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THE WORDS

The rain over the city had a way of making the streetlights look like they were underwater, and Mara Bennett stood beneath the narrow awning of the corner café with her arms crossed — not because she was cold, but because if she uncrossed them, she was afraid of what her hands might do. Reach for him. Or shove him. She genuinely did not know which, and not knowing frightened her more than either.

"Say something," Eli said. His voice cracked on the second word, which almost — almost — made her laugh, because for six years the sound of his voice cracking had meant something was about to be funny. A punchline. A confession that he'd eaten her leftover dinner and blamed a dog they didn't own. Not this. Nothing about tonight was that.

"I don't have anything to say to you," she said, which was a lie, because she had eleven months of things to say, stacked up in her chest like unpaid bills she'd been too proud to open.

"Mara—"

"Don't." The word came out sharper than she meant it, or maybe exactly as sharp as she meant it — she was still deciding. "You don't get to say my name like that. Like we're still—" She stopped. She would not cry in front of the café. She had promised herself that much, walking here, rehearsing it the whole way like a line she needed to get right the first time, because she wasn't sure she'd have the nerve for a second.

Eli's hands were shoved so far into his jacket pockets it looked like he was trying to disappear into himself, which, Mara thought, was a neat trick, because that was exactly what he'd been doing for the better part of a year — disappearing a little at a time, in ways she hadn't clocked until there was nothing left of the boy who used to walk her home taking the long way just to keep talking.

"I know I hurt you," he said.

"You didn't hurt me." Mara's voice was very calm now, the calm of a held breath. "You used me. There's a difference, Eli. Hurting someone is an accident. What you did, you did. On purpose. Piece by piece."

"That's not fair—"

"Fair?" And there it was, the laugh she hadn't meant to let out, ugly and short. "You want to talk to me about fair. Okay. Was it fair that I told you things I never told anyone? Things I didn't even let myself think too hard about, except with you, because you were the one person I trusted not to hand them back to me looking smaller than when I gave them. Was it fair that you took them — took me, Eli, the parts of me I only ever showed you — and handed them to her like they were nothing? Like a story you'd heard once, secondhand, about somebody else's life?"

He didn't answer. The rain filled the silence for him, which was its own kind of answer.

"I keep trying to understand it," Mara said, quieter now, and this was worse, because her anger she could survive — she'd survived it for months already, alone, in the dark, telling herself it was fine — but this, this quiet, was the sound of something breaking slowly instead of all at once. "I keep trying to find the version where it makes sense. Where my best friend doesn't do that to me. I've built a dozen versions in my head, Eli. Ones where you didn't mean it, ones where it was one bad night, ones where I misunderstood. And every single one of them falls apart the second I look at it straight on. I can't find the version where it's okay. I've looked."

"I was scared," he said. "I've been scared of this — of you — for so long, I didn't know how to carry it, and it just... came out of me sideways, with her, because it was easier than saying it to your face and losing you for real if you didn't—"

"Scared of me?" She stared at him, and something in her chest tilted, because for one unguarded second she almost understood him, and understanding him right now felt like a betrayal of herself. "I was never something to be scared of. I was the one person who never once made you feel small. And you took the one thing I never gave to anyone else, and you let her carry it around like it was funny. Like it was nothing. Do you have any idea what that does to a person — to find out the safest place you ever had wasn't safe at all?"

"It wasn't like that—"

"Then tell me what it was like." She waited, and the waiting had a shape to it, like she was holding a door open for him one last time. He said nothing, and in the not-saying, she got her answer anyway, and let the door close.

"I'm sorry," Eli said finally, and it was the truest thing he'd said all night — she could hear that much, even now. "I know that's not enough. I know I don't get to just say it and have it fix anything. But I am. I'm so sorry, Mara. I'd take it back if I could. All of it, every single word I said to her that wasn't mine to say."

Mara looked at him for a long moment — really looked, the way she used to when they were sixteen and she was trying to memorize his face without either of them noticing she was doing it — and something in her chest cracked further open, not toward forgiveness, not yet, but toward something almost as frightening: the truth. That she still loved him. That loving him and being unable to forgive him were, right now, sitting in the same chest without cancelling each other out, and she hadn't known a heart could hold both at once without splitting down the middle.

"I know you're sorry," she said. "I believe that you're sorry." She pulled her jacket tighter, a small, final motion, like closing a door gently instead of slamming it, which somehow hurt more than any slamming could have. "But sorry — I cannot forgive you. Not right now. Maybe not for a long time. Being sorry doesn't undo it, Eli. It isn't a switch. You don't get to flip it back just by wanting to."

She turned and walked into the rain, and he did not follow her, because some part of him — the part that had grown up watching two people who loved each other stop being able to say so — understood that following her now would only prove her right about everything he was afraid he'd become.

Neither of them knew yet that this was not the end of the story. It only felt that way, standing in it.
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TWO KIDS AND A RAINSTORM

Six years earlier.

The rain that afternoon had no warning in it at all — one minute the sky over the high school parking lot was a flat, uncommitted gray, and the next it was coming down like it had somewhere urgent to be. Mara Bennett, fifteen years old and holding a portfolio of art supplies she could not afford to let get wet, made it exactly four steps past the gym doors before she understood she was not going to make it to the bus stop dry.

"You look like someone who's about to make a bad decision," said a voice behind her.

She turned. A boy she recognized vaguely from her second-period class — the one who'd gotten sent into the hallway twice in one week for what the teacher called "commentary" — was leaning against the doorframe under the overhang, dry, unbothered, eating something out of a crumpled paper bag like the weather was a show being put on for his benefit.

"I'm not making any decisions," Mara said. "I'm standing here."

"You were about to run for it. I could see it building. The shoulders go first." He held up the bag. "Pretzel? I have exactly one left and I'm prepared to negotiate."

"I don't know you."

"Eli Hale. Second period, back row, the guy your teacher called 'a disruption to the learning environment' on Tuesday, which I've decided to put on a t-shirt." He said it like it was a badge rather than a scolding, and something about the total absence of shame in it made Mara, against her will, smile. "You're the one who draws during lecture. I've seen you. You did a pretty good sketch of Mr. Alvarez's eyebrows a few weeks ago. They deserved it."

"You were watching me draw?"

"I watch everything. It's a curse." He tilted the bag toward her again. "Pretzel's getting cold standing here being ignored. It has feelings."

She took the pretzel, mostly to make him stop talking, and it did not work, because he kept talking anyway, an unbroken stream of observations about the rain, about the gym teacher's whistle technique, about a theory he had regarding why the cafeteria pizza tasted different on Fridays that involved, somehow, a conspiracy and also his own grandmother's cooking. Mara had intended to make a run for the bus stop the second there was a lull. There was no lull. Twenty minutes later the rain hadn't let up and neither had he, and she found she had stopped checking her watch.

"You're not actually funny, you know," she told him, around a mouthful of pretzel. "You just talk fast enough that people don't have time to notice."

"That," Eli said, delighted, pointing at her like she'd won something, "is the single most accurate thing anyone has said about me all year. I'm framing that. Do you have a pen? I want to write it down before I forget you said it."

She didn't have a pen — her
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