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            One
Daisy

         
         Late-afternoon rays of sun stream through the sliding glass doors and splash across the faux marble island (don’t tell my
            mom I admitted it’s fake) as I dance absent-mindedly into the kitchen, earbuds blasting. Beyond our backyard, and the neighbor’s
            yard, and across the street from them, you can see about one centimeter of the Atlantic Ocean, twinkling in summer light.
            Well, it’s the Sage Port Bay, actually. But according to Sage Port, Rhode Island Realty, our home is considered “ocean view”
            because of this very glimpse.
         

         
         I swing open the fridge door, prowling for a LaCroix at the same time that I’m trying to perfect a very specific hip roll I learned on TikTok. I’ve been in party mode for a while now: The last weeks of school before summer break are always one languorous stretch of warm days, hitching rides around town with whoever has a driver’s license (not me), every class full of pointless filler activities and extra-credit projects no one cares about. I’ve been especially bouncy and happy as May morphed into the early days of June—I can’t quite put my finger on why, but I suppose you could say I’ve been party-moding-for-two, because Georgia is the one who graduated this spring; I’m only finishing my sophomore year. 

         
         My older sister has her future all planned out—Duke University with her boyfriend, Rhys, then Yale Law, then marriage (to
            Rhys, obviously), then two children with great manners and healthy teeth—so I guess to her, finishing high school is just
            one more check mark on the neatly arranged little list in her brain, not a cause for mindless celebration. It almost seems
            like she’s signing yearbooks and hugging old friends and trading copies of the last school newspaper of the year on autopilot;
            a pretty smile plastered on her face.
         

         
         It’s Georgia who should be experiencing senioritis. But it’s Georgia, so she’s mostly experiencing her floral planner, which has “Georgia Holliday’s Personal Itinerary and Visioning” penned
            carefully on the inner cover. I mean, you don’t even have to read what’s in the planner, you can tell by how clean the handwriting is, every page filled with meetings, to-do lists, and personal goals.
            It makes me tired just thinking about that planner. Tired and maybe a tiny bit envious, if I’m being honest. It would be nice to have any idea what I’m doing with my life. Then again, Izzy Reynolds,
            our grief therapist, would probably say it’s my sister’s way of dealing with loss.
         

         
         “We all have our own methods of coping, Daisy,” she’d say, in that tone where I can tell she’s implying something about me, but I’m not sure what. It’s true that when Dad died I was pretty messed up for the rest of eighth grade. I barely went to class for a while, and my grades plummeted. But that seems like an average response to something as shocking and horrible as what happened to us. One day, Dad was here, larger than life. Everybody loved Mitch Holliday, down to our dentist and the postman. 

         
         Then snap, he was gone. Crazy. How can that not screw you up mentally?
         

         
         Also, maybe I wasn’t meant for advanced algebra.

         
         But it’s been almost three years since then, and there are entire days, even weeks, that go by when I forget to miss Dad.
            And that’s sad in a whole different way.
         

         
         Still, it’s been nice to not be thinking about grief too much and have a bounce in my step lately. It’s probably because this
            summer we’re finally going back to Laurel Lake! We grew up going to my mom’s lake house up in the Catskills every year—it
            was a Holliday family tradition—but after Dad’s death, we stopped going. It was always such a happy place for all of us. So
            I know that even if we have to deal with some hard memories, Izzy would say it’ll be very therapeutic for us to return, and I can’t wait.
         

         
         I mean, I think that’s why I’ve been in such a good mood.
         

         
         There could be other reasons.

         
         My phone pings with a text from my friend Owen Adams. 

         
         
            
               
                  Owen: 

                  Daze, Project Invisible Shopper is near completion!

               

            

         
         He’s referring to a remote-control shopping cart he’s been working on in his garage, in case that wasn’t obvious.

         
         
            
               
                  Daisy: 

                  Ready for a test run? Just make sure no Shaws employees catch you.

               

            

         
         Because he’s building it with a stolen shopping cart.

         
         
            
               
                  Owen: 
                  

                  Should I take it for a ride at Jenna’s later?

                  Daisy:

                  I’m sure it’ll be a real hit. Some guys impress all the chicks with their new cars, but not you, my friend. You’re an original.

                  Owen: 
                  

                  I need to put something in it. Like a parade float. Like maybe a giant inflatable clown?

                  Daisy: 

                  Adams, why.

                  Owen:

                  So it looks like the clown is driving the cart.

                  Daisy: 

                  No, I get it, but like why . . . do you have to be so YOU?

                  Owen:

                  🤷 Ok so that’s a no to the clown? Maybe something less disruptive, like an inflatable cow?
                  

               

               I laugh. 

               
               
                  Daisy: 
                  

                  Where are you going to find an inflatable cow in the next hour?

                  Owen: 
                  

                  The army probably keeps some in reserve somewhere. Maybe I can phone a local base.

               

            

         
         This is classic Owen. Just utter batshit, but always so funny. It is highly possible he is really going to bring this thing
            to the party later tonight, but my bets are on it not working, left abandoned on Jenna Greenberg’s lawn.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Daisy: 
                  

                  Just please don’t get yourself arrested. This is our last chance to hang before I leave.

                  Owen: 
                  

                  Oh dang. June 19th. That’s tomorrow isn’t it. What time do you leave in the morning?

                  Daisy: 
                  

                  IDK. Early. You won’t be awake. And hopefully, you also won’t be in jail.

                  Owen: 
                  

                  That’s the beauty of a remote-control cart, Daze. They’ll never catch me.

                  Daisy: 
                  

                  Don’t you have to be within thirty feet to operate it?

                  Owen: 
                  

                  Details details.

                  Daisy: 
                  

                  Well I gotta go. But don’t forget, Owen. The squeaky wheel gets . . . increased amount of attention from its father. 

               

            

         
         It’s a very stupid running joke we have, where we purposefully butcher common idioms like “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.”

         
         Owen laughs at my message. 

         
         
            
               
                  Owen: 
                  

                  And every cloud has a . . . shape outlined by something brighter than the cloudy part of the cloud.

                  Daisy: 
                  

                  Lol.

                  Owen: 
                  

                  Later, Daze.

               

            

         
         I shiver, realizing I’ve been texting while standing with the fridge door open. I shove my phone back in my pocket and I’m
            in the midst of an angry boxing match with our semi-broken ice machine when someone tugs my ponytail, and I scream.
         

         
         Frozen chunks go flying out of the machine’s open mouth, scattering and slithering all over the kitchen floor, and I look
            up into Georgia’s face. She’s shouting something.
         

         
         I pull out my earbuds. “What!” I yell, then realize without my music on that I’m yelling, and bring my voice to a normal level.
            “Sorry, you scared the crap out of me. I didn’t hear you coming.”
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s because you listen to those at a decibel not designed for our species,” Georgia says matter-of-factly.

         
         “I told Scarlet I’d learn this choreo so we can practice at the party later,” I explain.

         
         We’re meeting at Jenna Greenberg’s sister’s graduation party in an hour, and Scarlet Diaz and I have a silly little tradition of performing TikTok dances in people’s backyards. I realize it sounds cringey, but we’re kind of the funny girls in our class, so people expect it. 

         
         Georgia has the grace not to roll her blue eyes, though I can feel how tempted she is.

         
         “I was just reminding you to finish packing before you leave,” she says, tucking her blond hair behind her ears.

         
         “Yeah, sure. I’m almost done,” I say, which isn’t exactly the truth, because I haven’t started. But that’s what the frantic
            fifteen minutes before we leave is for.
         

         
         “Okay,” she says. “I need you to pack an extra charger, in case the one in the car dies before you find the cabin.”

         
         “Oh my god, Georgia, we’ll be fine. Mom’s been driving up to Laurel Lake her entire life practically, she doesn’t even need
            GPS. And also, Dave will be with us.”
         

         
         If I’m not mistaken, Georgia flinches ever so slightly at the mention of Dave. As in Dave Carmichael, Mom’s boyfriend. They’ve
            been dating since last fall, but lately it seems like it’s getting more serious than any of us expected—least of all Mom.
            He’s going to be joining us for the entire summer up at the lake, which is maybe weird.
         

         
         But, like, I’m happy for Mom. She’s a writer and spends most of her days completely alone. The woman deserves some joy. Though
            I get the impression Georgia is less enthused. She’s rushing in, I’ve heard Georgia say on more than one occasion. I just don’t want her to get blindsided. And What do we really know about this guy? As if he’s some potential criminal. He’s an aquatic expert who took Mom to the Sage Port Aquarium for their first date. How
            many of those turn out to be killers? I’d wager zero percent. Georgia’s just protective.
         

         
         “I’m going to be gone by the time you’re home from the party tonight, so I want to make sure you have everything in order.”

         
         “Georgia.” I put my hands on her shoulders, which are, annoyingly, still a couple of inches higher than mine. I am convinced
            I’m never going to catch up. She got Dad’s height genes, and I got Mom’s. “We are going to be fine, and we’ll see you up at
            the lake. Just enjoy your weekend in New York with Eden, and please document every single second of it because I’m jealous
            as heck and I hate you both.”
         

         
         Georgia laughs and gives me a hug. “Okay. Be good tonight. By the way, are you wearing that? Or . . .”

         
         I look down at my cutoff jean shorts, Rolling Stones T-shirt, and no bra. (I very much embrace having small boobs and hope
            they never grow. Freedom from the constraints of female undergarments and shapewear!) “Yes?”
         

         
         She sighs. “Whatever. Love you. I’m gonna go say bye to Mom.”

         
         “You should probably hit the road if you don’t want to end up driving in the dark,” I tell her, because I can tell she’s dragging
            her feet.
         

         
         Her eyes widen. “Oh my god, you’re right.” Now who’s the good planner?

         
         “Love you, Georgia. Go!”

         
         I know she’s a little nervous, but I can’t believe it. She gets to drive—alone—in her own car—to New York City—to see the best human in the world (our cousin Eden), and then the two of them get to spend the weekend doing whatever they want before driving up to the lake house together. While I get to sit in the back seat while Mom and Dave listen to NPR for the entire drive up to Laurel. It’s completely and wildly
            unfair.
         

         
         But if it means Eden gets to spend the summer with us in the Catskills, I’m all for it. I love her like the sister I never
            had, which is to say, I love her like the sister I do have, but better, because she’s more fun. I’m thinking she’ll be a good influence on Georgia, and the three of us are going
            to have the best time.
         

         
         Besides, we all know this may be the last time it gets to be like this. With Georgia and Eden off to college in the fall,
            who knows how much life is going to change. Which is why I’m all about seizing the moment and carpe diem-ing the crap out
            of this summer.
         

         
         Starting with tonight’s party. Technically, it’s a graduation party for Jenna’s older sister, Holly, but Jenna is allowed
            to invite a bunch of her own friends, too.
         

         
         I watch Georgia jog back up the stairs to her bedroom to grab the last of her things. Then I turn back to the mess of melted
            ice on the kitchen floor.
         

         
         Someone should really clean up around here.

         
         

         “So, Owen told you he’s coming tonight?” Scarlet says, cocking her head to the side, causing her bike helmet to tilt. Two long black pigtails stick out the bottom of the helmet and hang down her chest. She’s waiting for me to get my bike out of the tangle of pedals and wheels in the corner of our garage where I usually leave it. 

         
         “Yeah,” I grunt, pulling the handlebars to no effect.

         
         “Did he tell you that, or was it a text?” Scarlet asks.
         

         
         “What? I don’t know. I don’t remember. Probably both?” I’ve finally dragged my bike out of the heap. “Why?”

         
         She shrugs. “I was just curious.”

         
         I look at her. It’s hard to read her expression because she wears one of those hardcore helmets with an eye screen. It could
            double as a welding helmet. “Since when are you so curious about Owen being at parties?” I ask.
         

         
         Owen’s less of a going-out-to-parties kind of friend and more of a let’s-do-our-bio-homework-in-front-of-the-TV-together type.
            Usually, Scarlet and I make our own plans.
         

         
         “Oh, you know, I wasn’t sure if he was in trouble with his parents again or what,” Scarlet says.

         
         Which is a fair concern, given that Owen is almost never not in trouble for something. He can’t help himself; he’s got big golden retriever energy. Like, he means well, but if a squirrel crosses his path, forget about it. And the squirrel could be anything from some snide comment Aaron Eckles made in fourth-period English to, well, that stupid idea for a remote-controlled grocery cart he’s been building in his garage. It never seems that bad to me, but I know he struggles with grades and gets himself into too many fights that he always claims he didn’t start (and for the record, I totally believe him). He’s in Principal Carver’s office so often he knows the names of all her plants. It’s gotten to the point where his parents have been talking about moving him to a more integrative school in Providence, which would probably be great for him but selfishly would suck for me. 

         
         I shrug. “I guess not. Or maybe? We’ll find out!” I tell her, hopping onto my bike seat and giving the pedal a twirl.

         
         “When does he leave for his camping trip again?” Scarlet asks.

         
         “It’s not a camping trip,” I remind her. “It’s thirteen days backpacking around Europe with his grandfather.”
         

         
         Scarlet laughs. “Whatever. I heard the word backpacking and my brain went dead.”
         

         
         “Same,” I tell her. I start rolling slowly down my sloped driveway, but Scarlet isn’t with me. I stop and turn to face her.
            She’s straddling her bike but her feet are down, and now my psychic senses are tingling (though I’m way less talented at reading
            the minds of friends. The skill is mainly focused on Mom and Georgia).
         

         
         “So, you guys haven’t talked,” she says slowly. “Since the last day of school? Or . . .”
         

         
         “Oh my god, Scarlet, no, we haven’t talked. I don’t think. Why? Is there something you’re not telling me? Is there something going on with Owen? What’s going on with
            Owen and why aren’t you just spitting it out? Do I need to take my helmet back off for this?”
         

         
         “What! No! Nothing. I don’t know anything about it!”

         
         She’s not looking at me.

         
         “Anything about what?” I prod.
         

         
         “Anything about anything! I know nothing about you and Owen! At all!”

         
         “Nothing about me and Owen? There is no ‘me and Owen,’ ” I say. And then the wheels start turning in my head. “Is there?”
         

         
         She shrugs. “I didn’t say anything, and you didn’t hear it from me. But if you must know, Daisy, he likes you.”
         

         
         “Whhhhaaaaaat?!” It’s a good thing my helmet doesn’t have a wind screen thingy like hers, because it would be splattered with
            the spit that just went flying out of my mouth.
         

         
         “Oh, come on,” Scarlet says, finally placing her feet on the pedals and rolling down the slope to the street. “You can’t be
            that shocked.”
         

         
         She starts biking away from me, and I push to catch up. “What the—! Scarlet!” I shout.

         
         Can’t be that shocked? Oh yes, I very much can.
         

         
         My head is spinning, my heart is racing—though maybe that’s from how hard I’m pumping the bike pedals. The cool June breeze
            does little to calm me down or clear my head. I try to make sense of what Scarlet just told me. Owen. Owen? Really?

         
         Honestly, it doesn’t click. It doesn’t make sense. All this time we’ve been friends and it just . . . never occurred to me.

         
         As we ride through our neighborhood, evening descending over the houses and turning the bay in the distance from a sparkling
            blue gray to an undulating purple, there is only one conclusion I can draw from all this: my mind-reading skills fully suck.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two
Georgia

         
         I’m not a nervous driver. I’m a careful one.

         
         Clearly this is not a concept New York City drivers understand. By the time I arrive on Eden’s block in Tribeca, I have been:
            screamed at by a hot pretzel vendor, flipped off by a mother jogging with a double-wide stroller, honked at by three taxis
            plus one produce delivery truck, and nearly run down by a bicyclist with a pizza. My hands are shaking, my heart is pumping,
            and sweat has gathered in places I really don’t enjoy sweat gathering.
         

         
         But somehow, I’m alive? No thanks to Dave Carmichael. I cannot believe he convinced my mom to let me make this drive alone. How dare he point out that I’m a careful driver who
            could be trusted in the city.
         

         
         Still, there’s pride mixed with the relief that washes over me when I finally spot the seventeen-year-old girl with messy
            honey-brown bangs and gap teeth practically skipping down the sidewalk toward me, waving her arms.
         

         
         I roll down the window. “Eden!”

         
         “Georgia!” She comes over to the driver’s-side window and plants a huge smooch on my cheek. “Thank god you’re here. We have so much to do!” 

         
         “Where do I . . .”

         
         She swings open my door. “Scooch over. I’ll drive this into a parking garage. You don’t want to leave it on the street. There’s
            a guy who’s been shitting on people’s bumpers.”
         

         
         “Seriously?” I climb over the gearshift to the passenger seat so Eden can take mine.

         
         “Welcome to the city!” she says by way of an answer, and then she’s squealing away from the curb and rumbling us over cobblestoned
            side streets toward a parking garage that’s so well-hidden I’m convinced she’s about to drive us straight into the wall of
            a fancy furniture store.
         

         
         We drive down into a cement dungeon of sorts and hand my keys over to the valet, leaving with only a flimsy paper ticket promising
            I’ll see my car again. Not to mention the entire summer’s worth of clothes and swimsuits I packed, plus the big box of books
            in the trunk. I have so much to do before college starts.
         

         
         Daisy was totally right: I left too late, and the sun has already set—but in New York it never gets totally dark, and as I
            follow Eden to her family’s loft a few blocks away, I feel like I’m entering a dreamland where time isn’t real. A feeling
            of lightness fills me. This is the Eden Effect. I always feel like anything’s possible when we get together.
         

         
         Although I guess it could also be the halo effect of realizing I’m here, and not dead on the side of the road.

         
         We say hello to Eden’s doorman and ride the elevator to her floor. The whole time, Eden’s going on about our itinerary for the night, involving dinner with her “lame” parents and meeting up with some of her friends at an escape room. Then, before we go into her apartment, she interrupts her own stream of chatter— “Oh, by the way,” she says, pausing with her key in the doorknob, “don’t tell my mom I helped you park just now!” 

         
         “Wait, why?” I ask, trying to read the guilty look on her face.

         
         She shrugs. “Failed the driver’s test. Again. She’ll kill me.”

         
         “Eden, you don’t have your license?” I hiss, but it’s too late. She’s opened the door and now I have to mask my shock and act chill—as in, the opposite of my
            true personality—as her family gathers to greet me with hugs.
         

         
         Luckily, I’m instantly distracted. Nyla Chu and John Holliday are not lame, they’re two of the best people on the planet and I’m obsessed with them. But I always get this tiny jolt when I first
            see Uncle John because he looks so much like Dad. Different builds—Dad was a professional baseball player, tall and muscular,
            fit even in retirement, while John is an entertainment lawyer and got the scrawnier, lanky genes in the family. Still, my
            uncle’s hazel eyes and light hair, wide smile and tall forehead are so familiar, it takes my breath away for a second, leaving
            a small ache in my chest.
         

         
         I hug him fiercely, and Aunt Nyla too. They both ask about Mom and Daisy, and then they drag Eden’s younger brother, Jesse, out of his bedroom, where he’s apparently been working on “a new set of beats” with headphones so soundproof he’d probably miss it if the microwave he’s allowed to have in his room exploded. The kid is a serious hermit; between making music and maintaining his YouTube channel, he rarely sees the sun. 

         
         Unsurprisingly, Jesse puts up a serious fight about going out to dinner with the rest of the family. When he finally concedes,
            we pack into the elevator like sardines, then walk to their favorite French place—where, they tell me, it’s impossible to get seats and a miracle they’re squeezing all five of us in, so long as I don’t mind squishing into a “four-top.”
         

         
         I nod along happily, truly unsure what the difference is from every other dining experience I’ve had with them. Everything
            in New York seems to involve cramming as many people as possible into tiny, ambient-lit, absolutely un-fire-safe venues that
            they swear are the best place to be ever, but which definitely have rats in the basement and would look like someone’s unkempt storage closet if you turned the lights
            up.
         

         
         After we’re seated, my aunt and uncle tell me all the things I just have to order and have to try because no one makes them better. I try to remember everything to list in my planner later, but my French is terrible.
         

         
         Then, as plate after plate arrives at our table, they pepper me with questions about my mom and Dave. I know they’re just
            excited and everybody loves a little gossip, but the questions make me kind of uncomfortable.
         

         
         Yes, I say. Dave seems kind, Dave seems lovely, Mom seems happy.
         

         
         But then, she never dated anyone before my dad, because they met in high school. So what does she even know about dating? It’s a crazy, predatory world out there and we should really all be encouraging her to go slow. 

         
         That launches Aunt Nyla into a story about how her dad, who’s in his seventies, got scammed by a Russian model on Facebook who somehow got him to hand over his bank account
            information, address, and Social Security number.
         

         
         “See?” I say, nodding. “That’s exactly my point!”

         
         Though Uncle John points out that it seems quite unlikely that Dave is secretly a Russian model. “What does he do again?”

         
         “He’s a professor of water science, I guess,” I tell them. “Or as Daisy likes to call him, an aquatic expert.”

         
         Eden laughs and proclaims that this isn’t a real job. Which only proves my point that you really never know the truth about
            people.
         

         
         The food is all as delicious as promised, but at one point Eden literally slaps a piece of bread right out of my hand. “Don’t fill up too much!
            You’ll get sleepy, and we need to go out!”
         

         
         Frankly, I would be just as happy to curl up with Aunt Nyla and Uncle John to watch Netflix, but instead I dutifully put the
            bread back into the basket. When it’s time for dessert, Eden insists we both order espressos. I grimace, unable to drink more
            than one sip, but she downs hers. Before her parents have even finished paying the bill, she grabs my hand and practically
            shouts, “We’re going to meet friends at You’ll Never Get Out of Here Alive!”
         

         
         I experience brief alarm before remembering that’s the name of the escape room.

         
         “Home by eleven” is all her dad says, and we’re off.

         
         My aunt and uncle trust Eden—when she’s with me. They know I’ll do my best to keep her in line, even for a whole summer at
            the lake. She’s been a little . . . wild these days. They say the country air will be good for her. But I’m pretty sure they’re also expecting me to keep an eye on
            her.
         

         
         And of course I will. Because I love spending time with Eden.

         
         And also because I never—and I mean never—disappoint people.
         

         
         

         “Oh no!” I say when we pop up out of the subway nineteen minutes later. We were only accosted once, by a man peddling pamphlets
            about salvation, which Eden informs me is a reasonable amount of being accosted. I’m still awkwardly carrying around the pamphlet,
            which features a lot of rainbows and sunlight through clouds, because I am too polite to say no. “I need to call Rhys!”
         

         
         Eden barely slows. “Now? Why? We’re already late!”

         
         I feel a wave of guilt. “I was supposed to tell him when I arrived safely, but I totally forgot.”

         
         “What is he, your mom?” Eden asks, turning to face me and crossing her arms. “You guys are long distance anyway. What’s another
            few hours of not talking? He’s not your keeper, Georgia.”
         

         
         But it’s sweet that Rhys worries about me and asks me to check in. He’s not being controlling—he doesn’t care what I do. He just cares that I’m okay, because he loves me. A concept that Eden obviously cannot wrap her head around. I may be young to have a serious boyfriend, but it’s really not that unusual. My parents met when they were our age! 

         
         Rhys Kingsley and I actually met three years ago—at Laurel Lake, the summer before Dad died. We were both taking lessons at
            the tennis club. We’re in the same grade in school, but he was several leagues better at tennis—and he still wanted to practice
            together. I found out he lives in Connecticut but not that far from the Rhode Island border, only a half-hour drive from Sage
            Port. It was all very innocent—by the end of the summer, we finally had our first kiss, but that was enough. We started calling
            each other every day and seeing each other on weekends when we got the chance. I brought him with me to my high school homecoming
            dance that fall, and everyone was amazed (including me) that I had this handsome out-of-town boyfriend.
         

         
         Then that horrible day in October happened, just a few weeks later. The morning I will never forget. Dad was built like an
            oak tree, the healthiest guy, full of energy and optimism. He spent most of his time coaching the high school baseball team,
            doing the occasional brand sponsorship, and being the best dad ever. Needless to say, practically everyone in Sage Port was
            devastated when he got up one morning, went for his typical three-mile jog, and never came home. He was found on the path
            by the water. By the time they got him to the hospital, he was gone. Heart attack. I was in second-period World History when
            I got called to the office. My mom was so hysterical over the phone that I couldn’t understand what she was saying.
         

         
         I still can’t think about that day without crying.

         
         After that, I’ll admit my relationship with Rhys moved quickly. Tragedy has a way of either splitting couples apart or knitting them together tightly, and the latter is what happened for us. He was constantly there for me on the worst days, holding me when I cried and taking me on weekend ski trips with his family. It was what I really needed. Someone on the other end of the phone, someone who had known my dad—well, had met him a handful of times, anyway. Someone solid and reliable, and as driven and ambitious as me. When we first started dating, I don’t think either of us had any idea how compatible and similar we were, but maybe that was the hand of fate, steering me in the right direction when I needed it most.
         

         
         As much as I want to hear Rhys’s voice right now and tell him about my adventures in solo highway driving, I don’t want to
            be rude. Plus, there’s our curfew—I don’t want to get us in trouble with Eden’s parents.
         

         
         “Fine,” I say. “I’ll just text him.”

         
         Eden gives me one of her big, gap-toothed smiles. “Great!”

         
         I shoot off a quick text—Made it to NYC!—and take a selfie in front of the escape room door. Then I make sure my location is synced on Find My Friends.
         

         
         Before I’ve even put my phone back into my pocket, it starts to ring. Rhys.

         
         I’m tempted to answer, but Eden rolls her eyes at the ticket counter, where she’s already holding both our passes.

         
         “Come on! Call him back later!”
         

         
         So I silence the ringer, pasting a sociable smile on my face as we allow ourselves to be locked into a room with nine of Eden’s best friends, none of whom I’ve ever met. 

         
         I figure, soon I’ll be up in Laurel Lake, where I’ll have all summer to be with Rhys.

         
         Not to mention our entire future.

         
         One evening offline won’t hurt.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three
Eden

         
         I don’t remember whose idea it was to wear these fake astronaut helmets, but mine’s stifling. Our deep space research station
            is nearly out of power and we’ve only solved six of the nine puzzles that will unlock the multitiered security system, granting
            us access to the escape pods.
         

         
         “Terraformists,” a robotic voice says over an intercom, referring to our team name. “You have ten minutes of life-supporting
            oxygen remaining.”
         

         
         “As opposed to the non-life-supporting oxygen?” my friend Ray asks, throwing his arm around me.

         
         I roll my eyes and poke him in the shoulder. “Honestly, Ray, this is your fault. We all went for your stupid first-letter
            code theory.”
         

         
         “Excuse me?” He puts a hand to his heart, as if he’s been mortally wounded. His curly hair takes on a life of its own as he
            shakes his head. “It’s so not my fault if you can’t recognize genius for what it is, Eden. The first letters of all the safety directions spell out P-L-A-N-E-T-A-R-Y and you’re trying to tell me that’s just a wild coincidence? How can it mean nothing?”
         

         
         “He has a point,” says Jackson. “How can it mean nothing, Eden?”

         
         “You guys are ganging up on me,” I say, laughing.

         
         “I have a new plan,” says Suzanne. “We perform a lifesaving dance to communicate with aliens, who will naturally be delighted by our choreo and decide to stage a rescue.”
         

         
         Everyone laughs, except Alex and Isla, who are consumed with a word scramble that the rest of us have given up on.

         
         Well, and except for Georgia—I notice she’s not laughing either, she’s checking her texts. Again. Even though we all agreed there should be zero reception in space—you know, for verisimilitude. (In fact, there really isn’t very good reception since we’re in a soundproofed basement in K-Town.)
         

         
         I totally get that she doesn’t know any of my friends and is probably feeling a little shy, but she could make more of an
            effort. I’m not saying my cousin’s being a killjoy, but something has definitely been bugging her since we got to the escape
            room.
         

         
         Finally, someone—okay, it’s Isla—basically finishes the three remaining puzzles on her own, and by some miracle, we make it
            to the escape pods (that is, we get out of the room), with about ninety seconds to spare.
         

         
         As soon as we take off our space helmets and I hug all my friends goodbye, I turn to Georgia, trying to modulate my annoyance
            with her.
         

         
         “Everything okay?”

         
         “What? Yeah, it’s just . . .” Georgia trails off, typing again. She’s still got her face down over her phone like she’s breaking
            a war code.
         

         
         “So do you want to get some late-night bibimbap and meet up with Ray and Alex? They were talking about renting a karaoke room.”

         
         Georgia looks up, as if startled I’m still here.

         
         We’re standing on the sidewalk, neon signs blinking brightly overhead, cars squealing past us, people talking, singing, shouting.
            It’s June in the city, warm but not too hot, and New York is alive with activity. Can’t she feel that electric buzz?
         

         
         “Sorry, Eden, what did you say? I’m a little distracted.” She holds up her phone and makes a cringey face. “I missed like
            three calls from Rhys while we were down there and his texts weren’t really coming through because of the service, and now . . .”
         

         
         “Now . . . ?” I prod. I mean, what could be such an emergency?

         
         “Let me just see if I can try him back,” she says, already dialing. But the phone rings and rings on the other end. “Darn.”
            She hangs up.
         

         
         “I’m sure whatever it is, it’s fine,” I insist, but Georgia seems stressed. “This one karaoke place . . .” I start, but she
            holds up a hand.
         

         
         “Eden, it’s after ten. We don’t have time to do karaoke and still get home by curfew.” The lights from the street are turning
            her pale blond hair a pretty shade of pink.
         

         
         I sigh. “Fine. Ray always hogs the mic anyway. But we may as well use up all the time that we have. Hey, I know. Why don’t we walk home?” 

         
         “Is that safe?” Georgia asks.

         
         “Of course! And I carry my trusty pepper spray with me at all times, just in case. It’ll be great. We can grab some tacos
            and walk through Washington Square Park. Maybe the saxophone guy will be there. You never know. We could accidentally stumble
            on another Timothée Chalamet lookalike contest or something. And that way,” I add, “if Rhys calls back again, you’ll be able to answer.”
         

         
         I can see the visible wave of relief cross Georgia’s face. “Okay,” she says, starting to smile. “Thanks, Eden. That sounds
            great!”
         

         
         After about ten blocks, I manage to get Georgia laughing at my dumb jokes and weird stories about the friends she just met.
            We’re passing by Madison Square Park, where the Shake Shack still has a line.
         

         
         “Your friends all seem so great,” she says. “I really liked them. That guy Jackson was so funny. And Ray seems cool, too. He seems kind of into you, actually.” Georgia elbows me.
         

         
         “Ray? He’s gay, babe. But Jackson . . . there was something there. For maybe a week. But he was getting clingy, so I had to end it.”
         

         
         “Clingy? What did he do?”

         
         I shrug. “Nothing really. It was more an energy thing. I could, like, feel the cling. In his eyes.”
         

         
         “He was giving clingy eyes?” Georgia asks skeptically.

         
         “It’s a thing!” I insist, laughing.

         
         Georgia shakes her head. “It is not a thing. You’re just a chronic heartbreaker.”
         

         
         I roll my eyes. “We’re seventeen. We are supposed to be testing the waters, not settling down. And by the way, Alex was definitely flirting with you. If you hadn’t had your head in your phone the whole time you might’ve noticed. He’s cute!”
         

         
         Georgia looks at me like I’ve sprouted two heads and they’re both purple. “I have a boyfriend, Eden!”

         
         She sounds so scandalized I can’t help but laugh again. It’s so easy to rattle her!

         
         Despite the fact that people have always called us “twin cousins,” since we were born only a few weeks apart, in many ways
            Georgia and I are opposites: Georgia is a romantic, loyal, sunny blond who can’t hail a cab or navigate a subway to save her
            life. She’s a nature girl at heart; she’s been known to talk to bunnies and frogs and, once, she rescued a skunk. Like some
            sort of real-life Sleeping Beauty.
         

         
         And I’m, well . . . not that. The only animals I speak to are pigeons and cockroaches, and you do not want to know what I tell them.
         

         
         “Boys can be fun,” I tell Georgia now, “but they always reveal themselves to be scum in the end. Even the cute ones. Why wait
            around to find out?”
         

         
         Georgia shakes her head. “Are you sure that’s really the truth, Eden? Or are you still bitter because you never properly let
            yourself heal from Leo Goldbaum?” She looks at me meaningfully.
         

         
         I look away, pretending to be extra concerned about whether we have the walk signal or not. “What happened was, he was a judgy little jerk and I should’ve seen it coming from a mile away. I won’t make that mistake again,” I say before marching into the intersection. The idea that I’m not over Leo Goldbaum is ridiculous. 

         
         Utterly absurd.

         
         I haven’t thought about him in like two whole years. At all. Barely.

         
         

         The thing about Leo Goldbaum is that he really does come off as a decent guy.

         
         Or at least, he did to me. We’d known each other all the way back in middle school, when we were both total babies. He was
            a nice, curly-haired kid who got insane math scores and busted his chin open doing the worm at Malcolm Levy’s bar mitzvah.
            He let me touch his stitches. At the age of thirteen, this was a serious level of intimacy, so, yeah, I got the idea that
            maybe he liked me. We smiled at each other at a few more of those bar and bat mitzvahs. Got seated near each other in a handful
            of classes thanks to our last names. And despite his failing dance skills, he was a great soccer player. You could tell all
            his teammates were obsessed with him, which can be a very green flag, though I suppose it depends on what the teammates are
            like. Anyway, he was cute then, in a dweebish, “wanna see all my Boy Scout badges?” kind of way.
         

         
         Then we both got into Stuyvesant High School. Leo got even cuter. He made varsity soccer as a freshman, which everyone thought was a big deal. His dimples settled more into his face; his curls settled a little more into dark waves. 

         
         Okay, fine, he got hot.

         
         I thought he’d forgotten I existed, and then one day in the cafeteria toward the end of that year, he asked me if I wanted
            to go to a basketball game with him at Barclays. He had courtside tickets to the Nets.
         

         
         Do I like basketball? Not really. Did I say yes anyway, then tell all my friends we had “net side” tickets? I’m telling you,
            I know nothing about sports.
         

         
         And back then, I clearly didn’t know much about boys, either.

         
         Still, we had a great time. At the end of the game, he kissed me. It was a good kiss—maybe even a great kiss—and after that, we were dating: studying together at the library on Tuesday evenings; going to parties together instead
            of just running into each other there; texting all summer; me actually going to some of his soccer games sophomore year and
            holding up signs, like a classic, totally cringey “cheers for her man” girlfriend type.
         

         
         Ew. I was smitten, and I can admit that, even if I’m not proud of it.

         
         We dated for kind of a long time. Most of sophomore year! There were a few rough patches—red flags along the way that in retrospect I really should have paid more attention to. Like the time he told me I was a little self-absorbed because I hadn’t asked him any questions in a full week; I’d only been talking about myself. (Who keeps count of how many questions people ask them? So rude.) Or the time he said I only wanted to go to school dances for the attention, and when I asked him why he thought that, he basically implied that I couldn’t possibly be there for the joy of dancing because my moves weren’t that good. Ouch! I wasn’t sure which was worse, that he was insulting my dance style—mostly of the jump-around-waving-arms-in-the-air-like-you’re-steering-a-plane-on-the-runway variety—or that he thought I was both self-centered and attention hungry.
         

         
         Accurate? Maybe, but definitely not cool to say.
         

         
         The biggest red flag—and this one really stung—was when I found out he’d blocked my brother, Jesse, from getting onto varsity
            soccer team tryouts that August. Obviously, it was the coach’s final decision, and extremely rare for anyone to make varsity
            right off the bat like Leo had, but apparently, he’d been “planting seeds” in the coach’s mind that Jesse wasn’t a serious
            player. That even though he showed talent, he didn’t have the drive.
         

         
         Jesse did end up quitting the JV team to “focus on his beats” halfway through the season. So, it’s possible Leo was right
            all along . . . but I didn’t like the fact that he was going around saying negative things about my brother. It spoke to this
            judgy side of him; the part of him that thinks he knows what’s best for others.
         

         
         Still, I was willing to look the other way on all these issues because I was so stupidly dazzled by how handsome and funny
            and smart and well-liked he was. Is.

         
         And who knows what would’ve happened if it weren’t for the disaster that was Becca Johnson’s fifteenth birthday party.

         
         That, and everything that came after.

         
         

         Georgia’s phone rings at the exact moment that we’re walking beneath the Washington Square Arch, and we halt our progress so she can answer. Because, of course, it’s Rhys! I’m not trying to be a jerk about it; I actually think Rhys is fairly cool. He’s been there for Georgia when she really needed it. Also, he’s hot, smart, popular, and success driven. Everything Georgia could ever want. But I’m kind of annoyed that he’s hijacking our night of independence in the city. 

         
         On the other hand, I don’t mind sitting on a park bench for a second because my clogs are killing me.

         
         I can tell from Georgia’s face that this conversation isn’t going well—a lot of “What?!” and “It’s not that I’m not happy
            for you, I’m just surprised!”—and by the time she hangs up, her hands seem a little shaky.
         

         
         She turns to me. “Wow,” she says, letting out a tensely held breath. “Okay, brace yourself.”

         
         I nod, wondering what this could be. He didn’t just break up with her, did he? If he did, I’ll personally murder him. It would
            be great if Georgia started the summer single, but I don’t want her starting the summer heartbroken, and definitely not because of that guy. My mind is already conjuring a list of fitting responses when Georgia finally spits
            out the news.
         

         
         “Rhys got the internship!”

         
         I stare at her. “Huh?”

         
         “You know, the one I was telling you about over dinner? At Bank of America!”

         
         “Bank of America?” I try not to shudder at the boringness of the word bank, and mentally replay dinner, but all I remember was some stuff about an online scammer.
         

         
         Georgia shakes her head in disbelief. “He told me he was applying to a few of these finance internships but didn’t really
            think he’d get one. He said the Bank of America one is the most prestigious and the only one he’d consider saying yes to.”
         

         
         “So . . . what does this mean?” And no offense, but why should I care?

         
         “It means he’s going to be living here, in New York, for the summer. Instead of up at the lake. He’ll still commute up to Laurel for the weekends, but obviously it
            won’t be the same.” She rubs her jaw, clearly upset.
         

         
         “But you’re used to long distance at this point. And aren’t you guys going to college together in the fall? So what’s another
            couple months apart?” I ask, twisting my ankles, watching my clogs dance around on my toes.
         

         
         “I know, it’s just . . .”

         
         “Not what you’d planned,” I fill in.

         
         “Exactly.” She sighs. “It’s . . . it’s okay. It’ll be okay. It’ll be fine! We’ll still get lots of time. Every weekend is,
            like, two out of every seven days. What does that come to?” She thinks for a second. “Something a little less than thirty
            percent.”
         

         
         For a moment, I stare at her, in awe of the rapid mind math.

         
         But I know Georgia. And I know how much she dislikes things that weren’t part of her plan.

         
         I throw an arm around her shoulders. “It’ll be great, babe. You’ll have me to distract you! I mean, when I’m not doing the
            stupid wilderness camp thing Dad’s forcing me to do. Hey! You should join it with me! It’s probably not too late—”
         

         
         “Eden, I’m committed to the lifeguard job at the lake. Assuming I pass the tests,” Georgia says. “But you’ll be fine. A little
            time in the woods won’t kill you.”
         

         
         “And you know what, Georgia? A little time away from Rhys won’t kill you either.”

         
         “You’re right.” She sighs.

         
         While she’s mulling on what the summer will look like with seventy percent less Rhys, my own brain strays into the dread I
            get every time I think of Boundless Horizons, the two-week “outdoor adventure and wilderness survival” program my parents signed me up for. It’s exactly the type of activity
            a person like Leo Goldbaum would love—a chance to show off his lifesaving knowledge of deciduous leaf varietals or whatever. Yet another reason we were never meant
            to be—not that I thought we were.
         

         
         Don’t get me wrong, I’m fully pumped to spend the summer in the Catskills. I was just imagining most of it spent sunning on the beach, barbecuing (or more accurately, consuming the fruits of other people’s barbecuing), and bumming around town. Laurel Lake was a fairly rustic place when our parents were younger but it’s become much more posh, full of arty Brooklyn expats, with a tennis club, lake beach, ski lifts that go up into the mountains for breathtaking views, and off-road biking—all a couple of miles outside a quaint little village with the best muffin café, cute shops, art galleries, pottery studios, candy stores, ice cream parlors, a bandstand in the town square, canoe and bike rentals, and an old schoolhouse that’s been converted into a library. Basically, heaven. That is, if you aren’t spending your time hiking, fishing, and camping . . . aka slapping mosquitoes and rubbing sticks together in the woods. 

         
         My parents acted like Boundless Horizons was the one condition under which I would be permitted to spend the summer
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