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            Class of 2010

          

        

      

    

    
      “Eleanor Curtis.”

      As the vice principal reads my name, I walk on shaky legs toward my diploma. Halfway across the stage, air horns blast loudly from a certain area in the crowd. My cheeks go beet red. I know that’s Jackson and Beck.

      The principal hands me my diploma and shakes my hand, but I can see the annoyance on his face. Out of respect for all the graduates, applause and celebrations are supposed to be held for the end of the ceremony.

      He was their principal only two years ago, I’m sure he hasn’t forgotten their shenanigans already. I shrug and give him an awkward smile before posing for our picture together. I can’t wait to leave this school and the shadow my brother left behind. Being Jackson Curtis’ little sister is not an easy title to carry.

      Sitting on the raised bleachers, I half listen as the names of the rest of my class are read. My mind wanders back to the four years I’ve spent here. I had my first kiss in this very auditorium, freshman year, after the opening night performance of ‘Fiddler on the Roof’. Quinton Finn. He played Tevye. I was “third woman.” I remember feeling fluttery and nervous that Thee Quinton Finn even knew I was alive.

      Our whirlwind romance was decidedly short-lived. After our performance the next night, I found him behind a wardrobe rack, kissing Jessica Moore. My fourteen-year-old heart was broken. How could this boy, to whom I’d spoken all of ten words, kiss someone else the day after kissing me?

      As the last row of graduates stands and makes their way to the stage, I start to pay attention. My poor best friend with her alphabetically unfortunate last name.

      “Marianne Zabala.”

      When she is finally called, everyone breathes a sigh of relief. This is it. The last graduate. I can see the pink on her cheeks from here, she already knows it’s coming. Air horns.

      My brother is so annoying.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, parents, grandparents, siblings, family, and friends, I present to you the graduating class of 2010. Go Wolves!” The principal looks relieved to see us go. Loud, chaotic cheering, clapping, stomping, and whistling shake the auditorium as proud families celebrate us while we leave the stage.

      I don’t even have to search for my family. I know exactly where they are thanks to the air horn blasts drowning out the rest of the crowd.

      “There she is!” Mom grabs me in a tight hug. “We’re so proud of you, Leni-Bear!”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I secretly hope no one heard her call me that.

      “Congrats, smarty-pants,” Jackson yanks on the different cords around my neck that I got for academic achievement, honors society, and band.

      Dad hands me a bouquet of flowers before pulling me into a tight hug. “We couldn’t be prouder, Len.”

      “Ok!” Mom claps her hands together. “I need pictures! Beck, would you take one of the four of us?”

      She hands him her phone, and we’re lost for the next half hour, taking pictures in every possible configuration.

      “Mom, we really need to go! We can’t have people showing up at the lake before we get there!” I know our neighbor, Mr. Diller, is there to meet anyone who beats us there, but I’m eager to go.

      “Let’s party!” Jackson screams, and a loud chorus of whoops and cheers fills the auditorium.

      I knot my fingers together anxiously as we pile into the car. Jackson and Beck peel out of the parking lot before Dad even has this car turned on. Parties at the Curtis Lakehouse are legendary. My brother had ragers all through high school and has had a few since starting college. I attended as his little sister, but no one was there to hang out with me. Well, no one but Marianne. We got a free pass to popular territory by association.

      This is my first party. I’m not delusional enough to think that people are coming for me. They’re coming because the lake house is epic and my brother and a bunch of his hot friends are going to be there.

      I can feel the nervousness coming from Marianne as she fidgets beside me. I know people are coming, but I can’t shake the feeling that maybe no one will show. The hour it takes to drive there crawls, each mile slipping slowly by beneath the tires.

      As the road turns to gravel, cars start to line the narrow street leading up to the house. There are people here already... a lot of them.

      “Looks like your party is going to be a smash!” Dad wiggles his eyebrows in the rearview mirror. “Have fun, girls, but be smart. No underage drinking! We’ll be at Mr. Diller’s if you need us.”

      “Yes, dad.” I roll my eyes, but it’s not lost on me that I have the coolest parents ever.

      As we slide out of the backseat, the bumping of overly loud bass booming through speakers rumbles the ground. Water splashing and loud laughing and cheering float in the air. People are already in the pool.

      Inside the house, the large deck doors are pushed open, and the patio and pool are crowded with people in bathing suits.

      “Woooot!” Everyone cheers as Beck flips backward from the diving board into the water.

      “Do you recognize any of these people?” Marianne whispers nervously.

      “Josh Brantley and Brian Rose are over by the ping-pong table,” I point to the only people I know. Everyone else is, obviously, a college friend of my brothers.

      The front door opens, and a large group of our classmates pile in, still wearing their caps and gowns.

      Over the next few hours, more and more people arrive until the house is packed. When the sun goes down, a group of mostly drunk jocks shoot off fireworks down on the bank of the lake.

      Sitting on the bench my dad made when I was nine, Marianne and I watch.

      “What are you doing way over here?” Beck walks past us on the worn trail from the house to the lake. He’s got several boxes of fireworks in his arms.

      “We’re watching.” Just as I speak, a boom followed by a sprinkle of twinkling lights illuminates the sky in blue and green. “See.”

      “It’s a good spot. I hope you’re having fun tonight. You deserve it.” He smiles—the kind of smile that knows we’re being wallflowers at our own party. Without another glance, he turns, heading to deliver the rest of the explosives to his drunken friends.

      I watch him, all six feet two inches of tan skin and back muscles, as he walks away.

      “Ryan Beckett,” Marianne sighs dreamily.

      “Yeah, Ryan Beckett... I can’t help but sigh, too.

      When it seems they’ve run out of fireworks, we sit quietly for a moment.

      “Do you want to maybe-”

      “Go to bed?” She finishes my thought.

      “Yes! I’m so tired!”

      We giggle all the way up to my bedroom.

      “Hey, since it’s graduation, do you want to have the top bunk?” I start changing into the ratty tie-dyed shirt I made in middle school.

      “Leni, we aren’t in second grade anymore… but yes, actually, I would,” she laughs. “I’ve been waiting twelve years for you to finally give me the top bunk!”

      Years of sleepovers have us moving in perfect synchronization, we rotate around the bathroom, our routine nearly perfect. With her contacts swapped for glasses and my retainer in place, we plop down in our beds.

      I’m not sure how long I sleep, but it’s still dark outside when I wake up. The house is quiet as I creep down to the kitchen for water. Looking out the kitchen window, I giggle at all the people passed out in the backyard. All over the lounge chairs, on the deck, and in the grass, there are bodies everywhere.

      “What are you doing up?” His smooth voice startling me so much that I drop my red Solo cup and shriek loudly. Jumping around, I see Beck, trash bag in hand. My cheeks heat.

      “Shit, sorry, Leni.” His deep chuckle makes my cheeks heat for a different reason. “I thought I was the only one awake.”

      “I was just getting water. Why are you cleaning all by yourself?”

      A light pink blush covers his cheeks. “I always clean up a little bit before I go to sleep. Everyone trashes your parent’s house and leaves, I just-” he shrugs.

      As if he needed any help in the totally swoony, perfect, dreamboat category, he goes and does this.

      Pulling a trash bag from the roll on the counter, I silently start to gather cans, bottles, wrappers, and half-eaten pieces of pizza from random places. How does a slice of pizza end up on a vinyl record player, anyway?

      “You don’t have to help.” His voice makes my spine tingle. “It’s your graduation day.”

      “Eh, it’s fine, really. You shouldn’t have to do it alone.”

      As I wipe the vinyl record clear of crumbs, I can’t help the smile that creeps on my face. Clearly, Dad was the last to pick a record. placing the needle down and adjusting the volume, I grab a broom and sway while I sweep.

      “Bell Bottom Blues,” he chuckles, “your dad.”

      I turn, shocked, to stare at him when he starts to sing along.

      “Why do you look surprised? I’ve been staying here since the first grade. Your dad plays this album every time he makes pancakes.”

      Looking down at the ground, I turn and sweep again.

      “Are you excited about college?” He kneels down with the dustpan for me to sweep into.

      “I’m nervous.”

      “I was too,” he says, standing and dumping the crumbs into the trash.

      “Really?” My voice squeaks.

      “Yeah,” he chuckles. “Of course.”

      He’s so handsome and popular, it’s crazy that he would be nervous about anything. I can’t think of a single time when he seemed afraid or anxious about anything as a kid.

      “It’s different from high school. You’ll see. You’re going to kill it. You’re the smartest person I know, Len. Just try to enjoy it. Don’t sit on the sidelines. Go to some parties and live a little.”

      “Parties?” I mock disgust.

      “Yeah, parties,” he laughs. “I know you’re all about school, but have fun, too.”

      “Maybe,” I shrug. The thought of going to a party without Marianne to sit with all night makes me feel nauseous, and this isn’t even a real situation. I can’t imagine how I will feel actually doing it.

      “Hey,” he nudges my shoulder. “You don’t have to go right now. Take a breath.”

      “Right,” my cheeks burn. I hadn’t realized I was outwardly panicking.

      For just a moment too long, I stare at him. Just as I have for years, watching him from my quiet corner. Ryan Beckett. Perfection incarnate. Handsome, athletic, and truly kind. My older brother’s lifelong best friend. I’ve had a front-row seat to him for as long as I can remember, and he’s only gotten better.

      When he first started coming around, when they were six and I was four, I followed him like a puppy. At thirteen, I stopped following him and began a much creepier pursuit of silently stalking him. I couldn’t speak around him without blushing and fumbling, so I just stopped, for almost two years. I would just watch him over the tops of my books, and when he’d catch me, I’d run away like a lunatic. Now, I think I’ve mastered acting normal. Do I still fantasize about marrying him? Yes. But I can hold a casual conversation with him without choking. He probably doesn’t even know how wonderful I think he is.

      To him, I’m just Leni, his best friend’s awkward and sometimes annoying little sister.

      “Have you already signed up for classes?” He starts tying up trash bags and bringing them to the back door.

      “Yeah, all but one. I’m wait-listed.”

      “What class?”

      The sun starts to rise outside as we clean. I hang on his every word as he tells me about his first night at school, getting locked out of his dorm, and how to avoid a soaking wet towel in the dorm showers. We reminisce about the summers spent here, the countless parties, and the firework incident of 1999.

      A strange sort of sadness washes over me as the orange sky filters in through the windows. It’s like a longing for the past, even though it’s just gone by.

      Things will be different now, forever. Maybe I’ll never talk to Beck like this again. Maybe this is one of the last lake house parties.

      As of last night, I’m a high school graduate.

      My nostalgia is interrupted by my parents creeping through the door.

      “Eleanor and Ryan! What are you doing awake?” Mom drops a bag of groceries on the counter and sternly puts her hands on her hips. “And why is this place so clean? You should be passed out somewhere, not up at the crack of dawn cleaning!”

      “Sorry,” we both drop our heads down, ashamed of ourselves.

      “Wow!” Dad marches in with more bags. “The place looks great, thanks kids!”

      Wrapping his arm around my shoulders, he presses a quick kiss to my temple. “Go sleep in. We’ll wake you when breakfast is ready.”

      “Thanks for helping me clean,” he nudges my shoulder as we trudge up the stairs.

      “Night, Ryan.”
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            Blue in 2012

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe I made it through this year. I swear, Len, my professors were trying to kill me at the end.”

      “Same,” I put my feet up on the deck, letting the sunshine hit my legs.

      “Cute pedicure.”

      “Thanks,” I close my eyes, fanning my face.

      “It looks like you just got a haircut too.” Her tone is less complimentary, and there is a bit of accusation behind it.

      “Just a trim.” I sit up, turning toward her suspicious face. Her sunglasses are pushed down her nose so that she can see me better.

      “You wouldn’t be, oh, I don’t know, gussying yourself up for someone, would you?”

      “No!”

      Yes.

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “I don’t know, Marianne!” I roll over on my stomach. “Last summer.”

      “You haven’t seen him since you’ve been home?”

      “Nope,” I pop the ‘p’ feeling pouty. “He hasn’t come by, but it’s only been two days.”

      “Is he still dating the girl?”

      “I don’t know. He doesn’t post anything personal on Facebook or Instagram. Jackson was talking about him last night, but he didn’t mention it, and it felt like a weird thing to ask about.”

      She hums, pushing her glasses back up.

      “I feel stupid for even thinking about him. I had a boyfriend all year! Tyler ended up being an asshole, but at least he was a distraction.”

      “Girls!” Mom yells from the kitchen window. “Can you come help make burger patties? People will be arriving soon!”

      Inside the kitchen, it looks like a party exploded. Balloons, streamers, and enough food to feed two hundred.

      “If one of you can make patties and the other can cut up lettuce, tomatoes, and onions, I will love you both forever.” She kisses our cheeks and runs out of the kitchen. “I have to make the beds in the guest rooms!”

      “I’ll take the burgers,” I smile at her relief over not having to touch the raw meat. Turning on the speaker, I start the playlist my dad made for tonight.

      “Oh, my god! I haven’t heard this song in years!” She immediately starts to dance.

      “Dad made a playlist of songs that were popular the year they graduated high school. He thought it would be fun.”

      We dance around the kitchen, singing the words to ‘Lollipop’ at the tops of our lungs.

      Suddenly, two more voices join our makeshift kitchen concert.

      Turning around, up to my elbows in raw meat, I find Jackson and Ryan. Even after a year, he stops me in my tracks. His hair is a little longer, and his shoulders are a bit broader, but otherwise, he’s still Ryan.

      “Len!” He steps forward to hug me, and I awkwardly shift my arms to hug him back without touching him with my hands. My chin ends up against his neck, with my lips grazing his ear. God. He smells so good.

      “Sorry,” I pull away, willing the heat in my cheeks to go away.

      “Congratulations!” Marianne hugs them both. “How does it feel to be a college graduate?”

      “I think it will feel better next week when we actually have graduation,” Jackson yells over his shoulder as they run back outside.

      “What are you doing?”

      My question is answered as they reenter the house, rolling kegs in with them.

      “Does Mom know you brought two kegs? She already has enough tequila to fill the pool. She’s making margs.”

      He only smiles and starts to set one of them up in the kitchen.

      Rolling my eyes, I continue with the patties.

      “How’s school, Len?” Ryan leans against the counter. “It feels like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      “Yeah, not since last fourth of July.” I cringe. Why did I have to be specific? I might as well have told him the number of days it’s been.

      “Yeah, sorry I missed you at Christmas. I went up to Washington to meet my ex-girlfriend’s family.”

      “Ex-girlfriend?” I nearly choke on spit.

      “Yeah, we broke up a few weeks ago.” His shoulders slump, and I feel guilty for being excited.

      My brother throws his arm around his friend, pep-talking him while I try to focus on the task at hand. I can’t stop peeking up at him, though. The hint of sadness in his eyes, the slump in his posture. She must have dumped him. How do you get a guy like Ryan Beckett and dump him?

      Unreal.

      Marianne nudges my shoulder and wiggles her brows before quickly going back to her chopping.

      Just because he’s single doesn’t mean he’ll want me. If history is any indication, he will not. I’ve been single most of my life, and he didn’t exactly jump at the chance.

      “We’re going to drive out to pick up Becky and Sarah. Tell Mom not to panic!” Jackson quickly runs for the door.

      “This is your graduation party! You have to be here!”

      “We will be!”

      Sighing, I finish the last burger.

      “Leni! Where did your brother go? I just saw his car driving away!” Mom runs down the stairs.

      “They’re going to pick up Becky and Sarah.” I try to keep the disgust from my voice, but fail miserably.

      “This is his fucking party!” She throws her hands in the air. “That boy is going to put me in an early grave. Sarah and Becky,” she shakes her head.

      Becky and Sarah graduated a year before me. They have been clinging to Jackson and Ryan since freshman year.

      “He’s-”

      “I don’t want to talk about it!” I cut her off as we rush upstairs to get ready.

      “Come on, Leni! I know you’re freaking out!”

      “I’m not freaking out. I was just surprised. He sees me as a little sister. His being single doesn’t change anything.”

      She puts her hands up in surrender, but I know she’s still thinking about it.

      We quickly get ready—jean shorts and black bikini tops. It took twenty minutes of convincing and the threat of death not to put a shirt over it.

      When we finally come down the stairs, the party is in full swing. Friends, neighbors, and family are packed into the house. There are also a surprising number of strangers wandering around.

      “Oh, my god!” Marianne gasps and grabs my arm. “Daniel Chambers is here.”

      “Go, say hi.”

      “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “Go! You haven’t seen him in two years!”

      She bounces on her toes, looking over at him longingly. “Ok, I guess I can go say hi. But text me if you need me!”

      “I’ll be fine. We’re in my house, after all.” I give her an encouraging pat on the ass and send her on her way.

      After making the rounds and talking to everyone that I actually know, the sun is starting to set outside, and my brother still isn’t back. Grabbing a cup, I fill it with the remnants of a margarita from the blender, and join my parents at the card table in the family room.

      “There’s my lucky charm!” Dad grabs me, pulling me into his lap. “Want to place my bets?”

      Nodding, I lean back so that he can see his cards.

      I feel like a little girl again. Interrupting their card games when the boys were being mean or watching horror movies that I was too afraid to watch.

      “How’s school goin’, kid?” Mr. Diller passes me a hard caramel, just like he always does. Inexplicably, he always has these on him.

      “It’s goin’. I’m glad for the break, but I’m loving my degree courses.”

      “Your mom said you switched majors?”

      “Yeah, I was going for biology, but I switched it up. I’m getting my bachelor’s in kinesiology now, and I want to get a doctorate in physical therapy.” I spend the next hour answering all of their questions about physical therapy and the program.

      When I finally break free from them, I search for Marianne only to find her sucking face with Daniel Chambers! If only I could go back in time and tell fifteen-year-old her that this was waiting in her future, she never would have believed me.

      Smiling to myself, I creep up the stairs with another margarita.

      Opening the window in my bedroom, I climb out onto the flat ledge that runs the length of the house. Walking all the way to the end, I sit on the edge, looking out over the party.

      Jackson is on the deck with Becky, holding her legs up for a keg stand. Ryan must be nearby with Sarah.

      Looking out over the still water in the dark, swaying slightly to the music, I take slow sips of the drink. I’m twenty now, yet nothing has changed. I’m up here, looking down at the party but not actually joining in.

      A sliding sound from further down the ledge catches my attention. I sit in frantic silence as Ryan climbs out of Jackson’s window and onto the ledge.

      “What are you doing out here?” He looks startled when he sees me.

      “Just sitting.” I shrug. “What are you doing up here?”

      He shrugs, sitting down beside me. “I guess I just don’t feel like partying.”

      His shoulder brushes against mine as we stare up at the stars in silence. The sky is always darker out here, with no city lights to get in the way.

      “Why did you guys break up?” I lie back against the slanted roof behind us.

      He sighs and leans back beside me. “She wanted to get married.”

      My heart pounds so loudly in my chest that I’m sure he can hear it.

      “Now that we’re graduating, she wanted to take the relationship to the next level. To me, that meant moving in together, which I was more than happy to do, but she—” He stops, moving his elbows so that he’s lying completely back. “That wasn’t good enough for her.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I can hear the hurt in his voice. I’ve never seen him torn up over anyone like this. My heart sinks. I hate this for him.

      “We’re only twenty-two. I’m not ready to get married. I don’t understand the rush, you know? But for her, it was marriage or nothing. We were together for over a year.” He lifts his head to gulp down whatever he has in his red cup. “What about you? Jackson said, you’ve got a boyfriend.”

      I let out an embarrassed laugh. “Actually, we’re not together anymore.”

      “Why not?”

      “It wasn’t anyone’s fault. We just weren’t right for each other. He dumped me in a crowded hallway five minutes before my Nutrition 205 final.” I laugh but at the time, I did not see any humor in it.

      “That fucking sucks!”

      “It’s weird because I’m not even really sad about him. It’s more just the pain of being rejected.” I shrug.

      “No, I get it. It’s like someone who used to want you just, doesn’t anymore.”

      “Yeah,” I groan. “Ouch.”

      “Fuck, sorry.”

      There is an awkward moment where we both laugh because we don’t know what else to do.

      “How does it feel to be a college graduate?” I change the subject away from the melancholy.

      “I’m so glad to be done. For the last year, I’ve been doing weekly shifts and ride-alongs with the EMTs at Setter Medical Center. I love it. You wouldn’t believe some things I’ve seen or been able to help with already.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well,” he sits up. “Two weeks ago, I delivered a baby.”

      “What?” I shoot up beside him.

      “Yeah, it was crazy. We got a call at like five in the morning, got there in four minutes, and we couldn’t move her. The baby came right there. It was amazing.”

      I can see the pride and excitement on his face. As if he needed any help in the attractiveness department, I can only imagine what he looks like in a paramedic’s uniform.

      “That’s so cool, Ryan. Seriously. I’m proud of you.” I nudge his shoulder.

      “Thanks, Len. Jackson told me that you switched majors? You’re going to be a doctor?”

      “Well, yes, and no. I want to be a physical therapist, so I’ll need a doctorate in physical therapy. It’s not the same thing. I won’t be able to deliver babies or anything.”

      That lopsided grin, the one that always makes my stomach erupt with a fluttering swarm of butterflies, tugs at his lips.

      “It’s really good to see you.” His eyes hold mine, and I want to dive in and drown.

      “It’s good to see you too.” So, so good.

      “Do you still run?”

      “Yeah, not like I did in high school; I don’t run for the school, just on my own. Why?”

      “Just asking,” he shrugs his shoulders.

      “Why?” I chuckle.

      “Cause you look great. It’s so weird to see you-” he says, moving his hand up and down, gesturing to my body. “Like this.”

      “Like what?” My heart is about to explode in my chest.

      He laughs under his breath and shakes his head before taking another sip from his cup.

      “You’re beautiful, Len. You know that, right?”

      My mouth drops open, and I just can’t manage to think of a single word. Not one.

      “You always have been but—” he stops himself, shaking his head again, and looks up at the moon. “Do you remember the summer your parents built the deck?”

      “Yeah, of course. I had a broken arm and couldn’t help at all. You and Jackson got to use the power drill and sander, and all I could do was hold nails.” The memory makes me smile now. Using power tools was very cool for a ten-year-old.

      “It was so hot that summer, and you ran in and out of the house all day, making sure everyone had water. Remember, you set a timer to make sure we were applying sunscreen?” He laughs.

      “I didn’t want any of you to burn.”

      “You’ve always been like that. You care about everyone. I noticed it that summer and it never changed—no matter what, you’re always the first to help or offer a hand. And now, on top of that, you’ve grown up to look like this.” He lets out a huff.

      Is he serious right now? This piece of sculpted marble sitting beside me is talking about what I look like?

      “Fuck, am I making you uncomfortable? I’m sorry, Len.”

      “What? No! I’m not uncomfortable. Shocked, yes. But not uncomfortable.”

      “Why are you shocked?” His hand grazes mine as he sets it down on the roof.

      “Because you’re you,” I stutter, like my star-struck thirteen-year-old self.

      “And you’re you,” he leans in so slightly that I’m sure I’m imagining it. “My best friend’s little sister.”

      My shoulders slump. His best friend’s little sister, always and forever.

      He leans in again, and this time, I’m sure I’m not imagining it. My whole body hums as he tucks a wayward strand of hair behind my ear.

      The world stops spinning, and reality fades away.

      With his fingers tipping my chin up, he brings his lips to mine. The racing of my blood stills, the tightness in my chest dissipates, and my pounding heart slows.

      This is the kiss. The only kiss. Anything before this is wiped away by the softness of his lips. His hands slide into my hair, holding me in place as if I could possibly move to run away. Our chests graze as he deepens the kiss, slipping his tongue between my lips.

      He tastes like lime and tequila.

      I’m afraid that I’ll wake up at any moment to find that this was just a dream. It doesn’t seem possible that a simple kiss could be this good. Rarely do things in life match up with expectations. This really does. It’s as good as I always imagined it would be.

      A loud, happy scream from the party below, breaks the kiss. Panting and wide-eyed, we stare at each other.

      “Shit.” He pulls away. “I’m so sorry, Leni. I shouldn’t have done that!”

      All the words scramble in my head. “No!” I choke, reaching for him, but he’s already backing away, climbing into the window.

      Wrapping my arms around my knees, I stare down at the party downstairs.

      “Fuck.” Forcing the tears away, I try to wrap my mind around what just happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Summer of 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wow.” I drop my bags on the floor. “Your apartment is so much cleaner than I was expecting it to be.” ﻿

      “I’m not going to lie, we spent all day yesterday cleaning.” He laughs, leading me through the living room and down a small hallway. “Beck’s giving you his room.”

      “What?” I freeze. “No, I can’t take his room!”

      “I told him you said the couch was fine, but he’s insisting.” He shrugs, pulling my suitcase into the last door.

      I follow him into the room nervously. I know Ryan isn’t home, but his room might be too much for me.

      “Make yourself at home,” he steps out of the small room.

      It smells like him.

      Quickly plugging my phone in to charge, I leave the room. Being in there feels weird. It’s all of his stuff and his bed.

      Jackson is sitting at the bar in the kitchen with a tray of chocolate-covered strawberries in front of him. I’m immediately suspicious. The last time he got me chocolate-covered strawberries, he sank my canoe at the lake house. The time before that, he backed into the front of my car. There is a distinguishable pattern here.

      “What?” I narrow my eyes and fold my arms over my chest.

      “Ok,” he slides the tray toward me. “Listen. I know you’re only here for four days, but I have to go out tonight.”

      “Jack-”

      “Wait, wait, wait, before you freak out! Beck will be home in an hour, and he said he would hang out with you. And I swear I would just reschedule, but, Len, I’m going to marry this one. I’m telling you, she’s perfect!”

      Taking a strawberry, I bite into it with a fake scowl. “What’s her name?”

      “Callie.” He looks wistful even saying her name. I’ve never seen him so smitten.

      “I can cancel if it bothers you.” He’s sulking.

      “No. Who am I to stand in the way of true love? Go ahead and go.” I grab another strawberry and dodge his attempt to hug me.

      “You’re my favorite sister,” he steals a strawberry, then leaves me alone in the kitchen to get ready.

      Outside, I think I’m keeping it together pretty well. I look calm—relaxed. Inside, I’m absolutely melting down.

      I wasn’t stressing about staying here with him. Time brings maturity and perspective. The kiss was a long time ago, I’m over it. But now I have to spend the evening here alone with him. Alone. Just him and me. Here, alone, together.

      Did I mention, alone? 

      I was counting on Jackson to take away some of the awkwardness that we will feel, at least initially.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Our last real interaction ended with him high-tailing it away after laying the best kiss of my life on me. He left the lake house the next morning, and I only saw him a handful of times all summer. I know he was busy with his new job, but it really felt like he was avoiding me.

      It was two years ago. It will be awkward for a minute, then everything will be fine. We’re adults.

      I stuff another strawberry in my mouth.

      This is fine.

      I’m a college graduate now. I’ve kissed other boys since him. I’m on my way to a summer training internship in Washington, DC. I’ve got my shit together.

      “What do you think of this shirt? Does it look stupid?” Jackson comes out of his room.

      “It’s a striped button-down? What’s stupid about it?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, looking down at it in disgust.

      “Where are you taking her?”

      “It’s a Japanese steakhouse. Not suit and tie, but definitely semi-formal.”

      “Do you have an all-black button-down? That’s a classic look, and you look good in black.”

      As I’m speaking, I hear a sound at the door, jingling keys and the lock clicking.

      He’s here.

      “I do, let me iron it!” Jackson disappears into his bedroom.

      Ryan steps in, dropping a gym bag on the floor beside the door. He’s still wearing his uniform.

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. If I were having an emergency and he showed up, looking like that, I would flatline on the spot.

      “Leni!”

      “Ryan,” the smile on his face erases any nerves. We’re fine. We’ve moved past it.

      His strong arms wrap around me, pulling me into his chest. All the worrying and doubts fly right out the window. He’s just Ryan. I’ve known him since I was four. He feels the same; he smells the same. Suddenly, it’s like no time has passed.

      “Congratulations!” He presses me back by the shoulders, looking at me before pulling me into another hug.

      “Thank you!”

      “Your mom said you’re not having a party,” he finally releases me from his grasp.

      “I can’t. I have an internship. I’m going to be shadowing the lead physical therapist for the DC Devils. I have to leave on Thursday.”

      “That’s fucking awesome, Leni!” His genuine excitement makes my chest feel warm.

      “I’m really excited about it. It’s a huge opportunity.”

      “So, three more years of school?” He grimaces.

      “Yeah,” I can’t help but laugh. “The physical therapy program takes three years.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat,” I nod.

      “We have a little grill on the balcony,” he points. “I can throw some steaks on?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll look around and make a side.”

      “I’m going to shower. Make yourself comfortable.” He smiles, a weird kind of smile, like the one you give to a baby or a puppy.

      “Speaking of comfort, we need to discuss the sleeping arrangements.” I hold my hand up when he opens his mouth to undoubtedly argue about my sleeping in his room. “Not a chance. Go shower.”

      “I’ll be quick.” He turns on his heels, marching toward his bedroom.

      Jackson comes out into the hallway. The two of them talk while I look around the kitchen, pulling vegetables out. Even from here, I can tell that Jackson is nervous and excited about this date. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but it sounds like Ryan is pep-talking him.

      True to his word, he comes out only a few minutes later. Wearing sweatpants and a white t-shirt, it’s cruel how good he looks. His wet hair is pushed back, and he looks like he belongs inside a magazine. Damn him.

      “I was thinking we could have stir-fried vegetables and rice on the side. You guys have an impressive amount of vegetables here.”

      “Sounds good. We’re getting old,” he laughs. “It’s time to clean up the diet a little bit.”

      “Old? You’re twenty-four.”

      “I’m heading out,” Jackson peeks his head into the kitchen. “I promise, Len, we’ll hang out tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I wave him off.

      Once we’re alone in the apartment, the air turns slightly. It’s heavier. Without Jackson here, it seems like we should address it. Instead, Ryan puts music on, and we work around each other in the kitchen.

      It’s weird to be here cooking with him.

      In the lifetime that I’ve known him, I can’t remember ever cooking together. We’ve eaten at least a thousand meals together and washed a million dishes. I’ve helped my mom cook, and he’s eaten it. He and Jackson learned to grill from my dad, but the two of us have never actually cooked together.

      By the time we sit down, I’m starving and grateful for the bit of space the table is providing. Our arms kept touching in the small kitchen, and like a thirteen-year-old, I would get chills every time.

      “How’s work?”

      “It’s great. I love it,” he smiles. “I really do. It’s the perfect job for me. It’s fast-paced and exciting. I’m doing something different every day, and I get to help people in a moment of crisis. Sometimes the days are long, and things can be heavy, but I love it.”

      “I can tell.” My cheeks hurt from how hard I’m smiling.

      “I know three years is a long time, but do you have any idea what you want to do after school?”

      “I want to work with sports-related injuries. Helping an athlete bring themselves back from injury to performance level is the dream. That’s tough to get into, though.”

      “You would be good at that. You’re patient and reassuring.” He keeps smiling that damn smile with his perfect teeth and dimples. “If that’s what you want, go for it.”

      Before I know it, our plates are empty, but we’re still sitting here, talking about everything under the sun. It feels like nothing has changed since all the late nights in the basement playing games and watching movies. Nothing has changed, but everything has. We’re not little kids anymore, yet we’re still so comfortable. He feels like being home.

      It dawns on me that I’m enjoying myself more right now than I did on my last five dates.

      I want to ask. But for some reason, the words won’t come out. Do you have a girlfriend? It’s simple enough, but I can’t form the words. I’m afraid of the answer.

      “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Yeah.” I reach across the table and grab his empty plate. “I’ll wash, you dry?”

      “The dream team, back together again,” he laughs, following me into the kitchen.

      Standing at the sink, a dizzying wave of nostalgia hits me, drowning me in déjà vu and longing for ‘the old days.’ Somewhere around the third year that he became a mainstay in our house, spending more nights each week with us than with his own mom. My mom started giving him chores. One of which was washing the dinner dishes so that I could dry them.

      Countless nights we stood in this exact position, talking and cleaning, teasing. Even in my silent year, when I was too nervous to speak to him, we stood in silence, or he talked to me, not bothered at all by my angsty teenage behavior.

      We fall right back into our perfect rhythm, quickly working through everything until I get to the cast iron we used to cook the vegetables.

      As I accidentally drop it into the full sink, it sends a tidal wave of water out over the counter onto both of our shirts and spilling onto the floor.

      Oh, my god!” I turn and bend at the same time that he does, my face smacking hard into his soaked chest.

      “Shit, Len! Are you alright?”

      Blinking my eyelashes out of my eye, I step back, and he grabs me, steadying me.

      “Let me see your face,” he tips my chin up.

      “I think I bit my lip.” I snort a laugh. “You’re soaked.”

      “You’re not bleeding,” he shakes his head, a smile spreading across his face. “Leni, the graceful.”

      “It was heavier than I was expecting.” My breath catches when I realize he’s still got one hand wrapped tightly around my arm, his other hand on my chin.

      “Go ahead and get cleaned up. I’ll take care of this.” His voice is lower all of a sudden, raspier.

      Neither of us moves. We’re not laughing anymore. I don’t know when it happened, but everything changed. The air around us scorches my skin, and my heart thunders in my chest.

      It’s impossible to know who moved first, but our mouths connect, puzzle pieces that fit together like they were made to. He’s forceful, demanding, and hungry. Happily, I comply, taking everything he gives with no resistance.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him in, stepping closer to mash our bodies together. A rumbling groan vibrates in the back of his throat as he slides his hands down my back, lifting me off the ground.

      This is a dream.

      Turning, he pushes me against the counter, standing between my legs.

      Searching my mind, I try to think of a single time anyone else kissed me this way. His hands are everywhere, his lips are rough, but his tongue is soft. He’s giving me everything at once. Attentive to every part of me.

      The hardening bulge in his pants presses against me, making heat pool in my fluttering stomach.

      Soft trailing kisses over my jaw and down to my neck make electric jolts of excitement shoot through me. His rough hand comes up, lightly taking my neck, forcing my head up to give him room to kiss and suck the other side.

      My insides are boiling.

      Curious fingers explore him, running over his chest, feeling the muscles beneath his shirt. With my mind in a whirlwind, I try to commit every curve to memory. My thighs squeeze his hips, holding him between my legs.

      His panted breaths against my neck, the quiet groans, the clenching of his muscles. It’s all perfect. It’s not too much. Too noisy, too sloppy, too breathy, or overdone.

      “I think about that night all the time,” he mumbles against my lips.

      “Me too.”

      His hand comes up under the hem of my shirt to hold my lower back, pressing me forward. “I-”

      His voice is cut off by the sharp ring of a phone.

      “Fuck,” he pulls away. “I’m waiting on a call from my supervisor.”

      Nodding, I try to catch my breath while he steps away to answer the phone. Jumping down from the counter, I walk out of the kitchen, putting a little space between us. My swollen lips tingle, and my body feels wobbly.

      Just as I sit down, there is a knock on the door. Turning toward the kitchen, I look, but he doesn’t come out. I don’t think he heard it.

      Pulling the door open, I’m met with the slightly surprised face of a woman. She’s got a takeout bag in her hand.

      “Hi,” I smile awkwardly.

      “Hi, is Beck here?”

      “Oh, um, yeah.” My hand instinctively goes up to my lips.

      “Leni?” Ryan calls from behind me. “Madelyn.” His eyes go wide when he sees her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I brought you dinner. You’ve been working really long days, and this is your night off. I should have called first. I’m sorry.” She stutters, looking at the ground.

      “This is Jackson’s sister,” he blurts out too quickly. My chest aches. Of course.

      “Oh!” Her eyes light up. “Hi! I’m Madelyn.”

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Leni,” the words come out, and a smile forms on my lips, but it’s just instinct, my body reacting. My mind is reeling.

      Unable to take the discomfort any longer, I step away from the door, giving them room to talk. Hiding in the kitchen, I lean against the counter.

      Leni, you idiot. Fuck!

      Dropping down to my knees, I start to clean up the spilled dishwater.

      “Fuck, Len,” he comes back into the kitchen. “Don’t do that. I’ll clean it.”

      “I made the mess, I got it.” I wave him off.

      “Leni, I-” he groans. “She’s not my girlfriend.” His voice dips down. He doesn’t want her to hear that. Wonderful.

      There is no response to that, so I just keep cleaning the floor.

      “She just lives down the street. I’m going to walk her home. I’ll be right back, alright?” His voice is pleading.

      “Ok.”

      “Please, look at me.” When I don’t, he groans again, stepping closer. “I’ll be right back, ok? Please don’t leave or anything, I promise, ten minutes.”

      She might not be his girlfriend, but she’s definitely something. He doesn’t want to hurt her or ruin whatever they have going on. I can’t even blame him. Why would he mess up a good thing with her for someone who doesn’t even live here?

      Rushing through the fastest shower I can manage, I scrub the evidence of his touch away, sending it down the drain with the water.

      Curling up on the couch in the dark, I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep. I don’t want to think about this anymore, but it won’t go away. I’m humiliated. How stupid could I be? He’s probably kissing her goodnight right now, with my breath in his lungs and the taste of me on his lips.

      When the door opens behind me, I resist the urge to move.

      He lets out a heavy, “Leni.” When I don’t turn, he comes up behind me, so close I can almost feel him. “Len, please. She’s not my⁠—

      “Leave it alone, Ryan.”

      He lingers, standing in the dark. Closing my eyes, I silently beg him to go. To leave me alone. Eventually, he does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            June 2017

          

        

      

    

    
      The banner hanging above the driveway at the lake house reads:﻿

      “Congratulations, Doctor Curtis!” 

      I can’t help but laugh. After three years of explaining, it seems they’re finally getting it. I’m not a proper doctor. 

      “Why are you laughing?” Marianne’s voice comes through my speaker as I scream and swerve the car slightly.

      “Shit, I forgot you were there!” We haven’t actually talked in at least twenty minutes.

      “I’ll be honest with you. I muted the phone to pee, then started doing face masks and forgot about you. Sorry.”

      “Well, I’m here now. You’ll be here tomorrow morning?”

      “Bright and early.”

      We hang up as I pull in behind my parents’ car in the driveway. Closing my eyes, I lean against the steering wheel, preparing myself for what is coming. Tomorrow is my graduation party. Seven years of college, finally complete.

      I’m twenty-five, educated, and completely panicking. I have no job and no idea what I’m supposed to do next.

      Go to college, and get a job, that’s supposed to be how it works. What no one tells you is that even after seven years, jobs don’t just fall at your feet. I have had four interviews and no callbacks. With two interviews set up for next week, I’m starting to feel heavier by the day.

      I’m going to have to fake it just a little while longer. Eventually, I will find a job.

      As I
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