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			To everyone who’s ever had to say “I miss you” over phone or text

		

	
		
			End of Summer

		

	
		
			One

			“I WANT TO BREAK UP.”

			The words feel weird passing my lips. I can’t quite believe them even though I’m the one saying them. Maybe there’s just no way to prepare for the end of stories like ours.

			The whole thing is made weirder by the fact I’m floating in a swimming pool, sheltering from the hundred-degree Phoenix sun. On days like this, I never know where the droplets of chlorinated water on my shoulders end and where my sweat starts. Right now, though, I’m pretty sure I’m mostly sweat. Not just from the heat, either.

			“Patrick,” I continue before I lose my courage. I have a whole speech planned out, and I’m determined to give it. “You know how much you mean to me,” I go on, working hard to keep my expression contrite yet respectful. “You’ve honestly been the best boyfriend—”

			From across the pool, he interrupts me. “And you’ve been the best girlfriend.” He’s treading water in the deep end, sweat beading on the brown skin of his brow.

			I grimace. “Thanks,” I say through my teeth. It’s the worst kind of thank you. Not grateful, just necessary. “But what I’m trying to say is that we’ve been together for nearly three years. I’m just wondering if . . . maybe we’re too young for this kind of commitment.” I hear my voice grow stronger by the end of the sentence, which is good. It’s the only thing making this bearable, really. I believe what I’m saying.

			“Siena, you’re my world,” he protests. “You’re my everything. You have been since we were fifteen.”

			My mouth flattens. Some stinging combination of sunscreen and water has slipped into my eye, and I rub it, grateful for the moment to regroup. “That’s my point, though. It’s been almost three years.” There’s more I don’t say. We haven’t even said I love you. We haven’t had sex. We discussed early in our relationship wanting to wait for the “right time.” Which . . . somewhere in these three years, shouldn’t I have felt like it was the right time? “Do you want to graduate high school having only dated me?” I ask.

			His reply is immediate. “Yes! I literally only want to date you!” He looks genuinely confused by my question. Then his expression clouds over. “Wait, who else do you want to date?”

			I’ve been bobbing lightly on my toes in the pool, but when I sink down, I realize I’ve drifted into the five-foot section. I’m only five foot six, and I find the water rising past my mouth. I’ve lost my footing, conversationally and literally.

			Paddling into shallower water, I force myself to remain clear and calm. “Nobody in particular,” I say. “I just feel like I need freedom. Not to date exactly, but to explore who I am.”

			I breathe out. That’s it. That’s what I’ve been feeling this summer, in the months leading up to Patrick’s and my senior year. The truth is, if I examine who I am right now, I’m not very interested in what I find. I’m incredibly, painfully normal. I just exist, filling days with the routines of life. I go to school. I do Model UN. I’m not very good—I never gavel. Besides, I joined the extracurricular for Patrick. On Saturday nights, I go to the movies or McDonald’s with the same group of friends I’ve had since elementary school.

			Honestly, my most defining feature is my boyfriend. Patrick and I are The Couple. The couple our circle of classmates can only imagine as a unit. No one even says our names separately. It’s only SienaandPatrick. PatrickandSiena. SienaandPatrick are in our prom limo. PatrickandSiena were the only people not drinking. Which isn’t Patrick’s fault, not in the least. But it is our relationship’s fault. When everything I do involves or centers on him, it’s hard to figure out how to be my own person. I just know I can’t stand it much longer—I’m desperate for something to change.

			His voice cuts harshly into my thoughts, louder now. “So, what? We’re over? Three years, and you’re throwing me away?”

			I’m caught off guard. I flatten my feet on the rough concrete of the pool for some sense of stability. “It’s really more like two and a half years,” I point out, then wince.

			“Like I’m garbage?” he goes on emphatically.

			“Patrick, you’re—you’re not garbage.” I kick under the water to move closer, reaching out for him.

			He pushes away from me, splashing dramatically. “You were everything to me,” he says. “I guess I was nothing to you. I don’t even know who you are anymore. The Siena I knew would never do this to me,” he wails.

			I open my mouth to reply, then—

			Instead, I sigh. Dropping the contrition from my expression, I frown. “Okay, this isn’t helpful,” I inform him.

			He stops flailing immediately, mirroring the change in me. “Too much?” he asks apologetically, his expression completely changed.

			“Way too much,” I confirm. “You have to be realistic, Joe. Patrick won’t make a scene.”

			My best friend nods, considering my feedback like an actor hoping this performance wins him his Emmy. “He will be heartbroken, though,” Joe says matter-of-factly.

			Ruefully, I realize he’s not wrong. While Joe obviously doesn’t know Patrick quite as well as I do, he’s received more secondhand knowledge of Patrick Reynolds than anyone on the planet. I made a point of having the three of us hang out often so that Patrick never got jealous of Joe and Joe didn’t feel like I ditched him when I got a boyfriend.

			Joe’s my closest friend and has been since we were five years old. We met in kindergarten, our friendship founded on having the same Wonder Woman lunch box. These days, Joe is much cooler than me. I can’t explain why we’re friends except to say we just get along. On paper, we don’t have much in common—Joe is Black and wealthy, plays drums in the jazz band, and hangs out with athletes and drama kids instead of my friends in Model UN—or MUN for short, as in, rhymes with fun. But it doesn’t matter.

			It’s why I’m here. When I decided today was finally the day I would break up with Patrick, I texted Joe, who promptly invited me over.

			I didn’t hesitate. First, Joe’s house has a sweet pool, and it’s ridiculously hot out. Second, I needed to get out of my apartment before my brother, Robbie, started making out with his new girlfriend on the couch. Most importantly, however, I wanted to rehearse my speech.

			Joe agreed, probably out of boredom, when I explained I needed him to play the role of Patrick. We’ve spent the past final weeks of summer supposedly enjoying the homework-less emptiness of each day, but really doing nothing. I know Joe has more parties, more obligations, more unread group chats on his phone than Patrick and I do. Even for him, though, I think summer has started to feel a little listless.

			Hence him getting carried away with the role of Patrick, my soon-to-be ex-boyfriend.

			“Patrick’s too nice to get argumentative,” I point out. “Honestly, he’ll probably end up consoling me after I dump him.” The thought douses me in guilt. Despite the heat, the water feels cold and clammy on my submerged skin. I don’t want to hurt Patrick, partly because he really is that nice.

			Joe ducks his head under. Coming quickly back up, he blinks water out of his eyes. “Well, you know he’s going to be crushed, even if he doesn’t show it.”

			“Are you trying to make me feel worse?” I’m going for joking and end up sounding miserable.

			“No,” he replies gently. “Just—are you sure about this?”

			I weigh the question seriously as if I haven’t asked myself the same thing every night for weeks, staring at the small photo of Patrick and me from a Model UN conference in the craft-store frame next to my pillow. It’s not that I don’t love Patrick. I’m just not in love with him.

			Deep down, I know it’s not just lack of passion driving my decision, either. I’m scared of staying the same girl I was when I was fifteen, when I started dating Patrick. I feel stilted, confining myself to fit my relationship, to stay the person who fell for Patrick three years ago.

			The thing is, I know it doesn’t have to be this way. I’ve been friends with Joe longer than I’ve been dating Patrick. But my friendship with Joe hasn’t kept either of us from changing over the past eleven years. Joe, with his enormous video game collection, his skateboarding scabs. I never felt trapped into being that kindergartener with her Wonder Woman lunch box in order to stay friends with him.

			Yet with Patrick, I’m stuck. Our relationship is routinized. We have every excuse to do the same things, have the same conversations, see the same people. It’s why I really haven’t changed since we started dating. I’m afraid if I stay with him, comfortable in our complacency, I’ll be forever the fifteen-year-old who watches YouTube home renovations late into the night, does puzzles for fun, goes to the same café every Saturday afternoon. The girl Patrick loves.

			Everyone else gets to change. I look at my friends, look at Joe’s older sister, Hailey, who’s home from her freshman year at Rice. She’s vegan now. She listens to music she calls chillwave and deep house. She’s training to run a marathon. It’s like she discovered this whole other person within herself.

			I don’t want to run a marathon. I did not enjoy the chillwave she played for me. But I do want to discover new sides of myself.

			“Yes,” I say honestly to Joe. “I’m sure. Breaking up won’t be easy, but it’s the right thing to do.”

			“Then you don’t need to practice,” Joe replies. “Just be honest with him.”

			I smile weakly. I hate this, even though I know it’s right. Patrick is the kindest boy I’ve ever met. He’s probably the kindest person I’ve ever met. Breaking up will hurt us both. But that’s no reason to put it off.

			I hoist myself out of the pool, immediately feeling the oven-like heat. The pavement sears my feet, and I spring lightly for my sandals. Wrapping my towel around my shoulders, I turn back to the pool.

			“By the way,” I call to Joe, “you’re my world?”

			Hearing his words repeated, Joe waves a hand carelessly. “I don’t know what Patrick says to you in your intimate moments.”

			I laugh despite myself. “Well, it’s not you’re my world.” I pull on my dress over my wet bathing suit, knowing the fabric will dry in minutes. Glimpsing my reflection in Joe’s glass sliding doors, I notice the damp boob stains outlined on my dress, my hair—dark brown, usually straight—hanging tangled and stringy down my back. “Should I shower and change before I meet up with him?” I ask Joe.

			Joe climbs up onto one of the rafts floating in the crystal water. “You’re about to dump the man and you’re worried about how you look?”

			I wind my hair into a bun using the hairband I keep on my wrist. It looks a little better. “I just want him to know I respect him,” I say.

			Joe closes his eyes, stretching out on the raft. “Siena, don’t procrastinate,” he says. “Go put him out of his misery.”

			I cross the hot concrete to the glass doors. “Okay, I’m going,” I grumble. “The next time you see me, I’ll be single.”

			It’s unexpectedly reassuring to say. I’ll be single. Once I get through this conversation, I won’t be Patrick Reynolds’s girlfriend. I’ll be someone else—me, or the beginning of who I might become.

		

	
		
			Two

			I WALK INTO REX’S just like I have every Saturday afternoon for years. The café felt sort of grown-up when we started coming here—a coffee shop, where we hung out on our own, with caffeinated drinks and no parental supervision.

			Now, it just feels like Rex’s. It is exactly the model of an independent coffee shop, no different from the kind where characters meet in old TV shows. Wooden booths along one wall, old couches in the center of the room, dusty bookshelves of unread books, local artists’ paintings near the windows. I could sketch every detail of this place from memory if I could draw. Which I can’t.

			I know Patrick will have ordered a single cappuccino and an almond croissant. If they don’t have almond croissants today, he’ll have gotten a blueberry scone. It’s his routine, every week. From the door, I see him sitting at our regular table, the one in the corner with the cushioned booth, which he always leaves open for me. He knows I prefer it.

			When I get closer, I find—sure enough, his single cappuccino and almond croissant. I recognize the book on environmental activism he’s reading, which he got when we went to the bookstore last weekend.

			Under different circumstances, I know how the rest of the day would go. I’d finish his croissant, because he always saves me the final bites. We’d spend the next hour reading, then he’d walk me home, ten minutes through streets of nondescript houses with cacti and gravel in the yards, and talk about Robbie’s newest girlfriend or the funny thing Patrick’s cat did that day. Then he’d either come up to my room and we’d make out for twenty minutes or he’d head home, regretting not having the time to come up to my room and make out for twenty minutes.

			Except today, none of that will happen. Because today, I’m breaking up with him.

			I nearly lose my nerve when he glances up, noticing me. His grin fills his face, his eyes lit with enthusiasm.

			Patrick. Patrick Reynolds. He’s objectively cute. I know every feature of his face, which doesn’t change how handsome I find him every time I see him. The light summer tan of his skin, pale in the school year. His wavy brown hair, the dusting of freckles over his cheeks, his solid chin, lips I’m honestly envious of. In ways, he’s the best of a bunch of worlds. He’s got a jock’s looks, gentlemanly charm, impressive intelligence, and a goofy sense of humor. The problem isn’t with him.

			It’s with us. With SienaandPatrick.

			We’re chronically coupled. First, I enjoyed it, the glow of having a boyfriend, not needing to find a date for homecoming or Valentine’s Day. Then I got used to it, used to knowing exactly what every Saturday would look like.

			Now, I’m seventeen and I’m scared real romance is behind me.

			I feel like I’ve been married for twenty years. When people ask how we met—mostly my mom’s friends—it’s like I’m dusting off some old fairy tale instead of describing myself. No one wants the details of our love story now. Frankly, they’re boring. Which leaves me, Patrick, and our routines.

			It’s not like I want to date someone else, or like I’m passing up prospects left and right—while Patrick compliments me often, I don’t have eye-catching curves or long legs. I’m not popular. I don’t have indie-girl charm or some intriguing hidden side. I like Netflix and pumpkin-flavored coffee. I’m just me, and I don’t feel like settling down in high school.

			While Rex’s cappuccino machine hisses, Patrick rises and gives me his customary quick kiss, the way he has hundreds of times. I can’t help comparing it to how Robbie clumsily but passionately makes out with his girlfriend—can’t help noticing the listlessness between Patrick and me.

			“Hi,” he says. “How are you? You look nice.”

			I sit, already uncomfortable. My hair is probably frizzy, my forehead sweaty. If Patrick notices, he doesn’t mind. “Oh, thanks,” I say. “Um, actually, I have something I wanted to talk about.”

			Patrick’s expression changes. “Me too,” he says heavily, looking forlorn.

			I frown. “You do?” Is he about to dump me? The idea hits me suddenly, which makes me feel vain and naive. It’s an awesomely impressive oversight, never wondering whether the boyfriend I was planning on breaking up with was planning on breaking up with me. Shouldn’t I feel relieved if he is? It would save me having to hurt him.

			Still, it stings. I have no right to be hurt, obviously. Just, on every late night I’ve spent wondering how I would do this or how Patrick would react, I never imagined realizing he no longer saw in me what he once did.

			“I’m moving,” he says.

			I don’t really have a reaction to this. I’m sort of surprised, sort of confused. “You’re moving,” I repeat. “Like, your parents bought a new house?”

			“They did,” he replies. “In Austin.”

			For some reason, I suddenly start to notice details I hadn’t when I got here. Details I wasn’t looking for, because that’s what familiarity does. The tension in Patrick’s shoulders, the fidgetiness of his fingers on the tabletop. What he’s saying hits me with a fuzzy, dizzy feeling, uncertain and unsettling. “Wait, what?” I start to understand. “Austin? As in Texas?”

			Patrick’s mouth tightens, like he might be holding back tears. The weird feeling knocks me over, leveling me. My plans disappear under shock, incomprehension, and . . . sympathy?

			He nods. “My mom got a position at the hospital there,” he says. “We’re moving in two weeks.”

			“You’re—you’re moving to Texas in two weeks.”

			Patrick doesn’t point out I’ve done nothing except unhelpfully repeat everything he’s said. I would think he’s just being courteous, except his eyes have gone distant and moved to the café’s windows. He’s preoccupied, understandably wrapped up in everything he’s feeling.

			“But the school year starts in two weeks,” I point out softly.

			Patrick’s eyes glisten. He wipes his cheek, then looks back at me. “I’m transferring. My parents told me yesterday. I—I’m so sorry we won’t be together for our senior year. I hate that I won’t be in Model UN with you, and our friends . . . I feel horrible that I’m leaving them.”

			He swallows hard. I study him, realizing he’s phrasing everything as apologies despite the fact he’s the one hurt by it all. This is his life he’s leaving behind, his senior year. He was going to be president of MUN. It makes me do something I really hadn’t planned on.

			I reach over, taking his hand.

			He forces a feeble smile. “It’ll be okay,” he says reassuringly, comforting me as much as himself. “It’s my mom’s dream job, and my dad’s excited to move. You know how he hates Phoenix. It’ll be good,” he finishes, his voice upbeat like he’s convinced.

			My heart cracks a little. The thing is, he probably will be okay. Everyone will love him in his new city. Patrick wins over every room he walks into. His new Model UN team will learn how eloquent and hardworking he is. He’ll be fine without me.

			He squeezes my hand. “Siena, I know this affects our relationship,” he says like he’s reading my mind, if not catching everything. I bite my lip.

			“Yeah,” I say. “About that . . .”

			I can’t meet his eyes. This is my window.

			Yet, I’m guiltily relieved when he goes on. “I know a long distance relationship wasn’t your plan for senior year,” he says gently. “I’d understand if, you know . . . you want to break up.”

			I sort of can’t believe our conversation’s unexpected, circuitous route has led us here so perfectly. He’s opened the window wide. It wouldn’t even hurt him the way I was prepared for because I could pass it off as about the distance, not about him.

			I say nothing, working out exactly what’s holding me back.

			Slowly, I figure it out. If I break up with him now, it’s the end of Patrick in my life. While I’d been counting on ending our romantic relationship, freeing myself to try new things, I’d figured I would see Patrick. We’d stay friends. In this new future, he’ll be nothing to me. Old photos on my phone, signatures in dusty yearbooks, texts fallen to the bottom of my messages app. The idea is unexpectedly painful, and the pain threads doubt through my conviction. I’m not in love with him. But I don’t know if I want to completely lose him, either.

			I need more time to know for sure.

			Time and . . . possibly distance.

			I put my other hand on top of where ours are clasped on the table. “Do you want to break up?” I ask. It occurs to me that Patrick’s suggestion might be exactly the kind of courtesy I’ve learned to expect of him. Maybe he hid his own preference within a guess about mine.

			His eyes widen. “God, no. I want to be with you, no matter what. I just want you to have the best possible senior year.”

			When I smile, it’s genuine this time. “We could try long distance. It might not work, but I think . . .”

			With Patrick watching me, his eyes sincere, I pause. Ending our three-year relationship is not to be done lightly. Maybe I was being impulsive, hasty, careless. Maybe I would regret dumping Patrick. Maybe—just maybe—I’m being given the chance to spare us from needless heartbreak.

			“I think I want to try,” I finish, uncertain but certain enough. I don’t want to close this door and have him lock it behind me.

			Patrick’s entire expression transforms. He beams at me, sitting up straighter, looking renewed. Only then do I understand how much he wanted this, how he was only giving me the option to be kind. “Okay, great,” he says energetically. “Resolved. We’re staying together. Seriously, Siena, I’m so glad. I could stomach the idea of leaving Phoenix, but losing you, too . . .” The gleam in his eyes fades.

			I swallow. “I’m—I’m glad, too.” In fact, I’m more like not miserable, which is different. But the idea of dampening Patrick’s enthusiasm is not one I enjoy. Instead, I continue cautiously. “What . . . do you think long distance will look like?”

			Patrick’s focus is immediate, his brown eyes turning intent. “Well,” he starts, like he’s brainstorming policy resolutions. “We’ll text. We’ll video chat. You know, FaceTime and stuff. We’ll”—now his voice takes on bright vigor—“we’ll visit. Visits will be great. Thanksgiving, winter break. We’ll see each other.”

			I’ve sometimes found Patrick’s enthusiasm infectious. Right now, I’m trying to follow his positive outlook, but it’s not easy. I’m weighed down by questions. Do I like the sound of the relationship he’s describing? Will it give me the room I need to discover myself—the reason I wanted to break up in the first place? Is it even fair to subject Patrick to long distance for his last year of high school?

			I settle for the smallest form of those questions. “Will . . . those things be enough for you?”

			This, I instantly see, does dampen Patrick’s spirits. I feel guilty, though not unjustified. When I imagine long distance, I have the dull feeling our relationship will only get colder with intermittent texting, separate lives, and no twenty-minute make-outs in my room.

			Patrick pauses, and in the stretching silence, I know he’s really evaluating the question like I did. He must be entertaining a similar outcome. And that’s before we even factor in that there’s no real end point here. Next year, we’ll be going to college, and in all likelihood it won’t be in the same place. Is this really what either of us wants for the foreseeable future?

			When he speaks, his voice is heavier. Not with defeat. Just realism. “It can be a trial,” he concedes. “If at any point we decide it’s not what we want, we’ll just say the word.”

			I shift in my seat. I . . . really might say the word. This could very well be over by Thanksgiving.

			But by then, I will have had time to adjust to Patrick out of my life. He’ll have had time to adjust to me out of his, too, I console myself. This is better for us both. We can slowly submerge into the cold water instead of dunking our heads and shocking our systems.

			“Sounds great,” I say, reaching for the confidence I felt seconds ago. I give his hand a final squeeze before pulling mine free.

			Patrick takes a bite of his almond croissant, then passes the final piece to me to finish. I stare at the flaky crust, fighting doubt. I walked in here ready to end us. I’m glad I didn’t. Still, with the complicated conversation over, I realize I’m left with . . . more of the same. We’re just stretching every unworkable same over hundreds of miles. Same Patrick, same me. Same problems.

			I finish the croissant, knowing exactly how the rest of the day will go.

		

	
		
			Three

			THE NEXT TWO WEEKS have the feeling of life on pause. We don’t finish summer the way we normally would—the rotation of lazy days, Saturday dates, and family dinners I’m used to. But the new shape of this year hasn’t started yet, either. We’re in the between.

			We fill it with packing, fitting the contents of Patrick’s entire bedroom into cardboard boxes marked with Sharpie. It’s surreal how swiftly years of memories and signs of life can be removed, leaving bare walls and empty shelves. I accompany Patrick as he says heartfelt goodbyes to our friends, watch him promise to come visit. I wonder what he’s feeling. I wonder, if I were in his position, whether I would be glad to leave.

			On his last night in Phoenix, we sit out in his backyard. While Patrick doesn’t shed a tear, I can feel how hard this is for him. We talk, our conversation made sparse by the circumstances. Patrick focuses on the future.

			“We’ll be together again before we know it,” he says. “The time will fly by.”

			I nod, saying nothing. Whether the time flies or drags isn’t the question on my mind. It’s what it’ll carry with it. The next time we’re together, will it be for the last time? Or in these months apart, will I miss him enough to not want to let him go?

			It’s not an answer I can possibly know right now. Instead, I just let Patrick hold me while we stare up into the wide, dark sky.

			
				
					Patrick
September 3, 8:43 p.m.

				

				Hey, call you in 10?

				Can we do in 15?

				Sure thing!

				
					September 5, 7:14 a.m.

				

				Hope you have a good first day!

				Miss you.

				
					September 5, 1:30 p.m.

				

				Day went well. They don’t have MUN, so I have to figure out what I’m going to replace it with. But the people seem nice.

				
					September 20, 3:16 p.m.

				

				How’s everyone doing? Tell me everything that’s happened at school so far.

				Nothing to tell really!

				I find that hard to believe.

				They moved mac and cheese day to Thursday. Oh, and Marcus and Jenny broke up.

				Siena! Those are two MOMENTOUS changes!

				Okay, shifting mac and cheese from Friday to Thursday maybe has rippling effects that might alter the very core of our school.

				And Marcus and Jenny! What happened?

				They got in a huge fight about how Jenny didn’t like Marcus’s favorite movie or something.

				Wow. They broke up because of a movie?

				I know.

				That’s very depressing to me.

				
					October 9, 12:57 p.m.

				

				Hey, just got your text and tried to call you, but you must be out. Hope you’re doing something incredibly exciting.

				
					October 9, 2:20 p.m.

				

				Sorry, I missed you! I was not doing something incredibly exciting, unless you consider finding a new optometrist thrilling.

				Everything is relative, I suppose. New contacts?

				Glasses. I’ll send you a pic. Hold on.

				
					October 16, 6:43 p.m.

				

				Hey, can we talk at 8 your time instead of 9? I need to get more sleep this week. First midterm coming up.

				Sure!

				
					October 25, 3:37 p.m.

				

				Marcus and Jenny got back together.

				Oh thank god.

				
					November 5, 9:02 a.m.

				

				Happy Birthday! What’s the birthday plan for the day?

				Thanks. Wish you could be here to celebrate. I miss you.

				
					November 5, 11:30 a.m.

				

				Miss you too.

				As for what I’m doing today, I’m registering to vote!!

				
					November 5, 6:50 p.m.

				

				Oh my god. Did you know about this? My mom called your mom and I’m coming out to have Thanksgiving with your family! The flights are my parents’ gift to me. I am so excited!!!

			

		

	
		
			Thanksgiving

		

	
		
			Four

			FOR NEARLY EVERYBODY, THE Wednesday before Thanksgiving is one of the most checked-out times of the year. Plenty of my classmates don’t even come to school, already on planes to visit grandma and grandpa wherever. Those who do show up spend every hour watching the clock.

			Not Model UN. I’m in the government room after school, where MUN has meetings. Alicia, the new president replacing Patrick, is discussing our upcoming conference in January and who will be on Security Council. Everyone is riveted, hoping for a good assignment.

			Except me. While the meeting stretches on, I realize I just . . . don’t care. Not like everyone else here does. Not like Patrick would.

			Searching myself for the reasons why I’m sitting here, I can’t find them. I chose Model UN freshman year because it fit my schedule. I wanted four years of my extracurricular on my résumé, the way everyone told me I should. Then, when I started dating Patrick, my center of gravity shifted to Model UN friends, my Model UN responsibilities, my sense of myself here.

			The more I reflect, though, the less enthusiastic I become. I don’t like the competition in Model UN, and I’m not particularly passionate about the subject matter. This is what I’ve felt for months, this persistent vague discomfort—like I’m out of place in my own life. The pieces I put together three years ago no longer fit.

			Nevertheless, I try to force them. Effortfully, I tune in to what Alicia’s saying. When she mentions the Non-Proliferation Treaty, I Google the term on my phone under my desk.

			It doesn’t work. The words warp and scatter in front of my eyes. I sigh quietly in frustration.

			I thought without Patrick here, I could come into my own in this club, be more than the president’s girlfriend. Now I’m wondering if Patrick was the only reason I was here. It’s not something I’m proud to admit. I want to do things for myself, not because my boyfriend does them.

			Hastily, I delete my previous Google search. Instead, I type in quarter-life crisis.

			I scroll unproductively for the next twenty minutes. When Alicia finally ends the meeting, I shoot out of my seat immediately.

			Next to me, Garret, one of Patrick’s and my closest friends, catches my eye. “Hey, is Patrick getting in tonight?” he asks.

			I plaster on a smile, hiding the nerves Patrick’s visit twists in my stomach. “Tomorrow.”

			“You have to say hi for us,” Alicia says, coming over to collect her bag. “Tell him we miss him!”

			“Yeah,” I say. “I will.”

			I duck out of the room, frustrated that even with Patrick in Texas, he’s the focus of every conversation people want to have with me. In the empty outdoor hallway, I find I’m speeding my steps, rushing for no reason except the pressure mounting in my chest. I have the oddest sensation, like I need to run or scream or both.

			I do neither, wrestling the feeling down. Reaching the library, I take a deep breath and walk in. Past the checkout desk, someone is working on one of the computers, typing furiously. I don’t recognize the program, but I do know what long, tight tiers of web- or app-design code look like.

			Since the summer, I’ve noticed myself doing something sort of embarrassing. When I see someone interesting or passionate or skillful, I’ll . . . imagine I’m them. Like, not them literally. But the them version of me. Like now, my mind flashes to For Dummies books piled on my desk for programming languages—Java? C++?—and whiteboards in my room filled with hand-drawn interface designs. Me, hoodie-clad, powered by espresso, working late into the night on my next ingenious idea. Coder Siena.

			One day, maybe, one such image will excite me enough to stick in my head, instead of vanishing the next second the way this one does. Still, the momentary diversion is enough to calm the pressure in my chest.

			I continue toward the back of the library, where I know I’ll find Joe. His mom is a guidance counselor, and Joe and I usually work here until she’s ready to leave for the day. I drop my bag on the floor, then collapse into the seat across from him. But when I open my math book, Joe flips it closed again.

			“I need a milkshake,” he says.

			I slouch forward, pretending to pout. “I just got here,” I say. “I have so much homework to do before Patrick gets in.” While it is the long weekend, I doubt I’ll have time during Patrick’s stay for the lengthy calculus assignment Ms. Jones dropped on us.

			“We can drink it on the walk back,” Joe points out with the ease of someone who expected this objection. “It’ll only take fifteen minutes.”

			I sigh. I know his timing estimate is dead-on, what with how often we’ve made this very walk to Bentley’s Burgers. Besides, I’m too restless to deal with differential equations anyway. “Fine,” I concede. “But we’re getting strawberry today.” The size of Bentley’s milkshakes renders them decidedly a collaborative experience. Even splitting, Joe and I sometimes don’t finish.

			“It’s the worst flavor, but okay,” he replies with a hint of judgment.

			We leave our bags in the library. Walking out, I have to quicken my pace to keep up with Joe, who’s clearly eager even for strawberry. Reaching the large street running next to our school, we start our familiar route to Bentley’s.

			“When is Patrick getting in, anyway?” Joe asks. “What do you guys have planned?”

			I groan. “Can’t I have one conversation that isn’t about Patrick?” My voice comes out a little shrill.

			Joe eyes me. “You’re touchy.”

			I exhale, calming myself again. Joe’s not wrong—today does have me touchy. “I know,” I say. “Sorry. I just thought Patrick moving away would mean I’d be seen less as Patrick’s girlfriend and more as . . . Siena.”

			Right then, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I check the screen, finding it’s Patrick wondering how Model UN went. I ignore the message for now.

			“What does it mean to see you more as Siena?” Joe asks, sounding like he’s giving the question real consideration.

			I say nothing for a moment. In the harsh daylight, I suddenly feel just like I did in the hallway. Joe’s put forward exactly the question I find so stressful. “That’s the problem,” I say softly. “I don’t know.”

			Joe nods, either contemplative or, possibly, not riveted by my existential dilemma.

			Needing to get these thoughts off my chest, I stubbornly press on. “I guess I don’t know what I want the real me to look like. Like—have you ever been starving but didn’t know what you wanted to have for dinner?”

			“Honestly, no,” Joe replies. “My dad’s cooking goes hard.”

			I laugh. “Metaphorically.”

			“Well, metaphorically”—he matches my intonation—“I think if you’re hungry, you should just look into your cupboard and make something.”

			The suggestion softens me. It’s genuine and well put. But it’s not easy. “Maybe,” I say quietly.

			While we walk, I work the question over. If Joe’s right, I should just pick something—just decide. Coming down the street opposite us, a woman jogs in color-coordinated athleisure wear. I picture myself in her shoes—sleek Nikes. I could be Runner Siena, scheduling out my marathon practices and pounding pavement every morning.

			Well, actually, that sounds terrible. So, not Runner Siena. But something. I should pick something and just . . . make dinner.

			The weekend of my boyfriend’s visit, though, does not feel like the ideal time to decide what. First I’ll focus on my relationship, then I’ll focus on me. It needs to be this way, I realize—I can’t be Fill-in-the-Blank Siena while I’m still figuring out PatrickandSiena.

			For the rest of our trip to Bentley’s, our conversation moves to other subjects, and I hold on to this personal schedule. I will decide who I want to be, but this weekend is for the questions Patrick poses. And right now is for strawberry milkshakes.

		

	
		
			Five

			I’VE ONLY BEEN TO the airport three times. Once for the Model UN conference we went to in Washington, DC, the farthest I’ve ever been from Phoenix. Then once coming home from the same Model UN conference in Washington, DC. The third time was picking my dad up from a business trip.

			Which means I only vaguely remember the emptily modern details of the Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport. The cream-colored carpet, the long ceiling tiles, the rows of gray chairs. For somewhere evidently meant to be manageable and streamlined, it’s doing nothing for my stress.

			I pace in front of the baggage claim carousel. The place is packed with people flying in last minute for Thanksgiving. Over the stainless-steel conveyor belt, the screen reads Patrick’s flight number. Next to it: ARRIVED.

			Any minute now, Patrick will walk through the doors across the room. He’ll be here, in person, for the first time in months. The thought has me jumpy. It’s taken over from the personal identity crisis I was having yesterday.

			“Siena, would you sit? You’re blocking the exit,” Mom says from the chairs.

			It’s not the least bit true. I know not to say this out loud, though—my mom will notice I’m on edge, and we’ll have a passive-aggressive fight. I settle for rolling my eyes so she can’t see. Joining her on the gray chairs, I fold my hands in my lap, hopefully showing no signs of what I’m feeling.

			I don’t know if I want to see Patrick again, and my uncertainty is wreaking havoc on my emotions. Our texting and phone calls over the past few months have been pleasant, like the neutral cheer of the airport decor. I enjoy texting Patrick, I do—just, in the way I enjoy texting friends.

			Other friends. Who I haven’t been dating for three years.

			Patrick is my close friend, obviously, and conversation comes naturally with him, if sometimes predictably. I just don’t think it’s how texting my boyfriend should feel. Like we’re . . . just pals. My pal Patrick.

			When my mom told me that Patrick’s mom, Mel, wanted to buy Patrick plane tickets for his birthday, I agreed to the plan mostly because I knew if I was going to break up with Patrick, I owed it to him to do it in person. Two and three-quarters years together shouldn’t end in a text message beneath a conversation about homework or what we had for dinner.

			My doubts about our relationship haven’t faded since he left for Austin. In fact, they’ve gotten worse. Not just because of the strains of separation, either, the conversion of walks home and unconscious handholding to laboriously organized FaceTimes and time-zone forgetfulness.

			The problem is, even with the distance, I haven’t managed to start rediscovering myself. It’s not Patrick’s fault, but it’s just . . . not working. I’ve started to wonder if maybe holding on to this relationship is making me hold on to pieces of myself that no longer fit.

			It’s like somehow, even from half of the United States’ distance, our relationship is squeezing out room in my life I need for myself.

			So I’m forcing myself to give us one final chance. This visit, I’ll decide whether there’s enough holding us together to keep us together—enough friendship, enough spark I couldn’t feel over long distance—or whether I’m now ready to say goodbye to him. When the end of this weekend comes, I’ll make a decision on whether we’re breaking up.

			Obviously, I’m not looking forward to it.

			I bounce my leg in my seat, which leads my mom to look up from the historical romance she’s reading on her phone. “You excited?” she asks gently, if not without genuine curiosity.

			I look over, not sure how to respond. No, Mom, I’m not would prompt questions I don’t want to voice out loud, questions I’ve wrestled with plenty on my own. I’m not even sure what I’m going to do with Patrick for the next few days. It’s near-impossible to reconcile the fundamental pressure I’m placing on this visit with figuring out the mundane logistics of how we’ll spend each unstructured hour.

			My mom watches me with hazel eyes like my own. Some people don’t look like their parents, or they look half like one parent, half like the other. I’m not one of those people. I’m a weird carbon copy of what my mom looked like when she was my age. Even now, we’re unusually similar, down to our perfect golden tans and our small noses. Besides our ages, the only difference between us is our haircuts, hers shoulder-length while mine spills lower. In moments like this, it’s like I’m being interrogated by myself.

			She continues without waiting for my reply. “Of course you are,” she concludes. “I remember when your father and I did long distance for a few months.”

			“You and Dad? When? Why?” I welcome the distraction of the questions. My dad’s worked in insurance here in Phoenix my whole life. Until now, I’ve never had much curiosity for my parents’ dating life pre-me. I don’t know why she’s only mentioning this months into my own long distance relationship. I guess the airport is stirring up memories.

			“It was when we’d just met,” she says. “We didn’t realize we lived in different states. He had been in Phoenix, visiting Uncle Al when we . . . Well, I’ll tell you that story when you’re older.”

			I grimace. Okay, now I would prefer my nerves.

			“We really hit it off,” Mom goes on. “For a while we saw each other every couple weeks while he lived in Los Angeles. It wasn’t easy. I hardly knew your father and I already hated the distance. I can’t imagine what it’s like for you and Patrick.”

			I shift my eyes from hers. “Yeah, it’s . . .” I cast around for words. “Not great,” I finish. While I know the not great my mom’s envisioning is me heart-stricken and hugging Patrick’s photo to my chest instead of serious existential soul-searching, I choose not to clarify. “But if a relationship is meant to be, the distance doesn’t matter, right?” It’s a more revealing question than I intended. Nevertheless, I’m hungry for the answer—for someone to just tell me whether I should break up with him or not. What if long distance is like the natural selection of relationships? If it only kills the weak ones? Does the fact that it’s hurting Patrick’s and mine mean we’re not right for each other?

			“Oh, I’d like to believe that,” Mom replies. “But I think it requires maturity. Dad and I were thirty when we met, and we really wanted this to work. So we made it work. You and Patrick are young, but you have an incredibly mature relationship for your age. Most young people wouldn’t even consider long distance. I know I wouldn’t have when I was seventeen. I really admire that.”

			While it’s a compliment, her words don’t warm me. In fact, they only increase my doubt. I shouldn’t be in this relationship because I’m capable of doing long distance. I’m not thirty. I’m not married. I shouldn’t have to act like I am.

			Just then, my concentration is shattered by an ear-splitting shriek.

			My head spins in its direction. My mom’s does the same. I find a girl in a Harvard sweatshirt rolling her suitcase with her. Her pace picks up, until she runs into the arms of a well-dressed young man waiting near the carousels. He catches her, sweeping her off her feet while her suitcase clatters to the floor. They kiss like they haven’t seen each other in months. Her hands rise to his face while his encircle her waist. It’s like something from a movie, like few kisses I’ve ever seen. None I’ve felt in a very long while. My face heats.

			My mom clears her throat, then returns to her phone.

			It’s several whole minutes before the guy pulls back, grinning widely, the kind of goofy grin I wouldn’t have imagined on his sleekly handsome features. I’m in earshot of their conversation. “Wow,” he says, lightly goading. “You really missed me, Sanger.”

			The girl looks indignant. She’s pretty, with perfect, understated makeup. A collared shirt peeks out from under her sweatshirt, and her high-waisted black pants are somehow unwrinkled despite her having just gotten off a flight.

			“I did not,” she protests. “I’ve been way too busy. No time to waste
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