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Chapter One
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I walked down the sidewalk, enjoying the warmth of the sun as it hit my skin. It was the first day of summer, though it didn't feel like it to me. Most of my friends had big plans like summer vacations or summer jobs. I was just stuck in the middle of the Midwest, trying to figure out what I could do to keep myself occupied. 

"Looks like the ducks are out," my friend, Sam said, pointing at the white birds that were slowly coasting along the murky water. They had no care in the world, something I didn't quite understand. They just swam along, waiting for the next thing to happen.

"Yeah, they seem to be enjoying the weather," I replied, looking over at Sam. I knew there would be no follow-up to the conversation. Sam was a man of a few words, but he was decent to hang out with and we barely fought. "So, what are you about to do after this?" I asked him, wondering if he had some exciting plans that I could get in on.

"I don't know," he said with a shrug.

I turned my attention back to our walk, looking for something that would occupy my mind. There were several people out. Some were sitting by the water, enjoying the weather and some conversation. Others were playing frisbee and listening to portable radios that they had brought with them. 

I wished I had something to do. Being in this city was boring. I had already been to every shop, music venue, and park. There really was nothing else for me to do except twiddle my thumbs and wait for the next year to pass by so I could graduate college. 

At this point in my life, I had imagined that I would be more worldly. I thought that I would be constantly traveling, meeting new people, but it seemed like there were other plans for me. The only college that I had been accepted into that offered me a scholarship was the two-year community college in Lakeville, the same city that I had lived in my entire life. I knew most of the people that lived in the area. I knew Jimmy, the man that owned the butcher shop near my old house. I knew Cami, the downtown florist , and I knew almost everyone that I walked by as we made our way through the park. I needed a change of scenery, and I needed it fast. I was tired of every day of my life feeling like Groundhog's Day.

Sam's phone rang and we stepped to the side so he could answer it. "Hello," he boomed into the receiver.

I couldn't really hear the particulars of the person on the other end, but I knew the caller's voice. It was Sam's dad.

"Okay," Sam said with a sigh. "Give me a minute. I'll be there."

"You have to leave?" I asked, looking over at my friend."

"You know how it goes," Sam said with a grin.

"Alright then," I said. "I guess I'll find something else to do."

"Sorry," Sam replied. "Maybe, we can plan something for next week."

"Maybe," I said with a shrug, but my concern was with the day in front of me, not some day far in the future. I was too far in my head at this point, and I needed something to occupy my attention. I needed something exciting to do, but I knew deep down that I wouldn't find what I was looking for in Lakeville. I hadn't found what I was looking for yet.
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Chapter Two
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"Dar, sit down," my sister said. "I spent hours making this meal. You might as well take a few minutes out of your day to enjoy it."

"Well, I am hungry," I said, pausing my television show and walking to the table. 

I had been living with my sister, Gina, since the ninth grade, and though some people would find that odd, it was about the only thing I knew at this point. My parents were no longer around. They had gotten involved with the wrong people, and they ended up paying for it. 

Since then, I have lived with Gina. I was there when she married Dan, and I was even there when Kia was born. Gina had matured a lot since my parents' passing, and it seemed like every time I turned around, she was going through a new milestone in her life.

I was another story. I hadn't really accomplished much except for getting my diploma. My school grades were high, but I didn't really have a concrete plan as to what I would do next, and I didn't have too many people that I was close to besides my sister, Sam, and my friend, Henry.

"Darla, what do you think about the green beans?" Dan asked, bringing me out of my funk. 

I looked down at the beans and noticed the little pieces of bacon and butter that my sister had added to them. "It's different," I said, trying to sound positive.

"They are superb," Dan replied, eating a piece of bacon in a dramatic way.

"Aren't you supposed to be cutting down on sodium?" I asked him as he served himself another bite of bacon-covered beans.

"Oh, that's right," Gina said, putting her hand to her forehead. "I knew there was a reason that I hadn't made this before."

"It'll be okay, babe," Dan replied, finishing the beans before Gina could take his plate.

Dan looked at me and then down at the empty spot where the beans once sat. "You couldn't let me enjoy those one last time?" He inquired, a sad look on his face.

"Sorry, Dan," I said, giving him a sympathetic look. "I didn't know she would take the whole bowl away. I wouldn't have said anything."

"Of course, I took the whole bowl," my sister replied. "I shouldn't have even made them. I forgot the doctor put him on a new diet."

Kia giggled and shoved a bean into her mouth.

"Kia, you'll share, won't you?" Dan asked the two-year-old.

"Mine," Kia said, shaking her head.

Dan looked back at his plate and then up at Gina. "So, if I can't have the beans, what can I have?" He asked his wife.

"Salad," Gina said, switching his plate out for a bowl full of green vegetables.

"Great," Dan replied, deflated. "What are you guys going to eat?"

"Steak," Gina said, laying a thick cut of ribeye on my plate.

"Fantastic," Dan said, anything but enthused. "Let me know what you think about it. I'll just be over here, chomping on my vegetables like a rabbit.

"Is somebody feeling left out?" Gina asked, walking over to her husband and kissing him on the top of his head.

"Maybe," Dan said. "I never knew that my diet would have to change so drastically. I'm going to dwindle away into nothing."

"I'm only doing this because I love you," Gina replied. "The doctor said it would help."

"I know," Dan pouted. "I just didn't know that I'd have to give up most of the food groups to follow his orders."

"You can do this, baby," Gina said, sitting down in front of her own plate. "You just have to remember why you are changing your eating habits."

"I suppose," Dan said, making a face at the salad. "I just wish that there were meatier substitutions."
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Chapter Three 
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I sat in the living room, playing kitchen with Kia. Though it was getting late in the evening, the little girl was still full of energy as she danced around me with a chef hat on her head. 

"You little ball of energy," I called, trying to catch her as she pranced around. "It's almost time for bed."

Kia just laughed and began to twirl around in circles until she became dizzy and fell down.

"That was quite a performance," Gina said, coming into the room. "But it's time for all little princesses to go to bed."

"No bed," Kia replied. 

"Yes bed," Gina reinforced.

"Okay," Kia said, putting her hat down on the ground and hopping into her mother's arms. "But I want the night light,"

"Okay," Gina said with a smile. It wasn't much of a compromise. Kia would have gotten the night light either way, but Kia thought she had won something.

I watched as Gina took Kia out of the room and did my best to clean up the toys. Kia was very blessed. She was on track to have a way better childhood than we ever did, and she had two parents that really loved and cared about her to help her along.

"Well, that was easier than I expected it to be," Gina said, walking back into the living room.

"Yeah, she didn't even fuss," I commented. "I think I tired her out."

Gina sat down in her arm chair and signaled for me to sit down as well. "Now that she's sleeping, I had something that I wanted to talk to you about."

"Like what?" I asked. Usually when Gina wanted to talk about something, it wasn't good, and I was nervous about what she would say.

"Like this summer," Gina replied. "I know that there are a lot of people at your college that probably have summer plans, and I noticed that you don't seem to know what to do with yourself. I got a letter yesterday that might change all of that."

"What kind of letter? I asked.

"Remember that entrepreneurship program you applied for at the University of San Francisco?" Gina asked. 

"Yes," I said.

"You got in," Gina replied. "I don't know why they sent the letter so late, but the program starts in two days. All meals, board, and tuition was paid due to their grant program, so now the only thing you need to do is decide if you want to go."

"Of course I want to go," I replied, beaming. I had never been out of the state, nevertheless seen the ocean. This was a huge opportunity for me, and it seemed a lot better than hanging around Lakeville, looking for something to do.

"Well, we will need to get you some supplies," Gina said. "And we will need to get you packed." 

Gina looked like she was both happy and sad to see me go, and I wanted to make her feel better about the situation. I got up and gave her a big hug.

"You know I won't be gone forever," I said.

"I know," Gina replied. She was crying at this point. "I just have never had to say goodbye to you. We have been through everything together. It's hard not to think about how much I'll miss you while you are away."

"I get that," I said, looking at her face. "But I have to do something with my life, and I know where my home is. It's only a few months. Then, I will be back home."

"Well, if you find another opportunity while you are out there, don't be afraid to take it," Gina replied. "I don't want you to hold yourself back because of me. You have a lot to offer the world, and there's a chance that you might find yourself while you are gone."

I nodded. I knew it was difficult for Gina to give me up. I was her little sister. She had practically raised me as her own, and after losing our parents, I was the only family member she had besides Dan and Kia.
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Chapter Four
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I looked at all the bedding options, wishing that there was a less expensive set. Though my sister was paying, I wasn’t trying to charge up her bank card. She had already provided for me for years, and it was about time for me to take some kind of responsibility. Since she wanted me to focus on school instead of a job, my only opportunity to be responsible was to make sure she didn't buy the entire store.

"What about this one?" I asked, holding up a black comforter set.

"Don't you think that's a bit plain?" Gina asked, eyeing a striped set that had about five million color combinations.

"No," I replied. "I think it's more my style."

"Plain?" Gina inquired, wrinkling her nose.

"Like a blank canvas, ready to be painted," I said with a smile.

"How poetic," Gina said with a grin. "Alright, artist. Get the black comforter then."

I put the comforter set in the already loaded cart and sighed. "That should be good. Shouldn't it?"

"You're going to be there for three months," Gina said. "I want to make sure you are prepared."

"I want to make sure they don't lose my bags at the airport," I said, looking at the pile of stuff we had picked out to go with me.

"Don't be so nervous," Gina said. "We can always put a bag tracker in your bags if you are really worried."

"Another thing we would need to buy," I said, making a face.

"Don't worry about it so much," Gina said. "Dan and I can afford to do this for you, and besides, Dan already has a couple of bag tags you can use."

I nodded. I always knew that my sister was willing to take care of me, but this seemed like a lot. I didn't want to break her bank just so I could fill my summer. It didn't seem fair.

"Come on," Gina said. "Let's check out the hair care products."

***
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AS I LAY IN BED, TRYING to sleep, it hit me that I would be leaving the only place that I ever knew in the morning. I would be going to a new city where I didn't know anyone or where anything was. Part of me was excited. The other part was terrified. I knew that I needed to do something new to grow and find some peace in my life, and I felt blessed that the opportunity to explore a new city and meet new people had landed in my lap.

However, I knew that as soon as I stepped foot out the door, I would miss my sister, Dan, and Kia. There was just a secure feeling that I got when I was around family, and out there, I wouldn't have that security. 

I closed my eyes and pulled my sheets to my chest. I doubted that I would get any sleep. My flight was early in the morning, and my mind wouldn't calm down. All of the images of things that could go wrong filled my head. I could miss my flight. I could find out that the acceptance letter wasn't real after getting there. I could get lost in the new city and never find my way back. 

I did my best to clear my mind, but new scenarios kept playing in my mind. So, I just laid there, listening to the sounds of the house and waiting for the clock to tick its way to morning. I was ready to get on the plane and face my fears so my mind could be at peace, but the clock didn't understand my fears or my need to conquer them. As it slowly ticked to the next number, I sighed. I was trapped in a never-ending cycle of 'what ifs'.
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Chapter Five
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"Here we are," Gina said, taking a ticket from the machine at the entrance of the parking garage.

"Wow, you're really going through with this, aren't you?" Dan commented from the front seat. 

"Yeah, I guess," I said. I had already begun to second guess my decision at this point, and his question made me stop in my tracks.

"You'll be fine,' Gina said as if she could read my mind. "It's a new experience. Try to have fun and see what you can learn from it.

"Okay," I said, still wondering how I would feel so far away from my family and the familiar life I already had.

Gina parked and I got out of the car. Gina lifted Kia out of the car seat and Dan followed close behind. 

"You said that you needed to find gate A16 right?" Gina inquired.

"Yeah," I replied, taking my ticket out of my pocket to confirm my itinerary.

"Well, I suppose the first step is to check in," Gina said, pointing to the glass doors at the airport entrance.

"Good," Dan replied. "We can check these bags. I don't know what you put in them, but they are heavier than I thought they would be."

I headed through the door of the airport and found myself in a small line, waiting to check in. As I looked around, I noticed how small the airport was. It wasn't as big as the ones that I had seen in the movies. Maybe
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