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“EARTH TO SARAH.”

I blinked as Marnie waved a hand in front of my face.

“Lunch rush, T minus ten minutes. Can you clear the tables by the window?”

I nodded, bit my lip. Marnie shot me a skeptical look, then gestured toward the gray busing bins as if I needed more direction. I grabbed a dish towel from the tub of bleach solution that was discreetly hidden behind the counter and headed toward the tables, bus bin propped on my hip. Marnie clucked her tongue behind me, which I interpreted to mean I wasn’t hustling enough. Whatever.

The day started well enough. Mom had been pleasantly surprised when I appeared—showered and dressed without prodding—and joined her for some granola-topped yogurt. When she dropped me off, I felt something on the edge of cheerful.

Walking into Adele’s always gave me a little lift. I loved working in my aunt’s café. The decor was quirky and eclectic. Light fixtures made from kitchen utensils and colorful glass hung from the ceiling. Mismatched tables and chairs of various sizes were arrayed across the dining area. A modern interpretation of Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party encompassed the far wall, where people lined up for sandwiches and pastries. The overall effect was homey and made customers want to linger.

I swore today would be a good day. And it was, until Aunt Sophie asked me to write up the daily specials. As I set myself out front with the sandwich board, poised to write the date, my breath caught.

August seventeenth.

Mine and Alex’s six-month anniversary.

How did I not know it was the seventeenth?

I scribbled the specials on the board, trying not to give in to the rush of thoughts and feelings the date brought up. It was futile. Even as I took breakfast orders from my place behind the counter, I couldn’t help but think of Alex. Our first kiss at his house. Walking hand in hand in the halls of school. The dusty-blue prom dress I’d bookmarked online but never had the chance to buy.

My throat tightened as I approached the row of doubles by the long window that looked out onto the boulevard. I began with the table closest to the door, wiping the surface until I could practically see myself in it. Until I had no choice but to move on to the next table.

His table.

It was the only double with a large wingback chair the color of Kermit the Frog. Anywhere else in the world, the chair would have looked out of place, but it fit at Adele’s. Alex loved that thing, sat in it while he tutored kids in science and math for community service hours.

I sat down, bus bin on my lap, and carefully cleared the dirty dishes. I closed my eyes and put my hand on the table, as if Alex could place his hand in mine. I tried hard to conjure the brush of his fingertips across my palm, the exact stormy greenish gray of his eyes, but it was hard to maintain focus. A flash of his face, and the image would dispel.

Once upon a time there was a boy named Alex McKenna. He was my best friend’s brother, and that’s how I saw him for most of our lives. Ash and I had been besties since second grade. Fate and classroom geography had put us together. Our mutual admiration for Rainbow Dash and One Direction further solidified our bond. Alex was always in the background: listening in on our secrets at sleepovers, bombing us with water balloons on the back deck, gloating over kicking our ass in Mario Kart.

At some point, he stopped being obnoxious and treated us more like friends. Like when he’d hang out with us as we binged The Vampire Diaries for the tenth time. Or when Ash convinced him to let us make up his eyes because we wanted to practice winged eyeliner techniques we’d seen on YouTube.

He was ours until high school, when his ability to sink a three-point shot catapulted him to hometown-celebrity status. Girls stalked him. He was dating a senior when he was a sophomore. He’d attended so many proms that he actually owned a tux. It easily could have gone to his head, but it didn’t. Through it all, Alex remained Alex. Slightly goofy when you really knew him, but always able to charm the room.

Once Ash and I started high school, she relished the perks of being “Little McKenna”—invitations to parties, the inside gossip at Saint Aedan’s, upperclassmen kissing her ass when we were lowly sophomores. As her best friend, I got perks by association. Not popularity exactly, but an occasional brush with it. We found our own circle of friends—an ever-changing cast of classmates from jazz band (Ash) mixed with drama club (me) with a dash of the occasional random hookup and their friends. Alex, while in a completely different social circle, never ignored us.

That was why I didn’t think much of it when he started using Adele’s as his tutoring home base. Lots of people did that.

Sometimes I’d take my break when Alex was between sessions. At first it was by accident. I dropped off the cinnamon streusel cake he’d just ordered and was about to head into the back for my break when he asked me a question.

“So, Vampire Diaries . . . were you really rooting for Klaus and Caroline to get together?”

“That’s random,” I said.

He smiled. “We were just doing a rewatch.”

“You? A rewatch?” I said, sitting across from him and pinching off a small corner from the slice of cake. He laughed and pulled the plate closer to him. “Hey.”

“It’s my break, I’m hungry,” I said, laughing.

“Fine, then.” He teased me with the cake plate, pushing it forward, then pulling it back when I went to take another piece, a playful look in his eyes.

“That Klaus guy, he’s pretty evil.”

“Well, he’s a hybrid vampire/werewolf, Alex, not an Eagle Scout,” I said.

“Okay, but he’s pretty much the worst. Just wondering, why is he your favorite?”

“Wait, did I ever say that?”

“Ash might have let that slip,” he said.

I laughed, a little embarrassed. Why was she sharing our fangirl convos? And wait, Ash was rewatching TVD without me? Alex sat there, his eyes on me, twisted little smile on his face.

I shrugged.

“He’s evil, but somewhere deep down there’s good in him. I think Caroline brings that out.”

“Right, even after he killed her boyfriend’s mother,” he said, as if we were having a rational conversation about people we knew.

“Okay, so that was awful, but he saves her. They have some sort of sexy, strange, love/hate chemistry; that’s hard to deny.”

“Sexy, strange, love/hate. You like the bad boys, then,” he said, arching an eyebrow.

“Are you analyzing me using Vampire Diaries? Like a human BuzzFeed quiz?”

He laughed. “Maybe.”

It was a silly conversation, but I couldn’t deny it was the highlight of my shift. I convinced myself that our conversations were strictly friendly. That it didn’t bother me the week he missed coming in to tutor because he was sick, or when he was out of town at a basketball tournament. And even if I was developing some sort of feeling for him, it was fondness—like big-brotherly admiration. It was nice being friends with him on our own terms. Something separate from my friendship with Ash, who would probably go ballistic if she thought I was thinking about Alex in that way.

The day we acknowledged our mutual feelings was the day I teased him about his choice of seating.

“Why do you always pick the ugliest chair in the place?”

He sat up straight, brows knit as if he was mildly affronted, and ran his hands down the arms of the chair, caressing the worn fabric.

“Ugly? I love this chair.”

“Love? That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

“Nah, makes me feel important, like I could be, I dunno, hosting a talk show or running a country.” He stuck his chin out and mean-mugged for a moment before we both broke into a fit of laughter.

“Oooookay I apologize,” I said. “Since you feel so strongly about it.”

He leaned back, held my gaze.

“Besides it’s the perfect place to sit and people-watch,” he said.

I stood up and started clearing the table. He was expecting another student soon. I needed to get back to work.

“Sar . . . wait, didn’t you hear what I said?” he asked.

“Um, yeah, perfect place to people-watch,” I answered. I felt that way too. People watching was pretty much one of my favorite pastimes. Lots of character study.

He laughed, shook his head.

“Okay, more specific,” he said. “One person.”

“One person,” I repeated.

He widened his eyes and pressed his lips together, holding back a grin.

It took a moment for my mind to catch up that he was talking about me. The room became instantly hot. Then I saw something in his eyes I never had before—uncertainty. He was serious, maybe even a little nervous.

“Anything, Sarah? I’m dying here.”

I laughed. All those feelings that I’d convinced myself were platonic suddenly morphed into something else entirely. I liked him. Liked him, liked him. Maybe all of that was apparent in my eyes because his expression relaxed.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

“What time do you finish work?”

Not soon enough.

“Hey, no time for a nap!” Marnie’s shrill voice and nudge to my shoulder brought me hurtling back to the present.

I stood up. “Marnie, it’s the seventeenth. I got lost for a moment. I’m sorry.”

Her kohl-lined eyes softened.

Deceased boyfriend trumped lunch rush.

Marnie wasn’t a friend exactly, but she was more than a coworker. She was taking classes at Cedar Hills Community College and had plans to eventually transfer to a four-year school. She used to roll her eyes at how swoony I became when Alex was around, but she was kind when it counted and had been patient with me in the weeks after his death. It had been almost four months. I knew her tolerance was wearing thin though.

I followed Marnie to the next table. She cleared the rest of the breakfast dishes and placed them into the bin I was holding as she spoke.

“Look, I get it, Sarah, I really do, but today is also the first day of the new semester at CHCC. Any minute there’s going to be a hangry mob lined up out the door. I need you.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

Lunch rush was the perfect antidote to feeling sorry for myself. I pushed thoughts of Alex away for a moment and dealt with the ever-growing line of customers. I wrote checks, packed pastries to go, and turned tables over in seconds flat. Before I knew it, two hours had passed and the worst of the lunch rush was over. The work had been strangely exhilarating. I felt accomplished, at least momentarily.

Still, that bright and shiny Pandora’s box of memories in my head beckoned. Adele’s was the one place where Alex was solely mine. It was the place I could remember him best, maybe that’s why I spent most of my summer picking up shifts. I knew once school started, things would change and my memories would fade even more.

I grabbed an iced coffee and retreated to the calm of the break room, phone in hand. The break room had the same charm as the front of the house. Mismatched and homey. I got lost in the cushy couch, propping my feet up on the coffee table as I sipped my drink and checked my messages.

There were ten from Ash. I scrolled through, stopping at a selfie on the beach.

Wish you were here! Bored AF! [image: image]

She looked tan and happy, even though I knew she was showing me her highlights reel. It was good to see her smiling.

The McKennas were in the Outer Banks the last two weeks of August for a family reunion, with lots of cousins and extended family in a ginormous house on the beach. Ash had invited me to go, but my mother thought two weeks was too long, and we couldn’t work out the logistics for a shorter stay. Another time and place, I might have been more disappointed, but I was almost relieved. I’d always felt at home with Ash’s family, but witnessing their grief and measuring my own against it had made me feel like an intruder. It was hard to know the right thing to say or do.

The next message was about missing the BF, Mike. Had I seen him around?

I thumbed in my reply.

How can I see anyone when I have no life? Bored AF! For real!

Which was better than saying, “Hiding out at work, going out of my way to avoid true human interaction!”

I heard a knock and looked up to see Aunt Sophie leaning against the doorjamb, signature baby-pink baker’s jacket splotched with what looked like red velvet cake batter. I reflexively pulled my feet off the coffee table, even though she gestured to relax. She smiled.

“Are you busy?” She tilted her chin toward the phone.

Those three little dots told me Ash was still typing. I shook my head and put the phone facedown on the coffee table. Something about her expression made it seem like she wanted my full attention. My stomach clenched.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

She came over and sat down on the other side of the couch. She waved off my question. “Yes, yes,” she said. “Just wanted to check in, see how you were doing.”

“Oh, yeah . . . I’m, you know, good,” I lied.

“You sure?”

I nibbled my straw a moment, winced. “Did Marnie tell you I completely flaked out?”

She laughed. “Not in those words, just that you were preoccupied.”

I nodded. That was a nicer way of putting it. “I’m sorry. I know CHCC is back in session and things are busy. I didn’t realize what day it was. The date sort of blindsided me.”

“The date?”

I nodded. “It’s mine and Alex’s six-month anniversary, or, you know, it would have been.” The words left my lips and sounded so damn pathetic; my eyes pricked with tears. In reality we had been together two and a half months before he died. What claim did I have?

“I know it’s stupid to count like that,” I said, swiping my eyes.

Aunt Sophie moved closer, gave my knee a squeeze.

“Hey, I get it. Holding on to good memories is never stupid,” she said. “But do you think maybe . . . well, your mom and I were talking—”

I sat upright. “Please don’t fire me.”

“What? No. Why would you think that?”

“Because I’m pretty sure I know what you’re going to say. I’m working too much. I should be out living my life. Mom said as much this weekend when I pulled a double on Saturday.”

She laughed. “You know I love having you here, Sar, but you are pushing the limit of child labor,” she said, a little teasing, a little serious. “When school starts, I’m cutting your hours to two days a week.”

“Wait, really? What about weekends?”

“How about every other weekend?”

I frowned. “I know I’ve been spacey. I promise I’ll snap out of it.”

“It’s not a punishment, Sarah. Look, it can be a trial run, and of course if you really want to pick up a shift or I desperately need my macaron taste tester, then we can play it by ear. I get the feeling you’ve been hiding out here, with all the extra shifts. You’re going to be a junior, you should, you know, get out more, experience life.”

Before I could respond, Marnie poked her head in the room, looking between Aunt Sophie and me. “Am I interrupting?”

“Nope.” Aunt Sophie replied.

“Sarah, there’s—”

“I know, I know, I have to clear the lunch dishes,” I said, standing up. Maybe if I ducked out of this conversation quickly, it would be like it never happened and Aunt Sophie would forget, and I could continue to push the limit of my work hours.

“Uh, yeah sure, but that’s not what I’m here for. Some guy is asking for you.”

“Me?”

“See,” Aunt Sophie said, standing up. “It’s like the universe is demanding you participate in life.”

“Who is it?”

Marnie shook her head and pouted. “He’s tall, sullen. By the register.”

I grabbed my empty cup and dumped it in the bin as we walked out of the break room. I went through a mental checklist of all the “tall, sullen” guys I knew and came up empty.

“He’s also kind of cute,” Marnie said, raising her brows playfully, before pushing through the swinging doors.

My eyes met tall, sullen, and kind of cute.

I smiled.

Jake Hobbs.

What could he possibly want?





Jake

[image: image]

IT WAS A MISTAKE AMBUSHING SARAH AT WORK. MAYBE surprise would be the better word. That was a nice thing, right? I was sort of a friend, checking in on sort of a friend. Besides, I had news to share, and since I didn’t have her number and school didn’t start for a few weeks, casually dropping in at her workplace was the only way I could see her.

“Dude, you could say something like ‘I was just passing by.’”

Alex, for real? That’s such a cliché. Why don’t I just dazzle her with some dad jokes to break the ice? I don’t need your advice on how to talk to girls.

“So you do want to talk to her?”

Only because I have something to tell her.

“No other reason? Yeah, right.”

I’d been consoling myself with these conversations with Alex since his death. I knew that sounded one jelly bean shy of being completely fucking bonkers, but my therapist, Dr. Hipster, had assured me it was a coping mechanism, and unless Alex was telling me to hurt someone or myself, then it was a way for my brain to come to terms with the fact that he was gone. In a small way, it made it seem like he was still around, like we could shoot the shit about life and stuff, the way we always had.

Well, are you going to say something?

“Hey, Sarah,” I said.

“Hi, Jake,” she said.

“Um, I was just, you know, passing by—and thought I’d check in to see how you were doing.”

“Oh, wow, um, thanks, I’m okay, I guess. How are you?”

Shitty. Stressed. Hearing the voice of my dead best friend.

“I’m, you know, okay.”

We stood there an awkward moment, then laughed.

“So, I’m here—” “Today’s been—” We spoke at the same time.

“Sorry, what were you saying?” I asked.

“No, you go first,” she said.

“I’m actually here about Alex’s bench.”

Her brow furrowed.

“You know, the one Coach Callard’s family had dedicated to him, in the park? I got an email this morning that it’s there. I wanted to see if maybe you wanted to check it out?” I was about to say with me, but that sounded too much like I was asking her on a date, which I wasn’t, because who would ask a girl on a date to see a bench dedicated to the memory of her dead boyfriend?

“Seems like you just did, Hobbs.”

Not now, Alex.

“Today?”

“Well, sure, I guess so?” I don’t know why I made it sound like a question. It was the whole reason I ambushed—I mean, checked in on—Sarah at Adele’s.

Her face brightened, like the sun came out from behind the clouds in her eyes, and she flashed her knockout smile. There was the Sarah from the McKennas’ house. The girl on the back deck in the black bikini. The one who’d occupied my thoughts a good portion of junior year, even before I realized it. Before she was Alex’s girlfriend.

“I still have about an hour till my shift is over,” she said.

“That’s cool, I could, um, come back, or hang out,” I said.

“Yeah, hang out. Want something to drink?”

“Ah, sure, water?”

“Boring,” she teased. “No, really, get something. My treat.”

I looked up at the menu. Three large chalkboards with small fancy writing. The words swam. Why was I so nervous? I’d been in championship games, six points behind with the clock running down, that had made me less jittery.

“Why don’t I surprise you with something,” she said. “Go find a seat.”

“Cool,” I said, even though I was anything but in that moment.

The place was packed. I spied an open table by the window with a large, green, velvety-looking chair and headed toward it. The chair was way more comfortable than it looked. I closed my eyes and sank into it, fatigue sneaking up on me. I must have dozed because when Sarah placed the dishes in front of me, I startled.

“Maybe I should have brought you an espresso instead of a lemonade,” she joked, slipping into the seat across from me. “You really okay, Jake?”

There was something about the way she said it that made me believe she truly wanted to know the answer. Her eyes were sincere, or maybe it was the way her voice softened around my name. It felt like I could totally unpack my shit with her and she’d be okay with it, although I wasn’t about to do that in the middle of her work shift. I leaned back, took a deep breath in.

“Yeah, just, you know, tired. This looks great, by the way, thanks,” I said, suddenly starving. I broke off a piece of the cookie and scarfed it.

“You seem like a chocolate chip cookie person.”

“That basic, huh?”

She laughed. “I was thinking more classic. Hey, Marnie said she wouldn’t mind if I finished my shift early, so all I have to do is clear a few tables and we can go.”

I finished chewing. “Great.”

She smiled, tapped the table with both hands and started to get up, but sat down again, eyes wide. “Okay, I have to tell you something.”

She caught me mid-sip, and I swallowed fast. “What?”

“This is going to sound . . . You know, just forget it,” she said, waving her hand in the air as if she was batting the thought away.

“Well, now you have to tell me,”

She bit her lower lip, then spoke. “You’re going to think I’m weird.”

“What makes you think I don’t already?” I joked.

“Ha, ha, thanks,” she said. “Did you know you’re sitting in Alex’s favorite chair?”

Every muscle in my body tensed.

“Did you hear that? My chair, dickweed.”

Still flexin’ in the afterlife? Geez, Al.

“Oh, I, um, didn’t know, sorry,” I said, shifting to get up out of the seat.

“No, no,” she said, motioning for me to sit. I sank back down in the chair; a coil dug into my back. How did I ever think this was comfortable?

“I felt awful today because I forgot it was . . . or, I mean, would have been mine and Alex’s six-month anniversary. I feel like you stopping by, the bench, choosing this seat? It’s a sign. Like Alex sending me an anniversary surprise.”

I nodded, didn’t have the heart to tell her that the ugly green chair had been one of the few seats open. If she wanted to believe Alex’s hand was somehow involved, who was I to judge her coping strategies? I still heard the dude in my head.

“I know it sounds ridiculous,” she said.

“It doesn’t.”

“I knew you’d get it,” she said, looking back at me.

I couldn’t take another second.

“You know, it’s like, hot as balls out there. I better go start the car, crank the AC,” I said, taking another long gulp of the lemonade.

“Oh, okay. I’ll try to be quick,” she said, getting up.

“No, no, take your time,” I said. “I’m right out front. See you in a bit.”

I scrambled out of there, exhaled when the door closed behind me.

My history with Sarah was complicated.

Only she didn’t know it.

I don’t remember the day I first noticed Sarah more than any other girl. My feelings for her weren’t like a lightning bolt. I was aware of her mostly from being at the McKennas’ house and seeing her around school. If anyone had ever asked me about her, I might have said I didn’t know her, but I knew who she was. She was Ash’s friend. Cute blonde. Seemed sweet.

Although there were moments.

The black bikini on the back deck was definitely one of them, mostly because—I’d never seen her like that. Alex and I had been killing time playing H-O-R-S-E at his driveway hoop when Sarah and Ash came onto the deck to sit in the sun. I must have been staring because Alex thrust the basketball at me so hard my hands stung.

“Dude,” I said, dribbling the ball. “What was that about?”

He grinned, came closer. “That’s not happening; that’s what that was about.”

It didn’t come across as jealous, more protective than anything. Whatever it was, I shook it off, but kept stealing glances when my vantage point gave me a clear view. After that, I couldn’t help but notice Sarah any time she walked into a room.

Maybe that’s why I began finding excuses to hang around McKennas’ house. One-on-one pickup games. A new video game I couldn’t wait to share. Sometimes I’d arrive early if we were going out, and I’d see Sarah and Ash, waiting for their own night to start. Wondering where she went off to, what it was she liked to do.

One Saturday night we all stayed in and watched Train to Busan. Ash and Sarah wanted to make popcorn old-school, on the stove, with coconut oil and loose kernels, and they forgot to put the lid on the pot, and when the popcorn started popping, it went everywhere. Pieces flying like projectiles all over the kitchen until I braved it, grabbed the lid as a shield and covered it up.

That night somehow stuck with me. One of those average nights where nothing much happened but was memorable all the same. Sarah’s flushed face as I deflected a popped kernel coming her way. Laughing as we cleaned it all up and then made a fresh batch. The way Sarah hid her eyes when the scary or gory parts of the movie came on.

At some point, I realized I was having fun—and it didn’t take a drink, or a winning game, or some girl’s tongue in my ear. It was just chilling with friends, being around Sarah, and watching a movie. As it got later and Sarah had to leave, I asked her if she needed a ride home. It rolled off my lips without thought, a friend offering a friend a ride, but waiting for her response made me realize it mattered.

“My mom’s on her way,” she said, pulling on her sneakers.

“Maybe next time,” I said.

“Sure, next time.” She answered, smiling. She and Ash headed out the door to wait on the porch, and I bit back a laugh. Alex shook his head at me as I slumped down onto the couch. He tossed me the controller and started up a game of NBA 2K.

“You and Sarah?” he asked, keeping his eyes glued to the screen.

“Nah, I was just being nice,” I said.

He turned to look at me, raised an eyebrow. “Sure.”

“What? Would it be so wrong? She’s cute, funny,” I said.

“Would never work.”

He sounded so certain; it pissed me off a little.

“Why?”

“C’mon, dude, this night was, like, an anomaly. You’ve got nothing in common. Different friends. Different lives.”

“Sounds like you’ve thought about this,” I said.

“Nah, just the truth. And what about Courtney?”

“That’s not serious.”

“Maybe not, but you think she’d sit back and watch you happily hook up with someone else?”

Even then, I hadn’t suspected that Alex might have had feelings for Sarah. He’d been with Holly Matthews—one of Court’s friends—since the end of sophomore year. I figured he was being protective again, offering some friendly advice. He probably wasn’t wrong about Courtney either. We’d had an on-again, off-again, what-the-hell-are-we-doing-again hookupship for about a year at that point.

That night though, made me realize that maybe I wanted something more. I let it go—at least in the moment—holding on to those two words, next time, as if it were a vow for the future.

Next time never happened though.

Basketball happened. Exams happened. Christmas happened.

The ball came down in Times Square, and a monster snowstorm the likes of which no one had seen in decades hit the East Coast in late January, giving us a week of snow days.

Then, Alex and Sarah happened.

I know he didn’t fall for Sarah on purpose. Maybe it took me showing interest in her for him to make his own move. I let the news roll off my back because it’s not like I’d ever started anything with her. He must have remembered that October night though, because when he told me, the tone of his voice was apologetic. He resisted it, he said. Knew his sister wouldn’t be happy, but in the end, he couldn’t help it. They couldn’t help it. Then he asked:

“We’re cool, right, Hobbs?”

“Of course,” I answered, and meant it, sort of. My first thought was It won’t last—for all the same reasons he told me it wouldn’t work. It’s not like I would have gone for Sarah after that. There’s some unspoken bro code about not lusting after your best friend’s girlfriend, ex or otherwise, isn’t there? I didn’t like to think of that.

Now, as Sarah slid into the passenger seat of my car, those words came back.

Next time.

But it was nothing like I’d hoped it would be.

“What’s in the bag?” I asked, as I pulled out of the spot.

“Oh, um, a piece of cake. Cinnamon streusel, Alex’s favorite.”

I nodded, hoping she would elaborate. She didn’t though, just looked out the window and clutched the white paper bag on her lap as I drove. Damn, this was a mistake. I ignored that thought as I turned into the entrance of the park.

There were two sides to Cedar Hills park. One was the nice little family part with the playing fields, the basketball courts, and a man-made lake. There were benches and walking paths, a playground with a rock-climbing wall. Families picnicked on the weekend. People jogged, walked their dogs. Everyone converged there on prom night for pics by the lake, with the trees that blossomed white and pink in the spring in the background. It was a rite of passage.

Then there was the other side. The after-dark parking lot. The dense woods. The path to the cliffs.

The place people went to do, well, whatever it was they wanted without being seen.

Smoke.

Drink.

Screw.

A little bit of everything, or nothing at all.

It was a hangout. Our hangout.

Until last May, when Alex McKenna lost his footing and fell thirty feet.

Now, the very loose “no parking after dusk” rule was strictly enforced for the first time in thirty years. Not that I’d ever go back to that side again. I saw it enough in my nightmares.

The parking lot by the courts was empty, and I pulled into a spot close to the walking path. Sarah waited for me while I locked the car. I strode toward her, and we fell into step.

“Do you know which one it is?” Sarah asked, clutching the paper bag close.

“It’s supposed to be near the courts,” I answered. “We used to play pickup games here.”

The wooden benches along the path were green, with ornate black armrests. We walked a bit before seeing a bench with a bunch of balloons in our school colors of purple and silver tied to it.

“This must be Alex’s bench,” Sarah said.

“Whatever gave you that idea?” I asked, chuckling.

    She smiled at my attempt at humor, until we actually reached the bench and saw the note that accompanied the balloons. I’ll miss you forever. ♥ Holls. Alex’s ex-girlfriend. Aka the one he broke up with to date Sarah. Awkward.

The two of us stood in front of the bench, not saying anything for what might have been five seconds or five minutes. Time had slowed down to match the hazy August afternoon. There was a small silver plaque in the center of the top slat.

In Memory of

Alex McKenna

Gone too soon but not forgotten.

I thought I would feel something more seeing the plaque. But it was odd, like it was still a big misunderstanding and Alex would show up and say, Well, that was screwed up, wasn’t it?

“Should we sit?”

Sarah shrugged, still glaring at the balloons as if she could pop them with her eyes. I reached over, wrestled with the tangle of ribbon, and untied them from the arm of the bench.

“Jake, don’t,” she said, but it was too late. We watched as they sailed up above the trees.

“Dude, won’t that, like, strangle sea life or something?”

Please don’t kill my moment of chivalry, Alex.

“Better?”

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said.

“I know, but I did,” I said, gesturing toward the bench. The corners of her mouth upturned ever so slightly.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

We sat on either side of the plaque. Sarah tucked one leg under herself so she was facing me. She traced her finger over Alex’s name.

“It’s surreal,” she said.

I nodded. “Perfect word.”

Squeals of laughter from the kids at the playground sprinklers echoed across the water. Such happiness seemed out of place at the moment.

“I still can’t say the d-word out loud,” Sarah said, without taking her eyes off the plaque.

“The d-word?” I didn’t want to confess the first thing that came to my mind.

“Nice, perv.”

Like you wouldn’t think that, Alex.

“You know, D-E-A-D,” she said, spelling it out.

Okay, maybe she was a little weird.

I nodded.

“I don’t like it much either,” I said, and it was true.

“Too final,” she whispered.

Sarah moved to face the lake, took out the slice of cake, and flattened the paper bag like a napkin on her lap. She offered me some.

“No, thanks,” I said. I didn’t want a piece of Alex’s favorite cake. Or to sit in his favorite chair. Or have feelings for his girlfriend. Or take his place in any way, shape, or form.

“Former girlfriend.”

Whatever, Alex.

I didn’t want to hear his voice in my head. Or think about what the team was going to be like this year without him. All I wanted to do was fast-forward to a point in time when I could stop feeling so shitty about everything. That seemed impossible.

Sarah picked off a small piece of the streusel topping and ate it slowly, closing her eyes. The action was intimate, like she was getting lost in a memory. I looked away. I couldn’t trust myself not to stare at her. I spilled out the contents of my brain instead.

“Sometimes I like to think of him on vacation or, you know, working at camp with those little kids at the basketball clinic who treated him like a rock star. It makes it easier somehow. Not looking forward to going back to school, but all I have to do is make it through this year, and I’m out of here. I can go somewhere where no one thinks of me as the guy who was with Alex McKenna the night he fell.”

Sarah sniffled. When I turned toward her, I saw her cheeks were wet with tears. Why had I gone on like that? Especially after she told me she couldn’t say the word dead out loud. What was wrong with me?

“Holy crap, Sarah, I’m such an idiot. I’m sorry.”

She waved her hand. “No, it’s nothing you said.”

She crumbled the cake in her lap, mashed it between her fingers and scattered it on the grass where a few birds started to gather. Then she balled up the bag and tossed it into the garbage bin across from us.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She ran a hand through her hair and took a breath. “I thought I would feel something more when I saw this, some connection, but I don’t. I mean, why did I bring that stupid piece of cake? And ‘gone too soon but not forgotten’—how generic is that? I keep looking for a sign that Alex existed, that he still exists somewhere, that he cared about me, but here I am, on a bench that his ex-girlfriend decorated with balloons and a note saying she’ll miss him forever. She was here first.”

“Sarah—”

“I’m never going to have more time with him. Here I am pretending it’s our six-month anniversary, and that’s never going to happen. I’m so pathetic.”

She crumbled again.

“Help her, Hobbs. Don’t just sit and gawk.”

“Hey, you’re not pathetic,” I said, putting my arm around her and sliding closer. She put her head against my shoulder, buried her face in my shirt.

“It’s not fair.”

“I know,” I whispered.

I let her cry it out, wishing I could say something to make it better, but there was nothing to say. One thing I’d learned from my sessions with Dr. Hipster is sometimes you just have to feel it, which sucked, but reality sucked sometimes, didn’t it? I took a deep breath, trying not to get dragged down into the feeling of dread too much myself. There were dark corners of my mind I didn’t like to visit.

“Oh crap, I’m sorry.” She pulled away, dabbed at my shirt. “I got mascara on you.”

I looked down.

“Eh, it’s fine, I’ve done worse with a slice of pizza,” I said.

She laughed. She kept her eyes on mine as if she had something more to say, and a beat passed, where under different circumstances, I might have leaned in to kiss her. It was confusing, and I wondered if she felt something too, because she got flustered and slid back from me.

“Hey, I better go,” she said, standing up and brushing crumbs off her lap.

“Sure, I can drop you off,” I said.

“Nah, that’s okay, I think I’m gonna walk,” she said. “It’ll clear my head.”

I stood up. “Are you sure? It’s so hot out.”

“I won’t melt,” she said, smiling. “Thanks for letting me know about this, Jake. I don’t think I would have come here on my own.”

“You were the first person I thought of,” I said.

She laughed, looked down at her feet, then waved as she walked off.

“Well, see ya.”

I watched her leave; wanted so desperately to say something. She was slipping away again, along with any hope I’d harbored of . . . what? What did I think was going to happen bringing her here?

“Sarah,” I called out. She stopped, turned.

“Take care.”
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THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL WAS ALWAYS A BIG DEAL TO me. With a few turns of the calendar page, all your mistakes from the previous year were wiped out and you had a fresh start. Anything was possible—at least that’s what it felt like, until the excitement wore off and reality set in, and you were once again bogged down with homework, tests, and five-hundred-word essays on a book you had yet to read, due by Friday.

I’d laid out my uniform the night before, prepped my backpack with fresh pens and a three-ring binder, and tried to muster up some excitement. This year I was an upperclassman! Complete with a uniform change—from a basic green, black, and blue plaid skirt to one with a bold red stripe throughout—broadcasting to the world that I was older and wiser, at least in the halls of Saint Aedan’s. College visits. Driving with friends. Prom. Junior year promised So Much Excitement. It also meant I was able to eat lunch outside in the quad in nice weather. Yay me!

Sophomore Sarah had naively looked forward to these perks, but now that they were right in front of me—I was more anxious than anything. How different would school be without the chance of seeing Alex roaming through the halls, that smile that could turn my day around? It had been hard at the end of last year, but that month and a half had flown by in a daze. I couldn’t help but imagine how different the first day of school would have been if he were still here.

Ever since I’d lost my shit on that bench with Jake Hobbs, I vowed to stop ticking off time in relation to Alex and what might have been. Wishing for more time together was futile, and I knew that, but my heart had different ideas. I’d taken to wearing a seed bead bracelet, and any time I got too lost in thoughts of him, I snapped it against my wrist—the little pinch bringing me back to the present. It had been working for the most part, but sometimes I couldn’t help it. My skin would probably be raw by the end of the day.

After arguing with my mom about not needing to eat breakfast, I headed off to see Ash at the same corner we’d been meeting on the first day of school since sixth grade. She was usually the one waiting for me, but as I approached the corner, I saw she wasn’t there. I stopped and checked my phone. Nothing. Maybe I was a little early. I leaned against the utility box and mindlessly scrolled, trying but failing not to think of Alex.

Alex should have been driving us to school. Weirdly, it was this mundane thing I’d been excited about. Everyone knew arriving in a car with your friends was better than walking, or worse, taking the bus.

I snapped my bracelet against my wrist.

“Hey, you!”

Ash’s voice brought me back to the present. She did a twirl in the middle of the street, the pleats in her plaid uniform skirt billowing slightly with the motion. A car full of Saint Aedan’s guys waiting at the light honked in appreciation. I laughed.

“The red plaid suits you,” I said.

“Yes, finally top of the food chain,” she said. “Well, almost. I see you went with the side braid. Very Elsa-from-Frozen-goes-to-boarding-school vibe.”

I tugged at the end of the braid and smiled. “Yeah, I thought something different would be good.”

“I like it,” she said, as we began the trek to school. “God, I can’t wait until Mike gets his car and we don’t have to walk anymore.”

I took a breath, snapped the bracelet.

“Yeah, that will be great.”

Mike Boyle and his friends were standing on the steps of school, waiting for us. I could already feel Ash’s mood brighten. I should have been used to it, the way she lit up in Mike’s presence. Over the eight months they’d been officially dating, Ash came to depend on me less and less. I hated him a little for it.

Maybe hate was the wrong word.

It was hard to hate Mike Boyle. He was like an overgrown greyhound puppy. Harmless, dopey, all limbs and angles. His uniform was always a mess, a random shirttail hanging out, his tie in a loose, uneven knot. Anyone else would have looked like a slob, but he somehow managed to make it work—his own brand of stoner chic, the Catholic school edition. I understood the attraction, but I’d never expected them to last more than a month or two; they barely had anything but lust in common. Mike had really stepped in and supported Ash through the horror of last spring though. For that alone, he earned my favor.

His friends Buzz and Kyle flanked him on either side, both only slightly more pulled together than Mike, which made them look like an indie power trio posing for the cover of their debut album, Bored with Better Places to Be. Mike’s mouth curled in a half smile when he saw Ash. Within seconds she’d dropped her backpack at his feet, and they were in a lip-lock worthy of detention. Kyle, Buzz, and I averted our eyes until they finally pulled apart.

Mike grabbed Ash’s backpack, and we continued into school.

“How was your summer? Didn’t see you much after Fourth of July,” Buzz said, falling into step with me.

“Boring. Hot. Spent a lot of time working,” I answered.

“Bummer,” he said.

“Yeah, pretty much.” I was not great at small talk. That’s why I loved drama club so much—there was always a script with the right thing to say at the right moment. Since Ash and Mike started dating, Buzz, Kyle, and I had been thrown together with the expectation that we’d get along. Sometimes it was okay, other times it was awkward. I suddenly realized I needed to reciprocate.

“How was your summer?”

“Too short, but otherwise pretty chill,” he said, flipping his hair out of his eyes.

“How about yours, Kyle?”

He looked surprised I asked. “I’m more of an indoor person. Summer. Heat. The sun. Not my scene.”

Thankfully the first bell rang, and we picked up our pace. Kyle disappeared down a side hallway with barely a chin tilt in our direction. Buzz mumbled “Later” and trotted faster down the hallway.

“This is me,” Ash said.

Mike pulled her in for a quick kiss.

She waved at me. “See ya at lunch, Sar.”

“Yep,” I said, continuing down the hallway.

Mike caught up to me. “How was she this morning?”

“She seemed happy,” I said. I felt like I’d been doing some version of the “Ash report” with Mike since last spring. When one of us had spent time with her, the other would check in. Kind of like a changing of the guard.

“Good. She was upset on the phone last night, didn’t want to come to school. Not that I blame her. Who really wants to be here?” he said.

“I guess,” I answered, wondering why I hadn’t had that impression. Mike stopped in front of a classroom door. We let a few people walk past as he continued.

“I
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