
ONE SUMMER WITH YOU

Leigh von Bargen

One summer with you

Copyright © 2026 by Leigh von Bargen

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or any other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly work.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 9 979-8186-4483-27 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION

[image: ]


I dedicate this book to my family and friends and to all the dreamers out there. It’s corny, but if you believe in yourself, dreams can come true.
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CHAPTER 1 
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My vision is blurry with tears, my breathing is heavy, and my heart pounds. Why won’t she wake up? I feel myself starting to get mad as I shake her again. I’m screaming at her. Panicking, I run out the door to find help. I bang on the first door I see, then the second. “Help! She’s not waking up!” I scream. One of the neighbors opens the door and runs into our apartment. They grab their phone and call 911.

Everything happens so fast that all I can do is stand there. A nice police officer leans down to comfort me, I’m so small compared to her. Her voice is soothing, and I calm down. She tells me to go grab my favorite toy, but I am frozen. The other people surround my mother, who is still on the couch. Every one of them looks sad, and their sympathetic eyes land on me. I wake up.

I reach over to cancel the alarm on my phone just in time to hear Rachel asking if I’m up. I call to her, letting her know that I’m awake. I stare at the screen. The date on my phone tells me two things. First, that it’s the anniversary of my mother’s death. Second, it’s my last day of high school. I pry myself out of bed, grab my bottle of water, and drink.  

No matter how many therapy sessions I’ve sat through, the nightmares have never gone away. Except they’re not nightmares. I’m reliving the moment that I found my mother unresponsive on our living room couch. It’s been ten years, and it still feels as if it happened yesterday.  

I start my playlist, and "Dog Days Are Over" by Florence + The Machine starts to play. I walk to the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. I splash cold water on my face and reach for a towel. In the glass, I see what Rachel describes as a broken beauty warped through tragedy. I grab my long dark locks out of the messy bun and curl them. This is something I haven’t done in ages. I contemplate doing my makeup and settle on outlining my cool green eyes with my favorite black eyeliner. I finish with mascara because, why not? 

I don’t look or feel seventeen. When puberty hit, so did my curves. Fortunately, my height helps even it all out. 

When I was fourteen, I developed a chest, catching the attention of one of my foster brothers. I tried to tell him that I wasn’t interested, but that only sparked more interest. Chris became overly persistent. Luckily, I was able to fight him off with a pair of scissors. He lied about the altercation, and I faced time in juvenile detention unless I got a lawyer. 

I was appointed an attorney, but he didn’t give two shits’ about my case. I called another firm and pleaded my case when a woman named Rachel Langston offered to help me pro bono. She said I was the bravest fourteen-year-old she’d ever met. Chris turned sixteen when I sent him to juvie.  

Rachel and I had bonded so quickly that she decided to become my guardian. I had no living relatives, and she liked me for some reason. We ended up being the perfect pair because we were both lost and needed someone. It took a while to get used to each other, but it all worked out in the end. Now, four years later, I haven’t been happier.  

I open my large closet and stare into it. I opt for a throwback to the ‘90s outfit, black slip dress, baby tee, and my black Doc Marten boots. I grab my light grey flannel and tie it around my waist. Owen Murphy, my best friend, should be thrilled I’m not wearing sweats again. He’s the only male in my life that has ever stuck around long enough to bond with. I met him when I moved in with Rachel. He’s eighteen, gorgeous, gay, and lives two doors down. I fell in love with him the moment I met him. We were instant friends and spent all our time together. I can at least say that I’m his favorite person to be around. 

Owen is very private about his sexual orientation. I’ve never met any of the guys he talks to. At school, he’s the star football player and very accepted. The people at school swear we’re secretly a couple, so his friends stay away from me. They’re too young for me and are only interested in meaningless relationships anyway. I prefer to date older guys, for maturity purposes. However, my last college boyfriend, Tyler, cheated on me with his biology lab partner. I guess being a fully developed human doesn’t promise intellectual maturity.  

I blame my distorted love affairs on my mother. My biological father was a real catch. He found out about me and ran. But then, she found Paul. He was a partier and ended up being her demise. She died, and I ended up in foster care where I struggled. I felt passed around like a pound puppy, and I never fit in. I couldn’t be the perfect child that they thought they could mold me into. I mean, no one can change that much.  

I enter the kitchen as I do every morning and grab a pre-made smoothie from the fridge. I eat healthy to support the curves I inherited from “the junkie” (also known as my mother). Rachel walks into the kitchen, her perfectly blonde hair curled and bouncing. She stops and stares at me, shocked.  

“What?” I ask quizzically.  

“Nothing! I’m just surprised that you’re not wearing your usual sweatpants,” she taunts back at me with a laugh.  

“Yeah. I know. I figured since it’s my last day, I’ll do something different,” I shrug as she rounds the corner and looks down at my boots. 

“Really, Mags. Boots? It’s going to be close to eighty today.” 

“It’s nineties theme at school today,” I lie.  

“I know I’ve heard that before.”  

“It’s my style. You wear your boring dress suit’s, that’s your style.”  

“I’m a lawyer. I have to look professional,” Rachel nudges, teasing me because it’s what we do. We never fight; we discuss. She’s the type of person who likes to hear both sides of the story. If she doesn’t agree, then she argues. It’s like she was meant to be a lawyer. 

We have a very trusting relationship, and she treats me like an adult. I’ve never really had any house rules, or a curfew.  

“You’re also a trust fund baby. You don’t have to work,” I say, taking a drink of my smoothie. She looks at me, blankly. “You know I’m kidding. You have an amazing work ethic that you’ve so kindly bestowed upon me.” I pause to grab my bag for my computer and open it up. “Which reminds me.” I trail off.  

She pours more coffee into her cup. “What?” 

“I forgot to do this survey for Jessie. I thought I could squeeze it in before Owen gets here.”  

“Are you feeling alright, Mags? You never procrastinate,” Rachel asks as she takes a drink of her coffee. She knows that I never forget things unless something is weighing on my mind. “Were you up too late last night? I thought you were finished with your finals.” 

“I am. I was up late writing, because it helps me cope with today,” I hint to Rachel, and color drains from her face.  

“Oh, Mags, I’m so sorry. I forgot what today is.” Her grey eyes turn sad as she reaches to hug me tight. I rest my head on her shoulder.  

“No, it’s okay. I’ll push it out of my mind and get through the day. Owen will help keep me happy. You don’t have to worry about me, I promise.” Rachel walks back around the counter. 

“I know I don’t have to worry about you, but I still do. I know you’re growing up.” She sighs. “I guess I’m feeling guilty that I’m creating a lot of changes for you.” 

“California will be good for me, Rach,” I assure her.  

“I hope it’s good for you both. Daniel’s been worrying me lately.” She bites her cheek, which usually means that she’s overthinking.  

“Why?” I ask, but she gives a nonchalant gesture.  

“Oh, I just think he needs some sort of distraction. Since Heather 

died last year, he’s been working non-stop. As you know, he owns our dad’s company, but I don’t think he should be running it. We hired people to take care of all that.” She runs her hand through her hair. “I just worry that he’s in over his head.” 

Daniel is Rachel’s much younger brother, whom I’ve never formally met. He’s who I’m staying with while Rachel gets us set up in London. Her new job offered her a one-room flat to get her settled. 

She talked me into staying at his place, in Laguna Beach, California. He lost his fiancée last year due to a tragic car accident. I can only imagine the hellish life he lives every day without her. 

“And you’re sure this is a good idea?” I ask, starting to feel worried myself. My phone chimes with a message that Owen is on his way. 

“Yeah, you’ll both be fine.” She pauses. “Hey, did you ever pick out an apartment near campus for the fall?” She’s changing the subject. Owen and I were both accepted to Northwestern. We plan on getting an apartment close to campus to commute.  

“We have a few picked out. We’ll decide when he comes out to California, I promise. You did let Daniel know, right?” I close the app on my phone and grab my bag.  

“Oh, I forgot. I’ll call him today. I know he won’t care.” I look at her skeptically. “Trust me, he’ll be too busy to care.” I shrug, trusting her.  

“Please don’t forget,” I add, shoving my computer into my bag just as the doorbell rings.  

I open the door to see Owen, who looks particularly beautiful today. His dirty blonde hair is styled with product, and he is wearing jeans and a grey raglan top. The shirt brings out his bright blue eyes. I cannot help but picture a blue-eyed Jonathan Bailey every time he smiles.  

“Hey, you ready? I want McDonald’s breakfast,” he says as I adjust my bag on my shoulder. I mumble a quick “yeah” as I close the door behind me. “Wow! Mags, you look great,” he adds. I scoff at him as 

I walk toward his car. “Seriously, is that dress new? I like it.” 

“Yeah. I’ll let you borrow it, sometime,” I say casually. He rolls his eyes as we get into the car. The front door opens, and I see Rachel running out. She’s calling my name and waving frantically. I quickly get out to see what she needs.  

“What’s going on?” I yell. 

“Come home right after school. I have to talk to you but it’s nothing I can explain to you about in five minutes.” I shake my head and wave. She runs back to the house, awkwardly in her heels. Owen yells goodbye as I climb into the passenger seat of his blue BMW M2, his graduation gift from his parents, who are also very wealthy.  

“What do you think that was about?” Owen asks me as we pull out of my driveway. “I guess I’ll find out later,” I sigh, setting my bag down.  

“I was secretly hoping that would be quick. I’m starving,” he growls.  

It seems like Owen has two different personalities. The first one is the focused star wide receiver and honor roll student at school who everyone loves. The other one he only shares with me, which is the laid-back drama queen who loves music and just being alive. His parents are the type that put him into sports when he was little, which was the path he needed to follow. They rarely get to see the real Owen.  

“Yeah, yeah drama queen.” I jab, jokingly. “Aw, this is our last day to drive to school together. I hate that I don’t get to graduate with you,” I frown. Graduation is Friday, a week from today, and I leave on Wednesday. I bite my bottom lip to keep my lack of disappointment from showing.  

“You know that I secretly hate you, right?” he jokes with a grin. “My last test is Monday morning.”  

“Hey, it’s okay. You’ll be with me in two short weeks. We’ll be living the beach life. It’ll come faster than you think.” I’m trying to comfort him, but I don’t think it’s working.  

“Yes, but only for a couple of days though, remember? Grandma is visiting. My parents want me here for quality family time.” He whines. 

“That’s important, trust me.” He glances over at me as if he’s not so sure. I remind him that I’ve never had a family dynamic like his, and that’s why I encourage him to spend time with them. 

“So, is tonight when you’re meeting that one guy?” I ask, after a while.  

“I’m meeting him tomorrow,” he pauses. “It’s half an hour away, so I shouldn’t run into anyone I know there.” I look over to glare at him. “What?” he asks seriously.  

“You know what.” I scoff, “seriously Owen, stop hiding who you really are because you care about what other people think. I feel like you’re two different people sometimes. It’s okay to be gay and an athlete.” I always feel that Owen is too hard on himself and I worry about him. 

“It doesn’t even matter, he asked me to meet in that area.” He says, as he turns the car into McDonald’s parking lot, pulling behind the long line of cars. I mumble something about just coming out to everyone, including his parents. He rolls his eyes at me because he knows that I’m right. He’s always put off telling his parents, and with the dumbest excuses. He would say that he’d wait until after football season was over or after New Year's. I knew when Easter hit that he was waiting for after graduation. I honestly don’t understand why he never told his parents because they were genuinely great people.  

He puts his foot on the brake as he reaches for his wallet. “I know and I do plan on telling them, eventually.” 

“When? You’ve been saying that for almost a year, O.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “They’re not going to freak out.” 

“I’ll figure that part out, okay?” He gives me the look that I just need to drop this conversation. The cars start to move forward and we’re only two cars behind the drive-thru speaker.  

“I can’t wait until we move to Northwestern, both fall for hot men, and live life.” He raises his arms to stretch, and I get a scent of his cologne. He’s freaking perfect.  

“Let’s hope there are better prospects there than there are here. Men around here suck,” I say in return.  

“I like that quality about them,” he jokes and I giggle at his orneriness.  

“You know what I mean. I’m talking about guys like Tyler.” He pulls the car further and nudges me. I look over at him and smile.  

Tyler and I dated for five months. I found him on a dating app and met him for coffee. He hooked me instantly with his charm and good looks. He drove a beater car, listened to complaint rock and I fell for him hard. He made me laugh and I genuinely enjoyed his company.  

“Yeah, he sucked, and his whole emo vibe seemed fake.” Owen comments, and I nod in silence. “He was definitely hot though.” He adds.  

Two months ago, Owen picked up lunch at a café and saw Tyler with another girl. When he confronted him, Tyler played dumb. As soon as Owen told me, I called Tyler, and he said that Owen made up the whole thing. Needless to say, I trusted Owen more than I trusted him. I broke up with him and then heard he had caught an STI. I still feel lucky that I dodged that bullet.  

“Yes, well, he fucked around and found out,” I say, as he pulls up closer to the drive-thru speaker. 

“Well, you’re better off.” He pauses, “I hate that you can have any guy you want, and you always choose the wrong one,” he complains, before the lady on the speaker takes his order. 

“I can’t have you, my love and it kills me,” I say, making sure I look him right in the eye when I say this. Owen knows how I feel about him, though it never seems to matter.  

“I’m including myself, Mags,” he says, almost remorseful. I stay quiet while he pulls up to the cashier and hands her a ten-dollar bill.  

The drive to school is less than five minutes. Living in the middle of 

Indiana, everything is relatively close. I just sit there and watch as he concentrates on driving. I let out a giggle as I watch him wolf down his egg McMuffin. He asks if I think I’ll miss this school after we graduate as he pulls into his spot. I stare out at the building that resembles a prison and tell him no. I never had the experience that he did here.  

Once inside, we walk upstairs and part ways since his locker is on the other side of the building. I take in my surroundings for a moment before I open my locker. The crowded halls are loud as people grab their books for first period. Alex and Jessie approach. They are the head cheerleader, co- captain, and prom committee robots. They only tolerate me because they’re also in love with Owen. I try not to pay too much attention to them. 

“Hey, Maggie, have you taken that final for Bateman’s class yet?” 

“Fourth period. Why?” I grab my notebook just as Tim walks up to throw his arms around Jessie. They’ve been together since junior year.  

“Ugh that’s the one that’s got me so nervous.” She flips her auburn hair. “Oh, did you take that survey for me?” Jessie’s big brown eyes lock on mine.  

“Yeah, I emailed it to you before Owen picked me up.”  

“Okay, thanks. I’ll look for it,” Jessie says, kissing Tim on the cheek.  

“I answered all the questions honestly, though they were slightly invasive,” I snicker. 

“The questions were supposed to be invasive. It’s part of my English research report on the importance of sex education in schools. I figured you’d be a great candidate since you don’t practice abstinence.” Tim starts to snort, and this pisses me off. I haven’t had a good relationship with Tim since I caught him staring at my chest and I pointed it out in front of the whole class at lunch.  

“Nope, I just love sex way too much,” I shoot a glare at her, slamming my locker door. 

She instantly becomes intimidated. “Look Mags, I didn’t mean anything by that.” 

“Uh huh. Yeah, sure you didn’t,” I start to walk away just as Jessie hit’s Tim who is still laughing. I stop, “however, I do understand your choice, Jess. I wouldn’t want to fuck Tim, either.” Tim’s laugh fades, and he retreats behind Jessie. The poor kid still fears me, and I love it. I turn around and continue walking down the hall.  

As I walk into Lit class for the last time, I look for Ms. Wyatt. She’s the only teacher that I care for. She praises me for my writing skills and even wrote me a letter of recommendation for Northwestern. She’s the only teacher that’s believed in me. 

I’ve already finished my final report for this class, so I pull out my Kindle, and open The Great Gatsby. I promised her that I’d re-read it. She wants my help to create a few paper topics for future classes for extra credit. Once class is over I chat with her before heading out into the hall. She wishes me well and I give her a quick hug for all her support.  

I walk out to see the stragglers who are digging in their bags for homework that isn’t there. I walk slowly to my next class to take the final. After today, I start the countdown to my eighteenth birthday— just three short weeks away. I’m expecting a great birthday, hopefully in London. It’s funny how people look forward to things but then bitch about how there’s not enough time. I’m rushing it all because I’m ready for the change. 

Lunch comes and goes as I eat with the girls and Owen. He’s always the center of attention while I’m the quiet one, usually focusing on reading. The rest of the day is tedious, and all the teachers are itching to get out of this damn building just as much as the students. After my last class I feel a huge weight lift off my shoulders. I race to my locker, and once again Alex, Jessie and Tim are there as well. They’re reminiscing on prom, looking at photos on their phones. They try to loop me into the conversation saying how amazing my dress was, but I just smile back at them. I thank them, grab my bag, and computer.  

Alex comes over and tries to convince me and Owen to come to her party this weekend. I explain that I’m packing for California and politely decline. Just as I do, Owen comes up behind me and smacks my ass, which pisses me off. As revenge, I grab him and pull him into a lip-on-lip kiss that I know he’ll hate. The girls giggle at the display of affection, and I secretly laugh at how fake it all is. His eyes are locked on me, and I can tell he’s irritated. 

I give the girls a quick hug goodbye and promise to keep in touch even though a part of me knows better. They were only friends with me because of Owen. He says he will see them on Monday as we head out of the building.  

The Indiana sun is blazing hot as I pull out my sunglasses. All the cars are filing out of the parking lot. I look over to see Owen, who is glaring at me.  

“You’re insane,” he scolds. Though, I’m still laughing.  

“I’m just playing the part you gave me. You can just call that the grand finale,” I spin and bow, sarcastically.  

“Just get in the car, Maggie,” he growls. I shake my head and open the door to get in. “I don’t think that was a good idea,” he says, slumping into the front seat.  

“Why? Are you afraid you’re going to like it too much?” I say, grabbing my seat belt.  

He rolls his eyes. “I just know that you have certain feelings, and I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I don’t want you to have another incident like before.” He starts the car.  

I pull my sunglasses off my face. “Are you serious? You’re bringing that back up? You know I fucked up. I thought we agreed not to bring it up again.” He breathes out to answer but I don’t let him. “What is it that has your panties in a bunch? You know what happened at the beginning of the year doesn’t mean anything. I was intoxicated, Owen. I know you’re gay. I know there’ll never be anything between us.” I grimace.  

He starts laughing. “I know. I’m just fucking with you.” 

I hit him. “Ugh, you’re such a bitch. You’re lucky you’re pretty.” I put my sunglasses back on. “You’re never going to let me live that night down, are you?” 

He smiles at me before putting the car into drive. “You know I love you, right? I’ve never punished you for that night, and I’m not going to, now. Blame it on me, Mags because I started it.” 

“Let’s not rehash what happened, ok? It was a bad night.” I hiss, pushing to change the subject. “I’d like to forget it happened.” 

“Okay. Can I still come over tonight?”  His puppy dog eyes make me melt every time, and I can’t help but smile.  

“Yeah, if you want to.” He grins ear to ear, and I flash a look back at the little jerk. God, I love him so much.  

Fifteen minutes later, we pull into my driveway and there are two small moving vans. I notice that they are loading my furniture into them. Rachel is out there coordinating the effort.  

“Are you moving out sooner?” he asks me as I stare at them in confusion. I tell him that I’ll text him as I get out of the car.  

“Maggie!” Rachel calls out.  

“Rach, what’s going on? Why are the movers here today?” She grabs onto my shoulders and laughs. 

“My new job called, and they want me there earlier which means you have to go to California sooner. Plus, the buyers offered us extra cash to vacate as soon as possible.” She walks us into the living room as I look for somewhere to sit.  

“I went ahead and ordered you a new bedroom set. Daniel didn’t have one for you, and it’s easier than moving all this stuff twice. I did send the record player and albums to California. I put extra insurance on them so don’t freak out. There are three suitcases upstairs. Please fill them with what clothes you want to keep, and we’ll donate the rest.” I drop my bag and move my sunglasses to the top of my head, wrapping my mind around all of this.  

“Okay, got it. Is Daniel cool with all of this?” I ask, flabbergasted. “Yes. I talked to him. But remember what I told you. Just stay out of his way and try not to bother him. He’s a workaholic and very isolated, so it should be easy.”  

“Rach, I plan on reading, sunbathing, shopping, and chatting with Owen as much as I can. He won’t even know I’m there,” I assure her. “You did inform him that Owen is coming there for a weekend, right?” 

“Yes, everything is settled. You’ll just get there on Sunday instead of Wednesday. Then Owen in two weeks from tomorrow.”  

My mind is spinning, and I’m stunned into silence. I take a deep breath, but I trust Rachel. I can tell she is genuinely apologetic. My mind races to think of a faster alternative. Maybe I could stay with Owen? But then all my stuff is already heading to Daniel’s. Rachel reads my face and grabs me in for a hug.  

“Look, I know this is a lot to understand. But I’ve already been looking at two-bedroom places near my new job. I have plans to see them this week. I just need to get there. I’m hoping that in three weeks from today you’ll be on a plane and on your way. You’ll turn eighteen in London with me.” She pauses. “Hey. Once we get settled in, we’ll even fly Owen to London for a while until school starts.” She grabs onto me tighter.  

I feel the tension in my shoulders ease. “That’ll be fun, I guess,” I mumble into her shoulder. I pull away. “You know, I should be a dramatic teenager and be whiny and unreasonable.” I take a deep breath, teasing her.  

“But instead, you’re a levelheaded young adult,” she confirms, smiling.  

“Yes, a young adult.” I pause. “You raised me right. I got to thank you for that.”  

“You did that all on your own.” She walks over and sit’s on one of the bar stools. 

When I moved in with Rachel after all the legal stuff subsided, it was difficult. There was a brief adjustment period where we would get on each other’s nerves. I had never had anyone care about me in the way that she did. I also never had the freedom that she gave me. I remember last summer she went to California for Heather’s funeral, and to be there for Daniel. I was left alone for two weeks at sixteen. When she came back, the house was still standing, and she was impressed.  

“So, when do I leave?”  

“Sunday.” She squints her face again apologetically.  

“No. That’s fine. I only have tonight and tomorrow with my best friend, but I’m not going to pout.” I head toward the staircase when I hear her from the kitchen.  

“Have I ever told you that you’re the best?” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” I grab my phone and text Owen a SOS: Get here ASAP. Then I head upstairs to my room.  
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The next hour I spend clearing out my closet, throwing clothes and shoes into donation boxes. There are years of memories, tons of photos, trinkets, and accessories. I feel blessed about how my life has changed over the years. I tell myself that I’m one of the luckier kids and send up a prayer of appreciation. The emotional roller coaster has been a never-ending thrill ride, and I’ve never been bored.  

“Mags!” Owen calls out from the hallway as I am digging into my closet.  

“I’m in here!” I yell back.  

“Hey, where’s all your stuff? I thought you had until Wednesday.” 

“Nope. I’m leaving Sunday now,” I look over at his reaction and his smile fades. 

“You’re not serious.”  

“God, I wish I wasn’t, but yes.” I grab a shoe and chuck it. “Do you think it would be easier to just donate it all and restart? I feel like this part of my life is ending and it’s time to close the book on all of it,” I laugh at myself, and Owen shrugs noncommittally. He falls to my bed and lets out a long sigh.  

“I feel like we should have just planned to move to Evanston after graduation. Started our college journey sooner.” 

“I honestly don’t know what Rachel was thinking. I feel like all this happened so fast that she lost her bearings because that would have made more sense. Although, I think she’s worried about her brother. She kept selling me on going out to California. It seems to me she thinks I’ll somehow help with whatever it is he’s got going on. But I am looking forward to going to London afterward. Lots of traveling ahead. California will be good for both of us. We’ve worked really hard and definitely earned it.” 

“Yeah, we definitely have,” he agrees. I sense that he’s still struggling with me leaving, so I try to raise his spirit’s. 

“Yeah, and she did tell me that once I get to London, we’ll fly you out there for a while. We’ll both be eighteen. We can go to the local pubs and start our college life there,” I add, making his smile increase.  

“Maybe Rachel was thinking clearly after all,” he laughs. “Speaking of Rachel, I didn’t see her when I came in.”  

“It’s date night. So, she’s not coming home until late, or even tomorrow. You want to stay?” Owen likes to stay over. We usually get a movie or listen to records and drink. Rachel is also a very private person. She doesn’t date very often but when she does, she usually stays out all night.  

“Yeah, want to get takeout?” 

“Sure, or I have another suggestion. We could make an appearance at Alex’s party. I can always go through these boxes and pull out a cute dress. But, I’ll be honest, I don’t feel like getting ready for a night out.” 

“Nah, I’d rather spend the time with you since you’re leaving.” He doesn’t realize that he can make me smile like no one else.  

We order take out, watch Netflix on my laptop, and listen to music. Midnight rolls around and both of us crash. I wake up at three in the morning to the ring of the house phone. I rush to the kitchen; I hate this stupid phone. I answer it with a yawn.  

“Rachel?” A deep voice comes over the line. 

“No, this is Maggie. Can I help you?”  

“No, that’s okay. This is Daniel. I thought I called her cell.” I go to tell him that it’s okay, but he continues. “So, I guess I’ll see you Sunday?” His voice elevates a little bit.  

“Yeah, thanks for being okay with all this. I’m sure Rachel is appreciative,” I add, quickly, trying to sound light.  

“I owe her a favor.” He’s being short.  

“Hey, I’m sorry that I couldn’t make it out there to meet you last year.” I hint delicately with regard to the funeral.  

“You had school. I understand, but I’ll let you go now. I’ll see you Sunday.” He hangs up the phone before I can respond. I feel a cold shiver run down my back. What is Rachel getting me into? This guy is so cold over the phone that I can only imagine what he’d be like in person. All I know is that I have a lot to talk to her about tomorrow.  

It’s morning and I trudge downstairs to see if Rachel is home. I look for her car and then text her to see if she’s okay. I decide to make Owen and me some coffee. My phone chimes and it’s from Rachel. She was home this morning but didn’t want to wake me. She’s running errands and invites me to dinner. I text her back, then grab the coffee and head back upstairs.  

“Wake up sunshine, it’s ten. Let’s go get breakfast” I hand him the mug of coffee. “My life is about to change drastically, and I need waffles.”  

“I was hoping it was all a bad dream,” he whines, sitting up to take a sip.  

“I know. I hate it, too.” 

I jump in the shower, and we head to our favorite mom and pop breakfast dive. We chat about all the fun things we plan to do in California and stop by the mall for a new outfit for his date tonight. Owen seems a little distant and not really talking about this Patrick guy. I just sit there smiling, trying to be supportive. My heart goes out to him, as this is still unfamiliar territory. He didn’t realize he was gay until last year. It was after the party we don’t speak of. He was navigating his feelings, and I allowed him to use me to help with that. In the end, it wasn’t a good idea for either of us. I never wanted to be his beard; it just ended up that way. Since then, I’ve done my best to support him and give myself grace in the process. I know my feelings for Owen are still messy and for now I am okay with that.  

At the mall, I sit on a couch waiting for him as he changes in the fitting room. I ask if he heard the annoying house phone ring early this morning. He laughs at the fact that Rachel still has a landline, and I completely agree. I tell him that it was Daniel and that the phone call was super weird.  

“How was a phone call weird, Mags?” 

“It just seemed like I was inconveniencing him just by talking. He hung up on me at the end. It just weirded me out, that’s all.” 

“I think this whole situation is weird. You’ve never met this guy. He sounds like he might be a little bit egotistical.” 

“I trust Rachel, O. She wouldn’t send me into a lion’s den, I don’t think. I bet that he is arrogant because he’s incredibly attractive.” I recall the save the date magnet we had of him and his late fiancée. Daniel’s tall, dark-haired, light-eyed, and built. He was smiling in the picture, but that was before the accident last year. I remember Rachel falling to the floor in disbelief to the news that Heather had died. That’s when she left for California for two weeks.  

“I remember that. That was around the time you were with Brady Carlson, right?” 

“Briefly.” I mumble. Brady had been the boyfriend before Tyler. I didn’t have any feelings for Brady, but he fulfilled a greater purpose. I used him to make Owen jealous, which worked until it didn’t.  

Owen steps out of the fitting room wearing an outfit that accentuates all his assets. He’s wearing a pair of tighter jeans and a light fitted tee. I open my mouth in a jaw-dropping overreaction. 

“That’s definitely the best color for your complexion, O, it highlights your eyes. I hate how pretty you are, like Jonathan Bailey’s twin.” He gestures then poses, and I laugh. I grab my phone to see a message from Rachel letting me know that she made the reservations for dinner. I send a message agreeing with the time and place.  

“Let’s hope this Patrick thinks like you do,” he says behind the door.  

“He’d be a fool not to. You’re gorgeous, O.” 

“So are you, Mags. You have a body like Sydney Sweeney, but your face is way prettier.” I laugh at him and ask him whose face I do have.  

“Yours. You don’t look like a celebrity, but you have a lot of unique features. Trust me, you’re perfect, Mags.” I roll my eyes, skeptical. If I was so perfect, then why doesn’t it do anything for him?  

When he comes out we head to the food court for a smoothie. We pick a table and sit for a while. I quietly go over everything in my mind, spacing out when Owen snaps his fingers.  

“Where are you?” 

“I’m not sure. I’m still consumed with the Daniel thing. You’re right, it all seems weird. I told you that Rachel’s worried about him, but what does that have to do with me?” I huff. “I hate the idea of imposing, even if he does owe her a favor.” 

“I wouldn’t overthink it, just go and have fun,” he shrugs, “how old is he, did you say?” 

“He’s just over ten years younger than Rachel, so twenty-four, I think. Their dad remarried, then he came along, or something. Rachel doesn’t really mention anything about family things. She’s very vague on the whole matter.” 

“Huh.” He puts the straw of his smoothie into his mouth as I wait for him to continue. “It’s just interesting that he’s only six years older than you.” 

I start laughing at him. “Why does that pique your interest, Owen Michael?” I also take a drink from my smoothie.  

“Well, you’re closer to him in age than Rachel is. It could be why she’s sending you there to check on him. Intellectually you’re closer to his age, as men mature slower, perhaps she feels your insight is better?” he thinks out loud.  

“Wow, that’s very intuitive of you. If that’s true, how can I help?” 

“I don’t know. You’ll have to figure that out. I still can’t picture Rachel having a baby brother,” he laughs. “He was married young then, if he’s only twenty-four.” 

“They were engaged at twenty-three. I mean, I think that’s reasonable.” I pause. “Aren’t Jenny and Luke, who just graduated, engaged? Now that’s too young.” 

“I guess,” he shrugs. “When you know, you know.”  

We leave the mall and head home. The drive consists of pop radio, and Taylor Swift’s newest release blares across the speakers. Owen brings up all my past crushes, including the school janitor, which I deny. He laughs, remembering me trying to flirt with him to get into the school after it was closed.  

“Oh my God. He was just a nice little guy who felt bad for me. I needed that textbook to help study for a test the next day. He didn’t need to know the real reason was so that I could grab the second ACOTAR book,” I laugh. 

“I swear he had a thing for you since that night,” he laughs.  

“No, he did not!” I yell.  

“Mags, seriously, you were the prettiest girl in that school. Everyone had a thing for you. You had everyone wrapped around your finger. You just didn’t act on it.” 

“Well now you tell me. I could have used that information to my advantage,” I joke. “You know I wasn’t ever interested in anyone but you in that school,” I say longingly, looking out the window.  

He pulls into my driveway, and I thank him for driving once again as I hate driving. I tell him to call me after his date to let me know how it goes. He leans over and kisses my forehead. The sweet gesture hurts more than he knows but I smile anyway. I watch him pull out of the drive before I head in. 

I decide to wear the dress from yesterday to the Italian Bistro. I recurl my hair and remove the black eyeliner because I know Rachel prefers it that way. I grab my black sandals and wait by the door. 

Another thirty minutes pass, so I grab a granola bar to curb my hunger and get a text that she’s running late. She asks me to meet her at the restaurant. I grab my keys, my wristlet, and walk into the garage. Rachel gave me her 2017 cherry red Mustang that I rarely drive. I told her to sell it, but she chose to store it instead. At least I get to take it out one more time.  

I get into the car when my phone rings. It’s Owen. 

“Hey, can you come and get me?” His voice is shaky, and I sense panic.  

“Yes, of course. What happened? Where are you and where is your car?” I hit the garage door opener and pull out of the drive.  

“I was attacked, Maggie. Patrick isn’t gay. He’s a right-wing homophobe who thought it would be funny to mess with me. He punched me in the face, then stole my car.” I can hear how much he’s holding back his emotions through the phone. “The asshole didn’t even hit me correctly,” he mutters.  

“Jesus, Owen, I’m on my way. Pin your location and send it to me. I’ll call Rach, then I’ll call you back. Actually, call the cops and then call me back.” I hang up to call Rachel and explain to her what happened. 

“Go, I understand. Why would some bitch steal his car?” 

“Rachel, it was a guy who stole his car. He was meeting a guy tonight.” It bothers me having to tell her Owen’s secret, but I know he’ll forgive me. 

“Oh my God. That explains so much.” 

“Please don’t say anything to anyone about it. He’s only told me.” “My lips are sealed. I’ll bring you back something to eat. Just be careful,” I smile at her thoughtfulness.  

“I will, ‘Mom’.” I hang up and wait until Owen calls me back. I crank up the Pandora ‘90s alternative and try to get there as fast as I can.  

The thirty-minute drive is straight down the interstate, and I pray I get there soon. I get closer to the area where Owen is, and I notice how trendy the restaurants look. I bet Owen researched this whole date for nothing. How can people be so cruel? I turn the corner and see him sitting on a bench outside the restaurant. He gets up and opens the car door. He still looks great, but his lip is split open, and the expression in his eyes is heartbreaking.  

“Are you okay?” I ask when he falls into the seat. I reach over and squeeze his shoulder.  

“No,” he pauses. “The cops are looking for my car. I filed a police report.” 

“Well, that’s good,” I pull back onto the main road. “Do you want to talk about it?”  

He stares out the window and doesn’t say anything. My heart aches. I hate seeing his pride, dignity, and heart shattered.  

“I’m going to tell them tonight, Mags. I want you there with me.” His blue eyes well up with tears. I confess that I would walk through fire with him if he asked me to. I love him so much, and I hate that this has happened to him. I ask him if his parents will be up and waiting for him.  

“Yeah, I’ve already called them and told them a little bit of what happened. They asked why I was so far away, but I want to tell them everything in person.” 

“Okay. Here, you can pick the station,” I say. He grins a little when I hand him my phone. I grab his hand and kiss the back of it. He’s being so strong, and I fall in love with him all over again.  

At his house, the lights are all off. His parents are older than Rachel and usually go to bed early. Their house is a little nicer than Rachel’s décor-wise. They’re classy, elegant, where Rachel is more modern. Gary and Melanie turn on the hallway light when we come in.  

“Owen, I’m so glad you’re home.” His mother grabs him and holds on to him. His grip on my hand tightens.  

“Thank you, Maggie, for going to get him.” His mom reaches to hug me after him. “So, what is it that you need to talk to us about, 

Owen?” 

“Well, you know that I was a half hour away and that someone stole my car. What you don’t know is that I was meeting someone for a date.” His parents look at me, but I focus on Owen. “I’m not with Maggie. I was meeting a guy for a date,” he says, pausing. “I’m gay.”  

His parents walk into the family room, turn on the light, and sit on the couch. I start to get emotional because I can only imagine how anxious he is right now. I hear the pounding of my heart and Owen’s breathing during the silence.  

“Owen Michael, you have been our son for eighteen years. Do you really think we didn’t know this?” asks Mel, waiting for his reaction. 

“How?” He stands there frozen in disbelief. I see his eyes start to redden and he lets go of my hand to wipe his eyes. I see the tension in his shoulders start to relax.  

“I questioned it when you were younger, but it went away when you got into football.” His dad adds, “However, you’ve always marched to your own beat. You’ve always just been who you are. Your mother and I discussed the possibility and concluded that, in the end, it didn’t matter to us either way. We would support you in life no matter what.” 

“I didn’t really know that I was gay until earlier this year. I’ve been lying to myself for a while.” He pauses. “All I know is that I wanted to make you two proud. I worked hard and pushed it out of my mind for as long as I could.” 

“Owen, your preference on who you date or love wouldn’t have changed how proud of you we are. We’ve noticed how hard you’ve been working. We are both so proud of you. I know Maggie here has something to do with that. I know when she first arrived, we noticed how your focus changed in a positive way. You got better grades, and you were home more. I suspected that you two were an item, but you kept saying otherwise. I’m just sorry you thought you had to keep this from us,” Melanie says, as she rubs his back. Owen shakes his head, then takes a big sigh of relief.  

“We love you,” his dad chimes in and Owen hugs them. Owen apologizes for the car, and his dad says that they will talk about all that tomorrow. He gives us both a hug goodbye, before heading up to bed. His mother lingers to chat a little longer. 

“So, Maggie, Owen tells us that you’re headed to California for a little while. You’re staying with your uncle who lives there, right?” 

I shrug, shifting my weight. “It’s hard to call him my uncle. He’s not blood, and he's only twenty-four. I just feel like it’s going to be more awkward than anything,” I sigh. “But, I’ll be on the beach, so it’ll be a nice vacation. I know it helps Rachel out and she’s done a lot for me. It’s the least I can do to get out of her hair for a little while. I just hope I can adjust to all this change. The time change alone will be a challenge,” I laugh thinking about all the traveling.  

“You’ll be alright, you’ve faced everything life has given you so far.” She laughs. “I still remember the day that Rachel brought you home for the first time. You weren’t shy at all. I loved how you and Owen were instant friends. You’re special, my dear, smart, beautiful, and accomplished.” I thank her as she pulls me into a hug. I tell her that I will see her again before school starts back up.  

“August will be here before you know it. Summer goes fast, especially since you’ll get to enjoy it. I know Owen is excited about coming out there in a couple of weeks.” 

“That was the only way I was agreeing to this arrangement. I need my best friend around me.” I lean into him, and he rests his head on my shoulder.  

“Then in the fall, she’ll be back on my ass when it comes to our studies.”  

She folds her arms as her mouth curves into a knowing smile. “Let’s hope,” Melanie laughs.  

Melanie heads up to bed, and I look over at Owen, who looks like the weight of the world is off his shoulders. He already seems happier, more secure, and confident. I’m so happy that he finally has his support system. I tell him that I better see if Rachel is still up. He apologizes to me for being the reason I missed my dinner with Rachel. I assure him that it’s fine and he pulls me into a big embrace. He holds onto me, and I let him. I start to tear up and tell him that I will miss him tremendously. I promise to text him when I land in California and hope that two weeks fly by.  

The walk to my front door is short. The wind is starting to pick up, and the breeze is nice. I stop to take another look at the house that I’ve lived in for the past four years. The two-story brick in a sensible suburb in Indiana. My first actual home. I hope that the next family loves it as much as I do. It’s sad to think this is the last time I will sleep in this house. I smile at the bittersweet thought as I go in. Rachel is in the kitchen with a gallon of ice cream, and she’s in her pajamas. I laugh because her hair still looks perfect. There’s an empty glass of wine to her right.  

“I wish I could eat all the ice cream and still have a nice body like you,” I say, setting my wristlet and keys down on the counter.  

“You’re built just as cute, stop,” she says, digging into the carton. She tries to hand me some, but I politely decline.  

“Hey, thanks for understanding why I had to cancel tonight. I feel bad that I missed our dinner.” 

“Is he doing okay?” she asks. She gets up to grab my dinner out of the fridge, and hands it to me. I thank her and
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