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IT’S 1990, I’M sixteen, and a year after I managed to get my first boyfriend, I find myself alone again, with an aching heart and an even more deeply pained soul.

The fact of this consumes me.

It eats me up like the festering I can feel inside my soul: the crushing knowledge that I’m not wanted by the man I love still tears at the magic soul-threads binding us together. It leeches into everything, until I feel both heavy, and purposeless, without him around. 

Why did I pursue him for so long, if we were only going to break up in the end? Who else am I, if not the girl who was going to fix her best friend, and convince him to fall in love with her? Who am I, when even the work I did to earn his love wasn’t enough to keep him around?

When I’m not furious at him for not having listened, and leaving me all the same, I’m desolate that he found it easy to leave me behind at all.

“It’ll be okay,” Rey and Erin say, interchangeably, trying to shake me out of it. “You’ll find someone new.”

I want to remind them that I gave half of my soul to the guy. That, despite my silent encouragements, and all the times I listened to him perform, the one thing Matt paid attention to as he chased his music career, was the fact that I engaged with a little bit of magic to help one of his friends.

That, despite not actually using magic myself, Matt believed I was endangering the magic-made threads of our soul bond by even being around the presence of magic.

I want to remind them of all of this, but I don’t have the energy to.







The campground at Lake Alouette doesn’t have the same shine to it now that I know I’ll be going home alone at the end of the summer.

It’s even worse when I load my suitcase into my cabin at the start of the season, and realize Matt’s either on a plane right now, or—most likely—he’s already in Italy.

“School doesn’t start for them right away,” Olivia had said to me before I left for Summer Camp. We’d been sitting at the kitchen table at her parents’ house, eating ice cream sundaes and catching up. 

“I haven’t seen you in so long! I need to know how my best girl is doing,” she’d said when the posters for Summer Camp had sprouted along the telephone poles again. “I assume you’ll be going?”

I’d nodded then, and agreed to see her after I packed. The second I’d arrived at the back door of the Michaels’ house, she’d squeezed me hard, and whispered, “I’m sorry Matt couldn’t be here, too.”

Despite the hardness of her hug, her skin had been cool and soft as she’d pressed me into her curves. 

“He’s going to be getting his bearings for a while,” she’d said, scooping ice cream and microwaving the chocolate sauce. “He said he wanted to try learning some Italian, and getting to know the area.”

“So, basically, he’s hanging out until school starts,” I’d said, stirring the ice cream in my bowl.

She’d given me a half-smile, and squeezed my arm. “He does miss you, you know. I could see it in his face when we dropped him off. You’re his best friend, though. I know he’ll write as soon as he lands.”

I’d tried to smile back. I’d done my best to shrug it off. 

I’d done everything I could to seem strong, but the whole time, I’d been thinking to myself: you don’t know. None of you do. You’re all convinced that the rumors about us are just that.

So I’d filled my mouth with ice cream, and then asked her about work.

Now, though, I can’t escape it. I’m single, again, after only having a relationship going for a year. One I can’t tell hardly anybody about.

And now, not only am I on a beautiful lake that everyone will be swarming around whenever there’s good weather, I’m also officially surrounded by people who want sex more than anything else.

“What am I gonna do?” I asked the empty room, with its bare wood walls, squeaky bunk beds, creaky floors, and pine dressers. 

I can already imagine people sneaking back at night, crowding in and trying to fit under the thin, blue covers the Camp provides for our beds. I can already hear them giggling and shushing each other, sighing and moaning as they fumble around, figuring it all out.

And with that thought, my cheeks flood with heated, preemptive embarrassment. 

Dropping my suitcase on the floor, I slide into the bottom bunk on the left-hand side of the room, and stare out the wide window over the dresser. The sun glares into my eyes, already past high noon, but I don’t turn away. I can’t.

I’m too fixated on the couples already forming around the picnic tables fifteen feet away. Worse, I can’t pull my gaze from the pink and red paper lanterns someone strung from the pine trees that cut this lake off from the rest of the world.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?







“It’s not fair,” I whisper to them one night. We’re at a huge bonfire, one of several in the sand along the lake. It’s supposed to mark the middle of camp, and rejuvenate our spirits by reminding us of how much fun we’re having.

Except who can enjoy themselves when everyone is paired up, and no one want to even hold hands with you because “don’t you already have, like, a bunch of Swans?” Or when you’re surrounded by people making out and dirty dancing to bad music?

“Camp was a stupid idea,” I say, throwing a pebble into our bonfire.

Rey puts her arm around me. Erin rubs my knee.

“Why didn’t you sign up to be on the staff? Or run a booth, or something?” Rey asks.

A twinge of guilt stabs my heart. I know she’s right. I could’ve avoided this whole situation. I also know she’s getting tired of my moping. She and Erin have been one of the constantly kissing couples, after all.

“I just wanted to relax, and have fun. I didn’t think people would be so judgmental,” I say, breaking a twig into pieces.

Erin’s laugh makes me jump. “Really? After everything that happened last year? Kat, they bullied you over having two Swans.”

Face burning with the memory, and the shame of having my ideas dashed by my friends, I shoot to my feet, and shove my hands into my pockets. “Sorry for hoping,” I snap, and stomp away in disappointment.

Even as I’m speaking the words, though, something chokes up in me. Holding hands with someone else sounds good in theory. Every time I picture it, though, my stomach knots. My palms go sweaty.

I glance around us at the press of Atlantis kids. The same ones who puffed themselves up as jocks at school are now slobbering all over the prettiest people they can get their hands on. The ones who claim to be nerds are huddling around renegade girls, pushing their thick-lensed glasses up their noses and making academic jokes I don’t understand.

My body recoils at all of it. I’m not sure I could stomach any of them touching me. Especially not now, after I’ve had Matt for so long.

It’s the principle of the thing, a voice in the back of my head whispers. He’s getting to do fun stuff. You should do fun stuff, too.

Not with any of them, I tell it, letting out a long huff of disappointment. 

“Just let her go, she’ll be okay,” I catch Rey telling Erin.

I head back to the main buildings with a heaviness in my chest. 

Part of me wants to be enjoying all this. It wants to be flinging myself into parties, dancing with everyone and not caring who sees. 

Another, stronger part of me keeps wondering what Matt would say, if he could see me now. That part of me feels ready to hold out the chastity belt, lock my heart behind a brick wall, and protect myself until he comes home. 

He could be kissing other people right now, I try to tell myself, glaring into the darkness around the buildings. I should be able to kiss other people, too. Maybe not the kids at school, but certainly anyone better than them.

But that’s cheating, the voice in my head coos.

More than anything, I don’t want to cheat on him.

I’m trying to decide if seeing other people could be called cheating while he and I are on a break, when I find myself standing in front of the Camp Center.

Instantly, I head to the phones on the wall. They’re only supposed to be used for calling home, but I try the operator, anyway.

“Northam, Sid Bedi,” I say.

It’s not entirely surprising to find out I can’t be connected.

Slamming the phone down, I sidle to the desk. Even at night, all the forms are lined up. I grab a packet on running a water stand, and slip my application into the wire tray.

Then I head back to my cabin, and spend the better part of the night telling Sid all my camp-side grievances in a long letter. I mail it before breakfast the next morning.

Then I try not to check the mail room for two days. I go to my new job training. I get my uniform. I promise to bring my uniform back at the end of the day. I smile, and hand out water and snacks during my shift, and spend the time in between watching the road for the mail truck.

On the fourth day, I even venture over. The mail girl smiles at me as she inventories the deliveries, and hands me an envelope.

Sid’s handwriting on the front, and the fat size of the envelope itself, sends my heart fluttering.







That night, I lie in my cot and read his letter. 

“It’s been a hard summer for me, too,” he says. “Shannon’s been talking about other guys—meeting them, flirting with them, etc. It’s super uncomfortable. I thought she knew how I feel about her. My hometown is struggling to process this really shitty thing that happened last year. It feels like nothing’s sane anymore.

“I’m really glad you wrote,” he says at the end. “I really do need someone to talk to.”

Matt doesn’t write me a letter. Not that I’m out here writing to him, but still. I check each time I pass the main Camp building.

No postcards. No photos. Nothing.

It makes me write to Sid with even more fervor.

“Do you think that’s the best idea?” Rey asks when I tell her about this.

It’s the last weekend of Camp, and I’m crouched over a notepad. I look up at her where she sits on my bed, flipping through my stack of correspondences. My face goes hot.

“What do you mean?” I ask, hugging the letters closer.

She makes a face. “You were complaining about not getting kissed. Now you’re writing to the guy you got upset about…and hiding away from everyone…”

“Writing to Sid isn’t preventing people who won’t kiss me from actually doing it,” I say, harsher than I intended. “They already made it clear that they don’t want to. And besides, summer’s almost over.” I turn back to my notebook, sitting up tall. “And as it turns out, Sid understands.”
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I’VE NEVER BEEN happier for Camp to be over. 

With Labor Day right around the corner, I lovingly pack all of Sid’s letters into my bag, and haul everything home, ready to shed the summer of 1990 like an old skin. The letters are the one thing from this year that leave me smiling every time I look at them.

“School will be better,” Sid wrote towards the end of my trip. “It will give you something to think about that has nothing to do with him.”

“You sound like my aunt,” I wrote back. The thought of it still makes me grin.







There’s a vase of flowers on the table when I get home from Summer Camp. At first, my heart beats faster in my chest, and my jaw drops. After a whole season of nothing, my first instinct tells me this is a sign.

Matt sent these, my heart whispers, compelling me to rush over to them. I want to be right about this, and I search the bouquet for a note.

“Aren’t they pretty?” Jo asks, following me inside at the same time that I find the cardboard square telling us who it’s from. “Gail gave them to me. She came by the other day, and told me she’d hired a florist to send them, but at the last minute, she wanted to give them to me herself.”

My heart falls, and my whole body droops, my soul wilting like a dead flower in my chest.

More disappointment, the back of my mind whispers, as it has been all summer. 

Still, I can’t help perking up a little bit as I process what my aunt has just said. “Gail sent these?! Really?” I ask, rounding on Jo.

My aunt nods, making herself a small snack, and mostly keeping her back to me. As her head turns from side to side, though, I can’t help catching her profile. She seems to be hiding a smile, though as I consider what she just said, I realize she kept her tone carefully neutral.

“Isn’t there a rule about that, though? She’s your lawyer. I thought professionals and clients couldn’t date,” I say, bending to smell a daisy.

Jo scoffs. “It wasn’t a date, Katrina. And she’s not our lawyer anymore,” she says. Still, she doesn’t turn around, keeping her hands busy with her tiny plate of cookies.

I nod, studying her. When it’s clear she’s not going to expand on anything she just said, a little bubble of curiosity that I haven’t felt about much of anything all summer suddenly wells up in me. “Do you like her?”

Jo nods to the counter. “She’s a good friend,” she says, keeping her voice light.

This time, I scoff at her. “Come on, Auntie, you know what I mean. Do you like her? As more than a friend?” I ask, feeling oddly like I’m talking to one of the girls at school.

Jo blushes, a spot of sweet-pea pink color that makes her brown, wrinkled skin more youthful. She does her best to hold back a smile as she looks out the kitchen window, instead of meeting my eye. “I’m very, very interested in her, yes. But I don’t want to make things difficult with Ty. He’s been upset about his father for so long, I don’t want this to muck anything up.”

I shrug and make my way around the table to stand next to her. “How often did you see Gail this summer?” I ask.

Jo shakes her head, and hands me a cookie. “Only a couple of times.”

“And did Ty get upset?” I ask.

She picks up a cookie, too, and pushes mine towards my mouth. “He wasn’t exactly thrilled.”

I take a bite, just to appease her, but before she can leave the room, I ask, “Would you still like to see Gail, though?”

At the mouth to the hallway, Jo sighs, pausing. It’s startling, but I think I recognize that sigh, that slumped posture, and that thousand-eyed stare of longing. I’m sure I’ve been making it all summer, every time someone has told me it would be alright, or to get my mind off of Matt, and enjoy myself for once.

Instantly, I can’t help but feel uniquely qualified to help my aunt in this situation.

“Maybe you should tell Ty how you feel,” I whisper. “He could sit down with Gail, and address his issues with her.” I don’t want to aggravate her at all, but everything in me screams that this is a simple answer. Besides, it’s easier to solve her problems than it is to solve my own.

“I think it’s past time for me to go around falling in love, Katrina,” she says, sounding as weary as ever, and then marches into the living room.

In that moment, I’m tempted to believe her. I’m tempted to think she knows best, and than she can tell me about her heart better than anyone.

Except later on, I find her smelling the flowers, pulling a daisy out, and counting the petals on it in a way that reminds me of the game “she loves me, she loves me not.” Before I go to bed, I slide the number for Ty’s apartment onto the kitchen table. Even as I do this, I know she doesn’t need me to. I know she knows where to find him, how to call him, if she wants to get in contact. 

But I can’t help myself. I have to nudge.

I catch her on the phone the next evening, shaking her head and muttering to herself. When her gaze meets mine, I raise my eyebrows in question. Is she talking to him? Is he answering?

She shakes her head again, and hangs up. “I don’t know where my son is, but he’s not at home, apparently,” she says. 

I rub her arm, trying to be encouraging. She just gives me a half-smile, and heads deeper into the house.

The next day, it’s more of the same, though she does ask him to call back on the message machine. The third time she calls, I wait in the hallway until she leaves a message, asking him to get back to her because she needs to talk to him about Gail, and then I venture over to her.

“Maybe he’s busy, Auntie,” I say, studying her tired face.

She wipes her eyes with both hands. “How busy can he be, as a soccer coach?” she asks, and for once, I notice just how wrinkled the skin on her fingers is. It saddens me in a way that signs of her age hasn’t impacted me before. 

“He’s also planning a wedding,” I say, almost to myself. I can’t stop staring at her hands. They’ve given so much to the both of us—me and Ty—that it seems wholly unfair for us not to give something back. I wonder if he realizes that.

Jo laughs a little, a breathy sound. “One that her parents are helping pay for. No, I think he’s mad at me.”

This catches my attention. I blink, and stare up at her, drawn from her hands to her eyes, lined in crow’s feet. “Why? What would he be mad about?”

She stares at the phone, the corners of her mouth drooping. “Not being able to help pay for much, the way her family can.”

This is such a ridiculous thing for her to say, I almost laugh. “That’s—no. That can’t be right. He knows why you can’t help. He lived here all his life, and barely got anything new! You can help in other ways—he knows that!”

Still, she shakes her head, and moves back into the living room. “I just hope that’s true,” she says.

The next time I catch her on the phone, she’s pleading with someone. At first, my heart leaps in my throat, and I wonder if she finally got Ty on the line. As she goes on and on about how happy Gail makes her, and “please, if you could just sit down with us, I can explain,” I realize she’s talking to the messaging machine again, and my heart falls for her.

I sneak into my room, keeping an eye on her. She sighs, and slumps, and hangs up, but doesn’t see me once. She’s too caught up in sniffling, and wiping her nose, and whispering, “What’s the use?” to herself as she moves around the hallway.

Immediately, I realize that if anything’s going to happen between them, at all, I’m going to have to find a way to get Ty on board with all this. 
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FIRST, THOUGH, IS surviving the start of my junior year. 

As I head inside the school on our first week back, I’m stopped in my tracks by a comment from another girl headed into the building:

“Can’t even get a kiss, can you, Kamiya?” she calls to me from over her shoulder, her blonde side-pony whipping the air.

My face goes hot. I glance around, trying to see who else heard. No one meets my gaze. For the most part, it seems like everyone’s too busy with first-day-back chaos. All the people in my grade are certainly more focused on college talk than on what some random girl’s shouting in the hallway.

At my locker, though, a sign flutters from my door. “Don’t Kiss Kamiya,” it reads, like something off the elementary school blacktop. 

What, are they gonna accuse me of having cooties, now, too? 

Sneering at the sign, I make a big show of ripping it down, tearing it up, and flushing it in the girl’s bathroom. The moment I’m finally alone in the stall, though, a hard ball of frustration forms in my chest.

First I get accused of having too many Swans. Then I get accused of lying about having Swans in the first place. Then no one wanted to kiss me because I already Swanned. Now everyone’s putting out signs to stop me from being kissed. What do I have to do to get some goddamn respect around here?

I want to scream. I want to burst out crying. Covering my face with my hands, I let my eyes water the way they want to and try to breathe through the pain.

I thought high school was supposed to be fun. 

Yeah, and you also thought Matt would stay here forever, and realize when you’re upset… a little voice in the back of my head whispers. He didn’t even write to you while you were at Camp, even after he told you he’d write all the time. Obviously, nothing is like they said it would be in the movies.

Pulling my bag as high up onto my shoulders as it’ll go, I wipe my eyes and head back out into the hall, letting my misery guide me. I try not to pay attention to the kids who whisper when I walk past, or when I sit down at the far side of the room. Instead, I open up my notebook, and concentrate on writing the same thing over and over again:

Sid still likes me. I can still talk to him.

I cling to that every time a nasty comment is sent my way, or a nasty look catches my eye.

“Are we going to have a better year this time around, Katrina?”

I pause, and then look up. Somehow, I made it to lunchtime, and the entire rest of my math class has gotten dismissed without my noticing. Sitting on the desk beside me, the math teacher from last year stacks syllabuses, and lays them out in a neat line.

A recent college graduate desperate to strut his stuff, he’s still got a dark swoop of hair dancing across his forehead. Today, though, he seems younger than I know he is. 

Maybe it’s the dark blue color of his shirt making his light skin seem more impressive. Maybe it’s even the way the shirt strains against his body in all the right places. Whatever it is, his face is softer than it was when we all left on vacation, but his eyes are still kind when they meet mine.

Now that Matt’s out of the picture for a while, my heart seems to pound even harder at the sight of the school’s hottest math teacher, sitting so casually in front of me.

If only looking at him felt not only taboo, but also like cheating.

“Jury’s still out on that,” I say, pushing my sudden influx of feelings down and getting to my feet.

“How did your summer go?” he asks as I shoulder my bag. When I study the guy, he nods at the door. “Did they give you any more trouble?”

My smile is tight across my face. “No more than usual,” I say, and head to the door before I can give myself a heart attack from looking at him for too long. It blows me away how much I’m noticing other guys, now that I’m single again.

It still doesn’t mean I should just throw myself at anyone who looks at me, I remind myself, and this budding libido I hadn’t previously known I had.

“This is a critical year, Kat,” he says, stopping me in my tracks. I glance back to find him also standing up, the stack of papers folded in his hand. He studies me with a meaningful look. “You’ll want to stay on your A game, and I know from experience that getting teased can ruin that focus. If you ever need to talk, my door is always open.”

“Thanks,” I whisper. I don’t think I could manage that, I don’t say as I leave the room.

Immediately, a couple of guys in my math class heckling me in the hallway when I accidentally bump one of them on my way out the door. They only get worse when the math teacher intervenes on my behalf. He still manages to chase them away, which is more that I thought he’d be able to do.

Right as I’m thanking him for helping me, he mentions the newspaper. 

“I think you might be interested in it, if you’re looking for something to do after school,” he says.

The suggestion throws me, until I remember seeing his name on the list of mentors for the paper. Then I just nod, noncommittally.

“I think you’d be good at it,” he says, stepping back into his classroom.

“How presumptuous,” I mutter to myself. Still, as I head off to the first of many meetings, I make a mark about it in my notebook. 

If they have room for a fashion editor, maybe I’d be interested.

I’m not in the hallway for very long, though, before I catch someone saying, “I hear Matt broke up with her.”

Freezing in place, I whirl, trying to get a peg on who was talking. A couple different pairs of eyes find mine, but just as my gaze is lighting on them, they all turn away. They’re all in pairs, too, friends with friends, until it becomes impossible to determine which group of them is saying the most.

Holding my bag tighter, I keep going.

“I bet you he and Kat weren’t even dating,” someone else says, closer to the doors of the school.

This time, I whirl as soon as I hear my name. The hallway is empty enough. My gut tells me I should see someone, anyone, who’s talking.

All their backs are turned to me, though. 

Grinding my teeth, I slam through the doors, shoving my way outside. It seems like I can’t go anywhere without hearing someone whispering about me behind my back.

“They’re talking about me again,” I write to Sid. “I don’t even know what to say this time. What can I even say to people who believe Matt and I weren’t even dating in the first place? It makes me wonder how can Aunt Jo not know what’s going on, when so many people around me think they have the whole story figured out. I feel like I can’t even deny what they’re saying. They’re right!”

“Don’t listen to them,” he writes back, so fast that I’m amazed to see the letter in my mailbox. “In fact, you really should be telling them off. Smack them down. You don’t have to put up with that crap.”

His faith in me, and drive to protect me, fill my heart with gratitude, but at the same time, the thought of chasing all these people down sounds exhausting.

If I do that, I’ll be spending all day just correcting rumors. Then they’ll know I’m not only alone, but also obsessed with my now-ex-boyfriend. They’ll just tell me to get a life, and stop making things up.

Maybe you should actually get a hobby, then, a voice whispers at the back of my head.

At first, I’m insulted. It lasts for a quick second, but the second is long enough for other, darker, deeper, nastier thoughts to flit through the back of my mind: that’s just what Aunt Jo would say, that’s what all these stupid jerks would say, they don’t know me, they don’t know what I do, they don’t know anything about my life, they don’t
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