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Chapter One

 Emily

 


“Angry much!” Rachel yelled over the music I
was blaring.

I glared at her as she took it upon herself
to turn down the Halestorm album I was listening to at top volume.
She hadn’t been home when I’d arrived at our apartment at school,
and faced with unpacking and the memories of the summer that I knew
would surely flood me as soon as I opened my suitcase, I’d turned
up my iPod player in the hopes of drowning out everything I wanted
to forget. I hadn’t even heard her come in.

“It’s my new anthem,” I said blandly.

“And it’s not the least bit rage-filled,”
she said, and I just stared at her. “You’re making fantastic
progress, I see.”

“Grrr!” I growled, basically proving her
point. I hadn’t made one bit of progress, but I was glad to have at
least moved beyond depression to anger. It was a much more
preferable state to be in, and at least I wasn’t crying.

I shook my head at Rachel as I threw the two
t-shirts I was holding onto the floor. She recoiled away from
me.

“All I wanted was a freakin’ summer vacation
where I could just let go!” I yelled, as I yanked random clothes
from my suitcase and threw them on the floor in a heap. “I wanted
to relax, get a tan, read some books. I did not want to meet a guy,
I definitely wasn’t looking to fall in love, and I sure as hell
wasn’t planning on getting my heart broken!”

“Well, you did,” Rachel said, settling onto
my window seat, far enough away from any projectiles that might
leave my hands.

Thank you, Captain Obvious, I
thought, as I shot her a derisive look.

“Hey, if it’s any consolation, your tan
looks amazing,” she said in a poor attempt to pacify me.

“I’m done,” I said definitively, ignoring
her comment.

“With?” she prompted, not following my
thought process.

“Guys,” I said, yanking another handful of
clothes from my suitcase.

Everything was dirty and smelled like the
beach. I needed to wash it all. I hadn’t opened my suitcase in the
week since we’d been home from the Outer Banks – the week I’d spent
at my parents’ house crying my eyes out and avoiding anything that
reminded me of the summer. I hadn’t been able to look at my clothes
that I knew would remind me of Zack, let alone anything else that
reminded me of him, so my suitcases had remained packed.

But Rush Week started tomorrow, and tonight
I had to model my outfits for a panel of my sorority sisters who
would deem them appropriate or not for the week’s events. I’d
received the list of Rush events and suggested outfits via email
the week before, along with an invitation to be at the house at 7
pm that night. There was a sundress I knew would be what they had
in mind for our garden party theme on the first day, so I was being
forced to unpack and do laundry.

I seriously hated this part of Rush, where
five of my sisters judged and scrutinized everything down to the
jewelry I picked out or the shoes I paired with a certain dress. It
was a little archaic to ensure we all looked like little homogenous
puppets with no sense of a personal style, but I guess we were
representing Gamma Pi, so personal style went out the window. We’d
all march out of the house with big smiles on our faces, dressed in
some variation of the same outfit, all in the hopes that we’d
attract the best pledge class on campus by the end of the week.

Bitter, party of one? Oh, that would be
me.

Truthfully, I’d never really had an issue
with outfit approvals in the past, nor had I really argued for
diversity within the house, but this year, things were different.
I was different. The summer had changed me, and I suddenly
had the urge to set myself apart from the masses. I was honestly
half-tempted to arrive in my black leather skirt and platforms just
to make a statement, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to stomach
wearing that outfit for a while. There were too many memories
attached to that skirt and that night. I knew it would most likely
remain buried in the back of my closet until I was sufficiently
over Zack enough that I didn’t feel like vomiting every time I
looked at it.

“You’re really done with guys?” Rachel
asked. I could tell she didn’t believe me.

“Oh, I’m done,” I said, crossing my arms in
front of my chest, appraising her as she lit a cigarette and blew
the smoke out my open window. “I do not like feeling this way. I
did not like being led on, and I do not feel like I can actually
trust another guy ever again, so yes, I’m done.”

Rachel pulled her knees up to her chest.
“Not all guys are like Zack, Em,” she said, and I knew what she was
doing. I just didn’t want to hear it.

I put my finger up to stop her. “I don’t
care. I am not interested in dating anyone – ever.”

She raised her eyebrows at me. “Yeah, I’m
not buying that. You’re just hurting right now. Give it time. In a
few weeks, I’m sure you’ll be saying yes to one of the many guys
who will be waiting in line to ask you to their Woodser or Biker
Bash now that you’re single.”

“I will say no to each and every one of
them,” I said, crossing my arms defiantly in front of my chest. “I
do not want a boyfriend. I don’t need the hassle. I’m just going to
focus on school and that’s it.”

“That’s it?” she asked, and I knew she was
goading me. “You mean we can’t even go out and party? Come on, Fun
Emily just made her debut. Don’t take her away from me
already.”

“Fine,” I said, throwing my hands up
dramatically. “I’ll hang out with you, but no boys. I refused to
get my heart stomped on by another asshole.”

“Can Chase come with us?” she asked
pleadingly, pouting for emphasis. “He’s a boy, but since he’s your
brother, and he’s madly in love with me, he’s not a threat to
you.”

I rolled my eyes at her. Ever since she’d
come clean about her relationship with my brother, she hadn’t shut
up about him, and it was starting to teeter on annoying.

“Fine, you can invite Chase, but if any
other guys come around, he’d better show them the door, because I’m
tapping out.”

I tapped my two fingers against the lip of
my suitcase for emphasis.

She sighed. “Sweetie, maybe you can just
have some fun – you know, enjoy some time with a guy and move on.
You don’t have to commit to every guy who comes along. Maybe if you
don’t get attached, it won’t be that bad. You can make the
rules.”

I raised my eyebrows at her. What she was
describing was exactly how she used to be with guys until she fell
for my brother and decided she was done sleeping around. But she
knew me better than that. I’d never been anything but monogamous.
Casual sex didn’t interest me, and I wasn’t exactly sure I was
capable of it – especially since I’d tried it with Zack and ended
up falling in love with him. Stupid asshole.

Reaching back into my suitcase, I suddenly
froze, my hands poised above the one item of clothing I’d
completely forgotten about. There, stuffed in a corner, was Zack’s
gray Duke University sweatshirt. I picked it up slowly, my fingers
gripping the soft material as if it might disintegrate before my
eyes. Aside from a few pictures and his guitar pick, it was the
only thing I had to remind me that Zack and the summer had been
real. Even though it had only been two weeks since I’d seen him
last, it felt like months, and sometimes I found myself wondering
if our brief time together had been real at all.

Yeah, it had been real. I had a heart that
was cracked in two as a souvenir of just how real it all was. I’d
fallen hard and fast for Zack Easton over the summer. And I’d
thought he was falling for me too, but I was wrong.

My mind flew back to that last perfect night
we had together before he disappeared on me. Sitting under the
stars, making love and listening to him play his guitar. He’d given
me his sweatshirt to wear when I got cold, and I’d never given it
back. It still smelled like him, and the memories flooded back to
me with reckless abandon. I tried to push them away.

I didn’t want to think about that night and
what he’d said and how he’d held me, because not a week later, he’d
completely negated everything he’d insinuated that night when he
broke up with me. He made me think he’d never really felt anything
for me at all, and for that, I didn’t want to think about him.

Not able to hold onto my resolve a second
longer, I doubled-over and fell to my knees, clutching the
sweatshirt to my chest as the sobs I couldn’t hold back racked my
body. Within seconds, Rachel was beside me, her arms around me, but
it did little to fill the hollow ache that was now all too familiar
to me.

So much for moving past the crying
stage.

“Shh, shh, it’s okay, sweetie,” she said,
stroking my hair as the tears streamed down my face.

Two weeks. It had been two weeks since I’d
seen Zack, since he’d let me go, since he’d told me that,
essentially, he didn’t love me. Two weeks since I’d looked into his
brown eyes so light they looked translucent at times. Two weeks
since I’d kissed him and held his hand and felt the warmth of his
body so close to mine. Two weeks since I’d felt that first pain in
my chest; the tightening that told me we were over. Two weeks, and
it still felt as fresh as it had that rainy day on the front porch
of our beach house.

I curled tighter into a ball, falling
forward onto my knees, the sweatshirt, pressed between my legs and
my body, as in my mind I heard Zack tell me goodbye, and I watched
him walk away from me.

Bastard! I wanted to scream, but
doing that only told me I was being selfish. Zack was dealing with
so much, and I couldn’t hold that against him. I could hate him and
miss him and wish things had turned out different for us, but it
didn’t change the fact that his mother was sick, and he was hurting
because of that. Of course what stung the most was that now I had
no idea how she was doing or how he was doing. Zack had cut
ties completely. He hadn’t even wanted us to be friends, and that
might have hurt worst of all. That was what made me think that even
though he’d alluded that he wanted to end things because his mom
was sick, there was another reason, but I would never know what
that reason was.

“Rach, I’m back,” my brother called from the
front hall.

I heard the door slam and the grocery bags
he was carrying fall to the kitchen counter a moment later. Chase
was staying with us for the week. He didn’t have to be back in New
York for school until the following Monday, and Rachel didn’t have
anything to do this week, having quit Gamma Pi over the summer, but
they’d both wanted to come back to school with me. I knew they
hadn’t wanted me to be alone and were tag-teaming their efforts to
cheer me up or at least keep me from spending the entire week in
bed with a tub of Ben and Jerry’s.

“In here, baby,” Rachel called out, her arms
still around me, as my tears slowly stopped falling, and I was able
to sit up.

“I’m not sure I’m ever going to get used to
you calling Chase ‘baby’,” I said, and she hugged me tighter. We
both knew it was a good sign that I was making jokes.

“What happened?” Chase asked, dropping to
his knees next to me, the concern apparent on his face.

I glumly held up Zack’s sweatshirt, and my
brother sighed.

“Give it here,” he said, reaching for the
sweatshirt that I clung to like a lifeline. “I’ll burn it in the
fireplace.”

“No!” I said, pulling away from him and
narrowing my eyes. How could he even suggest that?

Chase rolled his eyes. “Come on, Em. Holding
onto things of his won’t help you get over him.”

“Chase,” Rachel said, putting her hand on
his arm and shaking her head. “She just needs time. You can’t rush
getting over someone, and as cathartic as burning artifacts of your
relationship might be in the moment, it doesn’t make things better
in the long run.”

“She’s right,” I said, looking up at my
brother who was staring at us both like we were aliens. I wiped my
nose, feeling silly that I couldn’t keep it together. I wanted one
day where I didn’t cry over Zack, just one day, but so far that day
hadn’t come. Hopefully tomorrow would be the day, but I doubted it.
“I just need time.”

“Well, can I at least take this stuff
down?” Chase asked, standing up and walking over to my desk where
three pictures of me and my other ex-boyfriend, Ben, sat in
frames.

My shoulders sank as I looked up at them.
Ben. I hadn’t thought about him in weeks, and now reminders of
our failed relationship, one I’d sabotaged so I could hook
up with Zack and be carefree, were staring me in the face.

I hadn’t been back to my apartment in three
months, and when I’d left school at the beginning of the summer,
Ben and I had been together, and we’d planned to get engaged and
move in together after graduation. The traces of him and our
five-year relationship were all over my room, mocking me, telling
me that I’d thrown away a great guy just so I could have some fun.
And look how great that turned out for me.

“I never should have let Ben go,” I sighed,
leaning my head on Rachel’s shoulder.

She pulled back from me. “Uh, yes you should
have.” Then she directed her attention to Chase. “Take them down –
now.”

I looked at her in panic, afraid she and
Chase were going to burn my memories of everything Ben and I had
together.

“Relax,” Chase said, as he unceremoniously
grabbed all three pictures, leaving three empty, dusty spaces that
were a cruel reminder of everything I’d given up, everything I’d
lost. “I’ll put them in a box, we’ll put it the top of your closet
and eventually you can pull it out and remember that you made the
right decision in breaking up with D-Bag Ben, okay?”

I nodded, but I didn’t agree with him –
about the break-up or Ben being a d-bag.

“Come on,” Rachel said, standing up and
extending her hand to me. “Let’s get your laundry done, so you can
go before the firing squad and hear what a complete fashion failure
you are.”

She tried to sound cheerful, but I could
hear the mocking in her voice. Rachel had had it with sorority life
and was loving that she didn’t have to partake in the finer parts
of Rush Week. I was envious of her. It definitely wasn’t my
favorite part of being Greek either. Luckily, I had gotten out of
prep and practice the week before. I’d lied and told Brynn, our
president, that I was still away with my family. So tonight, along
with Ellie Scott and Lindsay Winters, I had to go to the house for
a crash course on the week’s events. I just couldn’t wait.


Chapter Two

 Zack

 


God dammit! I wanted to scream as I
let the screen door slam behind me. I wanted to punch something and
curse until my throat was raw, but I couldn’t. She’d hear me, and I
never wanted her to know how much I was hurting. I couldn’t let her
see how much pain I was in.

Hospice had brought in a bed and an IV and a
heart monitor and every other friggin’ contraption to hook up to my
mother just that morning. They’d practically met us at the door,
and I wanted to tell them to back off, let us get settled, but I
could see how tired my mother was, how ragged her breath was just
from the short walk from the car. I couldn’t fight them.

Instead I’d gotten her comfortable on the
couch, propping pillows behind her and turning on the TV before I
went to make her some soup, hoping she could keep down the few
bites she might be able to swallow. She hadn’t been eating well,
and the hospital had been hesitant to let me take her home because
of that, but I’d fought for her, knowing she loathed the idea of
meeting the end in a sterile hospital room that smelled
overwhelmingly like rubbing alcohol. She wanted to be at home in
our little beach cottage that was filled with happy memories, where
she could watch the seagulls and hear the waves crashing and be at
peace when the cancer finally took her life.

Knowing this, I pleaded and begged the
doctors to let me take her home, and finally they had let me, but
only if we agreed to let a nurse live at the house with us. At that
point, I would have agreed to anything, so I said yes in under two
seconds. Then the doctor had ordered something called TPN that
would be fed to my mother through her IV, so she would get the
nutrition her body needed. It would arrive tomorrow, so today was
the last time my mother would likely eat food, and the thought of
that nearly made me break down. Even if she only ate a bite, I was
going to make her favorite meal for dinner tonight. It was the
least I could do.

The nurse who would be staying with us round
the clock had set up her things in my mother’s room before she
started to arrange the hospital style bed in our living room. The
minute I saw her go into my mother’s room, the place where she’d
slept for the past seven years, I almost lost it. Then my mother
had placed her thin, fragile hand on my arm and shook her head. She
knew it was the best arrangement. Our house only had two bedrooms,
and one was mine. I told her I would sleep on the couch. I didn’t
care, but she’d just given me that look she’d been giving me for
twenty-four years that told me not to argue with her, and I knew
fighting her on this would not do me a bit of good. I got my
stubbornness from my mother, but when it came to a battle of wills,
she won every time.

Instead of pounding my fist on the porch
railing like I really wanted to, I sank down onto the steps and put
my head in my hands. I was exhausted. Nearly three weeks in the
hospital had felt like endless torture as I watched my mother get
weaker and weaker. I knew this was coming. I’d known for some time
what would happen. I’d mentally prepared myself for what the end
would be like, and but I never could have prepared for how I now
felt. It literally felt like my insides were being ripped out with
each ragged breath she took.

Her weight had plummeted, her bones poked
almost through her thin skin, her cheeks were sunken in, and her
skin was sallow. The cancer had taken nearly everything from her.
She needed help walking, struggled to sit up, and even swallowing
was difficult. It damn near broke me every time I looked at her,
but because I didn’t want her to know how much her illness was
affecting me, I never let her see me lose it. I worked my ass off
to keep a smile on my face and crack jokes when I was around her.
Then I’d escape outside, under the pretense of smoking a cigarette,
and allow myself to fall apart.

She hated that I smoked, but it was the only
way I could justify leaving her hospital room, and because I think
she knew what I was truly doing when I went out to smoke, she
didn’t fight me on it. And she never questioned me when I returned
with red, puffy eyes.

Now that we were home, I could escape to the
porch or the beach, but I was afraid to go any farther. I never
wanted to be so far away that I couldn’t get back within five
minutes. At this stage in the game, it could be any time, and I
needed to be by her side when the moment we’d been dreading for
months was finally upon us.

She wasn’t scared. She’d told me that time
and again, because I think she thought it would make me feel
better. It didn’t. Nothing did. My mother was fifty-one years old.
Nothing about her death would make me feel any better, no matter
how many times she told me she loved me and smiled at me when I
walked into the room. I was sad and scared and felt so helpless at
times that it made me sick to my stomach. Nothing was going to help
me in that moment.

I lit the cigarette I always kept stashed
behind my ear, taking solace in the slight calm the nicotine
brought as my whole body relaxed. Inhaling deeply, I filled my
lungs with smoke and held it there until they felt like they might
explode. Then I blew it all out in one long breath.

Thankfully the beach was deserted. The
tourists had gone home for the season, and the island had returned
to its sleepy state. The year before, when I’d first moved home to
take care of my mother, I’d hated to see the tourists go, for the
sounds of the summer to die away, but this year I relished the
silence, the feeling of being alone. Alone. It was what I had
wanted. My cousins had all offered to stay with me so I wouldn’t
have to be alone, but I’d told them all no.

Molly had yelled at me, as she’d done most
of our lives, screaming at me that I needed my family with me
before she stormed off. Reagan had cried, because Reagan was always
the most sensitive of all of us, and I knew she hated the thought
of me having to bear the solo burden of my mother’s illness. Leo
hadn’t said much, but Leo wasn’t really a talker, so it wasn’t
surprising that he’d held his tongue. Leo was also my best friend,
and the person who knew me better than anyone else, so with that he
knew this was something I had to do on my own. Of course I also
knew he was never more than a phone call away. When I needed him,
and I knew I would, he’d be here.

The loud sound of a coughing fit pulled me
back to the moment and my head jerked around in response, my heart
squeezing in my chest. My mother’s coughing spells had gotten
progressively worse in the last few days. I started to rise and go
to her, but Anita, the Hospice nurse was already by her side,
helping her through it, working with her to bring her breathing
back to normal.

I slumped back down on the steps, the tears
pricking the backs of my eyes. I could no longer hold them in.
Allowing myself this small release, I let my head fall into my
hands and the tears to come, hoping I would feel better after
getting the pain out, but I knew I never would.

Inside the coughing mercifully stopped, but
I could hear my mother taking in ragged breaths. Anita’s soothing
words, floated through the open windows, allowing me to hear the
care in her voice as she helped my mother to calm down. The
coughing always got her heart rate going, and the nurses always
knew how to bring it back to a steady beat. I was glad Anita was
there, even if I still couldn’t stomach the fact that she was
sleeping in my mother’s bed.

After a few minutes, I could hear my
mother’s voice and could tell she was making a joke. This made the
ache in my chest that much worse. I loved my mother more than
anyone on the planet. She was the strongest person I knew, and she
would fight to maintain what she could of her dignity and her
personality until the bitter end. They were the last things she
would let go of if she could help it.

“Mr. Easton,” a kind voice said from behind
me, causing me to raise my head and turn around. Anita stood inside
the screen door, appraising me with a look of pity that I
hated.

“It’s Zack,” I said. “My father is Mr.
Easton, and I’d rather not be associated with him right now if it’s
all right with you.”

Anita nodded although she didn’t have a clue
what I was talking about. My father, the man who had left my mother
because he’d ‘fallen out of love with her’ nine years ago, had come
to visit while she was in the hospital. Silly me, I figured since
they’d been married for twenty years that he might know her just a
little better, but of course he didn’t. He never had.

The asshole had actually brought his new
wife, Sierra, with him. Sierra, who is twenty-eight, has really big
tits, and is a constant reminder to my mother, that when she got
older, she was no longer good enough for the man she married when
she twenty-two, who she raised a child with and spent the better
part of her life with.

But it’s not really Sierra’s fault. She’s
actually a nice person. She also happened to be the last in a long
string of girls more suitable for me to date than my father, but
that’s beside the point. He should have had the foresight not to
bring her, but he didn’t, and my mother didn’t bat an eyelash, but
I knew how much it affected her. Because of that, I was currently
not speaking to my father.

“Okay,” Anita said, and I was glad she
didn’t ask for details. Knowing my state of mind in that moment, I
might have told her everything, and that wouldn’t have been good
for any of us. “Your mother is asking for you.”

I nodded. “I’ll be right there.”

Taking the last drag off my cigarette that
had slowly burned almost to the filter, I stubbed it out on the
wooden railing and tossed it to the sand before getting up to head
inside. Pausing at the screen door, I rubbed at my eyes, hoping to
hide the fact that I’d been crying.

I drew in a deep breath as quietly as I
could, taking in the sight before me. My mother lay with her eyes
closed, her breathing labored, in a sterile bed that looked much
too big for her, that was set up in the middle of the living room.
She had wires and tubes coming out of several different parts of
her body, and machines that I was all too familiar with beeped and
hummed in the background. I wondered if she was asleep and didn’t
want to wake her if she was.

“Quit loitering in the doorway, and come
over here,” she demanded, even though her voice sounded weak. She
didn’t open her eyes.

I forced my feet to move forward, shuffling
them a little as I made my way to her bedside and the chair that
had been placed next to it. As soon as I took her hand in mine, she
raised her eyelids, appraising me with light brown eyes that
matched my own, although I knew hers had more sparkle to them than
mine ever would again. She smiled at me, her face lighting up as
she squeezed my hand as much as she could, and I steeled myself,
forcing the emotions down. I would not cry in front of her. I would
not cry.

“How are you holding up, baby?” she asked,
and my heart nearly cracked down the middle. With all that she was
going through, she was concerned about me. It wasn’t right.

“I’m doing okay, Mom,” I said quietly, my
eyes fixated on the bed sheets our joined hands rested on. I
couldn’t meet her gaze, because if I did, she’d see everything I
was feeling, and she would know I was far from fine.

“You’re a liar,” she said matter-of-factly,
and I just shrugged, my face practically crumbling as I heard the
resolve in her voice.

I heaved in a ragged breath, fighting as
hard as I could to keep everything inside. I’d let it all go as
soon as I was alone.

“Zacky,” she said, using the nickname she
knew I hated, probably just to piss me off. “Look at me.”

I shook my head. “I’m fine, Mom,” I said and
heard my voice crack. It was betraying me.

“Look at me, baby,” she said softly, and I
lifted my eyes to meet her gaze. “Thank you.”

She appraised me for a few moments as I
fought back the tears that were pricking the backs of my eyes,
wishing I was as strong as she was but knowing I never would be.
I’d failed her in so many ways, and this was just one more thing I
couldn’t do, even though I knew she needed it more than
anything.

“Baby, I don’t have much time left,” she
said then, and I lost it, my shoulders shaking, the tears streaming
down my face, my vision blurring as I felt everything pour out of
me at once.

“Mom, I don’t want you to die,” I said,
sounding like I was five years old.

“Come here,” she said, and I leaned down so
she could hold me, her frail arms wrapping around my back as I
sobbed into her shoulder. “Oh Zack. Sweetie. We knew this time
would come. We’ve known for a while.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier,” I said into
her shoulder, my voice coming out muffled.

She rubbed my back to soothe me, and it
killed me that she was stronger than I could be in that moment.
“Well, we can’t change the fact that it’s gonna happen, so it’s
time you came to terms with it. I found my peace, and I need you
to, as well.”

I nodded, not sure how I was supposed to do
that. How could I be expected to find peace in the fact that my
mother was dying? It didn’t make any sense. I would never be okay
with that.

“Come on now,” she urged. “Raise up and look
at me. I have some things I want to tell you.”

I lifted my head and ran my hand back
through my hair. It had gotten long that summer, and I needed to
get it cut, but that had been the last thing on my mind lately.

“You need a haircut,” she said, as if
reading my mind.

I laughed, and it felt so foreign. “That’s
what you needed to tell me?” I asked, eyeing her skeptically.

“Well, I hope you’ll at least get one before
my funeral.”

“Mom,” I said, my face falling again. Did
she have to be so blunt about it?

“It’s inevitable, baby,” she said, shaking
her head and shrugging. “Now, that’s the first thing. Second, I
want you to have Leo come and stay with you after the funeral.
You’ll need family around.”

I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.”

“Zackary Jonathan Easton, I am your mother,
and even though I am dying, I still know what is best for you. You
got that?”

I nodded and couldn’t help the small smile
that surfaced. Even on her deathbed, my mom could still put me in
my place. I’d venture to guess she’d still be putting me in my
place long after she was gone too. That thought made my heavy heart
just a little lighter.

“Now I know you like your tattoos, and
you’re all about symbolism, but please, do not get some tacky
tattoo with my name or a picture of my face or a heart that says
‘MOM’, okay? If you want to do something significant, choose a
different option.”

“Well, I was going to get an ‘M’ on each ass
cheek, so when I bent over it was a tribute to you, but I guess
that idea’s out.”

She laughed out loud, and it was the best
sound I’d heard in weeks. “Aww, thank you, sweetie. I appreciate
you making a joke at a time like this. I really do.”

“Anything else?” I asked, knowing she wasn’t
nearly done with her list, but I would sit here all day and listen
to her demands, and by God if I wouldn’t do every last thing she
told me to do.

“Of course,” she said, and shot me that coy,
motherly look of hers.


 


Chapter Three

 Emily

 


“Wow, Emily, um, it’s good to see you,”
Brynn Meyer said, appraising me from her perch at the front of the
chapter room.

She was flanked on one side by our Vice
President, Tori Masters, and the Rush Chair, Dylan Pierce. On her
other side, sat our New Member Educator, Jordan Nash, and the Rush
Co-Chair, Brittany Cummings. They all wore equally dissatisfied
looks on their faces, and I wondered what on earth I could have
done wrong.

My dress was pale blue with little white
flowers. It was short, but had an A-line skirt and long, flowy
sleeves. I’d paired it with neutral heeled sandals and a few pieces
of Tiffany jewelry, along with my Gamma Pi pin. I didn’t think
could have looked more appropriate. This definitely wasn’t my first
rodeo, and I knew better than anyone else how these girls thought.
They were all my pledge sisters.

“Something wrong?” I asked, unable to hide
the snark in my voice.

“Um, Em, what is that?” Tori asked, as she
touched her nose with her index finger. I could tell she was trying
not to be rude, but with the look on her face, she wasn’t really
succeeding. She let her hand drop and fingered the pearls she
always wore around her neck.

Our house was known for being more
conservative than some of the others, and many of the girls favored
pearls when they dressed up. I’d never caught onto that trend, but
I still knew how to look tasteful and represent the house.

“Oh,” I said, as I self-consciously touched
my piercing. “I pierced my nose.”

I’d put in a diamond stud my mom had given
me when I was leaving to come back to school. I knew she was trying
to appeal to me, knowing how upset I was over Zack. It was a nice
gesture considering her initial reaction to my piercing. I figured
the diamond would be more appropriate for Rush, but apparently I’d
been wrong.

“Classy,” Brynn said, and the sarcasm was
apparent in her tone, but I wasn’t surprised.

We’d been friends since we were pledges up
until the middle of last year when she just decided she didn’t like
me anymore. It wasn’t the first time she made a rude comment to my
face, and I fought the urge to roll my eyes at her.

“Does it come out?” Dylan asked nastily.

God she was such bitch. I’d never really
gotten along with her, mostly because she and Rachel didn’t get
along, but also because she wasn’t a very nice person when it came
down to it. She and Brynn had gotten close over the past year.

“No,” I said, my voice full of mock
disappointment. “It’s actually welded to my skin.”

I could see that Dylan took me seriously for
about a half of a second before her face twisted into a nasty
smirk. “Take it out for the week, okay?”

On the other side of the table, I saw Jordan
fighting the urge to laugh, a twisted smirk on her face.

“Sure thing,” I said, holding back the
eye-roll that I very much wanted to show these girls.

“Okay, Emily, show us your outfit for
Tuesday,” Brynn commanded, and I could tell she was bored. As I
left the room to change, I could hear her whisper to Tori and could
just make out the words ‘tacky’ and ‘so not cute’.

Well she could so kiss my ass.

Fighting the urge to go back in there and
smack Brynn across her perfect, unblemished skin, I fisted my hands
at my sides and headed toward the bathroom to change into my
Tuesday outfit. Rush Week could seriously not end quick enough.

“Hey Em?” Brittany called, coming out of the
chapter room behind me.

“Yeah?”

She reached out and hugged me. “I just
wanted to say hi since I didn’t get a chance to with Brynn and
Dylan attacking you. Did you have a nice summer?”

I forced a smile on my face as I lied. “I
did, yeah. Thanks for asking.”

She smiled. “Good, because you seemed a
little down when you walked in, and I just wanted to be sure
everything was okay with you.”

She was being sweet, and I appreciated that.
I needed a friend in that moment.

“No, I’m great. Everything’s great,” I said,
keeping the smile on my face. I wasn’t about to unload on Brittany
in the hallway.

“I’m glad. It’s good to see you. Let’s catch
up,” she said, and I nodded. “Oh, by the way, I like your
nose ring. I think it’s really fun.”

With that she turned and walked back into
the chapter room, and I was happy to know at least one person was
on my side.

***

“You about ready?” Rachel asked, as I was
fighting to put my nose ring back in place. Three days of doing
this and it hurt like hell.

I was already in a bad mood, and this was
making it worse, but at least I wasn’t crying. That was a bonus, I
guess. Having just endured three hours of banter about which girls
we would invite back to the third round of Rush, I was pissed off.
Not only had a girl I’d really liked not been chosen because she
wasn’t ‘Gamma Pi’ material, but some of my sisters had known how
much I liked her and intentionally sabotaged the vote.

The rule is that any girl who’d met a rushee
could vote on her. Well that would be fine if we all played fair,
but unfortunately we didn’t. Five of my sisters had spent two
seconds talking to this girl just so they could vote no on her. It
took everything in me not to storm out of the meeting or at least
stand up and say something, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good. I’d
been a part of the house for long enough to know how things
worked.

I ended up just maintaining my silence for
the rest of the night, voting when I had to, but not weighing in on
any of the girls. It didn’t matter anyway. My opinion was obviously
worthless to them. Then I realized that I was a hypocrite, and I
suddenly understood what Rachel had been telling me when she’d said
I was a mean girl. In years past, I’d been right there beside Brynn
and Dylan, fighting against girls who didn’t ‘fit the mold’, and I
hadn’t thought anything of it.

It was suddenly apparent to me how much I’d
changed over the summer.

“Done,” I said, standing back and smiling in
triumph.

“Beautiful,” Rachel said, kissing me on the
cheek.

“Where are we going by the way? Not a Rush
Party, I hope. I can’t handle another one of those.”

In addition to it being Rush Week for the
sororities, the frats were also looking for new pledges, so they
were hosting parties each night. The two nights prior, I’d been a
good sister and had joined some of my friends to make the rounds at
some of the houses. Of course I’d bailed once they’d gotten to the
Sig Ep house. I wasn’t about to run into Ben for the first time at
a party at which he’d likely be drunker than shit with freshman
girls hanging all over him – that is unless he was still seeing
Ashleigh Ballast, and she’d be all over him. No thanks. I
planned to avoid him until I had to see him.

Rachel laughed. “Um, no. Sorry, I’m not
doing the frat guy thing. Not since I found real man.”

“Thanks, baby,” Chase said, coming up behind
her, his arms snaking around her waist as he kissed her neck. She
twisted in his arms and started kissing him, which was still hard
for me to watch.

“Chase, don’t you have to go back to
school?” I asked, trying to sound annoyed.

“Aww, Em, you love having your big brother
here. Don’t deny it.” With that, he released Rachel and pulled me
into a bear hug, squeezing the breath out of me.

“Okay, okay,” I said, as he set me on my
feet. “I do like having you here. I’m not going to lie, but come on
with the PDA already. Girl with a broken heart here. Besides, since
when are you my ‘big’ brother, huh?”

Chase just grinned at me. “Since always. I
was born three minutes before you.”

“Yeah, you’re so much older,” I said,
punching him lightly on his arm. “Come on, let’s go.”

***

“Keep it down, okay guys?” I said,
chastising Chase and Rachel who were making out as they closed the
door to her room. I knew what would happen once they were alone, I
just didn’t want to think about it.

“No guarantees,” Rachel called out before
she started giggling. Hopefully that was the last I’d hear from her
that night.

It had actually been a tolerable night, and
I was looking forward to crashing hard. Thankfully I didn’t have to
be at the sorority house until ten o’clock, so I could sleep in. I
pulled out my cell phone and stared at it. Pushing the ‘Contacts’
button, I scrolled down to the Es and stared at Zack’s name,
willing him to call me, but I knew he wouldn’t. I half-considered
calling him for a moment, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. He didn’t want
to talk to me anymore. He didn’t want to know me.

Apparently feeling the need to torture
myself just a little bit more, I fired up my laptop and got on the
Internet. I went to the Liar’s Edge website. Liar’s Edge was the
band Zack had fronted for three and a half years. They’d broken up
a while back, and their website hadn’t been updated in a year and a
half, but I still checked it pretty regularly. I’m not sure what I
was looking for, but each time I went on, I always ended up on the
page that had the pictures of the band. There were a few shots of
the guys on stage and a few of them goofing off backstage, and then
there were some individual shots that looked more posed.

Even though it made my heart ache, I clicked
through them all, feeling a little squeeze when I came to one of
Zack and his cousin, Leo, the Liar’s Edge bassist. They were both
laughing at something, and Zack looked so happy. There were a few
times I’d seen that look on his face but not many. But the picture
that really jarred my emotions was one of him sitting alone against
a brick wall, his guitar in hand and his head down as he played an
unknown song. His brown hair fell into his eyes, partially
obscuring his face, and he looked so natural. It was a pose I’d
seen him in more times than I could count, but to make matters
worse, he was wearing the Duke sweatshirt that I now owned.

Taking a deep breath, I clicked out of the
window and shut my laptop.

Involuntarily, I reached for Zack’s
sweatshirt, that I’d draped over the back of my desk chair, and
pulled it over my head, instantly feeling the smallest bit of
comfort from having something of his so close to me. I could still,
just barely, make out the smells that reminded me of him – the
beach, his clove cigarettes and something that was just Zack.

A sudden knock on the French doors leading
to my balcony startled me so much I nearly dropped my laptop on the
floor. I could see the silhouette of a man outside the door, and my
heart started to pound out of my chest. Then I rationalized that a
rapist or a murderer probably wouldn’t knock, and my stupid broken
heart leapt at the irrational idea that it was Zack. Knowing I was
insane, I quickly dismissed that thought.

Cautiously walking over to the doors, I
pulled the curtain aside and sighed. I should have known.

“What are you doing here?” I asked curtly,
opening the door so Ben could come inside.

“Emily!” he said, and it was obvious he was
drunk when he practically fell through the doors. “Hey baby.”

I stumbled backward as he fell against me,
his arms wrapping around me and pulling me to his chest.

“Ben, what are you doing here?” I said, as I
attempted to extricate myself from his grasp. He reeked of
alcohol.

He pulled back to look at me. “I missed
you,” he said, looking broken all of a sudden. “Didn’t you miss
me?”

I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t have to
because he answered his own question.

“No,” he said, shaking his head and looking
like someone had shot his dog. “You didn’t miss me. If you missed
me, you would have come by the house to see me. I waited for you,
but you didn’t show up. I looked for you when Taryn and Lindsay and
Brittany stopped by the party, but you weren’t with them.” Ben
shook his head at me. “You were probably with your new boyfriend.
You didn’t want to see me.”

At his mention of my new boyfriend, my heart
squeezed, and I knew the tears could start at any moment. Why did
he have to bring up Zack? Why?

“Ben,” I said, comprehending just how drunk
he really was. “Did you drive here?”

The girl in me who had loved him for so long
was concerned that he’d put himself in harm’s way for me. I didn’t
want to know how he’d scaled my balcony on the second floor, but he
didn’t seem to be hurt or bleeding.

He shook his head. “Noah dropped me off. I
told him I wanted to go to my girl’s house, and he drove me. He’s
good friend.”

Ben slumped down onto my window seat and
gazed at me in what he probably thought was an adoring way. He
looked sort of psychotic to me. And he didn’t have a car here.
Awesome.

His eyes suddenly squinted as if he was
trying to focus. “Why are you wearing a Duke sweatshirt?” he asked,
leaning over so much that he almost fell off the window seat.

“I’m not,” I said, quickly pulling the
sweatshirt off and tossing it in the corner.

“Okay,” he said and let his head fall back
against the wall. It sort of bounced a few times as if he didn’t
have much control over his neck muscles, and I cringed
involuntarily.

“Ben, I thought you were seeing Ashleigh,” I
said, realizing the words were harder to get out than I’d thought
they would be. After all, I was completely over him.

Ben waved his hand in dismissal. “Pshah,” he
said, and I wasn’t exactly sure what that was supposed to mean.
“She only wanted me for my body, and honestly, she wasn’t that
great in bed. We are no longer engaging in sexual activity.”

I had to put my hand over my mouth to stifle
a laugh. When he’d said that last part, he’d adopted an affected
accent that sounded almost British. For some reason, it was funny,
but I was probably just exhausted and frankly still a little
buzzed.

Recovering from my giggling fit, I looked
over at Ben. His eyes had closed. “I just want my Emily back,” he
mumbled. “I love her, and I want her back. It’s all I want.”

Okay, that really wasn’t funny.

Grudgingly, I stood up from my bed, opened
the door and walked over to Rachel’s room. I hated to do it, but I
wasn’t exactly in a position to drive, and Ben couldn’t stay at our
apartment. Listening for sounds of things I didn’t want to hear, I
stood outside her door. All I could hear was talking. I assumed it
was safe and knocked.

“Ye-es,” she said, dragging out the
word.

“I need Chase for a minute,” I said, resting
my head against the door jam.

A few seconds later my brother came to the
door wearing just his boxers. “What can I do for you?”

I sighed. “There’s a passed out Ben in my
room, and I need you to drive him home,” I said, and added,
“please,” when I saw the look on his face.

“How did Ben get into your room?” Rachel
called from the bed. I could barely make out her shape in the dark
room. I could tell by her tone that she assumed I’d booty-called
him.

Thanks for the vote of confidence, BF.

Okay, so I guess Rachel had a right to
assume that. I’d been vacillating about my break up with Ben just a
few days earlier, but it was a momentary, emotional lapse in
judgment fueled by the fact that I hated being alone and missed
Zack like crazy. I did not want to get back together with Ben.

“He climbed up the balcony,” I sighed, “and
no, we did not hook up, but he is extremely drunk and is sans car,
so unless you want him to spend the night on the couch, we need to
drive him back to his apartment.”

“I’ve got it,” Chase said, as he started
pulling on clothes. “But you owe me one, Em.”

“I know,” I said, grateful my brother was
such a good guy. “Thanks Chase.”







Chapter Four

 Zack

 


I was numb. There was no other way to
describe what I was feeling. I was completely numb.

Not bothering to change out of the suit I’d
bought just for today and would probably end up burning so I
wouldn’t have to look at it again, I grabbed the bottle of Jack
Daniels I’d purchased a few weeks back and headed out to the porch.
Slinking down to the floor, I opened the bottle and took a long
pull, willing it to work its way into my system as quickly as
possible. I was surprised when the alcohol didn’t burn like I’d
expected, but then again, I wasn’t really feeling anything at the
moment, so why should I feel that?

“Zack?” my cousin called from behind me as
he dragged his suitcase into the house.

I didn’t answer him. I just took another
swig from the bottle, closed my eyes and leaned back against the
house.

“Zack, what are you doing, man?” Leo asked,
as he stepped outside. He tried to pull the bottle from my
hand.

“Fuck off, Leo,” I said, pulling away from
him.

“Fuck you,” he said in return, obviously
unconcerned about hurting my feelings. I mean why should he be
concerned? I’d just buried my mother. I was obviously having a
great day.

Before I could stop him, he sat down next to
me and grabbed the bottle from my hand. I looked over at him with a
murderous glare, but he just took a swig and handed the bottle back
to me.

I stared at him with a mix of confusion and
contempt.

“What?” he asked, but I knew he didn’t
expect me to answer. “If you’re getting fucked up, I am too.”

“Whatever,” I said, taking another pull from
the bottle before I passed it back to him.







Chapter Five

 Zack

 


I’d been drunk for the better part of five
days, and I didn’t plan on stopping. What was the point? Every time
I started to sober up, memories I never wanted to remember flooded
back to me.

A church.

People dressed all in black.

A preacher whose words made my chest
ache.

The coffin in the center aisle that I
couldn’t bring myself to look at.

The picture of my mother, healthy and
smiling.

I opened a new bottle.

Amazing Grace

The eulogy I’d managed to choke out because
even though it was the last thing I’d wanted to do, I wanted people
to hear just how amazing my mother had been.

The tears from those around me.

My aunts dabbing their eyes.

My cousin Molly holding my left hand and my
cousin Reagan hold my right one.

I took a long pull, relishing in the
familiar taste.

My father hugging me, telling me he was
sorry.

The women she knew and their looks of pity
as they gazed at me.

The drive to the cemetery. I’d had to stare
at the back of that fucking hearse the whole way.

I fisted my hands and punched the floor of
the porch.

The casket hovering above that dark
hole.

The smell of soil that had been unearthed
specifically for that moment.

The sickly sweet stench of the dozens of
roses surrounding the gravesite.

The casket being lowered into the
ground.

I felt fresh tears fall down my cheeks,
cascading like rivers and took a long drink of the brown liquid
that had become my salvation.

The casket stopping six feet into the earth.
My mother’s final resting place was a goddam hole in the fucking
ground.

Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.

I took another gulp, and another, and
another.

The processional of people who paraded by,
each tossing a rose into the hole, saying goodbye.

My turn. I was the last one.

Sinking to my knees, I dropped the rose on
top of the casket and let my head fall into my hands.

The feeling of complete emptiness as I said
a final goodbye to the woman who’d raised me, who’d taught me how
to be a good person, and who’d loved me in spite of everything
else.

I took another drink, the tears stinging my
eyes, running into my mouth and mixing with the sweetness of the
alcohol.

Leo standing beside me. Helping me up and
letting me lean on him when I had trouble putting one foot in front
of the other.

Molly wrapping her arms around me and Reagan
following suit. Jared patting me on the back.

My aunts telling me it would be okay, that
she wasn’t in pain anymore, that she was in Heaven.

The preacher’s final words.

I’d looked up, met his gaze and reality had
finally set in. My mother was gone. I would never see her again.
She would never smile at me or tell me she loved me or tell me she
was proud of me. She would never yell at me or laugh with me or hug
me again. I would never hear her voice. I could never look into her
eyes and know she was on my side, even when no one else was. She
would never sing off-key while I played her favorite songs for her,
and as much as I’d hated it my whole life, I’d never hear her call
me Zacky again.

She was gone, and I was alone.

I lifted the bottle to my lips and drank,
and slowly, the pain and the memories and the feeling of loss
slipped into oblivion right along with me.







Chapter Six

 Emily

 


I heard my name as I walked across campus to
Starbucks. I chose to ignore the person calling my name. I only had
an hour until my next class and wanted to get some caffeine in me
before I had to suffer through Law of Mass Comm. It was easily the
most boring class I’d ever taken and confirmed why I hadn’t ever
wanted to be a lawyer. The law was so dull.

“Emily,” he said again, closer this time,
but I still didn’t turn around. “Hey, Em!”

I didn’t stop when he caught up next to me,
so he fell into stride beside me.

“What do you want Ben?” I asked, not looking
at him. I hadn’t seen him since he’d shown up drunk in my bedroom
two weeks earlier.

“I just want to talk,” he insisted, hiking
his backpack higher up on his shoulder as he kept up with my
rapidly increasing pace. I might have had short legs, but I was a
fast walker when I needed to be.

“About what?” I asked, the aggravation in my
voice apparent.

I’d successfully avoided Ben since school
had started, but it seemed he’d finally learned my class schedule.
I guess it was his only option after I’d refused to see him any of
the seven times he’d come over to my apartment. Thankfully he
hadn’t scaled any more balconies. He’d always knocked on the door,
and each time I’d either not answered or Rachel had told him to
leave. But he was persistent.

“Us,” he said, as I yanked open the door to
Starbucks.

The wonderfully strong coffee aroma hit me,
and I inhaled deeply. No matter how bad I was feeling or how pissed
off I was because my ex-boyfriend was stalking me, that smell
somehow made everything better. There was only one other smell in
the world that made me feel better than coffee, but I knew it could
never be replicated.

“There is no us, Ben,” I said, turning to
face him.

His gaze drifted to my nose ring for a brief
second before drifting back to my eyes. After being forced to
remove my diamond stud during Rush Week, I’d put the ring in, if
for no other reason than to make a statement. I’d considered adding
purple streaks to my hair or something more radical, but I was
afraid the purple might not come out of my light blond hair, and
then I’d really regret it.

“I want there to be an us,” he said, as he
nodded to a few football players he knew who were walking out with
their drinks. The look on his face said he didn’t want to be
bothered. He was on a mission. He turned back to me. “I love
you.”

“Ben, stop it,” I said, stepping forward in
line.

“What can I get for you today?” asked the
cheerful barista. I noticed the artwork on the inside of her wrist
as she leaned on the counter, her hands resting backward on the
edge. She had a series of small flowers in all different colors
that grouped together looked like a garden. It was actually really
pretty – not that I was considering getting inked, but I could
admire tattoos on others.

“She’ll have a tall, non-fat caramel latte,”
Ben said, stepping up next to me. “And I’ll have a Pike Place
coffee – black.”

I opened my mouth to protest as he pulled
out his debit card, but he just waved me off.

“I buy, you spend ten minutes talking to me.
Deal?”

“Will you go away after that?” I asked, only
half-serious. I felt kind of bad for him.

He grinned at me. “Yes.”

We settled into two cushy chairs near the
window, and neither of us said anything for a few minutes.

“Em,” he finally said, and I looked up at
him. “I’m not delusional. I know you don’t want to be together, and
that sucks, but at the end of the day, I just miss you.”

“I miss you too,” I said grudgingly. It was
true. “But that doesn’t mean I want to get back together.”

“I know,” he said, and I knew a part of him
was hoping I’d change my mind all of a sudden. His gaze drifted out
over the coffee shop, fixated on some point in the distance.

“So,” I prompted, wondering what he’d wanted
to talk about if he knew we weren’t going to get back together.

“Can we be friends?” he asked tentatively,
his gaze finally moving back to me. He was actually nervous.

I smiled a friendly, ‘I’ve known you for
five years and feel bad that I broke your heart’ smile, hoping it
would ease some of the tension that was suddenly between us. “Of
course.”

Ben returned my smile. “Good,” he said
sounding relieved as he took the first sip of his coffee since we’d
sat down.

I looked up and saw Taryn Ellison, one of my
good friends in Gamma Pi, come in. She looked over at me in
confusion when she noticed Ben sitting next to me. I shook my head
a few times and returned my focus to Ben who’d started talking
non-stop about football and the upcoming game they had, and how we
were playing Clemson, and how they were supposed to be pretty good
this year. I didn’t think he was going to let me get a word in, but
I also wasn’t quite sure how to be friends with my ex, so letting
him do all the talking was probably best.

Suddenly he looked down at his watch. “Shit,
I need to go,” he said, rising to his feet. “I’m supposed to be in
my anthropology class, but I saw you and I wanted to talk, so I
figured I’d skip the first few minutes, but if I miss too much of
class, the professor will tell coach, and he won’t let me start
this weekend.”

The first game of the season was on
Saturday, and as one of the starting wide receivers, who was also a
captain, Ben couldn’t miss any part of it.

Before he left, he reached down and hugged
me, catching me off-guard. “I’m glad we’re going to be friends,” he
said. “Let’s hang out soon.”

“Okay,” I said, realizing it was the first
thing I’d said since I’d agreed to be friends with him.

“I thought you guys broke up,” Taryn asked
me as she sat down in the chair Ben had vacated with her Venti
Frappuchino a few minutes after he left for class.

Taryn and I had been friends since freshman
year, and we took a lot of the same classes since we were both PR
majors. She was a cool and independent and fun, and she’d also been
one of the few girls to voice her opinion that we were all being a
little bitchy and elitist during Rush Week. I appreciated her for
that. Of course, she’d been quickly shut down by Brynn, but hey, at
least she’d said something. I hadn’t even had the guts to do that
much.

I watched her weave her long, loose blond
curls into a bun at the base of her neck as she waited for me to
respond.

“We did break up,” I said, “but he wants to
be friends.”

“You do know he’s still in love with you,
right?” she asked, taking a big sip through her straw.

I nodded. “Yeah, he told me. He wants to get
back together, but I’m not interested.”

“What happened between you guys?” she asked,
and it was the first time anyone had asked me.

Most of the time I got a mix of responses
when I told people Ben and I weren’t together anymore. It was
anything from, ‘Oh my God! I can’t believe it! I thought you’d be
together forever,’ to ‘Oh, Em. Are you okay?’ to, ‘He’s so hot! I
can’t believe you broke up with him! Um, is he seeing anyone now?’
That last statement usually earned the asker a glare from me. It
didn’t matter if I had broken up with Ben, I didn’t want him dating
any of my friends.

I took a deep breath, wondering how it would
sound to tell the story out loud. Rachel and Chase were the only
people who knew. I hadn’t even told my sister, Keely, even though
she’d begged me for details on more than one occasion.

“I actually met someone this summer,” I
said, my heart squeezing just a bit as I thought about Zack. It had
been nearly four weeks since I’d last seen him, and I still wasn’t
anywhere near over him. I kept waiting for my feelings to diminish,
but they never did. It was frustrating.

Taryn raised her eyebrows. “You did?”

I nodded. “Yeah, he was this really great,
fun, gorgeous guy who completely stole my heart, and I ended things
with Ben so I could be with him.”

“What happened with the guy?” she asked,
knowing I was currently single, so I obviously still wasn’t with
Zack. “He broke your heart, didn’t he?”

“How do you know that?” I asked defensively,
shifting in my chair so I was sitting up a little straighter.

“Because no one looks as depressed as you do
if their break-up was amicable,” she said simply, and I wondered
just how transparent my feelings were.

I nodded, dropping my head, afraid the tears
pricking the backs of my eyes would fill them and spill over.

“Oh, sweetie,” Taryn said, putting her arms
around me.

I hugged her back, steeling myself to pull
back on my emotions. I would not cry. I would not cry. I would not
cry. And when I pulled back, I was eighty-five percent sure I was
okay – for the moment, at least.

I looked down at my watch and back up at
Taryn. “We have about thirty minutes before class. Do you want to
go over the notes for the quiz?”

She nodded and smiled sympathetically at me,
and I decided I hated that look. I didn’t want her sympathy or
anyone else’s. It was bad enough I had a broken heart. I didn’t
need everyone thinking I was pathetic.


 


Chapter Seven

 Zack

 


“Dude, get up. It’s already noon,” Leo said,
barging into my room and opening the blinds like an insensitive
asshole.

“Fuck off,” I said, rolling over and pulling
the pillow over my head. The light was making it throb.

“Jen’s called like five times already
today,” he said.

“I don’t want to talk to her,” I growled. I
didn’t want to talk to anyone. “Tell her to stop calling.”

“Just call her back,” he insisted, and I
pulled the pillow tighter, trying to muffle his grating voice.
“She’s worried about you.”

“She can fuck off too,” I said, lifting the
pillow just enough so that he would hear me. “Now get out of my
room.”

Leo paused for a minute, no doubt reeling
from what I’d just said. “You honestly can’t mean that,” he said in
complete disbelief.

I didn’t mean it, but I felt like shit and
was honestly still drunk from the night before. I wasn’t in my
right mind. I loved Jen. I just didn’t want to talk to her.

“Zack, she’s just worried about you. We all
are,” a softer voice said.

“When did you get here, Reagan?” I asked,
annoyed that my family was slowly launching an assault, one by one.
I knew Molly would be the next one to arrive.

“This morning,” she said, as she put her
hand on my back. I shrugged it off.

“Great,” I grumbled.

“I’ll go make you some coffee,” she said
cheerfully, getting up from the bed, not even fazed by my less than
appreciative treatment of her.

Why couldn’t my family just take a hint? I
wanted to be ALONE! I did not want them around, watching me and
worrying and wondering when I was going to snap out of it, because
it wasn’t going to be anytime soon. I was staying like this until I
felt good and goddam ready to stop. I felt like wallowing in my
misery, and I was going to do just that. Me, a bottle of my good
buddy Jack, and a few cartons of cigarettes were all I needed.

Noise from the living room grabbed my
attention for a moment, but I dismissed it, not really caring what
was going on out there. It was probably one of my mother’s friends
dropping off another casserole. The freezer was already full, but
these women wouldn’t stop cooking. Didn’t they know that I didn’t
give a shit about food? Couldn’t they take the hint that I didn’t
want visitors who were just going to tell me how sorry they were
and remind me again what had happened? I wanted to forget.

“ENOUGH!” someone screamed as the door to my
bedroom was thrown open.

Before I knew what was happening, the pillow
was yanked off of my head and light bore into my eyes, making them
burn. I squeezed them tighter.

“Jesu–” I started to say but I couldn’t get
the words out before a bucket of ice water was dumped over my head,
causing me leap and stumble out of bed screaming obscenities.

“Shit,” Leo hissed from the corner of the
room, so I knew it wasn’t him who’d doused me.

Without looking, mostly because my eyes
wouldn’t quite focus, I knew exactly who’d done it.

“What the fuck, Jen?” I asked, as I flipped
my saturated hair out of my eyes and glared at her, standing by my
bed, arms crossed, looking like she wanted to throttle me.

“Enough!” she said again, throwing the metal
beach pail I used as a request bucket when I played at Phil’s on
the ground with enough force to bend the rim. It clattered noisily
as it banged against the hardwood floor for a few minutes before
rolling to a stop next to the bed.

I fought the urge to cover my ears, but I
was too pissed to move.

“What is the big idea?” I asked, yanking my
soaking wet t-shirt over my head and throwing it in the general
vicinity of my dirty clothes basket. I stood there facing her in
just my boxers as water dripped from my hair onto my shoulders,
running down my back in rivulets.

“I figured you needed a shower,” she said
haughtily. “You smell.”

“Screw you,” I said, for lack of anything
cleverer in that moment.

“No, Zack. Screw you,” she said, as she
moved to stand within a foot of me, her finger poking my bare chest
hard. “You selfish, arrogant, self-centered, asshole! You think
just because you lost someone important to you that you can hole up
in here and forget about everyone else in your life? Well not
anymore!”

“Excuse me for mourning the loss of my
mother, Jen!” I screamed back at her, grabbing her finger and
yanking it off my chest.

She just glared at me. “Oh give me a break.
You’re not mourning shit. The only thing you’re doing is burying
your feelings in bottle after bottle of Jack Daniels. Real mature.
Do you think for one second that Lynne would think that was okay,
that she would find that response to her death acceptable? No! She
wouldn’t. She would tell you to be sad when you needed to be but to
remember the good times you had with her. She would NOT want you
lose sight of every good thing you have going for you.”

I laughed, a short non-humorous laugh. “I
don’t have shit going for me,” I said, moving to sit on the end of
the bed – the only part of it that wasn’t wet.

I let my head fall into my hands. My heart
was beating a steady rhythm in my ears, giving me a headache that
was starting to make me nauseous.

“Zack Easton, that is the only time I will
EVER let you get away with saying that.”

“It’s true,” I said, reaching to my desk for
my pack of cigarettes and lighting one with my left hand. “I’m a
fucking bartender at a bar that only gets busy three months out of
the year. My life’s fucking great.”

Jen walked over to stand in front of me,
reeled back and slapped me as hard as she could across my face. My
head jerked back, and my hand instantly went to my jaw. Before I
could respond, she grabbed something from my desk and shoved it in
my face, grabbing my jaw, so I couldn’t look away.

“Look at it,” she growled, and I forced my
eyes to see what she’d placed in front of me. It was a picture of
my family at my graduation from Duke. My mom looked so happy in
that picture. She was smiling at me like she couldn’t have been
more proud. “That is your reason for living – these people right
here. Because she wouldn’t want you be like this, and I would never
want her to see you like this.”

She pointed at someone else in the picture
and my heart squeezed in my chest. I wouldn’t want her to see me
like this either.

“I like the you in that picture a lot
better,” I said sarcastically, looking up at Jen. In the picture,
she was smiling too. The girl standing in front of me now was
acting more like a crazy stalker or serial killer. She wasn’t
messing around.

“Zack, I’m not kidding,” she said. “You know
I love you, but I will not hesitate to put some distance between
us. Do you understand?”

Those were the words I needed to hear. They
were what finally hit home for me, and she’d saved them for last
because she knew it too.

I nodded. “I hear you,” I said definitively,
slumping my shoulders at the idea of what she was insinuating. I
couldn’t do distance. I’d already had enough. I wouldn’t do it
again.

“Good,” she said firmly. “Now get in the
shower, brush your teeth, shave, and put on some clean clothes. I’m
going to make you something to eat, and it will not come with a
side of Jack Daniels. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Jen, I get it,” I said curtly,
grabbing my towel off the back of my desk chair.

***

“Here,” Jen said, setting a tray on the
table in front of me.

When I’d gotten out of the shower, she’d
ordered me outside for some fresh air, and I’d settled in at the
table on the deck. She’d wiped it down and emptied my ashtray. I
also noticed on my way out of the house that she’d cleaned up.
Three previously full bottles of liquor sat on the kitchen counter,
their contents no doubt having gone down the sink. It seemed my
wallowing days were over.

“You made me mac and cheese with little hot
dogs?” I asked, looking down at the plate of food I’d never be able
to finish. She must have cooked two boxes of macaroni and cheese
and put in six hot dogs.

“It’s your favorite,” she said simply,
proving how well she knew me.

“Because my mom used to make it for me when
I was a kid,” I said, pushing the food around, but not eating any
of it.

“I know,” she said, and she winked at me. It
was the first kind gesture she’d made since she’d arrived.

I was suddenly overcome with emotion as my
shoulders slumped, and I couldn’t help the tears that started to
fall. It was exactly what I’d been trying to avoid and why I’d been
numbing my senses. I didn’t want to feel this shitty and miss her
as much as I did. Her presence was all over the house, a constant
reminder of how things had literally stopped mid-life.

Jen was by my side in an instant, her arms
around me, and I let her hold me until I stopped crying.

“I miss her so much,” I said, swiping at my
eyes with the backs of my hands.

It was only the second time in my life I’d
ever cried in front of Jen, and it felt strange, almost
emasculating or exposing. I didn’t like it, but I told myself that
we’d seen each other through more than either of us ever
anticipated over the last year and a half, and I appreciated that
she wasn’t judging me for breaking down in front of her. She was
just being a friend, just like I had been when she’d come to me in
a similar state, feeling like she’d hit rock bottom. It was almost
as if she was now reciprocating, most likely because she knew how I
felt in that moment better than anyone else.

“I miss her too,” she said, kneeling next to
my chair. “She was an amazing woman.”

I just nodded, not able to do more than
agree with her.

“And she’d want you to eat. You look like
you’ve lost fifteen pounds since she went into the hospital. She’d
hate that.”

She would. Jen was right. If my mother was
there, she’d have yelled at me for not taking better care of myself
– for not eating. So I picked up my fork and forced myself to eat a
few bites, even though it tasted like cardboard.

“You’re such a mom,” I teased, pushing back
the raw feeling of loss. Jen rolled her eyes, as she settled into
the chair across from me.

“It comes with the job. I can’t help it. I
mother everyone now.”

I smiled for what felt like the first time
in weeks. Jen was a great mom.

“Where is Lily?” I asked, suddenly craving
the one person I knew could make me feel better.

Holding her in my arms and inhaling her
sweet scent always made things seem a little less shitty. I loved
when I got to spend time with the most perfect little girl in the
world. She adored me and loved when I played my guitar and sung for
her. She’d clap her little hands and giggle, and I’d melt every
single time.

“Derrick’s watching her,” she said, and I
knew that should have worried me, but as insane as Derrick could
be, he loved his niece. Nothing would ever happen to her while she
was with him. “I told him I was coming here to kick your ass, so he
was more than happy to take her for the afternoon.”

“I wish you would have brought her,” I said,
taking a drink of the apple juice Jen had poured for me.

Jen just raised her eyebrows. “Do you
think she’d want to hang out with the charming guy I found in bed
this morning? Please, I would never allow my daughter to be around
you when you’re drunk and haven’t showered in five days. Do you
think I want that image burned into her memory?”

I knew I looked sheepish, as she shook her
head, answering her own question.

“I’ll bring her down next weekend,” she
said, taking pity on me. “We can go to the park, okay?”

I nodded, knowing I was fortunate she was
offering me that much.







Chapter Eight

 Emily

 


“Happy Birthday to the two people I love
most in this world,” Rachel said, raising her glass and clinking it
against mine and Chase’s.

Rachel and I had flown up to New York for
the weekend so Chase and I could be together for our twenty-second
birthday. It was the first time we’d voluntarily celebrated our
birthday together in seven years, but there wasn’t anyone else I’d
rather be with on that day than my brother and my best friend.
Well, okay, so there was one other person, but I was choosing not
to think of him anymore, so he didn’t count.

We were sitting at Brooklyn Brewery, the
site of what Rachel and Chase were calling their first date. That
day they’d pointed out no less than nine places that commemorated
some part of their relationship. Had I not been thoroughly
inebriated, I might have been annoyed, but I’d been happily
drinking since noon, so I was feeling pretty good by the time we
toasted our birthday.

This is where we met for coffee the first
time.

This is the exhibit room where we ran
into each other. We were at The Met.

This is the restaurant where we had dinner
together.

This is the club where we – hee, hee – okay,
we’d better not tell her about what we did here.

This is where we had our first kiss.

And on, and on, and on.

“So where’s my present?” I asked Rachel,
pulling her attention away from my brother’s lips.

Since we’d landed at LaGuardia the day
before, she and Chase hadn’t stopped kissing and touching and
looking at each other. I was completely feeling like a third wheel.
Hence the all-day bingefest. At least I was a happy third
wheel.

“It’s back at the apartment,” she sang. “It
was too big to haul around all day, so I figured I’d give it to you
tonight.”

I looked over at Chase, feeling just
belligerent enough to allow myself to be a tad obnoxious. “How
about you?” I asked.

Chase put his arm around me and playfully
pulled me to him. “It’s my birthday too, sis. What about my
gift?”

I grinned. “It’s back at the apartment.
You’ll get it later. But you didn’t answer me,” I said, fake
pouting.

“Well,” Chase said, as he reached into his
pocket, “I sort of made this for you.”

He pushed a folded piece of paper across the
table toward me.

“What is it?” I asked, as I opened it up to
see a drawing of a colorful flower. I frowned in confusion and
looked back up at Chase. “It’s pretty. Thanks.”

“I told you she wouldn’t get it,” Rachel
said, then she turned to me. “It’s a design, Em.”

I still didn’t get it. A design of what? I
looked to Chase for clarification.

“This is a pretty monumental occasion
considering our recent history, so I was sort of hoping we could
commemorate it. You know, as a way to celebrate the fact that we’re
friends again. I designed this for me,” he said, pulling out
another piece of paper and sliding it across the table toward
me.

I unfolded it and saw a sun with an
intricate design in the middle. As I looked between the two, I
noticed the design in the middle of the flower matched the design
inside the sun, only on a smaller scale. It was then that I
realized they were tattoo designs.

I looked up at Chase in surprise. “You want
to get a tattoo with me?”

He nodded, and I could tell he wasn’t sure
how I might respond. “It’s cool if you don’t want to, but I’m going
to get one. You can always just keep the sketch if you want – hang
it on your wall or something.” He leaned forward and pointed to the
sun. If you look closely, you can see the ‘EC’ and the ‘CC’ and the
‘22’. It’s not visible unless you know it’s there, but I think
that’s what makes it more unique – more personal.”

I looked up from the drawing, surprised that
my eyes felt a little misty. “You want to get a tattoo with our
initials?” I asked, just to clarify what he was saying.

He nodded.

“Chase, that is so sweet,” I said, as I
threw my arms around him.

“Do you want to do it?” Rachel asked,
leaning toward us.

I looked over at her and nodded. “Yeah, I
do.”

***

“Holy fuck,” I said an hour later, as the
tattoo needle pierced the sensitive skin on the inside of my wrist.
I figured I was drunk enough that it wouldn’t hurt. I was
wrong.

“Just squeeze my hand,” Rachel said. “You’ll
get used to the pain after a few minutes.”

“She’s right,” Chase said from the next
chair over. He was sitting backwards so the tattoo artist could
etch the sun he’d designed onto his upper back, between his
shoulder blades. “But the color hurts more than the black, so be
prepared.”

“Chase,” Rachel chastised. “Don’t tell her
things like that.”

“I’m fine,” I said through clenched teeth. I
wanted to squirm but forced myself to stay still. I just squeezed
Rachel’s hand and tried not to wonder how this addition to my body
would go over with my mother when she saw it at Thanksgiving.

***

Two days later I was lugging my suitcase up
onto the sidewalk in front of our building when I ran into my
neighbor, Jen. She was coming out of her apartment on the ground
floor, and I noticed the trunk of her Camry was full of
groceries.

“Hey Emily,” she called, as she waved. She
grabbed a few bags from her trunk and headed toward her open
apartment door. “Just getting back from trip?”

“Yeah,” I said, as I walked over to her car
to grab a few bags. I followed her inside the apartment. “I was in
New York visiting my brother.”

Jen’s daughter Lily was sitting on a blanket
in the living room playing with some wooden blocks. When she saw
me, her face lit up. “Emmy!” she called out, waving her chubby hand
at me.

“Hey Lily Lou,” I said to her, using the
nickname I’d given her when I started babysitting her the year
before when she and Jen had moved in.

“Come pay?” she asked, gesturing to her
toys.

“Sure,” I said, as I parked my suitcase by
the front door. “Let me finish helping your mommy, and then we can
play.”

I loved Lily. She was the sweetest little
girl, and she had these big brown eyes and curly brown hair, and
her smile was intoxicating. I couldn’t believe how big she’d gotten
over the summer. She was definitely starting to look more like a
little girl and less like a baby.

“Thanks so much,” Jen asked, as she took the
bags I was carrying and set them on the kitchen table. “Did you
have fun?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it was great. I love New
York.”

She smiled, but she looked nostalgic. “Me
too. Although I’ve only been there once. My ex-boyfriend from a few
years ago was a musician, and his band played a gig in New York, so
we all went up for the weekend. It was pretty crazy.” She shook her
head and laughed as if remembering.

“Mommy? Juice?” Lily asked then, toddling
into the kitchen.

Jen looked up at me. “Em, would you mind
getting her some juice?” she asked. “There’s some apple in the
fridge. I want to run out and get the last of the bags.”

“Sure,” I said. I reached down to pick up
Lily and set her on my hip. “So, Lily Lou, you want some apple
juice?”

She nodded vigorously and smiled. “Apple
juice! Yummy!”

I grinned back at her. She was too cute.

Lily and I settled back on her blanket in
the living room when Jen walked back in the front door. Her cell
phone was cradled between her ear and shoulder, and she was talking
to someone. I got up and grabbed the grocery bags from her, and she
smiled gratefully at me.

I brought the bags into the kitchen and she
followed me, listening to whoever was on the other end of the line.
We worked in tandem to put the groceries away as Jen said ‘uh-huh’
and ‘yeah’ and ‘I know’ but not much else.

“I know. I know. Just hang in there. It’ll
get easier,” she said, and then paused as she listened once more.
“I know, but I’m here for you. You know that.” She paused again.
“Okay, sounds good.” She paused one last time. “Love you too. See
you soon.”

She hung up her phone and set it on the
counter, shaking her head.

“Everything okay?” I asked, not sure what
else to say. It had been awkward to witness what seemed like a
personal conversation, even though I’d just caught the one side of
it.

She smiled. “Yeah, that was just a friend of
mine who’s going through a really tough time. His mom passed away
recently, and he’s having a hard time with it, so I’m trying to be
there for him as much as I can.”

My mind instantly flew to Zack and his
mother. I didn’t know how she was doing. All I’d heard from Chase,
who’d talked to Molly a few weeks back, was that his mother had
been released from the hospital, but that was it. I hoped she was
doing okay. I knew how devastated he’d be when the end came, but
also I knew he’d have Leo, Molly and his aunts there with him. He’d
have enough family support that he’d get through it.

“That’s tough,” I said. “I had a friend once
who went through something similar, and it’s never easy.”

Jen shook her head as she sat down at the
kitchen table. “You know, I think it might be almost as hard to
watch someone go through losing a parent and not be able to do
anything. It makes you feel helpless, like you’re failing as a
friend, because you can’t give them what they need.”

I nodded. I knew that feeling all too well.
“Yeah,” I said, sitting across from her, “but sometimes they just
need someone to listen to them when they’re feeling bad. That’s
what I tried to do, and it helped, I think. Also, providing a good
distraction can always help.”

“A good distraction,” Jen echoed. “I like
that. I think I’ll keep that in mind.”

Neither of us said anything for a few
minutes, and I could tell Jen was deep in thought.

“Mommy,” Lily said, coming into the kitchen,
her sippy cup proffered in front of her.

“Yes, bug,” Jen said, leaning down to Lily’s
level.

“All done,” Lily said, shooting Jen her wide
grin and giggling as Jen started tickling her, pulling Lily onto
her lap.

Seeing Jen with Lily made me wonder when I
would have kids. With Ben I’d sort of known, or at least had a
timeline. We’d get married, wait a few years, and then have a
family. Now I wasn’t sure what my future held. I knew I wanted
kids, I always had, but I just wasn’t sure when I’d have them.

Jen had been twenty-four was when Lily was
born, just two years older than me. I seemed sort of young,
especially since she was a single mom, but she made being a mother
look so easy. She’d finished grad school the previous spring but
had worked full-time as an accountant during her last year of
school. I’d watched Lily two nights a week when Jen had classes.
She’d work a full day, then spend three hours in class and get home
around ten. I knew she must be exhausted, but she never showed her
stress. She was always smiling as she charged forward in life,
juggling a baby, a job and school.

I guess that didn’t leave much time left for
a social life, but then again, Jen never talked about dating, so
that might have been the one thing she sacrificed. I knew she had
some good friends, but most of them had kids Lily’s age, so they
did kid stuff together on the weekends. I wondered if she was
lonely. Being single for the first time in my life, I sure was.

“Emmy,” Lily said, reaching for me and
squirming in Jen’s lap.

Jen laughed and handed her to me. “Do you
want to take her?” she asked.

I reached my hands out for Lily. “Always,” I
said, smiling.

“I guess my daughter just loves you more,”
she said, as she got up from the table, but she was grinning.

“No,” I said, as I squeezed Lily around her
middle. “Lily, I think Mommy’s sad. She thinks you don’t love her.
You’d better tell her.”

Lily looked up at her mom. “Wub you, Mommy,”
she said simply.

“I love you too, bug,” Jen said, as she
started pulling things out of the refrigerator. “Emily, do you want
to stay for dinner? I’m making spaghetti.”

I thought about the fact that Rachel and I
had little to nothing to eat at home. I ate at the sorority house
five nights a week and we mostly got takeout on the weekends. I was
pretty sure cereal was the only option I had, that is if the milk
was still good.

Rachel was still in New York, having
extended her flight two more days, so she could squeeze in some
more Chase time, so I was all alone, and after being around people
the whole weekend, I didn’t necessarily want to go sit in my room
and wallow like I’d been doing a lot lately, finding solace in the
musical styling’s of Taylor Swift and Carrie Underwood. Those girls
could write about a break-up like no one else, and although Rachel
teased me mercilessly, I still kept their music on a steady
rotation.

“No, I don’t want to impose,” I said,
pulling over the crayons and paper that Jen kept in the middle of
the table, so Lily could color. She immediately grabbed the purple
crayon, her favorite, and began drawing messy circles and
swirls.

“Please,” Jen said. “No imposition. Lily and
I have spent some quality mommy-daughter time together this
weekend, so I’m actually dying for some adult conversation. Humor
me?”

I smiled. “Okay then, I’d love to stay for
dinner. You want spaghetti, Lily?” I asked, leaning down over
Lily’s little shoulder.

She grinned. “Skeddi!”

Jen and I both laughed.

***

“So how’s that boyfriend of yours,” Jen
asked, when we settled in at the table to eat forty-five minutes
later. “I haven’t seen his car here lately.”

Ironically, my thoughts flew to Zack until I
realize she didn’t know about him. She was asking about Ben.

“We actually broke up over the summer,” I
said, as I twirled some noodles onto my fork.

“Really?”

I nodded. “Yeah, and then I met someone
else, but that didn’t really work out, so I’m totally single.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jen said, taking a
bite of a meatball and chewing it as she appraised me. “I wish I
could fix you up with someone, but the only guys I know who are
single aren’t guys you’d want to date.”

I laughed inside, thinking of her brother.
I’d never met him, but I’d seen his picture and heard the stories.
He was a big time partier and into some pretty unsavory
recreational activities. He was definitely not my type.

I waved my hand in dismissal. “It’s fine.
It’s probably good that I’m not dating anyone. I need to figure out
what I’m doing next year.”

“I thought that was all planned out,” Jen
asked. “Atlanta, the PR job. Are you not doing that now?”

I started to answer, but she was suddenly
distracted by Lily who’d flung some stray pieces of spaghetti onto
the ground.

“Lily Anne,” she said sternly, and Lily
looked up at her in fear. “No throwing food, okay? We have talked
about this. You eat your food. You do not throw it.”

“Okay, Mommy,” she said solemnly, as she
returned to her dinner.

“You are so your father’s daughter,” Jen
mumbled then, and I realized it was the first time she’d ever
mentioned Lily’s father around me. Then she turned to me and
smiled. “So, next year?”

“I don’t think I’m going to Atlanta now. A
lot of that plan was tied to my ex-boyfriend, and since he’s not in
the picture anymore, I feel like I need to explore some other
options.”

“I think that’s great,” she said. “You’re
young and you’re not tied down.” Her glance flashed to Lily, who
was spooning spaghetti into her mouth and had sauce all over her
face. “Take a risk, and do something fun while you can.”

I smiled. “That’s the plan.” Then, not
really wanting to talk about me and my undecided, unclear,
terrifying future anymore, I turned the conversation back on Jen.
“How about you? Are you seeing anyone?”

She smiled. “Actually, I just recently
started dating one of my ex-boyfriends again, so it’s sort of new,
but I’ve known him forever, so it’s kind of cool at the same
time.”

I wondered if this ex was Lily’s father, but
I wasn’t about to ask. If Jen want to share that information with
me, she could, but I wasn’t going be nosy.

“Is this the musician?” I asked instead.

She laughed. “One of them. I sort of have a
thing for musicians. Every boyfriend I’ve ever had has been in a
band at some point except for one, but I consider him to be a
detour in bad judgment, so I don’t really count him.”

I was willing to be that guy was Lily’s
father.

“Musicians are hot,” I said, trying to keep
things light and not think about Zack. In fact, I did my best to
push him to the back of my mind where he belonged.

“They are,” she said, laughing. “I honestly
never thought I’d get back together with this guy, but we sort of
ran into each other at the end of the summer and things just
started clicking again, so I don’t know. It’s new, but I’m pretty
happy, so for now I think it’s good.”

I smiled. “Good for you, Jen. I’m happy for
you.”

I hoped I would one day I’d be as happy as
Jen looked in that moment, but my outlook on dating felt pretty
bleak, so I wasn’t convinced it would be anytime soon.







Chapter Nine

 Zack

 


“Zack!”

I looked up in confusion, as a little girl
with dark curls and light brown eyes came running toward me on
chubby legs, a big smile on her face just for me. Behind her walked
Jen who was shaking her head and laughing. I couldn’t help but join
her as I squatted in front of the bench I’d been sitting on and
waited for my favorite girl to reach me. When she did, I scooped
her up in my arms and covered her face with kisses, making her
laugh that light, melodious laugh that was more addicting than
anything I’d ever heard.

“Hi baby girl,” I said, pulling back to look
at her perfect face.

“Hi Zack!” she said again, making me
laugh.

I looked to Jen for clarification. “I’m Zack
now?”

She shook her head and laughed again. “She
apparently heard Derrick and me talking about you, so she decided
she would call you what we call you.”

I looked back at her. “Zack?” I asked.

She nodded vigorously. “Yes,” she said,
pointing her little finger at my chest. “Zack.”

I mirrored her, placing my finger against
her chest, and said, “Lily.” She nodded in agreement. Then I put my
finger back on my chest and said, “Daddy. Only Mommy and Uncle
Derrick get to call me Zack, okay?”

She screwed her little face up as if
contemplating what I was saying before she said, “Okay, Daddy.” And
it melted my heart just like it did every time I’d heard her call
me that since the first time she’d said it nine months earlier.

***

Two and a half years ago

“Dude, Jen’s pregnant,” Derrick announced
out of the blue one afternoon while we were unpacking before
rehearsal.

I froze momentarily, remembering the night
we’d spent together just a few months earlier. I swallowed hard,
and Derrick must have thought I was freaked out because my ex, who
I’d dated for three years, was having a baby with her new
boyfriend. He didn’t realize that I was thinking something very
different.

“Really,” I choked out, hoping he was stoned
enough not to pick up on my panic.

He nodded. “Yeah, she and Jay are all
excited. They’re talking about getting married. I guess she’s due
in March, so they’re going to get married next summer after the
baby’s born. I’m going to be an uncle!”

I did some quick math and breathed a sigh of
relief. My cousin Cat had been pregnant the summer before and had
done nothing but drone on and on about her pregnancy and how she
would actually be pregnant for ten months instead of nine,
etcetera, etcetera. I probably knew more about pregnancy than most
guys my age. Hell, I probably knew more than most guys period, but
at least I knew enough to know that the baby wasn’t mine.

“Cool,” I said, the relief palpable in my
voice. “Tell her I said congratulations.”

“I will,” Derrick said, as he started
pounding out a beat on his drums.

All I could think was, thank God it’s not
mine.

***

“She misses you,” Jen said, as I set Lily
down.

“I miss her, too,” I said, realizing it had
been weeks since I’d seen Lily – not since my mom had been in the
hospital. “Every day.”

We watched Lily run toward the sandbox and a
little boy who was pouring sand into the back of a dump truck with
a plastic shovel. She plopped herself right down next to him,
batted her beautiful lashes and smiled, and the boy handed her the
shovel. Just like that. I shook my head and smirked, knowing that
she was going to use that smile to her advantage for years and we
would all be in trouble once she realized the power she truly
possessed.

I turned back to Jen. I hadn’t seen her
since she’d dumped a bucket of water over my head and kicked my ass
for not having my priorities in place the week before. She was
always the one person who I listened to no matter what, and she
knew it. She’d always had that power over me.

“How are you?” I asked, reaching forward to
hug her.

She hugged me back, and I realized for the
first time that she seemed taller. Or maybe it was just because I’d
been hugging someone who was much shorter than Jen all summer, and
it just felt weird.

“I’m good,” she said, pulling back to
appraise me. “You look better, but you still look like you could
use a good meal. Are you eating?”

I shrugged as we sat down on the bench so we
could keep an eye on Lily. “Phil put in a standing order that I go
to the pub for dinner twice a week, and my mother’s friends put
enough casseroles in the freezer to last me until Christmas.”

“But you’re not really hungry, are you?” Jen
asked, proving again that she knew me better than anyone else.

I shook my head. “Not really. Leo’s putting
more of a dent in the food than I am, so at least it’s getting
eaten.”

Just then Lily ran over to us, her light
pink dress billowing out around her.

“Mommy? Where Gamma?” she asked, looking
between Jen and me, her eyes wide with wonder.

My heart clenched, and I was suddenly afraid
I might lose it right then and there in front of her. I felt Jen’s
hand take mine and squeeze it tight, giving me the strength I
needed to keep my emotions in check. Lily would never understand
why I was crying, and we couldn’t explain it to her.

I took a few deep breaths to center myself,
fighting the urge to grab the cigarette from behind my ear and
light it, but I never smoked around Lily.

Jen looked over at me, as if asking, ‘Are
you okay?’ I nodded, as she turned to Lily to explain that Grandma
wasn’t coming to the park that day.







Chapter Ten

 Emily

 


“I hate group projects,” Taryn complained
from next to me, stretching her legs out as much as she could in
the confined lecture hall.

“Me too, but they are a collegiate rite of
passage, so we don’t really have a choice.”

“Okay fine,” she said, sitting up
straighter. “It’ll be you and me, and then we need two other
people.”

I looked around the room at the groups of
students forming to see who might be left for us to partner up
with. I’d noticed since I’d been back at school that semester that
not many people in my classes talked to me, and I didn’t know many
of them either. I’d always stuck with who I knew and didn’t make
time for anyone else. I wasn’t a big fan of this knowledge, as it
again proved what Chase and Rachel had told me over the summer.

“Noah!” Taryn called, cupping her hands
around her mouth to signal Noah Gillian who was doodling in the
back row.

Normally he sat with us, but the week before
he’d broken his collarbone and dislocated his shoulder during a
football game, successfully ending his college football career.
He’d been pretty down ever since and had taken to hiding in the
back row of the classroom.

Noah didn’t look up at the sound of his
name. “What?” he called, not bothering to stop doodling in his
notebook.

“You’re in our group,” Taryn shouted back at
him. He just nodded and kept his head down.

Noah being pre-law should have been an
advantage to our group in a Law of Mass Comm class, but I wasn’t
sure how much effort he’d be putting in with his current mindset so
out of whack. I looked down at my tattooed wrist, read the words
written there, took heed in the reminder they provided and told
myself we’d be fine. If Noah sucked as a group member, Taryn and I
would pick up the slack.

“Okay, now we just need a fourth group
member,” I said, scanning the room. Most everyone had paired off,
but there was a heavyset girl with a curtain of jet black hair
obscuring her face sitting a few rows to our left who didn’t look
like she’d joined any particular group. “Let’s ask her.”

I got up from my seat so I could move down
to talk to the girl.

“What? Emily, no,” Taryn said, concern
flooding her voice as she followed me down the aisle.

“Hi, how are you?” I asked, sticking my hand
out to shake the girl’s hand. “I’m Emily Cole.”

“Um, yeah, I know who you are,” she said, as
she looked at my outstretched hand with disdain. “We’ve had a few
classes together.”

She continued to watch me and my response,
sticking her tongue out of her mouth just enough so she could click
her tongue ring against her teeth methodically. Her tongue looked
abnormally pink against her black lips. Did anyone really wear
black lipstick anymore?

“Oh, right,” I said, feigning remembrance,
even though I was pretty sure I’d never seen this girl before. “So,
would you like to be in our group? It’s me, Taryn and Noah back
there.”

I gestured to Noah who was leaving out the
back door.

“You really want me to be in your group?”
the girl asked, eyeing me skeptically. She had a hard edge to her,
and I was pretty sure it was directed at me. I just didn’t know
why.

“Um, I don’t know. Will might actually be
our fourth,” Taryn said, elbowing me, and I could have killed her.
She was being so rude.

“No, Will dropped the class last week,” I
said, shooting her a shut up look with my eyes. This girl didn’t
need any more reasons to believe we didn’t like her. She was
already on the defensive.

“Yes, we would love to have you in our
group,” I said to the girl. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Shelby,” she said, as if I should have
known.

“Alright, great,” I said, assuming the role
of the group leader, since Taryn had apparently lost her manners
and Noah had just plain left. “Well, let’s all meet a little before
class on Friday, and we can discuss what topic we might what to
explore further. Does that work?”

“They’re all boring,” Taryn piped up, and I
glared at her.

“Okay, I’ll be there,” Shelby said, before
getting up and slinging her black messenger bag over her shoulder.
She didn’t give either of us another glance before she hiked up the
aisle and out of the classroom.

“She did not seem like she liked us,” I
said, as I went back to my seat to gather up my books.

Taryn banged her hand against her forehead,
as I lifted my tote bag to my shoulder. “Emily! Have you lost your
mind?”

“What?” I asked, as I followed her out of
class, tossing my empty Starbucks cup in the trashcan by the
door.

“Don’t you remember Rush two years ago?
Shelby was a direct legacy, and none of us wanted her in the house,
but we had to keep her until Round Three unless she dropped us
first, so you and Brynn volunteered to show her around during Round
Two?”

I shook my head, not really remembering what
she was talking about.

“You made her cry?”

“I made her cry?” I asked in disbelief.

Taryn looked at me like was crazy. “Yeah,
don’t you remember? You played the nice girl, and Brynn played the
mean girl, and you guys essentially worked together to make her
feel like shit so she wouldn’t want to come back.”

“What?” I asked, and then suddenly, I
remembered everything. I am pretty sure I’d actually blocked it
out. Oh, my God. I had been awful to that girl. She was so sweet,
and she really wanted to be a Gamma Pi because her mother had been
one at Syracuse, but she hadn’t been right for the house image.
Brynn and I had tag-teamed her, and she’d left the house in
tears.

“Shit,” I hissed, falling back against the
brick wall outside the classroom. “How could I not remember being a
total bitch to her?”

“Relax,” Taryn said, taking it all in
stride. “We’ve all been there. Besides, she would have hated Gamma
Pi. I’m sure she’s much happier in the house she’s in. We don’t get
to be one of the top five houses every year with girls like
that.”

“Taryn!” I couldn’t believe she was being so
flippant about this.

“What?” she asked, and I knew she really
couldn’t see what was so wrong with what she was saying.

I knew instantly that up until a few months
ago, I’d shared her mindset. And it was at that moment that I
realized how much being friends with Zack and Molly and Leo and
Chase had helped me. It had opened my eyes and allowed me to be
accepting of people who weren’t like me. I don’t think I truly
realized how much better of a person I was because of the people
I’d met that summer, but I finally got it as I leaned against that
brick wall and stared at the smug expression on Taryn’s face.

“Never mind,” I said, knowing I could never
explain it to her.

I knew I could never take back what I’d done
to Shelby or how I’d treated other people in the past, but I could
damn well be sure I never did it again.


Chapter Eleven

 Zack

 


“Are you going to move back?” Jen asked when
she called me one night in October.

I was sitting in my mother’s rocking chair
on the back porch, smoking a cigarette and watching the light fade.
Jen and I had been talking nightly and the subject of me moving
back to civilization had been a hot topic as of late. She knew I
was getting antsy with my only sense of stimulation coming from
bartending at Phil’s a few nights a week for meager tips, but Leo
had gone home and I wasn’t ready to leave, so bartending at least
got me out of the house.

It wasn’t like I needed the money. My mom
had left everything she had to me, and since she hadn’t spent much
of the money that had accrued from the sizeable alimony checks
she’d received from my father each month for nine years, my bank
account now had a lot of zeros. After putting away enough money for
Lily to go to college and grad school at an Ivy League university,
I still had enough to live comfortably each month.

Although I knew she missed me, Jen’s
insistence that I move back to Durham was completely altruistic.
She was afraid I was lonely on the island by myself and knew how
much I missed Lily, but I hadn’t been able to bring myself to leave
– because in my mind, leaving the island meant leaving my mother
behind. But I had gone to see Jen and Lily twice since I’d seen
them at the park, and saying goodbye got harder each time. I was
leaning toward making the jump and moving back.

A part of me felt the solitude had been what
I’d needed, at least for a little while, but now I was starting to
crave a little more human interaction. I hadn’t told Jen, that with
all my downtime, I’d started writing music again. I’d been doing it
for a few weeks now and had about six new songs completed. It
wasn’t like I had anyone to play them for, but writing music was
what I’d always done, even after I’d left Liar’s Edge. It was what
kept me sane.

“I think I am going to move back,” I finally
said, and for the first time in a while, I meant it.

It was simple. Moving to Durham meant seeing
Lily whenever I wanted. She’d gotten so big over the summer, and
her vocabulary was growing all the time. I didn’t want to miss out
on things. I wanted to see her grow up. But it also meant seeing
Jen more, and I liked the idea of that.

“Will you move back in with Derrick?” she
asked, and I knew it was her way of asking if I was going back to
my old lifestyle.

Truthfully, it sort of stung. I hadn’t done
the stuff Jen was alluding to in a long time – the drugs, the
girls, the reckless lifestyle. I’d given it all up the night I’d
almost died, the night Lily was born. And aside from Emily, I
hadn’t been with anyone since that night, but of course, Emily was
different. She wasn’t just some girl I’d hooked up with, no matter
how hard I’d tried to force her into that role. She’d gotten under
my skin, and that was something I’d never had control over.

“No,” I said firmly. “Come on, Jen. You know
me better than that.”

“I thought I did,” she said. “I never
thought you’d fall back into your old ways, but you did. Zack, I’m
not sure I’ve ever seen you in as bad of shape as you were in a few
weeks ago. It scared me. It reminded me too much of the guy you
used to be, and I wasn’t about to go down that road again.”

She was right. I’d lost control, just like I
had two years earlier. But I’d learned my lesson – again. Her
brother hadn’t, not even the first time, the time we both almost
died. He’d never really stopped partying, but I was different. I’d
stopped before when it counted, and I’d do it again. The difference
between Derrick and was that I had more to lose. I had Lily, and
she was enough to keep me from falling off the edge.

“You don’t have to worry, Jen. I haven’t had
a drink in three weeks, and I don’t plan on having one. I’m not
Derrick. You know he’s like a brother to me, but his life and his
choices are his own. I need you to give me a little credit.”

“Okay,” Jen sighed, and I knew she was
fighting with whether or not she believed me.

I’d screwed up big time. I’d proven I
couldn’t handle life when it fell apart, and I knew she feared I’d
slip up again. Only time would solidify in her mind that I was the
guy she’d trusted and counted on for so long. I’d lost her trust
once before, but I’d slowly built it back up. I’d do it again.

“I actually think I might move in with Leo,”
I said, changing the subject. I no longer wanted to dwell on how
disappointed in me she was. I didn’t want to think about it. “Or
maybe I’ll get my own place.”

Moving in with Leo put me closer to Jen and
Lily. He lived around the corner from them in Chapel Hill, in
three-bedroom townhouse, and had more space than he needed. I knew
he’d let me move in, no questions asked.

Jen didn’t say anything for a few seconds
before she said quietly, “You can always move in with us,” and I
knew it was her way of repaying me for what I’d done for her almost
two years earlier. Either that or she just wanted to keep an eye on
me.

***

Almost two years earlier

A knock on the door surprised me, and I got
up to open it, feeling the blustery, cold December air blow into
the house around me.

“Jen?” I asked, surprised to see her and
even more surprised at how far her belly was sticking out. She was
really pregnant.

It had been months since I’d seen her, and
the difference was incredible. I also couldn’t help but notice that
her eyes were red and puffy, her cheeks tear-streaked. She fell
into my arms before I could ask her what was wrong.

“He blaoubfmet,” she sobbed, her words
getting lost in my shirt, as I pulled her into the house.

“What?” I asked, as I steered her over to
the couch so she could sit.

She wasn’t wearing a coat, and her clothes
carried the frigid cold with them. I sat her down, draped an afghan
my mother had made around her shoulders and handed her a roll of
paper towels. We didn’t have tissues, and the tears were running
down her face in that moment. She was sobbing hysterically.

It was strange. I’d only ever seen her like
this one other time, and it was when she found out her childhood
dog, Grizzly, had to be put down because he’d gotten a brain tumor.
Jen was normally so strong, so fierce. She wasn’t a crier.

Once her tears subsided, she looked up at me
with the saddest look I’ve possibly ever seen, as she wiped her
eyes and blew her nose on the crumpled up paper towel she’d been
fisting in her hand.

“Where’s my brother?” she asked, sounding
congested as she looked around the living room, as if expecting
Derrick to appear.

“He’s out with Whitney.”

“Who?” she asked, looking confused and a
little annoyed.

“Girl of the week,” I said, needing to
explain no more. Derrick changed girls more than he changed his
underwear, and Jen knew it. She also blasted him for it whenever
she got the chance.

Of course I wasn’t exactly in a position to
talk, since the only reason I was alone at that moment was because
. . . Layla? Yeah, Layla. That was her name. She’d had a test in
the morning and had to go home to study. I’d met her after our show
the night before, and she and her friend, whose name I’d forgotten
because she’d left shortly after two in the morning, had come over
to hang out. Layla, however, had stayed all night and throughout
the day. She and Jen had actually just missed each other by about
ten minutes which was probably a good thing. Jen despised her
brother’s ‘man-whore ways’ as she called them, and I didn’t feel
like having her judge me the same way. She was my ex after all. I
didn’t need her to be aware of my recreational habits.

Jen slumped back against the couch. “I’ll
just wait for him in his room if that’s okay,” she said, sounding
despondent.

“No, you won’t,” I said, knowing that as
much as I didn’t want to hear all about her guy problems, because
she’d definitely said ‘he’ when she was trying to explain what
brought her to our house at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday night, I
knew I couldn’t let her sit alone in Derrick’s room and cry.
Besides, he probably wasn’t coming home that night anyway. I owed
it to her to be a friend with the history we had. “Tell me what’s
wrong?”

We both looked over at the coffee table,
distracted as my phone vibrated with a text. It was from Candace,
and I wasn’t sure who Candace was, but she was asking me if I was
alone. Very tempting.

“Do you need to get that?” Jen asked,
inadvertently stroking her round stomach.

I shook my head as my eyes drifted to her
hand. I still couldn’t believe she was going to be a mother. True,
she’d always wanted kids, but I hadn’t expected her to have them so
soon. Of course, I was pretty sure she hadn’t planned to get
pregnant right before starting grad school, so I had to assume the
news had taken her by surprise, as well.

“I know,” she said, sighing. “I’m fat and
disgusting. You can say it.”

I looked up at her in alarm. “I wasn’t
thinking that, Jen,” I said, shaking my head. “Regardless of what
you think, I’m not a complete dick.”

She shrugged but didn’t respond right away.
“No, I’m fat and swollen, and Jay no longer finds me fuckable, so
there you have it.”

“What?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

“He left me,” she said, as a fresh sob
emerged, and I found myself pulling her into my arms again which
felt completely foreign.

I wondered if she felt the same way because
she pulled back quickly.

“He left?” I asked, as reality hit me square
in the stomach. Jen was six months pregnant, and her fiancé had
broken up with her? That was bullshit. Derrick was going to kick
Jay’s ass.

She nodded, the tears running down her
cheeks. “He said he wasn’t ready to be a father, and he needed some
time, and he doesn’t think we should live together anymore.” My
eyes got wide with indignation. Maybe I would kick Jay’s ass before
Derrick could even get to him. “He said he’ll give me money for
when the baby comes, but he doesn’t want to be a part of her life.
Zack, I don’t have anywhere to live!” she gasped, and her head fell
into her hands.

Ever practical, Jen was focused on her
immediate needs, and I immediately started thinking about where we
would put all the crap that we kept in our spare room. Without even
thinking about what it would mean and without consulting Derrick, I
made the decision that Jen would move in with us. Regardless of my
feelings toward her and our history, it was the only option I’d be
able to live with. I wasn’t about to send a pregnant woman out on
her own, and who knew when Derrick had last changed his sheets. She
wasn’t going to stay in his room until she figured out another
solution.

“You can stay with us,” I said, taking her
hand and squeezing it.

I was amazed that I didn’t feel anything
toward her. For months after we’d broken up, I’d still get that
urge to kiss her when I’d see her out at Leo’s bar or walking on
campus. We’d even had that ridiculously hot night together back in
May when she’d walked into my room drunk and wearing nothing but
her graduation cap, having consumed way too much champagne at
dinner with her parents. Jay had been out of town, and she’d come
looking for some fun. I’d been more than happy oblige.

But it was right after that night that I
realized my lingering feelings for the girl I’d dated for three
years had gone away. We didn’t see each other that much, but when
we did, she was just Derrick’s sister. A friend. I no longer saw
her as the first, and only, girl I’d ever loved, and it was a nice
change.

Jen looked up at me in surprise before she
threw her arms around me. “Thank you, Zack! You’re the best. I
promise it’ll only be for a night or two. I’ll look for my own
place tomorrow. I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I can.”

I shook my head. I was well-aware of Jen’s
financial situation. She was using student loans to pay for grad
school and didn’t make a lot of money at her job as an assistant at
an accounting firm. According to Derrick, she hadn’t been paying
rent at Jay’s place. He was a trust fund baby, and his parents were
covering his bills while he was in law school. Jen had scored a
sweet deal when they’d moved in together almost a year before, and
I didn’t think she’d taken the time to add up just how much money
she’d need to survive by herself, let alone when the baby came.

“Forget it,” I said, and Jen looked up at me
in surprise, her mouth a tiny ‘o’. “I’ll move all of our stuff from
the spare room into the garage. We’ll make that your room.”

I smiled to let her know I wasn’t kidding,
and she cocked her head to the side. “Seriously?”

I nodded. “Yeah. You’re not exactly in a
position where you should live alone anyway. It’ll be better for
you to have people around.”

“What about when the baby comes?” she asked,
covering her bases and thinking ahead. Jen was a planner.

“She’ll live here too,” I said, wondering
how on earth Derrick and I would be able to maintain our lifestyles
with a baby living under our roof, but in that moment, it was the
least of my concerns.

I knew Derrick would want his sister and his
niece living with him, especially since their parents had move to
California the year before. As wacked out as Derrick could be, he
was weird about family, but in a good way. He adored his older
sister and would do anything for her.

“Zack, are you serious?” I knew she was
skeptical of this suggestion, but I didn’t care.

I nodded. “We’re here for you, okay?”

Jen sniffed and wiped her nose. “Thank
you.”







Chapter Twelve

 Emily

 


Lifting my beer mug from the table, my eyes
glanced to the inside of my right wrist, to my flower tattoo. I’d
had it for nearly a month, but I still loved to stare at it. The
flower was so pretty, but I also loved the words I’d decided to ink
around it at the last minute. Whenever I looked at then, I found
new resolve.

All You Can Do Is Jump

They were Zack’s lyrics, but in the
aftermath of what I’d been through with him, they held a lot of
meaning for me, as well. There was only one thing I could do to
deal with how I still felt about him, and those words reminded me
of it. I needed to jump. No matter how bad I felt, I couldn’t let
the past hold me back, because after all that time, after nearly
two months, I still thought about him every day, and I
missed him like crazy. If I wasn’t careful, I would drown in the
feelings I still held for him. Jumping was the only option.

Before I realized it, the overwhelming urge
to cry hit me, and I wasn’t sure why. I hadn’t cried over Zack in
almost a month. I looked up at Taryn and Rachel who were engaged in
a conversation I couldn’t hear. They didn’t notice me slowly
starting to lose it. Then I realized what the trigger was as the
familiar lyrics started resonating in my brain, and that night on
the beach came back to me at full speed. I knew I needed to get out
of the bar.

Use Somebody by Kings of Leon was
playing on the jukebox. I rose from the table and pushed my way to
the door. It was crowded for a Thursday night, and no one seemed to
notice me elbowing my way outside, dangerously close to breaking
down in the middle of a public place. I was having a hard time
fighting back the flood of emotions that had hit me all at
once.

As soon as I got outside, I broke away
around the side of the building and leaned against the wall, taking
a moment to light a clove cigarette. As soon as the cigarette was
at my lips, I inhaled deeply, the smell that reminded me only of
Zack, and let the tears flow. I could still hear the faint chords
of the song I’d run from playing over the din of people talking and
laughing, and I shut my eyes in an effort to block it out
altogether.

Thank God Liar’s Edge had never made it big.
It was one thing to get emotional over a song that Zack had played
for me, but it wasn’t like it was his voice emanating from that
juke box. Had it been, I would have been a puddle on the floor
under the table. I hadn’t heard him sing in months, simply because
his voice held more power over me than anything else. It was what
I’d fallen in love with before I’d fallen in love with him.

I took another long drag as the song
thankfully came to a close and was replaced by a pop song I didn’t
know. Holding the smoke in my lungs, I looked up at the cloudy
night sky wishing I hadn’t gone out, but Rachel and Taryn had
insisted. They said I’d been holed up in my apartment for too long
and they were taking me out for a girl’s night. I begrudgingly got
dressed and left with them, all the while knowing it was a bad
idea. Well, consider me psychic, because I was right.

Wrapping my arms around myself, I closed my
eyes and leaned my head against the brick wall behind me. I took a
few calming breaths and one last drag off of my cigarette before I
flicked it away. I gritted my teeth and kicked the wall behind me
with the heel of my motorcycle boot. Shaking my head in
frustration, I slid down to the ground and lit another
cigarette.

I hadn’t actually intended to start smoking,
but it had sort of just happened. Back in September, after I’d
gotten my tattoo, Rachel and I had gone outside so she could smoke.
Chase’s tattoo was going to take a lot longer, so we had time to
kill. But she was out of cigarettes, so we walked to the nearby
bodega where I spotted a pack of clove cigarettes. I bought a pack
and sat on the bench outside the tattoo parlor with Rachel and
inhaled the sweet scent of the burning cloves wafting from the
cigarette while we waited for Chase, and for the first time in
weeks, I actually felt close to Zack.

The familiar smell I had inhaled so many
times over the summer was literally between my fingers, and I knew
I had to replicate it. It became like a drug, and I found myself
doing it again and again whenever I missed Zack, which was pretty
often. I loved how the smell would take me back to all the happy
times we had, and it became like an addiction. I just wanted to
feel like I was near him again.

Unfortunately, I’d start to miss him most
when I was out at night and drinking, and it looked a little
strange when I sat there sniffing a cigarette in public, so I’d
started actually smoking. After a month, I was decently addicted. I
was also well aware that it was a horrible habit to have, and I
told myself I could stop any time, but I never did. Just like the
music that made me think of him, the familiar scent of the cloves
took me right back to his spot, and I could almost feel his arms
around me as we sat on the beach, backs against the rocks, looking
up at the stars.

“Are you okay?” a familiar voice asked, and
I opened my eyes to see Ben standing over me, appraising me with a
concerned look on his face.

He had apparently seen me leave the bar, and
even though I knew he hated the smell of cigarette smoke since he
told me every chance he got, he sat down next to me so we were
shoulder to shoulder. We hadn’t really touched since the time he’d
hugged me at Starbucks after he’d asked if we could be friends, and
our friendship was awkward at best, but for some reason, that
night, when I was feeling lower than I had in weeks, I welcomed his
presence.

I rolled my head so I could look at him.
“I’m fine,” I said, as I took another long drag off my rapidly
dwindling cigarette. I looked away, blowing the smoke up into the
night sky.

“I know you better than that, Em. Come on. I
told you I wanted to be friends, and I’d say right about now, you
need a friend.”

He was being so sweet, and the weight of
what I was feeling was making my head ache. So I welcomed his words
and his broad shoulder and his familiar warmth. It had been months
since I’d let anyone hold me, and suddenly, it didn’t matter what
had happened between Ben and me over the summer. He was being sweet
and kind, and I suddenly missed what we used to have together.

“You don’t want to know,” I said, letting my
head drop onto his shoulder. Ben responded just how I thought he
would and put his arm around me, pulling me against him.

He sighed, long and loud. “Em, I know you
don’t want us to be together. I get it, but let me be your friend.
Please. Don’t push me away anymore.”

I needed a friend in that moment, and when I
glanced up at him and saw the sincerity in his eyes, I sighed
heavily and started talking, telling Ben, the one person I knew
didn’t want to hear it, our whole story. Worse, I cried as I
talked, wishing I could shut up, but the words and tears just kept
coming. Ben held me tight and listened. He didn’t say anything,
especially when I got to the part about sleeping with Zack for the
first time. I knew it hurt him to hear that, but he didn’t say a
word. Afterward he continued to hold me as I cried. I hoped the
tears would provide some sort of relief, but they just didn’t.

“I’m so sorry he hurt you, Em,” Ben said,
causing me to look up at him in surprise. “He’s a jerk.”

I just nodded, but at the same time I knew
Zack wasn’t a jerk. He was incredible and sweet and devoted to his
family. Yes, he’d hurt me, but it hadn’t been his intention. That
much I knew. He’d done the right thing when he’d chosen his mom
over me, but it still hurt that he hadn’t ever bothered to call.
He’d just cut ties completely, and that was what killed me.

It made me believe that what we had was just
a casual summer fling after all. I’d fallen head over heels in love
with him, and I thought he’d been falling right along with me, but
I was wrong. I remembered his words from the last time we spoke,
wishing I could forget them.

I’m not good for you.

You deserve so much more than a guy who
can’t get his shit together.

I didn’t want someone to fall in love with
me.

You don’t even know me.

You don’t know half of the shit that I’m
dealing with right now.

I’m fucking broken, and you can’t fix
it.

My heart ached just thinking about him
sitting next to me on the porch steps as he broke my heart over and
over again, severing any far-fetched ideas that we’d have something
long term. It was never going to happen. He’d been so cold, so
detached, so different from how he’d been all summer, and I knew
something had triggered it – something more than his mother’s
illness. That had been part of it, but there was something
else.

“I would never hurt you, Emily,” Ben said
then, looking down at me, and I could see the love he still felt
for me, even after I’d cheated on him.

In that moment, I looked up into his deep
blue eyes, taking in the familiarity and comfort that they held. I
knew he was right. He was a nice guy, and he’d never intentionally
hurt me. He loved me. In the end, he hadn’t done anything to
deserve what I’d done to him. I had vilified him in my mind, but he
was never in the wrong. I was the one who was screwed up by looking
for something more than he could give. I was the one who’d fallen
out of love with him. Sure, he’d called me some pretty shitty names
when we’d broken up, but I could overlook that. I’d done a pretty
shitty thing to him by cheating.

“No, you wouldn’t,” I said, shaking my head
sadly.

Ben held me against his side. “Em, I know I
won’t quite ever understand where your head was at this summer or
what you needed from that Zack guy, but he’s not here. I am, and I
love you. I miss you so much, baby. I think we were really good
together. I just wish you’d give me another chance. Please.”

“I don’t know, Ben,” I said, looking up at
him and reading the plea on his face.

He was in as much pain as I was. Only I was
responsible for causing his pain, which meant I could also take it
away, and at the same time, maybe ease some of mine. Without really
thinking, I leaned up and kissed him, taking him by surprise.

The only problem was that I knew it the back
of my mind that I’d cheated and broken up with him for a reason.
Just because I was lonely didn’t mean I had to sell out and get
back together with him. I knew I never should have kissed him.
Doing that had just brought back hope that we could be together,
and I knew in my heart that Ben wasn’t the guy for me. Of course, I
was a little drunk and pretty vulnerable that night, so when I
asked him to come home with me, I wasn’t exactly in my right
mind.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel again what I’d
felt with Zack – with Ben or anyone else. That had been an
all-consuming love that had swept me up in a torrent of emotion
that had been unimaginable until I’d experienced it. But it had
been taken away from me so quickly that I’d started to think that
maybe it hadn’t even been real. Maybe it had just been the newness
of it all and the excitement that came with being with someone who
was so different from me. Maybe it was falling in love in a strange
place where normal rules didn’t seem to apply. Maybe that was why
it couldn’t last in reality. Maybe real love was more of what I’d
had with Ben all along – someone reliable who wouldn’t hurt me or
leave me or do anything that would make me cry.

Or maybe I was just desperate not to feel so
alone anymore.







Chapter Thirteen

 Zack

 


I almost died once. I almost lost
everything, but I didn’t realize how much I had to lose until it
was nearly too late. It’s funny how you never see what you have
when it’s right in front of you, but hindsight is of course
twenty-twenty. I was feeling that way for the second time in my
life as memories from the summer bombarded me – the sweet smell of
her hair, the way she looked up at me and grinned like I was the
only person in the room, her arms wrapped around my waist as we
sped around the island on my Harley, her head resting on my chest
and the way she’d just let me be when she knew I was breaking down
inside.

Emily wasn’t supposed to be someone I
thought about months later. She was supposed to be a fun
distraction, like all the other nameless and faceless girls I’d
hooked up with over the years. What we had was supposed to be
casual, no strings attached, no commitments. It was what she’d
wanted too – at first. She’d come to me having just broken up with
her boyfriend of five years after she’d slept with me for the first
time. She told me she didn’t want anything serious, she just wanted
to have a little fun, be a little reckless. And I’d been more than
happy to do all those things with her, thinking that at the end of
the summer, she’d go back to wherever she was from, and I’d forget
all about her. But then little by little, she’d fallen for me, and
little by little, I’d started to realize she was more than just a
nameless, faceless girl.

Now I was thinking about her and wondering
where she was and if she ever thought about me. She probably hated
me. I’d left her crying on her front porch. I was a bastard, and if
she hated me, it was probably well-deserved. But I was starting to
regret my impulsive decision to end things with her, even though it
seemed like the only solution at the time.

I hate having regrets. I rarely regret
decisions I make, but for the second time in my life, I was looking
back and wishing I’d done things differently.

The first time this happened to me was
nearly two years earlier.

See, when you’re the lead singer of a rock
band who plays college venues almost exclusively, and you have a
gift for writing music that connects to people, girls like you.
They hover around the stage, they wait for you after the show,
they’re willing to do almost anything to get some time with you.
When this happens, you develop a little bit of a god complex, and
without knowing it, your life can get away from you.

There are also temptations that find their
way to you, that you sample, because you’re a rock star, and people
scream your name, tell you they love you, and they make you feel
invincible. You don’t ever think anything bad will touch you, so
you do things that you might not do if hot women weren’t offering
to give you blow jobs, because simply the fact that they’re
offering is fucking cool. So you party with them, sample some party
favors and add a little something to your system that makes said
blow job that much more mind-blowing.

All too soon you find yourself with a new
girl whenever you want one, a god complex and a recreational drug
habit that numbs you to the fact that your life isn’t all that you
hoped it would be, and you’re actually really depressed, but you
live for the high that comes with the drugs and the girls, because
for a short while, you actually feel happy. It’s not a good place
to be.

The night I almost died, I was with Derrick.
We’d played a show in Raleigh, and afterward four girls had offered
to come backstage, hoping to score with the band. Leo had declined
because Kristin Decker was there that night, and he was hoping they
might finally leave the friend zone if he paid her enough
attention. Kristin was a good girl, a minister’s daughter, so Leo
had to play his cards just right with her. Andrew, our other
guitarist had been battling the flu, and had barely made it through
the set without passing out, so he’d headed back to Durham with our
gear immediately after we’d packed up the van.

That left Derrick and me with four eager
co-eds. We partied with them backstage for a few hours, sampling
from Derrick’s plentiful stash and drinking the free beer that
Mitch, the bar manager, kept bringing us. The girls, who seemed
more than happy to remove those burdensome layers of clothing they
we wearing, were more than eager to show off their skills with each
other and with us. It was pure, reckless fun, and we loved it.

By the time we left the club at five in the
morning, we were drunk, coked out of our minds and sublimely
satiated. So of course neither of us thought twice when Derrick got
behind the wheel of his Eclipse with me in the passenger seat. It
wasn’t until the car was upside down, the windows popped out and my
forehead was hovering inches above a concrete drainage ditch that I
realized our mistake.

I don’t remember much from that night, but I
know I was knocked unconscious and so was Derrick. I awoke to the
sound of fire trucks screaming toward us, but Derrick was still out
of it when a paramedic knelt down beside me and asked if I was
okay. They got Derrick out of the car first, and he was still
unconscious when they loaded him into the ambulance. The paramedic
who’d first talked to me stayed with me until they pulled me out of
the car. I was drifting in and out of consciousness as he explained
that they were taking Derrick and me a nearby hospital and asked if
he could call anyone for me.

I lost consciousness again while the
paramedics were examining me on the side of the road, but I guess I
gave him Jen’s number because when I came to, she was standing over
me with tear-stained cheeks. Her hand rested on her bulging
stomach, and she was downright livid with me.

“You’re alive!” she hissed, and I felt her
kick the bed.

I looked at her with a mix of confusion and
irritation. I wasn’t exactly sure where I was, and she wasn’t being
very nice by yelling at me. I tried to sit up, but my head felt
like it might explode, so I stayed put.

“Last time I checked,” I said sarcastically,
wishing I could wipe the sandpaper feeling from my tongue.

I looked to my left and saw a pitcher of
water. I went to reach for it, but my arm wouldn’t unbend. I looked
down, and panic flooded through me, succeeding in waking me up all
the way. My arm was in a cast that went up over my elbow. My eyes
darted around the room. I was in the hospital. What the fuck was I
doing in the hospital?

Then I remembered the accident, and a shiver
coursed through my body. Derrick had crossed the median and driven
across three lanes of traffic. He’d swerved at the last minute to
avoid hitting a semi head-on, and he’d succeeded in rolling the car
several times. Shit.

“Where’s Derrick?” I asked Jen, my thoughts
full of panic. Was he alive? Where was he? I was in a small room,
and there wasn’t anyone else besides us there.

“He’s recovering from surgery!” she hissed,
and I was almost grateful she couldn’t launch the full capacity of
her voice on me. “And he’d better hope he’s okay, or I might have
to hurt him!”

At least Derrick was alive, but I learned he
was in much worse shape than I was. His spleen had ruptured, and
he’d punctured a lung. Jen explained that I had a broken arm – a
fucked up problem for a guy who plays guitar for a living – a gash
on the side of my head from when it had smacked against passenger
side window and shattered the glass, a minor concussion, two
cracked ribs and about a thousand cut and bruises all over my body.
I considered myself lucky.

“You are damn lucky to be alive, Zack!” Jen
said, saying out loud what I was thinking. “Both of you are. What
the hell were you thinking?!”

I just closed my eyes. I had no clue what
we’d been thinking. We weren’t thinking. That was the problem.

Apparently Jen wasn’t looking for a response
since she just kept ranting. I made out the words coke, drinking,
tox levels, blood pressure, mother and five hours. At that, my eyes
snapped open.

“My mother knows about this?!”

“Damn right she does,” Jen said, anger
flashing in her eyes. “She’s on her way here.”

“Everything?” I asked, realizing the
magnitude of what Jen knew. Was my mother in the loop too?

Jen narrowed her eyes at me and just said,
“Yes. She knows everything.”

My whole body sunk, and I shook my head.
“How long have I been out?”

“A few hours,” Jen said, and I wondered if
she’d gotten woken up in the middle of the night. She hadn’t been
sleeping well anyway, and I felt bad that she’d had to come down
and deal with us on top of everything else. Derrick and I were
assholes.

“I’m sorry, Jen,” I said, sincerely meaning
it.

The she started sobbing. “Zack, you almost
died! Do you realize that? Do you understand what that would have
meant?”

I closed my eyes, not wanting to think about
any of that. My first thoughts went to my mother. With my dad out
of the picture, I was all she had besides her sisters, but one
lived in Maryland and the other in London. They weren’t exactly
close by. I was it.

Jen kept crying, and I realized that since
she’d been living with us, and I’d taken to going with her to her
doctor’s appointments, and listening to her read from her pregnancy
book and talk through her fears of becoming a mom, I was all
she had. Derrick loved her, but he just wasn’t dependable.
Jen had come to rely on me, and I’d almost let her down – big
time.

Shit. I could have died.

“Jen, I’m sorry,” I said again. “I wasn’t
thinking.”

“Damn right you weren’t thinking,” she said,
wincing for a few seconds before she regained her composure. “You
and my idiot brother just figured you were sober enough to drive
after spending hours drinking yourselves into oblivion?! And what
were you thinking doing coke, Zack? Huh? You just might be the
dumbest smart guy I know. You are so talented. You can play and
sing, but you can also write. You have a future in music, and you
might have just thrown it away tonight. I hope your arm heals. I
hope you can get back to playing.”

She said it so haughtily that a part of me
thought that if I couldn’t play anymore, she felt I would deserve
it, and that got me pissed. I opened my mouth to say something to
her, but she beat me to it.

“And not even that! I need you. She needs
you,” she said, jabbing her stomach with her thumb. “She needs her
father!”

I froze the second she said that and had to
shake my head a few times to register where her head was at. I
noticed how heavily she was breathing, and I wished she’d calm
down.

“Jen, come on. I know I told you I would be
there for you, but I’m not Lily’s father. Jay’s her father. You
can’t put this on me.”

Jen looked like I’d smacked her, and I knew
I’d taken my role of caregiver too far. I had every intention of
being there for her and Lily, but I planned to be a cool ‘uncle’. I
wasn’t Lily’s father. Her father had walked out on her mother, and
because of that, she would always have me in her life, but I wasn’t
her dad.

My mind flew back to the night we’d named
her. Jen had come home from work, and her feet had been aching, so
I’d offered to massage them for her. She’d let out a giant groan,
as if I was delivering the best massage in the world, which I knew
was far from true, but for as swollen as her feet were, I’m sure it
felt almost that good. I’d started throwing out names for girls as
we’d been doing for the past few days, but she hadn’t liked any of
them. ‘Lily’, I’d said, and from the way she smiled when she heard
it, I knew it was the name her daughter would have.

Back in the hospital room, Jen rested her
hands on her stomach and looked at me, and it was suddenly as if
ice water had been dumped on top of me. Her look told me everything
I needed to know. I closed my eyes as the anger boiled in my
veins.

“I have to tell you something, Zack,” Jen
said, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her.

“Go ahead,” I said, not bothering to open my
eyes.

“There’s a chance that Lily is yours.”

“No, there’s not, Jen,” I said, shaking my
head and looking up at her. “You’re due the first week of March. I
did the math. It’s not possible.”

She swallowed. “Zack, due dates aren’t
always accurate. All I know is that we got together at the end of
May, and I missed my period two weeks later. Jay had been home the
weekend before, and we’d slept together, but he’d been gone a lot
that month. He took some networking trip with his dad to New York,
and then he was in Virginia Beach with his family for two weeks. We
didn’t sleep together outside of that one weekend.”

“You and I only slept together once,” I
reasoned, and she winced again as if my words caused her physical
pain.

She looked at me, as if waiting for the
light bulb to turn on over my head. “Fifty-fifty shot, Zack,” she
said, sounding slightly out of breath.

I shook my head, as if trying to wrap my
mind around this bomb she’d dropped on me. No, this was not what I
wanted. I couldn’t be a father. No way. I could not have a kid.

“Jen, tell me you’re not serious,” I said,
getting angry at her all of a sudden. “Tell me you haven’t been
keeping this from me all these months. Tell me you’re wrong!”

She shook her head and bit her lip. “I’m
sorry I didn’t tell you, but I wasn’t sure how to. There’s a chance
she could be Jay’s, but she might be yours. I figured I’d know when
I saw her.”

“Shit, Jen,” I hissed, closing my eyes again
and leaning back against the bed pillows. I couldn’t believe she’d
played me like that after everything I’d done for her.

“I hope it’s you,” she said quietly, and I
felt like I wanted to throw up. “In the beginning, when I first
found out, I prayed she was Jay’s, but after everything happened –
Zack, you’ve been so amazing these last few months.

I could see hope in her eyes when I looked
in them, and I knew the severity of the pain I was about to inflict
on her. We didn’t want the same things.

“Jen, I’m sorry, but I hope she’s not mine,”
I said, and she started gasping for air.

I realized she was having a panic attack. I
tried to get up to help her, but my whole body protested.
Completely freaked out, I hit the call button for the nurse.

“Yes,” the speaker-box attached to my bed
squawked.

“I need some help in here,” I said, the
panic prevalent in my voice.

“I’ll send your nurse down,” the voice said
in a somewhat bored response, but I didn’t have time to dwell on
that.

Jen collapsed in a nearby chair and clutched
her stomach as she bent over, trying to take in enough air to fill
her lungs. I frantically looked toward the door, but the nurse
wasn’t coming. No one was coming. Pulling all my strength together
and wincing in pain the whole time, I pulled myself out of bed and
crossed the small room, wheeling the tower my IV was connected to
along with me, so I was standing in front of her.

Not sure what to do, I gripped her chin with
my good hand and made her look at me. When her eyes connected with
mine, I could see the fear behind them.

“I’m here,” I said. “I’m here, and you’re
okay. You’re okay.”

She nodded quickly a few times, and I could
tell her breathing was starting to steady as she listened to my
voice.

“I’m here, Jen. I’m not going anywhere. I’m
not going to leave you. I’ll always be here for you. I’m just
freaked out, but I’m not leaving, okay? I’m not going
anywhere.”

Over the course of the next few minutes,
Jen’s breathing returned to normal, and my heart rate calmed down.
Her eyes never left mine. It was as if I was her lifeline in that
moment, but I knew, as well as she did, that what we had was longer
lasting than just that moment.

“Okay?” I asked, never breaking eye contact
with her. “Okay?”

She just nodded before she doubled over in
pain. “Ow, fuck. Fuck!” she growled out, and I started to panic
again.

Was something wrong with the baby? Had she
not gotten enough air in the few minutes Jen had been gasping for
it?

Before I could question her, Jen hissed out
a defeated response. “Shi-it,” she said, long and slow, and I heard
the dripping sound before I felt it on my bare feet.

Looking down, at the puddle forming around
and under the chair, I looked back up at Jen realizing what had
just happened. Then the nurse, finally, came in the room, and a
look of confusion flashed across her face. I was the patient. Why
was I out of bed, and why was there a woman in labor sitting in
front of me?

“Ow!” Jen cried out again, and she grabbed
my hand, squeezing it with everything in her. “Ow, ow, ow. Shit,
shit, shit. Ow, shit.”

“Does it hurt?” I asked, feeling stupid for
doing so. Of course it hurt. She was squeezing the shit out
of my hand.

“How about I knee you in the balls
repeatedly, every five minutes, and see how you feel,” she gasped,
and I winced before covering my junk with my hand.

“Please don’t,” I said, smiling at her. She
just glared at me.

“How far apart are her contractions?” the
nurse asked then.

“They were five minutes, now they’re more
like two,” Jen said, doing the Lamaze breathing she’d been
practicing for the past few weeks.

“Two!” I cried, my head snapping back to
her. “What were you thinking?”

The nurse turned and left the room,
hopefully getting a doctor or some hot towels or something. I
wasn’t sure what the hell was going to happen next.

“I was thinking I wanted to be sure the
father of my baby was alive. I wasn’t concerned about anything
else! Besides, I’m not due for another few weeks. I thought it was
Braxton Hicks!”

She grunted and grabbed my hand, practically
squeezing it off again as another contraction hit. I decided not to
argue with her in that moment. It was not the time to remind her
that there was a fifty percent chance the baby wasn’t mine.

“I don’t think this is Braxton Hicks,” I
said instead, trying to make a joke.

Jen just glared at me, and I knew it wasn’t
the time to make jokes. Thankfully the nurse returned with a
wheelchair then, and Jen removed her narrowed eyes from mine.

“Ma’am, we’re going to take you up to labor
and delivery, okay?”

Jen just nodded, as I helped her to stand.
Pain shot through my bruised and battered body, but I chose to
ignore it. She was about to push a human being out of her body. I
could suck up a few cracked ribs and abrasions. I helped Jen sit in
the wheelchair and made to follow the nurse out of the room,
dragging that stupid IV tower with me, but she stopped me.

“Not so fast, young man,” she said. “Dr.
Parker needs to see you before you can go anywhere. You have a
concussion.”

I reeled back at this news, and Jen looked
at me in a panic. The last thing she wanted was to be alone, and we
both knew it.

“Then tell him to come in here fast,” I
said, “because I’m going into the delivery room with her whether he
likes it or not.”

I don’t quite know where that surge of
aggression came from. Maybe it was seeing Jen sitting in that
wheelchair, her hairline already soaked in sweat and the way the
blood drained from her face as another contraction hit, but I
needed to be with her. I couldn’t leave her alone. I’d promised
her.

***

Three hours later, with Dr. Parker standing
by to ensure I didn’t collapse, I held Jen’s hand as Lily came into
the world. I’d just made it in time for Jen to start pushing, and I
don’t think she’d ever been happier to see me. And after an hour,
with Jen exhausted and pissed off that she wasn’t able to have an
epidural, Lily came out looking like the most perfect thing I’d
ever seen, and I instantly fell in love with her. I knew right then
and there that no matter if I was her father or not, I would always
be in her life.

Feeling almost as exhausted as Jen, I
collapsed into the wheelchair Dr. Parker had insisted I sit in
until the very last seconds. My whole body ached, and I could have
closed my eyes right then and there, but then they placed Lily on
Jen’s chest, and she looked at me, and I cried for maybe the second
time in my adult life. She was absolutely perfect.

As soon as Jen was settled in her room, Dr.
Parker made me say goodbye. He said I needed to go back to my room.
Lily was in the nursery, and Jen needed to rest. I could see her
eyes closing as she waved me off, so I went without argument. As
the nurse started to wheel me back down to the fourth floor, I
asked her if we could stop by the nursery, so I could see Lily one
more time. I couldn’t seem to stay away from her.

In the fourth bassinet from the right, I saw
her – pink cheeks, full lips and long lashes. She took my breath
away.

“She looks just like you when you were a
baby,” a cold voice said, after I’d been sitting there for five
minutes, unable to take my eyes off of Lily’s sleeping form.

I turned around to face my mother, knowing
she was going to let me have it. Not only did she know about the
accident and the drugs and the alcohol, but she now knew about
Jen’s pregnancy, and as we were both realizing, the part I’d played
in creating the tiny baby on the other side of the glass. She had
my hair and my lips, and from what I’d glimpsed of her eyes, they
were mine, as well. There was no doubt that I was her father.


 


Chapter Fourteen

 Emily

 


“The law states that Freedom of Speech is a
parallel to Freedom of the Press, Noah,” Shelby stated firmly,
negating Noah’s attempts to tell her that Freedom of Speech was a
more heavily protected law and that reporters didn’t garner the
same consideration when it came to things they were including in
newspaper articles.

“No way,” Noah argued. “The press has an
obligation to report the truth. They can still be held libel for
publishing non-factual information.”

“This is true, but at the same time, the
press is also at the mercy of their sources. Yes, there are times
when information is printed that isn’t factual, but at that point,
if a retraction is made, the reporter can’t be held libel.”

“You’re wrong,” Noah said emphatically.

“Okay, stop,” I said interjecting myself
into the middle of their debate. They’d been going back and forth
for ten minutes and not getting anywhere. “Why don’t we take a
break?”

“He’s wrong,” Shelby insisted.

“No, she’s wrong,” Noah countered, extending
his finger into Shelby’s face.

“Ugh, you’re both being annoying,” Taryn
complained, getting up from her seat. “I’m getting a soda. Does
anyone else want one?”

“I’ll go with you,” Noah said, hopping up
from his chair to follow her out of the study room we were camped
out in on the top floor of the library, leaving me alone with
Shelby.

So far she’d been perfectly polite to me,
but we’d also only talked about our Mass Comm project and research
we’d completed. We had yet to have a real conversation, but I was
determined to make things right with her and prove to her that I
wasn’t the bitch she thought I was.

“Any fun plans for the weekend?” I asked
her, taking the first step as she kept her eyes on her notes, no
doubt looking for a sticking point that would make Noah see he was
wrong. Shelby was a smart girl, and she knew her information.

“Excuse me?” she asked, looking up in
surprise.

“I asked if you had anything fun planned for
the weekend,” I said, trying to keep my tone even.

“Why are you asking me that?” she asked
defensively. Her eyes narrowed as she appraised me, waiting to see
what my next move was. I didn’t have one. I was just being
friendly.

“Because I’m interested,” I said simply. “My
social life is sort of crappy right now, so I wanted to hear what
someone who no doubt has a rockin’ social life is doing this
weekend. Consider it research.”

“A rockin’ social life?” Her eyes
narrowed even further. “Did you really just use the term ‘rockin’
social life’? What are you patronizing me or something?”

“No, not at all,” I said, taken aback by her
accusation. I really was trying to be nice. “I would assume you
have a great life. I was just trying to make conversation.”

“Are you trying to be my friend or
something?” she asked, and the way she said it was as if I’d asked
her to make out with Noah. She was completely repulsed by the
idea.

“I’m just being friendly. I figure if we’re
going to be working on this project all semester we should maybe
get to know each other.”

“You don’t want to get to know me,” she
huffed, looking down at her book as she pushed a piece of her long
black hair behind her ear.

“I do,” I insisted.

She half-rolled her eyes. “Don’t play dumb,”
she said, looking up at me. “You think I don’t know who you are,
but I do. You’re perfect Emily Cole, the most beloved girl in Gamma
Pi, who thinks she can shit all over people just because her
friends think she walks on fucking water.”

I recoiled at the anger in her tone. “That
is so not true, and quite honestly, I’d appreciate it if you at
least got to know me before you make assumptions and accusations
about my character, because you don’t know anything about me,
including how ‘beloved’ I supposedly am.”

I put quotes around the word, knowing it was
far from true. It might have been true six months ago, but now, as
I’d been distancing myself from the house and my sorority sisters,
and only going out with Rachel and Taryn and testing my limits on
being bad, not to mention my perpetual moodiness, opinions about me
had definitely changed. I was no longer beloved.

“Huh,” Shelby said, leaning back in her
chair, arrogance and confidence enveloping her. “It’s funny you
should be offended by someone prejudging you since you did it to me
two years ago. It doesn’t feel too good, does it?”

I had to fight the urge to keep my mouth
from dropping open in shock. She’d completely called me out on what
I’d done to her, and worse than that, she was completely justified
in her accusations.

I took a deep breath to center my emotions.
I was inclined to defend myself but quite honestly, what would I be
defending? She was right.

“No, it doesn’t feel good,” I said
genuinely. “And honestly, Shelby, I’m sorry for what I did. I can’t
take it back, but I can only hope you’ll give me another shot and
let me get to know you. I hope you’ll want to get to know me
too.”

She rolled her eyes again. “I have friends –
good friends who would never dream of being cruel to me just
because I didn’t look like them. I don’t need your pity or you
friendship, but thanks for asking.”

With that, she got up, grabbed her messenger
bag and left me sitting at the table open-mouthed and full of
shame.







Chapter Fifteen

 Zack

 


“How mad are you at me?” Jen asked when I
visited her and Lily the day after she was born.

The nurse wheeled me up to the sixth floor
since they still wouldn’t let me walk around on my own. Lily was
sleeping in Jen’s arms, and she woke up when I came in the room,
opening her eyes and stretching her tiny body out.

“Mad,” I said with no conviction in my voice
whatsoever. My eyes were on Lily the whole time. I still couldn’t
believe she was real.

Most fathers get some notice that they are
gaining that title, at least nine months, but I’d gotten three
hours. Then suddenly there was this person in the world who would
look up to me, depend on me, and I had to wrap my head around that
concept. True, if I really thought about it, I was pissed at Jen,
but then again, how could I stay mad at her? We’d created this
perfect little baby together, and being mad just seemed like an
insignificant emotion.

“It could be worse,” I said wheeling up
closer to the bed, so I could peer at Lily’s perfect little
face.

Jen cocked her head to the side, as if
waiting for me to continue. I looked up at her.

“Thank you for telling me. I think it might
have been worse if I went through life not knowing there was a
chance that I was her father.”

Jen nodded, her gaze shifting down to Lily.
“I’m not sure that would have been possible,” she said, watching
our daughter. She smoothed back Lily’s dark curls, and Lily made
the cutest little sucking/kissing sound that made Jen smile.

“She looks like me,” I said, stating what I
think Jen was afraid to say.

“You see it?” she asked, still not looking
at me, almost as if she was afraid to see my reaction.

I nodded and sighed. “It’s pretty obvious
whose she is,” I said.

Jen looked up at me. “Are you okay with
that?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, I actually am. I think I’m
pretty enamored with her already.”

“She is pretty amazing. Do you want to hold
her?” Jen asked, and I felt my heart swell.

“Yes,” I said definitively.

When my daughter looked up at me for the
first time as I held her in my arms, I think that might have been
the happiest feeling I never knew I could have. I was honestly
undecided on the whole kid thing and figured I’d decide when I was
about a decade older. But it seemed someone had decided for me, and
for some reason, the one thing I’d never planned for was the best
thing that had ever happened to me.

“What did your mom say?” Jen asked.

I didn’t want to think about my mom. It was
such a contradictory emotion to what I’d been feeling just seconds
before, and I couldn’t tell Jen everything now. I would wait until
we got home to tell her my mom’s cancer was back. I was having a
hard enough time wrapping my head around that fact, but the night
before, after she’d laid into me for not only having unprotected
sex and getting Jen pregnant, but also for doing drugs and letting
Derrick drive drunk with me in the car, she’d dropped the bomb that
she was sick again. It was direct and somewhat cruel, but I’d known
her intention. She’d wanted to shock me. She’d wanted me to feel as
scared as she had the night before when she’d gotten the call that
I was being rushed to the hospital. She’d succeeded.

“She’s angry with me,” I told Jen, “and I’m
not sure she’ll forgive me anytime soon for the accident. She
really let me have it last night, but I think she’ll come around.
She might want to shut me out, but she won’t want to shut out her
granddaughter. I saw the way she’d looked at Lily, and even though
she didn’t say it, I knew she was just as taken with her as I
am.”

Jen smiled, and I could see the relief on
her face. I think she was honestly afraid I would bail on her once
I found out the truth. I could understand why she hadn’t told me
her suspicions up front. My lifestyle as of late definitely hadn’t
been conducive to having a child, but that was all going to
change.

“Jen, I just want you to know that I’m not
going to let you down. I might not have planned for this, but I’m
here for you and for this perfect little girl.”

“Thank you,” she said, as tears welled up in
her eyes.

I smiled at her. “We might be unconventional
parents, but I don’t ever want Lily to think she isn’t loved just
because her parents aren’t together.”

“Zack, I want her to have your last name,”
Jen said then, and I looked back up from Lily who was now sleeping,
her little chest rising and falling ever so slightly.

“Seriously?”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s the least I can
do.”

I shook my head. “Jen, don’t beat yourself
up. Really. I’m not mad.”

“No,” she said, smiling. “She should have
her daddy’s last name. Besides, Lily Anne Easton sounds much better
than Lily Anne Chandler.”

“Lily Anne Easton,” I whispered, and Lily
yawned in my arms, making me laugh. “You really are the most
beautiful little girl I’ve ever met.”

***

The next few months were a blur of all
things Lily. I’m not sure Jen or I slept much as we were woken up
every few hours during the night and took turns sleeping in shifts.
Jen was trying to finish her second semester of grad school, and I
was finishing my senior year of undergrad. I’d already dragged
college out for five years, so I needed to graduate in May. I now
had responsibilities that far exceeded my desire to be a
free-wheeling college student for just a little longer.

I’d been bartending at Devil’s Hangout for
Leo to make money since Jen had taken a leave of absence from her
job, and I wasn’t earning money playing gigs anymore. It was
possibly the toughest time of my life, especially while I still had
my cast on and was healing my broken ribs, but we were just
scraping by, so I made drinks one-handed, changed diapers
one-handed and sucked up the pain.

On top of it all, I was trying to stay in
tune with my mom’s treatments and visiting her when I could. She
wasn’t up to traveling, so once a month I’d put Lily in the car,
and we’d go spend the weekend with her grandma. I think it made my
mom feel better to spend time with Lily, but it also gave Jen a
break. It was a win-win.

I’m not quite sure how we did it, but the
day I walked across that stage to get my diploma brought such
relief. Classes were over, I’d gotten my degree, and Liar’s Edge
had officially broken up. It was like a giant weight I hadn’t known
I’d been carrying around had lifted off my shoulders.

The day I decided to give up my chance at a
music career was one of the most bittersweet days of my life. On
one hand, I was leaving behind the one thing I’d truly ever loved,
and I’d been really good at it, but on the other hand, it was the
one thing that had nearly gotten me killed. That lifestyle wasn’t
one I could – or wanted to – go back to. I had this underlying fear
that if I stayed in the band, if I pursued a career in music, I
would fall back into the same bad habits, and I couldn’t do that. I
had other people I had to consider now – my mom, Jen and Lily, my
daughter. I couldn’t let them down.

My broken arm was a blessing in disguise in
the beginning because I couldn’t play my guitar, and with Derrick
recovering from major surgery, we had no choice but to end our
mini-tour around North Carolina and take a break. I still wrote
music, and we still met as a band and talked about the future, but
with everything else going on, my heart just wasn’t in it
anymore.

When both Derrick and I were healthy again,
I told the guys that Jen and I had made the decision to relocate to
my mom’s house in the Outer Banks for the summer. I told them I
needed to be there for her, which wasn’t a lie. She was starting a
more aggressive round of treatments, and she would need someone to
take her to her appointments, take care of her and maintain the
house. I probably could have commuted, staying with her a few days
a week, but I needed a break.

Thankfully Jen agreed to come with me. I
knew there was a chance she could say no, especially since she’d
freaked out about my mom’s cancer years before, but she’d agreed
readily. I was honestly glad. There was no way in hell I would have
been okay with Jen and Lily staying with Derrick, who had returned
to his partying ways as soon as he’d recovered from his injuries.
Thankfully he’d lost his license in the accident, so he wasn’t
driving, but he still wasn’t someone I felt good about leaving my
girls with. He loved them both, but he wasn’t exactly
responsible.

Besides, Lily was only three months old and
still not sleeping through the night. Jen couldn’t take care of her
alone. So they came with me. Jen was going to take online classes,
and I was going to go back to my job at Phil’s Tavern where I’d
bartended for the past five summers. We’d be cramped, with the
three of us sharing my room at my mom’s house, and Jen and I, who
were still as platonic as ever, sharing a bed, but at least we’d be
together. We’d make it work.

And at the end of it all, I left Liar’s Edge
behind, hoping one day I’d forget how much I loved to be on stage
playing for a crowd and singing the songs I’d written.
Unfortunately, that day never came.

I’d been able to suppress my love of music
for a long time, but last summer when Emily had gotten me to a
point where I let myself feel again, I’d started to remember what
it had been like to do something I loved. She was the epitome of an
adoring fan who loved the music as much as I think she loved me,
and seeing in her that passion for something I’d helped create gave
me a high I’d forgotten I could achieve. That first night we’d been
together, when Fall Away had come on her iPod, and I’d
started unconsciously signing along, I’d felt the initial stirrings
of something inside, but I’d pushed the feelings away. Then the
last night we’d been together, once she’d learned my secret, she’d
asked me to play for her, and I couldn’t say no. That night had
been when everything had come back to me in one scary,
overwhelming, electricity-filled rush.

I missed playing my songs. I missed the
band. I missed performing.

Then everything had gone to shit in an
instant, and I’d pushed aside that night along with everything else
until my mother had passed away. Now I was playing again. I was
writing again, and I felt for the first time in years like I might
want to give this music thing I loved so much another shot.


 


Chapter Sixteen

 Emily

 


The balcony outside my room was incredibly
peaceful, as I sat outside in the chilly November air in one of the
Adirondack chairs I had put out there, smoking a cigarette and
watching the sun set.

I hugged myself tightly, as the wind blew
lightly around me. It was downright cold for the first time all
year, but I liked it. The hot weather had extended into September,
and October had been unseasonably warm, so I welcomed the change in
temperature.

Stubbing out my cigarette in the ashtray I
kept outside, I stepped back inside to get a sweatshirt. Pulling my
favorite, and contradictory, Duke University hoodie over my head, I
inhaled, searching for the scent I craved that was long gone. I’d
worn Zack’s sweatshirt so much since the night he’d let me borrow
it that it now smelled more like me than him.

“Hey,” Chase said, coming into my room and
settling backward into my desk chair.

He was visiting Rachel for the weekend. It
was her birthday, and we were all going out that night to
celebrate.

“What’s up?”

He shrugged. “I wanted to see if you were
cool with Mexican for dinner. Rachel wants to go to Del
Toro’s.”

I sat down on the edge of my bed, shoving my
hands in the pocket of my sweatshirt. “Sure. It’s her birthday. We
can go wherever she wants. I’ll see if Ben wants to go with
us.”

“I can’t believe you’re back with that
d-bag,” Chase said, pulling up his shirt sleeve and examining the
new tattoo he’d gotten earlier in the day. He looked at it for a
few moments before letting the sleeve drop again.

Chase had designed that one himself, just
like all of his others, although this was unique. It was a modified
love knot, and only if you knew what to look for could you see the
interwoven ‘C’ and ‘R’ that were imbedded in the design. He’d
finally done something permanent to signify his relationship with
Rachel, which I thought was incredibly bold, and possibly stupid
since they’d only been together for eight months.

He’d tried to talk me into getting another
tattoo with him, but I hadn’t yet found anything else I wanted to
permanently etch on my skin, so until I did, I was abstaining. I’d
gotten enough stares and looks of shock when I’d shown up at the
house with my flower, which was sort of hypocritical since many of
my sisters had tattoos, but because it was me – the girl who never
did anything radical – they couldn’t believe it.

Fortunately, everyone got used to it and my
nose ring, but I still got looks of surprise when I ordered a shot
at a bar or was spotted on campus smoking a cigarette. It was as if
some of my friends still couldn’t believe how much I’d changed over
the summer and had a hard time accepting the new me. I think
everyone kept waiting for me to say ‘Just kidding!’ and revert back
to the boring, predictable girl who never did anything scandalous,
but it wasn’t going to happen. I mean, come on. I wasn’t that
different. I’d just branched out and tried some new things that I
happened to like. Sue me.

“Ben is not a d-bag,” I said, countering
Chase like I always did. “And we’re not back together. We’re just
hanging out and–”

“Fucking,” Chase finished for me.

I shot him a look. “I was going to say
‘seeing what happens’, but I guess your version works too.”

“Whatever,” Chase said.

I could tell he’d grown bored of the same
conversation we’d had again and again ever since he’d found out I’d
been seeing Ben for two weeks. Rachel initially hadn’t told him,
but then she finally caved, and he’d really let me have it. His
fight had lost some of its momentum in the past week, so I think he
was finally accepting that I was going to do what I felt like doing
and his opinions had no baring whatsoever.

“What time do you want to leave?” I asked
him, changing the subject. I wondered how much time I had to get
ready. I wanted to jump in the shower if I could.

“An hour,” Chase said, with no indication
that he planned on moving from my desk chair.

I moved back and stretched my legs out in
front of me on the bed, noticing I needed a pedicure. It was a good
thing it was winter, and I wasn’t going to have to bare my toes. I
didn’t have time to paint them.

“Okay, I guess I’ll change clothes
then.”

“Yeah,” Chase said, pushing himself up to a
standing position, “you wouldn’t want D-bag Ben to see you wearing
Zack’s sweatshirt.”

I shrugged. “He knows about Zack.”

“Yeah, but does he know you’re in love with
Zack and not him?” Chase called over his shoulder as he left the
room.

“I’m not in love with Zack,” I insisted, but
I knew I didn’t mean it.

“Right,” Chase said. “If that’s what you
have to tell yourself, then go for it, but you know you don’t
believe it for a second.”

“No, Chase, I don’t believe it, but at the
moment, the guy I happen to be in love with isn’t here, and oh, if
you remember correctly, he didn’t want anything to do with me, so I
can’t really be all that picky.” I muttered this under my breath,
so Chase couldn’t hear me.

I knew he was right, and he knew he was
right. I just didn’t want him to know I agreed with him.

“Just because the guy you want to be with
doesn’t want to be with you doesn’t mean you have to settle,” Chase
called out to me, having heard what I’d muttered. “Being alone
isn’t the end of the world, Em, and there’s a great big world out
there with lots of guys who aren’t Ben. Open your eyes and branch
out.”

“Ben’s a good guy!” I yelled, feeling
petulant in my need to prove my brother wrong.

Chase popped his head back into my room. “He
could be a fucking saint, but he’s not the guy for you. That’s all
I’m saying.”

Dammit! I hated how intuitive Chase could be
sometimes. It drove me crazy that he always seemed to know what was
best for me better than I did. Shooting a dirty look at him, I
shoved off my bed and marched into the bathroom.

***

“Jen, hey,” I said, spotting her as I was
coming down the stairs with Chase and Rachel in tow.

“Hey guys,” Jen said, as she worked to
navigate Lily’s stroller up onto the curb. I looked down and saw
the sleeping little girl Jen was trying not wake. “Heading out for
the night?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s Rachel’s birthday, so
we’re getting Mexican food, and then going to see a band.”

Jen smiled and sighed. “Ah, yes. I sort of
remember what it was like to have nights like that – back when I
had a life. Happy birthday, Rach.”

“Thanks Jen,” Rachel said, as Chase wrapped
his arms around her waist and she leaned back against him. It was
like those two literally couldn’t be separated.

“Jen, you know I’m always available to
babysit if you want a night off,” I offered, wondered if she needed
a girl’s night out or a child-free evening with her new
boyfriend.

Jen laughed. “That’s so funny that you
should mention that. I was actually planning on calling you, Emily.
My boyfriend and I have plans tomorrow night, and my friend Marcy
was supposed to babysit, but her son has the flu, so we don’t want
the kids around each other. There’s not a chance you might be
available, would you?”

“Sure,” I said brightly. Ben had mentioned
doing something, but in the spirit of not letting him think we were
more serious than we actually were, it might be better if I made
other plans.

“Oh, you’re the best. Thank you! Come over
around seven?”

I nodded. “You got it. See you tomorrow,
Jen.”

***

After dinner, Chase, Rachel and I piled into
my SUV and drove to Durham to a bar called Devil’s Hangout, where
Rachel wanted to celebrate turning twenty-two. We’d never been
before but apparently there was a local band called Big Tobacco
playing there that night that she wanted to see. Ben was meeting
us, having gone to dinner with some of the other UNC football
players. It was a bi-week for them, so they were taking advantage
of their time off.

I sat in the backseat, having gotten a good
buzz from the three Mexican beers I’d consumed at dinner, and let
Chase drive my car. I had a prime view of them holding hands, as
Rachel stared goofily at Chase and he stole glances at her, smiling
at her throughout the whole drive. I knew they equally hated their
long distance relationship, only seeing each other once a month or
so, but they were still as in love with each other as they’d been
the day they told me they were together.

As we got out of my car, Chase immediately
took Rachel’s hand in his, hating to be separated from her for any
length of time. He groaned audibly, and Rachel elbowed him as they
noticed Ben standing outside waiting for us. I shot Chase a warning
look before crossing the parking lot to Ben.

“Hey babe,” he said, pulling me into his
arms as soon as I reached him.

“Hi,” I said, standing on my tip-toes to
kiss him. He was much taller than Zack, so I had to get used to his
height again.

“Happy Birthday, Rach,” Ben said, as he
hugged her.

I watched Chase make a face and quickly draw
Rachel back to his side when Ben released her. It was an effort for
me not to roll my eyes. He was so territorial. It wasn’t like Ben
was going to steal Rachel from him.

“Hey man,” Ben said to Chase, going in for
one of those guy handshake/hug things, but my brother just sort of
nodded and refused to engage him in any sort of friendly way.

Ben just shrugged and put his arm around me,
and I had to give him credit. Chase was a little bit of a dick to
him on a regular basis, but Ben never let it get to him.

“Do you want a drink?” he asked, as we
headed inside. “I started a tab at the bar.”

I shrugged. “Sure. Rach, you want to do some
birthday shots?” I asked, turning around to face her. She nodded
vigorously.

As the four of us lined up at the bar, I
looked across the way and did a double-take as my eyes came to rest
on someone I didn’t expect to see out in Durham. My stomach jumped
into my throat at the sight of him, and I swallowed hard.

“One, two, three,” Rachel counted out, as I
pulled myself back to the present, fingers gripping my shot of
vodka, my other hand holding a sugar-coated lemon.

Without thinking, I threw the shot back and
shoved the lemon in my mouth, my eyes instantly going to the guy
across the bar who I thought I’d never see again. The vodka churned
slightly as it settled into my already uneasy stomach.

“One more?” Chase asked.

“Hell yeah,” Rachel cheered. “Em?”

I looked up, startled to hear my name.
“Huh?”

“Here,” Rachel said, passing another full
shot glass my way. She counted down again, and we tipped them back
in unison, the chilled vodka burning as it went down my throat.

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Ben and knew
my voice must have been shaky.

“Sure,” he said, not really paying attention
to me as he flagged the bartender down for a round of beers.

I crossed the room, wondering what exactly I
was going to say. I realized my hands were shaking, so I shoved
them into my pockets.

“Leo?” I asked tentatively, looking up at
the tall, lanky guy in front of me who shared very little in the
way of looks with the guy I loved, but who I still related to him
in so many ways.

He turned to look at me, taking a few
seconds to place who I was and how he knew me. It was strange to
see people you met on vacation in other places, almost as if they
permanently remained in that vacation spot with the house you
stayed in and the beach you went to every day. It wasn’t normal to
see them in a different habitat.

“Emily, hey,” he said and smiled as he
leaned down to hug me. “How are you?”

“I’m good. How are you? More importantly,
what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing. I live
here, remember. I graduated from Duke. This is my bar.”

“Oh,” I said, remembering Zack briefly
mentioning that Leo owned a bar. I should have connected the dots
when Rachel said the name. I knew it sounded familiar. How could I
have forgotten that? “Yeah, I remember now.”

My eyes immediately started scanning the
area around us looking for Zack. I was equally terrified and
excited that he might be there that night. He’d said he visited Leo
and hung out at his bar, even played there. What if he was playing
tonight?

“He’s not here,” Leo said, bringing my
attention back to him.

“Who?” I asked, showcasing my abominable
acting skills, as I tried to play off the fact that I’d been
shamelessly looking for Zack.

“No one,” Leo said. “So you go to UNC,
right?”

I nodded, ever so grateful that he was
polite enough to see the need for a subject change.

“Yeah, we’re here celebrating Rachel’s
birthday. You remember her, right?” I asked, gesturing to where
Rachel, Chase and Ben stood watching me carefully. “She wanted to
see the band you guys have booked tonight.”

“It’s her birthday?” Leo asked, following my
gaze.

I nodded, as I pulled out a cigarette and
lit it, inhaling the sweet smell. Leo was trying to get the
attention of someone across the bar. He made some hand gestures
when he caught their attention and turned back to me.

“You smoke?” he asked, obviously remembering
all the times I’d turned down offers of cigarettes over the
summer.

“I do now,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t make
the connection to Zack.

“Do you want one?” I asked, feeling the need
to be polite. I wasn’t sure what else to say.

“Sure.”

I handed him one and braced myself. I had to
ask. I most likely wouldn’t see him again, so now was my
chance.

“How is Zack?” I asked, cringing slightly as
I waited for him to respond.

“He’s okay. Some days are better than others
– you know. He’s good, though.”

I actually didn’t know, since Zack and I
hadn’t talked in over two months. What I also didn’t know is why
Leo was talking about Zack as if he didn’t know what had happened
between us. Did he think we still talked?

“How’s his Mom?”

“Oh,” Leo said, realization dawning on his
face. “You don’t know?”

“Know what?” I asked, and I knew the answer
even before he said it.

“She passed away – back in September,
actually.”

I felt my chest tighten, as I heard those
words. Zack’s mother, who I absolutely adored, who he’d loved more
than anyone, was gone. My heart suddenly ached for him. I wanted so
badly to call him, hear his voice and make sure he was okay, but
I’d deleted his number from my phone long ago.

“I’m so sorry, Leo. What happened?”

He shook his head slightly. “You really
don’t know? I would have thought Zack would have told you about
that, at least.”

I shook my head and held my breath, trying
to keep the despair out of my eyes, as I was reminded of how much I
missed Zack.

“Oh,” Leo said, finally putting the pieces
together at the look on my face. “Well, it all happened so fast.
Everything was fine, and then it wasn’t. We were at the beach, and
Zack, well it was the night Zack was out all night. He was with
you, I think.”

I nodded, remembering it all too well. It
had been one of the best nights of my life.

“Well, Aunt Lynne woke up at around six in
the morning, and she was having trouble breathing, so my mom and
Aunt Maggie took her to the hospital. They woke me up and told me
to find Zack, but he wasn’t answering his cell phone. I left him
like twenty messages. When he finally got home, we all left for the
hospital.”

I swallowed the lump that had formed in my
throat as Leo had been talking. I was finally learning what had
transpired all those months ago when Zack had disappeared on me,
and it stung to know that when I’d woken up in his arms, to his
smile and his bright eyes staring down at me, that his mother was
on her way to the hospital. And his family couldn’t get ahold of
him.

“He was with me,” I quietly confirmed. “His
phone had died.”

“Yeah, I know,” Leo said empathetically, as
if he knew how shitty I suddenly felt. “Zack was beside himself
with guilt. He kept saying he should have been there. I’ve never
seen him so distraught. He was better once we got to the hospital,
but he never left his mother’s side. We all got some hotel rooms
near the hospital for a few days, and once Aunt Lynne was stable,
we went back and packed up for the summer. They kept her in the
hospital until she was well-enough to go home, but a week later she
was gone.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, realizing that my
eyes had filled with tears while he’d been talking. “Poor
Zack.”

“Yeah, he was in a really bad way for a
while. After the funeral, he was drunk for a solid week. I was
staying with him, and even I couldn’t get him to snap out of it. He
didn’t shower, and he barely ate. He just sat on the back porch,
drinking and chain-smoking.” Leo shook his head.

I tried to imagine Zack in that state, but I
couldn’t picture it. My chest ached just thinking about him. He’d
looked bad the last time I’d seen him, but what Leo was describing
was ten times worse.

“How is he now?”

Leo nodded. “He’s doing pretty good, you
know getting his life back together, getting out more. You know he
just–”

“I’m glad to hear he’s doing well,” I said,
cutting him off. I didn’t want to hear any more about Zack. He was
good, and I had no desire to be updated on his life, because
frankly, I wasn’t a part of it anymore. He’d made sure of that. “It
was good running into you, Leo, but I should get back to my
friends.”

With that, I turned away and started to walk
back to where Ben was standing, giving me a questioning look,
obviously wondering who I was talking to and why I looked
teary-eyed.

“Emily,” Leo called after me, causing me to
turn around.

“Yeah?”

“Do you want me to tell him you said
‘hi’?”

I thought about it for a second, and then
said, “No. Thanks, though.”

I turned and walked over to Ben, put my arms
around his waist and snuggled close to him. He kissed the top of my
head, as I relished in the comfort his arms brought and tried to
center my emotions. I could see Leo talking to one of the
waitresses across the bar. He glanced over at me once before his
eyes drifted to Ben then back to me, no doubt wondering who I was
hugging so intimately. I wondered then if he’d tell Zack that he’d
run into me or not, and if he’d mention that I was with a guy, but
then I realized that it didn’t matter. Zack had cut ties with me,
and that was that. He wouldn’t care if I was with someone else, and
because of that I had no choice but to move on.

A few minutes later one of the waitresses
came over to me to let me know a private table had been set up for
me and my friends, right by the stage. Leo had set up bottle
service for us along with several mixers. I suddenly felt bad for
bolting away from him like I had. He was a nice guy, and he hadn’t
done anything wrong. I looked for him to thank him, but he had
disappeared.

I rounded up Chase and Rachel who were
talking to Taryn, our friend Cassie and her boyfriend Evan, who had
come out to celebrate Rachel’s birthday. We settled in at the table
Leo had set up for us as the opening act, a guy named Andrew Bryce,
who I recognized as the only guy in Liar’s Edge who I didn’t know.
I’d seen his picture many times as I’d scrolled through their
website. He’d been the other guitar player, but he also sang,
apparently.

As we drank and enjoyed the show, I couldn’t
keep my mind off of Zack. As much as I’d tried to push him away, he
was just there, front and center in my mind, and all I could think
of was how wrong I’d been. All summer I’d been inclined to read
into things that obviously weren’t real. Maybe he really had just
wanted a summer fling. Although there were specific things he’d
said and done that made me second guess that suspicion. I had vivid
memories of our time together, how he’d touched me, how he’d looked
at me, and how he’d let me in. It just didn’t make any sense.
Toward the end, as I’d held back telling him how I felt, I could
have sworn there were times he’d done the same, and I could almost
see those three words on the tip of his tongue, even though he
never said them out loud.

And maybe that was the key. When it had
counted, I’d told him how I felt, but he never had. So I guess that
was my answer. He’d never loved me.

At the end of the night, my brain hurt from
mulling over the questions I’d never truly have answers to. I
needed a mental break, so when Ben asked if he could come home with
me, I let him. We were greeted at the door by Bailey, the Chocolate
Lab that Rachel and my brother had adopted a few weeks earlier,
further cementing the permanency of their relationship. Rachel
immediately clipped him onto his leash, and she and Chase headed
back downstairs.

Ben followed me into my room and started to
kiss me as soon as the door was shut, but I pushed him off, telling
him I needed some fresh air. He followed me outside where we
settled into the Adirondack chairs, and I pulled out a cigarette
and lit it. Across the way, I could see Chase and Rachel holding
hands and sharing a cigarette as they let Bailey do his business.
Chase leaned over and kissed her neck, and she smiled widely.

“You know I hate that you do that,” Ben
said, more brazen that he’d ever been about my smoking habit, as he
pulled my attention back to him.

I shrugged, in no mood for his lectures.
“Get over it. I smoke now.”

“Come on, Em,” he said, calling me out.
“This isn’t you – the smoking, the nose ring, the tattoo. What’s
going on?”

“Nothing,” I grumbled, remembering the fight
we’d had when we’d broken up over the summer. His statement was
seriously reminiscent of that conversation.

“Bullshit,” Ben said, staring hard at me. I
continued to look straight ahead, searching for the comfort I
always found in the scent of the cloves.

Finally, I turned to look at him. “Just let
it go, Ben.”

I realized I’d said it louder than I’d
intended when Chase looked up at us and his gaze connected with
mine. Rachel was busy scooping up Bailey’s mess, so she hadn’t
heard, but Chase had, and he subtly shook his head at me, as if
trying to silently communicate that I needed to move on.

Yeah, he was probably right.

I sighed loudly, exasperation for my brother
and Ben equal in that moment as Ben let the subject go, but picked
up another equally uncomfortable one. “Who was that tall guy you
were talking to when we first got to the bar tonight?”

“Leo,” I said, not elaborating, but then
deciding that I didn’t need to be a bitch to him just because I was
in a bad mood. “He’s Zack’s cousin. I hung out with him over the
summer, and he owns Devil’s Hangout apparently.”

Ben’s eyebrows shot up. “Zack, as in your
ex-boyfriend, the guy you cheated on me with, who you dumped me
for, and who broke your heart? That Zack?” Ben asked, cutting right
into the deep wound that had opened back up in my chest that
night.

“Yes,” I said curtly. “And thanks so much
for reminding me of that ever so gently.”

Ben pouted. I knew he hated what had gone on
with Zack and me, but it wasn’t like I could take any of it back or
change how I felt about him.

“Oh, get over yourself,” I said, curtly.
“Leo has nothing to do with Zack. I know him, that’s all. He’s a
friend. He was telling me about Zack’s mom – how she passed away in
September. Are you happy now?”

“No,” Ben said, looking hurt. “I’m sorry his
mother died. Is that why you were crying?”

“Yeah,” I said, softening a bit as I thought
about Zack’s mother and how kind she always was to me. Even as sick
as she was, she kept things light and tried to make her son, who
was shouldering such a big burden, smile and laugh. “She was a
really nice woman. I can’t believe she’s gone. It’s sad, you
know.”

He nodded.

I leaned my head back against the chair,
blew smoke up into the dark night sky, and looked over at him. “I’m
sorry I snapped at you,” I said, reaching over to him. He took my
hand. “It just took me by surprise. I didn’t expect to run into Leo
tonight. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him.”

“I’m sorry I got upset, too,” Ben said. “I’m
just afraid of losing you to that Zack guy again.”

I laughed, a non-humorous laugh, as I
ignored the claim he’d just staked on me. I wasn’t in the mood to
remind him that we weren’t exclusive. “Lucky for you, he doesn’t
want anything to do with me. I haven’t heard from him since I left
the beach.”

Ben looked over at me, his face full of care
and concern. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

I smiled weakly at him, letting all of my
irritation go at his endearing comment that I knew he truly
believed. “Thanks. I needed that.”

He squeezed my hand. “Let’s go inside
okay?”

“Okay,” I said, following him into my room
and essentially shutting out the world around us that just didn’t
seem to make any sense to me anymore.







Chapter Seventeen

 Zack

 


As was becoming a normal occurrence since
I’d moved back, I went over to Jen’s on Wednesday night to watch
Lily so she could go out with Andrew, her boyfriend, who was also
one of my best friends. I guess that’s the mark of truly being able
to be friends with an ex. If you can stomach, without any
animosity, the fact that she’s sleeping with your friend, you’re
over her.

Of course, Andrew was also her ex.
They’d dated in high school, and I’d met her through him and
Derrick freshman year when Derrick and I were roommates. We started
Liar’s Edge together with Leo, and Jen made a habit of coming
around when we were rehearsing. She was a year older and gorgeous
and liked to flirt with me, and me being the horny college freshman
I was, I let her. Fortunately, by that point, she and Andrew had
been over for a few years, so he gave me the go-ahead, and I asked
her out.

How Jen and Andrew actually got together
this time around was still a little gray, but I was pretty sure Jen
hadn’t dated anyone since Lily was born, so she was due, and I was
glad she was dating Andrew. He was a good guy. I think she
appreciated the fact that he knew her and her history. He also knew
Lily, Lily liked him, and Jen trusted him to be around our
daughter.

Jen never stayed out late on the weeknights
she went out with Andrew since she had work the next day, but Lily
went to bed around seven, so I spent most of my nights alternating
between watching bad TV and writing music about girls who got away.
My writing had transitioned in the past few weeks from melancholy
to optimistic, and I’d started imagining more and more what it
would be like to recreate these songs on-stage in front of a
crowd.

Leo and I had even started playing around
with melodies, trying to put music to my newer lyrics, and the
weekend before we’d actually had Derrick and Andrew over to play
with us. It had felt like old times, the four of us in Leo’s
garage, banging out music for hours. I hadn’t realized how much I’d
missed it, and I think Leo could tell. He’d had been talking my ear
off ever since about getting Liar’s Edge back together, and for the
first time since I’d quit the band, I was seriously considering
it.

I looked up from my notebook when I heard a
key in the front door.

“Good night?” I asked, when I saw the smile
on Jen’s face.

She grinned wider. “Yeah,” she sighed as she
hung her coat in the hall closet. “He’s such a good guy, Zack. I’m
really happy.”

I smiled as she took a seat on the chair
next to the couch. “Good for you,” I said genuinely.

I let her talk for a few minutes about their
date, and I think she forgot that I wasn’t one of her girlfriends,
because she sheepishly looked at me mid-sentence and shook her
head.

“Never mind,” she said. “I’ll call Kristin
tomorrow and talk her ear off about him. You don’t want to hear
this. Tell me about you. Anyone special in your life?”

Her question caught me off-guard, and I
looked down at the song I’d been working on. I quickly shoved my
notebook into my backpack. I didn’t need her to see that I’d just
been writing what could only be described as a love song. I wasn’t
sure I was ready to come clean to her just yet. She knew I hadn’t
dated anyone since Lily was born, since I’d given up my ‘reckless
man-whore ways’, so I wasn’t sure how she’d take the news that I’d
met someone over the summer, and I hadn’t really stopped thinking
about her.

I’d never told Jen about Emily while I’d
been seeing her, simply because in my head Emily and I were never
serious. We were just having fun. With everything I had going on in
my life with Jen and Lily and my mom, it was easy to just pretend I
was someone else for a while. I’d even kept Lily from Emily, not
letting her know that I had a daughter. It had been easy since Jen
and Lily had spent the summer with her parents in Pasadena, and I
only got to talk to her over the phone. There was never a risk of
us running into them and my worlds colliding. I’d essentially
compartmentalized my life so I could be two different people for a
while, but it hadn’t worked in the end.

When my mom had gotten sick, Jen and Lily
had flown back from Pasadena and had come to the hospital.
Suddenly, with Emily calling my cell phone while I was holding my
daughter in my arms, everything just became too muddled, and I knew
I could never combine the two worlds. Emily was all about fun and
letting go, and Lily was my baby girl. I had to be responsible and
mature and a good father because it was what she deserved. I
couldn’t be the guy who ran off with a girl and had wild sex on the
beach. It would never work.

But more than that, I pretty much knew how
Emily felt about me by that point, and I also knew she was big on
trust. She’d opened up to me about every facet of her life, and I
think she felt like I’d done the same. If she found out I’d lied
about Lily, she’d never forgive me. It was easier to just cut and
run before things got more out of hand than they already were.

So I made the decision to let Emily go, and
in the moment it had seemed like the right thing to do. Now I
wasn’t so sure. Back when I was living five hours from her, it was
easy, but now I was living in the same town where she lived and
went to school, where Jen lived. I could run into her at any time.
Our worlds could collide at any moment, and I wasn’t sure how I
would ever explain to her that the guy she met over the summer was
a ghost of who I really was. I couldn’t be him anymore.

Aside from that, I would have to tell her
I’d been dishonest about the most important person in my life.
There had been several times when I’d wanted to tell her, when I’d
come so close to sharing everything with her, but I never could,
and that felt like a betrayal to not only her but to Lily.

“No,” I said to Jen. “There isn’t anyone
special in my life, besides you and Lily. You know that.”

“Zack, you need to get out there. You can’t
be single forever,” she chastised.

“I’m good,” I said, smiling.

I’d been ‘out there’ enough for three
lifetimes, and it hadn’t done me a bit of good. I didn’t plan on
dating again until I found someone I could have a relationship
with. I was done with casual sex and casual dating. Hell, I didn’t
even want to put myself out there for dating at this point. I still
felt like my life was in turmoil, and I needed to get settled
before I took on something or someone else.

“You’re also a really good guy,” Jen said,
giving me a knowing look.

I stretched out on the couch. “Yeah, tell
that to all the girls I had fun with a few years ago. I’m sure they
thought I was just stellar when I never called them again.”

Jen shrugged. “It’s in the past. Don’t beat
yourself up over what you can’t change. You made some mistakes, but
when it counted, you were there for me. You were there for Lily.
You’re not that guy anymore.”

I was just glad she was finally realizing
that again. Six weeks ago, when I’d hit rock-bottom, I knew she
hadn’t seen me as a great guy. I was just glad I’d been able to
prove her wrong.

“I know,” I sighed. “I’ll get out there
again when I meet the right girl.”

Or when I see the right girl again, I
thought, my mind flitting back to Emily. Was she who I wanted to be
with? No, even if I wanted that, she’d never forgive me for what I
did to her and what I never told her. I’d caused too much damage.
It was too late.

“Oh, congrats on the show,” Jen said,
changing the subject.

“What show?” I asked, knitting my eyebrows
together in confusion.

“Your show in two weeks,” she said. “Andrew
told me you got a gig playing some frat party at UNC. Frankly I’m a
little pissed you didn’t tell me you guys were getting back
together, but I’m happy for you nonetheless.”

“We’re not back together,” I countered,
sitting up straighter and facing her.

“Um, according to Andrew you are. He said
that Leo called him last night to see if he wanted back in. He said
you were in and so was Derrick. Andrew said he said yes in under
two seconds.”

I was going to kill Leo. I’d never agreed to
get the band back together. What the hell he thinking?

“I guess Kristin’s been updating the website
all day today and working on getting the word out that Liar’s Edge
is available for shows,” she continued. “I’m considering booking
you guys for our office party in December. What do you think?”

Jen was eyeing me with confusion now,
searching my face for signs of acknowledgement, as if I would
suddenly remember I’d agreed to start playing music professionally
again.

“Zack?”

“I have to go,” I said, shoving my things
into my backpack.

“Zack, what’s wrong?” Jen asked, when I
headed for the door without another word. “Shit, you didn't agree
to this.”

Jen was the only person who knew the truth
about why I’d left the band in the first place. She knew what a big
deal it was for me to even be considering playing with Liar’s Edge
again, and she knew my underlying fears of being back in the music
world.

“No, I didn’t,” I said, opening the door and
closing it behind me – stopping just before I slammed it because I
remembered Lily was sleeping – before I hoped on my bike and sped
off toward Devil’s Hangout, ready to kick Leo’s ass.







Chapter Eighteen

 Emily

 


I sat on Jen’s couch reading for one of my
classes. Lily had gone to sleep hours earlier, so I’d been
capitalizing on my downtime to catch up on schoolwork. Then in the
middle of taking notes, my pen had decided to crap out on me, and
of course, I didn’t have another one. Knowing I couldn’t leave the
apartment, even to run upstairs, I figured I could just borrow one
from Jen.

I walked over to her desk which was tucked
away in a little nook in the kitchen. It was one of those two
tiered Pottery Barn desks that looked less like a desk and more
like modified bookshelves, but it fit the space well. She had
framed pictures, mostly of her and Lily, lining the top shelf, but
there were some of her friends and family too. I could tell, even
if Lily’s father wasn’t around, that the child was loved.

I grabbed a pen from the decorative mug Jen
kept them in and stopped to gaze at a recent picture of Jen and
Lily. They were both laughing, and the person who’d taken it had
captured them at just the right moment. I wondered if it had been
taken over the summer. I knew Jen had gone home to visit her
parents for three months. They lived somewhere on the West
Coast.

As my eyes scanned over the pictures, I
stopped when I recognized the guy in one of them. I’d seen the
picture before, but it was before I’d met him, so he wasn’t
familiar to me. Now he was. He had blond hair like Jen’s, tattoos
covering his arms, and the same cheekbones. I laughed a little to
myself when I realized what a small world it was. Jen was Derrick’s
sister – Derrick, the drummer from Liar’s Edge who Rachel had
hooked up with, who was friends with Zack. I swallowed hard. I
wondered if Jen knew Zack. She probably did.

And then I realized just how small the world
truly was when I my eyes flashed to a picture of Zack holding Lily
in his arms. Involuntarily, my stomach started churning. What was a
picture of Zack doing on Jen’s desk? Why was Zack holding Lily? My
heart clenched even more when I realized Lily was wearing the same
dress in both the picture of her and Jen, and the picture of her
with Zack. They were taken on the same day, and it had been
recent.

From that point forward, my mind wouldn’t
turn off. I imagined the absolute worst, of course, as my mind
flitted back to what Jen had told me about her boyfriend. He was a
guy she’d dated before, who was a musician, who she really, really
liked, who she’d started seeing over the summer. Then I remembered
Zack telling me about a girlfriend he’d had named Jennifer and
things just seemed to come to a screeching halt.

God I hoped she wasn’t dating Zack.

God I hoped they wouldn’t come back to the
apartment together.

Just then, Lily started crying, so I went in
to see if she was okay, welcoming the distraction. She was usually
a sound sleeper, but she must have had a bad dream. When I walked
into the room, she was standing up in her crib, holding onto the
side, and tears were streaming down her face.

“Mommy!” she cried, as she reached out for
me, obviously confused in her post-dream state.

“Come here, Lily Lou,” I said reaching for
her and pulling her into my arms.

Her crying continued as she gripped my shirt
with her tiny fists and rested her head on my shoulder. I bounced
her up and down as we walked through the apartment. I knew movement
helped whenever she was restless.

“Mommy,” she said again, although it was
weaker. Her cries were subsiding.

“Mommy will be home soon,” I said, looking
at the clock in the kitchen. Jen was due back in about an hour. “Do
you want some milk?”

“Miwk,” she mumbled into my shoulder, so I
grabbed a sippy cup and filled it with the whole milk that Jen kept
in the refrigerator for her.

When I handed it to her, she eagerly pulled
it to her mouth and started sucking, so I continued walking her
around the apartment, hoping she would get sleepy again. When we
made it back to the kitchen, I realized she was wide awake, so I
stopped in front of the desk, feeling potentially shameless, but a
little desperate at the same time.

I pointed to the first picture of her and
Jen, and said, “Who’s that?” It was a game Lily had liked to play
in the past month or so as her vocabulary had increased.

“Mommy!” she said, excitedly.

Next I pointed to her. “Who’s that?”

She shrugged her little shoulders. “I don
know,” she said in her baby voice, and I tickled her tummy.

“That’s you, you silly girl. Who’s that?” I
asked, pointing to the picture of Derrick.

“Deck,” she said, and I realized she
couldn’t yet say Derrick.

“Yeah, that’s Uncle Derrick. And who’s
that?” I asked, pointing to the picture of her and Zack.

“Zack!” she said, clearly and obviously
excited.

“That’s right,” I said, as I fought to
swallow the lump in my throat. She knew Zack by name. She liked
him.

Then I tried to rationalize what I was
feeling. Just because Zack was in a picture didn’t mean anything.
He and Derrick had been friends for years. Maybe he was friends
with Jen too. It did not mean he and Jen were dating or that she
was the Jennifer he’d dated before. Jennifer was one of the most
common names in the English language.

“Okay, Lily Lou,” I said, staring down at
the little girl who was still wide awake. “Do you want to listen to
some music?”

She nodded vigorously, so I walked to my
backpack to retrieve my iPod. I headed into her room and set it on
the dresser, selecting a few songs I knew she liked that were more
in the lullaby range, singing softly as I rocked her in my
arms.

“One time, I met a handsome prince,” I
whispered, and her eyes got wide. “And even though I’d never tell
him, mostly because he’s a serious musician and he’d completely
make fun of me, this is the song I listened to over and over again
the night we met. Isn’t it a pretty song?”

Lily nodded. “Pwetty.”

“One day you’ll meet a handsome prince too,”
I told her.

And hopefully he won’t break your heart and
leave you without any explanation.

By the end of the third song, I could tell
she was getting sleepy, her brown eyes starting to close.

As I set her down in her crib, she looked up
at me and asked sleepily, “Emmy, where Daddy?” and it just about
broke my heart as her little shoulders scrunched up in question.
What the hell was I supposed to say to that? I had no clue where or
even who her daddy was.

“Night, night, Lily,” I said, ignoring her
question and kissing her forehead.

Luckily her attention span was sparse, so
she just grinned and said, “Night, night, Emmy.”

***

“How was she?” Jen asked later that night
when she got home from her date.

“Perfect,” I said, because Lily was a
perfect little girl. “She got up for about a half hour – I think
she had a bad dream, but that was it. I got her back down pretty
quickly.”

“Good,” Jen said, as she kicked off her
heels and walked into the kitchen. “Do you want a beer?”

“Sure,” I said, tucking my legs up under me
on the couch.

“Here you go,” she said, coming back into
the living room and sitting at the opposite end of the couch,
facing me. “God, I have so much nervous energy. Hopefully this will
help me calm down.”

“Good night?” I asked, taking a sip from my
bottle.

Jen leaned her head back on the couch and
turned to me. “Great night.” Then she grinned. “I haven’t really
dated anyone since before Lily was born. My boyfriend and I sort of
broke up during my sixth month, and after she was born it just was
too hard to balance grad school and work and Lily, but now I think
I’m ready to get seriously involved with someone again.”

Jen and I had never really talked about her
past before, so I was surprised she was opening up to me. I knew
very little of her history, especially pre-Lily.

“That’s awesome, Jen,” I said, smiling at
her.

She grinned. “Yeah, he’s a really good guy,
although he’s a musician, and I swore I wouldn’t date any more
musicians, but like I told you, I sort of have a thing for them.
Lily’s dad was one.”

My stomach took a dive as I wondered how
Zack, the musician, who was in a framed picture in Jen’s kitchen
fit into her history and her present. Was he her new
boyfriend? Had he dumped me for her?

“Lily’s dad was a musician?” I asked,
knowing I might be crossing a line with that question.

“Yeah,” Jen said, stretching her legs out in
front of her and resting them on the coffee table. “We dated for
three years, and I spent a lot of time at his shows. He was, is,
really talented. I’m hoping Lily gets some of his musical
abilities, because I can’t sing to save my life.”

“And you guys broke up before Lily was
born?”

Jen looked over my shoulder, as if
remembering the past. She shook her head and met my gaze. “No, it’s
sort of a little more complicated than that. We broke up almost a
year and a half before Lily was born. I was dating this other guy,
and my ex and I had one night of bad judgment that turned into
Lily, but I guess everything worked out for the best. Lily’s dad is
a great guy, and the guy I was dating at the time, the one who left
me because he wasn’t ready to be a father, is sort of an asshole,
so I lucked out.”

“Does Lily see her dad often?” I’d never
heard her mention him before. Lily had only ever asked for her
mommy until that night. “She asked for him tonight, and it kind
threw me. She’s never done that before.”

“Yeah, she does,” Jen confirmed, “but I
guess she’s been seeing him more lately, which is great, because
she adores him, however we’re trying to break her of this bad habit
she’s picked up of calling him by his first name.” She shook her
head and laughed to herself. “Zack thinks it’s cute, but I know he
prefers it when she calls him ‘Daddy’.”

It was like things were moving in slow
motion, all of a sudden, and I was having trouble processing what
Jen had just said. I felt like I’d been socked in the stomach and
had to swallow a few times to keep my beer from coming back up.

She’d said Zack. She had a picture of Zack
in her house. That only meant one thing. Zack had a kid. Zack was
someone’s father. Zack was Lily’s father – the little girl
I’d been babysitting off and on for over a year. Never, as I’d been
wondering how Jen knew Zack, had I even considered this option.

Holy shit.

Suddenly I realized he’d been right – I
hadn’t known him at all.







Chapter Nineteen

 Emily

 


“He has a what?” Rachel asked when I
bombarded her with my news on Sunday morning.

“A kid,” I said clearly, perching on the end
of her bed.

Chase, who had come back down for the second
weekend in a row, was getting coffee, so I capitalized on the
opportunity to have Rachel to myself so I could share what I’d
learned the night before.

“Holy shit,” she said, pulling herself up to
a sitting position and staring at me with wide eyes.

“Yes, and not just any kid – Lily.”

“Who?”

“Lily,” I said, exasperated that she wasn’t
following me. Rachel wasn’t so good before she got coffee in her.
“The little girl I babysit about twice a month. Jen’s
daughter.”

“So he slept with Jen?” she asked,
connecting the dots in the air with her finger.

“Uh yeah. Apparently at some point he and
Jen slept together and she got pregnant, and viola, Zack has a kid.
I’m not sure I want to know the specifics.”

Evidently she was the infamous ex-girlfriend
who’d been afraid of his mom’s cancer, who he’d broken up with, and
then apparently slept with again.

“And he never mentioned this?”

I gave her a pointed look. “Um, I think it
would probably recollect if he’d told me he had a kid. I’m not sure
that’s something I’d forget.”

“Who has a kid?” Chase asked, coming back
into the room with two cups of coffee, one which he promptly handed
to Rachel. I grabbed for the other one, but he held it out of my
grasp.

“You’re the best,” Rachel said, taking a big
sip from the steaming cup. “Ow, that’s hot. Zack.”

“Get your own,” Chase said to me, moving to
stand by the dresser where I couldn’t reach him. “Zack what?”

“Zack has a kid,” Rachel said, rolling her
eyes at my brother, as she handed me her coffee cup, so I could
share. I took a liberal sip and handed it back to her.

“Really,” Chase said, not as fazed as I
thought he would be after hearing such epic news, but Chase wasn’t
really the type to get emotional, so I guess the reaction fit.

“Yes,” I said quickly, trying to catch him
up so we could continue the conversation. “The girl Jen, who I
babysit for, her daughter is also Zack’s daughter.”

“No shit,” Chase said, blowing on his coffee
before taking a tentative sip.

“Yes shit. There was a recent picture of him
in the apartment, and Jen pretty much confirmed it for me.”

Rachel leaned forward. “Does she know about
you and Zack?” she hissed.

I shook my head, grateful to be able to do
so. I didn’t think I wanted Jen knowing about my summer with Zack.
She was obviously tied to him in a much more permanent way, and
without knowing the details of their relationship past and present,
I sort of wanted to keep quiet about the fact that I’d also slept
with him.

“So how did he look?” Rachel asked,
switching tactics. “In the picture?”

I sighed. “He looked like Zack – amazing,
hot. I don’t know. I just miss him, and looking at a recent picture
of him smiling didn’t help matters.”

“But he lied to you,” Chase said, cutting
right to the point I didn’t want to think about.

Rachel and I could be dreamy and hopeful
about love, but Chase was a guy. He didn’t think that way. Facts
were facts, and with Zack, he’d omitted something pretty big when
he failed to tell me he had a kid. All summer I’d been under
the impression I’d been getting to know him. He let me in little by
little, and when I met his mom, I figured that was it. But now
knowing that he didn’t share something so huge had me rethinking
everything between us.

He dumped you. What does it matter?

I wanted to pinch the little voice in my
head for reminding me of that key fact, but a part of me was deeply
hopeful that Zack would realize his mistake and come back. It was a
stupid notion, I know, but I was holding onto it in vain.

“Maybe he’s not really involved in Lily’s
life,” Rachel suggested. “I mean you’ve been watching Lily for over
a year, and you’ve never heard Jen mention Zack before.”

I shrugged. “You know, I don’t think she
ever mentioned him but then again, if she had, why would I have
cared. I probably wouldn’t have paid it any attention. He was just
some guy. He wouldn’t have been significant to me back then.”

“True,” Rachel said. “But, you were with him
for six weeks this summer, and not once did he leave the island,
right? If he was involved in Lily’s life, he probably would have
seen her – he would have come here or she would have gone there at
some point during that time.”

I shook my head, having already thought of
that while I was up half the night stewing over the news. “Jen and
Lily were on the West Coast with her parents all summer. I don’t
know. Maybe he wasn’t all that involved, but that picture was
recent, which means even if he wasn’t in her life before, he is
now.”

“What are you going to do?”

I felt my shoulders slump. “Be miserable
about it and wallow. I’m not sure there’s much else I can do at
this point. Zack failed to tell me something huge which can only
mean that he was under the impression that we were just casual, and
I have to be okay with that.”

“He failed to tell you two things,” Chase
chimed in.

Both Rachel and I turned to stare at him,
waiting for him to finish the open-ended statement he’d left
hanging in the air.

“He didn’t tell you he was in Liar’s Edge
either,” Chase said. “Rachel pulled that out of him.”

“That’s right!” Rachel said, the volume of
her voice rising.

“Yeah, that is right,” I said miserably.

I really just needed to get over him
already.

***

Monday night after our chapter meeting,
Taryn and I walked from the house to the library. We were meeting
Noah and Shelby to work on our Mass Comm project, and I was
dreading it. Ever since Shelby had dismissed me and walked out of
the library a month earlier, things between us had been awkward and
strained. I was glad the project was winding down. We presented in
a few weeks, so I only had to endure a few more uncomfortable group
meetings.

“I slept with Noah this weekend,” Taryn
blurted out, and I did a spit-take on my vanilla latte before I
stopped short in the middle of campus.

“Excuse me?” I wheezed, as I tried to clear
the coffee from my windpipe. I coughed a few times as she turned
around to face me and walked the five feet back to me after she
realized I’d stopped short.

“I slept with Noah. We were both drunk, he
was all bummed about his shoulder and football, it might have been
a mercy-fuck, whatever, but it happened, and I’m really not looking
forward to seeing him.”

She was completely calm about this, as if
she was telling me she’d happened run into him at a party.

“Have you talked to him since?”

Noah was Ben’s roommate, and they lived in
the same apartment complex as Taryn.

She shook her head. “No, I got up before he
did the next morning and did the walk of shame back to my
apartment. Then I strategically avoided going outside yesterday
which was probably just as well because I was outlandishly hung
over. I spent the day on the couch watching SNL reruns.”

“Geez, Taryn,” I said, knowing these group
meetings were just going to be that much more awkward now, but not
only that, I was pretty sure Noah was dating one of our sorority
sisters. “Isn’t he seeing Marnie?”

She shrugged. “I guess, but I don’t think
they’re serious. Come on, we’re going to be late.”

“You’re being really flippant about this,” I
said, as we started to walk again.

“It’s just sex, Em. I know you’ve always
been a good girl, but sometimes it’s fun to cut loose and sleep
with a guy with no consequences. You should try it.”

“I have tried it,” I mumbled, my mood
declining as I thought back to Zack and the mistakes I’d make with
him over the summer. Taryn didn’t know the half of it, but I wasn’t
ready to share what I’d learned over the weekend with her.

She put her arm around me and pulled me
close. “Aww, sweetie, that’s cute, but what you had with that guy
you dated this summer wasn’t casual. You don’t fall in love with
someone you’re casually fucking.”

“Are you going to continue casually sleeping
Noah,” I asked. I couldn’t bring myself to be as brash as her about
it.

She shrugged. “Probably not. Oh great, there
he is. I should go talk to him.”

Noah was sitting on the wall outside the
library waiting for us. He looked up when he heard Taryn
approaching him. I decided to let them be and headed up to the room
we always used on the top floor.

When I walked in, the room was dark and
empty, so I turned on the light and started to unload my research
from my bag. I’d just sat down to start reading an article that I’d
printed when Shelby stormed into the room. She slung her bag on the
table and slumped down in the chair across from me, folding her
arms across her chest.

I watched her appraisingly, wondering what
was wrong. She wasn’t usually so violent.

“Everything okay, Shelby?” I asked her.

“I’m fine,” she said as she swiped at her
eyes. I realized she was crying.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said definitively, but then her
face crumbled and she started sobbing.

I instinctively moved over next to her and
pulled her into my arms. I couldn’t help it. She looked so sad and
defeated, and she looked like she needed a friend. I knew she
wasn’t in her right mind when she started crying against my
shoulder.

After a few minutes, she pulled away from me
and wiped her hands over her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she muttered.

“No, it’s fine,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she insisted.

“Shelby, you can talk to me. I’m actually a
good listener.”

She looked up at me warily. “Why do you
care? Why do you keep being nice to me?”

I smiled. “Because I’m a nice person,” I
said. “I know you might not see it, but I really am. I’m sorry I
was a bitch to you, but I don’t have any hidden motivations. I
think you’re really smart, and I’d like for us to be friends.”

She sighed, long and loud, as if debating
whether or not she wanted to let me in. Of course to do that, she’d
also have to let go of the angst she felt for me, so I guess it was
a toss-up.

“My boyfriend broke up with me,” she finally
said, and my heart went out to her. I knew exactly how she was
feeling.

She started to tell me about how they’d
dated for a year, and everything had been good until about a month
ago when he’d started to get distant. He’d started making more
plans with his friends, and then earlier that day, he’d ended
things.

“You probably have no idea what this feels
like,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve seen you with your
boyfriend on campus a few times.”

I laughed a tight, non-humorous laugh. “Uh,
you couldn’t be more wrong.”

She looked up at me in question, so I told
her about Zack. It was strange, I didn’t even know this girl, but I
felt more comfortable opening up to her than I had to some of my
friends. I told her things that no one but Rachel knew, and she
listened in empathy the whole time.

“Then, to make matters worse, I found out
this weekend that he has a kid, and he never told me about her,” I
said, punctuating the end of my story with a bang. I still hadn’t
wrapped my head around that bombshell and knew it would take a
while for the reality of it to sink in.

Shelby’s jaw dropped. “No shit!”

I nodded.

“Wow, and I thought my story was bad,” she
said, shaking her head.

“You’re telling me. And I didn’t even hear
it from him. I heard it from his daughter’s mother, who is my
neighbor. I’ve been babysitting for his daughter for over a
year.”

“That is fucked up,” she hissed, shaking her
head. “What an asshole.”

I sighed. “Yeah, he’s an asshole,
alright.”


 


Chapter Twenty

 Zack

 


“Hey, baby girl,” I said, scooping Lily off
the floor where she’d been playing. “You ready for some lunch?”

“Wunch,” she said, as she wrapped her arms
around my neck and clung to me.

I inhaled her sweet baby scent and kissed
the top of her head a few times, making her giggle. “I think
Mommy’s making hot dogs. How does that sound?”

“Hot dogs,” she said, nodding her head
vigorously as we met Jen in the kitchen. “Yummy!”

“I like hot dogs too,” I said, as I set her
in her highchair and fastened the straps.

I’d come over to hang out with Lily a few
hours earlier and hadn’t been able to leave. It had been so long
since I’d got to spend any length of time with her that I hated to
go. And living so close, I didn’t have to worry about a long drive
home. I could hang out with my girl as long as I wanted, or as long
as I could without smothering Jen.

“Are you sure it’s cool if I stay a little
longer?” I asked Jen, as I picked up the plate of cut up hot dogs
and applesauce she’d made for Lily and set it on her tray.

“Sure,” she said, waving off my concern.
“I’ve gotten more done in the past three hours than I’ve gotten
done all week. Stay as long as you want.”

She smiled warmly at me and handed me a
plate loaded with hot dogs before grabbing her own. We settled in
at the table with Lily and looked like the quintessential little
family that we sort of were as we dug into our lunch.

It was still strange to me after almost two
years that I’d had a kid with my ex. We had a child together. Lily
was ours. But it was almost bittersweet. On the one hand, I
wouldn’t trade Lily for the world, but inside, I felt guilty all
the time. We would never be a typical family. Jen and I would never
be together, we would never live in the same house, and we would
raise Lily separately.

I’d been a child of divorce, so I knew what
it was like to have your parents split down the middle. I hated
that my daughter would have the same kind of life, and there wasn’t
anything I could do to change that. I didn’t love Jen in that way,
and I never would again. She didn’t love me. We both knew we were
much better as friends.

What was hard is that, although we had no
official court papers, it was our mutual understanding that Lily
would live with her mom. I could see her whenever I wanted, but Jen
had custody for all intents and purposes. It worked for now, but
what would happen when Jen eventually met someone and got married.
Could I handle my daughter being raised by someone else? Living
with someone else? If it ended up being Andrew, I’d probably be
able to tolerate that better than some random guy, but I still
wouldn’t like it. Would we end up drawing up papers to share our
kid, and would I be relegated to seeing her on weekends while
Andrew got to see her every day? I hated the thought of that.

I’d already been separated from Lily enough
over the past year, and it had been torture. I didn’t want to do it
again, but would I really have a choice?

I looked over at her, watching her pick up
pieces of her hot dog with her chubby fingers and put them in her
little bow of a mouth. She’d chew, swallow and then she’d smile at
me as if she loved that I was watching her. That smile nearly
bowled me over each time she flashed it, and I knew now that I was
living so close to her that I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“You’re not eating,” Jen said, pulling me
away from my thoughts.

I looked back at her and took a bite of one
of my hot dogs. She’d given me three, plus a mound of chips and
applesauce. I knew she was still worried I wasn’t eating enough. My
mother would be glad she was looking out for me.

“Sorry, she’s sort of distracting,” I said,
and Jen rolled her eyes.

“You should have been here when she woke up
at three o’clock this morning and wouldn’t go back to sleep. It was
so adorable,” she said sarcastically.

I looked over at Lily and feigned surprise.
“Lily, did you wake Mommy up early today?”

She just grinned at me and took a bite of
her applesauce. I had to laugh.

“Next time call me,” I said to Jen. “I’ll
come over and take her, so you can sleep.” I honestly felt like I
owed her, having been absent as much as I had. “Do you want me to
take her next weekend?”

Jen raised her eyebrows. “Like all
weekend?”

I could see the appeal in her expression, so
I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll get everything set up, so she can stay with
me at Leo’s. I’ve got the pack-n-play and her toys from my mom’s
house, and I can buy anything else she might need.”

“Will Leo be okay with that?” she asked, and
I could see the underlying questions in her mind.

“He knows my situation, Jen. And he’s not
Derrick. He and Kristin are practically living together, and trust
me they aren’t all that exciting. Lily and I won’t be cramping
their style in the least.”

“Okay,” Jen said hesitantly.

It was the first time she’d left Lily alone
overnight in a while. I could tell she was freaking out just a
bit.

“Lily, do you want to stay at Daddy’s house
next weekend?” I asked, and her face perked up in excitement. I
wasn’t sure if she truly understood what I was asking, but she
could hear the excitement in my voice and was mimicking it.

“Daddy pay?” she asked, her eyes lighting
up.

I laughed. “Sure, Daddy will play his guitar
for you.”

She shook her head and scrunched up her
face. “No, Daddy pay now,” she insisted.

“I will, but only after you eat your lunch,”
I said, gesturing to the few bites of hot dog still on her plate.
I’d been playing my guitar and singing to Lily since she was a
baby. She loved to dance and recently had tried to sing along with
the words, but it wasn’t working so well for her just yet.

“Okay,” she said, and then asked. “tay
swif?”

I looked to Jen because I wasn’t sure what
she was saying, but Jen was covering her mouth with her hand to
stifle her giggles.

“What?” I asked, looking from her to Lily
who had started to mirror her mother’s laughter.

“Tay swif,” she said again, clapping her
little hands.

“She wants you to play something by Taylor
Swift,” Jen said, covering her mouth again as she laughed. “Do you
know any of her stuff?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Please tell me
you’re joking.”

“I’m not,” Jen said, barely able to get the
words out, tears were starting to stream down her face she was
laughing so hard. “If you don’t know any, you might want to learn
some, because your daughter is a huge fan.”

“You can’t be serious. Who the hell has been
playing Taylor Swift around her?”

“Not me,” Jen said, loving how rocked I was
by this revelation.

I’d very intentionally only played specific
songs by The Beatles, Simon and Garfunkel, and other like bands
around Lily. I was trying my hardest to cultivate in her a love and
appreciation of rock and roll, so I was extremely careful about
what I exposed her to. I didn’t play pop music for her, ever.

“It’s her babysitter,” Jen said then. “Lily
loves it, so they dance around to her songs.”

“Unbelievable,” I muttered, questioning the
sanity of the person Jen was entrusting with our daughter.

Jen put her hand on top of mine in an effort
to pull me back down to earth. “Zack, she’s twenty-one months old.
What she likes today will not follow her throughout her life, trust
me. Now when she hits thirteen and has questionable tastes in
music, you have every right to be upset, but for now, I wouldn’t
worry. It makes her happy.”

“You really like Taylor Swift?” I asked
Lily.

She nodded vigorously. “Tay Swif, Daddy.
Pay. Pwease.”

Shit, now I had to learn some of her music.
I couldn’t say no to a request like that.

“Okay, baby girl,” I said begrudgingly.
“I’ll play Taylor Swift for you. Any particular songs?” I turned to
face Jen.

“I’ll find out her favorites,” Jen promised,
eyeing me with a little too much satisfaction for my taste.







Chapter Twenty-One

 Emily

 


Sunday night I was at home finishing my
homework and wanting to get out of my apartment. I’d forced myself
to study most of the day to keep my mind from drifting to
dark-haired guys who’d lied to me and broken my heart, and my brain
was fried from trying to keep it focused. Ever since I’d learned
about Zack being Lily’s father, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking
about him, and I didn’t like it. I wished he’d just stay out of my
head.

Desperately in need of a break and craving a
caramel latte, I decided to take a walk up to the Starbucks near
our apartment with Bailey. He’d been hanging out by my door for the
past hour, after Rachel had left for her study group, so I knew he
wanted to go out. I’d become a bit of a regular at the Starbucks
and usually brought Bailey when I went so he could get out of the
apartment. We did the same walk on a pretty regular basis, and he’d
grown accustomed to it. I could tell he got he excited when I
started to put my shoes on and asked if he wanted to go to
Starbucks, as if he actually understood that the word ‘Starbucks’
equaled a walk.

It was cold outside, so I grabbed my coat
and put it on before leaving the house. I slid my gloves on as we
walked, glad that they’d been in the pockets of my coat, and turned
on my iPod, all too glad to lose myself in some Evanescence – their
songs were a good mix of angry and depressing which fit my mood
perfectly.

I lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply, hugging
my coat to my body, as Bailey trotted along in front of me as if it
was a spring day, but then again, he did have a fur coat, so he
probably thought the weather was just delightful.

Outside Starbucks, I tethered him to a tree
and went inside to get my drink, glad to be out of the cold. The
temperatures were supposed to get down to freezing later in the
week, and it would be even colder by Thanksgiving in two weeks. I
usually sat outside and sipped my latte, enjoying the night air,
but it was too cold, so I figured I’d just drink it as I walked in
an effort to keep moving and stay warm.

As I waited for my latte, I turned around to
make sure that Bailey was okay. I craned my neck to see him and
wasn’t surprised to see a guy squatting in front of him, talking to
him and petting him. Bailey wagged his tail happily. That almost
always happened whenever we came here, or any other place for that
matter. Bailey was a people magnet. He had the sweetest face that
said, ‘pet me, please’ and people always did.

“Emily,” I heard from behind me. I turned
around and smiled at the girl at the counter who handed me my
latte. It was steaming and warm. I inhaled the scent of the caramel
and coffee that I loved so much, taking a sip as I walked back
outside, preparing myself for the drop in temperature.

The guy was still talking to Bailey. I
couldn’t see his face. His back was to me, and he was hunched down
and was wearing a black beanie. I froze when I saw the clove
cigarette tucked behind his ear and the dark hair curling out from
under his hat. I’d been there before. It had been a different
coffeehouse, during a different season, in a different town, with a
different dog, but it was definitely the same guy.

I swallowed hard. I hadn’t known who he was
then, but now I would know that profile anywhere.

“You know you might want to think about
getting a dog of your own,” I said, aware that my voice sounded
strained. “You seem to have a fascination with them.”

I wasn’t sure why I suddenly felt compelled
to joke. It had just come out. I was having trouble wrapping my
head around the fact not only was Zack standing five feet from me,
but we’d just unintentionally recreated our first meeting. I was a
little thrown to say the least and found that I was experiencing a
sort of out of body experience as I stared at him.

Zack turned slowly in my direction, his face
registering who was standing before him. “Emily,” he said, rising
to his feet.

My name on his lips, in the accent I loved
made my stomach twist. My heart was pounding inside my chest so
hard I thought it was literally going to burst out of me. I didn’t
know what to say or do. I suddenly just wanted to get out of there
– take Bailey and run home – but I was rooted to the ground. I also
couldn’t get to Bailey. Zack was between him and me, and I was
afraid to get too close to him for fear of getting burned
again.

Of all the times I imagined running into
Zack, this was definitely not how I saw it all happening, and I’d
played out our reunion hundreds of times in my mind. I always
thought I would be elated to see him, and a part of me was, but
panic and embarrassment and anger were actually competing for the
top emotions I was feeling, as I tried to wrap my head around the
fact that Zack was standing in front of me.

And after what I’d recently learned, the
utter humiliation I felt was indescribable. There I was, face to
face with a guy I’d said I love you to, only to get dumped on my
ass by him without another word. Suddenly everything I’d felt over
the past few months came rushing back in a torrent of emotions, and
I realized I was mad at him for treating me the way he had – for
leading me on, for making me fall for him, for lying to me about
something so important like having a kid, and worst of all, for
simply not caring.

When he didn’t say anything else, I took a
deep breath in an effort to stay calm. “It’s nice to see you too,
Zack,” I said sarcastically.

Were you ever going to tell me you had a
kid, or did you just not feel that was an important piece of your
life to share with me, huh?!

I wanted to scream at him, but then I just
felt sad again. He obviously hadn’t cared enough about me to truly
let me into his life at all. He’d kept so much from me, and I kind
of hated him for that.

Zack looked confused by my uncharacteristic
anger, but then he smiled at me, and goddammit, some of my resolve
actually faded. Motherfucker. He could still get under my
skin.

“What are you doing here?” I asked when he
didn’t say anything. I wondered how much he wanted to bolt in that
moment, but he seemed frozen in the spot where he stood.

“I live here,” he said, throwing me for a
complete loop.

“No, I live here,” I said, suddenly
confused.

Then I realized he’d moved back, and I knew
I should have figured it out sooner. Jen had alluded to the fact
that Lily had seen her dad a lot more lately, so it stood to reason
that Zack was living nearby them. Why hadn’t I thought of that
before?

Then it clicked. He was living with Leo.
Motherfucker.

At the same time I thought it, Zack said it
out loud. Leo hadn’t bothered to offer up that little bit of
information the other night, and I really wished he would have. It
would have been nice to know my chances of running into Zack had
multiplied exponentially, so I could prepare myself.

Zack said they were living in a townhouse
about ten minutes away, and I realized we were neighbors of a sort.
Awesome.

“Yeah, I ran into Leo the other night,” I
said, for lack of anything better. Zack should have been glad I’d
held back from adding a choice expletive to the end of my sentence
because I sure was tempted.

“Yeah, I know. He told me.”

Knife to the gut. Zack knew I lived in
Chapel Hill, and he was now living there too, and he hadn’t called
me. But of course he hadn’t called. He’d broken up with me, dumped
me, kicked me to the curb, pushed me aside without another thought.
Why would he call me? Why did I keep deluding myself? It was
pathetic.

I wanted to vomit. I don’t think I could
have felt worse in that moment. I was such an idiot.

“Did he tell you I said ‘hi’?” I asked,
testing my theory.

“He said you didn’t want him to tell me
‘hi’,” he said flatly, with no emotion whatsoever, like it really
didn’t faze him at all that I’d essentially blown him off.

I nodded. “Yeah, I said that. Sorry, I
guess.”

Was I sorry? Why was I apologizing?

“It’s okay. He said you were with a blond
guy,” Zack said, cutting right to the chase, and completely
throwing me for a loop. Was Zack concerned about who I was with,
that I’d been with another guy?

“My boyfriend,” I said, outright lying as I
took a sip of my drink. I had to act cool, make him think I’d moved
on.

“Yeah, I figured.”

“Yeah.”

Oh God, this was seriously the most awkward
conversation in the history of conversations. I didn’t think it
could get any worse, but then it did – when a tall, perky blond
with big boobs bounced up to Zack, holding an ice cream cone.

“I don’t know how you can eat ice cream in
this weather, but here you go,” she said, thrusting the cone into
his hand before threading her arm through his and snuggling close
to him. “It’s freezing out here.” She was clutching a hot chocolate
in her other hand.

Zack looked at me, and then at the girl, who
was blissfully unaware of what was going on in front of her. When
she looked at Zack’s face, then at me, then back at Zack, she
figured something was up.

“He loves ice cream,” I said robotically,
playing along even though I was in danger of regurgitating the few
sips of latte I’d had so far.

“Yeah, I know he does,” she said, smiling at
me.

I know he does, I thought mockingly
and had the sudden urge to stick my tongue out at Perky Hot
Chocolate Girl with her hot pink hat and gloves. I didn’t know if I
felt worse that she knew about Zack’s fondness for ice cream or
that she was still hugging him or that she looked exactly like
Snowboarding Barbie. It was bad enough that I’d just learned that
Jen, who was a gorgeous, tall blond, was his ex, but this girl put
even her to shame. She looked like a model. It seemed Zack had a
type, and I wasn’t it. I had to fight to keep my cool and not throw
my latte all over her white puffy coat.

“Hi, I’m Kristin.” She extended her hand to
me in a friendly gesture, and I stared at it for few seconds, not
wanting to touch it.

I finally shook it out of politeness but
inwardly cringed as I did. “I’m Emily,” I said stiffly.

“Oh,” she said, taking step back. “Of course
you are.”

She knew who I was? How did this girl, who
was obviously with Zack, know about me? I suddenly felt more
betrayed than I had before. Had he actually talked about me to his
new girlfriend? Had he told her about how I’d fallen for him over
the summer when he’d just wanted something fun and casual? Had he
let her know about the day he’d told me goodbye and how I’d cried
and how pathetic I was for getting attached to him after just a few
weeks?

Had he told her about Lily? Was she
important enough to him to know that he had a daughter!

God, I was angry.

I felt the tears starting to prick the backs
of my eyes, and I knew I needed to get out of there quick. Zack and
his new girlfriend would not see me cry.

“Okay, yeah, so great to see you Zack.
Kristin, it’s so nice to meet you,” I said, the sarcasm
dripping from my tone as I made a beeline toward Bailey, brushing
by Zack in the process, thankful for the layers we were both
wearing, so I didn’t actually have to touch him. As quick as I
could, I untied Bailey’s leash and started walking away from them,
the tears stinging my eyes as they met the cold night air.

“Emily, wait,” Zack called after me, but I
just kept walking. The tears had already filled my eyes and were
threatening to spill over. I wasn’t about to let him see me cry. I
walked as quickly as I could, knowing that Zack and his new
girlfriend were watching me the whole time.

For the first time in months, I cried myself
to sleep, wishing I could take back the memory of seeing such a
pretty girl, holding onto Zack like that, but the image wouldn’t go
away. To make matters worse, I knew I would see him again and
again. If he lived in my freaking town, we’d run into each other.
This fucking sucked. I was literally in hell.


 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 Zack

 


“Shit,” I said for probably the fifteenth
time as I ran my hands through my hair and banged the steering
wheel. “Fuck!”

Forgetting I’d quit smoking, I grabbed the
cigarette I’d stashed behind my ear out of habit and jammed it in
my mouth, reaching over to search for a lighter I knew was
somewhere in my glove box. When my hand closed around it, I
gratefully brought it to my lips and inhaled the taste of the
addiction I’d worked so hard to kick just weeks earlier. I knew
tomorrow I’d be back to step one of those stupid patches, but I
didn’t care. It was worth it to gain the calming effects of the
nicotine.

Kristin eyed me warily from the passenger
seat of my truck as we drove back to Jen’s apartment, and I inhaled
furiously on my cigarette. I knew she was dying to say something,
but she wasn’t going to. Kristin knew all about Emily, and for that
reason, she remained silent.

I jammed the gear shift in park, tossed my
cigarette butt to the ground and slammed the door behind me,
willing myself to calm down before heading inside. Lily was up, and
I didn’t want to freak her out. I stood outside the door to Jen’s
apartment, taking deep breaths while Kristin appraised me.

“She thought we were together,” she finally
said.

I looked at her in confusion. “What?”

“Emily thought I was your girlfriend.”

“No she didn’t,” I said, shaking my
head.

Kristin gave me the look she usually
reserved for Leo. It was a look that said ‘I’m right, and you need
to believe me, so stop arguing, because it’s not going to get you
anywhere’.

“Shit,” I hissed. Things were so much worse
than I’d thought.

Emily had visibly reacted to seeing me and
not in the way that I’d hoped. She was angry, and I knew the last
place she’d wanted to be was standing outside that Starbucks
talking to me. She’d bolted the first chance she’d got.

“Okay, calm down,” Kristin said, putting her
hand on my shoulder. “Where’s your head at?”

I look away. “I don’t know. I didn’t expect
to see her tonight, and I definitely didn’t expect her to be so – I
don’t know – revolted by me.”

“She wasn’t revolted, Zack,” Kristin said.
“She was hurt.”

The door to the apartment suddenly opened to
reveal Jen standing there, looking back and forth between the two
of us. “Why are you guys standing outside? It’s freezing out here.”
She stepped back to let us enter the apartment.

“Daddy!” Lily called as soon as she saw me.
She scrambled off Andrew’s lap and ran over to me.

“Hi baby,” I said, picking her up. I held
her close to me, feeling calmer as I inhaled her sweet scent.

“Daddy cold,” she said, touching my
cheek.

I laughed, but it came out strained. “Yeah,
it’s cold outside.”

Jen shut the front door and gestured for us
to sit down. I sat in the rocking chair and held Lily in my lap.
She looked up at me. “Daddy pay?”

I shook my head. “Not right now, baby.
Later, okay?”

My head wasn’t clear enough to play my
guitar, which was a rare occurrence for me.

“Okay,” she said cheerfully, giggling as Leo
made faces at her from the couch.

Kristin had tucked in next to him, and I saw
her whisper something to him that made him raise his eyebrows at
me.

“Okay, what is going on?!” Jen asked,
throwing her hands up in the air.

We were supposed to be having a band
meeting, but Derrick and Andrew had been late, and Kristin had
wanted a hot chocolate, so I told her I’d go with her since Jen had
been talking to Leo about the books for his bar and some accounting
discrepancy that had come up when she’d been doing their quarterly
audit earlier in the week. Now that we were all in the same room,
we needed to get started, but it seemed that wasn’t going to
happen.

I’d finally agreed to get the band back
together after I spent a good fifteen minutes arguing with Leo
about it in his office at Devil’s Hangout. At the end of it, I knew
I couldn’t say no, and he was counting on the same thing. We both
knew how much I loved music, and when presented with the
opportunity to chase my dream again, after once dismissing it,
well, I couldn’t pass that up.

Besides I’d made a promise to my mother.
Before she died she sat me down and gave me the last pieces of
advice she would ever dispel. I’d followed one of those pieces
three weeks earlier when I’d quit smoking, even though I was now
back to square one with that. I’d quit again. Getting back into
music and pursuing my dream to be a rock star, as childish as that
sounded, had been the second thing I’d done. This time I knew I
wouldn’t screw it up, and I wouldn’t let it go to my head. I was in
it for the long haul.

“He ran into Emily,” Kristin announced when
it was obvious I wasn’t going to tell them, “and I think she
thought we were together or something.”

“Who?” Jen asked, looking at me for
clarification.

“She did not think we were together,” I
said, annoyed that she kept saying that.

“Yes, she did,” Kristin insisted.

“That girl was hot,” Derrick chimed in from
where he sat on the floor building a castle with Lily’s blocks. “Is
she single?”

No one answered him.

“Who is Emily?” Jen demanded. Andrew took
her hand when he saw her getting agitated.

“A girl Zack dated over the summer,” Leo
explained.

“A really hot girl,” Derrick added, and I
glared at him.

Jen raised her eyebrow at me. “There was a
girl over the summer?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning my head back against
the rocking chair and slowly moving it back and forth. “There was a
girl.”

“He was in love with her, but he never
admitted it, and then he ended things,” Leo said.

“I was not in love with her,” I said, my
eyes flashing. “It was just a casual thing.”

Leo laughed. “Yeah, a casual thing with a
girl you spent every day with and introduced to your mom. Yeah, it
was completely casual.”

I narrowed my eyes at his sarcasm, even
though I knew he was right.

“She met Lynne?” Jen said, and the surprise
she felt was apparent.

“Emily didn’t think it was casual,” Kristin
chimed in. “You could totally tell by the way she looked at him
tonight. She was pissed.”

“Emmy pissed,” Lily said, and I looked down
at her. She loved to repeat things she heard.

“Language guys,” Jen said, warning the
collective group of us as she had to do from time to time.

I sighed and shook my head.

“Zack, did you love her?” Jen asked, pulling
my focus back to her.

I shook my head again. “I don’t know.”

“Emmy funny,” Lily said. “Emmy pay Tay
Swif.”

I looked down at her, and Jen gasped,
pulling my attention away from my Taylor Swift loving daughter.

“What?” I asked, looking at the panicked
expression on her face. “Jen, what is it?”

“What does Emily look like, Zack?” she asked
calmly, so I told her.

Jen shook her head a few times, processing
what I was saying, and then it was Kristin’s turn to gasp. “Oh,
that’s too ironic.”

“What are you guys talking about?” I asked
through gritted teeth, trying to keep my temper in check.

“Emily is Lily’s babysitter,” Jen
deadpanned.

“What?” I asked, leaning forward thinking I
hadn’t heard her correctly.

“I’m pretty sure the Emily that you dated is
the same Emily who’s been babysitting Lily for the past year.”

“No way,” I said, knowing that couldn’t be.
“Jen, that’s crazy. Emily doesn’t like Taylor Swift.”

Jen rolled her eyes. “You seriously need to
let that go, Zack. You get hung up on the weirdest crap.”

“I don’t know, Jen,” Andrew chimed in.
“Musical taste is pretty important, I mean–”

“Well, you know what?” she said, cutting him
off. “I like Taylor Swift, okay? When her songs come on in the car,
I don’t change the channel. So there.”

“I like her too,” Kristin chimed in, and I
realized we’d gone way off topic. “I downloaded her last album. It
was really good.”

“I know, right,” Jen said, and I noticed
Andrew and Leo looking at their girlfriends like they were
insane.

“Okay, let’s focus here,” I said in an
attempt to bring everyone back to center. “Jen, there is no way
Emily, my Emily, is Lily’s babysitter.”

“Did anyone else pick up on the fact that he
said ‘my Emily’?” Leo asked.

“I did,” Derrick said, setting the last
block on the top of his castle in victory.

“Me too,” Kristin said.

“Down, Daddy,” Lily said, already trying to
worm out of my lap, so I set her down.

“Here, I’ll prove it,” Jen said, getting up
and going into the kitchen.

We all watched as Lily very gleefully,
knocked down the castle of blocks, much to Derrick’s dismay.

“Lily,” Kristin said, “You shouldn’t do
that. You just demolished the castle Uncle Derrick built for you,
because you’re a princess.”

“That’s right, Lily Girl,” Derrick said, as
he pulled Lily onto his lap. “Princesses live in castles, and
you’re the most special princess in all the land. Now help me
rebuild it, okay?”

Lily nodded eagerly, as she and Derrick
started lining up blocks once again.

Jen returned a minute later with her camera.
I watched in stunned silence as she flipped through her digital
pictures, knowing exactly what she was going to show me.

“Here,” she finally said, shoving the camera
under my nose.

I glanced at the picture before closing my
eyes for a few seconds and then opened them again. The picture
hadn’t changed. There was Emily, sans nose ring, smiling and
playing in a sandbox with Lily when she was just a year old.

“Shit,” I hissed, forgetting Lily was in the
room.

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back
against the rocker for a few seconds. When I opened my eyes, I saw
everyone staring at me, too afraid to say anything.

“Jen,” I said calmly, “does Emily know that
I’m Lily’s father?”

Jen looked puzzled for a second, and then
shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so. We haven’t really talked
about you before – at least I don’t think we have. Why?”

“Because I never told her about Lily,” I
sighed, and then it was Jen’s turn to curse.

***

“So do you want to explain to me why you
didn’t tell me you were dating someone this summer?” Jen asked
after I came out of Lily’s room, having gone in to check on her
when she’d started crying as everyone had started leaving, making
more noise than normal.

I knew Jen would want to talk to me about
Emily once were alone. The look on her face all night spoke
volumes. She was mad.

“Honestly, Jen, I didn’t really think it was
any of your business,” I said, as I settled back into the rocking
chair and ran my hand through my hair.

Jen sat across from me on the couch, leaning
forward on her knees, appraising me. “Zack, we have a child
together. You might not want to share who you’re dating with me,
but you don’t have a choice. I need to know who my daughter is
going to be around.”

“Jen, don’t do this,” I said, hating when
she got in one of her moods. She did it constantly when we were
dating, and it was part of the reason why we didn’t make it as a
couple. She always had to throw shit back in my face. She never let
anything go.

“Do what?” Jen asked innocently.

I rolled my eyes and started rocking back
and forth rhythmically. “Act like I don’t know how to be a good
father.”

“I never said that,” she said, sitting up
straighter.

I gave her a pointed look. “You implied it,
and quite honestly, I’m a little sick of it. You’re a great mom,
but you’re not perfect, and neither am I, so quit expecting it.
It’s not fair.” Jen looked taken aback and tried to get a word in,
but I wasn’t finished. “There has not been a single day since she
was born that I haven’t been there for Lily, that I haven’t done
everything I could to make her life better and be a good father to
her. She is a happy little girl who is loved, so just stop. I am
not in the mood for your shit right now.”

Jen rolled her eyes. “Zack I get that you’ve
had a bad night. You ran into your ex-girlfriend, and I’m sure it
was really traumatic, but you need to put that aside, and stop
putting words into my mouth. I get that you feel guilty all of a
sudden, because you know how shitty it was to keep the fact that
you have a daughter from someone you obviously cared about, but
that’s on you. I never said you were a bad father.”

“Emily was not my girlfriend,” I
countered. “And I didn’t tell you about her, because I never had
any intention of her meeting Lily. She was a girl I met this summer
when I was going through one of the toughest times in my life, and
she provided a great distraction. That’s all.”

Jen threw her hands up in the air as she
rose from the couch. “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” she said,
pointing a finger at me as she walked to the kitchen. “You cared
about that girl. You still do.”

Jen returned a minute later and handed me a
Coke. She sat down, opened a beer and took a long pull. I didn’t
meet her eyes for a few moments and shook my head as her words
resonated in my mind.

“She was just someone to have fun with,
that’s all,” I said again, as if trying to convince myself it was
the truth. “There wasn’t anything real between us.”

“Zack I know this girl, and she doesn’t date
casually. She’s a relationship girl. If you were doing the casual
thing, I’m not sure she was on-board with you.”

“She was,” I insisted. “She’d just gotten
out of a five year relationship. She said she wanted something
casual.”

I wasn’t sure why I was arguing with her. I
knew what she was saying was true, but it was as if I was afraid to
admit it out loud. If I said it, then it would be true, and I’d
have to face it head-on. I wasn’t ready to do that. Seeing Emily
earlier had thrown me for a loop, and I still wasn’t sure how to
process it.

“It may have started that way,” Jen said,
“but I think she feels a bit differently now.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “How would you
know? I thought you said she didn’t know who I was. Does she?! Did
you talk to her about me?!”

I leaned forward in the chair waiting for
her response, agitation overcoming me. Things would be so much
worse if Emily knew my secret.

“Relax,” Jen said, as she took another pull
of her beer, and I sat back. “She told me about a guy she met over
the summer. I didn’t know it was you, but I could tell she had
feelings for the guy she was talking about.”

I sighed after a few seconds of silence.
“Yeah, I know. She sort of fell for me.”

“And how did you respond when she told you
she loved you?” Jen asked, talking to me like I was a third
grader.

“I told her it wasn’t what I wanted, and I
broke up with her.”

“You dumbass,” Jen admonished, throwing her
beer cap at me. “Why in the hell did you do that?”

I didn’t answer her at first, but then I
said, “Because I didn’t want that – I wasn’t looking for a
girlfriend, and I definitely wasn’t planning to fall in love.”

“But you did.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said emphatically, but
even to my ears it sounded weak.

“Uh, yeah, you did. I’ve never seen you as
rattled over a girl as you were tonight, and I dated you for almost
three years. That girl got under your skin. You just don’t want to
admit it.”

“Jen, let it go. There’s nothing between me
and Emily. It was just a fun summer thing. We hooked up, messed
around, and that’s it. I was surprised to see her tonight, but
that’s all.”

Jen slammed her beer bottle on the coffee
table with a loud clunk, and I looked back at Lily’s closed bedroom
door waiting to hear that the noise had woken her up. A few seconds
later, I heard her cries. She was having a restless night. It
happened sometimes, and I knew when she’d woken up earlier that it
wouldn’t be the last time. I glared at Jen before I went in to
check on her.

“Hey baby girl,” I said, as Lily stood in
her crib, tears running down her red cheeks, her arms extended
toward me. “What’s wrong?”

I lifted her into my arms and held her close
to me as she tucked her wet face into my neck. She sobbed as I
rocked her, trying to get her to calm down. Jen came in after a few
minutes.

“Hey sweetie,” she said, rubbing Lily’s
back.

Lily’s cries had quieted, but she still
whimpered every few seconds. Upon hearing Jen’s voice, she arched
out of my arms and reached for her mother, who was holding her
pacifier.

“I thought we were trying to break her from
using that,” I asked, as Jen took Lily and placed the pacifier in
her mouth. Lily sucked eagerly on it.

“It helps when she’s like this,” Jen
whispered, as Lily rested her head on her shoulder and looked at
me. I watched her watching me as her eyelids started to get heavy.
“But I usually don’t let her have it.”

We didn’t say anything else until Jen set
Lily, who was sleeping again, back in her crib. I followed her back
out into the living room and we sat on opposite ends of the
couch.

“Thank you,” Jen said then, her demeanor
markedly changed from a few minutes earlier.

“For what?” I asked, appraising her.

“For going in to get her – twice, for taking
her to the park on Sundays and watching her overnight when I need a
break, and just hanging out with her so I can get stuff done. Thank
you.”

“Yeah, absolutely.” I could hear a level of
exhaustion in her voice that I’d never really heard before. Jen was
like Superwoman. This was pretty out of character for her.

She pulled her long blond hair into a
ponytail. “It’s just been nice having someone to share the load,
you know. It’s been a while since I’ve had that,” she said, and I
started to defend myself, but she quickly silenced me. “It’s not
your fault. I know you had to make a really tough decision when we
came back here, and you stayed with Lynne, and I’m not upset with
you. You did the right thing, and I can’t fault you for that,
because it’s what I would have done, but being a single mom isn’t
easy, so I guess I just wanted to say thank you.”

“You’re welcome, but you know I do it
because I love Lily. I want to be around her. Shit, I’d move her in
with me if you’d let me.”

Jen smiled, but it was a tired smile. “Be
careful what you wish for.”

“It was easier when we lived together,
wasn’t it?”

Jen nodded. “Yeah, it was. Do you want to
move back in?” she asked, but I knew she was joking. She leaned her
head on her hand and looked at me. “Do you ever wish we were
together – you know, like together?”

I suddenly felt my blood run cold. Did Jen
still have feelings for me? She had never, in the three years since
we’d broken up, expressed any romantic interest in me. Had she
changed her mind?

Jen laughed, and poked my thigh with her
toe. “Sorry, I’m just tired. That came out really wrong. Don’t
panic, I didn’t fall back in love with you or anything. I was just
thinking how nice it would be to be married to, or at least dating,
my daughter’s father. You know?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I hate that I can’t see
Lily when she wakes up and goes to sleep every night, but I guess
that’s just our reality.”

Jen smiled. “Maybe you, me, Lily, Andrew and
Emily can all get a house together. That wouldn’t be weird at all,
right?”

“You really just lumped Emily in there with
all of us?”

She nodded. “You like her, Zack. She’s a
great girl, and she loves Lily. I don’t think I could have picked
out anyone better for you, and for Lily, for that matter. You said
she fell for you, and after her reaction to Kristin tonight, I’d
say she hasn’t really lost those feelings.”

“Jen, please don’t,” I said, shaking my
head. “Emily’s not the girl for me. We had a fun summer, nothing
more.”

The words felt somewhat choked coming out of
my mouth, but it was the truth. I wasn’t the guy Emily wanted. I
couldn’t be the guy she wanted me to be. I couldn’t give her what
she deserved. It’s why I’d ended things with her in the first
place. Of course a part of me wished things were different, but
that wasn’t really an option.

“You have feelings for her, Zack, and she
still loves you,” Jen said. “Open your eyes. If you truly wanted
something casual this summer, you’d have picked up where you left
off with Daphne the summer after we broke up. She was a casual
girl, and from what I remember, not so sweet and innocent. You knew
when you met Emily that she wasn’t like that. I mean, how could you
not?”

She was right. I had known. I’d known from
that first time we’d talked on the steps at my dad’s beach house
that she was a good girl, and I’d liked that about her – so much.
I’d played along when she said she wanted something casual, because
I hadn’t dated in so long, and I really didn’t want a relationship,
but if I was being honest, I knew from the beginning that anything
with Emily would be far from casual. I’d loved her without
realizing it since the first time she’d kissed me. But that didn’t
mean we were meant to be together.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“What doesn’t matter?”

“That I love her and she loves me. We can’t
be together.”

Jen grinned. “So you do love
her?”

I smirked and kicked her foot. “Yes, now
shut up.”

“So, why can’t you be together?”

I laughed a short, non-humorous laugh.
“Because I wasn’t honest. I hid the most important part of my life
from her, and when she finds out, she’s not going to forgive
me.”

“She’ll understand.”

I shook my head. “No, she won’t. She thinks
I’m this young musician/bartender who parties and lives this
relaxed beach lifestyle. She doesn’t even know me, and when she
finds out who I really am, she’s not going to like it.”

Jen laughed. “Zack, a young
musician/bartender/beach bum is you, and there’s nothing wrong with
who you are. I know you see yourself as a fuck-up because you’re
still bartending at twenty-four, and you gave up your shot at a
career in music, and you made some mistakes in the past, but you’ve
got to let that all go, because I’ve got news for you: you were
never going to go into psychology anyway. You were going to be a
songwriter or a musician. You just took a detour and had a kid and
helped your mom battle cancer. You did the right things for your
family, and that’s what makes you a good guy. Now you have a second
chance to pursue your dreams, and you’re going for it – even though
I know you’re scared shitless.”

I eyed her skeptically, still not believing
her.

“Zack, come on,” she pleaded. “Emily is not
an unforgiving person, and she loves Lily. Sure, she’ll be shocked
when you tell her, but if she truly loves you, it won’t
matter.”

“Okay,” I said through a deep breath. “I’ll
think about it.”

“I’ll call her right now,” Jen offered. “Ask
her to come down, so you two can talk.”

“Come down?” I asked, alarm bells ringing in
my head.

“Yeah,” Jen said. “She lives upstairs. You
can go knock on her door if you want. Apartment 402.”







Chapter Twenty-Three

 Emily

 


The whole next week, I was afraid to go
anywhere, because of the inherent fear that Zack would be there.
Nowhere felt safe, especially home, because I knew Zack could stop
by Jen’s apartment at any time. I couldn’t even go to Starbucks. So
I stuck to school, the Gamma Pi house, and home, but made sure to
scan the parking lot liberally before venturing into or out of my
apartment. I felt like the path between it and my car was no man’s
land, and I was in danger of being attacked in such an exposed and
open location.

Not only was I avoiding Zack, but I was also
avoiding Jen. I wasn’t sure what to say to her. I’d made a hasty
excuse to leave her apartment after the announcement she’d
inadvertently made and thankfully hadn’t seen her since. I was
afraid of how I would act around her now. Would she be able to see
right through me? Would she know instantly that’d I’d slept with
Lily’s father?

Okay, now that just sounded weird.

But she obviously didn’t know about us. Zack
hadn’t told her. If he had, she would have said something. Well,
maybe they weren’t that close, but she did have that picture of him
in her apartment. No, Zack hadn’t told her. He would have only said
something had I been worth mentioning, and obviously I had not
been, so there you go. Besides he had new girlfriend now anyway. He
had Kristin, and she and Jen probably got along great. I was old
news.

Thankfully I survived the week without
running into Zack or Jen, but then on Friday night I was forced to
go out into the real world where there could be landmines hidden
anywhere. It was our annual Gamma Pi fundraiser, and my presence
was mandatory, even though I was dying to bail. But it was the one
event I’d never bow out of since it was for a great cause.

Rachel told me she would be by my side the
whole night just in case anyone I didn’t want to see showed up,
which I knew was highly unlikely since everyone I was afraid of
seeing had already graduated college and would presumably not be at
a sorority fundraiser, but either way, I was prepared. I was on
high alert when I arrived at the club where we were holding the
event, with a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach – and not
because I had to dance on stage before hundreds of people dressed
like a remnant from a bad eighties rock video. That actually didn’t
bother me much at all.

Every year the sisters of Gamma Pi split
into teams and paired up with fraternities for a dance competition
to raise money for The American Cancer Society. Our dances all had
themes and costumes, so for the occasion, I was dressed in an 80’s
rocker-chick outfit that included short leopard print shorts, black
tights, a black halter top and teased, hair-sprayed hair. It was an
awesomely ridiculous outfit that I was sort of enjoying
wearing.

And since I had about thirty minutes before
I was scheduled to perform with five of my sisters and six members
of Beta Kappa Phi, to Shot Through the Heart by Bon Jovi,
which actually fit my mood nicely, Rachel and I decided to camp out
at the bar and have some cocktails before I was needed
backstage.

She was plying me with beer to ease my
nerves and help me gain some clarity on the Zack situation, which
we were discussing for umpteenth time that week. Unfortunately, we
didn’t seem to be making much headway, even with multiple beers
fueling us. I did have a nice buzz going, though, so performing in
front of a crowd wouldn’t be so bad.

“Okay, starting now, I’m over him, and I’m
done talking about him,” I said, finishing my beer and slamming the
empty glass onto the bar as a way to punctuate my statement. The
bartender shot me a look before going back to wiping down the
counter in front of him.

“Okay!” Rachel said, pumping her fist into
the air. “I believe you!”

“No, you don’t,” I grumbled, my resolve
fading.

“No, I don’t, but that’s because you
don’t believe you,” she said, pulling my attention back to her.

I shook my head and whimpered, as I dropped
my head to the bar. “No, I don’t.”

Rachel put her arm around me, rubbing my
back. “It’ll okay, Em. It’ll just take time.”

“It’s been three months,” I grumbled. “I
should be over him by now! Why did I have to run into him? And
while he was with his hot new girlfriend! I think that sucked the
most.”

“He’s a jerk. Focus on that,” Rachel
advised.

I pulled my head up. “Okay, for now at
least.”

I knew I could only pretend to see Zack as a
jerk for so long before my other feelings for him crept up and took
over. It completely sucked. Why couldn’t I just see him for the
asshole he was? And not because he was dating someone else – he’d
broken up with me, so I couldn’t fault him for dating. I could hate
him for it, but I couldn’t fault him. What I could fault him for
was being a lying assface. But maybe he had his reasons for not
telling me about Lily.

No, I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t
rationalize this. The guy had a kid, and all summer he never once
mentioned her. He was a jerk.

“Yeah, for now you can pretend to hate him,”
Rachel said, patting my shoulder and bringing me back to the
present.

I turned my head to look at her. She was
being as supportive as she could be, knowing I wasn’t going to snap
out of my crappy disposition very easily. It was like I’d taken
three steps backward just by seeing Zack. All of my emotions were
at the surface again, raw and exposed for everyone to see. I wanted
to ignore them, but that feat was easier said than done.

My phone buzzed at that moment, and I looked
down to see if it was my cue to head to the stage. Vincent, my Beta
Kappa dance partner, was supposed to tell me when we were the next
group up. It wasn’t him, though. It was Ben.

Break a leg. I love you!

I rolled my eyes, turning my phone over, so
I couldn’t see the text.

“Regretting the whole ‘getting back together
with Ben’ fiasco?” Rachel asked.

I shrugged, her non-supportive words not
lost on me. “We’re not back together. We’re seeing other people,” I
grumbled.

“Do you want my advice?” she asked.

“What?” I grumbled again.

“You might want to actually see other
people!”

I glared at her.

“What?!” she asked, taken aback. “Right now
Ben thinks you’re exclusive because as much as you keep telling
yourself you’re not, neither of you is seeing anyone else. He’s in
love with you, so of course, he’s relishing in the fact that you
aren’t dating other guys. He’s going to keep pushing you for more
unless you show him that you’re serious. Besides, it might help you
get over Zack if you make out with someone else.”

I shot her a look letting her know I thought
she was insane. Dating someone else would not solve my Zack
problems, but it might help the Ben situation just a bit. Maybe she
was onto something.

“Emily, we’re up next.”

I turned around to see Vincent standing in
the doorway to the front bar, which we’d chosen since it was much
less crowded. Most everyone was in the main area of the club
watching the performances.

“He’s cute,” Rachel muttered, taking in
Vincent’s tall, lean frame, light brown hair and sexy smirk. “You
should date him.”

I laughed out loud. Vincent was a nice guy,
but I’d never thought of him in that way. He was a sophomore, and
we’d only met two weeks earlier. “Yeah, okay,” I said, as I hopped
off my barstool.

“Have fun,” Rachel said, as she put her hand
on her heart in a dramatic, overly-exaggerated gesture. “Dance your
heart out!”

I rolled my eyes at her and did an
exaggerated cheerleading move from high school that made her
laugh.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” I asked,
knowing she was itching to get away from the Greeks.

“I’ll be in the front row, baby,” she said,
blowing me a kiss. “Now cheer up, get out there and raise some
money to cure cancer.”

“Alright. I’ll see you later, and the
‘getting so drunk we have to call a cab to take us home’ shall
commence.”

“Don’t forget to smile!” she called after
me, imitating our cheerleading coach, Mrs. Cutler, from high
school.

As I walked toward Vincent, my buzz kicked
in, and in a moment of drunken insanity, I threw caution to the
wind, wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, just to see
what would happen.

“Whoo-hoo,” Rachel called out as my lips
locked with Vincent’s and he realized what was happening and
started kissing me back. I pushed my body flush against his and
parted his lips with my tongue, feeling rebellious delight as his
tongue met mine, and I tasted sweet mix of alcohol and
cinnamon.

“Whoo-hoo, Vincent! Show her how it’s done,”
Rachel heckled from the bar.

“What was that for?” Vincent asked when we
parted, both of us a little flushed.

“For good luck, baby,” I said, patting his
cheek lightly with my hand a few times. Behind me I heard Rachel
laughing and whooping at my brazen move.

I turned around and blew her a kiss. “You
want to be next, Rach?” I asked, making her laugh harder before she
puckered up her lips, playing along.

“Bring it on cutie,” she called back,
grinning widely at me.

“Are you guys being serious?” Vincent asked,
and I could tell he wasn’t completely sure that we were joking. I
ignored him.

“Yeah right,” I said to Rachel with a wave
of my hand. “Like I’d kiss those lips after they’ve been on my
brother’s. Yuck.”

“You should be so lucky to kiss these
babies,” Rachel said. “Now get to that stage. I have to call my
boyfriend and let him know someone’s been hitting on me. He’ll
probably want to kick your ass.”

“Pshh,” I said, waving her off. “I could
take him. I know all of his weaknesses.”

Rachel just laughed as she hopped off her
stool and ducked outside.

“Don’t talk too long. We’re on in five,” I
called after her.

Backstage the Beta Kappa’s had been throwing
back shots. It seemed they had the same idea as me in numbing their
senses. Hopefully Vincent wasn’t too drunk to keep up with the
dance. I didn’t need him dropping me during the performance.

“Em, there you are!” Cori Marks said, hands
on her hips, as soon as I appeared.

I ignored her and grabbed a shot out of Liam
McCormick’s hand and threw it back. Cori stared at me wide-eyed for
a few seconds before she shook off her annoyance and rallied us all
together for a pre-show pep talk. Vincent came up behind me, and
put his hands on my waist.

“Okay guys, we go on in two minutes. Are we
ready?!”

Cori was a UNC cheerleader and never really
turned off her pep. I half-expected her to do a herkie right there
in the middle of the club.

“Ready, boss,” Clay Warren said, stepping up
and saluting her. She giggled. She had a huge crush on him.

I wanted to bang my head against a nearby
pole, but it was too far away.

“Ten bucks says he nails that tonight,”
Vincent whispered in my ear, which made me start laughing.

“You’re on,” I said, knowing it would never
happen. Cori would make Clay wait at least a month before taking
that step.

As soon as we got on stage, I searched the
crowd for Rachel. She blew me a kiss when we made eye contact, and
I smiled back. I found Ben standing with some of his football
buddies on the opposite side of the room from where Rachel was, and
I knew she was avoiding him. He smiled and gave me a giant thumbs
up.

My eyes continued scanning and came to a
screeching halt when I saw Zack standing in the crowd a few rows
back from the stage. My heart instantly started pounding in my
chest, and I shook my head a few times, trying to make sure I
wasn’t just seeing things, and simultaneously tried to get Rachel’s
attention. She was about fifteen feet from him, but she wasn’t
looking at me.

My heart literally ached as I stared at him,
standing there, a drink in his hand, his dark hair framing his face
and his expression stoic, as he looked directly at me. Suddenly,
the corners of his mouth curved up into the sweet smile I’d been
privy to a hundred times over the summer, and I wanted to run off
the stage, so I could talk to him.

All negative thoughts I should have been
feeling toward him completely flew out of my head, and I wanted
nothing more than put my arms around him and ask him what he was
doing at our Gamma Pi fundraiser. Had he come to see me? How had he
known I would be there?

My pulse beat rapidly. I wanted push his
hair out of his face and put my hands on his cheeks and look into
his brown eyes. I wanted to kiss him and tell him I loved him and
hear him say it back. I was having trouble breathing, as looked at
him, wishing for all the things I couldn’t do, that would never
happen, because all of a sudden, Kristin walked up to him and
pulled his attention away. I was instantaneously reminded that Zack
had moved on and he didn’t feel the same way about me as I did
about him.

Kristin smiled at him, and he smiled at her,
his arm slipping around her shoulders. I narrowed my gaze and
glared at them.

“Emily!” Cori yelled, tearing my gaze away
from Zack and Kristin. I looked over at her. “Are you ready?”

She looked urgent, and I wondered how many
times she’d called my name before I’d actually heard it.

“I’m ready,” I yelled back, and she grinned
at me before nodding to someone off-stage to start the music.

I have close to no recollection of dancing
on stage that night as my mind was elsewhere, but somehow I got
through the routine with no mistakes. When it was done, Vincent
picked me up in a big hug and swung me around before we all ran
off-stage where Cori huddled us together to sing our praises. I
needed her to hurry up. I desperately wanted to see if Zack was
still in the audience. What had he been doing there? It was a
college event. He wasn’t a student. How the hell had he even found
out about it?

I’d made up my mind during the routine, as
Zack had watched me intently, that faint smile never leaving his
lips, that I needed to talk to him. I wanted some answers, and even
if I didn’t like what he told me, at least I would know the
truth.

Why had he been smiling at me?

As soon I could break away, I left the
backstage area, my eyes darting to where he’d been, but I couldn’t
find him. Had I imagined him there? No, I had definitely seen him.
He’d been in the audience.

Ben texted me that he was heading home. He
always insisted on getting a good night’s sleep before a game, and
they were playing at noon the next day, so he didn’t want to stay
out too late. Rachel met me by the stage entrance, and I quickly
filled her in on what I’d seen. She cursed herself for not seeing
Zack when he’d been so close to where she was standing. I forced
her to do a lap around the club with me, but it was too crowded to
find Zack, if he was even still there.

Having sobered up considerably, and in no
mood to stick around, I talked Rachel into just going home. I was
ready to clean off my rocker make-up, wash the hairspray out of my
hair and watch a really depressing movie.

Rachel continued to offer words of support
as we got into my SUV, but they had little effect. When I looked
forward to see if I could pull through the parking space in front
of me, I noticed something stuck under my windshield. I sighed
audibly, thinking it was probably a flier for a bar. If I didn’t
get it, it would fly off while I was driving, and I would be a
littering. I wasn’t a big fan of that, so I got out to retrieve it,
cursing the person who’d put it there.

It was then that I realized it was a CD
case. It looked like the mixes that Rachel put together, but the
only marking on the front of the case was a drawing of a crown in
blue permanent marker. I opened it up, and on the CD inside was
written Emily’s Mix, inside what looked like a sandcastle,
in the same blue marker.

“What is that?” Rachel asked, leaning over
to see what I was holding. She gasped. “Holy shit! Is that from
Zack?”

At the idea that the CD was actually a gift
from Zack, I quickly pulled it out and jammed it into my CD player.
There was nothing for a few seconds, but then as I drove out of the
parking lot, the chords of a song started to play. Not just any
song, but Use Somebody by Kings of Leon, played and sung
acoustically by Zack. I slammed on my brakes and stopped the car in
the middle of the lot, trying to catch my breath that was suddenly
coming in short bursts.

Zack had been there. I had seen him.
He’d put the CD on my car. Oh, my God, oh, my God. What the hell
was happening?

“Holy shit,” Rachel muttered again, as she
realized what the gesture might mean.

I started driving again, pulling out onto
the main road as Rachel reached out to click to the next track. I
almost slapped her hand away, but then I heard the next song, and
it made me gasp out loud. It was Zack again, singing an acoustic
version of Brick by Boring Brick by Paramore, the song we’d
talked about when we’d first met – my favorite song.

Tears sprung to my eyes, and my hands
started to shake, as I tried to focus on the road in front of
me.

“Pull over!” Rachel demanded, when she saw I
was slowly losing my grip.

I eased my car over to the shoulder and
turned it off, leaving just the music playing, as the tears
silently fell down my face. Rachel was silent as we both stared at
the CD player. The song ended and the next one began. There were
ten songs in all that we listened to in their entirety, as we sat
on the side of the road in utter silence. They were all songs Zack
had played for me over the summer, but what got to me the most was
what he said right before the last song on the album.

It was the only time he spoke on the CD, and
his words were full of anguish. He said, “Sometimes we make a
mistake, but what’s worse is the regret we feel once we realize how
big our mistake actually was, especially when we realize it’s too
late to take it back. Sometimes all we want is to say ‘I’m sorry’.”
Then he launched into a rendition of Regret by Liar’s Edge,
and I completely lost it.

My shoulders shook as I listened to Zack’s
clear, pure voice break out over the sound of his guitar, the tears
falling silently so I could focus on hearing his words. The music
ran through me, just like it had when he’d played it for me all
those months ago, and my heart pounded as his words played over and
over through my mind. What was he saying? Did he regret breaking up
with me, or was this just his way of apologizing?

He had a new girlfriend, after all, so it
wasn’t like he was looking to get back together. Hell, he’d brought
his new girlfriend with him tonight. What the hell kind of gesture
was he trying to make? In a few short moments, I went from being
overwhelmed to distraught to angry.

“You have to call him,” Rachel said, as soon
as the song was over.

I reached over and thumped her on the back
of the head. “Are you stupid?” I asked, realizing just how harsh
I’d sounded.

“Ow!” she said, reaching over and thumping
me back. “Bitch.” She rubbed the back of her head.

“Sorry,” I said, fanning myself with my
hand. “Emotions are a little out of control at the moment. I’m not
sure what the hell to feel.”

She leaned away from me, so she was out of
striking distance. “Why am I stupid?”

“He has a girlfriend. I’m not calling him.
Besides, I deleted his number back in September. You know
that.”

“No, I don’t know that. Why did you delete
it?”

“Uh, because I was pissed, and I didn’t want
to be tempted to call him.”

“That was stupid.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I know, but really how was
I ever supposed to know that he would end up living here, that I
would see him again. What were the odds, really?”

“Yeah, good point. Why don’t you talk to
Jen?”

I looked at her like she was insane. “Uh,
no. I’m not involving Jen in this. What am I supposed to say, ‘I’m
in love with your baby-daddy. Has he ever mentioned me, and if so,
how does he feel?’ No, that doesn’t sound crazy at all.” I paused
for a beat, shaking my head. “Shit, what am I thinking, Rach. He
has a kid with her!”

“A kid you adore, might I remind you.”

“Yeah, but still. This is so messed up.”

“Just talk to Jen. Ask her for his
number.”

I raised my eyebrow at her. “Why? So she can
tell me he has a new girlfriend and to not waste my time. No
thanks. Besides, I don’t even know if they get along. She’s his ex,
and they have a baby together, but they’re not together. There’s
something wrong with that picture.”

“Not everyone ends up with the person they
have kids with, Em. Don’t fault him for that.”

I sighed. “Yeah, but really, the mystery of
Lily and his relationship with Jen is just one more thing I don’t
know about him, because he didn’t share it with me.”

“Then maybe you should talk to him,” Rachel
said slowly, intentionally. “Or Jen. She could answer your
questions. He obviously had a good reason for not telling you about
Lily. You should hear what it is first before you write him off.
I’m just saying.”

“Rachel, as much as I would love to know
where Zack’s head was at this summer, I am not involving Jen. Pick
a different plan.”

“Okay, fine,” she said, crossing her arms in
front of her chest. “Do you know what kind of car he drives?”

“He drives a Harley. What does that have to
do with anything?”

“We could figure out where he lives. You
know, look for his bike outside his house,” she said. “Then, all
you have to do is knock on the door, punch that Kristin girl in the
face and talk to him.” She spread her arms out as if presenting me
with the perfect plan and smiled widely.

“I like the idea of punching Kristin,” I
said, imagining my fist connecting with Snowboarding Barbie’s
perfect face. “But isn’t it a little stalkerish to drive around
looking for his house?”

She shrugged. “So what. We’ll take my car.
No one will ever know it’s you.”

“Okay,” I said, not thinking it was a good
idea, but it wasn’t like I could sit at home and listen to his CD
over and over again, which I knew I would do if I went home at that
moment. And the last thing I wanted was to stew about Zack and what
his cryptic words had meant.

“Em, he took the time to record a CD for
you, and it’s not like he just made an iTunes mix. Every song on
that CD is him playing and singing. Do you know how much time that
had to have taken him?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“It took hours,” she said, matter-of-factly.
“If he’s not into you, he’s got an extremely interesting way of
showing you.”

“Maybe he just feels guilty for dumping me
on my ass without another word.”

“Maybe so, but don’t you what to know so you
can put all this behind you and move forward?”

More than anything, I thought, simply
wanting to be happy again. It had been too long.

“Okay, let’s do it,” I said, spurred on by
the fact that Zack might still have feelings for me, or at the very
least, I’d get the closure I so desperately needed.


 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 Zack

 


“I don’t know what I was thinking,” I said,
shaking my head as I slumped down on the couch.

In the kitchen, Kristin was making me the
only thing she knew how to cook; a cheese and refried bean
quesadilla. Poor Leo would go hungry with her cooking skills, but
at least she could make one thing really well.

“You were thinking that you wanted to make a
bold statement and surprise her,” Kristin said from the stove.

“I was thinking I’m a fucking idiot,” I
said, letting my head fall into my hands.

I had followed Kristin to her former
sorority’s fundraiser, because I literally had nothing better to
do. Liar’s Edge had our first gig the next night, and my pent up
nervous energy had been eating me alive all day. Ever since seeing
Emily the week before, I’d done nothing but think about her.
Between that and the gig, I’d been in danger of losing it. I’d even
made Emily that stupid CD, keeping it in my truck, hoping I might
run into her at some point. I was pathetic, so I decided to go out
with Kristin to see if I could get out of my head for a while.

Then I find out that the sorority Kristin
had been in when she’d been at Duke was the same sorority Emily is
in at UNC. How do I know this, well, I walk into the club and see
Emily dressed in a ridiculously sexy costume, kissing some guy
dressed like Bon Jovi. I assume it’s her ex-boyfriend Ben, the guy
she cheated on when she hooked up with me over the summer, who Jen
said she was seeing again. But then I hear her friend Rachel call
him Vincent, and I realize she’s making out with someone else,
who’s not Ben, and I feel like punching the guy.

So I duck out of the club and drag Kristin
with me before anyone can see us. Then I decide I have to make a
grand gesture. I know, I’m a fucking moron, and I’ve probably been
watching too many reruns of Friends with Kristin, because I
think this is a good idea. I decide to get as close to the stage as
possible in an effort to make my presence known, and then wait
after to talk to her.

Not a good idea.

Emily did not look happy to see me. She
looked stunned, then she looked pissed, and I realized it was
because I’d put my arm around Kristin to pull her over to where I
was standing in the crowd. I realized too late that it probably
looked to Emily like Kristin and I were actually a couple, and I
was throwing Kristin in her face. So I dropped my arm and watched
the whole performance, mesmerized by Emily up on stage. Then I saw
the guy she’d been kissing before the show grab her and swing her
around, and I saw how happy she was. So I decided to just put the
CD on her car, and then I bolted.

And now I’d like to accept the award for
being the biggest, fucking pussy on the planet.

“Well, now what do you want to do?” Kristin
asked, as she transferred my quesadilla to a plate, added a liberal
amount of salsa and sour cream and brought it over to me.

“Fuck if I know,” I said, shaking my head
and taking bite of food.

Kristin stared at me for a few moments,
watching me chew as she took a sip of her Diet Coke.

“What?” I asked around a mouthful of cheese
and salsa.

“What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” she
asked, and I shot her a weird look.

“I don’t know. I haven’t really thought
about it. I guess I’ll go to Jen’s house.”

Kristin shook her head. “Jen’s going home
with Andrew.”

“What?! Was she going to tell me?” I
roared.

“I don’t know,” Kristin said timidly
shrinking back into the couch. I think she suddenly realized she
was in the crossfire of an issue between Jen and me that she didn’t
know existed. I didn’t know it existed until that moment, but
suddenly I was hot.

“I mean, come on. I get that I was out of
the picture for a while, and Jen could make a lot of decisions on
her own, but I’m living here now, and Lily is my daughter,
not Andrew’s. I can’t believe he and Jen just planned to take her
to Virginia for the long weekend and not tell me. I spent last
Thanksgiving with them. What the hell?!”

Kristin threw her hands up. “I don’t know,
Zack. She just mentioned it. I assumed you’d talked to her and
agreed to it first. I’m sorry. But for the record, I don’t think
Andrew is trying to be Lily’s dad. He’s not trying to take her from
you.”

“I know,” I said, taking a few deep breaths
to slow down my heart rate. I was well-aware that I sounded nuts,
but this had been bothering me for a while.

Andrew was one of my best friends. I’d know
him for six years, but ever since he and Jen had started dating
over summer, the fact that he could have permanent access to Lily
had gotten under my skin. I’d been especially pissed when he’d
shown up at the hospital with Jen and Lily when my mom was sick –
simply because he showed up with them, and that’s how I found out
they were dating.

Jen hadn’t even told me before then, but
they were apparently pretty serious by that point. What if they got
married and moved away? What happened then?

Okay, that might be a little ridiculous in
the short term, and my lack of solid sleep over the last week could
have been clouding my judgment. Andrew and I were in the same band.
In order to do that, we’d have to live in the same city. I didn’t
think Andrew would be leaving Liar’s Edge anytime soon. He’d tried
his hand at a solo career over the summer, which is why he’d been
in L.A. in the first place, where he and Jen had started seeing
each other. His solo career had been a bust, and he knew it, so he
needed the band.

“Zack, if you’re upset, call Jen,” Kristin
said. “Let her know. She’s never done anything underhanded with
Lily before, so why would she start now.”

She was right.



“Fine, I’ll call her. Why were you asking me
about my Thanksgiving plans anyway?”

“Well,” Kristin said, “If you’re interested,
I might be able to book you guys a show in Charlotte that weekend.
I was talking to the manager of The Claws, and the band opening for
them the Friday after Thanksgiving has been waffling about whether
they’re going to play that night or not, so you might have an in.
Ian and Todd have always liked you guys.”

Not only was Kristin dating Leo, but she was
also our web designer and our booker/manager. We were starting out
small, so we’d kept things in the family. Jen was handling our
finances.

“Okay, I guess that’s fine. Whatever.” Ian
and Todd were cool guys. We’d played with their band before. “We
can just drive down for the show.”

Kristin shook her head. “Zack, you need
sleep. You’re not getting it. Doesn’t Emily’s family live in
Charlotte? And your dad lives in Charlotte. You could spend the
weekend there, maybe invite Emily to the show, talk to her?”

Suddenly it was like a light bulb went off
above my head. “You’re brilliant,” I said, getting up and tackling
Kristin in a giant hug.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” she grunted, returning
the hug from underneath me.


 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 Emily

 


All day Monday I had the hardest time
concentrating on anything but what had happened on Friday night and
was rehashing everything again in my head at dinner that night when
everyone was talking about what they’d done over the weekend. I
hadn’t ended up going out at all. Instead, Rachel and I had
continued our ‘let’s play spies and look for Zack’s motorcycle’
after our Friday night attempt had been unsuccessful. We’d driven
through all of the townhouse neighborhoods in Chapel Hill but
hadn’t seen his bike at any of them either night we’d been out. I
had a sinking fear that he hadn’t been at home because he’d been
out with Kristin, and my resolve had faded even more.

“He was so hot,” I heard Carrie Little say,
as I drifted back to the conversation taking place around me. She
was waxing on and on about some guy she’d met at the frat party
some of the girls had gone to on Saturday night.

“He was really cute,” Cori said,
hugging Carrie’s arm and echoing her excitement. “Even cuter than
Clay!”

“I love older guys,” Marnie Lawson said
dreamily.

“Since when have you dated an older guy?”
Rachel asked, causing Marnie’s face to immediately cloud up.
“Besides, last time I checked, you hadn’t dated anyone since you
stole Alec from me last winter.”

“Hey, be nice,” I whispered to her.

She was my guest at the house that night,
and I didn’t need any of her former sisters deciding she couldn’t
stay. Almost everyone had continued to be friendly to her even
though she’d left the house, but I knew she and Marnie had bad
blood since Marnie had not so subtly swooped in and slept with
Rachel’s sort of boyfriend, Alec Christiansen, after Winter Formal
last year. I really thought Rachel would be over it now that she
was in love with Chase, but it seemed old hatred died hard.

“For your information I’m dating Noah
Gillian,” Marnie said haughtily.

“I think you’re just sleeping with him,”
Taryn cut in, and I knew she was siding with Rachel, but I also
knew she’d hooked up with Noah a few times since the first time
they’d slept together, so she probably had more authority on the
state of his relationship with Marnie than anyone else.

Hearing this, Rachel burst out laughing,
unable to hold back.

Marnie just glared at Taryn and turned her
attention back to Rachel. “What are you even doing here, Rachel?”
she snapped. “Didn’t you quit the house so you could hang out with
your new loser NYU boyfriend, get piercings and tattoos, and get
stoned all the time.”

I felt the stab of a protective vibe as she
said that, and I wondered how on earth Marnie knew so much about
Chase. I swallowed hard when I thought about who Marnie was
sleeping with. Noah. Ben was his roommate. I knew in that instant
that he’d been talking shit about my brother, and I saw red.
Regardless of his recreational habits, Chase was my family, and it
was my job to stick up for him. I opened my mouth to say something,
hoping it would be witty, but Rachel beat me to the punch.

“Seriously?!” Rachel hissed at Marnie. “You
have the nerve to talk about someone you don’t even know and accuse
him of being a stoner when I saw you do a line of coke two weeks
ago at the Pi Kapp party right before you gave Thomas Reed a blow
job in the game room?! Unbelievable.”

Thankfully she said that in a hushed
whisper, because doing coke was definitely grounds for expulsion
from Gamma Pi. I disliked Marnie, but I’d never wish that on her.
Her choices were her own, and if she wanted to be a coke-whore,
that was her decision. I was more shocked that she’d had been so
flagrant about her oral talents with Thomas, especially when she
was supposedly dating Noah. Maybe Taryn was right, and they were
just sleeping together.

All around us, mouths were falling open.
Rachel sat back with a satisfied look on her face and popped a
French fry into her mouth, as she watched Marnie turn red, get up
and stalk away from the table. I thought she was enjoying Marnie’s
humiliation just a little too much, but then again, Marnie had been
pretty cruel to Rachel over the years. Her jab at Chase hadn’t been
justified. She probably deserved what Rachel threw at her.

“Nobody messes with my man,” Rachel said,
and I had to laugh.

“So who is this guy you all are talking
about,” I asked, in an effort to break the silence that had fallen
over us after Rachel’s lashing of Marnie.

“He’s the lead singer of the band that
played at SAE on Saturday night,” Taryn explained. “He was really
hot in that rock star kind of way, like you’d totally let him eat
melted chocolate out of your belly button. I completely would have
talked to him, but the guys left after they finished playing.”

I had to laugh at Taryn’s brazen comment. I
loved that she didn’t hold back.

“Musicians are so hot,” I said, thinking of
Zack as I imagined him eating melted chocolate out of my
bellybutton. It was too good of a fantasy to ignore. “If you see
him again, Taryn, you should totally talk to him.”

“Oh, I’ll do more than that,” she said, and
I could see the devilish glint in her eyes.

If I saw Zack again, I would definitely talk
to him – or maybe more than that, depending on how drunk I was.
Okay, no, that wasn’t true. I would just talk to him, nothing
more.

After thinking about him way too much over
the weekend, I knew I wanted nothing more than to see him again and
finally clear the air. Girlfriend or not, kid or not, we needed to
figure some things out, especially if he was going to do incredibly
romantic things like putting homemade CDs on my car and then run
away without speaking to me. None of it made sense.

“He had these amazing eyes,” Cori said,
looking dreamy again. “And his hair had this sexy way of falling in
his eyes while he played. He was all dark and dangerous looking,
but he talked in this adorable southern accent which was a total
contradiction to his looks. God, he was seriously yummy. And to top
it all off, the boy could sing.”

My head snapped up from my salad at her
description. Under the table, Rachel kicked my leg. Maybe I was
imagining things, but it sounded like they were talking about Zack.
Cori had just described him perfectly.

“The band was really good,” Carrie added.
“They did a lot of covers, but they played some of their own stuff
too. Oh my God, they did this amazing cover of Use Somebody
by Kings of Leon. They were really good. I bought their CD.”

I felt the lump that had formed in my throat
rise up, so I swallowed it back.

“What was the name of the band?” I asked
Carrie, realizing I sounded hoarse all of a sudden.

“Um, I can’t remember,” she said, looking at
Taryn for help.

“Something Edge,” Taryn said. “Oh, crap, it
was right on the drum set.”

“Liar’s Edge,” I said, knowing I was right,
knowing that it was Zack, and that he’d gotten back together with
his band. I knew it before Taryn confirmed it for me.

“Yeah, that’s it!” Taryn said, pointing at
me. “How did you know? Have you heard of them?”

I nodded. “Um, yeah, I heard some of their
stuff over the summer,” I mumbled, getting to my feet. I’m sure I
received confused looks from my friends, but I didn’t care.

Rachel was right behind me, as I made my way
outside. It was freezing, but I needed fresh air. As soon as I was
outside, I bent over, put my hands on my knees and took a few big
gulps of cold air. I felt Rachel’s hand on my back.

“He was at the frat party, Rach,” I said,
through shallow breaths, suddenly fearful the small amount of food
I’d eaten would come up at any moment. “He was there, and I didn’t
get to see him, because I didn’t go out, because I was driving
around looking for him. Is that the most ridiculous thing you’ve
ever heard?”

“Not the most ridiculous thing,”
Rachel said, in an effort to make me feel better.

I stood up, shaking my hands out. “Okay.
Okay. Now what? What do we do now?”

I instinctively reached for my pack of
cigarettes and lit one, feeling a few notches calmer once I’d
inhaled a few times. So much for fresh air doing the trick.

“Well, we could see if the band has any gigs
booked, and then go see them,” she suggested.

“Oh, my God, you’re a genius,” I shrieked,
throwing my arms around Rachel’s neck, knocking her back slightly.
I pulled back. “You are an absolute genius, Rachel Reynolds! I love
you!”

“Hey, I do what I can,” she said, pulling
her iPhone out of her pocket.

I bounced up and down slightly, watching her
phone like a hawk, as she pulled up the Internet, inhaling like a
fiend on my cigarette.

“What are you doing?” I asked, just because
I felt like I needed to say something.

“I’m going to their website to see if they
updated it with the dates of their shows.”

I nodded. “Liar’s Edge.com.” I continued
bouncing and inhaling.

I silently cursed myself for not looking at
their website in the past few weeks. I’d forced myself to quit
cyber-stalking Zack at the beginning of November. Had I looked, I
would have seen that the band was back together.

“Yes, I’m well aware of the website of a
band I was obsessed with for over a year. What does Liar’s Edge
mean, anyway? Did Zack ever tell you?” she asked, her eyes on her
phone, and I knew she’d asked just so she could distract me, but it
worked. The name pretty much meant what it sounded like.

“He said it’s that point in which you
realize you can lie or tell the truth. Everyone has those moments,
and it’s up to you to choose your path.”

“Ah, sounds like Zack was on that edge this
summer and chose to lie. Not a smart move, Zacky,” Rachel said, and
I’m not sure she realized how the words she was mumbling affected
me, because she didn’t look up to see how my face had fallen.
“Okay, here it is.”

I swallowed the bitter taste in my mouth and
moved around, so I was standing next to her. We huddled together to
see the tiny screen. My heart jumped into my throat when I saw the
updated picture of the band on the front of the website. Zack was
front and center, not smiling and looking beyond incredible. I
couldn’t believe they’d actually gotten back together. He’d been
adamant the day Rachel and I had found out about the band that as
much as Leo and Derrick wanted to start things up again, he
definitely wasn’t interested. I wondered what had changed.

Rachel scrolled down and clicked on the link
that said, ‘Upcoming Shows’. I waited in both trepidation and
excitement as the page loaded.

“Oh wow,” she said. “They don’t have any
shows booked until December 9th. That’s like two weeks
away. They’re playing at Devil’s Hangout.”

My heart sank as soon as she said that. All
hopes I had of seeing Zack flitted out the window, unless I was
lucky enough to run into him at home, but that just had disaster
spelled all over it. How ironic it was that I’d feared that just
the week before. My emotions were so up and down. Now, I was hoping
to run into him, or maybe not if he was with Snowboarding Barbie.
If he was with her, I’d just as soon turn the other way, but if I
got him alone . . . I pushed the thought from my mind, too nervous
to consider what that would mean.

It could be good, but it could also be
really bad. He hadn’t stuck around to the end of the fundraiser to
talk to me. If he wanted to see me, he would have waited. No, there
had to be more to it than that. There had to be. He’d made me that
damn CD. That had to mean something.


 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 Emily

 


“I’m coming over,” Rachel said, when my
phone rang the following Friday evening. “No more moping. I’m
cutting you off.”

“No, Rach, you can’t come over. I have plans
with Ben, and Chase isn’t home.”

I was lying in bed at home in Charlotte,
sadly listening to the CD Zack had made me and feeling rather down
– pretty much how I’d been for the past week. I didn’t feel like
moving until I had to, which was in an hour when Ben would be
picking me up to go to the movies. I was hoping some light comedy
would pull me out of my desolate mindset for at least a little
while.

“Cancel your plans with D-Bag Ben,” she
said. “I’m your best friend. I’m more important.”

“Since when do you refer to Ben as a d-bag?”
I asked, rather offended that she’d picked up Chase’s annoying
nickname for Ben. She and Ben used to be friends, but it seemed my
brother’s opinions of him had worn off on her.

“Sorry,” she said, and I knew she realized
her slip up. “I just don’t like the way he treated you this summer
when you broke up with him. You might be able to forgive him for
calling you a cheap whore, but I can’t. I love you too much.”

Well, at least her insult came from a good
place. Ben had called me a whore. Why had I been so quick to
forgive that?

“I’ll have Chase call you when he gets home
from wherever he is,” I said, wanting to cut our conversation
short. I didn’t want to dwell on my mistakes in the guy department.
They’d added up over the past few months. “But I’m not going out
with you.”

“Chase is with me. I don’t need him to call
me, but I need you to get off your ass and come out with us.”

Big surprise, I thought. Chase hadn’t
been separated from Rachel for more than a few hours at a time
since we’d all gotten home on Wednesday. He’d even gone over to her
house after Thanksgiving dinner to have dessert with her
family.

“Hey Em,” I heard Chase say through the
phone. “We’re coming to get you. Get dressed.”

“Yes, get dressed,” Rachel ordered. “Wear
something hot and sexy. Wait, scratch that. I’m dressing you. I’ll
bring clothes over.”

“I’ll dress her,” Keely said from behind me,
making me jump. I hadn’t heard my sister come into my room. She
suddenly grabbed my phone and put it on speaker. “You said hot and
sexy, Rach?”

“Hey Keels!” Rachel squealed, excited to
have another partner in her attempts to get me ditch Ben for beers
with her and Chase.

“What are we thinking?” Keely asked, talking
my phone into my walk-in closet with her. She started thumbing
through my hanging clothes. “Dress? Jeans? Leather skirt?”

“Give me that!” I said, grabbing my skirt
out of her hands. I’d brought it home to stow in my closet with all
the other clothes I didn’t wear anymore. I could barely stand to
look at it. I quickly dropped it on the bed, afraid holding it too
long might burn me.

“Leather skirt!” Rachel cheered as she cast
her vote. “Yes, and those black ‘fuck me’ boots she bought a few
weeks ago. Did she bring those home with her?”

I loved how they were talking about me as if
I wasn’t there.

“Got ‘em,” Keely said, pulling my black
riding boots out of my closet and tossing them carelessly toward my
bed. They weren’t the ones that Rachel was referring to. Those were
in my closet in Chapel Hill. I hadn’t really seen a need to bring
them home with me for Thanksgiving break, seeing as I didn’t plan
on going anywhere where they’d serve as appropriate attire.

“Hey, go easy on my stuff,” I said, yanking
my boots up from the floor and setting them on my bed. “These were
expensive.”

“Now we need a top,” Rachel said, as she and
Keely ignored me.

“Black turtleneck sweater?” Keely asked, as
she started rifling through my folded sweaters.

“No, too conservative.”

“Black deep v-neck sweater?” Keely
suggested.

“Perfect!” Rachel cheered. “I’ll bring over
my black leather, studded choker, and she can wear that with
it.”

“Enough!” I shouted, grabbing my phone away
from Keely. “I am not your goddam Barbie doll – either of you!”

I shot Keely an angry look before turning my
attention back to my best friend who I was suddenly very annoyed
with. She couldn’t just leave well-enough alone.

“Rachel!” I said, finally able to get a word
in. Keely stood in the entrance to my closet, wordlessly watching
me, still holding my black sweater in her hands. “I’m not going
anywhere with you. I’m going out with Ben, and I am most definitely
not wearing that leather skirt.”

I grabbed the skirt and threw it in the
closet just to prove my point.

“Cancel your plans,” Rachel said, loud and
clear. “Liar’s Edge is playing tonight, and we’re going, and you
are definitely wearing that skirt.”

“What?!” I said, nearly dropping my phone.
“Are you serious?”

“Yup,” she said, and I could tell she was
smiling. “So get your hot little ass into the one thing you know
will drive Zack nuts, and go wait downstairs for us.”

“Are they playing in Charlotte? Or are we
driving back to school early?” I asked, suddenly all about going
out with Rachel and Chase.

“They’re here in Charlotte. They’re playing
at Static,” she said, and my stomach clenched at the thought of
Zack being in my hometown, playing a show at a club I’d been seeing
bands at since I was sixteen.

I swallowed hard. I could hear a car door
opening and the telltale sound of Rachel’s Camaro starting up.

“It was an impromptu show,” she said. “I
signed up for their email notifications and just saw the added show
a few minutes ago.”

“Okay, I’m up. I’m getting dressed. I’ll be
downstairs. Hand me those jeans, Keely,” I said, as my sister
grinned and handed me a new pair of skinny jeans I’d gotten when
Rachel and I had gone shopping.

“We’ll be there in ten minutes,” Rachel
said. “Be outside. The show starts in thirty minutes!”

“Okay, okay. Bye!”

Oh, my God, oh, my God. I scrambled as
quickly as I could to my dresser, grabbing a flowy gray
t-shirt.

“I love that you’re going to see Zack and
confront him and tell him off,” Keely said as she stood leaning
against the door jam of my closet, watching me yank the shirt over
my head.

I exchanged the jeans I was wearing for the
ones she’d handed me and slid them on, rolling the bottoms up a few
times.

“I’m not going to tell him off,” I said,
glancing up at her. “Hand me my Docs, will you?”

I knew they wouldn’t provide the same visual
impact as my new boots, but my cherry red Doc Martens were a
splurge purchase I’d made in when I’d been in New York with Chase
and Rachel. They were completely fun, and I could play up the sexy
rock star vibe in them.

“Why not?” Keely asked, dangling the boots
in front of my face.

I grabbed them from her. “Because it won’t
do any good. I’m going to talk to him and find out why things
happened the way they did this summer. I’m just going to get some
answers.”

“And to make him lust after you,” she said,
eyeing my look as I tugged on the red boots so hard I thought they
might tear, but thankfully they were made of good leather.

“We’ll see,” I said, doubtful he’d be
lusting after me if Kristin was there. “Hand me my black leather
jacket.”

She tossed me my black, distressed
motorcycle jacket and I slid it on. I did a quick check of my
make-up and put the black onyx stone I’d purchased a few days
earlier in my nose and was ready to go in six minutes flat, which
gave me time to add a little more make-up, making my eyes look
smoky and sexy.

“How do I look,” I asked my sister.

“Smokin’ hot,” she said, grinning. “Your ass
looks seriously amazing in those jeans.”

I couldn’t help smiling back. It was the
look I’d been going for. “Do you want to come with us?” I
asked.

“Nah,” she said, waving me off. “I’ve got a
date with Callum Riley. But have fun. Tell Zack he’s an asshole for
me.”

“Will do,” I said, as she sauntered back to
her room to get ready for her date. “I thought you were dating
Charlie Watts? Weren’t you going on and on about him at
Thanksgiving dinner?”

Keely stopped, turned and grinned at me.
“Come on, Em. You know I never just date one guy at a time.”

With that she winked at me and left me
standing there hoping she was smart enough to make decisions that
wouldn’t jeopardize her future. She was a smart girl, but sometimes
she seemed really dumb, especially when it came to guys. I thought
back to my sophomore year pregnancy scare and a chill ran through
me. Then I thought of Lily and my blood ran cold.

“Keely,” I said, when I reached her
doorway.

“Yeah,” she said, looking up from her phone
where she was texting someone.

“You’re being safe right?”

She eyed me speculatively. “Um, with
what?”

“Birth control, contraceptives,” I said,
just putting it out there.

She laughed. “I’m on the pill,” she said,
“but no guy’s getting in here.” She gestured below her waist. “Not
yet anyway.”

I was floored. With the way she talked, I’d
never have guessed that my sister was still a virgin.

“Well when you do. Be safe.”

She laughed. “Please. I’ve seen way too many
episodes of Teen Mom. No way do I want kids now.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. My sister
wasn’t so dumb after all.

As I stood in the front hall waiting for
Rachel and Chase to pull up, my stomach churned in anticipation and
excitement. I was minutes away from seeing Zack on stage,
performing the songs he’d written. It had been two years since I’d
seen him perform on stage, and back then he’d just been a cute,
nameless guy. Now he was the guy I’d fallen for way too fast.

My phone rang suddenly, jarring me out of my
thoughts, and I picked it up without looking at the caller ID,
thinking it was Chase or Rachel.

“Where are you?” I asked. “I’m dying
here.”

“I’m not picking you up for another forty
minutes,” came Ben’s confused voice, and my heart sank. I’d
completely forgotten to call and cancel my plans with him.

“Ben! Hey, sorry, I thought you were Rachel.
She’s coming over.”

“Will she be gone by the time I get
there?”

“Oh, shoot, I’m sorry babe,” I said,
instantly regretting what I was about to do. “I can’t go out.
Rachel and Chase had this huge fight, and she’s crying and really
upset, and I really need to be there for her. You understand,
right?”

“Um, well–”

“Thanks babe. You’re the best. I’ll call you
tomorrow, okay?”

“Tomorrow I’m going to my grandmother’s
house.”

“Yeah, so what? Phone’s don’t work in
Wilmington?”

“Well, yeah, but I’ll be with my family, so
I won’t really be able to talk. I really wanted to see you
tonight,” he whined which grated on my already rattled nerves.

“Ben, I’ll see you back at school. I’m
sorry, but Rachel was there for me when I was having a tough time,
so I need to be there for her now. You need to understand.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “Go be with
Rachel. Tell her I hope she and Chase work everything out, even if
she could do so much better than that loser.”

“Hey! That’s my brother. Back off,” I said
sternly.

“Sorry, sorry. I forgot you guys are friends
now. I still can’t get used to that.”

Outside I heard a horn honk.

“Oh, babe, Rachel’s here. I gotta go.”

“Okay, I love you.”

“Have a good night,” I said, not able to
bring myself to say what he desperately wanted to hear – especially
not since I knew where I was going and who I would be seeing.

I ended the call before Ben could say
anything else, shoved my phone in the pocket of my jacket and raced
outside.

“Oh, my God, I can’t do this,” I said,
sliding into the backseat of Rachel’s car.

Chase was driving, so while he backed out,
she turned around. “Yes, you can do this. Em, he wouldn’t just give
you that CD to be nice. We’ve talked about this. He was sending you
a message. Now it’s up to you to respond.”

I leaned my head back against the seat. “But
why now?” I’d been fully prepared to see Zack on December
9th. I’d been working up to it, planning what I would
say, but suddenly, I was faced with seeing him now, and I was
terrified that regardless of what he’d done, he wouldn’t be
interested in me – at least as more than a friend. “Do you really
think he’s in love with me?”

Rachel stared intently at me. “Yes. I
do.”

I breathed in and out steadily. “I hope your
right, Rach.”

“She’s right,” Chase said from the front
seat, and for some reason, hearing that from my serious,
intelligent brother meant more to me than anything my best friend
could have said to pacify me. Chase didn’t say things he didn’t
mean.

My stomach was churning when we walked into
the crowded club. I was shocked to find that Liar’s Edge had so
many fans, especially since they’d just started playing again, and
it was an impromptu show. Then I realized that Liar’s Edge was just
the opening act for a band called The Claws who everyone else was
apparently there to see.

I inadvertently grabbed Rachel’s hand, not
sure what to do with myself. I was going to see Zack, my Zack in a
few minutes. He was going to be singing, on stage, to roughly 100
people. It was too surreal.

Chase started to ply me with alcohol in an
effort to help me calm down. I was three shots and two beers in
when Liar’s Edge finally took the stage. I held my breath as
Derrick, Leo and Andrew came out onto the stage, taking their
places at their respective instruments. Zack came out last.

Even if I hadn’t felt every bit of emotion
I’d felt for him that summer, I might have fallen head over heels
for him in that instant. He looked more incredible than ever, the
rugged rock star look working so well for him. He had on jeans,
black combat boots and a gray t-shirt with ‘NEEDTOBREATHE’, on the
front, and I kept thinking I couldn’t agree more. I was having
trouble keeping my breathing steady with him so close to me. I knew
Needtobreathe was a band he liked. He’d introduced me to their
music over the summer, and I’d loved it, but I couldn’t help
thinking the shirt had a double-meaning – at least for me.

Watching him take command of the stage and
sling his guitar over his shoulder, it took my breath away, and I
was suddenly aware of every other girl in the place who was staring
at him in the same way.

I instantly looked around for Kristin and
located her near the front of the stage wearing tight jeans that
hugged her perfect figure and stiletto boots that went up over her
knees – they were almost identical to the ones sitting in my closet
in Chapel Hill that I wished I was wearing. She looked like a rock
star’s girlfriend, and I hated her even more in that moment. She
was standing with a girl with long brown hair who was model thin
and dressed way too scantily for the temperature outside. I watched
her blow a kiss to Derrick and realized she was with him, but what
shocked me the most was that Jen stood on her other side.

I watched as Zack leaned down and high-fived
her, and she smiled back up at him. I still couldn’t shake the fact
that they’d dated and had a kid together. And they definitely
seemed to get along. So much for the theory that they weren’t
close.

I then saw Molly sidle up next to Jen and
put her arm around her. I wasn’t expecting to see her there that
night. I nudged Chase and watched him nod when he saw her. I
wondered if they still talked and if he knew she was going to be
there that night.

Zack winked at Kristin before addressing the
crowd, and I felt a pang when the reality of the situation hit me.
Regardless of what Zack had done with a CD and my car, he had a
girlfriend. I needed to keep that fact in the back of my mind.

When the crowd quieted down, Zack took over,
and I lost all concept of time and space.

“How’s everyone doing tonight?” Cheers went
up from the crowd, as all eyes shifted to him. “We’re Liar’s Edge,
and we want to thank all of you for coming out to support The
Claws, a favorite band of ours.” More cheers and raised glasses.
Zack chuckled. “We’ll get them out here for you in a few minutes,
but first we figure we’ll play a few songs for you. How about
that?”

God he was good at this. His accent curled
gently around the words, making him sound incredibly sexy. I’d
missed hearing his voice.

The club suddenly erupted in cheers, as
Andrew started to play a few chords on his guitar. It was just a
slow, indistinct riff that provided background noise as Zack
continued to warm up the crowd. Then they launched into
Traitor, a more upbeat song from their first album.

They played a few songs and a few covers,
including the acoustic version of Brick by Boring Brick,
which Zack introduced in an extremely cryptic way.

“This next song I hadn’t heard up until a
few months ago, but someone told me I had to listen to it, so I
did,” he said, pausing to take a sip from the water bottle he’d
left on top of his amp. “I liked Paramore, and it was a catchy
tune, but what this person wanted me to hear was the lyrics. So I
listened, and I heard what she was talking about. So tonight, we’re
playing it for the girl who lives in a fairytale.”

With that, his gaze shifted to Kristin and
she grinned, and I was completely confused. Rachel raised her
eyebrow at me, but I just blew her off. We both knew that was my
song, so why was he looking at Kristin? I’d been the one who’d told
him to listen to it.

Hearing the song on the CD he’d made had
been amazing, but hearing it live took my breath away. I’d listened
to those lyrics for years, but to see the emotion on his face as he
belted out the words I loved was more than intense. He finished the
song with this eyes closed and let the final note hang out there in
the silence after the guys stopped playing.

“This next song,” Zack said after a few
seconds of dead quiet, “is about taking a leap of faith when the
world’s crashing down around you. It’s called Jump.”

I swallowed as my eyes glanced toward Zack’s
arm where the chorus to that very song was tattooed. I read the
lines my mind, having read them from his skin so many times, as
Zack sung them out loud. Then Rachel grabbed my hand, turned my
wrist up and shoved the sleeve of my jacket back so she could see
it.

Her eyes met mine, and she looked at me
skeptically. “This is a song lyric. It’s from this song,” she said,
looking down at my wrist where my tattoo of the flower Chase had
designed resided along with Zack’s lyrics.

“All you can do is jump,” I said, reciting
what I’d had inked on my arm when I’d felt like the world had been
crashing down around me.

Rachel looked back up at me, waiting for me
to explain.

“Zack played it for me this summer,” I said,
opting not to tell her about his tattoo. “He wrote it after the
band broke up which is why it’s not on their first CD.”

She nodded and released my hand. She didn’t
say anything else as the song continued, but I knew she wanted to
ask more questions. She’d wait until we were alone.

After Jump, Zack stepped up to the
microphone and said, “This next song has a lot of meaning to me. I
wrote it for someone very special. I hope you like it.”

I swallowed hard, as I waited for the first
bars to drop. Zack sang clearly and perfectly a song about love and
loss, and I knew instantly it was for his mom. As he belted out the
heartbreaking lyrics, I wanted to cry.

I reached out for Rachel’s hand across the
table, needing something to hold onto. She squeezed it in return,
never taking her eyes off of Zack. God, he must have been in so
much pain when he wrote this song, and I couldn’t help but wonder
how much of that he was still feeling. Then I heard the chorus and
felt like my heart was going to shatter.

Without you, I’m lost, fumbling and
falling

Missing so much of what we had

If I could change the past, I’d take it all
back

I’d turn back time, I’d take away the
pain

I’d make sure I didn’t leave – without
you

“Are you going to talk to him?” Rachel asked
when the guys left the stage to raucous cheers from the audience.
They’d killed it.

I nodded. “I’ll wait for them to come out,
but yeah. I have to.”

I sat there while Rachel and Chase listened
to The Claws, not really hearing the music, as I kept one eye
scanning the room for Zack or Leo or even Molly, who’d disappeared
before the end of the set. My stomach was in knots.

“Hey you,” Jen said, surprising me as she
slid into the booth next to me. “What are you doing here?”

“Hey Jen,” I said, hugging her. “Live music.
You know I love it. What are you doing in Charlotte?”

She didn’t know about Zack and me, so I
couldn’t tell her the real reason I was at the show. She also
didn’t know I knew she knew the guys in Liar’s Edge, so it stood to
reason that I’d be surprised to see her there.

“My boyfriend is the guitarist,” she said,
gesturing to the stage.

“Of The Claws?” I asked, wondering if I
could fake enthusiasm. Their guitarist wasn’t very attractive.

She grinned and shook her head. “Oh, no. I
have much better taste than that. He’s in Liar’s Edge. He was the
blond – Andrew.”

“Oh he’s cute.”

Although my eyes never left the lead singer,
so I barely glanced at Andrew. I couldn’t tell you what he looked
like if you paid me to.

“Are you guys fans of Liar’s Edge, or did
you just happen to get lucky and see them tonight,” Jen asked. “Not
that I’m biased, but I guess I am a little. I am sleeping with the
guitarist and my brother’s the drummer.”

And your baby-daddy is the lead singer, but
you don’t know that I know that.

Yeah, I knew all of what she’d just told me,
but I wasn’t going to admit it. Thankfully, Rachel and Chase were
out of earshot. I didn’t need them piping in that they knew
Derrick. That wasn’t something I was prepared to explain to Jen,
especially since Chase would be guaranteed to make a snarky comment
about the guy who he’d had to practically fight to keep him away
from Rachel.

“That’s so cool that your brother is in the
band,” I said, feigning enthusiasm. “I actually do like them. Rach
and I saw them perform a few years ago and have been fans ever
since. We’re really excited that they got back together and we got
to see them tonight.”

“Do you want me to introduce you?” Jen asked
then, throwing me off.

She was being genuinely nice, but I couldn’t
let her do that. I couldn’t let her take me backstage, because I
wouldn’t be able to fake it when Zack, Leo and Derrick recognized
me, and then I’d have to explain that I’d slept with Zack, who I
now knew was Lily’s dad, and that would be really awkward. And
frankly, Jen might be a little upset that I’d never told her, so it
was probably best if she never found out.

“Oh, um, that’s so sweet, Jen, but we’re
okay. I really want to see The Claws.”

Jen smiled, but I could see that maybe I’d
offended her. There was something behind her smile that I couldn’t
read.

“Hey, so where’s Lily tonight?” I asked,
changing the subject. “Is she in town with you?”

“She’s with her grandparents.” Jen smiled
and pulled her phone out of her pocket. I could see ‘Zack Easton’
lit up on the screen and the text, ‘Where R U?’ and my heart
skipped a beat. Jen looked back up at me. “Sorry, I’ve got to go.
It was good seeing you,” she said, as she hugged me again.

As I was walking out of the bathroom a while
later, I took a moment to check my phone, so I wasn’t paying
attention to what was going on at the end of the hallway. When I
looked up, I stopped short.

Zack was leaning against the wall a few feet
from me. Leo stood across from him, and Kristin was next to Leo.
She was saying something that had Zack’s attention captivated. His
gaze was locked on her with a sort of amused expression playing on
his lips. I watched as she finished whatever story she was telling
and then watched Leo and Zach burst out laughing.

Leo was folded over, clutching his stomach.
Zack just shook his head, but kept his sparkling eyes on her the
whole time. My eyes went wide as I saw him reach across the hallway
with his leg and kick her on the side of her leg in an affectionate
way. She smiled widely at him and shrugged.

I was so engrossed that it was too late to
look away when Kristin saw me standing there staring. She stepped
across the hallway and said something to Zack that caused him to
stop laughing and look over at me, a serious expression suddenly
clouding his face.

“Dammit,” I cursed under my breath, my
resolve for bravery fading. I hadn’t wanted him to see me ogling
him and dissecting their little exchange. I needed to talk to him,
but I hadn’t wanted his girlfriend to know that. Now I’d either
have to pull him away from her or talk to him in front of her –
which was not going to happen.

“Emily,” Zack breathed out quickly, crossing
the distance between us before I could run.

“Hey, sorry, I didn’t mean to be staring.
Great show. You guys were really good,” I said in a rush, my
dignity pretty much shot to hell.

I started to turn away from him, eager to
get back to our table, my resolve for talking to him shattered, but
he grabbed my arm, holding me back from leaving. I looked back at
him, not liking the feeling in the pit of my stomach. He was
getting to me. I glanced down at my arm that his fingers were still
wrapped around and then up at him. The heat from his hand felt like
it was searing into my flesh, and I simultaneously wanted to pull
away and step closer. The conflicted look on my face made him drop
my arm.

“Don’t run off again. Please.”

As soon as he said that, I turned to face
him, stood up straighter and squared my shoulders, feeling a boost
of confidence surge within me.

“Seriously?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at
him.

He was breaking my heart and killing me at
the same time, so of course, I walked the three steps that were
separating us and stood in front of him, wishing I could just let
him go already. Or wrap my arms around him and kiss him. I was, as
always, incredibly conflicted over him.

“Yeah,” he said, cracking the smile that
always made me melt.

Stay strong, stay strong, I chanted
to myself even though I was starting to wilt.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “You ran
off the last time, and we didn’t get to really talk.”

“Oh, forgive me for doing exactly what you
did this summer,” I snapped, knowing I sounded bitter, but I didn’t
care. “Taking off without an explanation should be a gesture you
recognize.”

I watched him swallow hard. “That’s what I
want to talk to you about,” he said. “Can we go somewhere? Away
from this?” He gestured to the noise and commotion all around
us.

We were in a tiny hallway where the
bathrooms were located, but the music from the band could still be
heard and there were people milling all around. It was definitely
not the place for a serious conversation, especially with his
girlfriend in earshot.

He looked back at Kristin and Leo. Kristin
was watching us intently. I hated that she knew all about me, and
probably knew exactly what Zack was going to talk to me about. Leo
nodded once, probably giving Zack the indication that he’d hang out
with Kristin if Zack wanted to talk to me.

“Zack,” I said, realizing that it hurt just
to say his name out loud. When he looked back at me expectantly
after I’d said his name, I lost my resolve to turn him down. “I
don’t know if I should.” It was a weak protestation, and he knew
it.

“Please,” he said in a pleading tone that he
probably knew I couldn’t say no to.

My stomach flipped over and I caved. I
closed my eyes and nodded once, telling myself that talking to him
was what I’d come here to do, and if I didn’t, I’d be pissed at
myself for a long time. It might hurt in the moment, but getting
closure was what I needed.

“Thanks,” he said, and I thought I saw pity
in his eyes. If he had pity for me, I didn’t want it.

I nodded and took a deep breath, pushing
myself not to show how I was truly feeling. “Yeah. Sure.
Whatever.”

“Okay. Great,” he said, smiling at me. “I’ll
meet you out front in five minutes. I just need to get my
guitar.”

I nodded and felt my knees go weak at his
smile. I wasn’t sure how I made my way back to our table, but I
did. I definitely wasn’t sticking around to see him kiss Kristin,
‘I dress like a rock star’s girlfriend because I am’. I didn’t need
to be tortured like that.

Back at our table, Molly was camped out in
my vacated seat, chatting with Chase and Rachel.

“Emily!” she said, standing to kiss me on
the cheek when she saw me approach. “How are you?”

“Hi Molly,” I said, trying to feign
excitement. Ordinarily, I would have been thrilled to see my friend
from the summer, but I couldn’t focus on anything but Zack in that
moment.

“Are you leaving?” Rachel asked expectantly,
and I wondered if she could read what was going on just by my
expression.

“Yeah,” I said gruffly. “Zack and I are
going somewhere to talk.”

“Good,” Rachel said, leaning back in her
seat.

“Finally,” Molly said. “You two need to
talk.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said, not wanting to
linger much longer at the table. My nerves were eating me
alive.

“Good luck,” Rachel said, and she smiled in
encouragement. I wished I could bring her with me, so I wouldn’t
feel so freaked out.

“Thanks. Molly,” I said, turning to her and
remembering my manners, “it was really good seeing you. Call me so
we can catch up, okay?”

“Absolutely,” she said, grinning wickedly at
me, like she had a secret. “Talk soon.”

Five minutes later, I was standing out front
wondering if I was a complete and total fool. I checked my phone.
Three missed calls – all from Ben, no surprise there. I shoved my
phone back into my pocket and focused on what was happening. I lit
a cigarette while I waited, taking comfort in the calm that started
to wash over me, as I inhaled a few drags and wrapped my jacket
around me. It was freezing, but my nerves were making me colder. I
was about to be in an enclosed space with a guy I used to sleep
with, who I still had very strong feelings for, who also had a new
girlfriend. I sort of wanted to vomit.

A black F150 pulled up in front of the club
and the window rolled down. Zack leaned over and said, “Come on,
get in. It’s freezing.”

“No motorcycle?” I called back.

“Nah, it’s too cold,” he said, a smirk
appearing on his lips, and I wondered what he was thinking
about.

Taking a deep breath, I tossed my cigarette
on the ground and stubbed it out with my boot. I hesitantly took a
step forward, and before I knew it, I was in Zack’s truck zooming
away from the safety of the club. I was instantly overwhelmed by my
proximity to him, but more than that, his scent filled the cab of
the truck and invaded my nostrils. I tried not to breathe it in,
not to give in to the intoxicatingly sexy smell, but I couldn’t do
it. In the end, I just gave in and relished in the scent I’d wanted
to recreate so many times over the past few months.

We were silent the whole car ride. It was
strange to believe that someone who I’d told my deepest and darkest
secrets to, who I’d never shut up around before, was intimidating
me so much that I couldn’t speak. Although, he wasn’t saying much
either. I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or not. His expression
seemed placid and relaxed, and it sort of pissed me off since my
stomach was churning with nerves.

Zack drove to the coffee shop where we’d
first met and parked out front. I instantly felt like an idiot. As
I got out of his truck, my glance flashed to the backseat to
something I hadn’t noticed when I’d gotten in – a baby seat.
Thankfully Zack didn’t know I’d seen it, and I remained silent
about it as we walked inside, wrestling with the feelings that were
suddenly warring inside of me.

“Go get a seat,” he said. “I’ll get you a
drink.”

I nodded, thinking that he had no idea what
I would want, but it didn’t really matter. I probably wouldn’t be
able to taste it anyway.

I looked around the café, trying to locate
the best place to sit. I opted for a small table by the front
entrance, thinking I could bolt quickly, if needed. I settled into
the seat and glanced back at Zack, wishing I hadn’t done that.
Looking at him still conjured up the same feelings it had over the
summer. I was disappointed to realize that my feelings hadn’t
changed one iota. I still loved him.

I forced myself to look away, glancing out
the window at the trees that were newly decorated with twinkle
lights for the holidays.

“When did you start smoking?” Zack asked,
setting my coffee down and startling me.

“A few months ago, but um, I – I uh, I only
do it once and a while when I drink,” I stuttered, realizing that I
couldn’t tell him the truth.

He raised his eyebrows at me, almost giving
me a look that said he didn’t approve.

“What?” I asked, thinking he was quite the
hypocrite. “You smoke.” I raised my eyebrows at him, almost
challenging him.

“I don’t really smoke anymore,” he said,
leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms in front of his
chest.

“Uh, okay, then what’s that?” I asked,
pointing to the brown cigarette behind his left ear.

A smile quirked on his face. “Precautionary
measure,” he said. “I quit about a month ago. My mom always hated
it, so I figured I’d finally quit, but I’m not always as strong as
I’d like to be. Old habits die hard.”

I watched a dark shadow cross his face as he
mentioned his mom and could tell how hard it was for him to do
that.

“So, how are you?” he asked, changing the
subject and taking a sip of his coffee.

I wasn’t sure what to say. I was a little
wound up to say the least. Emotions from both ends of the spectrum
were running through me. On one hand, I wanted to scream at him,
hit him and tell him that he’d hurt me like no one else ever had,
so much so that I felt incomplete, still, months later. I wanted to
tell him I hated him, that he was a liar, and I was over him and he
could fuck off, but then I would see the dark shadows on his face
and realize what he went through and how it still affected him. And
all I’d want to do was forgive him, hug him, and tell him
everything would be okay in time.

“I’m great,” I lied, only because I didn’t
want him to know how much his presence alone was affecting me. He
had to think I was over him. “Things are going really well for me.
I’ve never been better.”

Lies, pure lies.

“That’s good. I’m glad to hear it,” he said
genuinely, and he seemed relieved, as if he’d been harboring a fear
that I hadn’t gotten over what he’d done to me which just made me
feel that much shittier.

“I’m so sorry about your mom,” I blurted out
because I didn’t want to talk about me anymore, and I was afraid of
him asking too many questions.

He nodded. “Thanks.”

I folded my hands around my coffee cup,
gripping it tightly, as I stared across the space between us. Out
of a need for something to do, I took a sip of my drink, surprised
to find it was a vanilla latte – the same drink I’d ordered the
first time we’d met. He remembered.

“I liked the song,” I said then, since he
wasn’t offering up any conversational gems. “The one about
her.”

He gave me a puzzled look, then it was as if
he understood. “Without You.”

“That’s the name of it?”

He nodded.

“It was really pretty.”

“Thanks. I started writing again a few weeks
after she passed. I had kind of a tough time, and my aunts wanted
me to see a therapist, but that’s never really been my thing. It
was just easier to put what I was feeling on paper. Without
You was what I was feeling, so it’s what I wrote.”

“That’s cool,” I said, thinking I
sounded anything but cool.

I wanted to take his hand and tell him that
the song was amazing and he was an incredible songwriter and that I
couldn’t wait to hear more of what he’d written, but I couldn’t do
it. I was afraid to open myself up to him like that again.
Regardless of the feelings I had, he’d burned me pretty bad, and I
wasn’t sure I could put myself in a situation where I was
vulnerable around him again.

“So how’s school,” he asked, sealing the
deal that we were having the single most awkward conversation we’d
ever had. Could we get more generic with our questions? Would he
comment on the weather next?

I shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m starting to
think about what I’m going to do after graduation.”

“What are you considering?”

“Entertainment PR. I’m thinking about moving
to L.A.”

I really wasn’t, but I suddenly felt the
need to make a bold statement, and that’s what came out of my
mouth. Cassie had been talking about L.A. the day before, so it was
fresh on my mind, but I hadn’t considered it as a viable option.
Now maybe it was. At least in L.A. I’d be clear across the country
from Zack Easton, and maybe then I could finally get over him.

Taryn was trying to convince me to move to
Tampa with her. That’s where she was from and where she was going
back to after graduation. I was considering it since it would be
something new and a little closer to home. There was also the
prospect of New York. Rachel still hoped I would move with her. It
seemed like all of my friends knew where they were going after
graduation. I was the only one who still didn’t have a clue.

Zack smiled widely. “That’s great to hear,
Em. L.A. is an awesome town.”

Hearing him use my nickname bit into my
heart, but at least he didn’t call me princess. But I knew he
wouldn’t. It was too personal, and we weren’t at that stage
anymore. Too much had come between us.

“Yeah, I know. I’m excited about the next
step. Ready to be in the real world. How about you?”

He shrugged. “I’m going to do the music
thing – see what happens with that.”

Finally something substantial to talk
about.

“So tell me about the band,” I said. “When
did that happen?”

Zack leaned back in his chair and smiled,
and a warm feeling washed over me. He always could take me down
with just that grin.

“Leo,” he said simply, as if that spoke
volumes. “He sort of forced my hand, but it was what I needed. My
mom told me not to give up on my music, so here I am.”

“She would be happy you’re doing what you
love,” I said, knowing it was true.

“Yeah, I know. That’s ultimately why I
agreed. Before she died, she gave me some pretty strong motherly
advice, so I took it.”

There was a lull in the conversation at that
point which never used to happen to us, ever. We didn’t have lulls.
It made me realize how much things had changed in three months.

“So thanks for the CD,” I said, bringing up
one of the elephants in the room.

I wondered if he’d bring up the others. This
talk was not as productive as I’d hoped it would be. It seemed I
was going to have to bring up the tough subjects if I wanted any
sort of resolution.

He just nodded. “You’re welcome.”

I bit my lip, wishing he’d said more, like
why he made it, why he left it and what his damn message at the end
had meant.

“I saw you in the audience at the Gamma Pi
fundraiser,” I said when he didn’t expand on his acknowledgement of
my thanks. “What were you doing there?”

He smiled and took a sip of his drink. I
wasn’t sure what he’d ordered, but my eyes fell to the side of his
to-go cup where the barista had scrawled ‘Zack’. My eyes fixated on
his name while I waited for his response.

“Kristin, who you met,” he said, “was a
Gamma Pi at Duke, so she wanted to show her support. I went with
her.”

Why? Because she’s your girlfriend? Because
you wanted to see me? Did you know I would be there?

So many questions I didn’t have the courage
to ask.

I fought the urge to narrow my eyes at the
thought of his girlfriend and the smile on his face as he spoke of
her, but it was hard to do with my eyes now resting on his kissable
full lips that I’d had full range to just a few months earlier. Now
Kristin got to kiss him, and I was stuck with an ache in my chest
that wouldn’t seem to go away.

No, I didn’t want that. He’d hurt me. End of
story. I just needed closure.

“Why didn’t you stick around? Say hello?” I
asked, dragging my gaze to his light brown eyes, which didn’t make
me feel much better. It seemed no matter where I looked, I was
assaulted by all the things about him that I’d fallen for at first
sight.

Zack laughed a short, non-humorous laugh.
“Ah, well, I was going to, but then I saw you kiss your boyfriend
before you performed, and then he was hugging you afterward, so I
figured I’d better not intrude. It was just easier to leave the CD
on your car and call it a night.”

Huh?

I hadn’t kissed anyone before the show. Oh
yeah. I’d kissed Vincent. Right. He saw that?!

“Vincent’s not my boyfriend,” I said
quickly, then wished I hadn’t.

“Oh, you mentioned you had a boyfriend, so I
assumed it was him. Sorry.”

Zack looked flushed, and I was a caught
liar.

“I was just messing around with Vincent,” I
said in a bad attempt to recover. “But I am sort of seeing Ben
again. I guess I’m sort of seeing a few people right now.”

Sure, I could pretend that was true.

I half-expected him to make a snarky comment
like, ‘Any interest in adding one more guy to the mix?’, but I knew
he wouldn’t. The Zack I’d first met, the one who’d shamelessly
flirted with me and quirked cocky smiles at me would have, but this
guy wouldn’t. The Zack sitting across from me had broken my heart.
We had too much history, and he had a girlfriend. There wouldn’t be
any not-so-innocent flirting between us.

“Oh, so you’re back with Ben,” he said, and
I could tell he was trying to keep his tone level. He was affected
by that news, and I didn’t know how to take his reaction.

“Yeah,” I said, not giving him anything else
to go off of.

Chew on that, Zack, I thought, my
inner bitch rearing her ugly head. You’re not the only one who
moved on.

“So Kristin seems nice,” I said then,
suddenly desperate to put us on level playing field. He knew my
dating story. I should know his.

“She’s pretty great,” he said, stomping
right on my heart. “She’s been so amazing over the past few months.
I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

My heart literally cracked. I swallowed
hard, knowing I didn’t want to hear anything about her or how
amazing she was, and Zack should have known that.

“How long have you been together?” I asked,
and it took everything in me to keep my voice steady as I said
those words.

Why was I torturing myself? I should have
changed the subject, but a part of me needed to know how long he’d
waited after dumping me to get together with her. I knew if he
hadn’t waited long, closure would come easier for me. It would make
me see just how insignificant I’d really been to him.

Zack gave me a confused look. “What?”

“You and Kristin.”

“Me and Kristin, what?”

“How long have been together?”

His head cocked in a mix confusion and
understanding. “Oh, you really did think that,” he muttered, and I
wasn’t sure if he was actually speaking to me.

“Yeah, it was pretty obvious,” I muttered
back, not sure if I was supposed to answer him or not.

“We’re not together,” he said quickly, as if
my assumption had been way off-base. “She’s Leo’s girlfriend – has
been for about four years now. It’s just, she lost her mother to
cancer about five years ago, so she knows what I’m going
through.”

My heart started pounding at these words,
ramming against the wall of my chest. Kristin wasn’t his
girlfriend. He was single. He wasn’t in love with someone else. But
before I could say anything, he changed the subject on me
again.

“So, can I tell you something?”

I nodded, holding my breath as I waited.
Zack seemed nervous all of a sudden, tapping his middle finger
rapidly against the tabletop. He stopped suddenly and pulled his
phone from his pocket. He touched the screen a few times before he
looked back up at me and taking a deep breath.

“I’m not quite sure how to tell you this,
but here,” he said, pushing his phone across the table.

I picked it up and looked down at a picture
of the little girl I knew so well and her father who I knew even
better – or so I’d thought. Next to each other, they looked so much
alike. It seemed crazy that I’d never guessed before, but honestly,
how could I have known? Zack hadn’t bothered to tell me he had a
daughter, so I never would have thought to make the connection.

I looked back up at him but didn’t say
anything. And neither did he for a few moments. We just stared at
each other, expressions unreadable as we each dared the other to
speak first.

“She’s mine,” Zack finally said, the breath
leaving his chest in a whoosh of air. I could see how nervous he
was in that moment.

“I know,” I said calmly, handing his phone
back to him. I’d wondered if he would tell me about Lily, and now
that he had, I wasn’t sure I could get past the fact that he hadn’t
told me before when it mattered.

“You do?” he asked, surprised.

“Yeah,” I said, leaning back in my chair and
taking a sip of my drink. “There’s a picture of you and her on
Jen’s desk, and a few weeks ago, Jen mentioned your name when she
was telling me how Lily had taken to calling you Zack instead of
Daddy. I put the puzzle pieces together.”

I was surprised at how bitter, yet calm, my
voice sounded, and I realized just how angry at him I was for
withholding this information from me.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

That was it. That was all he said, as if it
was supposed to make up for the fact that I’d bared my soul to him
but he never bothered to share something so important with me. No.
Scratch that. He hadn’t bothered to share two important things with
me, and I was pretty sure had Rachel not called him out about
Liar’s Edge, he never would have told me about that either. The
bottom line was, Zack Easton had never truly wanted to let me into
his life. He’d just wanted a fuck-buddy for the summer. And that
was enough to change my mind about him for good.

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” I said as
nonchalantly as I could, waving my hand in dismissal.

My insides were burning, and I had a sudden
desire to reach across the table and smack him across the face, but
I didn’t think doing that would succeed in inflicting the kind of
pain I was feeling in that moment. It was like my chest had been
opened up, my heart had fallen to the floor and he had stepped on
it with his black combat boot.

“I think I want to go,” I said, standing and
slipping on my jacket.

Zack looked dumbstruck for a few seconds,
but he recovered quickly. “Okay,” he said, as he stood up and
followed me out the door.

We got into his truck in silence, and
neither of us said anything. We were quiet during the five minute
drive to my parents’ house, except when I had to tell him where to
turn.

Zack pulled into the driveway but didn’t
turn off the engine. He knew I was upset, and I could tell he had
no delusions of being invited inside.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I said, suddenly
anxious to get out of his presence. “It was good seeing you
again.”

There was absolutely no joy in my tone, and
I knew he could read what I was thinking, but he didn’t stop
me.

He knew I was pissed, and yet all he said
was, “You too.”

“Okay, well, take care, I guess, or
whatever,” I said, getting out of the car, wishing I could scream
at the top of my lungs.

“You too,” he said again, smiling slightly,
which only made me want to punch him as hard as I could.

Instead I just narrowed my eyes and slammed
the passenger door shut, wordlessly sending him one final
message.







Chapter Twenty-Seven

 Zack

 


“She hates me,” I announced when I walked
into the game room at my dad’s house. “It’s over. I’m done. I’m
going to bed.”

My dad’s wife, Sierra, who was a bit of a
drama queen in emotional situations, looked up in shock. “Oh no!”
she said, her hand flying to her mouth. “What happened?”

She was sitting with Jen on the leather
couch while my dad played pool with Andrew. I wasn’t sure where
Derrick was but assumed he’d gone out with some of the girls he’d
met at the show, as was his usual MO. No matter, I wasn’t in the
mood for company. My plan was to make my announcement and go
straight to bed. I really wanted a drink, but I’d been sober for
two months, and I wasn’t going to change that now.

Jen shook her head at Sierra. She knew me
well enough to know that I wasn’t about to sit on the couch with
them and open up about my feelings. I watched Sierra make a face at
my dad that said, ‘Do something’, but my dad just shrugged. He was
even less of a feelings guy than me.

“Sorry, man,” Andrew said, leaning on his
pool stick. He looked back at Jen who was eying me
sympathetically.

I realized then that all four of them were
just watching me, looks of pity written all over their faces. They
knew I’d gone out on a limb that night, dedicating Emily’s favorite
song to her, but in the end it hadn’t been enough, and now they
felt bad for me.

Well, fuck that. I didn’t need their pity.
Emily was just a girl. She didn’t want me. Big deal. I’d get over
her.

Without saying a word, I turned and left the
room, heading down to the second floor of my dad’s monstrosity of a
house. Why he and Sierra needed all that room was beyond me.

Before ducking into the guest room I was
staying in, I paused outside Lily’s room. We didn’t make it to my
dad’s house all that often, but since he had nine gazillion
bedrooms, he’d given one to her. Sierra had happily decorated it
with lady bugs and white furniture. I had a feeling she’d been
hoping my dad would agree to have another child, and sort of had an
‘if you build it they will come’ mentality, but so far he hadn’t
caved. He hadn’t been a great father to begin with, so I was pretty
sure he wasn’t all that excited about reliving the experience.

I slowly opened the door and could see
through the faint glow of the pink nightlight that Lily was awake.
She was sitting up in her crib, talking nonsense to her favorite
white teddy bear. It made me smile.

No matter how shitty I was feeling, Lily
could always make it better. It was why I’d stopped by to see her.
Therapy by twenty-one month old.

“Daddy!” she said, as soon as she saw
me.

“Lily, what are you doing up? You should be
sleeping,” I said, crossing my arms in front of me authoritatively,
like I imagined myself doing in fifteen years when I’d catch her
sneaking in after curfew which she’d undoubtedly do. She was my
daughter, after all, and I’d been a rule breaker when I was a
teenager.

“No sleep,” she said, grinning at me, and I
just shook my head. Yeah, she was my daughter alright.

“Come here,” I said, pulling her out of her
crib. I settled into the pink striped armchair Sierra had put in
the corner, rested my feet on the ottoman and set Lily on my lap.
“Do you want me to tell you a bedtime story, baby girl? Maybe then
you’ll go back to sleep?”

“Thtory,” she said, nodding vigorously
before she stuck her thumb in her mouth.

We’d taken her pacifier away, so she’d
resorted to using her thumb. I didn’t love it, but she looked cute
when she did it, so I didn’t stop her. I’d get her braces when she
was older if the thumb-sucking caused any permanent damage.

“Okay, let me think,” I said before
launching into the only story I could think of in that moment – the
one about a beautiful princess named Emily who no longer wanted me
to be her prince.




 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 Emily

 


“You’re completely depressed. Why are you
even going?” Rachel asked from where she sat on my bed, painting
her fingernails navy blue.

I was sweeping my mascara wand over my
lashes a few more times until they felt sufficiently coated. I
turned to face her. “Because I am a glutton for punishment.”

She rolled her eyes. “Stop being dramatic.
You got to wallow over Zack for months. You don’t get to do it
again, because quite honestly, I think you could have had him. From
what you said, he was interested in you, and you’re the one who
changed her mind.”

“You have no way of knowing that. Besides,
he’s a liar. Because of that, I can’t be with him, even if he did
want me, and it makes me sad. I’m wallowing.”

“So why are you going to Winter Formal?”

“Because Toby asked me, and he’s kind of
cute in a Joaquin Phoenix kind of way, and I need to get back out
there and date.”

“Ben asked you,” Rachel reminded me, “and
you told him you weren’t going.”

I shook my head in frustration. Ben had been
attempting to suffocate me ever since we’d gotten home from
Thanksgiving two weeks earlier. I’d seen him a few times, but I was
trying to put some distance between us. He’d asked me to my own
formal, which seemed a little odd, and I’d told him I wasn’t going.
Then yesterday when we were in the library, Toby Zyler, a ZBT who I
was partnered with in my PR Strategies class asked me if I was
going to formal.

I think he was just making conversation, but
I’d told him no, and then I think I probably got a little
teary-eyed because the next thing I knew he was hugging me, and I
was blubbering about getting my heart broken, and I think he
thought I meant because of Ben, so he offered to take me to formal,
and I’d agreed. I then realized that Toby had a bit of a crush on
me, because he got really excited, and I couldn’t bring myself to
back out, so yeah, now I was going to my formal with a shy, but
sweet, wavy-haired boy from class.

“You could come with us to the Liar’s Edge
show,” Rachel said, and I just glared at her.

“Not happening.”

Liar’s Edge was playing at Devil’s Hangout,
and Rachel was going with Cassie. It was the show I’d originally
planned to go to, and a part of me knew I was going to formal so I
wouldn’t be tempted to end up at the bar, but I just couldn’t see
Zack again.

“Well, you look–”

“Don’t say I look like a princess,” I
warned, holding my finger up to stop her. In years past I would
have welcomed the compliment, but now it just felt wrong.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Rachel said, as
she got up from my bed. She kissed me on the cheek as she walked
past me and grinned. “I was going to say you look beautiful, hot
and sexy. I hope Toby helps you get over Zack.”

“Me too,” I said, knowing it wasn’t going to
happen.

***

“Ben, what are you doing here?” I asked,
cornering him by the bar.

His back was to me, and he hadn’t seen me
yet. I’d been taking a picture with Taryn, Carrie, Brittany and our
dates and had noticed him walk into the ballroom. Now he was at the
bar ordering a beer. I swear if he came to my formal to try to
convince me to be his girlfriend, I was going to lose it. But what
was strange is, he didn’t know I would be there.

Ben spun around as if he’d been shocked.
“Emily,” he said, and I could hear the panic in his voice. He
suddenly got all darty-eyed, as if he was afraid someone would see
us talking, but then his eyes narrowed, and he glared at me.

“You lied to me,” he simply said.

I swallowed hard. “No, I didn’t. When you
asked if I was going to formal, I wasn’t, and then Toby asked me,
and I decided to go.”

“Whatever,” Ben said, taking a sip the beer
the bartender had handed him. “I’m sick of this anyway.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m sick of you lying to me,” he said,
shaking his head.

“Ben, I said I was sorry, but I told you I
didn’t want to be exclusive. You knew that. You shouldn’t have just
expected I would bring you to my formal. What are you doing here
anyway?”

“You really can’t have any less respect for
me, can you?” he asked, throwing me off guard and dodging my
question.

“What? No, Ben, that doesn’t have anything
to do with it.”

“I know you went out to see some band while
we were home over Thanksgiving – the night you cancelled our plans
and told me you had to stay with Rachel because she and Chase were
fighting, and then you were with Chase and Rachel at Static, and
they seemed to be getting along great. Then you left with some guy
in a black F150. Eric saw you. You lied to me when you cancelled
our plans, and that was a shitty thing to do, especially because
you did it so you could hang out with another guy. I don’t care how
much you don’t want to be exclusive, I deserve more from you. I
would think our history alone would dictate that, but I guess
not.”

I looked up at him knowing there was no way
out of this situation. “I sorry. I know. I suck.”

“Why?” he asked, his voice hard. “What did I
do to deserve this from you?”

“I’m sorry,” I said again, knowing that it
wouldn’t help. “I’m sorry Ben. You didn’t deserve any of this,
please know that.”

“Who’s the guy?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for
the backlash that would ensue when I told him, and then I chickened
out. “I’m sorry I did it. Really, I am,” I said instead.

“Who’s the guy?” Ben asked again, this time
through gritted teeth.

I swallowed. “Zack.”

Ben threw his hands up in the air. “The guy
from the beach. Great. That’s just great. What the hell is he doing
here? I thought he lived somewhere else. What are you doing talking
to him, huh? After everything he put you through, why does he
deserve to talk to you again?”

“I can’t help the way I feel about him!” I
said, louder than I intended. “I’m sorry that I fell in love with
him, Ben. I’m sorry that I never really got over him, but I can’t
help any of it. I feel the way I feel, but it doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does,” Ben said then, not getting
it.

“No, it doesn’t,” I said sadly, wishing
things were different. “It’s over between us.”

I expected Ben to hug me and tell me that I
was a great girl and Zack was a fool for not wanting me, but that
was a stupid thing to assume. Ben was hurt. He wasn’t going to
console me over another guy.

“Get over yourself, Emily. He hurt you once.
He left you. What made you think he wasn’t going to do it
again.”

I sucked in a breath at the harshness of his
words. “He didn’t leave me. I walked out on him this time,” I said,
regretting the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.

Ben laughed. “Then you’re on your own,
sweetie,” he said bitterly. “Good luck to you. Wow, I can’t believe
how stupid I was to think I had a fighting chance with you. I can’t
believe I let this drag on this long. You never loved me did
you?”

I felt my face fall. “Ben, no, please don’t
think that. You were my first serious boyfriend. Of course I loved
you,” I said, hoping he believed me, because I wasn’t lying. I just
wasn’t in love with him anymore.

He shook his head. “Emily, I’m sorry, but
I’m not going to be your crutch anymore. You broke up with me a
long time ago, and I was an idiot to think that we could ever get
back to who we were. I was going to tell you the next time we saw
each other, but you’ve been avoiding me, so I guess I can just tell
you now. I’m seeing someone else, and I think I just want to see
her.”

It took me a minute to remember where we
were, and that since we were at my sorority formal, he was
obviously seeing one of my sisters. Great.

I didn’t say anything, but the look on my
face told him I was waiting for him to explain. My blood started to
run cold when Brynn walked up to us and tucked her arm around Ben’s
elbow.

“There you are,” she said, smiling her
snake-like smile at him.

Her long brown hair was pulled into a low
ponytail that cascaded over her right shoulder in waves, just
hitting the top of her ice blue strapless, floor-length dress. She
looked gorgeous and perfect and sophisticated, just like someone
who would make great arm candy standing next to a future CEO.

Ben pulled away and looked at her, then at
me, and Brynn finally made eye contact with me. “Oh, Emily. You
look really pretty tonight,” she said, fingering the pearls she
wore around her neck, and I knew she was patronizing me.

I was wearing a short black satin dress and
silver spiked heels. I thought I looked hot, but my outfit was
definitely more appropriate for a red carpet than it was for a
sorority formal, especially when your sorority was known for sweet
girls in pearls. If I had a rock star on my arm, I might not look
so out of place, but alas, Zack wasn’t here.

No, I admonished myself. I would not
think of Zack.

“Um, hey babe?” Ben said then, and both
Brynn and I answered him. When he looked over at me, shifting his
gaze from her, I knew his address had not been meant for me. He
turned back to her. “Can you give us a few minutes?”

“Can we take a picture first?” she asked,
batting her eyelashes at him. “The photographer is leaving
soon.”

Ben glanced at me hesitantly and then back
at her. “Sure,” he sighed.

“I’ll be here,” I said flatly, turning to
the bartender. “Dirty Martini, please.”

I shifted to lean on the bar, facing the
room and watched as Ben guided Brynn, his hand on her lower back,
to the photographer in the corner.

Dylan Pierce smiled at me as she ordered a
glass of chardonnay from the bartender. When he handed it to her,
she turned and leaned on the bar next to me, facing the same
direction, so she too could survey the room. I was already halfway
done with my drink. My eyes hadn’t left Ben and Brynn.

“So I guess you finally know,” Dylan said to
me.

“Excuse me?” I asked, turning toward
her.

She gestured with her wine glass. “Ben and
Brynn.”

“Know what?”

“They’re together,” Dylan said pointedly, as
she gestured again. This time Ben was smiling as he kissed Brynn,
and she giggled.

Yup, they were together, and I’m not going
to lie. It made me a little jealous. I felt a tight knot form in my
stomach. I hadn’t seen Ben and Ashleigh together, except for the
one kiss, but this was different. He wasn’t just hooking up with
Brynn. He liked her. I knew the look he was giving her all too
well.

“How long have they been seeing each other?”
I asked, knowing that as one of Brynn’s best friends, Dylan would
have the inside scoop.

Up until a few days before, Ben had been
focused on begging me back, but somewhere in the time since we’d
last slept together and now, he’d found himself a new
girlfriend.

“Off and on since you guys broke up,” Dylan
said, and that surprised me.

“Really?”

“Yeah. He came back to school for football
and they hung out a few times. It was just casual, but I think she
was hoping for something more after all this time.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, and Dylan’s
mouth twitched, as if she’d revealed something she shouldn’t
have.

“I, um, I just mean that Ben was finally
single. I don’t know if you know this, but Brynn’s sort of had a
crush on him for a while,” she said quickly, and I fought the urge
to pummel her with questions and accusations. I’d save those for
Ben.

“Really?” I asked, acting floored by this
knowledge.

Dylan nodded. “Yeah, it’s sort of why she’s
always hated you.”

Yeah, that made total sense.

“Awesome,” I said flatly, so glad that my
ex-boyfriend had decide to smack me in the face with his new
girlfriend at my Winter Formal.

I wondered if Brynn knew that Ben and I had
been sleeping together for the past month. She probably did which
is why she was gloating now. If they’d made it official and were
together, she knew Ben was done with me. Well, I guess I was better
off anyway. I hadn’t wanted anything serious with him, and it was
good that he finally realized it. Now I didn’t have to feel guilty
every time he told me he loved me and I couldn’t reciprocate, but
something still didn’t sit right with me. And I suddenly knew why
that was.

Next to me Dylan drained her wine glass and
waved at Jordan Nash who was across the room. “Have fun,” she told
me before she left to join Jordan on the dance floor.

“One more, please?” I said, turning to the
bartender.

I suddenly felt like numbing my pain, and
there was one surefire way to do that. By the time Ben came back
over to me, I had a big fake smile plastered on my face and a fresh
drink in my hand, having downed the second one the bartender made
for me as soon as I had it in my hand. I had a nice buzz going.

“Do you want to go somewhere to talk?” Ben
asked.

I shrugged. “Here’s fine,” I said with false
cheer. “Tom here has been looking out for me, and I sort of want to
stay close to him.”

“Okay,” Ben said, eyeing Tom warily.

“So you and Brynn,” I said, and Ben just
stared at his shoes. “Come on Ben, we’re adults here. You have a
new girlfriend. That’s great.”

“Yeah, well. You know.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, really laying it on
thick. “Dylan told me all about you guys, and frankly, I’m happy
for you.”

“You are?” Ben asked, his head snapping
up.

“Oh yeah. Absolutely. She’s a great girl. So
sweet. You guys will be great together.”

“I guess,” Ben said hesitantly, eyeing me
like he wasn’t sure what angle I was playing at.

“Hey, and now I don’t have to feel so
guilty,” I said, hoping he would play right into my hand.

“Yeah,” he said, laughing a non-humorous
laugh. “You can let yourself off the hook. You don’t have to
pretend like you want to be with me. I’ll leave you alone.” He
shook his head.

“Oh, but Ben, that’s not what I’m talking
about,” I said, draining my drink. Tom had another one ready for me
on the bar, so I picked it up and took a big sip.

“What are you talking about?” he asked
slowly, and I think he finally caught on to what I’d learned.

“Now I don’t have to feel guilty for
cheating on you,” I said. “Because you cheated on me first.”

All the color drained from Ben’s face, but
he tried to cover up the truth. He should have known I’d be able to
read him after five years.

“No, I didn’t,” he said, doing that fake
laugh he did whenever he lied.

“Oh, but you did. Dylan told me all about
it,” I lied, knowing I’d caught him. Now I just needed him to
confirm the truth.

“Em, I’m sorry,” he said in a rush. “I
didn’t mean for it to happen. She just attacked me at a party, and
nothing else happened. I swear.”

I laughed out loud. “Raise your hand if that
story sounds all too familiar. Nice try, Ben. You already used that
excuse when you were making out with Ashleigh last summer.”

“Hey, that was the truth,” he said, pointing
his finger as if to punctuate his point.

“And what you just told me wasn’t the
truth?” Oh, I so had him.

“No, no. Seriously, I was drunk and had been
partying kind of hard because we’d won that night, and Brynn was
there, and she kissed me. Then things sort of got out of hand, but
it was just that one time, and we didn’t have sex.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked,
picking up on the time of year he was referring to.

Ben started. “Wait, what are you talking
about?”

“This summer,” I said pointedly. Dylan had
mentioned Ben and Brynn had hooked up when he’d come back to
school, but we’d been together for the first two weeks he’d been
back, so I knew there was a good chance he’d cheated on me with
her.

“Oh,” Ben said, his face falling, and I
suddenly realized that I was right. “You know about that?”

“I do now,” I said through gritted teeth,
even though I didn’t know shit. “But I’d like to hear it from you.
I think you owe me that much after everything we’ve been
through.”

Ben sighed. “Em, this isn’t the time or
place. Can’t we just admit that we both cheated and move on?”

I narrowed my eyes and shoved him hard
against his chest. “You fucking bastard,” I hissed. “I cheated on
you, yes, and that was really crappy, but I at least had the
courtesy to break up with you the next morning, and then I even
stayed on the phone with you for two hours so we could talk
about what I’d done while you called me a whore and a slut. But
you apparently had an ongoing affair with one of my sorority
sisters and have the nerve to ask if we can just move on?! Are you
joking?”

“No,” Ben said, looking away.

“So, just tell me,” I said, hands on my
hips. “How many times did you and Brynn actually sleep together
behind my back? Twice?”

Ben eyebrows knitted together. “It was just
once, this summer, and you broke up with me the following week. It
was stupid, but it was the only time. I didn’t have an ongoing
affair with her.”

“Come on, Ben. Don’t lie to me. That
couldn’t have been the only time. You said something about partying
after a football game. I’m not stupid.”

Ben kept shrinking away from me as I stepped
toward him, backing him up against the wall of the ballroom. “It
was the only time, and it didn’t mean anything. I didn’t love her.
I loved you.”

“Ben, don’t forget about Spring Break,”
Brynn said coyly, having come up behind me.

I spun around to face her.

“Shut up, Brynn,” Ben said from behind me,
but we both ignored him.

“You were out of town, and he was
frustrated, so I helped him out,” she said, smirking widely. “That
was a great week. Thanks for taking that trip.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked her,
and she shook her head.

“No, I’m not,” she said, her voice full of
false remorse.

“We did not sleep together over Spring
Break,” Ben said, stepping between us. “Brynn, tell her we didn’t
sleep together.” He was pleading with her.

“We didn’t technically sleep together over
Spring Break or last fall,” Brynn said, “but I’d consider what we
did as sex.”

“It was not,” Ben protested, and his voice
got really high-pitched.

““Was any part of you inside her at any
point?” I asked, turning to Ben. He just looked at his shoes.

I stared at him for a few seconds, but he
wouldn’t make eye contact with me. I took that as my answer.

“I thought so,” I said, shaking my head a
few times.

It was just like over the summer when I’d
gone up against Ashleigh. He was shirking away from the situation,
and I was fighting for us. But I didn’t really feel like fighting
anymore. He’d cheated on me for months, whether he thought it was
cheating or not, and then had the audacity to get mad at me for
doing it once. Granted, there was something fundamentally wrong
with our relationship if both of us ended up cheating, but he was a
giant hypocrite. And I was just done.

I felt betrayed, and even though I’d fallen
out of love with him a long time ago, I’d respected him up until a
few minutes ago. I could have lived with him wanting to date Brynn.
It wasn’t cool, but I didn’t care that much. But the fact that he’d
betrayed me over and over again made me feel sick. I’d had it so
ingrained in my brain that he’d never cheat on me that I hated
myself for what I’d done with Zack. Now I knew that what I’d done
had been nothing. At least I’d had the decency to end things with
him as soon as I could. Ben was an asshole.

“Brynn, you’re pathetic, and if you think
he’s not going to cheat on you down the road, you’re delusional.
Ben, screw you. Just screw you,” I said, turning on my heel. I had
no other words for either of them at that point.

I didn’t give either of them another glance
or a chance to respond before I stormed out of the ballroom and
headed to the hotel bar. Toby, having witnessed the tail-end of my
encounter with Ben and Brynn, sidled up next to me as I was placing
my order for two tequila shots.

“Make that four,” he said to the bartender
as he sat down beside me.







Chapter Twenty-Nine

 Zack

 


I was letting myself out of Jen’s apartment
when a cab pulled up in front of the building. I stopped short as
Emily stumbled out in a pair of the sexiest heels I’ve ever seen.
She giggled once, turned back to whoever was in the cab and said
“Goodnight.” Then she blew a kiss, and I knew it was another
guy.

My shoulders slumped involuntarily, and I
wished again that Jen didn’t live downstairs from her. I didn’t
want to know she was seeing other guys.

“Well, well, well,” she said, having spotted
me. “If it isn’t Zack Easton, lead singer of Liar’s Edge and the
guy who lies about everything! How ironic!”

I didn’t say anything as she approached me,
teetering on heels that made her inches taller. Her legs looked
amazing, and I couldn’t stop wondering what they would feel like
wrapped around me again. My mind flitted back to the time she’d
worn that incredibly sexy leather skirt and we’d ended up having
sex in the ocean, her legs wrapped around my waist. I almost had to
shake my head to bring myself back to the present where a very
angry version of the same girl was glaring at me.

“Where have you been tonight, Zack? Huh?
Been spending some time with your daughter?” she asked,
sneering at me. “I thought you had a show tonight? Did you bail?
You like to do that too.”

“Lily’s sick,” I said, pacifying her with a
response, even though I despised her tone. “I came over to check on
her after the show.”

“Yeah, you did,” Emily said haughtily, as
she swayed back and forth. “That’s really nice of you. I can
actually tell you played tonight. Do you know how I can tell? Do
you? Because you look all hot and sexy and rock star-ish like you
do every time you play. And your hair is disheveled and sexy, and
that’s how you look after you play, because it always falls sexily
over your forehead when you look at your guitar, and it is
hot!”

I couldn’t hide the smile that crept onto my
face. She thought I looked hot. She thought I was sexy. She was
drunk and probably not in her right mind, but she was being honest.
That much I knew.

“Oh, no,” she said, stepping closer to me
and putting her finger up to my face. “No, you do not get to smile
at that, mister. I will not allow it.”

“Had a little to drink tonight, princess?” I
asked, knowing that would really set her off.

She was really hot when she was mad. I’d
never seen her like this before. It was actually turning me on,
especially because she looked like a hot rocker chick. Part of me
wanted to pull her into my arms and have my way with her, but she
kept her distance, so I knew I couldn’t do that.

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “You do not get
to call me that anymore!” she declared, her finger, still inches
from my nose, emphasizing her point. “I am not a princess. It’s
just like they say in that Maroon 5 song – ‘fairy tales are full of
shit’ – and they are stupid, and so are you. I am not your
princess. I’m not anyone’s princess!”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, knowing
she’d never hear me out. She was too drunk, and she probably
wouldn’t even remember what I was telling her, but I had to say it.
“Emily, you have been my princess since the moment I met you. I
just didn’t realize it at the time.”

“Ughh!” she said, stomping her foot in
frustration. “I can’t even handle you right now, Zack Easton. I
can’t handle you. Just get–”

Before she could continue her rant, she
stumbled forward and ended up right where I wanted her – in my
arms.

“Hey,” I said, looking down at her, my arms
holding her up. She was looking right back at me, her full pink
lips so close to mine.

“God you’re beautiful,” she murmured just
before she kissed me.

It had been so long since I’d felt her lips
against mine, but in an instant it was as if we hadn’t spent any
time apart. It was like coming home again, and I hungrily kissed
her back, pulling her body flush against mine wishing she’d let me
have more, wanting her to do what she’d done that summer and pull
me into her bedroom so we could shut out the world and just be
together.

It had been a shitty night. Derrick hadn’t
played well due to a hangover, Andrew had screwed up
Glimpse. And I’d been distracted knowing Lily was sick and I
couldn’t be with her. Being with Emily just might be the thing to
turn my night around.

She’d run from me before, though, and she
wasn’t happy to see me, so it stood to reason that she’d run again.
I knew I’d screwed up, but all I wanted was to make it up to her. I
wanted to make things right between us, and I was hoping she’d let
me.

But all too soon she pulled away.

“I hate that you’re a good kisser,” she said
to me as she stepped back out of my arms. Cold air rushed over the
warmth her body had created when it had been pressed against mine.
“I hate that you live here, and that you spend time at Jen’s, and
that you’re in a stupid band that I love but can’t go see anymore,
because I don’t want to run into you. I just – I think I just hate
you.”

With that she turned and stalked off, her
tiny purse swinging at her side as she left me standing on the
sidewalk wanting her more than I ever had and sick with the
knowledge that what I’d done had made her hate me.







Chapter Thirty

 Emily

 


After throwing up most of the night, I slept
most of the next day. My mind reeled, and images from the night
before flashed in my brain, mixing with dreams. I relived what I’d
learned about Ben, then I had a dream that I’d been yelling at
Zack. Then I remembered seeing Ben and Brynn make-out across the
ballroom. I recalled taking shot after shot of tequila at the hotel
bar with Toby and sharing a cab home. Then I had an amazing dream
that started with me kissing Zack outside of my apartment before I
dragged him upstairs where things turned slightly erotic. It was a
good dream, and despite my hung over state, I woke up smiling.
Apparently my dreaming mind forgot that I sort of disliked him.

I’d been up for a few hours replaying the
events of the night before in my head since Rachel wasn’t home, and
she wasn’t answering her cell phone. I’d have to wait until she got
home from wherever she’d gone to sound off to her about all the
things I’d learned about my sham of a relationship with Ben. But I
was restless in the apartment alone, so I decided to take a walk,
hoping the frigid cold would help bring some clarity.

When I ended up at Starbucks, my head had
cleared considerably, so I decided to sit inside and warm up for a
few minutes. As I was ordering my drink, I looked over and saw
Zack, of all people, sitting in one of the comfy armchairs in the
corner writing in a notebook. My stomach flipped as memories from
my dream came back to me in full force, and I felt my cheeks heat.
I had to remind myself it had been two weeks since I’d seen him and
not twelve hours. And it was just a dream.

When I got my drink, I walked over to him,
conjuring up as much confidence as I could. I felt bad about taking
off on him with no explanation after we’d gotten coffee, so I
figured the least I could do was be polite and say hello. My
stomach twitched as I watched him, his hair falling into his eyes
as he scribbled furiously in his notebook. I had to remind myself
that I was the only one aware of the impure thoughts I’d had of him
just hours earlier. He had no idea what I’d been doing to him in my
mind. I had nothing to be worried about.

“Writing some new lyrics?” I asked, smiling
a warm smile at him as his head jerked up in surprise. He quickly
flipped his notebook over on his lap, so I couldn’t see what he’d
written.

“Hey,” he said tentatively when he saw me
standing over him.

He laid his notebook on the arm of the chair
and appraised me, as if waiting for me to make the first move. And
I guess he had every right. I was the one who’d bolted on him over
Thanksgiving. He’d tried to extend an olive branch, and I’d pushed
him away.

“I’m sorry about taking off on you,” I
said.

He looked at me quizzically. “Don’t worry
about it,” he said, smiling a small smile, as if waiting for me to
go on.

I wasn’t sure what else he wanted me to say,
so I just stared at him for a few seconds. His hair fell over his
forehead in that perfect way it always did, just hitting the top of
his eyebrows, and his eyebrow ring glinted in the light from the
lamp on the table next to him. His light brown eyes looked both
thoughtful and amused, and his full lips twitched as if he wanted
to say something else.

Finally he said, “I thought you hated
me.”

Okay, so that was a little dramatic, but
maybe that was the vibe I’d given off when we’d parted ways a few
weeks ago.

I shook my head. “I don’t hate you, Zack.
But you hurt me, and I’m not going to lie and say it was fun. It
was just awkward seeing you, and having coffee, and then you showed
me the picture of you and Lily, and I just needed to leave.”

He nodded. “Do you want to sit?” he asked,
and I knew it was his way of extending an olive branch yet
again.

So I sat, giving him the benefit of the
doubt and telling myself I wouldn’t run this time.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, appraising me, and
I knew he could tell I was upset.

I sighed and settled back into the armchair
next to his. “I just found out last night that Ben cheated on me a
few times while we were together, with a sorority sister of mine,
so I sort of drank myself into oblivion and am now super hung over,
and I just feel kind of shitty overall.”

Zack made a face. “That sucks.”

“Have you ever cheated on someone?” I asked
him.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “Of course
Jen is the only person I’ve ever officially called my girlfriend,
and I never cheated on her, but I don’t think it’s something I’d
ever do. It’s why I didn’t date anyone seriously after her. I knew
what I wanted, and it wasn’t a girlfriend.”

I squinted my eyes and nodded, sort of
amazed that we were having this conversation. It was incredibly
different from the stilted conversation we’d had at the coffee shop
in Charlotte. Now it was as if we were two old friends talking. He
was speaking so frankly about his past. His guard was completely
down, it seemed, and I knew then that all summer, even when I’d
thought he was opening up to me, he’d always been very measured in
what he’d shared. He’d been cautious about revealing too much
because he’d been keeping two huge secrets. Now his secrets were
out, so I guess he didn’t have to watch what he said.

“I cheated,” I said, and he nodded. He knew
that I’d cheated He was the guy I’d cheated with. “Am I a horrible
person?”

“No, you’re not,” he said sincerely, smiling
just a little.

“Am I bad in bed or something?” I asked, and
he laughed out loud. “What? Am I?”

I was suddenly panicked that I was and that
was why Ben had cheated.

“No,” Zack said then, no doubt sensing my
worry. “Definitely not.”

“And you’ve slept with a lot of girls, so
you would know,” I said then, realizing too late that I probably
shouldn’t have said that.

A dark shadow crossed his face. “I guess I
have,” was all he said, and I knew I should change the subject.

“So how do you like living back in
civilization?” I asked and achieved my goal. I watched his mood
switch gears, the darkness disappearing.

He chuckled lightly. “I like it,” he said
honestly, running a hand back through his dark hair. “But I miss my
mom and the beach and Phil’s. The island was home for a really long
time, and every place on it has a memory of her. I feel closer to
her when I’m there, but living here, I get to be close Lily and see
her all the time. I can’t beat that.”

I wondered if he wanted me to ask him about
Lily and that’s why he brought her up. I was tempted, but a part of
me just wasn’t ready. I hadn’t expected to see him that day, so I
hadn’t mentally prepared for what it would be like to hear his side
of the story, if he even wanted to share it with me. Did I want to
know why he’d hid her from me? Yeah, I did.

“Zack, you said you were doing okay, but are
you really?” I asked instead. “I mean, with your mom and
everything?”

He sighed. “My mom died. I’m doing as well
as can be expected. I just miss her – every day, but I’m glad she’s
not in pain anymore.”

“She was in pain?” I asked, feeling dumb for
saying it, but I felt like I had to say something, and that was all
that came to me.

“Yeah. It got really bad at the end. It was
a struggle for her to just take a breath, and I hated seeing her
like that, but sometimes I just wish I had one more day with her.
Just one more good day, you know?”

I nodded and wanted so badly to take his
hand in mine, but we just weren’t in that place anymore.

“She was an amazing woman, Zack, and she
loved you so much. I know I didn’t know her well, but I could see
that what made her happy was when you smiled. She was happy in her
final days, and I know that, because you were there with her.”

“I know,” he said quietly, his gaze set on a
point in the distance. He wasn’t really focusing on anything in
particular. I watched him, just as I’d done all summer, half
expecting him to suddenly switch gears, smile at me and tell me he
wanted ice cream. Of course, he didn’t.

“Zack, do you maybe want to grab dinner or
something?” I asked, surprising myself, but I so desperately wanted
him to snap out of his trance that I’d taken a shot in the dark. I
never should have asked about his mother.

“I can’t,” he said, and he actually sounded
regretful as he looked down at his watch.

“Oh,” I said, feeling my stomach drop. I
looked down at my lap, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him
turn to look at me.

“We have band practice at seven.”

I tried very hard not to keep my face from
falling. I wanted to maintain my somewhat cool exterior around
him.

“Would you maybe want to come over later?”
he asked, catching me by surprise. “We could hang out – watch a
movie or something.”

I looked up at him, searching his face for
what that meant. His expression was neutral but friendly.

“Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice
level, but all the time I was reading into his invitation. My heart
was pounding in my chest.

“Why don’t you come over at eight-thirty,”
he said, getting up. “I’ll text you the address.”

I nodded, unable to move from my chair.
Before he turned to leave, he leaned down and hugged me, and the
familiar scent of him caught me by surprise. The smell mixed with
the feel of his arms around me put me into sensory overload and a
rush of feelings came back all at once.

“I’ve missed you, Em,” he said, as he
squeezed me. “Thanks for being a good friend. I’ll see you later,
okay.”

I felt myself nodding, but not really
reacting. It wasn’t until he was gone that I realized he’d called
me his friend.

His friend.

He thanked me for being a good friend. When
exactly had we become friends?

Suddenly, all I could think was, But, I
don’t want to be your friend.

I knew I’d made a huge mistake in pushing
him away. But could I let him back in knowing he’d lied to me
twice? Did he even want back in? Things were suddenly so muddled.
Maybe he did just want to be friends, but at the coffee shop over
Thanksgiving, he’d seemed like he wanted more. When he talked about
me kissing Vincent and dating Ben, he’d seemed jealous. Was he?

Now I was more confused than ever.


 


Chapter Thirty-One

 Zack

 


“Hey man,” Leo said, when I walked into his
garage.

He’d converted it into a studio when he’d
bought the house two years earlier, back when we’d been a thriving
band with the chance of a record deal. Now it felt like we were
starting over, building our fan base and hoping for what we’d had
in our back pocket not so long ago.

I knew leaving the band had been the right
decision at the time, but I’d also given up a lot by doing so. We’d
had two labels circling us, wanting to sign us, and we would have
had our choice when it came down to it, but then the accident
happened and Lily happened and the labels only hung around for so
long. Kristin had put in a few calls the week before to see if
they’d come back out, but she hadn’t been able to do much more than
leave a message.

“Hey,” I said with more enthusiasm than I’d
felt in a while, setting my guitar down.

I’d been fiddling with it up in my room,
putting music to the lyrics I’d written for a song called
Hate that I’d penned earlier in the day before and after my
encounter with Emily. The song had started out angry and
disjointed, but then after seeing her again, the lyrics had
clicked, and I thought I might have something good.

“You okay, man?” Leo asked, as he tuned his
bass. “What did you do with the angry guy I heard pounding out
those sick chords this afternoon?”

“I ran into Emily,” I said, a smirk creeping
up on my face.

“Oh yeah? Did she tell you she hates you
again?”

“Dude,” I said, perching on top of one of
the speakers. “I don’t think she remembers last night. She actually
came up to me at Starbucks, and from what I could gather, the last
time she thinks we talked was over Thanksgiving. She was actually
friendly to me.”

Leo nodded. “That’s cool. So did you ask her
out?”

I grinned. “Get this. She asked me out.”

He nodded again. “Are you going?”

“Nah, I told her I had band practice, and
the look on her face was awesome. So then I invited her over
tonight to hang out. That’s cool with you, right?”

“Yeah,” he said, strumming a few bars. “I’m
heading to the bar after this, so feel free to have all the fun you
want.”

I opened my mouth to refute his statement
when Derrick and Andrew walked in.

“What’s up dudes?” Derrick said, as he
peeled off his shirt. He always insisted on playing shirtless, even
when we practiced.

“Zack’s got a date with Emily tonight,” Leo
said, strumming his bass to punctuate his announcement.

“Nice,” Derrick said, pounding out a beat,
and I considered writing a new song called Zack Finally Got It
Right with Emily based on what they were playing.

“It’s about time, man,” Andrew said, as he
picked up his guitar and slung the strap over his shoulder. He
added his guitar to the drums and Leo’s bass, and lyrics started
forming in my head.

I shook my head to clear it a few times,
knowing how I played the precarious situation with Emily would
determine how things would end for us. I had no delusions that she
suddenly stopped hating me or that she would throw herself at me. I
knew she still didn’t trust me, and before I made any sort of a
grand gesture, I had to win back her trust. I was going to start by
being her friend and go from there. She’d come back to me in
time.

“Zack’s gonna get some. It’s about time,”
Andrew sung, solidifying that he was better at complimentary vocals
than lead. “Our boy’s had a dry spell, and he’s finally gonna get
laid.”

“Hopefully Emily won’t go all psycho and
chop off his baaalls,” Derrick added, punctuating his line with a
reverberating bang to the cymbals. “Cause Zack really needs to get
laaaid.”

“Fuck you guys,” I said, picking up my
guitar, but I was smiling.

“Come on, let’s practice,” Leo said,
bringing us all back to the reason we were there. Our Saturday
night show hadn’t been stellar, and we had work to do. “We need to
end on time so Zacky can get some.”

He grinned at me, uncharacteristically
playing into our humor, and I threw my pick at him. He threw it
back, and I kicked us off with the opening chords to
Glimpse. I stepped up to the microphone and started to sing,
putting more feeling into my music than I had in a while. I’d let
the guys think I was going to get laid that night, but I had far
better plans than that.







Chapter Thirty-Two

 Emily

 


As I drove to Zack’s house later that night,
I realized that at any point that I could have called and
cancelled. Of course, I didn’t. I was a fool, and I was about to
realize what a fool I was, and I knew that, but still I pressed on
toward his house hoping for the best, hoping he would want the same
thing as me and his invitation had been an indication of that.

I pulled into the driveway, took a deep
breath and got out. I waited thirty seconds before I tentatively
rang the doorbell. It took a minute for Zack to answer, and when he
did, the butterflies in my stomach started flying in faster
circles. He was wearing a gray t-shirt that fit his chest so well
that I could see the definition clearly. It made me want to run my
hands up and over his pecs, so I put my hands behind my back and
kept them there, so I wouldn’t be tempted to touch him – not yet at
least.

He led me into the living room of his
townhouse that definitely had a bachelor pad feel to it. The couch
and love seat were black leather. The coffee table and the
entertainment center were glass and metal, and the wall behind the
sofa showcased three framed band posters of The Rolling Stones,
Simon and Garfunkel and The Beatles. Across from the sofa was a
huge flat screen TV that hung over the entertainment center which
sported the largest stereo system I’d ever seen, along with two
video game consoles and a Blue Ray player. In the corner of the
room there were four guitars – two acoustic, one electric and one
bass. There was also an amp with what looked like sheet music piled
on top of it. It was exactly the kind of place I’d imagined Zack
living in.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the
couch.

I didn’t say anything, I just slowly took
off my coat and hung it over a bar stool before tentatively sitting
down. Zack came to sit next to me, so I angled myself so I was
facing him and took a deep breath. On the end table behind him I
noticed some framed pictures. There was the one of him and Lily
that was identical to the one I’d seen at Jen’s place, one of Leo
and Kristin, looking very much in love and one of Zack, his mom and
Leo taken at some point before I’d met her since she had a full
head of dark hair, very similar in texture and color to Zack’s. She
looked like a different woman, and I realized how beautiful she’d
been when she’d been healthy.

“Sorry if I was weird this afternoon,” Zack
said, pulling my gaze from over his shoulder back to him. His lower
lip was twitching slightly.

“It’s okay,” I said, thinking it wasn’t, but
knowing it was the right thing to say.

“I just don’t really know how to act around
you, Em,” he said slowly as if he was afraid of my reaction.

“How do you want to act?” I asked, not sure
if I wanted to hear the answer. It was like we were both walking on
eggshells around each other.

He ran his hand through his hair and it
flopped back down over his forehead. I fought the urge to reach
over and run my fingers through it.

“I don’t know. I’ve missed you,” he said,
angling himself closer to me.

“What are you doing?” I asked, suddenly on
guard and hyperaware of how close he’d gotten.

“Nothing,” he said quickly, pulling back, as
if changing his mind about what he was going to do which I thought
was kiss me, and I felt my heartbeat quicken with this
knowledge.

Why had I questioned him? It had been so
long since we’d kissed. A part of me had forgotten what it was
like, but another part of me remembered with such clarity that I
almost wished he would lean forward again so I could change my mind
about pushing him away.

“Let’s watch a movie,” he said all of a
sudden, popping up from the couch like a jack-in-the-box. He
crossed the room to the entertainment center and opened one of the
doors to reveal close to a hundred movies. “Let’s see. What are you
in the mood for?”

He said this without turning around, so I
had to respond to his back.

“I don’t care,” I said, being purposefully
vague, but also because I couldn’t even see the selection since he
was kneeling in front of it, and I was afraid to move closer to
him. “What are my choices?”

He looked over his shoulder at me. “Come
here and see,” he said, beckoning me forward, and I hesitantly got
up to join him, peering over his shoulder. That close to him, I
could inhale the intoxicating scent of his aftershave, and it made
my head go a little fuzzy.

“Wow, I didn’t know you and Leo were such
fans of cartoons,” I said, observing the full shelf of every kid’s
movie Disney and Pixar had produced in the past fifty years.

Zack froze for a second before turning
around to look at me. “My daughter’s almost two,” he said slowly.
“They’re hers. But, I am a pretty big fan of Cars and
Up, so I’d be game if you want to watch either of
those.”

I knew it was his attempt at a joke, but I
couldn’t bring myself to laugh.

“Oh. Yeah. Right. I keep forgetting you have
a kid,” I mumbled more to myself than to him, but he heard me.

Every time I thought about the fact that
Zack was a father, it seemed so surreal, because the guy I met that
summer was so different from the one kneeling before me, and that
one piece of information was the biggest difference. Maybe if he’d
told me about Lily from the beginning, it might not seem so weird,
but he hadn’t, so it was.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked,
and I knew he really wanted to clear the air about Lily, but I just
couldn’t do it. I wasn’t ready to go there, to hear his story and
learn why he’d kept her from me.

“No,” I said quickly. “No. Let’s just watch
a movie.”

I knew that as soon as he told me about her
or I saw them together, reality would sink in, and a part of me
just really wanted to hold onto the guy I fell in love with over
the summer. I had this inherent fear that he wasn’t really the same
guy, and it scared me. I really, really liked that guy, and I
wasn’t sure I wanted to get to know this other guy with this whole
other life. I know how shallow that sounds, but it had nothing to
do with Lily. It was truly the fact that I didn’t feel like I knew
Zack, and Lily was just a part of that.

“Okay,” he said, and the disappointment was
palpable in his tone. “How about Avatar?”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, before hurrying
back to secure my spot on the end of the couch.

Zack put the movie in, came back to the
couch and sat at the opposite end.

“Do you want a drink?” he asked, his mouth
twitching as he waited for my response. His arm was draped over the
back of the couch, and I noticed he’d gotten a new tattoo. Six
lines of script were inked on the inside of his left forearm,
balancing out the lyrics to Jump on his right forearm. From
the distance I sat, I couldn’t read the new words, which I assumed
were lyrics.

“I’m okay,” I said, and it came out sounding
hoarse. Maybe I did need a drink, but before I could change my
mind, Zack turned off the lamp and we were ensconced in darkness
for a few seconds before the movie started.

Then for the next two and a half hours, we
sat in silence, neither of us moving a muscle.

When the movie was finally over, Zack turned
on the lamp next to him and stretched his arms over his head, his
t-shirt inching up to reveal his defined stomach muscles.

I forced myself to look away and asked,
“Where’s your bathroom?”

“That way,” he said, nodding toward the
front hall with his head.

Once inside the small powder room, I closed
the pocket door, put my hands on either side of the pedestal sink
and appraised myself in the mirror, taking a few deep breaths. I
waited about a minute, washed my hands, braced myself and went back
out into the living room. Zack was texting someone on his phone,
but he put it down when I returned to my seat on the couch. I
wasn’t entirely sure what should come next. Would we talk? Would he
try to kiss me again? Should I just leave? Why was I even here?

“You seem different,” Zack said, turning to
face me on the couch.

I propped my feet on the coffee table and
looked over at him. “I do?”

“Yeah,” he said, leaning his head casually
on his hand, his elbow propped on the back of the couch.

“Different bad or different good?”

“You’re reserved – I think is the best way
to put it. You’re not the same – at least not with me.”

Wow, he had some nerve.

“Um, can you blame me?” I asked, sounding
much bitchier than I’d intended. I looked away from him, feeling
unsettled by the penetrating stare he was aiming at me.

“No, I guess not.”

I turned so I was able to see his face.
“Zack, what do you want?”

“I miss you,” he said, repeating what he’d
already told me earlier in the night.

“So you regret what you did – ending
things?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for his answer.

“Yes and no,” he said, and I closed my eyes,
not sure I wanted to hear the rest, but he continued talking. “It
was the right thing for me to do at the time. It doesn’t mean I was
happy about it, but I didn’t have another option. I hated hurting
you, but I knew being in a long distance relationship wasn’t
something I could do at that point in my life.”

“So what do you want now?” I asked again,
focusing on the future instead of the past that I’d dwelled on for
too long.

“I miss you,” he said again, sounding like a
parrot.

“Yes. You said that. What do you want?” I
was more terse the third time I repeated the same question.

“I’ve liked seeing you. I think, maybe, I
was hoping we could be friends.”

“You want to be friends,” I said
blandly.

He nodded. “Yeah. I do.”

I sighed, long and loud. “Why?”

He looked taken aback by my question. “What
do you mean why? I like you. You’re a cool person. I want us to be
friends.”

I’m a ‘cool person’? Seriously?

It was probably the last thing I wanted him
to say. I wanted him to want more than that. I needed to know that
he regretted breaking up with me because he felt something for me,
not because he thought I was ‘a cool person’. What did that even
mean?

I wanted him to tell me he wanted to get
back together, and that this time, he wasn’t letting me go. I think
I needed to hear him to tell me he loved me. It was probably the
only thing that would make me want to keep seeing him in any
capacity. Anything else and I ran the risk of getting burned
again.

“Zack, I have enough friends. I’m not really
looking for any more right now,” I said, standing up and turning to
face him. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head quickly a few times, and I
could see he was stunned that I’d turned him down. “No, it’s fine.
Don’t worry about it. I figured it was a long shot, but I had to
throw it out there.”

Yeah, well maybe if you’d thrown a little
harder, I might have caught it.

I knew right then and there that if he’d
have put his heart on the line, I would have let him in. I would
have talked about all the things that were bothering me and all the
things I was afraid to know and asked all the questions that had
been eating away at me for months, but he didn’t do that and had
essentially closed that door.

I’d gone out on a limb when I’d asked him to
dinner earlier in the day, and then I’d thought maybe he’d been
doing the same when he’d asked me to come over to watch a movie.
Had I known he just wanted to be friends, I never would have said
yes, because truthfully I knew that being friends with Zack Easton
was the last thing I wanted.


 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 Zack

 


“Wow, that is probably the most depressing
song I’ve ever heard,” Leo said, when he came through the door
around three in the morning. “It’s worse than the first version of
Hate you busted out with that just had that one chord and
‘Emily hates me’ over and over again. Am I safe to assume you
didn’t get laid?”

“You are safe to assume that,” I said,
strumming a few poignant chords on my guitar. I had no real purpose
with my playing at that moment. It was more about getting my
aggression out. “My genius plan to be friends and work my way back
in backfired.”

“Well, it was a shitty plan anyway,” Leo
said, hanging his coat in the hall closet.

“Thanks for telling me,” I said, glaring at
him.

“Sometimes you have to learn things on your
own, Daniel-san,” he said, in a really bad imitation of Mr. Miyagi
from The Karate Kid.

“Did you have a better idea?” I asked,
ignoring his attempt at humor.

“Actually, yeah, I did.” He grabbed a soda
from the fridge and came to sit beside me. “See, your inherent
problem has been that you keep meeting with her in places where she
has an out. You need to get her alone, in a place where she can’t
run, and then convince her to listen to you, see things your
way.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like Stockholm
Syndrome at all. What are you suggesting? Kidnapping her? Driving
her out to the middle of nowhere and demanding she hear me out?
Then win her over, so she comes over to my side?”

“No, you idiot. You really need to quit
using that degree of yours. Just ask her out on a date. Take her to
that place I took Kristin in Raleigh, and then tell her how you
feel. Quit playing games.”

“What place? The fancy place where you
planned to propose last month but chickened out?”

Leo glared at me. “Yes, that place.”

I laughed. That was a funny Leo story. He
was usually the most level-headed guy I knew, but when it came time
to pop the question, he freaked out and couldn’t do it. I knew he
was trying to gather enough nerve to ask Kristin to marry him at
Christmas, but we were all taking bets that he’d chicken out again.
Molly was the only one who believed he’d actually do it this
time.

“I don’t know, dude, that’s not really us.
Fancy dinner, all that extraneous silverware. Would I have to wear
a tie?”

“Who cares! If you actually want there to be
an ‘us’, you might want to figure something out soon, and if
wearing a tie is what’s holding you back, then you might want to
really think about whether Emily is the right girl for you.”

“She is,” I said, not even hesitating. I had
no doubts about that. I just had to make sure that this time, when
I actually got her, I wouldn’t be so stupid as to let her go.

“Well, then it’s time to go
balls-to-the-wall and tell her how you feel. No more ‘let’s be
friends’ bullshit. No more dancing around your feelings. Man up and
just tell her!”

I almost fell over laughing, clutching my
stomach as Leo eyed me speculatively.

“Did you really just use the term
‘balls-to-the-wall’?” I asked, gasping and nearly crying I was
laughing so hard.

“Fuck you,” Leo said, shoving me in the
shoulder as he got up and walked out of the room. “I don’t give a
shit what you do, just do something instead of moping around here
writing bad music.”

“Maybe I should just propose,” I sung,
playing a few random chords, making up a song as I went. “Prove
that one of us has the balls to do it. Too bad you couldn’t take
your own advice, man. Balls-to-the-wall might have been a good
idea, you chicken-shit fuck-head.”

Leo just shot me the finger before he headed
upstairs. “At least I’m with the girl I’m in love with, you
dumb-shit. I’m one up on you,” he called down the stairs, getting
in one last dig.

Not for long, I thought, as I set my
guitar down to formulate a plan.







Chapter Thirty-Four

 Emily

 


I cried the whole way home, rehashing every
mistake I’d made that night and how much I’d wished things had
turned out differently. I felt like such a stupid girl. Hanging out
with Zack had only succeeded in opening up old wounds.
Friends. He wanted to be friends. That was some bullshit. We
were never friends to begin with. We practically pounced on each
other the first night we met. What on earth would make him what to
think I’d want to be his friend?

When I got home, I saw the light on in
Rachel’s room, so I knocked softly. I needed my best friend, but I
got my brother instead.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked
as soon as I saw him.

He grinned. “My class got cancelled
tomorrow, and I don’t have classes on Tuesdays, so I got on a
plane.

I shook my head in amusement. The two of
them had racked up some serious frequent flyer miles this semester.
Fortunately for Chase, my father flew all the time for work, so he
got free tickets constantly. Chase could fly for free whenever he
needed. Our dad literally had a stack of flight vouchers sitting on
his desk at home.

“Cool,” I said, feeling drained all of a
sudden, as I fell against the door jam and leaned my head against
the wall.

“Have you been crying?” Chase asked,
appraising me.

At his question, my face crumbled, and I
started crying all over again. His arms immediately encircled
me.

“What happened?” he asked, leading me over
to Rachel’s bed.

Bailey was lounging in the center of the
bed, half-asleep, but he perked up when I sat down. I settled down
to him and stroked his soft fur, while I rehashed the entire
night’s events to my brother.

“Fuck him,” Chase said. “I thought he was a
cool guy this summer, but man, now he’s just playing with you. I’ll
go kick his ass if you want me to.”

I laughed through my tears at the idea of
Chase, with his slight build and complete lack of athletic ability,
going after Zack who worked out on a regular basis. Suffice it to
say, it wouldn’t be much of a fight, but I appreciated my brother’s
offer. Chase maintained his stoic exterior, obviously meaning what
he’d said.

“I don’t know what to think,” I said,
shaking my head and feeling completely deflated.

Chase put his arm around me again. “Just let
it go Em. He’s a jerk. He’s in the past. I hate to say it, but you
might be better off with D-bag Ben.”

“Oh, no. Definitely not,” I said, anger
welling up inside of me, as I filled Chase in on my news on the Ben
front.

Why couldn’t I get anything right in the guy
department? I was apparently a perpetual failure when it came to
the opposite sex.

“Dick,” Chase said through gritted teeth,
and I could tell it was all he could do to stay in the apartment
and not go hunt down Ben. “I told you this summer he was cheating
on you. Fucking asshole! I will kick his ass the next time I
see him.”

“Who’s ass are you going kick baby?” Rachel
called, slamming the front door behind her.

She appeared in the doorway to her bedroom
holding up a container of Dunkin’ Donuts doughnut holes. Apparently
she and Chase were midnight snacking. “What happened?”

She immediately crossed the room and
enveloped me on my other side, and Chase filled her in on the
latest Zack and Ben news, as she opened the box of doughnuts for me
to take some.

I then spent the night tossing and turning
before falling into a deep sleep. When I woke up, I didn’t feel any
better. I half thought I might hear from Zack, but I didn’t and
knew I was stupid to even think that. I’d told him I didn’t want to
be friends, so why would he call me?







Chapter Thirty-Five

 Zack

 


“So you’re the one who’s been poisoning my
daughter’s mind with pop music,” I said, startling Emily as I
walked up behind her and Lily at the park. They were playing in the
sand box, building a castle with Lily’s beach toys. On the edge of
the sand box was Emily’s iPod, and emanating from it was a song I
knew was by Taylor Swift, but it wasn’t one that Jen had told me to
learn when she’d given me a list of Lily’s favorites. This one was
more melancholy than the ones I’d played for her.

“Daddy!” Lily cried, as looked up and saw
me. She scrambled up from where she was playing, stepping directly
in the middle of the half-finished castle, and threw herself into
my arms.

“What’s up, baby girl?” I asked, kissing her
on the cheek a few times, making her smile.

“We’re pwaying,” she said, pointing down to
where Emily sat looking uncomfortable.

It had been just over three weeks since we’d
seen each other, since she’d stormed out of my house after my
asinine offer to be her friend. I hadn’t called her, wanting to
give her some space to cool off. I figured she’d be back home in
Charlotte for Christmas break, but apparently she’d come back
early. When I’d heard this, I’d planned to give her a call, but
then Jen had asked me if I could pick up Lily from the park since
she was dealing with an unexpected issue with her dad, and I
figured an in-person meeting would be better than a call. Emily
would have a harder time hanging up on me when we were
face-to-face.

“Oh yeah?” I said to Lily. “What are you
making?”

“A pwincess castle,” she said, pointing to
the now ruined castle Next to it lay the bucket she’d been filling
with sand.

“Is it for you?” I asked, tickling her
tummy. “You’re a princess.”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding her head
enthusiastically. “And Emmy. She’s a pwincess too!”

“Is she?” I said, my glance drifting to
Emily. I made sure to lock my eyes with hers but didn’t say
anything else. I needed to feel her out first.

“And what about the prince?” I asked. “Does
he get to live there too?”

“No,” Lily said somberly, and I glanced at
Emily to see if she had anything to do with that.

Either her depressing music about break-ups
was getting to my daughter or the fact that I didn’t live with her
mommy was already affecting her. Emily’s eyes were as wide as mine,
but I saw her glance at her iPod before reaching over to change the
song. I was thankful when a Beatles song came on next. At least she
was varying the music she played for Lily.

“Oh blah blee,” Lily said excitedly, looking
back at the iPod, and Emily and I both laughed. I looked down at
her and smiled. She smiled back. We were making progress.

“Yeah, baby, you know this song,” I said,
rocking her playfully in my arms, making her laugh.

“Life goes on,” Emily muttered
matter-of-factly, standing up and brushing the sand off the back of
her jeans.

I wasn’t sure what she meant by that comment
or if she was just commenting on the song, but I was pretty sure
there was a deeper meaning to what she said, and it had something
to do with me.

“Do you want to swing, baby girl?” I asked
Lily, trying to change directions before things got more awkward
between Emily and me.

“Yea! Swing,” Lily said cheerfully.

“Come on,” I said, looking over my shoulder
at Emily who was cleaning up Lily’s toys.

“That’s okay,” she said. “I should go. Jen
knows you’re picking Lily up?”

I nodded. “She called me. She’s still
dealing with the doctors since her mother is pretty much checked
out, and she hasn’t made much headway in finding out how her dad’s
doing.”

Jen had gotten the call that her father had
had a heart attack on the tennis court that morning and had been
trying to get through to his doctors most of the day. I’d been
working an afternoon shift at the bar, so I couldn’t take Lily.
Thankfully Emily had been available.

“I hope he’s okay,” she said, as she stacked
Lily’s sand pails inside of one another.

“He’s stable, but that’s all Jen knows at
this point.”

“That’s good,” she said, as Lily tugged on
my shirt sleeve.

“Daddy! Swing!” she said, and I knew why Jen
had wanted some peace and quiet. Lily was a little ornery as she
squirmed in my arms and had no doubt made it hard for Jen to make
the phone calls she needed to make. The Terrible Twos just might be
on their way.

“Okay, okay,” I said, pulling the fabric of
my shirt out of her iron grip. “We’ll go swing. Are you coming?” I
turned around and saw the look of hesitation on Emily’s face as she
froze in a half-standing position.

“I should get home,” she said. “I actually
have plans.”

“A date?” I asked, swallowing the bad taste
those words left in my mouth.

She shrugged, and I took that as a yes.

“What time is he picking you up?” I asked,
surprising myself with how candidly I could speak about something
that made me physically ill when I thought about it. It was New
Year’s Eve. I wanted to be the guy taking her out.

She glanced at her watch. “In about an hour
and a half.”

Who is he? I wanted to ask, but I
held back.

“Hang out for a few minutes,” I said,
smiling at her, hoping it would be an invitation in itself.

“Okay,” she said hesitantly.

She started to follow me over to the swings,
and I couldn’t help but imagine us like that permanently. Me, her
and Lily – a happy little family – and I succeeded in surprising
the shit out of myself when I realized the thought had crossed my
mind. I’d only been joking when I’d told Leo I should propose to
Emily, but apparently my subconscious had other ideas. Was I
seriously considering what it would be like to marry this girl?

Over the summer I’d wanted nothing to do
with a serious relationship, and even when I’d moved back, I hadn’t
been looking for a girlfriend. But come to think of it, I actually
hadn’t looked at another girl since I’d met Emily. Maybe what I
wanted was what I’d been fighting against for years, and I didn’t
just want to date Emily. Maybe I wanted more.

“Did you have a nice Christmas?” Emily
asked, pulling me back to the present where she was standing in
front of me, bundled in a red puffy coat and hat and sporting pink
cheeks that told me she was cold.

I wanted to pull her into my arms and warm
her up, and kiss her cheeks until they no longer held the chill
from the air.

“Sure,” I said, as I loaded Lily into the
swing, buckling the safety belt around her waist.

Christmas had felt strained. I’d gone with
Jen and Derrick to their parents’ house in Pasadena since my dad
and Sierra were going to the Virgin Islands for two weeks. I knew
Christmas would be rough for me, and being somewhere foreign, that
didn’t have any reminders of my mom, was what I’d needed. I knew my
Aunt Jane was disappointed I hadn’t come home with Leo, but I just
couldn’t be around family.

I smiled at Emily knowing I could easily bum
her out with my tales of holiday joylessness and focused on what
had been good about the trip.

“Lily saw Santa Claus, and she ate her first
candy cane, and she loved opening all her gifts, but I think she
liked ripping the wrapping paper more than anything. She kept
sticking the bows on the dog, which he hated and she loved. It was
funny.”

Emily laughed, and I realized how long it
had been since I’d heard her laugh. It was a good sound. I
desperately wanted to pull her into my arms and kiss her, but I
knew I had to exercise patience. We were talking. That was step
number one. Step number two would come soon enough.







Chapter Thirty-Six

 Emily

 


I was screening my calls when my phone rang,
and I almost hit ‘Ignore’ when I realized it was Zack and not Alan,
the guy I’d gone out with on New Year’s Eve.

“I almost screened you,” I said candidly
when I picked up, forgetting that Zack and I weren’t really in a
place where we could joke with each other.

“Oh, I’m glad you didn’t?” he said, and I
could tell he wasn’t sure if I’d meant I was considering screening
because it was him calling.

“Sorry. I wasn’t screening you,” I
said quickly. “I’m screening my date from the other night. He keeps
calling, and it’s just not going to happen because he talked
non-stop about himself all night, and – I’m sure you don’t want to
hear about my dating woes. Sorry.”

Zack laughed. “No, it’s fine. You can pour
your heart out to me about the guy who can’t take a hint – not that
I can blame him.” His laugher then stopped abruptly, almost as if
he’d caught what he’d said and regretted it. Apparently he’d also
forgotten the state of our relationship.

“So, what’s up?” I finally asked, wondering
why he was calling.

Maybe he thought I’d changed my mind about
being friends after we’d spent some time talking in the park the
other day. I hadn’t, but I’d been friendly enough that day, so
maybe I’d given off that vibe. Truthfully, seeing him and talking
with him had been achingly painful, especially knowing there wasn’t
a chance we could be together. He didn’t want that.

“I have a proposition for you,” he said
cryptically.

“A proposition?”

“Yes. I’m just asking, and you can feel free
to say no, but you’d really be helping me out.”

“Okay. What is it?” I asked warily.

He took a deep breath. “I have to go home
for a few days to sort through my mom’s things. Every January, my
mother and her friends would collect donations – clothes, household
items, food – and give them to charity. It was their way of staring
the new year fresh. Anyway, my mother left specific orders that I
was to donate all of her belongings to charity. I have to take
everything over to her friend’s house by this weekend, and I
haven’t gone through any of it.”

“Okay,” I said, not sure what he was getting
at. Did he want me to help him, because I was not going to be alone
with him in his mother’s house. That was not happening.

“I know I probably should have done this
before I moved back, but I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of
anything. I honesty still don’t want to, but she’d be pissed if she
knew I’d disobeyed her wishes, and knowing her she’ll come back and
haunt me, so I don’t want to piss her off.”

He laughed, so I laughed along with him. I
knew he was trying to make light of a situation that freaked him
out. My heart went out to him, and I wanted to hug him just to be
sure he was okay. Maybe I could help him go through her stuff. I
could be a friend and do that for him. It would be uncomfortable as
hell, but I could do it.

“So how can I help?”

He laughed, and I thought he sounded
nervous. “Well, you know Jen’s in California? Well, I have Lily,
and there’s no way I can spend the time I need going through my
mom’s stuff with her there. She’ll be bored and antsy, and I don’t
want to rush through this, so I was hoping maybe I could pay you to
come with us and be her nanny for two days.”

He let his statement hang out in the air for
a few seconds, so it had time to really sink in. All he needed was
a babysitter. Great.

“Please,” he said when I didn’t answer. “I
don’t have anyone else to ask. Leo and Kristin are still in
Pennsylvania, and Derek and Andrew are with Jen. You’re probably
the only other person I’d trust to watch Lily. Please.”

Wow. As much as I wanted to say no, I didn’t
think I could.

“I’ll pay you,” he said again.

“Zack, I don’t want your money,” I said,
feeling cheap somehow that he was offering. Even though Jen paid me
to watch Lily, it felt wrong when it was him offering. Maybe it was
because we’d slept together or because I was in love with him, even
though I didn’t want to be, but either way, it felt dirty.

“Okay,” he said sighing. “I knew it was a
long shot, but I figured I’d ask. Thanks anyway. I guess I’ll see
you around.”

“Wait, Zack, no. I’ll do it.”

“You will?” he asked, and I could hear the
relief in his voice.

“Yeah. I just don’t feel right taking your
money.”

“I have to pay you,” he insisted.

“No you don’t. It’s for a good cause.
Consider it my donation to your mom’s charity. I’ll even throw in a
few bags of clothes I need to donate. How does that sound?”

“Like you’re a life saver,” he said
enthusiastically. “Thank you, Emily. Really. I mean it. You’re the
best.”

Yeah, I’m such a good friend.

“When do we leave?” I asked, cutting to the
chase. Hearing him wax on about how wonderful I was wasn’t helping
my ego like it should have.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow at nine.”

“It’s a date,” I said, squeezing my eyes
shut as soon as I heard the words come out of my mouth. Thankfully
Zack didn’t comment on my Freudian slip.







 Chapter Thirty-Seven

Emily

 


I wasn’t prepared for what being in such
close proximity to Zack would actually mean until I spent five
hours in the car with him on the way to the Outer Banks. I was
nervous the whole time and fidgety, but thankfully he didn’t say
much. I could tell he was on edge, and I knew it was because of
what he was facing. I already knew that Lily and I would make
ourselves scarce so he could take the time he needed to sort
through his mom’s things, so I started making a mental list of all
the things we could do.

He let me play deejay, so I plugged in my
iPod and let it shuffle through my songs. Whenever I’d hear one
that reminded me of the summer or of him, I’d get all stiff and
awkward. I don’t know if he noticed, but if he did, he didn’t say
anything.

The best part of the ride, however, was when
a Liar’s Edge song came on, and Lily said from the backseat, “Daddy
sing.”

I thought Zack was going to slam on the
breaks he was so shocked, so I turned around to face her. “Is that
your daddy singing?” I asked.

She smiled and giggled. “Daddy sing and
pay.”

I looked over at Zack, and he was grinning
into the rearview mirror, watching Lily in awe. It made my heart
melt, and for the first time I realized what it must feel like to
be a parent – to witness your child develop a personality and learn
things about the world and figure things out little by little. Zack
looked like a proud father, and I hated that some girl who wasn’t
me would end up with him, would get to marry him and have kids with
him. I hated that I wasn’t enough.

For the rest of the ride I sulked and looked
out the window, never glancing at Zack again.

When we walked into the house, I took the
time to look around. When I’d visited before, there’d always been
people around, but now seeing it empty and quiet was strange. In
fact the whole island felt different. There were no tourists, and
with gray skies overhead and cold air whipping around us,
everything seemed darker. It fit my mood perfectly.

I’d noticed as we drove by Phil’s Tavern
that the outdoor patio was empty, and that just seemed strange to
me. But a part of me actually felt relief. Had the island looked
and felt like it had that summer, I probably would have had to
fight back tears. There were so many memories in danger of coming
back to haunt me that it was better to keep them buried.

Lily was sleeping in her car seat, so Zack,
as only a seasoned parent can do, lifted her out of the seat and
carried her inside, gently laying her on his mom’s bed. She never
even stirred. I started to unload the car, and he joined me after
getting her settled. Traveling with a child meant we had to bring a
lot more stuff than if it had just been the two of us.

While Lily slept, Zack and I started going
through the kitchen. There wasn’t much he was going to donate since
he planned to keep the house and needed a lot of the kitchenware,
but there were still some things we set aside. He didn’t question
when I’d started helping him, so I figured it was okay.

We worked pretty much in silence, only
talking when we had to. It was awkward, but I told myself I was
doing the right thing. I was being a good friend whether I wanted
to be or not.

Two hours into our project, we’d moved into
the living room when Lily started to cry. Zack moved to get up, but
I stopped him.

“I’m the nanny,” I said. “I’ve got her.”

“Hey you,” I said, walking into the bedroom.
Zack had moved her to her pack-n-play once he’d gotten it set
up.

“I’m firsty,” she said, holding her arms out
to me so I could lift her. “Want juice.”

“Sure, we’ll get you some juice,” I said,
stopping short when I noticed all the pictures on the wall. They
were of Zack and his mom throughout the years, and as I held Lily
in my arms, I started at the first one that must have been taken
when he was first born. I walked the length of the room, examining
each picture. It was uncanny how much Lily looked like him when he
was little.

I pointed at a picture of Zack when he must
have been around eight. He had a guitar in his hand and his mom was
watching him play. “Daddy,” I said to Lily and she giggled.

“Gamma,” she said, pointing to Zack’s
mother.

“I see you found the shrine,” Zack said, and
I spun around to see him leaning against the door jam. He was
smirking as if he was embarrassed by all the pictures of him.

“You were a really cute kid,” I said,
keeping my distance. He seemed to be doing the same.

“Daddy,” Lily said, pointing to the picture
we’d just been looking at.

“Yeah,” Zack said, pushing off the door
frame. “That’s Daddy, and that’s Daddy, and that’s Daddy.” He
pointed to several pictures down the line. “Grandma just loved to
take pictures and embarrass Daddy.” He smiled.

He called himself ‘Daddy’. It caught me
off-guard once again.

“Daddy? Where Gamma?” Lily asked, and I
looked at Zack, not sure how he would respond.

“Grandma is in Heaven,” he said, taking her
out of my arms. “She’s an angel now.”

“Angel,” Lily said, her eyes wide.

“Yeah, she’s a beautiful angel.”

I inadvertently reached over and smoothed
down the curls on the back of her head. Zack looked up in surprise,
catching my eye. I pulled my hand back as if it had been shocked,
but my eyes never left Zack’s.

“Come on, let’s get you some juice,” he said
to Lily. “Em, you want some juice?”

“Sure,” I eeked out, not sure what had just
happened between us.

***

“You’re so good with her,” Zack said, as we
sat at a table at Phil’s. He was watching Lily and me color.

“She’s easy, and I love this age. She’s so
much fun.”

Zack laughed. “I remember times when she
wasn’t so fun, but you’re right. This is a good age.”

I wanted to ask him questions. I wanted to
know all about how he’d come to be a father and how he felt about
it and what those difficult ages were. I wanted to know how it was
that he and Jen had such a great relationship and how he’d managed
to see Lily while he was living here full time, but I kept quiet.
Things were going well between us. We were actually becoming
friends, and as much as I didn’t want that, it was better than
nothing. It was better than silence. I was afraid if I asked
questions he didn’t want to answer, he’d clam up. I didn’t want to
push him too far.

“Oh my God! Is that my favorite little
girl?!”

I turned around to see Daphne descending on
our table, her arms outstretched toward Lily.

“Daffy!” Lily said, lighting up, and I had
to smile at the way Lily pronounced her name.

Daphne scooped her up and covered her face
with kisses while Lily laughed and squealed in delight.

“Hey you,” she said, kicking Zack’s chair,
finally acknowledging him. “How have you been?”

“Hanging in there,” Zack said,
shrugging.

“Glad to hear it,” Daphne said, and I could
tell there was something unspoken between them.

“Daphne, you remember Emily, right?”

Daphne looked at me for a few seconds as if
trying to place who I was. Then suddenly it registered. “Oh, yeah.
Right. Emily. How are you?”

I could tell she was surprised to see Zack
and me together, and I was glad he didn’t clarify what our
relationship truly was.

“I’m good. Thanks.”

“Hey, mind if I take this little cutie in
the back? You know Phil’s going to want to see her,” Daphne asked,
hiking Lily, who was playing with her dangly earring, a little
higher on her hip.

“Have at it,” Zack said, and it suddenly
struck me that everyone knew about Lily. Every single person I’d
met last summer had known about Lily while I’d been in the
dark.

“Phil!” Daphne called as she walked away
from the table. “Guess who’s here?!”

“What’s wrong?” Zack asked then, and I knew
my emotions were written all over my face.

“Nothing,” I said quickly, not interested in
getting into it. It was in the past and needed to stay there.

Of course Zack always could see right
through me, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when he lightly
kicked my leg under the table.

“Come on, Em. Something’s up. Tell me. You
were fine a minute ago. Is it Daphne?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not Daphne. It’s
nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” he said firmly. “Tell
me.”

“Fine,” I said stiffly, sitting up
straighter in my chair. “I’m pissed that you didn’t tell me about
Lily last summer, and honestly, I probably would have been okay if
she’d been a secret to everyone, but she obviously wasn’t since
Daphne and Phil know her. And I know everyone in your family knows
about her, so I guess I’m just feeling a little slighted that I was
the only one left out of the loop.”

Zack sucked in a breath and leaned back in
his chair, no doubt sorry he’d asked.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a few moments of
silence. “I should have told you, and I didn’t. It was wrong. I’m
just – I’m sorry.”

He sounded so remorseful that I wanted to
tell him it was okay, but it just wasn’t. ”Did you think I wouldn’t
be able to handle it, or were we really not as serious as I thought
we were? I mean I get that my feelings were obviously a lot
stronger than yours, but I figured once you introduced me to your
mother that we were moving past casual dating. I guess I was
wrong.”

Zack sucked in a breath and looked resigned.
“I was wondering if you were going to bring that up,” he said and
leaned back in his chair.

“Zack, how could I not? You didn’t tell me
you had a kid! You told me about every other part of your life,
even the stuff that didn’t paint you in a great light, but you left
out something so huge!”

“I know,” he said. “And honestly, I’m sorry.
I really am. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you. It’s just, Lily
was with Jen in California for the summer, and I hate to say it,
but I think I just wanted to forget what it was like to have so
much responsibility for a little while. You were telling me you
just wanted to have fun, and I saw it as an escape – from
everything – so I took it. I don’t have a better excuse than
that.”

I watched him for a few moments and could
see the remorse on his face. He really was sorry.

“I guess I can understand that,” I said
finally, taking a sip of my Diet Coke.

He shook his head. “It doesn’t change the
fact that I should have told you. I think a part of me feared it
would be too much, and you wouldn’t want get involved with me if
you knew I had a kid – almost like you wouldn’t see me as fun or
something if I was a parent.”

Okay, now I felt bad for him.

“There’s my boy!” came Phil’s booming voice
as he walked out of the kitchen with Lily in his arms. I was glad
for the distraction. There was too much tension at our table all of
a sudden.

“Hey Phil,” Zack said, rising to give him a
hug as Phil put Lily back in her high chair.

“You’re next, little lady,” he said to me,
and I grinned. I liked Phil. I rose to hug him, feeling small as
the burly man embraced me. “I’m glad to see you two still
together.”

He whispered that only to me, and I didn’t
have the strength to refute his assumption.

“So what’ll it be?” he asked when we’d sat
back down.

“I think we need a few minutes,” Zack said,
looking down at his closed menu.

“Nonsense,” Phil said. “You’ve been working
here for five years. You know that menu better than I do. And this
one never ordered anything except a shimp po’ boy with curly fries
all last summer. Pick what you want, and I’ll bring Miss Lily some
spaghetti. How about that Lily Girl?”

Phil leaned down so he was eye-level with
Lily and made a face at her that made her giggle. “Unca Phiw
funny,” she said as she laughed.

“Uncle Phil is certifiable,” Zack joked.
“Bring me a black and blue burger, medium, with some of those curly
fries.”

“See,” Phil said, as he collected the menus
from the table. “No need for these.” He started to walk away when
he turned back around. “Oh, and dinner’s on me if you’ll play until
it’s ready.”

“No way,” Zack said, looking around at the
half-empty restaurant. There were only ten other tables occupied
besides ours, and only a few people sat at the bar.

“Your mom would have wanted you to do it.
She always loved your impromptu shows.”

My eyes went wide, and I was afraid to look
at Zack for fear that Phil had crossed a line, but apparently Phil
knew him better than I did.

“Low blow, old man,” Zack shouted back, but
he was grinning as he said it.

“Just play, kid,” Phil said, before he
disappeared into the kitchen.

“I’ll be back,” Zack said, rising from the
table to get his guitar from the truck. Something told me he knew
Phil would ask him to play, because he hadn’t brought his guitar
into the house when we’d unpacked that afternoon.

When he returned a few minutes later, he
stopped by the table. “Any requests ladies?”

Lily looked up at him, her big brown eyes
completely serious. “Tay Swif, Daddy.”

It was so perfect that I started giggling
uncontrollably. The look on Zack’s face was priceless. He shook his
head and said to me, “You’re lucky I love my daughter since it is
completely your fault she has been corrupted. Okay, baby girl, I’ll
play you some Taylor Swift. How about you?” He looked down at me
expectantly.

I smirked. “Do the same rules apply as this
summer?” I asked, and he looked at me quizzically, no doubt trying
to figure out what I was referencing. “If I can stump you, can I
make you sing any song I want?”

He laughed. “Sure. Why not, but if you can
stump me, I’ll play later, at home.”

“Deal,” I said, figuring it was the best
offer I’d get.

“Alright, so what’ll it be?”

I opened my mouth to tell him, but I
couldn’t think of any song that I could stump him with. My mind was
wrapped around the fact that he’d said ‘home’, not ‘my mom’s house’
but ‘home’, and I couldn’t help wishing things were different. How
much did I wish that after dinner we could go home together, put
Lily to bed and snuggle on the couch before going to sleep in the
same bed? It was a nice picture. It was exactly what I wanted.

“How about this?” he said, leaning close to
whisper in my ear, making me shiver from his warm breath hitting my
skin in such a sensitive area. “How about I pick a song just for
you?”

The way he said that, slowly and
deliberately, his accent curling around the words and making them
sound sensual, made my head spin. Before I could respond, he walked
over to the stool Phil had set up in the corner. As patrons around
the restaurant recognized him, some of them whistled and
cheered.

“Hey ya’ll,” Zack said, and I smiled. He had
slipped back into his performer accent, dialing up the drawl just a
bit. “I think I know most of you, but I’m Zack Easton, and I’m
literally singing for my supper tonight. If I suck, you can thank
Phil since he told me I couldn’t eat until I played.”

That garnered a few laughs from the
audience. I pulled Lily onto my lap so we could watch her daddy
play together.

“Here tonight with me are my daughter Lily
and my good friend Emily. They have put in some requests that I’ll
play, and I’ll ask you not to judge when you see what songs they’ve
selected.”

What song? I didn’t pick a song.

Zack kicked off the night with a few crowd
favorites that I’d heard him play plenty of times. He did a little
CCR, some Beatles and some Stones. Then he said, “Now this next one
is for my daughter who is going through a Taylor Swift phase that a
rock ‘n roll guy like me hopes she grows out of.”

“Hey, I like Taylor Swift,” I called
out.

“Yeah, I know you do,” he said
sarcastically. “Thanks for being the one to introduce Lily to her.”
Then he grinned at me.

“You’re welcome,” I called back, returning
his grin.

The he launched into a song that I loved
called Never Grow Up. I’d never heard him sing something
that was such a sweet and simple ballad, and I could hear the
conviction in his voice as he sang to his daughter a song about
staying young and innocent.

When he finished, Lily and I clapped for
him.

“Now this next song is for you, Em. I’ve
know you doubted me in the past, but let this song be an indication
that I’m not going anywhere.”

I swallowed hard, wondering what on earth he
was going to play. As usual, his words were cryptic, and I’d have
to rely on the song to tell me what he truly meant.

When he launched into the song he’d chosen,
grinning at me as he saw I instantly recognized what it was, I
started laughing and shaking my head. He was insane, and although a
little part of me hoped he would pick something that told me a
different message, I let it go. He was being cute, especially when
he started singing in an affected British accent, belting out the
words to 500 Miles by The Proclaimers.

He was trying so hard to be my friend, and I
appreciated the effort. I wanted more, but maybe being friends
would be enough. Probably not, though.

“Now most of you know I was in a band called
Liar’s Edge for a number of years,” Zack said when he finished his
joke song dedicated to me. “We even played here once, but we broke
up after my little one was born. Well, good news, we are back
together. This next song is one I wrote for someone very special to
me.”

As he said that, he caught my gaze and held
it for a few beats before launching into Without You. I
might have been the only person who knew what the song was truly
about.







Chapter Thirty-Eight

 Zack

 


“Did you really leave Liar’s Edge because of
Lily?” Emily asked later that night when we were sitting in the
living room attempting to watch TV after Lily had gone to bed. “I
thought you left to take care of your mom?”

It was what I’d told her last summer when
she’d found out about the band. I hadn’t lied, but I hadn’t told
her the full truth either. Now was my chance to come clean about
everything. I wanted her to know my story – every gritty detail –
because only then would I know if she could truly love me for me. I
could tell that she still had feelings for me, and I hoped after I
came clean she would finally tell me how she felt and confirm my
suspicions.

Then I’d finally be able to tell her I loved
her, and we could finally move forward – together.

“My mom getting sick was the final catalyst
that led to me leaving the band, but it wasn’t the full reason. I
did move back here, but instead of putting the band on hold, we
broke up because I wanted out.”

“Why?” she asked, concern knitting her
eyebrows together.

I sighed, knowing this was the reason I’d
wanted to bring her here. I wanted to tell her this. She actually
sort of already knew. I’d alluded to my colorful past over the
summer, and she knew how much I despised who I was, but she didn’t
know the full story.

“Unfortunately, as great as the band was, it
was also at the root of a lot of things in my life that I regret,
but to understand that, I’d need to start from the beginning. Can I
tell you my story?”

I watched Emily swallow hard before she
nodded. “I hate secrets,” she said. “And I hate lies. Change my
mind about you, Zack Easton, because I want to believe that you’re
one of the good guys, but it’s hard because you lied to me twice –
about two really important things – and you broke my heart.”

Hearing her say this cut me pretty deep, but
I maintained my resolve. I knew I couldn’t change the past, and I
couldn’t take back what I did. I could only hope to change the
future.

“I’d love to change your mind, princess,” I
said, taking a chance and using the nickname I rarely called her
anymore.

It was a direct message, since she didn’t
get the indirect message I’d sent at dinner when I’d sung her that
song by The Proclaimers. She thought it was a joke, and I’ll admit,
I was being silly, but now I was definitely not joking.

Unfortunately, she didn’t react in the
slightest. All she said was, “Go for it.”

There was a challenging tone to her voice,
and I took that as my cue to start talking.

“I guess to understand how I got to where I
was when I hit bottom, you have to know where I started. And the
best way I can explain that is to go back six years to when I met
Jen and Derrick. See, all through high school, I’d been this loser
kid who just wanted to be cool, but I could never quite figure out
how to do that.”

Emily raised her eyebrow. I didn’t think she
quite believed me, but she didn’t say anything.

I smiled, hoping I could keep things light.
“Hey, you might not see it now, but believe me, back in high
school, I was scrawny, sort of shy and wore a lot of black. I
didn’t exactly have a lot of friends at my preppy high school, so I
gravitated toward my neighbor Ray, who was this punk kid who didn’t
really fit in either. We used to sit on his back porch and get
high, because there wasn’t anything else to do, and I didn’t want
to be at home because my parents were always fighting. Then, at the
start of my sophomore year, after my parents had gotten divorced
and my dad moved out, I started playing my guitar more and more,
because it took me away from reality for a little while. Ray found
out and asked me to start a band with him and this guy Lance who
lived up the street from us.”

“Is that when the girls started flocking?”
she asked, trying to hide her smirk.

I laughed, remembering all too well the guy
I’d been back then. “No, definitely not. I mean, I kissed a girl
here or there, but I went off to college a virgin. Then I met
Derrick. He was my roommate freshman year, and he had a sister who
was a year older than us, who I couldn’t stop staring at when she’d
come over. She lived off-campus, but she’d stop by our dorm and
hang out once a week or so. By that point I’d started filled out a
little more, and I’d gained a little more confidence, but I never
thought I’d be worthy of her.”

“That was Jen?”

“Yeah, it was. So anyway living with Derrick
was interesting. He wasn’t all that great looking back then either,
but he loved women and talked incessantly about how many girls he
wanted to get with on a regular basis. He was a bit of a perv, as
you well know since he hasn’t changed much since then, but he was a
good guy, and he had aspirations of starting a band. When he found
out I’d been in a band and could play guitar and sing, I was in. It
was then that he introduced me to his friend Andrew who also played
guitar, and I asked Leo, who was a junior at Duke at the time, to
round us out since he played bass.”

“When did Jen finally notice you?”

“The first time she came to one of our
practices. She decided, after looking at the four of us, that we
needed a stylist. She stepped in and helped create our image. I
still remember the day she took me shopping because we had a show
coming up, and she wanted me, the lead singer to look bad-ass. So
she put me in all these insane outfits, until she finally settled
on jeans, a black graphic t-shirt and the Converse sneakers I’d
worn that day. When I stepped out of the dressing room at Diesel,
she said, and I’ll probably never forget this, ‘Okay, now that’s
what I’m talking about. I’m a girl, and I’d totally want to fuck
you if you wore that on-stage’. And I don’t know if it was the
hedonistic power that came with a compliment like that or the fact
that for the first time in my life a girl I was interested in
wanted me, but I said back to her, ‘Oh yeah? Well I’m right here.
Let’s just pretend I’m on stage with my guitar in my hand’. And
before I knew what was happening, she was kissing me and pushing me
back into the dressing room, and I honestly think we would have had
sex right there had the sales associate not come back to check on
us. But we sealed the deal later that night and then dated for the
next three years.”

“Why did you guys break up?” Emily
asked.

I thought I saw something akin to jealously
on her face as she’d listened to me talk about sleeping with Jen. I
took that as a positive thing.

“My mom got sick, and I started drinking a
lot. After the divorce, my mom and I had gotten close, and the idea
of her dying freaked me out, so I started taking solace in the numb
feeling alcohol provided. Jen hated it. She also started getting
really freaked out by my mom’s illness, not wanting to be around
her and disinfecting my apartment after my mom visited. Cancer
scared her, but I was dealing with so much already that adding her
judgment and neurosis to the mix just didn't work. I let her go.
From there word spread really fast that I was single, and suddenly,
I was the popular guy girls fought over. If I truly wanted to, I
could have brought someone home every night, but I exercised
some restraint. It was still really stupid and reckless. I
mean, some of the things Derrick, Andrew and I did back then were
just downright idiotic. But for the first time in our lives, we
were cool and the girls wanted us, and our music was taking off. We
thought we were invincible, and I let it go to my head. It wasn’t
until it was almost too late that I figured out how much I hated
the guy I’d become. He was an asshole and a douchebag, and he
wasn’t very happy.”

“How many girls have you slept with?” she
asked cautiously, and I remembered her asking me the same thing
over the summer. I’d dodged her question then, but I wouldn’t
now.

I honestly didn’t know how many girls I’d
been with, so I took a guess. “I don’t know. Fifty maybe. I was
only really out there for about a year and a half and usually just
brought girls home after our shows. When we’d just go out to a bar,
or if I was bartending at Devil’s Hangout, I might have made out
with a girl or let her come back with me to Leo’s office, but it
was rare that we’d actually have sex. We usually just partied and
smoked or sampled some of the harder stuff that Leo had stashed
away. Then he met Kristin and went sober on us all of a sudden, so
we had to find alternative methods of scoring drugs.”

I noticed that her hands were clasped in her
lap so tightly that her knuckles were white. I had to remind myself
that she was a good girl. My world was so dark compared to the life
she’d lived.

“Am I freaking you out?” I asked, knowing I
might have gone too far, shared too much. “Jen used to get pissed
and give me shit for hooking up so much and doing drugs. I know
it’s not very appealing. Do you want me to stop talking about
it?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. It’s
your history, and I want to know all of it. No more secrets.”

“No more secrets,” I echoed, relieved that
she was at least pretending to take this all in stride.

“So, if Jen was so against what you were
doing, why did she sleep with you again?” she asked. “I know you
guys were broken up for a while when Lily happened.”

I nodded. “Yeah, we’d been over for almost a
year, and Jen used to bitch about what Derrick, Andrew and I would
do all the time, but I think she was a little envious of the
careless way we lived. She’d always been responsible and
forward-thinking, and I think for one night she just wanted to cut
loose – sort of how you were this summer when we met, but since she
and I had a history, she didn’t stop at kissing me, and viola, the
creation of Lily was forever cemented into our personal
timeline.”

“God, what did you do when you found out Jen
was pregnant?” she asked, angling toward me and resting her head on
her arm that was draped over the back of the couch.

She looked like she was getting tired, but
she made no mention of wanting to go to sleep, so I told her the
story of how Jen had thought Lily was Jay’s baby, how he’d broken
up with her and she’d come to live with Derrick and me. Then I told
her about the accident and the night Lily was born and how I
learned she was mine. I told her about the months after the
accident, how I made the decision to leave the band and how Jen,
Lily and I moved in with my mom, and then how Jen and Lily had
moved back home, and I’d stayed, living five hours away from my
daughter for over a year. I told her everything up to the point I’d
met her, filling in the missing pieces I knew she wanted to hear. I
talked for more than an hour, and Emily kept her gaze on me the
whole time, just listening. She didn’t ask a single question.

“Lily is such an amazing little girl,” she
finally said, shaking her head, and I fell a little more in love
with her in that moment. It was one thing to love me, but to love
my daughter was a whole different story.

“She’s perfect,” I said. “She’s inspired a
lot of songs over the years – mostly due to her perfection, but I
don’t really play any of them. They’re more for me, but she did
inspire Jump.”

“Really? How so?” She yawned loudly then,
and I looked at the clock. It was after one in the morning.

“Maybe we should continue story time
tomorrow,” I suggested.

She shook her head. “No, I want to hear
this. Tell me, and then we can go to bed.”

I fought the urge to imagine what it would
be like if ‘we’ really were going to bed together, but she was
sleeping in my room, and I was going to sleep with Lily in my mom’s
room.

“Every new parent will tell you how hard it
is in the beginning, but you never truly realize how much of a toll
it takes on you and how hard day-to-day living actually becomes
until you experience it first-hand. There are literally points you
hit when you think you’re going to lose it. I wrote Jump one
night at like three in the morning after having been up with Lily.
She was probably only four weeks old, and she wouldn’t go to sleep
and had been crying for hours. Jen and I had tried everything we
could to get her to settle down, but she just wouldn’t sleep. It
had been like that for a few nights, so we were both exhausted.
When Lily finally closed her eyes, Jen collapsed into bed, but as
tired as I was, I was also restless. So I went outside to get some
fresh air.”

Emily was watching me intently, her teeth
pulling her bottom lip into her mouth, so I continued.

“I sank down into one of the chairs on the
back porch. I remember putting my head in my hands and thinking
about how much my life had changed in just a month. I literally
went from being Jen’s friend who would help her with her baby to
being a full-time father, and I had no notice. I still had a hard
time getting used to the idea that Lily was mine. I mean she looked
like me, so I knew there was no question, but I never really had
time to prepare for what being a father would mean. And right then,
I found myself wishing things were different, that nothing would
have changed.”

I looked up at her to gauge her reaction,
waiting for the look of horror to appear on her face. I hated this
part of the story, because I came off like a guy who’d wanted to
reject his daughter, but it wasn’t like that. I was just
exhausted.

“Zack, you’re not a bad person,” she said,
proving she knew me pretty well. “I’m sure everyone has those
feelings at some point. You shouldn’t feel like you have to
apologize for that. It’s not like you walked away from Lily. You
were tired, and that had to have played into your emotions.”

I nodded. “I know, but I felt guilty about
it for a long time – that is until Jen told me she’d had a few
moments when she felt the same way. We both agreed that having a
baby was hard, and sometimes, even though we loved Lily, we really
hated our situation. In the end, we had no choice but to push
through. Lily changed our lives forever. We both knew we had no
options but to jump headfirst into the fray and hope for the
best.”

Before I realized she was doing it, she
reached forward and took my right hand in hers. Aside from the
night she was drunk and fell into me, it had been months since
she’d touched me or looked at me how she was gazing at me now. She
flipped my hand palm up and traced the lines on it, then slowly ran
her fingers up my forearm until she got to the lyrics tattooed
there.

“I wrote Jump as a reminder that I
needed to keep things in perspective. I needed to keep moving
forward. If I jumped, I would have control, but if I let what I was
feeling eat away at me, I would free fall and lose any control I
had over my life. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“I know the feeling,” Emily muttered, her
fingers tracing the inside of my forearm with feather light
movements.

The feel of her touch did something to me
deep inside, and I noticed my breathing becoming shallower, as I
watched her fingers move back and forth methodically. As much as I
wanted to yank her forward and hold her against me, there was
something more intimate about what she was doing, so I let her
continue.

Then she did something that surprised me,
and I started to protest but stopped when I saw what she was trying
to show me. She’d let my hand go and pulled the sleeve of her
sweater back to reveal her right wrist. She held it out to me.
There, on the inside of what used to be her bare skin, was a tattoo
of a colorful flower with words I’d written long before I’d met her
encircling it. I realized that she’d permanently marked her skin
with my lyrics, and I don’t think there was anything that could
have affected me more in that moment.

“All you can do is jump,” I said, taking her
hand in mine as I looked up into her eyes and recited the lyrics.
Her beautiful brown eyes were somber as she watched me, but she
didn’t pull away. “I thought you weren’t into tattoos?”

She shrugged. “I wasn’t, but I remember you
telling me you’d never get a tattoo of something that wasn’t
significant to you, and I remember thinking that was a good idea,
and that if I ever got a tattoo, it would be significant.”

I ran my thumb over the flower, loving that
she’d been thinking of me when she’d gotten it. Now our tattoos
were linked together. Hers completing the thought that mine left
open-ended, that I’d intentionally left open-ended, and now I was
so glad I’d done that.

“And you chose lyrics I’d written?” I asked,
fighting the urge to pull her closer, but I could tell she was
still guarded. Her posture and the tension in her shoulders told me
to be patient, wait until she was ready. I’d get my chance in
time.

“I liked the lyrics,” she said simply, “and
when I turned twenty-two back in September, I was going through a
really rough time, and I think I needed to remember to jump
forward, because I could have easily fallen backward if I wasn’t
careful.”

And I wouldn’t have been there to catch
you if you had fallen, I thought morosely.

Biggest. Mistake. Ever.

“I was the reason you were going through a
tough time, wasn’t I?” I asked, a feeling of dread hitting the pit
of my stomach.

She nodded, just a small, imperceptible
movement of her head that let me know how bad I’d hurt her. Her
birthday was September twenty-first, and it had been just over a
month after I’d walked away from her, broken her heart, and she’d
still been hurting. I hated that I’d done that to her, absolutely
hated it.

“I’m sorry,” I said genuinely, because I
couldn’t take it back. I couldn’t change the past. All I could
offer was a future where I never let her down again.

I smiled a small smile as sort of a peace
offering, as I turned her hand so our fingers were laced together
and tried to pull her toward me, going after what I’d been thinking
about all night. I really wanted to kiss her, and I hoped she’d let
me.

“I should go to bed,” she said suddenly,
ripping her hand from mine. “I – I’ll see you in the morning.”

She smiled briefly before she disappeared
into my room, leaving me slightly stunned sitting on the couch
wondering where I went wrong.







Chapter Thirty-Nine

 Emily

 


I sat on the edge of Zack’s bed getting my
bearings, resting my head in my hands. What had just happened? It
seemed like he’d wanted to kiss me, and I’d panicked. Why had I
panicked? Because I believed he’d gotten caught up in the emotion
of his story and seeing his lyrics on my wrist? I wasn’t sure, and
now I had bolted from the room, so it wasn’t like I could just go
back out there and say ‘Ha, ha. Just kidding. I’m back. Don’t you
want to kiss me now?’ The spell was broken.

Out in the living room I heard Zack turning
off lights, the floorboards creaking under his feet, and after a
minute, the door to his mother’s room closed with a click, and I
breathed out air I hadn’t realized I was holding in. A part of me
thought, hoped even, that he’d knock on my door, ask me if I was
okay, but he didn’t. Had we been alone, I might have been so
inclined as to sneak into his bed so we could finish what he’d
tried to start in the living room, but his daughter was sleeping
not five feet from him, so that option was out.

With a huff, I flopped back on the bed and
looked up at the ceiling. It would probably take me hours to fall
asleep. After what he’d just told me and what had almost happened,
my mind was spinning. I now knew everything about Zack, and it was
as if his life story was running on a loop in my mind over and over
again. He’d been through so much in the past six years. It was
unimaginable. No wonder he seemed so mature and at the same time so
unstable. He’d been on a rollercoaster, and the ride hadn’t ever
ended.

Forcing myself to sit up, I changed into my
pajamas and used toner to wash my face. I wasn’t about to leave the
room and have him hear me puttering about the house on the way to
the bathroom, so I’d have to make do with what I had in the
bedroom. I’d brush my teeth in the morning.

Knowing I needed to wind down, I walked over
to Zack’s desk where I saw a few books stacked in the corner. Maybe
I could read to take my mind off of him. Right on top of the stack
was a Hemingway novel, so I picked it up figuring it would do.
Before I headed back to bed, my gaze caught a framed picture on his
desk, and picked it up, examining the smiling faces behind the
glass.

The picture was a year and a half old, and I
knew this because it had been taken at Zack’s graduation from Duke.
He was flanked by his mother, who looked much healthier than when
I’d met her, and who I assumed was his father. Next to Zack’s
father stood Leo, towering over everyone else in the picture. Next
to his mother was Jen, who was cradling a sleeping infant Lily in
her arms. Everyone was smiling big wide smiles. The only other
picture on his desk was one that could have been taken just weeks
before I met him. It was summer, and Lily was wearing a teeny pink
bikini with white polka dots and pink sunglasses. Zack was standing
behind her, holding her hands as she toddled out into the surf.
Neither of them was paying attention to the camera, and whoever had
snapped the picture had caught a great father-daughter moment.

Setting the picture back on the desk, I
grabbed the book and forced myself to get engrossed in the story,
but it was still a few hours before I finally dozed off.

***

Too early the next morning, I awoke to the
sound of clanging in the kitchen and the smell of bacon frying. So
I forced myself out of bed, grabbed my toiletry bag and slipped as
soundlessly as I could out of the room and into the bathroom. I
took my time brushing my teeth, wiping the make-up from under my
eyes and pulling my hair back into a ponytail before I finally
emerged and joined Zack and Lily in the kitchen.

“Morning Sleeping Beauty,” Zack said from
where he stood at the stove making scrambled eggs in a frying pan.
“Coffee?”

I nodded “Please,” I said, and he pointed to
the full coffeemaker on the counter.

“Food will be ready in just a few
minutes.

“Hi sweetie,” I said, kissing Lily on her
forehead as I took a seat at the table with my full coffee mug.

“Bacon,” she said, holding up a piece of
bacon she was nibbling.

“Yeah, bacon,” I said, taking a piece from
the plate Zack had put in the middle of the table. It was hot,
crispy and delicious. I turned back to him, taking a few seconds to
appreciate the planes of his back as he cooked. “I didn’t know you
had skills in the kitchen.”

He grinned. “I have lots of skills that I
never showed you,” he said, and I wasn’t sure if there was an
underlying sexual reference in his statement, but I liked that he
was being playful.

“Sometime you’ll have to show me,” I said,
knowingly flirting with him.

He grinned back at me.

“Lily, you want scrambled eggs?” he
asked.

“Yes, Daddy,” she called back before
grabbing her sippy cup of juice and tipping it back.

“Do you want toast?”

“No,” she said simply.

“Watching your carbs, I see,” Zack mumbled,
catching my gaze as he teased his daughter.

I laughed. He was being really cute this
morning.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked, setting a
plate of in front of Lily.

I shrugged. “I had trouble falling asleep,
but yeah, after that I did.”

He set a plate of eggs and toast in front of
me before settling across the table from me with his own breakfast.
I watched him dump copious amounts of ketchup on his plate and
slather his toast in butter and strawberry preserves.

“What kept you up?” he asked. “The deafening
quiet of this place?”

I laughed and lied. “Yeah, that was it.”

***

After breakfast, Zack went into his mother’s
room to finish what we’d started yesterday. I knew he was putting
off that task as long as he could since her room contained almost
all of her personal affects, but since we were leaving that
afternoon, he didn’t really have a choice. I asked him if he needed
help, but he just shook his head and closed the door behind
him.

Knowing he needed to be alone, I took Lily
outside and we walked along the beach collecting shells, digging in
the sand and running from the water. It was chilly but not as cold
as it had been at home, and the smell of the ocean brought me back
to the summer, so I felt almost warm.

When Lily started to get tired, I brought
her back to the house and made her some lunch. I knocked on the
door to Zack’s mom’s room to see if he wanted anything, but he told
me no through the closed door. After lunch, Lily and I read a few
stories before I put her down for her nap in his room. It was close
to two, and I wondered what time Zack wanted to leave. We had a
long drive ahead of us. But he still hadn’t emerged from the
room.

An hour later the door opened, and Zack came
out with his head down, lugging garbage bags of clothes.

“Do you need some help?” I asked from where
I was sitting on the couch reading the book I’d started the night
before.

“Sure,” he said, but he didn’t look up.
“There are some more bags in the room. I’m going to load them in
the back of the truck, so we can drop them at Maryanne’s on our way
out of here.”

“I’ll grab them,” I said, noticing that his
demeanor had changed from playful to morose.

When I met him at the truck, he turned to
head back inside, and I saw how red-rimmed his eyes were. I reached
for his arm, but he pulled away from me and walked back into the
house. I followed but kept a safe distance. By the time I reached
the door, he was coming out with another load. I looked back in the
room, but there weren’t any more bags, so I just stood in the
living room and waited for him to come back inside.

When he returned, he smiled at me, and I
knew he’d done what he always did and flipped the switch on his
mood because things had gotten too intense.

“You about ready to head out?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll just grab my bag.
Should I wake up Lily?”

“Nah,” he said. “She’ll just be cranky. She
can sleep in the car. I’ll get her once we’ve loaded all her
carry-on items into the truck.”

I smiled at his attempt at a joke, glad he
was at least trying. “She doesn’t travel light, does she?”

“You’re telling me. Going anywhere with a
kid is a freaking ordeal sometimes.”

“But she’s cute,” I said.

“Yeah, she is,” he said, smiling as he
walked past me into his mom’s room.

***

“Thank you,” he said to me as we were
leaving the island. We’d just dropped off all the donations with
his mom’s friend Maryanne who was in charge of collecting
everything.

“For what?”

“For coming with me and helping with Lily.
It means a lot.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, glancing over at
him. It seemed like he wanted to say something else.

“And for listening last night when I
unloaded on you.” He smiled, but it was a nervous smile.

“I liked hearing your story,” I said simply.
“I’m glad you told me.”

“So did I succeed?” he asked, his mouth
quirking up in a smirk.

“In what?”

“Changing your mind about me? Do you think
I’m a good guy now?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I do. You succeeded. And I
think now I can be your friend. I know I said I didn’t need any
more friends, but I think I could make room for one more.”

“My friend,” he repeated flatly. “You want
to be my friend?”

“Yeah,” I said, nudging him with my elbow.
“It’s what you wanted, right? For us to be friends?”

He hesitated for a beat before smiling at
me, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Yeah, I did. I wanted us
to be friends. I’m glad you changed your mind.”







Chapter Forty

 Zack

 


“How did it go?” Kristin asked when she
bounced in the door in front of Leo on Sunday night. They were just
getting back from her parents’ house in Pennsylvania where they’d
spent the week following Christmas.

Since the house had been empty and all of my
friends were out of town, I’d been moping since Lily and I had
dropped Emily off at her apartment four days ago, after the longest
drive of my life back to Chapel Hill. Being in the car with her
after she’d rejected me and told me we could be friends just plain
sucked. Things had gotten a little easier once it was just Lily and
me, and I forced myself to be cheerful around my daughter, but when
she went to bed, there were some long nights of feeling pretty
dejected.

Then Jen had picked Lily up this morning,
and I hadn’t left the house all day. The empty pizza box that had
served as both lunch and dinner was on the coffee table in front of
me, and I was laying on the couch with my eyes closed listening to
music when my roommates came home.

It was official. Kristin and Leo were
engaged – Molly had won the bet – and Kristin was moving in with
us.

“Okay, I’m guessing it didn’t go well,” she
said, as she stood in front of me with her hands on her hips,
“since this is probably the most depressing song I’ve ever
heard.”

“I’m collecting ideas since I am officially
changing the title of the new song I’m writing to Zack Can’t Get
Shit Right, and He Sucks at Everything Having to do with Women,
Especially Emily Cole,” I announced to her as she left her bags
in the middle of the floor and came to sit with me, lifting my feet
and putting them back down on top of her lap. “This is serving as a
nice inspiration.”

“What happened?” she asked, then paused to
look at the stereo again. “Okay, what song is this? It’s seriously
sad. Turn it down.”

“It’s called I Would Be Sad. It’s by
The Avett Brothers,” I said, as I lowered the volume on the
stereo.

“Appropriate,” she reasoned. “You
look sad. Tell me what happened.”

So I told her, the good and the bad, as Leo
took their bags upstairs and half-listened to the conversation as
he cooked pasta in the kitchen.

“Does anyone else feel like we’re having the
same conversation over and over again?” Leo finally chimed in after
I finished talking.

“I do!” Kristin said cheerfully, raising her
hand like she was in class.

“Who here also thinks that Zack needs some
help from his friends?” Leo asked us.

“Ooh, ooh, I do!” Kristin said, reaching her
hand up higher in the air.

“Guys, just stay out of it. Let me wallow,
and then I’ll be fine.”

Kristin looked over at me. “No, sweetie. I
can’t do that. From the looks of this place, I’d say you’ve had
enough time to wallow, and you’re not doing any better. It’s time
for action!” She pointed her finger in the air to enunciate her
call for action. “When was the last time you showered?” she asked
me.

“Yesterday,” I grumbled.

“Eww,” she said, pushing my feet off of her
lap. “That’s gross. Go shower. We’ll be down here when you’re
finished, and we’ll talk strategy, ‘kay?”

“Fine, whatever,” I said, knowing she
wouldn’t stop. With Kristin, it was just easier to give in. I
needed a shower anyway, so it couldn’t hurt anything. It wasn’t
like I had to follow through on their plans after that. I was done
chasing Emily.







Chapter Forty-One

 Emily

 


“Hello?” I said, not recognizing the number
when my phone rang. I was waiting for Rachel to get back from New
York. Her flight didn’t land for another hour, but I’d been alone
for four days and was in desperate need of some human interaction.
She’d taken Bailey with her, so I didn’t even have him to keep me
company.

“Emily? It’s Leo.”

“Oh, Leo. Hey. How are you?” I asked,
wondering how he’d gotten my number.

“Not good. Listen, is there any way you
could come over? I just don’t know what else to do, and I’m kind of
freaking out here.”

He sounded really panicked, and Leo was one
of the calmest people I knew. He didn’t get rattled, so whatever
was going on must be big.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Zack,” he said, and I could hear the
emotion in his voice. My heart started to pound. I hadn’t heard
from Zack since he’d dropped me off four days earlier, but he’d
seemed fine when we’d said goodbye.

“What about Zack?”

“It’s bad, Emily. Can you please just come?
I didn’t know who else to call.”

I was starting to panic. Something was wrong
with Zack. Oh my God, had something happened to Lily?

“I’ll be right there,” I said, grabbing my
Uggs and shoving them on my feet one-handed. “Give me ten
minutes.”

Without thinking, I grabbed my keys and
headed out into the night. I didn’t even grab my coat. The whole
way to Zack’s house, my stomach was churning as I had visions of
him doing something drastic. For Leo to be that freaked out and to
call me, it had to be bad.

I got to their townhouse in record time,
practically squealing into the driveway. I jammed the gear shift
into park and jumped out of the car, running up the path to the
front door. I banged on it just twice before Leo flung open the
door and let me in. Behind him, in the living room, was his
girlfriend Kristin, aka Snowboarding Barbie, who I guess I didn’t
have to hate anymore. She was crying, and my heart sank.

“He’s upstairs,” Leo said, indicating that I
should go up there. “The bedroom at the end of the hall.”

“Okay, thanks,” I said, running up the
stairs, panic gripping me as I wasn’t sure what I was walking into.
I should have asked Leo, but it hadn’t felt like there’d been any
time.

When I got upstairs, I saw the door at the
top of the stairs was open, and I could tell it was Leo and
Kristin’s room, so I turned and headed toward the closed door at
the end of the hallway. When I reached it, I didn’t hear any noise
on the other side. I swallowed hard, bracing myself before I
knocked. My breath was coming in short bursts, and my heart was
pounding out of my chest.

When the door opened, I was not prepared for
what was on the other side. Zack was standing there in just a pair
of jeans with wet hair looking perfectly fine.

“Emily?” he questioned, and I could tell he
hadn’t expected me when he’d heard knocking on his bedroom
door.

“Are you okay?” I asked, knowing I sounded a
little desperate. He seemed fine, but looks could be deceiving.

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “I’m a little
surprised to see you, but I’m okay otherwise.”

“But I thought,” I said, knowing I sounded
confused. I was confused. I turned around to look back
toward the stairs and was surprised to see Leo standing a few feet
behind me. “Leo, what’s going on?”

“You two need to talk,” he said, pushing me
into Zack’s room.

“What? What are you talking about?” I asked,
looking between him and Zack, who looked as bewildered as I did
before recognition dawned on his face.

“What the hell are you doing, Leo?” he
asked, his irritation apparent. He didn’t want me there.

“I’ll just go,” I said, turning around to
head out of the room, but Leo stopped me.

“No,” he said, shutting the door in my face
before I could leave. From the other side he said he wasn’t leaving
until we worked things out.

“What do we need to work out?” I asked Zack,
turning to face him. He’d taken a seat on his bed and was shaking
his head.

“Fucking Leo,” he muttered.

“Zack, you are okay, right? Leo called me in
a panic and told me something was wrong with you and I needed to
come over. You’re fine, right?”

He looked past me to the door and scowled,
no doubt directing his frustration at his cousin who was on the
other side.

“Just a little blind-sided, but yeah, I’m
fine. I’m sorry he called you,” he said, rubbing his chin with his
hand. He had a few days’ worth of stubble. I’d never seen him not
clean-shaven before.

“And Lily’s fine? No one’s hurt?”

He looked at me in confusion. “No, no one’s
hurt. Lily’s fine. She with Jen.”

“Then why did Leo call me?”

Zack sighed. “He thinks we need to talk, and
he’s probably right. We do.”

“About what?” I asked, not getting the
joke.

“About the fact that I’ve been moping around
here for weeks, listening to depressing music and writing equally
depressing songs.”

“Okay, so what does that have to do with
me?”

“Everything,” he sighed, laughing
non-humorously to himself. “Shit. I feel like an ass. I know you
don’t feel the same way, and I know it’s my fault because I didn’t
do anything right. I cut you out last summer and I never told you
why, and I lied to you about Lily, and I’ve been playing games for
the past few weeks, and I’m just, I’m sorry, okay?”

He was talking in circles, and I wasn’t sure
what to make of everything he’d just said. It didn’t make
sense.

I sat down next to him on the bed and angled
my body so I was facing him, focusing on the one thing that had
stuck out in his rambling diatribe.

“Why did you cut me out?” I asked.

It was the one thing I’d never made peace
with in four months. I never could understand how he could have
gone from where we’d been the night we spent at his spot to him
breaking up with me. It had never made any sense. Sure, I knew now
that he’d been keeping a giant secret, but I had a hard time
believing that was reason enough to end things. A sane person, who
had the feelings I’d assumed he had for me, would have taken the
risk and fessed up to lying, especially once he knew how I felt
about him. But he hadn’t done that. He’d cut and run, and I didn’t
know why.

Old anger I thought had dissipated suddenly
bubbled to the surface as if it had been there all along, lying
dormant. “Why did you hurt me? We were really close to perfect last
summer, but then you just left. Zack, I don’t think anyone has hurt
me worse than you did that day, ever.”

I knew then, that this was the reason I
hadn’t let him kiss me after he’d told me his story. It was why I’d
pulled away.

His eyes flashed, as if in sudden anger. “I
realize that, Emily,” he spat, and it was like he’d flipped a
switch and was no longer sad and sorry. He was pissed, and I
realized old feelings were bubbling up for him too. “But my mom had
gotten sick, and I wasn’t there for her. I was off spending the
night with you, pretending my life wasn’t as fucked up as it really
was. I wasn’t there for her, because I was being selfish. Don’t you
get it? I was with you, so I wasn’t with her. I’d moved in with
her, lived five hours away from my daughter for a year, because my
mom needed me, and the one time she really needed me, I wasn’t
there!”

I thought for a second that he blamed me.
Then I realized that he blamed himself, but he still made it sound
like I was partially to blame, and it pissed me off. I now knew it
was why he’d never reached out to me after she died. He’d kept his
distance for a reason.

“Dammit, Zack, that was not my fault, and by
the way, you made a very independent decision to stay with me that
night. At any time, you could have gone home, but you didn’t!”

“I know,” he said, remorse suddenly
overcoming him. “I know that, but it took time for me to realize
that. You don’t know what it was like for me. She was my mom! To
see her deteriorate like that, and then she was just gone. It was
the worst thing I’ve ever had to go through. Can’t you understand
that?”

“Of course I understand that, Zack! I get
it. I can’t imagine what it was like for you to go through all of
that, but you forget that I was there. I saw you with her. I know
how much you loved her, and how much of yourself you gave up for
her. I know you feel like you were being selfish and that you
should have spent more time with her instead of hanging out with
me, but it wasn’t your fault she died. It just happened. No matter
if you’d have spent every waking moment with her, she still would
have died, and you need to accept that. Nothing you could have done
would have saved her.”

I was out of breath from yelling at him and
wondered if Leo was still outside the door listening.

Zack just stared at me. “You think I don’t
know that?! I know that I couldn’t have saved her, but it took me a
long time to come to terms with that! I beat myself up for months
over what I could have done differently, and I know I couldn’t have
done anything to take her cancer away, but it doesn’t mean that I
don’t wish every day that I could have done something more!
God!”

He raked his hands roughly through his wet
hair as he got up from the bed. He stopped, turned around and faced
me. I realized angry tears were streaming down his cheeks, and I
wondered how many times he’d actually let himself cry over his mom.
He slumped back against his bedroom wall, utterly exhausted it
seemed, as he slid down to the floor.

His head fell into his hands and he shook
uncontrollably, as he sobbed over and over. Instinctively, I
crossed the room, sat down next to him and pulled him into my arms,
knowing there wasn’t anything else I could do for him in that
moment. As if he couldn’t tolerate the weight of the pain any
longer, he finally leaned on me for support.

“Everything just got so screwed up this
summer,” he said, shaking his head. “I just wanted to get out of my
life for a little bit. I wanted to be someone who didn’t have a
dying mother, and who wasn’t a single parent who didn’t get to see
his daughter enough, and who hadn’t given up everything he’d ever
wanted in life. I wanted to be a guy who was happy for a change,
and with you I got to be that guy for just a little while. But then
each night I would go back home, and I would have to face my real
life. I watched my mother waste away, the cancer slowly eating her.
I had to tuck my daughter in from three thousand miles away. Do you
know what it’s like try to talk to an eighteen month-old over the
phone?”

I shook my head.

“It’s like talking to a wall. I missed her
so much, and I was so afraid she’d forget who I was while she was
away. Then she and Jen came to the hospital, and I was holding her
in my arms, and I just knew what you and I had couldn’t continue.
There was such a separation from who you thought I was to who I
really was, and I knew I could never mesh the two. I knew as soon
as you found out I’d lied about Lily, you’d hate me, so I took away
the option of you ever finding out. I already felt guilty enough
about not being there for my mom, and this was just one more reason
for me to justify ending things with you. I honestly didn’t want
to, but I felt like I didn’t have a choice.”

And now everything made sense – why he
thought he wasn’t good enough for me, why he suddenly changed his
mind and why he’d pushed me away. A barrage of feeling for him hit
me all at once, and I suddenly wanted him to know that none of that
mattered. None of our past mistakes or lies or bad decisions
carried any weight – I loved him so much, especially who he really
was, flaws and all.

“Zack, I had the same fear when I found out
about Lily – that you’d be different than the guy I’d fallen for –
but you’re not. You are exactly the same guy. I am pissed that you
lied to me, because that didn’t feel too great. You should have
told me.”

“I know. I should have done a lot of things,
but I panicked. I just wish I could take it all back, because I
know how badly I hurt you, and that just kills me.”

He looked up at me appraisingly for a few
seconds, as tears well up in my eyes.

“I have regretted every single day that we
haven’t been together, Emily,” he said, as he leaned his head back
against the wall and looked over at me. “I honestly feel like I
lost two people this summer – one wasn’t my fault, but one was, and
I’m sorry. I’m just sorry, and I know you don’t feel the same way
anymore, but I just had to put it out there. I had to tell
you.”

“Zack, I don’t understand,” I said,
searching his face for some indication as to what he was trying to
say.

“My mom told me before she died that I
needed to get back the girl who made me smile, and she was talking
about you, and I didn’t listen at first, but then I finally
realized she was right because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.
I couldn’t get you out of my head. You know the song Without
you? The one you thought was for my mom?” I nodded. “I wrote it
for you, Em. I wrote you a thousand songs, because there wasn’t a
day that went by that I didn’t think of you. And I couldn’t tell
you how I felt, so I did what I do best, and I put what I was
feeling in a song, thinking one day I would play it for you, and
then you would know.”

My eyes widened in surprise. I hadn’t
known.

“Then I did this,” he said, raising his left
forearm to show me what he’d tattooed there. It was the chorus to
Without You. “I did it, because I wanted a memory of the
girl who made me fall in love again – the only girl who got through
to me and made things better and loved me when I was falling apart.
Even if that girl never forgave me, never loved me again, I’d never
forget her. But I hoped with everything in me that you would
forgive me, because I wanted so badly to make it up to you.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “I just
kept remembering that first conversation we had, and how you told
me you wanted a fairytale life, and all summer, I just wanted to
give that to you. But then I fucked up, and I felt like such a
failure, and you were gone, and nothing was good when you weren’t
with me.” His face fell. “I’m so sorry, Emily. I was a jerk. I was
scared, because what I feel for you, I’ve never felt for anyone.
Please know that I never wanted to hurt you. I love you, and I wish
I could take it all back.”

My heart started pounding. I couldn’t speak.
Had I really heard him correctly? Did he just tell me he loved
me?

“Princess,” he said, leaning his forehead
against mine, “you made me happy when I should have been miserable.
You were the only person who could reach me, and maybe that scared
me. You accepted me – broken and faulty. You never questioned my
mood swings or anything that I was dealing with. You were perfect,
and it scared the shit out of me. I never should have let
you go.” He paused. “I need you Em, I need you in my life. I lost
my mom, I can’t lose you too.”

His eyes searched mine, waiting for a
response, and when I didn’t say anything, he continued. “I’ve been
a fucking idiot. I knew you hated me and didn’t trust me, and I
just figured if maybe we could be friends, then you could learn to
like me and trust me again, but that backfired, so I decided to
come clean, tell you my story, let you know the real me, hoping you
would know how I felt because what I told you, I’ve never told
anyone else, but then you ran when I tried to kiss you at my mom’s
house, and then the next day you said we could be friends, and that
was like a giant knife to the gut, because I wanted to be anything
but friends with you. And I know my life is crazy. I’m in a band,
and we’re going to try to make it which is really tough in its own
right, but I also have a kid with my ex, and I haven’t had a
girlfriend in three years, and I’ve made some really bad decisions,
multiple times in my life, but it doesn’t change the fact that I am
flat out in love with you, and I’ll do anything to get you
back.”

He paused to take a breath before opening
his mouth again, but I put my hand over it to stop his rambling,
even though he was being incredibly adorable in that moment.

“You love me?” I asked, looking up at the
face I loved so much thinking back to the summer when all I’d
wanted him to say was those three little words.

I felt him smile, so I moved my hand.

“Yeah, I do,” he said passionately, his
beautiful light brown eyes reflecting what he was telling me. “I
think I always have.”

I reached up and traced his jawline with my
finger before moving it over to his lips. He kissed my finger.

“Em, I couldn’t give my mom a fairytale
life, but I want to give you one. Please forgive me. Please take me
back?”

I wasn’t able to respond. All I could do was
sit there as his words repeated themselves again and again. I’d
wanted to hear them for so long.

Please forgive me. Please take me back.

Please forgive me. Please take me back.

I didn’t think I’d ever really let him
go.

“I have very kissable lips,” he said when I
didn’t respond, and I think he misinterpreted my hesitation.

Not wanting him to have to guess any longer,
I closed the distance between us, touching my lips to his for the
first time in four months. I realized as I kissed him that it felt
the same as it had every time I’d kissed him over the summer. He
was so familiar to me, and I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of
kissing him.

I moved to my knees to get better leverage
as he put his hands on either side of my hips, holding me in place,
his tongue lightly tracing my lips, asking permission to go
further. I parted my lips for him and dove headfirst into the kiss.
My arms wrapped around his neck, my fingers running through his
still damp hair as he kissed me with more force and passion than
I’d felt in a long time.

When he finally pulled back and looked at
me, he was grinning a crooked smile. “So I’m interpreting that as
yes. Am I wrong?”

“Zack, I don’t want a fairytale life,” I
said, shaking my head. “I told you that before. I just want you –
no matter how imperfect things get, being with you makes me happy.
That’s all I need.”

“Can you at least let me try to make it
perfect?”

“No secrets?” I asked, knowing that as long
as he was honest, our life together would be good.

“No secrets,” he said, pulling me against
him. “Ever again, princess.”

“I sort of love that you call me that,” I
said, the giddiness I was feeling creeping into my voice.

“You didn’t love it very much when I called
you that a month ago,” he mumbled.

“A month ago? What do you mean?”

He laughed. “You really don’t remember, do
you?”

“Remember what?”

“Uh, screaming at me outside of your
apartment, telling me you hated me and that I couldn’t call you
princess anymore?” I shook my head. “Yeah, well you said all that
right before you kissed me, and then you told me you hated me again
and left me standing on the sidewalk.”

I gasped suddenly, everything I’d thought
had been a dream coming back to me. “That was real?!”

He laughed again.

“I totally thought it was a dream,” I said,
burying my head in his neck. “I’m so sorry I said all that.”

“Hey, no worries,” he said, his accent
getting just a little thicker at that moment. “It was a good
kiss.”

“But I said I hated you,” I said, lifting my
head to look at him, feeling mortified I’d acted so childish.

“You didn’t mean it,” he said, keeping his
gaze on me.

“No, I didn’t,” I said, shaking my head
before I kissed him again.

“By the way, nice sweatshirt,” he said,
around my lips.

I pulled away, breaking the kiss, to look
down at what I was wearing. I hadn’t even realized I’d thrown on
his Duke sweatshirt when Leo had called, and I’d bolted out of the
apartment so fast.

“Don’t you go to UNC, though?” he asked,
cocking his pierced eyebrow at me. I leaned forward and kissed his
temple, right next to his piercing.

“Yeah, I do, but this really amazing guy
gave this sweatshirt to me, and he never asked for it back. It’s
sort of my favorite, but I honestly liked it better when it smelled
like him.” I shrugged.

Zack laughed. “Well keep me around, and it
will,” he said, and he leaned forward to pull the sweatshirt off
over my head.

“I’m going to want that back,” I teased.

He smiled. “You can have it back later,” he
said, before he kissed me long and deep.


 


Chapter Forty-Two

 Zack

 


“Is this real?” Emily asked as she looked up
at me, sleep still clouding her eyes. “I’m not dreaming, am I?”

I smiled. She’d fallen asleep in my arms,
and I’d stayed awake, watching her sleep for what must have been
hours. I’d finally drifted off around three in the morning, but my
iron-clad grip on her never wavered. Then I’d awoken, and she’d
still been sleeping, so I’d again watched her peaceful, perfect
face, aching to kiss her, but not wanting to disturb her.

“Hi,” I said, loving how the early morning
sunlight coming through my window bathed her in warmth and gave her
a glow.

She rotated so she was facing me, her chin
resting on her hands that rested one on top of the other on my bare
chest. She gazed up at me through her eyelashes and smiled, the
events of the night before coming back to her. I watched her face
flush and her focus shift down to my chest and back up.

“I’m not wearing any clothes,” she said
sheepishly, and the arms I had around her naked body wrapped
tighter, pulling her up so I could reach her lips.

I’d been dreaming about kissing her, and now
I planned to do just that for as long as I wanted.

“Zack, don’t,” she said, burying her head in
my neck, hiding from me, as if she was embarrassed. “I haven’t
brushed my teeth.”

“Me neither,” I said lifting her chin so I
could look at her. When her eyes met mine, I pressed me lips to
hers and let them linger there for a few seconds. “You taste
amazing to me.”

She pulled away from me and buried her head
again. “Can I brush my teeth? Please.”

I knew she was being self-conscious, and
unless I let her get up, something I hated to do, she wouldn’t let
me kiss her like I wanted to.

“Fine,” I said playfully, letting my arms
fall back to the bed by my sides.

“Don’t look,” she said, wiggling out from
under the covers.

Yeah right. Like that’s going to happen.

I feigned covering my eyes, but as soon as
she was halfway across the room, I removed my hand and gazed at the
milky skin of her back and backside and all the way down her legs.
Her light blond hair had gotten longer since the summer, and it
swept down past her shoulders. I instantly felt my heartbeat
quicken. When she disappeared into my bathroom, the ache of her not
being in sight tugged at my heart, and I knew it would take a
little while for me to believe she was mine again and all this was
really happening. We’d been pushing and pulling at each other for
months, fighting what we both knew was right, but now that we were
finally together, I had a hard time wrapping my head around the
fact that it was real.

Deciding to surprise her, I slunk out from
under the covers and opened the bathroom door. Emily jumped a mile
when she saw me, my toothbrush nearly falling out of her mouth. I
was a little disappointed to see she was wearing the Drive-By
Truckers t-shirt I’d discarded before my shower the night before.
It hung down halfway to her knees, and even though she was
partially dressed, I don’t think she could have looked sexier.

I stepped wordlessly behind her and pulled
her back against me, as I watched a smile spread across her face in
the mirror.

“I like this picture,” I said, kissing her
on her temple and making her smile grow wider. “You look really
good in my shirt.”

“I love this shirt,” she said, after pulling
the toothbrush from her mouth and spitting into the sink. I watched
her pull the collar out to sniff it. “It smells just like you.”

“Not like that mangy old sweatshirt that I
plan on taking back,” I teased, loving that she’d shown up the
night before wearing my clothes. I wasn’t sure there was anything
sexier than seeing the girl I loved in something of mine.

“You’re not taking that back,” she warned,
shaking her head. “It’s mine.”

“I believe it’s mine,” I said playfully.
“Besides, it smells like you now, so I want it.”

She sighed and smiled. “I could get used to
this,” she said, leaning back against me, all of her weight pressed
against my naked body.

I reached around her for the mouthwash
bottle and took back a swig before spitting it into the sink. “Used
to what?” I asked, as I kissed dozens of places on her face and
neck

“Waking up next to you,” she said, and she
spun in my arms.

I picked her up and sat her on the bathroom
counter, settling myself between her legs. With my hand, I brushed
some stray hairs back from her face and kissed her, long and
deep.

“You can wake up here every day if you
want,” I said, my lips moving to her ear. “I’ll never tell you
no.”

Hell, she could move in with me that day,
and I’d be okay with it. I didn’t ever want her to leave.

“I think I’ll plan on doing just that,” she
murmured, running her hands back through my hair. “I don’t think
I’ve ever slept better.”

“Me neither,” I said, even though I’d barely
slept. It had been the best night of my life.

“I love you,” she said then, and I didn’t
think I’d ever get tired of hearing her tell me that.

I’d royally fucked up the first time she’d
said it, and now I was determined to make sure she knew I felt the
same way about her. I’d spend the rest of our lives telling her so
if I had to.

“I love you,” I said, pulling her against me
and squeezing her tight. “So much.”

I let my hand linger on her knee before
trailing it up the outside of her thigh, pushing my t-shirt up
along with it. Emily wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms
around my neck, so I picked her up from the counter and walked us
back to my bed, laying her down in the middle and climbing on top,
my weight suspended over her.

“Stay,” I said, gazing down at her.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said,
laughing. “Classes don’t start until tomorrow, so I’m yours all
day.”

I leaned down to kiss her neck. “I’m not
talking about just today,” I said, kissing every inch of her smooth
skin that I could reach.

“Well, eventually I’ll have to go back to my
apartment, but I’ll always come back,” she said. Her voice was
getting breathy, so I knew my kisses were affecting her.

“I hate that idea,” I said, sucking on her
earlobe.

“You hate the idea of me coming back?”

“No,” I whispered against her ear, making
her shiver. “I hate the idea of you leaving. You should just live
here with me.”

She laughed out loud, and I don’t think she
realized I was dead serious. She didn’t know that I dreamed about
living with her and marrying her and sharing our lives together. I
was ready to take the next step with her as crazy as that
sounded.

“Think about it,” I said, trailing kisses
down her throat to her collarbone. “You could live here, I’d cook
for you, you could watch our band practices, come to our shows, and
each night we’d come up here and do this before falling asleep
together.”

“Zack, you’re crazy. Besides, we can do all
of that stuff and still live in separate places. I’ll still spend
every night with you.”

“I want more than that,” I said, rolling us
so she was on the top and I could look up at her beautiful face. I
laced our hands together and kept her gaze as she processed that I
hadn’t been joking.

“You’re serious, aren’t you,” she said,
confusion flooding her face.

“I spent too long away from you, Em. Now I
want to spend as much time with you as possible. I want you to move
in.”

I tried to pull her down so I could kiss
her, but she resisted me.

“Zack, you need to think about this,” she
said, shaking her head. “We’ve only been back together for twelve
hours. You might get sick of me.”

I sighed, knowing that although she’d taken
me back, I still had a long way to go before she fully trusted that
I wouldn’t bolt on her again. I knew I wouldn’t. The heartache I’d
felt when we were apart wasn’t something I wanted to experience
ever again, but I’d have to prove that to her, and it might not be
an easy thing to do.

“I’m not going to get sick of you,
princess,” I said, pulling her down and kissing her mouth.

“But there are other factors to consider,”
she said, pulling away all too fast. “I have a lease and a
roommate, and you have roommates, and you have Lily, and not to
mention the fact that I’m starting to freak out a little just
thinking about this.”

She fanned herself with her hand, her
breathing getting shallow. She really was freaked out.

“Okay,” I said, pulling her back down.
“Okay. Forget I said anything. It was just an idea.”

“Let’s just be together, and see how it
goes, okay?”

“I’m good with that too,” I said, reaching
out to pull my t-shirt from over her head. I needed to distract her
and get us back to a happy place.







Chapter Forty-Three

 Emily

 


The sun was setting outside Zack’s window
when I opened my eyes, completely thrown off on my sleep schedule.
We’d spent the entire day in bed, having gotten up late and then
lingered there for a few hours before we got up and showered. Then,
in a fit of passion at seeing each other naked in the shower, Zack
had dragged me back to his bed and made love to me again. We’d
promptly fallen asleep only to wake up to near darkness
outside.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d wasted
an entire day in bed, but then again, celebrating that we were back
together wasn’t exactly a waste of time. Sliding out from under
Zack’s arm, I tiptoed to the bathroom so I wouldn’t wake him up.
When I came back out, he was still sleeping soundly, his eyes
closed, his chest rising and falling rhythmically and his full lips
parted just slightly. I stood there watching him for a few minutes,
drinking in the sheer beauty of him and the fact that he was
mine.

Last night had been a whirlwind of
admissions and declarations that had ended in us realizing we both
wanted the same thing. I couldn’t have been happier.

Shivering in the slight chill in the air, I
slipped on my jeans from the night before and Zack’s sweatshirt
before crawling back into bed with him. I had no intentions of
waking him, but he stirred next to me nonetheless.

“Hey,” he croaked out, his voice scratchy
with sleep. His arms encircled me and pulled me against him, where
I snuggled into his chest, inhaling his very own Zack scent that
drove me crazy.

“I’m hungry,” I said then, and as if my
statement needed punctuation, my stomach growled audibly. I
realized then that we hadn’t eaten all day.

Zack laughed. “Yeah, I can hear that. Do you
want to go out?”

He rubbed the sleep from his face as he
waited for my answer. I made a face. “All I have is this,” I said,
gesturing to what I was wearing. “And I’m not wearing any
underwear.”

“Damn, that’s so hot,” he said, as he rolled
me on top of him, and we might have gotten lost in each other again
had it not been for my stomach grumbling yet again. “Okay, message
received. I’ll feed you.”

I smiled. “Thank you.”

“How about we order Chinese?” he asked,
picking up his cell phone and choosing a number he had saved.

“I love Chinese,” I said, settling back
against his chest.

While we waited for the food to arrive, Zack
ran his fingers through my hair methodically while I drew swirl
patterns on his bare chest. He’d put on jeans but had remained
shirtless which I appreciated.

“This is new,” I said, stretching my lips up
to kiss the tattoo that rested over his heart. It was the words
‘Always Love’.

He nodded and looked down at me. “I got it
in memory of my mom,” he said and smiled. “I learned to play the
song when it came out a few years back because she loved it. Then
after that, whenever I was pissed off at someone, she’d tell me to
always love. It frustrated the hell out of me, but I knew she was
right.”

“She was a smart woman,” I said.

He smiled. “She was amazing.”

“And she actually loved a Nada Surf song?” I
asked, not believing that. My mom’s musical tastes were of the soft
rock variety. I was pretty sure if I mentioned Nada Surf she would
look at me like I had two heads.

“Hell yeah,” he said, and I loved the way
his face lit up when he spoke about her. It was so different from
the night before when he’d barely been able to control his
emotions. “She loved rock and roll and alternative rock and even
punk. She was so cool.”

“I wish I could have known her better,” I
said.

A dark shadow passed over his face. “I wish
that too,” he said. “But I’m just glad she got to meet the girl I’m
going to marry someday.”

“Zack!” I admonished, appalled that he’d
said that. I felt my face turning red, so I buried it in his neck.
I couldn’t believe he’d said that. I was sure he was joking, but
still.

“What,” he chuckled. “I’m serious. Someday
soon, I’m putting a ring on your finger.”

I didn’t look up, but I couldn’t help
smiling. I loved that idea, even if it slightly terrified me.

There was a knock on Zack’s door then, and I
lifted my head as we both turned our gazes toward the door.

“Come in,” Zack said.

“Are you decent?” Kristin asked.

“Fully clothed,” Zack called back, and he
sat up in bed.

“Cool,” Kristin said cheerfully, pushing
open the door and bouncing into the room with a bag of Chinese
food. “There is a ton of food in here. Can I eat with you guys?
Leo’s at work, and I’m bored.”

Zack looked over at me, as if asking my
permission. “Sure,” I said, sitting up next to him as Kristin sat
at the foot of the bed and unloaded cartons of food.

We all dug in, and she turned to Zack. “I
can’t tell you how happy I am for you guys,” she gushed, and I
suddenly remembered her crying the night before when I’d come over,
and I realized she’d been in on Leo’s plan. Her tears had been pure
acting.

“Thanks, Kris,” Zack said, playfully kicking
her with his foot. I realized as I watched them interact that they
were more like brother and sister. Funny how I hadn’t seen that
before when I’d imagined her doing all sorts of inappropriate
things to him.

“Emily, welcome to the family. We are a
crazy bunch, but we’ve all been together for years, so we love each
other, and we tolerate the insanity.”

“Thanks,” I said tentatively.

“You know,” she said around a bite of orange
chicken. “I don’t think I’ve seen Zack this happy – ever. Zack you
should totally play her some of the songs you’ve written over the
last few weeks. Really depressing stuff. She was your muse after
all.”

I vaguely remembered him telling me that the
night before when I’d first walked into his room.

“You wrote depressing songs about me?” I
asked, turning to him.

His face was bright red. “I wrote what I
felt,” he mumbled.

“I think that’s sweet,” I said, smiling at
him.

“You should make him play Zack Doesn’t
Know Shit About Women,” Kristin chimed in. “That’s my favorite.
Or Emily Hates Me. That one is really just one chord with
the same lyrics repeated again and again, but after a while, you
really get the feeling that she hates him.”

Zack glared at her, as I laughed and his
glare move over to me. “Get out,” he said. “Both of you.”

That just made me laugh harder. I leaned
over and kissed him. “I love you, baby,” I said, and I watched his
emotions turn over.

He couldn’t help smiling at those words, and
neither could I. They felt too good to say.


 


Chapter Forty-Four

 Emily

 


Zack’s ringing cell phone pulled me out of a
deep sleep, and I tucked further into his chest to shield my ears
from the offensive sound.

“Why does Molly insist on calling so early,”
I grumbled.

Soon after we’d gotten back together, Molly
had called with news. Her label, Live Ammunition, wanted to sign
Liar’s Edge to a record deal. The guys had all flown out to L.A. to
sign the contract that guaranteed them an album and one more if
their first one sold well. In exchange, Live Ammunition would do
what they did best and build a following for them. Molly had been
calling frequently with updates and had taken over managerial
duties of the band since it was a bigger job than Kristin, who had
very little management experience, could handle.

Molly and her boss, Adam, had vast dreams
for the guys, so Kristin, who was busy planning her wedding and
working full-time at the web design firm she’d been at for a few
years, happily stepped back into the role of Leo’s fiancé, but she
was still the webmaster for Liar’s Edge.com. That was a job I knew
she’d never give up.

Zack’s lips found my forehead, as he
silenced his ringing phone. “Because Molly’s life is the band, and
she’s always been a bit of an insomniac.”

“She lives in California. Does she not
realize that it’s five in the morning there?”

“I guarantee she’s just getting home for the
night,” he said, his arm pulling me closer. “I’ll call her back
later when she’s sleeping.”

“You’re evil,” I said, kissing his bare
chest.

“No, I’m busy.”

His lips found mine, and all too soon he was
tugging my tank top over my head, succeeding in waking us both up
in the nicest way possible. Then we drifted back to sleep for a few
more hours.

By the time, we left Zack’s room, he had
three missed calls and five text messages, all from Molly.

“What the hell does our cousin want?” he
asked Leo as we made our way down to the kitchen. He set to work,
pouring us both bowls of Life cereal – his favorite.

Leo was sitting at the table munching a
bagel and reading a printout of something, probably having to do
with his bar.

“She wants us to go on tour,” Leo said,
looking up at Zack.

The spoons he was holding fell from his
hands as his jaw dropped, and he looked at Leo in awe. “Are you
serious?”

Leo nodded. “Yeah, The Claws are going on a
tour of the East Coast, from Maine down through Florida, and they
want us to go with them. They also invited some band called Bag of
Tricks from South Carolina. It’s mostly college towns and smaller
venues, but there are a lot of stops, so we’ll get a lot of
exposure.”

“No shit,” Zack said, shaking his head back
and forth as he processed the information he’d just received.

“Yeah,” Leo said, clearly not as stunned as
Zack.

“What did you tell her?”

“That I needed to talk to you, Derrick and
Andrew, but I figured we’d be in.”

“When is it?” I asked, taking my bowl of
cereal from the counter, after taking over milk pouring duties when
Zack was no longer capable of normal human functions.

“We’d leave at the beginning of April and
will be gone through the summer,” Leo said, and I could see the
wheels turning in Zack’s mind. It was what he’d always dreamed of –
a chance to be seen on a national level.

“I already called Derrick and Andrew.
They’re in if you are, and I can see by the look on your face that
you’re in,” Leo said.

“Hell yes!” Zack said, and I half-expected
him to punch the air with his fist. He looked like a kid at
Christmas. “Baby, can you believe it? I’m going on tour!”

I laughed at his exuberance. He was so
excited. He pulled me out of my chair and twirled me around the
kitchen, and I had to laugh along with him. Leo left the room,
saying something about calling Molly to let her know they were a go
with the tour.

“You are going to be famous,” I said, as he
pulled me close. “I told you that months ago. Now do you believe
me?”

Zack looked dazed as he soaked in what I’d
said.

“I’m going to be rich and famous, and when I
am, I’m going to buy you the biggest castle I can, because
princess, you always believed in me.”

I looped my arms around his waist. “Oh, so
you’ll remember us little people when you’re a famous rock
star?”

“Little people? You? No way. You’re my
biggest fan, princess. You’ll get a front row seat at all my shows
if you want one.”

“Liar’s Edge tickets for life? Sign me up!”
I said, kissing him deeply.

“Oh, I see now why you really wanted to get
back together,” he said, fake pouting.

“Um, yeah, obviously. I mean, you’re cute
and all, but you’re really just secondary to the music.”

Zack smiled coyly. “You do know I write and
sing the music you love so much, right?”

I feigned surprise. “Really! Well in that
case, I guess I can put you before the band.”

“You are adorable and hilarious,” he said,
kissing me deeply.

“I’m so proud of you, baby,” I said, pulling
back taking in the sheer glee in his eyes.

“Five months apart, though,” he said
somberly, his mood suddenly shifting like it did so often, as he
leaned his forehead against mine.

“We’ll be fine,” I said, because I knew it
was what he needed to hear. No way would he know that I was already
dreading being away from him for so long. Being a musician was his
dream, and I wasn’t going to do anything to take away any ounce of
happiness that he should be feeling. “It’s only five months.”

“We’ve never been apart for that long,” he
mused.

We haven’t even been together for that
long, I thought, chastising myself for being so negative. We’d
fought so hard to get back together, and I knew nothing would keep
us apart, not even distance.

“Zack, I love you, and no matter where you
go or how long you’re gone, I’ll never stop loving you, okay?”

He rested his forehead on mine. “That’s why
I love you, princess, but you know what would make me love you
more?”

“What?” I asked, humoring him, figuring he’d
try to pull me back upstairs to celebrate.

“Come with me.”

“What?!” I asked, not sure I’d heard him
right.

“Come on tour with me,” he said, and I knew
he was dead serious.

“Zack, I have school. I can’t just pick up
and go on tour with you and your band.”

I was just three months away from
graduating. I wasn’t about to quit school and go on tour with
him.

“After you graduate,” he murmured, kissing
my cheek and my neck, his lips warm against my skin. I shivered
involuntarily. “It’s only three months away.”

“You’re serious,” I said, pulling back to
look at him.

His eyes locked with mine. “I wasn’t going
to ask, because I knew it would freak you out. You said over the
summer that you didn’t want to be the kind of girl who moves
somewhere for a guy, but Em, I can’t not ask you to come with me. I
don’t want to be away from you.”

Suddenly it was like ice water had been
dumped over my head as I remembered my words and my promise to
myself. I swallowed hard, as I contemplated what do to. I let my
head fall against his chest, taking a few minutes to inhale his
warm familiar scent.

Steeling myself, I looked up at him. “I
can’t do that, Zack.”

I watched his reaction, knowing he hated
what I was telling him. His face didn’t change, but I saw the light
in his eyes falter before he nodded quickly a few times. “I
understand,” he said, but I wasn’t sure he did.

I’d been dependent on others for so long, my
happiness dictated by what someone else decided for me or who I
should be based on others’ expectations. I needed to be on my own,
do some things just for me. I needed to know I could be okay
without someone by my side, but that didn’t change the fact that I
loved Zack and would miss him like crazy while he was gone.

I hugged him tighter around his middle,
trying to soak in everything I could about his face, his arms and
the way he was looking at me. God, I would miss him, but at least
he wasn’t leaving for two more months.

“We can do this,” I said. “Long distance
won’t be so bad.”

I knew I was pacifying myself as much as I
was him, but it was all I could do. There was no way I was going to
hold Zack back from his dreams. This tour could open doors for him
that staying in North Carolina and performing at local bars never
would.

“I’ll be back for your graduation,” he said,
kissing me. “And then why don’t you come with us the week after you
graduate – just for a week. It’ll be like a vacation, and then you
can go join the real world.”

“I like that idea. Can I have a front row
seat?”

He grinned. “I told you, you can have front
row tickets to Liar’s Edge for the rest of your life, princess. As
long as I can look into the audience and see you staring back at
me, life is good.”

I shook my head. “Soon you’ll be so famous
that you probably won’t even remember me, but I’ll be there –
always your number one fan.”

He laughed, but I could tell he was holding
back. “We’ll see about the whole fame thing. I don’t know about
that.”

“You will be famous. You’re amazing, Zack.
You have to know that.”

He sighed, long and loud. “Please think
about what I asked,” he said, and I could tell he was still
unsettled by my answer. “I love you, Emily. I want you with me for
this.”

“Okay,” I said, knowing I would never
go.

It was such a far-fetched idea. I couldn’t
go on tour with him. I had to find a job and make a living and grow
up. I could not go touring with my boyfriend’s band. What was hard
was that I had news of my own, but I’d been trying to figure out
how to tell Zack. I’d actually gotten a call to fly out to L.A. for
an interview with a PR firm. I was flying out in two weeks to meet
with a few people in their HR department. It was a long shot, but
they did PR for one of the major movie studios, a well-known record
label and few national brands. It would be an amazing opportunity.
Cassie had gotten hired by them and had given them my name as a
referral.

I also had an interview with a PR firm in
Raleigh the following week and had gotten an offer the day before
to work at a radio station in Chapel Hill doing marketing. I was
debating my options, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t leaning
toward taking a job in North Carolina so I could stay near Zack.
I’d also be lying if I said passing up an opportunity to work in
entertainment PR in L.A. wouldn’t be something I’d regret. I was
completely torn.







Chapter Forty-Five

 Zack

 


“I look awesome,” I said, appraising myself
in Emily’s full-length mirror, tilting my fedora just a bit on my
head.

“You look hot,” she said, sidling up behind
me and pressing her body against mine.

I turned to face her, taking in the sequined
headband with the feather sticking out of the back of it. Down
further was a matching sequined dress with fringe on the
bottom.

“I think that title belongs to you,” I
murmured, kissing her as I eased her back toward her bed.

She fell back when the backs of her knees
hit the edge of the bed, and I landed on top of her, my mouth going
directly to her neck. She giggled and tried to push me off.

“Zack, don’t,” she said playfully, but I
knew she only half-heartedly meant it. “You’ll mess up my
hair.”

I felt her reach up and pull the headband
from her forehead before her arms encircled my back.

“I will never get tired of kissing you,” I
said, as I kissed a trail from her neck down to her bare chest. Her
dress started right at the top of her cleavage, giving me no access
below that spot.

“We’re going to be late,” she whined, but
there wasn’t a lot of weight behind her protestations. “We have to
meet Taryn and Brittany in twenty minutes.”

We were meeting her friends for dinner
before going to her sorority dance that had a 1920s theme. I would
miss their big Luau since I’d be on tour, so she’d demanded that I
attend this event. I hadn’t ever been to a sorority dance before,
so I wasn’t sure what to expect, but at least I got to wear a
kick-ass suit and hat. It was much better than a Hawaiian shirt and
a lei.

“I’ll be quick, I promise,” I said, reaching
down to pull her dress up her thighs.

She groaned in a frustrated sort of way, but
I could tell it was because she knew she’d give in to me. I grinned
and kissed her, loving that I could do what we were about to do any
time, but more than that, I got to sleep next to her, hold her hand
and tell her I loved her. Those were all the things I’d thought I’d
never get to do for so long, and now I had to constantly remind
myself that she was real, and this really was our life.

Sometimes things seemed a little too perfect
to be true, but of course we had a deadline looming and a few
months of separation to get through, and I was pretty sure things
wouldn’t seem so perfect then.

“I love you,” she said then, kissing me hard
on the mouth, and I couldn’t help it, I groaned. “But, you’ll have
to wait until later to ravish me.”

“Say what?” I asked, pulling back to look at
her.

“I’m serious, Zack,” she said, starting to
push me off of her. “We have to meet my friends in fifteen minutes,
and we have a ten minute drive. I don’t want you to be as quick as
you would need to be for us to be on time.”

“So we’ll be late,” I reasoned, leaning down
to kiss her again.

She returned my kiss, but there was a
finality to it. Understanding her message loud and clear, I rolled
off of her and sat up. She sat up next to me and began smoothing
her hair before rising to stand in front the mirror so she could
re-attach that hideous headband. Catching my gaze in the mirror,
she smiled at me and turned around. She walked back over, and
without warning, straddled me, pressing body against mine.

“Don’t be sad, baby,” she cooed, as she
started to grind her hips just enough to make me crazy. “Later you
can take all the time you want with me, okay?”

I groaned again. “I’d rather take time now
and later,” I said.

She looked deep into my eyes and smiled.
“Patience is a virtue, and good things come to those who wait.”
Then she hopped off my lap and said, “Ready to go?”

I shook my head a few times to clear it.
“Um, yeah, I’m gonna need a minute,” I said, and she just laughed
as she bent over to slide on her red high heels.

***

I was watching Emily laughing with her
friends from across the room when she turned and caught my eye. She
smiled, and my heart melted a little. God, I loved that girl.

She sauntered over to me with a sly grin on
her face and threw her arms around my neck when she reached me. “My
friends can’t stop talking about how hot you are,” she whispered in
my ear.

“Really?”

I was used to girls hitting on me. It came
with the territory, but I was done with that. I only had eyes for
one girl, and I was pretty sure I’d only ever have eyes for
her.

“Yeah, and I can’t help but agree with them.
You look tasty enough to eat.”

With that, she pulled back and looked up at
me, her big brown eyes wide with a mix of glee and mischief.

I laughed. “I leave you alone for ten
minutes, and you go and get all drunk on me. You’re a mess,
princess.”

Molly had called, so I’d stepped outside so
I could hear her. We talked at least once a day about something
having to do with the band or the tour.

“I’m a hot mess,” she said, falling against
me a little more. “But that’s why you love me.”

“Among other things.”

“I have to tell you something,” she said
then, and she got all serious.

I knew she was drunk, so I didn’t put much
stock in her demeanor. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“I’m going to L.A. next week,” she said,
pausing as if to gauge my reaction. “I have a job interview.”

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “You do?”

This was news to me. She hadn’t told me she
was even looking for jobs outside of the immediate area.

“Yeah, with this amazing PR firm, and I was
afraid to tell you, because things have been so perfect between us,
but this is my dream, and I don’t know if I can say no if they
offer it to me.”

She looked sad all of a sudden, and I was
pretty sure of what she was trying to tell me. And I knew if things
were in my control I’d tell her I’d follow her to L.A. if she got
the job, but I had Lily and the band. My life was here. I couldn’t
go with her.

“You don’t want to break up? Do you?” I
asked, needing to get the question out in the open. She was talking
about moving three thousand miles away. It was feasible.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t. Zack, I
really don’t. I love you.”

“I love you too,” I said pulling her to me.
My heart felt a little heavier in that moment, and the only thing
that made things mildly better was being able to hold her against
me. “And I want you to follow your dreams. I gave mine up once, and
I was lucky enough to get back into what I love. I would never deny
you the same experience. We’ll do long distance if we have to.”

I knew it would be tough, but I would go to
the ends of the earth for this girl, and I needed her to know
it

She breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good,”
she said, as if she’d been afraid I was going to say something
else.

Just then her friend Taryn stormed by and
Emily’s gaze was pulled away from me and our conversation. Taryn’s
date, a guy named Noah, who apparently wasn’t a big fan of mine
since he lived with Emily’s ex, chased after her. He looked pretty
inebriated.

“Stay away from me, Noah!” Taryn called over
her shoulder.

“Dammit,” Emily hissed, pulling out of my
arms. “I knew she shouldn’t have invited him tonight.” Then she
turned back to me. “Baby, do you mind if I go check on her?”

I smiled. “I’ll go with you,” I said,
wishing it was just that simple.

When we caught up to them, Taryn was glaring
at Noah as he tried to plead with her.

“Go away,” Taryn screamed at him, but he
wouldn’t leave her alone. All around the hotel lobby, people were
starting to stare.

“What happened?” Emily asked, inserting her
tiny body in between her friends.

“Nothing,” Noah said, visibly annoyed that
she was there. “Taryn, come on. Just talk to me.”

“No,” she said, crossing her arms over her
chest and turning to Emily and me. “Can you guys give me a ride
home?”

“Sure,” Emily said.

“Taryn, I said I would drive you home. Come
on,” he said, grabbing her arm to yank her toward him, and that’s
when I stepped in.

I grabbed Noah’s other arm and pulled him
back. He had a few inches and several pounds on me, but I hadn’t
been drinking, so my faculties were all in check.

“What the fuck are you doing, man?” he
asked, looking back at me.

“She asked you to leave her alone,” I said
simply. “You probably want to listen.”

“Fuck you, Zack,” he said, moving to pull
away from me, but I just tightened my grip.

“Why don’t I call you a cab, Noah?” I
offered. Over his shoulder, I could see Emily and Taryn talking and
Taryn getting more upset by the minute.

“What’s going on out here?” another voice
asked, and I turned to see a guy I didn’t recognize moving toward
me. “You need some back-up, man?” He was obviously friends with
Noah.

“Yeah, get this fucker off me.”

The guy moved toward me, and then Emily’s
voice rang out behind me. “Do not touch him, Ben,” she said, and I
realized he was her ex.

“Who the fuck are you?” he slurred, his face
twisted as he appraised me.

“Zack, don’t encourage him,” Emily said,
coming up next to me. I let Noah go, so I could put my arm around
her.

“Zack?” Ben spat, making a face like he’d
tasted something sour, before directing his attention to Emily.
“This is the asshole you slept with last summer?”

Yeah, I wasn’t about to get into the middle
of this one.

“He’s not an asshole,” Emily said. “He’s my
boyfriend, and you need to leave.”

“Fuck that,” Ben said, pushing back his
sleeves, and I realized he was going to try to fight me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Noah move
just in time, and I was able to yank Emily out of the way. His
sucker-punch that was intended for my jaw, landed on the corner of
the wall behind me, and he went down after it, his momentum
carrying him forward. As soon as he hit the ground, he cried out in
pain, grasping his shoulder.

“Oh shit,” Taryn hissed, running over to his
side. Noah was writhing in pain, rolling back and forth on the
floor.

“Fuck,” he said. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

I could see people around the lobby of the
hotel turning to stare at us. Noah’s cursing had carried across the
vast room. The manager behind the desk was watching us, no doubt
about to come over and tell us to leave if we didn’t quiet down.
Noah was still groaning and cursing on the ground.

“His shoulder,” Emily said quietly from
beside me, and I looked down at her. She was staring at him in
shock. “He dislocated it playing football last fall.”

Yeah, and from the looks things, he’d just
dislocated it again.

“I think he needs to go to the hospital,”
Taryn said, looking back at Emily who just nodded.

I hadn’t realized Ben had run outside until
he came back in, his attention now pulled to his friend. “Noah,
man, I’ve got a cab outside. Can you stand up?”

“Come on,” I said to Ben, the nice guy in me
taking over. “I’ll help you get him outside.”

“Fuck if you will,” he said.

“Ben, just listen to him,” Emily commanded,
and he stopped protesting.

Ben and I loaded Noah into the back of the
cab, while Taryn scrambled into the other side, cradling Noah’s
head on her lap while he whimpered and hissed in pain. Then Ben
hopped in the front, and they were gone. Emily and I stood outside
watching the cab drive away, and I wondered if she was ready to
leave. I sure was.

“Did Ben just leave?” a girl with a
high-pitched, screechy voice asked from behind me.

“Noah dislocated his shoulder again,” Emily
explained to her. “They went to the hospital.”

“Son of a bitch!” she screamed. “He just
left me here! That asshole.”

Apparently she was Ben’s date.

“Brynn, do you need a ride home?” Emily
asked, and as soon as she said her name, I realized who this girl
was. Emily had told me all about Brynn and what a bitch she was.
The fact that Emily was offering her a ride home was incredibly big
of her.

Brynn just sneered at her. “Yeah, like I’d
accept a ride from you. You’ll probably spend the whole ride
gloating about how Ben ditched me. No thanks.”

With that, she stormed off, back inside the
hotel.

“Okay, are we ready to go?” I asked
cheerfully, trying to break the ominous mood that had fallen around
us.

Emily didn’t say anything. She just looked
up at me with what I thought was admiration.

“What?” I asked, confused by her look.

“Thank you for being you,” she said, before
she leaned up and kissed me. “Just thank you.”

I kissed her again, pulling her into my
arms.

“Let’s go home,” she said against my lips,
and I’d never been so happy to do just that.







Chapter Forty-Six

 Emily

 


“Happy Birthday, Lily,” I called as I let
myself into Jen’s apartment.

The door had been propped open, and I could
hear party noises from inside, so I figured it was okay just walk
in. Inside I was greeted by music and people talking and kids
running around. It was a madhouse.

As if his radar was turned on, Zack turned
around as soon as he heard my voice. A wide grin spread across his
face, and he left the conversation he was having with Andrew and
crossed the room to me. Before I knew what was happening, he picked
me up and swung me around. I almost dropped Lily’s present, he was
squeezing me so tight.

It had been a few days since we’d seen each
other. I’d been in L.A. for the past three days and had flown in
late the night before. When I arrived home, I had a message on my
voicemail from, Heidi, the girl in HR who I’d interviewed with.
She’d asked me to call her back on Monday to discuss an opportunity
with their company. It had been too late to call Zack to tell him
my news, but he knew all about my interview and my trip, including
how I’d fallen in love with the company.

I now had to tell him I was taking the job
and moving to L.A. in a few months, while he was away on tour. He’d
been supportive, incredibly supportive in fact, and reassuring that
we could handle long distance. He wanted me to take the job. He
said we would be fine. We’d handled worse, and since their label
was in L.A., he’d be out there from time to time. Everything would
be okay. I just wasn’t sure I believed him. But in the long run,
would I regret choosing my career over a guy, or if I didn’t take
the job, a guy over my career? What was the lesser of the two evils
since neither one seemed like a great idea?

“I missed you,” he murmured into my
hair.

“I missed you too.”

“So, did you hear anything?”

I opened my mouth to tell him, but then Lily
walked up to me. “Emmy!” she shouted, reaching her arms up, so I
would pick her up.

“Hi baby girl,” I said, handing her present
to Zack, so I could pick up his daughter. I’d adopted his nickname
for her sometime in the past month. “Happy Birthday! I can’t
believe you’re two!”

Zack grinned at me, almost mesmerized as he
watched me holding Lily. She looked so adorable in her yellow party
dress and baby tiara.

“Happy Burfday,” she said, grinning at me,
and I laughed.

“No, silly girl, it’s your birthday, so you
just say thank you when someone tells you ‘happy birthday’.”

She look at me speculatively for a few
seconds before saying, “Fank you, Emmy!”

I felt tears start to prick the backs of my
eyes when I thought about leaving her too. How was I going do
this?

Involuntarily, I squeezed her tight against
me. “I love you, Lily,” I murmured, kissing her hair.

“Wub you too, Emmy,” she said, and I lost
it.

“Okay, go play,” I said, setting her down
and ducking my head, so Zack wouldn’t see me crying.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, and I just shook
my head.

“I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

This was ridiculous. I should be happy. I’d
gotten my dream job. I needed to be happy about it.

“Come here,” Zack said, pulling me out the
front door and closing it behind him, so we were out of the prying
eyes of the party guests. I didn’t want to bum anyone out on Lily’s
birthday. “What’s wrong?”

“Lily,” I said, the tears now gushing down
my cheeks. “And you.”

“What about us?” he asked, searching my face
as if trying to figure out what was wrong with me.

“I can’t leave you guys!” I cried, throwing
my hands up in frustration. “I can’t do it!”

“You got the job,” he said, and I could tell
he was trying to be happy for me, but I knew it was forced. I
nodded. “That’s great, Em!”

“Oh, Zack don’t do that,” I said, throwing
my arms around his neck. “I’m upset about this. Just be real with
me, please?”

“Okay,” he said, turning off the fake
joy.

“This sucks! I don’t want to be one of those
girls who doesn’t do something because she doesn’t want to lose her
boyfriend as a result. It’s ridiculous. I should be independent,
but I can’t do it. I love you too much, and I don’t want to be
separated from you.”

“I don’t want to be separated from you
either, Em, but I told you I wouldn’t hold you back from this.”

I sniffed. “So you want me to take the
job?”

“I want you to be happy,” he said. “What
would make you happy?”

“Taking the job and moving to L.A. with
you.”

He sighed. “You know I can’t do that.”

“I know.”

“But I do have an idea,” he said, the smirk
slowly spreading across his face, and I knew he’d been hiding
something from the minute I saw him, and I wondered how long he’d
been formulating this idea of his.

I raised my eyebrow at him, not convinced
that his idea would be a good one. There were some very key factors
that wouldn’t change and because of them, I couldn’t work in L.A.
and be in the same city as Zack at the same time.

He grinned, unable to stop smiling. “I’d
like to offer you a job,” he said, and I narrowed my eyes at
him.

“Zack, quit it. This is serious.”

The smile then fell from his face. “I’m
being serious. I’d like to offer you a job to do PR for Liar’s
Edge. It is a legitimate job with a salary and benefits and a hell
of a lot of responsibility, especially since Molly called this
morning, and Live Ammunition wants to release our first album
nationally this summer.”

My jaw dropped. “Shut up! You’re
joking!”

Zack just grinned.

“Oh my God, Zack! That’s amazing!” I threw
my arms around his neck. “Congratulations!”

“So you’ll take the job?”

I pulled back from him. “Wait, you were
serious about that?”

He nodded. “Yeah. We need someone to do
promotion for us while we’re on tour and when the album comes out.
We’ll be doing radio shows and interviews, hopefully, so we’ll need
someone to handle the press and promotions. Will you do it?”

“Don’t you want someone who has more
experience than me?”

He raised his eyebrow at me. “Em, you have
two internships on your resume and an intense love of our music. I
think you’re qualified.”

“And this is a real job? It’s not just
something you made up?”

“It’s totally real,” a British-accented
voice said from behind me. I reeled around to see Molly standing
behind me, her hands on her hips. “You want it? Technically you’d
be working for Live Ammunition, but you’d be assigned to Liar’s
Edge, per the request of their lead singer.”

I looked back and forth between her and
Zack. He was grinning, and she was looking at me in
anticipation.

“Doesn’t Adam need to interview me or
something?” I asked, wondering how the hell I was being offered a
job when the head of the label hadn’t met me. “Does he want to see
my resume?”

“He trusts me,” Molly said, “And I think
you’re perfect for the job. It’s yours if you want it.”

“Please take it,” Zack said, his lips so
close to my ear.

I closed my eyes for a few seconds, smiling
and savoring this moment. This was the best solution to my problem.
Not only would I get to promote a band that I loved, but I’d get to
go on tour with them. Zack and I wouldn’t have to be apart.

“I’ll take it,” I said, the grin spreading
across my face. I couldn’t help it.

“Yes!” Zack grabbed me and pulling me up
against him. I kissed him before he could say anything else. “I
knew you’d say yes,” he said against my lips, and I just
smiled.

“Okay, okay, enough you too,” Molly said
after a few minutes. “I swear I will get a bucket of water and
douse you with it. This is a child’s birthday party after all.”

“Yeah, and we’re about to open presents, so
get your butts back inside,” Jen said then from the doorway.

Zack turned and grinned at her, and she
shrieked. He just laughed.

“You took the job?” she asked me, and I just
nodded.

“Yea!” she said, hugging me. “Now Zack won’t
have to kill himself.”

“Jen!” I admonished.

“What?” she asked, all innocence in her
tone. “He was mopey without you around for three days. I was scared
to see how he’d react to you living across the country. My daughter
needs her father, you know.”

Zack rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and right now,
your daughter also needs to open her presents.”

He moved to walk past Jen into the
apartment, his hand pulling me along. I knew he hated when his
friends called him out for being emotional. It wasn’t his style,
but I secretly loved it.

“What did you get her?” I asked Zack, as we
settled down next to Lily and a monster pile of presents. Jen
settled down on her other side and handed her a present.

Zack smiled as he pulled me back against
him. “I got her like twenty presents. She’s so spoiled, but I can’t
even help it.”

I laughed.

“What did you get her?” he asked, kissing my
temple as Lily ripped into my present.

I grinned. “A princess dress. I want her to
believe that princesses do exist and fairytales do come true, even
if it’s not the truth.”

“I think that is the truth,” Zack
whispered.

“Nah,” I said, “sometimes it’s better to
just bury the castle. Besides, reality is so much better than any
fairytale.”

“You’re my fairytale,” he said.

I turned to look at him. “And you’re my
reality.”

“Ooh,” Lily said, as Jen held up the ice
blue Cinderella dress for her to see. “Pwetty!”

“Look, Lily,” Jen said. “There’s something
else in the box.”

“What else did you get her?” Zack asked, as
Lily reached back in for the second half of her present.

I grinned. “The complete works of Taylor
Swift,” I said, and Zack just groaned.







Epilogue

 Emily

 


“Hey you guys, thanks for coming out to
support us tonight,” Zack said, as Andrew played a random riff in
the background.

They’d just played Jump and were
going to end with Without You like they had for the past few
months. Zack knew it was my new favorite song, so he always closed
out the set with it. They’d been traveling around the state a bit
for shows, and their fan base was growing, but they always drew the
biggest crowds when they played at Devil’s Hangout, which they did
a few times a month.

This was their last show before they left to
start touring with The Claws. Their first show was in a few days in
Maine, so they’d decided to come back to Devil’s Hangout for one
last show with their hometown fans.

“As always we’re so grateful for our fans
and love when we get to play in Durham where it all started for us
more than six years ago,” Zack continued. “These guys up here with
me have been through a lot since then, but the one thing we’ve
always come back to is music. It’s what we love, and I think I
speak for everyone when I say we’re goddam lucky we get to do this
for a living.”

In response, Leo nodded, Andrew amped up his
riff and Derrick pounded out a rhythm on the drums. Cheers
simultaneously went up from the crowd, and beside me Rachel
whistled. I was glad she was with me. She’d been spending so much
time with Chase, flying to and from New York, and I’d been with
Zack most nights, that it felt like we didn’t even live together
anymore. I missed her. Taryn had also come along to see the band
I’d raved about for months.

“And speaking of living, you guys all know
that there are times in your life when you should play it safe, and
then there are times when you should jump in with both feet. That
last song was about doing just that. This next song is one I wrote
a few months ago when I was going through a pretty tough time. You
see, I should have jumped, but I didn’t. I ran the other way, and
it was a huge mistake. You probably know this song since we’ve
played it before, but tonight we’re debuting a new verse I added
last night. This song is called Without You, and Emily, I
want your answer when our set’s over.”

With that he winked at me, and all I could
do was look confused.

“What is he talking about?” Taryn asked,
leaning toward me.

“I have no idea,” I said, watching Zack
start to strum out the first few bars before he started singing. He
was being cryptic, as usual. The guy literally couldn’t
straightforward with his messages.

I just shook my head, smiled and sat back to
watch him. I never got tired of watching him play, and now that he
was mine, it made it all the more special, because I knew he was
going home with me after the show. I wouldn’t be able to see him
play for a while, so I wanted soak it in while I could.

Without you, I’m lost, fumbling and
falling

Missing so much of who you were

If I could change the past, I’d take it all
back

I’d turn back time, I’d take away the
pain

I’d make sure I didn’t leave without you

I sang along with the chorus, knowing now
exactly how Zack had felt when he’d wrote it so many months ago.
Since we’d been back together, he’d written a few more songs for
me, and I loved being his muse. However, he hadn’t told me about
this added verse to Without You, so I held my breath with
the rest of the audience when he ended the last chorus and played
for a few minutes without singing. I was practically sitting on the
edge of my seat when he stepped back up to the microphone.

There was a time when I knew what it was
like

To live without you, to share your pain

But time moved on, and you came back

Loving me like you’d never left

You’re where I want to be, now and
forever

And all I can hope is that you might

Just maybe, say yes to me tonight

Okay, seriously! I literally had no idea
what that meant. What exactly did he want me to say yes to? Then I
thought I knew, and my heart started pounding.

Around me, the crowd went nuts as Zack
finished out the song with a few last strums of his guitar, and I
sat there in stunned silence. He didn’t look at me. He just mouthed
‘thank you’ and raised his hand to the crowd as Liar’s Edge left
the stage.

“Um, did he just propose to you?” Rachel
asked, leaning toward me.

“I think she’s in shock,” Taryn said, poking
me in the shoulder.

I brushed her off. “I’m not in shock,” I
said, shaking my head a few times to focus on what had just
happened. I looked up at Rachel. “He did not propose just now, on
stage in front of all these people. Tell me he didn’t just
propose!”

Rachel looked at me with empathy, but I
could tell she was holding back a smile. “I think he might
have.”

“Holy shit,” I said, leaning back in my
chair.

“Well, he’ll be out here soon, so you’d
better have your answer ready,” Taryn said, scanning the crowd for
Zack. “Didn’t you say he always hangs out after his shows?”

I nodded slowly. Apparently I was in
shock.

After ten minutes, when Zack didn’t appear,
I got nervous. Where was he?

“Hey,” Kristin said, sliding into the empty
chair across from me. She’d been watching the show from backstage,
where I usually watched, but since Rachel and Taryn were with me,
we’d gotten a table.

Kristin and I had surprisingly become good
friends. I’d spent many a morning sipping coffee in the kitchen
with her before I left for class and she left for work, our
significant others still sleeping upstairs. And we always traveled
together when the guys were playing in another city. It was nice to
have her around, and I found out we actually had quite bit in
common.

“Good show, right?” she said, reaching
across the table to take a sip of my beer. She didn’t say anything
about the new verse to Without You, and I wondered why that
was. Had she not realized what Zack had said?

“Really good show,” Rachel said when I
didn’t respond.

“Is Zack coming out?” I asked her, suddenly
on edge.

She shook her head. “He asked me to see if
you could meet him backstage. He’s in the lounge.”

The lounge was a backstage room where the
band hung out before and after their shows. There were couches and
a refrigerator filled with drinks, and it allowed them to not have
to mingle with the crowd if they didn’t want to. I knew Derrick
sometimes brought girls back there after the shows, but Zack must
have kicked him out that night since he was talking to a blond by
the bar.

“Okay, I’ll meet him back there,” I said
tentatively.

I got up from my barstool, feeling the
butterflies in my stomach take flight. I was halfway to the bar
when someone called my name. I turned around to see Shelby standing
there, tentatively smiling at me.

“Hey Shelby,” I said, trying to be polite,
but inside I really just wanted to get backstage.

“How are you?” she asked, as she reached
forward and hugged me, taking me by surprise.

After that day in the library, she’d been
much friendlier to me, almost as if she’d realized that I really
was just as human as she was. We’d finished our presentation in
Mass Comm, getting and A, and afterward the four of us had gone out
for beers to celebrate. Noah and Taryn had left, but Shelby and I
had closed down the bar. I hadn’t seen her much since that night,
but when I did, she was always friendly to me.

“I’m good. How are you?”

She smiled. “Great. I’m just here with some
friends. We heard this band was really good, so we decided to check
them out.”

I grinned. I couldn’t help it. I got all
giddy when someone complimented Liar’s Edge. I was so happy for
Zack and the guys, and I knew they were going to make it big.

“What did you think?”

“They totally rocked,” she said, grinning at
me. “Hey, you’re not the Emily the lead singer was talking to in
that song, are you?”

I grinned sheepishly. “Um, yeah, I was. He’s
my boyfriend.”

And he might have possibly just asked me to
be more than that.

“He’s really cute.”

“I know,” I said, grinning. “He’s amazing. I
was just heading backstage to see him.”

“Well, I won’t keep you,” she said. “I just
wanted to come over and say hi.”

“It was good seeing you, Shelby.”

“You too,” she said, turning away before she
glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll see you at graduation.”

“See ya,” I said, wishing the next month
would fly by. Graduation couldn’t come soon enough. The day after I
walked across that stage, I’d be joining Zack and the guys on tour,
and I couldn’t have been more excited about my new job.

I suddenly felt like my feet weighed fifty
pounds as I started to make my way backstage. The door to the
lounge was closed, and part of me imagined Zack on the other side,
down on one knee with an open ring box in his hand. I froze a few
seconds before knocking, making sure I was ready for this. I
was.

“Come in,” he called from the other side,
and I was relieved when I walked in and saw him on the couch tuning
his acoustic guitar.

“Hi,” I said, suddenly shy. I was pretty
sure my cheeks were bright red.

“Hey,” he said, leaning his guitar up
against the couch.

I went and sat next to him, angling my body,
so I was facing him. “Good show,” I said, leaning over to chastely
kiss him.

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “You’re always good.”

“Then why do you look like you’re afraid to
touch me? Is there something I should know? Did we screw up or
something?”

I knew what he was doing, and I appreciated
it. He was attempting to calm me down with humor, which meant he’d
been literal when he’d sung those lyrics.

“No, you didn’t screw up,” I said, biting my
lip.

“Uh, don’t do that,” he said, pinching my
chin between his thumb and forefinger, pulling my lips to his.
“You’re sexy enough when you’re not biting your lip. It makes me
lose focus, and I need to stay in the moment right now.”

“Why?” I asked, feeling like I was playing
games. We both knew why.

He raised his eyebrow at me. “Was it too
much?”

“Zack, are you serious?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I kind of am. Are you
mad?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m not mad. I am
surprised, though, so if you were going for shock value, it
worked.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.
“Listen,” he said. “I know what you’re thinking – we haven’t been
together that long, we have a choppy history, you’re still in
college, etcetera, etcetera. I know there are a million reasons for
you to say no, but there’s one reason for you to say yes, and
that’s that you love me. It’s that simple.”

“Zack, it’s not simple,” I said, and I
wasn’t sure why I was protesting. I didn’t even have a solid
argument, outside of the things he’d already mentioned.

He reached forward and smoothed back a lock
of hair that had fallen into my face. “Do any of the things I
mentioned change the way you feel about me? Please say no.”

No. Not in a million years.

“Well no, but Zack this is a big step. Are
you sure you want this? What about Lily? Have you thought about how
this will affect her?”

He smiled. “I know exactly what I want, and
I know my daughter is on the same page as me. She adores you. But
the question is, what do you want, Emily Cole? What would you do
right now if there were no consequences, no regrets? What would
your answer be?”

I looked at him, so afraid to answer, but at
the same time I didn’t want to hold back.

“No thinking,” he warned. “Just go with your
gut. Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” I said quickly, surprising myself,
but knowing it was what I’d wanted all along.

Somehow, through all we’d been through, and
the ups and downs and the uncertainty, there was one thing I knew
for sure. I knew that I was unconditionally in love with Zack
Easton. And somehow that was enough for me to make the biggest
decision of my life, because at the end of it all, I got to be with
him. And that in itself was a fairytale ending.
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 Playlist

I listen to music constantly, so inevitably
songs have a way of working themselves into my stories, but this
was even truer with Buried Castles since music was an
central theme all throughout the book. Below is a playlist of the
songs I hear when I read the book. Of course, I had to leave out
the Liar’s Edge songs because, as much as I wish they were a real
band with real songs, they’re completely fictional. I can’t write
music to save my life, and my guitar skills are even worse, so
imagination will have to suffice for those songs, but all others
are below are real. Some songs I referenced in the book itself,
some Zack played, and others are just ones that I felt fit in
nicely with story. Enjoy!

 


Love Bites (So Do I) – Halestorm

One Day Too Late – Skillet

Paranoia In B Major – The Avett Brothers

Last Kiss – Taylor Swift

Numb – Linkin Park

A Place Only You Can Go – Needtobreathe

Sandcastles – Kate Voegele

Slow Burn – Atreyu

Royal Blue – Cold War Kids

Better Way – Sister Hazel

The Dirt Whispered – Rise Against

Wine After Whiskey – Carrie Underwood

Undertow – Warpaint

Get Me Right – Dashboard Confessional

Use Somebody – Kings of Leon

Some Nights – Fun.

Enchanted – Taylor Swift

Everybody’s Fool – Evanescence

What I’ve Done – Linkin Park

Kids In Love – Mayday Parade

Shot Through the Heart – Bon Jovi

Get Around This – SafetySuit

Traitor – Liar’s Edge

Brick By Boring Brick (Acoustic Version) –
Paramore

Jump – Liar’s Edge

Without You – Liar’s Edge

CASTLE OF GLASS – Linkin Park

Payphone (featuring Wiz Khalifa) – Maroon
5

You Can’t Break a Broken Heart – Kate
Voegele

Learning to Love Again – Mat Kearney

White Horse – Taylor Swift

Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da – The Beatles

Whispers in the Dark – Skillet

Gravity – Sara Bareilles

Never Grow Up – Taylor Swift

I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles) – The
Proclaimers

Here We Go – Mat Kearney

I Would Be Sad – The Avett Brothers

This Isn’t Everything You Are – Snow
Patrol

Let Us Love – Needtobreathe

Always Love – Nada Surf

You and Me – Parachute

Without You (New Verse) – Liar’s Edge

Love Comes Tumbling Down – Matt
Nathanson
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