
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Early Praise for The MASH Up

			“Laura Marie Meyers’s debut novel glows with charm, humor, and heart. An irresistible, page-turning treat from first laugh to last swoon.”

			—Emily Giffin, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Love You More

			“Nostalgic, clever, and joyful to the point of effervescence, The MASH Up is the romance I’ve been dying for.”

			—Annabel Monaghan, New York Times bestselling author of It’s a Love Story

			“Clever, humorous, and absolutely glowing with charm! I loved this book just as much as my Lisa Frank stationery back in the day. If you want a bingeable, joy-filled rom-com, look no further than The MASH Up!”

			—Sarah Adams, New York Times bestselling author of The Cheat Sheet

			“Everything you could wish for in a rom-com—packed full of nostalgia, sizzling with chemistry, with characters you’ll be rooting for. I loved it.”

			—Sophie Cousens, New York Times bestselling author of This Time Next Year

			“The MASH Up is nostalgic and fresh and deliciously witty, but it’s also a beautiful story about the things we wish for and lose along the way, and the bravery it takes to reclaim the life—and love—we really want…. It’s a breath of fresh air, and an absolutely stellar debut!”

			—Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of The Ex Vows

			“A vibrant romance for anyone who loves an opposites-attract love story, snappy humor, and nostalgia galore! This book captures the magic of falling in love with heart, tenderness, and wit. Laura Marie Meyers has the sharpest and smartest voice I’ve read in a long time and is truly one to watch.”

			—Mallory Marlowe, USA Today bestselling author of Love and Other Conspiracies

			“Meyers’s debut is soaked in neon lights and nostalgia, offering a fun ‘what if?’ love story and the real-life impacts of waking up from it.”

			—Library Journal
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			For Mom and Dad, who told me that I could do anything, and did everything they could to make that true

			Infinity x infinity

		

	
		
			
				No matter how uncertain and unpredictable life gets, some people really do walk next to you forever.

				—Dolly Alderton, Everything I Know About Love
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				Drumroll, Please

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			I certainly didn’t plan to celebrate my thirty-fifth birthday wearing body glitter.

			And yet, here I am. Reluctantly shimmering.

			“Stay still,” Bridget demands. Holding my chin, she shifts my face toward the flickering bathroom light and presses what’s basically a glitter-covered glue stick to my temple.

			Years ago, preparing for my first official day of work as an accountant, I visited the makeup counter at the mall, where a woman named Cheryl with the sharpest eyebrows I’d ever seen told me that I was an autumn. She suggested berry shades to complement my dark hair and olive complexion, and the next day I strutted into the office wearing a lip color called “moody fig,” which I’ve worn every day since.

			Something tells me Cheryl wouldn’t approve of Barbie pink chunks of glitter, for any occasion at all, ever, on anyone. I say as much to Bridget.

			“Trust me,” she says. “You need something to brighten you up. It’s Saturday night! It’s your birthday! And you look like a disgruntled Ann Taylor employee.”

			“I look fine,” I argue. I’m wearing my favorite silk tank with my go-to black heels and perfectly nice black trousers, thankyouverymuch.

			Bridget adds one last swipe of sparkles before admiring her handiwork. “Don’t worry,” she assures me with a nod, her blond ponytail bobbing like she’s still leading cheers on the sidelines. “It’s waterproof.”

			Perfect.

			If I had my way, we’d have celebrated tonight with an early reservation somewhere in the city, the evening ending promptly at nine. Rules are rules, though, and every other year, Ryan gets to choose how we spend our shared birthday. So, instead, I’m at the grimy dive bar in my suburban hometown thirty minutes outside of Chicago, hiding from all the former classmates with whom my brother inexplicably keeps in touch. Ryan specifically wanted to celebrate at Curly’s because the bar’s manager is his best friend, Penn Hayes—the lifelong nuisance who grew up next door.

			Having an extroverted twin is a real hazard to my mental health.

			Bridget drags me back into the fray, weaving me through the crowd. Everything here is sticky: the tables, the floors, the gossip slurred between neighbors late at night. The place is a Lakeville institution, though, with Christmas lights looping the ceiling year-round, a Chicago Bears flag hanging over the bar, and brick walls covered in framed Little League photos that haven’t changed in decades.

			Tonight, thanks to Bridget, there’s also a shirtless Harry Styles poster taped beside our table. She organized a rousing game of Pin the Kiss on the Harry, in which I stood, blindfolded, and pressed a mouth-shaped sticker over Harry’s left nipple. Bridget deemed it the jackpot.

			“There you are,” Connor whispers. “I was starting to think you’d made a run for it.”

			I sit on the stool beside him, and he slips a reassuring arm over my shoulders. He must sense my nerves—likely because he shares them. We share everything: an office, an apartment, a five-o’clock alarm. Not even for our firm’s holiday party do we stay out past nine, so I’m sure he’s as ready as I am for our exit. This is a man who can’t stand bars and keeps hand sanitizer on his key ring.

			The jukebox has been taken over by a Britney Spears superfan. From the seat opposite me, Bridget yells to be heard over the “Toxic” chorus. “Where’s Ryan?”

			I gesture behind her. “Approaching from your six o’clock.”

			My brother arrives wearing his happy-drunk grin and drops another tray of bad ideas onto the table. With a bow, he slides one tequila shot to Connor—“Good sir”—and another toward Bridget—“Madam”—and then arches an eyebrow at me. “Ruby? Just one?”

			I cannot take him seriously when he’s in a hamburger-print button-down. He’s always had an affinity for funny shirts and bright sneakers. “Yeah, no,” I say on a laugh. “It’s water o’clock. You should have some, too.”

			Ryan’s dark hair falls across his forehead as he tips his head in disapproval. “C’mon, Ru. It’s our birthday. Officially.”

			“Officially!” Bridget repeats.

			“And I’m officially hydrating.”

			The two of them clink their glasses together for a toast, and as they knock back what must be the well-est of well tequilas, Connor casually nudges his shot to the side.

			Bridget coughs. “Was that bleach?”

			“Unclear,” Ryan squeaks out. “It was on the house.”

			From where I sit, I have a clear view of the poison shots provider.

			Penn stands behind the beer dispenser wearing a charcoal-gray Curly’s T-shirt, a white towel thrown over one shoulder, and his brown hair curls out from beneath a backward navy baseball hat. As if he can feel my irritated stare from across the room, he looks up, and there it is: the obnoxious half-smirk that still manages to wedge under my skin like a hangnail.

			I narrow my eyes, catching his laugh before I look away.

			Bridget reaches into her fanny pack and pulls something out, hiding it in her fist. “I have a surprise,” she teases.

			I suppress a groan. I love Bridget, but I hate surprises.

			She smiles knowingly. “Trust me,” she insists. “It’s a good surprise, Ruby.”

			“Trust me,” I echo back. “There’s no such thing.”

			Ryan angles for a peek. “What is it?”

			Bridget’s mischievous gaze meets mine. I pray she isn’t holding what I think she’s holding. A few years back, she brought out “low-dose” gummy-bear edibles, and I woke up spooning a bag of Pirate’s Booty, unexplained frosting on my cheeks.

			Luckily, all she reveals is a folded-up piece of paper, its scraggly edges clearly ripped from a notebook. “Please tell me that’s not a note from high school,” I say, pulling a face.

			“Better,” Bridget teases, unfurling the page slowly for dramatic effect. “It’s a precious artifact from sleepovers of yore. A game of MASH from seventh grade, lovingly preserved by yours truly.”

			That pulls a laugh out of me. “No way.”

			I haven’t thought about MASH in years. We used to love playing the fortune-telling game. Sitting cross-legged on our sleeping bags, we’d imagine who we might become someday, painstakingly trying to rig the game to make it match our ideal futures, as if any of the options we listed might actually come true.

			“What’s mash?” Connor asks.

			“Mansion, apartment, shack, house,” Ryan says.

			“You pick four choices for different categories,” Bridget explains. “Your future partner, your job, your car, pets, how many kids you’ll have—”

			“How many pools,” Ryan adds.

			“How many pools?” Connor asks, bewildered.

			Ryan throws up a hand. “Yeah. It’s a whole thing.”

			“—and then you get a number, you cross off items, and you’re left with your future,” Bridget finishes brightly.

			Connor’s brow furrows, as if he’s trying to understand the appeal.

			This is what I love most about him. He’s not a roll-the-dice, leave-it-to-fate kind of guy. He sets goals and achieves them. The future Connor and I mapped out together isn’t a game; it’s a plan. A shared folder full of spreadsheets, every color-coded table outlining what we’ll do in a month, a year, five. He does what he says he’ll do, as predictable as the drunken dance party Ryan will start before the night ends, my brother’s enthusiastic Macarena always on standby.

			Connor William Reynolds III is the safest bet I’ve ever made.

			Bridget clears her throat, brandishing the loose-leaf page like it’s a medieval scroll. “Lady and gentlemen, twenty-two years ago, here’s where thirteen-year-old Ruby Wynne was headed.” She smiles to herself. “Ruby lives in a mansion here in Lakeville with not one but two pools, and she drives a tie-dye Jeep Wrangler.” A pause for our laughter. “She has zero children, exactly thirteen pet fish, and an illustrious career as—drumroll, please—a roller-skating waitress.”

			I burst out laughing, my hands covering my face, when Ryan knocks his shoulder into mine. “How did I forget about your big dreams of opening a roller-rink restaurant?”

			I’d forgotten, too.

			There used to be a small rink at the edge of town, and in middle school, we’d skate in the afternoons before eating at the diner next door—one of the few spots that offered allergy-friendly options for Ryan. I wanted to combine the two places. Back then, it seemed like the perfect way to spend a day: gliding among the booths, carrying trays of food to friends.

			On a laugh, Connor’s head juts back. “This Ruby wanted a roller-rink restaurant?”

			Connor went to our rival high school, and we didn’t date until we connected in our early thirties, so he didn’t bear witness to my awkward years. Or my dumb ones.

			My cheeks flush. “It was silly. I wanted neon lights and tables that glowed in the dark.”

			“So, the obvious path was accounting,” Ryan deadpans.

			I grin, but as Connor squeezes my knee, I feel the strange gap between then and now. This Ruby hasn’t been on skates in years. This Ruby chose finance and Connor for a reason: Real life doesn’t leave room for silly games.

			“Time for Ruby’s other half,” Bridget says, gathering the group’s attention. “Believe it or not, that title belongs to…” She arches an eyebrow. “What do you know? Penn Hayes.”

			An instant, searing flush scorches my body from the inside out.

			“Ruby and Penn,” Ryan roars, shaking his head. “Can you imagine?”

			“No.” It’s all I can say. My only thought. No.

			I catch Ryan’s hysterical laugh before all the sounds drown out of the room, or maybe just out of my mind.

			Maybe I’m dead.

			Picturing myself with Penn has actually killed me.

			My eyes dart to the bar as if he’s watching. As if he might have heard. So help me, if Penn ever gets wind of the game, he’ll never let me hear the end of it.

			Thankfully, he’s busy pouring beers for a few backslapping Bears fans.

			Flustered, I yank the paper from Bridget’s hands. It’s surreal, seeing her loopy letters on the page, realizing how rarely I see my best friend’s handwriting now that we communicate exclusively in text messages and DMs. Scribbled out in purple gel ink are the jobs that weren’t chosen: teacher, doctor, writer. The cars I didn’t get: convertible, VW Bug, limo. The men I didn’t end up with: Devon Sawa; “hot lifeguard”; our old classmate, Theo Ford, who, after a brief stint as a tween Hollywood heartthrob, now works at this very bar.

			Sure enough, circled three times over: Penn Hayes.

			“Bridget put him in as a joke,” I explain, wishing my voice didn’t sound so shaky. “That’s the game: You always include the worst-case scenario, just for fun.”

			Connor eyes me, curious, as Bridget nods in solidarity. “True. I—”

			A loud, ringing bell cuts her off, and the room erupts in scattered groans.

			Last call. Finally.

			Ryan claps once, hard, like a coach rousing his team. “One more round!”

			Bridget offers him a salute. “Say no more.”

			As my two favorite idiots make a beeline to the bar, I lean against Connor. “Almost there,” I say on a sigh, relieved. “Bed is in sight. Clean sheets. And no more surprises, thank God.”

			Connor stiffens.

			“What’s wrong?” I stifle a yawn. “You wish we had a tie-dye Jeep?”

			He doesn’t laugh. “No. I—I actually have a surprise for you, too.”

			“You? Have a surprise? For me?”

			Being out past sunset must have him confused. No surprises is an essential, unspoken rule of our relationship, along with put everything on the calendar and don’t talk about work before breakfast and save the last, best bite of every ice cream cone for Ruby.

			Connor takes my hand. “Yeah, all this talk about your imaginary future is sort of funny, because I’ve been wanting to talk to you about…ours.”

			“Oh, no. Is this about that house I sent you from Zillow?” I wince. “Obviously, buying a home is several years away, but I was just looking. You know I’m a sucker for porches.”

			“No, Ruby.” He laughs. “This isn’t about Zillow.” As he shifts to meet my eyes, a sweet, nervous smile takes over his face.

			This isn’t like him. Connor has never surprised me, not once, and he’s never nervous.

			He reaches for my other hand, lowering his gaze. He—

			My breath catches.

			Ohmygod. He’s about to propose.

			Connor is delirious, and he’s about to propose. In a dive bar. On my birthday.

			He can’t. Not now. Not here, where it smells like sweat and Doritos. Not while Weezer is playing. No. We’ve discussed this. He told me to expect the proposal around the holidays. He said we’d go ring shopping this fall so I could pick out exactly what I wanted.

			“Connor, no,” I say quickly. “Don’t do this.”

			“I got a job offer,” he blurts out. “In New York. And I’m taking it.”

			I snort-laugh. “Riiight. Of course. And I’m going to open that roller-disco restaurant, too.” I poke his chest. “Ryan dared you to do this, didn’t he? Traitor.”

			Connor’s face is frozen. He’s impressively committed to the bit.

			“Ruby,” he says softly. “It’s my buddy Scott’s firm. Remember Scott? He, well—it all moved so quickly. They want me to start next month.”

			This time, my laugh is more of a wheeze.

			It’s a joke. This must be a joke.

			Connor and I started dating the summer before my thirty-first birthday. We had Lakeville in common—along with nearly everything else. We didn’t so much fall in love as we did fall in step, joining the same gym and picking up identical lunches and moving in together, until, eventually, our lives were braided together.

			Two years ago, I left my first firm to work with Connor at his dad’s firm. We’ve spent years preparing to eventually take it over together and settle down in our hometown. It’s what we both want. The practical choice. The logical step before marriage. Before kids.

			I shiver involuntarily. “You’re not serious.”

			“I am.”

			“What about your dad? And our plans?”

			“My dad is supportive,” Connor says, and his smile breaks through. “He agrees that now is the time to try something new.”

			He keeps talking, but I can’t hear what he’s saying. Dazed, I watch Connor’s mouth move. It’s the same mouth that waited three dates to kiss me. The one that pressed against my shoulder while we slept in his childhood bedroom on Christmas Eve. The night he promised that someday, that house would be ours.

			“—and we can do long-distance,” he says. “If you don’t want to move just yet.”

			That I hear loud and clear.

			“What? Connor, we’re not doing long-distance. And I’m not moving. Ever.”

			“But the firm says they’re happy to meet with you, too.” His wide, hopeful eyes search mine. “We can make this work.”

			I stare, open-mouthed, at whatever idiotic demon has possessed my boyfriend.

			He means it. He’s proposing not marriage, but a long-distance relationship. That, or a whole new life. In New York. One that ignores and upends every one of our well-laid plans.

			And he seriously thinks I’d consider it—that I’d be thrilled to accept what’s basically a courtesy interview. And live hundreds of miles away from here. Away from Bridget. Away from Ryan.

			“No.” The word bursts out of me. “Absolutely not.”

			Connor sits back. “You don’t even want to hear about the opportunity?”

			My laugh is incredulous. “The opportunity to abandon everything and everyone? The chance to throw out all our hard work? For what?”

			“For an adventure.”

			I squawk. “Since when do you want adventure? You iron your T-shirts.”

			He ignores me. “Scott told me it’s the best move he’s ever made.”

			Scott, if I remember correctly, is a douchebag.

			I tally the obvious on one hand. “You have an acute aversion to crowds. You hate smells, and the Yankees, and you don’t even like pizza. Isn’t New York like eighty percent pizza?”

			“Ruby.”

			The way he says my name, like I’m the one being foolish, sets me off. “Is this an early midlife crisis?” My arms flail. “What we have here, it’s good. Great, actually. A whole lot better than whatever random roller coaster of a future some slime bag in a suit has promised you.”

			“Scott doesn’t wear suits. He’s more of a polo kind of guy.”

			“Please,” I beg, shifting tactics. “We have a plan. We should stick to it.”

			His green eyes soften with compassion, or maybe guilt. “I’m taking the job, Ruby.”

			My throat tightens. My vision starts to blur. “So, that’s it? What about me?”

			Connor’s face falls. “We’ve been on a hamster wheel. The same thing, over and over again. Don’t you have bigger dreams for yourself? For us?”

			My heart nose-dives into my stomach, all my insides sinking into a nauseating free fall. I don’t want something new, and no way will I gamble my future on a bunch of unknowns.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to tell you like this. Here…”

			Connor tries to take my hands, but I ball them into fists and look past him, startled by the sight of Bridget’s blond ponytail swishing through the crowd, Ryan trailing behind her.

			I can’t let them see me like this. I can’t ruin the night.

			I can’t even breathe.

			“We shouldn’t do this here,” I rasp. “I need some air.”

			I’m gone before he can protest, the lump in my throat growing unbearably big as I push through the crowd, searching for the exit.

			As I weave past strangers, stinging-hot tears trail down my cheeks. I wipe them, struck by yet another horrifying realization: I can’t even cry off the waterproof body glitter.

			I glance back to make sure Connor isn’t following me.

			He’s not.

			But I do feel the itchy awareness of someone’s attention, and as the crowd shifts, I spot him, catching his familiar gray-blue stare from across the bar.

			In hindsight, I should’ve taken a tequila shot.

			Better yet, two.
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				Sad Spice
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			The dark alley behind Curly’s smells like grease and melancholy.

			Or maybe that’s just me. Eau de despair.

			Summer’s humidity has already faded, the night almost bitingly cool. Labor Day weekend is always a toss-up. Some years, our birthday is hot and muggy. Others, like this one, carry the promise of fall.

			I drop onto the cool concrete steps beneath a lit-up Bar sign that hangs over the back door. The hum of the crowd filters outside, bursts of laughter swallowed up by loud chatter. With my head in my hands, I let out a long, shaky breath.

			Connor and I are done. That’s it. One choice, one short conversation, and although my thoughts are knotted together—a scramble of thwarted plans and follow-up questions—one thing is clear: We no longer want the same life.

			As hot rage prickles at my skin, all my fears rearrange into a to-do list. I can’t stay with his dad’s firm, so I’ll need a new job. A new apartment, too, because I can’t afford our one-bedroom in Lincoln Park on my own.

			I can’t believe I’m on my own.

			My chest caves in at the thought of our big, white couch, of all things. It’s the first piece of furniture we picked out together after we found our apartment.

			The day we moved in, giddy and deliriously exhausted, we hauled the last of the boxes from my trunk, and Connor joked that our street was so wide and leafy, it looked like the set of an insurance commercial. I laughed. He was right. The city looked as hopeful as I felt.

			That was three years ago. We’d been dating for a little over a year and we were ready for the next step. We were sure. With him, I’ve always been so sure.

			Now I’ll have to leave our idyllic street and our sweet neighbor, Ned, who fills all the mailboxes in our building with candy on Halloween and remembers every tenant’s birthday.

			My birthday.

			I check my phone. It’s almost eleven, and although it’s even later in Florida, Mom and Dad sent a selfie on the family group chat, which Ryan renames with regularity. Today it’s called All We Do Is Wynne. With, inexplicably, a top-hat emoji. In the picture, Mom and Dad stand in their condo kitchen wearing pajamas, holding up three and five fingers beneath big, goofy smiles. Beneath it, Dad’s text: birthday nightcap here we go hope you’re having fun.

			Someday he’ll learn to punctuate his messages.

			Mom texted, too: We love you two the MOST! Cheers to the best year yet!!!!

			I heart their messages, set down my phone, and put my head in my hands. I have no clue how to tell my parents about Connor. I can’t say a thing—not until I have a plan.

			They’re both retired, and after decades as twin parents and doctors, my parents are relishing their free time. We have a family FaceTime call every Sunday, and I swear every other month we hear about a new trip they’ve booked.

			I don’t want to worry them, and I’m not sure I could handle the inevitable concern I’ll find in Mom’s big, brown eyes. Or the lighthearted joke Dad will crack about needing to find a new golf buddy.

			I groan into my palms.

			Then I hear it, just behind me: a low, rumbling laugh.

			Heavy dread presses me into the concrete as Penn slouches onto the step beside me, all six-foot-whatever of him crowding into my space the same way he used to invade our house every afternoon.

			Wearing a self-satisfied smirk, Penn adjusts his backward baseball cap and faces me. He smells like beer and popcorn and something sweet. His skin is golden from the summer sun, the dark scruff across his jaw a little longer than usual. Annoyingly, it suits him.

			I sigh. As my brother’s best friend, Penn Hayes is a problem to which I’ve grown begrudgingly accustomed, like a leaky faucet. Or an unfortunate chin hair that keeps reappearing.

			A Spice Girls song plays in the bar, and he hums the melody, bopping his shoulder. He nudges my elbow, trying to get me to join in. I meet his eyes and scowl.

			Penn laughs. “Happy birthday, Sad Spice.”

			There’s nobody I’d rather avoid in my time of need. I’m irked he’s seeing me like this. I must be the saddest of sights.

			Despair: A Still Life.

			“Shouldn’t you be working?” I snap. Connor pushed me off the edge of an emotional cliff, and Penn’s is the very last hand I’d grab in hopes of climbing back onto solid ground.

			I’m sure he’d love to learn that I’ve found myself suddenly unmoored. That’s supposed to be him, the one who treats life like an endless buffet, trying a little bit of everything and committing to nothing. As a kid, Penn ran a smattering of businesses and recruited Ryan’s help while ignoring my input on how to make them work. None lasted longer than a month, and Penn’s adult résumé isn’t much more consistent. In college, he studied film, only to graduate and pursue carpentry. That is, until he hooked up with a hotelier heir who got him a hospitality gig.

			He landed at Curly’s only a few years ago after the owner retired and offered him both the management position and discounted rent on his nearby apartment.

			Penn’s only plan is not to have one.

			“C’mon, Wynne,” he says, bumping into my shoulder. “I always have time to antagonize my favorite stick in the mud.”

			I’d love to tell Penn where to stick it. Instead, I say, “You know you shouldn’t serve peanuts. It’s a common allergen.”

			He tilts me a look. “And you know you shouldn’t be so worried about a grown man who can take care of himself. Let your brother live a little, will you?”

			I bristle at the familiar, infuriating refrain. Penn, of all people, should understand why I worry about Ryan the way I do. He’s well versed in the list of dos and don’ts Mom had taped to the fridge, and we both saw what happened when we broke the rules. Only one of us learned our lesson that day, though, and it wasn’t Penn.

			“Not everyone gets to be the fun friend,” I tell him. “Somebody needs to close out the tabs, call the Uber, and text to make sure everyone gets home safely.”

			He sighs. “Ryan’s my guy. You really think I’d throw him to the wolves?”

			“I think you are the wolf.”

			Penn grins. “Hey, I only bite when there’s an invitation.”

			Heat rises to my cheeks. I resent how much he still loves to get a rise out of me. And I really hate how much he does. “Leave me alone, Penn.”

			He gets quiet. “Is everything okay?”

			My eyes drift back to his. There’s a thin scar etched into the middle of his left eyebrow from when he convinced Ryan to jump off the shed with him in third grade. As Penn studies me, his thick brows furrowed together, the slanting scar becomes a vertical stripe. His expression teeters far too close to concern, and I can’t stand it.

			“I’m fine. I just…When did you hire Theo Ford?”

			Penn rubs his chin, well aware I’m diverting the conversation. Thankfully, he lets me. “Last month. Remind me: Did you get a plaque for being president of his fan club? Or was it more of a medal situation?”

			This is the misfortune of knowing someone as long as I’ve known Penn. They know your skeletons, and mine include the humiliating crush I had on Theo back in grade school.

			To be fair, I wasn’t alone. As a tween, Theo Ford looked like he belonged on the cover of Tiger Beat magazine, all swoopy blond hair and sparkling green eyes. He knew it, too. In middle school, he attended an open casting call and snagged the sidekick role on a popular cheesy drama, Noah and the Weekenders. By high school, though, he was back in Lakeville—less Hollywood heartthrob, more hometown hero. And now he’s an enthusiastic presence on Cameo.

			“I plead not guilty,” I tell Penn. “We were just conditioned to like bowl cuts back then.”

			His laugh is bright. “Theo should bring that back. Might double his tips.” Eyeing me sideways, he adds, “You’ll never guess where he’s living.”

			“Where?”

			“Mrs. Baker’s carriage house.”

			I snort in disbelief. Penn, Ryan, and I grew up too scared to trick-or-treat at Mrs. Baker’s house, convinced she was an actual witch. She lived in a small brick house down the street, and when she wasn’t screeching at Penn, her curtains were drawn.

			“She hated me,” Penn says. “Thanks to you.”

			“Me? I’m not the one who hit her fence with a paint gun.”

			“You gave her my name.”

			“I wasn’t going to lie on your behalf. It’s not my fault you can’t behave yourself.”

			His eyes flash to mine. He presses his fingers to his lips, scrubbing like he’s trying to stop himself from saying something, or to wipe away the cocky smirk that appears anyway. “You might be surprised,” he says. “Baker’s gotten fond of me in her old age. I grow on people.”

			“Only the senile ones.”

			Penn’s laugh cuts short as someone behind us clears their throat. Our gazes swing sideways to find Connor, whose eyes leap between Penn and me.

			Penn shoots me a look, then stands. On shaky legs, I follow suit, unsure how to play this. I can’t let Penn know anything’s wrong, but I can hardly look at Connor. For years he’s been my safest space, and now I can’t even meet his eyes.

			Perhaps I should just fling myself into the dumpster and hope for the best.

			“Well,” Penn singsongs, grinning wickedly at Connor. “If it isn’t the handsome killjoy.”

			Connor’s jaw ticks. In a patronizing tone he reserves just for Penn, he says, “You’ll have to excuse us. Ruby and I were in the middle of something.”

			More like the end of something.

			Penn’s lip twitches. I can almost see his brain cycling through the many jokes he loves to lob at Connor: jabs about his self-imposed curfew, his blue oxford shirts, his rigid diet. Penn never fails to call out the many ways that Connor, like me, is inflexible. Or used to be, anyway. Apparently, Connor tossed aside his rulebook, and me, and everything else I’ve ever known to be true about him.

			I’m taking the job, Ruby.

			The pang that slices through my chest is so sharp, I clutch at it.

			Penn reaches for me. “Do you need to sit down?”

			“No.”

			“You sure? Because you look—”

			“I’m fine,” I lie. “Really.”

			“Yeah,” Penn says softly. “You already said that.” His worried expression tells me he believes not one word of what I’ve said. Still, he takes his cue. “I’ll let you two get back to it. A pleasure, as always,” he tells Connor. And then, to me: “Wynne, I’ll have those birthday body shots ready for you, as promised.”

			With his mouth inched up, Penn heads back inside, and Connor shoots him one last contemptuous look. Unlike me, he doesn’t have years of practice putting up with Penn’s games, but for the first time, I’m thrilled at how easily Penn can get to him. Tonight, Connor deserves it.

			I force myself to face him.

			“Look,” Connor starts. “That isn’t how I meant for that to go.”

			He’s wearing a posture I recognize from work. He’s in negotiation mode, and I don’t like being on the other side of it.

			“Connor, please. We don’t need to do this,” I insist. “It’s done, okay? You’ve already made your decision. Clearly.”

			With his hands in his pockets, he hangs his head, his deep breath audible over a cursed Black Eyed Peas song. When he looks up again, eyes shiny and tortured, he shrugs. “Yeah. I guess I have. I really am sorry, Ruby. I didn’t mean…”

			Connor hesitates, then reaches for my hand, and all the anger that’s pulled taut inside me loosens, just for a second. I let him wrap me in a hug, swallowing down a lump and all the words trapped in my throat. There’s so much to say, but then again, there’s not. The unthinkable happened: He wants one life, and I want another. I shouldn’t waste my breath.

			It feels strange to say goodbye, so instead I pull away and say, “Good night.”

			His throat bobs. He nods.

			I nod back and turn away, heading into the bar before I start to cry. If I had to guess, Connor’s about to call his sister, who will pick him up, agree with everything he tells her, and then set him up in her floral-filled guest room for the night.

			I shake away the thought. It’s not my problem.

			Sorry, he said. Like he didn’t blow up my entire life. On my birthday.

			I zigzag through the crowd and make my way back to our table, where Bridget sits alone. She glances up at me while reapplying lip gloss. “Where’s Connor?”

			“He had to leave. Something came up.”

			Before she can question what might possibly come up this late at night, Ryan slings an arm around my neck. “Don’t hate me, Ru,” he slurs. “I had to tell him. It’s just too good.”

			“What is? Who?” I ask.

			But I quickly have my answers. And jelly for legs.

			Penn drops onto the stool opposite me and holds up the MASH game, his cocky smirk slicing at my composure like a knife. “Well, well, well,” he chirps. “I’m so honored that you chose me.”

			“I didn’t choose you. The numbers chose,” I hurl back. “And it’s just a stupid game.”

			I sound petulant. Humiliatingly defensive. An awful lot like I did when we were kids.

			“Oh, I don’t know. I’m sure we could have a beautiful life together. You, me, and our thirteen pet fish.” Penn rolls back his shoulders, relishing in my misery. “It’s funny, Wynne. All these years I thought you hated me, but there you were, pining. All along.”

			I face Bridget. “I told you there’s no such thing as a good surprise.”

			She pats my arm sympathetically before snatching the game from Penn and shoving it into her purse. Gently, she nudges Connor’s untouched shot glass toward me. “Perhaps now is the right time for tequila?”

			I slide a miserable look toward Penn, who still seems far too amused.

			Screw it.

			I toss back the shot, coughing as I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Ryan and Bridget cheer. Penn’s eyebrows lift, and I flash him a fake smile.

			But it must fade quickly as I look around and realize, with horror, that half the bar is looking at us. We’re slowly being encircled. And then, God help me, the singing starts.

			The opening notes of “Happy Birthday” ring out in an earsplitting pitch that might shatter the overhead lighting. Someone’s filming. Someone else takes a picture. The flash nearly blinds me.

			I despise a public serenade. I want to slither under the table and hide. Or get a sudden case of amnesia so that I can forget this entire night.

			Ryan stands on one of the stools, then gestures for me to do the same. I shake my head. He pleads. Bridget hoists me up in my heels, and as I try to stay balanced, not even Ryan’s giddy grin is enough to still my twitching nerves.

			I want to leave. I want to be on the train back to the city, even if it means sleeping alone on the too-soft mattress I put up with for Connor’s sake.

			Anywhere but here.

			The singing crescendos, wobbly and off-key, and Theo Ford slips through the circle carrying two frosted Pop-Tarts on paper plates, blue candles poked inside them at precarious angles. As I accept a plate from Theo, I lose my balance, the stool wobbling until someone’s hands grip it beneath me.

			It’s Penn. He glances up at me, eyes crinkled with glee, and I grit my teeth. Something tells me he’s responsible for this chaos.

			The singing stops, and Bridget shouts, “Make a wish, you two!”

			Ryan and I look to each other, as we have for so many years, on so many birthdays. I see every version of him smiling back at me: age six, with buck teeth and long hair; twelve, with braces and a buzz cut; twenty-one, with glazed eyes and a euphoric laugh.

			“Happy birthday!” he yells, and we both take big breaths, pausing briefly before we blow out our candles.

			The sound of the crowd fades away, Connor’s voice in my head as I consider my wish: Don’t you have bigger dreams for yourself?

			I’m not sure I do. But I did, once. And while I’m glad I’ve played it safe, I’m pretty sure it isn’t supposed to be this way. My birthday, or my life. I don’t want a roller-rink restaurant, and I sure as hell don’t want Penn, but some small part of me misses the daydreams.

			As I stare into the flame, I wish, just for a moment, that I could meet who I might have become, if life had gone a little differently. If I’d been a little less afraid. If I’d held on to more of the me I used to be.

			I close my eyes, blow out the candle, and think: I wish I was still like her.
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			With my eyes still squeezed shut, a sudden pain pulses inside my head. My skull throbs like it’s been mashed by a hydraulic press, my limbs strangely weightless. Am I lying down?

			I must’ve slipped off the stool.

			I’m embarrassingly breathless from blowing out the candle. Or maybe it’s the fiery shot constricting my airways. Leave it to Penn to serve us his worst tequila.

			Headache be damned, I sit up, ignoring the stars that swirl across my vision like I’m a dazed Looney Tunes character. The ringing in my ears gets louder, as if a DJ is mixing EDM songs directly on my eardrums. Slowly, one eye opens, and the room spins, blurring the tall, purple chair in the far corner.

			Wait.

			I blink. Blink again.

			Managing only short, shallow breaths, I glance around and try to get my bearings inside a strange, Technicolor room.

			Several seconds later, no bearings have been gotten.

			What the actual hell?

			Unless Penn’s done some wild renovations to the staff room, or possibly moonlights as an eccentric interior designer, I’m absolutely not at Curly’s anymore.

			I’m in a bed. In a bedroom I don’t recognize.

			The walls—they’re turquoise. The duvet gripped between my fists is a swirl of pinks and greens and blues, like a hazy watercolor painting. Whose bedroom is this?

			And the pounding isn’t just in my head. It’s a knocking at some distant door.

			I put a hand to my chest, trying to stay calm.

			Maybe Penn laced that Pop-Tart. Or I fell and blacked out. Maybe we got a second wind, made a new friend and stayed at their place, or spontaneously checked into a kitschy hotel.

			But this isn’t like any hotel I’ve ever seen. Floor-to-ceiling fuchsia curtains frame a pair of tall windows, through which I can see nothing but sky. There’s a yellow dresser littered with candles and trinkets, and the hardwood floors are covered with a pink Moroccan rug. Vibrant green houseplants hang at varying heights in the corner behind me, and—God, what are the odds? Framed over the wooden headboard is the same painting of peonies that I had as a kid.

			The faraway knocking returns, louder this time.

			Who is that? Where am I? Why am I alone?

			I swallow hard. There’s no Bridget, or Ryan, and as I whip the comforter off my legs, I realize I’m wearing no pants.

			My hands drop to my waist, smoothing across a purple, lace-trimmed situation. A nightie. It’s thin-strapped and silky, and it barely reaches my upper thighs. For half a second, I think, I should really buy one of these. I’ve never bought fancy sleepwear in my life, no matter how many times Instagram tried to convince me.

			But then, at the sight of my hands, goose bumps rise up my spine. My nails aren’t painted their usual ballet-slipper pink. They’re cerulean blue.

			Something is off. Like, really off.

			I need my phone.

			It isn’t on the nightstand, which holds only a lava lamp, a clock that reads 8:04, and a white porcelain piggy bank.

			This place is weird as hell.

			Panic spikes in my bloodstream, leaving me dizzy as I rifle through the sheets, looking for my cell. I launch myself out of bed, then drop to all fours on the floor, searching underneath.

			No luck. No phone. No clue where I am.

			I sit back on my knees, exhaling slowly. It isn’t like Bridget and Ryan to abandon me. They must be nearby. Maybe they’re the ones knocking.

			I venture out into the hallway, creeping past a closed door, a shockingly vibrant pink-and-purple bathroom, and an eerily empty bedroom with nothing but a mattress in the middle of the floor. With my heartbeat hammering between my temples, I reach the top of a grand staircase and pause, overlooking an enormous entryway with oversized artwork climbing the walls.

			This isn’t a hotel. It’s a massive house. A mansion.

			“Hello?” I call out, tiptoeing down the stairs.

			Silence. Then more knocking.

			I reach the tall front door and look through the peephole.

			“No,” I mutter to myself. “What in the…”

			With a huff, I swing open the door just as Penn leans in to knock again. He nearly falls into me—into my chest, which I’ve only just remembered is covered by a barely-there slip of silk. I look down at my right-in-his-face everything, then back up into his wide eyes.

			Penn’s in a white T-shirt, the sleeves inched up on his shoulders, his hair curling out from beneath his backward navy baseball hat. His cheeks redden as he scratches at the nape of his neck, his gaze suddenly fixed to the tacky floral welcome mat between us.

			“Hey,” he stutters. “I, uh…”

			Embarrassed, I fumble toward the coatrack beside the door and grab a yellow polka-dot scarf, haphazardly wrapping it around my neck to end the peep show. My hair gets in my face, so I try to blow it back. When that doesn’t work, I move to tuck it behind my ears and shriek.

			My hair is short. Hardly past my chin. “Someone cut my hair?!”

			“Yeah,” Penn deadpans. “That’s usually how it works.”

			To Penn, or maybe the universe, I ask, “What is going on? What happened last night?”

			His lips curve. “Heard you had quite the fun birthday.”

			“What does that mean?” My hands go to my face, as if they need to confirm I still have one. “And what are you doing here?”

			Penn shifts and clears his throat. “I was wondering if…Can I stay with you?”

			“What? Here?”

			Now I know something is wrong.

			Penn’s features scrunch together, like whatever he has to say physically pains him. He talks quickly, as if that might help. “I was hoping to stay with Ryan for a few weeks while my apartment gets some repairs, but his studio is way too small. So then I thought maybe I could stay here. With you. And in exchange, I’ll help you out at The Disco Diner. You mentioned—”

			“The…Disco Diner?”

			He shrugs. “Ryan told me business has been tough, and—”

			“Stop.” I hold up a hand, cutting him off. “This is insane. All of it.”

			“Well, damn,” he says with a clipped laugh. “Guess that’s a hard no.”

			“Is this a prank?” I sputter. Then I gesture to what appears to be a wraparound porch painted rosy pink with lilac-colored trim. “What even is this place?”

			Penn cocks his head. “Are you messing with me?”

			“No. Are you messing with me?”

			“Ruby, we’re…” He looks one way, then the other, and only when my focus shifts past him do I realize exactly where I am.

			There’s a prickling across my skin, a thousand imaginary needles poking at my pores while the DJ in my brain delivers his grand, booming finale right against my optic nerve.

			I bring my hands to my mouth and stare in disbelief.

			Right in front of me, across the street, is my childhood home. Beside it, Penn’s.

			I push past him and race down the colorful porch steps, whirling around to get a better look at the place where I just woke up. A place I could draw from memory.

			It’s the old Victorian that sat framed inside my bedroom window as a kid—the view I woke up to for years. But the building is no longer painted a pale, fading yellow with white trim. It looks almost psychedelic. Like one of my old Lisa Frank notebooks in mansion form.

			A low, crazed laugh rumbles out of me like I’m Cruella de Vil.

			This isn’t real. It’s just a dream.

			The strangest, most visceral dream I’ve ever had.

			Penn definitely laced that Pop-Tart.

			My fear dissolves into delighted curiosity as I rush back up the porch stairs, a pep in my step. I’ve never been so consciously aware of a dream. I should linger here for a while. Try to remember every absurd detail so I can tell Bridget all about it.

			“This is incredible,” I declare to a still-perplexed Penn, hands on my hips. “And it all feels so real.” I poke at his biceps, incredulous as I meet his eyes again. “Even you.”

			Often, my dreams’ costars are faceless, or else they’re vaguely accurate versions of people from real life, but Dream Penn is very much himself, with five-o’clock shadow covering his jawline and the telltale scar sliced through his left eyebrow. He even feels solid.

			His gaze drops to where I’ve touched him before he looks at me. “What are you doing?” He motions to the scarf-bib I’ve got going on. “Is this your way of turning me down? Just act so weird that I give up and leave?”

			I snort. “Honestly, not a bad tactic.”

			“Look,” Penn says on a sigh. “I knew you wouldn’t love the idea of me staying in your Barbie Dreamhouse—”

			“True.” I shrug. “Not even in my dreams do I want your company, Pennywise.”

			His lips twitch at the old nickname. “Oh, c’mon. Not even in your wildest dreams?”

			There’s a challenge in his gaze.

			“Nope. Not even this one,” I say, reveling in his confused expression.

			Mercifully, Penn’s only a sporadic guest star in my subconscious, but he does appear every so often. I try not to think about those dreams, though—especially one frighteningly vivid one that still makes me blush if I picture it for more than half a second.

			“Does this mean I can’t come in?” Penn asks, exasperated.

			Arms crossed, I jut out my hip, considering him. “Fine. You can come in. But only if you answer all my questions.”

			He picks up his bags and scans me head to toe. “Will do. But I’m pretty sure you’re the one prompting questions here.”

			Penn follows me down a long hallway lined with artwork, including the terrible watercolor unicorn I once painted for Mom. I laugh, delighted by the handiwork of my unconscious mind. But as we round a corner, I stop in my tracks.

			“No. Way,” I gush, astonished by the holy grail of dream kitchens, Nancy Meyers–style. I count not one, not two, but three islands, all painted olive green. “This is, like, a kitchen archipelago.”

			Penn drops his bags and side-eyes me. “A kitchen what?”

			I scowl at him. “Of course you didn’t pay attention in geography.”

			Ignoring Penn’s eye roll, I open the massive fridge. “Remarkable,” I mutter. It’s stocked like one of those after photos on a home-organization show, cans of LaCroix and Capri-Sun pouches neatly arranged in rows. Fresh produce sits tucked inside clear bins, and leftovers are piled in labeled Tupperware.

			Leftovers. Huh. A nice, realistic touch.

			I lift a container from the top shelf. On an orange sticky note, in the slanted cursive I haven’t used for years, are the words: Thursday Mac and Cheese. Briefly, I wonder what the food-poisoning rules are in dreamland. Better not to risk my luck.

			“Aren’t you supposed to work today?” Penn asks. “What time are you going in?”

			“No clue,” I chirp as I meander into a walk-in pantry. The shelves are packed with clear bins full of snacks: Fruit Roll-Ups, Goldfish, popcorn, trail mix. “Ohmygod,” I whisper. “Frosted animal crackers.”

			Elated, I carry the bin to kitchen island number two and dig into my favorite childhood treat, relishing the salty-sweet crunch I haven’t tasted in years.

			Penn stares, dumbfounded. “Is that your breakfast?”

			“Sure is,” I say through a mouthful of sugar. “Why not?”

			The coffee maker in the corner beeps, and I pump my fist. Shout-out to Dream Me for putting on the timer. I wonder if Dream Coffee will taste even better.

			Penn and I move toward the coffee maker in tandem, but he beats me there, pressing into me to box me out while he rifles through one of the cupboards.

			It’s familiar choreography.

			Growing up, Penn all but lived at our house, like an overeager neighbor in a nineties sitcom. He was raised by his mom, and since Diane worked odd, early-morning hours as a local newscaster, Penn stayed home with his grandmother. By fourth grade, though, he was taking care of Nanna more than the other way around, and she passed a few years later. After that, Mom stocked Penn’s favorite foods in the pantry, and Dad gave him a key to our house.

			As Penn combs through the quirky cup collection, I spy the Cubs mug Mom used every morning, plus a silly one Ryan bought Dad for Christmas when we were in elementary school. Penn chooses the latter and blocks me from grabbing my own. I let out a loud, pointed harrumph that he pretends not to hear while he pours himself a cup, acting like he owns the place.

			When he’s done, Penn leans against the counter and watches me. Not even the hot-pink Caffeine Queen mug can hide his stupid grin as he says, “If I stay here, do we get to wear matching pajamas? I think I’d look great in purple silk.”

			I pretend to gag myself, and he laughs.

			“C’mon,” Penn jeers. “It’ll only be a few weeks. Three, four max. And I’ll be a great roommate. Promise. I’ll take out the trash. Wash the dishes. I’ll even bring that tie-dye Jeep to the car wash for you, and I’ll help you at work. Liven up the place.”

			I freeze, mug halfway to my mouth, sure I’ve heard him wrong. “Tie-dye Jeep?”

			“Don’t give me that look. This is a good deal. I know a thing or two about managing a restaurant from running Curly’s, and I have ideas for your little roller-rink restaurant. We can—”

			My laugh bursts out of me like a popped balloon. “Oh my God.” I put down my coffee, pleasantly dizzy as another layer of understanding settles over me. “A roller-rink restaurant?”

			Penn shrugs. “Roller disco. Rink-slash-diner. Whatever you call it.”

			A tie-dye Jeep.

			A roller-rink restaurant.

			This mansion.

			Something tells me if I look around, I’ll find two pools and thirteen pet fish.

			“It’s the game,” I exclaim to the wildly lifelike Penn vision in front of me. “That’s what this is. That’s why you’re here. I’m dreaming about the MASH game.”

			Penn all but slams his mug on the counter. “Jesus Christ, Ruby. Not this again.”

			He steps closer. His eyes bounce between mine as he puts two fingers to my chin, shifting it from side to side while he examines my face. The sensation of his warm skin touching mine is remarkably lifelike.

			My pulse quickens. I whack his arm away.

			“How much did you drink last night, birthday girl? Are you still drunk?” Penn asks. “Are you ill?”

			I nod. “In many ways, yes, I assume so.”

			I look around, tickled by my brain’s creativity, and it hits me: I can do anything here. Say anything. It doesn’t matter. I’m just swimming around in whatever freaky brain space brought that old MASH game to life—some hazy realm fueled by tequila and who knows what else.

			I unwrap the itchy scarf from around my neck and toss it aside.

			Penn’s gaze drops. He goes scarlet.

			I grin. It’s fun messing with Dream Penn.

			I have no reason to care what he thinks of me here. I don’t need to feel embarrassed by my lingerie loungewear.

			None of this is real.

			Once, I dreamt I was crying and woke up with tears running down my cheeks. Maybe this is like that, all my senses functioning while I sleep. Soon I’ll wake up and snap out of this. In the meantime, I can’t let the tall, bewildered hallucination in front of me ruin all the fun.

			I pour myself more coffee, filling my mug to the brim. Usually, I’m careful about how much caffeine I consume, jittery after one serving, but I can chug the entire pot if I want to.

			Actually, that’s exactly what I’ll do.

			Better seize the daydream, as they say.

			I carry the coffeepot over to the island and settle down again in front of my beloved frosted animal crackers. Penn approaches slowly, eyeing me skeptically from across the island.

			“So. Tell me,” I say between bites. “What’s happening around here?”

			“You mean other than your rather alarming breakdown?”

			I smile and shovel in another handful of crackers. I can’t believe I stopped eating these. They pair perfectly with coffee, the taste almost orgasmic.

			I must have let out a fitting sound, because Penn reddens again.

			“What does Bridget do?” I ask. “And where’s Ryan?”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t know where he is, but I’m calling him.” He pulls a cell phone from his back pocket and presses it to his ear, pacing as he adds, “This isn’t funny anymore. You’ve officially freaked me the hell out.”

			“I’m fine,” I insist. “Just let me enjoy this, okay?”

			Penn stops and stares at his phone. “No answer. I—” He cuts himself off, mystified while he watches me drink straight out of the coffeepot. It’s harder than I anticipated. Hot coffee dribbles down my chin and into my cleavage.

			“Shoot,” I grumble, setting the pot back down. If only I were still wearing my scarf. Dabbing at my chest, I assure Penn, “I haven’t been possessed. Really.”

			“Jury’s still out,” he says, unconvinced. “I have to stop by Curly’s, but I can’t leave you alone like this.” Penn moves to the pantry and returns with pretzels. “You need to eat something that isn’t fifty percent sprinkles. And drink some water. Where’s your phone?”

			“Great question.”

			With another eye roll, Penn yanks out his phone again. After a moment, a ringtone with my favorite NSYNC song echoes from the entryway.

			I laugh as he sets off to find it. “Classic.”

			Penn returns, holding up a phone covered in a glittery turquoise case, a charm of colorful beads hanging from its corner. He slides it across the island, and I do a double take.

			For years, my phone’s wallpaper has been a selfie of Connor and me standing along the Chicago River at sunset. The background on this phone is different: a picture with Bridget, the Eiffel Tower stretching high into the cloudless sky above us. We’re hugging and laughing.

			I’ve never been to Paris.

			“Call me if you need anything,” Penn orders. “I’ll keep trying to get a hold of Ryan, and I’ll stop by The Disco Diner to tell Theo I’m filling in for you today.”

			“Theo Ford!” I shout, slapping the counter. “That’s perfect.”

			Penn rounds the island, towering over me while he cups the back of my neck and presses his other hand to my forehead. I can’t believe how warm his skin feels. How realistically my body reacts to it, goose bumps rising along my arms.

			He pulls his hands away and sighs. “Water. And food. And take a nap while you’re at it. I’ll check in with you soon, okay?”

			I offer him a salute.

			Penn lifts keys from his back pocket and swings them around one finger. Then he points at me and says, “Don’t die, Wynne.”

			I nod. “Good advice.”

			With one last, weary exhale and a puzzled glance over his shoulder, Penn leaves.

			Perhaps it’s the quiet, or the lack of a Penn-shaped distraction, or the coffee and frosted crackers catching up to me all at once, but as I stand up, determined to explore the mansion, my miserable headache returns. Along with a bout of nausea.

			I follow Penn’s instructions and nurse a glass of water while I meander through the downstairs rooms, which are only partially furnished—and strangely so. This place must be what thirteen-year-old me pictured as a fancy mansion, because while it’s large and luxurious, the design details are still very much the rendering of a seventh-grader. I tour an office lined with tangerine bookshelves and the striped, upholstered window seat of my teen dreams. There’s a yellow sunroom with wicker furniture and pink plaid pillows, while the airy living room boasts nothing but a big denim sectional, as if my imagination got tired. Outside, sure enough, there are two pools, one large and with a slide, the other a slim, glittering lap pool.

			Upstairs, I pass the unfinished bedroom, the pink-and-purple bathroom, and my bedroom, walking toward the rainbow-colored wooden stairs at the far end of the hallway. They creak as I climb up to a small, round turret room.

			It’s magnificent.

			The black ceiling is dotted with tiny twinkling lights that look like stars. One wall holds an aquarium filled with—I barely need to count—thirteen fish, and floor pillows as vibrant as Starbursts surround a gigantic purple beanbag that’s calling my name.

			I slouch into it, yawning. Whatever spikes of energy I felt from all the sugar and excitement have officially crashed. Or maybe my dream body is spent after keeping up with such a remarkably realistic fantasy.

			I’d like to keep exploring, but I can’t resist closing my eyes—even though I know that if I drift off, it will mean the end of my most memorable, hilarious dream. I’ll just have to quickly share every wild detail with Bridget when I wake up. She’s going to love it.

			I sink deeper into the beanbag, and my breathing slows. I fall asleep.

			Next thing I know, I’m awake.

			And I’m still in the beanbag.
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			I’m not sure what’s worse: that I seem to have accidentally projected myself into a MASH game come true, or that I’ll have to dress like a My Little Pony while I’m trapped here.

			Wherever here is.

			Despondent and bruised after slamming my hip into hard objects—which, turns out, wasn’t enough to launch me out of this dream—I pace around the yellow upholstered bench in the center of my closet. Rows of teal doors with inset windows run along the room’s perimeter, and racks of shiny, colorful clothing are visible through the glass. There’s more pink and purple than I’ve worn in literally decades, and I spy a few old, familiar prints, including the mortifying plaid dress I wore in my sixth-grade yearbook photo.

			I try calling Bridget again, but she isn’t answering her phone. Neither is Ryan. Here, Connor isn’t even on my “Favorite Contacts” list, and calling my parents is out of the question. Mom would be on the first flight out of Fort Meyers and sending SOS messages to everyone she knows if I called out of the blue and asked, Hey, can you confirm our location on the space-time continuum? I’m pretty sure I’m stuck in a sleepover game from middle school.

			It’s all too much. I don’t know where I am, how I got here, or how to get out.

			“Please. Help me get home,” I beg aloud to no one, or maybe to the MASH overlords. I picture them ignoring me in favor of reading Delia’s catalogs. They’re probably sitting on a bunch of glittery blow-up chairs in a pastel sky, brainstorming which melodramatic lyrics to use in their AIM away messages.

			I slouch onto the floor, hopeless but determined. Perhaps I need to embrace the power of positive thinking. Or pray to every god in every religion, as well as to Beyoncé.

			My phone rings. I’m so startled, I drop it. Scrambling, I pick it up, weepy when I see my brother’s face filling the screen. I choose to believe Beyoncé made this happen for me.

			I answer the FaceTime call. “Ryan! You’re here! But you’re…”

			He laughs. “I’m at work, Ru. Everything okay?”

			My heartbeat quickens. Ryan’s in chef’s whites, and his dark hair is longer than I’ve ever seen it. Although he’s smiling, dark circles shadow the skin beneath his eyes, his exhaustion visible even through the screen. “What are you doing?” I ask.

			“I work today. You knew this.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Uh, Madre’s?” He pulls a face. “What’s up? Fourteen calls in a row must be our new record. I’m guessing they were butt dials?”

			The room spins. Ryan doesn’t work in a restaurant. He works from home—from his apartment in the city, close to me. He’s a sales rep for a tech company.

			“We’re dealing with the Sunday brunch crowd,” says the stranger who’s supposed to be my twin. “So this really isn’t the best time. Did you need something?”

			Answers. I need answers.

			Years ago, Ryan offhandedly mentioned the idea of culinary school, and I gently pointed out that he’d be better off choosing a more practical career. One that didn’t involve working alongside the many allergens for which he’d visited the emergency room. More than once.

			He never brought it up again.

			“Are you being careful?” I ask dumbly.

			“I’m great. Minus the shit I’ll be in if I don’t get going. You sure you’re alright?”

			My voice comes out strangled. “Yeah.”

			Apparently, he didn’t hop universes with me. And I can’t make him question my sanity. No matter where I am, rule number one stays the same: Look after my brother.

			“I’ll call you later,” he promises. “Love you.”

			He hangs up, and I close my eyes. It’s fine. He said he’s fine. Great, even.

			That makes one of us. I text Bridget for the sixth time: Where are you???

			While I wait for her reply, I rifle through the closet. I need to get dressed and get out of this funhouse, but as I shove hangers aside, I can’t find anything that isn’t loud, sequined, or altogether Too Much. Guess I won’t be blending in around here.

			At last, dressed in pink jeans and a color-blocked sweater that wouldn’t look out of place on Sesame Street, I head into my bathroom and gag, assaulted by the haunting cucumber-melon scent.

			The space is stunning, though, with a hexagon-tiled floor and a freestanding tub surrounded by a semicircle of windows. I stand at the navy-blue vanity, staring into one of the twin mirrors backed by floral wallpaper. I’m tanner than usual, and as I run my fingers through the ends of my blunt, shoulder-length haircut, I realize I have highlights, too. Or maybe it’s the light. Maybe it’s the dreamy haze, like a flattering filter.

			In the drawers, I find the full lineup of Lip Smacker flavors, along with lots of bronzer, bright eye shadow, and what looks to be an entire section of body glitter.

			I’m downstairs pulling my bedazzled key fob from a hook near the garage when Bridget finally texts me back.

			
				Rubyyyy. Send help. Send Gatorade. I’m still in bed.

			

			
				At your parents’ house?

			

			
				No, I went home with the bartender after he called me “babygirl” all night.

			

			
				Yes, I’m at my parents’ house. I’m taking the train back to the city later.

			

			
				I’m coming over.

			

			
				I love you, but engaging in conversation is too ambitious for today.

			

			
				It’s an emergency, B.

			

			
				Of what variety?

			

			If I tell Bridget the truth, there’s a chance she’ll assume, like Penn, that I’m ill or possessed. But she might be convinced. She regularly sees a psychic, keeps an entire folder of astrology apps on her home screen, and forced me to watch Jumanji constantly when we were kids, even though the CGI monkeys scared the hell out of me.

			The idea of existing inside a game will probably thrill Bridget. Most likely, she’ll be jealous. If anyone’s going to believe in MASH coming true, it’s her.

			
				I think I’m stuck in an alternate universe.

			

			
				Does this universe have coffee and bagels? Because you’re only welcome here if you bring ample provisions.

			

			
				Caffeine and carbs, incoming.

			

			

			—

			My tie-dye Jeep Wrangler is as subtle as it sounds, with a teal-blue interior, a kiwi-green R stitched into both front seats, and a colorful beaded charm wrapped around the rearview mirror, two tiny disco balls hanging over the dashboard. It’s a far cry from the white Nissan Versa I’ve leased for years, but when in Rome, or a time warp, or whatever.

			With the top down and a pop station playing, I stress-eat a Ring Pop I found in the pantry and cruise along familiar streets where everything but me seems to be in normal working order.

			Lakeville is a small town named after a lake that’s more of a large pond. A brick train station sits at the center of downtown, and Main Street is lined with wide sidewalks and two-story Tudor-style buildings with wooden eaves. This weekend, all the shop and restaurant awnings are trimmed in red, white, and blue bunting for Labor Day.

			When I reach the lake and round toward the O’Briens’ house, bright green trees tunnel overhead and stone-cold panic courses through my veins.

			Frolicking through a dream is all fun and games until there’s no clear exit from said game. The thought of being trapped here? With Penn under the same roof? For an undetermined amount of time? While real life may or may not continue without me?

			Cool cool cool. Just run me over with this Jeep, why don’t you?

			I park in front of Bridget’s childhood home: a brick ranch house with green shutters and the lingering, potent scent of whatever seasonal candle Sue recently burned. Her parents aren’t home this weekend. They’re at a friend’s Michigan lake house, soaking up some of the last warm days before fall hits. I wish they were around. Seeing them would be a comfort.

			Don is a gregarious lawyer, and Sue is a warm hug of a woman who worked as a receptionist at our elementary school. Even now, they both wear their adoration for Bridget like tattoos across their foreheads. As a beloved only child, she still embodies the enviable, innate confidence that comes from having heard, early and often, that she could do anything—which she did. Bridget tried and thrived in all of Lakeville’s sports offerings, plus piano lessons and a couple years of theater. She’s the kind of well-rounded that dominates in Trivial Pursuit and lets her fit in among any crowd. Considering she could’ve had any kind of best friend, I’ve always felt particularly lucky that she chose me. I joke that I have Mary-Kate and Ashley to thank for it. Bridget always wanted a twin, and proximity to me was her second-best option.

			I let myself into the house and kick off my electric-blue sneakers.

			The living room looks exactly like it did last night, in the real world, when Bridget hosted a pre-party. Purple streamers hang from the ceiling, gold balloons float beside the brick fireplace, and—wait. Harry Styles is smizing at me from where his poster still hangs over the leather couch. But last night, Bridget yanked that poster off the wall before dinner. She brought it with us.

			An unsettling itch spreads across my skin. This MASH world is the same, only slightly off, like one of those “Spot the Difference” side-by-side picture puzzles in Highlights magazine.

			“Is that my caffeine delivery?” Bridget calls from down the hall.

			In Bridget’s bedroom, nothing has changed for multiple decades. The lavender dreamcatcher over her bed has been there since fifth grade. Ditto all her cheerleading trophies, which take up an entire shelf.

			“I’ve got a triple-shot latte,” I announce. “Plus, the Kool-Aid Bursts I found in my fridge. And bagels galore.” I’m determined to fuel Bridget properly before I launch into my Help, I think your game accidentally vaulted me into another dimension speech.

			She’ll need to be lucid for that.

			“Please whisper,” Bridget croaks. “I’m tasting sounds. And they all taste like tequila.”

			Her complexion is the color of fast-food chicken.

			She sits up warily, and I settle into the twin bed beside her. Either she’s too hungover to joke about my outfit or she’s used to seeing me dress like a walking pile of Fruity Pebbles. So much for my days as a disgruntled Ann Taylor employee.

			She takes the bag from me and moans, “Why am I the only one feeling like a corpse?”

			I pat her leg. “Because I drank a pot of coffee. And napped. And it’s noon.”

			Oh, and discovering that you’re stuck inside a game that you played almost two decades ago will leave you pretty alert.

			Bridget doesn’t bother with bagel toppings, chomping right into an asiago situation when she turns and says, “So. An alternate universe, huh?”

			It’s unclear whether she’s already on board or if she’s too feeble to muster opposition.

			“I’ll explain,” I promise. “But first: Did you show me an old MASH game last night?”

			Mid-chew, she snorts. “You mean my best surprise ever?”

			“Not sure about that, but yeah. Where is it?”

			“You told me to confiscate it.”

			My legs go numb. That game is my only escape strategy. Surely it must contain a clue. All I can think to do is get ahold of that cursed slip of paper. Pray to it. Eat it. Whatever it takes to get out of here and return to real life. I have a new job to find. And several Pilates classes for which I’ve already paid.

			“Where’d you throw it away? Let’s go back. We—”

			“Luckily,” Bridget interrupts, “I’m quite practiced at ignoring your shortsighted requests.” She points across the room. “Gold fanny pack. Inner pocket.”

			I hug her tightly, deeply grateful for her inability to let go of a damn thing.

			Bridget’s floor is littered with clothes. As I rummage through wayward sundresses, looking for her purse, I grill her on last night’s events. “What time did we leave Curly’s?”

			She arches an eyebrow. “We stayed at Madre’s.”

			That’s where we ate dinner last night. And apparently, in this world, where Ryan works. “We didn’t go to Curly’s at all?”

			“No.” She takes a long sip of coffee. “You didn’t want to see Penn. You were rather insistent that you only wanted to celebrate with us.”

			Funny, because that’s how I felt in the real world, too, but I never said so aloud, determined to be a good sport.

			Bridget’s head bobs to one side. “You seriously don’t remember all that?”

			“Different dimension,” I remind her, and she straightens, finally conscious enough to be concerned. As if the words alternate universe only just dawned on her as a shade off.

			“You did hit your head during Truth or Dare. Sorry. I never should’ve let you attempt a walking handstand. Have you been dizzy?”

			“Very,” I admit. Then I spot the bag. “Bingo.”

			Her fanny pack has seen better days, its edges scratched from many a night being crushed beneath barstools. Sure enough, the game is wadded into its pocket.

			I carry the wrinkled page to Bridget’s bed and sit at her feet, wondering how she hasn’t already put two and two together. “B, don’t you realize?” I wave the paper like it’s a pom-pom. “This MASH game came true. I’m living it. Right down to the thirteen pet fish.”

			She glances at the game, then at me, blank-faced. I brace myself for worry. Doubt. The same Code Red alarm that all my “dream” talk set off in Penn. But she bursts out laughing.

			“I’m serious.” I gesture wildly between us. “The game? This is it.”

			Bridget sighs. “No shit, pal. That’s why I wanted you to see it.”

			My eyes might pop out of their sockets. “You don’t think it’s a little weird that everything here aligns with a game we played at a random sleepover years ago? That I live in a mansion? While running a roller-rink restaurant called The Disco Diner?”

			The name’s not bad. But it’s not great, either.

			Bridget’s eyebrows lift the way they always do when she politely allows me to talk through a thought spiral. Evenly, she says, “Do I think it’s weird that you—a September Virgo, runner-up to valedictorian—made your wildest teenage dreams come true? No.”

			“These weren’t my dreams, though. They were silly, random choices in a game.”

			“But you made them happen. You went to Berkeley, just like you always hoped, and then you took every kind of job until—”

			“I went to Berkeley?”

			She nods, and the nausea sets in again. Nobody in the real world even knows I got into Berkeley. I told them I didn’t. I went to the University of Illinois with Ryan instead.

			“Bridget,” I start slowly. “There’s another, different world out there. One where I’m an accountant, and I don’t have a Lakeville mansion. I’ve been living in the city with Connor.”

			Her nose scrunches. “Connor who?”

			It’s uncanny, staring my puzzled friend in the face and giving her the name of the man whose birth chart she’s memorized. “Connor Reynolds. He went to Lakeville East?” As she stares off, trying to remember him, I explain, “We’ve been together for a little over four years. Well, we were together. We broke up last night.”

			Despite hearing of our relationship seconds ago, she’s appalled. “On your birthday?”

			“He told me he’s moving to New York. For a job. Out of nowhere.”

			Bridget clicks her tongue, shaking her head in disapproval. “Rough.”

			“Not great,” I agree.

			Giddiness creeps into her voice. “Who am I in this other world?”

			“You teach kindergarten,” I tell her, and after learning about Ryan’s MASH life, I’m half expecting Bridget to tell me she’s joined the circus.

			“Wait,” she gripes. “I’m the same? How does that work?”

			“I don’t know, but I need your help to figure it out. I need to get back to my real life. Where I have real problems to solve.”

			Bridget scans the paper. Her eyes flash to me.

			I swallow hard. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

			Her features soften. She looks out at the tree house her parents can’t bring themselves to take down, then turns back wearing the same small smile she wore when I told her I was going to summer school. For fun. “No, Ruby,” she says. “Not in the least. But on the off chance that you really are stuck inside a game—which sounds pretty sick, if you ask me—and you want to get out for some reason, then, yeah.” She shrugs. “I’ll help you.”

			Tears sting at my eyes. Our friendship has always been the unconditional kind, and it turns out we’re all-in across universes, too.

			“Except, what about this world?” Bridget asks. “If you leave, will I lose you?”

			I hadn’t thought of that. “You’ll be with me there,” I promise, although I’m not certain of anything. For all I know, it’s a Freaky Friday situation, and MASH Me is out there wreaking havoc on my real life, having bedazzled all my blazers.

			Bridget nods. “Okay. What’s your plan?”

			Plan. My favorite four-letter word.

			“Well, I thought I might toss the game into a fire. Try to break the spell, or whatever.”

			“But it could be a puzzle,” Bridget says, eyes twinkling. “Or a map.”

			I grin. I knew she’d get it. “Exactly.”

			She studies the paper. “Maybe we need to play a new MASH game with each part of your other life inside it. And keep playing until you land on all of them.”

			“Bridget!” I grab her arms. “That’s genius.”

			We sit cross-legged on her bed and play a MASH game with Connor, accounting, and my trusty Nissan as key players. We play again. And again. We chug Kool-Aid. We try different colored gel pens. And when at last, nearly an hour later, I manage to land on every part of my reality, we leap off the bed in celebration.

			Bridget sets a candle inside a sesame-seed bagel. I make a wish and blow it out.

			Nothing.

			“Maybe you need to be at Curly’s?” Bridget says.

			“Or maybe I’ll be stuck here until my next birthday. Maybe this is all pointless.” Dejected, I starfish back on her bed.

			She lies beside me, our shoulders pressed together as we stare up at the plastic stars on her ceiling. “What about a Magic 8 Ball? Or my old Ouija board? Actually, never mind. You threw away the pointy thing because you swore it was cursed.”

			“It was.” I throw an arm across my forehead. “And now I’m cursed.”

			My phone vibrates on the nightstand. Bridget grabs it and says, “It’s a text from Penn. He’s wondering if you’re alive.”

			“Tell him no.”

			A pause, and then: “He says to befriend Elvis in the afterlife so you can introduce them someday.” Another pause. “Also, he’s going to The Disco Diner, but then he’ll be home.”

			Home. Like we’re picking out curtains together.

			“Where is he going to sleep?” Bridget asks, dropping my phone onto the bed between us. “You still haven’t furnished the other bedrooms.”

			“He can sleep on the kitchen floor, for all I care. And what’s the deal with that, anyway? Why haven’t I furnished all the rooms?”

			“Well, you only bought the place a few years ago, and you had to fund the business, too. So you’ve prioritized the important stuff first.”

			“Like the beanbag lair? And three kitchen islands?”

			She laughs. “To be fair, you haven’t needed extra beds. I always sleep with you, and Ryan sleeps on the couch.” We lie there, silent, until Bridget laughs and whispers what I’m thinking. “I still can’t believe Penn asked to stay with you.”

			“I know,” I whine. “He would never try that in the real world. And I never would’ve said yes if I thought I’d be stuck with him. Do we actually get along here, or something?”

			“I mean, you tolerate each other. And you have things in common.”

			My head swivels sideways. “What on earth do Penn and I have in common other than Ryan and a zip code?”

			“You both work hard. And stay close to your friends. And you both look great in hats.” I give her a look, and she shrugs. “What? You don’t know how lucky you are to have a sensibly sized head and good hat hair.”

			“What does that even mean?”

			She tosses up a hand. “This is my point. You don’t even realize what you’ve got. Just know that you and Penn share a rare superpower.”

			“Well, then, look out,” I joke. “Guess we’ll just be riding off into the sunset together. Wearing matching hats.”

			Bridget gasps. “That’s it,” she says, jolting upright.

			“What’s it?”

			She darts me a look.

			I sit up, terrified by the fear in her eyes. “B, what’s wrong?”

			She presses her lips together. “Ruby,” she starts gently. “You told me the game came true, but it didn’t. Not all of it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, the game doesn’t call Penn your roommate.”

			My body goes numb. My ears start ringing.

			Other Half. That’s what teenage Bridget wrote. How she labeled one section of the game. The two words below which Penn’s name is circled.

			“It could mean anything,” I sputter. “Other half of my business. Other half of my…”

			“Face it, Ruby. That’s the romance section of MASH. Maybe you have to, you know, follow through.” All my nerve endings stand up to do the wave as Bridget drives home the final blow. “Maybe you have to marry Penn.”

			“What?” I shriek.

			“Or at least get him to fall in love with you.”

			I grit my teeth. “No.”

			“Think about it. In every fairy tale, true love shifts the magic. So maybe if you make that last bit of the game come true, and make Penn your other half, that will end it.”

			“Absolutely not. Out of the question.”

			Bridget sighs. She gives me the same resigned, apologetic expression she wore when she told me she’d signed us up to perform a Shania Twain song in the fifth-grade lip-sync competition. Her hand squeezes my shoulder and her voice lowers to a whisper. “What if it’s the only way out?”
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				Disco Penn
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			The roller-rink restaurant of my tween dreams sits in what I remember as a nondescript brick building a couple blocks from downtown Lakeville. A massive mirror ball spins on top of the turquoise Disco Diner sign, which looks straight out of the seventies, with pink letters in a retro font. Beneath it, a marquee reads: Rollin’ with the Homies.

			I laugh, confident that was Bridget’s idea.

			Earlier, she told me this building went up for sale a few years ago when the previous tenant, a hardware store, went into foreclosure. At the time, I still lived in San Francisco, working as a recruiter—a job I’ve never even considered—but when I came home for the Fourth of July, I spotted the space and decided to move home so I could give my old dream a shot.

			Bridget helped with my fundraising efforts, and thanks to some door-to-door soliciting starring Ryan on roller skates, we found an enthusiastic benefactor in Mac Davis, another Lakeville High alum. Both here and in reality, Mac is a pilot turned influencer who goes by Skydaddy, and he must have income to spare. Or a deep passion for roller-skating.

			Absurd. All of it. And yet, Bridget relayed the information with a straight face. Here, she’s used to seeing me take wild leaps and risk the consequences. But that’s not me. I’m not impulsive in reality, and I’m certainly not taking random chances in the game that could decide my fate, either.

			That’s why I’m here. Armed with stubborn determination and a glitter-covered notebook I nabbed from the mansion, I’m on a mission to figure out the rules of this game world and a way out that has nothing to do with Penn Hayes.

			I take a deep breath, push open the double doors, and freeze, taken aback.

			The Disco Diner stretches as wide as half a football field, bright and shiny, with bubblegum-pink walls and an arched metallic ceiling covered in rows of color-changing lightbulbs. In the center of the room, above the oval skating rink, six disco balls hang in a straight line. The snack bar’s purple sign gleams in the far corner, and glowing white tables with light-up edges dot the checkerboard floor. To my right, skates are stacked along floor-to-ceiling shelves behind a glossy pink desk, and a neon wall sign reads: Let the Good Times Roll.

			It’s all very low-key.

			I press my hands to my ears, trying to drown out a Mandy Moore song that’s playing several decibels too loud. I can appreciate the nostalgic vibes, but it’s overwhelming—both the music and the sickly sweet smell of cotton candy, which has fully invaded my nostrils.

			“Ruby!”

			I turn at the jingly greeting from a roller-skating server I don’t recognize. As she glides past carrying a tray of pizza slices, I get my first glimpse of what must be the uniform: holographic shorts, pink skates, tall white socks with rainbow stripes, and a short-sleeve button-up with a disco-ball patch on the pocket. Everything white glows, including the server’s toothy grin as she sets her tray on a table circled by teenagers.

			Theirs is the only occupied table, which can’t be a great sign. On a Sunday afternoon, this place should be mobbed, but only a few young kids skate around the rink. It’s a ghost town.

			Bridget had hinted as much this afternoon. Following a wildly successful first year, the buzz of something new died down, she said, and so did the crowds.

			Perhaps this is what needs my attention. The roller-rink restaurant exists, sure, but it’s obviously flailing. Somebody needs to step in and make changes, because there’s no way the business is turning a profit. Lucky for MASH Ruby, who’s quite possibly managed nothing but a Tamagotchi, I’m plenty equipped to solve this problem.

			Save The Disco Diner, save the world. Or something.

			With notebook in hand, I walk the perimeter, casually knocking against walls to see if any of them open into another dimension. Another server I don’t know asks whether the shipment of new skates has arrived yet, and I tell him I’ll report back. All the while, I scope out the space, eagle-eyed, trying to find some sort of clue.

			All I see are dollar signs. The electric bill alone must cost double my rent.

			I’m seated at a glow-in-the-dark table, jotting down the first inklings of a plan, when I’m startled by a chuckle that sounds straight off a laugh track.

			It’s Theo Ford.

			Technically, there are two Theo Fords, because beneath his Disco Diner button-up, which he’s left entirely undone, Theo’s wearing a skintight T-shirt adorned by his own face. Half of his closet is probably filled with old Noah and the Weekenders merch.

			“Theo!” I exclaim, and his megawatt grin expands.

			I struggle with the simultaneous urge to both screech and burst out laughing. The men’s Disco Diner uniforms include flared jeans with an iridescent stripe along each side.

			“Penn told me you wouldn’t be in today,” he says.

			“I wasn’t feeling so hot this morning, but I’m fine.”

			Theo looks left, then right, eyeing me conspicuously as he leans in and says, “You got a call this morning from Sloane at Rollerworld. I wrote down her message.” He reaches into his jeans pocket, then hands me a wadded-up pink note. “I like the way you think. Keep your enemies close, and all that.”

			I nod like I know what’s up. “Thanks. We can, uh, circle back on this.”

			“Sure thing, boss.” He points a thumb over his shoulder. “I need to clean up the staff room. Claire got a little too excited about the snack restock and spilled a three-pound bag of M&M’s.”

			I manage a grin. “Thanks, Theo. Way to be on top of it.”

			He skates off, and perhaps I should’ve waited to dismiss him, because the message may as well be written in hieroglyphics. I make out nothing but the words checking in and email, and when I pull out my phone to investigate further, I can’t find the email app. Surely, MASH Ruby can’t be irresponsible enough to have removed email from her phone.

			Then again, she’s full of surprises. God help me.

			I spin around, wondering where I might find some financial statements, only to run right into another employee. With an especially broad chest. “Sorry,” I sputter.

			“You and Theo are circling back on what, now?”

			It’s Penn. Who’s also on pink roller skates. And in full uniform.

			I yelp.

			After all that my brain has been through today, it simply cannot take in the Saturday Night Fever–dream in front of me. Penn’s snazzy jeans are at least two sizes too small. He can’t even get his hands into the pockets, forced to hook his thumbs through the belt loops instead. Meanwhile, the button-up shirt stretches just as tautly across his chest, and unlike Theo, Penn isn’t wearing an undershirt. Enter: chest hair.

			He looks like he’s auditioning for an off-off-Broadway production of Mamma Mia!

			With his hands on his hips, he asks, “Everything alright?”

			“It’s just—you. In those jeans.”

			I’m too shocked to formulate a proper joke, which is tragic, because Penn’s never offered me better material. Even in the dim light, nothing is left to the imagination. It will have to be my first order of business: buying this man some new pants. For his sake. For his balls’ sake. For my eyeballs’ sake. “This is a family establishment, Penn.”

			“Theo insisted I wear the uniform if I plan to help out around here,” he protests. “And I figured you might kick me out of your place if I ruffle any feathers on day one.” He throws his arms to his sides, and I’m surprised the buttons precariously holding his shirt together don’t pop off with the movement, one by one. “So, here you go. Last uniform on the rack. Happy?”

			“Ecstatic.” I mean it. This singular moment almost makes getting trapped here worth it.

			“Well, unspeakable wedgies aside,” Penn says, “I’ve been looking around, and I have some ideas for this place, if you’d care to hear them.”

			I cross my arms, skeptical. “Why should I listen to you?”

			“Because managing a rink and managing a bar aren’t so different.”

			“And tell me why you’re offering to help me again?”

			“Because I need—” He stops himself and shrugs. “Because I needed a place to stay, and you were my best bet.”

			I grimace. “Bleak.”

			“Listen, I wish it weren’t the case, either, but your brother lives inside a sad diorama, and everybody else I could ask works with me, and that’s just weird.” He leans on the chair in front of him, looking up at me through lashes so long, it’s honestly rude. “Plus, with your four bedrooms, I figured you have so much space, I wouldn’t be an imposition.”

			I must look doubtful, because he cracks a smile.

			“Not too much of an imposition,” he corrects. “Worst-case scenario, I can just sleep on one of those foam things in the Laser Tag room.”

			Note to self: Check out the basement.

			“Alright. We can talk in my office,” I say, trying to take charge. Then I look around, realizing I don’t even know if I have an office.

			Penn watches, waiting for me to move. I take a tentative step to my left. His eyes narrow as he toddles to the right instead, nearly tumbling to the ground. Another laugh spurts out of me.

			He can’t skate for shit. And it’s a crying shame that I won’t be able to spend the rest of my life teasing Real Penn about this outfit.

			Even more shameful, though, is how my attention drops to his backside as I follow him past the snack bar. Pathetic skating skills aside, Penn’s ill-fitting jeans are a problem. A very pert, round one, from which it is strangely difficult for me to look away.

			My world-hopping hormones must be confused.

			The back office is as stupidly extravagant as I expect at this point—all brand-new tech and glow-in-the-dark desks and more unnecessary neon lighting.

			Penn and I sit opposite each other at the small table in the center of the room. I set out my glittery notebook and a pink feather-topped pen. He watches, silent, as I pet the feathers, trying to tame them. Like that’s going to make him take me more seriously.

			Clearing my throat, I say, “First things first: They need to reduce expenses.”

			“They?” His lips twitch. “Wow. Are you so stubborn about hearing my advice that you plan to refer to yourself in the third person?”

			“I need to reduce expenses.”

			He leans back and nods. “Mm-hmm.”

			Penn watching me is unnerving. And talking finance is my comfort zone, but usually I’m not discussing the business of my MASH alter ego. “The goal is to reduce operational overhead,” I tell him. “I plan to go over the org chart, and I’ll gather the financial statements, tax returns—”

			Penn tugs at his sleeve, the tendons in his arms flexing with the movement.

			Wait. No. Since when do I notice Penn’s forearms?

			He shifts forward, and whatever cotton is used in these shirts must be premium quality, because it’s working overtime. “You’re looking a little green there, Rubella. Are you okay? Did you eat?”

			“I’m fine,” I chirp as a warm flush fills my cheeks. Bridget’s words must’ve gotten to me. Get him to fall in love with you. It’s her fault I’m noticing Penn’s forearms. She planted weird seeds, mixing up my brain waves. “Point is—”

			“Point is, this place is no fun,” Penn cuts in. “Money aside, that’s your problem.”

			I balk and gesture toward what may as well be the Oz of roller rinks. “Excuse me? Are three thousand neon lights not fun enough for you? Should I hire dancers? A few amateur magicians to perform some afternoon tricks? Maybe we can call it Ab-roll-cadabra.”

			He legitimately ponders it. “Not a bad idea.”

			I groan. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

			“I know what I’m talking about,” he insists.

			“Oh, really?”

			“Really.” He lifts his chin. “I put Curly’s on the map. With a-plum.”

			“It’s aplomb.”

			He sighs. “Look, Wynne. You’ve got competition, okay? Not just Rollerworld, but everything else that steals people’s attention. You need to make this place worth their while.”

			Rollerworld. That’s who left me a message today.

			“Right. Rollerworld…” I let the word hang there, hoping Penn will fill in the blanks.

			“They’ve got a different model, but considering they have two locations, it’s obviously working. Rollerworld might have no personality, and certainly no glow-in-the-dark tables, but their locations are bigger,” he says. “And they’ve got more food options, an events calendar, and a full bar. Which is where I think you need to start.”

			“Where?”

			“With a bar. A liquor license.”

			I scoff. “Oh, so you want to add an expense?”

			Penn shakes his head and laughs, and I hate how it feels like he’s laughing at me. I’m not the one who got the business into this mess.

			“No. I want to add some fun-loving humans into the equation so that your staff doesn’t outnumber your customers,” he says. “I might not own Curly’s, but I know how to fill the room, and in case you haven’t noticed, that bar doesn’t need any fancy trimmings to attract a crowd.”

			“The focus should be on profits, and—”

			“And to gain profits, you need to get creative,” he tells me, interrupting again. “Fine, you probably need new hours and fewer managers. Whatever. But you need to think outside the box, too. Revamp the menu. Try one that rotates with some local food items in the mix and see what sticks. Put some events on the calendar. Trivia nights. Theme parties. A magician for some kids—why not? And maybe now’s the time for that toga skate I suggested, too.”

			I let out a snap of a laugh. Penn doesn’t even smile. “You’re serious.”

			“I am.”

			“Togas? On skates? Do you realize how physically complicated that is?”

			Penn sighs, crossing his arms over his chest, and dear God, the seams could not possibly pull more tightly across his biceps. “You don’t trust me,” he says. “Do you?”

			I bite down, hard, grinding my molars. Penn might have some relevant work experience with Curly’s, but attempting to trust him, of all people—especially here, in this wonky timeline, with my entire fate, while considering such brilliant ideas as a “toga skate”—is like being dropped at the base of Mount Everest and instructed to climb it without any training whatsoever.

			I must be silent for long enough that Penn gets his answer.

			He nods, then lifts both hands. “You know what? You were right. Maybe this is a bad idea.” He stands, remembers he’s on skates, and grips the table for balance. Once he’s stable, he adds, “I’ll pick up my stuff from your house later. And I’ll find somewhere else to stay.”

			“Wait.”

			He tilts me an impatient look. “What?”

			I take a deep breath, unsure what to do. I didn’t think this through. I don’t want to spend any more time with Penn than I have to, and I don’t plan to linger here long enough to see all of his wild ideas through, but I can’t afford to push him away, either. For one thing, I need his knowledge of MASHland. And if Bridget’s right, I might need him to get out of the game.

			“Sorry. It’s just—”

			Penn sighs. “It’s fine, okay? I get it.”

			No. He doesn’t get it. And I’m unable to explain. Telling Penn about the game might break some kind of rule. So instead I twirl the feathery gel pen in my hands, debating what to say, and how.

			And then I get an idea. One that might fit the teenage-generated equation.

			I flip open my notebook, and in all caps, I write: DEAR PENN, I’M SORRY. PLEASE HELP ME—YES / NO / MAYBE?

			I still don’t know the rules around here, but hopefully “dear” sounds enough like “other half” that the MASH overlords will give me some credit.

			I rip out the page and fold it into a triangle, tucking in the edges. Then I stand and try to slide the note into Penn’s chest pocket, his puzzled gaze tracking the movement. But his shirt is too tight, so, absent better options, I nestle it into his chest hair instead.

			His eyes shift from the note back up to me, and we hold each other’s stares in a challenge, our faces closer than I realized. I can hear his breath, and mine catches, sparking a mischievous glint in his eyes. It’s the smug, obnoxious look of someone who knows he’s just won something. Although I’m not sure what.

			“What was that?” Penn asks, his voice low and too close.

			“I wrote you a note.”

			He nods. “And folded it. Quite thoroughly.”

			“Any job worth doing,” I say, and shrug.

			His dimple pops, just barely, and something uncomfortable swoops in my stomach, like a warning.

			I’m trying to control the situation, but I have no clue what I’m doing. And, really, I don’t know who Bridget’s kidding with all that fairy-tale talk. Penn and I can’t even agree on what this roller rink should look like. True love? Between me and Disco Ken here? Or should I say Disco Penn? Yeah, no. Absolutely not.

			I inch away, half-tripping over the chair at my feet as I grab my purse and tuck the notebook inside. “I—I better go help Theo.”

			“He needs a lot of that,” Penn says. “He told me he ‘alphabetized’ the skates.”

			I manage to avoid eye contact until I stop in the doorframe. Then, scanning Penn up and down, I tell him, “Careful when you wash that uniform, by the way. You’ll probably want to avoid any shrinkage.”

			His jaw ticks. The indignation in his eyes will fuel me for days.

			“Don’t worry,” Penn says. “That won’t be a problem.”

			

	

The Wynne-rs

			 

			
				Dad: hi from Alaska like my new hat

			

			
				Mom: We’ve been here for two days, and your father wants to move.

			

			
				Dad: can’t a man appreciate fall foliage

			

			
				Ryan: I thought living in snow during retirement violated Dad’s moral code.

			

			
				Mom: He’s in denial.

			

			
				Mom: More important, do you two feel older?! The big 3-5!!

			

			
				Ryan: Ruby did call me 14 times today, so she might be verging on senile.

			

			
				Mom: What’s going on? Ruby, are you okay, honey??

			

			
				Ruby: All good!

			

			
				Ruby: And Dad, that hat’s a vibe. But not sure you need fur in September.
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				Angry-Blushing
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				[image: ]
			

			It’s late afternoon when I get home, and I’m exhausted, but the clock is ticking—both here and possibly in the real world, too—so I don’t have a second to spare. I need to gather as much information as I can about MASH Ruby, The Disco Diner, plus any possible escape routes.

			And I plan to leave no Lisa Frank notebook unturned.

			I make a pantry pit stop to gather key supplies (two packets of Gushers), then park it in the tangerine-colored study, where I sit at the massive yellow desk to rifle through business plans, balance sheets, and all the notebooks stuffed into the drawers. Unfortunately, I don’t find any guidebooks for visitors from another dimension. And when I unroll the mansion blueprints, I’m disappointed there’s no hidden corner marked Magic Door Here.

			Stalking myself on social media isn’t much better. Horrified, I scroll through an endless stream of cheesy selfies, roller-skating videos, and more latte vignettes than anyone should ever capture, let alone share. In real life, I don’t bother with social media. Meanwhile, here, I once posed with a burrito. On purpose. In a video set to Third Eye Blind’s “Never Let You Go.”

			Properly humiliated, I turn my attention to the mother ship: my email.

			I’ve tried and failed to come up with the password for my work email, but my personal email is already loaded on my laptop. And my inbox is really something.

			On the one hand, it’s oddly comforting to learn that even here, where my tolerance for chaos is seemingly limitless, my inbox is still maintained with precision. Less comforting are all the bewildering messages that point to a person I’m not. MASH Me subscribes to an alarming number of newsletters, including an advice column for entrepreneurs, a daily astrology forecast, and four separate knitting publications. I’ve never, not once, willingly visited a craft store.

			In a folder marked Notes, I discover one particularly disorienting exchange with Bridget five years ago in which my MASH self regales her with every graphic detail of a long weekend in New York with a man I’ve never met. Reading about a hot Italian man kissing me on the rainy streets of Manhattan is like reading fan fiction about myself. It’s maddening.

			I text Bridget to say so: I’M LOSING MY MIND.

			Her response isn’t helpful. She replies with kissing GIFs, sending one after another. From Sleeping Beauty, The Princess and the Frog, and even the Lindsay Lohan classic Just My Luck, beneath which she writes: PUCKER UP, BUTTERCUP. Time to fall in LOOOVE.

			I hang my head in defeat, hopeless.

			In the mere hours since I landed here, I’ve zipped through the denial and bargaining stages of grief and landed right smack-dab in the middle of anger. I pace along the bookshelves, wondering: Why me? Why him? Why couldn’t the MASH gods have left a list of rules on the fridge like Mom did when we were young?

			When there’s a sound outside the door, I shout, shrill, “Not a good time!” One of the tall wooden double doors pushes open anyway. Sighing, I bark, “Penn, I’m serious. I—”

			A strange, strangled sound gets caught in the back of my throat.

			It’s Penn, alright. But he’s wearing gray sweatpants.

			Only gray sweatpants.

			I struggle to speak. “What are you…”

			Skin. There is far too much skin. My shirtless intruder leans one arm against the doorframe, and as he runs a hand through his damp hair, his bicep flexes. I nearly choke.

			This is an attack.

			I bring a hand to my forehead to block my view, because, well, abs.

			I do not remember such abs on Real Penn. I used to see him shirtless all the time. As a kid, hopping over our backyard sprinkler. In high school, curled up on our couch with a bag of Cheetos. In college, playing beer pong with the aggressive determination of an Olympian.

			Did he have abs then? Did I simply not notice?

			My head feels like a balloon ready to lift from my body. I can’t handle the combination of acute existential panic plus Penn’s bare chest and low-slung gray sweatpants.

			I reach for the desk to steady myself but accidentally bump a stack of diaries instead, sending a fuzzy pink journal to the floor.

			Penn’s attention falls to where it lands on the brightly patterned rug, joining a sea of books and folders. “You know,” he says, “the idea of a library is that you own these books, so you don’t have to read them all at once.”

			“The idea of knocking is to ask permission for entry,” I tell him. “Not to burst in half naked.” Penn looks down at his torso, as if he doesn’t understand. The slight movement makes everything contract. Exhaling, I sputter, “Knock and wait, okay? And keep the wardrobe PG in communal areas.”

			Penn’s lips twitch. He says nothing.

			Despite my clear request for privacy, he shifts past me to study the bookshelves. “PG,” he says to himself, brushing his fingers along the spines. The muscles in his back move. It’s obscene. “This from the woman who answers the door in a negligee?” His gaze slants toward me before he turns back to the bookshelf, grinning.

			Anger returns, red-hot and pulsing in my chest.

			It’s just—how dare Penn barge in here? Looking like that. In my dream house.

			On a Sunday.

			“From now on, I shall wear nothing but winter coats,” I vow. “And how do you know the word negligee, anyway? I thought your vocabulary cut off at anything over six letters.”

			Penn shrugs, absentmindedly paging through a paperback. “Believe it or not, Wynne, there have been women who wanted me to see them in lingerie.”

			I roll my eyes, resenting the uncomfortable heat low in my belly.

			“I’ll admit it, though.” He eyes me. “That scarf-and-nightie set was a good look. Points for creativity.”

			“Ditto your disco-wear. Make sure to fluff up your chest hair even more next time, huh?”

			Penn’s smirk inches up. “Make sure you stop blushing before I get the wrong idea, huh?”

			Growing fury fizzes in my veins. “I’m just angry-blushing,” I explain.

			“Mm, I’ve heard about that,” Penn deadpans. “Angry-blushing. Sounds serious.”

			I want to throw the pile of books in his face. Scream. Ram myself into the bookshelf like it’s the Narnia closet.

			“Did you need something?” I ask.

			“Dinner’s almost ready.” I must look puzzled, because he adds, “I owe you a meal. I had three Disco Diner cotton candies on the house. And that was just today.”

			“Disgusting.”

			He shrugs. “The heart wants what it wants.”

			“Oh, yeah?” I set my hands on my hips. “And what does your heart want?”

			Penn stops, pinning me with his stare. He’s so still, I can see him swallow, nearly see the pulse in his neck. I inhale sharply, thrown off by all that skin and his short silence and the strange, taut air between us.

			“Spaghetti, meatballs, and garlic bread,” he says finally. “Hope you’re hungry, Rollergirl.”

			“Don’t call me that.”

			“You called yourself that. On multiple platforms.”

			“Well, then I was embarrassing.”

			Penn’s smile spreads slowly. “Still are,” he says, knocking on the doorframe.

			He leaves, and I slouch back into my chair, gathering myself. If there’s a maximum cortisol level that any one body can handle within twenty-four hours, I must be close to hitting it.

			I stare at the blinking cursor in the password box. Somewhere in the kitchen, Penn’s banging pots and pans. I glance up at the door, then back at the computer, and I try it. Rollergirl.

			It doesn’t work. I try it with a u. Rollergurl.

			Bingo.

			In celebration, I toss a Gusher into the air and catch it in my mouth, grinning. But my excitement is short-lived, because when I see his name at the top of my work inbox, my heart belly flops into my stomach.

			
				From: Connor Reynolds

			

			I bend toward the screen, the words blurring as I skim through not just one email, but an entire chain between Connor and me. He’s following up and I’m on top of it and all our messages are cordial. Professional. Polite.

			Here, Connor isn’t my ex. He’s my accountant.

			My hands shake as I scroll back to his most recent message.

			
				Hi Ruby,

				I’d be happy to talk through appraisal options. Please let me know when you’re available by phone or in person to discuss next steps.

				Connor Reynolds, CPA

				Reynolds & Reynolds Group

			

			I press my steepled hands to my lips, my brain struggling to catch up. Yesterday, I dropped off this man’s dry cleaning. He made my coffee with exactly the right amount of the overpriced almond milk that he buys for me each week. He held my hand over the middle console while we drove to Lakeville, and he didn’t complain about my sad-girl pop playlist.

			But I can’t get distracted by the world I’ve left behind.

			I need to focus on getting back to it.

			With that in mind, I star Connor’s email, planning to reply later, and search for the word I’m looking for: Rollerworld. An email pops up: Disco Diner x Rollerworld.

			
				Dear Ruby,

				It was a pleasure speaking with you last week, and as promised, I’m following up to see if you’d like to continue our conversation. With your creativity and our strong financial position, I truly believe Rollerworld and The Disco Diner would be even better together.

				Please reach out if you have any questions, and I look forward to hearing your thoughts.

				All my best,

				Sloane Bishop, Rollerworld

			

			I set my head in my hands, staring at the screen through my splayed fingers.

			The details are vague, but the message is clear: There’s an offer on the table.

			Earlier, I felt sure that saving The Disco Diner could help my cause. Now, though, I’m not sure if I’m supposed to save it or sell it. I don’t know if Sloane Bishop is good news or bad, or if anybody else knows about her interest in a partnership—which sounds an awful lot like an acquisition. Bridget and Penn must not know, or they’d have mentioned it.

			There’s a knock at the door. I mumble-whine into my palms. “Yes?”

			“Dinner’s ready,” Penn singsongs. “And I swear it’s edible.”

			

			—

			The Penn I know wouldn’t think twice about what he’d eaten at The Disco Diner, let alone try to compensate for it. But three Le Creuset pots the color of sunflowers dot the stove, steam snaking out from beneath the lids. The kitchen smells like heaven. Like garlic, tomatoes, and fresh herbs.

			“I already made you a plate,” Penn calls from down the hall.

			All the research in the world couldn’t have prepared me for a Penn who eats in the formal dining room. Most of the meals we’ve shared have been consumed while sitting on counters or barstools.

			“Who even are you?” I ask, rounding the corner.

			Never mind. This Penn isn’t so different.

			He sits at the head of the long dining table, still wearing nothing but his gray sweatpants, now with my yellow polka-dot scarf tied around his neck. Smirking, he tugs at it with two fingers and says, “I was inspired.”

			“Has anyone ever told you that you’re insufferable?”

			“You. Many times.”

			I roll my eyes and sit beside him, where my plate is already piled high with spaghetti and meatballs. He’s lit a tall pillar candle and poured us two glasses of red wine. If I didn’t know any better, and he weren’t wearing a scarf-bib, I might be fooled into thinking the whole setup was romantic.

			“This is so nice,” I say, reaching for the wine. “Is there a catch? Did you poison it?”

			“Just a healthy sprinkling of arsenic.”

			“Yeah, right. You’re not the murder type. You can’t even handle Scream.”

			He arches his scarred eyebrow. “Have to earn my keep around here somehow. And I couldn’t let you eat Gushers for dinner.” As he twirls his pasta, he asks, “Recognize this dish? It’s one of Ryan’s recipes. From his old blog. I still revisit that thing for ideas.”

			A buzzing fills my ears. One, because Penn reading Ryan’s old recipes is so sweet that I don’t know what to say. And two, because I’d completely forgotten about my brother’s short-lived cooking blog.

			“It’s interesting,” I say, tiptoeing through the conversation. “How Ryan pursued it.”

			Penn beams. “I’m so proud of that guy. He’s worked so hard, and he really did it all his way, you know? Finding restaurants that fit him, climbing the ranks.”

			I nod, speechless. I can’t get over how different my brother’s life looks here. Penn, Bridget, my parents—their lives seem to match between worlds. But not Ryan’s.

			Maybe it’s because my choices affect him the most.

			Of course they do.

			We grew up defined by the Ruby-and-Ryan Venn diagram everybody used to compare us. Our parents, friends, teachers, coaches. Strangers who met us on the playground. They pointed out what was only me, what was him, and where we overlapped. That’s the lens through which I’ve been perceived all my life. Sometimes I wished I could stand on my own, but mostly I found it grounding. I was always connected to something—to him. He was the mirror through which I could see each piece of myself reflected and refracted.

			Here, though, I don’t know Ryan. I’m untethered. And I’m facing one impossible, unknowable decision after another, in a world with consequences I’m not entirely clear on.

			I take a very long sip of wine.

			Penn fills the silence with work talk, relaying his pitch for new hours. Meanwhile, I shovel in forkfuls of absolutely delicious pasta, trying to settle my nerves.

			The thing is, I know Penn. I know the small bump on his nose is from a line drive to the face in middle school. I know he used to be self-conscious about all the scruff along his jaw, which showed up earlier for him than it did for other boys. I know his eyes have always crinkled when he laughs, but only recently started to crease in the corners with every expression.

			I’ve always been fluent in Penn, a known variable.

			Not here, though. Not when that skill might finally be put to good use.

			So I need to get creative. Because, frankly, I’d rather dive into the aquarium and lock lips with all thirteen of my pet fish than try to convince Penn to fall in love with me, but if he’s going to be my “other half” in this world, then I need to connect with him.

			It isn’t just my reality at stake. MASHland has made it clear: My choices have consequences. Not just for me, but for Ryan, too.

			“What?” Penn asks, his eyes searching my face. He stops. “Oh. You think I’m a good cook, don’t you?” He smirks. “And you hate it. Don’t you?”

			True.

			But what I really hate is the gap between what I should know and what I don’t. So I set my fork down, clasp my hands on the table, and tell Penn, “I think we should start over.”

			A clean slate. That’s what I need to feel like I have some sort of control here. No matter how many emails I read or old photos I look at, I’ll never fully catch up to who I am in this world, or who everybody else has become. I’m playing a game without knowing the rules. And I refuse to end up trapped here, dressed like an extra in a Disney Channel Original Movie.

			“We should start what over?” Penn asks.

			“I want a clean slate,” I explain. “For you and me.”

			An even playing field. A new beginning.

			Penn pauses, napkin pressed to his mouth. When he finally sets it down, his lips slide into a grin. “You just want me to forget about that negligee, don’t you?”

			I roll my eyes. “No. I want you to forget the last, say, eighteen years? Give or take?”

			“Wow.” Penn lets out a surprised laugh. “That’s very…specific. Why do we need a clean slate again?”

			“So that we can survive temporary cohabitation.”

			He considers it for half a second, then shakes his head. “No.”

			“What do you mean ‘no’?”

			Penn shrugs. “Sorry, Wynne. I don’t know if I can agree to that. Think of all the precious memories we’d lose. Like the day you drove me to the dentist and nearly killed me in your manic attempts to turn off the windshield wipers. Or the time you asked me, dead serious, whether a Sausage McMuffin was a real thing or a euphemism.”

			A laugh rockets out of me. “I did not ask you that.”

			His smile falters. “How do you not remember that?” He clocks my distress. Quietly, he says, “You’re serious about this.”

			“Yeah. I am.”

			His lips purse as he studies me. “Okay, then.” He clears his throat, extending a hand as he unwinds my scarf from his neck. “Pennjamin Hayes.”

			I snort. “Pennjamin?”

			He lifts a shoulder. “New start, new name.”

			My smile returns, my chest lighter now that I’ve convinced Penn to start over with me.

			But as the candlelight shimmers across his face, I remember catching his eye across the sticky bar table on my birthday, and some small voice tells me: Careful what you wish for.

			
				Stop knocking on the wall.

			

			
				It’s Morse code.

			

			
				You don’t know Morse code.

			

			
				I do. I’m self-taught via Google.

			

			
				That means “SUP.”

			

			
				Nobody says “sup.”

			

			
				We should bring it back.

			

			
				Good night, Penn.

			

			
				Do you still snore?

			

			
				I used to hear you from Ryan’s room. You sounded like a dying lawnmower.

			

			
				You’re such a liar.

			

			
				I’m not! I’m recording you through the wall tonight as proof.

			

			
				Maybe you were right about sleeping in the basement.

			

			
				Please don’t banish me.

			

			
				By the way, this floor mattress is surprisingly sumptuous.

			

			
				Congratulations on knowing the word “sumptuous.”

			

			
				That was Morse code for “THANKS.”

			

			
				I struck a nerve when I joked about your vocabulary, didn’t I?

			

			
				Maybe.

			

			
				I’m more than my puerile behavior.

			

			
				Go to sleep.

			

			
				I see you’ve gone to “Do Not Disturb” mode.

			

			
				And yet you still didn’t take the hint.

			

			
				I took the hint, considered it, and chose to ignore it.

			

			
				GOOD NIGHT PENN.

			

			
				Night, roomie.

			

			
				(That meant “C-YA.”)
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				Grape Thief in Aisle Three
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			“Costco is the tenth circle of hell, okay? I don’t want to eat a hot dog while I shop for shampoo. I don’t want to peruse TVs and meats at the same time. It’s Ikea, but less easy on the eyes. Home Depot, but with unnecessary, lukewarm food samples.”

			Penn stares at me, expressionless.

			We’ve just entered Mo’s Market, which is oddly crowded for a Monday morning. I thought grocery shopping together would be a nice, easy way to kick off our clean slate, but alas. We spent the seven-minute drive bickering over where to shop, what music to play, and why Penn drumming his fingers on the dashboard is annoying.

			“Who doesn’t want to eat hot dogs while they buy shampoo?” Penn asks, throwing up his hands. “I want to eat a hot dog all the time. Like a true American.”

			“Look how wonderfully curated this place is,” I insist, weaving the cart through the produce aisles. “And even better: We’re buying local.”

			“But in the long run, it’s more expensive,” he argues. “And less efficient.”

			“True,” I admit. “But I won’t need a compass to find the paper towels.”

			Penn heaves an exasperated sigh, then starts casually eating from a bag of grapes he just pulled from a bin.

			“Those haven’t been washed.” I’m, frankly, aghast.

			Penn pops another grape into his mouth. “Some of us overthink life. And some of us live it.”

			“That’s illegal, you know.”

			“Call the police,” he wails, mid-chew. “Grape thief in aisle three!”

			I seize the bag, tossing it into the cart. “Grapes aren’t even on our list,” I hiss.

			While I don’t plan to be in this game world for long, I need proper sustenance. Love them as I may, Dunkaroos simply don’t supply all the nutrients required to put up with Penn Hayes.

			“What about these?” We turn a corner, and he pulls SpaghettiOs from the shelf. “Do they make the list?”

			I let my silence do the talking.

			I’ve been searching everywhere for rules, but maybe I should be seeking out a sinkhole instead. Something to swallow me whole and put me out of my misery.

			“Don’t tell me you have a problem with SpaghettiOs,” Penn says, sliding a look at his phone. He’s ignored two calls in a matter of minutes. “They’re a pantry staple.”

			“For second graders.”

			“Oh, but Gushers are okay?”

			“They’re delicious.”

			“So are SpaghettiOs.”

			I take the can, set it back on the shelf, and keep moving. “SpaghettiOs are a subpar substitute for an actual meal, packaged and purchased only for convenience.”

			“God,” Penn says. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

			He says it right as we pass an elderly woman. Worried she’s overheard us, I avert my eyes, pretending to be engrossed in the nutritional makeup of lima beans.

			“Cindy!” Penn trills.

			I do a double take.

			The elderly woman is Mrs. Baker, our old neighbor. The grumpy one who, back in reality, has been letting Theo Ford live in her carriage house. The woman who, for years, spent several minutes a day shooing Penn off her lawn.

			“What a nice surprise,” Penn adds, as if she’s just invited him in for tea. “How are those voice lessons treating you? Am I talking to the next Adele?”

			“Oh, Penn.” She laughs lightly as he goes in for a hug. A hug. “How’s your mother?”

			“Très bien,” he says with a shockingly smooth French accent. Mrs. Baker loves it. I hate to admit it, but I do, too. He must’ve picked up a thing or two on his annual visits overseas.

			Diane met a Parisian artist while we were in college, promptly retired from broadcast news, and now sightsees across Europe with her handsome boyfriend. Penn’s happy for his mom—just as he was happy with most of her other boyfriends. He likes to see Diane having fun, I think. And he’s gotten used to doing his own thing. Plus, Christmas in Paris sounds beautiful.

			“By the way,” Penn adds, nudging Mrs. Baker. “Those caramel candies you like are back in stock. Two aisles over. By the licorice.”

			I stare at him, momentarily stunned. A French accent is one thing, but now he’s also fluent in fellow shoppers’ pantry staples? What. Is. Happening.

			After thanking Penn, Mrs. Baker winks and adds, “I’ll say hi to Melissa for you.”

			He grins. “Please do.”

			She waves at me while Penn grabs the cart and rolls along, whistling, like that little exchange doesn’t require explanation.

			I jog to reach him as he curves around the aisle endcap and beelines toward boxed cakes. Which are also not on our list. “Who’s Melissa?” I ask. I have several other questions, but Mrs. Baker’s knowing wink makes this one a priority.

			“Her niece,” Penn explains, tossing two boxes of Funfetti into the cart. “Cindy set us up a few months ago, and we did dinner and a movie. She’s nice, but we’re just friends.”

			Dinner and a movie. It’s so classic, and so very unlike Penn, who I imagine as more of a darts-and-dive-bar dating type.

			“ ‘Just friends,’ ” I echo, placing the cake mix back on the shelf. “Was that your choice or Melissa’s?”

			Penn fights a smile. “Since when do you want to hear about my love life?”

			“Fresh start. Remember?”

			“Ah.” He nods. “Well, there’s not much to say. A little something here, something there.”

			That sums up Penn’s dating history in the real world, too. For years he’s tried on girlfriends the same way he dips in and out of jobs. I will never let him forget the spring he got into making homemade jam, all because he briefly entertained the company of a preschool teacher with big Martha Stewart energy.

			“Why just ‘a little something’?” I ask. For research.

			Penn pauses in front of the frosting. “Same as you. I want nothing serious.”

			My laugh is a firework. “Me? Nothing serious?”

			“What?” He eyes me sideways. “Do you have a secret boyfriend I don’t know about?”

			An entirely secret timeline, but that’s neither here nor there. “No,” I tell him. “But I’m not a ‘nothing serious’ type.” I raise my color-coded shopping lists as evidence.

			“You’re serious about lists and dress codes,” Penn allows. “But love?” He drops two tubs of frosting into the cart and looks at me. “I thought you had—how’d you put it?—‘too many lives to live’ to settle down.”

			“When did I say that?”

			His features pinch, like he can’t believe my question. “Which time?”

			My vision blurs, the aisle growing and shrinking in front of me. This Penn knows a version of me who wrote to Bridget about late nights with strange, sexy men. Not me, the serial monogamist. All I’ve ever wanted is to settle down.

			Penn mistakes my silence for shame. “There’s nothing wrong with it, Wynne,” he assures me. “We both just do our own thing. And we’re happier this way. Right?”

			I reshelve the frosting and nod, wondering if that’s true for me here. If it’s true for him anywhere. Maybe he’s tried to adopt his mom’s dating philosophy as his own.

			His eyes meet mine, as if there’s more to be said. He steps closer.

			“What?” I ask. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			He bites his lip, drawing my focus to his mouth in a way that makes me blink. Holding my gaze, he pulls a bottle of rainbow sprinkles from the shelf right over my shoulder and shakes it toward me. I grab it, clasping my hand over his, and Penn startles at my touch. We both look at the bottle, and at our hands, then at each other.

			“We do not need sprinkles,” I tell him.

			His mouth ticks up. “Sprinkles spread joy.”

			I narrow my eyes at him, hot anger in my cheeks. “I feel joy.”

			Penn laughs and wrestles the bottle from my grasp. He adds it to our heaping pile of groceries, which includes three varietals of Cheez-Its he must’ve snuck in when I wasn’t looking.

			He watches, waiting to see if I’ll pull the rainbow sprinkles from the cart.

			“Next time, I’m shopping alone,” I announce. Then I storm off, leaving the sprinkles where they are.

			

			—

			At noon, The Disco Diner is empty. A stark reminder of the offer in my inbox.

			This morning, I replied to Sloane’s email as vaguely as I could without committing one way or another. I promised I’d be in touch soon, trying to buy myself some time to figure out my next moves.

			Meanwhile, Penn’s right: We shouldn’t be open at lunchtime on weekdays. He reiterated as much over dinner last night, and I wondered aloud why I ever thought it was a good idea.

			“You were being ambitious,” he said. “Nothing wrong with that.”

			“But it was stupid,” I told him. “And obvious.”

			He shrugged. “Sometimes you don’t know until you try.”

			Penn doesn’t understand. In real life, I don’t try until I know. I don’t just look before I leap; I measure angles and run experiments and ensure that I’ve got a parachute and a backup parachute. Then I leap.

			But as we sit opposite each other in the back office, me going over the org chart while Penn rifles through boxes, hoping to find a uniform in his size, I’m not ready to leap so much as lunge at him when his phone rings for the zillionth time.

			Penn’s alarmingly loud, standard ringtone is the hallmark of someone with bad taste and even worse instincts—and this marks the fifth in a string of suspicious phone calls he’s fielded over the last hour. Each time, his eyes have snapped to mine before he either ignored the call or backed away, speaking in hushed tones.

			When he sends the call to voicemail, I crack and whisper, “Are you dealing drugs?”

			Penn sputters a laugh. “What?”

			“Nobody gets that many calls. Are you the one with a secret relationship?”

			“Right. Like I have that kind of time.”

			Penn does have a lot on his plate. He’s sneaking in hours here and there at The Disco Diner before and after his shifts at Curly’s.

			“Heya, boss.”

			Penn and I startle as Theo pops up in the doorframe, his teenage face once again poking out from beneath an unbuttoned Disco Diner uniform. He must’ve scoured eBay to find multiple Noah and the Weekenders T-shirts. A true feat. The show lasted only two seasons.

			Theo lifts a pair of holographic skates by their teal laces. “Look what finally arrived. Ready to take these beauties for a spin?”

			I wince. My deep dive into recent financial statements included a harrowing look at the receipt for these skates. A massive, nonrefundable order. I can’t believe any version of myself thought shiny skates would be enough to attract new customers.

			Admittedly, though, they’re pretty great.

			“Uh, not right now,” I tell him. I used to be quite good on skates, but it’s been years since I laced them up in the real world. I don’t want to raise any eyebrows if I stumble.

			“Are you sure?” Theo asks, looking like the saddest of puppies. “You’ve been counting down to this moment for weeks.”

			“I have work to do.” I hold up the file in front of me as evidence.

			“Oh, c’mon,” Penn chides. “You can spare five minutes, right? Have a little fun.”

			The last word drops between us like a grenade. Irritation crackles inside my chest.

			Theo chimes in. “I’ll skate with you, if you’d like.”

			“So nice of you. But I know you’re busy.” I turn and arch an eyebrow at Penn. “Why don’t you join me instead? I know how much you like to have fun.”

			He rolls back in his chair to lift a foot. He’s wearing sneakers today, because we agreed that him on skates is a workers’ compensation case waiting to happen. “I’m a liability. Remember?”

			I huff out a laugh. “Oh, you certainly are. But c’mon,” I say, mimicking his patronizing tone. “You can spare five minutes. Can’t you, Penn?”

			He holds my gaze, working his jaw. I can’t tell if he’s holding back a smirk or a scream. “Fine. Let’s see your moves, Wynne.”

			There’s a real chance I don’t have any moves, but I’m in too deep. Luckily, my nerves ease up when I lace the skates. Wearing them, I feel transported to another time—another me—and as I push off the bench beside the rink, I glide toward the center as smoothly as ever.

			I’ve still got it.

			Meanwhile, Penn’s got all the skating skills of a toddler on stilts.

			I sail backward to get a better look while he teeters along, holding on to the rink’s edge to stay upright. It’s dark, the disco lights dancing along the wooden floor and across Penn’s face, which is pinched in concentration. He tosses off his backward hat, as if that’s what’s throwing off his balance. I laugh at him as the first notes of “Lovefool” by the Cardigans ring out.

			I feel like I’m twelve years old.

			In a good way.

			“What do you think?” Theo shouts from the side of the rink.

			I flash him two thumbs up, then twirl for good measure.

			When I stop, I catch Penn’s eye. He’s leaning against the boards. “Show-off,” he yells.

			But he’s smiling.

			Penn keeps watching while I round the rink, and his attention leaves me self-conscious. My Where’s Waldo? of an outfit doesn’t help. I’m in pink jeans and a striped T-shirt, its hem inching up as I skate. It’s nothing, a sliver of skin, but when I pass him, I remember his words from last night. About the negligee.

			There have been women who wanted me to see them in lingerie, he said.

			That’s what Penn’s used to. Who he ends up with: women less inhibited than me.

			Women a little more like MASH Me.

			I round the rink, effortless. It feels like flying when you do it right.

			When I curve toward the middle, I slow down, lift my arms overhead, and spin beneath the disco balls. Afterward, I do a few more laps, then skate over to Penn, whose steady stare makes me wonder if he ever looked away at all.

			“Still got it,” I say, hands on my hips. I’m a little out of breath.

			Penn’s gaze rakes over me, as he grips the boards behind him. “Yeah,” he says quietly. “You do.”

			The sincerity in his voice catches me off guard. So does the look in his eye, sparking a tiny flutter in my chest. Hope, maybe. Because Penn and I might not be compatible grocery shoppers, and The Disco Diner might be more work than I can wrap my head around, but I can do this: I can make Penn want MASH Me.

			She could be the answer. To the Penn question, anyway. Because if my diaries are any indication, the me who exists here never had a problem winning men’s affections. Her dating life, as Penn said, is a little something here, something there.

			Nothing serious. That feels far more doable than true love.

			Maybe I just need to think a little more like Middle School Me, who played the MASH game, and whose concept of romance boiled down to a meaningful arm brush. Back in seventh grade, I’d had nothing but a couple slobbery spin-the-bottle kisses I’d rather forget, so perhaps love isn’t the answer. Maybe a casual side hug will suffice. Or, better yet, Bridget can get Penn on a three-way phone call and ask if he could ever like me.

			Maybe I can just…

			I grab Penn’s hand, pulling him into the rink. “Come on, Pennjamin. You need lessons if you’re going to cut it around here.”

			He looks down at my hand in his, then at me. A slow smirk crawls up his face as I glide backward, tugging him after me.

			But then his face registers actual panic.

			And he goes down.

			And he drags me with him.

			Penn falls backward, and I fall forward, landing right on top of him.

			My face gets smashed against his chest, his body cushioning the blow. We’re a tangle of banging elbows and knees as I try to wrestle myself upright. My palms find the floor on either side of Penn’s head, and I push up, away from him, but my arms are wobbly, still shaking from the shock of the fall, and I end up hovering over him instead, our faces only inches apart.

			It must be fear that keeps me there, frozen, while Penn stares up at me, his chest touching mine with each breath, colorful lights flashing across the sharp lines of his features.

			Our hips are pressed together, our legs entwined. The heat of Penn against me is another reminder that this is not a dream. And I’ve been close to him, but never like this.

			For a heartbeat, both of us remain still, our eyes locked.

			Abruptly, then, Penn shifts sideways, rolling out from underneath me.

			I don’t move because I can’t, struggling to get my lungs and limbs and somersaulting thoughts under control. Finally, I manage an upright position, and Penn sits beside me, his elbows resting on his knees.

			His smile is slow and satisfied. “Guess you’ll have to teach me at your own risk, Wynne.”

			I stare back, watching the lights dance across Penn’s face, my pulse thrumming inside me like a ticking clock. Because I can’t afford to weigh out every option with Penn.

			Here, I don’t even have time to look; I just need to leap.
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				Accidentally Hot
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			Bridget holds up a green top with so many strings, I’m convinced it’s a ball of yarn.

			“No way.” I shake my head. “I’ve seen pasties that offer more coverage. I may as well just flash him. Or carry a sign. Hi. Please Notice Me.”

			Bridget exhales and tosses it to the floor of my closet, where I sit in a pile of flashy fabrics. “You’re trying to look hot, Ruby, and that shirt is hot.”

			“I’m trying to look accidentally hot,” I remind her. “There’s a difference.”

			Considering Penn’s preference for “nothing serious,” how little time he has for anything but work, and the many movies in which a kiss is all it takes to spark a little magic, I’m shifting the goalpost from love to lust. Kissing Penn was never going to mean anything to me, obviously, but maybe it doesn’t have to mean anything to him, either.

			Maybe he can be the “other half” of a totally casual, unserious kiss. First base only. The stuff MASH games are made of.

			Problem is, I have zero experience in casual. Or unserious. So I’ve recruited Bridget’s help, because if my mission is to somehow seduce Penn, then I have my work cut out for me. Yesterday, when I had him pinned to the rink’s floor, he couldn’t roll away fast enough.

			Bridget points to the paper calendar tacked to the wall of my closet. “According to your little detective board, there’s no time for ‘accidental’ hotness.”

			She’s got a point. Today is Wednesday, my fourth day in MASHland. I spent all day yesterday analyzing the rink’s finances and vendor contracts, looking into possible renegotiation opportunities. And while I’m confident I can get the business into a better position, there’s no instant fix. So, if a quick kiss might be enough to get me back to reality, I’m willing to put more of my eggs into that terrifying basket.

			“You’re right,” I say. “There’s no time for ‘accidental.’ But there must be a middle ground between sweatpants and is this a corset, technically?”

			“You and your middle grounds,” Bridget mutters, shoving velvet hangers along the rack. “What’s Penn’s type, do you think?”

			Unclear. In reality, he’s dated everything from a buttoned-up professor to a nightclub promoter who may as well have been nocturnal. His exes must have something in common, though, so I decide to ask the expert. Ryan.

			
				How would you describe Penn’s type?

			

			
				Since when are you a matchmaker?

			

			
				I met someone who might be into him.

			

			
				And you didn’t tell her to run away?

			

			
				Please just answer the question.

			

			
				Easygoing? Fun?

			

			Perfect. I’m 0 for 2.

			
				You know Penn. He just likes to be liked.

			

			Make that 0 for 3.

			I read Ryan’s texts aloud, and Bridget says I’ll need to work strategically. That I can’t take the subtle route. “If you want Penn to see you differently, you need to act differently. Add some physicality to the way you two already talk to each other, and it’s flirting.”

			I choke. “Excuse me?”

			Penn and I cannot possibly be one step away from flirting.

			Then again, Bridget knows better. Here, we’re both single and actively mingling, but in reality, she’s the only one who’s been on the apps, or agreed to blind dates with friends of friends. Meanwhile, I’ve never really dated. I’ve never even purposely tried to flirt.

			Is that really what Penn and I have been doing?

			“Trust me,” Bridget says. “Flirting is just teasing with eye contact.”

			I picture his familiar gaze—what’s felt like an anchor back to reality—and gulp.

			Bridget tugs the neck of her rose-colored sweater to reveal a little collarbone, then gives me The Eye over her shoulder. “See? It’s not necessarily how you look. It’s how you look at him. How you convey what you’re thinking.”

			“What if I’m thinking: Get me the hell out of here?”

			“Anger is passion. Close enough.”

			“He won’t buy it,” I warn her. “We’re going from zero to sixty. From ‘I can’t stand you, but fine, you can live with me’ to ‘Oh, hey, let’s make out, shall we?’ ”

			“Well, you’re no stranger to going from zero to sixty around here.”

			I feign offense. “Are you slut-shaming MASH Me?”

			Bridget laughs. “No, I’m calling her bold. She goes after what she wants. Aren’t you ever assertive in that other universe of yours?”

			She says it with a wry grin, and I wonder whether any part of Bridget buys my world-hopping story. She’s game, like she always is, but she must secretly believe I’ve lost it.

			“I’m only assertive when I know I’ll succeed,” I say. “When I’ve laid the foundation.”

			“Technically, haven’t you and Penn been laying a foundation for, like, three decades?” I give her a look, so she clarifies, “Not a great foundation. But it exists.”

			“Sure. Balancing on rotten beams. Made of sand.” I poke the air. “One little touch, and poof, there it goes.” I’m kidding, but my stomach churns, because that’s how it’s felt.

			Poof. There went my life.

			Never has so much hinged on choosing the right tank top.

			“Now you’re getting it,” Bridget cheers. “One little touch. That’s all you’ve got to do.” Something lavender dangles from her outstretched hand. “Because let’s be real: One touch can change everything.”

			

			—

			A zip of adrenaline shivers up my spine when I hear the front door open at seven o’clock. Penn said he’d be home around dinnertime, so I’ve been sprawled across the couch, scrolling through his Instagram account, for more than an hour. Deep-diving into the comments and clicking on every profile. For context.

			Which is why, when he arrives, there’s zero ease-in before I blurt it out: “Movie night?”

			Penn stops a few feet away, craning his neck around. “Where are you?”

			He can’t see me from where I’ve sunk into the denim couch, so I peek over the sofa’s tall back. My voice is a high-pitched squeak. “Hi!”

			Penn’s wearing his gray Curly’s T-shirt and jeans, and he must’ve just pulled off a hat, his wavy hair sticking out like bedhead. His brow furrows. “Um. Hi?”

			Bridget and I rehearsed what should happen next. The Move.

			My outfit was chosen with peak Move compatibility in mind: dark purple leggings, a lavender tank top with a strategically tight fit, and a matching sweatshirt that dips past my shoulder. It shows off my tan and “extra neck,” which Bridget insists is the winning ticket.

			As practiced, I drag the neckline sideways, just like she showed me. With one shoulder properly bared, I glance slightly back and up at Penn, keeping my chin dipped. “You want to be looking at him through your lashes,” Bridget said, which is easier said than done. “And lower your voice,” she instructed. “Get husky with it.”

			But it’s hard to do it all at once, like rubbing your stomach and patting your head. So, I re-dip my chin. Lower, then lower still. Finally, channeling my best strep-throat vocalization, I offer up the suggestive invitation. “Do you…want to watch a movie with me?”

			Penn doesn’t move. Or speak. It’s as if I’ve pressed pause.

			This, according to Bridget, was the goal: to surprise Penn. Shift the air between us. Overwhelm him with my sudden allure. Men need only one clear signal, she said, and then you’re off to the races.

			“Do you…need a cough drop?” Penn asks.

			Okay. Not quite racing. More of a hobbling jog.

			I assure Penn that I’m fine, but my voice cracks, still half-stuck in the lower register. “I just need some water,” I explain, tapping my throat. “How about I get us drinks and make some popcorn, and then we can pick a movie?”

			“I have to shower,” Penn says flatly.

			I should be happy it’s not a no, but his lukewarm reaction leaves me jittery. It’s one thing to plan a seduction—another to go through with it.

			“Great!” I smile, my cheeks oddly stiff. Do smiles always feel like this?

			“Great,” Penn echoes, eyeing me curiously. “But I’ll handle the popcorn. You’d use the microwave bags, and I won’t allow that. I’ll make the good stuff on the stove.”

			I will myself not to roll my eyes or remind Penn that the fire extinguisher hangs in the hall closet. He did manage to cook a full dinner without injury, so maybe people really can change over time. Or through time, or whatever.

			I stretch my mouth impossibly wider. “Perfect.”

			There’s a hint of a smile on Penn’s lips, like he can see the restraint necessary for me to speak so earnestly. He points a thumb toward the basement and says, “Alright. I’ll, uh, meet you downstairs, then.”

			“It’s a date!”

			His tongue darts to the edge of his mouth, the ghost of a grin still on his face as he nods back at me. “It’s a date.”

			

			—

			Wine might be overkill. Beer might be underkill. Spirits are far too aggressive.

			While Penn’s busy making snobby popcorn, I hunch in front of the small basement fridge, debating drink options. Overwhelmed, I choose one of everything.

			As with the rest of the mansion, the basement is only partially renovated. The back storage room has been transformed into an amateur Laser Tag arena with strategically placed boxes and dividers, and the main space is a movie theater with two sofas arranged stadium-style.

			The room is dark, lit only by string lights bordering the ceiling. Romance is built right into the space, reminding me why people like to Netflix and chill. It’s perfect: casual, but intimate. Talking optional, but not required.

			This should be a cinch. A shoo-in.

			Or, if I’m lucky, a shoo right out of this universe and back into mine.

			I arrange some candy and the many beverages on a table along the wall, then sit in the center of the back sofa. Although I’ve never been one to engage in visualization exercises, this feels like the right time to attempt manifestation.

			Closing my eyes, I picture it: Penn wanting me.

			Right away, my brain jumps to the heat between us when I fell on top of him at the rink, his gaze locked on mine. I imagine Penn’s hands cradling my face, like he did that first morning after I woke up. I think about my fingers twisted in his hair, tugging him closer, but as his face inches toward mine, I snap my eyes open.

			It’s just a kiss, I remind myself. A simple, calculated, means-nothing, magically transportive kiss.

			My heartbeat is still trapped in the fantasy, though, so I jump when Penn comes into view. His wet hair curls at the ends, and he’s in gray sweatpants again, but this time, he’s wearing a hoodie, too. The top of his tan chest is visible above the white sweatshirt strings because he’s one of those freaks who wears sweatshirts without a T-shirt underneath.

			Easier access, I think, and my cheeks warm.

			That manifestation really got to me. File under: Netflix and No Chill.

			He’s carrying two bowls of popcorn, which is unfortunate. I hoped we’d share one bowl for maximum hand-brushing opportunities, but it’s fine.

			Until—no.

			No, it isn’t fine. Because Penn isn’t alone.

			Trailing behind him, wearing a tiger-print onesie and a wide grin, is my brother.

			Ryan barrels into the basement, lifts both hands to his mouth, and shouts, “Movie night!”

			I let out a sound that’s somewhere between a cackle and a cry. “Ry!” I screech. “What a nice surprise.”

			I meant what I told Bridget on my birthday: There’s no such thing as a good surprise.

			Penn hands me one of the bowls and sits on the farthest edge of the couch. “Figured you’d want me to invite this guy,” he tells me.

			“Mm-hmm.” My voice is tight. “Thanks.”

			Ryan, who’s busy surveying the bar spread, reminds me with his mere presence just how silly my plan really is. A tight shirt and a magical kiss. With Penn. What the hell am I thinking?

			Even if a kiss could work, I’d never look at Penn again without wanting to pluck out my eyeballs. Avoiding him isn’t an option, either. Not anywhere. In both worlds, our lives cross in far too many directions—with my brother right at the center.

			If only I’d circled Devon Sawa’s name in that stupid MASH game.

			Ryan tosses Penn a Coors Light and plops down between us, cracking one open for himself. “Just like old times,” he says, knocking elbows with Penn and me.

			I feign a smile. I don’t want old times. I want new, temporarily hot times that will catapult me out of here. Ideally, with no memory of what’s transpired.

			I take a long, weary sip of white wine.

			“Did you tell Penn about your friend?” Ryan asks me, and I cough on the wine.

			Penn leans forward. “What friend?”

			My cheeks go fire-hot. “Oh. Well…”

			“Ruby wants to set you up with someone,” Ryan says.

			“Is that right?” Penn’s dimple makes an unwelcome appearance. “Interesting. Who is she?”

			“You don’t know her,” I say quickly. “And I’m not sure it’s a good idea, anyway.”

			Penn doesn’t let it go. “Why’s that?”

			I take another massive gulp of my drink. “You wouldn’t like her,” I say, struggling to swallow it all down. “She isn’t very fun.”

			He gives me a strange look.

			“Speaking of fun,” Ryan says. “What are we watching?”

			My psychological death. The humiliating extinction of all my hope.

			Sighing, I gesture for Penn to grab the remote, which seems like an act of kindness—a rare ceding of control—but really, I don’t know how to work the TV. “I was thinking 10 Things I Hate About You,” I tell them. It was Bridget’s choice: a movie about two people who change their mind about each other and make out. Admittedly, it felt fitting.

			Ryan looks unimpressed. “What about The Hangover?”

			Ah, yes. The pinnacle of passion.

			Penn clicks through action movies. “The Dark Knight? That’s fun. Homicidal, but fun.”

			Ryan presses his lips into a Joker smile, and we laugh, and for a moment, with all three of us wearing goofy grins, it feels how it used to, years ago. We spent so many hours on my parents’ couch fighting over snacks, making one another laugh and rant and rock-paper-scissors to decide which loser had to grab another round of juice boxes. A lot of the old times weren’t so bad.

			“Fine,” I say. “Homicidal fun it is.”

			We settle back, and we’re less than halfway through the movie when Ryan’s head lands on my shoulder. He’s fast asleep, which is strange. I can count on one hand the number of times my brother’s fallen asleep during a movie. He’s always bewilderingly energetic, even late into the night. Here, though, he seems to be putting far more of that energy into his work. Happily.

			As I shift to make him more comfortable, Penn laughs. Seconds later, I get a text.

			
				Shall we let Sleeping Beauty rest?

			

			
				We shall.

			

			Maybe I can get back to my plan, after all.

			We tiptoe around Ryan, Penn grabbing a bag of Twizzlers while I snag a bottle of emotional-support tequila. If ever there was a time for liquid courage, this is it.

			Upstairs, Penn suggests we get some fresh air, so I follow him outside, grateful for a pleasantly cool evening and a spectacular backyard.

			String lights stretch across the lawn and over the pools, their reflection flickering like fireflies in the water’s surface. Penn snatches a brightly colored plaid blanket off the porch and sets it on the grass. He gestures for me to go first, so I sit down, and Penn lies beside me, one broad hand beneath his head.

			It feels strange to sit while he’s lying down. But maybe it isn’t. Maybe, because of my plan, I’m overthinking it.

			I’m definitely overthinking it. And struggling to breathe normally.

			Bridget’s voice fills my head: Aren’t you ever assertive?

			I close my eyes, take a deep breath, then lie beside Penn, staring up at a sky full of stars, the air still and quiet except for the leaves rustling overhead.

			I can’t believe I thought the basement felt romantic.

			Penn cuts through the silence with a laugh. “Top-shelf tequila, huh?” He side-eyes the bottle I’ve set at my feet. “Planning to rip some shots there, Tiger?”

			I face him, fighting a grin. His stare glitters in the dark.

			Flirting is just teasing with eye contact, Bridget had said.

			Coyly, I say, “I didn’t know what kind of night you wanted this to be.”

			The line is intentionally loaded, but Penn only stares back, clearly confused.

			Defeated, I reach into the bag of Twizzlers. “You used to hate these,” I remind him, swinging one around. “You said they taste like crayons, which is concerning on a few levels.”

			Penn laughs. “Tastes can change.”

			“Not mine.”

			“C’mon. You’re telling me there’s nothing—not one thing—that’s grown on you over the years?”

			He looks at me, waiting for an answer, and my mind conjures images from the past few days against my will: Penn shirtless at the dinner table, smirking as he adjusts that ridiculous scarf-bib. Penn making Mrs. Baker laugh. Penn pinned beneath me, the disco lights dancing across his face.

			“Ruby?”

			I jolt back into the moment, his eyes still steady on mine.

			If you want Penn to see you differently, you need to act differently.

			“Yeah,” I say softly. “I can probably think of…something…that’s grown on me.” His brows lift, prompting me to elaborate. “Like…cucumbers.”

			Penn’s lips twitch. “Cucumbers.”

			“I used to think they were a waste of time, but now I find them refreshing.”

			My God. Cucumbers. Bridget would be appalled.

			“Good to know.” His smirk inches up, and he lets out a small laugh. “You’re really something, Wynne. You know that?”

			If I didn’t know any better, I’d think there was some affection in his voice.

			Warm pleasure blooms in my chest. Or maybe it’s determination, because before I can think twice, I sit up and pull my sweatshirt off, smoothing a hand over my bare shoulder.

			Never has so much hinged on choosing the right tank top.

			And when I turn, it’s clear: We definitely did.

			I catch Penn in a sidelong glance while adjusting my strap, and his gaze lands exactly where I hoped it would. Then his eyes meet mine, and he looks away, pulling his phone from his pocket. A notification lights up the screen, and he clears it.

			I lie back down, pleased with myself. “Is that your secret girlfriend again?”

			Penn turns. His face is so close, he only has to whisper. “Why? You jealous?”

			It’s the kind of line he’s dropped a million times, but on a dark and starry night, lying close enough to smell his citrusy soap, the moment feels different. Charged.

			I whisper back, “Why? Do you want me to be?”

			Penn’s eyes spark in surprise, and maybe I’m seeing what I want to see, but I’m sure of it: He wants me to be jealous. Just the thought emboldens me, and when I shift closer, our eyes lock, and I can hear his sharp inhale.

			My heart sprints in anticipation. This is it. He’s going to kiss me.

			I’m petrified and hopeful as I hold Penn’s gaze, daring him.

			But then he turns and faces the sky, staring up at the stars, and my stomach drops.

			He sits up quickly, strangely out of breath as he pulls out his phone again. “I need to take this call,” he says gruffly, still avoiding my eyes. Then he stands and leaves, tugging the back of his neck as he heads inside.

			It’s a terrible excuse. We both know his phone didn’t ring.

			He had a chance. And he didn’t take it.
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			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ryan asks.

			It’s the fourth time he’s asked the question in the last hour. We stand at the end of my driveway, waiting for his Uber, and I’m not sure who looks more ridiculous—me, in my iridescent Disco Diner uniform, or Ryan in the orange tracksuit he’s wearing for his travel day. Apparently, he’s off to Italy to visit an old coworker from another restaurant, and not a single part of that sentence registers as anything other than unfathomable. My brother’s hardly left the Midwest, let alone the country.

			“I’m fine,” I insist, also for the fourth time.

			Ryan pokes at my side. “Haven’t you learned you can’t lie to me by now?”

			I sigh, defeated, because a lot of twin clichés aren’t true, but we really can sense each other’s feelings like a force field. Right now he’s probably picking up on the bone-deep humiliation that’s filled my limbs since Penn’s hasty departure last night. I honestly thought he was going to kiss me, but he couldn’t escape the yard fast enough. My attraction barometer is busted. Not only was there no kiss, but for the first time all week, there were no Morse code messages knocked along our shared wall, either.

			I pushed too far, too quickly. I freaked Penn out.

			“I’m just going to miss you, is all,” I tell Ryan, and at least it’s not a lie.

			He pulls me into a side hug. “Any souvenir requests? Otherwise, you’re getting the tackiest magnet I can find, and I’ll expect you to keep it on your fancy-ass fridge.”

			I laugh and tilt up my head to find him grinning. I want to tell him to be careful. To call me if he needs me. “No special requests,” I say instead. “Just—”

			I stop, and we both turn at the sound of my front door closing, expecting to find Penn.

			But it isn’t Penn who walks out of the mansion.

			“Who’s that?” Ryan whispers.

			“No idea,” I say, flummoxed.

			We stare, open-mouthed, at the short, blushing redhead who waves shyly to us as she walks down my porch steps and across the driveway, a brown bag slung over her shoulder. Her car is parked in the street, and when she gets inside, Ryan lets out a surprised laugh.

			“Damn.” He shakes his head. “Penn’s really making himself comfortable, isn’t he?”

			The mysterious houseguest drives away, and panic bubbles in my chest.

			Who is she, and why is she here? With him?

			Did she come over this morning? Or was that an overnight bag?

			Maybe she’s the reason Penn leapt out of his seat when we got too close. Maybe she was with him all night. Right on the other side of our shared wall.

			No wonder he didn’t knock.

			I feel sick.

			“You might need to establish house rules on sleepovers,” Ryan jokes, giving me one last hug as his Uber arrives. “And you definitely need to keep me posted on whoever that was.”

			I nod, dazed, as my attention shifts from Ryan’s car to the mansion. Slowly, I move to the porch, where I wait a few minutes for Penn to sashay his way outside next.

			He doesn’t, so, with a ringing in my ears, I text him.

			
				When are you heading to the diner? Want to go together?

			

			
				Hey. Thought you already left.

			

			
				I’m running behind.

			

			
				I’ll meet you there.

			

			“Running behind,” when really he’s trying to run circles around me. Penn thinks he’s dealing with MASH Ruby, but he’s dealing with me: a determined universe-hopper with a whole lot at stake. And this is a game I refuse to lose.

			I need to find out what he’s up to. I need answers.

			In a harried haze, I make a mad dash inside to grab my purse and the keys to my Jeep. Penn’s black Toyota 4Runner still sits in the driveway when I pull out. I park a couple blocks away, just around the corner, facing the mansion. And then I wait.

			Here’s hoping the neighbor’s hedges are enough to hide my Crayola watercolor on wheels.

			I sit still. I try to steady my breath. I tap the tiny disco balls hanging from the rearview mirror, watching their shiny reflections sway across the dashboard. The minutes tick by, and a Pink song starts playing. My thighs stick to the hot leather seat. My shirt feels too tight.

			I don’t know what I’m doing.

			I white-knuckle the steering wheel, waiting, bracing, stewing over how much this has gotten to me. Penn is supposed to be only a means to an end here—a game piece—but I feel blindsided, like I did with Connor. I feel horribly, impossibly vulnerable, and I’m not sure what’s more humiliating: my current stakeout or the fact that I genuinely believed in the power of a tank top to alter a dynamic three decades in the making.

			After eleven excruciating minutes, Penn backs out of my driveway. But instead of going toward The Disco Diner, he drives toward me.

			“Shit,” I mutter, reversing farther around the corner.

			My brain quickly cycles through excuses for why I’m lurking in the street like a private investigator. Can’t text and drive! Busy scrolling to start my day with the perfect playlist! Fortunately, Penn passes without seeing me, and as I trail him, I carefully maintain a three-car buffer, praying he won’t spot me behind him.

			At the far edge of town, Penn pulls into a parking lot for a senior facility. I’ve visited the place often, actually, to see Connor’s grandma, and I assume Penn’s just turning around.

			Except, he parks.

			I pull over in the street and watch as Penn opens the trunk. He’s wearing jeans, a gray crewneck sweatshirt, and his go-to navy backward hat as he removes three bouquets of flowers from his trunk, struggling to hold them when he reaches back in for a paper bag.

			“What the…”

			He speed-walks through the main doors, and I let my head fall back against the seat.

			I should leave. Abort the mission and interrogate him later, once I know what to say. When I have a plan.

			But last night—all that teasing about making me jealous. The glint in his eye. I didn’t imagine it. The evidence was real, right in front of me: Penn felt something. I know it. And I have far too much riding on his feelings to let that spark go out.

			I close my eyes and take a breath.

			Then I make a run for it.

			The automatic doors split open, revealing a lobby full of older people hunched over newspapers and coffee mugs. There’s nobody in here under seventy-five, which is why their heads must turn when I stumble inside.

			Or perhaps it’s my iridescent shorts. And the Cucumber Melon scent coming off me in waves. And the push-up bra that even thirteen-year-old me would call “a bit much.”

			I wave like I’m part of a parade, then break for the nearest hallway.

			“Excuse me. Miss?”

			I backtrack to the reception desk tucked into the corner, subtly buttoning my shirt as I stroll toward the short, confused man behind the desk. “Hello,” I say, too formally. I sound suspicious. “I’m here to see my…grandmother.”

			Walter, according to his name tag, has concerned brown eyes and a mustache he brushes as he sizes me up. “Her name?”

			“Betty Reynolds.” It’s a gamble, naming Connor’s grandma, and morally questionable at best, but I’m hoping the MASH gods understand my predicament.

			Walter skims a clipboard. “She has another visitor. Your relative, perhaps?”

			Oh, no. My stomach sinks into my toes.

			“Please sign here,” he adds.

			This is why I don’t break rules. It’s like they say about people who fear animals: Animals can smell it. Rules must know I don’t break them, so here they are, getting even with me.

			“Right. Sure.” I tap the paper, stalling.

			Behind me, someone clears their throat. “Ruby Wynne?”

			Trembling, I turn and find Connor wearing his favorite sky-blue button-up, the hideous pleated khaki slacks I convinced him to donate in the real world, and a shy smile.

			“Connor. Hi.” I’m breathless. I glance at Walter, flash him a reassuring grin, then gently guide Connor a few steps back.

			He looks down at where I’m holding his arm, then at my chest. His cheeks flush, and I quickly pull my hands away. Accountant. He’s my accountant.

			“Do you know someone here, too?” Connor asks.

			“I do. Yes.”

			He waits for me to elaborate, but the less I talk, the better. Otherwise, I might tell him to ditch the ugly pants, or maybe to go to hell.

			Connor fiddles with the gold watch his parents gave him for his twenty-first birthday. On the back, there’s an inscription: Quack, quack. A nod to The Mighty Ducks, the movie Connor loved as a kid. They adopted the fictional hockey team’s chant as a Reynolds family motto. A reminder to work hard and keep pushing.

			I’m about to push my luck if I don’t exit this conversation immediately. Because ever since I landed here, I’ve been confused and frustrated, but seeing Connor—a reminder of who I actually am, plus all the mess that’s waiting for me back in reality—I’m only sad.

			“Did you see my email?” Connor asks.

			“Yes. Sorry. It’s been a week,” I explain. Understatement. “But I’d love to meet for coffee. Tomorrow, maybe?”

			“How’s ten-thirty?”

			Always efficient. I attempt a smile. “Sounds great.”

			Connor nods, his cheeks still rosy, and I have to look away. But what I find behind him is worse: Penn, coming around the corner, chatting up one of the employees. Still holding a grocery bag and those damn bouquets.

			His jaw drops. He approaches, and I wish I could melt, Wicked Witch–style, onto the hideous tile floor. What the hell was I thinking, following him?

			Penn would like to know the same. “What are you doing here?”

			“Penn!” I chirp, as if it’s lovely to run into him here, at the Lakeville Senior Center. “This is Connor. My accountant.” Facing Connor, I bow. Like an idiot. “Connor, this is Penn Hayes. My…” Friend? Roommate? Magical other half, whom I’m trying to seduce in hopes that he can beam me out of this godforsaken land? “My brother’s best friend.”

			Penn’s eyes spark with a joke that he’s smart enough not to say aloud. Without a free hand to extend to Connor, he does a bro-nod instead.

			Connor smiles stiffly in response, and I know that smile. It doesn’t reach his eyes, barely shows his teeth. He’s flashed it to his least favorite clients, anyone who calls him dude, and to Real Penn. Many times.

			“Ruby,” Connor says. “I’ll be in touch.”

			“Great!” I grin back maniacally, my hands waving through the air. I must look like a demented jack-in-the-box.

			“Miss?” Walter calls out.

			I make the mistake of catching his eye, and he lifts the clipboard. “This will just take a minute,” I shout back. “My cousin here needs my help.”

			“But you still need to—”

			Penn cuts Walter off. “Your cousin?”

			I shush him and grab one of the bouquets to make it look like we’re in this together. Pulling Penn by the wrist, I drag him toward the elevators to get us away from other eyeballs. And get some answers.

			“What is going on?” Penn scold-whispers.

			“I’m the one who deserves an explanation,” I volley back.

			“What are you talking about?”

			The elevator dings. I head inside, and with a groan, Penn follows, pressing the fourth-floor button. “Why are you here? Did you follow me?”

			“Why are you here? And who is she?”

			“Who’s who?”

			I point at him. “Don’t play dumb. The redhead. I saw her this morning, leaving my house.”

			Penn’s eyebrows lift, but before he can respond, the doors open on the second floor.

			An older lady steps inside and presses the button for the third floor. “How sweet,” she says, gesturing to the flowers. Then she surveys my getup and winks. “Smart girl. Show off those stems while you can.”

			The doors open, and my new best friend leaves.

			As we climb another floor, I scowl at Penn. “You made me feel crazy for even joking about a secret girlfriend, and then…” I shake my head. “Is it a relationship? Or are you two, you know”—I gesture to his lower region, and his gaze follows—“special ‘buddies’ of some kind?” He sputters a laugh, which enrages me even more. “Because I’ve done quite a thorough inventory of your Instagram account, Penn, plus all your followers, and she’s nowhere.”

			“Ruby, I’m not—”

			The doors open on the fourth floor. Two men stand there, waiting. I smile sweetly at them, then follow Penn down the hallway, jogging to keep up with his long, brisk strides.

			“Look,” I say. “I know we’re not a thing. But last night, I…”

			Penn stops. “This is about last night? About…you and me?”

			Having his full attention brings my unhinged rant into focus. Heat prickles at my skin. “Well, yes. And no. I just felt like there was, you know. A vibe.”

			“A vibe,” he repeats. Another smirk plays on his lips, and I can’t stand it.

			I poke him in the chest with the bouquet. “Just tell me. Does she work here? Are you bringing her this entire garden? Really, Penn. Play hard to get for once, will you?”

			Penn licks his lips, and the smirk comes loose. “I’m not in any kind of relationship. And that woman, I don’t even know her.”

			Relief swells in my chest. But now I’m even more confused.

			“So you’re letting strangers into my home?”

			Penn takes a deep breath. “I can’t do this right now, okay?” He keeps walking, eyeing the numbers on each door.

			I groan, rushing to catch up with him. “Why not?”

			“Because I’m on the clock.”

			“On what clock? Do you work here, too? Penn, you manage the bar. You’re helping at the diner. Isn’t that enough? It was one thing when we were kids, but you can’t keep bouncing around like this. You can’t just hop across the lily pads of life all willy-nilly.”

			His laugh is a quick burst. “The lily pads of life?”

			“You get my point. You need to commit to things.”

			His smile fades. “I’ll explain later, okay? But if you insist on following me, then here.” He shoves the grocery bag into my hands. “Make yourself useful.”

			I peer inside. It’s full of bread. “What is this? Why—”

			Penn stops in front of a door, so I do, too. He knocks. Waits. Looks at me, then faces forward again. I side-eye him, and he tilts me another glance before returning his attention to the door. Quietly, he says, “You were right about one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“There was definitely a vibe.”

			Butterflies, a whole swarm of them, twitch inside my chest.

			Which is silly. Because none of this is real.

			And butterflies were not part of my plan.

			

			—

			A voice tells us to come inside, so I follow Penn into a small kitchenette. An older gentleman sits in a plaid armchair on the far side of the room, and he smiles at me warmly.

			“Ruby, meet Earl. Earl, Ruby.”

			This man, whoever he is, has a kind face and thick white hair, and a blue cardigan that makes me think of Mr. Rogers. I don’t know who he is, or why we’re here. All I know is I’m carrying bread into a strange man’s room. For reasons unbeknownst to me. And Penn still hasn’t explained this morning’s hot houseguest.

			“Lovely girl,” Earl observes, as if I’m not here. “Your employee? Friend? Lady friend?”

			I stammer out a nervous laugh. Lady friend? Employee?

			I wait for Penn to answer Earl’s question, my brain still buzzing, thanks to There was definitely a vibe. The thing is, I want Penn to see me differently. It’s my way out. But now that I have an inkling of what that feels like, I’m afraid of it, too.

			“We used to be neighbors,” Penn explains. “Now we’re temporary roommates.”

			A smooth dodge. Very diplomatic.

			Earl eyes me curiously. “How nice.”

			His knowing stare makes me uneasy. Maybe he’s got some old-person sixth-sense stuff going on and knows I don’t belong here.

			Penn starts trimming the flower stems at an angle, and I wonder where he learned to do that. I wonder what else I don’t know about him. Not just in this world, but in reality, too.

			“And how do you two know each other?” I ask.

			Penn sets the flowers into mason jars. “We’re friends.”

			Another question dodged.

			“Good friends,” Earl agrees. “But only if Penn keeps bringing lilies. Those were her favorite.”

			“Whose?” I ask.

			Penn inhales sharply, and I’m afraid I’ve made a misstep. But Earl’s glowing.

			“My wife, Martha,” he says. “Didn’t Penn tell you? She kept fresh flowers around the house and baked bread all the time, so I like this place to feel how it would if she were still here.” Nodding at Penn, he adds, “This young man helps it feel like home. Like she’s still around.”

			I glance at Penn, who remains focused on the flowers. “That’s really sweet.”

			“Martha showed her love,” Earl says. “She didn’t say it, but you always knew.”

			Almost imperceptibly, Penn mutters, “Acts of service.”

			“What?” I ask.

			“It’s a love language,” he says. “Acts of service. Doing things for other people.” When he catches my eye, a blush crawls up his neck. “You’re telling me you’ve gone thirty-five years without learning the love languages?”

			“I’m just surprised you consider yourself fluent in any languages at all.”

			Earl laughs, and Penn purses his lips, smugly satisfied he’s gotten me to bite. He points to the toaster. “Could you toss in some sourdough?”

			I do as I’m told, struck by the familiarity between them. Penn moves around Earl’s place the same way he used to move around our house, and how he already moves around the mansion: unselfconsciously, like it’s his, too. Meanwhile, I’m literally tiptoeing across the tile, and I can barely open Earl’s fridge without feeling like a criminal.

			I’ve never understood how Penn could make himself fit in anywhere. In the past, it’s annoyed me, too, how he steps up and takes charge. But it’s also brave. And here, where he’s doing what Earl can’t, it’s deeply kind.

			I study him, curious. I still have so many questions.

			They talk baseball, and while Earl monologues about visiting Wrigley Field as a kid, Penn and I work side by side. At one point, he grabs a pink flower—a dahlia—and bops it on my nose. I make a face at him, and he grins back. It’s contagious.

			I don’t know what’s happening to me. Am I actually enjoying spending time with Penn?

			Maybe it’s the scent of all these flowers sending dopamine to my brain. Martha must’ve been onto something.

			When the bread pops out of the toaster, Penn whispers, “However much butter you think you should put on that thing, triple it.”

			He sets the jars full of flowers throughout the room while I bring Earl his toast—which, considering the ratio at play, is more like bread on butter.

			“Nothing better,” Earl raves. He closes his eyes and inhales, a satisfied smile on his face. Then he sets down the plate.

			A second goes by. A few more.

			I hesitate, unsure if I’ve messed up. “Do you need a fork or something?”

			Earl squints up at me. “Do you eat toast with a fork?”

			“Um, no.” I stumble over my words. “I wasn’t sure if…”

			Earl laughs. “I’m giving you a hard time, kid. Just not hungry, is all. But it smells heavenly. Thank you.”

			He inhales again, and I remember: It isn’t about the toast. It’s about her.

			My chest tightens. I’ve never known a love like that.

			“We’ll get out of your hair,” Penn calls to Earl from the kitchen. “I know you’ve got a Daily Herald with your name on it.”

			Earl stage-whispers to me. “Ruby, you’re welcome anytime, and you don’t have to bring me treats to be my friend. Those terms only apply to this guy.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Penn teases. “See you next week.”

			I wait until we’re in the hallway to start my interrogation. “You visit Earl every week? How do you even know him?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			“Is it, though?”

			I’m tired of him being so cagey. Inside the elevator, he studies me, and I can tell he’s thinking far more than he’s saying, which isn’t like him. And I prefer Penn how I know him: not thinking at all.

			“Why are you giving me that look?” I ask.

			“I’m not giving you a look,” he says, continuing to give me a look.

			“You are giving me a very heavy look, Penn.”

			“It’s Pennjamin.”

			I fight a smile, but the smile wins, and victory shines on his face.

			His tongue traces his lip. “Let’s go somewhere,” he says.

			“Now? We told Theo we’d be at The Disco Diner, like, an hour ago.”

			“It’s not like there’s a crowd.”

			“Rude.”

			“Consider it your lunch hour.”

			I narrow my eyes. “And you’ll explain everything? Including the non–booty call?”

			Penn laughs, and when the elevator pings, he backs himself against the door to hold it open for me. As I pass by, his hand finds the small of my back. I feel his touch like a hot spark.

			“I’ll explain everything,” he says quietly. “And I promise we’ll get to work in time for your Friday-night rager.”

			I lift my chin. “Is that sarcasm?”

			His eyes are sparkling. “When is it not?”

			We pass through the lobby and I offer my pal Walter a salute. Outside, we’re met by warm sunshine and a cool breeze. The perfect fall day. Ideal for playing hooky.

			Which I’m doing only because I need answers.

			“Alright,” I say, arms crossed. “Where to?”

			Penn twirls his car keys. “How about our spot?”

			I pull in a breath.

			So much of our history is missing here, but not that.

			Our spot is the community boathouse by the lake. It’s where, as kids, we fished and learned to skate. Where we took prom pictures. Where we sat and watched the Fourth of July fireworks. Where, on Bridget’s surprise sixteenth birthday, her then boyfriend jumped out of a cardboard box, and Penn threatened to do the same for me, which was mortifying.

			It’s also where we almost lost Ryan.
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				Intimate Gyrating
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			Penn beats me there.

			From the far edge of the grassy park, through a break in the tall oak trees, his figure is visible on the deck of the big wooden boathouse on the lake. He’s taken off his sweatshirt. His white T-shirt strains as he sits back on his hands, face slanted toward the sky, and his legs dangle off the deck’s edge, so much longer now that his white sneakers nearly touch the glittering water below.

			The sun is pleasantly warm, the deep blue of the lake a color I could match from memory.

			I feel bad leaving Theo to his own devices, but he assured me over the phone that he’s “on like Donkey Kong,” completely misusing a phrase he shouldn’t use in the first place. And I need to prioritize Penn. I have to play along with whatever game he’s playing to get answers.

			“Careful,” Penn says when I approach, lifting a hand to shield his eyes. “Your shorts might blind me if you get too close.”

			I take his warning as an invitation and shimmy right beside him, making the bright reflections from my shorts dance across his cheeks. He laughs, surprised, and the jingly sound echoes across the water.

			Looking down, though, I realize I’m quite literally shaking my ass in Penn’s face. I’m tempted to back away, horrified, but when he gazes up at me, his smile fades and a tingling sensation rises up my legs, my body acutely aware of just how good it feels to have his eyes on me.

			I sit beside him, my palms pressed into the wood. The sun is warm on my thighs, which haven’t been this tan since I spent entire summers at the pool as a kid.

			“I’ve been thinking,” Penn says, wrestling with a grin.

			“Uh-oh.”

			“And you must’ve really Fast and Furious–ed your way through Lakeville to stalk me today.”

			“I plead the Fifth.”

			He smirks. “Glad to see you’ve taken it down a notch. You seem lighter.”

			“It’s hard to take anything too seriously when I’m in rainbow-striped knee socks.”

			Penn hums. “Fair point.” He shifts to reach into his pocket and pulls out his wallet.

			“Consider that shimmy move on the house,” I joke, “I only charge for lap dances. Or especially intimate gyrating.”

			“Do you do a lot of intimate gyrating in your spare time?”

			I shrug. “Why? Interested?”

			“I don’t know. I’ll need to look into your lap-dance pricing model before I commit,” he says, straight-faced. “I’m on a pretty strict budget.”

			“Guess you better save up, then.”

			Penn’s laugh escapes, and I fight a smile as we both look away.

			It’s strange, being here with him. I wonder if it’s weird for Penn, too. We watch the ducks pass by like we did as kids. I can practically smell the coconut sunscreen and the Fruit Stripe gum that he used to chew.

			“So,” I start, interrupting unwanted thoughts. “You and Earl. BFFs. Do I finally get to hear about the meet-cute? And why you’re on a first-name basis with Lakeville’s retirees?”

			Penn turns his wallet over, the smooth leather sliding between his fingers as he pulls out a small, shamrock-green card. He hands it to me. “This is why.”

			It’s a business card. At the top, in big white letters: Pennpals.

			Beneath it, his phone number.

			“What is this?” I flip over the card. The back is blank. “Are you looking for, like, literal pen pals? Do you and Earl write to each other?” Penn runs a hand over the back of his neck, pink rising to his cheeks. “No, I mean, that’s sweet, if you do,” I say, backpedaling. “Maybe I’ll slip you a letter under your bedroom door.”

			“I look forward to your correspondence. But that’s not quite it.” Exhaling, he says, “It’s my new business. Soon-to-be business. And I promised I’d explain everything, so I will. But if you think it’s dumb, don’t tell me.”

			“Me? Think something you do is dumb?”

			Penn hits me with a blank stare.

			I raise both hands. “Clean slate, remember? I’ll withhold judgment. Promise. It can’t be any worse than the chili stand.”

			He points at me. “Hey, the chili stand was a work of genius.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” I cackle. “That thing was absurd. Nobody wants to eat meat soup on the go. Especially out of a Dixie Cup. With a plastic spoon.”

			Penn puts a hand to his chest. “I, for one, love meat soup on the go.”

			“That’s why you, ‘for one,’ were your one and only customer.”

			There’s a warmth to his stare as he smirks and shakes his head.

			“But I do respect your entrepreneurial gusto,” I add.

			His eyes shine with pride. “Yeah?”

			I nod. “Yeah.”

			Penn attempted to launch many businesses when we were growing up, none of them remotely genius. There was the near-permanent food stand with seasonal offerings: lemonade, Popsicles, candy apples, and the aforementioned meat soup. In middle school, he tried to brand himself as a “non-dog walker,” which he explained to those who didn’t understand (everyone) as a person hired to walk every other type of pet. As if there might be a big gap in the market for gerbils who need exercise or something. We never let him live down the day he carried around a turtle in a basket.

			I brush a finger across the card. “What kind of business is it?”

			“A help hotline. Of sorts.”

			“Oh,” I say, surprised.

			Penn bites his lip, and it’s obvious that while he desperately wants to talk about it, he’s bracing for a joke. Waiting for me to make light of it—of him. And I get it. That’s always been our thing. But I don’t want to do that this time.

			“A help hotline,” I say, folding my legs beneath me. “I love it. Perfect name, too.”

			Unmasked delight washes over his face. “Really?”

			“Yeah. Tell me everything.”

			Penn sits back, stretching out his legs. “Okay. Well, working at the bar, you hear a lot of people’s stories. Problems, mostly. Some have easy fixes. A guy works twelve hours a day and can’t check on his mom. A woman needs someone to take care of her groceries, or her prescriptions, because she’s drowning after her husband passed.” He lifts a shoulder. “Plenty of different services could fit the bill, but people live in Lakeville because they feel like they belong here. They don’t want a stranger driving their son to the dentist. They want help from someone they trust, but maybe they don’t know who to ask. Or how. That’s where I come in to help, or to point them to the right person for the job.”

			He looks at me then, eyes round and hopeful, and something unlocks in my chest. Penn’s eleven again, standing on a street corner, trying to belong here, too.

			“So, Earl,” I prompt. “He’s a client?”

			“My first one. His granddaughter, Katie, came into Curly’s last spring and said she was worried about her grandpa—that he’d lost his light. I hadn’t planned to start until next year, once I’d officially launched, but a few weeks later, I was arranging flowers for Earl.” He tips me a look, his brow arched. “Katie is the woman you saw this morning.”

			Every outlandish word I uttered earlier comes roaring back to haunt me. I feel silly for all the conclusions I jumped to this morning—and all week. Although, in fairness, a hot girl carrying an overnight bag has a logical connotation.

			As I cover my face with both hands, Penn laughs and explains, “She was dropping off her résumé. Earl knows I’m busy, and she needs extra cash, so he suggested we get in touch. Katie’s in nursing school, which would be so helpful. Especially for Cindy. She always has questions about her prescriptions.”

			Penn’s bizarre knowledge of Mrs. Baker’s groceries. All the strange phone calls. That wasn’t him being intrusive or suspect. That was him taking care of people—just like he looked after his nanna.

			I loved Penn’s grandma. She had a raging crush on Alex Trebek and a leopard-print robe and a loud, throaty laugh that only Penn could tease out of her.

			I swallow hard. “It sounds special, Penn. I think Nanna would be really proud.”

			“Thanks, Wynne. That means a lot coming from you.” He gives me a wry look. “My therapist says I ‘need to be needed.’ She might be right, but maybe I just like to help out.”

			I have the strangest urge to put my arms around him.

			“I haven’t told anyone else about the business,” he says. “Customers think I’m just doing odd jobs, and I am, but I have bigger plans. Someday, I’ll get an LLC. Learn how to use Excel. Make it all official.”

			“You don’t have an LLC? What’s holding you back? Why not launch now?”

			“Time. Money. Resources.” Earnestly, he says, “Please don’t tell anybody. I don’t want anyone at Curly’s to think I might bail on the bar. I need that job to keep everything afloat.”

			“I won’t,” I promise.

			He lifts his shoulder, uncharacteristically shy. “It’s no roller-rink restaurant, but…”

			It’s better. Thoughtful and special, and a far bigger risk than I’ve ever been willing to take. Although, here, in MASHland, Penn doesn’t understand that. He thinks I’ve been brave, too. Even though he should know better than anyone that I’m not. Not when it matters.

			I pick up a stick and scratch at the deck like I’m a kid. Like we really have reverted, somehow. We might be old friends, but sincerity is new for us.

			Penn clears his throat. “Hey, Ru.”

			I startle at the nickname that never slips out of him. “Yeah?”

			“Do you still think about that night?”

			I face him, surprised. He’s never asked me about that night, and I’ve never wanted him to. But some part of me knew, in coming here, that that might change. And maybe I’m ready for it. Maybe I need a little change.

			A lump swells in my throat. “Yeah,” I whisper. “All the time.”

			Penn takes a deep breath. “Me, too.”

			It was a sticky night in mid-July, the summer before senior year. Ryan and I had been home alone, which happened often on weekdays, but rarely on a Saturday night. Dad was working an overnight shift at the hospital, and Mom was out of town visiting college friends.

			Around nine, Penn walked through our back door, like he always did, and suggested we go to the boathouse. Lately, he’d been hanging out with new friends, and he’d invited them, too. It made me irrationally angry, Penn spending time with other people at our spot. For months, I’d been feeling like things were about to change, which made my chest ache. I wondered uneasily how much, and who, I might lose.

			Surely, that fear is why—despite Ryan insisting he was too tired to go out, and despite the clear rule that we weren’t allowed to leave the house at night, certainly not without permission—I said yes. And maybe that fear is why I’d been drawn to Penn, too, who looked to me, surprised, his eyes flashing with something hopeful.

			Ryan told me to go on my own, but I begged him to come with us.

			On the way there, Penn teased me for the backpack I’d crammed full of snacks, drinks, and bug spray. Ryan’s EpiPen, too, which we carried everywhere. I was prepared, like always.

			But two hours later, while Penn and I sat on the swings, arguing over, of all things, the best Tom Hanks movie, Ryan sat with the rest of the group at the boathouse, where he reached into another, identical backpack and pulled out a snack that had peanuts in it.

			We heard panicked shouts for help, and I knew. Something inside me knew that Ryan wasn’t okay, and my ears started ringing. My limbs vibrated. My entire nervous system seemed to rev up, then abruptly shut down. Penn had to yell for me to get up, to follow him.

			I’d helped Ryan through allergic responses before, but that night, I didn’t.

			I sprinted to the boathouse, but then I froze. I failed him.

			It was Penn who dug out the EpiPen. A stranger who called 911 while I trembled, wondering aloud what had happened.

			What happened is that I did nothing but panic. All my life, I’d looked out for Ryan, or told myself that I did. But I didn’t. Not when he needed me most.

			I’d broken the rules, and we all nearly paid an unthinkable price. After a few terrifying hours, Ryan was already cracking jokes, trying to make light of the night, embarrassed by all the attention but otherwise okay. I wasn’t, though. Not for a long time.

			“That night changed me,” Penn says. “Like, completely.”

			I don’t know if it’s the shock of talking about it, or being back at our spot, or feeling safe to speak because this isn’t my reality, but I face him and admit the truth. “I think about it every day. The guilt still sits right here,” I add, clutching my stomach. “And I still worry about him so much, Penn. I just want to wrap him in Bubble Wrap. Keep him safe forever.”

			“Of course,” he says. “Because you want to feel safe.”

			I swallow hard. He’s right. I feel okay only if Ryan’s okay.

			“You’ve got to let go of all that old guilt,” Penn says. “It was a fluke.”

			“But I forced him to come with us.”

			“Yeah, and accidents happen. We make a million tiny choices every day, and sometimes a little one turns out to be big.” He shrugs. “We were kids. Ease up on yourself.”

			I snort. “It’s not that simple.”

			“Maybe not,” he agrees. “But you start like this. You talk about it and remember that you’re human.” He pauses, narrowing his eyes. “You are, aren’t you?”

			I laugh and elbow him. He grins back.

			“There’s no right way to do anything,” Penn adds. “You just do your best.”

			I nod, remembering how alone and ashamed I felt in the months after the accident, no matter how many times Ryan told me to let it go.

			“What about you?” I ask. “You seemed so…fine, after everything.”

			Penn stares at his shoes, swinging them back and forth. “I wasn’t. I just handled it differently. You got safer, and I…”

			“Went wild,” I finish for him, and he nods.

			I resented Penn for all the late, wild nights that came after. I was endlessly, unspeakably grateful that he’d helped Ryan, but I was also angry that he’d been the hero—him, of all people, stepping up when I didn’t. Penn teased me about it a few times in the aftermath, but I didn’t take the jokes well. I was still too raw. And I felt angry whenever Ryan went out with Penn, because it felt like he didn’t need me.

			Heavy shame muted me for months. Made me want to root in place. Made me shift college plans and reimagine my future—one where I would be there, always.

			“I felt like life was too short,” Penn says. “I didn’t want to have a single regret, so I followed my gut wherever it led, even if it didn’t make sense. Especially then. I didn’t want fear to hold me back.” He slides me a look. “That’s why I was so happy when you went to Berkeley. And when you opened the rink. That’s when I knew you were still you.”

			A stinging starts behind my eyes.

			That wasn’t me. Fear does hold me back.

			I’ve always been cautious, but after that night, I only grew more careful. More afraid. And I cold-shouldered Penn, frustrated that he seemed okay—that he thrived, even—while I felt haunted by every possible what-if. By my own mistake.

			But Penn was doing his best. Dealing with it the only way he knew how.

			I wish I hadn’t been so stubborn and afraid. I wish I’d opened up to Penn and thanked him. Admitted I was embarrassed. Been honest instead of pushing him away.

			Maybe there’s still time for all that.

			His business card is made with nice, thick cardstock, and for some reason, the thought of Penn designing and printing these cards at Jo’s Prints makes my chest tighten. “Acts of service,” I observe, spinning it between my fingers. “That’s your love language, too. Isn’t it?”

			A slow half-smile. He nods, then asks, “What’s yours?”

			“The act of unsubscribing? Arriving early? A shared calendar?”

			Penn laughs, leaning back on his palms. Then, pensive, he studies me and says, “It’s not receiving gifts. You don’t care about that. And you’ve never needed words of affirmation, either.”

			I shouldn’t be surprised—of course Penn knows me—but it’s startling, feeling so seen. Even here, where parts of me are different.

			“Is it quality time?” he asks.

			“I don’t have time for quality time.”

			“A whole different issue. We need to table that for another day.”

			“Yeah.” I laugh. “Probably.”

			“Maybe it’s acts of service for you, too,” Penn says. “Like me.”

			I nod. “Maybe.” That’s certainly how my love for Ryan has manifested. And how Bridget and I have been there for each other, too. “What’s the last love language again?”

			He catches my eye on a sidelong glance. “Physical touch.”

			The weight of his stare and the memory of his hand on my back, flattened against me, sends a wild spark up my spine. I remember falling on top of him at the rink and not wanting to move. Wanting, instead, to fall farther into him.

			I examine Penn’s hand, wanting to lace my fingers with his. To test the theory.

			He catches me staring, and his gaze rises to meet mine. As if I’d asked for his touch aloud, he reaches out, gently circling my wrist with one hand. I inhale, and he looks up at me, like he’s asking my permission to keep going. I tip my chin down, nearly nodding, afraid of what this is and why I want it so much.

			The hint of a smile plays on Penn’s lips as he carefully straightens my arm, still holding my wrist. With his other hand, so lightly I almost don’t even feel it, he presses the pads of two fingers into the crook of my elbow. His eyes stay trained on mine as he traces his fingers down my forearm, whisper-soft. I feel it everywhere: pins and needles across my skin, a knotting in my chest, warmth in my stomach, and lower.

			Penn’s gray-blue eyes darken, and I wonder if he can feel it, too. If he’s doing this because he wants to touch my skin or get under it. Maybe both.

			He doesn’t look away until his fingers reach my wrist, and then he drags them both through the crease of my palm. “Your heart line,” he says, voice low as he slips his hand over mine, pausing before he finally interlaces our fingers together.

			Slowly, Penn raises our clasped hands to his lips and presses the lightest kisses against my knuckles, one after the other. Each soft brush hits me like a thousand sparks at once, like fireworks, and when he pulls away, lips parted, my pulse hammers against my rib cage, erratic and wild.

			I’ve never felt erratic and wild.

			I want more. More of Penn, and his touch.

			My throat is thick. I couldn’t speak if I tried.

			He lets our hands fall together into his lap. Then he fights a grin and leans in, his mouth beside my ear. “Ding ding,” he whispers. “I think she likes physical touch.”

			His face stays there, inches from mine, and I turn to him, stupefied. Perplexed by what he’s done to me, and how. Maybe this is when I kiss him, or he kisses me, and everything changes. Maybe it’s a beginning. Or an end.

			But Penn lets go of my hand to lean back against the deck, and I feel so crazed and desperate—pained by such a sudden, sharp longing—that I almost fling myself on top of him.

			Madness.

			I wrap my fist with my other hand, rubbing my knuckles. Waiting for my pulse to settle.

			Penn tilts a look at me. “Physical touch,” he says again, pleased with himself. “Good to know.”
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			We held hands. That’s it.

			One hand, and the four most innocent, delicate kisses on my fingers.

			For all I know, Penn was messing with me, but he must’ve also attended the Bridget “Eye Contact or Bust” O’Brien School of Flirting, because a switch has been switched. A lever pulled. A circuit in my system, very much broken. I can’t think about anything else.

			As I sit at a glowing table in The Disco Diner, one of everything off the rink’s menu set on the table in front of me, all I want is another taste of Penn.

			Not, like, a literal taste.

			Well, maybe.

			I’m screwed.

			“It’s a bit too thick,” Theo says. “Don’t you think?”

			I choke on the soft pretzel we’re taste-testing.

			The thing is, it’s Penn who’s supposed to be trying the full menu with me today. He’s the one who insists we can do better—who suggests we partner with local chefs and rotate special offerings. I’ve told him, repeatedly, that it’s a good idea, but far too complicated for a place that’s already facing unsteady financials.

			Not to mention too much of a long game for my circumstances.

			Penn insisted I eat through the current menu before I make any decisions. I insisted he do it with me. But after two calls from a woman named Doris who requires immediate assistance in the form of a tall man who can change her bathroom lightbulb, Penn has abandoned me in my time of need. Physical and otherwise.

			I check my phone, hoping for a text from him. An ETA, a promise that he’ll arrive soon, a PowerPoint presentation explaining why he did what he did at the boathouse, and if he’s done that before, and if he’s like that with other women. Perhaps he could also reveal when he got so kind and insightful. Alas. Nothing.

			“It’s fine,” I lie. “A pretzel is a pretzel.”

			Theo jots my riveting review into a small notebook. “Next up: nachos.”

			They look like standard nachos. Not great, but not gross, either. I dip a round chip into warm, gooey cheese, and it tastes exactly like I expect. Like processed cheese. “The nachos are fine, too.” I push away the paper plate. “Next.”

			Theo stares at me as he slides a slice of pizza across the table. Clearly, he doesn’t agree with my assessments of the pretzel or the nachos, but he doesn’t argue.

			No wonder MASH Me promoted him. There’s something to be said for agreeability. In fact, Penn could learn a thing or two from Theo Ford. Perhaps it’s a good thing he isn’t here, because he’d fight me on every item. I’d be dealing with the bad form of Penn-inspired agitation—not the pleasant kind I felt earlier. The one I’m aching to feel again.

			I bite into the pizza and gag. There’s no way around it. This pizza has the distinct smell and texture of a bouncy ball. “That one’s got to go,” I declare.

			Relief washes over Theo as he sighs. “Agreed. That’s my second least-favorite thing on the menu.”

			“What’s first?”

			He gestures to the corn dog between us, and I have to suppress my gag reflex again. “You know what? I’ll take your word for it. Pizza and corn dogs, gone.”

			“Really?” Theo brightens. “That’s great. Yeah. Okay. So, what should replace them?”

			Again, my eyes flit to my phone on the table.

			I hate how badly I want to hear from Penn. I want to see if the switch has gone off in him, too. Find out if we’re straddling a line, or if we’ve already crossed it, because if we keep moving in the same direction, then eventually I’ll know one way or the other how Penn feels, and whether it’s enough to get me out of here.

			What I still won’t know is what happens to me if it isn’t enough. Or what to do with all these mixed-up feelings I have about Penn, no matter where I end up. Because I can’t undo what’s happened, and I’m afraid I won’t forget it, either.

			“Let me think,” I tell Theo. Except, I can’t think. Not about anything, or anyone, else.

			Your heart line, Penn said. I can hear the words echoed back, in his raspy voice, and I have to chug too-sweet lemonade to regroup.

			Theo watches me expectantly, brow creased with worry. He must be able to see how restless my limbs are. I can’t sit still. I shift my posture and cross my legs. Uncross them. I push my hair behind my ears. Pull it forward. Push it back again.

			“What do you think?” I stammer out. “What would you do?”

			His eyes widen. “Me?”

			“Yeah.” I toss up my hands. “Would you change everything? Or keep it the same? Or can some things stay the same while other things change? Does it have to be all or nothing?”

			He stares back, blank-faced. “Um…”

			“Like, what if people have gotten used to the disgusting pizza? And they never really liked it that way—in fact, they hated it, actually, but it’s familiar. And they don’t like anything too spicy, so they’ve just kept returning to it, appreciating, in some ways, that it was always exactly as it was, because they could trust that no matter what else might be different, they can count on it to be the same.”

			Theo scratches at his neck. “Boss, I’m sorry. I’m not sure I understand the question.”

			“The pizza,” I reiterate, flustered. “What if we change it, and it ruins the whole menu? And people can never even enjoy the new pizza, because they can’t forget how they used to feel about it?”

			He nods, contemplative. “So, you think people want our pizza to stay disgusting?”

			I sit back and exhale, wondering if I’ve lost my mind as well as my place in time. “I just think they might get upset if one day they walk in and the pizza has changed. Forever.”

			“Then maybe we should get rid of the pizza.”

			My chest pinches. “But we have to offer pizza.”

			“No, we don’t. We have other options. And we could add more candy to the menu instead.”

			“Candy isn’t comforting,” I argue. “And it doesn’t fill you up.”

			“It does if you eat a lot of it.”

			“But what about the pizza?” I sound stricken.

			Theo scrunches his nose. “Are we still talking about the disgusting pizza? Or are we considering new, non-disgusting pizza options?”

			I rest my head in my hands. I can’t explain the pinpricks behind my eyes, and I can’t seem to take a breath that’s deep enough to fill my lungs.

			This is not about the pizza.

			A hand waves in front of my face. Theo’s. “Boss, are you okay?”

			I sit up, embarrassed. “It’s just been a long day.” That started with a car chase. “And a lot of tough decisions.” About putting my fate in Penn’s hands. And liking the feeling of his hands more than I should.

			“All good,” Theo says, although he doesn’t look convinced. He picks up his pen again, holding it over his notebook. “So. You were saying. The pizza?”

			I plaster on a smile. “Let me get back to you on that.”

			

			—

			Penn misses the taste test he planned. And a meeting to discuss the rink’s hours. And an appointment that he booked with the electrician, a lovely man named Rick who seemed rather confused as to why I, as the business owner, didn’t know we had issues with blinking lightbulbs.

			I understand that Penn’s quietly launching a business of his own, and I’m genuinely happy for him, and it’s not like he’s officially on the payroll. But I need him to be where he says he’ll be, because I’m on a literal time crunch, and my best escape strategies have only gotten more complicated. Winning over Penn is turning me into a damn fool. And with Rollerworld’s offer on the table, revamping The Disco Diner isn’t straightforward, either. I’m still not sure if I should try to save the business or sell it.

			I’m meeting Connor for coffee tomorrow, and according to our email chain, I’ve already asked him about a business appraisal—which means MASH Ruby has at least considered Rollerworld’s offer. Hopefully, with Connor’s insights, I’ll get a better idea of how to handle The Disco Diner’s future. And how I’ll get back to mine.

			Still, I stew over Penn all afternoon. I plan to pounce when I see him—make him understand how important it is that we focus on the rink, and that he uphold his end of the deal.

			Except, when he walks into the staff room at half past four wearing the Disco Diner uniform in a size that actually fits, I consider pouncing for other, more disturbing reasons.

			The jeans hug Penn’s thighs, and his tan skin glows against the white shirt, the sleeves tight around his arms. He’s left the top two buttons undone, his hair’s disheveled in a good way, and somehow he’s managing to pull off the entire look.

			That, or a post-lemonade sugar crash has me seeing things.

			I’m painfully aware that it’s just the two of us inside the small, cramped room, and after all the wild emotional swings of the day, I don’t know what to think. My usual frustration toward Penn is laced with unfortunate affection. My simple plan to lock lips and skedaddle isn’t feeling so simple now that he’s shown a vulnerability I’ve never seen. Awakened nerve endings I never knew I had.

			I’ve never felt like this with Connor. Not even in the beginning.

			It’s terrifying. I’m not in control—of this game, or myself, or my body. And it’s all Penn’s fault. Penn, whose very appearance is suddenly enough to make me blush.

			At a loss, I thrust my head into the refrigerator to avoid looking at him. He waits for me to say something. I don’t.

			“Ruby?”

			“Yes?”

			“Have you found what you’re looking for in there?”

			The fridge is quite cold. I’m eye-to-can with a six-pack of LaCroix. “No.”

			“Do you need some help?”

			“No.”

			“You’re annoyed, aren’t you?”

			I let my silence speak volumes.

			Penn sighs. “It’s the sight of my chest hair, isn’t it? I know. I don’t have enough. Or do I have too much? I can’t tell.” I refuse to comment on his body hair, so he tries again: “Does it help that I’ve made us a shared calendar?”

			A pause. “Yes.”

			Reluctantly, I back my head out of the fridge and close it, slowly panning to Penn. He’s closer than I expect. Although I could touch him, I don’t. But I don’t step back, either.

			“It’s not the chest hair,” I tell him. “It’s…”

			My attention unwittingly falls to his lips before I rip my gaze away and groan. “Penn.”

			“Yes, Wynne?”

			I turn back. “You’ve messed with the vibe.”

			“What vibe?”

			“Penn, I’m going to kill you.”

			He sucks air between his teeth. “That would not be good for business.”

			“Don’t play dumb.”

			“I don’t have to play at being dumb.”

			“Alright, that’s a solid and accurate self-own,” I admit. “But I’m serious. With you and me.” I gesture between us, my knuckles knocking against his broad chest. “You’re responsible for the vibe.”

			His voice is a low rumble. “Meaning…”

			I scoff, tired of Penn’s trailing half-sentences. “Meaning I’m not the one who played your arm like a sexy clarinet today, okay? So I’m not exactly sure how to proceed.”

			He bites his bottom lip, barely containing his smile.

			My cheeks are blazing. “Yes, I said ‘sexy clarinet,’ and I stand by it. That’s the best metaphor I can come up with on short notice.”

			“Mm-hmm.” He nods, looking far too triumphant for my liking.

			I grit my teeth, frustrated. Penn’s thrown me off today with his many surprises, and I know he’s thrilled to see me losing my cool.

			“Well,” he says, eyeing me up and down. “You seem like you could use a break. So how about you head home, and I’ll help Theo. Later, we can address the vibes and…proceed?”

			I need to fill Penn in on the electrician and the taste test, but if my impulse to deep-freeze my own skull is any indication, I’d better leave before I do something I can’t take back.

			“Fine,” I say tightly. “See you at home, then.”

			For a second, we just stand there, staring. Waiting for the other one to move. Then Penn’s gaze drops, and his hands move to my hips. I gasp as he shifts me sideways, his body warm and closer than it needs to be when he slides past me. Still gripping my waist, he tilts his mouth to my ear, his voice a rough scrape when he says, “See you at home.”
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				Okay, Peter Pan
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			It’s been years since I last took a bath, so I gravely misjudge the required amount of soap and end up chin-deep in bubbles that spill over the tub’s edge if I move so much as an inch.

			Turns out, I’m terrible at relaxing. But I’m trying; I have to.

			I’ve been trapped inside this cursed game for five days, and it’s getting to me. It’s warping my perception, and I’ve already grown far too comfortable in this nostalgic wonderland. Here I am, unironically enjoying a plumeria-scented bubble bath, and I’ve consumed so many Capri-Suns, my blood might actually be part fruit punch at this point.

			Worst of all, I want to kiss Penn. Not only because he’s a means to an end, and quite possibly my ticket out of here, but also because I’ve never felt all the synapses in my body firing the way they did when he held my hand. When he stood too close, holding me tightly.

			I wonder what else I might be able to feel, and I want to find out.

			Maybe it’ll be a win-win. Maybe I’ll like kissing Penn and it will help me escape this game, once and for all, and I’ll have no memory of what happened. I’ll just return to my real life and feel like myself again. Comfortable, in control. And not noticing Penn’s jawline.

			My phone dings on the windowsill, and I roll sideways to eye the screen. When I read the notification, I jolt too quickly, water sloshing over the tub’s edge.

			It’s a shared calendar invitation. For a calendar called PENBY.

			Did he just give us a couple name?

			And do I…not hate it?

			I sink back into the water with a groan, submerging myself even lower. Only to be interrupted yet again. By Penn’s voice.

			“Ruby?”

			He’s knocking on the door. Of my bathroom.

			I bounce upright, adding more water to the puddle beneath the tub. “Yes?”

			“Sorry,” Penn calls. I can hear the lilt of regret so clearly in his voice that he must be speaking right into the crack of the door. “I came to talk about dinner, and your door was open, and…I should’ve waited.”

			“No, it’s fine. You can, uh, come in.”

			A pause. “Are you sure? Are you decent?”

			A hot, full-body panic starts in my toes. I’m ass-naked, so no, I’m not what one might call “decent.” But there are plenty of bubbles, and I can sink a bit lower, and if I wait any longer to respond, it’ll only get more awkward. Besides, this helps my cause. Right?

			“Yep,” I squeak out. “All good.”

			What am I doing? What is he doing?

			What the hell are we doing?

			The turn of the doorknob seems to happen in slow motion, while my heart cartwheels in my chest. As Penn registers me in the bath, our gazes snag together.

			“Hey.” His voice cracks. He clears his throat and tries again. “Hi.”

			“Hi,” I say.

			Penn leans between the two sinks, gripping the counter behind him with both hands. He’s already showered and changed into black joggers and a white T-shirt. He’s shaved his face, too, the scruff a bit shorter than it was this afternoon. I try not to think about why.

			His eyes drift to the water, then rise to meet mine. The moment feels too intimate: holding his stare in this silent room, wearing nothing at all. His lips part, but he says nothing, his attention suddenly focused on the tile floor beneath him.

			This is fine. Normal.

			We’re just two former neighbors turned frenemies turned roommates who hold hands and sometimes sit in the bathroom while the other one’s naked because why not?

			“Penby,” I deadpan, trying to get us back on familiar ground. “How cute.”

			He tips me a mischievous look. “Thought you’d like that.”

			A second ticks by, then another, and neither of us says anything. It’s unnerving. Going by the fear splashed across his features, he’s overwhelmed, too, which makes me feel a little better, actually.

			I feel a zing of adrenaline. A bit of that control I’ve been craving.

			I can do this. Whatever else this is with Penn, it could just be fun.

			“So,” I singsong, trailing a hand through the water’s surface, careful not to disturb the bubbles too much. Penn watches me, transfixed, as I ask, “What are you in the mood for?”

			His hand slips off the counter and he nearly falls, catching himself at the last second. “Wh-what?”

			“For dinner,” I clarify.

			Penn’s head drops on a faint, breathless laugh, his cheeks pink when he glances up at me again. “Right.”

			It’s delicious, seeing him so undone. “You okay there?” I tease.

			“All good,” he insists. “I just got…distracted.”

			“Oh. You find this distracting?”

			Penn lets his attention drift over the bubbles, over my bare face and the hair piled on my head, over every inch of me he can see, unwilling to back down. But then his stare gets heavy. The air pulls taut, and his voice is so low, I barely hear him when he says, “A little.”

			My turn to smirk.

			Penn mirrors it. He cocks his head, his tongue at the edge of his grin. “Why’d you invite me in here, Wynne?”

			“Dinner. What do you—”

			“Change of plans,” Penn says, cutting in. “I have another idea.”

			“You? An idea? Dangerous.”

			He nods. “Sometimes.”

			I swallow, and I worry he can hear it. It’s too quiet. Every sound echoes: the gently rippling bathwater, Penn’s breath, my heartbeat thumping in my ears. I dig my nails into my leg.

			“Laser Tag,” he says finally.

			I pause, sure I’ve heard him wrong. “What?”

			“Let’s play a round of Laser Tag. Loser cooks dinner. Are you in?”

			Jesus Christ.

			All the tension evaporates into the aggressively floral-scented air. I exhale, my head falling back against the bath while bubbles spill over the sides. “Are you serious? Laser Tag?”

			“What?” Penn asks, feigning innocence. “Scared you’ll lose?”

			I sit up again, narrowing my eyes at him. “No. I’m in.” After a beat, I add, “Put it on the calendar.”

			“Will do. But you’ll have to wear clothes,” he says. “I don’t want any more distractions.” His eyes flash with something mischievous, and I roll my shoulders back in response.

			“Good luck, Pennjamin,” I say primly. “You’ll need it.”

			He darts me one last look before he leaves, closing the door behind him. Seconds later, my phone dings with another notification: a calendar invitation reading Inaugural Penby Duel.

			

			—

			Everything is painted black: the walls, the ceiling, the floor. Black lights glow overhead, and neon tape lines the mazelike foam barriers set throughout the basement storage room, which must reach at least thirty feet across in both directions. Rock music plays through the speakers because I warned Penn I’d waltz right out of here if he insisted on blasting house music. He’s lucky I allowed for the janky fog machine.

			Just inside the door, there’s a makeshift changing area where glowing gear hangs from hooks set along the wall. Penn stands there, waiting, wearing a flashing light-up vest over his T-shirt.

			The blaster gun in his hand drops to his side as he levels me with a disapproving look. “Wow. Okay. You’re playing dirty, huh?”

			I slip a glowing vest over my head, feigning ignorance. “What do you mean?”

			“I was pretty clear in my request,” he chides.

			“Which one was that?”

			Slowly, he takes me in and says, gruffly, “You. Clothes.”

			I’m wearing a navy sports bra and matching bike shorts. Since MASH Me is allergic to black, this was the darkest athleisure I could find. A deliberate choice, too. Now that we’re basically living out a kid’s birthday party, I have to pull out every stop if I want Penn to see me differently.

			“These are clothes,” I point out.

			He shakes his head. “No. Those are calculated underclothes.”

			“Laser Tag is a sport, Penn. So I’m dressed to sport.”

			“Spoken like someone who’s never sported once in her life.” He crosses his arms. “Admit it. It’s a tactic. You’re trying to distract me.”

			A triumphant laugh slips out of me. “God, Penn, hasn’t anyone ever told you to keep a poker face? You’re not supposed to show your cards. Or tell your opponent how to get to you.”

			His eyes lower again, and his stare holds steady as he steps toward me. The dark room closes in on us, and his voice slips into a low rasp. “C’mon, Wynne. You already know.”

			My breath catches. “I know what?”

			His eyes are two dark, endless pools. “How to get to me.”

			I thought I’d felt tension earlier, but now the charge between us is a live wire. Heat flashes in Penn’s expression, and I wonder if he’s right. If in this world I’ve always known that he could want me. Because it is brand-new information to me and surprisingly satisfying. Ruffling Penn has always been my favorite game, but I especially love it like this.

			“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I lie. “How, exactly, do I get to you?”

			I need him to spell it out before I make a move. I can’t risk being wrong.

			Penn works his jaw. He scans my face, deliberating, and his fingers flex at his side. Abruptly, he sets down his laser gun, and with a smirk that makes me terribly nervous, he says, “You know what? You’re right. We should dress to sport.”

			He unbuckles his vest, takes it off, and lets it fall to the floor before he reaches for the hem of his shirt. My gaze drops to his waistband without my permission, zeroed in on a sliver of tan skin. As he pulls the shirt overhead, I take it all in at once: Penn’s broad, smooth shoulders. How his waist narrows into his shorts. The top of his black boxer briefs.

			It’s a taste of my own medicine.

			He’s trying to one-up me, and it’s working.

			Standing in front of shirtless Penn, trapped in this dim room, already half-clothed myself, it takes a Herculean effort to keep my expression neutral.

			Penn, obnoxiously calm, picks up his vest and slips it back on, his bare shoulders right there, assaulting my peripheral vision. “Had to level the playing field,” he deadpans. “Plus, now I can be more aerodynamic in there.”

			“Oh, okay, Peter Pan. Do you plan to fly around the room?”

			His mouth twitches. “Maybe. You don’t know all my tricks.”

			Leave it to Penn to turn Laser Tag into some kind of weird foreplay.

			“Show me what you’ve got,” I scoff, pushing past him. “Game on.”

			We run and duck and fire and adjust to the layout of the space. For someone as tall and broad as Penn is, he’s pretty stealthy. With good aim. I’ve taken cover in the darkest corner of the room, backed against a wall with my light-up gun clutched to my chest, listening as the poom-whoosh-zap of Penn’s shots gets closer.

			He shoots at the mirror in front of me, trying to blast at my light-up vest in the reflection. When he misses, he shouts, “You’re cheating!”

			“Am not!” I cover the target on my chest with both hands. “Hiding isn’t cheating. It’s strategy.”

			“It’s weak!”

			“It’s smart!”

			“Whatever, coward.”

			He’s teasing. That’s all it is. But the jab strikes at the softest part of me.

			Carefully, I slide up the wall. From certain spots, Penn can see my vest glowing in the mirror, and he’s grown suspiciously quiet. For the first time, I don’t know where he is.

			I peek around. The coast looks clear, so I tiptoe to another floating wall. I wait there for at least a minute. Still, nothing. I inch sideways. More silence. My jittery nerves morph into animosity, the way they always do with Penn.

			“Wow,” I shout. “Already giving up, huh?”

			Bingo. Lights flash from about ten feet away as Penn steps out, laser gun raised. He shakes his head at me, smirking. “Damn, Wynne. That’s quite the shit-talking for someone who’s losing. Badly.” He shoots at me and scores. My vest vibrates.

			I shoot back but miss—again. The whoosh of my shot doesn’t land with a satisfying zap. I blame the clear view of his abs.

			Exasperated, I roll back against a nearby wall, hiding again. “Congrats on the win,” I call out. “But joke’s on you. Loser cooks dinner, and guess what? I can’t cook.”

			Another zap to my chest. Shot, again. I jerk sideways, to where Penn crouches on top of a small staircase. I don’t know how the hell he got up there so fast. Maybe, in addition to his many gigs, he also moonlights as a ninja warrior.

			Before I can shoot him, he’s gone.

			Seconds later, from somewhere behind me, that taunting voice: “So, that’s why you were so eager for me to bunk up with you, huh? You needed my kitchen prowess.”

			With my heart pounding, I scan the room, but there are no signs of Penn. It’s unsettling, feeling like he can see me and I can’t see him. “I wasn’t eager about anything,” I call back. “And let’s take it easy on the self-congratulatory comments. You don’t have any prowess.”

			This time, a laugh, and his voice comes from somewhere closer. “You sure about that?”

			I feel it instantly: Penn’s phantom touch, his fingers trailing down my arm. I feel his hands where I’ve only imagined them. I raise my gun as heat stirs inside me, spiraling into a boiling fury.

			“Quite sure,” I say, mostly to myself. Then I sprint to a nearby wall, lunging to look for him. I rush toward another one. “I don’t need you for anything.”

			A lie. I do need Penn for one very specific thing.

			He slinks out from behind the wall right in front of me and leans against it, a cocky smirk playing on his perfect lips. Stepping forward, I jab my laser gun into his vest. Right against the target. But before I can pull the trigger, he grabs the barrel.

			“You don’t need me,” he whispers. “But you want me. Don’t you?”

			I swallow hard. Penn’s stare is a trap, and I hate how much I want to fall in.

			Because he’s right. It’s unnerving how much I want him.

			I want to grip his vest and pull him toward me. I want to slide my fingers up his torso and into the curls at the nape of his neck. I want to escape into him, into the kiss—into reality.

			He holds my gaze, waiting for my answer. But I don’t know how he would react if I reached for him. If he’d kiss me back. If he’d feel enough to get me out of here.

			Penn must make the first move. That’s the only way I’ll feel safe, and the only way I can blame the kiss on him, no matter what.

			My heart skips. I pull the trigger.

			As Penn’s vest lights up, he looks down, surprised. Glancing up at me again, he laughs and says, “I’ll take that as a maybe.”

			Playfully, I shove into him, but my laser gun slips against the plastic target on Penn’s chest and jolts upward, slamming him in the face. Right beside his eye. He winces, clutching at his head. A thin stripe of blood trails down his cheekbone.

			“Shit. Penn, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

			Fingers pressed to his temple, he peers at me with one eye open. “Physically or emotionally? Because no, and no.”

			That makes two of us. Not only have I hurt Penn—I’ve fully spoiled the moment. We were right there, on the precipice of something, and I had to go and shoot the guy.

			Very smooth of me. Very productive.

			It’s too dark to see what we’re dealing with, so I grab Penn’s other wrist and pull him toward the hallway. We stand beneath a bright overhead light, and I take his face in my hands, angling it for a better look. The cut is small but deep, the skin around it already pink. The square edge of the laser gun must’ve hit him just so.

			Gently, I press a finger to the skin around it, applying some pressure. Penn’s breath catches, and only when he glances down at me do I realize how close we’re standing, and how intimate the position feels, even under an LED spotlight.

			I feel bad that he’s hurt. But perhaps this minor injury isn’t such a mood killer, after all.

			“We should clean this up,” I say quietly, watching Penn’s throat bob.

			“I—I can handle it,” he rasps.

			“I once watched you duct-tape a paper towel to your knee.”

			His lips curve. “My first-aid skills have improved since middle school.”

			“Well, I have an official first-aid certification and I know CPR.”

			Penn lifts a hand, setting his fingers over mine, still pressed to his cheek. His teeth dig into his lower lip as he says, “You really think I need mouth-to-mouth, Wynne?”

			A heady rush. A twist in my stomach.

			I can’t even think of a proper comeback, distracted by Penn’s heavy-lidded stare and his bare arms, which are suddenly hogging the offensively strong spotlight. But then he winces, reminding me I need to address the injury before I can hope for anything else.

			“The lair,” I blurt out, finally sliding my hand out from beneath his. “You go lie down, and I’ll meet you there with supplies.”

			Penn squints down at me. “The lair?”

			“The beanbag lair. That’s what I call the turret room,” I explain. “It’s nice and cozy in there. So, you go relax, and we’ll get you all fixed up.”

			He stares, processing my outlandish request. Maybe I have the head injury to thank for him not fighting back.

			“Okay,” he says, wrestling with a grin. “Lair it is.”
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				Straight Out of a Fairy Tale
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			I used to be embarrassed when Bridget would brag about my SAT score as a weird party trick, but she could be right—I might actually be a genius. Because when I make my way upstairs, first-aid kit in tow, I find shirtless Penn stretched out on the beanbag, one arm propped behind his head, his skin glowing in the blue light of the aquarium that’s set into the wall, the tiny ceiling lights shining overhead like a constellation, stars winking just for us.

			The scene aligns perfectly with how thirteen-year-old me pictured romance. “Kiss Me” by Sixpence None the Richer might as well be playing softly in the background.

			In fact, that’s not a bad idea.

			After covering Penn’s cut with ointment and a Band-Aid, I kneel beside the Bluetooth speaker on the floor and try to connect it to my phone. The speaker has too many buttons. Why are there always so many buttons?

			“What are you doing?” he asks.

			“We need music.”

			“Actually, I need an ice pack.”

			I toss a hand. “Yeah, yeah. One second.” Something blinks on the speaker, and I’m finally able to connect my phone. But music selection is another, more stressful story.

			“Need help?” Penn asks.

			“Nope!” I scroll and scroll through my music. I may or may not be stalling, terrified of what I’m trying to do here, but eventually I land on a playlist of teen movie soundtracks and press play. The first song is more of a cheesy-pop situation than I’d like, but it’ll have to do.

			Penn huffs. “All that to ensure Hilary Duff was playing? Does her voice have magical healing powers I’m unaware of?”

			I turn and scowl. “Pipe down and enjoy the artistry, will you?”

			He shakes his head, closing his eyes as he lies down again.

			There are multiple seating options. I could sit on one of the Starburst-colored floor pillows, or on the glittery blow-up chair by the window. But I need to stay close to Penn, so, as casually as possible, I tell him to shift and make room for me on the beanbag.

			He arches an eyebrow, but he doesn’t question it. Not aloud, anyway.

			I lie beside him. We both stare at the ceiling.

			“Hey, Wynne,” he says, cutting through the silence. “You’re pretty cute when you’re worried about me.”

			“Shut up.”

			He laughs. “You were right about this room, by the way. I gave you shit for it when you built this place, but it’s nice.”

			I smile to myself. “I always wanted a room like this as a kid.”

			“And now you have one,” he says. “We’re sitting inside your dream come true.”

			The words settle between us, leaving me strangely choked up. Penn says it like he’s proud of me, but I don’t know what my dream is anymore. I don’t even know what’s true.

			“One thing, though,” he adds. “What’s with all the fish?”

			I snort. “A lot about this life doesn’t make sense.”

			“Well, some of the best things in life don’t make sense. Not at first, anyway.”

			“Respectfully, I disagree. I like things to make sense.”

			The smile in Penn’s voice is obvious. “This from a woman with a roller-rink restaurant?”

			That’s not me, I want to shout. But I can’t risk messing with the game. Or the rules. So I tell him, “I just like puzzle pieces that fit. I don’t like surprises.”

			“Respectfully,” he says, echoing the word back to me. “I think you’re lying to yourself.”

			“Oh, really?” I shift to my side, tucking my hands beneath my cheek. “How so?”

			Penn rolls over, too, onto his good side. His features are dark, his face close, the bare skin of his torso and arms bathed in the light of the aquarium behind him. “Well, for one thing,” he says, lowering his voice, “I think you liked it when I surprised you yesterday.”

			“You mean when you led me to a retirement home?”

			His eyes glint in the dark. “No. I mean when I touched you.”

			A flash of heat floods through me. Penn’s stare stays locked on mine, a single curl falling over his forehead, dipping over the bandage and the scar in his eyebrow. He brings a hand to my face, and as his fingers trace along my cheek, the tingling sensation reaches every part of my body he isn’t touching, too. His thumb lands on my lower lip, his gaze trained on my mouth as he asks, “Can I surprise you again?”

			I nod, overwhelmed by a sparkly, heady rush.

			Slowly, Penn props himself up and moves his hand to my bare waist. The shock of his warm hand sliding along my skin makes me gasp out his name.

			“Penn.”

			His voice is as husky as I’ve ever heard it. “Yeah?”

			Our eyes meet. “Are you sure about this?”

			He smirks, a glimmer in his eye. It’s the same taunting look he’s given me for years, only now it’s infused with something more—a heat that wasn’t there before. “You have no idea how sure I am.”

			He shifts closer to tip my face toward his, his fingers tangling into my hair as our bodies wind together. It should feel stranger than it does, our hips aligned, the skin of my thighs pressed to Penn’s sides. But as I run my hand up his chest the way I’ve wanted to all night—longer, if I’m being honest with myself—I watch his eyes go dark, and his crooked mouth parts, and I want him impossibly, because it doesn’t feel strange at all. It feels good.

			Even if it is just a kiss. Just a game.

			Penn tilts forward until we’re a breath apart.

			This isn’t real, I have to tell myself. Because it feels astonishingly real.

			The Goo Goo Dolls come on, and we both start laughing. I like this feeling: The lightness. The letting go. I can feel Penn’s smile just in front of my lips. So close.

			We’re so close.

			“You were really trying to set a certain kind of mood,” he teases, brushing his nose against mine. “Weren’t you?”

			I wonder if Penn’s stalling, too. If, like me, he’s afraid of what’s happening, or trying to hold on to it. “Maybe,” I admit. “Did it work?”

			In response, he tips my head to the side and kisses the soft space beneath my ear. He takes his time, his lips leaving a warm, wet trail that makes me shudder out another breath.

			“Yeah. It worked,” Penn whispers into my skin. Then he pulls back, his gaze flickering over my face. “But you don’t have to try so hard, you know. Not for me.”

			“Yes, I do.” Because this is a game. And I have to give it all I’ve got.

			“What I mean is…” Penn takes a breath and starts again. “You don’t have to try because it’s you and me. And this feels…” He pauses. Swallows.

			“It feels what?” I ask, impatient.

			His lip quirks. He brushes a hair from my face. “Are you going to make me say it?”

			I nod.

			Gently, Penn presses our foreheads together. I wrap my arms around his neck, holding on—to him, and to all of this, while I still can.

			“I think this was inevitable,” he admits in the softest whisper. “You and me.”

			This is the moment. Celebratory fireworks should go off in my brain, and an entire marching band should parade through my heart to commemorate the victory.

			I needed a sure bet, and the conviction in Penn’s voice is as sure as anything.

			I should feel jubilant. Exhilarated. Relieved.

			Instead, though, as Penn’s face hovers over mine, an ache stings at the back of my throat, because his words are so much more than I’d bargained for.

			I wanted him to want me for now, for a night, so that I could escape this game and return to my life. But I can’t get over the vulnerable, hopeful expression softening his features, or the way his thumb runs along my cheekbone, as adoring a touch as I’ve ever felt.

			He means what he’s saying—what he’s feeling. But I don’t know if it’s true only here, or if he feels the same in reality. And I really don’t know how I can possibly go back to any version of me who didn’t live through this moment, because when Penn presses a kiss to my collarbone, I know I won’t forget any of it. Worse, I don’t want to.

			But it’s a game. This isn’t me, isn’t him, isn’t real.

			I close my eyes, trying to hold on to this moment before everything changes.

			When I open them again, Penn shifts my face toward his, a shy smile on his lips. “I’ve always wanted to do this.”

			“Always?”

			He nods. “Always.”

			The ache in my throat gets worse. It’s too much to hear, to take in. I try to cushion his words with a joke. “You’re rewriting history,” I tell him. “We hated each other.”

			“Fine line,” he says.

			“Between love and hate?”

			Penn’s eyes spark. “Who said anything about love?”

			He smiles and my stomach flips, and I may as well be the thirteen-year-old girl who wrote out this future, because when Penn’s lips crash into mine, my whole body comes alive, like I’m being kissed for the first time. He tastes like spearmint and smells like citrus, and he lets out the softest, sexiest sound as my hands slide into his hair. I feel it, then: the heat of electricity. What must be the magic working its tricks.

			Penn starts to pull back, but I tug him closer, afraid to separate—scared of what’s on the other side, and what isn’t. There is no version of us like this anywhere else.

			I stay pressed to him, determined to make the kiss last, and soon we’re all hands and hungry sighs, fingers pressed into skin. Nothing about what we’re doing matches the sweet, simple kisses I imagined when I played the game. It’s sharp longing finally getting its release, time stretching and folding in on itself, entire years collapsing into these heady, fervid seconds.

			The kiss is overwhelming, a current pulling me under. I give in and let go, and as the potent want pools inside me, I wonder how new it really is. How many years the longing has been pent up. For both of us.

			When Penn inches back, breathless, I bring my hands to his face, brushing my thumb across his scruffy jawline. He stares, his lips swollen and parted, a smirk waiting in the wings.

			Air catches in my throat. I brace for the scene to go hazy. I wait for a million sparks to circle our heads and whoosh me back to Curly’s. Back to who we really are.

			But I squeeze my eyes shut, open them again, and there, still, is Penn’s face, the most tender expression. He dips his head to kiss me, soft and sweet—straight out of a fairy tale—before pulling back to look at me again. Like he’s savoring the sight of me.

			Nothing changes. Not the scene, or the sparkling starlight of a look in Penn’s eyes, or the unexpected heat that keeps surging beneath my skin.

			So I kiss him again. And again. Because chances are I’ll wake up back in reality tomorrow, and I may as well make the most of whatever magic lies between us while I can. While I’m still here.

		

	
		
			
				
				[image: ]
			

			
				14

				Horned-Up for 500
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			Bridget’s classroom door is like the rabbit hole in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland: Pass through, and it’s all whimsy and color. School started a few weeks back, so big, summery suns hang from the ceiling and there’s a neon Welcome sign she must’ve rented, because we are best friends for a reason, across universes.

			“Jesus, Ruby.” Bridget sits at her desk while her class is in PE. At the sight of me, she stops eating her everything bagel, extra cream cheese. “You look like shit.”

			Correct. I look like if Gollum shopped at Limited Too.

			This morning, at a little after eight, Penn texted me to ask if I was awake and wanted to go out for breakfast. I told him I couldn’t—that I had a meeting. Then I fled the mansion wearing purple jeans and a pastel sweatshirt with glittery stripes, a pair of massive pink sunglasses covering my swollen, tired eyes.

			I slump into the wooden chair opposite Bridget’s desk and scan the rainbow ABCs strung along the chalkboard. I wish anything in adulthood was as simple as the ABCs. Nobody teaches you that someday, you might get stuck inside a backassward universe you came up with when you still thought butterfly clips were deeply sophisticated.

			“I didn’t sleep.”

			Bridget snorts. “Yeah, your string of midnight messages hinted as much.” She lifts her phone with a knowing smirk, my early-morning hysteria filling the screen.

			
				BRIDGET. HEEEEEELPPPP!!!

			

			
				SOS

			

			
				CODE. RED.

			

			
				HE KISSED ME AND…NOTHING!

			

			
				I’M SERIOUSLY TRAPPED.

			

			
				FOREVER!!!!

			

			Frankly, my panicked stream of consciousness seems quite appropriate considering I’m doing something wrong, and I don’t know what.

			“Penn’s a bad kisser,” Bridget says. “Isn’t he?”

			God. I wish.

			Clocking my dismay, her eyes widen. “Was it that bad? Or were you just not feeling it?”

			“No, I…” My cheeks blaze at the memory of Penn’s hands on my skin. “I…”

			Bridget’s laugh is a low rumble. “Oh. Ohhhh. You definitely felt it,” she teases, sitting back and clasping her hands like a Disney villain. “I’ll take Horned-Up for 500.”

			I level her with a look. “You know what? Feelings aren’t the problem, okay? The problem is I’m still here. Which means I’m not there. In my real apartment. Doing my real job. Living down the street from Ryan, who’s totally different there, by the way, and…” I take a breath. My eyes prick with tears. “And I have a very real breakup to deal with, too, with an ex I’m supposed to meet here. Today. In a little over an hour.” My stomach churns.

			Bridget gives me a sympathetic look. “Ruby,” she says. “I have to ask. Did you use tongue?”

			I huff out an irritated breath. “Are you serious?”

			“It’s just a thought, okay?” She shrugs. “Maybe the kiss wasn’t passionate enough. Or the sleepover-game powers that be didn’t buy your act.”

			“It wasn’t an act,” I blurt out, and Bridget’s eyes nearly bug out of her head. Flustered, I trip over the truth. “It wasn’t even just one kiss, okay? It was a full-on make-out situation. With hands involved. And hips.”

			“Hips?!”

			“Yes. Hips. So, if that wasn’t enough for the MASH gods, then I don’t know what they’re looking for, because as far as I’m concerned, Penn and I nearly rounded second base.”

			I regret my detailed rundown immediately. Bridget looks almost as excited as she did when I gave her a signed Dawson’s Creek poster I bought on eBay. She had one hell of a crush on Dawson’s dad.

			“Maybe second base wasn’t enough,” she says. “Maybe you need to take it all the way home.”

			“Bridget, MASH is a game for middle schoolers. That’s not the answer.”

			She shrugs. “Might be worth a shot.”

			I shoot her a disapproving look, but I can’t pretend I haven’t considered how last night’s activities might have looked if we’d moved them from the beanbag to the bedroom.

			No way am I admitting as much aloud.

			Bridget’s phone dings, and when she eyes the screen, she beams. “Ohmygod.”

			“What is it?” I ask.

			She wriggles her eyebrows. “Ethan just asked me on a second date.”

			“Wait. You went out with him?” Ethan Jones is the new school librarian. Tall, shy, and British. The latter is what really grabbed her attention.

			Bridget laughs. “Oh, is that not a thing where you’re from?” She texts him back wearing a girlish glow so obvious, it’s almost cartoonish. “We got drinks before school started, and I was starting to worry we were a one-and-done thing, but I think he’s just nervous. Cute, right?”

			I nod, a little unsteady. I know all about the drinks-before-school date. In reality, I talked her out of it. I told her it seemed risky to date a colleague, and she cackled and pointed fingers, noting that I didn’t just date my colleague—I also lived with him. I insisted it was different. Connor and I had already mapped out our future when I joined his dad’s firm.

			Joke’s on me.

			Bridget sets down her phone and props her head in her hands. “He asked me to shop with him for Halloween decorations after school today.” She lets out an airy laugh. “That’s our second date: a trip to HomeGoods.”

			I’ve listened to Bridget talk about many a man. We’ve rehashed a lot of dates. But never have I ever seen her turn into a human Lite-Brite.

			“Our third date will be the pool party,” she adds.

			“What pool party?”

			“The one we’re hosting this weekend. At your house.”

			“Um, no? I’ll take Not Happening for 300.”

			She laughs. “But it will be good for you!”

			Classic Bridget, offering me pool-party plans instead of get-back-to-reality advice. By all means, let’s drink jungle juice and toss a beach ball while I’m struggling for my life over here.

			“This is serious, okay?” I stand and sling my wildly unserious sequin purse over my shoulder. “I need a new exit plan, like, now.”

			Her attention shifts to the door, where two girls slip into the room carrying lunch boxes and a bulldozer of a boy barrels in after them. Bridget stands and singsongs, “Reading corner! Everybody head to the reading corner!”

			Her smile evaporates as she turns to me. “You don’t need a plan, Ruby. You need a breather. Stress isn’t helping your cause, okay? You need to stop worrying about the time MASH-ine and have a little fun.”

			I glare at her, unmoved. “How long have you been holding in that joke?”

			“All week,” she says, ignoring my eye roll. “Trust me: I’ll handle everything. I still have the decorations from that luau, and—”

			“Bridget, I really don’t have time for a party.”

			“Nope.” She raises a finger. “I won’t hear it. You didn’t buy a mansion with two pools just to look at them.”

			“I didn’t actually buy a mansion at all. Remember?”

			“Okay, fine,” she concedes. “But the more spontaneous version of you didn’t buy that place just to sit in it and sulk, and that’s the version of you that I know. So we’re having a party.”

			I stare. She stares back, unyielding. “Bite me,” I mutter.

			Bridget smiles sweetly. “Sounds like someone’s already got that covered.”

			A snot-covered kid tugs at her skirt, and I watch in horror as he wipes his nose with it. “That’s my cue,” I say, moonwalking away from the human typhoid.

			“Just think on the bright side,” Bridget stage-whispers. “At least you picked zero kids.”

			I shudder.

			I need to count my MASH blessings.

			Outside, it’s started to rain, so I hustle through the parking lot and all but collapse into the Jeep. Scrolling through my phone, I accept a PENBY calendar invitation for the DD Logistics Meeting this afternoon and respond to Ryan’s many inquiries about the “cute redhead” we saw leaving the mansion yesterday. I tell him that her surprise appearance was a “work thing,” knowing full well he won’t buy it.

			I feel lighter as I start the car and turn up the radio. Yes, I’m still stuck, but I’m making progress on multiple fronts. And right now I’m off to meet Connor, whose business instincts I trust entirely. No matter that he upended my real future—in any universe, Connor’s good at his job. Once we talk, I’m sure I’ll have an inkling as to whether teaming up with Rollerworld is the right path for The Disco Diner.

			Everything will be fine. I have a plan, and I just need to stay on track. I’ll keep following the most sensible rules I can come up with and take care of each game section as best I can.

			An old Mariah Carey song starts playing, and I sing along, only slightly nervous at how quickly the lyrics make me think of Penn. But as I belt the bridge, a warning light glows on the dashboard. The engine sputters, and my heart jumps.

			I pull over, trembling as a thin wisp of smoke billows out from under the hood.

			Seconds later, the tie-dye Jeep dies.

			

			—

			Perhaps Connor should’ve pursued acting instead of accounting, because when he arrives in the same BMW sedan he’s driven for years, he doesn’t seem at all fazed by my call for help. As if this is just part of his general package for clients: bookkeeping, tax preparation, and emergency roadside assistance.

			He’s driven to another suburb twenty minutes from Lakeville to sit with me until the tow truck arrives and give me a ride home. I couldn’t ask Bridget, who’s working, or Theo, who doesn’t have a car, or Ryan, who’s gallivanting through Positano. And I definitely couldn’t ask Penn, who would have loved to help, because I might’ve done something stupid when he arrived. Like kiss him again.

			It’s strange but comforting to see Connor’s face. He’s wearing a white button-up with his favorite striped tie and navy slacks, and when he leans across his front seat to open the passenger door, he looks at me with a sort of bemused concern.

			Knowing him, he’s probably embarrassed on my behalf. He looks as handsome and spotless as his pristine leather interior, and in reality, I’d appear similarly polished. Right now, though, I’m in a soaked pastel sweater and lavender jeans covered in damp splotches.

			“I look like a drowned Care Bear,” I tell him, hoping to break the ice.

			Connor ignores the reference and offers me a polite grin. “You must be cold. I’ll turn on the heat.”

			I thank him. It’s a nice gesture.

			But Penn would’ve laughed at my joke.

			The tow truck comes and goes, leaving with my Jeep, and nerves twist at my insides as I sit with the implications of a broken-down car. The Jeep is yet another piece of the game that’s not in working order. It can’t be good, and I can’t help but worry that last night’s make-out is to blame. That I’ve done something I shouldn’t have.

			Small talk, at least, comes easily, and it helps that I’m fluent in Connor’s entire life. I know exactly where to lead the conversation: tennis, his family’s Wisconsin lake house, the gall of anyone who talks on the phone while riding the train.

			He’s loosened up a bit by the time I talk business. “I’ve been drilling down on my options for The Disco Diner,” I tell him. “And I’d like to get your advice.”

			Connor nods at me, rather impressed. Drill down is his favorite phrase.

			“I’ve decided to make some changes, so I’ve gone over all the income statements, cash-flow statements, the balance sheet—”

			“Oh.” Connor blinks at me in surprise. “Okay.”

			“The numbers, as you must know, don’t paint a pretty picture. And I asked you about a business appraisal because Rollerworld came to me with an offer. It’s all in initial stages, but they want to team up with The Disco Diner. Work together.”

			“That all sounds great,” he says.

			“Does it?”

			He shrugs. “The numbers aren’t there, like you said. Your current setup isn’t sustainable.”

			Connor’s right, of course, but his flippant tone irks me. Maybe because, thanks to him, our relationship wasn’t sustainable, either.

			“Well, every business needs time to find its footing, and almost three years in, we should be in a better spot,” I admit. “The earnings are dismal, and the electricity expense alone is indefensible. Nobody needs that many neon lights.”

			Connor laughs. “True.”

			“But I’m working on all that. I’ve reached out to a few vendors about renegotiating contracts, which will make a nice impact, and I’m reassessing staff hours.”

			“Good. Staff cuts are smart, and efficient.”

			“No. That’s not…” I stop, thorny discomfort prickling at my insides.

			Efficiency has always been my North Star, and when I arrived, that was my first instinct, too: to go on a firing spree. But our newest server, Claire, is a college student with mounting loans. Jackson, a high school senior, is saving up for a new car. It isn’t their fault the business is flailing. It’s mine.

			I want to win the game, but I can’t lose my integrity.

			“My new…consultant—he has some ideas, too,” I add, blushing at how defensive I sound. “He’s working on an events calendar, a different menu, and creative ways to involve the community. To stay true to the heart of the place.”

			That’s been Penn’s driving force from the get-go. And I’ve been pushing for quick fixes, like Connor, but I’m beginning to think Penn’s right—that staying true to my old imagination is important to the game. Maybe even the number-one rule.

			“Hm.” Connor’s lips are a flat line. “Okay.”

			Code for: You’re kidding yourself.

			I don’t blame him. I’d have looked at my situation the same way last week. After all, Connor and I have been on the same page about everything for years. But now, even as my head tells me to listen to him, I can’t ignore the stirring in my gut. And I don’t want to.

			I can’t remember the last time I listened to my gut.

			Connor’s hands sit at a responsible ten and two on the steering wheel, and when he gives me a polite smile, my chest aches. I can only imagine what it must’ve taken for him to accept the job in New York. I bet it was hard for him, admitting that he wanted it—to me, but also to himself. He knew, though, that it was right. I bet he felt it in his gut.

			We’re two exits from Lakeville when I blurt out, “Could we swing by Rollerworld?”

			One of the locations is close, and I want to see it. I’ve been handling this decision the way I always handle work—with numbers, spreadsheets, and bottom lines. Maybe I need to try something different.

			I apologize for taking up more of Connor’s time, but he agrees to the detour, either too professional or too confused by yet another one of my bonkers requests to object. And I’m grateful for the stop, because Penn’s assessment of the place rings true.

			Rollerworld has zero personality.

			While Connor waits in the car, I stand just inside the doors, taking in the drab carpet, the white walls, and one sad, single disco ball hanging over the rink. The faded sign outside is as dull and lifeless as the rink itself, which resembles a budget hotel lobby more than anything.

			It’s lackluster, but it is bigger, like Penn said, with lower prices. And a bar. There isn’t a huge midday crowd, but a large group has pushed together two of the plain black tables, and I count more customers than I’ve yet to see at The Disco Diner on a weekday.

			Rollerworld is unimaginative. But they’re doing something right.

			I take one last look before I turn and leave. I’ve seen all I need to see, and I want to escape before Sloane spots the competition lurking in the doorway.

			“Did you get what you need?” Connor asks when I settle back in beside him.

			I meet his eyes and swallow down the lump in my throat. I think I need a hug. Connor’s hugs have always felt so safe and solid. Reassuring. But that wouldn’t be true here, and it wouldn’t be the case back in reality anymore, either. Everything is upside down and backward. Even me. “I don’t know,” I admit, glancing at the sign as we pull away.

			“Well, what are you thinking?”

			I don’t want to tell Connor what I’m thinking. Because I’m thinking about Penn, and the silly uniforms I’ve come to love, and the care with which Theo “alphabetizes” the holographic skates.

			It isn’t rational, and maybe I’m just not thinking straight after a whirlwind of a sleepless night, and my ex showing up like a stranger, but I don’t want The Disco Diner to have that kind of depressing fate. I want to save it, neon lights and all. Only I’m not sure that’s possible, and as the game continues to break, piece by piece, I’m not sure I have much of a choice.

			Connor kindly fills the silence with commentary about the weather and the perils of local construction timelines, two more of his favorite topics. When we reach my street, he parks in front of the mansion and says, “We’ll keep in touch.” But then something dawns on him, a sunny smile taking over his face. “Actually, I’m heading out of town next week. So if I’m tough to get ahold of, I’m not ignoring you. I’m just trying to soak up New York in the fall.”

			Halfway out of the car, I stop, gripping the handle too tightly. “New York?”

			He shrugs. “An opportunity,” he tells me, still grinning.

			It must be the same opportunity—the one from Scott the Douchebag. Surely that’s why Connor’s heading out there, and why he’s glowing just like Bridget did over her date with Ethan.

			Two choices I discouraged.

			Two people who look far happier without my input.

			All I can do is lift a hand in Connor’s vague direction before I rush out of the car and into the rain. When I get inside, I lean back against the front door and close my eyes, willing the tears not to fall.

			Connor looked like the best possible version of himself in that split-second mention of New York, and I want that for him. I want him to pursue that lightness. To feel it.

			What’s nagging at me, though, is that I want to be the best version of me, too.

			And I’m not quite sure who that is yet.
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				Ambiguous Footsie
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			I rush upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. Without a car, I need to hurry, or else I’ll be late for my meeting with Penn. In a half hour, according to the PENBY calendar invitation, he’s supposed to meet with Theo and me to share a streamlined process for inventory management, along with a plan for how to train the staff.

			But I quite literally run into him in my hallway.

			“Hey,” Penn says on a laugh, holding out his arms to steady me.

			I stare up at him, out of breath. “Hey.”

			He’s in his gray Curly’s T-shirt, his face inches from mine. I’m distracted by the soft look in his eyes. The naked affection in his easy smile.

			My brain has a whole cornucopia of plights with which it should be concerning itself: the Jeep breaking down, the unnecessary pool party, if I should really refuse Rollerworld’s offer. My entire material existence. And yet, as Penn hooks a hand around the back of his neck, the way he always does when he’s nervous, all my neurons seem capable of responding to is the blush crawling up his cheek, and the tendons in his forearm, and the memory of his hands tangled up in my hair last night.

			Great. Perfect.

			I clear my throat. “What are you doing here?”

			Penn’s smile slants. “Why are you drenched?” Reaching out, he tugs at my hood’s drawstrings. “You look like one of those little troll dolls entered a wet T-shirt contest.”

			“I was going for drowned Care Bear.”

			His laugh bursts out of him like confetti, bright and colorful, and I wish I could tuck the vibrant sound inside the pages of a scrapbook.

			Once again, I need to get a grip.

			I move past him and head to my room, Penn trailing behind me. I make a beeline to my closet to grab my Disco Diner uniform, and only when I turn back and find him leaning his elbow against my doorframe, his biceps putting on an obscene show, do I realize that perhaps leading him to my bedroom wasn’t the best grip-getting strategy. At all.

			“Are you okay?” Penn asks.

			Rain pelts against the window. My mouth is dry. My brain is mush. “No.”

			It’s the first time I’ve admitted to him that I’m not okay, and he looks at me thoughtfully. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Not really.” I clutch the uniform to my chest. “Not yet.”

			He nods. “Okay.”

			Penn waits a beat, then straightens, slowly closing the gap between us. He stands in front of me, head tilted to get a better look at me. I’m afraid he might kiss me—and that I’ll let him—but instead he lifts his arms and I sink against his chest.

			It’s the hug I’ve been wanting. The affection I needed.

			Physical touch.

			Penn holds me to him, warm and solid, smelling like his citrusy soap and the Herbal Essences shampoo I used in seventh grade, and I smile into the soft cotton of his shirt.

			This is the danger of knowing each other for so long. We have too few hoops to jump through. We can skip steps one through forty, because we can already read each other’s cues. Without thinking, we fill in the unspoken gaps. It’s like Bridget said: Penn and I have been laying a foundation for decades. Maybe even across universes.

			Inevitable.

			And it’s that memory of his words—their sincerity—that makes me back off.

			“The Jeep died,” I say suddenly, meeting his eyes. They’re a light gray in the overcast afternoon light. “I was heading back from Bridget’s school when it broke down. It got towed.”

			“What?” Penn’s brow furrows. “Why didn’t you call me?”

			There’s no way to explain, so I just come out with it. “I had a meeting with my accountant scheduled anyway. Connor? Who we saw yesterday? So he picked me up.”

			“On the side of the road?”

			I nod, and Penn swallows, shoving his hands into his pockets. His eyes meet mine, searching, and I’m afraid of what they’ll find.

			“Anyway,” I say. “I should get dressed. We need to get going. Theo’s probably waiting for us. Are you going to change?”

			Cool. Now I’m rambling.

			Penn’s still a little dazed when he shakes his head. “No. I already told Theo I can’t make it in today. Two guys called off at Curly’s, so we rescheduled our meeting for Sunday.”

			“But that’s in two days.”

			“I know. Sorry.”

			Anxiety needles at my scalp. After talking to Connor and visiting Rollerworld today, I’m convinced I have to work more closely with Penn to turn the diner around. Not only because he’s my “other half” around here but also because he truly has the management experience I lack. He was right: Running a bar and running the rink really aren’t so different, and although I’ve listened to his suggestions, mostly, I’ve stubbornly criticized them.

			When I got here, I had to do everything any way except Penn’s way. But now I think maybe what the game really needs is for me to consider both of our perspectives. The numbers, yes, but also the best ways to preserve what makes the rink so special in the first place.

			I’m cautiously optimistic, but the clock is ticking. I’ve been here almost a week.

			I must look forlorn, because Penn says, “I’ll drop you off, and I’m sure Theo can give you a ride home, okay?”

			It’s not a ride I’m worried about. It’s the colorful sand I imagine falling through an hourglass. It’s that Penn’s schedule gives me hives. His time is divided among Curly’s, PennPals, and The Disco Diner. He’s the one who needs two versions of himself.

			“It’s okay,” I say, unable to explain why every second makes a difference. “I’ll figure it out.”

			

			—

			Four hours and far too many discussions about Theo’s ideas for a new Instagram handle later, I sit in the back office at The Disco Diner with a Trapper Keeper full of notes in front of me, revisiting some of Penn’s ideas that I’d initially pushed aside. First up: a liquor license.

			When there’s a knock on the door, I call out, “Come in.”

			The door doesn’t open, so I swing around.

			There, on the checkerboard tile floor beneath the door, is a pink slip of paper. Folded neatly into a triangle. Heart lurching, I pop out of my chair to grab it.

			On the front, my name is written in all caps, a small and sad excuse for a heart drawn in each corner. Clearly, all of Penn’s creative genes were funneled into brainstorming business ideas, leaving no room for the rest of the arts.

			I unfold the page, laughing so loudly I cover my mouth even though no one can see me.

			
				Dinner Date?

				Yes / No / Only if there’s intimate gyrating

			

			Still grinning like an idiot, I open the door, but Penn isn’t standing there. I spot him heading out the main doors.

			Back at my desk, I chew at my nail, deliberating. There’s no question I’m saying yes, but after last night’s kiss, and today’s hug that I never wanted to end, I’m well aware that a date with Penn could be dangerous. Lines are blurring. I’m playing with fire.

			Then again, I do want to discuss some ideas for the rink. And it’s only dinner.

			I reply with a text I know he’ll appreciate.

			
				-.—. 

			

			
				That’s Morse code for YES.

			

			
				Does the intimate gyrating remain optional?

			

			
				Quite the forward question for a first date.

			

			
				That’s not a no.

			

			
				Dress code?

			

			
				Casual. Think: More than underclothes.

			

			
				For now.

			

			

			—

			With precisely five restaurant locations to choose from in Lakeville, the brick patio at La Trattoria is usually packed, especially on a Friday night. But Penn “knows a guy”—the owner, whom he often treats to free drinks at Curly’s. So tonight it’s just us sitting at a table for two beneath a starry sky and a sparkling web of string lights, Italian music drifting out of the restaurant, the earthy smell of potted flowers potent after today’s rain.

			I tried on at least sixteen different outfit combinations tonight, enjoying a nostalgic turn at playing dress-up. After much consideration, I settled on a plum-colored camisole with green pants and floral ankle boots, a violet coat wrapped around my shoulders. Turns out I like myself in purple. And from the way Penn stared when I came down the stairs, his gaze raking over me so unabashedly that something wild and warm rippled through me, he must approve, too.

			I love being around Date Night Penn. He’s sweet and earnest. He’s asked three times if I’m comfortable, and he’s in a navy sweater that does something altogether unfair to his eyes.

			All night, he’s found excuses to touch me. His hand in mine on the walk to the restaurant. His palm against the small of my back as we were led to our table. His sneaker dancing around my ankle on and off for the past twenty minutes.

			When our drinks arrive, I call him out on it. “Have you been trying to play footsie with me? Or are you just tall?”

			Penn slouches back in his chair, biting at the small black straw he’s pulled from his Old Fashioned. “That’s the benefit of being tall. People never know.”

			“That’s thee benefit of being tall, huh? Ambiguous footsie?”

			He shrugs. “It’s a three-way tie between ambiguous footsie, clean ceiling fans, and unobstructed parade views.”

			“How many parades are you attending?” My laugh is quick and shimmery, and Penn smirks around the straw between his teeth.

			He’s so brazenly satisfied every time he gets me to smile. In real life, where all our exchanges feel like competitive matches, I’ve taken his delight as arrogance. But here, tonight, with color in his cheeks and warmth in every word, I think Penn’s just genuinely glad I’m enjoying myself. I am, too.

			I tip back my wine, a dry pinot grigio. “How was Mrs. Baker today?”

			Penn dropped off her groceries and prescriptions after his Curly’s shift. Usually he helps her on Thursdays, but after our chaotic morning at the senior center, he had to postpone.

			“I worry about her. She’s lonely.”

			“Maybe you should set her up with Earl.”

			“Nah.” Penn grins. “Earl’s a one-woman kind of guy. He found The One, and I don’t think he’ll ever bother with anything else.”

			“You believe in all that? The One?”

			His gaze drops. “I don’t really know, but…” He meets my eyes and nods. “Yeah. Maybe I do.”

			I flash him a teasing grin. “Wow. How unexpectedly romantic of you.”

			“Why ‘unexpected’?”

			“You said you don’t do anything serious.”

			“I don’t,” Penn says. “Not with just anyone.”

			He holds my stare, and my face heats, and the obvious follow-up question sits like a hot-pink elephant between us. I don’t ask it, though. I don’t need to, because I already know I’m not just anyone to Penn, and he’s not for me, either. We’ve always meant something to each other, even if what that something meant has shifted.

			Our pasta arrives, a welcome distraction from the tingling in my limbs, and I’ve never been so grateful to swan-dive into a bowl of noodles.

			“Penn,” I start, as we twirl our forks in tandem. “I’ve been thinking about some of your ideas. For The Disco Diner. And they’re not so bad.”

			He snorts. “Stop the presses. One glass of wine and she’ll admit I’m not a total idiot.”

			“I’m serious,” I say. “I want you to know how grateful I am for all your help. And I want to apologize for dismissing your ideas before. I tend to take charge of the situation when I’m having a hard time.”

			“No. You?”

			I give him a sardonic look, but a grin breaks through. “Please just accept my apology.”

			Penn presses a napkin to his mouth. “Apology accepted,” he says. “And you know what? I think I could get used to hearing praise from you.” He waves a hand. “Let’s hear it. What else have you got for me, Wynne?”

			I roll my eyes. “You’re impossible.”

			“I’m choosing to hear that as a compliment.” He puts a hand to his ear. “Next?”

			I can’t help but laugh. It feels good, making Penn feel good. “Okay,” I say, sitting back. “You’re very…tall.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“And you have good hair.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			“And a stupidly hot French accent.”

			“Vraiment?”

			I grin. Then I pause, considering. “I like how unafraid you are. And how generous you are. With your time, and everything else.”

			Penn stills.

			The music drifts outside, soft piano chords and my words hanging in the air between us. My heart ricochets in my chest, and the loaded way he continues to look at me threatens to pull me under.

			I tuck my hair behind my ears, wishing there was more of it to hide behind. “I really appreciate all the time you’re spending with me, and I think we make a pretty great team, actually.” A soft smile starts on his lips, encouraging me to go on. “So, I know you’re being pulled in a lot of directions right now, and I feel guilty asking, but I’d like even more of it.”

			“More of what?”

			I shrug. “Your time. You.”

			The sheer pleasure in Penn’s expression makes him look like the boy I remember. Golden and glowing. Good, right down to his bones.

			“You like me,” he says, a smile splashed across his face. “Like, a lot.”

			“Oh, stop.”

			He puts a hand to his chest. “I mean, you’re right that I don’t have a lot of time on my hands. But if you’re going to be this obsessed with me—”

			I throw a breadstick at him, and he laughs. When he meets my eyes again, he says, more sincerely, “Thank you. That means a lot. All of it.”

			I nod. “You’re welcome. Does that mean I can get more of your time?”

			“I don’t know,” he says, taunting me. “You’re right. I don’t have much of it.”

			“Well, I’ll do anything,” I say, and it sounds an awful lot like begging. But I really do need more of Penn’s time to get back to the right time. To Real Me, and Real Penn. “I mean it,” I add. “Whatever it takes to steal you for a little while, I’ll do it.”

			Penn leans back, lips parted. Shocked, I think, by my resolve.

			Up until a few days ago, I would’ve rather plunged into the nearest sewer than plead with Penn, in any universe, for a damn thing. And he knows it. Even here, he knows that I’m turning myself inside out for him, and he’s loving every delicious second, soaking in the moment with one of his infuriating smirks.

			“You’ll do anything, huh?” His teeth graze his lower lip, and there’s no ambiguity about what he’s thinking. “Well, then. Guess I need to brainstorm.”

			“Anything but free lap dances,” I clarify. “Those still come at a cost.”

			“Ah, ah, ah,” he teases. “You know the rules. No take-backs, Wynne.”

			

			—

			When we leave the restaurant, Lakeville is dark, lit only by the lanterns that line the downtown blocks. There’s a welcome chill in the air.

			“First date,” Penn says, sliding me a look. “How’d I do?”

			I shrug. “Ehhhhh.”

			He pulls me into a headlock hug, and I cackle in surprise. He’s pulled the same move on me for years, but this time, instead of pushing him away, I wrap my arms around his middle and lean closer, letting him plant a kiss on my hairline.

			After we unravel ourselves, he holds me close, facing me, his hands clasped behind my back. My fingers tangle in the curls at the nape of his neck, and as our eyes drift across each other’s faces, I must admit to myself that he was right.

			I like him. Like, a lot.

			“Personally, I had a great time.” Penn presses his forehead to mine. “You’re cute when you’re desperate.”

			“Oh, God,” I say and groan. “Here we go.”

			The smile lingers in his voice. “First, you rattle off everything you like about me, entirely unprompted—”

			“I believe that was heavily prompted.”

			“—and then you beg and plead with those big doe eyes for me to hang out with you?” He clicks his tongue. “This girl’s shameless.”

			“And you’re the worst,” I say, still smiling. “I’m never giving you a compliment again.”

			A slight smile stretches up his face, his eyes glittering right in front of me. He dips his chin, and his long lashes leave a dark shadow across his cheekbones.

			“I can’t believe you said you’d do anything,” he whispers. “For more of me.”

			He lifts my chin to kiss me, and I let him. Even though it won’t get me out of here. Even though I’m afraid. I kiss him back because I want to—because I can’t not.

			Penn’s thumbs bracket my jaw as the kiss deepens, and my head spins over how, and when, and where, the night might end.

			When we eventually pull away, he takes my hand and leads me back to his car. “I shouldn’t have said ‘anything,’ ” I tell him. “I regret that.”

			“Yeah. You really cast a wide net there.”

			“What about a Laser Tag rematch?” I suggest. “Or maybe I could give you half of my Bath and Body Works collection. You seemed really into that Plumeria bubble bath.”

			“No. I already know what I want.”

			My pulse quickens. “You do?”

			He nods, then slants me a look. “Two words: Toga. Skate.”

			I knock into him. “Get out of here.”

			“Just imagine all the sheets billowing in the breeze,” he exclaims. “Imagine Theo wrapped in a sheet that’s probably covered in his own face.”

			I can’t help but laugh at the vision. “Not happening. Because if I give you a toga night, then next thing you know, Theo will insist on Golf Pros and Tennis Hoes.”

			“Well, we’re doing a theme night,” Penn insists. “So take your pick.”

			“Let’s keep it easy. What about a 2000s party?”

			“Depends,” he says. “If we’re going back to the 2000s, does that mean you’ll pretend you hate me all night?”

			I smile up at him sweetly. “No pretending required.”

			“Liar,” he whispers, eyes sparkling. “You couldn’t hate me if you tried.”

			I don’t deny it.

			Penn stops then, beneath the streetlight. Gently, he pulls me toward him, leaning in for a long, slow surprise of a kiss that takes all the feeling out of my legs. I grow dizzy as he dips to kiss my neck, his mouth hot against my skin. “By the way,” he says, planting another kiss on my collarbone. “I think my answer is obvious.”

			“What answer?” I ask, all breathy and embarrassing.

			One more kiss, beneath my ear. “You can have as much of me as you want, Ruby.”

			My breath hitches, and when Penn straightens, looking at me in a wide-open way he never has before, I know the terrifying truth. I want it all.
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				A Coldplay Kind of Night
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			When we get home, the house is dark. I feel my way to the console table along the wall and flip on a lamp. Penn closes the front door behind us, and the click of the lock echoes through the entryway. His shallow exhales puncture the lingering silence, as irregular as my stuttering heartbeat when I turn and face him.

			It’s hard to know what comes next. Hard because I don’t want the night to end, and both of our bedrooms sit just up the stairs, and Penn Hayes, who’s never, ever short on words, has seemingly lost the ability to speak.

			Not that he needs to say anything. Even in the dim light, I can make out his heavy, focused look, and I know what he wants. He’s making me take the lead, though, unsure if I want it, too.

			I wish I didn’t, but I do.

			Racked with nerves, I buy myself some time by leaning on an old trick: messing with Penn. I set down my purse, kick off my boots, then slide off my coat, taking a truly obnoxious amount of care to fold it neatly over my arm.

			“Well,” I say, with an air of finality. “Thank you so much for the ride home. I must say, you were a bit more handsy than other drivers, but your music didn’t suck, so I’ll make sure to tip.” I try not to crack a smile before I turn toward the staircase.

			Penn lets out a breathy laugh and wraps a hand around my wrist, pulling me into him. My coat falls to the floor as he looks down at me, affection etched into the lines beside his eyes. “You’ll never stop messing with me,” he whispers. “Will you?”

			“Never.”

			He smirks. “Good.”

			We stand there, teetering on the edge of something. Slowly, Penn skates his hands up my arms, leaving behind a trail of goose bumps. His gaze falls to my shoulder, where he slips a finger beneath the silky strap of my shirt and gently sweeps it aside.

			Need knots inside me. With Penn’s hands on me, my internal safety mechanism has shut down. All bets are off.

			He brushes his thumb across my collarbone, and every soft stroke plucks at the final shreds of my self-control until one thin, tensed thread breaks after another. Until I don’t trust myself any longer.

			“Penn.” I exhale his name. “We can’t go upstairs.”

			He kisses my shoulder and whispers into my skin. “Okay.”

			“I mean, I want to,” I admit. “But…”

			Penn straightens. “But…”

			I take his face in my hands. “There would be no coming back from it. From any of this,” I warn. “Do you get that?”

			The edge of his mouth ticks in amusement. “Back from what? What exactly are we doing?”

			I can’t look away from his lips, parted and perfect. I want that stupid mouth on mine. I want to kiss that smug smirk right off him.

			So, I do.

			My fingers twist into Penn’s hair as I pull him closer, and he kisses me back with his whole body. His hands wander up my waist, cradle my face, then drift down the column of my neck. The kiss is deep and deliberate, and when I lick at his lower lip, a sound catches in his throat.

			He pulls back, eyes darting to mine. “Maybe we don’t have to come back from this,” he rasps. “Maybe we can just…stay in it.”

			My chest rises and falls, my whole body thrumming with the kind of heat that needs a release.

			Problem is, we can’t stay in this.

			This isn’t real life, and if I ever make it back to reality, I’ll have to look Real Penn in the eye at Christmas, at every birthday, and in dark bars, desperate for him to stare at me like he is now, all lust and longing. I’ll have to pretend I’m totally fine when Real Penn is wildly unaware of what’s happened here, and who we could be to each other, if only we’d let ourselves.

			His thumb grazes the hinge of my jaw. “Ruby,” he says softly. “I’m trying to read you, but…” He swallows hard. “Do you need this to slow down, or stop, or…”

			No. Certainty drops like a stone into my gut. This could be our only chance. I have to know.

			“Keep going,” I whisper. “Please.”

			Penn’s mouth curves into a wry grin. “Okay, then. Since you asked so nicely.”

			He inches forward, edging me back to the console table before he picks me up and sets me on top of it. One after the other, he takes my arms and wraps them around his neck. My hands dangle over his broad shoulders as he shifts closer, eyes dark and glinting.

			“If we can’t go upstairs, then we can stay right here.” He hitches my leg around him and smirks. “Does that solve the problem?”

			“You’ve always loved a shortcut.”

			“Oh, don’t get the wrong idea,” he says. “I’m not taking any shortcuts tonight. I told you. You get as much of me as you want.”

			“What if I want it all?”

			Penn’s eyes flash with naked surprise. He kisses me again, more urgently, and I melt into him until he pulls back suddenly. “Are you going to make me retreat to your make-out lair again?”

			I give him a look, my hand fisted in his shirt. “It’s the beanbag lair. And no.” I bend forward to get back to kissing him, but he stops me.

			“Are you sure? We could press pause on all of this and queue up some Hilary Duff to set the mood again. Or is this more of a Coldplay kind of night?”

			“Coldplay?!”

			“Listen, I don’t know what you’re into.”

			I swat at him, laughing, then press my palm to his chest, where his heartbeat races through his thin sweater. I toy with the neckline. “Actually, someone recently told me that I don’t have to try so hard. So maybe we’ll just…find out what happens, together?”

			I have no clue what I’m doing, but I know I want Penn, and I trust him. I know he’ll take good care of me.

			“No plan.” Penn’s lips curve into an almost-grin. “My favorite kind.”

			We stagger upstairs and into my bedroom, all tangled limbs and short breaths while we kiss our way to the bed. He shifts on top of me, and we move together with a steady rhythm I already crave low in my belly.

			I press him into the mattress, and he lies back, one arm tucked behind his head. His hooded eyes watch as I skim my hands down his chest, across his stomach, lower. He bites his bottom lip, his eyes slanting to mine as I reach the hem of his shirt. His breath catches.

			I’ve seen Penn in so many ways—in almost every way. But not like this. His curly hair is rumpled, his composure long gone as he stares up at me, pupils blown wide open.

			He sits up and kisses me again, slowly sliding his hands beneath my silk shirt. After he pulls it off, he stops, swallowing at the sight of my pink lace bra. I stare back, mesmerized by his expression.

			“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I whisper.

			Penn grins. “I can’t believe we’ve waited this long.”

			Frantically, sloppily, we continue to undress each other, laughing when Penn’s T-shirt and sweater get stuck on his head. Again, after his pants come off and he struggles with the button on mine. “You never make it easy for me,” he says. “Do you?”

			“Do you want me to?” I ask, lifting my hips for him.

			“No,” he rasps, his eyes raking over me. “I really don’t.” He tilts down to kiss me again, then whispers, “Relax, okay? Let me do this.”

			I remember what he told me—how he needs to feel needed. “Okay,” I breathe.

			When he finally manages to unbutton my pants, his hands slowly work the fabric down my legs, and his gaze follows. “God, Ruby,” he says thickly. “You’re…”

			He doesn’t finish his thought, quickly tossing the pants aside.

			I gasp. “I thought I was the impatient one.”

			Penn smirks. “Oh, I’ve been patient, Wynne. Trust me. I have waited a long, long time for this.”

			

			—

			Moonlight spills in from the tall windows, casting shadows across Penn’s face as he rests his head on the pillow beside me. He pushes my hair from my forehead, tracing his fingers along my cheekbone. I’ve never been adored like this. Savored like this. It needles at something in my chest, poking at the softest parts of me.

			“You’re so beautiful,” he whispers, and I can’t handle the earnestness in his voice.

			“Is it my turn to hear a list of compliments?” I’m joking, hoping to lighten the intimate mood and lessen the ache in my chest, but Penn takes me up on it.

			“You’re so smart, it’s annoying,” he says. “Funny, too.”

			I laugh. “Wow. You’re admitting it? Are you sure? Remember: no take-backs.”

			His dimple appears. I press my thumb into it as his expression turns serious again. “You’re thoughtful,” he says quietly. “And fiercely loyal.” Each word is a low vibration I can feel in my chest. “And so…unapologetically yourself.”

			My throat tightens. “I don’t know about that one.”

			“I do.” A slow smile tugs at his lips. “I don’t think you know how to be anything but yourself. You’re pretty committed to the role.”

			I struggle to swallow.

			He’s wrong, I think, picturing the kaleidoscopic rooms in this house, and remembering the colorless apartment back in reality. The neon lights in the diner, and the buttoned-up uniform I wear to the office each day. MASH Ruby and me, we’re not the same. She’s committed to being her biggest, boldest self. But I’ve put myself into a box, trying to feel safe.

			I’ve grown smaller. More afraid.

			Then again, I’ve always been myself with Penn. I’ve never had to be careful with him or pretend. And I’ve certainly stayed stubbornly true to my path back in reality, too. I have no doubt Real Penn would agree.

			Maybe I’ve just been committing to the wrong path.

			“What’s wrong?” Penn gives me a lazy, lopsided grin. “I have more compliments in mind, if that’s what you need.”

			I shift closer. “We’ve been over this. I don’t need you. I want you. Just like this.”

			“I’d tell you that I want you, too,” he says, a smile in his voice. “But I think I made that pretty damn clear.”

			My laugh is soft and bright.

			“You’re it for me, Ruby,” Penn whispers suddenly, and sparklers go off in my chest. Alarm bells, too. He studies my face while I struggle to breathe. “I mean it. If this is all you want from me, then I get it. I’m okay with that. But I can’t pretend this doesn’t mean more to me, because it’s…” He swallows back the thought.

			There it is again: that caving-in of my sternum.

			I look into the eyes I’ve turned to again and again to feel tethered here—to feel like myself—and realize this is what it feels like, real intimacy. A true knowing and trust in another person. Something I’m pretty sure I’ve never had.

			Choked up, I bring a hand to Penn’s creased brow and touch the scar that’s still there. The memory that’s still ours, even here. He presses a kiss onto my wrist and my heartbeat quickens, forcing me to face who Penn has been to me all along.

			He’s the one I track in crowds, whose stare I crave like a spotlight. Who gets a rise out of me with a single glance and the simplest touch. I know it now, and I can’t un-know it.

			I wish I could say as much to Penn, but I can’t. Until I know the rules of the game, I can’t risk telling the truth of how I feel—or how deeply I feel it.

			So I play it safe. I nod.

			Penn nods back, his eyes welling up, and when he kisses me again, soft and slow and as delicate as I feel, I tell myself not to worry about the goodbye that might be ahead of us. Right now, while I can, I have to be here, with Penn.

			My inevitable other half.
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				Bad and/or Weird News
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			Sunlight slips through the curtains. My limbs feel heavy, my body blissfully wrung out.

			Penn’s breath is warm against the back of my neck, his arm draped over my hip. When he shifts closer, I try to say “Good morning,” but all I manage is mumbled nonsense.

			He lets out a tired, raspy laugh, then plants a kiss on my bare shoulder. “Go back to sleep,” he whispers. “I’ll make breakfast.”

			I fall in and out of a strange, dreamless sleep until I finally wake feeling more rested than I should, considering. Last night, Penn seemed determined to prove he’s fluent in my love language. And while moving into rated-R territory did not get me out of the game, it did get me out of my head, which is nearly as big a feat.

			Recalling Penn’s whispered instructions, I’m worked up all over again, ready to claw at him when he slips through my bedroom door carrying a tray of food.

			His hair’s a mess. He’s wearing a white T-shirt, basketball shorts, and a shy smile I’ve never seen. A new, bigger yearning blooms in my chest.

			“I didn’t know what to make, and I didn’t want to wake you.” He slides the tray onto the mattress beside me and sits on the bed. “So I just kept cooking.”

			Eggs, bacon, toast. Sliced avocado. A pile of banana pancakes. A bowl of berries. A ramekin full of butter. Another full of syrup. “This is an entire breakfast menu,” I marvel. “The Cheesecake Factory of breakfasts.”

			“Ah, that’s what I forgot.” Penn clicks his tongue in feigned disappointment. “Dessert.”

			“Did you, though?” I slant him a look, and his eyes flash.

			I slide my hand up his arm, over the soft skin of his shoulder, and let my palm brush along his sharp, scruffy jawline. I hold it there, and Penn’s eyes lock on mine as he tilts a warm kiss into my hand. I feel it everywhere.

			A week ago, I was convinced this was a living nightmare, but it’s become every bit the fantasy. If Real Penn has even half the game of Dream Penn, and if his feelings really are as long-standing as he says they are, then surely, eventually, he would’ve won me over in the real world.

			If I’d let him.

			He nods to the food, a smirk on his lips. “As much as I’d love to shove this tray off the bed and do everything that we did last night in the daylight, I worked hard on this spread. And you need to refuel.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” I say and sigh, biting into a slice of toast. He’s already buttered it perfectly. Which is to say, aggressively. Earl would approve.

			“Also…” Penn gnaws at his lip. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

			“What is it?”

			“Well, I have some bad news. Or maybe just weird news.”

			“So you were literally attempting to butter me up here?”

			He fights a laugh. “Kind of?”

			“Let me guess. You already told Theo that I agreed to a toga skate. He’s posted flyers all around town. He’s going door-to-door, wrapped in a sheet that billows in the wind, flashing Lakeville’s finest. It’s a toga-tastrophe, and now we’re a laughingstock.”

			Penn waits for me to finish, a smile in his eyes.

			I wave my crust with a flourish. “Okay, I’m done. Bad and/or weird news. Proceed.”

			“The fish,” he says simply.

			“What fish?”

			“All the fish. In your aquarium.” Penn winces. “They’re, uh, floating?”

			I choke on the bread. It’s half-laugh, half-panic. “I’m sorry. What?”

			“It’s freaky,” he says. “I walked in there this morning, looking for my hat, and…I don’t know. Maybe there’s some bacteria in the tank, or—” He keeps talking, trying to explain away the aquatic tragedy, but I don’t hear him, his voice far away as blood rushes in my ears.

			First the Jeep. Now the fish. The MASH game must be malfunctioning, one section at a time. But why? How? I’ve messed up. Broken a rule I haven’t considered.

			My heart does a janky somersault. “You’re sure?”

			“Yeah. They’re…” He drags his thumb across his neck, the universal sign for donezo.

			I catapult myself out of bed, springing toward my closet.

			“What are you doing?” Penn calls after me.

			“I need to go to the pet store.”

			“What? Now? Don’t you want to eat?”

			I slip on the nearest pair of leggings and a sweatshirt. When I turn to retrace my steps, he blocks the closet doorway, leaning against it with a sweet look of surprise. And a smidgen of alarm.

			“Ruby, I didn’t know you felt so strongly about the fish. We’ll replace them, okay? But we don’t have to do it right this second.”

			The we rolls off his lips easily. It ignites in my gut like a bomb.

			What are we doing? What have I done?

			“It’s okay,” Penn adds. “There’s no rush.”

			I push past him, unable to meet his eyes. “Yes, there is.”

			

			—

			Perhaps because he fears for my well-being, Penn offers me the keys to his car so I can dash to the pet store right as it opens. Shockingly, I’m the only customer visiting Paws ’n Claws at nine o’clock on the dot.

			Facing a wall of tanks, I scan the different types of fish, wondering if my replacements need to be exact. Some had bright orange and black fins. Others had a neon blue stripe. But I don’t know how many of each, or if it matters, or when I became the kind of person who slips up on the details. It isn’t like me.

			Maybe that’s what’s gone wrong: I’m losing myself.

			From behind me, a woman asks, “May I help you, ma’am?”

			Nice. Now I can add “getting ma’am-ed” to my glorious morning.

			I turn and face a twentysomething redhead. A familiar redhead. She adjusts her blue apron, flipping her hair over one shoulder, and I gasp. “Katie.”

			She startles. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

			No, she does not know me. And technically, I don’t know her, either. I recognize her only because I watched her walk down my driveway two days ago, cursed her existence, and later served her grandpa some heavily buttered toast.

			Now here I am, wearing hot-pink leggings and a lime-green sweatshirt embellished with a sequin roller skate and the moving lyrics of Chamillionaire: They See Me Rollin’, They Hatin’. So even if Katie did know me, she might pretend she doesn’t.

			“Maybe not,” I stammer. “You look like somebody that I used to…work with.”

			“Oh,” Katie says, relieved that I’ve gotten us out of this humiliating song and dance. “Well, what brings you in today?”

			“I need thirteen fish.”

			She blinks at double speed. Her mouth opens, then closes. Like, fittingly, a fish.

			“O…kay,” Katie says with a wide, cereal-commercial kind of smile, the very portrait of politeness. “I’m happy to assist you. Although please know that this is only my first week at the store, so I may not be able to answer all your questions. I’ll do my best.”

			I smile back, noticing she has Earl’s grass-green eyes.

			It hits me, then: When I saw her at the mansion, Katie was dropping off her résumé. And she’s in nursing school. And she’s lovely. And Penn won’t hire her anytime soon because I’ve asked for more of his time. Which means he’ll have even less to give to PennPals, and to Earl, and to the rest of his customers.

			Ever since I arrived, I’ve asked, and asked, and asked. Of Bridget, of Theo, of Connor, and of Penn most of all. All I’ve given back to Bridget is a bagel and the weight of my problems. All I’ve given Theo is a hard time. And all I’ve given Penn is a room and flimsy hope for a future I know nothing about.

			Last night might have been special, but I can’t make him any promises, because I’m not sure whether the two of us can exist like this, together, in any universe. Every word I say may as well be a lie. And it isn’t even working. Everything’s still falling apart.

			I bring a hand to my chest, trying to slow the panic train.

			All this time, I thought leaning in to my feelings for Penn would help to get me back to reality, but the closer we get, the more trouble seems to crop up. I’ve been following what felt like the only possible set of rules, but everything I do here is a gamble. And I’ve grown far too comfortable taking risks.

			When I look at Katie, Lakeville’s own Meryl Streep, who’s busy delivering an Oscar-worthy performance of kindness to what’s surely her most absurd customer, I’m overwhelmed by the sudden weight of all the worries I’ve cast aside. All the other fates that might be twisted up in mine. The hearts I’m holding in my hands.

			This is my game, but I’m not the only player. Penn—he’s part of the game, too. I need to get out of MASHland before I hurt him or anyone else. Before the game fully breaks down and I’m trapped, unable to return to myself.

			I need to get out before I lose sight of who I really am and where I’m supposed to be.

			My face must be twisting with all the torment that rises like bile in my throat, because Katie’s expression grows even more understanding. “Choosing pets can be an emotional experience, so take all the time you need. I’ll just be…” She points at the cash register and offers a smile. “Over there.”

			“Thanks,” I croak out.

			Penn seriously needs to hire her. And I need to get my head on straight.

			

			—

			When I return home, thirteen fish in tow, Penn’s sitting on the front porch, waiting. He’s thrown on a blue Cubs sweatshirt and his favorite navy hat, and despite my dramatic display this morning, he’s wearing a warm, easy smile. Damn him.

			I hop out of his car and nod at the open garage, where cardboard boxes have been stacked into a massive pyramid. “What’s all that?”

			“Decorations. For tomorrow’s party,” he explains. “Bridget dropped them off a little while ago. Gave me strict instructions not to touch a thing. She has ‘a vision.’ ”

			Oh, God. The pool party.

			I’m in no mood to host, and I’m worried that my settling in here—wasting time and enjoying all this a little too much—is why the game keeps falling apart.

			There’s no use in trying to postpone, though. Hell hath no fury like a Bridget held back from doing the absolute most. And who knows? At this rate, both pools might suddenly, overnight, be filled with neon sand that forces us to cancel the party anyway. I had a real thing for sand art back in the day.

			Penn helps me transfer all the fish to the aquarium, which doesn’t exactly match the sexy morning-after routine I’d anticipated, but that’s a good thing. I need to focus.

			When he tells me he has a surprise for me, I resist. “Can’t it wait?” I ask. “I have to get over to the diner. Theo and I need to prep for the 2000s party.”

			“It’ll be quick,” Penn promises. “Please.”

			I sigh as he drags me downstairs, through the kitchen, and into the yard. He leads me to the garden in the far corner, where rows of planter boxes house tomatoes and wilted, sad-looking green stuff that I probably need to water. Inexplicably, Penn’s lined the edge of each planter box with tea lights, as if we’re hosting a weird, midmorning Bachelor date for all the garden insects.

			“I don’t understand,” I say. “What is this?”

			He shoves his hands into his pockets and shrugs, nodding toward the expanse of dirt between the planter boxes. “You seemed pretty upset. Like you needed to process it. So.”

			I study the garden floor. I didn’t notice them before, but there, in the soil, are three rows of tiny, shallow holes. My breath catches, the start of a laugh trapped in my throat. “Is this…”

			“Preparations for a fish funeral,” he confirms. “It’s silly, but I thought it might help.” The painfully earnest look on his face melts over me like warm honey. “Your breakfast got cold, too, so I ordered us lunch.” He points to a takeout bag left on one of the patio tables. “Tacos. Not fish ones, though. I know you love them, but that felt a little too on the nose. And morbid.”

			I snort out a laugh, simultaneously feeling hot tears behind my eyes. “This is the strangest, sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

			Penn shifts behind me and rests his head on my shoulder, his arms around my waist. “Well, good, because your breakneck effort to replace those fish was one of the strangest, sweetest things I’ve ever seen.” He plants a kiss on my neck, then asks, “Should we say a few words?” He clears his throat. “Dearly beloved…”

			A cackle bursts out of me. “Penn, that’s for weddings.”

			“Right,” he says, beginning again. “We are gathered here today to celebrate the short but special lives of Ruby Elizabeth Wynne’s thirteen beloved fish. Let’s pour one out for Spot, and Tiger, and—”

			I turn to face him. “You know their names?”

			“C’mon, Wynne. I remember everything you’ve ever said to me.”

			Wearing a smile that won’t leave my face, I rest back against Penn’s chest, grateful for the steady weight of him, and for the weird, wonderful thing we’ve got.

			Even if it wasn’t me who introduced him to all the fish.

			Even though the ground beneath us could crack open at any moment.

			

	

Wynne-Wynne

			 

			
				Ryan: Ciao, la mia famiglia!

			

			
				Mom: Are you in Naples now? Look at that tan!

			

			
				Ryan: Amalfi. I’m never leaving.

			

			
				Ryan: Ru, it was nice knowing you.

			

			
				Ruby: We had a good run.

			

			
				Ryan: Ugh, I need to run. I’ve eaten my weight in olives.

			

			
				Dad: good live it up have some limoncello for me

			

			
				Ryan: I’m about 47 glasses ahead of you there, Pops.

			

			
				Mom: Ruby, how’s the home front? How’s Penn? Tell him we love him!

			

			
				Ryan: Have you murdered him yet? Does he still have a pulse?

			

			
				Ruby: Can confirm he has a pulse.
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				One Part Rum,

				Three Parts Regret

			
			Come Sunday, my pools are not filled with hot-pink sand. But thanks to Bridget, they do contain six beach balls, three floating solar lights, and enough inflatables to keep my many personalities afloat.

			It’s a wonder Penn didn’t pass out after blowing up two pastel unicorns, a rainbow-covered swan, and a giant slice of pepperoni pizza.

			Bridget didn’t want to go “overboard,” and yet the contents of at least two Party City locations have taken over the mansion. Her mom, who threw us spontaneous themed sleepovers several times a year, would be proud. Pink, orange, and yellow balloons surround the main pool, and colorful streamers zigzag across the backyard. There are paper-flower garlands. Beaded curtains on every door. A pink sign that says Party, in case guests need an explicit directive or forget why they’re here. A table turned tiki bar boasts eight decorative pineapples, two carved-out coconuts full of swirly straws, and four drink dispensers filled with mysterious tropical cocktails that Bridget explains as “one part rum, three parts regret.”

			The party’s on.

			So is my neon striped bikini and a pair of pink heart-shaped sunglasses. I considered a modest violet one-piece, but looking like a hot pack of Skittles has started to grow on me, and so has everything about this party. Bridget’s superpower is infectious enthusiasm. And it feels good to give in to it.

			While Penn takes charge as the official greeter, Bridget and I stretch out on a pair of lounge chairs. She’s wearing a yellow one-piece and a wide-brimmed hat, and when she isn’t slurping her cocktail through a curly straw, she’s busy texting Hot Librarian, aka Ethan, who somehow didn’t make today’s extensive guest list. Although Bridget told me she’d invited only “a few friends,” twenty-three people made the cut. Not Ethan, though. She worried a group hang would be “too much pressure” for their budding relationship, and, in fairness, she might also be worried that her best friend will tell him we’re living inside a game.

			When the first guests arrive, Bridget calls out to a brunette I don’t recognize, waving for her to join us. “Lucy! Hi!”

			I plaster on a smile as she approaches. Through gritted teeth, I stress-whisper, “What if she asks specific questions and I can’t answer them? Quick: Give me bullet points that cover the last twenty years with these people.”

			“Just drink up,” Bridget says. “They’ll assume you’re a forgetful drunk. Problem solved.”

			Ever since I landed here, I’ve been careful not to drink too much. But hosting a party for a bunch of strangers I’m supposed to know feels like the right time to welcome a steady buzz.

			I take a sip of my “daiquiri”—actual contents unknown—and try to relax.

			Turns out, trips to the tiki bar prove to be a great way to avoid small talk. It’s like my own fun little drinking game. At the mention of a night I don’t remember, I sip. An inside joke I don’t grasp? Sip again. And when one guy hints at a night when, apparently, we got quite intimate, I gulp. Bridget’s right: A little fun can’t hurt.

			And if his forty-seven turns down the magenta waterslide are any indication, Penn’s enjoying himself, too. Even if, at my request, we’re keeping our distance.

			I gave him clear guidelines for the day: platonic touches only. It’s hard enough to wrap my head around us as a concept. I don’t need other people whispering, too, or straight-up asking whether Penn and I are together—especially before I can figure out when and how to tell my brother. Or how all of this might affect, you know, my actual life.

			When I get stuck talking to an overenthusiastic dental hygienist named Juliet, with whom I apparently play tennis, I politely excuse myself. I look around for Penn and find him standing by the pool, watching a very tipsy game of Marco Polo.

			Staying away proves difficult. And I become rather irresponsible.

			I join him, inching closer, until we’re only a foot apart. He side-eyes me, brow arched, and it’s maddening, being near a dripping-wet, half-naked Penn, unable to touch him.

			“Could I…talk to you?” I ask, staring straight ahead. “Somewhere…else?”

			There’s a smirk in his voice. “Sure.”

			Although I’ve been afraid of us attracting attention, nobody seems to notice when I lead Penn around the side of the house. As soon as we’re out of view, I back him against the wall, smoothing a hand down his stomach until my fingers reach the waistband of his blue trunks.

			“Watch it.” Penn inhales sharply. “Not sure that aligns with your rules.”

			“I thought you didn’t like following rules.”

			Lips parted, Penn eyes my hip, where a thin string ties my bikini bottoms together. “I don’t,” he says roughly. “Especially not with you. But I’m trying to be good.”

			“Now you decide to be good,” I grumble.

			He pulls me closer. “Let’s be clear, Wynne,” he says, his breath hot against my ear. “I’m holding back for you. So the second you don’t want to be so good anymore—when you’re ready to let go of your rules—I am more than happy to obey.”

			Heat blazes low in my belly as I shift back and meet his eyes. “Good to know,” I say. “Should the rules change, I’ll have my people get in touch with your people.”

			He laughs, but the sound gets swallowed up by a loud, earsplitting scream. Followed by a lot of splashing.

			Alarmed, I look overhead, convinced the entire sky might fall—that I’ve angered the MASH gods yet again. And I might be right, because when Penn jogs away, I follow him to the pool, which has just begun to drain. Quickly.

			“What’s happening?” It’s Juliet, the dental hygienist.

			Guests scramble out of the pool, and I meet Bridget’s wide eyes across the deck. Grimacing, she lifts her drink, like, Well, what are you gonna do?

			A great question.

			I don’t cry. Or yell. Or bolt to the nearest hose to replace the water, like I did the fish.

			Instead, I start laughing. Deliriously.

			My cackles only get louder when Mac Davis, The Disco Diner’s greatest benefactor, who’s wearing banana-print swim trunks and who brought a megaphone for unknown reasons, lifts it and shouts, “Pool’s closed! Repeat: Pool out of commission.”

			He and Penn wrap the pool’s stepladder with makeshift caution tape in the form of a flamingo-covered garland while I fully spiral.

			Nothing is playing out how it should. And so far, nothing in the horrifically bright-colored cocktails has been strong enough to make me forget.

			I head back to the bar to fill my cup with more of what might actually be lighter fluid mixed with red no. 5 concentrate. En route, I’m intercepted by Bridget, who swerves us in the opposite direction, to the kitchen. “How about some shots of water, hmm?”

			I poke a finger into her cheek. “You. Told me. To drink up.”

			“Drink up,” she repeats. “Not drink until you throw up and start reciting e. e. cummings poems to strangers. Let’s make sure that remains a onetime thing.”

			I laugh. “When did I do that?”

			Bridget gives me a look, one twinged with sadness. I’ve come to recognize it as her Oh, yeah, my best friend isn’t really my best friend face. “Paris,” she explains. “You were carrying a lot of hearts with you that night.”

			We pass a dance party and stumble into the kitchen, where all three islands are littered with party wreckage. Between catering trays from Madre’s and drink tubs full of Capri-Suns lie stacks of abandoned paper plates, half-drunk beer cans, and discarded wrappers from the temporary tattoos Bridget insisted would be a hit. She wasn’t wrong.

			“B,” I tell her. “You plan the best parties.”

			She passes me a red Solo cup full of water and pats my head. “Next time, I’ll add ‘no megaphones’ to the invitation.”

			I sit and sip obediently, but soon Bridget’s pulled back outside by Mac’s boyfriend, who mentions something about a limbo stick. After waving goodbye, I dip a chip in guacamole, then miss my mouth entirely, dropping the scoop down my chest.

			That’s how hot, shirtless Penn finds me: alone in the kitchen, looking like I’ve been slimed. Like I’m a failed contestant on a Nickelodeon game show.

			He hands me a napkin. “Where’s a scarf-bib when you need one, huh?”

			I dab between the triangles of my bikini top. “It’s sneaky guacamole. Too slippery.”

			“Better look out for that slippery guac,” he agrees. Then he pops a straw into a Capri-Sun and takes a drink, watching me.

			“I love rum,” I respond, thoughtfully tapping a chip into the air. “Someone said rum is in those drinks. Rum is what’s up. Rum and me…” I twist two fingers together. “Like this.”

			As if she’s been standing offstage, waiting for me to cause more chaos, Bridget swoops back inside with those teacher instincts, quickly wiping up the mess with her pool towel. When she’s done, Penn loops an arm over her shoulder, and they stare at me like two concerned parents. The room is not not spinning.

			I shrug. “I was overserved.”

			Penn nods. “I heard those servers were all about the heavy pours.”

			“The heaviest,” I agree. And then: “It was me. I was the server.”

			As Bridget snort-laughs, Penn cracks a smile. “Yeah, Wynne. We know.”

			I drop my head onto my fist, and it’s as if that small motion sends all the sugar I’ve been drinking straight to my temples. The headache is instant. Queasiness follows suit. “I was trying to have fun,” I mumble. “I was trying to be fun.”

			“You are fun,” Bridget assures me.

			“No, I’m not,” I whine. “Not really. But that’s who I’m supposed to be here, right?” I sit up and spin sideways, sweeping a hand through the air. “Here, I’m Fun Ruby. Silly Ruby. Bright and Bold and Colorful Ruby.”

			“And Rum Ruby?” Penn offers.

			“Yes,” I say. “Exactly. But instead, all week, I’ve been Dumb Ruby. Make Baaaad Decisions Ruby.” I point at Penn, my baddest decision of all.

			His brow furrows, and Bridget pointedly clears her throat.

			“Alright,” she trills, shoving Penn aside. “Yep. Okay, Ruby. Noted.” She refills my water and plants it in front of my face. “H₂O is your friend.”

			“You’re my friend. In every universe. You’re such a good friend.”

			Penn gives me an indecipherable look, but we both startle at the sound of the front door slamming shut. Footsteps rush down the hallway, and we register him at the same time.

			“Theo?” Penn says, surprised.

			I hurtle myself forward for a hug. “Theoooooo!”

			I slam into Theo Ford, pressing my face against his chest. It’s a terrible hug. Quite stiff. I pull back and glance down at his shorts. “Bummer. I hoped to see swim trunks with your face on them.”

			I wait for Penn to appreciate my joke, but he isn’t looking at me. He asks Theo, “Is something wrong?”

			Theo does look nervous. Or maybe he feels guilty for showing up late after he agreed to play DJ for the day. “Don’t feel bad,” I tell him. “There’s still plenty of party left. And a megaphone!”

			He gives me a puzzled look, then turns to Penn. “I stopped by The Double D this morning to grab the protein bars I’d left in the fridge, but it was out.”

			“What was out?” Penn asks.

			“The electricity.” Theo says. “It was totally dark.”

			My face goes numb.

			“I tried calling both of you, but you didn’t answer. I checked fuses, called the electric company, and…” He sighs. “We’re the only ones who lost power.”

			“No,” I whisper. “Not the rink. No.” My pounding headache returns, worse this time, and despite my tipsy buzz, I’m far too alert. Much too aware of what’s happening.

			I drop onto the nearest stool and close my eyes. A hand presses against my back, rubbing it slowly. “It’s okay,” Bridget whispers. “We’ll figure this out.”

			No, we won’t. I’m losing power. And control. And hope. And myself.

			A little more every day.

			Creepy-crawly bugs seem to climb up my throat. It itches. “Our 2000s night,” I choke out, turning to Theo. “That’s in four days.”

			“Four days?” Penn huffs. “What? You haven’t even talked to all the vendors yet.”

			“I did, actually,” Theo says, and Penn turns, surprised.

			Theo and I set everything in motion last night, after the makeshift fish funeral. He isn’t necessarily the brightest, but he is reliable, and he agreed to work late nights all week to help me set everything up.

			“I sent the invitation to our email list this morning,” Theo tells Penn. “We’re already getting a great response. It’s going to be packed.”

			“It’s going to be dark,” I wail.

			“Ooh!” Theo brightens. “It can be a flashlight party. Should we buy staff headlamps?”

			I press my fingers to my temples. This cannot be happening.

			“Let’s hold off,” Penn says, raising a hand. “On all of it. We’ll talk to the electrician, get the place back in order, and you can let people know we’re delaying the event.”

			“No,” I say, almost to myself. And then, louder: “No.”

			Penn and Theo face me. Bridget’s at my side, eyes round with concern as I stand, sun-drunk and dizzy, my brain still backflipping through possible solutions to fix the game.

			“The party has to happen this week,” I tell them. “We can’t keep delaying everything.” I look from Bridget to Theo to Penn, whose stony, closed-off expression jabs at my chest, a right hook to the heart. He’s staring at me like I’m a stranger. Like I really am from another universe. “We need people there…now…” I say weakly. “And I—I need to…”

			Bridget reaches for me. “Are you okay?”

			I keep looking at Penn. He turns away, his jaw set.

			“Yeah. I just—I need a minute.”

			Bridget tries to follow me upstairs, but I tell her I’m fine. To go have fun at the party. That I just need to rest.

			I don’t even bother to change my clothes. I crawl into bed, listening as the party continues downstairs. Unfamiliar voices blend with familiar laughs. All the sounds are muffled, an entire world away, and tears trail down my temples as I wonder how and when and if I’ll ever get back to mine.

			And, even worse: why some not-so-small part of me wants to stay.
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				Pants-less, Yet Again
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			It’s still nighttime when I wake up in a baggy T-shirt and bikini bottoms. My pulse is a steady beating on my skull, and my breath tastes like sour candy that’s spent approximately two centuries in a sewer.

			I sit up, ecstatic to find a glass of water on my nightstand. A little heartbroken, too, over the sight of pretzels and Tylenol, because I know exactly who left them for me.

			The clock says ten o’clock. The party must be over. I can hear music, though, so I head downstairs to the kitchen, where nineties alt-rock plays for a party of one.

			Penn stands at the sink with his back to me. He’s wearing gray sweatpants and a faded green Lakeville Knights T-shirt. The kitchen is nearly spotless, with just a few garbage bags set in the corner. The streamers have been pulled down, beads aren’t hanging from the door anymore, and I no longer have the mystery-cocktail buzz that made it much easier to believe that I was a fun host today.

			“Rum Ruby sucks,” I announce, just loud enough to be heard over the music.

			Penn shoots a look over his shoulder, then turns back, continuing with the dishes.

			I gnaw at the inside of my cheek, my eyes pricking with tears, as—oof—the “bad decisions” line flits back into my consciousness, along with the pained look Penn gave me afterward.

			That wasn’t fair. Or kind. And I don’t have a reasonable way to explain myself.

			I sidle up next to him and extend a hand. He eyes me sideways, so handsome it hurts. His five-o’clock shadow is perfectly grown out, and his hair curls over his eyebrows.

			He hands me a plate to dry and sighs. “You really went for it today, huh?”

			“I don’t know what I was going for,” I admit.

			“The Party MVP title?”

			“I shouldn’t have drunk so much. And I shouldn’t have—” I cut myself off, unable to put my problems into words. Unsure just how much to include on the Things I Shouldn’t Have Done list. “Sorry. It’s all been a lot. The Jeep, the diner…”

			“I know,” Penn says quietly. He hands me a bowl to dry. “You don’t have to explain. We don’t have to make it weird, okay? I get it. You’re stressed, and we all make decisions that we—that we shouldn’t when we’re stressed. So.”

			He shrugs, acting like my words didn’t affect him. But I know Penn. He’s trying to push me away before I can do it to him, and I feel sick, because it’s been kind of nice the last couple days, loosening up. I know better, though. Loosen up, and people get hurt.

			Penn is already hurt.

			I set down the bowl and shift closer, sliding my hand into the crook of his elbow. “I really am sorry for what I said. I promise I didn’t mean it like that.”

			Penn stares out the window, like he’s debating whether or not he believes me. Then he sets a dish back in the sink and turns, crossing his arms over his chest. “Fine. If you really want to talk about it, then we’ll make it weird.” He shrugs. “How exactly did you mean that I’m a ‘bad decision’?”

			“Penn…”

			“Look, I get it,” he snaps, talking with his hands in a way he never does. “I’m still figuring my shit out. I’m me, and you’re you. You, with your dream business, your perfect house, your whole life together.”

			“My whole life together?” I huff out a laugh. “Penn, I don’t have anything together. You and I both know the rink should’ve folded by now. I shouldn’t even be able to afford this house. It’s all just…” A game. “It’s complicated, and honestly, I’m not even sure if The Disco Diner will be mine for much longer. I got an offer to team up with Rollerworld.”

			Penn stills, incredulous. “When did that happen?”

			“This week. It’s still in early talks, but…”

			The groove between his brows deepens. “You’re not actually considering it.”

			I shrug, feeling more helpless than I have since the day I arrived.

			I miss feeling like myself—and knowing who that is. I’m tired of feeling like I’m caught between two worlds. Two selves. I’ve been fooling myself, acting like I’ve made any progress when I’m right back where I started: here, in this kitchen, arguing with Penn. Pants-less, yet again.

			“Rollerworld is soulless, just like you said,” I admit. “But I might not have a choice. Everything is breaking, Penn, and I don’t know what to think, or what I’m doing, or who I even am anymore. I’ve been so caught up in…” I trail off, the words right at the tip of my tongue: In the game. In you.

			Penn stares back, waiting for me to finish the sentence. When I don’t, his gaze drops to the floor. Finally, he manages to look at me again, and he shakes his head. “You can’t give up on it, Ruby. It’s what you always wanted.”

			He doesn’t know what I’ve always wanted. I don’t even know if I know.

			And I’m not sure he’s only talking about the rink.

			“Actually, it’s not what I wanted,” I say. “The whole thing is a fluke, and it doesn’t make sense. It never did.” I shrug. “It isn’t practical. It was just a stupid dream.”

			Penn reels back like he’s been slapped. “Right. Yeah, of course. None of us should pursue those stupid dreams, huh? Better to be practical.” He spits the last word like it’s a curse, then looks at me blankly again, like he doesn’t know me. It’s chilling.

			He’s misunderstood. I try to explain. “I’m not saying PennPals is a stupid dream. I was only talking about me. My stuff. Yours is the opposite. What you’re doing—”

			“Ruby, stop.” He gives me a sad, weary look. “Please.”

			This is going all wrong. I meant to apologize and try to make him understand, but I’m only making things worse. My head isn’t clear enough for this conversation, and I can feel a wall building up between us. “I’m sorry,” I say shakily. “I really didn’t mean…”

			Penn scrubs a hand over his mouth. “I’m only upset because you’re right.”

			I stop, confused. “What?”

			“You’re right,” he says. “I’ve been trying to make my dream work, too, but—”

			“Penn, yours is different. Don’t listen to me.”

			His head hangs. “I lied to you,” he says, so quietly I barely hear him. “About my apartment. Why I’m staying with you.” He meets my eyes again. “It’s not being repaired.”

			The room tilts. “What do you mean?”

			Penn exhales and leans back against the counter, shaking his head. “I spent too much money trying to get PennPals off the ground in the beginning. Rookie mistakes. I paid for supplies out of pocket, offered too many discounts, and I couldn’t make up the difference fast enough. So then, when one of the bartenders mentioned he was looking for an apartment, I decided to let him take my place for a while. A win-win, right? He’d get a spot, and I’d get some extra cash. I planned to couch-surf while I saved. But Ryan’s place was too small, and then…” He glances at me. Swallows hard. “Then he told me that business had been tough for you, and I thought—well, I wanted to help. And it seemed like a good excuse to be around you, so I figured I’d shoot my shot.” His laugh is small. Sweet. “When you actually agreed to the deal, it seemed almost too good to be true.”

			His eyebrows lift, turning his face into a question mark, but I’m not sure what he’s asking. For my forgiveness? Understanding? For me to tell him that he’s wrong and this isn’t too good to be true? That it’s just as real as he believes it to be?

			I can’t tell him that. I don’t know what’s real.

			Unsure what to say, but hoping to reassure him, I let my body lead and shift to stand between Penn’s thighs, gasping as his hands brush over the strings of my bikini. He holds on to me while I cradle his face in my hands, staring straight into the eyes that have seen me better than anyone—not just this week, but since we were kids.

			He looks nervous and hopeful and lost, and like he wants me to see him, too.

			“Stay here as long as you want,” I tell him. “And promise me that you’ll keep pursuing that stupidly perfect dream of yours, okay?”

			He nods, his features softening. “Only if you promise to hold on to yours, too.”

			I nod back, not quite sure what my perfect dream really is just yet.

			Penn kisses me. But then, as if he can taste my doubt, he pulls back. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this. I really don’t want you to regret it.”

			A pang in my chest. “I don’t regret any of it,” I tell him. “It’s just, we’re blurring all these lines, and crossing them, and…” My voice cracks. “I’m scared.”

			His smile is small and affectionate, his voice laced with relief. “Me, too,” he says. “I’ve been scared all week, Ruby, and I was terrified today, by how much it hurt me to think you might not feel the same.” He swallows hard, his eyes searching mine. “I’m afraid of how big this feels, you and me. Because it’s impossibly big. Almost…unsurvivably big.”

			Penn lets out a quiet, nervous laugh, but that’s exactly how it feels. Like I might not survive this. Like, if I’m not more careful, I could lose the person I’ve always been.

			Fear and longing fight inside me. “I know what you mean,” I whisper.

			“You do?”

			I nod, and we press our palms together, both of us watching as our fingers intertwine. Penn kisses my knuckles, then looks at me. Softly, he says, “Ruby, this probably isn’t the right time. Or the right place, but…”

			Our eyes lock, and thunder crashes inside my chest.

			Penn wants to tell me how he feels—it’s right there, in his wide-open stare—but he’s right. This isn’t the right time, and certainly not the right place. Because what he’s feeling, it isn’t for me. Not the real me. Not all of me. I have a whole other life; we both do. Twenty years of pain and joy and heartbreak and memories that I don’t want to lose.

			This is a game I cannot lose.

			If I have any hope of protecting my heart, and Penn’s, then I need to start thinking more rationally again. Put some space between us, the way I should’ve done much sooner. And I can’t let him say what he wants to say right now, because I don’t know where that confession might lead, and I really don’t want to regret this.

			I kiss Penn before he can say another word, but he pulls back, studying me.

			Slow resignation settles over his features. He doesn’t call me out on it, but he knows I stopped him from talking. He knows what I’m doing. What I’m thinking.

			That this has all been too much, too fast.

			Because a kiss was never the answer. And falling in love with him wasn’t, either.
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				Yes / No / SOS
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			If I excel at anything, it’s throwing myself into my work. And crying in the shower.

			Across the next four days, I do plenty of both.

			Theo and I all but live at The Disco Diner, working quickly—in the dark—to direct the staff, stock up on supplies, and ready the space for our 2000s party. Thanks to the blackout, we have even more to accomplish than we originally planned, but we manage, and Penn helps when he can. Although I want nothing more than to be around him, I assign him tasks that will take him away from the rink, and away from me, hoping to slow down my feelings and speed up our chances of a real future.

			And I try not to swoon when he goes above and beyond.

			Penn meets with the owner of Madre’s—Ryan’s boss—and convinces him to serve food at the event in exchange for signage, an official sponsor title, and the chance to be the first local restaurant to partner with us on a regular menu item.

			He asks three of the Curly’s bartenders to work the event pro bono in a show of community support, then posts flyers in the window of every shop that will let him. He also invites all his friends—which, for Penn, means everybody he’s ever met.

			When he isn’t out working on behalf of The Disco Diner, Penn’s at Curly’s. We’re ships passing, which is for the best, but the distance backfires—it only makes us want each other more.

			One night, while he’s working a late shift at the bar, I’m tempted to slip a note beneath his door: HI. PROMISE YOU’LL STILL LIKE ME IN EVERY OTHER TIMELINE? YES / NO / SOS.

			

			—

			Luckily, by Thursday night, all our haphazard plans come together. Rather successfully, if I may say so myself.

			The Disco Diner still doesn’t have electricity, but we do have battery-powered black lights, strobe lights, and—thanks to my ransacking of every Target in a twenty-mile radius—enough neon necklaces and glow sticks to host what might as well be a roller-rink rave.

			If the past ten days have taught me anything, it’s that I can’t control everything. And sometimes what pops up instead of all your best-laid plans is something even better.

			The rink doesn’t look as perfect as it usually does, with the arching lights and the glow-up tables, but tonight it’s packed with nearly two hundred customers, and the ticket earnings beat out all our profits from the past three months.

			Money aside, it’s also comforting to see familiar faces. Although, admittedly, they’re a little trickier to make out beneath the black lights.

			I do a loop—skate a loop—and welcome guests. Mac is here with his boyfriend, and probably his megaphone. Katie’s in line at the skate desk with Earl, who tells me he’s here for the people-watching, and Juliet, the dental hygienist, brought her two sons.

			Even Mrs. Baker is here. She taps me on the shoulder and thanks me for thinking of her.

			It was Penn, of course, who thought of her.

			Seeing everyone come out, and come together, I’m proud of myself—of all of us—for making tonight happen. I only wish Ryan were here, too. He’ll lose it when I show him all the selfies I’ve taken today. Bridget and I have our hair pulled back in butterfly clips, and our temples are covered in the same pink body glitter she used on my actual birthday, back in reality. The connection feels comforting.

			I skate up to the merch table, where Bridget’s manning the ship. “Selling like hotcakes,” she says, shoving a box forward. “Here. Help me unpack.”

			Theo found boxes of clothing in the storage room. Apparently, I stashed them away a few months ago when merchandise wasn’t selling. There are tie-dye T-shirts that say Rollin’ With The Homies, a pink version of the collared Disco Diner uniform, and blue hoodies embellished with skates that say Let the Good Times Roll.

			I start to open a box, but I’m startled by the sound of a screeching microphone.

			“Hey, party people! Who’s ready to rock and rooooll?”

			It’s Theo, who’s still getting the hang of his handheld microphone. His makeshift DJ booth isn’t quite what we had in mind, but battery-operated Bluetooth speakers work just fine, and at least his outfit is a crowd-pleaser. Strangely, on the one occasion when it would finally make sense for Theo to rock nostalgic Noah and the Weekenders merch, he’s wearing a Gilmore Girls T-shirt under his uniform instead. He’s left the buttons undone to show off Lorelai Gilmore’s face, plus the big pink letters on his chest: #1 Milf.

			Bridget’s got twenty bucks on Theo ripping off both shirts by the end of the night, and I hope he does. I’m not above using Theo Ford’s many abs to liven up the party.

			As I unpack, I smile at the woman who’s next in line. Considering that she’s in head-to-toe black, I’m shocked she’s eyeing our shirts. “Hi,” I say brightly. “What would you like?”

			“To thank you for the invitation.” She extends a hand. “Sloane Bishop, from Rollerworld.”

			“Oh! Hi,” I say, flustered. “I’m so happy you could make it.”

			Truthfully, amid all the preparations, I forgot I’d invited her. I sent the email early Monday morning while battling the worst physical and emotional hangover of my life. Reaching out to Sloane felt like tossing a last-ditch, desperate dart at a game board I still don’t understand.

			She points to a nearby table. “May I steal you for a moment?”

			I nod, then turn to Bridget, who’s staring back with a loaded expression that tells me she’s clocked exactly who this is and will happily kick her out if I so please.

			Sloane and I sit down, and if the electricity were on, the table would be glowing, but instead it’s lit by two vases filled with glow sticks. Nothing but class.

			“Forgive me,” I start. “I don’t usually take meetings in butterfly clips.”

			“And I’m not usually out on a Thursday,” Sloane purrs. “But this is a special night. What a turnout. What fun. You obviously know what you’re doing.”

			“I don’t, actually.”

			She laughs, assuming I’m kidding. “The design—every detail is so thoughtful.”

			“I’ve had a lot of help,” I explain, thinking of Bridget, who helped me hang decorations after work. Theo, who bought the black lights and ironed uniforms. Penn, who tackled every item on the to-do list I gave him. I managed spreadsheets, made calls, coordinated vendors, and mapped out table arrangements to ensure maximum crowd movement. I’ve been busy and tired, but I’ve had fun. I couldn’t wait to see all our hard work come together.

			“What inspired you to open in the first place?” Sloane asks.

			I shrug, accustomed to brushing off any questions about my MASH past.

			But I do know the answer to this one. “Honestly? A roller-rink restaurant just sounded like a blast,” I say, channeling my thirteen-year-old self. “I wanted to bring people together and offer a bright spot in their day, no matter what else might be happening.”

			“And look. Even without power,” Sloane marvels, “you’ve done just that.”

			She gestures to the rink, where Mac’s skating circles around a group of giggling middle-aged women, and where a whole parade of kids have formed a conga line, everybody wearing their 2000s best along with stacks of glowing neon jewelry.

			It’s ridiculous, but I love it. Real or not, this place has become so special to me.

			I didn’t stress over tonight’s party details just for the sake of the game; I did it because I wanted to. For teenage me, and for the people I’ve come to care about so much. For the staff, and the neighborhood, and especially Theo Ford, who’s officially stripped off shirt number one, and who adores this place more than anyone.

			MASH Me wasn’t a fool for hiring him. I was, for not wanting to give him a chance when I first arrived. I was wrong about him—about a lot of things.

			I press a finger to my eye, where tears have started to escape.

			Sloane notices. “It’s touching, how much you care about your work. That passion, that’s what we want to capture at Rollerworld.”

			My gaze shoots up to meet hers.

			“I know you’re still considering your options,” Sloane says. “But we’d really like to snap this place up, make it part of our group, and I’d like to hire you as the creative director. I love your vision, and I’d like you to replicate it, again and again. And again,” she adds with a laugh.

			I’m not sure what’s more jarring: the offer, or the title: creative director. I’m not known for my creativity. I’m celebrated for my discipline, my spreadsheet game, my punctuality.

			This was my vision, though—albeit years ago—and I understand why Sloane loves it, because I do, too. But there’s no replicating what we’ve done here. This place is one of a kind. And it’s mine. My stupid, silly, perfect dream.

			Sloane mistakes my silence for nerves. “It’s a lot to digest, of course, but maybe we can meet again this week to talk through the specifics? And dollars?”

			I stare at her, and then down at my obnoxious, glittery nails, and for the first time in a long time, I listen to my gut. Because it’s loud. It’s screaming at me—shouting that this isn’t just a game to me. Not anymore.

			“Actually, I’m busy this week,” I say. “And although I appreciate your offer, and the kind words, I’m not interested in any kind of partnership. I’m sorry I wasn’t clear on that sooner.”

			Sloane’s laugh is humorless. “Seriously?”

			I nod. “Seriously.”

			My phone buzzes. I pull it from my shirt pocket, and the lights flicker overhead. Cheers erupt through the room, but seconds later, the lights go dark again.

			Sloane stands, and I thank her, grateful for what she’s forced me to learn—relieved to have clarity on this one thing.

			Once she leaves, I check my missed call. It’s from the puzzled mechanic who’s struggled all week to figure out why my Jeep won’t start, unable to identify a problem.

			He left a voicemail: Evening, Miss Wynne. My guys and I still aren’t sure what the issue was, but it seems your Jeep is up and running again. We’re about to close for the night, so come by and pick it up anytime tomorrow.

			My jaw drops, my hand rising to cover my mouth. Good news—finally. I must’ve done something right for once.

			The talk with Sloane. That must be it. Maybe I was correct about her offer being an obstacle to overcome, and I’ve done it. I’ve passed the test.

			Adrenaline buzzes through me like a fizzy can of Fanta as I skate toward the rink. I’m excited and hopeful, pleasantly lightheaded. But then I spot Penn across the room, laughing with one of the Curly’s bartenders, and my chest feels too tight again.

			Something tells me that, unlike my issues with the Jeep, my problems with Penn won’t fix themselves. And I’m not quite sure where we go from here.

			I slump against the edge of the rink, and a moment later, someone’s arm slings over my shoulders. I turn, expecting Bridget, or Theo, or maybe even Mac. But then I scream.

			“Ryan!”

			My brother pulls me in for a hug. “Sorry,” he says. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your moody audition for an HBO limited series.” As I shove him away, he adds, “You look like you should be staring out a rainy window near a large body of water.”

			I laugh, giddy and slightly confused at the sight of him. Ryan’s wearing sky-blue capris, a gauzy button-up shirt, and a thin scarf around his neck.

			I snort. “A scarf? Since when do you accessorize?”

			He arches an eyebrow. “Mm, sorry, but you can’t knock anybody’s accessory preferences when you’re rocking butterfly clips.”

			I’ve missed him so much. “I can’t believe you’re here. How did you…When…?”

			Ryan’s gaze travels across the rink, and I don’t have to follow his eyes to understand. Penn made sure he got here. Of course he did. He knows exactly how to look out for me.

			I’ve never been taken care of like this, not even by myself. I used to think I did a pretty good job at looking out for myself, but now I’m not sure I’ve been going about it the right way.

			“I thought Penn might have been calling to tell me he’d murdered you,” Ryan jokes, his grin inching up. “Or that you’d attempted to axe him and I had to bail you out of jail.”

			“Close,” I say, laughing.

			His smile fades, his expression turning thoughtful as he asks, “Why didn’t you ask me to come yourself? You know I’d want to be here.”

			“I didn’t want to bother you.” I shrug. “I just wanted you to live it up in Italy.”

			“Oh, believe me, I did,” he says. “But I would never want to miss this.”

			I nod, remembering what Penn told me on my birthday, back in reality: Let your brother live a little, will you? At the time, I was offended, and as recently as last week, the thought of being too far away from Ryan left me ill. Here, though, I’ve had no choice but to loosen my grip. And still, he’s been fine. We both have. So, maybe it isn’t just my brother who needs to live a little. It’s me, too. I can’t keep holding on to so many shoulds.

			“I’m really glad you came,” I say, leaning in to him. “Thank you.”

			Ryan nods toward the rink. “It’s really something, Ruby. I’m proud of you. I was so proud of you when you launched, but I’m even prouder to see how hard you work to keep it all going.”

			The tears I’ve been holding back spill over. “Warn me next time you plan to go full afternoon special on me, will you?”

			“No way.” He grins. “I like seeing you blubber.”

			“I’m not blubbering.”

			He cracks another joke, but I miss it, distracted by Penn’s presence across the rink. He’s talking to Claire, one of my favorite servers, and I don’t realize I’m staring until Ryan snaps his fingers in front of my face. “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”

			As heat rushes to my cheeks, Ryan’s eyes ping-pong between me and Penn. “Why are you looking at him like that? What happened while I was gone?”

			I glance at Penn again, and this time, he’s staring back. Looking at me the way he has a million times, with a smirk and a steady gaze. The difference is, now I know what it means. The weight it’s always carried.

			“Oh, you know,” I say airily. “The same thing that always happens with us. We’ve been at each other’s throats.”

			“You two,” Ryan says, shaking his head.

			I nod. “Us two,” I repeat, and I send up those two words like a prayer.

			Or a wish.
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				The Lov-ers
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			“Couples’ skate!” Theo bellows. “This one’s for the lov-ers.”

			I stand alone at the snack bar, and, looking around, I don’t see Penn. Or Bridget. Or Ryan. My brother deserted me a long time ago, ostensibly to get skates, but knowing him, he’s somewhere exchanging numbers and deep-seated traumas with a stranger.

			My shoulders slump as I down a kiwi-strawberry Snapple, and before I close it, I flip over the lid to read my Snapple fact: Mangoes can get sunburned. I show the cap to the teenage boy leaning on the counter beside me, and he meets my eyes with a dead stare.

			A low point—one soundtracked by Maroon 5, no less.

			I carry a pack of Gushers to a nearby table to wallow in peace. Although my conversation with Sloane felt like a sure victory, I’m stumped on what to do next. And even with so much of Lakeville showing up tonight, and my brother flying across the world to be here, I feel achingly alone.

			I love so much about this place, but it isn’t enough. Because it isn’t real.

			Penn comes into view, and I’m not sure if I want to laugh or cry. He’s leading Mrs. Baker around on skates, and it’s a harrowing sight. I should’ve insisted that the guests sign waivers.

			“You certainly don’t like him for how he looks on wheels,” Bridget mutters, sinking into the chair next to me. “But that’s sweet of him, taking Mrs. Baker out there. And…random?”

			I’ve kept Penn’s secret. I haven’t told Bridget about PennPals, and it’s maybe a first for me, keeping something from her.

			“Where have you been?” I ask.

			She bites her lip, eyes glittering. “Ethan just got here. I’ll introduce you later. Your brother has him cornered. I left after he delivered a monologue about Italian leather shoes.”

			I snort out a laugh. “Sounds about right. I can’t wait to meet him.”

			Bridget told me Ethan shares my nerdy chess obsession, and they’ve been playing together during their movie marathons. She’s busy educating him on all the best teen movies from the eighties, while he’s introduced her to the world of sci-fi films. I asked her to pass along any recommendations that might shed light on my alternate-reality predicament.

			“I have a good feeling about this one,” she says, wistful. “So, when you get back to your real world, if I’m being a brat about the fact that Ethan wears rip-away pants, please inform me how hot it will be when I get to do the ripping, okay?”

			“Okay,” I agree, grinning. But Bridget must sense that I’m feeling off, because she leans in, a concerned dent between her brows.

			“Hey,” she says, nudging me. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.” I try to smile again. “Really. I couldn’t be happier about tonight. The party’s been great. Perfect. Everything I hoped it would be, honestly.”

			“But?”

			I take a deep breath, turning away as I shudder it out. It’s no use trying to pretend with Bridget. “This world is starting to mean too much to me,” I admit. Just watching Penn skate with Mrs. Baker has my heart growing too big for my rib cage. “There’s everything with Penn, and you and Ryan are doing so well, and that makes it complicated. Part of me wants to stay here and see how all of this plays out. But a bigger part of me wants to get back to reality so I have the chance to do everything right. And ten days in, I still don’t know how to manage it.”

			Bridget sets a hand over mine. “We’ll figure it out,” she says softly. “It’ll be okay.”

			“You’ve said that all along, B, and I’ve tried to believe it, but this isn’t okay anymore. I’m not okay.” My voice is shaky. So are my hands. “I’ve tried so hard to stay on track and play this game right, but I’m missing out on my life because I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I followed the only rules that made sense, and when that didn’t work, I tried rewriting them, again and again, but it’s no use. And maybe—maybe I’ve already lost.”

			I put a hand to my chest, right over my racing heart, and She dips to look at me, her eyes resolute.

			“Respectfully,” she says. “Fuck the rules.”

			“What?”

			“You said you’ve tried everything, right? That you’ve followed the rules, and rewritten them, and nothing worked.” She shrugs. “So why don’t you try throwing them out?”

			My pulse quickens as I stare back at her, struck by the straightforward look in her eye. When Bridget means business, she’s means business, and she’s right. I know she is, because the words don’t scare me—they thrill me.

			I know exactly what it would look like for me to throw out the rules. I know the very first thing I would do. Who I’d turn to. What I’d tell him.

			And I want to. It’s as if some key has turned inside my chest, unlocking the impulse I’ve been fighting all along, and I no longer have a choice. I have to do it. I’m going to tell him everything. All of it. No matter what else happens, at least Penn will know how I feel. And I’ll get to escape the misery of what if.

			“I’ve got to find him,” I tell Bridget. “Like, now.”

			She grins, but as I start to stand, she stops me. “Wait.” Reaching into my hair, she says, “You can’t profess your love wearing butterfly clips.” After she makes quick work of fixing my hair, we skate over to the bar, looking for Penn.

			He isn’t there, though. And another pressing issue requires our attention.

			“You owe me twenty bucks,” Bridget says on a laugh.

			I follow her gaze to a now-shirtless Theo. Mac, also shirtless, has joined him in the DJ booth to the delight of many young onlookers, as well as a few old ones, including Mrs. Baker. Theo and Mac pump their fists in tandem, their washboard abs aglow thanks to the full stacks of neon necklaces that bounce on their bare chests while they dance to “Crazy in Love.”

			Personally, I feel crazy as I scan the room for Penn. Usually, I can spot him—or feel his presence—in seconds. I’ve looked to Penn across rooms everywhere, in every universe, and more often than not, he was already looking back.

			I have to find him. Now, just as terrifying as the thought of getting stuck in this game is the thought of waking up somewhere else and having left things with Penn like this—unfinished.

			But as I search around, I don’t see him, and in a room full of bright, glowing clothing, it doesn’t help that he’s in his dark gray Curly’s T-shirt.

			I start to skate off, but Ryan pops up beside Bridget. “Where have you two been?”

			“Applying body glitter,” she tells him. “Want some? It’ll pair well with your very cool scarf.” He levels her with a look as she pulls the glitter stick from her overalls pocket and tips off the lid, smudging it on Ryan’s cheeks.

			He scrunches up his features. “Man. Sure missed you guys.”

			The song ends, and Theo taps the mic. “Last call at the bar, party people. And we’ve only got a few more songs before we wrap up the night.”

			“One more drink,” Ryan shouts at us from inches away. “Tequila shots! Let’s go.”

			The parallels between this moment and my last night in reality leave me itchy. I slink out from under my brother’s arm and wave them away. “You guys go ahead. I’ll find you soon.”

			Ryan nods, then turns to Bridget. “Alright, B.O.B. It’s you, me, and my boy Ethan.”

			She rolls her eyes at him, then she whispers to me, “Go get him.”

			I feel like I’m skating upstream as the crowd pushes toward the rink. I don’t find Penn helping with the bar, or at the merch table. He isn’t in the men’s bathroom, either, outside of which I wait for a reasonably long but embarrassing time.

			I’ve all but given up when I carefully skate out the front door, desperate for air.

			And there he is. Helping Mrs. Baker into her car, then closing the door behind her.

			He turns and stills, and at the sight of him, I nearly topple over, my skates sliding up beneath me. Penn lunges forward to help me stay steady, his hands bracing my sides.

			“Whoa there, Tiger.” His laugh is a low rumble. “You okay?”

			I meet his eyes and nod, my heart still battering in my chest.

			It’s dark. Penn’s wearing three glowing neon necklaces, another over his backward hat. He looks ridiculous, and so handsome, and so himself. I feel my eyes well up. It’s been such a special night, but it doesn’t mean half as much if I’m not celebrating it with him.

			“Is something wrong?” he asks. “What happened?”

			I have so much to tell him. Everything. All of it. The truth.

			He waits, his lips parted.

			“Mangoes can get sunburnt,” I whisper, wiping my eyes. “Did you know that?”

			Penn huffs out a small, surprised laugh. “No, Wynne. I didn’t know that.”

			I take a breath. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Penn.”

			He nods. “I’m sure there’s plenty I don’t know. But as much as I’d love to learn some more exciting fruit facts from you tonight, we need to get you back in there.” He steps toward the door. “You’ve got a whole party waiting for you.”

			“I don’t care about the party,” I blurt out. “I care about you, and whatever you were about to say to me the other night when I cut you off.”

			His head tilts. “Ruby…”

			My name. I love so much how he says my name.

			“You told me it wasn’t the right time, Penn, or the right place. But you know what? There’s never a right time, or a right place. But there is a right person.”

			His eyes soften. A hint of a smile plays on his lips, and as he inches toward me again, the lights inside begin to flicker. So does the glowing Disco Diner sign above us. We both look up, then at each other, before we’re shrouded in darkness again.

			Penn’s hands reach for mine. “I can’t let you miss the last song. And I sure as hell can’t skate. But…” He laces our fingers together and starts rocking back and forth. “Maybe we can dance?”

			I snort out a laugh. “This,” I whisper, “is the cheesiest shit you’ve ever done.”

			He lifts a shoulder. “I mean, if you’d rather give me a lap dance…”

			I poke at his stomach, and as he laughs, I kiss him, swallowing the sound. Penn wraps his arms around me, holding me, and the kiss stays soft and sweet. When we pull away, I rest my head against his chest, grateful his heart is beating as fast as mine is.

			I don’t know where I’m supposed to be.

			But I know, without a doubt, that this is who I’m supposed to be with.

			I didn’t orchestrate any of this, or plan for it, and I certainly never expected to slow-dance with Penn Hayes in the middle of the sidewalk. On skates. But this strange, spontaneous moment feels more perfectly aligned than all the others because I’m not trying to play the game anymore. I just want my other half to know I’m his, too.

			I tilt back to look at him. “I don’t know what happened to me these last couple weeks. The lines blurred.” Between worlds. Between the two of us. “And I don’t think there’s any going back, but I don’t care, because I don’t want to go back to how it was, Penn. Or how we were.”

			He bites his lip. Shakes his head. “Me neither.”

			My real life, if I ever return to it, will never look the same, because I won’t return as the same person. Even if I woke up tomorrow back in my old apartment, with my closet full of Ann Taylor clearance finds, I wouldn’t be able to erase all that’s happened here, or who I’ve become.

			Across timelines, or universes—or whatever this is—everything that’s happened, and all the feelings that have shaken loose, will still live somewhere inside me, whether or not I remember the details.

			But Penn won’t know any of it. I have to tell him while I can.

			Taking his hands, I look into the crinkly, gray-blue eyes that steady me like nothing else and say, “Penn, I don’t want fear to hold me back anymore. And I don’t want to play games with you or try to make up rules so that I can feel safer. I just want to roll the dice, okay?”

			Light spills out the door, and the Disco Diner sign glows brightly enough for me to see the edge of Penn’s growing smile, his eyes alight as he stares back at me in a dazed sort of wonder.

			His face begins to blur, my vision turning hazy.

			“Penn,” I say, starting over again. “I want this: me and you. Whatever that means, and wherever we end up. I—”

			Everything goes black.
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				Hey There, Dorothy
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			I’m lost in the moment, floating. Something stronger than adrenaline pumps through me as blood rushes into my ears, my limbs tingling and weak. I can’t hear or see a thing. All my senses soften as one sharp truth comes into focus: Me and Penn. He knows. I told him.

			“Hey, are you okay?”

			Penn’s disembodied voice is trailed by his familiar touch. His warm fingers brush across my cheek, and as I reach up to cover his hand with mine, I’m nearly blinded by a sudden rush of light. I blink, and blink again, and finally, I see him.

			In fact, Penn is all I see, his face filling my vision.

			But then he pulls away and a white stucco ceiling comes into view, along with a rather ugly wooden fan, and I’m no longer floating. I’m sinking, actually. Into a bed.

			“Oh my God,” I whisper, unable to move as I stare up at the ceiling. “What is this place?”

			Penn laughs. “C’mon, my place isn’t that bad.”

			Wait. I’m at Penn’s place? In his bed? “But how…we…”

			“Are you feeling alright?” Concern slips into his voice. “I mean, that was a hell of a fall, Wynne. Quite the way to cap off your birthday.”

			A ringing starts in my ears. My heart races, thrashing against my rib cage.

			My birthday. I did fall.

			And now I’m back. In reality.

			I look around the room, trying to get my bearings, clocking the details one at a time like I’m reading labels in a children’s book. The walls are white. The duvet is navy blue. The sheets are a dark plaid. Penn’s baseball caps hang on hooks set over a wooden dresser, and he sits beside me on the bed, handsome and sleepy in a white T-shirt and flannel pants.

			Euphoric, I sit up too quickly, Looney Tunes stars twinkling across my vision—again—as I sway, struggling to stay upright. Penn reaches for my upper arms, steadying me, and his face comes back into focus. His hair is a little shorter than I expect, his scruff a little longer.

			His eyes are exactly the same.

			There’s a smirk in his voice. “Slow down, will you?”

			It’s what he said to me in bed days ago, teasingly, his voice a guttural rasp. As we stare at each other now, eye to eye, I’m back there, held by him.

			Still in a senseless trance, I press a hand to Penn’s cheek. His gaze remains steady, his lips parted, and when he sets his hand over mine, I wait for him to lift it. To kiss the inside of my wrist.

			But he doesn’t. Penn lets out a breath of a laugh, his face scrunched up in confusion as he sets my hand on the bed. “Tequila’s a hell of a drink, huh?”

			My brain struggles to catch up to the moment.

			Right. We don’t do that here.

			Another voice, a soft echo somewhere in the back of my mind, says: Yet.

			I swallow hard and push my hair behind my ears. It’s long again. And when I look down at my nails, they’re painted ballet-slipper pink. I take a breath, glance up at Penn, finally conscious enough to feel embarrassed by how intimately I just touched him.

			With very real heat in my cheeks, I shrug. “Wait till you meet Rum Ruby.”

			Penn laughs, a light jingle, and I can see it: how we’ll find our way back to each other.

			Then he shoves my shoulder, flattening me back against the bed.

			Okay. So we’re not quite there yet.

			As I lie there, stupefied, a starfish in his sheets, he sighs and says, “Stay there, Sleeping Beauty. I’ll go find my reinforcements so you can get out of here.”

			Time is meaningless to me now, so it may be two or two thousand minutes before Bridget and Ryan rush into the room. At the sight of them—Ryan still in his ridiculous hamburger-print button-down and Bridget in her silky green halter top, both looking worse for the wear—I turn weepy. It’s them. Real them.

			I open my arms, overwhelmed. “You’re here!”

			They exchange a look.

			I gesture again for them to hug me, and when they realize I’m serious, they oblige. Bridget crawls into the bed while Ryan sits beside me, studying me.

			“I love you,” I tell him, still crying. “And you’re—you’re okay.”

			He huffs out a laugh. “Are you?”

			I put a hand to my chest, nodding. “You guys, I had the wildest…” Trip is the word that comes to mind, but that doesn’t capture it. Neither does journey, which I simply can’t bring myself to say, lest I sound like a contestant on a reality show.

			I look around, wondering where Penn’s gone, and my gut hollows out. I can’t stomach the thought of what we shared being anything but real. Because it wasn’t a dream. I’m not sure of much, but I’m sure of that.

			For believability, though, I use the word anyway.

			“I had the wildest dream,” I tell them, fighting to tamp down all my mixed-up emotions. “You were there, exactly the same,” I say to Bridget. “And you, too,” I say, facing Ryan. “But your hair was long and swoopy, and you were wearing capri pants. With a scarf. You went to Italy, and you used summer as a verb.”

			Ryan’s brows lift. “Italy, huh?”

			Bridget cackles. “That’s what you got out of that?” Her laugh fades into a sigh as she shakes her head.

			“Was Penn there?” Ryan asks.

			“Nah. I’m only in her nightmares.”

			I turn to the door, where Penn stands, grinning. “Hey there, Dorothy,” he says. “Let’s get you some sustenance before you break into song.” He carries over a makeshift tray full of food: two plates arranged on a massive hardcover book. “Eggs, toast, and—”

			“And butter,” I croak out, looking up at Penn. “Did you already butter the toast?”

			“Yes,” he says slowly, drawing out the word in confusion.

			I nod, wiping away tears. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

			Penn avoids addressing my dairy meltdown, turning to Ryan instead. “So, are you a secret fan of manpris or what?”

			Ryan presses a fist to Penn’s shoulder, bringing out Penn’s most mischievous, gratified smirk. The familiarity—of them, but also of Penn’s breakfast spread—has me clutching at my heart. I take a bite of toast, hoping carbohydrates will calm my frazzled nerves.

			“Did she somehow knock into a tear duct last night?” Ryan asks Bridget. “I haven’t seen Ruby cry since she got a B-plus in theater.”

			“It was Drama II. And I should’ve gotten an A-minus. I would’ve had a flawless report card that semester, but Mr. Jenkins didn’t appreciate the art of subtlety.” I turn to Ryan, tears filling my eyes again. “I’m so glad you remember that. We have so many memories.”

			I chomp into my toast again, and the crunch seems to fill the silent room.

			Bridget casts a warning look at Penn and Ryan, who seem afraid my head might spin all the way around at any moment. She pats my leg. “Yes, we do, Ru.”

			Clearly concerned, she nudges the eggs toward me. As the plate moves, the book underneath it becomes visible, and I shift to read the full title: Starting a Business: Everything Entrepreneurs Need to Know (and What You’re Afraid to Ask).

			I shove the dishes onto the comforter, crumbs flying, and raise the book as if it’s courtroom evidence. “What is this?” I ask, breathless, as I turn to Penn.

			His face falters for only a second, and then he levels me with a look. “Yes, Wynne,” he deadpans. “I can read.”

			That’s all he says, and it’s all I need to see when his nervous gaze drops to the floor.

			He’s working on PennPals here, too.

			

			—

			Bridget leaves to grab our stuff from her parents’ house, and I finish my meal with renewed energy, invigorated by the realization that I know more about Penn that he could ever fathom. Likely afraid to leave me to my own nonsensical devices, he and Ryan stick around.

			Penn sits at the edge of the bed. The old me would’ve probably snarked at him, insisting he leave. In fact, I might have army-crawled out of this place, or done whatever necessary to escape the confines of his bedroom. Instead, when I’m done eating, I lie back against his pillow, relishing in the cedar-citrus smell of his soft sheets. Closing my eyes, I may as well be back in the mansion, curled up in Penn’s arms, my face pressed into his neck.

			“Who are you texting with that smirk?” It’s Ryan, talking to Penn.

			My eyes flash open.

			With a laugh, Ryan asks him, “Is it that cute redhead you were talking to at the bar? Or her friend, the blonde?”

			I bolt up in bed, eyes narrowed at Penn. “I thought you liked brunettes.”

			They both turn, surprised I’m listening.

			“I thought you didn’t care,” Penn says. Then he slants a look at his wooden nightstand, his lips lifting into a wry grin. “Ah, that’s right. I forgot. You’ve been pining all along.”

			I follow his gaze, my breath catching at the sight of the crinkled slip of paper that Bridget must’ve left there last night.

			The MASH game.

			Penn thinks he’s got me. That I don’t know that he’s the one who’s been pining all along. Me, I never knew how I felt. But he did, a long time ago.

			“Right,” I say. “Me, pining. Says the guy who remembers everything I’ve ever told him?”

			Penn blinks at me, baffled. Ryan huffs in disbelief.

			I look for some sign from Penn that what I’ve said is true. I wait for his cheeks to color, or to catch a glimmer in his eyes. I’m desperate to find any secret cues that his feelings for me already exist here, too.

			But he breaks eye contact to face Ryan. “Her name is Katie. The redhead? That’s Katie.”

			I gasp, sure he’s talking about the same Katie I know—Earl’s Katie. If he knows her here, too, then pieces of the timeline must match up, even if the actual events aren’t identical.

			“And who is Katie?” Ryan teases.

			“A friend,” Penn says, but he blushes.

			Shoot. Maybe it’s a different Katie. Or it could be the same, nice Katie, but she could be someone different to Penn here.

			I don’t know, because I don’t know what he’s been up to, and I can’t even get him to look at me long enough to gauge whether he truly doesn’t care about me or if he’s the one who should’ve aced Drama II in high school.

			Everything I’ve eaten churns in my stomach. This isn’t the welcome home I’ve been waiting for, and I will not survive if I have to watch Penn fall for someone else.

			Unsurvivably big.

			I tune out their conversation to focus on more important things. Namely, continuing to breathe. Luckily, Bridget soon returns with the bag I packed for last night’s sleepover.

			“Why don’t you change,” she says, “so we can all get out of Penn’s hair?”

			I nod, probably looking as lifeless as I feel, because I want to be very much in Penn’s hair. And in his bed. I want him in his bed with me. And I want everyone else to be on the same page—to understand what I’m going through.

			It’s eerie. Now my reality feels just as off-kilter as the game did.

			After everyone leaves the room, I change into a black sweater, dark jeans, and black boots. The outfit matches my somber mood. As comforting as it is to be here—certain that I’m me, and that everything is as it seems—I’m mourning, too. All along I wanted to leave the game world, but now I’m grieving everything I left behind. Including the me I became while I was there, who doesn’t seem to fit here so well anymore.

			There’s a knock on the door, and then Penn’s voice: “You decent?”

			I’m engulfed by a warm, full-body panic, same as when Penn came into the bathroom while I sat in the tub. I close my eyes. I don’t know how I’m going to manage this—the gap between memories, and how they oddly intersect. It’s agony.

			“Yep,” I call back, my voice strangled.

			Penn’s body fills the doorframe, one arm bent against the top while he leans inside. He’s changed into his gray Curly’s T-shirt and his go-to backward hat. “Hey. Bridget packed all your stuff into her car, but Ryan’s coming to Curly’s to watch some football.” I nod, and his brow furrows. “You sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			He doesn’t believe me. He rubs the back of his neck, uncomfortable, and I wish he’d walk over and wrap his arms around me. I want to bury my head in his chest. It was terrible, back in MASHland, worrying I’d lose him, but this is worse. Here, I’ve never even had him.

			Penn shifts sideways to let me through the door. I avoid his eyes as I move past him, but we’re so close that I can feel the heat of his skin, and I have to shove my hands into my pockets to keep from fisting his shirt.

			He follows me into the living room, and I stop to look around. I’ve never been to this apartment, and all I want to do is linger. Study every corner. Crawl inside the nooks and crannies of his life—all the small, precious details I missed before or didn’t care enough to know.

			A framed black-and-white photo of Wrigley Field hangs over the cozy-looking leather couch. Two tall bookshelves stand on either side of the bay window, each of them lined with paperbacks and picture frames. I spot a photo of Nanna, her head thrown back with laughter, and another framed picture of Penn, Ryan, and me at a Blackhawks game. I remember that night. It was freezing. Penn offered me his coat, and I refused just to be stubborn.

			I turn to Penn, who stands with his hands in his pockets, watching me, self-conscious. He’s already opened the front door. “I like your place,” I tell him.

			He smirks, shaking his head. “No, you don’t. You woke up looking like you were trapped in one of those Dateline apartments.”

			“I think I hit my head pretty hard.”

			He nods. “You did. I didn’t catch you in time.”

			I don’t know what to say. How to act. I don’t want to leave. But he clears his throat, the universal signal for “get out of here,” so I step into the hallway and face him.

			“Well.” I shrug. “I guess I’ll see you soon?”

			“Not if you can help it, though, right?”

			Penn’s lips twitch, and I bite back a grin. The teasing, at least, is familiar. And maybe Bridget’s flirting equation will hold up here, too, so I gaze up at him, hopeful he can see what I’m thinking. His eyes lock on mine, and I swear I hear him take the tiniest gasp.

			He feels it, too. I know it.

			Before I can think twice, I lean in, wrapping my arms around Penn’s neck, and—

			“Whoa, there. Hey.” He lets his hands rest on my waist for a moment before he pushes me away, laughing. “What—what are you doing, Ruby?”

			An anxious fizzing fills my veins, my face growing hot as my knees start to buckle. What am I doing?

			This is real. Real Penn. Real consequences.

			Humiliated, I step back and shake my head. “I’m sorry. Still woozy, I guess.”

			Penn extends a hand, and for a moment I think he might reach for my face. Except his hand keeps rising—and he ruffles my hair. He ruffles my hair like I’m a goddamn golden retriever, a move so platonic—so deeply, unsettlingly unsexy—that I wouldn’t mind dying right here on his dumb doorstep.

			“Don’t worry about it,” he says with a sweet grin. “We’ll just chalk that up to a mild concussive event, alright?”

			I stare at him, wondering if I would’ve been better off trapped inside a sleepover game for the rest of eternity. Afraid he’s become a phantom itch I’ll never get to scratch.

			As I turn and begin marching toward my spiritual demise, Penn calls, “Hey. Wynne.”

			My heart stutters in my chest. I spin back.

			He leans out of the doorway and shrugs. “Next time I see you, be the Ruby I know, will you? You’re freaking me out.”

			My throat tightens. The Ruby he knows doesn’t exist anymore.

			I take one last look at Penn, wondering what the Ruby he knows would say. But I’m not her anymore. The lines, they really did blur.

			I leave before I say something I’ll regret.
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				RIP, Lip Smackers
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			I sit in Bridget’s front seat, clutching the rolled-up Harry Styles poster to my chest. She insists we keep it as a memento, as if I’ll someday want to look back on my horrific thirty-fifth birthday: the night my life and sanity fell apart at the seams.

			It’s raining, because of course it is, and I stare out the window, watching the downpour.

			Bridget nudges me. “Ruby? Did you even hear me?”

			“What?”

			We’re parked outside my apartment building. She looks toward the lobby, then gives me a sympathetic pat on the knee. “I know you said you’re fine, and that you think it’s for the best. But I wonder if maybe you’re still in shock? About Connor?”

			I have several missed calls and seven text messages from Connor, who apologized profusely for sharing his news at the worst possible time last night. I didn’t reply. Instead, I told Bridget about his New York plans, and she fumed, and we agreed that Connor and I were never really meant to be together anyway. Plus, his cologne sucked.

			“This is a big change,” she says, like the soothing kindergarten teacher she is. “It’s okay to be mad. Or scared. Or both. And if you decide to burn all his button-downs, I won’t tell anyone.”

			I laugh. “Thanks, B. But I think I’ll be okay.”

			Part of me is still frustrated over how suddenly Connor changed his mind, but also, I get it now. I’ve changed my mind, too. Epiphanies really can happen overnight.

			Besides, Connor’s not the reason I’m upset.

			Bridget turns off the car. “Never mind. I’m coming up.”

			“What?”

			She slings her gold fanny pack over her chest and sighs. “I’m coming upstairs. We’re going to eat a bunch of greasy food and talk some more shit and watch some bad TV, okay?”

			My other love language.

			I fling my arms around her, grateful, and she says, “Also, you’re going to shower.”

			We lumber upstairs, lugging Harry Styles and bags full of streamers down the hallway. As I push open the door, I pause. “Has our apartment always been so…beige?”

			“Yes,” Bridget confirms. “It’s like walking into a sepia-toned photo.”

			I set my black bag beside Connor’s briefcase and slide off my boots, setting them on the jute rug, where my other black boots already sit at a tidy angle next to Connor’s crisp, white running shoes. There’s an empty space where his leather loafers go.

			If last night had gone differently, I might crumple against this wall and cry over the space he’ll leave behind. All the abandoned plans, too. But that doesn’t scare me anymore. I’ve already had time to grieve that loss. Besides, if I can navigate a fully actualized middle school game land, and falling for my least favorite person, and losing my grip on both realities, then certainly I can handle the hassle of Apartments.com.

			It’ll be strange, living on my own, but all that space is room to breathe. Room to grow and figure it out and maybe screw everything up before I figure it out again.

			“Alright,” Bridget says, moseying toward the kitchen. “What are we eating?”

			She opens the fridge, and we both peer inside. It’s empty, save for some sad-looking Thai leftovers. The pantry isn’t much better: pita chips, pretzels, an iffy banana.

			“God.” I groan. “Even my food is beige.”

			Bridget orders deep-dish pizza while I shower. It’s surreal, being back in my actual bathroom, and I pray the water will help me wash away the winning combination of deep shame and aggressive yearning swirling around in my chest.

			It’s embarrassing, honestly. What Penn and I shared? It was less than two weeks. Nothing. A blip.

			Except, I can’t lie to myself anymore. I know the truth.

			It was everything.

			The shower doesn’t help the way I hoped it would, either. All my lotion is just so sad and scent-free. I miss the Cucumber Melon and the shiny loofahs and my massive vanity full of colorful, questionably effective toiletries.

			RIP, Lip Smackers. We had a good run.

			I towel off, pruny and pathetic. Still bereft. Because, unfortunately, Penn’s mark on me is as impossible to wash away as that ill-advised body glitter.

			It’s probably a bad idea, but I want to reach out to him. Maybe it’ll help to break the ice.

			I slip on my biggest, baggiest sweatpants and sit on the bed, clutching my phone in my hands. I type and delete seven messages, and it takes me six minutes to send five words.

			
				Thanks again for last night.

			

			The message sounds more suggestive than I planned, but it’ll do. It’s simple, and the subtext is clear yet subtle: HEY HI SORRY I TRIED TO KISS YOU BECAUSE WE WERE IN LOVE IN ANOTHER REALITY.

			Penn’s reply comes quickly, sending my heart into overdrive.

			
				No problem.

			

			
				Who among us hasn’t fallen after one (1) tequila shot?

			

			Before I can banter back, another text comes through.

			
				Get some rest, Wynne.

			

			It’s a splash of cold water. A whole tub of it. With extra ice.

			I toss my phone aside and collapse back on the bed, my long, wet hair sticking out in every direction. My vision blurs with tears as I stare at the ceiling. I’m so afraid I’ll never be able to love Penn the way I want to, and it’s unthinkable. All those memories from another lifetime will haunt me in my dreams and in songs and in so many quiet, everyday echoes of what we shared, a million tiny tragedies every time I remember his laugh against my skin.

			Two small knocks, and then Bridget pops her head into the room. “Oh, good,” she chirps. “You’re still alive. Come eat.”

			We put on a wonderfully overwritten TV show for people half our age and sit cross-legged behind the glass coffee table I suddenly hate.

			“This is exactly what I needed,” Bridget gushes, tugging at a string of melted cheese. “Thank God we have tomorrow off. What should we do? Teen TV marathon round two?”

			“I’m in,” I tell her. “And you can help me write my resignation letter.”

			Bridget nearly chokes. “Your what?”

			I take another bite while she stares at me, dumbstruck. Through a mouthful of cheese, I admit, “Honestly, I’m not even sure I want to be an accountant. I want something different.”

			“Is this because of Connor?” Bridget whispers, as if he can hear us.

			“No. It’s because of me. I’m just—I’m not the same person anymore.”

			She presses her palms together, gathering herself. “Okay. I’m officially concerned. I get that this breakup was sudden, and it’s inspiring some big feelings, but maybe last night’s fall knocked a few screws loose. This seems like a medical emergency.”

			“I’m fine,” I say on a laugh. “I’m just ready for something new.”

			“Since when? Who even are you?”

			I poke my pizza crust in the air. “Great question. Been mulling that one over myself.”

			She props her head on her hand, rubbing at her temple. “Seriously, Ruby. Where is this coming from?”

			My instinct is to keep quiet about my unexplainable MASH adventures, but Bridget’s the only person I told about the game when I was there, and she believed me. Having her know who I really was and how I felt saved me, just like it has all my life.

			I stand up, grab the MASH game from where I tucked it into my purse, then sit beside her again. “I’ll explain everything,” I start, holding the paper between us. “But fair warning: It’ll sound like total nonsense.”

			“Good. I love nonsense.”

			“Like, beyond the realm of possibility.”

			“Nonsense. Realms. I’m ready,” she says.

			“Alright,” I say on an exhale. “That dream I said I had last night? Well, it wasn’t a dream. This MASH game—it came true. As in, I lived it.”

			Bridget eyes the page and laughs. “What? You saw your roller-rink restaurant in some kind of drunken hallucination?”

			“It wasn’t a fantasy,” I insist. “It was real, Bridget. I know it sounds crazy, but I spent almost two weeks there.” As her eyes widen, I explain, “I was trapped in this world. Some kind of alternate universe or something. I could recount it all to you, right now, in wild detail. Because it happened. And it—” I falter, tripping on the truth. “It changed me.”

			She stays silent. I’ve never once seen her speechless.

			I point to each section of the game. “I had the mansion, the two pools, the thirteen fish.”

			“And Penn?”

			I glance at his circled name. I nod. “And Penn.”

			“Were you two…together? Like, together together?”

			“Yes. Very.” I fight the urge to tell her every detail. But she probably needs time to adjust to “alternate universe,” so, baby steps.

			Giddy, Bridget asks, “Was it like A Christmas Carol? Did you get a whole tour of that other life?”

			I laugh. “Kind of. But sadly, I never met the ghosts of sleepovers past.”

			She pauses, considering. “This sounds kind of terrifying.”

			“It was.”

			“But also thrilling?”

			“That, too.”

			Bridget snorts. “Man. Seeing Ryan in capri pants and a scarf would change me, too.”

			“The pants were sky-blue,” I tell her, grinning. “And he paired them with a gauzy half-buttoned shirt that he was really, really proud of.”

			Her head falls back as she laughs. Then she turns to me again, an awed look on her face. “You really feel like all of this happened. Don’t you?”

			“I know it did.”

			“Okay, then,” Bridget says, nodding. “If it feels real, then it is, right?”

			Once again, I’m taken aback by my best friend’s empathy. I love her for so many reasons, but I especially love her willingness to meet me where I am, even when that place is bonkers.

			She sits up, a new perkiness to her tone. “So, thanks to past us playing a game, you’re quitting your job. And you’re single for the first time in, what, four years? This is exciting.” She claps. “This is a whole new identity for you, Ruby. What’s next? Are we going shopping? Should we vision-board it?”

			I laugh. It is very Bridget to quickly move on from my alternate-universe claims, and even more Bridget to find any excuse to build a vision board.

			“You know, I think I already have one.”

			I look down at the well-worn page in my hand, which is starting to look less like a game and more like a map. Not only a way to get the life I wished for in the first place, but a way to get myself back, too. No matter what happens with my career, or with Penn, I want to find the version of myself that feels true. And be more than beige. Because now that I’ve lived in color—as in, all the colors, everywhere, all at once—I can’t go back.

			I fold up the game and nudge Bridget. “Speaking of being single, I think you should give Hot Librarian a chance.”

			She faces me, already blushing. “What?”

			I smile, feeling the first tiny ember of hope spark inside my chest. Now that I’ve told her the truth, I feel a little less alone. And it feels good, getting to right this wrong.

			“Forget my dumb ‘rule’ about not dating coworkers,” I say. “You should go for it.”

			“This, coming from the person whose life just got totally upended because you were living with your coworker?”

			I wave a hand. “Connor and I didn’t work out, but it wasn’t a mistake. He was right for me until he wasn’t, and that’s okay. You don’t know unless you try, right?”

			She gawks at me, gobsmacked.

			“Just trust me,” I tell her. “Give Ethan and his rip-away pants a shot.”

			Bridget bites at her lip, unmistakably excited, and I take a long, deep breath, feeling more relaxed than I have all day. It’s time to take my own advice and go for it.

			At the very least, I’ll make MASH Ruby proud.

			

			—

			On Tuesday morning, I comb through racks of blazers, button-ups, pencil skirts, and trousers: black, navy, white. The full spectrum of gray. I plan to shop for some color, but for now, a funeral-ready black dress feels quite fitting. After all, the old me is dead.

			The new me comes alive when I leave the apartment, because, God, I missed the city.

			Chicago is loud: the people, the cars, and all the taxi horns that echo among tall buildings and mirrored skyscrapers. Hurried walkers hustle in both directions, their shoes clacking along the sidewalk. Busy-looking people bark into their phones. Every few blocks, there’s the clatter of construction drills, and the commotion grows especially loud when I pass beneath another set of tracks, the L train thundering overhead.

			I find the clamor soothing. It sounds like the crackling joy of a city that’s forced to spend months in quiet hibernation before it gets a chance to feel the sun.

			Not too different from how I feel this morning.

			I strut into my office just before eight, and Connor’s waiting for me. When I finally replied to his texts, I told him we needed to talk through the lease and logistics today, and he looks ready for official discussions. Sharp and handsome, as always.

			In the game, I was shocked by how many people aligned between worlds: Connor, Bridget, Penn. I shouldn’t have been so surprised, though. They’ve always known themselves and been true to themselves. I’m ready to do the same.

			Connor fidgets with the buttons on his blazer. “You look great,” he says, ever the gentleman as he hands me my favorite latte.

			“Thanks,” I say, more for the coffee than for the compliment.

			His laugh turns into a warm, sentimental sigh. “I know it sounds silly, and it’s only been a couple nights, but…I’ve missed you, Ruby. So much.”

			I bristle. Perhaps this isn’t the talk I’ve been expecting. Connor steps closer, a fond look in his eye, and warning bells go off in my skull.

			MAYDAY. ABORT.

			With an awkward laugh, I move around my desk, taking a seat in my black leather chair. For once, I wish I had papers or pens or maybe even a Lisa Frank folder on my desk so that I could have something to tinker with—to pull my focus—but the desk is bare. Nothing’s on it. Not even a picture frame. I’ve always said I prefer a clear desk for a clear mind, but I’m starting to think I mistook emptiness for clarity.

			Connor sits opposite me, his hand scrubbing at his mouth. “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I never should’ve brought up New York on your birthday. I should’ve told you sooner. They wanted a quick answer, but that’s no excuse.”

			I nod and sip my latte. He does get a point or two for supplying a beverage.

			“And you were right that night,” he adds. “Do you remember what you said? You said what we have here is good. Better than whatever roller coaster of a future some slime bag in a suit has promised.” He stares off dreamily, as if in awe. Like my rage-fueled soliloquy was delivered by the Dalai Lama.

			“About that. I actually—”

			He cuts me off, grinning. “I’m not taking the job, Ruby. I’m staying here. With you.”

			Icy heat pricks across my neck.

			“You were right,” he explains. “We have a plan, and we should stick to it. I don’t want to figure out a new city at this stage of my life. And I hate roller coasters.” He laughs, and then his expression turns serious, sending my stomach into a free fall. “I want to hold on to us, Ruby. You and me, we fit, and—”

			“No.” I say it quietly, then louder. “No, Connor.”

			His head jerks back. “What?”

			“Take the job,” I tell him.

			He brightens. “You want to go to New York, too?”

			I shake my head. “No, but you should. It’s like you said. We really have been stuck on a hamster wheel, and I do have bigger dreams for myself. So do you.”

			Connor shifts in his seat, adjusting his blazer. “Where is this coming from? You asked me to stay. To be with you. This is what you wanted, too. Our life, and all our plans. We could get a dog!”

			It’s everything I thought I wanted.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “It’s not what I want anymore. And this,” I add, reaching into my purse, “is my resignation letter. I don’t want the job in New York, and I don’t want this one, either.” I round the desk and lean against it, reaching for Connor’s hands. “Screw the plans. Take the chance, or you’ll regret it. Trust me. You don’t know what could be waiting for you if you don’t take the leap.”

			Connor stares up at me, confused. “Is this because you hit your head? Maybe you aren’t thinking straight. Penn told me it was a hard fall.”

			A kick drum in my chest. “When did you talk to Penn?”

			“You were already asleep,” he explains. “But I was lying there in my sister’s house, thinking about what you said, and I decided you were right. I should stay.” He meets my eyes with a strange, resigned look. “Somehow, though, in less than forty-eight hours, it seems you’ve managed to change your mind entirely. Why?”

			“I’m not sure I can explain it.”

			He flashes me a small, sad smile. “I didn’t think you had this in you, Ruby.”

			That makes me laugh. “Neither did I.”

			Connor fiddles with his gold watch, the one with the inscription, and I feel a swell of gratitude for the time we’ve had together. For getting to grow up and grow into myself alongside him and getting to watch him do the same. It’s a different kind of love. A deep respect.

			My curiosity gets the better of me. “What else did Penn say?”

			“What?”

			“That night. When you called. What did he say?”

			Connor lets out a long, telling exhale. Pressing his lips together, he shrugs. “He told me I was too late.”

			I nod, biting back another smile. Because it’s true. Connor is too late.

			But maybe I’m not.

			

	

Messages I Want to Send to Penn (but Can’t Because He Wouldn’t Understand)

			 

			
				A picture of a clarinet. Thinking of you. Is this one sexy?

				The megaphone emoji, followed by: FREE LAP DANCE. COME AND GET YOUR FREE LAP DANCE.

				A racy selfie. Dress code: underclothes.

				Potential band name: Slippery Guacamole.

				Will you come clean my ceiling fans? (Not a euphemism.) (Unless you want it to be.)

				A picture of a beanbag chair. Wish you were here.

				Hi. I miss you. Would even go to Costco for you.
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				Breaking and Entering

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Four weeks later, I have no job, no bed, and no plan, and I’ve never breathed easier.

			Connor offered to pay the two months’ rent to break our lease, and I’m thrilled to have a clean slate. Last week, I sold as much of our furniture as I could and donated more than half of my depressing clothes. While I hunt for a new place, Ryan’s letting me crash on his couch.

			Fortunately, Mom and Dad didn’t sound any alarms about my breakup, or even my unemployment. In fact, they sounded relieved. For years, I’ve been telling myself to be careful with my parents, but really, I was being careful with myself.

			I’m done with all that. And it’s funny. Usually, I despise in-between times, but this one feels good, like a long, much-needed stretch. The weather doesn’t hurt, either. It’s a sunny Sunday morning in early October, my favorite time of year, and my mood matches the season—as if someone’s cracked open the window of my life and let in a crisp, welcome breeze.

			Along with a hungover brother.

			Ryan stumbles into his kitchen, bleary-eyed, wearing flannel pants and a rumpled Chicago Bulls T-shirt. “I swear, Ruby,” he says with a groan. “If you don’t stop banging around all those pans, I’m going to start banging them on your head.”

			Okay, so our situation isn’t perfect. Turns out moving in with your twin in your mid-thirties isn’t without its complications. Especially when his apartment could be confused with a decently sized walk-in closet. But we’re managing.

			I reach back into the drawer. “Sorry. I—”

			“I’m serious,” Ryan warns. “Enough with the unnecessary banging.”

			I pause and meet his eyes. “That’s what she said.”

			He grinds his teeth, unamused, so I raise both hands like I’m under arrest. “I’m just a girl. Standing in front of a stove. Trying to make her favorite brother some brunch. Can you at least pretend to be grateful?”

			Ryan heaves out another sigh, silent and deliberating and possibly still a little drunk after we spontaneously bought tickets to last night’s Blackhawks game. “You don’t cook, Ru.”

			“Not often,” I correct. All forms of food preparation fit squarely in the Ryan circle of our twin Venn diagram. “But look. Here I am. Trying. And don’t pretend French toast doesn’t sound delicious. Bonus points if I can pull off the rest of these recipes, too.”

			I gesture to the ingredients I’ve set out beside the coffee maker. It’s an ambitiously large spread, but I can’t resist romanticizing fall-inspired dishes, so I’m cooking up vegan French toast, baked cinnamon sweet potatoes, and hot maple lattes topped with foam.

			Ryan’s eyes narrow, but he says nothing. He can’t argue with sugar-covered bread. Nobody can.

			Surrendering, he rounds the counter and peeks at my laptop, which sits propped open beside the stove. His head juts back. “Wait. Is that…”

			“Yep,” I confirm, spraying my first pan. “It’s Wynne-ing Recipes. Back from the depths of the internet. A bit dated, but still plenty useful.”

			Ryan huffs out a disbelieving laugh, uncharacteristically shy as he scratches at his head. “I thought I deleted that blog.”

			“Well, luckily, you didn’t.” I reach for the bread and say, “Maybe you should give it a facelift. Bring it back. I’ve been eating better than I have in years since moving in with you. You’re really talented, Ry.”

			It’s been the best part about staying here—getting to watch him in the kitchen. Seeing a small sliver of that passion I got to witness the full force of in another life.

			Ryan snorts. “Yeah. So say you, Mom, and my three blog readers from fifteen years ago.”

			I stop to look at him. “I mean it. You could do something with this. It’s not just that you can cook—it’s that you’re creative about it.”

			“Because I have to be.”

			“Right. And there are a lot of people in similar shoes.”

			He’s quiet, and I can tell from how he’s skimming the recipe that he’s considering whether it works, and how he can make it better. As casually as I can, I ask, “Would you ever revisit the idea of culinary school?”

			“No,” he says quickly. “That ship has sailed.”

			“Has it?” I keep cooking, hoping it’ll be a little easier to say the hard thing when I’m not looking at him. “It’s just—I worry you avoided it because I discouraged you. Because I put a bunch of fears in your head.”

			Ryan clicks his tongue. “Who, you? Put fears in my head?”

			I make a face, and he laughs. But I have to swallow down the tough memories that rise to the surface. We’re seven, and I’m yelling at him because he doesn’t want to wear elbow pads on his bike. We’re twelve, and I’m checking to make sure he’s packed his EpiPen for camp. We’re eighteen, and I’m telling him I didn’t get into Berkeley—a lie—so that I could follow him to college. Keep him safe, like Penn said, so I could feel safe, too.

			I step back from the stove and turn to Ryan, wondering why it’s sometimes hardest to be honest with the people you love the most. “I really wish I hadn’t talked you out of it. I never should’ve discouraged you from trying.”

			He offers me a warm look, setting his hand on my shoulder. “Relax, Ruby. I asked for your opinion. And you’re not the only reason I didn’t go down that path. There was also the abject fear that I wasn’t good enough, and the genius plan to follow Molly Mason to college in hopes she might fall in love with me someday. So don’t take all the credit, alright?”

			I manage a laugh. “Fair enough. Just know I think you could do anything. Okay? Anything but scarves. They don’t work on you.”

			Ryan studies me. “I love you, but I’m starting to wonder who the hell you are these days, and what you’ve done with my sister.”

			That cracks a laugh out of me. “You and me both.”

			Bridget comes over for brunch and critiques my subpar cooking skills. Ryan saves the day by whipping up a second round of French toast drizzled with pumpkin-seed butter.

			Afterward, we sit on the kitchen counters, drinking heinous amounts of coffee, laughing so hard our bellies ache. We swipe through every guy and girl on Ryan’s dating apps, and I give Bridget a strappy lavender top I picked out for her earlier this week. It looks an awful lot like the one she chose for me to wear in MASHland, and she has a date with Ethan tomorrow. I’ve suggested they try roller-skating, because there’s something to be said for holding hands in the dark.

			It’s a good day. A great day. The kind of aimless, meandering afternoon I stopped leaving room for in my life, too rigid or maybe too fearful to allow myself the simple freedom of an unplanned moment. I go to sleep feeling happy in the bone-deep way that comes from doing nothing with the people who are everything.

			I’ve been so focused on who I want to be, trying to map out exactly how I want my life to look, but really, what matters is who’s in it. Who I love, and how well I love them.

			The rest, I hope, will fall into place.

			

			—

			I drive to the suburbs in the morning, missing my Jeep. My white Nissan just isn’t the same.

			I’ve avoided Lakeville ever since I woke up in Penn’s apartment. I told myself I had no reason to go back, but I think I steered clear so that some part of me could pretend it was all still there: The Disco Diner, the mansion, a Penn who saw me differently. After talking to Ryan, though, I’ve realized how good it feels to shake loose from the stories that hold me back, and I’ve decided I need closure. I can’t move forward if I keep straddling worlds.

			Main Street is bustling when I pass through town. A few blocks away, I park and get out of the car, struck by a sense of loss so swift and intense, I lose my breath.

			There’s no seventies-style sign with a disco ball spinning on top. No marquee talking about rollin’ with the homies. And no pink-and-teal roller skates have been painted on the outside of the nondescript, abandoned, run-down brick building in front of me.

			I step through the gravel, grieving that I’ll never get to revisit my ridiculous, perfect rink again. That it lives only in my heart.

			I should’ve taken more pictures. I should’ve tried to email myself footage of Disco Penn in his Saturday Night Fever best, just in case the photo might make it through time.

			Unsteady and unnerved, I tug at the door, surprised when it pulls open. Inside, I’m overwhelmed by the emptiness, and the darkness. Although it’s nothing that couldn’t be solved with a few glow sticks.

			“Hey!” It’s a man’s voice from outside. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			How embarrassing, sneaking into an abandoned building like a criminal. “Sorry!” I call out. Sheepish, I head back outside, nearly running into a familiar face.

			His airy chuckle is music to my ears.

			“Theo,” I say, delighted at the sight of my favorite former tween heartthrob.

			“Well. If it isn’t Ruby Wynne,” he croons, offering me a ridiculous wink. He must be walking home after his Curly’s shift. “I take it back. You’re allowed to be anywhere you please. And I’m happy to see you upright after the birthday wipeout of the decade.”

			Theo Ford is a mess, but he’s my mess. I engulf him in a hug, and while we aren’t as close in reality, he’s all too happy to hug me back.

			“Aren’t you a little overdressed for breaking and entering?” he asks.

			Perhaps. I’m wearing my brand-new purple coat with jeans, leather boots, and a brightly striped purse. “I just got…a bit turned around,” I tell him.

			“Is everything alright?”

			I sigh. “Yes? Sort of? Maybe?”

			“Want to talk about it? Step into my office?” He gestures to the dusty curb beneath us.

			I smile at him. “Yeah. Actually, I do.”

			We sit side by side on the curb. Theo offers me a mint, and it’s strange to see him in a Curly’s uniform again, but I’d bet he’s got a Noah and the Weekenders T-shirt underneath it.

			“Can I ask you something, Theo?”

			“Of course.”

			“Why’d you quit acting?”

			“You’re going to laugh,” he says, sliding me a look.

			“I won’t. Promise.”

			He toes the gravel with his sneaker, then turns to me and shrugs. “I was homesick.”

			That’s not the answer I expected. In high school, rumors spread that he’d been sinking auditions. I’d always assumed he left Hollywood because Hollywood didn’t want him anymore.

			“About a year after The Weekenders ended, I had my biggest audition ever lined up,” he says. “I would’ve nailed it, too. It was that big surf movie?” I nod, because yes, Theo absolutely could’ve landed that low-budget surf thriller and won his very own Razzie. “I was on the precipice of something big, and I knew it, but my life was a circle: auditions, meetings, parties, trying to meet the right people. Be part of the scene.”

			“The hamster wheel,” I acknowledge.

			“Exactly. And I didn’t recognize the guy I’d become.”

			“You didn’t like him?”

			“No, he was fine. Had incredible hair,” Theo jokes, and I laugh. “I just felt sorry for him, to tell you the truth. I wanted to come back home and be with the people who knew me, so I could remember how to be me, too. Know what I mean?”

			“Yeah.” My throat tightens. “I do.”

			“I love it here,” he says, wistful. “I’ve been staying in Baker’s carriage house, but I’m moving out this week. Got my own place.”

			“That’s great,” I tell him. “Congrats.”

			“What’s your deal? Is it about work? A boy?”

			He flashes me a playful smirk, and I laugh. Here I am, gossiping with Theo Ford on a Lakeville curb like we’re in middle school. We may as well be drinking slushies.

			“Yeah,” I admit. “It’s about a boy.”

			Theo clicks his tongue. “Uh-oh. What’s the problem? You like him, but you shouldn’t? He doesn’t like you back? He doesn’t know?”

			I wince. “D. All of the above.”

			“Woof.”

			“Yeah,” I say on a laugh. “And…I really miss him.” That’s been the hardest part: I miss being around Penn. So much. He makes me feel more like myself—the one I want to be.

			“So, he’s not around here?”

			“Actually, he is,” I say.

			Penn is literally two blocks away, at Curly’s.

			Theo hits me with his elbow. “Then what the hell are you sitting here with me for?”
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				Lovesick Gremlin
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			Penn stands behind the bar, drying glasses. When I slide onto the leather stool in front of him, he huffs out a laugh, his jaw ticked to one side. “Rubella, did you take a wrong turn?”

			“I figured I’d face down my mistakes,” I joke, gesturing to the stool beside me. “Thought I’d return to the scene of the crime.”

			“Was the crime being punishably uncoordinated?” Penn asks. “Unlawfully clumsy?”

			I wait for a beat. “Cool synonyms. How many more have you got?”

			He shrugs. “I was running low. Glad you cut me off.” His teasing slices right into my chest. “What can I get you?”

			I’m distracted, staring at his hands. Remembering what they can do. How they feel.

			“Considering your turbulent history,” Penn says, “I can’t in good conscience serve you tequila. But maybe we can risk rum? You talked a big game about Rum Ruby, so she seems like someone I need to meet.”

			Hope flitters in my chest.

			It’s been four weeks since I woke up in Penn’s bed and mentioned Rum Ruby in passing. He wasn’t lying. He really does remember everything I tell him.

			“Actually, I don’t want a drink,” I say, knocking my knuckles on the bar. “I’m here to talk to you about PennPals.”

			Wide-eyed, Penn whispers, “What did you say?”

			“Oh,” I say lightly. “You don’t remember telling me?”

			He’s gone pale. “Telling you what?”

			“That you wanted us to be pen pals. Exchange letters?”

			He studies me, flummoxed, and man, I really underestimated how much fun it would be to screw with him in reality.

			“I’m kidding,” I say finally. “I want to talk about PennPals, your help hotline.”

			He fumbles the glass in his hands, then straightens. “I haven’t told anyone about that, and I definitely didn’t tell you. Why would I tell you?”

			“You did.”

			“When?”

			I give him my biggest, most obnoxious sigh. “Wow. Now who needs to lay off the tequila?” Penn tugs at his hair, tormented, so I assure him, “You swore me to secrecy. I promise I haven’t told anyone. I wouldn’t.”

			“Okay,” he says, slowly. “Fine. Then what did you want to talk about?”

			“How are you funding it?”

			Penn guffaws. A word I’ve read, but never thought, until now, when I witnessed a real live guffaw. “Excuse me?”

			“Your business,” I reiterate. “How are you funding it? Have you considered a campaign? Or an investor? You should probably form an LLC, too, if you haven’t already.”

			“Gee,” he says, irritated. “Thanks for the unsolicited advice.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Why are you digging into this right now? Why do you care?”

			Perhaps I should’ve thought this through a bit longer.

			Perhaps showing up here and carrying secrets between worlds is a bit impulsive.

			But while I’m tempted to brush Penn off with a joke, I can’t. Not if I want something to change between us.

			“I’m digging in because I want to help you,” I say. That’s all I’ve been thinking about—how much Penn’s help meant to me, and how I hope to return the favor. Regardless of what happens between us, I want to help him make his dream a reality.

			His gaze drops to the floor. “You feel sorry for me or something? Is that it?”

			“What? No, Penn. No. That’s not it.”

			Several giant leaps forward. A million steps back.

			“Well, I seem to remember the many comments you made about the ‘mite kingdoms’ you expected to find in my bed,” he adds bitterly, turning his back to me.

			I have no recollection of said comments, but I also have no doubt that when they dragged me up to Penn’s apartment, I made a fuss about being in his bed.

			“Look, your sheets were lovely,” I say, and he throws me a look over his shoulder. “Really. A delightful bed.” I sigh, trying again. I have to make him understand, quickly. I have to be honest. “Penn, I’m here because I owe you one after my birthday, and because I feel a little lost right now.” He turns toward me, just slightly. “And in case you haven’t heard, I’m unemployed, so I have more time than usual, and I’d like to funnel it into something that matters.”

			Penn leans back against the bar, arms crossed over his chest. Thankfully, he doesn’t tell me to stop, or shove it, or leave.

			“I have a—a friend,” I continue, bending the truth just a bit. “She ran her own business. And she learned the hard way that if you don’t accept help, you won’t get anywhere.”

			He presses his lips together. “So, I need help. For my help hotline.”

			“Yes. You do.”

			“And you want to be that help.”

			“Yeah, Penn. I really do.”

			One act of service at a time, he looked out for me. He taught me how to show love, even when you can’t quite say it. Now it’s my chance to return the favor. His turn to feel loved.

			He stares at me. His throat bobs.

			I resort to Plan B: begging. “Please.” I clasp my hands together. “Let’s make PennPals the…the hottest hotline.”

			He shakes his head, embarrassed for me. “Listen,” he says. “I heard you quit your job. And that you’re making a lot of…other changes.”

			I nod. “Connor and I broke up. On my birthday, actually. I just didn’t want to make it a thing for everyone.”

			“I know,” he says, and I don’t miss his protective tone. “May I ask why?”

			I lift a shoulder. “I want to be with someone who knows me.”

			“And he didn’t?”

			“No. Not the me I want to be, anyway.”

			Penn bites the inside of his cheek and nods, sitting with that. Then he locks eyes with me again. “You’re right,” he says quietly. “I do need money. But I don’t want yours.”

			“That’s not what I’m offering. Although I do plan to get you the money you need.”

			“Then what are you offering, exactly?”

			“Lap dances.”

			He coughs, bringing a fist to his mouth. “What?”

			“Connections. Resources. Excel skills I know you don’t have. I can help you plan a launch party and organize the financials.” As he levels me with a look, I lean closer. “I’m offering you my time, Penn. Do you want it or not?”

			He turns away, confused.

			This poor man. I’ve just accosted him in the middle of his workday, using clever ammunition acquired in another universe to put him on the spot.

			I grab a cocktail napkin and the ballpoint pen left on the bill beside me. Then I write my offer more plainly, in a language I know he’ll understand, and slide the note across the bar.

			
				You + Me

				Yes / No / Only if there’s rum involved

			

			Penn’s eyes retrain on me, and in that subtle but unmistakable wink of a glance, I can feel his hand cupping my neck. A whisper against my cheek.

			He circles the last option and pushes the napkin back across the bar, along with a bottle of beer I didn’t ask for. “That’ll be three dollars,” he says. “And a lap dance.”

			

			—

			Penn and I are friends, I remind myself. Friends help each other. Friends hang out.

			It’s chill. Cool. Casual.

			Standing in the checkout line at the office supplies store, I dig my nails into my palms, carving out hysterical half-moons while I watch Penn push up the sleeves of his gray Henley. The muscles between his shoulder blades move as he lifts the box full of neon flyers I designed for him. As he walks toward the exit, I study the curls at the nape of his neck, and then the blue rings around his gray eyes when he turns and says, “Would you hit that?”

			Dear God. I would love to hit that.

			I gape at him, mouth open, until he gestures to the big, square button on the wall.

			Right. With a plastered-on grin, I press the button to open the automatic doors, waving for Penn to pass through first.

			“Thanks,” he says. His biceps flex as he adjusts the box.

			“No problem,” I squeak out.

			Everything’s going swell. Really. Peachy keen over here.

			In MASHland, I pursued Penn to win and escape. Now I’m playing a different kind of game—the long game. And as I tell myself many, many times a day, being Penn’s friend while managing the lovesick gremlin inside my heart is better than sharing nothing at all.

			I flip up the collar of my new, beloved purple coat to block the wind as we pace along the strip mall sidewalk. It’s the last Saturday in November, but the chilly air and bare tree branches already signal winter. In a couple of weeks, just before Christmas, PennPals will launch—officially—with a front-page story in the Lakeville Gazette and a massive party at Madre’s.

			I knew Penn could do it. I knew he just needed help and that he’d never ask for it.

			He tucks the box into the trunk of his car, then slips on a green field jacket before we walk to the deli to pick up sandwiches. Although we still have our fair share of disagreements, we’re united in our passion for fresh sourdough.

			“Dare you to try a condiment,” he teases, leaning in to me.

			I smile up at him sweetly. “Dare you to mind your own business.”

			“Sauces were invented for a reason, Wynne. You’re missing out. And ordering the same boring meat-and-cheese combination for your entire life is diabolical.”

			“Offering to help you, Pennjamin,” I deadpan. “That was diabolical.”

			His brows lift on a surprised laugh. “Pennjamin?”

			I shrug. “It suits you.”

			He shakes his head, tossing me another playful grin.

			It’s been a busy six weeks. I encouraged Penn to delegate, suggesting other bartenders could pick up his slack at Curly’s. Theo is plenty capable. I also helped him apply for an LLC, made an easy-to-maintain budgeting spreadsheet, and persuaded a very enthusiastic investor—Mac, who boasts both an impressive megaphone collection and a trust fund—to support Penn’s efforts in connecting the community. He’s even setting him up with a friend to talk through possible app opportunities.

			I’m doing my best to give Penn what he needs. Not just startup capital, or an extra set of hands, or my CIA-level attention to detail, but also a vote of confidence. Someone in his corner.

			Outside the sandwich shop, Penn points to Paws ’n Claws next door. “Remember when Ryan wanted a guinea pig,” he says, “and you delivered a long, completely made-up argument on how it could give him rabies?”

			“I believe that was the same summer you advertised as a ‘non-dog walker’ and strolled the neighborhood with a turtle in a basket, so I’m not sure you can point any fingers.”

			“I was an innovator.” Penn laughs. “And I’ve actually been looking around for my old business brainstorming notebook. There were some real gems in there.”

			I raise my eyebrow, making sure he knows I’m teasing. Then I nod toward the store. “Let’s go inside. I’ve been thinking about getting a pet. Some fish, maybe.” He stares back, his lips pressed together. “Fish count as pets, okay?”

			“You are not a pet person.”

			“Penn, that’s like saying I have no heart.” He doesn’t disagree. “Come on,” I say, taking the excuse to grab his wrist, delighting in how his gaze drops to my hand as I drag him toward the door. “It’ll be good for me, taking care of something that isn’t my adult brother.”

			His eyebrows lift. “Wow. How healthy of you. That’s growth.”

			“Thank you,” I chirp, swinging open the door. “I’m trying.”

			As I hoped, Katie stands behind the counter, wearing that same blue apron. This time, I have the wherewithal not to blurt out her name, since I’m not supposed to know her.

			Except she looks at me like she’s trying to place me. Briefly, she clocks Penn, whose eyes have become saucers, and then she faces me again, her stare so intent, I wonder if she recognizes me. Maybe the veil between worlds is thinner than I thought.

			Maybe this was a mistake.

			“Well, hello,” Katie trills. She gives me another look before she fixes Penn with a smile. “So. She was my competition, huh?”

			Penn eyes me sideways and starts to blush.

			My stomach drops into my toes.

			When I woke up in Penn’s bed and overheard him talking about Katie, I assumed it was this Katie. I hoped that maybe he’d connected with her about Earl, and that today I could convince him to hire her.

			But they obviously have a history, and I’ve just planted myself in the middle of a messy situation. This is what I get for acting like I’m three steps ahead.

			“No,” I stammer, gesturing between Penn and me. “We’re not…”

			Katie’s brow arches. “You don’t work for him?”

			I turn to Penn, confused.

			“This is Ruby,” Penn tells Katie. “And no, she doesn’t work for me. She’s just doing me a few friendly favors.”

			Friendly. A quick twist of a dull knife.

			Katie laughs and brings a hand to her face, embarrassed. “Sorry. You’ve had me worried about my résumé for weeks.” To me, she explains, “I gave Penn my information more than a month ago, and when he finally responded, he said he already has plenty of help, but I thought he was just letting me down easy.”

			Interesting, because I’ve told Penn for weeks that he needs to line up another hire. And yet he’s kept PennPals for just us.

			I face him, awaiting an explanation, and he goes crimson.

			Clearing his throat, he tells Katie, “Ruby here would like some emotional support fish. Could you please point us to the aquatic section?”

			

			—

			I’m taking the four-o’clock train back to the city, and Penn waits with me outside the station. We sit on a bench facing the train tracks, the brick rooftops of downtown Lakeville poking out above the trees in front of us.

			“Katie seems nice,” I tell him.

			His face is close as he slants me a look. “Very nice,” he agrees.

			“Do you think you’ll hire her?”

			He rubs his hand down his thigh, and I have to tuck my hands beneath my legs to keep from grabbing it. “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Maybe.”

			“Do you think you’ll…date her?”

			Penn’s quiet, so I sneak a look at him. He’s smirking. He’s onto me. Catching my eye, he says, “No. You were right before. I like brunettes.”

			I tuck that tiny victory into my chest for safekeeping.

			I hope I’m not blushing.

			“I must say,” Penn continues, “I didn’t know there were so many types of fish. Or that you planned to buy seven of them.”

			Technically, I put the fish on hold, telling Katie I’d pick them up after I move into my new place. “Fish need friends, too,” I insist.

			Penn snorts. “One time in a pet store, and she’s concerned with the socialization of marine life.”

			“Very,” I say with a solemn nod.

			A smile lingers on his face. “You know those fish will die in, like, a day.”

			“Hopefully not all at once.”

			“Damn,” he says. “Bleak.”

			“Maybe I should’ve gotten thirteen, just to be sure,” I consider aloud. “Like in that old MASH game that Bridget pulled out on my birthday.”

			It feels bold, almost illicit, to bring it up. Like I might crack the universe in two.

			“Will you tie-dye your Nissan, too?” Penn asks. “Whip out those old roller skates?”

			I adore him.

			“Definitely. I’ll need a charm full of colorful beads hanging from my rearview mirror, too,” I joke. “And, of course, two pools.”

			Penn nods. “Of course.” He waits a beat, then adds, “You’d need me, too.”

			I stare back at him, and my chest fills up like a balloon, making me almost dizzy with delight. The signs are all there: eye contact plus teasing. He’s flirting with me, openly.

			I want to push past the subtext, say what I’m thinking, but Penn’s already rejected me once—the recoil that lives rent-free in my brain—and these days, it’s my real heart on the line.

			So, instead, I face forward and joke, “Like you could ever put up with me.”

			“True,” he says. “Your stance on condiments presents a real problem.”

			“One of many,” I agree. Then I shift gears, tiptoeing toward the truth. “I can just picture it. You and me, having to share the same air for more than an hour.”

			“Miserable.”

			“You, wearing your dumb gray sweatpants—”

			“What?”

			“Me, in my purple lace nightie.”

			“Oh, is that your sleepwear of choice?” He laughs like it’s a joke, but when I turn, the loaded look in his eyes tells me he’s having just as much fun as I am imagining it.

			I arch an eyebrow, letting Penn’s imagination do the work. “There we are, bickering over a trip to Costco. Fighting over cans of SpaghettiOs while you eat grapes in the aisle like some kind of criminal.”

			“Why would we ever argue about a trip to Costco?”

			“Because it’s hell.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Don’t get me started,” I warn him. “It won’t end well.”

			Penn laughs. Softly, he says, “You’ve thought about this before. Me and you.”

			I nudge my arm against his. Sliding him a look, I tease, “Haven’t you?”

			“Of course,” he says without hesitation, and my heart stammers.

			We both look at our hands lying inches apart, and when his fingers drift toward mine, our knuckles barely grazing, I can’t move, feeling like somewhere between ten and one hundred thousand bees are buzzing around my body. I’m worried they’ll sting if I say the wrong thing or shift too quickly.

			Penn registers my shock and smirks, his tongue pressed to his teeth as he moves his arm to his thigh, gripping the spot above his knee. “I’ll take that obvious dodge as my confirmation.”

			“Confirmation of what?” I ask, breathy and obvious.

			He looks at me. “You. Pining. All along.”

			

	

Wynne Diesel

			 

			
				Dad: planning out our trips for next year where should we go

			

			
				Ryan: Does this mean you’re finally taking us with you?

			

			
				Dad: no

			

			
				Ryan: Yep, figured. Just checking.

			

			
				Mom: I voted for Paris, but your father wants someplace new.

			

			
				Ruby: Go to Alaska!

			

			
				Ryan: Ruby, was your phone hacked?

			

			
				Dad: ooh that’s a thought

			

			
				Ruby: I have a feeling you guys would love it.

			

			
				Ryan: Yeah, right. Dad hates the snow.

			

			
				Ruby: But he’d love an excuse to wear a fur hat.

			

			
				Ryan: Touché.
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				Isn’t It Obvious?
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			I can leap through the cosmos, but I cannot for the life of me parallel park a car.

			“Okay, now all the way to the left,” Penn says, directing me from the passenger seat.

			“I did go left.”

			“Not far enough.”

			Groaning, I follow his instructions—or, at least, I think I do.

			“No, keep braking!” he shouts. “First, you spin. Then let up on the brake.”

			I slam on the brake, both of us jolting in our seats. “I give up,” I say, letting go of the wheel. “There’s a line behind me, Penn. This is a scene. I’m officially making a scene.”

			“You’re good,” he tells me, his arm behind my seat as he glances out the back window. “They can wait.”

			I gesture to the slush-covered street in front of me, snowflakes falling across the windshield. “What if somebody’s headed to the hospital? What if they’re about to miss a flight?”

			Penn shrugs. “Maybe they’ll assume you’re a student driver.”

			I shoot him a look.

			He grins and sets his hand on my arm, and the one-two punch of his dimple plus his touch is enough to shock me into paying attention. “Take your time, Wynne. It’s fine.”

			The cool winter light brings out the silver-gray in Penn’s eyes. He’s in his green coat, the collar of his blue plaid flannel showing at his neck, and what I’d really like to do is bury my face right in that nook, against his skin.

			“I’m not good at this,” I say on a sigh.

			Meaning: Parallel parking. Patience. Pretending.

			Penn’s head lolls back against the seat as he pins me with a steady, twinkling gaze. “That’s why you’ve got me.”

			My heart skips, my insides fizzing with just how much I want that to be true. It’s been a week since he left me swooning at the train station, and the holiday decorations covering downtown Lakeville have me all too aware of time passing.

			I’m ready to crack down some of the walls between us. Because while I’m grateful for every second we’re together, it’s like I told him that last night at The Disco Diner: There’s never a right time, or a right place. Just a right person.

			I take a breath, grip the wheel, and pull back into the road. We’re supposed to pick up the custom napkins I ordered for the PennPals launch party, but branded party goods can wait.

			And I can’t. Not anymore.

			“What are you doing?” Penn asks, glancing behind us. “We have to pick up our order by end of day. We’ve got things to do. Where are you taking me?”

			“Why? Don’t you trust me?”

			“Not when you’re behind the wheel.”

			I roll my eyes.

			“Seriously, Wynne. Where are we going?”

			At the stop sign, I turn and tell him, “We’re going to our spot.”

			Penn’s brows lift in surprise. “Right now?”

			I nod. “Right now.”

			

			—

			Our boots crunch in the snow, golden-hour sunlight shining through the tall, ice-glistening oak trees overhead. A green light above the boathouse means that the lake is frozen. After an even chillier fall than usual, it’s been a particularly frigid first two weeks of December.

			With his hands shoved into his pockets, Penn walks backward in front of me, grinning.

			“What?” I say, suspicious. “I don’t like that look.”

			He laughs and stoops forward, doing exactly what I knew he would.

			Seconds later, a snowball crushes against my leg.

			“I can’t help it,” Penn says, raising both hands. “Perfect packing snow cannot be wasted. It’s a crime not to have a snowball fight in these conditions.”

			Taking the bait, I reach into the cold snow, my fingers freezing as I ball it up and aim at Penn. I miss, and before I can register what’s happening, another snowball hits me square in the chest. A big white spot on my coat.

			You don’t need me. But you want me. Don’t you?

			Penn’s jingly laugh rings out over the quiet park. “Well,” he calls out. “Looks like your aim is just about as good as your parallel parking.”

			I try to smile, swallowing hard, still a bit lost in time. It happens often—me mixing up who we are here and who we were there. But the gap between the two is closing.

			Penn’s still grinning when he approaches, hands tucked into his pockets. My breath hitches as I stare up at him. Sparkly snow falls all around us. Into Penn’s hair. His long eyelashes. “I’ve been thinking,” he says. “And I think you’re secretly the fun friend, too.”

			I crack a smile. “Even though I pack electrolytes for everyone when we go out? And set an alarm for the responsible time to leave?”

			He nods. “Even though.” Something stutters in my chest as he eyes my yellow beanie and adds, “I like your hat, by the way.”

			“I’ve been told it’s a superpower, looking good in hats. You have it, too.”

			His mouth slants as he adjusts his baseball hat. “Good to know.” After he slides a look at the ice, he turns back, eyebrow raised. “Let me guess. This little detour was all a ploy to get me out there, wasn’t it? You want to humiliate me. You want to make up for the time you took a bite of a Pop-Tart and gave yourself a concussion.”

			I laugh, shoving into him, and he grabs my hands. I look to where his fingers wrap around mine, then glance up at him again. My pulse quickens as we stand there, our cold hands clasped together.

			Finally, Penn nods toward the lake. “C’mon. Time for you to show off your moves and make me feel bad about myself.”

			I breathe out a laugh as he leads me across the snow, both of us quiet, the moment as delicate as the icicles hanging along the eaves of the boathouse.

			I feel all of thirteen, my thoughts on a loop.

			Penn’s holding my hand.

			Although it’s not quite dusk, the string lights on the boathouse are glowing, their reflections shimmering across the ice. Penn stops when we reach the edge of the lake.

			“I’m not built for slippery surfaces,” he says. “Like, at all. Not even in sneakers.”

			I give him a look. “That’s why you’ve got me.”

			He smiles, surprised, and the embers of hope I’ve been clinging to for weeks start to flicker into a small, bright flame.

			I take Penn’s hand and guide him onto the ice. He shuffle-steps so slowly, we’re barely moving, but still, he wears a proud smile that tugs at my most fragile heartstrings.

			“You’re very skilled at dragging dead weight,” he tells me.

			“Oh, I’m just waiting until we’re in the middle to let go and watch you fend for yourself.”

			He grins. “I knew there was a catch.”

			We circle once, and we fall only three times in twenty minutes, which is frankly a better ratio than I’d hoped. Afterward, though, we’re freezing. The obvious choice would be to get out of here and warm up elsewhere, but I don’t want to leave. Penn must not, either, because as we step off the ice, he offers to grab coffee from the boathouse.

			“Isn’t it locked?” I ask. “It’s only open on weekdays.”

			“True,” Penn says. “But there’s a passcode. And I know a guy.”

			I shake my head. Of course he does.

			The coffee is abysmal—more like dirt floating in hot water—but it helps to keep our hands warm, at least, while we sit on a snowy bench tucked against the boathouse.

			“So, are you going to tell me why we’re here?” Penn asks, eyeing me over his foam cup. “Or was this all just a chance to humiliate me?”

			I tuck my hair behind my ear, thrown off by the direct question.

			Shrugging, I meet his eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?”

			For a moment, Penn stays silent. Then he looks down at his hands and says, “You think about that night a lot, too. Don’t you?”

			It’s what he said in the game.

			I nod, my throat thick with emotion as I look out at the frozen lake. It’s easier to be here in the wintertime, when the landscape looks different than it did that night. Or maybe it’s easier today because I’ve learned how to separate that memory from the shame. Because, like another Penn in another universe once told me, I’ve remembered I’m human.

			“I had a crush on you,” I say quietly. “That’s why I wanted to go that night.”

			Penn turns. “What?”

			I shake my head, unable to look at him. “Everything changed that summer. I thought I couldn’t stand you, but then suddenly, I couldn’t stand not being around you. I just—I liked you so much. Too much. And then everything went wrong.” I glance up, tears in my eyes. “It was an accident. I know that. But we could’ve lost him, and I did nothing. You took care of everything, Penn, and then I—I pushed you away. I punished you, just like I punished myself, because I felt guilty. It was my fault.”

			His eyes soften. “Ruby…”

			“We were kids,” I continue, “and it was a long time ago. But I’m so sorry for how I acted. I was angry, and I was scared, but it wasn’t about you. It was about me.”

			Penn nods, thoughtful, and then he glances at me sideways. “You liked me so much?”

			I huff out a laugh, swatting at him. “Shut up.”

			Still grinning, he brings a hand to his chest. “I’m just saying, that feels like the pertinent information from your monologue—that you always had a crush on me.”

			“Whoa, whoa. I didn’t always have a crush. A minor lapse in my otherwise perfect judgment.”

			“Mm-hmm.” He winks. “Noted.”

			“This,” I say, pointing at him. “This is why I couldn’t stand you.”

			Penn sits back with a triumphant sigh. “Hey, you weren’t the only one rooting for us. Nanna had high hopes for you and me, too. She always said she’d bet on us.”

			“Really?” I laugh. “Well, she did love to gamble.”

			“And she was good at it, too,” Penn says, shooting me a loaded look.

			“I miss her,” I tell him.

			He nods. “Me, too.”

			“She’d be so proud of you. Everything with PennPals—Nanna would find it really special. And she’d love the name. She loved you so much.”

			“You trying to make me cry, Wynne?”

			“No. I’m trying to tell you that it’s impressive. How you’ve kept looking out for people, just like you looked after her. You’ve taken risks, again and again, and you’ve stayed true to yourself the whole time.” I shrug. “I really admire it. I admire you.”

			He looks at me, his eyes shining and resplendent, and I don’t take it for granted. Every glance from him is a prize. A small, precious stone for me to turn over in my pocket.

			“Thank you,” he says thickly.

			I nod. “You’re welcome.”

			He sits back, gathering himself, and on a deep inhale, he says, “By the way. I think this coffee is poisonous.”

			My laugh echoes out over the lake. The sky’s getting darker, and all the homes on the far shore look like Christmas ornaments nestled among tall, frost-covered trees.

			Penn lifts his arm, an invitation, and I scoot closer to rest against his chest, his arm settling quietly over my shoulders like freshly fallen snow. Like a fresh start.

			

			—

			After we run through a list of errands, Penn gives me a ride to the bowling alley, where Ryan and I plan to meet and relive our glory days. Part of me wants to ask Penn to join us, but a bigger part of me is afraid of what Ryan would read all over my face if the three of us were together. My brother knows I’m spending more time with Penn, and he’s grateful we’re getting along. I’m not quite sure how he’d react to seeing hearts in my eyes, though, and I’m not going to cross that complicated emotional bridge until I know what’s on the other side.

			Penn pulls over in front of Lakeville Bowl, doing a far better job than me at parallel parking. I expect him to just stop and let me out, but instead he grabs something from the backseat and stuffs it into his pocket before he gets out and rounds the car to open my door.

			I step out and stand in front of him, surprised by his sweet expression.

			“Fair warning,” Penn says. “I’m about to be earnest.” He grips the top of the passenger door with one hand, holding my gaze. “Thank you. For all your help. I’ve been so busy the past couple months, and I’ve wanted so badly to do this right, but I didn’t know how I’d ever get there. I never would’ve asked for help—but it’s been…you…”

			His voice catches with nerves. I’ve never seen Penn this nervous.

			I want to take his face in my hands and reassure him that he can say anything to me. That I want every true and honest part of him. I want to tell him that he makes me braver, like a heightened version of myself. That being with him is like rolling down the windows and turning up the music and letting my heart feel everything on full blast.

			His curls spill through the small half-circle opening in his backward hat, and I can’t resist reaching up to brush my thumb along the strap, sweeping his hair sideways.

			Our eyes lock, and Penn’s lips part.

			“You’re welcome,” I say, grinning. I shove my hand into my pocket before it can tug at Penn’s belt loop against my will. “And you would’ve gotten here eventually. I just sped everything up a bit. Not sure if you know this, but patience isn’t my virtue.”

			His gaze drifts across my face. “Really. How can I pay you back?”

			My brain shuffles through inappropriate responses. Love me. Be with me. Play my arm like a sexy clarinet. I shrug. “Just consider it an act of service.”

			His eyes spark. “Fascinating choice of words.”

			“Why’s that?” I ask, as if I don’t know.

			He looks away as his grin breaks loose, trying and failing to bite it back. When he meets my eyes again, he reaches into his back pocket and pulls out what looks to be a pile of beads, dropping them into my palm.

			“Penn, did you make me a friendship bracelet?”

			He shakes his head. “It’s for your car. Your rearview mirror.”

			My breath catches. I look up at him, at his boyish grin, my heart clenching as he gives me a small, crinkly eyed smile.

			Smugly, knowingly, he lifts a shoulder and says, “It seemed easier than trying to tie-dye your sedan.”

			I stare at Penn, and it’s as if we’ve leapt into another timeline. With my heart pounding, I study the colorful beads in my hand, twirling a holographic sphere that looks an awful lot like a disco ball.

			I clutch the beads in my fist and swallow down a lump, trying to regain my composure. I can’t cry over a car charm. “Thank you,” I say, clearing my throat. “For this, and for the errands date. You know how much I love crushing a to-do list.”

			Hands tucked into his pockets, Penn sucks in some air, wincing as he shakes his head. “Hate to break it to you, Wynne, but today wasn’t a date.”

			My face heats. God, how embarrassing. “Oh. I know, I just—”

			I stop talking, cutting myself off as he leans in, his mouth beside my ear. “Trust me,” he whispers. “When I take you on a date, you’ll know.”

			My limbs go weak at his voice—muffled and raspy, quiet, just for me. I’m about to wrap my arms around his neck, go for it, risk another humiliating rejection. But then his phone rings, and he inches back, eyes searching my face as he says, “I’ve got to take this.”

			I nod like a broken bobblehead. “Right. Yeah. Of course. And I’ve got to, you know. Head inside.”

			We both fight stupid smiles as he answers the phone, and I force myself to walk away, fizzy thrill making me feel like a shaken can of pop. Orange Crush. Bright and sparkling.

			When I reach the door, I look back and find Penn leaning against the car, phone pressed to his ear while he watches me.

			I shake my head. I can’t stop grinning. He laughs.

			My heart feels too big for my chest. I squeeze the charm Penn chose for me, and the explosive feelings I’ve been trying to tamp down catch fire inside me all at once. Every magical, Technicolor memory flickers and flares, along with the girlish hope that led me to the wildest dream of my life. And when I cast one last look at Penn, still standing where I left him, I’m more optimistic than ever that the best parts of it might actually come true.
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			Bridget and I lie side by side in my new, queen-size bed wearing the matching pink pajama sets I bought especially for girls’ night. We have mashed-up avocado masks covering our faces, and thin cucumber slices rest on our eyelids.

			When the timer rings on Bridget’s phone, we pull off the cucumbers and sit up. “Next time,” I say, “we’re eating a salad instead of wearing it. Deal?”

			She snorts. “You’ve definitely chilled out lately, but you still suck at relaxing.”

			“I can relax without smelling like a salad.”

			“Maybe. But your skin won’t be as glowy.”

			“Isn’t that what the body glitter’s for?”

			Bridget laughs. After we wash our faces, we return to my bed, gossip magazines and a tub full of frosted animal crackers spread out on the striped duvet between us.

			I moved into Mrs. Baker’s carriage house last week, and I’ve already started to make it feel like my own. First, I painted the wall behind my bed. Some might argue that “duck green” is a neutral shade, but considering I’ve never moved past the greige spectrum of paint colors, my new accent wall may as well be highlighter-yellow.

			Look out: A lava lamp might be next.

			Bridget stops flipping through People to beam at her phone, where one text bubble after another keeps popping up. I nudge her knee with mine. “How’s Eeeethan?” I tease.

			Not that I’m one to talk. I keep glancing at my phone, too. Penn and I text nonstop, our conversation never quite ending. We message about our days—what we’re watching, what we’re listening to—and key issues, like Does cream of chicken count as meat soup? Or is it not meat-forward enough?

			And I can tell he’s triple-guessing all his messages, too. While we were mapping out plans for the PennPals launch party, he texted like a sweet, frantic mess, sending six consecutive messages within three minutes.

			
				Are you free tomorrow?

			

			
				I can come to you if it’s easier.

			

			
				Or you’re welcome to come to my place.

			

			
				But you don’t have to stay over, or anything.

			

			
				Unless you want to.

			

			
				I have a couch.

			

			I plan to tease him about “I have a couch” for years.

			Meanwhile, in person, we’re moving slowly, carefully, like on some unspoken level we both know we’re walking a thin tightrope. It’s the same reason I haven’t told Bridget how I feel about Penn yet. But it’s becoming much harder to hide the truth from her.

			“It’s so good with him,” Bridget gushes. “Ethan just gets me. Not because we’re similar or anything, because in a lot of ways, we’re not. He’s quieter, and introverted, and he didn’t know who Kathleen Kelly was until last week.” She laughs. “He literally thought she was my friend, and not, arguably, the most iconic Meg Ryan character, because of how casually I kept bringing her up in conversation. But still, I swear we speak the same language. The one that matters, anyway. He’s intentional with me, you know? I can’t believe how right it feels already.”

			“Bridget!” I feel my smile matching hers, giddy and unavoidable, her excitement contagious. I take her hands like we’re eleven years old, crushing on boys at recess, and almost squeal the words: “I’m so happy for you.”

			It’s an understatement. Bridget’s always dreamt of living out the sweeping, cinematic kind of love story I was too afraid to want for myself. Big feelings have never scared her. If anything, they’ve built her. At home, she had so much love poured into her—too much, she sometimes jokes—and it’s like she had to spread it around to keep herself from overflowing. She carried all that affection into every room with her, warm and palpable, and I’ve been so grateful to receive so much of it over the years.

			I can’t wait for her to get the kind of love she wants right back.

			Bridget scrunches up her nose, entirely unable to play it cool. Then she pulls a face, her cheeks rosy. “I’m sorry. I know. You probably think I sound ridiculous.”

			“No.” I shake my head, feeling my eyes well up. “You don’t sound ridiculous. You sound like you’re letting yourself fall in love. For real. And I…I get it.”

			She laughs. “Yeah, right. It took you, like, six months and three spreadsheets to decide you could commit to Connor.”

			“True,” I admit. “But I technically fell in love with Penn overnight.”

			She freezes. Her jaw drops. “You what?”

			I nod, wrestling with an unstoppable grin. My turn to play it zero percent cool.

			“Ohmygod,” Bridget exclaims. She slams her hands on the bed, accidentally spilling frosted crackers everywhere. “I could tell something was different when you told me about the game. You couldn’t even say his name, but…” Her eyes widen as she grips my knee, rattling me. “You love him?”

			I cover my impossibly big smile with both hands. “So much.”

			We both laugh, two blushing idiots. Bridget pours us more wine and screeches at all the right times while I give her the MASH relationship rundown. When I reach the end, she says, “Let me get this straight. In the seventh-grade matrix, or whatever, you both fell in love.”

			“Right.”

			“But here, you and Penn are still just friends. Who like to flirt.”

			“Right,” I say again. She pauses, her eyes fixed on the wall behind me as if she’s still wrestling with the facts. “It’s a lot to take in,” I acknowledge. “So, just…let it marinate.”

			Two seconds later, she eyes me, head tipped to one side, and asks, “What was Penn like?”

			I shrug. “Same as here.”

			“In bed, I mean.”

			“Bridget.”

			Her smirk is wicked. “What? It’s a fair question.” She dips her chin. “Clearly, it couldn’t have been that good, or you’d have already made your way to bone town.”

			“Uh, you’ve skipped a few stops between friendville and bone town.”

			She points at me. “That’s your problem. That’s where you’re stuck right now, isn’t it? Somewhere in the middle. You need to make a choice. Go one way or the other.”

			“I know,” I say, sighing. “I’ve just been torn on whether I should get off this train for a while and try to get on a new track, or—”

			“Oh, you should absolutely get off.” Bridget winks and pulls an imaginary train whistle.

			“Helpful,” I deadpan.

			“Sorry,” she says. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around what’s holding you back here. Are you afraid he won’t feel the same?”

			“I’m afraid of all of it,” I admit, letting out a low, nervous laugh. “It was one thing to fall for Penn inside a game, but this is real life, and I’m stuck with whatever happens, good or bad. So are you. And Ryan. If we give it a shot, it’ll shake up everything. I don’t want to rock the boat and throw everyone overboard.”

			“Ruby.” Bridget clicks her tongue. “This isn’t about me, or Ryan, or our feelings.”

			My throat tightens. “Everything is about you two to me.”

			“I know. But not this.” She gives me a small, warm smile, and we may as well be lying side by side in our sleeping bags like we used to, our stuffed teddy bears tucked to our chests. “All we want is for you to do what makes you happy. And obviously, Penn does.”

			Bridget’s got a point. After all, isn’t that what I’ve been preaching for her and Ryan to do, too? To follow their hearts and be true to themselves?

			“I don’t know what to say to him,” I tell her. “I can’t just, like, come out with it.”

			“Well, how did you make everything happen in the game?”

			My eyes close as I recall the palpable humiliation. “I put on teen movie soundtracks and made out with him on a beanbag chair.”

			Bridget cackles. “Well, hold the music, but keep the playbook.” She raises a finger. “Actually, you know what? Let’s stop comparing life to whatever happened in your little MASH galaxy, okay? Love isn’t a game. And all that fear about what Penn might think, or how the rest of us might react—that’s just your excuse to keep stalling the inevitable.”

			I inhale sharply at that word: inevitable.

			“But what if I lose Penn for good?”

			Bridget lifts a shoulder. “Yeah. What if?”

			I get what she’s saying. There’s nothing she or anyone else could say to make me feel safe, or sure. It’s impossible. All I can do is try.

			Maybe that’s where I went wrong in the game. Maybe it was never win or lose, and all I ever needed—all I was there to get—was a participation trophy. Because I can’t plan out every move, and I can’t fix the part of Penn that tells him he’s loved only when he’s needed, or the part of me that sees everything that could possibly go wrong. But I can love those parts in both of us, and take care of them, and give Penn the chance to do the same.

			Bridget sits back, smirking. “I can see the wheels turning.” She does that mortifying train-horn motion again. “All aboard!”

			“No, B,” I warn. “Don’t do it.”

			“Next stop,” she calls out, ignoring me. “Bone town!” As I hang my head, she touches my arm and adds, “By the way—have I ever told you about The Move?”
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			Penn didn’t want to make the PennPals launch party “too big a deal.” For someone so good at celebrating everyone else, he sure has a hard time shining a spotlight on himself.

			But I didn’t give him a choice.

			I dressed up the Madre’s event room with balloons, streamers, and branded PennPals napkins, all in the company’s signature green. I reached out to Penn’s mom, too, asking Diane for pictures from when we were young so that I could surprise him with silly framed photos of his early business ventures. Seasonal food stand included.

			I arrive with Bridget and Ryan soon after the party starts, and almost immediately, those two extroverts get swallowed up by the crowd.

			The guest list kept expanding over the past few weeks. After years of Penn supporting others, he’s receiving that same goodwill, tenfold. Thanks to the flyers and local listings and word of mouth, his phone won’t stop ringing. He’s already moved up conversations with Mac’s techie friend, hoping to build a simple PennPals app sooner rather than later.

			Grabbing a glass of wine, I mingle, dipping in and out of conversations. The room is packed with friends and neighbors, plus the earliest PennPals clients. Katie’s here with Earl, who apparently used to be quite the traveler. He’s been giving my brother plenty of tips, because Ryan’s planned a whole tour of New York restaurants for the holiday break. Connor offered to let Ryan stay with him, and I hope he does.

			I say hello to Mrs. Baker and her niece, who’s being chatted up by Theo. Tonight he’s traded his Noah and the Weekenders T-shirt for PennPals merch. He had it made himself: a branded green T-shirt, socks, and the most ridiculous bucket hat.

			I’m waiting for another drink when I spot Penn entertaining a semicircle of guests, and it’s a rush, seeing him do what he does best: charming people, making them comfortable. He wants everyone else to have a good time because he genuinely cares. Watching him from across the room, I feel young and ridiculous and giddy, like I want to doodle his name in my notebook.

			PennAndRuby4Ever

			Finally, he catches my eye over a man’s shoulder, and his gaze lingers.

			Penn excuses himself, still staring at me while he shifts through the crowd like he’s afraid he’ll lose me if he looks away. He’s wearing the outfit I helped him choose after he sent thirteen mirror pictures for my review. And he looks sharp: crisp navy pants, a gray sweater over a chambray shirt, brown leather shoes. His hair’s grown a bit longer, and tonight it’s tamed and tousled, the scruff along his jaw freshly shaven.

			My hormones are managing a level-ten crisis by the time he stands in front of me, shamelessly letting his eyes drag slowly up my body to meet mine.

			“Ruby.”

			I feel a pang in my chest when my name vibrates in his throat.

			He swallows. “I’ve never seen you in red.”

			I can’t hide my smile, and I can’t pretend looking this good was an accident. I spent an hour on my hair and weeks scouring for the perfect dress: a red long-sleeve number that wraps over my chest with a deep V, cinches my waist, and hugs all the way to my knees. For a long time, I avoided wearing red, believing it a bit too on the nose, considering my name. But it suits me—I’m pretty sure Cheryl from the makeup counter at the mall would approve.

			And it feels good to stand out.

			Penn’s stare drops far below eye level, and when our gazes snag together again, my confidence morphs into a seductive sort of thrill.

			“You don’t look so bad yourself,” I tell him.

			“I had a little help.”

			“Oh? From who?”

			His tongue runs along his lower lip as he grins. Shrugs. “This girl.”

			I’m aware that there are other people in this room. A lot of them. But it doesn’t feel like it. Not with Penn looking at me like that. He seems like he’s in a trance, too, until some faraway noise starts to register, a tapping, and we both snap to attention.

			Penn looks past me, and I turn to where Mac stands on a chair in the center of the room, knocking his beer glass with a spoon. They must’ve checked his megaphone at the door.

			“Speech,” he yells, pointing to Penn. “Speech! Speech!”

			Everyone cheers and I face Penn again, my pulse still too loud, and too fast. He’s already looking at me.

			“I have to go,” he rasps.

			“Go,” I say, grinning. “Your fans are waiting.”

			His eyes stay fixed on me. “Find me after. Okay?”

			I nod, my heart lodged in my throat as he walks away.

			Almost as soon as he’s gone, Bridget’s taken his place, her arm looped through mine. Next comes Ryan, who knocks into me and grins. “Hell of a party,” he tells me.

			I give him a shaky smile back, still unmoored.

			I’ve got a clear view of Penn as he accepts a microphone from one of the servers. He stands in the middle of the room, so handsome and confident, looking every bit himself as he tucks a hand into his pocket and grins.

			“Thank you so much for being here,” he says. “If you’ve been around Lakeville for a while, then you know this isn’t the first—or even the thirty-first—business I’ve tried to build here.” Everyone laughs. “And you also know that I wasn’t exactly a straight-A student, or even a hard worker. Unless you count pumping a keg as hard work.” He pauses, his smile fading into a thoughtful expression. “For a long time, I thought maybe I didn’t have much to offer, except for that—trying to give people a good time. But I’ve learned, fairly recently, that you’re more than what you do. And I’ve felt, firsthand, what it’s like to have someone look out for you, for no other reason than the fact that they believe in you.”

			At last, his eyes find mine, and my heart can’t expand quickly enough to leave room for all the feelings blooming wide open in my chest.

			“That’s what I want PennPals to bring to Lakeville,” he continues. “Connection, and support. That’s what I have to offer, and what this community’s already given to me. Along with a couple teenage misdemeanors we can discuss at the afterparty.” He raises his glass, and everyone follows suit. “Here’s to taking care of each other.”

			Ryan whoops, circling his fist in the air.

			Bridget clutches her chest. “I didn’t know Penn had that in him,” she whispers.

			“I did,” I say, and she smiles.

			Penn doesn’t often get embarrassed, but he does when Mac and Theo lift him up on their shoulders like he’s still their star pitcher, and I desperately want to point out the chandelier hanging, like, six inches from his head, but I don’t. I want Penn to have his moment. I want him to feel loved and celebrated for being exactly who he is.

			Which is the only reason I manage to survive the next two hours. It’s torture every time Penn brushes past me, saying nothing but everything when he catches my eye. Even as we’re unable to continue our conversation, he finds every excuse to bring me drinks, check in with whoever I’m talking to, touch my arm, my hip, my waist.

			His smug, self-satisfied stare has grown on me. It might actually be my favorite thing.

			The party winds down around eleven. Theo’s ordered the final, gazillionth round of shots, Penn’s been cornered by Mac and his enthusiastic pickleball team, and Bridget’s already left with Ethan, who arrived late but won me over instantly with how he gazed at my best friend, starry-eyed, like a kid on Christmas morning. It’s what I’ve always wanted for her: someone who sees she’s a gift.

			I find Ryan sitting at a table near the water dispenser, responsibly hydrating.

			“Look at you,” I say with a laugh as I drop into the chair beside him. “It’s a miracle. I’ve finally rubbed off. You’re a changed man.”

			He grins. “Everybody’s going to Curly’s for an afterparty, but I’ve got early meetings tomorrow. Are you ready to get out of here?”

			“Not yet. I—I have to say goodbye to Penn.”

			Ryan glances at the crowded bar, then back at me. His brow furrows, and I know this is it. It’s time to tell him. Penn and I are tipping into new territory. The change I’ve been afraid to stir up is already here.

			“About Penn and me,” I start, taking a breath.

			Ryan presses his lips together, shaking his head. “It’s happening, isn’t it?”

			I’m thrown off. “What? How did you…”

			He smiles and says, “Ru, be serious. What’s the point of having a twin if you can’t know what they’re thinking?”

			I laugh, mostly out of shock. Of course he could see it. Of course he knew. All this time, I’ve been carefully crafting how I might approach him about it, but I was kidding myself. Trying to control something I couldn’t.

			I’ve known for a while now that I can’t hide from what I want. But knowing and doing are different things, and I’m still finding my way. I’ll get there, though. I’m trying.

			“How long?” Ryan asks.

			“Awhile,” I confess. “I’ve just been afraid to tell you. I didn’t want to screw anything up. I didn’t want everything to get weird because of me.”

			He shrugs. “Just blame Penn, then.”

			I laugh again, but as it fades, my throat tightens. “I don’t know, Ry. What if it all blows up?”

			My brother looks at me, eyes alight. “What if it all works out?”

			I look too good tonight to cry, so I steal Ryan’s water and take a drink, hoping that’ll calm me down. He shifts in his chair to wrap an arm around my shoulders, letting his head rest on mine. “One of these days,” he says, “you’ll have to stop worrying so much about the rest of us.”

			“Okay,” I promise.

			Ryan squeezes me again. “Mom will be thrilled. She’s always liked Penn better than us, anyway.”

			I snort. “He’s such a suck-up.”

			“The worst,” Ryan agrees.

			The crowd starts to dwindle, but still, it will take my brother at least fifteen minutes to say his goodbyes, so I slip on my purple coat and maneuver past the pickleball bros to find Penn.

			His smile cracks open at the sight of me. “Hey.”

			“Hi.”

			Penn grabs his coat and shifts out of the group, pressing a hand to the small of my back to lead me away from the cloud of cologne. Outside, the frigid air is a welcome shock.

			“You’re coming to Curly’s,” he says, slipping on a dark wool jacket he’s worn for years. I can see his breath. “Right?”

			“Actually, Ryan’s got to leave. So he just called us a car.”

			Penn’s face falls. “Oh. Right. Okay.” He sets his hands in his pockets, his shoulders shrugged up around his ears in the cold. “Did you have fun tonight?”

			“It was perfect, Penn.”

			His pleased grin wedges right under my rib cage. “Yeah. It was.”

			He steps closer, just an inch, and his eyes flash with something familiar and intimate. I study his face, a map I’ve memorized. I know every freckle, every mark on his skin, and I can picture him older, too, can see us together, laughing, every sidelong glance a conversation. I’m overwhelmed, all too aware of my own breath, and his, and maybe that’s why I say it. “You were right. I’ve thought about it.”

			“About what?” Penn asks.

			I shouldn’t do this right now. This is his night, and I’m just thrown off by the snow and the stars and his loaded stare. “Never mind.” I shake my head. “I—”

			He cuts me off. “Nope. No take-backs, Wynne.”

			His lip quirks, and it unhooks something inside me.

			“Us,” I say simply, delighting in the way his eyes spark. “I’ve thought about us. You and me. A lot.”

			His gaze flickers over me. “Pining?”

			“Yes. Pining.”

			For a moment, Penn just looks at me. His lips are parted, but he doesn’t say anything. I can’t tell if he’s going to kiss me or make a joke or ruffle my hair. I can’t tell if he’s even breathing.

			I start to say something, anything, just to break the ice. But then the door swings open, and we both turn. Ryan pauses a few feet away, looking between us.

			“Car’s here,” he says, pointing toward a pair of headlights down the block.

			Penn faces me, his eyes mirroring all the hope and fear I’m feeling, decades of unspoken words and blurred timelines and a thousand tiny threads tugging between us.

			“You go ahead,” I tell Ryan. But I’m still staring at Penn, and his expression shifts, the sun rising across his face, warm and bright.

			When I look at my brother again, he’s smiling, too. “Okay. Yeah. Sure.” He clears his throat, then squeezes Penn’s shoulder, giving me one last nod as he finishes zipping his coat. “You two have fun, alright? And watch out for that tequila, Ru.”

			He grins at me and leaves, and Penn runs a hand through his hair, his head dipping on a low laugh. He stares down at the sidewalk, last week’s snow now a gray slush at our feet. When he meets my eyes again, he wears a nervous, tilted grin. “I have something for you.”

			I straighten, surprised. “Did Theo make a PennPals bucket hat for me, too? Really crossing my fingers for one.”

			Penn reaches into his back pocket, pulling out a folded-up piece of paper. “Here.” He drops it into my palm before shoving his hands back into his coat.

			I thumb the well-worn page, then arch him a teasing look. “You wrote me a note?”

			“No. It’s a to-do list.”

			“You know how I love a to-do list. What’s it for?”

			“Senior year.”

			“Of high school?” I laugh in disbelief. “And you held on to it?”

			He shrugs. “I found it in that old business-idea notebook I was telling you about. It was in a shoebox at the back of my closet.”

			Curious, I unfold the page, Penn’s horrific chicken scratch unmistakable. “Why are you giving this to me?” I ask, glancing up to search his eyes.

			Snowflakes drift off the awning overhead, floating in the air between us.

			“Because nothing’s changed, Ruby.”

			My eyes trace his face for clues again before I start reading. There’s no date on the page, and very few words. Teenage Penn got right to the point.

			TO DO:

			
					
					Save money.

				

					
					Chill with Ryan.

				

					
					Read 30 20 books.

				

					
					Host a rager.

				

					
					Talk to Ruby.

				

			

			Another laugh tumbles out of me. “A rager, huh?”

			“I was eighteen. I had my priorities straight.”

			Still grinning, I ask, “What did you have to tell me?”

			“Oh, you know.” Penn lifts a shoulder. “Everything?”

			His smile is soft. Mine won’t go away. We hold each other’s stares, and something tender and golden warms me from the inside out.

			I take a deep breath, gathering my nerve.

			“Penn,” I start. “We’ve been playing games with each other for a long time. Sometimes that was easier for me than facing reality, because the reality is…I’m in love with you.” His breath hitches, and I say it again. It feels so good to say it. “I love you, Penn. For real. It terrifies me to admit that, but it’s much more terrifying to think of a world where I don’t at least try, because I don’t want to be so afraid anymore, or so careful. I don’t want to be so scared of taking risks that I lose out on what really matters to me. Or who.”

			Penn nods, his eyes crinkled at the sides, and I can tell he’s seeing it, too: me and him, playing like a movie in his mind. A three-second flash of every us we’ve ever been.

			He takes my hands and swallows hard, his voice thick when he says, “You love me, huh? Like, capital-L love?”

			“Eh.” I shrug. “I was thinking more like l-u-v.”

			Penn laughs. He brings my hands to the back of his neck and grips my waist, tugging me closer. “Glad we cleared that up,” he says. His eyes dart between mine. “I should’ve told you how I feel about you forever ago. I just wasn’t ready.”

			I knit my fingers in his hair, overwhelmed. “Neither was I.”

			“I didn’t want you to be my warm-up,” he says. “You were always supposed to be my closer.”

			I grin. “Is that a sports metaphor?”

			“Maybe. Could be a music one, if you prefer.”

			I’ve seen so many of Penn’s smiles, but this one is my favorite: up close, small but brilliant. An entire galaxy, just for me.

			His hands move to my face, his thumbs sweeping across my cheekbones as he says, “I’m so in love with you, too, Ruby. Always have been.” He shrugs. “Guess you’re stuck with me.”

			“Promise?” I whisper.

			Penn smirks before he leans in and kisses me, our smiles pressed together. Sparklers go off in my chest, a kaleidoscopic whirl of color splashing across my mind while I stand here, in this moment, with Penn. Happy and imperfect and hopeful and afraid and as sure as I’ve ever been about anything.

			When we pull apart, he rests his forehead against mine and asks, “Did you practice that speech?”

			“Parts of it,” I admit. “But I didn’t account for the freezing temperatures. The weather was a real liability.”

			“Yeah, well. So am I.”

			“You are,” I agree. “But I’m willing to take a risk on you.”

			He shifts back and cocks his head, grinning. “You sure about that?”

			I nod, struggling to swallow, suddenly overcome. This is real. It’s us. Every version of him has known every version of me, and I can’t wait to meet whoever we become next.

			He’s my other half, and maybe I always knew it.

			Or maybe it was just a matter of time.
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Epilogue

			September, Nine Months Later
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			“Tuck the shirt in,” Bridget insists. “Show off your waist.”

			“Tuck it into what?” I ask. “There’s no room for anything but my ass in these shorts.”

			We stand in front of the cracked mirror in the Curly’s bathroom, both of our brows furrowed as we assess our glimmering reflections.

			Over the weekend, we found iridescent “shorts” at a clubwear store, and while the sparkle factor matches my imagination, they look more like polyester underwear. Between the shorts, the knee-high socks, and our white button-ups, which I decorated with iron-on disco-ball patches, I’ve successfully re-created my roller-rink uniform for tonight.

			Penn and I joke often about the seventh-grade MASH game that predicted us living happily ever after, and it’s nice, feeling that synergy between the two worlds—the two versions of me. Which is why, with my turn to choose our birthday plans, I picked a roller-disco theme.

			Bridget turns side to side, admiring the way the light reflects off her shorts. “I must say: I don’t hate this look.” She wraps an arm around me, the buttons nearly popping off her shirt as she adds, “I’m so glad you’ve come over to the shiny side.”

			I laugh. “It’s definitely grown on me.”

			Half my body is covered in chunky body glitter, the cheap kind that might as well be glue, and considering it’s damn near permanent, I’m telling myself it’s fine if it lasts until Halloween. Penn and I have a running list of costume ideas in our shared Notes app, and there’s a strong chance we’ll end up as unicorns, because he likes the idea of a fleece onesie and I sometimes miss living inside a Lisa Frank wonderland.

			“Sweet Dreams” is playing when we snake our way back through the bar. Earlier, Ryan loaded up the jukebox with eighties hits, and with the boys’ help, we’ve managed to transform Curly’s into The Disco Diner. Or, at least, The Disco Diner Lite.

			While Bridget understands exactly where my meticulous party plans came from, Penn and Ryan have marveled at the specificity of my decorating ideas. Colorful string lights crisscross the ceiling, where Penn painstakingly hung six disco balls in a row, just like in the game. I’ve topped each of the sticky highboy tables with a vase full of glow sticks and lined the bar with bright pairs of roller skates—purely for vibes, because, as the bar’s new manager, Theo doesn’t want to be responsible for any injuries. Bridget helped me with the outfits, and Penn “knew a guy” at the party store, so we rented a light-up sign, the bubblegum-pink letters big and bright: Just Roll with It.

			I’m trying to do a little more of that these days.

			Theo included tonight’s theme party on the Curly’s events calendar, so the bar is packed with strangers wearing their disco best. Our friends have taken over the best table, though, a big round one in the back by the popcorn machine. Ryan, happily rocking a sequined shirt, sits beside Ethan, who’s gone more subtle with a dark button-up and an oversized collar.

			Penn’s nowhere in sight. He’s probably given in to the itch to get behind the bar again.

			The man loves to mingle. And I love him for it.

			It’s been four months since he left Curly’s to dedicate himself full-time to PennPals, which has taken off since the app went live. Now Penn has plans to open PennPals chapters throughout the Chicagoland area and hire locals to lead each one.

			His passion is infectious, and I know what it’s like to see your vision come to life, so after I helped get his business off the ground, I wanted to do the same for other people. Thanks to Penn’s network, I’ve met several hopeful entrepreneurs, and I’ve already worked with four of them to map out business plans. The work sits right in the sweet spot, balancing numbers and creativity, and once I have more experience under my belt, I hope to expand my offerings and brand myself as a small business consultant.

			Bridget slides onto the stool beside Ethan, grinning up at him as he kisses her hairline. Ryan’s hands flail while he talks, filling them in on his next adventure. Tomorrow, he’s off to Italy. He plans to flit around Europe for six weeks, and I bought him a new camera for our birthday so he can show me everything when he gets home.

			Home. The word carries new meaning for me these days.

			Two months ago, Penn and I moved into a small apartment on the far side of town. Something tells me a mansion will never fit into our budget, but I’d love to find a spot on our old street someday. Not because I’m stuck in the past, but because I’m grateful for it. Shared memories are a gift, and I never take for granted how many of mine include Penn. I swear, every time I look at him, I feel how long life is, and how lucky we are to have spent so much of it together already.

			My phone buzzes, and I know without looking that it’s another text from Mom.

			
				Happy birthday, my loves!! Have fun! Make good wishes!!

			

			I laugh to myself. After last year’s chaos, I’m not sure I want to make another birthday wish. And really, I don’t need one. It’s nice to finally trust where I’m headed. Believing I can handle whatever comes, even if I have to operate without a plan, or without rules.

			The best things in my life have come as a surprise. Now each day feels like beginning a new book, the spine of my life cracked wide open with possibility.

			I scan the room for Penn, and sure enough, he stands behind the bar, a white towel thrown over the psychedelic button-up shirt he’s paired with a backward hat, which doesn’t suit the theme, but it suits him.

			I wait at the bar behind girls dressed in matching floral jumpsuits until Penn catches my eye and politely asks them to let me through. They step aside, and I drop my elbows onto the bar in front of him, resting my chin in my hands.

			“Excuse me, sir. One cup of your finest meat soup, please. Extra-hot.”

			He leans against the bar, matching my posture, a twinkle in his eye as his gaze meets mine. Although, to be fair, that might be the reflection of my body glitter.

			“Sorry, miss,” he says. “No meat soup tonight. We only serve it on weekdays that don’t end in y. But may I interest you in some rum?”

			I shake my head, solemn. “My rum days are behind me. Perhaps a lap dance?”

			Penn grins and bends forward to kiss me, and when he pulls back, I smile, wondering how I got so lucky. Wondering, as I do so often, what actually happened to make this dream come true.

			He rounds the bar and takes my hands, lifting them to survey my outfit again. “Not gonna lie.” He shoots me a suggestive look. “I’m pretty into this outfit, Ruby.”

			Even now, still, the low tenor in his throat when he says my name—it buckles my knees.

			I do a little shimmy. “You should see me on skates. I’ve still got moves.”

			“Oh, yeah?” He nods at the pairs lined up on the far end of the bar. “Maybe we should take those for a spin after closing.”

			“Me? Yes. But you? No. Sorry, Pennjamin. Nobody deserves to see that.”

			“Such a menace,” he hisses, pressing his forehead to mine.

			We kiss, and the song changes, the shimmery opening notes of “Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now” blaring through the bar.

			Penn pulls away and laughs. “Ryan queued up quite the playlist.”

			“A little much,” I agree. “But that’s kind of what I’m into these days.”

			His lip quirks. “What else are you into?”

			“You. In these jeans.” I found a pair of men’s bell bottoms and glued a holographic stripe of ribbon along each side. And I may or may not have purposely sized down.

			“Good,” Penn says. “Because I plan to wear them all season. They’ll pair well with my flannels, don’t you think?”

			“As long as you leave the top buttons undone,” I add. “The chest hair is crucial.”

			He laughs again, my favorite sound, then takes my hand and leads me to our table. While everyone settles in, I sneak away and head back to the bar to visit Theo, returning with a tray of bad ideas.

			“This round’s on me,” I announce, handing out shot glasses.

			“Whoa.” Ryan nudges Ethan. “You know it’s a big night when my sister buys tequila.”

			Bridget claps. “Here! We! Go!” With a wide grin, she says, “Happy birthday!”

			I glance around at all the loves of my life as we clink our glasses together. After we throw back the shots, I lean in to Penn and say, “Promise you’ll carry me home?”

			He tilts down to whisper in my ear. “I’d carry you anywhere.”

			I flush, warm from Penn’s words, and from the horrifically cheap tequila burning inside my chest, and as everyone laughs, I think: This. This is where the magic lies.

			Because I believe in it now, life’s magic.

			Time and time again, it’s led me to exactly where I’m meant to be.

			

	

Messages Penn Sends Me on Our Wedding Day

			 

			
				I’m bouncing all my ideas off Theo. Hope it’s cool if I quote Fight Club in my vows.

			

			
				On a scale from 1 to Ryan, how hard are we dancing tonight?

			

			
				The hourglass emoji, plus: I’m counting down the hours. I can’t wait to marry you.

			

			
				Would you rather: Watch me slow-clap while you walk down the aisle? Or give me a lap dance when you reach the end? (I choose option two.)

			

			
				Reminder, Wynne: No take-backs.

			

			
				I love you, Ruby. I’ll always love you. See you at our spot.
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					Ruby has always had her life planned to a T. So, when her boyfriend, Connor, derails her future plans by suggesting a move and new jobs, Ruby is lost. Why does it scare Ruby to approach life without a map?

				

					
					Ruby’s life changes on her thirty-fifth birthday. Would the story be different if she were ten years younger? Or ten years older? How?

				

					
					To Ruby, Penn doesn’t scream “Mr. Right.” Penn is spontaneous, carefree, and lives in the moment. Yet, their connection is palpable. Does Mr. Right exist? What do you think true compatibility looks like?

				

					
					Connor accuses Ruby of not dreaming big enough. What does dreaming big look like for Ruby? At which point in the story does Ruby fully grasp what she truly wants?

				

					
					Ruby and Penn’s dynamic is one that, on the surface, is filled with sarcasm, banter, and play, but under many layers, proves to be intimate, sometimes innocent, and full of yearning. In what ways does their history inform the present? Do you think they’d end up together if they’d met as adults?

				

					
					From Theo and Bridget to her twin brother, Ryan, Ruby always has someone in her corner, cheerleading her through every mishap and celebration. In what ways does MASHland clarify who Ruby’s true supporters are?

				

					
					MASHland is a place of endless dreams and possibilities. And while it’s a world in which Ruby can indulge, she reminds herself that it’s not real. In what ways is MASHland, in fact, very real?

				

					
					The MASH Up features some swoon-worthy romance tropes. Which was your favorite? If you could experience one romance trope, which would it be?

				

					
					In your own game of MASH, what would your life consist of? If you could live the life your thirteen-year-old self imagined, what’s the first thing “MASH you” would get up to?

				

					
					What do you see next for Ruby and Penn?
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