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      “A gloriously sweet holiday read about expectations and reality.” —Kirkus Reviews

      

      "A town called Christmas. An iffy wish come true. A new girl who could change it all. All I Want For Christmas Is The Girl NextDoor kept me on my toes, turning pages from the start, and loving each revelation as it unfolded. Deep, funny, and real—this holiday romance will completely warm your heart and remind you that not all wishes should come true.”—Nova McBee, author of the Calculated Series

      

      “Full of charm, wit, and so much warmth, Bobulski’s All I WantFor Christmas Is The Girl Next Door will have you breaking out in Christmas carols and will melt even the coldest heart!”—Erin A. Craig, NYT Bestselling Author of House of Salt and Sorrows

      

      “A cozy winter read you’ll want to wrap yourself in like a blanket.At once bittersweet and hopeful, Bobulski thoughtfully explores the question of whether what we want is truly what we need against a backdrop of snowflakes, Christmas floats, and plenty of fresh cookies. A timeless holiday classic.”—Natalie Mae, author of The Kinder Poison

      

      "This story is as magical as a shooting star on a cold winter night.Chelsea Bobulski’s thoughtful and romantic exploration of truelove and destiny will have readers swooning and wishing for her next Christmas novel!"—Kristy Boyce, author of Hot British Boyfriend

      

      “A fun frolic through the most wonderful time of the year! Full of heart and humor, this lighthearted twist on being careful what you wish for sparkles with delightful dialogue, swoony romance, and an ending that tugs at your heart before making it soar. Bobulski makes you think about being so focused on what we want that we miss what we already have. A holiday must-read!”—Lori Goldstein, author of Love, Theodosia, Sources Say, and Screen Queens

      

      “The charm of a small-town Hallmark Christmas meets the longing and wish fulfillment of John Green’s Paper Towns in this magical holiday read. Expertly woven with strings of romance, ribbons of hope, and the sparkling power of gratitude, All I Want For Christmas Is The Girl Next Door is the perfect holiday story to curl up with on a snowy day. I adored every page!”— Lorie Langdon, best-selling author of Doon, and Olivia Twist

      

      “This is the book equivalent of drinking a mug of hot chocolate while listening to Christmas music as snowflakes gently fall outside.An all-around comforting, hopeful, and festive holiday read that will make you feel as cozy as your favorite Christmas movies.”—Kerry Winfrey, author ofWaiting for Tom Hanks
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      I never thought I would actually go to college.

      I’d dreamt about it, of course. Crafted scenes of it that played in my head like a movie reel whenever I needed an escape. Envisioned myself folded in the dappled shade of a tall, studious-looking tree, the books surrounding me creating a crescent moon of highlighted pages and cracked bindings in the grass. I relished the idea of finding myself seated among history’s greatest thinkers, sharing their knowledge from the depths of glossy textbook paper. But standing here, staring up at my ivy-covered dorm, surrounded by the sounds of other students moving into their rooms, calling out to old friends and carrying newly bought books under their arms, from the university bookstore, feels like a dream.

      I never thought I would actually make it here.

      My acceptance letter to William & Mary came in a packet that included a course catalog along with pamphlets about the neighboring attraction of Colonial Williamsburg, but my real acceptance came with the awarding of enough scholarships and financial aid to make it possible to go. Holding the course catalog close to my chest, I started picturing myself once again sitting in packed lecture halls, soaking up every drop of knowledge my professors were willing to give me; studying in the grass, my elbows speckled with dirt and my mind buzzing with the wisdom of the ages; moving into my single-person dorm room and making it a shelter, a space where I could work the way I needed to—a home away from home.

      Not once did I picture that I would be sharing my room with two other girls who seem nice enough but who are also clearly more excited about going to parties than attending classes, nor that I would be moving into my dorm—a three-story redbrick structure sitting right on the edge of Colonial Williamsburg—on the hottest, most sweltering day of the year, with a busted AC that isn’t scheduled to be fixed until Wednesday.

      So far, I’ve managed to get two suitcases full of clothes and three boxes brimming with office supplies, toiletries, makeup, towels, and bed linens as well as my laptop, chargers, and a desk lamp up the two flights of stairs and into my third-floor room, but now I’m staring at the one thing my mom insisted I bring and the one thing I now wish I had told her to return because we couldn’t afford it anyway:

      A new mattress for my bed.

      My tank top and shorts are already so drenched, they’re sticking to my body like a second skin, and then there’s my hair, twisted up into the messiest bird’s nest of a bun you’ve ever seen. Meanwhile, the heavier-than-it-looks mattress mocks me from the tree Mom and I propped it up against before she took off in our neighbor’s borrowed minivan to head in for her shift at the diner. To her credit, she asked if I was sure I could handle getting everything inside on my own, but she asked it as she was heading toward the car, so I didn’t really take it as an actual invitation to help. She’s coming back to have dinner with me after her shift so, worst case scenario, I can force her to help me then.

      I should also note that neither of my new roommates brought their own mattresses, preferring to use the ones offered by the dorm instead, and they had their parents to help them with their boxes (parents who conveniently disappeared before I could even think about asking if they could extend some of that help my way).

      I spot them now, my new roommates, twirling out of the front doors as if carried on a summer breeze that no one else can feel. Shadows from the overarching trees dance over their dewy, perfectly moisturized skin and their silky, bouncing hair. They’re both dressed in very sensible cotton dresses and strappy sandals, and neither one of them looks like they’re about to pass out from heat exhaustion. Meanwhile, I’m sitting on the grass, my elbows resting on my knees, my brow furrowed as I glare at the cushiony-soft—but incredibly dense—diamond-patterned rectangle that’s destined to spell my ultimate demise.

      “Hey,” the girl with bronze skin, glossy dark hair, and perfectly shaped eyebrows asks (I think she said her name was Vi?). “We’re heading out to find some food. Want to come?”

      “No thanks,” I say, swiping my forearm across my brow to wick away the rivers of sweat pouring into my eyes. “I’ve still got to get this thing up there.”

      The other girl, Cali (I remember her name because she made a point of connecting the fact that we both have “location” names), shares a look with Vi, and I can read the silent conversation passing back and forth between them. They know they should offer to help, but then they’ll look as sweaty and gross as I do, and there are a lot of boys roaming these streets in packs, looking to howl at every girl in a flippy summer dress that swishes their way.

      I can see the war waging in their eyes.

      Mattress.

      Boys.

      Mattress.

      Boys.

      It’s a tough call.

      “Um,” Cali says, glancing from me to the shops lining the street and back again.

      “Do you need any...?” Vi gestures vaguely at the mattress, the unspoken word—help—hovering in the air between us.

      I stare at them a second longer than I probably should, just to make it clear that I know they’re only asking because they think they should and not because they actually want to. Hell, I don’t even want to do it, and it’s my mattress.

      Which is why I let them off the hook.

      “I’m good,” I tell them. “I’ll find something to eat later.”

      Both girls exhale, and then, with matching sympathetic pouts, start down Prince George Street, open-toed sandals slapping their heels with every step. I glance down at my own scuffed tennis shoes, sock-covered pinkie toes peeking through frayed holes. I was going to buy a new pair this summer, but the money went to fixing our garbage disposal instead.

      I glare at the mattress for another minute, hoping a magical dorm fairy will bibbidi-bobbidi-boo it all the way up to the third floor for me, but the sun is baking me from the inside out and it’s only getting hotter, so I do my best to rub the sweat from my palms and push myself off the grass.

      “Okay, mattress. Let’s do this.”

      There’s no way I’m going to be able to lift it over my head or carry it around the middle—it’s got some kind of back-alignment technology that weighs about five thousand pounds. The salesperson swore it would be perfect for a student hunched over a desk all day, which is why Mom says she bought it, but I know the real reason is that it was on clearance and the store was desperate to move it (a desperation Mom knows how to manipulate well, often knocking another fifteen to twenty percent off any sale price).

      I try grabbing a side and tugging. It slides forward easier than I thought it would.

      “Huh,” I mumble as I wipe yet another stream of sweat from my brow. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.

      The last corner of the mattress slides off the tree and wobbles to the side. I try to steady it, but every ounce of my body’s energy is going toward keeping me alive at this point, and the whole thing lands on the grass with an echoing thud.

      A pathetic half-groan, half-whimper rips from my throat.

      “Need some help?”

      I turn toward the voice, tenting my hand over my brow and squinting through the blazing-white sunlight at a boy wearing a vintage Ramones T-shirt and ripped jeans. There’s a dark brown satchel slung across his chest with a book the size of a brick peeking out of the top, all creased binding and multicolored Post-it notes sticking out of bent, accordion pages. A mop of dark, curly hair pushes up out of his scalp like daisies, defying gravity and humidity alike.

      He smiles at me, dimples cast in angular cheeks.

      I think the heat is constricting my lungs because all I can manage is a strangled: “Yes, please.”

      Tall Hair Boy drops his satchel onto the porch steps, then gestures for me to take the other side of the mattress so he’ll be the one walking backward.

      “Ready?” he asks, grabbing the bottom corners.

      I get into position.

      He counts to three. We pull the mattress up at the same time—both of us straining under the weight—and head for the doors.

      “Which floor?”

      “Third,” I tell him through gritted teeth. “Last room on the left.”

      He laughs. “Of course, it is.”

      My feet shuffle forward and his shuffle back, making us look like those little wind-up toys at the dollar store. It isn’t long before my arms are screaming, and my fingers are slipping. I ask for a break when we get inside the door, leaning against the wall with my hands on my knees.

      “What’d you fill this thing with?” Tall Hair Boy asks. “Anvils?”

      “Back alignment technology,” I reply, my voice coming out dryer than the Sahara.

      “Here.” He reaches into the side pocket of his bag and pulls out an unopened water bottle. A chunk of ice is melting in the middle and perspiration dots the plastic. “Drink this. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “No, thanks.”

      Mom’s lectured me enough times about keeping my hand over my cup at parties and never letting anyone else get my drinks for me to take a chance, even on a bottle that looks like it hasn’t been tampered with.

      Tall Hair Boy frowns at me, then glances around the hall, his gaze landing on a vending machine in the far corner.

      “If you won’t take this one, will you at least let me buy you one?”

      “Only if I can grab it.”

      He nods, then pulls out his wallet and hands me a five-dollar bill.

      “Thanks.”

      I can feel his eyes on my back as I insert the bill and press the water button. There’s no doubt in my mind that I must be coming off as the rudest girl ever, but I’m too hot and exhausted to act all flippy and bubbly and carefree—you know, the way society wants me to act no matter what’s going on simply because of my anatomy.

      The machine whirs.

      Tall Hair Boy’s change sputters out.

      And then the whirring stops.

      No water bottle.

      “Oh, come on,” I growl.

      I press the button again.

      Nothing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      I smack the machine with both hands. Then I shake the machine. Then I kick the machine. Then I shout the foulest obscenities known to man at the machine.

      Nothing works.

      I hit the machine harder. Fellow freshmen ogle me as they pass, but I don’t care. My blood is boiling along with my overheated brain, and suddenly I’m pumping weeks’—maybe even years’—worth of unexpressed frustration into every punch and kick. I’m about to rip the machine out of the wall when two hands cover mine, ink-stained fingers gently lacing through my own, pulling my palms back to my sides. Lips a millimeter away from my ear make a soothing “Shh, shh” sound that reminds me, irritatingly, of a cowboy calming a spooked horse.

      “Let me try.” Tall Hair Boy’s scent wraps around me—coffee and summer rain and old library books. “This happens to me all the time.”

      He lets go of my hands to bend down and reach his arm through the dispenser. He screws his face up, looking for it, then—

      “Aha!”

      He pulls the bottle out of the dispenser and holds it up, victorious.

      “They just get stuck halfway sometimes,” he explains. “Old machines.”

      I nod, feeling vaguely ridiculous.

      He holds the water bottle out. “Now I know you didn’t technically get it yourself, but I swear I’ve done nothing to it in the five seconds I’ve been holding it.”

      I arch my brow at his obvious attempt to defuse the situation, giving him my most withering glare as I reach for the bottle. Our fingertips brush as I take it from his hands. I hand him back his change, then crack open the cap and take a long, grateful sip, swiping the back of my hand across my mouth and moving the cold bottle to my neck.

      “Oh.” I exhale. “That’s so much better.”

      Tall Hair Boy leans against the wall opposite me, hands in his pockets. “Freshman?”

      “What gave it away?”

      “Just a guess. Not too many people bring their own mattresses.”

      Now that we’re out of the harsh light of an apparently vengeful sun, I notice the color of his eyes. They’re dark green. The color of pine branches on a moonless night. They remind me, instantly, of home.

      “It was my mom’s idea,” I explain. “She said—and I quote—‘No daughter of mine is sleeping on a thirty-year-old mattress that God only knows how many people have had sex on.’”

      Tall Hair Boy shudders. “I never thought of it like that. Now I feel like I need a new mattress.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m sure the dorms replace them fairly regularly.”

      “One would hope. Still, the percentage of students having sex on this campus on an annual basis is cause for concern.” He rubs the pad of his thumb across his lower lip. “So... rough day?”

      I arch a brow. “What makes you think that?”

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe because I’ve never seen someone so small try to body slam a vending machine before.”

      “Heat exhaustion makes people do funny things.”

      Okay, that’s only part of it. I’m stewing over the fact that four days without air conditioning is going to seriously mess with my systems. Unlike my friend Evelyn, whose brain is wired to think in routines and patterns, and who therefore could probably just whip up a new system on the fly to deal with said AC breakage if she really had to, I’ve had to carefully construct structure into my days as part of a mind-body-connection therapy I’ve been using for years to help me with my dyslexia, and the very foundation of that structure is a good night’s sleep. If I don’t sleep well, I don’t focus well, and if I don’t focus well, there are not enough dyslexia tricks in the world to help me read. And since I don’t really sleep well in stagnant, ninety-degree heat, this whole no-AC thing isn’t exactly setting me up for the amazing first week of college I had hoped for.

      Tall Hair Boy narrows his eyes. He can tell there’s more to my story, but he doesn’t ask.

      I take another swig from my bottle, then slide it into my back pocket, condensation transferring from the bottle to my jeans. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      I move forward, reaching for the same side I took before, but Tall Hair Boy practically leaps off the wall to move ahead of me. “Let’s switch sides for the stairs.”

      “Why?”

      “Because whoever’s on the bottom is going to be holding all of the weight, and if anyone is going to get crushed by a freakishly heavy mattress today, it should probably be me.”

      “Why should it be you? It’s my mattress.”

      “Because it’s the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      “Okay, well now I have to take the bottom half because, you know, feminism.”

      “Okay,” he says, slowly. “Then it should be me because I’m your elder.”

      “Ageism.”

      He rubs his hand across his mouth, hiding a smirk. “Look, I’ve lived more years than you, ergo if anyone is going to die by mattress-crushing today, it should be me.”

      “Did you really just use the word ergo?”

      He runs his hands through his hair, making the curls loop and tangle and stand up even higher. “I’m what you would call a bit of a nerd.”

      I take in his easygoing, half-hipster, half-rocker appearance.

      He couldn’t look less like a nerd if he tried.

      “How many more years are we talking here?” I ask.

      “Two,” he says. “I’m a junior. And I also just realized I never introduced myself.” He holds out his hand between us. “Jordan Merrick.”

      Just like with my roommates, I stare at his hand a second longer than I should before taking it. Not because he doesn’t seem like a nice guy but because, from my experience, guys are only nice if they think they can get something from you, and I want to make it very clear that there is absolutely nothing Jordan Merrick can get from me.

      “Savannah Mason.”

      My hand is cold and wet from the water bottle, but he holds it firmly. “Nice to meet you, Savannah.”

      I drop his hand and clear my throat, darting my glance away.

      “Look, I’m a feminist too,” he says. “And on any other day, I would love to give you the opportunity to show me up by pushing this thing up the stairs, but you look like you’re about two seconds away from cracking your head on the floor as it is, and I really don’t feel like dropping everything I have to do today to drive you to the hospital.”

      “You could just call an ambulance and leave.”

      “Call an ambulance? Do you have any idea how much those things cost? I’m not a total monster, you know.”

      And even though the heat has brought out every square inch of my prickly, no-bullshit side, my lips twitch. “Fine. If you insist.”

      He takes the bottom half. I run to the other side and lift, but that’s about all that I end up doing. Jordan’s biceps flex as he pushes the mattress up the stairs, so that it feels like I’m not even doing anything but getting in the way at the top. I do have to take the lead on heaving the mattress around the corner though, so at least that’s something.

      We take another break on the second-floor landing, both of us leaning against the wall so we won’t collapse.

      “What are you taking this semester?” Jordan asks between breaths.

      I take another swig from my water bottle. The heat is getting worse the higher we go. “Colonial American History, Statistics, Bio, and Intro to Creative Nonfiction.”

      “Major?”

      “Double majoring. Anthropology and creative writing.”

      My dream is to travel the world and write about everything I see. I want to write pieces for magazines and blogs and have my own social media presence across all of the major platforms. I want to share the wisdom that is shared with me from every corner of the earth, so that maybe someone who is going through something terrible and wondering what it all means could find some kernel of inspiration to keep moving forward.

      Not many people know about my dream. Too many would say my dyslexia would make a writing career impossible, and I just don’t have time for that sort of negativity in my life.

      Jordan’s brows arch. “Impressive.”

      I wonder if he would still think it was impressive if he knew the whole story.

      “You?” I ask.

      “Just the one major for me,” he says. “American history, with a focus in the early colonial and revolutionary war period.” He unscrews the cap of his bottle—the little plastic hinges crack open, proving I was just being paranoid downstairs—and takes a swig as the first bead of sweat drips down his temple.

      Meanwhile I have an entire ecosystem of rivers and tributaries running down mine.

      “Who do you have for Colonial American?” he asks.

      I screw up my face, thinking. “Steinberg?”

      He nods. “Steinberg’s become a sort of mentor to me. He’s a good guy. A bit tough on grading, but he’s always impressed by students who sit in the front row, so he goes a little easier on them.”

      “I always sit in the front row.”

      Front row center, to be exact. It helps me block out distractions and focus on each letter as it’s being written on the whiteboard. They’ll still jump about like tiny crickets, rearranging and tangling all up in each other, but it’s easier to keep track of them if I’m staring at them head-on.

      “Great,” Jordan says. “I’m sure Steinberg will love you, then. You know, so long as you don’t Hulk out again and try to pulverize a wobbly desk chair or something.”

      “Ha.”

      He smiles, his eyes sparkling as he gently elbows me in the side. “Come on. We’re almost there.”

      We each put our waters away, then move to grab a side of the mattress.

      “By the way,” Jordan huffs as we lift, “I wasn’t making fun of you downstairs. About the water bottle. It’s just not something I ever have to think about, so it took me a second to realize what the problem was.” His biceps bulge as he pushes my quilted monstrosity up the second flight of stairs. I pull at the top corners of the mattress, once again certain I’m doing nothing to help. “I know we just met, and you have no reason to believe me, but I just wanted you to know, I’m not that kind of guy.”

      With one last heave, he shoves the mattress up to the top. I spring to the side to get out of the way, then lean the mattress against the wall as he ascends the rest of the stairs, pulling his shirt up to dab the sweat from his brow, revealing a ripped six-pack that would make my boy-obsessed best friend, Isla, completely lose all brain function.

      “I believe you,” I tell him.

      He smiles.

      “Still doesn’t mean I trust you.”

      “Nor should you.” The twinkle hasn’t left his eyes despite the fact that neither one of us has the energy to stand up straight. “I’ve been known to steal candy right out of my baby cousin’s hands.”

      “Really?”

      “Granted, it was slobbery candy that he offered to me after he was done with it, but still. I’m a menace.”

      “Clearly.” I shake my head at him, grinning. “Thanks for your help. I can take it from here.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Did your roommates saddle you with the top bunk or the bottom?”

      “Top.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, no. You’re never going to lift this thing up there on your own.”

      “They can help me when they get back.”

      I am certain neither Vi nor Cali will have any desire to help me.

      Jordan shakes his head. “Nope, sorry. I don’t believe a job is done until I’ve seen it through to the end.”

      “You’re a real Boy Scout, Jordan Merrick, you know that?”

      “Troop 176.” He gestures down the hall. “Now point me to thine room, milady. We shall tarry no longer.”

      I don’t know how this boy keeps making me laugh despite the fact that I could not be more annoyed with this day, but he does.

      “Don’t tell me you’re also one of those Colonial Williamsburg reenactors?” I ask.

      “Not in Williamsburg, but there’s a historical home that’s about a ten-minute walk from here—the Lydia Potter House? I give guided tours there a couple times a week.”

      “Dressed up?”

      “Of course.”

      “Now that’s something I have to see.”

      He grins. “Anytime, Savannah Mason. Anytime.”
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      I try not to stare at her, this force of a girl who, I believe, would have found a way to manhandle this mattress all the way up to her room by sheer willpower alone if she’d had to—and probably would’ve killed herself in the process rather than admit defeat.

      With every glimpse I take in a little more of her. Dark, expressive brows slash over hazel eyes, the color of which reminds me of moss-covered tree bark. Thick, dark blonde hair sits atop her head in a messy knot, tendrils snaking loose, sticking to the sweat glistening along the delicate line of her neck and collarbone. It’s the chin that gets me though and the tiny dimple nestled there—the way she holds it so stubbornly, as if she’s used to taking on the entire world and has the battle scars to prove it.

      Her eyes narrow every time I speak, sizing me up, determining what to make of me. She walks around as if she’s covered in poison-tipped spikes, just daring anyone to get too close, but it doesn’t keep me from wanting to help her—strangely, I find that I want to prove myself to her, as if measuring up to this girl’s standards comes with a gold star.

      I can look away from her chin though and her eyes and the curve of her neck, but her face taken as a whole...that’s another problem entirely. It’s what arrested me about her in the first place, when she turned to me and I suddenly found it hard to breathe. I’ve never seen a face so perfectly symmetrical. Staring at it is like staring at the Taj Mahal. I try to catch an angle that doesn’t match its opposite side but can’t find one, and all I can think as I look at her, this walking, talking work of art that would just as soon cut me down with a single word as build me up with an approving glance, is: What happened in your life to make you feel like you have to take on the whole world by yourself?

      We glide the mattress along the floor to her room easily enough, only managing to severely crumple one carpet runner. We get it through the door, then lean it against a wall of built-in drawers. On top of the drawers is a ledge. A small, flat-screen TV sits on it along with an even smaller aquarium.

      “Fish person?” I ask.

      “No,” she says. “I’ve already told my roommates I want nothing to do with it.”

      I lean forward and watch the tiny silver fish dart through fake coral. “I’m with you there. My parents got me an aquarium when I was a kid.”

      “My grandma got me one too. I hated cleaning it.”

      “Right? It’s the worst. There’s all this pressure to make sure the water you’re putting the fish into is the right temperature so you don’t accidentally kill them, and then you have to make sure you get all the soap out of the aquarium after you clean it is so you don’t accidentally kill them that way. I felt like I was perpetually on the verge of fish-slaughter.”

      She laughs—it’s a tiny thing, there and gone, but it makes my heart soar anyway, because I can tell Savannah Mason isn’t the type to laugh just to make a person feel better. If she laughs, you’ve earned it.

      “I just never wanted it in the first place,” she says, “and I had enough on my plate as it was without adding ‘fish mom’ to the list.” She scratches the back of her neck as she eyes the mattress “Well. Should we go ahead and show this thing who’s boss?”

      “After you,” I tell her.

      We get into position. At first, we try to lift it over our heads, but our arms are shaking and the mattress—which I’ve determined must be made of granite—only makes it up to our chins before crashing back onto the floor.

      “What are you doing?” Savannah asks as I duck down and inspect the hardwood.

      “Nothing,” I tell her. “I’m just shocked this thing didn’t fall through.”

      She sighs. “It is ridiculous, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell her. “It’d make for an excellent battering ram.”

      “Do you always look for the bright side of things?”

      “Better than looking for the dark side.”

      Her brows arch.

      I grin and nudge her with my elbow. “Here, I have an idea.”

      Between the two of us, we’re able to prop the head of the mattress along the top rail of the bunk, which then allows us to slowly move backward, forcing the bedframe to take more and more of the weight as we leverage the mattress up and over.

      “Wow,” I say on an exhale. “I can’t believe that worked.”

      “It was a smart plan.”

      “No, I mean I’m shocked the entire bedframe didn’t just collapse.”

      “Well, if you wake up to a news story tomorrow morning about a bunk bed plummeting three floors, you’ll know what caused it.”

      “But your back will be perfectly aligned.”

      “And there’s the bright side,” she says, wrinkling her nose in a heart-stoppingly adorable way.

      I swallow against the sudden dryness in my throat. “Well, I should probably get going, unless you have some ridiculously heavy dresser you also need me to move?”

      “Nope, this was it.” Her lips twitch into a smile—there and gone. Just like her laugh. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’m a history major by day, vigilante mattress mover by night. It’s kind of in the job title.”

      She shakes her head, that smile staying in place a second longer than before. “See you around, Jordan Merrick.”

      My heart does a somersault inside my chest. “See you around, Savannah Mason.”
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      The humidity bubble pops when a storm breaks out of the bloated sky, as if someone stuck a pincushion right into the middle of a giant water balloon. Mom and I had just ducked into a café on Duke of Gloucester Street for a quick dinner when the downpour began. Now, we’re sitting in a booth by the window, sheets of rain pounding the sidewalk outside as we sip our iced teas and scarf down half a chicken sandwich each. We also share a small bag of chips and a side salad. The prices here probably wouldn’t be considered expensive to others, but Mom and I got into the habit of splitting one meal into two a long time ago.

      “How were your roommates?” Mom asks, crumpling her napkin into a ball in her hand while she eats. “Are they nice?”

      “Nice enough.”

      “Well, maybe sharing a room with them will teach you how to be a bit more flexible. It’s not good to need everything done your own way all the time.”

      “It’s not about—” I stop because the fight isn’t worth it.

      I’ve tried to explain to Mom that I’m not a “hothouse orchid” as she and Grandma both like to call me. All of my systems and routines are in place to help me excel at my classes and keep the worst of my dyslexia at bay. But even though Mom says she gets it, she still makes comments like these all the time, as if I’m a control freak with no regard for anyone else’s preferences. I don’t think she says it to hurt me, but it doesn’t change the fact that it does.

      “How was work?” I ask her instead. It usually takes less mental energy to listen to Mom talk about herself than to try to explain anything going on with me in a way that she can understand.

      “It was fantastic,” she says, a smile exploding across her face, the first pure glimpse of joy I’ve seen from her in days. She looks around, then leans forward and whispers, “I got a lead on a new psychic who thinks she can break the curse.”

      Mom looks up at me like a child waiting for her parent to praise her for a job well-done. Meanwhile, I have to grip the edge of the table until my knuckles hurt to keep from rolling my eyes.

      “Mom. There is no curse.”

      She ignores me.

      “You remember my friend, Haley?” she asks. “She was in Richmond the other day and she found this psychic who says that I just need to bring in some old family photos from our maternal line and she’ll do the rest. Some sort of burning ritual. I think there’s sage involved. Or maybe thyme.”

      I take another bite of my sandwich, eyeing her. “And how much is this ritual going to cost?”

      “Not much. Just a week’s salary—”

      “A week?”

      “—but she swears the curse will be lifted the moment it’s done.”

      This time, I do roll my eyes. “That’s what they all say.”

      Mom shakes her head. “This one isn’t like the others. She’s legit. And it’s really important to me that it works this time because...”

      “Because?” I ask, already knowing the answer. I’ve seen this exact same story play out a dozen times throughout my childhood, and it never ends well.

      Mom’s smile is a slow, hopeful thing. “I met someone.”

      I groan and drop my head back against the booth’s vinyl cushion. “Mom. Seriously? Again?”

      She narrows her eyes. “What is it, Savannah? You want me to be alone for the rest of my life? Is that it?” She curls her lip. “How selfish can you be?”

      “I don’t want you to be alone,” I say, ignoring the jab. “I want you to stop picking losers who leave at the tiniest sign of commitment and then blame it on a fake curse.”

      “It’s not fake,” Mom hisses, bending forward over the table and driving her index finger into its surface. “Not a single woman in our family has been happy in love since your great-great-great-great grandmother got us into this mess in the first place. Now, I know it doesn’t mean anything to you because you’ve never been in love, but trust me, the second you find someone you can’t stop thinking about, who makes everything inside of you hurt because you’re terrified of how much you love them, knowing they’ll leave you in the end, then you’ll stop making fun of me and start looking for a cure yourself.”

      I glare at her. “Yeah, well, according to you, this con artist with a crystal ball is going to fix all of that for me, so I won’t have to worry about it.”

      Mom shakes her head at me. “Go ahead, Savannah. Make fun of me. But this is real. You can’t ignore the facts.”

      Okay, sure, let’s talk about “The Facts”.

      “The Facts” are that my great-times-four grandmother was supposedly involved in a love triangle. According to the way my mom and grandma tell the story, she and her best friend both fell for the boy next door, and that boy chose to marry my great-times-four grandmother, a marriage which ended in said boy turning into an alcoholic and leaving her behind with a baby on her hip so that he could go sleep with other women and be completely useless to society.

      “The Facts” are that since then, none of the women in our family have had a successful marriage. They’ve all ended in either divorce, early death, or abandonment. “The Facts” are that my mom has never even been married because she got pregnant with me at sixteen by a boy who denied sleeping with her and then shamed her in front of her entire school, and she’s had trouble finding anyone interested in taking on a young mother and her child ever since.

      Those are all true, verifiable things.

      Now here’s the side of the story that no one can ever convince me is real:

      Supposedly, the reason none of the women in our family have been successful in love is because my great-times-four grandmother’s best friend, in a jealous fit of rage, hired someone to put a curse on her, a curse that has trickled down through our bloodline ever since. But my mom isn’t cursed—she just has no idea how to be in a stable relationship with a man without becoming overly possessive, needy, or paranoid. Behaviors that, unfortunately, don’t keep the husband-quality guys around.

      I stab at my half of the salad, skewering a dressing-splotched cucumber. “Whatever. I’m never falling in love so, either way, it’s not my problem.”

      She shakes her head. “Oh, you’re going to fall in love with someone, all right, and it’ll happen when you least expect it.”

      No, it won’t. Because unlike Mom, I know what love really is—a hormonal response evolution programmed into our brains to increase the general population. What people think of as romantic love is really just lust, specifically designed within our DNA to make babies so our species won’t die off.

      It’s controllable. You can choose to be in love or not, and I’m choosing not.

      But I don’t say any of this because, just like trying to explain to Mom about my dyslexia, there’s no point in resurrecting an old argument that has never convinced either one of us to change our minds. Instead, I ask the question I know she’s dying for me to ask, the one that will allow her to push all of the ugliness of the past few minutes aside and reset our time together.

      “So.” Another cucumber stabbing. Another deep breath. “Who’s the new guy?”

      Mom is smiling again, all tension gone as she sets her sandwich down and uncrumples her napkin to wipe her hands. “His name is Wayne. He’s new in town, and he works at the post office.” She arches a brow. “See, Savannah? He has a steady, government job. He’s not a loser.”

      Yeah, because no one can have a full-time job and commitment issues.

      I try to inject some enthusiasm into my tone as I reply with a half-hearted, “That’s great, Mom,” even though I already know how this love affair is going to end. Either this guy is going to end up being the same love ’em and leave ’em type that ninety percent of Mom’s past boyfriends have been, or she’s going to become so possessive that, even if he is one of the good ones, he’s going to run for the hills in a month or so, and she’s going to blame the curse on something that was ever only her fault.

      “So, do you see why I need to spend this money?” she asks. “Anything I can do to lift the curse is worth it.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head, disappointed in me. Again. “Can’t you be a little more supportive? Just once?”

      A long silence follows. I don’t show it, but every time she looks at me like this, like she can’t believe her daughter could be so horrible, it feels like there’s an elephant sitting on my chest.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      She’s not right and I’m not sorry, but I say it because I know it’ll help us reset again.

      Mom asks me about my classes, and I ask her where Wayne is taking her for her first date, and it almost feels like we’re okay. At least it’s enough to get her to finish dinner with a bear hug instead of a cold shoulder and a whispered “I’m so proud of you” in my ear, but it doesn’t change the fact that there’s a chasm growing between us.

      We say goodbye at the door, Mom ducking back into the minivan and me starting toward my dorm with just a few light raindrops bouncing off my skin, and I can feel it, another piece of her I’ve lost, the mom I used to idolize, replaced by a woman who, with every pointed look and frustrated breath, makes me curl in on myself and disappear.
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      “Savannah Marie, why do you insist on being so mean to your own mother?” Grandma’s accusation warbles through the receiver, sending a dagger straight to my heart despite the fact that she’s two states away.

      I drop my head into my hands as steam from my third cup of coffee tickles the underside of my chin. “Not believing in a fake curse is not the same thing as being mean, Grandma.”

      “Well, believe in it or not, it’s real, so the least you can do is be a little more supportive of your mother after everything she’s done for you.”

      It’s been two weeks since Mom and I exchanged barbs over our shared chicken sandwich, and other than a few texts back and forth, we haven’t talked much. She did tell me she went through with the ritual and that the psychic says the curse is lifted, but the only real proof of that would be a long and happy relationship—a true “till death do us part” marriage—so it might be years before Mom can ever really point to any kind of evidence that this ritual did anything at all.

      No, the more likely scenario is that Non-Loser Wayne will pack up and leave in a few weeks’ time, and then she’ll go out looking for another cure instead of seeing a counselor like I keep telling her she should.

      I let Grandma go on a bit longer, making a few “mm-hmm” noises as I tap my nails against the ceramic curve of my mug, focusing on the sounds of the crowded coffee shop surrounding me instead of on whatever guilt trip Grandma’s laying on me now.

      My gaze roams over students hovering over books and laptops spread across pushed-together tables, keyboards clacking and espresso cups clinking and heads bobbing vaguely to music tucked away in little round earbuds. The music outside of everyone’s individual spheres is standard coffeehouse acoustic, muffled by the thrum of conversations between friends waiting in line and study groups quizzing each other for their upcoming tests. The very air crackles with the energy of minds at work, and despite how overwhelming college has been so far, I drink it in, this atmosphere I’ve always longed for.

      My eyelids grow heavy as Grandma hits her third stanza of, “Your mom’s not had an easy life, you know, and neither have I, so a little sympathy would be nice,” as if I’ve grown up in a castle without a care in the world. I down half of my now-lukewarm coffee in a single gulp, forcing my eyes wider. A migraine will come next if I’m not careful, but I haven’t been sleeping well thanks to my roommates having completely different opinions on when normal people should sleep, and all of my systems and routines are in freefall because of it. The only thing I can do to reestablish some semblance of control over my dyslexia is to catch up on pages I don’t have the energy to catch up on—thus the reason I’m drinking coffee by the vat.

      Well, that’s not the only thing you can do, a small voice whispers in the back of my mind as I remember the flyer I saw posted outside the Student Accessibility Services office my first week here. It advertised all the programs William & Mary offers to help students who suffer from learning disabilities. I wavered over the flyer, my fingers itching to grab it before I tucked the little traitors in my back pockets and moved on, all of the insidious taunts I received from my classmates growing up about the girl who couldn’t read echoing between my ears.

      As far as William & Mary knows, I don’t have dyslexia. I’ve worked really hard to prove to myself that I can handle everything on my own—that no one outside of my closest circle of family and friends ever needs to know how hard I work or how much I struggle, especially not now that I’m making a new life for myself in a new place. So long as I can get some sleep and get my systems back under control, I’ll be fine.

      I hope.

      The only thing I know for sure is that I never want to give anyone else the power to dismiss me—or worse, break me—simply because my brain works a little differently than everyone else’s. I’ve made it nine years without anyone else’s help, ever since I told my mom I didn’t need an aide to help me with my schoolwork anymore (the number one thing the other kids harassed me about).

      Surely I can make it another four.

      When Grandma starts in again on our family history as if hearing it for the billionth time will finally convince me, I cut her off.

      “I have to get to class, Grandma,” I tell her. “Can we finish this conversation later?”

      “No, no, I have nothing else to say,” she huffs. “But call your mother. It would go a long way if you would just reach out and congratulate her.”

      “I can’t congratulate her for breaking a curse I don’t believe in.”

      She mumbles something under her breath, then ends the call without even so much as a goodbye. I groan and bury my face in my arms, my breath making tiny fog circles on the laminated table.

      “You know,” a familiar voice says from somewhere behind me, its smooth resonance gliding like ocean water across my skin, “I was just standing here, minding my own business, sipping my coffee and happily eavesdropping on another conversation entirely, until I heard you use the word curse twice in the same phone call, and now I’m afraid it’s your duty as the instigator of such curiosity to tell me exactly what you were just talking about.”

      I lift my head, my gaze catching on pine-green eyes and a mass of thick, dark curls over a long, angular face.

      “Jordan Merrick.” I eye the same satchel he carried two weeks ago, a different book peeking out of its top. “You sure do have an uncanny way of showing up when I am not at my best.”

      He smirks. “You remembered my name.”

      “Hard to forget the boy who rescued me from a grizzly mattress crushing.”

      “Don’t forget to add impending heat stroke.” He takes the seat across from mine, arms crossed on the table and legs splayed on either side of the chair as he leans in. “Did they get that new AC unit in?”

      I nod and silently grumble: Not that it’s helped me sleep at all.

      “So.” He takes another sip of his coffee. “You want to tell me about that curse?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Oh, come on. You’ve intrigued me, and I’m like a dog with a bone when I’m intrigued. They call me the Sherlock Holmes of the history department, you know.”

      “Do they really?”

      “No,” he admits. “But they will.”

      “Well, you can snoop around this bone all you want. You’re not getting it.”

      “That sounds like a challenge, Miss Mason.”

      “Take it however you like, Mr. Merrick.”

      A group of sorority girls passes Jordan in the crowded aisle. He maneuvers out of their way, waiting for them to pass, completely oblivious to the fact that every single one of them scans his rock-star-meets-sexy-historian look appreciatively, then returns, his gaze scanning the textbooks and notebooks splayed out in front of me. “How are your classes going?”

      “Not great. I haven’t been sleeping well, and it’s been really messing with my ability to focus on anything. Both of my roommates have afternoon classes, so they stay up all night talking about boys and trying on each other’s clothes, while I just lie there, wondering if anyone’s invented a noise-blocking pillow yet.”

      “You could always ask them to take their nightly parties to the common room.”

      “There’s no point. Our neighbors are up all night playing music too, and our RA is too nice to put her foot down.”

      Jordan’s gaze catches on my flash cards sitting on the edge of the table, carefully printed in bold permanent marker with wide spacing between each letter, and then on my colonial history book, open to a section on the House of Burgesses. Entire paragraphs are highlighted, each line a different color—yellow, orange, green, pink—the pattern repeating on the next paragraph (I find that highlighting each sentence a different color helps me focus better on the words while I’m reading them). He also takes in the notepad sitting underneath my arm, textbook paragraphs rewritten in my handwriting with the same wide letter spacing.

      “Seem like a complicated study system,” he observes.

      “Yeah, well, I’m a complicated sort of girl.”

      “I’m getting that.” Another sip of coffee. Another meeting of darted glances. “Does it work?”

      “It helps,” I say, “which is almost the same thing.”

      “Well, if the problem is sleep, you could always try napping at the main library. The reference section is usually pretty quiet, and you wouldn’t be the first person to fall asleep there.”

      I frown, surprised he would care enough to even suggest something. “Thanks.”

      He raps his knuckles on the table. “Well, I should get going. Hard to lead a study group when you’re not there.” He places his now-empty coffee cup on the dirty dishes cart across from us, then turns back. “And Savannah?”

      I feel a bobby pin coming loose from my bun. I reach up and press it back in. “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to find out about that curse.”

      I laugh. “Good luck, Merrick. That secret is locked up tight.”

      “Every lock has a key.”
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      I take Jordan up on his suggestion after I finish my coffee, heading for the main library and finding refuge at a table in a darkened corner of the reference room. It doesn’t take long for the soft whirring of the AC and the gentle murmur of pens scratching paper to lull me to sleep.

      Jordan’s sparkling eyes and easy, confident gait greet me in my dream. At first that’s all I can focus on—pine-green irises and a smile that makes me want to know him better—but then it’s as if a camera pans out, and I watch from afar as we walk into a lecture hall together.

      Jordan takes the seat next to mine.

      “This test is going to be a cakewalk,” he says, slouching down, like he can’t believe he even has to take a test on something that’s so easy.

      Exam booklets are set in front of us. Jordan speeds through his, handing it back to our professor in a matter of minutes. Meanwhile, I can’t get past the first question. None of the letters make sense. It doesn’t even look like the test is written in English. My palms start to sweat.

      You’re okay, I tell myself. Focus.

      But then time leaps forward in a blink, and suddenly I’m the only one left still taking the test. All the other students circle me, laughing at me because the letters are leaping off the pages and scurrying up the walls. I try to catch them, but they’re too fast. They climb the windows like spiders, blocking out the light until there’s just a single shaft of gold breaking through, illuminating the disappointment on Jordan’s face.

      He shakes his head at me.

      “I really thought I met my match in you, Savannah Mason,” he says. “I guess I was wrong.”
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      A gentle hand on my arm jolts me awake. I bolt upright, checking the time on my phone.

      I’ve been asleep for four hours.

      “The library is closing now, dear,” a librarian in her late sixties says, glancing down at me with kind, grandmotherly eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, rubbing my hands down my face, my brain fuzzy from sleep. “I didn’t mean to—”

      She hushes me with another soft pat on my arm. “You just sleep here whenever you like. Sometimes the best thing a person can do for themselves is take a good long nap.”

      She gives me a wink, then shuffles off, putting away books left on tables and humming a melody of a song I think I heard on an oldies radio station once. I gather up my things and head out into the purple dusk of a setting sun, feeling more rested than I have in weeks, but my dream haunts me as I walk down brick-paved paths, whispering at me in a sinister voice that I’ll never catch up and that I should go home before I embarrass myself any further.

      I just wish it didn’t sound so convincing.
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      Every time Savannah Mason pops into my mind, I try to push her away.

      It was easier when she was just a girl I helped that one day—a girl I sometimes looked for on crowded streets, wondering if I might catch a glimpse of that perfectly symmetrical face and that stubborn, dimpled chin—but now she’s even more of a mystery, with the word curse hovering over her, making me, once again, wonder what’s happened in her life to make her the way that she is.

      I tell myself to stop thinking about her as I slide into the stream of student and tourist traffic making its way down Duke of Gloucester Street, heading toward campus. I have a paper to write on early colonial governing practices and an economics test to study for. Thinking about any girl—let alone one as mystifying as Savannah Mason—is off the table for me right now. I have too much going on to get distracted again.

      I won’t make the same mistake I made freshman year.

      Still, there’s something about her unpredictability and her grit that makes me want to find a way through the poison-tipped spikes so I can discover the real Savannah Mason hiding underneath.

      “Merrick!”

      Shit. Speaking of freshman year.

      Josh, Micah, and Tony—the three guys I hung out with for the first six weeks of my college career; also known as the three guys who almost lost me my scholarship—elbow their way through the throng.

      I don’t have time for this.

      “What’s up, man?” Tony asks, smacking my hand with his own and bumping my shoulder.

      “Just heading back to the dorm,” I tell them, adjusting the strap of my satchel across my chest. “I have a paper to write and a test to study for.”

      All three of them laugh and shake their heads, like I’m the ridiculous one for wanting to pass my classes, but all three of them have parents who can actually pay for their tuition, and they take full advantage of that fact. It doesn’t matter to them if they pass their classes with As or Ds, so long as they pass. Me? With a pastor father and a stay-at-home mother, I’m taking out in student loans whatever my academic scholarships don’t cover, which means there’s no way I’m letting myself graduate with anything less than a four-point.

      “You know, I think I have a test tomorrow too. In Women’s Studies,” Tony says, rubbing his hand across his jaw.

      Josh sputters. “What are you taking Women’s Studies for, bro?”

      “Seriously, man?” Tony rolls his eyes. “I’m the only guy in a class with thirty girls. You do the math.”

      “What do they even teach in Women’s Studies?” Micah asks.

      “I don’t know, man,” Tony says. “How to buy a tampon?”

      Josh and Micah laugh and start making horrible, derogatory comments about women that sets my teeth on edge. A mom and her two teenage girls give us disgusted looks as they pass us by. I want to tell them I’m not like these guys, but they’re already moving down the street, shaking their heads and muttering under their breaths.

      I still can’t believe I hung out with these assholes.

      Well actually, I can. I was a jerk my first semester of college, and it is, without a doubt, the single thing I most regret in my life. Luckily my dad set me straight, and I’ve been avoiding these pricks ever since.

      “Well, I really should get to work on that paper,” I tell them.

      “Hey, man, we’re having a party at our frat tonight,” Micah says, turning his attention back to me. “You should come.”

      “There’s going to be a lot of hot, drunk girls there,” Tony, Mr. Women’s Studies himself, adds. “Easy pickings.”

      “Tempting,” I tell them. “But I think I’m going to study instead.”

      “Suit yourself, bro,” Josh says. “Stop by if you change your mind.”

      “And you should stop by the library sometime,” I reply. “You know. Actually study for once in your life.”

      All three of them almost bust a gut laughing.

      “I love that dude,” Micah says as they walk away. “He’s hilarious.”

      I roll my eyes and start back down the street, stopping when I spot the mom who passed us earlier looking over a menu posted outside of a sandwich shop.

      “Excuse me?”

      The woman turns, her eyes narrowing as she recognizes me. Both of her daughters cross their arms and stare me down, daring me to mess with their mom and see if I live to tell about it.

      “I’m really sorry for what those guys were saying,” I tell them before grabbing the last twenty-dollar bill left in my wallet and handing it to them. “Please, grab some food on me.”

      The mom’s eyes widen. She shakes her head and starts to protest, but I stop her.

      “Really,” I say. “It would make me feel better.”

      She smiles and pats my cheek. “You’re a good boy.”

      Not always, I think, but I’m trying.

      I wonder what she would say if she knew that, only two years ago, I was just like those guys. Maybe even worse, because while they acted that way out of stupidity, I did it out of pain, wanting nothing more than to obliterate myself with an endless supply of alcohol and one-night hookups.

      Long story short, I have a lot to make up for, which is why I don’t have time to get distracted, not even by someone as enchanting and bewildering as Savannah Mason.
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      Every afternoon for the next week, I curl up in the gray-tinged shadows of the reference room and study until my eyes cross, then lay my head in my arms and sleep, sometimes for thirty minutes, sometimes for two hours, but always cradled in the smell of leather book binding and a freshly vacuumed carpet.

      The extra sleep has helped, but I’m still so far behind on my reading for Colonial American History that I had no idea what Dr. Steinberg was even talking about in his lecture today. I’m barely keeping up with my homework for statistics, and the only reason I’m doing fine in Bio is because I still remember most of it from high school. I’ve also managed to keep up with Intro to Creative Nonfiction, but that’s only because I’ve been able to listen to the required reading via audiobooks when I can’t sleep and voice-transcribe my papers onto a program on my laptop.

      Last night was an even worse night’s sleep than usual, as our next-door neighbors threw a ’90s party until three o’clock in the morning and didn’t even play any of the good ’90s music.

      I really think if I don’t get a full night of sleep soon, I’m going to lose it.

      Unfortunately, Vi and Cali are hosting a pizza party for their American Literature study group in our dorm tonight, followed by a showing of The Great Gatsby for their upcoming test, so if I get to sleep before midnight, it’ll be a miracle. Which is why I head back to the library for another nap, looking to get my sleep wherever I can.

      But today, when I get to my usual table, someone is already there, books and papers scattered across its wooden surface.

      Jordan.

      This is the first time I’ve seen him since that horrible dream, and it all comes rushing back to me—the disappointment in his eyes, the certainty that I was never supposed to be here, that William & Mary clearly made a mistake when they accepted me. Panic claws at my throat, but I push it aside. It was just a nightmare. A subconscious reaction to stress and lack of sleep. It wasn’t real.

      But it could be, that awful voice whispers again. You know you’ll never be as smart as him—as any of them—so why don’t you just go home now before you make an even bigger fool of yourself?

      I close my eyes and remember what Evelyn and Isla said when I FaceTimed them that night, hyperventilating and trying so hard not to cry.

      “You’re a rockstar, Vanna,” Isla told me. “You’ve always been at the head of every class, and you’re going to do it again.”

      “Remember when you were a kid and people kept telling you that your dyslexia would make everything harder for you, but you refused to believe it?” Evelyn added. “You told them that there was nothing wrong with the way your brain works, and you proved it to them by turning it into a strength. You’ve trained your brain to remember every tiny detail it soaks in so that even when the letters move, you still know exactly what you’re talking about. You’re going to crush every class you take from now until graduation, and you know how I know that?”

      “How?” I asked, forcing myself to breathe.

      “Because you’re Savannah Mason, and you don’t let a damn thing stop you from achieving whatever you set your mind to.”

      Isla shouted a hearty “Hear, hear!” and then offered to drive me to and from campus every day in her broken-down beater of a car if it meant I could get a good night’s sleep at her house. I thanked her for the offer, but I knew from experience that running away from my problems would only make them worse.

      I just need to find some equilibrium here. A new normal.

      Thinking of my friends now helps me breathe again. I waver on the balls of my feet as I watch Jordan intently scribbling something down in a leather journal, not sure if I should say hello or turn and walk away. Funnily enough, this boy that I’ve only met twice has become the closest thing to a friend I’ve made here, which is really pathetic if you think about it. I know I should try harder to make friends—or at least be semi-friendly to Vi and Cali—but I have to put in twice as many hours as everyone else to keep up with my coursework, ergo (to use a Jordan word) there just isn’t much time left for being social.

      I turn on my heel, ready to bolt before he spots me, but a floorboard beneath the carpet creaks, and Jordan glances up.

      A smile breaks across his face.

      “Savannah Mason,” he says, and there’s this way that he says it, as if even the syllables of my name are a complete mystery to him, that makes me shuffle my feet and look everywhere but at him.

      My gaze roams over the table he’s sitting at, snatching on squares of white paper encased in plastic sheet protectors, the handwriting on them all elegant loops and convoluted letters.

      “What are you working on?” I ask, the words falling from my lips before I can stop them.

      “Oh, this.” He blushes a little as he ruffles some of the papers around, his long fingers tenting over them. “This is my obsession.”

      “Obsession?” I take a step forward. “Now I’m the one who’s intrigued.”

      “Please.” He gestures for me to take the seat across from him.

      I only waffle for a moment before taking it, my eyes scanning the old-fashioned writing. “What are they?”

      “Letters,” he explains. “Between Captain William Potter of the Virginia militia and the daughter of a wealthy loyalist merchant on the governor’s council. The originals were found in that historic home I was telling you about—the Lydia Potter House? These are the copies the docent let me make.”

      I leaf through the papers, letters jumping and tangling all over themselves in an elegant but spiraling dance of coils and swirls.

      “What was the daughter’s name?” I ask, trying to make it out.

      “I don’t know yet,” he says. “The letters are addressed to ‘Bex’, which could be a nickname for Rebecca, Elizabeth, or Beatrice. I’ve narrowed it down to a few contenders based on her father’s position, and I think it’s Rebecca Whitaker, daughter of James Whitaker, one of the governor’s most trusted friends at the time of the revolution.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Ah, that’s where the obsession comes in. The letters end with Bex disappearing and William beside himself with fear for her safety. They’re, um”—he clears his throat—“love letters.” He meets my gaze briefly, then glances back down and shuffles through them again. “I’m trying to figure out what happened next. If I can tie up enough loose ends, I plan on using their story for my senior thesis. I even have my very own dig site about an hour from here I’m hoping will reveal something.”

      “A dig site? Like…an archaeological one?”

      He nods.

      My brows arch. “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks,” he says, a slight blush tingeing his cheeks. “It took me over a year of research to get a rough guess on where William’s militia hideout might have been. When I finally figured it out, Steinberg and a couple other professors helped me get the permit to dig over the summer, and just last week we found remnants of a fireplace hidden about three feet below the dirt.”

      “Wait—did you just say senior thesis? Aren’t you a junior?”

      His blush deepens. “I’ve been taking classes year-round since I was a freshman, so I’m set to graduate a year early.”

      My throat constricts as I remember the dream, the feeling that this is all so much easier for everyone else than it is for me.

      “Does everyone have to take on such a big research project in order to graduate?” I ask.

      “No, but I’ll be applying to Ph.D. programs, and a great senior thesis could make all the difference.”

      “How did you find them? The letters?”

      “My dad took me on a tour of the Potter House almost two years ago now. It was my first semester of my freshman year, and I was...” He shifts a little in his seat. “Not in a great place. I needed to be reminded of why I love history. When Dad mentioned to the docent that I want to be the next Ron Chernow—you know, the guy who wrote the book on Hamilton that inspired the musical?—she very graciously offered to show me these letters. They had just found them in a back room on the third floor. They weren’t even on display to the public yet. I was only going to read the first one, but once I started, I couldn’t put them down. I spent hours reading them all and jotting down notes on my phone. I asked if I could make copies, and the rest is history.”

      “Nice pun.”

      “I try.”

      “So...they were in love?” I ask, trying to sound more curious than dubious.

      “Childhood best friends turned lovers,” he says it casually, but then this look crosses his face, a pained expression that makes my own heart twist in response. He hides it well though, flipping through the letters as if looking for one in particular. When he finds it, he pulls it out of the sheet protector—I can just make out July 4, 1780 written at the top before the letters and numbers turn illegible.

      He begins to read:

      “My Bex,

      “This date marks four years since our world changed, since sides were drawn and our families found themselves on opposing sides of this war. This date also marks four years from the moment I realized how deeply and ardently my heart longs for you. My only regret was that it took our families quarreling and commanding us to no longer see one another for me to recognize that our friendship had deepened into something I no longer had any control over, a force more powerful than anything else on this earth.”

      Jordan leans forward, his brow furrowing a little as if searching for clues about these two people even now, on what I assume is the hundredth time he’s read this letter.

      “The war has pulled us apart. It has been too long since I’ve seen the smile that bewitched me from the start, or heard the voice that beckoned me with every inflection and observation and playful turn of phrase. How often I heard your father reprimand you when we were younger, remarking that no man would ever desire a wife who could just as easily quote the entirety of Plutarch’s Lives in the original Greek as shame her husband for his inadequacy to do so. He asked you to hide your light, but I knew, even then, what a devastation to the world that would be, what a waste of a good and sparkling mind. You are everything my soul cries out for. The only thing that gets me through the horrors of this war is the knowledge that, at the end of it, you will be my wife and I will be your husband, and together we will build a legacy no man can ever take away.”

      Jordan’s eyes meet mine, and I exhale, unsure of when I stopped breathing.

      “See why I couldn’t put it down?” He chuckles as he hands me the letter. “How about it? Want to get sucked into the mystery with me?”

      I try to focus on the opening paragraph, but within the first two words, the letters are swimming.

      I push myself out of the chair and give him a smile that I hope doesn’t look as uneasy as it feels. “Maybe another time.”

      “Oh,” he says, taking the letter back. “Okay.”

      “I need to catch up on some sleep,” I explain.

      He smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “I get it.”

      “Good luck.” I gesture to the letters. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      I turn on my heel to go, but his voice stops me.

      “If you came here to take a nap,” he says to my spine, “I won’t judge.”

      I glance back at him. “I would hope not, considering you were the one who gave me the suggestion in the first place.”

      He shrugs. “I’m just glad you took me up on it.”

      I look at the other tables, but they’re all bathed in sunlight, and I’m not sure that I’ll be able to sleep very well at any of them. Jordan’s is the only one swathed in shadow. He must realize this too, because he pulls his papers toward him, making space on the other side of the table. “Seriously, that side is all yours. I don’t need it.”

      “Wouldn’t it be weird, me taking a nap at the same table you’re studying at?”

      “Only if you make it weird.”

      I bite my lip, debating.

      His eyes narrow as he looks at me—really looks at me. The dark circles under my eyes. The sickly paleness of my skin. The jittering hands from too much caffeine.

      He lowers his voice. “Savannah...are you okay?”

      Tears well in my eyes before I can stop them.

      He stands immediately. “Hey, it’s okay. Sit down.” He guides me back into my seat, looping his arm around the back of my chair and crouching down to my level. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying.” I rub my fingers under my eyes, trying to erase the evidence. “I’ve just been feeling so—”

      “Overwhelmed?”

      I nod.

      “Everyone feels that way at first.”

      “But I’m not like everyone else.”

      “How do you mean?”

      Don’t tell him. Don’t give him a reason to think any less of you than he already does.

      But I’m tired of hiding. Tired of pretending that everything’s okay when it so clearly isn’t. And he’s just one person. If he mocks me for my disability, I’ll sucker punch him and swear to do worse if he tells anyone else.

      I take a deep breath, then say it quick before I can convince myself not to.

      “I’m dyslexic.”

      “Ah.” I try to read his expressions, searching for any hint of judgment or disappointment or disgust. But he just looks surprised. And maybe…sympathetic? “So that’s why you space out your letters so widely.”

      I nod. “It helps. Or at least it does when I’m getting enough sleep at night. But if I don’t get enough sleep, it’s harder for me to focus, and if I can’t focus, it’s harder to keep track of what I’m reading, and it doesn’t take long for everything else to spiral out of control after that.”

      “What else helps? Besides sleep?”

      I glance at him, trying to determine if he genuinely wants to know or if he’s just being polite. I scan the depths of his pine-green eyes, looking for any sign that they see me differently now that they know.

      “I record my professors’ lectures on my phone,” I tell him, “and listen to them at night when I can’t sleep. I have every lecture Steinberg’s given so far memorized, but he doesn’t even cover half of what’s in the textbook, and there’s so much I’m missing.”

      “Can I see?”

      “The lectures?”

      He nods.

      I pull out my phone and swipe through the tabs until I get to the recording app. I hold it up.

      “Do you have your history book on you?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Why?”

      He holds out his hand. “Give it here. Phone too.”

      I’m upset enough to do what he says without questioning it.

      He stands and returns to his seat, opening the textbook to chapter one and setting my phone on the table next to him. “I’m going to start reading, and you can just listen for however long you like until you fall asleep, and then I’ll keep reading and record as much as I can. Sound fair?”

      I shake my head, certain I couldn’t have heard him correctly. “What?”

      “That’ll help, right? If you can listen to the chapters instead of reading them?”

      “Yes, but—” My brow furrows. “Why do you want to help me? What do you get out of it?”

      He shakes his head like he has no idea where I get half of the things I say. “Can’t a person just do something nice for another person without getting anything else out of it?”

      No man does anything nice for a woman without having an ulterior motive. How many times have I heard Mom say that? The words are practically tattooed on my eardrums.

      I narrow my eyes, studying him.

      He laughs at me. “Lie down, Savannah. Go to sleep.”

      I fight it for as long as I can, but Jordan’s voice is soft and low and soothing as he reads, like the gentle murmur of a babbling brook. I try to concentrate on early explorers and dates and treatises, but my heart rate slows, and my eyelids grow heavy. I fold my arms on the table and rest my head on top of them, slipping out of consciousness the second I close my eyes.

      Three hours later, I blink the grogginess away and lift my head, fully intending on asking Jordan why he let me sleep so long, but his side of the table is empty save for a single note written on a lined flash card. His number is written at the bottom, and he took care to write each letter clearly and space out the words a bit, making the letters only vibrate and collide a little as I read:

      Recorded the first three chapters. Would have stayed longer but had to go to a research meeting. Meet here again tomorrow?

      I pull out my phone and carefully type his name and number in as a new contact. I triple check everything I write, then voice-text: “Tomorrow would be great. Thanks.”

      He texts back a smiley face and a thumbs up, along with a voice-text of his own:

      “My pleasure.”
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        Every heart sings a song, incomplete, until another heart whispers back.
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      Somehow, in the harried moments of rushing to classes and drinking unhealthy amounts of caffeine, the heat of September bleeds into the refreshing coolness of October. The light changes too, the sun setting earlier at night and rising later in the morning, trading the white-hot brightness of summer for fading shafts of golden, autumn light.

      Three times a week, I meet Jordan in the library. Sometimes I’m wired enough to stay awake and listen as he reads each chapter. Sometimes I sleep through it and catch up on it at night, while Vi and Cali watch reality TV and paint each other’s nails. They used to ask me to join them, but they don’t anymore. I feel kind of bad about the fact that I barely say more than two words to them a day, but we’re on completely different schedules, and even if we weren’t, my dyslexia prevents me from having the same kind of free time as they do.

      Still, watching them bond over fashion and music and other people’s terrible dating choices makes me miss Evelyn and Isla that much more. We catch up via FaceTime when we can, but Isla is so busy growing her mom’s wedding planning business and Evelyn is so busy trying to keep up with her studies at Harvard that it’s almost impossible to keep up with each other. I did catch Isla the other night though. She could tell I was stressed and asked if it was my mom.

      “No, Mom’s been really nice lately,” I told her. “She’s got a boyfriend, and it’s going well so far. As long as she’s happy, she doesn’t see a reason to make my life miserable.”

      “Maybe this one will work out?” Isla asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t tell me you think that psychic actually did anything?”

      “Of course not,” she replied. She was at the office, preparing her mom’s conference room for a meeting with one of their brides, French café music playing softly in the background. “You know I don’t believe in that stuff. Well...not really anyway.” She paused to pluck a couple drooping flowers from the coffee table’s centerpiece. “I’m just saying, maybe this guy is different?”

      “Maybe,” I admit. “But is my mom different? Because nothing will change until she does.”

      We hung up and promised to talk again soon, but “soon” has become a relative term for us that could mean anything from a couple of days to a month, depending on how busy we get.

      It’s strange but somehow in the past three weeks, Jordan has sort of become my best friend. I mean, we don’t hang out outside of the library, but we voice-text each other every day. I even made a Spotify playlist for him as a thank-you after the first time he read and recorded my textbook for me, and he liked the music so much—a bunch of underground bands mixed with some coffeehouse acoustic and a touch of oldies, but only the good stuff: “Come Together” by the Beatles, Fleetwood Mac’s “Go Your Own Way”, and some of the Ramones’ more obscure songs—that I’ve just started making more playlists whenever I need a study break and texting them to him when they’re ready. He returns the favor by sending me links to his favorite podcasts, including a couple history ones specifically focused on the early colonial era.

      “There’s some info in these that your textbook doesn’t even cover,” he voice-texted me, “and it’ll blow Steinberg away if you bring them up in your midterm.”

      The midterm. My stomach pitches just thinking about it, my mind instantly going back to the dream and the words scuttling up the walls. Jordan keeps telling me not to worry about it, saying I’m going to do great, but I just have this terrible feeling that something’s going to go wrong.

      I’m so fidgety about it the Thursday before that I can’t even concentrate as Jordan quizzes me. We’re in the coffee shop because I told him that if we met in the library, I would just sleep through our study session. I need the buzz of chatter and the clinking of coffee mugs on ceramic saucers and the lilt of music in the background to stay awake. Jordan refused to let me get another shot of espresso though.

      “You really need to at least attempt to sleep tonight,” he told me before ordering an herbal tea for each of us.

      Now, he’s tilting his chair back, one foot propped on the empty seat next to him, flicking his pen between his fingers as he reads from my textbook.

      “Tell me about the Stamp Act,” he says.

      “The Stamp Act,” I repeat, mentally going through each memorized chapter in my head as if hitting a fast-forward button. “Enacted in 1765 because England owed a bunch of money to France from the Seven Years’ War, so they decided to tax all of the paper products in the colonies.”

      “Such as?”

      “Newspapers, pamphlets, cards.”

      “And what was the rallying cry of those who opposed it?”

      “‘No taxation without representation.’”

      “Good.”

      I roll my eyes. “That was an easy one.”

      “Not for everyone.” Jordan closes the book. “I don’t know, Mason. I think you’re ready.”

      I’m so anxious for this test, I can’t keep still. My fingernails drum on the table while my legs bob up and down underneath it. “I hope you’re right.”

      Jordan notices my fidgeting and covers my hand with his own, steadying me. “Seriously. You’re going to do great.”

      My gaze trails to the curve of his bicep peeking out of the rolled-up sleeve of his white tee. “Thanks.”

      He stares at my hand for a moment longer before clearing his throat and letting it go. “Just make sure you review chapter seven—agricultural commerce and colonial farming techniques. The final essay question always has something to do with it, and no one ever sees it coming.”

      “Ah, so you’re sharing insider information now, are you? Isn’t that a bit like cheating?”

      “A bit,” he says, smiling, “but not quite.” He grabs his teacup and drinks the rest of his tea in one gulp. “I should get going. I’m giving a tour in a couple hours, and I need to stop by the research library first.”

      “You’re giving a tour? Tonight? On the one night I can’t get away?”

      He smirks. “It won’t be the last. You can catch the show some other time.”

      “Okay. Text me your schedule and I’ll figure out when I can make it.”

      Jordan laughs.

      “What?” I ask. “The first day we met you said I could come see you anytime.”

      “That was before I really got to know you,” he says. “Now I’m afraid you’ll only come to heckle me.”

      “Please. You knew I would heckle you from the moment you met me,” I tell him. “But we’re friends now, and I don’t heckle friends. I make pointed remarks, but I don’t heckle.”

      Jordan’s brow furrows. “You, uh...really think of me as your friend?”

      I lean forward. “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “On whether you let me heckle you or not.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I knew you only wanted to heckle.”

      “Tell me, do you wear those old-fashioned shoes? The ones with the buckles?”

      “Goodbye, Savannah,” he says, slinging his satchel over his chest. “I’d tell you good luck tomorrow, but you don’t need it.”

      “Thanks, Jordan. For everything.”

      “You bet.”

      I watch him walk through the door and disappear into the crowd, then pull out my phone, find chapter seven in Jordan’s recordings, and pop in my earbuds.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m drinking a cappuccino and listening to Jordan’s low, clear voice thrumming through my ears. I haven’t stopped smiling since he left. All of my anxiety has disappeared, replaced by a weightlessness, an overwhelming sense of peace, like being covered. Sheltered. Protected.

      Seen.

      Jordan Merrick makes me feel seen, and that alone is enough to make me start fidgeting again because not even my best friends have ever made me feel that way. At least, not to this extent.

      Maybe this is what it’s like to be friends with a boy.

      Maybe this is what it’s like to be more than friends with a boy.

      I immediately shove that thought back into whatever dark, hellish pit it crawled out of. Because Jordan is just a friend. That’s all he—or any boy—can ever be. I am not losing pieces of myself to someone who will leave and never come back.

      I am not my mother, and Jordan is just a friend.

      Still, I need to watch myself around him. Need to make sure whatever it is about him that makes me smile and laugh when all I want to do is shout and cry, doesn’t make our friendship blur into something fuzzy and unwelcome.
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      I slept in.

      I.

      SLEPT.

      IN.

      The light streaming in through my dorm window is noon-bright, both of my roommates are awake and doing their hair and makeup—something I never see them do because I’m already well into my second class before either one of them even wakes up—and my cell phone is only sitting halfway on my charger, completely dead.

      I bolt upright, almost smacking my head on the ceiling. My thousand-pound mattress groans underneath me and the bunk beds creak as if they’re going to splinter from the sudden change in weight distribution.

      “What time is it?” I jump down from my bed so fast I almost slip and crack my head on the side of my desk. “WHAT TIME IS IT?”

      “Almost twelve,” Vi says, not even looking at my reflection in the mirror as she brushes bronzer onto her cheeks.

      Oh no.

      Oh God, no.

      I’ve completely missed my midterm. I can’t even run to it in my pajamas, hair still tangled and teeth unbrushed. The booklets have already been handed in and everyone is already well into their second classes.

      “No, no, no, this can’t be happening.” Hands shaking, I reset my phone on the charger, making sure the little battery icon actually lights up this time, then open my laptop and type an email to my professor, explaining the situation and begging him to give me a retest. I wait for his reply, my legs bouncing up and down so fast from the adrenaline coursing through my veins, they’re practically vibrating.

      “Come on, come on, come on—”

      “What’s going on?” Vi asks.

      She and Cali are both fully turned toward me now, makeup and hair products forgotten.

      “I slept through my midterm.”

      Cali’s eyes widen. “That was today? We would’ve woken you if we’d known.”

      Neither one of them would’ve been up in time to do that, but the looks of concern on their faces keep me from saying it.

      Ten minutes goes by.

      Twenty.

      Still no response.

      I can’t believe this is happening. I was ready for this test. I’ve listened to every lecture and every chapter Jordan recorded at least three times over, locking every significant event—every person and place and date and stupid agricultural technique—away in my brain so that no matter how much the letters moved around on the page, I would still know the answers backward and forward, and for what?

      All of that studying—all of that time—wasted.

      “Why, why, why does the universe hate me?” I groan, smacking my forehead against my desk.

      Vi and Cali each put an arm around me.

      “I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Vi says.

      “Yeah, I’m sure this sort of thing happens all the time,” Cali adds. “I bet your professor will understand.”

      My stomach is rolling, and my head is pounding and all I want to do is run across campus shouting my professor’s name until I find him so I can beg him to give me a retest but having Vi and Cali on either side of me, silently supporting me, makes it almost feel like Evelyn and Isla are here. Their words comfort me enough to slow my heart rate and help me breathe.

      I refresh my email one more time, then force myself to close my laptop. I’m officially late for my statistics recitation, and I still have Intro to Creative Nonfiction this afternoon. I get ready quickly, then throw my phone (charged to twenty percent) into my backpack and race to class.

      I try to put the midterm out of my mind, making myself to wait at least ten minutes between email checks. Steinberg’s reply finally comes through when I’m back in my room at the end of the day, forcing myself to eat a peanut butter and jelly sandwich despite the fact that I have no appetite.

      I’m sorry, his email begins, but I can’t in good conscience let you retake the test now on the chance that you might have been given the questions ahead of time by another student. The score of your midterm will be a zero. I’ve looked over the grades of the assignments you’ve handed in thus far, and upon calculating the fact that your midterm makes up thirty percent of your grade, the highest grade with which you can hope to pass this class is a C. To do this, you will have to achieve high marks on your final as well as on the rest of your essays or risk failing.

      Images from my nightmare slam back into my brain—of me desperately trying to catch words as they scuttled up the walls like spiders; of everyone pointing and laughing at me; of Jordan looking so disappointed in me, like he couldn’t believe he ever thought I might be someone worth noticing.

      My throat tightens and my vision blurs. At first, I think I’m going to pass out, but then I realize I’m crying, hot tears cascading down my cheeks. Sobs wrack my body as all of the frustration, all of the sleep deprivation, all of the anxiety I’ve kept locked tight within me, pushing it down, hiding it away, trying so hard to be stronger than the undertow threatening to pull me under, spills to the surface.

      My fingers reach for my phone. I don’t even know what I’m doing until the voice-text to Jordan is already sent.

      “Help.”

      Jordan replies immediately: “What’s wrong?”

      “I missed my midterm,” I sob into the phone. “And I think I’m having a panic attack.”

      I don’t even have time to put my phone down before it bings with his response.

      “I’ll be right there.”
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      The second she opens the door, Savannah launches herself at me. I stumble backward into the hall before closing my arms around her.

      I’ve never been this close to her before. Her perfume is so soft, so delicate—such a contrast to the strength with which she usually carries herself—that I’ve only ever gotten hints of it before, when we both stand up from a table at the same time and almost brush arms in the process, or when she lays her head down at the library, her hair cascading across the desk in waves of satiny gold. But her scent wraps around me now, a flowery mix that reminds me of the lavender and roses that bloom next to our front porch. There’s something else too, a light, powdery smell that makes me think of freshly laundered bedsheets snapping on the line.

      She smells like home, and all I want to do is stay here, in this moment, with her body soft against mine and my fingers in her hair as I gently massage the base of her scalp. Her shoulders shake as tears wet the front of my shirt. I whisper gentle shushing sounds in her ear and say, “It’ll be all right, everything will be all right,” over and over again until her trembling fades.

      Finally—and all too soon—she steps away from me, rubbing her fingers under her eyes.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She crosses her arms over her stomach, holding herself together. “Steinberg says he can’t let me take a retest and I have to get perfect scores on everything else this semester just to get by with a C.”

      “I already emailed him on the way over here.”

      “What?” Her brow furrows. “What did you say?”

      “That you’re a very dedicated student and you wouldn’t have missed your midterm without good reason—”

      “My phone died in the middle of the night. My alarm never went off.”

      “Ah, well, that explains it.”

      I reach out and wipe the tears from her cheeks before I can stop myself. I’m about to pull my hands back, but then she leans into my touch, her eyes fluttering closed.

      I remind myself to breathe.

      “Do you think it will help?” she asks, glancing up at me. “Your email? Do you think he’ll let me take another test?”

      I shake my head. “Unfortunately, no. That’s a pretty strict policy of his. But I have an idea for an extra-credit project you might be able to do to make up for it.”

      “What kind of project?”

      “Let’s see if he agrees before I tell you.”

      She swallows. “Thank you. You’ve been such a good friend to me, and I know I haven’t done anything to deserve it—”

      I put up my hand, stopping her. “I’ve never met anyone more critical of themselves. Did you ever stop to think that I might actually enjoy your company?”

      Her gaze meets mine, and a moment passes where I’m certain neither one of us is breathing.

      I want to kiss her. The desire comes on so fast that it makes me feel like I’m stumbling back again even though I’m standing still. But then she’s stepping away, and whatever just passed between us—whether real or a torturous figment of my imagination—is gone. She’s retreating into herself, armor snapping back into place.

      I tilt my head toward the stairs. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk. Get your mind off the midterm for a bit.”

      She glances back at her room. “I don’t know. I should probably do something productive. Like write one of those essays I have to ace.”

      “Will you be able to concentrate on it?”

      “Probably not,” she admits. “And they do say fresh air helps at times like these.”

      “Oh, where I’m taking you has better than fresh air. Well, better if you like the smell of woodsmoke, anyway.”

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t forget your coat. It’s chilly out there.”

      She walks inside and tells her roommates where she’s going, then returns with a light brown jacket over her autumn-yellow sweater.

      Her lips twitch in a sad, almost-smile. “Let’s go.”

      We walk side by side down the stairs and out into the chill air of a setting October sun, Savannah quiet with thoughts of her test while I am quiet with thoughts of her.
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      Jordan takes me to Duke of Gloucester Street, the main thoroughfare of Colonial Williamsburg. We walk under a fiery sky, reds and oranges and violets all splattering and mixing together like knocked-over paint canisters. The canvas stretching above us matches the flames dancing in the metal baskets seated atop tall poles on either side of the road, a form of colonial-era streetlamps.

      Jordan was right. The smell of woodsmoke mixing with the crisp scent of autumn in the air as the leaves change and the earth begins to dampen and cool gives off a sort of comfort, like wrapping myself up in a thick blanket, but I don’t know that it would have the same effect if Jordan weren’t here with me, walking beside me, making me feel—for the first time today—like missing my midterm wasn’t the complete end of the world. Still, I cringe every time I think of it, my heart rate picking up as I realize just how tenuous this dream of mine is. I always knew it would be hard to get a college degree, to travel the world and write about it like I want to, but with the ability to record lectures and with better voice-transcribing technology helping me with my papers, I really thought I might be able to manage it.

      And now something as small as not checking my phone before I went to sleep has the power to tear it all down.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jordan asks me.

      I force myself to smooth the lines in my brow. “Just that I need to buy a real alarm clock. You know, one of those old-fashioned ones that won’t get messed up if you lose power or something.”

      “The really loud ringing ones?” He laughs. “Your roommates will love that.”

      “They can always go back to sleep after.”

      “Why stop at one old-fashioned alarm clock? I’d get a backup for your backup.”

      “And a backup for the backup of my backup?”

      “A whole room full of alarm clocks,” Jordan teases. “And you have to manually turn them off one by one.”

      “At least I’d know I could never sleep in.”

      “Neither could anyone else in your dorm.” He rubs the pad of his thumb across his bottom lip, a gesture that’s becoming just as familiar to me as the way he runs his hands through his hair. “Have you thought about taking only afternoon classes next semester, like your roommates? That way you can all be on the same schedule and get more sleep?”

      I nod. “But it sucks because I like getting up early. I like the feeling of getting a million things done before anyone else has even had their morning coffee yet.” I dart a glance at him, then lock my gaze back on the Capitol Building at the end of the street. “Kind of silly, I know.”

      “Not at all. I feel the same way. Nighttime is for sleeping. I don’t know why more people don’t take advantage of that fact.”

      We pass by a horse and carriage parked outside of one of the taverns. Jordan nods to the driver and pets the horse’s muzzle.

      “Good girl, Carolina,” he murmurs.

      The horse nudges his pockets.

      “No treats today, I’m afraid. Next time,” he says with a wink before giving her one more pat and moving on.

      “Friend of yours?” I ask.

      He smirks. “I walk down here almost every night. There isn’t a single reenactor or horse I don’t know.”

      “You really love it here, don’t you?”

      “I do,” he says. “Especially at sunset. There’s something about it—maybe it’s because there’s fewer tourists, or maybe it’s just that everything’s darker, so you can’t see all of the modern stuff as much, but whatever it is, it makes me feel like I’ve actually done it. Like I’ve actually walked back in time.”

      My brow furrows. “Is that something you want to do?”

      “Absolutely. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know the past had a lot of problems—problems we’re only just now addressing as a society—but I just...”

      He shakes his head, stopping himself.

      “You just what?” I ask.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      I place a hand on his arm, stopping him. “Tell me.”

      He scratches the back of his head.

      “Come on.” I nudge his shoulder with my own. “You were the one who said I needed to get my mind off my problems. What better way than to revel in yours?”

      “All right, if you really want to know...” He sighs. “I’ve always felt like I was born in the wrong time period.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I’ve never really felt like I fit in here. I’d rather spend my days reading than scrolling. Rather sit by a fire and have a deep conversation with someone than ‘like’ a photo or get into an online shouting match with someone I’ve never met. I’d rather ride a horse than drive a car, and I’d rather write an actual letter than type out an email. And I’ve been criticized in the past for being too”—he swallows—“nice. Too dependable.”

      “Those aren’t bad things.”

      “The way this particular person said them made it feel like they were.” He clears his throat and shakes the memory away. “I just feel like certain parts of my personality would have been better off in a different era.”

      I study him, this boy who doles out acts of kindness like candy, seeking nothing in return but the pleasure of knowing he helped someone. I can honestly say I’ve never met anyone like him in my entire life.

      A lump forms in my throat. “I can see that.”

      We start walking again. I cross my arms over my chest, pulling my jacket close. It’s cooler than I thought it would be, and although my sweater is warm and I’m wearing my favorite brown leather hiking boots (scored from a secondhand clothing store back home) with fluffy warm socks underneath, the linen shorts that made for the perfect temperature-equalizer earlier in the day feel like an oversight now.

      Without saying a word, Jordan takes off his heavier coat and drapes it over my shoulders. I open my mouth to fight him on it, but he just shakes his head at me.

      I narrow my eyes at him, making him laugh.

      “But like you said,” I add, focusing back on the matter at hand, “the past had some serious problems. I mean, it was really only good for white, land-owning males.”

      “Absolutely,” he agrees, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “But I like to think I would have been one of the good guys, spending my life working to fix those problems.”

      “Ah, that’s right. I forgot. You’re a feminist.”

      “I believe every person is born with the exact same rights as anyone else, so whatever label someone wants to put on that belief, they’re welcome to do so. No one person is worth more than anyone else.” His jaw hardens as he grits his teeth. “All share a common destiny—the righteous and the wicked, the good and the bad.”

      “Shakespeare?”

      “The Bible.” He smirks. “My dad’s a pastor. It comes out sometimes.”

      Warmth blossoms in my chest as I look at this boy who helps people when he doesn’t have to, who gives his coat without needing to be asked, who makes it a priority to show up when someone is in need.

      “You know,” I say, suddenly feeling a little breathless, “I think you’re right. I think you would’ve been one of the good guys.”

      He stares hard at the ground, clearly uncomfortable with the focus centered on him.

      “Is that why you wanted to study here?” I ask. “So you can walk back in time whenever you want?”

      “That, and to be close to home.”

      “Where is home for you?”

      “A small town about twenty miles north of here,” he says. “You?”

      I push my hands into the warmth of his coat pockets. “Ever hear of a town called Christmas, Virginia?”

      “The tourist destination?”

      I nod. “Have you been?”

      “I went to the bookstore there once, but that was it. I hear they have the best Christmas parade in the country.”

      “They have the best Christmas everything in the country.” I smile, thinking of all the hot chocolates Evelyn, Isla, and I have consumed over the years, swirling our cocoas with candy canes while walking wide-eyed past all of the boutique shop windows, marveling at their decorations; of all of the times we donned ice skates on Old Man Turlington’s pond, or built snowmen by the gazebo, or skipped home to the voice of Bing Crosby crooning over the town’s outdoor speakers. “That’s why so many people come from all over the world every year to visit it.”

      “Sounds magical,” he says.

      “It is.”

      “I remember it being very crowded though.”

      A surprised laugh bubbles up my throat. “That too, but it’s only really bad around the holidays. Most of the time it’s just a small, quiet town with a giant Christmas obsession.”

      “Mine is like that too—small and quiet—but year-round. We don’t have any tourist attractions to liven things up, unless you count the big ball some kid made out of rubber bands in the fifties that’s still on display in City Hall.”

      “How big are we talking?”

      “About the size of a beach ball.”

      “Sounds impressive to me.”

      “Not impressive enough to draw international tourists, but yeah, I can see the appeal.”

      We turn down a quieter street where the fiery metal baskets are replaced with flickering lamplight. The sun is fading fast now—the oranges and reds have bled from the sky, replaced by navy and indigo and a touch of pink just above the horizon.

      “Get any emails yet?” I ask him, proud I made it this long before mentioning it.

      He checks his phone. “Not yet, but don’t worry. It’ll come.”

      I search my mind, trying to think of something else to talk about. Something to keep my mind off the panic crawling its way back up my throat.

      “How are those letters coming along?” I ask him. “Have you made any more progress?”

      “Not yet, but I’m getting there. When I’m not in class or working at the Lydia Potter House—or with you in the library,” he adds, nudging my shoulder, hands still in his pockets and muscles in his arms bunching as he steels himself against the cool night air, “I’m at the main research library, reading old pamphlets and council records, trying to make sense of it all.”

      I offer him his coat back, but he declines it with a shake of his head.

      “You know, letting you freeze so I can stay warm also goes against my feminist principles,” I tell him.

      “You can give it back to me, but I’ll just throw it on the ground and let someone else find it, so you might as well keep it.”

      “You’re a very stubborn person, aren’t you, Jordan Merrick?”

      “Look who’s talking.”

      “Fair enough.” I nuzzle deeper into the coat, letting his scent—rainstorms and coffee and old library books, now mixed with a hint of woodsmoke from the fire baskets—settle deep into my lungs.

      If “comfort” could be bottled, this is what it would smell like.

      “Do you really think they were in love?” I wonder aloud as I stare up at the stars beginning to dot the night sky. “William and Bex?”

      “I know they were.”

      I don’t say anything.

      “Why?” he asks. “You don’t?”

      I shrug. “I don’t really believe in love.”

      Usually this is a statement I make out of anger or annoyance, from a defensive position, one in which I feel as though the whole world is barreling down on me, telling me that at some point in my life, I will fall in love, and it will strip all control from my hands, leaving me at the complete and utter mercy of someone else. That thought is the one that kept me up at night as a kid. I didn’t fear monsters under the bed or ghosts in the attic—I feared ending up like my mom, broken over and over again by love, heart and mind becoming more brittle with each shattering.

      That’s why I was so thankful when science came into my life. Science, with all of its logic and rules and systems. Science, with all of its evidence that even something as terrifying as love can not only be explained but controlled. Science, the complete antithesis to the ancient and illogical philosophies of magic and curses and fate.

      But this time, when I say it, the words come out soft and hushed, as if I am only just now allowing the weight of my beliefs to sink in. It’s comforting, to not believe in love, because it means I’ll never be brought low by it, but it is also a shattering—a final recognition that magic and true love and fairytales aren’t real, no matter how much the child in my heart might have once wanted them to be.

      “What do you mean you don’t believe in love?” Jordan asks, flabbergasted.

      “I mean it’s not a real thing. Not in the ways people portray it, anyway.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “Science,” I reply. “Chemicals. Hormones.”

      A receipt tumbles down the street in the breeze. Jordan picks it up and tosses it into a trash can.

      “The feelings people have that make them think they’re in love,” I explain, “are evolutionarily designed to get two people to fall into bed together so they can make babies and keep the human race alive. And then, after a while, those feelings fade, and people say they fell out of love when, really, they just stopped being biologically excited about one another.”

      “Well, that’s...bleak.”

      I shrug, and there it is again, his scent wrapping around me. Holding me close. “The truth hurts.”

      “Let me get this straight,” he says. “You don’t believe in love at all?”

      I shake my head.

      I think he murmurs the words, “Now it’s making sense,” but he says it so low, I can’t be sure.

      “So, you don’t believe William and Bex were really in love?” he asks.

      “I believe love is what they called it, but I don’t believe it’s the powerful, mysterious force that people make it out to be. What people call ‘falling in love’ is really just a choice to bow down to biological impulses.”

      “I think that may be the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t even get me started on romance.”

      “Does this view extend to all kinds of love? I mean, you love your parents, don’t you?”

      “I never knew my dad.”

      He winces. “Sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter. His loss.” I grit my teeth against the sudden ache in my chest, a familiar, hollow burrowing. “I love my mom, but that doesn’t change the fact that I know where that love comes from.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “Oxytocin. It’s the bonding hormone,” I explain. “It’s released during breastfeeding. Again—science.”

      “Okay, I doubt that’s all there is to it, but let’s go with that explanation for now.” Complete bewilderment twists his features. “What about friends? You must have friends that you love?”

      Evelyn’s and Isla’s faces immediately come to my mind, along with memories of us playing together at recess—of Evelyn punching Robbie Kinkirk on the playground when he said I was dumb because I couldn’t read, and of Isla reenacting “Singin’ in the Rain” for me after Mom and I had a huge fight about one of her boyfriends. It was pouring down in sheets, and there Isla was, swinging from a lamppost, umbrella in hand, while the rain hammered down all around us, just to make me laugh.

      “I do,” I tell him. “Two actually. They’re like sisters to me.”

      “And do you think that’s all brain science too? Or do you think it has more to do with two people choosing to loyally stand by you and care about you? Two people willing to stick with you through good times and bad?”

      “Wow,” I murmur. “You really are a romantic.”

      “Just answer the question, Miss Mason.”

      A carriage clatters down the small, brick-paved street, carrying a family of four. The little boy and girl laugh as they duel with fake swords on their side of the carriage while the mom and dad sit cuddled under a blanket on the other, beaming. Jordan pulls me out of the way, my spine pressing against his chest until the carriage passes, and then he lets me go.

      I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and try to shake off the goose bumps spreading down my arms that have nothing to do with the cold.

      “I will admit that I think friendships can be the purest form of love in the sense that you don’t have to be friends with anyone,” I say, my brow furrowing as I try to remember where the conversation left off, “but even at that level, everything you’re describing can still be explained scientifically. Or at least anthropologically. You know, the primal need to build a community around yourself since you have a better chance of staying alive in a group than on your own?”

      “Just because our reactions to other people can be explained scientifically doesn’t mean there isn’t something bigger going on behind them.”

      “I’m sorry, but there’s really nothing you can say to change my mind on this.”

      “Okay.” He narrows his eyes, and I can practically see the wheels turning in his head. “Okay, then I’ll prove it to you.”

      “Prove what to me?”

      “That love is a bigger force than anything biology or anthropology could ever explain.”

      I snort. “And how are you going to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, grinning. “But I’ll think of something.”

      I’m so focused on the mischief sparking in his eyes that it takes me a moment to realize Jordan has walked me around in a circle back to the dorm. I hand him his coat at the door, and he promises to text as soon as he hears anything from Steinberg. I don’t expect to hear from him until the morning, so I change into my pajamas, pop in my earbuds, and try listening to one of the audiobooks I need to read for Creative Nonfiction.

      My phone rings at ten-thirty.

      Jordan.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?”

      “Are you kidding? This is still prime TV time for Vi and Cali.”

      Both girls glance over at me from their desk chairs—moved into the center of the room to watch our tiny TV—and wink. I smile back at them, trying to be friendly.

      “Steinberg emailed me back.”

      I sit up in bed, almost smacking my head on the ceiling again.

      I’ve really got to stop doing that.

      “And?”

      “He’ll give you an A on your midterm in return for an extra-credit project.”

      I shout, kicking my arms and legs up and down. “That’s incredible! Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      He chuckles. “You haven’t even heard what the project is yet.”

      “I don’t care,” I tell him. “I’ll do anything.”

      “Even help out at my dig site every weekend from now until winter break?”

      “That’s it? I just have to help out?”

      “And write a paper at the end detailing your experience. You know, any discoveries you’ve made, things you’ve learned—that sort of thing.”

      “That’s not a problem at all.” I take the first true, deep breath I’ve taken all day. “You’re a lifesaver, Jordan.”

      “You really don’t mind? I know you don’t have a whole lot of free time on your hands—”

      “Mind? Are you kidding? I went through a major Indiana Jones phase in elementary school. I used to make my friends watch the movies at every sleepover, and then I’d make them pretend I was Indiana, and they were the bad guys during recess.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Just imagine me at eight years old running around the playground, holding pinecones and shouting ‘THESE BELONG IN A MUSEUM’ at my friends.”

      He laughs so hard he can’t breathe. “That’s incredible.”

      I pick at a loose thread on my blanket. “I still dream about it actually. Not about being Indiana Jones, per se, but about discovering ancient ruins no one else has ever visited.”

      “Well, I can’t promise you ancient ruins,” he says, “but we did find what we believe is a three-hundred-year-old fireplace, if that does anything for you.”

      “Just the fact that I might still be able to ace Steinberg’s class is enough for me,” I tell him.

      He exhales in that way he does when he’s smiling and shaking his head. “Sweet dreams, Savannah Mason.”

      “Sweet dreams, Jordan Merrick.”

      “Oh, and by the way,” he says, his voice fading and then returning, “I forgot to mention that the dig site is almost an hour away, which means I’ll have to pick you up at six tomorrow. Wear something you don’t mind getting dirty.”

      “Six at night?” I ask hopefully.

      “Six in the morning.”

      My excitement deflates.

      “What?” he says. “I thought you were a morning person.”

      “I am,” I reply. “In theory.”

      He laughs. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you,” I murmur into the phone.

      I wait for him to hang up, then fling myself back down onto my pillow.

      “What’s wrong?” Cali asks.

      “I’m never sleeping again.”
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      It’s my favorite kind of morning in Williamsburg, when everything looks like it’s been painted blue and a touch of fog hovers over the ground. It’s quiet too, students and tourists still sleeping soundly in their beds. I envy them, not because I’d rather be sleeping right now, but because I barely slept at all last night.

      The whole night, as the clock ticked steadily closer to sunrise and as I kept telling myself I needed to sleep, all I could think about was Savannah. I lay there, my arms crossed behind my head, replaying on a never-ending loop her declaration that love is nothing but biological impulses, thinking about how much sense it all made now—the steel in her veins and the way she keeps people at a distance, never letting anyone get too close.

      I don’t really believe in love.

      She’d said it as if it were a conclusion she’d come to years ago, an irrefutable scientific certainty, and even though I know I need to be careful around her, even though I know I’m getting too close and that crossing the friend zone with Savannah Mason will only lead to another derailment I can’t afford, I still can’t help wanting to prove to her that love is more than what she claims it to be. Maybe it’s ego, or maybe I just want to defend William and Bex’s honor. Maybe I’m incapable of backing down from a challenge, or maybe I’ve heard my dad speak about the importance of love from the pulpit one too many times to let it go.

      Whatever it is, I’m going to prove to Savannah Mason that love is real if it kills me.

      I stop by the coffee shop and pick up four coffees and a box of bagel sandwiches before heading to Savannah’s dorm. With one hand balancing the box and the coffee carrier, I unlock my driver’s side door and slide into the ’96 Honda Accord that belonged to Dad while he was in seminary. It’s in pretty good condition—some of the fabric on the roof is peeling off again, but it’s nothing a little spray adhesive can’t fix, and the air conditioning acts up from time to time, but the engine is good, and the car has been completely paid off for years—the sole reason I don’t go into debt to get a new one. She’s sturdy enough to get us to the dig site and back.

      Savannah’s dorm is only five minutes away if I hit every red light—two if I don’t—so I head to her place first.

      Are you sure that’s the reason? Or is that you just can’t wait to see her?

      I roll my eyes at the thought and crank up the radio before remembering the antenna broke off in a thunderstorm last week. I switch to the CD player. Tom Petty’s “Hard on Me” croons through the speakers.

      Savannah’s already waiting for me outside, hair pulled up into her signature messy bun. She’s wearing old worn-out jeans with holes in the knees and a threadbare “Virginia is for Lovers” sweatshirt that has paint splotches along the hem. I pull the car up to the curb just as a breeze kicks up, playing with the tendrils of hair looped around her ears. She smiles and waves as she picks up the backpack at her feet and throws it onto her shoulder.

      Don’t stare.

      I get out of the car and open the door for her.

      “Thanks again for getting Steinberg to agree to this,” she says, sliding into the passenger seat. “I owe you one.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “No, really” she says. “I never forget when someone does me a favor, and this is a big one. So if there’s anything I can do to repay you...?”

      Go out with me.

      I smile. “Just help me solve this two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old mystery, and we’ll call it even.”

      She winks. “You’ve got it.”

      I close her door and go around to the other side, sliding behind the wheel.

      “Nice car,” she says, buckling her seatbelt.

      I shrug. “It gets me where I need to go.”

      “No, I mean it. Mom’s had some really terrible ones over the years. There were times we never knew if we’d make it to the grocery store without the engine failing or the floor dropping out from underneath us. Ever been in a car where you can see the road passing by under your feet?”

      I wince. “No, can’t say that I have.”

      “Trust me, this is a good car.”

      “Thanks.” Guilt pushes up my throat like battery acid for all the times I looked at my friends’ cars in high school and wished they were mine.

      I hand her a coffee from the cardboard carrier and offer her a bagel.

      “We have to pick up two more on the way,” I say, explaining the extra coffees and sandwiches. “Some friends of mine from the history department. They’ve been helping with the dig.”

      “Oh,” she says, unwrapping the wrapper from her sandwich and folding it back. “Okay.”

      Is it my imagination, or does she sound a little disappointed?

      Definitely your imagination.

      “Did you sleep better last night?” I ask, noticing the circles under her eyes are lighter than usual.

      She nods. “Vi and Cali went to bed early so I could get some sleep.”

      “Ah, so there’s hope after all.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “Turns out they’re not as bad as I made them out to be.”

      “People rarely are.”

      She doesn’t reply.

      We pick up Chris next. He’s sitting on the grass outside his dorm, wearing a rumpled DND shirt and cargo pants with an energy drink in each hand.

      “Pulled an all-nighter,” he explains as he slides into the back seat.

      “For what class?” Savannah asks.

      Chris shakes his head. “Dungeons and Dragons intercollegiate session.” At Savannah’s obvious confusion, he explains, “Multiple crews attacking a single god.”

      I glance at him through the rearview mirror. “How’d you do?”

      He cracks open the tab of one of the energy drinks and chugs half of it before swiping his hand across his mouth. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      We pick up Steph last since the apartment she shares with her two older sisters—also William & Mary students, one a year above her, the other attending graduate school—sits right on the edge of campus.

      “Morning, Steph,” I say as she climbs in.

      She slams the door shut and leans forward. “I swear if I don’t get away from my sisters soon, I’m going to lose it.”

      “What’s going on now?”

      “Megan wants me quizzing her for the LSAT day and night, as if I don’t have anything better to do, and when I’m not fending her off, Hannah’s on my case about how I load the dishwasher wrong or complaining that I never clean the baseboards when I vacuum, as if they need to be dusted every freaking week. She’s just like Mom, I swear.” She rolls her eyes. “See, this is why I like archaeology. Dead people can’t complain about how you handle their stuff.”

      Hiding my smile behind my hand, I say, “Steph, this is Savannah. She’s going to be helping us out at the dig until the end of the semester.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Steph says. “Don’t worry, I’m usually not this grumpy. You just caught me on a bad day.” She glances over at Chris, who has his forehead pressed against the window and his eyes closed. “What’s his deal?”

      Chris shakes his head. “Stupid DM stealing my thunder,” he murmurs. “Trying to impress a bunch of twittering fangirls who wouldn’t know a Barbarian from a Cleric.”

      “All night DND session,” I tell her. “Best not to mention it.”

      Steph’s eyes widen as she notices the bakery box sitting on the dashboard. “Oooh, gimme, gimme, gimme.”

      Savannah hands her the box.

      “Cheesy bacon goodness, come to Mama.” Steph takes a giant bite of her breakfast sandwich before tapping me on the shoulder. “Why are we getting the fancy stuff today?”

      I squirm a little in my seat. “No reason.”

      Steph narrows her eyes, then glances at Savannah. “It’s usually brown bananas and granola bars stolen from the Commons.”

      “A guy can’t do something nice for his friends every once in a while without getting the third degree?” I ask.

      Steph makes a “hmm” sound in the back of her throat, completely unconvinced. She nudges Savannah. “So, did he give you the lowdown on ‘the rules’ yet?”

      “There are rules?” Savannah asks.

      “He has a thing against cell phones,” Steph explains.

      “Just while working,” I tell Savannah, pushing Steph back with my elbow. She laughs and curls her knees into her chest, practically inhaling the rest of her sandwich. “They’re distracting, and I don’t want anyone missing something important or getting hurt because they aren’t paying attention to what they’re doing.”

      “Are there are lot of injuries on dig sites?” Savannah asks.

      “You’d be surprised,” I tell her, turning off the interstate onto a country road. “Chris tripped over his own shoelaces at this site we did last year for a Field Methods class.”

      “Almost busted my head open on a stone foundation,” Chris says, his brow still pressed against the glass. “It was terrifying.”

      “Please,” Steph says. “He skinned his knee. The rest of his body landed in the grass.”

      Chris glares at her. “You know for a fact that if I’d just tripped a couple steps earlier, they would’ve had to rush me to the emergency room.”

      Steph rolls her eyes. “Anyway, Chris was looking at his phone when it happened, which is when our professor enacted the ‘No Cell Phone’ rule, and Jordan’s been a hard-ass about it ever since.”

      “Got it,” Savannah says. “Phone stays in pocket. Anything else I need to know?”

      “I’ll explain our methodology once we get there, but you’re mostly just going to be brushing dust away from that fireplace I told you about.” I look at her sidelong. “Sorry it’s not more thrilling.”

      “Hey, you saved my grade,” she says. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

      Chris perks up. “When you say you’ll do whatever he wants you to do—”

      “Shut up, Chris,” Steph and I both say at the same time.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” he says, leaning his head back against the window. “Probably for the best.”

      Savannah laughs, and I hate the way my heart betrays me, lifting at the sound.
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      The dig site is located in a public forested park surrounded by a mixture of pine trees and giant oaks. The park is nestled in a valley, surrounded on either side by steep hills, with a fast-flowing river situated just beyond the jogging path.

      The site is bigger than I expected it to be, with a large, perfectly square puncture in the earth that’s six feet long, four feet wide, and more than four feet deep, roped off from the public by tiny wooden stakes and thin yellow string. Inside of the hole is a grid made of white twine, marking off each section of the site into smaller, perfectly symmetrical squares. Several signs are posted asking park visitors not to disturb the site, but since it’s only a few minutes after seven on a Saturday morning, the only other people in the park are walkers and runners too busy listening to whatever’s pumping through their earbuds or chatting with their exercise partners to even glance our way.

      We help Jordan set up a white plastic tent over a long folding table, where any artifacts we find will be catalogued and examined. Jordan also sets up maps on the table—a current topographical one of the area, and a copy of one from the revolutionary period. Then Chris and Steph each jump down into the hole, clipboards, brushes, and tiny pickaxes in hand. Jordan hands me my own pickax along with a brush, pan, and clipboard before walking me over to the top left corner of the hole, where the foundation of the brick fireplace peeks out of the dirt. He shows me how to use the brush to clear the dirt away and tells me to find him if I feel like I need to use anything stronger than the pickax.

      “What should I be looking for?” I ask him.

      “Clues,” he says. “Evidence that there’s something to be found, I suppose. That I’m not just chasing ghosts.”

      “You said this is where William’s hideout was?”

      “I think so. It’s hard to pinpoint—the exact location was kept secret for obvious reasons—but all of the research I’ve done into the Virginia militia’s movements near the end of the war makes me think they were based out of an old, abandoned church that used to stand right here.”

      “So, I’m looking for anything that will point to this being the hideout you think it was?”

      “Or, you know, evidence that William and Bex got their happily ever after.”

      I smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Did you remember to bring a water bottle this time?” he asks.

      “In my backpack.”

      “Good. Stay hydrated. I don’t want to find you manhandling another vending machine.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. That machine had it coming.”

      He laughs and shakes his head as he makes his way back to the tent. I smile, because I like that I can make him laugh like that, and then my smile falters, because that’s exactly the sort of thing I shouldn’t like.
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      We work until three, only stopping for a lunch break. By the time we start packing up, I’ve not only cleared off all the bricks just underneath the surface of the dirt but dug a bit more around it too, revealing that it isn’t the base of the fireplace as Jordan first thought but actually part of the chimney itself, indicating we haven’t even reached the foundation yet.

      “How would something like this get buried so deep over the years?” I asked Jordan when he came over to inspect my work.

      “You’d be surprised at how quickly nature can take back what’s hers when no one is looking,” he said, studying the bricks. “This whole park is in a floodplain—see that river over there? It gets especially bad when that overflows. So all of the dirt we’re moving now is two hundred and fifty years of buildup and debris from countless floods. There’s also reason to believe that there may have been a cellar beneath the hideout, which would explain why we keep finding more artifacts the deeper we go.”

      Steph claims shotgun on the way back, so I ride in the back seat with Chris. I try to make good use of the time by working on my statistics homework, placing a ruler under each individual line of text to keep my focus on what I’m reading, but the letters are still jumping all over the place and the trees outside are rushing by, and it isn’t long before it feels like someone is jamming one of those dusty pickaxes into my cornea.

      I slam the book closed.

      “What’s up?” Chris asks.

      Jordan meets my gaze in the rearview mirror.

      I cross my arms over my stomach. “It’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “It’s nothing, Chris,” Jordan repeats, a note of warning in his voice.

      “Yeah, because I slam books closed all the time for no reason at all.”

      A muscle ticks in Jordan’s jaw. “She has a hard time reading the words.”

      My heart stops. And then there’s a sudden rushing feeling, like all the blood is draining from my body, flooding out of my toes. How could he? I told Jordan about my dyslexia in confidence—I don’t share it with just anybody—and now Chris is staring at me, and Steph’s head is angled toward her shoulder, waiting for my response, but my throat is closing up, and all of those old taunts I used to hear on the playground—Savannah Mason, dumb as a raisin—come rushing back to me.

      But then Jordan flicks on his indicator light and adds, “She gets motion sick,” and oxygen rushes back into my lungs.

      “Ah,” Chris says.

      “It’s the worst, right?” Steph asks. “I read the third Harry Potter book on a road trip down to Florida with my parents when I was a kid. Couldn’t do it now to save my life.”

      My heart starts beating again. “Yeah. It sucks.”

      “You want me to read it to you?” Chris asks. “I never get sick. Steel stomach, just like my dad. We even went on this road trip last summer—seven different amusement parks over fourteen days. We rode Top Thrill Dragster at Cedar Point three times. It’s the second tallest rollercoaster in the world, you know.”

      My brows arch. “Impressive.”

      He angles his head to see the book better. “What class is this for?”

      “Statistics.”

      “Well, then,” Chris says, “you came to the right place. I’m a statistics wizard.”

      “Not just a DND one?” Steph asks.

      “I’m a Sorcerer, thank you very much, and a damn good one at that, when I have a better DM calling the shots.” He forces a smile. “But I’m not bitter.”

      Steph shakes her head. “It’s just a game, Chris.”

      He narrows his eyes. “It’s not a game. It’s a lifestyle.”

      They glare at each other. A beat passes. Two. Then, with a narrowing of her eyes and a flip of her middle finger, Steph turns back around in her seat.

      Chris glances back at me, all trace of annoyance gone. “I’m thinking of changing my major to actuarial sciences. I mean, I always thought I would be a history teacher, ’cause, you know, summers off, but my dad’s right—there’s no money in it. Not to mention most history teachers are also coaches, and I hate sports. All right,” he says, cracking his fingers. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

      Chris starts reading the word problems for me and scribbling down the answers I give on a separate sheet of notebook paper, to be written in my own handwriting when we get home and my “motion sickness” subsides. With Chris’s help, I finish my homework in half the amount of time it usually takes.

      He rips the sheet of notebook paper out and tucks it into the textbook before closing it and handing it to me. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks, Chris.”

      “No problem.”

      “Do you think I could get your help again next week?”

      “Sure thing. I’d rather do that than look at the trees anyway,” he says, gesturing out the window at the endless woodlands surrounding the interstate.

      “I like looking at the trees,” Steph says. “They never yell at me about reaching my full dishwashing potential.”

      Jordan snorts.

      I meet his gaze in the mirror and mouth the words Thank you to him, too.

      He nods, a small smile pulling at his lips.

      I take off my sweatshirt and prop it against the door, using it as a pillow as I listen to Chris, Steph, and Jordan make sarcastic comments about each other and laugh until they’re wiping tears from their eyes, my heart feeling fuller than it has in a long time.

      I fall asleep like that, to the sounds of their friendship, loud and familiar and joyful. I think about Jordan saying there’s something bigger behind love as my eyes grow heavy, something that can’t be explained by biological impulses or an anthropological need for community. Something old and dormant—a feeling that he might be right—itches unpleasantly in the back of my mind, but then my breathing deepens, and I forget whatever thought had been annoying me a moment ago as sleep pulls me under and the world fades away.
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      I move to the front seat after Jordan drops off Steph and Chris, and then it’s just the two of us, listening to U2’s Joshua Tree album, the gentle thrum of “With or Without You” filling the space as red-and-gold leaves arch and bend over the car.

      Jordan doesn’t speak. He doesn’t even look at me—not until we get to the dorm and I’m opening the passenger door and grabbing my backpack from between my legs.

      “Give me your phone,” he says suddenly.

      I glance back at him. “Why?”

      “I’ll get it back to you in a couple hours.”

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Prove to you that love is real.” He holds out his hand. “Do you have your book for Steinberg’s class on you too? I owe you a chapter.”

      I pull the textbook out of my backpack first, then dig out my phone and hand both over.

      “What’s the passcode?” he asks.

      I side-eye him. “How do I know you’re not some scam artist who goes around helping dyslexic people with their homework just so you can steal all of their information from their phones?”

      “Because if I wanted to hack your phone, I would’ve done it when your phone was already open, and you were sleeping.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Two chapters.”

      He laughs, rubbing the pad of his thumb across his bottom lip. “All right. Two chapters. Now can I have the passcode?”

      I give it to him, our fingertips brushing as I hand it over, and suddenly it’s last night again, and I’m wrapped up in his arms, breathing in his warmth and his steadiness, wondering why this boy whom I’ve only known for half a semester suddenly feels like an anchor, something to grab onto in the middle of a storm.

      He waits to make sure I get inside safely before pulling away from the curb. I turn back, watching him through the window, feeling like I’m getting in way over my head but not entirely sure how to make it stop.
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      I’m working on an essay for Creative Nonfiction using voice transcription software on my computer, my fingers itching for my phone—I can’t remember the last time I went this long without it—when there’s a knock at my door. I push away from my desk, nearly stumbling over Cali, who’s spread out on the floor, studying the latest issue of Teen Vogue as she waits for Vi to return from her date with her French tutor.

      I expect to see Jordan standing there when I open the door, looking all sheepishly adorable like he usually does, but he’s not there. I lean out of the door frame and scan the hallway, but there’s not even a door swinging closed or an elevator sliding shut. I glance down at the little mat Vi and Cali put in front of our door—a shaggy pink thing with a cheesy motivational saying on it—and, sure enough, my textbook is sitting there, cradled by pink fluff, with my phone perched on top.

      I pick up the book and set it on my desk before swiping open my phone. There’s a text from Mom—an update about her first weekend getaway trip with Wayne. There are pictures of the two of them in Charleston, walking along a park near the water, and another one of them eating at a seafood restaurant. I text back a simple Looks fun with a smiley face, then swipe my messages closed and open the recording app.

      True to his word, there are two new chapter recordings for Steinberg’s class. I’m about to close the app when I notice a new recordings folder labeled Letters—Listen to Me When You Can’t Sleep.

      Curious, I climb up into my bed, pop my earbuds in, lie down on my pillow, and press Play on Letter #1.

      Jordan’s voice glides through my ears, rumbling like low and distant thunder.

      

      “July 7, 1776,

      “My dearest Bex,

      “It will not do; I can no longer suppress the intensity with which my feelings toward you have altered. Where once I looked upon your countenance as that of a kind and trusted friend, I now see my future, all that I’ve ever wanted embodied within that intelligence of mind and quickness of wit that leaves so many stumbling in your presence. I have watched graduates of the most prestigious universities falter under the weight of your genius, unable to match the level of clarity and wisdom with which you speak on every topic, including the arguments for revolution, which you support without fear despite your father’s own loyalist leanings.

      “Quite simply put, you dazzle me, Bex. You always have. Perhaps my love for you was always there, suppressed by the knowledge that I could never be what you needed me to be. I have not the riches of fortune nor the prospects of nobility to make myself worthy of your attention, and yet you have always treated me as an equal. If there is any chance that you might reciprocate the tenderness with which I feel toward you, please do not tarry in your reply.

      “Regardless of your affections, I am, always and forever,

      “Your William.”

      

      I roll onto my side and snuggle deeper under the covers, letting Jordan’s voice wrap around me as I close my eyes. It’s almost like he’s here with me, holding me in his arms, enveloping me in that comforting, familiar scent of rainstorms and coffee shops, library books and woodsmoke.

      

      “My darling William,

      “You flatter me with praises that, I’m certain, are most unwarranted. Most of the time I feel so useless, for while my words may carry the weight of which you speak, my sex prevents them from being taken too seriously. I often feel entirely unseen or, if seen, entirely dismissed—but you see me. When others lean away as if I am the oddest creature they have ever had the misfortune of encountering, you lean in, as if I am the most fascinating woman to have ever walked the earth. Your assurances, whether spoken aloud or subtly expressed through roguish winks and reassuring smiles, gives me a confidence I would not otherwise possess.

      “Truth be told, I feel as though I have spent my entire life sheltered in your shadow, for if I have ever any boldness of speech or courage in action, it is because you are by my side. There have even been times where I’ve thought you might not be human at all, but rather a guardian angel sent just for me. If two people were ever more suited to one another, more clearly created to walk this earth together, I cannot think of them now.

      “You, my William, are my very heart beating outside of my chest. I am only thankful you now see what I have felt all along—that we were made for each other, but I am afraid such an assertion will not lessen our torment, no matter how badly I wish it would. My father has forbidden me from seeing you now that you’ve joined up with the Continentals, and I know your regiment will take you far from here, to the north where British engagements are steadily increasing. What am I to do when you are hundreds of miles away, facing enemy fire? Do not misunderstand me. I am in awe of you for standing up for your convictions and I am so incredibly proud, but a vise clutches my heart when I picture you on the battlefield—I find myself unable to breathe around it.

      “Come home safely to me, my love. Come home safely so we may spend the remainder of our days together in the fullness of life in which only two souls completely intertwined may enjoy.

      “Always and forever,

      “Your Bex.”

      

      I’m not sure when it happens, but somewhere between William’s first letter and Bex’s reply, I start to resent the softness of the pillow cradling my head and the ridges of the diamond-patterned mattress pressing against my side, wishing it were Jordan’s body I was lying across instead.

      Jordan’s heat seeping into my bones.

      Jordan’s breath in my ear.

      

      “My darling Bex,

      “How my heart lifts and rejoices at the confirmation of our shared feelings for one another. I will send all future correspondence through my sister in hopes that your father will not forbid you from speaking to her at church or in the marketplace, where she may carefully slip you my letters unseen, with your father none the wiser.

      “If I felt I could protect you, I would marry you today, in the church in which we have worshipped together from infancy, but as your father’s house is the safest place for you while I am gone, I will wait patiently to call you my wife, though it may be the hardest task I have ever endeavored to accomplish. If only we’d discovered our love for one another in a time of peace, when I could have hoped to impress upon your father some semblance of worthiness of you, and we could have begun our life together without delay—but I believe in the cause, and I believe we were purposefully created for such a time as this, to help birth a new nation in which all men are created equal. It will not be easy, but with our shared strength of convictions, I know that we will spend our lives working to see it through to fruition. What a glorious thought.

      “I am to report to my regiment in the morning. Please, meet me in the hollow by the creek where we used to play as children. I must see you before I go.

      “Faithfully yours,

      “William.”

      

      So many memories of Jordan flicker through my mind—glimpses of his smile and his laughter and of that self-conscious way he tilts his head and runs his fingers through his hair. I think of the first day I met him, of the way he encircled me when I felt myself losing all control over that damned vending machine, his heart beating against my spine as he whispered gentle shushing sounds in my ear, calming the storm that raged within me. I think of our walk last night, when he pulled me against him so the carriage could pass by, how strong and solid and safe he felt. I think of him holding me in the hallway outside of my room when it felt like my world was tumbling down around me, of how I wanted nothing more in that moment than to disappear in the circle of his arms, our two bodies melding into a world of our own making.

      When did Jordan become the steady constant in my life? The one I want to run to when things fall apart?

      

      “My William,

      “Your lips pressed against mine in the dark of night, with even the starlight and the moonlight on our side, hiding their faces behind low-lying clouds so that we might meet in secret where no one could find us, haunts me in the most delectable and heartbreaking of ways, for all I desire is to hold you in my arms again, to feel your breath on my neck and your heart beating in time with mine as you whisper your love for me. But you are hundreds of miles away, and every second of every day is spent in prayer for you.

      “Day and night, you are all I think about. I can hardly eat or sleep for want of you to be safely beside me again, your broad shoulders spread like angelic wings, blocking me from the vitriolic stares of those who do not wish to understand me.

      “Lord, please bring this war to a swift and satisfying end. Bring my guardian back to me, for I do not know what to do without him here next to me, strengthening me with every look and wink and gentle squeeze of my hand. If there is anything good You would have me do in this life, keep in Your kind and loving remembrance that I have no courage without him by my side.

      “Yours, eternally,

      “Bex.”

      

      Nothing about the letters changes my belief that love is an evolutionary function and not this great, mystical power that movies and books make it out to be, as if two people could be “meant” for one another any more than they could be “meant” for anyone else, but the pain of William and Bex’s separation is palpable, making my breath catch with every word.

      I tell myself I have to study, but I play the next letter. And the next. And the next.

      No wonder Jordan is obsessed.

      It isn’t until Vi returns from her date and starts sharing every detail with Cali that I even look at the clock.

      10:30.

      I’ve been listening for an hour, and I’m still not done with them yet. Remembering what Jordan said in the library, about how the letters end with Bex missing and William terrified for her safety, makes it almost impossible for me to switch over to the assigned reading I still have to do for Steinberg’s class, but if I spend the rest of the night listening, I’ll regret it in the morning.

      I force myself to switch over to the recordings Jordan did of the next two chapters in my textbook, but not before swiping the app away and opening my messages, clicking on Jordan’s name.
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      When Savannah’s voice-text comes through, I’m sitting at my desk with my feet propped up on the corner, a dense book on colonial mercantilism open on my lap for my upper-level Trade and Commerce in Pre-Revolutionary America class. Unlike the precision of Savannah’s notetaking, my highlighted sections are all clumsily done in the same neon yellow, with half notes hastily scribbled along the margins. Anyone else would be hard-pressed to get anything out of my scrawls if they tried to decipher them—even I have a hard time reading them—but my brain has always moved faster than the rest of me can follow, and often just the act of jotting down random thoughts helps me remember the information, even if I can’t return to them later.

      Hearing my phone chirp feels like coming out of a dream. I shake my head, take another swig of my now-cold coffee, and smile.

      Savannah: “Well played.”

      I laugh and click the voice icon, recording my response.

      Me: “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Savannah: “Yes you do. Listening to these letters is like watching one of those really addictive reality shows, but so much better. I can see why you’re obsessed with finding out what happened to them.”

      Me: “So...do you believe in love yet?”

      A beat passes.

      Savannah: “Not in the way you want me to.”

      I drop my head back against my chair.

      Savannah: “But I am enjoying it, and it makes me want to work that much harder to help you at the site, if that means anything.”

      Me: “It means a lot. Thanks.”

      Savannah: “Are you done trying to convince me now?”

      I grin.

      Me: “Not by a long shot.”

      She sends back a GIF of a girl rolling her eyes.

      I send back one of Indiana Jones winking.

      Me: “Good night, Savannah Mason.”

      Savannah: “Good night, Jordan Merrick.”

      I set my phone back down and try to concentrate on my work, but my phone chirps again a minute later. My fingers scramble for it, a smile already curving my lips, wondering what Savannah might have sent next, but it’s a regular text, not a voice one, and the number on my phone is one I don’t recognize.

      The message stops me cold.

      Hey J, it’s Jules. Just wanted to let you know I got a new number.

      Jules.

      I almost don’t respond. She hasn’t texted me in over two years. For all she knows, I could have gotten a new number too and never bothered giving it to her. But guilt—which I can only assume comes from being a preacher’s kid—slowly burns a hole in the pit of my stomach until I type back a very simple, very straightforward, and in no way inviting further conversation, response:

      Cool.

      I throw my phone back onto my desk, expecting that to be the end of it.

      No such luck.

      Jules: How are you?

      I sigh.

      Me: Fine, Jules.

      Another beat passes. I want to leave it there, but it feels too rude, too callous, to not ask the same of her. Maybe it’s because it feels like something Tony, Micah, and Josh would do—give a girl the cold shoulder as if she isn’t worthy of a second of their time or an ounce of their respect. Whatever the reason, my fingers glide over the keys and hit Send before I can talk myself out of it.

      Me: How are you?

      Her response comes quick.

      I never did figure out how she typed so fast.

      Jules: I’m good. School is hard but soooooo worth it. Did I tell you I switched majors? I’m studying business now. Dad’s pissed. He still wants me to go to med school, but the sight of blood freaks me out. <sick emoji> What are you studying?

      Me: History.

      Jules: Just like you always wanted to. Dependable as always, I see. ;)

      And just like that, I’m back on a baseball diamond on a moonless night, listening to the words “This isn’t working anymore” falling from her pink-glossed lips.

      I remember the way she shivered in the jacket I’d draped over her shoulders to keep her warm. Remember the way I shouted at her—“Why him? I thought you hated guys like him.” Remember the way my ribcage felt like it was collapsing in on itself.

      It was so damn hard to breathe.

      She was sobbing. I could tell it was killing her, the fact that she was feeling this way and saying these things to me. Her eyes were silently begging me to make this easy on her, to let her go and wish her luck in her next endeavors, as if we were nothing more than acquaintances when, really, she’d been my entire world since I was nine.

      She’d covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I just can’t get him out of my head.”

      I took her hands in mine, forcing her to look at me. “Do you love him?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you still love me?”

      “Always,” she said, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “But not like I should.”

      Do you believe in love yet?

      Not in the way you want me to.

      Another text pulls me away from that place where my soul shattered—that place where I spent the night walking in circles around my hometown, my hands knotted at the base of my skull as I raged at the God I had so faithfully served every Sunday in my father’s church. Who seemingly didn’t care that my heart had just been ripped out of my chest because I was everything that no girl—including Jules—wanted in a guy, even though all I’d ever done was try to be good, to put others above myself, like my father always said I should.

      That place was the beginning of my tailspin.

      Jules: I really miss you. Do you think we could talk sometime? Catch up?

      I hesitate, my fingers hovering over the keys as Savannah’s face comes to mind.

      Savannah, with her perfectly symmetrical face and her poison-tipped spikes. Savannah, with all the fears and insecurities she keeps hidden beneath layers of armor. Savannah, and the way she studies the world around her, taking in so much more than most people ever see. Savannah, with all her brilliance and all her cynicism and all of the ways I feel myself being pulled toward her, as if an invisible thread has been weaving itself between her heart and mine. I can feel it tugging when I’m away from her, pulling me back, begging me to return.

      For all the ways I loved Jules—for all the ways I thought we were meant to be together—I have to admit that no girl has ever intrigued me like Savannah.

      I fell in love with my best friend when I fell in love with Jules. It was so simple, so easy, like docking in a safe harbor. Being with her was a foregone conclusion, a path that should’ve been free from any heartbreak or pain. But with Savannah—it’s like she is the storm, and something I can’t explain, something beyond my control, is sweeping me out into the eye of her.

      I couldn’t stop it if I wanted to.

      Maybe it’s because Jules and I were friends before we were more, or maybe it’s because some sane part of me recognizes that allowing myself to fall for Savannah any more than I already have would be to risk losing everything again, but whatever the reason, I text back:

      Sure. Call anytime.
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      “My love,

      “Another patriot victory is ours, another foothold is gained, and I find myself daring to hope that it will not be long now before the war is over and I am reunited with you once again under a flag of peace. At night, when our meager campfires fail to keep away the chill, I lie in the grass, close my eyes, and picture the life we will build together, of the children we will have and of the home that will be ours. I dream of holding you in my arms at night and working beside you during the day. I never want to be apart from you again. As long as I am breathing, I am, always and forever,

      “Your William.”

      Jordan’s voice echoes through my head when I lie down at night and when I wake up in the morning. It’s there when I have my earbuds in on my way to class, William’s words falling from Jordan’s lips, and it’s there in my dreams.

      Between listening to the letters and reviewing chapters for Steinberg’s class, I’m beginning to feel as though I know Jordan’s voice better than I know my own. I know every intake of breath and every inflection. I know the way his breathing deepens when he’s fascinated by what he’s reading, and I know the edge that creeps into it when he wants to add his own opinion to something in the textbook but knows he shouldn’t. I know the gentleness with which he speaks William’s words, the care that he takes with them, as if they were more precious than gold, and I can tell when the recording of a textbook chapter was made in the library instead of the coffee shop because the library recordings are softer so as not to disturb the other people in the room, his low voice rumbling across my skin and sending tingles down my spine.

      The last two weeks of October pass by in a blur of lectures and study sessions, of late nights listening to recordings for Steinberg’s class and morning walks spent listening to two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old love letters. As for my other classes, I submit two more essays for Creative Nonfiction, Bio continues to be a refresher course, and Chris is kind enough to keep helping me with my statistics homework, so that for the first time since the semester began, I actually feel like I’m handling this whole college thing pretty well.

      Speaking of the site, we’re making good progress. In the last two weekends we’ve dug down another foot around the bricks, and we still haven’t even reached the foundation of the fireplace yet. Chris and Steph have been finding small artifacts—fragments of musket balls and the dented flintlock of a pistol, the handle of a ladle and shards of a white porcelain tea bowl—and while I can tell each find encourages Jordan, it also frustrates him, because while all these things are evidence that he is exactly where he needs to be, none of it answers the question that is most pressing on both of our minds:

      What happened to Bex?

      I’m digging around the bricks on the Sunday before Halloween when my phone vibrates in my back pocket. A quick glance shows Isla and Evelyn trying to FaceTime me. I bite my lip, knowing I shouldn’t answer, but it’s gotten so hard to get all three of us on one call lately.

      I do a quick scan of the area. Jordan is busy looking over the maps in the tent, and Chris and Steph are taking a water break by the car. I’m mostly hidden in this section of the hole, so I crouch down and hit the answer button.

      I listen as Isla talks about her latest crush—some rich private-school boy who sounds like he’s clearly into her despite having a girlfriend—and I watch them, my friends, one of them agonizing over love, the other in a happy and secure relationship with a boy who looks like trouble on the outside but who has a faithful and loyal heart within. While I may not share their same views on the subject, I’m thankful Evelyn has found someone steady, someone she can rely on, and I can only hope this guy Isla is crushing over won’t break her heart.

      I glance back at Jordan again to make sure he’s still in the tent. My eyes catch on him leaning over the table, hands splayed on either side of the maps, my heart rate picking up as my gaze travels across the broadness of his shoulders and down his spine, where his dusty white T-shirt hugs his tapered waist.

      It’s strange but, the more I’m around Jordan, the more attuned my body becomes to his, until I’m noticing every move he makes. If I analyze it like a scientist might study a specimen under a microscope, I can pinpoint exactly why I’m attracted to him and bullet-point it into small, easily digestible bites, which keeps it out of the realm of magic and romance and squarely in a space where I feel like I still have some control.

      I do that now as Jordan turns to the side and takes a swig from his water bottle, the corner of his shirt lifting and revealing the way his stomach muscles cascade into a V that cuts around his hip bones, my mouth going dry at the sight.

      Reasons I’m Attracted to Jordan Merrick:

      

      
        	Because he’s got this way his eyes sparkle that makes my heart do this weird kicky thing inside my chest.

        	Because he finds it so hard to sit still, always leaning back in his seat or drumming a pen on the table or running his long fingers through his hair.

        	Because he curves his body inward in this supremely humble way, so that when he’s talking to you, you know you’re the only one he sees.

        	Because he’s kind and compassionate, and he laughs at almost everything, not in a cynical way, like life is a joke, but like it’s something to be enjoyed.

        	Because he’s got a mind like Alexander Hamilton and the body of an Italian Renaissance statue.

      

      

      Isla’s saying something about her crush comparing her to cute woodland animals when there’s the sound of someone clearing their throat above me. I glance up. Jordan’s staring down into the pit, amusement tugging at his lips.

      “Did I imagine the conversation we had regarding the use of cellular phones at my dig site, Miss Mason?” he asks, hiding his smile behind his hand. Another familiar gesture.

      “Oops,” I tell my friends. “Gotta go. Call you guys back later.”

      “When you’re somewhere far, far away from here,” Jordan says.

      I give him my best fake smile, the one that’s so sweet, it’s been known to spark spontaneous cavities. “Absolutely.”

      Jordan shakes his head at me after I hang up and arches a brow. “See that it doesn’t happen again.”

      The part of me that wants to flirt with him thinks, Or what?

      But I am not like my friends. I know that flirting doesn’t lead to anywhere good, so I say, “You’ve got it, boss,” and get back to work instead.
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      “August 4, 1780,

      “Bex,

      “I don’t have much time. Our regiment is moving south to retake Savannah from British occupancy, but I have received the most troubling report from our mutual friend, Ethan Turlington, who discovered you listening at the door of your father’s private study as he met with high-ranking British officers. He says you were eavesdropping in hopes of relaying information to Washington’s aides, and he also assures me it is the not the first time you have done so. I know you do this for my benefit, that you wish to give the cause and my regiment every chance of victory, but I must beg you to stop. The redcoats will not hesitate to make an example of you, imprisoning you or, God forbid, hanging you for treason.

      “My darling, for all that you say you cannot live without me, I beg you to remember that you are built of much stronger stuff than I, and if you could not bear the loss of me, then I most certainly could not survive the loss of you. You do not have to prove your patriotic sentiments to anyone, so please, do not put yourself in harm’s way for my sake.

      “Do not forget the sovereignty of our Lord. He will see me through this war if He wishes to do so. Be faithful to the cause, yes, but do not do anything that will give the Crown reason to harm you.

      “All my love,

      “William.”

      

      I’m walking back to the dorm after class, listening to the last letter William wrote before Bex disappeared, when a voice-text from Jordan pops up on my phone.

      Jordan: “Tonight’s the night.”

      Me: “Do I want to know?”

      Jordan: “I’m giving a ghost tour of the Lydia Potter House. I figured what better night to be heckled by a dear friend than on Halloween?”

      Me: “What time?”

      Jordan: “Seven. Costumes optional.”

      Me: “I’ll be there.”

      Cali is sitting at her desk, working on her French homework when I get back to our room, and Vi is doing crunches in the middle of the floor.

      “What’s that smile about?” Vi asks, her head bobbing up and back down again.

      “I’m not smiling,” I reply, trying to force my lips down as I drop my backpack next to my desk.

      “You totally are.” Cali narrows her eyes. “Does this have to do with a boy?”

      “Oh! Is it that cute one that’s always helping you in the library?” Vi asks, pushing herself up onto her elbows.

      I lean against my desk. “Since when do you know about Jordan?”

      “I’ve seen you guys walk in there together a couple times,” she says. “You always go in when I’m on my way to Econ.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Cali says, turning completely around in her chair. “Did he ask you out?”

      My cheeks warm. “No. He’s giving a ghost tour tonight at this historic house and he invited me to go. As a friend.”

      Cali glances at Vi. “What do you think?”

      “Oh, it’s a date all right,” Vi says, pushing herself up off the floor and crossing her arms. “He’s super into her.”

      I roll my eyes. “He is not. And how would you know anyway?”

      “Body language, girl. It’s written all over him.”

      “You’ve only seen him from a distance.”

      “Trust me, I’m an expert. That boy has a thing for you.”

      Cali claps her hands. “Oh, this is so exciting. What are you going to wear?”

      I gesture down at my jeans and fuzzy black sweater.

      “Yeah, no,” Vi says.

      “Why?” I ask. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “Are you serious?” She turns to Cali. “Is she serious?”

      Cali shakes her head. “It’s Halloween night, the one night of the year a girl can dress any way she wants and make a boy lose his ever-loving mind over it, and you’re choosing to wear something you wear every single day?”

      I just barely stop myself from rolling my eyes. “I don’t really believe in dressing like a slutty nurse just to please some guy I might be interested in.”

      “So you are interested in him,” Vi says.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Yeah, you kind of did.” Cali crosses her arms. “And you’re looking at those costumes the wrong way. What’s more powerful than a woman using every weapon in her arsenal to make a guy lose all brain function? If you ask me, we need women wielding their intelligence while wearing sexy power suits all over the world. The men, realizing they are unworthy, will fall to the wayside, and women will finally be in charge.”

      “Wow, Cali.” I blink. “I had no idea you felt that way.”

      She scoffs. “The way I see it, men have had their chance since the dawn of time, and they’ve made a real mess of things. Might as well see what women can do to fix it.”

      “Exactly,” Vi says. “So, are you going to let us dress you up or not?”
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      I figure Vi and Cali are going to take me to some generic Halloween store where I’m going to have to fight off every French maid and sexy wench costume they throw my way, but they stop in front of a charming boutique set into a brick cottage instead.

      “That one,” Vi says, pointing at the display window outlined in dark green trim. “It’s perfect.”

      Inside the display is a sapphire brocade ballgown that looks like it came straight out of the colonial era, with delicate lace cascading from three-quarter length sleeves, and ruffles accentuating the cinched-in waist. The gown flares out from the hips, where the brocade opens to reveal a middle panel of ivory silk. My throat goes dry as I take in the delicate leaf pattern of the brocade, woven with silver thread. Every line and curve and detail are so beautifully sculpted that an ache blossoms in my chest. It reminds me of things I used to hope for—of fairytales Mom used to read to me before she got as sick of their false promises as I did; of people of valor and objects of high beauty; of adventures to have and dragons to slay; of bravery and loyalty and, yes, true love.

      “How did you find this place?” I ask, a knot forming at the base of my throat. I try to read the name of the store, but it’s written in old-fashioned script, and I can’t make it out.

      “We do a lot of window shopping,” Cali explains. “The owner is super nice, and they have the cutest old-timey jewelry too.”

      I force a smile. “It’s great, but—”

      “Are you kidding?” Vi asks, gesturing at the gown. “It’s more than great. It’s a work of art.”

      Tears prick my eyes. “And works of art come with giant price tags.”

      “Is that all that’s bothering you?” Cali waves off my comment. “They charge a rental fee for those who can’t buy, and Vi and I can cover that.”

      I glance back up at them, my stomach pitching, knowing I could never repay them, but there’s also—to my complete annoyance—a surge of hope so strong, so fierce, my knees buckle under the weight of it.

      I shouldn’t hope for something like this. Shouldn’t hope to step into a fairytale that isn’t real. Shouldn’t hope to make a boy lose his mind at the sight of me. I gave up all that years ago, and yet there it is, as if that little girl who wanted so badly to believe that her daddy would fall in love with her mommy, that he would want to get to know her and be a part of their family, never really went away. She’s still there. Still sobbing in the corner of her bedroom, wondering what’s wrong with her. Wondering why her life doesn’t match the stories of conquering heroes and Happily Ever Afters.

      I shouldn’t want this dress. I left all that behind so long ago, it feels like another lifetime. But I can still see that little girl and the crocodile tears that stain her pillow, and because two fairy godmothers have appeared with a plan to get her to the ball, I want to give her one night.

      One night to believe in fairy tales again before I put her away for good.

      “This boy’s a history geek, right?” Vi asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      I nod.

      “Yep,” Vi says. “That settles it. We’re getting this dress.”

      “Oh, I wish we could be there to see it.” Cali claps her hands. “He’s not going to be able to take his eyes off of you.”
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      I wait for the last tour of the night on the porch steps of the Lydia Potter House, wearing my black knee breeches with the white silk stockings and matching black overcoat, gold buttons catching the flickering firelight of the jack-o’-lanterns lining the steps and of the original gas lanterns on either side of the door. It’s a small group: a family of five and an elderly couple.

      I check my pocket watch. It’s already two minutes past seven.

      She’s not coming.

      Swallowing against the sudden tightness in my throat, I welcome the group to the house, going over the basic architectural information—“Built in 1720 in the Georgian style by Lydia’s grandfather, Andrew James Potter, a relatively successful farmer and tradesman, this home became a headquarters for patriots and abolitionists alike”—and a little bit about the family itself, how Andrew’s Quaker mother was the one who instilled in him the belief that all men of every race were created equal under God, and of how the Potter family continued to fight for social justice down through the generations. This is the typical speech I give at the front door of the house, but tonight, because it’s Halloween, I finish by assuring them that the ghost stories also date back to the Revolutionary War, when Lydia journaled about seeing her deceased grandmother sitting in the rocking chair in her bedroom when she was a little girl.

      The children shiver, and even the adults glance at each other with lifted brows.

      I rub my hands together, glancing once more down the street, looking for Savannah, but all I see are children in costumes moving from door to door, their parents following patiently behind. So, I force a smile and open the door.

      “Enter,” I tell them, wiggling my eyebrows. “If you dare.”

      We step into the entryway and, after a few more remarks on the family’s pre-revolutionary lives—and after telling one of the children not to get too close to the coat rack, as it has been known to move completely on its own—we move into the parlor, where the family would have entertained their guests during the day. There are more candelabras stationed around the room than usual, casting flickering shadows up the walls as the dusky purple darkness of twilight presses against the windows.

      “Now this room is a fascinating one,” I tell the group. “There’s a journal entry from a family who lived here in the early 1900s that says they would come downstairs every morning and smell the scent of lilacs coming from this room, even in the middle of winter, and always in this one spot, right here in front of the fireplace. There would also be a chill in the air, and the owner of the house at the time, a Mr. Randolph Gates, described walking through that spot one morning and feeling as though he’d lost all sensation in his body. It was such a terrifying experience that he never did walk into the room again.” I take a step forward, lowering my voice. “Now, about ten years ago, a book of household accounts was found in the attic detailing the expenses of the Potter household from the 1790s, when Lydia Potter lived here with her husband and children, and do you know what was listed at the very top?”

      The three children shake their heads, their eyes wide.

      I bend down to their level and crook my finger, beckoning them closer.

      “Lilac perfume,” I whisper. “An entire case of it, shipped over from France.”

      “No way,” one of the boys whispers.

      “Cool,” the little girl says.

      The third boy, a preteen who’s trying really hard to look bored by all of this, swallows audibly.

      “You know, they say that if we ask Lydia to join us, the smell of lilacs will drift into the room, strong enough to make you cough,” I tell them. “Should we try it?”

      The two boys shake their heads. Only the little girl nods.

      “All right, then,” I say, letting a slow smile drift up my cheeks. “Lydia Potter, come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      The room grows quiet.

      Everyone holds their breaths. Even the older couple is glancing around, as if waiting for a ghost to suddenly appear, and then—

      The front door creaks open—everyone jumps—and Savannah pokes her head around the door.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she says. “Can I still join?”

      The entire group exhales.

      “Everyone, this is my good friend, Savannah,” I tell them, a wide grin spreading across my face. She came. “This is her first time joining this tour, and she’s promised me a good heckling, so be prepared.”

      “Are you kidding?” she says, stepping in and closing the door behind her. “I would never heckle you on Halloween.” She smiles at the kids. “Ghosts are very sensitive creatures, you know. I don’t want to anger them by saying the wrong thing.”

      The little girl nods as if she also knew this about ghosts, and the whole room laughs, except for me, because I don’t have a single ounce of air left in my lungs.

      Savannah is dressed in a ballgown that only the daughters of the nobility and the wealthiest landowners would have worn in the colonial era. Her hair is swept up into a braided bun at the crown of her head, with looping tendrils cascading around her face and sweeping across her neck. Her eyes, her lips, her cheeks—they’re all a study in shimmering golds and fiery ambers. I try to speak, but my throat is dry, and my mind is blank. I can’t form a single word to save my life.

      It physically hurts to look at her, she’s so beautiful.

      Everyone turns their attention back to me, waiting for me to continue. I cough into my hand and mutter something about moving into the dining room. The group goes ahead of me. Savannah follows behind, stopping next to me at the door.

      “Nice costume,” she says.

      I clear my throat. “I was going to say the same thing. You look...” I shake my head, unable to come up with a word that would accurately describe how completely and utterly enraptured I am by her.

      She looks down at herself self-consciously, misunderstanding my silence. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

      “No,” I say, my voice coming out weirdly high and squeaky. I force it lower. “No. It’s perfect.”

      You’re perfect.

      She smiles. “Thank you.”

      We stare at each other another moment, each of us opening and closing our mouths, as if there’s more we want to say but neither one of us can find the words.

      Savannah breaks the silence first. “We should probably head in there. Can’t keep them waiting.”

      “The group or the ghosts?” I joke.

      She smirks. “Both.”

      Savannah slips into the dining room ahead of me, and suddenly I feel like William staring after Bex, silently praying she’ll look my way again, certain she’ll never be mine but thankful that I can at least have this moment next to her, this night to revel in her presence.

      But unlike Bex, who did reciprocate William’s love, I know Savannah will never be mine. Not unless I can prove to her love is real, and even then, what chance does a guy like me—dependable, strait-laced, boring me—have with a girl who could make the stars stand still at the mere mention of her name?
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      I am mesmerized by Jordan. By the way he speaks about the house, full of such interesting facts and tidbits, and by the way the children would so obviously follow him anywhere. Every time he gestures to a painting or a piece of furniture with a story behind it, clearly asking us to fix our attentions on that item, my eyes remain glued to him. Something flickers in his gaze when he notices me staring—longing, passion, desire?—but then the older woman asks him a question, and it disappears before I can decipher it.

      Each room contains its very own story of a ghostly encounter—dishes being hurtled from their shelves in the dining room as if of their own accord; cupboards opening completely on their own in the kitchen; the staircase creaking with footsteps when no one is there. But the scariest story of all is one in which a Revolutionary War soldier is supposedly seen in the full-length mirror in the upstairs hallway, a dark, shadowy figure in a blue coat who walks steadily closer, until you turn around and find no one there at all.

      When the tour is over, both the family with young children and the older couple leave in a rush of nervous laughter and hands fluttering like birds as each one recalls feeling a cold draft where there was no open window or hearing a floorboard groan where no one stood.

      Jordan finishes blowing out the last of the candles and waves to them from the porch steps. I stand back, leaning against the door frame, until the families have blended in with the crowd of trick-or-treaters moving steadily toward Colonial Williamsburg, and then I give Jordan a hearty golf clap.

      “Well done,” I tell him. “I only wanted to heckle you twice.”

      He bows at the waist. “I live to serve.”

      “I can’t believe how much information you retain up there,” I say, tapping him on the forehead.

      He grins. “It’s a gift.”

      “I’ll say. But are the ghost stories true, or is it all for tourism?”

      He wriggles his eyebrows. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Careful,” I warn. “I’ve been known to tickle information out of my friends in the past.”

      “Is that a promise?”

      I glare at him.

      He laughs as he takes off his hat, staring at the ground and pushing his hair off his forehead. Whenever he darts his gaze away like this—whenever he shows his humility—all I want to do is take his face in my hands and tell him to look at me, because he’s worth getting to know. He’s worth people seeing him—really seeing him—whether he thinks so or not.

      And then his lashes flutter slightly as he steps closer, finally meeting my gaze. I watch his Adam’s apple roll down his throat and back up.

      “You are absolutely breathtaking, you know that?” he whispers.

      I’ve read about this feeling in books before—books I usually ended up throwing at a wall for being far too obsessed with romance for my taste—but I’d never actually experienced it. This heart-fluttering, palms-sweating, head-swirling, knees-liquifying-into-a-puddle feeling.

      Not until Jordan.

      I swallow. “Thank you.”

      A beat passes.

      We’re so close that I can smell that comforting scent of his that I love, and suddenly all I want to do is brush his coat aside and step into his arms, letting the panels of his coat fall back over me, cocooning me against his soft cotton shirt and hard, toned chest. To hide myself away in a place that feels like falling into bed after a long day. A place where I can let go and just breathe.

      Jordan stares into my eyes and, completely unbidden, one thought reverberates through my head: Kiss me.

      And for one, heart-stopping moment, I think he’s going to.

      But then he’s stepping away, and I’m kicking myself for falling for the fairytale, even if only for a moment. The little girl inside of me can have a glimmer of the dream, but the woman in me can’t forget that’s all it is.

      A glimmer.

      A shadow.

      A nothing.

      “Wait here,” Jordan murmurs as he steps back into the house.

      “Why?”

      “I have another surprise for you,” he calls out from the now-darkened hallway. “But I have to grab my phone first.”

      “You mean you don’t have it on you?”

      His laugh reverberates off the walls. “What? And spoil the authenticity?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “It might be funny to see you answer the phone as an eighteenth-century gentleman.” I mimic answering a pretend phone as he reappears. “What in God’s name is this contraption? Hello?” I narrow my eyes. “How do I know this is Thomas Jefferson? Quick, say something impressive that only Jefferson would say.”

      Jordan mimics picking up his own pretend phone. “Rain is leaking from the roof at Monticello, and the wine from my vineyard tastes of ant piss.”

      I can’t breathe, I’m laughing so hard, and I have to place my hand against my stomach to keep from bending too far forward and impaling myself on the boning from my corset.

      “You know,” he says, “I think you may be onto something.”

      I wipe the tears from my eyes. “Oh, I know I am.”

      “I’ll have to bring it up at the next docent meeting.”

      I loop my arm through his and let him guide me down the steps, the fabric of my gown swishing behind me. “Just make sure to tell them it was my idea.”

      “Even if they don’t like it?”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. They’re going to think it’s the best thing they’ve ever heard.”

      “I love your confidence.”

      I shrug. “It’s a gift.”

      Jordan’s phone bings. He takes it out of his pocket and scowls. I just make out a name that starts with a J before he clicks it off.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      “Okay, Chris.”

      I smirk. “Point taken.”

      We follow the same path the other families took, heading north toward Duke of Gloucester Street. The shops are open later tonight, with reenactors passing out Halloween candy while others give tours by lanternlight. The crowds are thick enough in some areas that Jordan has to walk behind me, his hand gently, protectively hovering against my back.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “You’ll see.”

      The crowd thins a bit once we get onto the main thoroughfare of the historic section, with groups dispersing down alleyways and meandering into shops.

      Jordan walks next to me again.

      “I’ve done it, by the way,” he says.

      The sky is pitch black now, brightening the flames burning in the baskets behind him, lining his silhouette in flickering gold.

      “Done what?” I ask.

      “Figured out how I’m going to prove to you that love is real.”

      “Oh really?” I cross my arms. “And how are you going to do that?”

      “By taking you on the best date of your life.”

      I try really hard not to scoff. “Is that what tonight is?”

      He laughs. “No, not tonight. It’s going to take a few weeks to plan.”

      “It’s not going to work.”

      “Not with that attitude.”

      “Jordan.”

      “Savannah.”

      “I already told you I hate romance.”

      He screws up his face, thinking. “Actually, what you told me was to not even let you get started on romance.”

      “Well, you brought it up, so I’m started.” I huff out a breath. “Romance is just a trick people employ to get someone to jump into bed with them faster than they would have otherwise. It’s completely fake.”

      Jordan tucks his hands behind his back as he walks, looking like the perfect eighteenth-century gentleman. “I don’t agree.”

      “It’s not going to work.”

      “You said that already. But if you’re so sure it’s not going to work, then there’s nothing to fear in taking me up on it, right? At the very least you’ll get a nice dinner out of it and some sort of entertainment for the evening, even if it’s just laughing at my feeble attempts to woo you.”

      I narrow my eyes. “This is still just because you don’t agree with me, right? About love? Not because you—I mean, not because you want to be more than—”

      “Friends?”

      I nod.

      He’s quiet for a moment, his eyes scanning the buildings and the reenactors that he loves so much, but I can tell he's not seeing them. He’s somewhere else entirely.

      Taking a deep breath, he stuffs his hands into his pockets and turns back to me.

      “I want to be completely clear with you, Savannah. I am thankful to be your friend, and if that’s all we ever are, I will consider myself a lucky man, but I don’t think any guy could be around you and not, at least on some level, want to be more than that.”

      For a second, it’s like I’m back in that dream, except instead of the camera panning out from Jordan and me, it zooms in, blocking out the rest of the world in a haze of flickering lights and muffled sounds. Jordan’s jaw hardens as he stares down at me, his eyes clouding with such desire that I can’t breathe, and suddenly all I want him to do is push me up against a wall and kiss me until we lose all sense of time and place, to release all of this unspoken energy between us in clawing hands and colliding bodies and ravaged breath.

      I’m attracted to him, I tell myself. It’s okay to be attracted. It might even be okay to act on it, but not now. Not when I’m living the fairytale.

      If and when I do kiss Jordan Merrick, it will be when the rational part of me is in control, not the girl who, once upon a time, wanted so desperately for a prince to look at her in the same way the ones in her books looked at the princesses they fell in love with. That girl doesn’t know how to protect herself from the hormones that would bond her to this boy, but the woman who will wake up tomorrow outside of this dress does.

      Easy, girl, I tell younger me. Tonight is for you, but this is as far as it can go.

      I’m pretty sure she rolls her eyes at me.

      I clear my throat and step away first. “So, if this epic date isn’t happening tonight, what is?”

      He grins and pulls two slips of paper from his inner pocket. “The Halloween Ball.”
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      The green in front of the Governor’s Palace has been roped off and lined in torchlight, with a band dressed in colonial garb playing music from the revolutionary period. In the middle of the green, reenactors form two lines, with each person facing their partner and dancing into the middle of the line before moving back out again. Ballgowns swirl and men’s coattails flutter as the couples glide around each other, grasping hands to twirl and promenade and crest and fall like ocean waves. It’s all so perfectly choreographed that my jaw drops thinking about how many hours they must have spent practicing this.

      We stop at the entrance, where glowing jack-o’-lanterns and stalks of dried wheat wrapped with cornsilk surround an iron archway, flickering lanterns hanging from either side.

      Jordan shows our tickets to the man standing guard at the entrance, and it’s only now that we’ve gotten closer to the archway that I realize the ironwork is covered in skulls and crossbones, and that everyone inside of the torchlight is wearing a mask over their eyes—black satin for the men, white lace for the women. Our own masks are handed to us the moment we step inside. Jordan ties his around his eyes before offering to help me with mine, his fingers moving delicately against my skin.

      Some of the tourists bust their own moves on either side of the reenactors, but most just watch from the sidelines, drinking cider from little plastic cups and exclaiming over the elegance of the historical dances, the beauty of the music, the wonder of the night. I plan on joining them, sidling up to an empty spot along the edge to better view the reenactors, but then Jordan is grasping my hand and angling his head toward the middle of the green.

      “How about it?” he asks. “You’re already dressed for it.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh, no. I couldn’t. I don’t know any of the steps—”

      “Don’t worry. You can follow my lead.”

      He tugs me forward.

      I plant my feet. “Jordan—”

      “Do you trust me?”

      More than I want to admit.

      I look past him at the beautiful shapes the women are making with their bodies, as smooth and fluid as water, and the perfect posture with which the men are holding themselves, looking like picture frames for their partners to dance in.

      “Don’t tell me I’ve found yet another thing the formidable Savannah Mason is afraid of,” he teases. “Love and dancing. Who knew?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m not afraid of dancing. Looking like a fool in front of a bunch of people, on the other hand—”

      “Come on.” He gazes down at me, his lips twitching into the most adorably crooked smirk I’ve ever seen. “Where’s that girl who almost obliterated a vending machine her first day? She didn’t care what anyone thought of her.”

      “That’s because her brain was addled by heat exhaustion.”

      He squeezes my hand. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Don’t let the chance that you might end up looking foolish keep you from enjoying it.”

      I glance away, but he places his finger under my chin, gently forcing my gaze back on his. He takes a step closer, until his forehead is practically pressed against my own.

      “Trust me,” he murmurs. “I promise I won’t disappoint.”

      I’m pretty sure we’re not talking about dancing anymore.

      My heart ratchets up my throat at the thought of getting up in front of all these people and doing a choreographed dance that I’ve never even seen, let alone practiced, but doing that suddenly feels less scary than following this conversation to wherever it’s headed, so I stare down at the grass and nod.

      Jordan pulls me forward to the edge of the line. The tourists watching from the sidelines whistle and clap as we join. He sets me on the women’s side, giving my hands one more squeeze and whispering, “I’ve got you,” before taking his place across from me.

      I take a deep breath and, in the silent space between the end of one song and the beginning of another, I’m certain everyone on the entire green must hear my heart hammering against my ribcage. But then the music starts and Jordan murmurs, “We go second,” as the woman next to me steps into the middle space and places the flat of her palms against her partner’s, turning to one side and then the other before each one steps back into the line where they began. I notice that every other woman after her down the line does the same thing. Once the lines are reformed, Jordan whispers, “Now we go,” and every other couple who didn’t go before steps into the middle and does the same—palms flat against their partner’s, followed by a turn to the left and then to the right.

      “Thank God we’re in the second group,” I murmur, ignoring the way my skin tingles at the touch of Jordan’s hand. I just have to watch what the others do first and try not to mess it up.

      He chuckles. “I told you to trust me.”

      Over and over again, the first group goes, and then we follow with the second, mimicking the same movements we just witnessed a moment before. Somewhere around the fourth or fifth movement, I start to forget that there are at least a hundred people watching me, or that I really have no business being here. I start throwing back my head and laughing when I accidentally stumble into Jordan, and he has to set me right again. Start adding a flourish with the bottom of my dress as I twirl. Start letting the music flow through my body. Start breathing in the crisp scent of woodsmoke tingeing the cool night air and start enjoying the view of the starlight twinkling down on us, until everything else fades away and it’s as if Jordan and I are the only two people left on the green.

      At first the sensation is mesmerizing, watching the colors of the world swirl and blend behind Jordan as we dance, and I realize that, for the first time since I can remember, I don’t feel the weight of a thousand pressures bearing down on me. I don’t think about my dyslexia or how it has the power to ruin my future. I don’t stress about spending every second productively, so I won’t fall behind. I don’t think about the distance growing between Mom and me, the chasm that feels big enough to swallow me whole, nor the ache it leaves behind that the person who used to be my world could understand me so little. And I don’t think about fighting against a curse that has supposedly been stalking the women in my family for generations, because even though I don’t believe in it, I fight it all the same—with every stance I take that goes against the beliefs of the women who came before me, I fight it.

      But none of that is dragging me down tonight. For the first time in a very long time, I am as free as the silver-lined clouds grazing across the moonlit sky, with nothing tying me down or stressing me out or pulling more out of me than I am able to give. I am beautifully and wondrously and completely free.

      I revel in it, in this dance and in this night and in this ballgown that twists and bends with every movement, but by the time I sense the danger in it, it’s too late. I’ve already fallen into Jordan’s eyes. Already matched the serious set of his jaw, the tightness of his frame as we move close and away and back again. Already entered a world where it is just him and me and every intake of breath as our hands meet.

      Oh, you’re going to fall in love with someone, all right, and it’ll happen when you least expect it.

      Mom’s words stop me cold.

      “Are you okay?” Jordan asks.

      I close my eyes, forcing the sounds and the colors of the world back into their proper places. Deep breaths slow my fluttering heart, stilling the butterflies grazing my stomach as I grab hold of the only thing that has ever kept me afloat—

      Science.

      Cool, clear, logical—emotionless—science.

      This is all chemical, I remind myself. Your brain is doing what it was designed to do. It’s trying to make you think you’re falling for someone that, biologically, you’ve just decided would make a good genetic match. The feelings are real, but they aren’t true.

      It only takes three seconds, maybe four, before I open my eyes, and everything is back to normal. The women around me are sliding back into their positions along the line as the song ends. At Jordan’s furrowed brow, I murmur, “Just got a little dizzy,” sounding convincing enough for him to actually believe me.

      We move away from the dancers to get some cider, and with every step I take I feel more and more in control of myself. The magic of the night fades—no, it doesn’t fade, just my imagination does; there was no magic here to begin with—and I can look around and see this night for what it really is.

      An illusion.

      A fun distraction—a reprieve from everyday life—but an illusion all the same. And suddenly my ballgown feels too heavy and the pins in my hair too tight, and that’s when I know I’m ready to let her go, the little girl who wanted just a moment to shine. She retreats into the furthest recesses of my mind, thankful for one last chance to pretend fairytales might exist.

      I feign a headache and offer to walk myself home so that Jordan can stay and enjoy the party—an offer he refuses without hesitation. I feel bad leaving so early after he paid for us to be here, but I can’t stay, because even though I kept trying to steel myself against it, one look from Jordan has my heart crumpling in on itself again. Has that little girl running back and banging on the door of my heart, begging me to believe that maybe, just maybe, there’s something to this ‘love stuff’ after all, and it terrifies me, how convincing she’s starting to sound.

      No. If I’m going to get a grip on this, I need to get away from Jordan. I need to distance myself from his eyes that see way too much and from his hair that curls so adorably across his brow and from his arms that look like the safest place I could ever run to.

      I need to recenter on what I know is true, and to do that, I need to replace every single wall that Jordan tore down while I wasn’t looking.

      So, when we say good night, I thank Jordan for an amazing time, but I don’t kiss him the way I want to, and I don’t hold his hand, and I don’t enfold myself in the opening of his coat, cocooning myself in a person that has, inconceivably, begun to feel like home. I say goodbye as abruptly as I can, hoping he gets the message.

      This is as far as this goes.

      Player One, signing off.
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        If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.

        -1 Corinthians 13:1
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      Something changed on Halloween night, an irrevocable shift I’ve been feeling the tremors from ever since. I could no longer deny, as I danced with Savannah in the silver gilding of a swollen moon, that I was falling for her.

      No, not falling.

      Stumbling.

      Reeling.

      Crashing.

      I could barely breathe as I looked at her, this angel of steel, this pillar of immense beauty and awe-inspiring strength. I felt so unworthy of her and so enraptured by her at the same time, and suddenly every letter William wrote to Bex hit differently. Every line in which he admitted he didn’t feel like he could ever deserve her and yet he would dedicate his life to doing so, I suddenly understood.

      I thought the heartbreak I experienced with Jules was the reason William and Bex’s letters had taken such an obsessive hold of me—because they were proof that, even though Jules didn’t love me the way I had loved her, there were some loves that lasted a lifetime. And maybe that was the reason in the beginning—maybe back then I just needed to know love really was everything that the greatest philosophers and poets and prophets had ever described it to be—but it was only as I stared at Savannah that Halloween night and felt my soul thrumming within me, as if it had finally found the missing piece for which it had always been searching, that love, in all of its power, opened itself up to me. I suddenly understood it as more than just the comfortable match that Jules’s and my relationship had been and as more than just two best friends choosing to spend their lives together. I understood it as a tying of the souls—the ricochet of two kinetic energies crashing into one another and setting each other on a different course than they would’ve taken otherwise. It is the irreversible, irretrievable, unchangeable alteration of a person at their very core.

      And I knew from that moment on, I would never be the same.

      I was so sure Savannah had felt it too. But as I jumped from the precipice of all I knew into the rush of a new life, a new perspective, a new hope—she stepped back. Farther and farther from the edge, into a place where I couldn’t reach her. I saw it in her eyes as I dropped her off at her dorm. Felt it in the absence of her warmth as she angled her body away from mine. Heard it in the finality of her goodbye.

      She was closing herself off from me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      Three weeks have gone by since that night, and Savannah has only grown more distant. She hasn’t asked me to record any more chapters for her history class, and when I asked her why, she said she was thankful for my help, but she felt she could get through the last weeks of the semester without it. She tried to brush me off in a polite way, as if she were doing it for my benefit, saying I’d already given more of my time to her studies than I should have at the neglect of my own.

      “You’re applying to PhD programs,” she’d said, downing her cup of coffee in a single gulp as she stood and gathered her books. I’d run into her at the café after she’d dodged my texts, and it was clear she couldn’t get away from me fast enough. “I don’t want to be the reason you don’t get in.”

      I tried to tell her I was keeping up with my coursework just fine and that, if anything, the review was helpful for me, but she was already heading through the door and out onto the street, her ponytail swishing behind her. I voice-texted her later, telling her that I hoped she would at least use the campus’s accessibility services to help her with her coursework, but she never replied.

      She’s still been helping at the site, keeping her end of the extra-credit bargain, and she’s polite about everything, doing exactly what I ask her to do and keeping meticulous notes using the recording app on her phone. Steph figures out Savannah’s secret on her own when she realizes that I transcribe all of the recorded notes onto Savannah’s clipboard for her, but she doesn’t give it away to Chris, who still thinks she just gets motion sick in the car. Savannah continues to take his help in statistics on the way to and from the site, but she does her best to have as little to do with me as possible. Sure, she’ll smile at me as if we’re still friends, ask me questions about my day or about a small artifact she’s found among the bricks, but she never meets my gaze—not for more than a second anyway—and she makes it a practice of putting Steph and Chris between us anytime I try to talk to her about it.

      She’s drawing away from me, and the pain of it is more than I can bear.

      At first, I think she just needs time—it’s obvious that whatever happened between us on Halloween night frightened her. She’s reacting to it like a child reacts to the idea of a monster in their closet, not realizing the monster only exists in their imagination. But with every week that passes, the valley between us grows larger.

      I try to be patient. Try to give her the space she needs to sort out whatever she’s wrestling with, but the more time that goes by, the more she retreats into herself, until she’s not even speaking to me like a friend anymore but like an acquaintance. Someone she barely knows—or cares to know. I can feel it coming, can feel the words bubbling up my throat. Over and over again I push them back down, but the pressure they’re building inside my chest is getting too strong to ignore.

      It’s the Saturday before Thanksgiving, and with the others returning home in a few days to celebrate the holiday, we’re all trying to get as much done as possible. We work past our usual stopping point, until our phones buzz at four in the afternoon with a severe weather warning. Chris and Steph had already begun putting away their tools and cleaning their areas before the text came through, but Savannah, who was so intent on getting to the bottom of the fireplace, kept going while I rolled up the maps and put the artifacts we’d found into the trunk of my car.

      Now, as the first drops of rain drum a steady cadence against the hood, Steph slides into the front passenger seat while Chris folds himself into his usual spot in the back. I put the last artifacts in the trunk and run back to Savannah, who is just now gathering up her supplies.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs. “I just had to get a little more done.”

      I squat down next to her, grabbing the spade and the dustpan. “You’re becoming just as obsessed as I am.”

      She shrugs. “There’s something about it. Maybe it’s the repetition, brushing each tiny layer of dust away, but it almost feels like I’m—”

      “Meditating?”

      She nods.

      “I feel the same way.” This is the most we’ve talked in weeks, and I’m so terrified of scaring her away that I can hear my heart thumping in my ears. “I mean, a lot of people don’t get it. They probably couldn’t think of a more boring way to spend a day, but it’s like looking for lost treasure while taking a zen class. Peaceful and exhilarating at the same time.”

      Our hands tangle as we both reach for the packet of small brushes lying in the dirt and, for just a second, we hover there, our fingers tied around each other. I’m pretty sure neither one of us is breathing. And then Savannah clears her throat and stands, letting me get the packet as she removes the gloves from her hands and climbs out of the hole.

      Swearing under my breath, I follow her.

      “Savannah.”

      She stops but doesn’t look back.

      I walk in front of her, hoping she’ll look at me. She casts her eyes to the right, fixating her gaze on the walking path twenty yards ahead of us.

      “Why don’t you let me help you in Steinberg’s class anymore?”

      She swallows. “I already told you why. I’m finally caught up on everything, and I can make it through the rest of the semester on my own. There’s no reason for you to take any more time away from your own work.”

      “That’s fine if that’s really true, but it doesn’t explain why we don’t hang out anymore, or why you can’t even look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      She glances at me, her eyes narrowing, and for a moment, I see her, the girl I’ve been falling in love with since the day I watched her almost take down a full-size vending machine all on her own. I see the grit and the strength and the determination and the fire. I see the girl who can take on anything, anytime, anywhere.

      But then she looks away again, and another wall pushes up out of the dirt between us, forcing me out.

      “Look, I’ve been trying to be nice about all of this,” she says, her tone slicing through the air like a razorblade, “but if you want me to say it, I will. I’m not going to go back on my deal with Steinberg, so I’ll keep helping you here, but as far as our friendship goes, I think it’s run its course.”

      She pushes past me, her shoulder bumping mine, and I just stand there for what feels like an eternity but must only be a second, my hands on my hips and my heart in my ears, before I turn and wrap my hand around her arm, stopping her.

      She glances back, her eyes wide.

      “Something is scaring you, Savannah.” My voice is a strangled, broken thing being ripped out of my throat. “Please, tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Let go of me, Jordan.”

      I do as she says.

      “I thought I found a true friend in you,” I tell her. “And true friendships don’t run courses. Those are the ones that last.”

      “You were wrong.” She shakes her head, and I can’t tell if the water brimming along her lashes is rain or unshed tears. “I’m sorry, Jordan.”

      And then she runs to the car, taking every fractured piece of my heart with her.
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      I once dreamt of a girl who could set the world on fire with a single look.

      I dreamt of holding her, of loving her, of following her to the ends of the earth and back.

      I didn’t want to dream it—the entire fantasy flew into my head completely unbeckoned. I had a plan for my life before Savannah Mason barreled into my world, a conviction to not get tangled up with anyone until I’d earned my PhD and my career was secure. I already almost lost everything once due to unrequited love.

      I won’t make the same mistake twice.

      I let the dream go.

      Time to move on.
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      Mom is having trouble with Wayne.

      I can tell by the way she stops checking on me. When she texted before, it would always begin with a picture of her and Wayne out on a date, or of the two of them eating dinner at home, or of their search for a puppy to share (that one was an especially pointed text, as if her saying, “Wayne and I are going to get a puppy together! Can you believe it?! How are you doing?” actually meant, “Do you see, Savannah? The ritual worked. This man wants to adopt a dog with me. When are you going to apologize and finally believe this is real?”). But she hasn’t texted at all in the past two weeks, and the few times I’ve tried calling, her tone has been particularly venomous. When I ask what’s wrong, she says nothing. When I ask how Wayne is doing, she snaps, “Why do you care?”

      She doesn’t ask about my classes or my roommates or anything else that is going on in my life, but that’s nothing new. She’s been in this place before, where suddenly nothing matters but the few tenuous threads holding her relationship together. She will baby those threads. She will obsess over those threads. And if this time is like all the others that have come before it, she will smother those threads.

      When I still lived at home, I tried to find ways to help her when she got like this, even if she never noticed. I washed every dish. Picked up carry-out from the diner or made the cheap macaroni so she wouldn’t have to worry about cooking. Tidied up the clothes she would leave lying on the floor. Stacked the bills on the entryway table so they would be ready whenever she came out of her funk. But there’s only two more weeks left in the semester until finals, and now that I’m trying to keep up with the reading on my own again, I can’t afford to get behind by going home for Thanksgiving Break to help her, because if I go home, Mom won’t let me study. She’ll tell me to put the books away (“It’s the holidays, for goodness’ sake!”). She’ll act like I work too hard, not realizing that my work ethic is the only thing that keeps my head above water. She’ll say I’ll make it up the following week, not realizing every second counts. And if things really are going south between her and Wayne, she’ll lash out with guilt trips intended to make me feel like the worst daughter in the world, so that even if I do find the time to study, I’ll be too emotionally weighed down by her disappointment to focus.

      To be honest, I’m having a hard enough time focusing as it is without adding Mom’s drama on top of my own.

      No matter how much I try to push him away, Jordan invades my every thought. It pisses me off how much I let my guard down around him, how close I let him get, how quickly our friendship deepened and morphed into something more, because now I have to do all of the hard work of digging myself out from underneath every haunting glance and touch, from the voice that still swims through my head even when I’m not listening to the chapters he recorded, and from the way he made me want to believe, if even just for a moment, that Happily Ever After actually could exist.

      I’m just glad I realized I was losing control before it was too late.

      It’ll be better when I don’t have to see him anymore—when I don’t have to go to the site; when our only interactions will be the occasional run-in at the coffee shop or at the library, where we’ll exchange a brief nod, a quick recognition before moving on, back onto the separate paths we should’ve been taking all along. And then, if there truly is a God and if any part of Him is on my side, Jordan will get into a PhD program somewhere far away from here—Columbia, Princeton, or Brown—and I’ll never have to see him again.

      I dread telling Mom I’m not coming home for Thanksgiving, but she surprises me by leaving a voice mail while I’m in my last class on Tuesday, gently asking if I wouldn’t mind letting her and Wayne celebrate the holiday alone. She says they’re working on some things and it’s getting better, but they really need the time to reconnect, so they’re going to stay at a cottage along the coast. I send her a thumbs-up emoji and voice-text, “I have to study anyway,” to which she responds with a heart emoji.

      I’m grateful. At least I can go into the long weekend without feeling the pangs of guilt of choosing schoolwork over my own mother.
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      All the university libraries are closed for the break, so I head to the coffee shop Wednesday morning. A slushy mix of rain and snow is falling, snowflakes melting in my hair as I pull my coat tighter around my neck and bury my chin in my scarf.

      The café is empty when I get there, with only one barista behind the counter, groggily wiping the newly cleaned cups and putting them away. Someone must have decorated the space last night in anticipation of the students returning from Thanksgiving Break next week, as there are now two skinny Christmas trees on either side of the counter, wrapped in glittering twinkle lights. Festive paper reindeer and Santa Clauses cover the walls, and there’s even a bough of mistletoe hanging from a light fixture in the middle of the room. I wonder, as I pass underneath it, how many people know that mistletoe is actually toxic, the irony of which only confirms what I’ve known about love all along: that it might look nice—even desirable—on the outside, but on the inside, it wreaks havoc on everything you thought you knew about yourself and the world around you. It’s messy. Chaotic. Poisonous. Which is why it’s best to stay away from it—the plant and love—all together.

      I order a flat white, then set up at a table in the far corner. I’m just shrugging out of my coat when the bell over the door rings again.

      Jordan.

      His eyes widen at the sight of me. I wait for him to walk over, to yell at me or plead with me. To look at me with those grief-stricken eyes that have the power to hollow out my insides. But he doesn’t do any of those things. He just grits his teeth and orders his usual black coffee before dropping his stuff at the farthest table away from me.

      A couple local stragglers wander in throughout the morning, but Jordan and I remain the only constants as the hours pass. The pervasive quiet is nothing like the usual pulsating energy of students drifting in and out. The usual sounds of wooden chair legs scraping the floor and of patrons shouting their orders to be heard over the conversational din are gone. I can hear every lyric of the coffeehouse acoustic channel playing overhead (an almost haunting version of “The Christmas Waltz” strums through the air, making my heart ache for my hometown and all of the joy that can be found in the people and in the traditions there, even when your own life is in freefall). I can also hear every swish of Jordan’s pen. Every click of his laptop keys. Every creak of his chair.

      I wonder if he’s noticing me the same way I’m noticing him.

      Focus.

      My stomach starts to growl at half past ten. I stand up and stretch, then head for the counter. Jordan must have had the same idea because he’s already there, paying for a breakfast sandwich. He doesn’t say a word to me as he heads back to his seat, but when I reach for my wallet after ordering a side salad and a mini muffin—the cheapest items on the menu—the barista shakes her head.

      “It’s already paid for,” she says, nodding toward Jordan. “He also told me to give you the full-size portions of whatever you order. Would you like me to do that?”

      I’m so shocked, I don’t know whether to be angry with Jordan for being so presumptuous or impressed that he noticed I always order half portions and guess that it’s not because I’m on a diet. Pride tells me to refuse, but my stomach growls, reminding me of all the times pride would have left Mom and me to starve.

      I nod. “Yes, please.”

      “He’s ordered a refill on your latte as well,” she informs me before heading off to put my order together.

      Gritting my teeth, I force myself to walk over to Jordan’s table and mumble out an annoyed, “Thank you.”

      He glances up at me. “You’re welcome.”

      “I can pay for my own stuff, you know. I don’t need your charity.”

      “I’m aware of that.” He taps his pen against the table. “I just thought since we’re the only two students left on campus, it would be a nice gesture. Feel free to tag me back anytime.”

      I narrow my eyes, studying him, trying to figure out if he’s playing mind games with me, ignoring me and then paying for my food. But Jordan isn’t the mind-game type.

      “Why are you here?” I ask him.

      “Same reason as you, I imagine. To stay on top of things.”

      “Won’t your parents miss you?”

      “They know this is an important year for me. Besides, we don’t really do a traditional Thanksgiving. Dad hosts a food pantry out of the church so that anyone who doesn’t have somewhere to eat can get their dinner there, and then we usually end up eating with everyone else. The church does the same thing for Christmas, but Dad’s associate pastor takes that one, so that’s when Mom cooks our big, traditional holiday meal.”

      I glance down at the floor. “We’ve been to something like that a couple times—the food-pantry thing. Mom and me. The years her tips weren’t so great.” I clear my throat. “They’re... nice.”

      He hesitates, like he’s not sure if he wants to keep talking to me or give me the brush off.

      Then: “What about your mom?” he asks. “Won’t she miss seeing you?”

      “She’s got boyfriend problems. They’re going away together to work things out.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m used to it. I just hope this one doesn’t break her heart.”

      He nods.

      A beat passes. We stare at each other as if hoping the other person will somehow magically fix all that has happened between us, but of course, there’s no fixing this. It was destined to break from the start.

      “Well, I should get back to work,” I say. “Those letters aren’t going to unscramble themselves.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I wish you would let me keep recording for you.”

      “I already told you—”

      “Savannah, seriously, it’s not a problem. Here.” He brushes his books aside, making space for me at the table. “I need a break anyway.”

      I shift on the balls of my feet, calculating the risk of starting things up again with him over my need to make some headway on my assignments.

      “You’d be doing me a favor,” he says. “It feels like my brain’s about to explode.”

      I can list a million reasons why I shouldn’t—why I need to keep Jordan at a distance—but even though I know I’m doing the right thing, protecting my brain from getting any more signals crossed than it already has and releasing chemicals I don’t want it releasing, I have to admit that Jordan was right when he said we were developing a true friendship. I wanted nothing to do with the road we’d veered onto Halloween night, but I do miss the only real friend I’ve made in my time here.

      I bring my stuff over against my better judgment and give Jordan my textbook and phone while I work on studying the flash cards I’ve made so far, telling myself that Jordan is just a friend, and I am still in control.
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      I start yawning a little after one o’clock despite the extra caffeine.

      Jordan stops recording.

      “You should head back,” he says. “Take advantage of having the dorm all to yourself to get some sleep.”

      Gathering my books and coat, I reply, “Believe me, I’m planning on it. Will you, um—” Don’t ask. Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t—“be here tomorrow?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m heading to the site.”

      “By yourself?”

      “I don’t want to lose momentum just because Chris and Steph went home, especially now that the weather’s getting colder, and the days are getting shorter. The ground will freeze by January, and then it might be a few months before we can make any headway again.”

      “What time are you going?”

      “I plan on getting there around eight.”

      “Do you need some help?”

      “Nah, it’s okay,” he says. “I’ve got it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.” He stands. “You only owe me weekends, remember?”

      “I know, but—”

      “Savannah.” He slings his satchel over his shoulder. “I’ve gotten the message from you loud and clear. I know we’re not friends. I’m glad you’re letting me help you again and I’m glad you’re still doing the dig for your extra credit, but you don’t owe me anything. We’re good.”

      He leaves before I can say anything else.

      I should be relieved that he gets it. That he maybe even realizes it’s for the best. We could have never been anything good together. He deserves someone who sees love the same way he does, and that’s something I can never give him.

      So why does the sight of him leaving make it feel like my entire body is sinking into the floor?
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      Savannah is leaning against my car when I step out of my dorm at seven a.m. Thanksgiving morning, holding a brown paper bag in one hand and a coffee carrier in the other. She’s wearing her dusty work clothes under a puffy black jacket, her hair slicked back into a high ponytail. My heart thumps painfully in my chest at the sight of her.

      Let it go.

      “I brought turkey sandwiches,” she says as I cross the yard to meet her, my old, scuffed-up tennis shoes crunching the frosted grass beneath me. “Figured neither one of us should be alone on Thanksgiving.”

      I swallow. “Thanks.”

      She shrugs. “Consider it my tag-back.”

      Wishing she wasn’t here, I unlock the car and open her door. She slides in with the food, placing the coffees in the middle cupholders.

      “This one’s yours,” she says, pointing to the to-go cup decorated with flying reindeers as I open my own door and get behind the wheel.

      I turn the key in the ignition. The engine grumbles to life and we pull away from the curb. Our eyes meet every few seconds, as if we’re both trying to think of something to say but can’t quite manage it.

      Finally, Savannah clears her throat. “How are all of your applications going? Did you get them in?”

      “Still working on Princeton and Chicago, but the rest are done.”

      “Good.”

      Another awkward silence.

      Another meeting of glances.

      “How do you like having the dorm all to yourself?” I ask. “Are you sleeping better?”

      “Yeah, I am,” she says. “But, strangely enough, I kind of miss Vi and Cali. Sure, they keep me up way too late and we don’t have a lot in common, but they’re also really fun to have around.”

      “I never thought I’d hear you say that. Not in those first few weeks anyway, when you couldn’t get a good night’s sleep to save your life.”

      “Oh, I’m still trying to figure out a way to get rid of them a couple nights a week, but I haven’t found any clubs or intramural teams that meet at midnight.”

      “Have you tried the cloak-and-dagger ones?”

      “No, but good thinking.” She takes a sip of her coffee, then holds the rim against her lips. “How would one even get in touch with a cloak-and-dagger club though?”

      “Three drops of blood on a letter of intent along with a lock of your hair,” I murmur. “Oh wait. Sorry. That’s for PhD applications.”

      She laughs. “That bad, huh?”

      “Some are worse than others.”

      “Well, for what’s it’s worth, any place would be lucky to have you.”

      “Thanks.”

      We drift into another uncomfortable silence.

      When it becomes clear that neither one of us can think of anything more to say, I switch on the CD player. Applause from a live 1977 Fleetwood Mac concert rumbles through the speakers. “Songbird” begins playing as we pass beneath tree branches just barely hanging onto the last of their leaves. Savannah curls her knees into her chest and stares out the front windshield. The sun drifts higher in the sky, orange light slowly burning away the frost.

      Several times we glance at each other, even open our mouths to speak, but it’s like we’re stuck in this fog of too many words spoken between us already and still so much left unsaid. So we listen to the music, each of us lost in our own worlds until we get to the site, where we take our tools and go to opposite sides of the hole, doing our best to act like the other person isn’t there at all.
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      We eat our turkey sandwiches at noon on the hood of Jordan’s car.

      “You didn’t have to do this,” he tells me, the first full sentence spoken between us since this morning.

      “I know, but I wanted to pay you back for picking up my lunch yesterday.”

      “And the site?” he asks. “You aren’t obligated to be here right now.”

      “I keep thinking about Bex, wondering what happened to her. I’m nervous for her,” I admit. “How ridiculous is that? Whatever happened to her happened over two hundred years ago, and yet I feel this urgency to keep working on that fireplace, as if getting to the bottom of it will somehow save her.”

      “I know what you mean.” He finishes his sandwich and rolls the paper into a ball between his hands. “I’m worried I won’t figure it out in time for my thesis.”

      “You will.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Faith, I guess.”

      He’s quiet for a moment.

      Then:

      “Savannah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know we aren’t friends anymore but, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad I am, too.”

      Jordan holds out his hand, a silent offer to throw away my now-empty wrapper. I hand it to him, and he slides off his car, walking toward the trash can on the edge of the bike path. I take off my jacket—the temperature is hovering a little above fifty now, the sun warm despite the chill in the air—and head back to the fireplace. I crouch down, ready to get to work, but my phone buzzes in my pocket, stopping me.

      Mom.

      I ignore it, respecting Jordan’s rule. I can call her back later.

      My phone buzzes again.

      Jordan’s sneakers stop at the edge of the site above me. “I’m grabbing another water from the car. You need one?”

      “No thanks.”

      His brow furrows at the annoyance in my tone. “What’s up?”

      I huff out a breath. “My mom keeps calling me.”

      “Do you need to answer it?”

      I shake my head. “I’m sure she just wants to wish me a happy Thanksgiving and tell me about her trip with her boyfriend.”

      “Answer it,” he says. “Just don’t trip over something like Chris did. And don’t tell the others I let you do it. They’ll never let me live it down.”

      My lips twitch. “Deal.”

      I press the answer button as Jordan watches from the car, taking a big sip from his water bottle.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say. “Happy Thanksgiving. I can’t really talk right now. Can I call you back la—”

      Mom’s sob punctures the line. “Savannah?”

      My smile vanishes.

      “Mom? What’s wrong? Is it Grandma? Did something happen?”

      Mom is crying so hard I can barely make out what she’s saying. “I just—I don’t—I don’t know what happened—”

      The world spins in front of me as I imagine every possible scenario. I’m vaguely aware of Jordan taking a step forward before retreating again, like he wants to help but doesn’t want to seem like he’s eavesdropping

      “Mom, calm down,” I tell her, my own heart thumping in my ears. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “He—he left.”

      “Who left?”

      “Wayne.”

      Shit.

      “What do you mean he left?”

      “I mean he left, Savannah.” She takes a deep breath, and I can practically see her standing there, her eyes closed, her teeth gritted as she tries to compose herself enough to talk. “He said he cares about me, but he just can’t see us building a—a life together, and then he told me to enjoy the rest of our stay at this stupid cottage on him and left some money for me to get a car service home, but he said he couldn’t stay another minute.” She blows her nose. “It’s the curse, I’m telling you. That dumb bitch didn’t do a damn thing with that ritual, and now another man has left me and they’re going to keep leaving me until the day I die. I’m never going to be happy, Savannah. Never.”

      I try to sound sympathetic. “Of course, you’re going to be happy, Mom. You just need to stop seeing psychics and start seeing a psychiatrist like I’ve been telling you to.”

      For a second, Mom doesn’t say anything, but when her voice does come through, it’s all sharpened barbs and bared teeth. “I don’t need a shrink, Savannah. I need a daughter who gives a damn about her mother, but I guess that’s too much to ask for.”

      “Mom—”

      “Do you realize I’ve given my whole life to you, and this is how you repay me? By telling me I’m the one who has problems?”

      My throat goes dry. I know what’s coming—know how vindictive she can get. I can already feel my body tensing, steeling me against the onslaught of words that can’t be taken back once they’re said.

      “Mom, I’ve got to go.”

      “Don’t you hang up on me, you ungrateful bi—”

      I hang up the phone before she can finish the sentence, biting the inside of my cheeks as I force back the tears stinging my eyes.

      “Savannah?” Jordan starts toward me. “What’s wrong?”

      I shake my head, shifting on the balls of my feet. It feels weird though, like trying to move through sand.

      “Savannah.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it—”

      “Savannah, look out!”

      I glance down at the dust beneath my feet. The ground is trembling, specks of dirt vibrating against my shoes.

      What is this? An earthquake?

      “Savannah!” Jordan shouts, breaking into a full sprint as he runs toward me.

      His eyes, wide with fear, are the last thing I see before the ground gives way beneath me and my body freefalls into the earth.
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      I land hard on a jagged brick floor, my ankle twisting awkwardly beneath my leg. Heat radiates up my calf. I bite my lip against the pain as a dust cloud swirls in front of me, clinging to my lashes. I wipe my hands over my eyes and try to peer through the shadows. I can’t see much beyond my small circle of light, but it seems to be—

      “A room,” I murmur.

      “Savannah!” Jordan’s shout travels down from the hole above me. I look up just as his face appears over the side. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I shout back. “Just twisted my ankle.”

      “Can you stand?”

      “I think so.”

      I push myself up. My ankle twinges under my weight, but not enough to think it’s broken.

      “I’m calling Steinberg,” he says. “His house is halfway between here and campus. He can bring a ladder. Don’t move.”

      My phone is still in my hand, remarkably unscathed. I turn on flashlight mode and beam it across the open space in front of me. Four brick walls outline the space, with thick lumber beams holding up the old, dusty floorboards above, cobwebs hanging in the gaps between them. The bottom of the fireplace opens up next to me, ashes still in the grate.

      “Steinberg’s on his way,” Jordan shouts a minute later, sounding closer than he did before.

      I glance back up. Jordan’s feet are dangling over the hole.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Shouldn’t you wait for Steinberg to bring the ladder?”

      “I’m not leaving you down there alone.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please. You’re just too curious to wait.”

      “That too.” He smirks. “Look out.”

      I sidestep out of the way. Jordan lands on his feet in front of me. I expect him to turn and inspect the room he’s been working so hard to find, but the second he straightens his spine, his hands are cupping my face, turning my chin to the left and right, his eyes scanning my head, looking for any signs of injury.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks.

      His touch sends electrical pulses down the length of my body.

      “I’m fine,” I say, clearing my throat and stepping away from him.

      “I knew phones were a bad idea.” He grits his teeth. “You’re sure nothing else is hurt?”

      “I’m sure.”

      He nods, and then, for the first time, looks up and notices where we’re standing.

      His mouth drops.

      I smile.

      “I think we found your secret hideout.”
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      Steinberg shows up half an hour later with a few other professors from the archaeology department. We haven’t moved from our spots on strict orders from Steinberg himself, but I can tell that every second ticking by has been killing Jordan, to be so close to everything he’s been searching for and unable to do anything about it.

      “Sorry to take you away from your Thanksgiving dinners, Professors,” Jordan says as the three of them appear above the hole.

      “Not at all, my boy, not at all,” a jolly-looking older man wearing hipster suspenders and a white button-down over a rounded stomach says as he starts down the ladder, his salt-and-pepper mustache twitching as he chuckles. “When given the choice between spending the day with my in-laws or spending the day in a former militia hideout, I will choose the hideout every time.”

      “Hear, hear,” Professor Steinberg says, meeting my gaze as he follows the other man down the ladder. “Ah, Miss Mason, isn’t it? The one who slept through her exam?”

      My cheeks warm. “Yes, sir.”

      I expect him to give me a lecture about responsibilities and prioritizing my time appropriately, but his eyes twinkle and his smile looks like that of a young boy’s on Christmas morning. “Exciting, isn’t it? Perhaps I should make all of my students work on dig sites instead of giving midterms. It’d probably serve their education far better than regurgitating information back at me that they’ll just forget as soon as the class is over anyway.”

      I grin. “It’s been a great experience. And, um”—I clear my throat—“Jordan is a wonderful archaeologist. I’ve learned a lot from him.”

      Jordan glances at me, clearly surprised that I would have anything nice to say about him.

      I stare resolutely at the ladder. From the corner of my eye, I can see his gaze is still trained on me.

      I don’t breathe again until he looks away.

      One more faculty member from the archaeology department descends—a woman in her forties, her brown hair pushed back with a bandana and the sleeves of her military-green blouse pushed up to her elbows.

      All three professors let out a collective breath.

      “Well,” Steinberg says, clapping his hands. “Let’s get to work.”

      It takes the professors almost an hour to inspect the room, making sure that the walls and the beams will hold the weight of the dirt above without collapsing down on us. Jordan stands next to me, his arms crossed, his jaw set. His entire body is tense, every muscle curving against the lines of his shirt. His nostrils flare and his fingers dig into his biceps as he waits for the inspection to be over. His desire to enter the room is palpable, an energy that ricochets off my skin like lightning.

      Finally, Dr. Steinberg approaches us.

      “The original beams seem to be holding, but the floorboards above are all rotten. It’s not wonder Miss Mason fell through. We’re going to have a contractor come out and implement some additional support to the ceiling as well as erect a roof above the site to protect it from the elements. After that, you’ll be free to explore to your heart’s content.”

      “How long will that take?” Jordan asks.

      “Hard to say. He has other jobs, so it may take a couple weeks.”

      Jordan’s jaw drops. “Weeks?”

      Steinberg claps a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, son. I know how badly you want to get in there, but it’ll be waiting for you. In the meantime, you have exams to study for and PhD applications to finish.” He turns to the other professors. “Come along, everyone. It’s time we get back to our families.”

      The one in the suspenders grumbles, “Can’t I have Thanksgiving with your family instead?” as he and the woman follow Steinberg up the ladder, until only Jordan and I are left.

      Jordan stares at the room beyond our circle of light.

      He doesn’t move.

      I place a hand on his arm. “Jordan?”

      He flinches. “Sorry. I just...” He takes a deep breath. “I can’t believe I’m standing here. I’ve been searching for this place for so long, but I never thought it would still be standing like—like this.” He shakes his head. “How can I leave it behind, knowing the answers I’ve been searching for could just be sitting here, waiting for me to discover them?”

      “I know, but you heard what Steinberg said. You can inspect it when we know it’s safe.”

      “It’s just...” He grits his teeth. “Have you ever wanted something so badly, and then there it is, right in front of your eyes, but you can’t have it?”

      I think about textbooks piled high on the desk in my dorm room, notebooks filled with copied paragraphs I’ve memorized over and over again. I think about pictures ripped out of National Geographic tacked to the corkboard above my desk at home. Of Pinterest boards filled with all the places I want to visit and all the things I want to do and see. I think of scenes of my future self that I’ve played out in my head—teaching at universities and writing books and encouraging others to follow their dreams. It’s always been so vivid in my imagination but so flimsy in real life. Every day I get a little bit closer, and yet, every day, with every fight with a textbook, and intangible notes written down by well-meaning teachers on whiteboards, it feels that much more impossible.

      And then I think about Mom, about the words I heard her spewing out like venom as I hung up the phone, the ones she throws around when she’s upset, as if they don’t irrevocably change our relationship afterward. She never apologizes for them either, and meanwhile I walk around with the scars of every word engraved upon my heart.

      Sometimes I can see it, traces of the relationship I wish we had, in Saturday morning pancakes and all-night movie marathons and good phone conversations where the curse never comes up, but it doesn’t stay. The ironic thing about it is that if I actually believed in the curse, I would say that it’s hit our relationship just as hard as it’s hit any of her romantic ones, ensuring that, no matter how different we wish it could be, it’ll never change.

      And then there’s Jordan, this boy who walks the line between being my friend and being something more, and I still don’t know what to do about it.

      Everything in my life feels as tenuous and frail as gossamer. So close and, at the same time, so unattainable.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I get it.”

      He doesn’t respond, just keeps staring at the room. He looks like a lost puppy. I squeeze his hand, forcing him to look at me.

      “We should go before they come looking for us.”

      He nods.

      “You know what ‘weeks’ means, don’t you?” he asks as I wrap my hands around either side of the ladder. “We won’t be able to get back in here until after the semester is over. Everyone will be home for winter break.” He glances back at the room one more time. “I’ll have to inspect it by myself.”

      I want to tell him that I’ll help. That he won’t have to do it alone. Both because I am so deeply involved in this treasure hunt that I can’t imagine not seeing it through to completion, and because I also can’t imagine not seeing Jordan after this. Can’t imagine not taking this drive with him, listening to his Dad’s old CDs—some of which are pure gold and some of which are hilariously dorky—and seeing his excitement rev up the closer we get to the site. Can’t imagine this being the end of everything we’ve been working toward.

      But I don’t say any of these things, because this is the natural conclusion to our relationship I’ve been looking for. I’ll go on with the independent study tricks that have always worked for me in the past—or maybe I’ll even look into the disability services the university offers, now that I’ve seen firsthand just how beneficial help from well-meaning people can be—and Jordan will finish his undergrad and pursue his PhD, most likely somewhere far away from here.

      This is everything I’ve been hoping for.

      So why do I have to bite my lip to keep the words, “I’ll help,” from sailing out of my mouth?

      Jordan keeps his gaze fixed to the wall in front of him and waits until I’m all the way up the ladder before following behind me. It isn’t until he’s halfway up that I realize he did it out of respect for me, so I wouldn’t wonder if I was being ogled from behind.

      Jordan Merrick, I think. Maybe you really do belong in a different time.
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      I can’t believe she found it. Two years into this journey—after so many sleepless nights spent trying to pinpoint the exact location of the hideout and an entire semester devoted to slowly chipping away at the dirt beneath our feet—the wrecking ball that is Savannah Mason fell right through to the bottom of it. I would laugh if I wasn’t still so shaken up by the sight of her disappearing through the ground—because of course if anyone would find it that way, it would be her. Savannah doesn’t do anything by half measures. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been falling so hard for her.

      Correction: one of the reasons I started falling for her. But that’s over now. She’s made that abundantly clear.

      Still, my heart jams itself into my throat every time I think about her falling, about me pumping my legs as hard as I could and still being unable to reach her. My first thought upon seeing her standing there, uninjured, spotlighted by the circular hole above, was an immediate Thank You, God. I hadn’t even thought about the fact that we’d found William’s hideout until I’d jumped down into the hole and checked for myself that she was okay.

      Weeks. I won’t be able to go back in there for weeks. The torture of that, of knowing what might be down there, just waiting for me to discover it, is almost more than I can bear.

      I watch Savannah out of the corner of my eye as I drive her back to campus. Her perfectly symmetrical face is composed, giving away nothing. Still, there’s a slight balling of her hands in her lap, a gentle scraping of her teeth against her bottom lip, that lets me know whatever happened on that call really bothered her. I don’t know if I should ask, but as the minutes tick by and we get closer to campus, all thoughts of the dig site melt away until my concern for her is stronger than my fear of crossing whatever boundary line has been erected between us now.

      “What happened on that call with your mom?”

      At first, I don’t think she’s going to answer me. But then she clears her throat and adjusts her position to sit cross-legged on her seat.

      “She and her boyfriend broke up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Did you like the guy?”

      “I never met him.”

      My brow furrows. “Then why—?”

      “Am I so upset about it?” She glances up at the ceiling as tears break through her lashes. “My mom doesn’t handle breakups well. She tends to take them out on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She exhales. “She doesn’t like that I point out the fact that she might benefit from seeing someone—a therapist. That maybe a professional could help her figure out why her relationships always fail. So she tends to say things that she can’t take back.” Savannah meets my gaze quickly before tearing her eyes away. “It’s stupid. I shouldn’t let it bother me this much.”

      “It’s not stupid,” I tell her, my hands curling tighter around the steering wheel at the thought of anyone making Savannah cry. “It’s hurtful.”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, well. You’d think I’d be used to it by now.”

      I grit my teeth, knowing I shouldn’t say it—whatever our relationship had been building toward before Halloween is gone—but seeing her in so much pain is killing me, especially when I know I could do something to take it away, even if only for a few hours.

      “Do you remember when I said I’d prove to you that love is real by taking you on the best date of your life?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, I actually had it all planned for this weekend. I was going to ask you to come home early from break, but then everything else happened and—” I shake my head. “Anyway, I think I could still pull it off tomorrow night. If you want. Not as a date,” I say quickly. “Just as two people enjoying a night together.”

      I expect her to say no. To remind me that the only reason we still have any semblance of a relationship is because of the site, and now even that’s gone. But then, in the quiet of my tires spinning down the interstate and the wind whistling past our closed windows, I hear her say, “Okay,” and my heart swells even though I know this doesn’t mean anything. Nothing has changed.

      Still.

      If I have one night to prove to Savannah Mason that love is real, then I’m going to do everything in my power to make it the best night of her life.
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      I don’t know why I said yes.

      As a distraction, maybe, or to punish myself. To put myself through something that I know nothing good can come from because I deserve the heartbreak of whatever this night will bring. Whatever the reason, it has led to me standing in front of my closet, staring at my clothes and feeling completely uninspired as to what I should wear. Part of me says to go all out. If this is supposed to be the best date ever, shouldn’t I at least dress appropriately? Another part says to throw on my grubbiest pair of jeans and my dustiest dig-site sweatshirt to keep Jordan from getting any ideas.

      Dress warm. That’s what his text said. The daily temperatures are shooting back up into the fifties again, but the nights are still getting close to freezing, and now that it’s dark by five, there’s no escaping the late-November chill.

      I don’t know how long I stand there staring at my closet. Time has been a completely irrelevant thing for me over the past twenty-four hours. It somehow seems to simultaneously slug around me and move much too fast. Depression is a weight on my heart, pushing me down into the grains of the floorboards beneath my feet, filling my mind and my heart with an oppressive calm, a burbling silence, like what someone might hear at the bottom of the ocean.

      I’ve been here before—in this place where it feels like I’ll never be happy again—but it’s never been this bad before. I tell myself to push through it, to fight my way out, but it is an anchor dragging at my feet, pulling me farther and farther into its depths.

      Ungrateful bitch.

      That’s what she called me. Even though I didn’t let her finish, the words still circle my brain, echoing their cruelty, made worse by the fact that it isn’t the first time I’ve heard them.

      It’s not just the words she spat out in her anger—it’s everything. It’s the fact that college has been so much harder than I ever imagined it could be. It’s the fact that I am always alone, even when I’m surrounded by other people, and I know it’s my own fault, a defense mechanism I can’t shake, but it doesn’t change the fact that isolation only makes times like these worse. At least in the past I could run to Evelyn and Isla. Let them wrap me up in words of comfort and belonging. Here, I have no one.

      Except Jordan.

      Just like my two best childhood friends, Jordan makes me feel like he has the capacity to break down every wall I’ve ever erected and nestle into the depths of my soul, intricately tying himself into the very fabric of all that makes me me, until I could no sooner live without him than I could live without oxygen. That’s what scares me most of all—the fact that he makes me feel just as good and secure as Evelyn and Isla ever have, but in such a different way.

      He was never just a friend. I’ve been attracted to him since the day I met him. My brain practically screamed DANGER—AVOID AT ALL COSTS the second he ran his hand through that impossibly tall hair and pierced me with those pine-green eyes, making all the breath leave my lungs in a rush that I told myself had everything to do with the heat and nothing to do with him.

      I had almost believed it, too.

      I’ve seen too many men walk out of my mom’s life and how hard they’ve wrecked her. I know she only says what she says because she has been crushed again and again by love, but I don’t want to end up like her, destroying everyone and everything in my path just because I have to unleash my pain on the world or else fold under the weight of it.

      Jordan can’t stay. I can’t give anyone that kind of power over me. But, just for tonight, his light can be the antidote to my darkness, his joy the balm to my grief. I will give him this night, and we will make memories under a star-drenched sky, and then it will be over. The dig site will be down until winter break, so I’ll have no reason to see him anymore, which means this night can be the organic conclusion to our relationship that I’ve been looking for. And maybe if I can find a way to end things amicably with him—if we can part as friends—then the memories of our time together can keep me warm until I can figure out how to be my own comfort.

      I glance at the clock. Jordan will be here in fifteen minutes to pick me up. Sighing, I pull out my phone and text Vi, asking if I can borrow her chunky cardigan to wear over a white long-sleeve Tee and a suede camel skirt. She replies with an enthusiastic ABSOLUTELY and about a million star-eyed emojis before asking what shoes I’m wearing. I text her back a picture of my Keds, to which she responds that I have to wear her brown thigh-high boots or she’ll make my life a living hell from now until graduation.

      I put on the boots.

      My hair has that perfect, messy-wave texture from keeping it in a bun all day, so I let it fall down around my ears, applying just a touch of mascara and tinted Chapstick. But then I think about the fact that this may be the only real date I ever let myself go on, so in deference to the little girl who dreamed of fairytales and knights in shining armor, I shape my brows with gel and paint smoke onto my eyes with dark brown shadow and jet-black eyeliner.

      When Jordan knocks on my door, I give myself one more glance in the mirror, my heart fluttering slightly at the thought that this could be both the greatest night of my life and the most devastating. And then I take a deep breath and open the door.

      Jordan is wearing black jeans with a pine-green hoodie the exact same color as his eyes underneath a black leather jacket. A lock of his hair curls adorably over his brow as his eyes widen at the sight of me and a rush of breath escapes his lips.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey,” I say back, my own breath catching in my throat.

      He swallows. “Ready?”

      I nod, then step through the door, snicking it softly closed behind me.

      Memories of the day we met flash through my mind as we make our way down the stairs—of his biceps curling when he pushed the mattress up the stairs by himself; of the way his hands so gently put mine back down at my sides when he stopped me from destroying the vending machine, and of the way his warm, calming breath encircled my neck.

      “Are you going to be warm enough?” he asks.

      “If I’m not, I can steal your coat,” I say. “Isn’t that what girls are supposed to do on dates?”

      “So I hear.”

      I try to hide it, the weight that feels like it’s pulling me down into the center of the earth, but Jordan must notice it anyway, because he takes my hand once we get to the first-floor landing and gives me a crooked smile that spreads a soft echo of warmth across my chest.

      “I promise tonight will be fun,” he says. “You’ll see.”

      I force the corners of my lips to tilt up as I meet his gaze. “I’m counting on it.”

      He holds my hand tighter.

      “Now, I know this might be a bit of a cliché,” he says, backing out the front door so he can hold it open for me, “but I couldn’t let this opportunity pass without taking full advantage of where we live. Besides, Carolina owes me after all of the apples and sugar cubes I’ve snuck down to her.”

      My eyes widen as I step onto the porch.

      Christmas lights are strung up and down the street as far as the eye can see. They even twinkle in the bare tree branches above us, puncturing the night like stars and perfectly framing the white carriage with red velvet seats that is parked in front of the dorm, complete with a driver wearing a sprig of holly in his top hat. Silver sleigh bells decorate the harness of the horse that I immediately recognize from the night Jordan and I walked through Colonial Williamsburg, her breath puffing out in little white clouds as she shifts her weight from side to side, clomping her front hooves against the asphalt.

      The whole thing looks like something out of a fairytale. I’m so overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of it, I could cry.

      “This is what we’re riding in?” I ask.

      He nods.

      I grit my teeth, willing the prickling in my eyes to go away. “I’ve always wanted to ride in one of these, but it was an extravagance Mom and I could never afford.” My brow furrows as I glance back at Jordan, my mind trying to comprehend this boy who is somehow always making magic appear out of thin air. “How did you know?”

      It could be the cold air biting our skin, but I’m pretty sure he’s blushing.

      “I just figured it’d be a shame to live this close to Williamsburg and not enjoy a one-horse open sleigh.”

      I shake my head. “You amaze me, Jordan Merrick.”

      “Right back at you, Savannah Mason.” He squeezes my hand. “What do you say? Want to take a ride with me?”

      For the first time since yesterday’s phone call, a genuine smile breaks across my face.

      “Absolutely.”
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      She takes my breath away. With every tilt of her head and every gesture, with every smile I manage to coax out of her and every rush of laughter under her breath that feels so impossibly delicate, I keep waiting for it to shatter. She’s trying so hard to hide the pain, but I can see it in the slight bending of her neck and in the curve of her spine, as if the weight of what she’s carrying is too heavy to allow her to sit up straight.

      She still hasn’t let go of my hand, so I turn toward her and cover our joined hands with my other palm, pointing out historical landmarks as we pass them. We drive through campus and the shopping districts of downtown Williamsburg before making our way into the colonial area, where the modern Christmas lights give way to flickering torches and candlelight in every window. Evergreen garland and wreaths made of pinecones and fruit decorate every fence and doorway. I watch Savannah as she takes it all in—the carolers singing colonial Christmas songs, the military regiment parading down the street to the beat of the fife and drum corps, the flames dancing in their metal baskets.

      “You’re right,” she murmurs, her eyes wide with the wonder of it all. “It’s like stepping back in time.”

      A smile traces my lips as the memory of the first night we walked this street together flashes through my mind.

      We turn away from Colonial Williamsburg once we get to the Capitol Building and head back into the main part of the city.

      “Where are we going now?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “So, if this were an actual date,” she says, snuggling deeper under the tartan blanket thrown over our laps, “what sort of moves would you be making?”

      I cough. “Excuse me?”

      “Your moves,” she repeats, letting go of my hand and turning toward me. “Are you the kind of guy who puts his arm around a girl, or do you prefer a really cheesy line to get the ball rolling?”

      My palm is cold without the warmth of her skin against mine.

      “I don’t really have any moves.”

      She laughs. It’s a shadow of the laughter she usually gives, but it’s there, the spark of joy I’ve been searching for. “That can’t be true.”

      “I mean, I had moves. Once.”

      “Mysterious. Continue.”

      Taking a deep breath, I ask, “Do you remember when I said I was in a bad way my freshman year?”

      She nods.

      “Well, I fell in with a pretty terrible crowd. I tried to be like these guys—the ones who hit on every girl in sight and get pissed if the girls don’t fall for it?”

      “I bet every girl fell for you though,” she says, quietly.

      I scratch the back of my neck, thinking of all the girls I casually dated back then. Too many to count.

      “I was, uh”—I clear my throat, regret and shame twisting my stomach—“in a lot of pain, and I thought if I could be like one of those guys—if I could just not care—then I wouldn’t ever get hurt again. Thankfully, my dad set me straight, and I realized what an ass I was being. I stopped hanging out with those guys and ditched every sleazy move they ever taught me.”

      “Have you had any girlfriends since then?”

      I shake my head. “There was this one girl I asked out in Christmas right after—she worked at the bookstore, but—”

      “Oh my gosh.” Savannah’s eyes widen. “You asked out Piper?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “You know her?”

      “She’s a friend of a friend. Really nice.”

      “I thought so too, but she already had a date that night.”

      Savannah nods. “With Graham.”

      “Well, I’m glad it didn’t work out because, after that, I realized the best thing I could do was focus on my studies. I couldn’t let myself get derailed again. I almost flunked out, you know.”

      “No. I didn’t know.”

      I look down at the blanket, my eyes catching on a loop of thread pulling away from the center. “I’ve been trying to make up for it ever since.”

      She looks like she wants to ask me more, but the carriage pulls up to the curb in front of the Lydia Potter House before she can. A full, radiant smile bursts across her face.

      “Oh, please tell me you’re giving some really embarrassing Christmas tour tonight,” she says, turning toward me. “Are you going to be Scrooge? Tell me you’re going to be Scrooge! Are they letting you answer your phone during your tours now like we talked about? Is Marley going to call you?”

      “No,” I say, laughing. “Nothing like that.”

      “Then...what are we doing here?”

      “You’ll see.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I wish you would stop saying that.”

      “And ruin the surprise?”

      I hop out of the carriage on my side and move around to hers, helping her down. I glance away from the slice of skin just visible between her skirt and the tops of her impossibly tall boots as she climbs out of the carriage, swallowing against the sudden dryness in my throat.

      She glares at my response, her nose wrinkling in this adorable way that makes my heart squeeze, but she pulls up short as the long, aching notes of violin music begins pouring from the house, swimming down to greet us on the sidewalk below.

      She glances from me to the house and back again, her eyes wide. “What is this?”

      I smirk. “Come on.”

      We pass underneath a large evergreen branch decorating the arch of the doorway and into the front entrance, the violin music getting louder as we enter. I take Savannah’s coat, hanging it on the rack, then lead her into the parlor, where the violinist plays next to a small table set for two. There’s a Christmas tree in the corner that I helped the docent team decorate this morning, lit with fake candles and strung with garland made of cranberries and dried orange slices. Tapered beeswax candles are set up throughout the room, creating beams of golden-yellow light that slice through the shadows like tiny supernovas. And hanging from the ceiling by invisible strings are three dozen paper snowflakes, all meticulously cut into triangular patterns.

      Savannah swallows. “Jordan, this is...”

      “Too much?” I tease, even though my heart is ramming painfully against my chest, waiting to hear what she thinks.

      “It’s...” Her eyes shine in the candlelight, unshed tears pooling along her lashes. “Incredible.”

      I clear my throat. “The docent team did it this morning. It’s one of my favorite parts of the job—helping them decorate for the holidays. We still have to do the upstairs, but the house won’t open again for tours until next week, so we have time.”

      She shakes her head. “These snowflakes must have taken them hours to cut out.”

      “Actually, those aren’t part of it. I put them up after everyone else left.”

      She turns to me, her brow furrowed. “There’s no way you cut all of these out today.”

      “I’ve been making them here and there for weeks. I stopped after our…” The word “fight” hovers in the air between us. Savannah stares hard at the floor as I run my hand through my hair. “But I finished them up last night, then hung them this afternoon.”

      “And this is supposed to prove to me that love is real?” she asks, purposefully looking everywhere but at me.

      “No. I just wanted to do something special for you. I feel like you don’t know how amazing you are, so I was hoping I could show you.”

      “I don’t deserve this.”

      “No,” I agree. “You deserve more, but I’m a college student on a limited budget.”

      “Jordan.” She shakes her head. “This is all so nice, but—”

      “No ‘buts’. Not yet. At least let me get through the night before you tell me how miserably I’ve failed.”

      She laughs under her breath.

      I gently—hesitantly—lace my fingers through hers.

      She finally looks at me. There’s a question in her eyes. An uncertainty. Like she isn’t sure if she should stay or bolt.

      But she doesn’t tear her hand away from mine, and that gives me hope.

      “Come on,” I say. “Let’s eat.”
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      Jordan lifts the silver bell-shaped covers off our plates, revealing the most sumptuous, creamy pile of mashed potatoes I’ve ever seen, topped with shamrock-green spears of asparagus dusted in lemon zest, and some sort of large biscuit drizzled with a red wine sauce.

      “The head docent’s husband is the executive chef at The Fox and Wolf,” Jordan says, the candlelight between us painting his skin amber-gold. “He was kind enough to cook for us free of charge tonight.” He gives a little self-conscious chuckle. “Otherwise, we’d probably be eating pizza.”

      My brows arch, impressed. The Fox and Wolf has won countless awards and is considered by many to be the best restaurant in the city. I know because Vi and Cali are always talking about how they wish a guy would take them there, to which I always remind them that most college students barely have two dollars to their names, let alone enough money to afford the fanciest restaurant in town.

      I poke the edge of the biscuit with my fork. “What is it?”

      Jordan laughs. “Beef wellington.” When I don’t say anything, he sobers. “Is beef okay? I knew you weren’t a vegetarian because I’ve seen you eat meat before, but—”

      I shake my head. “It’s not that. I’ve just never had it.”

      “Me neither. Should we try it together?”

      I nod.

      We each cut into our biscuits, which turn out to be pastries wrapped around filet mignons, topped with some sort of squishy filling that Jordan tells me is mushroom duxelles, whatever that means. We bring our forks to our mouths at the same time. Flavors explode across my tongue—the golden flakiness of the pastry mixing with the earthy taste of the wine and mushrooms and the velvety smooth texture of the meat. The entire bite melts like butter on my tongue.

      Both of our eyes widen as we chew.

      I lean forward. “I think this may be the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

      Jordan matches my smile with one of his own. “Me too.”

      “But, just to be clear,” I tell him, pausing to take a sip of my water, “I would’ve been happy with the pizza too.”

      He smirks. “I know.”

      We eat and we laugh, and we exclaim over how incredible the food is as the softest, most achingly beautiful music lilts and weaves around us. We talk about all sorts of things—our favorite books and movies, our best childhood memories, all the things we wanted to be when we were older (I learn that when Jordan was nine years old, he wanted to be a dolphin trainer because he couldn’t imagine anything better than swimming with dolphins all day, which is so adorable, I could burst).

      Dinner is followed by the most sumptuous chocolate-raspberry cheesecake I’ve ever tasted and a game of Truth or Dare that has Jordan racing through the first floor of the house shouting at the ghosts to show themselves in a way that makes me double over laughing and even causes the violinist to chuckle. I also learn that Jordan’s most embarrassing childhood memory was when his dad asked him to lead the church in the ‘Our Father’ one morning, but he forgot the words to the prayer halfway through and ended up saying the lyrics to “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” instead, and his younger sister, Mandy, who was just a toddler at the time, still gets the two mixed up.

      The game goes on until Jordan’s phone buzzes while he’s in the middle of doing twenty-five jumping jacks and simultaneously reciting the Gettysburg Address.

      “That’ll be my mom,” he says, breathless as he reaches for his phone. “She checks on me every night to make sure I’m safe. I wouldn’t answer except she’ll freak out and start calling if I don’t. She thinks if she doesn’t hear from me, I must be lying in a ditch somewhere. Do you mind?”

      “Not at all,” I say, my heart twisting a little at the thought that his mom would care so much. My mom has gone weeks without checking up on me before—usually when she’s mad at me.

      Jordan frowns at his phone.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says, gritting his teeth and putting the phone away without typing anything back. “Not my mom.”

      The same look crosses his face as the one he got when he was talking about how lost he felt freshman year, a mixture of shame and regret narrowing his eyes.

      “You’ve been getting a lot of those, lately,” I point out.

      “What’s that?”

      “Texts that make you look like someone just told you your dog died.”

      He leans back in his chair. “I’m surprised you noticed, given all of the ways you’ve been avoiding me lately.”

      I glance down at my plate. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

      “No, you just thought—how did you word it? That our friendship had run its course?”

      “Jordan—”

      “Do you still feel that way?”

      The violinist, sensing the change in our moods, quietly finishes his set, then bows his head and backs out of the room, telling us it’s been a pleasure playing for us this evening. I wait until the front door opens and closes behind him before asking, “Can we not talk about this now?”

      “Okay.” He raps his knuckles on the table, clearly annoyed, but then he stands and forces a smile. “Come on. I have one more thing to show you.”
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      Jordan leads me upstairs to the second floor, and then, pulling aside the rope that says, No Admittance, he takes me up to the third, where the ceiling is lower and slants on either side of the skinny hall. The rooms up here are slightly more modern, with white paint instead of the restored, eighteenth-century wallpaper on the first and second floors.

      “These are our offices,” he explains as we pass smaller rooms to the right and left. “And this,” he says, leading me into the room at the very end of the hall, “is where we found the letters.”

      A chipped alabaster fireplace sits against the far wall, its squat mantel only reaching just above hip height. Old furniture gilded by shafts of moonlight clutters the rest of the space, which has clearly been turned into a storage room for all the items the house has collected over the years. My eyes widen as I take in the hoard of mismatched chairs stacked on top of each other, the various side tables pushed together, the green serpentine sofa butting up against my knees and the octagonal card table just across from it.

      “Where were they?”

      “Under here,” Jordan says, gesturing to the floorboard between his feet. “The board was loose, so the historical society brought someone out to fix it. They found the letters in a metal box underneath. They were all still folded up in little squares and tied with red twine.”

      “That’s incredible.” I shake my head. “Do you think there are more?”

      “All of us have taken turns looking, but there’s a lot here, as you can see, and we can’t just rip up every floorboard looking for more.”

      “Maybe they’re not under a floorboard. Maybe they’re hidden somewhere else.”

      “Maybe.” He scans the room, that familiar dimple appearing in his brow as he thinks. “This was Lydia’s room when she was younger. It makes sense that at least some of the letters would be hidden here, since she was the one who ferried the letters back and forth between William and Bex.”

      For a moment, we just stand there, drinking in the silence of the room, where hundreds of years and countless lives have slipped between its walls. I don’t know what we’re looking for—a ghost to appear and point the way, maybe, or some clue to rise above the din of furniture and antique collectibles and old paintings.

      Instrumental Christmas music wafts up from a café across the street, weaving its way into the quiet of the room, echoing almost forlornly around us, emphasizing the many Christmases come and gone and the people who have passed between these walls in that time, their lives filled with unfulfilled hopes and desires. For some reason, the rising and falling notes make me uncomfortable, like I’m itchy inside my own skin.

      Jordan’s phone buzzes again. He grits his teeth.

      “Okay, you have to tell me what that’s about,” I say, folding my arms and leaning against the table.

      “I’ll tell you about my texts if you tell me about the curse.”

      I arch a brow. “Been holding on to that card for a while, haven’t you?”

      “What do you say?” he asks, the corners of his lips twitching. “Are you curious enough to give it up?”

      I narrow my eyes, thinking. My heart flutters as it always does at the prospect of revealing my family’s obsession with something as illogical and unbelievable as an actual curse. The shame of it rises, hot and unwelcome, but maybe explaining it will help Jordan understand why I can’t be what he wants me to be.

      “Okay.”

      His eyes widen. “Really?”

      I nod.

      He pulls a chair out from the table and sits down, gesturing for me to do the same. “You first.”

      I scoff. “No way.”

      “I’m not letting you go second,” he says. “You’ll just back out as soon as I’m done telling you about the texts.”

      “You know me too well.”

      He taps his finger against the table. “Spill.”

      I swallow and pull out my own chair, taking the seat across from him. “Fine. But before I start, you need to know I don’t believe a word of this.”

      “Got it.”

      “I’m serious. It’s a really hard thing for me to tell people, and I don’t want you thinking any less of me. This is my mom and my grandma’s thing. Not mine.”

      “Savannah.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand in his. “You are the strongest, bravest, most incredible person I know. Nothing you say could change that.”

      The sincerity in his eyes pierces me to my very core.

      Danger. Avoid at all costs.

      I pull my hand away.

      “Okay,” I say, clearing my throat. “Here it goes.”

      Jordan leans back in his seat, waiting.

      “Once upon a time,” I begin, “my great-great-great-great grandmother fell in love with the boy next door. The problem is, her best friend fell for him, too. My grandmother won the guy—if you could call it ‘winning’; he ended up being a total loser in the end—but according to family legend, her best friend, out of jealousy, paid someone to curse the women in our family down through the generations, so that none of us can ever be happy in love. And ever since then, every man that the women in my family have dated or married has either left them or died prematurely.” My stomach twists as embarrassment floods my veins. “My mom and my grandma blame every one of their failed relationships on the curse.”

      “But you don’t think it had anything to do with it?”

      I scoff. “Of course not. They’re all just terrible at relationships because they pick the wrong guys and then repeat the same patterns they’ve seen from the women who came before them.”

      “But isn’t that a sort of curse? No, hear me out,” Jordan says. “There’s this thing in the Bible my dad loves to preach about called generational curses. It isn’t some magical spell like what you’re saying your mom and grandma believe in, but it is a curse—people repeating the same toxic behaviors as the family members who came before them because it’s all they’ve ever known. It’s like their brains are programmed to believe certain lies about themselves and other people, and all of those lies add up to people staying stuck in self-destructive patterns they don’t even realize they’re in.”

      “So what does your dad say we’re supposed to do about them?”

      “Break them.”

      “You make it sound like it’s easy.”

      His eyes are pine-green forests on a moonless night. A place of profound wisdom and quiet serenity, a place that can hold secrets without judgment and provide answers to a heart’s deepest longings. “It’s not, and you can’t do it on your own, but sifting the truth from the lies is a good place to start.”

      “Yeah, well.” I fold my arms and tip back my seat so that I can stare at the floor, where the intensity and certainty in his gaze can’t reach me. “I’ve already done a good job of that.”

      “You mean believing that love is nothing more than chemical reactions firing in your brain?”

      “You can try to debate me on it if you want, but it’s all there in black and white. You can’t argue against facts.”

      “So, your theory is that, if love isn’t real, then the curse can’t be real either? Is that it?”

      “No. I know the curse isn’t real because magic doesn’t exist. I just have no interest in love as a concept, not only because I know it isn’t real, but because I’ve seen my mom get broken by it too many times to count.”

      Images flash through my mind of all the times I saw Mom crumpled on the floor, begging for someone to love her, and how I would tell her that I loved her. She would say it wasn’t the same, but I knew what she really meant.

      It isn’t enough.

      I close my eyes and push the memories away. “That won’t be my story.”

      He looks like he wants to keep arguing, so I push my chair forward and cross my arms on top of the table, cutting him off.

      “Your turn,” I tell him. “What’s up with the texts?”

      He narrows his eyes and sets his jaw, and I get the unspoken message loud and clear—This conversation isn’t over.

      “It’s my ex,” he says. “Jules.”

      “Oh.” I’d come up with a few possibilities in my mind, but none of them had centered around an ex. “Is she one of the girls you dated freshman year?”

      He shakes his head. “She’s the reason I was so messed up freshman year.” He leans his elbows on his knees and stares at the couch across from us. “She was my first friend, my first crush, my first kiss. My first everything.”

      My eyes widen.

      He laughs. “Okay, not everything. I am a preacher’s kid, after all. We didn’t make it past PG-13.”

      “Did you want to?” I ask, annoyed at the sudden flare of jealousy I feel at the thought of someone else being Jordan’s first anything, but I snuff if out just as quickly as it rose up.

      It’s biological, I remind myself. The primal part of your brain has decided his genetic material would make for viable offspring, and now the dormant neanderthal in you wants to beat a club upside the head of any other cavewoman who even dares to look at him. It doesn’t mean anything.

      Jordan shrugs. “Of course I wanted to, in a general sense, but I don’t know. As attracted as I was to Jules, as much as I cared about her, I never felt like I’d die if I couldn’t be with her in all of the ways a man wants to be with a woman, not like I feel about—” He cuts himself off before he can finish the sentence, but not quickly enough to keep himself from glancing up at me.

      My heart stops.

      He clears his throat.

      “But I did love her,” he continues. “As a friend first, and then as a girlfriend. So when she decided she’d rather be with this new guy in town—a carbon copy of the guys I ended up trying to be like freshman year—it shattered me. I didn’t know a person could feel that much pain without being visibly hurt.”

      “So, you tried to be like the guy she left you for?”

      “She called me ‘dependable’. That was the reason she wanted to date me, because she said I was so dependable that she knew I would never hurt her. The first time she said it, it sounded like a good thing, but the last time she said it, when she was breaking up with me—it was the reason she wanted to leave me. I wasn’t an exciting enough person to love.” He shakes his head. “Anyway, I went off the deep end, like I said. Tried to be someone I wasn’t. Stopped caring about classes and tried to numb the pain by getting the phone numbers of every girl I could, as if that would somehow prove that I was more than Jules said I was.” He runs his hands down his face. “None of it worked. And then, before I knew it, I saw everything I’d been building my life toward—getting my PhD, writing about history, traveling the world to lecture at the most prestigious universities—disappearing right in front of my eyes. That was when I decided to stop dating entirely and just focus on school.” He scoffs. “That’s what I tell myself anyway. That it’s my choice. But if I’m being honest, there’s more to it than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He doesn’t look up at me. He just stares at the floor, rubbing his palms together, the line of his jaw hardening. “It’s true that I haven’t dated anyone because I don’t want to get distracted again...but it’s also because I know I’m not the type of guy any girl would fall for anyway.”

      “Jordan. That isn’t true.”

      He scoffs. “Yeah, right.”

      Don’t do it.

      But I can’t stop myself. I don’t know if it’s because he looks so lost, like he’s holding onto the very last threads of a tenuous rope, perilously close to letting go and drifting too far away for anyone to reach, or if it’s because I just can’t hold it back anymore, but for whatever reason, I slide off my chair and stand in front of him.

      “Jordan.”

      He doesn’t look at me.

      I press my hand against his chest. His heart drums out a low, steady cadence against my palm as I gently push him back.

      “Savannah—”

      I cup my free hand around his neck, forcing him to look at me. “I may not believe in love the way that you do, but I do know that attraction is a very real, very powerful thing, and I’ve been attracted to you since the moment I met you, so don’t you dare think for one moment that no girl could ever want you. I’ve watched every girl’s head turn to ogle you in every place we’ve ever been together. You’re a catch, Jordan—the kind of guy that girls dream about. Anyone would be out of their mind not to want you.”

      He starts to shake his head, but I kiss him before he can say anything else.

      I wait for the surprise to ebb and for him to kiss me back, his mouth hesitantly dancing across mine, but then he rips away from me, gritting his teeth. “Savannah—”

      “Just kiss me, Jordan. Please.”

      I try again, slowly, gently pressing my mouth against his. This time, he only hesitates a second before gripping my hips with his hands and pulling me forward, his lips devouring my own—and then he’s pushing himself up from chair and wrapping my legs around his waist, swinging me around to press me against the wall.

      Our breaths come out in fractured gasps as we claw at each other, months of denial and missed opportunities and longing bursting out of us in a primal, animalistic clashing. My nails bite into his back and he pulls me tighter against him, but it isn’t close enough. His muscles feel like granite beneath my fingertips.

      I let out a gasp as his lips trail my neck.

      “Jordan.”

      His name is a fragmented breath on my lips, a splintered prayer for something I can’t even name.

      He shifts to the side and sits me on top of the low fireplace mantel. I pull his hoodie over his head and then reach for his white undershirt, nails lightly scratching his stomach. He shudders under my touch, and the knowledge that I can make this boy whose body seems to have been carved from pure rock tremble at the mere brush of my fingertips sends a thrill through me that makes me bold. I pull the shirt over his head, my elbow jamming against a panel on the edge of the fireplace as Jordan growls my name, and then—

      Something clicks, and the panel I hit with my elbow pops out of the wall.

      Jordan and I freeze.

      “You don’t think—?” I ask.

      We stare at each other for a moment, our eyes wide, both of us straining to catch our breath. Jordan helps me down from the mantel, and then, together, we shimmy the panel forward, revealing a hollow space where silvery cobwebs flutter as we lean forward. Jordan reaches into the darkness, brushing the cobwebs aside, and—

      Pulls out a stack of letters tied with red twine.
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      Whatever small amount of breath I have left pushes out of my body in a low exhale as I grip the letters in my hands.

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “When are they from?” Savannah rises on her toes to peer over my shoulder, her fingers curling around my forearm. “Are they in William’s and Bex’s handwriting?”

      I pick my shirt up off the floor and tug it back on, then flip the light switch next to the fireplace, turning on the old brass chandelier above. A softly burnished glow illuminates the room. I pull the first letter away from the twine, my fingers fumbling in their haste to open it.

      “It’s dated October 1780, two months after Bex disappeared.” My gaze travels from the date down to the body of the letter. I glance up at Savannah. “It’s from her.”

      Savannah sighs. “So, she’s okay?”

      For a flicker of a moment, time stands still. I lose myself in the sight of Savannah’s messy hair and her swollen lips and her shirt slipping off her shoulder. The amber lamplight softly glows around her, like something from a dream, which makes sense because it is so much easier to believe that what just happened between us was a figment of my imagination. That Savannah Mason didn’t really just admit to reciprocating everything I’ve felt toward her since the moment I laid eyes on her. I forget that I am holding the missing letters that have occupied my every waking thought for the past two years. All I want—all I see—is her.

      Savannah’s brow furrows as she waits for my answer.

      I shake my head, forcing myself to focus back on the letter. “She’s okay—as of October 1780 anyway.”

      I gesture for Savannah to retake her seat at the card table, doing my best to calm my racing heart. Savannah is still trying to catch her breath, and that makes me smile, to know that I must have had the same dizzying, world-tilting effect on her as she did on me.

      I glance at her one more time as I sit across from her.

      She squeezes my hand.

      And then I start reading:

      “My dearest William,

      “I am safe. Captain Olmstead took me in for questioning, but I persuaded him that my loyalties lie with the Crown and that I only eavesdropped so as to learn how I could be of better assistance to His Majesty’s cause. Forgive me, but I used his tenderness toward me as well as his desire for my hand in marriage to convince him of my innocence. Even now, I believe he intends to ask Father for my hand, but with Mother gone, Father still relies on my help in the running of the estate, and I am certain he will not object to the postponement of any prospects of marriage until the war’s end. Of course, no wedding day will ever come for Captain Olmstead and myself, or for me and anyone else for that matter, because the moment this war is over, I will be running away with you, and we will make a life together that no one will ever be able to take away. Please believe that regardless of my words to Captain Olmstead, I am still, ever and truly,

      “Your Bex.”

      “Wow,” Savannah murmurs. “Using her feminine wiles to manipulate a man as far back as 1780. Way to go, Bex.”

      “Is that what you just did?” I try to make it sound like I’m teasing, but my words fall flat, weighed down by the certainty that Savannah Mason could never want me in the same way that I want her. “Used your feminine wiles to manipulate me?”

      Savannah hesitates. “If I had any agenda tonight, it was to keep you at arm’s length, so no. Nothing we just did had anything to do with manipulating you. If anything, I’m worried it’s made things really, really complicated.” She leans back in her seat, drawing her feet up onto her chair and her knees into her chest. “What did William write back?”

      I want to ask her what she means by “complicated”, but the pull of William and Bex’s story is too strong to ignore. Clearing my throat, I open the next letter.

      “My love,

      “You may convince one hundred men of your intentions to marry them if that is what it takes to keep you safe. I simply ask that you do not frighten me like that again—my heart cannot take it.

      “Now that our regiment is firmly entrenched in the south, I have been ordered to take up the Virginia militia once more and separate our men from the Continental Army, as it has been determined that the freedom of mobility with which a militia unit may execute its attacks will allow for more opportunities to disrupt British supply lines. Therefore, we are taking up quarters in our old hideout, in the abandoned church you and I once rode to when we were young. Our unit will use the land to our advantage, ambushing redcoats as they travel between posts. This war will not be won by attempting to match the force of the King’s Army—the numbers are not on our side—but by our cunning and our ability to outmaneuver our enemy.

      “I will send word when we are close, for I have a proposal of my own which I pray will prove more enticing to you than those of your other, no doubt more admirable, suitors: Marry me in the place where we once played as children. I will send a guard to see you here safely under cover of darkness. One of my men is a pastor who has heard our story and would be honored to marry us. We can have a proper ceremony when the war is over and neither of our families need know that we have been married this entire time if you do not wish them to, but my darling, I cannot stand the thought of spending one more second of my life unbound to you. I am yours, eternally, and I want to make that covenant with you in front of God and man. Please, say you’ll be mine.

      “Yours, forever,

      “William.”

      “Well, if you hadn’t fallen into the cellar of the old church yesterday,” I tell Savannah, “this would have proven we were exactly where we needed to be.”

      She snorts. “I’m glad I could expedite the process.”

      Bex’s next letter is short and to the point.

      “William,

      “You are worth far more than any landed peer or entitled redcoat combined, and I have waited years now for you to utter these words. Yes, my love. I will marry you. I only pray I will make you half as happy as I know you will make me.

      “All My Love,

      “Bex.”

      We read the letters well into the night. We learn that William sent for Bex just as he said he would on a cold January night in 1781. The pastor married them that night in the church’s cellar in front of William’s men, who had decorated every available space with lanterns and candlelight and set up a makeshift sanctuary in front of the fireplace. Bex described the room as looking like all the stars of heaven had descended to Earth to witness the tying of their souls together. After the ceremony, the men offered to sleep outside despite the winter air, so that she and William could share their wedding night as husband and wife.

      Leaving you as dawn approached was the most difficult thing I’ve ever done, she wrote. I thought being married to you would somehow diminish the agony I’ve felt without you by my side, but it has only served to strengthen it. When I wish I could spend every waking moment next to you, completely besotted by you, I am forced to act as I have always acted, as if I am loyal to a cause I do not believe in while my heart lies squarely on the other side of the battlefield.

      Letters detailing William’s skirmishes and battles follow, with Bex reminding him to be careful, even more so than before.

      Savannah catches on before I do.

      “Oh my God,” she says, her eyes widening. “She’s pregnant.”

      “What? No way.”

      But it’s true. Bex stayed with her father until she couldn’t hide it anymore, and then she ran away to stay with William’s best friend, Ethan Turlington, who had been sent home after being wounded in battle and needed the extra help on his farm. Bex wrote to William about how Ethan’s mother was the kindest lady she had ever met. She didn’t ask any questions or give any judgments—she simple doted on Bex and her ever-rounding belly. One of the last letters from William is one in which he spoke of how he praised God day and night for the blessing of their child.

      I do believe the war is coming to a head, he wrote, and as we’ve been stationed in the area for months now with no sign of movement, I have taken to keeping some of your letters here, at our headquarters, instead of sending them back to Lydia for safekeeping. My desire to have you as close as possible has grown so strong that I feel as though I might die under the weight of it, and if the only relief I may have from my pain is the writing crafted by your hand, then I see no other recourse but to keep your letters close, where I may read them whenever I wish. I know it is dangerous—I do not want to think of what could happen if they were to fall into the wrong hands—but they are in a safe place, as I know Lydia so dutifully keeps the rest of our letters hidden away for our safety. She writes of her excitement in meeting the baby and asks as payment for her assistance in our courtship that we name the child Lydia if it’s a girl and Lydio if it’s a boy.

      Pray for a girl.

      After that, there are a few more letters from William, including his last letter, in which he speaks of his militia joining up with the Continentals to attack the British fort at Yorktown, but there’s nothing more from Bex, whose letters I assume William kept tucked away at his militia’s headquarters as he said he would.

      “Washington arrived in Williamsburg in mid-September, 1781,” I tell Savannah. “There’s a good chance Bex would have seen them marching past Turlington’s farm. William may have even come to stay with her for a few days on the way to Yorktown. Of course, if they got pregnant on their wedding night, the baby would’ve been due around that time. I just wish we had Bex’s letters to confirm.”

      Savannah doesn’t respond.

      I glance up.

      She’s lying on the serpentine couch across from the card table. One hand cups her cheek and the other dangles across her stomach. Her eyes are closed, her breathing deep. There are no blankets, and I wouldn’t give her one even if there were, since it would probably cough a cloud of dust all over her, so I take my hoodie, which had been thrown onto an upside-down footstool, and drape it over her shoulders.

      I read the letters again, taking notes on my phone of questions that come up, possible avenues for research later, but now that we’ve found the cellar of William’s hideout, I’m obsessed with discovering where he kept the other letters.

      Please God, let them still be there. Let me figure out how this ends.

      Jules texts me again a little after midnight, saying she can’t sleep and that she’s thinking about me.

      Are you thinking about me too? she asks.

      Her hints that she wants to get back together have only grown more insistent. I’ve texted with her enough to know that her love affair with the guy she left me for didn’t even last the whole summer. A string of similar guys followed, and she swore off men after the last one, a poet named Johnny who had plans to start the next beatnik movement but was too busy playing Fortnite with his friends to focus on his craft.

      “But then I thought about you,” she told me when she called a few nights ago, her speech slurred, the sounds of a bar thrashing behind her. “You weren’t like those guys. You were always there for me, always—”

      “Dependable?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, as if she’d forgotten that was the reason she broke up with me in the first place.

      I hadn’t really wanted to start things up with Jules again, but with Savannah not speaking to me, I just...I don’t know. I guess I wanted to lose myself in something else for a bit. A different future that didn’t include pining after a girl who wanted nothing to do with me. But that was what upset me the most about Jules’s texts and occasional drunken phone calls—not that they were annoying, or that she’d seemed to have forgotten how badly she hurt me. It was the fact that, no matter how hard I tried, they didn’t stop me from thinking about Savannah and wishing she were the one calling me instead.

      I look at Savannah now, her hair and skin painted a dark, shimmering gold from the light of the chandelier. She shifts her weight, snuggling deeper into the warmth of my hoodie, and sighs, a small smile playing across her lips.

      I smile too.

      And then I open my phone and block Jules’ number.

      I’ll send her something—a letter, maybe—explaining that, while I’m thankful for the friendship we had when we were young, we’ll never be more than that. But for now, I don’t want the distraction or confusion of one girl texting me when I am completely and irrevocably enamored by another.

      Just like Bex was it for William, Savannah Mason is it for me.

      All I can do is pray she feels the same way.
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      I don’t know what time Jordan wakes me. My head is thick with the effects of wine-drenched mushrooms and wild, desperate kisses and a brain in need of a whole semester’s worth of sleep. I am vaguely aware of his finger tracing the line of my cheek as he whisperers my name; of his jacket being wrapped around me; of him letting me lean my head on his arm as he walks me home. He tells me about William heading to Yorktown in the last letter, and about how badly he wants to ignore Steinberg’s order to stay away from the dig site and go searching for Bex’s missing replies. I murmur a lot of Hmms and Yeahs in response, which makes him chuckle.

      Halfway home, he offers to give me a piggyback ride. I lay my head in the crook of his shoulder as we pass a gin bar where a jazzy version of  “The Christmas Song” drifts through the open door and out onto the street. That scent of rainstorms and coffee shops and old books that I love so much, surrounds me as my lungs fill with November air that feels cold enough to snow and my mind drifts into dreams of what might have happened between Jordan and me if William and Bex hadn’t interrupted us.

      Maybe I should be glad they did, because when Jordan drops me off at my door and kisses me good night, asking me to meet him for coffee tomorrow morning, there’s a stabbing ache in my chest, a knowledge I’ve gone too far. The ache only worsens when I wake up in my bed hours later, muted sunlight streaming across my face, last night’s clothes wrinkled from not having changed and my bedsheets rumpled from falling asleep on top of them.

      What have I done?

      You cheered him up. There’s nothing wrong with that.

      No, I tell the voice whispering through the back of my mind, a voice that is too calm, too logical, in the face of the damage I’ve done. I was supposed to keep him at arm’s length. It was supposed to be a nice goodbye, a jumping off point for the end of our time together. Now I’ve complicated everything.

      You wouldn’t be the first person to regret kissing someone. He’ll get over it.

      But I don’t regret it. That’s the worst part.

      Still, I know what I have to do. It isn’t going to be easy, but I have to let Jordan go before I hurt him anymore than I already have.

      This is the day it ends.

      I have not fallen in love with Jordan Merrick. My brain has just become addicted to the way he makes me feel, and it won’t be easy to let that go, but addictions can be overcome. Science will save me as it has done countless times before.

      I will get over him, and he will get over me, and we will both be better off because of it.

      Jordan needs a girl who believes in love the same way he does, and that girl will never be me.
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      The bell over the café door rings, and there he is, running his hand through his hair, shaking away the droplets of water that hang from every strand like tiny orbs while, outside, a light, misty rain ricochets off every building and street sign and lamppost, giving everything the appearance of being shrouded in fog. His pine-green eyes meet mine, his smile stretches across his entire face, and I forget, once again, how to breathe.

      He crosses the room in six long strides and then, pushing my hair behind my ears with his fingertips, presses his forehead against mine and closes his eyes.

      “Good morning,” he murmurs, breathing me in as the speakers overhead play an acoustic version of “The Secret of Christmas”.

      I swallow against the sudden tightness in my throat and realize, too late, that we’re standing directly beneath the mistletoe. “Good morning.”

      “Last night was—”

      “Savannah?” the barista calls, holding up my flat white in a to-go cup. I turn to grab it, thanking her, and use the opportunity to move distinctly away from Jordan. It’s just a few steps, no more than a foot of space, but that act of intentional distance combined with the tension in my muscles as I ready myself for what I’m going to say next is enough to furrow Jordan’s brow.

      “Jordan.”

      “Savannah, whatever you’re going to say—”

      “Last night was great,” I continue, barreling through his words. “But—”

      “Savannah—”

      “—I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.” I’m gripping my cup so hard, I’m shocked the entire thing doesn’t bend under the pressure and send coffee spilling everywhere. “Whatever this was”—I gesture between us—“it was fun. But it isn’t going anywhere, and I think we’d both be better off if we recognize that now and let last night just be a really great memory between friends.”

      “A really great memory between friends?” he asks. “I thought you said our friendship had run its course.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “So...” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “My experiment failed. I didn’t convince you that love is real.”

      “I already told you I don’t buy into the whole romance thing. I mean, I really appreciate everything you did. It was an experience I’ll never forget. But the only reason a guy plans a date like that is to get into a girls’ pants. It has nothing to do with love.”

      His gaze turns cold. “Is that what you think I was trying to do?”

      “I don’t mean you. I just mean the concept as a whole—”

      “Because after everything I shared with you last night, after telling you about the guy I used to be, the things I used to do and how ashamed I am that I did them, I thought you would know me a little better than that.” He leans forward. “I didn’t do that to ‘get into your pants’, Savannah, or to fool you into thinking you’re falling in love with me, or whatever other reason you can come up with to make what happened between us last night disingenuous. I did that to show you that I’m falling in love with you—that I’ve been falling in love with you ever since I helped you move that two-ton mattress. I would give you the whole universe if I could, that’s how hard I’m falling for you.”

      And then I say the biggest lie that has ever left my lips.

      “Well, I’m not falling for you.”

      He staggers back as if I’ve slapped him.

      “Jordan?”

      He turns on his heel and heads for the door.

      “I do care about you, you know,” I say to his back, my eyes suddenly burning at the sight of him walking away from me.

      “I know,” he replies, so quiet I have to strain to hear it. “Just not in the way I want you to.”

      I bite my lip to keep the tears from falling.

      He pushes the door halfway open.

      Stops.

      Turns back.

      “I heard back from Steinberg’s contractor today,” he says. “It’ll be two weeks before I can get back into the site. Everyone will be home for winter break. So…congratulations. You’re free. Your obligation to the project has been fulfilled.”

      “But—” I fumble for words. I want to find out what happened to William and Bex just as badly as he does. I have to be there when he goes back down that ladder.

      “Don’t forget to write that paper for Steinberg,” he adds. “Hopefully you learned something, but if you didn’t, I guess you can just make it up. You’re good at that.”

      And then he walks through the door and back out onto the rain-drenched street.

      I want to run after him. Want to tell him that I didn’t make up anything—everything I said last night was true. I want to tell him that this is killing me just as much as it’s killing him and that, if I didn’t know any better, I would tell him I was falling in love with him, too.

      But I don’t do any of that, because it’s better this way.

      If life has taught me anything, it’s that love only ever ends in grief, and if I’m going to go through the soul-crushing pain of Jordan walking away from me, I’d rather do it now while I’m still thinking clearly, when my brain has only started to become addicted to him and the way that he makes me feel, rather than suffer the agony of him leaving me in the end, when I’m just a shell of a person who once knew love wasn’t real but fell for it anyway.
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        One word frees us from all the weight and pain in life. That word is love.

        —Sophocles
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      Christmas decorations go up all over campus. Storefront windows are bedecked with garland and ribbons, Christmas trees and paper snowflakes, and the number of one-horse open sleighs clopping down the streets triples as more and more tourists flock to Williamsburg for an unforgettable holiday experience. More lights are strung through trees, and wreaths are hung on lampposts, and Christmas music follows me everywhere, sounding much too joyful for how awful I feel.

      I do my best to push it all away. To not let it get to me. To not let it remind me of a night I’d much rather forget.

      The last two weeks of the semester pass in a fog of late-night studying and early-morning finals and the hours squashed in-between spent in the research library. I sink my teeth into the work of trying to discover what might have happened to William and Bex and their baby after the war, only to come up against dead end after dead end. And through it all, occupying my every waking thought like a ghost I can’t shake, is Savannah.

      We run into each other a couple times at the coffee shop. On the sidewalk. In the library. Murmured hellos and eyes fixed to carpets and hurried goodbyes—that’s the sum of our every exchange. And a moment, always a moment, where she looks at me and I look at her, so much left unsaid, but neither one of us willing to give the inch of space needed to say them, and then we’re off again, on the separate paths we walked before we ever met one another, although my path is different now. More jagged, like walking through razor blades. Every step slices the soles of my feet, but I keep walking, because the only way to get over a girl who has made it clear she wants nothing to do with you is to walk until your feet grow numb and the pain doesn’t faze you anymore.
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      The café is packed with students looking for one more caffeine fix before returning home for winter break. Vi, Cali, and I stand in a line that curves out the door and halfway down the block. We’ve only just made it into the warmth of the café, but we’re still rubbing our hands up and down our arms from the wind that’s been picking up all morning and that is now barreling through the open door behind us. Mother Nature must be going through some serious mood swings; she keeps swaying back and forth between rain and snow, giving everyone and their closets whiplash as we all try to figure out the most sensible thing to wear on any given day. But now those closets are getting packed up, and it’ll be a month before clothes dangle from their hangers again.

      The three of us spent the morning packing while a reality dating show played in the background. I have to say that I tried extremely hard not to get invested in it, but I eventually found myself staring at the screen and muttering, “I can’t believe he’s keeping Skylar around. She’s clearly just there to be on TV.”

      “RIGHT?!” both Vi and Cali responded.

      It was Vi’s idea to grab a celebratory coffee. They had both gotten all their grades back already and were very pleased with them, while I know my statistics grade—a very respectable A-, thanks to Chris—and my Intro to Creative Nonfiction grade, because the final was a ten-page paper due last week and I scored a ninety-nine on it, securing my solid A for the course. Biology is also a no-brainer, as the whole thing ended up being a refresher course to what I’d already done in high school. The only one I don’t know yet is my grade for Colonial American History, but I left my final feeling confident, so a celebratory coffee does seem in order.

      A group of friends finishes up their order at the counter and we move a few spaces up the line, my eyes scanning the room for Jordan even though I tell myself not to—when will I stop looking for him everywhere I go?—but the only familiar face I see is Steinberg as he takes his coffee from the barista and starts back toward the door, carrying a newspaper under his arm and a general lightness in his step.

      His gaze meets mine and recognition dawns.

      “Ah, Miss Mason,” he says, stopping in front of us, “I’m so glad I ran into you. I wanted to tell you what a delight I found your paper on the dig site to be. You seem to have learned a lot about archaeology in your time there.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, forcing a smile as memories of Jordan at the site, of his easygoing smile and his passionate intensity for the work, of his hands gripping the steering wheel as he drove us to and from the park and of his pinkie finger brushing mine in the dirt as we reached for the same brush, floods my mind.

      “And excellent work on that final,” he says. “I really shouldn’t tell you ahead of everyone else, but I suppose if my other students wanted to hear their grades early, they should’ve gotten coffee this afternoon like you decided to, shouldn’t they have?” He chuckles at his own joke, his rosy cheeks reminding me of Santa’s. “Not only did you ace it, but you even mentioned a few things that I had to look up to make sure they were accurate because I’d never even heard of them before. Well done!”

      I make myself smile wider. “It was all Jordan, sir,” I tell him. “He recommended some really great podcasts to supplement the material.”

      “That boy astounds me. Maybe I should pay him to write my syllabus from now on, hmm?”

      “He’s going to do really great things with his life,” I agree, straining to speak around the lump in my throat.

      “Well, if your grit and determination to succeed are any indication, so will you, Miss Mason,” he says. “So will you.”

      The lump turns into a softball as tears prick my eyes. I blink them away, hoping he won’t notice. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Have you been back to the site yet?” he asks. “It’s been approved to reenter.”

      “No. I didn’t realize it was open again.”

      Steinberg nods. “I wouldn’t go today though.” He glances out the window, his eyes narrowing. “Bad storms are coming. They’ve been thrashing that area all morning and are only getting worse. Thank God it’s warm enough for rain, or we’d be getting two feet of snow.” He snicks his tongue against his teeth and points his newspaper at us. “You girls better wait to head home until after the storms have gone. They’re predicting flash flooding in some areas. Speaking of which, I better head back to the office before the rain hits here. Have a wonderful break.”

      “You too, Professor,” I tell him.

      “Way to go, Miss Straight As,” Vi says, hip-checking me.

      Cali looks up at the ceiling. “Ugh, my mom would kill for me to get straight As.”

      “Yeah, but to do that you’d have to go on a lot less dates and watch a lot less trashy TV,” Vi tells her.

      Cali makes a face. “Ugh, no thanks.”

      They both laugh, then sober when they realize I’m not.

      “Vanna?” Vi asks. “What’s wrong?”

      Cali lowers her voice. “Is it Jordan?”

      Neither one of them knows exactly what happened between Jordan and me, but they caught me crying one too many nights in a row and guessed the rest.

      “No,” I tell them. “I mean, yes, but not completely. I don’t know why, but something Steinberg said is bothering me.”

      “About what?”

      “About the storms and the site—”

      And then it hits me.

      This whole park is in a floodplain, so all of the dirt we’re moving now is two hundred and fifty years of buildup and debris.

      “Oh my God.”

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and scroll through my contacts, frantically searching for Steph’s number.

      She answers on the third ring.

      “Savannah? What’s up?”

      “Are you guys at the site?”

      “No,” she says.

      I exhale.

      “But Jordan is.”

      My heart slams against my ribcage. “By himself?”

      “Well, considering Chris is currently sitting in our living room eating an entire bag of Cheetos and complaining about some girl he likes who said DND is trash, I’d say yeah, Jordan’s by himself.” She mutters something under her breath, then says, “Hey, what happened between you and Jordan anyway? I thought you two were—”

      “Sorry, Steph. I have to call you back.”

      I hang up and turn to Vi.

      “You’re not leaving until tonight, right?” I ask her.

      She shrugs. “Maybe tomorrow if the storms are really that bad. Why?”

      “I need to borrow your car.”
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      I call Jordan’s phone over and over again while I drive, but he doesn’t answer.

      “Damn you and your no-phones rule,” I growl as I drive straight into the storm. There’s an eerie silence as Vi’s car sails underneath menacing black clouds, and then raindrops the size of tennis balls hammer the windshield.

      I turn the wipers on full blast, but I still have to lean over the wheel and squint just to see the barest outline of the road. Water splashes up both sides of the car as I sail through puddles that are more like rivers. A tree branch falls, covering half the road. I swerve to miss it, the tires hydroplaning for what must be only a second but feels like an eternity, but then I’m back on the right side of the road and muttering something that could be prayers or curses—I’m not really sure.

      Thankfully no one else is dumb enough to be out in this.

      I somehow make it to the park, but it took me twenty minutes longer than it usually does, and all I keep thinking is, Don’t be here, don’t be here, don’t—

      Because if Jordan is here, and it’s been raining this hard for hours already, then there’s a really good chance I’m too late.

      Please don’t let me be too late.

      I park Vi’s car on a hill and swear as my eyes catch on Jordan’s car parked along the curb in the lot below. Water is already rising up his tires and swallowing the grass. My gaze follows the rivers of water rushing down the hillside and into the hole I fell through. The roof that the contractor built overhead to protect the site from the elements is doing nothing to stop the flooding in the grass below, and the hole has made a sort of vacuum, sucking the water down into its depths like a sewer grate. If the rain keeps up, it won’t be long until the entire thing is underwater.

      Squinting, I can just make out the top railings of a ladder peeking out of the hole.

      “Shit.”

      I unbuckle my seatbelt and launch myself into the rain, my feet slipping then sliding then splashing through the water as I run down the hill into the valley below.

      “Jordan!” I yell, but the wind picks up my voice and thrashes it sideways.

      The water is above my ankles by the time I get to the top of the hole, and the sound of it cascading down to the room below is like the thunderous crashing of a waterfall.

      “Jordan!” I shout again, crouching down onto my hands and knees. Water has already risen to cover the bottom two rungs of the ladder. “Jordan, I swear to God, if you don’t answer me—”

      “Savannah?” Jordan’s face appears. “What are you doing here?”

      “What am I doing here? What are you doing here? Are you trying to kill yourself?”

      He glares. “Of course not.”

      “Then what the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m not leaving until I find those letters.”

      “Jordan—”

      “Savannah.” He holds my gaze, the line of his jaw sharpening. “The rain isn’t going to stop for hours. There’s no telling what kind of damage it’s going to do to this room. I don’t know if anyone will ever be able to get back in here again or if the whole thing will come crashing down, but I do know that if I don’t find those letters now, they could be lost forever.”

      “Then let them be lost,” I tell him. “They aren’t worth your life.”

      “I have to find them, Savannah. I’m not going to let their story end this way.”

      “Jordan—”

      But he’s already gone, disappearing beyond the dull circle of light beneath me.

      Swearing, I climb down the ladder and hop into the freezing cold water below. It’s halfway up my calves down here and rising quickly. Three electric lanterns hang from hooks on the wooden beams, providing just enough light to see by. My gaze catches on the few pieces of furniture left behind—a desk, a bureau, and a large chest—and the drawers that have been pulled out of them, now floating in the water like little boats. Every obvious place has been ransacked, and Jordan is now working on the walls, tapping and wiggling the bricks to see if any will come loose.

      He glances back at me. “What are you doing?”

      “Helping you,” I say, taking a hair tie from my wrist and pulling my hair into a quick knot at the base of my neck.

      “Like hell you are.”

      “If it’s not too dangerous for you, then it’s not too dangerous for me.”

      “This isn’t the time for your feminist soapbox, Savannah—”

      “And this isn’t the time to be a self-sacrificing prick, Jordan. I’m not leaving you down here alone, and that isn’t a feminist thing, it’s an I care whether you live or die thing, so hurry up and look. We’re running out of time.”

      I move to the fireplace and start pressing the bricks around it to see if any wobble under my touch. Jordan stares at me a second longer before cursing under his breath and continuing to probe the bricks along the adjacent wall. There’s no point in checking the bricks beneath our feet—the water’s too high—but I run my hands along the large wooden mantel above the fireplace and the two gigantic wooden beams in the center of the room, looking for grooves in the wood or some other sign of a hidden compartment.

      Nothing.

      I move to the next wall, pressing on the bricks as the water licks my knees.

      “Did any of his letters give any clue as to where they could be?” I shout as the crashing sound of water rushing down the hole grows louder.

      “Not a one,” Jordan shouts back.

      “What if they’re in the floor?”

      “Those bricks were the first ones I checked before it started raining.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Steinberg called me last night,” he says, as if it should be obvious that he’s been here ever since.

      Our pace quickens as we work down opposite walls, each of us heading away from the fireplace and closer to the ladder, our bodies and movements mirroring each other. Our fingers become frantic as the water makes its way up my thighs. Thunder rolls overhead, a rumbling that sounds like a thousand horse hooves galloping down the valley, drawing steadily closer. We both pause as the rumble turns into a roar.

      And then the beams overhead creak as a sudden burst of water gushes down the hole.

      “Jordan!” I leap away from the ladder, but my feet slip out from underneath me. I hear Jordan shout my name just before I fall back into the pitch-black water. It’s so cold, it feels like a thousand icicles stabbing my skin. I involuntarily open my mouth at the pain, sucking water straight into my lungs. Jordan’s arms encircle me before I can find my footing, lifting me out of the water.

      I cough the water out of my lungs and stare, shocked, at how quickly the flooding has reached Jordan’s hips.

      “I think the river’s overflowed—that’s where all of the extra water is coming from. You have to get out.” Jordan gestures toward the ladder.

      Both of our eyes widen. Only the middle three rungs are visible between the gush of water sluicing down overhead and the inky-black lake churning below.

      I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      “Savannah—”

      “Jordan, we have to get out of here. You have to give it up.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Jordan.” I grab his face in my hands, forcing him to look at me. “We have to go.”

      He looks like he wants to argue, but then he glances up at the water rushing in. His nostrils flare as a growl of defeat escapes his lips, but he nods, and I feel like I can breathe again.

      We try to walk forward, but it’s getting harder to find our balance in the rushing water. I grab his hand and pull him toward the wall. We dig our fingertips into the bricks to steady ourselves as we move closer to the hole. Jordan keeps his other hand on my back, guiding me forward. I grab the last brick before reaching for the ladder—

      And stop.

      The brick moved.

      “Jordan.”

      His eyes widen. He moves closer, grabbing a flashlight out of his back pocket and shining it on the brick. There’s an etching on the corner, so small you’d miss it if you weren’t looking right at it.

      WB.

      “William and Bex?” I ask.

      Jordan puts the flashlight away and pulls out a pocketknife, leveraging the blade against the side of the brick to help wriggle it out. I reach my hand into the hole left behind and curse.

      “There’s nothing in there.”

      “It’s here,” Jordan says.

      The brick is hollow and, perfectly nestled inside, is a small tin box.

      Jordan pulls the box out and secures it in one hand while pushing me toward the ladder with the other.

      “I’ll hold it steady,” he says as I grip the ladder’s railing. The water gushing onto my head makes it almost impossible to see. “Go.”

      I pull away from the water to take a deep breath, close my eyes, and feel my way up, pushing with every ounce of strength I have left against the cascade that’s rushing in. I can’t see; I can’t breathe. Water pounds my head with an almost unbearable weight as the ladder swims underneath me, but Jordan holds it in place long enough for me to force my head above water, and then my fingers are threading through clumps of grass underneath the river that has formed around us, nails finding purchase in wet soil. With every ounce of strength I have left, I pull myself up and roll onto the ground, take a deep, shuddering breath, then clamber back toward the hole.

      “Your turn!” I shout down at Jordan, praying he can still hear me.

      The water is so loud as it rushes into the hole that the only thing I can hear above it is my heart beating in my ears. I mentally count to ten.

      And then twenty.

      And then thirty.

      “Jordan!” I call. “Where are you?”

      I reach back down into the hole, feeling for the top ladder railing.

      It isn’t there.

      “Oh God,” I murmur, reaching farther in, my hands grasping nothing.

      And then the top railing smacks into the side of the hole again as Jordan wrestles it back into place.

      “It won’t stay!” he shouts.

      “I’ve got it,” I yell, lying on my stomach and digging the toes of my boots into the muck to anchor myself as river water splashes up my mouth. The ladder sways underneath my hands, but I force the top railing against the edge where hard, packed dirt has turned into slippery, crumbling mud. I grit my teeth as the water moves toward my nose. For a moment, there is nothing but the rush of the water and the swaying of the ladder and my own heartbeat stuttering inside my chest.

      And then Jordan’s hands clamp down on mine.

      Exhaling, I guide them to the grass as his head rises above the water.

      He laughs, relieved.

      And then the ladder falls out from underneath him.

      He slides backward, but my hands are already there, gripping his shirt and the loops of his jeans, both of us pulling until his legs emerge from the cascade and he rolls on top of me, his right hand instinctively cupping my neck to keep my head from ducking back under the water.

      Both of us gasp for breath, our bodies shivering.

      For a moment, we just stare at each other, our eyes wide with the knowledge of how close we’d come to neither one of us making it out of that hole, and suddenly all I can see is Jordan slipping beneath the water. Jordan, with all his joy and all of his kindness and all his intelligence, disappearing from this earth forever, and the pain of that, the heartbreaking, soul-crushing weight of it, is more than I can bear.

      Is that love?

      Gritting my teeth, I force the thought away and focus on my anger at Jordan for being so stupid instead.

      “Do you still have them?” I ask.

      His brow furrows and his head shakes, as if he’s also trying to break himself free from the knowledge of what almost happened. “What?”

      “The letters,” I explain. “Do you still have them?”

      He reaches back into his pocket and, grinning, pulls out the box.

      I close my eyes, relieved that we didn’t almost die for nothing.

      And then I smack him hard in the chest, forcing him off of me as I stand.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I yell over the gushing water and the torrential wind bending the trees. “Why didn’t you leave when the water started coming in?”

      “I couldn’t,” he says, pushing himself up. “Not without these.”

      “What is up with you and these stupid letters?” I ask, as if I haven’t also been completely obsessed with them since the moment I first heard Jordan speaking William’s words through my earbuds. But still, I wouldn’t die for them.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I roll my eyes. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before it gets any worse.”

      The flooding around Jordan’s car is too deep to consider moving it, so we make our way through the river’s overflow up to Vi’s car in the upper lot instead, the water slowly receding the higher we climb. We’re both shivering uncontrollably by the time we reach the top, but at least the water is just a stream rushing around our shoes now.

      “Vi’s car,” I explain when Jordan looks at it questioningly.

      “Ah.” He frowns. “Did you bring any towels?”

      “Oh, yes,” I tell him, my teeth chattering. “I was terrified for your life, but I still found the time to stop and grab towels.”

      He gives me a pointed look. “I only meant that I’d hate to ruin her interior. We’re both soaked.”

      “Well, we have to get somewhere warm, and quick,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself as my muscles begin to ache from the tremors. “We can’t stay out here like this.”

      Jordan scans the tree line and the row of Victorian houses beyond. “There’s a bed-and-breakfast about a block from here,” he says. “Steph passed by it every time she grabbed everyone sandwiches for lunch.” He opens the car door and reaches in to grab Vi’s key fob, which I left on the driver’s seat in my haste to get to him. He locks the car and palms the fob in one hand while holding the letter box in the other. “Let’s go.”

      I follow him up to the street, where we cross the asphalt to the sidewalk beyond, rain still pelting us like tiny hammers. Our breath fogs out in front of us as we make our way down the block, past houses with their windows shuttered against the storm, making the golden light pouring from the large bay windows of the bed-and-breakfast up ahead, swathing the Victorian house’s wraparound porch and the small garden beyond in circles of melted butterscotch, look even more inviting. White Christmas lights wrap around every spindle of the balustrade encasing the porch, and wreaths decorate the double doors of the front entrance, beyond which more enticing light dances behind warped glass. There’s a lamppost in the little garden with a sign hanging on its hook that reads: The Heritage Rose Inn.

      Jordan takes my hand as we ascend the stairs. It seems an almost involuntary movement, one that makes his entire body stiffen once he realizes what he’s done. He moves to pull away, but I grip his hand tighter, needing to feel the solidness of his bones beneath my bones, the warmth of his flesh beneath my flesh. I close my eyes against the sensation of his pulse throbbing against my wrist.

      He’s still here.

      I open my eyes to find Jordan staring at me, a question in his eyes that I don’t know how to answer. The line of his jaw sharpens like he wants to say something but won’t let himself. And then he reaches out and rings the doorbell.

      A plump, merry-looking woman with rosy cheeks and silver hair answers, her smile instantly melting into a grimace of concern as she takes in our drenched clothes and shivering bodies.

      “Oh, my poor dears, come in! Come in out of the rain,” she says, her hands fluttering as she waves us forward. “Do you have a reservation?”

      Jordan shakes his head. “No, our—um—car broke down, and we needed a place to warm up.”

      The old woman tsks her tongue. “You look like you’ve gone for a dip in the river. But you’re in luck. Our honeymoon suite is available, and it has its own wood-burning fireplace. I’ll send my nephew right up to build one for you. Are you newlyweds?”

      Jordan clears his throat. “Engaged.”

      I whip my head toward him, but Jordan just keeps looking at the woman.

      She smiles. “I can always tell. And you two are finely matched, my dears, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      I grit my teeth and try really hard not to roll my eyes.

      “We really just need to dry off,” Jordan says, gesturing to the other wood-burning fireplace currently ablaze in the sitting room to our left. “I’m sure if we just stand by that fire over there for a little while, we can—”

      “Nonsense,” she says, seemingly unbothered by the giant puddles we’re leaving on her polished wood floor as she moves behind the little desk nestled against the staircase. “If you take the room, I can throw your clothes in the dryer, and you can each get a shower and warm up underneath our terry cloth robes. They’re made from organic cotton, you know. Very soft. And I’ll bring you up some tea and my famous blackberry cobbler. My mother always said there are few problems in life that can’t be fixed with a warm cup of tea and a flaky dessert.”

      Jordan glances at me. “What do you think?”

      “A hot shower does sound pretty nice right about now,” I reply.

      “And don’t forget your very own fireplace,” the woman adds. “Nothing wards off a chill like a good, wood-burning fire.”

      Jordan nods. “Okay, we’ll take it. My wallet’s in the car”—a pained look crosses his face at the thought of going back down the hill—“if I could maybe get it when the rain lets up—?”

      “Oh no, my dears, this one’s on me,” the woman says, opening her reservation book and picking up her pen. “We’ve had several last-minute cancellations due to the weather, so the room won’t be getting any use, anyway. Besides, if Christmas isn’t the time for some good old-fashioned Christian charity, then when is?” She smiles. “Now then, can I get your names?”

      Jordan gives them to her, and we learn her name is Mrs. Eugenia Milford, but we can just call her Genie.

      “My husband passed a few years ago,” she tells us as she hands us our room key. “A finer man I’ve never known. That’s why I love seeing young couples like you out enjoying every minute of your lives together.”

      Jordan and I shuffle awkwardly.

      Her smile fades. “If I may be so bold as to offer a bit of advice to a young couple on the verge of their wedding day—don’t let go of love once you’ve found it. So many people don’t know how to stick it out anymore, but there is nothing more satisfying than spending your life with someone who understands you and loves you in every way a person possibly could.”

      I stare down at the floor as the same ache that started in the valley returns, like someone took a hammer to my chest and caved my ribcage into my heart.

      “Now then,” Genie says, not seeming to realize that my world is crashing down around me and I can’t think straight around the walls that are crumbling. Can’t hear anything over that little girl screaming at me from the recesses of my mind to give Jordan a chance, to let go, to put myself in a position to be hurt because it’s better than being without him. “Your room is up these stairs and to the left, at the very end of the hall. If you’ll just leave your wet clothes outside the door, I’ll see to the drying of them.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Milford,” Jordan says.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, but the words sound muffled. It’s like I’m back at the dig site. Back underneath that icy water. Plunged into a place where time slows and the world dims and sound becomes a dull, echoey, shrouded thing with no intelligible meaning.

      I close my eyes and count to ten.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      I’m fine. Everything is going to be fine. All I need to do is re-establish control over the situation. Remind myself of the research I’ve done, of all the cold, hard facts that promised me love is nothing more than biological impulses and brain chemistry.

      Love can be avoided.

      Love can be ignored.

      And, if not that, love can be overcome.

      Of course, the fact that I’m about to go shower in the same room as Jordan doesn’t make me very confident in my ability to overcome anything at the moment. Which means if I’m going to have any chance of making it out of here without doing something extremely stupid, I need to get away from Jordan as fast as possible.
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      The honeymoon suite is a dark room, painted a deep sapphire that reminds me of the ocean at night. A king-sized bed covered in a thick down comforter and the softest-looking pillows I’ve ever seen juts out from the wall opposite the fireplace. There are also two spindly chairs and a small table encased in the large turreted window across from the door and an old-fashioned wardrobe standing sentry next to the attached bathroom.

      Savannah’s and my eyes both lock on the bed. I clear my throat. Savannah grits her teeth and move her gaze to the window instead, staring resolutely at the rain thrashing the street below.

      Genie sends her nephew up behind us with a basket full of logs and kindling. Within minutes, a fire is roaring in the hearth, lighting the room in flickering, autumnal shades of ochre and gold. For a moment, we both just stand there, basking in the warmth erupting from the flames. The nephew leaves, and then it is just Savannah and me and the weight of a thousand words unspoken between us.

      I tell Savannah to get her shower first. She argues, saying I was in the water much longer than she was, but I tell her I just want to stand by the fire a little longer. She must be even more exhausted than I realized because she doesn’t put up her usual fight. She slips through the door, leaving it slightly ajar behind her.

      I can hear her wet clothes slapping the floor as she takes them off. She hands them to me through the door when she’s done, along with a towel so I can do the same out here. I set the metal box on the small table before pulling off my clothes and folding them into a pile along with Savannah’s. I wrap the towel around my waist and leave the pile outside the door for Genie.

      Savannah returns fifteen minutes later encased in a fluffy white robe, her hair falling in wet waves down her back. She runs her fingers through the strands, untangling knots and picking out the debris of grass and small twigs that didn’t make it out in the shower.

      Her gaze lands on the metal box. “Have you read them?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. I wanted to wait for you.”

      “Well, hurry up, then,” she says, a razor-sharp edge to her voice. “I want to see what we almost died over.”

      Her words echo between my ears as I step into the hot spray and let it beat against my aching muscles. Images flash through my mind: Savannah jumping down into the pit and helping me look for the letters; my heart stopping when she disappeared beneath the water; the ladder losing its hold, and the moment that followed after, when I had to face the reality that I wasn’t going to make it out of the pit. And then, like an avenging warrior, Savannah’s hands appeared through the deluge and gripped the top rail of the ladder, securing it with just enough tension to get me to the top.

      I would’ve died without her there.

      Let them be lost, she’d said. They aren’t worth your life.

      But somehow, in that moment, William and Bex’s letters felt as though they were. I can’t explain why. I only knew I couldn’t let their story wash away down there. I owed them that.

      I get out of the shower and put on the remaining robe. Savannah waits for me at the table. There’s a pot of tea there now, along with a slice of warm, gooey blackberry cobbler for each of us. I sit across from her and pour myself a cup. Tendrils of steam tickle my nostrils as I take a long sip.

      “It’s Christmas tea,” Savannah tells me as notes of cinnamon, cardamom, and clove dance across my tongue.

      “It’s good.” I set the cup down. “I realized in the shower that I haven’t properly thanked you yet. For saving my life.”

      She shrugs. “What are friends for?”

      “So we’re friends again?”

      She tenses. “Jordan—”

      “I just have to check because we swing back and forth so much, it’s hard to know for sure.”

      She looks down at the table. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I just knew we could never make it work.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we want different things. We believe in different things.”

      “You don’t believe in anything.”

      She glances up at me, her eyes narrowing. “I believe in science. You know, something that can actually be proven.”

      “So love can’t be proven?”

      “Not in the way you think of it.”

      “The greatest poets and philosophers throughout history would disagree with you.”

      “They just didn’t know any better.”

      “I disagree. I think they knew a lot more about human nature than any scientist ever could.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Can we just read the letters and stop trying to change each other’s minds on this? It’s not going to happen.”

      I grit my teeth, wanting to push the point, but something tells me to hold back. Maybe it’s curiosity winning out—a deep, burning hope that I will finally know what happened to William and Bex—or maybe it’s something else, a wiser voice telling me to be still, to not shove Savannah away out of anger, even though it’s clear she’s already too far gone for me to reach. Whatever the reason, I squeeze my hands into fists, letting my nails bite into my palms to keep myself from saying all the things I want to say.

      And then I open the box.

      Inside is a stack of letters folded into the same small squares, except for the letter on top, which lies in an envelope, its wax seal unbroken. I hold it up, showing Savannah.

      Her eyes widen.

      “Go on,” she says. “Open it.”

      Taking a deep breath, I gently push my thumb beneath the sealed fold, pop it open, and begin to read:

      “October 18, 1791

      “My beloved William,

      “I returned to Yorktown today, to sit in the shade of the giant oak where David Spencer said you fell. Where you whispered my name on your dying breath. Where both your heart and mine stopped beating. How badly have I longed for you these ten long years. How desperately my soul has cried out for you. A decade has come and gone, and the wound still bleeds, fresh as the day I received it.

      “How can the world go on without your light? How does time not stand still in remembrance of your courage, of your strength, of your laughter, and of your wit? But most of all, of your convictions? Of your dreams to leave the world a better place than you left it?

      I have given my life in the service of seeing those dreams come true. I have fought for the causes that were so heavy on your heart, for the virtues of freedom and a land of equal footing for all. I have raised our son to become a man of whom I know you would be proud, and I will continue to do all of these things, wishing only that you were by my side to help me see them through.

      In the dark of night, I swear I still see you there, lying next to me, smiling at me as you did the night of our wedding, when we were both so young and full of joy. When dreams of the future marked our every conversation. When we had no idea that you would go somewhere I couldn’t follow, and that I would be forced to continue living when my very soul had been ripped from my chest.

      “Ethan has made good on the promise you asked him to make to you. He has cared for Gabriel and me. He is a good man who takes the raising of your child very seriously. He tells Gabriel all the time of what an example you were, how kind and gentle and brave, of how you fought for fairness and justice for every person, regardless of who they were or where they came from. We have built a life together, Ethan and I. It is a life of friendship tied by the mutual grief we share over your loss. There are even days where we laugh or sing or rest comfortably in the daily rhythms of the farm, but every night, when he retires to his room and I retire to mine, my heart still aches for you. I never think I will survive it, but then the morning comes, and I am still here, and there is still work to be done.

      “The only truth that keeps me moving forward is the knowledge that we will one day be reunited again, my love, in a place where pain and sorrow do not exist, a place where we can never be taken away from one another again. Oh, and how many stories I’ll have for you on that day. Stories of Gabriel’s first steps and his first words, of how his smile could make it seem as though the sun were shining even on the darkest days, and of how I saw you every time he looked at me.

      “Until the sun grows cold and the stars blink out—and then for eternity beyond, my love, I am always and forever,

      “Your Bex.”

      For a moment, there is nothing but the hushed quiet of crackling logs and a heartache so deep, its weight bears down on us centuries later, pushing all the air out of the room.

      “He didn’t make it,” Savannah murmurs.

      I glance up at her, at this girl whom I have loved and lost several times over, and I think of William, of how the only two things he wanted most in this world were freedom for his country and a life spent with the one person he loved beyond all measure.

      He didn’t live to see either dream come to pass.

      “You can’t tell me you don’t believe in love now,” I tell her. “Not after that.”

      Savannah swallows. “I believe Bex and William thought of themselves as being in love—”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “—just as everyone else thinks about it in those terms, but that doesn’t change the fact that they were simply responding to biological impulses—”

      “Stop.”

      There are tears in Savannah’s eyes, and I can see it, the battle she’s fighting in her mind as to why her theory still holds up. That there isn’t a deeper, spiritual, eternal shift that happens in a person when they fall in love—a remaking that can never be undone. That a soul doesn’t tie itself to another’s so that two people will still long for each other even when they’ve been separated by death for over a decade.

      “This”—I hold up the letter—“is more than hormones and brain chemistry and anything else you want to throw at me to explain why love is only biological. A decade later, Bex was still grieving over William. She wrote as if the most integral parts of herself had been lost and could never be recovered.”

      She bites her bottom lip and looks away from me as the tears finally break from her lashes and roll down her cheeks.

      I take her hand in mine. “You believe in facts, right? Evidence?”

      “Jordan—”

      “History is filled with love stories like theirs, and they’re still being written today. Look at Mrs. Milford downstairs and this home that she built with her husband. Look at the wars that were fought over love and the poetry that was written and the lives that were changed. There isn’t a single force greater in the entire universe than love, and no amount of chemicals or hormones or evolutionary urges can explain why a woman would still be grieving the husband she lost ten years ago, because if it was only ever biological, then she would’ve just gone on to find someone else to make her feel those same feelings. She wouldn’t have cared anymore about some dead body that was just rotting in the ground, because if love is only about what you can get out of it, then William would have no longer served any purpose for her.”

      Savannah stands. “I’m going to see if our clothes are dry yet.”

      I follow her to the door. “You have to stop running from this.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Savannah—”

      She whips around, her eyes blazing. “Jordan, I can’t, okay? I can’t just sit here and listen to you go on and on about something I refuse to believe in.”

      “But why? Why do you refuse to believe in it?”

      “Because if I believe in love as this mysterious, invisible force that can topple empires and bring people to their knees, then I’d be forced to consider the possibility that the curse might be real too, and I—” She swallows. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why? Because you’re afraid of getting hurt?”

      “Yes, okay?” She puts her hands on her hips and stares at the floor. When she speaks again, her voice is softer, as if all the energy to fight is seeping out of her, flooding the room with all her doubts and fears and anger. “Not all of us are like you, Jordan. Not all of us are willing to put everything on the line. I will not let myself be taken out by something I have no control over. I’ve worked too hard for that.”

      “When you say you won’t be taken out by something you have no control over,” I say, my heart aching for this girl who’s so clearly gone through so much in one life that she’d rather cut herself off from something great than give it any sort of power over her, “do you mean the curse? Or love?”

      “Either one—both—it doesn’t matter. I’m screwed either way, because neither option lets me control my own fate.”

      “No one is in control of their own fate.”

      “Maybe not,” she says, “but I can at least do everything in my power to limit the number of things controlling mine.”

      She turns for the door.

      “Savannah, please—”

      “Oh, would you just give it up, already?” she asks, whirling back. “The great experiment failed. I don’t believe in love. Move on.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love you.”

      She freezes.

      I take a step forward. “I’ve loved you since the moment I met you, and I know for you it’s only ever been attraction—or maybe that’s what you’re telling yourself it is so that you don’t have to face the possibility that you might be wrong, that your great theory might be flawed—but I knew it the second I saw you. I tried to fight it. I was scared of what might happen if I gave in to everything I was feeling for you. I’d already had my heart broken once before and I nearly lost my entire future over it. But then I realized something.”

      Savannah huffs out a breath, wiping her hands under her eyes. “Oh yeah? And what was that?”

      “That I no longer wanted a future that didn’t have you in it.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      I reach for her, praying for some glimpse of the girl who set my world on fire, laying waste to all that I thought I wanted my future to be and building something even more alluring from the ashes. I run my hands through her still-damp hair, pushing it back behind her ears before wrapping my arms around her and pulling her close.

      “Savannah, please.” I grit my teeth against the heat now searing my own eyes. “I know you feel the same way about me.”

      “Jordan—”

      “Do you remember what I told you about generational curses? About how they can be broken? Your story doesn’t have to end the same way as your mom’s. Be brave, Savannah. Break the curse.”

      She looks up at me, and for the smallest breath of a moment, she teeters forward, as if she’s ready to jump off the precipice we’ve been circling for months.

      But then she shakes her head and steps out of my arms.

      “I can’t, Jordan. I’m sorry.”

      And it feels like everything inside of me is plummeting back into that dark, cold pit, but this time, as the water rises and the light fades out, there is no escape. And I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that nothing will ever be the same between us again.

      This is where our story ends.

      A knock sounds at the door. Savannah stares at me a moment longer, then turns and answers it.

      Genie stands in the hall, holding our crisply folded clothes.

      “They’re still warm from the dyer,” she says, her eyes changing from warm and cheerful to concerned and wary as she gazes back and forth between Savannah and me. “Just let me know if you need anything else.”

      Savannah thanks her and closes the door, then turns back to me.

      “Give me Vi’s keys, Jordan,” she says. “I’m going home.”
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      I don’t break on the ride back to campus.

      I don’t break as I hand the keys back to Vi.

      I don’t break when Mom texts me that she has to work a double shift and asks if my roommates can drive me home, and I don’t break in the car, even though both Vi and Cali say I’m quieter than usual.

      It isn’t until Mom gets home, carrying a plastic take-out bag into the kitchen that smells of burgers and fries, that I launch myself into her arms and cry until there’s nothing left.

      Mom is so stunned that she doesn’t even move at first. But then her arms encircle my frame, and she holds me tight against her like she used to when I was young, when I scraped my knee on the sidewalk, or when a boy called me a terrible name on the playground, her hands rubbing up and down my back and her voice softly murmuring, “It’s okay, baby, it’s okay.”

      When I finally calm down enough to talk, she asks me what happened.

      “You were right, Mom.” I try to wipe the tears away, but there are too many, and I choke on the sobs still wracking my body. “I fell in love, and it was so much worse than I could have ever imagined.”

      “Oh, baby.” She runs her fingers through my hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her heartbeat pulses against my ear, and it reminds me of distant memories. Of late nights when I couldn’t sleep, and Mom would rock me until I calmed down. Of storms in the sky and storms in our lives and of all the ways she sheltered me from them. And suddenly I long to go back to the place where she was my world, and I knew everything was going to be okay so long as I had her.

      I don’t know how or why we got so off-track, but I’m determined to fix it. Determined to be gentle with her, to try to understand her better, to try to be more compassionate and less judgmental and figure out how to disagree with her in a way that doesn’t mock her or shut her down. Because yes, she’s done and said a lot of things that have hurt me—sometimes without meaning to, many times vindictively—but if I’m being honest, I’ve done the same to her. And yeah, maybe as the parent, more of the blame of what’s happened between us lies on her, but somewhere along the way, I forgot that she’s human. Forgot that she’s fragile.

      I can’t change her, but I can change me, and maybe that will be enough to get us back on track. Back to the relationship we used to have, before the pain and suffering of this world tore it apart.

      “Mom?”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “I miss you.”

      Her entire body tightens around me, and I know she realizes I don’t just mean I’m homesick from being away. Know she realizes that I miss more than just her physical presence. That I miss the way things used to be, back when I was young, and Mom was less broken. When all we had—all we counted on—was each other. When she was my life raft, and I was hers.

      We can’t be each other’s life rafts anymore. We’re both adults, and we can’t put that kind of weight on each other anymore, because we each only have so much we can give. But we can lift each other up again. We can encourage each other. Be in each other’s corners. Fight for each other instead of against each other.

      We can love each other.

      And there it is again, that word I can’t escape.

      Love.

      Maybe I got it wrong. All those years ago, when I was trying so desperately to find a way to save myself from the sinking ship of all the women in our family who came before me, when I assumed that love was a lie, a weakness, a plague on mankind. That people would be better off if they knew the truth behind it—if they knew that they had to be their own life raft and leave other people out of it.

      Maybe there is more to love than I realized. Maybe it’s actually the glue that holds everything together.

      “We have to get better at this,” I whisper, my lungs filling with the scent of the perfume Mom’s worn since high school. The perfume I’ve known from the moment I was laid in her arms. When I was the only thing in this world that hadn’t yet disappointed her.

      Mom sighs as her fingers gently thread through my hair. “I know, baby. I’m so sorry for what I said. I was just so hurt—but that doesn’t excuse it. I’ve actually been doing a lot of thinking since Wayne left. You know...I don’t think I ever really learned how to be okay.”

      “With what?”

      “With love. With life. With any of it. I was just a kid when I had you, and you won’t understand this until you have children of your own, but my life went from zero to sixty in a heartbeat. Your heartbeat. Before you came along, I could be the center of my own world. I could sleep in. I could not care about anything—or care about something too much—and none of it really mattered. But then you needed me. At all hours of the night you needed me. And between working and taking care of you, I didn’t take the time to learn how to also take care of myself.” Her voice trembles as a sob escapes her throat. “I should have learned how to be stronger for you, baby. I’m so sorry I didn’t.”

      “You were everything to me,” I whisper into her shirt.

      “You were everything to me too, sweetheart.” Her hand pushes my hair back from my brow, her nails lightly scraping my scalp in a gesture I haven’t felt in years but that is still so familiar to me, a lump forms in my throat. “But then I got it in my head that I couldn’t give you everything you needed. I thought I needed to find someone who could take care of us both. But the more I tried—and failed—to find the right guy, the more I lost sight of what was really important, and all the while it was like someone had hit the fast-forward button on my life. You were growing up so fast and forming all of these opinions and I couldn’t keep up if I tried. I didn’t handle it well.” She laughs, a broken sound. “In fact, I probably handled it in the worst way a person possibly could. I just couldn’t see it at the time.”

      I hold her tighter, my own silent tears staining my cheeks.

      “I came to a decision yesterday after talking to Aunt Bee,” she continues.

      “The bookstore owner?”

      Mom nods. “She found me in the coffeeshop. My eyes were red from crying—I tried to hide them behind my sunglasses, but Aunt Bee knows everything. She helped me realize I’m ready to get some help, to finally learn how to take care of myself the way I need to so that I can finally be the mom you need me to be.” She swallows. “I’m just so sorry it’s taken me this long.”

      I glance up at her. “When you say, ‘get help’, do you mean…?”

      Mom smiles and brushes the tears from my cheeks. “I’m ready to take the advice of my very brilliant daughter. I’m ready to see a therapist.” She clears her throat. “And I was sort of hoping...you might go with me?”

      I clamp my hand over my mouth as tears well in my eyes. All I can do is nod.

      Mom pulls me back into her arms, gently rocking me back and forth as we sob and break and cling to each other, the multicolored lights from the tiny Christmas tree sitting on our kitchen counter polka-dotting our skin, and even though it’s messy and we have a long, long way to go, I finally feel like—after years of searching for her—I have my mom back.

      And that is something worth celebrating.
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      We spend the entire night talking and eating and watching Titanic because Mom still has a thing for Leo after all these years, and when he puts Rose on the door, sacrificing himself to keep her out of the water, she sighs and says, “Now that’s real love.”

      “It still ends terribly,” I murmur.

      “Even so,” she says. “I’ve never dated anyone who would do that for me.”

      William would have done it for Bex, I think. And Jordan would do it for me.

      But I don’t say this. Instead, I say, “You know both of them could have fit on that door, right?”

      Mom hits me upside the head with a throw pillow.
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            Savannah

          

        

      

    

    
      The two weeks leading up to Christmas Eve are the best Mom and I have ever spent together. Mom takes extra time off work, asking her best friend to cover for her so that we can go to family counseling together. We still have our differences and a long road ahead of us, but we’re learning how to communicate better, and how to respect the fact that we view life in completely different ways.

      “You have to see each other at the core, as whole people—not just as mother and daughter,” our therapist tells us, “but as two grown women with hopes and fears and desires, and with experiences that have shaped how you each interpret the world around you. Those interpretations are not always going to look the same, but that doesn’t mean one of you is right and one of you is wrong, or that you’re trying to hurt the other person by disagreeing with them. What we’re going to work on here is how you can learn to communicate without giving or taking offense, and how to listen with an empathetic ear toward the other person.”

      We go on coffee dates and walk-through-the-park dates and feed-the-pigeons-in-the-town-square dates. We buy Christmas presents for Grandma at Aunt Bee’s Bookstore and at the local antique shop. When Evelyn gets back into town, Mom takes all three of us—Evelyn, Isla, and me—out for ice cream, just like she used to do when we were kids, and we get to hear all about Evelyn’s college adventures and Isla’s new boyfriend and the mile-long list of brides calling Riddle Wedding Planning after the Harker wedding. Mom watches me, and I can tell she’s trying to determine if I’m going to say anything to them about Jordan, but I don’t, mostly because I don’t even know where to start. How do you tell your two best friends that a boy swooped into your life and changed everything, so that you don’t even know who you are anymore or what you believe in, but you’re trying really hard to get over it, so you’d really rather not talk about it?

      Now it’s Christmas Eve, and we’ve spent the morning baking cookies and wrapping last-minute presents. We even put a roast in the oven so that we’ll have a fancy dinner waiting for us when we get back from the parade, using the emergency money Mom keeps in the empty coffee canister to buy it.

      “I say this Christmas calls for a little extra celebration,” she told me when she took a few twenties from the wad of cash. And then she caught my gaze and frowned a little, tears swimming in her eyes. “I’m so thankful for this time we’ve spent together, baby. You know that, right?”

      I know, and I feel exactly the same way. Things aren’t perfect, but they’re getting better, and compared to where we were a month ago, I will take every morsel of improvement I can get.

      Now, we’re watching White Christmas while stringing together a popcorn garland for the flimsy, half-price tree we picked up from Mr. Campbell’s farm to plop in front of our fireplace—although truth be told, we’re eating more than we’re stringing. We gush over the costumes and wonder aloud why people don’t talk like they used to. We swoon over Bing Crosby’s voice and Danny Kaye’s adorable quirkiness. We marvel at Vera-Ellen’s dancing and Rosemary Clooney’s composure, but when it gets to the scene where Rosemary’s character, Betty, runs away from Bing’s character, Bob, due to a misunderstanding, Mom grows quiet.

      “You know what you have to do, don’t you?” she asks.

      I glance at her.

      “Make up with Jordan.”

      I roll my eyes. “Mom—”

      “He’s not like the others, baby.”

      “You haven’t even met him.”

      “No, but from everything you’ve told me, he’s worth a second chance. And he’s clearly so in love with you, he can’t see straight.”

      I tuck my knees into my chest and stare down at the rainbow-colored knitted blanket pulled across my lap, my fingers threading through the holes. “What about the curse?”

      “You mean the one you don’t believe in?”

      There’s a slight bitterness to her tone, but I can tell she’s doing her best to hold it back, to get better at talking about it without bringing past arguments into the conversation, like our therapist keeps reminding us to do.

      “Jordan says there are generational curses. Chains we have to break.”

      “He sounds like a smart boy.”

      I look up at her, tears in my eyes.

      “I’m scared,” I tell her. “I don’t think I could survive losing him.”

      “So your answer is to never have him in the first place?”

      I shrug.

      “Come here.” She pats the space next to her and opens her arms so I can nestle into her side. “No one gets through this life without suffering,” she says, holding me tight. “It’s an unfortunate reality of the world we live in, whether you believe there’s a curse conspiring against you or not. But if you’ll notice, I’ve never let the curse stop me from trying to find the Bob to my Betty.”

      I give her a shaky smile. “Or the Jack to your Rose?”

      She boops her nose against mine. “No, as awful as it is, it’s the suffering in life that makes the joy that much sweeter. I can’t promise you everything will work out, as much as I wish I could, but I can promise you that if you don’t go after that boy right now, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

      “Now? As in...tonight?”

      “There’s no better time for miracles to happen than on Christmas Eve.”

      “But what about our plans? The parade? And—and the pot roast?”

      “The pot roast will still be here when you get back, and I can go to the parade by myself. Who knows, maybe I’ll even meet the love of my life there,” she says, wriggling her eyebrows.

      “Mom.”

      “I’m just kidding, baby. I actually think I should listen to the therapist and try being alone for a while. Get to know who I am when I’m not all tangled up in some man.”

      “And yet you want me to go do the opposite?”

      She shakes her head. “You’ve already done the hard work of defining yourself, baby—you won’t let anyone take that away from you. But if you’re lucky, you’ll find someone who loves you exactly as you are, and who will continue to love you for the rest of your life.”

      “And you think that person is Jordan?”

      “Call it a mother’s intuition.”

      I swallow. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, baby.” She kisses my temple. “Now, go get your man, and I’ll try to figure out how to break the curse for us both,” she adds with a wink.

      Me too, Mom, I think as I give her one last hug before making a beeline for my coat and keys. Me too.
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      I get Jordan’s home address from Steph, who makes me promise to text her everything that happens afterward. His house is twenty minutes away from campus going in the opposite direction of Christmas, so it takes me nearly an hour to get there with all the Christmas Eve traffic. With every mile that passes, my heart beats louder in my ears, panic surges up my throat like battery acid, and all I can think is: What am I doing? Why am I doing this?

      Because you love him, a voice whispers back (a voice that sounds like the girl I used to be—the one who, for a time, believed true love actually did exist). And he loves you.

      I don’t believe in love.

      Seriously? When are you going to let that go?

      I pull off the freeway onto a small country road where swirls of snow drift across the lane like fairy dust in the golden glow of my headlights. The road leads into an even smaller town than Christmas, where old-fashioned lampposts are decorated with evergreen wreaths and strings of lights arc from the buildings on one side of the road to the other, creating a golden canopy over the entire street.

      Love is what’s healing your relationship with your mom. It’s why Evelyn and Isla are like sisters to you. It’s why you can’t stop thinking about Jordan, and why nothing has felt right since you kicked him out of your life.

      But if science can explain it—

      Science can explain the mechanics behind love, but mechanics are only half of the equation.

      What’s the other half?

      Magic.

      I scoff, even though if I had to pick a word to describe the way Jordan has made me feel over the past four months—of all the ways he managed to knock down every one of my walls over and over again, of the way his smile makes my heart skip a literal beat and the way his mere presence seems to calm every storm within me—I’d be hard-pressed to find a better one.

      I double check the GPS on my phone and then, taking a deep breath, turn onto Jordan’s street. The typical cottage-style homes of the 1930s and ’40s line the street, each one decked out in traditional Christmas lights. There are also wicker reindeer and Santa sleighs and nativity scenes crafted beneath twinkling stars. I pull up to the curb outside of Jordan’s house, my heart aching at how perfect it looks, complete with the white picket fence and the porch swing and the Christmas tree in the picture window. It looks like the type of home a family who really loves each other would live in.

      And then the voice of my past self is replaced with Jordan’s:

      “A decade later, Bex was still grieving over William. She wrote as if the most integral parts of herself were gone and could never be recovered.”

      And suddenly, even though I don’t know where it will lead, even though it goes against every protective instinct I have to keep my heart safe, to not give it to someone else, to not trust it with someone else, I know what I have to do. Because if I don’t do it, if I don’t give Jordan the chance to prove me wrong—even if he ends up breaking my heart—I’ll regret it for the rest of my life, and the last thing I want to do when I’m eighty and looking back on my life is wonder, “What if?”

      Still, knowing what I need to do doesn’t make it any easier to get out of the car.

      Until the sun grows cold and the stars blink out—and then for eternity beyond, my love, I am always and forever,

      Your Bex.

      Deep breaths.

      I push open the car door and make my way to the porch, my boots crunching the thin powder covering the front walkway. I cross my arms against the cold—at least, I tell myself it’s to keep out the cold, and not to shield myself from whatever may happen next. But inside, my heart is beating so hard, it’s practically shaking.

      I reach for the doorbell, but the door opens before I can touch it, and then Jordan is standing there, his jaw dropping as he stares at me with a mixture of wonder and trepidation in his eyes.

      But it isn’t just Jordan. His parents and little sister are with him, and they’re all shrugging into their coats, clearly on their way out.

      I take a step back as Jordan pushes open the storm door. He’s wearing a relaxed suit, his knotted tie hanging a little loose around his collar, as if he’d just been in the middle of pushing it up.

      “Savannah?” he asks, one hand in his pocket, the other holding open the door. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I should’ve called. I’ll come back another time.”

      I turn to go, but Jordan’s voice stops me.

      “Didn’t you just drive thirty minutes out of your way to get here?”

      “It was closer to an hour actually,” I reply. “Traffic.”

      “Is this a friend of yours, Jordan?” his mother asks, stepping out to join us on the porch.

      Jordan clears his throat. “This is Savannah.”

      Mrs. Merrick’s eyes widen. “Oh.”

      The whole family stares at me like they’re watching a train wreck. I shift my weight on the balls of my feet, suddenly feeling like I really don’t belong here.

      “I should go,” I say, stumbling back a step. “I’m sorry. This was a bad idea, coming on Christmas Eve and all. I’ll—I’ll see you at school, okay?”

      “Savannah—”

      Jordan lunges forward, grabbing my arm just as my foot slips on the top step. He pulls me against him and suddenly I’m back in the square in front of the Governor’s Palace on Halloween night, when he twirled me beneath a blanket of stars in a world that, for a moment, belonged only to us. I’m back at the Lydia Potter House, frantically kissing Jordan as we tore at each other’s clothes, a force completely out of our control crashing and breaking upon us like waves against the shore. And I’m back at the bed-and-breakfast, where Jordan told me he loved me, and where I knew, once and for all, that I loved him too. Not just in a lustful, hormones firing, biological sort of way, but in the way that he talked about—in the way that two people who choose to build a life together love each other, because a piece of themselves that goes deeper than science and chemicals and pheromones ever could has responded to the deepest parts of someone else.

      Jordan holds me for a moment longer than he needs to—his pine-green eyes swimming in mine, and his hair curling over his brows in that way that I love, and his lips parting as he stares down at me—before he sets me back on my feet.

      Jordan’s dad steps out onto the porch, locking the door behind him, his keys jingling in his hand. “Would you like to come to our Christmas Eve service, Savannah?” he asks. “We’re on our way now.”

      I swallow.

      Jordan hasn’t stopped staring at me.

      “I don’t want to intrude,” I begin, but Jordan’s father interrupts me.

      “There’s no such thing as intruding on a church service,” he tells me, his mouth spreading into a wide grin that I’ve only ever known as Jordan’s. “If anything, I think God wishes people would intrude a little more often.”

      I smile back at him as he and Mrs. Merrick make their way to the family’s van parked in the driveway. Jordan’s little sister, Mandy, stops next to me and crooks her finger, beckoning me closer.

      I bend down to her level. She cups her hand around her mouth and, in a whisper that’s totally loud enough for the guy walking his dog down the street to hear, says, “My brother really likes you.”

      I glance at Jordan.

      He stares down at the wooden planks beneath our feet.

      “Well,” I fake-whisper back, “I really like him too.”

      Mandy giggles and then bounds down the steps.

      When I turn back to Jordan, he’s staring at me again with an unreadable expression.

      “Come on,” he says, offering me his arm. “We better go. It doesn’t look good for the pastor to be late to his own sermon.”
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      On the ride over, I ask Jordan to tell me everything he’s learned about William and Bex since reading the final letter—partly because I really want to know, and partly because I’m stalling, and talking about William and Bex’s love affair feels so much safer than talking about our own.

      Jordan confirms that William was killed at Yorktown just as the final letter said, only two weeks before his son, Gabriel, was born. It turns out that the reason Jordan had such a hard time locating Rebecca Whitaker after the war was because he had expected her last name to either remain Whitaker if she and William didn’t marry or be changed to Potter. It never occurred to him to look for a Rebecca Turlington.

      “Turlington?”

      Jordan nods. “Ethan’s last name.”

      “Wow,” I murmur.

      Jordan’s brow furrows. “What?”

      “I didn’t put it together before now, but there’s this pond back home that my friends and I have skated on since we were kids—everyone in Christmas skates there. It’s on a farm. Old Man Turlington’s farm. You don’t think…?”

      He grins. “Only one way to find out.”

      I laugh. “You’re the only person I know who acts like going to the library is the same as going to Disney World.”

      “For a historian, it is.”

      “I still don’t understand though...why would Rebecca marry Ethan?”

      “I wondered the same thing. From the way Rebecca words her final letter, I think William must have asked Ethan to marry her if he didn’t make it home.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      He shrugs. “To prevent a scandal with the baby?”

      “But why would there be a scandal? They were properly married, weren’t they? By a preacher and everything?”

      “Yeah, but it was under cover of darkness, without her father’s consent, and people can be cruel.” Jordan clears his throat and shifts his weight, putting a tiny bit more space between us. It’s a small gesture, but it feels like a chasm as my heart breaks upon the realization—

      He doesn’t trust me.

      But I never trusted him when I should have, so I guess I brought it on myself.

      “He also might have done it to financially protect her,” Jordan continues. “Even being a proper widow, the world wouldn’t have been kind to Rebecca. It would’ve been hard enough to care for herself without a husband in those days, let alone take care of an infant.”

      I think of Mom, of all the sacrifices she made so I would be okay.

      “It’s still hard,” I murmur.

      Jordan nods.

      He goes on to tell me that from every record he’s found, it seems that Rebecca and Ethan shared a platonic marriage. They never had any children together, but William and Bex’s son, Gabriel William Turlington, went on to father seven children and enjoy a very successful political career in the early years of America’s founding. He fought for freedom for the oppressed at every opportunity, just as his father had wanted to do. Quotes from Gabriel’s children in his obituary made it sound like he was an incredible father, and the family tree that grew from William and Bex’s love is so enormous now, Jordan hasn’t even properly researched a quarter of it yet.

      “But from the little I’ve found,” he tells me, “it seems that many of William’s descendants went on to fight for the same causes he fought for, even leading up to the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s.”

      “So,” I murmur, my throat suddenly dry, “their love spawned generations of people looking to make this world a better place?”

      Jordan narrows his eyes at my use of the word, ‘love’. He opens his mouth to respond, but whatever he wants to say is interrupted by Mandy, who turns around to tell me she’s expecting a golden retriever for Christmas.

      “I sent Santa ten letters this year, and the only thing I asked for was a puppy,” she explains.

      “We’ll just have to wait and see if Santa got them, dear,” Mrs. Merrick responds from the front passenger seat.

      “Oh, he got them all right,” Mandy replies. “Santa gets all of his letters. That’s part of his magic.”

      I catch Jordan’s father in the rearview mirror winking at Mrs. Merrick. I cover my smile as I imagine how excited Mandy will be to come downstairs tomorrow morning with a golden retriever puppy waiting for her underneath the tree.

      We pull up to a beautiful white clapboard building with a tall steeple in the front and a sign that reads Est. 1834. The parking lot is packed, with cars parking in the grass surrounding the lot. Jordan’s father slides up to the only empty space left in the first row, where a sign stands in front of it with his name on it.

      “Perks of being the pastor,” he says, glancing back at me.

      I smile at him even though my mind is focused on Jordan and the way he seems like he can’t get out of the car fast enough.

      Breathe.

      Mr. Merrick—Pastor Merrick?—parts ways with us just inside the doors of the church to go change into his clerical robes. Mrs. Merrick and Mandy stop to chat with some of the families congregating in the entryway, but Jordan takes my hand and leads me inside the sanctuary. My eyes flutter closed at the sensation of his palm curved around mine and how it still sends tingles all the way down to my toes, but if Jordan feels it too, he doesn’t show it.

      Every single pew is packed except for the front left row, directly across from the pulpit.

      “Another perk of being the pastor?” I ask Jordan as he leads me down the aisle, still gripping my hand in his.

      He doesn’t respond.

      I watch the muscles in his jaw work as he grits his teeth. He says a few polite hellos to some of the families who notice him, but otherwise he’s completely silent until we get to the front pew. And then, after we both slide into the middle, he turns to me and asks, “What are you doing here, Savannah?”

      I take a deep breath.

      This is it.

      Now or never.

      “I’m here because—”

      But then the choir stands and starts singing “Joy to the World” at the top of their lungs, and any declaration I was prepared to make is drowned out by the sounds of the congregation joining in as Jordan’s father enters the sanctuary and takes his place in a chair behind the pulpit. Jordan stares at me a moment longer. Then he opens a hymnal for us to share as his mother and sister take their seats next to us.

      This is the first time I’ve been in a church in years, and the entire service is almost captivating enough to calm my nerves and still my bouncing knees.

      Almost.

      Pastor Merrick’s sermon about refugees seeking hospitality on a cold desert night beneath the glow of the Christmas star, and about a baby in a manger destined to bring hope to a desperate world, is buffeted by Christmas carols so beautifully arranged, they actually bring tears to my eyes. I try to catch Jordan’s eye, but he stares resolutely ahead of him, his body tense, like he can barely stand to sit next to me.

      Was I wrong to come here? Jordan said he loves me, but could that have changed in the past two weeks?

      Please don’t let it have changed.

      At the end of the service, the ushers pass out baskets full of unlit candles.

      “What are these for?” I ask, struggling to find my voice as I inwardly berate myself for being so stupid as to think that Jordan would want anything to do with me after the way I treated him.

      For the first time since we sat down, Jordan looks at me, a small smile playing across his lips. “You’ll see.”

      Someone flips a switch. The lights go out, plummeting the sanctuary into darkness.

      A hush falls.

      And then the ushers appear again, each one carrying a lit, tapered candle down the middle aisle. They stop at each pew, lighting the candle of the person closest to the aisle, who then lights the next person’s, and the next, all down the line. Mrs. Merrick lights Mandy’s candle, and Mandy lights Jordan’s.

      Jordan turns to me.

      “Merry Christmas, Savannah,” he says, tilting the flame of his candle toward mine.

      Tears swim in my eyes as I gaze at this boy who has so completely stolen my heart, and all I want to do is kiss him here, in this church, with the eyes of the entire congregation on us as I beg him to forgive me for breaking his heart.

      “Merry Christmas, Jordan,” I whisper back as my candle is lit.

      One by one, person by person, the darkness recedes from the multiplying candlelight, until the entire sanctuary looks as though someone has pulled the stars from the sky and brought them down to earth, just like Bex said the church cellar looked on the night she and William were married.

      And then everyone starts to sing.

      “Silent night, Holy night,

      “All is calm, all is bright.”

      Tears trace my cheeks as I stare up at Jordan.

      How could I have ever thought all I felt toward him was attraction? He’s so much more than just the self-conscious mannerisms and the teasing smirks and the mischievous eyes that make my heart jump whenever I’m with him. He is textbook chapters selflessly recorded on my phone to help me study. He is two-hundred-year-old love letters swimming through my ears late at night. He is a jacket wordlessly placed around my shoulders when I’m cold and a well-timed joke just to make me smile. He is Halloween-night surprises and one-horse open sleighs and laughter erupting from my mouth during a game of Truth or Dare. He is the turning of book pages and the warmth of coffee on a cold autumn day. He is caring enough about someone else’s love story to guard it against every possible threat, and passionate enough to declare his own love to someone he knew would only reject him.

      He is everything I could have ever wanted and so much more.

      “Jordan,” I whisper.

      He glances at me, his gaze guarded. Uncertain.

      “I love you,” I tell him, the words catapulting from my throat, refusing to be held back any longer. “I think I’ve loved you all along, but I was too scared to admit it. The feelings I have for you—you were right. Science is only half of it.”

      “Glories stream from heaven afar,

      “Heavenly hosts sing Alleluia.”

      “I didn’t really believe in souls before I met you,” I tell him, the words coming fast now, a deluge finally unleashed. “Souls aren’t quantifiable, you know? No one can see a soul. No one can take it out of you and study it in a lab. So the idea of soulmates always sounded so ridiculous to me, but that’s the only way I can describe how I feel toward you—like my soul has found a piece of itself that I didn’t even realize was missing.”

      “Christ the Savior is born,

      “Christ the Savior is born.”

      “Jordan, please,” I whisper, blinking back tears. “Say something.”

      He hesitates. “That’s why you came here? To tell me that?”

      I nod. “And to tell you that I’m so, so sorry I didn’t realize it sooner. You’re everything to me, Jordan. My best friend, my partner, my soul mate—I don’t want to spend another second of my life without you.”

      His jaw tightens. “What about the curse?”

      “You were right about that too.” The congregation launches into the next verse, their voices rising and falling around us. “I don’t believe it’s the kind of curse my family believes in, but there are lies I’ve taken as truth. Destructive thought patterns I need to break.”

      He doesn’t say anything.

      Please, please, please don’t let this be the end of us. Don’t let me have screwed this up so bad that there’s no fixing it.

      Jordan clears his throat.

      And then he takes my hand in his and turns it to kiss the inside of my wrist.

      “We’ll break them together,” he whispers back.

      My breath catches in my throat. “Do you mean it?”

      He nods, the tears in his own eyes reflecting the candlelight around us. “You are the Bex to my William, Savannah. I’ve known it since the first moment I met you. If you’ll have me, I’m yours.”

      I laugh and I cry, and I bury my face in the crook of his shoulder, breathing in the scent of rainstorms and coffee and old library books that has come to smell like home to me as Jordan takes me in his arms.

      Safe.

      I’ve never felt so safe.

      And after years of doubting it—after years of fighting it—I suddenly know deep down in my bones that this is it.

      The curse ends with us.
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        Grow old along with me! The best is yet to be . . .

        —Robert Browning
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      Aunt Bee’s bookstore has been completely transformed for Graham and Piper’s engagement party. All the bookshelves have been pushed to the side, opening up the main space for a cocktail bar for the parents and other of-age guests, as well as a small dance floor. Pub tables covered in white linen are also scattered throughout the space as multicolored lights drape across every wall and stars twinkle from the tops of the Christmas trees nestled in each corner of the room.

      “This is amazing, Isla,” Evelyn says, taking it all in. Beckett is standing next to her wearing a fitted suit, one hand in his pocket, the other encircling her hip. “You did such a great job.”

      “Just wait until you see what we do for Graham and Piper’s wedding next Christmas.” She sighs. “It really is the best time to get married.”

      “And the food is delicious,” Sarah Clarke says, swatting away her boyfriend Jeremy’s hand as he tries to steal more hors d’oeuvres from her plate.

      “Ah, well,” Isla replies. “You have my incredibly sexy boyfriend to thank for that.”

      “Did someone say my name?” August asks, sidling up next to her at our table and picking her up to spin her around. “Way to go, babe. You outdid yourself.”

      “Please,” she says. “This is nothing.”

      But she’s grinning from ear to ear.

      It’s the first engagement party Isla’s done completely on her own, and Graham and Piper’s wedding will be the first wedding she’ll do on her own, too. She’s been a nervous wreck about it for weeks, but Evelyn and I keep reminding her that her mom wouldn’t have handed the reins over to her if she didn’t think she was ready. Isla’s also been crushing her part-time business courses at William & Mary this semester, and she’s been implementing a stunning social media campaign that has been driving brides to their office by the dozens.

      The future of Riddle Wedding Planning is looking very bright these days.

      “Did I tell you that August is apprenticing at this really amazing restaurant in Sweden next summer?” she asks, pulling him into her side. “It’s been voted the number one restaurant in the entire world for the past two years in a row.”

      “And I’m taking her with me,” August says, nuzzling her neck.

      “What?” I say. “Isla, that’s incredible!”

      She smiles. “While August is working, I’m going to be taking trains to meet with wedding gown designers all over Europe. With all of the wedding planning success we’ve been having, we have more than enough money to expand our boutique next.”

      “She’s planning on making it the most popular wedding dress store in the country,” August adds. “And she’s going to do it too.”

      “Stop,” Isla says, blushing.

      August cups her chin in his hand and forces her to look at him. “You are.”

      She angles her head and thanks him with a kiss.

      “Well, we better go make sure there aren’t any fires we need to put out,” Isla says, taking August’s hand in hers. “But let’s all grab hot chocolate at Nora’s after this. My treat!”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” I tell her.

      Isla winks at me before she and August disappear into the crowd.

      My gaze catches on Jeremy and Sarah, who have made their way to the dance floor. Jeremy’s doing some sort of jiggly worm move while Graham cheers him on from the sidelines.

      Since Jeremy and Sarah come into the diner every Sunday for breakfast, Mom’s been keeping me informed of their plans to renovate an old house on Cherry Street into a dance studio after Jeremy finishes his teaching degree.

      “He’s even talked about wanting to become a wrestling coach,” Mom told me. “I can’t imagine why though. That boy has never wrestled a day in his life.”

      As for Graham and Piper, Mr. Wallace told me that Graham has his sights set on law school, and Piper is solidly on the med school track.

      “Finances will be tight for them as newlyweds, especially going to NYU,” Graham’s dad told me as he swirled his cocktail at the bar, and I waited for my iced tea refill. “Manhattan isn’t cheap. But they’ll more than make up for that later in life. Just think: a lawyer for a son and a doctor for a daughter. How did I get so lucky?”

      My heart warmed at the pride beaming from Mr. Wallace’s eyes as he stared at his son, but that was followed by the familiar pang I feel whenever I think of my own father. I will never know what it’s like to have my dad look at me that way. But I consoled myself with the knowledge that I have my mom and I have my friends and I have Jordan.

      Or at least, I would have Jordan, if he’d get here already.

      I check the time on my phone again.

      “Don’t worry,” Evelyn says. “I’m sure he’s just stuck in traffic.”

      I nod, but somehow, when it comes to Jordan, all I do is worry. When he’s not by my side, I worry something has happened to him—his mom must have passed that particular anxiety on to me by osmosis, or maybe it’s Bex’s last letter that’s done it, and the way her grief has found an eternal lodging in my heart—and when Jordan is by my side, I find myself worrying about how much I love him. Not that I don’t love him enough, but that I love him too much.

      I had dreams and desires of what my future would look like before Jordan came into my life, and I’m worried they’re starting to fade now that I’m with him. They’re less important somehow in light of the love I feel toward him, but the problem is, I don’t want them to be. I don’t want to be one of those girls who gives up everything she’s ever wanted simply because she fell in love, but I don’t even know how to begin to wrap my head around the possibility of having both Jordan and my dream career. All the times I imagined traveling the world and writing about my adventures, I always imagined myself doing it alone. Is it even possible to do everything I’ve wanted to do with someone else by my side?

      I focus my attention back on Evelyn and Beckett.

      “So,” I say, seeking a distraction, “what are your plans for next summer?”

      Evelyn smiles. “Actually, Beckett is going to Europe too. He’s been asked to spend the summer playing for the London Symphony Orchestra.”

      My jaw drops. “What? Beckett! That’s amazing!”

      He blushes. “I don’t know why they would even ask me.”

      I give him a duh look. “Because you’re a genius?”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn says while staring pointedly at Beckett, whose TikTok page has some of the highest views on the entire platform thanks to his incredible violin covers. “His instructor says he’s going to have his pick of orchestras to choose from once he graduates, and that he could probably even tour on his own with his social media fame if he wanted to.”

      “I’d rather talk about you,” he says, pushing a strand of Evelyn’s hair behind her ear in the same way Jordan always does to me (where is he?). “This one is going to have her very own corporation soon if she isn’t careful.”

      Evelyn pinches his arm.

      “Ouch,” he says. “What? It’s true.”

      “I know it is,” I reply.

      Evelyn spent last summer interning at a major internet company in downtown Cambridge, and she did such an amazing job organizing their offices and streamlining their workflow that they begged her to stay on, but before they could extend any sort of legitimate job offer, other companies had heard of the work she’d done and wanted her to come do the same for them. She’s been so busy hopping from one place to the next that she’s had to cut back her classes at Harvard.

      “I’m still going to finish my degree though, whatever comes next,” Evelyn told Isla and me on FaceTime a few months back. “That’s really important to me.”

      Every single one of my friends is doing something incredible with their life, including Jordan, who’s pursuing his PhD at William & Mary and is on track to even get that degree done quicker than most—but what am I doing? I’m still double majoring in anthropology and creative writing, but maybe I should be getting a degree in something more sensible, like business, or engineering, or computer science. Something that will provide a steady income, so I never have to worry about splitting meals and choosing a garbage disposal over new tennis shoes ever again.

      Somehow, the dream I’ve had of traveling the world and writing about my adventures seems so much scarier and impractical now that I’m getting steadily closer to actually being out in the real world. Not to mention I can’t help wondering what will happen to Jordan’s and my relationship if I have to leave him behind, or what will happen to me if I choose him over the life I’ve always wanted to lead.

      Wouldn’t I end up resenting him if I chose him over my career?

      Wouldn’t I regret it for the rest of my life if I chose my career over him?

      I flip my phone back over to check the time just as the bell over the door rings and a blast of cold air rushes in.

      Jordan.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he says, brushing snow from his impossibly tall hair as he wraps his arms around me and kisses my temple.

      “Traffic?” I ask, my tone a little harsher than I intended.

      “No, I was getting this,” Jordan says, plopping a tiny jewelry box on the table in front of me. Evelyn’s eyes widen at the sight. She quickly ushers Beckett away to give us some privacy.

      For a moment, I stop breathing.

      Jordan’s brow furrows as he unwraps the scarf from around his neck. “What’s wrong?”

      “Sorry,” I say, closing my eyes and stretching my neck and doing my absolute best not to guess what’s in that tiny, velvety box. “It’s not you. I’m frustrated at myself.”

      “I can always tell when you’re overthinking, you know. You get the most adorable little wrinkle right here.” He presses the pad of his finger in the space between my eyebrows. “What’s up?”

      I want to tell him—how badly I want to tell him—but I’m terrified he won’t understand. So instead, I say, “Nothing,” and, just like I’ve been doing for months now, hope the problem will fix itself.

      Jordan looks like he doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t press the issue. Instead, he takes the box off the table and hands it to me. “Well, maybe this will help.”

      My mouth suddenly goes dry. “Jordan—”

      “It’s not what you think it is,” he says. “Not yet anyway.”

      I open the box. A beautiful silver band sits inside. In the middle of the band is a heart, with two hands on either side of it and a crown sitting on top.

      “It’s a claddagh ring,” he explains, taking the ring from the box and sliding it onto my finger. “It was my grandmother’s. The heart represent love; the hands, friendship; and the crown, loyalty. You wear it on the middle finger of your right hand, like this, with the heart pointed toward your heart when you’re in a relationship.”

      “It’s incredible.” The delicate metal catches the Christmas lights and shimmers in a kaleidoscope of colors.

      “It’s a promise,” Jordan says, pressing his lips to the back of my hand. “An intention of marriage.”

      I glance down at the table, anxiety flooding my heart. “Jordan—”

      “Savannah.” He leans into me and lowers his voice. “I know you’ve been struggling lately. I wish you would tell me why.”

      I stare down at the ring as tears rim my lashes. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid of what?”

      “Of losing you,” I murmur. “And of losing myself.”

      “First of all, I’m afraid you’re stuck with me. The ring says so.” He turns it a little, making it catch the light again. “And what do you mean you’re afraid of losing yourself?”

      “I just—” I take a deep breath. “All my life, I’ve wanted to travel the world and write these incredible books and articles about all of the places I’ve been. All of the things I’ve learned.”

      “I know,” he says. “It’s one of the things I love most about you. How adventurous you are.”

      “The thing is...I’ve been worried. How are we going to make this work later on, when I’m traveling all over the world and you’re being—I don’t know—this amazing professor at your pick of Ivy League colleges, or a really famous author, or something.”

      Hell, he’s already halfway there on the second one. Steinberg sent Jordan’s undergraduate thesis to some of his publishing friends, and after writing up a proposal last summer, Jordan received not one, not two, but three offers of publication for a full book about William and Bex’s love story. When he’s not working on his PhD, Jordan’s been spending his time in the research library, slowly extending his paper into a full-length book. I’ve already read the first couple chapters and it’s incredible the way he includes all these small details of the time period. It’s like reading a masterful work of fiction that’s actually true—it’s that good.

      Jordan places his finger under my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

      “Savannah, the last thing I would ever want to do is keep you from your dreams. If I’m an author, I can write from anywhere. If I’m a professor, I can take sabbaticals, or be one of those visiting professors at whatever college is closest to your latest stop on your worldwide tour,” he says. “You don’t have to worry about what we’ll do or how we’ll make it. I want to build a life with you. I want to travel the world with you and, someday, have globe-trotting babies with you. I want to have the most amazing adventures with you that we can someday tell our grandkids about. I don’t want you to change any of those plans for me—I just want you to let me be a part of them.”

      I lean into him, into the warmth and the strength and the comfort of him. I breathe in his scent—rainstorms and coffee shops and old library books—as I nuzzle my cheek against his shirt. “Do you really mean that?”

      “You are my world, Savannah,” he says, placing his finger under my chin and tilting my face toward his. “Which means I can be anywhere and still be at home, as long as I’m with you.”

      I shake my head. “I really don’t deserve you.”

      “No,” he agrees. “You deserve so much better than me, but I thank God every day that you’re mine anyway.”

      And then he kisses me, and all my fears wash away as the world disappears and it is just this: His lips pressed against my lips and his breath tangling with my breath, and all the joy that floods my body every time he’s near. And suddenly I know that no matter what comes next, everything will work itself out, because we have each other.

      He’s not going anywhere, and neither am I.

      I can’t say if there was ever a real curse on our family, but I do know that Jordan was right all along. Love is real, and it is powerful enough to move mountains and fell strongholds and heal a heart that was once broken beyond repair.

      I know because Jordan has healed mine.

      And that is nothing short of magic.
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      Thank you.
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