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 NOTE


    I reference a number of songs throughout the book, which can easily be found on the Internet. I heard the songs while writing the story and felt they would fit perfectly in certain scenes. I have listed them below:



    “Tongue Tied” by Grouplove 


    “Roses” by The Chainsmokers


    “PILLOWTALK” by Zayn Malik


    “Like I’m Gonna Lose You” by Meghan Trainor and John Legend


    “Come to Me” by the Goo Goo Dolls


    “Photograph” by Ed Sheeran


    “Rise Up” by Andra Day


    “Everglow” by Coldplay




     


    “life is


    beautiful,


    death is


    astonishing,


    and love is


    just the


    breaths taken


    in


    between.”


    –Michael Biondi
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ONE


    He brushed my neck with the end of my braid. I giggled.


    “Stop it,” I lightly protested. “You know I’m ticklish!”


    He let go of my hair, rolled onto his back, and stared up at my bedroom ceiling. He seemed comfortable in a long-sleeved T-shirt and sweatpants.


    I moved onto my side, leaned on my elbow, and rested my head in the palm of my hand. I studied his profile. His black hair was still short on the sides and longer and wavier on the top—just the way I liked it. His head was tilted a little and I could see the cute cleft in his chin. I looked at him more closely; I had never realized how long and thick his eyelashes were, almost longer than mine. He had nicely shaped ears, which were the perfect size for his head. The man beside me was so darn handsome, and my heart swelled with love for him. Most importantly, Michael looked healthier than ever because of the lifesaving double lung transplant he had gotten well over a year before.


    Michael sensed my staring and turned his head my way.


    “What?” he asked.


    Michael rolled onto his side, too, and faced me, my furry, purple pillow tucked securely under his head.


    “What are you thinking, right now, right this second? I wanna know,” he playfully demanded before smiling.


    I stared at him and was serious. “I was just thinking about how much I love you and how I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.” I leaned over and gave him a quick peck on the lips.


    A quick peck wasn’t enough. Michael licked his full lips, grabbed the back of my head, and held me tightly as he kissed me with all the passion in the entire world.


    I kissed him back and was relishing our time together until I heard the familiar sound of the car’s engine as it pulled into the driveway.


    I popped up. “We gotta get outta here!” I said as I flew off my bed and out of my room. Michael followed closely behind me.


    We made it to the family room on time and I quickly switched on the TV. A sports channel popped up and Michael and I pretended to be interested in the professional men’s basketball game. At least I did.


    “Yay! Go team!” I shouted at the flat-screen television, completely unaware of which teams were playing. Michael looked at me as if I was crazy.


    “Hey, Mom,” I said, trying to sound all casual and innocent as she passed by the room.


    She stopped walking and shifted the shopping bags that weighed down her arms. “Hey, you two.”


    My mom would have a fit if she knew Michael and I had been lying on my bed kissing, even though that’s all we had been doing. It’s not as though we never fooled around because we did, but I wouldn’t dream of ever doing it under my own roof. As it was, my mom and Brian thought it was completely inappropriate for a boy to be in a girl’s bedroom and vice versa. They didn’t even want Michael to be at the house with me if no one else was home.


    The confusing part was that I was allowed to go on dates with Michael by myself. No chaperone was required. So, what was the difference if the two of us were alone at home versus alone in a car? I didn’t understand.


    The only reason Michael was allowed to be over today was because Brian was home. He wasn’t actually roaming inside the ranch house’s walls. He was out in the garage tinkering with his car. And the only reason we snuck into my room was because Brian had recently gotten a great deal on a new space heater. I knew he wanted to try it out and would most likely spend as much time out there as he could. Brian loved saving money by changing the oil in all the cars, as well as rotating their tires whenever necessary. The more I lived with him, the more I realized that Mr. Fixit was frugal.


    Little did Brian and my mom know that Michael’s parents were way less strict and didn’t care if we were home alone. Plus, whenever we were at his house, we only hung out in his bedroom. Michael’s room was huge and comfy and his parents were way cooler than mine; not that I considered Brian to be my dad, although more recently, I had started referring to him as my stepdad, in my mind as well as aloud to others.


    It felt weird saying it at first, “my stepdad,” but I was slowly getting used to it and to him. Brian Roberts would never take the place of my beloved father, but over the past couple of years, he always seemed to do right by me, my brother, and especially my mother. And for that I was finally grateful, well … most of the time anyway.


    “Hi, Mrs. Roberts,” Michael replied respectfully.


    My mom shot Michael a genuine smile and quickly turned her attention back to me.


    “Do you know where Brian is?”


    “In the garage, I think.”


    “By the way, have you met with your guidance counselor and finished all your college applications? It’s almost the middle of December, after all.”


    Immediately, I could feel Michael tense up beside me. Whenever the subject of college came up, he would become uptight. He had told me, on more than one occasion, that he didn’t want me to go. The most recent time was when we were on our way to his buddy’s house for a Halloween party over a month before. Even though the two were neighbors, Michael had driven to my house and picked me up first. And normally Drew was away at boarding school, but since Halloween fell on a weekend, he had come home for it.


    I was dressed as a nurse and Michael, a doctor. Michael had scanned me from head to toe and squeezed my hand as we walked up the front walkway toward Drew’s house.


    “You’re one hot nurse, you know that?”


    I felt myself blushing and, in turn, examined his get-up. Michael had a stethoscope around his neck and a pair of blue rubber gloves sticking out of the front pocket of his long, white lab coat. Little plastic red peppers were pinned all over the outside of his costume.


    “Look who’s talking!” I exclaimed. “You’re the hot doctor!”


    Michael threw back his head and laughed. “You got me there, even though I’m really supposed to be…” he trailed off and pointed to his partially hidden nametag, “Dr. Pepper.”


    I laughed, too.


    We had finally stopped walking and were standing on Drew’s front porch getting ready to go inside. “Tongue Tied” by Grouplove, which blared inside, seeped beyond the doors and windows and encircled us.


    “You know,” I had started slowly as I examined the weathered, wooden planks below me, “I plan on going away to college to become a real nurse someday.”


    When I looked back up, I could see the sadness in Michael’s eyes. Even so, he had looked so attractive as the dim porch lights cast a faint shadow across his solemn face.


    “Please don’t leave me,” he had said as he brought his cool hand to my cheek and caressed it.


    “I have to, Michael, I want to, so I can take care of you in the future … our future.”


    “Can’t you at least go to a college nearby? Maybe over in Portland?”


    “We’ll see, Michael. We’ll see,” I said as I stared into his dark eyes.


    I wanted to wipe the sorrow from his face, so I closed my eyes, stood on my toes, and kissed my boyfriend. Just then, the front door flew open and a vampire ran past us, down the front steps, and proceeded to vomit into a nearby azalea bush.


    Luckily, our attention was quickly diverted to Drew, who had suddenly appeared in the doorway, red plastic cup in hand. At first I didn’t recognize him. He was dressed as a zombie and quickly spotted us. “Hey! What the hell you two doing out there?” he had shouted. “Come on in!”


    After we entered, big Drew, with a head full of curls, gave a quick glance toward the very vocal vampire, shrugged, and slammed the door behind us.


    Unaware that she was upsetting my boyfriend, my mom continued, “Donna’s son has already been accepted to his top two choices.”


    Michael realized that I, of course, had to continue with my education and go to school. He just wasn’t thrilled at the thought because we would see each other even less than we did now. Unfortunately, all the anti-rejection drugs Michael was on in order to stop his body from rejecting his new lungs made him much more susceptible to other infections. And because there was always one kid or another at school getting sick, Michael had spent his entire junior year staying home and completing his classes online instead of over at Portland High with me.


    And now here we were, well into our senior year, and Michael was still taking classes over the Internet. And my schedule was as hectic as ever.


    It wasn’t that I was against staying local at Portland University, but I didn’t want to limit my options completely. It was more important that I go to a good college where I could get a top-notch education in order to become the best nurse possible and get a great job. The first time I had visited Michael in the hospital I had gotten light-headed and thought I would pass out. Slowly, I had gotten used to hospitals and their sounds and smells because, unfortunately, Michael had been admitted so frequently.


    Michael had applied only to Portland University because, even though he was confident in his new set of lungs, he didn’t feel confident enough to go far from home and from his doctors. I think he felt some pressure from his mom, too. I couldn’t say I blamed her. Staying close to home was probably the best option for Michael for now, especially because he had suffered a bout of rejection from his new lungs a few months after his transplant.


    He had been home about two months into his recovery when the unthinkable happened. Michael’s new lungs weren’t working and they quickly realized his body was rejecting them. Immediately doctors pumped him full of steroids and other immunosuppressant drugs to help stabilize him and to prevent his body from rejecting the lungs altogether.


    Poor Michael. His face had blown up like a balloon from all the medicine. Luckily, the doctors were able to find the right cocktail of drugs and Michael’s body stopped rejecting his life-saving lungs. And eventually, he was able to decrease the dosage of medication that helped save him and he became stable.


    Groceries in hand, my mother waited for my answer.


    “Yes, Mom, they’re all complete. I should start hearing from some schools soon.”


    I tried to be subtle as I widened my eyes and motioned with my eyeballs toward Michael. “Can we talk about it later, Mom?”


    Thankfully, my mom got the hint. “Of course, dear,” she said before leaving.


    I looked at Michael. He put his phone down on the couch. “Listen, Willow. I get that you have to go to college. I get that you want to become a nurse. I get that you’re doing it for me … for us. It’s just that I don’t see you a lot right now. You’re either busy with school or hanging out with friends, while I’m at home, stuck in front of a computer.”


    I became somewhat defensive. “What do you mean, I’m hanging out with friends? What friends? I don’t see anyone besides you, when I even have the time to hang out. I can’t help it that even this year, my classes are tough and I have enough homework to last a lifetime.”


    Frustrated, I turned toward the TV. I watched as the men dribbled and wouldn’t have noticed if the towering players morphed into a court full of penguins. “I’m doing the best I can, Michael.”


    Michael paused before answering. “I know,” he said. “It’s just that I want to see you every minute of every day.”


    I turned back to my boyfriend. His eyes were pleading.


    “And I want to see you, too,” I tried to reassure him.


    Michael grabbed both of my hands and held them. The intensity in his eyes softened and he smiled mischievously. “I have an idea.”


    “About what?”


    “About how we can see each other more than we do right now.”


    Skeptical, yet curious, I furrowed my brow. “How?”


    “Lets get married!” he said excitedly. “You can live with me and my parents over in Portland and still go to school. You can take the ferry back here to see your family on the weekends and I can come with you if you want, or not, it’s completely up to you …” he rambled.


    “What?!” I asked, stunned. “Married? Why would we do that? We’re only seventeen and even if we wanted to, we’re not old enough. We’d have to ask both our parents for permission and you know that’s not happening … not with my mother, anyway.”


    “But you just said when we were in your bedroom—”


    “Shh!” I interrupted. I didn’t want my mother to know that we had been in my bedroom or, more importantly, overhear a word of Michael’s outrageous idea.


    He lowered his voice and continued. “You told me how much you loved me and that you want to spend the rest of your life with me.”


    “I know I did, I do and I meant it, but … not now. We’re way too young! I wanna finish high school and college before we get married. That’s what normal people do, Michael. They graduate from college, get jobs, and then get married and settle down.”


    Michael let go of my hands and stood. He walked toward the doorway, but stopped. I had knocked the wind out of his sails and it showed. He stuck his hands in his pockets and lowered his head as he slumped against the shiny, white trim. Slowly, Michael looked up and steadily met my gaze. “That’s the problem, Willow,” he said. “I’m not normal.”
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TWO


    Portland High School was old, very old, like the kind of school that would be the perfect backdrop for some low-budget horror flick, with its very high ceilings, detailed moldings, ornate main staircase, and overall creepy vibe.


    In addition to the ancient accommodations, the school work that the teachers were piling on us was getting old. Fast. It seemed as though they thought that their class was the only class a student took, oblivious to the fact that most of us had a full course load which included at least five other subjects. Foolishly, I had always thought senior year was supposed to be the easiest.


    I had just finished scrambling to join a group for a new project in history class that the teacher, Mr. Hopkins, had assigned. I ended up with three other students; a girl, Grace, who was really smart, and two muscle heads, Nick and Jack. This should be interesting, I thought to myself, as I gathered my books from my desk.


    The bell rang. Kids stood up. “Don’t forget,” Mr. Hopkins reminded us before we had a chance to flee. “It’s due the day before winter break.”


    Mr. Hopkins was one of the youngest teachers at Portland High. He was fresh out of grad school and wasn’t much older than most of his students. He reminded me of a nerdy professor and fancied white button-down shirts, tweed sport coats, khaki pants, and black, horn-rimmed glasses. Tessa thought he was hot. I thought he was not.


    He had thick, wavy brown hair with golden streaks throughout, and wore it longer in the back. He could have put it in a ponytail if he really wanted to. He was around six feet tall and had an athletic, slender build. Sporty scruff always seemed to adorn his face, which gave him a rugged sort of look. He was different, that was for sure. Like the kind of guy who could recite a famous Robert Frost poem one minute, and easily split a log with an axe for the dwindling fire inside his cabin hidden somewhere deep within the woods the next.


    “Remember the old adage,” Mr. Hopkins felt the need to impart upon us as we filed out of his classroom, “don’t put off ’til tomorrow what you can do today.”


    I suspected no one listened. I barely did.


    As I entered the hallway, Tessa came up to me. She motioned over to the door of my history class with her head.


    “You just had class with Mr. Hotty?”


    “You mean Mr. Notty?” I said.


    I stopped in front of my locker and worked the combination.


    “Oh, come on, Willow, you gotta admit the guy is hot … for a teacher anyway. The rest of them are so lame.”


    “Maybe compared to a corpse he is, but I’m not into a man who is older than me and who is my tea-cher!” I responded, my voice close to a shout as I emphasized “teacher.”


    Tessa leaned her back against the long row of lockers beside mine and folded her arms. She wore a camel-colored cowl-neck sweater, black leggings, and tan Ugg boots. Her normally straight, long blonde hair was wavy at the bottom and even in the cold dead of winter looked as if it was kissed by the sun. As usual, Tessa Anderson looked perfect.


    “Well,” she huffed, “I think he’s cute. And smart. And that’s what makes a guy sexy.”


    I grabbed my books and closed my locker. “Good to know,” I said as I turned to leave. “I’ll try to remember that.”


    I stopped and turned back around. “What about Zack? Does he know how you feel about Mr. Hotty … I mean Mr. Hopkins?”


    “No. He doesn’t,” Tessa said as she took a giant step toward me. Her body language was intimidating. “And he isn’t gonna find out, is he, Willow?” she asked as her pretty blue eyes became two mere slits.


    I shook my head, closed my mouth, and pointed to it. I spoke out of the side. “My lips are sealed.”


    • • •


    I decided to sit alone at lunch, taking the opportunity to study for math, which was the very next period. Normally I sat with two other girls, Robin and Lindsay, but told them I needed to study. They completely understood. They also prided themselves on getting good grades.


    I ate my slice of pizza while solving practice problems at the end of the chapter. I heard a ruckus coming from the far end of the cafeteria and realized it was coming from the popular jock table. The guys were goofing around and being loud and immature as usual. Tessa, of course, was the only girl at the table, especially now that she was hot and heavy with Zack Morrison. His infamous eighteenth birthday party was the beginning of their annoyingly tumultuous union. One day they’d be together, the next they’d be broken up.


    Even though Zack was now a freshman at some Ivy League college hundreds of miles away, he and Tessa were still an item. Apparently Zack encouraged Tessa to hang out at the lunch table where all his younger buddies sat. The guys looked up to Zack, who had reigned supreme the year before as one of the coolest in the senior class. The guys promised they’d always have Zack’s back, even if it meant cramping their style by keeping Tessa close by so they could keep a watchful eye on her.


    I knew these things, not because Tessa confided in me, but because my lunch buddy, Robin, thrived on gossip, pretty much the same way Erica and Taylor used to. The difference was that Robin wasn’t mean-spirited toward Tessa or anyone else who happened to be the topic of conversation that day. Nor was she self-righteous or judgmental. She just reported the news as she knew it, unemotional and as factual as possible.


    “I guess Zack is really, really jealous if a guy even glances at Tessa,” Robin had informed our table one afternoon at the beginning of the school year, as she sipped her pint of chocolate milk.


    Lindsay’s big, brown eyes had grown bigger as she sat rigid with attention.


    Robin anchored some stray hairs behind her ears before continuing. “That’s what my next-door neighbor, Evan, told me yesterday, who happens to be one of Zack’s best friends.” That’s what I liked about Robin. She was accurate and to the point.


    “That’s why Tessa sits at Evan’s table,” Robin had relayed to us, “so he can make sure no guys talk to her. Only guys approved by Zack himself, of course, are allowed to associate with his babe.”


    As I continued to study, I decided I would have to ask Robin at lunch tomorrow what her college major was gonna be and suggest she go into broadcast journalism. She would be a perfect newscaster with her high cheekbones, blue-gray eyes, natural-blonde hair, and pinched nose. Plus, she was tall and thin, the way you’d picture a news reporter would look once they emerged from behind the security of their news desk. All Robin needed was some foundation and black mascara to define her pale lashes in order to dupe the scrutiny of the camera lens.


    In the meantime, I drank from my water bottle and locked eyes with Tessa, as the rowdiness at her table continued. My new history partner, Nick, put his arm around her waist and whispered something into her ear. She giggled, but continued to stare straight back at me. I took my fingers and reassured her of my silence by pretending to zip my lips together before tackling “Solve the inequality -2<3x+1<13” on the paper in front of me.


    • • •


    I tried to go the whole day without thinking about what Michael had said the day before at my house before he headed back to the mainland. It had upset me so much, he had upset me so much, we barely said goodbye before he got into his car and drove away.


    I understood where Michael was coming from. I was in school with other kids, while he was stuck at home, all alone, every day. Even though most of the other students drove me crazy, including Tessa, I was still with other people. It made the long day fly by and definitely made it more interesting.


    And, even though I wished I could see Michael every day at Portland High, whether simply roaming the hallways together or eating the bland cafeteria food, I was still happy to see him every spare minute I had. We had had a great and relaxing summer together and didn’t have to deal with any high school drama. Plus, now that winter was in full swing, Luigi’s wasn’t very busy, so Rose only put me on the schedule for either a Friday or a Saturday night, and sometimes neither. If I wasn’t doing homework or a project over the weekend, I was always with Michael, whether at my house on Morningside Drive, or one of his houses; the one on Shoreline Drive or the one over in Portland.


    Because Michael’s little brother, Kevin, was enrolled at the elementary school over on the mainland instead of on the island like my brother, James, Michael and his family lived in Portland full-time, only venturing to Pike’s on the weekends. Michael’s parents didn’t want him living alone on the island during the week, especially because he needed to be close to the hospital in case more complications arose from his transplant or if he needed to see one of his doctors.


    I continued to think about what Michael had said as I desperately sought warmth from the heater next to my feet on the ferryboat floor. Now that school was over for the day, I could more easily process last night’s heated discussion.


    I was still stunned at Michael’s solution to our separation problem. He expected us to get married?! I wouldn’t be turning eighteen for another month and Michael another couple of weeks. Of course I loved him with all my heart and wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. Ever. But I also wanted to continue to experience what most teenagers do; tons of homework, a part-time job, and hanging with friends or spending free time with the best boyfriend in town.


    Sure, Michael and I had talked about getting married, but not anytime soon. Once in a while, Michael would lovingly call me “Mrs. Cooper.” I thought it was sweet.


    “Mrs. Cooper,” I would say aloud when I was alone in my room. “Willow Ann Cooper.” I liked the way it sounded.


    Even if I was eighteen and wanted to get married so that Michael and I could be together, my mother would NEVER go for it. Never.


    Truthfully, I couldn’t imagine Michael’s mother being too keen on me marrying her son either, whether I was eighteen or eighty. Sure, she was pleasant to me whenever I was in her presence, but I still sensed a certain amount of disapproval from her. I suspected Mrs. Cooper tried her best to keep her true feelings for me hidden, but somehow, they’d escape, like the roaring steam from a teapot the second it begins to boil.


    I didn’t know if she thought no girl was good enough for her son or if she just was more cautious with Michael because of his condition. I didn’t plan on hurting her son or breaking up with him, so she needed to lighten up. I wanted to tell Mrs. Cooper this many times, but of course, I didn’t. I didn’t want to cause a war within their household, even though I was confident Michael would take my side. Regardless, at the end of the day, his mother was his mother and he needed her in his life.


    The ferryboat pulled up to the dock and opened the gate so the other students and I could get off. It was frigid outside, especially on the island because there was no real protection from the cold, whipping wind. I wished I could have driven the Volkswagen to and from the dock every day and parked it in the lot, but Brian wouldn’t allow it. He felt it wasn’t safe enough to drive in the snow and promised I could start using it once again in the spring. Plus, I overheard my mom and Brian talking once about how he didn’t want to pay for car insurance for the VW year round versus only six months.


    I grabbed my hat and gloves out of my backpack so I could put them on as I prepared myself for the long, chilly walk home. Just as I slipped on my first glove, a black car pulled up next to me. The driver lowered the dark, tinted window.


    “Want a ride?’ Michael asked.


    • • •


    “What are you doing here?” I asked, confused, as I slammed the car door closed. Since it was Monday, I knew that Michael’s parents and Kevin were back on the mainland.


    “I asked my parents, well, my mom, if I could drive over to see you,” he explained. “I told her I’d be back before dinner.”


    “Oh,” was all I said. I immediately wondered if Michael wanted to talk about what he had said last night. I knew I did, but I didn’t know how to bring it up.


    Michael looked over at me as we drove out of the parking lot. “Wanna go to my house?”


    “Sure, but what will I tell my mom?”


    “Tell her you’ll be late. That you had to stay after school for extra help and you’ll take a later ferry.”


    As much as I hated lying to my mother, I knew she wouldn’t let me go to Michael’s house on Shoreline Drive if she knew his parents weren’t there, and she was well aware that they weren’t during the week.


    I took my phone out of my pocket and texted my mom. “Staying after for extra math help. Be home later.”


    Even though my mom and James got home from school later than me, I didn’t want to give my mother a certain time that I would be home in case I wanted to stay longer at Michael’s.


    “All set?” Michael asked and smiled broadly. He looked content and cute in his black leather jacket and jeans. Even though I had been completely caught off guard by his proposed proposal the night before, I knew for certain that I loved him and wanted to be with him forever.


    “All set,” I said as Michael took my gloved hand and squeezed it as we made our way toward his house and toward the discussion that was inevitable and so very necessary.


    • • •


    Thankfully, Michael’s house was toasty warm, unlike the first time I visited it during the wintertime, when it had been cold from being closed up since the summer. Michael helped me remove my coat. As I pulled off my hat, the static electricity made pieces of my hair stick straight up toward the ceiling. Self-conscious, I quickly smoothed them back down onto my head.


    Michael chuckled as he threw my coat onto a nearby chair.


    “What?” I whined, completely embarrassed.


    “You look adorable,” he said as he wrapped his arms tightly around my waist and drew me to him. “You remind me of the Bride of Frankenstein.”


    I gave him a weird look. “Who?”


    “The Bride of Frankenstein. Haven’t you ever seen the movie?”


    I shook my head. “Can’t say I have.”


    Michael took the back of my messy head and closed his eyes. He kissed me gently and I kissed him back. As always, the butterflies were back.


    But I couldn’t keep kissing him. We really needed to talk, especially since he mentioned the Bride of Frankenstein. Why did he always seem to have marriage on the brain? Reluctantly, I pulled away.


    “What? What’s wrong?” he wanted to know.


    “Nothing’s wrong,” I said. “But … we need to talk. About last night.”


    Michael let go of my waist and walked away. He sat on the living room sofa and rested his elbows on his knees. He looked up at me. “What about it?”


    I walked over to the couch and sat next to him.


    “I’ve been confused and upset ever since you left. You know that I love you and that I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but I don’t want to take such a big step and get married right now.”


    Michael ran his fingers through his hair like he always did when he was about to say something serious. “Yeah, I get it, Willow. I got it last night.”


    He stood up and paced in front of me.


    “Look at today, for instance,” he said. “I was dying to see you today, but the only way I could drive to the island was to beg my mother to let me, and how about you? You …” he stammered. “You had to make up some math tutoring story to your mother about why you’re gonna be home late. I’m sick of sneaking around and lying. It’s getting old.”


    I was convinced that the expensive Oriental carpet beneath Michael was going to fray because he picked up speed as he spoke.


    “If we got married, we could be together whenever you’re not in school. Maybe my parents would even let us live in this house instead of over on the mainland with them.”


    It was my turn to stand. I stopped Michael in his tracks and took both his hands. I looked up into his eager eyes.


    “Michael, please listen to me,” I said in a soft voice. “I am overwhelmed right now at the thought of marriage, of living here in this house, or any house. Give me time, Michael. Please. For now, I just want to be your girlfriend and not your bride.”


    My eyes were pleading this time and I searched his for some understanding.


    Michael let out a deep sigh. “Okay, Willow. I promise not to bring it up again.” He held the sides of my face in his hands. “I love you and hope that you will marry me someday soon, so I can be the luckiest guy in the entire world.”


    “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you for being patient and for loving me.”


    Michael moved his face closer to mine until our foreheads touched. His voice was deep and his breath warm. “That’s the easiest part … loving you,” Michael said as he took my hand and led me to his bedroom in order to show me just how much.


    • • •


    My mother was busy chopping up vegetables when I got home from Michael’s. I had him drop me off down the street so my mom wouldn’t see his car.


    As I plopped my backpack and coat down on the chair at the island, Brian came in through the kitchen door. A cold rush of air accompanied him.


    My mother screamed. “Brian, close the door! It’s freezing!”


    “Sorry, Laura,” Brian apologized as he slammed the door shut. “We should look into building some sort of a mudroom on the side of the house so the weather stays outside right where it belongs.”


    He smiled at his own witty, yet practical solution. Brian walked over to my mother, bent down, and gave her a peck on the cheek. “What do you think, sweetheart?”


    Eww. I still cringed whenever I saw my mother and Brian engage in any sort of PDA. I didn’t know if it was because he was my stepdad and not my real father, or if the thought of my mother being intimate with anyone made my stomach turn.


    I wasn’t sure if it was the fleeting image of the two of them in my head or the mere fact that I was starving that made my stomach growl. Either way, I asked, “What time is dinner?”


    “In about an hour.”


    “Sounds good,” I said as I grabbed my backpack and headed to my room.


    “Willow?” my mother called to me before I walked out.


    I turned. “What?”


    “Why did you stay after school for extra math help when you are doing so well in that class?”


    I was caught off guard. I never expected my mother to question me about why I was getting extra help. Thankfully, my mother was busy scrubbing a pot so she didn’t see my brief panicked expression.


    I thought quickly. “I just needed my teacher to explain the difference between polynomial and rational functions.”


    My mother turned to me. Perplexed, she shrugged. “Okay, dear, whatever that means,” she said to my back as I hurried from the interrogation room.


    “And don’t forget to finish your chores by Friday, especially if you want to see Michael this weekend,” she yelled after me.
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    Victoriously, I slammed my laptop closed, having just finished writing a short story for my English class. I fell back onto my bed, exhausted.


    Just then my cell phone rang. It was Michael.


    “What’s happening, Mrs. Frankenstein?” he asked.


    He thought he was so funny. “Not much. What about you, Dr. Evil?” Doctor Evil was a character from one of Michael’s favorite movies, Austin Powers.


    Michael laughed. “Good one. Actually, just finished helping my dad give Scooby a bath. Stupid dog rolled in a pile of his own crap in the backyard. My dad was furious.” Michael chuckled. “It was actually kinda funny watching my dad drag him into the house and tub without getting the poop on himself or anywhere else.”


    A crap-covered dog was not the image I wanted in my head. That’s why I liked cats. They did their business discreetly and were smart enough not to roll in it. The only bummer was cleaning Princess’s litter box every other day. And of course it was solely my chore. For some reason my mom thought James was too young to do it. The one time he did attempt to clean it, he spilled the contaminated kitty litter all over the basement floor. I was sure he had done it on purpose in order to seem incompetent to my mother. Regardless, it had worked. I was the official Queen of the Kitty Litter.


    “What do you want to do this weekend?” I asked.


    “Kiss you.”


    “Seriously, Michael.”


    “Why? You have any ideas?”


    “I’m working at Luigi’s only on Friday night, so I’d like to go shopping on the mainland on Saturday. I have gift cards to Salsa and two other stores in Portland. I wanna get some new clothes.”


    “Are you gonna torture me and drag me along?”


    I was suddenly chilly. I pulled my warm down comforter over myself. “Unless you want me to drag another guy instead,” I said teasingly.


    “Oh yeah? Who would that be?” Michael inquired.


    “I could always invite your buddy Zack Morrison.” Everyone and anyone who lived on Pike’s Island knew that Michael and Zack couldn’t stand each other, especially after their scuffle at Zack’s birthday party.


    “You can’t. He’s away at college.”


    “How ’bout your other BFF, Kyle?”


    “Sorry, babe. He’s away, too.”


    My attempt at making Michael jealous failed. “Okay,” I said, defeated. “I’ll just go by myself then.”


    Michael sighed. “Fine. You win. I’ll come as long as you join me for dinner afterward at a new sushi restaurant I wanna try.”


    “It’s a deal,” I said, happy to have a shopping partner, even if it was a boy who couldn’t care less about fashion.


    “Great! I’ll just stay here in Portland overnight on Friday. What time do you want me to pick you up at the dock Saturday morning?”


    “How about eleven?”


    “Eleven can’t come soon enough,” he said.


    “Goodnight, Mr. Cooper.”


    “Goodnight, Mrs. Coo—uh… I mean Willow. Sweet dreams.” Michael’s voice deepened. “I know mine will be ’cause you’re always in them.”


    After Michael and I hung up, I wrapped myself tighter in my blanket and curled up on my side. I drifted off to sleep and had the sweetest dream ever.


    Michael and I swam and playfully splashed each other in the deepest blue ocean. White, sparkling sand stretched for miles behind us, while towering palm trees swayed in the warm, tropical breeze. Michael pointed out to sea. We stared and watched as dark storm clouds formed way off in the distance. In the midst of the turbulent sky, a brilliant rainbow splashed across it. Amazed, Michael and I smiled at each other and continued to frolic in the sea on the hot, majestic day. It was such a perfect dream, a dream from which I never wanted to wake.


    • • •


    I made sure to complete all my chores before the start of my shift at Luigi’s on Friday night. That way, there would be no chance of me being late for my date with Michael on Saturday morning. I had just finished zipping up my black pencil skirt when my mom knocked on my door.


    “Come in,” I yelled.


    My mom opened the door slightly and popped her head inside. “I have chicken soup heating up on the stove if you’d like some before work.”


    “Okay. Thanks,” I said as I slipped on my knee-high leather boots. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until my mom mentioned her tasty soup, which was one of my favorite meals, especially in the wintertime. My stomach rumbled loudly in anticipation.


    I looked down at my abdomen and back up at my mother. We both chuckled.


    “By the way, Brian and I are going to be gone all day tomorrow on the mainland, pricing out materials for a new mudroom,” my mom informed me.


    I spun around on my rubber soles. “What do you mean, all day? You said I had to finish my chores before Friday if I wanted to see Michael this weekend and I finished them already.”


    “We will be back by dinnertime. What’s the problem?”


    “Michael and I were supposed to go shopping tomorrow afternoon in Portland. The stores close early on Saturdays. He was gonna pick me up at the dock in the morning. I have gift cards I want to use.” I sighed.


    “Not tomorrow. You’ll have to go shopping another time. I’m sorry,” she said.


    “Why can’t James go to one of his friends’ houses for a play date? I’m sick of watching him.”


    “You barely watch him anymore, Willow. This is something that needs to be done in order to make the kitchen, our kitchen, not so cold. Brian works very hard to take care of this house and the mudroom is something I agreed to. Again, you can get together
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