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            Prologue

         
         How do you fix a broken heart? If you ask Google, it’s going to give you a list of dos and don’ts such as: avoid contact,
            get rid of personal objects and mementos, find a new source of happiness. If you ask my best friends, they’ll tell you to
            get absolutely plastered and hook up with his friends. So, it’s different for everyone, I think. There is no right or wrong
            way to heal. I myself have a different approach. When someone breaks my heart, I get out my journal and a bottle of wine and
            I write him a eulogy.
         

         
         I know how that sounds—weird, creepy, unhinged, all of the above—but it’s not like anyone sees it but me. It’s my closure
            and my therapy, because if you break my heart then you are dead to me. Fictionally. So imagine my surprise when all the boys
            who broke my heart started dying.
         

         
         Literally.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            August

         

         It’s the start of my senior year at Pembroke College—a new beginning. If my life were a Netflix limited series, this would be the first episode. I can picture it as the scene opens to a small apartment bathroom. The lights are off, but the midday sun shines through the windows, illuminating the space just enough to see my hand pop into the frame, like a zombie breaking free of graveyard dirt. I grab on to the sink, hoisting myself up off the ground. The camera zooms in as I look up into the mirror at the mess staring back at me. I pull what looks like a straw wrapper from my tangled hair. My shirt from last night is half off. One fake eyelash still on, the other glued to my cheek. I sigh at my appearance and stumble from the bathroom, but the camera is still focused on that spot, and the title of the show appears on the screen in my absence, in big, bold letters. I wonder what it would say. Maybe something like “Hot Mess,” or “Redeemable?” with a question mark that slaps onto the end of the word at the last second. The audience would wonder how I got here. They would form their initial opinions of this character in front of them, and they might not like me. 

         
         Right now I don’t even like me.

         
         I pull myself from my thoughts as I tiptoe across the hall of the two-bedroom off-campus apartment, squinting against the
            offensive morning light, and I peek in at my bed, wanting it to be empty.
         

         
         Short, light brown hair is lying atop the pillow next to mine. Slow, deep breaths rise and fall under my comforter. Shit.
            I step into my room, over jeans and shirts, the clothes from last night tossed about in a hurry. I can barely even remember
            if we . . . I let the thought trail off unfinished, unwanted as I pick up the black leather wallet on my nightstand and open
            it up. Nick Crane, age twenty-one, six two, brown hair, blue eyes, from Boston. Hm. Not bad. I study the ID a moment longer
            when he begins to stir, turning toward me. I quickly shut the wallet and set it down as he opens his eyes groggily and smiles
            up at me.
         

         
         “Hey,” he says.

         
         He’s cute, and I’m wondering how I’ve never seen him around before, considering we’re the same age. Pembroke is a big school,
            but it’s not that big. And by the time you’re a senior, you either know or at least recognize just about everyone in your
            year. His lazy grin makes my stomach feel sour when I remember that I don’t remember how we got here.
         

         
         “Hate to do this to you but I have to go to work, so I need you to leave.”

         
         I don’t really have to work today; in fact I specifically requested off for this whole weekend, but it’s nicer than just telling him to get out for no reason. I start rummaging around my dresser, pulling out what I would wear to work if I was really going. The first weekend of the semester, also known as Welcome Weekend, is usually a three-day, nonstop party. Everyone is back from the summer, all tan and glowing, and the weather is still warm. Every house has people drinking on the lawn, every bar is packed full. I bet my friends are already up and out again, wondering where I am. 

         
         His smile fades as he looks around, then props himself up on his elbows. “What time is it?”

         
         “Like two in the afternoon.”

         
         “Damn.” He sits up fully now. “Do you want to grab some lunch before you go? Or even just a coffee?”

         
         I find in these situations it’s best to just be curt. “No.”

         
         The last thing I want to do is nurse a hangover in broad daylight with someone whose ID I had to check five minutes ago, like
            I’m the bouncer of my own bedroom.
         

         
         “Oh, okay.” He gathers his clothes from my floor and starts to put on his jeans from last night. “Well, maybe we could grab
            a drink sometime?”
         

         
         He stands up, his white T-shirt still in his hand. I imagine us casually getting a drink together. He would have to remind
            me of his name, I would have more than one drink, and we would wake up here again.
         

         
         “Maybe,” I say, but I don’t mean it.

         
         I walk him to the door, stepping over the clutter of boxes I still have to unpack that are scattered throughout the small space. I trip over a box overflowing with the same books I bring to school every year, cursing to myself when my shin collides with the corner of Little Women, sending the stack toppling over. I give a silent apology to Louisa May Alcott and the March sisters as the hardcover hits
            the ground. He turns at the noise, and I lean casually on the kitchen counter, pretending I didn’t just fall into it. I watch
            his eyes drift over to the empty wine bottles and take-out containers. Knowing I have to get all this cleaned up before my
            cousin Adrienne moves in tomorrow makes my head throb. I wrap my arms around myself, counting the slow, nauseating seconds
            until I can lie back down.
         

         
         He steps out of my apartment onto the wooden platform before the stairs. “Can I have your number at least?” The look on his
            face almost makes me give it to him out of pity.
         

         
         Almost.

         
         “No, goodbye, Nate, it was fun.”

         
         “It’s Nick—”

         
         “Okay, bye-bye, now.” I shut the door without another word.

         
         I pull my curtains closed and get into bed. I can’t help but feel a little disappointed in myself for falling back into this
            pattern so easily. Senior year was supposed to be different; I was supposed to have it under control, but here I am struggling
            to put together my memories of last night like an old puzzle that’s missing pieces.
         

         
         When I finally pick up my phone, I find that I have fifteen missed calls from my mom and younger sister, Claire. We are not the type of family that talks daily—sometimes I don’t even speak to my mom weekly. They were just here on Thursday moving me into this apartment with my stepdad, Don, and youngest sister, Sofie, so what could they possibly need me for not even a full two days later? Dread forms in the pit of my stomach as I think maybe I did something last night that would warrant these calls. I quickly go through my messages and my profiles, covering all bases before replying to them. 

         
         I text them to say that I’m at work and am just now checking my phone. A chat bubble immediately pops up from Claire but goes
            away, then my phone is ringing again. I let it ring a few times while I look at her caller ID photo. It’s a candid picture
            of her mid-laugh, which I can hear in my head when I look at it. Her hazel eyes crinkle at the corners, where freckled cheeks
            form an innocent smile. We don’t look alike. We don’t act anything alike either, at least not anymore. Claire used to always
            copy everything I did. If my favorite color was purple, so was hers. If I declared that I hated broccoli, so did she. But
            then I was old enough to wear makeup and get highlights in my hair, and she wasn’t. Thus set the trajectory for the big personality
            divide. Golden-child Claire, and Sloane, the child sent from Satan himself to ruin my mother’s life.
         

         
         I hit decline on the call and begin typing.

         
         
            
               
                  I said I’m at work and you can text me whatever it is.

               

            

         
         I find that a little white lie here and there is better than having to tell my family that I’m severely hungover, especially
            after last year’s events. I consider myself lucky that Adrienne isn’t here yet to witness me in this state, since I’m sure
            my mom has her on Sloane patrol. That was one of her conditions for letting me finish out at Pembroke: moving in with my honors-college,
            fashion-major, has-her-life-together cousin. Adrienne spent all of last summer in New York City interning at Valentino, and
            I spent mine doing one hundred hours of community service. We are not the same.
         

         
         Another text bubble from my sister. I watch the little dots that indicate she’s typing. But then they go away. My phone is ringing again, this time from my mom. I decline her call as well. Claire’s face pops up again, and instead of nostalgia, I’m just feeling annoyed. I answer the phone ready to bite her head off. 

         
         “Someone better be dead for you guys to be blowing me up like this,” I snap at her.

         
         There’s a long pause on the other end of the line. “Um, well . . .” she says quietly.

         
         I abruptly sit up in bed, which does nothing helpful for my head. “Wait,” I say, lowering my voice. “Is someone actually dead?”

         
         Hearing Jonah’s name come from the other end of the phone makes my ears ring. A time-stopping, head-throbbing ringing that
            nearly drowns out the rest of what she says.
         

         
         Claire fills in the blanks for me on how my high school ex-boyfriend died last night in a horrific car accident. My hand trembles
            as it hovers over my mouth and all I can say back is oh. The two of us sit in shared silence and I know if she were here right now she’d rest her head on my shoulder to comfort
            me; I’d then rest my head atop hers. The room tilts as I lean into the phone, wishing this were the case.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she whispers when I don’t say anything more. “Are you okay?”

         
         “Yeah. Just . . .” Shocked? Confused? I have more questions though I know she can’t answer them.

         
         “Yeah,” she breathes. And I know she gets it without me having to say it.

         
         When I hang up with Claire, I sit with my knees pulled into my chest, willing myself to cry, but no tears come. I start to think maybe I should feel bad for not crying, but in a way, he was dead to me already. I wrote a eulogy for him and everything. 

         
         I get a text from my mom. She’s given up on trying to call me now that I got the news.

         
         
            
               
                  Are you ok?

                  Yeah I’m fine.

               

            

         
         I get back up out of bed and dig through my backpack. Another text comes in from her.

         
         
            Are you sure you’re at work? Claire said you sound like you just woke up. It’s almost 3 pm on a Saturday. Sloane, if I find
               out you’ve been out partying all weekend you will be coming back home.
            

         

         I roll my eyes at that. A third message comes through.

         
         
            You promised you wouldn’t get into trouble this year, don’t make me regret letting you go back.

         

         I want to respond in all caps, I GET IT, but I don’t, it’s not worth the fight. I find my leather journal at the very bottom of my backpack. I bring it into bed
            with me and open it up to the first page, the first eulogy, Jonah’s.
         

         
         
            
               For anyone who doesn’t know me, I am Jonah’s girlfriend of three years. Or was his girlfriend. Because our beloved Jonah was taken from us too soon, in a fiery plane crash over the Atlantic. It just blew up, no survivors, so tragic. Jonah had always wanted to see the world. So much so that one day he just got up and left for the other side of it with hardly a goodbye to spare. Literally, he texted his goodbye to me. Had he just stayed here with me like he promised, this wouldn’t have happened. Had he just followed through with our plans, he’d still be here. So, Jonah, now it is my turn to say goodbye, and I’ll do it in person and not through text because I’m not a coward. I wish you could’ve seen the world, but now all you are seeing is the bottom of the ocean. I hope it was worth it. 

               
            

         
         There it is, my first post-breakup eulogy. I was absolutely devastated when we broke up, because you always think your first
            love will last forever. And we had a plan. We would go to Pembroke together, where I would be an English major and he would
            study medicine. We’d make a bunch of new friends, but we’d never grow apart. We’d move into a one-bedroom apartment together
            in junior year and get a puppy named Rocky, after Jonah’s favorite movie. On graduation day we would toss our caps into the
            sky, all hopeful for the future, and as they tumbled back down, I would look over and see Jonah on one knee, with a ring in
            his hand.
         

         
         Three days before freshman year started, I got a text from him saying that he was sorry but he wouldn’t be joining me at PC; he was taking a gap year to backpack through Europe. He said he’d always love me and cherish the time we had together. I swear I’ve never cried so hard in my life. I begged my mom not to make me go to Pembroke without him, but thankfully one of us had a brain and I ended up here anyway. I unfollowed him on all social media platforms—I couldn’t bear to see him living his life without me. I deleted every picture and video of him I ever took, and I did not keep in touch; in fact I’ve seen him only once since we ended things, at a bar back home over winter break two years ago. He gave me a nod and a smile, and I returned the gesture. A small agreement that we both ended up exactly where we needed to be. Jonah had stayed overseas after his gap year to attend a university in Scotland, and I stayed here in Massachusetts. It was like we never even happened. 

         
         The only proof of a relationship is right here in this fake eulogy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Four hours later I walk into Fresco, the Mexican restaurant off campus that’s best known for underage drinking and tabletop
            dancing, and slide into the booth with Annica and Danielle.
         

         
         Annica greets me with an annoyed look; I’m late and they’ve been waiting. She flips her long auburn hair over a shoulder and
            slides a jumbo margarita my way from across the table. “Since I knew you’d be late.”
         

         
         I take it, grimacing slightly as the glass slides over what looks like a footprint. “Oh, you just know me so well.”

         
         “It was nine seventy-five,” she says. That’s Annica Labrant for you, wealthiest one in our friend group but if you owe her
            a dollar, she will never let you forget it. Maybe that’s how her family stays rich.
         

         
         “How about I buy you two Long Islands tonight and we call it even?” I suggest.

         
         “But those are only four dollars,” she retorts.

         
         Ridiculous, I think to myself as I let out a sigh. I pull out my phone to send her the money.

         
         I met Annica on our very first day of college in Writing I, and we did not hit it off. Her sharp brown eyes were almost always narrowed, sizing up the competition, and her mouth in a perpetual frown. But once you break through that tough, bitchy exterior, she’s actually a great friend. The kind that wakes up in the middle of the night to come get you from the campus jail, no questions asked. 

         
         Danielle Montgomery, the third to our trio, drains the rest of her margarita and sets it down with a thud. “You have some
            catching up to do, Sloane.” She clinks her glass to mine, a silent drink up.
         

         
         I take a long sip: half lime margarita, half sangria. My favorite, and I know Annica ordered it. She’s always good at that,
            remembering details.
         

         
         My stomach turns when the icy liquid hits, in part from still being hungover, but also from the random guilt that comes over
            me when I think of Jonah. I tried to sleep it off after I got the news, but he was all I could see when I closed my eyes.
            What if he had left for the airport just a few minutes later? What if he was going just a little bit slower? Would it have
            made a difference? Or was it fated to happen? Somehow it just doesn’t feel fair that I get to be here drinking margaritas
            with my friends and he won’t see his ever again.
         

         
         “Hello, earth to Sloane.” Annica waves her hand in front of my face.

         
         “What? Sorry, I zoned out.”

         
         “I said what happened to you last night? One minute you were at the bar and the next you were gone.”

         
         “Yeah,” Dani chimes in. “We looked for you everywhere. You didn’t say you were leaving. I was worried.” Dani is always worried about something or someone. She’s been the designated mother of our friend group since the first night we all got drunk together freshman year. 

         
         “Oh, yeah, I ended up bringing this guy back with me, I think Nate or Nick, whatever his name is . . .” I trail off, taking
            a long swig from the straw. They both look at me expectantly, waiting for details. But the details won’t matter, because he
            wasn’t Wesley McCavern.
         

         
         When I don’t give any Annica says, “Well?”

         
         “Don’t leave us in suspense! How was it?” Dani asks. We aren’t a shy group; we’ll usually dish out the most intimate details
            of our escapades even in a public restaurant. Nothing is off-limits.
         

         
         “Honestly I don’t remember. I think I blacked out.” I rest my head on my hand with a sigh.

         
         Annica only blinks before diving into her night. “Well, I went home with that hockey player I was telling you guys about yesterday—”

         
         “Is something wrong?” Dani asks me, ignoring Annica, who is now glaring at her for interrupting. “You seem . . . down.”

         
         “I’m just hungover,” I say, swirling my straw around. I debate not saying anything about Jonah, but if I can’t shake this
            slump later, the two of them will know for sure that something else is up. “And my high school ex-boyfriend died last night,
            so that has me feeling, well, I don’t know, kind of sad, I guess.”
         

         
         My friends are silent. Annica puts her hand atop mine with a frown. One table over, a birthday song breaks out in Spanish as the waiters crown the birthday boy with a sombrero. Disco lights flash around the room and music blares on the speakers. The whole restaurant is celebrating life and we’re talking about death with three jumbo margaritas in our hands. It feels ridiculous. So much so that I can’t help but laugh at the timing. Then I can’t stop laughing, even after the music cuts out. My friends look at me with concern, which makes it worse. I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep or the fact that I now have another buzz on top of the hangover, but I feel delirious. 

         
         “Are you having some sort of manic episode right now?” Annica asks, pulling her hand from mine. I can’t stop laughing to even
            reply. Annica looks at Dani. “Is she?”
         

         
         Dani shrugs. “How would I know?”

         
         “You’re a nursing major,” Annica says back.

         
         When my laughing subsides, I wipe the tears that have formed and chug the rest of my drink, making my throat feel frozen and
            tight.
         

         
         Dani leans in, one reassuring hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

         
         I wave them off. “I’m fine.” 

         
         “Are you sure?” Annica asks, not convinced. “If you’re not up for going out again tonight we can just hang out at our apartment
            and watch a movie or something?”
         

         
         Our apartment, meaning hers and Dani’s, and no longer mine. Again, one of the conditions of being allowed to come back meant
            moving out of our shared apartment and moving in with “a better influence,” as my mother put it.
         

         
         “Guys, really, it’s fine. It’s our last Welcome Weekend—we aren’t sitting inside.” I force a smile, but I can tell I’m not
            selling it.
         

         
         Annica signals the waiter to bring another round before turning back to me. “Does your mom know you’re going out this weekend?”

         
         Dani follows with “I hope not. I don’t want her to hate us more than she already does.”

         
         “Okay, first, she doesn’t hate you two. Second, I am twenty-one years old. I can do whatever I want.”

         
         “Except sleep with a married professor and get a DUI,” Annica quips. Dani shoots her a look. “What? Too soon?”

         
         Three more jumbo margaritas are set down in front of us, and we each take one. I ignore Annica’s not-funny joke. “Those are
            last year’s mistakes. This is a new year, a new me.” I raise my glass. “To being seniors.”
         

         
         

         The three of us walk down College Street as the sun begins to set over campus. I trail behind the two of them, tipsy from
            our dinner at Fresco and thinking of Jonah. The long road is lined with trees still green from the summer and houses that
            are in serious need of upkeep. Faded Greek letters mark porches with string lights hanging haphazardly from the balconies,
            and groups of underclassmen stumble about with large backpacks sagging from the missing weight of warm beers they were surely
            full of this morning. Red cups and empty seltzer cans are scattered throughout every yard as the daytime revelry continues
            into the night.
         

         
         “You know, I’m gonna miss this place next year,” Dani says before pinning up her short brown hair into a claw clip.

         
         As if on cue, a barefoot, half-naked man with a beer box on his head runs past us on the sidewalk, nearly crashing into Annica.

         
         “Are you sure?” Annica steps out of the way, her face contorted in disgust.

         
         Dani laughs. “I just can’t believe this is the last first pregame of the year with the boys. I think I’ll miss them the most.”

         
         “Gee, thanks,” Annica says.

         
         The boys—Charlie, Sam, Jake, Asher, and Wesley—have been our friends since freshman year. Annica went to a private high school with Wesley and Asher in a ritzy town just outside of Boston, and we quickly fell in with their group. 

         
         “Is Wes going to be here tonight?” I ask, my heart skipping a beat in my chest at the thought.

         
         Annica glances at me from over her shoulder and arches a brow. “Why do you ask?”

         
         The look on her face makes me wish I didn’t. Annica has one rule for any girl she introduces to Wes: Do not sleep with him.
            She made a big fuss about it freshman year, saying her high school best friend did and when it didn’t end well, they were
            no longer welcome to hang out with his group. Wesley is the leader type; if we were to be on the outs with him, we’d be on
            the outs with all of them. Part of me always thought it was because she liked him, but another part knows it’s because these friendships mean the world, and not just to her.
         

         
         “You said last night that he might not come in until Sunday, that’s all.” Though that’s not why I’m asking, my question is
            answered as we approach their house.
         

         
         Wesley McCavern is sitting on the porch railing, one leg dangling over the side with a beer in his hand and a backward cap
            on. I watch him as we walk up the sidewalk. He pushes up the sleeves of his PC sweatshirt and laughs at something Charlie
            says. Suddenly my mind is transported back to when we were eighteen and I walked up to this very same house, and he sat on
            that very same railing. He smiled at me then, and for a moment I forgot about Jonah, who had just broken up with me.
         

         
         “There they are!” Charlie yells from the doorway. “Charlie’s Angels have arrived.” His nickname for the three of us.

         
         This time Wes doesn’t smile when he sees me; in fact he quickly averts his eyes. But all the same, I find myself forgetting about Jonah, even if just for a moment. 

         
         Charlie greets us first, bringing each of us in for a big bear hug, holding on to Dani for a bit longer than me and Annica.
            He asks us how our summers were and listens intently as we tell him. I’ve always had a soft spot for Charlie, as he’s easily
            the nicest out of the five of them. Always checking to make sure we get home okay and a good person to spark up a deep conversation
            with. He was raised in a house with four sisters and it shows.
         

         
         Sam follows behind, quieter, with his hands in the pockets of his black jeans. He gives us soft side hugs and hardly makes
            any eye contact, but we’re used to it by now. Then Wesley stands, and he puts both arms around Annica and Dani, roughing up
            Annica’s hair in the way that a brother would, which she absolutely hates. The two girls remove his arms from around their
            shoulders, moving on to the rest of the gang, and leaving Wesley and me alone.
         

         
         “Hey,” he says, opening his arms when I do for the most awkward hug of the century. My left arm goes up when his right does,
            causing one of us to have to change direction, making for a strange fumbling situation. Anyone watching might think we just
            met. Like we haven’t known each other for years. Like we didn’t sleep together this past summer.
         

         
         I catch a whiff of his cologne in our short embrace. I always thought he smelled like detergent and rain. Like fresh laundry during a summer storm. It’s usually a comforting scent, but now it makes my heart ache. His eyes are cast down at our feet when we separate, and I look toward the door, where my friends are talking to Asher and Jake. Annica quickly looks away, like she had witnessed this whole interaction. 

         
         “So how are you?” I ask to break the silence.

         
         He takes a deep breath and answers on the exhale, “Yeah, uh, good. You?”

         
         “I’m fine.”

         
         Wes nods, taking a sip of his beer and looking off to the side, where the setting sun casts a golden glow over his face. I
            could get lost in the way the light shimmers in his green eyes, but I snap myself out of it. This conversation has run its
            course.
         

         
         “I’m going to grab a drink.” I give him a tight smile and step around him, but he catches my wrist. Gently, like a whisper.

         
         “We should talk later.” He doesn’t say about what; he doesn’t have to.

         
         It’s about last summer, it has to be. I walk through their house imagining one specific scenario of this conversation: It
            plays out in my head like a movie scene. At the end of the night, everyone will be gone, and he’ll catch me as I’m leaving
            the party. Small droplets of warm late-summer rain will fall around us and he’ll tell me he hasn’t stopped thinking about
            me, and damn it all to hell, let’s just be together. We’ll kiss as the rain comes down harder around us, like something out
            of a Nicholas Sparks novel.
         

         
         A stray Ping-Pong ball hits me in the side of the head as I make my way through the living room, pulling me from my daydream.
            This is not The Notebook, this is college. I toss it back to the table where Dani and Annica are already in a game of beer pong. I keep down the hall toward the kitchen. The floorboards creak beneath me and my shoes stick to the ground with each step. Cream-colored paint chips from the walls, which are lined with mismatched couches and random pieces of furniture. It’s obvious a group of boys has been living here for three years. 

         
         I grab a seltzer from the fridge and almost run into Asher when I turn around. He clicks his tongue and wags a finger at me
            as he leans on the wall. “Sloane Sawyer, you naughty girl.” He crosses his tan arms and sports a smug smile, looking as though
            he just caught me doing something I shouldn’t have.
         

         
         “Asher.” I give him a tight-lipped smile. “If this is about last year, everyone’s over it by now.” The boys loved to tease
            me about both the affair and the DUI. I let them make their jokes and waited for the next big thing to steal their attention.
         

         
         “I saw you this summer,” he says, eyebrows rising up to his sandy-blond curls that brush over his forehead. Wesley and Asher
            have the same light green eyes, being that they’re cousins. And I wonder how it’s possible to melt when I look into one pair
            and boil at the other.
         

         
         “You all saw me this summer. I came back here for Jake’s birthday party, remember?” I edge around him to walk back to the
            living room.
         

         
         “I saw you after the party, and I saw whose bedroom you walked out of in the morning.” That stops me dead in my tracks, and
            I turn again to face him. “You and Wesley. Interesting.”
         

         
         I walk back toward him, bringing the conversation down to a whisper. “I think you’ve just had too much to drink, Asher. You
            don’t know what you’re talking about.”
         

         
         He looks down at my unopened drink. “Maybe you just haven’t had enough.” He pops the top of the can. “Loosen up, Sawyer, it’s
            a party,” he says with a smile as he tips the can to my lips and puts a hand on the door to the backyard.
         

         
         “Wait,” I call out before he leaves. “Who all knows?”

         
         He taps a finger to his mouth, pretending to think about it. “I think just me. For now.” He gives me a wicked smirk. He thinks
            this is funny.
         

         
         “Asher,” I say through clenched teeth. “Please keep this to yourself.”

         
         He leans back against the door. “What’s in it for me?”

         
         “What is it that you want?” I bite out, not able to fully believe he would require anything from me just to keep a secret.
            But it’s Asher after all.
         

         
         He doesn’t even need time to think about it. “Free drinks at the wine bar you work at, anytime I come in.”

         
         I gape at him. “I can’t just make those free. I’d have to pay for them myself.”

         
         “Do you think Annica knows about what happened? Or Marissa?” I can’t hide the flicker of my expression when he says it. “Oh,
            you didn’t know her and Wes are back together?”
         

         
         “Fine,” I grit out. “Free drinks.” He doesn’t venture out of Pembroke anyway, so I likely won’t have to give him free anything,
            but Asher was always the biggest asshole of the group for seemingly no reason, so he just might.
         

         
         When Asher walks out the back door, I stand there alone in the kitchen, taking a breath. Wes is back together with Marissa Wilder. Of course. Of course! We’ve been friends since freshman year, why would that change just because of one drunken hookup? My mind switches back to Jonah as another stab of guilt pierces my gut. He hasn’t been dead a full twenty-four hours and I’m already worrying about someone else. But Wes is in my mind like a song you just discovered and love. You play it over and over again until you’re tired of it. It’s been four years and I’m still not tired of it. I bring the seltzer to my mouth and start to chug. Then grab another. 

         
         

         The party fizzles out around midnight, when most people leave for the bars or other house parties. Annica left an hour ago
            for the hockey house and Dani is now wanting to head to the bars as well.
         

         
         “You ready?” she asks, grabbing her purse and pulling the strap over her shoulder. I glance around the party, now thinning
            out, and catch Wesley’s eyes. He tilts his head toward the stairs. To his room.
         

         
         “Uh, no. I might go home. I’m just not feeling it tonight.” It isn’t a complete lie.

         
         Dani gives me a sympathetic frown. “Okay.” She rubs my shoulder. “Text me if you need anything.” I watch as Charlie places
            a hand to her back to guide her out, and I wonder if anyone will ever love me like Charlie secretly loves Dani, with longing
            stares and light touches. He’s her fallback. Her casual hookup whenever she’s lonely. I can only hope for his sake that one
            day she gives him a real chance.
         

         
         Jake and Sam follow the two of them out the door and that leaves just me and Wes. And Asher. At the base of the stairs with
            my hand on the railing, I look around the living room before going up. The last thing I need is Asher catching me leaving
            Wesley’s room a second time. I wonder what I’d owe him then. He’s nowhere in sight, so I climb the rickety wood staircase,
            then walk down the hall and into the last room on the left. Wesley’s room.
         

         
         It looks the same as it always has. Just a bed, no bed frame, a dresser with a TV on it, and that stupid high school flag he won’t get rid of. “Wow, I love what you’ve done with the place,” I joke, pretending to admire it. 

         
         “I actually added a new flag. You didn’t even notice.” He points to a small American flag in a mug on his nightstand.

         
         “Wow, so patriotic, a real nationalist.” It’s easy to joke with him after a few drinks. Easy to pretend we’re back to normal.

         
         He starts to take off his sweatshirt, and his T-shirt underneath comes up in the process, briefly showing off his bare abdomen
            and chest, and I catch myself staring before he pulls the T-shirt back down and throws the sweatshirt into a hamper.
         

         
         “Jake spilled a beer all over me,” he says, ruffling his dark wavy hair and setting his hat on the dresser. “You’d think this
            kid would know how to hold his alcohol by now.”
         

         
         I clear my throat and look away from his toned arms, and his hands, the same ones that touched me and— God, get it together,
            Sloane. “So you wanted to talk?”
         

         
         He crosses the room and sits on his bed. “Yeah.” He looks down at his hands, then up at me still standing here. “You can sit
            if you want.” He motions to the bed, but when I look at it all I can think about is last summer. I slowly take a seat, careful
            to create distance between us.
         

         
         “I feel kind of weird about it, with what happened,” he says finally.

         
         I take a breath, wiping my sweating palms on my jeans. “Weird?”

         
         “Yeah, we were both so drunk I almost feel like I took advantage of you or something.”

         
         “You didn’t take advantage of me. I wanted the same thing,” I say quickly, not wanting him to spend another fraction of a
            second thinking I didn’t want this. That I didn’t want him.
         

         
         He nods before saying, “I think about it a lot.”

         
         My heart is beating so fast, it feels like it might leap out of my chest. “I do too,” I admit, albeit a little too enthusiastically.
            Suddenly his next words seem like the most important ones I’ll ever hear and all I can do is take in a breath, one almost
            too fragile to hold.
         

         
         “And that’s why I think it can’t happen again,” he says. “We’re better as friends, and I just don’t want that to go away.”

         
         I blink, as the feeling of electric anticipation turns into the sharp sting of loss, even though nothing tangible was taken
            from me. We are just as we once were. We are friends.
         

         
         “Okay, yeah,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. I could tell him what I really want to say. I could tell him that
            I think about him all the time. Even before what we did last summer. That all the alcohol and all the other guys are just
            a distraction. But instead, I lie. “I agree.”
         

         
         Friends. I can do the friend thing; we’ve been doing the friend thing. So why does it hurt so bad to hear him say it?

         
         He clears his throat. “I’m sorry about your ex. Annica told us what happened.”

         
         “It’s fine, I’m fine,” I say, a little too clipped. I don’t want to talk about Jonah, not with Wes. I stand from the bed.
            “If that’s all you wanted to talk about . . .” I trail off.
         

         
         “Are you . . . coming to the bars?” he asks, standing up with me.

         
         “No, I think just home actually. I’m trying this new thing this year where I’m not a total disappointment.” But the real reason
            is that I can’t go out after this conversation and pretend to be happy. I can’t drink and dance knowing I’m now the victim
            of unrequited feelings.
         

         
         I tuck a loose strand of blond behind my ear. He tracks the movement. He told me this summer that he loves my hair, especially when it’s down and long like it is now; he said it drives him crazy. He said that. Friends don’t say those things to other friends. 

         
         His eyes meet mine again as his lips turn down. “You know, just because you made a few bad decisions doesn’t make you a bad
            person.”
         

         
         I feel my eyebrows rise slightly. He pities me. Not only does he not want me, but he feels bad for me. And all I feel is embarrassment.

         
         “Thanks, Wes, I’ll see you,” I say, leaving his room before this conversation can get any worse.

         
         

         I take out my journal when I get back to my apartment and flip to the last page. The one with Wesley’s name, and nothing else.
            I didn’t see or speak to him for the remainder of the summer, but the night after we slept together, I opened my journal and
            I wrote down his name. I didn’t have anything else to add because I didn’t feel brokenhearted over what happened, and I certainly
            didn’t want him to be dead to me. I still don’t. I sit with the pencil poised to write, but I pull it away. I consider ripping
            out the page entirely, but it’s only the beginning of the year.
         

         
         There’s still plenty of time for him to break my heart.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The sound of platform boots stomping around the apartment wakes me up the following morning.

         
         My eyes are barely open when my phone begins to buzz with an incoming call from Adrienne. The click of her shoes comes to
            the doorway of my room and the buzzing ceases. “Oh! You’re here,” Adrienne says. “I thought you’d be out.”
         

         
         “No, I’m here.” I start to sit up, yawning. I check my phone, thinking Wes would have texted or called last night. I half
            hoped there would be a long message waiting for me this morning about how he didn’t mean what he said. But there is nothing.
         

         
         Adrienne already has a full face of makeup on her olive-toned skin. Her long brown hair falls in waves over her black leather
            coat. “Can you be ready in twenty?” she asks, before going into her room.
         

         
         “For what?” I call out after her.

         
         She pops her head back into my room. “Jonah’s calling hours. They’re today. I told our moms I’d drive us both back to Cedar
            Falls. I have to grab some things from home anyway.”
         

         
         “Oh.” I rub my eyes. “I didn’t know you were going to that.”

         
         “He was my friend too.” She frowns, then disappears from my room again.

         
         

         “So tell me about your summer!” Adrienne says as we get on the highway westbound to our hometown. It’s an hour drive to Cedar
            Falls.
         

         
         “Oh, well there’s not much to tell. My license was suspended, as you know—”

         
         “Right, because you got arrested for drinking and driving,” she says.

         
         It’s going to be a long hour.

         
         “Yes,” I say, flat toned. “So I lived at home and worked at that golf course down the street, since it was within walking
            distance. I did one hundred hours of community service and three months of therapy—that was a hoot. I went to some weekend
            course about why you shouldn’t drink and drive. I had to go back to driving school because if your license expires while it’s
            suspended you have to retake your driving test. So, that was my summer.” Oh, and I slept with my best friend behind my other
            best friends’ backs because it would be catastrophic to the dynamic of our group if they knew. But I didn’t say that.
         

         
         Adrienne was quiet, taking it all in. “Huh. Well, are you glad it’s over?”

         
         I rest my head on the window, watching the trees blur in the distance. “Very.”

         
         “Have you heard from that professor at all?”

         
         I can’t help but flinch at the mere mention of Professor Miles Holland. “No.”

         
         I regret drunkenly sharing that little tidbit with her last year. Adrienne and I used to be close. In high school we were not only stepcousins after my mom married Don but best friends and neighbors. When we left for Pembroke, we started to drift apart. But you always have a soft spot for that one friend that you grew up with. After all, we were girls together. 

         
         When I told her about Miles at the end of last year, I made her promise not to tell anyone in the family. I could hardly deal
            with the disappointed looks they gave me over the DUI; I couldn’t imagine what they’d say if they also knew I was a homewrecker.
            A life ruiner.
         

         
         “Let’s just talk about your summer.”

         
         

         I never want to hear the word Valentino again as Adrienne pulls up to my house.
         

         
         “I’ll pick you back up at five?” she asks as I step out of the car.

         
         “Yeah, that’s fine.” I shut the door and watch her back out and drive the ten seconds over to her house. Don and his family
            all built houses on the same sprawling expanse of land, with one long driveway to connect us. Nothing says family like a shared
            driveway.
         

         
         My mom opens the door and envelops me in a hug. I hear her sniff me. “You smell like smoke and alcohol,” she says, pulling
            away with a frown.
         

         
         “Oh, lay off of her, will you, Iris?” My stepdad comes up behind her, hugging me next.

         
         “Your sisters are upstairs,” my mom says. “Go say hi. And take a shower before the calling hours please.”

         
         I roll my eyes when I’m out of view, trudging up the stairs to see the girls.

         
         Claire is in her room reading a book. I round the corner of her large four-poster bed to see Sofie on the floor playing on
            her iPad.
         

         
         “Oh, I didn’t expect to see you in here, Sof,” I say. Sofie looks up at me with her deep, dark eyes but doesn’t say anything, just goes back to whatever is on the iPad. She looks so much like Don, with those strong Italian features. She was born with a full head of hair and a summer tan. Until then I never thought you could be jealous of a baby. 

         
         Claire sits up in bed, setting her book down. “She just comes in here to sit on the floor and watch TikTok sometimes.”

         
         “I see.” I nudge Sofie with my foot. “What are you watching?”

         
         “Makeup hauls,” Sofie says, kicking her feet back and forth behind her.

         
         “Makeup? You’re only eleven,” I say.

         
         “For your information, I’ll be twelve in six months.”

         
         “For your information, I knew that. Also for your information, twelve is still too young for makeup.”

         
         “No it’s not,” she argues.

         
         “Yes it is,” I argue back.

         
         Sofie sits up from the ground. “Go back to school. You’re annoying.” She leaves Claire’s room and slams the door.

         
         “And that’s how it’s done.” I smile at Claire.

         
         She laughs. “You know I really don’t mind her in here. She doesn’t bother me.” Though even if she did, I don’t think Claire
            would say it.
         

         
         “Should I call her back in and say you’re going to let her play with your makeup, then?”

         
         “Not that I own much of it, but no.” Claire doesn’t need to wear makeup; she is stunning enough without it.

         
         I walk around her room, looking through her competitive dance medals and awards. “Did you start school yet?” I ask.

         
         “Tomorrow, like you.” Claire will be a junior this year at Cedar Falls High School.

         
         “Excited?” I pick up the tiara she wore in last winter’s Nutcracker production and place it on my head. “I bet you’ll win homecoming queen this year,” I say, turning to face her and giving
            a mock queen wave.
         

         
         She walks over and takes the crown from my head, placing it back on her bookshelf with her other collectables. “Well, don’t
            jinx it.”
         

         
         “I would never!”

         
         “How have you been feeling?” she asks. “About Jonah.”

         
         Claire’s life is pure and dreamy, like the ballet she does. I could never muck it up with my problems. The thought of her
            knowing every little dirty detail of my life makes me feel ashamed that I could ever let her down like that in the first place.
            So I don’t get into my feelings or experiences with her. Big sisters give little sisters advice, not anxiety.
         

         
         “I’m good, just here to pay my respects to his family and then I’ll be back at school. What are you reading?” I change the
            subject.
         

         
         “Oh, this?” She walks back to the bed and picks up the book. “It’s so good. I’ll give it to you when I’m done. It’s about
            a world with dragons and magic, and a main character who loves both of these men, but they’re brothers, so she has to choose.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t have to choose; she can love them both,” I joke. Claire only gives me a look. I run a finger across her dresser.
            “Well, I do love magical worlds that make me forget about this one,” I mutter to myself.
         

         
         “Just think, this time next year, this could be you publishing something like this.” She holds up the book. “New York Times bestseller, that will be you, Sloane.”
         

         
         I can’t help but smile when she says it. Claire and I have dreamed up fantasy worlds together since she was old enough to
            speak. We talk about characters like they’re people we know. We love when they love, and we cry when they cry. We feel words
            on paper so deeply that they may as well be etched into our skin like a tattoo.
         

         
         “I’ll sure try,” I say. And I would, for her.

         
         

         “Nervous?” Adrienne asks as we stand in the receiving line at the funeral home.

         
         “Yeah, a bit,” I reply, with the inside of my cheek now raw from the nervous biting.

         
         “Don’t be, it’s just John and Lisa.” Jonah’s parents. The way she says it gets under my skin. I know, I know them better than
            you do, I want to say.
         

         
         Fresh tears come to his mother’s eyes when she sees me. “Sloane?” she whispers, like she can’t believe it’s really me before
            her. I nod as I move in to hug her. “Thank you for coming. He really loved you.”
         

         
         I’m sure he did for a time. But only in the way that two high schoolers could love each other: blindly. When the relationship
            makes sense because he’s the quarterback and you’re a cheerleader. Would Jonah love me now? Probably not.
         

         
         “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say.

         
         I hug his dad next and express my condolences. His absent-minded nodding makes me wonder if he’s just shutting it all out.
            None of the faces in this line of people matter, because none are Jonah’s.
         

         
         I walk up to the casket, hands shaking, and look down at his face. He hasn’t changed much over the years. He looks just as he once did when I’d find him fast asleep on the couch after football practice. The tears I had been holding at bay slide quietly down one after the other. The first boy I ever loved, and the first boy to ever break my heart. 

         
         “I forgave you a long time ago,” I whisper.

         
         

         Back at Pembroke, I can’t help but feel a bit numb to it all. I show up to my only Monday class still in my pajamas, pick
            up my syllabus for Professional Editing, and go back home to lie in bed. Annica and Dani both call but I ignore them. I need
            one more day to mourn Jonah. I take my journal out and read through his eulogy again, cringing when I get to the end. It isn’t
            right to keep this, not now, not after I told him I forgave him. I toss the journal in my schoolbag and get in the car. There’s
            a park in Pembroke, just outside campus, with tall hills of green grass and a river that runs through it. From the tallest
            hill you can see the whole campus.
         

         
         I lie down in the grass there, looking up at the blue sky. If there is a heaven, is Jonah there? Is his spirit floating around
            up in the clouds looking down at us? Or is it wandering the earth? Is he here right now lying next to me? I put a hand out
            beside me and run it over the grass. In the movie version of my life, there’s a camera panning down above me. In my eyes I
            see him there, looking back at me, and my hand lies against his chest. But when the scene cuts back to camera view, it’s just
            me, alone in the grass.
         

         
         When I decide it’s time, I take out the journal and rip out Jonah’s page. I grab the lighter from my bag and hold them both out in front of me. With a stroke of my thumb, a small flame appears just under the eulogy. I bring them closer together until the paper begins to blacken above it, catching fire and spreading across the page. I hold it by the corner until the last of it turns to ash and blows away in the wind. 

         
         

         I rise early, feeling lighter than I did yesterday, like burning the eulogy removed an invisible weight from my heart. Tuesdays
            and Thursdays are when I have the bulk of my classes this semester, and even though it’s syllabus week, I want to make a good
            impression today. I stand in my full-length bedroom mirror, smoothing down the beige blazer.
         

         
         “You’re going to ace all of your classes this year. You’re not going to get into trouble. You won’t let any boys get to you.
            You’re going to write your first book. For Claire. For you.” I write it down and tape it to my mirror. I read somewhere that
            writing down your goals helps you actually achieve them. I repeat the goals three times and by the end I kind of believe it.
         

         
         I meet up with Annica for coffee across from the English building that houses most of our classes.

         
         “I still can’t believe they didn’t make you retake Fiction Writing I this year,” she says, grabbing her coffee from the counter.
            The sleeve of her beige blazer slides up her arm and I can’t help but notice we’re in almost the exact same outfit. She had
            asked me what I was wearing today, and I sent her a picture of my clothes laid out. Not expecting she’d put on the same thing.
         

         
         I grab mine too. “You say that like you wish they did.”

         
         “Of course not. I’m just surprised.” She sips her coffee before she adds, “You know I’d never make it through these classes
            without you.”
         

         
         We share an umbrella as we step out into the rain and walk to our first class. It was a big deal when I went to the dean and revealed the affair I was having with Miles Holland. They debated having me retake his course, which would have put me behind on graduating. The other professors in the department read through my work to be sure it was satisfactory enough to move forward. In other words, making sure I wasn’t trading sex for grades. Not that that was ever my intention in the first place. 

         
         “Do you think this Renner guy will be tough?” Annica asks, talking about our senior seminar professor. We’re both English
            majors with minors in creative writing, and it’s been nothing but somewhat friendly competition between us for three years.
         

         
         “If he is, I guess I could just fuck him?” I joke, but she doesn’t laugh.

         
         Our class is full of the same group of kids from last year’s Creative Writing I, with maybe one or two others that I don’t
            recognize. I smile and nod at a few as we file in. Lochlan Renner is a short and stout older man with gray hair and bifocals.
            He clears his throat from his desk in the front of the classroom, adjusting his glasses as he gets ready to read off the list
            of names in his hand. We raise our hands in attendance as he rattles them off. When he gets to my name he pauses, getting
            a good look at me. Likely confirming that, yes, I am the girl whose work he had to review in order to move on to this course.
            He continues down the list.
         

         
         “This is senior seminar,” Renner says as he writes it in black marker on the board. “This is a two-semester course. We will
            read and analyze three books during this course and your midterm and final will be a short story that you will work on and
            submit at the end of the year. I will choose the best one to send to the Boston short-story competition. Any questions?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Tuesday nights are called Ladies Night at Water Street Tavern, one of the campus bars, where well drinks are all a dollar
            for girls. I stand at the busy bar with my debit card in one hand and my empty glass in the other. Wes and Marissa are at
            the other end of the square-shaped bar and from here I have the perfect view of her twirling her ash-blond ponytail through
            her fingers as she smiles up at him. Wes leans on the counter, his white quarter sleeve tightening on muscled arms. He turns
            to whisper something in her ear, exposing his cut jawline, and Marissa laughs. The grip on my glass tightens.
         

         
         “Jealous?” Asher leans back on the bar beside me, his head cocked to the side.

         
         I look over at him with a tight smile. “Jealous of what?”

         
         He turns around and leans down, propping his elbows on the counter so that we’re side by side. His bare arm brushes against
            mine and I tuck it closer to my side. “My cousin, over there with his girlfriend.” The emphasized word is like a punch to
            the gut.
         

         
         “Not at all.”

         
         “Then why are you standing here staring at them with a white-knuckled grip on your glass?”

         
         I loosen my hold, flexing my fingers. “I’m just waiting for a drink.”

         
         Asher smirks, and it’s hard to deny that he’d be just as attractive as Wes if he wasn’t such a prick.

         
         “I’m also seeing someone, so,” I lie.

         
         “Another professor?” he muses. “What does this one teach? Anatomy?”

         
         I turn my gaze back to him. “Do you have a reason to be over here other than to be a dick?”

         
         “I do, actually.” He stands, and with our height difference I have to look up at him. “I’m conducting a little experiment.”

         
         “For fuck’s sake,” I say under my breath, rolling my eyes.

         
         “Last night I asked Wes if he’d mind if I asked you out.”

         
         My eyes practically pop out of my head. “You did what?”

         
         “And you know what he said?” Asher goes on. “‘Why would I care?’” The words are another knife that strikes hard and true.
            “He doesn’t know that I know what you two did. But you know what I think?” I only stare ahead, my teeth grinding together.
            “I think he would care.” Asher leans down again, this time getting so close that his mouth practically touches my ear as he
            whispers, “Very much.”
         

         
         I lean away, giving him a hateful glare. “And your experiment is what exactly?”

         
         He remains close enough to whisper, this time tucking a piece of my hair back, slowly tracing his fingers over the strands.
            “Working,” he says, moving just his eyes to where Wes and Marissa still stand. Marissa is talking to the bartender, but Wes
            is staring right at us, his jaw clenched. He looks away when our eyes meet.
         

         
         Asher walks away, no doubt feeling satisfied with whatever fucked-up game he is playing, and I order two vodka sodas, both doubles, and both for me. 

         
         I walk back to the tables that our group occupies and take my seat in between Annica and Dani.

         
         “What was Asher whispering to you about?” Annica asks when I sit down.

         
         “Yeah, we were debating on coming up there to save you,” Dani says.

         
         “Nothing important, just his usual hateful bullshit.” I look across the tables to where Asher sits still grinning. He winks
            at me and I gag internally. “He’s so annoying. Why have we even tolerated him in this group for so long?”
         

         
         Annica leans back in her chair. “Because he’s Wesley’s cousin and even though we don’t like him, the boys do.”

         
         “And because he’s hot,” Dani adds. We both give her a look. “What? He is.”

         
         Annica scoffs. “Are you forgetting about the time we were walking to their house in the pouring rain and he drove past us
            honking his horn instead of giving us a ride?”
         

         
         “Or when the PC gossip page posted my DUI mug shot, only to find out he was the one who sent it in,” I add.
         

         
         “Well, yeah, I didn’t say he was nice to us; I just said he’s not the worst thing to look at.”

         
         “Change of subject,” I say. “How are your classes going this week, Dani?”

         
         “While you guys are getting a syllabus week, my classes have
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