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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	The next afternoon I was discharged and went home. There was no sign he'd been back, so he probably still didn't know I'd spent a day in the hospital.

	He hadn't contacted me since I'd said we were over. Maybe this outcome suited him just fine.

	I ought to take the hint, pack up, and leave sooner rather than later.

	But the wound on my leg was swollen and sore, and moving out was genuinely hard for me, so I had no choice but to "freeload" a few more days.

	I'd barely lain down when the boarding kennel called to say Biscuit was acting strange—pacing in circles in his crate, whining nonstop—so I asked them to bring him back home.

	The moment the goof came inside, he nosed at me insistently. I rubbed his fluffy head to soothe him. "All right, all right. Nobody's giving you up. I'll never leave you behind, okay?"

	He'd been whimpering at me a lot lately, very fond of pressing close to sniff me. But my checkup had turned up nothing, so maybe he was just picking up on the low pressure between Zach and me and feeling uneasy.

	Biscuit was the pup of our family golden retriever, Daisy.

	Daisy was the dog my mother had kept while she was alive. After I came to Easton for college, Daisy was left to keep my dad company.

	Senior year of college, Zach and I rented a place off campus, and I mentioned to my dad that I'd like to get a dog. He drove over six hundred miles to bring me Biscuit, who'd just turned two months old.

	My dad said Biscuit was the biggest of the litter. He was nearly two years old now, getting brawnier all the time, and every walk drew a crowd of onlookers.

	It was a video of Biscuit I'd posted online that caught the eye of Tessa's junior, who then asked to borrow him for a dog-food commercial.

	But I couldn't find any registration for that dog food. The ingredients were a mystery. The other party flattered himself that as a student short on funds, plenty of things "weren't fully in place yet"—but that didn't change the fact that the product was unregistered and uncertified.

	There was no way Tessa hadn't realized I would never agree. She'd done it on purpose. The whole point was to show me how special she was to Zach—special enough that I should be the one to accommodate her.

	Back in school, Tessa and I hadn't crossed paths much, but ever since we'd run into each other again, she'd treated me with hostility.

	She must have guessed I'd be furious with Zach over the dog-food thing. Who'd have thought the brilliant girl everyone once admired would stoop to such cheap tricks to drive a wedge between us?


Chapter 3

	Zach and I were neighbors across the hall, classmates from elementary through high school. Tessa transferred into our class in eighth grade.

	She was exceptional. On her very first monthly exam after arriving, she stole Zach's number-one ranking in the grade.

	He went to warn her, stone-faced, not to get cocky—and then his ears flushed red the moment she looked up at him.

	On the walk home from school that day, the setting sun stretched our two shadows long. He didn't tease me the way he usually did. Instead he walked fast, out ahead.

	The guy was tall, with long legs. All I could do was jog to chase after him.

	Crossing at the light, someone bumped into me, and by the time I looked up he was already on the far side of the street.

	It was the first time he hadn't waited for me.

	The next day he explained that he'd wanted to get home early to do practice papers. He couldn't let Tessa beat him twice.

	I watched the two of them go from refusing to concede an inch to gradually growing into mutual respect. I watched them race to solve problems in math class, trading questions and answers with the teacher in perfect sync, and I felt the bitterness of being shut out, with no power to do anything about it.

	I couldn't break into the world of geniuses.

	No matter how hard I tried.

	Zach only ever found me dull. He'd stare at my exams covered in red X's and sneer, "Lena, you're a girl just like she is. How can the gap be this big?"

	In revenge, I secretly stuffed spicy snacks into the pocket of his jacket.

	His mother wouldn't let him eat junk food. If she found out, she'd definitely chew him out.

	But the next day, he handed the snacks to his deskmate right in front of me, then shot me a mocking look. "You think I'm dumb enough to throw my clothes in the wash without checking the pockets, like you?"

	I lost a bag of snacks and gained a serving of ridicule.

	Once, when my mom was about to do laundry, I tossed in another jacket and forgot to check the pocket. When the load came out, the whole batch was covered in shredded paper.

	My mom gave me an earful, loud enough to draw the neighbors. He was leaning against our doorway watching the show with that exact same expression.

	I really wasn't clever. The only thing I was better at than Tessa was singing.

	While every other girl's voice turned shrill in adolescence, mine turned husky.

	And so there was a special texture to my singing.

	At the New Year's gala that semester, I sang an old torch ballad, and the moment I opened my mouth I had everyone's attention. When I finished, the applause was thunderous.

	Through the crowd, in a corner where the light shifted, I caught sight of a pair of eyes brimming with starlight.

	I took my bow with a touch of smugness and walked to the back row, ready to soak up his praise.

	But he only lifted the corner of his mouth. "Not bad. If you flunk out of college, at least you'll be able to scrape by."

	Even when I stood on that stage shining, he was too stingy to give me one word of praise.

	While Tessa needed only to solve one hard problem to earn his admiration with ease.

	A boy like Zach never lacked for girls making overtures. He'd give me the snacks they gave him, have me return their love letters, and I'd always believed I was something more special to him than the rest.

	Until Tessa arrived, and gave me, for the first time, a taste of defeat—made me understand the difference between being liked and not being liked.

	If Tessa hadn't transferred in, I might never have had the chance to graduate from friend to girlfriend.

	When the spring semester of eighth grade began and he learned Tessa had transferred away again, following her businessman parents to another city, he was crushed. He stopped answering questions in class.

	To get his attention, I worked harder than ever, pouring all my free time into studying how to solve problems. Then I copied the way Tessa used to do it, going to him to discuss the methods behind the math.

	Unexpectedly, something in me really did "click."

	My grades shot up. Not enough to rival his, but at last enough that he and I had something to talk about.

	My relationship with him grew closer than it had even been before Tessa appeared.

	Later I followed in his footsteps and tested into the same key high school. Later still he became the city's top science student, ranked in the top thirty in the province, with his pick of the best universities in the country.

	My own grades weren't as dazzling, but they were enough for a good school.

	When I learned he'd decided to study software engineering at Easton University, I applied to a university in Easton too—an agricultural college just one street away from his, to study veterinary medicine.

	I didn't have any grand ambitions. I chose that major because my family ran a pet shop.

	After my mom passed, it was just my dad. I figured I could help him a little, even if only by having more in common with him—at least it might make him a little less lonely.

	The day I got my acceptance letter, I asked Zach to meet me by the lotus pond in our complex so I could confess.

	My idea had been to find a scenic spot for a heartfelt confession. But beside the lotus pond stood a row of plane trees, and at the end of July the cicadas were singing their hearts out.

	I was halfway through my speech when a fat cicada landed on my acceptance letter. My hand jerked, and I flung the letter into the pond.


Chapter 5

	"Sorry, Lena, my junior still hasn't found a suitable dog. I was hoping to record a quick video of yours to tide him over—just to privately show the investors roughly what build the dog they're planning to film would be. It won't be used commercially. You wouldn't mind, right?"

	I put Biscuit behind me.

	"There are plenty of videos online. Failing that, you could download them from my own video account. There's no need to come to my home at all. Going to all this trouble to make the trip—you really are awfully invested in this junior of yours."

	A scene flashed through my mind—the conniving wife seeking out the kept mistress in an old novel—and I couldn't help my temper.

	In the old days, when a man kept a second wife outside, if the proper wife came calling, the other woman had no right to refuse her.

	By doing this, Tessa was making me feel that even the place Zach and I lived—a space that should be intimate and private to a couple—was somewhere she could walk into anytime she pleased.

	Since she had no shame, she couldn't blame me for slinging a little mud.

	At my words, Tessa's expression changed. She shot Zach a nervous glance and was about to speak when I cut her off.

	"You didn't even give me a heads-up before coming, so I won't invite you in to sit. I'm just about to take the dog out anyway, so I'll see you downstairs while I'm at it. You don't mind, do you?"

	Zach's brows knit. "I brought her here. You have no right to send her away."

	But Tessa said, all understanding, "It's fine. There'll be plenty of chances later. This works out—I can take a walk with you. What do you think?"

	His expression softened again. "Sure."

	Tessa stepped into the elevator with Zach, a victorious smile on her face.

	I followed in with Biscuit on his leash, my heart full of defeat.

	The moment we got out of the elevator, the two of them left me behind.

	Biscuit walked along, sniffing as he went, and when he stopped at an intersection, a kid on a skateboard came shooting out of a side path and crashed straight into me.

	Biscuit barked once and squeezed himself between me and the child—I knew he was trying to protect me.

	But the kid was startled and burst into loud sobbing.

	In an instant, the scene descended into chaos.

	Under a streetlight not far off, Zach and Tessa walked shoulder to shoulder. Looking at the two of them, I saw again, in my mind, the sight of his back as he raced home from that traffic light all those years ago, and I couldn't help crying out loud too.

	Zach, why is it you never know to wait for me?

	He noticed the commotion and turned back, hauling the kid up with one hand and steadying me with the
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