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My stomach twists when I look at the calendar. It is already July 2, which means only 81 more days till my best friend leaves for college...leaves me. I should be happy for Ryder, and I swear I am. He’s going to the University of Chicago, and that's amazing.  But Chicago is so far away from Middleson, Ohio. Too far away for me to embark on an impromptu trip to visit him whenever I want.  

“The greatest of friendships don’t weaken with distance,” my stepfather told me when I whined about Ryder going off to college. I had to resist the impulse to roll my eyes. I love my stepfather, and he's been a way better parent to me than my deadbeat biological dad, but I was not in the mood for his knockoff-Uncle-Iroh wisdom. 

My phone beeps. You want to come over for breakfast? Ryder texted.

In the fall, he won't be texting you like this,  a voice whispers in my mind. I tell it to shut the hell up. Yes, things will change in the fall and change sucks, but for now, I can enjoy the time I have with him. 

Yes! On my way, I reply.

The walk from my house to Ryder’s is short; he only lives a block away. But his place seems like it exists in another world from mine. My stepfather and I live in a small one-story ranch house. Ryder’s family, on the other hand, resides in a big Victorian mansion. His dad is a heart surgeon, and his mom is a bestselling author of cozy mysteries. As a kid, I would frequently get lost in Ryder’s house because it has so many rooms. 

I come in through the back door; he always leaves it unlocked for me when I come over. My stomach growls as I smell French toast. 

When he looks up from his pan and smiles at me, I do my damnedest to ignore the butterflies in my stomach. Ryder is attractive—inconveniently so. He could be an Abercrombie & Fitch model with his piercing blue eyes, sexily messy blond hair, and Hollywood-worthy jawline. It’s hard to believe he used to be king of the nerds, but when we were in first grade, people would pick on him because of his scrawny frame, well-below-average height, high-pitched voice, and Harry Potter glasses. I was the only person who defended him from bullies and his only friend. But high school was an entirely different story. The summer before ninth grade, he had a growth spurt and got contacts. Instead of sneering at him, girls would flirt with him. And because I was the only Asian girl in our school and a plain flat-chested one at that, our classmates would make fun of me. Ryder quickly put an end to that, however. The second he discovered that people were making my high school experience miserable, he made it clear that the next person who would so much as whisper “ching chong” at me would get his ass thoroughly kicked. 

“You hungry, Jing?” he asks, preparing a plate.

“Yes,” I say, nearly drooling when he slides a plate piled with French toast, bacon, and scrambled eggs to me. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” He sits next to me, his body only inches from mine. I curse the butterflies still fluttering around in my belly. Ryder is my best friend; I shouldn’t have a crush on him, even if he is handsome and a good cook. It’s just hormones, I tell myself. I don’t have feelings that go beyond platonic. Though his cologne smells divine on him... Oh my God, I need to stop it. 

“When do you get off work?” he asks.

“Seven.” I work at Miss Lola’s Ice Cream. It’s good ice cream, but we don’t get many customers because of the Baskin Robbins across the street. “People value cheap over quality,” Miss Lola would say with a dramatic sigh when she sees teenagers opt for the chain instead of her homemade stuff.

“You should come to my party tonight.”

I have to force myself to not wrinkle my nose. This isn’t the first time that he’s extended an invitation to his beach party. I love hanging out with Ryder, but only when it’s just the two of us. I’ve tried hanging out with him and his football buddies, but I always feel awkward around them because I have like nothing in common with them. I couldn’t care less about sports and cars, and they couldn’t care less about Avatar: the Last Airbender and LCD Soundsystem. “Maybe,” I say.

“Do you have plans?”

“Well, no,” I admit.

“Then come to the party. I promise we’ll have fun.”

I want to say yes because I do want to spend as much time as possible with Ryder before he goes off to college. But the thought of enduring another eye-glazing conversation about the Fast and Furious movies is unappealing to say the least. “Maybe,” I repeat.

“What are the chances that maybe will become a yes?”

“Kind of low.”

He exhales. “Maybe I shouldn’t give you more French toast unless you agree to come to the party.”

“What?! You’ll deny me French toast?! That’s beyond cruel.”

He shrugs. “You deny me attendance; I deny you French toast.”

“Whatever. I don’t need more French toast. I’ve been gaining weight.” My job at the ice cream shop comes with free samples of the merchandise, and I’ve been taking advantage of it a little too much.

“Oh shut up.” He slaps another slice of French toast onto my plate. “Just eat it.”

I grin. “Thanks, pal.”
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“Do you think I should ask my dad for a gift card to Ulta Beauty or Sephora?” Kelli asks.

“Um...” I know next to nothing about beauty products. I wear cherry chapstick and occasionally wear CoverGirl mascara, and that’s about it. “Sephora?”

She nods. “Good choice.”

Kelli is nice, and as far as coworkers go, she’s definitely not the worst one I’ve ever had. But her work ethic could use some improvement. When I’m wiping tables or scooping ice cream, she’s usually on her phone, reading up on the latest Kardashian gossip or researching the benefits of butt masks. 

“Do you have plans with your boyfriend tonight?” she asks.

“Uh, I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Then who’s the hot guy who always comes in here and talks to you?”

“Oh, he’s Ryder. He’s just a friend.”

She snorts. “Just a friend? Like I haven’t heard that one before.”

Okay, time to change the subject. “How about you? What are you up to after work?”

“Hmm, Jesse offered to take me shopping at Saks Fifth Avenue, but Louis wanted to go to dinner at the fancy new steakhouse...”

I nod, pretending to listen as Kelli rambles on about her various suitors and their attempts to win her affection. She is classically beautiful like a blond Greek goddess and has curves in all the right places, so of course she would have multiple guys buying her designer clothes and taking her to
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