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For the ones who want him to show up at their doorstep, he’s almost there.






[bookmark: _i1oivylynnav]



[bookmark: _chhi4ug23qhr]



[bookmark: _ygalbatn6eyt]Playlist of Lucy and Liam
Invisible strings | Taylor Swift                    04:13
Coffee | Beebadoobe                                    02:07
I Bet on Losing Dogs | Mitski                     02:51
The Walls Are Way Too Thin | Holly Humberstone                                                03:42
We Hug Now | Sydney Rose                        04:09
Glue Song | Beabadoobee                            02:15
[bookmark: _kw7ttofefi9r]Nothing’s Gonna Hurt You Baby | Cigarettes After Sex                                                       04:46
This is Me Trying | Taylor Swift                 03:15
Good for Me | Rosie                                      03:30
Falling Behind | Laufey                                02:54
Video games | Lana Del Rey                       04:46
Bad at Love | Halsey                                     03:01
Home | BTS                                                  04:00
Cool | Gracie Abrams                                   03:15
Someone You Once Had | Rosie                  03:12
Free now | Gracie Abrams                            03:34
Until I found you | Stephen Sanchez           02:58
Loml | Taylor Swift                                      04:37
Can’t help falling in love with you | Elvis Presley                                                           03:01
Silver springs | Fleetwood Mac                    04:49
Let it happen | Gracie Abrams                     04:21
Blowing smoke | Gracie Abrams                  03:53



                                

                               
                                




                                  ✩      ✦     ✩
 “But mostly I hate the way I don’t hate you. Not even close, not even a little bit, not even at all.” —10 Things I Hate About You” 
                                ✩      ✦     ✩
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“I don’t wanna look at anything else now that I saw you”
[bookmark: _irpfpvd0pfhq]   —Taylor Swift, Daylight.
          I really don't want to have anything to do with ‘friends.’ The first bell rang. It was another day of the same thing I always did—go to school, listen, pass, and repeat. But that day might have been different at Pine Ridge High School. That day, seniors were officially assigned to their partners for the two-month community service project. The teachers select the pairs, which can be from another teacher’s class, a different period, or even a different subject.
       That wasn’t really a struggle for me, though. I was a straight-A student. Most kids loved this whole arrangement because they got to meet new people—or still end up with their friends. But I hate it. My luck? Literally zero. I basically only know one person in the entire school. So yeah, I already decided I’m just going to tough it out and finish high school.
       I walked into my first period—not even knowing if I would get my partner from that class, which was English. I sat down and waited, kind of zoning out while the teacher went on and on and on. I only snapped back when people started getting paired up. I waited and waited for my name to be called. . . but it never was. Then the bell rings. One class down, five more to go.
       Next was journalism—my second period. I had a thing for writing, so I was taking classes for it. I had a feeling that was going to be the class where my senior project came from.
       Maybe Liam—my seat mate—a football player, the kind that walks into class late, maybe for attention or whatever reason. I don’t care. We never talk, and I’m determined to keep it that way. I don’t hate him—I don’t even know him. Hating people you don’t know is kind of dumb, right? I just have no interest in him, and clearly, he has no interest in me either.
       Then it’s time again. People were getting picked for the senior project. My heart was beating a little faster—I really hoped it wouldn't be someone I don’t know but who exactly did I know? The teacher announced: “Lucy Caldwell and Liam Anderson will be working together on a research project about creating a series of in-depth student or teacher profiles.”
       I whipped my head to the side and looked at Liam like that would somehow change the fact that I now had to work with someone who will definitely make me do all the work. Liam smiled sheepishly at me, and for some reason. . . I smiled back. “He has such a pretty smile,” I thought. Why on earth would my teacher pair me with someone who probably never even does the work, let alone write a full project?
       I was  still in complete shock when the bell rang and I realized I hadn’t packed up my stuff yet. While I gathered my things, I looked up and saw Liam watching me.
        “Yes?” I asked.
       He cleared his throat and said, “Your place or mine?”
       I was stunned. So I just said, “You don’t have to worry. I’ll do everything—you don’t have to lift a finger, which I’m guessing you don’t already do for this class.”
       He raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
       I was done packing by then, so I just said, “32 Wisteria Lane, Willow Creek, MA 02189. Be there before 5,” and walked out.
       I didn’t even look back. I just left him standing there, shocked. Honestly, no one’s ever talked to him like that before, probably. He probably didn’t even get the address properly, but I guess he could ask me again later if he’s actually serious about working with me.

[bookmark: _16dxv0l222rv]                                 *******


       The end of the day finally came, and I was so ready to go home. Except. . . My car had other plans. It wouldn’t start. I already knew it was on its last leg, but I’m trying to get through the rest of the school year. My parents couldn’t really afford a new one right then—we were just barely getting by—but I did have a job after school and was saving up.
       Neither of my parents could leave work, so I have two options: get an Uber and leave my car behind or stay and try to fix it myself. I chose to stay. Save the money. I called in to my job to let them know I wouldn’t be able to make my shift, and they were chill about it. They told me to try to come in tomorrow.
       While I sat there waiting, football practice ended. The team started walking out, and sure enough—I spotted Liam before he saw me. I was a little embarrassed about how I talked to him earlier.
       He walked up and said, “Hey, I thought we were supposed to be at your house before 5?”
       I looked at my car like, there’s your answer.
       “Oh,” he said. “What’s wrong with it?”
       I sighed. “Wish I knew. That might help me solve my problems faster.”
       He walked over to the front of the car and said, “I’ll try to help—on one condition.”
       I rolled my eyes before saying. “What condition?”
       He smiled. “You give me your number and text me your address. That way we can walk through everything together, since you clearly think I’m some lazy idiot who can’t do any work.”
       I looked at him blankly and said, “Deal.” 
       I held out my hand, and he handed me his phone. I reluctantly typed in my number and gave it back.
       A few minutes later, the car is up and running—like nothing has even been wrong.
       I give him a little smile. “Thank you.”
       He smiles back. “Yeah, you’re welcome. And reply to my text so you can save my number—and send me the address again. I’m leaving practice early tomorrow so we can start.”
       He winked and walked to his car. I was grateful, so I actually replied to his texts.
        iMessage
 Unknown
 Today • 5:32 PM
 Unknown:
 Hey.
 Me:
 Hey
 Unknown:
 What's your address?
 Me:
 32 Wisteria Lane, willow creek, MA 02189
 Delivered
       I put my phone away and got into my car to drive.
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—Rosie, Good for me.
         My car didn’t turn on again. I mean, at that point, it wasn’t really a surprise anymore. I walked back inside to find my dad, who, despite knowing it’s practically a wreck, would still drive me to school because he knows I want  perfect attendance.
        He smiled when I told him and said, “Okay, honey, I'll put on better pants and a shirt. I’ll be out in three minutes.”
        I couldn’t help but smile back as I walked out the door, hoping the car will magically decide to start while I wait.
       A few minutes later, my dad came out and he said, “Ready, honey?” I nodded and said, “More than ever.” We both laughed as we walked out to the car.
       I walked into school late, and everyone looking at me made me wonder: Why does Liam enjoy walking conveniently 4 minutes late to class every single day? I walked awkwardly to my seat and sat down, getting ready to pull out my notebook when I got a text from Lila—my best friend and, well, only friend.
iMessage – Lila
 8:42 AM
 Lila:
 Have you got your partner yet???
 Lila:
 Tell me it’s not that weird kid who talks to himself during lunch.
 Me:
 It’s Liam, I mean, he's technically not that bad and may actually want to do his work.
 Lila:
 LIAM?? Liam as in tall, football player, always-has-headphones Liam???
 Me:
 Yep. Him.
 Lila:
 Omg. What happened?? What did he say???
 Me:
 Yesterday he helped me get my car running and made me give him my phone number so “We can work together.”
 Lila:
 Omg seriously???
 Lila:
 So did you give it to him or something and did he text you???
 Me:
 Well, yeah, I mean I couldn’t afford to get an Uber, so I had to, and he also made me give him my address so he “Can come over.”
 Lila:
 Omg yes, he wants to know where you live—perfect.
 Me:
 We’re literally just—
       The teacher’s voice brought me out of my phone when she said, “Hey, Lucy, would you like to share what's so interesting on your phone that’s taking away your attention from the lesson? Well, pack up, it’s almost time to go.” 
       I put the only thing I brought out of my backpack back—a notebook, which I didn’t even open. As soon as the bell rings, I dash out of class, excited to go to my favorite class yet. I’m surprised to see Liam already sitting there. He was early to class. I was pretty shocked because I thought Liam would always walk in minutes late until the end of the school year. Even though the teacher’s strict, I don’t think she’s ever—marked him tardy. I mean, I don’t think she even marked people tardy. I walked into the class and sat down at my seat next to Liam, whose favorite thing in the world to do is probably smile. He turned to the side, grinning, and said, “Hey, we’re still up for me coming over later today, right?” I nodded with a smile and proceeded to bring out my notebooks and pencils.
                              *******
       It was the end of the school day—again. I texted Lila and asked her to give me a ride home, but she said she had to stay back at school for something, so one of my choices and the only one that didn’t cost money was to text Liam.
iMessage – Liam
 3:37 PM
 Me:
 Hello, so I have a request. . .
 Liam:
 Ok, hit me, what is it??
 Me:
 Well, I couldn’t drive my car to school today and my parents basically can’t come get me, so can you help me by driving me to my house for our project research?
       I waited for Liam’s text back, but it seemed like he was practicing extra hard since because of the project he had to leave early. I was sitting on a bench outside of school, researching about the creation of a series of in-depth student or teacher profiles since that’s my project, and I had to turn it in, in the next three months, and we were basically just starting it when I got a text back from Liam.
iMessage – Liam
 3:57 PM
 Liam:
 Ok, so I’m leaving the field in like 5 minutes, where are you??
 Me:
 I’m on the bench outside near the parking lot.
 Liam:
 Ok, see you there.
 Me:
 Yeah, see you.
        And true to his word, Liam came out grinning in 5 minutes. He said hi to me like we were best friends. I wondered how his girlfriend—if he had one—would think if she saw him grinning to all girls like this. I smile back as a gesture and an unspoken gratitude to his kindness to me.
        The silence in the car was loud—well, not until Liam broke it by saying, “So what, your car is never working or what? Not to be rude, of course.” I turned to face him and said, “Yeah, well, yes. I badly need a change, but my parents’ financial situation may not be able to finance a car right now, but I’m trying to save up already.”
        I saw a smile creep onto his lips when he said, “I can come get you every morning and take you back home for our project duration.”
        I then replied, “Okay, what do you get from it? ‘because it seems you love to get something out of everything, and won’t your girlfriend think it’s weird you’re taking another girl to and from school—even if it’s for a project?”
         He chuckled and said, “What girlfriend?”
         I said, sounding bolder than I felt, “So you don’t have a girlfriend? Surprising.”
         He said, “Yeah, do you want me or something? ‘because you sound like you do.”
          I looked at him in confusion and said, “Oh no, it’s just that doesn’t all football players—or maybe even all athletes—have girlfriends? Or maybe even multiple?”
        He raised his eyebrows and said, “I know what I want in return now.” It’s like I knew it was going to be stupid. Then he said, “When waiting for me, you stay on the field and make friends with the dudes and maybe their ‘girlfriends.’”
          I suddenly felt annoyed—well, not at Liam, at myself because I was frustrated. I never actually took the time to try and make friends, ever since what happened. I was never actually  satisfied with the bare minimum. I mean, of course, I’m not saying Lila is the bare minimum, but I could have made my high school years more fun. I should have never let what happened kill my self esteem.
         Liam’s voice snapped me out of my daze when he said, “So? Yes or no?” I mean, I could try making friends, so I said, “Sure, what’s your last class? I can either come find you or maybe you can, and I’m not saying I don’t know where the field is, of course.”
       He said as if catching up on my lie immediately. Then he said, “Oh, you do? Have you been to a game before?.”
       I mean, I haven’t ever been to one and have never thought of going to one. Lila has multiple times, though, and she most definitely knows where the field is, and I also can. I mean, there’s a campus map for a reason. I reply and say, “Well, no, but my best friend has been there multiple times. I think she has a fling with one of your players, but I do know where it is though.”
       He chuckled again. Why does he always do that? He then said, “Oh, you do? Then you should be fine to walk there yourself then?” I didn’t say anything but nod.
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Liam and I basically had nothing to do, we hadn't even interviewed students yet. Then Liam said, “So, like, what kind of people should we interview?” I looked at him blankly and said, “Couples. They tend to love wanting to get interviewed for ‘memories.’” He chuckled and said, “So, how many couples do you know?” I look at him again—blankly—and say, “Well, none. I don’t even have enough friends. I just have one. I don’t even know where the idea that couples like to get filmed came from. I barely talk to anyone.”
       Liam replied, “Wait, am I your only friend?” I eye him and said, “I wasn’t talking about you, dummy.” He clutched his chest and said, “Oh, I thought we were friends. Now I’m hurt.” I replied, “Well, do you think we are friends? Because we both just met—well, technically not just met. We’ve always sat next to each other.” Since he walked in late and the only seat that was empty was next to me, people moved their seating arrangements a lot, but me and Liam seemed to always want to stay in the same spot. I don’t even know why.
       Liam snapped his fingers in my face and said, “So, you want to be friends?” I reply, confused, “Huh? Friends?. . .with me?” He smiled and said, “Well, at least for the duration of the project.” That hurts my heart in a way I didn’t expect, but seriously, “For the duration of the project”? I smiled and said, “Okay, well, let’s get back to our work now. Should we? I mean, the people we have to interview won’t magically appear.”
        He replied quickly, “Maybe they will. I mean, they probably will. We just have to get the football team in on it. I mean, who wouldn’t want to get interviewed by the football team?” I reply, “Okay, that’s a smart idea, but will the football team agree? Don’t they probably have their own projects to work on?” He said, “I’m the quarterback. They’d probably do anything for me. You know, you should come watch our game on Saturday.” I reply, “I’ll pass. Saturdays are for fun, and I don’t really consider football fun.” He said, “You know what? I’m not helping us get the football team to interview. Why don’t you ask five people yourself, of your choice, of course.”
       That was a really stupid thing to say, so I replied, with a slight bite in my voice, “Why are you so hell-bent on getting me to be friends with the football team? Like you said, we are only friends for the duration of the project. Why should I get familiarized with people I’ll probably never talk to when the project is over, huh?”
       I then looked at my phone and said, “It’s 6. I have to go to my job. Can you leave? Not to be rude, of course.” Liam didn’t say a word. Before we got outside, he just said with a blank face, “I was just trying to make it not awkward by saying ‘the duration of the project.’ I just want you to have the best last month of school. I’m sorry if I intruded. I didn’t mean to. Should I still pick you up tomorrow?”
       I nodded, embarrassed, and said, “Okay.” I really don’t know why I got mad. Keeping my emotions perfectly in check was one of my unique abilities. I mean, it really isn’t unique, but I learned to make sure my emotions were perfectly covered with a smile. Liam’s car sound brought me back from my daze. He just left, and I probably looked like all life was out of me. I couldn’t apologize for my temper. Maybe he won’t want to work with me again. At least it was expected. I don’t know why I dismissed Liam like that, considering I called in sick for the rest of the week. Well, at least now I get some time alone, so I can go watch shows or movies.

                                  *******
       Liam was there early. He was grinning? I thought he wasn’t going to come get me this morning, but by my short temper, even I would ignore myself. He said “Hi” very excitedly. Even if he came to get me, shouldn’t he be. . .mad?
       I finally worked up the boldness to ask, “Aren’t you mad at me? I mean, I just blew up on you yesterday, and like you said, you were just trying to look out for me.” He chuckled and said, “Well, I may have invaded your space yesterday when I was constantly trying to get you to be friends with the football team.” I smile back in appreciation for his compassion. The car ride to school is silent, but not awkward—Liam has a way of making stuff bearable, to say the least.
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                              —-Muse, Time is running out
       When Liam and I got to school, he seemed to be worried about something. Considering he basically zoomed off, I was going to thank him again—probably for the hundredth time that day—but, well, he was already gone. Yikes.
       I walked into my first period—not late—and started pulling out my notebook and, basically, the essentials.
       That day’s lesson felt heavy. I mean, we were reading The Great Gatsby. . . He assigned it the day before, and I was 100 pages in because I didn’t go to work. Jay Gatsby’s obsession with an idealized version of love and the elusive American Dream made me think about the world I was about to step into—where nothing would be as clear-cut as high school, where choices would matter more than ever.
       “This is about the consequences of idealizing your future,” Mr. Evans said, his voice echoing across the room, the students being more attentive than ever. . . “Gatsby lived for a dream that didn’t even exist, and when reality shattered it, his world collapsed.” He paused, looking directly at the class. “So, my question to you is—how much of your future are you living for the version you want, and how much of it is shaped by the world around you?”
       The weight of his tone, the meaning of the sentence, the question. I mean, I’ve spent a lot of time planning for a life outside of high school. I’ve applied to potential job offers and all—since I’m going to take a gap year—but how much of my future am I truly living for the version I want? Huh?
       Mr. Evans' voice brought me out of my mind, which kept questioning me, and he said something else: “Gatsby believed in something that was never really there. He built his whole life chasing a dream that actively ran from him. And that’s the thing about dreams—if you don’t keep your eyes open, you’ll spend your life chasing something that’s already disappeared.”
       That statement sent me spiraling into another well of questions. What if I can’t be a successful author? I mean, I can’t even pick up a pen and write just a few words. What if I’m deluding myself, thinking I can make it big as an author? Thinking dreams do come true. Yes, as a kid, I loved writing, but I can’t even write the simplest of things. I stopped journaling. I thought maybe it was just writer’s block, but maybe it’s more. Maybe I can’t write a book.
       I didn’t listen to whatever Mr. Evans said anymore. His words, his questions sent me spiraling down a hole of questions I don’t really think I’m ready to answer.
       The bell rang, and I zoned out. The classroom was making me feel suffocated. The little questions that I’ve bottled up and shoved deep down inside me just arose, and I have to start thinking about it. I can’t breathe, and this may not go well.
       I texted my dad and asked him to get me, but he said “He can't” because he’s already at work, so I decided I’d get an Uber during lunch and leave, which is two classes away.
       I walked into my journalism class, 7 minutes late, and looked like an absolute mess. Liam looked straight at me as soon as I opened the door, like he was expecting me?
       I walked to the teacher and murmured something about why I was late.
       Liam didn’t smile when I sat down, which is a rare occurrence since we became ‘friends’ . Maybe whatever happened this morning is still bothering him. I waved and smiled, then Liam—with a blank face—waved back.
       The teacher released us to work with our partners for our assigned work  but Liam didn’t seem lackluster.
       “His usual enthusiasm was gone. I tried making small talk, but he seemed panicked, distant.”I even have tried multiple times to make small talk with him but he seems out of it, like something panicky? I then decided to just ask him and said, “So, am I still going to the field after school?”
        He looked at me — sympathetically, which immediately set off alarms in my head — and said,
        “Well, about that. . . I’m sorry, but maybe not today. I’m not really going to be there, and don’t you need me to introduce you?”I forced a smile and said “Yeah, no worries. Another day is fine.” then smiled and asked the teacher to let me go to the restroom.
       Something is wrong with Liam and I want to know what is  but I Really can’t go around snooping about my new friend I barely ever have friends and even if it's ‘ just the duration of the project, I still have a friend’ I rinsed my hands in the sink and dried my hand and when I walked out I saw a shocker it was Liam talking to a girl and he had a little smile, so what he's been moody all through class just for him to smile at that girl, I mean for all it’s worth that could be his girlfriend. I walked right by Liam and walked into the class, he didn't have to be moody with me.I pulled out my phone and texted Liam and told him not to wait for me because I was leaving during lunch,I hit send and waited. No response. Not even a read receipt. Nothing.
       I looked up just in time to catch Liam glancing at his phone. He saw my message, but didn’t reply. I tried to shake off the feeling that had suddenly settled in the pit of my stomach. It was probably nothing. He was just. . . busy. Right?
       I tried to push the thoughts away, but they stuck to me like gum on a shoe. Was it because of the girl? Was that why Liam had been acting so weird? I didn’t want to think too much about it, but the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like he wasn’t acting like himself. The guy who used to laugh with me now seemed. . . distant. I shook my head, not even sure if I was just overthinking things.
       I grabbed my bag and rushed out of the class, trying not to look back at Liam. If he had time for someone else, then I didn’t need to waste mine wondering why he was being like this.
       I texted Lila again, telling her I was leaving and would be outside in a few. I needed space. Maybe once I was out of there, I’d stop feeling like I was the one who didn’t fit.
       I stepped out into the hallway, my shoes tapping a quick rhythm on the tiles. The hallway felt too bright, too loud, and everything seemed to echo in my head. I tried to focus on getting outside, but my thoughts kept circling back to Liam and that girl. Was it something I did? Was he just tired of me? Maybe I was reading too much into things.I needed a distraction and just like that the great gatsby questions popped in my head again, great. At least it helped, right?
       Lila texted back a thumbs-up, letting me know she’d be out soon. I stayed by the doors, staring out into the parking lot, waiting for her car, considering the fact we have different blocks. My mind was a mess, and the weight of everything felt heavier than usual. I wanted to go home and curl up with my journal, but I knew that wouldn’t make it any better, I couldn't even write anymore.
        I pulled my phone out and stared at the screen, wondering if I should’ve said something to Liam earlier. But then I remembered the way he looked at me today. Like he was trying to avoid eye contact. It wasn’t like him at all. I sighed, stuffing the phone back into my bag and pulling my jacket tighter around myself.
       When Lila pulled up, I got in without a word. The silence between us was thick, but I was too lost in my thoughts to care. Lila didn’t break the silence at first, and neither did I. It wasn’t until we were halfway to my house that she glanced over at me, her eyes sharp with curiosity. “You okay?” she asked, her tone gentle but investigating.
       I shrugged, but the movement felt fake, like I was pretending to be okay when I definitely wasn’t. “Yeah. Just tired, you know?”
       She didn’t buy it. “Uh-huh. You sure it’s not because of Liam?”
       My heart skipped. Of course she noticed. “What about Liam?” I asked, trying to sound casual.
       I replied and said “No, don't worry there's nothing wrong, I just feel sick.”
       I’m pretty sure Lila knew I was lying but just didn't want to disturb me so she stayed silent.  
                                         *******
       I have been staring at my journal all day since I got back from school. Even though I can't write a word, I still tried, well at least for 5 minutes before I gave up and went to my  computer to try and write some parts of my book —I mean if I can't write my feelings I should be able to write my character's feelings? Oh my god was I wrong, I deleted every single word I Wrote.
       Liam texted me and said he couldn't show up because he had ‘stuff to do’ , I huffed and just left him on seen. I mean because of his extra moody attitude today we don't even know the people we are going to interview. Perfect.
       I sat there for a while, staring at the ceiling as if it would somehow offer the answers I was desperately looking for. But nothing came. Just the soft hum of my thoughts, spiraling around everything that had happened today.
       I thought of something to write in my journal “Everything feels like it’s slipping through my fingers. I chase it, but it’s always just out of reach. Was I ever meant to catch it?”
       I don't even know what prompted me to write that, was it the doubt, the confusion.
       I closed my notebook with a soft sigh. At least I wrote something finally.
       I went down and laid down on my bed. The silence of my room felt suffocating, like I was trapped in my own head, unable to escape the whirlpool of thoughts and I needed to escape everything by whatever means possible.
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       I wrote quite a lot that day, surprising maybe because a certain emotion has been waiting to surface—whatever it is I’ve been feeling for the past few hours.
       “Doubt?”
       “Fear that I'm losing one of my only new friend”
I don't know but I wrote a lot, I mean, they were not really different from anything I used to write just in a new form?
       I texted Liam over an hour ago and asked him not to come get me and he saw it but didn't reply seems like we are having a competition of who can ignore the other most—but for me it's not voluntarily—I Don't want to play this stupid game, I Don't want to care but I Can't not. I started flipping through my book and a quote—well a line caught my eye it wasn't really like my writing
       "The weight of what we leave behind is never lighter than the steps we take forward."
       Wow, I guess being in my emotions does help.
       I got my headphones and did what I do best, listening to music.

                             *******

       The next morning, I woke up with the same knot in my stomach that had been there since yesterday. I didn’t sleep well. My mind kept replaying every awkward moment with Liam, the tension that had been building for weeks. I didn’t even want to go to school, but I had no choice.
       I threw on a hoodie and some jeans, hoping I could hide in plain sight. It was one of those days where I just wanted to disappear, but I knew I couldn’t. Not when everything felt so heavy, like it was sitting on my chest, suffocating me.
       I heard a knock at the door.
       “Cycy! Let’s go!” Lila’s voice cut through the stillness of my room. I hadn’t even heard her pull into the driveway.
       I quickly grabbed my bag and opened the door. Lila stood there, her pretty blonde hair shining in the sun with the air making it flow, a smile on her face that didn’t reach her eyes. She knew something was wrong.
       “Ready to face the day?” she asked, her tone light, but I could hear the hint of concern behind it.
       “Yeah,” I said, forcing a smile, even though I didn’t feel it. “Let’s go.”
       We walked to the car in silence, and I couldn’t help but notice how everything around me seemed louder. The birds chirping, the cars passing by, even the sound of my own breathing felt like it was echoing through my skull. Lila drove without saying anything else, letting me keep my thoughts to myself. She always knew when to give me space, but I could feel her watching me out of the corner of her eye, waiting for me to open up.
       I hated how obvious it was. How much I didn’t want to deal with this.
       When we pulled into the parking lot at school, I felt that familiar weight pressing down on me again. The mix of excitement and dread, like there was something I was avoiding but couldn’t quite name.
       “Talk to me when you’re ready,” Lila said as she parked the car. “But don’t try to hide it from me. I can tell when something’s wrong.”
       “I’ll be fine,” I said quickly, even though I didn’t believe it. I reached for the door handle, but Lila stopped me.
       I mean I would be fine, Liam issues aren't bothering me. . .I think, but decisions about my future are.
       “No, you won’t. But I’ll be here, okay? Whenever you’re ready to talk.”
       I nodded, forcing myself to smile again, but it was like I was wearing a mask I couldn’t take off.
       We walked into school side by side, but the moment we entered the hallway, my stomach dropped. There he was.
       Liam.
       He was standing at his locker, talking to some friends. The sight of him made me freeze for a second. It wasn’t that I was nervous or even excited to see him. It was more like I couldn’t understand why seeing him made everything feel more complicated.
       He didn’t see me, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to. My mind was a mess, trying to make sense of everything. He’d  never been so distant , and I don't know that  first hand since we just met, but yesterday. . . it felt like something shifted. But what was it? And why was I still thinking about it?
       “Cycy?” Lila’s voice broke through my thoughts. “You okay?”

       I blinked, realizing I’d been staring at Liam longer than I should have. “Yeah,” I said, my voice steady. “Just. . . distracted.”
       Lila didn’t buy it. “Let’s go to class, okay? We can talk about whatever this is later.”
       I nodded and followed her down the hall, there's no tension or whatever between me and Liam, I'm just worried how I will turn out with me being unable to write right now.
       After struggling through my first period, where the weight of Gatsby's failed dreams seemed to mirror my own, I found myself walking into journalism. The classroom was already buzzing with the usual chatter. As I walked in, Liam was sitting at our usual desk, his head slightly bent over his phone, his usual relaxed posture replaced by something tighter. He didn’t look up when I entered, his fingers rapidly tapping away at his screen, but I noticed his fidgeting. The guy was never like this—always calm, always in control. This new version of Liam was unsettling.
       I sat down next to him, trying not to stare too hard, but I couldn’t help it. He glanced at me once, then immediately turned his attention back to his phone. I opened my notebook, but my thoughts weren’t on the assignment. They were on him. The way he was acting, the way he barely even seemed to notice me anymore.
        “Hey, are we still going to the field later?” I asked, breaking the silence, hoping he’d give me something to work with.
       Liam’s eyes flickered up to meet mine, but the softness that had once been there was gone. He looked. . . distracted. “Yeah, about that,” he said, his voice lacking it’s usual warmth. “I can't go today again. I have some stuff to take care of.” He paused, his gaze a little too earnest for my liking. “Maybe another time?”
       I forced a smile, but something in my chest felt tight, like I was suffocating on a single word: maybe. “No worries,” I said, trying to brush it off. “I’ll figure it out.”
       It was weird, how we were supposed to be partners on this project. But now, it felt like I was the only one putting in any effort.
       Then suddenly I was mad, not sad, just mad so I said “You know you did in fact prove me right, I Knew you were going to bail, but thank god I Had zero expectations for you, I'm not disappointed.”
       Liam's eyes widened as my words hung in the air, a tense silence stretching between us. I could feel the weight of what I'd said, but I wasn’t sure I could take it back now.
       He opened his mouth, but for a moment, nothing came out. Then he sighed, a deep, tired sound, and set his phone down on the desk with a quiet thud. His shoulders slumped slightly, like he was carrying more than just the weight of this conversation.
       “Lucy, I. . .” he began, but he trailed off, running a hand through his hair. His voice softened. “I'm not trying to prove you right, obviously considering the fact I’ve spent the past few days trying to make you understand I won't bail on you. I just. . . I’ve been distracted, okay? Things are. . . complicated right now. They aren't pretty for me, not that they have ever been.” He glanced at me, but I couldn’t read his expression. It was a mix of frustration, confusion, and something else I couldn’t place.
       I stared at him, trying to figure out if I should care or if I was just making it worse by pressing him. But my thoughts were all over the place, and none of them made sense. “Complicated? Not pretty? What’s so complicated about just showing up, Liam?” I couldn’t stop myself from saying it, the frustration being obvious.
       He looked away, and for a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he spoke, his voice quieter, almost like he was talking to himself. “It’s not that simple, Lucy. I didn’t mean to mess things up with you. . . It’s just that I’ve been dealing with. . . other stuff.”
       The silence that followed was heavy, thick with words neither of us were saying. I didn’t know what I was expecting—maybe some grand confession, some explanation that would clear up the mess we were both standing in. But all I had was the nagging feeling that this wasn’t about me at all. It was about whatever was going on in his life that he couldn’t or wouldn’t share.
       I shook my head, standing up abruptly. “Yeah, well, maybe you should’ve figured it out before you claimed I was ‘your friend’.” My voice was sharp. He looked at me with something I couldn’t identify, then sighed again, rubbing his eyes like he was exhausted. “I know,” he said, almost too quietly for me to hear. “I know.”
       I grabbed my notebook, the one I’d been trying to write in for months now, and stood there for a second longer than I should’ve. 
       “Just. . . figure it out, Liam,” I said, the words coming out quieter than I intended. “I don’t have the energy for this today.” And with that, I walked away, not waiting to see if he said anything else. Because, at that moment, it felt like I had nothing left to give.
       Lila was waiting for me outside the classroom, her eyes scanning my face like she was trying to read me. But I couldn’t hold her gaze. I didn’t have the answers, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever find them.
       The rest of the day dragged on like a blur. Each class felt like it was suffocating me more than the last.
       I didn't text Lila to get me after school, or my dad. I wanted to walk, to clear my thoughts, to try to give an explanation to myself why I'm taking a gap year. 
        Before I knew it, I was home and I was positive I didn't do any thinking.
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                                —Gracie Abrams, Difficult.
       Lila told me she couldn’t come get me today because she had something to do, and my dad couldn’t drive me either. I didn’t know if Liam would still show up after what happened yesterday, or if he even had the strength to deal with someone whose temper was a thin line.
       I put on a gray hooded sweatshirt with matching sweatpants and laid on my bed, contemplating whether or not to text Liam. I needed him to get me to school, but I didn’t think he needed to see me.
       Finally, I gave in and texted him.
Me: Hello, are you coming to get me today? Please reply as soon as possible so I know if I should expect you.
       I put my phone down on the bed and closed my eyes.
       About five minutes later, Liam replied.
Liam: Do you want me to?
I responded almost immediately.
Me: Yes, if you feel like you can.
Liam: On my way.
        Soon, there was a knock on the door. I opened it, and there was Liam. He didn’t have the huge grin he always wore, but he had a smile.
       “Hey,” he said.
       “Hey,” I replied, shyly and maybe a little bit embarrassed.
       He just smiled again, and we walked in silence to the car.
       It was. . . weird—no, wait—awkward, until Liam’s voice broke through the burning silence.
       “So, did you get any sleep?”
       I chuckled, then replied, “Well, I closed my eyes for a bit. If that counts.”
       He shot me a glance. “Fair enough.”
       I looked out the window, trying to focus on something other than the silence. His voice broke it again.
       “I like your sweatshirt.”
       I smiled. “Well, it’s my ‘I don’t want anyone to notice me’ sweatshirt.”
       He laughed. “Well, that really isn’t going to work, is it?”
       “Huh?”
       “That sweatshirt isn’t going to help you stay in the shadows,” he said with a teasing smile.
       I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I guess I’ll have to find a more gray one?”
       We both laughed, and for the first time that morning, all the awkwardness melted away.
       Liam was different than he was in the past days. I wouldn't bother him until he told me if he trusted me enough, which I Doubt since we just met.
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       Liam looked happy today when he came to get me.
       When I opened the door he said “So, today we can go to the field, are you ready?” 
       The air carried some kind of vibe that made the day good.
       I groaned jokingly at him and said “Yes, I thought you were going to bail again.” It wasn't meant to be a jab, I meant it as a light hearted joke between friends.
       Then suddenly his mood dropped like I had said something that offended him, he cleared his throat and just started walking to the car. understood.
       By then I needed to know what was going on with him. I knew I said something that hurt his feelings but maybe he had  something underlying going on too. 
       “I’m sorry.” I said, fastening my pace so I could get to him faster.
       “For what? Are you just saying sorry to improve my mood?” Liam asked.
       “I shouldn’t have said that.” I said, finally walking on the same stride as him.
       At that time we were already right in front of the car so Liam tried to open the door for me.
       “No, I can open it myself.” I said, putting my hand in the way of Liam’s hand from the car handle.
       “Ok.” Liam said, pulling his hand from the handle and walking to his side of the car.
       When me and Liam got in the car he sat down and he put his seatbelt on.
       “Do you think I will always bail?” Liam suddenly asked.
       Why would he think I thought of him like that?
        “I don't think of  you like that, I just think you are not all invested in it, you are but not all your focus is on it.”
       He looked at me then said, “It's not that simple,” rubbing the back of his neck. 
       “Then tell me why it’s not, I'm tired of guessing”
       He looked down for a second, like he was trying to gather his thoughts. Finally, he exhaled sharply. “It's not you. It's me. I don't want to screw things up, but I keep messing up anyway. I’m. . . . .just not used to being at the edge of my seat every time, okay? Football isn't working out and so many other things and so many other memories that I’ve tried to bottle up  keep resurfacing and I need it to leave.”
       I replied —sympathetically? — I don't even know, but I said “Oh, Just so you know I am always up for talking anytime.” 
       Even though it made me relieved that he finally opened up I was also a bit conflicted about what he meant about football. I didn't want to invade anymore than I already did so I didn't ask him about the girl he was grinning at and why he couldn’t keep that energy with me. He smiled at me then, a small, genuine smile at least that’s what I hoped it was. It was as if the weight had lifted from his shoulders just a little, and my stomach fluttered in response. “Thank you.”

       For a moment, we sat there, just looking at each other. The weight of everything between us seemed to ease, just a little. Liam turned to look at the steering, and I did the same, feeling a lightness in my chest I hadn’t expected. The air around us seemed to shift as we closed the distance, like the conversation had lifted something off our shoulders.
       When Liam started the car, his posture looked more relaxed, and he seemed lighter. His face was more casual now, he put his hands on the steering. He even let out a small laugh about something random, and the tension from earlier seemed to melt away—matching the mood I felt.
                            *******
       When I saw Lila, I ran to hug her and she whispered in my ear “it seems you both figured it out.” I raised my face from her shoulder and said “What boy? And besides we are just friends, and there is absolutely nothing to figure out.” She raised her eyebrows and said “You’re more free than you have been in the past days and don’t think that I didn't see you freeze up in the hallways when you saw him, I'm not trying to invade, I'm just happy you’re back to your normal self, Cycy.” I was trying to change the subject so I thought about what I didn't know about Lila yet then I suddenly  remembered that Lila probably got her partner so I said with a smile, “Enough of me, who's your partner for the project?” 
       She grinned and said “Noah Meyer , you probably don't even know him.” I teased her saying “Oh, you like him.” her smile only grew wider. 
       Then suddenly we couldn’t hold it in—we both cracked up, laughing way too hard for no good reason.

                           *******
       I had checked the campus map early that day so I knew where the field was, I texted Lila and said
Me:
 “I'm going to the field right now to meet Liam. Wish me luck and don't you go there?”
Lila replied some minutes later:
Lila 
With LIAM??? And yes I used to go there sometimes but the guy turned out to be a scumbag and besides I'm busy with my project stuff.
Me:
Oh, ok but are the players bad or what? Do you think they will like me??
Lila:
Oh yes they definitely would, they love friends most of them can't just be okay with one person, they can get everyone they mostly want and they take that to an advantage when it's not meant to be like that.
Me: 
Oh, ok goodbye I love you!
 
       When I got to the field, the players seemed to be running laps across the field, then the coach walked up to me and said “What player do you want to see”
        I answered and said “All, me and Liam are project buddies and we have to interview people we are thinking of getting people from the team and maybe you too” 
       He looked confused before he said “So you are not one of the girls the boys are flirting with? That’s new and Liam right okay, when they are done you can pick who you want to talk to”
       I bowed with a smile and said “Thank you” then went to sit on one of the chairs.
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        “You have to be kidding me,” I mutter under my breath as the teacher announces my partner.
        “Noah?”
        “Noah freaking Meyer.”
        I knew the kid—not that much, though. I caught him staring sometimes, but again, I sat right in front of him. He had to stare to focus.
       I never actually tried to talk to him. But again, he was the human brick wall of the school—he went easily unnoticed.
       I walk over to the table Noah’s already sitting at—the one in the back of the class, perfect for group projects.
       “Hey. I’m Lilliah—Lilliah Watson. I’m from the UK, and I know you might be thinking, ‘Why does she barely have one of those shitty accents most British people have?’ Well, that’s because I moved here when I was seven” I say—all in one breath.
       “Oh, ok that's a lot to register, anyways, I’m Noah.” Noah said, barely looking up from his phone.
       I pulled out a chair and sat down before saying, “Okay, you need to get off your phone, we have a project due in three months.”
       Noah sighed before putting his phone into his pockets.
       “Amazing,” I say while clapping my hands, “Why don't we get to know each other, like our likes and dislikes so one person doesn't mistakenly tip the other person off.”
       “You talk a lot.” Noah said, with zero admiration in his voice.
       “Hater.” I mutter under my breath.
       “Okay , I will start.” I say with a huge grin, “I have a lot of likes and dislikes but I will keep it brief so you can have your time to tell me your likes and dislikes too, you know what I will just read it out from my notes app because for some reason I wrote it there a long time ago.”
       Noah sighed as I pulled out my phone to go to my notes app.
I tried to quickly read through it.
LIKES:
· Rainy days.
· Flowers.
· Smiles.
· Jokes.
· Painting.
· Lucy.
· Emotionally available people.
· Always on time people.
· Music.
· Olivia Rodrigo.
· Love.
DISLIKES:
· Grumpy people.
· Dogs.
· Tasteless food.
· Over-expensive-
       Noah’s voice cut through as he said, “When are you going to start reading it out because it seems like you are not going to read it out with the constant smiles.”
       “Dang why are you always such a hater,” I say, with a bite in my voice.
       “I really don't just want to sit here and just watch you stare at your phone and laugh, you know. Let’s just get this over with, please.” Noah said.
       “Okay, fine I will just tell you two dislikes and two likes, I’m not really in the mood to be the chitty chatty one in this conversation right now.” I say looking away from Noah. “I like Rainy days and flowers and so many other things more. I dislike Grumpy people and dogs.”
       “Okay, I'm sorry for being such a dick right now, something is going on with me right now, why don’t we start this over again, I’m Noah, Noah Meyer, I’m from Germany and I only moved here when I was seven, do you want me to introduce myself again in German? I promise you it sounds nice.” Noah said.
       I was curious to hear Noah speak German so I just scoffed and said, “Do as you like.”
       “Ich bin Noah, Noah Meyer, ich komme aus Deutschland und bin erst mit sieben Jahren hierher gezogen” Noah said with a huge grin on his face.
       “Oh, first smile I would like to tell you I'm expecting many and many more, now tell me your likes and dislikes.” I said, finally trying to warm up to Noah.
       “In German or English?” Noah said with another grin plastered on his face.
       “Nice joke.” I said, rolling my eyes.
       “Well I like a lot of things too and I have likes similar to your likes, I like: Flowers, Rainy days and Painting. My dislikes are: Dishonesty, arrogant people and a whole lot more.”
       “We are so similar, hopefully we can coexist and complete our project together.” I say as I hold out my hand to shake Noah, “Friends?”
       “Friends.” Noah answers, putting his hands forwards to meet my hand.
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“Take it over and over till you notice me.”
            —Pheobe Bridgers, Waiting room.
       When I woke up this morning it was raining, I was planning to walk the park today and maybe take some pictures of the beautifully put up halloween decorations, hope the rain didn't ruin it and just breathe in the fresh air considering this week had been a really hectic week—even though I Didn't go to my job or even start my project.
       Liam texted me. I didn’t expect it. Maybe I pushed him too hard yesterday to do it and maybe he didn't even feel comfortable with me—not that I'll be even surprised—I used to have a bunch of friends back in middle school, they all said “They didn't feel comfortable when they were with me” and Lila took my side, so we both lost our friends but Lila seemed to make another ones almost immediately while it seemed like I Didn't want to leave my little bubble of solitude 
       I looked at the text message I Got from Liam and it said:
Liam:
Hey, I know it’s kinda last minute but there’s a Halloween party tomorrow night at Jace’s place. You should come. I think it'd be good for you to get out a little. I’ll be there. It might actually be fun. :)
       Liam was really trying his best to get me out, even though I Don't who jace is  and I Will have to go to school the next day after the party, but I Didn't want to seem like I Don't really want to leave my comfort zone so I Replied:

Me:
Yeah sure what's the address I Will try to get my dad to get me there
Liam:
Your dad? Who even gets dropped off at a party by their dad?  I’ll come get you. It’s not a big deal. It’s at 14 Hawthorne Drive, Willow Creek. Starts around 8.
       I chuckled to myself and said “The audacity” and replied with a laughing emoji before saying:
Me:
See you tomorrow before 8.
       Then I put my phone in my pocket before grabbing better than the movies then walking to the front porch to read.

                                *******
       I stood in front of my closet, staring at the clothes like they were all strangers. What the hell was I even doing? Going to a party, where I                   didn't know anyone? Shouldn’t I just stay home and do literally anything else? I wasn’t exactly the life of the party type. But maybe this would be different. I just. . . didn’t want to stand out. I didn’t want to be the awkward girl who didn't fit in.I then decided to text Lila, I mean she's the outgoing one in our friendship:
Me:
Hey Lila, I need your help. I’m freaking out about this party that's in a few hours. I have no idea what to wear.
       I put my phone down hoping to hear a ping from my phone as soon as possible and so did i:
Lila 
Wait, WHAT? A party? 
Me:
Yes, a party. Pretty shocking, huh?
       Lila replied immediately and said :
Lila:
Yes, pretty shocking. I will be there in a few minutes and bring you some “Teenager party clothes” if that's even a thing.
Me:
 Thanks, Lila. I feel a little better now. See you soon.
       To save time while Lila was probably already driving over, I got on Pinterest and searched for hair ideas. I scrolled through endless posts of girls with silk, straight locks, others with Bouncy curls that looked effortlessly perfect. Some had hair in messy buns, while others wore loose waves—like Lila’s hair, but a little more polished. I couldn't help but wonder if I could ever pull that off. I then decided on wavy hair, so I searched “Brown orange hair with loose waves.” There were so many gorgeous results that filled my screen—some with a soft, beachy vibe, others more defined and glossy. I picked a few to show Lila when she arrived, knowing she’d have the magic touch to make my hair actually look like the photos.
       Lila burst into my room—not exactly barging, but she came in with so much excitement it felt like a full-on storm. She was squealing, saying something way too fast for my brain to process.
       Then suddenly, I heard the words loud and clear. Too clear.
       “Oh my god, you’re going to a party? Never thought I’d see the day!” she shrieked, throwing her hands dramatically to her cheeks.
       By then, I was already cringing so hard I wanted to disappear.
       Then the doubt slowly seeped in “Do I really want to go to a party I know no one?”
       I contemplated asking Lila but I just pushed the thought down, the risk of the question exploding out of me being high.
       She then said “So I have three different outfits here, do you have something for your hair in mind?” I nodded then climbed onto the bed and grabbed it off the quilt.
       I showed her the pictures I have saved, then she said “Yup this can most definitely work” I smiled and said as a joke “Get to work woman.”
       Lila suddenly asked me, “Who invited you to this party, or are you just going to show up?” I smiled, the gesture so unpremeditated it startled me. “Liam did, just yesterday morning. At first, I was like “No, I am not doing this, because I mean, who goes to a party on a school nigh—”
       Lila cut me off, her excitement practically bouncing off her, “Me! I mean, everyone—well, most people I know” I smiled at Lila and just said “Well, now I'm one of the people you know that goes to parties on a night before school, so please hurry up Liam’s going to be here soon” she smiled sheepishly at me and said “Okay” with her eyebrows going up and down—I Call it ‘doing the thing’ 
An inside joke between us.
When Lila finished with my hair, I rushed to get dressed, picking one of the outfits she brought. I quickly picked one trying to shake off the feeling of unease creeping up on me. I had no idea what to expect, but I knew this wasn't exactly my scene.
                            *******
       As we walked in, the stench of alcohol hit me. Someone was already retching in a corner. Whatever kind of party this was. Whatever the dude name who was throwing this party was, he had invited a lot of people and this doesn't really seem like my place to be. I have never tasted alcohol or even ever had the urge to and still didn’t even after seeing all the bottles and can everywhere.
       I realized I was frozen in place and just staring when Liam waved his hands over my face and said “Hey, are you okay you look really shocked.” I nodded, forcing a smile. “Just not used to this kind of environment,” I said, feeling the weight of the unfamiliarity settle deeper in my chest.
       Liam ushered me to a sea of  people—I would guess are his friends. Before we got there Liam said to me in my ear and said “I Would love to introduce you to my friends and well some of my teammates, it would be cool they already know you now in their drunken state then you meet them on the field” 
       “Are they going to bite?” I joked, forcing a nervous smile.
       He chuckled and shook his head. “Nah, they’re cool. Don’t worry.” He then raised his voice a little and called out, “Yo, guys, come here for a sec!”
       They all looked at each other and at me—well us, then 3 people came shuffling over, I guess the others are his teammates and these are his friends.
       “Yo, Liam! You made it!”Probably  one of Liam’s friends came walking over to us. He was tall and broad-shouldered with  short, sandy blond hair that looked a little tousled. He was the first to approach and held out his hand to me. “I’m Max, nice to meet you”
       I held out my hand too and said “I’m Lucy, nice to meet you too”
       Then Liam's voice filled with excitement? Said “Lucy, this is Max as he already said, then he pointed to the two other this is Eli and Trevor, Eli has messy dark brown curls that fall a little over his forehead, giving him a slightly reckless, carefree look while Trevor is lean and quiet-looking, with pale skin and thick, dark lashes that make his brown eyes look softer than he probably intends. I said “Hi” shyly while Eli and Trevor just smiled then Liam whispered in my ear “Have fun, I gotta go somewhere now” when his head came back up from my ear he was smiling. I was in shock because I thought Liam would not ditch me since I was his —well, date, but I guess for house parties filled with alcohol and underage drinking, dates aren't required and are not a thing. When I looked up to give a fake smile of reassurance to Liam and nod like I always do, I realized he was gone, how rude.
       I looked around. Max had disappeared into the crowd with Eli right behind him, and Trevor muttered something about needing a drink before heading off too.
       And just like that, I was standing in the middle of a room full of strangers. Alone.I would have had Lila here if only she couldn't show up, why is she always at every party but now that I need her here she isn't, I Can't blame her though she has her own life.
       The music was too loud, the lights too dim, and the air smelled like cheap beer and fake fog. I crossed my arms, pretending I wasn’t panicking a little. This was exactly what I was afraid of.
       That’s when some guy I didn’t recognize shoved a red Solo cup into my hand.
 “You look like you need this.”
        I didn’t drink. Not ever.
       But I didn’t say no.
       I looked around the room. Everyone seemed jolly—well, apart from that one girl who was full-on sobbing into her friend’s shoulder. Nothing about this felt enjoyable.
       I shrugged and muttered, “Guess pain is part of the vibe,” and took another sip, grimacing through it.
   
       It didn't get better—it tasted worse as it went by, first sip, second sip, third sip, then a chug, the sourness, spiciness? whatever —it never changed it had that taste you want to always go back to but you also hated it.
       “My head was spinning—I couldn’t see straight. The effect of alcohol had taken a huge toll on me. I needed to get home quickly but my escort—well, Liam—was nowhere to be found.
       “I'm totally fine” I declared to no one in particular, I was gripping the kitchen counter like it was—well it was—the only thing keeping me standing.
       Suddenly, I was tumbling and a strong hand was holding me up.
       I blinked, trying to focus. The room was still spinning, everything blurred together like I was staring through water.
        “Liam?” I managed to say in my drunken daze.
       “Nope not Liam” the blur with a steady grip said with slight mock or even pity in his voice.
       I muttered “Oh, sorry” 
       The little blur of shadows chuckled and said “No worries, it looked like you needed help and I Was already starting to come over before to probably help you get to a couch then suddenly you were falling over”
       I smiled at whoever was talking to me and said “Oh, that's nice, can you help me to the couch now?” 
       He replied and said “Oh yeah that, I would love too”
       He handed me a bottle of water, and I gratefully took it, my hands shaking as I unscrewed the cap and took a few sips.
       “Thanks,” I mumbled, trying to clear the fog in my head.
       “No problem,”he replied. "Let’s get you settled on the couch first, you are kind of really drunk.”
       “Well, no shit. I can't even see properly. I'm really grateful to you for helping me, I owe you one.”
       With his help, I made it to the couch, finally collapsing into the cushions.
       “Better?” he asked, his voice casual, though there was a faint edge to it, like he was waiting for me to be fully aware of my surroundings.
       “Yeah,” I said, blinking slowly. “Wait. . . you’re not Liam. So. . . who are you?”
        “Oh—right,” the blur said, his voice clearer now. “You were looking for Liam Anderson, yeah? I figured. I was gonna ask if you knew him.”
       I nodded sluggishly.
       “Well, I’m not him,” he added with a crooked smile. “I’m Blake. Blake Mercer.”
       I squinted at him. The name didn’t mean anything to me, but his tone did—half amused, half something else.
       “Okay, Blake-not-Liam,” I muttered, trying to smile through the haze. “And yeah, I’m friends with him. We got paired up for that senior project.”
       Blake let out a low chuckle, the sound almost too knowing.
       “Figures,” he said, like he’d just solved a riddle.
       Blake chuckled, a short, low sound that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
        “Project buddies, huh? Makes sense.”
       I squinted at him. “Why does that make sense?”
       He lifted a shoulder like it wasn’t important. “He has a type when it comes to people he tolerates. Smart. Quiet. Grounded. And you seem like that, not to be rude of course.”
 His eyes flicked over me, not in a weird way—more like he was trying to figure something out.
       I frowned. “You say that like you know him really well.”
       Blake nodded. “Used to, for a little while.”
       That was all he offered. Just “Used to, for a little while.” No details. No drama. Just enough to plant a seed. What kind of seed though? 
       “Are you guys not friends anymore?” I asked, still nursing the water, my head clearing but not by much.
       Another shrug. “We don’t talk. That’s probably for the best.”
       I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just stared at him, trying to read the truth behind his blank expression.


       “But anyway,” Blake said, standing, with a low chuckle,  “You’re safe here. If you need anything, I’ll be around. Don’t let the room swallow you up.”
       “Thanks,” I murmured.
       As he walked away, I couldn’t help but glance toward the front of the house, wondering if Liam even knew what was happening—wondering if he cared.

                             *******

       I was tired, I had enough. I had been sitting on the couch Blake left me on, for the past thirty minutes or something and Liam had not come back inside, if he was even at the party still.
 
       The air was thick with smoke  and it looked like I was in a nightclub—not that I've ever been in one but I've watched a lot of movies, I do know how the surroundings look and how it feels, I don't know why I Thought it was going to be a good idea to attend a party with me being —well me—I am the never speaking, never getting in trouble kid and here I am sitting on a couch in a dude I have never even met house with a hangover, I always considered that pathetic in movies but here I am in that same situation.
       I glanced over at the front door, wondering if I should just leave. The thought of sitting through this party, alone, was unbearable. Just go home?
       I stood up and took a deep breath, pushing through the crowd, searching for a way out. I saw Blake again, who was now standing near the kitchen.
       “Leaving already?” Blake’s voice called out as I walked past him.
       I turned, my mouth dry. “I was thinking about it.”
       Blake stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You’re already a little. . . tipsy, and the last thing you want is to be probably walking home with no protection whatsoever.”

       I shrugged and said coolly “I'm pretty much very fine right now, you don't have to worry about me”
       I walked outside and saw Liam—with a girl.
       He was leaning against his car, red cup in hand, grinning at whatever she was saying. And here I was, waiting for him to come find me so we could leave. So we could go home.
       I’ve been here for over two hours. None of the football players I’ve met are around—not that they’d talk to me if they were. Liam’s friends? Vanished. Not that I’d know what to say to them anyway. I can barely hold a conversation that isn’t scripted in my head first.
       I’m just an awkward girl. The one who showed up to a party where she knows no one, hoping it might be. . . different. Fun, maybe. It isn’t.
        I left the comfort of my house to stand in a stranger’s backyard, surrounded by strangers, half-expecting the cops to roll up for underage drinking at any second.
       Brilliant choice, Lucy.
       I didn't want to ruin Liam's fun time but I also had to go home. I had to go somewhere silent so I turned away from the porch and stepped back onto the grass, hugging my arms around myself. The cold finally caught up to me, I had been standing and just staring that I Didn't  feel it, I Wasn't hurt or anything seeing Liam with a girl, I Was just shocked because why would he bring me to a party just for him to ditch me as soon as we got in, he could have not even invited me.
       The grass was wet, the dew soaking through my Crocs. Bad day to pick those, I guess.
       Then suddenly a loud voice made me flinch a little
       “Lucy!” 
       I kept walking, I didn't want to hear a story or reason, why should I, but his voice was getting closer, I wasn’t mad I Swear I Wasn't mad.
       Then suddenly the voice was getting closer, I didn't stop, I was tired and I couldn't go through any conversation right now, I may snap.
       Then suddenly a hand was on my shoulder.
       “I was talking to you Lucy” Liam said with a smile like he didn't ditch me at a party he invited me too.
       I glanced over to the car and the girl he was previously talking to was standing there staring probably wondering who I was but I also was wondering, who was I? The me I Know would not go to a party and drink I Thought that was stupid, I Would rather stay cuddled up in my bed with my little plushies and cry to a romance movie but here I Was doing the stuff I vowed to never do, Lila invited me multiple times and Always declined.
       Liam’s voice cut through the haze of my thoughts. 
       “Lucy?” He sounded a little less loud now, like he could sense something was off. Nothing was though, apart from the fact he left me alone at a party I knew no one? Everything was picture perfect.
       “Yes?” I replied , facing him with an awkward smile plastered across my face.
       “It's like you just vanished into thin air. How have you been, like the party?”His smile was easy, almost too casual, like he hadn’t noticed the hours that had passed. 
       I raised my eyebrows and said, “Oh, yeah?”
       My voice came out lighter than I expected, like I was trying not to sound as annoyed as I felt.
       He didn’t seem to catch it—or maybe he ignored it.
       I looked at Liam casually  and said “I Was about to call my dad to come get me, so if you will excuse me”
       Liam blinked, guilt flickering across his face for a split second before he shoved his hands in his pockets.
       “I can take you home,” he said quickly.
       “No, thank you, you are not my personal chauffeur, so you can go back to that girl” I said pointing to the girl who looked like anytime she would be going to another guy, not judging of course.
       “I wouldn't want to interfere with your fun right now, but as it seems I actually didn't have an iota of fun and I Regret it.” I continued.
       He squinted his eyes like he was trying to understand what was wrong with me before just casually saying, “Look, I didn’t mean to just. . . disappear. I thought you were inside with people—”
       “You brought me here, Liam. You were supposed to be with me. Not saying you were required to but thinking I was inside with people is so weird, because who would I be with in there Liam, Who." I said, finally snapping.
       He opened his mouth, then closed it again. “I know. I screwed up. But can you not make a big deal out of it? And I was just trying to help you make friends.”
       That one hit. I stared at him, barely able to keep the words from spilling out all at once.
       “It is a big deal. You ditched me the second we got here. I stood around like an idiot while you smiled at some girl in your car. And now you think offering me a ride makes it fine? And why in the world do you always try to help me make friends, I never asked for help with that, you made me look like a fool which I obviously am”
       “I didn’t ditch you—”
       “Yes, you did.” My voice was shaking now, from the cold or the rage or both. “You didn’t even stay with me. You left me the second we walked in those doors. Don’t act like you care just because I finally started walking away.”
       He rubbed the back of his neck, jaw tight. “Fine. If you don’t want a ride, don’t take one.”
       “Gladly,” I snapped.
       I stormed back into the house, the music hitting harder than before, like even it was annoyed on my behalf. My feet were wet, my chest felt hollow, and my eyes burned—but I wasn’t going to cry. Not here.
       People danced and stumbled around me, red cups in hand, laughter and slurred voices blurring together like background noise in a bad dream. I pushed through them, past the kitchen and toward the front door, no destination in mind except away.
       “Hey!” a voice called out—familiar, but not the one I was dreading.
       I turned. Blake was leaning against the wall near the entryway, drink in one hand, eyes narrowing like he could see something was off. we just met and he acts like we already knew me for months maybe years
       “You good?” he asked, stepping forward.
       I swallowed and shook my head. “Not really.”
       He didn’t ask questions, didn’t press for details.
       “You wanna leave?”
        I hesitated for a beat. Then nodded.
       Blake dropped his cup on a  table when he walked by it and grabbed his keys. “Let’s go.”
       I followed him out the  door without a second glance, without checking if Liam had watched me leave. I didn’t care.
       Blake opened the passenger door for me. “Where to?”
       I hesitated, then mumbled, “32 Wisteria Lane, Willow Creek.”
       He glanced at me as he started the engine. “Got it.”
       No follow-up questions. No commentary. Just the hum of the car and the quiet between us, steady and safe.
       I decided to rest my head against the cool window. It ached—like someone had stuffed my brain with cotton and then dropped a brick on top.
       The car moved smoothly, turning down streets I didn’t recognize. I didn’t ask where we were going. I didn’t need to.
       He didn’t say anything. Just let the silence swallow us, like he knew I needed it.
       Every now and then, I cracked an eye open, catching the blur of passing streetlights or the curve of his jaw in the dim dashboard glow.
       He looked focused. Or maybe just tired.
       Maybe we both were.
       I must’ve dozed off, because when I opened my eyes again, the car was pulling onto Wisteria Lane.
       Blake slowed down in front of my house but didn’t say anything right away. The headlights stretched across the porch like they were waiting too.
      “Thanks,” I murmured, my voice scratchy.
      He nodded once. “You were out cold.”
       I gave a weak smile. “Yeah. Sorry.”
       “It’s fine.” He looked straight ahead, fingers tapping lightly on the steering wheel. “Long night.”
       I unbuckled my seatbelt, hand hovering over the door handle. “You didn’t have to drive me.”
       “I know.” Blake said, almost too casual.
       Silence. Not like earlier—the easy, safe kind.
       I opened the door, the cool night air  rushing in.
       “Lucy,” he said suddenly.
       “Just. . .” He exhaled. “Get some sleep, it was obvious it was your first time drinking, hangovers will be bad tomorrow morning.”
       I nodded, stepping out. “You too.”
       Then I shut the door, and the sound of it closing felt like it echoed all the way through my chest.
       When I walked in, all the lights were turned off. How could my parents not care that their only kid was out partying on a sunday night with unknown people. 
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[bookmark: _stic6898wlwp]“Now I seem to be scared to go outside.”
                              —Taylor Swift, I hate it here.
       The buzzing started before my brain did.
       I groaned, blinking into the pale morning light and reaching blindly for my phone.
       7 missed calls. From Liam.
       My stomach dropped like I was falling off Jace’s porch steps.
       He ruined last night. My first real party, and he made it awkward and miserable. Now he thinks he can just. . . call me?
       My eyes skipped to the time and I was shocked.
       It was 7:24 AM.
        Too late for a quick fix, too early to pretend last night didn’t leave a mess.
       Seven missed calls from Liam. Seven chances to explain himself or maybe just say sorry—though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear either.
        I stared at the screen, my stomach still twisted from the fallout. This felt like walking on eggshells. I wasn’t sure why, though.
       I didn’t answer. Instead, I tossed my phone onto the bed and rolled onto my side.
       Why was he calling me so much? Was he desperate? Angry? Or just. . . confused?
      I knew I didn't want to find out.
       My memory from the night before was a blur but I remember tad bits of mine and Liam’s argument.
       My mind was like a puzzle. I was trying to figure stuff out.
       Was he calling because he wanted to pick me up? I doubted it
        Was he worried about me?Not possible, he made it clear the night before that I was annoying, I think.
       He made it very clear last night he was frustrated with me. So why the sudden change of heart?
       I shot up in bed like someone lit me on fire.
       Bathroom. Now.
        School. Oh my God—school. I forgot about school.
       The effects of alcohol, I guess. I stunk. Not like “Oops I missed a shower”—like I rolled in the party and forgot to come back out.
       My bath was short—but effective. I didn’t feel tired, and I probably didn’t reek of underage drinking anymore.
       I rushed into my closet and grabbed the first thing that didn’t scream“Hungover loser”—black sweatpants and a pink hoodie. No thought. No style. Just survival.
       I was putting my shoes on when I realized I didn't have a ride. Liam was obviously not a choice— I didn't have a ride—I didn't have a ride—I didn't have  a ride. 
       I kept saying that.
        I didn't have a ride—I didn't have a ride—I didn't have  a ride. 
       I just woke up with a hangover to not have a ride?
        Was Liam calling me for that reason?
       Then—like clockwork—Liam’s name flashed on my phone.
        “Speak of the devil” I muttered to myself.
       I picked up the phone and pressed it to my ear.
 “Hello?”
       Liam’s voice came through—relieved. Maybe even happy.
       “Hey, Lucy, are you okay? After our argument last night, you just disappeared. I was really worried, and I didn’t mean—”
I cut him off with a cold chuckle that didn’t match how I felt at that moment at all.
“You never mean to, Liam. Who in the world invites someone to a party and then drops them?” I said,
I was pacing now, barefoot, unbrushed hair, hoodie halfway zipped.
 “Who, Liam? Who? You probably had a great reason for the missed calls, and this call now? I’m guessing it’s not to apologize. And hey—sorry to disappoint you, but the apology is not taken.”
       That’s when Liam snapped.
       Not frustrated. Not tired. Snapped.
       His voice cracked through the phone, sharp enough to slice.
        “Well guess what, Lucy? We still have to do the project. You don’t get to decide that. Neither do I.”
        His tone had a bite—real bite.
 “You’re mad? Fine. Be mad. But we’re gonna finish this thing, get it over with, and then we can go our separate ways. Done.”
       I hung up. I couldn’t do this. I lay on my bed, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. I wasn’t going to school. I pulled my journal from the drawer—I needed to write something that didn’t have to be a masterpiece. I needed to write how I was feeling. Writing helped me cope. Before I knew it, I was sobbing, whispering to myself, I can do this. . . I can’t. . . I’m a failure. . . I can’t write anymore. I needed to do something.
       It takes just a little to tip me over the edge.
       But nothing came. No words. I stared at the blank page—it mirrored my expression.
       I took out my headphones and played some music.
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“I forget you are in line.”
                              —Gracie Abrams, Cedar.
       Yesterday was hell.
       My parents acted like everything was normal. Like I hadn’t skipped school, like I hadn’t spent the day curled in my bed feeling like a burnt-out version of myself. 
       They didn’t ask questions.
        I guess when your daughter finally cracks, it’s easier to just. . . let her.
       I couldn’t decide if I was grateful or disappointed.
       Well today, I wasn't drunk because some irresponsible idiot did not take me to a party and leave me there.
       I pulled out my phone to text Liam.
Me:
You don’t have to pick me up anymore. I’ll figure it out on my own.
As for the project: we can do the research in the school library during lunch. After that, I’ll handle half the interviews. Let’s just get this over with
       Liam, obviously, didn’t reply right away.
       I left the iMessage app and opened Uber. Not like I had options—unless you count standing in the driveway dramatically. Until I could leave work and finally get my car to a mechanic, this was my life now: overpriced rides and bitterness.
       I finished getting the Uber and tossed my phone onto the bed, face down. A second later, it pinged. I didn’t check—it was probably just the ride confirmation. Or spam. Or something equally unimportant.
       But then it pinged again.
       I sighed, flipped it over, and looked.
       It wasn’t Uber.
Liam:
Sure. Whatever works for you.
       Let’s just finish it.
       That was it.
       It wasn’t angry. It wasn’t kind. It was the kind of message that made you feel like the door had closed, and maybe I was the one who shut it. . . Or maybe he did. Or maybe it just slammed on it’s own because we were both too stubborn to hold it open.
       I stared at it for way too long.
       Then I locked my phone and went downstairs, like I didn’t care.
       Like I wasn’t already rehearsing what I’d say to him the next time I saw his stupid face.
       The uber ride was silent. Just how I like it.
                              *******
       When Lila saw me, she ran forward to hug me, her pine scent hitting my nose and making me smile.
       When she pulled away, she looked at me in excitement and said “Okay, Cycy tell me all about what happened at that party and why you weren’t here yesterday.”
       I cleared my throat and my smile slowly fell. The situation at the party wasn't exactly sensitive but I don't really feel comfortable talking about the downfall of me and Liam slowly constructed friendship.
       I smiled and said “Never again.” then walked out.
       “Excuse me—‘never again’ is not a full sentence! What happened? Did Liam kiss someone? Did you kiss someone? Kindly emphasize.”
       I looked back at her with a smile and said, “I'll pass on that, thank you.”
       Her smile dropped as she snorted and said, “Whenever you’re ready, queen.”
       I turned forward—and there he was.
       Liam, standing by the lockers, already looking at me.
       Only. . . not really.
        Because the second our eyes met, he looked away.
       Back to his friends.
       Back to her.
       The girl from the party.
       She was laughing at something he said, leaning in like she’d never been shoved off someone’s lap. Like I hadn’t been standing there watching it all fall apart.
       I didn’t flinch.
       Didn’t blink.
       Didn’t give Lila the satisfaction of asking me what just happened.
       I just walked past them—straight-backed, unbothered, and one deep breath away from absolutely losing it.
       My first period was a blur, my focus was everywhere.
       My mind kept going back to Liam and that girl.
       That damn girl.
       I pulled out my phone to text Liam—not to distract his lovely school date of-course.
Me:
Ok, so we can’t meet after school because I have to work after school, so maybe lunch  if you are not too busy with your ‘girl’.
       He saw it almost immediately, like he was expecting it. I highly doubt that though, probably just a coincidence.
       Liam reacted with  ‘a thumbs up.’  
       Not surprising.
       I turned off my phone and slipped it into my bag, trying to focus. Time for class.
       Mr. Evans walked in a minute later, smiling like always.
       He made his way to the front of the room and said, “Today we’re doing our own thing,” still grinning.
       Which basically meant he wasn’t going to teach.
       I raised my hand. “Can I go to the restroom?”
       I didn’t need to. I just didn’t want to be in that room anymore.
       He nodded without really looking, already pulling something up on the projector.
       The hallway was empty, which I expected. Quiet, too. Almost peaceful.
       I was walking toward the restroom when someone called out, “Lucy!”
       I stopped and turned, trying to place the voice. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite remember where I heard it from.
       “Hey,” the guy said, stepping closer with that same easy confidence. “We met at Jace's party some days ago.”
       I blinked, trying to put a name to the face.
       “I’m Blake,” he said, like that would help.
       I frowned, shaking my head. “Blake. . . Blake who?”
       He grinned. “Blake Mercer. The guy who helped you not fall flat on your face and helped you to the couch.”
       I groaned. “Oh—right. Mr—not—Liam.”
       He laughed. “Exactly. Thought you might not remember. I don’t blame you.”
       I gave a small smile, still feeling a little awkward.
       “So, uh, now that we’re both sober and fully functional, maybe we can try this ‘getting to know each other’ thing again?”
       I shrugged. “Sure, why not.”
       I chuckled and looked at Blake and said “So, um I Was going to the restroom just now”
       He looked at me, eyes glowing and said “Oh, yeah give me your instagram . . . .or your phone number.”
       I replied with a smile, stretching my hand for him, the phone in my hands, he quickly pulled it out and I put my phone number—not instagram—I don't even have an account.
       I bowed my head before walking out, a thought suddenly plaguing me—well not plaguing,—striking?
       I don't know but I had a thought—open an Instagram account—I've spent half of my high school years being in my comfort zone—-I’m not saying Instagram is me going out of my comfort zone but it's a start.
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       It's been two days since the party.
       Since Lucy decided to end our friendship.
       She didn’t say we weren’t friends anymore. But she’s been different.
        Not like she used to talk much anyway—just. . . something’s off.
        Different in a way I can’t explain, but I feel it.
       I ruined everything.
Again.
       First it was Anna.
       I said the wrong thing, let my temper get the best of me, and she walked away.
       Now Lucy’s doing the same.
       I really shouldn't compare Lucy to her.
       Me and Lucy weren't that close.
       I was still stuck in my head when I felt a hand on my shoulder.
        It was her.
       The girl from the party.
       Maria.
       She’s. . . clingy.
       Nothing happened between us, but she keeps acting like we’re together.
        Like one night of kissing on the bonnet of my car suddenly means something.
       To her, maybe it does.
       To me? It was just noise. A distraction.
       Now it feels like a mistake I didn’t even make.
       I still remember this morning.
      I saw Lucy.
      And I’m pretty sure Maria saw her too—and recognized her.
       She started laughing loudly.
       At something I said, maybe? I don’t know. It felt fake. Loud on purpose.
       I mean—how could she not know who Lucy was?
       She was the reason I left her at that party.
       The girl I walked out for.
       The girl I came back for, just to leave again minutes later.
       Maria looked hurt that night.
       And I didn’t care
       I was worried.
       About Lucy.
       Only Lucy.
       I walked over to the teacher and asked to use the restroom.
        I never actually go there or use it.
        She handed me a pass and let me leave.
       Maria was staring at me like I owed her an explanation.
       Like I should’ve told her where I was going.
       I hurried out of the classroom and saw Lucy. . . talking to someone.
        The person had their back to me.
       But then he said something,
       “I’m Blake.”
        Not him again.
       He always wants to have what I have.
       I walked away, going back to class.
       I wasn't in the mood anymore.
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“I’m aware that I could end up here alone.”
                      —Gracie Abrams, Let it happen.
       I opened an Instagram account in the restroom. Not impulsively—strategically. Like a girl plotting her comeback.
       I wasn't plotting though.
       Just curious.
       I typed “Liam.” Nothing.
       “Liam Anderson.” Still nothing.
       A bunch of accounts popped up—shirtless boys, dogs, edits of One Direction. None of them being him.
       Weird.
       For someone who acts so public, he’s impossible to find.
       No obvious username. No tagged photos. Nothing.
       I wanted to try one more time
       “Liam-the-Quarterback?”
       Still nothing.
       My expression was starting to look sour already.
       And I don't know why not finding Liam’s account was making me mad somehow.
       I could text him.
       I could but I will not.
       I was planning to put my phone away and just do nothing when it buzzed.
       A text. From Blake.
       It said:
Blake  
Hey, it’s Blake. I wasn’t sure if you saved my number in your phone, so I figured I’d text you. Wanna hang out during lunch with my friends?
Me:
I would love to but I have to work on my project with Liam in the library during that time, maybe some other time?
       Blake’s reply did not take long:
Blake: 
Oh, ok good luck on your project and yes we can another time whenever you are ready :)
       His little smile made me exhale a small laugh before I hearted his message, put my phone up and laid my head on the table.
                       *******
       The bell jolted me awake from my little nap, I gently took my backpack and left—off to journalism—I opened the door and saw Blake waiting. For me? Or someone else?
       I gave a small wave.
       He waved back. Okay—me.
       I walked over. “How did you know I was in this class? I never told you.”
       He grinned. “I saw you come out of the restroom and head back here. Figured I’d come pick you up. I mean, if I’m going to court you, I hav—”
       I cut in, eyes lighting up. “Was that a Pride and Prejudice reference?”
       He blinked. “Uh, no. That was a Bridgerton line.”
       I narrowed my eyes. “You're two centuries off, sir.”
       He smirked. “Romance is timeless.”
       Blake and I were still laughing about our wrong references when I spotted Liam again. He was still with that girl—Maria, apparently.
       I didn’t know why Liam was suddenly talking to me. I didn’t want to talk to him. So I just looked at Blake and said,
       “Looks like we have really similar interests. We should hang out Saturday.”
       Loud enough—well, not too loud, because I hate attention—to make Liam stop dead in his tracks. He awkwardly hesitated, Maria still glued to his side. Yeah, they were definitely a thing now.
       Blake turned to me and said,
        “Saturday? Sounds like a plan. I can come pick you up.”
       I nodded awkwardly. Hadn’t thought that one through. Honestly, I was just trying to spite Liam for absolutely no good reason.
       Then Liam finally walked over and said,
 “You should come to my game Saturday. I’ll save you the best seat.”
       I glanced over at Blake and caught his eyebrows scrunching like, What the hell?
       Another thing we had in common.
       I looked at Liam, lifting my head, and said, “Oh, I’m sorry, but I have to go hang out with my friend here. Maybe another time?”
       Liam looked annoyed—he always does when he talks to me, so I didn’t care.
       I awkwardly shuffled past Liam and Maria with Blake’s hand in mine. We had to get to class.
       When I got to journalism, I said goodbye to Blake. Now I had to sit next to Liam for another 45 minutes.
       Maybe we could finally start on that damn project. I needed to get over this as soon as possible.
       Then Liam strolled in, five minutes late, with lipstick smeared all over his face.
       Nasty. Like, how do you even manage that?
       I tried not to laugh but also felt low-key curious—what the hell was his deal?
       Maya was his deal.
       I guess.
       I was about to put my head on the table to rest when Liam said, “Lucy? Can we talk?”
       I looked at him with the least enthusiasm on my face and said “I have better things to do than have a conversation right now.”
       Liam looked hurt which immediately turned into —no emotion—he nodded and said, “Oh, I'm sorry for bothering  you, I was just trying to make things right.”
       He immediately pulled out his phone and started scrolling through Instagram—so yeah, he most definitely had an account. Which means I just wasn’t searching hard enough. Not that I plan to search again though. Obviously.
       The only thing keeping us in each other’s orbit is that damn project we can’t seem to start. Every time we plan to work on it, we end up doing absolutely nothing. Now that we’re not friends anymore, maybe we can finally focus.   You know, as long as his girlfriend isn’t attached to him like a clingy barnacle.
       I was going to tell Liam not to bring her, but I didn’t want to sound jealous. I mean, I’m in no place to snoop around in his love life. I’ve made it pretty clear I don’t want to be his friend. Especially after the little stunt I just pulled. . . right when he might’ve been trying to fix things.
       I pulled out my phone to get on instagram, I needed people to interview and no one seemed to pull their head out of that phone including Liam.
       I went to the school gossip page, because teenagers are dogs rabid for gossip regardless of the damage.
       Something caught my eye.
       A picture of Maya and Liam, together—obviously—it was talking about how the infamous quarterback who never settles has been seen hanging out with a girl.
       I didn't care.
       I went to the account’s following an started going through—no, analyzing—everyone’s account, the teacher never told us how many people she needs us to interview and I won't dig myself a hole for me to fall in  by asking her right now, Liam and I already may not be able to co exist and having to do more than 20 students and 10 teachers like I have decided may throw me off.
       I found someone who made me want to interview her, she gave that vibe, even through a screen.
        Harper Donnelly.
       She had a private account and just 3 followers.
       She seemed to be in the shadows.
       Just like me.
       I requested to follow her account, she was number one on the list of people I am going to personally interview.
       During lunch I was going to tell Liam he has to find 10 students and 5 teachers of his choice that don't collide with mine, which means he tells me his next lunch and I tell him mine.
       No one else caught my eye, I wanted to interview people who live in the shadows.
       And everyone who followed the gossip account? Yeah, they weren’t exactly in the shadows. Most of them had already starred in their own Pine Ridge scandals—cheating rumors, hallway brawls, love triangles that lasted three days and still managed to traumatize the whole school.
       Typical.
       And still, I had no lead. No thread to pull. Nothing.
       Then the bell rang. Again.
       Like clockwork, there was Blake. Waiting outside.
        Also like clockwork? Maria. Right beside him.
       Shouldn’t Liam be the one waiting in front of her class.
       Of course.
       I barely glanced at her—just a flick of the eye, not even enough to be considered rude—before Blake started talking to me again.
       He was saying stuff which I wasn't particularly interested in.
       My next class was study hall.
       Well, everyone in the senior class also was—it was just split by floors, but we all had the same lunch.
       Blake asked, “What floor are you on?”
       I shot him a small smile. “Third floor. You?”
       “Oh, me? I’m stuck on the first floor,” he said with that cheeky grin.
       I replied quickly, “Okay, I wouldn’t wanna keep you from class. I’m gonna go grab my best friend and roll with her. Catch you later, Blake.”
       Blake’s smile stretched a little wider, like he was hiding a secret. Then he pulled me into a quick hug and said, “Bye, Lucy!”
       Lila was waiting outside her class—science—talking with some dude who I have never seen before.
       Perfect.
       I ran over to them and looked between the dude and Lila. “Y’all are friends, right?”
       Lila blinked, confused for a second, then smiled. “Oh—yeah, we are.” She turned toward him. “Noah, meet Lucy. Cycy to me.”
       My brain short-circuited. He was taller up close. Great.
        I looked at Noah, blurted, “Can I interview you for my project? You seem like exactly who I need.”
       He raised an eyebrow, smiling. “Oh? And what exactly am I?”
       God. I couldn’t say, “You look like an outcast with deep thoughts and mysterious trauma.” That was just going to be straight rude, and embarrassing even more considering he’s Lillian's Potential boyfriend.
       So I said, “I’m looking for reserved people. And, um. . . you seem reserved.”
       He chuckled, like he knew I was lying but found it amusing anyway. “Got it. Me and Lily usually work on our project Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, so Thursday works?”
       I looked at Noah and quickly nodded and said, “Thank you, you can get my phone number from Lila when you want to talk about where to meet!”
       He gave a small nod and walked off, cool and casual while I was mentally combusting.
       As soon as he disappeared around the corner, I grabbed Lila’s arm and pulled her toward the elevator.
       “We’re gonna be late for study hall if we don’t get on this elevator in the next thirty seconds.” she laughed.
       The elevator was for some reason late.
       I didn’t care. My brain was stuck on one thing and one thing only.
       The second the elevator doors closed behind us, I turned to her, eyes wild. “Lily?!?! Okay, no—start talking. Full story. No details spared. Spill. Everything.”
       Lila grinned, like she’d been waiting for this moment. “So, we were working on the project, right? And I think my constant burst of energy brought him out of his shell a little. Then one day we were just talking, and he accidentally called me Lala. It was super awkward at first—but then he kept using it. And now it’s kinda our thing. Cute, right?”
       “Cute?” I repeated, half-screaming. “Girl, it’s a full-on rom-com origin story. He SOFT-LAUNCHED a nickname!”
       The elevator bell dinged, and we both froze.
       Our floor.
      One minute till the bell rang.
       Sixty seconds to speed-walk across the hallway and pray we didn’t get locked out. Of course we had to get stuck with the strictest teacher in the whole building.
       We power-walked like our academic lives depended on it, slipping into class exactly as the bell rang—right as the teacher made a beeline for the door, fingers practically twitching to slam it shut.
       Classic.
       I let out a breath of relief, only to have it catch right in my throat.
       Across the room, Liam sat like a king on his throne with Marta perched on his leg like it was her birthright.
        Also classic.
       I pulled Lila to the secluded part of the room and sat on the floor. I needed someone to vent to about the whole Liam bull-shit.
       I started by saying to her “Do not interrupt me while talking and promise to not say I knew it ”
       Lila looked confused before she replied casually “Ok, I will not interrupt you and I promise not to say ‘I knew it’”
       I looked at her and just let it all loose, like a broken faucet of drama spilling everywhere. “So, Liam and I? Total shitshow. We’ve been arguing non stop even though we just started this whole ‘friends’ thing. Remember this morning when I said I didn’t wanna talk about it? Yeah, that’s ‘cause the party was straight-up hell. Liam legit ditched me and was acting like a total dick. Now? We’re not friends anymore. Good riddance.
       And don’t get me started — he’s flaunting his new girl, Maria, like she’s some shiny-ass trophy. Probably tryna make me jealous or whatever. Newsflash, Liam? I don’t give a damn.
       Oh, and guess what? I think I’m gonna fail senior year ‘cause my partner’s a total dickhead too. Like, how does this even happen?
       Oh! And did I tell you? I met this dude, Blake, at the party. We’re friends now. He even walks me to class. Honestly, I don’t even understand myself anymore.”
       I exhaled a dramatic sigh that felt like the weight of the whole damn week.
       Lila blinked, eyes wide like I’d just dropped a verbal tornado. “Girl, you talk fast. Like, blink-and-you-miss-it fast. Did you even notice?”
       I rolled my eyes, but then she hit me with the real talk. “And about Liam? I know you said don’t say it. . . but honestly? I knew it.”
       I fake-pouted, clutching my chest like she stabbed me with honesty, but then we both just lost it—laughing until we couldn’t breathe, like the universe’s own comedy club had just opened up in that quiet corner.
       Soon, we had to go to lunch and I knew I would inevitably face Liam, my choice or not.
       Because passing senior year is not a choice.
       Lila told me she’d have lunch with Noah, so I headed straight to the lunch line, grabbed a tray, and made my way to the library—where Liam and, of course, Maria were already sitting.
       Their little stunt was getting me mad already.
       I gave the couple a small, fake smile before sitting down right across from Liam.
        “I have an idea,” I said, “So I don’t have to crash your lunch date.”
       Liam snorted a chuckle.
       I kept going, “So, here’s the deal: we gotta interview 20 students and 10 teachers. We can split it—10 students and 5 teachers each. But even if we don’t wanna meet up all the time, we still gotta get it done.”
       “Every Wednesday we have to show up with people we think will make potential candidates and make sure the other person isn't looking to interview that same person.”
       I stared at Liam dead in the eyes and said, “Alright, I’m done. Any problems with my plan? Because honestly, I’d love to ditch this library—it’s suffocating.”
       Liam opened his mouth like he was gonna say something, then just shut it back up.
       Finally, he broke the silence: “Nope, no issues. See you next Wednesday, Lucy.”
       I stormed out of there full speed, my legs hoping they wouldn't trip over each other — because that kind of mess isn’t going to be the vibe right now.
       Stepping outside the chaotic cafeteria, the fresh air hit me like a blast of minty coolness.
       Perfect.
       Outside, the chaotic cafeteria buzzed all around me. The fresh air hit like a minty blast.
       Perfect.
       Cliques scattered everywhere. Every corner held some drama — an argument, a make-out sesh, or just friends vibing.
       I was still scanning when I heard my name.
       I looked over and there was Blake, grinning wide with a whole squad.
       I sped over to him — my anchor, my friend.
       Blake grabbed my shoulders and called out, “Hey! Y’all!”
       They all turned back to face me.
       A girl with a peachy voice that matched her glow—pretty as a sunrise—stepped forward and said, “Hey, I’m Angelina, but people call me Angelina Jolie.”
       Before she could finish flexing that nickname, someone laughed and cut in, “Hey, I’m Tessa. You can call me Tess, and trust me, no one actually calls Angie ‘Angelina Jolie.’”
       A giggle slipped past my lips before I stepped forward to the rest of the crew who hadn’t said a word yet.
       “Hello, I’m Lucy, and I do not have a nickname.”
       The whole group burst out laughing—Blake included—like I just dropped the hottest line of the day.
       The rest of the people introduced themselves warmly.
       And today’s lunch might have been the best lunch of my high school years.
       The rest of my day went like a blur.
       I didn't see Maria and Liam in the halls and that made my day better for whatever reason .
       I got an uber to go home, Lila had her project with Noah after school so I couldn't get a ride from her—not that I asked.
       When I got home my car was covered with huge clothing and both my parents were home and they looked like they were about to burst with excitement.
       Their vibe was contagious, and suddenly, I was smiling for reasons I couldn’t even explain.
       They led me to the couch, still rocking those huge grins, then Dad disappeared into his room and came back holding a car key.
       He handed it to me, voice low but warm: “We know your birthday already passed, but we felt bad you’ve been dropping your own cash on Ubers every day. So, we got you a car. It’s not much, but—”
       I hopped up and hugged my parents together with tears coming from my eyes—I was sobbing—tears of happiness.
       When I pulled back, my head resting on my mom’s shoulder, I saw she was crying too, quietly wiping away my tears like the perfect mom she is.
        “Don’t cry, my love,” she whispered, voice soft and full of warmth. “You deserve this—and every other good thing life’s got waiting for you.”
       I bolted out to the driveway, heart thumping like crazy. I yanked the cloth off, and bam — the most gorgeous red convertible BMW gleamed back at me like a damn dream.
       I whipped around, tears pooling in my eyes, and said, “It’s gorgeous. I love it. And I love both of y’all.”
       My dad gave me this bittersweet smile — like he was proud but also a little emotional, the kind that said, This is just the beginning, kid.
       I smiled at my parents and said “Not to cut this celebration short but I have to go to work.”
       My parents laughed and said “Ok, ok, go, bye, love you.” while my dad was handing me the key.
       I quickly got in my car and zoomed off.
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 “You’re the worst of my crimes.” 
                   – Gracie Abrams, best.  
       Every good thing that has happened in my life for a while happened yesterday.
       A new car.
       A new group of friends.
       Getting promoted to shift supervisor at my job.
       And I don't have to communicate with Liam again and him not talking to me and using the project as a disguise.
       My request to Harper was finally approved this morning and it did not take long for me to pop up in her private messages.
       And it wasn't long for her to answer either.
Me:
 Hello!
Harper:
 Hello, who are you?
Me:
 Yes, let me introduce myself properly. My name is Lucy Caldwell, and I’ve taken an interest in your whole vibe. I was wondering—could I interview you for my project?
Harper:
 Oh, thank you! You’re so nice.
 And yes, I’d love to be interviewed by you. I feel honored.
 Whenever you're ready, just text me and I’ll make advances to meet you!
Me:
 Ok, thank you so much!
       I closed the chat and went to text Lila. She was yet to send Noah's number to me, not that I had to text him. I could always send messages from Lila, but what if I had to reschedule.
       I put my phone away and decided I will talk to Lila about it later.
       My car glided like a boat on still water—smooth, calm, like the world had finally decided to chill for once.
       I was happy about this car for so many reasons.
        First, I wouldn’t have to waste money on Ubers every morning.
       Second—and most importantly—I wouldn’t have to look all vulnerable by calling Liam to play chauffeur. Pretty sure that would’ve bruised his ego beyond repair.
       When I pulled into the school lot, I spotted Angelina ‘Jolie’ mid-convo with someone.
       Blake.
       I wasn’t trying to snoop or anything. I mean. . . not really.
       Not that I could’ve if I wanted to—Blake spotted me almost immediately.
       He came over with a grin stretched across his face.
       “Hey, Lucy. I almost didn’t see you there. Wanna head to class with me and Angie?”
       I turned to Angelina with a smile. “Hi, Angelina Jolie.”
       We all burst into a fit of laughter—loud, unfiltered, and full of something warm.
       And for the first time in a long time, I felt it.
       That light, weightless kind of happiness.
       Like maybe. . . I finally had a group of friends.
      Walking into school, the cold air hit me, making me sigh.
       Blake already knew my first period, but I’d told them earlier we could walk Angie to her class first.
       And maybe it was just a guess. . .
       But it kinda seemed like Blake and Angie had an exclusive thing going on.
       The walk to Angie’s class was mostly silent.
       Well. . . until I broke it.
       “Oh wait—I see my class. See you guys at lunch?”
       Total lie. I didn’t see my class. I just felt the tension, and it was screaming get out now before it gets weird.
       Blake glanced around, brows pulling in. “I thought you had Mr. Evans’s RLA class? That’s down the hall.”
       I let out a laugh—awkward, brittle. “Oh, no—I meant my best friend’s class. I check on her every morning.”
       He tilted his head like he wasn’t totally buying it but said, “Okay then. See you at lunch, Lucy.”
       What I told him wasn’t exactly a lie.
       Just. . . not the truth either.
       I ran the opposite way from Angie and Blake, I would go visit Lila like I said I usually do but she’s not even in school yet.
       When I saw Blake and Angie disappear down the hall I continued my walk to class.

                         *******
       Like always, Mr. Evans’s class was slow.
       Snail-pace, brain-numbing, doom-scroll until unconsciously slow.
       I watched reels until even that felt exhausting.
       Then I slept.
       Again.
       When class ended, I blinked myself awake, shoved my stuff in my bag, and shuffled out.
       And like clockwork. . .
      Blake was out there waiting for me.
      Again.
       Except this time. . .
       Me and Blake’s conversation didn’t flow the way it did yesterday.
       It felt strained.
       No—not strained. Just. . . off.
       Like someone had lowered the volume on whatever vibe we had.
       And I couldn’t tell if it was him.
       Or me.
       It was probably me.
       I always ruin things. It’s like a reflex at this point.
       My old middle school friends.

       Liam, in some twisted way.
       And now maybe Blake—and his new friends—too.
       It hasn’t even been a day.
       I was still spiraling over all the ways I mess things up when Blake started poking me.
       Poking. Me.
       Weird.
       I looked at him with scrunched eyebrows, unable to mask my confusion.
       He chuckled and put his hands up before saying, “Yeah, I know that was really weird, I was just trying to talk to you and you seemed lost in thought and I kept saying ‘Lucy!’, ‘Lucy!’ and   you didn’t reply so I thought it was best to poke you.”
       I laughed awkwardly before saying “Oh, I was just thinking about something. What did you want to talk to me about?”
       He replied rubbing the back of his neck, “Oh, I forgot, next time? Your class is right there.”He said pointing to my class.
       I sighed before smiling and said, “Thank you for walking me to my class.”
       When I got to class, Liam was already there.
       Phone in hand. Eyes glued to the screen.
       No glance in my direction.
       Perfect.
       I dropped into my seat and pulled out my headphones.
       Gracie Abrams. Obviously.
       Nothing says “Leave me alone” like sad girl music in both ears.
       I was just about to put them in when I heard it.
       “Lucy! Can we please talk?”
       I sighed. Loudly. Dramatically.
       He said it like we hadn’t already shredded everything to pieces.
       On a normal day, I’d pretend I didn’t hear him.
But Liam, he may not back down until I gave him some chance to “Explain.”
       Explain what, exactly?
       That he ditched me at my first party?
       That he made the whole night spiral?
       That when I called him out, he somehow twisted it to be my fault or however that little argument went?
       I don’t need to rewatch that memory like a horror movie.
       I already know how it ends.
       Our beautifully constructed friendship ended.
       Like a song too good and tragic to replay but your emotional life can’t handle it anymore.
       I slowly turned to Liam, curiosity creeping in despite myself.
        Let’s hear this so-called explanation.
       He started, voice low and careful.
       “I’m so sorry, Lucy.”
        I wanted to tell him to get over himself.
       To shut up.
        To walk away and mean it this time.
         But instead, I sat there.
        Giving him a chance to speak.
       To maybe—somehow—redeem himself.
       For some reason I couldn’t explain.
       He went on, “I was going through some stuff—with football, my family, just. . . everything.”
       “That party was supposed to be a distraction. And I don’t even know why I invited you. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stick by your side the whole time, and yeah, that sounds messed up, but. . . a part of me hoped you’d make new friends.”
       He looked down. “And you did, I see that now.”
       “I’m so sorry, Lucy. And if it counts for anything—I did go back in to look for you. But you were already gone. I figured Blake had taken you home.”
       He finished with a sigh so deep it sounded like it came from somewhere way past his lungs.
Like it had been stuck in his chest for days.
       That was not a lot, but it was also a lot.
       I looked at him. He looked at me like he was expecting me to say something.
       I was expecting me to say something too, but nothing came out, well nothing comforting, nothing that’ll make him feel validation. 
       Which I hardly doubt he wants.
       I think he may be genuine.
       And maybe that was the main issue.
       It's hard to hate someone who you know isn't lying.
       I sighed and looked at Liam before saying, “Ok, I'm really sorry you went through all that and I'm not going to be a bitch about it, so do you want me to say ‘you're forgiven’ because you most definitely are!”
       He smiled and said, “Thank you, Lucy.”
       I smiled back and put my headphones on.
       Yeah, back to Gracie Abrams now.
                  *******
       When journalism ended, I gave Liam a small wave and stepped into the hallway.
 Half of me expected Blake to be there.
 The other half. . . didn’t.
       He was.
       I gave him an awkward little wave and walked over.
       “Hey, Lucy,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Is it just me, or is it kinda. . . awkward today? I don’t know—it wasn’t like this yesterday. Did I do something wrong?”
       I blinked. Huh.
        I thought the weird vibe was coming from him.
        He thought it was me.
        This was confusing.
        I smiled, maybe a little too quickly. “Oh, really? I didn’t notice anything. Let’s talk more after school, yeah?”
       Then I added, a little more gently, “Our hangout for Saturday’s still on, right?”
       He nodded with a grin before saying, “I see   your friend no, I will go get Angie.”
       I smiled before walking off.
       Something is most definitely going on between them.
       Noah was talking to Lila.
       So I decided to wait. Stall.
       Then I saw Liam, Maria was not with him.
       Weird. 
       I guess their little fling is over or maybe she didn't show up.
       I don’t know and don’t care.
       Me and Liam were acquainted again but that doesn't mean I can pry in his personal life.
       I looked at my wristwatch and realized, once again we had a minute left and Noah didn’t look like he was about to be done with their little conversation.
       I had to interrupt whatever they were talking about.
       Do phones even exist to them?
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“I wish you would love me again”
                           —Kim Taehyung, love me again.
       The rest of the week flew by like a fast-forward button I didn’t press.
       I saw Maria.
       I saw Liam. 
       They weren’t together.
       Not my business. . . but my eyes clocked it anyway.
       I interviewed all ten teachers and so did Liam, just students left.
       Now? I’m in my room, standing in front of the most tragic collection of clothes you’ve ever seen.
       “I need new clothes,” I muttered to myself like the universe owed me a shopping spree.
       Lila had texted me earlier this morning to say she was hanging out with Noah.
       More like a date.
       She can pretend all she wants—but no one smiles that hard for “Just a project partner.”
       Meanwhile, Blake also reminded me this morning about our hangout.
       Which, I obviously remembered. . .
       He asked if I’d picked a place yet.
       I obviously hadn’t.
       Because, let’s be real—I only agreed to this to spite Liam.
       I said it. Out loud. And then. . . barely thought about it again.
       But now I actually have to choose somewhere.
       Not too fancy—because I’m broke.
       Not too uptight—because we’re literally just teens.
       This isn’t a date. It’s not some candlelit dinner moment.
         So I went with the most chaotic, least romantic, but fun option possible:
An arcade.
       I found a cute one five minutes from my house.
       Perfect.
        I forwarded the address to Blake and went back to staring at my closet.
       Which, honestly, could and should be considered a crime against fashion.
       Our hangout was at 4 p.m.
       Three hours from now.
       Off to the mall.
       I was going to go alone, but when I got downstairs and I told my mom I was going to the mall to buy clothes, she offered to follow me and I could see she was happy since I normally always ordered my clothes from online so we never got to have that mother and daughter shopping bond, maybe I am too uptight.
       I turned to my mom with a smile and said, “We should go get our nails done some other day, I would love to do it today but I am hanging with one of my friends in the arcade close to our house, so maybe tomorrow if you aren't busy and we can have a girls only day, just say the word.”
       My mom raised her eyebrows before saying, “You never wan—okay, Lucy, I’ll plan a day,” then looked away with a smile.
       I knew what she was thinking.
       That I’m the daughter who never leaves her room.
       The one who’s always holed up doing homework or scrolling through playlists or. . . nothing, really. Just not this. Not girls’ days. Not nail appointments.
       I opened my mouth to say something but the words kept on stopping at the tip of my tongue so I just focused on driving.
       As soon as I got  into the mall, the different scents of perfume hit my nose.
       The first thing to expect in a mall. 
       Apart from the cold air, of course.
       I held on to my mom’s hand, pulling her straight to the clothing section.
       “I need clothes that don’t make me look like I’m about to do taxes or attend a funeral” I muttered to myself.
       I was still looking through the racks when a cropped white t-shirt with a giant burgundy velvet bow stitched dead center across the chest.
       It was bold. It was dramatic. It was so not me.
       Obviously.
       My style? A sad excuse for minimalism. Plain shirts, plain jeans, plain mood. I’d always known that, but I never cared enough to change it.
       Correction: I just didn’t care.
       Normally, I’d grab the closest hoodie and leave before someone mistook me for a mannequin.
       I just needed pants or skirts now, it just had to match the top and I could finally leave.
       Finding the pants was not as easy and quick as finding the top—there was no progress at all—until my mom got me some pink sweatpants—plain but cute.
       My mom paid and we walked out with huge smiles plastered across our faces.
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    “You’re not mad at me”
                             —Sydney Rose, we hug now.
        Blake offered to pick me up, but I didn’t need a pickup. I had a car—and the arcade was barely five minutes from my house.
       I got there a little early and spent that time buying tickets and game tokens. I mean, I invited him out. It felt right to cover it. And it wasn’t expensive.
       Then he texted me: Can I bring Angie?
       I didn’t have anything against her, so I said sure.
       A few minutes later, he walked in.
       Hand in hand with her.
       I knew it. Something was up.
       I didn’t want to be nosy or weird about it. (Same thing, I know.)
       But suddenly, I felt like a third wheel with a flashing neon sign over my head that said awkward energy here.
        I couldn’t keep inviting myself into their little duo.
         I needed an out.
         And that’s when Liam’s football game popped into my brain like a lifeline.
       He was my partner. Technically still my friend.
       I could go support him, right?
       Right?
       Now I just needed a decent excuse. Something believable so it didn’t seem like they were the reason I left. Blake always jumps to conclusions like that.
       I could just come clean.
       But was there even anything to confess?
       What was I gonna say—You two make me feel weird and out of place, and I think the feeling’s mutual?
       Yeah. . . no. That was not just honest and besides that was not even the truth. That was just straight-up rude.
       I could’ve said something simple, like My mom needs me at home—then dipped and gone to the game.
       Easy.
       So why did I want to go to the game so badly?
       I looked up to see Blake and Angie already in, so I just went up to them and said, “So I am going to Liam's game, you guys should have fun!”
       Blake scrunched his eyebrows. “Oh. I thought you and Liam were on. . . partner-only terms. Not friends anymore.”
       Angie’s smile slipped off her face like someone had flipped a switch.
       I glanced at their hands, still laced together, then said, “Yeah, about that. . . we made up. And honestly, I think I should leave you two to it. No need to third-wheel your date.”
       The word “Date” barely left my mouth before Blake flinched and untangled his hand from Angie’s. She didn’t wait—she just turned and stormed off.
       I blinked, confused, then turned back to Blake. “You should act like a proper boyfriend to her. She deserves it. She’s nice.”
       He looked down, nodding slowly. “Yeah. She is. And thank you. Hope the game’s fun.”
       “Now go get your girl,” I said, flashing a smile before jogging out the door.
       The game had already started.
       I got in my car, slammed on my seatbelt, and took off.
       Every traffic light was a waste of my time and my dissatisfaction was very obvious on my face. Anyone who saw me in that state would’ve thought they’d wronged me.
       What's wrong with me?
       This is most definitely not normal and neither is the weird heart thumping that happens when I'm thinking about Liam.
       When I pulled into the parking lot, I didn't do my usual 5 minute rest after driving.
       I got out and ran into the stadium.
       When I walked in, the first person I saw was Liam, he looked at me like he was expecting me but at the same time not expecting me.
       I smiled and found an empty seat that was very close to the back but at-least I showed up for my friend.
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       When the game was over, Liam walked up to me before saying, “Oh, you came?” with a smile, “I thought you had to hang with Blake."
       I walked up to him and said “I can leave now, can't I?” while grinning.
       I really missed him.
       He pulled me into a hug, his cologne being intoxicating.
       I wrapped my arms around him, my heart thumping for some reason.
       Even after a very sweaty game he still smells nice.
       Oh, Liam Anderson.
       I feel something happening to me and I don't really know what.
       Don't really know what's the pull towards him.
       
       After Liam came out of the locker room, all dressed up, He walked over to me—still sitting there for some reason, just staring.
       He had to wave his hands in front of me for me to notice him.
       He had told me he was standing there for a  while just staring.
       Weird, but funny.
       He walked me to the car and my heart felt like it was trying to leap out of my chest.
       A natural occurrence when I'm anywhere near Liam.
       He was smiling ear to ear when he was waving me off.
       I quickly looked at my watch and saw the time.
“4:37 pm.”
       I needed to get to my workplace in time.
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“Picking up the pieces, you just want to leave ‘em’”
                                        —Gracie Abrams, Friend.
       I hadn’t seen Liam for the past week.
       Or texted him either.
       Neither had he texted me.
       I kept contemplating whether to text him or not and that made me do a lot of things.
       Start and finish a book. I tried but it was obviously not a success. 
       Cleaned my already clean room.
        I started sewing a purse.
       Actually, I picked up a pen and wrote something.
       Liam, my motivation.
       My job required me to come in by 5 every day so I had nothing to do but sit around but listen to music, eat, sometimes write then sleep.
       On Friday, I told my mom we could have that ‘planned girls only day’, a small smile crept on her lips before she squealed and told me to wait so she puts on something better.
       In my opinion, she looked okay as she was dressed.
       Still pretty.
                             *******
       My mom had planned everything and it was perfect.
       Nails, hair, makeup, shopping and eating out  and getting takeout for my dad, of course.
       “Today was fun” I said to my mom while I was dropping her off at home because I needed to go to work.
       When I got to my work and went into the locker room to put on an apron when a message from Liam popped up in my phone.
Liam:
Hey , Lu what are you doing right now?
I gasped as I read the message, “Lu?”
Me:
Ohhh, I'm Lu now? That's cute and I'm currently at my very lovely low paying job. How about you?
Liam:
I’m texting you right now and yes you are Lu.
I smiled before replying.
Me: 
Hahahah I have to go now, nice talking to you, Li. Ok no that was cringe. Bye Liam.
       I put my phone away and begin my daily work.



[bookmark: _shqehdn5yqxh]










[bookmark: _vuaxuo8inhe8]                  16


“There’s no place like my room.”
                          —Phoebe Bridgers, I know the end.
       The past three weeks had been the same things over again.
       Go to school.
       Talk to Blake.
       Talk to Liam.
       Talk to Lila.
       Work on the project.
       Maria, occasionally staring at me like I look  crazy in the hallway.
       Go to work.
       When I walked into journalism, Liam was sitting there before he said “Hey, Lu.”
       That had also been a frequent occurrence, Liam loved to tease me with that nickname, he must have loved seeing my face flushed.
       “Hey, Liam, how’s it going?”I replied.
       “You asked that same question last night, this morning and every time we basically text or talk.” he said, grinning.
        “I just care about my friend.”I said sitting down.
       We both chuckled and went about doing our thing.
       Me and Liam still met Wednesdays in the library.
       It was less awkward than it sometimes used to be.
       Maria wasn’t lurking and I was still curious about what really happened between them but I didn’t want to snoop.
       I didn’t realize I was staring before Liam tapped on me and said, “You seem to be curious about something about me or someone in here.
       I gave an awkward laugh, shook my head fast, and said, “No, not really. Why do you think so?”
       “Your eyes, Lu, the eyes.” Liam said, teasingly.
       I squirmed in my seat before looking away.
       My heart was pounding like it was about to fly out of my chest.
       I looked at Liam before grabbing my stomach to look like I was in pain, then saying, “I have to go, bye Liam. I will text you. Promise.”
       Liam stood up and started walking toward me, urgency written all over his face before saying, “hey, Lucy are you okay?”
       I sprinted out of the library with a reassuring smile to Liam.
       I quickly walked into the cafeteria, scanning it for Lila and her little boyfriend.
       I spotted them and Lila was giggling, she always said, “Giggling was corny and she would never like a guy enough to ‘giggle’ when talking to them.” 
       Can't wait to remind her.
       I quickly walked over to Lila and Noah’s table, before smiling at Noah, our interview was perfect.
       I said to Noah, “I need to borrow Lila right now. Do you mind?”
       Noah looked at his tray before taking a bite of his food that looked untouched then said, “No, I don't mind. Bye Lala. Bye, Lucy.”
       When me and Lila had walked far away from Noah I said, rubbing the back of my head, “Was that a really bad timing?”
       Lila had a smile plastered on her face before nodding and saying, probably louder than she intended, “Of-course it was bad timing, nothing was really going on but I felt like something was about to be going on.” 
       “I’m sorry” I say, holding on to Lila's hands, she gently nodded before saying, “I forgive you, now why did you come pull me out of my perfect lunch.”
       “Perfect?” I say, trying not to crack up, “Both of you lunch wasn't even half touched.”
       “The food isn’t the best thing about this school.” Lila said laughing. “But seriously, do you have anything urgent to talk to me about?”
       I pulled Lila into the hallway we walked past before urgently saying, “I think I like Liam, ok, not thinking. I like Liam.”
       Lila’s face looked blank, like—no surprise on her face.
       I nudged Lila with my fingers before saying, “Did you hear what I said, I like Liam and I need help with whatever this feeling is.”
       Lila looked at me and said, “I don't really know what to say because the feeling has always been there and if you want to win him over, maybe go on the annual senior trip, it only happens once.”
       I didn’t think about it before impulsively saying, “Sure. Why not.”
       Lila’s blank face suddenly lit up, then she held my hands before saying in a high pitched voice, “You can not back out no matter what, promise?”
       I said, “Yes, no matter what. Now you can go back to your little date, he looked too sad to see you go.”
       Lila yelled while basically jogging out of the hallway, “He's not my date, we are just having lunch together.”
       I yelled behind her, “Whatever you think li”
       The nickname sounded less corny with Lila so I decided to stick with it.
       Liam asked to hang out after school and as much as I would have loved to help my mom decorate the house for Christmas, I would also love to have a hangout with Liam after such a long time. He picked a coffee shop barely a five-minute walk from my house. Thoughtful, maybe. Convenient, definitely.
       I left school later than planned, and by the time I got there, Liam was already inside. When I looked through the glass outside I saw he kept awkwardly staring at the glass.
       Did he think I would ditch him?
       I walked into the coffee shop and almost immediately after, Liam spotted me and with a huge grin on his face he waved me to his table. I walked over there with a huge smile on my face.
       We had both sat down and were just casually discussing when a girl randomly came to the table.
       She looked familiar in a way I couldn't place.
       But as Liam's face clearly stated, she didn’t look just familiar, he looked pretty shaken.
       I looked at Liam, raising my eyebrows up, then he mouthed, “I will explain later.”
       Nice to know he trusts me enough this time and won’t just shut me off.
       The girl joined Liam in his seat and put her hands on his hands that were on the table and Liam did not make an attempt to maybe shake it off.
       Instead, he just kept staring at it.
       My heart dropped.
       The girl began talking, acting like I wasn't right there, staring at them, not listening in on their conversation but clearly able to hear.
       She looked at me, rolled her eyes and said very audibly, “Is she your new girl toy because I really can't see you going into a committed relationship after what happened between us.”
       I looked at Liam, trying to get answers from his eyes, trying to maybe hear him say something, I was not his girl toy.
       We were just friends or I just wanted myself to believe that.
       I was feeling embarrassed so I just took my bag and just left the booth and walked out the door.
       Liam called out my name, but never stood up from where he was sitting.
       When I finally got in my car, I knew I couldn't drive.
       So I just sat there and let the tears fall.
       And it never stopped, it just kept coming, it was hard to understand this feeling.
       I was crying because Liam didn’t run after me?
       Or because I'm finding out there’s a girl out there who he lets treat him like that?
       Like 5 minutes later, I saw Liam, he looked panicked and was searching the parking lot, then he stopped looking when he saw my car. He breathed what looked like a sigh of relief.
       He walked towards me and even though I got the urge to just drive away and never speak to him again, I was tired of running from issues that wouldn't have been created if I didn't run away.
       Even if I wasn't going to drive away and had every intention of resolving the issue, I still had to play strong.
       My window was still rolled up.
       He calmly knocked on it, so I looked there, and just rolled it down and said, “Spill it.”
       He replied, “I will, I promise but can you let me into the car first, it's freezing out here.”
       I chuckled before telling him to go around and get in.
       When he sat down he didn’t give me a chance to speak, to tell him I'm not mad.
       He said, “Hey, Lucy, what happened there was really wrong and it was awful for me not to say anything and just keep quiet about it.”
       I smiled and said, “I’m not mad, Liam.”
       He replied with a smile first then kept talking, “Well you should know I would never consider you a ‘girl toy’ and besides I think those words are very deep rooted misogyny if I ever mentioned it.”
       I smiled, still letting all what Liam said, letting it  marinate, but he continued.”
       “Oh, besides if you want to know that girl, or understand who she is. That's Iris. Iris Miller we once dated, and I had broken up with her, she was so heartbroken she attempted and I didn't even know I meant so much to her, I know she meant a lot to me though, but she cheated and I really was starting to feel trapped in the relationship so I ended it and like the week that followed she never showed up and apparently she tried to commit, so since then I just let her do whatever she wants with me, I guess I felt and still feel bad.”
       Liam said a lot, so it took quite a time for me to understand it.
       But if Iris was depressed, why is she such a bitch right now?
       I obviously couldn’t ask him that question, he probably still feels really guilty.
       I smiled and said, “You really don't have to explain anything, I just felt disrespected, it was nothing personal in any sort.”
       Liam smiled and said, that’s nice to hear and he rested his back on the chair.
       It was silent but not awkward, there was a lot to say—from my part at least—but nothing was being said.
       The car was turned on with the heat slightly blowing, the cold was a bit too much for me.
        I pulled out my phone to play some music and when I looked up, Liam was staring at me.
       I cleared my throat and he swiftly looked away, I awkwardly looked straight when I noticed something.
       There was snow.
       Almost everyone had stopped expecting it, not me though, it sometimes is late but never this late so people stopped hoping.
       I squealed with a huge smile on my face while getting out of the car and running to the trunk to get my gloves.
       Liam got out of the car at the same time while yelling for me to be careful.
       I quickly put on my gloves and ran to the front of my car and put my palms out for the snow to fall on it.
       The snow hadn’t fully blanketed the ground yet, so the pavement wasn’t slippery.
       I turned to Liam and saw him smiling at me, hands shoved in his pockets, that genuine, boyish grin with eyes crinkling at the corners—the kind of smile that could make any girl melt like snow under the sun.
       I grabbed his hands and tried to twirl him around when he brought his mouth to my ears and whispered, “You look so pretty when you’re happy. How did I not notice? Probably ‘cause you always look pretty.”

       I felt my cheeks flush from the cold, my nose prickling like it was too much to handle.
       “Really? I never noticed, and you’re not so bad yourself,” I croaked.
       I turned my face to meet him, heart racing, and without thinking, I closed the distance and kissed him.
       He didn’t return the kiss. He pulled away slowly, with a calmness that could’ve been comforting—if only it wasn’t the sting of rejection.
       I looked at him, he looked confused, glad to know me kissing him made him look confused.
       I smiled at him before gently saying, “I'm really sorry I did that, my excitement got the best of me. I'm really sorry I have to go before the snow gets a bit too much, do you need a ride?”
       Liam said, “No. thank you I have my car and there's nothing to be sorry–”
       I cut him off by saying, “Don't worry it won't happen again.”
       When I got in my car the tears were threatening to fall and I could let it fall but I had to drive and driving in snow with cloudy eyes wasn't really a good combo.”
       When I got to a red light, I pulled out my phone to call Lila. I knew if she picked up and I tried to explain I would cry so I decided to pull up into the Walmart I saw.
       Lila kept saying, “Hello but I couldn't talk without crying so when I finally got there I finally said something.
        “I'm so stupid, Lila.”I said sobbing
       Lila answered, worry laced over her voice, “Hey Lucy, you are not, okay? What happened, are you okay? Is it Liam?”
       I nodded like she could see me before I struggled to say, “Yes it is Liam, it was snowing I was really excited he was giving me mixed feelings he kept staring at me and I kissed him, I don't know why I did that, I wasn’t thinking and since I'm not typically his—”
       Lucy cut me off before just loudly yelling, “You kissed him? Did he ki—” she quickly stopped talking then her voice quickly went into a whisper, “Oh, that's what happened. Okay so where are you right now, I am coming to you.”
       I heard keys jingling. She really cared about me.
       “No, don't drive in this snow, it seems to be getting heavier, I will be fine. I'm at a Walmart close to my house right now. As soon as it calms down a bit I will drive home. Please don’t endanger yourself.”
       Lila chuckled and said, “Cheer up, Lucy it's okay and should I really not show up for you right now? I'm your best friend for christ’s sake, I feel you need some kind of emotional support right now.”
       “No, Lila, don't worry I will be fine, it's just one rejected kiss." I said, sniffling.”
       “Ok, then but as soon as the snow slows down a bit I will be at your doorstep.” Lila said.
       I chuckled and hung up. Give it to Lila to always make someone’s day.
       A message from Liam delivered to my phone:
Liam:
Hey, Lucy, I think there was a misunderstanding right now and I am really sorry and please tell me you are parked somewhere safe. Please reply and again I am really sorry.
Misunderstanding indeed.
Me: 
Oh, no, don't worry about what happened. I was confused about something, and my questions have already been answered. And I'm very safe, thanks for asking.
       Liam read the message immediately after it had been sent.
       And his reply was faster than it ever was.
Liam:
Ok, I'm glad. I hope you didn’t misread anything the wrong way.
       What a weird way to reject me.
       I didn't reply to him and I just called my mom and told her “The snow is too heavy and I will come back as soon as it slows down” she just sighed and said “Be careful.”
       I put my phone down and rest my head on the steering.
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       “I didn’t mean to pull away. I was going to go back down and kiss her, but she was already apologizing and leaving. It was just so sudden. I obviously liked her back,” I said to Eli.
       “Maybe you should just text her and tell her you do, because it’s so clear she likes you,” Eli said, still playing his game, no focus on me at all.
       “Wow, you think I haven’t tried that? I think she misunderstood what I meant, because she didn’t even bother replying. It’s killing me,” I said, with a little more bite in my voice than I intended.
       Eli slowly looked away from his game before saying in a mocking voice, “You are really down bad for her, huh? Go for her then, if you feel so deep for her.”
       “I never said I felt ‘deep’ for her. It may be just a little crush,” I said.
       “You don’t have to say it. You’re Liam—you suck at keeping your feelings subtle,” Eli said, all his focus back on the game.
       I sighed. “You’re not really helping, y’know?”
       “Please don’t ever say ‘y’know.’ Saying ‘you know’ can’t be that hard,” Eli said with a look of disgust paired with a subtle smirk.
       I sighed again. “I’m leaving before the snow gets heavy again like yesterday.”
       Eli barely spared me a glance before waving me off.
When I got in my car, I wanted to say, “Fuck it,” and just call Lucy—just confess like Eli said.
        I did say “Fuck it,”
        . . .but I never called Lucy.
          I couldn’t stomach a rejection from her.
       When I got home, the house was silent—as it usually is—so I just went to my room and locked the door.
       I missed the days when the house was bubbly and full of joy. When my sister barged into my room and I threw a pillow at her.
       Only if I had told her to stay a few more times. 
        Only if our conversations had lasted longer.
       After my sister, Maddie, died, the grief overtook my parents. They threw themselves into work, completely forgetting they still had a son who was grieving too.
       I never leave the house on her birthday. Or on the day it happened.
       Even though the silence hurts, I like to believe she’s still happy she didn’t have to celebrate it alone.
       Very few people knew about her death. I didn’t want pity from people who had never even talked to me, eyeing me down in the hallway.
       I laid down on my bed and stared at the ceiling.
       Suddenly, I got the urge to go into Maddie’s  room.
       Ever since she died, I’ve avoided that room like the plague. So have my mom and dad.
       I remember her telling him through tears,
 “She killed herself there. She ended it all, in there, in that room. I just can’t go in and snuggle up to her duvet and stuff when I ‘miss her too much.’ I really can’t. Her cold face, after it was successful, is stored in my brain. It won’t fucking leave.”
       I was just laying on my bed that day, another nightmare, I saw her. I hated how she was now considered a ‘nightmare’.
       That was exactly two years ago and I still haven’t gone in there.
      I slowly stood up from my bed and walked toward my door.
       When I got to the lock and put my hand out to open it, my fingers froze. 
       But I pushed through and opened the door.
       I walked across the hall quickly in case my legs stopped working.
       Her door was white. It had some stains.
       But I knew—if she was still here—it would’ve looked messier.
        And maybe. . . maybe that’s how I would’ve loved it.
        I pushed the door open and stumbled in.
      It was stuck in time.
      The air suddenly felt like it had poured out.
       My hands started shaking and curled into fists.
       I couldn’t breathe.
       I fell to the ground on my butt, tears streaming from my face.
       My eyesight was foggy—but clear. Somehow.
       I pulled out my phone to call emergency services.
       “Hello, 911. What is your emergency?” the person on the other end said.
       “I think I’m dying. . . no, I’m not—I think I’m having a panic attack. I know I shouldn’t really call emergency services, but I can’t call my parents right now, and my friends probably wouldn’t know what to do in this kind of situ—”
       The air left my lungs in a woof,
and it all went black.
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 “All I want is nothing more, to hear you knocking at my door.”
                                          —Kodaline, All I Want.
        Liam didn’ t show up at school for the remaining weeks of school, he never texted me and I once saw Eli in the hallways and he looked worried in a way that was so obvious.
       I considered approaching him but was afraid he would not remember me and think I was weird.
       Eventually, the day before the break I was really worried that something happened to Liam so I walked up to Eli when he was alone in the hallways.
        “Hey, Eli, remember me?” I said with a smile that wasn’t so genuine.
       “Oh, of course I do , you are Lucy, Liam is literally always ta-” Eli cleared his throat and changed the subject, “You have never really made an attempt to talk to me after that party, you need something?”
       “Yes, I actually do. I’m really worried about Liam, he hasn’t been in school for the past week and I’m pretty sure he considers you and Trevor his best-friend.
       “He’s at home, he has been since monday but he really doesn't want to go to school or see anyone overall, I think, he wouldn’t tell me what got him in the hospital either.” Eli blurted out in one breath.
       “. . .Hospital?” I whispered to myself.
        I would have asked Eli why he was there if he didn’t just tell me Liam wouldn’t tell him but at least I could try, right?
       I pulled out my phone and texted him, trying to sound as casual as I could.
Me:
 Hey Liam, are you okay? you haven’t been at school and I’ve been worried. Eli mentioned the hospital. . . I hope you’re okay <3
       Putting my phone away was a struggle considering I wanted a response immediately and that didn’t happen.
       I went to pick up Lila from her class so we could go to study hall together.
       We were the only ones in the elevator because as usual we were late.
       “I’m really worried about Liam, apparently he was in the hospital and obviously like I have said almost every day this week ‘he hasn't been showing up I don't know where he lives, should I try finding out and going over there.” I said in a whisper, not loud enough to echo but loud enough for Lila to hear.
       “So you are just over the fact he rejected your kiss?” Lila said.
         “Maybe it was all a misunderstanding.” I said , trying to convince Lila to like Liam back since she had decided to be his biggest hater.
       “You didn’t think that when you were sobbing in my arms that night.” Lila said with a grin.
       “Hey! Don't bring that up, I was in my feelings that day, not my fault.” I said, as a joke.
       The elevator dinged and we got to running, “I hope the door isn’t shut early today again, yesterday was a shit show.” Lila said in a joking tone.
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 “When you go to hell, I'll go there with you too”
                                           —Laufey, Silver Lining.
        “Really?” I said teasingly.
       I was at Liam's. He had replied after study hall and told me to come over if I wanted to and sent me his address.
       When I first got there, Liam was acting kind of cold but looked more on the embarrassed side.
       I wasn't going to start quizzing him about the kiss or why he never showed up at school or even bother to text me.
       I decided to get him to be less locked up in his feelings and more comfortable before I asked him. 
       Liam’s house was huge, but was silent and looked soulless.
       “Do you live alone in this house? What about your parents?” I said as I walked into the house.
       “They work all year round so they can afford this house,” he said, trying to sound jokingly but there was a hint of sadness in his voice.
       What really is this boy keeping all to himself?
                      ******* 
       Liam’s protective wall had come down and I was starting to debate asking him why he was in the hospital.
       What if he just shuts me out and becomes the cold person I met today at that door.
       But still, I decided to do it.
       I decided to bring it up casually, in a friendly but slightly concerned tone.
       Even though I was really concerned.
       “So, I heard you were in the hospital, what happened?” I said, walking round his room trying to look calm.
       “Oh, about that, just some complications with me, nothing serious.” he replied, staring at me.
       “Remember you promised to trust me?” I said trying to sound as convincing as I can be.
       “I did?” Liam said, sounding confused.
       “I actually don't know but I’m sure if you did not, I’m going to make you make that promise right now.” I said with a grin before I kept working around the room and turning my face from Liam.
       “Hey, Lucy, do you actually want to know?” Liam said while staring at me.
       “Of course I want to, you are my lovely friend, I care about you.” I said while running to sit next to him on his bed.
       “. . . . .Friend?” Liam muttered under his breath, probably not knowing that I heard.
       “I thought you were going to tell me what happened to you.” I said.
       Liam replied, his shoulder twitched, slightly, but also very noticeably.
       Liam shuffled uncomfortably on the bed before saying, “I had a panic attack, somewhat somewhat I ended up in the hospital.”
       I squinted at Liam, prompting him to continue but he didn’t continue, he just sat on his bed staring holes into the wall.
       “Liam?”I said with a calmness in my voice I did not expect, “Aren’t you going to continue and just so you know I am not pressuring you, if you feel you cannot talk about it, please don't I really don't want to tear open an injury that was just stitched.”
       “I’m pretty sure the injury should have healed.”Liam said while chuckling.
       “Huh? What do you mean it should have healed, whatever is going on with you should not be given a time to heal.” I said, with a reassuring smile, “Are you going through something, whatever, I know we just met and have our differences but you can trust me, and like I’ve said multiple times, no pressure.”
       Liam didn’t say anything, he just kept staring at the wall.
       I scooted over to Liam and wrapped my hands around him from the side. My heart did a leap but I couldn’t focus on myself at that moment, it was about Liam.
       Liam just sat stiff, even after I took my hands from around him.
       I guess the wall is up again.
       I stood up from his bed after a long time of awful silence.
        I decided to stop trying to get Liam to open up, it should be on his own time so I decided on another thing, get Liam out of his house, to have fun.
        “Hey, what are you doing?” Liam said jokingly as I was pulling his hands up.
       “To make you leave this little bubble of sadness.” I said with a dramatic stance.
       “Oh my god, okay I will go get dressed up.” Liam said, his face lighting up.

                       *******
       The decision to take Liam out so he could get out of “his  little bubble of sadness” was not the best idea I’ve had. That was me being impulsive and I did not have an idea so I just decided to go to the night farmers market. It was a popular place for “dates” among most people of every age range but it wasn’t a date between me and Liam, we were just friends going out and holding hands in a farmers market and getting the same food.
       What friends don't do that?
       “What flavor do you lovebirds want?” the vendor asked, grinning ear to ear.
       “No, no-” me and Liam said at the same time, but the vendor cut us off.
       “It’s okay, hidden relationship? Been there.” the vendor said dramatically while smiling.
       “Okay, we would have the strawberry ice cream with drizzled walnuts all over it.” Liam said, handing eight dollars to the vendor.
       “No, no keep it, just take it as a sign to follow your hearts and do what you want, it’s free.”
       “Thank you.” me and Liam said in sync before Liam grabbed one spoon.
       “Now go,” the vendor said, shooing us away.
       “That was crazy.” I said, rubbing my neck with my cheeks burning hot.
       “It was kind of funny.” Liam replied holding the ice cream with one spoon in it.
       “The ice cream has one spoon in it, did you forget to grab one for me?” I said.
       “Oh, we could just share, it's alright with me.” Liam said a bit too casually.
       “Sharing? Bold move.” I teased.
       “We can go sit on that bench right there, my leg is killing me.” Liam said pointing at a bench just a few steps from us.
       Then suddenly a couple came from nowhere and sat on it.
       I looked at Liam and he looked red.
       Then I remembered, next to the vendor we just left there was a bench there.
       “The ice cream vendor we just left right now, he had a bench next to him, why didn't you tell me your leg hurt, let's go back and I can hold the ice cream.” I said, staring at Liam who looked like he was about to pull the couple off the bench.
       “The ice cream has no weight, baby I can perfectly hold it and walk okay.”
       Baby?
       I looked away quickly to prevent Liam from seeing my face because I was red like a tomato. A glowing one.
       The walk to the vendor’s stall was silent.
        When we got to the vendor’s stall he wasn’t there, the stall, gone, it was like he was never there. I looked around to scan where we were.   We were at the right place, there was a bulk watermelon seller, a man with a guitar singing beautifully with a hat in front of him, and a woman selling peaches who looked really stressed.
       “Did he just disappear into thin air?” I whispered to myself.
       “He packed up pretty early, didn’t he, it has not even been ten minutes.” Liam said, just staring at where his stall was, “Well, let's go sit.”
       “Oh, yes your leg. Let’s go.” I said, stammering.
       Me and Liam sat down on the bench then he handed me the uneaten ice cream, “take the first bite.” he said.
       “Me? first bite." I squealed.
       “Yes, you.” he said, with a deep chuckle.
       “Why did you order strawberries with walnuts drizzled on top? It's such a specific request and it has a unique taste too.” I said, with the spoon in my mouth.
       “She loved it.” Liam said, just staring, every evidence of happiness wiped off his face.
       Did he seriously just order something his ex liked for me?
       “Oh, your ex?” I said casually, trying to get  him to emphasize.
       “No, not really.” Liam said.
       “Then tell me who, Liam. I’m tired of spiraling over your little hints, not an ex? Who, then.” I held his hands and made him look at me, “Please trust me.”
       “Her name. . . . .was Maddie and she was my absolute everything.” Liam said, with tears falling from his eyes.
       Was? 
       “Hey, hey, it's okay. If it’s an emotional subject and you don’t feel comfortable, don't, okay?” I said , squeezing his hands trying to reassure him.
       “Can we go to my car and talk about it? I'm tired of keeping everything bottled up, and who else can I trust with this, please? Lucy.” Liam said, wiping his eyes.
       I dropped the ice cream on the bench and interlocked my hands with Liam's.
       He looked at me and flashed a weak smile as we walked to his car. Hand in hand.
       When we got to the car and sat down, Liam was silent for a while, like he was contemplating opening up to me.
       Then it just blew up.
       “I never actually talk about it. . . . .her. And I am pretty sure she’s extremely disappointed that I just smile and smile all day and just never acknowledge my grief. I’m extremely disappointed in myself too and I push people away the second they try to get close and thank you Lucy for helping me break that, I’m tired, I’m tired of pushing people away.” Liam said, his voice breaking more and more with each word.
       “Hey, hey, it's okay, it's all good, people handle grief differently, and you have me now, please tell me more about Maddie, she seems amazing.” I said, trying to sound as reassuring as I can be.
       “She’s Maddie, the life of the party, she’s the sun as a human, or so everyone thought until that night, the night she ended her life, December 7.” Liam said, taking a huge breath.
       Was that also the reason he never came to school this week?
       Monday was December 7.
       “She was okay that day, she never acted off and it hurts me to think she probably had that thought in her head that day or probably a long time before then, it pains me to think I couldn’t be there for her.” Liam said, burying his face in his palms.
       “Suicide takes everyone by surprise, I’m not going to try to replace her but you have me now and I promise to always make you understand my feeling and I hope Maddie understood that she was loved a whole lot.” I said, trying to make my words make sense.   
       “Thank you so much for helping me feel better, Lucy,” Liam said, pulling me in for a hug, his voice low and grateful. “Everyone deserves a friend like you.”
       “I am really happy to have you as a friend too.” I say tightening my grip on Liam’s shoulder.
       “Well, let's get you to my house so you can get your car and go home, your parents must be really worried.” Liam said, putting his hands on the steering.
       “No, take your time, my parents will understand, let's just eat the ice cream first and calm down.” I said, trying to set the mood.
       “Where’s the ice cream?” Liam said, looking in the center console, “it’s not here, Lucy did you leave it?”
       “I’m sorry.” I said, laughing.
       “It’s fine and I hope you meant what you said about me having you because you are officially stuck with me now.” Liam said, his eyes fixated on me.
       “Forever,” I said, smiling, “Forever.”
       “Well, put on your seatbelt, let's go show maddie “my forever.” Liam said, putting on his seatbelt.
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 “I'm in a reckless fever, love-struck girl, I'd tease her”
                                     —Laufey, lover girl.
  Liam:
 Hey, Lu, are you home? Hope you had fun.
Me:
Thank you for asking, yes, I'm home and I obviously had fun. Thank you for such a fun night.
Liam:
I am really grateful that you could meet Maddie with me. I thought you were gonna say no because who goes to a graveyard at night.
Me:
 Oh how did you know I was secretly shitting my pants?
Liam:
You told me you were perfectly fine
Me:
I was with you, so I was perfectly fine for a moment and all jokes aside, thank you for trusting me with things about Maddie. Good night, Liam, sleep well.
Liam:
Good night, Lu.
       I smiled and put my phone away.
       I grabbed my computer from my bag before putting it on my table. I had a book idea for the first time in a while.
       Pulling out my computer and opening the microsoft word app felt like taking a huge breath after holding it in for months even years.
       Typing the first word felt better and it just kept getting better and better.

	Volunteer log (not really) by Lucy Caldwell. 

    “You missed a spot.” he said to me with a blank face.
    “Thank you.” I murmured.
    He didn’t look at me, he just nodded and kept cleaning the window.
    “Margot Rusell, please report to the front window, Margot Rusell, please report to the front window.” the lady on the intercom said.
    I slowly got off the step ladder, careful not to spill the soap.
    “Bye, stranger.” I said, while waving at the boy, but he didn’t even acknowledge me.
    Rude.
    I quickly walked to the storage room, quickly dropping the scrubber and taking off my gloves.
    I used my palm to straighten my dress down and start walking towards the front window.
    When I got to the front window, my step-dad, Hank, was right there, grinning ear to ear.
    I awkwardly waved and signed out at the register.
    When we got out of the building, my mom was sitting in the car.
    “I don't want to do this, not yet at least.” I said to my stepdad, halting my steps.
    “Margot, she's really sorry.” Hank said, gripping my shoulders.
    I froze.
    “I’m really sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.” Hank said, apologetically.
    “No, it’s okay, just get back in the car, I will go to the café nearby and just cool down, I promise to be home in a while.” I said, walking as fast as I could.


              I took a huge sigh and closed my laptop, laying on my bed and just staring at the ceiling.
       I pulled out my phone and went to me and Liam’s texts.
Me:
Hey, can’t sleep, you awake?
Liam:
Can’t sleep either, want to call?
Me:
Sure, you call me.
Liam:
Sure, Lu.
       I had barely finished reading the text when Liam’s call came in.
       “Hey, lu.” Liam said, his voice chirpy.
       “You are never going to stop calling me that, are you?” I said in a low-pitched laugh.
       “Of course not, I love how the name makes you flushed.” Liam said teasingly.
       “No, it doesn't!” I said in a high pitched voice that was higher than I intended.
       “Whatever you say, Lu.” Liam said, a deep laughter bubbling out of him.
       “Do you know, your voice makes me want to sleep.” I said in a low voice.
       “I really don't know if that was intended as a compliment or not.” Liam said.
       “Of course, as a compliment,” I said, my cheeks already hurting from smiling too much.
       What’s wrong with me?
       I laid my head on the pillow, listening to Liam speak and I ended up just. . .falling. . . asleep.  
                           ******* 
       When I woke up, my phone was dead and for some reason, I was sprawled across the bed.
       I quickly plugged it in the charger after I remembered I was on a call with Liam the night before, “Oh, no, no, what if he kept talking and I just didn’t reply.” I murmured to myself.
       I went into the bathroom and had a bath while I waited for my phone to get to a decent percent.
       When I came out of the closet, I realized I had nowhere to go all day so I just wore grey sweatpants with a brown hoodie and a brown claw clip in my hair.
       The snow the day before was calmed down compared to the days before, that's why Liam and I could comfortably try to have ice cream.

 Liam:
Haha, you fell asleep, good night, Lu.
       Liam had texted me that last night and hung up.
Me:
Thank you, I'm so sorry I just let you keep talking and fell asleep.
       I wasn’t exactly expecting Liam to reply to my texts immediately, it was just 8 AM.
 Liam:
 Hey, Lu, don’t apologize, like you said last night, “my voice makes you feel sleepy” I’m honored. 
Me:
Wow, so cocky, well what are you doing today? Wanna go to a skating rink?
 Liam:
 I would love to send me the address?
Me:
I would love to! Sending it in a few.
 Liam:
 Okay, Lu, I’m going to go get properly dressed, why don't we match, what are you wearing? 
Matching? 
Me:
I’m wearing grey sweatpants and a brown hoodie.
 Liam:
 Okay, I will see what I can put together to wear and should I pick you up or you will drive?
Me:
Pick me up, if you are comfortable with that, see you soon, Li. ok nope, Liam.
       I yanked my phone off the charger and bolted downstairs.
       “Hey Mom, what’s for breakfast?” I called, taking the steps two at a time. “Oh, and good morning, Mom and Dad—hope you both slept well.”
       “Good morning, honey,” my dad said, barely looking up from the news.
       “Morning, sweetheart. Pancakes today. Like always.” My mom raised an eyebrow. “You never eat breakfast at—” she glanced at the clock, “—nine-ish. You got somewhere to be?”
       “Oh, yeah, I’m going to the skating rink with a. . .friend?” I winced. Not sure what label to slap on Liam just yet.
       I plopped down at the table, trying to act like my mom wasn’t giving me that look.
       “So,” she said, sitting beside me. “Tell me about this friend. Is he the one you’re always with? Spill.”
       This. This was the mother-daughter dynamic I’d dreamed of. Gossiping about boys. Girl talk. A whole Hallmark moment.
       “He’s. . .Liam,” I said, chewing on a bite of pancake. “And I don’t really know what to call him.”
       “So you like him,” my mom said, her eyes practically glowing.
       “Does it matter?” I muttered. “I’m valid. He doesn’t like me back.”
       “Well, that’s his loss,” she said, pulling me into a soft side-hug.
       “You’re the best, Mom.” I grinned, standing up to wash my hands.
       I grabbed my keys from the living room. . . then remembered Liam was picking me up. I turned around and headed for the stairs.
       “You’re not going anymore?” my mom called.
       “He’s picking me up!” I yelled back, already halfway up the steps.
       “Oh!” she shouted, and I could hear the excitement bubbling in her voice, “Will I get to meet him?”
       “I think I will walk to him, he may park just down the street.” I chuckled nervously.
       I couldn’t have my mom helping me confess my feelings to Liam for me.
       I quickly ran up to my room and pulled out my phone to text Liam.
Me:
Can you please park down the street, I will walk to your car.
Liam’s reply was quick:
 Liam:
Ok, I will park 5 blocks from your house, why though?
Me:
Saving myself from embarrassment from my mom.
 Liam:
Oh, I’m most definitely coming over then.
Me:
Don’t you dare.
       I quickly called Liam,
       “You won't dare.” I said to Liam in a funny voice.
       “What can be so embarrassing that your mom wants to tell me?” Liam said laughing.
       “If I don't want you to come over because it’s embarrassing, then I'm obviously not telling you.”I said.
       “I’m here.” Liam Said, snickering.
       “Where, my house or 5 blocks away.” I said to Liam, shocked that he was there so early.
       “Guess.” Liam said, honking his car downstairs.
       “Do not leave your car, I'm coming down there right now.” I said, practically running out of my room
       “But I want to meet your mom, and hear what she has to say about me.” Liam said.
       “Don’t you dare.” I said.
       “Too late she already saw me and is walking over.” Liam said, his voice bold and funny.
       “Hey, are you Liam?" I heard my mom’s voice from the other side of the call.
       “Hey, Mrs caldwell.” Liam replied.
       I hung up the call after getting down the stairs and seeing my mom and Liam.
       I didn't want to seem embarrassed of my mom, but I also didn’t want to get embarrassed by my mom.
       “Haha, hey mom, I see you finally met Liam.” I said, while laughing awkwardly.
       “Yeah, I met him and now I see why you—” my mom said with a smile before I cut her off by saying,
       “We unfortunately have to go now,” I said, hugging my mom,“bye mom.”
       Liam tried to protest but I just got in the passenger’s seat and scowled at him.”
       “Bye, Mrs Caldwell, hopefully we meet again.” Liam said, smiling.
       I waved at my mom as Liam drove away.
       “Did she say anything?” I asked Liam, staring at him.
       “Unfortunately not, I really wanted to hear what had made you so scared.”Liam said, not taking his eyes off the road, “why don’t you tell me?”
       I rolled my eyes and said, “over my dead and even alive body.”
       “Ok, what skating rink are we going to?” Liam asked, sparing me a glance.
       “. . . . .Skating rink?” I asked, confused, “Oh, yeah, skating rink, anyone close to us is okay.”
       “Okay then,” Liam said, putting ‘skating rink’ into his map search. “You know how to skate, right?”
       I have never tried to learn how to skate, so why did I recommend a skating rink?
       I sighed before saying, “I can try.”
       “So in other words you can’t skate?” Liam said, a grin evident on his face.
       “Maybe. . .” I said, looking out the window.
       “I can always teach you. I  am pretty good at that.” Liam said, his focus not leaving the road once.
       “And how can I trust that you don’t absolutely suck.” I said, trying to tease Liam.
       “Well you’ll see.” Liam said, smiling.
       “Can’t wait!” I said, looking at Liam.
       “Feigning excitement?” Liam said, chuckling.
       When we arrived at the skating park, Liam seemed to know all the procedures so I just grabbed the little board with all the rules on it and read it.
	· [bookmark: _suttc9sfy3tr]Respect The Flow Of Rink Traffic
When skating at a rink, it’s essential to skate in the same direction as everyone else. Most skating rinks have designated lanes, usually clockwise or counterclockwise, for skaters to follow. Always stay in your designated lane and flow with the traffic to avoid collisions and maintain a smooth skating experience.
· [bookmark: _6lszk0yc7gh6]Yield To Faster Skaters
If you’re a beginner or skating at a slower pace, be aware of faster skaters approaching from behind. Move to the side or into the center of the rink to allow them to pass safely. Avoid sudden stops or changes in direction that could potentially cause accidents.
· [bookmark: _xtugwpivjirw]Maintain Control
Skating confidently and in control is crucial for your safety and the safety of others. Avoid reckless behaviors like excessive speed, weaving in and out of other skaters, or performing tricks that could endanger yourself or those around you. If you need to slow down or stop, do so gradually and without obstructing the flow of traffic.
· [bookmark: _dyg4kt2bk1r9]Give Space And Avoid Collisions
Keep a safe distance between yourself and other skaters to prevent collisions. Be mindful of your surroundings and anticipate the movements of others. Avoid cutting in front of skaters, especially if they are skating faster or performing specific moves.
· [bookmark: _iio2mgq7zmg9]Be Respectful
Roller skating is a social activity, and it’s important to treat fellow skaters with respect and courtesy. Remember to use polite gestures, such as saying “excuse me” when passing someone or apologizing if you accidentally bump into another skater.
· [bookmark: _1e677klmt4h]Follow The Rink’s Specific Rules
Different skating rinks may have additional rules and regulations to ensure the safety and enjoyment of all visitors. Familiarize yourself with the specific rules of the rink you’re skating at and adhere to them accordingly. These rules may include restrictions on certain skating styles, age limitations, or requirements for protective gear. 


       “Did you read it all?” Liam said, taking the board from my hands.
       “Yeah, it’s a lot to register though, don't you think?” I said, looking at Liam.
       “I’m not going to read this, I’ve gone skating a couple times and I know all this.” Liam said.
       “You could have explained all of it to me and you didn’t?” I said, with a shocked face.
       “It was nice seeing you so focused."Liam said, walking to the receptionist.
       “I wouldn’t have had to be so focussed if you helped.” I said, laughing, making an indication that our argument was a joke.
       “Lu, what’s your shoe size?” Liam asked, looking at me.
       “It's a 6.” I said, looking around and walking towards Liam.
       “Ok, give me a 4.5 for her and a 8 for me and I would love to buy one for her, a purple one, how much would that be?” Liam said.
       “A 4.5?” I said, louder than intended.
       “Yes, Ma’am Ice skates are typically sized differently than regular shoes, often being about 1 to 1.5 sizes smaller than your street shoe size.” The lady at the front desk said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
       I understood the fact she may have had to recite that same script over and over again to everyone.
       “Thank you.” I smiled back.
       Some minutes later, someone came with purple ice skates. For some reason, Liam knew my favorite color and I was extremely  sure I never mentioned it. The color was a popular pick for girls though.
       I was shown a chair where I could put on the skates.
       “So, should I get a professional to help or   I should, and just so you know, I taught Maddie how to skate and she was pretty good. . . So I may be even better than a professional.” Liam said, smiling.
       I looked at him and his eyes were glowing and just. . . . .bright, Maddie made him happy.
       “Fine, I will trust you, don't let me down.” I said, laughing.
       “I promise I won’t.” Liam said, helping me up.
       The rink was filled with people. Kids. Teenagers. Adults. 
       “Give me your hand.” Liam said when we got into the rink, stretching his hands out to me for me to take it.
       “Sure.” I said, smiling at him.
       “Ok, it’s easy and I will ask you a few questions if I remember them.” Liam said, looking at me, “ready?”
       “Ready.” I said.
       “Do you feel comfortable right now?” Liam asked, focused.
       “Why are you asking that, is that important to me learning?” I asked, surprised why that question mattered.
       “Maddie told me to always put other people's comfortability into consideration, especially during skating.” Liam said, still focused.
       “Okay, then, do your thing.” I said, giving Liam a wide smile, “Oh, and yes, I’m pretty comfortable, but, right now my ankle feels like jelly.”
       “Yeah, that's pretty common, since it's your first time, so don't stand straight, bend your knee, just a bit so you can be balanced and your leg may still feel wobbly, but that's just because it’s your first time and your nerves will be all over the place.” Liam said, helping me stay up.
       My feet started to hurt, the shoes were stiff, so I said something, “My legs are killing me.”
       “Yeah, that, so it’s going to hurt a lot since the shoes are tighter but if you want to sit down to rest it for a bit, I can help you over to that bench over there.” Lian said, pointing over to a bench just a few steps from us.
       “No, nevermind.” I say, trying to shrug the pain off.
       “Are you sure you’ll be fine, I’m not in a rush, I basically have all day with you today.” Liam said, holding me still.
       “I’ll be fine.” I said, smiling, “Now let’s get back to what we were doing, I’m so set on learning this stuff today.”
        “Promise to say when you get tired?” Liam said, holding his pinky finger out.
       “Pinky swear? For real?” I said laughing.
       “No one breaks a pinky swear, so do it, go on,” Liam said, playfully trying to get my pinky out.
       “Yeah that’s true I would never break a pinky” I said, putting my pinky out, “I pinky swear to talk if I start feeling tired.” Linking our pinkies.

                                 ******* 
       I had quit just a few minutes after promising that I could “bear” my feet pain.
       Liam was so caring and helped me get ice packs.
       “What are you thinking about?” Liam asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.
       “How nice you were today and how I’ve only interviewed two people for my project.” I said, giving him a smile he couldn’t see because he was driving me home.
       “I’m always nice so what do you mean ‘today’,” Liam said, in air quotes, “kindly explain”
       “You know you are. . . sometimes.” I said with an awkward smile that fit the vibe, “well, who’s your favorite artist? This car ride is awfully silent and silence is sometimes kind of boring.”
       “I love  basically everything,” Liam said, not taking his eyes off the road, “but I’m thinking of who I mostly listen to, since I listen to music everywhere. Practice. On a run. Painting, at least whenever I do.”
       “Okay, I will give you 5 minutes to think about it, starting now.” I said, fake looking at my wristwatch.
       After 3 agonizing minutes of silence, Liam finally talked, “I can’t think of one, I listen to basically everyone though.” Liam said.
       “You like Taylor Swift?” I ask, testing my waters.
       “I wouldn’t say, ‘I dislike her, but I don't listen to her and really don’t think I ever would, you know? Basically everyone hates her.” Liam said.
       “I actually hate people that depend on public opinion to rule them so much.” I said, “I’m not really a fan of her, I listen to her, but not listen to her enough to go to a concert and I feel her hate is so forced. Well, I’m still going to play music, who do you suggest? It’s your car anyways.”
        “Why don’t we listen to Taylor Swift.” Liam said, curiosity on his face.
          “Ok, then, can you please hand me the AUX cord?” I asked Liam, gesturing for him to hand it to me.
       “Here.” Liam said, handing it to me.
       “Thank you.” I said, half mindedly, taking the cord from him.
       I pulled out my phone to play taylor swift, plugging the AUX cord into my phone, “What song should I play?” I asked myself in a whisper. 
       I was scrolling through a playlist called, “Taylor Swift Essentials” when I saw ‘Enchanted’ by Taylor Swift. 
       I clicked on the song, awkwardness seeping through me.
       “Ok, this is nice, what is the song about though?” Liam asked.
       “. . .Love?” I said, squinting my eyes, “I really don’t know.”
       “Okay.” Liam said, sighing.
       “How do you feel about the hate on her now?” I asked, hoping his opinion changed.
       “She doesn't deserve it. . .?” Liam said, the question taking him by surprise.
       Liam and I sat in the car, with no conversation going on, listening to the song, with me humming.
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“Not one of them is cooler than all my friends.”
                                 —Gracie Abrams, Tough love.
       “He’s so nice,” Lila said, sipping on her warm coffee with a straw, “he really gets me and I feel like we are soulmates.”
       “Is there a but?” I said, teasing her.
       “Yes.” she said, no smile on her face.
       “Oh, I was just trying to tease you,” I said, “what’s wrong?”
       “He's the sweetest sometimes. . .” she said, her voice fading off.
       I grabbed a hold of her shoulders from across the table, shaking her, “hey, what’s wrong, don’t forget I’m your best friend you can trust me.” I said with a slight smile.
       “I wouldn’t really say, he’s particularly ‘too much’ but he loses touch sometimes, he likes, goes totally psycho and not in the way you think.” she said, squinting her eyes probably trying to analyze if I understood what she said, “He has emotions. Humans have emotions.”
       “Hey, listen, be forward with me.” I said, trying to reassure her. I’m her best friend for christ sake.
       “He acts like he has the biggest crush on me with the way he acts, I mean he asked me on a proper date once, with the suit and shit. And whenever I want to talk about it, he shuts down. Like completely and I am really tired.” She said, a tear falling from her eyes, “I just want him to value me.”
       “I really don’t know him so I can’t fully re-assure you he values you, but I’ve seen the way he looks at you, he looks utterly and completely in love with you, Lilliah.” I said, my hands on her shoulder, shaking her, “he looks so in love, so maybe he’s going through something by committing but don’t ever doubt your worth and losing touch?” I said, changing the tone to a more joking tone.
       “Well, how's you and Liam?” Lila said, a slight smile evident on her lip.
       “Nothing, we went skating two days ago though and I fell asleep last night and the night before and the night before to his voice on a call.” I said, a smile insisting to get on my lips.
       “Ha. look at a smile,” Lila said pointing to my face and laughing, “I think he’s utterly in love.” she said, quoting me.
       “You can’t be serious.” I said, laughing.
       I smiled, thinking about our lifelong friendship and how easy it was for us to be happy.
       “I really love you,” I blurted out, “you are the best kind of best friend, easy to talk to, always makes me laugh. I hope we never stop being friends.”
       “Oh my god that’s exactly how I feel about you too.” Lila said, trying to hug me from across the table.
       “I think our drinks will get all over the place if you do that.”  I said, standing up to go hug her.
       “Cycy, wanna know something?” Lila said, after I sat down, smiling.
       “Yes, sure, what’s it?” I said, my cheeks hurting from smiling too much.
       “I think Liam brings out a premium version of you, you smile more. You talk more. And now? Social anxiety fears you.” She smiled,  giving me a big smile.
       “I love you.” we both say at the same time.
       We laugh and laugh and that’s how our coffee date went.
                         ******* 
       The line Lila said was plaguing me, ‘Liam brings out a premium version of you.’ It was oddly true. My longtime writer’s block was cured when I started getting close to him.
       I had called him ‘my inspiration.’ as a joke when I was talking to myself and oddly that may be true. Oddly. 
       My phone started ringing and I knew it couldn’t be more than the only two people I mostly talk to. Lila. Liam. funny how we all have the same first letter of our names. L’s. amazing. 
       I picked up the call without looking at the screen since I was writing and the phone was behind the computer.
       “Hey, how’s today going?” I said, smiling.
       “Oh, hey Lucy.” I heard Blake's voice from across the other line.
       I grabbed my phone and looked at the call.
       Blake.
       We hadn’t talked since the arcade day.
       We have, like said, hey awkwardly but not a full conversation.
       “Hey Blake, how’s it going?” I asked, trying not to sound as awkward as I felt.
       “Can I have like 5 minutes of your time?” Blake said, his voice low.
       “You can talk for as long as you want, is there anything wrong?” I asked, worried.
       “Let's talk about Liam and your friendship to him and me.” Blake said.
       “Uh?” I asked, confused.
       “You either pick me or Liam.” he said, continuing. 
       It was so sudden. Not the fact that Blake had told me to pick either he or Liam. It was why, the absurdity of it all.
       “Excuse me? What is going on right now?” I asked, very confused.
       “I cannot be friends with someone who’s as close as you are to Liam.” he said, his voice thick with anger.
       Anger?
       My mind went back to the party.
       “He has a type when it comes to people he tolerates. Smart. Quiet. Grounded. And you seem like that, not to be rude of course.” Blake had said that.
       He had something against Liam.
       “What’s going on, you can’t be that vague and expect me to just say, ‘okay, I pick you.’ and we run into the damn sunset together holding hands, it doesn’t work like that Blake what’s your issue with Liam?” I said, my anger overtaking me for a bit.
       “I’m just trying to look out for you, Lucy. Liam has this weird attitude of blaming other people for his miseries, for his mistakes.” Blake said, his voice softer.
       Then no one said anything, I was expecting him to emphasize more on what he was saying,  but it was dead silent on the other side.
       “and?” I said, with a blank face, “stop talking in lines and please just say your full sentence,”
       “He already has a really negative impact on you.” Blake said, his voice laced with disgust.
       “Oh, you like me who just nods, says one word and is awkward?” I said, kind of disgusted.
       “I never said that,” he said, “I just think that-” 
       “I really don’t want to have this conversation anymore, Blake, what's wrong with you.” I said, cutting Blake off.
       “What’s wrong with me? You ask?” Blake said, his voice laced with bitterness, “You are what's wrong with me, I never should have been friends with you.”
       That hurt.
       I just hung up on Blake and just went and laid on my bed.
       If Blake was just going to keep speaking in riddles, I called Liam.
       I clicked on Liam's name hoping I was right and he really could trust me.
       He picked up the phone almost immediately, his chirpy voice on the other side of the line, “Hey, lu.”
       “Hi Liam, you have time to talk?” I said.
       “Yes, what’s wrong?” He asked.
       “Do you know who Blake is?” I asked.
       The call went silent on the other end.
       “Yup they definitely know each other,” I thought to myself.
       “Oh, yea, we were friends for a while.” Liam said.
       “Do you mind emphasizing?” I asked.
       “Where is this coming from, Lucy?” He asked, something like worry evident in his voice.
       “I really don’t know, just Blake. . .he called me right now and he was saying I have to pick between him or you and I find that so absurd and he just kept speaking in codes, I really just need context.” I said.
       “Well, do you want to meet to talk about it?” Liam asked. 
       “Same coffee shop as last time?” I asked, trying to confirm the location.
       “Yes, same coffee shop.” Liam confirmed.
       “Okay, see you there.” I said, a sudden relief coming over me.
                               ******* 
       “Well, he was weird about Maddie's death and just so disrespectful to me about how I coped with Maddie’s death and he actually went after Iris when I and her were still together.” he said, after taking a sip from his smoothie.
       “What I really wonder is where the whole him or you conversation came from,” I said, “I was definitely weirded out.”
       “I don’t know Blake that much anymore, we were best friends in middle school and I really cannot say we grew apart because we most definitely did not grow apart, he was just. . . weird.” Liam said, his eyes squinted with each word.
       I sighed and took a huge sip out of my coffee, “do you know this is the second cup of coffee I'm drinking today?” I said, trying to lighten up the mood and get over all the Blake’s issue talk.
       “You must love coffee a lot.” he said, teasingly.
       “I do.” I confessed.
       Liam smiled and took a sip out of his smoothie.
       “What are you doing on new years eve?” I asked Liam.
       “I will probably stay home alone, you?” He asked.
       “Me and Lila normally have the countdown together, we have done for the past five years but this year she will probably be with Noah, I don’t know though, I haven’t asked her yet.” I said, looking at Liam.
       “Why don’t you ask her and if she's going to do the countdown with you and if she will, she brings Noah over and I can also come over,” Liam said, smiling, “only if I’m invited of course” He completed his sentence.
       “Why would I ask what you do on that day if you are not invited. You obviously are.” I said.
       “Okay then, but regardless, let's have the countdown together.” He said, a huge smile.
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        “Are you going to be with me for the countdown or. . .?” Lucy asked from across the line.
       “Of-course I am, won’t you?” I replied, suspiciously.
       “Okay, I may have thought you wanted to spend it with Noah, and invited Liam but it's okay we can just all have the countdown together.” Lucy said, in one breath.
       “Like a double date?” I asked, joking.
       “. . .no? I don’t really know.” Lucy said in a funny voice.
       “Okay, cycy I would invite Noah over and let’s have a movie night this year? What do you think about that?” 
       “Oh yes, that’s amazing I will tell Liam to go get stuff and don't forget to tell Noah” Lucy said, like she was in a hurry to do something, “Well, I got to go. Liam and I are currently scrolling instagrams to find people to interview since we had only arguments all year long.”
       “Bye, cycy.” I said, with a smile on my face.
       I hung up the phone.
       “Was that Lucy?” my mom asked from the kitchen.
       “Yes it was her,” I said to my mom, “she thought we won’t have the countdown together this year.”
       “Why?” my mom asked.
       “Noah.” I replied, “she thinks I will hang out with him that day.” I said, with a cold chuckle.
       “I’m pretty sure she just noticed you guys' closeness and thought you wanted a change.” my mom said, trying to sound convincing, but her accent made it sound like she was mocking me. I hated that after all these years I still let it get to me.
      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, walking to my mom.
       “What for?” my mom asked, her voice tender.
       “The accent. . .it still bothers me.” I said, “I’m sorry.” I walked over to her, enveloping her in a hug, “I’m really sorry, I promise.” I say, starting to cry.
       “This isn’t about the accent is it? What’s wrong?” My mom said, pulling me away from her shoulder and looking at me, “you know you can always talk to me. . .right?” 
       “I ruined stuff with Noah and I just lied to Cycy that I will invite him to the countdown and I miss him so much, he’s been such a crucial part of my life in the past few months.” I said, finally spilling it all to my mom, “and I hate the fact that dad’s never home, I mean why make money for a family you never see?”
       “Hey. Hey. Hey, you are okay, okay?” My mom said, reassuringly, “Noah doesn’t understand what he lost right now but I promise he will, soon like really soon, it’s not your fault he’s incapable of properly valuing you, okay?” 
       “But-” 
       “No but’s, nothing is your fault,” my mom said, patting my head, “ and maybe you should tell Lucy?”
       “I tried, I really did, she thinks life isn't like a fairytale and even though she has the perfect words and wording, it feels. . .” I stopped, feeling guilty of talking like that about someone I claimed was my best friend.
       “Maybe try again? But it all depends on you.” My mom said, smiling, with her eyes.
       “I will,” I said, standing up and hugging my mom, “I’m sorry for all the mean things I’ve ever done because I couldn’t accept you being back, you are the best and I really really appreciate you.”
       It felt wrong to think about Lucy that way, like she couldn’t understand me, she was one of the only people who saw me for me and not for comedic relief. I’m her best friend.
       I was going up the stairs before my mom called me back, before saying, “We have to decorate the house for Christmas, remember?” 
       “Oh yea that,” I said, halting and turning back to go back down, “Let’s do this.” smiling.
                               ******* 
       “Am I seeing right?” I say, walking over to my dad to feel my his face, “I thought you're not meant to be back until the twenty first” 
       “Heard you missed me.” my dad said, with a smug grin.
       “Of course I missed you,” I said, jumping to hug him.
       “Hey. Hey. Hey. Just so you know, I missed you too, a whole lot.”
       “Who wouldn’t miss me, I mean it’s me.” I said, leaving my dad’s embrace.
       My  dad chuckled as he walked over to his trunk to get his suitcase out.
       “Nope, don't worry about that, I will help, you just go sit on the couch, I will get mom to get you a drink.” I said, taking the suitcase from his hands.
       “Thank you honey.” my dad said, leaving the suitcase with me.
       When I got in with the suitcase my mom had already given my dad orange juice, “hey, that was quick,” I said, smiling to my mom with a smile
       “You were out there for a long time.” my mom said, smiling back at me.
       “This suitcase weighs more than a literal rock, it was weighing me down.” I said, pointing to the suitcase.
       “Really?” my mom asked, feigning curiosity.
       “Yea-” I said, before a notification dropped on my phone, vibrating in my back pocket.
       I pulled out my phone to see who the notification was from. It was from Noah. We had promised not to contact each other and even though I was not really happy, I still agreed so it was definitely weird to get a message from him.
       I froze.
       “Hey honey, are you okay?” my mom asked, worry written all over her face.
       “Oh yea I’m fine.” I said, with an awkward chuckle before going to sit next to my dad on the couch to watch, more like stare at the show.
       “Is it him?” she asked.
       “I see you guys have gotten closer, do you want to tell me who this ‘him’ is?” he said, adding air quotes.
       “Just a dude I had a project with.” I said with a bland expression, “let’s just watch the tv, he’s unimportant and the project is done anyways.”
       My dad just nodded and turned his focus back to the tv.
       “The decorations outside are really pretty by the way, I was going to tell both of yall immediately, yall did a very beautiful job.” my dad said with a huge smile.
       “That’s all Lily, I just sat and watched yesterday while she did everything.” my mom said, flashing me a smile.
       “Really?” my dad said, his eyes glowing.
“No, she did some stuff too, even more stuff than me.” I said, smiling, “come sit.” I said, continuing, signaling to my mom by tapping on the space next to me for my mom to come sit next to me.”
       She walked over with a smile and we all huddled together on the chair.
       “I love both of you guys.” I said.
       “And I love you guys even more,” my dad replied.
       “And I love you guys so so much more.” my mom said joining in.
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 “Would we survive in a horror movie?”
                  —Noah Kahan and Gracie Abrams, Everywhere, Everything.
       I smiled, laying my head on my pillow, my neck still hurt from Liam making me sit up to finish the project and I was glad that he did because we finally had all the interviews done and had them typed and turned in.
Me:
My back is killing me.
Liam:
Still?? I’m so sorry if I knew I would have let you take the back pain break, but is that even a thing.
Me:
That’s funny because I clearly remember you saying, “it’ll hurt for just a bit.”
Liam:
Yea that’s on me, I’m so sorry, why don’t we go to a massage parlor. I want to make it up to you.
Me:
Tomorrow?
Liam:
Tomorrow.
       I liked the message with a thumbs up and put my phone down to rest my back.
                                 ******* 
       I stood on the curb staring at the huge building I’m in front of.
       “I thought you said a massage parlor?” I asked, shocked by how huge the building is.
       “Found only the best for you.” Liam said, grinning.
       “Okay, then let’s go in and try ‘the best’” I said, walking in.
       “Hey, wait up.” Liam said, catching up to me.
       “Hey, I booked a reservation under Liam Anderson for today,” Liam said to the receptionist. 
       The lady quickly started typing on her computer before she said, “Yes, there is a couples massage for today by 1pm and it’s 12:30 pm right now so do you want to wait in your car or stay in the waiting room?or start filling in your medical information?”
       “Couple massage?” I whispered to myself.
       “There must have been a mistake, I booked for two people, can you change it?” Liam said, his voice calm.
       “Then will you like to come back another day? The place is filled and we aren’t taking walk in’s today. I'm sorry, if you come back another time I will personally give you a 30% discount, so what’s the decision?” The receptionist whose name I got from her name tag was Amelia said.
       I really didn’t mind, I had a huge crush on Liam so it was a win win or so.
       Liam looked at me before saying, “should we leave?” 
       “It can not be that bad now, or can it? Let’s just do it.”I said, trying to sound casual.
       “Yea I agree, we have more couple vibes than friends anyways.” Liam said, facing Amelia back to talk to her.
       “Couple vibes?” my heart was beating faster than ever but I tried to play it cool.
       I smiled trying to play it cool and just watched him confirm the couple's massage. Not a bad idea right?
       I pulled out my phone and checked the time it was: 12:41pm.
       Amelia said, “you are still a little early and are fully checked in, do you want to fill in your medical information now?”
       “Yea we would love that.” Liam said.
       We both got handed a clipboard:
· Name: — — — —
· Contact: — — — —
· Email: — — — —
· Emergency contact: — — — —
· Date of birth: — — — —
       It was just a long rambling about medical info and some other stuff.
       Liam finished his form before I did probably because he made the reservation and most of those were already filled online.
       “Here, I’m done.” I said, handing the board back to Amelia.
       “Just in time for your massage.” Amelia said with a smile on her face, “hey, Mr Anderson, it’s time, please follow her.” Amelia said, motioning to a girl holding towels in corporate wear.
       When we walked more into the building for a while we got led into a room that smelled like lavenders with dim lights and soft romantic playlist.
       The twin sized bed was laid with white sheets and white fluffy looking blankets. The beds were so close to each other with their distinct side stool being so close to each other with it’s stool next to it.
       We both got handed white robes with spa slippers and got shown to a dressing room.
       When I got out there was already tea set out on each table, I couldn’t help but wonder how much this whole thing cost.
       Liam stepped out of the dressing room, with a smile on his face.
       “Are you having fun?” he whispered to me.
       I nodded and smiled at him, “thank you.”
       The girl left the room, closing the door behind her and soon enough there was a knock at the door.
       “Hey Liam and. . .Lucy?” a girl’s voice from the other end said.
       “Yes, it’s Liam and Lucy.” Liam replied.
       “Can we come in?” A girl replied, her voice different from the previous one.
       “Yes, you can.” I answered.
       The door opened slowly as two girls walked in.
       “Hey, I’m Olivia and this is Evelyn. We are temporary workers and will be supporting both the masseuses today while they do their job.” The girl who I registered her voice as the first person who spoke said. 
       Liam and I just nodded.
       The doors fling open, “I am. . . no we are so sorry for keeping you here, everything is just so disorganized right now.” A lady wearing a purple scrub said, “I am Maya and that is Daniel. We’ll be your therapists today. We’re going to give you a 60-minute Swedish-style couples massage unless you have any preferences.”
       “53 minutes” Daniel corrected. There was tension between them, “I’m sorry about her mistake, you will be getting a 53 minute massage today because we showed up late.”

                        ******* 
       “The massage was perfect,” I said. Liam and I were walking out the building “thank you.” 
       “I don't think you should be thanking me, the therapists did all the jobs.” Liam said.
       I looked at him, starting to walk backwards and smiled, “you still paid though didn’t you? I can’t even afford that with my own money so I do-”
       Liam interrupted me, “hey Lucy watch out!” he said, pulling me into his chest.
       “A motorcycle was coming at full speed towards you.” Liam said, out of breath.
       I turned to look back and saw a stop sign, “there’s a stop sign. . .?” I asked, confused why the biker or whatever won’t just have stopped.
       “He didn’t look like he was going to stop and I was right, he just zoomed past it.” Liam said, grabbing my hands.
       My knees felt like noodles so I just stood, frozen, his hands still on mine.
       I looked down at my hands and just smiled, interlocking my hands with his.
       Liam drove so he was going to take me home.
       When we got in the car, I took my hands from Liam’s, resting it on my lap.
       My heart was out of my chest.
       “Lucy?” Liam said, his voice low, breaking the silence, the type I liked.
       I didn’t know it then, but that moment would become the one I replayed every night until forever
       “Yes? Anything wrong?” I answered, surprised by his voice.
        “Can you promise me something?” He asked.
       “What?” I asked.
       “Can you promise me that whatever happens we won’t be torn apart?” He asked.
       “I promise, remember what I said, forever, as friends or whatever.” I answered, trying to sound casual, like my heart wasn’t trying to leap out of my chest.
       Liam clutched the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white.
       “Your–” I said, Liam cutting me off.
       “I think I’m falling in love with you, every bit of you, the couple’s massage was not a mistake, I love the way your eyes crinkle when you smile, the way you wear the most plain clothes and make them look the best,” Liam stopped to catch his breath and it all started registering to me.
       Then he continued, “you are beautiful, gosh just beautiful and it’s not about your beauty, it’s about you, your heart, my heart and everything about being with someone has been locked since Iris and you just came and opened it. Liam said, his voice starting to crack.
       “Liam are you–” I said, worrying.
       “Please let me finish, because if I don’t do it now, I don’t know if I could do it again, if I could continue my sentences without breaking, so please.” Liam said.
       “ok.”
       Liam continued, his sentence being awkward at first, “At first I wanted to push you away, I really wanted to, but I can’t and I won’t. But here I am, saying the same words I forbid myself to say, same tone, God what have you done to me? It’s like I’m a whole new person and I love this new me and I love you, and I would love to love us. Us as a whole. So, Lucy Caldwell. Will you be my girlfriend, my forever? ” stopping and looking in my eyes.
       My forever.
       “. . . .wh-” I say, unable to speak, “Liam. . . this is all just r so. . .”
       Liam cut me off saying, “sudden? I know, this was pointless, if you are going to reject me, please don’t let it ruin our fr-”
       “Yes.” I said, smiling.
       “. . . It’s pointless?” He asked, a teasing smile on his face.
       “No dummy, Yes I will be your girlfriend, your forever, and I promise I will always be there for you. No, for us. And I hope we never end this, but even as friends, I will always be there for you.”
       “Don’t jinx it.” Liam said, smiling, his eyes glistening in the sun.
       “Your eyes are pretty, the prettiest.” I said, looking at him.
       Liam cupped my face like I was something fragile and kissed me—and we kissed and kissed right there in that empty parking lot, sealing whatever we were with nothing but hope and heat.
       We kissed until the air between us was hot and reckless, the whole parking lot ours.
        “I really need to get home.” I said, pulling away from the kiss.
       “Oh yea that.” Liam said, laughing and starting his car.
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“I think I’ll close my eyes and wait.”
                                          —letters to Cleo, I see
       “So when did it all start?” I asked Liam, laying on his chest.
       “All what?” Liam asked, looking down at me.
       “Oh my god, are you actually going to make me ask?” I said, laughing.
       “Yes.” His deep chuckle rumbled in my head.
       “Well, then never mind.”
       “Well, I would say since I met you.” Liam said, answering.
       “Oh my god you knew the question all this time?” I asked.
       “I wanted you to ask it.” Liam said, with a grin.
       “Ok, now I have another question.” I said to Liam sitting up on his bed.
       “You are all serious now so what is it?” 
       “There was a time where you ignored me and smiled at a girl, we did talk after that but I didn’t want to seem like I was constantly following you.”
       “Oh yea. . . I do remember that. I am really sorry about that, i was all in my feelings that day since it was Maddie’s birthday not that I’m always trying to use her as an excuse—” 
       “What? No you are not using her death as an excuse, and I’m really sorry if this conversation is making you feel that way.” I said, cutting in.
       “Well, the call I got that morning that made me just leave was a call from her friend, they wanted to see me so I had to go, before they told people about maddie, I wasn’t embarrassed like I’ve said every time I just didn’t want to be the pitied boy, I know i was already pretty known but the people who didn’t know me would do if they told anyone about Maddie’s death.” He said, his tone getting lower with each word he said.
       “I’m sorry.” I said, leaning closer to him to give him a peck on the cheek.
       “Don’t do that, please don’t feel like you have to apologize to me, I want you to feel comfortable with me, not feel like you are constantly trying to impress me.” Liam said, looking down at me.
       I laid my head on his chest again but that time there wasn’t a conversation going on not because we ran out of stuff to talk about but because we realized that we were comfortable in our silence, we didn’t itch to talk about something, we had all of eternity to talk, to be together, to laugh together, to eat together, to sleep together, to enjoy each others silence so we decided to stay silent and let the silence speak for us.”
       “I love you.” I said.
       “I love you more Lu, every bit of you.”
       And if I’m ever asked a question about Liam and my love story I would say:   
        “I do not regret any second of being with Liam. Even though the miscommunication at some point made me almost check out, I’m so glad I didn’t, because I met a different side of Liam, the scared type, the loving type. The funny type. I met Maddie. And even though I met and lost a lot of people on the way, it was still all worth  it because I met him, the boy who always glows in a crowd. The boy who properly learned to communicate because of me. The boy who always proved me wrong with his actions.”
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       “Do you guys want to know something funny about my book?” I say to the crowd beneath me, my eyes tearing up from laughing too much and just being emotional, even though I have been to so many author events, it still shocks me that so many people will pay and show up to hear me awkwardly talk about my book.
       “Yes! We will love that.” A lady from the crowd says, yelling.
       “When I first started this draft the title was “Volunteer log (not really)” but I just couldn’t change the title as I advanced more into the book.” I say, with a smile.
       “Now, any questions about my book? Or anything?” I ask, smiling.
       A girl’s arm sprung up so quickly I was suddenly shocked, “Me! Me! Me!” she says, yelling.
       “Yes, you?” I answer.
       “Is Margot and Asher’s story inspired by you and last year’s NFL Most Valuable Player Liam Anderson?” she asks, her voice going lower with every word.
       I am known to not answer personal questions on my tours but this one I have to answer.
       “Short answer? Yes and also no. Liam is not dead and we have our happy ending. Margot and Asher don’t have it, and even though when writing the book I contemplated, multiple times to give them the happy ending they so clearly deserve and just get rid of Asher’s cancer, the ending I originally had in mind seemed to be the one and yes their story is over Asher will forever be in my heart and our hearts. Thank you.” I say, smiling.
       The crowd erupts into cheers.
       Notifications keep entering my phone so I bring it out to see notifications from the group chat “L’s and one N” Noah protested so hard to get the name changed but we just didn’t listen.
Lila:
Let’s have dinner today since Lucy is finally back, well for a while. On Liam.
Love:
On me? Why?
Lila:
Part of the money you get paid every month needs to go somewhere, doesn’t it? You should be thanking me and Lucy is your girlfriend.
Love:
You just always try to rip me off because Lucy is also your best friend.
Lila:
That’s right but I feel it’s proper for the boyfriend who makes thousands of dollars a year to cover it.
       That’s something that happens a lot between them; they just always have to always argue I quickly type:
Me:
Did I even agree to dinner with you guys? And Noah, come get your girl.
Lila:
Seriously cycy taking his side? I’m hurt.
Me:
No I’m not @love Please stop arguing with my lovely best friend because I’m at an event right now and if my phone keeps buzzing and I keep staring at my phone my fans may just think I’m rude.
Love:
Fine. I’m sorry, continue your job please.
Lila:
Yea me too.
Noah:
I was tagged, what’s wrong?
Love:
Read the texts dude
Noah:
Oh. 
       My assistant comes on the stage and whispers in my ear, “the fans will feel disrespected if you keep just staring at your screen.”
       “Thank you.” I whisper back
Me:
I see you are not going to stop and my assistant just told me I’m staring at my phone too much, I’m muting this chat.
Liam:
Noo, bye Lu see you tonight at dinner I will send the reservation here.
       “I’m so sorry about that.” I say, standing up while smiling, “Any other questions?”
      “Do you have any advice for future writers?” Someone says, really loudly from the crowd.
       “Just write, keep writing.” I say, “write a book for you, don’t write books because you feel only some books typically sell. You will always find a reader. Maybe one, maybe one hundred, maybe thousands, you never know.”
       “Is there a new book coming out soon?” Someone else asks, her dark green eyes, catching my eye.
       “Maybe, I’m sorry that’s all I can really say but I will tell you this, definitely, keep refreshing my publishers page you may just see a surprise.” I reply, teasing her, “Well, any other questions?”
       No one replied so I just said, “okay let’s take a picture.” and everyone poses, my assistant comes out with my photographer and I get another picture, “And that’s all, and for the readers who have not purchased or read my book ‘volunteer log’ you should definitely check it out.” I say, looking at the camera.
                       ******* 
       “To Lucy?” Lila says
       “To Lucy.” Everyone replies like an echo.
       “I’m so glad we made it this far and I hope we make it even farther, not alone, but together.” I say, with tears in my eyes, “I love you guys, and congratulations on your wedding Lila and Noah.” I said.
       And if I could go back in time, I wouldn’t.




[bookmark: _2y3y2982ufg] Epilogue–5 years later                    
                                 (Liam)


       I hold Lucy’s hand as we walk to the car.
      “How was your day?” I ask.
       “A bunch of everything. My book even went pretty well. I can’t believe people actually read my work and have questions for me.” she exclaims, excitement getting more evident in her voice as each word forming a sentence leaves her lip.
       A very kissable lip.
      “I love that! I told you, people will love your work.” I say, grinning at her.
      “You still have that boyish grin from years ago, do you know that?” Lucy asks.
       “You hated that grin.” I say, stopping to dramatically look at her.
       “I wanted to, I couldn’t though.”
       We start walking again to the car.
       “I really love you, Lucy.”
       “And I love you more, Liam.”
       I pull her into a soft kiss, the kiss still feels like the first time. Sweet and calm. 
       God, how I love Lucy.
       My Lucy.
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