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Chapter 1: Duncan and Cora
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"Did you know," Duncan said, leaning against his locker with the practiced ease of someone who'd spent too much time perfecting the pose, "that Navy pilots have to memorize twelve different emergency procedures before they're even allowed to taxi?"

Cora blinked at him, her backpack dangling from one shoulder like it weighed nothing. "No," she said, slow and amused. "But I do know you’ve told me that three times this week."

Duncan grinned, undeterred. "It’s important trivia."

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like a squadron of lazy bees as Duncan shifted his weight, suddenly aware of how his sneakers squeaked against the linoleum. Cora’s smile lingered, and he wondered—not for the first time—if she could see right through his bravado to the nervous kid underneath. He cleared his throat. "Okay, fine. But did I tell you about the altitude thing? Like, how your ears pop at—"

"Twenty-five thousand feet," Cora finished, rolling her eyes. She reached up and tugged lightly at the collar of his varsity jacket, her fingers brushing the hollow of his throat. "You’re predictable, McCord."

That touch sent a jolt through him, electric and warm. Duncan swallowed. Predictable. He hated that word. Fighter pilots weren’t predictable. They were calculated. There was a difference. But before he could muster a retort, the first bell rang, scattering students like startled birds. Cora’s hand dropped, but her grin stayed. "Race you to English," she said, already pivoting on her heel.

Duncan cursed under his breath and lunged after her.

Duncan caught up to Cora just as she ducked into the classroom, her laughter bouncing off the lockers behind them. He grabbed the doorframe to stop himself from plowing into her, his breath coming fast. "Cheater," he muttered. "You had a head start."

Cora slid into her seat—third row, left side—and tossed her hair over one shoulder. "And you had longer legs," she countered, tapping the empty desk beside her. "Excuses are for people who lose, flyboy."

The nickname sent a thrill through him, same as it always did. Flyboy. Like she already saw him in the cockpit, helmet gleaming, instead of here in Mr. Halpern’s English class with ink smudges on his knuckles from last night’s cram session. Duncan dropped into the chair beside her, their knees bumping under the desk. He didn’t move his away.

Mr. Halpern’s monotone lecture about The Great Gatsby droned on, but Duncan barely heard it. His attention snagged on the way Cora’s pencil moved in quick, precise strokes across her notebook—not notes, but tiny sketches in the margins. He leaned closer. "Since when do you draw?"

Cora's pencil stilled for a heartbeat before she angled the notebook toward him—a sketch of Mr. Halpern mid-lecture, his balding head exaggerated just enough to be funny without being mean. "Since forever," she murmured, her voice low so only he could hear. "My mom's an art teacher. Our garage is basically a museum of my failed attempts at still lifes."

Duncan studied the drawing, the way she'd captured the slight sag of Halpern's tie, the way his glasses slid down his nose. "Failed?" He tapped the edge of the paper. "This is good."

A faint pink bloomed across Cora's cheeks as she flipped the page quickly, hiding the sketch. "It's doodling. Don't make it weird."

Before Duncan could argue, a folded note landed on his desk with a soft thwap. He glanced up to see Jake Riley smirking from two rows back, eyebrows waggling. Duncan unfolded the note—Ask her about the dance Friday, coward—and crumpled it in his fist.

Duncan exhaled quietly, crumpling Jake’s note tighter until the edges bit into his palm. The dance. Right. He’d been working up to that all week, rehearsing lines in his head like they were pre-flight checklists. Hey, you wanna go? Too casual. Would you like to accompany me to the homecoming dance? Too stiff. He’d settled on something in the middle, but now his throat felt dry as desert tarmac.

Cora’s elbow nudged his ribs. “You’re thinking too loud,” she whispered, eyes still on Halpern. “It’s distracting.”

Duncan uncrumpled the note just enough to scribble Shut up, Riley before launching it backward with a flick of his wrist. It hit Jake square in the forehead. Cora snorted.

The bell rang like a reprieve, and Duncan bolted upright, chair screeching. “So,” he blurted, before he could chicken out, “homecoming. You going?”

Cora’s pencil hovered mid-air, her lips quirking in that slow, knowing way that made Duncan’s stomach flip. “Are you asking,” she said, tilting her head, “or are you just curious?”

Duncan’s fingers twitched at his sides. He could hear Jake’s snicker somewhere behind them, but right now, it was just Cora’s steady gaze pinning him in place. “I’m asking,” he said, forcing his voice steady. “Like. With me.”

The classroom emptied around them, chairs scraping, backpacks zipping, but Cora didn’t move. She studied him for a beat—long enough for sweat to prickle at the back of his neck—before her smile widened. “Took you long enough,” she said, standing and slinging her bag over one shoulder. “I was starting to think I’d have to ask you myself.”

Relief flooded him, warm and dizzying. “So that’s a yes?”

Cora leaned down until her face was level with his, close enough that Duncan could count the faint freckles dusting her nose. "That's a 'duh,'" she said, flicking his forehead lightly before straightening up. The scent of her citrusy shampoo lingered in the space between them. "But you're buying the corsage. And it better not be one of those creepy wrist ones that looks like a hospital bracelet."

Duncan rubbed his forehead, grinning. "Deal. But you're picking the color. Last time I tried that, my mom made me return the neon orange one." He stood, shouldering his backpack as they fell into step together in the emptying hallway. The late afternoon sun slanted through the high windows, painting the scuffed linoleum gold. Somewhere down the hall, a locker door slammed shut like punctuation.

"Neon orange?" Cora wrinkled her nose. "Were you trying to summon traffic cones?"

"Thought it'd match your—" Duncan gestured vaguely at her—"vibe."

Cora stopped dead in the hallway, her sneakers squeaking against the floor. "My vibe?" She crossed her arms, but the corners of her mouth twitched. "Explain."

Duncan backpedaled, hands up in surrender. "Not like—not in a bad way. Just. You know." He floundered for a second, his brain short-circuiting under her gaze. "Bright. Impossible to miss."

Cora's eyebrows shot up. "Are you calling me loud, McCord?"

"No! Jesus, no." Duncan raked a hand through his hair, exhaling hard. "Forget I said anything. I'll get you a normal corsage. White. Boring. Safe."

Cora laughed, the sound bouncing off the lockers like a pinball. "Safe? Since when do future Navy pilots play it safe?" She hip-checked him lightly as they walked, her shoulder bumping his arm. "Get me whatever you want, flyboy. Just make sure it doesn't clash with my dress."

Duncan's stomach lurched. The dress. He hadn't even considered that. "Wait," he said, grabbing Cora's wrist too quickly, then immediately loosening his grip when she blinked at him. "What color is your dress?"

Cora twisted her arm free with an exaggerated gasp. "And ruin the surprise? Not a chance." She wiggled her fingers in front of his face. "Guess you'll have to wing it, Lieutenant."

The parking lot asphalt shimmered with late September heat as they pushed through the double doors. Duncan squinted against the glare bouncing off windshields, his pulse still thrumming from the corsage interrogation. He'd have to scout florists—maybe bribe his sister Emily- or worse yet Cora’s little sister Sara for advice.

"Seriously, though," Cora said, digging in her backpack for her keys. "Don't stress. I could wear a trash bag and still wipe the floor with Tiffany Anderson's rhinestone monstrosity." She said it lightly, but Duncan caught the edge in her voice—the same one that appeared whenever Tiffany's name came up.

Duncan kicked a pebble across the parking lot, watching it skitter under a Honda Civic. "Tiffany Anderson's still giving you trouble?"

Cora shrugged, but the way her grip tightened on her keys gave her away. "It's not trouble. Just... commentary. About how 'predictable' my wardrobe is." She unlocked her ancient Volvo with a click, the door creaking like a grumpy old man. "As if wearing the same cheerleading uniform as her every Friday isn't the definition of predictable."

Duncan caught the door before it could swing shut. "What'd she say this time?"

"Nothing creative." Cora tossed her backpack into the passenger seat. "'Cora Michaels and her five identical sweaters,' blah blah." She mimed a yawn. "Honestly, I think she's just mad you didn't ask her to homecoming."

Duncan’s fingers twitched against the Volvo’s doorframe. “Tiffany Anderson isn’t my—”

“Nope,” Cora interrupted, pressing a finger to his lips. Her skin smelled faintly of hand sanitizer and the vanilla chapstick she always kept in her pocket. “Don’t go there.” She slid into the driver’s seat and cranked the ignition, the engine sputtering to life with a sound like a disgruntled cat. “Besides,” she added, rolling down the window as Duncan lingered beside the car, “I already won.”

“How?”

Cora grinned, sunlight catching the gold flecks in her blue eyes. “You picked me.” She said it so simply, like it was obvious, like it was physics—gravity, inertia, Duncan choosing her. His chest tightened.

The Volvo's engine coughed once more before settling into its usual uneven idle. Duncan leaned against the doorframe, suddenly aware of how his shadow stretched long across the asphalt—how Cora’s eyelashes cast delicate shadows on her cheeks when she squinted up at him. "Yeah," he said, too quickly. "Well. Easy choice." The words came out gruffer than he intended, like he was admitting something embarrassing.

Cora rolled her eyes, but her fingers drummed a happy rhythm on the steering wheel. "Keep talking like that and I might think you're sweet on me, McCord."

Heat crawled up the back of Duncan's neck. He straightened abruptly, knocking his elbow against the roof. "Shut up," he muttered, rubbing the spot. "You're gonna be late for your shift."

Cora glanced at the dashboard clock and groaned. "Oops, you're right." She threw the Volvo into reverse before Duncan could even step back, forcing him to jog alongside the car as she rolled down the parking aisle. "Tell me the plan again," she called through the open window, her hair whipping in the breeze. "Friday. Details."

Duncan kept pace easily, his long strides matching the Volvo's crawl. "Six PM. I pick you up—"

"Seven," Cora corrected, braking hard. "Mom wants 'documentation photos' like we're posing for a yearbook."

"Seven," Duncan amended, dodging a pothole. "Then we—"

Duncan's sneaker caught on a crack in the asphalt, sending him stumbling forward. He caught himself on the Volvo's side mirror just as Cora hit the brakes again. "Jesus, warn a guy," he panted, but she was already grinning at him through the window, her eyes alight with mischief.

"Then we what?" she pressed, drumming her fingers on the wheel.

"Then we suffer through the world's most awkward pre-dance photos," Duncan continued, straightening up and brushing grit from his palms, "pretend we like the rubber chicken they're calling dinner—"

Cora snorted. "It's always chicken."

"—and I swear if Tiffany 'accidentally' spills punch on me again," Cora continued, shifting into gear with more force than necessary, "I'm dumping the entire bowl over her head this time."

Duncan grinned, jogging backward now as the Volvo picked up speed. "Attagirl. Just don't get us banned before they play our song."

Cora's foot hovered over the brake. "Our what?"

Duncan froze mid-step, realizing his slip. The Volvo lurched forward another foot before Cora slammed the brakes again, leaning halfway out the window. "McCord," she said slowly. "Did you—"

Duncan’s ears burned. He hadn’t meant to say that. The song—some cheesy slow-dance ballad from the radio that Cora always hummed under her breath while doing homework—was supposed to be a surprise. A dumb, sentimental one. Now her eyes narrowed like she was dissecting him.

“You requested a song,” Cora said, voice lilting with delight. “At the homecoming dance. For us.”

Duncan scuffed his shoe against the asphalt. “Maybe.”

The Volvo’s engine idled roughly as Cora leaned further out the window, her elbow propped on the doorframe. “Which one?”

Duncan's throat went dry. He hadn't planned on confessing—hadn't even planned on doing it, really. Just some half-formed idea after hearing that stupid song for the third time in the Burger King drive-thru last week. "Doesn't matter," he muttered, backing toward his own car. "Probably won't even play it."

Cora killed the engine. The sudden silence rang in Duncan's ears as she unbuckled and climbed out of the Volvo, her sneakers hitting the pavement with deliberate finality. "Oh no," she said, advancing on him with slow, measured steps. "You don't get to drop a bomb like that and walk away, flyboy."

Duncan retreated until his back hit the sun-warmed door of his Camaro. Cora stopped inches away, her shadow falling across his face. Up close, he could see the faint smudge of blue ink on her temple where she'd absently pushed her hair back during class. "Come on," he said weakly. "It's stupid."

Cora planted her hands on either side of him, caging him in. "Stupid like neon orange corsages?" she whispered, her breath warm against his chin. "Or stupid like memorizing Navy emergency procedures for fun?"

Duncan swallowed hard, the Camaro's window pressing into his lower back. Cora's proximity sent his pulse skittering—not from nerves, exactly, but from the sheer Cora-ness of her, the way she could dismantle him with a look. The ink smudge on her temple was new. He wanted to wipe it away with his thumb.

"It's that Bryan Adams song," he admitted, voice rough. "The one you keep singing when you think I'm not listening."

Cora's lips parted. For a second, Duncan thought she might laugh. Instead, her expression softened into something unbearably tender. "Heaven?" she breathed. "You—" Her fingers curled against the Camaro's roof, knuckles whitening. "You hate soft rock."

Duncan shrugged, his shoulder blades scraping metal. "Yeah, well. You don't."

Cora’s breath hitched—just once—before she pushed off the car and stepped back, her arms dropping to her sides. The parking lot felt suddenly too quiet, too still, as if the whole school was holding its breath. Duncan straightened up slowly, his palms damp against his jeans.

"Okay," Cora said finally, voice oddly steady. She nodded once, decisively, like she'd solved some equation in her head. "Okay."

Duncan frowned. "Okay?"

"Okay, you win." She turned on her heel and marched back to her Volvo, tossing the words over her shoulder like confetti. "That's officially the sweetest thing anyone's ever done for me."

The Volvo’s engine roared to life again as Duncan stood there, dumbstruck, watching Cora yank the gearshift with unnecessary force. She rolled down the window one last time, her cheeks pinker than they’d been a minute ago. "Pick me up at six-thirty," she called out, "and wear the blue shirt. The one that makes your eyes look—" She waved a hand vaguely, then grimaced. "Never mind. Just wear it." With that, she peeled out of the parking lot, leaving Duncan standing in a cloud of exhaust and his own confusion.

The blue shirt. He knew the one—the faded navy button-down his mom had bought him last Christmas, the one Cora had "accidentally" spilled a milkshake on during their first movie date so she could "help" wash it in her sink while he stood awkwardly in her kitchen. He’d caught her sniffing it once when she thought he wasn’t looking.

Duncan scrubbed a hand over his face and turned toward his Camaro, only to find Jake Riley leaning against the other side door, arms crossed. "So?" Jake prompted, grinning like a hyena. "She say yes, or did you choke again?"

Duncan flipped him off but couldn’t suppress his own grin. "Like you even have to ask."

The Camaro's engine growled to life as Duncan turned the key, the radio blasting static before settling on some grunge song Jake had left it on. He cranked the volume down, still tasting exhaust and the phantom citrus of Cora's shampoo in the air. Jake slid into the passenger seat like he owned it, kicking his feet up on the dash. "So," he drawled, picking at a loose thread on his varsity jacket. "Heaven, huh?"

Duncan's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "Shut up."

Jake held up his hands in mock surrender, but his smirk didn't fade. "Just saying. Bryan Adams is a bold choice for a guy who claims to only listen to 'anything with a guitar solo longer than thirty seconds.'"

The Camaro peeled out of the parking lot, gravel pinging against the undercarriage. Duncan ignored Jake's yelp as he was thrown back against the seat. "You gonna help me pick out this silly corsage or not?"

Jake's laughter bounced around the Camaro's interior like a pinball as Duncan turned onto Main Street, the late afternoon sun glinting off storefront windows. "A corsage?" Jake wheezed, wiping his eyes. "Dude, just get the pink one. Girls love pink."

Duncan groaned, swerving around a pothole that had claimed half the lane since last winter. "Pink's Tiffany's thing. Cora would murder me." He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, mentally cataloging every florist in town. There was that place next to the post office that always smelled like funeral homes, or—

His train of thought derailed as Jake suddenly sat bolt upright, pointing at a squat brick building coming up on their left. "Floral Fantasies," Jake announced with the gravitas of a general declaring battle plans. "My sister got her prom flowers there last year. They have, like, edible arrangements or whatever."

Duncan parked crookedly across two spaces, ignoring Jake's yelp about door dings. The bell above Floral Fantasies' door jingled with a sound that felt oddly judgmental as they stepped inside. The air was thick with the cloying sweetness of roses and something vaguely chemical.

The florist—a woman with lavender-dyed hair and a name tag reading "Marge"—looked up from pruning a fern with the focus of a sniper. "Boys," she said flatly. "Dance emergency?"

Jake elbowed Duncan forward. "He needs a corsage that says 'I'm not like other guys' but also 'please slow dance with me to Bryan Adams.'"

Duncan shot him a glare that could melt steel. "Something blue," he muttered, scanning the refrigerated display case. Every arrangement looked like it belonged at a retirement party—all fussy bows and baby's breath.

Marge wiped her hands on her apron, leaving smears of pollen. "Blue, huh?" She studied Duncan like he was a particularly stubborn weed. "Your girl like bold or subtle?"

Duncan hesitated, fingers hovering over a cluster of indigo orchids that looked like they’d been dipped in ink. "Uh. Both?" He glanced at Jake for backup, but his friend was already poking at a display of carnations with the tip of his car key. "She’s... not fussy. But she’d notice if I phoned it in."

Marge’s lips pursed. She reached past him and plucked a single cornflower from a bucket, its petals the exact shade of Cora’s favorite sweater. "This," she said, twirling the stem between her fingers, "with white stephanotis. Small. Nothing wrist-mounted—those scream ‘last-minute gas station purchase.’" She eyed Duncan’s varsity jacket. "You want it to look like you tried, but not like you hired a team of florists."

Jake snorted. "So, like, halfway between ‘forgot until homeroom’ and ‘stalked her for a couple of weeks?’"

Duncan ignored him, transfixed by the cornflower. It was uncanny—the same blue as Cora’s eyes when she laughed at his dumb jokes in the cafeteria. "Yeah," he said quietly. "That’s perfect."

The bell above the florist’s door jingled again as Duncan stepped back into the September heat, carefully cradling the small white box Marge had tied with a silver ribbon. Jake whistled lowly, peering over his shoulder. "Damn, McCord. You actually pulled it off."

Duncan nudged the car door open with his hip, balancing the box on his knee as he slid into the driver’s seat. "Shut up. It’s just flowers."

Jake leaned against the Camaro’s fender, arms crossed. "Nah, man. That’s effort." He grinned. "Cora’s gonna lose it."

Duncan ignored the warmth creeping up his neck and focused on securing the box in the back seat. The cornflower’s stem peeked out from beneath the lid, its blue so vivid it looked almost artificial against the dull gray interior. He turned the key in the ignition, the engine rumbling to life with a familiar growl. "Drop you at your place?"

The Camaro's tires crunched over the gravel shoulder as Duncan pulled up to Jake's mailbox—a lopsided affair that looked like it had survived one too many baseball bat swings. Jake swung the door open before they'd fully stopped, one foot already on the ground. "Remember," he said, pointing at Duncan like a coach giving last-minute instructions, "blue shirt, six-thirty, and for god's sake, don't spill anything on her this time."

Duncan shook his head as Jake slammed the door, but his fingers lingered on the florist box, moving it to the now empty passenger seat. The stems inside shifted faintly when he braked at the stop sign, a whisper of petals against cardboard. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, suddenly hyper-aware of the ticking clock. Two days until homecoming. Two days to figure out how to pin a corsage without stabbing Cora with the pin like last winter formal.

His house loomed at the end of the cul-de-sac, its brick facade bathed in golden hour light. Duncan killed the engine halfway up the driveway, the sudden silence amplifying the rustle of oak leaves overhead. Through the kitchen window, he could see his little sister Emily perched on the counter, swinging her legs as their mom chopped vegetables. The scene was so normal it ached.

The screen door squeaked when Duncan shouldered his way inside, the scent of garlic and simmering tomatoes wrapping around him like a blanket. Emily immediately zeroed in on the florist box. "Is that for Cora?" she demanded, abandoning her apple slices to lunge for it.

Duncan jerked the box out of Emily’s reach just as her fingers grazed the ribbon. "Hands off, pest," he muttered, sidestepping her and shoving the box into the fridge between a carton of milk and a half-eaten bowl of spaghetti. His mom arched an eyebrow, knife hovering mid-chop. "Flowers in the fridge now?"

"Just until Friday," Duncan said, grabbing a soda from the door shelf. The condensation on the can matched the sweat prickling his palms.

Emily swung her legs faster, her heels thumping against the cabinet doors. "Oooooh, someone’s nervous," she sing-songed.

Duncan popped the tab louder than necessary, foam fizzing over his knuckles. "I’m not nervous." The lie tasted flat.

Emily's grin widened as she snatched the soda can from Duncan's hand, taking an exaggerated sip. "You totally are," she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Your ears get all red when you lie. Like right now."

Duncan snatched the can back, scowling. "Do not."

Their mom sighed, setting down the knife. "Leave your brother alone, Em." She flicked a dish towel at Duncan. "But for the record, sweetheart, you are a terrible liar."

The phone rang—a sharp, shrill sound that cut through the kitchen like a warning bell. Duncan lunged for it before Emily could, nearly upending the spaghetti bowl in the process. "Hello?"

The line crackled for a second before Cora's voice came through, slightly breathless. "Tell me you're not wearing that godawful plaid shirt to homecoming."

Duncan's fingers tightened around the receiver. "How do you even know I own—"

"McCord, focus." There was rustling on her end, like she was shifting the phone against her shoulder. "I need you to meet me at the mall tomorrow. Emergency color coordination."

Duncan leaned against the kitchen wall, acutely aware of his mother's amused glance as she resumed chopping vegetables. "What happened to 'pick whatever you want'?"

Cora’s sigh crackled through the phone line. “I was going to wear my blue dress,” she said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “but I overheard Tiffany talking about hers. Same shade. Same lace. It’s like she stalked my closet.” The rustling intensified—Duncan could practically see her pacing her work counter, phone cord stretched taut. “So I need you to see the replacement before you pick up the corsage. No clashing. No surprises.”

Duncan pressed the cold soda can to his forehead, the condensation dripping into his eyebrows. “You’re overthinking this.”

“Says the guy who practiced asking me out in front of his bathroom mirror,” Cora shot back without missing a beat.

Emily’s delighted cackle echoed from the kitchen table. Duncan pivoted to glare at her, but she was already miming his supposed pre-date ritual—adjusting imaginary collar, smoothing hair, deep breath. He flipped her off behind the phone. “What time tomorrow?” he muttered into the receiver.

***
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THE MALL FOOD COURT smelled like stale grease and disinfectant, the kind of smell that clung to your clothes hours after you left. Duncan spotted Cora immediately—not just because she was the only person standing under the giant plastic palm tree, but because she was vibrating with nervous energy, pacing like a caged bird in her scuffed Converse shoes.

"You're late," she said the second he was within earshot, grabbing his wrist and yanking him toward the escalator before he could protest. Her grip was warm and slightly sticky, like she'd been clutching her soda too tight.

Duncan glanced at his watch. "It's 4:03. You said—"

"Details," Cora interrupted, dragging him past a kiosk selling knockoff perfume. "Tiffany's here right now with her minions at Forever 21. If she sees us—"

Duncan stumbled as Cora jerked him sideways into a narrow storefront alcove, their shoulders pressing against a display of knockoff Ray-Bans. The sudden maneuver knocked the breath from his lungs—partly from impact, partly from the way Cora's hipbone dug into his thigh as she flattened them both against the wall. Her breath hitched when a group of giggling girls passed within inches of their hiding spot, their chatter unmistakably Tiffany's nasal drawl layered over her usual sycophants.

"You're crushing my spleen," Duncan whispered, acutely aware of how Cora's knuckles blanched around the strap of his backpack where she'd grabbed him for balance.

Cora didn't loosen her grip. "Shhh," she hissed, her lips brushing the shell of his ear in a way that absolutely did not help his concentration. The floral department store perfume from the kiosk clung to her hair, mixing unnervingly well with her usual citrus shampoo. Duncan stared fixedly at a nearby "50% Off" sign until the gaggle of girls disappeared around the corner near Hot Topic.

Cora exhaled hard, her shoulders dropping. "Clear." She stepped back abruptly, leaving Duncan oddly off-balance. Her cheeks were pinker than they'd been thirty seconds ago. "Look, I know this is insane, but I am not showing up to homecoming looking like Tiffany's twin." She adjusted the collar of Duncan's shirt with more force than necessary. "And you're buying the corsage today, so this is a two-for-one crisis." Duncan almost told her he had already done so, but decided not to.

The escalator groaned under their combined weight as Duncan trailed Cora up to the second floor, where the mall’s lighting took on a sickly fluorescent hue. She marched past a shuttered Orange Julius with the determination of a general storming a battlefield, her Converse squeaking against the tile. "Okay," she said, spinning on her heel so abruptly Duncan nearly collided with her. "Here's the plan. We hit Nordstrom first—they have this emerald green dress that won’t make me look like a Christmas ornament—then swing by Macy’s in case they still have that black one with the—why are you smiling?"

Duncan schooled his face into neutrality, but the corner of his mouth twitched. "Nothing. Just... you’re cute when you’re strategizing like this."

Cora’s nose scrunched. "I’m not cute. I’m vengeful." She jabbed a finger at his chest. "And don’t think flattery gets you out of this. You’re holding my purse while I try things on."

Nordstrom’s dress section was a maze of sequins and satin, the air thick with the scent of over-spritzed perfume samples. Cora vanished into a changing room with an armful of dresses while Duncan lingered near a display of rhinestone belts, feigning interest. His reflection in the mirror looked vaguely bewildered, like he’d been teleported into the wrong movie.

The changing room door jerked open before Duncan could pretend to study the rhinestone belts any longer. Cora emerged in a rush of emerald silk, her arms crossed protectively over her chest. The dress was all wrong—the neckline too high, the fabric clinging in awkward places. "Nope," she muttered, already reaching for the next hanger. "I look like a wrapped mint."

Duncan caught her wrist before she could retreat. "Wait." He plucked at the fabric near her shoulder where the seam puckered. "It's backwards."

Cora's cheeks flushed pink. She spun on her heel with a huff and yanked the door shut again. From behind the fabric, Duncan heard the unmistakable sound of a zipper snagging, followed by a stifled curse. The door twitched open just enough for Cora to peer out, her hair mussed from wrestling with the dress. "Little help?"

Duncan swallowed hard. The changing room was suddenly ten degrees hotter. He edged forward, careful to keep his gaze fixed firmly above her collarbones. The zipper had caught on a loose thread halfway up her spine, the emerald fabric gaping to reveal a strip of bare skin. His fingers shook slightly as he worked the metal teeth free, the back of his knuckles brushing warm skin when the zipper finally gave way with a soft shhk.

Cora’s breath hitched when Duncan’s knuckles grazed the sensitive dip between her shoulder blades. The citrusy scent of her shampoo flooded his senses as he carefully tugged the zipper up, his fingers clumsy against the delicate fabric. “There,” he muttered, stepping back quickly before his hands could betray him further. “Try it now.”

Cora twisted in front of the mirror, the emerald silk cascading over her hips in a way that made Duncan’s throat dry. “Huh,” she said, tilting her head. The dress transformed with the zipper fixed—no longer a wrapped mint but something liquid and elegant, the color deepening her eyes to stormy ocean blue. She caught his gaze in the mirror and smirked. “Not bad, flyboy.”

Duncan shoved his hands in his pockets before they could do something stupid, like touch the way the light caught the freckles on her bare shoulders. “Still think black would be better,” he grumbled, just to say something.

Cora rolled her eyes but didn’t disagree, turning to inspect her profile. She was quiet until the saleswoman bustled past with an armful of sequined horrors, then Cora leaned closer, dropping her voice. “Okay, truth time. Does this make my arms look like uncooked spaghetti?” She held them out stiffly, and Duncan barked a laugh before he could stop himself.

Cora’s reflection glared at him in the mirror. "Laugh again and I’m making you wear a bowtie with cartoon airplanes on it."

Duncan bit his lip, watching her twist side to side in the emerald dress. The way the fabric caught the light made her look like she’d stepped out of some old Hollywood film—except for the way she kept scowling at her own shoulders. "Your arms look like arms," he said finally. "Normal, functional appendages."

"Wow," Cora deadpanned, plucking at the sleeve. "Poetry." She sighed and turned back to the mirror, her fingers tracing the neckline. "It’s just... Tiffany’s dress is strapless. If I show up in this—"

"You’ll look like you didn’t copy her," Duncan interrupted. He reached past her to adjust the collar, his fingers brushing the warm skin behind her ear. "Which is the whole point, right?" Duncan didn’t add that he disliked strapless dresses.

The dress rustled as Cora twisted again, the emerald silk whispering secrets against her knees. Duncan watched her reflection chew her bottom lip—a habit she only had when weighing life-or-death decisions, like choosing fries over salad or which pen to steal from the school library.

"You're right," she said finally as she stepped back behind the door, tugging the zipper down with decisive yank. The fabric pooled at her waist, revealing the sunburn she'd gotten last weekend at the lake, peeling slightly between her shoulder blades. "But I'm still trying the black one."

Duncan caught the dress as she tossed it over the changing room door, the silk cool and slippery in his hands like a caught fish. From the next stall, a girl gasped as her mother lamented about hem lengths. Cora's Converse squeaked against the tile as she wrestled with the next hanger.

The black dress appeared seconds later, its neckline dipping low enough to make Duncan's ears burn. Cora spun in front of the mirror, the fabric clinging to every sharp angle of her—the jut of her hipbones, the dip of her collarbones. "Okay," she breathed, smoothing her hands down her thighs. "This is—"

Duncan's throat was dry when he swallowed. "Yeah," he managed. "It's... yeah."

Cora's reflection grinned at him in the mirror, one hand propped on her hip. "Eloquent as ever, McCord." The black dress hugged her waist before flaring slightly at the knees—simple, but the way it moved when she turned made Duncan's palms itch to touch the fabric. She did a slow spin, her fingers trailing along the dressing room wall for balance. "Too much?"

Duncan forced his gaze upward from where the hem skimmed her thighs. "Depends." His voice came out rougher than intended. "You planning to kill Tiffany with sheer intimidation, or—"

Cora snorted and flicked the price tag at him. "Try bankruptcy. This costs more than my mom's car payment." She twisted to examine the back, the motion stretching the fabric across her shoulder blades in a way that made Duncan's pulse stutter. "But it sure makes my rear end look—"

"Good," Duncan blurted. "I mean. Not that your—" He gestured vaguely at his own backside, heat crawling up his neck. "You know."

Cora's smirk in the mirror was downright predatory. "McCord, are you flustered?" She turned sharply, the dress swirling around her knees. "After all those months of 'accidentally' walking into the girls' locker room during swim meets?"

The dressing room curtain fluttered as Cora pivoted, the black dress catching the fluorescent light like spilled ink. Duncan swallowed hard, his pulse hammering against his ribs. "That was Jake's fault," he muttered, suddenly fascinated by a loose thread on his shoelace. "He bet me five bucks I wouldn't do it. And it was once."

Cora's laughter bounced off the narrow walls, bright and sharp as she tugged the zipper down with one hand. "Uh-huh. And the 'accidental' locker room drop during cheer practice?" The black fabric slid off her shoulders, pooling at her waist again.

Duncan's throat went dry. "Misplaced gym bag."

The door snapped shut with finality. From inside, fabric rustled and hangers clattered. "You're such a liar," Cora called, her voice muffled. The sound of a zipper being yanked too hard made Duncan wince. "But fine. Since you're clearly incapable of admitting when you're sweet on someone—" The door jerked open again, revealing Cora back in her jeans and a threadbare Smiths t-shirt, the black dress draped over her arm. "—I'll make it easy for you."

The dress hit Duncan square in the chest before he could react, the fabric whispering against his palms like a dare. Cora’s smirk was lethal as she shoved past him toward the register, tossing over her shoulder, "You’re buying. Consider it penance for those ‘accidental’ locker room visits."

Duncan stared at the dress, its price tag dangling like a noose. "This is extortion," he muttered, trailing after her.

"Call it what you want," Cora said, drumming her fingers on the checkout counter. "But if you bolt now, I’m telling Jake you cried during Titanic."

The cashier—a bored-looking woman with chipped purple nail polish—raised an eyebrow as Duncan slapped his debit card down with more force than necessary. Cora’s triumphant grin lasted exactly until the card reader beeped twice in rapid succession.

The card reader’s shrill double-beep sliced through the department store muzak like a faulty smoke alarm. Cora’s grin faltered. Duncan stared at the blinking "DECLINED" display, his stomach dropping faster than a stalled engine.

"Uh," the cashier said, popping her gum. "You got another card?"

Duncan patted his pockets with the frantic energy of a man checking for parachute straps mid-freefall. His fingers closed around a crumpled twenty—emergency gas money normally tucked behind his driver’s license. He smoothed the bill on the counter with exaggerated care. "How about lay away? Will this cover the first payment?"

Cora made a noise like a tea kettle exploding. She snatched the dress from the counter before the cashier could react, shoving it back onto the nearest rack with enough force to send several hangers clattering to the floor. "We’ll take the emerald one," she announced through gritted teeth, fishing a wad of cash from her own jeans pocket. Duncan caught a glimpse of what looked like three months’ worth of cashier money before she slammed it down.

The mall’s fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as Cora snatched her receipt, her grip so tight the paper crumpled like a fist. Duncan opened his mouth—apology or excuse, he wasn’t sure—but she cut him off with a look sharp enough to puncture tires. “Walk with me,” she ordered, marching toward the food court with the emerald dress bag swinging like a pendulum of doom.

Duncan scrambled to keep up, dodging a stroller and nearly colliding with a pretzel kiosk. “Cora, I can pay you back—”

She whirled so fast her ponytail lashed his cheek. “That’s not the point.” Her voice dropped to a hiss. “The point is Tiffany Anderson saw that whole disaster from the Bath & Body Works across the way.” She jerked her chin toward where Tiffany’s blonde head was indeed visible, surrounded by her usual gaggle of giggling shadows. “By third period tomorrow, the entire school will know Duncan McCord’s card got declined buying his date’s homecoming dress.”

The food court smelled like desperation and day-old pizza. Duncan slumped into a sticky plastic chair, elbows on the table. “So?”

Cora's jaw dropped. "So?" She jabbed a straw into her soda with enough force to puncture the bottom of the cup. "Tiffany's been waiting for ammo like this since freshman year. You think she won't twist this into some pathetic story about you mooching off me?" Ice clattered as she gestured wildly toward Bath & Body Works, where Tiffany was now blatantly staring while pretending to sniff a lotion bottle.

Duncan shrugged, peeling the label off his water bottle. "Let her talk. Who cares?"

Cora's straw snapped between her fingers. "I care. Because in her version? You're not the guy who picked Heaven for our slow dance—you're the loser who couldn't even afford—" She cut herself off, exhaling with frustration. The emerald dress bag slid off her shoulder and landed on the table with a soft whump.

Duncan watched a glob of ketchup ooze from a nearby abandoned tray. "It's just money."

The plastic chair creaked under Cora as she leaned forward, her fingers tapping an erratic rhythm against the table. A glob of ketchup from a neighboring tray oozed toward the edge, suspended in a precarious dance before plopping onto the tile.

"Okay," she said abruptly, swiping her soda cup toward herself. "New plan." Her straw made a wet, sucking sound as she stabbed at the ice cubes. "You're taking me to dinner tonight. Somewhere nice. Not the drive-thru."

Duncan blinked. "What about—"

"Tiffany," Cora interrupted, leaning in so close he could see the faint freckles dusting the bridge of her nose. "Is going to tell everyone you took me to some fancy place and paid with your last twenty bucks like some tragic romance novel hero." She grinned, sharp and sudden. "Might as well make it true."

***
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THE CAMARO’S ENGINE growled as Duncan pulled into the parking lot of Antonio’s—a dimly lit Italian place with checkered tablecloths and candles stuck in Chianti bottles. Cora had insisted on driving separately ("So Tiffany’s spies see my car here too"), leaving Duncan to navigate the hostess stand alone.

"Table for two?" The hostess eyed Duncan’s varsity jacket skeptically.

"Uh, yeah. Under McCord?"

She flipped a page on her clipboard. "Your party’s already seated."

The hostess led Duncan through a maze of cramped tables, their candlelight flickering against the red vinyl booths. Halfway across the dining room, he spotted Cora—not in her usual jeans and ponytail, but wearing a navy-blue dress he'd never seen before, her hair loose around her shoulders. She was studying the menu like it held nuclear codes, her fingers drumming against the laminated surface.

Duncan slid into the opposite booth just as Cora looked up. "When did you—" He gestured vaguely at her outfit.

Cora smoothed the dress self-consciously. "Spare outfit in my car. Emergency dates." She smirked. "Also, Tiffany's watching through the window."

Duncan nearly knocked over the bread basket twisting to look. Sure enough, Tiffany's blonde head was silhouetted against the parking lot lights. "Jesus. Does she have a tracking device on you?"

The bread basket toppled anyway when Duncan jerked his knee into the table. A roll hit the floor with a soft thud as Tiffany's silhouette vanished from the window. "She's gone," he muttered, watching her retreat through the parking lot.

Cora snorted and snatched the last surviving roll. "No she's not. She's just repositioning near the exit so she can see us leaving together." She tore the roll in half with exaggerated force, scattering crumbs across the checkered tablecloth. "Eat your pasta. We're giving her a show."

Duncan picked up his fork, eyeing the plate of fettuccine that had appeared while he'd been distracted. The steam curled lazily toward the flickering candle between them. "You're enjoying this way too much."

Cora's grin was all teeth as she twirled a forkful of spaghetti. "Every second." The pasta made an obscene slurping noise as she sucked it into her mouth, never breaking eye contact with Duncan. "Now ask me about my day like a gentleman."

The spaghetti tasted like sawdust when Duncan swallowed. "How was your day?" he mumbled, watching candlelight catch the gold flecks in Cora's eyes.

"Terrible," Cora announced, stabbing a meatball. "Some idiot nearly bankrupted himself buying me a dress." She flicked a glance toward the exit where Tiffany's shadow now lurked near the hostess stand. "But the evening's looking up."

Duncan's fork scraped against the plate. "You're insane."

"And you're blushing." Cora leaned forward, her elbows brushing the breadcrumbs scattered between them. The candle guttered, casting shadows along her collarbones where the dress dipped low. "Tell me something real."

Duncan’s fork hovered midair, a limp strand of fettuccine dangling. "Something real?" he echoed, staring at the way the candlelight painted gold streaks in Cora’s hair. The restaurant noise faded to a hum, the clatter of dishes and murmured conversations dissolving into static.

Cora licked a spot of marinara from her thumb, eyes never leaving his. "Yeah. Not the stupid Navy pilot facts or whatever script you practiced in the mirror. Something you wouldn’t tell Jake." She nudged his shin under the table with her sneaker. "C’mon, McCord. It’s just us here."

The breadcrumb between them trembled when Duncan exhaled. He set his fork down carefully, aligning it with the edge of his plate. "I failed my driver’s test the first time," he muttered. "Parallel parking. Hit the cone so hard the instructor made me get out and look at it."

Cora’s laughter burst like fireworks, drawing glances from nearby tables. "That’s your deep dark secret? Baby’s first fender bender?"

Duncan's fingers tightened around his water glass, condensation dripping onto the red checkered tablecloth. "No," he said quietly. "The secret is that I sat in that DMV parking lot for twenty minutes afterward, trying not to cry." The admission tasted bitter, like the dregs of the cheap house wine the waiter had pushed on them. "Because my dad was waiting at home with this... expectant look. Like he already knew I'd choke."

Cora's fork froze mid-twirl, a single strand of spaghetti slipping back onto her plate. The candle between them flickered wildly as a busboy jostled their table. "Oh," she said softly. The word landed like a stone in the sudden silence.

Outside, Tiffany's silhouette shifted against the window. Duncan didn't care anymore. He traced a water ring on the tablecloth with his thumbnail. "He pinned his old Navy wings to my jacket that morning. For luck."

Cora's hand darted across the table, her fingers brushing his wrist—warm and sticky from her soda. "You passed the second time," she said, not quite a question.

The candle's flame wavered between them as Duncan nodded. "By three points." His thumb dug into the water ring, smearing it across the cheap vinyl. "Dad framed the score sheet. Hung it next to his flight school diploma."

Cora's fingers tightened around his wrist, her nails leaving crescent moons in his skin. Outside, Tiffany still waited. Neither of them looked.

The waiter chose that moment to appear with dessert menus, his smile faltering when he took in their barely touched entrees and Cora's death grip on Duncan's arm. "Everything alright here?"

"Perfect," Cora said, her voice too bright. She released Duncan's wrist to snatch a menu. "We'll take the tiramisu. Two forks."

The tiramisu arrived in a shallow ceramic dish, dusted with cocoa powder that smelled faintly of the cinnamon gum Cora always chewed during exams. Duncan watched her press the back of her spoon into the dessert, leaving perfect semicircle indents in the cream.

"You know," Cora said abruptly, licking mascarpone off her thumb, "I lied about my first kiss." The candle between them shuddered as she kicked her Converse onto the booth beside him. "It wasn't Billy Reinhart at Rachel Gerstein's pool party. It was her golden retriever."

Duncan choked on his espresso. "What?"

"Prince." Cora's grin was all mischief as she stole his fork to spear a ladyfinger. "Jumped up to lick a popsicle off my face and got my mouth instead." She tossed the soaked biscuit into her mouth with a wet plop. "Rachel cried. Billy told everyone. I leaned into it."

The espresso burned Duncan's tongue as he swallowed, the bitterness mingling with the absurd image of twelve-year-old Cora getting French-kissed by a golden retriever. "You're joking."

Cora scraped the last of the tiramisu from the dish, her spoon screeching against ceramic. "Swear to God. Prince had bad breath and everything." She flicked a cocoa-dusted finger toward the window where Tiffany's shadow still lingered. "And that's why I'll never let Tiffany Anderson ruin anything for me again. After the Great Dog Kiss Debacle? Nothing phases me."

Duncan's napkin tore as he wiped his mouth. Outside, Tiffany peered in the window again. He suddenly wished he'd ordered the chocolate lava cake instead. "So what's the play here? We stage a dramatic breakup by the hostess so she notices?"

Cora's foot nudged his under the table, her sneaker warm against his ankle. "Better." She leaned forward, the candlelight catching the mischief in her eyes. "We give her nothing." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "No drama. No reaction. Just..." She gestured between them with her fork. "This. Whatever this is. Unscripted."

The check arrived tucked inside a faux-leather booklet, the total circled in red ink like some kind of scarlet letter. Duncan reached for it just as Cora snatched it away, her elbow knocking over the candle between them. Wax pooled across the tablecloth in a slow, spreading stain as she squinted at the receipt. "Tiffany's still by the ficus plant," she murmured, flipping open her wallet with one hand while the other shielded her face from the window like some bad spy movie. "Act natural."

Duncan watched her count out exact change—three fives, a ten, and a pile of quarters that looked like they'd been fished from a car cupholder. "Natural," he repeated deadpan, as Cora stacked the coins into neat towers like they were preparing for a bank heist instead of paying for dinner.

The waiter eyed the coin towers with palpable despair before scooping them into his apron pocket. Outside, Tiffany's silhouette shifted impatiently near the hostess stand. Cora caught Duncan's wrist under the table, her fingers sticky from tiramisu. "Okay," she breathed. "Time for phase two."

Phase two, apparently, involved walking to the parking lot at a pace that would make a sloth impatient. Cora clung to Duncan's arm like they were navigating an ice rink, her steps deliberately slow as Tiffany's shadow trailed them past the salad bar. "She's following," Cora muttered through a tight smile, her nails digging into Duncan's sleeve. "Smile like I just told you a secret."

The parking lot asphalt was still warm from the day's heat when they stepped outside, the scent of gasoline and fried dough hanging thick in the air. Cora's grip on Duncan's arm tightened imperceptibly as Tiffany's high-pitched giggle carried across the parking lot—fake and pointed, like a needle jabbed between his ribs.

"Don't look," Cora whispered, her breath warm against his collar. She slowed them to a near standstill beside a flickering lamppost, its fluorescent hum drowning under the roar of a passing motorcycle. "She wants you to react." Her fingers traced idle patterns on his wrist, the touch light enough to be accidental.

Duncan focused on the cracked pavement beneath his sneakers, on the way Cora's shadow stretched long and lean beside his. Somewhere to their left, a car door
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