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  Chapter One


  “You’re leaving?!” Rachel asked when I called to break the news to her. “Tell me you’re not serious.”


  “I’m serious,” I said, flopping down on my bed. My still damp bathing suit clung uncomfortably to my body, but I didn’t feel like getting up and changing. Visions of a house on the beach and a summer spent lying in the sun with my iPod and a stack of books had me wishing the next few weeks would fly by, and I couldn’t focus on much else. “Mom and Dad are whisking us away for eight weeks of fun in the sun and apparently some much needed family bonding time or something. Chase and Keely aren’t exactly excited.”


  “Neither am I,” Rachel murmured, and I could hear one of the chairs on her back deck scratch the hardwood floor as she pulled it out and collapsed in a huff. “Why the need for the sudden familial bonding and whatnot?”


  I sighed. “Because Chase and I are graduating in the spring and Keely’s off to college, so this is the last summer we can do something like this as a family. My mom’s feeling sentimental, I guess.”


  “When do you guys leave?”


  “The first of July,” I said, examining my stomach to see how tan I’d gotten in the four hours we’d spent laying out by Rachel’s pool that afternoon. After eight weeks at the beach, I’d be sporting a tan worthy of a suntan lotion ad, and the thought gave me giddy chills.


  “Shit. That’s in like two weeks.”


  Rachel was decidedly not giddy. She was bummed. In the background I could heard the methodical clicking of something that sounded like a lighter. I knew the sound all too well. My brother had smoked since high school and had a bad habit of clicking his lighter when he was nervous. Rachel’s intake of breath confirmed my suspicions.


  “Tell me you’re not smoking,” I said, hearing the condescension in my voice.


  Ever since Rachel had gotten back from New York, where she’d spent the spring semester studying at Columbia and interning at a music magazine, she’d been smoking when we went out at night. She claimed that everyone she met in New York smoked, so she’d picked up the habit. She swore she was just a social smoker, but it seemed she was moving beyond that.


  “I’m not smoking,” she said, very non-convincingly, although she inhaled deeply and blew out her breath a moment later, so I knew she was lying. “Spare me the lecture, Em. I know smoking is bad for me, blah, blah, blah, but whatever, I just found out my best friend is leaving me for the summer, and I’m not exactly thrilled.”


  “Fine,” I said, holding my tongue, but we both knew the judgment that was hidden behind that solitary word. “But for the record, you left me all spring, so you don’t really have much room to talk.”


  “Point taken,” Rachel said begrudgingly. “Although, that was for school, not for laying on the beach, partying and meeting hot guys.”


  I laughed out loud. “Yes, because my goals in life are to get wasted and hook up with random guys,” I said sarcastically. “You’d think after fifteen years you’d know me, but I guess not.”


  “A girl can dream,” Rachel sighed, but I knew she was being facetious.


  We’d been best friends since the first grade, and she knew better than anyone that I didn’t party, and I hadn’t dated anyone but my boyfriend Ben in five years. My plans for the summer were strictly PG Rated, and Rachel knew it, but she loved to goad me, especially about Ben since she felt we’d been together too long. She hated that we planned to get engaged and move in together after graduation.


  She’d been telling me for the past two years that I needed to experience more in life, including untying myself from the only guy I’d ever really been with. Only recently, had I started to wonder if she might be right. I hadn’t said anything to her yet. I needed to be sure about my feelings before I admitted them out loud, because honestly the idea of ending things with Ben terrified me, and once I put it out there, I couldn’t take it back.


  “I wish you could come with us,” I said, knowing it was a fruitless invite.


  Had it been possible, Rachel would have come with my family to the Outer Banks where my parents, not thirty minutes earlier, had surprise-announced we’d be spending the last two months of the summer. But she had scored an amazing opportunity to work for a local music magazine, and I knew she’d never pass up the chance to do what she loved. Her role at the magazine was small, but she coveted it. She was responsible for watching live music and writing about the bands. She was in heaven, even if she was only earning a menial salary and had to listen to some pretty crappy music a lot of the time. She got into the concerts for free, and sometimes even got me in with her, which was an awesome perk when it was a band I actually wanted to see.


  “What did Ben say when you told him you were leaving?” she asked, catching me off-guard.


  “Um, I didn’t exactly call him yet.”


  I could almost see Rachel’s eyebrows rise in mix of surprise and skepticism. For years, if I received any earth-shattering news, my first call would have been to Ben. Why I hadn’t called him first, I wasn’t sure. I told myself I’d spent the day with Rachel, so she’d been on my mind, but in reality, when my parents had dropped the family vacation bomb just a few minutes earlier, one of my first thoughts was that leaving for the summer also meant time away from Ben – and this was a positive thought. I wanted to kick myself for feeling that way, but I couldn’t help it.


  “Ooh, Prince Charming’s going to be pissed when he finds out you’re abandoning him,” she said, and I wished she could see my glare through the phone.


  I hated that she called Ben Prince Charming, but at least she never called him that to his face. She just did it to tease me. Having been friends since we were kids, Rachel knew that my childhood fantasy was to be a princess, so I could fall in love with handsome prince and live in a grand castle with a moat and a drawbridge.


  I attribute these far-fetched dreams to too many Disney movies and a mother who fully supported my desires by allowing me dress up as a princess not only for Halloween, but also for many other non-dress-up appropriate occasions. Trust me, I’ve seen the pictures, and as adorable as everyone says I looked, it’s a little odd to see Belle in all her yellow-ball-gowned-glory at a summer picnic when everyone else is in shorts and tank tops. But my mother knew how much I loved being a princess, so she fed into my deep-rooted wishes to live in a fairytale world where everything was perfect and birds dressed me in the morning.


  She even went so far as to dress my twin brother Chase up as any number of fairytale princes for Halloween until he was old enough to tell her no. The last year he let her do it, we’d been six, and he insisted he get to be Luke Skywalker since he was way cooler than Prince Charming. I was okay with it, because I got to be Princess Leia, complete with cinnamon bun twisted braids on either side of my head. After that, Chase refused to coordinate costumes with me, so I was on my own.


  Eventually, I stopped dressing like I was a Disney character, but the desire to live the life of a fairytale princess never really left me. I relished the day I was crowned Prom Queen my senior year of high school, because I got to actually wear a real tiara and a beautiful ground-sweeping pale pink gown. Ben, having been crowned Prom King, stood beside me, wearing a crown of his own, holding a staff and looking like a real prince. I knew in that moment, as we danced together, that I’d found my prince, and one day we would live in a castle – or a moderately sized single family home – together. I’d made the mistake of telling this to an intoxicated Rachel that night, and hence Ben’s nickname was born.


  Ignoring Rachel’s teasing, I kept that dream alive for the next three years, making the decisions that would lead me to the life I’d planned out with Ben by my side. Everything was perfect. I could see, so clearly, what my future would hold when I made the decision to follow him to the University of North Carolina when he’d gotten a full ride to play football for the Tar Heels. I knew I was making the right decision when I’d stood in a circle of my sorority sisters and blew out the candle to signify that Ben had given me his fraternity letters to wear sophomore year. And I knew when we started to talk about the future, and our plans after graduation, that my life was right on track to have the fairytale ending I’d always dreamed of when Ben told me he wanted to marry me.


  Then one day I woke up and everything I had always dreamed of suddenly seemed wrong somehow, and I wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to make me change my perception so drastically. But I started to freak out.


  If I had to pinpoint an exact moment in time, I’d have to say everything started to feel a little off right around spring break when I’d gone to visit Rachel in New York. I don’t know if it was that my eyes were opened to a different world that was bigger than I ever dreamed of, or if after spending a week away from Ben, I didn’t really miss him as much as I’d thought I would, but suddenly it was like I wanted more out of life – more than I knew deep down than Ben could ever give me, and I’d been stewing about it ever since.


  “Ben will understand. He starts summer practices in a few weeks, so he won’t be here anyway,” I said to Rachel, but also in an attempt to pacify myself and stop the gnawing in my stomach that had involuntarily started as soon as the guilt washed over me.


  I rationalized that Ben was a captain this year and had responsibilities beyond his wide receiver position that would keep him busy. He was also a big boy and could survive a few weeks without his girlfriend.


  “Yeah, but being two hours away, you could easily visit him. It’s a little harder to drive five hours for a weekend visit,” Rachel reminded me, and I knew the added distance would have Ben pouting, which aggravated me.


  “Maybe the distance is what we need,” I said softly, so softly that I wasn’t sure if Rachel even heard me.


  She didn’t answer right away, but then she said with all seriousness, “Em, are you thinking about breaking up with Ben?”


  “No. I don’t know. Maybe,” I said, biting my lip as the words escaped without my control, but as soon as they did, a deep feeling of relief flooded through me. I’d been holding on to that notion for months, and it actually felt good to admit it outright. “I just have a lot going on right now, and I’m not sure what I want.”


  “Oh, Emily,” she said, and I could hear the concern in her voice. As much as she’d teased me about breaking up with Ben, I don’t think she ever thought I’d seriously consider it.


  I wish I would have told her sooner what was going on with me, but I just couldn’t. She didn’t know that I’d spent the entire plane ride back from New York, and the subsequent next four months, trying to figure out exactly what was wrong with me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I knew I should be happy. The things I’d worked for and aspired to be all my life had come to fruition. I should have been elated, but I just wasn’t. Worse, I wasn’t exactly sure what was missing in my life or what I needed to change. I knew if I could figure that out, I could go after it, because that was how I did things. It was what I’d always done.


  So far, in my twenty-one years, everything I’d set out to achieve, I’d gotten. I was a stranger to disappointment, as it didn’t happen often to me. Some might say I lived a charmed life, but I always liked to think of it as being planful, careful, and making good decisions. I wasn’t ever reckless and didn’t take risks, and that helped me to stay on course.


  But what was I supposed to do when the course I’d set myself on for so long didn’t seem like the right one anymore? I definitely hadn’t planned for that, so how did I even begin to navigate through it? As the spring semester wore on, so did the nagging feelings that I was doing something wrong in the grand scheme of life. I didn’t feel like I could talk to anyone about what I was experiencing because I wasn’t exactly sure what it was. I was definitely too young to be having a mid-life crisis, or even a quarter-life crisis, but I seriously felt like I was losing my mind.


  But even though I hadn’t told anyone what I was going through, they could still tell something was wrong. No matter how hard I tried to maintain my composure and pretend everything was great, I couldn’t help the times when my personal angst bubbled to the surface and reared its ugly head. It was to the point that my friends and family were starting to get suspicious.


  I was irritated a lot which led to me snapping at people and muttering sarcastic comments under my breath – two things I’d never done before. I was known for being sweet and kind and always collected. I was the girl who took care of everyone else, not the one who needed to be cared for, but suddenly, I just couldn’t seem to keep it together.


  Poor Ben had taken the brunt of my aggravation, and we’d started getting into arguments on a regular basis. I started to find his constant bouts of pouting annoying, especially when they were because he didn’t get his way. I felt smothered by his constant need to spend every waking moment with me, and I’d started to push him away. I wasn’t even sure he was really the issue or if he was just one of my problems that I’d found a possible solution to, even if the solution terrified me.


  “It’s fine,” I said, pulling myself together and checking my emotions. “I’m not going to break up with him. I’m just having a crisis at the moment. It’s stupid.”


  “It’s not stupid,” Rachel said emphatically. “Em, you have plans to get engaged to Ben, and move to Atlanta with him after graduation. That’s a big deal, so if you’re second-guessing if you want to be with him, you shouldn’t dismiss it. Let’s talk about this.”


  “Aren’t you supposed to be telling me to break up with him? Isn’t that what you do, Rach?” I snapped, wondering why all of a sudden, my usually snarky, detached best friend, was being conscientious. She was supposed to give me tough love. It’s what she did. She wasn’t supposed to coax me into facing my emotions, and she certainly wasn’t supposed to want to talk about them.


  “Don’t be a bitch,” she cautioned, and suddenly she was the Rachel I knew and loved.


  “Just be honest with me,” I said, the exhaustion prevalent in my tone. “What should I do?”


  Rachel sighed, long and loud, and I heard her light another cigarette. “Moving to Atlanta with Ben is safe and easy, and it’s a mistake,” she said.


  “I have a job lined up there,” I insisted, thinking back to the summer before when I’d interned at Grabel PR. They’d essentially offered me the chance to come back after I graduated and take an entry-level position. Sure, they did PR for financial companies, which was a little dry, but it was a job, and jobs were hard to come by. Working for Grabel might have been safe, but it was also smart.


  “Em, I know you better than anyone, do I not?”


  “Yes,” I said warily, not sure where she was going with her question.


  “And because I know you better than anyone else, I also know that you are truly talented and will be wasting said talents in a job you’ll hate after three months. Which is why you should come to New York, live with me, and work in entertainment PR like I know you want to.”


  I sighed. “Rach, it’s so competitive,” I said softly.


  “Yeah, and if you break up with Ben, you might never find anyone else,” she said sarcastically, hitting on one of my deep-rooted fears.


  “Screw you, Rachel!” I said, anger boiling in my blood. “I’m sorry I can’t be as flippant as you and spit in the face of monogamy, but maybe that’s your problem. Maybe if you’d let someone get close to you for once, you’d realize what it’s like to really love someone and be sincerely afraid to lose them.”


  “At least I know when to cut someone loose,” she snapped back.


  “Yeah, as soon as you hook them, you throw them back. You don’t ever give yourself a chance to develop any lasting feelings.”


  “Well, at least I’m not with a guy who’s wrong for me, who I should have dumped years ago because I’m holding onto some fucking fantasy of what I wanted my life to be like when I was five!”


  I sucked in a deep breath, knowing she was aiming below the belt and had hit me square on. Unfortunately, she didn’t stop her tirade.


  “You are so damn scared of making any decision without weighing out every single option that you never make any decisions at all!”


  “That’s not true,” I spat back in my defense.


  “Oh yeah, I forgot. You choose whatever is safe and easy. You do make decisions, but they’re boring!”


  Rage was boiling in my chest at that point. I was so mad I could hardly form words. “Shut up, Rachel! You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I seethed.


  “I know more than you think,” she said. “And if you think marrying Ben, moving to the suburbs and having 2.3 kids is going to make you happy, then you’re going to wake up at thirty-five and realize you sold out and you hate your life. You’re better than that!”


  I leaned my head back against my headboard and closed my eyes.


  “Dammit, Emily!” Rachel shouted, so loud that I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “Take a goddam risk for once, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll find out how happy you can actually be instead of faking your way through life.”


  “Yeah, and maybe I’ll fail,” I shouted back.


  “Yeah, well at least then you would have tried,” she said, and with that she slammed the phone down.


  


  Chapter Two


  I felt like I should cry. I hated fighting with Rachel, and usually I didn’t fight back, but ever since I’d started to fall apart at the seams, I’d started challenging her when she’d get on her high-horse and tell me what to do.


  I closed my eyes, waiting for the tears to come. My best friend had just berated me, I’d berated her, and then she’d hung up on me, but tears wouldn’t come. I knew deep down Rachel did what she’d done out of love, so I couldn’t bring myself to be mad, but she’d still pissed me off – mostly because I knew she was right. She knew me better than anyone else, and as she’d just proven, she knew me better than I knew myself at times.


  I sat up, sighed, and flopped back down against my pillows. My stomached churned at the idea of moving to New York without a safety net and trying to make it in entertainment PR. It was a ridiculous notion, but at the same time, the idea of doing PR for bands or for Broadway or even for night clubs had my adrenaline going. I knew deep down it was what I wanted to do, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever be courageous enough to take that leap.


  Dammit, Rachel was right. And I was going to have to call her later and tell her she was right. Grr. She was always right, and I kind of hated it.


  I’d known Rachel since the first grade when she sat next to me in Ms. Cunningham’s class and passed me a note on the first day asking if I wanted to be her best friend. I’d never had a girl best friend, since my brother Chase and I had been inseparable as kids, so when she asked, I immediately told her yes. I remember taking in her long auburn hair, big blue eyes and stylish clothes and thinking she was the coolest girl I’d ever seen. Of course I wanted to be her friend. I just didn’t know how amazing being her friend would be.


  Ironically, it was our differences that kept us close over the years. Rachel was always stubborn, tough and a bit of a know-it-all. She didn’t put up with anything from anyone and stood up for me more times over the years than I could count. In third grade, when Bobby Fallon made me cry after telling everyone I had cooties and not to talk to me, Rachel cornered him on the playground, strong-armed him into apologizing and then forced him tell the whole class that it was really him who had cooties. Then in seventh grade when Taylor Jansen, my crush for the better part of the year, dumped me after a week of ‘going out’, Rachel told him off on the bus on the way home before protectively putting her arm around me as I cried. And in eleventh grade when Ashleigh Ballast had tried to make-out with Ben at a party, Rachel had threatened to hit her, and she’d backed off.


  Rachel was fearless, confident and didn’t care what anyone thought of her. She was everything I couldn’t be, everything I coveted, and I valued her more than I realized. I never had to stand up for myself, because Rachel was always there to do it for me. If it hadn’t been for her, I probably would have been a huge nerd, but she brought me out of my shell. All my life she’d pushed me to do things that scared me, just like she was pushing me to take a risk and go to New York to pursue my dreams. She’d seldom steered me wrong in the past, but those decisions seemed so insignificant now, and the risks hadn’t been that great. Throwing away my future with Ben and moving to New York with Rachel could be disastrous.


  Of course, it could also be amazing, and I knew that as much as Rachel pushed me, she’d also be there to catch me if I fell, because that was the kind of friend she was. She’d always been there for me. She was with me the first time I got drunk, taking care of me when I was later puking in the bushes of our sorority house and keeping a watchful eye out for our house mother. She was there me when I got into my first car accident, had rushed Gamma Pi with me because I’d wanted to join a sorority, and had even held my hand sophomore year after I’d taken a pregnancy test and had to wait five minutes to learn my fate. Thankfully it had been negative, but I don’t know what I would have done if Rachel hadn’t been there with me, telling me that regardless of what the test said, we’d handle it together. She’d been by my side through almost every significant moment in my life.


  I waited an hour before I called her back, giving her time to cool off.


  “You’re right,” I said as soon as she answered. “I completely need to take more risks.”


  “I’m sorry I hung up on you,” she said, knowing it was better not to acknowledge my apology. She knew I wasn’t ready to talk about my life after graduation, so she was letting it drop. “And I’m sorry I said all of that stuff about you and Ben. That was shitty of me.”


  “Yeah, it was, but it’s fine. I know you meant well. I still love you.”


  “Love you, too,” she said.


  We were silent for a few moments, feeling each other out before either of us spoke again.


  “So you really have to leave before Fourth of July?”


  I nodded and said, “Yeah, the parents want us there for the holiday.”


  “Oh,” she said, sounding sad. It made me wonder if something else was going on outside of just me leaving. It wasn’t like Rachel to be upset by that. It wasn’t like we couldn’t exist without each other. “So Chase and Keely are going down at the same time as you?”


  “Um, yeah,” I said, confused by why she’d even be concerned with the whereabouts of my brother and sister.


  My brother, Rachel, and I had been really close as kids, but once we hit high school, we stopped being friends. Chase barely spoke to me now, let alone Rachel, on the few occasions a year that he saw her. Rachel and Keely had never been close. It was strange that she was asking.


  “How about you guys stay until the fifth?” she suggested then.


  “Why?”


  “Sara Rossin’s having a huge Fourth of July blowout, and I want you there,” she said. “Do you think you guys could stay a few more days, so we can squeeze in some time before you jet off for your fabulous summer and leave me here alone?”


  “Are you looking to squeeze in some time with Chase and Keely too?” I asked, severely confused as to why she kept mentioning my siblings.


  “No, I just know how your mom thinks, and I figure she’ll be more likely to say yes if Chase and Keely stay with you.”


  I suddenly understood, and she was right. My mom wouldn’t like me driving the six hours to the beach alone. She was over-protective like that, but she might be more inclined to agree if my siblings were with me.


  “Good logic. I’ll ask her tonight.”


  “Okay, call me later. I have a date, so if it’s going well, I might not answer,” she said dramatically.


  Rachel dated frequently, so this wasn’t a surprise. She was beautiful and guys fell at her feet on a regular basis, but she was picky and never actually dated anyone seriously, so I figured if she had a third date with this guy, I’d ask for details then.


  Over dinner I asked my parents about staying in town through the fourth. I didn’t include my brother and sister in my initial question, since I didn’t want to speak for them, and also because I really didn’t want to have to drive with Chase. Being in a confined space with my brother for six hours wasn’t high on my to-do list. The long and short of it was that we just didn’t get along, and it was better if we just avoided each other altogether


  My mom initially wasn’t thrilled, but then Keely volunteered to stay with me, so I wouldn’t have to be alone, and my mom gave in. I think Keely just wanted to go to Sara’s party, but either way, I liked that I wouldn’t have to drive alone. I liked my sister. She was fun, and I didn’t get to see her nearly as much as I would have liked when I was away at school.


  Then, unfortunately, Chase decided to get in on the action, saying he didn’t want Keely and me to have to drive by ourselves. I fought the urge to roll my eyes, knowing his protective big brother stance was a complete act. I figured he simply wanted to avoid a long car trip with my parents, since I knew he couldn’t indulge in his favorite bad habits with them around.


  Thankfully my mother finally gave in. Now I just had to tell Ben and deal with the whining that would no doubt ensue. Good times.


  


  Chapter Three


  The Saturday before we left, I was in project mode. I was trying to pack, making piles on my bed of what I wanted take to the beach, concerned that I would forget something important. It was a lot harder to pack for two months than I’d ever thought, and my bed was covered in shorts, tops, dresses, bathing suits and shoes that were all options I was considering bringing. Every few minutes, I would think I was just about done, but then I’d remember something else I couldn’t live without, dig it out of my closet and drop it on my bed before surveying the piles once again. My open suitcases lay on the floor, waiting to be filled.


  I was simultaneously uploading music to my iTunes Library, so my desk was covered in CDs. I had an insane amount of burned CDs that I’d accumulated over the years and was in the process of finally uploading all of them to my iPod, knowing I’d want my music with me on vacation. Rachel downloaded music on a regular basis and was always giving me CDs of new bands she found. Doing this had long ago sparked in me a passion for music that was almost equal to hers. We relished finding new, undiscovered bands, and going to school in Chapel Hill, with three major universities nearby, we never found ourselves lacking in options.


  Hence the reason behind my desire for a career in entertainment PR.


  Starting to feel overwhelmed with my projects, I decided to take a break. I turned up an OK Go song on my computer and started to dance around my room. Halfway through the song, I felt something hit me in the leg. I turned around and noticed my sister sitting in the armchair in the corner of my room. The copy of InStyle that had been buried under the CDs on my desk now lay at my feet.


  I picked it up and threw it back at her, smiling sarcastically as I did so. She snatched it in mid-air and laid it on the desk, sticking her tongue out playfully in return. I smiled as I reached over and turned down the music, so I could find out what was new my little sister. Her life was so simplistic, and I envied her for it. Maybe if I paid attention, I could learn something from her.


  “So you just throw magazines at people now instead of saying hello like a normal person?” I asked, raising my eyebrows and wondering how her mind worked sometimes.


  She didn’t initially answer me, so I sat down on my bed and appraised her, waiting for her response. Her curly dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail and her long tan legs stretched out in front of her, making me envy her height and her olive skin, both of which I was not blessed with. In fact, if you didn’t know we were related, you wouldn’t be able to tell. Both my sister and brother favor my dad, and I take after my mom, which means instead of being tall and dark, I am short, blond, and fair-skinned.


  In fact, there is such a drastic difference between my siblings and me that often times people think Keely and Chase are the twins and I’m the younger sister. Even though she’s just seventeen, people always assume Keely’s at least twenty-one, and she loves it. She never gets carded, where as I, who have actually been twenty-one for almost a year, get carded all the time.


  “The music was loud. I figured you wouldn’t hear me,” Keely said, nonchalantly, not getting my annoyance or just pretending not to get it, as she opened the magazine and flipped idly through the pages.


  I rolled my eyes at her and shook my head, but she just shrugged.


  Keely has always had a knack for playing dumb. It’s her way of defying our sometimes clueless parents. They have always been under the impression that she’s an airhead when in reality, she gets everything. Being an airhead is just her way of staying out of trouble. She’s gotten away with things I never dreamed of doing when I was her age and living at home.


  As I started to stack some of my piles into one of my suitcases, I saw Keely start to flip through a large stack of CDs that I’d hadn’t yet uploaded. The stack was high, and some of the music, I hadn’t listened to in years.


  “Will you put this in?” she asked, holding up a CD that said, ‘Angry Rock 2006’. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember what was on it.


  She tossed it to me, and I caught it in mid-air between my hands and slid it into my laptop, waiting for the first song to come on.


  “Why aren’t you packing,” I asked her, as she continued to look through the CDs. I knew she would wait until the last minute and throw her clothes into some bags haphazardly, not really knowing what she was packing, and end up pilfering my closet all summer.


  She shrugged, not looking up, but nodding her head in time with an All-American Rejects song I’d listened to more times than I could count.


  “How do you know this song?” I asked, appraising the girl who’s musical tastes were extremely narrow and usually changed with what was in the Top 40.


  “It was on the radio all the time a few years ago.” Her tone was on the mocking side, and I could tell she was excited to be able to converse with me about a subject I usually knew much more about.


  “You know I never listen to the radio,” I said in my defense, and maybe a little snappier than I’d intended. “It’s so repetitive and unoriginal. Just like the people who listen to it.”


  “Ouch,” Keely said, looking up in surprise, her eyebrows rising. “Apparently you’re just as unoriginal if you’re listening to the same music that they play.”


  Ooh, burn, I thought sarcastically, fighting the urge to roll my eyes at her snappy retort, because I realized too late that I was guilty of doing the same thing to her.


  It was exactly what I’d been doing for the past few months, snapping and getting upset at people when they didn’t deserve it. My ‘I’m great, everything’s perfect façade’ was starting to slip farther away, and my true feeling were coming out more often. I was having trouble even keeping up the ruse that I wasn’t irritated with the world, and I never knew when my act would be overtaken by my inner bitch. Just like during my fight with Rachel two weeks earlier, and the two arguments I’d had with Ben since then, the words just seemed to fly out of my mouth, no matter how rude or hurtful. It was extremely disconcerting.


  “I’m sorry,” I said quickly, catching myself too late. “I really wasn’t trying to be a bitch.”


  “It’s cool,” Keely said, looking back down at the CDs and truly seeming unfazed.


  She was laid back enough that most things didn’t affect her for more than a few seconds. It made me little jealous to be honest, and in fact drew the line between me and my siblings even deeper as of late. Where I’d grown up always being a bit more focused, I’d always been able to let things others did roll off my back, but recently it seemed like everything affected me, sometimes to the point of extended frustration that I just couldn’t shake. I longed for the days where I could easily forgive and forget, but it seemed they were long gone.


  “Who’s this band?” Keely asked then, pulling me from my personal pity party. “July for Kings? What does that even mean? Where does Rachel get this stuff?” She looked up at me, as if I would know the answer.


  I shrugged. “Who knows? It’s a good album, though. You can borrow it, if you want.”


  She set the CD on the floor by her feet. “What about Liar’s Edge?” she asked, looking up at me expectantly. “Are they any good?”


  “Liar’s Edge,” I said, crossing the space between us and snatching the CD out of her hands, “is the single most fabulous unsigned band ever.”


  “Ok-ay,” Keely said, looking at me like I was insane. Of course, my voice had spiked about three octaves, and my emotion was palpable, so her look was entirely understandable.


  I looked down at her, my eyes alight with excitement. “This is the most amazing band I have ever heard,” I explained, the passion dripping from my voice as I spoke of my favorite band. “You’ve heard them. I’ve played their stuff in the car before. They have a song called Regret that you loved. Fast beat, hauntingly beautiful lyrics?”


  She shook her head, smirking at my use of the term ‘hauntingly beautiful’. She had no idea what I was talking about.


  So I told her the story of how Rachel and I discovered Liar’s Edge two years earlier. We had gone to a club in Durham to see them play after our high school friend, Chris DeLuca, who was a freshman at Duke, recommended them. We’d gone because we liked live music, but mostly because Rachel had hooked up with Chris when we’d been home for Thanksgiving the weekend before and wanted to see him again before deciding if she wanted to cut him loose or date him.


  Ironically, Rachel had almost immediately decided she wanted to cut Chris loose after she saw the drummer for Liar’s Edge. He was this ridiculously tattooed guy who played without a shirt on the whole set and kept flicking his shoulder length blond hair out of his eyes. I didn’t quite see the allure, but that might have been because I was fixated on the lead singer. He was sexy and smoldering and his voice was hypnotic. I was glued to him the entire show, and it was the only time I’d ever seriously considered cheating on Ben.


  Aside from that, we were blown away by the depth the band had. I swear our mouths were hanging open throughout the whole show. We each bought their CD and then waited around to see if we could talk to them afterward.


  Rachel cornered the drummer at the bar – he had thankfully put a shirt on. I’d followed her and stood quietly while she’d flirted, sipped my beer and simultaneously stole glances at the lead singer across the bar, disappointed to see that he had two very attractive blonds attached to his arm. Of course, I had a boyfriend, so it wasn’t like I was going to act on my feelings of lust, but I could admire him from afar. Which I did until Rachel started making out with Drummer Boy, and I’d decided to call it a night. I went home and listened to their CD over and over until I fell asleep, not able to shake the way the lead singer’s voice made me feel when he belted out lyrics that all seemed to resonate with me just a little too well.


  After that night, partially because Rachel was pissed that she’d gone home with the drummer and he’d never called her, and because I was obsessed with their music, we’d desperately tried to track down Liar’s Edge, wanting to see them live again, but we never made it to a show. When we saw Chris over spring break, he told us they’d just completed a local tour around North Carolina and were taking a break. By the summer, he reported that they’d broken up. Rachel and I had been sad, but we still listened to their album non-stop. It had been awhile since I’d heard it, but suddenly I felt like I needed to hear those songs again. I needed to go back to a time in my life when an album could make me smile or a great band could send me over the edge. It had been a long time since I’d felt that way.


  “If they’re so amazing, why haven’t I heard of them?” Keely asked, crossing her arms in front of her.


  I walked over to my stereo. “Because they were never picked up by a label, so they never made it to the radio,” I said, hinting at my earlier point that music on the radio was lacking so much, but I didn’t think she got my subtle jab. “Just listen. You’ll love them. They have this slow song called Glimpse that is so beautiful. Honestly, it’s one of my all-time favorites.”


  I watched her face as the opening chords to the first song started to play, and I could tell she was hooked as soon as the lead singer opened his mouth. He had one of those rough, gravely voices that sounded incredible regardless of what he was singing, and the band had songs with fast, angry tempos, as well as, ballads with seemingly deep meanings. Their range was unheard of, and I couldn’t get enough of them. I couldn’t help but wonder what happened to the lead singer and if he was with another band or if he’d given up music altogether. I couldn’t fathom that since he was so talented, but since I didn’t know his name, his fate would probably remain a mystery to me.


  Keely and I listened to the nine tracks all the way through before either of us spoke. I lay on my bed, closed my eyes and let the music wash over me as I grasped for the spark for life I used to have on a daily basis. Listening to Liar’s Edge, I could feel it around the fringes of my mind, but it was just out of reach for me to grasp.


  ***


  A few hours later Keely was still in my room. We’d listened to the Liar’s Edge album twice before she begged me to change it. She agreed that they were great but requested variety. I obliged, putting ‘Angry Rock 2006’ back on, but turned it down so we could talk.


  I didn’t have much to share, so I just half-listened to her talk about everything from cheerleading to her friends to boys she liked since my mind kept flitting back to the lead singer of Liar’s Edge and his beyond perfect voice. I couldn’t remember what he looked like, but I’d created a nice image in my head. I was imagining what it would be like to kiss him when I remembered that I had a boyfriend and thinking about kissing someone else was an incredibly crappy thing to do.


  So then I made a mental list of all the things I loved about Ben in an effort to convince myself that he really was a great guy. If only he played the guitar, he would be perfect.


  Okay, that was uncalled for. Ben’s talents lied on the football field, not on a stage, and I couldn’t fault him for that. I wouldn’t. In actuality, my favorite thing about Ben was watching him play football. It was truly where he was at his best. I could easily picture him lined up on the field, sweat glistening on his face, a look of fierce determination as he watched the center snap the ball. As soon as it was in the quarterback’s hands, Ben would be off like a shot, down the field, looking back for the pass. He would catch it. He always caught it. He was good.


  I spent many afternoons watching him when I was supposed to be concentrating on cheering back in high school. Our squad always practiced by the field house near the east end zone. We would set up facing the field, which allowed us to face the players, giving us something to cheer for, but in reality, it was more of a hindrance, as most of the time the guys provided more distractions than not. Ashleigh Ballast, our captain, always had to snap us back into focus, as more times than not, we’d be caught staring at the football players when we were supposed to be saying ‘Go Team’.


  I, personally, felt like I had an excuse, as it was hard to pay attention when Ben was on the field. He was incredible to watch, and I loved the way he put everything he had into every play. No matter how tired he was or how much our team was down, Ben focused on each play like it was the most important one of the game. That was why he was the best, why he had gotten a scholarship to play at UNC, and why I’d noticed him in the first place.


  It was hard not to notice him. He transferred to our high school at the beginning of our junior year. Most people in my group of friends had known each other for years, and the boy pool was pretty dry as far as we were concerned. So, of course, we noticed fresh meat. It was actually Ashleigh who saw him first which was just fitting. She was the person that you didn’t want to get the new guy, but since she worked as an office assistant first period, she was there when Ben walked into school for the first time. As a new student, he had to check in, and Ashleigh was the one who got to do it. It was inevitable that she would make a move for him.


  By second period, the entire cheerleading squad knew that the new guy was gorgeous, and Ashleigh was in love with him. She went on and on about his blond hair, blue eyes and pecs that she wanted to kiss. Ashleigh was, and in fact still is, a bit of a slut, so this comment didn’t shock any of us. She claimed him for herself, calling him like he was shotgun, which usually would have annoyed me, but having not yet seen him, I wasn’t really objecting. If he was as gorgeous as she said, I figured he was most likely a cocky jerk anyway. Plus, I had been engaging in a minor flirtation with Andy Callum, a senior soccer player, so I wasn’t interested in the new guy.


  As other friends had classes with Ben, they weighed in on everything from his voice to his posture in class to the fact that he seemed to keep to himself, although when he did speak, he seemed to have a coy air about him. It seemed every girl I knew was completely smitten with a guy I had yet to lay eyes on.


  Apparently none of our classes were the same, and he didn’t eat lunch with our group. I had to go off of what everyone else was saying, but I told myself it didn’t matter. Andy had been sending me flirty text messages all morning, and at lunch he stopped by to talk to me just before the bell rang. I knew he was going to ask me out. I just wasn’t sure what he was waiting for.


  Then, that afternoon as we stretched by the field house, I watched the football players jog out onto their practice field. It was hypnotic in a way, as they came off the sidelines together, broke into offense and defense and lined up for the first play. There was chatter all around me, but I wasn’t paying much attention to anything the other girls were saying. I was too engrossed in what was going on across the field. I watched, enthralled, as the play started, the ball was handed off and a player took off running toward our end of the field. The defense tried to catch him, but they weren’t quick enough. With Trace Beckham, the fastest player on the defense, sprinting after him, the player crossed into the end zone with ease.


  “Wow,” someone next to me said.


  “I know,” came Ashleigh’s breathy voice.


  “Incredible,” someone else said.


  The player jogged toward us, pulling his helmet off to reveal blond hair that hung damply to the middle of his ears. He shook his hair out, causing drops of sweat to fly out from the ends and grinned at us.


  “Ladies,” he said, as he circled past, making his way back to his teammates.


  At that moment, all thoughts of Andy Callum flew from my mind and were replaced by the new guy. I watched him jog all the way back to mid-field, and all I could think about was that he’d looked right at me. When he’d addressed the collective group of us, his eyes had been on me. For three brief seconds, his blue eyes had locked with my brown ones, and I was completely smitten.


  It took a shove to my shoulder to pull me out of the trance I’d fallen into as a result. As I righted myself, I looked up to see my Rachel standing above me with her hand out. It was a minute before I realized where I was and what I was supposed to be doing. I reached up and took her hand, letting her help me to a standing position.


  “He’s cute, right,” she said, nudging me slightly, as I lined up next to her in the back row.


  “Yeah,” was all I could manage to get out. He was more than cute. He was gorgeous.


  “You might want to wipe that dazed look off your face,” she whispered. “Ashleigh’s staring.”


  I looked up to see Ashleigh glaring at me and remembered then that she’d already claimed the new guy for herself. Her look told me that she’d seen him looking at me and was not happy about it. I quickly wiped the smile off my face, since Ashleigh sort of scared me, and I didn’t want her to think I was encroaching on her territory. If she wanted him, fine, she could have him. Inside, though, I was gloating. Out of the sixteen girls on our squad, he’d smiled at me.


  Over the next few weeks, Ashleigh desperately threw herself at the new guy, whose full name was Ben Grayson. She sat next to him at lunch, flirted with him after practice and made a point to seek him out before the first game started to wish him good luck, complete with a kiss on the cheek. It was pretty shameless, but apparently it worked. According to her, they’d made out at the first two parties of the year which had me pouting since I hadn’t gone to either of them, having been grounded for missing curfew because Rachel had gotten too drunk at a party, and I’d been taking care of her. I’d been caught sneaking in late by my none-too-happy father and promptly sentenced to two weeks of no social life when I couldn’t provide a valid excuse for being late. It wasn’t like I was going to rat Rachel out, so I took my punishment in silence.


  The good news was that my pouting spell over Ben didn’t last long. Then I internally smiled for a full week after that. I was partially smiling because my grounding had ended, and I was finally free, but there was also another reason. I had a secret – a secret that was so good that even Ashleigh bragging about how she was going to sleep with Ben at the party after the next game didn’t faze me.


  What I hadn’t told anyone was that I’d run into Ben at the gym – the first place I’d gone after regaining my freedom. I’d been coming in, and he’d been leaving. I smiled at him, thinking he probably wouldn’t recognize me, but I could at least be polite. He’d joined our group at lunch on the second day of school, but it was a large group of football players and cheerleaders that sprawled over three tables, so it was possible he wouldn’t remember me. We hadn’t actually been introduced, and since I’d been out of the social scene for two weeks, I wasn’t exactly afforded the opportunity to catch his attention outside of school.


  He did remember me though. He stopped me when I smiled, and we talked for a few minutes. Then, shock of all shocks, as I completely thought he was semi-seeing Ashleigh, he asked for my number. He proceeded to call me every night over that next week, and we’d spent close to an hour on the phone each time we talked. By the time Friday came around, I wasn’t sure what we were, but I was pretty sure Ashleigh wouldn’t be doing anything with Ben that night. This was unbeknownst to her, though, as I had the joy of listening as she bragged about what she was going to do to him – very graphically, I might add – as we stretched before the game.


  I’d gotten up the courage to ask Ben about Ashleigh a few nights earlier. He said she was a fun girl, but he wasn’t interested in anything more than friendship. He admitted that, yes, they did kiss a few times, but they weren’t dating. He actually liked someone else – me! Apparently he’d asked Ashleigh about me when they’d hung out at the first party, and she’d told him that I was dating Andy Callum. So, being a teenage guy, Ben had shrugged and taken Ashleigh up on what she was offering. Then after talking to Andy later on and learning that I was not in fact dating him, Ben decided to ask for my number.


  I’d be lying if I said this information didn’t send me floating on air. By that point, I really liked Ben, and I would have died if I had to compete with Ashleigh Ballast with her experience and willingness to experiment. I was a virgin at the time, so she would have beaten me hands down if it had come down to a battle of sexuality. Fortunately for me, it didn’t. I can’t say I was thrilled with the fact that Ashleigh had gotten to Ben first, but in the end, he’d picked me, so I guess I won.


  That Friday night, I had laid low while Ashleigh monopolized Ben for the first hour of the party, talking and flirting, batting her eyelashes and making any excuse to touch him. I hung out on the back porch with Rachel and watched Ashleigh make a joke of herself. We watched as Ben talked politely to her, but he never once responded to her advances or made any of his own. Then we watched him excuse himself, look around, spot me and walk directly over to where we were standing. In that moment, I was too busy watching Ben to notice anything else, but Rachel told me later, that if looks could kill, I would have been dead. Ashleigh apparently turned red, glared, stomped her foot and marched off, more pissed than she’d ever been.


  All I could focus on was the gorgeous smile aimed right at me, as the most perfect boy I’d ever laid eyes on stopped in front of me and ran his hand through his moppy blond hair. I felt myself get giddy as I looked up at him and took a sip of my beer in an effort to have something to do with my hands.


  “Hey Em,” he said. He’d taken to calling me Em during our phone conversations, and I loved the way my nickname rolled off his tongue.


  “Hi,” I said quietly, shyness taking over.


  “You having fun?” he asked, taking a sip of his beer and eyeing me.


  I nodded.


  He laughed, obviously appreciating watching me squirm, but then, as if to ease the tension, he took my hand and asked if I wanted to take a walk. Again, all I could do was nod.


  We walked around the house to a more secluded area, where we wouldn’t have the eyes of all of our classmates on us while we stumbled through our first party together. I found that with Ben’s hand around mine, I was able to relax a little, even though I didn’t actually have to form words, which was a good thing. On the phone it had been so much easier. I was pretty sure I’d been witty and charming, but in person I had trouble putting coherent sentences together.


  Ben stopped once we were out of sight, turned to face me and made a joke. I don’t remember what it was. I just remember laughing as I let my guard down, and we spent the rest of the night leaning against the side of the house talking. It wasn’t until fifteen minutes before I had to be home that Rachel found me and told me we had to go. I couldn’t believe how fast three hours had gone by. I definitely didn’t want to leave, but the last thing I wanted was to be under house arrest again, so I begrudgingly told Ben I had to go.


  Seeing our night rapidly come to a close, he’d offered to drive me home. He obviously didn’t want to part just yet either. When we pulled up in front of my house, he walked me to the front porch where we sat down on the steps. He said he didn’t have to be home just yet, and would my parents mind if I stayed outside for a while to talk.


  I shook my head, although I really had no idea how my parents would feel about me sitting on the front porch with a boy. Technically I wasn’t violating curfew, but they might see things differently. Luckily, they were asleep.


  Ben took my hand and held it in his lap, as we sat down on the cold cement. For a few minutes, he didn’t say anything. He just played with my fingers before lacing our hands together. I watched our hands as he did this, still amazed at who was sitting next to me. Then, he looked at me for a few seconds, leaned over and kissed me lightly, sending my stomach into a tailspin.


  From that night on, we were inseparable. He was my first love, and until recently, I’d thought everything with him was perfect, but now it was like he was grating on my nerves on a regular basis. I tried to focus on the good things about him, the things I loved, but it seemed like the bad had been outweighing the good more and more frequently, and my feelings for him had started to feel forced.


  I glanced over at the picture of Ben and me on my nightstand. It had been taken our senior year of high school after one of the football games. Ben was hugging me from behind, his head tucked next to mine. We were both smiling widely. Our team had just won, so we were excited. You could see the flush in both of our cheeks from the excitement and the cold weather. More than that, we looked so in love with each other. I wondered when exactly I’d stopped feeling that happy with him and how I could get that feeling back.


  


  Chapter Four


  “You should break up with him. He’s a douche. You could do so much better.”


  I looked up to see my brother standing in my doorway, lazily leaning against the door jam.


  “What do you want?” I asked him, completely ignoring his comment.


  Chase hated Ben, so his chastising comments were commonplace. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction that I was thinking along the same lines. I wouldn’t give Chase that pleasure. I in no way wanted him to think he was even partially right.


  It was a good thing we went to school so far away from each other. Chase was going to be a senior at NYU in the fall. Fortunately, because of this, I didn’t have to see him more than a few times a year, and even then I could avoid spending any actual time around him. I hadn’t even called him while I’d been in New York visiting Rachel over spring break. We didn’t keep in touch during the school year and had barely acknowledged each other since we’d been home for the summer. I knew he was only talking to me because he needed something, just like he only wanted to drive to the beach with Keely and me because it was convenient for him.


  I wish we got along or could at least be civil to each other, but in truth we hadn’t had much in common since we were kids. Chase was more of a loner, in the ‘I don’t conform to normal societal expectations and therefore prefer to alienate myself from anyone who does’. In high school he’d lived for breaking the rules, getting away with whatever he could, and conning my parents into believing he was the perfect son, which frustrated me to no end, since they always believed him. From my experience he hadn’t changed much since then, so I didn’t make much of an effort to bridge the gap between us. My mother was always giving me crap for not making more of an effort to be friends with him. She didn’t get that we couldn’t have been more different and therefore tolerated each other at best.


  Irritatingly enough, with his almost black hair, bright green eyes that he got from some obscure relative, and dark, thick lashes, he turned a lot of heads – mostly from girls who liked bad boys or who were just as pierced and tattooed as he was – but still, girls loved my brother. I’d never actually known him to have a girlfriend, but growing up my friends all thought he was gorgeous. I just didn’t see the allure. The year before he’d pierced his left eyebrow with a silver barbell, adding to the piercing he had in his tongue and his left nipple. He also had a sleeve of tattoos up his right arm and some strategically placed tattoos on other areas of his body.


  But as dissimilar as our outward appearances were, since I was neither pierced nor tattooed, where we really differed was our personalities. I had always been more outgoing and friendly, and Chase had always been quiet and serious, but he also had an intensely sarcastic side that would come out from time to time. His sense of humor was so dry that most of the time our family didn’t get it when he made a joke. He was usually the only one lazily laughing at what he’d said, most likely because he was high when he’d made the joke. Chase smoked more weed than anyone I knew, but he also had a 4.0 GPA and barely had to crack a book. It was a strange combination, but for some reason, smoking had never hindered his academic abilities, and he’d been doing it since high school.


  “What do you want?” I repeated, slower this time in case he hadn’t heard me. Maybe the weed was finally affecting his brain.


  Chase smirked and ran a hand through his hair, as he leaned against the door jam. “I need your window,” he said dryly, as he surveyed the piles of clothes on my bed.


  “You could ask,” I said, crossing my arms in front of my chest, “instead of just demanding.”


  I could see Chase fighting the urge to roll his eyes. “Oh, Great Princess Emily, would you do me the immense honor of allowing me to borrow your window, so I can humbly smoke a joint?”


  “What’s wrong with yours?” I asked, annoyed that he was encroaching on my territory, knowing that he was doing so, so he could smoke weed, but enraged that he’d found it humorous to mock me in the process.


  “Mom and Dad are on the back porch. They’ll smell it from my window,” he said, dropping the affected voice he’d used when attempting to insult me.


  I wanted to laugh. Chase had been sneaking his bad habits all summer because my parents still didn’t know he smoked – weed or cigarettes. Unfortunately for him, his room had a view of the backyard and looked out over the porch where my parents liked to relax. My room had a view of the front yard and the street. It was far enough away from the backyard that they wouldn’t smell the vile stench of his pot.


  “So don’t smoke,” I said in my nastiest tone, thinking it was probably the third time that day he’d gotten high.


  “Bite me,” was his charming and oh-so-mature response.


  I glared at him. “Fine, whatever,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just take the screen out and blow out, not in. I don’t want to smell that stuff.”


  Chase was one of the few people who had always been able to bring out the worst in me. He had a way of getting under my skin that drove me crazy. Since I’d been home, and was already on edge most of the time anyway, his attitude toward me made my moods worse, which in turn made me feel crabbier, and resulted in a viscous circle of bitchiness that I couldn’t escape.


  “Thanks, sis,” he said, his voice full of sarcasm. “I’m so glad we can have these little bonding moments. They just mean so much to me.”


  As he passed by me, he gave me a look that told me he thought I was being stuck-up, judgmental and close-minded. It was a look he often tossed my way. I returned his look with a sarcastic smirk of my own which only made him chuckle lightly as he settled onto the windowsill and worked to pop the screen out. He completely ignored Keely as he walked by her.


  I glared at his back as I got off the bed and turned to her. “I’m getting a drink. Do you want to come with me?”


  She shrugged, put the CDs she was browsing back on my desk, and got up from the chair. “Sure,” she said, stealing a glance a Chase who was rolling a joint on my windowsill.


  I couldn’t help thinking that if I was really a bitch, I would have told him no. It was funny that I’d never even considered that as an option. Maybe there was hope for me yet.


  “Why do you let him get to you?” Keely asked, eyeing me cautiously as we closed my bedroom door behind us and headed downstairs.


  “What?” I asked, turning to face her.


  Her question was thoroughly confusing, given our history. We often complained about Chase to each other, as he bugged us both equally. It was the first time she’d ever questioned my reaction to him being a jerk. She usually agreed with my opinions of him.


  “Why do you get so worked up over him?”


  “I’m not worked up,” I said, automatically defending myself. I hated that my little sister seemed to have more clarity than me all of a sudden.


  “You are too.”


  “He’s a jerk,” I said simply. “He’s a stoner loser who walks around here like he owns the place. It’s irritating.”


  She took a deep breath as we made our way through the house. Through the sliding glass door, I could see our parents sitting on the porch enjoying some afternoon cocktails. My mother was laughing at something my dad had said. I started to wonder what had kept her infatuation with him all of these years since they still seemed to be just as in love with each other as they’d always been. It made me think of Ben and our history together and what it meant to me. Maybe breaking up wasn’t such a good idea.


  “He’s not that bad,” Keely said then, breaking my concentration.


  I stopped completely and turned to face her from the doorway to the kitchen. Her comment had thrown me for a complete loop. She was looking at me speculatively, as if to gauge what I was thinking. I raised my eyebrows and just looked at her. I wasn’t sure how to respond. Chase was that bad. There were no two ways about it.


  “Keely, seriously?” I finally asked after a few minutes of deadlocked eye contact with my sister. “He just marched into my room, assumed he could take it over and didn’t say two words to you. How can you defend him?”


  She shrugged, but she looked like she wanted to say something, so I probed.


  “What are you not telling me?” I asked, stepping closer to her.


  “Nothing,” she said, her eyes drifting away from where I held her gaze, my eyes locked on hers.


  I crossed my arms in front of me and stared at her so she was forced to turn her head and face me. “Keels, what is going on? You hate Chase.”


  “Nothing’s going on, and I never said I hated him. You said that.” I could see the defiance cross her face. “You’ve always assumed that it was me and you against Chase, but I’m sort of sick of it. I want to be friends with both of you. It’s bullshit that we can’t get along.”


  I was sort of taken aback by her statement. “Well, maybe if he wasn’t such a loser jerk, I’d want to hang out with him more,” I snapped.


  “Well,” Keely said, and I could tell she was trying not to start an argument with me, “he might not be such a jerk if you were a little nicer to him.” I watched her cringe slightly as she said it, most likely anticipating how it might set me off.


  Seeing this, I tried to maintain my composure. “Keely, he’s stoned most of the time, he’s rude, he makes fun of everything I do, and oh, right, we have nothing in common! How am I supposed to be friends with someone like that? He’s an asshole. Everyone knows that.”


  She shrugged. “Not everyone. Rachel was talking to him the other night at that concert I went to. She didn’t seem to be repulsed by him. She was even laughing with him. Maybe if you were nice to him, like she was, he’d be nice to you.”


  I narrowed my eyes at her, completely ignoring the last part of her statement. “Rachel? My Rachel?” She nodded. “My best friend Rachel was talking and laughing with Chase?”


  I was having a hard time imagining that. Worse, why hadn’t she told me? The concert was been three nights ago. It was some electronic band Rachel had to cover for the magazine. I wasn’t a big fan, so I’d opted to hang out with Ben instead. I didn’t even know Chase had gone to the show.


  “She watched the whole show with him and Davis. I talked to them for a few minutes. They seemed to be having fun.”


  I was dumbstruck. I couldn’t see Rachel, who disliked Chase as much as I did, because he was equally mean to her, actually hanging out and laughing with him and his best friend, who was an even bigger loser than Chase was. It didn’t make any sense.


  “So Chase has been nice to you?” I asked, just for clarification. “Is that why you want me to give him a break?”


  “Just try not to be so judgmental of him, Em,” she said. “I mean, he does smoke a lot, but he’s really smart, and it doesn’t make him all stupid like it does some people. He says it relaxes him and helps him concentrate.”


  I put my hand up in protest. “Okay, how do you know all of this? And, better yet, why are you defending his habits?”


  She shrugged. “I sort of hung out with him last night, and he was telling me about it. I don’t think it’s that big of a deal. Lots of people I know smoke.” She shrugged again.


  “Okay, Keels, for the record, it’s illegal, so it is a big deal.”


  “So is underage drinking, but you did that for years.”


  Oops, she’d caught me there. I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I diverted the conversation.


  “When did you hang out with him?”


  “Last night when he got home. I heard a noise in the hall and thought it was you and Ben, so I came out. Chase asked me if I wanted to come outside with him, so I did. Emily, he never invites me to hang out, so I figured I needed to capitalize on the opportunity.”


  “And,” I prompted, knowing there was more to the story.


  “I don’t know,” she said, looking down. “We went out on the back porch, and he didn’t really say much. I asked him what he did that night, and he told me about how he’d been over at Davis’s house with some friends. He said they hung out, smoked and played video games. It wasn’t that exciting. Then I told him about how Barrett, Paige and I had gone to Lauren’s party for a little while before we had to be home for curfew.”


  I didn’t say anything in response, because honestly I was a little dumbstruck. I just let her continue.


  “He asked me about stuff,” she said, “like he was really interested in my life.”


  “Like what?”


  I couldn’t fathom what Chase would want to ask Keely. They had less in common than he and I did.


  “I don’t know, like who I was dating. When I told him I was sort of seeing three guys, he acted all big brotherly, telling me that I should let him know if any of them don’t treat me right. It’s was honestly kind of cool.”


  My jaw dropped. Chase had never done that for me – ever. I don’t think he even knew Ben’s name for the first six months we’d been dating. Chase tended not to care about anyone but himself. Why he was suddenly being protective of Keely was beyond me.


  “That’s so not Chase,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.


  “I don’t know, maybe it is him. You don’t even know him anymore. He’s grown up a lot. I think you need to give him a chance to show you who he really is. He was nice to me, because I don’t judge him, and I was nice to him.”


  I suddenly felt a pang of jealousy that I couldn’t define. I didn’t like my brother. Why was I all of a sudden feeling bad that he wanted to hang out with Keely and not me? It wasn’t like I had any desire to sit on the back porch and talk to him about what he did with his idiot friends while he got high.


  “I guess,” I said, going for aloof. I couldn’t let her know I was borderline upset. “Did you hang out with him for a while?”


  “Um, sure,” she said vaguely, and I realized she wasn’t telling me everything. She was holding back, and I suddenly figured out why.


  “You smoked with him!” I accused, pointing my finger and catching her off-guard so much so that her head snapped up. Her eyes gave her away. I knew in an instant that she’d gotten high with Chase. “Keely!”


  “What?!” she said, sounding both defensive and a little hurt at the same time.


  “What do you mean, what?! You said you would never do that! You’re too good to become like Chase and his loser friends. What were you thinking?”


  Keely looked down again. “I’m sorry, Emily, but I wanted to see what it was like. Plus he was being nice to me,” she mumbled. “I told him I couldn’t sleep, so he offered. I didn’t want him to think I was a baby, so I took a few hits. It was sort of fun. I was really relaxed and calm.”


  “You took a few hits! It was fun! Unbelievable,” I hissed, trying to keep my voice down, so our parents wouldn’t hear. As much as I disliked Chase, I didn’t want him, or Keely, to get in trouble.


  As if on cue, Chase, baked to a crisp, chose that moment to appear in the kitchen. His eyes were heavy and a lazy smile played on his lips. It soon turned to a look of amused confusion when he saw me looking up at Keely, since she had a good four inches on me, hands on my hips. He could tell we’d been arguing.


  “Told you she’d freak out,” he said to her, in that slow way he talked whenever he was freshly high, a lazy smirk creeping onto his face. He knew instantly what we were talking about. Hell, he could have heard our whole exchange.


  Keely shot him a look, pleading for him to shut up.


  “It’s cool, Keels,” he said, chuckling to himself as Keely shrunk back against the wall.


  Chase walked past us to the refrigerator, grabbed a two-liter of Coke and took a big swig right from the bottle before putting it back. I reached over and smacked him on the back of the head just as he set the bottle down, sending him lurching forward slightly, as his reaction time was slowed just a bit.


  “What the fuck, Emily?” he said, slowly turning to face me.


  I glared at him, and crossed my arms in front of me. “She’s seventeen, dumbass, that’s what. Besides, that Coke does not belong to just you. Use a glass. That’s gross.”


  Chase smirked, grabbed the bottle and took another drink just to spite me. Keely’s head snapped up at that moment, an almost delayed reaction as she processed what I’d said about her.


  “Hey,” she said, causing us both to turn in her direction, but she was looking at me. “I’m not a baby. I can make my own decisions. Last night, I decided to smoke weed with my brother. Big deal, it’s not like I killed someone. Quit being so self-righteous!”


  With that, she turned and stormed out of the room. My jaw dropped slightly, as Keely rarely yelled and especially not at me. Chase recognized this fact and stared at me in mock interest before he shook his head and started to leave the room. God, he made me so mad sometimes.


  “Chase,” I said curtly, as he reached doorway to the kitchen.


  “Yeah,” he said, lazily turning around, not at all fazed by my tone.


  “Why?” I asked simply.


  “Because it’s really not that big of a deal, Em. You should try it sometime. You’ll see. Hell, it might even make you less rigid.”


  I narrowed my eyes and glared at him, his words eating at me. I was not rigid.


  “No thanks. I’m good,” I said firmly, standing my ground.


  “You don’t know what you’re missing.” He turned away from me, then stopped, turned his head slightly and said, “She’s not a dumb kid anymore. You might want to give her some credit.”


  With that, he headed back upstairs. Within a few minutes, I could hear his music pulsing through the ceiling. Standing there in the kitchen, I realized I was beyond fuming. I was furious at Keely for being so stupid, and I hated that she was mad at me. If only she realized what a big deal smoking weed was. I didn’t need her following suit on Chase’s bad habits.


  I should have been more upset with Chase for our interaction, but with him, well, that was a par for the course conversation. He was a jerk, and I’d challenged him blow for blow. I wasn’t sure we’d had a conversation that didn’t involve digs, glares, and smirks since we were in middle school. Sadly enough that was as good as it got with me and my brother.


  


  Chapter Five


  “Babe,” Ben said, taking my hand. “I really want to see it, and so does everyone else. Come on.”


  I was being stubborn, because Ben was being annoying. Ever since he’d picked me up, I’d been irritated with him. There wasn’t one specific thing he’d done that was bothering me. It was just being in close proximity to him that was aggravating. He kept trying to hold my hand and touch me, and I just wanted to be left alone.


  We were standing outside the Movietown 8 Theater with Rachel and Ben’s best friend, Eric, trying to decide on a movie. Rachel and I had talked about seeing a new romantic comedy, but once Ben and Eric had seen that Don’t Close Your Eyes had opened that day, they had decided they had to see it. Rachel said she was in, which left me as the odd man out.


  Ben wouldn’t see the movie without me, but he was dying to see it. I knew that. He was a huge horror movie fanatic. He never got scared. I, on the other hand, was a huge chicken, and afraid of the dark, so the last movie I wanted to see was one about bad things happening in the dark where I would inevitably be in just a few hours.


  Ben squeezed my hand and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I promise I’ll hold your hand the whole time. I’ll be right next to you. I won’t let you get scared.” He stood back up and looked down at me, smiling slightly.


  Okay, so this was why I hadn’t broken up with him. He was really sweet at times – even when I was being a total brat, which had been a regular occurrence since we’d been home for the summer. His gesture was enough for me to forget about how annoying he was being. I couldn’t be mad at him when I needed him to hold my hand.


  “Okay, fine,” I said, begrudgingly cracking a small smile as I turned to face my friends. I watched Ben’s mouth break into a wide grin.


  “Yes!” he said, pumping his fist into the air.


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, holding his hand tighter. “No letting go, okay?”


  “Never,” he said, as he leaned down and kissed me.


  Suffice it to say, I screamed out loud three times. The rest of the time, I had my hand over my eyes or my head buried in Ben’s shoulder. When we got back to my house, I made him come upstairs with me, as I was afraid of everything around us. I definitely could not be alone until I calmed down and distracted myself.


  The light in my parents’ room was on, but their door was closed. We had to be extra careful as we crept toward the stairs not step on Randy, our Yellow Lab, who was sprawled out asleep in front of their door. If we woke him up, the barking would ensue and we’d be caught. It wasn’t like Ben wasn’t allowed to come over. My parents knew the depth of our relationship and that I spent several nights a week at his apartment when we were at school, but I wasn’t a big fan of them knowing he was in my childhood bedroom in the middle of the night.


  On the second floor, from behind her closed door, I could hear Keely on the phone, no doubt talking to one of the many guys she was dating. I guess when you thought about it, it was good that Chase was exerting his big brother authority, since she was in a situation that could potentially end badly. Maybe she needed someone to have her back, although thinking about Chase being that guy was unsettling.


  Chase’s door was open halfway, the light was on, and I could see part of him sitting at his window, smoking a cigarette, blowing smoke out into the night. I shot a glare at his back hoping it would hit him. What he’d said to me earlier was still bugging me.


  Once behind the protection of my bedroom door, I let my guard down just a little, but still held Ben’s hand as we sat down on my bed. He tried to start kissing me, but I wasn’t in the mood, so I brushed him off. Since me getting upset and holding onto my emotions was a new thing, Ben didn’t even catch on – just like he hadn’t caught on earlier that I was annoyed with him. He just lay back on my bed, so I lay next to him, and he took my hand again.


  I sighed once, as if to communicate to Ben that I was irritated. When he didn’t react, I looked over at him. He was gazing at the ceiling, so I tried again. This time I huffed, well aware I should be able to just be an adult and talk to him about what was bothering me, even if he was the catalyst and it would undoubtedly be an uncomfortable conversation. Of course, maturity eluded me that night.


  Ben heard me. He didn’t turn his head but said casually, “What’s wrong, babe?”


  I sighed again, really drumming up the drama. “You don’t think I’m too rigid, do you?” I asked, assuming that he would automatically refute my statement.


  Instead, he said nothing. He just looked over at me, with an expression that told me he wanted to say something, but he was trying to figure out how to word it. He opened his mouth, a look of wariness on his face.


  I interrupted him before he could speak. “Oh, great. You think I’m too rigid! That’s just fantastic.”


  I looked away from him and stared hard at my alarm clock. The bright red numbers read 12:19. I watched them until they became too blurry to read. I felt Ben twist and put his arm over me, but I pulled away from him.


  “Babe, come on. I don’t think you’re too rigid.”


  I looked at him through my peripheral vision, but didn’t change my position.


  “You’re structured,” he continued. “And that’s a good thing, because you keep everything so neat and organized. I can’t remember dates, but you can. I’m messy, you’re not. It works, you know.”


  I softened my posture a little bit and looked over at him. “So you think Chase is wrong?”


  “Chase? What do you mean?” he asked, looking confused. “I thought you were talking about something else.” The last part came out mumbled as if he hadn’t actually meant to say it out loud.


  I moved back to put some distance between us. “I got pissed at Keely for smoking weed with Chase, and he told me I was rigid. What do you mean something else?” I asked derisively.


  I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know. Ben and I had argued more in the past few months than we had during the entire length of our relationship, and never once had he asked me what was wrong. I knew he was frustrated with me, but he’d never once actually validated that assumption. I could just tell, just like I could tell he didn’t want to tell me now what he’d been referring to. Ben looked startled, like he hadn’t thought I’d picked up on what he’d said.


  “Oh, well, um, I just thought that you were talking about tonight at the movies,” he said, shrugging.


  Now I was thoroughly confused. “What are you talking about?”


  “Oh, babe, just drop it. It’s no big deal,” he said, as he tried to pull me into his arms. “I don’t want to fight with you.”


  “Oh no,” I said vehemently, pulling away from him. “I’m not dropping this.”


  Ben sighed, and I could tell he really didn’t want to be having this conversation. He hesitated before saying, “Well, it’s just that lately you’ve been different – sort of angry or something. I don’t know.” My eyes narrowed at his comment, but secretly I was glad he was finally acknowledging the obvious, so I let him continue. “Like tonight, for example. Everyone else wanted to see that movie, but we had to practically beg you. It was like if you didn’t want to see it, none of us could. You were sort of bitchy about it.”


  “That is not fair,” I said, shaking my head. He was well aware of my phobia of all things dead or dark. I did not think I was being unreasonable.


  “You were being selfish, Em, and it’s not like you to be that way. It’s like lately you’ve gone from being disciplined to difficult.”


  “I know,” I said softly, tears of anger and regret suddenly pricking the backs of my eyes


  “You do?” Ben asked softly, and he sounded so dejected.


  I suddenly knew what it had been like on his end for the past few months and instantly felt shitty for how I’d been treating him. He looked sad or distraught, like he wasn’t sure exactly what to do with me, but how I’d been acting toward him had clearly been upsetting him for a while.


  “Ben, I’m sorry if I haven’t been that fun to be around. I’m just dealing with a lot right now, and I’m not really sure how to process it all,” I said softly, trying to calmly explain my position. I ran my fingers back through his hair. “I’m just not sure what to do.”


  I watched him closely, trying to gauge his reaction, but it seemed nothing I was saying was hitting home. Instead of asking me what was wrong and what I was dealing with, he was refusing to accept it, and I think I knew in that moment what our problem was. If he’d ever shown any inclination that he could tell something was wrong, maybe I would have opened up to him, but I knew Ben, and I knew that he hated anything that would rock his perfect world. His girlfriend going through a life crisis of sorts wasn’t something he wanted to think about.


  He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “You’ll figure it out,” he said, as if it were that simple.


  I turned away again, infuriated with him again. “You really don’t get it,” I muttered, my chest constricting with the thought of how far apart we’d drifted.


  “Babe, don’t be like that,” he said, sitting up next to me, reaching for my hand. He obviously still didn’t get it. “Come on. You’re just tired. You need to relax.” He kissed the spot behind my ear before moving kisses down my neck, so I knew exactly what he meant by relax.


  “Don’t,” I said moving away from him and crossing my arms in front of my chest. “I do not need to relax. I’m not tired.”


  Ben sighed. “Babe, listen. I get it. This is a big year for us. It’s our senior year. I know you’re worried about what will happen next, but you just have to trust that everything will work out. I’ve got a job lined up at my uncle’s accounting firm in Atlanta, and you can do your PR thing. We can get live in Buckhead. It’ll be great.”


  I smiled at his enthusiasm, but it didn’t reach my eyes.


  “But, if I have a great season, I could get drafted next year. I know it’s a long shot, but how cool would it be – me in the NFL and you as my hot wife who cheers me on at every game.” His arms encircled my waist, and he pulled me against him. “Everything will work out for us, you’ll see. I love you so much. You are sweet and kind and adorable, and I knew I wanted to marry you from the moment I set eyes on you.”


  I couldn’t help a small, genuine smile peeking out at his words. He was being sweet, even if he still didn’t get what I was dealing with.


  “Ben what I if I want to work?” I asked, looking over to gauge his reaction.


  “Then you’ll work,” he said, tucking a lock of my hair behind my ear. “I just want you to be happy, and if having a career makes you happy, then you’ll do it.”


  I nodded, but he still looked at me appraisingly.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, searching my face for some kind of clue as to what he could possibly be missing. Unfortunately, even I didn’t know the answer to that. “Aren’t you happy?”


  No, I’m not.


  In that moment, there were a million things that I wanted to say – that I should have said, but I didn’t. It would freak him out to know what I was truly thinking, and he was already starting to look at little uncomfortable.


  “Of course, I’m happy,” I said, putting my hands on either side of his face and kissing him deeply.


  “Good, because I can’t have my future wife mad at me,” he said, around my lips. I felt him smile before he deepened the kiss.


  Within a few minutes, we were half-dressed, and Ben succeeded in distracting me enough that I’d stopped obsessing about the unknown. He started to move his kisses down my stomach and back up.


  “Please,” he murmured in my ear, as he moved his hand to my hip and trailed his finger across the lace at the top of my underwear.


  I instinctively put my hand on top of his to stop him. He looked up in disappointment. I knew that look well. “No,” I said, softly. “Not here.”


  “Come on,” he begged, and I could tell he was getting frustrated. “No one will hear us. I promise I’ll be quiet.”


  We’d only had sex a few times since we’d been home, mostly because we were both living at our parents’ houses, and it felt dirty to have sex with them down the hall. We’d had to wait for limited opportunities when our parents were at work and our siblings weren’t home which wasn’t often.


  I shook my head. “No way.”


  “Em, you’re leaving in a few days. Come on.”


  I kissed him deeply, making him groan slightly. I could feel against my leg how much he didn’t want me to turn him down, and it wasn’t easy to push him away.


  “We’ll have the house to ourselves once my parents are gone,” I promised, knowing there would be at least one night Keely and Chase would be out. “It’ll be just a few more days.”


  “I forgot about that,” he said, smiling as his lips found the curve of my neck.


  I leaned back to enjoy his lips as they explored my skin, feeling just a bit like I had when we’d been in high school and had spent hours making out in my room. If only I could get back the feeling of how enamored I’d been with Ben back then, I knew we’d be okay. Maybe time apart was just what we needed. Maybe then I’d miss him enough to know we should be together.


  


  Chapter Six


  After spending the whole next day helping my mom clean the house, I felt like I needed to get out for a while. It was a nice night, so I decided to take Randy up to my favorite coffeehouse which was in walking distance from our house. I found him sprawled out in front of the unlit fireplace in the living room, half asleep.


  My parents were watching a show on the Travel Channel about African safaris. They looked up from the TV when I entered the room, Randy’s leash in my hand. I clicked the clasp on the leash several times to get his attention. After the first click, his head snapped up, and he registered what that clicking sound meant before bounding over to me, more than eager to go out.


  “Where are you headed?” my mom asked.


  Clipping the leash on Randy’s collar, I said, “Just up to the coffeehouse. I’m craving a latte. I won’t be gone long.”


  “Alright, have fun,” she said. “Is Keely going with you?”


  Ah, so my mom hadn’t picked up on the fact that Keely and I were on the outs.


  “No, she’s staying here,” I said, as I started to walk toward the door. No need to let my parents know about our fight. It wasn’t like I could share the details of it anyway.


  I started to fish my iPod out of my pocket, sticking my ear buds in my ears before heading out.


  “Emily,” came my dad’s voice, as I almost had my hand on the doorknob.


  “Yeah,” I yelled back in the general direction of the living room.


  “Can you pick up a pound of French Roast? We’re out.”


  I sighed. “Sure Dad. No problem,” I said, before I pushed play on my iPod and drowned out the world around me.


  I reached the coffee shop quickly, as I immersed myself in my favorite Paramore album from a few years ago and walked at a faster clip than usual. Outside I tethered Randy to the light pole while I went in to get my latte. Coming back out, I saw someone leaning down next to him, talking to him and stroking his head.


  “Hi,” I said to the back of the guy’s head, trying to grab his attention. I wondered why people always felt it was okay to pet other people’s animals without permission. It was sort of rude.


  The guy looked up in surprise, and I started the minute his eyes met mine.


  “Hey. Sorry. Is this your dog?” he asked, standing up straight.


  I nodded, and swallowed hard, trying to regain my composure. He was around my age with dark brown hair and light brown eyes that that seemed to burn a hole right through me. He was cute, really cute, and I instantly felt guilty for thinking so. He also looked vaguely familiar, although I couldn’t place how I might have known him.


  “He’s beautiful,” the guy said, running his hand back through his hair, and I instantly felt bad about thinking he was rude.


  “Thanks,” I said, not really sure how else to respond. I was a little tongue-tied.


  “What’s his name?” the guy asked, and I realized he had a bit of a southern drawl that was just this side of sexy.


  “Randy,” I said, as I sat down with my latte at the table closest to Randy’s light pole, pulled my iPod out of my pocket and laid it on the table.


  Randy looked up at me for a moment to see if I had a treat. When he saw that my hands were empty, save for the small purple electronic device, he went back to half-sleeping on the ground. The guy petted him once more, causing Randy’s tail to move lazily back and forth.


  “What are you listening to?” he asked, eying at me as he stood up and leaned back against the light pole. He nodded toward my iPod.


  I looked down at it instinctively, following his gaze, and then back up at him. I again got the distinct feeling that I’d met him before but still couldn’t place where. Maybe he just had one of those familiar faces, although he was far from ordinary looking. He was striking in a way that was hard to describe. He wasn’t classically good looking like Ben. He was more exotic or dangerous or something.


  He had a lean build and was shorter than Ben, and his dark hair fell across his forehead, almost into his eyes, in that messy, sexy way. He had on distressed jeans, a fitted black t-shirt that let me know he worked out and Converse sneakers. I could see the edges of a large tattoo sticking out from one of his shirt sleeves, and when he turned his head to the left slightly, I could see a brown cigarette tucked behind his left ear. What got me, though, were his eyes. They were so light that they were almost translucent in the light from the pole above him. I couldn’t stop staring at them and almost had a hard time answering his question.


  “Um, Paramore,” I said tentatively, self-consciousness taking over.


  He nodded once. “Good band. There’s nothing sexier than a girl screaming over a guitar.”


  I raised my eyebrow at him, not sure if he was joking or not.


  “What? I’m not kidding. I love it.” He shot me a crooked smile that made his already cute face turn downright gorgeous and sexy. He was definitely hot.


  I slowly traced the edge of my iPod, wishing I could think of something insightful to say.


  “What song?” he asked, gesturing again to my iPod, and I was grateful that he was keeping the conversation going since I was at a loss for words.


  “Brick By Boring Brick. It’s my favorite,” I said, not sure what he would say to that.


  He shook his head. “Haven’t heard it.”


  “You should check it out. It’s good,” I said, relaxing slightly as the conversation became more comfortable. I could always talk about music.


  “I will,” he said, shooting me a half-grin that made my stomach swirl. “You a big music fan?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, just a little,” I said, dropping a hint of sarcasm into my tone, as I smiled sheepishly.


  “Who else are you into?”


  My mind suddenly went blank as I tried to remember what I’d recently downloaded. “Um, I’ve actually been digging back into some stuff from a few years ago, so, um I guess I’ve been listening to a lot of Rise Against, Silversun Pickups and AFI.”


  “So you’re angry,” he said, and my mouth wanted to fall open.


  This guy who didn’t even know me seemed to have a better read on me that those who knew me best. I wasn’t sure how to respond, but before I could, he shot me a winning smile.


  “I’m just messing with you,” he said, his accent and smile instantly relaxing me.


  “How about you?” I asked, feeling suddenly brazen. “Favorite bands, favorite song.”


  “Which decade?” he asked, and I could tell he took this subject seriously by the sudden intensity that appeared in his eyes.


  “Current music,” I said, definitively. “I’m guessing this is one of your favorite topics?”


  I wasn’t sure where my sudden surge of confidence was coming from, but I realized I was enjoying our little exchange. I never even thought about the fact that I was having a full-on conversation with a guy whose name I didn’t even know. I didn’t even think to ask him.


  “That is an understatement,” he said, and I could hear the conviction in his voice. “Lately I guess I’ve been listening to a lot of Florence + the Machine and Coldplay. Favorite song at the moment – Paradise, by Coldplay. Probably overplayed, I know, but I love it.” He shook his head as if he was disappointed in himself.


  I smirked at him. “Wow, so are you just looking for a cure for your depression or something?”


  He shrugged. “Maybe,” he said, his gaze losing focus for a moment, and I wondered where he’d gone.


  Had I brought up a sore subject? I hadn’t meant to insult him. I was only joking. I hoped he wasn’t actually depressed.


  “What are you drinking,” he asked then, snapping his attention back the present and instantly changing the subject and his demeanor.


  I’d definitely hit a sore spot, but it seemed he’d recovered quickly.


  “Um,” I said, looking down at my drink. “Vanilla latte.”


  Cute Boy nodded. “Sounds sweet.”


  The way he said sweet, his accent wrapping around the word, caused my mind to drift to an inappropriate place and my face flushed at the thought. I bit my lip to keep my thoughts at bay.


  “Um, yeah,” I said, releasing my lip and hoping it was dark enough that he couldn’t see my blush. “It’s good, though. You should try one.”


  He nodded. “Maybe another time. I need something stronger tonight.”


  He left his statement open-ended, almost as if he wanted me to probe, so I played along. He seemed like he needed someone to talk to, and who was I do dismiss a hottie like him if he needed a sounding board?


  “Why’s that?” I asked, taking a sip of my latte and playing into the conversation.


  He sighed. “I’m being forced to assemble wedding favors,” he said, smiling a small, half-smile and shaking his head slightly.


  I was suddenly aware of the frown that had appeared on my face at the idea of this guy being off the market. Yeah, I really had to remember that I had a boyfriend.


  “My dad,” he said, taking in my expression, and I instantly exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “He’s getting married next weekend, so I’m in town for the wedding and his fiancé is freaking out, so I offered to help her put the favors together.” He put his index finger to his temple and mimed shooting a gun at his head.


  I laughed. “That doesn’t sound fun,” I said, wondering how long I could keep the conversation going with this complete stranger who tipped the hotness scales like no one I’d ever seen before.


  “No, it isn’t going to be, which is why I need a triple espresso tonight. It will be the only thing to get me through it.”


  I laughed again. He was cute and funny.


  He shook his head again, laughing along with me before pushing himself off the pole. “Okay, I’ve procrastinated long enough. Time to get my coffee and return to wedding hell.”


  “Good luck,” I said, extending my over-exaggerated sympathies his way. He mouthed ‘thank you’ in an equally over-exaggerated way.


  He was being dramatic, but I knew he was only half-serious. He seemed like a nice guy who’d want to help out his future step-mother just because he knew she needed the help. I watched as he turned back to Randy who was eyeing him lazily.


  “Well, I’m going to get a coffee now, Randy,” he said. “Thanks for letting me pet you.” He ruffled Randy’s fur one more time, before he stood up and headed inside.


  I found myself watching him walk, taking in the sexy, languid way he moved. As he stood in line, I could see just enough of him to continue to stare. I watched him advance in line, order his drink, and wait off to the side for the girl behind the counter to make it. For some reason, I couldn’t pull my eyes away from him. I hypnotically sipped my latte, while trying to remain discreet, so I wouldn’t get caught staring.


  He had that bad boy look to him that screamed ‘danger’, but he hadn’t seemed dangerous when he’d been talking to me. He’d seemed nice. It was too bad he was just in town visiting, I thought, then instantly wanted to clamp my hand over my mouth. I had a serious boyfriend. I really needed to remember that.


  I did not need to be daydreaming about what I would do with some other guy if he lived here – even if he was insanely hot and sexy – and especially when what I was envisioning was exactly what I’d been avoiding doing with Ben the night before. I took a deep breath to silence the fighting emotions that had welled up inside me, but I still couldn’t look away from him.


  When he walked back outside, I smiled, and he held up his espresso in a sort of salute before walking past me to the parking lot where he got into a black F150. I watched him the whole way.


  


  Chapter Seven


  A few days later July 5th arrived, and it was time for my siblings and me to join our parents in the Outer Banks for a summer of forced family fun. Keely and I were waiting for Chase to return from taking Rachel to get her car since she’d left it at Sara Rossin’s house the night before in our haste to leave the party after everything had essentially turned to shit.


  Rachel insisted on coming home with me and staying the night, so the next morning, while I’d finished making sure I had everything packed for the beach and the car was loaded, Chase had offered to drive her to get her car, which I thought was completely thoughtful and completely out of character for him. Of course the night before had been full of surprises, including some where Chase had actually been friendly toward me, so I figured I wouldn’t question his offer.


  I was exhausted from what seemed like an endless night that included me thinking I was crazy for ever thinking Ben was not the right guy for me, then getting angry at Ben and breaking up with him out of the blue after having too much to drink, and then shedding more tears than I had in a long time over said break-up. Oh yeah, and I’d gotten into a fist fight. It had not been a good night.


  In the bright light of the morning, I knelt in front of my suitcase, packing the last of my clothes and hoping my stomach would settle down. I’d thrown up countless times the night before and was pressed down by that awesome hangover feeling that made my head ache and my stomach beg for greasy food. I’d only experienced it two other times, and I was pretty sure I’d blocked out the pain since I hadn’t remembered it being this intense. Of course, I was also sporting red, puffy eyes since I’d spent the better part of the night bawling my eyes out, so I knew that couldn’t be helping matters at all.


  On top of everything else, I was still slightly emotional from the events of night before, fighting the tears that still threatened to fall, as I wondered if I’d made the right decision in breaking up with Ben. It had been so rash and unexpected, but in the moment, it was exactly what I’d wanted.


  I picked up a pair of jeans and a filmy white top that were draped across the back of my desk chair. I’d worn both of them to the party the night before and had laid them across the chair when I’d stumbled into my room at midnight, flanked by Rachel and my brother, each of them supporting me since I couldn’t stand on my own.


  Those two items were the last things I had to pack. They needed to be washed, as the top was half-soaked in beer and my favorite pair of jeans had a mud on the back from when I’d fallen down at the party and landed in a beer/dirt concoction on the floor. That had been at the peak of the worst part of the night.


  The night had actually started out perfect. Ben had taken me to dinner before and we had plans to leave the party early so we could spend some time alone, so he’d been in a spectacularly good mood. Thinking that I needed to let loose and not be so rigid, as Chase and Ben had both told me I was, I’d decided to make the most of the night.


  That included getting drunk – really drunk – which might have been a mistake since I wasn’t a big drinker. The last time I could remember being drunk was the night sophomore year that led to me thinking I might be pregnant. I usually drank socially, no more than a beer or two a night. But for the first time in a while, I’d let go of all of my inhibitions and let loose, which turned out to be error number one.


  At first, I found myself having fun, laughing, and smiling naturally for the first time in months. I felt so relaxed, but then as is the way it works with alcohol, I hit a point where the more I drank, the more things started to go from good to bad to worse. I honestly blame Ashleigh Ballast, as looking back it was all her fault that I was now boyfriendless and probably the topic of many post-party conversations that would be taking place. I’d take the blame for the hangover, but everything else was Ashleigh’s fault.


  She had been in rarer form than usual. Over the years, I’d come to realize that she had a thing for Ben and had never really gotten over the fact that he’d picked me over her in high school. So she flirted with him pretty shamelessly whenever she saw him. Whatever. I was used to it, but this time I actually walked in on her pawing him in the kitchen and rubbing up against him about an hour after we’d gotten to the party which pretty much crossed a line in my book.


  As soon as Ben saw me, the uncomfortable look on his face turned to panic as he realized what the scene must look like from my perspective. He backed away from her so quickly that it looked like he’d been shocked. I immediately shot a glare at Ashleigh, who leaned against the counter looking indifferent to the situation.


  Ben started apologizing profusely, but being drunk and very over Ashleigh always trying to steal my boyfriend, I’d just turned around and walked away from them both, putting my hand up behind me to stop Ben from coming after me. I needed to decompress and let go of what I’d seen and what might have happened next had I not walked in on them.


  Of course, Ben immediately ran after me, cornering me in the hallway and babbling like a crazy person about how sorry he was. That started fight number one of the night. If only he’d let me calm down before he’d come after me, it might not have been so bad. I was not usually an overly emotional person in public, but in that moment, I was so fired up that I didn’t give a damn that people were staring and commenting that sweet Emily Cole was flying off the handle.


  Not caring who noticed, and sick of the expectation others had laid upon me to be good and sweet and nice all the time, I let loose on Ben, shouting everything that I’d held in all at once. In Ben’s defense, I’d never before expressed any aggravation with Ashleigh’s flirting and over-aggressive attempts to make-out with him, so it may have come as a surprise that I was so upset, but at the same time, how could he think I could have been okay with all of it? Yes, I had known Ashleigh since kindergarten, and was never surprised to find her flirting with anyone, especially Ben, but it was just a teensy bit annoying after five years that she continued to do it.


  I knew Ben wouldn’t do anything with her, but it was hard to get over the fact that a very well-endowed, gorgeous girl was sticking her chest in your boyfriend’s face and rubbing up against him every chance she got. For as long as I could remember, I’d put up with her flirting. I hadn’t said a word, but what hurt, now that I thought about it, was that neither had Ben. At no point had he ever stood up to her, pushed her away, or told her to leave him alone, and suddenly I was pissed that he hadn’t done any of that.


  Ashleigh relished the fact that she was a UNC cheerleader and Ben was a football player. Any time I went to a football party with him, she was always somewhere close by. What she never seemed to get is that Ben would never go for her, not to mention the fact that he would never cheat on me. She didn’t stand a chance, and her seduction attempts had become desperate and pathetic.


  The night before had been the same as always – different location, same tactics – wait until Ben was separated from me, and I was talking to other people, then move in. She never gave up. Thankfully, Ben never gave in either, and he always tended to assume the guilt over her flirting which usually parlayed into him not leaving my side for the rest of the night. I told him time and again that it didn’t bother me, but it always did. He always felt bad that he let her get to him, but not once did he speak up and tell her to stop. I was over it.


  I screamed at him in the hallway for a good five minutes before telling him I was done and walked away. I wasn’t sure what I’d meant by being ‘done’, but it had the desired effect. Ben’s face held a look of shock and awe that I glanced at before shoving past him to the back porch where I ran smack into my brother.


  “Ow! Shit!” I said, my hand instantly closing over the small painful circle of exposed flesh that appeared when my wrist collided with his lit cigarette. “Dammit! That hurts!”


  I looked up and glared at Chase, expecting him to make a nasty comment about my clumsiness, but instead he was looking at me with something resembling concern.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, looking down at my covered wrist. In his right hand was the offending object I’d run into. It was now out and slightly crumbled, having met its fate against my skin. He looked at it once before letting it fall to the ground.


  “No, it hurts like hell,” I said, realizing that the tiny burn was throbbing painfully.


  “Yeah, fire tends to hurt when it collides with skin. Do you want me to get you some ice?”


  I shot him a dirty look at hearing the sarcasm in his tone. No, I did not want him to get me some ice.


  He stared at me for a moment, when I didn’t respond, before shaking his head. “Put some ice on it,” he said, pulling another cigarette from his pack and lighting it. “You’ll be fine.”


  I huffed once in annoyance, before turning on my heel and stalking off toward the kitchen. I wanted to cry, but I was far too pissed to let that happen. Silently, I grabbed a piece of ice from the freezer and pressed it against the seared circle of flesh, instantly feeling relief. Ben reappeared then, holding a box of Band-Aids and a tube of Neosporin, and I realized he’d seen me get burned by Chase’s cigarette.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said, searching my eyes for some sign that I might forgive him, as he set the first-aid items on the counter.


  I sighed and nodded. “Me too,” I said, realizing how much I really didn’t want to fight with him. I wanted to enjoy our last night together.


  “I didn’t know you were that upset about Ashleigh flirting with me,” he said, and I knew he was telling the truth. “Em, you know I’d never do anything with her, right?”


  I nodded again. “Yeah, I know.”


  I could feel the ice cube melting, water running down my arm and dripping onto the tile floor, making small puddles. Ben reached out for my wrist, taking the ice from my hand and placed it over my burn. Looking up at him, I knew I couldn’t stay mad. Not when he was being so sweet.


  “I think I’m good,” I said, after a few minutes.


  The ice cube was almost entirely melted anyway. Ben removed it from my wrist, revealing a very red, open wound. The skin around it was peeled back and charred. It was far from attractive. Ben leaned down and kissed my wrist, next the burn. Without looking up, he set to work applying the Neosporin and covering it with a Band-Aid. When he finally looked up, his eyes locked with mine.


  “Thank you,” I said, grateful for his kindness after I’d just yelled at him.


  “I love you, Emily,” he said, softly. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt you, right?”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said, leaning up to kiss him. I smiled at him as he smirked down at me.


  “I can’t wait for later,” he mumbled against my lips, his body pressing against mine. “Do you just want to leave now?”


  My second mistake of the night was hesitating. We should have just left the party then.


  “Not yet. I want to find Rachel. I haven’t seen her all night.”


  “Okay,” Ben said, looking slightly crestfallen, “but let me know when you want to leave. I’m ready whenever.”


  I could tell he could care less about spending time with our high school friends. Of course, he wasn’t leaving the next day like I was, and I wanted to get some Rachel time in before I was separated from her again.


  I leaned up and kissed him long and hard. “Later,” I said seductively, before heading toward the keg outside where I could see Rachel talking to someone.


  I noticed as I got closer that that someone was Chase. She was listening and nodding at something he was saying. It was a strange scene to take in.


  “How’s your wrist?” she asked as soon as she saw me. I peeled back the Band-Aid and held it up to show her. She visibly winced. “Ouch.”


  “Yeah, no kidding,” I said, glaring at Chase, as I re-secured the Band-Aid. I fully blamed him since it was his cigarette I’d run into.


  His face showed no change in expression. He just lifted his cigarette to his lips and took a long drag, blowing smoke out into the night. I ignored him and turned back to Rachel.


  “I need to talk to you.” I reached out and grabbed her arm, dragging her over to a corner to demand some answers. “Okay, BF,” I said, well aware that I was beyond buzzed at that point. “What exactly were you doing hanging out with my asshole brother the other night, and where exactly do you get off not telling me about it, huh?”


  I’d forgotten to ask Rachel about hanging out with Chase at the concert she’d gone to the week before. Now, seeing them together again, I remembered what Keely had told me.


  “What?” Rachel asked, and I knew she was playing dumb. “What are you talking about?”


  “The concert. Keely said you guys were hanging out together,” I said, as if the words tasted sour in my mouth.


  “Oh,” Rachel said, waving me off, “that was nothing. I ran into him at the bar, so we watched the set together. He was cool for a change. It was like hanging out with the Chase we knew when we were little.”


  I raised my eyebrows at her. “Seriously?”


  She shrugged and took a sip of her beer. “It’s weird, I know, but he was actually nice to me that night.”


  Now I was beyond puzzled and a little annoyed. I had personal knowledge that Chase had referred to Rachel as a psycho-bitch several times in the past.


  “Are you guys, like best friends now?” I asked, a little more harshly than I’d intended to and realized too late that I sounded petty and immature. It must have been the alcohol talking.


  “No,” she said, “Not hardly.”


  “But you were talking to him tonight,” I said, reminding her of what I’d walked up on two minutes earlier.


  She rolled her eyes. “He was just telling me about how you ran into him and burned your wrist. I ran into him at the keg and asked if he’d seen you. Trust me, we’re not friends.” She laughed lightly.


  “Well, good,” I said, thinking it would be too much to stomach if Rachel became friends with my brother too.


  “Um, okay so I do have to tell you something,” Rachel said, sounding nervous.


  “What?” I asked, matching her tone. The beer was making me more emotional.


  “I’m dating someone,” she said confidently, but I could hear the hesitation in her voice.


  Panic filled me, as I was afraid she was going to reveal that she was seeing Chase, and that would have literally put me over the edge.


  “His name is Michael. He’s actually the guy I went out with a few weeks ago, and we’ve been hanging out a lot lately.”


  “Rach, that’s awesome,” I said, hugging her. I couldn’t remember the last time a guy had actually made the cut with her, so this Michael guy must be special.


  Rachel went on to tell me he was going to be a senior in college at the small, private university in the next town over, before launching into more intimate details of their new relationship, and I couldn’t help but smile. I’d had a feeling she’d been keeping something from me ever since our fight two weeks earlier. She’d been preoccupied ever since that day, and I was relieved to find out her anxiety had nothing to do with me. I could see the tension on her face ebb as she told me more about Michael. It was weird. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Rachel so affected by a guy before.


  She explained that he was leaving the next day for an internship in Chicago and would be gone for the rest of the summer, so she asked if I’d be okay if she took off early. I told her ‘hell yes’ and we made plans to get together for breakfast the next morning before I left. Since she was leaving, I figured there was no reason for Ben and me to stay, so I set off to find him.


  It took me a good ten minutes before I located him, and when I did, all hell broke loose. When I couldn’t find him downstairs, I went upstairs to see if he was up there. I passed Chase, as I made my way up the stairs. He and his friends were lounging on the bottom steps. I had to step almost over his friend Davis to get around them.


  “Excuse me,” I said curtly, stumbling slightly as I did.


  “You okay, Em?” Chase called after me, and I thought I could hear a taunting tone in his voice.


  “I’m fine,” I snapped back, not bothering to turn around.


  “Fine,” he said, matching my tone. “I was just asking, because you looked wobbly, but if you’re going to be a bitch, go ahead and fall.”


  I glared back at him, as I made my way to the top of the stairs, stumbling once again. Chase mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and I thought I heard Davis laugh, but I wasn’t sure.


  “Ben,” I called when I got up to the top of the stairs.


  I looked down the hall and didn’t see him. So I walked around, peaking in the open rooms. I saw a Chris DeLuca and Brittney Markham making out – eww, something I didn’t want to see – but I didn’t see Ben. I headed back downstairs, annoyed that I had to step over Chase and his friends again. I rounded the corner just in time to see Ashleigh Ballast kissing my boyfriend.


  “What the fuck!” I screamed, and for the record, I had never said that word before in my life before that moment. “What the hell are you doing?!”


  I wasn’t sure who I was directing my obscenities at, but both Ben and Ashleigh looked up – Ashleigh with a smug smile on her face, and Ben with an absolute look of terror on his. Forgetting Ben, I charged at Ashleigh. Now, let me say that I had also never gotten into a fight before. I had never hit anyone, besides smacking Chase upside the head, and that didn’t count, but when faced with Ashleigh flirting with Ben for years, arguing with him about it an hour before and then finding her kissing him, I lost it. I screamed, and I honestly don’t know what came out of my mouth, but I’m pretty sure ninety percent of the words would cause FCC violations if they were said on TV. It was that bad. Then I literally drew back and punched her square in the face.


  It was like slow motion as I watched her head fly back. She wobbled slightly, as her hand flew to her face before she full-on screamed like a banshee. Before I knew what was happening, her hands were on my shoulders, and I was falling backward. Ashleigh had five inches of height on me and about fifteen pounds, so her weight alone was enough to knock me over, let alone the force with which she shoved me.


  I flew backward, losing my balance. I realized too late that I was going to hit the ground, and it was going to hurt like hell. My body slammed against someone else, knocking the beer out of their hands. I felt it soak my shirt before I hit the hardwood floor and my head knocked against the ground. I was stunned for a second before I realized what had happened and felt some sort of liquid soak into the back my jeans.


  Anger boiled my blood, as I looked up at Ashleigh’s face, red with fury. It was enough to get me back on my feet. I was charging at her within seconds. That is until someone restrained me, and I couldn’t get to her. I fought like hell to get loose, but the person holding me was stronger and wasn’t loosening their grip.


  “Let me go,” I said, kicking my foot back in an effort to collide it with the person’s shin.


  “No,” came Chase’s firm voice, succeeding in shocking the hell out of me. My brother was the last person I expected to be holding me back. “Stop it, Emily. Right now.”


  “Emily, what are you doing?” Rachel asked, coming up behind Chase.


  “I want to hit her,” I screamed, and could see Ashleigh looking at me in fear, her right eye already starting to swell. She might have been bigger than me, but in that moment, I was scarier. My rage ignited a fury that told her I wouldn’t hesitate to kick her ass. Next to her Ben was taking it all in in stunned silence, his mouth hanging open slightly as he looked between us.


  “Take her outside, Chase,” Rachel commanded.


  “Come on,” Chase said authoritatively, picking me up off the floor just enough so my feet weren’t touching the ground. I continued to squirm around, trying to get away from him, blind with indignation, only thinking about pummeling Ashleigh again and again. “Quit fighting me, Emily. I’m not letting go.”


  Chase tightened his bear-hug grip, his arms squeezing mine so tight that I was sure they’d bruise, but I honestly didn’t care. When it hurt too much, I finally gave up the fight. There was no way I was getting loose anyway. He was a foot taller and eighty pounds heavier than me. I didn’t have a chance.


  Once we were outside, and Chase was pretty confident I wasn’t going to charge back into the house, he set me down. I only realized then that I was out of breath. I stood on the deck, pulling in ragged breaths and coughing every few minutes. It seemed like forever until my heart stopped racing. The whole time, Chase stood there watching me closely, as if he was afraid I was going to make a break for it. I finally noticed Ben, who had snuck outside at some point, standing behind Chase, watching me closely. I moved to walk around Chase to talk to Ben, but Chase stuck his arm out to stop me. I swatted it away.


  “Stop it, I just want to talk to Ben,” I said, giving him a look that said I would hit him if he didn’t get out of my way.


  “Don’t do anything stupid, Em. I meant it.”


  “I’m fine,” I spat at him, giving him the most evil look I could conjure.


  I wasn’t sure exactly when I’d become a violent person, but I was angry through and through, and the fact that my brother had pulled me away from releasing that anger had me upset with him. Yes, I realize my perspective was slightly skewed at that moment.


  “Fine,” Chase said, lowering his arm, but not leaving. He stood to the side like a bodyguard.


  I took a deep breath after watching my brother stare at me for a few minutes. “Chase, I’m calm,” I said, through gritted teeth, only half-serious. “I want to talk to Ben alone. He has some serious explaining to do.”


  I saw Ben look down at his shoes out of the corner of my eye. He looked guilty, but of course, he was guilty. I’d just caught him kissing another girl.


  “Fine,” Chase said, glaring at Ben and then back at me. “I’ll be over there. Don’t do anything stupid.”


  “Fine,” I said, before looking away from him and focusing on Ben.


  He looked back at me sheepishly.


  “Explain yourself,” I demanded, raising my eyebrows in expectation and thinking he’d better have a good reason for what had happened.


  “Em, I’m so sorry,” Ben said, trying to put his arms around me. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. I fucked up. I’m so sorry. She just kissed me out of nowhere. We were talking, and then she kissed me, and that’s when you walked up. Please, you have to believe me. It’s the truth.”


  I gritted my teeth for a minute then felt my whole body sink before I started crying. It was like every emotion that had fueled my anger suddenly converted over to complete despair. Every negative thing I’d thought about Ben came flooding back to me, trumping all of the things I loved about him, and I made a snap decision.


  “I can’t do this, Ben,” I said, through my tears. Ben reacted to my emotional state by trying to hug me, but I pulled away. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this anymore.”


  “What do you mean?” Ben asked, fear flooding his face as the realization hit him.


  “I can’t be with you. I can’t deal with you kissing some other girl and all the other crap on top of it.”


  “What other crap?” Ben asked in shock. “What are you talking about? Em, that kiss didn’t mean anything. Please, don’t do this. I love you. Please don’t end this. Please.”


  Ben was begging. I could tell breaking up was the last thing he wanted or expected, but in that moment, I was truly done.


  “I’m sorry, Ben,” I said, through my tears. “I love you, but I just can’t do this. I’m done.”


  That time, I knew exactly what being ‘done’ meant. I was breaking up with Ben. I watched his face crumble before I turned away. I wanted to make a dramatic exit, but in order to leave I had to find Rachel, hoping she could take me home before she left to hang out with her new boyfriend. She was presumably still inside dealing with Ashleigh, so I shot her a text and marched through the house and out into the front yard. As soon as I hit the porch, I heard footsteps behind me.


  “Ben, don’t,” I said, not even turning around. I didn’t want to look at him. I needed to get away from him.


  “It’s not Ben,” Chase said, startling me for the second time that night. He came around to face me. He didn’t look angry anymore. He looked concerned.


  Not knowing what I was doing, I threw my arms around my brother’s neck, startling him in the process, and started crying again. Chase’s arms tentatively came up around my back as he tried to comfort me. He didn’t say anything for a few minutes. He just let me cry.


  Then without questioning the odd exchange that was so out of character for us, he just said, “Come on, I’ll take you home.”


  Had I been more coherent in the moment, I probably would have noticed him take out his phone and text Rachel, and I probably would have questioned why her number was programmed in his phone, but I was so consumed by my own personal drama that it didn’t register with me until much later.


  


  Chapter Eight


  With a heavy heart, I thought about Ben as I held the top I’d worn the night before, and looked out my bedroom window in the direction of his house. I felt awful for hurting him, but I knew breaking up was the right thing to do. A part of me regretted it, as I realized I was single for the first time since I was seventeen, but another part of me was kind of relieved.


  I felt so bad about what he’d done to me. How could he seriously let Ashleigh kiss him? Was he that stupid? After I’d just gone off on him for letting her flirt with him, what was he doing even talking to her? He was an idiot. I angrily stuffed the soiled clothes into my suitcase, not wanting to think about them, or the night before, any longer.


  “What are you doing?” came a voice from the doorway, pulling me back to the present.


  I turned to see Keely standing there with her suitcase, giving me an odd look.


  “I’m packing,” I said, looking down, so she couldn’t see my face.


  “I’m sorry about Ben. That sucks what he did, although props to you for being so kick-ass.”


  I had to laugh, even though I wasn’t feeling very kick-ass at the moment with a swollen right hand and bruises on my arms from where Chase had held onto me, I liked hearing her refer to me as kick-ass. It was a bright spot on a really shitty morning.


  “Keels, I feel really bad,” I said, looking up at her.


  She was flipping through the latest issue of Rolling Stone that Rachel had left on my dresser when she’d come over the day before.


  “You should,” she said matter-of-factly. “It was stupid to break up with Ben. He’s like the best guy, so effing hot, and you guys have been together forever. You know he didn’t really do anything wrong. Ashleigh totally surprise-attacked him. Barrett and Lauren saw the whole thing, and he was in pretty bad shape after you left.”


  My stomach dropped. Poor Ben. I’d really hurt him.


  “He’s just going to sleep with her now that he’s not with you,” Keely said, turning my stomach at the idea of Ben and Ashleigh together.


  “Shut up, Keely,” I said, irritated that she’d even say that. “I need to call him.”


  The urge hit me out of the blue. I was suddenly searching for my phone. I needed to be sure he was okay. Maybe he was. Maybe after getting a good night’s sleep, he’d realized breaking up was for the best.


  “You don’t have to,” Keely said, not looking up from the magazine. “He’s outside.”


  “He is?” I asked, as my stomach twisted into knots.


  “Yeah, he looks all sad and dejected – it’s sort of pathetic.”


  Or, maybe Ben didn’t realize breaking up was best. Maybe after sleeping on it, he thought I’d acted out of emotion, and he wanted to try to win me back.


  “Oh, man,” I muttered, as I got to my feet, ignoring my sister’s barb.


  I wasn’t sure I could face Ben. Talking on the phone was one thing, but being face to face, I wasn’t sure I’d have the willpower to not take him back if he asked, and it sounded like that’s what he wanted.


  “Hey,” I said softly, stepping out onto the porch and closing the door behind me. Ben was facing away from the door, but he turned around in a hurry when he heard my voice. He looked like hell. I would venture to guess he hadn’t slept at all.


  “Hey,” he said, taking a step toward me.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, already knowing the answer to my question.


  He shook his head. “My girlfriend, who I love so much, broke up with me out of the blue last night, because she thinks I hooked up with someone else. How do you think I feel,” he said dryly.


  “Did you hook up with her?” I asked, a little more harshly than I’d intended.


  “No,” he said firmly. “I didn’t hook up with Ashleigh. I would never do that! We were talking, and she just stopped in mid-sentence and kissed me. I never saw it coming.”


  I folded my arms across my chest. “Ben, were you that drunk or just that stupid that you didn’t notice she was flirting with you?” I asked, not believing that he hadn’t known what was happening.


  He shook his head, his eyes going wide. “No way. I didn’t see it.”


  Okay, so my boyfriend was obviously not known for his attention to detail, but this was ridiculous. Ashleigh had been all over him.


  “Em, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I was up all last night. I couldn’t sleep. All I could think about was that I’d fucked up. I was so pissed at myself. I’m so stupid, and now I’ve lost you.”


  He pounded the railing, making me wince. I stepped forward and put my hand on his forearm, causing him to stop raging and look at me.


  “Em, this is crazy. We’ve been together for five years. We’ve talked about getting married. You have to know that I would never do anything to jeopardize our relationship. You’re too important to me. Please don’t do this to us.”


  I looked up into the face I knew so well, taking in his sad eyes and defeated expression. It felt horrible to be the one who was making him feel that way. I reached up and put my hand on his cheek, cradling it as he closed his eyes. When he opened them, they burned with intensity.


  “Emily, I want to marry you. You’re the person I see myself spending the rest of my life with. I want you to be the mother of my children. Please don’t end this. I love you.”


  Oh, my God. My heart was literally breaking as he said those words to me, and I couldn’t help crying.


  “Why are you crying?” he asked, taking me in his arms and holding me against his chest, his hand rubbing up and down my back.


  I inhaled his familiar scent and wrapped my arms around his waist, holding myself against him.


  “Please take me back, Emily. I’ll never talk to Ashleigh again if that will make things right between us. You are so much more important to me than she’ll ever be. Please.”


  I nodded once, against his chest, powerless to deny him what he was begging me for.


  “Did you just nod?” he asked in shock, his heart rate increasing beneath my cheek.


  “Yeah, I did,” I said, not sure I was making the right decision but figured I was going to be five hours away from him for the rest of the summer, so what would it matter if we were together or not. I could use our time apart to really consider what I wanted, which was what I had originally intended to do, so I could make an informed decision at the end of the summer. Either way, in that moment, with him right there, letting him go was something I couldn’t do.


  Ben squeezed me so tight I thought I might stop breathing. “I love you so much, Em,” he said. “Thank you. I swear I’ll never talk to Ashleigh again.”


  I smiled. It was a vow he should have made years ago, but at least he was finally realizing it.


  “Ben, you don’t have to do that,” I said, acting like it wasn’t a necessary gesture, when in reality, I wanted nothing else than for him to dismiss her from his life completely.


  “No, I will,” he said, nodding earnestly.


  I laughed at his enthusiasm. “Okay, whatever you want.”


  “I just want you,” he said, as he leaned down to kiss me. I kissed him back, realizing how much I did like kissing him.


  When Ben pulled away, he was smiling. He leaned back against the porch railing, and I leaned against him, resting my head on his chest. I let him hold me until I had go, knowing it was what he needed, but truthfully, in that moment, I needed it too.


  “I have to go,” I said, looking up at him, knowing we needed to leave if wanted to get to the beach by the time we’d told my Mom we’d be there. She’d have a conniption if we were late.


  “I know,” he said softly, leaning down to kiss me. “I miss you already.”


  “Me too,” I said, knowing I wasn’t lying. I really would miss him.


  He kissed me once more before I headed back inside.


  “I’m almost ready,” I told Keely, as I walked back into my room, looking around to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything.


  “Whatever,” Keely said again, stretching her legs out in front of her. “I’m in no hurry to start my summer from hell. Did you guys make up?”


  “Yeah, we did.”


  “Yea,” she said sarcastically, pumping her fist in the air. “Nothing but first-class drama around here.”


  I shot her an annoyed look, but she didn’t see it.


  “Okay, I think I’m ready,” I said, standing up and grabbing my keys.


  “Good, ‘cause Chase just got home,” Keely said, peering out the window.


  Leaving the house, Keely followed me out the front door, wheeling her suitcase behind her while Chase went inside to get his bags. We solemnly piled into my SUV, Keely sighing audibly every few seconds. She looked miserable as she sat in the front seat next to me. I really hoped she’d snap out of it. She was the only person I’d have to hang out with all summer, and if she was going to be pouting, then I wasn’t about to be around her. In an effort to snap her back into her usual bubbly, fun self, I put on Katy Perry and smiled when all it took was one song for her to start tapping her foot while we waited for Chase who seemed to be taking forever and a day to get his bags.


  I laid on the horn, but it was a few more minutes before he came back outside. Walking past my open window without a word, he banged once on the back hatch, indicating that I should open it. It seemed our brother/sister bonding from the night before had ended at the stroke of midnight.


  “What the fuck is this crap,” he said, as he slid into the car behind Keely.


  “Katy Perry,” Keely said, turning around to face him.


  “Well, it sucks.”


  “It does not,” Keely retorted, as I backed out of the driveway.


  I could sense a fight coming on, so I looked into the rearview mirror to try and catch Chase’s eye. He was older, he should know better. He looked up at me for a second, his hooded eyes barely registering the look I gave him, but I knew he understood, because he leaned back and shut up.


  “You’re high,” I said simply, as I navigated out of our neighborhood.


  “Yup.”


  “That’s what you were doing just now, wasn’t it? You were smoking,” I accused, glaring at him, pissed that he’d held us up to so he could get high.


  “I knew you wouldn’t let me smoke in your car, so I didn’t have a choice,” he said, shrugging.


  Well, he was right.


  Next to me, Keely turned around to get a better look at Chase. “Wow, you really are high,” she said, taking in his vacant expression.


  “Chase, it’s 10 am,” I said, taking a different approach and knowing I sounded like our mother. Well, not really since she had no idea that her son was baked half the time.


  “So,” was all he said.


  So, I let it drop. I thought he was an idiot, but if he wanted to ruin his life, that was his problem. After he’d helped me the night before I decided I was going to make a concerted effort to not rag on him as much. He had saved me from embarrassing myself further or getting hurt, plus he’d helped me home. I had to be at least nice to him for that, even if I couldn’t understand his recreational habits.


  When the Katy Perry song ended, I let Chase pick the next song, telling them we’d alternate music, so everyone would be happy.


  “Pick whatever you want,” he said, sliding his ear buds in and closing his eyes, tuning me and the car ride out altogether.


  Just knowing he’d hate it, I put on Carrie Underwood. Keely was a fan, and I liked some of her songs. Hearing her singing about breaking up with someone, I was conflicted again. I wondered if I’d made a mistake in getting back together with Ben.


  I stole a glance at my brother in the rearview mirror and stared at him for a few seconds. He looked up and caught my eye. For a moment, it was like there was something unspoken between us, but I wasn’t sure what it was. We’d drifted so far apart over the years that it was hard to remember a time when we’d been friends or at least friendly.


  Part of me wanted to continue to hate him like I always had because it felt natural, but another part of me suddenly wanted to see if maybe our relationship could change. Obviously, there were a lot of things we’d have to adjust about how we treated each other, but could we actually be friends? Had last night possibly bridged some sort of a gap? He’d been nice to me – a protective older brother, just like he’d been to Keely. Was it just a fleeting moment of brotherly obligation that had caused him to react the way he did, or did he actually care about me? I was willing to give it a chance and see if maybe, by sheer proximity, we could work out our differences over the summer.


  That idea lasted exactly thirty minutes before Chase took out his ear buds and started to smirk and roll his eyes as Keely and I gossiped about people we knew and talked about clothes and shoes. At that point, I figured our relationship was too probably far gone and returned to hating him. At least it was a familiar feeling.


  Our trip was most peaceful when he fell asleep for two hours. I was almost tempted not to wake him when we stopped at McDonald’s for lunch but felt guilty, so I threw pen at his head to jar him awake. He jumped, startled, and I couldn’t help smirking.


  After giving us his order, Keely and I went into the restaurant while Chase lingered by the car, saying he needed to make a phone call.


  “Who’s he calling?” Keely asked, pulling her curls into a messy pile on top of her head as we waited in line.


  I shrugged. “Who knows? Probably his boyfriend, Davis,” I said, feeling instantly bad for calling my brother gay, because for all I knew, he was gay. I’d never seen him with a girl, so who knew, but if he was gay, I hoped he’d have better taste than his obnoxious best friend.


  Keely just giggled.


  Chase didn’t come inside until after we were already seated with our food. When he joined us, it was apparent that he hadn’t just been on the phone.


  “How many times a day do you actually smoke?” I asked sarcastically, as I took a bite of my cheeseburger.


  He shrugged, sticking five French fries into his mouth at once. “Four or five,” he said, around his mouthful of food.


  “You are such a dumbass,” I said, shaking my head and taking a sip of my Diet Coke.


  Chase smiled widely at me. “And you are a stuck-up, superficial bitch,” he said in an acidly sweet voice, before returning to his food.


  My eyes went wide, and I literally thought about hitting him. If we hadn’t been in a very public place, I might have taken a swing at him. Instead I glared at him and gritted my teeth, which wasn’t very effective since he wasn’t even looking at me. Again, I was letting him push my buttons, and that just infuriated me more.


  I was never happier when we finally arrived at the two story house on the beach that my parents had rented, and I could get out of the car and away from Chase.


  Our Mom, hearing us pull up, came outside with a big smile on her face. “You’re here!” she cried, embracing Chase who had climbed out of the car first. He hugged her back, showing that he was, of course, the model son.


  I glared at his back as he moved past her into the house, lugging his duffel bags with him.


  After hugging us, my mom walked Keely and me inside, talking a mile a minute about all the fun things there were to do on the island. Keely mumbled something about calling Barrett and disappeared upstairs. I was left in the living room with my Mom who immediately asked if I wanted some iced tea. Being the good child, and not faking it like Chase or ducking out like Keely, I said yes and settled in at the kitchen table while she busied herself with pouring two glasses for us.


  For the next hour, she talked, and I listened and watched the beach outside. I was itching to change into my new pink bikini and join Keely who had already set up a beach chair ten feet from the water and was turning browner as my mother rambled on and on. When the phone rang, interrupting her, I used that as my excuse to leave the table, motioning to her where I was going. She smiled and nodded vigorously a few times.


  “Emily,” she said, as I started out of the room.


  “Yeah Mom,” I said, pausing in the doorway and turning around to look at her again. She had her hand over the receiver.


  “See if Chase wants to go down to the beach with you.”


  “Sure Mom,” I said, through gritted teeth, causing her to smile.


  Okay, fine, so I would invite Chase. What could it hurt? He’d probably say no anyway. I would be the good daughter, as always, and do what was asked of me. Sighing, I headed out to the front hall to pick up my suitcase and went upstairs in search of the room that would be mine for the next two months.


  Noticing the explosion of Keely’s clothes on the bed, I saw she had claimed the first room on the right that overlooked the front yard. The first room on the left, I assumed was Chase’s, as the door was closed and the industrial rock music he loved so much could be heard coming from inside. That left me the last bedroom on the left. Thankfully the upstairs bathroom separated my room from Chase’s, so it helped to muffle the sound a bit.


  The room itself was small but very quaint. It was decorated in typical beach fashion with white-washed furniture and little accents that would only look appropriate in a house near the ocean. On the dresser there was a vase full of sea grass and over it, a framed landscape of the beach. On the nightstand was the quintessential sea shell lamp, although this one was more tasteful with the base being made out of sand and the sea shells appearing to be imprinted into it. The color scheme was grass green and white, and the comforter on the bed was all white with green sheets and accent pillows. Under the window that overlooked the beach was a white wicker trunk that I gingerly placed my suitcase on, so I wouldn’t hurt the paint. I was almost afraid to sit on the bed for fear of getting the comforter dirty, but then decided what the hell and fell back onto the middle of it.


  Over my head the ceiling fan whirled around and around at a slow, hypnotic pace. I watched it for a few moments, lost in thought before remembering why I was upstairs in the first place and got up to change into my suit so I could get some sun before it set.


  On my way downstairs, I remembered what my mother had asked and paused outside Chase’s door, listening for a few seconds. The music was either turned down or off, because I could no longer hear it. All I heard was a sound I never heard – Chase laughing.


  He was genuinely laughing, and not in the sarcastic way he usually did, but a real honest to goodness laugh that said he was actually happy about something. I was shocked. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Chase happy about anything. Okay, well, maybe I had, but it usually involved sarcasm and mocking. This was different.


  I knocked lightly on the door and waited for him to open it, knowing he would have a snarky comment for me when he heard what I was going to ask him. On the other side of the door, I could hear him say ‘hold on’ to whomever he was talking to.


  “Yes,” he said, as the door opened to reveal him wearing nothing but a pair of jeans, his tattoo of a green Celtic cross, prominent on his rib cage. His hair looked disheveled, as if he’d been lying down, but his cheeks looked flushed, like he’d been grinning and laughing for a few minutes. He still had his phone to his ear.


  “Who are you talking to?” I asked, not able to hold back what I really wanted to know. I was curious about who was sparking this uncharacteristic emotion in him.


  “No one,” he said curtly, as he told the person to hold on and muted his cell phone.


  “Fine, whatever. I just wanted to see if you wanted to come to the beach. Keely’s there and I’m heading down now.” I tried to sound as disinterested as possible, like his going or not wouldn’t faze me in the least.


  “What’s this?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Princess Emily asking her druggie brother to hang out with her? Am I hearing this correctly? Is this my reward for rescuing you last night?” He looked at me with an expression just past mocking. “Because if it is, I’m not interested.”


  “Fine, Chase, be like that. I thanked you for helping me last night, but if I knew you were going to hold if over my head forever, I would have told you to fuck off.”


  “Wow, twice in two days,” he said, in reference to my use of the f-word.


  “Fuck you,” I said, cocking my head to the side and raising my eyebrows. “There, that’s three – a new record. Now, if you don’t want to come down to the beach, then don’t. I was just trying to be nice,” I said, turning to walk away. I had no patience for him when he was like this.


  “Of course you were,” he called after me. “You’re just the nicest person I know.”


  I felt my nostrils flare as I walked away from him, his comment driving into my very core. He didn’t buy it, and after the way I’d acted toward him for most our adult lives, he didn’t believe I was nice. Well, good. I was sick of being nice anyway. Hauling off and hitting Ashleigh had been stupid, and I had a sore hand to prove it, but it had been totally worth it. It had felt good to not just stand by and let her get away with the crap she usually got away with. Maybe I needed a new outlook on life. Maybe I needed to stop being so nice.


  Rachel got away with being a bitch. Chase could be an asshole to whomever he chose. Ashleigh got to hit on my boyfriend, and before last night I’d never said a word to her about it. I’d just laughed. Ha, ha. Well, I wasn’t laughing now.


  Nice. The word sounded like nails on a chalkboard to me. I was over being nice. What did I gain from it? Not much. I got walked on a lot of the time. Much more was expected of me. Half the time, I justified that being nice was better in the long run, but it usually made me feel like crap in the short term. Blah. Being nice sucked. I wanted to be bad for once in my life. I just wasn’t sure how to even go about doing that.


  I dropped into the chair next to Keely and stared out toward the ocean, contemplating something that would be bad enough that it would break my stigma of ‘nice girl’. No one knew me in the small beach town that would be my home for the next two months. I could be whomever I wanted. Maybe I would be bad.


  “Hey,” Keely said, cheerfully, taking out her ear buds and sticking them in her beach bag. “Took you long enough. You got suckered into talking to Mom, didn’t you?”


  I shot her a glare, something I only every used on Chase.


  “Whoa,” she said, taken aback by the aggression on my face. “Are you okay?”


  “No,” I said, sighing and leaning my head back against the chair. “I’m not.”


  And I really wasn’t. It was like all the good energy I’d gained from my morning make-up session with Ben had dissipated, and I was just angry again.


  


  Chapter Nine


  For the next week I considered myself somewhat of a recluse. It wasn’t like I holed up inside the house or anything. I definitely experienced all that the beach had to offer, but it was more like I’d retreated inside myself. I had my iPod on most of the time, thumbing through my entire collection of songs to find ones that fit my melancholy mood. It made for good therapy and made it easy to not have to engage in an actual conversation with anyone.


  Ben called me every night, and by the following weekend, he was getting under my skin again. I was like every emotion I’d been feeling when I’d thought I lost him was slowly slipping away. All the irritating things he did were now at the forefront and were staring me in the face, mocking me, asking me why I’d been so eager to take him back.


  He kept telling me how much he missed me, how it wasn’t as fun without me around and insisted on rehashing every party he went to, so I wouldn’t miss out on anything. It got to be that every word he said grated on my nerves. He commented once on how quiet I was being, but instead of telling him the truth, I’d just told him it was because I missed him.


  I was a big, fat liar and a chicken-shit.


  I talked to Rachel a few times, but she was just as moody as I was. She said she was missing Michael and was sad that she wouldn’t see him for weeks. They talked regularly, but it wasn’t the same. I half-jokingly offered up Ben as a substitute, which had only earned me a half-hearted ‘ha, ha’ in return.


  I looked for something that I could do to break out of my funk, but I couldn’t think of anything. Then I realized that, ironically, just being in a bad mood had turned the heads of the people I knew best, and that sort of made me smile.


  My mother was the first to bring it up, asking me why I was ‘angry, sullen, and moody’ all of a sudden. She asked me this direct question after I slunk down to the breakfast table on our fifth day at the beach, and I didn’t offer my usual cheery ‘good morning’. In fact, I’d been pretty silent ever since that first day, but she hadn’t said anything, most likely chalking it up to me missing Ben. When my bad mood went on for five days, she got suspicious. Sullen was not something I was known for, so when I refused to smile or engage in conversation with her and Keely, I was pulled aside and asked what was wrong.


  My response? “Nothing.”


  To which my mother crossed her arms, gave me a knowing look and said, “Emily, don’t give me that. Something’s wrong. I can tell.”


  Well, duh.


  “Is it something with Ben? Did you get in a fight? Is it Rachel?” she probed.


  I sighed, long and deep, and looked out the kitchen window at the people jogging and walking their dogs on the beach.


  “No Mom. It’s not anything with Ben. We’re fine. Rachel’s fine too.”


  “Then what is it?” she asked, putting her hand on my shoulder.


  I shrugged it off. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”


  She gave me a stern, motherly look. “It’s not nothing. Are you on drugs?”


  I almost laughed out loud at that question, but I knew it would only make her more suspicious. She’d probably think I really was on drugs if I laughed at her. I just rolled my eyes instead. It was ridiculous that because I was in a bad mood, she automatically assumed that I was ingesting illegal substances, but Chase walked around the house stoned most of the time, and she never even realized it.


  “Mother, I am definitely not on drugs,” I said firmly, as I crossed my arms over my chest, matching her stance. “I can’t believe you would accuse me of that!”


  “Okay, honey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to assume. I’m just concerned about you. You seem upset about something. You’re not pregnant are you?”


  I let my head fall to the table, banging it lightly against the wood for a few beats. “No, I’m not pregnant,” I said, lifting my head slowly. “I’m fine.”


  “No, honey, you’re not, but I understand if you don’t want to tell me. Just know that I’m here if you want to talk, okay?”


  “I know,” I said, thinking that even if I did tell her she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. What was I supposed to say? ‘So, Mom, I’m pretty miserable about everything right now, so I’m thinking of shaking things up a bit – maybe dropping out of Gamma Pi, breaking up with my boyfriend, who you adore, and moving to New York after graduation. Oh, and by the way I didn’t tell you about the fight I got into over Ben and our subsequent twelve hour break-up, followed by a tearful conversation in which he begged me back only to realize days later that I might have made the wrong choice. What do you think?’


  No, that wouldn’t work. She’d just try to talk to me about how amazing Ben was and how I should marry him, and how she would just hate it if two of her kids lived so far away. She would be supportive, but in the wrong way. Then she’d probably also tell me I was twenty-one and way past the age at which I could get away with being a sullen teenager. She’d tell me to grow up, and I didn’t want to hear it. I already knew I was being immature and petulant. I didn’t need to be reminded of it.


  Of course as an actual teenager, I’d never gone through a rebellious phase. I’d been too focused and determined to waste my time rebelling against my parents. In hindsight, maybe if I’d acted out when I was sixteen like most normal kids, it would have been more accepted. Now I’m sure it just seemed grossly overdue and a little late in the game to be effective.


  “Okay,” she said, looking directly at me as I continued to look away. A tall, lanky guy with a golden retriever caught my eye, and I focused on him until he disappeared from my view. It was only then that I turned back to face my mother.


  “Can I go?” I asked, staring into her overly concerned face. She was making me feel guilty for being upset, and I hated that.


  She nodded.


  With that I got up, turned on my heel and walked away. A part of me felt bad for treating my mother like I was, but I had too much anger boiling inside of me to let my actions toward her affect me. I pushed aside my guilt and walked back upstairs.


  Chase was allowed to sulk all the time. Keely was known for being the family brat. But, me, as the ‘nice one’, I was expected to be sunshine and flowers day in and day out. It just wasn’t fair. Even my own mother couldn’t accept the fact that I wasn’t smiling. That thought just made me angrier as I shoved the essentials into my beach bag and headed out, letting the screen door slam behind me. Randy barked at me as I went, no doubt wondering why I hadn’t stopped to give him some love, but I just didn’t have much patience in that moment, even for him.


  Chase was standing off to the side of the house where he knew our mother couldn’t see him, smoking a cigarette. I started to walk past and ignore him, but decided against it, wheeling around so I was face-to-face with him.


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Why what?” He looked just shy of annoyed that I’d stopped to chat. He took a drag off his cigarette and stared at me expectantly.


  “Why do you get away with all sorts of shit, and I’m lectured about not smiling for one goddamn day?” He shrugged. “Seriously Chase, I’m sick of it. Why do I have to be the good one all the time?”


  Pushing himself off the house and standing upright, he looked down at me from his full height, “You don’t,” he said, as if it were that simple.


  “Yes, I do. It’s the way it’s always been. It’s what they expect!” I gestured back toward the house.


  He laughed a sort of non-humorous laugh and looked over my shoulder at something. “Who expects that?”


  I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Mom and Dad, Ben, my friends, everyone!”


  “You’re ridiculous,” was all he said.


  I glared at him. “I’m not ridiculous!” I knew it wasn’t the best retort, but my brain was so muddled that I had trouble thinking about anything else. “It’s true. They all expect me to be so perfect. It sucks!”


  “If you’re so tired of being good, then don’t do it anymore,” he said, looking at me like was a moron for not figuring it out on my own. “You’re a fucking adult. If you don’t want to do something, don’t do it.”


  I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.


  “What?” he asked, stubbing his cigarette out against the house and tossing it in the sand. With one swift motion, it was buried where no one could see it. Then he popped a piece of gum in his mouth to hide to odor of his bad habit.


  “I can’t just be bad. I’ve never been bad in my life.”


  “You drink,” he said.


  “Yeah, so what. That’s nothing. Do you know how many times I’ve been drunk in my life? I’ll tell you. Three! That’s it. Three freaking times, and it wasn’t even that fun. I’m not a good drunk – case and point, the other night!”


  Chase nodded, knowingly.


  “I’ve never smoked – a cigarette or otherwise,” I continued. “I have never done anything dangerous or reckless, and I’m nice to everyone, including Ashleigh Ballast who seems intent on sleeping with my boyfriend!”


  Chase raised his eyebrows.


  “Okay, well, I guess you can’t say that I’m nice to her anymore, but I put up with her shit for a long time. She deserved to get hit.” I was on a roll and was getting out of breath from ranting.


  “She’s a bitch,” was all he said, and I took it to mean he agreed with me.


  “Anyway, my point is that I am always on guard. I never have any real fun! I’m never reckless. I’m rigid,” I said, making a face as I echoed what he’d said about me. I waited for him to say ‘I told you so’, but he didn’t, so I continued my rant. “I liked being out of control the other night. It felt good. I want to do it again, but without the physical violence, obviously.”


  He held out his pack of cigarettes, offering one to me.


  I shook my head violently. “No, thank you,” I said, and then clamped by hand over my mouth. It was like I couldn’t be anything but polite.


  Chase just laughed at me. “You so need to loosen up.”


  “Yes, I do,” I said firmly, crossing my arms over my chest.


  “Fine, well, there’s a bonfire tonight down by the jetty. I’m going with some people I met if you want to come.”


  “Will there be beer?” I asked him.


  Chase looked at me skeptically. “Um, yeah. There will be beer.”


  “Good. I’m getting wasted tonight.”


  “Are you going to be able to handle yourself?” he asked, with good reason.


  “Yes,” I said definitively, knowing there wouldn’t be anyone at the party I’d want to lash out at, so I’d be good. “I’ll be fine.”


  “Alright then,” he said, smiling slightly at my stated goal.


  My brother was smiling at me and not in a mocking way. He was smiling at me in a more endearing way. It was so strange.


  “I will see you later,” I said sharply, turning away from him and walking toward the beach, half-shocked that I’d just had the most civil conversation I’d had with my brother in seven years and also made plans to hang out with him. What was happening? Who was this girl who’d taken over my brain? I wasn’t sure, but I kind of liked her. She had moxie.


  


  Chapter Ten


  Later that night, I stood in front of the mirror in my bedroom appraising my outfit. I was going to hang out with my brother and people he’d met. This would not be the usual fraternity and sorority crowd I was used to. I nervously smoothed my straight, shoulder-length hair, wondering what I was getting myself into. Instead of slipping into the flowered sundress I initially picked out, I opted for jeans, a white boyfriend tank top, and flip flops, hoping I looked just a little bad-ass.


  I dug out some funky jewelry and spent twenty minutes copying the instructions in Glamour on how to create smoky eyes. For good measure, I added some sheer lip gloss. A look in the mirror told me I looked much different than usual but not really bad-ass. I looked more like Kristin Bell playing a bad girl in a movie. Oh well, not much I could do about that.


  At eight, I nervously knocked on Chase’s bedroom door.


  “Enter,” he called out, so I did. He was just shutting the window as I walked in. From the look, and smell of things, he’d been smoking.


  Seeing my face, he methodically produced a bottle of Febreeze and sprayed it around the room. My brother was nothing if not an expert in disguising what he did.


  He shot me a lazy smile. “You ready to get wasted,” he said, and I could tell he was mocking me.


  “Screw you,” I said, bringing us back to the reality of our relationship.


  “Ah, see, you really are a bitch at heart,” he said, as he checked his reflection in the mirror, arranging a few of his carefully placed spikes to look more natural. I had trouble countering his comment, as his assessment of me was sort of what I’d been aiming for as of late.


  “You want a shot?” Chase asked, gesturing to the bottles of vodka, whiskey and tequila lined up on his dresser. It looked like he’d already had a shot or two that night.


  I shook my head. “No thanks. I think I’ll stick with beer.”


  Chase rolled his eyes as he poured some whiskey into the shot glass and threw it back without a second thought. I shivered involuntarily just watching him. He gave me a look that told me how juvenile he thought I was being. I just wasn’t a big drinker, and I’d never tried anything stronger than beer.


  I watched him mess with his hair for a few more seconds before he finally turned to me with a look that said he was ready to go. I appraised my brother’s overall look as he walked toward me, noticing for the millionth time how very different we were. Chase had the bad boy look down pat. He had on torn and faded jeans, a dark gray Diesel t-shirt with some obscure design on the front and black Converse sneakers. His dark hair and dark, thick lashes complimented his olive skin, and his eyebrow ring glinted in the light from the lamp on the dresser. On his left wrist was a black leather cuff with flat silver studs, and he had a plain silver ring on this thumb. He looked like a bad-ass. I just looked like I was trying too hard.


  As Chase passed by me, I saw him again assess my look. He was probably thinking God knows what about me but didn’t say anything directly. I chose the brief look he shot me over picking his brain. I knew the kind of verbal sparing match we could get into over something trivial like a comment about my outfit and thought I should probably steer clear of picking fights with the guy who was giving me a ride to a place I was not familiar with. I planned on coming home later, so I would need him at the end of the night.


  Instead, I followed him silently downstairs, past Keely who was watching TV and waiting for some guy named Matt to pick her up. She’d met him on the beach the day before, and they were going out. I waved to her as we left, receiving a puzzled look in return as she took in who I was with. I just shrugged in response, figuring I could explain later.


  I continued to follow Chase thinking we’d be taking my car, but he walked right past it, down to the end of the driveway.


  “Where are we going?” I asked, hurrying to keep up with him.


  “To meet Molly,” he said, as if I knew who Molly was.


  “Who?”


  “Just this girl I met. She’s cool. We’re meeting her at her house.”


  “Okay,” I said, wondering if my brother was hooking up with this Molly chick.


  It turned out that Molly’s huge beach house was just down the road from ours. Molly herself was waiting on the vast porch when we walked up. As soon as she saw Chase, she got up from where she was sitting on the steps and came toward us, kissing my brother on both cheeks when she reached him.


  I tried not to stare, but it was hard. Molly was gorgeous in an unconventional, hypnotic sort of way. From far away, it looked like she had blond highlights, in her straight, shoulder-length hair, but when she got closer, I could see that the top half of her hair was platinum blonde whereas the underneath part was a deep purple. Her bangs were cut in a jagged sort of way that made her look edgy, her violet eyes were lined in thick black eye liner and her lips were stained a dark red. She had a ring on the right side of her lower lip and a small diamond stud on the left side of her nose that sparkled in the overhead light from the street lamp. She was wearing a mid-drift bearing black tank top, a plaid pleated miniskirt and platform black boots that laced up to her knees. She’d pretty much achieved the look I’d been going for but never would have been able to pull off.


  “Took you fucking long enough. Everyone else already left,” Molly said to Chase in a surprisingly British accent. The she directed her attention to me. “Hi! I’m Molly.”


  She extended her hand to shake mine which felt incredibly formal for the way she was dressed.


  I took it hesitantly and ended up giving her a weak finger shake. “I’m Emily.”


  “Ah, the elusive Emily,” she said, and I didn’t know what to think, but I didn’t have time to ask either, because she turned her attention back to Chase. “I’m not fucking kidding. I’ve been waiting for like twenty minutes. I’m almost completely out of cigarettes. I’ve been chain-smoking like a fucking fiend.”


  “Sorry,” Chase said, “I had to do something before we left.”


  “I can see that, and apparently you’ve forgotten your manners.”


  I wasn’t really sure what they were talking about, so I just stayed quiet and watched, pretty convinced that if my brother wasn’t sleeping with this girl, he was going to. She was just his type, or what I had always imagined his type to be, and they definitely seemed to be flirting with each other, even if it wasn’t the kind of flirting I was used to.


  “Ah, but I’m not,” he said, producing something from his pocket that I couldn’t see. “For you.”


  Molly’s eyes lit up when she saw it. I watched her take it from his hand. Then he handed her a lighter, and I knew what she’d gotten so excited about. She stood there for a moment, the joint between her lips, and I watched her expertly light it, take a long, full drag, hold her breath and exhale all at once, before smiling and passing the joint to Chase. He took a drag and passed it back to her.


  “You really have forgotten your manners, Chase. Emily didn’t get any.”


  “Emily doesn’t smoke,” Chase said, at the same time I said, “Oh, thanks, but I’m good.”


  I’d wanted to save face and not look like a total loser in front of this girl, but Chase had just ruined that for me.


  “Oh, that’s cool,” she said, taking the joint from him. “More for us.”


  They started walking then, so I sort of fell into step behind them, wondering again what I was getting myself into. A few blocks later, we turned left down a path that cut through a grouping of pine trees. Not a big fan of nature, I wondered how long I’d have to rough it when suddenly the trees cleared and the beach was upon us. About fifty yards away was group of about thirty people scattered around a large, blazing bonfire.


  Realizing how hard it was to walk in the sand in flip flops, I quickly took off my shoes and ran a few steps to catch up with Chase and Molly who, despite their inebriated statuses, were surprisingly fast walkers. Molly’s boots never slowed her down one step.


  As soon as we made it to the bonfire, Molly took off toward a group of people she knew, waving wildly in response to their shouts at her. I noticed the same tall, lanky guy I’d seen on the beach, give her a hug. Then I was left alone with my brother who was surveying the area, no doubt looking for the keg.


  He spotted it on the other side of the bonfire and started walking, not bothering to check that I was still behind him. In fact, he hadn’t said a word to me since we’d met up with Molly. I scrambled to catch up to him, not wanting to be left alone at a party that was quite obviously not my scene. Chase silently filled a cup of beer and handed it to me before filling one of his own.


  “So what’s up with Molly?” I asked, trying to engage him in some kind of conversation.


  He turned around to face me, a serious look on his face. “She’s a friend,” he said, not going into any more detail than that.


  “Are you sleeping with her?”


  “No.”


  “Are you going to sleep with her?”


  “No.”


  “Do you like her?”


  Chase put his hand up, looking exasperated. “Em, this isn’t Sex and the City, and I’m not one of your sorority sisters who has nothing better do than talk about who likes who and who’s hot and who’s a bitch. If you’re going to hang with me, you need to take it down a notch.”


  I stared at him, not knowing for sure what he meant, but I knew he was insulting me, just like he’d done in the car when the conversation had turned girly.


  “Take a drink,” he said. “Relax. Be quiet.”


  I glared at him, scrunching up my nose slightly, before I put the cup to my lips and proceeded to down the entire beer out of aggravation that he was treating me like I was an idiot. I would prove him wrong. I could hang with him and his friends.


  Or, maybe I couldn’t. In surveying the crowd, I saw that I was definitely in the minority. I had no piercings, no tattoos, my hair was a normal color, and I didn’t look like I’d just crawled out of a nightclub. I was definitely not with people who were like me.


  “Alright,” Chase said, taking my cup and handing me his full one. “Now do it again, and you might prove to me that you can actually hang.” He was taunting me, which just urged me to show him I could keep up.


  I stuck my tongue out at him, and tilted the cup back, spilling a little on my shirt as I did, but managed to get it all down. Staring at him, I raised my eyebrows and cocked my head to the side, as if to say, ‘see, I’m not as out of place as you think I am’ and ignored the fact that I was already starting to feel a little buzzed and definitely felt out of place.


  “See, I’m not so rigid,” I said, proudly. Chase just shook his head and smiled at me before walking away.


  At the end of two hours, I was drunk, a little wobbly and definitely not in my right mind, but I’d achieved my goal and had to say it felt good. Chase had disappeared, leaving me talking to two guys with multiple piercings who were engaged in a heated conversation about their motorcycles. Realizing that I hadn’t added anything to the conversation in about fifteen minutes, I decided to step away. They didn’t seem to notice.


  I half-stumbled, half-walked over to the bonfire, where a guy with a backwards baseball hat over his dark hair was playing the guitar. A few people had gathered around to watch. He was in the middle of Paint it Black, my all-time favorite Rolling Stones song, his fingers dancing along the strings at a rapid-fire pace, his head down, as he concentrated. I watched him, hypnotized by his movements, caught up in the song as my head buzzed along, feeling light and fuzzy as I mouthed the words he sung. I was enamored and couldn’t seem to look away.


  When the song ended, he stuck his pick in his mouth and looked up, surveying the crowd around him. His eyes stopped on me for a few moments, as he tried to place who I was and what I was doing there. I must have looked more awkward than I realized. I smiled to show my appreciation for his talent, and to show him I wasn’t strange, but he looked away before he could see it. I stared at him for a minute. He looked familiar to me, and I almost gasped out loud when I realized he was the guy I’d talked to for five seconds at the coffeehouse at home and obsessed about for the greater part of a night. I knew I’d recognize those eyes anywhere, but it didn’t seem like he recognized me.


  As he started playing Hotel California, I knew I needed to step away. If I’d thought this guy had been sexy when he spoke, it was completely game-over when he sung. I couldn’t hear his accent, but his voice rolled so smoothly over the words to the songs he played that it was hard not to get drawn in. If I wasn’t careful, in my inebriated state, I would do something I regretted. Distance definitely seemed best.


  I got up from the log I’d been sitting on and stepped away, looking around for Chase. He was talking with Molly off to the side of the fire. I didn’t want to interrupt them, especially if he was making his move, so instead I walked away from all the activity to a deserted part of the beach close to the water, falling fast on my butt as I tried to sit, realizing that I was really drunk. I wasn’t as out of it as I’d been the night I’d hit Ashleigh, but I was close.


  I’m not sure how long I sat and stared at the ocean, sipping my beer. After a while, I zoned out as I watched the waves roll in and out, in and out, the mix of classic rock songs emanating from the single guitar causing my head to move up and down slowly in time. It honestly could have been ten minutes or an hour before anyone came over to me, but in a rush of movement and sound, Molly plopped herself down next to me and handed me a new beer. Her skinny, white legs in her tall boots extended out in front of her, giving me a full view of the bright blue koi fish tattoo on her left thigh.


  “Alright Emily?” she asked, cocking her head to the side and assessing me.


  I nodded, and realized how sleepy I felt all of a sudden, my head feeling heavier than usual. I drew in a deep breath in an effort to wake up, and said, “Yeah, I’m good”.


  “Good, I’m glad. I know this isn’t really your scene.”


  I looked at her skeptically, honestly a little irritated by her assumptions about me so soon after meeting me. The alcohol gave me courage, so I said a little too curtly, “And why is that?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said quickly, catching my tone. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that Chase told me a bit about you.”


  I raised my eyebrows and simultaneously felt myself get hot at the idea of Chase mocking me, which he probably had.


  “Oh yeah? What exactly did Chase tell you?” I asked, a definite bite to my tone.


  She sucked in her breath and paused, pulling a cigarette out of the pack in her hand. I waited for her to continue, watching her light it, inhale and exhale, blowing smoke toward the ocean. She extended the pack to me in offering. I shook my head, but kept my eyes on her, waiting for her to continue what she was saying.


  She took another drag before saying anything. I couldn’t tell if she was stalling or just someone who didn’t take things too seriously and therefore didn’t think it was a big deal to make me wait on her.


  “He just said that you’re not like him. You don’t really do anything bad, ever, and you tend to look down on people who do – people like him. He said you’re in a sorority, you date a football player, and your friends are all just like you.”


  Taking this all in, I realized that none of it sounded that bad to me. When I thought about it, I knew that was a pretty accurate description of me, but when Molly said it, it sounded awful. I came across as an intolerant, shallow person who only surrounded herself with people like her. Letting this all sink in, I leaned my head back all the way and looked up at the stars above us. There were thousands of them that I could see. It looked as if the sky had been salted like a pretzel. I never saw stars like that at home.


  I tilted my head back up and noticed Molly was staring at me, slowly smoking her cigarette. “What do you think of me,” I asked her, realizing that I suddenly needed to hear the opinion of someone who didn’t know me at all.


  She thought for a moment. “Well, I don’t really know you, so I guess I don’t have an opinion.”


  I closed my eyes for a few seconds. “Okay, not good enough,” I said, shaking my head. “What is your initial impression of me, just in meeting me tonight?”


  She took a drag off her cigarette and thought for another moment.


  “That you seem like a really sweet girl who’s still trying to figure out who she wants to be in life.”


  I wanted to roll my eyes, but for some reason, Molly telling me I was sweet didn’t bother me so much. She’d gotten the other part right.


  “Yeah,” I said softly. “That’s pretty much it.” I could feel my face falling as I said it.


  “Hey,” she said, moving her cigarette to her right hand and putting her left arm around my shoulders. “Don’t feel bad about not knowing who you are. You’re only, what, eighteen?”


  I laughed a loud, barking laugh. It was a typical assumption. “I’m twenty-one,” I said. “Chase and I are twins.”


  “Oh, really,” was all Molly said, and I could tell she was surprised. “Well, you still have time to get your shit together. When I was your age, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life, so I took some time off to figure it out.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I traveled for a while, worked some different jobs. I actually ended up in L.A. where I live now. A mate of mine needed someone to mind the phones and make his appointments. He owns a small record label. I had experience in the industry, so he hired me to be his assistant.”


  “That’s cool,” I said, thinking how fun her job probably was. Rachel would kill to meet Molly with her connections.


  She just laughed. “It’s okay. He’s just getting started though, so the pay’s shit, and we only have two bands, but I do get to see a lot of live music for free.”


  I smiled. “Can I have one?” I asked her, gesturing to the pack of cigarettes that sat on the sand beside her.


  She looked down at them for a second, registering what I was asking.


  “Sure,” she said, pulling one from the pack. I watched as she lit it against her own cigarette and handed it to me.


  “How long have your worked in the music industry?” I asked, holding the cigarette between my fingers, watching it burn slowly, contemplating if I really wanted to smoke it. Messages I’d heard in health class and on TV about how smoking was bad resonated in my head.


  “About three years. My cousin asked me to manage his band a few years back, so I did. I’d just moved here after graduating from university and didn’t have anything else to do, so I figured, why not. I did that for about two years and when the band broke up, I traveled for a while before I decided to see if I could break into the industry for real. That’s when Adam hired me, and I’ve been working for him ever since.”


  “What’s the name of your label?”


  “Live Ammunition,” she said, and I just shook my head. I’d never heard of them. “Are you going to smoke that or stare at it?”


  I slowly brought the cigarette to my lips and sucked lightly on the end. I felt the smoke curl into my mouth, so I inhaled deeply and immediately pulled the cigarette away as I started violently coughing smoke out of my mouth. Molly reached over and hit me on the back a few times.


  “Have you never smoked a cigarette before?”


  I shook my head, still trying to catch my breath. As my lungs cleared, I wasn’t sure I liked the aftertaste. It sort of resembled an ashtray. I took another drag, hoping the taste would improve, and only coughed a little that time.


  She smiled. “I figured.”


  I got worried all of a sudden. “Am I doing it wrong?” I asked, thinking I was doing my best to mimic everyone I’d ever seen smoke a cigarette.


  She smiled again. “Nope, you’re not doing anything wrong. It just takes some getting used to.”


  I took another drag, feeling empowered all of a sudden that I was doing two bad things in one night. It was pretty liberating.


  “You’re going to sleep with my brother aren’t you,” I said to her, feeling fearless all of a sudden.


  “No,” she said, not at all surprised by my question. “I mean, not that I wouldn’t. He’s fucking hot, but he has a girlfriend who he’s pretty serious about. I wouldn’t want to intrude on that.”


  My eyebrows shot up into my hairline. “Chase has a girlfriend?”


  She nodded. “Yeah, you didn’t know?”


  I shook my head. “We’re not exactly close.”


  She nodded in understanding. “That’s too bad,” she said, getting up from where she was sitting. “He’s a pretty great guy. You might want to get to know him.”


  “Yeah,” I said, as I watched her dust the sand off the back of her skirt.


  “Alright, so I’m going to head back up, but we should hang out again.”


  I called out to her as she started to walk away. “Molly?”


  “Yeah,” she said, turning around to face me.


  “Would you mind if I had another cigarette?”


  She smiled. “Not at all, although, you should know that it’s a filthy habit.”


  I smiled at her out-of-character health warning. “I don’t think two will kill me,” I said, as I took the cigarette from her outstretched hand.


  “No, probably not,” she said, as she winked at me.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  I woke up the next day to my phone ringing loudly on my nightstand. My head was pounding, my mouth tasted like an ashtray, and it felt like I’d swallowed a bottle of sand. I realized I had a raging hangover, and I tried to remember just how many beers I’d consumed, but I couldn’t recall. All I remembered was bumming cigarettes from Molly and letting Chase continue to fill up my cup late into the night and then stumbling home after them, laughing most of the way.


  “Hello?” I said putting my cell phone to my ear, sounding decidedly not like myself.


  “Hey babe,” came Ben’s voice, and I had a sudden flashback to something I’d done the night before.


  Memories hit me in spurts. One minute I was laughing, the next I was crying. Why had I been crying? I recalled getting home, Chase telling me to sleep it off, that everything would be better in the morning. Then I cringed, as I remembered calling Ben around three in the morning. I wasn’t quite sure what I’d said, but by the tone of his voice, I was fairly confident it hadn’t been good.


  “Hey,” I said, softening my tone to the one I always used around him. It wasn’t baby talk, but it was a close cousin to it. “How are you?”


  “Confused,” he said, then took a deep breath. “I woke up this morning to a very incoherent message from you. It sounded like you were crying. Are you okay?”


  My stomach tightened. “I’m fine. I’m sorry. I was really drunk. What did I say?”


  “I have no clue. You were really hard to understand. Why were you drunk?”


  I cringed at his tone. It was definitely laced with disappointment or concern. I didn’t know which. Ben wasn’t used to me being out of control and losing my faculties. I was usually the one playing mom and making sure everyone got home okay at the end of the night.


  “I just went to a party and had more beer than I should have. I’m fine. I’m sorry I called you so late.”


  “That’s okay. It was good to hear your voice, even if I couldn’t make out what you were saying. I miss you like crazy, Em,” he said, making me miss him more than I had since I’d left. I suddenly wanted nothing more than for him to be there with me, his strong arms around me, holding me tight.


  “I miss you, too, Ben,” I said, my heart aching for him. I reached for the water bottle I’d put by my alarm clock the night before, grateful I’d been so forward thinking in my inebriated state. I chugged about half of it in thirty seconds flat. “I wish you could come visit me.”


  “I know,” he said. “Me too, but I have football.”


  We both knew he had to head back to school the following week. Summer practices were starting. It was probably better anyway. As vulnerable as I was feeling that morning, I knew the time apart would be good for us.


  “I know. It was just an idea.”


  “And a damn good one at that,” he said sweetly.


  He started to tell me about the team meeting they’d had the day before and the workouts he’d incorporated into his days to get back into shape. He then told me all latest news from home. I added an ‘oh yeah’ or a ‘that’s funny’ here and there to show I was still engaged in the conversation, but it was more than daunting hearing about a world I suddenly felt very disconnected from.


  I rolled over and looked out at the vast ocean just beyond my bedroom window. There was a great big world out there that I had sheltered myself from for so long. I was suddenly feeling stifled as I listened to Ben talk about our little homogenous bubble. I itched to hang up the phone and go out and see what was out there for me to explore, but when I heard Ben’s voice on the other end of the line, I was tugged back to that safe world where he resided at the center, and I knew I didn’t want to discount that world. Maybe I could find a balance?


  When we hung up, I figured I’d start my day. I did what I did everyday. I got dressed and went to the beach, except first I knocked on Chase’s door to see if he wanted to go, with the actual intention of hanging out with him. I really wanted to take what Molly had said to heart about Chase being a good guy. I about passed out when he said ‘sure’.


  So I spent the day at the beach with my brother and sister, not really talking, but not fighting either. That night, Chase and I, along with Keely and Matt, who were holding hands and making out along the way, walked to Molly’s house to pick her up on our way to another bonfire. It seemed that was all people our age did at night on the small island.


  Molly’s younger brother, Jared, who was a year older than Keely, tagged along with us, chatting with her and Matt and staring at my sister like she was a goddess. I watched Matt place a possessive arm around Keely and knew it was a mistake. She hated that and would dismiss him in a heartbeat if he started to stifle her.


  That night I’d dressed in a short, green t-shirt dress, deciding that it was more my own style. I didn’t need to dress like Chase to fit in. I’d done just fine the night before. Besides, Keely was trailing behind me wearing skinny jeans, a purple fitted t-shirt and flip flops, along with Matt and Jared who were pretty much fighting for the title of Mr. Abercrombie and Fitch. I wasn’t so much the minority anymore.


  As usual, Molly was dressed to the height of punk fashion in black cropped pants that had more buckles and zippers in random places, purple high-top Converse sneakers and a white hoodie with the hood up over her hair. Her eyes were dark-lined with purple liner that matched her dark purple lips. She’d changed out her nose ring to a small hoop and her lip ring to a spike that looked pretty intimidating. I hoped she wasn’t considering kissing anyone that night since she’d probably draw blood if she did.


  The six of us walked to the same spot as the night before which seemed much closer after I’d stumbled home from it less than twenty-four hours earlier, falling into my brother and laughing at who knows what. A thunderstorm had threatened the island for most of the day, the clouds visible off in the distance, but so far the rain had held off. The air was dry, but it smelled like rain, so we would probably all get wet in a few hours. I wondered if that was why Molly had her hood up and instantly regretted not grabbing a jacket when we’d left the house.


  As usual, Molly and Chase walked together, sharing a joint. I didn’t join them, even though they offered. I did bum a cigarette from Molly, thinking I’d at least have something to do while I walked silently next to them, trying to get into the conversation they were having about some college course Molly had taken on 18th Century poets. Chase surprised me with his in-depth knowledge about dead guys who wrote supposedly profound pieces of literature. I didn’t have much to add to the conversation, being a fan of poetry only in the form of song lyrics.


  When we reached the beach, we were greeted by many of the same people I’d met the night before, who all seemed to know Molly and Chase. I also noticed that Cute Coffeehouse Guy was back. He was playing a series of Pearl Jam and Nirvana songs that were some of my personal favorites. To me, there was nothing better than classic alt. rock, so after getting my beer, I took a seat on a log that was near the fire and listened to him play Yellow Ledbetter and Heart-Shaped Box.


  His dark hair hung down over his face when he played, shielding his eyes. I watched his fingers in amazement, as they flew across the strings, recreating a melody that looked incredibly complex. Having no musical talent myself, I was instantly in awe that he could play some of my all-time favorites. His scratchy, raw voice made my mind race with inappropriate thoughts, just like it had the night we’d met.


  After a few songs, he put down his guitar and looked around. Aside from me, there was a couple making out on a different log and two girls who seemed to be in some kind of heated debate that I suspected was a lover’s quarrel. Every once and a while, one of them would throw up her hands in frustration. I definitely did not want be a part of that conversation.


  Just like last time, Coffeehouse Guy looked at me for a brief second, as if he thought he knew me, but didn’t say anything before he got up and walked toward the keg. Then I was alone by the bonfire, looking like an idiot, because I not only had no one to talk to, but I also had nothing to do. My drink was gone, but I didn’t dare get up to go to the keg for fear that Coffeehouse Guy would think I was following him. So I sat there for a few minutes, playing with the hem of my dress.


  I was just about to get up and walk around when someone sat down next to me. A cup of beer was put in front of me. I took it and looked over at who had put it there, expecting Molly or Chase, but it wasn’t either of them. Cute Coffeehouse Guy was sitting next to me, sipping his beer and looking at me appraisingly. I noticed a small ring in his right eyebrow that definitely hadn’t been there the night we’d met.


  “Go on, drink it,” he said. “I promise I didn’t put anything in it.”


  “Thanks, I think,” I said, smiling slightly. “I honestly wasn’t thinking it was laced until you mentioned it. Now I have to admit I’m a little skeptical.”


  He smirked at me before flipped his dark hair out of his eyes and looked out at the bonfire.


  “Naw, I wouldn’t do that.”


  I studied his profile. He seemed to be lost in thought. His eyes had a far off look in them. It was the same look I’d seen at the coffeehouse when he’d zoned out for a few seconds, but it seemed to be etched deeper into his eyes. I took the opportunity to gaze at him without fear of getting caught. He had a strong, straight nose, a feature I found to be essential in order for a guy to be hot. His lips were full and pink, and totally kissable. I was drawn to them. I wanted to reach out and touch them, trace them with my finger.


  Before I knew what was happening, Cute Coffeehouse Guy turned and looked right at me, catching me staring at him.


  “Are you checking me out?” he asked, smirking slightly. His sexy southern accent made him exponentially hotter.


  I felt my face blush scarlet and instantly looked down at my lap. Then I decided that I wouldn’t let that embarrass me. I was checking him out, and there was absolutely nothing wrong with that. The new, more confident me was pushing her way to the surface.


  “I was,” I said, trying to sound bold, as I took a long pull from my drink. I wasn’t nearly intoxicated enough for this conversation.


  “And?”


  “What do you mean, and?” I asked, noticing how clear his eyes were with the firelight bouncing off them, as they looked down into my own brown ones that seemed so dull all of a sudden.


  “And what do you think?”


  God his accent was sexy. I don’t know if it was the beer or the fact that I was suddenly interested in throwing caution to the wind, but I said matter-of-factly, “You have very kissable lips.”


  He laughed, a big, robust laugh, before looking away and shaking his head. “Oh yeah?” he asked, as he looked back down at me, his hair falling forward into his eyes a bit.


  I nodded and reached my hand up to push his hair out of his eyes, not really knowing what was surging me to be so brazen with a guy I hardly knew.


  “Do you want to kiss them?” he asked, half-mocking, half-serious once I brought my hand back down to my lap.


  “Yes,” I said, honestly. “But I have a boyfriend, so no.”


  He shrugged. “That’s too bad. Kissing you would have been fun.”


  With that he picked up his beer, got up and walked over to a group of people I’d met the night before. As he walked, he pulled out the brown cigarette that had been resting behind his ear and put it in his mouth, lighting it with one hand. I was left sitting on the log, completely dumbfounded, as I tried to wrap my head around what had just happened.


  I decided that I needed some air, so I walked down to the waters edge, letting the cool breeze blow over me and the water rush and then retreat over my bare feet. I looked back for a moment and located Coffeehouse Guy still talking to the group of people he’d joined. He looked up and met my eyes for a moment and smiled. I looked away, embarrassed that I’d gotten caught staring at him again. Then I snuck another glance back and got all warm inside when I realized he was still staring.


  That night I went to bed thinking about him and his very kissable lips. The next morning, I woke up feeling very guilty for thinking about his lips and vowed not to even think about straying from Ben again.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  Fortunately, I didn’t see Coffeehouse Guy or his kissable lips for the next few nights. He wasn’t at any of the parties we went to, even though, I am ashamed to admit, I looked for him.


  As our second week at the beach wore on, the days sort of melted together into one with small variations between them. My dad came up for the weekend, so we did family stuff during the day, like kayaking and fishing. My parents were intent on making some family memories, corralling us kids together for some good clean fun. But at night, while my parents sipped wine on the back porch and enjoyed the limited time they had together, we were free to do what we wanted.


  During the week, while my dad was back at work in Charlotte, my mom allowed us the freedom she knew we wanted. Every day Chase and I would go down to the beach. Sometimes Molly would join us, and when Keely wasn’t with Matt, she would meet up with us. Chase and I still maintained our mostly silent interactions, but we were hanging out, so that had to count for something. At night I would follow him and Molly to the beach for a bonfire or to someone’s house for a party. It seemed Molly knew everyone around our age on the island.


  She explained that she’d been summering there since she was three. She had family in the states, so for a month each year, her family would come over from England and they would gather with her mom’s sisters and their families. They were all staying in the huge house we’d picked Molly up from that first night.


  As I got to know her, I dropped almost all of the preconceptions I’d gained from her overall look, the fact that she hung out with my brother, and that she smoked weed. I was starting to let some of my walls down little by little, as I tried to open myself up to the new and different world that was suddenly all around me.


  When I opened my eyes, I saw that not everyone was as ‘out there’ as Chase and Molly. In fact, most of the people we hung around were normal on many levels. That first night, I must have had tunnel vision thinking that I was so different. I’d met many people who dressed just like me and probably had lives similar to me at home. I wasn’t that out of place, as it turned out, but even still, I was set on broadening my horizons.


  So it was almost fitting that the week after I’d met Molly and was exposed to this new side of myself, I decided to do something drastic, something significant to make the summer memorable. I decided to get my nose pierced.


  A piercing had never been something I’d wanted, but I felt the need to do something bold, make a statement. I figured a nose ring was somewhat tasteful and it seemed less of a cliché than the belly button rings that so many girls had, including Rachel and my sister.


  Once I made my decision, I went directly to someone who would know all about it. I talked to Molly. She was all for going with me, but she insisted on something I’d never done before as a preparation. She said she’d smoked before getting every one of her piercings, which I learned she had six – nose, lip, tongue, both nipples and one in a more private area that made me cringe as she told me about it. She said smoking helped her to relax and stifled some of the pain.


  But I just couldn’t do it. As much as I didn’t want to judge her decisions, I knew smoking wasn’t for me. So she insisted I at least be buzzed, telling me there was no way I’d want to be sober when I saw the needle they’d use. Unfortunately, all she could rustle up was whiskey. So I grudgingly choked down three shot glasses full of the brown liquid that tasted like rubbing alcohol and burned my insides as it went down.


  It was disgusting, but it succeeded in essentially numbing my senses just enough that when the needle pierced through my skin, I only screamed a little. Molly held my hand and let me squeeze it as hard as I wanted, which must have been pretty hard since she let out a breath relief when I finally let go. Yeah, okay, so it really hurt.


  The next morning, I stood in front of my mirror for a good twenty minutes looking the tiny sapphire stud in my left nostril trying to decide if I liked it or not. It still hurt like hell and was a little red right around the area that had been pierced, but overall, it looked pretty good. I’d wanted a hoop, but the piercer guy had made me choose a stud with a straight post, so I went with my birthstone. He said I could change it out in a few weeks once it healed completely.


  I brought my finger to the tip and touched it lightly, feeling a mix of exhilaration that I’d done something so radical and dread for what my parents would say. Of course, Chase had a facial piercing, and they didn’t care, but again, he was Chase, and I was me. It was a double standard most of the time when it came to us doing certain things. With him it was expected, and with me it was frowned upon.


  Keely was the first person to know since she showed up in my room a few minutes after I got done ogling my reflection and was changing into my navy blue bathing suit that I thought would match the sapphire in my piercing.


  Her eyes bugged out for a second, but then she smiled and said, “That is so cool. I totally want one.”


  I laughed at her, telling her I would be happy to go with her, if she wanted me to. She said she’d think about it, so I knew her desire for a third hole in her nose was short-lived. Still she kept staring at me as we made our way downstairs, shaking her head in disbelief.


  Chase was more surprised than anyone. He was at the kitchen table eating a bowl of Trix when Keely and I came downstairs. He looked up briefly, then looked down for a second before his head rocketed up again and he squinted at me, probably trying to determine if he was really seeing what he thought he was.


  “No way,” he said in disbelief. I just smiled, as I got a bowl from the cabinet. “No fucking way.”


  “Chase,” I heard my mother call out sharply from the living room where she was doing the crossword puzzle from the newspaper. “Language.”


  “Sorry,” he mumbled to her, then turned to me as I sat down and reached across the table for the box of Trix. A little softer, he whispered, “You pierced your fucking nose?”


  I smiled again. “Sure did.”


  “Mom’s going to freak out.”


  “I know,” I said, the smile now plastered on my lips. “But she’ll get over it.”


  “Damn, Em. What’s gotten into you,” he said, and I could tell liked the changes I’d gone through since we’d gotten to the beach.


  I shrugged. “I was ready for a change, I guess. Besides, that’s not all I did,” I said, cryptically.


  “What do you mean?”


  I leaned back in my chair, excited to tell my brother about my foray into hard liquor. “I did some shots – whiskey,” I announced quietly, watching his expression the whole time, unable to keep the perpetual grin off of my face.


  “Shut the fuck up,” he said loudly. “You did not!”


  “Chase!” came my mother’s voice with a little more intensity this time.


  “Sorry, Mom,” he called back, rocking on the back legs of the chair, so he could see her around the corner of the entry to the kitchen. He shot her one of his ‘I’m so innocent’ smiles that always won her over. Then he rocked back forward, putting all four legs on the floor, leaned forward and stared at me intently.


  I shrugged, knowing he was patronizing me just a little.


  “Well it’s about damn time you did something radical,” he said, leaning back in his seat again. “Sweet little Emily doing shots and getting her nose pierced. Unbelievable.”


  I leaned forward, appraising him. “Maybe I’m not so sweet anymore.”


  Chase just laughed. “No, you still are, you’re just a little cooler now.”


  “Whiskey tastes like shit,” I said, as I poured milk on my cereal, remembering the harsh taste of the alcohol.


  “It’s an acquired taste.” He stared at my nose for a few more seconds before leaning back again. “You should have smoked,” he whispered, shooting Keely a look. “It numbs the pain more, but of course you wouldn’t do that.”


  I bit my tongue and took a deep breath, knowing how bitter the apology I was going to offer would taste.


  “Look, I know that I might have, possibly, in the past, maybe been a little emotional about the whole weed thing.” Chase raised his eyebrows at me. “And, I might have been a little judgmental when it probably wasn’t my place.”


  “Did you actually smoke?!” he hissed, trying to keep his voice down so our mother wouldn’t hear him.


  I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. It’s not for me, but maybe I’m not going to be so self-righteous about it anymore, okay.”


  “Really?” he asked, clearly not believing me.


  I nodded. “I might not understand your infatuation with it, but who am I to judge. It’s your life.”


  “Are you actually apologizing for being so hypocritical?” Chase asked, his eyes practically bugging out of his head.


  “Yes,” I said, forcing the word out.


  “Wow.” He shook his head a few times, as if he couldn’t believe what I was saying.


  “Oh, thank God,” Keely said, sounding relieved, which utterly perplexed me. I gave her a questioning look, but she didn’t answer. Chase did.


  “She’s been getting high with me off and on all summer,” he explained which caused my jaw to drop, as I looked over at my little sister. “She lied when she told you it was just the one time.”


  “Chase,” Keely said, shooting him a look that said she was afraid of how I would react.


  “Seriously?” I asked, looking at her, then at Chase, and back to her. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t known.


  I was honestly upset, but not for the reasons I’d been before. I was suddenly more hurt that Keely had formed a relationship with Chase long before I had, as if she’d seen what was there all along when I’d been a hypocritical snob. But I knew instantly why she’d kept me in the dark, and I honestly couldn’t blame her. I would have kept me in the dark too. I cringed looking back at how intolerant I’d been for so long. And why? It seemed so ridiculous.


  “Yeah,” Keely said softly, then louder and at a rapid pace, as she took in my expression, not sure how to read what I was thinking. “I was so afraid to tell you. I knew you would judge me, like you did, so I didn’t say anything. It’s not that bad. Lots of people do it. I’ve only done it like ten times, but I like it when I can’t sleep or when I’m really stressed out.”


  I took a deep breath, forcing the lecturing words down, as I had just promised not to do that, but it was hard to fight what I’d done for so long. Self-righteousness didn’t go away easily when you’d embraced it your whole life. I had to tell myself that it wasn’t my business.


  “It’s okay, Keels,” I said, forcing myself to sound like I meant it, because in all honesty, I did. “I’m not upset. It’s fine.”


  She looked instantly relieved and started eating her Capt’n Crunch again.


  “Shit, this is too much,” Chase said, laughing into his cereal bowl. “I never thought you’d be cool, Em. Didn’t think I’d ever see it.”


  I blew off his slight dig as I realized my brother and I, were not only being civil to each other, but we were actually becoming friends. It was a strange concept, but it was also something I hadn’t realized I wanted until it was right in front of me.


  Smiling along with him, instead of getting angry because he was making fun of me, I picked up a dry orange piece of Trix and threw it at him. It hit his cheek and bounced into his bowl.


  “Thanks, sis,” he said, not fazed in the least as he returned to his cereal.


  I did the same, thinking about how much of my life had changed in such a short period of time, and it was all good as far as I was concerned. I felt lighter than I had in years – until I thought about how Ben would react to it all.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  The day after I got my nose pierced, I’d received lecture number two of the summer from my mother. After feeling good about Chase and Keely’s reactions, my mood suddenly plummeted when my mother walked into the kitchen to refill her coffee cup and nearly dropped it on the floor.


  “Hey Mom,” I said, turning around to face her.


  She smiled automatically in response to my regained cheerful attitude. To her it was probably a nice break from the sullen teenager vibe I’d been projecting on her for the better part of our vacation. A soon as she registered the new addition to my face, her smile fell.


  “What did you do?” she asked, setting her coffee cup on the counter with a loud ‘thunk’ and crossing the five feet to where I was sitting.


  “I pierced my nose,” I said, dropping my chin just a little as my confidence faded.


  “I can see that,” she said blandly. “What on earth were you thinking?”


  Um, I was thinking that I am an incredibly boring person, and it was about time I do something to change that.


  “I have a friend who has one, and I thought it was pretty, so I wanted to get one.”


  She just shook her head and muttered something about peer pressure.


  “What, Mom?” I asked, looking her straight in the eye, almost challenging her to say what she really felt.


  I had the sudden urge to remind her that I was twenty-one, and she didn’t really get a say in what I did to my body, but I held my tongue. Her eyes locked with mine, and I almost thought she might say what was on her mind. I wanted her to say something, to start an argument, to make me challenge her, but she didn’t. True to form, she buried her head in the sand. I was ready with my points about how she expected different things from me than my siblings and how she’d never objected to either of their piercings and how she still treated me as if I was a kid. I was ready to fight.


  Instead, she just looked at me. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said, and I could hear the disappointment oozing from her voice as she turned away from me.


  I opened my mouth to respond, but she was already leaving the room, her empty coffee cup forgotten on the counter. I felt like I wanted to vomit. It was always a double-standard with me. It was as if she couldn’t believe that her perfect daughter would do something like get a piercing. I was held to a different standard, and I hated it. I heard her call for Randy and watched her leave out the back, no doubt taking him on a long walk, so she could ponder what a disappointment her oldest daughter was.


  Leaving my empty cereal bowl in the sink, I marched back upstairs, the fury coursing through my veins at warp speed, causing me to just grow angrier at my situation. My mother’s disappointment in me only spurred me on to do more that she wouldn’t approve of, challenge the status quo and be bad. I started to think about what other options I had to break free of the mold I’d been in for too long.


  I wondered how many other people would be shocked by something as minor as a facial piercing when it was me getting it. I could think of at least ten people I knew who would react in a less than positive way, and I had a feeling Ben would be one of those people, so I didn’t tell him what I’d done. I told myself there was never a good time to bring it up but, but truthfully I could almost hear the question in his voice, and the judgment that would follow, so I held back.


  Rachel was the only person I told, and true to form, she was excited that I’d done something so out of my norm. She told me she couldn’t wait to see it. She said she was thinking of getting a tattoo and asked if I would go with her when she visited. Apparently Michael liked them, and she was thinking of doing something radical to surprise him when he returned home at the end of the summer. I hoped she wasn’t changing too much of herself for her new boyfriend. I knew firsthand what it was like to mold yourself into the person other people wanted you to be, and if she was doing that, she would regret it.


  Then she suggested inviting Chase with us to get her tattoo, and my mind switched gears, caught off-guard that she would suggest bringing my brother with us when I hadn’t even told her about my newly formed relationship with him. For all she knew, Chase and I were still as distant as we’d always been. When I probed her about it, she just said that since he had tattoos, she thought he might want to go with us, and I found myself questioning why he’d even crossed her mind. Apparently Chase and Rachel had become friendly at some point, but I’d never been looped in. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.


  I brought it up to Chase while we lay on the beach on Saturday. My dad was in town, and he’d taken our mom to play golf, so we were lounging behind the house with Keely, Jared and Molly, enjoying the day, but watching the black clouds that hovered just to the north. There was another big storm expected to hit that night.


  I pulled my ear buds out of my ears and poked Chase, who was engrossed in a book by Ayn Rand. Next to him, Molly was asleep under the big umbrella she brought with her every day, claiming that her English skin was allergic to the sun. Ironically Jared and Keely were about twenty feet out in the water swimming and splashing each other. He seemed to have no aversion to the sun. I had a feeling Molly was channeling Gwen Stefani, circa 1996, just a little bit and enjoyed her pale pallor.


  “What?” Chase asked curtly, not looking up from his book.


  “I have a question,” I said, looking at him over my oversized sunglasses.


  “Go ahead.” He still hadn’t looked up.


  “When did you and Rachel become friends?”


  “We’re not,” he said, more focused on his book than on me.


  “She thinks you are. She wanted to see if you’ll come with us so she can get a tattoo when she visits.”


  Chase finally looked up from his book. “She’s getting a tattoo?” he asked, and I could see he was having trouble hiding the smirk his lips were curving into.


  “Yeah, apparently this guy she’s dating likes them, so she wants to do it to surprise him.”


  “Really,” he said, and I could see him mulling that over in his mind. “What of?”


  “I’m not sure. We didn’t get that far, but she said something about getting some quote on her rib cage, but she hadn’t figured out what quote she wants.”


  I watched Chase swallow and fight the smile that wouldn’t stay off of his lips. “I think that’s kind of hot.”


  I kicked sand on his feet. “You would. Ugh, you’re not thinking about hooking up with Rachel, are you?”


  Chase shot me a look like I was nuts. “I don’t date sorority chicks.”


  “She’s more than a sorority chick, Chase. She’s a really great person. She’s beautiful, and she loves music, she’s cool and funny. You’d be lucky to date her.”


  He raised his eyebrows at me. “Why are you trying to sell me on her if you don’t want me to date her?”


  “I’m not. I’m just saying. She’s pretty amazing.”


  “She has been looking pretty hot lately, too,” Chase said, setting his book down and stretching out on his towel. “When’s she coming to visit?”


  I knew he was just teasing, but I smacked him on the arm anyway.


  “Ow,” he said, laughing and rubbing his arm. “What was that for? I just agreed with you.”


  “Chase Cole, you’d better keep your hands off my best friend when she comes to visit in a few weeks. She is off-limits,” I said, sitting up and crossing my arms.


  He lifted his sunglasses from his eyes, appraising me, “So even though you’ve deemed me a decent guy, I’m not good enough for Rachel?”


  “Do you want to be good enough for Rachel?”


  “I didn’t say that, but you’re being pretty hypocritical, Emily.”


  In desperate need of an out, because I couldn’t really explain why I didn’t think Rachel and Chase dating was a good idea, I thankfully remembered something Molly had shared with me the first night we’d met.


  “Don’t you have a girlfriend,” I said, hoping he would bite.


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Then you shouldn’t be interested in Rachel.”


  “Who said I was?!” Chase said, clearly getting exasperated with me.


  Yeah, I guess he never really said that outright.


  “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”


  He looked over at me. “Amy.”


  “Amy,” I repeated. “Where did you meet her?”


  “New York.”


  “When?”


  “In the spring.”


  “What does she do?”


  “She’s a student,” he said, with a finality in his voice that told me the conversation wasn’t going any further.


  It seemed that although we’d become semi-friends, my brother wasn’t interested in discussing his personal life with me. He was still as secretive as ever, so I settled for being in the dark and went to join Keely and Jared in the ocean.


  ***


  That night as I got dressed to go out, I noticed the wind had started to pick up, rustling the sea grass below my window. Thankfully we weren’t going to the beach, but to a house a few blocks away, because it really looked like it was going to pour any second. I threw my favorite navy blue hoodie on over a white tee and a khaki skirt thinking that I’d want my hood if we got caught in the rain.


  Thankfully the rain held off as we made our way down the street in the opposite direction we usually walked. Molly had come over from her place with her cousin Leo who might have been the tallest guy I’d ever met. He was a few years older than us, and I’d talked to him a handful of times, but he was a quiet guy, so he didn’t say much as we walked. He didn’t smoke either, so while Chase and Molly shared a joint, I hung back with Leo, and he told me all about his girlfriend who was home in Pennsylvania for the summer.


  It was only a ten minute walk to the party which was at a small house on the beach. Even though it was somewhat early, I could tell a lot of people were already gathered together. As we walked up the stairs, we were greeted by people sitting on the chairs and railings on the front porch and spilling onto the steps. The inside of the house was just as crowded with people in various states of intoxication.


  With Molly leading the way, the four of us made our way to the keg in the kitchen, filling up our cups and going our separate ways. Finding myself alone, as usual, I wandered over to the living room where a group of people I knew were playing Drinking Jenga. I stood watching, sipping my beer as I tried to figure out how exactly it was different from the regular Jenga I’d played as a kid.


  “You want in, Em,” a guy on summer break from UNC named Byron asked me. He was a sophomore, and I hadn’t met him before that summer, but I knew some of his Sigma Chi frat brothers. We’d played the ‘do you know’ game when we realized we both went to UNC.


  I shrugged. “Sure, why not.”


  I’d noticed that there were messages written on the little pieces, which indicated what the player had to do after successfully removing the piece from the stack and placing it safely on top again. So far I’d seen people chug a beer, take off a piece of clothing and tell a secret about themselves. I was a little afraid to ask what the person who knocked down the stack of blocks had to do.


  “Sit down,” a girl named Tania said, patting the empty seat next to hers, so I sat and waited for my turn.


  They’d just started, so only five pieces had been removed and placed back on top. When it was my turn, I selected a safe piece in the middle, pulled it out cleanly, read it and put it back on top.


  “What’s it say,” Byron asked, looking at me expectantly. Something told me he’d started drinking a few hours before and was overly excited about everyone else catching up with him.


  “Take five sips of beer,” I said, reading the small piece of wood and placing it gently on top of the stack. I then proceeded to take five sips of my beer in quick succession, the bubbles burning slightly as they went down so fast.


  Next to me, Tania pulled out a piece and groaned as she read it. “Get everyone at the table new beers,” she said, as she begrudgingly got up and went into the kitchen.


  While she was gone, we continued around the table, and I watched as the other players followed the directions on their wooden piece. When it got to the girl next to me, she pulled out a piece and frowned.


  “What’s this?” she asked, looking directly at Byron.


  He leaned forward across the table to see what she was holding him. “Yes!” he said, pumping his fist in the air. The girl frowned, causing Byron’s face to fall. “Come on, Michelle, it’s not that bad. Give me some credit.”


  I leaned forward, trying to read what it said and just made out the words ‘kiss’ and ‘Byron’. I watched as Byron made his way around the table toward Michelle, who was crossing her arms and shaking her head.


  “I won’t do it,” she said, pushing her lips together in defiance.


  “Michelle,” Byron said, the smile vanishing from his face. “I said I was sorry, okay.”


  “What is he sorry for?” I leaned over and asked Tania, who had returned with drinks for everyone. “Writing ‘Kiss Byron’ on the game piece?”


  She shook her head. “No,” she whispered back. “Michelle and Byron went out for about six months last year. When she broke up with him, he took a pair of her underwear and hung them out his window at the frat house like a flag and told everyone they were hers. She didn’t speak to him for a few months, so this should be very interesting.”


  “Michelle, you have to do it,” Byron said. “Game rules. You agreed to them when you sat down.”


  “I didn’t know I was going to have to kiss you,” she spat at him.


  He shrugged sheepishly, and something made me wonder if he’d put the piece in there on purpose, knowing there was a chance she might pick it. Worst case, some other girl would pick it and he’d get to kiss her. It was very sneaky but somewhat brilliant.


  “Rules are rules, Mich,” he said, coming closer to her, as she was leaning back toward me.


  “He’s right, Michelle,” Tania said, from my other side.


  Michelle shot a glare back at Tania before she turned around to face Byron. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll play by your stupid rules.” With that, she grabbed Byron’s cheeks and forced his face down to hers, pressing her lips hard against his.


  I watched Byron wince at how rough she was being. Then, he screamed, “Ow!” and pulled away. “What the hell, Michelle?” he asked, his hand flying to his lower lip where I noticed he was bleeding just a little bit. Michelle had actually bit him.


  To my left, she was smiling triumphantly, as if she had won. I knew my eyes were wide as I watched it all unfold. I couldn’t believe she’d actually bitten his lip enough to draw blood. Poor Byron, I thought, as he put a napkin to his lip and slunk back to his seat. He looked genuinely hurt as he looked across the table at Michelle.


  “Geez, it was just a pair of panties,” he mumbled from behind the napkin.


  “Okay, my turn,” I said, in an effort to break the tension, as everyone around the table seemed to have frozen as they watched the slightly vampiric scene unfold.


  I reached forward, pulled out a piece and read what it said. All I saw was the word ‘DARE’. I looked up at Byron, who had the side of his beer can pressed against his lips. His eyes lit up when he saw what it was.


  “Oh, you got the dare block. I put a few of them in there to mix things up a bit. The way it works is that the person to your right gets to pick a dare for you to do, and you have to do it,” he explained, mumbling slightly since the can was still covering his lip.


  I looked to my right and saw Michelle sitting there with a satisfied smile on her face. She looked over at me, then back at Byron and said, “Oh, this’ll be fun.”


  Crap, was all I could think. She’d better not make me kiss Byron’s bloody lip. Gross.


  “Okay,” Michelle said, bringing her hands together. “I want you to go over there, tell that guy that you think he’s hot – loud enough so we all can hear – and then kiss him.”


  I looked up to where she was gesturing. Thankfully it was in the opposite direction of where Byron was sitting. There were three guys sitting in the living room, so I wasn’t sure who she was referring to. Then I realized that one of them was Cute Coffeehouse Guy and he was staring at me. Great.


  “Um, which one were you referring to?” I asked, hoping it was the blond guy next to Coffeehouse Guy.


  “Sexy, dark hair, sitting next to the semi-cute blond guy,” Michelle said.


  My stomach jumped into my throat. Coffeehouse Guy. Great. Well, at least he didn’t remember who I was. For all he knew, I was just some random girl who was summering here – who thought he had kissable lips. Awesome.


  “Okay, fine,” I said bravely, not wanting to earn a lecture from Byron about following the Drinking Jenga rules.


  I took a moment to chug the rest of my beer for extra liquid courage, got up from my seat and walked right over to Coffeehouse Guy who was appraising me with a questioning look on his face. Lightening flashed outside the window and thunder rumbled overhead, as if punctuating what I was about to do.


  “Hi,” I said. “I have to tell you’re hot, okay.”


  “Okay,” he said slowly, giving me a quizzical look.


  “You are so hot,” I said, loudly and a little dramatically, causing the people around me to turn their heads, mostly likely wondering if I was drunk and about to make a fool of myself. Then I leaned down, pecked Coffeehouse Guy on the cheek and turned around and walked away before I could see the expression on his face.


  I smiled at Michelle as I returned to the table.


  She shook her head. “No. That doesn’t count.”


  “What?” I asked, thinking she must be smoking crack. I opened my new beer and took a long pull. “Why?”


  “Because you had to kiss him on the lips,” she said.


  “You didn’t specify,” I said, shooting her a satisfied look that told her I’d already thought of that. She opened her mouth to protest then shut it quickly when she realized I was right.


  “Ha, she got you there, Mich,” Byron said, earning a glare from Michelle.


  “Whatever,” Michelle said, angrily pushing away from the table and stalking out of the room.


  “Thank God,” Byron said when she was gone. “That girl is psycho!”


  I laughed, as I’d sort of been thinking the same thing after she’d drawn blood. As we started playing again, I shot a glance back at Coffeehouse Guy and smiled at him. He returned my gesture before looking away again.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  “What was that all about last night,” Molly asked, as we sifted through clothes at one of the many surf shops on the island.


  Outside the rain was coming down in sheets and every few minutes a giant clap of thunder would shake the foundation of the wooden building we were in. After the rain started the night before, it hadn’t let up, and we’d had to call Molly’s brother-in-law Simon to pick us up from the party.


  “What was what?” I asked, trying to think back to what she might be talking about, as I looked through a rack of bathing suits. The latter part of the night was fuzzy at best.


  “You and Zack,” she said, holding up a short hot pink skirt, making a face and putting it back.


  “Who?”


  “Dark hair, light eyes, usually has a guitar attached to his hands.”


  “Oh, him,” I said recognition dawning on me, as I finally learned Cute Coffeehouse Guy’s name. “I just got dared to kiss him while we were playing this drinking game. It was nothing. I didn’t even know who he was.”


  I decided not to tell her than I’d been fantasizing about him for the past week or that I’d met him before and had thought he was pretty much the hottest guy I’d ever seen.


  “Hmm,” was all she said.


  “What?” I asked, perplexed by what her hmm had meant. I couldn’t read her, and I was suddenly fearful she was hooking up with him.


  “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”


  “Okay.”


  I didn’t want to push the issue. Molly was as private as Chase, so I figured prying would only serve aggravate her. I let the questions burning in my brain drop, figuring I might get a chance to ask them some other time. Or maybe I wouldn’t.


  ***


  Later that night, after the storm had passed, we were gathered at a large house on the east end of the island that was being rented by twelve college students from UNC, including Byron, Tania and Michelle.


  I hadn’t really been in the mood to go out, thinking I’d like to stay in and watch a movie, but Keely had guilt-tripped me in to going. She was complaining about wanting to go out, and wanting some bonding time with her big sister, so I caved and got dressed for the party.


  As soon as we got there, I could tell it was over-crowded. It seemed the UNC students had invited fifty of their closest friends down for the weekend, and there were close to a hundred people in the house. Chase disappeared with Molly as soon as we got there, so Keely and I fought our way to the keg on our own.


  We weren’t in the long line for more than five minutes when Keely ran up to the front to talk to the cute guy manning the beer. I watched her lean over, cup his ear with her hand and whisper something that made him grin. She stepped back, smiled, and I watched as he handed her two bottles of beer from the cooler he’d been sitting on. She walked back to me with a triumphant smile on her face.


  “Nice job,” I said, taking the beer she handed me and stepping out of line, ignoring the looks of annoyance from the people closest to us. “How’d you swing that?”


  “Well,” she said, taking a sip of her drink. “I told him he was the cutest guy at the party, and that I wouldn’t mind keeping him company in here if he could hook me up with two beers. So he gave us some from his stash.”


  “That was nice of him,” I said, realizing that my options were now to hang with Keely and Keg Boy or hang out by myself. Great. So much for sisterly bonding. So glad I came.


  She grinned wickedly. “Well, I might have also promised him a few more things, but I might not have.”


  “Keely!” I exclaimed, realizing what she’d just admitted to me. “I thought you were seeing Matt and Jared. Do you really want to take on another guy?”


  “Always,” she said, grinning. Then she shrugged. “I don’t really feel like being pinned down. Matt’s from Ohio, and Jared lives in England. It’s not like we’ll have some long-distance connection after August. Besides, they’re not here to entertain me, so I had to find someone else to do it.”


  I sighed. Classic Keely. She had no trouble getting guys. She had trouble holding onto them. She always tried to juggle too many and they all ended up getting hurt and breaking up with her. But she never seemed to be phased by it. She always had someone else waiting in the wings. I guess it was sort of liberating if you thought about it.


  “Okay, gotta go,” she said, hurrying back to Keg Boy, taking a seat on his lap and throwing her arm around his neck.


  I watched her smile widely at him and lean down to whisper something else to him before I turned around and left the kitchen. In that moment, I envied my sister’s carefree nature with guys. I’d never been able to do that. Maybe my life would be easier if I just let go once and a while – when it actually counted.


  The party was so crowded that I felt overwhelmed all of a sudden. The music blasting overhead was not my taste, so the heavy hip-hop beat bore into my skull, making it ache dully. Combined with the fact that I was suddenly very hot in my jeans and tank top, and every brush to my skin had me jerking away from the offending person in annoyance, I knew I needed to get some air.


  Seeing a door to what I hoped was the back porch, I made my way slowly to it. I had to keep squeezing between people to push through. I finally closed my hand around the knob and turned it hard, feeling relief when I opened it. The cool damp air that was left after the rain washed over me.


  I closed the door tightly behind me and surveyed my new surroundings. In the far corner, there was a couple making out on the porch swing that creaked and swung every time they moved, and at the other end there was a group of guys sitting around a table, playing cards. We were two stories up, so I could see the beach below. It seemed deserted, but the sand was probably too wet to be comfortable to walk in.


  I took my beer and settled myself halfway down the steps on a small landing where the stairs turned and ended at the sand. Down there I was isolated from the people on the porch and the party, which was almost as good as being at home. The pulsing base and laughing partiers were just a quiet murmur in the background. As I slowly sipped my beer, every few minutes I would hear a long creak from the porch swing or a laugh from one of the guys at the table, but for the most part, all was quiet.


  I had just finished my beer, and was debating whether or not to fish my iPod out of my pocket, when the door to the porch opened. I could hear two people talking. One of them was Molly, her distinct accent coming across loud and clear.


  “You’re not okay,” she was saying.


  “I’m fine,” came the voice of the guy she was talking to.


  “No, you’re not. I can tell, Zack.”


  Zack? Coffeehouse Guy Zack? I strained my ears in an effort to hear what they were talking about. Was it a lover’s quarrel? Were they really dating? Is that why she was asking me about him?


  “Molly, go inside. Just leave me alone. I need five minutes okay.”


  “Come on, Zack, talk to me. I know you’re pissed. That was a really insensitive thing for those guys to say, but how could they know.” She sounded like she was pleading with him.


  “Let it go, Molly. I’m fine.”


  “Fine,” I heard her say and then heard the door slam as she presumably went back inside.


  “Dammit,” I heard Zack say, as the flat of his hand made contact with the railing, causing a loud slap.


  I heard him pause for a second before I heard the distinctive click of a lighter as he lit a cigarette. Then before I knew what was happening, he was charging down the steps, not seeing me sitting several feet below him.


  “Oh,” he said, as recognition set in and he noticed me.


  “Hi,” I said, for lack of anything more inspiring.


  “Hey.” He ran his fingers through his dark hair, and I figured he’d keep going down to the beach, but he didn’t. “That’s my spot.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Sorry, I was coming down here to sit. It’s my spot. You know, the place where I go when I want to drown out the rest of the world?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, starting to get up. “I didn’t realize these stairs were claimed.” I knew I sounded a bit irritated, but he was forcing me out of my spot, so I was irritated.


  “Oh, no,” he said quickly, putting his hand out, and I stopped in the middle of rising to my feet. “You can stay.”


  “Ok-ay,” I said slowly, sitting back down, my irritation falling away and confusion replacing it.


  He sat on the bottom step, perpendicular to me, his worn sneakers almost touching the side of my thigh, his arms hooked around his knees. I noticed he had another tattoo on the inside of his forearm but couldn’t make out what it said. There were four lines of script. As I leaned forward to read them, he shifted so his hands were resting behind him, and I could no longer gawk at his tattoo.


  I looked up at him, not sure what else to do. He looked upset as he took a deep drag on his cigarette and closed his eyes as he blew out the smoke, like it was a release of some sort.


  He opened his eyes, giving me an appraising look. “Do you want one?” he asked, gesturing to his cigarette.


  I shook my head. “No thanks. I don’t smoke,” I said, even though I stared at his cigarette intently. It was brown, not white like I was used to. It also smelled like spices and incense. Normally, I hated the smell of cigarette smoke, but his smelled good.


  Zack caught me staring. “It’s a clove cigarette,” he said. I just nodded. “You don’t smoke? I’ve seen you smoke.”


  “I know, but I don’t really. It was just that one time.”


  He leaned back against the step behind him and looked out at the ocean. “Suit yourself,” he said, taking another drag, as I took notice of the tattoo peeking out of the sleeve of his white t-shirt. It was a design of some sort that I couldn’t make out, and I suddenly wanted to push up his sleeve to see what it was.


  “So you’re staying here this summer?” I asked, trying to spark some sort of conversation with him.


  “No, not anymore.”


  I nodded, not sure what he meant. Had he gotten kicked out of the house?


  “My dad owns the house. He grew up here, and his parents gave it to him and my mom when they couldn’t take care of it any longer. We used to come here every summer. Then my parents got divorced when I was in high school, and my mom still wanted to come to the island in the summer, but she obviously didn’t want to come here, so she bought a smaller house a few blocks away. My dad rents out this place throughout most of the year, but he and his wife come out here occasionally.”


  I was a little floored with how much he’d just shared with me. In the few times that we’d spoken, I didn’t think he’d said that many words in any of our conversations, let alone in one statement. I was riveted and suddenly wanted to know all about him.


  “So this was your spot when you were growing up?” I asked, still not sure what he’d meant by that comment.


  “My parents fought a lot, and this was where I would come when I got upset. So yeah, it’s kind of my spot.”


  I nodded, fully understanding what he was talking about. “It’s your spot. I can go if you want to be alone.”


  “No,” he said quickly. “It’s okay. You can stay. Some company might actually be nice.”


  I couldn’t escape the sadness that was literally oozing out of his eyes. I recognized it from the other times I’d seen him. It was like it never quite seemed to leave him, even when he was playing an upbeat song or making a joke.


  “Do you want to talk about it?” I offered, knowing that sometimes it just helped to get things off your chest.


  He shook his head. “Not really. But thanks for asking.”


  He ran his hand through his hair again and looked out at the ocean. I noticed his dark hair curled a bit at the ends. I wished I could tell what he was thinking. In the distance, thunder rumbled, causing me to lift my head in the direction of the sound, wondering if another storm was on its way.


  “What’s your name?” he asked.


  When I looked back up at him, he seemed to relax just a little. “Emily Cole.”


  “Emily Cole,” he repeated. “Finally, I know the name of the girl from the coffeehouse who keeps showing up out of the blue.” His eyes got playfully wide as he said that.


  “I’m sorry?” I asked, wondering if I’d heard him correctly. If I had, that meant he remembered me.


  “You don’t remember meeting me, do you?”


  I bit my lip for a second, wondering if I should tell him the truth. “No,” I said, slowly. “I do.”


  “Yeah? You didn’t say anything when we talked at the beach.”


  Talked, flirted, whatever.


  I shrugged. “You didn’t either. I figured you didn’t remember me. I’m not exactly memorable.”


  “On the contrary,” he said, taking a long drag off his cigarette, holding the smoke in his lungs for a few beats before blowing it out slowly. “You’re actually quire memorable. You’re also very mysterious.”


  “So are you,” I countered, not knowing what he meant, but I liked it. I wasn’t sure anyone had ever described me as mysterious. I honestly enjoyed that he hadn’t thought I was sweet or cute. It was a nice change.


  He smiled, and it lit up his eyes. I remembered how much I’d liked his smile when I first met him. I was glad he was smiling as opposed to looking so despondent. He seemed so different than the light-hearted guy I’d encountered a month earlier at the coffee shop, and I wondered what had changed.


  “Okay then, I guess we’re even,” he said.


  “I guess we are,” I said, knowing I was flirting just a little. “Okay, but really, how am I mysterious?”


  He shrugged. “Well, you keep popping up places, especially when I’m not expecting to see you. I’m intrigued. Plus you look like you have a secret. I’m curious about what it is.”


  “You think I have a secret?” I asked, not believing him for a second. That was probably a line he used on every girl he flirted with.


  He nodded. “Am I wrong?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.” I was playing coy, and I knew it.


  “You want to kiss me, don’t you? That’s it.”


  He took one final drag off of his cigarette and flicked it through the railings. I watched it fall to the ground, landing softly on the sand.


  I was taken aback by his boldness, but maintained my composure, shaking my head slightly as I smirked at him. “Um, no. But thanks for asking.”


  “Huh, I figured the combination of you saying I had kissable lips, telling me you wanted to kiss me, and then getting within two inches of my mouth last night would be an indication, but I guess I was wrong.”


  I stared at him. He had a confident air about him that was something I wasn’t used to in guys. I mean, Ben was confident, but Zack seemed older or wiser or just more insightful. He seemed to exude something specific that said he was totally comfortable in his own skin, regardless of what anyone else thought.


  He also had a bit of a bad boy edge that seemed to draw me in. He seemed dangerous, but it was probably the sexiest thing about him. Of course, if he really was a bad boy, would he have been helping his future step-mother assemble wedding favors? Probably not.


  “Nope. Sorry. I don’t want to kiss you,” I said, shaking my head.


  “That’s just too bad,” he said, leaning closer to me. “So what is it that you’re hiding?”


  “I’m not hiding anything,” I said, leaning back against the railing.


  “Liar.”


  “Okay, fine,” I said, starting enjoy our little back and forth game. “If you think I’m hiding something, what do you think it is?” I asked, taking the new cigarette he’d just lit from his hand, putting it to my lips and inhaling deeply. It tasted like spices, and it wasn’t all that gross.


  Zack raised his eyebrows at me. “I thought you didn’t smoke.”


  “I don’t,” I said, putting the cigarette to my lips again.


  When I didn’t give any indication that I was going to give it back, he pulled out another one and lit it. “See, mysterious,” he mumbled around the cigarette.


  I shrugged while maintaining a coy look that I hoped was enticing. “So are you going to tell me what you think I’m hiding?”


  He looked at me solicitously for a few seconds, and I thought I saw a smirk creep onto his lips. “I have no clue, but I’d say you’ve been doing a bit of soul-searching this summer,” he said, catching me off-guard. “You know, trying to figure something out.”


  “Why do you think that?” I asked, trying to keep my cool about him seeing right through me.


  He raised his eyebrows and quoted a line from my favorite Paramore song.


  I smiled. “You listened to it.”


  “Do you identify with it?” he asked, sounding like a shrink. “Is your life really tragic, Emily Cole? Because quite honestly I’d have pegged you for more of a princess with a perfect life.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “My life isn’t tragic,” I said icily. “It’s also not perfect. I guess I just identify wanting it to be magical, wanting the fairytale, and I don’t see anything wrong with that.”


  I realized how juvenile that sounded as soon as the words were out of my mouth. I expected Zack to laugh at me, but he didn’t.


  “You do realize fairytales are bullshit,” he said, and I suddenly felt like an idiot for admitting something so personal, but then he got that faraway look in his eyes again. “Of course, maybe you’re on to something. A fairytale would sometimes be better than reality.”


  I felt like we’d treaded into some pretty serious territory and I should redirect the conversation, but Zack was on a roll, and I couldn’t stop him.


  “Is your life really that terrible?” he asked.


  “No, it’s not” I sighed. “It’s just … . predictable. Boring.”


  Zack raised an eyebrow at me. “So let me guess. You figured you’d come here for the summer and let loose, because it’s the summer and that’s what people do.”


  I nodded, not sure how I felt about him being able to read me so well.


  “But you’re not very good at it,” he said, cautiously. “You come to these parties, but you’re really not into the scene. You smoke, but you’re not really a smoker. You got that piercing, because you wanted to do something crazy. And you’re probably not really as in love with your boyfriend as you think you are, but you’d never admit it outright.”


  I opened my mouth to protest, but nothing came out. He was pretty much hitting the nail on the head, and it was a little disconcerting. Hell, it was a lot disconcerting.


  “I’d guess that you’re probably scared to do anything radical that might have a permanent effect on your life, so you’re scratching the surface on shaking things up. Oh, and I’d guess that you’re a cheerleader and on student council, but that’s just a guess.”


  Zack settled back against the step behind him, rested on his elbows and stared at me. I was well-aware that my mouth was slightly hanging open, so much so that I almost didn’t catch the last thing he said. I started to tell him I wasn’t in high school when he said something that gave me pause.


  “Oh, and you really are thinking about what it would be like to kiss me, but you’d never actually admit it. How right was I, princess?” he asked smugly.


  “You weren’t exactly right,” I said haughtily. “And don’t call me princess.”


  He leaned forward, so his face was inches from mine. “Yeah, but I was close wasn’t I.”


  “That is beside the point,” I said, not giving him the satisfaction that he was right about anything, especially that I wanted to kiss him, although now that he brought it up, I was thinking about it. His kissable lips were very close to mine.


  He laughed lightly. “I have a knack for that – you know, observing and reading people. I was a psych major in college.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  He nodded once. “I also know firsthand what it’s like to fix things with alcohol, and I can tell you it doesn’t work.”


  “Excuse me?” I asked, caught off-guard by his statement.


  “Keep in mind that I’m not judging or anything, but I’ve paid attention to you over the past few weeks.” I narrowed my eyes, waiting for him to continue. “Call it instincts, but I can tell you’re not a big drinker, yet you guzzle the stuff like it’s water. It’s not going to fix what’s wrong.”


  “What is this, an anti-drinking PSA? ‘Cause I don’t need a lecture,” I said, my defenses heightening.


  My recreational drinking habits, however excessive they’d been as of late, certainly weren’t any of his business, even if I knew deep down that he was right. I’d been drowning what was bothering me each night in an attempt to make things better or more fun or something, but each day I still woke up with that nagging feeling in my mind that I didn’t have any more answers than when I’d gone to bed. It was frustrating.


  Zack sighed, obviously sensing my irritation. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but for whatever reason, you caught my attention, and I can see that if you’re not careful, you could head down a road that’s pretty bleak.”


  “You’ve been down that road, I presume?”


  “Let’s just say I had few dark months myself before I realized that no matter how drunk I got, my problems were still there when I woke up. I just had a raging hangover to go with them.”


  “So you’re like a recovering alcoholic?” I asked, stunned that someone so young could carry that title.


  He laughed. “No, I’m not. I just learned to deal with my problems head-on instead of trying to bury them.”


  “And you think I should do that?”


  “I’m not your shrink. I’m not here to tell you what to do, but I’m just saying there are other options.” He leaned forward, appraising me for a few seconds. “You just don’t seem like the kind of girl who’d get caught up in all this bullshit,” he said, gesturing up to the party I’d forgotten was going on above us.


  I was unnerving how well this guy could read me – scarily unnerving – and I didn’t want him doing it anymore.


  “Okay, then,” I said, maintaining my composure, so he wouldn’t be able to tell how unraveled I’d become in the past few minutes. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll definitely take it under advisement.”


  “No problem,” he said, as he took a satisfied drag off of his cigarette.


  “My turn,” I said then. “Let me analyze you.”


  He smirked at me.“Go ahead, princess.”


  I fought the urge to roll my eyes at his nickname for me. I wasn’t a big fan, especially since my brother had mockingly called me that for years, but I let it go. I didn’t need him to have any more ammunition against me.


  “You act all tough, but you’re really sensitive. You’ve been upset about something for a while, but you don’t like to think or talk about, so you’ve learned to turn your emotions off, like you’re doing right now. I don’t know what made you that way, but I’d guess it’s a girl – mostly because you seem really arrogant, so you probably did something shitty to this girl and are now regretting your actions. Oh, and you know that I have a boyfriend, but that doesn’t seem to stop you from flirting with me.”


  He smiled after a few beats. “It was a nice effort.”


  I shrugged. “Oh well. I tried. We can’t all have degrees in psychology.”


  He laughed. “And she’s not modest. Good deal.”


  “Well, you weren’t exactly right about me,” I countered, putting the ball back in his court.


  “Oh, and what did I get wrong?” he asked arrogantly. “Are you not a cheerleader? You’re really on the dance team?”


  I narrowed my eyes at his smugness. “No, I’m not cheerleader,” I finally said. “I used to be, but then I graduated high school – three years ago.”


  I let my statement hang out there as Zack looked at me quizzically, and I could tell he was trying to decipher if I was telling him the truth. I spoke up again before he could say anything else.


  “Yes, I am well-aware of the fact that I look like I’m twelve. For the record, I’ll be twenty-two in September.”


  “I actually was going to go with eighteen, not twelve,” Zack said, matching my confidence.


  “Common mistake,” I said, waving my hand at him.


  “So are you really in love with your boyfriend?” Zack asked, changing gears and giving me a skeptical look. “Did I get that wrong too?”


  “Yes, you did, and yes, I’m in love with him,” I said definitively, but the words didn’t sound as confident when I heard them spoken out loud. I was also well-aware that each second with Zack seemed to push Ben further from my mind.


  Zack leaned even closer to me, scooting down to the landing, so we were just inches apart. “Then why did you tell me I had kissable lips? If you love your boyfriend so much, why were you thinking about kissing another guy?”


  “I–,” I started to say but couldn’t get the words out. He was making me completely tongue-tied.


  “Do you know what I think?”


  I just shook my head.


  “I think you need to stop trying so hard,” he said, pulling away from me and resting his elbows on the step behind him.


  I gave him an incredulous look. “Excuse me?”


  “Do you like who you are, Emily? Do you like your life?”


  Seriously! How was he doing that?


  I sighed loudly, letting out a long, slow breath of air. “Like I said, my life is predictable. I’ve worked so hard for what I have, but now that I have it, it’s not really all that great. I keep thinking there should be something more, you know?”


  “Then stop trying so hard to be the person you think you should be and just be yourself,” Zack said, as if it were that simple.


  “Don’t you think if I knew who I was supposed to be, I’d be that person?” I snapped.


  He shook his head. “You’re not getting it. Don’t think. Don’t try. Just go with your gut.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to make sense of what he was saying.


  “What would you do right now, if there were no consequences?” he asked, appraising me but not judging. He was honestly asking.


  “There are always consequences,” I said, shaking my head at his notion.


  He leaned forward again. “Pretend there aren’t. What’s one thing you would do tonight if you knew you wouldn’t get caught and no one would find out?”


  Now I’m sure he expected me to say something profound or mention a daring act that scared me, but it was hard to focus on anything but his lips, so close to mine, and before I knew what was happening, I leaned forward, closing the space between us.


  In the heat of the moment, I let myself not think about what I was doing and what it would mean. I did exactly what he said as I went with my gut, did the one thing I wanted to do more than anything in that moment and kissed him, hard, right on the lips as electricity shot throughout my body with our connection.


  Only when we pulled apart did I realize that I’d just cheated on Ben, but some part of me justified it. I’d enjoyed kissing Zack more than I’d ever admit, and I’d be lying if I said he didn’t look like he felt the same way.


  “Okay, that was so not what I expected,” he said, gazing at me with a dazed look on his face, and I was suddenly self-conscious that he didn’t enjoy the kiss.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, almost instantaneously. It was a gut reaction since I really wasn’t sorry at all that I’d done it, but it felt like the right thing to say.


  He shook his head. “Don’t be sorry,” he said, smirking slightly. “I’d bet that’s the first time in your life you’ve ever been impulsive. Don’t apologize for it.”


  “Nah” I said, waving my hand in dismissal. “I hauled off and punched a girl a few weeks ago when I caught her kissing my boyfriend. That was the most impulsive I’ve ever been.


  Zack nodded his head, seemingly impressed with what I’d revealed. Then he smirked. “I thought you didn’t want to kiss me?” He leaned back again but didn’t move up to the bottom step he’d been sitting on before.


  I noticed the cocky air he’d been exuding as he psychoanalyzed me had diminished, and I wondered just how off-guard I’d caught him with the kiss.


  I shrugged, playing coy. “Things change.”


  “What would your boyfriend say? Would he punch me if he saw what we just did?”


  “Probably,” I said, matching his confidence. “But he’s not here.”


  “No, he’s not,” was all Zack said, his gaze never leaving mine.


  “We’ve been together for five years,” I suddenly blurted out, not really sure why I was opening up to a guy, who still hadn’t officially told me his name. “I love him. I really do. He’s perfect, but lately I’ve been feeling sort of unhappy with him.”


  Zack raised an eyebrow at me which I interpreted as him questioning how perfect Ben really was if he was making me unhappy. It was exactly what I’d been thinking but had been afraid to admit.


  “He loves me so much, and he wants to marry me.”


  “How does that make you feel?” Zack asked, and I couldn’t help smirk at his shrink-like question.


  “A little excited, a little freaked out. He’s the only guy I’ve ever been with. What if I’m settling for the first guy I meet and there’s someone else out there who’s a better match for me. I don’t know. He keeps talking about getting engaged and moving in together after we graduate, but I just don’t know. I sort of followed him to college. He got a scholarship to play football at UNC, so I went with him, so we wouldn’t have to break up, and I haven’t regretted it, but I’ve always wondered what would have happened if I’d have gone somewhere else.”


  Zack nodded, as if he understood.


  “I just kind of hate that I was the kind of girl who followed a guy somewhere, and I’m afraid that if I follow him after college, I’ll be missing out on something great, you know? It’s like I’ve been having all these thoughts lately about wanting to see the world and experience different things. I’ve been taking baby steps, like getting my nose pierced. I haven’t told Ben about that, because I’m afraid he’ll be disappointed in me. I also haven’t told him how much I’m second-guessing so much about my life. I haven’t told him a lot of things.”


  “Have you told him about me?” Zack asked, a slight smirk on his face.


  “What?” I asked, thinking he was crazy. “I don’t even know your name. Why would I tell him about you?”


  He shrugged. “I’m a pretty memorable guy, that’s all. It’s Zack, by the way. My name.”


  “I know,” I said.


  “Oh yeah, I thought you didn’t know my name?”


  “I’m friends with Molly. She mentioned you. I just didn’t want you to think I knew who you were.”


  “See, there you go thinking again,” he said, shaking his head. Then he sighed. “Did you hear us fighting earlier?”


  “Yeah, I did. What’s the deal with you guys anyway?” I asked, taking my shot to see if they were dating. A part of me hoped he’d say no, especially since I’d just kissed him.


  “She’s my cousin – my over-protective cousin who doesn’t know when to butt out.”


  Oh, they were related. That actually made sense. I wondered why Molly had never introduced me to him. We’d all been at a lot of the same parties that summer, and I’d met the rest of her family.


  “Sometimes it’s good when people butt in,” I said, “even if you don’t realize it at the time.”


  “Yeah, well, sometimes it’s better if people just mind their own business,” he said, and I took that as a cue that I needed to stop prying.


  He stared at the ocean, so I stared down the beach, not sure what to do or say next. After five minutes of silence, I was debating whether to get up and go inside. If Zack wanted to be alone, I would let him. But before I could move, he said something that made me stop.


  “So, Emily, how ironic is it that we met in your hometown and again here?”


  “I’d say it’s pretty ironic. I never thought I’d run into Cute Coffeehouse Guy again,” I said, realizing too late that I’d said that out loud. I clamped my hand over my mouth.


  Zack’s eyes widened in surprise. “Cute Coffeehouse Guy?” he questioned, smirking slightly.


  I felt my face flush scarlet and automatically looked down.


  “Huh,” he said. “I like it.”


  I was afraid to look at him for fear I would burst into flames. I thought if I could run away without looking like an idiot, I’d do it, but there was no way I’d be able to achieve that. I fixed my gaze on the wooden boards of the stairs instead. A few minutes passed without any words exchanged, but I could tell Zack was staring at me.


  “Well, I’m going to in now,” he said. “I need to get home. Thanks for the kiss, princess.”


  I just nodded, turning red again as I stared at the ground. I heard him stand and start back up the stairs, thankful my embarrassment was finally ending.


  “Don’t worry,” he said, from halfway up the stairs. I raised my head involuntarily to look at him. “If I’d have been that creative, I would have come up with a similar nickname for you.” He flashed me a wide smile. “For now I’ll just call you, the cute girl I can’t stop thinking about, and who I’m so glad isn’t in high school.”


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  It was three days before I saw Zack again, but I couldn’t get him out of my head. I looked for him wherever I went, but he seemed to be missing in action. I even asked Molly about him, but she said he was just staying in.


  I thought a lot about what he’d said about finding other ways to deal with my issues and being impulsive and not thinking. I even considered what that would mean in the grand scheme of things even though I guess that defeated the purpose of being spontaneous. I couldn’t help it. Not thinking about consequences just wasn’t in my nature. And even though I knew where he lived, and it would be incredibly spontaneous, I couldn’t bring myself to impulsively stop by and see him.


  And it would have been wrong anyway, because I had a boyfriend. I sighed. Ben.


  I talked to him every night but found that when I should be thinking of him I wasn’t. I was thinking about the sad guy with dark hair and light brown eyes who I’d kissed a few days earlier. I was wondering what it would be like to kiss him again. I was a bad girlfriend, but I couldn’t help it. I just couldn’t stop thinking about Zack.


  The day after the party, Chase and I had gone down to the beach. I’d been inside my head all morning and needed some perspective. It was still overcast, but it at least it wasn’t raining.


  “How wrong is cheating,” I asked him, studying his face as he thought about what I said.


  “Cheating on a test or on a person,” he asked, clarifying my question, as his hand absently raked through the wet sand in a hypnotic pattern.


  “A person.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Did you cheat on that d-bag boyfriend of yours?”


  I shot him a dirty look. “He’s not a d-bag, and I didn’t really cheat on him. I just kissed someone else. It was nothing.”


  Chase offered me a cigarette, as he was pulling one out for himself, but I shook my head. Maybe if it had been one of Zack’s clove cigarettes I’d have taken him up on his offer, but I wasn’t a big fan of the regular kind.


  “That dude walks around like he’s King Shit, still basking in his glory days when he was a high school football star. He’s a jerk to pretty much everyone, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he was cheating on you. I mean for real, not just being attacked by Ashleigh Ballast at a party.”


  “He’s not cheating on me,” I said calmly, knowing Ben would never do that. “Besides, he’s amazing at football. He should get to show off for it.”


  “Okay,” Chase said. “We’re going to agree to disagree on that one, so let’s just drop it. Who’d you kiss?”


  I shrugged. “Molly’s cousin, Zack. You know the guy who’s always playing his guitar by the bonfire. We were talking last night out on the deck at that party, and I kissed him. Now I can’t stop thinking about him.”


  “I’ve met him,” Chase said. “He’s a cool guy. I’d say go for it. Who cares? You’re young.”


  “Would you cheat on Amy?” I asked.


  “Amy?” Chase asked, as if it was the strangest notion in world. “No way.


  “Then why are you telling me it’s okay to cheat!” I asked, incredulously.


  “Because, the only person you’ve ever dated is D-bag Ben. I have had many girlfriends. You need to expand your horizons. Besides, no one will ever know.”


  “I guess,” I said, not entirely convinced that what he was saying was true.


  “Don’t guess,” he said, taking a deep drag off his cigarette. “Just do.”


  How ironic that he was giving me the same advice as Zack.


  “Yeah, I think I’ve heard that before.”


  But it was easier said than done. Once I cheated, that would be it. Ben and I would be over. I would have to tell him, have to break up with him. He wouldn’t be my boyfriend anymore, and we certainly wouldn’t be getting engaged after graduation. How did I feel about that?


  “It’s good advice,” Chase said, stubbing his cigarette out in the sand and burying the butt.


  Pushing the unsavory thought from my mind, I changed the subject.


  “You’ve really had tons of girlfriends?” I asked, wondering how it was that I knew so little about someone I shared DNA with.


  Of course we had lived in different cities for three years, but still, I saw him at holidays. I would have thought he’d have mentioned something to the family at some point.


  “Sure,” he said, as he piled a mound of sand over his buried cigarette.


  “How come you’ve never talked about these girlfriends?”


  “I did, you just never chose to listen.”


  “That’s not true,” I said, slightly offended by his dig.


  “Emily, before this summer you were incredibly self-absorbed. You never bothered to look past your own personal drama to see what was going on around you. You wrote me off, labeled me as an asshole and left it at that.”


  “You were an asshole!” I said, my voice raising an octave.


  “No, I’ve always been the same person. You just never took the time to step out of who you’d become to see it. I’m not like you and your friends, and I have no desire to be. I’m okay with not being popular or even well-liked, but for you, it’s like a crutch, and it’s been that way since you hit high school. You define yourself by how other people view you. You’re terrified of anyone seeing you as less than perfect, so you walk around trying to please everyone and always do the right thing. It’s actually made you a pretty hateful person.”


  “I’m not hateful,” I interjected. “I’m the nice girl. Everyone knows it. Rachel’s the sarcastic, bad girl, and I’m the sweet, nice girl.”


  Chase raised his eyebrows. “Is that what you think?”


  “Yeah,” I said, suddenly losing my confidence.


  “You can keep telling yourself that, but I don’t think you’re as sweet as you think you are. You’re pretty good at being a bitch when you want to be.”


  “That’s just you’re opinion, because you and I have never gotten along.”


  “Maybe so, but I wouldn’t be so sure. Did I mention that in addition to being hateful that you’re also pretty hated?”


  My head was spinning at his words. What he was saying couldn’t be true? I wasn’t hated. Sure maybe people were jealous of me, but they didn’t hate me. Okay, so maybe I hadn’t kept in touch with my high school friends as much as I should have, but is that really a reason to hate a person?


  “Who hates me?” I demanded.


  Chase just laughed, got up and dusted the sand off of his black cargo shorts, shaking his head as he walked away. “Don’t worry about it,” he called over his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter, Em.”


  “Chase! Who hates me,” I called after him, but he didn’t respond.


  ***


  It was raining again, and I sat on the swing on the front porch watching the rain soak the lawn as I rocked back and forth, hugging my knees to my chest and wishing Rachel was there with me. Keely had gone to a movie with Keg Boy, and Chase and Molly had left for Raleigh that afternoon. They were spending three days at some music festival, so Molly could scout bands. Even though she was on the island for the summer, she still had to work on occasion, which mostly meant listening to prospective bands when they played nearby. Her boss was really laid back, so he let her work when she could. Since there was some sort of showcase happening, she’d decided to take advantage of the opportunity and see as many bands as possible. Chase had agreed to go with her, and I half-wondered if something might happen between them while they were away together.


  With all my friends gone for the night, I was left to either hang out with my mom who I still wasn’t getting along great with or sit and stew alone with my issues. I chose to stew, so of course what Chase had said was eating away at me. I was irritated that I wasn’t able to let go of what he’d said, and truthfully, it had been bugging me all day. I decided to call Rachel to see what she was up to.


  “I think Chase is going to sleep with Molly,” I blurted out five minutes into the conversation.


  “Seriously?!” Rachel said with more emotion than was probably necessary.


  “Yeah, they went away together for a few days, and they’re sharing a hotel room, so it’s pretty inevitable. Sucks for Amy.”


  “I can’t believe he’s going to cheat on his girlfriend,” she said, suddenly much quieter. “I thought he really liked her.”


  “I’m sure he did, but she’s not here, so I guess he’s fulfilling his guy needs or something. Sucks to be her. Whatever, I’m sort of pissed at him anyway.”


  There was silence on her Rachel’s end, so I assumed she was processing what I’d said about being pissed at Chase.


  “Rachel?” I asked when she didn’t respond after at least a minute.


  “What?” she asked, the irritation apparent in her voice.


  Something was definitely distracting her. Maybe she was fearful that Michael would follow Chase’s lead and cheat on her. After all, they were in similar long distance situation that summer. I hoped he wouldn’t do that, because I might have to kick his ass.


  “Do people hate me?” I asked, choosing a different tactic and hoping I could distract her the same time.


  “What? Which people?”


  “I don’t know, people in general,” I said in exasperation.


  “Probably,” she said nonchalantly, like it was no big deal. “Where is this coming from?”


  “Chase,” I said through gritted teeth. Now she would know why I was pissed at him.


  Rachel sighed. “I’m going to kill that boy when I see him next,” she finally said, which I thought was a little extreme, but I appreciated her solidarity. “What did he say?”


  I recapped my earlier conversation with Chase for her to which she sighed and exerted the appropriate amount of exasperation toward my callous brother.


  “Em, just let it go,” she said, sounding tired all of a sudden. “It’s not a big deal if people don’t like you.”


  “It is to me,” I insisted. “I was voted “Nicest” in the senior superlatives. Apparently people liked me back in high school. What changed? Have I changed? Do I need to know something?”


  “Em, all you need to know if that I love you, and your friends love you. Who cares what everyone else thinks.”


  “I do!”


  “Why?”


  I sighed. “I don’t know.”


  And I really I wasn’t sure why I was so hung up on the fact that people I went to high school with had changed their opinion of me.


  “Sweetie, you’ve got to develop a thicker skin if you’re going to make it in New York.”


  “Ha, ha,” I said, loving the way she strategically plugged New York into our conversation. She had been doing it at least once a week since she’d initially mentioned it, but as long as I was with Ben, New York wasn’t an option for me after graduation. “Seriously though, what have you heard? I’ll let it go, I just need to know.”


  “Em, you’re so sweet and nice and selfless, and that’s why we all love you, but you have sort of had this little habit of discounting people who aren’t like you. You almost look down on them, and kind of judge what’s on the surface, instead of getting to know the person they really are. So your friends have always adored you, but not everyone else. It’s sort of gotten a little worse since we’ve been in college.”


  I sucked in a deep breath. “That sucks,” I said, trusting that Rachel wouldn’t lie to me. “So, I’m a mean girl?”


  “Yeah, sort of.”


  Shit.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?!” I gasped. I couldn’t believe I’d been waltzing through life not knowing I was a total bitch to people. How could I have not seen that? Granted, I’d always been a bitch to Chase and his friends, but I didn’t think that extended to anyone else.


  “You were happy. I didn’t want to burst your bubble. Besides, what does it matter what people you aren’t friends with think about you?”


  “It matters! I want to work in PR. It’s a big deal if people think I’m elitist and judgmental.”


  “If it’s any consolation, you’ve changed a lot this summer. And I think it’s all for the good.”


  “But I can’t fix the past, can I?”


  “No, but if you focus on just being more open in the future, people will see that you’ve changed. This isn’t the end of the world, you know.”


  “I guess,” I said, biting my lip. “But I think I’ve turned into new kind of bitch, and that might be the end of the world.”


  “What do you mean?”


  I sighed, thinking about Ben and what Chase had said about no one knowing I’d kissed Zack. It wasn’t like Rachel would say anything, but once I told her, it would be out there. She hung out with Ben. What if she was drunk and let it slip? No, she wouldn’t do that. Rachel was a good drunk and a great secret keeper.


  “I cheated on Ben,” I deadpanned.


  “Say what?” she asked, and I could hear her sitting up straighter. For the first time throughout the whole I conversation, I finally felt like I had her full attention.


  “You heard me.”


  “Define cheated.”


  “I kissed another guy – that really cute guy from the coffeehouse that plays guitar. I told you about him. His name is Zack, and he’s – I don’t know how to describe him. He’s like a conundrum – he’s a total bad boy on the outside, but he almost hast his really sweet side too. I don’t know what his deal is, but I can’t stay away from him.” I sighed. “It’s bad.”


  Rachel gasped on her end, and I thought it was a strange reaction, but then she didn’t say anything else.


  “Rach?”


  “Oh, my God!” she squealed, and I was completely thrown off, because in fifteen years, I don’t think I’d ever once heard Rachel squeal. Maybe she was as shocked as I was that I had actually cheated on Ben.


  “I know, right,” I said. “So, what should I do?”


  “Huh?” Rachel asked then.


  “What?”


  “Em, hang on,” she said, and I heard her put the phone down.


  All I could hear were muffled sounds and more squealing. I wasn’t sure what was going on. My news wasn’t that big of a deal.


  After a few minutes Rachel came back on the line sounding breathless. “Em, let me call you back, okay?”


  “Um, okay, but I’m kind of in a quandary here, and I need by best friend’s sage advice.”


  “Michael’s here,” she said, the glee positively oozing out of her voice. “He just walked in and totally surprised the shit out of me.”


  I could hear her projecting that last part of her statement to Michael, but it was in a completely endearing way. She was totally smitten with this guy, and my heart sank just a little. I missed feeling that way about a guy.


  “Aww, how cute is he?” I said, forgetting completely about my own personal drama for a minute.


  “He’s so freakin’ cute,” she said, and I could tell she wasn’t speaking to me.


  I had to assume all her fears that Michael would cheat flew out the window since he was standing in her bedroom.


  “Have fun,” I said, deciding to let her go enjoy her time with her new guy. “Call me when you’re sober.”


  “I’m not drunk,” she started to say, and then she laughed. “Oh, that’s funny. I totally get it. Love you, babe.”


  “Love you too” I said, and I hung up the phone smiling. At least one of us knew what she wanted.


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  Two nights later, I still couldn’t get Zack out of my head, but I hadn’t seen him since the night we kissed, so I was stewing. Leo called to see if I wanted to go to a party with him and his sister Reagan, who was a junior at the University of Georgia and actually a lot like me. I’d hung out with her a few nights that week, and she was a sweet girl, but shy and sort of reserved. I’d liked her instantly.


  Feeling a surge of confidence, I went out on a limb and asked Leo if Zack would be at the party. I’d artfully avoided bringing him up the past few nights as my eyes had scanned the parties we’d gone to, looking for him and craving his voice wrapped around the lyrics of my favorite songs, but he had been MIA.


  At that point, I didn’t care if Leo knew I sort of liked Zack, so I just asked. He was silent for a few beats, obviously pondering what my question meant, but he didn’t pry. When he told me Zack wasn’t going out that night, I decided to stay home too. I was thinking about curling up with a book and going to bed early. Even though I hadn’t done much drinking the past two nights, since Zack’s words about drowning my sorrows in alcohol were running around in my mind mocking me, I’d still stayed out late, so I was tired.


  The rain had finally cleared, so I decided to take a walk after dinner. I put my ear buds in, letting Mat Kearney take me away as I trudged down the beach, taking in the sunset and the cool night air that was settling in. I’d gotten a good half mile from our house before I saw Zack sitting on the beach alone, knees drawn up to his chest, staring out at the ocean. He didn’t see me, so I walked the twenty feet or so up to where he was sitting and stopped in front of him. It was a good thirty seconds before he acknowledged my presence.


  “Hey,” he said, pushing his sunglasses up to the top of his head as he flashed me a weak smile.


  It definitely wasn’t bright enough for sunglasses, but then I realized why he’d been wearing them. I might have been mistaken, but it looked like he’d been crying. His eyes were red-rimmed, and he looked utterly defeated. Gone was the cocky, confident guy from the party.


  “What are you doing out here?”


  He shrugged. “I just needed to get away.” He seemed to need to get away a lot. “What are you doing?”


  “Just taking a walk. It’s a nice night.”


  He nodded, but I wasn’t so sure he agreed with me.


  “Do you want some company?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t intruding, but I was sure if I was, Zack would tell me.


  “Sure,” he said in that non-emotional way of his I’d heard a few times when we’d talked.


  So I sat down. We sat in silence for a few moments, just watching the waves roll in and out. Then Zack suddenly changed, and he seemed happy. It was as if he’d flipped a switch and Coffeehouse Guy was back. He leaned back on his hands and looked over at me.


  “I was wondering when I’d see you again,” he said, smirking slightly.


  “I’ve been out,” I teased, going off of his good mood. “You haven’t been around.”


  “I haven’t really felt like going out,” he said, his eyes drifting to the ocean again.


  I nodded. “Yeah, Leo told me.” Then I decided to go out on a limb. “I didn’t really feel like going out tonight, so I’m glad I ran into you.”


  He raised his pierced eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”


  “Sure. I’ve sort of been thinking about you a bit lately.”


  “All good things?”


  “Some good, others not so – good,” I said, obviously flirting with him and surprising myself at my boldness. I sounded like my sister.


  “Well, I’d like to hear about those not so good things,” he said, flirting back.


  “Maybe.” I smiled, feeling like I was being daring.


  “Do those not so good things have anything in common with things your boyfriend wouldn’t want to know about?” he asked, taking our mild flirtation to a level that was full on flirting – something that would absolutely piss Ben off.


  “Yeah, probably,” I said, looking down, and then up at him, cracking a coy smile.


  “Cool.”


  We sat in silence for another few minutes while I wondered what I could say next to keep up our flirty conversation that I was enjoying so much. I reached up and lightly fingered his piercing. He watched me, an amused expression on his face.


  “You don’t like it do you,” he said.


  I shook my head. “No, I do,” I said, biting my lip, as I brought my hand back to my lap. “I’ve just never been attracted to guys with piercings and tattoos before, so I think I’m more surprised at myself than anything else.”


  His mouth quirked up into a smirk. “You’re attracted to me,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.


  I nodded. “You didn’t have that when we first met. Is it new?”


  He shook his head. “No, but my dad hates it, so I take it out when I’m around him.”


  I smiled. “I think it looks kind of hot,” I said, surprising myself again.


  “Do you want to see something?” he asked then.


  “Sure,” I said, not sure what I was agreeing to but figured I was game to do anything with him at that point.


  He got up, dusted off the back of his shorts, and held his hand out to help me up. I put my hand in his, let him pull me up to a standing position, and we started walking back in the direction I’d come. We passed Molly’s house, where I thought he was staying, and stopped two houses down at a small beach cottage.


  “You’re not staying with the rest of your family?” I asked, as I followed him around to the front of the house.


  He shook his head. “My mom and I actually live her year-round now. The rest of my family is just renting that house. They used to stay with us in the big house, but since the divorce, we just don’t have enough room.”


  Zack stopped next to a shiny black motorcycle. He leaned forward to take the helmet from the back of the bike and handed it to me.


  “Is this okay?” he asked, gesturing to the bike, his eyebrows rising slightly in question.


  Instinctively, my heart started pounding at the idea of riding on the back of a motorcycle, but I wasn’t about to let Zack see my fear.


  “I’m guess if I’m working on being impulsive, sure,” I said, shrugging as I took the helmet from him and tentatively placed it over my head.


  He laughed lightly, shaking his head. “You know, princess, it doesn’t count as being impulsive if you have to write a mental pro-con list before making a decision.”


  I closed my eyes in frustrated amusement. “Why do you keep calling me that?”


  He shrugged. “It just seems to fit,” he said, matter-of-factly.


  I sighed to show my frustration but didn’t tell him not to call me that anymore. I wasn’t sure I didn’t actually it. When it rolled off of his lips, it sounded almost endearing.


  “You know, it’s unnerving how you always seem to be able to know what I’m thinking,” I said, instead.


  He smirked. “Emily, I could literally see the wheels turning in your head as you worked through whether or not you wanted to hop of the back of my bike with me.”


  He took a step toward me, his hand reaching for my waist. He played with the hem of my hoodie, lifting the edge, so his fingers could dance along my bare stomach, as his eyes locked with mine and my breath caught in my chest. My heart started pounding wildly at our proximity and little twinges started sparking down from the spot where his fingers played. He slowly swept his hand across my stomach, his fingers falling just below the waistband of my cut-offs. I had to bite my lip to keep from gasping out loud.


  “It’s really important that you don’t think,” Zack murmured, his lips moving slowly, seductively. “If you truly want to be impulsive, you just have to just go with your gut.”


  I breathed in and out slowly, well-aware that my heart was pounding and my breathing was slightly labored. In all my years with Ben, nothing he’d done had ever created this much desire or want in me. It took every ounce of control I had not to grab Zack’s face between my hands and draw him flush against my body.


  “Now,” he said, his hand moving up to my rib cage, just under my bra. He swept it softly across my stomach. “Do you want to go for a ride?”


  “Yes,” I breathed out instantly, not entirely sure if he was still referring to his motorcycle.


  His mouth quirked up on the side so he was smirking at me. “Good,” he said, as his arm ran around to my back and he pulled me against him.


  I knew he was going to kiss me, and all I could do was stand there, frozen and waiting, wanting nothing more than his lip on mine. His eyes stayed locked on mine before glancing down at my lips for a few beats, as if he was contemplating whether or not to close the distance between us. Then, before I knew what was happening, he released me. I reached back for the bike to steady myself. My legs felt wobbly, and my head felt heavy from the weight of the helmet.


  I breathed out a sigh as quietly as I could so he wouldn’t see how much he’d affected me.


  “I’m guessing you’ve never ridden on a bike before, have you?” he asked then.


  I shook my head, too afraid to speak for fear of what I might say. I could tell instantly that he could sense what I was feeling in that moment, and the smirk that again played on his lips told me I was amusing him.


  “Okay, it’s not big deal, except that as the rider, you need to make sure that we don’t fall out of balance.”


  He had suddenly flipped a switch and was in teaching mode, all traces of flirting gone. I raised my eyebrows, thinking that I didn’t have the first clue as to how to do what he was telling me and suddenly saw us plummeting to our deaths from me throwing the bike out of balance.


  “It’s not so hard,” Zack said, smiling a sort of crooked smile at me. “All you have to do is hold on to me and lean the same way I do. Can you do that?”


  I swallowed hard, thinking that in order to do that, my arms would have to be around his waist, and the flutters in my stomach kicked back up again at the idea of being so close to him. I didn’t think I’d have any problem holding on tight.


  “I’ve got this,” I said, confidently, nodding my heavy, helmet-covered head a few times.


  “Okay,” Zack said, as he took his place on the front of the bike. “Hop on.” He glanced from me to the space behind him.


  I tentatively climbed on and leaned forward, pressing my body into his back and snaking my arms around his waist. I almost shivered as I felt his taught stomach through his t-shirt and gripped him tighter, locking my hands together.


  Zack laughed and turned around slightly. “I do still need to breathe.”


  “Oh, sorry,” I said and automatically loosened my death grip.


  “Thanks,” he said, as he kick-started the bike.


  As we started to slowly move out of the driveway, I couldn’t help but wonder what my parents would think of me riding on a motorcycle with a guy I hardly knew. I knew they wouldn’t be pleased, which sort of pleased me to no end. I did everything I could to push Ben’s clouded face from my mind, as it would surely be if he saw me holding onto another guy that tightly, as we zoomed away to an unknown location.


  Once we got moving, I found the initial fear I felt ebbing more toward exhilaration as the wind whipped around us. We couldn’t have been going more than thirty miles and hour, but it felt like we were flying. I instantly loved the feeling of the wind, the freedom, and Zack’s body so close to mine. I felt the sudden urge to press my lips to his neck which both scared and excited me.


  “You okay?” he asked when we stopped at a light.


  “I’m good,” I said, hugging him tighter.


  When we finally reached our destination, I saw that we were at the top of a small cliff of some sort. Zack parked the bike at the top and helped me off.


  “You did good,” he said, as we walked toward some stairs that I hadn’t seen when we’d first pulled up. They led us down to a stretch of the beach that was uninhabited. There were no houses nearby and no lifeguard chairs. It didn’t look like the stretches of beach that were on the end of the island where we were staying.


  We walked over to a large outcropping of rocks that blocked our path. The water was coming dangerously close to the rocks as the tide came in. Zack stepped on top of the lowest rocks and put his hand out for me to grab.


  My eyes fixed on a pink rubber bracelet that he was wearing. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now it fell to the end of his arm, as his shirt sleeve pulled up from his wrist. I looked from it, to his eyes, to his outstretched fingers, reached out and took his hand. For some reason, I took that gesture as a sign that there was no turning back. I was crossing a line, and once I crossed it, that was it, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t even slow down.


  Zack helped me up onto the rocks and held my hand as we walked the ten feet across, being careful not to slip, as the rocks were already getting damp from the spray of the ocean. On the other side, he hopped down onto hard-packed sand and helped me down so I was standing next to him on firm ground. We found ourselves on a secluded part of the beach where day trippers most likely didn’t set up their chairs and beach blankets. There was only about twenty feet of space from the back of the rocks to the ocean, and the expanse was only thirty feet wide. On the other side were more large rocks that were too tall to traverse easily.


  “Come on,” he said, taking my hand again.


  We walked up to the back of the beach where there was a small entrance to a cave. He hesitated just outside of it but didn’t enter. Instead he sat down on the sand, so I sat next to him.


  “What is this?”


  “This is my other place,” he said. “I used to come down here as a kid, actually all of us did. We would camp in there a few times each summer.” He indicated to the cave opening behind us. “I used to love how we could pretend it was our own private island. When I was older, and my parents would fight, I would come here a lot just get away from it all.”


  “Did you feel like you needed to get away tonight?” I asked, wondering what was bothering him so much.


  He nodded. “Yeah, I did. I’ve been coming here a lot over the past few months to think or write or just be alone.”


  “You write?”


  He nodded. “Music.”


  “Really. How come you never play your own stuff at the beach?”


  He shrugged. “Everyone likes covers. They’re crowd-pleasers. Besides, some of my stuff’s been pretty dark lately, so I figure it’s just better not to bum everyone else out.”


  “You haven’t exactly been playing bright and cheery tunes,” I said recalling that a lot of his cover choices had a definite melancholy air.


  He shrugged. “I play what I feel, so I guess that’s sort of rubbed off. Sorry if I’ve been bumming you out.”


  I laughed a non-humorous laugh “I’ve actually been pretty bummed out this summer, so I kind of liked your music.”


  “Misery loves company,” he deadpanned.


  “I’m sorry about whatever’s bothering you. I wish I could help,” I said, genuinely meaning it. I knew his issues were so much greater than mine, and I suddenly felt guilty for even thinking I had it rough. I just knew Zack was dealing with something big, and it had been affecting him for a while.


  He shrugged. “I’ll be okay.”


  “I wish I believed you,” I said, hoping I wasn’t over-stepping my bounds.


  “Yeah, me too,” he said, getting that far-off look in his eyes again.


  I wished he would open up and tell me what was going on. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen someone in so much pain before. I inadvertently took his hand, not thinking about it, just acting on instinct.


  He looked down at my hand in his and then back up at me. “Are you sure that’s something you want to do? I mean, you have a boyfriend and all.”


  I nodded, realizing that it was definitely something I wanted to do. For some unknown reason, I wanted nothing more than to sit there on that secluded, hidden beach with a guy I barely knew who seemed to be barely holding himself together and give him my hand to hold, as if it might help to have something solid to grip when you were falling apart.


  Zack leaned over then and kissed me, taking me by surprise. I leaned into it, becoming a full-on participant, knowing there was nothing that could have kept me from kissing him in that moment.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, laughing lightly when he pulled back. “I shouldn’t have done that.”


  He didn’t seem sorry, and his lack of remorse and boundaries should have been a red flag to me, but it sort of made me want to see how far I would let myself go with him. He was a bad boy, and I’d always dated good boys. Maybe it was time I take a ride on the dark side and see what happened. Of course, I knew Zack wasn’t all bad. He was like bad boy light.


  With his dark hair, piercing eyes and serious looks, he had a way about him that screamed danger, but then he would smile and say something sweet, and I’d totally change my mind about him. Then there was the way he touched me that set my body on fire that just told me he could get me in a lot of trouble. He knew I had a boyfriend, but he didn’t care, and frankly, in that moment, neither did I.


  I shook my head. “Don’t be sorry,” I said, and leaned in to kiss him again. “Just go with your gut.”


  “Touché,” he said against my lips. His tongue working its way into my mouth as I leaned further into him, getting completely lost in the kiss.


  When I finally pulled away, he leaned his head back against the rock and closed his eyes. I watched him closely, noticing how broken he looked again. It amazed me how he could go from flirty and happy to sad and remorseful in the blink of an eye. His moods were up and down, and I couldn’t tell when that switch would flip and he would suddenly change before my eyes.


  “You’re going to regret that tomorrow,” he said.


  I shook my head. “I don’t think I will.”


  “Oh, princess, you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into with me,” he said, not opening his eyes.


  “I know enough,” I said, leaning over to kiss his cheek, my lips lingering for a few beats before I kissed the spot right below his ear, making him shiver. “Now tell me, what’s wrong?”


  He hesitated for a moment, and then to my surprise, he opened up to me.


  “My mom’s sick,” he finally said, rushing the words, as if he didn’t want to say them, but couldn’t stop them from coming out of his mouth.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing he was talking about something much more than a cold or the flu. I was half-holding my breath, knowing how hard it must be for him to talk about it.


  He opened his eyes and looked at me. “She has cancer, and she’s dying.”


  He said it so flatly, like he didn’t have any emotion left to expel on the topic. I watched as he fingered the rubber bracelet on the wrist attached to the hand I was still holding. I realized it was a breast cancer awareness bracelet. He looked at me, almost as if to gauge my reaction, but I didn’t say anything. I truthfully wasn’t sure what to say.


  In my silence, Zack continued talking. “She was diagnosed with breast cancer a little over three years ago. She had a lumpectomy and they did radiation. She did everything she should have, and she went into remission for a year. Then she found out about a year and a half ago that it was back and had spread to her lymph nodes and her lungs. She fought it for a while, but it didn’t work. When she found out a few weeks ago that it had spread to her pancreas, she decided to stop the chemo. She doesn’t have much time left – maybe a month or two. She’s basically giving up.”


  His voice cracked on the last few syllables, and he over up at me as I watched the tears pool in his eyes. I suddenly realized why he’d seemed like a different guy when I’d met him at the coffeehouse. Back then he’d been light-hearted and free of the dark shadows that now haunted his eyes, because he still thought his mom had a fighting chance. She’d beaten cancer once before, so he was hopeful, optimistic, that she could do it again. But now that she’d stopped fighting, there wasn’t another outcome, and he knew she would die.


  “I’m so sorry, Zack,” I said, knowing it would never be enough.


  He nodded. “Yeah, me too.” He wiped his free hand across his face, pushing the tears away. “I’m a fucking mess,” he said, all traces of the bad boy from a few minutes earlier gone. “I’m crying in front of a girl that I actually like and am probably succeeding in scaring her off.”


  I tightened my grip on his hand. “No,” I said firmly. “You’re not.”


  “You don’t understand. I’m pretty much a train wreck. I’d walk away if I were you.”


  I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  For some reason that I couldn’t explain, I was drawn to him like no one else. The thought of walking away wasn’t even an option. He breathed in deeply and leaned his head back against the rocks again. I remained silent, letting him take his time.


  “It’s why I was upset on the other night,” he said finally.


  “Your mom,” I said, understanding completely why he’d been so angry.


  “It was these assholes at the party. Some story came on the TV about some celebrity having a mastectomy, and they were laughing about it,” he said, shaking his head.


  “That sucks. That’s not funny at all.”


  “You know, I get it. Hell, a few years ago, I might have laughed about it with them, but things are different now. My mom didn’t have one of those, but she considered it. It just got to me, you know, that they could be so callous about something they know nothing about.”


  I nodded. I could see how that would have made him upset.


  He leaned his head back against the rocks, looking up at the nearly full moon overhead. He put his arm around me and pulled me close to him. I leaned my head on his chest and listened to the sound of his heart beating steadily and his breath going in and out. It was like it was a struggle for him just to breathe. I desperately wanted to take his pain, ball it up and throw it into the ocean. He was too young to be dealing with so much.


  It hit me then that I’d been incredibly near-sighted. I’d been consumed in rebelling and fighting my parents and proving to everyone that I was a different person. I was happy that I was doing something that would disappoint them, and here was a guy who wanted nothing more than to do everything he could to help his mother, and he couldn’t. It hit me then how precarious life was, and the last thing I should have been doing was trying to piss off the people who cared about me. I should be embracing the fact that they were in my life, especially since you never knew when they no longer would be.


  Zack was barely an adult and was facing losing his mother. I thought about what that would feel like if it was my mom and my chest tightened. I suddenly wanted to run home and apologize for all the hateful things I’d thought about her and the nasty things I’d said to her in the past few weeks, as I tried to distance myself from who I’d been. I couldn’t believe I’d stooped so low to do that to my mother who’d always been there to support me. Sure, she buried her head in the sand and refused to see certain things, and she had elevated expectations of me, but when it came down to it, I knew that she loved me and would do anything for me.


  Maybe if I’d just talked to her about what I was going through, instead of shutting her out and making her feel like it was her fault, then I wouldn’t have had so much guilt coursing through me in that moment. I made the decision to talk to her the next day, explain everything and above all else, apologize.


  “You know what I really want?” Zack asked after a few minutes of silence, pulling me back to reality.


  “What?” I asked, thinking he’d say something deep about his mother or their relationship or at least something enlightening.


  “Ice cream,” he said, as he smiled a small smile and surprised me again. He didn’t want to go get drunk to forget his pain like a normal person, most likely because he knew it wouldn’t help. He’d been there before he’d said, and I wondered if that was how he’d initially dealt with her diagnosis.


  I fell for him just a little more in that moment as I saw how alight his eyes were. Zack wanted to get ice cream. He wanted to do something so PG that it was ironic but incredibly adorable at the same time.


  “I love ice cream,” I said, feeling somewhat relieved that we were onto a lighter subject, and that I wasn’t going to have to flex my bad girl muscles anymore that night. I wasn’t great at it to begin with, so it was a relief to not have to pretend I was. “Let’s go get ice cream.”


  We left the beach, walking back to where his bike was parked. That time I knew what to expect, so my apprehension wasn’t as prominent as I climbed on and wrapped my arms around his waist. I pressed my lips to his bare neck, letting them linger there for a few beats, before I pulled my helmet back on. Zack smiled back at me before he kick-started the bike and took off faster than he had before, causing me to tighten my grip on him.


  He drove us back to a more populated area in the main part of town, parking the bike in the one of the spaces outside Sprinkles, one of the many ice cream parlors on the island. As we climbed off, he took the helmet from my hands and set it on the back of the bike. I realized I was shaking slightly. Zack noticed too when he took my hand in his.


  “Sorry,” he said, realizing that his excessive speed had freaked me out just a little. He took my other hand and looked down at me. “The speed helps me calm down. I didn’t realize how fast I was going.”


  “It’s okay,” I said, shaking my head as I started to relax. His proximity was serving as a calming agent.


  “Good,” he said quietly, as sheepish look crossing his face. “I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you that I liked how close you got when I started to speed up. I might have done it a little for that too.”


  He let go of my hand and raised his to my face, tracing my jaw line with his index finger. I shivered involuntarily at the ultra-seductive movement, taking a step closer, looking deep into his light eyes. I brought my hand to rest on his lower back, underneath his t-shirt.


  “If you want me to get closer, there are other ways to do it,” I said, leaving my statement open-ended. I gave him a pointed look, dropped my hand and turned away, leaving him staring after me. I started to walk toward the ice cream parlor, smiling to myself.


  Zack caught up with me, his arms catching me around the waist as he pulled me back against his chest. His lips met the hollow of my neck, just above my collarbone.


  “I’d be careful about saying things like, princess,” he said, his voice rough and urgent. “I don’t think you know what you’re insinuating.”


  I spun in his arms, partly annoyed at his insinuation. “For the record, I know exactly what it means. Just because I look naïve, doesn’t mean I am.”


  With that, I pulled out of his grasp and walked away from him, yanking on the door to the ice cream parlor. Zack followed behind me, his hand slipping into mine as he leaned down to whisper in my ear. Families were all around us, and I was sure he didn’t want them to hear what he was saying.


  “I apologize for assuming,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling my cheek. “Please forgive me.”


  When I looked up at him, he was giving me puppy dog eyes, and I couldn’t hold onto my resolve any longer. I laughed out loud, shaking my head at him.


  “You are extremely conniving, mister,” I said, poking him in the chest, “especially when you apologize in that sexy voice of yours.”


  He just smirked at me and gripped my hand tighter. “You think my voice is sexy?”


  I rolled my eyes dramatically. “Please, you know how girls feel about southern charm. Tell me you don’t use it to your advantage.”


  “I have no idea what you’re referring too, ma’am,” he said, turning his accent up a few notches so he sounded really country.


  He pulled me close and leaned down to kiss me, letting his lips linger on mine for just long enough that it affected me in a way that was most inappropriate for our surroundings. When he pulled back and smiled at me, I had to take a few calming breaths to find my center again. Zack could tell and chuckled lightly as he pulled me back against his chest once again.


  Once we got our ice cream, we sat at an outside table that wasn’t crowded with kids eating drippy cones, who seemed to be everywhere. I methodically licked my two scoops of cookies and cream while Zack concentrated on tackling his three scoops of coffee, chocolate peanut butter and vanilla, which I thought was an boring flavor to add into the mix, but he said you had to have vanilla to balance out the other flavors which sort of made sense when you thought about it.


  As we ate, we let the sexual tension drop away. Zack opened up and told me more about himself. He was originally from Asheville, was twenty-four and had been a semester away from graduating from Duke when his mom had gotten sick for the second time. He’d left Durham after graduation and had gotten a job at a bar on the island, playing cover songs a few nights a week and bartending, while simultaneously taking care of his mom. He said he was still undecided about his plans for the future and whether he’d actually use his psychology degree at any point.


  He told me about growing up in Asheville, summering on the island, and how his extended family would join them every summer for a month. After his mom had gone into remission the first time, she’d decided to permanently move to their home in to the Outer Banks. He smiled when he talked about how happy she was to have her family there again that summer. Although everyone pretty much knew it was probably the last time they’d all be together. They didn’t talk about it, but it was more of a subtle understanding that hovered in the air at all times.


  He said didn’t go out much, which explained why I hadn’t seen him at every party, since he liked to stay at home to keep his mom company. But on the nights when she was too tired or realized that he’d been at home too long, she’d kick him out, telling him to go out, have fun and be young. That night had been one of those nights, but he hadn’t felt like going to a party, so he’d found his way to the beach instead. He said he was an only child, which I interpreted to mean that he was bearing the full brunt of his mother’s illness, but had to think it was a relief to have his aunts there to help that summer.


  I was blown away with all that he’d gone through compared to me in almost the same amount of years. It was no wonder he seemed so mature. He’d dealt with so many more adult situations than I ever had.


  “What does your tattoo say?” I asked, seemingly catching him off-guard.


  “Which one?”


  “How many do you have?” I’d just seen the one peeking out from his shirt-sleeve and the script on his arm. Were there more? How much did I want to go on a hunt to find them all?


  “I’ve got a few,” he said leaning back in his chair.


  “I was talking about the script on your arm.”


  He nodded slowly but pulled back his sleeve to reveal the lines etched into his skin.


  “When you have nothing left to lose. When there’s nothing left to gain. You find yourself at the edge of the world, wishing nothing would have changed,” I read and instantly got a twisted feeling in the pit of my stomach.


  “All you can do is jump,” he said, and I looked up at him in confusion.


  “What?”


  “That’s the next line in the song.”


  “These are lyrics?”


  He nodded.


  “Did you write them?”


  He nodded again and swallowed hard.


  “They’re beautiful.”


  “Thanks,” he said, but it came out strained, and he quickly moved his hand to his lap, so the lyrics were out of my line of sight.


  I instantly knew I needed to change the subject and fast. As much as I was dying to know more about the song, what inspired it and what the rest of the lyrics were, I knew it wasn’t the right time. I opened my mouth to ask a different question, but Zack beat me to it. He asked about me, and because I knew it was the only thing that might flip his mood around, I told him, and I didn’t hold back.


  By the time we’d finished our ice cream, I felt like I knew him on a level that I’d never known Ben on. I felt like there was so much more to him than on the surface, where with Ben, what you saw was what you got. It wasn’t a bad thing, it just wasn’t as exciting.


  We rode back to his house, but when I started to say goodnight, I realized he wasn’t going to let go of my hand. He walked me back to my house instead, and we talked the whole way, almost as if it were impossible for us to run out of things to say. It was still early when we reached my house, and the whole place was dark, so I knew it was safe. I invited him in to watch a movie, and was grateful when he accepted, as I could tell he didn’t want the night to end either.


  I flipped on lights as I moved through the house, wishing my mom would have at least left one on when she left to go to the Wednesday night book club she’d joined at the library. We went into the den where the comfy couch and the big TV were but never made it to the movie. Zack put his arms around me as soon as we got into the room.


  He kissed me deeply, his strong arms pulling me to him. His hands moved under my sweatshirt, grazing my skin and leaving trails of heat in their wake. I let my hands slide into his back pockets and pulled him closer still, and he groaned slightly. Before I knew what was happening, his lips moved to my neck and my head fell back. I sighed as he kissed his way down my collarbone.


  “Are you sure you want this?” he asked, his voice sounding just a little breathless as he pulled back and looked at me. “It’s not too late for me to leave. I don’t want to ruin something for you.”


  I looked up into his eyes, his dark hair framing his face, thinking that it was already too late. I sighed and looked down in an effort to gather my thoughts. Then I looked back up at him and decided right then and there what I was going to do.


  I ran my fingers thought his hair and brought my hand to rest on his cheek. “I don’t want you to go,” I said softly, and he leaned down and kissed me again, taking me away from my doubts and uncertainty about what we were doing and what the consequences of my actions would be.


  I took his hand and started to lead him out of the room, and he silently followed me upstairs, both of us knowing what was going to happen, but not acknowledging it. The sexual tension that had been bouncing between us since we’d stood next to his motorcycle a few hours earlier hadn’t waned any throughout the night. It was pulsing again as I led him down the hall, past Keely and Chase’s empty rooms to the open door to my room. He walked in, and I automatically locked the door behind me before crossing the room to my iPod player and choosing the ‘shuffle’ option.


  I smiled at him and crossed the room, so I was standing in front of him. In that moment, I knew I was going to sleep with Zack, and he knew it too. I knew I was throwing away five years with Ben for a guy I hardly knew, but it was what I suddenly wanted more than anything. I didn’t think about the future or consequences or even if Zack would call me the next day. For one of the first times in my life, I lived in the moment, going after what I wanted so badly, never knowing if the decision I was making was good or bad. I just didn’t care.


  “It’s not too late for me to leave. Think about it, princess. Is this really what you want?” Zack asked softly, and I could tell he was just saying that because he thought he should.


  “Yes, it is,” I said, reaching forward and pulling his shirt up over his head.


  ***


  Zack’s arms were around me and my head on Zack’s chest as we listened to the music emanating from my iPod. I knew my mother could come home anytime, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. I was too comfortable, lying there, tracing the lines of his visible tattoos. So far I’d found what he said was a Celtic knot on the upper part of his left arm and some kind of design with the letters ‘L’ and ‘E’ woven into it on the upper part of his right arm. He also had more lines of script on his rib cage, but I couldn’t read what they said in the dark.


  “I like your tats,” I said, teasing him slightly as my hand traced patterns on his bare chest.


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Do they all mean something?” I asked, looking up at him.


  He nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t permanently brand myself with anything that didn’t have some kind of meaning.”


  I nodded as I rested my head on his chest again, waiting for him to tell me what they meant, and knowing when he didn’t, that I probably shouldn’t ask. He’d tell me if he wanted to.


  The song on my iPod changed then from something fast and upbeat to a soft melodic tune I knew all too well. It was Fall Away by Liar’s Edge and was one of my all-time favorites. What surprised me more was Zack singing quietly along with the lyrics. I looked up at him in question.


  “You know this song?”


  “Sure. They’re a Durham band. I listened to these guys all through college.”


  “Wow, not many people have heard of them. They’re one of my favorites.”


  “Yeah,” he said, his eyebrows rising slightly. I nodded. “Mine too. I’m actually surprised you have the album. It was never released nationally.”


  “No, it wasn’t, but I picked it up at a show they did almost two years ago. My best friend Rachel and I are big fans. We kept waiting for them to become famous, or at least tour again, but they never did.”


  “Yeah, I heard they broke up. It’s actually been a while since I’ve heard this song,” he said, sounding sort of melancholy.


  “I listen to it constantly. They’re pretty amazing. The lead singer is incredible. I love his voice – no offense, of course. I love your voice too.”


  I realized it was probably bad form to compliment another guy’s musical talents when Zack was a musician himself.


  He laughed. “None taken,” he said, leaning down to kiss me.


  When he left, it was late, but I called Ben anyway. I left a message, telling him that we needed to talk. I couldn’t keep what I’d done from him. I couldn’t ignore my feelings for Zack and pretend that I was still in love with Ben. It wasn’t fair to him.


  ***


  The next day, when he called me back, I told him I needed to take a break. I explained that I had a lot going on, I needed some time to think, and I didn’t think it was fair to hold him back. I wasn’t going to tell him about Zack, simply because it would hurt him too much, and I still cared about Ben, even if I wasn’t in love with him.


  Ben argued that he only wanted to be with me and could live with whatever I wanted as long as we didn’t break up. I swallowed hard after that comment since it sounded so desperate, and I knew I couldn’t give him even close to what he wanted.


  After an hour of back and forth, tears and pleas and every bargain under the sun, I finally got fed up and said, “Ben, I slept with someone else.”


  Ben didn’t respond at first.


  “How could you do that to me?” he finally asked. His tone was cold, and I could hear how deep my confession had cut him.


  “I’m so sorry,” I said, because it was the right thing to say. I’d honestly never wanted to hurt him, truly, and was so pissed off that I hadn’t had the guts to end things before they went too far.


  “No you’re not,” he said, and I could hear him trying to hide the emotion in his voice. “Fuck, Emily! I was going to propose to you when we got back to school.”


  I waited a few moments before responding, my stomach clenching at the thought that he really had no clue as to how far we’d drifted apart. He refused to see it.


  “Ben, I am sorry. I never wanted to hurt you, but I just think we want different things.”


  “I’ll say,” he snapped. “That’s obvious by the fact that you fucked someone else.”


  I bit my lip not sure how to respond to that. It was true.


  “Why did you do it,” he asked though gritted teeth.


  “I don’t know,” I said, knowing I could never explain it to Ben.


  “Was this all part of your new bad girl image? Was it?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Ben laughed, a short non-humorous laugh. “Oh please. You getting wasted and hanging out with your loser brother and that punk chick and getting your fucking nose pierced. Was this just the next step on your path to see how far you could fall this summer?”


  I gasped at his words. They were so harsh. “How did you know about my piercing?”


  “Rachel showed me a picture. Thanks for lying about that by the way.”


  “Ben, I didn’t tell you, because I knew you’d react this way! What I’ve been doing this summer is nothing. They’re things that most normal people our age do. Hell, getting drunk and going to parties are things you do all the time!”


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I want my future wife to do all that. I liked you because you were sweet and pure and good. I liked that you didn’t get wasted and dress like a slut and whore around like most girls I know. I guess I just expected more from you, and maybe that was my fault.”


  I sucked in a deep breath. “You’re right, Ben. It was your fault. You’re the one who put me on some pedestal with a halo on top of my head and expected me to never to get tired of being the same boring person day in and day out. Couldn’t you see that I was breaking? Couldn’t you see that I was miserable and exhausted and literally falling apart?!”


  The tears were streaming down my face by that point. I was so tired of going around and around with him, and his hurtful words were crashing down on me, making me feel like a horrible person for just trying to be myself.


  “Then you should have talked to me instead of avoiding me. You should have told me what you were dealing with and let me help you. You should have told me you weren’t happy. We could have done something about it together.”


  I could tell his earlier resolve was fading, and the hurt he was feeling was apparent.


  “Ben, I couldn’t talk to you. You – our relationship – was one of the things that was making me unhappy. I’m so sorry, but it was. I never should have agreed to get back together with you, but I was scared, and you looked so sad, and I didn’t want to hurt you.”


  “So you stayed with me out of pity?” Ben accused harshly.


  “Not completely,” I said, wishing I could take it back. Oh God, I never should have told him that.


  “So instead of just ending things, you cheated on me with some random guy?”


  “Yes,” I said, fresh tears falling down my cheeks at the thought of what I’d done.


  “Who is he?”


  “No one,” I said, not wanting to share the intimate details about Zack. Ben didn’t need to know who he was.


  “Who is he?!” he screamed, his voice reverberating in my ear.


  “His name is Zack. He’s just a guy I met.”


  “Just a guy you met and you slept with him. Well I hope it was worth it. I hope you had fun.”


  “Ben don’t,” I pleaded with him, knowing by his sarcastic tone where the conversation was headed.


  “Did you like it, Emily? Did you? Did like it when he kissed you and touched you and stuck his dick–”


  “Stop it, Ben!” I screamed, cutting him off.


  I didn’t want to hear it. I couldn’t listen to him say what I knew he was going to say. He would make me sound cheap and easy and make Zack out to be a martyr, and we weren’t any of those things. True, we weren’t in love, but how many people wait until they’re in love to have sex. I wasn’t sixteen. Maybe I had just wanted to have sex and that was it. Ben was making me out to be a whore because of it, and I knew he was pissed, but it still didn’t give him the right to belittle me like that. I wouldn’t stand for it.


  I slammed the phone down before he could get another world in edgewise.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  “What the hell is going on in here?” Chase asked, storming into my room a minute later, finding me sitting on my bed, shaking and crying, still holding my phone in my hand.


  He instantly crossed the room, sat on my bed and put his arms around me, pulling me against his chest. I let my phone fall from my hand and drop onto the bed, as my fingers gripped the comforter on either side of me. I continued to bawl, unable to speak as my tears drenched the front of Chase’s blue t-shirt.


  “It’s okay,” he said, stroking my back. “It’s okay. Just breathe.


  I tried to take in air, but all I could do was huff small hiccupping gulps of oxygen into my lungs. Chase continued stroking my back as my breathing evened out, and I loosened my grip on the comforter, but I didn’t have the strength to lift my head from his chest.


  “What happened?” he asked again, when he thought I had pulled it together enough to talk.


  “I cheated on Ben, and we broke up,” I whispered, hating how the words felt on my lips.


  “You cheated?”


  I nodded against his chest.


  “When you say cheated, you mean sex, right? This isn’t about just a kiss, is it?”


  I shook my head. “No, I had sex,” I said, begrudgingly.


  “When?”


  “Last night,” I sighed.


  “Um, with who?”


  I could tell he was trying his hardest not to sound completely flabbergasted. I knew it was completely out of character for me to have done what I had with Zack, but I appreciated that Chase was sensitive to that fact and didn’t make any side comments.


  “Zack,” I said, as my mind flitted back to the night before.


  I had flashbacks to Zack and me, skin on skin, and feelings of complete exhilaration and passion and pleasure flooding me all at once as we moved together. Zack made me feel beautiful and sexy and alive, and I thanked God again and again that no one had been in the house besides us because I was pretty sure I had been less that quiet. But Zack had made me feel things I didn’t know were possible in all the years I’d been with Ben.


  I knew it was wrong to compare them, but I couldn’t help it. Sleeping with Zack had been like sleeping with a man instead of a boy. He was in the moment the entire time and equally focused on if I was enjoying myself. I had been with Ben for so long that sex had become predictable, and honestly, a little frustrating since he almost always finished before I could. Zack had waited. He had been patient, and it had been spectacular.


  “Do you regret it?” Chase asked, bringing me back to the present.


  I shook my head.


  “Are you sad about Ben?”


  I took a deep breath and sat up, facing my brother and taking in the concerned look on his face. He was completely out of his comfort zone, but I appreciated more than anything that he was sitting with me and talking me down from the ledge.


  “I should have broken up with Ben a long time ago,” I said, shaking my head.


  “So, I’m guessing you told him what you did?”


  I sighed. “I didn’t want to. I tried to make a clean break and end things, but he wouldn’t let me, so I finally told him. And he basically called me a whore.”


  It was Chase’s turn to sigh. “You’re not a whore, Em. He’s just an asshole.”


  I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have cheated on him. I should have been adult about this and ended things before I did something so hurtful.”


  Chase shrugged. “Semantics,” he said. “If you broke up with him, then slept with someone else, it still probably wouldn’t have felt good. He’s pissed, I get that, but it doesn’t give him the right to be a dick about it.”


  I flopped back onto my pillow and threw my arm over my eyes. “He’s just hurt. I know he didn’t mean the things he said. Ugh, what am I going to do?”


  “About what?”


  “Everything. Ben. Zack.”


  I was overthinking things again, but I couldn’t help it. It was second nature for me.


  “What do you want to do?” Chase asked.


  “Forget what I did to Ben and have fun with Zack,” I said, that time without thinking.


  “So do it,” Chase said, as if it really were that simple.


  “It just feels crappy,” I said, moving my arm up to my forehead so I could look at him. “I feel like I should be mourning my relationship or something – like I shouldn’t be allowed to have fun. I did a crappy thing to Ben, so I shouldn’t get to have Zack.”


  “Em,” Chase said, and I could hear the exasperation in his voice. “In the adult world, break-ups happen all the time, and someone always gets hurt. It’s life. But it doesn’t mean you have to punish yourself. I know this is new to you, but come on.”


  “Have you ever broken up with someone you loved?”


  He nodded. “Yeah, I have, but I’ve also been on the receiving end of a break-up, and it’s never fun. Break-ups just suck no matter how you look at them. But sometimes it’s just better to not wallow in the past. No one’s saying you have to jump into another relationship, but get out there and live your life.”


  “You mean make Zack my rebound?”


  He shrugged. “Why define it. Just hang out, have fun. Enjoy being with him or enjoy being with many people. Just don’t make yourself miserable because you made the first selfish choice of your adult life. Embrace it. It’s about time you took charge of your life and did what you wanted for a change instead of living the life you think everyone wants you to live.”


  “How do you know so much about me?” I asked, always surprised that he seemed to know me so much better than I knew him.


  “I’m your brother, Em. You forget that we grew up together and lived under the same roof for eighteen years, and you haven’t changed that much since high school. I know we haven’t been close for the past few years, but it doesn’t mean I stopped caring about you.”


  “You care about me?” I asked, slightly flabbergasted.


  He nodded. “Yeah, I do. I know it’s hard for you to see, but I do. I always have. I just hoped that you’d get to a point where all your preconceptions stopped clouding your judgment of me – and that you’d realize what a snob you turned into the minute we hit high school. I just didn’t think it would take this long.”


  He smiled as he said it, so I knew that although he was being honest, he wasn’t doing it to hurt me. I smacked him lightly on his thigh, which made him duck away and grin at me.


  “I really was a snob, wasn’t I?”


  He nodded. “Yeah, you were. I’m not going to lie. And I’m not going to tell you it didn’t hurt when you and Rachel started ditching me freshman year.”


  “Oh please! You had Davis. You couldn’t have cared less what we were doing. Hell, you guys made it your life’s mission to tease and mock us whenever you could – making fun of us practicing cheers in the backyard, torturing us when Rachel would sleep over and making snarky comments in the halls at school.”


  Chase looked serious and introspective for a moment. “Em, I was fifteen, and I had a huge crush on Rachel back then. That’s why I teased you guys – in the beginning. I missed hanging out with you, and I just wanted her to see me as someone she wanted to date, but she never did. Then by Christmas break, you guys had changed so much that I didn’t miss you so much anymore. In fact, I had a hard time remembering why I liked hanging out with you in the first place, so I stopped trying. But I never stopped caring.”


  His words had me thinking back seven years, trying to see things from his perspective, but it was hard.


  “I’m sorry, Chase,” I said, feeling like it was long overdue.


  “Hey, I’m good,” he said. “My life turned out just fine. I’m definitely not holding onto anything that happened in high school.”


  “What are your plans after graduation?” I asked, realizing that I truly knew nothing about my brother’s life. I wasn’t even sure what his major was.


  “I’m going to stay in New York. I’m applying to grad school at NYU this year.”


  “For what?”


  “Architecture,” he said, like I should have known, which made me assume he’d mentioned it at the dinner table once or twice in the past few years.


  “I didn’t know that,” I said, swallowing my pride as I realized truly how self-centered I’d been. “But that’s really cool.”


  He put his hands behind him on the bed and leaned back. “I actually have a pretty amazing internship lined up for the fall with this firm in Manhattan. It was started by this TA I had in my Intro to Arch class freshman year. He’s kind of been my mentor since then, and last spring he asked if I wanted to work for him in the fall. If things go well, I can work part-time for them while I’m working on my masters.”


  “That’s awesome, Chase.”


  He shrugged. “So you’re okay?” he asked, changing the subject, and I wasn’t sure why.


  “I’m good. Thank you for talking with me.”


  “You got it,” Chase said, as he got up from my bed. “Meet you down on the beach?”


  I nodded. “I’ll be down in a few.” I needed to do something before I headed down there.


  My mother was sitting out on the back porch drinking coffee and reading a book when I found her. I sat in the chair opposite her, waiting for her to put down her book and look over at me.


  “I’m not interested in fighting with you, Emily,” she said, not looking up.


  I took a deep breath and held it, counting to ten, so I wouldn’t say what I really wanted to say to in that moment.


  “I’m not here to fight,” I said, proud that I was able to say it calmly. “I’m here to apologize.”


  She looked up from her book and raised her eyebrows at me. “You are?”


  I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged my arms around them. “I’m sorry I’ve been so on-edge this summer.”


  She opened her mouth to say something, but I put my hand up, so she remained silent and looked at me expectantly.


  “Okay,” I said, knowing what she was thinking, “I know I’ve been more than on-edge, but I wanted to let you know that it stops now.”


  She nodded, as if to say, ‘go on’. I could tell she wasn’t sure if she could believe me.


  “I don’t really want to go into the details, but I’ve kind of been doing some soul-searching this summer. I think I’ve changed a lot and it’s been hard to process some of it, so I wasn’t sure how to deal with it all. I’ve done some things I’m not proud of, and some things I’m glad I did – things that I should have done a long time ago.”


  She raised her eyebrows at me.


  “I don’t regret getting my piercing,” I said. “I know you don’t like it, but I do.”


  “It’s growing on me,” she said honestly.


  “The thing is, Mom, I think I got so wrapped up in who I thought I was supposed to be that I lost sight of who I actually wanted to be. I know that you and Dad have this image of me, so I fought so hard to maintain that, even when it didn’t fit me anymore.”


  “What do you mean?” she asked, a worried look passing over her face. “Emily, I’ve never wanted anything for you other than to be happy.”


  “Then why did you freak out when you saw my piercing. You didn’t do that when Chase got his piercings or his tattoos. Why did you treat me differently?”


  She smiled a weak smile. “Emily, your brother has always been a free spirit, so I guess I was never surprised when he wanted to decorate his body. Don’t you remember how he always used to draw on himself when he was a kid? I knew back then that it was inevitable that he’d get a tattoo one day.”


  I laughed, remembering it well. Chase was always drawing on himself instead of paper. There was even a time when he was three and had been really into animals. He’d actually taken the time to draw tiger stripes on himself with an orange marker while we were supposed to be napping. When my mom had come in to get us, she panicked, thinking he had a rash. When she realized it was marker and asked what he’d done, he simply said, ‘I’m a tiger’ and actually roared. After that she had to laugh and then got out the camera to document the whole thing. The pictures are really cute, especially since I was wearing my Princess Jasmine outfit that day.


  “I guess I just panicked when I saw your piercing,” she said. “Because you’re my good child. You never did anything radical while you were growing up, and I was afraid that you were losing sight of who you are. You already seemed so volatile that I figured the piercing was just another way that you were acting out, and honestly, I felt it was a little immature.”


  “Mom, I didn’t do it to act out, I did it because I think it looks pretty, but this is what I’m talking about. There this image of me that everyone has, and I feel like if I don’t live up to them, then I’m failing, and it’s gotten really exhausting to keep up with what everyone else wants. I think I just hit my breaking point, and didn’t know how to deal with it.”


  “Emily, we’ve always been able to talk. Why didn’t you tell me what you were going through?”


  “Because I know you love that I’m disciplined and that I’m so involved at school and that I’m dating Ben, so how could I tell you that I maybe didn’t want do those things anymore. How could I even think about disappointing you?”


  “Honey, none of that means anything to me if you’re not happy. Are you not happy with your life?”


  I shrugged.


  “You’re not dropping out of school, are you?” she asked, suddenly panicked that I was taking things to an extreme she couldn’t handle.


  “No!” I said quickly, eager to erase the look of horror on her face. “I’ve just sort of found myself not really being able to get excited about the same things anymore. I still really like school and my program, but I mean how many more socials and woodsers can I really go to? Is being on the homecoming planning committee all that important? I realized this summer that there’s this whole other world out there that doesn’t care about how many friends you have or who you’re dating or which Greek organization you belong to.” She nodded, as if she was well-aware of that fact. “There are really amazing people that I’ve met who don’t fit that stereotype, and I’ve found that I sort of fit in better with them, you know.”


  “Like your brother,” she said.


  I nodded. “Yeah, I would lump Chase into that category.”


  “Honey, I know better than anyone that you and Chase are different people, but I also know that he was your best friend for years. It hurt me to see the two of you so separated, and it’s pleased me so much to see that you’ve become friends again this summer. I don’t care if you’re a Gamma Pi or if you don’t want to be involved in student government or that you don’t want to date Ben anymore, because all I want is for you to be happy with whatever you choose for yourself. I want you to be a good person and above all else, graduate and get a job doing something you love. Just don’t discount your family. We’re the people who will stick by you no matter what.”


  I realized then that she was right. Chase had subtly been there for me, even when we weren’t friends, my whole life. It was what family did. I also realized how much I’d hurt my mother when I’d been acting out and taking it out on her. All I had to do was tell her how I was feeling and things would have been fine.


  “I broke up with Ben,” I said quietly.


  “You did,” she said, no judgment entering into her voice.


  I nodded and started to tell her about Zack, although I knew I hadn’t broken up with Ben for Zack. I’d broken with Ben because it was the right thing to do. Zack was just an added bonus – someone sweet and fun and different that I could hang out with during my summer vacation.


  Still, I could feel the smile creeping up on my face as I spoke of him, telling my mom about his situation and all the things I liked about him. I carefully omitted the fact that I’d ridden on his motorcycle or that I’d slept with him. She was my mother, after all. She didn’t need to know all the details of my life, but it felt good to talk to her again.


  From Zack, we talked about other things like we used to do all the time, and I realized how long it had been since we’d had one of our talks. If I thought about it, I knew it had been a few months. I’d slowly been shutting her out, and I was glad to get that part of my life back, not realizing how much I’d missed it.


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  “I broke up with my boyfriend,” I blurted out as soon as I saw Zack two days later.


  I’d called to see if he wanted to go to the beach, and we’d met up halfway between our houses.


  He looked sort of surprised and a little confused. “You did?”


  It was not the reaction I’d hoped for. I nodded my head quickly, feeling apprehensive all of a sudden that I’d read more into what was going on between us than what was really there. I’d figured we’d be more than just a one night stand when he agreed to hang out that day, but maybe I was wrong.


  “Wow,” he said, running his hands through his hair. I could tell by the look on his face he wasn’t exactly thrilled with my announcement. In fact, he looked a little pale.


  “Look,” I said, taking the upper hand in an effort to keep him from bolting, “it had been a long-time coming. I think I just needed the push to do it. We were together for five years, and we were staying together for all the wrong reasons. I just didn’t want to hurt him, but I knew I couldn’t very well stay with him after I … I mean we … you know … slept together.


  Zack nodded but still looked a little like he might throw up.


  “I’m not looking for anything serious, okay?” I said, putting my hand on his forearm and immediately regretting it when he tensed up, so I pulled it back. I’d just wanted to reassure him that I wasn’t expecting a commitment from him, but I think I succeeded in freaking him out more.


  “You’re not?” he asked, and I could tell he didn’t fully believe me.


  “Zack,” I said, crossing my arms across my chest, “let’s be realistic. I live in Chapel Hill, and you live here. I just got out of a five year relationship and pretty much turned my whole planned-out future on its head. Which isn’t a bad thing, but still it’s a big change. You have enough going on that I’m sure you’re not looking for something long-term either. I don’t think either one of us has delusions that this thing between us will continue when the summer ends. The bottom line is that I like you, and I think you like me.”


  He nodded. That was good.


  “I’m looking to have a little fun this summer, and it would be fun to hang out with you and get to know you better. I’d just rather not be deceiving my boy– ex-boyfriend in the process.”


  The word ex in front of boyfriend felt foreign to me, and I felt an instant pang in my chest. Had I made the right decision? Would I regret it down the road? No, breaking up with Ben had been the right thing to do. I was positive about that, regardless of what the future held.


  “Are you cool with that?” I asked, noticing that Zack had visibly calmed down, but he still hadn’t responded to me. At least some of the color had returned to his face.


  He reached out and took my hand in his. “I like you Emily, but you’re right, I’m not looking for anything serious. I’ve got a lot going on in my life right now. It would be too complicated to add a relationship to the mix.”


  I nodded. I understood, and I understood as best as I could about his situation.


  “I haven’t really dated anyone since I moved back here, and there’s a reason for that. And like I told you last night, I’m bit of an effed up mess right now. I don’t know if you want to get involved with me in any capacity.”


  “Zack, I’m not going to pretend I know what you’re dealing with, because I don’t, but I’m not afraid of you being a mess. I’ve been a bit of a mess myself lately, as you so politely pointed out a few nights ago, so I’m not really in a position to judge. I’m still trying to figure out who the hell I am and what exactly I want out of life since I’m afraid I’ve been going after the wrong things for way too long. I guess you could say I’m almost as effed up as you are.” I smiled a small, and what I hoped was, an encouraging smile.


  He laughed lightly. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said. “And you think you’ll be okay with us just being casual? I can’t offer much more than that.”


  I looked down at our joined hands and smiled as I brought my gaze back to him. “I thought you told me to stop thinking,” I said, raising an eyebrow at him.


  “I did tell you to do that,” he murmured as he let my hand drop and brought his hand to my waist, pulling me closer to him. He lowered his lips to mine, and I wrapped my arms around his neck and immersed myself in a kiss that was ten times better than any kiss Ben and I had ever had.


  ***


  I’d thought everything was cool with Zack after that day, but when he didn’t call and I didn’t see him for a several days, I was suddenly panicked that I’d scared him off. I was honestly surprised since it seemed like things were okay between us when we’d parted ways after spending several hours at the beach after his freak out. We’d kept our conversation light throughout most of the day and he was just as flirty as he’d been the night before. I wasn’t sure what had happened.


  I finally got up the courage to ask Molly, and she told me he was with his mom. She had apparently caught a summer cold, and Zack panicked because it could easily turn into pneumonia since her system was so weak. So he stayed by her side, doing what he could to nurse her back to health. He didn’t let anyone else come into the house, and he only left if he had to, as not to introduce new germs into the air.


  Although I completely understood, I was a little bummed out that I couldn’t see him. I knew it wasn’t natural to miss a person as much as I missed Zack, especially when I barely knew him, but I couldn’t help it. I craved his presence more than anything.


  Fortunately, Zack called me after three days and squelched most of my fears when he asked if we could hang out the next night when he got off work. His mom was apparently feeling much better, and he seemed to be in great spirits. He said he’d come by and get me when he got off and we could do something.


  That day I was so excited and nervous that I was making myself crazy. Possibly sensing my anxiety, Molly convinced me to go with her to the closest mall, which was an hour away. She said she desperately needed to shop, and the limited selection of clothing stores on the island didn’t provide many options for someone as eclectic as her. Unfortunately, she was less than satisfied with the mall once we got there.


  As we walked around, she waxed on and on about the artsy boutiques and thrift stores in London and L.A. that just didn’t compare to what was available in rural North Carolina. Granted, she knew weren’t in the most forward-thinking, fast-paced of areas, so she was reaching if she thought she’d find anything more extravagant than The Gap or American Eagle during our excursion, but at least there was a Hot Topic.


  Still, Molly being Molly made the day fun. She actually turned me into a project and set about dressing me up like I was her Barbie doll. Of course, the outfits she wanted to put me in, my Barbie’s wouldn’t have been caught dead in, and neither would I, but it was still fun. At the end of the day, I left with some new fun pieces that were funky, but I could still incorporate them into my existing wardrobe.


  When I got home, I set about hanging up my new purchases and surreptitiously glanced at my watch to see if the time, which was moving incredible slow, had suddenly inched to nine o’clock without my knowing it, and Zack would be getting off work soon.


  He worked at Phil’s Tavern, a local pub that served lots beer and array of seafood and boasted a huge deck with outdoor seating and live music. On Tuesday and Friday nights, that live music was Zack and his guitar. He told me he’d worked at Phil’s off and on for the past few years, but had just started playing live a year ago when he moved back to the island permanently, in addition to bartending three nights a week.


  That night he was just bartending, and since it was a weeknight, he wouldn’t be that busy. Seeing that it was just seven, and I still had two hours to wait, I made the decision to go up to the bar and surprise him. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t looking for anything serious, so I figured I’d show him just how spontaneous I could be. Feeling bold, I pulled out the new black leather miniskirt that Molly talked me into buying. I forewent her fashion suggestions and paired it with a black fitted t-shirt and black platform heels. I overdid my eye make-up to make my eyes look smoky and sexy, following the tutorial Molly had given me the week before, and sprayed some surf spray into my hair and scrunched it up to look tousled.


  Stepping back to appraise my overall look, I couldn’t help but smile. I’d finally achieved the bad-ass look I’d tried to put together for the first party I’d gone to with Chase. I hoped Zack would like it. So far he’d just seen me in my more casual beach outfits. This look was a complete departure from what he knew of me, and it was perfect for what I had in mind.


  “Whoa,” came Chase’s voice from behind me as I started down the stairs.


  I turned around to face him, a huge grin spreading across my face. “You like?”


  “It’s definitely different. I actually didn’t recognize you. For a minute I thought you were one of Keely’s friends.”


  My heart sank. “Do I look ridiculous?” I asked, knowing he’d tell me the truth.


  “Nah, you look great, Em. Zack’s not going to know what hit him.”


  “That’s the point,” I said, evilly. “I want to remind him of what he’s been missing.”


  “I think that’ll do the trick,” he said, laughing lightly.


  “Let’s hope so,” I said before starting down the stairs again.


  When I got to the bar, Zack was busy taking an order at the other end, so he didn’t see me make my grand entrance. Instead, I settled at the opposite end and waited for him to notice me. A really pretty brunette came over to get my drink order. My jealousy radar instantly went up, and I wondered if she and Zack had ever hooked up as my eyes drifted unconsciously to her more than ample cleavage that was almost falling out of her black ‘Phil’s Tavern’ tank top.


  “Hi there,” she said, sliding a coaster in front of me. “What can I get for you?”


  “Um,” I said, my mind going blank for a few seconds. Hot bartender girl had thrown me off. As part of my diabolical seduction strategy, I’d planned to ask Zack to make me something sexy. I didn’t even know what to order from this girl without sounding like a complete moron.


  “Do you need minute?” she asked, and I could tell she was eyeing me skeptically, no doubt wondering if I was stalling because I was underage.


  “No,” I said then, coming up with an even better plan. “Actually, can you ask that guy to make me the sexiest drink he can think of?”


  I slid my ID across the counter to her and watched her glance over her shoulder at Zack. I thought she might have rolled her eyes and wondered how often she got that same request. She turned back around and picked up my ID, looking between it and me several times before she handed it back. I guess she believed it was authentic.


  “He doesn’t date,” she said then, and I wondered if she knew that from personal experience.


  “Is that so?” I asked, glad I was armed with more information about him than she was.


  “Yeah.”


  “What’s your name?” I asked, leaning forward just enough to show her she didn’t intimidate me.


  “Daphne,” she said, and I could tell I’d set her on edge by going on the offensive. She eyed me warily.


  “Hi Daphne, I’m Emily.” I stuck my hand out so she could shake it.


  “Okay,” she said with enough boredom in her voice to let me know she could care less who I was. She took my hand briefly, only because it would seem rude not to, and she was on-stage behind the bar.


  “I just wanted you to know my name since I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other.”


  “That’s what they all say,” she said, glancing back at Zack who was pouring beers for some guys who had just sat down. “I wouldn’t waste your time.”


  I suddenly felt bad for her.


  “I can take care of myself,” I said confidently. “Let Zack know I’ll be over by the jukebox if he wants to say hi, which I know he will.”


  She raised her eyebrows at me skeptically but didn’t say anything else before turning around and walking over to Zack. As soon as she was engaged in conversation with him, I got up and walked over to the jukebox before he could see me sitting at the bar.


  I’d just selected my second song when I felt arms wrap around me and lips on my neck. See Daphne, I told you he’d want to say hi. I smiled involuntarily as I leaned back against Zack’s chest.


  “I don’t think it’s possible for you to look any sexier right now,” he whispered in my ear. “If it weren’t for the fact that I need this job, I might be inclined to drag you back to the stockroom and have my way with you.”


  I spun around in his arms and looked up into the eyes I’d missed seeing. “This is nothing compared to how sexy I’ll look later,” I said, leaning back against the jukebox. “If you’re interested.”


  “Is that an invitation?”


  I shrugged. “Consider it a request. No, scratch that. Consider it a demand,” I said, as I locked eyes with him.


  “Damn, princess. Are you trying to get me fired?”


  I shook my head. “Not at all. I just wanted to be sure you had something to think about during your shift, since I know you’ll be busy serving thirsty customers and no doubt being hit on by cute girls all night. Consider this my way of keeping your attention where I want it. And after you get off, I’m demanding some alone time.”


  “Your wish is my command,” he said, before he leaned down and kissed me deeply, pushing me back against the jukebox. All too soon he let me go. “I’ll get right to work making that sexy drink for you, but I demand something in return.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That you hang out until I get off. ‘Cause there’s no way I’m letting you walk out the door in that skirt with anyone but me behind you.”


  With that, he turned and walked back to the bar. As he did, Daphne stood there watching him, nine million questions burning in her narrowed eyes. A few minutes later, I finished my song picks and returned to my seat at the bar. In front of me was a martini glass and a little hand written card that read: A dirty martini, because there are literally no clean thoughts left in my head right now.


  I glanced up at Zack who was watching me and smirking. I shook my head a few times and smiled at him before taking a sip of the strong, but delicious, drink he’d made for me.


  When he got off work a few hours later, I had a nice buzz going from the martini, a Sex on the Beach (something I know you’ll enjoy) and a Screaming Orgasm (because I don’t want you to hold back). I’d noticed a pattern developing in the drinks he made and loved that he was playing along with my sexy game. I leaned against Zack as we walked out of the bar. He looked over at his motorcycle, then down at my short skirt and shook his head.


  “What?” I asked.


  “No way am I putting you on my bike wearing that,” he said. “I’d like to reserve what’s under that skirt for my eyes only.”


  I pouted. “But black leather and motorcycles go together.”


  “Not a chance. Where’s your car?”


  “Over there,” I said, pointing to my navy blue Explorer.


  “Keys,” Zack said, holding out his hand.


  “Come and get them,” I said, pulling away from him and stalking off toward my car.


  Zack caught up with me by the driver’s side door, just as I was opening it. “Hand them over. You’re not driving.”


  “You have to earn them,” I teased, holding the keys out to him, then pulling them away. I reached behind my back and tucked them into the waist of my skirt.


  Without warning, Zack picked me up and sat me on the seat. His hands eased my knees apart and he settled between them. He looked at me for a beat before trailing his hand from my knee, up underneath my skirt to the top of my thigh. I let my head fall back and groaned lightly.


  “What has gotten into you tonight,” he said, and I could tell he was smiling.


  “I missed you,” I said, as I tilted my head back up and opened my eyes to see him looking down at me in delighted amusement.


  “I need to stay away more often then,” he said, as he teased his hand just under the lace of my panties.


  “I’d prefer that you didn’t,” I said, as I reached for his belt buckle and pulled him toward me.


  He crushed his lips down on mine, pushing me back against the center console. My hands went up into his hair, loving the feel of the soft locks of his dark hair around them, as he deepened the kiss, his tongue flirting with mine. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer still, fully aware of how I was affecting him.


  “Em, we’re in public,” he groaned, against my lips, hardly breaking the kiss, and I wondered if he really minded where we were. No doubt a bad boy like him had been more than adventurous in his sexual exploits in the past, so this probably wasn’t new to him. For me it was like an out of body experience, but one that I was sort of loving, since what I was doing couldn’t have been more out of character for me.


  “Then let’s go somewhere private,” I said breathlessly.


  “I thought you’d never ask,” he said, as he easily grabbed the keys from my skirt.


  As if I weighed nothing, he lifted me over the console and dropped me into the passenger seat, climbing in next to me and starting the car before I could even get my seatbelt on. Before I knew it, we were flying across the island to the secluded spot he loved so much.


  “There’s a blanket and towels in the back,” I said, as I discarded my heels and started to head down the stairs alone.


  “You’re not going to wait for me?” Zack called out.


  “You know the way,” I said, when I was halfway down.


  By the time he caught up with me, I was already at the entrance to the cave. Zack did a double-take as his eyes drifted down my body, bathed in the light from the moon overhead, to my discarded clothes on the sand.


  “Black lace,” he said, dropping what he was carrying and crossing the sand to me. “Are you trying to kill me?”


  “God, it’s just so hot,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck in what I hoped was a seductive manner. “I think I’m going to go for a swim.”


  I took off down the beach before Zack realized what was happening, discarding my bra and panties along the way. I felt exposed for about thirty seconds before the cool water rushed over me and covered my nakedness. Zack, having undressed in record time, was behind me a few seconds later, his hard body pressed against me. I spun in his arms and looked up at him.


  “Princess, I don’t think you realize what you do to me,” he said. “Do you know how incredible sexy you are?”


  “I can guess by the way you keep looking at me.”


  Thank God I was buzzed or I would have been really embarrassed about saying that, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that thought for very long.


  “Looking at you isn’t all I’m going to do,” he said then as he lifted me and settled my legs around his waist as the waves gently rolled in around us.


  ***


  “Seriously, what got into you tonight,” Zack asked, as we lay on the blanket at the mouth of the cave, wrapped up in the towels I’d brought, looking up at the millions of stars overhead. Every now and then his lips would land on my shoulder, sending electric currents down to my stomach and beyond.


  “Hey, you’re the one who insisted on giving me a playbook on how the night was to enfold with those sexy drinks you kept making – I just went along with your suggestions.”


  He laughed. “I never expected you to be so literal, but I’m so glad you were. Please assume that I’ll continue to make subtle insinuations as I see fit, because holy shit that was fun.”


  “Come on, you don’t use that trick on all the girls you meet?” I teased. “Tell me you haven’t used alcohol and this secluded beach to lure women before?”


  “You make me sound like a sex offender,” Zack scoffed.


  I laughed. “No, seriously, that was a pretty sneaky seduction maneuver. You had to have practiced it before.”


  “Sorry, first time I ever tried it. You inspired me with your request for a sexy drink. It’s too bad you’re such a lightweight, because I could have made tonight’s playbook a little more interesting with all the potentially suggestive drinks I could make.”


  “I think it was plenty interesting,” I said, as I ran my hand over his bare stomach. “Besides, who said the game’s over?”


  “See, this is what I meant by mysterious. Just when I think you’re going to do one thing, you do something else entirely. You are not the same girl who skittishly hopped on the back of my bike a few days ago. What gives?”


  He could read me too well. I twisted so I was facing him, my head propped up on my elbow. “Honestly?”


  He nodded.


  “When I didn’t hear from you for a few days, I was afraid I might have scared you away. I know my announcement the other day sort of freaked you out, so I wanted to be sure you really knew I wasn’t looking for anything serious.”


  “So you figured leather and skinny-dipping would do the trick?”


  “Did you not like it?” I asked teasingly.


  Zack laughed. “Oh, no, I definitely liked it. It just not you – not that I wouldn’t want you to do it again, multiple times – but I know it’s not you.”


  I raised my eyebrows at him. “How do you know it’s not me?”


  “Because you’re a good girl,” he said simply, as he landed his lips on my shoulder once more, and I felt like smacking him.


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I asked, sitting up abruptly, the words ‘good girl’ grating on the inside of my ears.


  “Hey,” Zack said, sitting up with me. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing, okay.”


  “Then how did you mean it?” I ask tersely. “Because, from where I’m sitting, next to a guy who drives a motorcycle, is pierced and tattooed to high hell, who professed to having slight alcoholic tendencies, and who has girls who could pose in Playboy throwing themselves at him on a regular basis, I’m thinking ‘good girls’ like me probably aren’t your thing, so forgive me for thinking you wouldn’t want to be with someone like me.”


  Zack head fell back in exasperation, and for a minute I thought I’d taken things too far. When he lifted his head, he glanced at me for a second before shifting his gaze to the ocean.


  “Stereotype much?” he asked, shaking his head, his eyes locked on a distant point.


  “Hey, I know the kind of girls who are into my brother, and you’re not much different from him. You’re a bad boy, Zack, and I’m fine with it. Hell, I think it’s hot, but come on. You and I don’t exactly go together, so I figured I’d do something to change that.”


  When he finally looked over at me, there was coldness in his eyes, but it didn’t seem to be completely directed at me. “I never ask you to change who you are,” he said softly, and he looked incredibly hurt that I’d assume that.


  As soon as the words were out of his mouth, the guilt I felt for judging him and assuming he wanted me to change for him washed over me like a tidal wave. Nothing he’d done since I’d met him had given me any reason to believe he didn’t like me just as I was, so why was I being overly sensitive? I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that question.


  “I know you didn’t,” I said, looking down, the guilt eating away at me.


  “And just because I own a Harley, have a few tattoos and one piercing, doesn’t mean I’m a ‘bad boy’,” he said, his eyes ablaze with conviction. “So if you figured you might go slumming this summer in an effort to try something new and reinvent yourself, I’m not your guy.”


  My mouth dropped open. “No, Zack,” I said, shaking my head. “That wasn’t my intention. I never thought that.”


  Zack didn’t respond to me at first, and I was afraid I’d really pissed him off. His jaw was set and his gaze was fixed on the rocks we’d climbed over to get to his spot. I wondered how much he wanted to get up and leave in that moment and I really hoped he wouldn’t.


  “Just so you know,” he said calmly, and it seemed like he was fighting to keep his emotions in check. “I haven’t been that kind of guy – a ‘bad boy’ as you put it – for a long time, and if you’d been paying attention tonight, you’d know that I was polite and cordial to those girls, but not once did I engage in any type of reciprocated flirtation. As you demanded, my mind was in one place, and a much as I appreciated what you were wearing, I would have been fine if you’d had on jeans and flip-flops.”


  “I know, Zack. I’m sorry,” I said, after a few beats, looking over at him in an effort to gauge how mad he was.


  “I like you, Emily,” he said, catching my gaze, the intensity in his eyes apparent. “I like you for you. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”


  “I know,” I said, looking down again as a new wave of guilt washed over me.


  He leaned over and pulled me against him, taking me by surprise as his lips, hungry for mine, kissed me with more intensity than I’d ever felt from him. It was as if he was pouring his previous emotions into that moment and that kiss, in an effort to show me just how he felt.


  “Just do me a favor,” he said, when he broke the kiss, his gaze burning a hole through me. “Don’t lose sight of who you are. Don’t do it.”


  “Okay,” I said, not sure what he was getting at. His words were fierce and determined, and I didn’t know what was fueling them.


  He shook his head a few times, as if frustrated with my level of comprehension. “Emily, I know you’re dealing with a lot and trying to figure out who you want to be, but just know that there’s nothing wrong with being a good person and doing the right things in life. Just from getting to know you these past few weeks, I can tell you I like the person you are when you’re vulnerable and honest and not trying to force yourself into some mold. That girl is sweet and kind, and she’s a ‘good girl’, and I like her because of that.”


  I opened my mouth to protest, but he stopped me.


  “No. Just hear me out. I get that you feel like you were stunted somehow, and you have to make up for all the times when you played it safe in life, and that’s okay, but don’t lose sight of who you truly are while you’re doing that.”


  I shook my head. “Who I was, was boring and cautious and scared. I don’t want to be that person again. I want to be fun and take risks and not care so much. I want to be the girl I was tonight, who didn’t care what people thought about her, who had confidence and wasn’t constantly weighing the outcome of every decision she made. I was trying to be the girl you told me I should be.”


  Zack leaned his head back against the rock frustration. “The girl you were tonight was fun and brazen and sexy as hell, but it pisses me off that you were trying so hard to be her, because you thought that’s what I wanted.”


  “So, you didn’t like it?” I said, confused and irritated by his conflicting statements.


  “No, I loved it, because I thought it was an act. It was dress up. It was you having fun and letting go. If I thought for one second that you were doing it because you felt you had to change for me, I would have driven you straight home to change your clothes.”


  I threw my hands up in frustration. “I don’t know what you want from me!”


  “I want you to be who you want to be. Stop trying so hard and just be happy! If you want to drink, drink, if you don’t, don’t. If you want to hole up in your room and read a book instead of going to a party, then own it. Have the confidence to be who you are, and allow others the courtesy of being who they are, without judgment. I think you’ll find that you’re a lot happier when you do, but if you want to make your life more interesting, then do the right things in life to be more interesting, Emily, because at the end of the day, you can’t change who you’ve been for twenty-one years overnight. And if you go to such extremes to try to do that, you’ll wake up one day even more lost that you were to begin with, and it’s not a fun place to be.”


  He took a deep breath and looked at me, searching my eyes to see if I’d pulled anything away from his diatribe. I fingered his hair that was falling over his forehead. Looking down at me, his hair falling around his face, he looked so angelic. I touched his full lips, running my finger over them, tracing their perfection.


  “Okay,” I said, nodding my head a few times.


  It was like his words had hit me over the head, and I saw exactly what he was talking about. I’d been pushing and pulling myself in so many directions in an effort to find the right one that I was just walking in circles, never really reaching a destination. I was trying to be who I thought Chase thought I should be and Rachel and Molly and Zack, and it was exactly what I’d done my entire life, but what I should have realized was that everyone I was trying to emulate was an individual in their own right and couldn’t be duplicated. What I should have been doing was carving out who I wanted to be and what made me an individual.


  Zack kissed me once, his lips pressing against mine, and smiled. It was as if he had seen the light bulb go off above my head. When he pulled away, he leaned his forehead against mine for a few beats as we both basked in the intimacy in being that close to someone.


  “Zack, I don’t want you to think I’m stepping over my bounds here, but you sound like you’re speaking from experience,” I said, biting my lip and appraising him as he pulled away from me.


  “I am,” he said. He seemed guarded all of a sudden as he looked up at me through his thick lashes. “I’m not proud of it, but there was a point in my life where I did a lot of things I shouldn’t have and made some really stupid decisions that almost cost me everything. I realized too late that I was trying to be who I thought I wanted to be, and when I stepped back and looked at my life, I knew that wasn’t who I wanted to be in the long run.”


  “Who do you want to be in the long run?” I asked, realizing he’d never really talked about the future. When he’d opened up a few nights earlier, it had all been about the past, and even then it seemed he’d left out a few key details.


  “Someone who my mom can be proud of,” he said simply.


  “I think that’s sweet,” I said.


  “It’s the least I can do,” he said softly, his gaze dropping. “I disappointed her a lot, so I’m just glad I get the chance to show her that I really am a good person.”


  “Zack, you are a good person,” I insisted, lifting his chin so he was looking at me.


  He regarded me carefully, as if weighing how much he wanted to share. “I wasn’t. For a long time, I let a lot of shit go to my head, and I did a lot of things I wish I could take back. I thought I was invincible. Then I found out I wasn’t.”


  He leaned back and raked his hand back through his hair, and I waited for him to continue, hoping he would give me some insight into what he’d done and what had happened, but he didn’t say anything else, and I was left to guess what sort of objectionable things he’d took refuge in.


  He shook his head. “My mom found out about some of the things I was into, and she was pissed – really pissed which was surprising, because my mom had always been really cool. She never cared about my bike or my tattoos like my dad did; she just wanted me to be happy, so I figured she’d be cool about the other stuff but she wasn’t. When she found out, she laid into me like she never had before, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt like I was letting her down more. Then she told me her cancer was back.” He shuddered, as if remembering the conversation.


  My jaw dropped as multiple questions fought to come out of my mouth, but I held them in. As much as I felt inclined to ask for details, a part of me almost didn’t want to know, because if I thought about it, I could probably figure it out what exactly he’d been into, and truthfully, if he wasn’t that guy anymore, then I really didn’t need to know.


  “That must have been a hard way to find out she was sick again.”


  He nodded. “It was, but it also smacked me into reality, and she knew it. I quit everything right then and there – gave it all up. I knew what she was dealing with and what the next few months would hold, and there was no way I was going to add me to her list of things to worry about. She needed to focus on her treatments. She did not need to sit around wondering if one day she was going to get a phone call from a police officer letting her know her son was dead. I couldn’t do that to her.”


  My head was spinning. The download of information he’d just given me was overwhelming, and I wasn’t sure how to process it all. Zack was watching me intensely, as if trying to gauge my reaction.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to rethink things?” he asked, and I knew he was asking again if I wanted to take a chance on him.


  He’d told me how he felt, so I knew he didn’t want me to walk away, but he also knew that with everything he’d just disclosed, walking away might be an appealing option for me, and he was giving me an out if I wanted one.


  I swallowed and leaned up on my elbows in an effort to get my bearings. He was so different than any other guy I’d ever dated, and I had a feeling he’d never dated someone like me before. He was skeptical, and honestly, he probably expected me to bail after everything he’d told me. So because of that, I wouldn’t do that to him.


  “Is it true that you don’t date?” I asked, diverting the conversation.


  “I’m here with you,” he said, and I could tell I’d caught him off-guard.


  I laughed, and it came out a little forced. “If this is your definition of a date, then I feel sorry for the girls you go out with.”


  “Well what would you call this then?” he asked, and his mouth curved up into his trademark smirk, as despondent, sullen Zack disappeared and was replaced by the playful guy I’d been with most of the night. He was a master at flipping the switch on his emotions.


  “I would call this having fun,” I said, teasingly. “Or at the very least, friends with benefits, but this is definitely not a date.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said as he leaned forward and kissed me, no doubt trying to distract me from my train of thought.


  “So is this what you do with girls?” I asked, giving in to his kisses, but using my tremendous multi-tasking skills to get him to answer my original question.


  “Not really,” he said, as he kissed his way to my ear. “What’s with the third degree?”


  He whispered that before he nibbled on my ear, and I let my head drop back as remembered feelings from our time in the ocean hit me once again.


  “Daphne told me I shouldn’t waste my time with you because you don’t date,” I said, just a little breathlessly.


  “Oh yeah? Well Daphne needs to mind her own business,” he said, as he tugged at my towel. I let it fall to my waist as his lips moved lower over my breasts.


  “I think she likes you,” I said, my breath becoming shallower with each passing moment.


  “I think I like you,” he said, looking up at me with those thick-lashed light brown eyes that made me lose my focus when I stared directly into them.


  “Well, in that case, carry on,” I said, giving in to him once and for all, my burning questions forgotten.


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  That Friday, after much cajoling, I convinced Zack to let me see him play his regular gig at Phil’s. I could tell he was nervous for me to watch him play, but he tried to hide it as he sat me at a table right up front with a bucket of Coronas. After setting up his equipment, he had a few minutes before he had to go on, so he sat with me and had a few beers to calm his nerves.


  He was in a good mood that night and had been for the past few days. We hadn’t talked about that night on the beach and our intense conversation again, but I hadn’t forgotten any of what he’d said. I knew he had a dark past, but I also knew he was trying his hardest to keep it in the past, so I did what I could and tried to keep things light and just focused on having fun with him.


  “Do you like living here?” I asked, as I wedged a lime into my beer, put my thumb over the top and tipped it upside down.


  He took a long swig of his beer, and I noticed he’d taken the ring out of his eyebrow again. I could guess why, looking around at the patrons of the bar who were waiting anxiously for him to play.


  “I live at the beach,” he said, pulling my focus back to him “What’s not to like.”


  It was obvious he was talking a good game. I could tell he was holding back, but didn’t want to press the issue. Living on the island was a blessing and a curse for him, and I wondered how alone he felt when the place wasn’t bustling with the summer crowds and his family wasn’t visiting.


  “Do you miss your friends?”


  He shrugged, fingering the straw cowboy hat he’d tossed on the table in front of him. “I make it back to Durham from time to time, but I lost touch with a lot of people when I left. I mainly just hang out at Leo’s bar when I go back there now. That way I get to see some of my old friends when they come in.”


  “Leo owns a bar?”


  Zack nodded. “Yeah, it’s called Devil’s Hangout. Have you been?”


  I shook my head. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t sure I’d been there before.


  “It’s a cool place. They have live music a lot. You should check it out when you’re back at school. Leo will give you free drinks,” he said, grinning widely at me.


  “Do you ever play there when you visit?” I asked, coyly.


  He smiled sheepishly at me. “I’ve been known to play there before. It might have even been where I first played live. I don’t know.”


  God, he was cute when was being self-conscious. He rarely showed that side of himself, but when he did, it was incredibly endearing, and I just wanted to pinch his cheeks.


  “Well, maybe I’ll go, if you’re playing that is.”


  He started to stand up. “You might want to hold that thought until you’ve seen me play live,” he said, grinning at me, as he placed the cowboy hat on his head, and if it was possible, he looked even more adorable than usual.


  Zack took his seat on the stool he’d set up behind the microphone, and all around us conversations stopped.


  “Hey ya’ll. Welcome to Phil’s Tavern. I’m Zack Easton, and unfortunately for you, I’m the entertainment for the night.” That garnered a few chuckles from the audience and a few jabs I could tell were from other locals. I noticed he’d dialed up his accent just a bit. I was pretty sure I’d never heard him say ya’ll before. “I will be taking requests and am not bashful about taking tips, especially if your tip is that I need to keep my day job, because you are probably right.”


  He snuck a glance at me, and I just shook my head and grinned. He was too much.


  “Freebird!” someone yelled from the audience.


  “Stairway,” someone else yelled out.


  “Sorry Mike, no Stairway tonight, and no Larry, I’m not playing Freebird. I told you that was a onetime deal on your birthday when I played it last month. You don’t tip well enough for me to do it again.”


  From the audience, Larry and Mike laughed.


  “We will, however, do a little bit later on in the night, when you’re all nice and drunk, that I like to call, ‘Stump the Singer’. That is where I’ll challenge anyone in the audience to find a song I don’t know. If I don’t know it, well, then you can then pick any song you choose for me to sing, and yes, you can look me up on YouTube to see past videos where I delighted audiences with I’m a Little Teapot, complete with hand gestures, and Ice Ice Baby. However, I’ve been playing at this bar for over a year, and it’s only happened twice, so don’t get too excited.


  I laughed out loud. Zack was hilarious. He was truly in his element, and so far gone was the sad guy who was afraid for his mom and haunted by a past he couldn’t change. He was so at home on stage.


  “You guys ready?” he asked, and the audience cheered in response. “Alright, let’s do this.”


  Zack launched into a song by Creedence Clearwater Revival that the crowd loved, before playing other crowd favorites from bands like The Beatles, Jimmy Buffet, and Dire Straits. He played for an hour, keeping the crowd engaged the whole time, and when he announced he was going to take a short break, he was met with several ‘boos’. They loved him.


  “No worries. I’ll be back, and just to be sure ya’ll have fun tonight, we’ll put out the request pail. Feel free to drop in any songs you’d like me to play, and I’m happy to do ‘em.”


  With that he set his guitar down, set his hat on his stool, shook out his hair, and came back to the table. He leaned down to give me a deep kiss, earning several cheers from people who were nearby.


  “I’ve been wanting to do that all night,” he said, breathlessly before settling into the seat across from me. I noticed his accent had returned to the light southern lilt he usually spoke with.


  “You were so good,” I gushed, because I truly loved watching him play, but it was so different from when he played at the beach. He’d stuck to mostly upbeat classic rock that would please the crowd of people who were our parents’ age, but he was good at it. I didn’t think there was anything he could play that wouldn’t sound amazing.


  “Thanks,” he said, taking the last two beers out of the bucket and handing one to me.


  I’d slowed down on the drinking as he’d been playing since I’d started to feel buzzed and didn’t want to go over the edge. I took a long drink and appraised him.


  “So what’s with the accent and the hat?” I asked, taking another sip of my beer.


  He looked back at the cowboy hat he’d left on the stool and laughed. “So the first time Phil asked me to play, I was sort of nervous. It had been months since I’d played for a crowd, and for some reason, when I introduced myself I used this really affected southern accent. I have no idea where it came from, but the crowd seemed to like it, so Phil asked me to keep doing it. I added the hat a few months later. I consider it to be my on-stage alter-ego.”


  He shot me a crooked smile, and I bit my lip.


  “You like it don’t you,” he said, baiting me.


  “Consider it your version of my leather skirt,” I said, and he laughed out loud.


  “So have you thought about what you’re going to try to stump me with?” he asked, grinning at me in challenge.


  I smiled widely. “Sure did.”


  “What is it?” he asked, leaning forward slightly, his dark hair falling sexily over his forehead.


  I laughed out loud as I reached over to run my fingers through his locks. “I’m not telling you. You’ll just have to wait.”


  He leaned back and took another drink of his beer. “Okay then.”


  Before I knew it, fifteen minutes were up and Zack has to return to playing. He started playing the requests people had been dropping into his silver beach pail while we’d been talking. Then he started in on his game of ‘Stump the Singer’. The first three people called out songs that he knew, and he gladly played them, smiling each time he realized he knew the song they’d selected.


  When he finished Bohemian Rhapsody by Queen, he said to the audience, “Do ya’ll see this pretty blonde up here in the front?”


  Every eye in the place focused on me, and I wanted to hide under the table.


  “Is she the one you were smooching before?” either Mike or Larry called out, and I felt my face get hot.


  “Yeah, she’s the one,” Zack said, grinning at me. I hid my face in my hands. “She told me she has a song she thinks she can stump me with. Do ya’ll think she can?”


  Mixed cheers went up throughout the audience.


  Zack just laughed. “I don’t know. She knows her music. This might be the first time in six months anyone’s stumped me. Shall we see what she’s got for me?”


  The audience cheered loudly. They wanted to hear my song.


  “Alright, Em. Lay it on me.”


  My face was flaming red, but I couldn’t help smiling at Zack who was grinning widely at me. I took a deep breath, and said, with just a hint of cockiness in my voice, “Great Filling Station Hold Up, by Jimmy Buffet.”


  Zack looked perplexed for a few moments, and I thought I had him. Then his face broke into a big smile. “One of my dad’s favorites,” he said. “But that was a good one, princess. I’ve actually never played it live. I hope I don’t screw it up.”


  I laughed. “Do I get to make you sing another song if you mess it up?” I called out.


  Zack just winked at me as he launched into the song, never missing a beat and hitting each word. It was a tough song, so I had to give him credit. When he finished, he stood up and took a bow, so I walked up to the stage and stuck a twenty in his tip jar.


  “Money,” he called after me as soon as I turned away. “That’s all I get?”


  I turned back around to face him. “You weren’t that good,” I said, suddenly aware of the sexual reference that could be taken from my words as soon as the audience began jeering.


  “Ouch,” Zack said, playing up the hurt as he looked at me and bit his lip just enough to make me wish he’d hurry up and finish playing.


  “Kiss him,” a woman in the audience, who sounded pretty drunk, suddenly yelled.


  “Kiss him,” someone else said, and soon the entire audience was chanting at me.


  On stage, Zack pouted playfully until I threw my hands up and said, “Oh, alright!”


  Pulling all of my courage, I jumped up on the small platform, wrapped my arms around Zack’s neck and kissed him as the audience cheered us on.


  When I finally pulled away, he whispered to me, “Please tell me that was just a preview to what we’ll be doing later.”


  I smirked at him. “Only if you promise to keep that hat on the whole time,” I said, before sauntering off the stage, knowing I had never, in my life, been as forward as I was being with Zack. He had a way of bringing it out of me, and seeing the look on his face when I surprised him, I loved it.


  “Yes ma’am!” he called after me, and I knew he was grinning.


  


  Chapter Twenty


  “Hey,” I said, sitting down at the kitchen table with my bowl of cereal.


  “’Sup,” Chase mumbled, seemingly hung over as he leaned on his hand and slowly dragged spoonful’s of Trix to his mouth.


  I looked at the clock on the wall. It was almost eleven. I’d been late getting home from my night out with Zack, and I wondered if Chase hadn’t gotten home much earlier than me. I knew he’d been up when I got home. His light had been on, and he’d been on his phone, but I’d only heard bits and pieces of his conversation through the bathroom wall when I’d been brushing my teeth.


  “Late night?”


  He looked up at me with just his eyes, as if he couldn’t be bothered with the effort do more than that. “Molly. Ecstasy. Fight with Amy. Remind me to kill her, will you?”


  “Amy?”


  “No, Molly,” he muttered, stuffing in another mouthful of cereal.


  “You took ecstasy?” I asked in disbelief.


  “No. Molly did.”


  “What happened,” I asked, trying to piece together the night with the little bit of information my brother was offering.


  “That girl is fucking crazy,” he said. “We go to this club, and she decides to partake in some recreational party favors. No big deal. She offers me some, but I tell her no, because first of all, I did that shit in high school and it’s not all that great. Second, I realize we’re not in walking distance from home, so one of us has to stay sober if we don’t want to drive off a fucking bridge on our way back here, being the apparently sane one, I decide to be that person.”


  “That’s good,” I said which only earned me a look from Chase.


  Hey, it was good. I was glad my brother had the foresight to be the responsible one. I didn’t want him or Molly to end up at the bottom of the ocean.


  “So Molly gets pissed at me and takes off with the guy she got the pills from, and I spend the next two hours trying to track her ass down. When I find her, she’s completely out of it, and the guy who she trusted enough to follow is laying on top of her.”


  My eyes got wide and my heart started pounding, as I suddenly had visions of Molly being violated against her will.


  Chase shook his head. “She was fine. He wasn’t in his right mind and couldn’t actually figure out how to unbutton his pants, which was a good thing, but it also didn’t deter me for kicking the shit out of him before I dragged Molly out of the club, where she promptly passes out in the car.”


  “So, how did the fight with Amy ensue?” I asked, not quite sure where this story was headed.


  “Oh, this is the good part. So, she’s blowing up my phone, because it’s two in the morning, and I told her I’d call her at one, and she’s freaking out that something happened to me. So I call her back on the ride home, and halfway home, Molly wakes up and starts pawing me.”


  “Pawing you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.


  “Yes,” he said derisively. “Apparently someone told her a story about how I liked to draw tiger stripes on myself when I was a kid, and she decided that was the moment to bring it up and actually paw me – which she found hilarious.”


  “Sorry,” I mumbled, stuffing my face with another mouthful of cereal. “It was a cute story.”


  “Yeah, Amy loved hearing about it last night,” he said sarcastically, “especially after she overheard Molly crying and telling me she loved me and kissing my face as I tried to drive and pacify my girlfriend who thought I was cheating on her while I was on the phone with her.”


  “Molly’s in love with you?”


  He shook his head. “She was high on X. It heightens your senses and makes you think you love anything that isn’t nailed down.”


  “Okay, now I get it,” I said, finally connecting the dots. “So Amy was pissed.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, so I was on the phone with her until five this morning, which is when she finally decided I wasn’t lying and she could trust me, and then I got woken up at nine by mom asking if I could give Randy a bath and mow the grass because the guy who was supposed to do it is sick today and can’t come until next week, and that won’t work because mom and dad are having some friends down for the weekend, so I can I please mow the grass since the mower is too hard for her to work, and if the grass doesn’t get mowed it will look unsightly. It was fucking awesome. For future reference, I don’t do well on less than eight hours of sleep a night.”


  “I can see that,” I said, rubbing his shoulder.


  He shrugged me off in annoyance.


  “Okay, whatever,” I said, glaring at his unnecessary hostility. “Go pass out on the beach for the rest of the day. It’s not like you have anything else to do.”


  “I still have to wash the dog and mow the grass!” he said, as if I were dense.


  “And kill Molly,” I reminded him, letting it go that I assumed he’d already done what Mom had asked.


  “That too,” he grumbled. “Mom went shopping with some friend of hers, and she’s going to expect everything to be done by the time she gets home.”


  He was being a little dramatic. The yard wasn’t that big. He would just have to mow the front and part of the side yards. It couldn’t take more than an hour, but I was empathetic. He’d had a rough night.


  “So we’ll divide and conquer,” I suggested, and Chase raised his eyes to me. “I’ll wash Randy, you mow, and then we’ll crash on the beach – or I’ll go help you kill Molly if you still want to.”


  “Thank you,” he said, and I could see the relief on his face before he scrunched it up and sighed.


  Man, he was cranky.


  “So what’s new with you? I heard you come home around four. Out with Zack again?”


  I nodded, unable to keep the grin from creeping onto my face. “Yeah, I was.”


  “Man, that’s like three nights in a row. I thought you guys were keeping things casual.”


  “We are,” I insisted, but it didn’t sound convincing.


  It wasn’t my fault Zack had kept wanting to hang out. I had every intention of keeping things casual, but he wasn’t making it very easy when he kept calling me. Not that I was objecting.


  “Be careful,” Chase said, catching me off-guard. “He’s not like the guys you date. He’s not Ben.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “I thought you hated Ben?”


  “I wasn’t his biggest fan, true, but I know he was good to you. He cared about you.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “And you’re saying Zack doesn’t care about me?”


  “I didn’t say that,” Chase said. “I just know a little bit about Zack’s past, and I think you need to be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  As much as I appreciated Chase’s concern, it irritated me that he didn’t trust Zack, or me for that matter.


  “How do you know about his past?” I asked, suddenly wary of my brother’s knowledge. Did he know more than I did?


  “I asked Molly.”


  “You did?”


  He nodded. “I also asked her about Jared. I want to be sure my sisters are hanging out with good guys. She filled me in on a few, let’s say, unsavory things, about Zack’s past.”


  I sighed. He was being sweet, and he wasn’t completely out of line.


  “I know about his past, Chase,” I said calmly. “I also know he’s a different person now, so I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”


  “I know, Molly said the same thing, but I just don’t want you to get hurt.”


  He got up and carried his empty bowl to the sink.


  I turned to face him. “I don’t want to get hurt either,” I said, emphatically. “Trust me, I’ve got my guard up.”


  “Good,” he said, and I couldn’t help smiling. My brother really did care about me.


  “Chase?” I called after him as he was leaving the room.


  “Yeah?” He popped his head back in into the kitchen.


  “Thanks for looking out for me.” I smiled.


  He returned my smile. “Anytime.”


  ***


  For the next three weeks, I saw Zack as much as I could. It was like we couldn’t get enough of each other, and regardless of what either of us said, there was something between us that was more than just a casual relationship. I was slowly falling for him, as much as I hated to admit it, because I truly didn’t want to get caught in something so serious after getting out of a five year relationship, but I couldn’t help it. I loved how he let his guard down around me, especially when we were alone. I got to know the Zack that no one else did, and that guy was pretty amazing.


  I noticed that for the most part, he was pretty reserved in public, aside from his gigs at Phil’s when he had to be the life of the party, which I knew was an act. The real Zack wasn’t a big fan of crowds. He preferred to just play his guitar or talk to his family when we were out at parties. Mostly though, he just liked to hold my hand or wrap his arms around me and steal kisses until he could convince me to leave with him. Once we were alone, he was a different person.


  But those were the good days, and a lot of our time together was dictated by how his mother was feeling. On good days, when he was okay leaving her with her sisters, we’d go out and be social, but on bad days when he didn’t feel like he could leave. Those were the days I hated the most because I knew they meant his mom was feeling especially bad. The hard thing was, as our time at the beach ebbed forward, his mom got progressively worse.


  Between juggling work and his increased commitments at home, our time together was often limited or squeezed in late at night. He would be by her side as much as he could when she was awake, attending to her every need or just talking to her. On those days, it wouldn’t be until after she’d fallen asleep that Zack would come over to my house, usually his head hung low in defeat, frustrated that he couldn’t stop the force that was killing his mom.


  The good thing was, he no longer stayed away for days on end like he had when we’d first started dating, but it was almost worse, because instead of seeing him after his mom was feeling better and he was in a good mood, I got to experience every emotion he was feeling as the ups and downs of her health played out on a daily basis. He didn’t hide from me, and as much as I appreciated that, it hurt worse that I couldn’t do anything to take away the anguish he felt.


  He absorbed a lot of her pain, so much so that it was almost harder on him at times. She’d made her peace with what was going to happen, but he hadn’t, and there were nights when it almost ate him alive. It was nights like that when we’d end up at his secluded beach by the rocks. We’d sit at the mouth of the cave, holding hands, his head on my shoulder, and look out at the ocean. Sometimes he would want to talk, other times he preferred the silence, and other times he just wanted to bury himself in things that would take his mind off his mom. It was almost as if it got too tough for him to be sad, so he just shut down that emotion and forced himself to be happy, or at least blissfully unaware.


  A few weeks after we started seeing each other Zack asked me if I wanted to meet his mother. He said it in such a way that made me think he’d thought I would say no. He said that a lot of people were afraid of her cancer. He confessed that he’d had a girlfriend when he’d been at Duke who’d been unable to deal with the whole situation. He had broken up with her a few months after his mother was diagnosed the first time. She apparently would burst into tears whenever Zack talked about his mom, and she also started to get weird about going over to his apartment after his mother had visited one weekend for fear that the disease might be catching. From that point on, he knew they would never make it as a couple.


  I told him I’d love to meet his mother and assured him I wasn’t afraid of catching anything. It was a ridiculous thought. So, since his mom had been having a good day, I went over to their house after dinner one night.


  Molly was lounging on their porch swing, smoking a cigarette when I walked up. I knew from Chase that they were meeting up later to go to a party. He’d apparently forgiven her for her lapse in judgment while high on X.


  “Alright, Emily,” she asked, in that strange way that British people say hello.


  “Hey Molly. How are you?” I asked, as I knocked on the front door.


  She shrugged. “Can’t complain. You here for board game night? We just finished dinner, so they’re setting everything up.”


  Even though Molly and her family were staying in a different house, I knew they all congregated most nights at Zack’s house if his mother was feeling well.


  “Um,” I said, looking over at her, “I guess so. Zack just wanted me to meet his mom.”


  “Yeah, today’s a good day,” Molly said, with a look that said she’d seen her share of bad days. “You’ll like Aunt Lynne. She’s my favorite aunt.”


  I smiled. I was just happy that Zack wanted me to meet her. It must mean I was becoming more than a summer fling to him, as well. Of course I didn’t want to think what that might mean in a few weeks when I had to go back to school.


  “Hey,” Zack said, flinging the door open and smiling widely at me. He pulled me into a hug, squeezing me against his chest. “I’m really glad you’re here.” He seemed positively giddy. It must have been a really good day.


  “You’re happy,” I said, starting to feel giddy myself, almost as if his good mood was contagious.


  He shrugged but continued to smile. “Yeah, well, you know.”


  I laughed. “Yeah, I do.” I wasn’t sure if we were talking about the same thing, but I was glad to see him so unaffected, especially because it seemed genuine. It was a nice change after a few rough days.


  Zack took my hand and led me to the living room where Leo and Reagan were watching TV with Jared and two men who Zack introduced as his uncles, Mark and Tom, who were just visiting for the week. I knew his aunts had taken leaves of absence from their jobs and left their husbands at home to be there for their sister for the summer. A few weeks earlier, I’d met Molly’s sister Cat and her husband Simon who’d just been in town for two weeks. It seemed everyone in the family was going to make an appearance at the beach at some point that summer, and I knew it was to say goodbye, which was a completely morbid, if not accurate thought.


  We didn’t linger in the living room long before Zack pulled me toward the loud laughter I could hear on the back porch. Outside I could see three women sitting around a table drinking wine, laughing and talking. I was instantly able to pick out Zack’s mom out of the three women, as she was the one wearing a bright pink head wrap and was thinner than I’d expected, almost fragile looking, but she also had the widest smile on her face. She seemed truly happy which was strange to think about. If I knew I only had a short time to live, I was pretty sure I’d be full-on depressed, but she wasn’t. I noticed that she and Zack had the same eyes and the same smile.


  The women stopped talking when we stepped through the screen door and let it bang behind us.


  “Ah, the famous Emily,” Ms. Easton said from her seat.


  “Oh, she’s so pretty,” the woman to her left said. I could hear a slight British accent, so I instantly knew she was Molly’s mom.


  “They’re so cute together,” said the other woman, Leo and Reagan’s mother. “Zacky, you didn’t tell us Emily was so pretty!”


  Zacky?! I had to fight back the giggles at that one as I could tell Zack was embarrassed by his nickname. I looked over at him and squeezed his hand, not sure what to say in response. These were three women who weren’t afraid to speak their minds, and I wondered what other embarrassing things I might learn about him that night.


  “Hi, I’m Emily Cole. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Easton,” I said, in my most formal, confident tone that I usually reserved for interviews or interactions with professors, as I stuck my hand out to Zack’s mother.


  She took it but laughed at me. “Oh, honey, we’re not formal around here,” she said, and I could hear her deep southern accent. “It’s wonderful to meet you, though. I’ll tell you, I haven’t seen Zack this happy in years. Of course, you’re the first girl he’s brought home since that Jennifer girl, and that was what, two years ago?”


  “Oh, it was longer than that,” Leo’s mother said. “Zacky hasn’t let us meet one of his girlfriends in years. This one must be special.”


  I looked back a Zack who was shooting a look at his mother and aunt that he instantly tried to hide when he saw me turn around. He switched to a smile, but I’d already caught him.


  “Ah, she caught you, honey,” his mother said to him. “Now stop loitering by the door and sit down.” She extended her arm and waved him forward.


  I watched as he tentatively moved forward, taking the seat next to mine. I reached for his hand under the table when he sat down, trying to let him know that it was okay if he was happy to with me. I felt the same way.


  “Emily, please call me Lynne,” Ms. Easton said. “This is Jane.” She gestured to Leo’s mother, “and this is Maggie.”


  I smiled at them both.


  “Would you like a glass of wine, Emily,” Jane asked me, reaching behind her for a glass.


  I nodded. “Please.”


  She handed me a full glass of white wine. “Zack, I assume you want one too. No driving that bike of yours tonight, right?”


  He shook his head as his aunt poured him an equally full glass. “No ma’am.”


  She nodded in approval as she handed him the glass which he took and gulped down half of in a few seconds. He honestly looked a little green which was completely out of character for him. I was used to the tough, confident front he projected whenever we were around other people. To see the sensitive guy I knew come out was unexpected. Fortunately, after a few glasses of wine, Zack settled down and started to enjoy himself.


  “Mom, we’re heading out,” Reagan said, sticking her head out the screen door. Jared was behind her.


  “Okay, have fun,” Jane said. “No driving if you’ve been drinking, okay?”


  “We won’t,” Reagan said and started to close the door.


  “Condoms,” Maggie said loudly, and my head shot up. “Jared, you particularly – I’m not ready to be a grandmother. Got it?”


  I blanched slightly as I watched Jared nod before his glance darted to me and his face flushed red. He was seeing my sister, albeit casually, but were they sleeping together?


  Zack put his arm around me and whispered, “They say that to all of us whenever we leave the house. Don’t overthink it.”


  He kept his arm around me as the three women peppered me with questions while we drank wine. Eventually their husbands joined us for game night, and we got into several rousing games of Scrabble and Trivial Pursuit. The only time I saw Zack tense up again was when his mom said she was exhausted and going to bed. It was like his ears perked up at the word, and he immediately started to stand.


  Lynne immediately put her hand on his shoulder, keeping him in his seat. She rested her hand on his cheek, looked down at him, and said, “I’m fine, baby. I’m just tired.” Then she looked over at me. “I love my son, but sometimes he just needs to let loose and not worry so much about things he can’t control.”


  She gave him a pointed look that made Zack nod, giving in to her request to not worry, although we both knew he’d do the exact opposite. Then she leaned down and kissed his cheek as she said goodnight, but I also saw her whisper something to him that I couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made him smile and look over at me, and I made a mental note to ask him about it later.


  “Emily,” she said, leaning down to hug me. I could feel the bones of her shoulder blades under my hands. “It was so nice meeting you. Please come back soon.”


  “I will,” I said, smiling at her, thinking what an amazing, strong woman she was.


  “And please take Zack somewhere tonight and force him to have some fun.”


  I laughed. “I will,” I said, smiling widely at her.


  Zack and I said our goodnights soon after before exiting out the back so he could walk me home on the beach.


  “They liked you,” he said, as we walked, swinging our joined hands.


  “I like them,” I said, looking up at him. “Your mom is incredible.”


  “She is, isn’t she,” he said, getting that far away look in his eyes that he always did when he thought about her, but I could see his pride swelling just a little.


  “What did she whisper to you right before she went to bed?” I asked, dying to know.


  Zack stopped walking and turned to face me. “Are you sure you want to know?”


  “Um, yeah.” Now, I definitely wanted to know.


  “It might freak you out.”


  “I think I’ll be okay.”


  “Okay,” he said, taking a deep breath. “She just said that she couldn’t be happier that I met you, and you seem like someone who will make me happy for a long time.” He paused, and I could see he was bracing himself for my response.


  “Oh yeah?” I teased.


  “I know, it’s silly. She’s just sentimental right now, because, well, you know. I just really liked seeing how much she was smiling.”


  I shrugged. “I think it’s sweet, and don’t worry, I’m not that freaked out – Zacky.”


  “Oh, you did not just call me that,” he said, laughing as he put me in a headlock.


  When he finally released me, he put his arm around me and pulled me against his side.


  “Listen,” I said, my arms hugging him around his waist, “you don’t have to tell her that we’re just having fun this summer. I’m okay with pretending if it makes her happy.”


  He leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. “No, I’m not going to lie to her. I wouldn’t do that. Just keep being you when you’re around her, and that’ll be enough.”


  I fell a little farther that night, and just when I was about to obsess about what that might mean in a few weeks, I dismissed the thought, not wanting dwell on the future.


  ***


  A week later, after a few particularly bad days with his mom, when she’d been battling another cold, Zack and I sat under the stars at his spot. He leaned against the rocks by the mouth of the cave, and I sat in front of him, leaning back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around my waist and put his head next to mine.


  “Thank you for being here,” he said softly.


  “You’re welcome,” I murmured.


  “No, really,” he said. “Not just tonight, but this summer. I needed this more than I knew. You don’t know how much it means to me to be here with you. It’s taken my mind off of so much that I don’t want to think about.”


  I smiled to myself, thinking how nice it was to hear him say that. I felt calm for the first time in months, and I owed it all to him, but it was nice to know that I was helping him as much as he was helping me.


  “I like you, Emily – a lot,” he whispered, as if he was almost afraid to admit it aloud. “Probably a lot more than I should.”


  “I like you too, Zack,” I said, leaning my head against his shoulder, so I could look up at him. “You’ve sort of had me … enamored, I guess is the right word … since we met.”


  He laughed. “You were enamored with me?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I was. It’s sad, but I was completely enamored with you. I blame your eyes, and your stupid guitar playing. I’m a sucker for a guy with a guitar.”


  “Don’t forget my kissable lips,” he said, as he kissed my neck, trailing his lips down to my collarbone.


  I sighed, a long, deep, satisfied sigh.


  “You know Daphne was right,” he said then.


  “About what?” I asked, not paying as much attention as I should. His lips were kissing a path along the back of my neck, and it was pulling at my concentration.


  “I never really answered you, but the truth is, I don’t date. I actually haven’t dated in a while.”


  “Why not? Do the girls not like you?” I knew making a joke might have been inappropriate, but I wanted keep things light. “Were you a late bloomer?”


  He laughed. “Um, no. The girls were interested. I wasn’t. Usually I just ignore them when they flirt with me at the bar. Daphne knows that, so she’s good about helping me fend the persistent ones off.”


  “Except me.”


  “Except you. Of course, I wouldn’t have wanted Daphne to fend you off anyway – especially after you told me about my kissable lips.”


  “You have very kissable lips, and I have enjoyed kissing them every day since that first time.”


  “Well don’t let me stop you,” he said, as I turned my head and kissed him, relishing in the absolute perfectness of what a kiss with Zack could be like.


  “So Daphne seemed personally slighted when she found out we were seeing each other,” I said when we finally pulled back after a few heated moments.


  Zack sighed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I sort of had a thing with her two summers ago, and I think she thought that might continue when I moved back here, but I wasn’t interested.”


  I could ask why, but I thought I already knew the answer.


  “She wanted to get serious with you?”


  He nodded. “Yeah, and I just wasn’t into it. I actually hadn’t had a girlfriend since I broke up with my ex, Jennifer, a few years ago, and the idea of being in a relationship was a little foreign. Especially with everything that happened between us. I just wasn’t ready for something serious.”


  I realized that he wasn’t going to share what had happened with his ex, so I tried to steer the conversation in a different direction.


  “Tell me you didn’t swear off girls when you guys broke up,” I said, trying to lighten the mood again as I looked back at him. “You weren’t like celibate for years, were you?”


  “Um, no,” he said, looking down at the sand, confirming what I’d suspected. “I definitely …. wasn’t … celibate. I just didn’t … um, date girls.”


  “Got it,” I said slowly, connecting the dots, all light-hearted feelings gone. My number was two, and his was decidedly much higher. I didn’t know if I should be concerned about that.


  “Does that freak you out?” he asked.


  I shook my head just a little as the doubts crept into my head.


  “I would understand,” he said, “if it freaked you out, I mean. I’d get it.”


  Then he hugged me tighter against him as if he was afraid I might run away, and my concerns melted away.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, and I felt him let out a breath. He loosened his grip just a little.


  “I keep thinking you’re going to bolt each time I tell you something more about my past, and you never have. I don’t understand. Why would you want to be with me after everything you know?”


  I turned around to look at him. “Zack, you said it yourself, you’re not that guy anymore, and I think the person you are now is pretty amazing. Sure, without knowing the gritty details, I understand you have a pretty screwed up past, but you asking me why I want to be with you is like me questioning why you’d want to be with me – and you already told me I was crazy for thinking that. Don’t overthink it, okay?”


  He kissed me then, pulling me away from everything we’d been talking about. I moved so I was facing him, my legs straddling his, my arms around his neck, wanting nothing more than to be as close to him as possible.


  “So why me?” I asked. “You had a firm no dating policy for years, and then we met and that was it? Policy out the window? I mean I know we haven’t actually been out on a real date, but at this point, I’d consider what we’re doing to be dating.”


  “I would too,” he said, lacing our fingers together. “In fact, I think I should probably take you on a real date. You know, make it official.”


  It wasn’t lost on me that he hadn’t answered my question, but I guess I really didn’t need to know why he’d picked me. He’d picked me, and he wanted to be with me. That’s all that mattered.


  “Really? Like dinner and a movie – that kind of date? It sounds kind of cheesy and redundant at this point.”


  “Hey, I’m all for being cheesy and redundant, as long as I get to be them with you.”


  I smiled at him, but before I could respond, he kissed me, pulling me into a moment that made me forget about everything else around us.


  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  During our seventh week at the beach, Rachel came to visit. I was excited for her to meet Zack, although at that point, I had to keep reminding myself that it was just a summer fling – something I didn’t want to dwell on too much. I’d talked Rachel’s ear off about Zack, so she knew almost everything about him, but I was still nervous for them to meet.


  “Wow,” I said, as soon as she got out of her car.


  “I know,” she said, fingering her hair which had been auburn for twenty-one years, but was now dyed a dark chestnut color. “I wanted to do something different.”


  I smiled. “I love it,” I said, thinking how it made her blue eyes pop. Her eye make-up was darker too. She looked amazing, edgy, but in a good way.


  “I’ve missed you,” she said, throwing her arms around me. It was then that I noticed something glistening on her lip.


  “Me too,” I said, embracing her. “I have so much to tell you, but first, what is that?” I pulled back and held her at arm’s length.


  She bit her lip, pulling it back along with the small silver ring attached to it. “I pierced my lip,” she said, suddenly shy.


  “You sure did,” I said, not sure if I was really in a position to judge since I’d gotten a facial piercing myself, but I was honestly kind of surprised that Rachel had gone to that extreme.


  I smiled. “It looks good on you, babe,” I said, because I knew it’s what she wanted to hear.


  She grinned back at me. “Thanks.”


  Once she pulled her suitcase from the trunk, I grabbed her hand and dragged both her and the suitcase inside. We raced by Chase who had been loitering on the front porch, chain-smoking cigarettes and seemingly on edge about something.


  “Hi Chase,” Rachel called, as I ushered her past him into the house.


  He opened his mouth to say something in return, but we were inside before he could get the words out. Oh well. Whatever it was couldn’t have been as important as what I had to say.


  “I am so excited that you’re here,” I said breathlessly, as I pushed Rachel into my room, shut the door behind me, and collapsed onto the bed. “This has literally been the best summer, and it’s just that much better now that you’re here, and you get to meet Zack.”


  She grinned widely. “I know! Can I just tell you how dreadfully bored I’ve been all summer without you two!”


  I paused for a second, looking over at her. “Who is you two?”


  Rachel looked up at me, and I thought I caught a flash of panic in her face, but I might have just been reading her wrong.


  “You and Michael, of course. Who else would I be talking about?”


  “Ah, so when is the elusive Michael returning to Charlotte? And do I finally get to meet him? Please tell me you have pictures of him from his surprise visit.”


  When Michael had surprised her a few weeks ago, he’d only been able to stay for a few days since he had to get back to the internship he was doing in Chicago, but it had been enough to squelch any concerns that he wasn’t being faithful to her. Rachel’d called when he left, waxing on and on about how amazing he was and providing too many details on all the things they’d done during his visit, but I let her go on and on because it was the first time she’d ever been serious about a guy, ever, but also because I was pretty sure I’d been guilty of doing the same thing to her all summer.


  “Right around the same time you get back, and yes, you can meet him. I’m overly excited to see him. Oh, by the way,” she said, changing the direction of the conversation as she leaned over to dig her bathing suit out of her suitcase, “I love the nose ring. It’s so not you that it totally works.”


  “Thanks, I think.”


  “It’s a compliment,” she said, tossing something small at me.


  I reached out a grabbed it in mid-air, closing my fingers around it. I opened my hand to reveal a tiny package that was wrapped in green paper.


  “What’s this?” I asked, looking up at her.


  “Just something I picked up,” she said, smiling widely.


  I opened the package in a hurry, letting the paper fall to the ground and fumbling slightly with the lid of the box. Inside was a tiny, silver ring, similar to the one now gracing her lower lip.


  “Rach!” I said, realizing what it was.


  She shrugged. “I figured you’d want to have some variety – you know, switch up your look every now and again.”


  I hurried over to the mirror, taking out my tiny sapphire stud and placing it carefully on the dresser. It was the first time I’d taken it out, and my nose looked funny with the tiny hole in it. It was like a large pore – kind of ugly – so I set to work on putting the tiny ring in place and found it was not the easiest task. For five minutes, I struggled with it while Rachel watched me in amusement from the bed, leaning back on her hands, her legs extended out in front of her.


  It was a relief when I finally had the ring securely in place, and even though my nose was a little sore and red from the small amount of abuse I’d inflicted upon it, the ring looked really good. I spun around to show Rachel.


  She grinned. “I love it,” she said, nodding.


  “Me too,” I giggled, feeling like I was ten years old again.


  Rachel slowly ran a hand through her long dark hair, letting the strands fall through her fingers. I was having a hard time getting used to her new look. She looked so different from the girl I’d hugged goodbye six weeks earlier.


  In that moment, it seemed like she was contemplating something, as she had a faraway look in her eyes, and I waited a few beats to see if she would tell me.


  “You okay?” I asked her, thinking maybe she wanted to talk about what was bugging her.


  She looked up at me slightly startled, but it was so subtle that only someone who’d known her as long as I had would have been able to pick out that she was a little on edge.


  Realizing that I was on to her, she gave me a wide smile that I could tell wasn’t fully genuine, and said, “Let’s go to the beach. I’m dying to lie in the sun and relax. Can we?”


  “Absolutely,” I said, wanting to pry, but knowing that it was better to let her tell me in her own time. I knew that when it came to Rachel, I had to exercise patience. “The beach is pretty much all there is to do here.”


  “And sleep with hot guitar-playing guys,” she said coyly, and was instantly back in the moment.


  “Ha, ha,” I said, thinking that sleeping with a cute guitar-playing guy named Zack was one of the top three things I’d done that summer, so I really couldn’t argue.


  “I still can’t believe you cheated,” she said. “I mean, I know I’ve been the biggest advocate of you breaking up with Ben, but you were so set against it, and then wham, you’re here two weeks and it’s game over. Shit, you made Ben wait a year before you slept with him, and Zack had to wait, what, less than a week?”


  “Rach, you know I love you, but you also know you’re not exactly in a position to judge me.”


  She put her hands up in defense. “I’m not judging,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m freakin’ proud. My girl’s all grown up!”


  I had to laugh at her before opening my mouth to tell her to get her butt moving if she wanted to hit the beach, but it was then that I noticed the intricate marking that encircled Rachel’s belly button. It looked like some kind of tribal design with lots of twists and swirls in all black. She had definitely not had that when I left for vacation


  “Um, excuse me, but is there something you’d like to tell me?” I asked, pointing at her stomach.


  She looked down, noticing her tank top had slid up to reveal her new tattoo. “Oops,” she said, guiltily. “Yeah, so, I also got a tattoo.”


  “Um, yeah, I can see that. I thought you were going to get one while you were here?”


  “I didn’t wait. When I told Michael about it, he sort of designed this for me, and we went while he was visiting.”


  “Is he a tattoo artist? I thought he was an economics major or something.”


  Rachel laughed. “Environmental Biology,” she said. “But he’s also an artist.”


  “Yeah, I can see that,” I said, leaning over to inspect it. The artwork was beautiful.


  “Can you see it has my name twisted throughout?” she asked, trailing her finger along the letters hidden in the design. If you didn’t know they were there, you couldn’t see them.


  “That was so sweet of him,” I said, thinking how much this guy must really like her. I wondered what her plans were once school started. He didn’t exactly live near Chapel Hill, but I guess the distance was better than that what they’d been dealing with all summer.


  I walked over to the dresser to grab my latest acquisition – a red string bikini that looked fantastic with the deep tan I’d acquired.


  “These are so cute,” she said, and I turned around to see her clicking through the pictures on my iPhone. She held up one of me and Zack. “He’s gorgeous.”


  Zack and I had been messing around taking pictures of each other the day before after getting back from the beach. We’d taken the one self-portrait of us lying side by side on my bed, our heads touching. We both look way too smiley and happy. Even if we didn’t keep in touch after the summer, I’d always have a memory of just how great our time together had been, but I a part of me really wanted to keep seeing him.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  She set the phone on my nightstand and got to work switching her bra for her bathing suit top.


  “You’re glowing by the way,” Rachel said, as she tied the strings to her black bikini.


  “I know,” I said again and grinned widely. “Zack is amazing. You’ll love him. He’s meeting us at the beach.”


  “You never looked this way with Ben – not even in the beginning.”


  “I know,” I said, sounding like a parrot, but those were all things I’d already thought about, so they weren’t a surprise to me.


  We both turned around upon hearing a knock on my door. “Come in,” I said, looking around for my beach bag.


  Chase opened the door and leaned against the door jam, but didn’t come into the room. He was wearing black and gray board shorts and carrying a towel. He still had an apprehensive look on his face.


  “Hey. We’re almost ready.”


  He nodded his head once and looked at the floor, shuffling his right foot slightly. I wondered what was with him and noticed that he was sober and had actually been all day. It was a first, and maybe it was the reason he was being so weird. Maybe weed really did calm him down.


  “So Chase,” Rachel said, and I could hear the start of a taunt in her voice. “I hear you have a girlfriend.”


  Chase looked up at her for a second, turned bright red and then looked down at the floor again. I looked between the two of them, seeing how visibly uncomfortable my brother looked and how satisfied Rachel looked that she’d embarrassed him. She was playing into his weird mood, and I knew it. She’d known him way too long not to pick up on it, and being so true to form, she was taking advantage of the situation. Poor Chase.


  “Yeah, I do,” he mumbled.


  “Amy, is it?” Rachel asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Who apparently he did not cheat on with Molly, even though they spent two nights in a hotel together,” I said, still not believing that my brother had been faithful to his long distance girlfriend.


  Chase shot me daggers.


  “Aw, that’s so sweet, Chase. I always knew you were one of the good guys,” Rachel said. She shook her head, stood up, grabbed her bag and started for the door. “Of course, that blows my plans of hooking up with you this week completely out of the water, but I guess I missed my chance.”


  I watched Chase’s face turn bright red as she smacked his cheek lightly a few times, stunning him as she walked past.


  “So adorable,” she said, teasing him as she glanced over her shoulder, smiling wickedly.


  “Eww, gross,” I called after her.


  “Totally kidding,” she called from down the hall, not bothering to turn around.


  “Thanks,” Chase said sarcastically to me.


  “No problem,” I said as I walked past him, smacking him on the chest as I did. “Quit being so weird. You’re freaking everyone out.”


  I left him standing in my doorway, as I followed Rachel downstairs. Chase eventually caught up with us when we hit the sand, but then he veered off to the side of the house.


  “Where are you going?” I asked him.


  He paused and turned halfway around. “I’ll meet you down there.”


  “Have fun,” I said, hoping smoking would mellow him out. I turned back to Rachel. “Come on, let’s go.”


  “Can you give me a sec?” she asked.


  “What for?”


  She glanced in the direction Chase had walked. “I feel bad that I made fun of him. I just want to apologize.”


  My eyes went wide. “To who? Chase? You think he feels bad that you made fun of him?”


  She shrugged. “He seems a little on edge. I just want to make sure he knows that I was only joking.”


  “Okay, but I’m sure he’s fine,” I said, thinking she might be just a little oversensitive. My brother was not easily rattled. Rachel’s comment shouldn’t have gotten to him.


  “I’ll be down in a sec,” she said, already walking toward the side of the house.


  I decided not to try to stop her since I could see Zack walking toward our beach spot with his cousins and some tattooed guy I’d never met. I ran down to meet them, losing sight of everything else, as I did whenever Zack was around.


  “How’s today,” I asked, as soon as I reached him and gave him a kiss.


  He shrugged. “A six,” he said, using his one to ten rating scale on how his Mom was doing. “She got up and had breakfast, watched a little TV and went to the grocery store, but when she came home, she said she was exhausted and has been napping for the past three hours.”


  “Well, I’m sure she’s okay,” I said, spreading my towel out in the sand. “She probably just needs some rest. She had a pretty full morning.”


  He nodded, drifting away from me for a few seconds before snapping back. “Em, this is Derrick. He’s a friend of mine from Durham.”


  He let me turn around in his arms but kept ahold of my waist, as I shifted my attention to the blond with sleeves of tattoos on both his arms and half of his stomach. He looked vaguely familiar to me. I figured I might have seen him out around town before. It was really too bad Rachel was taken, since this guy was exactly her type.


  He just nodded once in my direction. “Hey.”


  “Hey, yourself,” I said, figuring he wasn’t much of a conversationalist.


  “So, where is this elusive best friend I’ve heard so much about?” Zack asked, as he pulled me back against his chest. “Is she here yet?”


  I grinned and turned to look up at him. “She’ll be down in a second. She made Chase upset or something, so she wanted to apologize.”


  “I can’t wait to meet her,” he murmured, and leaned down to kiss me, making me forget that we were surrounded other people.


  I got lost in the kiss, and everything around me dropped away until I heard Molly say, “Okay, enough. Get a room, or I’m getting a crowbar.”


  I felt my face turn bright red, as I pulled away from Zack and looked up at him. He grinned sheepishly at me and leaned down to kiss my nose once.


  “You changed it out,” he whispered, noticing my new ring.


  I nodded. “I wanted a ring all along. Rachel gave it to me.”


  “It’s cute,” he said. “Just like you, princess.”


  I’d succumbed to the fact that Zack thought I was cute and sweet and a ‘good girl’, and I let him call me princess. I honestly sort of liked it when it was him saying it.


  “Oh, you so must be Zack,” I heard Rachel say from behind me. I jumped in fright, not having heard her sneak up on us.


  I looked over to see her standing there, a wide smile on her face and her hands on her hips. I couldn’t see her expression from behind her big celebrity sunglasses, but I could tell she enjoyed catching us. Next to her Chase looked visibly more relaxed and visibly stoned.


  “I am Zack,” Zack said, running a hand through his dark hair. I watched it flop back down, half in his eyes, in that sexy way it did when he was playing the guitar and so in tune with the music that he forgot about everything else.


  “Well, I’m Rachel,” Rachel said, “and I approve.”


  Zack laughed and put his arm around me, pulling me close again. “Okay, good to know. Nice tat, by the way.”


  “Thanks,” Rachel said. “You too.”


  Zack looked down at the large overlapping ‘LE’ tattoo on his arm that I’d just assumed it was his mother’s initials. It was surrounded by some intricate design work that I loved to trace when Zack was shirtless.


  “Thanks,” he muttered, and I hoped Rachel wouldn’t pry. I’d told her about Zack’s mother, but I knew he wouldn’t want to talk about her situation.


  “Hey, that is cool,” Molly said, leaning down to inspect Rachel’s stomach. “One of yours?”


  I looked up to see her directing her question at Chase. I looked at him in question as he froze for a few seconds.


  “Um, no, not one of mine,” he mumbled, pulling a cigarette out of his pack.


  He concentrated on lighting it, as I stared at him in wonder. I had absolutely no idea my brother designed tattoos. He was a freaking mystery to me still, after all the time we’d spent together that summer.


  Zack set about making introductions, pointing to everyone in turn.


  “And, this is my friend, Derrick,” he said last, and I heard Rachel gasp.


  I think she finally noticed the cute blond guy who’d been smirking at her since she’d walked up. I watched her swallow hard, as she said a hushed hello to him, and I reminded myself to remind her that she had a boyfriend when everyone else was out of earshot.


  After a few hours of baking in the sun, Molly, Derrick and Chase left to smoke. Jared, Leo, Reagan and Keely were hitting a volleyball back and forth in the surf, and Zack had gone back to the house to check on his mom, so Rachel and I were alone.


  “Oh, my God,” she breathed, letting her head fall back as if she was exhausted.


  “What?” I asked, peering at her over my aviators.


  “That guy – Derrick.”


  “He’s cute,” I said, stealing a glance back up the beach where he was just disappearing around the side of our house behind my brother.


  “He’s also the drummer for Liar’s Edge,” she said, shaking her head back and forth.


  “Shit!” I said, sitting up straight. “The guy you slept with who never called you? I thought he had longer hair.”


  Rachel raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, he obviously cut it, but I’d remember him anywhere. That bloody piranha tattoo on his stomach is pretty unique.” She made a sour face.


  “Shit,” I said again, for lack of anything better that would fit that bombshell. “Do you think he remembers you? It was like two years ago.”


  “Oh, he does,” she said. “He’s been smirking at me knowingly all day, and I just know he’s picturing me naked. This sucks!”


  “Wow, you must have been pretty memorable,” I said, wondering just how talented my best friend was in the bedroom.


  “It’s was a good night,” she said, a bit of nostalgia creeping into her voice. “This seriously sucks.”


  “Why? So you slept with him. Who cares?”


  She shook her head, and mumbled something incoherent, and I knew I needed to change the subject. Rachel was about to lose it. So I asked her what I’d really wanted to know but had been afraid to ask each time we’d talked.


  “How’s Ben?” I asked, holding my breath slightly.


  She just raised her eyebrows at me.


  “I’m serious. How is he?”


  I’d actually thought about Ben a lot since our last conversation. My anger at him had dissipated just a little, and the part of me who’d loved him for so many years wanted to know if he was okay.


  “He’s alright,” Rachel said, not looking over at me. I knew her mind was still on Derrick.


  “Care to elaborate?”


  She finally looked at me. “I could,” she said, being vague.


  “Please,” I said, feeling like I really needed to know.


  She rolled over onto one elbow and propped herself up. “Well, it was bad for about two weeks. He was drinking a lot – you know, out of control at parties and stuff, and he wouldn’t shut up about you and how you broke his heart and how much he loved you. He kept hounding me for details about ‘the asshole you cheated on him with’,” she said, using air quotes and a really dramatic deep voice to imitate Ben. It sounded nothing like him.


  My face fell a little at the thought of how broken up he was. No pun intended – seriously.


  “I didn’t give anything up, don’t worry,” Rachel assured me.


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “I figured it would be better just to let it go,” she said, and she was probably right.


  “God, I feel so bad that he was hurting. It’s the only part I regret.”


  “Well, let me finish. You might change your mind.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.


  “Well, one night a few weeks ago, he shows up at Olivia Carlson’s house with – drum roll please – Ashleigh Ballast!”


  “No way!” I said, sitting all the way up.


  Rachel nodded, smiling conspiratorially at me. “Yup, he did. She was all smiling and smug and telling everyone they were together. He wasn’t denying it. Then they were practically going at it on the couch later that night, so it was sort of confirmed.”


  “I never actually thought he would stoop that low,” I said, shaking my head.


  Rachel waved her hand in dismissal. “Yeah, well, I assume that he was upset, and she was there, he fell, and she caught him – right between her thighs.”


  I swatted Rachel with the back of my hand. “Ew! Do you really have to be so vulgar?”


  “Yes, I do. So anyway, ever since then, they’ve been making out everywhere. It’s disgusting. I’m not convinced he’s fully over you. If you want my opinion, I think Ashleigh’s just providing him with a nice distraction.”


  “Wow,” I said, for lack of anything better.


  I was not surprised, but at the same time, I was dumbstruck. Ben, my Ben, had stooped low enough to go out with Ashleigh. Of course, he wasn’t my Ben anymore, so I didn’t really have a say in what he did. But I at least expected him to have better taste than that.


  “Hey,” Rachel said, sensing my change in mood like only a best friend can. “He could only go downhill from you, you know that, right?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, it’s just weird, you know? I was with him for so long. I can’t picture him with someone else, let alone her.”


  “Do you miss him,” she asked, posing an honest question.


  I shrugged, then nodded. “In some ways, yes, but more as a friend. I don’t have the same feelings I used to have for him. I compare him to Zack, and there’s no contest, but it’s just hard when someone is in your life for so long, and then they’re not. It was easy to push him out of my mind here when I didn’t have to see him, but it’ll be weird when we get back to school.”


  Rachel nodded but I wasn’t convinced she fully understood. She’d never had a serious boyfriend, and she’d never been in love. It was hard to imagine when someone who was the center of your universe, who you basically worshiped, was no longer even in your life. I wasn’t sure I would be all that okay once I saw Ben again.


  “If you want my opinion, I think Ben is just filling time until you get back. My guess is that he’s heart-broken and embarrassed that he got dumped, so he’s trying to save face. I would bet anything that if you offered to take him back, he would go in a second. You can tell he doesn’t really like Ashleigh that much.”


  “Really,” I said, not sure how I felt about that.


  “Come on, Em, You know Ben. He’s upset, but he doesn’t want anyone to see it.”


  I swallowed hard. I hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but it had been sort of inevitable.


  When I didn’t say anything, Rachel got concerned. “You’re not thinking of taking him back, are you?”


  I looked away from the far off point in the middle of the ocean that I’d been focusing on and looked over at her, shaking my head. “No, I’m not. I just feel bad. I still care about him, that’s all.”


  Rachel put her arm around my shoulder and half-hugged me. “I know, but at the same time, if you fell out of love with him, then you shouldn’t have felt obligated to stay with him. You got back together with him out of obligation before, and look how well that worked out for you.”


  She had a point.


  “Besides, Zack is pretty cool.” She nudged me slightly, making me smile. “See, you did the right thing. Zack makes you happy. I can tell. And I like him – double bonus. He seems like a great guy.”


  “He is,” I said, smiling widely, my mind flitting to having to say goodbye to him in just two weeks. I wanted more time.


  “Okay, so I have to know,” I said, changing the subject before I got emotional. “What is everyone saying about me hauling off and hitting Ashleigh?”


  “Um, well, I’ve heard words like psycho and crazy bitch, but I’ve also heard you being touted as a hero, since so many people feel like she had it coming. It’s pretty much a fifty-fifty split, but I think you breaking up with Ben might have caused more of an opinion change. A lot of girls aren’t your biggest fan, but some love you since he’s now on the market.”


  I waved my hand is dismissal. “Oh well. Fuck ‘em. I’ll never see most of them again after this summer anyway.”


  “Wow,” Rachel said, pushing her sunglasses up on her head. “You really have changed this summer. I like it.”


  I smiled back at her. I liked it too.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  “Are you talking about me, princess?” Zack asked, sneaking up behind us and leaning down to kiss me.


  I saw Rachel’s questioning stare when he pulled away, but thankfully she didn’t ask where the nickname had come from.


  “We were just talking about high school,” she said. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


  “Aw, that’s no disappointment. I don’t need Emily airing all my secrets anyway,” he said, winking at me. He was so darn cute. “Don’t stop on my account though. I’d rather like to hear all about Emily in a cheerleading uniform, although I’m not sure I can picture you bouncing around and yelling to the crowd to ‘get fired up’.”


  Rachel laughed a big, raucous laugh. “Please, Emily was Ms. Cheerleader.”


  Zack shook his head. “Not the Emily that I know,” he said, pulling me closer to him and kissing my neck, making me feel all gooey inside. “Too bad you don’t have that uniform here. I’ve never made out with a cheerleader before.”


  “Really?” I asked, thinking that as hot as he was, he definitely would have been part of the popular crowd.


  “Nah, I sort of did my own thing in high school. I was in a band, so the cheerleaders weren’t exactly into that scene.”


  I could totally picture Zack as an indie-rocker in high school, wearing all black and not really fitting in with the populace at his Asheville high school.


  “Wait a minute,” Rachel said, sitting up quickly and looking at Zack. “You were in a band?”


  He nodded. “Yeah, for about two years. We sucked though. We only played a few parties here and there, but we thought we were hot shit.”


  Rachel squinted at him, as if she was trying to figure something out that didn’t quite fit. By the way Zack was looking at her it seemed he knew she was onto him. I was lost trying to figure out what insight Rachel had gleaned and what Zack could be holding back, my gaze shifting back and forth between the two of them.


  “What was the name of your band?” Rachel asked.


  “Out of Dodge,” Zack said, coolly.


  “You went to Duke right?” she asked in full-on detective mode.


  “Yes,” Zack said, and I could tell he was uncomfortable with her questioning. I wanted to tell her to back off, but part of me wanted to find out what her angle was.


  “Were you in a band while you were at Duke?”


  Zack hesitated for a moment before saying curtly, “Yes, but we stopped playing together when my mom got sick again last year.”


  “What was the name of your band, Zack?” Rachel asked, completely side-stepping the awkward revelation he had just shared. I could tell it was his way of telling her to stop with the third-degree, but she ignored him. I could hear the intrigue in her voice, so I knew she wouldn’t stop until she confirmed what she was thinking.


  “Liar’s Edge,” Zack finally muttered.


  “What?!” I said, completely taken aback by this information. He was in Liar’s Edge? Then it hit me, and I knew in that instant why he’d looked so familiar to me when we’d first met. He was the lead singer. Un-fucking-believable.


  “I knew it! I knew you looked familiar, and I totally remember your tattoo,” Rachel said, turning to me, a self-satisfied smug look on her face as if she had solved a giant mystery. I gaped at her in disbelief since she obviously couldn’t see how this revelation was tearing me to pieces. “He was totally hanging out in kitchen shirtless the next morning.”


  “Unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head back and forth while glaring at Zack.


  I watched all the color drain from his face as he stared at Rachel, and I’m pretty sure he was wondering when they’d slept together and why he thought I was suddenly upset. He blinked a few times before shifting his gaze over to me, his mouth hanging open slightly as if he wasn’t quite sure how to broach this realization with me.


  “Relax,” I said coldly. “She slept with Derrick, not you, but it might have been nice if you’d told me you were in Liar’s Edge when I was going on and on about how much I loved them. It might have been prudent to say, ‘Hey, that’s actually my band, and that lead singer you were lusting after was me.’ I’m just saying.”


  I was still trying to wrap my head around this new information as relief washed over Zack’s face for a split second before he realized I was truly upset with him and his face fell again.


  Rachel, not getting the impact of what she’d just revealed, burst out laughing at the idea of her sleeping with Zack, which I didn’t think was all that funny, but I was so focused on Zack that I didn’t have time to think about it. He was staring at me intently, an almost pleading look on his face, and I was staring back at him, fuming.


  “Holy shit,” Rachel said, turning to me when she’d recovered. “I can’t believe you’ve been dating the lead singer of Liar’s Edge and you didn’t tell me, but by the look on your face, you obviously didn’t know it until right now. Okay, this is awkward.”


  Zack dropped his gaze to the sand and started kicking it around with his feet. I looked at him, willing him to make eye contact with me, but he wouldn’t do it.


  “Zack, do you realize what a huge crush Emily had on you? Do you?” Rachel shook her head again, and I wished she would just shut up. Couldn’t she see what was going on between us?


  “You’re the fucking lead singer of Liar’s Edge?” I said, rather calmly, and Zack met my gaze again, remorse in his eyes.


  I eyes shifted to the ‘LE’ tattoo on his arm, and suddenly everything clicked. I felt so stupid! The design surrounding the letters was the same design that was on the back cover of their album. I must have looked at it a hundred times over the summer wondering why it looked so familiar to me, and the answer was right there all along.


  Now I knew why Zack had looked so familiar to me when we’d first met. I’d spent hours on the Liar’s Edge website two years earlier reading about the band and checking to see when their next show was scheduled. I’d seen his picture a thousand times, yet it had never clicked. Never in a million years would I ever even remotely thought that my path would cross with the lead singer of Liar’s Edge, but I guess it had.


  “Yeah, I was,” Zack said morosely, bringing me back to the present.


  Why hadn’t he told me? He’d lied to me, or rather omitted the fact that he was the lead singer of a band he knew I loved. What the hell was that all about?


  “Em, please don’t be mad,” he said instantly when he saw the look on my face. He dropped to his knees in front of me.


  “Um, yeah, so I don’t think mad is the word,” I said, the chill apparent in my voice. “I’d probably choose hurt, confused and quite honestly a little excited only because I can’t help it, but the other two are definitely overshadowing that last emotion.”


  Zack reached for my hands, but I didn’t let him take them. Next to me, I could feel Rachel watching our exchange closely, wondering what the hell was going on. I knew she wanted to ask questions, but she thankfully held back.


  “Leaving Liar’s Edge was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done,” Zack said quietly. “I didn’t tell you about it because I don’t like to talk about it. Simply put, I had everything I ever wanted in my reach, and I had no choice but to give it up.”


  God, the look in his eyes could have killed me. I could literally see how much he hated talking about his band, but I knew he’d left because of his mom, so his decision had been the right one.


  “What happened?” Rachel asked, unable to keep quiet while Zack and I worked through this giant thing that was now between us.


  Zack sighed as he sat down on edge of my towel, but he continued. “We had been scouted pretty heavily by some labels but hadn’t committed to any at that point. Then I found out my mom was sick again, and she was all alone. I didn’t have any other choice. In an instant, I gave up my dream of being a musician, so I could take care of her, but I essentially crushed the dreams of my band mates in the process. It was pretty selfish of me.”


  I blanched at how hard he was being on himself.


  “They didn’t understand your reasoning,” I asked, wondering who these friends of his were.


  He shook his head. “No, the guys completely understood which actually made it harder. I think it would have felt better if they’d been pissed, but they couldn’t have been more supportive.”


  “Do you regret it?” Rachel asked, as I silently reached out to take Zack’s hand. He looked gratefully at me as he squeezed my hand in return.


  “Every day and not at all,” he said, cryptically. “The decision I made was the right one, and I’d make it again if I had to, but it doesn’t mean I don’t miss the music.”


  “Do you play at all?” Rachel asked, and I wanted to stop her from prying.


  Zack shook his head. “Not my own stuff,” he said, wistfully. “I still write and compose music, but I haven’t played anything of mine in a while.”


  I reached out and fingered the tattoo on his right forearm, the lyrics he’d written – Liar’s Edge lyrics – lyrics he never sang anymore. I knew instantly that he hated the carefree guy he had to transform into when he played at Phil’s Tavern. He did it for the money, but his heart wasn’t in it. He sang catchy cover songs because the crowd liked them, but it was writing and singing his own music that he could put soul into. The closest he got was when he played his guitar at the beach, but even then he wasn’t singing his own stuff.


  He looked up at me in surprise, before his gaze drifted to where my fingers traced over his arm, and then he met my gaze again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wanted to tell you. I really did, but I just couldn’t.”


  I sighed. “It’s okay,” I said, giving him a small smile which he returned before he leaned in and kissed me.


  As upset as I’d been five minutes earlier, I couldn’t stay mad at him, especially with the reasons he’d just given. I wished he wouldn’t have kept it from me, but I understood why he had.


  “Zack, you guys were incredible,” Rachel said sincerely, and I knew it was her way of trying to apologize for pushing the issue on a sore subject. I just wasn’t sure it would work.


  Zack smiled another small smile, though, so it seemed to have done some good.


  “Seriously, Em and I love your stuff. We totally caught one of the shows you did in Durham during our sophomore year. We’ve probably listened to your album a hundred times, easily.”


  I held my breath as I waited for Zack’s response, but he didn’t say anything. He knew I loved Liar’s Edge, but I didn’t think that knowledge would make things any better. Then his face broke into a wide grin, as he flipped the switch on his mood once again, surprising me as he always did when he was being bi-polar.


  “You really liked us that much?”


  Rachel nodded vigorously, and Zack turned to me to gauge my reaction.


  “You know how I feel about Liar’s Edge,” I said, playing toward his sudden good mood. “And since I had no idea who you were when we listened to that song, you know I was being truthful.”


  Zack smiled at me. “You said you liked my voice,” he said quietly.


  “I did,” I said. “I do, but it’s the lyrics – your lyrics – that made me fall in love with the band.”


  The knowledge that he’d written some of the most soulful lyrics I’d ever heard made me want to tell him something I knew I couldn’t. I was in awe, and the feelings I had for him had multiplied in the past few minutes with the knowledge that he’d had his dreams at his fingertips, and he’d given it all up for his family.


  I knew then why I hadn’t ever realized who he was. When he was singing the work of others, he sung it well, but when he was the front man of Liar’s Edge, you could hear the emotion in each one of his songs. That was what made him so appealing as a singer. I also knew I was getting way ahead of myself, and I couldn’t share what I was thinking with Zack. I had to bring us back to safe ground.


  “I can’t believe that two years ago when I was lusting after the hot lead singer from Liar’s Edge, I was actually lusting after you,” I said, pulling him to me, so I could kiss him.


  “I guess so,” Zack said coyly against my lips.


  I pulled back so I could stare at him. “You do realize you’re a freaking rock god!” I exclaimed, certain I sounded like a star-struck fan.


  Zack raised an eyebrow at me. “I wouldn’t go that far.”


  I raised an eyebrow back at him, and he smirked slightly. He knew exactly how he affected women when he performed. I realized that his status as a ridiculously hot lead singer of a band no doubt afforded him the ability to be decidedly ‘not celibate’ as he’d said, and I wondered how many women he’d hooked up with just because he looked so good on stage. I didn’t want to think about it.


  “Do you think you’ll get back together?” Rachel asked, her mind back on the music as she launched into reporter mode.


  Zack got a sad look on his face, as he said, “I don’t think so.”


  There was so much emotion loaded behind his statement that he didn’t have to elaborate on it for me to know how much he wished his life was different. The guy I’d seen on stage two years earlier was not the same guy I’d spent my summer with. That guy had been carefree and playful and optimistic about his future. The Zack I’d met could still slip into who he used to be at times, but it was evident that he bore too much of a burden to let everything go so he could really be that guy again. It was like he was broken, and there wasn’t anything that could fix him at that point.


  “Hey, never say never, man,” Leo was saying as he strode back to where we were sitting.


  “Not going to happen, Leo,” Zack said firmly, looking up at him.


  “I’m just saying. We’ve got two beautiful fans right here. Think of how many more we could have.”


  Rachel and I turned to look at him.


  “You were in the band, too?” I asked, no believing I hadn’t recognized either of them.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I played the bass guitar. Still would if Zack ever wanted to start things up again.”


  “I’m in, if Zack’s in,” Derrick said, sauntering up behind us with Molly and Chase in tow. He slunk down onto Rachel’s towel and put his arm around her. “Especially if this hottie comes to our shows.”


  On her other side, Chase stopped in his tracks, suddenly glaring daggers at Derrick. “She’s got a boyfriend, man,” he said, taking a step forward, but Rachel stopped him when she put her hand up.


  I thought it was kind of sweet that Chase was acting all big brotherly toward her, but she wanted none of it.


  “I’ve got this Chase,” she said, as she made a big production of lifting Derrick’s arm off her shoulder. “Sorry, Derrick, but you had your chance. You probably shouldn’t have forgotten to call me back after the beautiful night we had together.”


  I watched Chase’s mouth drop open before his eyes turned to slits, and I wondered if he had a crush on Rachel that he wasn’t admitting to. It would certainly explain why he’d been acting so weird around her.


  “We could have another beautiful night together,” Derrick countered, and I thought Chase might lunge at him.


  Rachel just shook her head in pity. “Sorry, dude, I’m taken.”


  With that, she got up off her towel and said she was going inside to get a drink. Chase watched her for a few beats before starting up the beach after her, and I wondered if he was losing his mind.


  “So you really like the album that much?” Zack asked me, changing the subject.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I love it. I’d love it more if all of your songs were on there. Did this one not make the cut?” I tapped my fingers against his tattoo again.


  “We had plans to record another album, but we never ended up doing it,” he said, that wistful look crossing his face again. “Jump was going to be on it. I wrote it after we released our first album, so we didn’t get to include it.”


  He got that far off look in his eyes that he got so often, and as much as I wanted to find out why, something in me told me not to probe.


  “Will you play it for me?” I asked, begging just a little with my eyes. “I want to hear the song that meant so much to you that you branded yourself with the lyrics.”


  Zack smiled, his attention shifting back to the present. “I haven’t played it for anyone in a while, but I’d do it for you.”


  God, how I want to tell him I loved him, but I couldn’t. We were keeping things casual, and I had to keep pretending I was okay with that.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  As we dressed to go out that night, we listened to Liar’s Edge, and I dug through what Rachel had brought and she took the opportunity to riffle through my drawers. I still had a hard time realizing that the amazing voice belting out some of my all-time favorite lyrics was Zack’s. I’d listed to the album for so many years, and all along, it was Zack I’d been listening to.


  “Cute shirt,” Rachel said, trying on a slinky black top that with a back that dipped way down in the back and tied around the neck. I’d gotten it when Molly had taken me shopping.


  She modeled it in front of my mirror while I tried on a strapless black cotton dress that she’d brought. “You should see the leather mini skirt I got. Zack’s a huge fan,” I said, grinning widely.


  “I’ll bet he is. Ooh, I love that on you,” she said, spinning around to look at me. “You’re definitely wearing that. And I’m wearing this.”


  By the time we were ready, she’d donned a silver toe ring, a thumb ring that was similar to the one Chase wore and big hoop earrings. She’d done her eyes, so they looked smoky and seductive. She looked hot, and I knew she’d be fighting the guys off all night.


  We were heading to a bonfire that night, so Zack had his guitar with him when we stopped by his house to pick him up. He held it with one hand and my hand with the other, as we walked behind Chase, Molly, Rachel and Derrick, who’d started to hit on Molly since he’d found out Rachel was off the market. He wasn’t having much luck with her either. The four of them were sharing a joint, something I was still having trouble wrapping my head around, since I’d never seen Rachel smoke before. She seemed to be right at home, laughing and talking and smoking.


  “Today was a good day after all,” Zack said to me as we walked.


  “Oh yeah?”


  I could tell. He was lighter on days when his mom was doing well.


  “Yeah, she said that after she got up from her nap, she played cards with my Aunt Jane, watched some TV and then helped cook dinner. She was in a great mood when we left.”


  I squeezed his hand. “I’m so glad, Zack,” I said, feeling overjoyed that some of his sadness had disappeared, even if we both knew it would be short-lived. “So what are you playing tonight?”


  He shrugged. “Don’t know. What do you want to hear?”


  “Anything, if you’re playing,” I said, “but if we’re being honest, I’d love to hear some Liar’s Edge.”


  He laughed. “We’ll see. I don’t know how I feel about playing it for an audience. It’s been a while.”


  I squeezed his hand, letting him know it would be okay if he didn’t feel like playing.


  “You really want to hear my stuff?” I could hear the doubt in his voice and knew he more skeptical of his talents than everyone else was.


  I nodded.


  “Then maybe I’ll play for just you later, if you’re lucky.” He grinned and wrapped his arm around my shoulder.


  “You’re really are amazing, Zack,” I said, being totally honest. “And I’m not saying that just because I’m sleeping with you.” I smirked at him and he pulled me closer. “I really think you’re an amazing singer. Have you ever thought about going back to it, like as a career, after – you know?”


  As soon as the words were out of my mouth I knew I never should have said them. The sharp intake of Zack’s breath told me I’d crossed a line. He didn’t even respond. He just dropped his arm from my shoulder and got quiet. We walked in silence for a few minutes as my stomach churned with the realization of what I’d done. I cursed both me and my big mouth.


  Finally Zack stopped walking and turned to me. I stopped and faced him, preparing myself for what he would say that would tell me how much I’d hurt him.


  He took a deep breath. “I’m not under any delusions that my mom’s going to make it, but I’d really appreciate it if we didn’t talk about it, okay?”


  I nodded quickly, the tears pricking the backs of my eyes at the harshness of his tone as he started walking again. We caught up to everyone else, and Zack started a conversation with Molly. I fought as hard as I could not to break down on the spot. He was mad at me, and it was my own fault.


  As Zack got a beer, said hello to people and set up by the bonfire, he didn’t say a word to me. So I did my best to push aside how I was feeling and focused on having fun with Rachel. It was all I could do.


  “Incoming,” I said, as I watched Derrick come up behind her and put his arms around her.


  “Hey beautiful,” he said, and I could tell he was drunk as he sloppily whispered in her ear. “I can’t get you out of my mind. What do you say we sneak off for a little while – reconnect.”


  “Get. Off. Me.” Rachel twisted out of his arms as soon as she realized who he was and spun to face him. “I have a boyfriend! What is your problem?”


  “He’s not here,” Derrick sung, swaying slightly, his eyes hooded from the mix of weed and alcohol and possibly something else. “Hang out with me, Rachel. We had fun together that night.”


  “Yeah, it was so much fun that you never called me again. Just stay away from me,” Rachel spat before she gritted her teeth and marched away, directly to Chase who had been watching their exchange from a few feet away.


  “Aw, you’re going to hold that against me forever, because I’d much prefer if you just held yourself against me,” Derrick called after her, loud enough for most people around to hear.


  Rachel started wildly waving her arms and gesturing to Chase, and I could tell she’d had it. I watched as she turned, pointed right at Derrick and looked back at Chase expectantly. He put his hands on either side of her shoulders, looked down at her and said something I couldn’t make out, but I could see her visibly relax. Then he marched over to Derrick.


  He put his arm around Derrick’s shoulders in a casual way, but from the grunt Derrick made, I knew Chase was being rougher than he led on.


  “Let’s take a walk, man,” he said, and I was so proud of my brother for standing up for Rachel in that moment.


  I sauntered back over to her. She was still trying to calm down.


  “What did I ever see in that jackass?” she asked me, and I was at a loss for words. He was cute, but his personality sucked.


  “I have no idea,” I said, as I glanced over at Zack. He looked up from his guitar, caught my eye and looked away.


  He was playing Mysterious Ways, by U2, and it squeezed my heart just a little when I thought about how he’d told me I was mysterious. I felt tears prick the backs of my eyes again. Rachel caught on immediately, and shifted gears into best friend mode. She pulled me down by the water so no one else would see me getting upset. I couldn’t have felt worse about what I’d said and how insensitive I’d been.


  I was telling her just that when her gaze shifted over my right shoulder. It was then that I realized Zack had stopped playing, and all I could hear outside of my sobs were the sounds of people talking and laughing in the background. Before I could turn around, Zack’s arms were around me, his lips at my ear.


  “I’m an asshole, and I’m sorry. Please don’t be upset, princess.”


  I turned around to face him, my face wet with tears. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You have every right to be mad at me.”


  He leaned forward and kissed my tearstained cheeks. “I’m not mad, Emily. I’m just upset. Every time I think about the fact that I’m going to lose her, it just torments me, so I haven’t really let myself think about the future. I’ve been just living in the moment for the past few months, and when you said that, it reminded me that there is going to be a time when I have to think about what’s next and make some decisions about the rest of my life, and it scares the shit out of me.”


  He leaned his forehead against mine for a few beats, as if taking a moment to collect himself.


  I threaded my arms around his waist, and said quietly, “My future was planned out for me before this summer, and now it’s not. I have no idea what I’m going to do, and that scares me too, Zack. You’re not alone in that, but the beauty of it is that you can choose your own path. You don’t have to have a perfect plan.”


  “Thank you,” he said, catching me off-guard.


  “For what?”


  “For helping me to keep things in perspective. I don’t always do that.”


  “Hey, I’m just throwing your advice back at you, my friend,” I said, and he laughed.


  “I guess you got me there.”


  I followed Zack back up to the bonfire after we made up, gripping his hand tightly, knowing I didn’t want to let it go. Rachel had made her way over to Chase, who had returned with a much more subdued Derrick in tow, so I settled by the fire while Zack started his next set.


  When he took another break, he asked me to take a walk down the beach with him. We settled a ways down the beach, the sounds of the party barely audible in the distance.


  “You leave in two weeks, right?” he asked, and I felt a lump form in my throat.


  “Yeah, just about.”


  He nodded. “I wish you could stay,” he said simply.


  “I just wish I could stay with you,” I said, putting everything out there.


  Zack didn’t say anything, but he squeezed my hand as we looked out at the dark waves crashing on the beach in front of us.


  As we walked back to the party together, he whispered in my ear, “This next song is for you, princess.” Then he kissed my cheek, grinned, and continued on to his guitar which he’d left propped up against the log he’d been sitting on.


  I saw Rachel standing nearby with Chase and Molly, so I walked over to her, letting her know what Zack had just told me. She grinned at me, the joy on her face no doubt radiating what she was seeing in my expression. She reached for my hand, squeezing it as Zack started playing the opening chords to Use Somebody by King of Leon.


  It was one of my favorite songs, and he played it perfectly. Liar’s Edge had a similar sound to Kings of Leon, so his voice sounded so natural singing the lyrics that weren’t his. When he put his guitar down, the people nearby clapped, and I ran over to him, nearly tackling him in the process.


  “Whoa,” he said, falling back slightly. “I guess you liked it.” He was laughing lightly.


  “I loved it,” I said. “It was perfect. You’re perfect.”


  “Oh yeah,” he said, reaching down for his beer.


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “Okay, I’ll go with you on that,” he said, wrapping his arms around me as I settled next to him to hear him play his next few songs.


  As we later mingled with the friends we’d made that summer. Zack held my hand, and I marveled at how good of a mood he was in as he talked and joked with everyone. It really had been a good day, despite the fight we’d gotten into after my callous comment.


  “Are we anywhere near your spot?” I asked him at one point when we’d broken away from a group of people who were raving out about his playing.


  He shook his head. “No, but we could be. Do you want to go there?”


  I nodded. “I want to be alone with you. Can we go?”


  “Sure. Are you okay leaving Rachel?”


  Oh, shit. I’d forgotten about her. Damn, I was being a bad friend. I scanned the beach for Rachel and spotted her sitting by the fire talking to Chase. They were laughing about something. I jogged over to them. I was glad they were becoming friends again, especially since Chase and I had formed a friendship of sorts \ourselves.


  “Hey,” I said, feeling breathless, and not from the short run.


  “Hey,” she said, looking up at me. “Having fun?”


  “Yeah,” I said, grinning. “I am.”


  “Tell Zack I loved the song. It was a good choice.”


  I nodded. “I will. Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Um, I think we might take off for a little bit. Is that cool?” I asked, hoping she would catch my innuendo.


  She smiled. “Absolutely! Go.”


  “You’re sure?” I asked, suddenly worried that I was leaving her in my brother’s not so capable hands. “You don’t need me to stay here to run interference with Derrick?”


  Rachel laughed. “No, I think Chase sufficiently scared him away, so I’m good. Go have sex!”


  “Rachel!” I said, realizing she was shouting. She must not have known how drunk she was. She looked a little apologetic but not much. “Okay, I’m going. Chase, can you make sure Rachel gets home safe?”


  He jokingly put his arm around her. “She’ll be fine. I’ll keep Derrick away from her.”


  “I think I need someone to keep you away from her,” I said sarcastically to which Chase made a face.


  “I’ll be fine,” Rachel said. “I don’t need a babysitter. Go!”


  “Okay, okay,” I said, smiling. “Have fun!”


  Rachel whispered something to Chase, and he snorted a laugh. I was curious about what she’d said but didn’t have time to ask.


  “You too,” Rachel called, as I walked away. “Use a condom!”


  I cringed as I realized that more people than I had wanted to just heard what I was going to do with Zack. Then I figured it didn’t matter and ran across the sand to his outstretched hand.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  An hour later, after stopping at his house to get a blanket, we were at Zack’s spot. He was idly sitting against the mouth of the cave, strumming an unknown tune on his guitar. He looked like he was far away.


  “You okay?”


  He shrugged. “No different than usual.”


  “You’re worried,” I said, knowing he was.


  He looked out over the water and sighed deeply, his breath coming out in a huff. “This summer has been great,” he said. “One of my best, but it’s all going to end.” He brought his gaze back to me.


  “We still have time,” I said, trying to sound positive. I also knew he was referring to much more than our time together. There was a deadline looming that he didn’t want to think about, but what made it worse was that he didn’t know when that deadline actually was.


  “It’s not just that,” he said, and I knew he was thinking the same thing as me.


  I reached out and look his hand. “I’ll be there for you, Zack,” I said, “no matter what happens. I’ll come out and stay with you, if you want me to. I’ll help you get through it. You won’t have to be alone.”


  He tugged my arm just a bit, pulling me toward him. “Thank you,” was all he said, but by saying that, it almost affirmed that he wanted then same thing as me. He wanted us to stay together.


  Then he kissed me, long and deep, lavishing me with his undivided attention as he showed me just how much he wanted me to be with him. We ended up side by side on the blanket. He looked right at me, stroked the side of my cheek and told me how amazing I was before taking off his shirt and then my dress.


  Afterward, he held me close and we looked up at the stars. We were quiet for a while.


  “Was it worth it?” he asked me, breaking the silence.


  “Was what worth it?” I asked, looking up at him.


  “Taking a chance with me,” he said softly, kissing the top of my head. “Not thinking, going with your gut?”


  “It was the best chance I’ve ever taken,” I said, snuggling closer to him and breathing in his familiar scent.


  “I agree.”


  I smiled and felt him do the same, and we were silent for a few more minutes.


  “Princess?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Did you give any more thought to what I said that first night we talked – on the steps?”


  “What do you mean?”


  I’d pushed aside a lot of how he was that night, attributing it to him being upset. I didn’t want to read into it too much. He’d had his bad days since, and I knew how hard it was to see him like that, so I tried not to remember. His mom was sick, she was dying, and he had a front row seat. It couldn’t be easy, and I knew that, so I didn’t hold his moodiness against him.


  “When we talked about how you were unhappy with your life. I told you to go after what you wanted. Have you figured out what exactly that is?”


  I shook my head. “Not yet, but we’ll see. I kind of like that I don’t know exactly what I’m doing next. It’s the first time in my life that I don’t have everything figured out, and it’s really liberating. I’m kind of excited about what this next year is going to hold.”


  “You’re still going back to school right?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, absolutely. I’ve worked way too hard to not finish, but my life after graduation hasn’t been sorted out yet, and whereas that would have made me panic in years past, I’m actually really happy about it.”


  He hugged me tighter. “Good. I want you to be happy. You really do have a great life, and I’d hate for you not to realize it.”


  I looked up at him, and could see how much he truly cared about me. “I’m happy, Zack.”


  He kissed me. “I’m glad.”


  I hugged closer to him, loving every second of being with him.


  “Will you play for me?” I asked.


  He held my hand up to his mouth and kissed it. We disentangled ourselves from each other, and had a slightly awkward moment while we located our clothes and got dressed. I shivered inadvertently, realizing it was a little chilly. Zack handed me the Duke University sweatshirt he’d been wearing, and I put it on, loving that it smelled like him. He leaned against the mouth of the cave, looking amazing in his jeans, white t-shirt and bare feet with his guitar in hand.


  “Okay, what will it be ma’am,” he said, using the enhanced southern accent he used when he played for the crowd at Phil’s.


  “That song,” I said, pointing to his arm. “Jump. I want to hear you play it. And then this, I said, pointing to the script tattooed on his rib cage that I’d read more times than I could count. It was about falling in love, and it gave me hope for the future.


  Zack took the pick from his mouth before launching into the most beautiful song about putting everything on the line and not holding back because you never knew how much time you had left. It sounded a little too much like his life to not make me shiver, but then again, I’d probably guess that most of his songs were based in reality to some extent.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “Rach?” I called softly as I walked upstairs, thinking she must be up there, probably still asleep since it was still early.


  She was going to kill me. I walked down the hall, flip flops in hand, toward my bedroom door. I was sneaking back in after spending the night out. Zack and I had fallen asleep under the stars and hadn’t woken up until morning.


  I was dying to tell Rachel about my night, so even if she was asleep, she was getting woken up. Surprisingly enough, when I reached my bedroom door I saw that it was open, and the bed was made. Okay, that was strange. Rachel was never up this early unless she had to, and she didn’t make beds.


  I surveyed the room, looking for telltale signs that my messy best friend been there, but here were none. Her little clutch wasn’t on the nightstand, and the clothes she’d worn the night before were not on the floor as they should have been. I could feel the anxiety creeping up in my chest. I knew letting Chase take her home had been a mistake. Just when I’d started to be able to trust him, he went and lost my best friend. Great. Typical Chase.


  Infuriated, I stormed down the hall to his room. The door was closed, and all was quiet. He was definitely still sleeping. Not bothering to knock, I turned the knob, flung the door open, and nearly had a heart attack.


  “Oh, my God!” I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth, when I realized he wasn’t alone.


  My eyes bugged out of my head as I surveyed the scene in front of me. Chase, sleeping soundly, his chin tucked down, so it was resting on a girl’s head. She was tucked into him, her arm was draped over his chest, and her dark hair was splayed out on the pillow behind her. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing – Rachel and my brother in bed – and I couldn’t hold it together.


  “What the hell is this?!” I screamed through gritted teeth, as quietly as I could, as not to alert my parents who were drinking coffee and reading the paper on the back porch.


  My voice did, however, succeed in waking up the sleeping couple before me. Chase’s eyes slowly opened, and I could see he was startled. He tried to keep his arm around Rachel, but she sat up in bed so fast that his grip slipped away.


  “Oh, my God,” I said again, turning around and cover my eyes, as I realized that she was topless.


  “Shit,” I heard her say, as she scrambled to pull the covers up and over her again.


  “Chase, what the hell,” I said, from my turned around position. “Please tell me you’re not naked.”


  “We are,” he said, and I knew he was grinning.


  Next to him Rachel groaned in embarrassment.


  “It’s cool, you can turn around now,” he said. “We’re sufficiently covered.”


  “I don’t want to,” I said, not wanting to see what I’d just seen again. Not that it would ever be unburned from my brain, but that was beside the point. Rachel was in bed with my brother!


  “Em, it’s fine,” he said. “It’s no big deal.”


  “It is a big deal!” I insisted. “The last thing I want to think about is you having sex – especially with her!” I spun around then, the anger I felt for my brother for being a callous asshole boiling up to the surface.


  Rachel was turned on her side, covered by the sheets and had her head half-buried in Chase’s chest. I could tell she was mortified. On the floor of Chase’s room, I could see the trail of clothing that had been hastily discarded in the dark the night before, along with a condom wrapper that was just visible under the bed. Seeing that set me off.


  “I cannot believe you did this, Chase. You are such an asshole. All I asked was for you to take her home, but you had to go and take advantage of the fact that she was wasted. What is wrong with you?! You have a girlfriend for God’s sake. And Rachel, what the hell were you thinking?! What about Michael?!”


  No one said a word, but then I realized Chase was whispering something to Rachel. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. She said something to him that I couldn’t understand.


  “Em, can you give us a minute?” he asked.


  “I – can I give you a minute?” I screeched. “Are you serious?”


  Chase looked at me intently. “Yes. Please.”


  His tone was so definitive that, fuming as I was, I stepped out into the hallway. “I’ll be in my room,” I said, as I closed the door behind me.


  As I walked the twenty steps to my bedroom door, I realized I was shaking. In all the years I’d dealt with Chase’s shit, I had never had to deal with something like this. I knew what had happened. Rachel had been wasted, she’d probably flirted with him on the way home, and he’d taken advantage of her. He was such an asshole!


  Five minutes later, I was still pacing my room, not able to sit down. I was also still in the same clothes from the night before, making me somewhat of a hypocrite, as I’d just done the walk of shame myself, but I told myself that it was different. It was Zack. I cared about him, and he cared about me. It wasn’t a drunk hook-up. It was real. What Chase had done was much, much worse.


  I was starting to wear a hole in the carpet when Rachel appeared in the doorway to my room. She’d gotten dressed and pulled her hair back into a ponytail which made her look younger and much less menacing than usual. In the hall I heard the water come in the shower. It appeared Chase had escaped to the bathroom.


  I turned to face Rachel, anger still flashing across my face. “I am so mad at him right now,” I said, crossing the room to her. “Are you okay?” I reached out an embraced my best friend, knowing that she probably felt like shit.


  “I’m fine, Em,” she said calmly, not returning my hug.


  I released her and stepped back. “You are?”


  She sighed. “Yeah. Sit down.”


  “I don’t want to sit,” I said, crossing my arms in front of me. “I’m too pissed to sit.”


  “Fine, then I’ll sit,” she said, moving around me and sitting on the bed, crossing her legs Indian style.


  I stood in front of her, not sure what else to do.


  “The thing is,” she said, “I’m fine, because Chase didn’t do anything wrong.”


  I shook my head slightly. “He didn’t? Are you kidding–”


  She held her hand up to stop me from talking. I clamped my mouth shut and waited, hoping she had a good explanation.


  “Yes, I was drunk. Yes, he walked me home. Yes, we slept together, but it wasn’t the first time, and that’s not all it is.”


  My eyebrows shot up in surprise, but I didn’t say a word. There were nine million questions I was dying to get out, but I couldn’t utter one word.


  Finally, I gutted out, “Not the first time! You’ve slept with my brother before?! What the hell were you thinking? And why am I just now finding out about this?!”


  “We’re actually together,” she explained, and my eyebrows went even higher. “We’ve been seeing each other for a while now.”


  “You’re what? What are you talking about?”


  “He’s my boyfriend.” she said, smiling and looking down at her lap before looking back up at me.


  “He’s – what?” I asked, thoroughly confused. I couldn’t figure out what she was talking about. “I thought your boyfriend’s name was Michael.”


  Rachel bit her lip.


  “You lied to me,” I said, realizing that she’d been keeping her relationship a secret from me. Every conversation we’d had about ‘Michael’ had been a lie. “How long have you been together?”


  “Since March,” she eeked out.


  “March! I visited you in March. Are you telling me you were sleeping with my brother when I visited you, and you didn’t tell me?!”


  I was essentially screaming at her, but I didn’t care. I was furious that she’d lied to me about something so huge.


  “I wasn’t dating him then,” she insisted. “We ran into each other a few weeks after you left New York. We were both at The Met one afternoon. We kept running into each other at the same exhibits, so when we were leaving, Chase asked if I wanted to grab a beer. So I did, and that was kind of it.”


  My jaw dropped. “You’re seriously dating Chase.”


  She nodded, and I could tell she felt awful not telling me.


  “So, there never was a Michael.” She shook her head, then I caught up. “Wait a minute, Michael is Chase’s middle name. Is that where that came from?”


  She nodded


  “And Amy is your middle name.”


  She nodded again. “We thought it would be easier, since technically we weren’t lying.”


  I gave her a look that said her logic was clearly warped. “You were lying. I cannot believe you kept this from me!”


  She looked down and then met my gaze again. “Em, you hated Chase. How could I tell you? I had to lie. I wanted to tell you how happy I was, so I made up a semi-fake guy, but I swear, all the details I told you were true. That was all Chase.”


  “So when ‘Michael’ surprised you, that was really Chase?”


  She nodded. “He was never with Molly at the music festival. It was just a good excuse that would get him out of town for a few days, so he could come see me.”


  “And he designed your tattoo?”


  She nodded again.


  I felt my eyes start to well up with tears. “Rach, I’m your best friend. How could you keep this from me? I would have understood. Okay, maybe I wouldn’t have, but that’s beside the point. You still should have told me.”


  She nodded, and we both looked up as the water shut off in the bathroom. “I should have. I’m sorry, I didn’t, but I was so afraid you’d judge me or think less of me or something, because you couldn’t see what I saw in him.”


  “Okay, so what do you see?” I asked. Even though Chase and I had become closer over the summer, he was still Chase. I didn’t necessarily see the allure.


  She smiled and looked toward the hallway where the bathroom door had just opened. We could hear Chase padding toward his room. She waited until he closed the door before saying anything.


  “He’s smart and funny, and he’s so nice to me. I know you guys have never really got along, and he was a jerk to me growing up too, but I don’t know, I think he grew up or something. We talked and laughed for hours that first day we went out. It was really fun. After that, I kept hoping I’d run into him again. Finally I just called him and asked him out. He was so different than any of the other guys I’d been dating. He was original, and I loved that about him.”


  I swallowed hard, thinking that it was ironic that she’d used pretty much the same description for Chase as I had for Zack. The worst part was that I understood where she was coming from. All the guys we hung out with, including Ben, were cookie-cutter versions of each other. It was rare to find guy who didn’t conform to the crowd – who was potentially a bad boy, but a great guy at the same time.


  “For a while we just sort of hung out together, going to dinner and the theater and to museums. It was honestly a little strange since I’d disliked him for so long, but in reality, he was totally different than I’d thought.”


  I nodded, knowing exactly what she was talking about. I’d misjudged Chase too.


  “I wasn’t really sure what we were doing until one day in April when I realized how much I liked him, but I had no idea how he felt. We were walking back from Brooklyn Brewery, and we’d both had a decent amount to drink.”


  I was riveted at that point, and a little disturbed, as this was my brother we were talking about, but still, I was on the edge of my seat.


  “I stumbled as we were walking across the bridge, and Chase caught my arm. When he pulled me up, we totally had one those movie moments where we looked in each other’s eyes for a few seconds, each wondering if the other would make the first move. Then he kissed me, and it was the best first kiss I’ve ever had.”


  “Aww, I mean eww, but really aww,” I said, thinking that that was one of the sweetest things I’d ever heard, even if it was my brother she was talking about kissing.


  She smiled. “I know, too cute, right.”


  “So what happened then?”


  “He walked me back to my apartment and asked if he could take me out to dinner that night, like on a real date. Then came over to pick me up, and it was sort of awkward, because we were both so nervous and knew we were going to cross a line. I mean we’d had some seriously flirty conversations, but they’d never gone any further than flirting. Now, he was standing inches from my bed, and we’d just kissed that afternoon, and it was so awkward, but in a really good, ‘I’m really into this new guy I met’ kind of way.”


  “Do I want to hear this?” I asked grimly, really not wanting to hear about their first time.


  She stuck her tongue out at me. “Yes, you’ll be fine.”


  Tired of standing, I slunk down against the wall and pulled my knees to my chest waiting for her to continue.


  “Because we both seemed so on edge, I poured us some drinks. Then we sat there in silence, sipping vodka and cranberry juice, since it was all I had, and feeling ten shades of awkward. Finally Chase turned to me and said, ‘I really want to kiss you again. Can I?’ So, of course I said yes, and he did, and then we missed our reservation.”


  I stuck my finger down my throat and made gagging noises, playfully, as I could see how blissfully happy Rachel was in that moment. She was fingering the ring on her thumb.


  “That ring,” I said. “Chase has the same one.”


  She nodded and grinned like an idiot. “Yeah, we bought them in SoHo the weekend before we flew home to Charlotte. Chase said he wasn’t sure what the summer would bring, but he wanted something to remember the two best months of his life.”


  “Wow,” I said, never thinking my brother had it in him to be so romantic. How little I knew about him. “Wait, you didn’t do all this for him, did you?” I gestured to her new look.


  She shrugged. “Not really. After a while, the person you’re with sort of rubs off on you. I was looking to do something different, and I knew he’d like it.”


  “He really designed your tattoo?”


  She nodded. “Yeah, he’s pretty amazing. He designed all of his, some of Davis’s and some for a few guys he knows from NYU.”


  “Seriously?” I was shocked that my brother was an artist. Add that to the list of things I’d never bothered to find out about him. “Wow.”


  It was definitely a morning of surprises. Suddenly, all the things that felt a little off that summer came back to me in a rush, and I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen the signs earlier. Rachel freaking out that I, really Chase, was leaving for the summer, Chase and Rachel seeming to have become friends at some point, her number programed in his cell phone and the relief she felt when, apparently Chase, not ‘Michael’, had surprised her when he was supposed to be in Raleigh with Molly, potentially cheating on his girlfriend. Then there was the way Chase had been freaking out the day before when Rachel had arrived, how rigid he’d found out she’d slept with Derrick and his surprising behavior when he’d put Derrick in his place, and probably threatened him for hitting on Rachel. Good Lord I was dense. How had I not realized this sooner?


  “So you really like him?” I asked, still in slight disbelief.


  She smiled widely and nodded. “I love him.”


  “Really?” I asked, never thinking I would hear those words from Rachel, let alone about Chase.


  “Yeah. I do.” She was grinning so widely, that I knew she wouldn’t have been able to wipe it off her face for anything.


  “He loves you, too?” I asked, a little louder than I should have.


  “Yeah, I do,” came Chase’s voice from the doorway.


  Rachel’s head snapped up, and she locked eyes with my brother. His dark hair, not so dark anymore, as it had lightened a bit in the sun, was wet and sticking up. He had a pair of khaki shorts on with a black hoodie, and he was smirking down at Rachel, as if he was embarrassed, but excited about what he’d just admitted to her.


  “You do?” she asked.


  He smiled, his smirk stretching into a grin to match Rachel’s, and nodded. “Hell yeah, I do.”


  With that Rachel leapt off my bed, ran over to Chase, and threw her arms around his neck. I had to look away when she kissed him, because it was just too disturbing to watch.


  “I love you, too,” I heard her say, as I looked intently out the window at the clear blue sky.


  La, la, la, la, la. I can’t hear my brother making out with my best friend.


  Chase laughed. “Yeah, I heard.”


  “I wanted to tell you sooner,” she said, “but I was afraid you didn’t feel the same way.”


  He kissed her again. “Rach, I’ve felt that way for a while. It’s cool.”


  I heard them kissing again.


  “Okay, don’t mind me,” I said loudly, still not looking at them.


  “It’s safe, you can look,” Rachel said, and I could hear the utter happiness in her voice. It made me wonder if that was how Zack and I looked together. Something told me it was.


  As I turned to look, I saw them both grinning, as they stood in my doorway. Chase’s arm was lung over Rachel’s shoulders, and her arms were wrapped around his waist.


  “Okay, fine,” I said begrudgingly. “I’m happy for you guys! Now go get a room already.”


  “Okay,” Chase said, as he grabbed Rachel around the waist and pulled her out of my room. She squealed in delight at his caveman style attack.


  I shook my head, laughing lightly as I heard them make their way down the hall and into Chase’s room, trying my hardest not to think about what was about to transpire behind his closed door.


  


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  I texted Zack when we got to the beach later that day, but he didn’t respond. I had to guess that he’d gone back to bed. I was dying to see him, to tell him the bombshell news I’d learned that morning, but I also just wanted to see him. I’d give him in a few hours to sleep before I went over to his house to drag him out to hang with us. It was a gorgeous day.


  Rachel and Chase finally joined Keely and me about an hour after we’d gone down to the beach, which gave me a chance to fill Keely in the relationship our brother had been hiding all summer. Her reaction was almost identical to mine, but she still couldn’t mask her disbelief when they walked up to us holding hands. I wasn’t sure if it was something I’d ever get used to seeing, but both of them looked happier than ever, which thrilled me to no end.


  All day I saw a different side of my brother as he laughed and played with Rachel in the ocean. It was incredibly different from the day before when they’d had to hide what was going on between them. Chase was just as sweet as he’d been, but he took advantage of every opportunity to kiss or touch her, which he’d refrained from before. I could tell they were in love.


  When Chase left to get us drinks, I took my opportunity to dig for as many details as I could stomach. I could go a lifetime without hearing about what they did when they were alone, but I’d be an awful best friend if I didn’t let Rachel download the details of her new relationship.


  “So, you seem so happy,” I said.


  She turned to face me. “I’m very happy.”


  “What are you going to do next year?”


  Distance had been on my mind a lot that summer, as I thought about what would happen to Zack and me after I returned to UNC. We hadn’t discussed the future at all, and I was afraid to bring it up for fear of knowing that it was stupid for us to even consider staying together. We’d only met a few weeks earlier. It seemed fruitless to even think about doing long distance, even though I wanted it more than anything.


  Rachel looked introspective for a minute. “We haven’t really talked about it, but I assume we’ll stay together.”


  She said it so casually as if there wasn’t really another option outside of staying together.


  “You’re okay with being in a long distance relationship?”


  Rachel shrugged. “I want to be with Chase. I don’t really have any other options outside of long distance at this point. Besides, it’s only until graduation. You know I’m moving back to the city in June.”


  I nodded. “But you won’t get to see him hardly at all during the year.”


  “Flights go to New York City every day, Emily,” Rachel chastised me. “I can see him whenever I want. Besides, he’ll be home for Thanksgiving and Christmas, and we can get together over spring break. It won’t be that bad.”


  “What about date functions and formals? Will he come down for those?”


  I couldn’t exactly see my brother dressing up and attending one of our Gamma Pi events, especially the ones that had themes. Chase definitely wasn’t a fan of costumes that required the wearing of Hawaiian shirts or flannel and cowboy hats. He’d hate having to sit on a log in the woods, drinking beer with frat guys like Ben, who most girls in Gamma Pi dated. Then again, if he truly loved Rachel, he might just be willing to dress up and accompany her to our annual woodser in October or our luau in the spring. I might even pay good money to see my brother sport a lei.


  Rachel bit her lip. “Um, I’ve actually been meaning to talk to you about that, Em,” she said, and I could see she looked nervous.


  I raised my eyebrows skeptically at her, wondering if she was about to drop a bomb on me.


  “I’m pretty sure I’m actually quitting Gamma Pi this year,” she said quietly, pausing to gauge my reaction.


  My eyes got wide, and I knew the hurt in them was apparent. Gamma Pi was something Rachel and I did together. Initially she’d been skeptical about rushing, but I thought she really liked the girls and the sisterhood. She’d even loved it when we lived in the house together our sophomore year. True, I had toyed with the idea of leaving our sorority earlier in the summer, but it was really just a passing emotional thought. I was honestly excited about my senior year in the house.


  “Why?” I asked in disbelief, narrowing my eyes at her. “Is it because Chase thinks it stupid? Because honestly, Rachel, I never thought you’d be one of those girls who did something just to impress a guy.”


  Rachel narrowed her eyes right back at me. “No, Emily, I’m not one of those girls, and I would think as my best friend you would know me just a little better than that. I kind of made the decision last spring.”


  “Last spring?!”


  She nodded. “Yeah, when I took that internship in New York, I assumed I would be really disappointed that I would miss the luau and the spring formal and all the socials, but I didn’t. I actually found a lot of other things I liked doing better than prancing around as a naughty school girl or a biker chick. And I really didn’t miss going to chapter meetings every Monday night. I think I just sort of outgrew it. Besides, it kind of keeps me busy on the weekends, and I know I’ll want to fly up to New York as much as I can or spend time with Chase when he flies down to North Carolina.”


  I shook my head. “So this is about Chase,” I accused.


  Rachel closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “It’s not about Chase, but I am in love with him, and we want to be together. It’s what people do when they find the person they want to be with. I don’t look at it like I’m giving anything up. I’m gaining so much more that will be longer lasting than the sisterhood of Gamma Pi ever would be for me. I’m sorry you don’t understand.”


  I felt a twinge in my stomach at her words and but realized it wasn’t because of what she’d said. I actually did understand, but I also knew my situation was incredibly different from hers. Zack didn’t love me. He wasn’t asking me to even be his girlfriend, let alone survive a year of separation. I also didn’t have the security that my future and his would collide. I had no idea where I’d be moving after graduation or even what I’d be doing, and I knew Zack had an even dimmer view of his future. We were in a completely different place than Chase and Rachel.


  Thankfully Chase returned soon after, pulling Rachel’s attention away from me when he suggested we grab lunch. Keely wanted to go to a popular burger place on the island that Zack had introduced me to, so I tried his cell again to see if he wanted to meet up with us, but his phone just went to voicemail. It was strange since he always had his phone on him and didn’t usually take long to call me back. I instantly started to worry that something had happened to him.


  When he hadn’t called me back by the end of lunch, my stomach was in knots. So instead of joining everyone else back at the beach, I walked down to his house to see if his family might know where he was.


  As I approached, I realized that the house seemed abnormally quiet. The windows that were normally wide open were closed, and no one was on the front porch. I looked down at the house Molly, Leo and their families were staying in and saw the same eerie scene. It was strange. Even if they went to the beach, their houses were never closed up like that. I noticed then that there were also no cars in the driveways either. Maybe they’d all taken a day trip, but if that was the case, Zack would have mentioned it the night before.


  I started to walk up the path when I realized I didn’t see Zack’s black motorcycle out front where it usually was parked. I walked tentatively up the front steps and knocked lightly, knowing no one would answer. I knocked again. My mind instantly flashed to Zack’s mom. I hoped nothing had happened. It was always his worst fear, but the day before had been great. He’s said she’d been up making dinner and laughing and joking. She had to be fine.


  I dialed Zack’s number again, and the phone went directly to voicemail again. I even tried Molly, but she didn’t answer either, so I walked back home hoping Zack would call me back soon. I was on edge not knowing what was happening, my mind racing with horrible possibilities, and until I heard from him my mind wouldn’t settle.


  Four hours later I hadn’t heard anything and had a permanent nervous feeling swirling in my stomach. Rachel had convinced me to go shopping in town when she saw how agitated I was, so we’d driven to the little cluster of shops. She was engrossed in trying on new tops and skirts, but my mind was elsewhere.


  During dinner with my family, I tried to stay in the moment and engage in the conversation centered around Chase and Rachel’s relationship. They had finally revealed to my parents that they were together, and my mother couldn’t have been happier. She was hitting them with question after question which was embarrassing them both, and should have made me smirk, but I was too preoccupied, having still not heard from Zack.


  After dinner, I asked Rachel to walk back down to his house with me. The whole place was still dark and closed up. We drove to his spot, but he wasn’t there either. The only evidence left that we’d been there the night before was his guitar pick. It sat at the mouth of the cave, half-buried in the sand. He must have dropped it when we gathered everything up that morning. I picked it up, fingering it lightly before putting it in my pocket.


  “I just don’t know where he is,” I said, as Rachel and I trudged back across the sand.


  She put her arm around me. “I’m sure they just took off for the day. He’ll call. You’ll see him soon.”


  “Let’s try one more place,” I suggested. It was Friday, and Zack had his regular gig at Phil’s Tavern. He never missed work, so even if he’d been MIA all day, he’d be at his job.


  Rachel followed me through the door and up to the bar where we grabbed two seats. I was already on edge upon seeing someone who wasn’t Zack in his normal spot on the patio setting up behind the microphone, so Rachel forced me to order a drink. When I tried to order a beer, Rachel shook her head at Nina, the bartender, and ordered her to make me vodka tonic.


  When Nina placed our drinks in front of us, I asked if she could get Phil, the owner, to come out so I could talk to him. If Zack wasn’t at work, maybe Phil would know where he was. I’d met Phil when I’d first gone to see Zack play. He had lived on the island for twenty years, and his bar was his life. He was a big man with red hair and kind blue eyes and a deep, rumbling laugh that shook his protruding stomach when he found something humorous.


  He was also kind man who had taken good care of me once he realized who I was dating and refused to let me pay for drinks whenever I came in, which was often. Zack had been working at Phil’s every summer since he turned eighteen. I knew he sort of looked up to Phil, who was twenty years old than him and had given him his first job, as almost a second father.


  “Hey Emily,” Phil said, throwing the bar rag over his broad shoulder as he came out of the kitchen. He smiled at me, but it didn’t reach his eyes. I could see the worry lines etched into his ruddy face.


  “Zack’s not playing tonight?” I asked, playing it off as if I’d just come in expecting to sit outside for Zack’s set.


  Phil shook his head. “No, he called me a few hours ago to let me know he wouldn’t be in, so I called Chris in to take his place.”


  I instantly knew Phil was holding back information. He said that with too much nonchalance for me not to read into it, but I wasn’t going to probe. If Zack had asked him not to say anything, he wasn’t going to let me know what was going on. No matter how much he liked me, his loyalties lay with Zack.


  “Where is he?” Rachel chimed in, not knowing Phil like I did.


  “Who’s this?” he asked me, his thumb gesturing to Rachel.


  “This is my best friend, Rachel,” I said as Rachel leaned toward Phil, waiting for him to answer her question.


  “She’s feisty,” was all he said, as he glanced at Rachel.


  “She is,” Rachel said. “Do you know where Zack is?”


  “Yes,” Phil said warily, careful not to give away too much with his expression I noticed.


  “Phil, if you speak to him, can you please tell him call me?” I asked. “I’m worried, and I haven’t heard from him all day.”


  Beside me, Rachel started to speak up, but I stopped her with my hand, shaking my head at her. She kept quiet.


  “He’s okay, Em,” Phil said, and the way he said it, I knew something had happened to Zack’s mom.


  My heart sunk at the dark thoughts flooding my brain, and I wished Zack would call me. At least he had his family with him. He wasn’t alone, but I could only imagine what he was dealing with in that moment. Phil patted my hand a few times before whispering to Nina that our drinks were on him that night.


  Rachel and I sat sipping vodka tonics as I waited for the phone to ring. Chase met up with us at nine, and I tried to maintain some sort of positivity throughout the night, but it was tough. When we got home around midnight, I put Zack’s sweatshirt on, inhaling his familiar scent that clung to the fabric – clove cigarettes, the beach, and something that was distinctly Zack. It made me feel better but only for a short time.


  By the time I started to drift off to sleep, I was worried beyond belief but had enough alcohol in my system that my eyelids still got heavy. I had just drifted off when my cell phone ringing on my nightstand woke me.


  “Hello,” I said, suddenly wide awake and knowing exactly who it would be.


  “Hey,” Zack said, sounding utterly deflated and exhausted.


  “Zack,” I breathed, so happy to hear his voice. “Thank God! How’s your mom?”


  He sighed heavily, and I heard an ambulance siren in the background. It sounded like he was outside.


  “How did you know?”


  “You’ve never dropped off the radar like that before, and when I went to your house and everyone was gone, I just assumed.” He didn’t need to know I talked to Phil.


  He sighed again, and I could literally feel the weight he was carrying around. “She’s okay. I’m at a hospital on the mainland. She was having trouble breathing last night, and then she had a few seizures, so my aunts brought her here. It’s been really touch and go all day, but she’s stable now.” His voice was wavering slightly. “I’ve been with her all day, so I couldn’t call you. I’m sorry. I know you called me a bunch of times.”


  “No, Zack, don’t even worry about it. I’m so sorry about your mom, but I’m glad she’s okay now. Do you want me to come meet you at the hospital?”


  There was silence on the line for a few seconds, as if he was weighing his options.


  “No,” he finally said. “It’s late. Go to sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”


  “Okay. I’m here if you need me,” I said, wishing it would help ease some of his worry but knowing it wouldn’t. There wasn’t anything I could do to fix what was wrong.


  “I know,” he sighed, before I heard the line click.


  I didn’t sleep well that night and woke up feeling worse than I had the night before. I went through the motions of lying on the beach and enjoying my time with Rachel, but my mind was elsewhere. I tried to ignore the nagging feeling in my stomach but just couldn’t. I’d felt something shift. I wasn’t sure if it was the reality of the situation Zack was in or the tone in his voice, but a part of me knew that something changed between us that day.


  When Zack didn’t call me the next day or the day after, I knew my suspicions had been confirmed. On the fifth day that I hadn’t heard from or seen him, I started to get angry. It was a selfish feeling, but I couldn’t help it. He was dealing with so much, and I shouldn’t expect him to even think of me when he was worried about his mom, but I felt awful that he refused to let me in when he needed someone the most. At least his family was with him.


  In an effort to calm myself down I walked to his house, as I’d done that first day, expecting to see the same things I’d seen when I peered in the kitchen window – same newspaper on the table, same dishes in the dish drainer, same sandals discarded by the entrance to the living room. My expectations were confirmed. Zack’s house looked exactly the same.


  I ventured over to Molly’s house to see if maybe one of them had returned and fought back the tears as I looked in the window to see all traces of them gone. At some point they had returned, packed up their belongings and left the island, the house closed up for the winter. My chest constricted, as I realized Molly hadn’t even said goodbye.


  My shoulders slumped as I walked home. At least Zack wasn’t gone, but of course, where else would he go. He lived on the island year-round. I missed him, and it hurt like hell. What was worse, we were leaving the beach in a week, and I didn’t know if I’d see him again. I was sad, angry, hurt, and worried all at once, and I didn’t know how to cope with any of it. Thunder rumbled noisily overhead, and the rain started when I was halfway home. I burst into tears on the spot, not knowing how else to react and feeling incredibly drained.


  By the time I got home, I was soaked, sobbing uncontrollably and just wanted to crawl into a hole. Rachel met me on the porch, having seen me walking up the road. She wrapped a beach towel around me. Losing all strength, I fell into her and we slid down to the ground where she held me as I cried and stroked my hair.


  Once my sobbing had lessened to a sort of gasping/hiccupping cry, she pulled back and looked at me. “Feel better?” she asked.


  I shook my head.


  She hugged me again. “He’ll turn up. I know he will. He probably just can’t call you back right now. If his Mom’s in the hospital, then he probably wants to be with her, to make sure she’s getting the best care.”


  I nodded, but I knew it was a lame excuse.


  “Come on,” she said, “you’re soaked. Let’s get you changed, and we’ll do something to take your mind off of Zack, okay?”


  I nodded and let her help me up from the floor of the porch.


  After changing and drying my hair, my hurt turned to anger. “I’m so mad at him,” I said to Rachel, hating the emotions I was feeling. “He could at least have had the courtesy to call. He should know how worried I am about his mom.”


  “I know,” Rachel said, sitting at my window smoking a cigarette.


  I watched her inhale deeply and blow smoke out into the wet afternoon. The rain had eased up as the storm passed, but the air was still damp and thick.


  “I want one,” I said, turning to face her and gesturing to the pack sitting on the window sill.


  She raised her eyebrows at me. “Since when do you smoke?”


  “I don’t, but I have before, and now I want a cigarette. Besides since when did you become a full-on smoker,” I challenged accusatorily.


  I still wasn’t convinced that my brother didn’t have more influence over her decisions as of late, but it was her choice, and she seemed okay with the changes she’d made, so I didn’t push the issue.


  “Okay,” she said ignoring my question as she shook out a cigarette from the pack and handed it to me. “Do you even know how to light it?”


  “Yes,” I said, tersely, grabbing the lighter from her hand and bringing it up to the tip of the cigarette, inhaling as I did so. It tasted gross, but I didn’t care. I blew the smoke out, the tension slipping from my mind ever so slightly.


  We sat together on the wicker trunk, silently inhaling and blowing smoke out the window. I could tell Rachel wanted to say something, but she also knew I didn’t feel like talking. It was just after I’d lit my second cigarette that Chase knocked on my door frame. I looked up at him.


  “If you guys are going to do that, you might want to keep the door closed. The hallway smells like smoke,” he said.


  “We’re adults, Chase. We’re not doing anything wrong.”


  “Em, trust me, I’ve been sneaking around for years because even though it’s legal, mom and dad will lecture the shit out of me if they find out I smoke – and I’m just talking about cigarettes. Take my word. Invest in some Febreeze, stick a towel under the door, keep the fan on and the window open.”


  “Is that all you wanted? To lecture us?” I snapped, slipping back into how I used to react to my brother coming into my room.


  “Emily!” Rachel said, stubbing out her cigarette as she looked at me, appalled at my outburst. “Don’t be a bitch to him. He was trying to be nice.”


  “Sorry Chase,” I mumbled, realizing what I’d one. “That was shitty of me.”


  He crossed the room to stand behind Rachel, his arms falling loosely over her shoulders. “It’s fine. I get it. I know you’re on edge right now.”


  “No,” I said, firmly. “You guys have been great. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”


  “Well, don’t snap at me again, but Zack’s downstairs,” he said softly.


  Before I knew was I was doing, I was racing down the stairs, cigarette in hand. Zack was standing on the front porch, just outside the screen door, his hands jammed into his pockets. He looked broken – thinner, as if he’d lost weight in the five days since I’d seen him, and he had dark circles under his eyes. I could tell he hadn’t been sleeping much.


  I flew into him, dropping my cigarette to the ground before wrapping my arms around his neck and hugging him tightly. I barely felt his arms move around me, holding me loosely in return.


  I pulled back to look at him. “She’s not … is she?” I asked, knowing I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud.


  Zack shook his head, just a small movement that allowed me to let out the breath I’d been holding, before he hung his head.


  “I’m exhausted,” he said.


  I put my hand on his cheek. “I know. You look it. Come inside. We can sit and talk. I’ll get you something to eat. Have you eaten?”


  He shook his head, but I wasn’t sure what he was saying no to. “Let’s sit out here,” he said. “I want to talk to you.”


  We sat down on the porch steps. Zack didn’t take my hand. He just folded his together in his lap.


  “How’s your mom?” I asked, breaking the silence.


  He shrugged. “She’s dying of cancer. She’s not good.”


  “Zack,” I pleaded, wishing he wouldn’t be so blunt about it. It was like he was turning his emotions off.


  He sighed, long and deep. “Em, you know I care about you, right?”


  I nodded, but he didn’t see it. He finally looked over at me.


  “Yes,” I said, my voice coming out in a whisper.


  “You care about me too, right?”


  “Yeah, I do. Zack, what are you getting at?” I asked, putting my hand on his thigh. He took it and put it back in my lap.


  “Don’t do that. It’ll just make this harder.”


  My stomach flipped and not in a good way. “Make what harder?” I whispered, already knowing the answer.


  “Saying goodbye.”


  “Oh,” I said, realizing what was happening. Then I shook my head a few times, my conviction suddenly fierce. “No. No, Zack. No. I can’t do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “Say goodbye to you. I won’t do that. I care too much about you.”


  He laughed a short, non-humorous laugh that almost sounded mocking. “You need to just forget about me,” he said, his gaze fixed on a far point in the distance.


  “Absolutely not,” I said, reaching for his hand. This time he didn’t push me away.


  “Emily,” he said at the same time he sighed, so my name came out sounding as tired as he was. “I’m not good for you, and I think we both know that.”


  “Like hell you’re not,” I said, the fight in me clear. I was not going to let him go that easily. I would fight for what we had.


  Zack picked up the cigarette butt I’d discarded and flicked it out into the yard. “Em, I don’t think you realize how broken I really am.”


  “I think I have a pretty good idea,” I mumbled.


  He looked over at me, eyes flashing. “Then you know I’m not good for you. You deserve so much more than a guy who can’t get his shit together and has no foreseeable future beyond bartending and playing guitar for a bunch of drunks. You deserve more.”


  “If this is you ‘caring about me’, it’s fucked up, because you should know me well enough to know that I don’t want more,” I said, my conviction strong. “I want you. Zack, I love you. I don’t care about the rest.”


  He looked over at me, fire blazing in his eyes. I could tell he didn’t like what I’d just disclosed.


  “Dammit, Emily!” he said, jerking his hand back. “This is what I didn’t want. This is why I don’t date. I didn’t want someone to fall in love with me.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “Well too bad, because I did.”


  Zack took a deep breath, almost to steel himself. “No you didn’t,” he said, calmly. “You don’t even know me.”


  “I know enough.”


  “You know what I allowed you to see, and that was pretty much bullshit, so no, you don’t know me. You don’t know half of the shit that I’m dealing with right now.”


  “Then let me in, Zack. Let me help you.”


  He shook his head firmly. “No, I’m just, I’m fucking broken, and you can’t fix it. You need go live your life and achieve all the things that you want, because you are special and amazing, and you’re way too good for me.”


  I let my head drop to my hands, seriously in danger of losing it in front of him. He wasn’t making any sense. Mere days before he had held me close and told me how much he appreciated me taking a chance on him that summer – how much he’d needed me when he didn’t even realize it. Now he was pushing me away? It made no sense. What the hell had happened?


  “Emily, you told me when we first met that you wanted a fairytale life, and you deserve that. I can’t give it to you. All I can offer you is a broken, cracked, melted fairytale, and that’s not good enough.”


  “Fairytales are bullshit,” I snapped, using the same line as he’d used on me, but I meant it. After an imperfect summer with Zack, with highs and lows and everything in between, I no longer wanted the fairytale. It wasn’t real.


  “No, they’re not,” he said quietly. “I’m not going to hold you back from everything you deserve in life any longer. If you stay with me you’ll drown, and I can’t let that happen. You need to go after what you want and forget about me.”


  “What I want is to be with you,” I said firmly.


  “And I want to be alone,” he said and dropped his gaze to his lap as my heart broke into a million pieces.


  I knew then there was no arguing and no amount of fighting that would allow me to keep Zack. He’d made up his mind, and I had to accept it.


  “My mom’s getting really bad,” he said then, his voice cracking. I looked over and saw tears in his eyes.


  “How bad?” I asked, all the fight gone from my voice. I could see just how broken he was in that moment, and I knew he needed me to just stop pushing. I took his hand in mine again, being the friend I knew he needed, even though it killed me to do it, knowing he didn’t want me anymore.


  He looked over at me, exhaustion written all over his face. “Bad. Once she’s well enough to travel, they’ll let me bring her home. I know she doesn’t want to stay in the hospital until the end, so we’ll come back here and then … I don’t want to think about it.”


  I nodded in understanding, but with that understanding also came the knowledge that he would be alone at the end. I wished more than anything that he’d let me stay with him, be there for him, to pick of the shattered pieces after she was gone, but I knew he never would. He’d made up his mind.


  I squeezed his hand and blinked rapidly several times, trying to will the tears to say in my eyes. I didn’t want him to know how much I was hurting, since it could never compare to what he was experiencing, but I was pretty sure he could tell. He always could read me better than anyone else.


  I nodded a few times. “I don’t want to think about it either,” I said, not sure I could say much else without breaking down. There were a lot of things I didn’t want to think about.


  God, how I would miss him. I fought with everything in me to keep it together, but knowing I would never see him again, it was just too hard. I wanted more than anything to just have one more perfect day with him, but I knew it wasn’t possible. He’d already made up his mind that we weren’t right for each other, and that was that. Plus he had more important things to focus on than a girl who fell way too hard for him when she should have known better.


  “It really was a great summer,” he said then, his teary eyes meeting mine. “I’m so grateful that I got the chance to know you. You are truly a special person, Emily Cole, and I hope you find what you’re looking for, once you realize what that is. Just don’t lose sight of who you are – remember that.”


  I nodded as tears flowed down my cheeks. He released my hand and set it back in my lap. I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. I knew in that moment just one thing I wanted, but it was slipping out of my grip. Out of instinct, and because I wanted to do it one last time, I reached up and cupped his cheek with my hand. He leaned into it, closing his eyes for a beat, as if letting some of his pain go for a just a few moments.


  “You’ll get through this, Zack. You’ll be okay,” I said, hoping he would see I was right.


  He nodded a few times but didn’t respond. I wanted to tell him he could call me, but I didn’t think he’d want to do that. I didn’t think he’d want to see me again. He came by to see me to tell me goodbye, and he meant it.


  “Please take care of yourself,” he said softy, before he leaned down to kiss me one last time, pressing his lips firmly against mine for a few seconds before he pulled away.


  Then he walked off the porch to his motorcycle that was parked at the end of our driveway. I watched him ride away, and when he finally disappeared, I let the tears fall again, my whole body shaking as I cried uncontrollably on the front porch wishing I could turn back time.


  To be continued …


  Look for Buried Castles, the continuation Zack and Emily’s story, out in Fall 2012.
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