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MYA

––––––––
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“I’M NOT DOING IT,” I said. Because I wouldn’t. What my mom had just suggested was horrid—the rotten cherry on top of this melted sundae of a day. 

Mom sighed and closed her eyes. “Sweetheart, it’s the only solution.” 

You’d think a day that started out with a pack of delicious lime-flavored bubblegum couldn’t go wrong. Spoiler alert: It 100 percent can. 

The way today went down can best be expressed through the following timeline of events that highlights the important points while ignoring minor things like classes starting and ending: 

7:27 a.m.: Got yelled at by bossy older sister to hurry up because she wanted to leave and it’s her way or the highway

7:33 a.m.: Convinced bossy older sister to stop at the gas station before school

7:35 a.m.: Bought lime-flavored gum

7:36 a.m.: Popped delicious stick of gum into mouth

7:45 a.m.: Arrived at school

7:46 a.m.: Offered Katy a piece of said gum

7:47 a.m.: Got swarmed by friends also wanting gum

7:48 a.m.: Got asked for gum by Jenny Snow; replied with “Sorry. I’m all out.” 

8:03 a.m.: Announcement of booth assignments for art fair began

8:04 a.m.: Found out I got coveted welcome spot for art fair—yay! 

9:17 a.m.: Got ratted out to Mr. Davis by Jenny Snow who was salty about not getting gum

9:19 a.m.: Got handed a detention slip for chewing gum in class

3:17 p.m.: Began hour of torture (AKA “Detention with Davis”) 

4:17 p.m.: Discovered that, of course, bossy older sister hadn’t bothered waiting 

4:18 p.m.: Started trek home in this lovely New England sleety spring weather

4:22 p.m.: Got splashed on walk home

4:26 p.m.: Really regretted not wearing boots and gloves to school today

4:29 p.m.: Splash #2

Which brings us to 5:39 p.m. and the bomb my mom just dropped in the middle of dinner. Way to ruin chicken alfredo. 

“I can stay here by myself,” I said. 

“I’m not leaving my sixteen-year-old home alone for a week.” 

“It’s just five days. Not an entire week.” I was fully aware of how desperate I sounded, but I couldn’t help it. Mom’s solution to the “problem” was unacceptable. 

“You’re not old enough,” Mom said in this tone like that was the end of it. 

Being the youngest of four sisters means I’m never old enough. Always the baby. Never allowed to do anything fun. Always stuck left behind while everyone else gets to go do awesome things. 

I turned to look at my sister (the nice one, not the bossy one). “I can go to Nashville with Bethany and Asher.” I stuck my lower lip out—just a little—in a subtle pout. Bethany’s a softie. I could guilt trip her into taking me along on her trip to see her boyfriend. 

“I . . .” Mom began. 

The slight wavering in her eyes gave me a tiny burst of hope, but then Joanna had to butt in.

“No way.” I turned to glare at her across the table as she shook her head. “You’re not going to ruin Bethany’s trip.” 

Because naturally she’d think my mere presence would ruin everything. Joanna’s pretty much the coolest person in the world, and she’s always made it abundantly clear that I’m merely an annoyance she’s stuck being related to. 

“Asher’s parents probably wouldn’t mind,” Bethany said. 

My eyes flitted back to her. “Yes! Thank you, Bethany. That would be so awesome.” I knew she wouldn’t let me down. She never lets anybody down. 

“Mom!” Joanna exclaimed, throwing her hands into the air. When she dropped them, the entire table jiggled, and the milk in my very-full glass splashed over the rim, dotting the tablecloth. “She’s going to ruin Bethany’s trip! Asher doesn’t want her around. He’ll barely have time to spend with Bethany. He shouldn’t have to entertain Princess Mya, too.” 

“Stay out of it!” I hate it when she calls me “Princess Mya.” It sounds like a sweet term of endearment on the surface and I used to love it when I was little, but I’d become aware a long time ago of its not-so-subtle sarcasm. 

“Besides, she has school,” Joanna went on, like I wasn’t even sitting there across the table from her. 

I don’t remember a time when Joanna wasn’t bossy, but it definitely got worse after my dad left. She acts like she’s the second parent, even though she isn’t even the oldest of us. That’s Megan, who’s away at college now. If Megs had been here, she would have been on my side. Joanna had always been Bethany’s advocate and Megan mine. It really sucked losing the one sister who understood me. 

“You’re not in charge,” I retorted, staring into my sister’s face and forcing myself not to back down from the intimidating intensity in her gray eyes. “You just think you are.” 

“Girls!” Mom scolded. “Bethany, it’s sweet of you to offer, but Mya has school.” 

She turned and fixed me with her I-mean-business stare. “You’ll stay with—” 

“With Ted!” I exclaimed, the perfect solution popping into my brain right in time. “With Ted and Mr. Laurence. They have tons of room.” 

“I thought about that,” Mom started, “but I don’t want to impose.” 

“They have four guest rooms besides the one Brooks stays in when he’s around. They wouldn’t even know I was there.” 

I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of it before. I wouldn’t even have to pack. I could just run across our yards when I needed something. Plus I’d get to hang out with Ted every day for a week without Joanna there poisoning his mind into also thinking I was just an annoyance she was related to. 

“Mr. Laurence already has Ted and Brooks to put up with,” Joanna said, like she was the boss of everything. “He doesn’t need to deal with your drama, too.” Because that was how she saw me—as just a bundle of drama. 

“Then let me stay here and have Mr. Laurence check up on me.” I hated the begging tone that took over my voice. 

But what Mom was suggesting was unfathomable. 

I wouldn’t do it. 

No way. Not happening. Not in a million years. 

Nope. 

“I’m not going,” I said with as much authority as I could. Megan’s best friend Sallie is always saying that if you put something out into the universe with confidence, it’s more likely to happen than if you just hope for it. 

Mom sighed. “There’s no way around it. I’m taking Joanna to her orientation. Megs is at college, and Bethany’s going to Nashville with Asher for the week. I already spoke with Aunt Deb and she said it’s fine for you to stay with her.” 

“But she’s awful! Can’t I stay home? Mr. Laurence is right next door. And Ted and Brooks, too.” I gestured out the window at the small yard between our houses. “Look, it’s almost not even a different house. Nobody will break in or anything with three guys next door to protect me.”

Joanna snorted. “Yes, three guys. A geriatric, a big softy, and the laziest person I know. It’d be like your own personal secret service detail.” 

“Brooks is in the military,” I argued. “He has, like, guns and stuff, so I’ll be perfectly safe. And Ted never minds giving me rides to and from school.” I fixed Joanna with a glare. “He would have waited for me this afternoon. Because he’s nicer than some people.” 

He’s also yummy. Like super-yummy. In every way. He’s the most fun person I know and can make anybody laugh. He has this beautiful Porsche that I love riding in, and I know it’s superficial to care about things like what kind of car a guy drives, but it’s more that he always gives me rides in it without acting like I’m the biggest inconvenience in the world than the actual car I like. He can play rock songs on his guitar and classical piano equally well, which is totally hot. 

He’s basically perfect and I might have a teeny, tiny crush on him. Not that he’d ever be interested in me since he’s both Joanna’s best friend and in love with her (even though she already has a boyfriend . . . because Joanna gets everything). 

Why couldn’t Mom have just let me stay next door at the Laurences’? I wouldn’t be a bother at all. I’d be quiet as a mouse and even help Gloria, their housekeeper, make dinner. I certainly wouldn’t play any childish pranks on Mr. Laurence like toilet papering his trees, throwing thousands of bath bombs in his pool, or turning all the books in his library upside-down on the shelves . . . unlike some people. 

I’d much rather hang out with Ted and Mr. Laurence (and Brooks, if he was around) all week than Aunt Deb. Mr. Laurence pretends to be crabby, but he’s not, and he makes the best hot cocoa and never cares when we use his pool or hot tub, even when he’s not home and even when some people put too many bath bombs in them. 

And Ted . . . . let’s just say alone time with Ted without my sister around would be a dream come true. Did I mention he smells really good, too? Like all the time. And has flawless, bronzed, Mediterranean skin and gorgeous dark eyes? 

Yeah, that teeny, tiny crush might be more like a gigantic crush. 

“Please?” 

Mom relented for a fraction of a second. My heart pounded and my chest felt light at the thought that she might be reconsidering. 

Joanna pointed her fork at me, accusingly. “She’s doing that pouty thing!”

“I am not pouting!” I shot back. 

Bethany slid down in her seat and stared at the food she was pushing back and forth on her plate. She hates it when we fight. 

“Don’t fall for it. You already asked Aunt Deb,” Joanna said. “It’ll hurt her feelings if you change plans now.” 

Like Aunt Deb has feelings other than crankiness. 

Mom nodded. “You’re right, JoJo. We’ll stick with the plan.” 

And that was how my crappy day continued. 

5:46 pm: Officially got stuck going to my crabby, old great-aunt’s house for the week while everyone else went off and had great vacations. 

If the horror stories Joanna’s told about working for Aunt Deb are half true, I was in for a week of dusting millions of ugly trinkets on shelves and scooping WeeWee the poodle’s poop. 

5:47 p.m.: Stood up from the table, leaving a perfectly good portion of chicken alfredo on my plate, and ran outside to get away from everyone, especially bossy older sister, to wallow in the unfairness of it all. 
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TED

––––––––
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I SWEAR, I WASN’T BEING a creeper. I was innocently sitting in our library bay window because it was the most comfortable spot in my house. True, this window also happened to have the best view of my neighbors’ front porch, side yard, and living room, but that wasn’t my fault. It’s not like I was the architect who’d decided which direction this particular window would face. 

The view brought back tons of memories from the first few weeks I’d moved to Concord, back when I didn’t know anybody and my only form of entertainment was watching for signs of the girls next door. I didn’t know then that those girls would eventually become my pseudo-family. 

I missed them. So much. We were excruciatingly close (feet, to be exact) but they felt so far away. 

Somebody (probably Bethany) had let the cat out a little while ago, but the only glimpse I’d caught was of an arm opening the door. Three squirrels were running back and forth between the big oak tree in my yard and the bird feeder hanging from the small shepherd’s crook in their yard. The paperboy had chucked a paper toward their porch, but it had landed on the bottom step and he hadn’t bothered to get off his bike to pick it up, so it had sat there for the last twenty minutes in a sleet/rain puddle. 

Okay, so I was sort of being a creeper. 

“Seriously, just go over there.” 

I turned from the window to face Brooks, who sat in an easy chair reading The Success Principles. Sure, when Brooks sits in Grandpa’s favorite chair, it’s fine, but when I do, I get told to vacate it because “you might spill something on it.” Which, okay, might have happened once. Or twice. But that was a long time ago. Brooks could sit in the coveted seat whenever he wanted and not even get an eyebrow raise when Grandpa walked by. 

Brooks took his bookmark from the arm of the chair, placed it between two pages, and closed the book. He set it down and stood to cross the room and join me at the window. 

“Gail was asking about you the other day,” he said. “She wanted to know why you haven’t been around. I told her you were busy with college applications and senior-year obligations.” 

“Thanks.” 

“I don’t think she bought it.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure she’s heard how awful I am from Joanna.” 

“And I’m sure a strong woman like Gail can form her own opinions of someone without having to rely on the sentiments of her drama queen daughter.” 

When he said it like that, it sounded so reasonable. But what did you expect from a guy who read The Success Principles for fun? It wasn’t even for a class. Brooks was having a gap year, which would be the best. No classes. No pressure. Just time to work, save money, hang out with his girlfriend, and . . . well . . . read personal development books for fun. 

I’d tried to get Grandpa to agree to let me have a gap year, but he insisted that I go to college like planned. I just had to choose one of the colleges I’d been accepted to. I’d always planned to go to NYU since Joanna had her heart set on New York Film School. But seeing as she and I acted more like neighbors than best friends these days, that plan was out the window. UMass – Amherst had also accepted me, as had Merrimack, my safety school. Maybe a little space was exactly what Joanna and I needed. 

A noise coming from outside caught my attention. I turned back to look out the window. The door had opened. Finally. I’d been creeping—I mean happening to look out the window that faced their house—for almost an hour with no sight of anybody. 

I hoped it would be Joanna. If this was one of the movies she and I used to make, the next two minutes would go something like this: 


JOJO+TEDDY THE MOVIE

EXT. BETWEEN OUR YARDS – DAY

JOJO emerges from her front door, crosses the yard, scoops up a pile of snow, packs it into a snowball, and chucks it at the window, like old times. TEDDY opens the window. 

JOJO


Get down here. I need to 

see my favorite person in 

the entire world! 




TEDDY



(extremely confused)

But what about Rick? 




JOJO



I dumped his sorry butt. 




TEDDY



(in so much shock)

But why?




JOJO



Because I’m in love with 

you, of course. 




TEDDY



But you said we were “just 

friends.” 




JOJO



I was wrong. It was always 

supposed to be you and me. 

We’ve been soulmates from 

the very beginning. I totally 

should have said yes to your 

epic prom-posal. 




TEDDY



I mean, that’s what I thought. 

But you said— 




JOJO



I know. I should have listened 

to you. After all, you’re always 

right. Now get down here so 

I can kiss you and make you 

part of my family forever so 

you don’t have to be a creeper 

who stares at us out your 

window anymore. 




TEDDY



I’m not being a creeper. It’s 

not my fault our houses were 

built this way. Anyway, let’s 

run away together. Just us and 

we’ll have grand adventures! 




JOJO



That’s the best idea I’ve ever 

heard in my entire life! 




GRANDPA enters the room and gasps when he sees BROOKS sitting in his favorite easy chair. 



GRANDPA


Brooks, get out of my chair! 

You might spill something. 




BROOKS



Good call. I’m so unresponsible. 

You really should have sent Ted 

to the Bethesda Boat Show

instead of me. 




GRANDPA



(shakes his head)

I’ve regretted it every day. 




JOJO



(from window)

As I have regretted saying no 

to your prom-posal every day. 

All of our YouTube viewers 

were right; you are super-hot. 

Way hotter than Rick. And 

smarter, too. And you have a 

cooler car. Let’s not waste 

another second stuck in the 

friend zone. Let’s go on our wild 

and crazy adventure to Europe! 




TEDDY



But what about graduation? 




GRANDPA



Forget graduation. Graduation’s 

for losers. Start your gap year 

early! In fact, take two gap years!




JoJo+Teddy leave together on a romantic gap year adventure in Europe. (As it always should have been.) 



END MOVIE



See? Joanna’s not the only one with an imagination. I can write a fantastic screenplay, too. 

Outside, the door slammed, breaking me out of the Oscar-worthy movie playing in my head. I watched as Mya stormed out and plunked herself down on the steps, resting her forehead on her knees so all I could see was the back of her headful of blonde curls.  

“Aww,” Brooks said. “She looks upset.” 

Her shoulders shook like she was crying. 

“Yeah.” 

He nudged my shoulder with his. “Go over there. Find out what’s going on.” 

“You could just text Megs and ask.” Brooks had been seriously dating Joanna and Mya’s older sister for almost a year now. 

“Megan wouldn’t know. She’s at school. Just go.” 

“And say what? ‘I was creeping on you from my second story window and noticed that you look upset?’” 

“It’s not creeping when they’re your friends.” 

“Yeah, well, Joanna ruined that,” I muttered. 

Brooks raised an eyebrow. “Joanna ruined that?” 

Until last year, Joanna and I had been inseparable. Best friends, YouTube buddies, and partners in . . . well, everything. She’d sworn off dating in high school, so I’d been counting the days until we graduated when I could let her know how I really felt, kiss her, and start a new chapter in the life of JoJo+Teddy=BFF4EVAH. 

Then she met Rick and everything went haywire. Our friendship. The future together I’d always counted on. Our channel. My position as an honorary member of the March family. 

Now, instead of part of the family, I was the jerk who went live on our shared YouTube channel lamenting about how she’d turned me down as a prom date and a boyfriend. Which I fully admit was a stupid thing to do, but I was mad and heartbroken and jealous of Rick. Joanna would have done the exact same thing had the situation been reversed. 

“You don’t have to hang out with Joanna,” Brooks pointed out. “You can do something with Bethany.” 

I’d done a fair amount of hanging out with Bethany lately. She was so sweet she’d never hold my live tantrum against me the way Joanna and Megs did. But now that she was dating Asher Wyatt (yes, that Asher Wyatt, the one with the Country Choice Award) her time was limited, too. I hadn’t realized how much I’d taken for granted that she’d always be sitting at home doing chores, watching Netflix, and playing with the cats. Now that she’d come out of her shell, her social life rendered her unavailable most of the time. 

That left Mya, who was the biggest drama queen of the family. I’d had enough March sister drama, thank you very much. 

“Go,” Brooks urged, his tone becoming a bit more growly. I think he wanted to get back to his fascinating reading material. 

“But it’s Mya. She’ll probably rope me into a five-hour conversation about shopping and shoes.”

“You have more shoes than anybody else I know,” Brooks pointed out. “You’d be able to hold your own in a conversation about shoes. If you want to get back in without continuing to be a creeper, you have to start somewhere.” 

I watched as Mya lifted her head and wiped her eyes. Given that nobody had followed her outside to comfort her (not even Bethany), whatever she was upset about must have been family-related. 

“I guess you’re right.” 

Brooks clapped me on the shoulder and gave me a little nudge toward the door, then sat down in the window seat. Apparently, I was going to have an audience for this venture. I guess getting creeped on myself served me right. 

I crossed the yards to the steps leading up Joanna’s front porch. Mya lifted her head and gave me a weak smile and halfhearted wave. Her eyes were red, and she had that smeared-mascara-racoon look going on. 

“Hey,” I said, sticking my hands in my jeans pockets and regretting that I hadn’t bothered to grab a jacket on my way out. 

“Hey,” she muttered back, wiping at her eyes again. 

I climbed the steps and sat next to her on the cold, slightly damp porch. “What’s going on?” 

“My mom is making me go to Aunt Deb’s for the week.” 

I winced. “Ooh.” Aunt Deb can be cranky and hard to please. “Why?” 

“Mom’s taking Joanna to NYFS orientation, and Bethany’s visiting Asher, so I’d be alone from Thursday until next Tuesday, and Mom won’t let me stay here.” 

That was the easiest fix in the world. “You can stay with us.” 

“That’s what I said, but Mom doesn’t want to impose on your grandpa, so I’m stuck,” she said with her trademark Princess Mya pout. Mya has these perfect, usually pink and shiny, pretty lips that make you want to do whatever she wants when she contorts them that way. 

She’d just handed me the perfect opportunity to earn some much-needed brownie points with Joanna and her mom. If I promised to make Mya’s stay at Aunt Deb’s house more fun, she’d be less whiny in the days leading up to this weekend, and afterward, she’d gush to everyone about how awesome I was. That was a reminder everyone needed these days. 

“I’ll come hang out with you.” 

Mya’s eyes went from despondent to hopeful. “Really?” 

“Yeah, why not? Brooks has Guard training this weekend. Your sisters will be gone. We can chill together. Maybe hit a movie at Concord Crossings.” 

“That would be the best!” she exclaimed, as I knew she would. Mya’s always begging Joanna and me to take her with us to movies. That activity was a guaranteed yes. 

I could sacrifice one weekend and part of a week if it meant proving I’d do anything for Joanna’s family. Hanging out with Bethany was never a sacrifice. Hanging out with Megan wasn’t much of a sacrifice either. Mya on the other hand . . . . 

Oh, man, this was going to involve trips to the mall. And probably watching The Bachelor. And getting mouth-breathed on (one of Joanna’s biggest pet peeves about Mya). 

But (as usual) Brooks was right; if I wanted back into their lives without continuing to be a creeper, I had to start somewhere. Right now, Mya was my one key. 

“Oh, my gosh!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around my neck in an awkward side hug. “You saved my life!” So. Much. Drama. 

From my library window, Brooks gave me a thumbs-up. I gave him one back, but it was a hesitant one. What had I gotten myself into? 

And more importantly, how many times was I going to have to drive Mya to the mall this week? 
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MYA

––––––––
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IT WAS SATURDAY MORNING, and already I couldn’t wait until Monday, when I’d get to spend eight glorious hours in school and away from my aunt’s house on Plumfield Lane. 

Thursday evening hadn’t been so bad because by the time I got through cheerleading practice and homework, there wasn’t much time left before bed to have to hang out with Aunt Deb . . . and WeeWee the poodle . . . and Aunt Deb’s squawky parrot. I swear, if I hear the phrase, “Bless my boots!” in bird screech one more time, I’m going to go crazy. 

The weekend, though, had started out just as bad as I’d expected it to be. 

Aunt Deb and I had watched an old Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movie last night. I had no complaints about that. I love musicals and dancing, and I’d never seen a Fred and Ginger one before. At one point, the dancers were performing while sitting and standing on the wings of old-time planes in flight, which looked totally fake, but when you considered it was made in the 1930s, it was actually kind of cool. 

Joanna often made fun of Aunt Deb for using the same password (WeeWee1234) for every device she owned, so I was able to crack into her Netflix after she’d gone to bed, and I binged several episodes of The Umbrella Academy on my phone before I fell asleep in the guestroom. As I drifted off, I had the fleeting thought that maybe this week wouldn’t be so awful after all. 

This morning was a different story. I woke up way too early to Aunt Deb rummaging around in the closet. I sat up and squinted at the light coming through the sheer curtains. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, a yawn muddling the end of my question. 

“Good morning, lazy bones,” she said. It sounded like an insult, but her smile made me think she was just teasing. Did Aunt Deb tease? According to Joanna, she was an old sourpuss. “Don’t waste the day. We’ve got work to do.” 

I groaned and flopped back onto the bed, pulling the comforter over my head. I tried to ignore her rustling, but she made no attempt to be quiet, and the thumps, bumps, and exclamations of “Oh, my!” wore me down within about two minutes, and I peeked out from my covers to catch a glimpse of her leaning over way farther than she should have, trying to tug a large box off a shelf. One hand remained on her cane, but it didn’t look like the grip she had on it would prevent disaster if she tilted the slightest bit sideways. 

I could just see her toppling over and breaking a hip, so I’d made the mistake of venturing out of my warm cocoon and asking if there was anything I could do to help. That was 7:14 a.m., and we were still sorting through her closet at nearly 12:30. 

So you know that Hoarders show? That’s all I’m going to say about Aunt Deb’s closet. 

We finally stopped for lunch, and Aunt Deb showed me how to make her favorite cucumber sandwiches. I didn’t think they’d taste very good, but the spread she put on them was delicious. She had me stand on a chair and get a beautiful antique tea set from the top shelf of a cupboard. It was light pink and baby blue with roses outlined in metallic gold, and I let out a gasp when I pulled the first piece out of the box. 

“These are beautiful. Are you sure you want to eat off of them?” 

“What’s the point of having pretty things if they sit in a box?” The way she said it made me feel foolish for questioning it, and my cheeks warmed a bit. 

“Joanna never mentioned your dishes,” I said, feeling the need to defend myself. 

Joanna had complained about having to make the sandwiches (she hated that Aunt Deb required the crusts to be cut off, but the sandwiches looked so cute like that with little green toothpicks holding each one together). She’d also complained about the “too-sour” lemonade mix Aunt Deb bought, but never once had she mentioned the delicate rose cups and saucers. 

Aunt Deb looked at me from over the top of her bifocals. “Mya dear, do you honestly believe fine china would survive even one short snack with your sister?” 

Wait . . . had she just . . . ? 

I looked closer into her blue eyes and found that they were dancing, a playful smile tugging at her lips. Aunt Deb had totally just ripped on Joanna for being a klutz! I smiled back, and Aunt Deb’s smile broadened as she winked. I tried to picture Joanna sipping out of a light-pink-and-baby-blue china teacup with her pinkie awkwardly stuck in the air, her big hand dwarfing the cup, and I giggled. 

It was as if the camaraderie of teasing about my sister had bonded us, and we sat down to our lunch as friends of sorts. It took a few sips to get over the paranoia that I’d break or crack a piece of what was probably a priceless heirloom, but I had to admit, once I got more comfortable and set that fear aside, it made for quite an enjoyable lunch, especially when Aunt Deb went to the freezer and broke out a box of mint cookies. Joanna had also never mentioned frozen mint cookies. I felt like some high-class diplomat eating the cute, tiny sandwiches and drinking lemonade out of the gorgeous teacups. It would have been better if the slightly-sour lemonade was actual tea, but my imagination made it so. 

I’d just gently set our empty dishes on the counter when the doorbell sounded. 

“Would you get the door please, Mya dear?” Aunt Deb stood and walked to the sink with the aid of her cane. “I’ll worry about the dishes.” 

“Are you sure?” It seemed rude to eat off of her beautiful dishes but not help with the cleanup. 

I reached out to pick up a plate, but she blocked me with a wrinkly hand. “I’m sure. You get the door. It’s probably a package I shouldn’t lift anyway. Just bring it in here to the table.” 

I turned and jogged through the living room to the door. As I put my hand on the doorknob, I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. Yikes! Watching Umbrella Academy until 2 a.m. hadn’t been good for the dark circles under my eyes. I also needed to wash my hair. It looked flat and limp. You care way too much about your looks. As Joanna’s often-uttered words echoed through my brain, I tried not to care that the UPS guy was going to see me looking so UGH. At least it was going to be some old driver guy I’d probably never see again, which was some consolation. 

I opened the door, and my breath caught at the perfection that stood before me. 

Dark, dark eyes bored into mine as I took in the soft-looking lips that had made my heart hitch for as long as I could remember, the chiseled jawline and high cheekbones, all framed by dark, curly hair. Ted stood on Aunt Deb’s porch dressed in a suitcoat that hugged his broad shoulders, white shirt and pink tie peeking out from underneath. He held a single pink carnation in his hand. 

He smiled, and I had to grab onto the doorframe to keep from melting into a puddle at his feet. 

“Ted?” 

I felt like an idiot as soon as his name escaped my lips. Obviously it was Ted. I just couldn’t believe he was standing there on Aunt Deb’s steps dressed in an expensive-looking suit and looking so dreamy. Dreamy. Was that what this was? And how weird would I look if I pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t still snuggled in the comfy guest bed, dreaming away. 

“Can I come in?” he asked. 

I tried to find the words to invite him inside, but my brain was still too stunned at the image my eyes were taking in to form a coherent sentence. I wanted to say something flirty or funny to hide how off guard he’d caught me, but then he stepped around me and into the hallway, and I caught a waft of his warm, spicy cologne, and the partial thought I’d formed flew out of my brain. I turned and followed him into the living room with the brilliant opening line of “What are you doing here?” 

“Late again!” Aunt Deb’s parrot squawked from the corner of the room. 

“No, I’m not,” Ted said, giving the parrot a dirty look. Then he turned back to me and held the carnation out. “I’m hurt that you’re so surprised.” The tips of my fingers brushed his hand as I took it from him, and tingles ran up my arm, the way they always do whenever his skin touches mine. “I told you I’d visit you, didn’t I?” 

The smile he fixed me with made my body flush from my head down to my toes as I fumbled for something to say. 

A startling jingle tore my gaze from his. WeeWee had jumped up from his sunny spot on the end of the couch, apparently having just realized a stranger had entered the house. The great guard dog stumbled to the floor and ran to us, yapping all the way, his slobbery tongue hanging out and making him look even dopier than usual. 

“WeeWee, no!” I exclaimed. I bent down, but my reaction to what I realized he was intending to do was a fraction of a second too late. 

The dog attacked Ted’s leg with excited yips and pleas for pets. Immediately, curly white poodle fur clung to his dress pants. I cringed. He’d come to visit me all dressed up for some reason, and the first thing that happened was Aunt Deb’s annoying yippy dog trashing his pants. 

“I’m so sorry,” I started, but then I realized he was laughing and had already bent down to gather WeeWee into his arms. He was scratching him under the chin like they were long-lost buddies. WeeWee’s tongue lolled to the side and his back leg started thumping, the doggie version of ecstasy. Even dogs were enthralled with Ted. 

“It’s fine,” he said, looking up at me. A piece of hair fell across his forehead into his eye, and he jerked his head sideways to make it fall back into place. Not for the first time, I wanted to run my fingers through that hair. He looked pretty cute leaning over WeeWee. “I’ve always wanted a dog, but Grandpa doesn’t like the shedding.” 

He stood up, and sure enough, his navy jacket was now coated with icky, white hairs, too. He tried to brush it off one shoulder, but the hairs just moved around or stuck to his hand instead. 

“So much for looking good,” he said with another grin, like he had no idea how much more desirable he’d made his gorgeous self after playing with the dog. 

He’d always been fun and carefree. I had no idea what he’d seen in my intense, driven sister. 

“Well, if it isn’t Mr. Laurence.” Aunt Deb’s voice startled me. I’d all but forgotten she was here. 

Ted laughed. “Mr. Laurence is my grandpa.” He crossed the room to where Aunt Deb had entered and put out his hand to take hers in greeting. “I’m just Ted, Mrs. Waverly.” 

She tsked at him. “Well, Just Ted, I think you’re part of the family enough that I’m Aunt Deb, rather than Mrs. Waverly. Now I need to get off my feet. Do you mind, Just Ted?” She took his arm and nodded toward the couch, letting him guide her. 

When she was situated, she looked up at him, her eyes narrowing. “Have you and my silly niece patched things up yet?” 

“Aunt Deb,” I warned, trying to sidestep the embarrassing topic of conversation. 

Ted raised one shoulder in his trademark sheepish shrug, the one that always caused my lips to automatically rise in an admiring smile if I didn’t consciously keep them in check. His eyes darted to me for a second, then back to my aunt. “I’m working on it.” 

Aunt Deb nodded, satisfied with his answer. “What brings you by? You’re obviously on your way somewhere in that handsome getup.” 

“Yeah, I’m planning to spend the afternoon at the MFA.” 

Oh, man. The MFA. I’d wanted to go there for years. I’d only been to the Museum of Fine Arts once when I was in about sixth grade, and I remember it being amazing, but Joanna had been bored out of her mind and complained so much that we’d left after only a short while. At least, that’s how I remembered it. 

“I’m impressed,” Aunt Deb said. “Young people don’t usually dress so nicely, even when visiting someplace classy. I’m an annual donor, you know. The last time I went, there were teenagers there wearing leggings. Leggings.” She sounded absolutely scandalized. “Those aren’t even fit to be called pants when one is shopping at Wal-Mart. Leggings most definitely do not belong at the MFA.” 

I stifled a giggle. Aunt Deb was supposed to be a cranky-pants, but so far, I’d kind of found her hilarious. 

“Normally I wouldn’t be this dressed up just to go to the museum,” Ted admitted with a laugh, “although I’d never wear leggings.” 

This caused Aunt Deb to bust up in loud laughter. Ted caught my eye, and I hid another giggle behind my hand. Aunt Deb usually acted so proper and dignified, but the genuine laugh she let out when she was surprised was natural and unabashed. I wondered why she didn’t show this side of herself more. 

“Now that I’d pay money to see!” she exclaimed between guffaws. 

“I’m cutting the ribbon at the new Arthur Hudson exhibit. My grandpa was one of their major sponsors, but he had a prior commitment in Providence, so I said I’d go in his place. I was wondering . . .” He tucked his hands into his pants pockets and looked my way. My heart hammered in my chest when he gave me that sexy half-smile. “I was wondering if Mya wanted to go with me.” 

Me? Go with Ted? When he was dressed up and looked soooo hot and like he was the star of the next Bachelor? To the MFA of all places??? That was pretty much the definition of a dream date. Of course, I wanted to go. 

But I didn’t want to look desperate, so I shrugged noncommittally, glanced Aunt Deb’s way, and said, “I do, but we’re kind of in the middle of sorting a closet.” 

“Don’t be silly, Mya dear,” Aunt Deb said. “The closet will be there tomorrow.” Thank goodness. “I’m going to take a break and catch up on my stories.” 

I got to go out with Ted and miss having to watch several episodes of Aunt Deb’s soap opera? That was a lot of luck for a day that had started out with organizing a closet. 

“Well, go on now,” she urged, and I realized I was standing there in shock. “Go get Ted a lint roller and we’ll see if we can fix WeeWee’s shedding.” 

I retrieved the lint roller from the downstairs bathroom, then headed upstairs to take a quick shower and change. I practically pranced up the stairs, my feet barely touching the floor. I held my excitement in until the bathroom door was closed and the shower water running. Then I let out a quiet squeal and did a dorky-looking dance in front of the mirror. 

I stopped and examined myself. I had a lot of work to do in not much time. 

Deep breaths. It was time for a reality check. This wasn’t a real date. It was my neighbor being nice to me because I was stuck in a crappy situation. 

But he was wearing a suit and had brought me a flower and we were spending the afternoon at the MFA. 

It would be okay to pretend he was mine, just for one day, right? 
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TED

––––––––
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MYA’S ALWAYS PRETTY, even sweaty with bedhead like she had been when she answered the door, but when she came downstairs after less than half an hour of getting ready, she was breathtaking. Like knee-weakening, jaw-droppingly breathtaking. Her hair fell in golden, shiny waves across her shoulders and her makeup was on-point (especially the long, dark eyelashes that seemed to go on forever that framed her blue eyes, making them look even bigger and bluer). 

My eyes traveled from her face down to her skirt. I had to force myself not to linger too long at the way the white sweater she wore hugged her curves. I focused on the skirt that fell a couple of inches above her knees. It was full and poofy, and the skirt and silver, ankle-strap heels showed off her shapely legs. 

When did Mya get curvy legs like that? 

“Is it okay?” 

I tore my eyes away from those legs and met her gaze, honing in on her perfect, pink bottom lip as she bit it. It was working its magic more than usual on me. 

“I didn’t have much to choose from because most of my clothes are at home.” 

She’d mistaken my lingering gaze for disapproval. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

“Yeah, no, I mean, you look fine. Not fine. Great. You look . . .” I took in her still-unsure expression, and I couldn’t help myself. I reached down to cup her cheek. Her skin was as soft and smooth as it looked, and my heart did this unexpected stutter-start thing the second my hand touched her face. It was like part of me didn’t realize this beautiful creature was just Mya. “You look absolutely beautiful.” 

She gazed up at me the same way my drama club co-star Danica had looked at me during our performance of “Tonight” as Tony and Maria in West Side Story last fall. Only Mya and I weren’t acting in a play. Was this whole weird museum date having the same effect on her as it was on me? Was part of her forgetting I was just me? 

“My, don’t you two look nice,” Aunt Deb said from the living room. “And you match.” 

Mya turned to face her aunt, breaking the connection between our eyes. “Match?” 

“Your skirt and Ted’s tie. It’s like you planned it.” 

I looked down. It hadn’t occurred to me that the tie I’d chosen was a shade of pink nearly identical to Mya’s skirt. I’d been too focused on how Mya looked in the skirt to notice what color it was. 

“No planning involved,” I said. Then I leaned over and said in an exaggerated whisper, “Mya’s the queen of pink. I took a chance.” 

Aunt Deb smiled. “You better get going. Have her back by ten.” 

“Ten?” Mya protested, her slight whine bringing clarity back to my brain. This was Mya, who had begged Joanna, Megs, and me to bring her to a sold-out movie two Christmases ago and then threw a fit and deleted our movie files when she didn’t get her way. “But it’s the weekend.” 

It wasn’t even two o’clock yet. Ten would give us plenty of time to go to the ribbon cutting, schmooze a little, grab something to eat, and get back to Concord. Plus, having a deadline meant she couldn’t drag me to the mall. 

“Ten,” Aunt Deb said firmly. “I’m responsible for you this week, and I don’t want you on the road with all the drunks leaving the bars.” 

“I’m pretty sure they won’t be leaving at ten.” Mya sounded irritated. I’m not going to lie; Mya’s sort of adorable when she’s irritated . . . which is one of the main reasons I like irritating her. 

“Exactly. And if you’re home by then, you’ll be safe and sound.” Aunt Deb’s gaze locked onto me. Now I knew where Joanna got her intimidating stare from. “Ten. Got it?” 

“Yep,” I promised. “Nine fifty-nine even.” 

Mya opened her mouth like she was going to protest, but I tugged her toward the door. “Come on. Before she changes her mind.” 

––––––––
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THE EXHIBIT WAS SET up in a small wing of the museum. A hallway led to the seating area where a couple of dozen chairs faced a podium. Beyond the podium was an entryway to a small room lined with paintings. The ribbon I would get to cut hung across the entryway. After a few speeches and the ribbon cutting, the patrons invited to the opening would get let loose to check out all the weird paintings. 

Mya and I had arrived early so I could go over the program schedule with Mr. Sullivan, who was in charge of the event. Mr. Sullivan let us duck under the ribbon into the room, saying we could spend time in it before the festivities officially began. The way he said it was like we’d been given this huge, amazing perk, even though it was just two walls full of dark, dingy canvases of varying sizes. 

“This is incredible,” Mya said, grabbing my arm. Her curls bounced as she excitedly dragged me to another painting, this one of a man with a sour expression on his face half-hidden behind the shadows of a door. “We’re the first people who get to see it.” 

I was pretty sure several people had helped set up the room and the artist had probably shown the paintings to his family ages ago, but she was so excited I didn’t want to ruin it for her, so I nodded and said, “Yep. Pretty cool.” 

Art is cool and all, and I like the MFA just fine, but I’d rather look at more colorful paintings that don’t make you feel like crawling under your covers and hibernating. You know, like people on picnics or vibrant sunsets or even bowls of fruit. Give me a cabin in the woods with some of Bob Ross’s happy little trees any day over this severe, shadowy stuff. I was pretty sure Arthur H. Hudson had never painted a “happy little” anything. 

“Don’t you like it?” Mya asked when Mr. Sullivan left to attend to some other preparations. 

“It’s okay.” I didn’t want to insult some poor artist I’d never even met. I’m sure it had taken a lot of time and inspiration (and all the black and dark brown paint in Massachusetts) to create those paintings. “I guess this isn’t my kind of art.” 

“What kind of art do you like then?” The devious sparkle in her eyes told me she was trying to stump me. 

I felt the corners of my own mouth turn up. She thought I knew nothing about art and was about to prove that she was the art expert and I was an idiot. I knew exactly how to foil that plan. 

I pretended to contemplate this question for a long time, then said, “I’ve always had a thing for the impressionists.” 

Surprise came to her face. “You know what impressionism is?” 

“What? I’m not a total heathen.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “You and Joanna once toilet papered every tree in both of our yards.” 

“Fair point,” I conceded. 

“Impressionism, huh?” she asked, but now she looked suspicious. “Name an impressionist painting you like.” 

“Claude Monet’s—” 

“Water Lilies,” she finished with a knowing smile. 

I shrugged, considering this. “I was going to say Impression, Sunrise, but the water lily ones are good, too.” 

Her eyes widened a little and the smugness disappeared from her lips. Apparently, someone was a bit impressed that I hadn’t named the most famous Monet painting that anybody could rattle off. 

She turned to study the artwork on the wall again. After a few minutes, I bumped her shoulder with my elbow and teased, “Still think this is the worst week ever?” 

“Not at all. Aunt Deb isn’t as bad as I thought she’d be, and this is amazing.” 

Yes! Brownie points were all but in the bag for this outing. 

Mr. Sullivan came back a little while later and asked us to wait out in the hallway while the guests got settled. He would say a few words about the exhibit, invite Mr. Hudson to speak, and then I’d cut the ribbon and we’d get to eat hors d’oeuvres and make small talk with the guests. I noticed there wasn’t a champagne tower on the hors d’oeuvres table, which was probably good, given that a slight champagne tower disaster might have happened the last time I was involved in a gallery opening. 

“You can go in if you want,” I told Mya. The guests were being brought in by ushers through the other door to the wing, so it was just the two of us in the hallway, and we’d lapsed into a somewhat awkward silence as we waited. 

She crossed the hall to stand next to me. “I’m fine. I’ll slip in the back when they have you go in.” 

I don’t know why, but I kind of liked that she wanted to wait with me. 

“Do you have a speech prepared and everything?” Mya asked. 

I turned to face her, leaning my shoulder against the wall. “Sure. I’m going to say, ‘Yo, how’s it hangin’, art dudes? Hope you find this exhibit totally excellent and not at all depressing, and don’t forget to grab some free food on your way out.’” 

She laughed and slapped my shoulder playfully. “You are not going to say that.” 

With extreme difficulty, I kept a straight face and stared into her pretty blue eyes. “Why not?” 

Her eyes widened, and she grabbed my suitcoat by both lapels and jerked me toward her. Her eyes captured mine, her gaze so fierce I couldn’t have looked away if I tried. This close to her, I could smell the coconut shampoo in her freshly-washed hair. The scent and her long, rapidly-blinking eyelashes made everything else kind of fade away and go hazy. 

She looked horrified. Teasing Mya was fun. It always had been, and flirty-teasing her was even more fun than regular-teasing her. I kept a straight face until she gripped my jacket tighter and yanked me even closer. 

“Ted, tell me you’re not going to say that!” 

I cracked a smile. “Okay, okay, I’m not going to say that.” 

She released her hold on my jacket, and I quickly tried to smooth out the wrinkles her fists had made. 

“What are you really going to say?” 

I shook my head and shrugged. “No freakin’ clue.” 

Her sculpted eyebrows shot up. “You don’t have a speech prepared?” I shook my head again. “Or notecards? Anything?” 

“Nah,” I said, as Mr. Sullivan walked down the hallway toward us. “I’ll wing it. No biggie.” 

“About two minutes, Mr. Laurence,” he warned. 

I gave him the thumbs-up sign. “Okay, thank you.” 

He disappeared into the gallery. I peeked in the side door after him, and dread lodged in my gut. There were only about twenty people sitting in rows facing the podium, but I’d never seen a more intimidating bunch. The women wore bejeweled gowns, the men expensive suits. Most of them were old and crabby-looking, not unlike Aunt Deb when she had laid down the law about Mya’s ten o’clock curfew. 

This was not a crowd that was used to people winging it. I should have written a speech. Or better yet, had Grandpa write a speech and just read it off my phone. Or had Brooks coach me yesterday before he left for Guard duty. 

I desperately tried to think of something smart and artist-sounding to say, but all I could come up with was “How’s it hangin’, art dudes?” 

I whirled around and grabbed both of Mya’s arms. She let out a little gasp of surprise. 

“Quick! Tell me something fancy and art-like to say about those weird paintings!” 

“I thought you were going to wing it,” she protested. 

I pulled her toward the doorway so she could get a glimpse of the group. “Does that look like a wing-it kind of crowd to you?” 

“Oh! Oh, wow. Uh . . . .” 

I nudged her back into the hallway. She didn’t offer any suggestions right away, so I squeezed my eyes shut and racked my brain. I could say, “Good afternoon, distinguished guests.” Yeah, that was better than, “Yo, how’s it hangin’, art dudes?” Or should I call them patrons instead of guests? 

Crap, why hadn’t I written something down? Grandpa was going to kill me if I called them art dudes. 

“Stop it!” 

My eyes flew open at Mya’s whisper-shout. “What?” 

She reached up and covered my hands with hers to pull them out of my hair. I’d been unconsciously raking my fingers through it. 

“You’re messing your hair all up,” she scolded, reaching up to smooth it down. 

I ducked so she could reach easier. Her fingers combed through my hair, sending tingles all over my scalp. When she brushed the hair out of my eyes and her fingertips grazed my forehead, my chest tightened. Why did it feel so much better when she fixed my hair than when I did it myself? 

“Okay,” she said, sounding confident now. “You’re going to say, ‘Welcome, patrons. It is an honor to present to you Dark Days, a collection by Arthur H. Hudson. I’m sure you’ll find it a delightful throwback to Caravaggio in his use of chiaroscuro bordering on tenebrism.’” 

I nodded. It sounded art-like and had several impressive words that the fancy art people would like. This wasn’t a lost cause, after all. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This would be a piece of cake. A one-paragraph speech, cut the ribbon, and then hors d’oeuvres. 

I was just patting myself on the back for bringing Mya since she’d basically saved my speech when another thought occurred to me. 

“Wait, you didn’t use any of your made-up words, did you?” 

She tugged at the hem of her sweater. Man, did she look good in that sweater . . . and the skirt . . . and the heels. “Made-up words? I don’t make up words.” 

“Yes, you do. All the time. Like cinnamontronic.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve never once said cinnamontronic in my life. It’s not a real word.” 

“Yeah, you did. Joanna and I laughed about it for weeks. So I need to know if those words you just told me are real.” 

She pursed her lips. Uh, oh. That had been the wrong thing to say. 

“Fine then.” She stepped back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Go with ‘Yo, art dudes, how’s it hangin’?’” 

“No, tell me it again.” The smug look she threw my way told me she knew she had me. “Please, Mya,” I begged. “The part about the delightful throwback.” 

“I’m sure you’ll find it a delightful throwback to Caravaggio in his use of chiaroscuro bordering on tenebrism. Now say it back to me.” 

I swallowed. “I’m sure you’ll find it a delightful throwback to Caravaggio in his use of key eye row—key eye roll—are you sure that’s not a made-up word?” 

“Chiaroscuro,” she repeated, pausing between syllables. “A delightful throwback to Caravaggio in his use of chiaroscuro bordering on tenebrism.” 

I repeated it as she stepped close to me again and adjusted my tie. 

“Good.” 

But it wasn’t good. I was going to mess this up royally. Grandpa should have sent Brooks instead. He probably would have, except Brooks was in Bedford at his Guard weekend. The last time I’d gone to one of these things had been freshman year when Joanna came with us and challenged me to a game of Champagne Tower Jenga. That went over about as well as you’d expect. I was actually surprised the museum people didn’t ban both of us for life after that. 

The door opened and a museum curator dressed in black pants and a black shirt stepped out. “We’re ready for you.” 

This was it. I flashed him a grin, but I suddenly felt lightheaded. 

As if she could sense my hesitation, Mya squeezed my hand. “Pretend it’s a just a drama production. Go say your lines and be awesome.” 

I stepped into the room with renewed confidence. A beautiful girl had ordered me to go be awesome. I could do this. 

Mr. Sullivan smiled at me from the front of the room. “I’d now like to invite to the podium future owner of Sleepy Haven Harbor and Concord High School Senior, Theodore Laurence, for a few words and the ceremonial ribbon cutting on behalf of his family, who provided the majority of the funds that made this possible.” 

I tried to fake a confident swagger as I crossed the room to take the spot behind the podium. Mya had snuck in the back and stood behind the last row of dour-faced old people. I gave her a nod, then launched into the speech she’d told me to say. I think I even said chiaroscuro right because nobody in the audience gave me weird looks and when I glanced at Mr. Sullivan, he was still smiling and didn’t have an expression of sheer panic on his face the way he had during Champagne Tower Jenga. 

Mr. Sullivan joined me at the podium and took a pair of fancy, red-handled scissors out from the built-in cubby. The scissors were ridiculously large. Nobody would ever use them to cut anything for real unless you were the giant from the Sword of Serenity movies. 

He handed me the gigantic scissors. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to hold them. They were just so bulky. I was going to have to use both hands to cut this thing. Is this how kindergarteners feel the first time their teacher puts a pair of scissors in their hands? 

“Is there anybody else you’d like to invite up to help cut the ribbon?” Mr. Sullivan asked. 

Yeah, the giant from the Sword of Serenity movies. 

Instead, I said, “My friend Mya’s here,” because asking for the giant would probably go over about as well as “How’s it hangin’, art dudes?” “Mya’s an artist and loves the exhibit. Can she help?” 

“Certainly,” Mr. Sullivan said, gesturing to Mya, who tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and started up the aisle between the rows of chairs. Man, she looked amazing in that skirt. 

I shook my head a little to remind myself that this was Mya. Ogling her wasn’t on the list of ways to get back into Joanna’s good graces. 

Mr. Sullivan held the ribbon up so we could duck under it, then helped position us. “Give her the scissors.” 

I handed them over right away, glad to be rid of them. Mya didn’t seem to have any problem getting them into position, poised open around the ribbon. 

“Stand behind her and put your hand on her top hand,” Mr. Sullivan directed. 

I covered the back of Mya’s hand with my palm and set my other hand on her waist. It felt like we were in the middle of a stereotypical prom pose but with those ridiculously huge scissors. 

“Pause just like that for a quick picture,” Mr. Sullivan requested, and a lady in the front row popped up and held a camera to her eye. 

Mya leaned against me for the picture, and I got another whiff of her coconut shampoo. For a second, all I could think about was that coconut scent and how soft her sweater felt under my palm. 

Her elbow gently nudged me in the ribs as she turned the slightest bit. She kept smiling as she spoke just above a whisper out of the corner of her mouth. “Are we supposed to cut it now?” 

My eyes darted to Mr. Sullivan, who was nodding his head and looked like he had been for a while. Guess I’d zoned out for a sec. I gave Mya’s hand a squeeze, and together we cut the ribbon. 

Everybody clapped, and we had to take a bunch more pictures with the artist and Mr. Sullivan and some of the other museum people. 

“And you’re an artist, too?” Mr. Hudson asked Mya when we finished with the pictures. 

“Yes, sir, I am.” 

“Do you have a favorite painting in the exhibit?” 

“They’re all incredible,” she answered with this dazzling smile. “But if you come with me, I’ll show you the one that took my breath away.” 

Mr. Hudson offered her his arm, and they were off, mingling with the guests. I was suddenly starving, now that the ceremony was over, and I had no desire to see those depressing paintings again, so I headed to the back of the room where the hors d’oeuvres were. 

As I was trying to figure out how many pieces of bruschetta I could get away with putting on my tiny plate without looking like a total pig, I overheard one of the older ladies talking to Mr. Sullivan. “She’s a beauty, and so poised for her age,” she marveled. 

Mr. Sullivan nodded. “We could have had the champagne tower, after all.” 

The lady let out a laugh that she immediately stifled. “Oh, my, was that funny. The look on James’s face when the whole thing went cascading down. I’m glad that poor boy lived to see another day. He did a wonderful job today.” 

“That he did, Martha.” 

So evidently, I was getting better at gallery openings. 

Across the room, Mr. Hudson’s booming laugh rang out at something Mya had said. “Vermeer, indeed!” 

Or I was getting better at bringing the right people to gallery openings. 
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MYA

––––––––
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THEY LET US HAVE HORS d’oeuvres, but I was so afraid of spilling something and then having to mingle with all the guests with food on my white sweater that I only ate a few bites. I was really glad after we left when Ted turned into the Cracked Claw drive-thru and ordered fried shrimp, hush puppies, and a huge tub of clam chowder. 

We drove out to the marina, which I’d only been to a few times before. Only a handful of boats had been docked this early in the season. 

“We don’t technically open for another week,” Ted explained after he’d parked in one of the “Reserved for owner” spots right next to the office building. He threw me a lopsided grin that made my heart race. “But I know a guy who can get us in.” 

About half a second after we stepped out of the car, a large man wearing a security uniform bustled out of the office. 

“We’re closed. And you can’t park there.” 

Ted lifted a hand. “Hey, Charlie.” 

“Oh, sorry,” the security guard said. “Go on in, but be careful. Jason was out earlier and said there was still quite a bit of turbulence.” 

“We’re not departing.” 

“Good,” Charlie the guard said, pretending to wipe sweat off his forehead. “I don’t want to be the one on duty if you capsize again.” 

“That was one time with a tiny ketch. I’m not going to capsize Fiona’s Flare.” 

“Please, don’t,” Charlie said, chuckling and shaking his head as Ted led me down the dock to their boat. 

We sat on one of the benches on the deck and ate, the waves bobbing us around a bit as the sky turned purple over the sparkling water. The Cracked Claw food was delicious as usual, and the setting perfect. 

“It’s really pretty out here,” I said. 

Now that the sun had started to lower, the cold breeze went right through my thin sweater. I put my wrappers back in the bag and scooted closer to Ted to steal some of his body heat. 

“We can get going if you want,” he offered. 

“No, I want to stay.” This was my one day to pretend, and I was taking every second until my lame ten o’clock curfew. “The sunset’s pretty. It’s just kind of cold, and I left my jacket in the car.” 

“Hang on.” 

He stood up, taking the little warmth with him. I thought he was going to offer me his suit jacket, but he headed below deck. I wrapped my arms around myself and waited. He returned a minute later with a blanket and sat right next to me again. He shook the blanket, and the soft, cuddly material fanned out and settled over us. I pulled it up to my chin and rested my head on his shoulder. 

He slid down in his seat so we fit together better and settled his cheek on top of my head. “Better?” 

“Much.” 

The purple sky was starting to morph into an orangish glow. 

“Now that would make a good painting,” he murmured. “Sunset over the marina. With the docks and the cape and Jason’s boat over there.” 

“Yeah, it would,” was all I could get out because all I could process was how close he was to me, how he had been the one to ramp up the snuggle session. This was all still my own little pretend daydream, right? 

“It’s weird to be here without any people around,” I said. Weird and exciting and even a bit romantic. 

“I like it better in the offseason. It’s colder, but it gets crazy around here after Memorial Day.” 

“Oh. I bet.” 

“It’s still fun, though. It’s like the difference between your house and my house. Your house is the marina in the summer, all loud and chaotic and warm, and mine is the marina in the winter—peaceful but also kind of boring and cold.” 

“You think our house is loud and chaotic?” I questioned. I’d never felt like that before. It was just how our house was. 

“Sometimes.” 

“Loud and chaotic good or loud and chaotic bad?” 

He shifted, and I took the opportunity to snuggle closer to him. He tucked me under his arm. His chest felt firm under my cheek. 

“Definitely loud and chaotic good.” His chuckle sounded deeper this close to my ear. 

The sunset is prettier when you watch it from a boat, even if you stay docked in the harbor and don’t go anywhere. Especially when you’re cuddled under a blanket with Ted. 

Eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon and couldn’t be called a sunset anymore, so we packed the food containers into the plastic take-out bag and climbed up onto the dock. Untangling from his embrace was like being ripped away from the last ray of sunshine. We leisurely strolled down the wooden planks of the dock like neither one of us was in a hurry for the day to end. 

“Thanks for taking me with you today,” I said, as he backed out of the “Reserved for owner” spot. Getting to park in that spot made me feel like I was an important marina person. “It was way more fun than organizing Aunt Deb’s closet.” 

“Thanks for saving me at the ribbon cutting. That speech would not have gone well if I’d winged it.” 

“How’s it hangin’, art dudes?” I said in a dopey tone, and we both laughed. 

“We have about an hour and a half,” Ted said as we drove along Sleepy Haven Cove toward the highway. “Any last requests before we head home?” 

Um . . . take me back to the boat and kiss me in the dark for the next hour? But I knew full well that I wasn’t the one he wanted to kiss. 

“If you and Joanna were driving home, what would you do?” 

He gave me a confused side-eye. “Uh . . . we’d drive home.” 

“No, you wouldn’t. You guys would do something wild and crazy and fun. And maybe video it for your channel.” 

“Wild and crazy and fun takes a while. It’s already after 8:30. I need to get you home before your aunt puts out an APB.” 

“She wouldn’t do that.” 

“Oh no?” 

“Well, maybe,” I grumbled, resigned to the fact that the perfect evening was almost over. Just like Cinderella, only Aunt Deb hadn’t even given me until midnight. “I wanted to be the one who got to do something crazy and fun for once. Joanna and Megan get all the adventures, and even Bethany now with her jetting off to Nashville and stuff.” 

Ted chuckled softly, like my predicament amused him. We drove along the freeway for a few more minutes, then he threw on his blinker and eased into the exit lane. 

“Do you need gas?” I leaned over to check his indicator lights. 

“Nope.” He pulled up to the stop sign at the end of the ramp, turned his head to grin at me—wowsers, those eyes—and said, “We’re going to get wild and crazy.” 

A thrill rushed through me as the Porsche turned right and we cruised down the street. Several stoplights up, Ted turned into a subdivision where all the houses looked like various versions of his own house—big, fancy, and beautiful. Eventually, they became a bit more spaced out but no less grand. 

He came to a stop on the side of the road next to a huge maple tree. 

“Ready?” He had this dangerous glint in his eyes that made my heart skip a beat and then thud extra hard. 

“Where are we?” He just kept grinning at me, and the excited butterflies in my stomach turned nervous. “Ted, what are we doing?” 

He opened his door. “Come on.” 

I looked around the dark neighborhood. The nearest streetlight was behind us, casting shadows everywhere, making me feel like I was in one of Arthur H. Hudson’s paintings. Suddenly, my door opened, and Ted’s hand grabbed mine. I unbuckled my seatbelt, and he tugged me out. 

“What are we doing?” I asked again. 

He put his index finger to his lips and pulled me closer to him. “Shh.” 

My heart was slamming in my chest. I wasn’t sure if that was because my hip was pressed against his leg or because we were sneaking around in the dark in the middle of an unfamiliar subdivision. 

“Where are we?” I whispered. 

“Newton. Now shh.” 

He pulled back, squeezed my hand, and took a step toward the massive maple tree. He tugged me along as he snuck around the tree, then ducked down and ran, crouched, along a long hedge. I crouch-ran with him. He rounded the corner of the eight-foot hedge, and we found ourselves in front of a gate. The gate was shorter than the hedge by a few feet. 

Without explanation, he dropped my hand and wedged his foot between spaces of the ornate fencing. He hoisted himself up and found another footing. 

“Ted, no!” I reached out and grabbed a handful of his suit jacket. “Are you crazy?” 

He easily broke my grasp and hauled himself to the top of the fence, then hopped over, landing with a thud on his feet on the other side.

He grinned through the bars at me. “Yep. And wild. Come on, Princess Mya.” 

As terrified as I was, I couldn’t let him get away with a “Princess Mya” jab. It might as well be “Spoiled Brat Mya” because that was what Joanna meant every time she said it. 

I poked my toe through the rungs between the bars and grabbed the top of the fence. It took me longer than it had taken Ted to scale the fence, but I didn’t put in a pathetic showing either. I sat at the top, trying to figure out how to jump down without either twisting an ankle in these heels or allowing my skirt to fly up in some embarrassing way. 

Just as I was about to turn around and climb down the way I’d climbed up, Ted reached out and put his hands on my hips. I braced myself on his broad shoulders, and he squeezed my hips and pulled me down. His shoulder muscles strained under my palms as he held me against him for a heartbeat before setting my feet on the ground. 

He kept his hands at my waist for what felt like a moment longer than necessary. I tried not to read too much into it. He probably just didn’t want me to fall. It would be way harder to sneak back out with an injured co-sneaker. 

Ohmygosh, we were sneaking into someone’s yard. 

He stepped back, dropping his hands from my waist. My hands slid off his shoulders. It was almost unbearably dark inside the fenced-in area, but I thought I saw him jerk his head to the left before he turned and headed that way. I followed, pulling my jacket tighter around me. It might officially be spring, but it was still freezing when the sun went down out here in New England. 

The ground turned from grass to hard concrete beneath my feet as I followed Ted between a pair of sculpted hedges. The darkness gradually brightened as we emerged into a landscaped backyard, dimly lit with running lights all around a rectangular patio. The centerpiece of the yard was a pool, covered for the season. 

“Ted, what . . . ?”

He walked toward a small gazebo and up the steps. I followed, but this was getting way too out of control. We were leaving . . . now. 

“We have to go,” I said, as he fussed with something. I heard a click and then another. 

He grunted, something smacked together, and then steam wafted upward in front of us. I glanced at the steaming hot tub and then up at him. He reached over and pressed a button. It beeped, and the water bubbled to life. A blue glow cast over the ripples, making it easier to see his devious expression. 

I latched onto his arm and tugged. “We have to leave. What if the owners are home?” 

“They’re not.” 

“How do you know?” 

“The lights are all off and there aren’t any cars in the driveway.” 

“Maybe they’re asleep.” 

He sighed, like I was ruining his fun. “Trust me. It’s fine. Nobody’s home.” 

“Do you know who lives here?” Ted’s always been adventurous, but this was a little too adventurous, even for him.  

He gave me a weird look as he shrugged out of his suitcoat. “How would I know who lives here?” 

“How did you know where the low spot in the fence was? Or that there was a hot tub back here?” 

He loosened his tie. “Because all the houses are the same here.” 

“Yeah, they look like yours. Actually . . .” I ducked between boards of the gazebo and glimpsed the L-shape of the brick house. “This one seems bigger than yours.” 

“It is.” 

My gaze swept the house and backyard. I turned back to tell him we had to leave, but my breath caught. My hand flew to my mouth in surprise. 

Ted was working on the last button of his dress shirt. He pulled it off and grabbed the hem of the white tank he’d worn under it. 

“We don’t have swimsuits,” I protested, as if that were the reason we shouldn’t be breaking and entering to take a dip in some stranger’s hot tub. 

“Guess we’re skinny dipping then.” 

I gasped and clamped my hand over my eyes. I heard the clinking of his belt buckle and fabric rustling. 

“Ted!” I hissed. 

He laughed. “I was joking. I’m wearing boxers.” 

“I’m not,” I said, but I splayed my fingers so I could peek at him. 

He stood in front of me in his boxer shorts looking all tall and muscly and perfect in the shadows. I thought my heart was going to pound out of my chest at just that little peek the darkness allowed. Don’t be such a baby, I chided myself. It’s not like I hadn’t seen him like this a hundred times before when we swam in his pool. Well, he’d been wearing swim trunks—not boxers—those times, but they were pretty much the same thing. 

My modest-cut cotton underwear and camisole covered more than the majority of the swimsuits he’d seen me wear. And with the only light coming from the hot tub, it wasn’t like much would be on display anyway. I could barely make out more than the general shadow of his shape. But something about this still seemed risqué, forbidden, dangerous . . . wild and crazy even. 

Then I remembered we’d climbed over a random stranger’s fence and helped ourselves to their gazeeboed hot tub. We were leaving, immediately. I leaned down to pick up his pants and shove them at him, but in one swift motion, he climbed the three steps and slipped into the tub. He turned and reached out a hand. 

Bluish glow cast his face in a cool light that contrasted with the steam from the tub. “I thought you wanted to do something wild and crazy.” 

“I didn’t mean breaking and entering.” 

“We didn’t break anything. We just entered. Now get in here. It feels amazing.” 

I took off my coat but then hesitated. 

“I’ll close my eyes until you’re in,” he offered. 

The chilly air bit at my arms now that my coat lay on top of Ted’s pile of clothes. This could be the only time I sat in a hot tub alone with him. At his house, his grandpa or Joanna or Brooks (or even Bethany lately) were around. And it was fun to do something wild and crazy. Joanna would do it, no questions asked. She’d follow him anywhere, just like he’d follow her. 

“Come on,” he teased. “You know you want to.” He settled back into one of the corners and groaned. “These jets are amazing.” 

“Why don’t we go to your house and hot tub?” 

“Because that’s not wild or crazy.” 

I fumbled with the zipper of my skirt. “Fine. But if we get caught . . . .” 

“We’re not getting caught.” 

True to his word, Ted turned and looked in the opposite direction as I slipped out of my skirt, shoes, nylons, and finally my sweater. I climbed the steps and sank into the water in the corner opposite him. How were we getting home? Dripping wet in Ted’s car? I bunched my hair into a messy bun on top of my head so I wouldn’t have to add wet hair to the mix. 

“Okay, I’m in.” 

He turned. “How is it?” 

“Um . . . .” 

My entire body felt like it was on fire, having gone from freezing to the steaming water. The hottest guy I’d ever known was sitting kitty-corner from me, half-naked (obviously . . . because hot tub) and at any minute whoever lived here could come running out in their pajamas waving a shotgun all over the place and yelling at us to get off their property. There was nothing soothing about this. 

“Good. I’m so relaxed right now.” 

“Really?” Amusement laced his voice. He saw right through my bravado. He always had. 

I leaned forward. “No, of course not,” I whisper-shouted, not wanting to alert any sleeping homeowners to our presence. “This is terrifying!” 

“But fun, right?” 

“No! Maybe a little,” I admitted, my eyes darting to the back door of the house. 

Ted sat in his corner looking completely relaxed. Every now and then, an amused smile came to his face, like he was enjoying watching me squirm. 

After what felt simultaneously like two minutes and three hours, he announced, “We should get going.” 

“Aunt Deb,” I realized. We were probably cutting it close to the curfew she’d insisted on. Hopefully, she was cool with a five-minute grace period like my mom was because we’d probably need it. “Definitely should get going.” 

I stood up and got out of the tub without thinking to ask Ted to look away. I realized my mistake when I stood dripping, and now freezing, on the gazebo floor. I glanced down, relieved to see that my padded camisole had done its job keeping everything covered and in place. 

Ted moved toward my side of the tub to get out and walk down the steps. The wind picked up, and my arms automatically wrapped around myself as I started shivering. The last thing I wanted was to put my dry clothes on over wet undergarments. The feeling of clothes sticking to your skin is the worst. So when Ted led me out of the gazebo and into what looked like a small shed, I didn’t protest. We stepped inside, and a second later, dim lights flickered on. 

We were standing inside a finished pool house. Stacks of towels sat on the bench that lined one of the wood-paneled walls. Ted grabbed the top one and handed it to me, then crossed the room. As I wrapped the soft, fluffy material around my arms and torso, warm air blew against my legs. He’d somehow turned on a heating vent. 

He grabbed a towel for himself on his way back to me and threw it around his shoulders. He stepped closer to me, drawing me against him. I turned my head to rest the side of my face against his chest as he ran his hands up and down my towel-covered arms to help me dry off. 

I felt tiny in his embrace. I could hear his heart thumping in his chest. His arm muscles flexed as he rubbed his hands up and down the towel wrapped around me. My chest pressed against the top of his stomach. His very toned-feeling stomach. 

Gradually, I felt my shivers subside, and his hands stopped moving so frantically. Instead, he wrapped his arms around me and held me against him. Warmth radiated from him somehow, even though he’d just endured the transition from toasty hot tub to New England spring, too. 

We stood dripping in the pool house, my cheek against his chest, his arms around me. I finally started to relax for real. I closed my eyes and reveled in the moment, trying to memorize everything about us being locked in such an embrace, even managing to detect the last notes of his cologne, the ones that hadn’t been replaced by the bromine aroma from the hot tub. 

“This isn’t a stranger’s house, is it?” 

“Nah,” he admitted. “It’s my buddy Fred’s. They’re out of town at his sister’s dance recital this weekend.” 

“So you knew this entire time that nobody would be here?” 

“Yep.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“You wanted to do something wild and crazy. Wasn’t it more fun when you thought we were sneaking around?” 

I pulled back from him and punched him in the shoulder. “I was freaking out so bad I almost had a heart attack.” 

He laughed and I relaxed my fist on his shoulder, letting the palm of my hand slowly slide down his partly-towel-covered pec. There was something in his eyes I’d never seen before. Something that made my already pounding heart go haywire. He was looking at me like he wanted something. Like he wanted more of me. 

His head bent, his face moving closer to mine. His eyes darted to my lips, then snapped back up to meet my gaze. I parted my lips and rose onto the balls of my feet. 

It was happening. Oh, my word, it was happening. 

Ted was going to kiss me. 

I felt his breath as he tilted his head and our noses brushed. It was a good thing his arms were holding us together because my knees would have given out if I’d had to support myself. I closed my eyes. His lips were impossibly close to mine, strands of his wet hair brushing my forehead, and then— 

Footsteps. 

I flinched, and he pulled back. 

A cough came from outside the pool house. The door opened, and Freddie Vaughn stuck his head in the doorway. “Hey, guys. What’s up?” 
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TED

––––––––
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FRED SAVED MY BUTT. 

Because I’d officially lost my mind. 

I’d almost kissed Mya. 

Mya. 

I mean, sure, she was beautiful, standing there in my arms. And there was so much of her smooth, bare skin everywhere, skin that was soft and glowy in the dim light of the pool house. Every inch of me burned where my skin touched hers. 

Sometime that evening, between the museum and dinner on the boat and our “breaking and entering” adventure, I’d forgotten Mya was Mya and had started having fun with a beautiful girl who could charm people at museums and made me laugh and looked at me like . . . well, like she adored being with me. 

How could I have forgotten this was Mya? Brownie points didn’t exist for getting carried away and making out with Joanna’s little sister. 

Making out. Had that been where we were heading before Fred showed up? 

Forget earning even half a brownie point with Joanna for rescuing her sister from their crabby, old aunt. Kissing Mya would have gotten me a sharp knee you-know-where if Joanna ever found out. 

I jumped away from Mya at Fred’s greeting, crossing to the doorway as he stepped into the pool house. We clasped hands in a shake/slap combo, and I tried to act as if I hadn’t just almost kissed my best friend’s little sister. 

“Hey, Fred.” I worked hard to make my tone sound excited to see him. “I thought you were going to Gracie’s dance recital.” 

Fred made a face. “No way. I’ve got better things to do than go to those dumb things.” His eyes moved from mine to glance behind me. “Who’s the hottie of the week?” 

Crap. Had he seen us three millimeters away from kissing? No way this wouldn’t get back to Joanna if he had. The two of them butted heads big time. He’d love to rat me out if it meant pushing her buttons. 

“She’s not a hottie,” I said quickly. “She’s just Joanna’s sister. She’s stuck with her aunt for the week, so I thought I’d help her escape for a day.” 

“Oh, yeah, I remember Joanna’s sisters.” He leaned around me to look in Mya’s direction. “But you’re wrong, TL. She’s definitely a hottie.” 

I had the sudden urge to punch Fred right in his smug face. He had no business leering at Mya like that, even if she was completely covered with the oversized pool towel. 

When Fred turned back to me, he waggled his eyebrows. “Why didn’t you swim in your own pool?” 

He was definitely on to me. 

“I forgot about the dance recital. Thought you guys would be home. Remember that party at my place? You guys all got along so well, I figured we’d have part two of my old friends meet my new friends. But we got here and it was all dark, and I remembered you guys were gone.” 

“Ah,” he said, a knowing grin coming to his face. “Gotcha. Well, surprise! I’m home. Why don’t you guys come inside?” 

“We have to go,” I tried. “Mya has a curfew.” 

“It’s fine, Ted.” Mya brushed past me, bumping into me on the way. I staggered back a few steps as she practically hip-checked me out of the way. 

“But it’s probably—”

She turned and our eyes met, but instead of soft and eager, they shot daggers at me. A shiver ran up my spine at the ice in them. 

“Freddie invited us in,” she said, coolly. “It would be rude to say no.” 

Then she turned and followed him toward his house. I dropped my wet towel on the floor, grabbed a dry one from the bench, and trailed after them after a quick detour to the gazebo to close up the hot tub and grab our clothes. 

They hadn’t waited for me, so I padded in my freezing, bare feet across the patio to the sliding door, my arms loaded with clothes, shoes, and coats. I let myself in and set the clothes on the kitchen counter. Mya’s laughter rang out. I’d been to Fred’s house several times before, so it was easy to follow her giggles and Fred’s low voice to the family room. 

They were sitting next to each other on the couch, Mya now wrapped in a bathrobe that probably belonged to Gracie or Mrs. Vaughn. 

I tried to sit in a chair without soaking it. To do so, I had to wrap the towel around my waist before I sat, which left my arms and torso freezing. 

Fred mumbled something else to Mya that I couldn’t hear, and she started giggling again. 

“What’s so funny?” I asked. 

“Nothing,” Mya said quickly before meeting Fred’s eyes. Then they both laughed again. 

Finally, Fred turned, Mya’s eyes still glued to him. I felt like an idiot sitting on a towel in the middle of the Vaughns’ family room. 

“Dude, you want to borrow some clothes?” 

“That’d be great.” If Fred left the room to get me some clothes, I could snag the spot next to Mya, and he’d stop mumbling things to her that made her giggle. He was a total player. No way was I letting him play Mya. Joanna would kill me. 

But he didn’t move. “You know where my room is. Go for it.” Then he turned back to Mya and brushed a curl that had escaped from her bun behind her ear. 

I stood and made my way to the stairs, taking them two at a time up to Fred’s room. Inside, I found a pair of shorts and a sweatshirt. Physically, I felt better once I was dry and warm. But emotionally . . . I sat on the edge of Fred’s bed, taking a minute to collect myself and process my thoughts before returning to the impromptu “party two.” 

I had no idea what I’d been thinking in the pool house. Obviously, I hadn’t been thinking, at least not with my brain. I had to pull myself together and go back down there before something more than giggling and flirting happened between them. I couldn’t have Mya go home and announce to the entire March family that I’d brought her to a mansion in Newton and let her get slobbered all over by Fred Vaughn. 

I hustled back downstairs just in time to hear Mya ask, “Where are you going to college?” 

They were still sitting way too close to each other. Fred had even snuck his arm around the back of the couch and looked one move away from resting his hand on Mya’s shoulder. 

“Penn State,” Fred said, sounding way prouder than someone should be of going to a college with a 76 percent acceptance rate. “I’ll be playing lacrosse for them.” Okay, so that was a bit more impressive. 

“Wow,” Mya said, giving him her wide doe eyes. Something in the pit of my stomach hardened at the way she looked at him. 

I leaned against the doorway to the family room and debated how quickly to shut this down. On the one hand, despite his player tendencies, my old buddy was a decent guy, and Mya was obviously enjoying the attention. The happier I could make her this week, the more she’d gush about how awesome I was when she got back home. But on the other hand, Joanna would hate Mya being with Fred if anything came from this, and all it would get me was short-term gain for long-term pain. That wasn’t exactly how the expression was supposed to go or my ultimate goal for hang-out-with-Mya week. 

“You played lacrosse?” 

I zoned back in to their conversation. Mya was looking at me with a surprised smile on her face. 

“A long time ago,” I said. “In Pittsburgh.” 

“I can’t picture you tackling people,” she said. 

“There isn’t tackling in lacrosse.” 

“I still can’t picture it.” 

“The jock version of TL is pretty hard to believe,” Fred said. “But I have the pictures to prove it.” 

He got up and moved to the cabinet in the corner. 

“We don’t need pictures,” I protested, but Mya’s face had lit up. When did Mya’s smile get so beautiful? Probably around the same time her legs got all curvy. 

“Oh, yes, we do.”  

Whose dumb idea had it been to sneak into the Vaughns’ yard? Oh, yeah. Mine. 

Fred slid a blue album off the shelf and sat next to Mya again. I sat on the other side of Fred as he flipped pages. Mya leaned toward Fred and studied each picture. 

A lump lodged in my throat. The images felt like they were from another lifetime, like they belonged to another person. It was strange to have Mya, who was one piece of the biggest part of my present, witnessing my past in this way. 

I’d worked hard to leave the past in the past, and I wasn’t sure I wanted anybody from my present to have such a front row seat to the bittersweet memories of who I used to be. 
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MYA

––––––––
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THE PROBLEM WITH PRETENDING “just for one day” is that your brain can forget to remind your heart about the whole pretend part. 

I thought for a hot second that he was looking at me like he wanted to kiss me. 

But that was stupid. I wasn’t one of the many hot girls he’d dated since the whole YouTube live debacle. I was “just Joanna’s sister” to him. He didn’t think I was pretty, and he certainly wasn’t attracted to me. He was only hanging out with me because he felt bad that I had to go to Aunt Deb’s. 

Freddie Vaughn, on the other hand, did everything a guy’s supposed to do when he’s flirting with a girl. He eyed me when he thought I wasn’t looking (and even when I was sometimes). He played with pieces of my hair that had escaped my bun and leaned closer when I told him all about the ribbon cutting. 

Not a hottie, huh? A handsome senior (almost graduate!) who was going to play college lacrosse was flirting with me. As Freddie grabbed a photo album off the shelf, I threw Ted a smug look, but he wasn’t even looking at me. Of course. Because he never looked at me. Not in any meaningful way. 

The three of us sat on the couch, and Freddie held the large album on his lap between us and flipped through the pages. Most of the pictures were Freddie and his twin brother Frank’s soccer and lacrosse team pictures and Gracie and Katelyn’s dance photographs. Fred started out an adorable towheaded little kid, but as we flipped pages, he grew through that awkward stage, then, finally, became the attractive guy sitting next to me. It was easy to pick out Freddie and Frank in the pictures, since they were the two boys who looked alike in each one. 

Freddie made sure to point out Ted, especially in all the awkward-stage photos. It was weird to see the guy who was practically part of our family in such a new light. I thought Ted knew everything about us and we knew everything about him, but he’d never mentioned the youth sports part of his life. 

“Remember those brownies your mom used to make for team snack?” Freddie asked. 

“Yeah.” 

Freddie shook his head. “Man, I miss those brownies. She was the best.” 

I leaned forward and peeked at Ted out of the corner of my eye, but he just stared at the open page, which had last year’s lacrosse team on one side and Gracie’s ballet class on the other. 

After a moment of silence, Freddie must have realized Ted wasn’t going to elaborate because he turned to me. “The rule was you had to bring healthy snacks for after games. Everyone took turns, and my mom always made Frank and me bring bananas and these gross whole-wheat cracker things. But not Ms. Laurence. She sent homemade brownies and chocolate milk every time.” 

“Really? Brownies and chocolate milk?” 

“Yep. Double the chocolate, none of the healthy crap.” 

This got a tiny smile out of Ted. “My mom wasn’t much of a rules follower.” 

My mom wasn’t either, at times, especially when some sort of social injustice was involved. I couldn’t imagine not having her around, especially to help navigate the jungle that was junior high and high school. No wonder he used to hang out at our house so much. Although my mom made him eat vegetables, not brownies. 

“One time,” Freddie said, bringing me back to the conversation, “my parents were out of town, so Frank and I slept over at TL’s house, and it was my turn to bring team snack, and she made brownies for it, and it was the best. When Coach asked me to get the snack out, everyone was like, meh, bananas. But when I pulled out the bag of brownies, they got so excited.” 

“Remember that time our moms were in charge of the school Halloween party?” Ted asked. 

Freddie laughed. “And my mom had lame games planned like pin the pumpkin head on the headless horseman and bobbing for apples, but your mom saved it by setting up that sweet haunted house in the boiler room of the school?” 

“That was so freaky,” Ted said. “Didn’t some kid pee his pants?” 

“Yep. When the gym teacher jumped out from behind a pillar wearing a monster mask.” The two of them started laughing like crazy. Then Freddie sighed and said, “Man, she was the best.” 

Ted’s smile faded, and he worked a muscle in his jaw. I wanted to jump over Freddie to sit next to him and ask if he was okay. He looked sad but not sad at the same time. 

“Hey, Concord has that big art fair every year, don’t they?” Freddie asked, jumping to a new topic of conversation. 

“Yeah.” I was surprised he knew about that. He’d just moved to the area last summer. “I get to work the welcome booth.” I waited for his impressed reaction, but he didn’t bat an eye. It had been a silly thing to brag about. Of course, he didn’t know the welcome booth was the coveted spot. “You should come.” 

“I should,” he said with a nod and a flirty smile. “A lady at my church was talking about it.” So that explained it. “You guys want something to drink? We’ve got beer in the fridge or I could grab something from the wine cellar.” 

Oh, wow. A dreamy, older guy was offering me a drink from his wine cellar. That was kind of the coolest thing ever, and I got this flash of a picture in my mind of Freddie and me drinking red wine out of fancy glasses on his patio. 

But also, no. I couldn’t drink wine on the Vaughns’ patio. 

“No, thanks,” Ted said, saving me from having to come up with an excuse. “We have to go pretty soon anyway.” 

“Not that soon,” I said. 

“Come on.” Freddie slipped his arm around my shoulders. “One drink?” 

Ted stood and grabbed my arm, pulling me away from Freddie. “She’s sixteen. And we’re leaving.” 

I shoved him away. “I can decide when I leave for myself.” 

Ted shrugged one shoulder. “I mean, I guess, but I’m your ride so . . . .” 

Darn. He had me. 

“I can drive you,” Freddie offered. 

We locked eyes as I considered this. Hanging out with Freddie was fun. He was charming and personable. And he didn’t consider me “just Joanna’s sister” or “not a hottie.” And he’d been flirting with me. Like real flirting. Not a pretend date in my mind. 

Also, I was 99 percent sure Freddie Vaughn would never say, “How’s it hangin’, art dudes?” at a gallery opening. Or think about saying it. Pretty sure he’d have notecards and a prepared speech. 

“Please, Mya?” His clear, blue eyes locked onto mine, as he ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair. 

“Um . . . .” 

He really was attractive. He’d be perfect if he had darker hair and dreamier eyes. I’d always had a thing for dark hair and dreamy eyes. Which was probably totally hypocritical of me because my hair was blonder than Freddie’s. 

“Can I see your phone for a sec?” he asked. 

I was having trouble thinking about anything other than the way he was looking at me. “It’s in the car.” 

“We’ll have to use mine then. Come here.” He held his arm out. I ducked under it, and he held the phone out in his other hand to take a selfie of the two of us. Then he tapped the screen and started typing something. 

“What are you doing?” 

He handed me the phone with a confident smirk. “Getting your number.” I looked at the screen and saw that he’d entered a new contact called “TL’s hot friend Mya.” “I’ll text you, and you can send me details about that art fair thing.” 

I entered my number and tapped save. Not a hottie? Ha! I was listed in Freddie’s contacts as “TL’s hot friend Mya.” 

“Would you really come to the art fair?” 

He reached out to play with one of my curls that had escaped its bun. “Only if you’re there.” 

“Welcome booth, remember?” 

He leaned in, his fingertips tracing a line down my jaw. “I’d like very much for you to welcome me.” 

Ted stepped closer, and a thrill shot through me that I was pretty sure had nothing to do with Freddie’s cute smile. I wished I could tell Ted I didn’t think he was hot and mean it. 

“Uh, Mya, it’s 9:47,” Ted said.  

“Mmm-hmm,” I said, not breaking eye contact with Freddie. We were doing this flirty-eye thing. 

“And we’re in Newton.” 

Why, yes. Yes, we were. In Newton with a guy who was flirting with me, not making fun of my vocabulary in one breath and begging me to bail him out of a predicament the next. With a guy who wasn’t in love with my sister or put off by the thought of me being a hottie. 

“We need to go.” 

Was someone feeling like a third wheel maybe? Join the club. I’d spent years as the JoJo+Teddy third wheel. He wasn’t getting out of it that easily. 

“It’s 9:47, and we’re at least twenty minutes away from home.” Ted’s voice was more commanding than usual. His tone made my belly squirm. I liked the take-charge-ness of it all. 

I dragged my gaze away from Freddie to fix Ted with an annoyed stare. I opened my mouth, intending to let him have it, but then his words sank in. I had thirteen minutes to get back to Aunt Deb’s, and we were in Newton. 

Well, Christopher Columbus and all that. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




8

[image: image]


TED

––––––––
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WE FLEW INTO MY CAR, and I was cruising down the street before we’d even buckled our seatbelts. 

Mya, still tugging her sweater into place after changing in about ten seconds flat in one of the Vaughns’ downstairs bathrooms, burst out, “I should have known better than to trust you to get me home by curfew!” 

Seriously? “How is this my fault? I said we should go a long time ago. You’re the one who wanted to stay and make ga-ga eyes at Fred.” 

She gasped. “I was not making ga-ga eyes at Freddie!” 

“Okaaaay.” I turned right at the stop sign after a rolling stop. 

“I wasn’t,” she insisted. “We were having a serious conversation.” 

I snorted. Serious conversations didn’t involve that many giggles and flirty smiles. 

“We were,” Mya snapped. “About art and college and stuff.” 

We turned onto the highway, and I stomped on the accelerator. “Yeah, because he’s so knowledgeable about art.” We were talking about the guy who kept wandering off during our fifth-grade Carnegie Museum of Art tour looking for nude statues. “How many galleries did Fred cut ribbons at today?” 

She gave me a withering look. “Okay, Mr. How’s It Hangin’, Art Dudes. What are you even doing with your life besides moping over Joanna?” 

Low blow, Mya. Low blow. 

“Uh, right now I’m chancing a ticket by going eighty on I-95 to get you home in time.” 

“Don’t bother.” She thrust her hand out toward the digital clock. “We’re not going to make it anyway.” 

I let my foot off the accelerator. She was right. Might as well not get a reckless driving ticket. Grandpa was already mad about the insurance hike for my four SDIP points from last summer. He’d probably take my keys away for another ticket. Man, sometimes I couldn’t wait to get out of here. Graduation couldn’t come soon enough. 

We drove in silence. This had been a stupid idea. Joanna wouldn’t even notice if I spent a whole week of torture taking her impossible sister to the mall. Right now, she was living it up at NYFS orientation. “Wonder how that’s going.” 

“How what’s going?” Mya asked, making me realize I’d muttered my thought out loud. 

“NYFS.” 

“I’m sure she’s wowing them.” I wasn’t sure whether her tone was sarcastic or proud. Maybe a bit of both. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her turn to look at me. When she spoke, her tone had softened, like she was still mad at me but didn’t want to be. “When’s yours?” 

“When’s my what?” 

“Orientation. You’re going to NYU, right?” 

I shrugged and kept my eyes on the road. Was she seriously going to insult me and then make small talk? “Kind of.” 

“What’s kind of mean?” 

“It means I got accepted, but I haven’t committed.” And didn’t exactly plan to at the moment. 

“Why not?” Her eyes narrowed, and her lips contorted into that irresistible pout, which I realized, triumphantly, she hadn’t given Fred once the entire night. “Joanna committed about two seconds after she got the email.” 

Right, this was about Joanna. Eyes on the road and not on Mya’s pouty lips. 

“Because NYFS is Joanna’s dream,” I pointed out. “NYU isn’t mine. Maybe someday, but not now.” 

“Then what are you going to do?” It felt like an interrogation, not unlike the ones Grandpa had been nagging me with since the beginning of the semester. 

“Gap year like Brooks.” 

Mya laughed. It wasn’t a cute, flirty giggle like she’d been doing with Fred. This was a noise that lay somewhere between a snicker and a scoff. 

I held back an angry growl. “What?” 

“Nothing. Sorry.” But then another snicker escaped, followed by a louder chuckle. 

“What?” 

“You . . . taking a gap year,” she said between laughs. 

“Gap years are perfectly acceptable. Nobody laughs their head off at Brooks having a gap year.” 

“Because Brooks’s gap year is part of his plan.” She enunciated her words like I was a toddler she had to explain it to. “He has goals and ambitions. He’s serving his country and working at the marina to save money, not just going on a Caribbean cruise or whatever.” 

“I’m not going on a Caribbean cruise,” I said, spitting the words out like it would be the most disgusting way to spend my time. Actually, it wasn’t a bad idea. Aruba and Jamaica and all that. “I’m going to Oslo. Is that a good enough plan for you or do you need a detailed itinerary?” 

“For a year?” 

“No, for however long I feel like hanging out in Oslo. Then I’ll go somewhere else.” 

“That’s not a plan.” 

I chanced a quick peek at her. Big mistake. She was leaning away from me with her eyebrows raised in disbelief.  

“You don’t need a plan for a gap year.” I made sure to mimic her explaining-things-to-a-toddler tone. “That’s the point of a gap year.” 

Mya brought her hand up to her forehead and slowly shook her head like she was dealing with a complete idiot. “If you take a gap year, it’ll turn into two gap years, which will turn into a gap decade, which will turn into a gap lifetime.” 

What did she even know about it? She didn’t know me. Not like Joanna did. She was the pest who mouth-breathed on us while we worked on our movie. 

“It wasn’t supposed to be an entire gap year,” I snapped. Forget tugging on JoJo’s heartstrings through appeasing her sister. That ship had sailed. “It was just supposed to be a summer traveling through Europe and filming stuff for our channel. Then we’d come home and go to college in New York. That was the plan, and she ruined it.” 

“So now the plan’s gap lifetime?” 

I opened my mouth to retort that of course that wasn’t the plan, but as she’d already pointed out, I didn’t actually have a plan, so I did what anybody without a plan would do. I turned it back on her to hide the fact that I didn’t have a clue. 

“If you’re such a good life planner, what would you do if you were me?” 

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe something meaningful with my life. Like go to law school or med school. Something worthwhile.” 

Well, that tactic hadn’t worked. I didn’t think she’d have an immediate comeback. 

“I don’t need a doctor or lawyer’s salary, Mya. I have the marina.” 

“Exactly. So you could do pro bono work and defend poor people or open a free clinic for families without insurance. You know, maybe help people instead of wasting money on gap years.” 

Sheesh, did she have a snappy answer for everything? 

“I literally just funded that depressing art exhibit you liked so much today,” I pointed out. 

“No, you didn’t. Your grandpa funded it.” 

She wasn’t playing fair. She was grasping at technicalities.

“Same thing.” 

“It’s not the same thing at all. It’s not your exhibit. Just like it’s not your marina or your boat, and this isn’t your car, and JoJo+Teddy isn’t your YouTube channel. Nothing’s really yours until you’ve done something to earn it.” 

How was I so bad at misreading her? The look in her starry eyes all day hadn’t been because she adored being with me. She thought I was a complete putz. She’d adored going to the MFA. And meeting Arthur H. Hudson. And watching the sunset at the marina. And flirting with Fred. Oh, yeah, she’d really enjoyed flirting with Fred. 

This wasn’t helping me get back in with the Marches. It was just adding to the drama. 

I coasted through town, only mildly speeding now, and pulled up to Aunt Deb’s house at 10:17. 

I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened my door to walk Mya to the house, but before I could, she jumped out of my car, slammed the door, and ran up the walk. 

Whatever. I buckled my seatbelt again, put the car in drive, and stomped my foot on the accelerator as I peeled away with a satisfying squeal that Aunt Deb would definitely not approve of. I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles were turning white. I relaxed them and shook out the tension in my neck. 

Fighting with Mya shouldn’t elicit this many strong emotions. I didn’t need her permission to have a gap year. I didn’t need her approval about anything. 

She obviously didn’t know how owning things worked. When Grandpa had given Brooks his truck last year, they’d had to get a new registration with Brooks’s name on it. I’d seen it. I’d been standing there the day Brooks took the old registration out of the glove box and replaced it with the new one. 

The marina wasn’t mine? My car wasn’t mine? I’d show her. I put the car in park at the next red light so I could lean over and pull the registration out of the glove box. As soon as the light turned green, I’d do a U-Turn and speed right on back to her aunt’s house and show her this piece of very official paper that had my name right there on—

James T. Laurence. 

The registration on my car said James T. Laurence. 

Someone laid on the horn behind me. I looked up at the green light, tossed the stupid registration card on the passenger’s seat, and zoomed through the intersection. 

Dang it, she’d been right about my car not really being mine. 

And if she was right about that, what else was she right about? 

––––––––
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I’D BARELY TAKEN TWO steps in the door before Grandpa was in my face “Finally! Where were you?” 

“It’s not even ten-thirty,” I said. My curfew had been 1:00 a.m. for months now, later if I called to tell him where I was going. I wasn’t sure why he was freaking out. 

“Deb Waverly has called me three times wondering where you were.” 

So I’d been ratted out by Aunt Deb. “It’s not my fault Mya’s aunt gave her a lame curfew. Ten o’clock on a Saturday is ridiculous.” 

This logic didn’t seem to sway him. If anything, he looked even more irritated with me. What else was new? 

“Regardless, you were responsible for her safety and well-being, and that includes keeping her out of trouble.” 

Apparently, it was Crab at Ted Day. 

“We were a few minutes late. Get off my case,” I muttered, heading for the stairs. I was going to hide out in my room where nobody could bug me. 

“You need to be careful with her.” 

I turned, halfway up the stairs. “I didn’t even speed.” Much. 

“I can’t take another broken heart situation.” 

Oh, for the love. 

“I’m not going to break her heart. It’s just Mya.” A nagging thought reminded me that it hadn’t felt like I’d been with “just Mya” in Fred’s pool house. Not that that even mattered, since she thought I was such an idiot. 

“Maybe it’s not her heart I’m concerned about.” 

As if Mya had any power over my heart. She couldn’t even scratch my heart, much less break it. 

I turned slowly. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” He leaned an arm on the banister at the bottom of the stairs. “You’ve been positively lost these months without Joanna.” 

“That’s different. Joanna was my best friend. And my . . . .” But how did you talk to your grandpa about your disastrous love life? “That was different,” I repeated. “I was hanging out with Mya because she got stuck bored at her aunt’s.” And because I was hoping Joanna would take one look at the sacrifice I’d made and realize I was the one she belonged with. “Never mind,” I muttered. “You wouldn’t get it. You never get it.” 

I turned and took the rest of the stairs two at a time. 
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MYA

––––––––
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YOU KNOW HOW GETTING stuck at my aunt’s house hadn’t turned out to be so bad after all? That all went out the window if you broke one tiny curfew. The Aunt Deb we all know and love had reared her ugly head since the moment I set one toe inside her house Saturday night. 

It wasn’t even my fault. It had been Ted and his “wild and crazy” addition to our evening plans. If he hadn’t dragged me to Freddie’s house, we would have been home way ahead of time. 

Now I had to head straight to my aunt’s house after school. No hanging out with friends, no cheerleading practice, nothing. Just school and Aunt Deb’s. Like work-release from prison where your warden was a cranky old lady with a pet poodle. 

That was if I survived Sunday. An entire day stuck organizing closets and taking WeeWee out to do his doggy duty and repeating what the actors said on Aunt Deb’s story when she didn’t hear the dialogue. 

“Bless my boots!” Polly the Parrot squawked from the corner of the room for about the twenty-seventh time that day. 

“What did he say?” Aunt Deb asked, gesturing to the television screen. 

“I don’t know,” I said, reaching for the remote. “Polly was too loud. Could we just put the captions on?” 

“The words get in the way of the picture.” 

I pressed the back button on the remote. “How many episodes do we have left?” 

“I’m almost caught up.” Thank goodness. “I think I’m only three behind.” 

Three. Three more hours of torture via bad acting and overdone plots. I held in a groan (barely) and finally felt a twinge of sympathy for Joanna and the hundreds of hours she’d endured this soap (excuse me, daytime drama). 

“Did you bring in the mail?” Aunt Deb asked, out of the blue, like she was constantly brainstorming more chores for me to do. 

“It’s Sunday, Aunt Deb.” 

“And did you bring the mail in yesterday?” 

I hadn’t realized I’d been dubbed the mail fetcher. Why, oh, why had my mom not let me stay with the Laurences? 

Aunt Deb turned and squinted at the screen. “What did he say?” 

As I stood up and headed for the front door, I bit back a retort about how she might have caught it if she hadn’t talked over the actor. WeeWee’s ears perked up as soon as I opened the door, and I shot him a look that said you better not even think about it. I wasn’t in the mood to bag poop. Thankfully, after momentary interest, he lay his head back down on the couch. 

I walked at a snail’s pace, hoping to miss a big chunk of soap opera. Too bad Aunt Deb didn’t have one of those long, winding half-mile driveways. 

Great going, Ted. If I hadn’t been late, I’d probably be somewhere fun with him again today (like on his boat cuddling) instead of doing my aunt’s household chores. Yep, I could do with a day out on the boat watching the sunset again, under a blanket, sharing body heat and smelling whatever yummy cologne he chose. 

Ugh, I had to stop it with the daydreams about us. He wasn’t going to hang out with me anymore. Not after I’d made fun of his gap year plan. Plus, you know, the whole him being my older sister’s best-friend-turned-rejected-love-interest thing and all. 

Why had I said all those insulting things? 

“She’s not a hottie. She’s just Joanna’s sister.” 

Oh, yeah. That was why. My face heated at the memory of those horribly humiliating words. And he’d said them in front of Freddie. Like I was this frumpy little kid unworthy of the glances Freddie was giving me . . . or the ones Ted himself had been throwing my way earlier. 

I got to the mailbox and opened it. I pulled the envelopes out and mentally shoved everything about last night into the little domed box before slamming it shut. I wasn’t going to give any more brain space to thoughts of Ted or the amazing-then-not day we’d spent together. 

I walked back up the sidewalk to the house, shuffling envelopes as I climbed the steps and slipped inside. Maybe if Aunt Deb got something good, it would distract her from her closet-cleaning plans, which were on the to-do list right after three more episodes of “What did he say?” With each flip of the stack, my hopes of mail distraction fell a little more. There was a water bill, a “You’ve been preapproved!” credit card promise, an AARP magazine, and a couple of similar items. 

“Never anything good,” Aunt Deb commented as I handed it to her. “Ever since the world wide web got so popular, nobody sends letters anymore.” 

She flipped through the pile, then pulled the water bill out and handed me the rest. “Could you recycle this?” 

I took the pile and headed for the kitchen, where Aunt Deb kept her garbage and recycling cans. As I dropped the mail into the bin, something colorful caught my eye from a previous mail dump. I reached in and pulled out a half-page, glossy brochure with “Paris Arts Education” plastered over the top half of the folded page. 

I booked it back into the living room, a tiny spark of excitement piercing through this dreary day. “What’s this?” 

“Oh, those things,” Aunt Deb said with an eye roll. “I donated to their program one time five or six years ago, and they keep sending these catalogs every few months. Like an old bird like myself is going to enroll in a high school art class.” 

I broke the tape seal on the bottom and flipped through the glossy pages full of beautiful French scenery. Bridges and sidewalk cafes and the Eiffel Tower lit up at night. 

“This looks incredible.” 

“You’re as bad as your sister,” Aunt Deb muttered, but I thought I detected an undercurrent of affection in her voice. Whether it was for Joanna or me, I had no idea. 

I skimmed a couple of the class descriptions. Art, music, dancing, acting, graphic design. You name it, they had a session for it. Most were impossibly pricy full-summer programs, but there were a few two-week intensive classes. Those still cost a fortune, but maybe I could get a part-time job. The catalog was promoting next summer’s programs, so I’d have over a year to save up. 

“Do you mind if I keep this?” I asked. 

“Suit yourself,” Aunt Deb said. “Less junk for me to have to get rid of. Now, I need your help with The Facebook.” 

Oh, boy. Aunt Deb’s lack of Facebook skills are infamous. I’d hoped to stay away from that topic of conversation. But she was already gripping the armrest and hauling herself out of her chair, heading for the computer desk in the corner of the room. 

“I don’t understand why the posts disappear.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Megan posted this adorable picture of her and that boy.” Aunt Deb made a face as she stressed “that boy.” For the longest time, she hadn’t approved of Brooks because he lived in a trailer park and his mom was an alcoholic. He’d won her over months ago (because who couldn’t like smart, sweet Brooks?) but she still had to keep up appearances by pretending not to like him. 

“So Megs posted a picture,” I said, trying to prod this conversation along. I didn’t like when Aunt Deb said bad things about Brooks, even though I knew she didn’t really mean them anymore. 

“It was right there under one of those pictures with sayings on them. You know, the ones that don’t make sense?” 

“Memes?” 

“Yes, those silly meme pictures. It was a picture of a cat that said ‘Cats are love,’ which is utter nonsense because anybody who’s ever met a cat knows they’re selfish, horrid creatures that don’t give a fig about their owners.” She leaned over to scratch WeeWee, who had repositioned himself at her feet, under his neck. “Isn’t that right WeeWeeKins?” 

Bethany’s had several cats over the years, and most of them were cuddly fluffballs who followed her around like she was their mama cat. I didn’t dare contradict Aunt Deb, though, because she was already holding my breaking curfew over my head. I didn’t need a second thing annoying her. I waited until she was done loving on WeeWee. 

“Anyway, that cat thing was on my Facebook and then Megan’s picture. But when I went to look at it again, Megan’s picture had been replaced by my neighbor’s picture of his grandkids playing with sparklers last Fourth of July. Now why would I want to see that when I already had to listen to that racket? People shouldn’t be able to post things over other people’s pictures.” 

“It didn’t get posted over Megan’s picture,” I said gently, because she was getting pretty riled up about it. 

“It sure did.” 

“Here. Let me see your computer. I promise Megan’s picture didn’t get replaced by the sparkler kids.” 

Aunt Deb scooted her chair over so I could lean down and search for Megan’s page. The profile picture that popped up was of her and Brooks at his Basic training graduation last fall. 

“There it is!” Aunt Deb pointed at the screen. “How did you find it?” 

“I went right to Megan’s page.” 

She turned to me, a look of astonishment on her face, like I was a wizard who had just made something appear out of thin air. “You can do that?” 

“Stuff gets buried and all mixed up on the newsfeed, but if you go right to the poster’s page, you can see all of their posts.” 

Aunt Deb huffed. “Well, why didn’t Joanna just tell me that?” 

I knew, for a fact, that Joanna had explained to her how Facebook worked. Over and over and over again until she was blue in the face. 

“She has, Aunt Deb.” 

“Well, not so I could understand it. She makes it sound like science fiction gobbly-gook.” She let out a hmmphing sound. “It seems you and I speak the same language, Mya dear. I think it’s time for my sandwiches. Let’s get out the teacups.” 

So I’d been partly forgiven for the curfew incident. I wondered how many more Facebook tips and tricks it would take to get me released from house arrest. 
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TED

––––––––
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I NEEDED THE ADVICE of someone who knew both Mya and Aunt Deb, so I didn’t hesitate to call Bethany. I hadn’t talked to her for a couple of days anyway, so a base-touching was overdue. 

My video call attempt cut off mid-ring on the third tone. Asher, looking relaxed and happy and also like a beach bum with disheveled hair and several days’ worth of stubble decorating his face, grinned on my screen. I could see the top of Bethany’s brunette head tucked under Asher’s arm against his bare chest. For half a second, I wondered what I was interrupting (and more importantly, why Asher would have answered the phone), but then the entire screen bobbed, and I got a glimpse of water and trees in the background. 

“Bethany’s not available right now, but this is her secretary speaking. How may I help you?” 

“Asher, knock it off.” I heard the scolding in Bethany’s voice, but she was laughing. “Give me my phone.” 

“I’m screening your calls.” 

“Yes, because I’m the famous one who needs their calls screened.” 

He turned his face to look down at her with what could only be described as admiring desire in his eyes. I wanted someone to look at me like that. Too bad Joanna looked at Rick that way. 

“You obviously are when you’ve got other hot, talented musicians calling you.” 

You had to admire Asher’s confidence and security. Confidence that despite his teasing words, he didn’t sound the least bit threatened by his girlfriend getting called by guys and security that he could refer to another guy as a “hot, talented musician.” 

“Who is it really? Mya again?” She swiped for his hand, but he held the phone higher in the air, giving me a better view of the two of them and the recliner float they lounged on in his pool. 

Bethany was wearing a pink swimsuit. That wouldn’t have been so shocking, given her location was a pool, but this was Bethany, who wore beach coverups until the last possible second. Once, I’d seen her walk into the ocean up past her knees, pull off her coverup and chuck it at Megan (who was standing on the shore), and immediately dunk down to her shoulders. 

Now she was floating in broad daylight, all snuggled up to Asher without a towel or sundress in sight. That was how much she trusted him, how comfortable she was with him. I hoped he appreciated that. Given that he probably had women fawning all over him in all states of dress, he probably didn’t, although he did look like he was enjoying himself as he nuzzled his face into her hair. We’d have to have a chat at some point so I could make sure he properly appreciated how far she was letting him in. 

“Why are you answering my phone anyway?” she asked. 

“I thought it was Neil.” 

“Why would your audio producer call my phone?” 

“Because my number got leaked again, and eight thousand weirdos keep texting me obscene pictures, and Kara’s still sorting that all out.” 

“Um, guys,” I said because they’d clearly forgotten about me. 

“Oh!” Bethany startled and looked back at the screen. Yep, they only had eyes for each other right now. That warmed my heart more than someone else’s romance should have. But it was Bethany, who was selfless and giving and loyal, and I couldn’t help be happy for her. “Hey, what’s up?” 

I threw her a wicked grin. “Maybe I should call back sometime when you two aren’t so . . . cozy.” 

“Yes, please,” Asher said. 

She nudged him and gave him a look, then turned back to me, her face going serious. “Go ahead. What’s up?” 

Perceptive as ever, even while being romanced by a half-naked superstar. Bethany and I generally communicated by concise, to-the-point texts. Face-to-face video chats were reserved for serious issues and late-night ponderings of life. Of course she knew something was up. 

I had her attention now. Might as well not mince words. 

“If one were to . . . hypothetically get in trouble with your aunt for dropping her niece off after curfew, any suggestion how to get back on her good side?” 

Asher started laughing immediately, his enjoyment of my predicament dancing in his eyes. I’d never seen him so relaxed before, in real life or as his public persona. She was clearly as good for him as he was for her. 

Bethany’s already-fair face whitened a shade. “I can’t even imagine facing Aunt Deb long enough to try to get back on her good side after incurring her wrath.” 

That wasn’t exactly encouraging. I only had three days left until Joanna and Gail got back from New York. Leaving things the way they currently stood with Mya wasn’t an option, not if I wanted to earn brownie points for being awesome. 

“Wait,” Bethany said, frowning. She took the phone out of Asher’s hand and leaned forward, out of his embrace. “Why is Joanna back from orientation already? Did something happen?” 

“No.” 

“But you said she’s at Aunt Deb’s.” Panic shot through her eyes. “Is my mom okay?” 

Asher sat up to put a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

“Everything’s fine,” I said quickly. “I mean, I think it is. They’re still in New York.” 

The panic in her eyes receded, but her mouth scrunched up. “Then how did you and Joanna end up late for something?” 

“Not Joanna. Mya. We went to the MFA and dinner at the marina, and your aunt was mad we were seventeen measly minutes late.” 

“You went on a date with Mya?” Bethany practically screamed. The fierceness in her eyes was more antagonistic Joanna than quiet, conflict-avoiding Bethany. 

“It wasn’t a date. It was just . . . hanging out.” 

“At two of Mya’s favorite places. What were you wearing?” 

I blinked, stunned for a moment. Since when did Bethany care about fashion? 

“You didn’t see the pictures Mya posted?” Asher asked before I could reply. “They looked pretty together. Like an ad for the prom.” 

“Prom?” Bethany’s voice came out a shrill shriek that ramped up my heart rate. I was used to Joanna freaking out. Multiple times a day. Mya and Megan doing so wouldn’t have been cause for alarm, either. But Bethany was the calm, quiet one. “Tell me you didn’t wear a tuxedo on this date!” 

“No.” I didn’t get why she was making such a big deal out of this. “I wore a regular, old suit. And I brought her a carnation, but—” 

“You wore a suit and brought my sister flowers?” 

I swallowed, rubbing my suddenly sweaty palm on my pants. I’d been expecting sympathy and help, not this frantic interrogation. 

“One. I brought her one flower. Why are you acting like I pushed her in front of a bus? I was being nice.” 

Bethany sighed. I recognized that sigh. It was a typical Ted’s-being-an-idiot-again March sister sigh. “You can’t do things like that.” 

“Why?” Mya loved that sort of stuff. That’s why I’d done it all. To make her rave about our fun day together. 

Bethany bit her lip, and I saw Asher hone in on it. Any minute now, he was going to grab the phone away from her and chuck it across his backyard or into his pool so he could have her all to himself again. 

“Does Mya know it wasn’t a date?” she asked, and I swear, the heat of a bright light bathed me, even though I was safe in my own bedroom, not locked in a police station questioning room. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this intense before,” Asher said, leaning over to drop a kiss on her shoulder next to her swimsuit strap. “If I wear a suit and bring Mya flowers, will you go all aggressive on me like this? ’Cause I think I’d like that.” 

Bethany’s face turned the brightest shade of red I’d ever seen it, and that was saying a lot because she blushes at the drop of a hat. “Can we talk about this later?” 

“Oh, we will,” Asher declared, that confidence coming through again. 

Bethany’s cheeks somehow turned even more crimson as she wiggled farther away from him. 

“Look,” she said, catching my eyes through our phone screens despite all the miles and states between us. “Mya likes you.” 

“Okaaaay.” I tried to look away from her intense stare that clearly meant business, but I couldn’t. Somehow, sweet, innocent, mousy Bethany had leveled me. Maybe Asher’s confidence was catching. 

“You can never repeat this,” she said, her expression dead serious. “I shouldn’t tell you, but if I don’t, I’m afraid everything will blow up again between our families, and I don’t know if we could all survive that. Mya’s had a crush on you for years.” 

“Well, yeah,” I said, waving my hand to dismiss her concern. Back when she was in junior high. But Mya hadn’t had silly adolescent crush feelings for me in a long time. Not since guys started noticing her. “But that was a long time ago.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure—”

“She was flirting with my friend.” 

“What?” Bethany looked more shocked at my words than I’d been at her lack of a beach coverup. “No way.” 

Asher had evidently gotten bored with our conversation and was now playing with Bethany’s hair, combing his fingers through it and sliding his fingertips down her arm. 

I lay back on my bed, resting the arm that wasn’t holding my phone under my head. “Yep. Remember my friend Fred from that party Brooks and I had last year? We hung out with him after the museum ribbon cutting thing, and—” 

“You took her to a ribbon cutting?” 

“Yeah. But it wasn’t a big deal. We just cut a ribbon on this depressing art gallery and watched the sunset at the marina and—” 

“That’s big-time date stuff, Ted!” she exclaimed. “You can’t do that with Mya!” 

I didn’t know what she was getting so worked up about. I hadn’t even told her about Fred’s hot tub . . . or his pool house. Which were the parts of the day that had actually felt like a date. The way Mya had looked at me in the pool house wasn’t unlike the way Asher was looking at Bethany this very moment. But that was absurd. We’d just gotten caught up in the moment, as proven by my relief when Fred had opened the pool house door and the way she’d immediately started flirting with him. 

“It wasn’t a date,” I protested because it hadn’t been. “And you’re not listening to me. She and Fred have something going on. Back to my problem. Any advice on how to get out of the doghouse with your aunt?” 

“Are you kidding? I’m terrified of her. I avoid making her even the slightest bit irritated at all costs. You’re on your own for this one.” 

Asher leaned in to kiss her shoulder again, this time letting his lips linger against her skin. Her eyes fluttered dreamily, and I knew this conversation was over before she muttered, “We have to go.” 

“Okay.” I held back a smirk that would have set her face flaming again. “Love you guys.” 

“Love you, too,” she said, right before Asher took the phone out of her hand and my screen went blank. 

Looks like I was on my own. 

––––––––
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AUNT DEB TOOK ONE LOOK at me standing on her doorstep, said, “Nope,” and shut the door. Against my better judgment, I stuck my foot in the door before it could completely slam. 

“Mya is grounded and not allowed to leave the house,” Aunt Deb said firmly, before I could plead my case. 

“Can I talk to her—” She immediately started shaking her head, and I held up one pleading finger. “Just for a sec?” 

“Her grounding extends to having friends over.” 

I gave her what Joanna calls the deep, dark, puppy-dog eyes. “Please?” 

Aunt Deb glared at me, and I kept puppy-dogging it until her lined face finally softened. “I suppose WeeWee needs to go on a nice, long walk, one my bad knee would never hold out for. If Mya happens to run into a friend, I can’t prevent two people from walking along the same sidewalk.” 

The door closed. Either she was getting Mya or I’d just been outwitted by Aunt Deb. I backed down the steps and stuck my hands in my pockets, waiting on the sidewalk so I wouldn’t be right in Mya’s face if she did appear in the doorway. 

A minute later, the door opened, and WeeWee bolted out. He headed straight for me, barking and panting like crazy, dragging Mya behind him down the steps. For a runty, yippy dog, WeeWee was surprisingly strong. 

“Here.” Mya, not looking surprised by my presence, shoved the poop bag against my chest. “You’re in charge of this.” 

Great. And everyone calls Joanna the bossy one. 

We walked along in silence until we got to the end of the block and had to stop for traffic. 

“I’m sorry we missed your curfew,” I said, offering the first white flag. “I should have paid more attention to the time.” 

She let out a resigned sigh that made something stir in my chest. “It wasn’t your fault. I should have been paying attention, too. We both messed up.” 

I opened my mouth to point out that I’d suggested leaving with plenty of time, but I figured that shouldering half of the blame would speed this make-up along a lot faster than quibbling over technicalities. 

Also, I needed to squash this whole Mya-and-Fred thing before Joanna got wind of it. She would definitely not approve of their mutual interest in each other or of me being the one who facilitated their re-meeting, however accidental it had been. 

The line of cars finally passed, and in unison, we stepped into the street to cross to the sidewalk. Mya wouldn’t appreciate this big-brother-type chat, but it was now or never, before things revved up too much between them. 

“I’ve been friends with Fred for a long time,” I said, playing the I-have-insider-info card, “and he’s a cool guy, but he’s not good enough for you. He’s a player.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “Oh, Freddie’s a player, huh?” How had I never noticed how white and pretty Mya’s smile was? Even when she was almost laughing at me. “How many girls have you gone out with lately?” 

“That was just . . . .” But I really didn’t have a good explanation for the past six months of serial dating. 

WeeWee must have caught a good scent because he launched forward at full force, and Mya had to lean back to avoid being pulled along. 

Mya studied me for a long time, her smile fading and her arm outstretched as we picked up our pace to accommodate WeeWee the great hunter. “Megs says you’re getting Joanna out of your system.” 

Like anybody could get Joanna March out of their system. It wasn’t possible. 

“But Joanna says you’re just having fun your senior year,” she went on. 

I scoffed. None of it had been fun. I mean, going out with pretty girls was fun, but not as fun as doing anything with Joanna. It wasn’t fun sitting in my lonely house instead of being in the middle of their lively one. Neither was getting called out for being a creeper by a guy who read The Success Principles for fun and used to walk around with one of Megan’s poms in his backpack. 

“What does Bethany say?” I asked. 

“To give you a break.” 

“I knew she was my favorite.” 

Mya gave me a look, but before she could say anything, WeeWee squatted in the grass. I don’t know what Aunt Deb had fed that dog this morning, but we’ll just say I wasn’t exactly thrilled to be the one holding the poop bag. I knew better than to ask Mya to scoop it, so I held my breath, shoved my hand in the bag, and knelt down to pick it up and flip the baggie inside out, trying not to think about what I’d just had in my hand with a thin layer of plastic as my only barrier. 

After the pile was secure in the baggie, we kept walking, me keeping my eyes peeled for a trash can and Mya strolling along happily unhindered by WeeWee doo-doo. 

“I also wanted to thank you for yesterday.” 

“Yesterday?” she questioned. 

“You were perfect at the ribbon cutting. I didn’t know what to do with those dumb, big scissors.” 

She laughed, and a warning bell went off at the warm feeling that enveloped my chest at the sound of it. I was starting to love Mya’s laugh. Mya’s laugh. Mya’s smile. The scent of Mya’s shampoo. Yesterday hadn’t been a date, had it? Maybe we’ll just move on quick from that thought. 

“And the way you related to the artist was awesome.” It had been impressive. She’d been impressive. “When did you get so cool?” 

“I’ve always been cool,” she said with a smile that made the jitters in my stomach forget she was just Mya again. “But you saw me the way Joanna did. Now that you guys aren’t on the same wavelength, you aren’t biased.” 

That was borderline insulting. Joanna did not control me. I didn’t need her to form my opinions for me. The truth was that Mya used to be a bratty, mouth-breathing drama queen and now she . . . wasn’t. 

“No way. You just got cooler.” 

She contorted her lips into a pout that reminded me of why we’d almost had a terrible mistake of a moment in Fred’s pool house. “Believe what you want.” 

The way she said it sounded like a challenge. 

And for some inexplicable reason, I wanted to take on that challenge. 
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MYA
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MONDAY AND TUESDAY flew by. Somehow, the combination of my being the Facebook wizard and Ted’s gorgeous puppy-dog eyes wore Aunt Deb down, and she let him bring dinner and watch a movie with us Monday night. It helped that it was take-out from her favorite Italian restaurant, complete with extra bread (not dipped but soaked in garlic butter) and an old movie she couldn’t get on any of her streaming services. Ted’s promise to leave his password to the service in her smart TV’s app didn’t hurt either. 

Of course, after the delicious cheese raviolis and to-die-for chicken parmesan, Aunt Deb ended up snoring away in her chair with WeeWee (who had gotten about a third of a piece of that artery-clogging garlic bread) mirroring her open-mouthed snorts from her lap. 

Ted and I silently laughed at the sight so hard our stomachs hurt. Then he got out the chocolate mousse dessert cups, which were heavenly. 

I walked him to the door, and he paused for a few seconds longer than usual. I wanted to ask him to stay for another movie, but the grunts of Aunt Deb waking up in the living room told me if we watched anything, it would probably be her soap opera. I didn’t have the heart to subject him to that. 

He smiled down at me, and I couldn’t drag my eyes away from his lips. In my defense, it was partly because he had a tiny dot of chocolate at one corner. Without thinking, I reached up and wiped it off. 

“Chocolate,” I explained, holding up my finger. 

“Did you get it all?” he asked, not making a move to wipe his own mouth, which he totally could have. 

“Not quite,” I lied as I reached up again. I barely managed to hold back a sharp inhale as my fingertip brushed across his soft bottom lip. “There. That’s good.” 

But it wasn’t good. Touching him like that had ignited all the fire in my insides all over again. I was supposed to be getting over him, not falling harder for him. 

“So I’ll drive you here tomorrow after school so you can get your stuff, and then we’ll go home, right?” 

I nodded, not trusting my voice. I knew that “we’ll go home” meant he’d drive us to our separate houses that happened to be next door to each other. But “we’ll go home” slipping off his lips made me think of sharing a home with him, of him being mine and me being his and us having a white picket fence and kids and maybe even an annoying poodle. 

Which we were way too young for. But that didn’t mean I didn’t want it someday. With Ted. 

He opened the door and backed out just enough to not be lingering. “Good-night, Mya.” 

I meant to mumble a quick good-night and shut the door, but he captured me with his beautiful dark eyes. Even when he wasn’t doing the puppy-dog thing, they were mesmerizing. 

I managed what I hoped looked like a friendly smile, and not a desperate, please-ask-me-to-marry-you-and-have-your-babies leer and closed the door. 

Even with the door between us, my head was filled with images of his eyes . . . and his smile . . . and those lips, with or without chocolate mousse drips. 

I had to text Freddie. Nobody else had been able to even put a dent in my feelings for this guy. Hopefully, Freddie could do the trick. 

––––––––
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AUNT DEB WAS OVERLY smiley at breakfast. She hummed and almost danced around the kitchen, cane, bad knee, and all. 

“I called my friend Barbara last night. Her daughter is one of the advisors for the Paris Arts program.” 

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “Did you ask about next summer? I’d love to go. So much!” 

A sly smile tugged at her lips. “What would you think about going a little sooner?” 

“Sooner?” That was impossible. There was no time to save money for the exorbitant tuition. 

“Barbara’s daughter checked the enrollment cancellations and was able to book you in next month’s painting session.” 

“Next month?” 

Aunt Deb nodded, the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her face. Deep down, she liked playing the part of fairy godmother instead of evil stepmother. It was too bad I couldn’t take advantage of her string pulling. 

“That was really nice of you, but unless it’s all on scholarship . . . .” I didn’t have to finish. She knew as well as I did that my mom barely earned enough money to support us, much less send any of us to expensive European art programs. 

“It’s taken care of.” 

But that didn’t tell me everything. “I have almost nothing saved up. Even half scholarship would be difficult, probably impossible—” 

“I took care of it, Mya dear.” 

Tears pricked my eyes. She really was my fairy godmother. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“A simple thank you would suffice,” she said, the smile turning a bit sour as she put on her usual grumpy demeanor. 

I jumped out of my chair and had her wrapped in an enthusiastic hug faster than I thought possible. “Thank you! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 

“Mya dear, my ribs,” she huffed, and I let go. 

“‘Thank you’ feels so lame for something like this.” 

She fixed me with a grumpy stare, like she thought I was being overly emotional about the whole thing. “Dry your eyes and get to school. You don’t want to be late.” 

I rushed around with extra excitement in my step. I felt wide-awake and ready for the day, even though I hadn’t had any caffeine yet. Thoughts of Paris Arts Education and all those beautiful, scenic pictures on that brochure made for a natural high. 

––––––––
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IT WAS TORTURE ALL day not telling anybody about PAE. I wanted to tell my mom and sisters first, and I didn’t want anybody to blab. So I held my amazing secret in, even though I got some strange looks from my friends. 

After school, Ted brought me to Aunt Deb’s, only this time, he didn’t drop me off. I gathered all my things, and he helped me haul them out to his car. Aunt Deb waved from the window, and I felt tears coming to my eyes again at the thought of her kind gesture. 

I left the passenger door open and ran back up her sidewalk and inside to give her one last big hug. “Thank you,” I whispered in her ear as I pulled away. 

“It’s no problem at all,” she said in her humph-y way. But when I turned to catch a glimpse of her in the window, she was smiling after me. 

I got in the car and fastened my seatbelt. 

“What was that all about?” Ted asked. 

“I’ll tell you when we get home.” 

Home. Gah, I had to stop thinking about “home” that way. My home and his home were never going to be the same home, even if we did currently share a side yard. 

As we drove, I tried to come up with the best way to announce my exciting news to my mom and sisters. 

Ted shifted next to me, drawing my attention away from Paris. 

“You know how I said Fred’s not good enough for you?” 

I groaned. “Not this again.” 

He held up one hand. “He’s not the only one not good enough. I’m not good enough for Joanna. I know it. I guess I hoped other things would make up for that.” 

We drove in silence for a block or two. How could he think that he wasn’t good enough for my sister? She was the one who blurted out things without thinking and bossed everyone around and made people perform scenes from her movie ten times when she thought they didn’t faint in just the perfect way. 

If anything, she wasn’t good enough for him. 

“You know who else thought me having a gap year was dumb?” 

“Your grandpa?” 

He laughed. “Well, yes, but who else?” 

“Brooks?” 

“Joanna.” 

That didn’t make sense. “I thought she was all excited about going to Europe with you.” 

“Oh, she was fine with us taking the summer to have a blast. But she was all about starting college in the fall. Both of us. And I was cool with that because we’d be together having adventures as usual. But now I just feel . . . .” 

“Lost?” I suggested. 

“Yeah, kind of. Like I don’t know who I am without her. I don’t know how to plan because I always let her make the plans and then went along for the ride. But now her plans don’t include me.” 

He did seem lost. He had for a while now. He might have tried to get Joanna out of his system, like Megs had claimed, but it obviously hadn’t worked—and probably never would. We all knew they were soulmates. 

I took a deep breath. This was it. The moment I moved on. I had Paris. I had Freddie texting me. I had a life outside of a silly childhood crush on my sister’s best friend. Because he’d always love her, right? I’d always be “just Joanna’s sister.” I couldn’t harp on him for not moving on if I was holding out hope for something that was never going to happen myself. 

“There’s a way to fix that,” I said. 

“Oh, yeah?” Disbelief laced his voice. “How?” 

“Be good enough for her. Go do something awesome that makes her change her mind.” 

“Have you met your sister? Nobody can make her change her mind.” 

“Rick did.” 

He groaned, dropping his head back against the headrest. “Thanks for the reminder.” 

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant her mind can be changed. She wasn’t interested in dating anybody in high school until Rick. He got her to reconsider that when she was dead set against it.” 

“Yeah,” he muttered. Yep, he was completely still in love with my sister. 

“You just need to wow her.” 

“She’s hard to wow.” 

“Then it’s going to have to be something epic.” 

“If it were that simple, I’d currently be in a relationship with Joanna coasting through the end of senior year and getting ready for our summer in Europe.” 

“I didn’t say it would be simple.” 

He let out a half-grunt/half-sigh and turned into his driveway. I got out of the car and pulled my suitcase and backpack out of the back seat. 

I gestured toward my house with a nod of my head. “Come in with me. There’s something you need to hear, too.” 

His downcast frown perked up into a curious half-smile as he shut his door and followed. 

Bethany wasn’t back from visiting Asher yet, but Mom and Joanna had gotten home on schedule, evidently, and were sitting on the couch in the living room. 

“Guess what?” Joanna said as soon as I stepped into the room. “My advisor watched The Witch’s Curse and comped me out of Directing 1, Intro to Cinematography, and Digital Editing 101! I’ll be able to take so many more screenwriting classes now and really dive into—”

“Aunt Deb is sending me to art school in Paris!” 

I hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that. I just couldn’t hold it in any longer. 

“What?” my mom and Ted asked in chorus. 

“You didn’t mention that,” Ted said. 

“It just happened. This morning. I wanted to tell you all together.” 

Mom stood and hugged me. “That’s wonderful news, sweetheart. Is this a summer program?” 

“No, it’s two weeks in April. And before you say anything, one of the weeks is over spring break, so I’d only miss one week of school, and it’s a really, really, really good program, so please let me go.” 

Mom looked stunned and like she wasn’t sure how to respond. I clasped my hands together in front of me. “Please?” 

Joanna’s voice almost startled me. “Are you kidding me?” 

I whirled around to share my excitement with her but froze at her stony expression. She didn’t look like someone who had just spent a week at her dream college. Or someone who had impressed her college advisor. 

Her mouth was a tight, white line, her jaw clenched and eyes narrowed. She looked like someone whose hopes and dreams had just been splattered on by one of WeeWee’s disgusting doggie doos. 

“You always get everything,” she spat, then turned on her heel and bolted up the stairs. 

Ted shot me a sympathetic wince right before he trailed after my sister like a little lost puppy. 

Yes, Joanna, I always get everything. 
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TED
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AS I STEPPED INTO THE attic, nostalgia bombarded my senses. I hadn’t been up here since my failed pepperoni pizza prom-posal from last year. Since then, we’d filmed a few things together, hung out downstairs, even gone a few places together, but we hadn’t shared this space in the year since I’d laid it all out for her and she’d crushed me. 

“Go away!” 

A pillow flew in my direction. I stepped to the side to avoid getting nailed by it. All I could think about were the thousands of hours we’d spent on that couch together, watching movies, working on our own creations, making plans, snickering over the latest hilarious prank we’d pulled. 

I set my phone down on the banister and opened my arms. “Come here.” I was the best at calming Joanna down (as long as it wasn’t me she was ticked off at). 

She glared at me with a ferocity that would scare away any monster. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“It’s just an art class.” I stuck my hands in my jeans pockets and shrugged, trying to play it down. “It’s not like it’s win-a-day-with-Steven-Spielberg.” 

“But it’s Paris. I’m sure there’s something film-related in their program. Scriptwriting at least.” 

I picked the pillow up off the floor and tossed it back. It plopped onto the couch next to her. 

“I think Aunt Deb and Mya just got along really well,” I tried again. “She wanted to do something nice for her.” 

Joanna popped up off the couch and started pacing, her arms flailing about. “I’m the one who spent all those Saturdays at her house watching her stupid old movies and uploading stupid pictures of her stupid dog to Facebook! But does she do something nice for me?” 

She stopped dead in her tracks and whirled around to face me, her long hair swirling around her body. I swallowed hard at the fire in her eyes. I’d missed that, especially when it wasn’t directed at me. 

“I thought she funded your movie tips channel,” I pointed out. Because, yeah, I basically agreed with her that the whole situation was unfair, but she was being really vicious about it. It wasn’t Mya’s fault. 

“In no way does a twelve-dollar monthly Patreon donation equal Paris, Ted.” She said it as if I were the densest person in the world, not some nice guy trying to make her feel better. 

I took a step toward her. If she’d just let me put my arms around her, familiarity would kick in, and she’d let go and talk to me. Rage about it, cry about it, whatever. Like always. 

She didn’t let me get far before grabbing the pillow off the couch and flinging it at me again. “I said I don’t want to talk about it!” 

I held my hands up and took a step back. “Okay. Fine. But you know where I am when you do.” 

We locked eyes for several moments. I held my breath when her expression softened the slightest bit, like she was finally also getting sucked into the nostalgia of her and me in this place together. 

She rushed toward me. It had worked. Now all I had to do was hold her and let her cry and promise that if she were with me, like she was supposed to be, I’d take her to Paris this summer. I’d take her anywhere she wanted to go. She got so close I could almost feel her in my arms. 

Then she bent down to grab the pillow off the floor. Just as quickly as she’d advanced in my direction, she flew back to the couch, threw herself on it, and screamed into the pillow. 

That was my cue to get out of there. I turned and shuffled down the stairs. I hadn’t even gotten to tell her about the things I’d done with Mya all week. How I’d kept her from extreme boredom and saved her from having to do more chores for Aunt Deb. And how I’d been the one who picked up WeeWee’s poop and then carried it all the way back to Aunt Deb’s in the plastic bag during our walk. Rick Bhaer had never done that. 

I got to the landing and started down the second set of stairs. Mya met me at the bottom, throwing her arms around my neck in a tight hug. She was still bursting with excitement from her news, and my heart felt torn between feeling elated for her and hurt for Joanna. 

“Thank you so much for hanging out with me all week.” 

I hugged her back, the coconut scent of her hair bringing back memories of how it had felt to hold her in Fred’s pool house, which was crazy because that had been a momentary lapse of good judgment. Mya was off limits. Besides, Mya was Mya. 

Although, she hadn’t once mouth-breathed on me or been overly dramatic all week. She had gotten much cooler, like I’d said. She hadn’t even asked me to drive her to the mall once. 

“No problem,” I said into her ear because it hadn’t been. It had been fun. 

Mya let go. Her mom stood in the living room, a warm smile on her face. She walked to me for a hug, too. 

“Yes, thank you. Mya can’t stop talking about the fun things you two did.” 

Yeah, and it was all for nothing. Now that Joanna was ticked about Paris, she’d probably have appreciated it more if I’d pranked Mya all week instead of doing nice things for her. 

“I better get home.” I suddenly needed space from this entire family and the ping-pong my heart was doing over the Paris situation. “Oops, my phone,” I realized and headed back up the stairs. 

I heard Joanna’s voice as soon as I hit the second landing. “It just hurts. She’s not even serious about art.” 

I crept up the stairs to the attic. She was at the window, her back to me, her phone up to her ear. I knew I should grab my phone and get out of there, but I couldn’t resist slowing my pace so I could hear more of the conversation. (It’s what people who creep on their neighbors do, you know.) 

“Because she never finishes anything! She goes from one project to the next, one medium to another. First it was watercolors. Then it was sculpting. Then that macrame crap all over. Why should she get to go somewhere like PAE? It’s not fair.” 

Joanna turned and caught me lingering. She gave me an annoyed look, so I did what anybody who’d just been caught eavesdropping would do—I turned it around on her. 

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.” 

The frosty look in her eyes told the truth. She did want to talk about it. She just didn’t want to talk about it with me. 

“Just a sec,” she said into the phone (to Rick, no doubt), then lowered it. “I’m not going to talk about Princess Mya to you when you’ve been buddy-buddy with her all week.” 

Dang. My master plan to get back into Joanna’s good graces by looking after Mya had backfired. She didn’t even know about the Fred stuff, and she was already mad at me. 

I obviously had to back off the spending time with Mya routine I’d gotten into. 

There had been a time, not too long ago, that I’d been Joanna’s go-to person for everything. Annoyed with Mya? She went to me to vent. Mad at Aunt Deb? She went to me to complain about it. Heartbroken that her dad had left? She threw snowballs at my window at midnight. 

I’d thought nothing could sever our inseparable bond. We’d been each other’s other half for years. It was the closest I’d been to anybody since my mom died. Maybe even counting my mom. 

But she still didn’t trust me. Things were better between us, but the rift was still there. I hadn’t earned her trust back. Not fully. 

It would take way more than taking pity on her sister to win her back. I had a feeling only coming through in a matter of life or death would do it. 
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MYA

––––––––
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MY PHONE BUZZED AS Joanna dropped me off at school Friday at six for art fair set up. I slowed my stride to check the text message. 

Freddie: Don’t forget, you promised to welcome me to the Concord High School art fair tomorrow. 

Me: Of course! I’ll even try to get someone to cover for me for a few minutes so I can personally show you around when you get here. 

Freddie: Wow, how’d I get so lucky to score a 1-on-1 with this year’s first place winner? 

Me: Oh, you know. 

Me: Gotta go set up. Don’t message me or I’ll never get anything done. 

Freddie: ???

Me: You’re way too distracting. 

Freddie: I’m distracting? The pic of you and me on my phone background is distracting. 

I slipped my phone into my purse and walked inside, trying to pull my giddy grin into a more respectable, happy-but-modest smile. This weekend, I would be the face of the art club. And a handsome guy who was about to play lacrosse for Penn State (and who had been flirty texting me all week) was coming to witness me in all my hostess glory. 

The person manning the welcome booth practically ran the entire art fair. They sold tickets, directed people to booths they were interested in, and basically controlled the flow of traffic. People would go to the booths I suggested. Booths would sell-out based on the way I talked things up. Most of the people in town knew nothing about art. They’d take my word for it, let me shape their expectations for what they would see and buy. 

It was a tremendous amount of power, and I was ready to harness it for the good of the art club. 

Plus, you know, impress a cute senior who knew more about art and culture than any of the yahoos in my school. Freddie wasn’t some basic football-playing teenager. He was one of the Pittsburgh Vaughns—now the Newton Vaughns—the son of a big deal real estate mogul. His mom was president of the Cambridge chapter of the DAR. (Yes, I’d done a little social media stalking since the hot tub night.) I could totally see Mrs. Vaughn buying my winning watercolor entry for her husband’s office. 

My daydreams shattered into a million pieces as I walked into the gym and saw April Chester behind the front booth. The welcome booth. My booth. 

She’d made herself at home and had it halfway set up already, even though it was 5:58 and set up was supposed to start at six. She’d obviously gotten early access, which did make sense because her mom was the art teacher and club advisor. 

What didn’t make sense was why she was setting up the welcome booth. 

“Hey,” I said, slowly approaching. Had she finished her booth and decided to help me out? I didn’t need help, and helping others wasn’t really an April Chester-esque thing to do. 

Her head snapped up at my greeting. Guilt flashed across her face for the tiniest of moments, then a satisfied smirk replaced it. That was all I needed to know that stuff was about to go down. She’d done something, and I wasn’t going to like it. I could tell all that from her smug expression. 

“It wasn’t my idea,” she said, her lips going pouty and her eyes full of fake sympathy. She picked up an already-perfectly-straightened pile of maps of the gym, tapped them on one edge, and set them back down. 

“What wasn’t your idea?” 

But I was pretty sure I knew. 

“You’ll have to talk to my mom about it.” 

I spotted Mrs. Chester across the gym and made a beeline for her. 

“Why is April in the welcome booth?” 

Mrs. Chester had the decency to look sympathetic for real. “The girls were talking,” she began. And by “the girls” I knew Mrs. Chester meant April and her snotty friends. “They were talking,” she said again, suddenly seeming uneasy, “and they brought up a very good point about how a senior has always been in charge of the welcome booth.” 

“That’s not true,” I pointed out. “Last year Mary Kingsley manned the welcome booth, and she was a junior.” 

“Oh, well, uh . . .” Mrs. Chester seemed flustered for a second, then waved her hand. “A senior or junior is always in charge of the welcome booth.” 

“Right, because usually the winter art show winner is a junior or senior, and that’s who traditionally gets the welcome booth.” 

“I’m sorry, Mya,” she said with that slightly-stressed-but-pretending-they’re-not tone teachers get during big-deal extra-curricular activities, like band concerts and business club competitions. “But it makes more sense for April to be in charge of the welcome booth this year. You can do it next year if you win.” 

But there was no guarantee I’d pull out back-to-back first place entries in the annual winter art show. There were other talented artists at school, and the way teachers are so into things like participation awards, they’d probably want to give it to someone else next year, consciously or unconsciously. I’d won this year. That booth was rightfully mine. 

“But I won,” I said, sounding pathetic even to my own ears. I couldn’t think of a better argument. 

“I know, but we’re afraid it would set an unfortunate precedent. It’s an honor that’s really meant for an upperclassman.” 

I wasn’t going to win this one, but surely Mrs. Chester had come up with another high-profile assignment for me. Everyone knew April stunk at math. Maybe she needed me at the donation booth or keeping track of inventory. 

“Where do you want me instead?” 

“Um . . .” She dug through the thick stack of papers on her clipboard. “April and the girls reassigned the booths.” That did not bode well. She pulled a yellow piece of paper out from the pile and handed it to me. “Here.” Then she gave me a quick nod and practically ran away. 

My eyes ran down the list. I was so nervous about my assignment, now that I knew it had been selected by April herself, that it took three glances before I caught my name. 

Flower booth. 

I’d been assigned the flower booth. AKA the lamest booth in the entire art fair. 

I trudged to the back of the gym where three buckets sat in front of a table, full of red roses, pink carnations, and the droopiest orange lilies I’d ever seen. The carnations were clearly past their prime, not like the perfect one Ted had brought me at Aunt Deb’s. The roses, on the other hand, were in full bloom, beautiful . . . which meant that by tomorrow they would be starting to show their age. 

Why did we even sell flowers? They weren’t art. At least not art created by us or local vendors. Same with the food. I guess you could call some types of food preparation art, like tricky gourmet meals flambéed and perfectly plated or those four-layer cakes decorated with fondant and sugar glass on those baking shows Bethany watches. 

The plates of sloppy joes and plain potato chips served at in the concession stand during the art fair were not art. So why bother? 

And why bother with a flower booth? 

And if we were handing out booths based on upperclassmen hierarchy rather than actual artistic talent, then why not stick a freshman with the flower booth? There were the displays set up on the other half of the gym, the items not technically for sale, including my first-place winning entry, a watercolor sunset. They would need monitoring. I’d be perfect for that job. I’d just cut a ribbon at a real gallery, and wasn’t this practically the same thing? My assignment list told me that job had been given to two junior guys. 

The ceramics booth had to be manned by at least two students because it couldn’t be left alone at any point. That was how things got broken by little kids who’d been dragged to the art fair by their parents. I was an expert at keeping delicate things safe from bumbling, clutzy people. I lived with Joanna, after all. When I glanced that way, Mary and Katy were carefully unwrapping and setting up the ceramic pieces that had been donated. 

Katy caught my eye and mouthed, “Sorry.” I shrugged. It wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t assigned the booths. 

I resigned myself to the fact that I better get to work trying to make the flower booth look somewhat attractive, but as I turned to take in the pathetic-looking mess of supplies I had to work with, I saw Mrs. Chester leading Jenny Snow to the recruitment booth. 

That was the final straw, and the tears that had been threatening immediately dried up and turned to boiling blood. Someone bubbly and excited had to be in charge of the recruitment booth. That person had to hand out info about the art club and try to convince students to check it out and adults to donate. Jenny Snow wasn’t exactly bubbly. Plus, she narked on people to Mr. Davis when they had gum. If anybody deserved the flower booth, it was Jenny. 

I could do a much better job of attracting people to the club than she could, but I was stuck at this lame wilting-flower booth in the very back of the gym. This was the opposite of being the face of the art club. This was being hidden like a dirty secret. 

Maybe I had let the disappointment of being ousted from the welcome booth cloud my opinion of the flowers. They were probably perfectly acceptable flowers. And who didn’t like flowers, right? Five dollars per flower was a bit pricy, but roses were expensive anyway. 

I closed my eyes and took in a deep, calming breath, a la Bethany’s yoga videos, trying to center myself. As I exhaled, I opened my eyes to take a second look at the flowers. 

Ugh. Nobody was going to pay five dollars for any of those. Maybe if the sale was today—this very hour—the perfectly-in-bloom roses would go for five dollars. But by tomorrow, they wouldn’t be so perfect. Where did we get these things? Some florist’s bargain bin? 

I strode across the gym to the displays and yanked my winning entry off the wall. 

“What are you doing?” one of the guys in charge asked. 

“Taking my painting,” I snapped. I whirled around and went back to the flower booth, stashing my framed watercolor under the table. 

April wanted to steal my spot? Fine. Then the art club would have to run the show without the first-place painting. Let April or Mrs. Chester explain to everyone why the winning painting was missing. 

I avoided making eye contact with the guys setting up the gallery area (if you could call the corner of the gym a gallery area). I felt them staring after me, probably wondering why I was being such a spaz. 

I had to calm down. I could feel more and more eyes on me. 

The only thing worse than getting assigned the dying flower booth was acting like a big baby over being assigned the dying flower booth. I was going to Paris in two weeks. This would make a hilarious story that I could tell at PAE. All my new, sophisticated, European art friends would think Mrs. Chester was preposterous for assigning the booths based on April’s cattiness, and we’d all have a good laugh over it. 

Tomorrow wasn’t about me, and as good as it would have felt to be featured, I had to pull it together and get through the next twenty-four hours. 

Then I’d go to Paris and blow all the members of the art club—including the Chesters—away.  

––––––––
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I MANAGED TO MAKE THE booth look decent, despite only having three ugly buckets of less-than-desirable flowers to display. I saved it by completely covering the buckets with intricate marker drawings and digging around in the art room until I found a pristine, white tablecloth that hadn’t been taken out of its package yet. It took over half an hour of searching every bin on every shelf, but it was worth it, as it made for a clean and crisp contrast to all the other wrinkled, well-used tablecloths, some of which had paint smears or faded marker smudges on them. 

I spread the clumps of flowers out in the buckets as best as I could and sprinkled several tiny packets of those flower food crystals in each one, crossing my fingers that it would help preserve them until tomorrow. 

When I was done, two hours later, those buckets of flowers almost looked appealing. 

Maybe I was the best person for this booth? It didn’t take any talent to pin up other people’s work to a display or to make a booth full of already-beautiful jewelry look attractive. Not everyone could do what I did with the flower booth. 

I lifted the tablecloth and slid my painting out from underneath, careful not to scratch the frame. The guys in charge of the gallery had long-since left, so I hung my painting up in the empty spot where it had been. I wasn’t going to let April take that honor away from me, too. 

I was pretty proud of myself and actually feeling almost cheery as I waited outside the school for Joanna to pick me up. She was fifteen minutes late, of course, but her tardiness wasn’t as annoying as usual. 

I’d just salvaged the least-desirable booth in the fair, hadn’t let April Chester get to me, and I was the only one going to study at PAE for two weeks. April could play her childish games, but I was going to prove why I’d won first place in the competition last month. She’d graduate soon, and I’d get two years as the reigning art club queen . . . or art club president would be fine, too. I could call it art club queen in my head. 

I should have known better than to launch into a detailed description of that evening’s events. Instead of saying something encouraging or bashing April Chester, Joanna shook her head. 

“You let her take it from you?” 

This wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting, so I had to fumble for a comeback. “What was I supposed to do? Throw a hissy fit like a two-year-old?” 

She bristled, so my thinly-veiled insult had hit its mark. Joanna would have raged and made a big, fat deal over it. “You’re such a pushover,” was all she muttered as she turned onto our street. 

“It’s called being classy and a team player,” I said. “You ought to try it sometime.” 

Joanna snorted. “Yes, because it’s so classy to let people walk all over you.” 

My pride plummeted. She was right. Nobody would notice that I’d taken the high road. My fellow art club members would be too busy with their own (good) booths to notice how much better the flower booth looked than usual. The parents wouldn’t know the difference. And all the strangers who came to the art fair would see would be April in the welcome booth. They’d assume she was the most talented artist . . . because why wouldn’t you put your biggest talent front and center? 

I’d been looking forward to this event since the moment my name had been announced as the welcome booth rep, and now I had nothing but dread for what tomorrow would bring.
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TED

––––––––
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I WAS DEEP IN SOME excellent REM sleep, dreaming about white water rafting in Switzerland with Joanna when a violent shaking of my shoulder tore me out of slumberland. 

“Wake up.” 

I rolled over and pried my eyes open to find Joanna hovering over me, the tips of her long hair tickling my cheek. I swatted her hair away. 

“What time is it?” I had to still be in the dream. Real-life Joanna wouldn’t come into my room in the middle of the night and lean over my bed. 

“Eight forty-five,” she said, shoving my shoulder again. “Now get up. I need your help.” 

She was so close that I contemplated reaching out to pull her down on top of me as payback for waking me up. But she’d take it the wrong way and get mad at me again, so I sighed and scrubbed a hand across my face. 

“Okay, okay. I’m up.” I sat up and let out a loud yawn. “Why am I up?” 

She disappeared into my walk-in closet, and a few seconds later, a pair of jeans and a T-shirt flew my way, followed by socks and boxer shorts. “Get dressed.” 

I bunched the clothes into a ball I could carry into my bathroom and stood, still feeling the groggy effects of a mid-REM wake-up. “I need more information.” 

Joanna stood in the doorway of my closet, hands on her hips. “We’re going to school.” 

“At eight forty-five on a Saturday?” There were about five hundred other places I’d rather be. Place number one was back under the covers. 

“I’ll explain everything in the car.” 

And she did. Once we were on the road, coffees in the cupholders of my car, she told me all about April Chester’s mean-girl power play and how Mya had gotten stuck with the lame flower booth way in the back of the gym instead of the welcome booth she’d been so excited about. 

When she finished crabbing about it, I took my eyes off the road for a quick glance at her. Her brow was furrowed, eyes narrowed, and mouth all scrunched up as she twisted her hair into a ponytail. She looked like she was about to punch someone over an actual wrong, not a high school art fair booth mix-up that nobody really cared about. 

“What?” she asked at the look I gave her. “Nobody screws over my sister.” 

Which was an ironic thing to say because Joanna herself was constantly trying to one-up her youngest sister. I could understand the venom in her tone if it were Bethany getting the shaft, since Bethany’s so sweet and would never stand up for herself. But it would make more sense if Joanna were chuckling over Mya’s misfortune right now instead of acting like some sort of art fair vigilante equalizer. 

“Why can’t Rick help you with this?” 

“Are you kidding?” She took a sip of her “coffee” (half a dozen squirts of French vanilla creamer and several spoons of sugar with a splash of actual coffee) and chuckled. “Rick would never lower himself to pulling a prank at a high school event. Plus, I wasn’t going to drive over to his house and wake his family up at eight in the morning.” 

Of course. 

I gripped the steering wheel tighter. “So I’m a conveniently-located screw up. Nice.” 

She let out this offended-sounding noise, like I was the one who had just bashed her. “I didn’t say that.” 

“You kind of did.” 

We were a few insults away from one of our hot-headed screaming matches, and I really didn’t want to go there. Instead of fun and fiery and maybe a little flirty, the thought of getting into it with her felt exhausting, probably because she’d woken me up to insult me and pick a fight. 

“So what should we do to prank April’s booth?” Joanna asked. 

“How are we getting into the school? Doesn’t it start at ten?” 

“I’m sure the janitors are there. We can say we need to get homework or something. So, pranks. We could hide all the tickets so she has to scramble around trying to figure out how to let people buy things. Or we could write ‘April Chester is a booth-stealing jerk’ on every ticket. Or . . .” She let out a growl. “I can’t think of anything good. What are you thinking?” 

I was torn. This was my chance to score major points with Joanna. An epic prank would not only make her deliriously happy, but it might remind her how awesome we were together. 

But Mya hated pranks. She’d definitely not be happy with us for pranking someone on her behalf, even for something as important to her as the art fair. This was the art club’s major fundraising event of the year. If we pranked it too hard, we ran the risk of messing things up, and that would prove that Mya was right about me being a selfish putz. Which somehow still bothered me more than being thought of as a conveniently-located screw up. 

But I also couldn’t let Mya’s disapproval get in the way of reconnecting with Joanna. Ugh, hanging out with a bunch of girls can be so tricky. It was so much easier this fall when the only March sister I spent time with was Bethany. Hmm . . . Bethany. She was always the diplomatic peacemaker. Maybe she had an idea of how I could be the hero in Joanna’s eyes without ticking Mya off in the process. Too bad she hadn’t gotten woken up at the crack of dawn on a Saturday to brainstorm April Chester pranks. 

Mya had said to do something awesome to change Joanna’s mind. If anything would get her to see me in a different light, it would be coming up with the type of solution that boring, mature, college guy Rick would. 

But how could we get back at the Chesters for screwing Mya over in a way that didn’t involve sabotaging the entire art club? 

Wait. We didn’t need the welcome booth to suck. We needed Mya’s booth to be better than the welcome booth so she’d get all the attention she should have gotten as the welcome hostess. That would be a win-win for everybody. And there was a fairly easy way to give Mya’s booth a major glow-up. 

I threw on my left blinker and slowed at the approaching intersection. 

“What are you doing?” Joanna asked as I turned and headed not to school but to the downtown shopping district. 

I threw her my best smug grin. “There’s an easier way to fix things that doesn’t involve duping janitors or possibly getting in trouble with Mrs. Chester or Mr. Smith.” 

“Oh, yeah?” she asked, both raised eyebrows showing her doubt. “How?” 

“Instead of pranking the welcome booth, what if we get flowers that aren’t crappy?” 

“It’s still the dumb flower booth,” Joanna muttered, “no matter how nice the flowers are.” 

“Yeah, but what if the dumb flower booth was so awesome that it sold out right away? Picture it. April Chester is stuck at the welcome booth all day. Once Mya sells out, she’s done and can wave by-eee to the Chesters on her way out the door.” 

“She’s not going to sell out. The flowers never do. They wilt all over and half of them get thrown out at the end of the day.” 

“She’ll sell out,” I said confidently. This was a challenge now—to upstage April Chester and prove Joanna wrong. “Because she’ll be selling huge bouquets for the five-dollar tickets instead of single flowers.” 

Joanna shook her head as I pulled into the Petals and Poems parking lot. “I can’t afford this. Maybe if we were getting the money back for selling them, but the art club gets it, so I can’t front this, and I’m not going to ask my mom to. Let’s—” 

“JoJo,” I said, resting my palm on her flailing forearm. She lowered it and glanced down at my hand, then back at my face. My heart melted at the vulnerability in her gray eyes. She so rarely let it show. “I got this.” 

“I can’t ask you—” 

“You didn’t. I’m offering.” 

It was time to be the hero. 

––––––––
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“DON’T PUT THE PINK ones all the way over there.” 

I may have been the flower booth hero, but that didn’t stop Joanna from thinking she knew the best way to arrange it. 

“You have to spread out the colors,” I argued, taking the vase out of her hand and setting it back where I’d had it. “It looks more visually pleasing that way than having them all clumped together.” 

Joanna huffed. “Who cares? It’s just flowers.” 

I’d always had the better eye for things like this, and she knew it. She didn’t care what most things looked like, so she slapped visual things together without thought. I didn’t know why she was being so alpha about setting up the booth. 

We should have let Mya arrange it, since it was her booth, but we’d headed right to school and unloaded our haul via several trips from the parking lot through the gym. It made sense to place them on the tabletop rather than dumping them in a pile on the floor. Then, when they were all sitting on the table, I wanted to arrange them nicely so when Mya walked in she’d be impressed with the display. 

“Why do you always have to have the final say on everything?” I muttered, eyeing the baby’s breath Joanna had taken out of one arrangement and stuck haphazardly in another. 

“I don’t.” 

I reached out to take the baby’s breath out of the vase and return it to the one it had come in (you know, the way the professional florist had arranged it). “Yeah, you do.” 

It had been a long time since we’d hung out just us, but I didn’t remember her being this bossy. Or maybe it was more accurate to say I didn’t remember her bossiness being this irritating. 

“Fine,” she said, holding up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Do whatever you want with them.” 

I made a few last-minute changes, tipping a lily in one direction and turning a vase to hide an empty spot in the back. 

“Do you want to go to Chill Out?” 

It took a lot of self-restraint not to fire back that she needed to chill out, even though I knew she was referring to our favorite ice cream place. 

For a year, I’d been waiting for her to say those very words. Well, not specifically those words but any version of “Let’s hang out together just us like we used to.” I’d hoped for it, dreamed about it, even written weird movie scripts in my head about it happening. 

But in that moment, it wasn’t the most appealing offer. Maybe because she’d all but called me a conveniently-located screw-up earlier. Maybe because her bossiness was getting on my nerves more than usual for whatever reason. Maybe because she’d woken me up to be her chauffer and errand boy. 

I don’t know. But a shake wasn’t worth missing the look on Mya’s face when she walked in and saw her new and improved booth. 

“Maybe when we’re done,” I said, nudging a vase of six yellow carnations farther back to put more space between it and the basket of white lilies and sunflowers in front of it. 

I moved to fuss with the “Flowers” sign taped to the front of the table. Joanna covered one of my hands with hers. The warm sensation that ran through me almost overpowered my desire to wait for Mya’s reaction. Being close to her, having our bodies connected in some way, felt so much more natural than this avoidance dance we’d been doing the past year. 

“It looks fine. Let’s go.” 

I didn’t want to admit to her that I wanted to wait for Mya. She wouldn’t understand. The flower booth glow-up was more about sticking it to the Chesters for her than helping her sister. She wouldn’t care about the smile that would come to Mya’s pretty pink lips or how big her beautiful blue eyes would get when she took in the scene. 

I picked up two vases and swapped them, pretending to be totally into the arrangements. “I think we still need to—” 

“Oh, my gosh,” Joanna said, the impatience coming through clear as day. “Come on, Teddy.” 

She grabbed my arm and tugged. I turned, fighting the urge to yank away from the comfort of her touch and make another crack about her bossiness. 

But when I turned, my eyes landed on Mya walking through the gym door. She was wearing the same sweater and pink skirt combination she had to the ribbon cutting, and she looked just as pretty. She strode past the welcome booth, not even glancing in April Chester’s direction as she weaved her way around booths, her curls bouncing and the skirt showing off those curvy legs. 

I couldn’t stop the corners of my mouth from turning up. She hadn’t even given April the satisfaction of a longing look, just strode to the back of the room like she was on a mission, her strappy heels clacking on the gym floor like she meant business, which was totally hot. 

Her mask of indifference cracked the second she caught sight of the booth. Her mouth opened in surprise and she took a small stutter-step to take it all in before falling right back into her confident stride. 

“What happened to the other flowers? Where did these come from?” 

“Ted and I bought them this morning,” Joanna said, proudly. 

I bit back the clarification that I had been the one who bought them. And arranged them. 

“Oh, JoJo!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around Joanna’s neck. “Thank you!” 

Then she turned to me. “Thanks for helping Joanna do all this.” 

I clamped my lips together and nodded. Helping Joanna? Joanna didn’t—

All the indignation flew out of my head when Mya reached up to wrap her arms around my neck. The second she pressed her body against mine, I forgot what I’d been annoyed about and reflexively bent down to circle my arms around her waist. 

Her hair brushed against my cheek. Today she smelled like watermelon, not coconut. I liked the coconut better, but the watermelon scent cut the overpowering floral aroma of the booth better. Seriously, when had Mya gotten so cool? She felt soft and petite in my arms, and man did she smell good. For a second, I sort of wanted to be cuddled together with her under a blanket on my boat watching the sunset. 

Joanna cleared her throat, and I realized Mya and I had been locked in that embrace much longer than your average thanks-for-fixing-my-lame-flower-booth hug should last. I loosened my grasp around her waist, and she lowered from her tiptoes to the floor. 

She brushed her hair over her shoulder. A piece fell forward, and I fought the urge to tuck it behind her ear. That would be weird, right? Way too flirty and not something you did with your best friend’s sister. 

“We’re going to Chill Out,” Joanna announced. 

A smile started to come to Mya’s lips, but she quickly squashed it as she caught my eye. She was thinking the same thing I had earlier—that Joanna needed to “chill out” herself. I don’t know how I knew that was what she was thinking, but I did. My own mouth started to join hers in a private smile, and I had to work to contort it into a neutral expression. 

“What are you making that weird face for?” Joanna asked. 

“Nothing,” I said, and Mya’s hand flew to her lips to hide the smile she couldn’t keep under wraps any longer. “Do you want to come with us?” 

Joanna elbowed me. “She has to run her booth,” she said, in a not-so-obvious excuse. Both Mya and I knew Joanna didn’t want to hang out with her sister. The surprising thing was that she did want to hang out with me. 

Mya moved behind her booth, and Joanna led me out of the gym. I turned to look back at Mya standing behind her booth. She was a vision surrounded by all those flowers. It made me want to see Mya in a field of wildflowers . . . wearing that skirt . . . and looking at me the way she had in Fred’s hot tub. 

My hand automatically went to the back of my head when a sharp sting reverberated through my skull at the smack Joanna gave me. 

“Hey!” 

“She’s fine,” Joanna said. “Our job is done here.” 

I knew the next move I was expected to make was to follow her, unquestioningly, out to my car so we could go get shakes. 

Instead, I walked up to April at the welcome booth. “I’ll take thirty-seven.” 

The little booth-stealer raised her eyebrows. “Thirty-seven what?” 

“Tickets. That’s what one sells at the welcome booth, right?” 

“That’s, like, a hundred-and-seventy-five dollars,” she said smugly, like I couldn’t do simple math. “Nobody buys a hundred-and-seventy-five-dollars’ worth of art fair tickets.” 

“It’s one eighty-five actually,” I said, counting out bills and throwing them on the table. I held out my hand, palm up. “Thirty-seven tickets, please.” 

“Um . . .” April’s face went from snooty to flustered. “Oh!” She fumbled to unwind tickets from the roll. When she’d counted out thirty-seven, she handed them across the table to me and smoothed her hair. She now had a plastered-on professional smile. “Thank you so much.” 

“I really like art.” 

“Clearly,” April said. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not. 

Joanna grabbed my arm and dragged me away from the welcome booth. “Do you actually want to buy any of this junk?” 

“No, but I want Mya to come to Chill Out with us.” I scanned the lobby for help and found it in Zach Jeffreys, one of the starting five of the basketball team. “Hey, Zach!” 

He turned, and we weaved our way through the crowd that had started to gather. 

I held out one of the tickets I’d just purchased from April. “Take this ticket and buy a flower from Mya’s booth.” 

Zach gave me a weird look. “I don’t want a flower.” He glanced over my shoulder at the booths. “I don’t even like art. I’m here for the basketball yearbook picture.” 

I shoved the ticket against his chest. “Just buy one. Give it to Abby.” 

Zach took the ticket, his eyes lighting up. “Good idea, man.” I knew bringing his girlfriend into it would get results. Only thirty-six more tickets to pawn off on people. “Actually, here.” I held out a second ticket. “Buy her two.” 

Zach took the second ticket and made a beeline for Mya’s booth, where she beamed as he handed her his tickets and picked out a bouquet of pink roses and a lily with baby’s breath. 

I followed Zach down the hall, Joanna trailing me. All the guys on the basketball team were in uniform, being corralled into three rows in front of the sports trophy case by the yearbook advisor. 

“Hurry up, Jeffreys!” one of the guys yelled at Zach, who set the flowers on the floor and hopped into the back line. 

“Okay, look this way, and no rabbit ears or we’ll have to come in and redo this again,” the yearbook advisor said, sounding beyond irritated. 

After several clicks and an order to “Stay right there while I check these,” the team got the go-ahead to disperse. I sprang into action, handing out tickets left and right and telling the guys to use them to buy flowers for their girlfriends from Mya’s booth. 

“I don’t have a girlfriend,” one guy complained. 

I shoved my last ticket closer to him. “Then buy something for your mom.” 

He shrugged and took the ticket. 

“Why are you giving them all the tickets?” Joanna asked as they headed in a pack toward the locker room to change. “Just go buy the booth out, and we’ll all be free to blow out of here.” 

“Yeah, because Mya would love it if her sister and her friend bought all the flowers in a pity sale.” 

Joanna rolled her eyes. “Who cares what Mya thinks? This isn’t about her. It’s about showing those dumb Chesters they can’t get away with playing favorites.” 

I did care what Mya thought. I wanted her to think everyone wanted her flowers. And I wanted her to come to Chill Out with us. The three of us could get shakes and toast to our victory over April Chester. 

We headed back to Mya’s booth, hanging back as the basketball guys traded tickets for flowers. 

“Hey,” a familiar voice said behind me. 

Fred. 

“Hey, man,” I said, turning to bump shoulders with him as he came to a stop between Joanna and me. 

Joanna gave him a polite-but-quick smile. “Hi.” 

Fred grinned. “You guys aren’t pranking someone for a video, are you?” 

“No,” I said at the same time as Joanna muttered, “Sort of.” 

As soon as the crowd dispersed, Fred stepped behind the table and right up to Mya. “I thought you were going to welcome me to the art fair,” he said in his trademark flirty tone. “I don’t feel very welcomed.” 

“It’s a long story. I’m free now,” she said, gesturing to her empty booth. “I’ll tell you the whole story over sloppy joes and chips.” 

“Looks like I have perfect timing,” Fred said, reaching for her hand. That shouldn’t have made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Who cared what Mya and Fred did? 

“You have to see this amazing self-portrait my friend Katy drew. It’s stippled and took her, like, three months to finish.” 

As Fred and Mya walked away, Joanna leaned in to side-hug me around the waist, not even seeming mad about them hanging out. “She’s so happy. And April Chester looks seriously ticked. You’re kind of the best. You know that, right?”

I gave her a weak smile and a cocky “Well, yeah.” 

But I didn’t feel like the best. Not when I’d saved the day twice and then got ditched for Fred Vaughn.
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PAE WAS BEYOND AMAZING. 

I’d been here for three days, and both my jet lag and awe were finally wearing off enough for me to take it all in. The first day, I’d been so giddy during class that every line I painted ended up wobbly. The second day, my lack of sleep and the time difference had caught up to me, and I’d been so tired that I hadn’t been at my best. 

But today. Today would be the day. I finally felt refreshed and acclimated and in the artistic zone. 

Our instructor had set up a still life of an orange, a book, and a bell situated on a crinkly blue tablecloth. I was experiencing one of those times when you get lost in your creation and time flies by without you noticing thirst, hunger, or bathroom needs. 

Soft, classical music played in the background as the teacher, Giselle, paced the room, her only comments soft noises of approval or disappointed “hmm”s. This was a real art class, not some high school credit. 

It was like my eyes, my brain, and my hand were connected on a special artistic wavelength. My eyes took in the scene, and my brain guided my hand in how to exactly replicate what I saw before me. This was hands-down, one of my best works. 

Maybe I’d win a first-place award here, too. Ha! I’d love to bring an award back to show Mrs. Chester. She’d have to admit she’d been wrong to take the welcome booth away from me then. Maybe Mr. Smith, the principal, would make her announce her mistake over the intercom so the entire school would know. 

I let out a satisfied exhale as I thought about how far I’d come in two short weeks. I was immersed in a classy, European art program, and just a few weeks ago, I’d been stuck at what was traditionally the least desirable booth at a rinky-dink high school art fair. Suddenly, it felt silly that any of that had bothered me at all. Small town high school was nothing compared to Paris. 

I’d sold out of flowers in record time, thanks to Joanna and Ted supplying me with better flowers. Then Freddie and I had turned heads as we strolled around the art fair. Jenny Snow had cornered me in the bathroom, demanding to know who “that guy who doesn’t go to our school” was. When I name-dropped, her eyes had gotten huge. 

“Not, like, Edward Vaughn the real estate guy, though, right?” 

“Yeah, that’s Freddie’s dad,” I’d replied. 

“The one with all the billboards and that commercial?” 

“Yep,” I’d said and walked right past her out the door to where Freddie was leaning against the wall waiting for me. 

I wish I could say that hadn’t been the best part of hanging out with him. 

That sounds harsh. It’s not like we had a bad time together. Freddie’s nice. And super-good-looking. And someone who impressed Jenny, April, and basically the entire art club. 

But he was kind of boring. 

And all he talked about was lacrosse, Penn State, and playing lacrosse at Penn State, and when I mentioned Joanna and Ted were going out for shakes, Freddie took me to this expensive fondue place in Boston that supposedly had to-die-for chocolate. Except all the chocolate had a bitter aftertaste, like burnt caramel, and I felt totally underdressed and underage. Everyone besides us looked like business people or rich couples on dates. 

I’d kind of just wanted to go to Chill Out with Ted and Joanna. 

“Ooh.” The soft utterance behind me broke the spell. Wow, was I in the zone today! I’d kept painting through my thoughts of the art fair and Freddie and that burnt-tasting chocolate. 

I turned slightly so I could see Giselle out of my periphery. I couldn’t read the thoughtful expression she always seemed to have as she evaluated our work. I hoped it had been a good “ooh.” I pushed aside the nerves that suddenly erupted in my tummy. How could it not be a good “ooh”? This was definitely one of my best paintings. 

When the class was over, I didn’t want to stop, but Giselle had another class, and we were supposed to move on from acrylics to a watercolor workshop after a quick, fifteen-minute break. I allowed myself a few extra minutes, then cleaned up. 

I picked up my satchel full of brushes, palettes, sponges, and knives. I couldn’t resist taking a peek at my neighbor’s canvas, now that the room had cleared. He was a jovial guy from Northern Ireland named Callum, who constantly laughed and joked around. I’d been wondering if his art suffered from his non-serious attitude. 

I moved in front of his work station, reminding myself not to be too critical. Some people simply enjoyed art for the fun of it. Not everyone won awards or strove for a career as an artist. 

My eyes scanned his canvas. Wow. Callum’s work was so far beyond anything I could ever do. He must have been the best artist in the class. His carefree attitude had hidden pure talent and passion. In fact, it was strange that he was in this class instead of a more advanced one. Maybe the advanced ones had already been filled when he signed up. 

I moved to Annika’s canvas next, and my jaw just about dropped to the floor. Her painting was even better than Callum’s. 

A rock the size of a paint can lodged itself in my stomach. Was it possible . . . ? 

I tried to keep my pace casual in front of Giselle, who was at the front of the room setting up for her next class, as I made my way down the rest of the row and started on the next one, but dread urged me to go as fast as I could without actually running. I had to find other paintings that were on my level. Not these practically professional ones. 

But all I found was one excellent work after another. There were a couple of other paintings that were equal to or not as good as mine, but for the most part, they were all out of my league. Totally and utterly out of my league. 

I’d finally found myself among real artists, but I didn’t deserve a first-place award. I deserved the lousy flower booth in the back of the gym.  

Callum wasn’t the one in the wrong art class. 

I was. 
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THIS WAS THE MOST BORING spring break in the history of spring breaks. Brooks and Megan were visiting Brooks’s mom in Great Barrington, where she’d been living with her brother for the past six months or so. Asher was in town, so he and Bethany were hiding out from nosy fans at the cottage his brother had rented. Mya was in Paris, and Fred was on vacation with his family in London. 

And Joanna . . . well, Joanna and I still had issues, even after winning Project Art Fair. Rick’s car had been parked in their driveway for the last two hours, so I didn’t figure she’d appreciate it if I went over there to hang out. (And, no, I wasn’t being a creeper; I just happened to notice that because architecture.) 

It wasn’t nice enough outside to swim yet and binging TV wasn’t fun by myself, so I’d resorted to lying on my bed staring at the ceiling and blasting my latest favorite playlist through my speakers. So far, Gloria hadn’t yelled at me, but it was only a matter of time. 

I’d come up with zero awesome things I could do to change Joanna’s mind. Being the art fair hero had gotten me one-on-one time with her over shakes at Chill Out, but I’d been too annoyed about her micromanaging of the booth to fully enjoy it. 

The familiar notes of a country ballad blared throughout my room: “Poolside” from the latest album Asher had dropped. As I listened to Asher’s deep, rich voice crooning over the girl he’d kissed in his pool and fallen in love with, a lightbulb went off in the back of my brain. 

Bethany loved “Poolside.” She blushed and got all swoony whenever Asher sang parts of it to her or it came on the radio in the car. If her reaction was any indication as to how girls felt about guys who wrote songs for them, this could be the awesome something I did to make Joanna change her mind. 

What if I wrote a song for Joanna? I’d never written a song before. Not really. When we were younger, Joanna and I had made up some goofy songs, but I’d never written a serious one before. Brooks and I had come up with that math formula song to “Dusty, Rusty Road” but that had been more of a parody to the music Asher had already written. 

I paused my playlist and got up. This was a job for my mom’s music room. I made my way downstairs to the last room at the end of the back hall. After a rousing argument a few months ago, Grandpa had agreed to keep the room unlocked, so I didn’t have to stop in his office to pilfer the key first. I padded across the shiny wood flooring, trying not to think about the time, years ago, when Joanna and I had broken in here to play sock hockey. (Sorry again, plaster bust of Beethoven that got between me and the game-winning goal. RIP.) 

I pulled the bench out with a soft scrape and sat. I pressed middle-C on my mom’s baby grand piano and closed my eyes to listen to the note reverberate around the room, wishing I could have spent one day—or even one minute—in this space with her. Instead, the room had a hauntingly bittersweet feel to it. 

If my mom were alive, would she think I was a selfish putz with no plans? Or a conveniently-located screw-up? 

I allowed myself to wallow in a few depressing minor-chords (ones that would have made a great soundtrack to Arthur H. Hudson’s dreary art exhibit), then shook out my neck and got down to business, plinking around various melodies, waiting for the muse to strike. 

That was how this songwriting thing worked, right? A little effort, a lot of inspiration, and a dab of creativity? 

It was strangely comforting to know that my fingers were playing keys that she’d also touched, even if twenty years had lapsed between touches. Talking about her with Fred a few weeks ago had brought up all the grief I’d buried so deep long ago, and I’d been thinking about her a lot lately. The “healthy” team snack brownies, our trips to Europe every summer, the first piano lessons she’d given me back when pressing the right combination of keys had felt like magic. It was hard not to miss her when I wasn’t constantly distracted by Joanna. Part-of-the-March-family-Teddy could pretend he wasn’t lonely. Creeper-Ted missed his mom. 

I kept messing around with little tunes that popped into my head, but nothing felt right. Light and airy and whimsical wasn’t “Joanna” enough, but deep, passionate pounding of the keys didn’t make for much of a love song. How did Asher do this . . . over and over and over? 

Maybe I needed some inspiration from an expert. Abandoning my own creative attempts, I played the opening of “Poolside.” It took a couple of tries, but I figured it out fairly easily. It wasn’t an incredibly intricate song or anything. Just good, solid composition with sweet lyrics. Asher’s voice was what sold it. 

From “Poolside,” I segued into “Dusty, Rusty Road” and a few other Asher classics. Then it was back to work. I stretched my hands and tried to hash out a new tune. This time, a melody flowed. And it was good. I could work with this. Although . . . it sounded sort of familiar. It was . . . “Leona” by Venus Crossing—the song that had originally been written for my mom, then changed when the songwriters made it big in the music world. 

I stood and lifted the top of the piano bench to grab one of my mom’s old music books. I flipped pages until I found the picture I’d left between them. 

Bethany, Asher, and I had stumbled upon the picture of my parents (both of them) a while back, and surprise, surprise, Asher had recognized my dad as Cash Dinnocenzo. Yep, Cash Dinnocenzo, bass player and vocalist of Venus Crossing. Or in Asher’s words, “A musician more famous than I am.” 

I hadn’t done anything with the information. It wasn’t like my dad was an accountant who lived in Andover or Lexington. He was a famous musician from Europe. What, was I going to go on one of his social media pages and be like “Hey, remember the time eighteen years ago your girlfriend had a baby and then you broke up and never saw her again? Well, that baby’s me!” 

I’m sure rock stars get messages like that all the time, most of them scams. 

I could send a picture. He would know it wasn’t a scam as soon as he saw that I looked almost identical to the pre-stardom pictures of him in his late teens. But anybody could doctor a photo these days, so it would have to be in person, and that was next to impossible. 

“Knock, knock.” 

I’d been so lost in thought I hadn’t noticed Grandpa come into the doorway. I stashed the picture behind the music book before he could see it. That wasn’t a conversation I was ready for. 

He walked in and sat on the bench next to me. “Gloria said you haven’t left the house all day.” 

I shrugged one shoulder, trying to portray a flippancy I didn’t really feel at the moment. “It’s spring break and the weather’s crappy.” 

“Any big plans for the rest of the week?” 

Any minute now he was going to make a comment about the weather. Because that was what we did—fought about anything important and made small talk about the rest. 

“Not really. Brooks and Megan are gone. Mya’s gone. Bethany’s with Asher, and Joanna’s—” I broke off, not wanting to admit who kept Joanna busy these days. 

The silence between us bordered on awkward. Then, softly but with his typical, no-nonsense, gruff undertone: “You’re too dependent on those girls.” 

It felt like a call-out, and an unfair one at that. One I wasn’t going to let him get away with. 

“Whose fault is that? You’re the one who moved me here where I knew nobody. Who am I supposed to hang out with?” 

“Sometimes I feel as if you’d rather be part of their family than your own.” 

“What family? All I have is you, and you don’t even trust me enough to send me to the Bethesda Boat Show. You sent Brooks.” 

“Brooks works at the marina.” Grandpa sounded tired. We’d had this argument before, more than once. “And you had school. I wish you had more family, too. Your mom was an only child, as was I, and your grandmother outlived her sister. It’s unfortunate, but there’s nothing we can do about it.” 

That was a lie, and he knew it. It was about time he knew I knew it, too. Maybe I was ready for this conversation after all. 

I looked him straight in the eye. “Were you ever going to tell me about Cash Dinnocenzo?” 

We’d had some doozies of disagreements in the past, and we’d seen each other in all states of emotion—happy, sad, surprised, angry, even totally POed. This was the first time I’d watched as Grandpa’s entire face drained of color. He looked beyond startled, almost scared, like the ghosts of this room had revealed themselves. 

“How . . . how did you . . . ?” 

I’d never seen him flustered like this before. Even all the other times he’d chewed me out, he’d been fully in control. I removed the music book from the tray to reveal the picture. 

“I just—” He broke off and swallowed hard, then looked at me with eyes that knew sadness. “I wanted to protect you.” 

“From my own father?” 

“I didn’t want him to hurt you the way he hurt her. He . . . he destroyed her.” 

“She was fine.” I should know. Grandpa had been a tiny blip in our lives until I ended up living here, whereas I saw my mom every day. No way could he convince me he knew her better than I did. “We were fine.” 

And we were. My mom had laughed a lot. We had fun together. She loved her job teaching music at an elementary school. We saved money in the “Summer Fundz” jar and picked a country every year to spend a month exploring during our school break. She had friends, and she’d even dated every now and then. She knit hats and scarves all year long for the winter clothing drive every October, and we walked people’s dogs on the weekends for extra Europe spending money. Nothing about my mom was the least bit destroyed. 

Grandpa just didn’t like him. Or the idea of him. 

“You were too young to remember what she was like after they split up,” he went on. “She was inconsolable. She was—” Another first. First time I’d heard him choked up. “I didn’t want that for you.” 

I did understand, and I wouldn’t hold it against him. He’d done what he thought was right. 

But I needed more. I needed to meet my dad. I needed to meet Cash Dinnocenzo. There was a whole half of myself I didn’t know. Cash had parents, too, my other grandparents. Maybe he had brothers and sisters and nieces and nephews. 

I’d always wished for a bigger family. That was part of the reason Joanna’s family had been so appealing. Their smallish house was so full . . . of people, of Bethany’s cats underfoot, of squabbling . . . of laughter. 

Mine was so large and empty that it echoed. A bunch of aunts and uncles and cousins would fill my life. 

Did Cash Dinnocenzo have other kids? I didn’t remember hearing anything about them, but some performers kept their family life private. Maybe I had real sisters out there. Or brothers. 

Maybe I didn’t need Joanna’s family after all. 

“I’m done in here for a while,” I muttered, grabbing the picture off the tray and retreating out of the room, leaving Grandpa at the bench. 

I strode down the hall and up the stairs to my room, a daring, new idea starting to take shape. 

Cash Dinnocenzo was from Sicily. Every Venus Crossing fan knew that. Dom Clarke and the other guys who had rotated in and out of the band over the years were British. The band was born in London. But Cash was the olive-skinned, darker-eyed, mysterious enigma of the group. The one who could shred on a guitar like nobody’s business but only spoke a few heavily-accented words during interviews. And he was from Sicily. 

How hard was it to find people these days with the internet and all? 

Grandpa would hate it. But maybe I needed to do something he’d hate in order to fix the resentments that strained our relationship. 

I sank onto my bed, grabbed my phone off the nightstand, and thumbed through the Venus Crossing website, looking for clues, but Cash’s private life stayed surprisingly private. Maybe if I ever made contact with him, he could give Asher celebrity privacy tips, since Asher was often followed by drones and mobbed by teenage girls. 

Forget showing up on Cash’s doorstep. I couldn’t even figure out if he still had a residence in Sicily. I could always go to his childhood home and hope his parents still lived there, but I had no idea where on the island that was. 

My eye fell on the “Concert Schedule” tab at the top of the page. 

Or . . . . 

Could I finagle myself backstage at a concert? 

I tapped the tab, my heart picking up speed. Was I really going to do this? It was insane. 

The page loaded, and I scanned it, scrolling until I got to locations near Concord. They played Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, but not until late September. The American leg of their tour started in August, but that was out in the California/Nevada area. 

I didn’t want to wait that long. 

I scrolled back to the upcoming dates. They were all in Europe. London, Vienna, Prague, Barcelona, Bordeaux, Milan, Brussels, Dublin. Then Asia and Australia before they trekked to North and South America. 

This week alone they had the Barcelona/Bordeaux/Brussels concerts. They were sold out, of course, this close to the performance dates. But I didn’t need to go to the concert. I needed facetime with Cash, and I knew exactly when he’d be in those three cities. 

All right then. I’d do this the hard way.
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I WAS GOING TO DO THIS painting over and over until I got it right. I might not have as much natural talent as my classmates, but I could overcome that with sheer willpower and effort. 

The last two days of classes hadn’t gotten any easier. My ego was still hurting from realizing that in Concord I’d been a big fish in a little pond full of minnows. Now I was a tiny, untalented piece of plankton trying to swim with art genius sharks. 

I fought the urge to throw the canvas containing my latest attempt across the room. It’s not that it was horrible. It was good. It just wasn’t great. Last week, I would have been proud of how it had turned out. That was before I knew better, before I knew what other people my age could do. 

I sat back on the tarp that covered my floor. They’d wisely outfitted each room in the art dorm with plenty of tarps so students could work in their rooms without wrecking them. I’d flung one over my dresser as well, even though I’m only a messy worker when Joanna comes busting into the room and knocks over my open jars. 

Maybe a breath of fresh air was what I needed. I hadn’t gone on any of the optional tourist outings with most of the other students. I’d been too busy trying to get my techniques up to snuff. A walk might do me some good. 

I capped my paint tubes and washed my hands. After grabbing my spring jacket and phone, I took one last look at my painting. It was just as disappointing from a distance as it was up close. 

As I was tucking the phone into my pocket, my phone chimed. 

Ted: Are u in class? 

Me: Nope. In my dorm. 

What time was it in Massachusetts? It wasn’t even noon here. Wouldn’t that put it before 6:00 a.m. there? 

Ted: Go outside for a sec. 

Me: Wow! You read my mind! I was just heading out for a walk. 

I hit the send button and left my room, making sure the door shut tightly behind me. Not that I had anything anybody here would want to steal. What would they take? My art that wasn’t as good as theirs? 

I started down the hall to the stairwell, trying not to get lost in feeling sorry for myself. I’d anticipated learning a lot on this trip, but I hadn’t thought one of the biggest lessons would be that I wasn’t that talented after all. Maybe I should tone down my dreams of being an artist. Maybe I should be a nurse like my mom or a human resources manager or something. 

My phone chimed again. 

Ted: Know that fountain in the garden in front of your dorm? 

Me: Yeah? 

Me: Why are you up right now anyway? Isn’t it like 6 am? 

Ted: No. It’s 11:42. Anyway go to that fountain. 

Me: Wait. How do YOU know about the fountain in front of my dorm? 

I waited as the three dots appeared. All he sent was a winky face emoji. 

No way. I picked up my pace and practically ran down the last flight of stairs, bursting out into the sunlight. I had to shade my eyes as I walked around the side of the building to the sidewalk that led to the beautiful fountain. 

I ran to Ted, who was sitting on the brickwork. He stood up, and we collided in a massive hug. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked, when we pulled apart. A backpack and his guitar case sat on the step next to his feet. 

“It got boring at home,” he said with a smile. Gosh, that smile. It undid me every time. 

“So you thought, Gee, I might as well go to Paris?” 

“Brussels.” 

I sent him a questioning look. We were definitely standing next to a fountain in Paris, not Brussels. 

“Tomorrow I’m going to Brussels. But the best short-notice flight option was to Paris, so I figured we could hang for a while. Unless you had other plans.” 

“No, it’s a free day,” I said quickly. And even if it wasn’t, there was no way I’d miss hanging out with Ted in Paris. “We’re supposed to sightsee anyway.” 

“Then what were you doing in your dorm room?” 

I sighed. “Trying to be a better artist.” 

“You’re the best artist I know.” 

I leaned over to let water from the fountain splash my fingers. “Being a great artist in Concord doesn’t mean much here. Besides, I’m not the best artist you know. You know Arthur H. Hudson.” 

Ted curled up his lip. I’m not sure how he made that look attractive, but he did. “Your art is way better than his. Next time the Laurence family donates an exhibit to the MFA, I’m going to choose the artist because that gallery was just depressing.” 

I know it didn’t mean anything because it was the opinion of an eighteen-year-old guy who had been my friend and neighbor for years rather than an art instructor, but my chest felt a little less pinched and my shoulders lighter. 

“Are visitors allowed in your dorm?” Wow—Ted in my dorm. Even though I knew he meant it in a just-friends way, it felt forbidden and racy. “You can show me what you’ve been working on.” 

“They didn’t tell us visitors weren’t allowed,” I reasoned. 

He slung his backpack over his shoulder and picked up his guitar case. “Good because I need to use your bathroom.” 

We both laughed as we started up the walk to the building. After a quick bathroom break, Ted went directly to my canvas and studied my third attempt at the beach scene we’d been assigned yesterday. 

“This is awesome.” 

“You wouldn’t say that if you saw the other students’ paintings.” I wasn’t fishing for more compliments. It was the ugly truth. 

“I think you’re selling yourself short. Or . . .” He trailed off and flashed me one of his irresistible, alluring-but-mischievous smiles. “You just need a better model.” He crossed the room and struck a pose across the settee at the end of my bed. “Go ahead. Paint away. Wait.” He whipped his head the other way. “This is my good side.” 

I let out a laugh at his antics. “You would have to stay still for more than ten seconds.” 

He sat up and leaned his forearms on his knees. “Obviously.” 

I tried not to stare too much at the way his pose emphasized his biceps. “I don’t think you can.” 

His dark, dreamy eyes narrowed. “Challenge accepted.” 

Then he fixed me with this intense, smoldering look that sent shivers throughout my body and froze. Like a statue or a really hot, lifelike mannequin. Or one of those realistic robot people from Westworld. 

“You can breathe,” I said. 

“Oh, good,” he said out of the corner of his mouth, and his chest began rising and falling again. 

I forced air through my lungs, too, because I might have been too captured by his smolder to remember to breathe myself. 

I switched to a fresh canvas and busied myself getting out new paints. I didn’t think he could actually hold still long enough for me to get much done, but I’d take any amount of time I could freely stare at him without question. 

And stare I did. With free rein to study him, I let my eyes linger on the perfect bone structure of his cheeks, his textbook-Roman nose, and the golden flush of his tan complexion. A piece of hair had fallen across his forehead, and every time I looked at it, I wanted to fix it, to run my fingers through his head of curly, dark hair like I had at the ribbon cutting. 

Surprisingly, he stayed still way longer than I thought he would. Whenever I looked up from my work, his eyes were on me, which I knew was because I’d told him he couldn’t move, but it still felt like he was studying me, too, and when we made eye contact, little flutters of excitement wiggled around in my belly. 

Something about painting Ted in Paris didn’t seem real. Like this couldn’t be where we were during spring break. But it was real. He was in my dorm room, sitting a few feet away from me, giving me that sultry look, and coming to life on my canvas. 

I tipped my head and considered the unfinished work in front of me. “Something about it isn’t right.” 

“Your model is too hot to capture on canvas,” he said, and I gave him an annoyed look, even though I thoroughly agreed with him. Callum or Annika or a dozen other people in my class could probably do justice to the perfect contours of his face, but I couldn’t. “Let me see. I can fix it.” 

He jumped up and headed toward me. 

“No, wait—” 

But he was already next to me, taking it in. It was so personal. So raw and unfinished. 

“That’s amazing.” 

“You like it?” 

“I can’t believe you did this.” 

“There’s something not right, though,” I said through a sigh. 

“I’ve got it!” he said, picking up a fine-tipped brush and plunging it into the black paint on my palette. Before I could stop him, he drew two black circles on top of his head and connected them across his hair. “Look,” he said proudly, “I’m going to Disneyland.” 

I laughed, but now I had to fix that, too. “Ted!” I shoved him playfully in the shoulder, knocking his arm away from the canvas. “You ruined my painting!” 

“No, I didn’t.” He held his hand out in a “see” gesture. “I clearly made it better.” 

He was lucky he was so unbelievably adorable. 

As I was admiring his adorableness, Ted picked up my palette and stuck his hand in a glob of pink paint, covering each of his fingertips. 

“What are you doing?” He better not mess up my painting even more. 

Before I could object, his hand closed around my upper arm. When he let go of me, he left behind a perfect pink handprint on my shirt and part of my arm. “Fingerpainting is more fun.” 

I grabbed the palette from him, took a thick brush off the easel tray, and very deliberately painted my entire palm and each finger with dark purple paint, then pressed the length of my hand to his chest. My stomach flip-flopped the second my palm made contact with the hard plane of his pec. The flutters didn’t stop me from making a diagonal path of three more prints across his torso, ending near his opposite hip. The prints got fainter as they went, and something inside me heated at seeing my handprints all over him. 

He stood there, an amused look on his face, looking down to watch as I worked, not making any sort of move to stop me. 

When I finished, I glanced up at him and attempted a wide-eyed, innocent look. “Your move, Laurence.” 

One corner of his mouth quirked up as his eyes narrowed deviously. I probably shouldn’t have challenged the prank king. He reached over and stuck his index finger in the black puddle he’d used for the Mickey Mouse ears, maintaining eye contact with me the entire time. He leaned toward me, like he was studying my face, then swiped a black line under each of my eyes, football player-style. 

My cheeks tingled in both spots, either from his touch or the wet paint. Okay, who are we kidding? It was definitely from his touch. 

I took my fan brush from the tray, loaded it with red, and ran my thumb over it, splatting paint at him, adding splotches to the handprint trail. 

He swiped both hands across the palette, completely messing up my carefully-blended colors, and reached out to clamp onto my wrist and yank me toward him. He twisted me as he pulled, leaving a multi-colored paint glob around my wrist. I ended up with my back pinned against his chest, and he wrapped his arms around me, then swiped both hands across my tummy, leaving a mess of streaks. 

He let go and finished the attack by pressing his hands against my shoulder blades. 

I turned slowly to face him and stared him down. This was war now. No mercy. Just as I was about to lunge for a tube of paint, I saw his expression change, too. We grabbed tubes at the same time, his blue, mine orange. 

My room was a sudden explosion of paint and laughter. Paint on him, paint on me, paint on the tarp covering the carpet and dresser, paint accidentally dotting the canvas. My painting was probably unfixable at this point. I’d have to start over. 

But somehow, I didn’t care. I grabbed two tubes in each hand and smeared paint on him right out of the tube, dropped the tubes to the tarped floor, and spread the paint all over his upper arms and shoulders. He took a brush out of the tray and drew a smiley face on my side. Before I could retaliate, he smeared his fingers through the palette again and wiggled them at me in warning. 

I stepped back, but he was too fast. One second, we were two feet apart. The next, I was pressed against him, his hands wiping a muddy rainbow of paint all over me. My heart was beating so hard at the battle and his closeness. Mostly his closeness. His hard chest and stomach pressed against me, his hands running all over my back, then trailing up and down my sides, the heady aroma of his expensive cologne invading my senses and reminding me way too much of Freddie’s pool house. 

Finally, he let go and stepped back. I stumbled at the sudden absence of his body holding me up. 

“I think I win,” he said with a grin. 

“No way,” I protested, holding the hem of my shirt out to study the colors. “This is a mess. No composition, no color scheme. Mine tells a story.” 

He looked down at his painted-up shirt. “This is a story?” 

“Yep.” 

“Maybe if it was abstract art.” But he grinned at me, and my stomach did more flip-flops. 

His hair was all messed up, curls sticking out everywhere. A streak of blue ran down his cheek, through day-old stubble, to his chin. I couldn’t help staring. At the white T-shirt I’d ruined, at his perfect cheekbones and dark eyes, at the corded muscles in his forearms and the way his broad shoulders tapered to a thin waist. 

Why did he have to be in love with my sister? 

“Is this going to come out?” He wouldn’t have looked so hopeful if he’d worked with acrylic paint before.

“Probably not.” 

“Normally, I wouldn’t care, but I don’t have a lot of clothes with me.” 

I’d successfully gotten acrylic paint out of clothes several times, but it had been small, accidental spots, not huge globs. 

“Maybe if you soak it right away?” I suggested. 

“Good idea.” 

And then, the most glorious thing happened. 

Right there, in my dorm room at PAE, standing three feet away from me, Ted Laurence grabbed the back of his collar and pulled his shirt off. He went to the sink in the corner of the room and dropped it in, turning the water on. 

I’d seen Ted without a shirt on tons of times. I mean, two summers ago, we all hung out in his pool the entire month of August when we had that wicked heat wave. And, yes, I’d worn huge sunglasses that made me look like a little kid pretending to be a Hollywood movie star just so I could sneak all the peeks at him I wanted without any of my sisters knowing. 

And trust me, I’d taken a lot of peeks and had never been disappointed. 

But the peeks I’d gotten in the past were nothing compared to the eyeful I got now. Sometime since that sweltering August when we’d basically lived at his pool, he’d gone from cute guy next door with broad shoulders and a hint of definition to Greek god-level hot. 

I knew his biceps and forearms had expanded and toned. That was obvious every time I’d seen him in a T-shirt. What I hadn’t been aware of was how powerful and defined the muscles in his back had gotten. I stared unabashedly, even without the cover of my ridiculous, huge sunglasses, at the line that ran from his shoulders down his lats as he washed the paint off his hands and forearms. 

I mean, it wasn’t just for my own personal enjoyment. It was professional research, too, because that cut was the stuff sculptors dreamed of. 

The water turned off, and I shook my head, trying to get ahold of myself. If he caught me ogling his perfection, I’d never hear the end of it. 

I’d just picked my jaw up off the floor and put on what I hoped was a neutral, unimpressed expression when he turned around. 

Oh. My. Word. 

So many muscles. Pecs and biceps galore. And while his lean stomach didn’t technically boast a true six-pack, it was close. Really close. Sneaking into Freddie’s backyard and taking a late-night hot tub had been fun, but the darkness and deep shadows had deprived me of most of this sight. I’d only gotten glimpses before. 

There was no contorting my face into neutral now. It wasn’t possible with that much of him on display. I somehow managed to drag my eyes to his face. 

“What?” he asked when our eyes met. I was sooooo busted. 

“Nothing,” I managed to get out. 

“No, what are you looking at?” He glanced down. “Did the paint bleed through?” 

I practically ran across the room to him. He’d given me the perfect cover story for my ogling. 

“Yeah. Right here.” I swiped my hand across his side, my thumb skimming back and forth over his skin, like I was trying to rub off paint. 

Big mistake. The second my fingers touched his side, my entire body flushed. He was going to be able to tell with one glance at my cheeks what even that tiny touch of his bare skin did to me. I thought I’d had it bad for him before. Getting all muscly wasn’t even fair on his part. At least there was nothing left he could do to make me even more attracted to him. 

He turned to examine the spot on his side in the mirror, and I nearly got a face full of perfect triceps and an eyeful of pecs and abs in the mirror. So much smooth, bronzed skin. 

“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “I got it.” I held up my hand. Luckily, I had several colors of drying paint all over my fingertips, so it was believable that one of the splotches had come from him. He stepped aside so I could turn on the sink and pretend to wash it off. 

I took several deep breaths and concentrated on the soap bubbles swirling down the drain. I scrubbed my hands and cheeks so hard that all the dried paint came off, giving him plenty of time to grab another shirt from his backpack. 

But when I turned around, he was sitting on the settee at the end of my bed like it was normal to just chill shirtless in my dorm room at PAE. 

“What should we do now?” A grin came to his face as he snapped his fingers. I was having more than a bit of trouble keeping my eyes on that face. “I know! There’s this awesome outdoor café somewhere along the Seine. We can get on the hop-on/hop-off bus and try to find it.” 

He grabbed his backpack off the floor and rummaged through it, found a rumpled black T-shirt, and pulled it over his head. 

The warmth in my cheeks started to recede. It was way easier to concentrate when he stood in front of me fully-clothed. He was still absolutely beautiful—and distracting—but at least I could breathe. 

Except I was now officially less over him than I’d ever been in my life. 
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TED
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AS MYA AND I WALKED to the hop-on/hop-off bus, I felt a lightness in my step for the first time in a long time. I hadn’t felt as carefree and silly as I had during our paint fight in . . . I had no idea how long. Being with Mya was so easy. She was sweet and fun and, yes, she always called me on my BS, but maybe she’d had a point or two about coming up with a more concrete life plan than a never-ending gap year. 

It didn’t hurt that she was easy to look at, too. She’d changed into a non-paint-splattered shirt to go with her jeans and washed her face, but tiny flecks of blue paint still streaked her golden hair in a few places. We reached the bus stop and when the bus pulled up, her smile turned jubilant and she bounced up and down, like instead of a regular hop-on/hop-off bus full of tourists, it was our private ticket to adventure. 

There was a good chance she was the most beautiful girl I knew. 

I followed her up the steps and we found a relatively empty section near the back. 

“Where are we going?” she asked, as she slipped into a seat, and I slid in next to her. 

“I’m not sure. I haven’t been here in years, but keep your eyes peeled for a cool-looking café along the river.” 

“Okay,” she said happily, and settled in, her forehead nearly touching the window as she watched the liveliness of Paris on the other side of the glass. The bus started moving, and she stayed captivated as we rolled along. 

“Have you not seen any of the city?” 

When she turned away from the window, her cheeks were flushed and guilt flashed in her eyes, as if I’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t. 

“I haven’t had much time.” Her voice was small now, small and sad and tugged at my heart. “I’ve been too busy trying to keep up with everyone else in class.” 

“Sorry,” I said, as I slipped my arm around her shoulders and drew her against me. She rested her head on my shoulder. 

“I’m just bummed,” she said. “My whole plan was to be an artist, but I’m not good enough to make a living as an artist so now I have no idea what to do or who I am.” 

“See. That’s why you shouldn’t have a plan. Then you can’t get disappointed when it doesn’t work out.” 

She pulled away to give me a look, but she also smiled a little. 

“I think high school is a little premature for deciding what you can and can’t do in life,” I said, trying to be helpful instead of sarcastic now. “Maybe all you need is more practice. Or to take different classes.” 

Mya shook her head slowly, pain coming to her eyes that pierced my already-aching heart. I hated how down she looked. 

“You should see the natural talent most of the people in my classes have. I could study a thousand techniques and paint a million canvases, but I’d never be able to do that. I’ll always be mediocre.” 

“You’re not mediocre.” Because that was crazy. “You won first place in the art show as a sophomore. That doesn’t happen.” 

“Okay, the best in a tiny town like Concord. But mediocre everywhere else. Totally average.” 

“According to who?” 

“My own eyes.” 

“You know people who fund galleries.” I gave her a knowing look that got another small smile out of her. “I bet they’d fund yours. Maybe even let you cut the ribbon with a gigantic pair of scissors made for a giant.” 

A resigned sigh escaped her lips, and I caught myself studying the way they formed words while she spoke. “No. I’m not a great artist, and I don’t want to pretend I am. I want it to be real or nothing.” 

Real or nothing was so black and white. So concrete and final. So different from open-ended gap years and throwing caution to the wind. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m a mediocre musician.” 

“No you’re not. Don’t be silly.” She nudged my shoulder with hers for emphasis. 

“Yep, mediocre.” 

When I resettled in my seat from her gentle shove, we ended up closer together. I didn’t readjust. I liked my arm skimming hers. 

“Asher’s totally jealous you can play piano and guitar so beautifully. You can’t be a mediocre musician if Asher Wyatt is jealous of your musical ability.” 

“Okay, yeah, I can play other people’s music. But I’ve been trying to write a song, and it turns out I can’t. I can only replicate what great musicians create. I can’t create it myself.”

“But that’s different—” 

“No, it’s not. I’m a good guitarist and a good piano player. But I’m not a musical genius like Asher.” Or my dad. But this didn’t seem like the time to bring him up, even though I had the urge to spill everything to her. 

“It’s the one thing I’m better at than my sisters,” she said. “Bethany’s the sweet, dependable one everyone loves. Joanna’s the creative genius. Megan’s the pretty one. Who am I if I’m not the artist?” 

I opened my mouth to tell her that from where I was sitting, Megs’s beauty had been dethroned. Not only was Mya way cooler than she used to be, but every time I hung out with her, she got prettier and prettier. That would be a weird thing to say, though, so I changed tactics. 

“Look on the bright side.” I slipped my fingers through hers and gave her hand a gentle, comforting squeeze. Why did that feel so perfect? “We can always be mediocre artists together.” 
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MYA

––––––––
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I’D GOTTEN ON THE BUS excited to explore this city I’d longed to see in person for years, but now that I was sitting close to Ted with my fingers laced through his, bonding over a soul-baring conversation, I sort of wanted to ride the loop over and over. And over and over. 

The bus turned, and the palace-like building I’d always wanted to see appeared out the window. It was even bigger and grander and more impressive than it was in pictures. 

The bus slowed to a stop just beyond the courtyard, and I sighed. “I wish we could go there.” 

A thrill rushed through me as Ted leaned across me to look out the window. “The Louvre? Sure, let’s go. It’s awesome.” 

He stood up, but I tugged him back down to his seat. He looked at me quizzically. 

“The line’s five hundred years long,” I pointed out. “We’d never get in.” 

He leaned in so close that the scent of his musky cologne made my heart flutter. “Luckily for us,” he said with a devious grin, “I know the secret to getting into the Louvre.” 

Ted popped to his feet, pulling me with him just in time for us to hurry down the aisle and hop off the bus. My feet hit the pavement, but he didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he strode past the line, tugging me along, as I struggled to keep up with his long strides. 

“We’re not sneaking in, are we?” I wasn’t in the mood to cause an international incident. 

“Nope.” He squeezed my hand. I loved the feeling of his fingers intertwined with mine. “We’re getting in completely legitimately, just bypassing the line.” 

He cut through the line with a charming smile and “Excusez-moi.” We walked around the massive building past people milling around and taking pictures to where a man wearing a security uniform stood by a side door. 

Ted squeezed my hand again, then pulled his away. “Wait here for a sec.” He walked right up to the guard. I watched from the short distance as the guard stood up straighter and started to bark something out. Ted held up his hands and said something I couldn’t hear. The guard’s expression went from crabby to curious to thoughtful. He started to shake his head, but then Ted leaned in to say something more, and then they shook hands. 

Ted came back to me all smug smile. He reached down and laced his fingers between mine in a much more intimate way than he’d held my hand while striding around the building. Before I could process that, he pulled me to him and brushed his lips against my temple. 

I stiffened in surprise, and he ran his thumb in soothing circles on my wrist, murmuring, “Just go with it for a sec. I told him you were my girlfriend and we’re celebrating your birthday and all you want to do is go to the Louvre and I’ll be in the doghouse if we can’t get in.” 

I let out a nervous giggle at his silly story. No way was this going to work. 

He untangled our hands, then hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me closer to him. My laugh died, and I swear, my heart stopped for a second. 

“Pretend you’re excited I told you he’s letting us in,” he said, his face still bent down to my temple, his breath soft and warm against my cheek. 

His lips brushed my skin as he spoke, and I jumped, clapping my hands together and squealing. “We get to go in?” 

“Nice,” he murmured, unaware that my actions were more to get out the nervous jitters that came from being so close to him than they were my acting excited for the guard’s benefit. “You might have to kiss me to sell it.” 

I froze. I couldn’t kiss Ted. He’d be able to tell I was totally in love with him, and that would be mortifying. I’d never be able to hang out with him again. 

He laughed playfully and pulled back a little, smiling down at me with a flirty smile. “Yep, no line,” he announced, louder than he needed to, given how close together we stood. His eyes darted toward the entrance and back to me. He spoke quietly now through his frozen smile, moving his lips as little as possible. “The guard dude’s watching, Mya. You have to fake kiss me now.” 

Fake kiss him. 

All the excitement flapping around, trying to burst out of my throat plunged to my feet. 

Of course it would be fake. We’d already fake kissed for Joanna’s movie last year. He obviously saw this as no different. We could do this, and he wouldn’t realize how crazy in love with him I was. If he got suspicious about anything, I could brush it off. It would be a screen kiss that meant nothing, just like the chaste Roderigo/Lady Zara lip-brush from the movie. It was all playing a part to him, acting our way into the Louvre. 

Now I had to fake kiss him or he’d know it wasn’t just an act for me, too. 

I pressed my hand up his shoulder and behind his neck, rose to the balls of my feet, and pulled his face down to mine. I meant to give him a quick, closed-mouth peck, but the second our lips touched, I realized that kind of kiss would look fake. He’d said to sell it . . . . 

I cradled his cheek in my other hand, tilted my head, and parted my lips. His parted, too, and we ended up in a real lip-lock. I mean, it was still fake. But intimate and intense like a real kiss, way better than the Lady Zara kiss. His lips moved over mine in this slow, leisurely way that made me shudder. His lips playing with mine was, hands down, the most thrilling pleasure I’d ever felt in my life. 

When I pulled away, he looked down at me with this wicked grin, like he’d just conquered the most desirable mountain. But he couldn’t have enjoyed the kiss the way I had. His look must have been the thrill of his sneaky plan to get in to the Louvre coming together. 

I hoped he didn’t notice how shaky my legs were as he led me to the entrance. The guard opened the door, and we followed him inside where we were met with another long line leading up to a woman taking tickets. I thought Ted’s plan had been foiled, but the guard motioned for us to follow him to the booth, said something to the lady manning it, and she waved us through. 

I looked down at our still-intertwined fingers, then back up at the smirk on Ted’s lips. I wanted those lips on mine again so bad. As if he could read my mind, he leaned down and brushed a kiss against my forehead. 

As he pulled back, he shrugged one shoulder. “You’re supposed to be my girlfriend. Guard dude might be looking.” 

I turned to look for the guard, but the space between us and the ticket booth had filled with so many people that I couldn’t spot him anywhere. 

We wandered around aimlessly for a while, taking in the opulence of the building, but then Ted wanted to find a specific exhibit, so we headed for an info station. On our way, we passed a family speaking a language I didn’t recognize. 

I was just reveling in how cool it was to hear so many different languages when Ted stopped, tapped the woman in the group on the shoulder, and pointed back the way we’d come. She said something to him in a grateful tone and hurried that way with the littlest of her children. 

“What language was that?” I asked as we kept heading for the info desk. 

“Russian,” he said, like it wasn’t a big deal. 

“And you know how to speak Russian?” 

“No. But I can say, ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ in nine languages. I heard them asking.” 

It was so random and so Ted. 

“What other languages can you say it in?” 

“French, Spanish, Italian, Greek, German, Chinese, and Norwegian.” 

“Plus Russian.” I’d been counting as he listed them. “That only makes eight.” 

“Well, English. Duh.” 

“That doesn’t count,” I said through a laugh. 

“Yes, it does. It’s a language.” 

I wanted to argue, but we’d gotten to the info desk, where Ted and the info lady had a conversation in French that I understood about half of. She took a map of the museum off a stack in front of her and circled one of the numbers, then put a star on another as she spoke. 

It was incredibly hot listening to French words slip from between Ted’s lips without any hesitation. I wanted him to say whatever he was saying in that accent in my ear right before he skimmed his lips down my cheek to my mouth. Even if what he was saying was “Where’s the bathroom?” 

“What are we looking for?” I asked, as he led me away from the info desk. 

He looked up from the map, then glanced back down. “A painting by an artist named Claudette Lemaire.” 

It took a bit of walking and several glances at the museum map, but he finally stopped us in front of a charcoal and pastel painting of a family at the beach. A couple stood together in front of a beach house, the woman holding a toddler, while a boy and girl ran ankle-deep through the water, the older brother looking back at his sister. 

The way they all looked at each other was so beautiful it brought tears to my eyes. 

“This was my mom’s favorite painting of all time.” 

The air between us felt suddenly thick, and everything tunneled, as if we were the only people in the museum and this was the only painting. The enormity of what he was sharing settled over me. 

“I see why she liked it. It’s beautiful.” 

His lips quivered before suddenly tightening, like he was trying not to get emotional over a painting. I turned so I could sandwich his hand between both of mine and rested the side of my face against his shoulder. 

“What was she like?” 

“Wild and crazy.” His voice was thick with emotion. 

“Yeah?” 

“So wild and crazy. She was fun. Every year we picked a country, and we’d save up all year and then go there for a few weeks in the summer.” 

“Is that how you know how to say where’s the bathroom in so many languages?” 

“It was the one phrase we’d learn. The rest, we’d wing. We were planning to go to . . . .” 

His voice broke and he stopped. I waited for him to finish, but it was as if all his senses were being held captive by that painting. 

“Norway?” 

He didn’t move, just kept gazing at the painting. “Yeah. But we didn’t get to plan any more than that.” 

Oslo. His gap year that started and ended with only Oslo. And I’d berated him for not having more of a plan. 

I traced circles with my thumb over the back of his hand. He still hadn’t made a move to pull away, and I sure as heck wasn’t going to be the one to break our connection. 

“What happened to her?” 

“Drunk driver.” 

“Were you in the car, too?” 

“No. I was at a bowling birthday party with Fred and Frank.” 

That was all the information he volunteered, and it felt cruel to push him any further, so I stood next to him and looked at the painting without saying anything else until he squeezed my hand and said, “Let’s be super-dorky tourists and find the Mona Lisa.” 

He consulted his museum map, and we started another trek. 

As we walked, I couldn’t stop thinking about the Claudette Lemaire painting. “I bet your mom would have liked Degas.” 

The look he gave me was a cross between surprised and weirded-out. “How did you know that?” 

“The Claudette Lemaire painting reminded me of Degas. We should find his paintings.” 

“There aren’t any here.” 

“Really?” I would have thought the most famous French museum would house the most famous French painter’s work. 

“There are a few at the Met,” he said. “We should go sometime.” 

“To the Met?” 

He nodded. “I’ll be living in New York soon. You can come and visit me, and we’ll go see the Degas at the Met.” 

“So, you’re going to go then? To NYU?” 

“Yeah. I think I am.” 

I squeezed his hand. “Going to become a lawyer who does pro bono work?” 

He gave me a sheepish half-smile. “No.” We kept walking, and I thought that was all he was going to say, but after a while he continued. “But if I’m going to be Brooks’s boss someday, I should know more about running my own company than he does or he’ll be a pain in the butt about it.” 

I was torn between elation that he wanted me to visit him in New York and sadness that in a few months, he’d be all the way in NYC, and not right next door to me. In NYC with Joanna. I mean, not with Joanna. But they’d be close—and far away from me. 

I had to make the most of today. Right now I had him, and that wouldn’t last long. “Thanks for sneaking me into the Louvre.” 

“Thanks for suggesting this. I didn’t know how much I needed it. It feels like . . . like she’s real again.” 

“Real?” 

“It’s been a long time since I’ve had someone to talk about her with, someone else who knew her besides Fred.” 

“I didn’t know her, though.” 

“It kind of feels like you do now that you’ve seen the Claudette Lemaire.” 

“You have your grandpa,” I pointed out. 

“Yeah, but things were weird with them, which makes her an awkward topic for us. Besides . . .” He scrubbed the hand that wasn’t holding mine over his face. It was hard not to focus on the stubble on his cheeks and chin. He was usually immaculately clean-shaven, and I liked the casualness of the five o’clock shadow. “Grandpa and I don’t usually go too deep. He and Brooks get along way better than he and I do.” 

“That’s because Brooks is pretty much a senior citizen trapped in the body of a nineteen-year-old.” 

Ted snorted. Like an all-out, part-laugh/part-cough/part-snicker that turned several heads. Like it was simultaneously the funniest and most unexpected thing he’d heard. 

“Am I wrong?” 

He shook his head. “Definitely not.” 

“Okay then.” 

We walked along silently for a while, our hands still laced together, even though we’d left the guard we’d had to fool a long time ago.
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TED

––––––––
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I WAS ALMOST BUMMED when we got to the train station. It had been such a fun day. So easy and relaxed. We got into the Musee d’Orsay and the Tuileries Garden, although neither of them had required a spicy fake kiss like the Louvre had. Now that had been fun. If I had known Mya was such a good kisser, I would have made Joanna work more kissing scenes into our movie. 

Finally, we had to call it a day because the last train to Brussels was leaving. 

“You know how to get back, right?” I asked as this weird, nagging pinprick of worry settled over me. 

“Yeah, it’s easy,” she said. “I’ll just ride the hop-on bus until it circles around to PAE.” 

I didn’t want to leave her. What if something happened? For some reason, this overwhelming protective instinct had kicked in. 

“Maybe I should ride the bus back with you and catch a later train.” 

“There are no later trains. You’d be stuck here until tomorrow. We’re right here at the station. I’ll be fine.” 

We compromised by walking a couple of blocks back to the closest hop-on/hop-off bus stop so I could watch her get on the bus from down the street, then head back to my station. It must not have been a popular time to board because I managed to find a fairly private spot in the waiting area where I could sit down and try to work on my song for Joanna. 

I thought maybe a day in Paris would provide fresh inspiration, but no such luck. 

That fake kiss at the Louvre kept running through my brain and distracting me—mainly how it hadn’t felt fake. Granted, I hadn’t kissed anybody for a while, but I didn’t remember kissing feeling like that. Maybe it had been so intense because Mya was so much prettier than any of the other girls I’d kissed before. 

That had to be it. 

I had to clear gorgeous girls and fake kisses out my head so I could write this dumb song. I might be a mediocre musician, but girls were suckers for songs written just for them, no matter the quality. I had to finish my Joanna song so I could serenade her outside her window with a big boombox Say Anything style. 

This writer’s block was seriously starting to tick me off. Joanna wouldn’t get writer’s block. Ever. Creativity burst out of her. It was one of the many things I admired about her. 

The song was in me somewhere. It just didn’t want to cooperate right now. Maybe when I got back to the US, I’d ask Asher how he wrote through blocks. Maybe he could help me write it. Joanna wouldn’t have to know it was partly an Asher Wyatt song. 

I strummed the guitar and quietly sang my partial chorus over and over, humming the missing line as a placeholder. 

“Back hallway dances. Hmmm hmmm hmmm hmmm. Contests of Vance’s. All my romances . . . were you.” 

There had to be something that went with dances and Vance’s. I racked my brain for something romantic we’d done together, but I couldn’t come up with anything that even slightly approached romance. That just wasn’t how we were. 

The moments before the ribbon cutting popped into my mind: Mya straightening my tie and the shiver that had shot up my spine when she looked into my eyes and fed me that weird line about chiaroscuro (which, for the record, I still wasn’t 100 percent certain was a real word). And the way my scalp had tingled when she fixed my hair. Especially that. 

I shook my head, clearing the image away. Vance’s . . . dances . . . trances. Lances? Maybe another reference to The Witch’s Curse? It was medieval fantasy. Lances could fit. But our movie had somehow been twisted into a Joanna and Rick thing in the end. Maybe I didn’t want to reference it. Maybe I should take out the part about Vance’s film contest altogether. There weren’t even any knights in the story who had lances. 

What was in the story? Megs looking creepy with her witch makeup and dry ice fog enveloping her was the first thing that came to mind. That wouldn’t fit. 

What else? And suddenly, my mind was filled with that weird kiss Joanna had made me give Mya for the ending scene after Rodrigo rescued Zara. It had been a pretty standard stage kiss, and I hadn’t thought about it in months, but after our almost-kiss in Fred’s pool house and our fake kiss this afternoon, it had been randomly popping into my head. 

What else? Joanna and I had done a lot of cuddling at many movies while researching. Cuddling was romantic, right? If you could call raising the armrest between our lounger chairs, kicking each other’s feet away in order to get the best foot rest, and fighting over the popcorn bucket “cuddling.” 

Real cuddling was having my arms around Mya, trying to warm her up after the hot tub at Fred’s. That had done a number on me. She’d fit perfectly against me, and when she’d rubbed the paint splatter off my ribs earlier today . . . . 

My breath hitched. Stupid teenage hormones. I wasn’t supposed to feel all hot over being close to any random girl, even girls as beautiful as any of Joanna’s sisters. 

This had never happened before with them. Bethany and I hung out a bunch of times when we were working on her NEMA audition. I’d never had a weird reaction to being close to her. Our hands had brushed all the time as they danced over the keys and across each other, and it hadn’t made me all jumpy like this. It had felt similar to holding Megan’s hand for our Darling children flying scenes during Peter Pan last spring. 

Megan and Bethany were both pretty. What was different about those times and now? I could barely stand letting go of Mya’s hand after we’d walked to the train station. 

I’d felt drawn to Joanna since the day I met her. So why now were both my mind and body going crazy over other girls? Was it a defense mechanism? Like some unconscious part of me was finally trying to move on now that I’d lost Joanna? Like she and Rick hit the one-year mark of their relationship without breaking up, so now something in my brain had accepted that they weren’t ever breaking up? 

I tried to remember what it felt like to be close to her. We’d spent countless hours on her couch together, and I’d rested my head on her leg for the majority of those hours. A warm feeling of familiarity settled over me as I thought about those days. The JoJo+Teddy days. When we were yin and yang. Physically close, emotionally fused, pretty much able to read each other’s minds. What had I thought about when we were so physically close? All I could remember was focusing on my Fortnite battles while she worked on our YouTube videos. It was comfortable. 

The closest we’d probably ever been physically was the day we’d come home from the last Sword of Serenity movie and discovered our files for the Lights, Camera, Vance! contest had been deleted. She’d sobbed about our lost creation all over me, and I’d reveled in her melting into me. I’d held her and tried to soothe her, and played the part of the strong guy for her to lean on. 

She was so independent most of the time. Her finally needing me had been an ego boost. For the first time, I could be the knight in shining armor rescuing the princess instead of the sidekick squire assisting the kick-butt female first knight who didn’t need anyone to save her. 

I’d wanted to be the hero, the one who saved her chances for film school. It would have made Megan finally respect me, prove me the big brother who could fix anything in Bethany’s eyes, and cement me as a permanent family fixture. Instead, Rick was the big hero who entered our movie in the contest at the last minute. 

I would have done anything for Joanna because I loved her and her family. I’d always had more fun with her than anybody else. She was my person, and I’d lost her. I needed her. I’d always needed her, which was why I had to write this song and prove to her that we were meant to be. 

I’d loved her since the day we’d goofed around in the back hallway during the junior high Christmas dance. 

The closest I’d come to kissing her had been during my failed prom-posal last year. I’d pulled her to me, and it had felt so easy, so right. So cheesy and warm and fuzzy. 

In the memory, a hand pressed its way up my chest, locked behind my neck, and pulled my face down. My eyes popped open. That wasn’t what had happened. She’d shoved me away and told me she wasn’t in love with me. But the memory had morphed into the scene from a few hours ago, when Mya had fake kissed me. 

There had been nothing cheesy or warm or fuzzy about that kiss . . . or the way every hair on the back of my neck had stood up and my skin lit on fire wherever she touched me during our paint fight. Being close to Mya hadn’t been comfortable at all. It had felt like fire and pins and needles and hunger. 

Wait . . . hunger? Hunger for Mya? Definitely hunger. 

I wanted her here right now so I could breathe in the intoxicating combo of her coconut shampoo and floral perfume, slip my fingers between hers, and brush a kiss against her forehead . . . or her perfect, pretty, pouty, pink lips. 

Crap. 

I wasn’t in love with Joanna. 

I’d never been in love with Joanna. 

I hadn’t known what it felt like to fall in love with someone when I’d tried to convince both her and myself that we were meant to be. 

Now I knew. 

Because I was head over heels in love with Mya.
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MY HEART POUNDED ALL the way back to the bus stop. He’d had this look in his eyes like he didn’t want to leave me. And he’d acted all worried about me going back to my dorm by myself. Protective even. 

But protective why? Because he cared about me? Or because I was Joanna’s sister and he was bound by the laws of best friendship to care that I didn’t get mugged on a hop-on/hop-off bus halfway across the world? 

My phone dinged. He was texting me already? Just a few minutes after we’d parted? 

Parted? Had I actually just thought the word parted? Who talks like that? Besides people in a Shakespeare play, I mean. Being with him was turning me into the narrator of a romance. Hopefully not one of the tragedy varieties. 

I couldn’t help smiling as I dug my phone out of my purse. With Ted, it was more likely to be a comedy. 

Surprise! I’m in Paris! 

Why would he tell me that? Obviously, I knew he was here. I’d just spent the day with him. 

My heart skipped a beat and then thudded hard. Did he mean he was still in Paris? Like he decided not to get on the train to Brussels? Was it as hard for him to leave as it was for me to be left? 

Had he felt what I’d felt? Was it possible our fake kiss had meant something to him, too? Did he want to fake kiss me again? Or—dare I think it—real kiss me? Butterflies exploded in my belly at the thought of his lips on mine again. 

Text me your address and we’ll come see you. 

Wait, we? Who was with him? And why would he need my address—oh. These texts weren’t from Ted. I’d just assumed and honed in on the message without taking in the sender’s name. 

Freddie: Will you welcome me to Paris? LOL

Me: Of course! Let me find the address. 

Because this was the safe choice. The possible choice. The choice my sister couldn’t take away from me with one slight change of her mind. Joanna didn’t even like Freddie. She thought he was a stuck-up, backyard-volleyball-cheating jerk. Which was totally unfair, even if he did cheat at backyard volleyball one time, but once Joanna formed an opinion of someone, it was nearly impossible to change it. 

I found the address, sent it to him, and as soon as I was back in my dorm, went to work trying to get the paint flecks from earlier out of my hair. 

“I can’t believe you guys are here!” I exclaimed when Freddie and his twin showed up twenty minutes later. 

They exchanged identical grins. Frank was thinner and less muscular than Freddie, and his short blonde hair was neater, but their faces were difficult to tell apart. 

Frank stuck a thumb in his brother’s direction. “Fred convinced my parents to let us take the Eurostar train. It was crazy fast. I kept thinking I was going to puke.” 

“Only because you looked out the window the whole time,” Freddie said, in this exasperated tone. 

Frank covered his stomach with one hand. “I still feel sort of woozy.” 

“Geez, Frank, don’t kill the mood by puking,” Freddie muttered. 

“I would have puked anyway if Mom had dragged us to one more boring museum.” 

Freddie rolled his eyes. “You’ve got that right.” He leaned against the brick wall, hovering close to me. “You’re lucky you get to spend spring break without your family.” 

“Yeah,” I agreed so I didn’t look like a baby in front of the Vaughn twins. Secretly, I wished Joanna had been able to come, too, since she wanted to travel so badly, and I’d really needed a warm, comforting Megan hug a few days ago when I’d had my mediocre-artist revelation. 

Freddie grabbed my hand. “Let’s go explore Paris.” 

It sounded great in theory, but their idea of exploring Paris was going into shop after shop and buying a bunch of stuff. Shopping can be a blast, but I had very little extra money to spend, so it was kind of a drag watching them go nuts over all the overpriced souvenirs. Really . . . how many “I Heart Paris” keychains do you need? 

A selection of beautiful handmade bracelets caught my eye. I wandered closer and studied them through the glass case as the guys joked around with some T-shirts that said “My brother went to Paris and all I got was this Eiffel Tower shirt.” There were several varieties that substituted mom, dad, sister, best friend, etc. for “brother” and Notre-Dame, the Louvre, and Sainte-Chapelle for “Eiffel Tower.” 

“You should get one,” Freddie said when he broke away from Frank to join me at the jewelry display. 

The girl behind the counter was occupied with another customer, so I explained quietly, “I’m just admiring the artist’s work. They’re kind of pricy.” 

“I’ll buy you something,” Freddie said, pulling his wallet out of his back pocket. 

I rested my hands over his so he couldn’t take any money out. “That’s nice of you, but it’s way too much.” 

“There’s no such thing as too much,” he insisted. “Let me get you something.” 

Frank saved me by staggering over to us. “You guys?” he asked in a shaky, pitiful voice. “I don’t feel so good.” Then he clamped both of his hands over his mouth and ran for the exit. 

When Freddie and I exited the shop, we found Frank bent over the closest trash can. 

“You okay?” Freddie asked. 

Frank lifted his greenish face. “Not really. I need to lie down.” He slowly sank, as if he was going to make a bed for himself right there on the sidewalk. 

Freddie grabbed his arm before he hit the ground and hauled him up. “Let’s sit down and call a cab.” 

We plodded the few blocks back to my dorm and settled Frank on a bench in front of the building. Freddie called a cab service, and he and I sat on the next bench while we waited. 

“Leave it to Frank to mess up the best day of our vacation,” Freddie grumbled, slipping his arm around me, leaving the implication hanging. The best day of our vacation. Because he’d spent part of it with me. 

That should have been butterfly-inducing, heart-pounding stuff. 

But it wasn’t. Not even his hardcore flirting could compare to the tingles I got when Ted even accidentally brushed his fingers against mine. 

He scooted along the bench toward me, closing the small gap between us. His clear, blue eyes seemed to drink me in as we shared a lingering gaze. The tip of his tongue darted out to run across his upper lip, making his intentions crystal clear. 

I was about to get kissed for the first time—my first real kiss, that was. By a way-attractive, older guy who could buy out the entire jewelry counter of the gift store if he wanted. 

He bent his head and drifted closer to me. I closed my eyes and waited for the fluttery attack of excitement to explode in my belly. Any second now, his lips would find mine and fireworks would go off . . . except they weren’t. Not even close, even though I could feel the heat of his body closing in on mine. 

I liked Freddie. Really, I did. He was a cool guy and fun to flirt with. But his closeness didn’t make me lightheaded. His touch had never made me shudder or tingle. 

The tip of his nose brushed mine. What did one little kiss matter? It’s not like he was asking me to marry him. So what if my heart was only beating a little faster than normal? Not all kisses made your heart pound in your chest, right? Some caused baby flutters and sparklers rather than booming, electrifying fireworks. 

There was absolutely nothing wrong with—nope. I couldn’t do this. At the last second, I turned my head, and Freddie’s lips landed on my cheek. He pulled back, surprise and disappointment showing clearly in his face. 

“Your brother just threw up.” Thank you, Frank, for providing me with such a convenient excuse. 

Freddie’s easy smile came back. “Oh, right. Better not chance it. But maybe when we’re both home . . . and away from Pukey McPuker over there . . . .” 

“Maybe,” I said with a small smile that felt forced and a little bit guilty. It felt wrong to let him assume I was more interested than I was. I didn’t want to be someone who led a guy on. 

I wasn’t over Ted, and it wasn’t fair to Freddie to pretend I was. Just like it wasn’t fair that Ted would always have this hold over me. One that not even someone as suave as Freddie Vaughn could bust through. 

“Actually, we should probably keep it casual. You’re going off to Penn State in the fall. I’m staying in Concord.” 

“Right.” He scooted a few inches away from me and let his arm drop to the back of the bench. He didn’t seem thrilled about what I’d said, but he also didn’t look devastated. 

When the cab arrived, Frank dragged himself off his bench and into the back seat. Freddie hugged me, but it was an impersonal squeeze and he didn’t try to kiss me or play with my hair or flirty smile at me. 

“I’ll call you sometime,” he said half-heartedly as he got into the cab and held his hand up in a wave. 

I waved back and watched as the cab merged back into the flow of traffic and sped away from me, carrying my chance at a rich, hot boyfriend away. 

On paper, he was great. But he wasn’t Ted. I’d probably always compare guys to Ted, and they’d never measure up. I wanted to get over him, needed to get over him so I wouldn’t have to say no to every Freddie Vaughn I met for the rest of my life. 

But how? Even when I’d held him at arm’s length and seen all his flaws, I still wanted him. Enough to say no to Freddie. 

Maybe when he left for college, assuming he went. Maybe then I’d be able to get over him, when his gorgeous face wasn’t a few splotches of grass away, taunting me with everything I wanted but could never have. 

With purpose, I strode to the entrance to my dorm and up the stairs. I took one last look at the canvas we’d messed up earlier before I removed it and stashed it in a corner. I took out a fresh canvas and set it on the easel. I pulled on a pair of soft PJ shorts and an old baseball shirt of Ted’s that had gotten mixed in with our laundry months ago. I had no idea where the nearest grocery store was, so I couldn’t drown my heartache in a big tub of ice cream. I’d have to settle for diving into a new painting. 

A mediocre painting. But still a painting. 

This trip was turning out to be pure heartbreak. 

I squeezed my eyes shut. If I gave in to the tears, I didn’t know how I’d stop. I was starting to wish I’d never set foot on foreign soil. At home, all my dreams had been intact. Here, I wasn’t good enough for anything I wanted. 

A knock sounded on my door. Ten euros said Frank had had another bout of sickness and the taxi driver had kicked them both out. Prolonging this agony was exactly the sort of thing that would happen to me this week. 

I set down my paintbrush and crossed the room to open the door. My heart flipped into my throat, and those butterflies I’d been waiting for finally found my tummy . . . and my chest . . . and my throat. 

It wasn’t Freddie and Frank. 

It was Ted, his chest heaving like he’d just run up both flights of stairs to get to me . . . and he was looking at me the way I’d always wanted him to. 
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I MEANT TO TALK TO her, to feel out whether her feelings for me were changing like I’d realized mine for her were. I’d wanted to make sure of how I felt, too, since this in-love-with-Mya revelation was blowing my mind. 

But the second I saw her, I knew. 

Mya backed up to let me in and closed the door. I skirted around her, set down my guitar case, and dropped my backpack. When she turned, I moved in and pressed my hand flat against the door on one side of her face, leaned in, and bent my head to rest my forehead against hers. My heart was racing and my breathing heavy, and I didn’t think it was all from my brisk walk back to her dorm and running up her stairs. 

The aromas of her floral perfume and cherry lip gloss mixed and enveloped me as I threaded my fingers through her hair and cradled the back of her head, raising her face to mine, bringing our lips so close I could feel the warmth of her soft breath. 

She responded by bringing both of her hands to me, one palm closing on the elbow that held her face and the other grazing my side, the tips of her fingers at my back, coaxing my torso toward hers. 

My lips met hers. 

This wasn’t a stage kiss. Or a fake kiss to get into the Louvre. This kiss went from zero to a hundred in the span of three heartbeats. It shouldn’t have been as surprising as it was. Dropping two passionate, artistic people in the City of Love was bound to turn out this way. 

I leaned my body into hers, pinning her against the door. Her hands raked through my hair like the world’s sexiest scalp massage. She felt amazing this close to me, all soft curves and jasmine-smelling. 

It wasn’t a pretty, choreographed, screen-worthy kiss. It was pure passion and longing and clinging to each other. Mya’s hands were suddenly everywhere as we kissed—squeezing my arms, running up and down my back, pressing against my chest, brushing my shoulders, her fingertips skimming the sides of my neck up to my jaw. 

She kissed me differently than anybody had before. It was like she was focused only on me, on her lips moving over mine and her hands exploring every surface of my body. She wanted all of me, not just the features voted best smile and best hair for the yearbook or the parts that came with a boat and a cool car. 

I was used to leading kisses, controlling the passion and letting my kissing partner follow, but this was a give and take that made my head spin. Mya kissed me like she was trying to connect her soul with mine. 

And I thought her pouty lips could get me to do things before. Now I’d never be able to look at them without losing my mind. Not after knowing how it felt to properly kiss them. 

I waited for the release of emotions that happened when I made out with a girl. A long, passionate lip lock could always satisfy the longing enough to temper my feelings. But the more we kissed, the more I craved her lips and her touch. I needed more Mya, and nothing would quench that need completely. 

I dropped my hand from the wall to loop my arm around her waist. She let out this sweet, breathy noise as I dragged her body harder against mine. I tightened my arm around her waist, tensed the hand that still cradled her head, and lifted her. I intended to suavely carry her across the room and set her on top of the dresser, but I’d underestimated the effect our kissing had had on my legs. I knew I was in trouble when my knee sagged on the first step. My jelly-like legs stumbled a few steps. Mya’s arms tightened around my neck as she adjusted so our cheeks pressed together instead of our lips, and I hitched her up higher on my hips, managing to make it to the opposite wall and deposit her on the dresser without dropping her. 

It wasn’t the most graceful move, but Mya didn’t seem to care because she immediately pulled me close and started kissing me again. With her seated on the dresser, our height difference wasn’t as noticeable and no longer hindered our closeness. I could hold her tighter without bending my head down so far, and she didn’t have to balance on her tiptoes. 

Over and over, my lips explored hers, and she kept up with me, her hands running up and down my back and grasping for my shoulders. 

When we finally took a break to come up for air, we were both breathing hard. I pulled away enough to take her in. She was so beautiful, and now she was glowing, too. I ran my thumb over her swollen lips, and she sighed. The oversized T-shirt she was wearing had slipped down on one side to reveal her smooth, pale shoulder. I leaned in to kiss the bare skin there, which somehow felt more intimate than kissing her lips had. She shivered, and goosebumps popped up all along her neck and shoulder. 

I ran my fingers lightly up and down her arms, coaxing the goosebump trail farther along her skin, loving that the things I did triggered such huge reactions from her. Her hair was a tousled mess, and a thrill of satisfaction ran through me at the knowledge that I’d been the one to do that to it. She was so pretty whether she was dressed up for a ribbon-cutting at the museum or wearing an oversized baseball T-shirt and no makeup. 

“Is that my Red Sox shirt?” 

Her eyes flew open, and a blush came to her cheeks. I swear, that blush made me want to kiss her even more. 

“You left it at our house once, and I like sleeping in it, so I never gave it back,” she admitted. “It used to smell like you, too, but that wore off a long time ago.” 

Wow. Mya slept in my clothes. I liked the thought of my clothes wrapped around her body. 

“That’s probably weird, huh?” she asked with a hesitant smile. 

“Nope.” I ran my fingers through her hair and drew her face close to mine again. “It’s actually really hot.” 

My lips crushed against hers. Everything had changed. I’m not sure if knowing that she wore my clothes affected me in a way I’d never imagined, or if having her perched on the dresser instead of a foot shorter than me ratcheted up the way we were able to fit together, but something huge had shifted. 

Our kisses were slow and lingering and deep now, instead of the frantic, furious mess from when I’d walked in the door. My breathing was slowing, going back to normal, but my heart sure wasn’t. It was pounding so hard I thought it was going to burst out of my chest as my mouth coaxed hers open even more and she tugged her fingers through my hair harder. 

I told myself to slow down or that at some point, she’d push me away, but she didn’t. Fred wasn’t going to save me with an interruption this time, and I didn’t want him to. I didn’t ever want to stop kissing her. Now that I knew how good it was, nothing else would ever compare. 
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I WAS KISSING TED. 

In Paris. 

In that moment, I really did feel like Princess Mya. 

His lips skimmed my neck, up to my ear, and settled in the groove between my ear and jaw. I sighed in total bliss, and he increased the pressure of his mouth on the sensitive spot. He was making me dizzy. 

“Making out is even better than I thought it would be.” 

He let out a low, raspy laugh that pulled his lips away from my ear. “So you’re saying I’m better at it than other guys?” he asked before going right back to kissing his way down my neck. 

I tensed, a different kind of flush running through me. He thought there were other guys. Well, I wasn’t going to tell him otherwise. He was older and way more experienced than I was. Nothing would make me look more like Joanna’s derpy little sister than admitting this was my first make-out experience. 

His lips stopped moving along my skin. “Wait.” 

He pulled back to look into my eyes. Wowsers, if I could stare into his eyes and kiss him at the same time, I’d do that all day long. His hair was all messed up from running my fingers through it, his skin even more bronzed than usual, probably from spending the afternoon in the sun. 

His forehead furrowed. “This isn’t your first kiss or anything, is it?” 

“No.” I laughed and tried to look all flirty as I lightly smacked his arm. “Don’t be silly.” 

His smile reappeared, looking sort of relieved. “Okay. Because that would be a lot of pressure. Your first kiss is what you compare every other kiss to.” 

“Right,” I said, winding my arms around his neck again and tugging him toward me. “This is definitely not my first kiss.” 

It was sort of true. There had been our fake kiss at the Louvre. And the Roderigo/Lady Zara kiss from Joanna’s movie. 

He gave in to my tugging and pressed his lips to mine, coaxing mine open to deepen the kiss in a way that made my head spin and butterflies ignite in my chest. He tasted so good. And smelled good and felt good. Everything about this was so incredibly good. 

Abruptly, he pulled back again. “Just checking . . . .” 

“Ted,” I groaned. “Stop stopping.” 

He grinned. I could tell he loved teasing me. I probably shouldn’t have admitted that the kissing breaks he kept taking were driving me crazy because now he’d torture me with almost kisses and broken kisses. 

“Just checking,” he said again. “The whole acting to get in at the Louvre wasn’t your first kiss, right?” 

I bit my lip, debating. His eyes bored into mine. I wanted to pretend that kissing like this was old hat to me, that I was as amazing and desirable as he was, but I also didn’t want to lie to him. 

His eyes widened, and he stepped back. “Oh, my gosh, Mya.” My hesitation must have written the truth all over my face. “Please tell me that kiss at the Louvre wasn’t your first kiss. Don’t tell me I ruined your first kiss experience.” 

“No!” I blurted out because he was this close to freaking out, which would probably put a damper on our physical intimacy. I didn’t want to stop kissing him—not now after all these years of wishing for it to happen—and I sensed him backing away emotionally as well as physically. I grabbed both of his hands in mine so he couldn’t retreat farther. “Of course it wasn’t. I mean, there was . . . .” 

I bit my lip again, loving that his eyes followed. 

“There was . . . ?” he questioned when I didn’t finish. 

“The Witch’s Curse kiss,” I admitted. Just thinking about it made my heart flutter. The way he’d brushed his lips over mine, so quickly but sweetly. How he’d gently tugged on my lower lip as he pulled away. The aroma of the woodsy cologne he’d been wearing that day. 

“That doesn’t count. That was a terrible kiss.” 

“Uh . . . thank you?” I countered, shoving his hands away. This whole incredible moment was crashing and burning. What happened to the kissing and touching and murmuring? And if he thought I was such a terrible kisser, why had he bothered to kiss me again? 

“That’s not what I meant. I meant it was just a stage kiss. With no feeling or meaning or anything. I don’t even really remember it much.” 

Great. I’d thought about that kiss every day for months, and he hadn’t thought twice about it. 

“So your first real kiss was me basically attacking you and sucking your face off.” He sounded angry. “You should have told me.” 

I scooted back on the dresser, placing my palms on the hard surface behind me to lean away from him. “Well, excuse me for not giving you a detailed rundown of my romantic history,” I shot back. “How was I supposed to know you were going to kiss me half a second after I opened the door?” 

He raked his hands through his hair, which made me want to be the one running my fingers through the soft curls. “I don’t know!” 

“You don’t need to sound so mad at me about it.” 

His expression immediately softened. “I’m not mad at you.” He stepped close to me again and took my face in his hands. Every time he did that, I thought I was going to melt into a puddle at his feet. 

He leaned in and brushed his lips across my cheek, then my other cheek, then my forehead. The tenderness was back. 

“I’m mad at myself. You’re way too special for a dumb stage kiss to be your first kiss.” Butterflies fluttered in my belly at his words. He thought I was special. “Or a ploy to get into a landmark. Or some guy mashing his face on yours.” 

I ran my hands up both sides of his torso and felt him tense. “You’re not just ‘some guy’, and I like the way you kiss me.” 

He brushed his thumb across my cheek. “But your first kiss should be extra-perfect.” 

I closed my eyes, reveling in his closeness, his heady scent, his palms cupping my face. “Show me.” 

“Okay.” His voice was low and full of emotion now. “This is how your first kiss should have been.” 

He tilted his head and so very slowly brought his lips to mine. It was much tamer than the way we’d been kissing before, but there was this sweet, innocent, first-love kind of feel to it that made my heart flip into my throat and my entire body go simultaneously numb and tingly all at once as he pulled back the slightest bit, then moved his lips over mine again. He parted mine with his, adding just a hint of passion to the kiss, then pulled back, tugging gently on my bottom lip as he released it, the way he’d ended the stage kiss. 

“Better?” he murmured. 

“That was really good.” I leaned forward to drape myself over him in a loose hug. It was my turn to brush his ear with my lips as I whispered, “But I like those other kisses better.” 

My hands clamped onto the back of his head, and I pressed my lips against his. Hard. He responded, and we were back to the deep, frantic kisses that made my head spin. I had no idea what drove his passion, but mine was fueled by years of wishing for him, watching him when he didn’t know it, my deep-seated envy every time he shared a private moment with my sister. 

When we were both out of breath and my lips tender from all the kissing, we ended up snuggled together on the settee at the end of my bed. 

I rested my head on his chest. His arms circled around me, his fingers slowly combing through my hair and brushing my arm before going back to my hair over and over. It was almost as good as kissing him, and I wanted it to last forever. 

“Is this just a Paris thing?” 

“A Paris thing?” he murmured sleepily, like he was totally relaxed holding me against him like this. 

“Like I’m the only person you know here, and you’re the only one I know here, and we’re plopped down in the most romantic city in the world, so this is a thing here in Paris for a day when we’re not in real life?” 

His arms tensed, squeezing me tighter. He kissed my temple, his lips soft but firm at the same time. Wow, I loved when he did that. “I hope it’s not just a Paris thing.” 

Which didn’t make any of this less confusing because what did “I hope” mean? That it was real for him and he hoped it wasn’t just a Paris thing to me? Or that he was unsure of how he really felt about me and hoped he wouldn’t get home and realize it was just an in-the-moment fleeting feeling for him? 

It couldn’t be the second one. 

Because having Ted as just a “Paris thing” would kill me.
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SO YOU KNOW WHEN YOU’RE playing Uno? 

(Stay with me here.) 

You know when you’re playing Uno and someone lays down a Reverse card? And you’re still playing the same game with the same people, but without any warning at all—BAM—everything’s opposite. Same game, same people sitting next to you, but whole new relationships and interactions. 

Suddenly, the person you used to be able to play the Skip cards on is playing Skips on you. And they’re also getting you back for all the Wild Draw 4s you’ve played on them, but now you can get the person on your other side back for the same thing. 

It was like I was minding my own business, chillin’ in Paris (as one does), playing the Uno game of life, and someone laid down Reverse. 

I was still sitting next to the same people, playing the same game, but instead of thinking of Mya as my best friend’s little sister, my heart went crazy just running my fingers through her hair. And at the same time, the passion I felt for Mya lodged anything I thought I’d felt in the past for Joanna squarely in the friend zone. So squarely in the friend zone. Like in the friend zone inside of the friend zone. 

So dang it, she was right about that after all. 

Uno, I tell you. It’s a crazy game. Those Reverse cards come out of nowhere. 

I don’t know how (because I didn’t really fit on it and hadn’t felt tired at all when I’d been jacked up kissing Mya like crazy), but we’d fallen asleep on Mya’s settee for a couple of hours. When I woke up, the sun was just starting to poke its way through the window, so I kissed Mya awake, and we headed outside to watch the sunrise. 

We sat on a bench in the garden behind her dorm, our hands intertwined and resting on my leg, her pale fingers laced perfectly between my darker ones. 

I’d seen her early in the morning before but never after I’d spent hours skimming my lips all over her face, caressing her skin with my fingertips, breathing in her perfume, tasting her lip gloss. 

She was all I saw now. Everything I wanted. It was like something had been missing in my life, and Mya fit the missing piece perfectly. 

“Which is better?” I murmured into her ear right before kissing it and making her shiver. “Sunset at the marina or sunrise in Paris?” 

She turned her face so our lips barely brushed. “You’ll have to kiss me at sunset in Paris or sunrise at the marina so I can compare experiences fairly.” 

“Noted,” I said against her lips, then tilted my head just enough to fit our mouths together. 

Several kisses into another marathon kissing session, my stomach growled. Mya pulled away with this adorable giggle. “We need to get you some food.” 

I leaned over to bring my lips a millimeter away from hers again. “I’d rather do this.” 

“Me, too,” she said, standing up. “But I’m hungry, too, and we passed this cute café yesterday that you’re going to take me to and buy me all the croissants and coffee I can eat.” 

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “I do actually have to get on the train to Brussels today at some point.” 

I didn’t make a move to vacate the bench. Moving would mean taking one step closer to this whole crazy Cash Dinnocenzo mission. It would also take me away from Mya, who stood in front of me, her knees brushing mine. 

She reached out and fussed with my hair, sending tingles from my forehead through my body to my toes, as usual, which made me want to pull her onto my lap and kiss her senseless. 

“Why are you going to Brussels, anyway?” 

I set both of my hands on her hips. “A few months ago, Asher and Bethany and I accidentally found out some info about my dad.” 

Her eyes widened, and her hands froze in my hair. “Does he live in Brussels?” 

“No, but he’ll be there tonight.” I swallowed hard. “And I’m going to try to see him.” 

“Wow. Have you ever seen him before?” 

“Not that I remember. If I did, I must have been really young.” 

She dropped one hand to caress my cheek. The way she touched me was so focused and full of tenderness, like she saw me more clearly than anybody ever had. I squeezed her hips and sat forward so I could pull her to me and wrap my arms around her waist. 

“Do you want me to go with you?” 

It was sweet of her to offer, but this was going to be hard enough without an audience. I would probably have to do some sneaking around and/or fast talking to get access to Cash. I didn’t want her in the middle of that. She could barely sneak into Fred’s yard without freaking out. 

“No.” 

The way her now-non-shiny lips tugged downward almost killed me. 

“I mean of course I want you to come.” I stood up and pulled her to me. She fit perfectly against me, like we were made to fit together. “But I don’t know how this is going to go. I might get kicked out or he might refuse to see me. I don’t want to drag you along for that. Plus, you have classes today.” 

“I know, but this is more important than art classes.” 

She looked up at me with those huge blue eyes. She pursed her lips, and I knew the pretty, pink pout was coming, although I’d kissed the pink that was due to her lip gloss off of them hours ago. There was no way I’d be able to resist her alluring pout now, so I rested a finger over her lips. 

“I’m hoping to see him tonight, and if he’s receptive, spend some time with him tomorrow. But after that, I’ll come back to Paris.” 

“But won’t you want more than one day with him?” she asked, her soft, tempting lips teasing against my finger. 

“He’s busy tomorrow night. And most of the nights after that.” 

Her eyebrows furrowed. “How do you know that?” 

“I’ll tell you everything when I come back. But for now, please just trust me, go to your classes, and I’ll be back in a couple of days.” 

“Okay,” she agreed. “But you need to buy me coffee and croissants first.” 

“Of course.” 

We went back up to her room and took turns changing in her bathroom. Mya emerged from the bathroom wearing a springy white dress with a short skirt, her eyelashes thick and dark, and her eyelids all smokey-sexy. I watched, enjoying the view of her curvy legs, as she slipped her feet into strappy sandals with daisies on the buckle. 

She looked up and caught me staring. “What?” 

“Are you trying to make me not want to leave?” 

She slowly walked over to where I sat on the settee, ran her fingers through my hair, and leaned down to press her lips to mine in a slow, lingering kiss. 

When she pulled away, she smiled wickedly at me. “Is it working?” 

I responded with an amused growl and she flounced to her closet to pull out a matching pink and white cardigan. I picked up my backpack and guitar case so I could leave from the restaurant, and we headed out. 

We found the café that had piqued her interest yesterday and sat at one of the outdoor tables. When I looked across the table at her, my heart flipped again. I definitely didn’t want to leave her, not even for two days. I wanted to go back to the Louvre with her and watch her gaze at paintings all day, to share more things with her that I’d never shared with anybody. To find out more things about her and discover new ways in which she absolutely rocked that I hadn’t realized before. 

Maybe I’d blow off this whole Cash Dinnocenzo quest. I didn’t need him, and my desire to force my way into his life was fading every minute I spent with her. 

I just wanted to be with Mya. Maybe she’d skip the rest of her classes, and we could hang out for the rest of the time she was here. She’d been frustrated with the classes anyway. I could give her a much better Paris experience than some impossible-to-please art instructor who made her think she was average. She wasn’t an average artist. Nothing about Mya was average. 

We could go to more museums, walk along the Seine, explore the city, catch more magnificent sunrises while I kissed every inch of her soft, silky skin. 

I’d book a different flight so we could go home together. Who needed to go to school the week after spring break anyway? I probably shouldn’t spend the nights in her dorm, not on purpose anyway, but I could book a hotel or find a youth hostel nearby. Or we could stay up all night every night until we had to leave, spending every second we had here together. 

I reached across the table to take Mya’s hand as a smiling server approached us. I rubbed my thumb back and forth over the back of her hand. She sighed and gave me a sweet, happy smile. Her lips were still swollen from last night’s kissing-fest. Mine were a bit tender, too, to be honest. But that wouldn’t stop me from pulling her into my lap and kissing her some more as soon as our order was in and the server left. 

“Can I get you a hot beverage to start with?” the server asked in English. She must have heard us talking. 

Not that we’d done much talking since choosing our table. We’d more made flirty eyes at each other from across the table. And Mya had slipped her foot out of her sandal and rested it on my ankle under the table. 

Her foot was very distracting and made me want to lean across the small surface and kiss her with our server standing right there. 

“I would love a hot beverage,” Mya said, her eyes never leaving mine. The way she was looking at me made it even harder to keep my butt planted in my seat. Her eyes were all innocent and sweet, but she kept biting her bottom lip in this very flirty, enticing way, like she wanted me to focus on it. 

I was definitely blowing off the Cash Dinnocenzo quest. I was going to spend the day with Mya. Heck, I’d spend the rest of my life with her if she kept looking at me like that. There was no other way this was ending. I could kiss her for years and only want to kiss her more. 

The server tapped her pad of paper with her pen. First, we had to get through breakfast, or at least order drinks, even though just the sight of Mya (and the thoughts of how it had felt to kiss her) muddled my brain so much I could barely remember the words to order. It was a good thing our server wasn’t speaking to us in French because I’d never be able to figure that out. 

I couldn’t think about food right now. All my thoughts were clouded with Mya. 

“Two coffees,” I started, “one black with creamer on the side—hazelnut if you have it—and the other fill about halfway and dump a ton of milk and sugar in it.” 

I realized my mistake the second the words left my mouth. 

The server kept scratching our order on her pad, like I hadn’t just messed up big time. My gaze caught in Mya’s horrified, wide eyes. Wordlessly, she yanked her hand away from mine, the flirty look in her eyes hardening into anger. 

I held my hand out. “No, no, no, no, no.” 

But I could tell from the tears that pooled in her eyes and the way her lips pursed together, the damage had been done. 

Mya was about to play the Skip card on me. 
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HOLD IT TOGETHER, MYA, I willed myself. 

Easier said than done when your blissed-out happiness gets stolen with one drink order. 

I fought as hard as I could to keep the trough of tears from overflowing and spilling down my cheeks as I turned to the waitress, who stared down at us, a confused look on her face. “We’re going to need a minute.” 

She nodded and retreated, and Ted and I continued our silent stare-down. 

My midnight had come . . . my carriage turned back into a rotting pumpkin . . . Princess Mya dethroned in favor of the evil stepsister. Or at least the impossible-to-live-up-to real sister. 

This was just a Paris thing, and we weren’t even out of Paris yet. 

He’d requested her coffee order. 

My sister’s stupid, shouldn’t-even-be-considered-coffee-it’s-so-utterly-weak-and-lame coffee order. 

The waitress had asked what we wanted, and Ted had given her his order and Joanna’s—automatically—like those were the orders that belonged together. Like she was ingrained in him somehow, even when my hand was the one in his. 

“So you’re what?” I asked, surprised at how calm and cool—ice cold, actually—my voice sounded. “Getting back at Joanna for Rick by moving on with someone you can throw in her face since she can’t stand me most days?” 

“No, Mya, I—” 

“Or weaseling your way into my family through me since you can’t use Joanna anymore?” 

The hurt in his eyes poked thousands of splinters into my heart and made me want to leap across the table to hold him, brush my thumb soothingly back and forth on his cheek, and tell him I didn’t mean it. That I was just hurt and lashing out. 

I set my face. He’d cut me to the core. It was his turn to hurt. 

“Mya . . . .” 

I waited for him to recover. For a one-shouldered shrug, a sheepish smile, and a joke to come out of his mouth. I wasn’t prepared for his eyes to fill with unshed tears and the lines of hurt in his forehead to deepen. 

He stood and hoisted his backpack to his shoulder, his fingers fiddling with the twisted strap. “I have to go.” 

I couldn’t look away from his hands. The hands I’d always loved watching turn six guitar strings into beautiful melodies. The hands that had held me so tightly against him a few minutes ago. The hands that had just this morning traced patterns across my face and worked their way through my hair in such a tender, intimate way. 

“I guess . . .” I dragged my eyes away from his hands to meet his miserable gaze. “I guess this was just a Paris thing after all.” 

“Guess so,” he muttered. 

He turned, and I watched as the boy I’d always loved—and had finally had for the briefest few hours—walked away from me. 
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SIXTY-FIVE EUROS. THAT was how much it took to bribe a janitor to let me in a back entrance. It was almost appalling how little it took to get access to the venue. 

It was also convenient, as I was now sneaking around back hallways. I’d been to tons of concerts, sports events, etc. in stadiums similar to this, but only ever in areas the public was supposed to be. I wasn’t sure where to find private areas that would include performers’ dressing rooms. 

I debated calling Asher to get his take on where I should start, but he was supposed to be in Concord visiting Bethany this week, and she would freak out about me sneaking around the venue. So would Gail . . . and my grandpa if he found out, which he would if Asher was in hearing distance of any March. 

Which left me on my own, exploring dimly-lit hallways that led to random storage closets. I tried to be as blasé as I’d been about sneaking around when I’d taken Mya on our “wild and crazy” breaking and entering adventure, but it was much freakier actually sneaking around somewhere you weren’t supposed to be than pretending to sneak into the yard that belonged to a good friend who had invited you to his house several times. 

My ears perked up at every tiny thump or squeak, sending my heart hammering and the hairs on the back of my neck on end . . . and not in the pleasurable way Mya could cause the same reactions. 

Mya. I should have said yes to her coming here with me. Then maybe we’d have skipped the café and had breakfast on the train. Maybe I wouldn’t have stuck my foot (and half my leg) in my mouth, and she’d be here with me, and I could squeeze her hand every time a noise freaked me out. 

Finally, I rounded a corner to a bright hallway. I ducked back around the corner as soon as I spied two people standing halfway down, hoping they hadn’t seen me. The good news was that I was getting closer. This part of the arena definitely seemed more like somewhere stars would hang out than the dingy cement back hallways I’d been poking around. 

Now, how would I get into one of those rooms when people were milling around the hallway? Maybe if I acted confident, like I was supposed to be there, they’d let me in without asking questions. Or I could scrounge up some food and pretend to be the caterer. That would involve leaving the premises and finding a janitor to let me sneak back in, though, so it felt a bit risky. 

Act confident, it was then. 

“Can I help you?” 

I whipped my head toward the source of the deep British accent. A huge dude stepped around the corner and folded his arms, looking at me like I was an ant he was about to crush. 

“I’m, uh . . . the caterer. Here to cater food.” 

He raised his bushy eyebrows. “Where’s the food?” 

Mya was right. It was foolish not to have a plan. 

I laughed, this totally dorky-sounding nervous chuckle. “I knew I forgot something.” 

Then I skirted between him and the corner and ran down the hallway. My dad had to be behind one of these doors. The question was which one and could I get in before Huge Security Dude caught me? I guess that was two questions, and the answer to the second one was no, as I didn’t even have time to try to decipher the Dutch words written on the doors before his hulking presence loomed next to me. 

At least he spoke English, which meant he was probably Venus Crossing’s private security rather than the venue’s. I could grovel in a language we both understood. 

“Look, I know this is going to sound crazy, but—” 

“I’ve heard it all, kid.” He jerked his head toward the way I’d come in. “Get lost before I make you.” 

“I have to see Cash Dinnocenzo.” 

“Then buy a ticket like everyone else.” 

“No, it’s not like that. I have to see him. In person.” 

“Yeah, you and every other nutter in town.” 

Security Dude took a menacing step toward me, but a door behind him flew open and a rock legend’s head poked out. 

“Cruze! What is going on out here? You know I’m going through my pre-concert rituals.” 

“Sorry, Dom. I’m dealing with a crazy fan who’s not taking no for an answer.”

“I’m not a fan,” I protested. “But I need to see Cash Dinnocenzo. Please. Five minutes. That’s all I need, and if he tells me to leave, I will.” 

Cruze grabbed my arm, his burly hand wrapping nearly all the way around my bicep. This, apparently, was where my quest ended. I was about to get thrown out of the venue on my butt. I should have let Mya come with me after all. After this morning’s disastrous coffee snafu, she’d probably love to see me get dumped by someone else. 

I hadn’t come all this way to make a bigger mess of my life. I had to leave Europe having made some sort of progress with something. 

“Please. It’s important.” 

Door hinges squeaked, and suddenly, Dominick Clarke had his hand over Cruze’s. 

“There’s an easier way to handle this,” Dom said in a bored-sounding tone. “I’ll autograph something and send him on his way.” 

“No!” My frantic turn toward him had Cruze squeezing my arm so hard I’d probably have a Cruze-sized handprint as a souvenir. He leaned between us, as if moving to shield Dom. Little did either of them know I didn’t give two cents about Dominick Clarke. “It needs to be Cash Dinnocenzo.” 

Dom’s eyes narrowed as he studied me, then they widened and his face paled, like he’d seen a ghost. 

“Bloody hell,” he said in his famous raspy voice. Then he swore a couple of times, leaned against the wall, and stared at me. “Fiona Laurence.” 

And that, apparently, was how I was going to drop the bomb of my existence on my dad’s best friend and bandmate. 

––––––––
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DOM USHERED ME INTO his vast dressing room. Three scantily-clad women lounged around, but he asked them to leave, then whirled around and came at me with this hard set to his eyes, his jaw clenching and unclenching in succession. 

He was a couple of inches shorter than me and twenty-some years older, but that didn’t make the finger he waved in my face or the fierceness of his tone any less intimidating. “Is this about money?” he spat. “I swear, if this is about money . . . .” 

I shook my head. “No. I just want to talk to him.” 

Dom swore again and stalked across the room, his robe swishing behind him. He snatched a phone off a table and stormed back to me. 

“What will it take? A million?” 

I stood there, staring at him in shock. Was a rock star offering me a million dollars to go away? 

“Two million?” he countered, even though I hadn’t said anything. “That’s as much as I can give you without Cash noticing, and he can’t know about this. Two million for a non-disclosure agreement.” 

“I don’t want money.” 

“I can go three. But that’s final. I can transfer some now and the rest when I have the signed NDA.” 

“I don’t want money,” I said for about the thousandth time. “My mom was Fiona Laurence.” 

Some of the fierceness faded from his expression, leaving him looking way too old to be rocking and rolling around on a stage for three hours. “Right.” 

“I need to talk to him. To my dad.” 

Dom went to the mirrored table and seized something off of it. When he turned, he was drinking out of a flask. “Here.” He shoved the flask in my direction. 

I stared at it for a second, then raised my eyes to Dom’s suddenly-haggard-looking face. Was he seriously offering me a drink? I suppose the drinking age was probably eighteen here, maybe even younger. It was still weird. 

I shook my head. “Nah, man.” Who knew what rock stars put in their alcohol? 

He took another long swig, swallowed, and shook his head as he stared at me. “I don’t think your meeting Cash is a good idea.” 

“Why?” 

“Because losing her nearly destroyed him.” 

Losing her nearly destroyed him? What did Dom think losing her had done to me? To the kid who didn’t have a father to help him fight back from destruction because that father was too busy rocking out in Europe. And he’d chosen to lose her, or at least let it happen. There was nothing I could do to get her back. He could have. He could have pulled out some Asher-like grand gesture and declared his love for her, and she’d have jumped at the chance to go back to him. She wouldn’t have had a mortified Bethany reaction and run away; my mom would have danced on stage with him if he asked her to. So really, how destroyed could he have been? 

“Then he shouldn’t have let her go. She loved him until the day she died.” Because she had. I’d seen it in her eyes every (rare) time she’d talked about him. “He should have done whatever he could to win her back.” 

Dom sighed, and I swear, he aged ten more years right there in front of me. “I didn’t mean when they broke up. Do you remember a while back . . . probably half a dozen years or more now . . . when we took a hiatus?” 

“No.” As hard as I tried, I couldn’t remember a time when Venus Crossing hadn’t been part of the music scene. They were one of those bands that perpetually reinvented itself with the times, one that was always there. 

Dom frowned. “I suppose you had other things going on at that time.” He took another swig from his flask and sat on the arm of the couch. “Cash played the heartbroken crooner so well for so many years. But when he got the news that she’d died, he was devastated. I gave him space. We all did. But it went on for months. Nothing helped. His grief nearly ended the band six years ago. I like my life. I don’t need it taken away again.” 

“I’ll take a paternity test if you think I’m lying.” 

“There’s no need,” he said with a laugh. “You’re Cash and Fiona’s all right. I can tell by looking at you.” 

I wasn’t going to give in to this gatekeeper, even if he was the Dominick Clarke. I set my face and folded my arms, channeling my inner Grandpa when he ran board meetings. “Look, I’m going to see him whether you want me to or not. I can spring it on him out of the blue or you can soften the blow. That’s up to you. But I will see him and say what I need to say.” 

Dom’s eyes didn’t leave mine. My eyes suddenly felt dry, but there was no way I was blinking first. I stared down a multi-million-dollar British superstar of rock who was even more famous than Asher until he cracked. He looked away, swore, and grabbed for his flask. Evidently, it didn’t contain as much as he wanted because after tipping it up and shaking it, he tossed it behind his shoulder. 

“Not before the concert. You show up before we go on, and he’ll be useless all night. Here.” Dom stood and crossed the room to the vanity. When he returned, he held out a badge attached to a lanyard. It read “VIP Guest” and had the Venus Crossing logo underneath. “This’ll get you past security. Come here.” He pointed down, in front of his own feet. “To this room. Nowhere else. I need to prep him. We don’t need some hallway shocker while he’s signing autographs.” 

I reached out and took the lanyard with a trembling hand. This was happening. Before this moment, Cash Dinnocenzo was a dream, a slim possibility. Now that I was being handed access to him, it felt so much bigger and more real. 

“Give me your phone,” Dom said. “I’ll put my number in it in case they won’t let you back for some reason.” 

I handed my phone over, in a daze. I was going to meet my dad in a few hours. For the first time. I was this close to that wild and crazy Italian family I’d fantasized about. 

“Thanks.” 

Dom’s expression hardened, and for a second, I thought he was going to snatch the VIP pass back. “This is a one-time offer, kid. You don’t show—or you show up with press—it’s over. I’ll tell Cash you’re just another crazy, and that’ll be the end of it. You’ll never get near him again.” 

I held up my hands. “I swear, no press. I don’t care about money or reporters or anything like that. I just want to meet the guy.” 

“And you’ll respect his wishes?” 

I nodded. 

“I mean it. If he takes one look at you and tells you to get lost, that’s the end of it. I’m not going through another one of his emotional meltdowns.” 

I kept nodding my agreement, but my dad wouldn’t do that. Not after I’d come all this way. Not after how devastated he’d supposedly been when my mom died. He’d want me to be part of his life. I was the one piece left of her. 

If he’d loved her that much, he’d have to love me. 

Especially now that I had no pseudo-family to go home to.
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ME: HOW DID YOU KNOW Brooks was The One?

Megan: Wow. That’s kind of deep for someone who is supposed to be concentrating on art class this week. 

Me: I really need to know. How do you know when you’re in love with someone? 

Megan: You’re not having a hot romance with some Frenchman you met on the street are you???

Me: No!!! I’m just curious. 

Megan: Uh . . . nobody’s just curious about something like that. 

Me: Fine. I want to know because I’m having a guy crisis. 

Me: But not with any random French guys I met on the street. 

Me: Seriously. Ew. 

Megan: Ooooooh! My little sister is all grown up! 

Me: JUST TELL ME! How did you know you wanted to be with Brooks? How do you know when someone’s The One? 

Megan: He was interested first, and he was so sweet to me that I couldn’t help falling in love with him, too. 

Me: It’s not that easy...

Megan: It can be. 

Me: What if there are two guys? One who’s absolutely perfect and you really, really, really want but he’s into someone else and another guy who’s okay and all but totally into you? 

Megan: That would suck. 

Me: But what would you do? Do you give the guy who’s interested a chance even if you only sort of like him? Can he become The One? Or do you hold out? 

Megan: That’s a really hard one that I can’t answer without knowing more specifics. 

Me: I’m not telling you who they are. 

Megan: Sweetie, I already know who they are. 

Me: How???

Megan: You’re my sister. I’m at college, not oblivious. 

Megan: Oops. Hang on. Mom’s calling me. BRB

Me: Okay. 

Megan: And if I were you, I’d hold out for Ted. 

Me: WHAT?????

Me: But do you think he’ll ever NOT be in love with Joanna? 

Me: Megan????

Me: Megs. 

Me: Megs, Megs, Megs! Get off the phone with Mom. This is IMPORTANT! 

Me: It’s been fifteen minutes. Where are you? 

Me: Megs????

Me: Help!!!

The ringing of my phone startled me, even though I’d been staring at it for several minutes, waiting for Megan to text me back. 

I swiped “answer” and exclaimed, “Don’t leave me in suspense like that!” without a hello. “Whatever Mom had to say wasn’t nearly as important as this. I’m having a crisis, and I need my sister!” 

I waited for Megs to apologize and dole out the older sister wisdom I so desperately needed, but there was only silence. 

Maybe I’d looked at the caller name wrong. Maybe it wasn’t my sister. Maybe I’d just confessed to a telemarketer. 

A pained, racking gasp of an inhale in my ear set my heart pounding. 

“Mya?” It was Megan. 

And she was sobbing.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




28

[image: image]


TED

––––––––
[image: image]

I DIDN’T KNOW WHICH was worse: the nervous butterflies that wiggled around in my stomach at the prospect of meeting my dad tonight or the rock that had lodged itself there because of how royally I’d blown things with Mya. 

Or maybe my gut was just protesting the three bowls of gelato I’d downed at the outdoor café I’d stationed myself at to wait out the concert. 

I sat there, a nervous wreck, people watching. Night life in Europe was noisy and colorful. Under ordinary circumstances, this would be fun. 

I didn’t understand most of what people were saying, as languages other than English swirled around me. I’d pretty much zoned out in post-gelato overload when something I understood met my ears. 

“Asher Wyatt.” 

I turned slightly, trying not to look like I was eavesdropping on the family sitting at a table behind me. One of two teenage girls held out her phone to the other girl and said it again, more emphatically this time: “Asher Wyatt!” 

The other girl gasped and snatched the phone out of her hand. 

I still get a kick out of people talking about Asher like he’s this person from another planet. He’s a cool guy, but Bethany would never be with someone who wasn’t fully down-to-earth. At one point, Joanna and I got pretty famous locally because of our YouTube channel, but that was nothing compared to Asher. He was well on his way to becoming a household name, someone you’d overhear people talking about at an outdoor café in a random foreign country. 

The girls were rapid-fire talking in Italian so fast I couldn’t catch much. I’d always been bad at understanding Italian, compared to French, even though that logically didn’t make sense, given that I was half-Italian. Shouldn’t there have been some sort of innate knowledge in my brain somewhere to make it easier? 

Guess not, because I’d always picked up French a lot easier. 

I closed my eyes and listened harder. Asher would love to know what his European fans said about him. I only caught a few words: macchina (car), doloroso (really sad), and, of course, Asher Wyatt (Asher Wyatt). Also, I think they said chocolate ice cream, but I’m not sure. It could have been ice and milk candy. 

I debated ordering another gelato. I was full and probably had drowned my heartbroken sorrows in enough sugar for a week, but the gelato in Europe is so much better than the “gelato” in America. It didn’t disappoint. It was just as delicious as I remembered. 

“No!” exclaimed a man sitting with the girls. It’s funny how in most languages no, or something that sounds a lot like no, means “no.” “Yes” might be si, oui, or ja, but no is pretty universal. 

“Si, guarda,” his companion, a lady with bright red hair, said, jabbing at her phone screen. Yes, look. 

“No!” the man said again, then several sentences I couldn’t translate came tumbling out of his mouth, sounding shocked. 

“Asher Wyatt,” one of the teenage girls said, shaking her head.  

Sheesh, Asher was the talk of the town tonight. I toggled over to my text log and searched for Bethany. 

Hey, Bethy, chillin’ in Brussels, with massive amounts of gelato. 

I held my phone out and took a selfie of myself and my three empty gelato bowls with the café front in the background, sent it, then started thumbing out the rest of my message. 

Wish u were here! 

When u have a sec, give me a call. I think ur the only person in your family who doesn’t hate me right now, and I need to tell u something. 

Hey, I keep hearing Asher’s name. He hosting the Grammys? 

I set my phone down and sat back to people watch some more. I had to keep my phone handy because Bethany always replied quickly unless she was volunteering at the hospital. It was almost eight here, so it should be mid-afternoon in Concord. 

The concert would last until at least ten, probably closer to eleven, which meant I still had a couple of hours to kill. I could sit here continuing to eat massive amounts of gelato or take a walk or check out the shopping district. Part of me wanted to stay rooted to the chair so I didn’t chicken out and run away, but another part of me needed to move around to expel some of the nervous energy bouncing around inside me. 

In less than three hours, I would meet Cash Dinnocenzo. 

I’d meet him and find out about the half of my family I’d never known. It wouldn’t be insta-happy-family like a Hallmark movie, but maybe, after a while, I’d finally have more family than Grandpa. A big, happy, Italian family cooking together, yelling together, telling stories and hugging. I’d be a part of something, not a random plus-one to someone else’s family. 

But first I had to get past Cash. He had to accept me if I was going to pry my way into his family. I had no idea what they knew about Mom. Had they disapproved of her the way Grandpa disapproved of Cash? If so, I had a lot of winning over to do. 

I breathed in deeply through my nose and out through my mouth, like Bethany had taught me. She’d always said it helped with her anxiety, and I was putting it to the test tonight. Speaking of Bethany, it was weird I hadn’t heard back from her. 

I picked up my phone and tapped my texts. Nope, nothing. 

Hey, what’s up? I thought ur hospital shifts were mornings? 

I waited for the three dots to appear that indicated she was typing. Maybe she had taken the week off since Asher was visiting. 

A woman carrying three shopping bags by the strings with one hand and holding a phone to her ear with the other walked by, her shoes clacking on the sidewalk. She was chattering on in what sounded like Flemish to whoever was on the other end of the line, and again I heard it: “Asher Wyatt!” 

I glanced over at the family behind me, not caring any more if they realized I was eavesdropping. A knot of concern was forming in my stomach that trumped even the rock and butterflies. Why was everyone talking about Asher? And why wasn’t Bethany replying to my texts? 

B, plz rply quick. Just so I know ur alive. Haha. 

Nothing. No reply. No “Jeepers, Ted, I’m busy.” No three dots. 

“E cosi triste,” I heard the man say. It’s so sad. 

“Takin’ the dusty, rusty road,” the lady sang softly, quoting one of Asher’s best-known songs. 

I couldn’t wait any longer for Bethany’s reply. I had to know what was going on. Why was everyone saying words for sad and Asher’s name in the same sentence? If something had happened to Asher . . . . No. I couldn’t think that way. Bethany would be crushed if something happened to Asher. 

I leaned over and said, “Mi scusi,” to get the couple’s attention. They both looked up at me. I grappled around in whatever part of my brain held my limited Italian vocabulary. “Persones parlarle Asher Wyatt. Um . . . cosa e, uh . . . succa, uh succedendo?” I was pretty sure I’d just asked why everyone was talking about Asher, but I probably asked it with the grammar skills of a three-year-old. 

The woman got to her feet and hurried to my table, talking a mile a minute, which didn’t help one bit. She held her phone out. I stood up to better see the screen she held in front of me. Her Twitter app was open, and there were pictures of Asher and lots of tweets with his name in them, but that was about all I could understand. 

“I . . . Inglese?” It would make this a whole lot easier if she spoke English. Or even French. 

But she shook her head and said, “No Inglese. Mi dispiace.” 

I was sorry, too. I nodded my head and waved my hand, hoping to get across for her to never mind. She had given me an idea by showing me her Twitter. 

I pulled up my own social media feed. Familiar words and phrases decorated the screen. For half a second, the comfort of familiarity welled in my chest. Then I read the words, and my mouth went dry. 

No. No, no, no. Not Asher. 

I tapped a link that brought me to a live news report. The chilling image took my breath away, and I collapsed into my chair. 

“In case you’re just joining us,” the reporter’s voice said, “we’re looking at the scene of a deadly crash near Boston this afternoon. Country superstar Asher Wyatt was flown to Boston Memorial an hour ago with life-threatening injuries after losing control of his vehicle during a high-speed chase. Unofficial reports say Wyatt was attempting to evade paparazzi when a second paparazzi vehicle joined the pursuit. Wyatt lost control of his car, crossed the median, and was hit by an oncoming truck, causing the rollover and a six-car pileup on MA-2.” 

I couldn’t breathe. Asher couldn’t be dead. My pulse pounded in my head, and black splotches clouded my vision as I tried to make sense of the information assaulting me. I ticked the volume up so I could hear the woman’s voice over the ringing in my ears. 

“Wyatt is said to be in critical condition.” 

Thank God. He was alive. Critical condition didn’t sound good, but it was better than dead. We could deal with this. He’d pull through. He had to. 

MA-2. I’d driven that road countless times in my life. It was the main highway from my house to Boston. 

“One paparazzi driver was treated for minor injuries by paramedics and released. The other was pronounced dead at the scene.” 

That could have been Asher. I hated the paparazzi. They had no right. They could have taken him from his parents, from his friends and family, from his fans, and, most importantly, from Bethany. She was probably the best person I’d ever known, and she deserved nothing but happily ever after. 

I worked on slowing my breathing and calming down enough to get rid of the splotches and humming in my head. Asher was fine. At least he would be. The “deadly” part of the deadly crash had been referring to one of the paparazzi drivers. 

I had to call Bethany and make sure she was holding up okay. I knew Gail and Megan and Brooks and Joanna would be there, but I needed her to know I was thinking about her and praying for Asher, even though I couldn’t physically be with them. And if she needed me, I could be on the next flight out of Brussels. 

Just as I went to toggle from the video feed to my contact screen, the reporter said the words that made everything so much worse: 

“Still no word on Wyatt’s passenger, a teenage girl who was also airlifted to Boston Memorial.” 

Time stopped. Nothing made sense anymore. 

My phone vibrated as a text came through. It wasn’t from Bethany. It couldn’t be. I knew that now. 

Brooks’s name lit up my screen along with his short message. 

You need to come home. 

Like NOW. 

And suddenly, only one thing mattered.
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STAY THERE. 

That’s what Megan had said. 

Stay there. 

How could I stay here? 

How, when Bethany was going into surgery to repair her collapsed lung and punctured liver and who knew what else? 

Stay there? 

Megs said Mom had enough to worry about, that she didn’t need to deal with airline regulations and being put on hold while trying to get me a ticket and permission to travel internationally. That she couldn’t be worried about me right now. My plane landing safely, making arrangements to pick me up, etc., etc. 

There was nothing I could do anyway, Megan reasoned, and Bethany wouldn’t want my trip to PAE to be ruined. Like that mattered anymore. Like it had ever mattered. 

Stay there. 

That wasn’t happening. There was no way I was staying here. 

Who cared about art classes right now? Who cared about Paris? 

All I wanted was to be at the hospital in Boston with everyone else. To hear my mom’s practical, gentle voice. To have Megan’s arms around me, holding me close, keeping me safe like the amazing big sister she’d always been. Even watching Joanna rage around the hospital, overturning vending machines and yelling at random nurses would be better than being here by myself. 

Stay there. 

I threw things into my carry-on bag. Important things like underwear and my passport. They could send the rest of my things home later. Or not. Who cared? It was just stuff. Clothes that didn’t matter. Old sketchbooks full of mediocre drawings that also didn’t matter. 

I looked around the room for anything else I needed to bring home, but my vision had tunneled. It was like I was seeing everything and nothing all at once. Things didn’t look right. I could barely remember what a dresser was for, how a television worked, why my phone was face down on the floor from when I’d dropped it after Megs hung up. 

Life didn’t fit together right anymore. 

Stay there. 

I didn’t really have a choice, did I? 

I’d never called an Uber in my life. Did they have Ubers in France? Did you need an app? Or did they have a phone number? How much did it cost? Did I have enough money? 

And what would I do if I managed to figure all that out and get to the airport? I’d never bought an airline ticket before. What counter did I go to? How did I buy it? All I had was a couple hundred euros. That wouldn’t be enough for an international airline ticket, would it? 

I needed Mom to send me money. Is wiring money still a thing? Or could she buy the ticket and I could print it out at one of those kiosks at the airport? 

And what if I got a ticket? How would I sit in the waiting area at the gate without bawling so hard people called security to make sure I was okay? The thought of sitting on a crowded airplane for eight hours by myself, not knowing what was happening back home, was overwhelming. 

There was nobody here to help me. 

I could call one of the teachers or the RA, but it was almost midnight. 

It was pitch black outside. Was it even safe for me to get an Uber and go to the airport by myself? A lone sixteen-year-old girl in a foreign country calling an Uber in the middle of the night? Pretty sure that’s how the majority of unsolved true crime stories started. 

There were so many people I could call to help if I’d been in the US. But none of them were here. Here it was just me. 

I had to get home. This could be my last chance to see my sister, to tell her I loved her, to hug her or hold her hand. 

I could chance it. I could Google “how to call an Uber in Paris” and follow all the steps. Hope I got a decent person and not a creeper. Get to the airport. Figure it out from there. I reached for my phone and swiped the screen, but when I tried to punch in my lock code, my fingers shook so hard I mistyped three times and got the notification that I’d been locked out for thirty minutes. 

I dropped my forehead to my knees and let a sob escape my throat. 

Stay there. 

I was stuck here. 

My door flew open, and I let out a stifled shriek as my heart started hammering. The creepers weren’t even waiting for me to leave the safety of my dorm. They were coming for me. 

I staggered to my feet to better defend myself and met the intruder’s eyes. My hazy, confused senses focused, and everything inside me let go. All the fear, the worry, the indecision, the anxiety. It all fell away with one look. 

Ted took a few steps into my room, his arms open, his dark eyes shining with tears. I ran and launched myself at him. His arms closed around me in the biggest, tightest bear hug I’d ever been enveloped in, and I ended up a foot off the floor, my arms locked around his neck like he was my life preserver. 

After a long time that could have been seconds, minutes, or hours, he squeezed me even tighter and murmured in my ear, “Let’s go,” before setting my feet on the floor. 

I stared up into his eyes, watching the tears stream down one side of his face as he reached out with both hands and brushed mine off my cheeks. 

No matter what had happened between us, we had to take care of each other. I skimmed my fingertips across his chin and up his cheek, then wiped his own trail of tears away. 

“Let’s go where?” 

He swallowed hard. “Home.” 

And I swear, with that one word, I fell in love with him all over again. 
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WE HAD TO WAIT UNTIL the ticket agent opened at 4 a.m. I passed the hours on my phone researching what all the airlines had to offer and was ready to pounce the second the one with the first flight to Boston opened. 

The agent barely had the “closed” sign taken off the counter before I dragged an exhausted Mya to her. 

“We need two tickets on flight 4029 to Boston.” It left at 6:20 and we needed to be on it. 

“I’ll see what’s available,” the ticket agent said with a perky smile. 

She was a morning person. Or at least more of a morning person than I was. Granted, she probably hadn’t stayed up all night holding Mya and texting Brooks for updates. But still. You could tell she was a morning person. You’d have to be to take a job as the 4 a.m. ticket agent. 

A few clicks of her keyboard later, she winced. “Unfortunately, those tickets are going to be quite pricy. We can put you on standby for a later flight.” 

“I don’t care how much it costs. We need to get to Boston as fast as possible.” 

She turned back to the computer and started clicking. After several excruciating minutes, she asked, “Can the seats be separated?” 

“Yes, fine, it doesn’t matter.” This whole process was going far too slow. I wanted to have boarding passes in my hand and to know that we were on our way. 

“Okay,” she said, sounding triumphant. “I can book you both on that flight. Your total is going to be . . . hang on . . . .” She scrolled through a few screens, then relayed the total. 

Mya blanched at the number, but I plopped my credit card down on the counter and scooped her under my arm. “It’s fine.” 

“I’ll pay you back,” she said, her voice breaking as she burrowed her face into my shirt. I could feel her shock wearing off and turning into fear. 

“Mya,” I murmured, rubbing her back. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” 

“Is everything all right?” The ticket woman had paused her clicking and her cheerful look had turned suspicious. 

“It’s a family emergency,” I explained. 

She looked like she wanted to call security on us to make sure we weren’t teenage runaways or something, but after a moment of hesitation, she went back to the computer. 

“Passports, please.” I handed mine over. She checked it, typed something into the computer, and handed it back. “Thank you.” She looked over the counter at Mya. “Miss?” 

Mya held out her passport. I took it from her shaky hand and gave it to the desk lady. 

“Okay, perfect.” She typed a few things in. 

Thank goodness. I hugged Mya to me and relaxed for the first time since seeing that horrible news story. I closed my eyes and dropped my face to the top of her head. She smelled like very faded jasmine perfume and sadness, and I hated that there was nothing I could do to take the pain from her. 

I didn’t know how much time we had, but getting on this flight helped our cause considerably. 

Because I knew. I didn’t know if Mya knew, but I did. I’d seen that car on the news story. Nobody was coming out of that accident alive. Not for long anyway. 

This was a race to get Mya home to say good-bye to her sister. 

A race to get me home, too. 

I felt a sob rising in my chest and shoved the incomprehensible thoughts out of my mind. I couldn’t fall apart now. I couldn’t fall apart until we were home and Mya was surrounded by everyone else. Right now, I was all she had, and that was terrifying. 

“I need to see your parental permission,” the desk lady said. 

I let Mya untangle herself from me to get the notarized form out of her backpack saying she had Gail’s permission to fly internationally. 

“Thank you,” desk lady said. 

Just a few seconds, and we’d officially be heading home. I felt a tiny bit of control seeping back into my life. At least I had done this for them. For Mya. For Bethany. For Gail and Megs. And for Joanna. 

“I’m sorry. This is for a different flight.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“This is for flight 5077 or any flight rescheduled from 5077 Air France to New York. I need the one for today.” 

Mya’s eyes went panicked. I held my hand up in an “I’ve got this” gesture and turned to the clerk. 

“It’s an emergency. We have to leave early. Family emergency.” 

She winced. “I’m sorry. I can’t sell an international ticket to a minor without consent from a parent or legal guardian.” 

“You’re not selling it to her. You’re selling it to me.” 

She shook her head. “That’s not how it works. I need a signed and notarized letter of permission.” She held the paper up. “This is good for flight 5077 next Saturday. You can still take that one.” 

But 5077 next Saturday would be too late. Far too late. 

Mya sank to the floor. “My sister,” she murmured, rocking back and forth and looking so small. I reached for her hand to help her to her feet and led her back to the couch we’d been sitting on. 

I had one more Hail Mary pass I could throw. I took my phone out of my pocket and scrolled to Dom’s contact info. 

It rang so many times, I expected it to go to voicemail, but a raspy, “Yeah?” finally answered. I almost felt bad about waking him up. 

“Dom?” 

“You’ve got some nerve, kid.” 

He knew who I was from one word? “How . . . ?” 

“You think I gave you my legit number? This is a burner phone, kid.” Music, laughter, and loud talking in the background told me I hadn’t woken him up after all. “And you didn’t show up last night. We’re heading to Dublin today, and I don’t have time to do this whole talk-show reveal on your screwed-up time frame.” 

“I’m ready to change our deal. I’ll sign the non-disclosure and never bother either of you again, but you have to do something for me.” 

There was a pause in which I could hear bits and pieces of the party going strong behind him. Then a very interested-sounding Dom. “I’m listening.” 
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IT WAS SUPER-WEIRD to be the only person on the plane. 

I mean, Ted was on the plane, too, and so were some crew people, and a really nice flight attendant who gave us pillows, blankets, and bottled water. But it was still weird. 

Everything had been weird since he’d made that phone call. An hour later, we were ushered to a different part of the airport and right out onto the tarmac and up the stairs of a hot-pink jet. We’d settled into these two huge chairs that reclined all the way. Like not just two inches. There was a large TV screen, a couch, and actual tables built into the floor instead of those lap trays. 

“I take it back,” I’d whispered, as we settled in. “There’s no way I can pay you back for this. How much did it cost?” 

“Nothing,” he’d muttered, and then a man wearing a suit brought a folder full of papers to us and kept asking Ted to sign and initial them. 

The man looked them over, nodded once, and left. Then the door closed and moments later, we were airborne. That was when I gave in to the exhaustion and fear and fell asleep.

––––––––
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WHEN I WOKE UP, I THOUGHT Ted was napping, too, at first. 

The steady stream of tears trailing from each closed eye told me I was wrong. He made no noise, but his shoulders shook. I put my hand on his leg. He immediately shifted so he could work his fingers between mine.

“What’s wrong?”

He opened his eyes but made no move to wipe away the tears. He turned and looked at me, bewildered, as if I’d suggested he bust the window and jump out without a parachute.

“Are you kidding me right now?” My stomach churned at the agony in his beautiful dark eyes. “What do you think is wrong?”

I swallowed, not sure what to say. He pulled his hand away from mine and crossed his arms over his chest, wiping his eyes on the sleeves of his shirt. 

“I love her, too.” He sounded as scared and broken as my heart felt. 

I felt like a complete idiot. Of course, this would be hard for him, too. He was pretty much family. Or at least he had been until Joanna had gone and made it all awkward.

I rubbed my hand back and forth on his leg, trying to be supportive, soothing.

“I know I don’t share DNA with any of you, but you don’t need to in order to care about someone. She’s my sister, too, in all the ways that matter, and it’s, quite frankly, insulting for you to ask me what’s wrong right now. You wouldn’t ask Megs or JoJo what was wrong.”

“I’m sorry.”

It took every ounce of self-control for me not to run my fingers through his tousled hair. His still being stuck on Joanna didn’t make me love him any less, and now that I knew how soft and thick his hair was and how it felt to have my hands tangled in those curls, the urge was almost uncontrollable. Even slumped over toward the window, his shoulder still brushed mine. His long legs sprawled out in front of us. He was so much bigger than I was, and maybe that was why I’d always felt safe with him.

He was perfect, so, of course, he was Joanna’s, whether she wanted him or not. She always got the best of everything. 

“Excuse me.”

I tore my gaze away from him. I hadn’t even noticed the flight attendant coming down the short aisle toward us. Now, she hovered over me, holding a coffeepot and smiling.

“Would you like some coffee?”

Next to me, Ted’s entire body turned.

“No!” he snapped.

The flight attendant stepped back, as if he’d hit her, not declined a beverage. She was probably used to being the hero of the flight, being the bearer of the oh-so-coveted drink, after all.

Ted started shaking his head and held his hands out across me in a “back off” gesture. “No coffee. Coffee sucks! I hate coffee. Coffee ruined my life. So no to the coffee!”

The flight attendant set the pot back on the tray gingerly and retreated. I waited until she disappeared behind a curtain before peeking at Ted. He had the decency to have a pink flush of chagrin all over his cheeks and neck.

I raised my eyebrows. “Dramatic much?”

He managed a small, reluctant smile. “Maybe a little.”

I smiled back at him, and he shifted in his seat.

“But,” he continued, “at least I don’t faint like a dying Chihuahua when I’m acting.”

I let out an indignant, mock-offended noise and shoved him in the shoulder. “That was not my fault. Joanna is impossible to please.”

He whistled, low and thoughtful. “That she is. Look, about the coffee . . . .”

“It’s okay,” I said quickly. I had no desire to talk about how he was still in love with my sister. He didn’t owe me any explanations. It had always been Joanna and Ted. JoJo+Teddy=BFF4EVAH, after all. 

How could I have thought for a second that I could compare to her? She was this larger-than-life force of nature, and I was just a girl with a weird nose who could draw better than the average person and fainted like a dying Chihuahua while acting. Ted, on the other hand, was a fantastic actor, because those kisses had felt so real. So had the way he’d held me and whispered sweet things in my ear. He’d either had so much practice pretending with all those other girls he’d dated since Joanna and Rick got together or he’d been pretending I was her the entire time.

“It’s not okay,” he said, and I forced myself to look him in the eye. “I wasn’t thinking. I was so nervous about going to Brussels to try to see my dad. And excited to be . . .”

“With your family?” I supplied when he trailed off.

“No.” The dark pools of his eyes softened. “With you. Mya, I was in Paris about to be eating croissants on a sunny morning with the most beautiful girl I’ve ever known, the only girl I’d ever had feelings like this for.”

What?

There was no way I’d heard him right. My ears must be plugged due to the altitude. After all, he knew Megan, who was the most beautiful person either of us knew in real life. And he was in love with Joanna. 

“A girl who let me kiss her the way I’ve wanted to for a long time now. Add in the fact that I was about to possibly meet my dad face-to-face.” He shook his head. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I blurted out the first thing I associated with you and coffee, and I messed up. Royally. And for that I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He reached out to slide his fingertips down my cheek. 

“I most definitely was not wishing you were Joanna or thinking about her or feeling nostalgic for the ridiculous way she takes her coffee.”

“Right?” Finally, someone who understood. “If you’re going to put that much cream and sugar in it, why bother having coffee in the first place?”

“Thank you!” He sounded totally vindicated. “I used to tell her that all the time.” He sat back in his seat, a satisfied half-smirk pulling at the corner of his lips. 

We sat in silence for a few moments. It wasn’t awkward, not really. But it was like we didn’t have anything else to say to each other. I needed to lighten the mood. 

“Okay, so I’m just going to say it,” I finally blurted out. “You have a hot-pink private jet you never bothered to tell any of us about?” 

“It’s not mine. It’s Nikita Torino’s.” 

“Nikita Torino the actress?” I asked. He nodded. “That doesn’t make this less weird. How did you get access to Nikita Torino’s private jet?” 

“She’s dating Dominick Clarke, and that’s all I can say about it.” 

“Oh, right, and he’s friends with your dad. So you met him? Is he cool? Cash Dinnocenzo, I mean. Dominick Clarke seems like a jerk.” 

His jaw dropped. Like actually dropped open as he stared at me. “How did you know about Cash? I barely know about him. Did Bethany tell you?”

My heart squeezed at my sister’s name. 

“No. It’s obvious. It’s always been obvious. You look just like him. You sing just like him. And you do that weird thing with your finger frets like you have a deformed claw hand. Just like Cash Dinnocenzo.” I held up my hand to mimic the strange way they both held their guitar necks. 

“You noticed all that?” It was technically a question, but the way he said it sounded more like a revelation. 

“I thought this was something we all knew but didn’t talk about.” 

Silence stretched between us. Then he started laughing. “No,” he said between laughs. “Apparently, only you knew.” 

The sound of his laughter still had the power to draw my own giggles out. Soon, we were both taken over by a bizarre real-but-not-real giggle-fit. 

He abruptly sobered and swallowed hard, leaning back against his headrest and staring at the blank TV screen in front of us. “I’m so scared right now.” 

“Me, too,” I admitted, and he pulled me to him and enveloped me in his strong arms. 
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TED
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THE SECOND WE ENTERED the surgery waiting room, Mya ran to her mom. Gail gasped when she saw her youngest daughter, and they embraced as if it had been years since they’d been together, not barely a week. Megan untangled herself from Brooks on the couch, bolted to her feet, and joined her mother and sister in a group hug.

I hung back, hovering in the doorway, watching, part of it but not part of it at the same time. As usual. I was almost family, but not quite. Almost worthy of joining the group hug, but not quite.

Brooks got up from the couch and strode to me. “That was fast.” He slung an arm around me in a half hug. “How’d you manage to get here so quick?” 

“We took Nikita Torino’s hot-pink private jet.” 

“Okay, don’t tell me,” he muttered, sounding miffed. 

Before I could argue that I wasn’t messing with him, Rick appeared on my other side. He looked as exhausted and stressed as Brooks. “Bro, you have to help us.” 

I gave him a suspicious side eye. Now we were bros? When things in March-land went south? I’d done my part, hauling Mya halfway across the world to be here. Rick and Brooks were on their own with everyone else.

Brooks put a hand on my shoulder. “Yeah, you have to help us. There’s so much crying and we don’t know what to do.” 

My resolve wavered at the catch in Brooks’s voice. He was my “bro” and had been there for me in ways he’d never know. I returned his half hug and nodded my head once, affirming that I was about to take control and share with them everything I’d learned about dealing with sisterly crises. 

I surveyed the situation, from the crying, hugging trio to Grandpa pacing in the corner to Joanna’s absence. I took a deep breath and followed my instincts. 

“Brooks, run to the store. Get dry shampoo, facewash, mascara—obviously waterproof—and lip balm.”

Brooks gave me a quizzical look. Under any other circumstance, I would’ve berated him for questioning my wisdom, but I had to cut him some slack here.

“At some point, Megan is going to look in the mirror and realize what she looks like,” I explained.

He straightened and leaned toward me, but I didn’t buy the menacing look. He was as gentle as they came. “Are you saying Megan’s so shallow she’d care about her makeup while Bethany’s in there fighting for her life?”

“No, I’m saying her appearance is something she can control, and right now she feels as if her life is spinning out. It’ll help. Trust me.”

“That actually makes sense,” Brooks mumbled, nodding. He took two steps toward the door, then turned back. I was already reaching into my back pocket. “But I don’t have—”

I shifted through a bunch of euro bills I hadn’t thought to exchange and took a couple of twenties out of my wallet and offered them to him. 

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Brooks left, and Rick and I exchanged awkward looks. 

“I need help with Joanna.” The request very obviously pained him. 

For about three seconds, I considered running after Brooks, but I didn’t want to leave Mya, so I followed Rick through a door to a kitchenette area that I hadn’t realized hospital waiting rooms had. 

Joanna stood at the sink, hacking at a huge hunk of ice with a knife and muttering things about ripping apart the guy who caused the accident.

“Yeah, good luck,” I said, slapping Rick on the back.

I turned to go, but he grabbed my arm. “She’s been like this for hours. Nothing I say helps. You have to calm her down.”

“Nobody can calm her down when she gets like this.” But one thing could. “Okay, I need a pen and paper.”

“Where am I supposed to get—”

“Just do it. Fast. You have about five minutes. I make no promises as to what will happen if I don’t have pen and paper in my hand in five minutes.”

“Right.”

Rick backed away, and I took several steps forward into the room. 

“JoJo.”

The hacking stopped immediately. Her shoulders stiffened, then slumped, and she slowly turned around. 

My heart plummeted. In all the years we’d known each other, I’d never seen her look broken before. And that’s what she was. Underneath the anger, the bravado, the ice hacking . . . she was terrified and devastated and broken. Her eyes were red and puffy, but more disturbing, the spark had gone from her sharp, gray orbs, leaving them dull and ordinary. Even her hair—her beautiful chestnut curtain of hair—seemed mousy. All the JoJo had been sucked out of her by the bastard who’d hit Bethany.

“Teddy.” It was barely more than a whisper.

Our eyes locked for about three seconds, and then she flew at me. Her arms squeezed around my neck, and I hugged her against me as if I needed to support her entire weight. Maybe I did in that moment.

The great Joanna March, independent and unsinkable, needed someone, and that someone, miraculously, was me this time. We’d finally found her weakness, and it was Bethany lying in a hospital bed.

“How are you here?” she half sobbed in my ear as she clung to me even more fiercely. “Brooks said you went to Belgium.”

My own fatigue and worry couldn’t be held back any longer as a realization—probably the most important realization of my life—smacked me in the face. The enormity of it made my head dizzy and my knees go weak. I pulled away from her and leaned against the wall, not trusting myself to support both of us anymore.

“I did. I went halfway across the world searching for my family when it was right there in my own backyard the whole time.”

“I love you so much,” she said. I started to shake my head, but she placed a hand on each of my cheeks, stopping the movement. Those warm and fuzzy feelings came back but with zero heat. (Because Uno Reverse cards.) “Just because I don’t have romantic feelings for you, doesn’t mean I don’t—”

She choked up. Another first. She closed her mouth, swallowed, parted her lips again but said nothing more. I debated making her work for it, but I didn’t have it in me.

I closed my hands over hers and removed them from my face, holding them down at our sides.

“I know, JoJo.”

“I wish we could be JoJo Plus Teddy Equals BFF Forevah again.”

“We are.” I gave her a lopsided smile.

The tiniest of smiles responded. “We are?”

“Absolutely.”

Her eyes seared into mine, searching, probably wondering if I was being honest with her or just trying to make things easier for her in the moment because of Bethany. I tried to reassure her with my eyes.

And in that moment, something broke between us, and it was as if the last year of awkwardness hadn’t happened.

“I don’t know what to do right now.”

She was lost and vulnerable, and I knew the one thing that could possibly distract her and put the light back into my best friend’s eyes.

“The scene opens on JoJo plus Teddy equals BFF Forevah,” I began. “They are outside the apartment of the man who caused Bethany’s accident. They have enough ice pics to do whatever damage they want, rock-solid alibis prepped, and a way to short-circuit all security cameras.”

Hesitant footsteps approached, Rick back with paper and pen, right on cue. Joanna’s eyes had regained the tiniest of sparks as I set the stage. I took the paper and pen from Rick’s outstretched hand without breaking eye contact with Joanna.

“The only plot hole is the security guard behind the front desk. How do they get past him?” I handed her the wad of paper and pen. I could see her vision already tunneling as she let the story consume her. “Two versions of the script: one a brilliant masterpiece that wins an Academy Award, the other a dud that scores twenty or lower on Rotten Tomatoes. Go.”

She nodded, backed up until she bumped into the cupboards and sink, then slid down and started scribbling furiously, her eyes blazing. I watched for a minute, then clapped Rick on the shoulder and guided him back to the waiting room to give her privacy so she could lose herself in her creation.

Rick’s eyes held admiration that bordered on awe. “How did you do that?” 

“Years of practice.”

“What now?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted.

Mya and Gail were still locked deep in conversation on the couch, but Megan had left the room. 

Grandpa paced back and forth like the caged bobcat at the zoo I’d always felt sorry for. I knew the environment was way too stimulating for the sweet, old sort-of-hermit. The florescent lights, the muffled beeps and sirens wailing from other areas of the hospital, the people coming and going constantly. I turned a chair around so it faced the corner, queued up a Clive Cussler audiobook on my phone, and convinced him to sit down, put my earbuds in, and listen. 

As I straightened from tucking the phone into his pocket, his hand shot out to grab my forearm. “It’s just like Fiona,” he said, tears shining in his eyes. 

I wanted to assure him that it wasn’t going to turn out like my mom’s car accident, but I didn’t know that for sure. I knelt down and took both of his hands in mine. “I know, but this time . . . this time I’m here with you already.” 

I waited until he settled back into the chair and loosened his grip on my hands. Then I patted him on the shoulder as I moved around the chair to get to Rick. 

“Where are we going?” Rick protested as I dragged him toward the exit. 

“To get Gail a chocolate chip muffin from the cafeteria.”

“But she won’t eat anything right now. We’ve tried.”

“Trust me.”

He narrowed his eyes as he studied me, but it wasn’t long before the wariness turned to acceptance. “Okay.” 

––––––––
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RICK WAS, ONCE AGAIN, shocked when Gail actually ate the muffin and vending machine peach tea we returned with. He really needed to trust that I knew that family inside and out. 

I approached the couch where Mya had curled up, her head resting on one uncomfortable-looking metal arm. I wasn’t sure where we stood, but I needed her in my arms, so I sat next to her. Before I could even open my mouth to try to convince her, she sat up and repositioned against me. I wrapped my arms around her, and she closed her eyes, her breathing deepening almost immediately. 

I dropped a kiss on the top of her head and let the tension melt from my neck and shoulders. We were here, where we all needed to be. 

Brooks returned with the supplies for Megan, who lavished him with hugs and kisses. From over her shoulder, Brooks mouthed, “Thank you,” and I gave him a tired thumbs-up before sinking down farther into the couch and giving in to my own weary jet lag. 

I didn’t feel all that refreshed yet when I sensed someone’s presence hovering over me, although a good amount of time must have gone by because my right arm had fallen asleep under Mya’s weight. Reluctantly, I cracked one eye open and found Joanna gripping a short stack of papers covered in her messy chicken scratch. Red still rimmed the skin around her eyes, but the life was back in her irises. 

“Version One: Another character is there. Megan. Wearing a black wig and sunglasses. She distracts him while we pull off an Ocean’s 11-esque sneak into the building. Version Two: We reveal that we always carry duct tape in our pockets with absolutely no warning or reason and are able to fashion a ladder that we use to scale the building so we can avoid the desk guy.” 

“Nice.”

I shifted just enough to get feeling back into my arm while not disturbing Mya. She sighed in her sleep and snuggled in closer to me.

“At some point,” Joanna said, her eyes narrowing, “we’re going to have a chat about this situation.” She gestured to Mya and me. “I’d grill you now, but I don’t want to wake her up.”

“That’s cool.” I sounded more confident about the talk we’d have than I actually felt. She might be my best friend, but that didn’t make her any less intimidating. 

“And if you hurt my sister, I’ll break your face.”

“I would expect nothing less,” I said, chuckling. JoJo was back. “But what if she hurts me?”

“Then I’ll break her face. She thinks her nose looks flat now. If she hurts you, I’ll give her a nose that needs CGI animation.”

Yep, Joanna was back, and that was how I knew that no matter what happened, this family would be okay.

––––––––
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BROOKS AND I ENDED up the official errand runners, going back and forth between the hospital and Orchard Drive. Megs insisted we always go together since everyone was so tired. It was one of those times, a couple of days later, that I found myself in the Marches’ living room waiting while Brooks picked up some things Megan wanted from her room.  

I was drawn to a framed picture of Bethany on the mantle. It was hard to believe the lively girl in the picture was the same person who was currently hooked up to all those monitors at the hospital. 

After her surgeries, we’d been allowed to see her. I’d gone in once, with Joanna, and once had been enough to make me avoid her room since then. She’d looked so corpse-like, lying lifeless in the bed, tubes everywhere. 

I didn’t want to remember her that way. I wanted to remember her vibrant, the way she looked in this picture on the mantle. 

I stared at her picture for so long that I finally took in the entire frame. It was one of those accordion frames, several five-by-seven photo frames attached together with metal clips on a base that had “March Family” engraved on it. 

It was only then that I noticed Bethany’s picture was smack dab in the middle of five photos, not four. Bethany was surrounded by Joanna and Mya. Megan’s picture was to the left of Joanna’s. All four girls in a row, then a fifth picture attached to Mya’s with the same clips, just like all the others. 

Me. Me leaning my arm against a doorframe, giving the camera a grin that only looked a little bit like I’d had to endure a three-hour senior picture session. 

This whole year, I’d felt so far away from them, and they’d still considered me their add-on family member. When Gail had an extra frame to fill, the person who ended up filling it was me. Not Brooks. Not Asher. Not even the great Rick Bhaer. 

“Megan won Christmas this year,” Brooks said behind me with a chuckle. “Joanna was so annoyed.” 

“How do you win Christmas?” 

“The frame was a gift to her mom. Gail was looking all over for the perfect frame for all the senior pictures. She’s going to swap Bethany and Mya’s school pictures out at some point. I mean, I hope she can . . . .” 

He trailed off, and I looked at the picture of smiling Bethany again. She should be getting senior pictures done this summer. Who knew whether that would happen now. 

Brooks cleared his throat. “Anyway, she found all kinds of fold-out frames with three, four, or six slots, but five is apparently difficult to come by, so Megan had Sallie’s brother make this one in woodshop. Gail was so excited that she stopped all the present unwrapping so she could put the pictures in and get it up on the mantle.” 

I ran my gaze over the lineup again. Megs, JoJo, Bethany, Mya, and . . . me. In a custom frame made for this reason. Not in a frame that happened to have an extra slot that needed filling. 

“She wanted five?” 

“Yeah, bonehead. You don’t cut people out of your family just because they do stupid things.”
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MYA
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IT WAS DAY 6 OF HOSPITAL watch, and although she was stable, Bethany hadn’t woken up. I’d gotten used to almost living at the hospital—the dim lighting, the strange sounds, the hard couches and chairs in the waiting room. 

Most days, my stomach felt like it was tied in knots, but that afternoon, I was craving spicy potato chips. Rick had discovered a neighboring waiting room one floor down that had the best chip and packaged cookie selection, and as I walked down the hall, a kid holding several cans of Mountain Dew nearly plowed into me. 

He must have been around ten years old, and his collar sagged from the weight of all those soda cans he was carrying in the bottom of his shirt. 

“Sorry!” the kid shouted, scooting around me with a huge grin on his face. 

Well, that was a new one. Guess I wasn’t used to all the strange sights, sounds, and smells of the hospital yet. 

I turned the corner and another surprise, this one not as amusing, slapped me in the face: Ted and Joanna huddled together nearly cheek to cheek, laughing over something on a phone screen. 

Ted looked up and waved a “come here” gesture at me. “You have to see this!” 

Zero chagrin crossed his face at being caught with her. He didn’t jump away or stammer an explanation. He acted like being with her like that was completely normal, and it was. Because he wasn’t mine. Our Paris thing was just a Paris thing. Not a real thing. In real life, he’d always be hers, however she’d take him. 

When I didn’t move, Joanna glanced up and motioned in a similar manner. “Get over here! This is hilarious.” 

The last thing I wanted to be was their unwanted third wheel, but now that they’d both beckoned me over, I was stuck hesitantly stepping toward them and sitting in the chair next to Ted’s. 

“I loaded three hundred dollars’ worth of credits on that vending machine with my credit card,” he told me with a grin, “and we’re filming people’s reactions when they realize they can get free stuff.” 

“Yeah.” Joanna’s eyes sparkled for the first time since I’d gotten home. “There was this kid a few minutes ago who got thirteen Mountain Dews. Thirteen. Either he’s about to have a dozen happy friends or he’ll be in a sugar coma tonight.” 

I didn’t see how they could joke around about comas, sugar or otherwise, right now. People grieve in different ways, Megan had told me yesterday when I’d expressed my disgust at how many boxes of powdered donuts Rick and Brooks had polished off in one afternoon while my stomach could barely keep down a piece of plain toast. 

A nurse wearing yellow scrubs with purple hearts all over them approached the vending machine. 

“Oh, oh, oh,” Ted said, repositioning the phone so he could get a good shot of the action. He leaned forward, and Joanna leaned back to watch through the screen, which put them mashed together even closer than they’d been before. His lips were dangerously close to her temple, and I hated it. 

The yellow-scrubbed nurse took a dollar out of her pocket and went to put it in the bill slot. She paused and leaned in, looking closer at the keypad. 

“This is going to be good,” Joanna whispered, and Ted nodded, his grin widening. 

I sat back and watched in real life as the nurse pushed two buttons and smiled as a clunk sounded. She reached into the dispenser and pulled out a candy bar, then looked back at the keypad. She looked behind her almost guiltily, shrugged, and pushed two more buttons. Another candy bar dropped into the dispenser. She rushed off with both candies and opened a door down the hall. As it closed behind her, I heard her say, “Sharon, check it out! There’s free candy in one of the vending machines.” 

Ted held his hand up. “Yes! Bring on the nurses. This is going to be great.” 

“This was the best idea,” Joanna said, slapping his hand with hers. 

They gave each other that look they’d shared countless times. The one that said they could almost read each other’s minds. The one that proved to everyone except Joanna herself that they were soulmates. 

I’d never understood the appeal of their practical joke videos. It seemed pointless to me. Just one of many things they got about each other that nobody else did. 

They’d been made for each other, and I couldn’t compete with that. I was a good substitute in Paris when she was half a world away. Not in Boston with her right here. 

I stood and backed away. There were more important things to worry about right now anyway. 

“Where are you going?” Ted asked. “You just got here.” Like they’d want a third wheel around. They never had before. 

“I thought I’d see if Megan or Brooks would take me to grab something to eat that didn’t come from the hospital cafeteria.” 

Ted pointed at the vending machine, his beautiful dark eyes dancing. “You can get whatever you want out of that.” 

I forced myself to laugh, even though those eyes and his smile were killing me. “I meant real food.” 

He handed the phone to Joanna and stood up. “I’ll take you.” 

“You don’t have to. You guys look busy.” 

Ted stepped closer to me and, without looking back, assured me, “JoJo’s got this. Right?” 

“Yeah, whatever,” my sister said, waving him away as a tired-looking man carrying a toddler approached the vending machine. Joanna held Ted’s phone up to capture whatever was going to happen next. 

“Let’s go then,” he said, sweeping me with him as he started down the hallway, his hand on my lower back. The way he touched me was like nothing had changed, like he hadn’t just been cuddled up with Joanna. 

Tears stung my eyes, threatening to blow the nonchalant cover I was trying to project. No way could I handle alone time with him right now. Not with all these emotions swirling around inside me. Fear about Bethany’s condition, that familiar jealousy of Joanna revving back up, letdown from my trip getting cut short as well as all the realizations I’d had at PAE in the first place. 

I increased my pace so his hand fell off my back. “Megs can take me.” 

His hand found mine and he gently tugged me back to him. “Please, talk to me. What’s going on?” 

I didn’t have the energy to protest, so I let him lead me to the elevator, then out the door when we got to the ground floor. 

May was tomorrow, and it seemed that overnight, all the flowers had realized it. The cherry trees had already started budding, but now the planters around the parking lot were full of magnolias, daffodils, and even some baby tulips. 

It was less dreary than it had been nearly a week ago, but the color seemed almost fake. How could the world be so colorful when our lives were turning grayer and grayer with each day that passed without Bethany waking up? 

Ted crossed the drop-off loop to the entrance but veered off to the flower garden in front of the hospital sign rather than heading to the lot where all of our cars were parked. A sea of purple and white daffodils on the lawn made the perfect “lake” to go with the large boat-shaped planter full of dirt and wildflowers. Ted walked right through the daffodils like they were one of the many beautiful things he owned. 

“You’re going to ruin the flowers!” I shouted after him. 

“I’m being careful.” 

He was tiptoeing with great care, managing to dodge all the flowers and sprigs of green growth. I followed to the edge of the garden. He got to the planter—which up close turned out to be an actual old rowboat—stepped in, and sat down, then turned and held out his hand. 

“Sit with me.” 

I glanced around, wary of official hospital people who might yell at us. When I didn’t see anybody, I took a few hesitant steps through the daffodils. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be in there.” 

He twisted his arm, offering his palm. “Nobody will care.” 

I took his hand, and when his fingers closed over mine, a jolt of longing shot through me. Longing and regret. I still wanted him more than anything, besides Bethany waking up. I wanted him and had had him for the briefest of moments, and now I had to live with knowing every amazing detail about how it felt to be held by him, snuggled against him, kissed by him—and never get that again. All because he was my sister’s soulmate. 

“I mean, what are they going to do?” he asked. “Yell at the girl whose sister is in the ICU for stepping over some flowers and sitting in a glorified planter with her boyfriend?” 

Boyfriend. 

But that wasn’t possible anymore. It had just been a weird “Paris thing.” 

“Get in the boat, Mya.” His hand twisted as he laced his fingers through mine. “Come on. Live dangerously. Be wild and crazy.” 

When he put it that way, I saw how silly my hesitancy was. I stepped in and sat on the seat next to him. The sides of the boat had been weathered with age and the elements, and dirt was packed in most of the compartments, baby buds and a few early flowers poking out in places, but it had been packed down enough to comfortably set our feet as we sat on the middle bench, as if other people stuck at the hospital had forged this path before us. 

“Do you want to go to prom?” 

That was random and weird and caught me off guard. “I mean, yeah, if someone asks me.” 

He gave me a look that was part amused, part flirty. “I just asked you.” 

“No, you didn’t. You asked if I wanted to go to prom.” 

“The second part of my question was implied. Do you want to go to prom with me?” 

I raised my eyebrows, suspicious. I didn’t want some pity date because my sister was in the hospital and my other sister was dating Rick. “You hate school dances.” 

He took a piece of my hair between his fingertips and twirled it. “I don’t think I’d hate them so much if I got to dance with you all night. I mean, if you want to dance with other guys, I’m not going to be like, ‘No, she’s mine,’ because that’s sexist and jerky, but I don’t want what we have to be just a Paris thing. I want it to be an everywhere thing.” 

“But . . . Joanna.” 

He pulled a face. “She can go if she wants, but she hates those things more than I do, and I can’t see Rick being super-into a high school dance, either.” 

Part of me wanted to take his offer at face value. Diving in deeper might ruin the illusion. But I had to know. I took a breath and threw it all out there before I could censor my concerns. “I meant are you sure it’s me you really want to go with? Or is it someone else?” 

The immediate confusion that flickered in his eyes had my heart hoping harder than ever. “There is no one else.” 

“We both know that’s not true. You went live on YouTube talking about—” 

“I was young and stupid then.” 

“It was last year,” I pointed out, and he gave me a sheepish smile. 

“Joanna’s like my sister.” His eyebrows furrowed. “Well, she’s more than that. We’re like twins, with our similar personalities and that thing where we know what each other’s thinking all the time. And also how, most days, we can’t decide if we want to share everything with each other or kill each other.” 

Despite everything, a laugh escaped my lips. They had had some pretty good fights over the years. Kind of like the fights Joanna and I sometimes lapsed into. Sibling fights. 

“You know the joke about having to take your cousin to prom?” Ted asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“I definitely don’t want to bring my twin sister to prom.” He brushed his fingers across my cheek, and tingles danced across my skin. “I want to bring the beautiful girl I fell in love with in Paris.” 

A siren wailed in the distance, reminding me where we were and why. How was I thinking about prom and boys right now? 

“It feels wrong to make plans like that right now.” 

He pulled me to him, enveloping me in his arms and his familiar scent. “We don’t have to make plans. We can wing it when it gets closer, if it feels right then.” 

I couldn’t stop the image of Bethany in her hospital bed looking so frail and beat up from popping into my head. 

“I’m just really scared.” 

“I know. I am, too. But whatever happens, I’ll be here, in the same boat with you. We’ll get through it . . . somehow.” 

I pulled myself out of his embrace so I could look into his eyes. They were gorgeous and dark and searching but without their usual joking twinkle. They were dead serious. 

“Yes, then.” 

“Yes to prom?” 

“Yes to everything. Prom, being in the boat with you, to making our Paris thing an everywhere thing.” 

I got to see his face light up for a fraction of a second before he took my face in his hands and pulled me to him for one of those long, lingering kisses. I could tell he was dying to let it explode with passion but struggled to keep it sweet. When he pulled away much too soon, he explained, “It was our first kiss on this continent. That’s how first kisses should be.” 

“Let’s have first kisses on every continent.” 

He laughed. “I think that can be arranged.” 

I kissed him this time, putting all the passion of Paris into it and getting lost in us as everything scary and sad melted away for a few moments. This wasn’t the way I’d imagined becoming “official” with him. That daydream involved thousands of rose petals and candles and string quartets on Valentine’s Day, not a weird boat-shaped planter outside my sister’s hospital window. 

But life rarely gave you what you thought you wished for. I’d thought I wanted my sister’s fun, charming, hot best friend. But what I really wanted was the person he’d become with me, the people we’d become together in Paris. The guy who would sit in a boat next to me and be happy being “mediocre artists” together. 

The incredibly handsome guy who kissed me like this. It was like he got better and better at knowing exactly how to kiss me to take my breath away and make my head swim in bliss. 

“Hey!” someone yelled, startling us apart. A man wearing a custodial uniform stood by one of the entrances, pointing a finger at us. “You’re not supposed to be in there!” 

Ted jumped up, pulling me with him, as we both tried unsuccessfully to hold back laughing fits. 

“I guess we aren’t supposed to sit there,” he said as we made a mad dash for the parking lot. 

––––––––
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LATER, AFTER WE’D SPENT the afternoon hiding out at the marina, pretending everything was fine, we headed back. Ted got sent on an errand with Brooks, and I found Joanna in Bethany’s room editing the vending machine video on her laptop. 

She looked up as I closed the door behind me. “Hey.” 

“Hey,” I said, then hesitated. This was going to be a precarious conversation, but it had to happen. I glanced at Bethany. Maybe if I did this in front of her, Joanna wouldn’t freak out so much. “About the whole Ted thing . . . on a scale from ‘I borrowed your markers and accidentally left the cap off one’ to ‘I threw the flash drive that contained the only copy of your movie in the river,’ how mad are you?” 

“Mad?” Confusion crossed her face. “I’m not mad.” 

“Really?” 

She closed her laptop and set it on the rolling tray. “Why would I be mad?” 

I was ready for her to go ballistic on me. Her concern over Bethany was probably the only thing holding her back. Because there was no way she’d actually be cool with Ted dating me. She loved him and couldn’t stand me. 

Joanna jumped up and rushed toward me. I flinched, waiting for the pummeling of a lifetime, but she threw her arms around me. 

“Mya, you fixed it!” 

“I what?” 

She hugged me fiercely, in a way she never had before. 

“You fixed it. You fixed us, Ted and me. It’s like you snapped your fingers and made everything go back to the way it used to be.” 

There had to be a catch. She was going to freak out any second now over Ted being my official boyfriend. He was hers, after all. Not mine. Not ever mine. I was the last person she’d want to share him with. 

But her grateful smile looked real. “Thank you.” 

“You’re really not mad?” 

“Of course I’m not mad, silly. My best friend and my sister? It’s perfect.” 

For the first time in my life, I felt like I was more to her than her annoying, bratty, little sister. It was like we could be friends as well as people who happened to share the same parents. 

“And Ted and I can live together in New York and have an absolute blast without all our viewers getting all, ‘You guys should date,’ because he’s already in love with my sister, and I would never do that to my amazing baby sister.” She stopped, seeming hesitant. “I mean, if it’s okay with you that we get an apartment together.” 

She actually cared what I thought. And would yield something as important as this to me. I couldn’t remember the last time either of those things happened. 

“That’d be perfect,” I assured her. “That way, I can see him whenever I want, and nobody can say no to it, not even Mom, because I’ll also be visiting you. The only trick will be getting Mom to let me drive to New York on my own.” 

Joanna gripped my hands in hers. “Not a problem. You can go with Rick. He has another year left at Lowell, and he’s already promised to visit as often as he can. I’m sure he’ll let you ride shotgun.” She made a face. “Just to warn you, though, he road rages in German.” 

“I can’t picture Rick road raging in any language,” I said. He was the most laid-back person I knew. 

“It surprised me the first time, too.” 

“Why German?” 

“Because his dad road rages in German.” 

Oh, man. This I had to see. 

––––––––
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TED AND I WENT BACK and forth between the hospital and our houses over the next few days. So did Megan and Brooks, Mom, and Mr. Laurence. Joanna refused to leave the hospital while Bethany was still there, and Rick wouldn’t leave Joanna, so we took turns bringing them stuff. 

Bethany hadn’t woken up yet, and every day that passed in the coma lowered the hope that she ever would. 

It was one of those rare, quiet days when Ted and I arrived with coffees in hand, Rick’s favorite Starbucks mocha and Joanna’s weird mostly-cream-and-sugar contraption, when the limbo we’d been in changed. 

Rick was sitting on a couch with an unopened laptop next to him, bloodshot eyes ringed with dark circles when we made our way to the waiting room. Ted handed him his drink and gave him a questioning look. 

“She’s in with Bethany.” 

“No change?” 

Rick shook his head. “Nothing. They even brought Asher down for a while to try.” 

Asher had a shattered femur, broken ribs, a nasty gash down the side of his head, and black eyes from the airbag impact, but he’d gained consciousness after the surgery to repair his leg. His body was a battered and bruised mess, but at least his brain was functioning normally. 

“They’re talking about . . . .” Rick’s eyes flicked to me, then back to Ted. 

“Go ahead and say it,” I said, knowing it wasn’t good. Ted’s arm came around my waist, protectively, holding me against him. 

Rick took a sip of his coffee, like he needed sustenance before delivering the blow. “The odds at this point aren’t looking good. She hasn’t responded to any external stimuli. It’s probably a waiting game.” 

Joanna emerged around the corner from the hallway that led to Bethany’s room. The temporary excitement in her eyes from Hospital Hijinx had faded. 

“You guys should probably go in sometime soon,” she said, defeat overtaking her tone. 

My eyes filled with tears. This was it. 

“Okay.” I reached for Ted’s hand. “Come with me?” 

He nodded and put his hand in mine, and together we faced Bethany’s hospital room. We watched her breathe in and out for a long time. There were so many things I wanted to tell her. About Paris. About being a mediocre artist. About Ted and me. 

And I’d probably never get to. 

Ted set his guitar case on a chair. “I brought . . . I thought she might like . . . .” 

I nodded through tears. “I think she would.” 

He took his guitar out of its case and adjusted the strap around his neck. I was surprised when his usually confident strumming didn’t sound. Instead, he plucked out a slow, dramatic melody. 

I reached over and took Bethany’s hand in mine. “‘Moonlight Sonata.’ Your favorite.” I squeezed her hand, then met Ted’s eyes. “I didn’t know you could play this.” 

His fingers paused. “I stayed up all night learning it. I didn’t figure they’d let me drag a piano in here.” 

He’d never looked more beautiful to me than he did in that moment, exhausted, eyes as red as Rick’s, wearing the same rumpled clothes he’d had on yesterday, plucking out the melody desperately, passionately, as if his life depended on it. 

The music came to an end, and after a slight pause, he started again from the beginning. 

It’s probably a waiting game at this point. That’s what Rick had said. 

How did I say goodbye? Megan spent her life at college or with Brooks, and Joanna and I had never been close; this was the sister I was supposed to still have. 

Not even having Ted would make up for losing Bethany. 

He kept playing, as I rubbed my thumb against the back of her hand. Was it just a few weeks ago these lifeless hands had been playing that exact melody on our old piano? 

I was going to at least say goodbye on my terms. Right now. In this room, with the guy I’d fallen in love with playing her favorite piece of music. I wasn’t going to wait until a doctor delivered the bad news in the waiting room. 

I closed my eyes, tears streaming, and tried to let go. Of the good times, the late-night secrets, the future we were being robbed of. Across the room, Ted started strumming “Poolside,” the song Asher had written for her, like he wasn’t ready to give up yet. 

It was time. I loosened my grip around Bethany’s hand, caught Ted’s gaze with mine, and slowly shook my head, giving him permission to stop. The tears in his eyes overflowed as he slowed his pace and let the last note trail off. 

And then my sister squeezed my hand. 

I gasped and squeezed back, and her fingers tightened around mine again. 

Ted’s eyes widened. “Did she just . . . ?” 

I nodded as a fresh wave of tears streamed down my cheeks. “You are a musical genius, after all.” 
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TED
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“DUDE, YOU LOOK LIKE a teacher.” 

Brooks gave me a look that was way too annoyed at being compared to a teacher for a guy wearing pressed pants, a new dress shirt, and a tie in the CHS school colors. A red nametag that said “Chaperone” was affixed to his sport coat, completing the look. 

“What? You do.” 

From across the room, Rick snickered. He wasn’t wearing pressed pants, a new dress shirt and tie, or a chaperone nametag. He was wearing khaki shorts and a polo shirt, which was as dressed up as I’d ever seen him in person. 

“I still can’t believe I’m going to this thing,” Joanna muttered. 

One of the junior guys nominated for this year’s prom court was a well-liked kid who had Down syndrome. Rick was doing one of his Bhaerly Believable spots about him and his family, which involved attending prom to get footage. Joanna had offered to help him. That was how we all knew it was true love—JoJo volunteering to wear a dress and go to prom. I mean, it was actually a blouse and skirt, but close enough for her. 

“I still can’t believe you and Megan get to be chaperones,” Rick said. He stood in the corner of the living room, repacking his camera bag with cords, extra batteries, and microphone equipment. “You just went to prom last year. You haven’t even been official graduates for a full year yet.” 

“What can I say?” Brooks asked. “It’s a nerd perk. Teachers love me.” 

“Not just teachers,” Megan said, as she walked into the room. “I love you, too.” She sidled up to him and kissed his cheek. 

Unlike Brooks, Megs did not look like a teacher, despite her “Chaperone” sticker. She was wearing this little black dress with spaghetti straps that made him do a double take and then almost start drooling right then and there. 

“Where’d you get that dress?” Joanna asked. She still sounded miffed about her undesirable evening plans. 

“I stole it out of Sallie’s give-away pile when we went through her closet last week.” 

Joanna seemed to consider this, then immediately lost interest in fashion talk and turned to Rick. “We’ll be out of there by nine/nine-thirty, right?” 

Rick winced. “I really need footage of the grand march.” 

“But that’s not until ten!” Joanna flopped onto the couch, her skirt fanning out on either side of her. It was really strange to see her without yoga pants and a hoodie. Her long hair had been brushed out instead of thrown up into a messy bun. 

“I know,” Rick said. “But it’s kind of the point of my story, so . . . .” 

She scrunched up her lips, then came back with “If I sit on a cupcake, can we leave early?” 

Rick wound up a cord and placed it in the bag. “No, Joanna.” 

“Christopher Columbus,” she muttered. 

“Francisco Pizarro,” Rick shot back immediately. 

“You’ve been saving that one, haven’t you?” 

“Yep. For a while now,” he admitted as Brooks gave him a congratulatory fist bump on his way out the door behind Megan. 

Rick was hilarious. Our Europe trip this summer was going to be a blast. My early graduation gift from Grandpa had been two first-class tickets anywhere for Mya and me. Mya had had the fantastic idea that we could negotiate for four coach tickets so we could take Joanna and Rick with us. 

We were going to stay with Rick’s aunt and uncle in Dresden. Rick could see his family, and Joanna could finally see Neuschwanstein Castle. Rick could translate for us the whole time so we didn’t accidentally order liver and onions for lunch. I would also let him order all the coffee. 

Joanna pouted, but her cupcake joke had caused an idea to pop into my head that would make prom easier for her to take. “Let’s make a video.” 

“We are,” she muttered. 

“No, I mean, let’s make a JoJo Plus Teddy video. We can call it ‘We Go to Prom Together After All.’” 

“That’s brilliant,” she said, a spark coming to her eyes. “We’d get so many views.” 

“Oh, yeah,” I said, nodding. Our Hospital Hijinks series had revived JoJo+Teddy=BFF4EVAH (especially the one where we switched all the doctors’ parking spot signs in the lot and then hid in the bed of Brooks’s truck to watch the mass confusion ensue), so we were back to terrorizing our families with practical jokes to create hilarious content. 

It was good having my best friend back. Our combined grad party in a few weeks was going to be epic. Grandpa had agreed to a bounce house and cotton candy machine, and we’d already had signs made to hang between the yards that said “JoJo+Teddy=Graduated!” 

Joanna jumped up and ran for the stairs. “I’ll get my camera.” 

Rick muttered something through a small coughing fit that sounded suspiciously like, “Click bait.” Then he looked up and grinned at me to show he was joking. 

Even though the entire day had been dedicated to preparing for a school dance, not my activity of choice, the evening would include most of my favorite people, and my cheeks already hurt from smiling so much. 

Joanna came back with her camera. “We can call it JoJo Plus Teddy Go to Prom.” 

“I like hearing JoJo Plus Teddy so much,” I admitted, and she gave me a little hug. “I missed those nicknames.” 

“What does Mya call you?” 

“Super Stud.” 

Rick let out a laugh, but Joanna gave me a weird look, not buying it. “I’m so sure.” 

“What can I say?” I lied through my teeth. “She thinks I’m a super stud. Maybe we should start our own YouTube channel and call it Princess Mya Plus Super Stud Equals TLA Always.” 

Rick looked up, scowling now. “Please, for the love of all that is good in this world, do not call your channel anything that ends in True Love Always Always. The BFF Forever thing is bad enough.” 

“I’m asking Mya about it,” Joanna said, “and if she actually does call you that, you can pour a huge tub of Gatorade over my head on a video.” 

I pointed at Rick. “You heard that. It’s an official challenge.” 

This night had the potential to be excellent in so many ways, which now included a possible Gatorade-dump. I couldn’t help my smile from spreading even wider. “The only thing that would make this better is if Bethany was going with us.” 

This sobered us and sucked the playful-bantering atmosphere out of the room. 

“It wouldn’t be her thing anyway,” Rick said gently. 

I opened my social media to the We Heart Asher Wyatt page. There was yet another post about his tragic accident and death at the hands of the paparazzi. Someone had even posted the pictures of him and Bethany kissing by the pool with the article. A candlelight vigil in Nashville was planned for tomorrow night. 

“Hey, look, you guys.” I turned the phone around. “Asher and Bethany died again.” 

“They just don’t give up,” Joanna muttered. “It’s been over a month. When are they going to stop?” 

“It was big news,” Rick said. “You know how viral posts work.” 

“Yes, but it doesn’t mean I want my sister to constantly be the subject of one. Like it’s not hard enough as it is.” 

Silence overtook us for a few moments as we remembered the long touch-and-go hospital days. They were behind us but forever a part of us. 

Finally, I broke it. “I better go do the whole picture thing.” Mya wanted pictures on the bridge behind our houses. 

I left JoJo and Rick to finish packing up and headed across the yard. 

Our hammock sagged lower than usual, a sure sign of more than one person lying in it. I changed direction to approach it. 

I leaned down to slowly roll into the hammock between its two occupants, taking great pains to be as careful as I could around Asher’s still-healing ribs. He and Bethany both scooted over, and I ended up between them, looking up at the tree branches. I had to swallow the lump out of my throat at the memory of how I’d almost lost them both. 

“Sure you guys don’t want to come with us?” I prodded. I knew there was no way they’d make such a public appearance, but it would be the best if we all went, so I had to at least give one last-ditch effort. 

“Nah, man,” Asher said with an easy smile. The jagged scar down the side of his face had faded quite a bit already, the magic combination of his brother Mac’s essential oils and consultation with a Hollywood dermatologist. “The pappas would descend on the place within ten minutes and ruin it for everyone else. We’re going to hang out here tonight and have a nice, quiet evening while we still can.” 

“I still say you should have your manager confirm the stories about your death. Then you could make a surprise appearance as a presenter on some awards show, and everyone would lose their freakin’ minds. It would be the greatest prank of the century . . . on the entire world.” 

Asher laughed. “Kara keeps flagging the posts as hoaxes, but they keep popping up. They even put up a Snopes article about how Bethany and I aren’t actually dead, but people don’t go to the Snopes site.” 

We lay crammed in the hammock, looking up at the blue sky between tree branches. Asher was slated for his Broken Fiddle sabbatical year starting in August, but I didn’t know if he’d ever go back now, after what had happened. 

Bethany turned to kiss me on the cheek. “Thanks for doing this for my sister. I know school dances aren’t really your thing.” 

I shrugged, bouncing the hammock. “Not really, but she wanted to go, and I’d do anything for her.” 

“You could always be a chaperone next year like Megan and Brooks,” Asher suggested. 

“Never gonna happen. Teachers do not love me.” 

“Yeah,” Bethany agreed, “I don’t think they’ll let Ted chaperone until he’s fifty.” 

In the middle of our shared laughter, my beautiful princess appeared above us in my line of sight. The front and sides of her hair were pulled back, but golden curls fell around her shoulders. 

“Stop goofing off, Ted,” Mya said, sticking her perfect, pink, irresistible lower lip out. “We need to take pictures.” 

Her strapless dress was a striking teal color with lots of sparkles on the fitted bodice and tulle on the long, flared skirt. It was a total Princess Mya dress, and I loved it. I loved her. 

I held my hand out, and she pulled me up. I rolled out of the hammock over Bethany, trying not to jostle anything. Grandpa emerged from the house through the back door, camera in hand, and the three of us made our way out to the bridge over the river where we took more pictures than even Mya’s mom would. 

When he was finally finished, Grandpa fixed me with a look. “Don’t spend the entire night playing on your phone in the stairwell,” he ordered, like I was a new-in-town middle school creeper who didn’t have any friends again. 

“Oh, he’ll be leaving his phone in the car,” Mya declared, leaning over to hug him. 

Grandpa smiled and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “That’s my girl.” 

Mya was his new favorite person (even topping Brooks and Bethany) ever since I’d committed to NYU. He claimed I was doing it to impress her, which maybe I was a little. 

“Have fun, but don’t stay out too late,” he said with a pointed look. “You have a meeting tomorrow at ten.” 

“I know,” I assured him. Joanna, Rick, and I were meeting with a marketing specialist to run through our script for the new Sleepy Haven Harbor commercial we were slated to work on before we left for our trip. Joanna and Rick were filming and editing it for me, but I had complete creative control over the project, and I didn’t want my first company effort to flop, hence the marketing specialist. My goal was for it not to look like the local commercial it was when all was said and done. 

I offered Mya my arm and we walked back to my yard, waving to Bethany and Asher as we headed for the garage. 

“Can you do me a favor tonight and call me Super Stud in front of Joanna?” I asked. “I want to get to dump Gatorade over her head.” 

“You two are so weird.” 

“But you’ll do it because you love me, right?” I teased. We’d both taken the big L-word step yesterday, and I couldn’t get enough of hearing her say it. 

“Yes.” She blushed a little. “But mainly because I want to see Joanna get Gatorade dumped all over her head on a YouTube video.” 

When we got to the garage, we faced the first major decision of the evening.

“Porsche or Mustang?” I asked. 

“Hmm . . . .” Mya debated, looking back and forth between the two. 

We’d talked about hiring a limo like I had last year, but then everyone would want to go with us, and we wanted it to be just us. We were going to Spades in Boston for a crazy-expensive, fancy dinner. And I didn’t even have to worry about Mya yelling, “Live lobsters are friends, not food!” the way Joanna had when we were in seventh grade and went there with my grandpa for his birthday. 

“Or if we’re quick enough, we can steal Brooks’s truck because I still have the keys to it from when it was my grandpa’s truck.” 

Mya’s nose wrinkled adorably. “Ew. I’m not going to prom in a truck.” 

“While you’re deciding, we do have one more piece of prom business to take care of. I know corsages are a big prom thing, so I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t get one. Those things are just so . . .” How did I describe my disdain for corsages without insulting the event Mya was so into? 

“Tacky?” she asked making a grossed-out face. 

“Exactly. So tacky. They’re always so big that they—” 

“Take over the outfit,” she finished with me. She reached up to pull my face to hers and kiss me. “You get me perfectly.” 

“I did buy you something, though.” 

Her face lit up, which made me almost giddy as I reached into my jacket pocket to pull out the slim, rectangular box. If she glowed that happily at the prospect of a gift, I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she saw what it was. 

She gasped as she took the box in her hands. “You bought me something from Seascapes Jewelry?” 

She removed the top of the box to reveal the delicate silver charm bracelet. Looped through one of the chain links was a tiny Eiffel Tower charm. 

“I figured we could fill it up this summer when we go to Europe.” 

“It’s perfect!” 

She held out her arm so I could fasten it around her wrist. When it was secure, I slid my hand to her fingers to lift her arm and kissed the back of her hand. She sighed and melted against me. “You’re making me want to skip prom so I can spend the whole night just with you.” 

I grinned as she rested her hand on my chest so she could admire the bracelet. “I want you to know I got the money for it from Charlie Flannigan.” 

“Who’s Charlie Flannigan?” 

“The guy who works security at the marina.” 

She tore her gaze away from the bracelet to give me a questioning look. “Why did you borrow money from a security guard?” 

“I didn’t borrow it. I helped him paint his house. And his garage. And helped him build his kids’ treehouse.” 

“So you worked your butt off for the money you used to buy this?” 

I nodded. “It’s officially mine. Well, yours.” 

Her elated smile set my heart on fire. “I love it even more!” 

“I knew you would.” 

She took my face in her hands and pulled my lips down to hers. The slow, lingering kiss was worth smashing my thumb with Charlie Flannigan’s hammer (twice because I’m not good at that stuff). 

When she finally lowered from her tiptoes, I reveled in the blissful look in her eyes, then bent my head to bury my face in her sweet-smelling hair and murmur, “Happy prom night, Princess Mya.” 
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THANK YOU FOR READING! If you loved this (or any) of the books in the March Sisters Sweet Romance series, I’d be honored if you’d leave a review. Positive reviews mean so much to an author and can help other readers find and enjoy their books. 

And if you missed the rest of the series, you can catch up with Subscribing to the Enemy, Falling for the Tutor, and Making Music with the Country Star. 
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SIGN UP FOR JEN’S NEWSLETTER at authorjenbrady.com to get sneak peeks, news and updates on her books, and recommendations for sweet reads delivered right to your inbox! 
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