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To all the hopeless romantics out there who write the story they want to live: This is for you.




My dearest Avery,

I won’t start this by saying how proud I am of you, because we both know if I do, I’ll never stop. It’s been amazing to watch you plan your future—valedictorian, Columbia, medical school, future oncologist!—and I have no doubt you’re going to smash every single one of those goals.

So I definitely won’t go on about how incredibly, ridiculously proud I am of you, my brilliant daughter. Instead, I want to tell you a story.

Yes, it’s a romance.

Yes, it’s a cheesy romance. (The best kind!)

Is it epic? Oh, definitely.

You’re the real storyteller in the family. I don’t have your way with words. But I always tried to make sure my artwork tells a story. And in your hands right now is the Once Upon a Time to a story you can only finish in Brighton.

Hey, you always said your favorite rom-coms start out with the heroine traveling to a beautiful foreign setting, right? And you know mine always start with the heroine making a rash decision. Taking a risk. So why not have the best of both worlds?

I hope you’ll take a risk, Avery. I promise it’ll be worth it.

Love always,

Mom







ROM-COM RULE #1
The heroine has a ton of baggage.



My schedule was off.

Only by thirty minutes, but still. I’d hoped to finish packing before dinner, and it was already seven. A bead of sweat dripped down my cheek as I folded the last sweater. The tiny AC unit crammed under my window was no match for a late August heat wave in New York City.

I fought with the zipper of my suitcase, just barely managing to get it closed. Circe lay on top of my other open suitcase, basking in a ray of sunlight and shedding black fur all over my jeans.

I consulted the checklist on my phone, knowing I was forgetting something. “Cat carrier, earbuds … oh, something to read on the flight.”

Lowering my phone, I scanned the rows of books lining my shelves. Mostly rom-coms, the collection having shrunk and grown over the years as Mom and I constantly swapped classics and recommended new favorites. Rom-coms were pretty much the only thing Mom and I had in common. Predictable? Sure. That was why I liked them. The heroine always had a ton of baggage in the beginning—relatable—but things worked out for her in the end.

Real life, on the other hand, was filled with unpredictability. Like when your mom gets sick … Then gets better!… Then gets much, much worse. Like when the unthinkable happens, and instead of delivering your valedictorian speech and walking the stage at your high school graduation, you end up planning a funeral instead.

I’d take predictability any day.

After a minute of deliberation, I pulled a slim paperback off the shelf. I’d read it years ago but couldn’t remember the details. Perfect for the plane.

I placed the book on my night table, right next to the postcard that had arrived in the mail two months ago and caused me to completely blow up my entire life.

I hope you’ll take a risk, Avery.

I found myself staring at the framed light painting hanging next to my shelf. It was my favorite of all of Mom’s artwork. In the photo, six-year-old me is standing ankle-deep in the ocean, magnificent neon wings sprouting out of my shoulders. It was so hard to stand still and not laugh as Mom “drew” the wings with a toy lightsaber. The water and air had been cold, the darkness of the ocean expanding in front of me.

I always thought the process of “painting light” in a photograph was kind of goofy. The way Mom danced around with flashlights or twinkle lights, twirling them around like a little kid while the camera took a long exposure photo, made me giggle. But the end result was so mysterious and beautiful.

My lungs tightened, and I moved over to the window, getting right in the cold blast of the AC unit. The sparkling water of the Hudson was barely visible through the trees. My gaze traveled from a few construction workers heading into the deli across the street, to the laundromat next door, to the delivery driver hopping in his car.

I took in a long, slow breath, the tension draining from my body. I watched as the delivery driver pulled away from the curb, then frowned and turned around.

“Dad? Is dinner here?”

Footsteps hurried through the apartment, and I heard the front door open.

“Yep! Got it.” The door slammed.

I sighed. He must not have seen the delivery notification. Again.

It wasn’t like him. Dad was responsible, reliable, logical. It was what made him and Mom such a great couple. Opposites attract, right? What better match for an uber-logical attorney than a tarot-loving, free-spirited artist?

But ever since Mom passed away in May, Dad had grown increasingly absent-minded, zoning out constantly and forgetting small things. Like leaving takeout sitting on the mat outside the door until the food was cold and soggy.

It’s only been three months, I reminded myself. I snatched Circe off my suitcase, ignoring her perturbed meow, and headed to the kitchen.

Dad was placing our salad containers on the counter. We’d ordered Sweet Pea yet again. It was my favorite restaurant, and even after practically living off it this summer, I still didn’t hate it. I set Circe down, grabbed forks from the kitchen drawer, then headed to the dining room.

“All finished packing?” Dad asked, sitting across from me.

“I still have to go over my checklist, but I’m mostly done.”

“Got all of Circe’s papers?”

“Yup,” I replied. All I needed to fly to England was my passport with a student visa. But Circe needed a pet passport, proof of her microchip, and several up-to-date vaccinations. If she was missing even one of those things, they would quarantine her for four months. No way was I going to let that happen.

An awkward silence fell.

It had been like this ever since Mom died. Everyone knows the five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. The thing is, they don’t always happen in that order. I spent a month stuck in denial, mixed with a lot of anger. (Yes, anger at my dead mom. If there’s a sixth stage of grief, it’s definitely guilt. I spent a lot of time there too.) The rest of the summer, I basically played daily roulette with all the stages. Which is as exhausting as it sounds.

But Dad? He went straight to depression the day Mom died. Three months later, he hadn’t budged.

I always thought grief brought families closer together. I mean, Dad and I still had each other, right? But instead, the absence of Mom was like an invisible wedge between us. And no matter how hard I tried, it felt like we’d been drifting further and further apart all summer.

It was like there was something wrong with us. Or maybe just wrong with him. Because I wanted to talk about Mom. And not only with my therapist, but with Dad. He didn’t feel the same.

And it wasn’t just that.

Her light paintings had been slowly disappearing for a few weeks now. The photo of the Statue of Liberty at dusk, surrounded by an intricate, bright-white orb, had vanished from the coffee table last week. And one of Mom’s last light paintings—a brilliant rainbow streaking across Bow Bridge in Central Park—wasn’t hanging in the living room anymore. This morning, I checked to see if it’d fallen behind the TV.

Nope. Dad was getting rid of them.

He was methodically emptying our home of all traces of Mom.

“Aves? You here?” Dad asked.

Apparently, he wasn’t the only one zoning out.

“Yeah. Just nervous about the flight.” I ignored a flash of guilt and stabbed my salad. A chickpea rolled off my fork.

“You’ll probably sleep right through it,” Dad said reassuringly, even though we both knew I was way too anxious to sleep on planes. Thanks to my insomnia, I could barely sleep in my own bed. “What time is Amira coming over to pick you up?”

“Around eight,” I replied. I’d known Amira since kindergarten; she was my best friend and closest thing I had to a sister. She’d been accepted to King’s College London in March, the same week I’d gotten my letter from Columbia. We’d spent a whole five months thinking once we started college, there would be an ocean between us.

Then Mom’s postcard showed up in the mail, and the next day, I’d called her alma mater, the University of Brighton, to ask if there was still a spot for me after all. And when they said yes, I turned down the acceptance to Columbia and accepted my offer to Brighton instead. The good news was that now Amira and I would be an hour’s train ride apart. The bad news was that Columbia is very particular about transfer students, especially those who want to go premed. I’d have to match all their freshmen requirements precisely, with perfect grades, or else they’d turn me away next fall.

The other bad news was that Dad was … Well, he said confused.

What he meant was furious.

I couldn’t blame him. All through high school, with Mom in and out of the hospital going through all sorts of treatments, Dad made sure I stayed on track. He knew my plan. It was a fixation he shared with me: Graduate at the top of my class, get into Columbia as a biology major, go to medical school to study oncology, eventually start my own practice. He helped me every step of the way, filling out applications not only for Columbia, but the University of Michigan and Stanford—and the University of Brighton, at Mom’s insistence. But I’d had my heart set on Columbia. At least, until Mom’s postcard arrived.

Toward the end, she repeatedly would bring up how amazing Brighton was and how I should follow my dreams, then talk about how wonderful a writing career could be. I ignored her advice. Mom was diagnosed with lung cancer when I was in eighth grade. That was when I started thinking I wanted to be a doctor. Two years later, she was in remission—which was when I knew what I wanted. I wanted to be the person who told patients and their families the words they’d spent years hoping to hear. It’s going to be okay.

Of course, remission isn’t always permanent. It wasn’t for Mom. Junior year, she got the news—which she kept a secret from me for months until the hair loss from the chemo kicked in and she couldn’t hide it anymore. I didn’t want to upset you, she’d said.

Which only made me more upset. With her, with Dad, with myself—because what kind of future doctor doesn’t pick up on the signs that her own mother is dying?

So yeah, maybe when I was little, I had dreams of being a writer. But we all have to grow up. I might be going to Brighton, but the medical school plan was still in place.

I’d tried my best to convince Dad I wasn’t totally driving off the road. I was just taking a short detour. Brighton was where Mom was born, where she’d grown up and gone to college. There was something in that town that Mom wanted me to find. And I was going to find it.

After a mostly silent dinner, I let Dad do the dishes while I dug the cat carrier out of the back of his closet. I headed for the door, then paused, looking around. Something was off. The sculpture in the corner with the blue University of Brighton scarf wrapped around its neck remained in its spot. The baby photo of me still hung on the wall. But when I realized what was gone, I sucked in a sharp breath.

A yawning, blank space dominated the wall over his bed.

That light painting had hung there my entire life. Mom had taken it nineteen years ago on the shore of the lake in Central Park—the first photo of all three of us. She had used a small flashlight to trace gold streaks around her swollen belly. Dad always said it was his favorite.

I pressed my lips together and headed to the kitchen.

“Dad?” I struggled to stay calm.

“Yeah?” Dad glanced up from scrubbing the pan that had been soaking in the sink since breakfast.

“I just grabbed this out of your room.” I held up the carrier, trying to choose my words carefully. “I noticed the walls look kind of bare. Are you redecorating?”

Dad averted his gaze. “Just reorganizing a little. Hey, did you pack Circe’s allergy meds?”

“Already checked them off the list,” I said. “So where are you keeping all that stuff?”

“In the closet for now. I was thinking about giving this place a good cleaning while you’re gone. Throw out some old junk, you know?”

Old junk? You mean Mom’s life’s work?

I couldn’t form a response. Dad kept his eyes on the sink as he scrubbed.

“So I was looking at the calendar on Columbia’s website,” Dad said abruptly. “The next open house career fair is the first weekend of December. Will you be back by then?”

I stared at him in disbelief. “I’m coming back the second Friday. We talked about it the other day, remember?”

Dad didn’t respond, just held the sponge under the faucet. There weren’t any dishes left to clean.

“You know this is just for a year, right?” I asked. “Next year, I’ll transfer to Columbia. I’ll stay on track.”

“Mm-hmm.”

I waited, because it seemed like Dad was going to say something else. At last, he turned the faucet off, tossed the sponge down, and headed into the living room.

My shoulders slumped, and I struggled not to cry.

Back in my room, I curled up on my bed with Circe. I’d imagined my last night at home before heading off to college at least a thousand times. Me, Mom, and Dad on the sofa with a giant bowl of popcorn, streaming yet another movie about a mismatched couple who fall in love despite the odds, Dad groaning at the cheesy parts, Mom swooning at the swoony parts, and me predicting every beat of the plot at least two scenes ahead. And at the end of the night, Mom would happy-cry about me leaving, and Dad would get all stoic and gruff. But we’d all be more happy than sad, because after all, I would only be a few subway stops away.

But this was reality. Mom was gone. I was alone in my room. And even though we were still under the same roof, it already felt like there was an entire ocean between me and Dad.







ROM-COM RULE #2
The heroine makes a BIG, reckless decision after a life-changing event.



I woke up almost an hour before my alarm. Rolling over to face the window, I gazed at the sky, already a hazy orange. By noon, it’d be another blazing-hot day in Manhattan.

And I’d be halfway across the Atlantic.

What am I doing?

I found myself twisting the ring on my right hand. The copper band resembled ivy, with faux-emerald wings. It hadn’t cost Mom much when she bought it—but to me, it was priceless. She told me she’d found it in the shop near her college where she’d first met Dad. She’d worn it on her right hand every day, and now I did the same. Twisting it around and around had become kind of an anxiety tic.

And right now, I was more than anxious. More like borderline panicked.

Two months ago, when I’d spent hours on the phone with housing services at the University of Brighton, I felt absolutely certain about what I was doing. Nervous, sure. But I didn’t have any doubts. Because the moment I read Mom’s message on the back of that postcard, it all just seemed so crystal clear.

Now, I wondered if maybe I’d been gripped with some sort of temporary psychosis. I’d spent years working on getting into Columbia, only to jeopardize it because … why? To find whatever my mom had left in England? I knew it was more than that. After all, I could have just taken a trip to Brighton. A week, maybe even just a weekend.

Hot tears filled my eyes, and I squeezed them closed. Grief was sneaky. It would lay low for days, sometimes weeks. Then—POW. It would hit me as fresh and raw as it did the day she closed her eyes for the last time.

I wanted more than a weekend in Brighton. I wanted to spend time in the same classrooms and libraries and cafés and clubs as my mom. I wanted to stroll the beach where she first met Dad when he was on spring break and soak up the picturesque town that made her a photographer. Maybe if I did, I could feel her again. Just for a moment.

Because I definitely didn’t feel her at home anymore.

Tension hung over the apartment like a stifling blanket. Dad and I barely said a word to each other, avoiding eye contact. Dad took his coffee into his office and I took my toast and eggs into my room, both of us staying out of the main area as much as we could. When the knock finally came at the door, I almost cried with relief.

I ran over to the door, unlocking it and swinging it open. Amira stood there, brown eyes sparkling with excitement behind iron-rimmed glasses, a backpack with a multitude of pins slung over a shoulder. Her mother Carmen was at her side, cheeks peppered with red from crying.

I pulled Amira into a bear hug, her curly brown hair brushing my arm as I released her to turn to Carmen.

“Hey, mija,” she said, giving me a dimpled smile. “Are you and your dad ready to go? We cleared out the back seat.”

“Oh, Dad’s not coming.” I closed the door behind Amira and Carmen as they walked inside, trying to sound unbothered. “Zoom meeting.”

“Ah, got it.” If Carmen found it weird that my dad wasn’t coming to the airport to say goodbye, she didn’t show it.

But it was weird. And I was pretty sure the Zoom meeting was just an excuse. The last time we took the C train downtown together, he’d brought an entire can of sanitizing wipes. I think the only way he’d go to the airport was in a hazmat suit.

“Nice sweatshirt,” Carmen said with a grin. “God, I still remember the day your mom got it. That flea market in Bushwick, right?”

“Yeah.” I looked down at my old Oasis sweater and smiled. Oasis was Mom’s all-time favorite band. It only seemed right to wear it today.

“Hello, ladies!” Dad appeared, holding out a bottle of hand sanitizer. Amira and Carmen each accepted a palmful with a smile, but my cheeks still went hot with embarrassment.

Carmen glanced at me. “Evan, how about a quick cup of coffee? We have plenty of time.”

“Of course!” Dad led Carmen into the kitchen, and Amira and I retreated to my room.

“Ugh, sorry about that,” I said, both of us sprawling out on the floor. The fuzzy carpet tickled my neck. “His whole clean freak thing is next level these days.”

“It’s no biggie.” Amira leaned against my suitcase and allowed Circe to crawl into her lap. “So … is this the part where you finally tell me what’s really going on?”

I stared up at the ceiling, following the cracks in the plaster. “Yeah. Check out the postcard on my night table.”

Amira stretched her arm out and patted around the table until she found it. She studied the front first, and I saw her eyes widen in recognition. Then she turned it over to read Mom’s message.

I stared at the front of the postcard. It was an old photo of Palace Pier in Brighton, which lived up to its name—a long pier stretching out over the ocean, holding a white Victorian-style palace with an arcade inside. Mom must have taken it when she was in college. The word MANIFEST was spelled in light along the sand.

I’d seen pictures of Mom back then. In some ways, we looked a lot alike: long, light blond hair, hazel eyes, freckled cheeks. But where I preferred simplicity—hair pulled back, jeans and a T-shirt—Mom loved brightly patterned, flowy dresses and dramatic makeup. Imagining her back then, dancing around with a flashlight on the beach to spell out the word, made me smile. And maybe roll my eyes a little.

Mom was really into all that stuff: manifestation, tarot, astrology … or what I collectively referred to as “the woo.” It never seemed to bother her that I thought it was all silly.

“And in your hands right now is the Once Upon a Time to a story you can only finish in Brighton,” Amira said slowly. “Oh my god, Avery. This is…”

“Yeah.”

Amira finally looked up, and our eyes met. We said the words at the same time.

“A scavenger hunt.”

Mom’s scavenger hunts were legendary. Nine postcard-sized light paintings every time (her lucky number), each with a clue spelled in light to lead us to the next one. She’d planned at least three or four every year for as long as I could remember. There was always a treat at the end—chocolate truffles from our favorite sweet shop, a cute necklace she’d picked up at the market—but it was never about the end. Searching was the best part.

“But how?” Amira asked, brow furrowed as she studied the postcard. “She didn’t go to Brighton when she was … I mean, when was the last time she visited?”

“Not since before.” I replied. She knew what I meant by “before.”

Neither of us said it, but I knew what we were both thinking. Mom went through years of chemo and surgeries. There was no way she’d somehow secretly planned a scavenger hunt all the way in England without us knowing.

Amira chewed her lip. “So then … what’s this story she’s talking about?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But she went to college there for four years. She left something there, and I’ve got my clue. And a whole year to find it.”

“This is wild.” Amira’s eyes sparkled. “And so unlike you. I love it.”

I smiled, ignoring another flutter of doubt. “Yeah.”

“Your mom’s totally right about the rom-com thing,” Amira added teasingly. “This is how it starts—girl shows up in a cool, foreign place and meets the love of her life—oh my god, you have to have a ‘I came here tonight because when you realize you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible’ moment. Please, Avery, if you don’t, I will.”

The reference to When Harry Met Sally caused a little pang of pain in my chest. That was the first rom-com Mom ever showed me. You’ve got to start with the classic to end all classics, she had said with a mouth full of popcorn.

“More like ‘girl goes to college and ends up drowning in work with absolutely no time for dating,’” I said dryly. “Nothing’s changed, Amira. Besides, not all of us get a Sami.”

Sami was Amira’s boyfriend, who she’d met online through a dating app, and he was also attending King’s College. I’d never met him but I could tell how Amira felt about him; just saying his name caused her cheeks to flush a pretty shade of pink.

“Your Sami might be in Brighton,” she said, nudging my arm with her foot. “A super-hot girl. Oh!” She clapped her hands once, sending Circe skittering away. “And with a British accent! Current-day Willow…”

I shook my head and sighed. Willow. With her silky auburn hair and extensive knowledge of pop culture. She was my first crush; her name was the one I scribbled on all my notebooks. I never got the chance to tell her how I felt and no one but Amira ever found out.

“I’ve read a hundred versions of that book. This is real life.”

“You think people don’t fall in love in a distant land in real life?”

Before Amira could continue, a knock came at the door. A moment later, Carmen stuck her head in.

“Time to go, girls.”

I slid the postcard into my paperback, then tucked it into my carry-on bag. Getting Circe into her crate took all four of us, along with at least a dozen treats. Before I followed the others out, I turned to look at my room one more time. This was where Mom had spent years spreading her tarot cards to give me readings while I tried to do my homework. Where Amira and I had countless sleepovers, staying up until four A.M. watching movies. But now Mom was gone, Amira was going to be in London, and the tarot readings and sleepovers were done. And the only thing left of those readings was in Brighton, the ghost of a woman who left one last gift for me to find, thousands of miles away. I stared for a moment longer, then turned, ignoring the burn in my eyes.

Finally, once we got everything outside and loaded up into Carmen’s sedan, all that was left was the part I’d been dreading.

I turned to face Dad. His eyes were red, but he smiled as he pulled me into a hug. I squeezed him extra hard, and he squeezed right back.

“I’ll call you when I get there,” I said, and Dad nodded.

“Call anytime, sweetie. And if you ch—” Dad paused, then shook his head. “I hope you have a great semester.”

It wasn’t until we were halfway to the airport that I realized what Dad was about to say. If you change your mind. I couldn’t help but feel sad. I hated to disappoint him and I wished he could be happier for me.

The airport was swamped, with a security line that snaked up and down so many times I couldn’t even count. But the combination of checking IDs and tickets, pulling electronics out of bags, taking off shoes and going through the metal detector (twice, thanks to a metal barrette I hadn’t realized was in my pocket) proved to be a good distraction from my anxiety. Not to mention Circe, who yowled loudly any time I accidentally jostled her carrier.

Before I knew it, Amira and I were settling into our seats on the plane. I stuck my finger through Circe’s crate to stroke her nose once before placing the crate carefully beneath my seat.

Amira kept up a steady stream of chatter as the flight attendants went through the safety procedures and the plane pulled out of the gate. In my head, I counted down from ten over and over, like my therapist taught me.

The engine roared to life, and the seats trembled. I gripped my armrest, and Amira placed a hand on top of mine.

“All good?” she asked quietly.

I nodded. “Yeah,” I whispered.

I’d only been on six flights before and always kept my eyes closed during takeoff. But this time, I tilted my head toward Amira and looked past her out the window as the plane sped down the runway. My stomach lurched as the plane lifted off the ground with a shudder before smoothing out. My breathing grew deeper as the ground fell farther away until, at last, a sea of skyscrapers was spread out below me.

I stared and stared until clouds swirled outside the window, blocking my view. I closed my eyes and sighed.

How’s this, Mom? Is this a big enough risk for you?







ROM-COM RULE #3
The meet-cute is mandatory.



There’s the shuttle to the train.” My stomach sank as I watched the bus roll to a stop. The crowd around us, including lots of students in U of Brighton caps and shirts, slowly began to migrate into a line.

Amira glanced at her phone. “And Sami’s only a minute away. I guess this is it.”

We looked at each other. My throat tightened.

“No crying,” she said firmly, even though her eyes were red.

“No crying,” I repeated. “I’m only going to be an hour’s train ride away on the express. We’ll see each other in a few weeks, right? And don’t forget the good night text, you hear me? An hour separation means nothing.”

“Right.” Amira stuck her finger in Circe’s crate and grinned at me. “Can you imagine how big of a wreck we would’ve been if you’d ended up at Columbia?”

“I don’t know who we were kidding,” I joked, pulling her into a quick hug. I slung Circe’s cat carrier around me, situating the strap over my shoulder, then grabbed my suitcase in one hand and carry-on in the other. “I’d better get in line before all the seats are gone.”

Amira glanced at the horde of students and shot me a sly look. “Hope you sit next to someone interesting…”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Okay … see you soon?”

“See you soon,” Amira echoed.

I turned and walked away so she couldn’t see my tears brimming over.

Thirty minutes later, my luggage was stowed on the train, and I grabbed a window seat, tucking Circe’s crate safely between my feet. I grabbed my earbuds out of my backpack, opened the music app on my phone, and tapped the “moody vibes” playlist. As the train left the station, I zoned out, staring at the tree silhouettes whizzing by in the dark. I could already tell tonight was going to be another sleepless one thanks to the time zone jumping five hours ahead.

The next stop was over an hour away, in a town called Crawley. Circe’s pink nose poked out of her crate, and I reached down to touch it reassuringly as more students flooded in. Apparently, half the student body had decided to wait until the very last train to Brighton. Before long, only a few seats were left empty—including the one next to me. I settled back in, pulling my legs up to my chest and stretching my Oasis shirt over my knees.

Then someone tapped my shoulder, and I jumped.

A girl around my age slid into the seat next to me, eyes wide with panic. She had honey-brown hair that swooped in a long bob, and her tan skin glowed under the train’s fluorescent lights. A backpack was slung over a shoulder, the straps creasing her flannel hoodie. A tiny silver infinity charm glinted on her necklace. I realized her lips were moving and pulled out my earbuds.

“… a really great band, maybe not my all-time favorite but—”

“Sorry, what?” I interrupted. Between her accent and the speed of the words pouring out of her mouth, I could barely understand her.

She blinked rapidly. “Your shirt! Oasis! Great band. I’m Charlie, by the way. Um, look, I was wondering if … I know this is going to sound weird, but…” As she spoke, her eyes kept darting toward the front of the aisle. I spotted a girl with long braids draped over her shoulders heading our way, clearly looking for an empty seat.

“That’s my ex,” Charlie said, and I raised my eyebrows. “Yeah, it’s … it’s awkward. I thought she was catching an earlier train, but nope, there she is, and I just know she’s going to want to talk and stuff, maybe even sit together, and … Oh, please just play along!”

She grabbed my hand. I gaped at her. But before I could say anything, the braids girl stopped next to our seats.

Charlie laced her fingers through mine and rested her head on my shoulder. I stiffened. Was this seriously happening?

“Charlie! Hi!” The girl glanced briefly at me, almost hiding her confusion.

“Oh, hey, Leyla! What’s up?” Charlie suddenly sounded casual. Way, way too casual. I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.

“I was wondering if you’d be on this train!” Leyla said. Her voice was low and sweet. “How was your summer? Colin said he saw you at Dicey a few weeks ago!”

“Right, yeah,” Charlie said, nodding a little too emphatically. “He did. See me, I mean. Because I was … there.”

I ducked my head to hide my wince.

“Cool. I’m Leyla, by the way,” Leyla said, smiling at me.

Charlie shot me a pleading look. I couldn’t help thinking about what Amira would say if she could see this.

“I’m Avery,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

Leyla’s eyes widened. “Ah, an American! Love your accent. Well, hey, welcome to England.”

It hadn’t occurred to me that I was the one with the accent here.

“So … how’d you two meet?” Leyla asked.

I glanced nervously at Charlie as she squeezed my hand.

“Record shop!” she said quickly. “Which one was it, Reckless or Flashback?” Charlie plowed on before I could respond, which was good, because I had no idea what she was talking about. “Right, Flashback. Bumped into each other looking for an Oasis album, been inseparable ever since!”

Charlie’s gaze was so intense, I found myself blushing.

“That’s awesome,” Leyla said, and it looked like she meant it. The train jerked forward, and she grabbed Charlie’s headrest, laughing. “Well, that’s my cue. See you guys later!”

She waved goodbye, then continued down the aisle and out of sight. Charlie slouched into the seat, her light brown eyes shut in relief. Then she turned her head, still slouched, and smiled at me appreciatively.

“Thank you thank you thank you. Leyla broke up with me at the beginning of the summer, and let’s just say I really miss her.” Charlie looked down at our still-entwined hands. Her cheeks reddened, and she slid her hand out of mine.

My hand felt cold after the warmth of her fingers. “It’s okay. Really, I hope I helped,” I said.

“You did. You really did.”

“One question, though,” I said. “What’s Dicey? Is that like a club?”

Charlie looked amused. “Kind of. Except instead of dancing, everyone plays board games.”

“Board games?” I repeated. “Like … Clue?”

“Like Cluedo, Scrabble, Trivial Pursuit…” Charlie grinned. “Or my favorite, Articulate. I dominate that one.”

I laughed. Amira and I had played Articulate a few times. The faster you talked, the better your chance at winning. Charlie was probably impossible to beat.

“Well, I’ll let you get back to your music. I’m really sorry to bother you.” Charlie slid out of the seat, gave me a flustered smile, then hurried down the aisle. I quickly put my earbuds back in. I pressed play on my phone, then turned back to look outside. The city had disappeared, and we were now in flat country, brick homes flying past.

I typed a quick text to Amira.

You got your wish. I had a girlfriend for two minutes. It’s over now.

Just as I hit send, I felt a familiar tap on my shoulder. I turned back around. Charlie stood there, looking sheepish. I hid my phone screen, my stomach fluttering.

“Long time no see,” I said.

“Sorry, I left my phone. Mind if I?” She gestured to the seat, where her phone lay next to my hip. The screen lit up, revealing a screensaver of a golden retriever puppy running toward the camera. I handed it to her, then picked up my own phone and showed her my screensaver: Circe hissing at the camera, teeth bared. Charlie laughed.

“Why don’t you just sit here? If Leyla comes back and sees you’ve moved…”

Charlie grinned and slid in next to me. “Thanks.”

“So, I hope this isn’t prying, but what happened to you two?” I asked, twisting the ivy ring on my finger. “She obviously cares about you and vice versa; even I could see that just now by the way she looked at you. So what happened?”

Charlie sighed, running her hand through her hair. “I mean, it came out of nowhere. We grew up together, right? I had a crush on her starting in, like, year seven. Then about two years ago, we went to Melodik together—a music festival,” she added when she caught my expression. “And I’d wanted to tell her how I felt for so long, but I always chickened out…” Her face softened. “But, I don’t know. Something about the music, the dancing, it gave me the courage I needed, and I just … kissed her.” Charlie gazed down at her hands, and the little smile on her lips tugged at my heart. “And she kissed me back.”

I realized I was smiling too. It was a sweet story.

“And that was it,” Charlie went on. “We were a couple. And it was good … at least, I thought so. But then she just … blindsided me by breaking up at the beginning of summer. Something about how we were drifting apart? I still don’t understand it. The worst thing is she still wants to be friends.”

“And you don’t?”

“I thought I did,” Charlie replied. “I mean, better than nothing, right? But when I saw her, I just … I can’t. I can’t be around her when I’m so not over her, you know? And I knew she’d want us to sit together and catch up, and she’d tell me all about her trip to Berlin, and that she’d met some hot German girl, and…” She trailed off, shaking her head sheepishly. “Yeah. I can’t.”

It was sweet, endearing, even, listening to Charlie pour her heart out over a girl.

But this was why I didn’t date in high school. Between dealing with grades and taking care of Mom, I couldn’t be bothered with boys. Or, rather, girls, as I figured out sophomore year. I had a sick mom, brutal AP classes, and a perfect GPA to maintain. I didn’t even tell my parents about that. Liking girls, I mean. It wasn’t that I worried they wouldn’t be supportive—Mom probably would’ve gone overboard with rainbow light paintings, hanging Pride pieces all over the apartment. I was just trying to stay focused. I had crushes, of course, but the fewer people who knew about them, the easier they were to ignore.

But even though I had perfectly good reasons to not date, this kind of love, the one that would make Charlie throw herself into a random girl’s seat to try to win her back, was one I wanted someday.

Just not now.

The train screeched to a halt in the Brighton station, and Charlie and I sat up quickly. In those thirty minutes, we’d gone through Charlie-and-Leyla drama, classes, and what we’d done over the summer. I told her I was majoring in biology and Charlie said she was studying creative writing for screenplays, so we excitedly rambled about writing for a while. I told her about trips to Coney Island with Amira and movie nights at Central Park, lounging on blankets, watching Notting Hill and The Holiday on the giant outdoor screen. We debated the best rom-com of all time (Notting Hill for me, Love Actually for Charlie). I didn’t tell her about not walking the stage for my own graduation because it was the day after Mom’s funeral, or about Dad’s increasingly manic decluttering and sanitizing habits. And surprisingly, it was nice. My life had constantly revolved around what I had lost, and I wasn’t used to talking about anything else.

We stood, and I dragged Circe’s carrier out from under the seats, as well as my bags from the storage area in the train car. Charlie helped me fasten the carrier securely on my suitcase and then we made our way out of the train and onto platform nine of the Brighton train station. I took a deep breath and smiled—I couldn’t see the ocean in the darkness, but the briny scent was everywhere.

“Well, thank you. Again. I really do appreciate it.” Charlie stepped forward and wrapped me in a hug. I hesitated, then hugged her back.

“Of course. I hope everything works out with you two.”

“Thanks. Me too.”

I watched her walk away, feeling strangely empty. I could still feel the warmth of her hand in mine. It felt nice, pretending to be her girlfriend. Weird, but a good weird.

My phone buzzed with a text from Amira. I’m sorry, WHAT???

Laughing, I replied: Funny story. Call u later!

I slid my phone in my pocket and took a deep breath. I was in Brighton. Classes started in one week. Between keeping my GPA high enough for Columbia and finding what Mom wanted me to find, I didn’t have time for dating.

Fake or otherwise.







ROM-COM RULE #4
The character is young and broke but has an unrealistically amazing apartment.



Iced chai lattes were just as good in Brighton as they were back home.

In the two days since I’d arrived, I’d visited the café down the road four times. I pulled my keys out of my pocket as I gazed at the row of multicolored two-story flats lining the street. The aqua one was mine—Mom’s favorite color, which I’d taken as a sign that she approved, if I believed in signs.

I’d just set my drink on the kitchen counter when a knock came at the door. A few seconds later, I pulled it open to find someone standing next to a suitcase nearly as tall as they were. Behind their round wire-framed glasses, they had cloudy gray eyes made all the more dramatic with striking eyeliner, an intense juxtaposition to their pale tone. They wore a gray flannel over a brown turtleneck and jean shorts, the sleeves dangling past their wrists, odd in the humid fall heat. A tiny lock hung from their silver necklace.

“Hey, you’re Avery, right?” They hesitated, unsure.

“Yeah! It’s nice to meet you,” I answered, stepping aside to let them in. “In person, I mean.” Maddi and I had been texting a little over the last few days after I’d gotten their phone number through the orientation info. I knew they were majoring in fine art painting, and they were from Cardiff, Wales. They’d shipped four big boxes filled with art supplies, which had arrived yesterday and were now waiting in their room.

“How was the train ride?” I asked as they rolled their ginormous suitcase inside, their short, curly hair bouncing.

“Shorter than your flight, I imagine, so I can’t complain. I watched a show most of the trip, then read for a bit.…” Maddi trailed off as they looked around. “Whoa. Did you do this?”

I bit back a smile. The apartment came sparsely furnished, so I’d made several trips to a local thrift store. But it was still pretty bare bones when it came to decor. Unless you counted the water spots on the ceiling, the moldy tile grout, and the rusty radiator under the front window.

However, there were now over a dozen potted plants brightening the corners of the living room and dangling from the kitchen cabinets. I’d even added in bar stools at the kitchen counter, which may have been my American side appearing there. A cheery yellow table sat in the dining area, surrounded by four chairs upholstered in mismatched plaid and gingham and a striped fabric that was gaudy in the best possible way. Best of all was the purple crushed velvet armchair that sat next to the window, flanked by a floor lamp that looked like a palm tree with electric-green fronds. Someone from the store had helped me get it home after I almost shattered a window dragging a chair out their front door.

“I found a thrift store nearby, and I may have gone a little overboard,” I admitted. “If you think it’s too tacky, we can—”

“No, it’s insanely tacky and I’m obsessed!” Maddi clapped their hands gleefully. “This is amazing! That chair, that lamp, that … oh my god, it’s all so organized. Once I start working, we should go back to the thrift store, I want to see what they have now!” Maddi had applied for a job in Brighton before they moved, a part-time gig at a nearby coffee shop, and gotten it. I’d wanted to get a job here, too, but Dad told me to not worry about that and focus on schooling for a while until I got settled. He’d take care of the rest.

They turned to me, their expression elated. “I didn’t even know thrift stores sold cats!”

I realized they were pointing at Circe, who was sitting primly in the doorway to Maddi’s bedroom, and laughed. “Circe, you’re not supposed to go in there,” I chided, scooping her up. “Sorry.”

“No worries!” Maddi stroked Circe’s head and smiled. “She’s gorgeous. I always wanted a cat, but my mam’s … really allergic.”

Their accent was so soft and melodic. I could hear the similarities to Irish and even Scottish accents, but Welsh definitely had its own unique sound.

We started unpacking their boxes, chatting about which classes we were looking forward to most. Maddi had a lot of art supplies, which made sense given their major. I opened a large, flat box and pulled out a painting of the London skyline, the London Eye instantly recognizable. The setting sun reflected off the buildings, setting them aglow.

“This is amazing!” I told them. “You painted this?”

Maddi glanced over and saw what I was holding, and snatched it from my hand, their cheeks flushed.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, though I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for.

“No, it’s fine, it’s just…” Maddi swallowed. “I’m just … not used to showing people my art.”

I frowned. “Why? You’re so talented. And I mean … you’re an art major!”

Maddi laughed a little. “Yeah, exactly. My mam never really wanted me to go to college for art. She wanted me to major in, like, business or finance or whatever would lead to a stable career, if that even exists. Then I told her I wanted to go to college to paint, but she wasn’t happy. My older brother was the one who paid for my admission to the university.”

“I’m sorry, Maddi. That really sucks.”

“Yeah.”

“My mom was an artist,” I told Maddi, and they glanced up. “Her stuff is all over our apartment in New York.” I paused, trying not to think about Dad and the disappearing artwork. “I think we should hang this right next to the window.” I patted the London skyline painting. “It’ll be the first thing we see when we walk inside.”

Maddi brightened. “I’d like that.”

I found a hammer and nails and stood back as Maddi hung their painting. I couldn’t help thinking of how happy Mom looked every time she hung a new piece of her art, and my chest tightened. Maddi had that same look of pride on their face as they stepped back and gazed at their work.

“Got any more?” I asked.

Maddi beamed. “So many.”



The next morning, I sat at the kitchen table, a bowl of Raisin Bran in front of me, as well as my open computer. Maddi sat across from me, sketching something on a piece of paper. Every so often, they would pause and consider their work, and then their pencil would start scratching again. I was in the middle of a text to Amira when an alarm on my phone started blaring in my pocket.

“Ready? We have to leave soon.” I stood, silencing the alarm.

“Yeah. It’s a quick walk, right?” they asked, putting away their pencil and folding their piece of paper into a small square, then tucking it into their pocket. Just like how Mom would tuck a pencil behind her ear or have paintbrushes constantly sticking out of her pockets.

“Something like that.”

I slipped my worn-out Vans on while Maddi laced up their Doc Martens. When I opened the door, a fist rapped lightly on my forehead.

“Hey!” I took a step back in alarm. The girl who’d knocked on my head looked equally startled but recovered quickly.

“Avery? Maddi?” Her British accent could only be described as posh.

“Um … yes?”

“I’m Demi Franssen, the resident director.” She glanced down at her phone. Her large, black frames slid down her nose, and she pushed them up with one finger. “The rules state that I’m to share a little bit about myself so as to help you feel more comfortable. I’m currently working on my master’s degree in business administration. I’m on the row team. I enjoy hiking. And I abhor noise.”

She looked pointedly over my shoulder, as if a rave was going on in the apartment right this second.

“Good to know,” I managed to say. I had a terrible suspicion that if I met Maddi’s gaze, we’d both dissolve into laughter. “I’m majoring in—”

“Biology, yes,” Demi cut me off. “And you, in art.”

She gestured at Maddi, but her eyes were focused over my shoulder. I fought the urge to close the door behind me. Then:

“Is that a cat?”

I turned to see Circe hanging by her claws from the side of the couch.

“That’s Circe,” I said, my pulse quickening. This was the only student housing on campus that allowed pets. I’d made sure. But the way Demi was staring daggers at me implied I’d broken the rules somehow.

“There’s a fee for pet damage at the end of the year.” A muscle worked in Demi’s jaw as she glared at Circe. “I suppose since she came with you from New York, she’s up-to-date on her vaccinations?”

“Yes.” I half expected her to demand to see the paperwork.

“Well. Good.” Demi paused. “If I hear any noise complaints, scratching, or yowling—”

“You won’t,” Maddi interrupted. “She’s a very quiet cat. And I don’t think you can charge a fee for damage done to a couch Avery bought with her own money.”

“Hmm.” Demi sniffed. “If she’ll scratch the couch, she’ll scratch the walls. The resident who lives above me has a poodle. Might as well be an elephant for all the stampeding it does over these hardwood floors. I’ve been attempting to convince administration to implement a no-pets rule. Anyway.” She glanced from Maddi back to me. “Nice to meet you both. Welcome to the building.”

And with that, she took off down the steps. I waited until the sound of her heels clicking vanished before turning to Maddi.

“She was…” I couldn’t find the right word.

Maddi nodded, eyes sparkling with laughter. “She was.”

Grinning, I locked the door behind me. We hurried down the stairs and out onto the street as I pulled up Google Maps on my phone. According to the GPS, the University of Brighton was a nineteen-minute walk away or a five-minute bus ride, so not too far.

I looked around as we strode down the street, still not believing I was here. I was in England, walking down the road to the University of Brighton. Surrounded by new culture, new accents, a new life. Maybe it was what I needed to start moving on from Mom’s death. Living.

The gates to the University of Brighton loomed over us, the Gothic style of the archway complex creating intricate shadows on the ground. Maddi and I passed through the gates and headed down the cobblestone path, passing groups of students clustered on the lawn. Just like on the train, it hit me that even though all freshmen were new to campus, some of us were more “outsiders” than others. Especially those of us from other countries, like me and Maddi.

“There’s the administration office,” Maddi said, pointing.

“Cool,” I replied as we walked toward it. All freshmen were assigned someone to give them a tour of the university sometime in the week before classes started. Optional, but of course I wasn’t going to turn that down.

We were met inside by a woman holding a massive binder, papers slipping out and drifting to the floor like confetti.

“Blast,” she muttered, stooping.

“Here.” I knelt to help her pick up the pages. The words Class of 2000 Reunion caught my eye, and I bit my lip. Mom’s graduating class. Their twenty-five-year reunion was this year. All her old classmates would be coming in. But not her.

“Thank you.” The woman’s stormy gray eyes were shadowed by graying brunette hair, ironed as straight as her posture as she got to her feet again. “Oh, goodness, I lost track of time—you two are here for the tour, correct?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I’m Avery Blackwell, and this is Maddi Newton.”

“Avery.” She finally looked at me, and her voice softened. “Oh. I wanted to say, I’m sorry for your loss. I…” She paused. “I knew your mother and she was a wonderful person. If you need anything, feel free to come to me. Esther Evans.”

I fidgeted uncomfortably. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Esther looked like she might say more, then shook her head. “Follow me. I’ll introduce you to your peers, who will be touring you around campus.”

She pivoted and strode down the hallway, her heels clicking on the marbled floor. As Maddi and I followed her, I peered into the many display cases we passed. One with awards, one with photos, one with memorabilia. Something was missing in that last case. I slowed, reading the label on the display. It read 2000 UNIVERSITY OF BRIGHTON SCARF. But where the clothing would have been, an empty stand lay.

I hurried to catch up with Esther and Maddi in the admin office. A boy sat perched on the edge of the desk, a textbook open on his lap. A girl was curled up in the chair, headphones on and a notebook on her knees. She clutched a pencil in her hand, her head nodding along to music as she wrote. The infinity charm on her choker caught the fluorescent lights overhead. When she looked up at me, I saw my own surprise mirrored in her eyes.

“Charlie?” I blurted out.

Apparently, the goodbye on the train wasn’t final, after all.







ROM-COM RULE #5
The heroine moves to a new place with no interest in romance … but fate has other plans.



Charlie stood, tucking her notebook into a backpack beside her.

“Hi! How’ve you been?” Her voice was light, but almost in a forced way.

“Well, thanks … uh, this is Maddi,” I stammered, gesturing to Maddi behind me. The boy stood, extending one hand and leaning on a cane covered in stickers with the other.

“I’m Colin. Pleasure to meet you.”

I shook his hand, then stepped back. Esther set her giant binder on her desk next to three blue metal cylinders, sending one toppling to the tiled floor with an earsplitting clang. Esther let out a stream of what I’m pretty sure were very creative curse words under her breath as Maddi scooped it up.

“2025 time capsule?” Maddi said, and I saw the words written in fancy script on the cylinder.

“Yes, yes,” Esther replied distractedly. She was bent over her computer, eyes focused on the screen. “All seniors receive a time capsule to fill with memories and hide on campus to recover during their class reunion. It’s a lovely tradition and not at all a pain in the arse to coordinate. Charlie, you’ll be touring Avery around. Colin, you’ll be with Maddi.”

I felt myself flush under Charlie’s gaze.

Esther bent over her computer, fingers flying over the keyboard. A moment later, my phone buzzed and I looked down, where an email from the University of Brighton had popped up on my lock screen, titled “Semester Schedule.”

“Have a nice time!” Esther said, already turning back to her binder.

Colin led Maddi off in the direction of the art building, the two already chatting like old friends. The moment we were alone, Charlie exhaled loudly.

“Sorry for my mum back there.” She clocked my confusion and added: “Esther, that’s my mum. She’s head of the committee for her twenty-five-year reunion and is very stressed. It’s only the beginning of the year and she’s already planning the reunion, which happens in May. She’s a workaholic. Oh! You’ve got maths on your schedule, right? That’ll be here, in Ernmore Hall.” She referenced the schedule, then pointed at a building we passed.

“Maths, plural,” I couldn’t help but say.

Charlie shot me a look. “Math sounds weird.”

“Not to me.”

“So do you also say mathematic?” Charlie emphasized the hard C at the end, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Or no, wait, is it … mathematics?”

“Okay, fine, I surrender,” I said with a laugh. “American English makes no sense.” I hesitated, then forced myself to say what I’d been wanting to say for the last five minutes. “Are we not going to talk about the train?”

Charlie stopped, and so did I. A student darted around us, muttering under their breath.

“I mean, sure?” She looked adorably flustered. “I did say thank you, right?”

“No, I meant…” I chewed my lip. “When you sat next to me, did you know you’d be touring me around? Did your mom tell you to seek me out or something?”

Charlie blinked. “No! I just saw your Oasis shirt and it stood out.” As usual, my mind was trying to spin real life into fiction. I was a stranger on a train, that was all—it wasn’t fate pulling us together. (That’s how Mom would have put it.)

“Okay, cool! Oh, another question. Have you seen Leyla since?”

Charlie’s face flushed pink. “Yes. She asked about you, actually.”

“Oh?” I nudged her arm with my elbow. “Maybe she’s jealous!”

“Maybe.” Charlie cast a sideways glance at me. “This is how it starts, you know.”

“What starts?”

“Rom-coms. Someone wants to win their ex back, so they come up with a totally foolproof plan with a friend…”

I realized where she was going and grinned. “To pretend to date each other. Literally, who does that in real life?”

My throat suddenly tightened as I remembered saying those exact words to Mom after reading To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before. Mom had just mussed my hair and chuckled.

Avery, sweetie … what makes you think a good romance needs to be realistic?

“No one,” Charlie was saying, and I tried to wipe my eyes without her seeing. Stupid grief sneak attack. “Because even if it works, obviously the fake couple ends up dating for real by the end.”

She gave me a nervous little smile that made my stomach flutter.

I spotted a little café next to Ernmore Hall and pointed. “How about a drink before the tour?”



An hour later, we were still tucked away in a booth at the back of the busy café. I’d once again gotten an iced chai latte and Charlie held a coffee mug in her hands, and we’d moved from ranking rom-coms to ranking bands. “But yeah, I think my top three are Oasis, Crywank, and maybe Lemon Demon?” Charlie was saying.

“Have you seen videos of Oasis live?” I asked. I’d watched those YouTube videos way too much, mouthing the lyrics along with the singer.

“Yeah! My mum went to one, like, twenty years ago? When I first started listening to Oasis, she unearthed her recordings of them.” Charlie said.

“Wait, do you know when? Like exactly?” I asked.

“Maybe, like, 1998? They did a concert somewhere nearby that she went to.”

“Was it sometime in June?”

“I think that’s right. Why?”

“Because that’s when my mom went,” I said. Charlie’s eyebrows shot up and her lips parted in surprise. “Your mom said she knew my mom … do you think they were actually friends?”

“Well, one way to find out.” Charlie quickly opened her phone, then tapped the screen a few times. It rang twice before a voice came through the speakers.

“Charlie? Hon, is everything okay?” Esther’s panicked voice was loud, even over the drone of the café, and Charlie winced.

“Everything’s fine, just wanted to ask you something,” she said brusquely.

“Sure, what is it?” Esther asked, and I could actually hear her panic dissipate. Either Charlie never called her mom or Esther was a worst-case scenario person. The latter seemed more likely.

“Really random, but when did you go to that Oasis concert? The 1998 one?” Charlie asked, holding the phone out so I could hear.

“I think sometime in June? Early in the month, because your grandparents wanted me home for a good amount of the summer.”

Charlie and I exchanged a glance, then I leaned over the table, closer to her phone.

“Hi, Ms. Evans, it’s Avery. Maybe it was on the fourth?” I asked, silently hoping it was true.

“Maybe? Yes, that sounds right.”

I took a deep breath. “Did you go with my mom? Halle?”

Silence.

“Mom? You there?” Charlie asked.

“I … Yes, I’m here. Just … I wasn’t expecting this when you called me. I’m in the middle of all this reunion prep, and…” Esther’s voice cracked.

I swallowed hard. “Ms. Evans, how close were you and my mom?”

Esther let out a shaky sigh. “We were roommates. And friends. Very … very good friends.”

I lean as close as I can to Charlie’s phone. “Do you know if she left something here?”

“Left something?”

I could feel Charlie staring at me. “I know this sounds crazy, but I got a postcard from her after she died, and I think she left something here that I’m supposed to find.”

“Oh.” Esther’s tone softened. “That’s … so sweet. I can see why you’d … well.”

I waited, holding my breath, picturing Esther getting all choked up over her giant messy binder. Finally, she cleared her throat.

“The only thing I can think of is her time capsule.”

Instantly, I pictured those blue metal cylinders on Esther’s desk. “Mom had one? Where is it?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Esther said, and I could hear the sympathy in her voice. “It’s part of a tradition here. Seniors put whatever they want into their capsules and hide them on campus. Admin doesn’t keep track of where they are. It’s up to the student to remember.”

My shoulders sagged. “Ah. Got it. Thank you, Ms. Evans.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks, Mum. Love you.” Charlie ended the call, then turned to me.

“So, your mom…”

I let out a long sigh. “Died, yeah. In May.”

Charlie winced. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks.”

I was relieved she didn’t ask why I hadn’t mentioned it before now. Because I was a little ashamed to admit the truth: that sitting next to her on the train, chatting about exes and movies and school, was the first real conversation I’d had with anyone who didn’t know about Mom. I was tired of seeing the pity in everyone’s eyes, reminding me of what I’d lost.

“And she sent you a postcard?” Charlie asked tentatively.

“Yeah.” I pulled out my phone and showed Charlie the picture I took of the clue, then explained about Mom’s scavenger hunts.

“I have no idea what ‘manifest’ means.”

Charlie rubbed the back of her neck. “Honestly? I might.”

“Seriously? What is it?” I asked, and Charlie smiled.

“It’d be better if I show you.”

After paying for the drinks, Charlie led me across the green and into the campus library. We walked through the stacks toward the back, where textbooks gave way to older, more worn books. I scanned the shelves as we walked and a few caught my eyes. A rough copy of Emma was tucked in the shelves, and an aisle down, I spotted an aged version of Jane Eyre, both some of Mom’s favorite romance novels. These books looked decades old, and I had no doubt some of these had been here as long as this library. But before I could peruse further, Charlie stopped in front of a wall of paintings. I glanced up and froze.

In front of me was an array of color, a swirl of light that I’d never seen before yet was achingly familiar.

One of Mom’s paintings.

It was a beautiful, moody photograph of a pair of elegant hands, rings covering each finger, cupping a ball of light. Only it wasn’t a ball of light. I blinked my eyes a few times to make sure I was seeing it correctly. Because the light clearly spelled out the word CORA. So wherever Mom hid her time capsule, this must have been a clue as to where to find it.

Mom’s light paintings never had words … except for her scavenger hunts. I stepped closer to the painting to read the bronze plaque under the frame and, sure enough, there was her name.


Manifest, 2000. Light painting. “This is how it starts. Your future, the one you really want, is waiting. You just have to find the courage to believe in it.”—Halle Blackwell.



I became aware of two things. One: Charlie was staring at me. Two: There were tears sliding down my cheeks.

“I … I’m sorry, Charlie. I’ve got to go.”

Before she could respond, I hurried out of the library. I knew it was rude and probably made me look unstable, but I couldn’t stand there one second longer.

The walk home was a blur. I slammed the apartment door closed and ran to my room, dropping my bag in the hallway. I flopped onto my bed, then curled into a ball under the blankets.

I gave up my spot at Columbia for this. I mean, why did I think coming here would mean anything? This could just be Mom reminding me of the past and showing that she’s been planning scavenger hunts for years. My chest tightened; my breath came too fast. Maybe Dad was right to worry. I made a rash decision influenced by my grief and look where that got me. Across the world in a country where I knew no one except my cat.

And why? Why, Mom? Why did you want me to come here?

Why did you leave me to begin with?

Anger flared up again, along with a crashing wave of guilt. I focused on counting breaths, four in, four out, and gradually felt myself relax.

My phone buzzed where I tossed it at the foot of the bed. I sat up and opened it to a notification from Charlie.

Charlie

Hey Avery. Let me know if you need to talk. I’m sorry if I said something and I’ll see you soon.:)

I sighed, then texted her back.

Me

You didn’t do anything wrong. Sorry about that. I just got really overwhelmed. I’ll see you on campus tomorrow?

I put my phone down and snuggled back under the sheets, head cocooned by my pillow, and stared at the mold patch in the corner of the ceiling. I could hear the leaky faucet in the bathroom dripping. I closed my eyes, focused on the drip, drip, drip, and eventually drifted off.







ROM-COM RULE #6
Opposites attract! A mismatch is actually the perfect match.



I hurried into my creative writing class, adjusting my book bag that hung heavy on my shoulders. This class wasn’t even necessary, but I couldn’t help squeezing it into my schedule.

Besides, it would’ve made Mom happy.

Actually, scratch that. What would’ve made Mom happy was if I just ditched my med school plan entirely and majored in writing. She told me as much a few months before she died.

You’ll never regret following your passion, she’d said, gazing around at her own artwork with a dreamy smile. Then there was the part she didn’t say. That she was worried her illness was the only reason I wanted to be a doctor.

It was a reason, yes. It wasn’t the only reason.

Sure, before Mom’s first diagnosis, I would’ve said I wanted to be a writer. But come on. I was twelve. Things change. The moment Mom’s doctor told her she was in remission—when I saw that joy on her face, when Dad’s shoulders relaxed and he started weeping, when relief swept through me in such a powerful wave, my knees went weak—that was when I knew I wanted to be a doctor. I wanted to be that person who helped. Who healed.

And no, that didn’t change when Mom’s cancer came back.

The professor looked up from his desk as I walked in with a flood of other students. I took a seat in the middle, next to a kid whose head was already buried in a textbook. Even though I knew Charlie took this class at a different time, I still scanned the room for recognizable light brown hair. Nope.

I did spot Colin, the guy who gave Maddi their tour, but he was already situating a wheelchair behind a desk near the front. With a sigh, I tucked my bag under my chair and waited as the class settled in. The professor stood patiently, waiting for people to find their seats and finish conversations. He seemed to be listening with curiosity, as if the random chatter of his students fascinated him.

Once the room was silent, he straightened up and smiled at us.

“Welcome! My name is Alexander Matthews, although you will refer to me as Professor Matthews or just Professor.” He paced the front of the room as he spoke, hands in the pockets of his tan corduroy pants. “In this introductory course, you will explore your talents in screenplays, poetry, and fiction, and in doing so, you contribute to the world of art. There will be story-creation challenges, where you must create a narrative fitting an assigned category. We have a college play every month or two; you may adapt or create a story for the theater. The words you write won’t remain in your notebooks. They will be read aloud, shared, performed—and critiqued. This is an ego-free zone. Understood?”

We all nodded and Matthews smiled in return.

“Your final project will be of your choosing: a screenplay, a book of poetry, or a novel. If you choose a screenplay or a novel, you will write a full outline and the first twenty to thirty pages. For the poetry, you will be expected to write a collection of ten to fifteen poems. The final project will be due at the end of the year.”

All of the freshman classes were a year long. That way, it was “easier for students to balance going into a new environment” without the stress of changing classes. At least, that’s what the website said. One of the many differences between Brighton and Columbia.

He began going over the syllabus while handing copies of them out. Just to be safe, I took a picture of mine and saved it in Notes. You never know.

“I hope what you just read has made you look forward to this class. And to start off this semester, you will be given a reading assignment. Even if you have read this before, please give it a reread. I’ve found it helps you discover something new about the story. The reading material from today is Christopher Ricks’s The Force of Poetry. It is a collection of pieces about English poets, covering writers such as Gower and Stevie Smith. Read it thoroughly and be prepared for an in-depth discussion. Okay?”

The class murmured okay in return.

Matthews pulled a textbook out of his desk and started flipping through it. I drummed my fingers on the wooden desk, eagerly waiting. This class was going to be one of my favorites, I knew it. I just had to make sure it didn’t become more important than my premed classes. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to transfer to Columbia.

For a moment, I imagined actually taking Mom’s advice. Switching my major and pursuing writing. Dad would flip.

But that wasn’t what I wanted, not really. I was meant to be a doctor. I wanted it.

It was just that writing was my passion, once. And I could already feel this class reminding me how much I loved it.

Was it possible to have two passions?

I walked out of class, my strides quickening as I hurried away. The hall was fairly empty, except for the biology students behind me. I dug my earbuds out of my messenger bag, then pressed play. Phoebe Bridgers flooded my ears as I tuned out the rest of the college noises.

After dodging clumps of students hanging out between classes, I exited the green and slipped into the library, welcoming the rush of air conditioning that hit my flushed face. I walked up to the front desk, where a young woman sat leafing through a copy of Five Feet Apart, a metal name tag stating her name as Hanna Garvin. She looked up as I stepped over to the counter, and pity swept through her face. I’d been ignoring mirrors like the plague today, but I could only imagine the tired, sweaty mess that I, Avery Blackwell, was.

“How may I help you? Textbooks?” she asked, her Irish accent prominent.

“Um, hi. I’m looking for some books.” I listed my courses, and she scanned her computer for the material.

“We have all but one of those. Do you want me to show you where?” Hanna asked, and I nodded.

“Thank you. Sorry to bother,” I apologized. She waved it away, dispelling the sorry like dust. I followed as Hanna expertly wove her way through the stacks, her brown lace-up boots stomping on the carpeted floor.

She bent down at the end of a shelf and started pulling books of different sizes out, causing me to wince at some of the heftier ones. I recognized some titles, like Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. Finally, Hanna dropped a stack of books in my arms and I penguin-waddled after her, my arms starting to ache. I set them down with a thud on the front desk and handed her my student ID. She scanned it, then handed the card back. I tucked it in my bag and scooped my books up.

“Have a nice day. Let me know what you think of the books next time you stop by.” Hanna said with a smile, picking up Five Feet Apart again.

“Avery?” a voice said behind me. I twirled and my lips parted at the sight of Charlie.

“Hi! Uh, what are you doing here?” I asked, realizing too late I sounded accusatory. Trying to amend, I grinned at her, which probably seemed even weirder.

Charlie looked unbothered. “Oh, just checking out books for my class. I’m in a creative writing class and I’ve decided to focus on screenplays, so I’m looking for some books on scripts or books turned into films.” She gestured to the stack of books in her arms.

“Wait, are you in Matthews’s writing class?” I asked.

“Yes! Are you?” Charlie asked.

“Oh my god, yes, I take his Monday-Wednesday-Thursday class!” I said.

Charlie groaned. “Dang it, I take his Tuesday-Friday class.”

“Well, at least you don’t have to deal with a professor with the case of the Mondays,” I joked.

Charlie chuckled. “Did you decide on your Matthews project yet?”

“That’s actually what I’m doing here too. I picked a rom-com for my project, so I’m here trying to find stories for it.”

“Oh my god, I have an idea. What if at the end of the year we show each other our assignments?” Charlie gasped, her eyes lighting up.

“Yesss, I love that idea. Now I have pressure to make it really good. Y’know, besides having to make it good for grades and all.”

“Okay then, we have a deal.” After balancing the books on her hip, she shook my hand and nodded, sealing the agreement.

“Pleasure doing business with ya.” I smiled at her, ignoring the unpleasant lack of warmth on my skin after our handshake.

“Well, I should probably get back to it. Good luck with your research and I’ll see you around!” I waved as she walked away into the aisles and I gathered up my books to head out.

A little bit later, I sat down on the bus home and dropped my head back against the seat, the plastic ramming my skull. I sighed, letting my muscles relax after the first day. The bus jolted forward as it headed down the road toward my apartment. But the only thing I could think of was a nap. Ugh, just picturing my bed made me start to drift off. Nope. Don’t do it, Avery. Ten more minutes, then …



I snorted awake, my head flying forward as I leaped into consciousness.

“Stop 5A. Stop 5A, calling now.” The intercom crackled as it shut off, and I quickly hopped up, grabbed my bag and books, then hurried off the bus with a grateful nod to the driver. Still disoriented from my abrupt wake-up, I staggered toward my apartment, the doorknob jamming as I tried to open the door to the lobby. I rammed it with my hip and stumbled inside, then dragged myself up the staircase to the second floor.

Once inside, I dropped my keys on a small table we got the other day. I heard feet patter closer to me, and turning briefly, I saw Maddi walk out of their room looking exhausted but happy, messing with their flannel sleeves.

“Hey, how was today?” they asked, hopping up to sit on the kitchen bar. I winced, but ignored their street clothes on the counter where we ate. There was smudged Sharpie on their Converse that said “Hotter than your ex, better than your next” on the sole.

“Fine. Just an intro to all the classes. What I expected, honestly,” I said, dropping my bag on the floor.

“Yeah, same. It’s honestly cool though, because you can tell the difference in where the school funding goes here versus other schools.” Maddi spun their snake ring on their finger, a little nervous tic we shared.

“How so?” I asked as I sat on a barstool next to them. They twirled around a bit to face me, frustration rooted in their eyes.

“Okay, so. When I was in my secondary school, the professor would hand out supplies for a painting and the paint brushes would have teeth marks in them. Teeth marks! Like, what kind of shit is that?! But today, the professor wanted to get a sense of everyone’s art style, so he took out some supplies from the classroom. They were perfect! Untarnished!” They groaned and rested their head on the cabinet behind them.

“Yeah, it’s wild. I only had to pick up some reading assignments today, so I haven’t seen any of the writing supplies, like reading material or notebooks, but since it’s an arts college, I’m hoping it’s better here than high school or other colleges,” I answered, pursing my lips as I shook my head. “It’s really messed up, the lack of care toward the arts. But what can you do?”

“At least it’s not as bad as where you live, right? Like, funding for art sounds horrific in the US,” Maddi said, then hopped off the counter and grabbed a bag of salt and vinegar Walkers, which is basically the British version of Lay’s. They opened the bag with a pop, and the strong smell of vinegar flew out. They offered me one and I shook my head, sitting back on the barstool.

I pulled my phone out and opened Messages, then clicked on Amira’s name.

Me

Hey, quick question. Are you free to meet this weekend?

I could come to London or you can come here?

I pressed send, then set my phone on the counter.

“Oh, also, your cat was chewing on my Vans earlier,” Maddi said, popping a chip in their mouth.

“Oh shit, sorry. Maybe keep your door closed? She should stop doing that soon. It’s just because she doesn’t know you,” I explained, hopping off the barstool.

“It’s cute for now, but if that cat gets in my paintings, it’s war.” Maddi walked out of the kitchen with a laugh and into their room, checkered flannel swishing in their wake.

I snorted, then grabbed my books and bag and headed into my room. As I opened the door, the hinges squeaked, making me wince and Circe hop onto her feet, startled. I deposited the books on my desk, then slung my bag over the back of the chair. I sat and picked up a book, riffling through the stories. Some I’d already read on my own, like The Catcher in the Rye or The Handmaid’s Tale, but I hadn’t read the others, like Hild by Nicola Griffith. Finally, I settled on The Handmaid’s Tale, which would be an interesting reread. I grabbed my earbuds and connected them to my phone, then hit play on “Wonderwall” by Oasis. I flipped open the book, found the first page, and settled in for a long night of book bingeing.



I yawned as I listened to Professor Riley begin the biology class. Biology was fun, but I’d lost track of time last night and stayed up way too late reading for my writing class.

Someone slid into the seat next to me. I looked up and my stomach flipped over.

Charlie gave me a little wave. I waved back, but inside I was panicking. I wasn’t ready to explain why I ran out the other day, but it turned out that I didn’t have to; Charlie just opened her bag and pulled out her books, listening carefully to Professor Riley. As I fidgeted in my seat, it creaked, and Charlie glanced over at me. Instead of turning back to Riley, she subtly beckoned me closer. I leaned toward her, keeping an eye on the professor.

“Okay, so a friend came over to me today. And well … somehow the school thinks we’re dating. Either someone saw us on the train or Leyla told.”

I whipped my head around to look at her, eyes feeling as wide as saucers. Charlie stayed facing Riley, but I could see her eyeing my reaction from her periphery.

“Huh? But what does that mean?” I whispered back.

Charlie’s lips quirked up as she struggled to hide her amusement.

“Guess we gotta fake it till we make it, then…” she joked, chuckling.

“Charlie, this was meant to be a quick thing. And only for Leyla, not the whole damn college,” I replied, more confused than upset.

“I know, I’m really sorry. I’ll figure this out. I can tell Leyla we broke up a few days ago, and I’ll think of a reason why. I’ll figure this out.” Charlie repeated the last part, almost like she was trying to convince herself.

I tried to focus on what Riley was saying, but my brain kept straying to the pretty girl next to me. On the one hand, did I even have time for this distraction? But, I mean, look at her. Her nose was scrunched up in concentration, brown eyes like the first sip of warm coffee in the morning. Her brown-and-green-striped knit sweater was rolled at the wrist, and her hand rested on her flushed cheek. I tried to suppress a smile and failed.

Charlie and I whispered in the back of the room for a while, half listening to Riley and jotting down notes, half talking about what to do about the rumors.

Then, Charlie asked, “Do you have any, like, experience with dating?”

I froze at the question, embarrassed by my lack of relationships.

“No, but I’ve read a ton of rom-coms,” I finally replied.

Charlie snorted, then slapped a hand over her mouth. A kid nearby looked up, irritated, and Charlie narrowed her eyes at him until he looked away.

“Now that we’ve gone over the syllabus, we’ll be pairing up for biology lab. You’ll be working with the student to your right. If you are at the end of a row, please turn to a student behind you. Please introduce yourself to your partner and shake hands,” Professor Riley instructed, then turned to look at her notes. I looked over at Charlie and held out my hand. She laughed, then shook it.

“I’m Avery,” I said. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure is mine. The name’s Evans. Charlie Evans,” Charlie said in a mock–James Bond accent. I laughed, then quickly shut up when people threw me dirty looks.

“So, partner, I also found something out,” Charlie said. “I may have continued looking into the CORA clue, and I realized something. I think it’s the name of a local fortune teller. I asked my mum and she said she and Halle visited Cora often in college. Although, I can’t see Mum getting her fortune read. She’s said multiple times how ludicrous those people are. It’s really funny to think of her being into tarot cards and fortune-telling.” She shook her head and smiled.

The topic of Mom was still enough to make me want to bolt out of the auditorium and hide in my bed again. But curiosity outweighed my other emotions and I opened a notebook, writing “Cora—local fortune teller” in the margin. I took a deep breath. If I said yes, I’d be digging myself into an emotional hole that I’d been determined to avoid. But if I said no, I would be passing up the chance to learn more about Mom. And that was the only thing I was focused on.

Stop lying to yourself, Avery.

Okay, fine. Maybe I also wanted the chance to hang out more with Charlie because she was a … good-looking girl who was funny and who I enjoyed being around.

“Okay. Let’s go find Cora, then.”







ROM-COM RULE #7
The so-not-a-couple find themselves in a totally unrealistic situation that would never happen in real life.



After classes had finally finished for the day, Charlie and I met outside the college coffee shop. I studied her as I approached: leaning against a marbled pillar with her worn leather book bag around her shoulder, she’d pulled her silky, honey-brown hair back into a low, messy bun. Now she wore a black crop top and black cotton pants, with low white Converse on her feet and her hair falling in her eyes, barely obscuring a pair of earbuds. She was flipping through a book as she waited.

I circled behind the pillar and rested my hand on her shoulder, causing her to jump with a little shriek. Charlie whipped around, relaxing when she saw me.

“God, Avery, you just dug my grave for me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t realize you were jumpy.” I laughed as we headed to the bus stop.

“So, how far is this Cora woman?” I asked, glancing at Charlie. She gazed at the bus stop bench, started to sit, then jumped up again.

“Sorry, I’m an intense germaphobe,” she said sheepishly. “But Cora’s, like, a ten-minute bus ride away.” As she spoke, she toyed with her infinity necklace.

“Pretty,” I said, pointing. “A gift?”

From Leyla? I wanted to add but didn’t.

“My mum and aunt have matching ones. Mum doesn’t wear it often, but my aunt does, and it makes me feel … I don’t know, connected to her, somehow? Like she’ll always be there.”

“Yeah, I get that. My mom gave me this ring when she passed. She wore it my whole life, but I have no idea what it is. Just that it feels important.” I held my hand up to show Charlie Mom’s ivy ring, and she grabbed my hand to get a closer look. Her touch sent little electric ripples over my skin and I tried to not react.

“It’s really pretty. I—” Before Charlie could finish, the bus turned the corner and rolled to a stop, and the doors swung open. The front half of the bus was taken up by a few families with rambunctious kids, so we took a seat in the back.

I peered out the window, watching Brighton roll past. Shops were full, bursting at the seams with people. Workers were on their late lunch breaks and kids had just gotten out of school. Children ran around screaming to their friends as parents strolled behind them. Teenagers scurried from store to store in tight-knit groups, pointing at this shirt in the mirror or that person walking past. We passed a small park with wild green grass flattened by picnic blankets, music playing from speakers scattered throughout.

I smiled, watching couples lounging on the blankets or kids running barefoot through the park. The cozy feeling of people being present in the moment and not rushing around like they did in New York made me happy. Everyone in that city had their eyes glued to their phones, totally isolated. They didn’t laugh with a friend like the two girls we drove past. No one bumped heads over a book like the kids we passed outside a bookstore. Here, it was homey and felt like a community.

“Hey, you alive over there?” Charlie nudged my shoulder with her own, and I rubbed my face.

“Yeah, just answered the call of the void and zoned out.”

Charlie laughed. “I feel that. Mum gets worried about my attention span, but I’m usually just tired.”

“God, that’s my dad. I zone out once and he’s ready to send me in for a brain scan.”

The bus jolted. “We’re here,” Charlie said, and we hurried outside before the doors shut. We were in a marketplace with a bunch of small, eclectic stores running along the street. People in all sorts of dress and styles strolled along the road, carrying bags or backpacks slung over their shoulders. One person had their hair tied up in pigtails, with corduroy overalls and a white crop top, holding an iced coffee. A guy strode down the sidewalk, a guitar case over a shoulder, slurping a cup of instant noodles, fluffy hair poking out of a beanie.

We waited for the light to change, then we crossed the street, Charlie laughing when I looked the wrong way.

“So, Cora’s shop is at the end of the road. Do you want to look at any shops first or go straight to Cora’s?”

“Can we stop in the shops after? I’m anxious to get this over with.”

“Sure! I can give you a little tour afterwards.”

We started walking down the road, which could be described as a well-lit alley with shops on each side. I looked inside the stores, spotting a cute café called the White Rabbit, with people crowded at the picnic tables out front. A storefront next door sported a hectic mix of seventies dresses, vintage shirts, and lamps that looked like they belonged in my great-grandpa’s house. I peered in and was taken aback by the amount of random stuff. A record player was on a table with possessed-looking dolls, and above that on a shelf sat antique top hats with kids’ toys balanced on the brims. Charlie saw me looking inside and snorted.

“That’s called Snoopers’ Paradise. Anything you could ever need is in there. Five-dollar records, DVDs, and your grandmum’s tiny spoon collection. It’s basically an indoor flea market.”

I walked past the store, thinking that Mom had probably been there and how much she must have loved it. Finally, we got to the end of the street, where a small green building was tucked away. The red door was slightly open, oldies music seeping out of the gap, calling people in like a siren’s song. A sign outside advertised TAROT, BREWS, PSYCHIC in looping, fanciful letters. I pushed open the door, the piano in the music squeaking the same note as the hinges. Charlie and I stepped into the front room, old wooden planks whining under our feet. A bell chimed above our heads, and I jumped a little.

It was an old building, but it looked like it’d been refurbished in the past few years. Shelves wrapped around the walls, their surfaces loaded with decks of cards and skulls (fake, I hoped). A counter in the middle of the room was covered in lace and silk bolts of cloth, with a clipboard sign-in sheet front and center. I wrote my name and phone number down, as well as my zodiac sign, because of course that was required.

Look. I didn’t believe in spirits or fortune-telling. But I felt a shift in the air, like some presence was there, like humidity clinging to my skin. A beaded curtain parted, and out stepped a woman who could only be described as effervescently eccentric. Her wild, dark hair was an unruly mess around her head, with a small braid by her temple. She was a small woman, but not frail in any way. As she strode over to us, her leather clogs thumped on the floor and odd baubles chimed around her neck, creating an interesting cacophony.

“Welcome,” she boomed. “My name is Cora and this is my humble abode. What are you hoping to find today? Your fortune? Or perhaps to commune with a lost relative?”

That caught me off guard. It suddenly hit me that Mom had been here. She’d stood in this same spot. It almost felt as if she were standing here with me now. And even though I’d come here fully intending to just ask this Cora person about Mom’s time capsule, those weren’t the words that came out of my mouth.

“I’m here for a tarot reading.”

Charlie stared at me, but I kept my gaze on Cora.

“Wonderful! Follow me, come along.” She pivoted on her heel, a long, dark purple skirt swishing wildly as she turned. Charlie and I scurried in her wake. “That infinity charm there,” Cora said, pointing at Charlie’s choker. “Interesting. Infinity symbolizes immortality, humanity, and the fragility of it all. Interesting choice for you.”

On the other side of the beaded curtain was a dimly lit room with beautiful tapestries and rugs. In the middle was a circular table with three chairs waiting for someone to claim them.

Almost as if she knew we were coming.

I shook my head, laughing to myself. It was a coincidence, something someone could forecast with statistics. Most people probably brought a friend when they did a tarot reading.

Cora lowered herself into a chair, and Charlie and I did the same, turning to face the fortune teller. She spread out tarot cards on the table and … Wait, when did she grab those? Cora shuffled the cards for a good minute, then handed them to Charlie. She froze, holding them stiffly.

“Just shuffle. That way, the cards know you,” Cora explained gently.

Charlie did as she was told. I watched the cards flutter in her hands, surprised. She might not have learned with tarot cards, but she’d definitely shuffled a deck before. She gave the cards back to Cora, who placed them on the table, leaving her right hand on top. She closed her eyes and started murmuring. Charlie and I glanced at each other.

“I asked the cards to stay positive and to reveal what needs to be said. Charlie, take the cards and split them into three piles, and flip one of the piles over. Now, put them back together. No, don’t hesitate. Don’t even think about it, just go with what the cards and you are feeling. Any order.”

Cora ran her hands over the separate cards, eyes closed, pausing every few seconds before continuing through the stack. Suddenly, her hand froze. Then she whipped a card out of the deck, placing it on the table face up. It showed an illustration of a tower in shambles, flames pouring out of the windows, people falling out of the burning building. The Roman numerals XVI were at the top of the card, and the bottom looked like steep cliffs.

“Sadness. Total destruction. Life may soon be dismantled. It is a painful process. You have to address a situation, which may be difficult, but has to be done. Does this ring true?” Cora spoke, eyes still tightly shut.

Charlie hesitated. “Uh … yes?”

Cora nodded once. Her hand went back to the deck, repeating the process of finding a card. Then she flicked another card out and laid it on the table. What looked like an angel hovered over two people, a man and woman, the sun shining down on them. Once again, Roman numerals were at the top of the card, this time VI.

“Love. Harmony. You have major life-changing choices flying your way. Find what you need to make the right choice. If you pick the right path in the fork in the road, it will lead you to greater things. Does this ring true?” Cora asked again, head bowed toward the cards.

“Sure, I hope so.” Charlie responded, more confident when she spoke this time.

Cora smacked a final card down on the table. This time, a stoic-looking sun stared up at us. Underneath the sun, there was a child riding a white horse with blooming sunflowers behind them. The bottom of the card read THE MAGICIAN.

“Willpower. Desire. Some people may call it stubbornness, but you know your path and you are set in your ways. You are powerful, remember that, and it is time for you to tap into your full potential. Should you be looking for love, it is up to you to take action. Any holding back will affect you negatively when you need to be confident in what you want and create those opportunities on your own. However, the reverse of the card, which you did not pull, mind you, is trickery. Deception. You are misleading your partner and it will lead you and them astray. Does any of this ring true?” Cora finished speaking, eyes snapping open to watch Charlie. I turned to look at her as well.

“Sure, uh, yeah.” Charlie answered, eyes darting around nervously.

What was going on?

“Okay, then. Would you like a summary of your cards, or do you understand what they have said?”

“Oh, I’m all right. I understood them pretty well.” Charlie barely let Cora finish her sentence. The fortune teller paused, then took back Charlie’s cards and set them on the deck.

“Avery, it is your turn. You shall repeat the process your friend here followed.” Cora handed me the cards. As I was shuffling them, it occurred to me that Charlie and I had never told Cora our names.

I paused, glancing up at Cora. Her expression was serious, but her eyes held a glint of a smile.

Following her instructions, I split the cards up, turned a pile over, then combined them into one. I did as she said, then handed them back. Cora closed her eyes, muttered a quick prayer over the cards, then set them on the table.

As I watched her, my mind once again went back to Mom. Twenty-odd years ago, she sat in the same room I was in and watched Cora pray over tarot cards in this chaotic and colorful room. I felt … closer to her, somehow. Being in the place she grew up, the same age as she was, following a path she probably took years ago. Coming to Cora’s, walking past Snoopers’ Paradise, and striding through the university green were all things she’d done. I could feel the phantom presence of her guiding me, holding my hand, smiling down at me. Her hazel eyes twinkling behind bronze-rimmed glasses, laughing with me at a seagull stealing someone’s food. Somehow, she knew I would make it here. If only she could actually be here with me.

Cora set the first card down, the smack of it hitting the wood, startling me back into the present. I gazed down at the card. Two dogs and a scorpion stared up at the moon, which shone brightly. The Roman numerals XVIII were at the top, and THE MOON was written at the bottom.

“Loss. Death. These events can change who we are, forever. But this does not mean you cannot build something from it. Be the newborn phoenix, shake off your ashes, and heal yourself. Open your heart and realize your inner strength.”

Cora pulled out another card, letting it hit the table with her signature flair. This card showed a man in bright clothing, upside down, foot tied to a tree branch with his head surrounded in bright light. On the bottom of the card was THE HANGED MAN, and on the top, Roman numerals.

“Letting go. The waiting game of life. Being stuck in limbo is hardly an enjoyable thing. But sometimes, it is inevitable. And the only way to defeat the hold limbo has on you is to sacrifice people or the memory of them to move on. This card wants you to know that sometimes you have to relinquish something for your greater good. Letting go is key if you want to move on.”

My heart skipped a beat at Cora’s reading of the card, although my brain was denying the truth of her statement. She took her hand off the Hanged Man card and moved it back to the deck, drawing another card after a moment’s search. Cora placed it on the table and I looked down to see an angel in a long white robe, pouring water from goblet to goblet. She stood on the bank of a river, sun setting behind her. The Roman numerals XIV were written on top and TEMPERANCE was written on the bottom.

“Balance. Patience. You have a clear vision and, deep down, you know what you want to achieve. You are able to work in harmony with others whilst remaining calm in most situations, which gives your loved ones a feeling of safety and ease. However, this might indicate a need to evaluate the priorities in the life that you have chosen. Doing so will help create a balance in your outer self and inner soul.” Cora started to set the deck down. But she froze, then raised her hand back to the deck.

“Something needs to be said.” Cora’s hand immediately went to a card tucked in the middle of the deck, yet her eyes remained closed.

She set it down and I stared at the card. This was one I recognized. It was one that Mom had always said she resonated with, one that understood her. Now it was being dealt to me.

Before Cora could say the name of the card, I felt my lips part. “The Death card.”

When the card faced you, it was good, meaning a resolution, powerful movement, or the ending of a cycle. But when it was reversed, when it faced away from you, it was bad. Resisting change, fear of new beginnings, repeating negative patterns. The Death card. The grim reaper in knight’s armor stared back at me, its gaze empty and cold. Mom had always said the one facing her was something her heart spoke to. Ironic now, huh? That grim reaper had come collecting.

Cora’s eyes flew open. I could feel Charlie staring at me. “This card carries many different meanings,” Cora said. “It can signify completing a chapter of your life, or it could mean you’re clinging to a section of your past you don’t want to relinquish. You may be stopping the changes needed to move forward because you fear the unknown.”

I tuned Cora out. Because my mother was whispering the rest of the reading in my ear.

“But trust that you are taking the right steps, my love, and move forward. Life keeps flowing forward like a river, so fighting that current may leave you with regrets.”

I’d dismissed her readings as crazy, the silly words of my eccentric mother. But I’d retained all she told me. I could still see her showing me her cards as I grew up, pointing out the details.

“Look at the Death card, see that boat? It’s meant to be the boat that carries souls to the underworld.”

“But isn’t that scary? With demons and stuff?” eight-year-old me asked, voice squeaky like a mouse.

“No, my love, it’s where people go to rest. To take a breath after a long walk. We all go to rest one day. But neither of us will until much later in life. So, you have no need to worry.”

How those words had changed as I grew older. Nine years after that little girl and her mom had sat in their living room with tarot cards, that same mom was telling her graduating daughter that she had cancer.

“Halle Blackwell reincarnated, hmm? I knew your mom was in there somewhere,” Cora said, sitting back in her chair. My eyes flew open.

Cora chuckled. “Yes, I know who you are. No need to look so surprised, darling. Avery Blackwell, recently moved to Brighton. I believe I know the real reason you’re here.” She stood and swept out of the room, returning a moment later with a familiar blue metal cylinder.

“Is this…” I started, staring at the container in her hands, her long nails wrapped around it.

“Her time capsule, yes. Twenty years I held onto this, locked in the front desk safe. When I heard about your mother last spring, I considered opening it. But my heart forbade me, as Halle told me to leave it sealed. I have waited for you, Avery Blackwell. Charlie Evans, you are a recent addition to my predictions. But here you two are, sitting just as your mothers were two decades ago.”

The air flew from my lungs. Next to me, Charlie stiffened in her chair.

Cora handed me the time capsule, then sat back down. Before I could pry open the lid, Cora raised a hand.

“We have to finish the reading. Please abstain from opening it for just a few minutes. I assure you, the wait will be worth it.”

I swallowed a groan and nodded.

“Great. Now, let us continue. Avery, would you like a summary of your tarot reading?” Cora asked, hands folded on the table, rings stacked on her fingers.

“Sure.” Although I knew what my reading meant, it never hurt to hear. Right?

“Let us begin. Starting off, we have the Moon here. It signifies rebirth. Like I said earlier, think of the phoenix. You will rise from your ashes, born anew. But as the Hanged Man is trying to tell you, it may be difficult. You are burdened by events, like the loss of a loved one. But here, you have Temperance stepping in,” Cora explained, tapping a nail on each card, deep black eyes watching mine. “The angel here, she is saying that you must have patience and you will soon be unburdened by the aforementioned loss. Perfect harmony is flying toward you. Just remember to take the weight off your shoulders, or wings, in the angel’s case. And lastly, Death greets you. Not in the way you would think, but it is a presence in your life you cannot shake. First with your mother and then in your future, you will have to deal with the reaper. The scythe’s shadow will always be in your periphery, sun glinting off the blade. Don’t let it blind you, though. The best way to deal with Death is to approach him peacefully, however difficult that may be. And don’t limit the changes in your life because you are afraid he will come calling.”

Cora sat back in her chair, job completed. I sighed, my heart pounding. I inhaled deeply, realizing just now that I hadn’t breathed during Cora’s whole speech. I felt Charlie’s hand settle on mine, and I looked down. My nails were digging into my palms, creating little crescent moons in my skin. She squeezed my hand once, then rested hers on her knee. I looked at the capsule in my hand, then slowly twisted the two ends. It popped open. I pulled out an old canvas postcard, worn with age. I braced myself for the gut-wrenching shock of Mom’s looping handwriting. But when I saw the word on the painting, my heart seemed to fall right out of my chest.


AVERY



My name was written in light golds, spiraling across the photo. In the background, the outline of a young woman in her early twenties stood on the sandy banks of the ocean, the crashing waves barely visible.

Third clue found, then.

“Look at the back, darling,” Cora said, gesturing to the card. I flipped it, then pressed a hand to my mouth. This wasn’t Mom’s flowing cursive she used in her paintings. It was her messy, shaky handwriting only people close to her saw. The one written on lunch notes, letters to Dad, to her best friend. For her loved ones.


Hello to the future. This scavenger hunt will show the part of our relationship that remains an illusion. It’s the first of what I hope will be many! Don’t worry though, I didn’t make it too difficult.

Love, Halle



“Halle left this before she graduated and went to New York with Evan,” Cora explained gently. “On her last visit here before she left, I told her she would have a daughter, you, and Halle already knew what name she would pick. She already knew who her baby girl would be, even before you came into this world.”

I felt cold from head to toe. Mom hadn’t just left one time capsule for me to find.

“It’s the first of what I hope will be many!”

This was Mom’s first scavenger hunt. And it’s my last.



This was too … too much, and she—

My lungs started to contract, my fingers clenched—

My breath was coming quickly and I was lightheaded and the lights were too bright—

My clothing started shrinking, I was stuck—

Without thinking, I pushed myself to my feet, knocking my chair back, and ran out of the room. I pushed through the front door into the foot traffic outside, turned left, and fled to the rocky beach. I stumbled, falling to my knees on the shorefront. The beach was relatively empty, just small groups of teens scattered around. I heard rocks clattering behind me, and a moment later, Charlie’s arms wrapped around me. Her soft hair brushed my cheek as she hugged me, and I broke.

I sobbed, chest heaving, until I started to hyperventilate. I couldn’t stop the hurt and anger that tore through my body. Hearing that Mom had planned this for me, knowing she had waited decades, excited for the day she could show me around where she grew up, went to college, and met Dad. I thought I’d gotten through the sad and angry stages of grief, but here I was again, back at square one.

Charlie moved me carefully so I was sitting next to her with my head resting on her shoulder. I buried my face in her neck. It felt good to cry. All the stress from moving, the tension between me and Dad, all the stored-up pain from Mom’s death I’d pushed away and hoped going to college would hide—it flowed out of me.

I’d spent years rolling my eyes at Mom’s love for fortune-telling and tarot, but right now, it felt like fate did push me here. That Mom was communicating with me.

Charlie grabbed my hand, listening as I babbled.

“Meeting Cora, your mom, all these people who knew my mom, I thought I had put everything away. Y’know, healed and all. But maybe that Hanged Man card wasn’t wrong. I haven’t let go of Mom. And now it’s like … she left a whole scavenger hunt, Charlie. I found the first three clues. There’s six to go. Six. And I want to … but I don’t…”

I gulped in the briny air, wiping my nose with the back of my hand.

“I think maybe doing this scavenger hunt will … I don’t know, give me resolution? But I don’t even know where to go from here, not with my name as a clue. What does it even mean?”

We sat there for a moment, tears drying on my cheeks as we gazed out at the ocean. I heard pebbles moving behind us and I turned as I quickly wiped at my cheeks. Leyla walked up, headed away from the waterfront cafés, her dark skin glowing in the afternoon sun. Her green plaid miniskirt swayed in the sea wind, and she wore a brown wool sweater over a spaghetti-strap crop top.

“Hey! Sorry … am I interrupting something?” She paused, worry on her face. A group of her friends watched from behind Leyla, their curiosity mixed with concern. Charlie hesitated, not sure how to answer, and I jumped in.

“No, we were just talking.” I saw Leyla and Charlie exchange a glance—something there that I was missing.

“Oh, okay. Well, one, you two are adorable. Two, there’s a party this weekend and I was wondering if you guys wanted to go? I was going to ask you at UB but couldn’t find you on campus.”

They really think we’re dating.…

“Uh, we’ll think about it,” Charlie answered awkwardly, and I nodded along with her.

“Okay! Also, Char, did you see the music festival is soon? A bunch of mates from Brighton are going. Do you and Avery want to join?”

“Oh! Yeah! That’d be—” Charlie cleared her throat and dropped her voice. “I mean, we’ll have to see if we’re free, but it sounds cool.”

“Yeah, totally, I get it. God, last year was so chaotic, the rain made everything ten times crazier.” Leyla chuckled, shaking her head fondly.

“Oh my god, I totally forgot about that! Whoa, that was insane, so many people went running for cover.”

“Well, hopefully it doesn’t rain this time! I should probably go; we were heading to the train station and just saw you guys here.”

“Okay! I’ll see you on campus soon, anyways. Have a good time,” Charlie said, eyes bright.

“Bye! And nice to see you, Avery!” Leyla turned, her long hair swishing behind her as she walked off with her friends, her leather boots sending pebbles flying.

We sat there in an easy silence for a while. And I made no move to go. The arm around my shoulders was nice, if I was being honest.

“If you want, I’ll go with you this weekend,” I offered. “To the party? The whole fake-girlfriend thing makes a public appearance.” I laughed.

“Are you sure?” Charlie asked, but I could see her face light up.

“Yeah, it’s obvious Leyla still wants to have you in her life. Maybe a little jealousy will make her realize she made a mistake breaking up with you,” I said, bumping her shoulder with mine. She blushed, then hugged me.

“Thank you so much. Honestly, I really appreciate it. And I’ll help you with the scavenger hunt in any way I can,” Charlie promised, her gaze set with confidence. I knew she would help; the look in her eyes told me that. I just wasn’t sure if I wanted her to. I was grateful that Charlie wanted to help, and I wasn’t convinced I could do it without her, but … Mom made this scavenger hunt for me and her. For us to do together eventually. Could I bring a sort-of stranger into the mix?

But she was feeling less and less like a stranger. And I needed to figure out what Mom left here. I needed to learn what she was trying to tell me.

I held out my hand and Charlie grinned, her cheeks pink and eyes twinkling. She grabbed my hand and we shook once, a firm, businesslike handshake. After a moment of staring at each other seriously, we burst out laughing.

“Okay, so,” I said. “In every fake dating story, it always … well, uh, the fake couple always ends up together. Obviously not the goal here. So, we fake date. But not forever. Then, we fake break up. Leyla invited you to this music festival. When is it?”

“It’s not for over a month. It was where we had our first date,” Charlie said, a look of understanding slowly dawning in her eyes.

“Okay, so we fake date for a month. Movie nights, lounging on the campus green, showing the college—and Leyla—that we’re together. But not happy. We have small arguments walking to lunch, bickering in the classrooms, showing it is not perfect at all. Then, when the music festival comes around, I break up with you. Right in front of Leyla. She’ll comfort you as you sob uncontrollably in her arms. She’ll remember the good times, and bam. Back together like nothing ever happened.”

Charlie scoffed in shock and awe, her jaw hinged open in surprise.

“Well, I can certainly see why you’re in a writing class. It’s straight out of a movie and I love it!” she said, laughing.

We sat together on the rocky beach for a while after that, listening to the seagulls cawing and waves crashing. Despite the fact that I didn’t believe in Mom’s woo-woo stuff, I couldn’t help glancing at this girl next to me and thinking, Maybe this is exactly where I was supposed to be all along.







ROM-COM RULE #8
The love triangle: it isn’t really a rom-com unless somebody’s jealous.…



My supplies clattered onto the desk, pens rolling around. I set to organizing everything, stacking the Post-it notes to the side and putting the pens in a mug. After hurrying over to my bookshelf and grabbing an armful of rom-coms, I carried the books back to my desk, depositing them next to my notebook and the syllabus from my creative writing class.

I knew what my big project would be, obviously. I’d known the second Professor Matthews told us we could choose. I was going to write my own rom-com novel. Even though the first half of our projects were due in just a few months, I doubted anyone besides me and Charlie were already working on theirs. But like Charlie’s mom with the twenty-five-year reunion, I couldn’t help myself, and I guess Charlie couldn’t either.

Scanning the back covers of the books, I tried to find the common factors in all of them. There were, of course, the meet-cutes, the odd-couple best friends, and the awkward almost-kisses. I wrote those down in my notebook. Thanks to all the movie nights and book binges with Mom, I knew the structure of a rom-com backward and forward. I just had to figure out how I would make mine different.

Before I could sink too deep into thought, my phone rang, causing Circe to hiss behind me. I quickly shushed her. Demi was constantly parading around the halls, and I didn’t want to give her another reason to try implementing her “no pets allowed” rule.

I picked up my phone, surprised when I saw Amira’s name glowing from the screen. I answered and her face popped up, shadowed in the weak light of dusk. This was the first time we’d talked since leaving Heathrow, and even though it had only been two weeks, it was weird being separated.

She smiled, the turn of her lips a little hesitant. “Hi! Guess what?” she asked, eyes bright and excited.

“What?”

“It’s literally been two weeks and me and my roommate are already so close! She is so sweet, her name’s Harlow. She’s a huge music lover and is studying songwriting and music theory. She’s amazing!”

I winced at her words. Apparently, Amira wasn’t feeling the distance as much as I was.

“That’s … amazing. I’m so glad you found such an amazing roommate,” I said. Then, giving into the little bit of pettiness I felt: “My roommate is great too, they’re an insanely talented artist and Circe loves them so much.”

Which wasn’t a lie, exactly. Circe did love Maddi’s yoga mat.

After almost a decade of knowing Amira, I could see the flash of envy when she heard that. But instead of feeling triumphant, I just felt bad.

“Also! So, on the train from Heathrow—” I started, hoping to make up for my moment of pettiness by telling her about Charlie. But Amira bit her lip and raised her hand to someone off camera, looking guilty.

“I’m so sorry, Aves, but I actually have to go. I’m about to head out to a movie. I just wanted to quickly say hi!” Amira apologized, with genuine regret on her face.

“Oh, are you going with Sami? Tell him I said hi!” I’d never met her boyfriend, since Amira had met him in person in London before we moved here, but I’d heard a ton about him.

“I’m actually going with Harlow! This new horror movie came out that we want to see! But I did want to ask, are you free anytime soon? We could have lunch or something?”

“Oh, okay, yeah, let me check my class schedule and I’ll let you know! I hope you have fun! Let me know when you’re free and we can call.”

“All right! Bye!” Amira waved, then hung up. I was glad she’d found friends in London, but I did miss her. A lot.

I stood, smoothing down my jean shorts. I eyed my white sweater, which was tossed on my bed, then shook my head. I was going to a party tonight, which I definitely could not wear a sweater to. I decided to pair light-blue shorts with fishnets underneath and a vintage British rock band shirt that I tied in a knot at my ribs. I grabbed my black Doc Martens from beside my bed and slung my small black leather bag over my shoulder, my wallet and earbuds already packed inside.

I looked at my outfit in the standing mirror, then nodded in satisfaction.

“What do you think, Circe?” I asked. “Do I look like a fake girlfriend?”

Hang on.

“That’s it!” I exclaimed, hurrying back to my desk. Flipping my notebook open, I scrawled Avery’s Rules for Fake Girlfriends.

I started writing as fast as I could, ideas gushing out of me. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of this sooner. My rom-com would be about me and Charlie! Or rather, about a character who helps another character win her ex back by pretending to be her girlfriend. Only unlike similar rom-coms I’d read, this wouldn’t end with them falling in love.

In my rom-com, the plan would actually work.

A knock at the door jolted me from my writing. I jumped up and hurried to the door.

Charlie stood there, bright red lips curved in a smile. She slow-clapped at my outfit, making me do a twirl. I laughed as she lowered her hands.

“Oh please, like you can talk. Look at your outfit.” I gestured toward her and she bowed. She had on long overalls with a black belt cinched at the waist, and a long-sleeved crop top with red-and-white stripes.

“You ready?” Charlie asked, holding out a hand. She wore black press-on nails with scattered stars painted on each one. I nodded, locked my door, then took her hand.

We took the bus, getting off outside of a large, nice apartment building. And when I say nice, it was like … the elites of Brighton probably lived here.

Charlie held out her arm as we walked up the steps and went inside. I could hear music playing from somewhere in the building, but I wasn’t sure where.

Without warning, nerves exploded in my stomach. And it wasn’t because of Charlie. It was because I suddenly realized I’d never done this before.

Look, it’s not that I was sheltered. I’d navigated the New York subway system alone since I was nine. I learned how to use QuickBooks when I was thirteen and got my first job helping at a bookstore when I was fifteen. I had organizational skills that my dad’s bookkeeper once called “borderline neurotic.”

But I’d never been on a date. I’d never kissed anyone. And no, I’d never been to a party. I mean parties with music and dancing and flirting and drinking and possibly illegal things. I just never had an interest in any of that stuff—I never felt like I was missing much, to be honest. Parties never sounded fun, and dating was just a distraction from school and my books. But right now? I was feeling a little insecure.

Charlie started up a spiral staircase and I scurried after her, Docs sliding on the smooth marble floor. At the top of the stairs, a heavy wooden door was barely open, dark blue light pouring out of the crack like water, spilling onto the floor. Charlie started to push it open, then paused. Suddenly she grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together. I ignored the swooping, giddy feeling in my stomach and stepped in after her, music assaulting my ears immediately.

College kids were piled in the apartment, holding cups and chatting in the dim light. We squeezed through the crowd, weaving in and out of laughing students. The smell was a weird mix of perfume and cologne with beer and an herbal scent I was pretty sure was pot, because it smelled just like old Mrs. Montgomery’s apartment upstairs—for her glaucoma, or so she says.

I spotted Leyla in the crowd and nudged Charlie in her direction before we made our way over to her. Leyla turned as we walked up and smiled brightly, cheering when she saw us.

“Charlie, Avery, you came!” She gave us each a hug, then introduced us to her friends. There was Cleo, a third-year with short, light purple hair, and Hudson, a first-year studying psychology.

“Nice to meet you!” I exclaimed over the music, and they smiled back. I stepped closer to Charlie, wrapping my hand around her bicep as I rested my head on her shoulder. I saw Leyla clock that, a little glimmer in her eye that quickly vanished.

Glancing around, I recognized Colin from my creative writing class in his wheelchair, which was decorated with stickers, and I gave him a wave across the room. I kept up the happy girlfriend act, tucking a piece of hair behind Charlie’s ear when it fell in her face and listening attentively to her every word. But as we talked, I noticed that all the students were holding drinks. Everyone except Charlie and me.

When a guy in plaid onesie pajamas and shaggy dark hair walked in, Leyla greeted him with a hug.

“Hey Eddie, can I get you a drink?” she asked, leading him off to the kitchen.

Was that a snub from her, not offering us something? I glanced at Charlie, but she looked totally unbothered. Still, we were the only people here without drinks. Maybe the plan was working.…

I glanced around, feeling slightly out of place. Mom joked often that I should loosen up, that a good party wouldn’t hurt me. I supposed now was my chance. Leyla walked back with a tight smile, and I felt a twinge of hope—and a little guilt—that Leyla might be jealous.

“So, what’s your major?” I asked, leaning against the wall.

“Studying premed right now, then going to medical school afterwards to be a pediatrician. It’s a ton of school, but it’s worth it,” Leyla answered, face brightening.

“Pediatrician schooling is a whole different league,” I replied, shaking my head in awe.

“I have a lot of little siblings, so I have a biased interest in kids’ safety.”

“Yeah, sure, you say that until you throw your sister into a pond during winter,” Charlie quipped, raising her eyebrows at Leyla.

“Okay, listen, that was years ago, and Hana was eleven. She could swim well enough.”

After a little bit of Charlie and Leyla poking fun at each other, I wandered off and ended up sitting with Colin, chatting about classes. He’d taken a gap year after graduating, so I felt like we were in the same boat of being unprepared for this school.

“What do you think of our professor so far?” Colin asked. We’d found one of the only quieter bits of the apartment, so we didn’t have to shout.

“He’s pretty good! I like his approach to the assignments. Matthews is definitely better than my high school teachers in New York.”

“Yeah, I’m excited for the…” As Colin spoke, I heard laughter. Very familiar laughter. I looked around and spotted Charlie sitting on a sofa with Leyla, very close to each other. Charlie spotted me and waved me over.

“Avery, come here real quick!” she called. I glanced at Colin as he petered off, and I apologized.

“Avery, please, come here,” Leyla yelled. “I want the full story of how you two met.” She waved her hand, smiling widely.

“No, it’s all right. Seriously, you two catch up,” I declined, turning back to Colin. But before he could continue, Leyla called even louder.

“Go ahead. We can talk in class,” Colin said, and I quickly apologized again.

I stood and saw Maddi off to the side, talking to someone. I caught their eye and subtly nodded my head toward Colin, who had busied himself with his phone. Maddi caught on and nodded back, smiling slightly. They said something to the person, then walked over, taking my place on the couch. As I walked off, I caught Colin glancing up at Maddi, grinning.

I scurried over to Charlie and Leyla. Their shouting had drawn attention and I quickly tried to hide behind Charlie. I sat behind her and she snuggled into my shoulder, the top of her head nuzzled under my chin. If it bothered Leyla, I couldn’t tell.

“Well, as we said on the train, we kinda bumped into each other at this bookstore-record shop,” I said, trying desperately to remember exactly what Charlie had first told Leyla. “We were both looking for an Oasis album and just kinda … I don’t know, started talking? We both love the band, so that was kind of it. Love at first song, I guess.”

Too far? I glanced at Charlie. She arched her eyebrows, grinning. Warming to the story, I continued.

“We found the album—Heathen Chemistry—and were trying to figure out which one of us was going to buy it when this guy with about a zillion piercings just walks up and takes it right out of Charlie’s hands!” I mimed snatching something from Charlie, and her grin widened. “He starts going on and on about how he’d been looking for that record for months, how we were fake fans or something, that there was no way we fully appreciated the genius of Noah Gallagher. And Charlie and I were like, ‘You mean Noel Gallagher?’ We said it at the exact same time, remember?” I gave her a playful nudge. “And he got all huffy and dropped the album and walked off. Then Charlie told me I could have it, but only if I let her come over to listen to it. That ended up being our first date.”

I stopped, suddenly aware of how fast I’d been rambling. Apparently I’d watched enough rom-coms to come up with a pretty good meet-cute on the spot. I’d have to remember this for my creative writing project.

Leyla must’ve thought so too, because she was smiling from ear to ear. “That is adorable,” she said, swatting Charlie on the knee. “You and that band, I swear. It’s an obsession.”

I scanned her face, looking for a sign of jealousy. Nothing. Either that, or she was really good at hiding it.

After a while, Leyla headed off to get another drink and Charlie bolted up, swiveling around to face me.

“It’s going so well! I really think the plan is working. This is the most un-awkward conversation I’ve had with Leyla since the breakup!” Charlie’s face was flushed with excitement, a smile reaching the corners of her eyes. But as contagious as her enthusiasm was, I wasn’t so sure. Leyla seemed cheerful, the opposite of envious, and happy for us. She’d asked how we met with real curiosity, like how girls at sleepovers talked about someone cute. She didn’t seem jealous in the slightest. The exact opposite of the jealous exes I read about in rom-coms. Just genuinely nice. But with Charlie tucked into my shoulder and a pang in my stomach, I realized that I couldn’t say the same. Watching Charlie laugh with Leyla … it hadn’t felt good. And that’s when I realized I was falling into the same trap every character falls into: I was getting attached to my fake girlfriend.







ROM-COM RULE #9
The setting is its own character.



When I argued with Colin in our creative writing class, students turned in their seats to watch our debate. It was a familiar topic, one my mom and I would often talk about: clichés. It was just like the late-night conversations I’d have with my mom while watching films. We’d pause our movie every twenty minutes to debate some cliché that popped up—and now I was having the same discussions with Colin.

“But rom-coms are so predictable!” Colin said. “They all follow the same beats. Love at first sight, uncertainty, hope, and the eventual kiss under the moonlight. Fantasy and sci-fi, however…”

“Fantasy has its own clichés though! Take Harry Potter, for example. Young child has a burdened past, a parental figure steps in, kid unlocks powers and stops some villain. It repeats itself over and over!” I countered. But before Colin could answer, Professor Matthews approached us.

“What you might be judging are tropes that fans of a series or genre may come to expect or even hope for. The challenge that comes with that is giving people the tropes they’re looking for while still managing to surprise them. It’s something to keep in mind with your own projects. How will you create a fresh, riveting plot while still hitting the beats readers love? A good way to start is identifying those tropes. Go ahead and take a few minutes right now to jot down as many as you can think of in your preferred genre.”

There was a collective rustling of paper. I jotted down a few: meet-cute, winning them back, golden retriever vs. black cat, fake dating. I circled the last one. I knew exactly how to write tropes while making my story different.

Fake dating always ends in the two characters falling in love for real. But not in this version.



After class, I sat outside, on the phone with Amira.

It was just like old times, us calling out of the blue and talking effortlessly. We were talking about classes and assignments and learning obscure British slang.

“So, what else have you been up to besides classes?” Amira asked, only a little of her body visible on screen as she walked around her room, cleaning.

“Well, the postcard? It’s a full-blown scavenger hunt. Mom left it twenty-five years ago to do when she came back for their class reunion. Then when I was born, she intended to bring me along. We … we were going to do it together. It’s the first scavenger hunt she ever created. I’m guessing there’s nine clues, just like her old ones, but … this one isn’t a small neighborhood one. It’s all over Brighton and there’s dozens of places a clue could be.”

Amira stepped into frame slowly, jaw open as she processed.

“What clue are you on now?” she asked.

I sighed. “Well, I’m hoping to find the fourth today. I’m going with Charlie, the girl from the train, to see if it’s at this old art gallery Mom used to work at.”

Thanks to Esther, Charlie and I learned that before Mom met Dad, she’d worked at an art gallery on the beachfront. And with the lack of any other solid leads, it was the best we could go on.

“Wait, that Charlie? The ‘two-minute girlfriend’?” Amira asked, eyes basically brimming with mischief.

“So, it may not be just two minutes anymore…”

“No. No way, you’re shitting me. You’re fake dating, aren’t you?” Amira laughed in disbelief, then added, “If one of us was going to fake date someone, it would be you, Ms. Rom-Com Lover.”

I shot her a look, shaking my head. This was nice; it felt like we were back to us. The lack of talking, even calling, had been awful and strange.

A door slammed on Amira’s side of the call and I saw a guy in the background, out of focus.

For a minute I thought it could be Amira’s roommate, before I remembered Amira’s roommate was a girl. Definitely not this tall, muscular guy walking into the frame. But when he hugged Amira from behind, I realized it was Sami, Amira’s boyfriend.

“Hey, Avery! I’m Sami,” he said, a light British accent swooping through his words. “I hear you’re down in Brighton, how’s it going?”

“Oh, uh, good, just been … busy. Projects and all,” I said. Amira and Sami giggled about something on their end of the call and, suddenly, I felt out of place.

“Hey, uh, I actually gotta go, I see Charlie walking over,” I lied, sighing. I did not see Charlie yet, but I couldn’t stay here and watch Amira and Sami cuddle up to each other as I sat there awkwardly.

Amira frowned, genuinely looking sad.

“Okay! Let me know what happens, keep me updated. Love you!” she said, waving.

I nodded. “Will do! Love you too!”

I hung up and sat there, quiet. To fill the silence, I put in my earbuds and played Arctic Monkeys and zoned out, trying to ignore the feeling that this divide between Amira and I was only growing.



In town, Charlie and I strolled down the boardwalk, passing Palace Pier, the early morning sun glinting off the calm water. The rides were open but empty, people choosing to stay home on a Saturday morning. A week had passed since the party and we’d been swarmed with assignments and classes, as well as reading material to get through. I’d only seen her once this week, just for lunch in between classes.

“Here, grab my hand,” Charlie said, and I obliged. She took a quick photo with her other hand, then released mine to type a caption. We’d decided to play up the fake girlfriend aspect and make a fake date of it. Now my hand felt empty, the warmth of her skin gone like the sun hiding behind clouds. Right there, but so far out of reach.

I watched over her shoulder as she posted the photo on Instagram, captioned Always happy to stroll down the beach with you @Avery_B. My heart skipped a beat before I reminded myself that this meant nothing. Leyla was her real endgame.

“So, excited for the gallery?” Charlie asked, putting her phone back in her small brown backpack.

“Yeah! Not as nervous as when we went to Cora’s. Mom took me to galleries all the time, so I know my way around them.” I watched people as they walked past. Brighton really was perfect for people-watching. An older guy sitting at a piano painted bright red, a fedora atop his head, played away, his fingers flying over the keys. Meanwhile, a group of teens walked past. One had short, light pinkish-blond hair and a necklace with a moon pendant that swayed as she walked. Next to them was a shorter guy with long, dark hair that matched the color of the coffee in his hand. A beanie covered the top of his head.

“I think Cora’s is just a scary experience overall,” Charlie said, then shrugged, smirking.

“That is very true.” I laughed, then stopped outside of a small coffee shop.

“Do you want to grab something?” I asked, inhaling deeply at the rich smell of coffee and muffins.

“Yeah, sure.” She followed me inside, dodging young adults sitting at tables and kids congregating at booths, laughing at something on their phones. I ordered a large iced latte, then stepped aside so Charlie could place her order.

She hesitated, quickly reading the menu. “Can I get … an iced latte with no sugar please? Thank you!”

The barista nodded. I tapped my phone against the reader and then we stepped away to wait for our drinks.

“So, do you think we’ll find anything at the gallery?” I asked after taking pictures of a coffee date for social media.

“I’m not sure. I think it’s as good a place as any,” Charlie said optimistically.

“I hope so,” I said, frowning at the thought of not finding another clue today.

“Don’t worry, your tour guide will be right here the whole time.” Charlie bumped my hip with her own, the ice in her to-go cup rattling.

That’s what Charlie was: my tour guide. Only my tour guide.

“You ready to go?” I was desperate to get moving, to leave my thoughts behind like my mom left Brighton.

We left the café and got back on the boardwalk, its sandy wood planks thunking beneath my white Nikes. I looked at the beach, the cotton-candy sky reflecting on the sea-glass water. I smiled, watching kids run into the water, screaming like a flock of seagulls. Was it a flock? Or a colony?

We stopped in front of a small white building, where my tranquil mood was quickly replaced by nerves. Inside, I could see art hanging on the walls and a few people strolling through the gallery. A young woman sat at the front desk, thumbing through a book, muted red hair falling in her eyes. She looked up as I opened the door, pushing her hair back as she straightened up.

“Hi, welcome to Record Galleries! I’m Remi. If you need anything, feel free to ask! Are you here to look around or do you have an appointment with Teddie?” she asked, setting her book on the desk.

“Who’s Teddie?” Charlie asked, and Remi smiled.

“He’s the owner of the gallery, which he opened in the late eighties. He has been curating art here ever since. He also created a program at some local universities where he features students’ work as well. It’s called the Fraser Art Program; you can find more details on the website. A QR code is right here if you’d like to see it.” Remi gestured to a laminated piece of paper taped to the desk, then sat back.

A program that featured college students’ art?

“When did the art program start?” I asked, stepping forward.

“Oh, I believe it was the early 2000s! Why do you ask?” Remi cocked her head, curious.

“I think my mom might have been a part of it,” I said, wringing my hands together.

“Really? Wait, Teddie is here today, he’s just working in the back. You look around and I’ll go get him.” Remi pushed her chair back and hurried off, leaving us standing there.

“Well … that worked out,” Charlie said, breaking the silence. I stood in the middle of the room, looking around at marble statues lit up by small spotlights, artwork of Palace Pier and the beach, small streets painted with swirling brushstrokes.

“Here, I’ll go check this room, you look in that one,” Charlie instructed, pointing to another room. I nodded, then we split up. As I walked into the other gallery space, my breath caught. Tucked inside a small alcove, clearly the main display here, was a statue of a little girl curled up in a chair reading a book. The small girl had a calm, happy look on her face, and her hair was pulled back in a long braid, which draped over her shoulder. She had a small Band-Aid on her knee and wore a long nightgown.

I heard footsteps behind me and turned, expecting to find Charlie. Instead, an elderly man stood there, a wistful smile on his face. In his gray eyes, you could see he was somewhere else, lost in a memory. Then he turned to me, his thin rimmed glasses sliding down the slope of his nose.

“I’m Teddie Fraser,” he said, holding out his hand. I shook it, noting the clay under his fingernails. “You must be Halle Blackwell’s daughter. The eyes are so similar, hazel with a hint of ocean blue. And I see you’ve found my favorite piece of hers.”

“This is my mother’s?” I asked, unable to keep the surprise from my voice.

Teddie gestured to the statue’s placard, and my heart clenched when I read the title.

Avery.

“I don’t…” I stared at the statue, which really did look a lot like me when I was little. “She made this when she was still here? When she was, like … twenty-one?”

Before she even had me?

“Indeed.” Teddie nodded, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Is Halle here? I would so enjoy seeing her after all these years.” He looked around as if he expected her to pop up from behind a sculpture. But all he would find were ghosts and memories collecting dust.

“She … passed. A few months ago,” I said, my voice barely louder than a whisper. His eyes softened, changing from nostalgic to sad, with a hint of pity hidden in their depths.

“Oh, dear. I’m so sorry. She was such a remarkable human and artist. It’s a true loss for the world. She would have made so many more incredible things.” Teddie placed his hand on my shoulder, squeezing it slightly.

“Thank you. She would have,” I said. “Did she happen to leave one of those time capsule things with you?”

Teddie chuckled.

“Follow me.”

I did, catching Charlie’s eye and waving for her to come with us. We followed Teddie to the back room, where there were filing cabinets and art stations for staff members lining the walls. Teddie pulled a ring of keys out of his blazer pocket. After a moment’s search, he found the correct key and unlocked a filing cabinet. Another moment later, he produced a blue metal time capsule.

“She left this with me a few days before she headed to New York.”

Oh my god. It was the fourth clue.

My fingers shook slightly as I opened the time capsule and shook out the postcard. This one was a photo of a moss-covered boulder shaped like a heart. The single word written in light made me blush.

“Kiss,” Charlie said, reading over my shoulder.

I flipped the postcard over and read the message on the back.


Hearts can be as strong as stone, or as fragile as glass. This is the spot where I knew I’d found the person who made my heart feel alive.



“It … is it where your parents had their first kiss?” Charlie asked. I nodded, willing the heat from my face.

“It has to be. But where?”



After thanking Teddie for his time, Charlie and I left the gallery, me hugging the time capsule like a life preserver. We strolled in silence until we reached Palace Pier, then walked out over the ocean. After finding a bench not taken by rowdy kids, we stared at the water for a moment. For the first time, I noticed that, in the distance, wind turbines spun in the sky.

“So … a heart stone? Where do you think that is?” Charlie broke the silence first, sitting cross-legged on the bench.

“I really have no clue.” I studied the image, noticing patches of grass and the shadow of a tree. “It’s definitely outside. Maybe a park or something?”

“If this is about your parent’s first kiss, couldn’t you just ask your dad?” Charlie asked, sun reflecting off her amber- brown hair.

I let out a choked laugh. That hadn’t even occurred to me, and for good reason. Getting Dad to talk about Mom at all was next to impossible. Getting him to talk about their first kiss? Not going to happen.

“He hasn’t really been … open to talking about her,” I said, and Charlie winced.

“Like, at all?”

“I mean, kinda? When it first happened, we would talk a bit. Then, I think it hit him that she … wasn’t coming back.” My voice broke and I cleared my throat. “He clammed up and wouldn’t talk about it at all.”

Then he turned into a full-blown germaphobe and now he barely even leaves the apartment. But I didn’t tell Charlie that.

Charlie bit her lip, thinking. “So I guess he won’t help, huh?”

“I doubt it. But I guess I can try.”

Charlie curled her knees to her chest, staring at the horizon. Then she turned to me.

“We’ll figure this out.” Her eyes sparkled. “Don’t worry, your trusty guide-slash–fake girlfriend is here all the way.”

She laid her head on my shoulder for a moment. Fake girlfriend, I repeated in my head. Fake.

For just a second, I allowed myself to rest my chin against her head and breathe in. She smelled faintly of vanilla and strawberries.

Fake, not real. But I had to admit, real wouldn’t be too bad.







ROM-COM RULE #10
A chance encounter helps move the plot along.



Since I’d moved to Brighton, I’d only talked to Dad a few times. We texted mainly, but only about classes. We avoided talking about how we left things, or the real reason I was here—Mom. But as I logged into FaceTime on my laptop to call, I told myself I would ask him about her. Even though I was sure he’d close up and not talk about it, I had to try. Otherwise, I had no idea how to figure out where they had their first kiss.

I smiled as my dad answered the call. That smile quickly faded as I took in his pale face, shadowed eyes, and chapped lips. His dark hair looked unkempt. His button-down shirt was wrinkled. And I could see empty bottles of hand sanitizer in the background.

“Hey Dad, how … you doing?” I asked carefully, trying to keep the worry from my voice.

“Hey Aves, doing good. Been busy with work, the usual.” His voice was raw and scratchy, as if he had just woken up.

“Yeah. What time is it over there?” I asked, hoping maybe he’d just taken a nap or something.

“It’s eleven right now. Just finished a few meetings, so I’m taking a coffee break.”

“What are you doing at home?” He always went into the office.

Dad’s eyebrows pinched together briefly. “Oh … I just have a little cold. Nothing too bad, just staying out of the office.”

For how long? I wanted to ask. When was the last time you left the apartment?

Instead, I nodded. “I hope you feel better soon.”

“So, how’s school been? Workload still manageable?” he asked. I knew he was thinking about Columbia, even if he didn’t say it.

“Yeah, nothing I can’t handle. My creative writing professor is amazing. He’s given us some cool assignments.” I started telling him about my rom-com project, but stopped when I saw the look on his face. “I really like my biology class too,” I added hastily. “Aced the first exam.”

Dad brightened a little. “Good, good.”

An awkward silence fell. “So, guess who I met?” I blurted out.

Dad arched his eyebrows. “Who?”

“Do you remember Esther Evans here? She was Mom’s best friend from college?” His expression froze.

“Oh,” he said slowly. “The name sounds familiar. But I don’t … that was a long time ago.”

“I also met Mom’s old boss, when she worked at the art gallery.” I tried to sound cheery, but his weird vibes were making it difficult. I wondered what would happen if I just showed him the postcards I’d found so far. He’d probably hang up.

“I did have a question. So, during that spring break when you were here, when you met Mom, what did you do? Like did you have a special place maybe, or—”

“I don’t remember. Avery, it was so long ago.”

Dad leaned past the camera to look at something, then sat back into frame.

“I have a meeting in a little bit, so I have to go prepare. Keep me updated on school, okay? Love you, hun.” He smiled at me, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Okay, love you. Have a good meeting!” I ended the call, then groaned, letting my head fall onto the cold kitchen counter. Why couldn’t he just talk about her once?

I saw a few notifications on my phone from Charlie and smiled as I read them.

Charlie

Hey, what time did you want me to head over? I was thinking in like an hour?

Me

Yeah, that works! I think Maddi invited Colin FYI

Charlie

[image: ]
Me

Okay! See you soon!

My dark, Dad-induced bad mood lifted a little. Charlie was coming over to finally hang out with Maddi, who’d invited Colin—they were in theater class together, and it turned out Colin lived in student housing right across the street. And Colin, of course, was friends with Leyla. Which meant we’d have to be in full fake-dating mode tonight.

I wasn’t mad about it.

But I wanted so badly to tell someone the truth about me and Charlie. I’d been thinking about telling Maddi, but now that she was hanging out with Colin … not an option.

I checked my texts from Amira. Her last text was from three days ago. I’d asked if she was free anytime soon to meet and she’d said her assignments were piling up, but she’d let me know.

Not a word from her since.

I missed my best friend. I knew it was normal for people to drift away when they went to college, but I hadn’t seen her since I got to Brighton. It’d been a few weeks since I came here and I missed her. More than that, I was homesick for her. A person can be home, right? I mean, we’d grown up together. I’d never gone more than a week or so without seeing her, and this amount of time apart … it sucked.

My skin was starting to crawl with anxiety. Only one thing could shake off this mood.

I connected my phone to my speaker and grabbed cleaning supplies out of the cabinet as Billie Eilish’s voice flooded the kitchen.

I got to work.

I wiped the counters, rinsed out mugs, and tossed tea bags in the trash. After finishing in the kitchen, I started cleaning the living room. Maddi was a lot of fun to have as a roommate, but she wasn’t exactly the neatest person. Blankets were piled in a heap in the corner, remotes were under couch cushions, and there were paint supplies scattered around.

Finally, I plopped onto the couch and surveyed the space. The music had shifted from Billie Eilish to girl in red, another one of my favorites. My phone buzzed, and I immediately shifted back into panic mode when I saw it was from Charlie.

Charlie

Hey! Heading over now!

I quickly typed a response then leaped to my feet, my heart racing.

I sprinted across the apartment, socked feet slipping on the wood. In the bathroom, I winced at my mirrored self, face red and sweaty. My hair stuck up in tufts and a bit of dust was smeared on my cheek. I had maybe ten minutes to transform into a respectable-looking human being. No time for anything fancy—I just needed to look not gross.

Hairbrush, splash of water, ChapStick, moisturizer. Good enough.

Back in my room, I tugged on a strapless black top and a flannel, with blue jeans rolled at the ankles. I pulled my hair up into a messy bun and fastened a small choker with a teddy bear around my neck. I did a final lap around the apartment, plumping up a pillow and moving a candle from the counter to the coffee table.

I grabbed my phone and checked the time. I had a few minutes until Charlie got there. I switched apps and before I could hesitate, pressed Amira’s contact. The phone rang. And rang. Then her voicemail popped up. I sighed. We kept playing phone tag, and with each missed call, the distance between us was growing.

A few minutes later, a knock came at the door, and I ignored a flash of giddiness. Doesn’t mean anything, I told myself as I hurried over. I’m excited to hang out with a new friend. That’s all.

I opened the door. Charlie stood there, looking very much like a girl on a date: short black skirt, oversized Nirvana T-shirt hanging off one shoulder, that vanilla-strawberry scent surrounding her like a cloud.

Because she’s putting on a show, I told myself. The fake girlfriend show for Maddi and Colin.

“Hi,” she said. Was it my imagination, or did she sound a little nervous?

“Hi.” I smiled. When she smiled back, my heart fluttered like the traitor it was. “Come on in!”

“How’re you doing?” she asked, kicking off her shoes and placing them on a wooden shoe rack in the hallway.

“Good! Had a call with my dad today, which was … interesting?”

“Oh? Did you ask him about the stone?” Charlie sat at the kitchen counter and I took the stool next to her.

“I tried to bring up Mom. He just closed up, as usual.”

Charlie reached out and squeezed my hand. “We’ll figure it out. I can check with my mum.”

“Thanks.” I ignored a pang of disappointment when she pulled her hand away. “Do you want a snack? I have Walker’s … or some fruit?” I added, remembering how Charlie ate pretty healthy.

“Fruit would be great,” Charlie said as I opened the fridge.

“We have strawberries, sliced mango, and some blueberries.…”

“I’ll take strawberries. Thanks!”

I handed the container to her. She popped the lid off and carefully selected a few strawberries. I grabbed some as well, the two of us sitting in silence as we ate.

Suddenly, a black thing blurred through the air, flying toward Charlie. She yelped and tried to hide her face as Circe landed on her lap. The cat meowed, then started purring as Charlie stroked the back of her neck.

“Sorry! Strawberries are her favorite. She’s a weird cat,” I apologized, wincing at the dried flakes of cat food stuck on her nose and the little gray hairs sticking up around her ears. As Charlie cooed at her, rocking the cat in her arms, I heard a key in the front door and voices as the hinges creaked open. Maddi laughed at something, then rounded the corner, Colin rolling in behind them. They shrugged off their corduroy jacket, slinging it over the counter stool. Maddi slid into the seat next to Charlie, their ankle-length patchwork skirt sliding on the chair. Colin was next to them, short black hair in unruly curls around his head. He stood out of the wheelchair, which was covered in stickers.

“Oh my god, are you a sticker person too?” I asked, excited.

“Yes! I get some at almost every store I go in. Do you wanna take a look?” He waved me over. I squatted next to the wheelchair and looked in awe at the assortment of stickers. There was a he/him sticker, a sticker of a penguin with a propeller hat, some shark stickers, and a funky squid one too, and those were just the first few I could see.

“So, what’re we doing?” Maddi asked. “We can play a board game … or I have a Switch set up if we want to play?”

“Oh! Do you have Mario Kart?” Charlie asked, her eyes lighting up.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure my little sister made me download it before I moved out so I could play with her,” Maddi said, scooting off the stool.

Maddi has siblings?

I’d known Maddi for a few weeks now and we were starting to become friends, but I realized there was a lot I didn’t know about my roommate. They never really mentioned their home, so when I got these random facts, it always was a bit startling.

We followed them into the living room, where Maddi set up the Switch. I sat on a beanbag, Colin sat on the couch—Circe immediately jumped into his lap—and Charlie was next to me on the rug-covered floor.

Maddi laughed at Colin’s gleeful smile as Circe nuzzled his face. “See, this is why pets need to be allowed in buildings, annwyl duw,” they said, their Welsh side coming out. At everyone’s confused looks, they amended, “It means ‘dear god,’ sorry!”

“Y’know the poet Lord Byron?” Colin asked, and we nodded. “He was so mad that Trinity College wouldn’t allow him to bring his dog to school, he ended up getting a pet bear.”

“A bear?” Maddi exclaimed. “Like, a bear-bear?”

“Like a bear-bear,” Colin confirmed. “Because unlike dogs, bears weren’t explicitly banned by the school. Administration couldn’t really do anything about it. Lord Byron would rub it in their faces by walking his bear on a leash around campus.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “If Demi really tries to make this building no-pets, I’ll walk Circe around on a leash in protest.”

As the others chatted, I turned on the TV and the title screen for Mario Kart popped up. Maddi distributed controllers, pressed play, and the nostalgic music began. The war commenced.



An hour later, our voices hoarse from screaming at the game, we settled in for a little tarot. Maddi laid out their deck, sweeping aside chip crumbs before spreading the cards out on the rug, the last rays of the afternoon sun stretching across the room like fingertips. Colin sat at Maddi’s hip, their thighs barely brushing. I watched Colin as he gazed at their face, watching them sort the cards carefully. His eyes traced Maddi’s jawline. For the first time, it dawned on me that they might like each other as more than friends.

“Okay, so, who wants to go first?” Maddi asked, looking at our little circle. Colin waved his hand like a kid in class and Maddi snorted. “Colin, you’re up.”

Maddi cleared their throat, then began the reading. I slid a little closer to Charlie. She scooched a tad, making room for me, then wrapped her hand around mine. I noticed Maddi’s eyes flick over for a millisecond.

Maddi was still reading, but the warmth of Charlie’s hand in mine yet again rendered me useless. Especially when she shifted until she was lying on her back, head resting on my thigh, light brown eyes gazing up at me. I could smell the damn strawberries and vanilla.

I thought my heart might stop.

Fake. This is fake. But god, she’s a good actress.

I was so glad this evening was going as well as it was. Maddi and I were getting along; there’d been a bit of passive aggressiveness recently on both our parts. It was small things, like which way the toilet roll faced or leaving dirty dishes in the sink—we know who that was. And it didn’t help that Circe used Maddi’s yoga mat as a scratch pad. Repeatedly.

I watched as Charlie, now sitting up, cooed at the cat, nose wrinkled, as Circe batted at her face. I passed Charlie a cat toy and chuckled to myself as she baited Circe, holding the toy in the air as the cat leaped up. My attention split between Maddi finishing Colin’s reading and Charlie. I smiled softly and sighed, leaning against the couch cushions. College assignments were slightly stressful and I was still worried about the dead end in the scavenger hunt, but I was happy.

Thirty minutes later, a delivery guy knocked on the apartment door. I hopped up and grabbed our order from a teenager with brightly colored hair pressed down by bulky, old headphones. I carried the two plastic bags of food into the kitchen. Everyone crowded around like sharks to blood. Our afternoon of tarot readings and aggressive Mario Kart must have worn us out.

After we grabbed our food and sat at the kitchen table, Colin stowing his cane under his chair, I connected my phone to a portable speaker, and Hozier, which was what I had last listened to, started playing through the speakers.

“So, I still think my game lagged. I totally won that last round,” Colin said.

Maddi snorted. “You hit every banana on that course! No way in hell did you almost win!”

“Maddi, you can’t talk. The amount of times you hit yourself with the green shell…” Charlie said as she tossed a Mediterranean salad. I sat next to her and waited for my baked potato to cool down.

“I almost thought you were doing it on purpose,” I said, smiling at Maddi so they knew I was kidding. They scoffed and tossed a fry at me, which I dodged with a yelp while also noticing Maddi hastily fixing their sleeve back around their wrist.

“Avery, I didn’t do your tarot reading. What would you like to see, oh-so-valued customer?” Maddi asked, turning their voice regal and pompous. I pretended to think about it for a second, even though I’d been thinking of the question all night. I could feel Charlie’s gaze on me.

Finally, I acted like I’d just come up with one. “I want to find a heart-shaped boulder—can the cards help?”

But before Maddi could answer, Colin jumped in, laying his fork down.

“Are you talking about the Heart Stone?”

Charlie and I whipped our heads around. “What?” we said in unison.

Colin looked between us, confusion furrowing his perfectly groomed eyebrows. “What? It’s on a nature reserve near the town I grew up in. It’s a really popular spot for high school or uni students.”

“So it’s a…” Charlie started, hesitant.

“Yeah, it’s a make out spot. If you go on a cloudy day, you should be good. Most people don’t want to go out in the cold.”

My palms went clammy as I imagined Charlie and me going there together.

I shut that thought down real quick, twirling my fork in my hand. I noticed Maddi had barely eaten, choosing instead to dissect their pasta and play with a piece of spinach.

I saw Colin glance at Maddi, then check the time on his phone. It said 21:43, which for me is almost 10:00 P.M.

“I should probably head out. I have an assignment I still have to turn in, and I think Maddi was saying they have an early work shift,” Colin explained, grabbing his cane from under the table and slowly making his way to his wheelchair. After he sat, Maddi took the cane from him and stashed it in the back of the chair. I hugged him bye, then turned to help Charlie pack up the food as Maddi walked Colin to the street.

“That was a lot of fun. And we figured out what the Heart Stone is, so we can plan a little trip.” Charlie displayed her phone screen, which had Google Maps open with directions to the next clue.

She tucked her phone away, then went back to tossing empty boxes in the trash as I put forks in the sink. “When are you free next? We can go find it, make a little hiking day out of it?”

“Well, I have creative writing at ten tomorrow and a history class the next day at two,” I said as I led her to the front door. I opened the door right as Maddi was walking back up the stairs, smiling to themself. Charlie and I exchanged a glance.

“What? What are you looking at?” Maddi asked, crossing their arms. But a remainder of that smile twitched the corner of their mouth up. I snorted as Maddi strode past and into the apartment. I turned as Charlie reached out to hug me goodbye. I wrapped my arms around the small of her back, inhaling deeply to catch a waft of strawberries and vanilla. Charlie stood there for a second, then stepped back.

“I’ll text you. And send me your schedule, okay?” she said, smiling as she turned to the stairs.

“Okay! Bye!” I waved, then pivoted into the apartment and closed the door, locked the deadbolt, and practically skipped into my room.

I could hear the shower water turning on as Maddi got ready for bed, so I pulled out my computer and opened Google Docs for my writing assignment.

So far, I’d written out a basic outline, making a list of rom-com rules.

I continued to work on it for a bit, trying to brainstorm different tropes, when Maddi strolled into my room, a smile coyly playing on their face.

I raised my eyebrows at them. “So, you say bye to Colin? Make sure he made it across the street safely…”

“Mm-hmm, totally.” Maddi flopped down on my bed, cheeks flushing.

“What happened…?” I asked with a smile that Maddi matched with one of their own.

“So, we walked across the street to his building and he gave me a hug, then smiled at me. Then, before he rolled away, he said we should plan something, just us. And I have no clue what that means, but it sounds like it could be something. Do you think it’s something??” Maddi asked, uncharacteristically rambling, excited.

“I mean, I may not be the person to ask, since I’ve never dated anyone before Charlie—”

Maddi cut in quickly. “Yeah, but I’ve seen all those rom-coms you read. You have to know something about dating if you’ve read even half of those.”

“Okay fine, it sounds like it could be something, but you never know. I don’t want you to get your hopes up, is all,” I said slowly.

Maddi face-planted into a pillow. “God, you’re such a pessimist.”

Later, I settled into bed, cozy in my sweatshorts and a baggy vintage shirt, soft from being constantly worn and washed. I could hear Circe pad into the room. Then a little black figure hopped onto the foot of the bed and curled up, her yellow eyes the only thing visible in the dark.

My room lit up with the sterile white light from my phone screen and I winced, my eyes recoiling from the flash. Once I adjusted to the light, I saw that Charlie had texted me, and I quickly opened my phone.

Charlie

Just wanted to let you know I got home safe!

Me

Okay, thanks:) I had fun today!

Charlie

same, we have to plan another one

Me

you’ve met my friends, now I want to meet yours

Charlie

Good to know:) also, when are you free to go to heart stone?

Me

Oh! Here, let me send you my schedule

Attachment: 1 image

Charlie

okay, thanks! Well, i’m off to bed, so g’night!

Me

night!

I placed my phone back on the nightstand and sighed. I pictured her, how she had laid her head on my leg. Her hazelnut hair. Her matching brown eyes. I groaned and slumped back into my pillows, rubbing my face in exasperation.

I wasn’t completely lacking in self-awareness. It was possible I might like Charlie. A bit. More than a bit. But I’d had crushes before and I never let them get me off track.

If Charlie caught on to my tiny crush, then I could play it off as just … going with the charade. And tonight—Charlie’s head in my lap, her hug goodbye—meant nothing.

Besides, if it did mean something—if Charlie actually liked me for real—well, I knew how that story went too. The temporary infatuation before she eventually got back with Leyla, who she was supposed to be with. I was only here until May, anyway. No point starting something when you know it’s going to end.

I couldn’t do this. I knew how it went, the whole “new crush” thing. I would think over every little conversation we had, dissect her every word. Picture the tilt of her lips as I told a joke, the sparkle in her eyes as she laughed. It would drive me crazy in a way that was good and bad at the same time.

But what if this wasn’t some little crush I could get over that easily?

What if I ended up falling for this girl?

Shit.







ROM-COM RULE #11
They almost kiss, but then fate intervenes!



The sky overhead was full of tumultuous clouds, almost like jagged cliffs up above. The sun, tucked away behind the clouds, would spill out every so often, the weak light like a beam under a door. A chill breeze whipped around me, stirring fire-colored leaves around my feet. A pumpkin rested on the apartment building doorstep next to me, my only contribution to the festivities going on right now. There wasn’t much Halloween celebration in the UK, especially compared to the States. Maddi put a ton of effort into Halloween decorations, setting up a bunch of skeletons and ghosts around the apartment. They kept blaming the decorations on trying to make me feel at home, but secretly I think they love the holiday. Our doorbell cackled when someone rang it. Totally wasn’t annoying or anything.

Honestly, though, it did remind me of Mom. Even though she thought some traditions, like the mockery of tarot, were “slander on the true art of tarot reading,” she still enjoyed decorating. Excessively. That was our tradition, going to a Halloween store and splurging on creepy dolls and plastic skeletons. Dad put up with it, but Mom and I knew he secretly loved it as much as we did.

Leaves crunched next to me, and I turned. Charlie walked toward me, hair sweeping over her black-and-white flannel. Red-orange lipstick made her smile pop even more.

“Hi!” Charlie swept me into a hug, her strawberry-vanilla scent mixed with a pumpkin spice perfume. The silver infinity charm on her necklace caught in my hair briefly as she stepped back, and I awkwardly untangled myself.

“So! You ready?” she asked.

“Yeah, not so sure about the sky, though.” I glanced up at the gray clouds anxiously.

“Yeah, the forecast said it should be all right for now.”

We turned the corner and I froze in my tracks.

A sea-blue Vespa was parked at the curb, two helmets resting in its wicker basket. Charlie stepped up to it, corduroy pants swishing as she swung her leg over the seat.

“Uh, sorry. You have a motorcycle?!” I eyed the machine warily.

“I mean, it’s technically a scooter.” She looked amused at my reaction.

“Charlie. This is a death machine. The statistics of how many people die riding these…” I stopped as Charlie abruptly got off the Vespa, grabbed a helmet, and stepped right in front of me. Like, a foot away. My hair and heart fluttered when her warm breath hit me. She passed me the helmet, her thumb brushing my knuckles. Despite the chilly fall weather, my cheeks flamed, like a match was held near my skin. Thankfully, Charlie didn’t notice—I was pretty sure, anyway—and hopped back on the scooter. After a moment’s hesitation, I carefully slung my leg over the seat, my hands squeezing Charlie’s shoulders for balance. I clipped the helmet on and tightened the buckle as much as I could. Charlie chuckled when she glanced over her shoulder.

She kicked the kickstand up and turned the key, and the whole thing started to shake. I squeezed Charlie, probably cutting off her oxygen as we were off.

My body jerked backward and I wrapped my arms around Charlie’s waist, pressing my torso against her back. Forget trying to leave some space. There’d be six feet of distance between us if I died on this thing.

We roared down the street, the engine like a wildcat’s purr. I always said Circe sounded like an engine when she was sleeping.



As we drove through Brighton, my muscles relaxed and my heart steadied. My grip on Charlie loosened and I began to enjoy myself. After around twenty minutes of weaving through cars and pausing at red lights, we moved out of the city, past the suburbs, and into the countryside. The green hills were dotted with squares of brown-yellow fields, small farms barely visible next to them. Small, gray-brick homes were scattered down the road, short walls on either side acting as boundaries. Like the two-foot-tall barriers would stop a car.

After around fifteen minutes of my hair being whipped in my face—I needed to bring a hair tie next time, if there was a next time—we finally rode into a town called Lewes, a place with small roads perfect for motorcycles and parents pushing babies in prams. Which, when I thought about it, maybe wasn’t the best combination.

We slowed, weaving through streets until finally, we stopped on the edge of town. A sign was the only thing marking the trail, RIVER HOUSE PATHWAY on it in bold writing. Charlie checked her phone, which had Maps open, and then we rolled to the curb, where a few parking spots were marked.

Charlie propped the bike up with the kickstand, then hopped off and held out a hand. It was only when I took it that I realized my own hand was trembling.

“Were you really that scared?” Charlie looked worried as I swung my leg over the seat.

I let out a shaky laugh. “No. Well, yes, at first. But once we got through the city, it was actually kind of fun.”

Filed under “Things I’ll Never Tell Dad.”

I handed Charlie my helmet and she set them both in the basket, then grabbed a small bag and slung it over her shoulder.

“What’s in there?” I asked.

“A few Polaroid cameras, sunglasses, ChapStick, deodorant, usually my phone”—she held the device up—“and AirPods,” she finished, looking through her bag as she listed the contents.

“What about you?” she added, looking at the backpack I had around my shoulders. The whole ride, I’d been terrified it’d fall off.

“One, a few Polaroid cameras? Two, I have my phone, earbuds, ChapStick, some water, and a few protein bars, and an apple,” I said, checking the items off from memory. She looked at me, shaking her head as we walked onto the dirt trail.

“What?” I stepped forward so I could look her in the eyes.

“I love that you have it memorized? You probably know your earbud charge and how long that’ll last too? Grams of sugar in the protein bar?” Charlie teased, laughing.

“One gram per bar and 75 percent for my earbuds, give or take…” I trailed off as I caught the mischievous glint in her eyes. Scoffing, I stomped ahead, my shoes kicking up tiny puffs of dust. Before I could get more than five feet in front of her, her hand latched around my wrist, her soft thumb tracing loops on the top of my hand. I froze, little chills rolling through my body as she held my hand. She pulled me closer and I went stiff, my spine straightening as panic lodged itself in my brain.

“Avery…” Charlie started, and I giggled awkwardly.

“Do I … have something on my face?” I started patting my cheeks, searching for a way out of this. Not that I didn’t like her holding my hand. Quite the opposite, in fact. But this was new to me and I was nervous. Very, very nervous.

Charlie pulled away quickly, and I could see confusion in her eyes for a second, before laughter replaced it.

“No, you’re good. Don’t storm off, though. You never know what could be out here…” She waggled her fingers at me. But I could see doubt hiding in the shadows of her smile.

You screwed up, a little voice told me in my head, and I groaned internally. I knew that, but I’d panicked. Charlie was holding my hand. And there was no one here to put on the fake girlfriend show for except maybe a few squirrels.

This is how it starts, I told myself as we headed down the trail, surrounded by rolling hills. She’s flirting with you. You flirt back. You start to think hey, maybe this isn’t so fake after all. And what happens next in the story? You give it a shot. But this isn’t a rom-com. Charlie is totally hung up on Leyla. You’d just be a rebound. Temporary infatuation.

In the distance, I heard the occasional car zooming down the highway and what sounded like a goat bleating. Tiny pebbles crunched under our shoes. The silence was somehow serene and awkward at the same time. I had to force myself not to glance sideways at Charlie. I was pretty positive she was sneaking glances at me.

This is not your love story, I told myself firmly. It’s her love story with Leyla. They’ll get back together and in May, you’ll be gone. Don’t fall. Don’t fall.

Finally, I broke the silence. “So, how do we find this rock?”

“Well, Colin said it’s a popular spot just off the trail,” Charlie said. “I think a heart-shaped stone will be pretty hard to miss.” She paused. “I suppose there’s a chance the spot could be … you know … occupied.”

A breathy laugh escaped me. “I hope not,” I managed to say. I definitely didn’t want to ruin another couple’s good time.

Why did I think “another”?

We went back to not talking, but this time it was because the trail turned steep. By the time we got to the top of the hill, I was practically wheezing.

“Look!” Charlie sounded out of breath too. I followed her gaze and saw a large stone straight ahead. The closer we got, the more I could see that it was, in fact, heart-shaped. But that wasn’t all.

Dozens, maybe even hundreds, of smaller stones were piled all around it. Each stone was smooth, save for a few crude scratches across the surface of each one. Dropping to my knees, I picked one up.

“V plus M,” I read, then selected another one. “O plus H. These are initials!”

“Oh, cool!” Charlie knelt at my side and began examining the stones. “I bet your parents left one.”

“Probably.” I surveyed the pile, my pulse quickening. We’d found it. Thanks to Colin and the power of tarot readings, we finally found the next clue. I was kneeling in the dirt in the very spot where my parents had shared their first kiss.

And somewhere, my mother had left a time capsule for me to find, twenty-five years later.

“Do you think we can find theirs?” I asked. I didn’t have to clarify; she knew what I meant.

Charlie smiled. “You take the right side, I’ll take the left.”

We spread out, examining stone after stone. Finally, I heard Charlie inhale sharply. I peered around the Heart Stone.

“Please tell me you found it.”

When she nodded, I scrambled over, shoes slipping in the dirt, and squatted next to her. Charlie had moved dozens of stones aside, exposing the dirt at the bottom of the Heart Stone. Half buried right there was a small stone with the carving H+E.

Halle and Evan.

I felt a lump in my throat at the flowing font of Mom’s H next to the blocky E clearly carved by my dad. Their handwriting hadn’t changed.

“And look at this,” Charlie whispered, pointing at the base of the Heart Stone.

My breath caught when I saw what was carved there. An arrow pointing right.

As if in a dream, I stood and found myself staring at an ancient tree a little ways down the hill. It was like something out of a fairy tale, with gnarled roots snaking in and out of the dirt all around the base. I moved toward it, vaguely aware of Charlie right behind me.

Another arrow was carved into the trunk, this one pointing straight down. I got on my knees and dug my fingers into the dirt. Charlie joined me without a word.

Twenty minutes later, my nails scraped metal, and I yelped. With our sore arms, we wiped away the remaining dirt and pulled out another time capsule. Unscrewing the lid, I flipped it open and breathed a sigh of relief. That relief quickly turned to confusion as I pulled out not a postcard but a square, black plastic thing.

Charlie leaned over my shoulder, just as confused as me. “What is that?”

“I’m not sure.” I pulled my phone out and took a photo of the plastic, then searched the image.

“Oh! It’s a floppy disk! I think it’s the fifth clue, even though it’s not a postcard…?” I carefully wiped the dirt off the disk and gasped when a chunk broke off.

Charlie winced. “Oh shit, it must have been cracked.” I was already back on Google. What to do with a broken floppy disk?

Results: I was screwed.

Charlie read over my shoulder as I scrolled. “‘If the surface of the disk is dented, torn, or otherwise damaged, you may not be able to recover the data on it.’ Oh.”

“Yeah. I mean…” I stopped myself, shaking my head.

“Avery…” Charlie trailed off, lacing her fingers through mine.

I glanced down, then shook my head. “A clue was bound to fall through. Mom planned this twenty-five years ago.” I shot to my feet, my hand sliding out of Charlie’s.

“We can find a way to fix it! I’m sure there’s repair shops?” Charlie stood quickly, following me as I marched back toward the Heart Stone. In one hand, I clutched the time capsule. In the other, the two jagged pieces of disk pressed into my palm.

“Maybe if it was just a crack. But it’s broken and there’s nothing we can do. Charlie, you don’t understand. I was finally getting close to my mom. I felt like I was seeing her. I mean, I’m standing right where my parents had their first kiss. I felt that, I don’t know, connection with her on this hunt and now it’s gone. All because of some flimsy plastic that somehow cracked inside a stupid time capsule. Whatever clue or photo that was there is gone now, Charlie. There is no repair shop. No answer. It’s over.” I plopped down on the Heart Stone, my head in my hands. My vision blurred as my eyes filled with sadness and anger. Charlie grabbed my hand again and looked at me, her eyes tracing my face. We sat there, silent, the only noises the distant sound of birds and our breath quickening. She pressed her lips together, and I could feel her pulse racing as I held her hand. She pulled me into a hug, releasing my hand to wrap her arms around me. My fingers tangled in her lovely, soft hair and I swear to god, that strawberry-and-vanilla smell of hers—I couldn’t get enough.

I squeezed her back, my chin resting on her shoulder. We hugged for a while, my heart so loud it was a wonder Charlie didn’t hear it. Who knows, maybe she did.

Suddenly, I computed how far away from people we were. It was secluded, and so romantic with the beautiful rolling hills as a backdrop. No hikers or townspeople nearby.

I looked at her, those soft cheekbones, her eyes like hot cocoa, the way her lips curved. I felt myself lean in, my mind forgetting the scavenger hunt and Leyla. Who needed Leyla anyway?

My nose tapped hers and I could hear her breath catch, feel it as my hands cupped her face. My lips were an inch away …

Splat.

Charlie pulled back quickly, eyes wide with embarrassment and a hint of distress. I raised my hand to my hair, recoiling as I touched a sticky, slimy mess. I lowered it to find my fingers covered with bird poop.

Oh dear god, no no no no …

“I mean, you can’t see it that much? Here, let me see if I have tissues in my bag,” Charlie said, busying herself with digging through her purse.

I looked up to see the seagull responsible for this flapping away happily into the distance. A fat raindrop plopped on my nose.

You’ve got to be shitting me.

And the heavens opened up.



Charlie shrieked as cold, hard rain poured down. I scooped up the time capsule with the floppy disk as Charlie grabbed my bag, then we bolted toward her bike.

Finally, we made it back, our shoes covered in mud and our hair soaked. Thankfully, the rain seemed to have washed away most of the poop.

We buckled on our helmets, then took off down the road, hunkering down against the battering of the rain. I hid my face in my shoulder, eyes squeezed shut, and tried to not think about weather-related motorcycle accidents.

But ignoring bike accident thoughts sent me spiraling down the path of … the almost-kiss. Charlie was a friend who was in love with someone else. She and Leyla were meant to be. And I needed to be okay with that.

But I knew I couldn’t be.

I’d set myself a fake-dating trap and walked right into it. Because I couldn’t be just friends with this girl. I thought about all her little quirks, the way her nose involuntarily wrinkled when bopped. The way those eyes lit up when she told a joke or the way her cheeks flushed when she got excited about a class. Her kindness.

God, what had I done?







ROM-COM RULE #12
The makeover montage!



After the Heart Stone hike, I got a really bad cold. The perfect reason to hide out, avoiding my real feelings for my fake girlfriend.

Normally, I’d relish the idea of a week at home, propped up in bed with my cat, watching YouTube or reading. But I was bored to death. I’d get up, pace around, curl up in the window seat to read, and watch Netflix all in thirty minutes. Colin came over twice to deliver food, then fled the infected apartment. Maddi wasn’t around much either—my guess was they were at Colin’s. I was going crazy. I had my phone on for any alerts, jumping up when it dinged only to find a message from Yelp. I told myself I was waiting for an email from my professors or Amira’s response to my text that we needed to plan a meetup soon.

But we all knew who I was really waiting for a text from. After the bird poop incident, as I came to call it, Charlie and I texted—me griping about my cold, her asking how I was feeling—but she hadn’t come around once. And that hurt more than I expected.

To keep me company today, Maddi helped me clean. I tossed a folder on my bed, stuffed with old notes, as I sorted through the junk on my desk. Maddi, who was lying on their stomach on my bed, reached over to help, then paused.

I turned around, distracted by flipping through an old notebook.

I held it up. “Mads, do I really need—” I stopped suddenly, eyes wide at the sight of Maddi curiously holding my rom-com assignment. I lunged for it, word-vomiting no repeatedly. Maddi, monster that they were, held it away from me.

I gave up, too tired to properly fight for the pages. After they scanned the words, Maddi looked up at me. I could practically see wheels turning in their head. “Wait, your story is about Charlie?”

“Is it that obvious?” I wrinkled my nose when they nodded. “Yeah, it is. Charlie and I met on the train from Heathrow and she basically tripped into my seat, begging for me to just play along. I was so confused, but then Leyla walked up, and it turns out I’m suddenly Charlie’s girlfriend. But then I realized I was falling for Charlie even though I knew how it would end. I’m a walking cliché.”

I sat on the edge of my bed and Maddi scooched forward, their arms wrapping around my waist.

“I’m gonna be honest, that is not what I was expecting. Well, if you two are truly faking it—for the most part, you are better actors than most people I’m in the theater with. You two seem gone for each other.”

I thought that over, then shoved aside the little trickle of hope that had snuck through the cement dam I put up around my feelings for Charlie.

“Either way, that doesn’t matter. ’Cause at the end of the day, Charlie ends up with Leyla instead of me. And she always will.”

I refrained from mumbling “golden couple” under my breath, trying to not group Leyla in with my feelings. Even though I liked Charlie, Leyla had nothing to do with that and I had no room to be mad at her. Because she was so sweet and kind and wasn’t the reason I was hurt right now. Well, not really the reason.



On day four of my self-imposed quarantine, I was scrolling through photos—definitely not lingering on ones with Charlie—when my phone dinged with an Instagram notification. I scrambled to open it, and it pulled up Leyla’s page. I bit my lip, anxious.

The early morning sky was visible outside of a café. Leyla sat in a booth, her braids draped over her shoulder, her dark skin glowing.

God, what was this girl’s skincare routine?

She wore a green top, her layered necklaces catching the sunlight. But it was what was behind Leyla that snatched my attention. A striped sweater sleeve, barely in frame, rested behind Leyla’s shoulder. She was sitting with someone. And I recognized the sweater instantly. Charlie.

My mind started racing.

Are they alone? Is it just the two of them?

What if Charlie knows I like her and she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings by telling me she’s back with Leyla, and that’s why she hasn’t come to see me.…

“Stop,” I told myself out loud.

This was why I didn’t mess with romance. I only wrote about it. The angst, the emotion … This photo was a landmine.

I got up and grabbed my computer off the desk, then retreated to my bed with a cough, which turned into a coughing fit, with sneezes to wrap it up. I collapsed back onto the mattress, tucking into the blankets. I cranked my fan up, the old unit whining. No matter the month, whether it was July or December, that fan stayed on. All. The. Time.

I connected my earbuds, hit play on Arctic Monkeys, and settled in for a long writing session, complete with my raw nose and sore throat. I’d made some good progress on it, but once I got to the part where my main character met the love interest, I got kind of stuck. Sadly, I couldn’t use unrequited love as a reason not to do my classwork. But I did message my professor, asking for help. His response came a few minutes later.


This often happens to writers when they pass the catalyst. We know how our stories begin, and we know how we want them to end. But the middle can feel a bit muddy. I have two suggestions:

One is to brainstorm a few turning points in bthe plot. The next scenes you write will build to those points.

The second is to simply write what your character is feeling right now. The best way to break through writer’s block is to let your character do the talking.



Option number two won. I decided to let my character word-vomit about her hopeless crush.

Let’s just say the words flowed easily.



After an excruciating week of sitting in bed feeling terrible, I was finally back on campus. The only proof of my cold was an irritating sniffle that refused to leave. I swung open the door to biology class, expecting to see Leyla and Charlie acting all couple-y, but what I saw was Leyla in the front row and Charlie behind her, leaning over the seat and talking with Leyla and a few other students. I sat next to her, causing her to jump, then squeal when she saw me.

“You’re better!” she said, wrapping her arms around me and squeezing tightly. I hugged her back, but then she quickly leaned away.

“You are better, right?” she asked, wary.

“Yeah, all good. I have a little sniffle, but it’s not contagious or anything,” I explained. She nodded, her caution morphing into relief.

Before we could continue, I heard someone shout my name and turned to see Colin wheeling in, smiling at me. I hadn’t seen him much aside from his food deliveries, but we’d grown into really good friends. Our English debates were earth-shattering.

He waved, then rolled over to the front row, where he moved from his wheelchair to the desk chair, using his cane to help. I leaned over the desk, smiling. His hair was fluffy and stylish in the early morning, but in a way that didn’t look purposeful. His round glasses reflected the warm light of the auditorium, and dog fur clung to his grayish-blue hoodie.

“Hey there, King Sickness, how you feeling?” he asked, propping his chin on his hand, elbow on my desk in front of him.

I pretended to frown at him, but at his raised eyebrows, I broke, and a smile crept onto my face. “Feeling better, thank you,” I said, acting aloof and pretentious. I smiled slyly at Colin. “In my sick state, I did notice Maddi was out of the house often. And they were on the phone a ton. Any idea what that might be about? I know you two are so close.”

Colin’s eyes went wide. “Uh, I mean, we hung out a few times, but … Did Maddi, uh, say anything? About hanging out?”

“Not to me, but they certainly came home very happy. I think I know the person who is responsible for that. Maybe, you could, you know, make things official.…”

“No way, they would never say yes if I asked them—”

I cut him off. “I’m the one that lives with them and I’ll tell you right now, they would.”

Before Colin could reply, Professor Bev Riley walked in, her full black hair swaying behind her. Eyeliner pristine and cane in hand, she walked up to her desk, smiling at the class. She had a Hawaiian shirt tied at the hip that would make anyone look like a dad, but it worked wonderfully on her, finished with black jeans with white stitching.

Colin and I exchanged a glance, both asking the same thing. How does she pull that off? He snorted and Riley glanced over, raising an eyebrow. Colin quickly started storing his cane under the desk and moving his chair out of the aisle, avoiding eye contact. Riley’s lips twitched as she glanced at me. I copied Colin, flipping through the pages of my books with sudden interest.

Thankfully, Riley shook her head, then turned to her notebooks, which were scattered across her desk.

“Okay, new unit. Molecular biology. Easy question, but what does it mean? Give an Oxford dictionary response, guys,” Riley said, and the sound of pages flipping and students murmuring erupted in the room. But in front of me, Leyla’s hand flew up, seconds before mine did.

“Ms. Stevens, go ahead.” Riley nodded at Leyla and she straightened up.

“Molecular biology is a branch of biology dealing with the physicochemical organization of living matter. Especially with the molecular basis of inheritance and protein synthesis,” Leyla said. Riley nodded, impressed.

“Anyone want to check the dictionary? See if Ms. Stevens here is correct?” Riley waved a hand at the students and people quickly opened computers, pulling up the website. But I knew she was right. Back in middle school, I spent, like, two years reading the dictionary. Cover to cover. Minus one or two inconsequential words, I was pretty sure Leyla had nailed the meaning.

I watched Charlie, gauging her reaction. Her smile was knowing, as if she could tell Leyla would get the question exactly right. I bet she quizzed Leyla on definitions when they went on dates. I sighed and Colin glanced over, looking between Charlie, Leyla, and me. A corner of his mouth lifted as he looked at us, observing the interaction with a knowing glint in his dark eyes. I looked up at Riley, who listened to a student recite the Oxford definition for molecular biology. And surprise, surprise, Leyla was right. But it was difficult to be jealous of someone who was so nice. I hadn’t ever seen that lovely smile drop from her lips. I watched Charlie and Leyla glance at each other, words in their eyes as a silent conversation floated in the air between them. Even if, somehow, I ever dated Charlie, I feared I would never have that connection. Paragraphs scribbled themselves into the air between them, so much said that I would never understand. I worried I never would.



I walked out of biology, Charlie holding my hand and Colin rolling beside me. Leyla had hung back, talking to Riley, and I couldn’t pretend to be mad about Leyla’s and Charlie’s closeness. We walked outside, the weak sun shining through the heavy cloud cover. In the past two weeks, it had morphed from a few sunny days to zero. The closest we got was days like today, when the sun tried to fight its way through the clouds. Helios was battling Zeus up there and evidently losing.



Charlie and I had finished our classes for the day, so we sat on the green, taking cover under an old oak tree. Colin sat, back against the trunk, Charlie lay in the grass, and I propped myself up with a hand, leaning back a little and sitting cross-legged. We relaxed for a bit, no one talking, just thinking, surrounded by chatting students and chirping birds in the tree above. I watched Charlie, her closed eyelids dusted with a light pink shimmer, face up to the sky. The corners of her eyes were crinkled, a gentle smile curling her lips. Her chest rose and fell slowly, and I was 90 percent certain that she had fallen asleep.

“Charlie?” I whispered, leaning toward her, and she groaned a bit, then wiggled over and laid her head in my lap, then fell back … asleep? I think?

I stiffened, trying to look like this happened all the time and that it wasn’t giving me a small panic attack.

What was it Nick Nelson said? I’m having a full-on gay crisis? I think that was it. I totally didn’t read Heartstopper for Tara and Darcy’s relationship.… Nope, not me …

I glanced up at Colin, who watched us with a smile.

“You guys go really well together,” he remarked, and my heart leaped a little at that.

“Thank you,” I answered gently, looking back down at her. Her hair was around her head like a halo, framing her face. Her nose wrinkled in her sleep, eyelids fluttering slightly.

I heard footsteps running up behind me and I carefully turned, trying not to startle Charlie. Maddi hurried up to us, then skidded to a stop when they saw Charlie asleep and quietly lowered themself down next to Colin and me. Their oversized, striped knit sweater hung on their shoulders and draped over their blue jeans to their thighs, and they had on brown Converse, laces dragging in the grass.

“So, tomorrow. What’re you wearing?” Maddi whispered, looking conspiratorially at Colin and me. Colin and I exchanged a glance, both thinking the same thing. Neither of us had gotten an outfit for Maddi’s play this weekend, and I was hoping to go today. But with a sleeping Charlie on my lap, I wasn’t really motivated to go anywhere right now.

“I’m getting my outfit today. I have an idea of what I’m gonna get, so I just need to run to the Lanes and find something,” I answered. Maddi nodded. They rounded on Colin, who balked at Maddi’s obvious excitement, knowing they were about to drag him clothes shopping.

“Colin, would you mind going with me to pick something? I might need help?” I asked and Colin looked at me as if I’d saved his life. Knowing Maddi, I might have.

“Sure, biology was my last class, and I could help out,” he answered, shoulders relaxing.

“Um, excuse me? I want to help too, Avery,” Charlie mumbled from my lap, her voice soft with sleep.

“Char, you just fell asleep in the middle of campus. You should go home,” I said, laughing softly.

“Did … did you just call me Char?” she asked, sitting up slowly, her eyes still half closed.

“Oh, I … um…” I stuttered, my heart rate skyrocketing. Charlie smiled at me, amused. She grabbed my hand, interlacing our fingers.

“It’s fine, I don’t mind,” Charlie told me. “I like that nickname.”

I breathed a sigh of relief, shaking my head. “I swear to god, you stress me out.”

Charlie laughed, leaning her head against my shoulder. “But yeah, I’ll help! Can I go?” Charlie asked, turning to Maddi.

“Yeah, of course! I’ll text my director and have her save you a ticket,” Maddi said, and Charlie nodded, grateful.

“We should probably head out if we want to find some thrift stores,” Colin said, checking the time on his phone. I nodded and Charlie straightened up, then I stood and helped her to her feet. I handed Colin his cane and he slowly got to his feet, a hand on the tree to steady himself, then walked over to his chair and sat, tucking the cane away.

We said bye to Maddi, who had already pulled out an art book, and then we started to walk to the bus stop.

“Wait, I should drop my wheelchair off at home,” Colin said.

“Okay, do you want us to come?” Charlie asked.

“Sure, if you want!” Colin said, and we started to head over, Charlie and Colin chatting about classes and whatnot.



After we left the chair at Colin’s apartment, we walked up the bus steps and found a seat in the front, Charlie taking the window seat and Colin in the row seat.

“Hang on, so I have a question. Why is it that you use your wheelchair some days, but now you use your cane?” Charlie asked, leaning toward Colin.

“Do you want a funny or scientific answer?” he asked.

Charlie paused, considering. “Scientific, then funny.”

“Okay, so the scientific answer is that the glue in my body that keeps it together is shit, so everything just falls apart. I have a genetic condition that affects my connective tissues. Which causes my whole body to be really loose and fragile,” he said.

“That’s actually a really good analogy,” I said.

“Then the funny is, y’know how with Barbie dolls, you can pop the joints out? That’s what my body does,” Colin answered. Charlie and I burst out laughing.

“Oh, okay, that makes sense. What’s it called? The genetic condition?”

“Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, or EDS for short.”

“And if it’s genetic, does anyone else in your family have it? Sorry if that sounds nosy, you don’t have to answer,” I added hastily.

“Future doctor here,” Charlie said, nudging my elbow.

Colin smiled. “My mom has a lot of symptoms, but no one in my family is diagnosed. It took years for me to get diagnosed too.”

Before Charlie or I could respond, the bus groaned to a stop and a flurry of people got out. We waited for the bus to clear, then we hopped off, Colin descending the steps carefully. We walked down the street, passing coffee shops and clothing stores, then turned right onto a small brick alley filled with shoppers going from store to store.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Colin groaned as he looked down the long street.

“What?” I asked, trying to see what he was looking at.

“The road. A cane and bricks don’t really go together. It gets stuck in the cracks and I can fall, so brick roads are basically hell for me. And with the chair, it feels like an endless earthquake,” Colin explained, and I winced. I fell while walking on bricks once. I couldn’t imagine with a cane.

“Do you want to find another street we can go to? There’s a ton of shops nearby,” Charlie asked, starting to pull out her phone to find a place.

“No, no, it’s fine! Just stay a bit close. In case…” Colin mimed falling, with an explosion noise at the end. I snorted, then stepped a bit closer as we started forward. We went slowly, just in case his cane did catch on the bricks.

We finally found the eccentric-looking thrift store I saw before Cora’s at the end of the block, racks full of colorful outfits out front. Gathered there was a teen showing their friends a pair of pants and a grandma trying on a scarf. We walked inside, skirting around a mannequin brandishing a bright blue, sequined cowboy hat with a stained-glass lamp balanced against the arm. People walked around, leafing through vinyls or twirling in skirts in front of an old-fashioned mirror. We roamed about, peering into small alcoves filled with little toy figurines and vintage T-shirts. The store had little rooms peeling off from the main entrance, each one containing something even more chaotic than the last. Colin found a room with old china sets stacked precariously on top of one another, and Charlie jumped when she found a little area filled with old, terrifying dolls staring right into your soul.

We wandered upstairs to a small loft called the Snooper’s Attic. It was bright, with pinks and yellows popping in your face the minute you walked in. Pieces of paper hung from the ceiling, and when I peered closer, I saw they were pages torn out of books. I spotted The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde hanging next to The Wizard of Oz, and Pride and Prejudice a few rows away from Great Expectations. Charlie paged through rows of clothing ranging from complex, flowing dresses made out of tulle to a wall of black top hats embroidered with bright thread.

“So, what are we looking for?” I wandered over to Colin and Charlie, who were laughing at a huge pair of sunglasses that were sliding down Charlie’s nose.

Charlie took the glasses off and tried on another pair, even larger and with polka dots. “I’m not sure. Which play were they doing again?”

“Oh, they’re doing Electra by Sophocles,” Colin said, putting down the glasses he was wearing. “It’s kinda dark and mysterious, so I don’t think these pinks here will fit.”

“Yeah, true.”

“I saw some stuff downstairs that was a bit more … moody, I guess?” Charlie offered, setting down the polka dot glasses.

“Sure, I can go all James Bond–trench coat style,” I said, laughing as we made our way back to the main floor. Charlie led us to the darker section, where sure enough, there were black trench coats, dark tulle dresses, and corsets that looked like they were made of shadow. I picked up a trench coat and slung it over my shoulder, Colin tipped a top hat onto his head, and Charlie held a corset over her torso. We looked through the clothing and mixed and matched pieces.

Finally, we had our outfits.

Colin had on a crisp white button-up shirt with a leather vest on top and black jeans, his cane complementing the outfit nicely.

I’d gone with the trench coat over a short black dress that hugged my torso like a tendril of darkness wound around my body and lace leggings with thin, intricate patterns—that I thought were roses and thorns—swirling through the stretched material.

I walked out of the small changing room, which was around the size of a small shower stall, and I stopped in my tracks. Charlie stood in front of a mirror, surveying her outfit, turning slowly in a circle to get a full three-sixty. She had on a tight-fitting black V-neck top with long necklaces draped over her shirt, which cut off at her shoulders. She’d swept her hair out of her face, and the many rings she’d slid up her knuckles glinted in the light. She leaned into the mirror, adjusting the waistline of her black trousers, pant hems swaying over her leather platform boots, which were black, of course.

She turned, a smile lighting up her face. My body flushed warm with awkwardness.

Thankfully, Colin came around the corner, a bag in his hand from his purchase. His gaze swept between the two of us, slightly confused, and Charlie leapt forward, her eyes playful as she grabbed my hand and bumped my hip with her own.

“Look at us, all matchy-matchy,” Charlie joked, and the tension disappeared quickly, like ears popping. We changed back into our normal clothes, then walked up to the counter and paid. We strode outside into the weak sunlight and headed toward the bus stop, Charlie playing with her new rings. I watched her twist the iron bands, each different engraving or pattern spiraling around her fingers in the light, creating a dizzying effect. It was either the rings or Charlie that made me lightheaded—I couldn’t tell.

We waited at the bus stop, Colin trying on my trench coat while I oohed and aahed at Charlie’s boots.

“So, what time are we getting there tomorrow?” Colin asked, leaning back against the bench after I finished reading the synopsis of Maddi’s play out loud. It was written around 400 BC and was a tragedy about the death of Electra’s father.

“I mean, it starts at, what, 7:30 P.M.? So, I was thinking like 6:45 P.M.? I was maybe gonna go backstage and say hi before it starts,” I said, tucking my phone away.

“Do you want to walk over with me?” Colin asked.

“Yeah, of course! Just text me when you’re leaving and I’ll meet you outside,” I said, turning as the bus pulled up to the stop. We got on, finding seats in the back. Thankfully, we had a stop near where we lived, so we hopped off the bus and I said bye to Colin and Charlie, until it was just me walking toward my apartment building, its aqua paint peeling to show brick underneath.

I opened my front door and was instantly hit with a wave of heat that collided like a wall of fire. I groaned, walking inside to hunt down the person who’d turned this apartment into Hephaestus’s forge.

I heard music coming from Maddi’s room. Lemon Demon poured under the door as if the notes themselves were trying to escape. I knocked with no response, then tried again, a little louder, and the music turned down a bit. Maddi shouted, “Come in!”

I turned the doorknob and walked inside. Paint covered Maddi’s skin and clothes, midnight black dotting their cheeks like mud. Their hair was covered in a wrap to keep the short curls clean, and they had on old, baggy jeans with dried paint already seeped into the fabric. A painter’s smock covered a dark orange-green baggy shirt, with crying eyes sewn on the earthy color.

“What’s up?” Maddi asked, dabbing their paintbrush onto the canvas in front of them. They were sitting on the floor, an easel basically in their lap as they worked on an incomplete painting that looked like someone falling into a blue void, something that could symbolize depression. I did a double take: that someone actually looked a whole lot like Maddi themself.

Ignoring the pang of worry the art sent me, I turned back to Maddi, squatting until I was eye level with them.

“Did you realize how hot the apartment is?” I asked, and their brow wrinkled in confusion.

“No? It feels good in here,” Maddi responded, shrugging.

“Maddi!” I laughed, shocked. “It’s almost 78 degrees! Which is like, 25 Celsius,” I amended when I saw her try to figure out Fahrenheit.

“Oh. Well, um, you see…” They trailed off at the lack of a reasonable excuse, and I snorted.

“Do you mind if I turn it down a bit, Your Majesty?” I asked as I stood, then swept into a low bow.

Maddi rolled their eyes, but a smile tugged on their lips like a puppeteer was controlling it.

“Yeah, go ahead.”

I turned to go, then paused. “Oh, also, quick question for you. Do you have any, like, acting tips? On how to be a villain of sorts?” I asked hesitantly, not trying to give too much away.

“A villain? What for?” Maddi asked suspiciously, putting down their brush and turning to face me.

“Oh, it’s just … a character for my story. It’s my final assignment and—” I stopped myself as I saw Maddi’s face and their amused, unbelieving smirk.

“Spill.”

I froze. I did need someone to talk to. My best friend had started to become unresponsive and I desperately needed to confide in someone.

And so I did. I told Maddi about everything that happened since the train and Leyla: the Heart Stone hike, the breakup plan, and what was going to happen at the concert.

Maddi sat there, processing.

“So, you’re living a rom-com, then. Wow, I was not expecting that.” Maddi looked off into the distance as they thought about what I said.

“Yeah, basically. But I need help with the pretending part of the fake dating. I … I kinda like this girl. And she cannot know.” I was practically begging.

“Yeah sure, sit down, young padawan, and listen to the master speak,” Maddi said, stroking their chin wisely.

I prepared myself for acting lessons set in Star Wars phrasing.

Later, I walked into my room, yawning despite myself. I sat at my desk, stared at the wall, and thought. My brain darted between so many different things: worrying about Maddi, thinking about Charlie, and stressing about college.

I pictured Maddi’s current painting and all the ones before it. They were … beautiful, no doubt about that. But there was something dark about them. They hid the messages behind colors and innocent-looking pictures, but if you looked closely enough, you could see it. A painting of a man sitting at the beach seemed calm and peaceful, but if you got close, you could see the rigid lines of a skeleton through the baggy clothes and the dim light of a cigarette in his bony hand. And I’d been starting to suspect the paintings symbolized what Maddi was feeling. The too-long sleeves on hot days, the days when Maddi struggled to get out of bed—it felt similar to what the paintings symbolized. Too similar.

I knew not to push. It was like shouting to cause an avalanche. You had to tiptoe and whisper but monitor it. And eventually, you would pass the avalanche and be safe. That’s how it was with them. I just wanted Maddi to know that they could, if they wanted to, talk to me. Or Colin, or somebody.

I got up and paced, and my gaze snagged on a picture of Charlie and me. I’d recently added photos of my friends to my corkboard hanging on the wall. Polaroids of Amira and me, Maddi and Colin, and a bunch of other pictures—including Charlie—were pinned up.

In between all the other things I was stressing about, a little creature in my mind kept replaying “the incident.” I hadn’t talked to Charlie about it, yet I could feel her eyes lingering on me when I had my back turned. Either she wanted to talk and let me down—like, she still liked Leyla and only Leyla, or … or something else.

I couldn’t let myself get caught up in all of that. I had a role to play in Charlie’s love life, one that didn’t end up with me as the girlfriend. If I got lucky, I could be the best friend. So the charade continued. A charade in two acts. Act one, pretending to be Charlie’s girlfriend.

Act two, pretending I was okay with just pretending.







ROM-COM RULE #13
The love interest might not be as unattainable as the heroine thought.…



I walked down the aisle, counting down the numbers till I got to my assigned seat. Colin walked beside me, and as we neared the front, I saw Charlie standing in the small crowd, warm amber lighting her pale skin, casting her in a glow.

She looked up at me. Colin walked between us, and her eyes left me. She turned to Colin with a smile lighting her eyes, like sunlight on honey.

“Hey! It’s about to start. I was worried you were gonna miss it,” Charlie said.

“Yeah, I’m just a bit slower,” Colin answered, gesturing toward his cane.

“Oh, sorry! I got here, like, twenty minutes ago, and we’ve really just been talking,” Charlie said with a shrug, glancing toward a group of students in the front. Leyla stood there in a short, blue plaid skirt and a black crop top with a sweeping neckline. A small silver chain looping around her neck blinked in the lights as she turned. She smiled at us, waving, then said something to the others and bounded over, her long braids swaying as she stopped next to Charlie.

“Hi! Charlie said you guys walked. Not me, not in this weather,” Leyla said, her nose wrinkling at the thought. It had started to sprinkle during our trip, but nothing too bad.

One of Leyla’s friends beckoned her over; everyone peered at us. Charlie looked torn, glancing between the group or Colin and me.

“I’m sorry, we got here early and couldn’t save enough seats. The theater was being so weird about that,” Leyla said.

“It’s okay, honestly! We can find some seats back here and we’ll see you guys after,” I answered, smiling at Leyla and Charlie. But Charlie almost seemed … disappointed that Leyla saved the two of them seats. Or maybe it was just my imagination. Before I could delve into that further, Colin was pulling me into the row. We sat in the comfortable velvet seats.

Then the lights dropped, casting the old theater in shadows, shapes dancing on the walls as people shifted in their seats. The heavy red velvet of the curtains swayed, then slowly parted to reveal four stone blocks positioned perfectly around the stage. A spotlight shone on the empty stands.

A voice came over the speakers, deep and calm. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Bellevue Theatre Hall’s production of Electra. We are happy to have you here. And now, say a prayer to Zeus, sit back, and enjoy the performance.”

After another voice quickly spoke about silencing phones (“We will find you, we know where you’re seated”), which had the audience in nervous laughter, the dim lighting faded altogether and the show began.

Only minutes in, Maddi walked onstage, a spotlight illuminating their chiton, which was a mourner’s midnight black. They looked entirely different from the Maddi I knew. Their arms, normally covered in ink, were disconcertingly bare, and all their dark makeup had been swiped from their face, giving them a bare, almost naked look. The lighting shifted and I saw small white lines on the inside of their forearm, and my eyebrows wrinkled. Are those … scars? I looked at Colin and pointed, confused.

“Is that painted on?” I whispered.

Colin glanced at me, a look in his gaze signaling now wasn’t the time.

But now I was thinking back to Maddi’s long-sleeved shirts, even in warm weather, and her moody paintings, especially the one of them falling into a blue void. My heart cracked as I realized those scars were probably real.

Maddi’s short curly hair, straightened to the best of their ability and braided with fine gold thread matching the color of ichor, flounced behind them as they walked. They were Electra. I watched as they wrung their hands together in anguish.

“O thou pure sunlight, and thou air, earth’s canopy, how often have ye heard the strains of my lament…” Maddi began to chant, their words flowing together like an ancient form of cursive.

Maddi continued, their voice changing from sad to fearful, then angry to joyous. I found myself enthralled by the tale of a young woman who lost her father and, alongside her brother, struggled for justice. Colin kept sending me amused looks when I’d gasp at a line or bounce in my seat in excitement. And by the end, I had my hand over my mouth and I was sitting all the way forward, so much so that I could smell the perfume of the woman in front of me.

At the end of the play, stage lights winked on, bathing parts of the stage in a warm glow. The cast slowly filed out, waving to the audience. Finally, Maddi walked out and the crowd cheered even louder. Then Colin grabbed something off the floor and hurried down the aisle toward the stage, holding his cane, shocking me, the audience, and, evidently, Maddi.

Colin got to the stage and presented a bouquet of flowers, and Maddi stepped forward to claim them. But before Colin could leave, Maddi grinned at him, leaned forward, and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. The people in the audience screamed, me more so than the others, and Maddi released Colin, who staggered back up to our seats, a wide smile on his flushed face.

“Oh, hi there,” I said to him teasingly when he got to me, and Colin flushed even more than before.

“Shut it,” he said with a warning smile tossed in my direction.

Afterward, Colin and I squeezed our way to the front, where Leyla, Charlie, and the rest of the group were standing, everyone gushing over Maddi, who stood there shy and still in costume. Charlie looked up at me, her lips quirking into a smile. Colin started talking to one of the guys standing next to Leyla, and Charlie weaved her way over and pulled me away from everyone else. But we were still in earshot, and she shot me a grin. I cast a nervous glance over at Leyla.

The curtain was about to rise on the Fake Girlfriend Show. This scene? The one where it seems like the lovebirds aren’t as happy as everyone thought.

“So I was thinking about the festival next week,” Charlie started. “We could meet at the train station, and I can bring headphones for us, and then if you wanted, we could venture around and see some sights before we head in—and, oh, my god, an Oasis cover band called Noasis is playing and you would love them!” Her chest heaved after that waterfall of a sentence.

Leyla was definitely listening. God, I hated what I was about to do.

I pressed my lips together tightly. “Um, I thought we were just going to a show.”

“We are, but there’s just so many romantic spots in London, I thought it’d be a fun way to celebrate our anniversary.…”

I lowered my voice, but only a little. “Charlie, we’ve only been together for a month! That’s not an anniversary. It’s four weeks!” It came out even harsher than I intended and, to my absolute devastation, I saw genuine hurt flash through Charlie’s eyes.

I chanced a peek over at Leyla. Was that a flicker of annoyance on her face? Good, I told myself, even though I really just wanted to throw up.

Charlie nodded sadly. “Well, I’ll get two tickets for Noasis. I’ve got to go. See you later.” She turned away, but not before she grabbed my hand and gave it a light squeeze.

I forced myself not to keep her hand in mine, to pull her closer. I had to pretend to break up with her, which meant not showing how much I wanted to kiss her.

She turned and walked up the aisle, slowly vanishing into the thick mass of people shuffling out the doors as I watched her leave.

I heard Colin say his goodbyes. Then I turned to find him stepping through the crowd to me.

“You ready?” he asked, and I nodded. We walked in silence for a second, and then I noticed Colin staring at me, his eyes slightly narrowed.

“What?” I asked innocently.

“Oh, ‘what,’ you ask? Mm-hmm, sure.” Colin scoffed, shaking his head as he followed me forward.

I ignored Colin, but he kept pressing, using his cane to tap my ankle.

“Avery, what’s … What was that about…?” he said, raising his eyebrows as he asked slowly.

I shook my head, not wanting to answer.

“But why did you push her away—never mind, just, if you want to talk, I’m here.” Colin finally let it drop, but inside, my heart was going ninety miles per hour.

To Colin, it was just two people going on a date, who’d been together for a while and would think nothing of a little fight. But no matter what, I always panicked slightly when someone questioned the relationship. My footsteps down the sidewalk set a tempo for my racing thoughts, the mist surrounding us as veiled as my answers to Colin.

But another thought clawed its way to the forefront. Was this a fake date? A real one? Of course, the plan was to go to the festival and I’d end it there, and then Leyla would console Charlie. But sometimes, when we were brainstorming ways for me to dump her, or when I’d catch her looking at me, I saw a look there. A look similar to what I tried desperately to hide as I watched my fake girlfriend walk away.







ROM-COM RULE #14
The first kiss is beyond epic.



I stared at my phone, groaning at the seemingly endless texts from me to Amira without a single reply. With my fake breakup quickly approaching, I was desperate to talk about the whole thing with Amira. I needed advice from someone who was in an actual relationship. But she was too busy to respond, apparently.

I put my phone on my desk and sat on my bed with my laptop. I immediately wanted to check the phone again. Maybe she’d just texted me back? My phone’s volume was all the way up, so if she texted, I’d hear it. But I still wanted to check.

Instead, I warily eyed the document open on my laptop. My rom-com project had hit a dead end. I was determined not to give my characters a typical happily ever after, but I didn’t want the end to be super depressing, either.

An hour of me tapping my fingers over the keys without actually pressing any of them later, my phone chimed, and I jumped off my bed to grab it. Amira’s name was on the lock screen, and I eagerly put in my passcode, opening her text.

Me

haii are you free to hang out soon?

also i like really need advice with something

Me

how’ve you been?

Me

sorry for the spam, you alive over there?

Amira

hey! Sorry it took me so long to respond,

things have been crazy:)

Me

its okay! How’ve you been doing

Three bubbles appeared at the bottom of the screen and I waited anxiously, drumming my fingers along the ridge of my phone case.

Amira

I’ve been doing good! Busy with classes and whatnot

Me


dude classes have been insane, i love it so much though



Amira

yeah 100% i’m glad you’re enjoying brighton though

Me

you would love it, it’s beautiful here

Amira

i’ll come visit soon:) oh also, i’m free saturday if you want to take the train up? We could do lunch or smth

I hesitated, my fingers freezing over the screen. Saturday was the festival, and Charlie and I were taking the train up early to walk around London and get lunch, so I wasn’t free. Unless I wanted Charlie meeting Amira … Which I did, but also did not want.

We wouldn’t have to pretend to be dating in front of Amira. But Amira knew me better than anyone on the planet. I might as well walk up to her wearing a T-shirt that said I’M IN LOVE WITH THIS GIRL, with an arrow pointing right to Charlie. This was why I wanted to talk to Amira now. Tell her about the whole fake-dating mess and admit that yeah, I had very real feelings for Charlie but no, I wasn’t going to act on them because Charlie was still in love with Leyla, and besides, I was only in Brighton until May, so even if Charlie did like me that way, which she didn’t, it wouldn’t matter and oh my god, this was why I needed my best friend right now.

Me

:(i don’t think i can, i have an assignment due the next day that i have to work on. Maybe next weekend?

I waited a few minutes and the bubbles never appeared, so I set my phone back down with a sigh. I really missed Amira and I knew she missed me too, but ever since we’d moved here, it’d been … off. I didn’t know if it was the distance—although that was only an hour—or if Amira had just moved on. I mean, it happened. Take Esther and my mom. Best friends throughout college, then Mom moved and their friendship slowly faded out. Sure, they talked sometimes, but politely, like the way I talked to my great-aunt on the phone twice a year. Not the way you talk to your best friend. Maybe that’s what would happen to us. Then in twenty-five years, who knew? Maybe our kids would find each other across the pond one day and become … whatever me and Charlie had become.



On Saturday, Leyla and I walked behind Colin as he rolled his wheelchair up an accessibility ramp in the middle of the train, Maddi at his hip. Today was a “no walking day,” as Colin put it, so he was going to the music festival with his wheelchair, the cane folded and stashed in his backpack. We made our way down the car, looking for space to sit. We decided to divide and conquer, Char and me going right, the rest of the group going left, looking for available seats. Charlie and I wandered down the aisle, finally spotting an empty table big enough for our group.

“This is familiar. You’re even wearing your Oasis shirt,” Charlie remarked, a little grin finishing the sentence.

We slid into the seats, Charlie sitting across from me.

“Well, Leyla’s not here, so is hand-holding required or…?” I asked, raising my eyebrows as my heart rate skyrocketed. I could see a little surprise spark in her eyes, and honestly, I was a little surprised, myself. Guess the writer in me decided to make a little appearance.

“Well, then. I seem to recall when we met, you also put your hand on my shoulder, but now you’re all the way over there,” Charlie quipped back, her lips pressed together teasingly.

“Oh no, all the way over here? How awful that this table separates us. If only there was a way to remedy that.…” I trailed off, shrugging and pretending to gaze out the window. I heard her scoff. I could see in the reflection Charlie quickly sliding out of her seat to plop down next to me. I swallowed, my palms clammy.

“Well, I’m here now. So I guess the table didn’t do much good, hmm?” I turned to Charlie, who looked perfectly at ease, like this was a thing we did.

I felt a light, warm pressure on my wrist and I glanced down, where Charlie’s thumb was tracing circles around a pressure point. I felt my face flush, my cheeks going as warm as my palm. Charlie threaded her fingers through mine, the feeling similar to when I first met her on the train, but going the other way. Away from London, away from the plane that took me from Dad and memories of the mom I knew, and brought me to Charlie, Maddi, Colin, and the life of the Halle I never met.

Charlie turned toward me, sitting cross-legged on the seat to look at me. “Avery, I—” She barely got any words out before the rest of the group appeared, Colin rolling his wheelchair into the free spot and Maddi kicking down the brake for him before sitting next to him. Everyone else filed in, Leyla plopping next to me.

“So, were you gonna text to say you found a spot or hang out, just you two lovebirds?” Leyla asked with a smile.

“Sorry, I was just going to message you,” Charlie replied with a wince. We shared a glance as everyone started chatting.

And now the game began.

Twenty minutes into the train ride, I’d already managed to create awkward tension. After snatching my hand away twice from Charlie’s, causing everyone to quickly look away, I could feel my cheeks burning. Even though it was an act, only three people here knew. The others thought I was being rude, down- right mean, even.

Charlie leaned against my shoulder. “Here, we have an hour until we get to London,” she said quietly, passing me an AirPod. I put it in, Charlie pressed a few things on her phone, and then the soft strumming of a guitar flooded out of the speaker, like water rasping up a sandy beach. “Kilby Girl” started playing and I froze, my fingers tightening around the arm rest. This song was literally about love and having secrets. Charlie was playing this on purpose, right? I wasn’t reading into anything? What if her secret was …

No.

Don’t do this, cause if you even venture down that thought path, you’ll be hopeful. Then, when she gets back with Leyla, you’ll be crushed and it’ll affect your grades, and then Columbia might not want you back. But I heard Luke Pritchard’s voice singing about a secret he wanted to share, and all the “Don’t think this, don’t have hope that” thoughts disappeared. Each time I close my eyes I can feel you.

Finally, I stood, yanking out the AirPod, pushing past Charlie. I could see Maddi glance up, confused, but I hurried away regardless, ignoring everyone’s mumblings about where I was rushing off to.

I stormed down the car, ignoring the passing stares of people. With tunnel vision down the train, I just looked for a bathroom, an empty car, anything. I found the bathroom a few cars down and threw myself inside, the small light above whirring on.

I stood staring in the mirror, playing through the last few moments. God, Charlie was a brilliant actor, putting on a look of such genuine pain and shock when I snatched my hand away that I felt the need to hug her. To press a kiss to her lips.

Damn it, Avery, get that out of your mind.

A knock on the door. I jolted, looking around quickly.

“One moment, sorry!”

I heard a quiet “Ugh, Americans” outside the door, and I pursed my lips. Then I threw open the door. A man, maybe in his late twenties, stood there, leaning against the opposite wall, his ankles crossed impatiently.

“Are you—”

“Nope, she’s not done. Back inside, shoo-shoo.” Maddi appeared and yanked me back into the bathroom. I saw shock take over the man’s disgruntled face as the door shut with a click. Then Maddi stepped into my line of vision.

“Well? What’s going on? Don’t tell me you’re chickening out of the breakup? I mean, if you are I won’t be upset, of course, but I just worry. What will happen with Charlie? Who knows what could happen if you do have the messy breakup?” Maddi rambled, a mother hen–look warming their face.

“I hate this, Maddi,” I whispered. “I really, truly, despise it. I thought it would be fine, planning it with Char and then telling you about it, but it makes me seem like an awful human being for how I’m supposed to treat my girlfriend today. And what’s crazy? It was her idea too! I mean, yeah, sure, I agreed to it and all, but she was the one who suggested I ignore her, not hold her hand, dismiss her. Is the girl crazy or something?” My chest heaved, my voice pitching up as I paced the very small room. It was just like what the postcard at Cora’s said.

The parts of our relationship that remain an illusion.

Except this relationship was nothing but an illusion.

I turned back to Maddi, who watched me with a coy smile.

“What?” I asked, pausing.

“Oh, nothing, nothing at all.” Maddi shrugged, looked away, and started to fuss with their outfit in the mirror.

“No, no, no, what? Do you know something I don’t? Oh please, tell me, I need help.”

Maddi shot a glance at me in the mirror. “Oh no, this is for you to figure out.”

“Come on. Do a guy a favor.” I wiggled my fingers at them in a little wave.

Maddi stood there for a moment, contemplating. Then nodded their head.

“You’re in love.”

I scoffed. Silence. Shook my head. Scratched my chin. Stuttered the beginning of a sentence, then looked at Maddi.

“Maddi … I—”

Silence yet again.

“Say something?” I begged, and Maddi smiled.

“Say what? You haven’t given me a response!” They shrugged, lips quirked in a sly smile, then turned and opened the door.

“Let me know when you figure it out. You’ll probably need a bit of support for that,” Maddi tossed over their shoulder, then turned and strode away.

I stood in the bathroom, door wide open, the clacking of the train going over the tracks white noise to my swirling thoughts.

They were wrong. I liked Charlie, yes. A lot. But being in love was for … who? People like my parents? Like Maddi and Colin? Was it for people with a storybook love? Or was it for people who bumped into each other on a train?

Those were different kinds of love. An old, comfortable love. A young yet true love. A clichéd and beautiful love. And an accidental love, yet love nonetheless.

I ambled out into the car, lost in thought, barely noticing the rush of air against my shoulder as the impatient guy hurried into the bathroom.

And so, I tossed that realization back into the room with him, leaving it for another day. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—deal with that right now. I could sit in my feelings after I’d broken up with my fake girlfriend.

I walked back down toward the front of the train, away from a truth I didn’t know how to deal with, and toward a group of friends who had no idea they were playing a part in a scene only Charlie and I could star in.



We walked through London, the city way more crowded than I remembered from when I was little. The last time I came to London was a trip I did with Mom when I was fifteen. We’d gone to London only, since Mom had always been against taking me to Brighton. Her reasoning was vague, saying she didn’t want me to see Brighton until I was older because “there are things there you wouldn’t appreciate yet.” We walked through the streets, wandering flea markets on Piccadilly Street—I still had some beautiful art from then—and trying different pastries at a café in Chelsea. One day, we’d gone down from our hotel near the Thames to Oxford Street, Mom wanting to find this bookstore known for tarot and spiritualism. Fifteen-year-old me just wanted to go to this bakery on Bond Street and read a new fantasy I’d gotten, but she’d dragged me along as I grumbled.

“Aves, love, you won’t regret it. It’s an adorable little place, my friend in college found it when it opened, and we took the train up, and it’s still open!” Mom wove through the crowd on Oxford Street with the knowledge of a New Yorker and the smile of a British mum. I dragged my socked feet, Birkenstocks scuffing as they scraped on the worn stone sidewalk. I glanced up from my texts with Amira, trying to keep sight of Mom’s bright-green overcoat.

“Mom, wait, why do you need to go here? I thought we were getting lunch?” I asked. A guy in a navy-blue suit grumbled at me as I hurried forward, and I shot him a look, the teenage ire in my eyes smoldering.

“Because I went here when I was young and now you have to go too! It’s tradition and the guidance of fate has led us here!” She looked over her shoulder, pure excitement and the belief of fate lighting up her pale, rosy cheeks. Her short auburn-brown bob swished back and forth as she trotted up to the doorway, her joy equivalent to a child’s on their birthday.

“Okay? It looks just like a smaller Strand or the Daunt bookstore?” I said, chewing my mint gum impatiently.

“Okay, Ms. Sass, you don’t have to care,” Mom said, her smile widening as she shrugged. “But I’m going to love every moment of this.”

And with that, she sashayed into the store, leaving me out on the street and entirely oblivious that this was my last trip to London with Mom.



I stared at my surroundings, spots marked by memories like the sun reflecting off a mirror, pulling from that box in my mind where I’d stashed all moments with my mom. There, in the center of Trafalgar Square, Mom had splashed fountain water at me on a humid, exhaustingly hot day. Across the way, we’d hopped out of a cab in the middle of traffic.

A tap on my shoulder reminded me where I was and who I was with. Charlie looked at me while pedestrians crossed the road, concern in her eyes as I stood still in the crowded, tourist-polluted area. The rest of our group stood behind her, purposefully busying themselves so as not to look like they were listening.

“Sorry, just taking it all in,” I answered, nodding my reassurance to Maddi, who gave me a knowing look. While they probably wanted to bring back up the conversation from the train, I was moving right past it.

Charlie grabbed my hand, sending small sparks up my arm. “Okay, so, everyone is going to go ahead and go to the festival. We have one small thing we have to do first.”

“Oh, okay, I guess I’ll see you guys later?” I said, waving at the rest of our friends. They all grinned at me, and I frowned in return. What was happening?

We walked away, heading down the stairs to the rail.

“So, I’m assuming this has to do with the breakup plan?” I asked, leaning in a bit closer to Charlie.

“Yeah, sure,” she responded cryptically, and I shot her a look.

I followed Charlie onto a train, trusting her to know which line went where. We emerged from the shadows of the tube and out onto a sunny street lined with white marbled houses and small shops. Slowly, those cute stores turned to more industrial buildings. Tall churches with curling architecture rose above us, an odd juxtaposition to the office complexes across the way. Finally, after Charlie refused to tell me where in the world we were going multiple times, we walked through an archway, through multiple art exhibits, and into a brick-walled courtyard with a pond sparkling in the middle. Children ran about, parents hurrying after them, and students lounged around, hunched over books and laptops.

“Where are—” I started to ask, but then caught sight of a huge banner flapping in the wind, advertising a new exhibition at—

“The Victoria and Albert Museum?” I turned to Charlie, confused.

“Yep! Come on, I know you’ve always wanted to go,” Charlie said, grabbing my hand and tugging me forward.

“But how is this helping Leyla fall for you again?” I asked, hurrying after to keep my arm from being yanked from its socket.

“Who said it is?” Charlie said with a laugh, and my brain stilled.

Was this an … actual date?

Charlie stopped in the box office line, and I tried to distract myself by looking around. We were on the first floor, and above us hung a chandelier of sorts, made of twisting and looping vines of yellow and blue. An archway with the words “All of this belongs to you” curved over the top, with a couple posing underneath.

“Okay, so, there are multiple places we can go, and we only have an hour, so what would you want to go see?” Charlie said, looking at a map as she stepped away from the check-in.

“I’ve actually never been here before, so it’s really up to you,” I said, shrugging. Honestly, I was very confused about the whole situation and didn’t want to mess up whatever Charlie’s plan could be. And apparently the rest of the group knew what was happening, judging by their sly looks as we left.

And apparently that was the right answer, as Charlie grinned at me. “Perfect, well, let’s go see some old paintings.”

We wandered around, oohing and aahing at different statues and art and drawing annoyed stares by other observers as we giggled at some obscene paintings. We made up stories for each one, ranging from tragic love stories to vulgar comedies. A security guard wandered over at one point, telling us to try to lower our voices. We nodded solemnly, then quietly laughed to ourselves when he walked away.

We passed elaborate dresses, old suits, shoes in need of a good shine. We passed classes and seminars full of older students, and tours packed with younger kids squealing at some of the more risqué paintings.

Finally, we wandered into a large hall filled with statues. We passed a small group exiting the room, discussing where they should go next, as we took in the room with awe, now the only ones here. The statues towered above us on large white pedestals set in a circle around a small fountain. Shadows cascaded across the white tiling, sending the hall into a somber mood. I ambled past Charlie, a statue catching my eye. But as I walked up to the cold white marble, the soft strums of a guitar filled the empty room, echoing slightly. Recognizing the sound immediately, I twirled, startled. Charlie stood in the middle of the room, her phone in hand, “Wonderwall” playing softly from the small speaker.

“Char…” I said slowly, my feet rooted to the ground.

“You’re writing a rom-com, right? I figured a little inspiration couldn’t hurt. I seem to recall seeing this really cute but slightly cheesy moment in a movie, where the couple danced together in a room of statues watching over them. It was, like, so corny, but…” Charlie propped the phone up on one of the statue pedestals, then stepped toward me. I was frozen, partially by my confusion and partially from shock. Not from the reference—like I didn’t know Red, White, and Royal Blue front and back. No, it was that there was no one here. No Leyla, or Colin, or anyone to put on a show for. No one who knew this was fake.

So what if it wasn’t?

As Charlie took my hand, I reminded myself to breathe as she pulled me closer, stepping in so our toes were touching.

“I’m going to step on your feet,” I whispered, barely trusting my own voice.

“Don’t worry, I don’t think the statues will mind,” she said with a small laugh, a breath escaping past her lips to tousle my hair. Then she took a step, and another, and suddenly we were swaying and gently spinning around the floor, Char’s hand soft and warm in mine. After a moment of grappling with the fact that this had to be a date, I laid my head on her shoulder and continued dancing, Charlie’s hair falling onto my cheek.

As the final notes fell away, we stopped swaying and just stood there, not letting go.

“You’re right, that is so cheesy, and so corny, and straight out of a movie,” I said into her shoulder. She chuckled but continued swaying her body slightly, moving to phantom music only she heard.

She stepped back a bit, leaving me reeling for balance and her warmth.

“Was this the adventure? Going to a museum?” I asked.

“Oh, so you didn’t enjoy the little dance? Or looking at old paintings?” Charlie teased, pretending to look offended.

“No, no, I meant … Uh, I loved the little dancing, it was very romantic, and the paintings are interesting and I’m having so much fun, I was just—” I frantically tried to amend. If there was more coming and it was anything similar to this dance, I needed to mentally prepare.

Charlie held up a hand, smiling. “Avery, I’m kidding. I know what you’re asking. And yes, there are some more things we’re doing elsewhere, and no, I won’t tell you what they are. So … ready?”

No. I was confused and terrified of what this could mean.

“Yes!” I walked over to Charlie and, on a whim, grabbed her hand, lacing my fingers through hers. Not for anyone’s benefit, not playing a role, just … for us. She looked at our interlaced hands, then up at me, eyes shocked but with something there. Something that was telling me not to let go.

“Hello museumgoers, the Victoria and Albert Museum is hosting a private tour and will be closing to the public in fifteen minutes. I repeat, the Victoria and Albert Museum will be closing in fifteen minutes. Thank you for your cooperation.” The intercom crackled off, snapping Charlie out of wherever her thoughts had gone.

“Well, guess we gotta head out,” Charlie said, a blush spreading on her cheeks as she cleared her throat. We left the gallery, heading back out into the courtyard. Charlie rambled on about how much I would love the next surprise, pulling me after her.

But she never let go of my hand.



After thirty minutes of hopping between rail lines, we finally exited into a trendy area with lots of cool little boutiques. And I knew exactly where we were. We were walking the street Julia Roberts walked in Notting Hill.

We walked through Portobello Market, which was in full swing. I’d come to this market with Mom when I was younger, and I had never forgotten it. It was basically a flea market that ran around half a mile long, with any type of knickknack you would need, from old china sets to long trench coats embroidered with the London skyline. As desperately as I wished to stop and look, I knew our destination would be much better.

After we plowed our way through the masses on the street, we pulled to a stop outside a small bookstore. It had a brick-red storefront. The awning was a deep sea blue, and flowers covered the books in the display. Through that window, I could see it was packed, people trying to move around each other to grab books, take a picture, check out.

Charlie glanced at me, smiling, and then we rushed inside.

The store had that old book smell you couldn’t not love, the one you never wanted to leave. People hardly spared us a glance as we plunged into the thick of it, so many books catching my eye. I started picking a few off the shelves, Charlie becoming my volunteer book carrier as I opened the covers to read the inner flaps.

Meanwhile, Charlie took it all in with amusement, her eyes shining. I watched her out of my peripheral vision, trying to catch a look that could tell me what in the world was happening. But there was one emotion I glimpsed on her face that I was going to happily ignore. One Maddi said I would have to come to terms with. One such emotion I chose to look away from and instead went back to reading about a rom-com love story, since that wasn’t real life.

When I rounded a shelf with the books I wanted, Charlie stood in front of the counter wearing a nervous, almost giddy expression. My heart skipped a beat.

“What?” I asked uncertainly.

Charlie cleared her throat. The bookseller and a few customers glanced over.

“I’m just a girl…”

Oh god.

“Standing in front of a girl…”

Someone behind me squealed.

“Asking her to love her.”

Everyone giggled, and one guy even clapped. Charlie’s eyes lingered on mine for a long moment, but I had no idea what to do, what to say. Finally, she put on a big smile and took a bow.

“Just doing a little research for our creative writing class,” she said, and the cashier chuckled appreciatively.

Once outside, we sat on a bench, going over my books. I was still turning the whole scene over and over in my mind. Was Charlie just having a bit of fun today? Or was she trying to tell me …

No, no, stop. I had to stay focused.

Charlie nudged me and held up her phone. “Okay, so, I was just texting with Leyla. After this we were all thinking of going to a little café near the festival. Does that sound good to you? If not, we can totally find somewhere else.”

“Yeah, that sounds great! I’ll literally do whatever,” I said with a smile and a shrug, content with my books and my … whatever Charlie was.

“And we’re still on for the breakup? You … good with everything?” Charlie asked hesitantly. Almost like she didn’t really want to talk about it. Like she was scared of my answer.

I froze. No way was I giving the honest answer. “Yeah, of course. Little nervous to, like, make a scene and all, especially on stage, but we’re good.”

That felt like an acceptable answer. I’d have to thank Maddi later for those acting tips.

“All right, if anything changes or whatever, just let me know and we can figure it out.” Charlie said, then looked down at her phone, probably to give Leyla the confirmation.

I sat there, books discarded in my lap, contemplating. One part of me hated what was going to happen, like I knew somehow this was a mistake. But the other part needed to get it over with. Once Charlie was with Leyla again, I couldn’t be Ms. Steal Your Girl. So, I just needed to get there, and then it would be fine. The dust would settle.

Right?



To my surprise, we stayed in Notting Hill after we left the bookstore. And we didn’t stray far; in fact, the walk was only six minutes. I wasn’t too sure what was happening. First the train, where she gave me an AirPod and we listened to her music. Which were love songs. Which was not something you did with someone you did not like. Then the museum, where Charlie played “Wonderwall,” of all songs, and we danced around like Alex and Henry. Now she was bringing me somewhere else, probably just as romantic, still holding my hand, even rubbing her thumb along my knuckles.

We passed small, quaint shops, apartments overhead, streets lined with trees, vibrant autumn-tinted leaves falling, colorful bikes resting against the trunks. There was a small pizza joint, a dry cleaner, a bookstore, random stores that all somehow worked together. Down the road, yells echoing from a construction site coupled with kids squealing made a natural cacophony, like white noise in the background.

Charlie pointed out cute cafés we needed to come back and try, a tucked-away thrift store I would love, a new record store advertising rare vinyls. Talking about the future. Like there would be one after I destroyed all my relationships at this festival. Because who would want to be friends with a girl who publicly embarrassed someone by rejecting them, then walked offstage? Walking down a side street, trying to balance on the slick, uneven cobblestones, Charlie came to a halt.

After slinging her bag off her shoulder and dropping it to the ground, Charlie stepped back, holding something behind her. A few strides away, she paused and held up small white cards, scribbles of Sharpie peeking out of the sides. And it was then that I recognized where we were.

We were on the street in Love Actually where Mark tells Juliet he loves her with a bunch of cue cards. But if that scene was about telling someone they love them, then …

What was happening here?

Charlie pressed play on her phone, and in the gray sunlight of October, I heard the bells of Christmas music ringing from it. Just like in the movie.

She held up the first card, the paper considerably smaller than the one Mark held. To be fair, hiding the actual-sized cards all day would have been super difficult, but still, it was kinda funny seeing the cards downsized.

I laughed as I read the words.


So, I’m not a carol singer,



She dropped the card and showed the next one.


And I know Christmas music in October must be some sort of sin,



Then flipped to the next.


Hopefully, by this time next year, I’ll be dating one of these girls,



Charlie turned the card, showing photos of her celebrity crushes, like Zendaya and Florence Pugh, which made me burst out laughing. She smiled at my reaction, then continued.


But for now, let me just say,



Then the next card:


With hope and agenda

Just because it’s almost Christmas—

(And at Christmas you tell the truth)



Charlie watched me as she went to the next card, smiling softly.


To me, you are perfect.



I pressed my hands over my mouth, not believing what was happening.


And my wasted heart will—



The card dropped as a rumbling sound bucked against the cobblestones. An old lady, glaring at us, dragged her garbage up the street, the bin loudly following behind her.

“Don’t you have some place better to be?” she grumbled, shaking her finger at us as she went past.

When we didn’t answer, she continued. “Well? Move on. I don’t want you lot loitering around my home.”

Charlie froze, then sighed, eyes shuttering, and began to pack up her things. The Christmas music was paused, the cards were packed away, and Charlie stared daggers at the lady’s retreating back before snatching my hand up to walk away.

As we went down the main road, Charlie silent but calming down, my thoughts were churning like a waterfall. I wanted to beg to know what the cards said. Charlie had changed the words slightly on the last one that I didn’t finish reading, but if it was anything like the movie … it would have said “I love you.”

Stupid ladies with their garbage bins.

And if Charlie’s rendition of the Love Actually scene was anything like the original, then Charlie left out one critical part.

She forgot that first kiss.



We walked up to a small, hole-in-the-wall café called Rose Bakery. A few people were mingling inside or sitting at small tables; our group was situated in the back booth. A counter wrapped around one side of the room, where a girl in her early twenties manned the register beside a small glass case displaying pastries and prepackaged snacks. A blackboard menu hung on the wall behind the counter, the labels written in looping chalk. We walked inside, Leyla spotting us and waving. Everyone exchanged looks at our arrival, and it was easy to guess they knew where we’d been. We sat down, Charlie and I squeezed in next to Colin, and I scanned the menu, finally landing on a latte. After Charlie’s nudging, I got fish and chips for us to share. Charlie ordered juice and a Greek salad. We sat by the window, watching the employees move about the kitchen and people outside walking down the sidewalk.

We made small talk, chatting about the show tonight or what time we thought we’d get home. Laughed as a bird dive-bombed a trash bin or watched in horror as cars tried and failed to navigate around Leicester Square.

But all throughout, seeing Charlie glance at Leyla, I was less convinced there was something between us. And even more convinced the breakup plan had to happen.

Finally, a server brought over our food, my latte swirling as the mug clinked on the table. My nose wrinkled at the fish smell wafting upward from the fish and chips, and Charlie snorted at my expression. I pursed my lips at her, then picked up a fry—or should I say chip?—and popped it in my mouth, chewing slowly. I’d had fish and chips when I was younger, but totally forgot if I liked it or not. First—at least first time I remembered trying it—taste was good, albeit maybe a bit too salty. I dipped another in a generous helping of ketchup and leaned back as Charlie took a loud, crunchy bite of her salad.

“Okay, give me a review. If Gordon himself was yelling at you to give your opinion, what would you say?” I asked, pretending a fry was a cigarette, looking down my nose at Charlie pompously. She tried not to smile, and then after a slow, excruciatingly long pause, swallowed and turned to me.

“Well, Mr. Ramsay, this is a delicacy. Truly, a fine work of art,” Charlie said, turning her accent to a deep Northern one. Then she whispered, “Honestly, though, could maybe not be so burnt.”

Her eyes darted toward the waiters then, and I stifled a laugh, trying to be conscious that we were in a restaurant.

“Well, blimey! How very inconsiderate of you to even assume the toast was burnt on accident! It took me all of five minutes to do that!” I cried, my awful British accent making Charlie wince and everyone glance over, horrified. You’d think having a British mom would give me a bit of an accent, but nope. It just meant I knew what “knackered” meant. And that you can embarrass yourself quickly in a group of Brits.

“Well, my country feels very mocked right now,” Charlie said, biting into her toast again and wincing at the crunch. I smiled at her expression, then went back to my food, gingerly trying a bite of the fish. It was a bit fishy—it was seafood, after all—but good. I dug in, thinking about the festival to come and how what had happened today had to mean nothing. It had to. I couldn’t deal with what it meant if it did.



We stood in the crowd, Charlie next to me, spotlights filtering through the mass of people, voices and body heat rising to the dark night sky. Charlie’s head whipped around as she looked at the contained chaos around us. The splash of drinks on the grass and the smell of alcohol mixed with BO wafted around us in a cloud. The floor started to fill up, the crowd pressing closer to the stage, and the mass squeezed closer, feet getting squashed and bodies colliding.

And as the lights dimmed and a cheer rose from the crowd, I started to panic. The singer would walk out, play a few songs, and then, when the band got to “Wonderwall,” they’d pull people up on stage. I knew; I’d done my research.

The noise slowly built until the majority of the crowd was shouting and clapping. Charlie joined in, shooting a glance at me behind her. I nodded at her, then parted my lips in a cheer. After a moment, Charlie softly smiled back, turning to the stage as the band walked out. The lead singer slung his body up to the mic and started belting out “Cigarettes & Alcohol,” a song Mom would play on cleaning day constantly.

The crowd sang along, jumping up and down, pushing Charlie and me around. The cover band switched from lively, jumpy songs to slower, swaying songs. A few people in the audience pulled out their phones, flashlights glowing in the darkness. The singing of the crowd swelled, dark-blue spotlight beams slowly ribboning through people. Then, the guitarist wrapped in shadows at the back of the stage started strumming, and my hand went to my mouth as I listened to “Wonderwall” being played live, just like my mom had done years before. Charlie looked at me, took a deep breath, then grabbed my hand and pushed forward, squeezing past a few people until we were truly against the stage. She was trying to get pulled up there. And that was the plan. But a small part of me hoped to god she didn’t.

Then, the singer yanked the person next to Charlie onto the stage, who stood there delighted, swaying with the melody. Charlie was pulled up as well, and my jaw fell open as phones were whipped out around me to record. Charlie started mouthing the words, practically singing to me. Then, as the lyrics “You’re gonna be the one that saves me” left the singer’s lips, Charlie stepped to the stage’s edge and lifted me up, much to everyone’s confusion. I steeled myself for Charlie to do something—a hug, a handhold, something that could cue me to end it. But nothing came. Instead Charlie took a step forward and wrapped her arm around my waist.

Is this my cue?

But then she leaned in and whispered, “We can break the rules a little.”

She pulled me closer against her, cupped my face with one hand, and pulled my lips to hers. I froze, her warm mouth pressed against mine, and then Charlie stepped back, looking nervous for the first time since I’d known her. The other person who was pulled from the audience stood there, looking unsure of what to do.

I’m such a cliché.

As the chorus swelled again, I didn’t hesitate, grabbing Charlie and kissing her back. The strawberries-and-vanilla scent wound around us, and her hand was on the back of my neck, holding me to her. Her other hand was still on my waist, and for a minute, I didn’t know where to put my arms. But then I wrapped one around her, cupping her chin with my other hand. The crowd cheered, and I heard Maddi’s and Colin’s whoops above them all. Charlie and I had broken the rules, all right. But at this moment, I couldn’t care less. Maybe the rom-coms weren’t so unrealistic after all.







ROM-COM RULE #15
Everything is perfect … until it isn’t.



As the holidays drew closer, I was truly happy for the first time since Mom died. In the weeks since Charlie and I had taken the train home from London, we’d been doing study dates and lounging on the green in between classes. It was partially terrifying, being in a first-time relationship and being someone’s girlfriend, but with every kiss from Charlie and every date, it got a little less scary and a little less fake. After a few days of me trying to figure out what to call Charlie, I finally asked, and my answer was a kiss and “Of course I’m your girlfriend.” The video Colin had posted of us kissing on stage at Noasis had gone a little bit viral, and all the comments made it seem like everyone shipped me with Charlie nearly as much as I did. My grades were up again—I’d been so distracted by the scavenger hunt they’d dipped—and the rom-com assignment was going super well, my writing flowing. It wasn’t a sad rom-com anymore, with the main character pining for someone silently. Instead, it was about a girl who took fate into her own hands and made it her own. My subtle hints to Maddi on how to keep our apartment tidy were finally working, the flood of art supplies and random junk slowly receding to a manageable clutter.

A week before finals, Charlie, Colin, and I laid on the grass, computers open and book pages fluttering in the cold December breeze. Charlie’s head rested in my lap, a textbook open on her stomach. Colin lay across from us, stretched out on the small blanket we’d brought from the apartment. His fingers flew over the computer keys as he furrowed his brow, his eyes pinched in concentration. I leaned against the bumpy trunk of an oak tree, the bark damp from the rain last night. My fingers turned the page of my book, a collection of short stories Professor Matthews had assigned to the class.

Charlie groaned, closing her eyes in frustration.

“I. Despise. Words,” she said. I looked over at Charlie’s textbook, at a section titled “A Dive into Latin Origins.”

“Sorry, I’m no help there. I can spell in English, but I can barely speak it. Don’t even think about a dead language.” I wrinkled my nose at the thought and Charlie snorted.

“Can we get something to eat?” Charlie asked, tossing her book onto the blanket. “Please, I need a break from this.”

I smiled, stretching my arms over my head, then helped Charlie sit up. “Yeah. Fish and chips?” I asked jokingly, raising my eyebrows at her.

“Ugh, I honestly felt so sick after last time. We could go to the café…?” She smiled hesitantly at me. I shook my head, pretending to be upset. Charlie’s favorite café was just around the corner, and we’d managed to eat there maybe four times this week. Probably more. It was Thursday.

We said goodbye to Colin and walked across the green, dodging other students and the occasional bike, Charlie holding my hand and half dragging me to the restaurant. We found a booth in the corner, and the waiter handed us small paper menus. Charlie smiled and I shook my head knowingly. This girl already knew what she was getting and she didn’t change it, ever. She placed her order while I scanned the menu, then asked the waiter for a burger and an iced water. She smiled, taking the menus, then walked away to the kitchen.

“I’m so done with languages, my eyes hurt so much. I don’t care anymore about idioms or the Classical Period. I just need sleep, a coffee, and my pasta salad. I’m loving my homework assignments for all my classes, but it’s. So. Tiring. For Matthews’s creative writing class, I’m writing that screenplay I told you about. I have a title and an idea, but that’s about it.” She slumped against the wall, closing her eyes and sighing.

“Yeah, I’m so exhausted. I had no idea writing a whole outline took this much energy.” I groaned, rubbing my face.

Charlie paused. “Wait, remember our deal,” she asked. “From the library? At the end of the year I get to read your novel, and you can read my script. I don’t want to hear any more details from you now though. We go into it blind!”

“I never forget a deal with a beautiful girl,” I said, laughing and putting out my hand. We shook, just like we did months ago in the library, before any of this was real.

“I can’t wait for winter break, though,” she said. “I need to not see my textbooks for two weeks.” She smiled at the waiter when she set our drinks on the table.

“Well, I’m going back to New York for the break and … Ugh, not excited,” I said, sipping my water.

“Why? You haven’t seen your dad or Amira’s mum in months. I would’ve thought you’d be happy?” Charlie asked, nose scrunching.

“I mean, of course I’m excited to see them, I miss them to death. But at the same time, I’m also kinda dreading it? I don’t know, my calls with Dad have just been awkward, and the first Christmas since Mom died will be … rough,” I explained, blowing little raspberries into the air to finish the sentence.

We sat quietly for a second. “Yeah, my holidays are usually pretty boring,” Charlie finally said. “Family gatherings, uncle gets drunk, whatever.”

We sat there for a second, looking at each other.

Finally, I blurted out the thing I’m pretty sure we were both thinking.

“Do you want to come to New York with me?”

I froze as Charlie’s eyes widened a fraction.

Oh, shit.

What if it was too soon? I was still brand-new to this dating thing, no matter how many rom-coms I’d read or watched.

“Yes! I’d love to,” Charlie said quickly.

“Wait, really? You’ll … come to New York with me?”

“Yeah, why not?” she said, grinning at me and shrugging nonchalantly.

The waiter stepped up to the table, balancing two plates in each hand. She placed my burger in front of me, then set Charlie’s pasta salad down with a clink. The heavenly smells of hot fries and the freshly cooked vegetarian patty wafted up to me and my stomach thundered. I dug in, happy to know that my girlfriend—yep, that’s what we were calling it—was going to come on a hopefully romantic holiday break home.



It was the end of finals week and I had finally turned in my last exam. I closed the many tabs that were running on my computer, then hit play on Spotify. The Arctic Monkeys started playing through my earbuds. I should have been jumping for joy. Instead, I stared at my phone, trying to not feel the anxiety rippling through me at the lack of a response from Amira or Charlie. Both of them had basically disappeared; Charlie blamed it on a stomachache and an assignment overload. Amira hadn’t even given a reason.

I tapped the screen, and the ringtone hummed out of the speaker. A few moments went by, then Amira answered.

“Hello?”

I almost dropped my phone in shock. “Hey! Uh, sorry to call you out of the blue … I just hadn’t talked to you in a while and I missed—”

But before I could finish, Amira cut in abruptly. “So, how was your trip to London?”

I froze.

“What do you mean?” I asked slowly. “I’ve been so busy with assignments and such, I barely leave the college to go to sleep.”

“I think Noasis would beg to differ.”

Oh my god. “How did you know?” I whispered.

“Avery, I saw the video online. Your first kiss. Or maybe it wasn’t even the first.” Amira blew out a breath. “How could you not tell me you were dating someone? We’ve been best friends for our whole lives, and not only did you not tell me, you lied about why you couldn’t meet up! You were in London. We could’ve hung out. I could’ve met your…” Her voice cracked, and she stopped.

I winced, guilt washing over me. But there was a little anger too.

“Amira, I’ve been texting you over and over, asking if you want to call or get lunch. It’s not my fault you didn’t know when you didn’t give me the opportunity to tell you,” I said, trying to not sound as defensive as I felt.

“For someone who complains about having an excess of schoolwork, I think you’d understand being bogged down by assignments.”

“Can we just meet over winter break? I’m flying home on the twentieth and I can explain everything then.”

I heard Amira sigh. “I’m staying here over the break. Sami invited me to his parents’ for Hanukkah, so we’re staying there until school starts back up. Mom is gonna fly in for a bit, so she gets to meet Sami’s parents too.”

“Oh … okay. Well, uh, let me know when you’re free. I miss you,” I said, slowly and awkwardly.

“Yeah, miss you too. Bye, Avery,” she said stiffly. I tossed my phone and earbuds across the room, where they sank into the pillows on my bed. I didn’t want to think about Amira anymore. I got up, walking out of my room and into the kitchen, where Maddi sat at the counter, scrambled eggs on toast with a textbook in front of them. They looked up as I grabbed a water, then their gaze sank back down to the pages. I stood there for a moment, eyes closed and lips pursed, then let out a stiff sigh.

“What’re you doing right now?” Maddi asked, closing their textbook with a hollow thud.

I picked up my book and cradled it in my arm. “Probably gonna try not to crash after finals, so read in bed for the next few hours.”

“Okay. I’m heading over to Colin’s in a bit, d’you want me to grab anything?” they offered, hopping up and carrying their plate to the sink, carefully adjusting their sleeves as they turned the faucet on.

“No, I’m good. Thanks, though.” I tossed a small smile at my flatmate, then walked back into my room and slid under the covers, propping my book up on my knees. Circe curled up next to my knees, her eyes slowly falling closed as she fell asleep. I heard Maddi walking through the apartment, their footsteps thudding on the old wooden floor. You could tell they had never lived on a second story; their heels slammed down forcefully as they walked.

The front door closed and I connected my phone to the small speaker on my desk.

Now that I was relaxing into the pillows behind me and had Måneskin trickling around the room, I settled in for a quiet day of ignoring what had happened with both my girlfriend and my best friend.







ROM-COM RULE #16
Someone engages in a little light stalking that would be creepy in real life but is totally romantic in fiction.



Later that day, after I’d gotten my fill of reading and music—“Own My Mind” was on repeat—I texted Charlie, hoping for a response. After waiting a few hours, I decided to go down to the green to see if she was there. I trekked through the grass, the biting wind snaking its way into my flannel’s sleeve and twisting its way up my arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps in its wake.

The cream-colored buildings loomed over me, casting gloomy shadows on the ground that I stepped into, a chill gliding over me as the sun disappeared from sight. The old, stained glass reflected beams of light onto a banner that said WELCOME TO MARSHALL HOUSE ROYAL ASSEMBLY HALL.

God, the Brits loved their long names.

As I walked up to the steps to the hall, I heard voices from around the side of the building. Instead of going up the steps inside, I went around the corner, my footsteps crunching on the gravel.

Leyla and Charlie were sitting on a bench, their backs turned to me. Leyla’s hand rested on Charlie’s shoulder. I stopped quickly, sending small rocks scattering. Neither of them heard, too wrapped up in their conversation to notice me. I stood there, trying to ignore the fact that I probably looked like some creepy stalker, then watched in horror as Leyla dropped her arm and grabbed Charlie’s hand, turning her head so I could see her lean in with a smile.

That small gesture hit me like a train straight to the heart. A breeze picked up, carrying Leyla’s words over to me, words I wasn’t meant to hear.

“You need to tell her.”

Tears stung my eyes as Charlie nodded sadly. And suddenly, I couldn’t bear being there another second. I turned and ran, not caring if they heard me this time.

Slamming the door to my apartment hard enough the frame rattled, I sped down the hall, shucking my shoes and tossing them to the floor. With each step, my heart jolting in a synchronized beat, I felt my eyes burn and the knot in my throat ache as I tried not to cry until I’d made it to the sanctuary of my bed.

It looked like our plan had worked after all. Charlie had won Leyla back, and now she was avoiding me because she didn’t want to tell me it was over.

I collapsed into the mattress, the blankets pillowing around me. I curled up, my knees in front of my chest as if to protect the heart that had already broken. But I couldn’t muster up the emotion to be mad at Charlie. Instead, I was angry at myself. This was my fault for letting myself fall for a girl so obviously in love with her ex. There might have been feelings for me somewhere in there, but I saw the way she looked at Leyla on the bench. At the party. When we saw her after the tarot reading. The way Charlie’s eyes sparkled and the way Leyla’s mouth quirked up when she watched Charlie. And could I blame her? Leyla was basically perfect.

Still, I bit my lip and felt tears spill down my cheeks.

My breath stuttered out of me in shuddering hiccups, and I pulled my body out of its curled-up position to crawl up the bed, sliding under the blankets and cocooning myself inside. The comforter at my chin made me feel like I was a little kid again, afraid of the dark and using the sheets to protect me from monsters, except now they were defending me from the reality of love.

My phone buzzed at my feet and I lurched forward, praying it wasn’t Charlie texting me that we were over. After all this, I deserved better than being dumped by text, right?

My heart jumped when I saw Charlie’s name on the screen and I quickly opened the message.

Charlie

Hey, so so SO sorry, but I can’t come to NYC. Just found out my aunt is really sick so Mum and I are spending the holidays with her. Call me when you get this!!

I stared at the phone, unable to believe what I’d read.

Call back and ask about Leyla, a little voice said, but I shook my head slowly, and texted back.

Me

I’m sorry and hope your aunt is okay.

I tossed my phone away, flopping back onto my pillows with a thud and a weary sigh.

I should’ve seen this coming. It was so obvious, just watching the two of them interact. Charlie and I literally talked about how fake dating was a farce, how it just didn’t work in real life. And like a fool, I let myself believe otherwise.

Charlie texted back, saying thanks and promising to keep in touch over the break. But she’d probably be too busy hanging all over Leyla to bother texting.

I wouldn’t hold my breath.



Hours later, I’d slightly calmed down. But just slightly. My cheeks were still red and splotchy from my latest bout of crying. Circe had learned quickly that she couldn’t help and tucked herself in a corner somewhere. I had a pounding headache, and to top it off, period cramps had been tearing through me all day.

I clambered out of my ball of shame, which consisted of a blanket half dragged off my bed and a throw pillow found tucked under my nightstand. A watery coffee from the fridge and a bag of Cadburys sounded perfect. After dragging my tired self to the kitchen and grabbing the chocolate and coffee, I plopped onto the couch, digging for the remote.

Maddi was on campus for exams and Charlie was … honestly, I didn’t know. It felt like more and more frequently, she’d been disappearing, then reappearing looking exhausted and shifty-eyed. But now I knew where she’d been. With Leyla. Her ex.

So, I sat alone in a cold apartment, the sink in the kitchen leaking away, the drip of the faucet an annoying companion in my silence.

As I clicked on the TV, a piercing sound shrieked through the space, echoing from somewhere outside. I staggered to my feet, caught off guard by the sudden noise. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, so I grabbed my keys off the counter and hurried down the stairs, realizing halfway out onto the street I was still in sweatpants.

But what I saw chased that thought from my mind like a cat after a mouse. At the end of the street, an ambulance was parked in front of Colin’s building, red lights flashing. Two paramedics walked out of the student housing, one holding Colin’s elbow while the other talked to him, a very serious look on her face.

Without thinking, I bolted across the street, hardly looking for traffic, and ran over to Colin.

The medics tried to push me away, but Colin grabbed me, his weight transferring over. “She’s a friend, she can come.” His face paled as he took a step, and it was then that I glanced down and my stomach rolled. I whipped my head up to look at Colin, who shrugged with a weak smile.

“Dislocated knee, what can ya do?” he joked, but winced again when he took another step toward the ambulance.

“Miss, are you going with him?” the other medic asked. I glanced at Colin for permission, and he nodded.

“Yeah, where should I go?”

The medic, whose name was Ada according to her nametag, directed me inside the ambulance, where I took a seat in the back. They strapped Colin into the stretcher chair, ignoring his protests and complaints, then gave him painkillers and told him to sit tight. The other medic closed the doors behind us and I heard her get in the front seat, the sirens blaring on.

Colin winced at the sound, his cheeks flaming red with embarrassment, and then the ambulance jolted forward and we were off.

Twenty minutes later, I waited anxiously as the medics helped him out onto the sidewalk, where a nurse waited with a wheelchair. After moving him over to the chair, we were escorted inside and up into a room, where a doctor promptly descended upon him, asking all kinds of questions.

Seeing the panic on his face and how overwhelmed he looked, I reached out and clasped his hand tightly, squeezing it once. And seeing the gratitude on his face at the gesture somehow helped me.

This was what I’d wanted when Mom got sick. Not the chaos of the hospital, or the stress of the sickness, but the chance to be there for her. To help her get through it. Instead, she’d left me in the dark. It was nice to be able to help Colin now.

An hour later, after the doctors had popped Colin’s knee back in as he squeezed my hand tightly, we sat in a quiet hospital room as dusk slowly drifted in, the sunset fading away.

He lay back against the pillows in his bed, the sun illuminating his face. I sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed, watching him text Maddi and his sister reassurances. Finally, he smiled and set his phone aside on the bed.

“You guys are cute,” I said, grinning at Colin. He ducked his head, his cheeks tinting red.

“Maddi more so than me. I was, like, so scared to ask them out, it took me so long. Even when we did that first game night, I was so stressed about what to say to them and how to smile at them without hinting that I liked them.” He chuckled.

“Okay, I’m gonna be honest with you. I did kind of notice you were smiling at them when they weren’t looking, and I kinda had a suspicion.”

Colin turned an even darker shade of red, looking down.

We sat there for a minute. Then I finally worked up the courage to ask something I’d been wondering for a while.

“Does Maddi talk to you?”

Colin looked up at me, confused.

“I mean, of course they talk to you. But do they tell you things? About their childhood, their family, how they’re feeling?”

Colin sighed, understanding. “Yeah, they do. But … it took a while to get there. As I opened up with them about stuff from my life, they were able to do the same.”

“They’ve never told me anything. But I live with them, for god’s sake. I see it. When I walk into their room and see their paintings, I can tell what they’re thinking. How they’re feeling. But … they never talk to me about it. And I try to show them I’m there for them, but—I don’t know, it’s just difficult to be there for someone when they won’t let you.”

“It’s nothing against you. Trust me, as someone who also has a hard time telling people things, it just takes time. There isn’t more that you can do besides show you’re there if they need you. They need to be able to trust you, and I’m not saying they think you’re untrustworthy, but … it’s complicated.”

“I get that. Do they—are they okay?”

I just needed to know that.

“Yeah, they are. They’re working through everything, but yeah, they’re okay.” Colin and I were both tearing up, and we looked away from each other.

Later that night, I dropped Colin off at home, making him promise to call me if he needed anything. I knew I wasn’t as close to him as he was with Maddi or Leyla, obviously, but I cared. And he knew that.

I collapsed into my bed, listening to the sounds of Maddi frantically getting ready to fly out the door to go check on their boyfriend.

“Hey Maddi!” I called through the apartment.

I heard them still, and then from somewhere in the kitchen, they called back, “Yeah? Everything good?”

“Yeah, I just wanted to say I’m going to bed. I hope you had a good day. Good night!” I winced, hoping I didn’t sound too awkward.

“Oh! Thank you, you too. Sleep well,” they called back, sounding surprised and honestly a tad emotional. Then they walked out the door.

I smiled to myself. Colin was right. I just needed to show I was there for them. I couldn’t force them to tell me what was wrong and I didn’t want to, anyway. They needed to be able to trust me with whatever was going on and I would show them they could.







ROM-COM RULE #17
Just when the heroine thinks she’s at her lowest point, disaster strikes.



I stood in front of apartment 4A, my suitcases waiting at my hip, staring at the door, feeling ten times different from when I walked out of it months ago. I heard heavy footsteps thudding around inside. He was totally unaware of me standing out here.

Finally, I raised my hand and knocked on the door, old gray-blue paint peeling away when I lowered my arm. My apartment key was at the bottom of one of the many bags I had, and I couldn’t be bothered to dig around to find it.

Something clunked inside. A lock clicked, then the door swung on its hinges and Dad stepped forward, his lips parting at the sight of me. A small sound escaped him, then he reached for me. But before he could squish me into one of his rib-breaking bear hugs, he froze.

“Here, come on in. Careful, don’t put the bags near the furniture. Circe’s carrier can go here.” He retreated into the apartment, warm light shining in through the blinds on the window, illuminating the chaos.

But not a messy, unorganized chaos. Quite the opposite, actually. Most of the furniture was plastic-wrapped, and Clorox wipes were stashed under the coffee table or on shelves. A box of masks sat on a small table near the front door, which Dad handed to me.

“You came from the airport. You could bring in strep, the flu…” He continued to list illnesses as I put the mask on and stared around in horror. I’d left him to sit in this and had no idea it’d grown so much worse. All the times I’d called him, not noticing that he was at home every time. Or maybe I’d chosen to ignore it.

I helped him spray down my suitcase, his latex gloves carefully handling the “infected” baggage. When we walked through the door to my room, I stopped short.

All of Mom’s light paintings were gone.

I’d noticed most were gone from the main room, but he had gone into my room and taken them from here too.

“Okay so, I got some new body wash that I put in your bathroom. It’s supposed to kill twenty-five percent more germs than the old one,” Dad said, and I glanced over to him, my fist clenched with anger. I had just gotten here and I could already feel a fight brewing. He’d gotten rid of those paintings like it was nothing. I couldn’t treat it like it meant nothing either.

One night, give us one night to just be.

I nodded slowly. “Uh … yeah, sure. Let me just … get a change of clothes real quick.”

Dad nodded and backed out of the room. “Once you’re done, tell me all about your flight and England!” he said, and I could see a little glimmer of dismay in his eye. Four months later and he was still bitter about me not going to Columbia.

I groaned and started unpacking my bags, pulling out random shirts and sweats until I had everything I needed. I turned on my shower, the faucet whining from misuse. I closed the curtain and waited for the shower to heat up.



I slipped into my vintage shirt and sweatpants, wrapping my hair in a towel to keep it from dripping on my shoulders. I stepped into the kitchen, where Dad had laid my suitcase down and probably soaked it in bleach. Hopefully, it hadn’t ruined the floppy disk. Okay, yes, it was already broken. But I was hoping Dad could help me find a tech expert who could extract the data.

Circe had taken up her old spot, stretched out on a shelf in a sunbeam. Dad sat on the couch, the plastic crinkling when he moved.

“So, how was the flight?” Dad asked, looking up as I sat on a chair, curling my knees up to my chest.

“It was all right. Kinda bumpy past Ireland, nothing too bad, though,” I said, smiling at him. Our conversation felt … stiff. Awkward, even. I guess calling every week didn’t make up for the three-thousand-mile distance.

Finally, after sitting in silence for a moment, the question that had been eating at me since I walked in burst out.

“So … I noticed you got rid of Mom’s paintings in my room … What was that for…?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at him, not caring when anger boiled over into my words.

He froze, mouth parted in surprise. “Oh, I was just … clearing up space … y’know?”

“And when you cleared up space … you, what? Sold them? They’ve been disappearing since before I left for Brighton! What’s next, deleting photos of her as well?”

“Avery, honey. Please…” he begged, eyes raw with emotion.

“Are you just trying to erase her? Is that what you’re doing? You can’t!”

“And you’re not? You’ve run away to a different continent, all because of some wish she had for you. What happened to being a doctor, going to Columbia? Trying to save people like your mom?”

“I’m not running away or forgetting her! I’m doing what she wants. She sent me that postcard for a reason.” I said, all my emotions rising.

“So screw medical school then? Everything you’ve worked for, just thrown out the window?”

“I can still major in biology! After I spend freshman year there, I’ll transfer to Columbia! I’ll stay on track, but I can’t ignore what Mom wanted. Not like you are.” I then stormed out of the kitchen and into my room, slamming the door shut.

I stood there, my chest heaving. Had any of this been worth it? The floppy disk clue was broken so I’d probably never complete the scavenger hunt, my relationship with Charlie wasn’t working, and I couldn’t even get my own roommate to talk to me. Should I have stayed in New York? Was it worth going back to Brighton at all? Should I stay here and try to fix whatever had broken in Dad, get back on track with Columbia to make him happy again?

I let out a big sigh. This was gonna be a long two weeks.







ROM-COM RULE #18
The heroine steps out of her comfort zone.



In past Christmases, we would go visit my grandmother or take a trip somewhere nearby, like the Catskills or the Adirondacks. But this year, I spent Christmas Eve walking down Broadway, the Harlem and Hudson Rivers visible on either side. Snow crunched under my boots, the not-quite-white powder mixed with soot and mud. Cars blurred past, the sounds of New York blending together as people bustled around, wrapped in scarves and bundled into coats. Dad was home, working even on Christmas Eve. There was a not-so-small part of me that wondered if he was working just so we wouldn’t have to talk.

After long, frigid minutes of walking and crowd-weaving, I reached my destination: Mom’s old art gallery, the one she opened when she first moved here. I could see the new manager, Kris, adjusting a painting in the back. They were a close friend of our family, had been for years, and Mom’s apprentice. I knew Mom would have been okay with me liking girls because of her acceptance of Kris being nonbinary, and Kris had been a life adviser of mine for years. A part of me wished I had told Mom, because as much as she would’ve gone overboard with Pride, it … would’ve been nice to share that part of me.

Kris looked up as I walked in, the bell above the door chiming, and grinned when they saw me. Bouncing over, they hugged me, their perpetual smell of cinnamon whirling around them. Their brown hair was newly streaked with darts of blue.

After a few seconds, they stepped back. “So, Ms. Newly British, how’ve you been?”

“I’ve been good! I’d forgotten how hectic New York is though.”

We walked into the staff room, where a warm lighting shrouded the room, Christmas lights dotting the space. And I froze. Because hanging up, surrounded by the festive colors, was all of Mom’s artwork. Dad never got rid of it. He just sent it here.

I stood there as tears rushed into my eyes, blurring Mom’s paintings. After a moment, I sat on one of the soft, plush egg chairs and Kris sat across from me.

“So, what’s up? I assume this visit isn’t just to catch up? You’re like your mother in that way, y’know? You both always had a purpose. Whether it was coming to say hi or moving across the world, there was always a reason,” Kris said, smiling softly.

I got straight to the point. “You know how Mom used to do her scavenger hunts? Well, she left me one in Brighton. And one of the clues is broken.”

“Here, hand it over,” Kris said, an eager look in their eyes. They were a fixer, whether it was a light or a computer. I reached into my parka pocket and handed Kris the floppy disk. They looked at it, holding it up to the light.

“So here’s the thing. To fix this, if it’s even recoverable, it would cost money and time. However,” they said, stopping me when I started to interrupt. “Your mom, up until her passing, stored almost everything on the computers here. We have stuff backed up from decades ago. So, whatever you’re looking for could maybe be there.”

I followed them over to the computer, where they opened the filing system, trying to stamp down the little bubble of hope that appeared, like a spark before a fire.

“Okay, what should I search for?” Kris asked, and I gave them names to try. Avery, scavenger hunt, Brighton, etc. None of that turned anything up. Then I had a flash of inspiration.

“Try ‘Heart Stone.’”

A few seconds later, I was looking at the next clue to the scavenger hunt.



Kris and I talked a bit longer, catching up on how things have been. I updated them on Brighton and Charlie, and Kris told me about their girlfriend, Kaitlin, and how the gallery had been. Eventually, I ventured back out onto Broadway, where the roughness of the wind and snow hit me like a truck.

After finding the clue, I knew I had to go back to Brighton. I knew what to do and it felt like this was a message from Mom, telling me not to give up. I had to listen.

When I got home, it was silent. Dad was out of the house, getting groceries for our breakfast tomorrow. No matter what fight we got into or how bad it was, that breakfast would happen. It was Dad’s tradition and pigs would fly before he didn’t see it through.

I collapsed on my bed, Circe glancing at me with disdain before going back to her nap. I thought about what Kris said, how Mom and I were alike. Before Brighton or the scavenger hunt, I would disagree to the moon and back. But now, I wasn’t so sure. They were right. We both moved through life with a purpose, an intent. Everything Mom did was deliberate. It had meaning. And I was the same. Now I knew, more than ever, that I belonged back in Brighton to finish her scavenger hunt.



Christmas morning, I woke up to the sound of cooking, music playing in the background. I could hear Dad whistling in the kitchen, and I almost expected Mom to be singing along. I could picture how Dad would wince at Mom’s voice, but he always told her she sounded lovely.

Then it hit me. This was our first Christmas without her. We had to go about our normal traditions, our normal holiday, but with this Mom-shaped void in our lives. No matter how bad Dad and I were fighting, today was not the day to fight. I didn’t think either of us could take that.

I stumbled out of my room, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, and went into the kitchen, where Dad was at the stove, whisking scrambled eggs with one hand and placing blueberry pancakes on a plate with the other.

He looked up at me approaching and I felt a quick pull of tension, our fight still looming over us. But Dad smiled at me, and his grin grew wider and truer when I returned it.

“Can I help?” I asked slowly, and despite his objections, I had already grabbed a spoon and was scooping berries onto the pancakes. Dad grabbed another egg and cracked it confidently on the side of the pan, but instead of falling into the skillet, it burst, flying onto Dad, me, and the countertop. Dad shouted, going to wipe his face, but the yolk on his hands just smeared onto his chin. I burst out laughing as he panicked.

“Help! Grab a towel!” he shouted, and with a runny egg dripping off my arms, I quickly grabbed napkins and helped wipe up the counter.

After we finished cooking, we sat down in the living room, our plates on our laps. Our conversation was polite, but … normal. Not angry, at least. Dad asked me about college projects, and I made fun of him for the copious amounts of maple syrup he used.

“Hey Dad, would you like some pancakes with your maple syrup there?” I teased innocently, fluttering my eyelashes with a big, shit-eating grin.

He tossed a piece of egg at me and I screamed as it hit my shoulder and got in my hair.

“After that, no gifts for you. That was cruel.” I pretended to be offended, carefully picking egg out of my hair.

We put our plates in the sink, and to my excitement, Dad went and sat by the tree. I hurried over, plopping down next to him. We sat there for a moment, silent. Both thinking about her.

When I was younger, Mom would leave little riddles on gifts, seeing if we could figure out what each gift was. Eight times out of ten we didn’t figure it out, mainly because her riddles were either based on tarot or didn’t actually relate to the present, but we always had fun guessing, and it was something just for us.

Finally, I couldn’t take the loaded silence and reached out for a box, but Dad held a hand up.

“Not that one, not yet.”

I went to ask why, but a look in his eyes said not to. So I put it back and picked up a smaller present.

We went through the presents, wrapping paper slowly taking over the living room. Dad got me a new keyboard that looked exactly like a typewriter, making my jaw drop. I got him a fancy coffee press and a little radio for his office, since he was always tired and loved listening to the radio while working.

After we’d gone through the gifts, Dad handed me the box I’d tried to pick up first.

“Now you can open it,” he said, smiling softly.

Confused, I unwrapped the box and pulled open the top, then gasped. Inside, there was a small frame, painted in twirling, vibrant colors. I pulled it out of the box and sharply exhaled.

It was a photo of Mom and me, one of the last taken before she got sick, with the word Love painted across the picture.

A tear dropped down my cheek and Dad grabbed my hand.

“She made me promise to give it to you. She thought it might be a birthday gift, but when she—when she made it to that, she told me it was your Christmas gift.”

I clutched the frame like it was a life raft and leaned into Dad, who wrapped his arms around me.

“Merry Christmas, kiddo. From both of us.”







ROM-COM RULE #19
An honest conversation would solve all the couple’s problems … but they just won’t have it.



As the plane touched down at Heathrow, I scrolled through my phone, answering texts from Maddi, Amira, and Dad about my flight. Even though I’d kept messaging her over break and afterward, Amira was mostly radio silent. Her responses were short and noncommittal, almost cold.

Only one text from Charlie (I tried not to let that bother me and failed miserably), inviting me to lunch at our café once we were both back on campus.

I hurried to the bus stop, marveling at the fact that I’d stood here months ago with Amira, joking about how I’d meet someone on the train. Dramatic irony was officially my least favorite literary technique. I got a ticket at Victoria Station and rode the packed train through the same countryside, only this time I was seeing it in the early morning instead of at night.

And, of course, I was seeing it alone. Well, except for Circe.

The wheels shrieked and whined as the train rolled to a stop. Outside, I weaved through tourist crowds and slipped through a side road, coming out at the Lanes. Finally, I unlocked the apartment door and smiled, sighing contentedly. Circe meowed in her carrier, almost as if she was happy to be home.

So was I. The realization hit me hard. In the past months, that’s what this place had become for me. Home. And as Maddi rounded the corner, a grin on their face, the weight of worrying about college, and Dad, and Charlie, lightened a fraction. Because no matter what happened with grades or dating, I’d found a small family here. I knew I would probably lose a few of them once Charlie and I officially ended things. But at least I had Maddi.

“Hi!” Maddi wrapped me in one of their rare hugs and I squeezed them back, then gathered up my luggage.

Maddi took Circe from me as I dragged my bags behind me. I walked into the kitchen and my jaw dropped. I expected dishes to be piled up, grime on the counters, but instead it was shining and spotless, the sun that came through the window reflecting on the surface.

“What? You thought I couldn’t keep a clean house?” Maddi said, chuckling, but I saw a fleck of pride in their eyes and the tilt of their smile.

“I mean … well…” I stuttered and they snorted, opening Circe’s carrier. The cat hopped out, stretching her back and yawning, her fangs bared.

“Okay, I’m meeting Charlie for lunch, so I have to change quickly, but can we please catch up? I wanna hear how your break was,” I asked, watching Circe amble off to her little cat tower. Charlie had texted me back when I was at the airport and we’d planned a lunch. Charlie was acting normal, too, like nothing was wrong. Like she’d come to New York with me instead of canceling last-minute.

“Okay, is everything all right? You seem … I don’t know, off?” they asked, peering at me, concerned.

“No, don’t worry. I promise, we’re good,” I replied, smiling at them to reassure.

“Okay … Well, I’m meeting Colin and a friend to look over the books for a refresher before school starts back, so I’ll see you later, but if you need anything, text me. We’re studying just down the street,” they said, already setting off toward their room. I did the same, hurrying to get ready, trying to ignore the nerves over seeing Charlie.



An hour later, I walked up to the front door of the café, heart racing.

I’d been trying to psych myself up for this the whole break. Charlie didn’t want to hurt me—she was way too nice. But she loved Leyla. I had to tell her I knew, I saw them, it’s okay. Well, maybe not okay.

I spotted Charlie sitting in a corner booth, head bent over a menu. My heart did a little pitter-patter, and I walked up to her, bracing myself to get this over with. But when she looked up, all my resolve rushed away.

Her eyes were hollow, with dark bags underneath. Her skin was pale, and she looked exhausted.

“Charlie, are … are you all right? You look like you might be getting sick.”

“Hello to you too,” she said teasingly. “It’s nothing. I just had a bad flu over break.”

“Oh.” I sat down next to her, and she hugged me. I melted, the warmth of her making me realize how much I missed her over the two weeks.

“So, how was your break?” Charlie asked, sitting back and drawing her knees up, feet resting on the bench.

“Actually … I’ve been looking forward to telling you this. I may or may not have found the next clue.”

The words tumbled out before I could stop them. I knew I needed to get this over with, but now that I was here with Charlie … I didn’t want to let her go.

“Are you serious? How?” she asked, eyes wide.

After I told her about Kris and the backup files, Charlie shook her head in disbelief.

“That is the best stroke of luck, oh my god. You’re so going to finish that scavenger hunt.”

But something was off. She was hiding something. I could tell.

“How was your break?” I asked.

“Well, my aunt got really sick so we spent most of the break around the hospital. My mum and I did go into London with my grandma, though, to see a show, which was nice. I surprised them with tickets and everything.”

“Oh my god, I’m sorry. Is she doing better?” I asked, instantly reaching out to grab her hand.

Charlie smiled at me. “Yeah, she’s doing much better. On the mend and hopefully staying that way.”

“I’m glad. What show did you see? I’m a musical fiend. Hamilton, Six, Beetlejuice, Hadestown…” I counted the musicals off on my fingers.

“Well, it was this new one … I can’t remember what it was called…” Charlie hesitated, pausing between words.

Didn’t she just say she got the tickets? Why doesn’t she know the name?

And then a little voice in my mind whispered, Because she didn’t go to a show. Because she was with Leyla.

“Charlie.” I took a deep breath. “I … I saw you and Leyla before the break. You two were holding hands and—I need you to be honest. Did something happen?”

Her face changed quickly from confusion to realization, then horror.

“No! I promise you, nothing has changed. That was just … Leyla was talking to me about my aunt. She knows my family well,” Charlie explained, casting the menu she’d been looking at aside. She grabbed my hand, squeezing it tightly. “It was one friend helping another, that’s all. I swear, Avery.”

I wanted to believe her so badly. But I could see it in her eyes. There was something she wasn’t telling me.







ROM-COM RULE #20
If someone has a secret, it won’t be for long.



I sat in my history of English lit class, trying to keep my eyes open. This class was later in the afternoon and I was still trying to get over jet lag from my trip. My computer was open in front of me, the syllabus open on the course website. Having to manage the physical copies teachers gave you and the ones online was half the struggle of college.

As I sat there, I heard a chair squeak, and I glanced over as a girl with curly, Flamin’ Hot Cheeto–red hair slid into the seat next to me, swinging her bag down onto the ground. She spotted me looking at her and extended a hand, her short nails with chipped polish matching her hair.

“Hey, nice to meet you, I’m Rowan!” she said, a deep Southern drawl rolling through her words. “Sorry to interrupt, you looked like you were payin’ attention.”

“Uh, Avery, good to meet you too,” I whispered, smiling.

Rowan chuckled. “Oh my god, an American accent. I’ve been here for so long I’m more used to a British accent than my own.”

I glanced around to make sure we weren’t bothering anyone, but most people were drifting in and out of sleep or too focused on taking notes to pay attention, so I leaned in closer.

“I’ve only been here for, like, five months and I swear I’ve already picked up some of their words. I said ‘lift’ the other day, unironically, and my roommate teased me endlessly for hours. I’ve become one of them!” I laughed, shaking my head.

“Next thing you know, I’m gonna be craving tea and saying ‘bloody’ in front of everything!” Rowan joked.

We started giggling, my hand over my mouth to stifle the chuckle.

Finally, we quieted down. “So, where are you from? And why Brighton?” I asked.

“Transfer student from North Carolina, went to college in Charlotte and decided it wasn’t for me. Then I wanted to go overseas. I had a friend who visited here and loved it, so here I am. And I could ask you the same question, fellow American.”

“God, you’ll be here for a while if I answer that question.”

Rowan smiled. “Try me. We do have a whole class to get through, to be fair.”

“Okay, then. Mother died and sent me on a scavenger hunt to her alma mater, which turned out to be here. So I’m enrolled while finding the clues and am in the thick of it right now.”

Rowan whistled softly. “Well, scavenger hunts and last wishes. Please do tell me more.”

I obliged, spending the rest of class filling her in and answering her intrigued questions.

The professor finally cleared his throat and said, “Well, class, I know it’s late, so I appreciate the focus of everyone today. I’ll see you all soon and remember to check the syllabus or email me if you need any help. Have a good afternoon.”

Rowan and I started collecting our belongings. She leaned over to me. “‘I appreciate the focus of everyone today.’ He was definitely not talking to us.”

I laughed as I slid my laptop into my bag, then stood. We walked out into the hallway, heading toward the exit.

“As a fellow American in a distant land of Brits, I feel it’s an obligation to offer to exchange numbers. Only if you’re okay with that, of course,” I added, surprising myself. I normally was never the one to suggest sharing numbers.

Rowan handed me her phone and said as I typed in my number, “Oh my god, yes, we should plan something. Are you staying on campus or elsewhere?”

“Off campus. My roommate and I were put together cause we’re both not local, so they decided we could learn to navigate the city together or something,” I answered and handed her back the phone.

“Honestly, that’d be great. I’m in the dorms and my roommate isn’t in their room half the time. It’d be nice to get to know them, but nope!”

“Well, text me if you’re ever free. My roommate and I do little game or movie nights at ours often. You should totally come!”

“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to impose.…”

“No, trust me, we’d love to have you,” I reassured her. I shouldered my bag, then added, “Speaking of my roommate, I should probably get going. They tend to get into overprotective-parent mode if I don’t get home when I say I will.”

“Of course, of course, it was amazing to meet you. Hopefully I’ll see you soon!” She hugged me, waved, then walked off toward the dorms.



The end of winter passed quickly. Colin and I ventured to the arcade at Palace Pier or to London for shows. I got Maddi a new yoga mat and a cat-proof lock on their door for their birthday, which they definitely put to use. Charlie was still … being this new, weird Charlie. She still wasn’t quite over the flu. She was pickier than ever about her food, and her eyes looked almost haunted. But she continued to run around Brighton with me, as if she had this endless well of energy entirely separate from the fact she looked ill.



As winter turned to spring, Charlie was convinced we were getting closer to finishing the scavenger hunt. The clue on the floppy disk, FLEA, stumped us for a good bit. I remembered how my parents used to go to flea markets constantly, so we spent our weekends rummaging through local markets, trying to find anything. But the markets were just too big, and I had no idea what to even look for.

And it didn’t help that I was constantly distracted by my fear that Charlie would dump me at any moment.

Charlie was usually an open book. From the very second she plopped down next to me on the train, she’d told me everything about Leyla, their history, all her feelings. She was the kind of girl to spill her emotions everywhere. So when she hid something, it was super obvious.

After trying to subtly weasel information out of her and failing, I decided to try a new plan—a plan B to figure out what she was hiding. I’d been thinking about what Colin had told me about Maddi. How it took him opening up about his life for Maddi to open up about theirs. Up till now, I’d been an open book with Charlie too—save for one chapter. The one about Mom.

How my relationship with Mom was up and down just because of how different we were. How hard it was to see her get sick and how much I missed her. How I saw her everywhere in Brighton. How she hid the cancer from me at first. I didn’t want to talk about this stuff with anyone, not yet. The wound was still too fresh. But if I opened up more, maybe Charlie would do the same.

I just needed to rip the Band-Aid off.



I lay down on the green alone, my blanket a cocoon between my body and the dewdropped grass. I stared at the moon, the image of it lingering in my sight when I closed my eyes. I heard leaves crunching next to my ear and opened my eyes. Charlie looked down at me, confused and slightly worried.

“Aves, why are you out here at two in the morning? Are you okay?” she asked, and I closed my eyes again.

“Hey, sorry to ask you to come here. I just—” I cut myself off, unable to turn my thoughts into words, phrases that would leave a mark in the air around me. I felt Charlie lie down next to me, her hair brushing my arm as she rested her head on the grass.

We lay there in silence, chests rising and falling. I stared back up at the stars, puffs of breath floating away in the corner of my eye. Finally, I spoke.

“You know the worst thing about death? It isn’t that huge space where your person was. It’s not the emptiness you experience when you need them for something and you can’t find them. It’s when you see rings missing from the bathroom you shared. The scent of her gone, only to catch it occasionally in an instant whiff, there and gone again. It’s those little pockets of space they made and you never really noticed how much one person filled them, but then when they died, you didn’t know how you didn’t see it before. The guilt you feel that you took it for granted. Even when she’s dying in front of your eyes and your parents don’t tell you, cause happy fucking graduation, your mom’s dead.” I fell silent, the words still floating out of my lips into the sky.

“Would you tell me what happened? If you can?” Charlie whispered, a shake rippling through the words.

I took a deep breath.

“When I was younger, she got diagnosed with stage one lung cancer. She would joke, ‘Too many of those ciggies, my love, don’t go near them.’ And it was all fun jokes and silly wigs when she went into chemo. I mean, nine-year-old me understood how serious it was, but Mom just … made light of the situation. And when she was finally in remission, I understood why Mom joked around about it, ’cause she beat it and she knew she would. But what they didn’t tell me, what my parents and the doctors hid from me, was that she was a possible recurrence case. Basically, the tumor could come back and she wasn’t really cured, not permanently. A few months before my eighteenth birthday, my parents told me that the cancer was back. Stage two.”

Charlie made a small sound in her throat. My breath stuttered with raw sadness, puffing in the air like the image on a heart monitor.

“I ended up missing my graduation, because in early May, she … she died. And when I got that postcard from her, I don’t know, I thought I could find a way to deal with her death. Make Dad talk about her instead of cutting her out and pretending she never happened.”

I found Orion in the sky, tracing the three stars surrounded by other, smaller twinkling lights.

“Y’know, Mom and I used to stare at the sky like this. There was this small little clearing in Central Park we’d go to, right off the main trail, and just … watch. There was a perfect gap in the trees so we could see Orion—those three stars there—and that’s how we found out about that constellation. It became our thing, then I started high school and stopped going. It wasn’t even like I was embarrassed or anything, time would just slip through my fingers, and I wouldn’t make it there.”

I sniffled, my nose stuffy from the cold. Emotions bounced around in my brain.

“All I can think about now is how much she would have loved to watch the stars here again, where she grew up.”

I looked over at Charlie finally, and she just watched me with a soft expression. She reached over and laced her fingers through mine, her palm warm in comparison to the chill in the air.

“She would have loved it. And I know she is proud of you and your writing and the effort you put in for everything. And I never even met Halle, but if she is even half as proud of you as I am, then she’s pretty bloody impressed.”

We lay there in silence, just taking in the peace.

I’d always wanted this with someone. The comfortable silence. The ability to be around your person, but not feel the pressure or need to fill the space with words. To gravitate around each other, the continuous want for the person’s presence pulling you together. I’d had that with Amira, and I now had that with Charlie. Finally, in the quiet space between us, I could almost feel words being written and deleted, words Charlie wanted to say. But she didn’t. And I was terrified by the fact that I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear them.



The next day, I asked Maddi if we could do our weekly hangout at the apartment. I was exhausted from last night, and even when I’d gotten home, I’d stayed awake, going over my conversation with Charlie. Something had felt … off. A part of me wanted to ignore it, to believe it was fine, but I couldn’t. I’d done that with Dad and look where he was now.

A loud bang came from the kitchen, plus a frantic “sorry” shouted by Maddi. My roommate was attempting to make pizza. And by make, I meant preheat a frozen crust. Chuckling, I left the couch I was currently snuggled up in and walked into the kitchen to find chaos. Which tracked with Maddi, but still.

There was a partially burnt crust, the ends charred and crumbling, and cheese melted into something resembling soup. A pan was on the ground, probably what Maddi used to heat up the dough, and tomato sauce dripped off the counter and onto the scuffed wooden flooring.

I shook my head but couldn’t help laughing. Even with my dislike for mess, the view of Maddi balancing a burnt pizza with cheese dribbling onto their shirt was too funny.

“Oh, hush, this is gonna be one of the best pizzas you’ve had,” Maddi said, plopping the food onto a paper plate and carrying it into the living room.

“Dude, I’m from New York. Do you want to say that again…?” I teased, and Maddi scoffed.

“Just you wait, this is gonna top all your fancy pizza places your lawyer dad took you to.” Maddi set the plate down on the coffee table and left, then returned with a bowl of chips. Or crisps, as Maddi and Colin had been trying to teach me.

“FYI, the best pizza places aren’t actually that fancy. My favorite one is a hole-in-the-wall with three-dollar slices,” I said, smiling.

“So, what are we doing? You wanted to stay in, so are we watching a show? Ooh, we could also play a game; video or board game…?” Maddi trailed off as they plopped down on the couch, cradling the bowl and popping a chip in their mouth.

“A game sounds good! What were you thinking?” I regretted asking that instantly because Maddi hopped up and disappeared, then ran back with their arms full of board games.

“Okay, so we have Monopoly, Cluedo, Guess Who?, or we can play a video game? There’s Animal Crossing, Splatoon, and Mario downloaded, whatever sounds good?”

“Would you wanna do both? We can play Cluedo, then a video game?”

Maddi squealed. “Yes, yes, yes, okay perfect.”

They grabbed the board game and a slice of pizza, making me sigh inwardly when cheese slipped off the side and onto the rug. They winced, using a paper towel to dab it up, their expression sheepish. I shook my head, smiling. They tried, at least.

Seeing that I was placated, Maddi turned back to the Cluedo box and dumped everything out, unfolding the board.

“So, Cluedo is normally meant for, like, four people, but my sister and I used to play it on our own, so it’s pretty simple. You just have to change a few minor rules. We each write down on a piece of paper which player is the killer for their team. Then you can both try to figure out the other player’s killer, which is how you win. So, you are both basically playing as a killer; it’s a lot of fun.”

“That actually sounds more fun than normal Cluedo.”

One pizza spill resulting in a hasty cleanup and a few practice rounds later, I was beginning to understand the new version of this game. I could even ignore the mess that Maddi caused as I laughed at their strong impersonation of what accent Colonel Mustard would have—a strong Irish brogue.

An hour later, we’d moved on from Cluedo and Maddi was teaching me Splatoon, which they’d gotten hooked on thanks to Colin. Soon I was yelling at the TV as I chased someone through the map.

“What do I do? Maddi, he’s shooting at me, help!”

“Okay, so press the back trigger. No, no, no! This one!” Maddi frantically reached over to help, then sighed as the screen went black.

“I mean … you tried,” they offered with a shrug.

I smiled and shook my head. “Six. Times. I died six times.”

“So, maybe you’re just better at Mario Kart. And besides, it’s your first time playing. Practice you must do, young padawan,” Maddi said, getting to their feet.

“Where are you going?”

They waved the empty bowl at me. “More crisps.”

As they vanished into the other room, I stared at the starting screen of the game. In this virtual world, you could have as many do-overs as you wanted. If you made a mistake, you could just hit restart. But in real life, it wasn’t like that. For example, if you started liking this girl. You dated her, even though she’s hung up on her ex. But you made the mistake of really falling for her. And there was no rewinding that.

Maddi walked back in, already crunching on a chip. After setting the bowl down, they plopped next to me.

Raising their eyebrows, they asked, “So, do you wanna watch a—”

“I found Charlie holding Leyla’s hand.”

Maddi stopped. Looked at me, confused. Then their eyes widened.

“Oh, babes, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to question you at all, but are you sure of what you saw?”

“My girlfriend holding her ex’s hand? Yeah, I’m confident.”

Maddi’s face fell and they leaned over to give me a hug. Neither of us were huggers, so this meant something. This … meant a lot, actually.

Their face buried in the crook of my neck, they asked, “Do you want me to fight her? I can fight her. I mean, she’d probably kick my ass, but I can try?”

I chuckled softly, then shook my head. “I appreciate that offer, but I think I’ll pass.”

“Is that why you asked to stay home today?” Maddi asked, unwrapping their arms from around me and sitting back.

I sighed. “No, I was … up late.” And with that, the whole story flooded out. How I caught them sitting on a bench, hands clasped, and when I’d confronted Charlie about it, she reassured me it was nothing like that. And how I’d believed her. But recently, even after last night, things felt different. I felt like there was something no one would tell me.

When I finished, Maddi grabbed my hand and placed the last slice of pizza in it.

“You need this more than I do,” they said solemnly in an attempt to cheer me up. And as a smile cracked my face, it worked. I realized I desperately wanted to tell someone all of this. It was … nice. A needed confession.

“So, would a nice game of Animal Crossing cheer you up…?” they asked.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said coyly and sat back as Maddi grabbed the remote, pulling up the game.

In our first semester, these weekly hangouts were both of us exploring Brighton for the first time. We found karaoke bars, cafés, arcades, everything you could think of. But they’d since moved inside, just us two, hanging out at home. Maddi handed me a controller and I tucked myself into the corner of the couch. Just like how I fit into Brighton’s space. My friends conformed to fit me in their small group. My favorite cafés adjusted to my frequent visits, learning my orders and tastes. And just like this couch, Brighton was cozy and receptive. It wasn’t a space I was born into or a space a parent pushed me into. I found it and it accepted me. So, even if I didn’t get the girl or finish the scavenger hunt, I at least had this space to return to. Which left me with a warm feeling inside.







ROM-COM RULE #21
Fate intervenes, but not the way the heroine wants.



In between stressing about Charlie and Dad, my grades in my premed classes had started to slip, my professors warning me time and time again that extra credit lessons might be needed. I couldn’t let that happen. And Professor Matthews kept reminding us that our final writing projects would be due in just a couple of months.

As spring break neared, Charlie started to become more absent, missing classes and making flimsy excuses about makeup tests for skipping the flea market search. Finally, I decided to go with Colin instead.

“Do we have any idea where it could be? In a picture frame, envelope, anything?” Colin asked as we wandered around.

“I genuinely have no idea. I’ve been coming here for weeks and found nothing,” I said with a sigh, picking through a box of small spoons. I might have to come back another day to grab some.

“I doubt whatever we’re looking for is that old,” he said with a laugh.

As we walked, Colin and I grabbed small knickknacks, me finding an old vinyl and Colin finding beautiful artwork of the trans flag colors.

I was browsing, arms laden with heavy tote bags, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Spinning around, I tried to keep myself from hoping it was Charlie. Instead, I found her ex standing in front of me.

“Hey, sorry to bother you! Just saw you and thought I’d say hi,” Leyla said.

“Oh yeah, don’t worry, I’m just looking around,” I answered with a genuine smile. Even though Leyla was Charlie’s ex, I couldn’t help but like her. Colin came over, and after a few minutes of small talk and looking through different stalls together, Leyla turned to me. There was a shift in the mood that caused foreboding to flood through me.

“I’ve been meaning to ask how’ve you been holding up? Y’know, with Charlie and everything?”

My breath caught. That could only mean one thing.

“What … Charlie hasn’t mentioned anything to me?” I said slowly, my brain going ten times faster than my words.

Leyla’s eyes widened in barely concealed panic. “Oh wait, um … Maybe talk to her, I’m not entirely sure. I thought I heard something, but maybe just ask Charlie.…”

An awkward silence fell. I could feel Colin staring at me, but I couldn’t seem to move.

“Okay well, I should, uh, probably go. Schoolwork and … all. Bye,” Leyla said awkwardly, then pivoted on her heel.

As she left, her hip collided with an antique vanity, the open drawers filled with rings and bracelets rattling. Leyla apologized to the old woman who appeared to own the stall as she rushed away, and then the woman turned to me, her face breaking into a gentle smile as I stepped over.

“Take your time looking and let me know if you need anything. Been here every week for over twenty years, so some stuff gets buried,” she said with a slight Irish accent, turning to help another customer.

I bent down to look at the rings and my heart skipped. The rings were exactly like the one on my hand, the one Mom had given me before she died. They all had twisted copper bands with different colored stones … even faux emeralds, exactly like the one on my ring finger.

I started pushing rings around, not entirely sure what I was looking for but positive something important was here. It had to be.

I went through all the drawers. When I opened the last one, I heard a whispering scrape. I got on my stomach, not caring that other shoppers were staring, Colin squatting next to me, confused. I ran my fingers under the drawer, my heart racing when I felt a metal cylinder. I picked at the ancient tape keeping it in place, trying to not damage anything, then pulled the time capsule away from the wood. Barely daring to breathe, I unscrewed the lid and tipped the capsule over. An old postcard fell into my waiting palm.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. For the first time since I’d moved here, I truly felt like Mom was handing me the clues herself.

Because I was holding a light painting with Mom gazing through the camera and right at me.







ROM-COM RULE #22
The tears are inevitable.



I stared at the photo of Mom, only a few years older than I was now. Her hand was pressed to her mouth, eyes crinkled as she laughed, a scarf wrapped around her shoulders. And sparkling in the light of the sun was the ring on my hand now. The clue on the postcard, written in light, was simple.

Yes.

My head swam. Somehow, I’d found six clues. Six pieces of Mom and who she used to be. Three to go. I rose, ignoring the confused and concerned stares of people around me, bidding a quick and scatterbrained bye to Colin. I sprinted out of the flea market, hurrying back to the college and texting Charlie as I ran. My hair flew out of the ponytail I’d put it in; my sweater weighed me down. It was cold out, but running through Brighton worked up a sweat. By the time I skidded to a stop on the college green, my face felt flushed and my chest was heaving. After checking my phone—no texts from Charlie—I hurried over to the administration building where I’d first met Colin and Esther.

I found Esther bent over a computer, her eyes exhausted and hollow like her daughter’s, eyebrows creased with anxiety. She looked up as I stepped up to the desk, her lips parting in a tired smile.

“Hey, are you looking for Charlie? Sorry, I’ve been planning this fireworks show for the reunion and have barely left this chair, so I might not be a ton of help,” she said apologetically.

“Yeah, I was stopping by to see if she did her makeup test? She didn’t respond and I was in the area, so thought I’d check here,” I hoped my flushed cheeks didn’t give away that I hadn’t, in fact, been in the area.

“Oh? She didn’t have a makeup test, I don’t think? But no, she hasn’t stopped by … that’s odd.”

“Oh, okay.” I was about to excuse myself when I remembered the card in my hand. “Actually, question for you. Do you … know when this was taken?”

I handed her the photo and she looked at it, smiling softly at the memories I could see playing in her eyes.

“Hmm, I think this was the last year of college? Cause your dad took this photo, probably a few months before graduation. Honestly, though, I couldn’t be certain. The months leading up to your mum moving and all, we kinda drifted apart. I didn’t entirely believe Halle should be running off to a different country with this guy, even though it turned out to be great. They had such a whirlwind romance, and Halle abandoned her plans to stay in Brighton to move to New York and be with Evan.”

She paused, collecting her thoughts.

“And I was hurt at the time. We were best friends and it was that easy for her to leave. Of course, I’m happy for her now. You came from her leaving and she had the happiest twenty years of marriage. She followed her gut and her heart, like she always did, and we kept in touch over the years, even though I’d been terrified we were going to lose touch after she moved away.” Esther’s voice cracked as her eyes reddened with memories.

We were best friends and it was that easy for her to leave.

That’s how I felt with Amira. We’d grown up together, raised by each other’s parents. But the minute we left New York, it had become so easy for her to build a new life, with a cool roommate and her boyfriend.

After talking for a few more minutes, I asked Esther to tell Charlie I was looking for her. And as I was about to leave, I suddenly remembered something. “Also, I’m sorry about your sister. I hope she’s feeling better.”

Esther tilted her head, confused yet again by my words. “Uh, my sister is on vacation right now. She’s perfectly fine, as far as I know?”

Just like that, all hope for Charlie and me vanished. She’d lied about her family emergency over break as well.

I said bye and walked out into the bitter air, the clouds blocking the warmth of the weak sun.

Charlie had lied to me time and time again. She hadn’t had a family emergency. She and Leyla weren’t just holding hands platonically. I had ignored the signs for way too long and I had only myself to blame. Now I just had to end it with Charlie before she broke my heart.







ROM-COM RULE #23
Hearts will break.



Charlie finally responded to my text from earlier, saying she was leaving one of the study halls and sorry she missed the text, she had her phone off for the class.

Likely story.

I crossed the green, my palms sweaty with anxiety, my heart pounding with emotion. But at the same time, there was a not-so-small part of me that expected this. She obviously still had feelings for Leyla and there had been so many times where I could’ve ended it, so many times where I could’ve saved myself from all of this. But even though I’d known this was coming, I stayed in it like the hopeless romantic idiot in my rom-com.

At least I’d have plenty of angst for that project. Write what you know, right? And if you know heartbreak, write a romance gone wrong.

I slowed as I neared the building, my breathing releasing shakily as I saw Charlie standing by the gaping doorway draped in shadows, her short hair spilling over her shoulders, eyes closed and face turned up to the clouds.

I shook my head, took a long, deep breath, then started walking over to her. Charlie looked up when the gravel crunched under my feet, smiling at me. I didn’t smile back.

Her grin dropped when she saw my hurt, sad, and probably angry expression.

“Aves? Are you okay? I saw your text, did you find the clue?” she asked, stepping closer to me. I shied away from her grabbing my hand, and she froze.

“Aves? What … What is it?”

I looked at her and shook my head.

“I … Char, I can’t. We’re…” I shook my head again, failing to say it. A look of genuine sadness and fear overshadowed Charlie’s eyes, and she tried to reach for me again. And I stepped back, yet again.

“I know. Your aunt isn’t sick; she’s on vacation, matter of fact. I know you’ve been lying to me since winter break and confiding in your ex instead. Leyla is clearly who you want to be with and I’m so very sorry I kept you from her. Well, guess what? Now, you can go back to Leyla and be the golden, perfect couple you are. This wasn’t ever going to work. It was doomed in every universe,” I said, unable to keep my writer’s brain from adding the dramatics at the end.

But what I said buried itself in Charlie like the arrow that took down Achilles.

“Avery, I promise, it’s just a misunderstanding, it’s not what you think—” She cut off as her voice cracked, the sound of it sending its own crack through my chest.

“Then would you care to explain? ’Cause all I see is a girl who’s professed that she cares about me, but at every turn, proves she loves her ex more than me. So unless you can explain why you would go to your ex before your girlfriend about stuff you’re dealing with, then I’m done with this. I walk away from us. It isn’t fair to Leyla and it certainly isn’t fair to me,” I finished, fighting a sob building in me.

“I … I just didn’t want to upset you…” Charlie whispered, eyes not even meeting mine.

I shook my head and turned, striding off, tears streaking down my cheeks to match the barely contained sobs I heard behind me.

Tears dripped from my jaw and I knew my face was blotchy and red, but at this point, I couldn’t be bothered to care.

When I got inside the apartment, Maddi and Colin looked up from the couch where they were sitting, a show on the TV. Maddi rocketed to their feet the minute they saw the tears, Colin right behind her.

I waved my hand at them, mumbling a defeated, “Not … Just give me a minute,” before stumbling into my room, shucking off my shoes, and crawling back under my sheets. I heard voices outside the door, whispering. But the words were muffled, muted and droning, like flies somewhere you can’t manage to find.

It had been around three months of Charlie and me dating and it was just … within twenty-four hours, all of that was done.

I lay in bed, my mind unable to properly function. So, I stayed curled under the sheets, vaguely aware of a door closing and a phone ringing somewhere.

Eventually, I felt my eyes pull shut, my body and brain exhausted from everything today. And as I sank into the mattress, the last thing I thought of was the irony that the clue of Mom’s Yes was the final straw for my relationship.







ROM-COM RULE #24
The heroine gives up on love. For real this time.



For the weeks leading up to spring break, I’d taken to avoiding Charlie like she was the plague. I stayed home, emailing all my professors that I had a mysterious illness that had left me bedridden. Only I knew that mysterious illness had a name, and it was heartbreak.

In a desperate ploy to get me out of my misery, Colin, Maddi, and Rowan, the new girl from the States, had secretly booked a friends’ trip during spring break, which officially started tomorrow. They were dragging me to Cornwall, a tourist town a few hours west.

The next morning, Maddi pulled me out of bed, their hair still a messy halo around their face. I grabbed my suitcase, which I’d packed last night, and dragged my tired body into the kitchen. Maddi was sliding on their shoes, holding a cup of iced coffee covered in small Sharpie drawings. I was pretty sure I spotted one of Circe.

I left my luggage at the front door near Maddi’s, then hurried into the kitchen and left Circe’s food bowl and food out on the counter. Colin had arranged for Leyla to take care of Circe while we were gone, which was an agreement I wasn’t too thrilled with, but Circe also needed to eat.

After leaving the house key on the top of the doorframe, Maddi and I met Colin and Rowan on the street, Colin leaning on the steering wheel of a small car he’d rented that looked more like a box than not.

“Who’s ready for a long-ass road trip?” Colin asked, and Rowan whooped in the passenger seat.

I popped the trunk and helped Maddi stuff our bags in with the rest of the luggage, then slid into the back seat. Rowan twisted around to see us.

“Helping Lift Avery’s Mood Trip is a go!” Rowan cheered, and Maddi shook their head.

Colin sighed and muttered to himself in the driver’s seat, “We agreed not to mention that…”

Rowan blushed and busied herself with her phone, trying to connect it to the car’s Bluetooth, while Maddi snuck a peek at me.

“You okay?” they asked, and I nodded.

“Yeah. Just looking forward to the trip,” I said, then looked out the window. Colin started the car, and as we rolled away, a smile spread on my face. No matter what was happening in Brighton with Charlie and Leyla or the scavenger hunt, we were getting out of town. At least for a week, I could leave all that behind me.



We pulled into a Tesco gas station, Rowan and me fighting for our lives against Maddi and Colin in a ruthless debate.

“Guys, listen, it means the same thing. The way we say it is just cooler!” Colin said, shrugging with a sly smirk. We were, of course, discussing whether it was called gas or petrol.

“Sure, whatever,” Rowan said, hopping out of the car. I followed, the soft breeze from the coast tousling my hair. While Maddi and Colin dealt with the car, Rowan and I hurried inside to grab snacks and drinks. It was a five-hour drive to Cornwall. We weren’t even halfway there, and Maddi was already saying they needed more crisps, hence the stop for gas—or petrol—and food.

Inside, Rowan was already looking through the aisles, grabbing familiar snacks. I laughed at her arms full of Sour Patch Kids and Doritos.

“Maybe we can get something a bit … I dunno, healthier? They don’t call those ‘Very Bad Kids’ in France for nothing.” I waved a hand at Rowan’s sour gummies and she scoffed, clutching them closer to her chest.

“Well, good thing we aren’t in France, then. And don’t let ’em hear ya say that.” Rowan nodded in the direction of other shoppers. “Or it might be off with your head.”

We laughed and continued looking around, Rowan’s pile of snacks growing slowly and precariously. Finally, she dumped them all at the checkout and the clerk looked up, startled.

“Is this … all?” he asked, making it sound like “all” was, in fact, too much.

“Yeah, think ya might be missing a few things on your shelves,” Rowan quipped back, then tapped her card and paid. The clerk bagged up the food and Rowan took it with a quick smile, then flounced out of the store. I followed, shaking my head at the Southern accent that held so much sass.

Back in the car, Maddi had switched to the passenger seat, so Rowan and I were in the back. Rowan passed around the snack bag and Colin and Maddi started plucking out crisps and chocolates. Maddi squealed when they grabbed a bag of Cadbury Buttons, and Rowan gasped.

“Hold on, you don’t get all of that, share with the group,” she said, leaning over Maddi’s seat and grabbing a fistful of chocolate, then plopping back triumphantly.

“Okay, we all ready? Good, seat belts please. ‘Click It or Ticket,’” Colin said. Then we drove out of the parking lot, the sound of wrappers crinkling filling the car.



The car rolled to a stop outside of our hotel, my cracked window letting in the quiet sounds of a city starting to move. I’d found out on the way here that we weren’t actually going to Cornwall, since that was the county, but to the main city there called Marazion. It was similar to Brighton, houses right up to the water, but this city had a castle. On an island. Maybe I should have moved here instead.

We got all the bags out of the car and, after checking in at the front desk, which was manned by an intensely friendly lady, found our room.

Colin swung the door open, light from the hallway spilling into a dark sitting room. Maddi flicked the lights on, revealing a very small hotel room with very small beds. Rowan and I exchanged a look.

“I’ll take the one near the window…” Rowan hurried over with her bag.

I walked over to the other bed. “I’ll take this one. The light from the window will wake me up.”

As much as Rowan and I loved Maddi and Colin, we did not want those two lovebirds bunking together.

Maddi opened and closed their mouth, looking like they were going to object, but Colin walked over to Rowan’s side and left his bag there, so Maddi sighed and walked over to me.

But as they set their suitcase down, they leaned over to me and whispered, “I know what you two did.”

I looked at them, shrugging innocently, and they shook their head with a smile and a scoff.

“Okay so what’s our game plan for today?” Rowan asked.

“Sleep,” I heard Colin mumble. I glanced over at the other side of the room. He had already shucked off his shoes and was sprawled out on the bed.

“Dude, we have the whole day here. Let’s go get you a coffee and some food, it’ll whip you back into shape,” Rowan said, grabbing his ankle and basically yanking him off the bed. Grumbling, he rubbed his eyes and slid his shoes back on, side-eyeing Rowan.

“C’mon, don’t be a baby. Coffee will wake you up,” Maddi said, walking over and ruffling his hair.

“Listen, if you got up as early as me, you’d be in the same boat. I doubt coffee can fix this tiredness,” Colin said, even as he stood and started toward the door. I grabbed my phone, dropped my earbuds in my pocket, and followed Colin out the door.

In the parking lot, we grabbed Colin’s wheelchair out of the car.

“I don’t really know what the roads are like or how much we have to walk around,” he explained. “It’s just easier to use the chair.”

The chair unfolded with a pop. Colin then clicked something into place and settled into the cushioned seat, sighing.

After we left, we walked—at Rowan’s insistence, she said she couldn’t sit any longer—to a café surprisingly close to our hotel. As we sat at a table, I admired the café. It was adorable, with blue-green tiling on the walls and plants tucked into corners. Rowan was forcing Maddi into photos, Maddi smiling awkwardly while Rowan beamed at the phone.

Colin and I watched them, shaking our heads and laughing as Rowan squeezed Maddi into a bear hug. Finally, after Rowan had tossed Colin her phone and made him take picture after picture, we ordered our food and looked up stuff to do today.

Rowan looked up from her phone. “There’s a paddleboarding place we can go to?”

“Ooh, that sounds fun, I’ve never been paddleboarding. Colin, is that good for you?” Maddi said, smiling and raising their eyebrows.

“Yeah, I’m actually great with water. It basically holds my joints in place. There’s also a mini golf place we could go to later? Would you want to do paddleboarding, then that?” Colin suggested, both of us scrolling on his phone, looking for spots to visit. Everyone looked at me, eyebrows raised as if searching for an answer.

“Yeah, that sounds great, but it’s not up to me to decide. I know you did this as a ‘let’s make Avery happy’ trip, but, like, this is your spring break trip too,” I said, feeling bad. Even though I hadn’t really done anything wrong, I hated that I made everyone here feel as if I needed a pick-me-up. Even though I had been acting like a storm cloud all week.

“To be fair, we did plan most of it based on what we thought would be fun. For you, yes, of course, but also for all of us. Marazion is where we decided on,” Maddi said, smiling at me softly.

I sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know, I just feel bad you guys aren’t getting to do whatever you wanted for spring break.”

“Dude, are you kidding? I get to go to the beach, be in public without a shirt, and show off these sick surgery scars. I’m thriving,” Colin exclaimed, puffing out his chest, and we laughed.

“You just gotta get those tattoos you were saying you wanted over them, it’ll look so cool,” Maddi said, their hand casually brushing Colin’s. He smiled, blushing slightly.

The waiter came and took our orders, and within minutes the food arrived at the table. Rowan’s BLT came first—“Without avocado, right?”—then my eggs on toast afterward. Colin plowed into his breakfast plate, and after a glance from him, Maddi started picking at their bacon.

After everyone had subtly waited for Maddi to eat something, we paid and walked outside. The sun was just reaching its peak and the bright rays reflected on the choppy water, the waves sloshing against the beach.

“So, we can run back to the hotel and grab swimsuits, then go to the paddleboard place?” Maddi asked as we walked up the boardwalk, sand scuffing under our shoes.

Rowan beamed. “Good thing I thought ahead and brought a swimsuit, otherwise we’d be skinny-dipping it.”

We showed up at the paddleboard rental decked out in swimwear, holding towels and sunscreen. Rowan and I slipped into wet suits when we saw how cold it was, but Maddi and Colin sported similar swim trunks, Maddi wearing an old, baggy shirt and Colin going without. His top surgery scars were visible, the silver line across his chest honestly pretty cool-looking. He saw me noticing and grinned. It was obvious he was excited for this, for the chance to have fun and, as he’d said, not have to wear any dumb shirts.

We grabbed two paddleboards from the shop and carried them down to the beach, depositing our phones and towels in a locker. After going back and forth about who got which paddleboard, it was decided that Maddi and I would share one and Rowan and Colin would get the other.

We slid the paddleboards carefully into the water. Maddi and I jumped on ours, screaming as the thing rocked side to side, and we burst out laughing. The water was freezing and every lap of a wave onto my skin sent a shiver up my spine. We paddled out, the beach fading into the marine layer. Rowan was cackling off to the side at Colin’s shocked face after a wave slapped him, and Maddi and I watched them for a moment, smiling. Our paddleboard drifted, the current gently sending it floating away.

A comfortable silence fell, the sound of birds and waves crashing a cacophony in the distance.

“Y’know, since you got here, you’ve been happier. I think it may have something to do with that one over there,” I told Maddi, nodding toward Colin’s laughing form. They stiffened, but after a moment’s pause, they nodded slowly, still facing forward.

Then they turned and looked at me, a small smile building. “I think you may have a bit more to do with it than you think. Yeah, Colin is … Colin. He’s one of the silliest, most caring people I’ve met. But so are you.”

I grinned. “I know when I finish the school year, I’m going back to New York. I won’t be rooming with you anymore, but … I do want to visit. Stay in touch. Circe might miss you.”

“More like missing my shoes to use as her own personal scratchboard.”

I laughed, Maddi chuckling alongside me. They weren’t wrong about that.

Maddi quieted, then nodded. “But yeah, I can come see New York, you can come visit Colin and me here. We’ll … I’ll miss you. I mean, so will Colin obviously, but it’s been really nice having a roommate.”

“Yeah, have no complaints about you eith—” I started, but my words were cut short by a wave quickly approaching, the swell rising with each second. The thing was going to crash right onto us.

“Uh, Maddi…”

“Yeah?”

“Jump.”

We dove for it, abandoning the board and plunging under the surface just as the sound of the wave crashing boomed through the water. I swam, eyes squeezed closed, until I thought it safe enough to come up for air.

Rowan and Colin were still on their board, a dozen feet away, jaws gaping. Maddi treaded water, coughing and wiping their face, short hair soaked and stuck to their cheeks.

“Man overboard!” Rowan shouted and quickly paddled over. I grabbed the side of the board, then reached out and pulled Maddi over to us.

“So, your board is … well, funeral arrangements are needed,” Colin said, wincing, and I turned and grimaced as well. Our abandoned board had crashed onto nearby rocks and there was no way of getting to it unless we wanted to brave the treacherous, slippery boulders jutting out of the water.

“Well then, let’s hope the guy we rented them from is forgiving.…” Maddi said, smiling nervously.

He was not. We paid a fine for losing a board and he berated us for damaging property. As we walked off, he was still muttering “useless youth” under his breath.



Later that night, after an exhausting round of mini golf and a quick dinner at a nearby pizza joint, we staggered back to our room. We were all drained, Maddi and me aching from getting tossed by the waves. After we took turns showering, we ended up with Rowan asleep in her bed, Maddi and me lying down, and Colin finishing washing up.

The sound of cars and music outside, Rowan’s soft breaths, and a vacuum down the hall, and my thoughts running at a hundred miles per hour were so loud I swore Maddi was listening next to me.

I was happy and had not thought of Charlie once. But now, exhausted after a long day, I couldn’t help but think of her. Even though something was happening with Charlie and Leyla, I didn’t think Charlie had cheated. I knew that’s what made sense, and I could convince myself that scenario was possible, but a small part of my brain didn’t accept it. I just … couldn’t reconcile the girl I knew so well with someone who could cheat on their partner.

I had to hope that when we got back from this trip, there would be something. Some talk, an explanation. I needed some … I don’t know, closure? It sounded cheesy, but I didn’t know how to handle something like this. I’d never dated before this and Amira had never dated anyone who had maybe cheated on her with an ex, so I had no experience on how to deal with this. Vicariously or otherwise. It was … complicated.

I heard Maddi’s breathing slow as they drifted to sleep. The bathroom door opened and closed, letting light spill into the room briefly. Colin quietly shuffled to the other bed and lay down, the blankets rustling.

I snuggled in, trying to ignore the worries about what would happen when we got back. How that conversation would go. What would be said. And most importantly … how would it destroy my relationship with Charlie?

The next few days were packed. We’d wake up, grab a quick breakfast, then find something—or a few somethings— to fill our day. We did a WaveRunner safari, which is basically like white water rafting but on the ocean. Colin and Rowan took surf lessons, but Maddi and I had had our fair share of the water and opted for lying on the beach. We went on a waterfall hike, which resulted in us jumping fully clothed into a little hidden river. At night, we went to the movies or ventured through the Porth aquarium. We found hole-in-the-wall restaurants and taverns with amazing food and music. We did a karaoke bar one night, Colin and me dancing around the small room with mics in our hands, more shouting than singing.

Our final day in Marazion, we’d saved the best for last. We’d exhausted ourselves throughout the entire week with crazy activities, but we had one more destination to hit. The castle.

We’d agreed when we first got there to let that be the grand finale to our trip, to go across the beach to the fortress that loomed in the distance. It was always in view, and I often caught someone—or myself—staring at it in awe.

We packed up our hotel room, the amount of clutter we’d created in a week making me wince. We were going to load up our luggage in the car, then drive over to the castle, then after that, head back home. Since we would be leaving at midday, we wouldn’t be getting to Brighton until late.

The car rolled down the small streets, Maddi now in the driver’s seat. I could see the ocean occasionally as we blurred past the houses, the gray water crashing on the beach.

“Wait, look! There’s the castle!” Colin pointed, grinning.

The car went around a bend, and the fortress on the water revealed itself. In our week here, we hadn’t gone close enough to see it in its full grandeur, and it was stunning. We all leaned forward in awe, trying to see out the windshield. A walkway led off the beach and directly into the water, the cobblestone path slightly submerged. People were walking along it, water sloshing around their feet, and small boats bobbed along around the castle, which was set against a blue backdrop, wisps of white clouds floating behind the castle’s tall spires.

We parked and hurried down to the water, shucked off our shoes, tucked them under our arms, and waded in. The water was bitingly cold, but nothing too bad.

“This. Is. So. Cool,” Maddi remarked, looking around. We walked down the path, shrieking when a crab scuttled over Colin’s foot. Finally, we made it to the opposite shore, and I breathed a small sigh of relief at the soft sand under my feet.

Walking up to the castle, we bought our tickets at the front desk and excitedly hurried inside.

The castle inside wasn’t decorated for any one single time period. One room was a light sky blue, with Victorian-looking furniture. Almost everything was made of gold. Another room was just stone, with tapestries hanging from the walls. There was a suit of armor, a mummified cat, and a couch that Queen Victoria supposedly sat on, all in the same place.

We walked into a room on the top floor, somewhere in a castle spire, which was being used as an exhibition. We walked through, reading the labels on different artifacts, when Colin gasped.

“Oh my god, it’s Napoleon,” he said, and we hurried over.

A scrap of a red, torn jacket sat under glass, a gray layer of dust on the case.

“You are such a nerd,” Maddi said, grabbing his hand fondly.

Later, after wandering through the top floors, we found a room with statues and spent a good twenty minutes taking photos with the statues, using the same poses as the marble pieces.

Colin held his phone up, leaning back to get the art, Rowan, Maddi, and me in frame. But as he leaned away, he teetered and fell backward, grabbing desperately for support.

What did he grab? The arm of an old, crumbling statue of a woman holding a young child, taking the limb with him as he fell to the floor.

We screamed, running toward Colin, who sat on the ground, covered in rubble. An employee ran into the room at the sound of our screams and stopped short when they saw the vandalized art.

“Out.”



We stood on the beach, looking across the water back at the castle. The worker had security escort us back to the mainland as other staff hurried into the statue room, panicked.

“We had to leave soon anyways…” Colin said, and everyone scoffed, turning back to the car.

“I was just doing us a favor!” he called from behind, hurrying up to us.



The car sped down the road, the four of us piled in. Night enveloped the countryside. Rowan was asleep in the back, leaning against Maddi, who watched out the window.

Colin was driving, the radio on the lowest volume, and I sat in the passenger seat with my knees tucked up to my chest.

I sensed Colin looking at me and I turned to him, leaning my head back against the seat.

“So? Did you have fun?” he asked, looking between me and the road.

“Besides getting kicked out of a castle?” Colin chuckled at my comment. “Yes, I had a lot of fun. I’ll never forget that singing voice of yours either.”

Colin gasped, pretending to be offended. “I sound amazing, thank you very much.”

“Not true.” Maddi mumbled from the back seat. I twisted around to shoot them a look and they eyed me with a smirk.

“You good back there?” Colin asked, reaching an arm back carefully to squeeze Maddi’s knee comfortingly. I smiled at the gesture, noticing how Colin winced in pain at the stretch.

“Yeah, just … lost in thought,” they said, staring out the window again.

“What’re you thinking about?” I asked and Colin shot me a look. Shit, was this one of the times I let them open up if they wanted?

Maddi hesitated, glancing down at the still-sleeping Rowan. I looked at Colin and he mouthed Wait.

“We’re, uh, kind of close to Cardiff. Where I grew up. Where my sister is and … uh, my mam. It’s right on the other side of the channel and it’s just weird being this close to them. Especially my mam,” Maddi said, looking down at their arms and those silver scars.

I turned around fully in my seat and put my hand on their knee, the touch startling them.

“I’m here. You don’t have to, but if you need to talk—about your mom, or sister, or those”—I nodded at her arms—“I’m here.”

I squeezed their knee comfortingly and pulled my arm back, but Maddi quickly grabbed my hand.

“I know. Trust me, I know. It’s just … not my favorite subject to talk about. But the reason I’m where I am now, with my headspace and everything, is partially thanks to you.” They held my hand for a minute, then let go of it slowly. They turned back to the window, but not before they smiled at me softly and I smiled back, nodding. I sat back in my seat, facing forward.

Colin nodded at me.

Good job, he mouthed, and I whispered a thank-you to him. He turned back to the road and I leaned against the window, the glass cold on my cheek. Maybe I hadn’t made any progress with Charlie or talked to her, but I’d just spent an unforgettable week with my friends. Maybe Amira and I weren’t as close as we used to be, but at least Maddi knew I was here. They’d opened up. And damn it if that didn’t warm my heart a bit.







ROM-COM RULE #25
There’s always a reconciliation.



A few days later back in Brighton, after I got off another worrisome call with Dad, who’d worn a face mask, I found a number I hadn’t called in ages. Smiling at the text history, I FaceTimed Amira’s mom, praying the time zone gods would let her answer.

I heaved a sigh of relief when she picked up. “Avery, hon, everything all right?”

My eyes filled with tears at the sound of her voice, the longing for home, and the food Carmen would always make for dinner.

“Yeah … I mean, I don’t know. I called Dad and I’m worried about him.” I told her about the Clorox wipes, Dad answering the call with a mask, and how the couch behind him was covered in plastic.

She listened, concerned and shocked, nodding and chiming in with small questions.

“Okay, yeah, I’ll go over on Wednesday, I have my day off then. I’ll try to broach the topic of therapy,” Carmen said, biting her lip in thought.

“I just … I feel bad. I should have checked in more, not let it fester like this. If I hadn’t left, this never—” I started, but Carmen cut in.

“Avery Blackwell, you hush right now. If you hadn’t gone to Brighton, you never would have met Charlie—yes, Amira told me, don’t give me that face—and you never would have learned as much as I imagine you have about Halle. So I do not want you regretting a thing, because guess what? You might be in college and an adult, but you are still his child and it is not your responsibility to parent him. Your mother would have been the one to help him here, but sadly, she can’t. And you have tried to step in, but that is not your job and I will be over there every day if it keeps you from regretting leaving. You need to focus on your life, your grades, and yourself. Not him.”

I sat there, my lip trembling as I processed what she said. I nodded slowly, and she watched me, her own eyes red with sadness.

Once I collected myself, I smiled softly. “Also … I was wondering, uh, how—how’s Amira been?”

“She’s been good. School’s been a lot for her, but she’s well. She misses you, though. You two should plan something, even if it’s just a call or coffee. No matter what has happened or will happen in your relationship, you still have been best friends—sisters, even—for life and no little fight will break that.”

“I … I will. I’ll text her in a bit.” I said, nodding and smiling.

“Well, I gotta head out, but I love you, hon.” She waved, then hung up.

I sat there, my phone still upright in my hand. Then I texted Amira.



I stepped off the train at Victoria Station, swinging my bag onto my shoulder as I joined the crowd of people leaving the station in the Saturday afternoon rush.

I was finally meeting Amira for lunch, trying to ignore the nerves I never thought I’d feel with her. It’d been seven months since we saw each other. We’d gone from seeing each other every day to this. It was weird and I missed her, regardless of the silence from both sides.

I walked up to King’s College, looking for a familiar figure. I found her sitting on a bench in the courtyard, right where she said she’d be.

Hesitating momentarily, I stepped closer and cleared my throat.

She whipped around, startled, and then her face softened when she saw it was me.

She’d changed in the last months. Her hair was shorter and straighter, and she wore a checkered blouse tucked into black trousers and a black tie with a moon embroidered at the bottom. Totally different from the skirts and dresses she lived in when she was in New York.

Amira stood, and instead of pausing like I had, she threw her arms around me, the iced coffee in her hand sloshing precariously. I hugged her back. I’d missed my best friend more than I could say.

“I—” we both started before cutting off and chuckling.

“You go first,” I said. We wandered through the green, with a beautiful fountain in the middle of the neatly trimmed grass. Small groups of students milled about or strolled down the well-tended paths. It was a quiet college, so unlike my campus, but so much bigger than UB.

“I just … when I saw that viral video of yours online, I was really hurt to find out like that. And that’s probably not very fair to say since I stopped talking to you and most everyone that wasn’t within a five-minute walk. But we grew up together and it … really hurt. And you blew me off to hang out with your girlfriend. In the same city I live in, on the same day I invited you to do something in that city,” Amira said, barely glancing at me, instead choosing to stare at the ice spinning in the to-go cup as we walked.

I nodded, thinking. “I’m … I’m sorry. The thing is, I did feel like I really tried to reach out, plan stuff, but I probably didn’t do as much as I thought. I can tell you now? I know it doesn’t make up for it, but—”

Amira grabbed my hand, stopping my words with a simple gesture. “I can’t wait to hear, don’t stress it,” she said, smiling at the apologetic rant I was about to go on.

I chuckled, then started explaining everything. Beginning with meeting Charlie on the train, pretending to be her girlfriend, becoming her girlfriend for real, and our eventual breakup.

I finished telling the story, then added, “I wanted to tell you after winter break, but you acted like you didn’t want me to come to London, so I couldn’t tell you. Which really confused me.”

Amira sighed, then looked back at me.

“I … I didn’t want you to come here ’cause Mom was here.”

What?

At my confused expression, she explained, “I didn’t want you to see her ’cause … after Halle died, I was so scared for you to see how happy we were. And I know you aren’t gonna be upset or jealous, but I was so paranoid about that. Then, when she came to visit and you wanted to see me, I said no. Because I wanted to be a supportive friend after Halle passed and when I was with Mom, it felt like I was rubbing it in your face.”

“So … you feel guilty for having a mom, basically?” I asked, laughing.

Amira looked startled. “Well, when you put it like that…”

Then we both were giggling, interrupting the serene, comfortable quiet of the campus.

“But don’t worry, I don’t see it that way. I’m just glad to have my best friend back.” I smiled at her, trying to not get emotional about yet another thing.

“So, tell me about the breakup … I’m just so confused, really,” Amira said.

I sighed. “What are you confused about? Because like, it makes so much sense to me.”

“It’s like—Here, look at this.” Amira pulled out her phone, tapping in her pin and swiping, a clear goal in mind.

Then she turned the screen to me and I saw the recording that was posted on TikTok of the Noasis concert and my first kiss.

She hit play and I watched, flushing at the look of terror and embarrassment on past me’s face when Charlie pulled me on stage. Butterflies tingled in my stomach when I saw the kiss, despite the fact that Charlie was such a soft, casual kisser and would randomly press a kiss to my lips or forehead. Then, a knot tightened in my chest when I realized that all those little kisses were for Leyla now.

“She might have been in love with her ex,” Amira said. “But right here, it’s pretty fucking obvious she’s in love with you.”

I looked at the video, paused at the end of the clip, and smiled softly at the look of happiness on both our faces.

“Avery, give Charlie a second chance. Give her the opportunity to be honest with you.”

I was torn. I wanted Charlie to be able to explain what was happening, to tell me the truth. But at the same time, I was scared. I couldn’t afford to get my heart broken again.







ROM-COM RULE #26
The heroine has a revelation.



Rowan and Maddi hurried ahead of Colin and me, all of us grinning as we walked into the venue for the girl in red show. Rowan’s Southern accent was strong, so unlike the British accents I’d gotten used to. Her dialect sometimes confused me, especially when she added a g into onion.

The GIRL IN RED, SOLD OUT sign glowing, we walked into the empty pit, security pointing to where we should go. Because of Colin’s disability accommodations, we were in front of the barricade, so we had to be escorted to the front before the rest of the crowd. Once we were settled, Colin chilling in his wheelchair, the rest of the crowd eagerly filed into the pit. Green-blue lighting flooded the room, bathing the crowd in eerie colors. The room quickly filled with noise, with one kid holding up a phone playing a girl in red song, and the other kids singing along.

Rowan and I chimed in, belting out the words to “Serotonin” with our horrendous singing voices, the weak music barely reaching us from the phone speakers.

After around twenty minutes of the crowd singing along, the green lights dropped, casting the room in shadow, with the only light being small neon-green exit signs. The pit roared, the force of the crowd startlingly loud in the small venue. The band walked out, girl in red front and center, waving at the crowd.

“Hello, Brighton!” she said, grabbing the microphone stand, then launched into her first song. We cheered, people nearby holding up signs and shouting things that got drowned out in the clapping.



An hour and a half later, we walked outside, voices hoarse, the cold night air refreshing on our sweaty skin.

“That was so cool,” Colin said, twirling the drumstick he’d caught at the end.

We went through our favorite songs and how the crowd laughed when a guitar string snapped with a reverberating twang. Colin rolled ahead of us, hitting the drumstick on an imaginary drum.

Rowan said goodbye outside her dorm, then Maddi and I left Colin at the elevator to his apartment. Finally, we walked to our apartment, exhausted. The door squealed as it opened, the hinges in desperate need of lubricant. Circe strolled over, her tail swishing as she weaved between Maddi’s feet. Maddi picked her up; Circe’s paws stretched into the air. I said good night to Maddi, leaving to get in the shower and go to bed, hoping to get some sleep before my early class tomorrow. I slid into my bed after my shower, my hair still drenched—I slept better with wet hair anyway—and sighed as my body relaxed into the mattress. I’d hoped the long evening at the gig would take my mind off things. It had for a while, but now that there wasn’t a distraction to quiet my thoughts, the events of the past week weighed tiredly on my brain. And finally, I drifted off, the black behind my eyelids void of dreams or overbearing thoughts.



I stepped inside the familiar shop, the smells of strong incense filling the air, the chime of the bells on the door echoing in the small space.

Cora flowed into the front room, this time wearing a blue T-shirt that said WHAT’S UP, WITCHES in bright yellow writing and a turquoise scarf around her waist. Her torn black jeans crinkled as she walked over and wrapped me in a warm, incense-scented hug. I hugged Cora back, and then she stepped away.

“So, what can I do for you today?” she asked, her demeanor so different from when we saw her a few months ago. Instead of being a mysterious fortune teller, she was more an eccentric grandmother.

“Sorry to bother you. I just wanted to ask you something. It’s sort of a question?” I tried to think of how to phrase it.

“Of course! Go ahead,” she said, smiling and waving at me to begin.

I explained Esther’s story of how my parents had a whirlwind spring break romance and that Mom decided to move to NYC with my dad … such a flighty, Mom thing to do. As we spoke, Cora walked over to two comfy chairs, the pillows made to look like tarot cards.

But Cora shook her head. “Y’know, your mum wasn’t flighty at all. In fact, she only came to readings because Esther was so interested in it. Halle found the whole thing kinda silly. It eventually grew on her, as you know, but Esther was the one who was fascinated by tarot.”

I sat there for a moment, surprised. Out of everything Cora could have said, I wasn’t expecting that.

“That was why Esther was so upset when Halle moved—it was so spontaneous and out of character, and Esther was worried Halle was throwing her life away for someone she just met. Esther was just growing out of her free spirit phase, but there was something in that boy that made Halle interested in the idea of destiny,” Cora finished, sitting back against the Wheel of Fortune card.

Something clicked then. I could ask every person in Brighton who knew her, but there was one person who I knew would be able to lead me to the next clue.

The only problem was that the denial of grief kept him from speaking the truth.

“Cora, last question for you, I promise. How involved was Dad with Mom and Esther’s tarot card–loving phase?”

“Oh, pretty involved! He wasn’t entirely interested and didn’t really understand it, but he would drive Halle here or buy her an old set of cards.”

I nodded, my mind swirling around the one problem here.

I just had to get Dad to talk about Mom.







ROM-COM RULE #27
Plot twists aren’t just for mysteries. The heroine learns something shocking that changes everything.



It was the first truly warm day of spring. The endless gray clouds had finally gone away, the dreary color draped over Brighton vanishing in a span of two days. The waterfront was bright and bubbly, the ocean a silvery blue. It was supposed to rain off and on, and as I walked down to Palace Pier, I was grateful for the knit sweater I had draped over my shoulders. While the skies were clear, a chill breeze whipped at my cold-flushed face. My Docs thudded on the wooden boards, the planks damp with the decades-old salt and ocean water that had seeped in.

I sat on a bench near the shore, enjoying the peaceful solitude of the quiet section of the beach.

I waited for a few minutes, listening to my music in one ear and the waves crashing on the pebbles in another. Then, I heard stones shuffling under shoes.

Charlie sat down next to me, quiet. I paused my music and tried to still my racing heart, knowing what was about to come.

“You deserve an explanation … and an apology,” Charlie said, her face scarily calm. But I could see in her eyes the fear of the news she was about to deliver.

I braced myself for the worst: Charlie was back with Leyla, and I was just a fling.

But when she spoke, I could feel my resolute composure shatter, the shock of her words shoving through me like a knife to my core.

“I have chronic kidney disease.”

I froze, her words so different from what I expected. I’d spent weeks preparing myself for her to say she loved Leyla. This … I didn’t know how to deal with this.

“I’ve been on a waitlist for years. I had a transplant when I was eight, with Mum donating one of hers. But around half the kids with this disease have to have multiple transplants throughout their lives. I’ve been healthy for years, so I was never a priority on the waitlist, but a few months ago, it all kinda went downhill. I had to skip classes and our flea market dates to go to dialysis,” Charlie said, speaking quickly to get past the emotion I could hear rising in her voice.

“I wanted to tell you, I really did. But when you would talk about your mum, I could see how fresh it still was and I made the decision that you weren’t ready. And I know that’s not my place, but … I couldn’t be the one to hurt you after you’ve suffered blow after blow. I’ve seen you lighten up and grow happier these last few months and I couldn’t do it. And I don’t know if that’s selfish or selfless, but I didn’t say anything. You were opening up about Halle’s death and I saw how it affected you, so I made the choice to keep my condition a secret.” Charlie finished, a tear sliding down her cheek.

I just sat there. I could almost feel the seconds going by, hear the clock ticking along.

I was worried and felt helpless, and that made me feel … angry.

“You know my mom hid the cancer from me.”

I never knew words to have such power. Charlie’s chin trembled and the tears she was forcing away spilled over, anguish and shame sparkling in her eyes.

I went on, unable to stop myself. “Leyla knew, didn’t she? You told your ex before your girlfriend, and when I asked if you were okay, you passed it off as the flu. ’Cause that’s why you came back from break looking tired, because your health did plummet then,” I pressed, my voice startlingly still and borderline cold.

This was why when I talked with Esther, she seemed emotional talking about Mom. But she wasn’t just missing her friend, she was worried about her daughter. And when Leyla asked how I was doing after Charlie, she wasn’t asking about a breakup. Charlie’s aunt being sick was just an excuse for Charlie’s doctor appointments. Charlie refusing to drink. Eating healthy constantly. Getting sick after the fish and chips we had at the festival.

Remembering everything I’d been taught in my biology courses, I put it all together. If you had kidney disease, you needed to lower the amount of sodium, potassium, and phosphorus you consumed. The fish and chips had a shit ton of sodium. When we went to lunch, she always got salads without avocado, because of the potassium. And she never drank Coke or any dark-colored soda because of phosphorus in the drink, used to prolong shelf life. I took a big, long breath.

“Are you … are you okay?” I asked quietly.

Charlie paused, then nodded.

“I think so. The doctors think I’ll be fine. They have high hopes for the transplant and they’re confident it will go well. It’s just … y’know, surgery is scary. And I haven’t had one in a while, so … just really scared and nervous.”

I melted at the words and stepped forward, wrapping my arms around her. She threw her arms around me, squeezing tightly. She needed this hug.

I stepped back. My throat hurt from trying not to cry, but I … all I could hear was Mom telling me about her illness. The betrayal I felt.

And as I looked at Charlie, her face blotchy from tears, I shook my head. And with that, I saw her crack, the little bit of hope splintering apart.

“I know this isn’t fair to you. But … I’m sorry, Charlie, I can’t do this again. I really, really hope you’ll be okay.”

I stood and left, trying to ignore the sobs I hated I could hear. It made me want to turn right around, press my lips to hers, and never walk away. But I couldn’t go through this again. Not after Mom, and not after seeing what it had done to Dad.

I wished I’d never come to Brighton at all.







ROM-COM RULE #28
The heroine hits her low point … but she doesn’t stay there long.



Death.

Most kids don’t understand the significance of the word. And they shouldn’t. For kids, losing a goldfish or some ten-times-removed relative is the most they can relate to it. And before I was eight, I never understood it either. Then Mom got sick, but she got better. My grandma died when I was twelve and then Mom when I was eighteen. I’d experienced enough death to last a lifetime, two deaths too many. My grandma, Dad’s mom, was my everything. I was her Little Bit, a nickname she gave me when I was just a scrap of a child. We spent every holiday with her in Maine. Amira was like her second granddaughter; Grandma even sent her birthday presents. And even though I didn’t quite understand my mother, the fact that I would never get to settled like rocks in my pocket, dragging me down. Her whimsical, artsy soul was something I wasn’t—or at least, I thought I wasn’t. But after coming here, I was starting to second-guess that.

I’d taken to doing all my classes remotely, the professors taking pity on me when I asked them in tears if I could stay home. Colin, Maddi, and Rowan took turns bringing me my schoolwork, never judging me for the fact I’d alternated between the same two pairs of sweats for two weeks.

I felt incredibly guilty for abandoning Charlie. I’d even considered going back to New York and not completing the semester.

This was why I didn’t date. It usually ended in heartbreak.

Amira got in today from London, after Maddi sent a text basically saying I needed an urgent best friend intervention. Colin and Rowan were coming over later for pizza and a movie, which Rowan said was her Southern mama’s fix-all.

Until then, I was going between cleaning, pacing my room, and staring at an English textbook. I even attempted to turn the rom-com assignment into a tragedy, but that made me sob even more. I was not making a lot of progress in any department today.

An hour later, I was giving Amira the grand tour, trying to ignore the worried glances I was getting from her. Maddi and Amira hit it off immediately, making jokes and discovering they had the exact same dry humor. Amira walked through the apartment, cradling Circe and kissing her on the nose. I think she missed the cat more than she missed me.

We finished the tour and were just sitting down when someone knocked on the door. Maddi hopped up, hurrying down the hallway, and opened the front door. Rowan and Colin said hi, and footsteps—one with the tap of a cane—bounced down the hall. They appeared around the corner, walking into the living room. Colin hurried over and carefully bent down to hug me, Rowan waiting her turn before wrapping her arms around me too.

Amira said hi, Rowan automatically hugging her—Rowan was a big hugger—and Colin waving with a smile. Circe hopped from lap to lap, finally deciding to perch on Colin’s knee, where he sat in the crushed velvet purple chair.

“I ordered the pizza, so I hope y’all are hungry. It’ll be here in, like, twenty minutes,” Rowan said, looking at her phone.

Everyone nodded, murmuring thank-yous, then Colin hopped onto the subject of movies. I jokingly said, “Maybe stay away from rom-coms,” and Maddi smacked my arm. Amira sent her an approving look at the light hit.

Finally, we decided on The Blair Witch Project and turned the movie on but ended up pausing it quickly to grab the pizza from the street.

I got out paper plates from the cabinet, chuckling at—but not judging—the sigh that came from everyone when Rowan opened the box. The smell of cheese and pepperoni wafted into the apartment. Everyone dug into the fresh pizza before slowly gravitating back to the couch.

Eating pizza while watching a movie: a heavenly experience. I ate slowly, my brain fixating on the fact that this was something Charlie couldn’t do. She couldn’t eat the pepperoni because of sodium or the cheese because of phosphate.

Maddi leaned against Colin, falling against his side at any scary scene. Amira sat at my side on the couch while Rowan was tucked into a chair, knees to her chest in a fetal, defensive position.

Once the movie had finished and the pizza boxes were scraped clean, we sat in the kitchen, Maddi cross-legged on our clean-except-for-the-pizza-grease counter, Colin standing beside her and leaning against her knee. Rowan turned to me, sitting across from me in one of our barstools. “So … how’ve you been doing? You’ve been kinda silent all night.”

Everyone glanced over cautiously, eyeing me carefully. Maddi and Amira exchanged a look and it was obvious they’d been talking.

“Um … I’ve definitely been better,” I said as an answer, and Rowan’s brow furrowed.

“Wait, did something happen?” she asked, looking over at Amira, concerned.

I paused, considering. “Y’know how I thought Charlie was cheating on me? Okay, so … I was wrong. I found out she’s—” I cut myself off, not sure how to say it. “This stays here, by the way. But … she told me she has a chronic condition, uh, kidney disease. And instead of being an amazing, supportive girlfriend, I just—I walked away. Left her there on the beach, crying. And I feel like shit. I couldn’t put aside my own feelings for five seconds to be there for her, to hug her, tell her it’s okay, to do something good. Instead I did something terrible. I abandoned her.”

I felt a pang in my chest at the words, guilt still rotting in my chest like a sore tooth you couldn’t get rid of.

Everyone sat there for a minute.

“No, Aves, it’s understandable why you left. Maybe you could’ve handled it differently, but I’m pretty sure everyone, including Charlie, gets why you’re upset by this,” Amira said, her big-sister mode activated. Everyone nodded, but even though what she said held some truth, it still didn’t help.

Maddi added something, Rowan chimed in with comments, but I only half heard them. Because no matter how much this resembled Mom’s situation, I knew Dad never would have left Mom, no matter how sick she got or how scared he became. He stuck by her the whole time. Yet I still abandoned Charlie. I kept thinking of how long it took her to work up the courage to tell me, how much she’d probably wanted to confide in me for months.

And all I did was walk away.



The next few days, Amira and Maddi didn’t leave my side, constantly checking on me.

A few days before Amira went back to London, we all participated in the “Pet Protest” Maddi organized for Circe, students and their pets from all over Brighton joining in. Everyone wore flamboyant, Regency-era costumes Maddi and Colin borrowed from the theater department—borrowed used very loosely here—and marched around campus in honor of Lord Byron and his bear. The event ended with Maddi turning the petition in to the administration with more than enough signatures to try convincing them to continue allowing pets on campus. I smiled, thinking of how happy Circe would be to not have to be hidden in bathrooms when Demi checked in spontaneously, even though Circe was allowed in the building. We just didn’t want to get into an argument. Demi would be fuming that her movement to get rid of pets in housing didn’t work. And as fun as the event was, I couldn’t help but think of Charlie all day and how much she would have loved this. But she’d stopped coming to classes and I would see Leyla leaving our lectures with doubles of all the paperwork. Which meant she was taking it home for Charlie. And there was, no surprise, no sign of either of them there today.

As I struggled with studying for finals, especially in biology, Leyla started to be a constant and unexpected presence in my life. We began studying together, Leyla offering help and kind words of support.

“She really cares about you, you know,” Leyla said one day in the library. I froze, not taking my eyes off my biology textbook.

“And she’s over me.” Leyla paused, placing a hand on my arm. “She told me so, Avery. She loves you.”

I couldn’t speak.

If Leyla was telling the truth, I should’ve felt better, but I felt worse. Because I had left Charlie standing on the beach alone.

Finally, I found my voice. “How bad is it?” I whispered. “If something goes wrong, if her body rejects the kidney…”

Leyla’s silence spoke volumes. I closed my eyes. I knew what would happen if the surgery didn’t work. And what could happen in the future, even if she got a new kidney now.

Clearly, Leyla didn’t like to think about this either. She launched into everything she knew about kidney disease, the symptoms, the treatments. The more we discussed it, the more I started to see even more signs I missed.

When we’d gone to Leyla’s party, I’d misinterpreted Leyla not offering us a drink as a snub when it was really because she knew Char couldn’t drink alcohol. Or that Charlie usually ate homemade meals or create-your-own food because she could control the ingredients.

“Last year, I looked into donating my kidney,” Leyla said at last. “But our blood types don’t match.”

Startled, I looked up at her. “What’s her blood type?” Hope lifted my heart, because maybe …

“She’s type O, and … well, you know.”

I did know. That meant Charlie could only receive a kidney from another type O patient.

I was type A. My shoulders sagged in defeat.

“But I volunteer for Kidney Care, writing newsletters and stuff like that,” Leyla went on. “The more people who know, the more potential donors we can reach.” She paused, smiling hesitantly at me. “If you’d like to come to the next meetup…”

“Yeah!” I said immediately. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

It was the least I could do. But I still wanted to do more.

The night before Amira left, we all sat on my bed except for Maddi, who was on my window seat, hugging a pillow to their chest.

Colin and I rested against my headboard with Amira closer to the end of the bed, her leg draped over mine. We’d been sitting here for hours, bouncing conversations around. Somehow, it was three A.M. and none of us were tired. I’d only yawned once.

Maddi moved their arm to prop themself up more and their sleeve slid back, revealing the small white lines on their arms.

Maddi caught my eye, glancing down at the scars. Colin saw our exchange, eyeing his girlfriend worriedly. Maddi smiled at him, telling him they were okay.

“It’s from when I was seventeen. I still lived in Cardiff and … wasn’t having the best time. My mam was … honestly, she was a bitch. Thought of me as her perfect doll to dress and style how she wanted, on top of a lot of other shit. So…” Maddi raised their arm. “I decided this would be better than the pain I felt up here.” They tapped their skull, shrugging.

“My best friend and situationship at the time, Em and Theo, knew, but … they just didn’t get it. Theo did, kinda, but—I mean, it’s different for everyone. My little sister and mam had no idea and I had no intention of telling them. And I stopped eating too. My old friend from Cardiff told me it was an eating disorder, and Avery, I know you and Colin have noticed, the lasting effect of it is still here. On a hard day, it kinda … bounces back. And I’m fine now, better than fine, so there’s no need to start treating me like I’m glass. It’s … Comparing two years ago to now is fucking wild. I even have this tracker for all of this.” They pointed at their arm. “My friend recommended it to me, and it helped a ton.”

“When Maddi told me, I called them their constellations. Constellations, or stars, are beautiful and light up the sky,” Colin said with a smile to Maddi, who ducked their head with a blush.

We sat there in silence, everyone waiting for someone else to speak. Finally, Colin shuffled into the blankets a bit, drawing everyone else’s attention. “When I came out to my parents as trans, it was … chaotic. My dad was great about it, albeit a little confused, but he said ‘If you want to be a grape, I’ll make it happen.’ My mum, on the other hand, wasn’t open to me being a guy. Or a grape, for that matter. So, it was my dad who ordered my binders and my older sister, Sienna, who looked into top surgery for me. My dad who took me to Pride parades and Sienna who went shopping with me. Mum didn’t want any part in that. I took to washing binders in the sink because I didn’t want her to even see them. I took a gap year when I turned eighteen to get top surgery, which she already wasn’t happy about. Then when I got my surgery, she—she stayed out of the house a lot. One day, when Sienna and Dad were out of the house, I was out of the hormones you have to take and I needed them. Desperately. It’d been a crazy week and it had just skipped everyone’s mind, including my own. And”—Colin shrugged—“she wouldn’t get them. I don’t know if she didn’t understand the urgency—which is what I hoped—or she just didn’t care. I ended up having to get my best friend to walk to the pharmacy with the prescription and have him bring it home. When Dad got home, he was pissed. My mum moved out the next week.”

I hugged Colin and he laid his cheek on my shoulder. We sat like that for a second until he lay back again.

We talked until the sun was visible over the red brick shingles that peppered the skyline. Colin fell asleep on the couch, Maddi dragged their feet back to their room, and Amira and I ended up snoring on my bed, her socked feet dangling off the edge.

That night felt like a bubble in time. Separate from deadlines and Charlie, from scars and moms leaving. It was just four friends and the moon with her stars, all of whom knew the freedom of confiding in one another.







ROM-COM RULE #29
There will be tears. Again.



The next morning, everyone sleep deprived, Amira left. Colin and Maddi said goodbye, then they both stepped back to give us some space.

I went first. “I’m sorry. For everything. Not telling you about Charlie, for not reaching out more, for the whole London thing. I’ve known you since we were literal babies and I genuinely couldn’t imagine not having you in my life. You’re like my sister, you know that.”

Amira teared up, her warm eyes softening. “Yeah, well, sisters fight a lot. It was to be expected.” She smiled teasingly, then sighed. “I can’t let you take all the blame, though. You did reach out, I just … I didn’t know how to combine my New York life and best friend with the people I’d met here. So, I didn’t. And that’s entirely on me. But I really want you to meet Sami and my roommate. I think you’d really like them.”

Now it was my turn to tear up. “I’d love to. And thank you for coming. I know it’s been rough between us, but … having you here really helped.”

I stepped forward and hugged Amira, and she squeezed me tightly.

“No matter what is happening, I will always be here for you,” she murmured, her voice raw and breaking with emotion.

We stepped back, both wiping tears away. Amira gave me a smile, waved to Maddi and Colin, stepped into the waiting Uber, and drove away.



Later that day, I nervously joined a call with Dad, expecting to still see him at his worst. Instead of plastic sheets and a mask over his face, there were plain couches and a clean-shaven chin, the sight so unlike our call from last month. Carmen was in the back, sitting at the counter and drinking coffee.

“Hey Aves,” he said, his voice clear, unlike the raspy, unused voice I grew used to hearing during his self-imposed quarantine.

“Hey Dad! How’ve you been?” I asked, and he smiled. God, I hadn’t seen a smile that genuine in a long time.

He explained he hadn’t felt this good since before Mom got sick again. Carmen had been coming over every other day, and she found him a therapist, who was helping him sort out his germaphobia and depression.

After we talked for almost thirty minutes, I braced myself to ask about Mom, but then I realized: I didn’t feel the need to. Dad had been casually mentioning Mom, and I could see light paintings back up behind him.

So, instead of choosing to sugarcoat or beat around the bush, I dove right in.

“Dad, I need to tell you something.” I briefed him on the scavenger hunt. I walked him through it, showing him each light painting and telling him what I’d figured out: that Mom was a levelheaded business and art double major with after-graduation plans until she met a boy over spring break her senior year. She knew he was the one, but he lived in New York. She went to see a fortune teller, who told her this boy was indeed her future, and they would have a daughter. Before that, Mom thought fortune tellers were silly. But this time, she believed … She wanted that to be her future. Her best friend Esther was upset and tried to talk her out of it, but Halle knew she was making the right decision to move to New York and be with him. She put together a scavenger hunt for her future self and child to uncover in twenty-five years, because she knew all of it would come true. She wanted to do this scavenger hunt not just with Esther, but with Dad and me too—to show “the illusion of us” that she made reality.

By the end of my story, Dad was openly crying—as was I—but smiling at the memories. Multiple times throughout the story, which took almost forty minutes, Maddi stepped into my room to hug me and bring in tissues.

I showed Dad the flea market clue, the photo of Mom, and the Yes.

“Do you know where the next one is hidden?” I asked, crossing my fingers off camera. There were only three clues left and I was in desperate need of help—he had to know.

“Hmm, I’m not sure, kiddo,” he answered.

I paused, then asked my final question. “Do you know what the ‘yes’ means?”

He hesitated and I saw Carmen glance over in the background, her coffee forgotten.

“It … look at the photo more closely. Look at the ring.”

I listened to what he said, peering at the ivy band.

And after a moment, it hit me. The ring was on her left hand, not her right. Specifically, her ring finger.

I looked up at Dad, lips parted in shock.

“‘Yes’ was Mom’s answer when you asked her to marry you—right there at the flea market,” I said, not so much a question as a confirmation.

He nodded. I was stunned. It was so unlike Dad to propose to a girl he’d only known for a few weeks. And, as I was quickly learning, unlike Mom to say yes.

“We never told you, or anyone—it was our secret. After your mom said yes, we rushed to get something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. You know that wedding tradition people do? Of course, a few years after your mom moved to New York with me, we had an official wedding, and that’s the date everyone knows as our anniversary. But our real anniversary is May fifteenth, only a week away from now.”

I struggled to understand what he’d just said. He didn’t just propose to her in Brighton. He married her here too.

As much as I wanted to press for details, I could see Dad was overcome with emotion. I changed the topic and we had the most relaxed conversation we’d had in years. Carmen chimed in from time to time, poking fun at Dad or me. I brought up Charlie, telling him the whole story, then asked for advice. Dad talked about Mom, saying that despite the consuming grief he’d felt since her death, the twenty-five years he had with her were the best years of his life. Every day was worth it. He found the love of his life and had the best daughter ever. I smiled at those words, my eyes tearing up for the hundredth time.

Before we hung up, as we were saying bye, I noticed something hanging in the corner. Something that had been there my whole life. Something old, new, borrowed, blue. The scarf that’d been hanging on the statue by the front door. The scarf that resembled the one missing in the admin office that I saw so long ago.

The seventh clue.

Mom didn’t always make every clue a postcard. Every once in a while, she’d throw in a wild card, a clue to confuse us. This was her wild card.



Once the call was over, I cried yet again. But not over finals, or because I missed Charlie.

Out of grief for my mom—and the relief that I’d gotten my dad back.



I ran inside the admin building, blurring past the front desk and to the display case for the missing scarf. I tried to find a way inside the case, rattling its small door. Nothing.

Footsteps clacked behind me, heels on marble. I turned and my eyes widened at Esther standing behind me with her arms crossed.

“Avery? Is everything … all right?” she asked slowly, taking in the sight of me in a frenzied panic.

“Please, do you have a key to this? I need to get in, it’s my mom.” I realized how crazy I sounded, but Esther’s eyes widened and she pulled out a keychain overflowing with keys from all over the campus. Little labels on them said things like JANITOR’S CLOSET and FRONT DESK, and then I saw the one I needed. A key with FRONT DISPLAY scribbled in pen was handed to me and I quickly unlocked the case door, riffling around inside.

“What are you looking for specifically?” Esther asked, trying to peer around me to see what I was doing.

“It’s a postcard with art on it.”

I saw Esther’s eyes take that in, recognition at the description. She bent down next to me, shooed me out of the way, and dug around inside. She popped off a cover on the back panel and dug her hand down inside the wall. I heard a metallic thud, then Esther stepped back with a time capsule in hand.

“How … how’d you know to do that?” I asked, bewildered.

“It’s where your mum used to hide stuff. Not for scavenger hunts, per se, but more so small surprises for friends to find. I was often the person who received those small gifts,” Esther said with a wistful smile.

“So that’s where the hunts started.…” I trailed off, chuckling slightly.

Esther passed me the capsule, the metal cold in my hands. I twisted the ends and it popped open to reveal a postcard sitting inside. It was a light painting of Palace Pier at sunset, then initials in light in the forefront. Mom and Dad’s initials. The eighth clue.

I grabbed the postcard out of the capsule, feeling the worn paper under my fingers.

“Remember how you asked if I had any ideas for the reunion?” I asked Esther, standing.

“Yeah? Did you think of something?”

I stared at the postcard, looking at my parents’ initials. They went through so much together, they went to hell and back, but they did it with love. Always with love.

“Yeah, I think I did.”







ROM-COM RULE #30
Someone’s got to make a grand gesture.



I took my finals, feeling confident with Leyla and Colin sitting beside me. And trying to ignore the absence of Charlie, who, all semester, had been saying we’d take the finals together.

But I was also distracted, putting another plan together. The campus was crowded with alumni arriving for their twenty-five-year celebration, complete with fireworks and a party. I couldn’t help thinking of Mom and how much she would’ve loved to be here. But, as I was beginning to learn by living here, Mom was in the people and places that she affected.

Back to the plan.

I asked Charlie to meet me at Palace Pier the evening of the reunion. I sent a photo of the clue to Dad and I got a video back of him and Carmen out for lunch.



I walked down onto the beach, all too aware this was only about thirty feet from where I left Charlie a month ago. It was warm out, finally, and I was back to jeans, with a black crop top and a gray flannel. I stood on the shore, the reflection of the moon spilling across the ocean like paint hitting water. The dull drone of voices colliding from people on the boardwalk stretched to my ears, but it was almost quiet save for the slap of the waves on the pebbles.

Charlie walked up to me, her long green skirt swishing as she carefully stepped her green Converse on the rocky beach. She looked withdrawn, like she was too scared to let herself hope. And I could see that fear reflected in her eyes, the swirling caramel color filled with trepidation at what I was going to say.

“Hey Char,” I started, and she smiled softly, but the turn of her lips had hesitation to it. This was what I’d done. I’d made her afraid to smile, afraid to feel hope that whatever I said would make this better.

“How’s the scavenger hunt coming?” she asked tentatively, playing nervously with a ring on her hand.

“Well, I, uh, was hoping you’d do some searching with me. This is where the final clue is supposed to be.”

Charlie smiled wider. “I’d be honored,” she said. We searched for what felt like hours on end, scouring the rocks, peeking under the pier, walking its length tens of times. No clue. As the sun set, I still hadn’t found the clue, but I had finally found enough courage to say what I really wanted to.

“Charlie,” I called to her. She walked over and I beckoned for her to sit on the bench beside me. “I don’t think we’re gonna find it. We really tried, but maybe it’s … gone. I don’t know, I think I’m okay with not finding it. Mom’s scavenger hunts were never about the end; searching was always the best part. I think I still learned what Mom wanted me to. And it’s nice to know there is still a piece of Mom out there in the world. Still spreading her light and wonder through her art.”

Charlie nodded, the lights from the pier sparkling in the tears collecting in her eyes.

“But that’s not what I’m here to talk about. I … I messed up. I talked to my Dad, which is something I never thought I’d be able to do. And I’m sorry I ran away. You were right, the news of your illness was too much. But that’s no excuse for what I did. I can’t even imagine how scared you must feel, and I left you alone to deal with everything. But when I talked to Dad, I learned about my parents’ ridiculous, whirlwind romance and marriage, and I thought about how happy they were for over twenty-five years. And I realized that as scared as I may be by the thought of losing you, love is worth the risk. And I want to take that risk. Because as afraid as I am to say this, I love you.”

She froze. Then a tear traced down her cheek and she laughed, her eyes full of the hope and elation she’d been so scared to show earlier. I wiped the tear away and as Charlie opened her mouth to respond, a brilliant bolt of color tore through the sky. I waited in anticipation, hoping the little surprise Esther had coordinated into the firework show would be visible. There were so many fireworks, what if it didn’t—

Charlie gasped. I smiled in relief at the bright gold heart sparkling in the sky, with our initials in the center. I quickly grabbed my phone to get a photo before it faded away, but Charlie grabbed my waist, pulled me against her, and pressed her lips to mine. I didn’t resist, my hand lifting to rest on her shoulder. When Char pulled back, I stood there, dazed and happy. I turned to the sky but the heart with our initials was gone. I didn’t get the photo, but I shrugged it off. I didn’t care, anyway. I’d never forget the image, or this moment with Charlie.







ROM-COM RULE #31
There’s a happy ending … even if it’s not really the end.



A week after the reunion, finals results came in. My GPA was high enough—if I were to brag—to get into Columbia or another Ivy, but instead, I decided to stay at the University of Brighton next year. Professor Matthews raved about my rom-com project, even saying I needed to try to finish writing the novel. Well, life imitates art, after all. A story about two girls who met on a train, who fell in love and took some hits along the way, was pretty accurate to my life. Just saying.

Dad and I were talking more too. About Mom, about Dad studying abroad in Europe, about … everything. He’d told me about the church they’d eloped in, just a thirty-minute drive away in the countryside. We agreed to go next year, when the next school semester starts. And I wasn’t lying when I said I was hoping for some sign of Mom there.

Carmen had gotten through to Dad and he was in therapy, slowly but surely getting help. And on the calls with Dad recently, I’d noticed Carmen was almost always there. Whether she was leaning against Dad’s chair or sitting in the back watching TV, they seemed to be spending a lot of time together, which meant I’d have to fill in Amira. I still planned on attending medical school here, but I thought I might double major in writing. I was supposed to return to New York the day after finals but ended up delaying my flight by a little more than a month—because Charlie got some news.

She was going into surgery.

The Uber flew down the road, Maddi and Amira squeezed into the back seat with me. We stopped outside the Royal London Hospital, where Char’s surgery was happening.

We hopped out and dashed inside the front lobby, quickly checked in, and then headed straight for the elevator to the surgery ward. Esther and Leyla were already sitting inside, anxiously chewing nails or tapping feet on the tile floor. Leyla stood when she saw me, hugging me tightly, then turned to say hi to Maddi and Amira. I walked over to Esther as they talked, but she barely glanced up at me. There was worry and hope and exhaustion set into the hollows under her eyes.

“Have you heard? How it’s going?” I asked, sitting next to her.

“A nurse came by maybe thirty minutes ago saying so far so good. Nothing since. But no news is good news, right?” she said, her voice cracking with stress.

I’d done the research. I was in premed science classes. Up to 97 percent of transplanted kidneys survive for a year. A kidney transplanted from a living donor can function, on average, for twelve to twenty years, and a deceased donor from eight to twelve years. But there would always be another surgery, another diagnosis. There wasn’t even a 100 percent chance this kidney would work, or the next. This transplant could kill her, for all we knew.

A nurse walked in and I felt the tension in the air thicken, everyone waiting anxiously.

“The surgery went great and she’s about to wake up if you want to say hi,” the nurse said, and Leyla grabbed my hand as tears of relief sprang into my eyes. The elation of the good news echoed throughout the room. The nurse held the door open for us as we scrambled up, rushing past. Maddi and Amira stayed in the waiting room, so Esther, Leyla, and I quietly walked inside Char’s room, where she was asleep, hair tangled and spilling on the pillow. Esther took a seat on one side and I sat with Leyla on the other. There were tears in everyone’s eyes. I grabbed Charlie’s hand, the coldness of her skin startling me.

After a few minutes, her eyes fluttered and she slowly woke, looking dazed and confused.

She turned to look at Esther, who burst into tears and squeezed her other hand with an iron grip, her fingers going white from the pressure.

Then, she looked over at me, eyes sparkling with emotion. My lips shook as I tried not to cry, and Charlie raised her palm to cup my cheek.

“I have something for you. Just like we promised.” Her voice was hoarse, and she carefully nodded at the nightstand. I saw a script on the table behind her, held together with staples. The title?

The Illusion of Us.





Halle

FIVE YEARS EARLIER

I sat on Avery’s bedroom floor, pointing out different tarot cards. I set down the Emperor card, then turned my attention to the Lovers card.

“This card signifies deep connections as the name suggests, love. But not just being attracted to someone. It means a strong bond, a harmony between two souls.”

“Like you and Dad…?” my daughter mumbled, side-eyeing me with that teenage sass.

“Exactly. Love can be many things. It can be between a parent and a child.” I tugged lightly on Avery’s ponytail. “It can be between partners, like your father and me. It can be between best friends, like you and Amira—”

“Whose house I have to be at soon…?” Avery reminded me, interrupting.

“Yes, I know you want to see Amira and especially that new friend, Willow…” I teased with a knowing smile. “I’ll walk you over once we’re done here. May I continue now?” I asked, shaking my head at the pouting face of my thirteen-year-old, whose only thoughts in the world were about seeing her best friend and how she wanted a cat.

“Fine…” she said, narrowing her eyes at me.

“But this card has an important lesson. This card is asking you to choose love, to make heartfelt, compassionate decisions. If this card ever appears in a reading or your life, the answer is always this: Do what is most loving.” I finished and Avery waited hopefully, ready to bolt.

I pursed my lips. “Go.” I waved her along and she hopped up, running around her room, getting ready while I picked up the card deck.

As I shuffled the cards together, one slipped out of my hands and drifted to the floor. It was the Magician card, face up. The card meant new beginnings or opportunities, and to take action. My eyes focused on that infinity halo over the magician’s head, reminding me of my last light painting, the one with that same symbol drawn over a photo of a very special church in Brighton. As I watched Avery hurry around, my heart clenched with love for this little human. Right now, the words I’d just said held little value. There were no such things as life lessons at her age. Just meaningless, empty words from her hippie mom. I just prayed that one day, she’d remember what I’d said and love openly. Fully.

That’s all I wanted for her. That was the one rule that really mattered.
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“London Calling”—The Clash

“Dancing With Your Ghost”—Sasha Alex Sloan

“Video Games”—Lana Del Rey

“midnight love”—girl in red

“Wonderwall”—Oasis

“ceilings”—Lizzy McAlpine

“it would feel like this”—girl in red

“Amelie”—Gracie Abrams

“TV”—Billie Eilish

“RUNNING”—NF

“Too Good at Goodbyes”—Sam Smith

“Before You Go”—Lewis Capaldi

“About Love”—MARINA

“i love you”—Billie Eilish
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		Rom-Com Rule #21. Fate intervenes, but not the way the heroine wants.



		Rom-Com Rule #22. The tears are inevitable.



		Rom-Com Rule #23. Hearts will break.



		Rom-Com Rule #24. The heroine gives up on love. For real this time.



		Rom-Com Rule #25. There’s always a reconciliation.



		Rom-Com Rule #26. The heroine has a revelation.



		Rom-Com Rule #27. Plot twists aren’t just for mysteries. The heroine learns something shocking that changes everything.



		Rom-Com Rule #28. The heroine hits her low point … but she doesn’t stay there long.



		Rom-Com Rule #29. There will be tears. Again.



		Rom-Com Rule #30. Someone’s got to make a grand gesture.



		Rom-Com Rule #31. There’s a happy ending … even if it’s not really the end.
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