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This book is for everyone who 

never gave up on me.

With life happening in a

big way, I was drowning

a bit. Okay, a LOT.

I love you all beyond measure.

Onward and upward from here!

CONTENT WARNING!!

This book contains emotionally sensitive 
subjects and situations.
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Prologue Amie (Pure Prairie League)

Chapter 1 To Be Young (Ryan Adams)

Chapter 2  Get the Party Started (Pink)

Chapter 3  Make a Move (David Cook)

Chapter 4 Vacation (The Go-Go’s)

Chapter 5 When the Stars Go Blue (Tim McGraw)

Chapter 6 Firecracker (Ryan Adams)

Chapter 7 Bad Habits (Ed Sheeran)

Chapter 8 No Matter What (Badfinger)

Chapter 9 Our Lips are Sealed (The Go-Go’s)
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Chapter 15 Showtime (Ryan Adams)

Chapter 16 California Stars (Billy Bragg and Wilco)

Chapter 17 Blue Eyes Crying in the Rain (Willie Nelson)

Chapter 18 The Dance (Garth Brooks)

Chapter 19 Don’t Speak (No Doubt)

Chapter 20 Dreaming You Backwards (Ryan Adams)

Chapter 21 Head Over Heels (The Go-Go’s)

Epilogue Who Says You Can’t Go Home (Bon Jovi and Jennifer Nettles)
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Amie
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SETH
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Amy Delaina Montgomery stomped her way across the street, her face red, her hands in fists. Her brows were furrowed together even after Seth called out his greeting.

“I hate having to pass that stupid bar on the way over here,” she replied through gritted teeth.

“My mom hates that there’s a bar across the street.”

Her sky blue eyes flashed in his direction as the wind caught the tresses of her light blonde hair into her face. She brushed it away with a huff. “Try living beside it.”

He shook his head. “No thanks. What did Bobby do this time?”

Amy opened her mouth to answer, then blinked a couple of times. “How did you know it was Bobby?”

“It’s always Bobby.”

Bobby the town drunk who’d been warned on more than one occasion to stay away from the 12-year-old girl who stood before Seth. 

“He sang that song.”

“What song?”

“That...my name isn’t even spelled that way.”

“Ah.” Seth grinned at his best friend. She couldn’t stand the song Amie by Pure Prairie League. “But what if I sang it?”

“I’d make sure you can hit the high notes.” She sighed and glanced down the second driveway, the one that led to the guest house by the river. “Has my mom already been down there?”

“Yeah, I think so. Wanna go? River and Tessa should be here soon.”

Amy nodded and took off running down the steep driveway before Seth could ask her if she wanted to race. 

They were forever racing, any and everywhere.

Even with her head start, though, Seth caught and passed her, reaching the door of the freshly remodeled three room guest house, the same place they’d used as their ‘clubhouse’ throughout their childhood, from when Amy’s mother began to clean for the Coopers on their estate. They’d both been blonde haired, blue eyed, curious kindergarteners when they’d been introduced. Seth’s hair had darkened as he aged and was now a light brown. Amy’s hair had been long, then short, and now was long again. Separately, they were quiet, docile children, but together they made both of their mothers begin putting money in the swear jar that Seth’s mother kept on a windowsill in the kitchen.

“I hate when you go away for the summer,” she said through gasps of breath, but a smile was beginning to form. 

“You missed me.” He covered his heart with his hand. “Admit it.”

“You’re so stuck on yourself, Seth Cooper.”

“Yes, I am.” He punched in the code granting them access into the guest house, and another code into the keypad for the alarm. “I like going to visit my dad, though.”

“Yeah, but...Santa Monica is so far away.”

“It’s just in California, doofus.”

“It’s eons away from tiny little nowhere town Texas.”

“It’s not a nowhere town.”

“You say because half of it is named after your family.”

Seth’s grin widened. “Duh.” He pulled two cans of Pepsi out of the refrigerator and handed one to her. 

“I’m surprised this isn’t named after you, too.”

“Someday.” He popped his can open and took a long drink. He glanced out a side window and grinned as he saw the rest of the Core Four headed towards their clubhouse. River was through the door first, a scowl across his brow. 

“Beer me.”

“Pepsi will have to do,” Seth replied, and River gave his usual nonchalant shrug. Tessa had followed River in, her face hidden from Seth and Amy’s view through her light auburn hair. “Hey, Tess.”

“What’s wrong?” Amy asked Tessa as she took a step towards her then stopped. “Tessa, look at me.”

Tessa turned her face and Amy gasped at the purple bruise across Tessa’s cheek. Seth could feel his anger welling up inside of him, now scowling the same way River was. This wasn’t the first time Tessa had come to them bruised, her spirit waning, nearly broken. Her mother often took her frustrations out on her leaving her with evidence that she never lied to the rest of the Core Four about.

“Tessa, this is crazy,” Amy said, her voice soft, her tone pleading. “She can’t keep doing this to you.”

“What am I supposed to say?” Tessa asked, lifting one shoulder in a short shrug. “Where would I go? With my father? He hasn’t been around in years. Foster care? They’d never find a place here, and we’d be split up, and—”

“Hey,” River cut her off as he stepped in closer and took her hand in his. “We’re not going to let that happen.”

“You can come stay with me,” Amy offered.

“Your mom would question more than a day or two,” Tessa reminded her. Tessa had tried running away before only to find that her mother was barely fazed, but Amy’s mother began to question when Tessa had been ready to settle in for a third night. “You’re lucky. You all are.”

Seth let out a short laugh. “If you want your life dictated to you.” He stopped short, only then reminded that was something he had only shared with Amy. His parents had forever insisted that he was going to become a lawyer, too.

“Your mom’s the best,” Tessa countered. “She lets us spend our time down here or at the pool, she makes sure we’re all taken care of.”

It was more that the help had made sure the kids were taken care of, but Seth didn’t want to argue with her. “You mean how you’re always taking care of us?” he asked instead.

“If I have kids, I’d never treat them this way,” Tessa answered. “I may as well get all my practice in with the three of you, just in case.”

River squeezed Tessa’s hand. “I know you’ll never be like her. You need taken care of, too, and I’m going to protect you,” he reassured her, then stopped short when Amy cleared her throat.

“While driving a race car?” Tessa asked, and River grinned.

“Yes, and kicking ass at it.”

“Excuse me, didn’t we all agree there would be just friendship between all of us, always?” Amy asked, hands on her hips one moment, then gesturing towards River and Tessa’s joined hands.

“You agreed,” River corrected her.

Amy’s eyes widened. “If this screws us all, I will hunt you down, River, I swear. You know my mom lost most of her friends when Dad left.”

“Relax,” River replied with an easygoing grin. He let go of Tessa’s hand only to put his arm around her. “It’s all good.” 

Seth noted that Tessa had flinched when his arm went around her.

She was forever flinching from physical touching.

Amy’s mouth was wide, and she looked over her shoulder at Seth. “Did you know?”

“Know what?” Seth asked, and Amy growled in frustration.

“Swear that it won’t mess up the Core Four. I mean it, swear to it.”

Tessa’s jade green eyes were glistening with unshed tears. “I swear.”

Seth’s chest constricted, not knowing if this was the beginning of the end. “You know,” he said suddenly, “someday I’m going to take you to Santa Monica with me. All of you. We’ll make it a road trip.”

“Righteous,” River replied with a grin.

“Still on your Point Break kick?” Seth asked, and River’s grin only widened.

“Like your dad would want all of us there.” Amy hopped up on the counter and opened her drink.

“We could do it when he’s off on one of his work trips he takes all the time. A big summer adventure, the four of us. When we’re old enough to drive and to do all the things we want to do.”

“I’m down,” Tessa said. “Anything to get away from here.”

“Where red goes, I follow,” River added. 

“See? It’s supposed to be about all of us,” Amy complained, but River only grinned in return. 

“I’m sure my dad will let us do it,” Seth said, imagining the conversation in his head. His father was forever making up for not being around. “Our moms will have to agree, but we have years to work on them.”

“You know,” Amy began, “everything about you is a bit much.”

“Me? A bit much?” Seth’s grin showed the first peek of his dimples.

“Six garages?” Amy asked, her eyebrows raised.

“Seven. One of them’s a double. Yeah, my dad still collects cars. Mom, not so much. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Aren’t you a bit much in some way?”

Amy rolled her eyes. “We live in a tiny apartment,” she said, not adding that it was low-income housing, or how she felt her mother deserved so much more compensation wise. It had been the only argument she and Seth had ever had.

It had also resulted in a raise for her mother.

Still, her mother lived well within her means, stashing back what she could to pay for her daughter’s college education, so she constantly told her. Only problem with that was that Amy Delaina Montgomery had no plans of college whatsoever.

“You know what I’m talking about,” he egged her on, and she sat up straighter.

“I’m going to be an actress,” she replied with conviction.

“And where do you plan on living?” Seth already knew the answer, but he asked the question anyway.

“Los Angeles. I’m going to star in a television show, I’m going to be somebody, and I’m...” Her voice trailed off as she looked down at her drink.

“No, don’t stop now,” River chimed in.

“I’m going to be done with this tiny Texas town.”

“And everyone in it?” Seth asked while squinting as the sun peered through the curtains, glowing across his face.

“Almost everyone. Not you three.”

“I’ll make sure you get to L.A,” Seth said, his jaw set. “It’s right by Santa Monica. Our road trip can be your swan song to this little nowhere town Texas.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“I’d do anything for you.” His grin returned. “You’re my best friend.”

“And you’re mine.”

“More than Tessa?”

“Hey, standing right here,” Tessa said, and Amy’s laughter echoed.

“Are you still jealous?” Amy asked Seth, and he shook his head.

“Never was. Besides, I doubt she can stealthily sneak into your room through the window.”

“True.”

“Ames?” Seth asked as River guided Tessa towards the couch, away from them.

“Yeah?”

His head cocked to the side. “Are you ever going to tell me why you hate that song so much?”

He watched as a myriad of emotions played across her face, from anger to sheer sadness, and his chest hurt. He ran his hand across his shirt, unaware of what this meant—was he dying? Was he having a heart attack? 

“Someday I’ll tell you,” she said. 

Then she kissed his cheek, and that’s when he knew.

His best friend had stolen his heart.
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To Be Young
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SETH
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He’d fallen asleep in Amy’s room again.

He did this so often that he’d almost become accustomed to it.

Waking up to her snuggled in his arms felt right. Perfect. As if everything else in the world meant nothing, and it was just the two of them. He loved to watch her sleep, especially when she was curled around him. His waxing and waning feelings for Amy were always a source of conflict, but especially now with them stirring, he had to be careful.

No one could know.

He shifted slightly so that she wouldn’t feel just how strong his feelings were, either. That would be an embarrassing conversation he was in no mood to have.

A soft smile touched his lips as he watched her so peaceful in slumber. Gone were the tears from the night before, the tears he’d wiped away one by one, each one wrenching his heart in a way that he knew could only mean trouble.

He should leave before they got caught. But damn it, he wanted to stay this way just a little longer, drink it all in before she woke up and the spell was broken.

She was so beautiful.

Her dark lashes rested against her sun-kissed skin, her perfect pink lips open ever so slightly, allowed a line of drool to slip onto his shirt, making him smile. She curled in closer, and her silky hair fell against his cheek, blocking his view of her face.

But he’d savor every minute of her scent, her warmth that he could.

The way the sun peeking through the curtains hit her hair brought him back several years before, right after they’d finished middle school. The day they’d been sitting by the pool, and she’d reached out and took his hand.

The day she’d told him that she trusted him above all others.

He’d almost blurted out his feelings right then and there. Why risk rejection, risk ruining their friendship? Instead, he’d smiled, told her it was an honor, and that she was the one he trusted most as well, which was true. 

God, he could spend the entire morning like this. No matter that he shouldn’t be here, no matter that he was supposed to be at River’s house and Amy was supposed to be alone. 

Three loud knocks startled Seth and roused Amy from her sleep.

Oh, fuck.

His heart raced as Amy’s mother called out, asking why the door was locked. While Amy asked her mother to give her a second, Seth stood, patting his pockets to make sure he had his keys, nodding when Amy motioned for him to hurry and be quiet. She reached out to him, grabbing him in a quick hug causing his stomach to dip, then ushered him towards the screenless window, the one he’d used to get in and out of Amy’s room for years. 

The doorknob rattled again.

“Amy?” Her mother’s voice was raised now. “Amy, unlock this door.”

Seth hoisted himself up and out the window, dropping easily to the ground below before hiding behind the hedges. He could hear Amy’s mother entering the room, so he knew the coast was clear.

And he ran.

He ran towards the back of the building, behind the row of apartments that faced the house he shared with his mother, and he muttered a curse as his phone buzzed in his pocket. He couldn’t chance stopping to see who the text had been from.

Heart racing, perspiration beading up on his forehead, he pushed on. He had about five minutes before his mother called River’s to turn the corner and get to the house at the end of the street, where he watched as Tessa slipped out of River’s bedroom window in nearly the same manner that he’d escaped Amy’s apartment. It was different, though—River and Tessa had been dating for years. He and Amy—Ames, as he called her most of the time—had been nothing more than friends.

The best of friends.

River was hanging out of his window, holding his hand out to help Seth climb in, as this window was much higher than the one at Amy’s. Seth waved as Tessa ran towards her house, turning again as River motioned for Seth to hurry.

He made a leap and caught the windowsill, using both it and River’s strength to get up and through the window, and he landed with a thud on the floor.

Shit.

River placed one finger in front of his lips, then threw a pillow and a blanket at Seth. The last thing Seth wanted was to get under a blanket, his body damp, his heart on overdrive, but he placed the pillow beneath his head and covered himself anyway.

“What’s going on?” River’s mother could be heard stomping down the hallway, halting as she’d reached his door.

“Fell out of bed,” River called out, but before he could reach the door, it swung open, and his mother stood before them. Seth chanced a glimpse at the small but mighty woman from his place on the ground, the blanket causing him to overheat even more. She looked down at Seth just as he closed his eyes again, feigning sleep.

“Seth, dear, your mother is on the phone.”

“Ma, can’t you see he’s sleeping?”

“Don’t you take that tone with me.”

“Yes, ma’am, but seriously.”

Seth peered up at River’s mother, who was holding the receiver outstretched in her hand. 

If he stood up, in all his glory, he’d be busted.

And if he was busted, so was River.

River took the receiver from his mother and handed it to Seth, who had to come up with the sleepiest sounding voice he possibly could. “Yeah?”

“So you’re at River’s.”

“Yes.”

“You’re trying to tell me I didn’t see you cross onto Crowley running like a bat out of hell?”

Shit, shit, shit

“I’ve been sleeping, Ma.”

He held his breath, until he heard her sigh.

“I could have sworn that was you. Could you put Summer back on the phone, please? I need to talk to her about the cookout.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Oh, and Seth?”

“Yeah?”

“Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

***
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RIVER
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It was mid-morning when the boys left River’s house, freshly showered, looking like polar opposites of the other. Where Seth’s light brown hair was cut short on the sides and a little longer on top, River proudly wore his dark hair long, the waves tightening to curls as it hit his shoulders. And while Seth’s eyes were cerulean blue, River’s were such a dark brown they almost looked black, prompting him to beg his mother for colored contacts when they were in middle school so kids would stop asking him if he’d lost his soul in a deal with the devil. 

River adjusted his oversized light flannel shirt which hung down his torn jeans before he climbed into the passenger seat and considered his best friend. Seth had on a t-shirt and khaki shorts, phone in the side pocket as he unlocked the doors to his SUV, an early birthday gift from his father who’d had it delivered to his house just the day before. How he and this rich kid who had it all had become friends was a mystery to most, but River knew that behind Seth’s preppy clothes was one of the most down to earth people he’d ever known. 

“You’re going to roast,” Seth commented with a grin. 

“I’m comfortable,” River smirked. They’d had this conversation more than once.

“Who the hell wears flannel in Texas?” 

River grinned. “Exactly. What time are we supposed to get the girls?” 

“Not until about two. Got your swimsuit?” 

“Yeah, I’ve got it.” 

“Where?” 

“It’s on under my jeans. Let’s get to your house already, shithead.” 

“Whatever you say, emo nerd.” 

Damn, River loved this guy.

With the push of a button, the SUV came to life, its music loud and pulsing, causing the boys to jump at first before Seth turned the volume down. River’s nagging headache pounded against his temples, but he laughed. 

“Fuck, are we that crazy?” 

Seth grinned. “Yes.” 

The drive to the house on the other side of Main Street was short, less than five minutes from River’s, but it felt like they drove through a time machine.

River knew his mom worked hard to provide a nice home for them, and he was never ashamed of where they lived, but it always shocked him a little to see the mansion Seth’s parents had built. There it was, this gleaming white palace among the little two and three bedroom homes, right across the street from Amy’s ugly brown apartment building. It was a little obscene, and River, and probably most of the town, was often curious about why they had decided to build it there. 

Across the street from his house, River could see Bobby pulling into the parking lot of the bar, and when he looked in the opposite direction, he could see Tessa and Amy walking towards the corner convenience store. As Seth pulled into the garage closest to the front door, its dark space a contrast to the sunny day outside, River wondered how he would explain that he wasn’t feeling well.

“Thank fuck,” River said, welcoming the darkness, then muttered at Seth to shut up when he’d laughed.

“Dude, what’s with you today?” Seth asked.

“What? The sun is brutal.”

Seth squinted his eyes at River, making him look away.

“But you worship the sun almost as much as water.”

River deflected.  “What the hell were you doing with Ames all night?” 

“Talking.” 

“You always say that. Talking.” River grinned at his best friend, holding up the package of mini chocolate doughnuts he’d swiped from the garage pantry. 

Seth shrugged nonchalantly at his comment as he opened the door that led the boys inside of the home, but River wasn’t buying it. At the moment, however, he would let it go. Every man had his secrets. 

“I am starving,” Seth admitted, taking the bag from River and pulling a couple of doughnuts out. 

The air conditioning had kicked on in the house, set at a bone chilling 69 degrees, but Seth’s mother wouldn’t have it any other way. She paid the electric bill, she said, so she could have it set to whatever she pleased, and River didn’t mind. It was a great reprieve from the Texas heat and soothed his nausea. 

“It feels fucking awesome in here,” River said, as he had so often before. His mother would rarely run her air conditioner below 78 degrees.  

“You should move to where there’s actually a winter,” Donna commented as she walked past them and into the open kitchen. “And you can take off the sunglasses now, River. I know a hangover when I see one. Need some ibuprofen? And Seth, come closer.” 

A hangover. 

Perfect. 

He could run with that. 

“I wasn’t drinking, Ma.” Still, Seth walked over to her and obliged as she took his face in her hands and stared deep into his eyes.  

“Fine. You’re off the hook this time.” She patted his face and turned to the brushed stainless steel refrigerator, where she pulled out a bottle of water. “What are you boys up to?” 

“Finally reached five nine,” River said with a lazy grin. He was several inches shorter than Seth’s six feet. 

“Oh, you’re hilarious,” Donna deadpanned. “Fridge is open, the liquor cabinet is not. And no, I won’t tell your mom, though truth is she probably knows.” 

River nodded, knowing that his mother would have read him the riot act if she thought he’d been drinking. It was so easy to allow the lie, though.  

“Please tell me you have something to change into before everyone arrives,” Donna said to River, who turned his smirk into a grin. 

“Swim trunks.” 

“Lovely. Seth, be a doll, when Jillian gets here, tell her I’m in the study. I have some last-minute details.” 

Jillian, Amy’s mother, would be working the party, keeping guests’ drinks filled, the array of food going. 

“You know Ames will be here.” 

“Oh, Jillian said it was okay? Wonderful.” 

He shook his head. “Ames is my best friend. I don’t know what her mom said to her.” 

“Ouch,” River piped up, and Seth playfully shoved him. 

Donna Cooper was frowning now. “Please no drama today. It is your birthday, so...” With a wave of her hand, she turned to walk toward her study. River grinned and shook his head. Donna could be a bit scattered at times, her mind constantly on work, but River loved her all the same. 

“Your mom rules. Have I said that before? Oh, and I don’t think Jillian said yes,” River said, his stare of concentration showing that he was trying to recall. 

“Well, it doesn’t matter. She should know by now anyway. You up for the pool?” 

“Always. Hey, how is Amy? Taking her breakup hard?” 

“She’s fine,” Seth said with a shrug.  

“And it’s just coincidence that you became single as well?” 

“Yeah.” Seth shrugged again as he led the way out the back door towards the pool house. “Angel and I just didn’t fit.” 

“So, you're still playing it like you don’t have a thing for Amy?” River grinned at him as he reached into the bag and pulled out a doughnut, stuffing it into his mouth. He enjoyed making Seth squirm.

Seth frowned. “I don’t.” 

River knew Amy always said she didn’t want to lose Seth’s friendship, didn’t want anything to take it away. She’d even commented when River and Tessa finally started dating how they were ‘ruining’ the friend dynamic, but he wasn’t an idiot. 

“Keep telling yourself that you’re just friends.” River pulled out another doughnut, ignoring the wave of nausea that hit him. 

“We are,” Seth said as he punched in the code to the pool house’s security.  

“You’ve gotten blackout drunk and—” 

“And nothing. Also, shut up. I don’t need one of Mom’s gardeners to hear and run to tell her.” 

River laughed as he chose a dark blue towel for himself and began taking his outer clothes off. “Like your mom hasn’t figured all of our shit out.” 

“Let’s not make it easy for her.” Seth pulled his trunks out and went back to one of the several changing stalls. “I’m waiting to hear back from Dad about next month.” 

“Righteous.” River, who still worshipped all things Point Blank, was happy to think about something besides his rising nausea.

Seth’s father was planning a European trip with his new wife, leaving the Santa Monica beach house free of parental interference. The plan was a road trip—one that included all the Core Four, as some nerdy underclassman had called them back in elementary school—and now Seth’s brand-new SUV. There was no need for them to try to hunt down a VW bus, no matter how much the girls claimed they wanted the trip to be in one, especially since they’d insisted on painting daisies on it for the occasion. River was down for whatever Tessa wanted, but ceasing the hunt for the VW bus didn’t hurt his feelings in the least. 

“I’m going out,” River called to Seth, who didn’t bother with a reply. Once River got out to the pool, he’d be diving in, regardless of whether the water was cold. Seth had always joked he was part fish. River dropped the bag of doughnuts and his towel in a lounge chair before diving into the pool, the shock of the cold water welcome to his system, settling his stomach. 

Nothing like a swim to refocus, regroup, reset. 

He needed all three. 

***
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AMY
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Amy pulled out her phone and typed a quick message to Seth.

On our way

She smiled at Tessa, who sported sunglasses hiding bloodshot eyes. “You ready for today?” she asked. “The entire senior class has been invited.”

“You’re the social butterfly,” Tessa replied with a soft smile.

“It’s called practiced networking. I’ve got to be ready for Los Angeles.”

“I hope Los Angeles is ready for you.”

Amy flashed a thousand-watt smile, the smile that she knew would open doors for her. She knew that it changed the way people looked at her, and she was going to put it to use. In a few short weeks she would be moving, leaving this small town behind. While her heart ached at the thought of leaving her closest friends, her determination to achieve her dreams outweighed any reservations she had.

She was going to make it.

“So your mom said it was cool?” Tessa asked, and Amy shrugged.

“She knows everyone was invited. And she knows if she’d said no, I would go anyway.” Amy’s mother didn’t like her being a guest at Seth’s home during her working hours, but Amy had insisted, pointing out that it would be asinine if she were the only one of Seth’s classmates who couldn’t go. As her mother had sarcastically reminded her, “What Amy wants, Amy gets.” But they both knew that wasn’t always true. It certainly hadn’t been when it came to her dad.

She was determined, however, that it would always be true going forward, even in L.A. But she wasn’t leaving it all to chance, she was putting in the hard work. She’d found a roommate, put together her portfolio, and had a flexible job lined up for when she did the audition rounds.

“Is your mother coming?” Amy asked, and Tessa shook her head.

“Does she ever come?”

“Point made. Are we hitting up Bobby for refreshments?”

Again, Tessa shook her head. “We won’t exactly be able to sneak it in with everyone being there.”

“You look like you had enough last night,” Amy teased with a soft nudge of her elbow. When Tessa didn’t reply, she continued, “I don’t think Donna is going to want us staying the night.”

“Which means we will.”

“Oh, totally. We’ll just set an alarm for super early to get out of there before his mother comes down to the guest house.” Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she retrieved it, smiling at the message from Seth telling her they better come.  She sent a smiling emoji back to him just as they stopped to cross the street where Seth lived. The house didn’t look like it belonged there, across the street from her little apartment building. But Amy had never felt overshadowed by the gleaming mansion. It had only inspired her to shoot even higher in her dreams. But her goal wasn’t a big house in a small town. Amy was determined to be a star.

Minutes later, Amy and Tessa had bypassed the front door and headed towards the pool. Amy walked with the confidence that she belonged, regardless that her mother would be serving her friends and classmates. While many teens might feel ashamed, Amy was unfazed. Everyone had to make a living somehow.  

As Amy greeted everyone, from unfamiliar classmates to every member of the staff, with her winning smile, Tessa said, “You know, when you’re famous, some of these assholes are going to claim to have been your best friend in high school.”

Amy threw her head back and laughed. The musical sound cut through the noise of the crowd and heads swiveled to stare at her. She gave each of them a practiced look that just might make them believe it, too.

Amy leaned her head close to Tessa. “As Marilyn Monroe said, ‘I’ve never fooled anyone. I’ve let people fool themselves.’” Then she craned her neck to search for Seth and River.

One glance at the lounge chairs lined up alongside the pool and she spotted the boys. Her stomach dove when her gaze landed on Seth. Was she ever going to get over this ridiculous crush on him? She knew she would never act on it, especially not now that she was moving away, but her mind always whispered, “What if...?” Well, her mind could just shut up. She would never jeopardize their friendship. Never.

“Why aren’t you in the water?” Amy asked as the girls reached their regular chairs next to River and Seth.

“He’s working on his tan,” River quipped.

Amy’s gaze returned to Seth’s already tan torso and she felt herself grow warm. He was all lean muscle and nonchalance. She turned away, busying herself by removing the towels and water bottles a classmate had left on her and Tessa’s chairs.

“Hey,” a girl she vaguely recognized but couldn’t put a name to said, “that’s our stuff.”

Amy just shrugged and sat down, stretching out her long legs.

“Sorry kid,” Tessa said, “these chairs were saved. Didn’t you see the sign?”

The girl looked at them in confusion, and Amy laughed as Seth and River lifted their hands in a synchronized shrug as if to say, ‘I don’t know what to tell you.’

“You got the day off?” Seth asked Amy, and she shook her head.

“Well, yes and no. Yesterday was my last day. Goodbye grocery store work,” Amy said, feeling her shoulders relax at the mere thought of never having to deal with that place again.

“Goodbye discounts,” Tessa added.

“I never gave discounts.”

“She meant the five-finger kind,” River added.

“You stole from me?” Amy asked, and River laughed.

“Not you personally.”

“You’re a horrible person,” Tessa said to River, though her tone was teasing. 

Amy watched them with an abundance of emotions running through her. As her friends shared stories about their escapades at her former workplace, she couldn’t help but think about her real reason for leaving abruptly, and it pissed her off all over again. If her jerk of a manager hadn’t groped her in the breakroom, she would easily be taking an extra hundred bucks to L.A. with her, but no. That worm of a man had thought that because she was nice to him, it must mean that she wanted him. She shuddered at the thought. Gross.

Seth noticed her shiver and asked, “You okay?”

She couldn’t tell him the truth. Not only was she embarrassed that it had happened at all, she knew Seth would take it upon himself to defend her honor–aka beat the shit out of her manager. And even though a part of her wanted him to, she knew it just wasn’t his place. 

“Just got a little chill when the sun moved behind the clouds for a sec. I’m good,” she said. And, of course, he bought it. She was a very good actress, even if it bugged her to have to act with him. “Fuck it.” Amy shrugged, joining in their laughter though she’d never stolen a thing in her life. 

“Hey, Jillian?” River called out to Amy’s mother who was approaching. “What do you think of your unemployed daughter?”

Amy groaned inside. Her mom was not thrilled about any of her recent decisions.

“I think it was a bad move,” Jillian replied as she brought the teenagers a round of bottled waters.

Amy shrugged again. “Can’t work and go to California.” That was the excuse she’d given her mother the day before, not wanting to drag her into what could be an absolute mess if she said anything. It just didn’t seem worth it to make a formal accusation, anyway. It was her word against his, and in a small town full of small minds, she knew what people would say. She flirts with everyone. Did you see the way she was looking at him? The way she dresses, she was asking for it. It was all bullshit. But when you’re pretty and nice, people assume you’re flirting. If you’re pretty and rude, they call you an icy bitch. There was no winning and she just wanted to forget it ever happened.

Jillian only inhaled deeply before walking away without further comment. Amy already knew that her mother disapproved of their upcoming road trip, the one taking her away for good, though she couldn’t sway Amy to change her mind. 

Seth raised his eyebrows in Amy’s direction and was met with her brilliant smile. She loved that expression on him, the concern it conveyed, but deflected easily.

“I’m going to take the next two weeks to pack.”

“Who needs two weeks to pack?” Seth asked, and both the girls raised their hands. He shook his head, and Amy realized that though he might think they were absurd for needing two weeks to pack, his smile told her he also found it cute. And Amy really liked it when he found her to be cute. God she was going to miss him.

“I know, you don’t understand.” Amy nudged him. “Are you saying you’re ready?”

“I was born ready.”

His enthusiasm felt like a tiny knife in her heart. Was he just being funny, or was he ready for her to move away? She thought about waking up in his arms this morning and convinced herself he couldn’t really want her gone. They were best friends. But maybe he thought he’d wiped away her tears one too many times. She shoved those fears away, ignoring her complicated feelings.

“I still vote for a Volkswagen bus,” Amy said with her best smile, just to see if her charm would work on him. Okay, she admitted, maybe she did like to practice her acting on him sometimes. Or maybe she wanted something else.  

Seth scoffed. “I just got the Lincoln.”

“Does it have daisies on it?”  she asked, giving him a pout and puppy dog eyes.

He looked at her face and for a moment she thought he had bought it. “It will never have daisies, Ames.”

“Well, can it handle all of my luggage?” she asked. She wouldn’t let him see her disappointment.

“Of course.”

“Seth...” She sighed. She wasn’t sure why, but she realized she wanted him to feel the ache she was feeling at leaving him. She wanted him to stop being so damn casual about it all. “You know I’m taking everything.” 

“Women,” River quipped, and Amy rolled her eyes.

Again, Amy couldn’t help herself from pushing Seth. Even as she did it, she wondered to herself what was wrong with her. She wanted to get out of this tiny, suffocating town more than anything, and yet, she couldn’t help but poke that bear. “I’ll be meeting Aria and—”

“Someone you met online and you’re going to live with them,” Seth cut her off.

Yes, there it was. That fire in his eyes. That protectiveness. He did care. She felt the tightness in her chest release. She smiled.

“Yes, and for the record, Aria is amazing.”

She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince, herself or the rest of the Core Four. Amy had considered it fate that she’d found Aria, who had connections and an open bedroom. Seth had seemed to like her during their video chats after he’d insisted she add him in to assess this new roommate. Tessa, on the other hand, had made it very clear that she didn’t trust Aria’s motives, none of which Amy could see. Yet, was it really too good to be true?

“I can go ahead and leave most of my stuff at my new place, but I’m definitely going to be there at the beach house,” Amy added.

“You better,” Tessa spoke up. “Don’t leave me with this much testosterone without some estrogen backup.”

Amy felt more tension melt away. Tessa hadn’t argued about Aria this time. She was grateful to her for finally letting her worries go so they could enjoy this day

“Except she is leaving,” River added, surprising Amy. She had expected Seth and Tessa to give her shit about moving away, about making new friends, but River? The chillest guy she knew? “No more Core Four,” he said, and Amy felt that knife in her heart again. She felt the tears prick the backs of her eyes, but she would not cry. She would not let sentiment keep her from pursuing her dream of being a star. 

“Oh, we’ll always be the Core Four,” Amy replied with an airy wave of her hand. She leaned back in her lounge chair, lifting her face to the sun. 

Besides, it didn’t matter that she was leaving, that Seth was going to Harvard, that River and Tessa would be left behind with their plans. They would always be the Core Four.

Wouldn’t they?

“You got the confirmation, right?” Tessa asked Seth.

“Not exactly.”

Amy’s chest tightened. “What do you mean not exactly? We’re going in two weeks.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Seth grinned. “I know Dad is going to Europe; the house will be all ours.”

He seemed so sure.

She allowed herself to relax, replaying his promise over and over in her mind that he would be the one to take her to California. He had to be the one to take her.

“So, birthday boy...” Amy bumped his knee with hers, changing the subject. “What’s on the agenda today?”

“Pool, grilled food, a night in the guest house—”

“That you know your mom will probably be crashing,” River interjected, and Seth gave him a slow nod.

“Of course.”

“Your mom is the best.” Amy said this with a smile, one that was genuine. Amy and Donna had gotten along famously ever since the first day Jillian had to bring Amy to work, even if Donna was skeptical about Seth’s friendship with her.

“His mom’s going to cramp our style,” River replied. “I still say I can nab Ma’s vodka.”

“I don’t think Tessa can handle more alcohol,” Amy quipped, missing Tessa’s tight smile.

“Ibuprofen?” River asked. “Donna offered me some when we got here. Hey, Jillian!”

“No,” Amy said quietly, but it was too late. Her mother was there, smile in place, asking what she could do for him.

“Could you get our girl here some ibuprofen?” River grinned a little too broadly.

“Of course.”

“River,” Amy scolded as Jillian walked away, “don’t do that to my mom.”

“That’s what your mom is here for today.”

Seth snapped his towel in River’s direction. “Quit being a dick.”

“But that’s my job.”

“Not today,” Amy disagreed, a grin touching her lips. “Today, that job belongs to the birthday boy.”

“Yeah,” Seth spoke up, a mock frown on his face. 

“Okay, dick,” River grinned, “let’s take it to the water.”

“Could we wait for my saving meds?” Tessa rubbed her temple. “Please,” she added when all eyes turned to her.

Seth leaned back in his chair, his bottle of water in hand. “Mom says hangovers only get worse as you get older.”

“She had this conversation with you?” Amy asked, but before Seth could answer, River raised his bottle of water.

“To being young,” River said with a grin.

“Yes.” Tessa tapped her bottle to his.

“And to the birthday boy, whom we will properly toast later,” River added.

“Dude—”

“You know your mom will be joining us,” River cut Seth off.

Seth glanced over to where his mother was giving last-minute instructions to their chef, who was setting up at the outdoor grill. Donna had joined them on more than one occasion, telling them that if they wanted to drink, they should do so with her permission only. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” He raised his bottle of water as well. “To being young.”

And as the Core Four toasted to their youth, Amy stole a glance in Seth’s direction. He seemed happier, freer than he had in the weeks leading up to their graduation, and she was happy for him. His future had been decided for him years before, his parents both pressing him to follow in their lawyer footsteps even though he didn’t want to. But today it didn’t seem to be on his mind, Amy noticed. 

Amy turned her gaze to the other two. River already had a job at the local auto shop as a mechanic, and Tessa was going to cosmetology school. Their futures seemed etched in stone as well.

The Core Four would be going their separate ways soon.

But on this day, they were merely young.
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Get the Party Started
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TESSA
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Weaving around partygoers, Tessa held River’s plate above her head, filled with a grilled burger and various cookout sides. She lost count of how many times she said “excuse me” as she made her way around more of their graduating class. It seemed the only two missing were Austin and Angel, whose exes were on the other side of the pool.

“Is this a graduation party?” she heard someone ask.

“I think it’s Seth’s birthday.”

Tessa couldn’t hide the roll of her eyes. So many who were invited merely came out of curiosity or to celebrate their own graduation even though this was clearly a birthday party. She glanced around, her eyes finally finding River, and she admitted to herself that it wasn’t so clear what kind of party this was. 

“Only Cooper would consider burgers and brats to be a delicacy,” some boy—Evan—said. She opened her mouth to chastise him, then closed it again.

Evan was right.

Only Seth would consider traditional cookout food to be the absolute best thing his mother had agreed to. He’d complained about her wanting to do shrimp and cocktail sauce, beef tips, and other things he’d been adamant he didn’t want. Donna had clearly conceded as River’s plate even contained baked beans and potato chips.

“Finally,” Tessa said as she reached River who sat in a lounge chair, his feet flexing when she passed him. She held
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