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1

THEN

If you had asked me before the night when everything changed, I’d have said that I was family. That the Cohens were flesh and blood, as ingrained in me as every cell in my body. Not because I was as clueless about genetics as my bio teacher, Mr. Waters, seemed to think I was, but because we shared things that mattered: history, memories, secrets, and time.

So the evening we sat around the dining table waiting to hear Mel’s news, it didn’t even occur to me that I could be somewhere else. That it was summer and the lake was glistening and I had my own home across town.

I was sitting in my usual spot, across from Rowan and beside Luke, the same spot I’d occupied since Ro and I met at tennis camp when we were seven and became best friends.

“Pass me the salad.” Naomi, Mel’s best friend, was sitting on my right, and she tapped my wrist to get my attention.

Mel had gotten home from the doctor less than an hour earlier and, instead of answering the barrage of questions we threw at her, immediately insisted that we sit down to “a nice dinner.” She said we would talk after we’d eaten. One of the things I’d always loved about Mel was that she never treated me, Luke, and Ro like kids. She told us the truth and spoke to us like we were her equals. Which made the way she was acting now all the more unsettling. She was talking and laughing with Naomi, as if everything was completely normal, as if everything was fine. But it couldn’t be, could it?

If the doctors had given her good news, she would have just said so.

She had to know that the way she was dragging this out meant that there was only one conclusion we could reach: Mel was sick.

The kind of sick you couldn’t get over with chicken noodle soup and a warm water bottle and a couple of days spent watching Netflix in bed.

My stomach lurched at the thought.

“I need some guinea pigs for this new cupcake recipe I’m trying for the bakery,” Mel said, trying to engage us, but Ro just kept vigorously chewing, violently scraping his fork against his plate. I didn’t know it was possible to eat angrily, but he was doing it. Apparently he had even less patience for Mel’s stalling than I did.

Beside me, Luke was staring down at his plate, moving the food around but not really eating anything. Ever the opportunist, Sydney, the dog, was sitting primly beside Luke’s chair, and I caught him sneaking her a cooked baby carrot when he thought no one was looking. Ordinarily, the sight would have made me smile, but Luke looked so miserable it made me feel like crying.

Oblivious, Mel kept chattering about her new cheesecake cupcakes, her voice as raspy and as calm as ever.


  She talks the way Billie Holiday sings.


I’d written those words in my journal once, many years ago, after one of the afternoons I’d spent at the Cohens’, lounging around in the living room with Mel and listening to the old jazzy songs she liked. I’d doodled hearts around the words. Honestly, most days I wasn’t sure whom I loved more: Mel or her sons. I was a little bit in love with each of them, in slightly different ways.

“Jessi.” Ro’s voice suddenly cut through my thoughts. “Can you come help me in the kitchen for a sec?”

His voice had an edge to it, but I stood and followed him out of the dining room. I wondered whether he’d come to the same conclusion I had—that something was very wrong. As soon as we were in the kitchen, I couldn’t help it, I threw my arms around him. Ro hugged me, then patted my back like he was the one comforting me.

His voice was a whisper when he finally spoke. “You have to go.”

I froze, then stepped back. “Go where?”

His arms dropped to his sides. “Home,” he said almost sulkily, staring at the ground.

It took me a moment to understand what he meant.

Home. As in, my home.

“What? Why?” I asked.

“Because you shouldn’t be here.”

I started to laugh, but then I realized Rowan wasn’t smiling. “Ro. There’s no way I’m going home before Mel tells—”

He didn’t let me finish.

“Jesus, Jessi. Do you think you live here?” he spat. “Because you don’t. This is family shit.”

I was speechless. I’d known the Cohens for ten years. I’d spent birthdays and Thanksgivings and Christmases with them. I was there when Buzz, their old cocker spaniel, died when we were nine. A few weeks later, when Mel brought home a box with a shivering Labrador retriever, I’d been the first to peek inside. I helped them choose the name Sydney. I was at their house the day Dr. Cohen packed his things into his SUV and backed out of the driveway, never to return. Never—not once—had any of the Cohens insinuated that I belonged anywhere other than with them.

“Are you serious?” I asked, my voice small.

He nodded, his jaw still set. He made to run his hand through his hair but stopped halfway through the motion, as if just remembering the buzz cut he’d gotten at the start of summer.

“Rowan, I don’t get it,” I said, starting to feel less indignant and more hurt. I felt breathless, like we’d been sparring and someone had suddenly thrust something sharp and lethal between my ribs. Had I done something wrong? This had to be Ro’s way of lashing out because of everything that was happening with his mom. Right?

“There’s nothing to get,” Rowan said, his voice a whisper. “Just like . . . imagine if this was your mom.”

He walked out of the kitchen, leaving me standing there, stunned. The last thing he said was the worst.

Imagine if this was your mom.

Was he fucking serious?

I didn’t need to imagine anything. I didn’t love Mel any less because she hadn’t given birth to me. I didn’t need to be a six-foot-one prick named Rowan Cohen to feel how devastating even the thought of a world without Mel would be.

I stormed back into the dining room and sat down. Beside me, Naomi was refilling her glass of water. I stole a glance at her, at the white-blond hair she wore in a stylish bob. She and Mel had been friends for twenty years. She didn’t need to pass a freaking 23andMe test, and no one was asking her to leave. Who the hell did Rowan think he was?

As I scooped more pasta onto my plate, I felt Ro’s glare bouncing off the top of my head, but I kept going until I had enough food for two people.

Even though my stomach still felt unsettled, I shoveled a forkful of pasta into my mouth.

“This is really good. Thanks, Mel,” I said.

For the next few minutes I ate in silence while Naomi and Mel kept the small talk going.

When I felt Rowan’s gaze on me again, I met his eyes, expecting to see the same annoyed look he’d been giving me for the last five minutes, but instead there was something I couldn’t place. Something like desperation.

Pleading.

His eyes were pleading.

I shot him my own look, one I hoped conveyed my hurt and anger at everything he’d said to me in the kitchen. I can’t believe you asked me to leave.

He lowered his gaze then, as if he could no longer meet my eye.

I couldn’t understand it. Was he ashamed? That made no sense—what did he have to be ashamed of? This was about Mel; it had nothing to do with him.

I kept staring at Ro’s bowed head, imploring him to look at me. This wordless conversation wasn’t over yet. But his eyes stayed fixed on the table, and in that moment, all his anger and bravado and Ro-ness was gone. He was just . . . sad.

And something else I couldn’t explain.


  Shit.


I could deal with Rowan if he was just being a bully, hurting me because something bad was happening with his mom and he needed somebody to take it out on. But this wasn’t that.

I didn’t understand what was happening. I’d never seen him like this. He seemed desperate for me to do this for him.

For me to go.

My instinct was to stay and make him tell me what was wrong, to stay and hear what Mel had to say after dinner, but Rowan’s sad eyes kept avoiding mine.

Until I heard myself standing, pushing my plate away.

“Oh God, Mel,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I just remembered I have this really big assignment due . . . and also a quiz . . . and my dad will kill me if I fail.”

I heard myself mumbling a string of excuses.

In the end, I couldn’t even remember everything I said.

I just knew that Ro still wouldn’t meet my eye as I packed up and that Luke stared at me, confused, the whole time.

I remembered feeling that I was making a mistake, that this wasn’t how any of this was supposed to go. Mel wasn’t supposed to be sick. But if she was, then I was supposed to stay at the Cohen house until after dinner. I was supposed to sit on the slightly lopsided living room couch, wedged between Luke and Ro, while Mel told us her news. Ro and I were supposed to find ourselves in the dark of the backyard shed afterward, the place we always went after big moments to collect our thoughts. We were supposed to lean back against the metal walls, whispering truths too heavy for a bright summer evening in July. We would talk and cry and hurt, and it would suck, but we would do it together. Because we were family, and that was what families did.

I remembered hugging Mel before I got on my bike to ride home, tears streaming down my face the entire time because I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was going the wrong way.

And I didn’t even know why.

THEN

In the end, my mother had been the one to tell me.

As soon as I got home, I’d taken the stairs two at a time to my parents’ bedroom, where I knew my mom would be if she wasn’t at work.

Everything was blurry through my tears, but I saw her right away.

She was a lump in the bed, a blade of light slipping through the crack in the curtains just enough for me to make out her form.

I padded over to where she was, touched what I thought was her shoulder. I’d spent seventeen years trying not to disturb her when she wanted to be alone, but tonight was an exception. Tonight I actually needed her, and for once Mel couldn’t take her place.

“Mom,” I said to the mound of blanket that still hadn’t moved.

She pulled the covers away from her face and squinted at me like she was staring directly into the sun.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Mel’s home from the doctor,” I said. “Can you call her and find out what they told her?”

She blinked up at me, probably wondering why I couldn’t call myself or where I’d come from, if not the Cohens’.

“Okay,” she said finally, slowly pulling herself into a sitting position.

I grabbed the phone on her nightstand and held it out to her.

Her fingers brushed mine as she took the phone, and I wondered how her hands could feel that cold in the middle of summer.

“Melanie, hi.” Her voice was bright and breezy, as if she hadn’t been lying in a dark room for what was probably hours. “Oh, me too. I meant to call and congratulate you on Luke’s graduation.”

I sat at the foot of her bed, hugged my knees to my chest, and listened to my mother’s side of the conversation. To her laughter and easy banter. She couldn’t always pull it off, but sometimes, for short spells, she could pretend to be okay. She somehow managed to pull it together for the things that were really important to her. Like work or the occasional parent-teacher meeting, though those were more Dad’s territory.

But I wondered for the hundredth time why Mom bothered pretending for Mel, who easily knew more about me than either of my parents did. Mel, who knew about the days my mother spent in bed, the medication she wouldn’t take, the therapists she wouldn’t see. You wouldn’t think my mother would be opposed to medicine; she was an optometrist, for God’s sake. But she was one of those people who believed it was okay for everybody else, but not for her. She was just tired, overworked or under the weather, or in need of some alone time. So we lived with it, this nameless, shapeless thing that had hollowed out my mother.

Mom got quiet now as Mel talked on the other end of the line.

I was far enough away that I couldn’t make out distinct words, but Mel’s voice sounded somber, like the melody of something in a minor key.

While she was talking, my own phone vibrated in the pocket of my cutoffs.

It was a text from Luke.


  Why’d you leave like that?


He didn’t text me very often, and when he did, he did so frustratingly. In complete sentences, with punctuation and zero emojis. It was so aggressive.

Usually, though, I knew him well enough to know he wasn’t mad.

But tonight he sounded like he could be mad. At the very least, he was confused.

I considered telling him the truth—that his brother had told me to leave—but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Something was going on with Rowan, and even though I wasn’t sure he deserved it right then, I felt like I had to protect him. If I told Luke what had happened, he would confront Ro, and Ro would . . . well, no one ever knew what Ro would do.

There was something I forgot to do, I texted back. I knew how lame it sounded, but I couldn’t think of anything better.

It couldn’t wait? Luke texted back immediately, and despite myself, I felt vindicated. He didn’t think I didn’t belong there.

I wasn’t an idiot. I had brown skin and a thick, curly mane of hair, courtesy of my black father and white mother. Mel’s parents were from the Philippines, and maybe that was what drew us together—that we both stood out in our mostly white town. But still, it meant I looked nothing like her. I looked nothing like Luke and Ro either, Mel’s raven-haired boys who loomed over everyone. Nobody would look at the four of us and think we went together, but I’d always known—or I thought I knew—that inside, we were all the same. That we’d chosen one another, Luke and Ro and Mel and me, and that made us family.

Whatever Ro was going through didn’t change that.

A wave of anger mixed with regret washed over me.

I should have stood my ground tonight. I shouldn’t have left.

And honestly, I hadn’t needed Luke to tell me that. I’d known it in my bones that I belonged with the Cohens on the worst night of all our lives so far.

My mom was finishing up her phone call with Mel, so I didn’t respond to Luke’s text.

I shoved my phone back into my pocket and walked over to the side of the bed again.

“Take care of yourself, Melanie.” Mom’s voice had gone all somber now, and a lump formed in my throat.

When she hung up, she told me. She said it quickly, like she thought it was kinder to just rip the Band-Aid off, and if I was capable of thinking at that point, I would have appreciated it.

As I buried my face in my hands, blubbering like I was all water, my mother did something she’d never done before.

She slid over into the middle of the bed so I could slip in next to her.

Lying there in my parents’ room, I cried as if I’d never see Mel again. Mom said nothing, running her hand through my hair while I snotted all over her sheets.

As I was growing up, there would be days on end when I didn’t see my mother. She would be just a lump in a bed or a figure hunched in the dark of her room. She needed time, my father would say. She needed space.

Sometimes he’d make her bundle up and go for a walk in the fading sun. She’d look gaunt and pale and hollow-eyed. She needed fresh air.

There was never a time when she needed me, but every time he had the chance, my father told me that she loved me.

She just needed to get better, but she loved me.

I don’t know if I ever really believed it. But if I hadn’t, tonight would have shown me that he was right. My mother hugged me and listened to me cry about the woman I would have—and always had—picked over her, time and time again.

NOW

Summer in Winchester is a bitch.

This time last year, I was taking calculus at summer school and dealing with the kind of news that rocks the foundation of your life. But at least it was air-conditioned.

Sweat makes a lazy trail down the back of my neck as I feed tennis balls over the net and try to avoid getting whacked by a bunch of hyper nine-year-olds. Maybe the time would pass faster if I hadn’t emptied my water bottle within the first half-hour of lessons. Or maybe the time would pass faster if I got paid for what I was doing.

There are a lot of reasons why I’m probably not the ideal teacher, but when the tennis club was down an instructor last year, I volunteered to help out, and I don’t intend to break my promise.

“Looking good, Madison!” I call out to the newest girl in my group, a toothy kid dressed in all-pink everything.

“Nice! Make sure you bring your racket back all the way, Lewis,” I tell the next kid.

I reach into my cart and toss another ball over the net. It comes whooshing back with interest, and I don’t have enough time to jump out of the way before it pelts my right knee.

“Oof. You okay, Jessi?” Derek winces in sympathy from the ad side of the court, where he is also feeding balls to a lineup of kids.

“Yeah. I’m good.” I rub at my knee, trying to erase the pain.

Derek walks over and holds a tennis ball to his mouth to hide what he’s saying. “That kid’s got a forehand. If only he’d tone it down a little and occasionally try to get it in the court.”

“No kidding,” I agree.

Derek is in his forties, a former college player with a massive serve. He started at Tennis Win only a couple of months ago, but he’s already a far more dedicated head coach than the string of coaches the club has hired in the last year, since it’s been under new management. If he didn’t keep a running commentary throughout the day, he wouldn’t be half bad. I miss the husband-wife duo who taught us when Ro and I were kids, but they retired and moved to Florida two years ago.

I manage not to get hit again for the rest of the morning lessons. After cleaning up the courts, Derek and I head back to the club building. My knee is throbbing at this point, so I grab an ice pack from the freezer in the kitchen and fall into a chair in the mercifully air-conditioned lounge room.

As soon as I sit, I am hit with all the reasons I tend to avoid the lounge room like the plague. A grinning fifteen-year-old Rowan stares at me from one of the portraits in Tennis Win’s Hall of Fame. He sports an identical smile in three other pictures that are interspersed among the photographs of past “Winchester stars.” There’s even one of both of us at a tournament we won when we were about ten and playing mixed doubles together, beaming at the camera as if it’s the best day of our lives.

A lump forms in my throat, and I pack up my stuff and quickly leave the lounge, dumping the ice pack in the freezer on the way out. I’m in the parking lot of the tennis club, back out in the scorching sun, when my phone vibrates with a text.

Come to the lake with me and Brett this afternoon! It’s from Willow Hastings, whose dad owns the tennis club. She usually hangs around Tennis Win on Saturday mornings, watching lessons, and I feel relieved that I missed her today. I’m not in the mood for her cheeriness and relentless optimism. Frankly, it’s a miracle that we’re friends—for me, anyway. Because of everything that happened last year, I was basically friendless my senior year, until Willow came to Winchester. Thanks to the brutal luck of having to move just before the last semester of her senior year, Willow and I were the only two untethered planets in the Winchester High galaxy, and we soon found our way into each other’s orbits. I doubt we would be friends if she’d grown up here like everyone else.

I text and walk at the same time.

Can’t. I have to work. I add a sad face emoji, as if this pains me greatly.

With the grandpa you babysit?? she writes back.

I smile, but don’t dignify her text with a response.

I climb into the car my parents bought me at the start of the year.

All Saints Assisted Living is only a couple of miles away from the tennis club, and I arrive fifteen minutes before my shift starts at one. I make my way inside anyway, swiping my badge over the door and going up the elevator and down the hallway to Ernie’s room.

When I knock, he calls for me to come in. I open the door and step into the kitchen of his small apartment, the lights on even though it’s the middle of the afternoon.

“Hey, Ernie. Are you decent?”

“Enough,” he retorts, his usual answer, and I smile.

I find him in the living room, sitting in front of the TV, watching a curling match with no volume.

“How are you doing?” I plop down on the couch next to his beloved rocking chair.

“Better than the alternative,” he says.

“Which is what?” I ask, knowing I’m walking right into the trap of a carefully orchestrated joke. I know he spends all of the days before I come thinking of jokes he can try out on me, so I always play along.

“Six feet under, like my brother Gareth Richard Solomon IV, the unlucky son of a bitch.”

“Ernie!” I say in mock horror. “Don’t make me call your mother.”

“Why not? I haven’t been to a good seance in some years.”

I laugh. “I can’t, when you’re like this,” I say, even though he is always like this and that’s what keeps me coming back. That, and the fact that I get paid for it, which honestly feels like a con, since most times he is easily the best part of my week. I was nervous to apply when I first saw the ad Ernie’s family posted online late last year, looking for someone to keep him company a few times a week. I didn’t have a lot of experience with older people. We live far from Dad’s parents, and I’ve never even met Mom’s. Thankfully, it has turned out to be the perfect job for me. I literally get to sit and exchange barbs with the funniest old man I’ve ever met, and I make money from it.

“Want to go for a walk?” I ask while I tidy up his small table.

Ernie scoffs. “I didn’t do all that exercise when I was young just to get old and do even more. When do I reap the benefits of what I sowed?”

“The fresh air will be good for you,” I insist.

He shakes his head.

“Put on some music,” he says, “and then I want to ask you something.”

I’ve been here enough times that I can hook up my phone to the wireless speaker Ernie’s kids bought him last Christmas, and within seconds Ella Fitzgerald’s voice comes spilling out into the room.

I let myself listen to the old jazz classics only when I’m with Ernie. First, because he’s old enough to appreciate them. Second, because with him as my audience, I can usually manage to keep my tears back.

Today the ache in my chest is dull but bearable.

“What’s up?” I ask when I’m back on the couch.

“I’m always wondering, but I’ve never asked,” he says. “What’s a girl like you doing hanging around all afternoon, three days a week, with an old fart like me?”

“First of all, you’re not—”

“Save it. I know what I am. A goddamned piece of flatulence,” Ernie insists. “Well?”

“Well, what?” I ask.

He is quiet a minute, and then he speaks, his eyes serious, “Why do I get the feeling that I’m replacing something for you?”

I swallow hard.

“You’re not replacing anything,” I say when I manage to speak. But the truth is, we both know he’s right. He’s replacing the family I thought I’d never lose, just the way Willow is replacing the friends I thought I’d always have.

“Hmph,” he says, clearly dissatisfied with my answer, but we go back to listening to the music and not speaking.

As I’m leaving Ernie’s place just after three, my phone vibrates in my pocket and I answer it.

“Hi, honey!” The cheeriness in my mom’s voice is even more unexpected than the call itself. It really shouldn’t surprise me, because that’s a thing my mom does these days. Call me.

“Just wondering when you’re coming home,” she says.

“I’m just leaving All Saints. I had to work, remember?” I probably should have texted to remind her, but I’m still not used to checking in with anyone about where I am.

“Are you sure you’re not working too hard, Jessi? Two jobs and volunteering at the club?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” I say.

“All right.” There’s a short, awkward silence; then she sighs. “Well, I just wanted to see where you were. Drive safe, okay?”

I tell her I will and hang up.

My mother has changed so much this past year that I still have trouble believing that this new version of her, Mom 2.0, is here to stay. The memories of our quiet house and the dark of my parents’ bedroom gives me whiplash, and it’s easier to focus on my conversation with Ernie than to remember how things used to be.

So I go back to what Ernie said about the people he’s replacing, and soon I’m in a sinkhole made of the past. I’m drowning in thoughts of Mel and Ro and Luke, and even Sydney.

I’m usually good about not acting on my impulses, but on my drive home, I break.

I let myself do the thing I rarely ever do.

I drive by the Cohen house on the far east side of town. Slow down to get a good look at the car I don’t recognize and let myself wonder, for just a minute, what my life would be like if last summer never happened.
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THEN

For the whole week after we found out she was sick, I could hardly look at Mel without bursting into tears. Not quiet, dainty ones either, but loud, jerky hiccups. Sometimes I swore I could feel Ro’s eyes on me, and I thought about what he’d said that night.

Imagine if this was your mom.

Did he feel as if I were hijacking Mel, binding myself to their family, to their pain, when it wasn’t mine?

And how could he possibly think that? That it wasn’t mine, too?

I’d grown up following the same rules Ro and Luke did, hearing the same bedtime stories, being hugged and chastised and loved the same way they were. I had more memories of Mel tucking me in than I did of my mother doing so. In all the ways that mattered, Mel was family to me.

How did Ro not see that?

Things had been weird with me and him ever since that night at his house. He still wouldn’t tell me the real reason he’d asked me to leave, and I still hated him a little for it. Or I tried to hate him, anyway. Mostly, I was just sad. Ro and I didn’t keep secrets from each other. We sometimes fought, but we never purposely hurt each other. It made me wonder if something had changed in our friendship, if somehow we were drifting apart.

On Saturday, just a couple of days after Mel’s news, Ro and I were sitting in Rosas, the bakery Mel owned, stuffing our faces with red velvet cupcakes. Rosas is Tagalog for “rose,” but people always assumed it was Rosa’s, and that Mel was Rosa.

Now, temporarily abandoned in front of me, was my calc textbook and a pile of papers documenting my failed attempts to figure out derivatives. I’d jumped at Rowan’s offer to help me, glad we could spend some time together, but his “help” was turning out to be of no use. He was nearly as bad as I was at calculus.

I could hear Mel’s voice in the back as she was training the lady who would be managing the store over the next few months while Mel started treatment.

“I love her accent,” I whispered to Rowan, who was scrolling through his phone, probably watching tennis highlights, as Wimbledon was on at this time of year.

When he didn’t answer, I tapped his foot under the table and repeated what I’d said. The woman, Beverley, had this prim British accent that mixed unexpectedly with a Midwestern drawl on certain words. I’d heard her telling Mel that she was from Brighton but had lived in Ohio for more than fifteen years. As a rule, Winchester didn’t get a lot of new blood, and we always got excited when it did.

“Hmm,” Rowan said absently.

I stood and walked around to his side of the table. I leaned down, pretending to get a napkin, when what I really wanted was to see what held his attention so tightly. If he was looking at anything gross, I was going to round kick him.

I stiffened when I saw the logo of the hospital where Mel’s treatment was supposed to start the next Monday.

Rowan finally noticed me, and he quickly turned off his phone screen, saying, “Do you mind?” That his impulse was to shut me out stung. It was like the night Mel had been diagnosed all over again.

“Why did you make me leave?” I asked, still leaning over him. “That night, why did you want me to go?”

“I already told you,” he muttered. “It was a family thing.”

“Naomi was there.”

“She’s Mom’s friend. Mom clearly felt comfortable enough to share the news in front of her.”

The implication was that I had been at Mel’s house as Ro’s friend and had no other reason to be there that night. I blanched. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

He shrugged.

I glanced into the back of the bakery, where I could make out a sliver of Mel’s green shirt, and wondered if there was any truth to what he was implying.

Could Mel have wanted me to go that night?

Why wouldn’t she have told me that herself?

Until that night, I’d felt so confident in my place with the Cohens. But now, thanks to Rowan, I was starting to question every assumption I’d ever made.

Like, how did I know Mel saw me the way I thought she did? Had she ever actually said I was the daughter she’d never had?

A voice in my head told me she didn’t have to say it. She had always been super affectionate with me, she’d always included me in her family’s plans, right from that day, years ago, when seven-year-old me was left standing outside Tennis Win because my dad was late picking me up again.

Maybe it’s because she felt sorry for you. That wasn’t much of a stretch. I was the girl with the absent mother, the girl whose tennis whites had been dyed purple by a dad who didn’t know the first thing about doing laundry. Pity was the most logical explanation for the way I’d been embraced by the Cohens all those years ago, but was it the truth?

I turned on Rowan.

“You’re such an asshole. You know that?”

“Whatever,” Rowan said, standing. “I have to get to practice. You need a ride or what?”

“I’ll walk, but thanks.”

He rolled his eyes. “Let’s go.”

“I said, I’ll walk but thanks.”

“Fine,” he said, and stalked off. He’d made it all the way to the door before he stopped again. We both knew my house was all the way across town and that walking would take a good hour and a half. “Are you for real right now?” he asked, raising his hands in exasperation.

I ignored him and sat down at our table, my back to him. I heard the door slam shut a few seconds later.

“What was that?” Mel asked, appearing again behind the counter.

“Just Ro, being a jackass. Can you give me a ride home when you’re done? I mean, if that’s okay.”

Mel was wiping the counter now, but she looked up at me with a frown. “Of course it’s okay. Why would you think it wasn’t?”

Ro’s acting like he’s sick of me, I wanted to say, but I didn’t want to throw him under the bus. So I kept my mouth shut and simply shrugged.

“I’m giving you a ride home,” Mel said, letting me know there were no ands or buts about it. When I nodded, she turned and disappeared into the kitchen.

It was intensely inconvenient, being newly seventeen and still not having a car. Ro had managed to land a cheap secondhand Ford, even though money was much more of an issue for the Cohens than it was for my parents. Correction: money was much more of an issue for Mel and the boys. Dr. Cohen and the ER nurse he’d left Mel for definitely had no money issues, going by the lavish gifts Luke and Ro normally got for birthdays and Christmases.

Even though I’d gotten my license last year, my father still felt I wasn’t “ready” to have my own car. I think, in his mind, my having a car meant one more thing he had to worry about. He already had Mom and EyeCon, the eye clinic my parents owned. The way I saw it, it was one less thing he had to worry about, because I would no longer be bumming rides off my friends or taking buses or walking, but as far as Dad was concerned, a car meant ample opportunity for accidents and mischief, and I had yet to convince him otherwise.

Over the next few weeks I continued to ask Rowan about that night. He would probably have used the word harass, but I wouldn’t let it go. He had done this to me—making me question how the Cohens really saw me after all these years. I just couldn’t accept that any of what he’d said was true. Mel did not seem to act, in any way, like I was the pest Ro had made me feel I was. She was never short with me, never distant or annoyed or anything less than what she’d always been: kind.

I was used to feeling unsteady in other ways. For my whole life, my mother had been the biggest question mark in my world. I used to spend hours staring at the photographs lining the living room walls, pictures from when my parents were newlyweds, traveling through South Africa and France and the UK. I’d park in front of those framed photos, asking the pictures questions they couldn’t answer. Why the two people in them looked like strangers. Why my mother seemed happy and vibrant and round-faced in those early pictures, but haunted and gaunt and faraway in all the pictures taken after I was born. I’d ask the old Polaroids they took in grad school when that ever-present crease between Dad’s brows first appeared and what caused it—and why, if he turned away from looking at my mother for even a second now, it seemed she would break.

I was used to questioning so many things about my life, and now, in addition to the other things I could never figure out, I had questions about my place with the Cohens.

THEN

I went from spending every night at the Cohen house to every second or third night, even though, while Mel was undergoing treatment, I kind of wanted to be there all the time. I wanted to know when she was having a bad day. I wanted to be the one to watch scary movies with her and paint her toenails when she wanted to forget about being sick. I wanted her to know how much I cared.

Once, when I was nine, my mom had been in bed all day and I was hungry and cranky and tired of being quiet, so I kept inventing excuses to go into her room and talk to her. First I told her I was hungry. Then I asked if I could have a Popsicle. Then I asked if she knew it was raining. The fourth time I went in there, my dad, who had just gotten home from work, stopped me before I could say anything. He pulled me out into the hallway, shut Mom’s door, and leaned down to talk to me.

“Mommy’s really tired today. Let’s let her rest for a little while, okay?”

He tried to get me to follow him to the kitchen, but I refused to budge.

“Jessi,” he said with a sigh.

“Can I go to Rowan’s house for dinner?” I asked.

“Not tonight.”

“But why?”

Dad sighed again, this time through his nose. “You know, honey, sometimes people just need to be on their own.”

I knew what he meant—that the Cohens were their own family and we were ours. But it was also true of my mom, that most times she didn’t need or want me around.

I was remembering those words alone in my room one Friday night, the second week after Mel’s treatment started, when my phone rang.

I lunged for it, panic setting in when I saw the name on the screen.

“Luke,” I said as soon as I answered. “Is she okay? Do I need to come over?”

“Mom’s good,” Luke said, knowing right away who “she” was. “It’s not that. It’s Ro.”

I sat up straighter in bed. “What’s wrong with Ro?”

“He went to practice this morning and never came home. I told Mom he was with you, so she wouldn’t worry. He’s . . . not, is he?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head as if he could see me. A sick feeling flooded my body. It wasn’t like Rowan to disappear without telling anyone. I wasn’t used to this distance between us—my best friend not confiding in me.

“Do you have any idea where he could be?” Luke asked.

I racked my brain and threw out some names. Luke had either already checked with those people or they were people we didn’t have numbers for. Like that Saul kid Ro co-taught with at the tennis club. Or Claudia, a sophomore last year, who Rowan had dated for, like, half a minute.

“Shit,” Luke muttered low, under his breath. It wasn’t that often he swore or that often he was worried, really worried, but I’d seen it twice just this summer. Tonight, and the night Mel got her results.

It unnerved me.

Luke was saying something about calling him if I heard anything, when it suddenly hit me.

“Celia!” I shouted into the phone. “It’s Friday night!”

Celia famously had a blowout bash every Friday night in the summer. She lived on the edge of town, and her parents were always spending weekends at some lake house upstate. It didn’t make sense that Ro would be there. He could be impulsive and stupid, and from the time we were little, he had always been the life of the party, but the last thing Ro would do was risk losing a tennis scholarship by being busted for underage drinking. Also, Mel would kick his ass. Still, I couldn’t think of any other place to try.

“Celia?” Luke repeated. Sometimes, with the year between Luke and Ro and me, I forgot that there was a small but significant group of people we knew at school who he didn’t know, and vice versa.

“Celia Murphy. I can show you where she lives.”

Luke was in front of my house in fifteen minutes. When I climbed into the passenger seat of his car, the moonlight cut a jagged line across his face, but it was clear how stressed-out he’d been. His hair was all messy, like he’d been running his hands through it, and his eyes were wide and tired.

“Thanks for coming with me. Are you good with your parents?” he asked, and I waved off his question.

“It’s okay. They won’t care.” It wasn’t true. Dad was most likely to notice my absence, and he would certainly care, but I was counting on my parents not waking up until the next morning, when I would be fast asleep in my own bed. Just in case, though, I’d scribbled a quick note on the kitchen counter before I left, telling them Ro was missing and I’d gone to help Mel look for him.

We didn’t speak much as we drove. It was only after the sound began to aggravate me that I realized I was responsible for the tapping noise, my nails rapping repeatedly against the door of the car. If it annoyed Luke, he didn’t show it.

It was rare for it to be just us two, driving somewhere this late at night, and the fact that my best friend was missing made it even stranger. Still, I felt a quiet comfort that Luke and I were in this together. That wherever Rowan was, we would find him. Everything would be okay.

I was glad I was the person Luke had thought to call when he needed help.

“He better have a damn good reason for disappearing like this,” Luke said, annoyance temporarily overtaking his worry.

“I’m sure he will,” I said, even though I wasn’t quite sure it was the truth.

I leaned back in my seat as a trace of mint tickled my nose. I wondered whether Luke had been eating something minty or whether the small leaf air freshener around the rearview mirror was new.

Stealing a glance at his profile, I wondered where he’d been before he’d started looking for Rowan. Had he worked at the computer store today? Was he packing for college already?

The thought of him being six hours away in just a couple of months made my stomach lurch. I would probably only see him over the holidays and in the summer from now on. Mel kept reminding Luke that she had Mom Rights, as far as communication went, so he’d definitely have to call home at least once a week. I was another story. Would he even think about me when he was surrounded by a bunch of new friends in a new town in a new life? I could barely get him to drop punctuation in our sporadic text messages; a phone call would be downright earthshattering.

“What?” he suddenly asked, touching his chin. My cheeks warmed as I realized I’d been caught staring. “Do I have something on my face?”

“Yep. Skin,” I said, the best I could do to save face.

Luke grimaced at my lame joke.

“I’m thinking of staying,” he said all of a sudden.

“Staying—” I repeated dumbly.

“In Winchester. Not leaving Mom and Ro when she’s so . . .” He cleared his throat.

A pang went through my chest.

“And not going to college?”

Luke nodded and glanced over at me.

“But . . . Mel would kill you. And what about your scholarship? She said she just bought you a laundry basket.”

Luke’s laugh filled the car. He laughed so rarely that it felt like a badge of honor when I was the one responsible for it.

“I called student financing at State, and they said my scholarship would still be there if I deferred for a year. I know I won’t be able to concentrate on anything while I’m there. As for the laundry basket, I’m pretty sure it can be returned.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. Walmart’s return policy is ironclad these days.”

He laughed again, and I bit my lip to hide my smile.

“So what do you think?” he asked. “Seriously?”

I thought about it for a minute. “I mean, it’s your decision. Yeah, Mel will have a Mel-tdown, but it’s your life, you know?”

Luke sighed. “That’s it? I know it’s my decision. I want to hear what you think.”

Don’t go, I thought.

I shrugged, we drove in silence for another minute, and then I told the truth. Or half of it, anyway.

“If it was me, I’d stay.”

The “if it was me” part reminded me of Ro’s imagine if it was your mom comment, and that felt gross, but I was being honest. If I had been Mel’s daughter, there was no way in hell I’d have been able to go to college and leave her.

Luke smiled over at me. “I knew you’d say that.”

“Why’d you ask, if you knew?” I said, exasperated.

“I wanted to hear it,” he said. Then, after a moment, “Thanks.”

Another couple of minutes passed before we pulled up in front of Celia’s sprawling circular driveway. Cars were littered all along it and all the way down the street. It would be a shitshow trying to get out of here when this party got busted. And that was a matter of when, not if, judging by the sheer volume of noise spilling out of the house.

Luckily, I spotted Macy, who Rowan and I were friends with, almost as soon as we walked in. “Have you seen Ro?” I asked, feeling a flicker of anxiety. If she hadn’t, there was no plan B.

“Mmmmm.” She frowned, like she was thinking hard about it.

Today would be nice, I thought.

“Actually, yes!” she said, as if she’d just had a revelation. It was clear she had been drinking. Her voice was all watery and high-pitched. “Yes! And he was getting his ass beat at beer pong.”

Relief shot through me.

“Thanks, Mace,” I said, and turned to follow Luke, who was already headed to the next room.

We found Rowan in the dining room, breakdancing. Like, he was literally on his head when we walked in.

I felt Luke stiffen beside me. So much for Ro having a good excuse for disappearing.

Still, I pulled out my phone and took a picture of him balancing on his head. I had to.

As disconcerting as it was seeing Ro drunk off his face, it was too good an opportunity to pass up. Ro and I had a policy that if you were stupid enough to do something, pictures were more than fair game. He had a picture of me wailing after downing two packets of hot sauce on a dare. I had dozens of pictures of him with his hair dyed green for Spirit Day.

“Did you just take a picture?” Luke asked as I stuffed my phone back into my pocket. He shook his head, still annoyed, when I grinned. If he wasn’t used to our antics by now, he never would be.

We walked over to Ro, and he stopped mid-spin and stared at us.

“You’re taking up my space,” he complained.

“You’re upside down!” I shot back, but as Luke and I helped him to his feet, he didn’t seem too embarrassed. He held his head, as if the room were spinning.

“What the hell is your problem?” Luke asked him in a low voice.

“What’s yours?” Ro spat back, glaring down at Luke. He had about an inch on his older brother, and he wouldn’t let anyone forget it.

“Okay, settle down,” I said, getting between them. I hadn’t seen Ro and Luke fight since they were like ten and eleven, and though I doubted Luke would indulge him, a keyed-up Rowan had to be stopped before he got going. The motto of Ro’s life was to act first, think later, unless it directly affected his ability to play tennis. His scholarship and spot on the team were pretty much the most important things to him. Which was why it was so unsettling finding him drunk.

“Grab your shoes. We’re leaving,” Luke hissed, and I noticed for the first time that Ro was, in fact, barefoot.

Surprisingly obedient, he crossed the room and picked up a pair of Vans that may or may not have belonged to him, and then we followed him out of the house.

As we crossed the driveway and walked back to where we’d parked on the side of the road, Ro stumbling between us, Luke and I discussed the logistics of one of us driving Ro’s car home, but the parking situation being what it was, we decided not to deal with it.

“He can take the bus and come and pick it up tomorrow,” Luke said. He used one hand to steady Rowan while his other held his phone up to his ear.

“Don’t tell me you’re fucking calling Mom!” Ro suddenly snapped, and I swear he had never sounded more petulant in his life.

“Rowan, shut up!” I said. I was pretty sure Luke had been listening to a voice mail.

“Calm the hell down, or you can walk,” Luke told him.

“Asswipe,” Ro murmured, but it was significantly below his breath, so I took it to mean that he knew Luke was serious.

After we’d gotten him into the car, I climbed into the passenger seat and we drove back to my house. About an hour had passed since I’d left, and I had no missed calls or messages, so I felt pretty confident that my parents were still asleep.

By now, Rowan was snoring softly in the back seat.

Luke cut the engine in my driveway and looked at me as I climbed out of the car. “Thanks, J.J.,” he said quietly, not wanting to wake his brother.

My stomach flipped at the nickname. When I was a kid, I hated my name. Jessi Rumfield.

I hated that my parents hadn’t even gone as far as to commit to “Jessica.” They’d been so busy living their best lives, and then I’d come along. And maybe I was still such an afterthought to them that abbreviating one of the most overused names of all time was the best they could do. They hadn’t even bothered to give me a middle name. In elementary school I started trying to convince people to call me J.J.

Right around the time it caught on, though, common sense kicked in. I realized how immature the whole thing had been and forbade anyone to call me anything but Jessi. All the people who had obliged me (basically everyone but my parents) went back to my given name. Everyone except Luke.

Sometimes.

Rarely, but sometimes.

With my newfound maturity and, with it, my newfound disdain for tryhards who went by initials, I don’t know how I didn’t manage to beat it out of him. Or maybe I didn’t really want to.

“Anytime,” I said now, and I meant it.

Luke smiled—he knew I did mean it—and then I shut the door and walked back into my house.

As expected, I was safe on the parental front, but my heart was doing this weird leapy thing it sometimes did where Luke was involved. Like when he’d wiped his ancient iPod and filled it with a bunch of Mel’s jazz songs for me one Christmas. Or the time when I got braces and he said my smile was “still a ten.”

I flopped into bed, thinking of Luke, but it was Ro’s words I woke up to the next morning.


  Sorry bout last night . . . if it’s any consolation, head fucking hurts, Mom yelled at me for like an hour and Luke says there’s a picture of me breakdancing???


I kept scrolling and saw another text.


  Wake up wake up


I’m up. What? I asked.

U pissed? He wrote back within seconds.

He sent a GIF of a kitten belching out neon letters that spelled out SORRY.


  Am I forgiven?


Oh sure, I wrote. I mean, you’ve only been a jackass all summer but kitten gifs so I guess all is forgiven.

I’d set my phone down beside me, and it pinged with his response now. Are you being sarcastic?

What do you think? I wrote.


  I thought you might say that.


Before I could ask what he meant, there were two quick raps on my window.

I pulled open the blinds to see Ro’s face pressed up against the glass. He was standing precariously on the tall ladder my father used for cleaning the gutters.

“Ro!” I cried. “Have you lost your mind?”

“I’m about to lose my fucking brains if you don’t open up and let me in,” he said.

I quickly slid my window open, and Ro thrust a small white box at me, then tumbled in after it. He fell hard on the floor and stayed there, staring up at the ceiling and breathing hard.

“Shh,” I said. “My parents are downstairs.”

“Holy shit,” he panted. “Remind me never to do that again.”

I sat on the floor beside him and burst into laughter. “Oh my God. You’re such an idiot.”

“I was trying to make a grand gesture!” Ro said.

“Dying’s a pretty grand gesture.”

I opened the box Ro had handed me to find two of Mel’s mini cinnamon rolls.

“A peace offering,” he said. “For being a jerk lately.”

“Aw, Ro,” I said, a warm feeling rushing through me. I handed him a cinnamon roll, then took one myself. It was sticky-sweet and so delicious I found myself licking my fingers even after it was finished. I leaned back until we were shoulder to shoulder on the floor, our eyes fixed on the ceiling.

“Tell me something good,” Rowan whispered. I knew he was thinking of Mel
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