sink and brace my hands on either side of the cool porcelain. In the mirror, everything looks the same, but everything is different. Tears fall down my face and tangle in my dark hair.

Stranger. Stranger. Stranger.

That’s who I am, and I knew it, but I didn’t realize how bad it would hurt.

Like a wound that I keep ripping open with each breath.

Carter is alive. And if Carter never knows me, Carter stays alive.

If he never knows me, he never jumps into the water after me.

So why can’t I stop crying? Why does it feel like Carter has died all over again?

Eventually, I decide I’ve felt sorry for myself long enough and splash cold water on my face before I head out to the workshop.

The door to the studio is open, and I hear the thrum of students. They chat and laugh as pencils scratch against paper and clay is moved into kilns and paint is mixed and textiles are ripped.

I’ve always loved this room, and I let the soothing feeling of familiarity and home wash over me as I walk inside.

“You must be Nieve.”

Dr. Montgomery Adams stands next to a giant easel. In his uniform of oversize jeans covered in paint and a T-shirt that looks like he took it from a lost-and-found bin, he pulls his shoulder-length brown hair back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck and ties it with a rubber band. I don’t wince at the thought of him taking it out, because this is who he is. A little scattered but never silly. He could care about his clothes or he could focus on art.

My face softens as I look at him. Dr. Adams was like a father to me here. He was the first person to really see my art for what it was, and he was the first person to tell me how to improve it. He never cared what my last name was or who I was related to. “Doc,” I say in greeting, and he gives me a funny look.

Right. I’m not supposed to know his nickname yet. “Sorry. I was told you go by that sometimes.”

His surprise falls away, and he gives me a wink that would be smarmy if he weren’t so endearing. “Only to my favorite students.”

“Well, I’m going to be one of those.” And I am. No version of my life would be without it.

He lets out a barking laugh. “You’ve missed a few things and have a bit of a curve to catch up if you want to be my favorite.”

“I’m aware, and I’m sorry, sir. From this point on, I’ll work really hard to make up what I’ve missed, and I’ll prioritize my creativity. Art is important to me.”

This is the right thing to say to Doc. He doesn’t care if students make mistakes, so long as they put in the effort after they make them. He motions to the desk against the wall. “All right, Nieve, my new favorite student. Go see my TA, Max. He can catch you up.”

Before I can argue, he returns to the person he’s helping.

Go see Max. Great. Before, I didn’t really work with him. He handled a lot of the sculpture and mixed media, but maybe this is different, too, like dinner every Thursday.

A new timeline.

Max stands in front of a large wooden easel. The girl next to him looks up from her chair, her fingers covered in charcoal as she holds a thick naked pencil. She smiles up at Max and motions with her shard at something on the paper. When he looks down at her, he’s grinning back.

Something twists in my stomach, and I want to tell her not to look at him like that. Max isn’t a nice guy. Max will never be a nice guy. But a second later, his eyes meet mine.

The green darkens, and I wait for the frown that I know Max likes to wear for me. But he doesn’t frown; his head cocks to the side.

And he looks … curious.

Maybe even interested.

I bite the inside of my cheek and take three heavy steps toward him.

“Hi,” I say, still waiting for his face to fall or the annoyance to become present.

Instead, he just looks at me. “Hi.”

I stand a little too long without saying something, and the girl I don’t recognize finally speaks, too. “Are you in this class?”

I’m an idiot. “Yeah. I … missed the first few days.”

His eyebrows rise, probably remembering how we met, but he doesn’t say anything about it. Instead, he asks, “You get everything sorted out?”

No. Carter is alive and here, but I’m not sure if I can even talk to him. Everything feels wrong and upside down, and now I’m having a friendly conversation with Max Emerson. “Yeah.”

“Good.”

I hook a thumb over my shoulder and point it at Doc. “He sent me over to ask you to catch me up.”

Max nods and glances down at the girl. He puts a hand on her shoulder briefly. “I’ll be back.”

Ugh—of course Max touches people. I add it to the things about Max I hate.

Even in this version of the past.

I follow him as we walk toward his drafting desk. I’ve never been over here. Before, I avoided every place Max was. I stayed in spaces that I knew he wasn’t going to be to avoid his glare.

Because Max has always hated me. Even before his best friend …

On his desk are several drawings of hands done in pen, pencil, and charcoal.

I pick up a charcoal drawing of older hands holding a pocket watch. It’s beautiful, but there’s something … off about it.

Max takes the paper from my hand, not aggressively, but not gently either. Like someone would do with a child. “I’m still working on those.”

I look at Max, and from his expression, he’s just as surprised at how forward I’ve been. “They seem important.”

He searches my face, but I don’t take it back. I meant it. Some art can feel technically perfect but lacks emotion. Max’s drawings need work, but already they have feeling, which is so much more important than the right strokes.

I’m in the middle of wondering if I should explain myself, but then he speaks.

“So.” He clears his throat. “There are two tracks in this program, including the mandatory weekly exercises. Individual and collaborative.”

Of course—I know this. Before, I had signed up for an individual the first day and prayed to any god that would listen that I wasn’t stuck on the collab project. The individual was the easiest way to be selected for the end-of-the-year showcase.

“Collaborative.” I say it definitively.

Max looks a little taken aback. “I … Do you want me to explain the differences?”

“No,” I tell him, looking him right in the eye. “I want the collaborative project.”

Max’s jaw tightens. “It’s not easier, if that’s why you want to do it.”

I try to shake my head, but he speaks again.

“And it means that your piece won’t be considered for the Alumni Festival at the end of the year.”

“I understand.” I want him to know that I want this. I don’t care if the group project doesn’t get submitted to the festival. In fact, I prefer it.

“You don’t want to go to the festival?”

Memories of Carter holding me close under the stars. The freckles on the tops of his shoulders that I kissed after being in the sun all day. The way he smiled at me.

The water.

It’s pull and push as I lost control.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



“No. I’m good.”

“You won’t have an opportunity to have your work submitted for galleries.”

I don’t care about galleries, one of the privileges of having the mother I do, but that’s an asshole thing to say, and it might not be the same anymore anyway, so I choose something safer. “There are things more important than submissions. Working on something with other people and creating art as a group is just as important.”

Max smiles, but it’s at me, not with me. I’ve said the wrong thing. Again. “Okay. This year’s collaborative piece is a mural for the new theater. The theme is Shakespeare.”

I don’t remember this as the theme, but to be fair, I also wasn’t paying a lot of attention to the group project.

There’s a giant salad bowl in the middle of the table, and he motions for me to draw from it. “Pick a play. Everyone else has already gone.”

I reach in and pull out a small scrap that says R+J.

I hold it up with a half smile that I don’t feel. “Romeo and Juliet.”

Star-crossed lovers. It feels wrong and right at the same time.

“Everyone’s already started on rough sketches for the mural. You need to have the outline ready by next month. No exceptions will be made because of time off.”

Right. No exceptions because of who I am.

I spend the next two hours researching everything I can about a play I think I’ve read once. Honestly, the reviews are mixed. People online argue about love at first sight and how fickle Romeo is because he loves Rosaline at the beginning.

And at the end of class, Max looks down at his phone and asks me if I’m going to the Cattle Club for dinner.

Saying I would rather eat paint than go anywhere Carter is would just lead to more questions, so I tell him, “I think I’m going to stay here and work on my weekly assignment, since I have so much to catch up on.”

But Max doesn’t leave. Not after most of the people are gone. Not after Doc waves goodbye. And not after the light from outside disappears.

Eventually, it’s just us in the room, and after the clock changes to nine, I ask him if he’s leaving for dinner.

I can tell he’s holding back a sigh when he tells me, “I can’t leave till everyone is gone.”

Oh.

Max has been staying here, hanging around because of me, not because he was working. Shit.

“I’m sorry—” I mumble while I shove my things into my bag.

But Max only shakes his head at me. He doesn’t want my apology, and as we head outside, the sun has disappeared behind the mountains, but the last of its light still paints the sky with a beautiful pink color. I give Max a half-hearted wave as I walk toward my dorm. “Night.”

He frowns as he stops walking. “Where are you going?”

“Back to my dorm?”

Max points over his shoulder in the direction I know the Cattle Club is in. “Linden told me to bring you with.”

“Oh, that’s okay, I can just—”

“Carter will be there.” He says it almost resignedly when he cuts me off.

My mouth opens and closes. And opens again. “Carter?”

Max lets out a deep breath like I’m the one who’s playing games. “And your cousin. She’s been texting me all night.”

“My cousin and … Carter?”

“Yeah.” Now he looks at me with a challenge. “The guy you were looking for three days ago.”

All the words I want to use to defend myself are filling up in my throat, but then his phone chimes at the same time I feel mine vibrate. I don’t even need to check my phone to know who it is.

Linden.

Max looks down at it and shakes his head. “Linden wants to know where we are.”

She’ll be worried. If I don’t come to dinner, she’ll leave early to check on me, and I’ll be proving to her I’m not okay.

Small ripples. That’s what Grandee had said.

I take a breath and tell myself it won’t be horrible to sit across from Carter tonight. It won’t kill me.

Like my doll, I can do anything.






CHAPTER 9


If I didn’t know the way to the Cattle Club, I might worry that Max was going to kill me. “It’s not far,” Max says as he takes heavy steps next to me.

I wonder if I’ve ever walked anywhere with Max.

There is only one other time I can remember.


The hallway from the emergency room to surgery in the hospital is lit with bright fluorescent lights that make the maze of beige-colored walls look almost a sickly green. Max reaches up and touches the bandage at his temple, and I can feel the ache in my shoulder, even though the doctor told me it was just a strain. Our clothes are stiff from the water that has air-dried against our skin. But all of that is nothing compared to the tightening in my chest that feels like it’s going to stop my breathing.

“Max.” I look up at him. “He’s going to be okay, right?”

His jaw tenses and his shoulders pull tight as he keeps his gaze forward.

Max never answers.



Now Max walks next to me, still tense, but a different kind. His hand flexes and relaxes and his mouth opens like he’s trying to say something, but the air around us stays empty.

“Did you get a Shakespeare play?” I ask. “Or do TAs not have to do it?”

“No, I wanted to try for an individual,” he tells me with his eyes focused forward. “For a submission.”

He doesn’t even have to change his tone to make the words sound accusatory. They just are. Time should be happy that this hasn’t changed. Max Emerson still hates me simply because of my DNA.

The Cattle Club diner and bar sits at the end of a row of commercial buildings. Next to a coffee shop that’s only open till three in the afternoon, an insurance office, and a small hardware store that somehow has miraculously survived against the giant ones.

At the far end is an ice-cream shop that also makes over a hundred different kinds of milkshakes. Benji has a job there … Had a job? Everything is jumbling in my mind.

Windows surround the building, lit up with people sitting at old-school diner booths and counters. A half-walled patio is attached to the side where people form a crowd of smokers at outdoor tables.

My cousin and her friends sit at a tall table against the back window, and I almost let out a cry. It’s not a cozy booth or a secluded spot that makes us feel like we own the place. It’s a table among a dozen others, where the music is loud and there’s a draft from the AC unit above and one of the chairs always seems to wobble. We can stay late and eat snacks while we pretend to study or just avoid going back to our dorms. It was ours.

It is ours.

I’m not sure why, but this familiar table feels like a victory.

Benji sits, leaning against the window, listening to something that Linden is saying to him, and Carter is talking to a girl who holds a trayful of Jell-O shots that are marked $3.

A guy I recognize from the Inheritance Committee walks up to him and completely cuts off the shot girl, but Carter doesn’t seem to notice.

I forget how much I hated Carter, the president. How every person on the committee was a person he couldn’t say no to. How they stole so much of his time and energy from me. But mostly, I hated how much he loved it.

When Benji notices Max, his face lights up and he points at us.

Linden turns to look at me. “Finally!” she says, standing. When I’m close enough, she wraps her arms around my neck. “What took you so long?”

“I had some work to catch up on.”

Linden is almost instantly distracted by something at the bar, and I’m left with the boys.

“Hi. I’m Benji.”

“Nieve. Linden’s cousin.”

“A Monroe who missed the Inheritance Committee meeting.” He says it like it’s scandalous.

Well, get ready to be scandalized, because I plan on attending exactly zero of those ever again.

Benji pushes a basket of fries in front of Max, who is already reaching across the table to pick at them. “You missed the meeting. An important one,” Benji tells Max.

Max shrugs, and I try to ignore the guilt in my stomach at being the reason he was absent. “I assume Carter was voted president.”

Benji nods and smiles. “And congrats on becoming VP!”

Max leans back and sighs as his head tilts to the ceiling. “Goddammit.” He mumbles it under his breath.

Benji’s eyes shoot to mine. “He doesn’t mean that. We love the Inheritance Committee.”

I just shrug because I don’t care what he says or thinks about it.

My aunt, Linden’s mother, started it in her first year. She disappeared when Linden was a baby, almost twenty years ago. It’s always been her legacy and treated with such reverence. From everyone but Grandee, who would complain about the way people talked about her daughter as if she were a martyr and say, “She’s not missing. She knows exactly where she is.”

“I don’t love it.” Max eats another fry. “It’s elitist bullshit.”

He’s not wrong, but he’s also rude.

“Then why are you the vice president?” I ask.

His eyes move over to Carter, who is smiling at two girls who’ve come up to him with drinks. Max tips his head in that direction. “Because Carter wants to do it.”

“And you do everything your friend does?”

He tilts his head to the side, curious. Again. Ugh. “You don’t ever do something just because your friend asks?”

I run through a thousand different things I did because Carter wanted me to. Places I went to because Linden did. Dinners with Benji because he wanted to try a new restaurant.

Before I can respond, Linden sets a drink in front of me. A green monstrosity with salt around the rim.

“Looks like you’ve all met Nieve.” She points her finger between her friends and me. “Benji, Carter, and you know Max.”

“Yes,” Carter says, turning his attention fully on me and leaning across the table so he’s closer. “We met, too.”

At this distance, it’s even worse. I search for ways he looks the same, or different, or … not mine.

“Flower, right?” Carter is smiling at me.

“Nieve,” I tell him a little too confidently. The thought of this nickname growing familiar roots into my heart and burying itself there is the last thing I want. It’s so cheesy.

“Nieve,” he repeats. “Linden’s cousin.”

“An off-limits cousin,” Linden says to Carter, who just smiles back at her.

He completely misses it, his face never changing.

Linden’s hand lands on my knee. “How was art? Everything okay?”

She doesn’t mean the class; she means my mental breakdown. God, even in this timeline, Linden is taking care of me.

“Yeah.” My voice is quiet when I respond. “Everything was good.” I take a sip of the drink in front of me and almost choke. It’s alcohol. Before, she never let me sneak alcohol into my drinks here.

Linden frowns. “Did you not want that? I thought you would like it. Tequila.”

She says it like it’s obvious that I love tequila. Do I? “No, it’s great.” I smile, but it feels tight on my face.

“Everyone freaks out when they start school,” Benji says, leaning over to me. “It’s completely normal.”

He’s being kind, and I hate it. I recognize the feeling in my chest as embarrassment. Not because I missed school but because there is so much to misinterpret in my action. I didn’t leave school because I couldn’t handle it. I left because … none of this is right.

“Thanks.” I’m not actually thankful, but it’s what I’m supposed to say. “I just feel like I have so much catching up to do. I was assigned Romeo and Juliet for the collaborative project.”

“You’re doing a collab?” Linden asks. The shock on her face is clear.

I nod. “I’m hoping it won’t be too hard since everyone already knows the play.”

“If you had to pick, what Shakespeare play would you want?” Carter asks as he sets Jell-O shots in front of us all.

I answer almost instantly. “Hamlet.” Even though it’s an incredibly predictable answer.

“That’s a good one.” Benji nods in approval. “It’s Max’s favorite, too.”

Max takes his Jell-O shot and says, “It’s fine for Shakespeare.”

“For Shakespeare,” I repeat.

I’m not a Shakespeare apologist, but I bite my tongue to stop myself from launching into my just because it’s popular doesn’t mean it’s bad TED Talk.

“Crazy or not crazy?” Carter asks. When no one answers, he clarifies. “Hamlet. Do you think he was insane or brilliant?”

The word Grandee hates. I almost correct him before Max speaks.

“I don’t think that’s the point of Hamlet.”

Max is wrong. “I think that is absolutely the point of Hamlet,” I tell him.

He looks up at me but doesn’t ask me to keep going. I don’t need his permission anyway.

“Literally everything else hinges on that. How he treats his mother, if he really sees his dad, how he treats Ophelia.”

Max leans forward. “His actions aren’t the point, or even if he’s insane or a mastermind. It’s if you believe him.”

I shift in my seat and the sleeves of my shirt pull back on my forearms. Max’s eyes move down to the cords of yarn tied around my wrists. For a second, I consider hiding them. I’m so used to protecting this part of my life, but then I remember I don’t care what Max thinks.

Max, who thinks Hamlet is just okay. For Shakespeare.

“If I believe what? Like if he’s insane?”

“Sanity is relative to each person’s reality.” Max looks at me like I’m the one who’s just said something ridiculous. “Understanding that someone’s sanity can differ from yours has nothing to do with your truth and everything to do with accepting that someone else can have a reality other than your own. It’s about believing people when they say something, even if you don’t understand.”

What he’s just said about Hamlet feels personal. Not just because Hamlet feels insane but because, more than that, I don’t know if I believe myself.

“Okay!” Carter claps his hands together. “Max is ranting, so that’s our sign that we need to feed our big boy.” Carter rubs Max’s shoulder in a way that looks like it could be brotherly or … maybe even something more?

Linden nods and rolls her eyes. “Max is Carter’s boyfriend.”

Was Grandee’s warning right? Had I changed something so severe that Max and Carter are dating now?

Carter laughs. “Best friend. Max won’t let me have my way with him. My crush is unrequited.” It’s a joke, and it feels like it, but it’s also something else. Carter is telling me that Max is his person.

I knew Carter was Max’s person, but was Max ever Carter’s? I was Carter’s person. Wasn’t I? I remember a story about how a girl had tried to date Max and Carter at the same time. They ended up inviting her to a restaurant where they broke up with her and then ate dinner like they were on the date, because no one ever comes between them. They vowed never to date someone the other liked again.

No wonder Max hated me.

He’s laughing at something Benji’s just said, and I catch the dimple in his right cheek and—

“So the first day was good? You’re happy with it?” Linden asks.

I clear my throat, hoping she didn’t catch me staring at Max. “Yeah. It was.”

She looks at me seriously. “I’m sorry you didn’t get an individual piece. I know you wanted it. But just tell me if something happens again.”

Just tell her about how I’ve already lived this life before? Tell her that the boy she’s sitting next to was my boyfriend and he died?

I rub at my neck, hoping to get rid of the tension there. “Yeah, I will. Sorry.”

She nods. “I’m here for you.”

Except that’s not what she really means. Linden doesn’t want to know that I’m going insane. She wants me to be okay.

“Everyone is so serious.” Carter throws back his Jell-O shot. “I know what we need. A night swim.”

“Oh god, not this shit again,” Max complains.

“Night swimming is a tradition.” Carter looks at me and winks. “You’re gonna love it.”

But suddenly, their voices are drowned out by the hum in my ears.


The river roars as the black water moves downstream and around a bend. The parking lot that is at the end of a narrow trail is empty, and the streetlight has long since burned out. Carter takes my hand in his.

“You’re gonna love it.”

“Dying?” I ask, joking.

“Almost dying,” he corrects. “Night swimming in the river is a tradition. Besides, it’s good for your heart.”

“Is that based on science?” Max calls out from below. He’s already in up to his knees.

“I don’t know about your heart, but it will clear out your bowels,” Benji gripes next to Carter.

“Ignore them. The first person to make it to the other side is the winner.”

Carter strips off his shirt and plunges into the water.



“I’m not feeling well.” At first, I don’t know who I say it to. But then I look over at Linden, who pinches her brows at me.

“Ah, come on,” Carter tells me. “You just got here.”

“I should rest,” I tell him, and I feel myself frown.

Carter looks taken aback, mostly because Carter—every version of him—isn’t used to hearing no. “Listen, Flower—”

“That’s not my name.”

“I don’t want to tell you how to live, but there are certain things you need to do so that you get the full college experience.” He holds up his three fingers and folds them down as he lists them off. “One. Go to class hungover. Two. Invent a family tragedy to get an extension on a paper. And three. Break into the school’s swimming pool just to feel alive.”

The way he says it, his smile on full display and his attention bright on me, makes the heart in my chest pound. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying here. Carter feels like a memory come to life.

“I think I’ll have a college experience another night.”

“You sure?” Linden asks. Her face is concerned, probably because she can tell I’m on the edge of crying.

“Yeah.”

Now Benji is frowning. “You don’t have to swim; just come with us. The pool has been closed to students for, like, ten years, but the staff use it. It’s cool.”

My hands feel clammy, and I make them into fists as if I could squeeze the feelings from them. Max eyes me warily, like he’s still deciding on me. Like he doesn’t hate me yet.

“I’ll go back with you,” Linden offers.

Suddenly, I know what this is. A test to make sure I’m not having another breakdown.

And I’m failing.

I don’t remember a pool from before. This isn’t the river, and Carter drowned at the river, so this could be different, right? He’ll be fine.

I open my mouth to tell them no, but I say, “Okay.”






CHAPTER 10


The stairwell we enter feels like it’s heading toward a dungeon. White-tiled walls narrow and darken as they give way to concrete ones. Carter’s and Benji’s laughter floats up from in front of us, and a light flickers on the wall.

I’m going to get murdered in this dream.

At the bottom of the stairs is a heavy metal door with NOT AN EXIT painted in red across it.

On the other side is a basement. Long windows circle the tops of the concrete walls, letting in faded moonlight that bounces off the floor below and finds its way to us. Planter boxes sit against the walls with tall stalks of corn growing next to shorter tomato vines and other things that I can’t identify. Chairs are set up in an informal circle to the side as if they were dragged toward each other instead of set that way intentionally. On the floor between them is a vintage-looking coffee can with cigarette butts in it.

And at the center of everything is a pool.

It looks like an Olympic racing one, with lines at the bottom that peel and disappear in spots, but the light shining inside it casts the whole space in a beautiful blueish-green glow.

“They grow vegetables down here?”

“And other stuff. Between the corn is Professor Torres’s pot plants,” Linden says.

Now the cigarette butts look a bit different.

Seconds later, Carter is stripping down to his boxer briefs. Benji follows, laughing as he pulls his shirt over his head. Linden is in her underwear and already jumping in.

Max stands next to me, finishing the can of beer he holds.

“Has this always been here?” I ask.

He looks at me, confused, because I’ve just asked something that doesn’t make any sense. Something about Max makes me forget that I can’t ask these things. Maybe it’s because I don’t care if he thinks I’m weird.

“Get in!” Carter yells, and Linden shushes him.

Water falls down his face and arms and bare chest. Even in this light, I feel like I can see him so clearly.

In the water.

I take another deep breath.

Everyone has piled their clothes onto a low folding chair, and Max sits in a matching one next to it. I sit on the other side of him and look out at my friends. It’s hard to know what to talk to Max about.

There’s a buzzing, and I look down to see Carter’s phone ringing. A name flashes on the screen with a picture. Alex.

And the picture is of Carter, a guy I don’t know, and a beautiful girl with black hair.

The girl from Carter’s funeral.

My body goes still. This girl is here, too? In the past? Was she here before?

Max looks down and lets out a groan before silencing the phone.

“A friend?” I ask, but it feels like there are rocks in my throat.

“It’s Carter’s phone.” He tells me like I didn’t know. “And that is not his friend. That is his Moby Dick.”

“Moby Dick? Like the book? Or is this like a euphemism?”

He rolls his eyes, but there’s a twinkle in them. “No, Moby Dick is the whale that the captain keeps chasing. That call was from—”

“Flower!” Carter calls me that stupid name, interrupting Max. “Get in here!”

I don’t want to go anywhere near the water or Carter. I want Max to finish what he was saying. “No, I’m good.”

But Carter doesn’t hear words like that often. “Come on, Nieve. You have to break the law like we do, or you can’t be one of us.” He props his arms up on the edge of the pool, folding them to keep him in place.

“This isn’t breaking the law.”

But I look over at Linden. She wiggles her eyebrows. “Trespassing.”

Benji chants from the center of the pool, “One of us. One of us. One of us.”

“That’s okay.” I scoot my chair backward toward the wall.

But Carter hoists himself out of the water.

“Carter,” Linden says in warning.

He moves toward me slowly, with a smile.

“Carter”—I say his name like that will be enough to stop him—“I’m serious.”

“Me, too.”

When his wet arms wrap around me, I’m not sure what to do. For a brief second, the familiarity of touching him feels overwhelming and perfect. His smell mixed with chlorine, his breath on my skin as he lets out a laugh. It must be why I don’t pull out of his embrace right away.

“Carter,” Max says.

I’m pleading with him, a panicked string of words falling from my lips incoherently, but it’s no use. Carter has picked me up and he’s moving toward the water. Some of the lights are out, and it glistens in the dark, and I cannot get into water again. I cannot.

I start to thrash, panicking—it’s instinctual.

But Carter is still laughing.

I close my eyes and wait to fall in the water, wait for the world to swallow me, but suddenly, I’m yanked out of Carter’s grip.

The floor under me feels rough from the concrete as I land on my hands and knees, and it takes me a moment to realize Max is standing over me. He’s not looking to see if I’m okay; instead, he’s looking at Carter. “What the fuck?”

Carter is still smiling, but not as brightly. “What?”

Max takes a deep breath, his chest expanding.

Linden pulls herself out of the pool and wraps her arms around my shoulders. She’s wet, but I’d rather have her holding me than not. “You good?” she whispers. I think I nod, but the longer I sit on the floor, the clearer it is I’m not.

My hands are shaking, and this reaction … I didn’t expect it.

“What?” Max practically growls at Carter. “Pay attention. Look at her. She said no.”

Carter looks at me, and I can only imagine what he sees.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

Linden stands up. “Don’t pull that shit again.”

Now Carter frowns, and I hate that I know why. He doesn’t understand what’s happened. He doesn’t know why the mood has shifted. He was just trying to have fun, and most of the time he is fun. Why didn’t it work this time? “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were afraid of water.”

I’m not, I almost say. Because I love the water. My whole life, I’ve spent every summer swimming. Which is why I was in the river.

Max turns away from us. “I’m heading back. I’ve got to wake up early.” He doesn’t check on me as he walks back to the door, as if he hadn’t just wrenched me from Carter’s grip.

Linden helps me stand up. I have a scrape on my knee from falling to the floor that stings when I move. “Come on.”

Back in our dorm, Linden hands me the Band-Aids she keeps in her drawer.

She sits on her bed and clasps her hands together in her lap. “So,” she starts. “What was that?”

I swallow and take out a few painkillers from the bedside table. “I don’t know.”

“You … don’t know.” She repeats it slowly. “Do I need to be worried about you?”

Yes. “No.”

She gives me an unbelieving look. “Because you went home, and now—”

“Really,” I tell her. “I’m fine. Just. A little…” I take a deep breath. “It’s just been a lot of changes.”

She looks at me for a long time as if she’s deciding if she can believe me or not, and then she says, “I love you, Nieve. You know that, right?”

With a nod, I tell her I do.

And I do.

But that’s the question I keep going over in my brain.

Is love enough to change anything?






CHAPTER 11


The Inheritance Committee meeting room has always been in the basement of the art building. Some things stay the same, despite my memories that fade and bleed around the edges.

Murals cover every wall from generations of students who have come and gone from these rooms. Ancient couches and chairs fill the space, some draped in blankets, others in patches. There is an eternal earthy smell that never seems to leave. And despite the dim light of the lamps that decorate the space, fake candles glow on low tables, making it feel warm and inviting.

Before, I would sit near the front, as close to Carter as I could get, raising my hand to volunteer for everything and anything.

Now I sit as close to the back wall as possible, wondering why I came. Linden walks into the room, greeting people and taking a seat toward the front in a chair with large, puffy arms. It used to be my chair. When Carter and Benji walk in, every eye turns to them.

“I know, I know. I’m late.” Carter smiles sheepishly, and everyone laughs.

He claps people on the back as he asks them questions. How was your weekend? What’ve you been up to? People beam at his attention. I wonder if he would have made a good politician.

Will.

Would?

I can’t tell anymore.

“You’re in my seat.”

Max Emerson stands over me with a frown.

“Your seat?” I ask to clarify. “Are they assigned?”

He shifts on his feet, uncomfortable, before answering my question. “No.”

The room has filled up, but there’s a space next to me on the couch. Before I can tell him that he can sit next to me, he lets out a groan and grabs a folding chair and sits down.

Clearly, I’ve annoyed him. Maybe he’s still upset about what happened at the pool, or maybe Max and I are just the kind of people who will never get along, no matter the universe we exist in.

Carter claps his hands together. “All right, everyone, this meeting has officially begun, so grab your preferred beverage and take a seat.”

Max pulls out a notebook and a pencil.

Carter goes on and on about goals for the Inheritance Committee and its mandate to make art accessible to everyone.

An ironic obligation for a private school with a tuition that’s the same as many people’s yearly income.

As he speaks, he takes sips of a drink that looks suspiciously like whiskey. “Halloween!” He smiles at the crowd. “Our favorite party of the year.”

“Fundraiser,” Benji clarifies. “It’s a fundraiser.”

“Be thinking of ideas to make it even more insane than last year.” Carter takes another sip. “I’ve already been told we cannot have any trampolines this year, so don’t even suggest them. It’ll just make me sad.”

Did Carter always drink at committee meetings?

Benji stands up, and Carter takes a seat and another drink.

“Volunteer hours are mandatory for everyone in the committee and must be completed monthly. If you do not complete them, you lose membership in the committee.” He looks down at a sheet of paper. “We have three opportunities this month. There’s a play at the elementary school that my friend has a…”

I stop listening. Lose membership?

It’s something I had never considered. Last time, all I did was try to support the committee, and now …

I stand, and Carter looks at me.

Which has everyone else turning in my direction.

And …

I just leave.

This change is small but big enough that maybe, just maybe, things won’t end up in the same place as before. But my hands shake with the idea that I’ve just … left. Gone. I don’t have to stay there. I don’t have to be anywhere I don’t want to be. It feels … wrong.

And amazing.

“Nieve!” Max’s voice finds me on the stairwell.

I stop.

“Where are you going?”

The words feel caught on my tongue, and I worry that I can’t say them. That I won’t be able to say them. I realize I could lie, that I should lie. I’m going to the bathroom, or I forgot something in my dorm. But instead …

“I’m not doing the committee this year.”

“Why?” He looks like he’s trying to figure out my game. But there is no game here. This is me, finally doing what I’m supposed to do.

“What do you care?”

His shoulders straighten. “If that’s what you think is best.” But I don’t think he means it.

“I do.”

Max nods. “Okay. You have to put yourself first.” His words are kind, soft. And I remember a different version of him, when his words weren’t so kind.


“You have to do what’s best for you. You can’t keep putting other people first.” Max is shouting at me, pointing back at my unfinished art project.

“Carter needed me!” Max, of all people, should understand that. “I couldn’t just tell him I had a project.”

“Carter would have been fine without you, Nieve! And he should have told you that! He should have made you come here and finish your project!”



But Max was wrong then, and he’s wrong now. Carter does need me, and quitting the committee is me still putting him first.

I feel lighter. Smart. I’m changing things.

But as soon as I lie on my bed, guilt swims in my gut. Linden’s voice fills my mind with words about obligation and duty. Grandee’s voice reminds me of tradition, our legacy, even though she hated the committee. And my own heart supplies the memories from a life that no one else knows existed.

Ones where I was happy, and life felt endless.

Without really thinking about it, I pick up my phone to call my mother. She’ll agree with me about my choice.

I scroll and scroll and …

No matter how hard I look, there is no contact that says Mom.

Maybe I put her in by her first name?

I look through every contact saved and cannot seem to find one for her. I try to search my memory for her number and come up with one that I think might be hers, but the woman who answers has never heard of her.

I call Grandee.

“This had better not be another breakdown.”

I roll my eyes. “I need my mom’s number.”

The other end of the line is silent, which is odd. Grandee always has something to say.

Finally, she clarifies. “Your mother?”

Something about the tone of her voice makes an odd feeling creep over my skin. “Yeah. I must have accidentally deleted it.”

There’s the sound of a deep breath on the other end, and then Grandee says, “Honey, your mom’s been gone for years. Since you were three.”

“Gone where?”

“Gone,” she repeats.

It’s a flat word. Something that feels thin from time and truth.

Gone. How long doesn’t matter, where doesn’t matter. It’s just a fact.

“Nieve, dear. Did you make a change?” Grandee’s voice breaks through the fog of my thoughts as they try to align themselves. “Take deep breaths.”

I nod like she can hear that, but I can’t find any air in my lungs to speak or to take a breath.

“Small ripples. Not big waves. Time wants to correct itself, remember.”

“All right.” But it’s a whisper when it comes out.

As I hang up, I reach down for the hideous doll that is somehow here in this timeline. The one I made with my mother. With button eyes and a heart mouth. Something familiar that will make me feel grounded. Better. Less adrift.

But the doll is gone. Like my mother. A ripple effect.

All because I thought I could do what I wanted.

For the rest of the night, I don’t get out of bed.






CHAPTER 12


Green leaves give way to golds and oranges as fall creeps across the campus.

And avoiding Carter becomes something I realize I can’t do. I rejoin the committee. I sign up to volunteer. I do my best to present myself as a worthy daughter of the founding family.

To only make small ripples.

And I stop ignoring Carter, mostly because he’s everywhere.

At dinner with Linden. At the Inheritance Committee meetings, where my presence is mandatory. At the library where I study.

And now he’s in my dorm room.

When I open the door to the room, Carter sits on my bed looking at the desk that doubles as a nightstand. He picks up a framed picture of Grandee and my mother from when they were younger with red yarn wrapped around it.

Nine times. The number is very important.

I’ve seen Carter sitting on my bed so many times like this before. The same bed I pressed my face into when I thought I would never breathe again because he was gone. When all I wanted was another chance to feel his hand in mine. And now he’s here.

And I still can’t touch him.

“Is this your grandma?” Carter says by way of greeting.

Instead of I’m so sorry for invading your private space and going through your things without permission.

I set my bag down by the door and let it shut behind me, trapping me and Carter in a confined space.

“Yeah,” I tell him and take it from his hands, gently setting it back where it belongs.

“She looks cool.”

She is cool, but I don’t tell him that.

“Sorry that I’m sitting on your bed.” He looks up at me, and it almost feels like he’s flirting. “But I’m waiting.”

“Waiting?”

He nods but doesn’t look away, and heat blooms in my stomach. Followed by an ache in my chest.

“For me?” I ask.

He gives me a bright smile and shakes his head. “I’m waiting for Linden.”

I’m blushing, I can feel it, so I roll my eyes and hope that covers up my embarrassment.

“Why is there all that string wrapped around it?”

I feel defensive suddenly, and it’s so foreign in my body. I can remember when nothing Carter said made me feel that way.


My face rests in the crook of Carter’s neck as we lie on my bed. His cologne, and something else that is just him, surrounds me.

“What’s with the string?”

I smile into him, excited to share this. “It’s not string; it’s yarn.”

“What’s the difference?” He asks it almost like a joke.

“A lot.” My voice has a playful whine. “Grandee makes the yarn, and she would kill you if you called it string. She says it keeps people in the moment. Present.”

“Yarn?”

“Grandee believes…” I stop myself from saying the truth as I know it and disguise it in something else. “She’s superstitious. Thinks the red keeps us from drifting to other … places.”

He gives me a smile, one that makes me think he’s laughing with me instead of at me. “What happens if you drift off to another place?”

“Everything changes.”



Grandee has been telling me my whole life that the Monroe women are different.

“Hey!” Linden says, coming out of the bathroom. “You’re here.”

I nod at her and try to keep my gaze from Carter’s while I grab my ID card from the nightstand. “Just heading out.”

“You don’t want to come to dinner?”

“No. I need to go to the Big Dipper for the fundraiser,” I tell her.

Since I missed the sign-up for the Inheritance Committee volunteer hours, I was assigned to an after-school program at a local ice-cream shop. The one Benji works for.

“Right. Have fun with Benji.” The way she says it feels a little off. And I’m not sure when it happened, but there seems to be a divide between Linden and me. Nothing glaringly obvious, but it’s like a pebble in my shoe, something I can’t seem to ignore.

I think about it my entire walk across campus.

The Big Dipper is appropriately star themed, and all the ice creams have celestial names like Milky Way and Ursa Major.

Sagittarius is mint chocolate chip, and when I ask why, Benji tells me because people either love it or hate it, like Sags.

The inside of the store is dark blue with silver constellations painted on the walls and ceiling. The ice-cream cases are gold and lit from the floor to look like they glow, and the tables and chairs scattered in the space are all black with glitter paint on top.

I’d only come in here once or twice before … or maybe I haven’t? Hadn’t? I’m still having a hard time understanding … everything.

Benji stands at the counter with a frown and his hands on his hips. “Good. You’re here on time.”

“Yep.” Because I’m not sure what to say, exactly. Being on time really feels like the bare minimum.

“Ready?” He motions for me to join him through a door that says STAR-CATCHING EMPLOYEES ONLY.

A white folding table, with five black chairs pushed underneath it, and a giant steel refrigerator door, with a lever handle to the walk-in, are the only things in the cramped space at the back of the store. Sitting at the table is Max Emerson. His hands are stained with paint, and he has a flick of white plaster behind his ear.

When he sees me, he looks up with a nod instead of a greeting, almost like he’s embarrassed to be here, too.

“Hey,” I say to him. “What are you doing here?”

His smile is tight when he responds. “Same as you. New-volunteer orientation.”

I don’t remember his name on the sign-up sheet, but it makes sense. This is the one slot that worked best with our studio hours.

Before I can respond, Benji sets a giant manual down with a thud.

“Welcome to the Star Team,” he tells us in the most unwelcoming tone possible. “Let’s stop wasting time and begin with employee training.”

“We aren’t employees,” Max says.

“Rule number one. No fraternization.” He looks between Max and me as he waits for the words to land.

My face heats, and I have no idea why.

“Got it—I can’t sleep with you,” Max jokes to Benji, who rolls his eyes. “Also, we are not employees.”

“As if I would sleep with you. Rule number two: On time is ten minutes late. Ten minutes early is on time. And volunteering to pick up a shift means you get to keep your job.”

“I feel like you’re not fully grasping that we don’t work here.” Max crosses his arms and leans back in his chair.

I clear my throat. “And I’m one hundred percent sure that all the things you just said are illegal.”

Benji doesn’t even break stride as he passes out two sets of papers stapled together. “Here is our list of ice creams.” He leans over the table, looking Max and me in the eye, one after the other, like he’s going to tell us the most important information of our lives. “You are never ever to refer to them as anything else. If you call Asteroid Delight Rocky Road, you’re fired.”

“Can’t be fired. Still not an employee.” Max flips through the papers absently.

“If you call Sunbeam Vanilla, you’re fired.”

Benji cannot be serious.

“If you refer to Saturn as Caramel Ribbon—”

“Let me guess—we’re fired,” I grumble.

Max sits up straighter. “For someone who basically begged his friends to come volunteer here, you’re making it hard for us to want to do you a favor.”

Benji scoffs. “Gainful employment where you contribute to society isn’t a favor to anyone.”

“Volunteers.” Max says the word slowly. “We … are … volunteers.”

Benji points at the list. “Memorize it and I’ll be back.”

He walks out the door, leaving Max and me alone.

There is an infinite amount of time that feels like Max and I sit in silence. I’m not even really reading the list of ice creams when Max clears his throat and shifts forward on his chair.

I decide to break the awkward tension. “I didn’t know you picked the ice-cream shop.”

He nods slowly. “Yeah. Looks like Benji got to us both.”

“Actually, ice-cream scooping is a passion of mine. I’m hoping it will lead to a future career in creamery work.”

The corner of Max’s mouth rises, and I recognize a feeling of pride at making him smile. Only seconds before I feel annoyance at myself. What do I care what Max thinks? Why do I even want to joke around with him?

I don’t. The answer is I don’t.

“Is it a conflict of interest to work with someone that you are also in charge of at school?” I ask.

“Only if you try to bribe me with ice cream for special privileges in the studio.”

I roll my eyes.

“I think the more conflicting interest is being friends,” he says.

Friends. I can’t help the shock on my face. I don’t know if the word friend has ever crossed my mind when it comes to him.

A horrified look crosses his features. “I mean, because your cousin is one of my best friends and Benji and…”

He doesn’t say Carter’s name.

Maybe that’s a small change that can make a difference. Being Max’s friend. Maybe that will make this time different.

I smile and hope it looks approachable. “Yeah, I could see how us being friends would make it weird for you to be my teacher.”

His brows bunch together. “I’m not your teacher. I don’t even have access to your grades. I’m literally just in charge of the schedule.”

And now I’m confused.

After a moment that goes on too long, he looks down at the paper and asks, “What is Nebula Madness?”

“Cotton candy ice cream with chunks of marshmallow.”

He leans back and looks at me, impressed. “You already memorized the list?”

The past two days I had studied the menu online, wanting to be as prepared as possible, but to be fair, Nebula Madness had sounded equal parts gross and interesting, so it stuck out to me.

“I have a photographic memory.”

“Oh yeah?” he says with a little laugh that rides at the end of it. Max takes the papers from in front of me and asks, “What’s the employee creed here at the Big Dipper?”

Shit. Something about ice cream and smiles. “Smiling and ice cream go hand in hand?”

Max looks like he’s just solved a murder. “Wrong. Every scoop is an opportunity to take someone to the stars with a smile.”

I roll my eyes. “Good thing I’m not an employee.”

He grins. “Good thing.”

Now I lean back in my chair. Max and I are shoulder to shoulder in the tight space, and I try not to notice the soft way our skin touches. “Do you think I’ll get sent home if I fail training?”

“I’m pretty sure you’ll just have to repeat this training until it drives you to insanity.” He says it like he’s said everything else today, nonchalantly, like he hadn’t even thought about it.

But sanity is the only thing I seem to think about recently.

Later, when Benji is testing us on ice cream by sight, the doorbell chimes, and Linden walks in, followed by Carter.

My stomach flips, and without thinking, I step behind Benji and Max.

Carter smiles at us, and Linden playfully shoves his shoulder. He looks back at her and whispers something in her ear before looking back to us. “I heard there were some ice-cream astronauts working here!”

Benji groans. “I told you not to call us that.”

But Max is smiling. He always smiles at Carter. “What are you doing here?”

Carter shrugs. “Thought I would come flirt with the new employees.”

He looks at me when he says it, but I move to the back wall where the giant book of milkshakes is.

Carter and Linden order scoops of ice cream, and Benji decides to use it as a teaching moment.

“I want the new girl to help me,” Carter says. He hasn’t called me Flower since the night at the pool, but he hasn’t stopped flirting with me either. Despite being on what appears to be a date with my cousin.

“My name is still Nieve, and I don’t work here.”

Max lets out a small laugh before he goes to stand in front of him. Linden looks uncomfortable for a moment, but Carter doesn’t seem bothered as he asks Max for Rocket Fuel.

“Can I get a scoop of Shooting Star?” Linden asks me.

I walk right over to the chocolate chip and begin to make her a cone. Benji gives me a satisfied nod, like I’ve done the right thing.

And then the kids show up.

Loud voices and shouts fill the room as the children create a line that snakes all the way to the door. A little boy wearing Crocs jumps up and down as he looks at all the different options in the case. One little girl looks completely overwhelmed by the choices as another around my age bends down, trying to help her decide.

In all the chaos, I lose track of Carter and Linden, but halfway through the line, Carter walks up to me with a smile. “Hey, give me your number so I can text you where we are after your shift is over.”

I have Carter’s number memorized, and I’ve thought about texting him nearly every hour of every day. But this was the problem with Carter. I was the problem.

“Linden has it,” I say, scooping out Orion and placing it onto a waffle cone. “She can text me.”

Carter puts a hand on his chest. “If I didn’t know any better, I would think you didn’t want me to have it.”

This is the Carter girls love. The one that knows what he wants and never gives up. I loved this Carter. But … something about this interaction sits funny in my mind. “You should go with your gut.”

Carter nods, the kind that’s all bravado and determination. “I know we got off on the wrong foot, but you’ve got to let me make it up to you. Maybe you don’t like me now, but you will.” He hits his fist twice on the top of the counter as he steps backward. “You will.”

As Carter leaves with Linden, I catch Max’s eye. He’s looking at me, confused. Something he seems to be doing a lot. “What?”

“Nothing,” he answers as he goes back to helping the person in front of him.

But it didn’t feel like nothing. It felt like … something.

And I don’t like when I feel something for Max.






CHAPTER 13


My mother called me on a Friday.

The amount of relief I felt hearing her voice was only slightly minimized when she asked for money.

“Just a little bit to get me through the end of the month.”

It was jarring, but at least she was here. Which meant I had to keep going to the Inheritance Committee meetings.

And in the middle of October, when Carter confessed that he hadn’t planned anything for Halloween yet, it meant I had to help.

Time will always try to correct itself.

Time was an untrustworthy bitch that forced me to suggest the hedge maze at Montreat Pumpkin Patch. It was easy to organize because I’d done it before.

“That maze is like a mile from the parking lot. You expect people to hike all the way there?” Max had pointed out.

“You just need a truck to take them. One with a flatbed. Put a few bales of hay on it and you can call it a hayride.”

“We don’t have a truck.”

“Grandee does.” As soon as I said it, I knew I’d made a mistake.

Carter had loved the idea of a party in the hedge maze. And Grandee had agreed to let us borrow her truck on one condition: Everyone had to come for dinner.

Which is how I find myself stuffed in a car with three boys, driving to Grandee’s. Without Linden, who claimed she had a test.

Benji drives, with Carter in the front and me in the back with Max. It feels like my head is going to explode as they discuss the nuances of the Matrix movies, until finally we pull down the long driveway and Grandee’s house comes into view.

She’s already standing on the porch with the sheep scattered around her. Her silver braid is pulled over her shoulder, and she’s wearing a purple crocheted cardigan and a black T-shirt with loose jeans and her gardening clogs.

“My girl,” she says, pulling me into a hug as soon as I get out of the car.

“This is Benji, Carter, and Max.”

“Yes,” she tells me, looking at them. “I know.”

The sheep move around our guests, and Lorelai bumps into Max, who takes a step toward me.

I smile. “Are you afraid of sheep?”

“No.” But Max never takes his eyes off them, as if they could attack at any moment.

“Well, come in,” Grandee says, sweeping her hand to the side. “Dinner’s almost ready, and you can tell me about this hayride you want to use my truck for.”

Inside, all three boys look around the space, and suddenly, I feel self-conscious. Sitting on top of an ancient piano are photographs. Ones I’ve seen and some I haven’t are spread out in different frames. One of my mother wearing overalls covered in paint and a smile I don’t recognize shines back from the center.

“That’s been my favorite version of her,” Grandee says, walking past.

A version of her. As if it’s something silly we can change.

“There’s a lot of yarn here.” Carter looks at a bookshelf with baskets and bobbles of roving. He smiles and winks at me. Like we’re sharing an inside joke at my family’s expense.

Benji finds an ancient typewriter in the corner and hits the keys gently. They make a clacking sound, and he smiles. “I would have loved to have used something like this.”

I could see Benji writing poetry on an old typewriter, surrounded by scattered pages and with ink stains on his fingers.

“You grew up here?” Max asks as he stares down at the worn woven rugs that pile on top of each other against the dark hardwood floors.

I nod.

“With the sheep?”

“Yeah,” I answer, but there’s an edge to my voice. Because there isn’t one in his. “With the sheep.”

“Oh my god!” Benji calls from the other room. “Look at this!”

We follow him into the living room and see what he’s excitedly standing next to.

My grandmother’s antique bar cart.

“This is a Macallan 25. And this, and oh my god … There is a shit ton of money on this cart.”

“Is this your grandfather’s?” Carter asks.

“It’s mine,” Grandee says from the doorway. “There is no Mr. Grandee. Did you want some?”

Benji’s eyes widen as she approaches him, and I know whatever my grandmother gives him is going to be wasted.

“That one’s a bit peaty. Maybe this?” She holds up an Irish whiskey, Redbreast. “The Irish do whiskey the right way. Distilled three times. Smooth.”

She pours Benji a finger, and he frowns down at it, realizing he’s in over his head. “I’m still learning about whiskey,” he confesses, and my grandmother gives him an honest smile as she pats his shoulder.

She takes the glass from him. “That’s fine, dear. Expensive or cheap, they’re all decent shots.” And then she drains the cup in one gulp.

Benji looks like he might be sick or might be in love, which is fair. My grandmother has that effect on everyone.

Grandee motions to Carter and me. “You two set the table. Max and Benji, help me with the food.”

We’ve all been given our orders, so Carter follows me into the dining room, and I pull the silverware and plates from the credenza. “You guys don’t keep this stuff in the kitchen?” he asks, looking at the indigo velvet–lined silverware drawer.

I shrug. “Grandee’s old-school.”

“I can see that.” He says it under his breath. Carter, my Carter, loved Grandee. Or at least I thought he did.

We set the forks and knives on each side of plates with tiny blue flowers dotted around the rim. I get the gray embroidered napkins from the cupboard and set them in the center of each plate.

“My family uses paper towels,” Carter says, a little surprised.

I smile because I remember his mother pulling a roll off the stand to set in the middle of the table as we ate greasy pizza from the box. But it had felt almost false. Like someone trying to prove they were just like me and not so wealthy that five of Grandee’s house could fit on their first floor.

“See,” Carter says when he clocks my smile. “You do think I’m funny.”

The way he looks at me, a little proud and a little shy, makes my heart ache in a hundred different places.

It makes me miss him. Not the man standing in front of me but the one who knew all the reasons why I would never eat a brussels sprout no matter what a chef did to them. The one who knew that it took at least twenty minutes for me to wake up in the morning. The one who remembered the time we got into a fight at the movies and the manager had to come over and ask us to leave but then slipped on nacho cheese sauce as he walked away.

I miss the Carter I knew, and secretly I wonder if I spend enough time with this one, would it make up for all the things I don’t have?

Because my Carter is gone.

“Oh my god, Nieve.” Carter looks sick. “It was a joke. I’m sorry. Really.”

At first, I’m confused until I realize there are tears on my face. My hand reaches up and I’m …

“What happened?” Max stands in the doorway, a heaping bowl of mashed potatoes in his hands, and he looks pissed.

“I … I don’t know.” Carter holds up his hands in front of him in surrender. “I made a joke—”

“About what?” Max snaps.

“I don’t know! I was just being—”

“I’m fine.” I try to keep the wobble out of my voice.

Max sets the potatoes on the table and walks over to me, his arm coming around my shoulders like he’s going to guide me out of the room.

“I got it.” Grandee stands at the doorway, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Come on, my little ray of sunshine.”

It’s what she always called me when I was having a bad day.

I follow her into the kitchen, and she hands me a basket of rolls.

“Different yarn?” she asks.

At first, I’m confused, but then I realize she’s talking about how time is different, not just the yarn. “Yeah.”

“Just take deep breaths, my love. Sometimes we think we want something new, but we forget how that means our old life is gone.”

Hearing this truth in Grandee’s voice breaks something inside me, but I don’t cry.

She kisses the top of my head. “When you’ve righted the ship in your mind, come join us.”

I count to ten and then go into the dining room. Grandee tells stories that have Benji and Carter laughing. Even Max is smiling. She has a way of making all the light turn toward her but knowing when to reflect it back on someone else. She makes Carter feel smart, Benji feel seen, and Max feel understood all in a two-hour dinner.

After we finish, Carter and Benji help with the dishes, and I find Max in the living room by the fire.

“Everything okay?”

His chest inflates, and he turns to me. “Yeah, I just have … the strongest sense of déjà vu.” He shakes his head. “Sorry, that sounds weird.”

Those are the least weird words to be spoken in this house, but I don’t tell him that. “Do you want to talk about it?”

But before he can say anything else, Grandee comes in asking for a plan about the truck. It’s decided that Max will drive it, so Carter and Benji head back to campus, and Grandee insists I stay with the vehicle since it’s my responsibility.

Grandee shows me where all the papers are and explains to Max that sometimes the truck is finicky.

She hands Max the keys and when we slide into the cab, she goes over the breaks and the gears that happen to be on the steering wheel and not on a stick shift.

“Can you drive a manual?” I ask.

Max gives me a long glare. “Yes, Nieve. I can drive a manual. Can you?”

I glare back at him. He knows I can’t. I said so earlier when it was suggested I drive on Halloween.

Grandee kisses me on my forehead and pulls out a piece of purple yarn and ties it to my wrist. She doesn’t bother to tell me what it’s for. It doesn’t matter anyway. She’s been known to lie about meaning in the past. But she moves to Max’s side of the car and takes his wrist, also tying a purple cord around it.

I expect him to ask questions, but instead, he just says, “Thank you.”

Grandee pats his cheek, and we drive off.

I text Linden as soon as we are on the road.

OMW

She sends back a thumbs-up, and I hate that I feel fragile with her. With everyone. Misunderstood.

Max has his hand on the wheel, and I stare at the purple tied around his wrist.

“That was nice of you.”

Max’s grip tightens, but he doesn’t say anything in return. We drive in silence for a long time. The stars that poke out of the inky sky follow us as we follow along the electric poles that line the country roads. And every so often I notice Max looking over at me.

“What?” I ask finally.

“Nothing.” He looks back at the road.

Maybe I was making noise without thinking about it. “Was I singing? I do that sometimes. Sorry.”

“Why didn’t—” He clears his throat.

“Why didn’t what?”

“Why didn’t you want to submit anything to the festival?”

It feels like I repeat this at least a million times a day. Between Linden and the other art majors and the committee members, everyone asks. “I just don’t want to. Are you—”

He cuts my question off. “Why didn’t you give Carter your number?”

“My number?” I feel my head tilt to the side. I’m not following this change in the topic.

“Carter. The other day. He asked you for your number, and … you said no. At the ice-cream place.”

“Yeah.” The word comes out like taffy, pulled slow and long.

“Why?”

I sit up straight. “Because I didn’t want to, and I don’t have to.” It’s more defensive than I mean it to sound.

We’re quiet for a while longer until I say, “Why did you ask about Carter?”

Max takes a breath. “Because everyone gives Carter their number.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

He has the decency to look a little embarrassed. “Girls don’t typically tell him no. I was just surprised.”

“Girls don’t tell him no.” I repeat it. “You make it sound like there are a lot of girls.”

“There are.” Max sees the surprise on my face. “Not like a lot, but he likes a challenge.”

My eyebrows go up. “Challenge?” I feel the need to defend Carter. Defend myself. Which is irrational because there’s no need in this timeline. “You think he sees me as a challenge?”

“It’s not an insult, Nieve. You’re…” He trails off, and I feel myself getting even angrier.

Carter and I are different. We have a connection. I’m not just some girl he flirts with, but I can’t say that without sounding like I’m his stalker.

“I’m what?”

Max gives me a pleading look. “Nieve. Come on.”

I make a gesture like I want him to keep going.

“You’re a pretty girl. Of course he thinks you’re a challenge.”

The words find me slower than they are spoken. A pretty girl. Max thinks …

I blush. Since when does Max Emerson think I’m pretty?

“You know you’re pretty, Nieve.” He rolls his eyes.


“Why are you so mean to me?”

“Pretty girls like you always seem to think they are the exception to every rule.” Max shakes his head.



The memory from before is a reminder that pretty isn’t actually a compliment like it would be from someone else’s mouth.

Even in this timeline, Max is still Max.






CHAPTER 14


Growing up, I wasn’t allowed to say Halloween.

Linden and I had to call it Samhain, or the end of summer. We were allowed to dress up on Samhain Eve. We could go trick-or-treating but only if we did it to remember the earth was going to sleep.

We did not celebrate Halloween. There were no carved pumpkins or ghosts or witches on brooms.

Instead, we would celebrate the quiet season. In our house we would write the things we wanted to change onto sticks and throw them into the fire outside. Grandee’s friends would come over, women who wore flowy dresses and layered necklaces that matched large earrings and clinking bracelets. Their hair was always wild and long and their faces free of makeup.

I thought they looked like angels.

But the kids at my school called them witches.

Halloween was how I learned that I was different. And not everyone thought different was okay.

There’s something odd about Halloween this year. Not just that I don’t live with Grandee for the first time since I can remember, but this is also the first time I haven’t thought about what I’m going to throw into the fire.

I place a jack-o’-lantern on top of the truck bed next to a bale of hay. The very first one I’ve ever carved.

“You look proud.” Benji stands behind me, holding a pumpkin with eyes and a mouth drawn on the surface and a knife sticking out of the top.

I make a face.

“Don’t worry. It’s just the handle and not an actual knife.”

I wasn’t thinking that. “But you didn’t carve it?”

Now he makes a face. “Carving pumpkins is gross. The insides are all slimy, and they taste like shit. It’s a racket set up by Big Greeting Card to sell you crap you don’t need wrapped in the promise of nostalgia.”

“Big Greeting Card? Are there Halloween greeting cards?”

He sighs like I’m exhausting him. “You know so little.”

He hands me a garland of paper ghosts, and we finish decorating the truck that will carry people from the front of the pumpkin patch to the hedge maze. Benji and I walk back toward where the party will be.

“Do you think people will freak out that it’s dark in there?” he asks.

“I hope so,” I say with a smile. “But no. Everyone will be fine. It’s spooky and fun.”

In the dead ends of the maze are skeletons and dummies with plastic chainsaws and battery-operated ghosts that make noise. On a bench, two zombie mannequins kiss. And at the center is a bar with tables and chairs scattered throughout.

The sun is starting to set, so Linden and I head to the employee bathroom at the pumpkin patch to get ready. The theme is good versus evil. Very original. Her dress is red and she wears devil horns in her hair, and mine is white with gold feathers covering my shoulders and upper arms like very soft armor.

“You’re beautiful,” she tells me as she applies glitter to my cheeks. It makes me think about Max calling me pretty. My hair curls down my back, and my makeup is heavy on the shimmer and gemstones.

“It’s not over the top?” I don’t know why I feel so self-conscious. Carter and I dressed as scarecrows last time, and it was cute, but it wasn’t … whatever this is.

“Halloween is when you’re supposed to go over the top. If you can’t do it now, when can you?”

“You’re sure?”

Linden gives me a patient look. “I can’t even see any cleavage. And sure, the dress is short, but you’re wearing white fishnets. That’s basically pants.”

I roll my eyes but feel better. The feathers that trail down my arms seem powerful. In control. Even though it’s the last thing I actually am.

By the time we finish in the bathroom, the lanterns along the route to the maze cast a warm light against the ground. The bite of fall in the air feels more like a promise of mischief than the turning of a season.

Max sits in the driver’s seat of my grandmother’s truck. When he sees Linden and me, his face doesn’t change, but his eyes narrow.

“Can we ride up here?” Linden asks him as she watches people climbing into the back and settling on the blankets covering the bales of hay.

Max nods, and Linden holds the door for me to get in. It would be weird if I said I didn’t want to sit in the middle, and to be fair, I am the youngest. My entire life has been sitting in the spots in a car Linden doesn’t want to.

I slide across the bench seat with only a few inches separating Max and me, but Linden motions for me to move over farther, until Max and I are touching.

Our legs, our hips, our arms.

His hand tightens on the steering wheel. The one with purple yarn he’s still wearing.

“Sorry,” I mumble.

He doesn’t say anything, but his shoulders straighten.

“’Kay,” Linden says, shutting the door. “I’m ready!”

“Great. We need to wait for everyone else to get on, though,” Max tells her, still looking straight ahead. “Benji has to give the signal.”

Linden leans over me to look at Max. “And he just did.” She says it slowly as if Max is an idiot.

He clears his throat and starts the truck. It lurches forward with a jolt, sending Linden and me into the dash. Max reaches out and puts his hand on my leg as if on instinct. It tightens on the top of my thigh next to the edge of my skirt.

Thank god I’m wearing these “pants.”

He lifts his hand and puts it back on the gearshift as we move slowly toward the maze. It feels excruciatingly long. And silent. None of us speak as the hedges come into view.

The dark green leaves look almost black in the night, and there are tables selling hot toddies and mulled wine. Bistro lights are strung around the maze’s entrance, making it look like a magical portal. Inside is the promise of baked goods and a fire. And more alcohol.

“Thanks for the ride!” Linden says, jumping out of the truck and running over to the drinks.

Without scooting toward the door, I ask, “Do you have to drive all night?”

“Not the whole night.” He looks straight ahead.

“So … I’ll see you in there?” I don’t know why I’m talking to him like this, with a lump in my throat. Or why I haven’t moved from the spot I’m in even though Linden is gone.

“Yep.” It’s all he says.

I hop out, feeling ridiculous. Silly. This is Max. Why am I making polite conversation with him?

Was that even what I was doing?

Linden brings me a cup of mulled wine.

Next, there are the games. Bobbing for apples, but instead of apples, there are tiny bottles of liquor. A ring toss that gets you a coupon for a drink inside. And you can put your hand in a series of boxes and try to guess what gross thing you’re touching. I laugh when Linden agrees but changes her mind after one try.

We find Benji already with his friends from the theater department. Damian and Ava stand there, arms crossed as they give judgmental looks to the people who pass them.

Damian, apparently in this timeline, too, is one of those people who can’t say anything nice about anyone but pretends he’s just being observant.

I make my way toward the giant pin-the-tail-on-the-devil game. Eventually, Linden tells me she wants to head inside the maze. We get refills on our wine, and she points to the lights and smoke that come from the center. Muffled music makes its way toward us.

Carter is somewhere in there, bartending.

I close my eyes and think of the last time we were in the maze together.


Carter’s hand on my thigh, pulling it around his waist, his lips on my skin.

A moan escapes me and—

“Shhhh,” he whispers against my breast before moving up to my ear. “Can you be quiet for me?”

No, I want to tell him, but his fingers find my center and I lose all thought.



“Yeah,” I tell her. “Let’s go.”

At the entrance, a girl dressed as a vampire is taking payments. “You can keep your phone, but don’t turn on the light unless it’s an emergency. Like one of the zombies tries to eat you or something.” We laugh, and the two of us head into the maze. Pretty quickly, the light disappears. It’s so dark back here that I have trouble seeing in front of me. Somewhere over the wall, I can hear people laughing or shrieking. Linden picks up her pace.

“I think it’s this way,” she says. “I remember from before. A bunch of lefts.”

“I think it’s actually this way.” When I turn around, she’s disappeared. It feels like I’m spinning in a circle.

“Linden?” I call.

“Nieve?”

“Where did you go?”

“Go straight!” she shouts to me in the darkness.

“I can’t. There’s a wall.”

She groans somewhere close enough for me to hear it but far enough that it sounds muffled. “Go straight toward my voice.”

The hedge in front of me must be at least eight feet tall. “I am…” I can’t tell where I’m supposed to be going. “I’m just gonna pull out my flashlight—”

“No!” Linden yells. “Don’t you dare. Just … meet me in the center.”

I stare up at the sky. “Ugh. ’Kay!”

The wine in my hand starts to cool as I wander the maze. When I find a bench with a dummy that looks like Ghostface, I decide a rest sounds nice.

But as I’m sitting down, it moves.

I scream, spilling the rest of my wine everywhere.

I’m being assaulted.

“Nieve.”

I keep screaming. “Motherfucker!” I should have punched this person. This is one of those moments where I can turn on my flashlight.

“Nieve.”

I know the voice before he pulls off the mask, so I’m not surprised when I see Max staring back at me.

His green eyes are bright, and I realize his gloved hands hold my arms. “You spilled your wine.”

Is he serious? I toss my empty cup at him as I step backward. “I thought you were driving!”

“I finished.” He’s sitting so casually in a long black robe and holding a mask. He should look ridiculous, but somehow he doesn’t.

“What are you doing lurking in the maze?”

“My job.” He’s giving me that annoyed look he wears when I say something he thinks is ridiculous. “I’m supposed to be scaring people.”

“Well, congrats.” I look down at my dress to see if any of the wine spilled on it or my wings.

“It’s not on you. You’re good,” he tells me.

My cheeks flush as I think about Max checking me over. “They just forced you to sit here?”

“It’s actually pretty peaceful.”

And it seems like it is. Now that my heart isn’t beating out of my chest, I can hear the low thrum of music and the muffled voices around us. But here, in the dark, it almost feels like we’re in a bubble. Hidden.

He holds up a thermos and offers it to me. “Since you spilled yours?”

I sit down on the bench next to him and take a drink. It’s much better when it’s warm.

The moon is bright in the sky and hangs low over the hedges. A halo surrounds it, making the whole sky feel moody and magical.

We hand the wine back and forth in the quiet, and our hands brush against each other with each pass.

“It’s supposed to be good luck,” he tells me. “The moon, when it has that circle around it.”

I take another sip. “Grandee always said it was the moon trying to give you what you want.”

He laughs. “Sounds like something she would say.”

My face breaks into a small smile before I realize what’s just happened.

I don’t like that. I don’t like him knowing Grandee well enough to know things like that about her.

I take another sip.

“Did you always live with her?” he asks.

“Yep. My mom went to school, and we lived there. Grandee said not living with your family was a lot weirder than living all alone because someone in the government wants to sell houses. She traveled to Europe a lot.”

“When did your mom travel to Europe?”

I frown because … here, she’s been gone years, and I haven’t seen her. Or she might be an addict? I’m having a hard time keeping track of these things. Which version of her is the one everyone else knows.

But at least she’s not missing. Or dead.

“I’m not sure.” I hand him back the mulled wine.

“Yeah, I get it.”

“Get what?”

“Missing someone who didn’t choose you.”

My mom did choose me. She always chose me in her own way, but this version of her is almost a stranger, and what Max is saying feels so personal.

“How come you’re so nice this time?” It slips out before I can stop it. The wine has made my tongue loose.

“This time?”

I try to save it and wave my hands around my head. “You know…”

He plucks the thermos from my hands. “I’ve always been this way, Nieve.”

Before I can muster up the words to respond, a couple rounds the corner and stops abruptly. They stare at us, waiting for someone to speak.

Until Max says, “Boo.”

The couple gives him a disappointed look. “It’s not this way,” the taller one says before they turn around and walk off.

Max inhales, and I know he feels it, too.

The bubble has burst.

“I should go and try to find the center before Linden comes after me.” I stand.

“I’ll go with you.”

“Don’t you have to stay here?”

He shrugs. I follow him out into the narrow rows as he walks in front of me, leading the way. His dark cloak blends into the night; the moon shines above him in a foggy haze.

I trip and stumble but don’t fall. Max turns to me and puts his hand on my arm. “You okay?” The light is soft against him, and I can’t help but think that maybe he’s the moon.

“Yeah.” When I speak, it sounds a little breathless, and I worry that he thinks I’m scared.

Max makes a noise that sounds like he understands, but he takes my hand and walks with me. When we reach the center, Max releases it. I make a fist, once. Twice. Something feels like it’s missing.

“Get over here!” It’s Carter’s voice that yells over the crowd. He’s exactly where I thought he would be. At the bar. Except instead of standing behind it, he’s standing on it, reaching down for someone. A girl with dark hair and a beautiful flowy white dress.

It takes me a second to recognize her as the girl from the funeral. The one sitting with the family. He holds out his hand, but when she pushes it away, he looks hurt.

Something intense passes between the two of them that makes me feel like I’m intruding on a personal moment.

But then she’s moving through the crowd.

It only takes Carter a second to recover, and soon he’s calling for Linden, who’s in front of him only seconds later, laughing as he pours her a shot. She throws it back, and he makes an impressed sound and pulls her up.

The girl from the funeral shakes her head and disappears back into the maze. I need to talk to her. I need to find out who she is. Find out … find out if the dark thoughts in my mind are correct.

I run after her into the darkness of the hedges.

“Alex!” I yell the name I remember seeing on Carter’s phone and hope that’s right.

But she’s already gone.






CHAPTER 15


I’ve become obsessed.

I can’t stop thinking about the girl in the maze—the girl from the funeral. The one that Max got into a fight with. Questions play in a loop in my mind, and I grow sick of my own thoughts. Did she know Carter better than I did? Was she closer to his family than I was? Did he love her more than me?

So, I do what any sane person does.

I use my FBI-level detective skills to find all her socials and stalk her.

Alexandria “Alex” Moreno goes to the big university an hour away. She’s the same age as Max and Carter. And based on the photos she’s posted, she’s known the Delaneys for many years.

But more than that, she’s the same girl Max said was Carter’s Moby Dick.

Her social media has only led to more questions.

How could I not have known someone whom the Delaneys vacationed with? How could I not know something so important?

Every string of thoughts has brought me to the same conclusion.

I don’t know Carter. In this life … or any other.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



Which is why I’m hiding in the library.

Before, I would come to this spot with Carter and everyone else. We would spend hours on the top floor of the student library pretending to study as we sat on the carpet and pressed our backs against the giant windows that covered the wall. On sunny days, they were warm, and on snowy ones, they were cool. It was an anchor to the outside.

Carter would pretend to work and wait for me to finish. I used to think his impatience was adorable.

It was. It is.

Now there are clusters of tables where there used to be beanbags. I find the one that has its back to the window, but instead of sitting in the chair, I pull it out and sit underneath it. My legs fold up, and I push my backpack behind me for support.

My sketchbook and pencil sit next to me as I listen to sad music in my earbuds while the leaves fall outside.

I give myself a moment to feel bad. Why would the universe ask me to start over, when I seem to be failing miserably at this? How can I get the world’s most famous lovers right if I’m so heartbroken I can’t even imagine love?

Maybe that was the point. Romeo and Juliet were fated to be tragic the moment Shakespeare picked up his pen.

I grab my pencil and start sketching out of habit more than inspiration. Just like I have since the first time I woke up in this version of my life.

And then I hear voices.

“I will never recover.”

Benji. I’m moving to stand when I hear a second voice.

“I drank way too much.”

Max.

“How? You were working half the night.”

There’s a long pause, followed by a deep sigh, and I wonder if Max will tell him we were together.

“I filled a thermos with mulled wine.”

“You need to build up your tolerance.” A deep thud like a backpack being set down sounds above me. “Is that why you worked past your shift? You were sitting in the hedge maze getting drunk by yourself?”

There’s a pause, and I don’t know why, but I hold my breath while he decides if he wants to tell Benji that I sat with him. We just sat. It wasn’t a big deal. Two people, barely friends. Sharing a drink.

“Where’s Carter?”

“You know he’s always late.”

My back is starting to cramp, and if Carter is coming, it’s possible that I’m going to die under this table, but too much time has passed for me to just announce myself.

“I bet he’s downstairs getting food.”

I hear a groan from Benji. “I’ll go grab him.”

Now is my opportunity to sneak out. I start to gather my things as quietly as I can and I just have to—

Legs come into view, and Max crouches down in front of me. “Hey.” On his face is a small smile.

I feel my eyes go wide. “Hey.”

“Whatcha doing?” he asks with a tilt of his head like it’s a joke.

“I wasn’t spying.” I say it too quick for it not to be suspicious. “I was already here.”

He only looks at me, his eyes sparkling in the afternoon light.

“I was gonna say something, but you guys just kept talking.”

His lips press together.

“I was being polite.”

Max is letting me ramble.

“Look.” I point to the sketchbook sticking out of my backpack. “I was going to try to sneak off.”

Max gently plucks it from my bag. “I was wondering what you were working on.”

“You knew I was down here?”

Without taking his eyes off my sketch, he hooks a thumb at the window. “Your reflection.”

I look over and see a mirror of myself folded under the table, and Max’s back. Of course.

“This is good.” His words pull my attention away from my humiliation.

“What?” I heard him; I don’t know why I’m asking him to repeat himself.

“The art. It’s good.”

“You sound surprised.”

He drops the page so that it hangs limply in his hand. “Don’t do that. Don’t fish for a compliment.”

“I wasn’t.” And it’s true. I don’t need Max Emerson to validate my work, but I’ve been struggling to see even my own vision.

“This right here? Where their bodies are turned toward each other, but the crowd has completely separated them? Is it their families? Death? Expectation of others? All of it? That’s good.”

My stomach swoops as he points to the place on the paper that he’s talking about. I was trying to symbolize how close they were to happiness. Which is what makes the story all the more tragic.

They were so close.

“Good art is something everyone sees differently.”

I nod, but I don’t really understand.

He looks up over the table. “You wanna get out of there, or do you want to keep working?”

I give him an annoyed look.

“I was asking genuinely. Sometimes inspiration comes from where we sit.”

The number of late nights I spent in the studio or curled up in an uncomfortable ball because that’s when everything flowed together feels innumerable. I hate that he’s right, that he gets this—he sees the artist inside me. Something Carter struggled to understand.

But Max only has to say this one thing, and I know he sees it.

He offers me a hand as I push out from under the table. We are sitting at it when Carter and Benji show up.

“Took you long enough,” Max says.

“I grabbed coffee.” Carter holds up two cups and smiles. Benji rolls his eyes, holding up two others.

“We,” Benji corrects. “We grabbed coffee.”

“Yeah, but I knew her order.” Carter sets down a paper cup with the logo of the coffee cart emblazoned on the sleeve. Two birds in flight. “Americano black.”


“Americano black.” Carter smiles down at me. “And there are even two birds on it, like us. Lovebirds.”

“That is so embarrassing,” I say to him as I pick up the coffee to hide the heat in my cheeks.

He sits down, pressing a kiss on the top of my forehead. “I’ll always be embarrassing for you.”



“This is for me?”

“Yeah.” His face falls slightly as he sits down across from me. “This is your order, right?”

It is, but instead of answering, I ask a question. “How did you know I was here?”

“Benji.”

Of course Benji could also see me, but at least he looks a little embarrassed about it.

“What are you working on?” Carter asks, reaching for my notebook.

“Just—” I pull it toward me and shove it into my backpack. “Something for the mural.”

“Can I see it?”

I hesitate. I don’t want to say yes, but I don’t know how to say no without sounding like an asshole. “Um, sure.”

“Did you leave your phone in your room?” Max asks Carter suddenly.

He looks down to his backpack on the table. “No?” He checks his pockets. “Ugh, maybe? Wait, no. Here it is.”

“Check your texts.”

I watch Carter’s face pull into a frown. “Fuck, when was this sent?”

Max leans back in his chair next to me. “An hour ago.”

Benji leans over Carter’s shoulder. “What is it?”

“Carter missed the volunteer hours for last month,” Max says, and takes a sip from his drink.

He groans and throws his head onto his bag. “So now I have to do double this month if I don’t want to be put on probation. How can the president be put on probation?”

“Same as everyone else.” Max sighs.

I pull out my history homework because Carter is distracted.

“What’s that?” Benji asks me.

“What’s what?” Linden walks up to our table with two waters and a brown paper bag. She has her dance bag slung over one shoulder and wears her practice clothes, her hair pulled into a sweaty ponytail.

“History,” I tell her and Benji.

“Linny!” Carter says with a pathetic face, lifting his head from his backpack. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Linden sits on the other side of me and sets down a water bottle next to my work. She cracks open her own. “What’s happening?”

Benji tells her, “Carter forgot to volunteer last month.”

“He didn’t forget,” Max says, leaning back.

Carter furiously types on his phone. “I had a test.”

“He had a test,” Benji says with a serious face. “All month.”

“Can I tutor you?” Carter asks Linden, who just laughs.

“Oh!” Benji looks at me. “Nieve needs help!”

Carter’s face lights up. “You do?”

I take my papers and pull them into my lap. “I don’t.” I already took this class and got a respectable C. I can do it again.

“You should let me help you.” He leans closer to me. “Helping you will help me.”

“I’m fine. Really.”

Carter’s face turns serious as he declares, “I can tutor you, Nieve.”


One textbook, five notebooks full of notes, and three highlighters sit in front of Carter and me, only one of us knowing what we’re doing.

Carter looks at me patiently. “Come on, Nieve. You know this.”

I groan. “I don’t know it. You know I don’t, so stop gaslighting me.”

“You’re using gaslighting incorrectly.”

“Great, now I need a tutor in English.”

He kisses the top of my head and pulls me into him. “No, you don’t. You just need to focus.”

“I don’t like history. I should have never taken it.”

“Agreed, but it’s already done.”

My tone changes. “What will you give me if I get an answer right?”

“Don’t try to distract me.”

But from the low growl of his voice, he is distracted. He places his hand on the inside of my thigh. “But I will reward you if you finish this page.”



Everything feels like it leads to a memory of Carter, and I already know how that ends.

“I don’t need a tutor,” I say. “I have to go to the studio anyway.”

Linden looks disappointed, but she holds up the water and a wrapped sandwich. “Eat this and drink this.” She looks at me, placing the water bottle in my hand. “All of it.”

“I will.” And I mean it. I give her a quick hug.

“I’ll go with you,” Max says. “I need to grab something at the studio anyway.”

Walking with Max. I don’t know when this turned into a thing, but I don’t love it.

On instinct, I look at Carter to see if he’s going to argue—and try to not let it hurt when he doesn’t. There’s no reason he would.

I grab my bag, and Max and I move toward the elevator.

“You didn’t have to go with me,” I tell him.

“I know.”

“I can walk there myself.”

“I know.”

“I—”

He cuts me off. “Maybe I just wanted to leave. Not everything is about you.”

I open my mouth and close it, not sure what to say next.

“Sorry,” he says after a few steps in silence. “I’ve just got a lot going on with the art final.”

“The mural?”

“No, my personal piece for the end of the year.” I can see the stress on his face.

“I’m sure you’ll be selected.”

But I can’t remember if Max was. Or if he had been in the years before. Something tells me he hadn’t been.

“It’s not easy to get selected.” He says it like he’s trying to remind me of something. Maybe of my own privilege.

When we reach the studio, I find an empty seat and pull out my sketchbook, thinking about different colors and paints I could use. Sometimes the colors are ones I can envision like they were always meant to be those, and other times they need to be discovered through trial and error. Kind of like when dyeing roving.

When the setting sun is finally filtering into the windows high above, I look up and notice I’m all alone, except for the TA who works with the sculpture students for Professor Carla. Even Max is gone.

Max, who is so stressed about the festival.

I go over to his desk. On it are several drafts of the same thing. A woman laughing and holding a book as she sits on a porch swing. Some of them show flowers blooming in the house behind her; in others, she wears a sun hat. Sometimes the book is big; other times, it’s small.

They’re all technically good.

But they feel … familiar. Not special. They don’t stand out, even from one another.

One paper sits on top of his trash can and is of two hands almost clasped together, like the person is washing them. And there’s something here that feels like it needs to be rescued. It’s almost beautiful. It almost feels right. It’s … almost …

Almost important.

Without really thinking about what I’m doing, I tuck it into my notebook. He was going to throw this away anyway.

But before I leave, I pull out one of the papers on the desk and write my thoughts.


Perspective is hard. Try focusing on one thing.

I like the hair without the hat.

The flowers are pretty, but they feel … off.

Her smile is the most perfect thing here. Don’t change it.



When I’m done, I look at what I’ve written, and I’m suddenly horrified that I’ve just critiqued his work. And not only that, I’ve written it on the work. I would toss it, but I assume he’s saved it for a reason.

Instead, I tuck it behind his other work and wonder if he’ll even know it was me.






CHAPTER 16


My grandmother’s kitchen is a place filled with magic.

When I close my eyes, I see it so clearly. Glass bottles in different colors catch the light. Ancient cast-iron pans sit on top of the stove like generals in an army. Plants grow from pots on high shelves, trying to reach the light that spills in from the window above the worn porcelain sink with brown rings in its base. Soft, faded wool rugs layer on top of each other, having survived an infinite number of spring cleanings.

And when I’m feeling untethered, I draw it and remember all the time I spent inside the walls that seemed to keep everything there sacred. My pencil—

“That’s not your art project.”

The words come in muffled through the music playing in my earbuds, and I look up to see Linden standing in front of me with a coffee mug in one hand and a bottle of Advil in the other. She’s still in her pajamas and her bed is unmade. Somehow, I missed her getting up and making coffee with the pod machine she had to have.

Coffee is the first thing I require to function.

“Grandee’s?” she asks, even though she knows it is. She would know this place just by the way the sun filters in through the gauzy curtains.

I pull out one of my earbuds and bury it in my fist to cover up the static noise. “I’m just feeling stuck.”

Linden sits down next to me and takes a small sip as she holds the cup with both hands. “Mm. Stuck is not good. Stuck like in school? In life? In art?”

“Yes,” I tell her with a pathetic smile.

“Sounds like we need a cheat day.”

“I wish I could. Today is my studio time to work on the mural.”

“Or,” she says, giving me a mischievous look, “maybe you have massive diarrhea and can’t make it.”

“I would never tell them that.”

“Okay, stomach problems? You ate bad cheese?”

“No, Linden,” I say, growing more exasperated.

She stands and grabs her phone from off her bed. As she furiously types, she smiles, and then I hear the whoosh of a message being sent. “Done.”

“What did you just do?” But I already know.

Her face is proud when she tells me, “I texted your TA that you’re not gonna make it.”

Snatching her phone from her hands, I read the text to Max.

“Those are my private messages!” she says with a laugh.

Nieve has diarrhea and can’t make it today.

Oh my god. “I hate you.”

She throws a pair of sweats at me. “Come on. Get dressed—we need a cousin day.”

“Linden, I can’t. I’m already so behind.”

Her jaw clenches. “I’m not trying to be a brat here, but I feel like I haven’t talked to you in forever, and it’s like you’re turning into this whole other person without me. And … I miss you, okay?”

My heart gives a painful squeeze. Linden isn’t just my cousin; she’s my best friend. The person that sees the ugly parts of me and still believes in me. The one that tells me there is something inside of me that is worthy and important.

Not for the first time, I wonder if I should try to tell her what is happening, or what I think is happening. She grew up with Grandee, too, after all.

But I can’t seem to do it. I don’t think even she would understand.

“Linny.”

Her face falls, and I know this moment is one that matters. The kind that changes things. Maybe if I tell her no, Carter lives, and my life is different. Or maybe not. I’m so scared of doing the wrong thing. Of changing things in a way that will erase someone permanently. And I’m scared that one day I’ll wake up and not recognize my life at all.

All because I made a single decision.

But then I remember Linden holding me, still covered in water from the river, as I screamed for Carter and … I can’t lose Linden. No version of my life would be complete without her.

“These sweats are filthy. I need a different pair.”

She smiles at me, relieved, and pulls out a pair of hers. Twenty minutes later, we’re in her car listening to the Rumours album by Fleetwood Mac.

I don’t have to ask where we’re going.

We drive down the freeway, only breaking the quiet to sing with the music. When we hit our small town, Linden stops at the grocery store with a deli counter and a bakery.

We order our favorite sandwiches and a bag of chips to split. She grabs two cupcakes, one vanilla, one confetti.

And we drive to Grandee’s.

The house is quiet, her truck gone because this is the day she attends the farmers market to sell the yarn she’s made during the week.

Grandee’s sheep baa but don’t move as we walk toward the pond. We sit on a small dock that floats on top of the water covered in blankets that we never bring inside. She asks if I want to swim, and I tell her it’s too cold. From the look Linden gives me, she knows I’m not telling the truth, but she doesn’t press it as we eat our sandwiches.

The sun carves a path against the sky, and in this moment, I feel my world exhale, like the waves lapping gently against the wood.

“Everything feels like it’s moving too fast,” Linden says. “Like time itself.”

“Huh?”

“We left school at eleven, and now it’s two.” She picks off a pickle from where it hangs between the bread and pops it into her mouth. “Time just keeps going, and I feel like I can’t catch up. You know?”

Before I can stop myself, I say, “Maybe you can repeat it?” But it sounds stupid, and I take a bite to cover up how ridiculous I feel.

“Right. That would be nice. To just go back.” She grins at me, and I know before she speaks, she’s going to do her Grandee impersonation. “Time isn’t real. Reality is whatever your mind tells you is true.”

I smile, but reality feels different when your mind isn’t sure what reality even is, when you’re waiting to see if you’re just gonna wake up from a dream. There’s an ache in my heart because I can’t lose Linden, but I have a secret. Something that keeps me in a place separate from everyone else. I can feel her slipping further and further away from me.

I reach out and lace our fingers together. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’m a good college student.”

“First year is hard,” she says. “I cried every night and wanted to come home and see you and Grandee all the time.”

I didn’t, though. My first year, I had Linden and Carter, and all I wanted to do was be grown. No curfew, no one asking if I went to class, no one making sure I ate something that was green. Home was with them. Home was me finding out who I was.

But I know Linden wants to take care of me. This gives her a purpose in my life. Something for her to do during my crisis.

“That must be what it is.” I pat her hand gently and open the chips.

Linden goes inside and brings out a bottle of cheap wine and unscrews the cap. We feel like adults drinking and picking at our food as we watch the sun set.

“I think Max likes you.”

I can’t help the laugh that escapes me. “No, that’s not it at all.”

“I know when a boy likes someone. Max watches you.”

I hate that I can feel myself blush. “I’m pretty sure he watches me because he thinks I’m a brat. Entitled.” It embarrasses me to admit it.

“Maybe, but probably hot, too.”

“No,” I say, wanting badly to stop this conversation. “He would never do that to Carter.”

“Do what to Carter?”

Damn it. “Nothing,” I say, adding a laugh at the end like it’s funny. “I mean, it kinda feels like they’re dating.”

She rolls her eyes. “They are codependent.” She takes the wine from me and adds, “Carter is cute, though. In that rich-kid-frat-boy way.”

“Yeah.”

But I hate Carter being described like that, like he’s just a list of things. Not the small scar on his stomach that I loved to kiss or the way his heart would slow when I laid my head on his chest. The way his sigh felt like I was sighing, too.

“I mean, he’s my friend, and I don’t hook up with friends…” Linden continues.

“But?”

“But sometimes when I’m feeling like shit, I think, Why not? Carter doesn’t care about feelings or commitment. I could just…”

He doesn’t care about those things, because he doesn’t have me. Because I’m gone.

“I think hooking up with your friends is bad news,” I say, even as I hope there isn’t an edge to my voice.

“Is that why you won’t hook up with Max?”

“I don’t like him like that. And he’s the TA.”

“You don’t think Max is hot?”

“Everyone who likes men thinks Max is hot; I’m not an idiot.” I’m getting more and more impatient the longer we talk about this.

“Max is hot. That’s a scientific fact.”

“You hook up with him, then.”

We sit on the dock until Grandee shows up a little tipsy from her own wine adventures at the farmers market.

The three of us eat a cake she made for the church potluck, saying she plans on staying home. Grandee claims she only goes so they won’t call her a witch, but she smiles too much at Pastor Greene for that to be true.

After, she demands we fall asleep in our childhood bedroom, and as I lie in bed, I think about what Linden said about Carter.

Maybe he is the kind of guy that she should be with.

Maybe they would work well together.

Maybe if they are together … he won’t be with me.

And if he’s not with me, maybe he’ll live.

A tear trails down the side of my face and into my hairline before I can catch it. I hate this. I hate the way I feel when I think about Carter, this in-between space of wanting him to live and wanting him to be with me.

Wanting a distraction, I grab my phone and see a text from an unknown number.

Sorry about your diarrhea. I explained part of your project today to the team, but it was probably bad.

And then.

Thanks for the notes.

Max Emerson. I don’t know why my heart beats fast in my chest. I can only think it’s because I was worried that he would be angry with me for writing on his project. But I save his number before I type back.

I don’t have diarrhea.

Perspective is hard.

If you say so.

You’re not good at it either.

This asshole.

Yes, I am. You literally said I was good at it on my project.

You’re okay.

Make sure you eat right so you don’t miss tomorrow.

I’m not covering for you again.

And then he texts,

Good night.

I’m not sure why those two words feel heavy against my mind. I hear them in his low voice.

I had his number. Before.

The week that Carter died, Max came over every night. He sat on my bed, the one I refused to get out of. We barely spoke. He mostly asked if I’d eaten or if I needed something. But then the fight happened. I don’t remember most of what it was about, only that Max had shouted at me for going into the river.

Because he blamed me, even if he hadn’t come right out saying it. Finally, we could stop playing this game. The one where he pretended that he didn’t think I was responsible for Carter’s death. I told him never to come back.

And he only told me … good night.

“What are you making that face for?” Linden asks from her bed on the other side of the room.

“I’m not.” I close out of my text app and drop my phone onto the nightstand I had painted yellow during a phase where I wanted everything to look like a sunrise.

This table makes me sad that I live in a dorm with generic furniture that’s the same in each room. Made of particleboard and built to be as inoffensive as possible.

She smiles at me. “He asked for your number.”

“Who?” But I know who she’s talking about. I don’t know why I’m playing stupid.

“He’s not a bad guy, Nieve. He might even be a fun distraction.”

This is the problem with Linden talking to me about Max. She doesn’t understand that Max and I have a history etched into time in a way neither of us can overcome.

Maybe Max doesn’t hate me now, but he will.

He will hate me if Carter dies again. And somehow, he will know it’s all my fault.






CHAPTER 17


The art studio feels like it’s in constant motion.

A swirl of chaos that moves inside my chest. It’s alive. Like a beast pacing in a cage. Chatting and working and laughing and … arguing. It’s the most people I’ve ever seen in this room.

I set my coffee down at my usual table. The storm of voices currently taking over the left corner of the workshop keeps pulling my attention even before I look over. Doc’s nodding as a girl—I think named DeAnna—argues with him, gesturing wildly. She’s got a smattering of black paint in her shiny, thick hair and the kind of tears in her eyes that only come from overwhelming anger.

“What happened there?” I ask Benji, who has his head down as he types something on his laptop.

He doesn’t even look up when he answers. “Nirmaliz threw paint at DeAnna’s project, and DeAnna stepped in front of it to try to save her work.”

“Did she?”

“What?” He stops and finally glances at me.

“Did she save the piece?”

“Not really.” He goes back to his assignment.

“How can you work with all this noise?” I ask, but Benji just shrugs.

“I thrive in anarchy. Plus, all the good tables were taken in the writers’ workshop.”

In the center of the table is a pink Post-it on top of a sketch I was doing of Rory and Logan the sheep. Eyes are hard, it reads. I know instantly it’s from Max, and I smile. Farther down the page is another note. Focus on perspective.

My body falls onto the stool with a huff. I’m always working on perspective, just not in art. I take the note and put it into my backpack and look for the author.

“Where’s Max?”

“He took Nirmaliz for a walk. You know how she gets.”

“Yeah,” I say, before I remember I’ve never met Nirmaliz in this timeline. “I’ve heard.”

But Benji doesn’t seem to notice.

I study the sketch of Romeo and Juliet. Something is wrong, and it’s not the perspective. Drawing and erasing and redrawing are starting to give me a cramp in my hand and neck.

I will never get this.

Standing, I stretch my neck and walk past a place where we can discard our work, which reminds me …

Maybe it’s the noise; maybe it’s how restless I feel today. Honestly, I don’t know why, but I go back to my seat and pull out the drawing I took from Max’s trash. Putting my earbuds in, I sit back down and start to draw flowers around the hands. I add rings and age to the skin to make it look older with shading and lines. It’s just for fun, and because there’s no pressure to do it right, the art flows from me.

I’m so consumed with the work that I don’t notice Doc walking toward me until it’s too late. I scramble to find my drawing for the mural before he makes it to me, but I fail.

“What’s this?” He picks up the paper and frowns. “Is this yours?”

“It’s Max’s. Well, the hands. I just drew on top of it.”

Doc’s face pinches in concentration.

“I know I’m supposed to be working on the mural. I was just … warming up.”

He’s still frowning when he asks, “Has he seen this?”

My stomach turns. I can’t really say, Absolutely not, because I stole it from the discard pile without his permission. So instead, I stutter out, “I … I don’t think so.”

“It’s very good,” Doc tells me.

“It’s just practice. To get me in the right headspace.”

“Huh.” That’s all he says as he keeps looking at the paper. “Max!” he calls across the space, and I feel my heart fall.

Max, who seems to be everywhere when I’m avoiding him and nowhere when I need him, walks through the doors as he searches for the source of the voice that called him.

And then he’s looking at me.

Fuck.

“Oh.” I stand and try to reach for the paper. “Oh, no. That’s okay.”

“Max, come look at this.”

Each of his steps toward me feels like the drumming of an executioner. Benji gives me a curious look, and I widen my eyes, trying to communicate how badly I need to be rescued.

He doesn’t notice and appears to be waiting to see what Doc has in his hands.

“Have you seen this?” Doc asks.

Max looks over his shoulder, and I watch as he slowly pieces together what’s on the page before him. “This is…” His words trail off like he’s trying to figure out what he’s seeing. “Is this…” He looks at Doc, waiting for him to explain.

“It’s yours,” Doc announces like it’s brilliant. “And she drew over it.”

“It’s hands.” Max is still staring at the paper, and I wish he would just look up at me.

“Yeah.” Doc seems to realize something is off and explains why the art works. “See the light here, and how the hands are holding—”

“I see it.”

Doc takes a deep breath, clearly surprised by Max’s tone. “Okay. Well, as always, this was a brilliant idea, Max.” He sets a hand on his shoulder and squeezes before he gives Max the page.

It takes everything in my power not to rip the work from Max. He studies it like it holds some kind of explanation for what has just happened.

I stand there awkwardly waiting.

For him to speak.

Or yell.

Or even walk away.

But he just stands there. His gaze moving over the work. “I see what you mean about perspective,” he says finally.

He’s talking about the notes I left him when I took this from the trash. My eyes squeeze shut, like I might be able to disappear if I try hard enough. “It was in the trash.” If he wants to talk about his work, we are going to just talk about it, not around it.

Max looks at me with a heavy stare. Maybe he’s trying to understand why I took it, or maybe it’s the rage reflecting from his soul.

“But it’s not yours.”

“You threw it away.” I have no idea why I’m arguing with him. He’s right.

“Does that matter?”

It doesn’t. I know it doesn’t. I would be angry if someone used the work that I had decided wasn’t good, let alone showed other people.

Benji watches the two of us like it’s a tennis match. His head whips from person to person.

“Doc took it from me. I didn’t give it to him.”

It’s clear Max is shocked by what I’m saying. “You are completely missing the point, Nieve.”

I know I am, but I can’t seem to say the two words I actually want to. I’m sorry.

Because no matter what version of my life this is, Max is still Max, and I always seem to want to fight with him.

“Max—”

But he’s walking away.

We spend the rest of the day on opposite ends of the studio, Benji moving back and forth between the two of us like a Ping-Pong ball. I think of a hundred different ways to say I’m sorry, but like the light slipping away outside, my apology seems to fade with it.






CHAPTER 18


A longing that aches has lodged itself inside me.

Feelings I can’t seem to shake that live just under my skin and prickle against it. Sometimes inspiration feels like that. It crawls against your mind and niggles at the back of each of your thoughts.

And you just need to get it … out.

With only a coffee and a doughnut stolen off the table for the Sunday-morning Bible study in the common room, I head to the studio.

There are only three people here, so I put in my earbuds, and I start with my normal warm-up. I draw the desk my mother wrote letters at when I was younger. Pushed against the window, papers scattered across it. I draw her sitting and writing. Hair trailing down her back and ankles crossed. But when I get to her hands, I know I can’t draw them. My eyes move over to Max’s desk, and all I can see is his disappointment.

Why couldn’t I just say sorry?

I could text him, say the words that way, but I remember exactly how he looked at me when he saw the drawing that I had fished out of the trash, and—

Max is not my friend.

A week later, we all get invites from Carter, who has decided to host a fundraiser to make up for his lack of volunteer hours. Not a real fundraiser with people who have money. Just a bunch of college kids partying in the basement of the Cattle Club. There’s a five-dollar cover charge and a drink minimum, along with an amateur bartender who claims that serving drinks is part of his volunteer hours for the committee. All proceeds go toward at-risk art programs. I have a feeling that at the end of the night, Carter will just write a check from his trust fund.

Linden and I are sitting on two barstools shoved in the corner behind a foosball table. Two scrawny freshmen play as they wait for senior members to call them to do something menial, like clean something up or drive someone home. It all feels a little like a frat and not an organization to preserve art for generations to come.

Linden hands me a drink in a red Solo cup, and I don’t bother to ask what it is. “It would be fun to spend break at Carter’s lake house. Watch the snow fall. Drink hot cocoa.”

“Carter’s lake house?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Did he already ask you?”

“I have to work on the mural.”

And there’s no way I’m going near any water with Carter ever again. Linden looks at me like she can read my mind.

“Max says he’s going, and if there’s no one to let you into the studio, then you can’t work.” She taps her temple. “Big brain. Problem solver.”

“If Max is going, I definitely can’t go.” And I shouldn’t go anyway.

“That’s stupid.” She takes a drink from the red Solo cup in her hand. “What’s the deal with you two anyway? I can’t tell if you hate each other or…”

Or sounds more like it, but I just nod and hope it’s enough.

I watch Max from the corner of my eye as he tosses balls into cups and smiles at other people. Max doesn’t smile like that at me. Everything he’s ever done is to make me feel like we weren’t friends.

Which makes the fact that I took his work feel even more wrong. What right did I have to it?

My opportunity to apologize comes minutes later when Max walks up to the bar alone. I decide not to overthink it, and I walk up to him. “Hey.” A stellar opening.

He looks at me, not even a little surprised that I’m speaking to him. “Hey,” he says with an even tone.

“I wanted…” I take a breath and keep my eyes on the cup that was just handed to Max. “I wanted to say I’m sorry. About the thing.”

He doesn’t speak, and eventually I look up at him.

“Apologies usually come with eye contact and a reason for the apology.”

My teeth press against each other. “I’m sorry I took your work.” And made it better.

It’s just the corner of his mouth, but it lifts and then he nods. “Okay, Nieve.” He only makes it two steps before I hear a loud squeal of delight.

Beautiful and tall, the two girls who throw their arms around Max look like models. Max struggles not to spill his drink as he returns their hugs with a smile, and he looks at me.

I have never felt more awkward in my life. Linden comes to save me, hugging the girls she calls Ayra and Emily.

“This is my cousin, Nieve,” she says, introducing me.

“You have the best freckles.” Ayra’s compliment feels sincere. She’s nice and beautiful and she makes Max smile.

Ayra puts her arm through Max’s and they walk toward the small tables by the back wall, and I watch as Max laughs at something she says.

He looks … kind. And handsome.

“How does she know Max?” I ask.

“Oh, I think they hook up sometimes?” Linden says casually. “Ayra loves him. Not literally or anything, but they’re really close.”

I nod and for some reason want to rip her head off.

“Linny, Nieve!” Carter is yelling across the room. “Come play darts!”

“Ugh, I suck at darts,” Linden says next to me, and I follow after her.

Carter holds his red cup high above him in welcome. “Nieve, will you be on my team?”

“Oh.” I look at Linden and back at him. “I’m really bad.”

“Perfect,” Max says, coming up behind Carter. “Benji and Linden can be on a team, and Ayra and I can be on the other.”

Ayra nods, and her golden nose ring catches in the light. She is beautiful in a way that makes me feel boring and average. I bet she’s a Leo.

“Yes!” Carter hops up from his stool and puts all our names on the board and tells us we are playing Around the World. It’s decided that Benji and Linden go first, and although Linden says she’s not good, she hits the one on the first try.

“It’s just lucky,” she tells us. “Don’t expect it to always do that.”

When it’s my and Carter’s turn, he hits the one twice before passing me the darts.

“Hold your hand like this.” His fingers wrap around mine, repositioning them on the cool metal of the dart. I can feel his breath on my skin.


Carter wraps his fingers around mine, the heat from his skin setting me on fire. “Do you like that?”



I push away and drop the dart. “Oh, I’m—” I bend down, rushing to pick it back up, embarrassed that I just …

“Sorry, did I—” Carter starts.

“No, no, it was me. I’m…”

I’m going insane, actually. Let me tell you about how we used to date, and you died. Sometimes I remember the way you used to touch me. And …

“I’m fine.” I take a deep breath, and I throw my three darts, and each one lands on the one.

Carter cheers, sounding surprised next to me, and he wraps me in a hug that lifts me off the floor for a moment.

Benji looks at me, a little skeptical. “You suck at darts, too, huh?”

“I’ve played before.”

“I knew I picked right!” Carter shouts, and I can feel my heart start to hammer in my chest. A blush rises to my face, and I hope the darkness hides it.

“When did you play before?” Linden asks.

She’s known me my whole life. I can’t say I learned to play darts here in this basement with Carter, so I just shrug.

Max goes next, getting two in the one, and Ayra gets none. But she laughs with Max, who pats her back and tells her she did great.

Linden and Benji go, but the whole time, Carter’s trying to give me different strategies for the darts. I nod, but I’m not really listening as he whispers close to me.

When it’s my turn again, Max coughs right before I throw my dart, and I miss the board completely.

“Don’t worry about him,” Carter tells me. He puts his hands on my biceps and kneads the muscles like a coach warming up his fighter. “Shake it off.”

The next two make it, and Carter cheers like I won a gold medal. I give Max a smug look, but he only smiles at me like it doesn’t matter to him.

When it’s Max’s turn, I pretend to bump into him, and his dart hits the board next to the one we’re using.

He looks at me with darkened eyes. “Oh yeah?” he asks. “This is how you want to play?”

“I’m so sorry,” my eyes wide with mock apology. “I tripped.”

Linden looks at me with her eyebrows raised. She thinks she knows what she’s seeing. That I’m flirting with Max.

Am I?

When it’s my turn again, he ups the stakes by throwing an ice cube at me.

The others have started playing this game, too. They’ve all chosen someone to pick on. Linden with Carter, Ayra and Benji. It’s fun. But it also feels like something more, like everything with Max has felt recently.

“Let’s make this interesting,” Carter tells us. “If you miss, you take a shot.”

“We’ll all be on our ass if we do that,” Linden complains. “How about if someone hits the number, they get to pick who takes a shot?”

“Ohhhhhh,” Carter says, and kisses her cheek.

Linden blushes.

And I can’t help the way my face falls into a frown. He kissed her cheek.

Carter kissed Linden’s cheek.

Carter goes to the bar and grabs a bottle of cheap vodka and a shot glass. When Benji hits his number, he looks around to see who he’s going to call on. “Ayra.” As if it weren’t obvious.

She laughs as she takes a shot and then looks up at Max from under dark lashes. He wraps an arm around her shoulders. Suddenly, I feel ill.

What is happening?

When it’s my turn, I miss. But when Max stands up from his barstool, he points directly at me like Babe Ruth calling his shot.

I walk up to him and do the only thing I know to do. Something I saw in one of Grandee’s favorite films. I lean in, so close to his ear I’m sure he’s going to pull away. His body goes rigid, and for a brief second, I think I’ve crossed a line.

I can feel my breath bounce off his skin. “I’m better at art than you.”

Max smirks and releases the dart. He hits the number and points at me. Leaning toward me, he whispers, “No, you’re not.”

I take the shot, not because I’m supposed to but because I need it with the way Max is looking at me. It doesn’t feel like how he talks to Ayra, or even Linden. Something hangs in the air between us, and I can’t really decide what it is. Like there’s something that only we share.

Our art.

I take two more shots before I quit the game and walk over to a couch that’s set up in a corner. When no one is in this room, it’s enormous, but there are so many bodies in here that I can’t even see the other side of it.

Benji comes and sits down next to me.

“Did you lose?” I ask him.

“Taking a break. Now that you’re gone, Max has decided I should drink more.”

“How’s that going?”

He shakes his head. “I wish you were still there for Max to flirt with.”

I laugh, a hollow thing in my chest. “You mean bully. He’s not flirting.”

Benji stops and studies me in a way that makes me feel like he sees more than I’m actually saying. “Would that be a bad thing?”

I open my mouth to say yes. Obviously, Max flirting with me would be …

Would it?

The one thing that would absolutely keep Carter and me from repeating our mistakes would be … Max and I …






CHAPTER 19


When I wake up, my head pounds, and I remember the poor decisions I made last night.

I flirted with Max. I watched Linden flirt with Carter. And worse, I told everyone else I wasn’t going to the lake house.

Did I do something last night that changed time again? Were the ripples too big?

My eyes are barely open when I call my mother. She answers on the first ring. Grandee answers on the fifth. Linden is still here. I know because she walks out of the bathroom wrapping a scarf around her neck. The blues and greens and golds that shine against her blond hair were knit by her mother.

Linden’s eyes catch mine. “You’re awake.”

I notice the weekender bag already packed by the door. “Yeah.” I stretch like I wasn’t just frantically making phone calls to make sure people still exist.

“You sure you don’t want to come?”

The war between wanting to keep everyone I know exactly as they are and the desire to never see Carter flirt with my cousin again feels all-consuming.

But everyone is alive this morning.

“I need to stay,” I say, sitting up.

She frowns but nods like she understands. “You’ll be fine?”

“Yes.” She spent all last night trying to convince me to go to Carter’s lake house cabin. “It’s only until Christmas.”

“You don’t have to try to catch up, you know.” She looks at me honestly. “No one else is. You don’t have to be the perfect legacy.”

“That’s not the only reason.” It’s not, but I give her the one that means the least to me. “I feel like I’ve been playing catch-up this whole time.”

Which is true, but also, I can’t go to Carter’s cabin.

We spent all of winter break cuddled by the fire and turning into raisins in the hot tub. We hosted dinner parties like grown-ups, and I pretended that Carter and I would get old and know each other in the way only people who’ve spent a lifetime together do.

“Ugh, I just don’t want to leave you alone on campus. It’s not safe.”

I laugh. “Don’t say that in front of Grandee or she will lose her mind.”

She rolls her eyes, but when she kisses my cheek and leaves, I let out a deep sigh afterward, knowing that I’m finally alone. Not in a lonely way but the kind of alone that feels still and unrushed. Something I haven’t felt since before Carter died. I lie down on my bed and stare at the bare branches out my window.

Everything in my life feels just a little off. A little wrong. And Carter going to his family’s cabin without me feels that way, too.

For dinner, I grab a to-go soup from the cafeteria and a bottle of water. At the studio, I sign in to the log that Doc set up and stare at the empty room. The silence here feels weird, like the ghosts of people can be seen sitting at tables and standing over canvases.

Eventually, I wander to where Max sits. His space is chaos with unfinished projects and loose papers. My sticky note sits on the edge of his desk, and I smile as I run a finger across the edge. I walk back over to the table I normally work at and pull out my sketchbook. I stare down at the series of faces I’ve done for the mural so far, a mix of exaggerated emotions bordering on cartoonish. Nothing feels right.

Today’s face is tearstained, and I’m trying to capture longing. Which is not going well.

I’m completely in the zone when the door creaks open, and I look up to find Max walking in. In his hands are two cups, and he sets them on a table and rubs his hands together. “Fuck,” he says. “It’s cold.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Bringing you tea.” He points to the cup.

“Tea? Why aren’t you with everyone else?”

“I don’t ski.”

Yes, he does. He won a gold medal in fifth grade that he displayed in his childhood bedroom until Benji teased him so much he took it down.

Maybe in this reality he doesn’t? Maybe flirting with him changed that?

I don’t know why that makes me sad, but it does. It’s like something that’s been forgotten. A version of Max that’s disappeared.

I add it to the tally of things that have been lost.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, moving the tea on the table closer to me.

“Nothing.” I take a sip. Peppermint, my favorite. Linden must have told him. “Did my cousin ask you to come here?”

Max gives me a patient look. “Has no one ever done something nice for you?”

Not you, I don’t say. Never you. “She was weird before she left. Worried that I would be alone and die or something.”

Max shakes his head. “Honestly? I’m bored. Everyone’s gone.”

Now I really laugh. “No, you’re not. You could go bother a hundred different girls or play Call of Duty.” As soon as I say them, the words feel wrong. I can’t remember ever seeing Max with a girl, and I’ve never seen him bothering them.

I wait for him to say something about it.

“Are you saying I’m lying and I just wanna hang out at the studio? The place I hang out every day?”

“Yes.”

“Fine.” He feigns annoyance. “Hand me a paintbrush.”

“A brush?” I give him a look of mock surprise as I pull it off the back counter and give it to him. “Do you think you can manage that kind of power?”

“Probably not, but I’m going to risk it. A little paintbrush roulette.” He takes an old paint palette and spins it.

“Is this what you do when no one’s here?” I ask as his brush comes down and lands on the color green.

“Ah.” He looks a little disappointed. “I wanted brown.”

“You can go again,” I tell him.

“No, that’s not how it works. I have to use green.”

“Green’s great,” I tell him, handing him a tube that says FOREST on it. “The color of growth and change and health.”

He takes it from me. “Says who?”

Grandee. But I don’t say that. I just shrug.

I close my sketchbook. “You don’t have to babysit me.”

He looks hurt for a brief second. “I’m not babysitting you.”

“Listen, I know Linden told you to keep an eye on me—”

“That’s not why I’m here.” He cuts me off, not leaving room for me to say anything else.

Max works quietly as time wanes around us. Sometimes he shares his annoyance with the committee or something one of his roommates does that drives him insane, but for the most part, the two of us are comfortable in the silence.

The clock reads eleven, and I stretch my arms over my head. “I’m gonna head back.” He starts to pack up his things, and I tell him, “You don’t have to go. I’m good.”

“I’ll walk back with you. Better two than one.”

I pack up my things and grab my bag, ready to go, but Max stands at the door with a serene look on his face.

On the other side of the glass hallway is the quad. And—

It’s snowing. White clouds drift down from a silent sky, and under the lamppost, it looks like confetti falling.

We just stand in the doorway staring at the snow.

Eventually, he asks, “Should we wait till it lets up?”

I shrug, because this feels like a moment I don’t want to break. So, we sit on the floor, leaning up against the wall next to the studio door.

I decide to bring up the one thing we can talk about safely. “I can’t make the faces work.”

“Faces? For the mural?” he asks. His voice is low.

I pull my sketchbook out and hand it to him. A noise at the back of his throat has me wondering what exactly he means by it. And I wish I could read his mind.

Max grabs a pencil from the front pocket of his bag and starts sketching. A hush falls over us, and it’s peaceful, only the eerie quiet of the snow and empty quad and the hum of the soft lights complementing the deep break of his pencil on paper to keep us company.

I don’t speak; that’s not what this moment calls for. There is something about Max that makes spending time with him without words feel right.

I think about the last time we were together like this. Our bodies pressed against the wall of the hospital, shifting on the bench seat as we waited to hear if Carter would make it or if …

Max cried quietly next to me, and I didn’t have the courage to reach out and grab his hand. To share his pain.

He loved Carter so much.

I wish I had. I wish I had been more generous with the spaces my grief consumed, but instead, I fought it so hard that I couldn’t see the one person who understood my pain.


Open your eyes.



I lean over to look at what Max is drawing, but he holds out his hand to stop me. “No peeking. I’m almost done.”

Moments later, he turns the page toward me. It’s not anguish, or pain, or any intense emotion. He’s only sketched it, but it’s worse than all of those. It’s a sad resignment.

The subtle way it’s clear she knows there’s no hope makes the ache in me feel like I might never survive.

“It’s a sad song.” I don’t know why I say it. It sounds insane. It’s clearly a sketch and not music.

But he says, “Yeah.” Like he understands.

I run a finger over the sketch. I could never capture this. This is Juliet knowing that she’ll never be with Romeo. She’s not angry or broken. Her pain is the kind that doesn’t have peaks or valleys. It’s the kind that sits with you like a cloak across your shoulders.

“You want to do something like this for the face. Something that shows the impossible.”

“I’m—” I clear my throat. “I can’t draw this.”

He takes a deep breath. “Yeah, maybe.”

“This is personal.” I wonder who made him feel like this. What girl he did love impossibly. I don’t remember Max ever dating. “Who was it?”

He doesn’t ask what I’m talking about, but he looks like he’s not going to answer me. “Just a girl.”

“Just a girl?”

“From a dream.” He seems to have realized that he’s said something odd and shifts next to me. “What about you? Why are you struggling to draw love?”

“I’m not.” But I am. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ve forgotten what it feels like.”

“Is that why you’re not interested in Carter? Some other guy you can’t remember?”

I laugh. Carter is the guy. “It feels like a dream. Like none of it was real. My boyfriend died, and I don’t know if that’s something anyone gets over.”

“I’m sorry,” he says.

“It’s okay. Sometimes I have a hard time remembering the good things because all I can focus on is the grief.”

He nods. “Were there good things?”

“Of course,” I answer automatically, but I’m not sure. There are a lot of things I don’t know if I would go back and do again. But what were the good things that I would?

“Now I know why you didn’t jump at Carter when he was flirting with you.”

I shake my head. “I don’t like Carter.”

As soon as those four words leave my mouth, I want to take them back. I do like Carter. I love him. But why don’t my words feel like a lie?

“You’re the first girl I’ve ever met who doesn’t.”

I look at Max, and I can see the shadow of Carter that’s been cast on his life. Carter is always the one who everyone loves. He’s the one who gets the girl, he’s the one who is the committee president, he’s the star. And Max is the friend.

Max doesn’t ask me about the boyfriend I’ve never mentioned before. He doesn’t question my grief or my feelings. He doesn’t push me to say more or less. He lets me give exactly what I’m comfortable giving.

“You’re great, you know?”

His brows pull into a frown.

“I mean it. The way art speaks to you. The soft and slow moments that you draw. And you’re funny and a good person and…”

I’m looking at Max Emerson; his eyes are the brightest green, and I can’t help it. My gaze moves to his mouth, and I feel it in my chest.

I want to lean in, and I want to see what Max tastes like. I want to press my lips against the soft parts of his neck and feel his pulse there. I want to feel his sigh on my skin.

Max’s lips part, and I watch them. “I…”

He stands abruptly. “We should go.”

He holds out a hand, and … I don’t know what just happened. Was I going to …

The two of us walk back in the snow. It falls gently around us, sticking to our hair and clothes. It’s like glitter in Max’s dark hair. When I slip on the ground, Max holds out a hand to steady me with a sweet smile. I hate the fire in my belly.

We take the elevator in Founder’s Tower, and I hold my breath in the small space. And as he waves bye as he steps onto his floor and the doors close, I wonder why I keep seeing this different version of Max.

This one that feels like a fairy tale.

I can’t help but wonder if this Max would even recognize the old Nieve. The one he hated so strongly.

I make a promise to myself to avoid him the rest of the break, because I can’t walk around with my heart like this. Raw and falling for Max.

Especially when he’s drawing pictures of another girl.

One he clearly loves.






CHAPTER 20


Christmas was always full of magic at Grandee’s house.

Not the kind you see in commercials and movies. But one that was reserved for the earth and the moon.

Linden and I would light candles that Grandee placed in windows all around the house and hang dried orange slices and cranberries in garlands with rosemary. The yule log was wrapped with yarn from the last year to burn on the longest night of the year. Our tree was decorated with pine cones and dried berries strung with colored wool and lights. We made ornaments that hung every year like tiny monuments to the past, sharing our lives from when we’d made them. Small gifts of little or no consequence, but that made us smile or laugh, filled the bottom of our tree.

Because presents weren’t the point of Christmas.

Grandee would sit behind a table at the community center and serve plates of food and baked goods to families that didn’t have dinners or had nowhere to go. Linden would dress up like an elf and give out presents to all the kids and gift cards to all the adults. And I always cleaned up.

It wasn’t glamorous, but it was our version of tradition.

This year, as Christmas gets closer, I wonder if Linden will come home or if I’ll have to be the elf this year. She’s been at Carter’s lake house for so long, with “one more day” stretching into another, that I’m considering sending a picture of my face just so she doesn’t forget what I look like. But it would only be me in the art studio, where I am every day, including today.

Avoiding Max. Who I feel like might also be avoiding me. I haven’t seen him since the night I thought we were going to kiss. But I’ve made sure to not be in the studio when he’s supposed to be, so it’s hard to tell.

Even thinking about kissing and Max in the same breath feels wrong.



I get a text from Linden two days before Christmas while working on my section of the mural. She texts me that she won’t be back to celebrate it. Everyone is planning on staying. It’s accompanied by a video of snow falling outside giant floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the lake.

I send a separate text to Grandee while I wait for my paint on the mural to dry. It’s the first coat on the canvas, and I feel nervous about how it’ll turn out.

I thought everyone had to come back for Christmas?

She texts back:

Hello Nieve!

Do you mean the solstice? I think everyone’s allowed to celebrate it how they feel.

Love, Grandee

I close my eyes and let out a deep breath, because she always sends texts like she’s writing a letter in the 1800s. And of course she’s pretending like she doesn’t know what Christmas is.

Behind me, I hear the door open and shut with a loud clunk, and Max walks in. I don’t jump, and I’m proud of myself for it. He gives me a smile, a small one, but it’s forced.

“You’re here,” he says, not really surprised.

“I’m here.”

He takes in my expression and frowns. “What’s with the face?”

I debate just brushing him off with a “nothing,” but the fact that he noticed something was wrong makes me want to be honest. “Linden is staying at the lake house for Christmas.”

He shakes his head, like he isn’t surprised but is disappointed. “I heard.”

“Do you have plans?”

“I go to my sister and her husband’s house. Nothing huge, but it’s the only time I see them.” He gives me a serious look. “Your grandmother doesn’t care that Linden isn’t coming home?”

“Grandee has always been more into the winter solstice. So, by the time the twenty-fifth comes around, she’s already done with celebrating.”

“Your grandmother really leans into the whole witch thing, huh?”

“She doesn’t try to beat the allegations, no.”

His expression changes to something a little more serious … a little more unsure. “Um, Grandee asked if I would drop you off at home.”

“Home?” I’m confused.

“Your house is close to where my sister lives, and Grandee wanted to see if I could give you a ride.”

Something scratches at my mind that this is odd, before it dawns on me. “You text with Grandee?”

“We exchanged numbers when I borrowed the truck.” The way he says it, like it’s completely normal, makes me feel like maybe I’ve missed something. A sentiment that seems to be growing more and more familiar.

But my insides roil a bit at the thought of being in a car with him for two hours alone. Again. “Oh, okay. Thanks.”

For the next two days, I barely see Max. And then, on a cold, overcast Christmas Eve morning, he’s driving me to Grandee’s.

It’s quiet in the car, something that feels oddly comforting with him, and I can’t tell why that bothers me as much as it does. So I say, “I’m really sorry you have to drive out here instead of spending time with your family.”

Max shifts down as we drive up a hill, and he passes a semitruck hauling hay. “It’s not a problem. I was free.”

Music plays softly in the background as silence finds us again. I think of all the drives with Linden on these same roads and how the car is never quiet, even on the days we don’t want to talk.

“Are your parents happy that you’re at a fine arts school?” I ask.

“My parents?” He looks over at me with an amused expression.

“Yeah.” Suddenly, I’m a little self-conscious about my question. “I’ve never heard you talk about them.”

“Steve and Amy don’t come up in a lot of conversations.” He laughs a little. “Other than this one.”

I stare out at the fields that seem to stretch on forever, trying to hide my embarrassment at asking such a personal question. But I turn back to him, feeling like I need to defend myself. “It didn’t come out of nowhere. I was asking because you said you don’t spend holidays with them, just your sister. And … I was curious.”

Max looks at me like he’s just now seeing the way my brain spiderwebs into different places and conclusions. He takes a deep breath.

“My parents are missionaries. They’re overseas in China, where they’ve been since I left home. My brother is building schools in Thailand with his wife. And my sister is normal and doesn’t make me feel bad that I didn’t go to Bible college and ended up at one of the best schools for art in the country instead.”

The way he’s said normal makes me think he’s not a big fan of his parents or brother. “I didn’t know you were religious.”

He looks at me and laughs. “I’m not. They are.”

“But you know a lot about church stuff.”

He shrugs. “You know a lot about sheep, but you’re not a shepherd.”

“That’s not the same.”

The phone rings through the speakers of the car, cutting the music off, and the display reads CHAD III.

Max answers and says into the cab of the car, “Hey.”

Carter’s voice filters in and seems to come from all sides. “Hey, Maximo. How’s break? You still following Nieve around like a stalker?”

“Carter.”

“Have you talked to her? You should just tell her—”

Max yanks the aux cord from the phone, and static from the radio replaces the call. “I’m in the car with Nieve, and you were on speaker.” He glances at me before telling me, “He says hi,” and then back to the road. “Not anymore … No … No … I will … Please fuck off … Dear god, why is anyone your friend?” He sighs. “No … No … I said no—Fine!”

Max plugs the phone back in. His eyes are still forward when he says, “You’re plugged in.”

“Hey, Nieve.”

“Hey, Carter.” My voice is wary because … what the fuck is this?

“How’s break been?”

“Quiet.” It almost comes out like a question.

“Can you do me a favor? A Christmas gift, if you will?” This is something that never changes—the way Carter uses his charm to ask for something.

“What is it?”

“Can you be nice to my boy Max?”

“Carter—” Max warns.

“He’s alone this Christmas, and I know he would love to have company. Maybe invite him over to have dinner? Like charity or a date or just two friends eating sad Christmas foods because they didn’t come up to the lake house.”

My stomach twists and turns. “Where’s Linden?” I ask, annoyed.

“The hot tub. She’s gonna be pissed that I talked to you and she didn’t.”

Max clears his throat. “Okay, Carter, we’ll talk to you later.”

“Wait, Max—”

“What?”

“Have you talked to Alex at all?”

“No.” His voice is quiet when he says it.

“Can you call her?”

His shoulders stiffen before he answers. “I’m busy.”

“But—”

Max disconnects the call.

We ride in silence for a bit longer. My mind lists the questions I want to ask in order but shuffles through them as I figure out which ones I’ll be brave enough to speak.

“Alex is the girl who is Carter’s Moby Dick?”

I know the answer because I’ve been stalking her for almost two months now.

His shoulders straighten. “A family friend. His family. But she’s not speaking to him right now.”

“How come?”

Max lets out a weary breath. “So many reasons. But basically, it comes down to Carter being an idiot and never really saying what he wants.”

My lungs feel like they’re filled with rocks. “What does he want?”

“That’s the problem. He doesn’t know, but Alex does. She’s graduating early with a master’s, she’s got an internship lined up, and she got engaged.”

Engaged.

“Carter isn’t a fan of her fiancé. Which is why they aren’t speaking right now.”

I wonder how I missed an entire person in my relationship with him. “What did Carter mean when he said you have nowhere to go? Did something happen at your sister’s?”

“Carter is just being Carter. Ignore him.” Except I feel like I can’t.

When we pull up to Grandee’s, she’s already on the porch. Max helps me with my things, but Grandee demands he come inside, and it seems Max has realized that arguing with her is impossible.

Inside, he keeps his coat on as he grumbles an excuse. “It looks like it might snow.”

“Dinner?” Grandee asks Max.

“Oh, that’s okay. I should be getting back.”

“Back?” I ask. I thought his sister lived close.

“Oh, nonsense. I made a huge thing of chicken and dumplings that will go to waste if you don’t sit down and eat some.”

“Okay, but I can’t stay long.”

We walk into the kitchen and sit at the tall table Grandee uses as an island. As I slide onto a barstool, I ask Max, “What do you mean back?” Grandee places deep bowls in front of us filled with creamy broth and buttery dumplings that peak up like icebergs.

“I’m headed back to school.”

“I thought you were going to your sister’s.”

He stops with the spoon on its way to his mouth and looks at me, making it clear I’m asking intrusive questions. “No.”

Ignoring his one-word answer and the clear signal he’s giving to drop it, I press, “You said you spend Christmas with your sister. Carter was right? You’re going to be alone?”

He bites and chews and swallows. “She’s gone this year.”

“Then you should stay here!” The cheerful offer is from Grandee, who is pouring tea into two glasses, one for each of us.

“Oh— No— I—” Max stutters over his words, which feels odd for him.

“Yes. You will,” Grandee says like it’s already decided.

Max looks at me like he’s waiting for me to argue. But I surprise even myself when I say, “If you don’t have anywhere to go, you should stay here.”

He holds my gaze for a second longer than is comfortable, as if he’s trying to figure out if I’m being sincere. “I didn’t bring clothes.”

“I’ll wash those for you while you sleep,” Grandee adds.

“I don’t want to get in the way.”

I think about how Linden and I would stay up late and watch movies in the living room and fall asleep to the sounds of It’s a Wonderful Life by the light of the tree. “Stay,” I tell him suddenly, not wanting to be here with only Grandee.

He looks at me for a long while, and I’m sure he’s going to tell me no, but finally he says, “All right.”

After dinner, I get out all the ingredients for box mix brownies, and Grandee brings Max an enormous T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that I’ve never seen before. The shirt says JUST SHEAR IT and has a cartoon sheep on it. I change into my own pajamas. When he joins me in the kitchen, I try really hard not to laugh at him, but a smile cracks my lips.

“What?”

“Nothing,” I tell him and go back to mixing the brownies.

“Dessert?”

“Linden and I would always bake and watch Christmas movies on Christmas Eve, but since she’s with everyone else, you’re stuck with me.”

He looks cautious as he leans against the counter and watches me put the batter in the baking pan.

“Wanna make the popcorn?”

He looks around. “Where’s the microwave?”

I point at the silver Whirley Pop sitting on the stove. “You crank it. I’m sure there’s a YouTube tutorial about it.”

In the end, Max has only a mild panic attack about the popcorn, and when the brownies come out of the oven, I put them on a plate and pour us two glasses of milk.

I sit on the couch in the living room, and Max goes over to the baskets full of blankets and grabs mine. I feel my pulse start to thunder.

“Wait, no.”

He holds it up, the last stitch still a long thread. “Not this one?” he asks.

I’m going to lie to him. Say it’s gross and scratchy. But my mouth betrays me. “It’s my blanket.”

He waits for more information, and I know I don’t have to tell him the truth, but seeing him holding all the pieces of me … I do. “We have blankets that we work on. Like our whole lives.”

He looks down at the yarn and color and stitches of different sizes and styles. “All the time?”

I grab it from him and lay it across my lap, smoothing out the fabric. Max sits down next to me on the couch. “Grandee believes each stitch is like a time capsule. Each one that you make keeps a little of the moment you’ve lived, who you are at that time, your hopes and dreams, what you were thinking. A little bit of you goes into each one.”

Max looks at me, and I wait for him to laugh or tell me I’ve lost my mind. Instead, he runs a hand over the bumpy stitches toward the top.

“Little Nieve,” he says quietly.

Something happens in that moment. My heart bends and folds and transforms inside those two words, and I feel seen in a way I don’t ever remember experiencing.

I swallow down the intensity that builds in my chest with each beat of my pulse and watch as Max grabs the remote from the coffee table and hands it to me.

The fireplace burns bright, and on the TV across from us, I scroll to It’s a Wonderful Life. But before I can hit Play, Max takes the remote away.

“No.” He’s already scrolling to another movie.

“It’s a classic!”

“It’s long and boring. Elf is a classic.”

I go silent.

He turns toward me, realization casting shock onto his face. “You’ve never seen Elf?”

“I like movies with a message.”

He sits up straighter. “‘The best way to spread Christmas cheer is singing loud for all to hear.’ That is the best message.”

“Are you going to start singing?” I ask him seriously.

“We are watching Elf. And if you’re not tired after that, we can watch your boring movie.”

“Fine,” I huff.

Max and I sit on the couch together at least a human-body width apart, but each time either of us moves to get popcorn or another brownie, we move closer and closer to each other, until I can feel his arm brush against mine and the heat from his skin when he moves to grab his drink.

When Elf is over, I admit that it’s good and tell him I was glad that Buddy found his dad.

Then we watch It’s a Wonderful Life.

I’ve seen it so many times my eyes start to close on their own.

About twenty minutes into the movie, Max nudges my side and tells me to go to bed.

“No,” I grumble, and sink down into the couch. Pulling my blanket over me, I close my eyes, and when I open them again, the movie’s over and Max is asleep next to me.

I could get up and go to my room, but there’s something that feels so different about Max sleeping so close to me. He’s softer like this—gentle in a way I’ve not seen. The lights from the tree glow softly on his face and make everything near him look hazy and painted with a golden brush. I stand and grab the crochet needle from my basket, and make three half double stitches—my favorite stitch—and I know this moment will always live here, with these feelings that warm against my skin. I won’t ever forget the Christmas Eve where Max and I fell asleep in the living room, next to the fire. I brush a strand of hair from his cheek before I lie down and tuck my hand under my chin as I watch him take slow, steady breaths.

Part of me wishes he would open his eyes and catch me staring.

Instead, I close my eyes and pull my feet underneath me so I don’t disturb him.

And promise myself I won’t dream of Max.






CHAPTER 21


I do dream of Max.

Of his arms around me and his breath on my neck as our chests rise and fall at the same time. It’s peaceful and warm. The dream version of me snuggles down farther into his arms, and dream Max tenses.

When my eyes open, sunlight is streaming in through the windows and washing out the wool rug. Everything smells like Max. Dreams are so strange.

I sit up and try to roll the crick out of my neck.

“Hey.” The noise startles me, and I turn to see him standing there with a cup of coffee in his hand. His hair is mussed, like he’s just woken up. It makes him look soft. “I thought you were up.”

He hands the mug to me as he takes a seat on the coffee table. Last night, it was filled with our snacks, and now it’s empty. I wonder if Grandee cleaned up after us.

I mumble a thanks.

“Merry Christmas,” he tells me.

“Is this coffee my present?” My voice is still thick from my dreams, and I frown.

“Sure.” His face changes like he’s confused, and then he shakes his head. “Déjà vu. Again.”

I almost ask, trying to find the question in my mind, but Grandee comes to stand next to Max, and she shakes her head as she puts a hand on his shoulder. “Told you she’d sleep the morning away if she could.”

He laughs and says, “There are waffles in the kitchen.”

Now I’m confused. “You cooked waffles?” I ask Grandee, the same woman whose breakfast every morning is black coffee and high blood pressure meds.

“Max made them,” she says, walking out of the room. “From scratch,” she adds before she rounds the corner.

“You cooked.”

“Barely.”

“He made his own syrup!” Grandee yells from the kitchen.

“Not syrup, just berries and sugar and an orange. It’s not hard.”

“I didn’t know you cook,” I tell him, as if this new fact suddenly changes everything about Max for me.

He shrugs. “Why would you?”

Why would I?

Sometimes I forget I don’t really know Max, this version of him. Maybe he did cook before, but I wouldn’t have known that. We were hardly friends, and this Max isn’t someone I’ve known for very long.

Grandee comes out of the kitchen holding a spatula. “Linden called this morning to say she’ll be here this afternoon with her friends.”

“Here?” I point at the ground like anyone would be confused about where here is.

“Apparently she misses us,” Grandee answers simply.

Something changes in Max’s face, his features going hard. “You should eat before everyone else gets here.”

The realization that the others will be here today makes every second that ticks on the clock feel heavy.

As we get ready for the day, I can’t help but think about Max. He’s different here, which has a knot of worry growing in the pit of my stomach. Did I change things again?

My mother picks up on the first ring. Linden texts that she’s on her way. Grandee seems to be the same. I let out a deep breath of relief.

In the kitchen, bright morning light washes over Max. He watches me take my first bite, and when I smile, he does, too. I eat bite after bite of fluffy, buttery waffles and berry syrup while he scrolls on his phone. I smack my lips together; Max looks up, his eyes moving to my mouth.

Something about him makes me feel … quiet. My mind feels like it’s stopped trying to catch up with everything happening. I could imagine a thousand soft mornings like this. And that’s the problem with Max.

He makes me feel things that I can’t remember ever feeling with anyone. And never around him. “Are we friends?” I’m not sure why I ask it. Like so many things I say, it just pops out.

He studies me, and I’m considering taking it back when he says, “Are we?”

Are we?

I don’t know what to say to this. Before, I would have never called Max Emerson my friend. He hated me, and I hated him right back. We aren’t enemies, but friends?

“I—”

“Nieve!” Linden is running into the house, throwing her arms around Grandee and offering her pieces of evergreen that she scavenged from her walks in the woods at Carter’s. She’s followed soon after by Benji.

And Carter.

He’s smiling and laughing when I see him. My heart fissures inside my chest, and my body tries to move toward him. Like muscle memory.

The past week with just Max at school has made me forget how Carter makes me feel. Like a girl with a crush.

“What’d you two do while we were gone? Homework?” He laughs as he claps Max on the shoulder, but Max doesn’t.

Because Max is looking at me. There is a question on his face, and I want to ask him what he’s thinking.

If it’s obvious how I feel about Carter. Even when I don’t want to.

But moments later, we are swept up into the chaos of Grandee cooking. Everyone has a job. We make juicy turkey, buttered potatoes, and roasted vegetables covered in garlic. And treats. Iced sweet rolls, cookies shaped like trees, pies dusted with sugar.

I’m peeling potatoes when Linden comes to stand next to me. “I am so glad we’re finally back.”

“It wasn’t fun?”

“It was great. But…” She glances over her shoulder to where Benji is talking with Grandee about basting. “I wanted to kill Damian and Ava.”

I search my mind for Damian and Ava before remembering the boy Benji had a crush on all year who strung him along for most of it. Benji was hanging with them both at the Halloween party.

“They’re so judgy and negative all the time.” She gives me a smile. “I’m glad to be back here with you.”

“I’m glad to be with you, too.” I think about last night and how she missed our tradition. But then, if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have gotten to spend it with Max. “Everything else was okay, though?”

Her eyes move to Carter, only for the briefest of seconds, but it’s enough to make my stomach swirl with acidic jealousy. “Yep.”

We pack all the food into disposable aluminum pans and cover them with foil and kitchen towels to make sure they don’t spill.

And then we load them into Grandee’s truck. Everyone follows her in Linden’s car to the local shelter. Grandee pulls around back, and another volunteer opens a side door for us.

We hand the pans to the man and the two other people he has helping him.

Serving food with a smile makes the muscles on my face ache. Grandee for her part never smiles, Carter looks like he was made to do this, but Max … He hands me bottles of water and asks if I need to take a break when he catches me rubbing at my neck.

“I probably shouldn’t have slept on the couch last night.”

His eyes move to my mouth, and I watch his chest inflate with a deep breath. For some reason, it reminds me of my dream.

When every person has been served, we head back to the house and Grandee makes us all peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Our tradition. Benji looks confused, Carter takes three, but Max only laughs.

While we eat, Max tells the boys, “Nieve had never seen Elf.”

I don’t miss the way his voice sounds familiar. Kind, even. Teasing me like a friend would.

Carter is appalled. “How is that possible?”

Linden rolls her eyes. “We have a tradition where we watch It’s a Wonderful Life. It’s better than Elf.”

“Spoken like someone who’s never seen Elf,” Benji grumbles. “And that’s a weird tradition.”

“No, it’s not. It’s a Christmas movie on Christmas Eve. It’s the most normal thing ever.”

“Yeah, and that’s why it’s weird,” Benji tells Linden, pointing his PB&J at her. “You two are the least normal people I know.”

He means it as a compliment, but his words have me looking around our small living room. At the dried leaves and twigs wrapped in yarn that hang from the rafters. The wool that is tied to everything we own. The handmade rugs, blankets, and knickknacks.

“You don’t have any traditions?” Linden asks.

“We do.” Benji looks a little lost for a moment. “We jump into the pool after dinner. My whole family does it.”

“That’s weird,” Linden tells him.

“Isn’t the water freezing?” I ask.

“That’s the point. Like a cold plunge.”

“They’re right,” Carter adds. “That’s weird.” He chews and swallows. “We should do it.”

“Do what?” Linden asks him. “We don’t have a pool.”

“You have a pond.”

“Yeah, and who knows what lives at the bottom of it,” Linden says.

“Nothing lives at the bottom of the pond,” Grandee calls from the other room. “And it’d be good for you to get some ice in your veins. Cool ya off.”

Linden looks at me, and I hate that she can feel my panic from here. I don’t want to go near the water.

“No, I don’t feel like it,” Linden says, leaning back.

“Come on,” Carter whines.

“No.”

Carter looks to me and Max. “Guys.”

But before I can speak, Linden steps in on my behalf. “She doesn’t want to go.”

“She can speak for herself,” Benji says. Almost gently.

And I appreciate it. I don’t need Linden to tell other people what I want.

“I didn’t say she couldn’t, but—”

“Let’s go.” I’m standing. I don’t know why I feel so strongly about this, but suddenly, I can’t stand the way Linden looks at me. As if I’m fragile now.

“Nieve.”

“What?” I ask as if I haven’t been weird about water recently.

And maybe that’s why I’m so quick to say yes. But it doesn’t take long for Carter to stand and demand that we all get up and head to the pond.

I smile at her and hope it looks confident instead of how I really feel. Terrified. It only takes her a second before she’s grinning back at me.

We follow him to the door like a parade of mischievous children. Sheep sleep on the porch, piled on blankets and against each other, but they barely stir as we make our way to the pond. Max’s gaze finds mine and something silent lives under his features, but I ignore it.

We stand on the small floating wooden dock. Frost has already started to gather at the edge of the pond, and our breaths puff out in foggy clouds.

Carter pulls off his shirt. “Come on, cowards!”

Linden is next, taking off her sweater over her head and shimmying out of her pants. Benji follows, and then Max, until it’s just me.

It’s so cold.

I can hear them laughing and joking.

But I’m staring at the water. Black. Cold. Still.

So different from the river.

It’s different.

It’s—

“Nieve?” Max’s hand touches my arm, and I start, automatically moving into a smile. “You don’t have to—”

“I…” My heart feels like it’s in my throat as I try to get out the words to explain why the water looks like it has teeth.

“No backing out now, Nieve!” Carter jokes.

“You don’t have to do it,” Max tells me.

And I want to believe him, but I look at Linden, whose expression is still tense with worry. Max is wrong. I need to do this. I need to show Linden I’m the same.

I pull off my shirt.

“Attagirl!” Carter looks proud, and on reflex, I feel my heart grow in size.

I pull off my sweatpants, my hands shaking.

“Ready?” Carter is practically shouting.

Max’s hand rests on my arm. “Nieve.”

But I want to do this. I want to be the girl who smiles at Max and watches him sleep and laughs at movies about finding dads.

I want to be the girl who stops remembering things that never happened, because I want to remember this instead. Remember Max.

“One!” Carter starts to count down.

And I don’t have time to really consider what I’ve just thought.

“Two!”

Max is still holding on to me, concern all over his dark features. I shrug out of his hand and look at the water. My heart pounds erratically in my chest.

“Three!”

We jump.

For a brief second, I’m floating above the water, and I know I’ve made the right choice. Everything feels exciting, and I feel free—

Until the cold water hits me and seizes my lungs in my chest. My body moves on instinct, pushing toward the surface that I just fell through.

Except I can’t find it.

It’s gone. I can’t find the surface and I’m going to drown. My eyes open and I can’t see anything. There is no light and I can’t find—

There are hands on me, yanking my arm sideways. Pulling and pushing and wrapping around me.

I break free of the water.

The dock underneath me feels rough against my palms as I pull myself onto it and roll over. Heavy air pulls into my lungs as water sputters from my lips. I think I’m crying, but I can’t tell, since everything is already wet.

“What the fuck was that?”

I open my eyes to see Linden kneeling next to me. Her face is a mixture of shock and anger.

My mouth opens, but instead of an explanation, I sob.

Carter is out of the water and looking at me. His face is still damp from the water, but he’s very much alive, and I can feel my heart relax.

“I didn’t know you couldn’t swim,” Carter says. “Why did you jump in if you can’t swim?”

“She can swim.” Linden’s face is all hard lines.

“I’m sorry.” My words are wet, and I can’t tell if it’s from crying or the water.

Max is standing, taking deep breaths as he pushes his hands in his hair.

“Hey,” Carter says, hushing me. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

No. You’re okay, I want to tell him. That’s what matters.

“Can you walk?” Benji asks.

I nod, but when I push myself up to stand, my whole body is shaking.

Max picks me up without a word. The movement is so sudden I feel the air rush from my lungs. I sit in the cradle of his arms as he carries me back to the house. I can’t tell if Max is also shaking or if it’s just me. Inside, he deposits me by the fire, and Linden tells me she’s going to make tea.

I hear her in the other room whispering to Grandee. “I think she freaked out. Maybe she hit something? Or had some kind of seizure?”

Grandee makes a noise like she’s listening.

“I’m worried. She’s been weird since school started.”

“She’s fine.” Grandee’s voice is strong and confident, things I am absolutely not.

Being in the water … it felt like losing Carter again. I press a fist to my heart and try to mitigate the pain I feel there.

Carter comes in the room looking embarrassed and carrying a mug of tea Linden had given him. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No.” I clear my throat and take the tea from him. “It’s not your fault.”

It’s my fault. The panic. The fear. I should have known.

“Are you okay?”

Even thinking about answering his question makes my tongue feel thick in my throat. But I don’t have to because a second later, Grandee comes into the room.

“You need something extra.” She pours Max a finger of whiskey into a crystal highball glass. “Here. It’s medicinal.”

He takes it from her, and for the first time, I notice his hands shaking.

Carter and Grandee leave me alone with Max, and the only sound is from the fire that crackles next to us.

He takes a deep breath, and it feels like a lifetime ago we were here alone. We sit in silence until Max pours himself another drink.

When it’s gone, I say, “I can swim.”

He looks at me. “Okay.”

I force a laugh from my chest. “No, really. I swear I can. It’s so embarrassing.”

Max doesn’t respond.

“Was it that bad?” It was meant like a joke, but it comes out serious.

He clears his throat. Opens his mouth. Closes it. Opens it. His finger traces the seam at the edge of the arm of the couch. The purple yarn is still tied around his wrist. “No, it’s not you. I haven’t been sleeping well.”

I wait.

“Nightmares.” He runs a hand down his face. “I know it sounds ridiculous—”

“No.” I cut him off because I don’t want anyone to ever feel that way. “I have bad dreams, too.”

And good ones that feel like they should be bad.

He looks at me like he’s trying to figure out if I’m making fun of him, but he must decide that I’m not. I watch his hand unfurl. The hand that has the yarn tied to it.

I reach out and lace my cold fingers through his. It’s a quiet move. A slow one. One just for me and him.

He nods at me.

And for the first time, I feel like Max Emerson might understand me.






CHAPTER 22


Six days later, Linden reminds me that we RSVP’d to the Delaneys’ New Year’s Eve gala at their country house.

When she talks about Carter’s home, it’s with awe in her voice. “The whole place is so huge. It feels like a maze. Or a palace.”

She gives me facts like this is a guided tour. “It’s the largest private home on the East Coast. Carter’s great-grandfather built it just to prove he could.”

I nod and pretend like this is the first time I’ve heard it, but it’s not. Carter’s mother told me all the same things. A Wikipedia page filled in the rest.

New Year’s Eve has always been my favorite holiday. Fresh starts, fancy dresses, and kisses at midnight. When we were little, Linden and I would dress up in the clothes Grandee kept in the back of her closet and put on all the jewelry we never saw her wear and the brightest lipstick we could find.

We would talk about all the fancy parties we would go to when we got older. The boys we would dance with. And when midnight struck, the year would change, and we would be someone completely new.

I never expected to actually be living a completely different life.

Linden and I stand in one of the many extra bedrooms of Carter’s parents’ house, getting ready for the gala.

All our dreams have come true, but they feel hollow. I remember standing in this house in a different version of time when I thought I was getting everything I wanted. Six months later, I couldn’t even take a breath without feeling like each one of my dreams had been cut through with a knife and was bleeding out all over my hope.

The purple yarn Grandee tied around my wrist is the best indication of where I am. Who I am. Who I am not.

I am not Carter’s girlfriend. It’s appearing more and more like Linden is.

Linden places a gold cuff bracelet over the yarn and looks up, satisfied. “Perfect.”

“What? I can’t wear Grandee’s superstitions as jewelry to a black-tie party at Carter’s parents’ house?” It’s supposed to come out as a joke, but Linden doesn’t take it that way.

“You can wear whatever you want. We don’t care what people like Carter’s parents think of us.” She says it like a fact that cannot be erased. And there’s some comfort in that.


“I need this to go well.” I’m pacing the length of the bedroom that Carter’s mother told us we could use to get ready.

“Nieve, of course they’re going to love you. You don’t have to do anything to impress them.”

“But…” My voice cracks over the vulnerability in it. “What if they don’t?”

“Then they are fucking idiots and Carter will have to disown his parents.”

“Linny.”

“I honestly think he might. He likes you so much. It’s gross.”

“Linny.”

“We are Monroes. That’s better than any amount of money.”



That nervous, anxious girl, the one who got ready in this very room, feels a million miles away from me now.

I thought it would bother me more, being here. Without Carter. But still near him.

“Thanks, Linny,” I tell her as I squeeze her hand. She sits down at the vanity in front of an enormous oval mirror. Her makeup and hair accessories are scattered over the surface, like treasures that she picks up and examines.

“What’s up with you and Max?” she asks. Her hands are busy applying blush to the apples of her cheeks while she stares at her reflection, like she’s asking randomly, but I can tell she’s curious. “You two have been hanging out a lot.”

“Nothing.” Because I don’t know how to answer her. So I change the subject. “You never told me about the lake house.”

She takes a deep breath. “Oh yeah. It was good.” Her head cocks to the side. “Interesting. But mostly good.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means … Carter has been weird recently.”

“Weird how?”

“Just different.” The words come out too fast to be true. They’re said too confidently. She stands and slides into her shoes, her silver beaded dress falling over her curves.

I smooth the fabric covering my own, as if that can somehow change it. My dress is blush pink with a high neck and a low back. It feels plain next to Linden’s. Like always.

I must give her a look, because she rolls her eyes. “I’m fine, Nieve. It’s just Carter being Carter.”

Carter being Carter. I want to ask if something more is going on with them, something more than the label she’s started throwing around for fun, something real, but the words are stuck behind a wall of panic. The fear of her telling me that they were always meant to be, when I know it can’t be true. My heart beats inside my throat, a trapped thing.

Carter isn’t meant for Linden.

“It’s fine,” she lies. “Ready?”

I nod, and Linden and I make our way to the foyer of Carter’s home. The sun has set, and the hallway we walk down has already darkened. Candles flicker in candelabras, the golden light illuminating the large space and bouncing off the white marbled floor. The double staircases that hug the walls are empty, and it looks as if everyone is already making their way toward the backyard.

Benji, Max, and Carter stand, clad in tuxedos, holding glasses of champagne next to the large open doors that lead outside. Max pulls at his collar, while Carter checks his watch—


Carter checks his watch—a Rolex that was his grandfather’s—and he gives a nervous glance around the room. He looks handsome in his black tuxedo.

I’m late. Damn it.

When he sees me, he gives me a tight smile before kissing my forehead.

“Hi,” I say, a little breathless.

“Hi,” he says back. “You look beautiful.”

But his eyes are still searching the room when he says it.



Linden grabs my hand, pulling me toward them with her. My pulse beats fast, and I assume it’s because I’m nervous about seeing Carter.

This is where Carter and I really became something more. This is where Carter kissed me under the fireworks and told me he loved me for the first time.

But it’s not Carter I’m looking at.

It’s Max.

He looks nervous as he adjusts his cuff links and walks over to me and hands me a flute of champagne. “You look—I like your dress.”

I can’t help but laugh. It ricochets through my chest. “Oh yeah?”

His eyes move to my wrist. “I—”

“You look stunning.” Carter comes to stand between us. His eyes rove up and down my body. “Truly.”

He’s not flirting when he says it, so his words feel more honest. It makes something in my chest bloom. He’s telling me I’m beautiful in front of everyone, and for some reason, that matters to me. Or … no. It just feels like it should.

Because I’m only looking at Max, to see what he thinks about what Carter’s said. Can Max tell something is strange with me? Does he notice the way I’m looking at him?

Thinking about how he stayed with me on Christmas? Made waffles in the morning? Does he know about my dream? And why does it feel special that Max said he liked my dress? More special than Carter telling me I look stunning.

“There’s someone I want you to meet,” Carter tells me, guiding me toward the backyard. I focus on the way his hand feels on my back, warm on the bare skin. I should be flattered, but I keep glancing over my shoulder to see Max watching us walk away.

The garden feels warm from the heaters set up all over the large space. They’re designed to look like marble statues. Another inspiration from Carter’s mother’s trip to Versailles. The fountain at the center is glowing with golden light, and everything seems to sparkle. It’s as if winter has touched none of these plants, everything a vibrant green.

I drink my champagne in one gulp, swallowing the lump in my throat.

Carter approaches a man in a white tuxedo. “Nieve, this is my uncle Thomas. He’s been a large supporter of arts education.”

He reaches out a hand, and I shake it. I remember him as the man who let us borrow his beach house, the one who made vaguely sexist comments that were sly enough to deny. “Nice to meet you,” I say.

“You as well. I was a big fan of your aunt’s work. I’ve been trying to collect most of her pieces. A few got away from me.”

My head swims a bit. No, this isn’t right. Linden has most of her mother’s work. “My aunt?”

“Yes, her pieces on darkness are some of my favorites.”

I have no memory of these pieces, and even if I did, I know how important my aunt’s work is to Linden. They were the only pieces she got to keep of her mother. Tangible and real.

Thomas looks at Carter. “I thought you’d be here with Alexandria.”

The smile on Carter’s face is tight. “No, I haven’t seen her. But she’s here somewhere with her fiancé. I’m hoping to avoid them both.”

“Ah.”

Searching the patio for Linden, my eyes find Max. He stands with a hand in his pocket and he’s looking at the ground as Owen, our school’s president’s son, speaks to him, and I wonder what they could be talking about with such serious faces.

“What do you think?” It’s Carter’s voice that pulls me back and reminds me I’m in the middle of a conversation.

“What?” I ask.

“Spring break. What do you think about Florida? Nice and secluded. Get away from it all.”

“Isn’t that what everyone does?”

“My uncle has a house in the Keys.” The way he says the Keys makes me feel like I’ve said something stupid. “It’s not the same.”

I know it’s not. We spent the entire break at his uncle’s beach house … last time.

“Yeah, maybe.” I try to smile at Carter’s uncle, but everything feels wrong.

“It might be nice for us all to get away before the Inheritance Alumni Festival.”

My stomach tightens like a fist. “I’m not going.” I will never go to the festival. I will never spend the day hanging out at the river, celebrating the end of school. Never.

“Whoa. Okay.” He looks a little taken aback by the force of my tone. “You’ll be missed. And if you change your mind, I’ll be there.” He says it with a wink. Something he thinks is charming. He can’t see the ice in my veins, the way my heart beats loud in my ears.

Fear. I am afraid.

“I won’t. I’m not even eligible for the festival.” I feel like I’ve done so much to avoid this, and yet, here we are. Back at the beginning. “You don’t even have a piece.”

“Everyone goes to the festival. You don’t need a piece to attend.” The way he’s talking to me, as if I’m a child, did he always?

I need to fix this. “Maybe we should go to Florida during the festival instead. Do something different.”

“The festival is the best thing the school does all year. Everyone parties too much, gets naked, and swims—” His eyes go wide. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears as this moment seems to stretch on.

He’s remembered. He knows.

“I forgot.” He whispers it.

Carter remembers. My throat tightens.

“You’re afraid of water.”

Oh. I thought my heart was done breaking, but his words feel like a punch to my chest. He doesn’t remember anything.

“I’m sorry, Nieve. I didn’t mean to—”

I’m so stupid for hoping. So stupid. It doesn’t matter, because Carter is still going to the festival. He’s still going to get into the water. He’s still going to drown.

Nothing I’ve done will stop him.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

I’m not. I won’t be okay. “I just need some air.”

Carter looks around and then smiles down at me. Dismissive like always. “We’re outside.”

“Yeah,” I say, my hand grasping my throat. I need to get out of here. “I mean, like, away from everyone.”

His eyes sparkle with something I recognize from before. “I’ll go with you.”

“No.” It comes out a rebuke, and Carter looks at the faces staring back at us, already plastering on a fake smile. “No.” I put a hand on Carter’s forearm. “I’m gonna head inside.”

He lets me go without an argument, and it only stings a little as he moves on to someone else.

Before I can get too far, I’m stopped again by someone else who knows my family. As soon as I walk away from one person, I’m pulled toward another. A band starts up and people ask me to dance, which I politely decline. Much later than I want to, I excuse myself from a group of people chatting about the rise of pop art and its effects on culture.

My plan is to walk to the bathroom, but I can already see a line forming at the one downstairs.

“Excuse me?”

I turn and see a beautiful woman with black hair and a formfitting gold dress. Her eyes are large and sincere. “You were just with Carter?”

Alex Moreno. Alexandria. Here with her fiancé.

She looks like she might cry no matter what my response is, and I’m reminded of the way Carter looked when he said her name.

“Yeah, he’s…” And then I remember he wanted to avoid her. “He left.”

Her face falls. “Oh.”

There’s nothing more to add, so I walk away and take a moment in the hallway to breathe the way Grandee taught me when I was young and felt like the world was too big and might swallow me whole.

Closing my eyes, I count to ten.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



The party feels loud. The kind of noise that you feel physically. I head up the left side of the double staircase, which opens to a large balcony. Next to the railing, I see a familiar back.

Max stares at the party below, and I take a minute to watch him. He plays with the cuff link at his wrist and stretches his neck from side to side as if he can relieve the tension there. On Christmas Eve, he looked so calm and peaceful as he slept on the couch.

Now he looks like someone who is fighting his own demons.

I go to stand next to him, both of us looking out at the party below. “It’s cold up here.” I say it because it is and because, even now, I’m not sure what to say to Max.

His hand drops from his sleeve. Without speaking, he shrugs out of his jacket and places it around my shoulders. It’s still warm, and the scent of his cologne greets me. I lean my face into the collar.

“Does it smell bad?” he asks.

I shake my head and try to hide my blush at being caught. “It smells like you.”

What an insane thing to say. At Carter’s house, on New Year’s Eve, with him only one floor below us.


Carter tucks a piece of hair that’s fallen from my bun behind my ear. “You really do look amazing tonight.” His eyes are on my mouth when he says it, and even though we are dancing in the middle of a ballroom, I feel like we’re the only two people here.

“So do you,” I tell him in a whisper.

Fireworks light the sky above us.

“Nieve,” he whispers against my skin. “I love you.”

My steps falter, and I pull back so I can see his eyes. To make sure he knows what he’s just said, but Carter only laughs and pulls me to him, never missing a beat. “I’ve fallen in love with you, and there’s not a lot you can do about it.”



“I thought you would have been down there.” Max points to the garden where our friends are opening a bottle of champagne. In his hand is an unlit cigarette and a glass of whiskey on the rocks.

“Since when do you smoke?” I ask with a laugh.

He looks confused for a moment. “I don’t know,” he tells me. “I found them in my coat and I just … an old habit, I guess.”

Maybe this version of Max smokes. This one that makes soft comments about my art and vulnerability and stayed late at the studio to walk me home, even on his days off.

“You don’t have to stay up here,” he tells me, and I know I’ve been silent too long. “I’m good with the quiet.”

And I know he is. We both feel broken in the same way. Two people that are haunted. I don’t need to know what’s chasing Max, because whatever it is, it feels the same.

Down below, Carter is singing to an older woman, who laughs at him, and even from here, I can see her cheeks redden. “I’m good. I’ll leave Carter to play Gatsby.”

Max laughs once, but it’s a dark chuckle, and we both fall silent again.

“It’s so different now.”

“What is?” Max asks, and takes a drink. The ice cubes tinkle against the glass.

I take a deep breath and look out at the party. “Everything. It just doesn’t feel like I thought it would.”

Max agrees with a deep hum. And I wonder if he’s going to ask what the hell I’m talking about, but he surprises me by asking, “Is it better or worse?”

Taking a moment to contemplate this, I look at him finally and say, “I don’t know yet.”

And then we’re silent again, watching the world underneath us like Greek gods on Olympus. People laugh and dance and sing along to the band. And for the first time in a long time, I don’t hate them for it. Their happiness and joy and optimism. Maybe they can have all those things, keep them.

If they want them.

“How come you’re up here?” I ask eventually.

“I prefer this.”

I know what he means, away from the crowd but still seeing it. “What’s your perfect New Year’s Eve?”

He shakes his head and smiles. “My grandparents lived on this lake, and every year, my grandfather and I would put on warm clothes, and he would pack me a thermos of hot chocolate, and we would take his boat out to the middle of the lake. At midnight, the fireworks would go off right over us. They would reflect off the water, so it felt like they were everywhere.”

I’m holding my breath as Max tells me this truth about himself. Personal and honest. Something I could never imagine him telling me before.

“Did you just tell me a secret?”

He shakes his head. “A secret would be telling you that sometimes I go to a graveyard to draw.”

My eyes go wide. And I wonder …

“It’s quiet there. I like it. No one bothers you.” He moves to put the cigarette in an empty planter nearby, and when he catches me watching, he shrugs. “What about you?” he asks. “What’s your perfect New Year’s Eve?”

I think back to those New Year’s with Linden, dressing up. Even though we were playing at being grown-ups, it felt realer than anything I’ve done recently. “Maybe something where I don’t have to pretend.”

Max doesn’t ask me to explain; he just lets the words exist on their own. As if they are the only explanation he needs. The quiet that was between us feels heavy again, because no matter what I say to Max, everything feels like it means more.

My eyes close, and I take a deep breath. In through the nose and out through the mouth.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



“Do you have a secret?” he asks, but he’s not pushing, more like he’s curious what I’ll say next.

“Why are you so nice?” I ask.

“I told you. I’ve always been like this.”

Max, who tells me that I was missed. Who tells me I’m pretty with more than just words. Tells me that I am enough. Just me, as I am.

“Max?” I say it like a question.

He frowns at me, his brows pulled low and his body turned toward me.

Someone in the crowd announces a countdown will begin shortly, and I stare at Max. His lips are shiny from the drink he’s just set on the railing, and his throat bobs as he swallows. I watch his chest rise and fall with each one of his breaths, and I wonder what he would taste like.

“I had a dream…” He never takes his eyes off my lips when he speaks.

“One of your nightmares?” Our voices are low, but we’re so close I can hear him perfectly.

“No. A dream that you kissed me.”

My throat tightens hearing him say that. Max dreams about me. Like that.

“Oh yeah?” I whisper it. There is one thing I can do to make sure that I don’t end up with Carter at the river.

Ten.

Nine.

I tell myself that’s the only reason I’m considering kissing Max.

Eight.

Seven.

Six.

Not because of Max’s eyes, or his lips, or his hands that are reaching for me.

Five.

Four.

I lean forward, and later, I will tell myself this was for Carter.

Three.

Two.

Max’s eyes widen, and suddenly, I know I’m not thinking of anyone but Max.

One.

I kiss Max Emerson.






CHAPTER 23


The sound of a rooster crowing wakes me up from a foggy dream.

Christopher.

I open my eyes to look out the window from my bed. The yarn-covered tree I’ve always known has a layer of snow clinging to it. It’s beautiful and peaceful …

And wrong.

I sit up and look around the room. My room. I’m in my bedroom at Grandee’s. Not where I’m supposed to be.

All at once, last night comes crashing back to me.


Max’s lips against my throat, my hands on his hips, pulling him closer. Max moaning against my chest.



I slept with Max.

Panic, hot and acidic, makes its way up my throat. “Shit.”

How many glasses of champagne did I drink?

Not that many, something whispers in the back of my mind.

Kissing Max for the first time felt like …


The smell of his skin so close, champagne and mint balm on his lips. He exhales and my body just reacts. I pull his bottom lip into my mouth as I kiss him and grab hold of his shoulders and—Max goes stiff.

What am I doing?

I pull back to look at Max, but his eyes are still closed.

“Max—” I’m getting ready to apologize, but he opens his eyes, his pupils blown wide.

“You kissed me.”

“I … I know. It was midnight—” I take a step back, but he follows me.

“You kissed me.”

“It’s what people do at midnight.”

“You kissed me, Nieve.” He repeats it.

“I know.”

“Why?”

I open my mouth to answer, but he stops me.

“Don’t say because it was midnight. You don’t kiss people like that because it’s midnight.”

“I … I just did.”

He looks at me, his eyes on mine, not on my lips or my body. Not anywhere I want them. They stare back at me like he’s trying to figure something out. Like he’s waiting for permission.

“Do it,” I whisper.

And a second later, Max is kissing me this time.

Not like before. It’s not cautious or convenient. It’s hungry, and the railing digs into my back as he presses me against it, but I ignore the discomfort. I ignore everything except for the feeling of Max, his hands pulling up the hem of my—



I reach for the glass of water on my nightstand and look over at Linden’s bed. It’s made, so she either didn’t sleep there or …

How did I get here?

I rub my forehead as if I could make my memories appear. The last thing I can remember is …


Max sliding the straps from my shoulders with soft fingers.



“Linden!”

Last night, Max felt all-consuming, and I remember wanting him closer, wanting more. Wanting his hands on every part of my body.


“Should we go back to my room?” I asked.

“Mine’s closer.”

I feel like I can’t breathe fully, because each step toward his room is a choice. At any point I can turn around. I can stop this. But … I don’t want to.

At the door, he looks at me, his pause giving me the opportunity to say no, to leave. Max is telling me that I don’t have to do this.

And that choice lights something inside my belly and has my lips crashing against his again. We are a tangle of limbs and teeth and hands. He touches me everywhere, but unlike my fevered fingers, his are soft and almost reverent. When my dress falls from my body, Max inhales. It makes me feel beautiful, and it’s something else I don’t want to consider.

Reaching for the buckle of his belt, I begin to undress him hastily. My hands slide over his skin as I pull up his shirt.

We move to the bed. Max takes his hands and runs them over the sensitive parts of my body. When he settles over me and looks me in the eyes, I—



“Linden!” I stand up and have my hand on the doorknob when it opens.

“Why are you yelling!” Grandee stands with a roving of yarn in one hand and a dish towel in the other. “You’re going to wake up the goddamn neighbors.”

Grandee doesn’t have neighbors, but I don’t say that.

“Where’s Linden?” I ask, already moving around her to head downstairs.

“Linden? How should I know?”

I turn around, my foot on the first step of the stairs. “She left?”

“Left?” Grandee looks confused. It matches how I feel. “Left from where? She’s been with her boyfriend all break.”

I can feel my world spinning.

“Wait. No.” I walk back into the bedroom and grab my phone. “What time did I come back last night?”

“Last night? Did you go somewhere?”

No. Oh no. No. No.

I’m already FaceTiming Linden. The phone rings. And rings. When she answers, the room is still dark and her eyes are barely open.

“Hello.” It’s spoken mostly into her pillow.

“Hey. Did you bring me home last night?”

Linden’s head lifts off the pillow, and her eyes open a little more. “Did something happen last night?”

“Yes. I think I might have had too much to drink. Someone must have slipped something in my champagne—”

“Someone drugged you?” She sits up, pulling the sheet with her because she doesn’t have a shirt on.

“I don’t know. I was with Max—”

“Max? Max was here last night.”

“Exactly.”

“Did you leave Grandee’s last night?”

“Yes! I—” But before I can finish my sentence, Grandee pulls my phone from my hands and tells Linden that I just had a weird dream and ends the call.

“Why did you do that?”

But Grandee looks pale as she nods. “Come on. Let’s go get some tea and talk.”

We sit in the kitchen at the tall table. She puts the kettle on, and I watch her gnarled hands take out two delicate teacups from the cabinet. When the enamel pot whistles, she sets a cup in front of me and adds the tea bag before pouring the steaming water on it.

On instinct, or habit, I wrap my fingers around the porcelain.

Grandee leans a hip against the table. “Why don’t you tell me what you remember.”

“About last night?”

“Sure. Let’s start there.”

I clear my throat and tell her about the party. I leave out Max and kissing him, but even though I don’t speak the words, I feel the memory of his hands on me. And somehow, I think she knows anyway.

“And before that?”

It feels strange reminding her of Christmas and the eve Max and I spent watching movies. She was here for all of that.

“And what about before that?”

“I was at school because everyone except Max left to go to Carter’s lake house.”

She nods like she finally understands. With a sigh, she takes the bottles of dye that are sitting on the table and places them in a straight line.

“For most people, this is how time is. She moves forward, uninterrupted.” Grandee takes a blue bottle and moves it into different places and different orders. “For us, time can be like this, always rearranging itself. Moving and shifting.”

This is insane. “Grandee.”

“Let me finish.” She continues to move the bottles. “Now, each one of these bottles has its own purpose, its own relationship to time. If you make a small change here or there, it’s only a tiny ripple. A little thing. It doesn’t change things for the other bottles. They all shift so subtly they are close enough to the same.” She looks up at me. “You understand so far?”

I nod, but I’m not sure I do.

“But now and then, something bigger gets changed, a massive boulder falling right into the water with massive ripples … and it rearranges the pieces in such a way that everyone’s personal … let’s call it destiny … is fighting to stay on its own individual course.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

She takes a deep breath. “Because your change was big. And now, every time you try to do something too different, time gives you a different version of herself.”

At first, I think she’s speaking about last night with Max, and the way she says it makes something inside my heart burn. It almost feels accusatory. As if I’ve done this.

As if it’s my fault.

But then I understand.

“You’re the one who made a big change!” I throw her words back at her. “You threw my yarn in the fire!”

Her eyes flash with panic before they settle into the cool and collected eyes I’m used to. “You’re angry.”

“You told me not to do anything major. Nothing big. I didn’t do anything big.”

“Well, obviously, that’s not true.”

“You pulled out my yarn. You sent me back here, and I’ve been trying to follow all the rules and keep him alive—”

“Alive? Who died?”

Her arm is resting on mine, just like Max’s did before, as if she’s trying to calm me. And that’s when I realize she thinks I’ve become unhinged.

And I have. “Carter!”

“Carter? Linden’s boyfriend?”

I want to scream.

But instead, I cry. “Everything feels so messed up. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

Her mouth sets into a firm line, and she motions for me to head into the living room. I sit in my chair, and Grandee brings me my peppermint tea and my blanket.

I can’t help but think of Max on the couch, asleep. I finger those stitches. It would be so easy to pull them free. Erase them.

Erase him and start over again.

She puts her hands over mine. “Small changes,” Grandee says. It’s not a request or an order, more like admitting she’s ready to hear what I have to say.

I feel alone. Like I’m screaming at the sky and no one can hear me. I’m losing everything. And the worst part is, I don’t even know if there’s anything to keep.

“I still feel the same as before,” is all that comes out.

Grandee’s fingers trace the three stitches in my blanket.

I pull it away, afraid she’ll tear the stitches out, and I’ll be left even more of a confused mess than I already am.

Instead, she pats my hand before bringing over a basket of yarn scraps I’ve made over the years.

“What do you want to do with this yarn?” she asks.

I look at the yarn piled there, varying sizes of balls here, a few random bits there. Half of a scarf I was making, left over from my pink phase I went through in junior high.

“I don’t know, Grandee.” I’m not sure what she’s trying to get at. “Why would I use old yarn?”

She sighs, like I’m not understanding something. “This is the stuff you made in your past. It’s your past. Would you use this on your blanket?”

She knows my answer. It’s a truth like all the others in this house. Leave your shoes at the door, wash your hands before supper, don’t touch the garden, and don’t use old yarn.

“I’m not the same person I was when I made that yarn.”

Her face is kind when she says, “So stop trying to use it.”

She believes she’s being helpful, but I want to shout at her that this isn’t the same thing. That there is yarn only I can see. Threads of colors that no one else even knows exists.

“This isn’t about yarn, Grandee.” I almost curse at her as my tears swell to a crescendo. “This is about the fact that I have memories no one else does. That I’m alone because no one else remembers things I can’t forget. Everything is always shifting.”

Grandee’s lips press together. “You’re gonna have to decide what makes something real. Is it real because you share it with someone, or is it real because you remember it?”

I open my mouth to tell her that doesn’t make sense, but her words burrow and bend in my mind.

Does it even matter? Everything is so tangled.

That afternoon, I lie on my bed and stare out at the snow. Max felt real. His hands, his smell. His mouth. On the balcony, the two of us. What we shared.

It was real.

Time must be punishing me. I’m not supposed to be with Max. I’m supposed to be with Carter.

The words sour in my heart. They feel wrong, which … also feels wrong.

I can’t be with Carter, not because of Max but because I want Carter to live.

That’s the whole point of this. Carter.

Not Max.

So why does my heart hurt so badly?






CHAPTER 24


My cousin has always been clairvoyant.

As children, we would sit in front of each other like mirrors, trying to read each other’s minds. Most of the time, we were right. Two girls with one brain.

So, when Linden finally makes it home the day before we’re supposed to head back to campus, I wait for her to ask me about the phone call, to question why Grandee keeps tiptoeing around me, or to tell me how ridiculous I am.

But Linden doesn’t say anything.

All day I wait for the things in my mind to be echoed back at me while we do all the things that Grandee can’t because of her bad hip or because she can’t bend down that far … or that she just plain old doesn’t want to so she pretends like it hurts her body.

We fill feed stores, mend a fence, clean out a pantry, and organize shelves of Grandee’s dye.

All in silence.

Finally, in the car, an hour away from the school, I break. “You’re really not going to ask me what’s wrong?”

“Is there something you want me to ask you?” she says, never taking her eyes from the road.

“You’re not going to ask me why I called you on New Year’s Day?”

She glances at me from the driver’s seat. “Do you want to talk about it?”

No, I do not. But I want her to ask me. I want her to try to pry out of me what happened so I don’t have to just sit here and be vulnerable, a choice I’m not sure I can make.

She sighs. “If you want me to ask you something, just tell me what it is so we can stop playing these games.”

The problem is, I don’t know what those things could be. “You’re not curious why I called?”

“Nieve, if you want to talk, I’m always here, but I’m not going to chase you down to do it.”

It’s mature and rational and I hate it.

What it doesn’t account for is how hard it is for me to get the words out when they feel like glass shards tearing their way through my body.

I stare out the window at the fields going by. I can’t ever remember a time where I’ve felt so disconnected from the people I love. Where I’ve felt misunderstood on a level that was too big to overcome.

How can we ever be the same if we can’t even agree on what the truth is?

My truth? I shared an important moment with Max. I watched her and Carter get closer. I feel like everything I know to be true is gone before I can even process it.



School begins again with bare trees and full expectations.

I spend most of my time in the studio. It’s the only place where I can’t feel time trying to correct itself. It’s the only place that always feels right. My version of Goldilocks’s porridge.

I shake out my hands and reach for a pencil. The mural panels at the back of the studio are in varying shades of completion. A few have paint, others are rough sketches. But my section is still blank.

I sit on the floor and put my earbuds in. My eyes close, and I feel the beat in my chest as my body sways to the music, and I wait. Some people see visions, others see lines or colors, and some just have a vague idea of what they’re trying to uncover as they go.

I wait for possession.

The drawing takes hold of my hands, and I let it. Lines and shading and smudges that, consciously, I don’t know what they are, but unconsciously, it’s the art that has been stirring inside me.

And like the snapping of a thread, the possession is over, a broken spell. Stepping back, I see what I’ve done. This isn’t the Romeo and Juliet I had drawn before but Romeo and Juliet—their rough sketches—searching for each other in a crowd. The people separating them fight and argue and hold weapons.

The clock says it’s 8:00 PM, and I realize I’ve been sitting for six hours straight. My body is stiff as I stretch, forcing my muscles to move.

And that’s when I see Max.

He works at his desk, with acrylic paint and a canvas; his face is pulled into concentration. Headphones are over his ears, and he tugs at his lip with his teeth as he works. I stand there, rooted to the floor, and watch as he methodically moves his brush.

And all I can wonder is, What is he listening to?

Is it classical?

Rap?

Some annoying heavy metal music?

Pop?

And why do I even care? Why am I so curious about Max?

Because you can’t stop thinking about what it was like to kiss him.

After a bit, he takes a deep sigh and pulls his headphones down to his neck and turns toward me. He’s not smiling. My heart beats furiously because all I can see in my mind are the last moments I remember with Max. Moments that he doesn’t remember.

There’s a rag on the desk that he picks up. He wipes his hands off and eventually looks up at me. “That’s not what you told Doc you were doing.” He inclines his head to the spot where I had been sitting.

It’s so … casual. Nothing like what is happening inside of me.

“Yeah, it just sort of happened.” Even though he’s an artist, too, sometimes people don’t get it, so I have an explanation all lined up when he replies.

“It’s good.” He pulls out a Tupperware container of stir-fry, and I realize I’ve only eaten half a doughnut. The microwave whirls as he heats up the food.

I should take a break, head to the dining hall and grab something to eat, but I can’t seem to make myself move away from Max. “Do you think Doc is gonna be mad?” I ask while he waits in front of the microwave.

Max shakes his head, noncommittal. Not a no, but not a yes. “Maybe. He plans the composition pretty intensely.”

When he turns around, he has two bowls and places one in front of me. “Oh, no, that’s—”

“Just eat it.” He motions to my food with his fork as he looks down. “I can hear your stomach from here.”

I debate making a scene, but it smells delicious. Garlic and onions and soy sauce and sesame oil.

And it is.

Not the shit I reheat in a bag. We’re silent as we finish our meal. It feels tense, and I know it’s because of me and my intrusive thoughts.


I love the way you taste.



I clear my throat, ready to address it. Maybe I can just tell him about how my mind—

Max sets down his fork. “Are you trying to say something with the crowd?” he asks, his arms crossed over his stomach as he leans back and looks at my part of the mural.

The mural? I play along and pretend that’s what I’ve been sitting here thinking about, too. Instead of …


He lets out a groan as his lips graze my collarbone.



I blink the thought away.

“It’s supposed to be two people who can’t be together.”

“Yeah, that’s clear.” He looks at me like I’ve said something ridiculous. “But you’re going to struggle because you’ve gotten good at one thing and not really practiced anything else.”

I sit up, clearly not hearing him correctly. “What?”

“I saw your portfolio. You’re great at body parts and objects, but you struggle with faces.”

He’s … right, but he’s just declared it. Like it was nothing. “That’s not— I’m not—” I don’t even know what I want to say.

“Their faces will be the centerpiece of the story. They’ll set the tone as the first thing someone takes in. And then after that, they will notice your completely proportionate fingers.”

My mouth falls open. “Is this … Is this because I left those notes on your work? Is this because I stole your literal trash and made it better?”

“That’s not what you did. You drew flowers on top of my work. And stop changing the subject because you’re uncomfortable with being critiqued.”

The tone he uses feels familiar, like the version of him from before Carter died. The one that hated me. But Max doesn’t seem like he hates me—he just seems … honest. Direct. “So, tell me—what should I be doing?” I motion to the panel. “Critique me.”

He walks over to my drawing. “This isn’t about the hands. It isn’t about how many people are pulling at them or keeping them from each other. It’s about them. Their story. Why do the faces matter?”

I bite the inside of my cheek. “They matter because everyone has a face.” I say it like he’s the idiot, but I know what he’s talking about, and I hate that, too.

“Are they in pain? Are they longing for each other? Are they angry, sad, or smiling because they’re looking at each other?” He points at the blank faces. “These two people are the whole point, not the hands that keep them back. What do they feel?”

And I see it. The blank spaces where I’m not willing to admit what these two people are feeling because I don’t know. When I look back to Max, he’s already back at his work.

I decide to be done for the evening. Maybe a good night’s sleep will help untangle my thoughts.

I grab my things, and on my way out the door, I say to Max, “Color tells a story. Make sure you’re thinking about that.”

It’s petty, and I expect it to make me feel better, but instead of an argument, he nods. “Yellow here?” he asks me.

I hate the way my chest feels wide at the way he looks at me, like he genuinely values my opinion.

“More gold than yellow. Maybe a mustard.”

He scratches at his sleeve, and I see the purple yarn still tied there. At least that’s the same.

“Yeah,” he agrees before putting his headphones back on.

I head out and think about the two people in the mural and what they feel for each other.

I feel like I should know.

But I’m worried that I don’t.

The next morning, I spend the first hour I’m awake furiously checking on Grandee, my mother, and Linden while grabbing a quick breakfast from the dining hall. It’s become a habit, more like a compulsion to make sure they’re okay. Especially after what happened with Max.

Whole days can change.

Or they did once.

But this version of my mother has been the same since I woke up on New Year’s Day. A free spirit living in France with a sculptor who calls her the muse. She only half listens when I update her on my life or my art. It makes me miss the mom I grew up with who curated her life like she curated art.

Back inside the studio, it feels like every student is trying to catch up after being gone the entire winter break.

“Doc was looking for you,” a third-year whose name I never learned says as he walks past me.

I find Doc standing over by the mural.

Specifically, my section of it.

He’s pointing as he talks to three boys who’ve been working on King Richard III. And I know, I just know, that he’s going to tell me I’m no longer part of it.

I don’t know why that stings so much.

Does that mean I have to leave the workshop? Does that mean I can’t take his courses? Does that mean I’m not in art anymore? Do I lose my spot at school? Do I—

“Nieve.” Doc smiles at me. “You’re here finally.”

He’s smiling. He wouldn’t smile if he was going to kick me out, right? “I was here late last night.”

“I want to talk to you about something.” His head dips low as he puts a hand on my shoulder and steers me away from the mural.

We’ve taken five steps when I realize he’s moving me toward Max’s desk. My feet start to drag, until slowly, I pull to a stop a few feet away.

“Hey,” Doc says as he looks over Max’s shoulder. “Looks nice.”

Max nods instead of speaking, and I can’t help but feel sick. He won’t look at me. Did he tell Doc about my issue with the faces?

“So, I know you’ve been struggling to finish your piece.” Doc looks at me a second before he glances back to Max, and I know I was right.

Max told him I can’t do it. Maybe I was wrong and there is only one version of Max. The one who hates me.

“Doc, I had a breakthrough and—” I clear my throat to keep the whine out of my voice. “I can do this. I was struggling with the faces, but—”

“This class is more than just finished pieces, Nieve. Max—”

But I’m ignoring Max as he comes to stand next to me. This isn’t about him. “I don’t know what he said, but I’ve been getting better.”

“Nieve—”

“I’ll get the expressions right. I—”

“Nieve.” Doc puts his hand on my arm to stop me. “I know you can, but there’s another way I want you to approach this project. You and Max. I want him to help you get ready for the unveiling.”

I look at Max again, hoping there will be an answer on his face, but he just stands there with his arms crossed and his eyes on his shoes.

Fuck.

“Unveiling? What unveiling?”

“The Founders Gala.”

“You mean the Alumni Festival? I’m not going.”

Doc doesn’t address what I’ve said but shakes his head. “The Founders Gala. Remember that drawing of the hands? The one Max gave you?”

Gave. A generous word. And why does he keep saying Founders Gala?

Doc smiles again. “I want you to do that.”

I can feel my brows pull together. “I’m not following. You want me to work with Max?”

“Yes.” Doc looks excited as he explains how he wants us to do two original pieces together using the technique of layering, but all I can think about are the hundred moments today where Max was so close I could touch him. And yet he doesn’t have any memory of the night we spent together happening. It’s not just my mind that’s split in two; it’s my pride. My heart.

No, not my heart. Never my heart.

But even I know that’s not true. It’s always my heart.

Tears prick the corners of my eyes. I don’t think I could handle working closely with Max for the next few months. We could trigger time again and again, and my heart could break again and—

“Not all the spots for the Founders Gala showcase have been filled,” Doc continues. “And I want to submit your work for the couples—”

“I’m not going.” My voice has risen, and heads turn in our direction. For a moment, I feel bad that I’ve just yelled at him, but … “I’m not going.”

“Max said that you hadn’t planned on going, but it’s mandatory for all students to attend, Nieve. And your grandmother’s donating work. I’m sure she’d love your support.”

My grandmother never donates work. She said the school has already taken more than it should have from our family. “There must be a mistake.”

“Are you—”

“It’s fine.” Max is the one who interrupts Doc. “Just forget it.”

Doc looks dejected, and his eyes move to Max. “I’m sorry. I thought this was your best shot.”

“It’s fine.” Max says the words fast, and he’s already backing away. He won’t look at me.

“I’ll keep thinking,” Doc tells him.

“Thinking of what?” I ask.

Doc presses his lips together. “It’s … You’ll have to talk with Max about it.”






CHAPTER 25


The water pools at the bottom of my shower, and I stare down to where it gathers at my feet. The soap bubbles pull and swirl as they head toward the drain, and I have to remind myself to breathe.

Because everything in my life feels like it’s drowning. Even these bubbles.

The Google search I did on my phone said that I might be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and that talking with a therapist would be helpful. But how do I talk to someone about a traumatic event that never happened?

I wipe the fog off the glass of the mirror and stare at my reflection. It’s the same one it’s always been.

And yet something feels categorically different. Painful. Broken.

I will never get the faces on the mural right, because I can’t even see my own properly.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and try to center myself.


On the stairs to the balcony.



One breath.


Max’s shy smile.



Two breaths.


Waking up to see the tree outside my window at Grandee’s.



I don’t breathe again and instead listen to my heart pounding in my ears.

What did I do wrong?

Time keeps shifting because Max Emerson isn’t for me.


He brushes the hair from my face. “You look so beautiful.”



When I get dressed, I find an email from Doc on my phone.

Nieve,

Please see me at your earliest convenience. I have office hours till
                    two today.

—Doc

The walk from the Founder’s Tower to the administration building isn’t far, but a knot of worry tightens in my gut with each step.

Here they have carpeted hallways and dark green walls emblazoned with the Suttleton logo.

The admin offices are covered in dark cherrywood, which somehow makes the entire thing feel imposing and official. I find the door that has his name on a plaque and knock once before I hear his voice asking me to come in.

“Nieve. Thank you for stopping by.” He’s smiling, relaxed, like always, as he motions for me to take a seat. His office is filled with cluttered bookshelves and a messy desk. None of it surprising.

Baubles and trinkets sit on shelves lined with paperbacks and leather-bound books. Art supplies are scattered across the desk, along with several empty mugs that once contained tea. But what’s most surprising is the photographs. Black and white candids, the kind that you would develop in a high school darkroom, are displayed everywhere. They’re framed or, more often, in loose, haphazard piles, the negatives strewn about like confetti.

“You take photos.”

Doc gives me a humble shrug and looks a little taken aback before glancing around the space, then one side of his mouth lifts. “Badly, but I love it, so I do it. Just don’t tell the photography department.”

I settle into an old leather wingback chair across from his desk and think about how strange it is that we can be so different in different settings.

Doc sits across from me in an ergonomic chair that feels out of touch with the rest of the office. The window behind him has his face cast in shadow, and the light shines off his golden-brown hair.

He looks down at the desk. “Well, I’m sure you’re wondering why I’ve asked you to come in.”

In my lap, I twist my hands together nervously.

“I’ve spoken with Max, and I wanted to speak with you as well.”

It must be about the faces. “I’ve been busy with other classes, but I promise I’m not avoiding my project.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

I wait.

“You didn’t want to do the collaborative piece with Max.”

I only nod.

“There were some concerns that were brought up—”

Of course there were.

“Which I think might be an overreaction, but Max didn’t.”

Of course he didn’t.

“Nieve. This is a safe space, so I would like you to answer honestly, without the fear of repercussion.”

I swallow.

“Do you feel comfortable with Max Emerson?”

“What?” I couldn’t have heard him correctly.

“Max is under the impression—”

“Max asked you this?”

Now Doc looks confused. “I’m sorry?”

“Max asked you to make sure I was comfortable?”

Doc clears his throat. “He mentioned that you two have spent time together in a personal capacity, and he didn’t want—”

“Personal?”

Doc’s professional demeanor slips a bit. “He just said that he might have been a little obvious, Nieve. That’s all he said. He’s just trying to make sure that you’re okay.”

“A little obvious.” I repeat it because I’m having a hard time understanding what he’s trying to say.

“Listen, if you don’t like him, that’s fine, but he wants to make sure that—”

“Did he say if he was comfortable working with me?”

“He did.” Doc gives me a sad smile. “No issues. He asked me to check with you—”

“I don’t,” I cut him off. “Have issues, that is.”

Doc sighs. “Then why don’t you want to work with him?”


His hands on my body. His mouth on mine. The moan so deep in his chest I can feel it.



A tightness builds in my throat, and I swallow.


Waking up at Grandee’s alone.



There are consequences for getting close to Max. Consequences I can’t let happen again. What if next time it isn’t just time that’s erased?

“I just don’t want to. I don’t want to go to the festival, and I don’t want—”

“Well, again, there is no festival. There hasn’t been one in fifteen years. And you do have to go to the gala.” Doc gives me a patient look. “It’s mandatory for all students.”

“Gala?”

“The Founders Gala.” He’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, but I’m trying to figure out when that changed. What decision did I make to get rid of the Alumni Festival?

My blood turns cold. “The gala is mandatory?”

“Yes … it is.”

“Since when?”

“Since the moment you chose not to read your student manual. The mural will be there. It’s a part of your grade. We don’t make exceptions, no matter who your family is.”

“Right.” I’ve come off as entitled.

But a gala just feels like another way time is trying to claim Carter. No matter what I do, something always goes wrong. Somehow, Carter is going to end up dead, and I’ll have ended up in this upside-down version of my life, and none of it will have made a difference.

“You have a lot of potential as an artist, and getting exposure now could be a great experience.”


“Exposure this early could be a great experience for you,” Doc tells me. “But don’t waste it by thinking you don’t have to work hard.”

“I know,” I tell him almost too fast. “I’ll do my best. Give it all to the art.”

“Good. When you’re done with this, take it over to Max. He’s the final vote on the showcase.”

I look over at Max, who is talking with another first-year, and take a deep breath. Max has to say yes. He’s the last person who needs to sign off on this project.

When I set my work on Max’s desk, I stand there nervously. He studies it for a moment before frowning.

“Why is her face turned away?”

“What?”

“The piece would be more impactful if we could see even just the side of her face.”

“Then you should draw it and submit it for the showcase.” I’m being defensive, and he can probably hear it in my tone.

“I don’t know, Nieve.” He shakes his head. “It doesn’t feel ready.”

My heart squeezes, my breath almost leaving me when I think about what this means for my dreams. I’ve worked on this for months, been working toward this for years, and he says he doesn’t know. “You can’t be serious.”

“Nieve.”

“If this is because you don’t like me—”

“This isn’t personal.”

He didn’t deny it. He never does.

“You need to keep working on this.”

I grab my paper off his desk and open my—



“Just think about it, Nieve. Please?” Doc tells me as a final dismissal.

I nod. “Of course.”

Later, Benji finds me waiting in line at the coffee cart outside the admin building. He bounds up to me with a big smile on his face.

“How did I know I’d find you near the coffee?” He loops his arm through mine, and I let him.

I want to make a joke back, but I’m feeling confused and, if I’m honest, a little defeated. How can I possibly get out of the gala now?

“Bad day?” he asks, taking in my expression. “Of course it is. Want one of those gross, frozen things that’s basically a milkshake with coffee in it?”

I’m not sure why this makes me tear up, but I nod, and he pulls his arm out to wrap it around my shoulders.

“I’ll order it. And even let the employees give me dirty looks because they hate making them in the winter.”

“Thanks, friend.”

“The things I do for love,” he says with a sigh before stepping up to the counter.

We take the long way back to the dorms, me sipping my drink and Benji eating a pastry that flakes all over his hands and mouth every time he takes a bite.

“You doing okay, Nieve?”

I take a deep breath. I know what I’m supposed to say here. I know how to pretend at normal. Giving him a smile that is mostly brave, I tell him, “No.”

I’m surprised at my own answer, and I feel my face fall.

“No.” I say it again, like this will somehow change my answer.

“No?” Benji repeats, but he doesn’t look surprised. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” He takes my hand in his and we stop walking.

“I just … It’s just,” I say while I blink away tears. I haven’t said any of this out loud, and it hurts. “Linden feels so far away from me. And Carter is … who knows what the two of them are up to—”

“Probably the same thing you get up to with boys you like.”

“And Max hates me.”

“Max … doesn’t hate you.” Benji laughs when he says it, as if the complete opposite is true. “And interesting that you brought him up after I mentioned boys you like.”

I let out a scoff. “That’s not what’s happening. He wants me to do a joint project with him for the showcase.”

“You think Max spends any amount of time with anyone he doesn’t want to?”

I shake my head like Benji doesn’t understand, because he doesn’t. Max is only around me because he has to be for school.

“You should do an experiment,” he tells me. “Every time you think Max hates you, ask yourself, Why would Max hate me right now?”

“That’s…” I was going to say stupid, but … “An experiment?”

“Like the things science kids do.” Benji looks confused.

Benji … He’s right. I’ve been going about this all wrong. I need to …

I kiss his cheek. “Yes, obviously. You’re brilliant.”

And I leave. I need to make a list.

In my dorm room, I take out my phone and type out every incident where time changed. When my mother was an addict and when she had gone missing, when June was back, and when Max and I kissed …

Index cards. I need index cards. I find some in the back of the desk in my dorm room and proceed to scribble nonsense on each card. If Linden comes back and sees this, she will think I am one red thread away from losing my mind.

And she might be right.

I lay them out in neat piles on the floor, trying to figure out what keeps happening to make time readjust. But the longer I stare, the more the pattern becomes gibberish to me. The only thing I can see is Max’s name repeated over and over. Sprinkled on almost every card.

My phone dings, and when I look at it, there is a series of texts I hadn’t even heard waiting from Linden.

Where are you?

You said you’d come to this stupid planning meeting for valentines day.

You better not be kidnapped.

Unless he’s hot.

Ignore that text. I’ve been reading too much dark romance.

OMG Nieve. Where are you?

Shit.

I’m in the middle of texting back when the door opens to our room. The index cards go scattering, and I groan trying to pick them up.

Linden and Carter stand at the door.

“Here you are,” she says to me, frustration clear on her face.

“Sorry, I’ve just been—” I pick up a card that says Sex with Max and crumple it in my fist. “Doc wanted to see me, and now I’m here.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” It comes out too fast, too high, too breathy.

I watch her process this. “Well, you know this is the Valentine’s Day planning night.”

I do now. “Yeah. I do. I’ll…” My words catch in my mouth as I think of the experiment that Benji suggested. “I can’t make it.”

“Really?” Linden looks disappointed.

“You should come,” Carter says. He puts his hands on Linden’s shoulders as he stands behind her. “You had that great idea last time for Halloween.”

He smiles at me and puts his hand on the small of her waist and … kisses the top of her head.

The world narrows around me until it’s only Carter’s hand. On Linden.


“You’re beautiful,” Carter whispers against my hair as he kisses the top of my head.



Linden looks confused. “Are you okay?”

I’m not. I don’t know how to look at Carter right now. His fingers tightening against the strip of skin at her waist. My eyes move to Carter’s face.

But he’s not looking at me; his gaze is on the floor, and the world slows as he bends forward and picks up a card under his shoe.


MAX ALMOST KISS.



“Uh.” He looks at me as he hands me the card, and I feel my face flush. “Max?”

“Oh my god.” My entire body grows warm with embarrassment, and I just want to get out of here. I want to leave and never come back.

“It’s cool, Nieve. You don’t need to be— Max is great. You two should—”

I hold up my hand for him to stop. Just stop. This world always makes sure I know exactly what I can’t have over and over again.

He gives me an apologetic look. “I think it’s cute.”

Cute. My insanity is cute. The way my heart splits in half when I see Carter show affection to my cousin. The way I feel guilt every time I feel myself blush when I see Max. The way time won’t let me have either. None of that is cute.

I want to scream.

But I don’t. My voice is so quiet it sounds frightening. “Fuck you, Carter.”

Linden seems to realize that this is not going the way it’s supposed to and moves Carter out the door without another word, and I don’t miss the look she gives me. Concern etched onto every surface of her face.

And she should be concerned.

Because time has just made an enemy of me.






CHAPTER 26


Grandee is fine. Mom is fine. Linden is fine. Carter is alive. I am fine.

I go through my daily checks to see how time has decided to punish me for swearing at Carter and not going to a planning meeting about Valentine’s Day.

The version of my mother in France is gone and replaced with one who apparently lives with Grandee and is excited to chat about anything and nothing. But every time things shift, I feel an odd sense of grief in my heart, like that version of my mom is gone and I should mourn her.

Bright and early, Benji comes to my dorm to check on me. “Just making sure you’re still alive after yesterday,” he says, passing an iced coffee to me.

I nod and hold the door open as he comes inside.

“So this is the room they give to the founders.” His nose scrunches up. “Looks exactly like my room.”

I let out a little laugh as he settles onto my unmade bed. Everything is always so easy with Benji.

“So, big plans today? Maybe study? Work on your art assignment? Murder Carter?”

Groaning, I flop back onto the bed next to him. “I think I have to apologize to him. Did he tell you what happened?”

Benji shakes his head. “Not really his style. Just said that he overstepped, and you yelled at him.”

“Did he … say anything to Max?”

Benji sits up and turns toward me. “Max? No. Why would he say something to Max?” He watches my face as if the answer will write itself on my skin. “What’s with you and Max anyway?”

“What do you mean?”

“Fine, don’t tell me.”

I wait for Benji to say something else, but he just stares at me silently.

With an eye roll, I say, “Max wanted to do a group project.”

“Yeah, you told me this yesterday. Before you told me I was brilliant and ran away.”

“That’s it.”

“Really?”

I sit up and take a sip of my drink. “I said no, and he had Doc check to see if I was uncomfortable with him.”

“Are you?”

“No. God.” I lean back.

“Then why did you say no?”

“I’m not going to the gala.”

He lets out a little laugh. “The gala showcase. The one that everybody has to go to, unless you have some kind of special legacy privilege—”

“I don’t,” I say cutting him off. That’s the last thing I need him thinking. “But it doesn’t matter, because Max has a hundred people he can ask to do a project with him.”

“Yeah, but not that are guaranteed to get him in.”

“What do you mean?”

He takes a long drink from my coffee before he tells me, “Max has been rejected from the showcase every year. He thought this year the school would have to let him in because it’s his third and everything … but they didn’t share that opinion.”

“That’s ridiculous. Max is incredibly talented. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I agree. Doc saw the work you two were doing, and he thought for sure Max would be able to submit that, but…” He waves his hands around. “You know.”

I didn’t want to work with him. “Right.” But it doesn’t feel right. It feels unfair. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I taste blood.

“You should talk to him. Just have a conversation and clear the air. I think we all just need a break,” Benji says. And I know what his next words are going to be, because he’s said them before.


“We all need a break.” Benji sits across from me in the booth at the Cattle Club, sipping on a dark beer. “We need to get away.”

“That’s not what I need.” I pop a fry into my mouth.

“Yes, you do. You and Carter need to get away from all of this and have a … reset.” He moves his arms around like he’s swiping away cobwebs. “We can head down to his uncle’s place in the Keys.”

“You just want to go to the Keys.”

“Who cares why I want to go? This is about you. We can get you and Carter back to normal. It’s a good idea.”

My heart wants normal with Carter. But I can’t ever remember a time when we weren’t fighting. Maybe this is our normal.



“We all need a reset,” Benji tells me as he stands up.

I’d forgotten how badly Carter and I had been fighting.

“Spring break will be good for all of us,” he says.

His phone buzzes in his pocket, and he fishes it out. I watch his eyes move over the words on the screen, and then he lets out a deep sigh and I know he’s texting with Max.

“What’s he saying?” I ask.

Benji looks confused. “What?”

“Isn’t that Max?”

He shakes his head. “Oh, no. This is Alex. A friend. She’s going through some shit.”

“Alex … Carter’s friend?”

Benji’s eyes snap up to mine. “Do you know her?”

I think back to New Year’s, when I told her that Carter had already left. But I wasn’t at New Year’s. “No. I just know of her.”

Benji sets his phone down. “I don’t know what anyone said to you about her, but she’s a great girl. I thought…”

There’s a buzzing in my ears, and I can feel the question in my throat. Full of pointed edges cutting into me. “Was she Carter’s girlfriend?”

“Not really. They grew up together, and I always thought they would end up that way.”

My pulse is pounding.

“So did Carter.”

My heart is screaming.

“Until she got engaged.” He looks at his phone again. “I gotta go. Another crisis to solve.” It’s said with a shrug, as if he’s the Captain America of relationship problems.

I spend the rest of the morning staring at my phone. Not only do I scour all of Alex’s social media again—going back to when she was too young to even have any—I find her brother, and her parents, and any other friends that have tagged her in pictures.

Benji saying he thought that Alex and Carter would end up together sticks in my mind, and I’m unable to dislodge it. Did he think that when Carter and I were together? Did I miss it? Or have the choices I’ve made led us here?

Everything I do has a consequence. If time is just going to take what it wants, what’s the point of any of this? I keep running and running and trying to make sure my life doesn’t end up unrecognizable, and everyone I love is here … but …

I send an email before I can talk myself out of it. Just a simple two lines that feel anything but simple, and I head out of the dorm.

On my walk, I call my mom.

“Oh, hey, sweetie! How’s school?” Kerrie Monroe has never ever spoken to me with this much enthusiasm, but I have to admit … it’s kind of nice. Maybe I can keep this version of her somehow.

“Hi, Mom. Just checking in.”

“You’re such a good girl. Everything is fine here. Your grandmother is just reorganizing the dye bottles.” There’s muffled talking, and then my mother continues. “Grandee wants to know what color today is.”

I smile. Such a Grandee thing to ask. “Tell her it feels chartreuse.”

Grandee makes a noise of disgust, and all I can make out is awful color and too ugly to be that bright.

My mother tsks. “Oh, stop it, Mom. Don’t listen to her, sweetie. Big plans for today?”

“Just have to do something I don’t really want to.” I take a deep breath as I say it.

“Like most of life.” She says the words kindly. “Remember, whatever you do, small waves.”

Sometimes I wonder if this version of my mother knows that she’s not the right one. The one I remember growing up with. Maybe that’s why all her words feel like they matter, because this version of her could be gone at any moment.

“Okay, Mom. I gotta go.”

“All right, baby. Go do hard things.”

I hang up, feeling better, and look out to the rolling lawn that is separated from the street by a large iron fence.

Max is in the one place I knew he would be.

The graveyard.

When he told me about it on New Year’s, I didn’t even have to ask which one.

He’s sitting on a bench, hunched over his sketchbook, with a frown on his face from concentrating, and his body turned toward the spot where Carter was buried, almost like he remembers.

Each step I take toward him feels like a mistake. But I do it anyway.

Mixed in with all my feelings of confusion and panic, there is an intense sense of guilt. I didn’t just hook up with Max. I made a choice to sleep with my ex-boyfriend’s best friend. If I can even call Carter that. Every memory is replaced with one of Max.

Max, who never looked at me. Max, who hates me. Max, whose lips felt so good against my own.

Max.


Open your eyes.



None of this matters anyway. I’m still going to end up at some school function. Still end up at the water.

Still.

He doesn’t look up as I take a seat on the bench next to him. I can’t help but see the ghost of my former self crying next to Linden, throwing my shoes into Carter’s grave, smelling the honeysuckle from the flowers on his casket.

Max doesn’t speak when I sit down, even though his shoulders pull tight, and I watch a muscle work in his jaw.

After the silence has stretched too thin, I ask, “Why this place?”

A deep sigh leaves him, and he tells me, “I saw it in a dream.” Max’s hands move in tiny strokes over the paper before he stops. “What are you doing here?”

“I came here to talk to you.”

Max looks at me. “How did you know I would be here?”

Telling him that in an alternate timeline he told me about this place wouldn’t exactly work, so I just say, “I had a feeling.”

“How do you know I’m not avoiding you?”

I roll my eyes. “You probably are.”

He nods and starts drawing again.

“I talked to Doc.”

He doesn’t speak.

“Why didn’t you just tell me about the showcase?”

He groans, and his head falls back, exposing his neck. “Nieve—”

“You could have just said—”

“I don’t want your pity.”

“This isn’t about pity.” I shake my head. “I emailed Doc, and I told him I wanted to do it.”

“What?”

“He’s right. We make good art together.”

Max swallows. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I don’t know that anything I do matters anyway,” I say, and when he looks at me, his eyes are the brightest green.






CHAPTER 27


Two days later, Doc explains our assignment to us. It’s simple, really—two portraits that we draw, and then we trade so the other person can add to it. And we repeat that process over and over, until Doc says we’re done.

Which is fine. Totally fine. Except that Max and I have to sit for our portraits. Just him and me … for hours. Staring at each other.

So instead of getting it out of the way, I avoid Max.

On the first day of February, I wake up to a phone call from my father. Someone I’ve never spoken to. It shakes me so much that I forget to go to Art History 101. For three days in a row. When I wake up on the fourth day, the contact that appeared in my phone as Dad is missing. And he’s nowhere in this timeline.

I decide to stop going to art history altogether.

Linden only asks me a few times if I’m sure I want to drop a class. “Grandee is going to hear about it.”

“It’s fine” is all I can say. I can’t seem to care about the consequences when I don’t even know what they will be.

My breaking point is when Carter tells us about his plan to camp at the river on the last day of school.

“We should do it.” He says it with so much excitement, like it’s never occurred to him to fear anything. And it probably hasn’t. “We could all camp out and spend the night listening to the river.”

With a sigh, I stand and walk away, but not before I hear them whispering, “You know she’s afraid of water.”

I’m not afraid of water. I’m afraid of Carter dying and all of this being for nothing.

My attitude shifts from scared to angry. I’m angry that I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m angry that no matter what I do, I can’t control anything. If time suddenly decides this isn’t what it wants, it doesn’t matter what I want—everything changes. Linden is worried about me. Everyone seems to be, except for Benji, who commandeers me for nights out at the Cattle Club.

Three days before Valentine’s Day, I kiss a boy. He flirts with me and offers to buy me a drink, and for a brief moment, I pretend my life is simple and that I can kiss whoever I want. That kissing him is a normal thing. A tiny ripple.

Secretly, I wonder if I can erase the memory of Max from my lips, but I spend the entire kiss comparing it to New Year’s.

When I wake up, I make my usual calls with my heart in my throat. Expecting something to change. But everything is the same. Grandee is still grouchy, Linden is still wary, and my mom is still cheerful and encouraging.

I kiss another boy, and a third, but everything stays exactly as it was. And no memories fade.

The Valentine’s Day party is held on the roof of the Cattle Club. Linden doesn’t even ask if I want to go. Just hands me a dress and tells me to put it on.

We get ready in our dorm. I with too much eye makeup and she with too much perfume. She looks at me and presses her lips into a thin line. “You look stunning. Stop kissing gross first-year theater majors.”

I laugh. But it’s a sad, hollow sound. I couldn’t even point out the people I’ve kissed. None of them taste like Max.

The roof of the Cattle Club has been transformed. The outdoor space is covered in hearts and quotes about dying for love. But inside the large greenhouse, everything has been cleared out and is decorated in reds and blacks that look more fitting for Halloween than a day celebrating love.

And the music is so loud that the windows seem to shake with the sound.

And instantly I feel like it’s a place I can get lost.

Benji runs over and hands me a bracelet for people who are already twenty-one. “You’re drinking?” Linden asks me.

“Maybe.”

She spots Carter a second later at the edge of the bar. And next to him is Max. Who is talking to Ayra. She looks beautiful in a red dress and gold jewelry.

My maybe has turned to an absolutely.

I keep drinking and dancing and avoiding. Someone named Kai flirts with me. I flirt back, hoping Max will see and get jealous. Maybe even walk me home.

But Max doesn’t leave his spot next to the windows. Even after Ayra ends up on the dance floor.

I decide to kiss Kai, but right before, I ask, “You’re not a theater major, are you?”

“Yeah,” Kai says, confused. “Why?”

I let out a deep breath. I can’t even kiss a stranger right.

And Max is just standing there, laughing at something Benji says to him. My feet are moving before I can think about what I’m even going to say to him.

“Are you avoiding me?”

Max’s eyes move to me slowly; they narrow slightly as if he cannot believe what I’ve just asked. “Am I avoiding you?”

Benji lets out a heavy breath. “I’m going to avoid this conversation.”

We don’t bother to look at Benji as he walks away.

Max steps backward as if I’ve been crowding his space and takes a steadying breath. “Nieve. I called you five times this week. I’m not avoiding you.”

“I meant tonight.”

He shakes his head once. “I can take a hint.”

I wonder if I’m imagining the sadness there at the corner of his eyes. Is it for me? Or for his art project?

I clear my throat. “Well, it’d be pretty difficult to avoid you if you’re avoiding me.”

A laugh escapes him, and I struggle to figure out what I’ve said that was funny. “How many of those have you had?” He points to the drink in my hands.

Honestly, I have no idea. “I think this is my first.”

His eyebrows go up. “First? That’s weird because I saw you at the bar at least three times.”

He was watching me. My stomach turns and tightens.

His face grows serious. “Why are you avoiding me?”

Somehow, we’ve gotten closer, like two magnets that inch together uncontrollably. I take a step back. “I don’t want to go to the showcase.”

He frowns. “It’s mandatory. We’ve already been over this.”

“Still doesn’t mean I want to go.”

“So, this is a protest?” I feel his breath on my skin.

“Maybe.”

Max looks into my eyes for so long I worry he’s going to find all the truths that I’m trying to bury. He lets out a soft breath and says, “Okay.” It’s barely audible over the music.

“Okay?”

“I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do, Nieve. I’ll stop asking.”

He means it. I can tell by the way his face scrunches up, like it pains him. He’s willing to give up the thing he wants because he thinks I don’t want it.

“Why are you so nice?”

Max looks at me, his head tilting to the side, almost startled. “What did you say?”

But I don’t repeat it, because now I’m thinking about the last time I asked him this.

On the balcony. At Carter’s New Year’s party.

“Max.” I whisper it.

But this time, he doesn’t tell me to kiss him.

The lights are low and cast a red haze against his skin, and the music is so loud I feel it in my chest, and we are so close I can smell his cologne … so I do it anyway.

I kiss Max.

His lip balm is minty, and I feel the surprise caught in his chest. But I don’t think about anything other than his body touching mine.

My hand comes up and wraps around his waist …

The world tilts and sways in bright colors … and …

I get lost in a kaleidoscope of moving moments, but then Max’s hands are on my shoulders, and he’s gently pushing me away.

His eyes are kind when I meet them and his voice is soft when he speaks, but I can’t hear anything he’s saying.

Because Max Emerson doesn’t want to kiss me.






CHAPTER 28


When I wake up the next morning, I realize two things.

It is quite possible that I had too much to drink and sexually harassed Max Emerson.

And it’s also quite possible that I imagined the whole thing. I am hoping for the latter.

Lying in bed has me searching the black spots in my memory, hoping for even a glimmer of light to tell me what happened after I kissed him, but nothing comes to me. I get out of bed and get dressed, and on my way to breakfast, I make my calls.

Hello, Grandee, how are you? Everything still the same? What are the names of the sheep?

Hi, Mom, do you have a husband? How about a career in art that you hate?

Linden, still at Suttleton College? Still dating Carter?

Everything is exactly the same, which leads me to believe that I did not, in fact, kiss Max. Because if I had … that would have been a big ripple.

Just like last time.

I should be at art history class, so instead I head to the library for something else to do, mostly because it’s quiet.

The spot next to the windows, the one where our group of friends used to study and draw together, is almost always empty now. Except for today. Max sits in the alcove, with his sketchbook on the table that obscures the lower half of his body. His sleeves are pushed up on his forearms, and his dark hair falls in front of his face as he looks down at his work.

Before, it wouldn’t have been weird to see him here, but now it feels as if I’m interrupting. And I can’t help but relive the way he looked at me last night.

Imagined or not.

It takes me less than a second to decide that I will pretend to be normal. I will just do what normal girls do. Hello, fellow student. How is your academic day proceeding? And I will not think about kissing him. Or him pushing me away. Totally normal.

I walk up to the table slowly and look over his shoulder to see what he’s working on. As if sensing someone else, he glances up, just as I notice who the picture is of.

Me.

We speak at the same time.

“Max.”

“Nieve.”

Max’s arm goes over the drawing to hide it. Not too far from us, a couple of freshmen are working on laptops. They shoot annoyed looks in our direction.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

Max takes a deep breath. “Our assignment.” There’s something broken about the way he says it.

Guilt claws its way in between my ribs painfully. Max deserves better, something I could never have imagined thinking, let alone believing, before. “I’m sorry. I should have…”

“What?” He gives me a playful smile, and my stomach tightens. “Returned my phone calls?”

I shift on my feet.

“Not drank so much?”

My throat feels like it needs to be cleared. “The first part. And the second.” I sit down across from him. “Can we do it now?”

What I didn’t tell Doc when he said we would need to find times to sit for each other was that I didn’t need help drawing Max. I have his face memorized.

His lips, which are pulled into a frown, still feel like a ghost on my own.

And Max, for his part, doesn’t look like he needs me to sit, either.

“All right.” He leans back in his seat as I pull out my sketchbook.

We fall into silence, the sounds of pencil on paper and the rustle of pages our soundtrack. Max mostly stares at me as I try to remember that I can draw faces.

“Having a hard time?” he asks.

“No.” I’m being defensive again.

“You’ve just been drawing circles.”

“Faces are made up of circles,” I quip back. “I’m just trying to figure out what your face says.”

The side of his mouth lifts in an almost smile. “I can help you if you—”

“No. No talking about art. New subject.” I say the first thing that comes to mind. “What do you think about time travel?” I ask.

His hand stills on the paper before moving again. “Are you trying to fast-forward it so you can skip this?”

“No.” What I say next just comes out. “Like what if you could go back and redo things in your life?”

I realize how close this is to honesty. Almost. I wait for him to tell me that I’m weird and this is bonkers.

Instead, he says, “That’s not time travel. That’s like … a time loop or something.” Max looks up at me. “Is this about last night?”

My body goes cold. Did I already tell him about how things changed? Did I confess about Carter? Or … him and me?

Now he smiles. “Is there something you want to redo? Like not kissing me?”

“Oh god.” I lay my head on the table, oddly relieved that kissing Max actually happened and he remembers it, but humiliated that this is how we are talking about it. “Sorry. It was a stupid thing for me to do.” But I can’t tell if I’m actually sorry or just embarrassed that he didn’t want to kiss me back.

He nods and returns to sketching. “Was it?”

I try to focus on the sound of pencil across paper, but I can’t seem to get his voice out of my head. I want to ask, if he thinks really hard, can he remember the before? A time when he hated me and I was a different person?

That girl who loved Carter like he was the sun, and I was only the moon reflecting his light. That girl who was someone different from the person I want to be now.

I’m glad this Max never knew her.

“I am sorry,” I tell him. “About the kiss.”

Silence fills the space between us, and I wait for him to say something. To acknowledge what I’ve just said. My heart twists and rends.

“Move your head to the side again?” he asks.

And I do.

The pencil scratches across the page, but he doesn’t say anything else, and I feel like I’ve done the wrong thing by apologizing. Again.

When I was little, I struggled with feeling sad. Grandee told me to think about the last time I was happy. I couldn’t always remember. I try to do that now. I try to think about the last time something made my chest feel light.

I think back to a life with Carter. One where he was with me. His hands in mine. His eyes on me. His lips whispering my name.

I close my eyes and try to imagine the way it made me feel. Nieve. But it’s not Carter that I hear. It’s Max.

Max’s hand in mine. Max’s eyes on me. Max. Max. Max.

Have I replaced all my memories of Carter with Max?

I think about Max’s hands on me without warning, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember what Carter’s felt like. Carter is disappearing.

The Carter I knew.

The one who sang silly songs to me while he made me breakfast or left sticky notes around my dorm labeling inanimate objects with names, like Wentworth, the forgotten hair tie, or a toothpaste cap dubbed Charlie.

I miss Carter, but I can’t see his face in any of these memories.

But more than that, I don’t know if anything I’m doing is working. I’m still going to end up at the river.

And Carter will still die.






CHAPTER 29


There’s an energy at school, a restlessness that matches the feeling under my skin. With every day that passes, drawing us closer to the end of the year, excitement seems to find its way to the student body, building and spiraling outward. But for me, it’s a countdown to the art showcase.

A countdown to the day I never wanted to come.

A countdown to the unknown.

I practice the breathing that Grandee taught me to do when I feel out of control. One breath in, hold …

Fuck it.

I walk into the art building.

I make it three steps before I’m being yanked by my arm in another direction. “I need you,” Linden, my kidnapper, tells me, and before I can even protest, she pulls me toward a room that I’ve never been in. “Benji says it’s bad, but he doesn’t know anything. And Carter has been mopey recently, so I’m not going to ask him. Max … well, he only wears hoodies, so he’s no help.” She’s talking almost as fast as she’s walking. “I have to beat that Anna girl this year. I’m going to lose my mind.”

“What?” I manage to get out as she leads me into a room that looks similar to the art studio, except this one is filled with reams of fabric and long tables covered in sewing machines and scissors and needles.

“My project.” She gives me a patient look. “Benji says it’s … well, he says it’s weird. I didn’t ask Max or Carter, because they are being weird. And I have to get this done before spring break.”

Linden is a dance major. This is not the dance studio. “What project?”

“My end-of-year final for design.” All her words are slow. “The dress I’ve been talking about.”

A dress? I don’t know anything about dresses. I can barely pick out pants most days. “Maybe you should ask someone who knows what they should be looking for.”

Her face turns mocking. “Or maybe you should just look at this and tell me if it’s weird or good or good weird.”

She motions to the mannequin in front of us wearing a long dress. It’s crocheted in different loops and stitches, with a beautiful silk sheath under it in the kind of dark blue that seems vast and otherworldly, and …

“It reminds me of our blankets.”

Linden smiles. “That was my inspiration, but … is it weird?”

“Did you make this? By hand?”

She smiles. “Obviously.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Reaching out and running my fingers against the varying textures, I tell her, “It’s perfect.”

Something settles in my cousin. The knowing that something personal can still be beautiful. It’s just harder to see it for what it is, when it’s a map of your soul.

“Thanks,” she tells me, and I know she means it.

It makes me think about my piece. Of Max. Of the reason I can’t draw the faces on the mural. They don’t matter. They aren’t a part of me.

And I realize the reason I haven’t wanted to draw Max is because he feels personal, which is a frightening realization.

Linden picks up a sage-green fabric and drapes it around my neck. “You should wear this in Florida.”

Florida. Spring break. I feel my insides twist.

“You’re coming, right?” She shakes her head, taking in my noncommittal expression. “You’re coming. You’ve been weird and cagey and avoidant. You need this.”

It is the last thing I need. To be stuck in a house with Carter and Linden and Benji and … Max. But I think about time and the way it takes from me when I don’t follow its rules. I’m supposed to be making tiny ripples. Just enough that Max still remembers—

No. Carter. This is about Carter.

My stomach churns and swirls with guilt and regret. Why did I think of Max and not Carter? When did that happen?

“I’m coming,” I tell Linden.

When she’s properly satisfied that I won’t back out, I head to the studio.

Max is standing at an easel toward the back. His headphones are on, and he’s splattered in paint. It’s in his hair, on his clothing, smeared against his cheek. He takes the pad of his thumb and moves it across the canvas. And I want to make a joke about how he looks like a kid painting, but … he doesn’t.

He looks determined. Possessed. Inspired.

Handsome.

And something else I can’t quite describe.

I walk over to the place where my mural section stands and run a hand over my face. It’s still not even close to done. The other pieces are next to mine and it’s meant to show cohesion, but all it shows is how far behind I am.

I still have the project with Max, and the finals in every other class, and …

Noise feels like it comes from every direction and the light is too harsh, and I will never get anything done in—

“Nieve.”

Max stands next to me. “Grab your piece.” He motions toward the canvas that is taller than I am.

“What?”

“Pick it up and follow me.” He speaks slowly this time.

“Are you getting rid of my piece?”

Max rolls his eyes, which is adorable. When did I start noticing that? “Just follow me.”

We walk back to the prop area of the studio. Fake plants and tables full of vases and immortal fruit and books are piled against each other, forgotten and abandoned after they served creativity. I angle my piece, which is light but awkward, so that it doesn’t hit anything.

The back wall is empty, and Max motions for me to set my art against it. After I do, I look up at him, waiting for further instruction. “What now?”

“Now you can work.”

No one is back here. The light that shines above is softer and coming from the high windows only. “Are you going to kill me?”

His lips press together. “I’m trying to help you. You looked overwhelmed out there, and I was…”

And then I notice it. Silence. It feels calming … and a little unsettling. “Are you going to stay?” I look around. “There isn’t even a clock.”

“Do you want me to stay?”

Max seems to always be doing this, making me admit what I want. I open my mouth but can’t seem to say it, so I nod.

Without speaking, he sets an alarm on his phone, and the two of us begin working in the quiet.

I try to concentrate, but something about Max only a few feet away from me makes everything I’m doing feel ten times harder. I draw the same thing over and over while my brain tries to tear apart the fact that I’m missing something.

When I look up, Max is watching me.

“The alarm went off,” he says quietly.

“Oh.” I sit up straighter and stretch my arms. “Just now?” I hadn’t heard it. I was so wrapped up in my work.

“Twenty minutes ago.”

“Twenty— What? Why didn’t you—” I stand up.

“You looked like you were concentrating.”

The light from outside is fading, and it’s almost night.

“I’ll walk you back to the dorm.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I say, trying to dismiss him.

“I know. I want to.”

The sure way he says it makes me swallow down any other argument. I walk outside and don’t wait for Max as he locks up. Night has started to creep across the sky, and I close my eyes to center myself—to feel this moment.

But I feel out of control. I can’t even remember the last time I felt in control. Before Carter died. What about before then?


I stand on the beach, with soft sand underneath my feet and a sunrise on the horizon. Waves lap at my ankles as the water pulls in and out softly, like hands reaching forward, beckoning me into the depths.

Max stands next to me, and the smell of coffee and salt spray tingles in my nose. The extra mug in his hands is dark blue, and without looking at me, he holds it out.

I take a sip and relax into the moment.

“I never wanna leave here.”



I turn around, because I know that Max is still there, standing next to me. And I want to see the ocean. I want to go back. “You’re going to Carter’s uncle’s house, right?”

Max stares at me for a long time, and I wonder if he’s thinking about kissing me. He runs a hand down his face, blue and black paint smeared against yellow and white over the back of his hand. He swallows.

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

I feel my heart swell.

And suddenly, I want so badly to see what’s in his sketchbook. What colors he sees when he looks at me. I think about it all the way to the dorms and after he goes to his floor.

And when he texts me one simple thing.

Night.






CHAPTER 30


We find ourselves making lists.

There is a packing list of clothes.

A list of songs for the car.

A list of supplies for the house.

A list for the pool.

There is a list of snacks, of meals, of restaurants to go to, of bars to try to use my fake ID at, and a list of memories that Linden wants to make.

“Ready.” She says it like a command. As if she can just will me to be the same.

I spin in a circle, still trying to decide if I need a sweatshirt, and if so, which one.

Linden sighs. “The cream one,” she tells me before starting to go through my clothes. I watch silently as she takes out the sweats and T-shirts I had packed, adding in skirts and shorts and tank tops in their place.

“It’s March. It’s still cold.”

“Not in Florida.”

She throws in a pair of cheap plastic flip-flops and, almost jokingly, the crocheted doll my mother made for me and declares me ready. I don’t even know when that stupid doll appeared again. It’s probably haunted.

I stare at one final thing. My sketchbook. Should I try to bring it? Try to finish? I can only imagine how Max will look at me, at how I’m trying to complete this before we have to swap when we get back from spring break.

Linden notices me staring at it and rolls her eyes as she sets it on top of my things. “You’ll regret it and have to draw on the back of some napkin in the corner when you want to be all emo and withdrawn because people don’t get you.”

I make a face at her in shock because … she’s right, but how dare she just say it out loud like that.

“What?” she asks with a shit-eating grin.

I throw my pillow at her, and she dodges it, laughing.

Linden ties a bit of green yarn around each of our wrists. “From Grandee.” And then she declares packing done.

We take two cars, because Benji invited Damian, and Damian invited Ava. The cars split down the middle, one with Max, Linden, and Carter, and the other with everyone else.

Neither of the options sound decent, but it might be easier to ride with Benji. I spend the first half of the ride texting with my mother about different things she wants to do to Grandee’s house, before I begin to think that I will die from the amount of angst between Damian and Benji if I stay there one second longer.

When we stop at a gas station, I find Max in front of the chips. “I can’t be in that car anymore.” I try to make sure my voice doesn’t sound pathetic, but I know it does.

“The other car isn’t any better. Linden and Carter have pet names now.”

I make a face, and Max nods.

“Trade me.”

He looks up, and I notice Ava staring at him. “No.”

I groan.

When Max speaks again, he’s not looking at me. He’s looking at a bag of chips. He picks them up and turns them over like he’s super curious about the calories. “Just ride in Carter’s car. Say you want to be with your cousin.”

He swallows once and puts the chips back before walking to the counter.

I stand there, staring at the discarded chips, and wonder why it felt like Max just asked me to leave Benji’s car. To be with him. And why I want to. So badly.

But the longer I stand in front of these chips, the longer I think about those reasons. And I know that I shouldn’t do that. Because all reasons lead to Max and all the ways time could reset itself.

But I follow him outside and get into Carter’s car anyway.

Hours later, beautiful gulf coastlines greet us in a blur as we drive past them.

Carter’s uncle’s house is over a long bridge that crosses part of the ocean, on a private island, in a private community, with private access.

It’s the kind of place that looks like it has staff. And a gardener. And a garage filled with more cars than people who live in the house.

The first time I came here, I was sitting in the front seat with Carter. His hand was on mine, and he smiled down at me as we passed through the gates.


“It’s just a house.” He said it like even he realized how ridiculous the words were.



But this time, it’s Linden who turns around in her seat and looks at me. “Bananas, right?” Her grin is wide, and I can see she expects me to react the same way. In awe.

“It’s stunning.”

Linden slides back down into her seat. “Benji calls it the spoils of capitalism.”

The house has the kind of double doors that seem to reach up to the sky. Large, wooden things that are an impractical way to tell people you don’t need doors to be functional, you need them to be a statement.

Inside, on muscle memory, I move toward the left side of the house where the primary suite is.

“Nieve,” I hear Max say. “Our rooms are over here.”

I look around to see if anyone noticed, but Carter and Linden are unpacking groceries and putting them into the expensive-looking Sub-Zero fridge. It wasn’t a big deal. Lots of people make mistakes like that.

I follow Max into a separate part of the house. Up a staircase that shows the wide expanse of the ocean, just outside past the pool.

He stops on the landing at the top. “There are … Uh, there are four bedrooms.”

“Okay.”

“But five of us. Ava and Damian.”

I nod. “Oh. Right. If it gets weird with Ava and Damian, I’ll just offer to share with Ava.”

“All right.”

He walks a little farther down the hallway and disappears behind another door. The room I walk into isn’t as grand as the bedroom I remember sharing with Carter, but it’s beautiful and has a balcony that overlooks the sea.

I’m busy unpacking when I hear a knock on my bathroom door. From the inside.

When I open it, I see Max standing in a Jack-and-Jill bathroom.

“I took the left sink.” He points to his stuff on the counter. A black toiletry bag and his electric toothbrush. It’s all so domestic and normal and …

“Okay.”

Eventually, Max closes the door, and I head downstairs. I’m the only one in the kitchen, and my stomach churns with the memory of the last time I stood here.


“Babe. You do not have to do all this.” Carter leans against the counter, a swim trunk–clad hip resting on the imported marble countertop.

I bite my lip and stare down at the recipe for the hundredth time. “It says I need Madagascar vanilla.”

“I’m sure regular vanilla will do.”

I bite back a groan of annoyance. “Why would they say that if I could just use regular vanilla?”

“Because rich people are weird.”

He does this sometimes, makes comments like he’s not one of them, like he’s just like me. But that’s not how those comments make me feel. They’re like an inside joke I don’t really get but I’m trying to pretend I do.

“Carter, I really want to make this the right way.”

“He’s not gonna notice if you use a different kind of vanilla, Nieve. And you don’t have to do this anyway.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to. I want Max to like me.”

“You’re wasting your time.”

I frown now. “Why?”

Carter seems to realize what he’s just said and moves toward me. He puts his hands on my forearms and stands directly in front of me. “Babe, Max is an asshole. Give up. He’s a lost cause.”

“He’s your best friend. Why are you friends with an asshole?”

“Because he’s not an asshole to me.” He sighs. “Look, it doesn’t matter if Max likes you. I do. That’s what’s important.”

I roll my eyes but allow Carter to pull me into an embrace.

“And I hate these cookies. You should be making something for me anyway. Not him.”



He had said it like a joke, but now, when I think back on it, I can’t remember if it was or not.

When Benji and Ava and Damian arrive, Ava smiles and says she’ll share with Damian. Something about the way she says it makes me think she doesn’t plan on spending the evenings with him. Before starting dinner, we head to the beach. A private stretch of land with white sands and a dock that juts out over teal seas.

I stick my feet in the ocean, and without speaking, Linden hands me a rock. We both do what we’ve done every time we come to a body of water. We take off one of the loops of yarn around our wrists and tie it around the stone, throwing it in.

“Are you guys witches or something?” Damian asks.

I’m used to stupid comments like this disguised as questions, but they still bother Linden. She gives him a look that says she’s not going to answer him. Now or ever. Damian doesn’t seem to understand the field of land mines he’s stepped in and opens his mouth to say something more.

“We should go for a swim tonight!” Benji interrupts expertly.

“I’m pretty sure that’s not safe,” I tell him.

“I meant in the pool.” He turns toward Max, and something passes between them. “But you don’t have to swim, Nieve,” he adds.

I feel my face heat because I know everyone is remembering when Carter tried to throw me in the pool. And when we jumped in the pond …

Except they don’t remember that.

We head back inside and make the pasta that Linden had brought supplies for. Max makes the garlic bread, Ava and I set the table, Benji chops a million veggies, and Damian sits to the side, not doing anything.

Carter disappears, and when he comes back, he has three bottles of wine.

“My family bought a vineyard two years ago, and there’s always too much of this crap now.”

Heavy-handed, he pours us all full glasses and hands them out. Something about it feels grown-up and sexy. Even though I hate the flavor.

I wish I had a root beer.

We sit down to giant bowls of pasta and veggies and buttery bread piled in the center of a long table on the covered patio, and we watch the sky darken as the sun sets somewhere behind us. The heavens moving from blue to pink to black.

The candles on the table begin to cast a glow across our faces, and I feel … at peace.

Maybe it’s the wine in my belly or so many of my favorite people sitting here safe, but I close my eyes and just listen to the sounds.

Linden laughing at Max. Benji flirting with Damian. Carter explaining something about sharks to Ava. And the quiet of the ocean. The calm of evening. The feeling that one thing is finally right.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



“Is there anything else to go with the pasta?” Damian pushes it around with his fork like he’s inspecting it. He looks up expectantly. “Like a meat?”

Linden, who is mostly vegetarian except for the odd fish now and then, frowns at him. “Nope. I don’t really eat meat.”

“Well, most of us do.” He tries to smile like it’s a joke, but I can see he’s starting to wear on Linden.

“Well, next time, you can make dinner.”

Carter puts his hand on Linden’s shoulder. “Ah, yeah. Next time, let’s do something with meat, okay?”

Linden looks shocked, and I can’t stop staring between them. Why isn’t he defending her? Why isn’t he telling Damian to fuck off? She takes a sip of her wine, a tactic so she doesn’t end up cursing him out.

Carter doesn’t seem to notice how enraged Linden is. Instead, he turns to Benji and asks him if he saw some sports NBA thing. And a sickening thought works its way inside my brain.

Was Carter like this with me?

Did he dismiss my feelings like he did Linden’s just now?

The fact that I can’t outright deny it and I have to think about it is more than a little upsetting.

Max scoots my wineglass toward me. “For medical reasons.” His head inclines toward the glass.

I take a large sip and wince as it makes its way down my chest and into my belly. The burning from the alcohol manages to distract me a bit.

Max lets out a little laugh. “Too much?” He’s smiling at me.

His eyes are on mine. They sparkle in the dim light, and for a second, I feel for him so deeply that I need to catch my breath.

It’s as if we’re sharing a secret. Something that only we understand.

Max stops, and his head tilts just slightly in the most adorable way, as if he’s trying to make out the meaning on my face.

A memory finds me.


I stand at the worktable in the studio. My hands are covered in charcoal dust and the remains of my dream to actually finish this project on time. I’m never going to get this done.

“Babe, please.” Carter pulls out the last word in a pathetic whine that sets my teeth on edge. “Just come with me for a little bit. It’s Sunday. You always come on Sundays.”

“I need to have this done by tomorrow morning.” He knows that. He knows that I can’t just go for a little bit.

Max catches my eye across the table and gives me an understanding look. Almost conspiratorial.

“Hey, let’s make it a guys’ night. You, Benji, and me. We haven’t done that in forever,” Max says.

Carter’s eyes light up.



I shake my head and give Max a smile, because I’m grateful. In this life, and all the others.

When Damian starts going on about the real meaning of art, I start to feel a headache coming on. “I think I’m tired from the drive. I’m gonna head up to bed.”

Linden gives me a jealous look and then adds, “Me, too, actually.”

“Ah, come on,” Benji groans. “Seriously? We just got here.”

“Sorry,” I tell everyone. “My head hurts a bit. I’ll be good as new in the morning.”

Linden looks at Carter.

But he only smiles. “Sounds good.”

I try not to be angry for her, but Carter isn’t a good boyfriend. The thought feels like a betrayal.

Linden’s smile is tight as she says good night to everyone.

As we make our way back to the bedrooms, laughter still coming in from the porch through the open French doors in my room, I’m upset for Linden. But again … I wonder if Carter was like that with me.

I brush my teeth, wash my face, and put on jammies. When I’m tucked in bed and scrolling through my phone, the smell finds me.

Not the food we made earlier or the ocean that stretches on outside my window.

Something that brings back a memory so strong it makes my heart pound inside my chest. A fragrance I haven’t smelled since Carter’s funeral.

Honeysuckle.






CHAPTER 31


I sleep in fits and starts.

In my dreams, Carter’s coffin is covered in honeysuckle that crawls inside and out of it in a tangle. I yank and pull and rip them off, but they grow back faster and faster as Max pulls me away.

When I wake up, the morning light is bright in my room, almost blinding as it reflects off the sea. Groaning, I check the time on my phone. 7:34 AM. Which is apparently the time of day that the ocean turns into the sun.

Downstairs, coffee is already brewed in the pot. Carter always made me coffee. Always brought it to me in bed, smiling and telling me he made it special. Just for me. I pour myself a mug and head out to the back porch to enjoy the quiet.

But sitting on a lounge chair, a little sweaty and scrolling through his phone, is Max.

“Oh,” I say, a little startled. “I didn’t know you were awake.”

He nods once. “Went for a run.”

“You run?”

“Slowly and not far. But it helps with my anxiety.”

I look down to the mug in his hand and see the tea there.

“I stopped drinking coffee my freshman year,” he says, answering my silent question.

I sit next to him on a patio chair. “Where’s Carter?”

“Carter?” He looks confused. “Asleep, probably. He wakes up late.”

“Ah.” Now it’s my turn to look confused. “I just thought because of the coffee.”

“I made that.”

He made the coffee. I look down at it.

He takes a sip of tea and adds, “You know, for everyone. Carter can’t work the machine, and Benji makes it too strong. I always make the coffee.”

Not always, I want to say. Carter used to make it for me. But I don’t say that. Instead, I smile and say, “Thanks.”

We sit in silence, scrolling on our phones and sipping our drinks. And it’s silly, but I wiggle my bare toes against the horizon in front of us and think about how it looks like I could almost touch the end of the world.

When I look up, Max is watching me, a small smile at the corner of his mouth, and it makes my heartbeat ricochet in my chest.

As the sun rises, so do the guests in the house. Ava comes out and sits next to Max, talking to him about an art exhibit here she really wants to check out later and hinting that he should go with her.

When Carter wakes up, I’m in the kitchen grabbing a banana.

“Ah, there’s coffee.”

He pours two cups. “Thanks for making this.” He winks at me before heading back into the bedroom, and my heart constricts, remembering how he used to wink at me. How he would bring me coffee.

I want Carter to be happy. I want him to be alive. But I’m having a hard time remembering what it felt like to be loved by him.


Open your eyes, Nieve.



I decide to take a walk down to the water. Past the pool and a beautiful patio is a long fence with a gate that separates this house from that of the neighbors. A large green bush grows against it, leafy and thick with small white bursts of flowers.

But I don’t have to get much closer before I smell it. The same honeysuckle from last night. Here. At Carter’s uncle’s house.

Was the flower special to Carter and that’s why it was at his funeral? I wish I had asked. I pluck off a few of the buds and hold them to my nose. They smell like grief and loss.

Eventually, I make my way back to the house and sit in a lounge chair on the covered patio. Linden comes outside and sits in the chair with me. Our legs overlap each other as we share the space and she takes a sip of her coffee.

“I almost left last night,” Linden tells me in a quiet voice. She looks at the shock on my face and adds, “I wouldn’t have left without you. Unlike some people.” She gives me a wry look. “Don’t worry. I just … wanted to go.”

“What? Why, though?”

“Because … I can’t really read Carter.” Her thumb runs against a groove in the ceramic cup. “It’s like he couldn’t care less that I’m here or that I breathe air. But then this morning, he got up before me and made us coffee.”

The sick feeling is back.

“Carter said he made you coffee?”

She nods and takes a sip of her gift.

“He poured coffee; he didn’t make it.”

“Ah.” Linden shrugs. “He still brought it to me.”

“Did he say he made it?” I’m pressing her, pushing on this bruise of mine, even though I might give her one.

“He did.” She frowns. “It’s fine.”

But my anger is already getting the best of me. “But he lied. He didn’t make you coffee. Max made it.”

Max made the coffee. Did Max make the coffee all the other times? Did Carter ever make me coffee?

“Nieve.” She leans back to look at my face. “What’s your deal? Why are you so worked up about this?”

“He’s a liar.” At that exact moment, Carter comes out to the porch, and I turn my anger on him. “You’re a liar.”

“What?”

I push Linden off me and stand. “You don’t make the coffee. Max does. Tell her.”

He laughs nervously. “Max made the coffee, Linden.”

“So why did you tell her you did?”

“I didn’t think it mattered.”

“It does matter. It matters.”

Carter looks at Linden. “What is she talking about?”

Linden stands up and puts herself between Carter and me. “She’s talking about the coffee.” Then she turns to me. “Let’s go upstairs.”

She’s managing me because I’ve become unmanageable.

I let Linden pull me away from the group, but I look over my shoulder at Carter and tell him one final time, “You lie.” It’s forceful as I point my finger at him.

Upstairs in my room, Linden looks at me, confused. “What just happened?” she asks me.

But I don’t even know.

“You just turned into Eleven from Stranger Things.”

She’s trying to make a joke, but I’m so angry I want to scream. “He lied.” And I’m crying. Not sad, broken tears but the kind that are hot and angry.

Because Carter …

Did Carter ever love me? And if he didn’t, what does that mean for me? What does that mean for the sacrifices I’ve made?

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. And I mean it. I want Carter to be happy, and I want her to be happy.

She sighs and sits on the bed next to me. “It’s fine. I know you have some weird thing about Carter … and … He was being a dick. And I don’t like anyone as much as I like you. So even if you were wrong, I would still help you kill him and roll his body up into a carpet.”

I smile and take her hand. “I don’t want Carter to die.”

“No,” she says, a bit too dramatic to be serious. “Of course not. None of us want Carter dead. That’s insane.”

It is insane. Almost as insane as me telling her all about the freshman year that I’ve already lived.

I decide to go back to bed and pull the covers over my head. Linden grabs them and tries to yank them off. “Absolutely not.”

“Go away,” I tell her.

“You will have fifteen minutes. And then you will get up and we will go be productive college kids on spring break in Florida and start day drinking.”

The door shuts behind her, but instead of falling asleep, I stare at the ceiling and wonder where all this went wrong. What else don’t I know when it comes to Carter? Did I always not know? Was it always like this and I just don’t remember?

The black blades of the fan are shaped like the leaves of a palm tree, and they rotate slowly in a languid circle that feels mesmerizing in the most mundane, soothing way.

Then there’s a knock at the door.

Max pushes it open but doesn’t enter. “Wanna come to the store?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be at the art gallery with Ava?” I sound like a child pouting.

He lets out a sigh and shoves his hands into his pockets. “Is that a no?”

I want to tell him it’s a no and that I don’t want to go anywhere with him, but instead, I stand. I could use chocolate and maybe something salty. “Fine. But only because I think crocodiles might try to eat you if you go alone.”

“Alligators,” he corrects as I shove my shoes on.

“Same thing.” I throw my hair into a bun.

“Not really.”

We take Carter’s car down the island to a small grocery store, the name of which is written on a kitschy surfboard.

But next to it are rows of black tents, as if there’s some kind of dark farmers market waiting there.

A sign carved into driftwood sits at the front and reads MONTHLY FULL MOON MARKET. In black is the outline of a woman with a witch hat on a broom.

“Is that … a witch market?” I never take my eyes off the entrance, as if it will disappear.

Max laughs, but his face turns serious. “Oh. I don’t know. Looks like it?”

I turn to him, my eyes wide. “Let’s go.”

Old Max is back, and he looks annoyed for a moment. “We’re just buying chips.”

But I’m already out of the car, taking off through the parking lot. “And crystals, maybe!”

I don’t wait to see if Max is following me. Of course he is.

There’s a giant arch covered in dried flowers and plants at the entry, which makes it feel even more like a magical portal. Like we are entering a new world.

The first stall has sapphire velvet–covered tables loaded with crystals of all shapes and sizes. They shine in the light as the woman tells us about the different things you would use them for. “This one is for focus. And this helps cleanse your energy.” She looks around my head and frowns. “You have a lot of anxious energy.”

When the woman walks away to help another customer, Max leans over to me and whispers, “You don’t really believe in this stuff, do you?”

Max picks up a piece of obsidian and runs a finger over the smooth polish. The purple yarn is still on his wrist. Of course it is, because we are all skeptics, until we’re not.

I buy a necklace that has a pendant that’s supposed to help with creative blocks. The next booth has small burlap bags with different elements in them. The woman calls them spells and tells us they offer protection or friendship or goodwill. She looks at Max and points to the ones with little pink hearts drawn on the tags. “These are for love.”

Max turns red as he stammers out, “Oh, that’s okay. We aren’t, we—”

The woman cuts him off. “I know. That’s why I offered.”

There are booths that sell dried herbs, ritual candles, salts, artwork, and funny cross-stitching with sayings like YOU’RE SUCH A WITCH and PROPER LADIES DON’T CURSE, THEY HEX. But the booth that sells tarot cards catches my eye.

When we step in front of it, the woman gestures to several decks, smiles, and says, “Any of these connect with you?”

I reach out for a deck where all the humans have antlers, and when I do, the woman meets my arm and touches the yarn tied there.

“Pretty.”

My hand instinctively goes to cover up my wrist. Historically, people aren’t kind about my grandmother’s eccentricity.

“Do you know what they mean?” she asks.

I do, but how would she? I shake my head.

“Binding spells. Effective. People don’t use them as much anymore. Now it’s kids who watched some nineties movie and want to keep someone from doing something or to keep someone away. But before, it was all about binding your choices to your life.”

I nod.

“Do you want a reading?” She looks between Max and me. “I can do one for both of you.”

“Oh, that’s okay—” I start, but I’m interrupted by Max.

“Yeah. That’ll be fun.”

I shoot Max a death glare. It’s not fun. It’s terrifying letting someone else into your reading to see the parts of yourself you’re trying to keep hidden away. But Max is already paying her and smiling.

She starts to lay out the cards in a pattern I’ve never seen before and must notice the look of question on my face because she says, “This is how I do it for couples.”

This time, Max doesn’t jump to correct her, and neither do I. Instead, we move closer to each other as we peer down at the cards.

With each card, her smile grows wider. She’s gifted. I can tell from just the way she talks about binding spells. There’s a gravity to it. But still, I know she’s going to tell me something about a crossroads or two choices. Something I already know. Something basic.

She surprises me by taking my hand and looking me in the eye. “You’re very brave.”

My head tilts to the side, curious. I don’t feel brave. I feel like a coward who just this morning yelled at the ex-boyfriend who can’t remember her.

“You’re making a hard choice, not an easy one. That’s brave. But it’s not the last choice you’ll have to make.”

She points to a card that is a red circle. “This stands for repetition. And in your case, repeating. The same thing. Over and over.” Her hand moves over to a bird in flight and to a woman standing in water. “This is you, choosing to break that pattern. And this one is new beginnings.”

Water. Patterns repeating.

She turns over another card. A warrior with a sword and a shield. “Bravery. And a fight.” She points at Max. “You will have to go to war to enjoy its spoils.”

Max frowns, probably because to him, this woman is talking like we’re at a Renaissance fair. He reaches across the table and turns over the last card. Two people looking at each other. But their faces are covered by flowers.

“What’s that one?” Max asks.

She lifts an eyebrow at him and—

Rain falls from the sky. It pours down on us in heavy, relentless drops. My hands go to my head as if it will block the rain. I look at Max and see the shock on his face. With a smile, he takes my hand and pulls me over to an open tent. I’m already soaked, but Max shakes the water from his dark hair and tells me, “Wait here.”

Before I can argue, he’s running out of the market.

Water beats down on the canvas in a deafening cacophony. Across the walkway, the stall Max and I were just at has a black tarp over the table, and the woman is gone. I take a deep breath, and suddenly coming through the archway is a dark blue umbrella.

And a memory finds me.


Caught in the rain. Soggy shoes. The water soaking into my portfolio. Tears mixing with the rain at my ruined art. Seeing an umbrella coming to rescue me. Carter.

But when it reaches me, it’s Max holding the handle.



“Hey,” he says on a breath. “Ready to go?”


“Hey.” Max holds out the umbrella over me, eyes filled with concern.



“Yeah.”

His hand slips into mine and we walk together under the umbrella to the car.

After a few steps, Max drops his hold and I flex my hand, trying to get rid of the nervous energy there. And then over the sound of the rain, we hear it.

“Max?”

A girl holding a pink umbrella stands in front of us.

With a bouquet of flowers in her arms.

Alex.






CHAPTER 32


“Max!” Alex smiles at him, delighted as our umbrellas are close enough to touch. “What are you doing here?”

“I…” Max looks lost for words. Something I can’t ever remember him being. “We’re just…”

“We’re at Carter’s uncle’s house for the break,” I jump in. “I’m Nieve. Linden’s cousin.”

A look of surprise flashes across her face before a smile is back on it. “Oh, it’s nice to finally officially meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you. Carter didn’t tell me your plans had changed.”

Changed? This was always the plan.

“He didn’t tell me you were going to be here.” Max is frowning.

Alex smiles as she glances away, a gesture that makes me think she’s trying to hide something. “Oh, no, I didn’t know I was going to be here either.”

Max nods.

“When do you leave?” Alex is trying to appear casual, but the way she says it feels like she’s asking something more.

“Saturday,” I answer.

Her smile is tight. “Well, you’ll have to come by for dinner.” It’s the kind of thing people say when they’re grown-up and fancy.

“Is your brother here?” Max asks.

“No, he’s still in the city. Work.”

This is awkward. Everything is awkward. “You should join us for dinner tonight,” I tell her. “We’re going to this restaurant on the beach that Linden picked out.”

“Oh, that’s okay—”

“Come,” Max tells her. “It will be nice to catch up.”

“Do you need us to pick you up?” I ask.

She and Max share a look before she gives me a sweet smile. “I actually live next door, but that’s kind of you.”

Next door. This person lives next door. Had she always?

“Are you sure you want me to come?” she asks Max.

“Yeah,” he tells her. “I think it’s important.”

The rain stops almost as fast as it starts. Alex mumbles something about Florida’s weather and we say goodbye with hugs and promises of reuniting later tonight.

The car ride back is silent. I want to ask a thousand questions about Alex, but it never feels like it’s the right time. It’s only when we get to the house that we remember that we forgot to go to the store.

When we get back, Carter, Linden, and Ava are in the pool, while Benji and Damian lounge on chairs, sipping brightly colored drinks decorated with the paper umbrellas that Linden brought. She thought they would be fun.

Max jumps into the water, and I head into the kitchen. I’m debating a snack when Carter comes in. His head is bent, and he looks up at me through his lashes, giving me a sweet smile.

I remember this smile.


“Come on, Nee Vee.”

I blush at hearing the nickname he only uses when he really wants something. “No, Carter.” I try to swim away from him, but he pulls me closer and looks up at me through his lashes.

“Nieve, you know I don’t like to make you mad. I’m sorry.”

“Oh yeah?” My body turns away from him, because I can’t bother to look at him smiling. “Why am I mad?”

He deflates with a sigh. “I don’t know, but I know you’re mad, which means I was wrong.”

He’s used to this. To being charming and getting his way. His arms wrap around my waist, and he presses a kiss to my neck, one that I can feel in other parts of my body.

And I forgive him, because I always do.



“Hey.” He says it simply.

“Hey.”

“Look, I’m really sorry about lying about the coffee.” He rests a hand on the counter so he can lean toward me. “I don’t really get why you were so mad, but that’s not the point. Linden has explained that to me over and over again.”

“It’s fine, Carter.”

And I wonder if it really is.

Before when Carter would apologize or do something that would hurt me, I felt like I was lying to myself when I forgave him, but now?

Now Carter isn’t my problem.

He’s Linden’s.

That truth settles in my chest. Burning through the acceptance I had come to believe I wanted.

Carter is Linden’s.

Am I jealous? Or angry? Or sad? I can’t tell what I am. Maybe I’m all of those, or maybe I’m none of them. Carter is wrong. This isn’t about the coffee. And he’s absolutely right. It is about the coffee.

But it’s mostly about something being not what I thought it was. Carter isn’t who I thought he was.

We weren’t who I thought we were.

“Thanks, Nieve,” he says. “I knew you and I would be good.”

He’s walking away when I tell him, “I met Alex today.”

His shoulders straighten, and he pauses before he turns back around. “Alex?”

“Yeah, she’s your uncle’s next-door neighbor? I’ve seen her … around.”

“Alex is here?”

“Yeah, Max and I saw her at the store. I invited her to dinner with us tonight.”

“Cool.” But he doesn’t look cool. He looks upset.



Alex meets us outside, looking effortless. She introduces herself to Linden, Ava, and Damian, gives me a hug before hugging the boys. And I can’t help but notice how stiff Carter is when she wraps her arms around him.

We walk to a seafood restaurant only a mile away. It’s the kind of place that advertises as casual, though the prices are anything but.

All the seating is outdoor, a series of weathered picnic tables under string lights. On one side, Carter sits next to Linden with Benji and Damian. Alex sits across from Carter, and Ava and Max and me fill out the rest of the row.

As a group, we order fish and chips, giant peel-and-eat boiled shrimps, tacos, and crab legs to go with the pitchers of frozen margaritas that came out of a giant Slurpee machine. They sit in front of us like neon elixirs. Green, pink, purple, and orange.

Ava only has a drink and eats none of the food on the table, claiming to only want a salad. Until Carter orders oysters.

“Oh, I love oysters.” She looks at Max when she says it, and I can’t help but roll my eyes.

At least she doesn’t say it’s an aphrodisiac.

Max hands Ava one. He holds one out to me, but I give him a concerned look.

“She’s never had them,” Linden answers for me.

His head tilts to the side. “You … haven’t?”

I have. At Carter’s party for his birthday. But that was another life that happened to a girl who doesn’t exist anymore.

“Oysters are rich-people shit,” Linden says, but shoots one down her throat like a professional.

“Alex?” Max offers.

“I don’t like them, but thanks.”

I take the one Max is offering me that hangs in the air.

Without prompting, Max walks me through all the different things you can put on the oyster. Explaining the best way to eat them. I don’t correct him. I just let him do it. And after I’ve added hot sauce, I loosen the weird thing that looks like a dead tongue and … swallow.

It’s salty. And the texture is obscene … but it also tastes …


“Do you love it?” Carter smiles at me. The sun is setting at his family’s estate, and it casts the back garden in a beautiful golden-hour glow.

No. It’s horrible and no one should eat them ever, but that’s not what Carter wants. I can tell. So, like I almost always do, I tell Carter what he wants to hear. “I love it.”



“I can’t tell if you like it,” Max says.

I look at him and answer honestly. “I can’t either.”

It’s better than the last time I had it, when Carter’s dad was telling me how expensive and rare they were. Only the best. But it absolutely doesn’t pair well with my blackberry margarita.

Max is watching me. Something unspoken floats between us, and I want to pluck it from the air and ask why it’s there. See what secrets Max is holding on to. “Want another?” he asks quietly.

“I do!” Ava interjects.

The weird moment between Max and me seems to break, and he hands Ava an oyster.

A band starts playing, mostly Jimmy Buffett covers, and when I get up, a man in a Hawaiian shirt with silver hair asks me to dance.

His wife rolls her eyes. “I won’t dance with him, so you’re his only hope.”

With a smile, I take his hand, and we dance to “Margaritaville.” By the end of the song, my friends are also up. Carter, Max, Benji, Linden, and even Alex sway and sing with us, while Ava and Damian look on a little confused.

The night is warm, the sand is soft, and the music feels like it lives against our skin as we jump and sing and dance poorly without worrying about what anyone else thinks.

When a slow song comes on, Max holds out his hand to Alex, and I only feel a little disappointed as I watch him pull her close. Benji takes my hands, and we move in small steps on the floor. Max and Alex whisper to each other, and I notice Carter watching them as he dances with Linden.

“Switch!” Benji announces, letting go of me and cutting between Max and Alex.

And then I’m dancing with Max. It feels nothing like dancing with Benji. Max’s hand goes to my waist, and I fit myself against his chest. His cheek is so close to mine that if I turned, we would be kissing. I feel every place where his body touches mine.

Last time we were this close, I kissed him. Last time, he pushed me away.

I stiffen, and Max’s hands loosen their grip. “No pressure, but if you don’t dance with me, I’m pretty sure Ava will want me to dance with her.”

I glance over to where Ava’s sitting at the table. Ah. He’s using me to avoid her.

“Is this okay?” he asks me. It’s against my ear. The words are soft, like the way he holds me.

I hum a sound of agreement, because for the first time since we came to Florida, I feel like it is. I’m not worried about what I’m doing or the choices I’m making or why I’m not thinking about what it felt like when I woke up and weeks of my life were gone all because I got too close to Max.

Those consequences feel a million years away.

We walk back to the house together, the two of us falling behind the group. Ava seems to have given up on Max. I tell myself that when Max stops paying attention to me, it won’t sting because I know what this is.

But the night sky is infinite, and everyone is where they should be. The only trace of the rain from earlier is the balmy air. I keep seeing Max and that umbrella in my mind. It blurs with the memory of before, until I can’t really remember which version happened in this time.

And I can’t tell if it matters.

Max clears his throat. “Are you almost done with your portrait?”

I groan. I’m almost done, but I’m worried about showing him. “Are you done?”

He looks at me, a serious expression on his face. “Yeah. I am.” His jaw tightens, and I watch a decision happen in the span of a second. “I want you to see it.”

“Okay.” I clear my throat because I don’t understand the sudden weight to what is happening. “When we get back—”

“Tonight?”

“You … have it here?”

He nods.

He doesn’t ask if I have his here. I do. But I don’t want to show him. Even if he shows me.

Back at the house, Alex asks if Carter will talk with her outside. He doesn’t even look at Linden as he goes, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She’s already playing a drinking game with Benji. Max takes my hand in his, and I can see the paint that is always hidden somewhere on his skin. When did we become people who hold hands?

“Come on.” He leads me upstairs to his room. A few moments later, he holds his sketchbook, running two fingers down the heavy cardboard cover.

I stand there, waiting.

“It’s not a big deal. I don’t know why I’m so worried if you’re going to like it or not.” He gives a nervous laugh.

Finally, he holds it out to me.

I open the cover and see what Max was so worried to show me.

It’s me. But my eyes are closed as I lean my head against something he hasn’t drawn.

My hair is down and frames my face, my lips are parted slightly, and they carry only the slightest promise of a smile.

This isn’t just a girl sleeping. This is a girl dreaming.

And there’s something else here, too. Something I can’t put my finger on. A truth that I’m waiting for. If only she would open her eyes and tell me.

In the drawing, my hands are folded on my lap, and I can’t help but think they look familiar.

The whole thing is drawn onto a sheet of poetry.

“Max.” It’s the only word that comes out.

“It’s not … it’s not supposed to be finished yet. We’re supposed to work in layers…”

“I know, but…”

“But you hate it?”

“But it’s … amazing as it is.”

Max only stares at me. Waiting.

There’s a truth to art. When you draw something. Not as it is or as it could be but when you create it as you see it. The things you notice that live inside your perspective, inside the looking glass that you see the world through. And here. On this paper. I see how Max sees me. Every time that he sat across from me. With a sketchbook or not. He memorized this version of me.

This truth.

This is the way Max sees me.

“I wanted you to kiss me. On Valentine’s Day.” His voice is soft. Honest. “I didn’t think it was stupid. I just didn’t want to be one of the guys you kissed and forgot about.”

My throat tightens with emotion, because the thought of waking up tomorrow and not having this Max makes me feel like crying. This Max that sees this girl.

I am so sick of living my life worried about when time will take everything away from me again.

The next second, I’m kissing him. My lips on his, my hands pulling him close.

My. My. My.

I press my body against his, wanting to feel him all over me. This time, unlike New Year’s or when I had too much to drink, I want us both to remember everything that happens. I pull back, and my eyes meet his as I run my fingers under his shirt, feeling the way his stomach tightens as one of my hands drifts lower and he lets out a groan.

His lips part, his chest inflates, and he says my name so softly and with so much purpose and thought and emotion that a second later, I’m leaning in again.

No words, just him and me. The kiss is gentle and sweet, the kind of thing shared between two people who spend more than one evening warming each other’s sheets.

He moves me to the bed, slowly lowering me onto it without letting us break apart. But quickly, so quickly, it changes, and Max is lifting himself above me even as his lips never leave.

He presses his hips against mine, and I feel him growing hard between my legs. Max kisses down my chest and back up to my neck.

“Tell me what you like,” he whispers against me.

I can’t remember anyone ever asking me about my preferences. “I like everything,” I say as I roll against him.

But Max pulls away. “No, tell me. I want to know.” He kisses my neck. “Do you like this?” He pushes the thin straps of my dress over my shoulders and down. I help him, pulling my arms out.

“Mm-hmm.”

His lips travel over my sternum as he moves the dress farther down my body to my waist. “This?”

His eyes watch me the whole way down as he pulls my breast free from my bra and takes my nipple into his mouth. I groan and close my eyes.

“You like this,” he surmises before his mouth goes to the next breast, doing the same.

My chest lifts off the bed slightly, and I bite my bottom lip. Max unhooks my bra with deft hands and pulls my dress the rest of the way off of me until I’m just in my underwear.

It feels so good, and I take his hand in mine and slowly direct it to the sensitive part between my legs.

His fingers press against the fabric there, the places that make me feel like I’m going to come apart. “Like this?” he asks.

“Yes,” I breathe out. The rhythm of him making me feel like I’m going to come out of my skin. “Max.”

He groans, and his hands come off me. He goes to kiss me where the feel of his hands still lingers. “Can I?”

I nod and lick my lips. “Yes.”

Slowly he pulls my underwear down my hips and thighs before settling back between them. And then his mouth is on me, sucking and teasing. My head falls onto the pillow, and I close my eyes as I come apart in wave after wave.

“Max.”

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, and it feels filthy and undone. “That was amazing,” he tells me. Like he’s proud of me.

“You were amazing,” I tell him.

He runs a hand against the blush on my chest and tells me, “This is beautiful.”

And suddenly, I want to do the same for him. I want him to feel like I do. Sitting up, I try to push him back, but he ends up on his knees.

“What are you doing?”

I undo the button of his jeans and pull at the zipper, which makes a dark noise. “I want—” Reaching into his pants, I take him in my hand. “I want to make you feel like that.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes … unless you don’t want me to?”

“Oh, no,” he answers quickly. “I do. God, do I want that, but you don’t have to.”

I smile, taking him all the way out, and then I take him into my mouth. The weight of him on my tongue is thick and heavy and salty. My eyes start to water as I lean forward, and he presses against the back of my throat, and I close them. Finding my rhythm and swirling my tongue against him.

“Fuck,” he groans, and I can’t help it. I feel powerful.

“I’m close,” he whispers. A warning to let me decide what I want to do next.

And when Max finishes and pulls me up to him, we fall backward on the bed. His hands run through my hair, and I feel the way his chest rises and falls. I wrap my body around his like I could keep this moment here, forever. Suddenly, the truth of what is happening hits me. I could lose this. Tomorrow when I wake up, I could be at Grandee’s looking at that stupid tree outside my bedroom window, and there isn’t anything I can do to stop it. A tear falls from my eye, and I know it’s landed on Max.

His hands cup my cheeks, pulling my face up to look at him …

And then he says …

“Open your eyes, Nieve. Please look at me.”


Open your eyes, Nieve.



I hear it. The four words I’ve heard so often in my dreams. Spoken by the one person I never thought would say them.


Open your eyes …









CHAPTER 33



The current is strong here.

“Nieve!”

I’m treading water in the center of the river where the bottom is too deep to touch.

“Nieve!” On the shore, Carter stands with a beer in his hand as he shouts my name.

I can feel the current dragging me farther down the river. I just need to get to the other side.

My arms start to feel tired as panic sets in and Carter gets farther and farther away.

“Nieve!” His voice is muffled by the roar of the water and the beating of my heart. Is he running downstream toward me? Everything feels disorienting.

And then I feel the change, the river picking up speed. The rapids loom in the distance.

I kick and paddle harder, trying to move closer to the bank. Carter is already running into the water. He dives forward just as I reach two rocks. The hole underneath the rocks yawns open like a monster, and I realize too late that I’m headed for it. When my hands slip on the slick stone, I’m forced under them by the current.

I panic. I try to push the stone above toward the surface, but I’m a feather caught in a whirlpool. Twirling and turning and flailing in the darkness as the water shoves me deeper through the opening.

Finally, I see the light above me, and I try to push myself toward it, but I’m disoriented. I can’t see anything. I try to take in a lungful of air but get mostly water as I’m shoved down the rapids. My arm hits a rock, and a sharp pain goes through me. Something hits my knee, and I try to pull my limbs in toward my chest. But then, I’m falling. Down, down, down, down until I’m plunged into darkness. The water still roars around me. I see hands and feet and the outline of a body. Carter has come to save me. I kick and push and move toward him. My lungs are burning. I need air.

Carter. His blue eyes locked on mine, his hand reaching for me.

I hit a rock, and the ache in my ribs is instant. I kick, but the power in my body is fading. Every time I feel like I move upward, something else pulls me down. And then Carter is there, his arms around me, and he’s kicking his legs toward the surface.

The world starts to narrow. It blackens at the edges, and I feel Carter’s hands slip from around mine.

And then a hand is pulling me up.

My face breaches the water. Fingers tilt my chin toward the sky.

“Breathe.” It’s a plea. “Come on, take a breath.”

I do, I think. It hurts. There is a burning in my lungs.

“Open your eyes.” The way it’s said feels deep and heavy. “Open them.” A hand gently hits my cheek. “Open your eyes, Nieve.”

And when I do, I’m staring into endless green.

Max.









CHAPTER 34


When I wake up, it’s with a jolt.

I take a deep breath, feeling like my lungs are still burning.

But Max’s arm is wrapped around my middle, and his face is pressed into my neck. I feel the way his chest rises and falls with every slow, safe breath he takes.

Max. Max Emerson is here. With me.

And the intense relief I feel that I’m here. I’m with Max.

Time didn’t betray me.

Max … who pulled me from the river.

I close my eyes and think about how insane this moment is. This boy who hated me. The way he looked at me after Carter died. Like my existence hurt.

All those moments when I wished that the person who pulled me out of the water had pulled Carter out instead … and all that time, it was Carter’s best friend.

Why?

Why did he do it? Why didn’t he pull out Carter? Why didn’t he save his friend? I don’t know if I’m grateful or confused or angry. Because Max made a choice, and it’s one I will never get to ask him about.

On the tops of his cheeks, right under the corners of his eyes, are light freckles, and there’s one at the bottom of his lip. The desire to run my fingers against it is only outweighed by the desire to not wake him. I trace the skin on his shoulders with the pad of my thumb, feeling the way they dip and rise because his arm is wrapped around me.

When his eyes finally open, the green looks more vibrant than I’ve ever seen it. He stares back at me for a long time. Our eyes meeting and neither of us speaking.

He lifts a hand and runs it across the top of my cheek.

“Hey.” He says it in a whisper, like he might wake up the others.

“Hey,” I repeat.

I snuggle down farther into the pillows and his arms because I don’t want to give up this moment and go back to reality.

The uncertainty swirls in my gut. Is my memory playing tricks on me? Do I know what’s really happening? Can I trust my mind?

I feel like I’m back where I was before.

The same question still looming over me.

Am I insane?

Am I broken?

Did I make the right decision?

Am I insane? Am I insane? Am I insane?

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Max asks.

“What do you mean?”

“You look like you’re thinking about something. Hard.”

“Just … I don’t want to leave here.” I stretch as I say it, arching into him, hoping that this will change his focus.

“No,” he says softly. “That’s not what you’re thinking.”

Maybe it’s the morning light that shines off the ocean, dancing across his skin as we lie here naked on soft white sheets, or the way his eyes stare into mine, making me feel safe and seen, or the words he said last night that play on a loop in my mind, but his face is so sincere when he says it, like he knows something unspoken.

“I was wondering about you.”

His smile lifts. “What about me?”

“If you would save me.”

His face changes into a dark mask. “Save you from what?”

Drowning? Myself? Insanity? “From anything?”

Max is quiet like he’s thinking about his answer. “The more important question is, Would you save me?”

I whisper, “From what?”

But I’m thinking about the answers in my own mind. Would I have run into the water to save Max? Would I have pulled Max out and let Carter drown?

“I think that answers my question.” He stretches and falls back to stare at the ceiling.

My fingers run across the purple circling his wrist. “Why didn’t you take this off?”

“Grandee gave it to me.”

I give him a look of disbelief.

“Because Grandee asked me and … I don’t know. It’s embarrassing. I told her about the nightmares I was having and … It just felt like she was trying to protect me or something. It didn’t feel right to rip it off.”

I smile slowly at him. “You believe in Grandee.”

“Whatever. The nightmares went away, and I started dreaming instead.” He buries his face in my neck, and it feels so personal.

“What kind of dreams?”

“They feel like … déjà vu. Like things that have happened or will happen.”

I swallow. “When did they start?”

“I’ve always had them. In fourth grade, I knew Lacey Fischer was going to spill milk on herself before she did. I yelled out for her to stop, and because I yelled … she spilled it all over herself.”

It feels like there are rocks in my lungs, but I try to joke. “So, you put a curse on her.”

He shakes his head against me and groans. “Now you have to tell me something embarrassing.”

“I don’t have anything embarrassing to tell.” I’m laughing when Max makes a face of horror.

“Nothing? You didn’t accidentally pick your nose in front of the whole school or have a crush on your cousin’s boyfriend?”

And suddenly, we both go still, and he looks at me. The unspoken words between us feel heavy and intense.

His voice goes low and vulnerable. “Sometimes I have this dream that you’re with Carter, but I can’t understand why.”

I don’t feel myself breathe. “Max.”

“I know it’s stupid, but … I just … I want to know if I’m making a fool of myself or not, Nieve.”

“You’re not.”

“I’m not?”

“I don’t have feelings for Carter,” I say.

And I mean it.

Max seems to see something in my face that makes him believe me, and he finally nods. “Okay.” With a kiss to my forehead, he pulls me close, and I wonder if he can feel the way my heart beats inside my chest.

When we get up, we all say goodbye to Florida, and I decide to ride back with Max and Linden and Carter.

I call my mother and Grandee, just to make sure everything is still the same. And it is. Which doesn’t make any sense.

Carter has dark circles under his eyes, and I want to ask why, but now doesn’t seem like the right time.

Before we get into the car, I stop Max.

“I want to give this to you.” I hold out my piece for him. “But don’t … don’t look at it right now.”

“Nieve.”

“Just not in front of me. If you hate it, I’ll be able to tell.”

“You’re being a coward.” He turns it over, and I watch his face.

Max frowns. His eyes move over the paper as he silently judges my work.

“It’s fine if you don’t like it.” It is absolutely not fine, but I feel like he’s just taken part of my heart out of my body to examine it and I’m trying to be relaxed. “Remember, it’s not supposed to be complete.”

“I know what the assignment is.” He’s still not looking at me.

“Okay.” I take a breath. “Well.”

I get in the car and buckle my seat belt and try to leave the rejection I just felt behind us in the rearview mirror as we drive away. My earbuds go in, and I pick up the sketch pad that Max gave to me. I decide to use colored pencils. I pull them out and get lost in the layers I add to my own face. I add a green chair to the drawing and decide the shirt I’m wearing is a dark blue. But I make sure you can still see the words from the poem.

I run my hand over parts of lines that poke through.


… secretly, between the shadow and the soul.

… your eyes close with my dreams.



No one talks in the car.

We stop at a gas station in the middle of nowhere. It’s the enormous kind that sells clothing next to the housewares, that are near the auto repair, that is near the full-service deli and gourmet-nut counter. Carter comes to find me by the water bottles. I’m marveling at how many kinds of water can be sold when he says, “There you are.”

I glance around to make sure he’s looking for me and not someone else. “Here I am.”

“I wanted to talk to you.” He’s making a face that he only ever made when he was serious about something.

When he told his father he wasn’t going to business school after Suttleton, or when he first told me he loved me.

I know this face. Which I would never know if those things weren’t real.

“Carter.” I step toward him. “What’s up?”

“It’s Linden.”

“Is she okay?” My eyes move past him to search the massive store.

“She’s fine, but I’m not.”

It’s so dramatic. So Carter that I can’t help my smile.

He takes a deep breath, looking a bit lost. “She doesn’t…” His face shifts, growing determined. “I’m doing something wrong, but I don’t know what it is.”

“Wrong?”

“She … she doesn’t like me.”

“I’m sure she does.”

“No, please don’t do that. Please don’t gaslight me. I’m not making it up. It’s like she does everything she’s supposed to do. But not like she wants to do it? Does that make sense?”

Yes. “No?”

“I don’t even know how to explain it other than she doesn’t like me, and I can just tell. I feel insane.”

His last words have my heart clenching in my chest. I know how this feels, because I feel it, too. Every time I look at him.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “You’re not crazy. Linden hasn’t said anything about you to me, but I think I know what you’re talking about. Talk to her.”

“I’ve tried, Nieve. It’s like whatever I say is never the right thing. Do you know she slept on the sofa outside every night? Said she wanted to hear the waves. She would crawl into my bed when the sun came up and scroll on her phone and tell me that she came back in while I was still asleep in the middle of the night. Why would she lie about that?”

“I don’t know.” Why would you lie about the coffee?

“It must be because she doesn’t want to be with me.”

“Did you ask her about it?” I already know he didn’t. He was conflict averse our entire relationship.

“Not exactly that, but like … a version of it.”

Something that has been bothering me their whole relationship dawns on me. “Carter, do you like her?”

“Yes.” He says it automatically like it’s a reflex and not a response.

“Are you sure? What do you like about her?”

“I like that she’s pretty and funny and cool.”

“You’ve just described, like, a million people. Be specific.”

“It’s fun…”

It’s fun, but is it love? Is it worth diving into a river and saving someone? Is it the kind of love where you change time to see them again?

“Tell me about Alex.” The minute I say it, Carter’s whole face changes.

“Alex? The neighbor?”

And that’s all I needed to see to know there is something more there. The way he says neighbor looks like it causes him physical pain.

“How long have you liked her?”

“What?” He’s angry. “I don’t— She’s not—”

“Carter, just tell the truth.” And I know the answer is going to hurt, but I ask it anyway. “How long?”

He bites the inside of his cheek. “Since I was a kid.”

Our entire relationship flashes before my eyes, and I know, deep down, that my Carter also loved a version of Alex.

But this isn’t about me. This is about Linden. “This is the girl who is engaged?”

Carter nods.

“If you really like Linden, you have to stop chasing things that you can’t have and focus on what you do have. Linden deserves it. Even if it’s just fun.”

He places a hand on my arm and squeezes. “Okay. I can do that.”

“And maybe don’t text Alex.”

Now he smiles. “Obviously.”

There was a time when seeing Carter smile would have crushed every valve in my heart. It would have robbed my lungs of air and stolen the light from my eyes.

But now?

Now it just feels … like a smile.

He pulls me in for a hug, and my entire body goes stiff. I stand there not knowing what to do until muscle memory seems to take over and I relax into him, hooking my chin over his shoulder. I breathe him in, a smell that isn’t like the poems about love I’ve read, just a smell that is his, that is only Carter. My eyes close, and I tell myself I cannot cry. We stand there a little too long. And when we break apart, he gives me a sad smile in return.

And this feels like … an end. A goodbye.

The goodbye I never got.

And in the space just under my ribs, where I had been holding on to some part of Carter, something releases. And growing in all those empty places is Max from seeds that had been planted long before this moment.

“If you and that guy from drama don’t work out, you have my number.” Carter’s tone tells me that he’s joking, but the way he looks at me is confusing.

Drama? Max isn’t in the drama department. I don’t know what he’s talking about. I freeze, and it’s not until Carter puts his hand on my shoulder and says, “I’m joking, Nieve. Don’t worry. I know you don’t like me like that.”

I’m so confused.

He walks away, and when I get back in the car, I smile at Max.

Who looks away and glares out the window.

And the entire drive back, Max doesn’t speak to me.






CHAPTER 35


I look down at my phone for the hundredth time in an hour.

It’s silent. Just like the noise in my dorm. But all I can see is the world’s most pathetic timeline of me trying to convince a boy who is clearly ignoring me to text me back.

Hey. Where are you? (11:42 PM)

You ran off when we got back. Everything okay? (9:22 AM)

Missed you in the studio today, but I left you a note. (3:49 PM)

I’m headed to dinner. Wanna come? (7:53 PM)

missed call (10:12 PM)

missed call (12:04 AM)

voicemail (12:04 AM)

Please ignore the voicemail I left you last night. (11:17 AM)

Dollar drink night at the cattle club. (11:17 AM)

Max, we need to turn in our project, eventually. (11:17 AM)

Which means you’ll have to see me at some point. (11:19 AM)

I wish you would just tell me why you’re ignoring me. (11:58 AM)

It’s not until the following day, when Linden comes home, that I finally know what’s going on. I know something’s wrong as soon as she speaks.

“Max says you keep texting and calling him?”

“He won’t call me back.”

“But—” Now she looks confused. “Since when do you and Max text?”

I laugh, but something acidic is creeping up my throat. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re doing that project together, but you’ve both made it very clear you’re not friends. And on the way home from Florida, you rode in the car with him, after making such a big deal about it on the way down. You’re acting weird.”

“I—” But I don’t finish my sentence, because I know what happened. And it makes my heart break and rend and fall apart.

Time has shifted. Again.

I call my mother, just to make sure, and I steel myself for the loss of the mom I had grown comfortable with. She doesn’t answer, and that’s all the proof I need that she’s gone.

I’ve been replaying the car ride in my mind. Examining everything for cracks and fissures. Everything I said. Everything I didn’t. But I can’t seem to find the places where Max and I broke. The place I went too far and caused time to correct itself.

I’d thought everything was going to be okay.

But time was patient. It waited for me to feel comfortable before it struck.

I look at my phone, the sad list of texts evidence of how desperate I’ve become, and decide I’ve had enough. “I was messaging him about the project. The one I didn’t even want to do in the first place.” I grab my book bag and head out the door.

The studio isn’t far, and it only takes me a moment to find him in the back. The light filters in through the room from the high windows, catching on the paint on Max’s hand. The same painting he was doing before. His face is so determined, almost angry.

And it’s hard not to notice how he ignores me.

But he can’t avoid me.

I pull out the drawing of me since we’re supposed to trade. I’m not done—I could probably work on this forever, but this is the perfect excuse to make Max talk to me.

I close the flap over the drawing and start walking toward him. He has on noise-canceling headphones, and his fingers are covered in black paint this time.

Eventually, Max notices me, looking a little surprised. He pulls his headphones off, not caring if he gets paint on them, and stands in front of his work.

“Hey.”

“Hey.” Max is trying to pretend like this is normal, like he hasn’t left me on read for the past three days for no reason.

Every time I get close to him …

I look for signs of the Max who kissed me and asked me to tell him what I liked. I look for that Max hiding in the down-turned corners of his mouth, or the creases next to his eyes. In the tightness of his jaw, which is rigid and set.

Maybe Max was someone I was never supposed to have. Just like Carter.

God. What was I hoping for?

I’m just a stupid, sad girl.

My head tilts to the side and I want to ask … Why?

Instead, I ask, “Are you ready to trade?”

It looks like it takes him a minute to figure out what’s happening. But finally, he says, “Yeah.” He reaches back and then turns, looking for something. “I don’t have it here. I’ll give it to you later.”

I wish he would go back to ignoring me. Or yell at me. Or laugh in my face. But this Max—the one that pretends nothing’s wrong—makes me feel ill.

I hand him his picture of me, feeling oddly protective. The idea that the girl drawn against poetry might not be recognizable feels tragic. “We have to wrap this up soon. I need to have those turned in so I can finish the mural.”

“I know how this works, Nieve.” He sounds annoyed. He’s back to the old Max.

But before I’m brave enough to say something, Max leaves to go wash his hands.

At the coffee shop down the street where I don’t know anyone, I open it. Max has used watercolor to paint around himself. The original sketch that I did is untouched. Only the world around Max has color. It’s … striking. The main image on the paper, still in pencil, and everything in soft, beautiful colors that blend against each other framing it.

Something about the original drawing feels sacred. Important. I take the colored pencils I’ve been working with, and instead of coloring Max in, I start to color on top of the background he’s already painted.

And that’s how this week with Max goes. Trading pages instead of words. Max’s drawing of me is the same, which feels like a cruel joke as much as it relieves me.

I call my mother on a Tuesday just to hear her voice, but again, she doesn’t answer, so I call Grandee, who does. She tells me she’s busy and asks if I want to come dye wool because she’s behind. I try to explain that I have finals, and she says, “Can’t you draw anywhere?”

“Gran—”

“I’ve got to go. Logan is trying to wander off again with half a shear. Goddammit, Log—”

The line goes dead, and I press my phone against my forehead.

The door to our room opens, and Linden stands there with a frown. “There you are.”

I sit up and tell myself not to groan. I can’t listen to Linden complain about Carter again. “Here I am.”

“Let’s go out. Off campus. Anywhere.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“Who are you avoiding?” I can’t help my suspicious tone.

“No one.” She’s using her lying voice. So, I wait. “I’m avoiding Carter,” she says, finally relenting.

“Great. You should hang out with Max. He’s avoiding me.”

“What? Why?”

The truth is, I’m not sure, because I don’t know what’s real with Max and what isn’t. “The same thing as always.”

“He’s so weird.” She narrows her eyes, considering further. “Did you say something to him?”

I wish I knew. “I have no idea, because he won’t talk to me.”

“Come on; let’s go up to the roof and stare at the stars.”

It’s what we would do when we were little and needed to clear our heads. I’m grateful, not for the first time, that Linden is here at the school with me.

We head up the spiral staircase that creaks and moans underneath our footfalls, and when we get up to the roof, Benji stands there with his back to us. In his hand is a notebook.

“What trouble are you getting up to?” Linden asks him.

He turns around as if he’s been caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to. “I’m just … practicing.” He holds up the book and points down to the scattered pages at his feet. “I can’t seem to find … it.”

I smile, because we’re a school full of artists all trying to find … it. The muse, creativity, the thing that takes the places inside our hearts that are secret and makes them knowable—defined.

Linden doesn’t ask. She just takes a seat in one of the empty lawn chairs and looks up at him. “You can practice with us.”

Benji shakes his head, moving to sit next to her. I sit at his other side. “I think I’ve lost it.”

Again, we don’t ask what it is … we know. When inspiration leaves … she goes without warning.

“I’m stuck, too. I can’t seem to figure out what the faces on this stupid mural are supposed to be. I feel like they’re something I need to finish. Like they are an unfinished piece of me.”

Benji lets out a little laugh. “Well, you could do what my advisor keeps telling me to do … just let it all out.”

“Yeah, except, poets have this great thing called backspace.”

“Maybe you should draw like you have backspace?”

It feels like a stupid suggestion, but maybe all our suggestions are stupid. Until they aren’t.

“Nothing ever changes.” I can hear the melancholy in my own voice.

“No,” Benji says sadly, looking up at the stars. “But you do. Which is the whole problem. Feeling like you’ve become a different person with the same people, the same place, the same circumstances.”

What if everyone changes but you feel the same?

One week later, Benji stands in the center of a stage, a spotlight shining down on him as he folds and unfolds a paper in his hands. Pinned to his chest is a laminated name tag with his school number on it. He swallows, nervous.

But all I can feel is happy for him. This is what he’s been working toward. What he’s wanted. He’s going to speak his truth, finally.

Because he found it.

The inspiration that hides in the cracks and breaks with our self-doubt, the thing that pushes us forward, even when we don’t think we have it in us to keep going.

With a roll of his shoulders, he clears his throat.


My world speaks in colors.

Bright Pantone that reminds me who I am,

shouting in chroma and whispering in pastel.

It’s the language spoken in a new land,

one that accepts everything about me, as long as I change unconditionally.

In these colors,

I fall in love.

He smiles at me like a purple flower in bloom,

a blossom of violet unfolding.

She laughs, and it’s the green grass of a field dancing in the wind,

an endless rolling thing.

She cries in tandem with a never-ending and stretching gray sky,

water falling from somewhere unseen.

He lies in the golden sunlight,

it dapples on his face, shining around him.

I stand in shades of blue among them,

denim-colored skies that always seem near but untouchable,

indigo flowers opening up, ready to be noticed,

the rarest blue butterfly fluttering from person to person,

abysmal and forgotten, like the darkest parts of the ocean.

And as I sink deeper and deeper down,

my world loses color.

But I don’t mind.

None of these colors were mine.



I swallow and look over at Linden, who has tears in her eyes. Benji … I don’t even know what to say to him. He’s perfectly captured the feeling we are all experiencing.

The way we all feel like we stand a little outside of the things we are so desperate to touch and be a part of.

What a rare gift it is to be understood. What a blessing that we can do it through art.

Benji is the color blue.

The color of all creatives.






CHAPTER 36


It’s another two days before I see Max again.

School has transformed from bundled-up sweaters and scarves to shorts and tank tops. Summer is slowly leaching into the days like ink in water.

Things are finishing.

Finals are completing. Projects submitted. The end is so close that we all feel it in the air.

In the studio, on the back wall, all the pieces of the mural are displayed. Everything but Romeo and Juliet. People stand around and take photos of their finished work, cropping out the spot where mine will eventually go.

Probably.

Maybe.

Doc smiles next to King Lear, praising the use of light and other things that make me want to scream at the sky.

I want to be done with this. I don’t even care if it’s good. I just want to be free finally.

So when everyone has gone, and it’s just the mural and me, I close my eyes, and I think about Benji’s poem—and something takes hold. The wooden palette in my hand is filled with the colors of the rainbow. And as I put in my earbuds, I paint. In swirls of purples and greens and pinks. In smears of yellows and reds and oranges. Each person that stands between Romeo and Juliet gets painted a color.

But I save the blue.

I paint Juliet first. A deep aching blue. Not one tone but so many it’s hard to see all of them. And then I paint Romeo the same.

They stand in shades of blue.

Benji’s poem has never felt more alive in my mind. I swallow and close my eyes.

“I thought you were working on faces?”

My eyes open to find Max standing in front of my mural, his back to me and his arms crossed.

“I am, but I needed to do this first.”

“Do this?”

“The colors.” I point like it’s clear that this is what the piece needed.

“You’re doing everything but the thing you’re supposed to be doing. Of course.”

It’s the of course that sets my teeth against each other.

“This is my project. I finished ours.” I stand back and look at the mural panel. “I want to get this right.”

“What is right?”

“I want it to say what the subjects feel.”

“What is it you’re trying to accomplish here? Why do they matter?”

“It’s … Romeo and Juliet.” I don’t know why he’s having a hard time understanding this. “They’re in love.”

“Is that what they are?”

I shift on my feet, feeling exacerbated. “Yes. It’s a classic love story.”

“They die.”

“What the hell is your problem?”

His eyes shift over my shoulder, and I follow his gaze. Doc is watching us, and suddenly, I realize what’s happening.

“Did Doc send you over here?”

“I’m a TA. I’m supposed to be helping you.”

“Well, you’re not helping.”

“Nieve. Why do the faces matter?” He repeats it slowly, like I’m not understanding him.

I know what he’s asking. If I can find out why they matter to this painting, then I can unlock the inspiration to get them right. “They matter because … they love each other. They matter because they want to be together but can’t. They matter because … they are faces, and everyone has a fucking face, Max.”

He shakes his head once. “Why does it matter, Nieve?”

“I don’t know!” I shout, and it feels like the few students that are in the room look at us.

Max stares at me for a long time in a way that has me feeling unsettled. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, and I want to, badly.

“I don’t know what to do,” I tell him.

It takes him longer to respond. “I don’t know either. But you should start by finding out why those faces matter.”

And he leaves.

He leaves me.

He leaves the room.

He leaves my painting.

I sit staring at the colors. All the emotions given to it. Happiness, sadness, anger, apathy, frustration, fear, hope, defeat, love.

And suddenly I know why the faces matter. They have to show all of those things.

A heartbroken feeling with a definition didn’t make sense, until now.

It’s seven hours before I’m finished with the first layer of the faces. Linden comes to check on me, bringing an iced coffee and a sandwich. She doesn’t speak, just watches as I apply green to the eyes of Romeo.

And then she leaves.

I don’t eat. My heart blocks my throat, and the only thing that comes out is the pain there. The agony from the things that I don’t get to keep. The people who die to me with each reset of time. I put it all on the canvas.

And when I step back sometime in the hours between the darkest part of the night and the break of day, I see what I’ve done. Painted perfectly the feeling in my heart.

Longing.

Hands covered in paint pull at the two lovers as they dig into flesh, keeping them apart. Romeo and Juliet can’t even reach for each other.

And I ask myself, Why do these faces matter?

Why?

Why?

Why?

But what comes back to me is just as insane as I feel.

They don’t.

Not in any way that is truly important. Because it’s not about what Romeo and Juliet are feeling. That doesn’t matter. Love is a thousand things in a single moment. It shifts and changes, but there will never be anything other than this.

And the idea that people get to see Romeo’s pain and Juliet’s hope makes me irrationally angry. Another thing time takes.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I take my hands and move them across Juliet’s face.

Oh my god.

I’ve just ruined this painting. I’ve just—

The blur across her face distorts the longing into something otherworldly. Almost as if she stands in a hurricane.

The hurricane of people and emotions and expectations.

The hurricane of colors.

I do the same to Romeo and stand back.

The two of them look so different from the people around them. And I know now that their faces never mattered.

But I had to make them matter to learn why they didn’t. This piece was never for anyone other than me. I don’t want it displayed or critiqued. It’s mine, and I decide what’s going to be done with it. Time cannot have it.

I smear every last inch of my section of the mural, destroying the entire thing. Maybe time will reset again. Maybe it won’t. Maybe I will be cursed forever. But in this moment, I get to decide who sees this work.

No one.

It feels good to cry. Not for someone else but for me.

These tears are selfish ones. Not for Carter or Grandee or my mom or Linden or school or timelines that have been erased from everywhere but my heart.

I cry for me. Because I hurt. I feel tired and angry and sad and mad. And I long for something different from what I’ve been chasing, but I don’t know how to get there. And I don’t know how to keep it even if I do. This is all I know.

This hurricane.

The walk back to the dorm is quiet since almost no one is awake at this hour. One where the sun isn’t up, but it’s still changing the sky.

When I open the door to my room, Linden is on her phone as she lies in bed. “Did you figure it out?” she asks, setting her phone on her chest. When I don’t respond, she adds, “The mural?”

Her eyes are red, and I can’t tell if it’s because she’s tired or from something else.

Is there a group chat I don’t know about? “Yeah,” I tell her. “Turns out the faces didn’t matter in the end.”

She hums her approval. “I broke up with Carter.” She says it like she’s telling me what she had for dinner.

“What?”

“I didn’t have it in me to waste my own time anymore. Grandee wanted to know if you’d found a dress for the Founders Gala.”

“She’s really coming?”

“Of course.” Linden says. She looks at her phone again. “Hey, I want to ask you something.”

There’s a nervous twist to my stomach, and I pull open my dresser drawer to change into my pajamas.

“Do you think I should text Alex?”

“Alex?” The shirt over my head stalls. It’s one that has sheep on it, and I refuse to acknowledge that it reminds me of Max on Christmas Eve.

“Carter’s friend. The one who lived next door to his uncle.”

Alex, Carter’s white whale. “Why would you text her?”

Linden shrugs. “I don’t know; I just feel like I should. Let her know we broke up … I guess.”

“Shouldn’t Carter be the one to do that?”

“I don’t know if he will. And he’s not going to the gala, so I just thought maybe they could talk or whatever.”

Carter isn’t going. Carter isn’t going. My heart speeds up at this. “You should stay out of it, Linny. Let Carter sort through his own mess.”

I crawl into bed without washing my face or brushing my teeth, something I will regret in the morning, but as I drift to sleep, I think about all the ways this time could be different.

At night, so different from the festival that was all day. Grandee coming. No Carter.

“I think he might live,” I say into the sunlight.

But I’m only answered with soft snores.






CHAPTER 37


I call my mother, and I know by the way she answers that I’ve messed up again.

“Kerrie Monroe Art.”

This is the voice of the mother I grew up with. The one too busy to help me. The one who never wanted me to become an artist. “Hi, Mom.”

“Nieve, dear. Are you okay?”

“Ah, yeah. I just wanted … to talk to you.” It’s such an odd thing to say to this mom.

“Why?”

Before, I would have never told her how I felt. The fear of being misunderstood by her has always felt like a risk I wasn’t willing to take. But this mom is technically the same mom as the one who lived with Grandee and spent hours updating me about her day. “I’m just—” I take a deep breath. “I feel really confused. Everything I do seems to be the wrong thing, and I can’t find a way to make it right. Time just keeps changing and moving forward, and I can’t ever seem to catch up. School is hard. Linden feels hard. Even art feels hard. I don’t know…”

My words trail off and are met with a long silence.

“Yeah, I get that. Time is tricky.” She clears her throat, and I wait to be disappointed by her. “But you can only focus on what’s in front of you, Nieve. If you worry about what’s going to happen next, nothing will ever feel easy. Stop asking what you should be doing and ask yourself what feels right.”

I run a hand against my heart and feel the ache there. But this time, it’s a good ache. The kind that comes from someone knowing the weak parts of you and not judging them but loving you through it. “You’re right.”

“Deep breaths, baby. Your intuition has always been strong; let it tell you what’s next, not your fear.”

I hang up the phone feeling like I’ve just climbed a mountain and reached the top. The air in my lungs feels lighter, even though I know time has changed again.

This time, I hadn’t even spoken to Max, so why?

I run over all the moments that time has shifted, looking for the common ground. Grandee pulled the yarn and burned it in the fire, but since then, time does what it wants. If it’s not Max … what is it?

I decide that it’s time to go to the studio and check on the progress of the pieces for the showcase. Inside is a beehive of chaos. People moving around, putting the final touches on their work or cleaning their stations out since the showcase is basically the end of the year for the studio.

In the back, Doc is framing three pieces of art. Three pieces I didn’t expect to see.

“What is this?”

Doc jumps at the sound of my voice. A side of the frame clatters on the concrete floor, and he moves to stand in front of the work. “Nieve. Hey.”

“What is this?” I repeat, but this time slower.

“It’s … you and Max?” It comes out like a question. As if I can’t recognize my own face. But I’m not talking about the two art pieces of Max and me. I’m talking about the one next to them. The one he’s trying very hard not to draw attention to.

“Yes. I see that. For the gala. Why are you framing the mural piece?”

The mess of art.

Now his sheepish look makes sense. He balls his hands into the fabric of his apron and looks at the art before focusing back on me. “I want to add it to the showcase.”

“I thought you were going to show Max’s and my work.” But suddenly, I know what he’s going to say.

“I was going to do both.”

Both.

“It’s destroyed. Trashed.”

“It’s genius.”

My teeth press against each other. “Has Max seen this?”

“No, not yet.” He shrugs. “I hadn’t even spoken to you about it.”

“Don’t,” I tell him.

“Don’t show him?”

I shake my head. “Don’t use it for the showcase.”

He opens his mouth to speak but seems to decide against whatever he had planned. “Nieve, this is very good.”

“No, it’s not. It’s my rage painting. I tried to ruin it. I don’t want my work in the showcase to be about me. The only reason I agreed to it was so Max could be in it.”

“People will still see Max’s work. He’s very talented.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t. But I don’t want people to compare us as artists. Me as an individual, or him and me together.”

He shifts on his feet, and I know whatever he says next will just be him trying to make this better. “Nieve. This is a great opportunity.”

“I don’t care about that. But you know who does? Max. Do the right thing, Doc. Don’t show this.”

I turn around and walk out of the studio and end up on the grass in the quad, under a tree that used to be one of my favorites.

My phone goes off. Once. Twice.

Five times, before I eventually pull it from my back pocket.

The newest is from Max.

I told Doc it was fine.

The work is good.

My stomach twists. The next text is from Linden.

Found your dress. It’s green. You’re welcome. No excuses now.

It’s accompanied by a picture of her smiling with her hand underneath her chin, as if her adorable face is on display with the green dress hanging in front of our mirror.

And the last text is from Grandee.

Hi Nieve. It’s your grandmother. I expect you to be at the gala. If sheep have to go, so do you. Love, Grandee.

My head falls back on the trunk of the tree, and the groan that escapes me is involuntary.

Everything feels so out of control and confusing and I’m not sure what steps will change fate and keep Carter alive and which ones will just lead me toward the inevitable.

The sky above my head shifts from bright blue to darkened gray as a cloud blocks the sun, and my thoughts follow.

What if Carter’s fate is something I can’t change? Before I can talk myself out of it, I text him.

I heard you’re not going to the gala.

Nope. Going to the lake house.

Everything okay?

It is what it is.

You won’t miss much. Boring auction.

He sends me a thumbs-up emoji and it feels so out of character for Carter that I almost call him, but the sky is back to blue and so are my thoughts. Carter won’t be at the gala. He’ll be miles and miles away. He can’t follow me into a river.

“Hey, Nieve.”

When I look up, Alex is standing there. A designer bag slung over one shoulder and sunglasses over her eyes.

“Alex.” I don’t keep the surprise out of my voice. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to see Carter.”

“Did Linden call you?”

She looks confused. “Why would she call me?”

“Never mind. I think Carter left school…” My words trail off because on Alex’s feet are a pair of red shoes.

Shoes I recognize as the shoes that Carter gave to me. That I hated, but he loved. Ones I threw into his grave at his funeral.

“Where did you get those shoes?”

Her expression moves from confused to wary. “Um, Carter gave them to me.”

“Carter gave you those?”

I barely hear what she says; there’s a pounding in my ears. Because … I think I’ve been wrong this whole time. This isn’t about time trying to correct itself for me.

It’s about Alex.

“Can you come to the gala?” I ask her.

“What?”

“Just … come. I’ll make sure Carter is there.”

When she agrees, I get on the phone and call Carter. It takes some persuading, but eventually, he tells me he’ll come to the gala showcase. It feels almost wrong to hear him say he’s coming. The one thing I’ve been dreading and trying to avoid for so long.

And I can only hope that I’m right about this.

Carter’s life depends on it.






CHAPTER 38


I hated the shoes.

Horrible red flats that Carter said he saw in a window and knew would look great on me. They were the first pair of designer shoes I’d ever owned, and for some reason, wearing them made me feel like I was a complete imposter. As if everyone could tell I was wearing shoes that cost a thousand dollars with a sweater from Target.

To me, they were a symbol of how different we were. And to Carter, they were a way for us to be the same.

When I saw them on Alex, something in my heart just knew that’s where they were supposed to go.

The more I think about it, the more I wonder if all of this really isn’t about me at all. Alex was at the Delaneys’ for New Year’s, and I told her he wasn’t there. He asked me about her at the gas station, and I suggested he talk to Linden instead. And time changed. And again when I told him to focus on Linden.

And after I saw her at school, I waited for time to shift course, but it didn’t.

Because I asked her to come meet Carter.

The Festival Showcase is the biggest fundraiser of the year for Suttleton. Students mixing with alumni who make introductions to some of the most influential people in the arts. People wait all year for the occasion to dress up, overindulge, and bid on insanely overpriced art by students who show potential. Everyone hopes to own a piece of the next Rothko’s early work.

While the students spend the day eating and drinking and experiencing all the exhibits, the alumni and donors spend the evening in a beautiful solarium drinking expensive wine and eating rich hors d’oeuvres with select students.

But now, it’s the gala, and we are all required to be here.

Inside, it’s warm and beautiful and green. Vibrant. Vines climb up glass walls and flowers bloom in bright colors despite the stars in the sky, because no one told them they were supposed to be sleeping.

The solarium’s soft lights strung in between the plants make everything look enchanting and inviting, and hanging from the ceiling are thousands of paper birds strung up to look like they’re in flight.

Linden runs her hand across the bodice of her green gown. It’s a beautiful light sage color, with gold flowers embroidered into the satin that makes her skin look shimmery and slides down her shoulders like a waterfall. My dress is a green so dark it’s almost black. An asymmetrical thing. A purple flower is pinned just above my heart, and a green flower high in my hair.

The fundraiser is completely full. A string quartet in the corner plays renditions of famous pop songs that make the room feel both current and ageless, like a place that exists in between spaces in time.

Linden and I make our way from donor to donor, each one smiling and nodding and asking about our family. If our mothers are still painting.

And everyone, without fail, asks when Grandee will be here. She hasn’t been back to the school since before we were born.

We smile, and Linden talks about how she’s focusing on a new concept for dance. Alumni nod and tell her how inspired they are by her. She smiles back with a polite thanks.

Through the crowd, I see Max walking with purpose. The tuxedo he wears is perfectly tailored to show off his broad shoulders and trim waist. His hair is neat and slicked back, revealing his stylish undercut, and one of his hands is in his pocket. As if that’s comfortable. He pulls it out as he moves past a server with a tray of champagne and nonalcoholic sparkling wine. With two glasses in his hands, he disappears into the crowd.

“Nieve Monroe. Are you exhibiting something?”

A tall gentleman, with gray at his temples but a fashionable faded haircut, is speaking to me. He stands next to a beautiful woman in a purple sari.

I smile. “Yes. The collaborative piece is mine.”

“Collaborative?” His eyes light up, and I remember this conversation from before, but those memories have faded to déjà vu. “Not an individual?”


“Individual?”

I can see how excited this makes him. How he leans forward like I’m going to tell him a secret.

“Yes.” I say it confidently, and when Carter’s arm wraps around my waist, I feel proud. Proud of me, and proud to be seen with Carter, who wears a purple boutonniere he says matches my moods.



I look down at my sparkling cider and the small purple flowers that float and move gently with the bubbles. “Not an individual piece. The collaborative work was headed up by a third-year. Max Emerson.”

The man shifts on his feet gently. “Max Emerson.” He says the name, rolling the syllables on his tongue.

“We met him earlier,” the woman in purple says. “He was with the Delaney boy.”

Carter is here. He came. I can’t tell if I’m relieved or worried. My eyes move over to the spot where I last saw Max, but I can’t seem to find him again.

“Would you like to dance?” Benji is standing next to me.

When I smile and nod, excusing myself, he takes my glass and sets it on a table.

The song is slower, and as he turns me around the floor, he whispers in my ear, “You looked like you needed saving. You doing okay?”

“Yeah,” I say back as easily as I can.

Above us, the birds sway and move as if they are taking flight on the wind. A kaleidoscope of colors. Grandee would love that they still use the birds. Her class made them and presented them as a thank-you gift when they graduated.

Another person cuts in, and suddenly, I’m dancing with a woman who I recognize from my mother’s gallery shows. “It’s good to see you again, Nieve.”

She says my name with confidence as if we are old friends, but for the life of me, I can’t remember hers.

“I saw your pieces. They are breathtaking. So much promise. I just wanted to ask you to consider my gallery for their final home.”

Stunned, I open my mouth to explain to her that what she’s said is an overstatement, but she misinterprets my response.

“No, I know you’re probably thinking about sending them to your mother, who is a fine curator, but the amount of traffic we have at the gallery in Florida is incomparable.”

“I … I’m not the only artist on the piece.”

“Yes, yes, of course, but I’m sure you can—”

“Nieve.”

We pull to a stop, and when I look up, Max stands in front of me, his hands clenched at his sides and his eyes locked onto mine. They shift to my dance partner.

“I’m sorry to pull her away.”

The woman’s eyes move down to the lapel of his tuxedo, and I see the moment when she notices the purple flower given to the students who are displaying work here. Her eyes go wide, and there’s a hungry look to them.

“You must be the one who worked with Nieve on the pieces she’s displayed.”

The way she says it makes it sound like Max is my assistant. “Max is actually the one who is in charge of the pieces.”

I wait for him to make a face or say something, but instead, he only smiles and takes my arm. “If you’ll excuse us.”

I frown as he pulls me away. That was exactly the exposure he said that he wanted. The exact people he said he wanted to connect with.

Another song starts up, and Max places a hand at my waist. Without thinking about what I’m doing, I slip my hand into his. My body presses close, and my head rests near the collar of his shirt. I can smell all the things that are Max. An undefinable scent that I’ve come to know as just him.

My eyes close and a hundred memories cling to this.


Max in the studio leaning toward me, a curious look on his face as his hands brush over something I’ve drawn.

Max walking with me to dinner, his steps crossing into mine, causing his shoulder to gently bump me.

Max on Halloween walking ahead of me, leading the way under the moonlight.

Max’s scent on my blanket at Grandee’s, and the way I pressed my face against it, trying to capture him.



Max Max Max.

I don’t know when he started to consume my thoughts, but he’s all I can think about.

“Max.” His name is a whisper on my lips, but he must hear it, because his hand tightens on my fingers.

“Nieve, I need—”

But before he can finish, there’s a gasp as several heads turn toward the doors, and Max and I break apart like shrapnel.

Grandee stands at the open doors, pulling a sheep back from the guests he’s gotten too close to. Her lime-green crushed-velvet dress is worn thin in places, and on her feet are a pair of Blundstone boots.

“Logan!” she yells and pulls him back. “Stay away from that silk skirt, you heathen.”

Suddenly, the entire room realizes who has arrived. People start to whisper, and some of the braver ones start to make their way toward her.

But she doesn’t seem to notice. She sees me standing in the middle of the dance floor, and I watch, in horror, as she begins cutting through people in the crowd toward me, an air of royalty surrounding her as people move out of the way.

“Damn it,” I mutter and move to meet her.

“Nieve. I need to talk to you,” Max says as he stands in my path. There’s an urgency in his voice that I’m still trying to assess when Grandee reaches us instead.

She smiles. “My girl.”

“Grandee.” I kiss both her cheeks. “Why is there a sheep here?”

“Logan wanted to come. He’s very generous like that. I told you he was coming.”

When she had said that even sheep must attend, I thought she was just being her weird self. Even for Grandee, this seems out of the realm of normal. “So you brought Logan?”

“He always makes the right choice.”

I lean toward her. “Are you doing this so they won’t invite you back?”

She scoffs and plucks a canapé off a passing tray, popping it into her mouth. Around her bite, she says, “As if I would ever be that lucky.”

“Grandee.”

“Don’t worry, my love. Everything is going to be fine.” She surveys the room and all the eyes on us. “I’m going to take Logan outside. The smell of ambition is a little too much in here.”

It’s only after she walks out the back doors that I realize Max is still standing next to me.

“She’s something else.” He says it with the kind of smile that seems impressed and a little in awe.

I nod, confused, but my heart clenches.

Max sees things so incredibly clearly. It makes me wonder what else he’s seen.

If he’s seen me?

When had he started?

“We should talk.”

His words pull me out of my trance.

And I don’t want to face whatever Max wants to say to me, but I hear myself say, “Okay.”

We walk through the solarium, toward the back where two giant doors are propped open. People introduce themselves and congratulate us on our work as we pass, but when Charles Fieldman stops us, I see the shock on Max’s face.

Charles is a family friend, but he also owns one of the most important art galleries in New York. His tuxedo feels a little dated, and his beard is a little shaggy, which has always made me love him even more. He likes to say he’s not the art.

“I’d love to talk about your piece,” he tells me.

Max takes a step backward as if he’s giving me room to have this conversation.

Charles turns to Max. “Did you have anything about this piece that you wanted to convey specifically?”

Charles is talking to Max. Focused on Max. Interested in Max. I try not to smile.

“The layered piece?”

“Yes, the one you and Nieve did of each other.”

“Oh, it was Doc’s idea to help her with faces.”

This conversation is not going how Charles thought it would, and it’s clear by the look on his face.

“Here.” Charles starts to walk over to the display.

We follow him toward the large stands that have been set up to present the works collected throughout the year. My mural piece is set up against the back wall, and people stand around it, but not as many people as the ones standing by Max’s and my collaborative project.

I hold my breath as we approach, and for the first time, I see why Doc was so insistent on this collaborative concept for us.

My drawing of Max is looking off to the left, which almost makes it seem like he’s staring at the portrait next to him.

There is color, but that’s not what’s striking about it. It’s the thick black lines that fade and fold into nothing.

He’s outlined himself in a way that looks like you could pluck him right off the page and set him anywhere, but the lines make me feel like … he’s not sure where he belongs. It’s completely transformed from what I’d done originally.

And me.

There are so many little things I notice now that I hadn’t when we were working. It looks like Max was drawing this version of me because he was trying to figure it out.

Figure me out.

There is color in all the places I shaded, and around me, almost like an aura. But Max has also added thick strokes of color to all the lines of black as if he’s reinforcing it. The picture is a riot of colors and visions and layers of … me.

My breath hitches when I see what else he’s done.

I look at the pink on my cheeks. Max has erased the drawing to reveal the word love from the poetry underneath. It makes me think of a girl with a crush. The blue in my eyes has the word arrow and fire. The green of the couch says light and hidden. The yellow, tight. The orange, knowing. The red, pride. And finally, purple dreams and white soul.

These drawings are … They are not what we started with. The poem’s words look like they’ve been excavated from the work. A scratch-and-find where the prize is truth.

This is how Max sees me?

Charles stands at the portrait of me and points. “Look at this. The words used feel just as important as the words not used—for instance, knowing. Interesting choice. Why not love again? Why not only use love? Is it because love isn’t just one thing? Or because love is just as important as all the other things? And Max … he looks like he wishes someone would erase him. Or like he tried to erase himself, maybe.”

I try to absorb the words he’s just said, and I want to look at Max to see if he’s right.

“What poem is this?” I ask Max.

His eyes stay on the art. “It’s a sonnet. Pablo Neruda. ‘Sonnet Seventeen.’”

“From 100 Love Sonnets.” Charles shakes his head like he can’t believe what he’s seeing. “This is the depth and honesty that art demands from us.”

It’s an enormous statement, and I want to feel flattered, but …


“This is the depth and honesty that art demands from us,” Doc tells me with a frown.

All I want to do is go back to my friends who are all swimming at the river.

“I know,” I tell him. “I’ll be back. I swear. Three o’clock.”

“Nieve!”

But I’m already running to the river.



There’s a ringing in the room. Or maybe it’s in my head. A reverberation I feel in my chest. Next to me, a woman laughs, and I can’t tell if it’s familiar because I’ve heard it tonight or if it’s because I remember it from before.

Max leans into me and whispers against my ear, “Are you okay?”

I think I nod. Maybe I don’t. Because the next moment, he’s excusing us with his hand on my elbow and leading me outside.

Past the double doors.

Past the music.

Then I hear it.

The rushing of a river.

And Alex.






CHAPTER 39


The river.

It roars and rushes and churns black water that I feel in my bones. I’ve been here so many times, so many galas and dinners with the families of donors, but I had completely forgotten this event was on a river.

“Nieve.”

Max is saying my name, but it barely registers. This can’t be happening.

Alex stands on the bank, a long black dress hugging her frame. Her hair is swept up off her shoulders, and peeking out the bottom of her skirt is a pair of red shoes.

Max walks me over to a small bistro table where Grandee sits with Logan tied up next to her and tells us he’s going to find some water.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” I ask him. I feel like I never stop asking him this, even when all I want is for him to be this way.

“That’s what I want to talk to you about. Give me a second.” And he disappears back into the solarium.

Grandee pushes a champagne flute toward me as I settle across from her.

“Well now. You look like hell.”

I take a sip of it with shaking hands before setting it back down. “I forgot this place is on the river.”

Grandee nods darkly at it. “It’s high tonight from the rain up the mountain.”

High. Meaning the river is moving fast and unpredictable. “Where’s Linden?” I ask.

“I sent her away to entertain two idiots who were asking me to speak at their … thing.” She waves her hands. “Some kind of ceremony.”

“Like graduation? A commencement speech?”

“I didn’t ask. Just made Linden take them to talk to someone else.” Logan skitters under her, and she puts a calming hand on his head. “You gonna be okay?”

I realize she’s speaking to me. “Oh, yeah.”

“It’s a lot, but it’s going to be fine in the end.” I can’t tell if she means the party or something else.

Linden comes over and takes a seat between Grandee and me with a huff. “Grandee, you coming to this is a real inconvenience.”

Grandee only laughs, and Linden looks annoyed.

“Do you know how many people I’ve kept from coming to talk to you about sponsorships or the art world?”

Grandee rolls her eyes. “The whole world is art. Idiots.”

“You can’t come to school functions ever again.” Linden’s only half joking, but Grandee’s response isn’t a joke.

“No, this will be my only time.”

Linden takes a sip of my champagne and checks her phone. “Fuck.”

“Language.”

But Linden doesn’t even respond as she stands and walks away with long, aggressive strides.

“Shush, it’s not time yet.” Grandee looks down at Logan, who seems to be growing more and more anxious.

Max returns and hands me a glass of water in a clear goblet-style cup. I take a sip and look up when he doesn’t say anything. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at him, but his attention isn’t on me. It’s in the direction Linden had walked. On two people standing on the dock of the river. Alex and …

Carter.

“No.” It comes out as a whisper, but it feels louder than the river. “No, no, no.” I’m chanting these words as I rise, but this doesn’t make any sense. Why are they all standing by the water?

“Nieve?” Max’s hand is on my shoulder, his green eyes staring at me with concern that feels misplaced. “I need to talk to you.”

I have to do something. I just don’t know what it is I’m supposed to do.

“Grandee.” It comes out a croak, full of panic.

She sets her hand on top of mine. “Breathe, my love.”

“I need to tell you something. You burned my yarn after Carter drowned, and now he’s by the river again and—”

She interrupts me. “Everything is different. Just take a deep breath.”

How can she be so calm, so relaxed? Maybe she doesn’t believe me.

“Time is a fickle thing. It wants to correct itself. You can’t change everything without her fighting back a bit.”

“I didn’t change everything. I did what you told me to do. Little things.” I almost yell it at her, but as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I know they’re wrong. Another wrong set of words that, maybe, have never been true. “And I brought Alex here and…”

Maybe I have changed everything.

Because everything has changed.

I love Max. A boy who sees me in words and layers and colors. A boy who wears purple yarn around his wrist because he thinks Grandee is magic. A boy who pushes me to be better at the one thing I love and tells me when I’m not. I love Max, and that alone changes the whole world.

But Max doesn’t remember those versions of me.

Linden holds the bottom of her dress in her hands as she comes back to the table, shaking her head. “He’s drunk. Like slurring-his-words drunk and keeps telling Alex he loves me and not her, the idiot, but keeps asking her why she didn’t wait for him.”

“How’d he get that drunk?” Max asks. “Did he know Alex was going to be here?”

“I think he started early.”

“Linden!” Carter yells from the dock, but most of the sound is absorbed by the night and the river.

“Goddammit.” Max is moving in long strides toward the dock.

There’s a loud gasp from a crowd of people near a fountain, and I see a man on one knee proposing. “Will you marry me?”

Just like …


“Jenn, will you marry me?”



No. No, no, no.

Two people sing a bar song at the tops of their lungs.


Jesse and Evan sing so loudly it drowns out the noise from the river.



And on the dock of the river, Max and Carter stand too close together, arguing. And the girl standing next to them isn’t me. It’s Alex.


Max and Carter stand too close together, arguing. I’m sick of it. Annoyed. That’s all they seem to do lately. Fight and complain. I’ve had enough. I wade into the water from the bank.



“Please, please, please.” It’s a prayer to any god who will listen.

A large banquet table set with plates and trays of food collapses, and all the dishes clatter to the ground. It’s so loud that Logan skitters and pulls at his leash.

“Whoa, boy.” Grandee stands to try to calm him, but when she does, the leg of the chair that Logan was tied to lifts off the ground, freeing him.

Everything is chaos around me. Happening in slow motion but too fast for me to stop it. People are rushing to try to save the dinner that is spread across the ground, but I’m watching Max and Carter.

Carter who just shoved Max.

And Logan, the fucking sheep, running toward them.

“Max!” I shout, hoping he can hear me over the water and the noise.

Miraculously, he does. He looks right at me. Just as Carter shoves his shoulder. Max stumbles backward, but there’s no railing to catch him.

He’s falling. Right into the river.

Carter looks shocked as he watches his best friend falling into the darkness, and he reaches out a hand to grab Max, but Logan the sheep is right behind him, running, and all three of them hit the water with a splash and …

Disappear.

The place where they stood is a dark void.

And I’m running.

“Nieve!” It’s Grandee calling my name.

I kick off my shoes.

“Nieve!” Linden yells.

Alex is screaming. “Someone help!”

I don’t even think as I run down the wooden dock, my feet hammering against the planks. The lights strung up there are meant to provide ambiance, but I’m searching the surface for Max and Carter, wishing the bulbs were brighter.

Not far down the river is a set of rapids that twist and turn as the water passes over large rocks. A memory of when I almost drowned in similar rapids finds me, and my fear shoots like lightning through my veins. If they don’t make it out before they reach those rocks, they might not make it at all. I see Carter on the other side of the water, kicking and spitting as he fights the current. But Max is only a little farther downstream. He’s kicking and fighting against the waves. Fear lances through me as I watch him.

I jump in, and my lungs seize in my chest as the cold presses against me on all sides.

“Max!” I shout. Water fills my mouth, and I struggle in the current, my dress pulling heavy in whatever direction the river wants to go.

He turns toward me, and I can see him trying to beat the current. And then …

He’s gone.

No, no, no, no. Not Max. Not Max.

I swim as fast as I can to the last place I saw him, but my dress feels like an anchor, holding me in place. I try to tread water and pull at the fabric, but the current pushes me forward as my dress drags me under. And then something is grabbing me. Pulling me. I break the surface again and see Max.

I wrap my arms around him, but he’s heavy in his tuxedo. Max is pushing us toward the bank. I can’t tell which one of us is saving the other.

We are so close to the rapids, the water faster, more chaotic, but we are getting closer and closer to the bank.

“Grab on to the log,” he tells me as he pushes me toward it with the force of his own body.

I almost ask what he’s talking about, but then my hands reach the slick fallen tree, and I realize Max has tried to get me there first … and he’s slipping downstream. “Max!” I reach out, and his jacket slides away under my hands. I grab his fingers and hold tight. They’re slippery and wet, but I refuse to let go. I will never let go of him.

Never.

My hands are a vise around his as he kicks and pulls, until the two of us are holding on to the log. His forehead is pressed on mine as we try to catch our breath.

“You’re okay,” Max says.

I can’t pull myself out of the river, but I’m not focused on that. I’m searching the water.

“Carter!” Max is yelling into the darkness.

“Carter!”

“They’re here!” someone shouts.

“Here!” A hand reaches down to help me, and I see Carter’s face when I look up.

Carter.

He’s alive and standing on the bank, ready to pull us from the water.

I can’t help the cry that escapes me as his fingers wrap around my forearm and pull me out.

Carter is out of the water. Carter is alive.

He lets go of me and grabs Max, and the two of them embrace. Tears mixing with the river water on their cheeks.

“You fucking scared me, man,” Carter says as he pats Max’s back. All sign of his drunkenness gone.

“You’re alive,” Max tells him. His hands dig into the fabric of Carter’s shirt like he won’t let him go.

I give them a moment before I wrap my arms around Carter, too, the three of us embracing.

“You jumped in the fucking water after Max,” Carter says with a laugh.

But I’m not laughing. “Yeah, I did.”

Max looks at me as if I’ve just given him something. And maybe I have. Maybe this is what kept Carter alive. But I wasn’t thinking about Carter. I was thinking only about Max.

People rush us inside, wrapping blankets around us and calling 911. Alex and Carter talk in a corner, in hushed tones that sound soft and broken, and I feel bad for him. He almost died.

He did die.

But that timeline feels like something that’s been caught in the rapids and that I’m watching float away.

Benji appears with Linden, and I wonder if she’s going to be upset that Alex and Carter are in the corner, clearly sharing a moment. But she only smiles like this is what she was hoping for.

No one can find Grandee until finally she comes up to the event with two grad students in soaking-wet tuxedos. They hold Logan the sheep. Who isn’t moving.

Logan didn’t make it out of the water.

Because someone had to die tonight.

Grandee’s face is red and blotchy, but she’s not crying. Linden wraps an arm around her waist to hug her, and I do the same.

“Grandee, I’m so sorry,” I tell her.

“Logan was a troublemaker. It’s how he would have wanted to go. Causing a ruckus.”

I can’t help but feel like this is my fault, and Grandee can see it on my face. She puts a scratchy palm on my cheek. “Listen to me, girl. We all make our own choices. Even the sheep. I will miss him with an ache in my heart every day until he comes back to me. But this is what time takes.”

I nod, even as I cry, and she motions for me to wait for the medic to check me over. In the end, knowing what saved Carter will always be a mystery. Was it my choice to invite Alex? Was it me falling in love with Max? Was it Grandee bringing Logan? I don’t know if I need the answer. Or if I’m even entitled to one.

Max sits on a bench that overlooks the river, and I go sit beside him. It feels similar to how we sat in the hospital.

I look down at the hands he has folded in his lap and notice the purple yarn is gone. Mine as well.

I run a finger against the back of his wrist. “It’s gone.”

His other hand comes up to the place where mine is, and he holds our hands together. “You saved me.”

But I’m not sure I did. I think we saved each other. “I owed you.” It slips out of my mouth before I can stop it.

I assume he’s going to ask what I’m talking about, but he only tells me, “Yeah, you did.” He smiles, one that he only gives to me. “I will always jump in the river for you.”

“Is this what you wanted to talk to me about?”

He nods. “Yeah. I keep having these dreams, with so many different versions of our lives in them, but the one thing that’s always been true is … I loved you from the moment I saw you.”

My throat tightens, and I look at Max, who is staring down at our hands still.

“I loved you, even though you didn’t love me. You loved … someone else. But I still…” He shakes his head. “And then you did see me. And every time I felt like we finally got closer … something happened and … it all disappeared. I don’t know. It’s like I couldn’t get you out of my mind. And I feel like sometimes I can’t remember which one of us we are.” He inhales, and his chest expands as his shoulders straighten. “I’m … I’m not making any sense.”

“No.” My voice comes out raspy. “You are.”

“It doesn’t matter. The point is … dream or not. If you pick me or don’t. I’m always going to chase after you. I’ll always pick you.” His lips press together, and I can see the way the hair at his neck still has beads of water clinging to him.

Max is still a part of the river.

Like a stone with yarn wrapped around it on a wish.

Max is my wish.

“Max.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

I want to say something, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to tell him. I don’t know how to. How do I put to words the journey that’s taken me here? The one that folds and bends and breaks the lines on a clock toward him?

I love Max Emerson.

I can’t say I always have, but maybe I always should have. And time has been correcting itself toward Max, giving me a second chance to make it right. To see him, the real him.

I stand up, moving in front of him between his legs. And I lean down, pressing a kiss to his lips. “Thank you for coming after me. In this life and all the others.”

Our kiss is soft, slow, and filled with more than a confession.

It’s filled with colors.

Bright as the world.






CHAPTER 40


Time is a fickle thing.

It moves and takes and shapes and carves out moments from our lives.

And sometimes it gives.

No one wears black to the funeral. Grandee hates that color. Instead, we look like a rainbow—Linden in green, Benji in blue, Carter in orange, Alex in red, Max in mustard yellow, and I in purple. Grandee wears pink.

“It was his favorite color,” she says. Her sheep all wear pink bandannas around their necks to honor their fallen flock mate.

The sky isn’t blue this time; it’s a stormy gray, and that seems more appropriate than anything else. Again, I don’t have an umbrella, but I have Max. His hand is in mine, and I think he’s always been the person offering me cover from the rain.

We stand in the place where all of Grandee’s sheep eventually come to be buried. A place of holy ground where the bodies of those who serve us are laid to rest and honored. It’s just past the pond and down the hill to a valley where the prettiest wildflowers grow in the spring.

There are several people here that I don’t recognize and a lot that I do. June, Grandee’s best friend. John, who helps her with her yarn on Wednesdays. Owen from school and his dad.

We are all here to say goodbye to a sheep.

Grandee has already buried him, and soft dirt covers the place where she’s piled rocks into a mound. The ones on the top all have yarn wrapped around them that Linden and I helped her make with the last of Logan’s wool. Each one a wish for him to find his way back to us in his next life.

She clears her throat and looks down. “Logan was a shit. Maybe it was his name. I’ve never known a Logan who wasn’t, but he was good. He always took care of Rory. Only fought Dean when he had to. He was good to Lorelai and Luke.

“When something sacrifices itself for you, it’s hard not to feel unworthy of the weight of that sacrifice. But we all make choices. Even sheep. And I think what’s important to remember is that we are not our choices. You are not defined by one moment. Hell, you aren’t even the sum of all those moments together. Change is what reminds us we are alive. And all of us have infinite choices to match our infinite hopes and dreams. Don’t become one thing. You are allowed to change as many times as you want. So, ask yourself: What do you want to change? And just tear out those old choices and start new.”

I hear a sniffle and look over to see Carter crying. His gold bracelet shining like the sun. CHAD III. Max hands him a tissue.

“Well, I loved this stupid boy. And I appreciate all of you coming. There are apple dumplings at the house. Logan’s favorite. Please don’t stay long. I don’t like people.”

Everyone laughs but Grandee.

Max takes my hand in his. It’s only been a week since the river, but everything has changed for us. Time has steadied. It’s relaxed into a soft, rolling motion like small ripples in a pond. I no longer worry if I’m going to wake up and everything will be different.

My mother is the same. The art gallery still takes up all her time, but when I call just to talk, she stays on the phone for as long as I want. It’s progress, even if it’s imperfect. She finds my yarn doll and brings it to me. When I cry, she tells me she thought I hated that toy. I don’t know how to tell her I’m so happy it survived.

Because if the yarn doll can do it, so can I.

Grandee, for the most part, has been the same in every version of this life. My true north, and I feel so lucky to have her. One day, I hope Linden and I raise sheep and tie yarn around our children’s wrists.

Max presses a kiss to the top of my nose.

“What was that for?” I ask.

“I just like that I can do it now.”

I smile, because I also like that.

We start to walk back to the house, and I drop my hand from Max’s and find Carter. Benji is patting him on the shoulder as they walk, but when Benji sees me, he goes to find Max. As if he knows that we need this moment.

“Hey,” I tell Carter.

“Hey.”

“I feel like we haven’t talked since the river.”

“You’ve been busy.” He smiles at me, and our eyes move to Max.

It’s true. In the week since the gala, Max and I have spent almost every second together. Most of it alone.

My face heats, and I hope it’s from the walk.

“I just wanted to check on you and make sure you’re okay.”

He stops walking and puts his hands on his hips. The tip of Carter’s nose is still red from crying, but his face has changed.

“I’m not okay. Nearly dying will do that to a person. But I’m getting there.”

“Yeah, almost losing everything important makes you reevaluate a few things.”

He laughs, and I can see the thing stuck in his craw that he’s trying to let loose.

“Just say it,” I tell him.

“No. It’s … no. You don’t want to hear it.”

“I do. We’re friends, Carter.”

He hesitates and then says, “There’s this … thing with Alex.”

“A thing.” I can’t even imagine what my face is doing, but I’m positive it’s not hiding my feelings.

“You said we were friends!”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. Keep going.”

“She broke up with her fiancé.”

“Oh?”

“I’m working on being honest. She’s not a big fan of charming Carter.”

Out of habit, I wait for jealousy or anger or embarrassment to find me, but it’s not there. I don’t feel any of that. I want him to be happy.

“Carter, you’re supposed to be with Alex. You can do something else, but life will always try to bring you back to her. Just let it.”

He smiles at me before his eyes move toward her.

And I know that this is the right choice.

At the house, Benji is telling a story about Linden chasing the sheep the first time he came over with her. Everyone laughs, and I feel at ease. Light.

Time always wants to correct itself.

Carter, the one who belonged to me, is gone. I was never going to bring him back. But I don’t know if I should have. Carter was never really mine. I’d grown so used to Carter and Nieve that I couldn’t see I had missed out on someone who made me feel more understood than anyone else ever had. Sometimes a broken heart can make you ignorant to the truths of the world.

Now, I have my Max. He’s not the one from before or in any of the other versions. This one stays up late painting with me. He talks for hours about drawings that I can’t get just right. He inspires me to keep going forward and reminds me to let go.

Sometimes he says things to me in quiet moments that make me think he knows all the ones we shared really happened, but I don’t press. We tell each other stories—mine are memories, his are dreams, all of them feel real. But we’ve decided to focus on the present. The moments we can control.

And when we lie naked in bed, Max recites Pablo Neruda to me.

I love you like this because I don’t know any other way to love.

Now, I sit on Max’s lap, the fire warming my face and the soft fabric of his shirt making me want to fall asleep. My friends sit in a circle. Carter stares into the fire as he holds Alex’s hand, looking more contemplative than I’ve ever seen. Linden stares across the lawn at Grandee, talking with Owen and his father. Benji looks as if he’s gotten into Grandee’s stash of gummies.

I close my eyes and feel relaxed, but so much more than that.

I feel green like the cool, soft grass.

I feel blue like the sky with just the right amount of sun.

Orange like the fruit Grandee gives the sheep when they’re good.

Yellow like the first rays of the sun. A new beginning.

Pink like the way my cheeks flush when I see Max.

Because now I can see how the colors have always been here to show me the way time changes, but they never do. They reflect in the world around me in gradience and chroma.

They are markers of truth and hope and connection.

I press my face farther into Max’s shoulder and listen to all the sounds happening around me. My friends’ soft laughter, the baaing of the sheep, the crackle of the fire, and the chirping of the crickets.

And just when I’m about to drift off, I hear a voice.

“Open your eyes, Nieve.”

And when I do, I see Max.
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