
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
        
          I'm Pretty Sure I'm Gonna Hate You to Death Van St. Claire

        

        
        
          I'm Pretty Sure About That Series, Volume 3

        

        
        
          M. J. Padgett

        

        
          Published by MJ PADGETT BOOKS LLC, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      I'M PRETTY SURE I'M GONNA HATE YOU TO DEATH VAN ST. CLAIRE

    

    
      First edition. July 1, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 M. J. Padgett.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201366667

    

    
    
      Written by M. J. Padgett.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Epilogue

Sign up for M. J. Padgett's Mailing List

Also By M. J. Padgett

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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“I’M SORRY, WHAT DID you say? I thought you said you got the part,” Hazel asked while I stared at my ceiling. Despite living in D. C. with her amazing boyfriend, she’d managed to find time to talk to me at least once a week—the loser friend still stuck in high school a year behind her. I didn’t think she’d ever forgive me for voting her out as captain, but it turned out she was a lot more forgiving than most people.

“Oh, I got it, like I wanted.” My stomach lurched again, barely containing my disgust.

“I fail to see the problem, Erin. It’s the lead, which has been your dream since we talked about it your freshman year. It’s why I let you miss so many practices. What’s changed?”

I groaned as I rolled over. I wanted to quit cheerleading after Hazel graduated. It wasn’t as much fun after she left for college, but it would have also left me with more time to focus on drama. But my mother—former cheerleader extraordinaire—wouldn’t hear of it. Even so, after hours upon hours of practice, I’d finally scored the part of Juliet.

I sighed. “Nothing has changed about wanting the part, but I’m worried I might actually kill the guy who got Romeo.”

“No. It’s not—”

“Yep. Van St. Claire.” My arch-nemesis, the thorn in my side, the guy who’d lived down the street from me since we were two years old. I thought back over the years—all the pranks, stunts, and cruel things he’d done to me all in the name of getting popular—and almost puked on my lacy bedspread.

“Oh, Erin. I’m so sorry. Can’t you... I don’t know... ask Mrs. McAlister to work something out?”

“I tried, honestly. Unfortunately, Van really was the best audition. I would have cast him, too, if I were her.”

“I guess you’ll have to make the best of it, then. I’m heading out to dinner with Daniel, but if you need to talk more, I can call you after.”

I shook my head, then remembered she couldn’t hear the jellybeans rattle in my skull. “It’s okay. Game night,” I said, reminding myself that not only was Van on the basketball team... and in more than half of my classes... but now also the lead opposite me in the senior play.

“I’m really sorry, Erin. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” Hazel’s tone slipped right into captain mode—firm but understanding. It meant she knew I could do this if I only put my mind to the task and stopped worrying about everything else. She was right. I’d done a lot harder things than tolerate Van St. Claire playing the role opposite—

I popped straight up on my bed and shrieked.

“What? What happened?” Hazel’s voice rose and squeaked, but I hardly heard her over the screaming in my head. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh... nooo.

“He’s Romeo, Hazel! Romeo!”

“Yes, we established that he is Romeo. Why are you freaking out more?” she asked.

“Because she just remembered she has to kiss him,” Daniel said in the background, then cackled like a big, fat meanie head.

“Oh, Erin.” Hazel’s whisper said it all. “Maybe you can ask Mrs. McAlister to edit that part. You are in high school, after all. It’s not fair for them to make you kiss someone you don’t want to kiss.”

“Um... I need to... I need to think. I’ll talk to you later, Hazel.” I hung up, forgetting to even say goodbye until I’d already done it. It would be ok. Hazel would understand, but there was a more pressing matter to worry about. I’d have to kiss—bleh—Van St. Claire.

Instead of thinking about what would be, no doubt, the most disgusting thing I’d ever have to do in my life, I blocked out all things remotely related to drama, Shakespeare, and my mortal enemy and got ready for the game. If I was lucky, he would literally break a leg on the field, and I’d get a great new partner for the play. I smiled, thinking of his understudy. Deacon James, now he would not turn my stomach upside down at the mere thought of kissing him.

But since my crush of two years wasn’t the lead, I also swiped that thought from my mind and pulled my hair into a ponytail. Only one more year screaming and shaking pom-poms, and I could forget about cheerleading and focus on acting. Of course, I’d have to tell my mom I didn’t want to major in business before that could happen, but I had a few months before I’d have to tell her I never applied to any of the colleges she recommended. And then she would kill me.

I grabbed my gym bag and keys, then headed out the door. Mom wouldn’t be home for another two hours, at least, but she’d have dinner on the table as soon as she did. Losing Dad had been hard on both of us, but we managed to get by. Even so, I knew it bothered her that she couldn’t give me the things other kids had. I’d tried telling her a million times I didn’t need a fancy car or private piano lessons or the latest fashions. All I wanted was more time with her, but she had to pick up overtime hours whenever they were available—almost every Friday night and Saturday.

Our little neighborhood was bustling as everyone else was getting home from work. The Fuller’s dog was running back and forth in their yard, barking at every car that passed, while Mrs. Fuller yelled at him to stop yapping or she’d feed him to her son’s snake. I chuckled as I passed their house and turned onto the main road. The entire drive back to school, I tried not to think about the play, but it was difficult since it had, as Hazel reminded me, been my dream for four years. And now, Van would screw it up just like he screwed up everything else.

I thought back to just last summer, the last day of junior year, when everyone happily wandered the halls for yearbook day. It was supposed to be fun, just free time to get our yearbooks signed by our friends, but no. No, Van had to go and make even that miserable. He stole my yearbook and ran across campus with it, then hid inside a storage closet and drew a mustache on my picture. Then he wrote Erin loves Van on almost every page. There was no way I’d let anyone see that, so my yearbook was woefully lacking signatures and heartfelt messages from my friends.

It was just one small thing in a series of annoying things he’d done over the years to ruin my life. Fortunately for him, most of his shenanigans got him a lot of attention and helped him climb the social ladder by leaps and bounds. Even being a cheerleader didn’t help me avoid the mocking from the cool kids, proving that my mother was all wrong—not all cheerleaders ruled the school.

A knot formed in my chest when I pulled into the parking lot and only grew as I followed the hall down to the girl’s locker room. Inside, the girls were already starting the meeting, which meant I was late. I checked my watch and groaned. Even thinking about Van ruined my life.

“Miss Carpenter, better late than never, but you owe me five laps next practice.” The coach was in a rare form already, so I nodded and kept my mouth shut.

Isabella offered me a shy smile, my only friend in the entire school since Hazel left, and adjusted her cheer skirt. Friend was using the term loosely, considering we only ate lunch together. We sat next to each other in the one class we shared, but we didn’t do anything other than that. Nope, it was just mom and me... and I was okay with that.

I followed the girls out onto the court, which was already filled for our first game of the season. The guys were warming up, taking turns with layups while their coach yelled at them from the sidelines. The second my sneaker made the first squeak on the high-polish gym floor, Van turned around and made eye contact with me. He grinned, pressed his lips to his fingers, and blew me a kiss.

I almost lost my lunch right there in front of the entire gymnasium full of people.

“He’s really messing with you a lot today,” Isabella said, craning her neck so she could whisper to me. 

I shrugged. “He got Romeo in the play. Didn’t you hear?”

Isabella’s warm brown eyes widened, and her black eyebrows shot up. She muttered a stream of curse words in Spanish, then rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Heaven help you, Erin. You know you’ll have to kiss him, right?”

I pursed my lips. “Yes. Yes, I know, Captain Obvious. I have read Romeo and Juliet before. I wonder if I can get him to poison himself before the kissing scene?”

Isabella snickered and got into formation with the rest of the girls. I noticed my shoelace had come untied, so I knelt to tie it before Coach gave me another five laps for being unprepared. I’d just put the bunny through the hole when a basketball rolled by, then an elephant ran over me. Said elephant was a boy who had about as much grace as a thundering herd of elephants, so he stepped on my fingers, tripped backward over me, and landed on his hip, then kicked me in the head trying to right himself. 

I swatted his legs and feet but couldn’t avoid ending up under him as he twisted and squirmed to get back up. Half the gym erupted in laughter, while the other half gasped. I, on the other hand, was mortified. Grr... Van.

Every time I tried to get up, it only knocked him off balance. When he stood, he stepped on me. Finally, Isabella came to my rescue and pulled me out of the pile of teenage arms and legs, topped with a heaping helping of humiliation, sprinkled with a pinch of hate.

“Geez, Erin. You are the least graceful person I’ve ever met. How are you a cheerleader?” Van asked, earning a few snickers from his friends.

“That wasn’t my fault, you—”

“Erin, let’s go over here where you won’t say things that will get you more laps, shall we?” Isabella pulled me over to the sidelines, where the rest of the girls stood slack-jawed or grinning. Half of them wanted to date Van; the other half already had, which made them about a fifty-fifty split between adoring and hating him.

The entire game passed by in a whirlwind of high-flying, screaming, hot dogs, and glares from Van. The only time I wasn’t wholly aware of his heated glances was when the girls threw me head over heels into the air, but the second I landed, my gaze always seemed to drift to him. Once, I even got chills and covered my shiver with a little pom-pom shaking, but I wasn’t fooling Isabella. She kept glancing between Van and me, but she never said anything else about him. 

Once the game was over—and Van did his victory lap around the gym, sideswiping me on purpose—I showered, changed, and tried to ignore everyone’s snickers and stares. I knew they’d heard. I knew they wished I would just quit the team, but I was the only one small enough to do the tricks they’d need to get to regionals again, then nationals if we were lucky. Keeping up with Hazel’s legacy was the only thing I was good for, it seemed.

Isabella, oddly, waited for me at the door. She smiled again and handed me my bag, then cleared her throat.

“Oh, boy. When my mom does that, it means she’d going to say something that’ll make me mad or sad. Which is it?”

“Maybe both.” Isabella let her hair down and ran a hand through her soft waves. Her ebony hair was so shiny and pretty, it put my boring blonde hair to shame. “They want you to do Hazel’s signature trick.”

I stopped in my tracks. “What? Are you kidding me? Hazel could barely do that trick, and she was the best cheerleader this school has ever had, like ever.”

“I am aware, but we need that or something better to even get to regionals, Erin. Can you talk to Hazel? See if she has any ideas that might not get you killed or put in a wheelchair forever?” She said it with a glint of humor in her eyes, but I knew deep down, she was concerned. 

“Fine. Is that the part that’ll make me mad or the part that’ll make me sad?”

“Um... I’m not sure. Both things are pretty frustrating.”

“Lay it on me.”

“Word has it that Bailey’s out for you. She thinks that weird tripping, falling, floundering thing between you and Van was flirting of some very strange, inconvenient sort.” 

It would have been funny if not for the ramifications of getting on Bailey Field’s bad side.

“But I might have a solution for that problem.” Isabella paused and adjusted the strap of her bag over her shoulder. She cleared her throat again, then said, “You know my brother, Zander, he kinda... Okay, he’d die if he knew I told you this, but he kind of likes you.”

I blinked. Then I blinked again just to make sure I was awake. Then again, to make sure I didn’t see things, and Isabella really was standing there telling me her brother, who’d graduated the year before, kind of liked me.

“Define, kind of. I mean, he doesn’t even know me.” Does it matter, Erin? Does it really matter that an insanely attractive boy in college kind of likes you? Anything is better than Bailey eating your innards for breakfast over—bleh—Van. 

“You had that class with him last year. What was it?”

“Chemistry. Oh, he was in the tutoring group, too.” I hadn’t been his tutor, but we did goof around a lot during the study group, so there was a chance he got to know that side of me.

“Yeah, so he asked me if we were still friends and if you were still single. You want me to tell him you are, or... I mean, you don’t have to go on a date with him. I won’t be mad if you say no, obviously.”

My brain ran away for half a second, then I reeled it back in so I could follow her rambling. “Um... can I think about it and let you know tomorrow?”

“Sure, no problem. And if you decide not to, it’s no big deal, okay?” Isabella smiled again—which I decided was as genuine and warm as any could be—and we headed out the doors to the parking lot.

We chatted for a little while, but I was soon distracted by a tall human being sprawled across the hood of my car. Isabella veered off to hers, leaving me to fend off the jerk on my own. Why the heck was Van not only sitting on my car but waving his hands around as if he were—oh, no.

The second he saw me approaching, he stood up on the roof and gestured toward me, his arm wide and high, while the other hand clutched his hoodie over his heart.

“Oh, Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” he screamed.

“That’s my line, jerk. And I wonder that myself.” I rolled my eyes and unlocked my car while he slid down the roof, shoes squeaking the whole way down.

“I was just making sure you knew how to do it. The audience really needs to feel how in love you are with me,” he said, smirking. “Also, I need a ride. Jace left without me, the idiot.”

“Just because you live down the street from me doesn’t mean you can demand rides from me. Go find someone else.” I slammed my door but forgot the passenger side door lock didn’t work anymore, not since the subject of my blazing glare accidentally hit it with his ATV. His father gave us the money to repair it, but it was one of those weeks we were a little short. It went toward groceries instead.

Van yanked the door open and slid into the passenger seat. “You know, this isn’t very safe. Why haven’t you gotten it fixed yet?”

I waved him off and turned on the radio, drowning him out. I couldn’t physically remove him from my car, and Mom wouldn’t be happy if I was rude, so I sighed and put the car in drive. I wasn’t even out of the parking lot before he turned the radio down and turned to face me. His stupid blonde hair stuck up everywhere, probably because he’d just showered and didn’t bother to comb it, and those giant blue eyes stared at me. Whatever was about to fall out of his mouth would either drive me crazy or make me want to bury my head in embarrassment. 

“So, we should probably talk about that kiss.”

I gasped and swerved a little, then corrected and glued my eyes to the road. “Wh... What kiss?” I could have smacked myself. He knew I knew Shakespeare like the back of my own eyelids, but I couldn’t, wouldn’t talk about it with him.

“Come on, Error, we both know what I’m talking about.”

I frowned and narrowed my eyes, white knuckling the wheel. “Stop calling me that! I was not an accidental child!”

“That’s not what your mom told my mom,” he said, dumping a whole shaker of salt on the wound. I was an accidental child, but that didn’t mean my parents loved me any less. I couldn’t help that my siblings had already graduated college and had families of their own, now could I?

“Just stop calling me Error. And I’m going to ask Mrs. McAlister to change the scene or something. I don’t want to kiss you, and you don’t want to kiss me, so we shouldn’t have to do it.”

I glanced over at him, a big mistake. His stupid smirk said it all, but just in case there was any mistaking it, he said, “I get it. You don’t want your first kiss to be for a play. I have a proposal if you’d like to hear it.”

“Nope.” I tightened my grip on the wheel and turned onto our street.

“Oh, come on. It’s not that big a deal, Erin. So, you’ve never kissed anyone.”

“I didn’t say it was a big deal, but you’ll forgive me if I don’t want my first kiss to be with you.”

I pulled into his driveway and parked, keeping my gaze straight. My headlights reflected off the back of his truck, reminding me that his family was also wealthier than mine. He had everything while I had... well, I had a lot, but he never ceased to rub in just how good he had it.

He was quiet. Too quiet, so I peered at him from the corner of my eye. He was also staring out the windshield, lost in thought. 

“Um... this is your house, Van. Feel free to get out of my car.” I licked my lips and bit my lower lip.

“See, I think my idea will work, but you’re obviously not ready to hear it, so I’ll tell you during practice tomorrow. Just... just do me a favor?”

I snickered. “Um, no.”

“Erin, please. Just... just don’t ask Mrs. McAlister to change anything yet. Hear me out, then if you still hate my idea, then we’ll go to her together.”

My brain took a vacation, so I nodded and said, “Yeah, sure. I’m kinda hungry, so...” I waved him away just as my stomach growled.

“Great. Cool. Okay, I’ll see you at practice first thing.” With that, Van pushed the door open, grabbed his bag, and jogged toward his house. Once he got to his front door, he turned around and waved, then disappeared inside. 

I found myself blinking again, confused and worried. But I hated Van. I hated him, and that would never change no matter what ridiculous proposition he had. There was no way he wanted to kiss me, not when he had the likes of Bailey Fields hot on his trail, so whatever he had in mind might actually be okay. With that, I sighed and put my car in reverse.

“This better not be a prank, or I’m pretty sure I’ll hate you to death, Van St. Claire.” 
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Chapter Two
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“WHY ARE YOU STANDING on my front porch?” I asked, desperate to avoid Van’s lingering gaze. It swept over me, taking in my sweatpants and sweatshirt, messy hair, and wrinkled pillow-face before reconnecting with my eyes. It wasn’t even six yet. 

“I wanted to ask you to ride to school with me. I can tell you about my proposal, and we can practice our lines.”

“It’s... like 5:30, Van. I should still be snuggled in my bed asleep.”

He frowned. “I was up at 4:30. Couldn’t sleep. Sorry.” He shrugged and motioned inside of my house. “Can I come in, please? You can go get ready, and I’ll just... watch television or something.”

I stepped aside and let him in. “No television. It broke last month, but feel free to stare at the wall for an hour.”

“An hour? That’s how long it takes you to look like... you?” Of course, he already looked perfect. Designer clothing, not even a strand of hair out of place, and as refreshed looking as a newborn.

I narrowed my eyes and ground my teeth, working hard not to take his head off like a crazed hyena. “No, but I would like to eat breakfast before school. Is that okay with you?”

Van shrugged and fell onto the sofa. “We’ll stop for something on the way to school. Just go do whatever you need to do to not look like a cavewoman, and we’ll go.”

My heart raced. I didn’t want to grab something on the way. First, I didn’t want to be seen anywhere with him, least of all at one of his favorite joints where all his popular, rich kid friends would stare at me and judge me more than they already did. Second, I didn’t want to spend time with him at all. Not even a little, and I intended to tell him I’d drive myself to school. Third, I couldn’t afford to even buy a breakfast sandwich from his favorite place.

“Um... I... I can just drive myself to school. Go ahead and get breakfast, and I’ll meet you in the drama room as soon as I can. We can discuss your proposal that I am sure I’ll shoot down, then get a head start on our lines.” I tried not to fidget with the hem of my ratty sweatshirt, but it was the only way I could maintain eye contact with him and stop my voice from trembling. 

His blue eyes raked over me again, and his lips parted. I braced myself for whatever comeback or zinger was up his sleeve, but instead, he said, “It’s my treat, Erin. Anything you want to eat, it’s on me.”

“I can buy my own food, Van,” I snapped, unintentionally releasing my frustration on him. It wasn’t his fault we didn’t have any money, but charity wasn’t... I just... didn’t want it.

“I know, but can’t I just do something nice?” He sat upright on the sofa, comfortable as if he’d been in my house a thousand times—he hadn’t been once in eight years—and smiled. “I want to. Please?”

I felt my lower lip tremble, and I knew if I spoke, I’d either cry, or my voice would crack. That would be worse than any joke or cruel comment his friends could throw at me, so I nodded and hurried to the bathroom to get ready for school. Just before I closed the door, I heard him answer his phone. 

“Yeah, I think so. Just pray for me because if it doesn’t work, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

I closed the door and locked it, sure I didn’t want to hear any of his conversation with whichever of his cronies had called him. A yawn worked its way up from the very depths of my soul, reminding me that he’d woken me up only two hours after my mother had popped in to tell me goodbye for the day. If she didn’t stop going in so early and staying so late, she’d drop dead only six years before retirement.

As I stood under the scalding hot water, I formulated a plan. I’d call Sherri. She was my youngest sibling but still eighteen years older than me. Sherri always understood me even when my other siblings didn’t, but more than anything, she still cared about our mother. I’d tell her about our financial situation, and maybe she could help. Mom refused to tell them—I’m the parent, and parents don’t take money from their children, Erin—but if something happened to Mom, what would happen to me?

Fat tears slipped over my cheeks, and I sniffled. It wasn’t Mom’s fault Dad’s life insurance didn’t cover half of his medical bills. Cancer was expensive to treat, and funerals were outrageous. Dad wasn’t the best with money anyway, and even worse with paperwork. The house had been in his name with no survivorship deed, so Mom and I either needed to move or refinance the house in her name—at a significantly higher interest rate.

I wasn’t even supposed to know about any of that, but it was hard to miss all the bills in the mailbox with big, fat, red words warning us our power would be cut off, our water disconnected, or the house repossessed. Sherri might help, and I had to ask her even if it made Mom mad.

I turned off the water and toweled off, then remembered I had forgotten to grab clean clothes from my room. I cracked the door and listened—no way would I dart to my room with Van St. Claire in my house—but he was still in conversation with someone. I dashed and slammed my door, locked it, and breathed a sigh of relief.

I pulled on some jeans and a sweater, then braided my hair. I doubted I’d have time to dry it with Van waiting, which only made me wonder exactly when I’d decided to go along with his request. I furiously brushed my teeth and spread moisturizer over my face, skipped make-up because... why? No one paid attention to me anyway, so it was a waste of money.

When I emerged in the living room, Van glanced up from the sofa and stood.

“Gotta go.” He shoved his phone in his pocket and stared at me.

“What?” I asked. I looked over myself, noted I had no shoes on, but everything else was in order.

“Um... nothing. Ready?”

“I need shoes, then I’m ready.” I rummaged through the shoe basket near the door and pulled out my favorite boots. They were well worn and comfy and matched every winter outfit I had in my closet. Versatility was my middle name. Van snatched my coat from the hook and held it out for me, but when I reached for it, he pulled it back.

“I’m trying to hold it open for you to put it on,” he said, shaking it. I blinked but turned around and let him slip it over my shoulders after I tucked my arms in. “So, what do you want for breakfast?”

“Uh, I’m not really sure what’s open this early besides fast food.” 

He scrunched his nose and pushed my front door open. “I know a place. Sort of out of the way, but I think we have time. You up for it?”

“Will all your friends be there?” I asked, unable to hide my hesitation as he literally escorted me down my walkway. He linked his arm with mine and held my hand with his free one. “Also, what are you doing?”

“Practicing chivalry. What does it look like I’m doing, Error?”

I stomped my foot and stopped walking. “First, stop with the chivalry thing. You’re freaking me out. Second, stop—”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Old habits. I swear, I’m trying not to call you that anymore, especially after your father....”

His voice faded, but I knew what was on his mind. He didn’t want to ridicule me about being an accidental child after my father died. Of course, because he was such a stand-up guy, right? Please, give me a break. I licked my lips and yanked my arm away from his. I fished in my bag for my keys, determined not to let him ruin my day already. Once I found them, I headed to my car.

“Wait, Erin. I’m sorry, okay?” He chased me down the walkway, tripped, and fell face-first against the giant maple tree in my front yard.

I gasped, then choked back a chuckle.

“Not funny,” he mumbled while disconnecting himself from my mother’s rose bushes.

“Was from where I stand, jerk.” I was halfway to my car when he finally caught up to me. I knew, without a doubt, if I got in my car, he would just break into the passenger side again. I was too far gone to stop, so I kept going as if he couldn’t foil my plan to ignore him until the day he died—probably at my hands.

He jogged around me and stopped in the path in front of me. He hadn’t even scratched his face. Figures.

“Erin, I’m sorry. I never should have started calling you that anyway, okay?”

“It got you all kinds of popular though, didn’t it? So did everything you called me and still call me to this day. Do you even care how much it hurts?” Dang it. I hadn’t meant to say anything, let alone admit his teasing hurt my stupid, stupid feelings. Instinctively, my head lowered. The way his stare bored through me couldn’t hurt as much if I didn’t see it, so I played with my braid and tried to get around him.

“Erin... Erin, I don’t know what to say. I’m trying, though. I really want to... to... Please let me take you to breakfast, and we can talk. No friends, I promise.” He’d already steered me toward his truck, knowing I couldn’t escape my driveway without him moving it. Rather than answer, I just climbed into the monstrosity once he opened the passenger door. Maybe if I stared out the window the entire way, he’d give up.

Fortunately, he knew when to keep his mouth shut. That or my closed-off posture didn’t give him much to work with. I kept staring as the neighborhoods flashed by, then the shops on the connecting road to town. Eventually, he turned onto the main road... and kept going. I turned to see what he was doing, but he just shook his head and said, “It’ll be worth it, I promise.”

I sighed and continued watching the scenery pass until he pulled into a small shopping center. I’d been there once before with Hazel and Daniel just before they left for D. C. In the corner was Hazel’s favorite place, Fire and Ice.

“Are you feeding me cake and ice cream for breakfast?”

Van laughed. “Not exactly. Not many people know this, but they have the best donuts on the planet. Coffee’s not bad either.” He turned off his truck and glanced at me. “You like donuts still, right?”

“More than anything, so I’ll be the judge of their amazingness, thank you. If they are the best on the planet, I should have already known about them.” I leaped from the truck and practically plowed him down to get to the door. For some reason only known to him, he insisted on opening it for me.

He chuckled again. “You’re a totally different person when a circular cake is brought into the equation, did you know that?”

“Too bad you’re not,” I said, but he only rolled his eyes and stepped up to the counter. “Hey, Jeanine.”

“Good morning, Van. Who’s your friend?” The woman behind the counter wore a hair net that hardly contained her blond curls teased to death, but her ruby red lips and infectious smile improved my morning.

“I’m Erin. Nice to meet you, Jeanine.”

“This one has manners. I like her. Let’s keep her.”

Van rolled his eyes again, then said, “I’ll have my usual, and Erin likes anything with frosting, preferably white chocolate, nothing with peanuts. She’s allergic. Something that pairs with the pumpkin spice tea.”

“I have just the thing. Grab a seat, and I’ll bring it to you.”

Van ushered me to a corner booth and slid in.

“What just happened?” I asked. How did he know I was allergic to peanuts? Furthermore, how did he know I loved white chocolate frosting and pumpkin everything? That wasn’t common knowledge, and it certainly wasn’t a common thing I ate when we were kids.

He waved over my comment and slid further into the booth. “So, ready to hear my proposal?”

I flopped in the booth and groaned. “Would you stop calling it a proposal? You’re not asking me to prom or to marry you. It’s weird.”

“Okay, fine. Are you ready to hear my idea?”

Jeanine plopped his usual—two plain donuts and black coffee—on the table in front of him with a grin, then sat mine before me. Pumpkin spiced tea which smelled heavenly, and a carrot cake donut with white chocolate frosting. Holy moly.

“Um, sure,” I said and dove into the donut. My eyes rolled back as the full flavor of the donut hit me. Van sat back and ran a finger over his plate, just watching me devour the donut as if I’d never had one before. I remembered it was gross and bad manners to lick a plate clean, so I slowed down and sipped my tea.

He cleared his throat and leaned his elbows on the table. “So, I get why you wouldn’t want to... you know, for that scene. Not with me, anyway, so I had two ideas.”

“Hang on.” I held up a finger and took another long sip of my tea, letting the warmth and spice wash over me until I was fairly sure I was relaxed enough to hear whatever cockamamie ideas he had. “Okay, hit me.”

“Idea one, since you don’t want your first kiss to be with me or on stage, I propose—sorry, I suggest—we find someone you do want to kiss and get that first kiss thing out of the way. Is there someone you like? Someone you’ve got those eyes on?” He leaned forward as if I would share that information with him.

No way, no how. I would never tell him I was majorly crushing on his understudy, Deacon, and I wouldn’t tell him Isabella’s brother was interested in me. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but it was none of his business, and I wouldn’t offer more details about my life for him to tease me over.

“No, no one.”

“No one? There must be someone, Erin. No one doesn’t like someone in high school.”

“Nope. Not right now, no one. What’s your other idea?”

His tilted head and arched eyebrows said he was dubious at best, but he didn’t push. Instead, he said, “Better get another sip of that tea before I tell you option two.”

I gulped it.

“We spend time together, repair our friendship, and get comfortable with one another. That way, you’ll want to kiss me,” he said. “Or, at least, be okay with it.”

I spit my tea all over the table. “I’m sorry, what?” I asked, wiping dribbles from my chin.

He frowned and handed me a napkin. “I figure if we get to know each other a little better, you know, like we used to, then maybe it won’t be so bad for you to kiss me for the play. I know it’s still not some spectacular first kiss to do it live in front of a bunch of people, but if we’re comfortable with each other, maybe it won’t be so bad... for... for you, I mean.”

I scoffed and wiped my mouth, then tossed the napkin on the table, trying to hide my frustration... or embarrassment... or whatever I felt. “Oh, no. I’m gonna hate you until death. Yours or mine, whichever comes first. Preferably yours. There’s no way us hanging out will change that, Van.”

“Okay, listen, I already asked Mrs. McAlister to change the scene. I knew you would have a problem with it, and I didn’t want to end up where we are right now. She said no, Erin.”

“What? She said... How can she make us kiss each other? We’re teenagers!”

“She said we could resign our positions or behave like actors should and accept the role as a whole. I can’t resign, Erin. I need the extra-curricular on my college applications, or it’s goodbye basketball scholarships.”

But that meant he had considered resigning, which only made me feel like a disgusting prickly pear he didn’t want to kiss. I’d never considered how he felt about it, but now that it was out in the open, my gut twisted. I licked my lips.

“I guess I can resign. I wouldn’t want us to be put in that situation.” I picked at the last bite of my donut, completely deflated. Van was silent for a while, but I didn’t dare look up to see the satisfied grin he probably wore like the snide, popular basketball champ he was. Why did he have to be so... so... whatever he was. Perfect most would say, but I couldn’t see past the things he’d done to me all in the name of reaching that popularity level.

I was two seconds from running to the bathroom to hide until I died when he settled his hand over mine. My eyes flew up, finding a frown rather than a grin.

“I don’t want you to do that, Erin. You want this too much. We’ll figure something out.”

“It’s pretty clear you don’t want to kiss me either, Van. How can we figure it out? One of us should resign, and if it means you’ll lose college scholarships, then it should be me. I don’t have anything riding on this.”

He flinched. An honest to goodness flinch like my words sliced him wide open. Then he shook his head and squeezed my hand. “It doesn’t matter what you do or don’t have to lose, Erin. You wanted Juliet, and you got it. You shouldn’t have to resign either.” He sucked in a small breath as if to say more but hesitated. He chewed the inside of his lip, then said, “And I never said I didn’t want to kiss you. You’re not a troll or something.”

“Gee, thanks for that, I guess.” I pulled my hand from under his and crossed my arms, effectively cutting him out of my personal space.

He huffed and dropped his head face-down to the table. His forehead thumped on the crumb-covered surface. “Anyone ever tell you, you’re the hardest person to look in the eye?” he mumbled.

Yes. Everyone, but I didn’t know why. “No, never.”

He held up a finger then lifted his head. “I know that’s a lie, but we’ll dissect your incredibly freaky yet oddly endearing way of eviscerating someone with your eyes later and focus on the issue at hand. We have two choices here, and if we act like adults, one of them should work. Either tell me whoever it is you’ve got your eye on, or get used to this smiling face showing up on your doorstep every morning to take you to school.”

Okay, he was cute. Sometimes. I could admit that much, but what he asked was a bigger deal than he knew. It was my first kiss. My first kiss. How could I just go on a date with someone and get it out of the way? Wasn’t it something I was supposed to remember forever? Like, when I turned seventy and knitted my thousandth pair of socks, shouldn’t that be one of the things I remembered?

“We need to head to school, but think about it, okay?”

I’d think about it, alright. I’d think about it on the way to school, all through drama class, the rest of the day, and up until cheer practice. What would I do? Cave and tell him I liked Deacon, then wait for utter humiliation after he tried and failed to set me up with him? Admit Isabella’s brother was super-hot, and it wouldn’t destroy me to go on a date with him, only to be embarrassed when Van teased me relentlessly for admitting it? Or... gulp... suffer through reacquainting myself with Van until I hated him just a little less?

During all my thinking, I’d forgotten one thing. Van’s on-again, off-again girlfriend. Baily. Baily, I’m going to eat you for a snack, Fields.
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Chapter Three
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VAN’S OFFERS HUNG OVER me like a dark cloud. He wasn’t entirely wrong, but those choices weren’t exactly fair either. Maybe it was silly, but I wanted my first kiss to mean something. Of course, I knew the first boy I ever kissed wouldn’t necessarily become my longtime boyfriend and eventual husband, but a girl could wish, couldn’t she? Besides, if Deacon James was interested in me, he’d already had about a hundred opportunities to ask me out, and Isabella’s brother was great, but did I want to kiss a guy I hardly knew?

Isabella was talking to someone else when I walked into the locker room to change for cheer practice, but when she saw me, she exited the conversation and hurried to my locker. She leaned against the row of lockers and crossed her arms, her signature smile a little less... glowy.

“Oh, no. What now?” I tossed my bookbag into my locker, then grabbed my shorts and t-shirt.

“Not much, just that Baily freaked out when Van brought you to school this morning.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard. I’m not even friends with him. We rode together to practice lines, that’s all. What’s her problem with me?”  I changed, rushing so Coach wouldn’t make me do more than the five laps I already owed for being late to the game.

Isabella shrugged. “I don’t know, but you know those types. Does she really need a reason to be awful? It’s like a part of her DNA or something.”

I rolled my eyes and braided my hair, then sat on the bench while Isabella’s gaze fixed to the floor. She was a thinker, and I could almost smell the smoke filtering from her ears while she mulled over something. I knew I owed her an answer about her brother, but I honestly hadn’t had time to really consider how I felt. The best thing would be to thank her, ask her to let her brother down easy, and commit to becoming the best Juliet I could be. I wouldn’t have much time for dating anyway.

“I have an idea. Why don’t you come over to my house tomorrow? We can work on your lines and try to figure out what to do about you and Van and that horrible, horrible image I’m sure you have glued in your mind.”

I snickered. “Which one? There are so many.”

“The one where you’re stuck kissing Van on stage with hundreds of people watching not just once, but twice.”

My head snapped up, and I nearly bit my tongue in the process. “Twice?”

Isabella narrowed her eyes. “Um, yeah. The practice run in front of the whole school? You forgot about the practice?”

I smacked my forehead and ran my hand over my face. I had forgotten. I was so worked up over the very idea of kissing him, I’d forgotten I’d have to do it not only in front of the paying attendees but the entire school only a few days before opening night. There was something even more intimidating about that, not to mention Bailey would probably shoot me from her seat during the school practice. Maybe that would be a good thing? Yes. She could shoot me seconds before I had to lock lips with her ex-boyfriend, thereby relieving me of my suffering.

“Erin? You okay there?”

“I’m so not okay. What am I going to do, Isa?” I felt the telltale sign of tears, that stupid stinging sensation that makes you clench your jaw to hold it back, then it just trickles down until your jaw stings, too. 

“Don’t cry, Erin. That’s the last thing you want to do, and definitely not in front of Bailey. Come over tomorrow, and we’ll figure something out. Besides, I could use some help with English Lit anyway.” As an afterthought, she added, “Don’t worry. Alex won’t be there. He’s not back in town for another week.”

“I’m sorry. I haven’t forgotten about him. I just... I don’t know. I’ve been preoccupied trying to figure out what to do and why my life suddenly took a spiral right into Misery Town.” 

Coach called us into practice, so we headed toward the door, but Isabella gave my arm a little punch. “It’s okay, really. He likes you, but if you turn him down, he’ll survive it. He doesn’t even know I brought it up, so just take your time.”

I smiled, but my heart wasn’t in it. It sucked because if she’d mentioned Alex liking me even two days earlier, I might have said yes and had a great date planned. But now it just felt like accepting to rush a first kiss, and he deserved better than that for sure. Not for the first time, I found myself wishing Hazel would be waiting outside so I could ask her advice, but since she wasn’t, I committed to performing my five laps in record time.

“Miss Carpenter, five laps due now. Around the large track, please.” Coach directed me toward the larger track—a whole mile.

My eyes bugged out of my head, and I stutter-stepped, almost tripping over my own feet. “I’m sorry, the large track? Five miles? That’ll take me all of the practice.” If I didn’t die first.

“If the basketball team can do it, so can you. Hop to it.” She turned her back to me and started ordering formations while Bailey smirked. I knew she had something to do with my punishment suddenly turning into outright torture, but there was no way to prove it. Instead of arguing and getting additional laps tacked on, I jogged to the track and got to it.

I was used to running two miles several times a week, so the first mile wasn’t so bad. However, once I circled back to the starting point, I noticed the boys’ basketball team all decked out in their running uniform and prayed they weren’t headed to where I was running. Of course, my hopes were dashed when Van and his best friend, Reid, pushed through the gate door and jogged toward the track. I passed him, keeping my eyes on the dirt where they belonged.

“Hey, Erin! What are you doing?” Van called, but I pretended I was already too far to hear him. Why I thought that would work, I can’t say, because Van ditched Reid to torture me by falling in step right beside me.

“Can’t talk. Busy,” I panted.

“This your punishment for showing up late last night?” he asked, committing to running beside me, it seemed. Reid fell in on my right, sandwiching me between two of the school’s hottest basketball players.

“Yes, and I have four more laps. Please go away.”

Reid jogged ahead, then turned in front of me and ran backward—jerk. “We have three laps. We’ll pace you so you can do the final lap without dying.” 

It was officially the most Reid Sims had ever said to me. Van kept pace with me, even matching my stride for the first lap. It wouldn’t have done a bit of good to argue with him, but I had to admit running in silence with them did make the punishment a little less miserable. Once they’d completed their three laps, Reid made a strange gesture to Van, then veered off and headed inside.

“What was that?” I huffed, my legs like jello despite my good shape.

“Nothing. Come on, one more.” He was equally as winded, but if he wanted to put himself through one last mile, then so be it. 

With a quarter-mile left, he tagged me. “Race you!”

Idiot. I kicked into high gear, sheer determination propelling me to the finish line... but he still beat me by a yard. Even so, he bent over and gave me a thumbs-up as he tried to catch his breath. “Nice. You almost got me.”

I fell onto my back and sprawled over the dirt. “Need water. Dying.” I swiped sweat from my forehead, sure I looked as gross as I felt. 

“Oh, come on. Looks like practice is over for both of us. Hit the shower, then we’ll head home.” He pulled me up by my limp arms and forced me to walk back to the gymnasium. He was right, the court was cleared out, and everyone was either gone or finishing up in the locker room. It had taken me all of the practice to finish five laps, which was slightly embarrassing, but at least I got to avoid Bailey for the entire hour.

After finding the girl’s locker room empty, I decided to shower in the corner stall to see anyone who entered. I was no fool. I remembered what happened to Hazel when Sara freaked out and cut her hair off at the shoulder, but I was sure Bailey would do worse. I’d be lucky if they found my body the following day if she got the jump on me. When I dressed and exited, I saw Van leaning against the wall waiting for me.

“Ready?” he asked, shaking his keys.

“I don’t have a choice unless I want to walk home, right?”

“Nope.” He grinned and took my cheer bag, though I tried to tug it back. “Quit. You just ran five miles. Let me carry this one.” I released it and draped my backpack over my shoulder. I hadn’t even let Isabella know if I could make it to her house, but I didn’t blame her for not waiting around. I’d just call her or... ignore it and hope it all went away, whichever offered the least amount of embarrassment.

“So,” he said, “have you given my idea any thought?”

“No,” I lied. It was all I’d thought about in between worrying about what Bailey might do to me.

“Liar. You know, I can still tell when you’re lying to me.”

I turned my nose up and shook my head. “We’re not ten anymore, Van. You stopped caring about me and my facial expressions a long time ago. Even if I am lying, it doesn’t mean I have an answer.” His truck was parked closer to the building, but the second I saw it, I froze. It was just parked there, looming over me like a giant elephant. He didn’t actually want to spend time with me but had to for our play to go off without a hitch. He was putting in the effort to be as professional as possible while I... whined and complained. I sighed.

“Erin... Here, sit for a minute, please?” He motioned toward the bench alongside the bus pick-up and drop-off line, then dropped my bag in the grass beside it. Once he’d released the weight of his bag and backpack, he sat and patted the space beside him.

“Van, let’s just—”

“Please, Erin. Sit.”

I sighed again and let my head fall back. Van was exhausting, and between him and the stress from the play, I was sure I’d die from a stress-induced heart attack at the ripe age of seventeen. Once I’d deflated, I sat beside him and crossed my arms.

Van ran his hands through his still wet blonde hair and leaned his elbows on his knees. He clasped his hands between them and stared at the grass. “Your birthday is in three days, four hours, and....” He checked his watch. “...twelve minutes. You still haven’t told your mother you want to act and think business school is dreadful. You probably still have that stupid stuffed skunk I won at the carnival on your bed. You love fall and everything cozy, but secretly you’re afraid of snow, which is why you hate winter. I still haven’t figured that one out, but your expressions are a direct link to your brain and heart, that big heart that’s always thinking of others. And despite your siblings treating you like a nuisance, you still love them more than anything. You’re a great singer, an amazing writer, and a talented actress. I was a stupid, stupid boy for ruining our friendship just to get popular because I know for as long as I live, I will probably never meet anyone as sweet and kind and supportive as you.”

He licked his lips, and just when I thought I was supposed to say something—as if I could—he took another breath and went another round. “I don’t think I’ll ever forgive myself for letting you down, so I can’t exactly ask you to unless I change, right? I need to prove that I’m not a self-absorbed jerk who only cares about popularity and be the kind of person who deserves to have Erin Carpenter as a best friend. I miss our friendship. Even though we were little kids, we still had a great thing.”

A warning bell went off in my mind. It started as a little hum, then grew into an air-raid siren warning me not to fall for his lines. He was, after all, an epic prankster and joker of the highest order. Was this a setup for a senior prank? Draw me in, set me up, then destroy me? On stage, maybe? Would he do something like that? Surely, Van wasn’t that cruel.

“Don’t. Don’t look at me like that. I know that brain of yours, and the answer is no. No, it’s not a trick. I’ve wanted to approach you for a while now, ever since... Ever since your dad... but it never felt like the right time. I didn’t want you to think that was the only reason. Even before that, there were times I wondered if it was all just... just stupid.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, so tense even my fingers ached.

“Sure, I’m popular. I have everything, but I don’t trust it, you know? It isn’t solid.”

I chewed my lower lip and tried to ignore how incredible he smelled. It was Van. I wasn’t supposed to tolerate him, let alone appreciate anything about him, like the way he smelled like shampoo and some famous cologne. Or that, despite those warning bells, his speech felt sincere. Everything in me wanted to run away, to hide until the world forgot I was supposed to play the lead in the play, but that stupid heart he claimed I had wouldn’t let me.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He twisted on the bench to face me. “Okay, what?” Skeptical. I didn’t blame him.

“Okay, we can hang out, and I can try to not hate you anymore.” A goofy, wide grin spread his lips so far, I swore it reached his hairline. I held my hand up, calming him before he went wild with excitement. “But... you get one shot, Van. One shot. If you ruin it, I’ll hate you forever and quit my role.”

Van offered me his hand and said, “Deal. But you know what this means, right?”

“It means nothing. I said we’d hang out and try to be friends again. I never said I’d want to kiss you. Let’s just stop trying to figure out what to do and let life lead us, okay. I’m stressing out over whether I should just go on a date and kiss some guy or submit to kissing my mortal enemy.” I took his hand and shook it.

“Mortal enemy? Wow, I knew you hated me, but I didn’t think it was that bad.” I glared at him and picked up my bag. “And it’s a deal. A kiss is a stupid thing to stress over anyway. Now, if this is the first day of us—I mean, me—working to repair our friendship, then we have to do something fun. It’s Friday night, so you know what that means.”

“Um... get my homework done early so I can binge-watch reruns of—”

“What? No. No, Erin, it means we go to karaoke night and sing like our lives depend on it.” He grabbed the rest of the bags and lugged them into his truck, dumped them in the back, the opened the door for me.

“I haven’t been to karaoke night since... Okay, I’ve actually never been with you now that I think about it. I only went with my dad.” Thinking about it brought that sting back to my eyes, so I swallowed and tried to think of anything else.

“Is it okay? We can do something else if you want.” He stood with the truck door open, staring back at me. 

I chewed my lip again and tried to decide if going to karaoke would make things worse or better... or maybe just... different? I missed my father so much, but never singing again was ridiculous. He loved singing, and it had been a long time since I just let loose and had fun. Van cared about my father, too. In fact, his funeral was the only time in eight years he said something kind to me instead of teasing me. It was at Dad’s funeral, but... it did make me feel a little less alone.

“I think it might be fun. Sure, why not?”

That grin took his face again, and he slammed the door. Once he was in the driver’s seat, he followed it up with a challenge. “Best singer buys dinner?”

“Oh, please, why don’t you just get my order now?” I teased.

“Hey, I’ve been practicing in the shower every day. My hairbrush has heard some impressive ballads. You never know, Pumpkin.” He pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward our neighborhood, leaving me staring at him with my mouth hanging open. He hadn’t called me pumpkin since we were ten. It had been Error or some other name meant to poke fun at me, but Pumpkin? Pumpkin was... well, highly descriptive for my obsession with the gourd, but also a very affectionate, personal nickname.

For four miles, I debated asking him not to call me Pumpkin either, but by the time he pulled into my driveway, I decided I didn’t mind it. Mom was home, surprisingly, so I was excited to get inside to catch up with her. She hadn’t seen Van since the funeral either, so I sucked down my anxiety and offered my half of the olive branch.

“Did you want to come in and say hi to Mom?”

Van fidgeted with his keys and tapped his steering wheel with his other hand. 

“I mean, you don’t have to if you can’t. I just thought... never mind. You probably have better things to do before we go out later.” I popped the lock on my seatbelt and gathered a few pencils that had escaped my unzipped bag. Meanwhile, Van thought it necessary to help me pick them up and leaned over to grab one from the floorboard. He smashed his head into my face.

“Ow!” I yelped and grabbed my nose. “I remember how painful it is to be your friend now, and I’m starting to see the downside of this arrangement.”

“Oh, Pumpernickel, I’m so sorry.” 

Pumpernickel. It was one of the many variations he used, almost always when he’d done something that caused me pain. Pumpkin, Pumpernickel, and that one time he called me Princess Fancy McPumpkin Pants.

He pried my hands from my face to inspect the damage. “I think you’ll survive. There’s not even a bump. Let’s go in and see your mom. I mean, if you think she won’t mind.”

“Why would she mind, Van? You know Mom, the more, the merrier.” I swatted his hand away from my face—mostly because his palm had settled over my cheek, and it felt way, way too personal—and jumped out of the truck. I had no idea why my mother was home so early, but I hoped her boss had finally given her some time off after so many years of dedicated service. 

The second I opened the front door and smelled the chocolate chip cookies... I knew something was wrong.
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Chapter Four
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“MOM, WHAT ARE YOU DOING home?” I dropped my bag on the kitchen table. Two boxes sat in the corner marked Personal Items. I swallowed. There was only one reason I could think of that those would be in our kitchen and not at her office. Van stood behind me with my cheer bag in hand, waiting.

Mom’s gaze shifted between the two of us, confusion clouding her already red-rimmed eyes. She saw Van, but it didn’t seem to register that my arch-nemesis was standing right beside me as if nothing had ever gone wrong. Her shoulders slouched, and she put another tray of cookies on the counter.

“There were some cutbacks at work,” she said. “They... they let me go.”

“They what?” My heart bottomed out.

“It’s fine, honey. I’ll figure something out.” She dropped her oven mitt on the counter and smiled. She was so tired, so worn out by life, it hardly seemed fair that nothing ever went right. Stress baking was her thing, and judging by the number and variety of cookies stacked in little plastic tubs, she’d been at it a while.

“How can they just fire you? You’ve worked there since before I was born!” I clenched my fists at my side, forgetting Van was even in the room until I felt his hand on my shoulder. I also hadn’t realized I was shaking until then.

“Erin, it’ll be okay. I’ll work something out. It’s not for you to worry about.” Her gaze slid to Van, and she offered him a sugar cookie heaped with frosting. “It’s been so long since we’ve had you over, Van. How are you?”

“I’m... good. Thanks for the cookie.” Van crammed it in his mouth, probably to keep from saying something that would only make things worse.

“Mom, what are—”

“Erin Louise Carpenter, we have a guest. We’ll talk about it tonight.” Mom’s tone was crystal clear. We would never discuss it. She would do whatever she had to do, but at what cost to her?

Van cleared his throat. “Um... maybe this is a bad time. Should we postpone our plans or—”

“Nonsense. Erin needs to get out more. Besides, I need to work on my resume, and I could use some quiet time. Go on now, run along,” Mom said. She kissed my cheek and hugged me, renewing her energy. I felt it, the way she pressed her cheek against my head, gaining strength from just holding her youngest child. I knew she loved me, surprise or not, and nothing would ever change that.

However, I was not prepared to spend an entire afternoon with Van, so I was a little put off when she shoved us both back out the door to finish anger baking and spruce up her resume. Did she even have a resume after working at the same job for twenty years? Didn’t they owe her some kind of retirement, even though she was still a few years from retirement age? I didn’t have much time to consider the situation before Van planned the rest of our day.

“So, I know we agreed on karaoke, but it’s a little early for that. I’m not sure it’s even open yet, so what if we—”

“It’s okay, really. I can just climb into the treehouse and read for a while before we leave. I’m sure you have other things to do.” I headed toward the treehouse, but he followed me like one of those Labrador retriever dogs that can’t take a hint. “I can definitely read by myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but I don’t have better things to do. I want to hang out with you, and I haven’t seen the treehouse in forever.” He trudged through the grass beside me, grass that hadn’t been cut in three weeks because the lawn mower broke, and we couldn’t pay to fix it, buy a new one, or hire someone to cut the grass. 

I stopped midway to the treehouse and turned, my argument prepared for why I needed to be alone to think. But he was more prepared.

“Nope. We’re not doing this. You’re not going to sink into that hole and let it eat you alive, Erin. Your mom will find a job, and everything will be fine.”

“Oh, will she? How can you be so sure about everything, Van? How do you know we won’t lose our house and everything in it?” It was already more than I wanted him to know, but it was apparent from the state of disrepair our house had fallen into that we were sinking. In addition to the grass, the house needed painting, the porch needed boards replaced, and the treehouse... well, it would probably fall out of the tree if I tried to climb into it.

Van scratched the back of his neck and looked around, taking in everything as if only looking at it for the first time. With each shift of his gaze, my heart sank lower. Sure, I could do a lot of the work for my mother, but when? I hardly had time to breathe between school, practice, and homework. Just going to karaoke with him would mean putting homework off until Saturday.

I licked my lips, another argument ready. All I had to do was throw him off the scent, then he would go home to his happy, tidy house and leave me alone until it was time to drag me out for fun. 

“Van, all I want to do is—”

“I didn’t know it was—” He chuckled, then said, “Go ahead.”

“No... no, it’s okay. What were you going to say?” I stared at his shoes while he kept scratching his neck, both of us one awkward word away from a full-blown, cliché, young adult novel. 

“I didn’t know it was this stressful for you. I’ve got some free time tomorrow, so I’ll come by and cut the grass. You can help me. Then we can do whatever else you need done around here over the next few weeks. We can practice our lines just as easily painting as we could sitting in my game room, right?”

Drat. My eyes stung again, but I wasn’t sure if it was because he was so kind about it, because I was so tired of taking hit after hit, or if I was finally ready to let it go. But he wasn’t the best person to unearth all my insecurities and worries onto, so I bit my lip and held my breath to stop the surge of anxiety.

“Why,” I asked, unable to hide the tremor of my voice.

Blue eyes, filled to bursting with genuine emotion, locked on mine. “Because it’s what I should have done all along. I should have been there for you after he died, and I wasn’t. I kept pretending like... like this thing between us was okay, but it isn’t.”

I wrung my fingers, twisting them, so I had something to focus on besides the way his stare made me feel, how his presence in my life offered something I’d missed though I hadn’t realized it until it was there again. He didn’t know how much I needed to hear that, how much I wanted to feel something, anything besides the dread and despair I felt every morning when I woke. That dread followed me all day and tucked me in at night, always waiting, always wondering what would happen. It had robbed me of my personality, stripped me of any identity that wasn’t focused solely on survival, and left me with nothing but numbness most days.

“Erin...” Van stepped closer and took my hands. “I’m really, truly sorry. And I won’t stop working until I see you smile every day like you used to when we were kids. I won’t stop until your life is full of laughter, so I’m standing here right now with an offer. It doesn’t have anything to do with the play or that kiss or anything like that. I’m asking you to let me help you with all of this. Let me shoulder some of it.”

“Van... It... It isn’t that simple. You’re asking me to just leap and trust you again, but can’t you see how impossible that is?”

“Yes, but I’m willing to put in the work.”

“Why?” I asked, shrugging as I wiggled my hands free from his. “Why me and why now? This is about more than a play, Van. It’s more than feeling guilty about what’s happened between us over the last eight years. What is it?”

Van’s eyebrows darted, and his lips pursed until his face contorted. He looked like he’d both been smacked in the face and sucked a lemon at the same time. But as quickly as it came, his expression changed. It was the one he always had when he looked at me—cool, collected, king of the school. I’d seen that face a million times over the years, and it never meant anything good would come out of his mouth.

“Never mind,” I said. “I don’t want to hear a lie.” I walked away from him, wading through the grass that reached midway up my calf. It was embarrassing, really, but what could I do? Trim it with a pair of scissors? Never once did it occur to me to ask the neighbor if we could borrow his lawn mower, not until Van mentioned using his father’s. It was getting cold out, so if I mowed it once more, then it shouldn’t grow again until spring—plenty of time to save for a cheap mower.

I veered to my right to ask Mr. Valencia if I could borrow it, but Van cut me off. He stepped in front of me with his hands up, defending whatever he was about to say. I didn’t want to hear it. Life was hard enough without his lies or excuses.

“Not now, Van.” 

“Erin, stop. Please, just stop, okay? You act like you’re the only person in the world with problems, but you’re not. I get that it’s been hard, and now everything seems all messed up, but you’re not—”

I threw my hands in the air and stepped toward him, fuming. “Are you kidding me right now? You haven’t been a part of my life for eight years except when you inject yourself to tease me. You apologized all of an hour ago, and now you expect me to let you preach to me? Go home, Van. I’ll resign my position in the play, and you can kiss some other girl, probably one who’ll fall all over you like a lovesick puppy, just like you need to fuel your massive ego.”

“That’s not what I want, and you know it.” He leaned closer, matching my frustration. His cheeks flushed, and he waved his hands around. I realized then, we were at the beginning of an argument—a very public argument. He didn’t seem to care, so I kept going.

“I wouldn’t know what you want, Van! How would I know? All I know is, I got the part of Juliet and now... now this. I don’t know what you expect from me in one day. One day, Van!”

“I don’t know! I just need you, okay?” And just like that, Van deflated like a popped balloon, limp and useless in the middle of my backyard. His lower lip trembled, so he looked away. It was too late. Too late to change what I’d seen, too late to take back what he said, too late to hide that tears slipped over his cheeks.

“Van?” I whispered. “Tell me what’s wrong right now, please.” 

In all my life, I would never have expected him to do what I asked, let alone let me see him that way—dejected, eyes welled with tears, weak and afraid. But he did. “It’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair?”

He snickered and wiped his cheeks. “It’s not fair for me to ask you for this, and it’s not fair....” He sucked in a breath and tried again. “My father has a brain tumor, Erin. It’s aggressive and inoperable. He’s dying.”

I wanted to wall myself in, to block out everything—every memory of my father’s tumor, how he faded away in a matter of weeks, the way the house still smelled a little like him, so I expected to see him just turning the corner... all of it because if I didn’t accept Van’s words, then they weren’t real. But they were real, and he was falling apart in front of me. He lost control of those tears and covered his face. He was just standing there, exposed and crumbling. And he needed me.

“Van,” I said, then took two steps and wrapped my arms around him. He did need me, and as much as I hated it, I understood why. No one else knew what he was going through. No one else had been through it or knew what to expect. More importantly, no one else would cry with him. Mr. St. Claire had been my father’s friend, and he’d always been kind to me.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled against my shoulder, but I squeezed him tighter. “I do need you, but that’s not the only reason I want to be friends again, Erin. I miss you. I miss who I am with you.”

“We’ll figure it out, Van. We’ll just... figure it out somehow.”

He pulled away—and because he was a popular guy, his hair was still perfect—and smiled. It was fake, but at least he wasn’t crying anymore. He wiped his face with his shirt and shook his head. “You probably think I’m such a baby.”

“Absolutely not. Why would I think that? It’s your father, Van.” I checked my watch. We’d be early for karaoke, but we could eat dinner first. He needed a break. We both needed one, and it sure wouldn’t kill us to laugh a little. He was right. I didn’t have to carry everything alone, and neither did he. “Let’s go get something to eat, then sing until we lose our voices.”

“Yeah? Really?”

I ruffled his hair because no one deserved to have such perfect hair, especially not after snot-crying all over someone’s shoulder, then giggled. “Yeah. You’re right. At least, partly right. You might need me, but I think I might need you too.”

Van headed toward his truck with a professional-level smirk. “You know you missed me.”

“Yeah,” I said, climbing into the passenger seat. “Like you miss a headache or a toothache or some other kind of dull, annoying pain you can’t get rid of.”

“Oh, you can do better than that, Pumpkin Patch. Come on, what happened to those zingers you used to throw at me?” He started his truck, a completely different person. He was happy on a level I hadn’t seen in... well, eight years. Of course, it wasn’t like I’d seen him around outside of school, but I was pretty sure he hadn’t smiled like that in years. “Remember that time you dared me to feed the geese?”

I doubled over laughing. “How could I forget? You were so gullible back then!”

“How was I supposed to know a gaggle of geese would fight me to the death for a piece of bread? That was terrifying, Erin! And I had peck marks for weeks! Weeks, Erin!”

“Aw, they were cute little goose peck marks. But don’t act like you didn’t get me back. My hair was purple for a week, and my mother was not happy.”

“I didn’t know powdered juice mix would dye your hair for that long, I swear.”

We were already out of our neighborhood, and I’d forgotten why I hated him so much. At least, I had for a while. Maybe he was right? Maybe if we hung out enough, I wouldn’t mind kissing him so much? After all, kissing a friend wasn’t as bad as kissing an enemy, even if he wasn’t who I wanted my first kiss to be with. There were certainly worse things that could happen. I’d already been through one of them, and he was about to do the same. My heart opened a little, enough to really, truly give Van a chance to redeem himself.

We were almost at Lazy Charlie’s when Van spoke again. “Erin?”

“Hmm?” I asked, dragging my gaze from the window to him.

“Thank you.” He reached for my hand and squeezed it, then put his back on the wheel and focused on the road. It was obvious to anyone who cared to pay attention that his offer of civility and restoration was more about him than me, but did it matter in the long run? Did it ever matter how two people found their way back to one another?

Only time would tell, but fifteen minutes after I inhaled my last French fry, I remembered why Dad and I never invited Van to karaoke nights. The screeching... oh, the screeching.
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Chapter Five
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“I WILL PAY YOU A HUNDRED bucks to make him stop whatever he’s doing up there because that’s not singing.” It was not the first time a random stranger approached me at our table while Van was screaming into a microphone. As much as I could use the money, I couldn’t bring myself to drag him away from the stage.

“I can’t do that to him, but I will order another pizza to shut him up,” I said, grinning at the waitress whose desperate plea did make me feel bad.

“This one’s on me. Just keep him off that stage until my shift’s over in fifteen minutes.” She laughed, cleared our dirty dishes, and left to put the order in.

I doubted I’d keep him off the stage, especially since no one else was in the mood for singing. The place was practically empty, so I decided if I sang with him, maybe he wouldn’t sound as bad. Before he dove into another poor rendition of a sad country song, I picked one I loved and grabbed the microphone from him.

“Hey! I was just getting warmed up!” he said, hip checking me.

“Yeah, you were bringing the house down, alright.” I rolled my eyes and cleared my throat. 

“More like burning the house down with my awesome swagger.” He grinned and grabbed another microphone. We had garnered a little attention, and my stomach bottomed out. 

It occurred to me that he hadn’t heard me sing since we were kids. Singing in front of strangers wasn’t a big deal, especially since they wouldn’t tease me or make my life miserable, but Van? If things went wrong again, would he find some way to use this against me?

“What?” he whispered just as the opening beat to Jessie’s Girl came over the speaker. 

I shook my head and swallowed. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

He grinned again and said, “It’s your favorite song. I suck at this one. I’ll just join the chorus.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him he sucked at that too, so I wiped my sweaty palm on my pants and joined the song half a beat late. It was okay. I recovered fast and kept my eyes on the screen though I knew the words by heart. Only a few lines in, and I’d already reached the chorus. Van leaned close and joined me. I stuttered for a second, shocked by the voice that escaped his mouth. He could sing! I stopped for a moment and listened to him belt out a perfect chorus, stupid grin and all.

I shoved him, realizing he’d been singing badly for my benefit to get a laugh out of me. Evidently, eight years had improved his vocals. I shrugged it off and sang again, so loudly no one in the place could carry a conversation. A surge of something shot through my body, swirling from my stomach and up through my chest, making me lightheaded and free. It was... it was joy, but it had been so long since I felt it, I almost didn’t recognize it.

Van’s hand settled on my lower back, pulling me closer, so our voices blended seamlessly. A smile tugged at my lips, pulling harder with each word until my cheeks ached as I belted the lyrics. By the time we finished, we had drawn a crowd. People trickled in through the double doors, watching us having fun while they milled around, searching for a seat.

Van’s hand slipped from my back, and he grasped my hand, then raised it and twirled me around before tugging me against him in another spin. I laughed through the last few words of the song and didn’t realize the next song had already begun until the person who was supposed to sing it smiled and motioned back toward the stage.

“Go for it,” she said. “You two were great!”

“You want us to take your song?” I asked.

Chants of “sing it” started at the back and made their way to the front, so Van shrugged and dragged me back to the stage. It wasn’t as upbeat as the last song, but Van transitioned us into the first few lines of Livin’ on a Prayer quickly enough, and I joined a line later. By the time we reached the chorus, we were singing to each other. I couldn’t think of a time I’d had so much fun, nor could I remember when I’d last seen Van acting so free and careless. He was always so closed off at school, surrounded by his minions and gaggles of pretty girls. I couldn’t have gotten near him if I’d wanted to.

My nerves struck again, and I felt myself receding, pulling back, so I wasn’t so exposed. Van saw me, watched as I got quieter until I was hardly singing. He grabbed my hand again and pulled me close, and just when the crowd joined us, he leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “Don’t stop, pretty girl. This is the best part.”

His breath tickled in my ear, leaving me fainthearted and way more aware of every single thing around me. There were dozens of people singing with us. We were officially the center of attention, and all eyes were on us. Now, in the pretend world—one where we had always been friends and laughed like hyenas together every day—that might have been the moment we looked at each other, and it hit us. We’d realize we were perfect for each other and fall blindingly, madly in love with each other. But it wasn’t pretend. It was real, and something from way back, something buried and hopeful, surged forward.  

No. Nope. I could not look at Van that way, not like he was the same kid I adored when we were little. The guy who would do anything to make me laugh because he thought my dimples were funny. I couldn’t see him like I did then because if I did, I would fall back into that girl, the old Erin, who didn’t have a care in the world. The one whose father was still alive, the one who didn’t have to worry about bills and how we would get groceries. If I was that girl again, then my mom would have to work even harder, and I couldn’t do that to her. I couldn’t be so carefree while she suffered.

When Van’s gaze locked with mine again, that old mischievous sparkle in his eyes... I dropped the mic and ran. Though confused as they whispered the final lines of the song, the crowd parted to allow me to escape. I drowned in my own guilt and fear, desperate for fresh air that was not filled with memories. Once outside, I looked both ways and ran across the street. I’d have to walk home since Van drove, but it wasn’t far. If I hurried, I would make it halfway before Van had time to retrieve his truck and come after me.

Was I ever wrong. The boy must have bolted after me before the mic even hit the floor. Two steps onto the curb, he had me. I spun on my heel, not quite sure it was him until his face came into view.

“Whoa, it’s just me. Please do not hit me with your awesome kung fu stuff.” 

I sighed. “It’s not kung fu, it’s jujitsu, and I’m not going to hit you. I just need to be alone for a while.” I shrugged his arm off my shoulder and kept walking, but he only fell in stride beside me.

“Erin, what happened back there? We were having fun, at least, I thought we were, then you got this terrified look in your eyes and ran out. Did I do something wrong?”

I glared at him with pursed lips.

He sighed. “Okay, but I meant just now. Did I do something wrong just now that made you run away?”

I ignored him and kept walking. He took two long strides and stepped in front of me, then put his hands up to stop me. In fairness, he hadn’t done anything wrong except having a blast singing. He wasn’t the reason I was so stressed, though he often contributed to my peak anxiety levels. This time, it was all me. His fingers tickled the tips of mine, waiting to see if it was okay to touch me again or not. I swallowed but didn’t move my hand, so he laced his fingers with mine and stood, waiting, in front of me.

“I just remembered everything, that’s all. I remembered how great things were when we were kids and my dad was alive. My mom didn’t have to work so hard, and... and I guess I just felt guilty for having a good time when there is so much to worry about.”

His grip tightened, forcing me to look up at him. The intensity in that gaze—all-consuming, focused solely on me as if there was no one else in the world—made my stomach do that stupid fluttering thing again. No. No, I couldn’t—wouldn’t—be one of the girls that fell helplessly at his feet because of that smirk and those soft, comforting eyes. He was so mean to me. He’d said things and poked fun at me all so he could get popular... but not since the worst day of my life. Not since Dad died. No, since then, he’d just ignored me. Until he got the role of Romeo, that is.

Why did he have to be so charismatic? Why did he pull everyone in like the stupid, burning sun? If I let him in again, really let him in, he’d burn me up, and I’d be left a disintegrated mess just like I had been when we were ten, and every time he threw me under the bus for a good laugh. I couldn’t.

“Erin, what can I do? For however long it takes, I’ll do it. I can’t take it all back, but—” The ding of his phone interrupted him, so he groaned and pulled it out of his pocket. A small grin took his frown, and he turned his phone to show me. it was a text from his mother. “It’s not charity, I promise. Your mom is a hard worker, and my mom will need help... you know... after... Dad.”

My eyes flicked from his screen back to him just in time to see him swipe a tear away. His father would only get worse, and my heart exploded with sympathy. It didn’t matter what stupid things he’d done. After mine died, he’d stopped. Maybe he knew then he’d been stupid, made mistakes he might never be able to take back, but whether he did or didn’t wasn’t the question. The question was, would I forgive him? Could I really, truly forgive him and make my father proud?

When everything else has been taken away from you, my sweet girl, remember that forgiveness is always yours, in your heart where you decide how to use it. Always use it, Erin.

“Your mom wants to hire mine?” I squeaked, too afraid to hope it was a permanent position.

He nodded. “Yeah, she’s wanted to ask her for a while, but... but, I guess she was like me, too afraid to reach out because...”

“Because of things between us?”

He nodded again. “Yeah. Listen, Erin, I need to tell you the truth. The biggest reason I did reach out was that my father wanted things between us to be better before he passed. He and your father—”

“I... I know. College roommates, on the football team together, best buddies. I know.” They were... until Van and I had a falling out, and the families drifted apart.

“And it’s my fault everything went wrong. I had to be popular, just like he was, but I was going nowhere.”

“You were ten, Van,” I snapped.

“Yeah, well, your father always adored you. It was harder to please mine, but that’s a lousy excuse for what I did. And I’ll probably never forgive myself for ruining everything. Yes, my father encouraged me to reach out to you, but I’ve wanted to for a long time, Erin.”

I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not. Usually, I could, but it was beginning to rain, and my brain throbbed with all the new information. Van’s mother, Corinne, ran a successful accounting firm along with his father. My mother would probably make more working for them than she ever had at her old job, which meant she would definitely—as she should—take the offer. But it also meant I’d have to get along with Van whether things worked out or not. 

“Pretty girl?”

I shook my head. “Why are you calling me that all of a sudden?” 

He grinned. “You are pretty, Erin. It’s fitting, and I’m running out of pumpkin-inspired things to call you.”

“You could just call me Erin. It is my name.” Thank goodness it was dark, and the clouds covering the moon hid my blush. I didn’t want to let his opinion of me matter... but sadly... it did. 

He rocked onto his toes, his hands crammed in his pockets, that same stupid smirk on his face. He’d perfected it sometime during middle school, and by high school, it made most girls swoon—except the ones who saw right through it, like me. Ugh. Why did he have to look so adorable?

“What?” I asked since he just kept staring at me instead of saying something, like why he wouldn’t just call me Erin.

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just looking at you, that’s all.”

I glanced around, catching a whiff of the pizza from Lazy Charlie’s. I couldn’t go back in because people would stare at me, wondering why I’d run out like I was on fire. Getting into Van’s truck felt way too intimate like I’d be trapped in a small bubble with him while he was acting so... odd. I could just walk home like I’d planned, but I knew he’d walk beside me the whole way. 

“Um...” I licked my lips, unsure what to do while he stared at me. “Okay, you’re freaking me out. Why are you staring at me?”

“I never really told you the rest of my idea,” he said, his smirk developing into a full-blown smile. 

I cleared my throat and fidgeted with the ends of my hair. The crowd inside was getting louder, singing along with almost everyone who got up on stage. Now it was a slow song, something sweet and quiet I could hardly hear. Van offered me his hand, but I had no idea what he wanted, so I just stared at it like a motionless amoeba with zero thought processes.

He wiggled his fingers and chuckled. “Dance with me, Pumpkin Spice.” That was another new one, but before I could decline, he took my hand and tugged me closer. For reasons only God knew, I let him tuck me close and sway us to the music, leading me though I was stiff as a board. 

When I finally found words, I asked, “What are you doing, Van? First, the play. Then you inject yourself in my life like you never left, and now we’re dancing in the street.”

“Is it okay?” he asked, his voice wavering for a moment, that innate cockiness not so sure anymore.

“I just don’t understand, I guess. You’ve said some... some awful things that really hurt me. I want to be here for you because of your dad, but it’s hard. Now you got my mom a job, and... and I’m confused.” Confused seemed like such a small word. I was befuddled beyond reason, completely mystified by the boy who held me like I was always supposed to be in his arms. He even felt right, despite my mind screaming to take caution. 

His breath fanned my face while we danced, slower than the music, but movement so it didn’t feel too close to just stand there holding each other. “It was something my father said about us, and it got me thinking. We took our first steps side-by-side. He said, when you fell, I sat beside you until you got back up. When you learned to ride your bike and crashed into that maple at the corner of our street, I helped you up and put bandages on your scrapes. When you and your mom got into that car accident, and you broke your arm, I did everything for you. Whenever anything went wrong, you came to me.”

“And then you left,” I whispered, unable to hide the brokenness of my voice.

“I left. And I wasn’t there when you needed me most, but that doesn’t mean....” He tensed, took a deep breath, and pulled back. Van was nervous, so much that his fingers trembled against my back. “It doesn’t mean I didn’t care about you, Erin. Everything I ever said, it cut me so bad, and I couldn’t figure out why I did it. I hated myself, still do if I’m honest. I know that doesn’t make up for what I did, but I’m hoping, praying actually, that when I tell you the rest of my idea, you won’t run me over with my own truck.”

I froze. Anything that could make me that mad was something to listen very, very closely to, evaluate, and then grab his keys so I could run him over. 

“Yes, I auditioned for the role because I need it for my scholarship, but there were other things I could have done. I wanted the role so I could be close to you.”

My jaw ached, I clenched it so hard. “You had to know how I would feel about that, but you did it anyway? You tricked me?”

“Not exactly, no. I suspected how you would feel, but....” He sighed and released me. “I guess it was tricky, wasn’t it? Now that you’ve said it, it feels... Erin, I just wanted a chance to talk to you again, and I thought this way we might be able to spend time together and talk.”

“Van, if you had just told me about your father from the beginning, I would have talked to you. You didn’t have to do the play to get my attention.”

His smirk tugged at his lips, but he squashed it before it got him in trouble. “The play is only part of my master plan, Erin.”

My eyes went so wide they almost fell right out of my head. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“The master plan, the one I should have been following all along.” He shrugged his confidence returned. “See, there have been a lot of firsts in your life where I was right beside you, and I figure the reason you’ve never dated anyone or even had a first kiss is because... well... because maybe it’s supposed to be—”

I pressed my finger over his lips. “Don’t. Do not even go there, Van. You lost the right to say things like that to me when you turned your back on me, called me a mistake in front of everyone we knew, and climbed a social ladder that has done nothing but smack me in the face.”

I turned and walked away, leaving him behind me. I’d forgive him eventually. I knew because it’s what my father would have wanted for us. It’s what his father wanted, and if my mother would work for his, then we had to get along. But I didn’t have to forgive him that second.

“Come back, pretty girl, please.” 

I froze. My feet wouldn’t move despite my best efforts to persuade them to not just move but to run. Van took this as hesitation on my part when it was really just my lousy, traitorous, stupid feet working against me.

He stepped behind me, speaking to my back. “I like you, Erin. I’ve liked you for a long, long time, and no matter how many times I tell myself I don’t deserve you, I can’t make my heart stop wanting to change that. I wanted the role because I wanted to kiss you, if only because that’s the only way to prove how I feel. But more than that, I want you to want to kiss me, too. Because maybe, if you want to kiss me in that play, you might also want to go to prom with me. And if you want to go to prom, then maybe you’ll want more than that.”

I spun on my heels, almost too shocked to speak. 

“I gave you two choices, and instead of kissing some other guy, you chose me. Please, please tell me that means something to you.” 

Devastated. That was the only word I could think of to describe the expression on his face. It had started raining harder, but it was of little consequence to him. He just stood there staring at me, rain pelting us until we were both soaked to the bone. 

Did it mean something? What were the odds of convincing Deacon to go out with me? What about Isabella’s brother? Could either of them be my first kiss? Or had I, deep down, shot those options down because I wanted exactly what Van presented—a second chance, not just for our friendship but... for more?

“Erin?” Blue eyes searched mine, everything on the line.

I swallowed down that surge of fear that threatened to swallow me whole and remembered I had control of this, the way it ended, and how much I was willing to lose on this bet. 

“You have until the day of the play to convince me, Van St. Claire. Convince me you meant what you just said, no matter how far you fall down from your pedestal at school, no matter what it takes, and I’ll kiss you. I’ll go to prom with you. And if you’ve convinced me that much, then yeah, I’ll be your girlfriend, too.”

He half-sighed, half-laughed, and lunged toward me, squeezing me in a giant bear hug. “Come on, let’s get you home and dried off.” His hand slid down my arm, and he interlaced our fingers seconds before dragging me through the rain. I squealed, so he lifted me and carried me to his truck, all the while my heart hammered.
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Chapter Six
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“ERIN, YOU HAVE COMPANY!” Mom shouted up the stairs, excited for the day for the first time in a long while. Mrs. St. Claire had contacted her the night before and offered her a job paying nearly double what she’d been making at her old job. Van’s mother had also told my mom everything, which had been a topic of discussion late into the night, and why I was surprised that I had company. I never had company.

I bounded down the stairs, hair still wet. I braided it as I went, but halfway down, I smelled French toast. It had been ages since mom made it, but it wasn’t the heavenly aroma of cinnamon and sugar goodness that caught my attention. It was the voices, several of them, all in my kitchen. I turned the corner and entered the kitchen to find Van sitting at the table, stuffing his face with French toast. Reid sat beside him, periodically eyeing Van’s plate like a hungry tiger whose plate had already been licked clean. And Isabella shook her head while she watched my mother whip up another batch.

“Um... hi,” I said, fidgeting with the hem of my sweatshirt. 

“Apple fritter!” Reid said, his arms spread wide. “We thought you’d never come down.”

“Don’t call her apple fritter,” Van said, sopping the syrup with the last piece of toast.

“You literally call her baked goods all the time. I don’t get it.” Reid narrowed his eyes, but the half-grin said he knew precisely why he shouldn’t call me anything but Erin. Van practically growled at his best friend, then climbed over him to get to the second batch of breakfast.

Isa swatted him and handed the plate to me. “Your mom was kind enough to show me how to make this. It’s so good,” she said, devouring a slice.

“Um... I’m confused. I thought I was supposed to come to your house today.” I’d considered canceling but hadn’t even had a chance to think about it before breakfast. Now there she was, cooking with my mother like she’d been to my house a thousand times.

“Yeah, but Van called and said you needed a little help getting things ready for winter. I love painting, so I volunteered. I hope that’s okay.” Isa’s warm brown eyes practically begged me to let her get her hands on our front porch, so I shrugged.

“I mean, I don’t mind, but you didn’t have to offer. I appreciate it, though.” I sat across from Van and tried to ignore how he stared at me. Things had done a complete one-eighty, and it sort of freaked me out.

“So, cinnamon twist, what—ow!” Reid squawked and rubbed his shin, scowling at Van. “You said I should be nice to her!” He covered his mouth while Van groaned.

“I said to be polite, not shout pastry names at her all morning, Reid.” I giggled, earning Van’s attention. He opened his mouth to speak again, but Reid stuffed a forkful of toast into it before darting from the chair. He tripped on the chair leg and stumbled, flailing, until he fell on Isa. While she struggled to get out from underneath the tree-sized flailing boy, my mother swatted him with her spatula.

“Ow! Sorry! I didn’t mean to squash her!” Reid rubbed his shoulder but grinned like a child who’d just gotten away with something sneaky. My mother chuckled and handed him more food. It was officially the most excitement our little house had seen in over a year. “I’m gonna go out and see what needs doing.” He mumbled something else, but between his mouth full of food and the slamming front door, I didn’t quite catch it.

“I’ll go make sure he doesn’t do something stupid while we wait. You good with me helping, then?” Isa asked.

I swallowed and nodded. “Yeah, of course. I really, really appreciate it. You didn’t have to come.”

“I wanted to. You’re my friend.” Isa smiled and headed out the front. The second her feet hit the porch, she was already yelling at Reid, who was, evidently, a stupid boy. 

Van chuckled. When I looked up, I saw my mother had abandoned me in the kitchen with Van, most likely on purpose. I tried to look busy with my breakfast, but it turned out he was content to sit and watch me eat. After a few more bites, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Are you going to say anything?” I asked, glancing up at him.

“I wasn’t planning on it. Why?”

“It’s weird having someone watch you eat,” I admitted.

He moved around the table to sit beside me. “We could talk about what happened last night if you want. What you said.”

I pushed the last few bites around, wishing I could leap into the syrup and drown. Last night... it was so much easier to talk to him when it was dark and raining, but now that the sun shined through my mother’s rooster-printed kitchen curtains, I couldn’t even look at him. I put another bite in my mouth to stall a little longer. 

Van’s fingers brushed over mine, a faint touch that would have repulsed me literally three days earlier. But now... I tolerated it because I didn’t understand what I felt now. “I’ll do everything I can, Erin. I meant what I said. I’m diving in headfirst here, okay?” I nodded. “Good, and I hope you remember that and don’t kill me after I do this.”

He snatched the last bite of toast from my plate, scarfed it down, and ran. I was just about to chase him down when my phone rang. I sighed and swiped to answer.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Hazel. Had to borrow my sister’s phone. Mine’s dead.”

“Hey, Hazel, how’s it going?” I was glad she called me. I remembered I needed to ask her advice about the tricks for regionals and nationals. Cheerleading was the last thing on my mind, but I still needed to give it my attention or risk losing my head to Bailey Fields. I was pretty sure I already had a target on my back where she was concerned.

“Good. Great, actually. We have a break soon, so Daniel and I are coming home to visit family. Do you remember my neighbors Darcy and Foster?”

“Um... she’s the one who does the crazy dares, right?” I asked, picturing the petite dark-haired girl I’d thought for sure would break every bone in her body before she was twenty-five.

“That’s her, though she’s calmed down a lot. Anyway, I thought maybe you’d like to join us for a girl’s night later this week? Like a late birthday thing.” Hazel hadn’t asked me to do anything outside of school since... ever. And after the Sarah thing, I was lucky she decided to be friends with me again. The fact that she remembered my birthday was astonishing.

“That would be great. I’d love to,” I said, freaking out a little on the inside. Hazel was someone I admired.

“Great. My sister will be there, too. My house, Tuesday night, so your mom can have you all day Monday. Will that work?” Hazel’s perkiness was endearing.

“Yeah, I think so. I’ll need to check with Van to make sure we aren’t practicing, but I think it’s fine.”

Silence filled the line for several breaths, then Hazel said, “Erin, is there something you want to tell me, or should I just assume you’ve gone crazy? Did you just say Van’s name without gagging on your own spit?”

I laughed, but I was so nervous, I wanted to purge the French toast I’d just eaten. “Um, see, it’s kind of complicated, and I literally have no idea what I’m doing, so yeah. Yeah, I’m going crazy, I think.”

“Hey, pretty girl, are you coming?” Van hollered through the open door.

“Was that Van?” Hazel asked—more of a squeal than anything else—then, “Did he just call you a pretty girl? What is happening right now?” I heard Daniel make a ridiculous comment in the background but ignored him and focused on my friend who was probably planning my wedding after picking up on the slightest change in my demeanor where Van was concerned. All the while, Van stared at me from the door, his eyes soft and appreciative. 

“Um, yes. It was Van. I’ll... call you later, okay?”

“Wait, no! You have to—” 

I ended the call before Van could hear Hazel begging for details. I was already embarrassed enough. I dropped my phone on the table and smiled. “Yeah, I’m coming. And watch your back. I’m coming for you after stealing my breakfast.” 

“I was counting on it, pumpkin fritter.” He paused as I walked through the door, then shook his head. “Yeah, that one was a stretch. Give me time, and I’ll come up with some more. I’m out of practice.”

“I like pretty girl, actually.” I blushed and stepped onto the porch. I wanted to pull my sweatshirt over my face and die, but he took my hand before I could bury myself.

“Pretty girl it is, then.” He raised my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it, then dropped it and ran to leap off the end of my front porch like he always did when we were kids. 

Isabella was already chasing Reid around the yard... then he turned the tables and chased her... with a garden hose. I rolled my eyes and hopped off the porch, a little confused about what the plan was. It appeared Van was ready to mow, and I knew Isa wanted to help paint, so I assumed Reid planned to help repair the boards on the porch. My guess was proven right when I turned the corner and found boards stacked against the house.

Van cleared his throat. “Uh, I hope it’s okay that I invited them. Reid works at his grandfather’s furniture shop on weekends and during the summer. He’ll have the porch fixed in no time, and Isa really wanted to come.”

I shrugged and pulled up my sleeves, ready to get to work. “I don’t mind. Thanks, Van.”

He pulled his jacket off so he could do yardwork in a short-sleeved shirt and tossed it over the shrubs. I hated that he was so attractive, and my stomach betrayed me when he ran his hand through his hair. When he looked back at me, I cleared my throat and pointed to the porch. 

“I’ll just go help Isa scrape the old paint off. Um, thanks again.” My cheeks flamed.

He brushed fake dirt from my cheek, smiled, and said, “Thanks for letting me do it.” He glanced over his shoulder to see where Reid and Isa were, then leaned in close. “So, Reid has liked Isa for a while, just in case you wanted to, you know, encourage her to give him a chance.”

I chuckled and grabbed a scraper from the pile of supplies. “Oh? Am I his wing-girl or something now?”

Van leaned against the house, all relaxed and confident—darn him. “I mean, you could be. He’s a good guy, way better than anyone else at our school, for sure.”

“Better than you? Hmm, maybe I should just get that first kiss out of the way with him? You know, since he’s the best option at our school.” I could hardly hold back laughter, especially with the sour look on Van’s face, but I managed to distract myself by rummaging through Reid’s toolbox for another scraper for Isa.

“I think I just threw up a little in my mouth. Please, please do not kiss my best friend. I would completely understand why you wouldn’t want to kiss me, but for the love of everything pumpkin, please do not kiss Reid.”

“I don’t know, Van. You made a good argument for him, and now I’m interested. He’s hot, smart, a good guy, better than anyone else at school... I fail to see why I shouldn’t go for him.”

“He likes Isa?” Van offered, grasping at any thread he could find to pull me back in. I liked that he was nervous even though he had to know I would never do that. Isa was my friend, and if she liked Reid back, then there was no way I’d interfere. And despite his behavior, I also wouldn’t go after Van’s best friend—his new one, the one that wasn’t me.

“I never heard how you two became friends.”

“Subject change? Should I be worried?” he asked, pushing off the house.

I pretended to pick paint off the edge of the scraper so I would have something to focus on besides his face. “I told you last night I’d give you a chance. I meant it.” 

“So, no competition with Reid?” he asked, a slightly teasing tone to his voice. He was still unsure.

“No, no competition with Reid.” I cleaned the chipped paint from my nails, still avoiding his gaze.

“Any competition I should know about?” He grazed his fingers over my face, tilting it up to face him.

I’d all but forgotten my crush on his understudy, but the truth was, Deacon had nothing on Van... at least, not the old Van. If things had never gone wrong between us, there was no reason to believe I wouldn’t have turned into absolute mush when I’d gotten old enough to look at boys as something more than friends. Van would have stolen my heart the moment it was ready to go into the world. But something did happen, and I’d kept my heart so close, I wasn’t so sure anyone could take it.

“I lied when I said I didn’t like anyone just so we’re honest from the beginning. I do... at least, I did like Deacon. A lot, actually, for about two years.” I tried to look away from him, but he wouldn’t let me. “And... and Isa said her brother liked me and wondered if I was still single.”

“Oh.” Van dropped his hand and slouched. “Deacon is... He’s great, I guess. I didn’t know Isa’s brother that well, but I guess—”

“Van,” I whispered, unable to keep his gaze once he moved his hand. I let it fall, staring at my own shoes. “I meant what I said. I told you that. I just didn’t want to lie about that.”

“So, you’re saying... You’re... you’re choosing me?” 

I had to look up then. He sounded like a child, someone so scared he might lose everything he didn’t care how he sounded. He only wanted to hold on to whatever scrap he might have. I could almost smell the fear oozing from him, and that expression? I’d never seen anything like it before. It worried me. Was he only latching onto me because he was about to lose his father? Was that why things had turned around so fast?

“I’m saying, if you meant what you said last night, I’m willing to give you a second chance. So yes, if you prove to me that this isn’t just you latching onto me because of your dad, and you do what you said you would do, I’m... I’m choosing you.”

Relief flooded his entire body, easing him into a more relaxed posture. “You have no idea how much I want to kiss you right now.” Something in my expression must have warned him not to dare it, so he laughed. “I won’t. I know I need to earn it, but I want to. I really, really want to.”

Ice cold water dumped over us seconds before Reid ran by with the hose. “Sorry!” he yelled over his shoulder as Isa chased him around the house again, cursing him in Spanish. For a guy who liked her, he sure knew how to push her buttons.

I glanced down at my clothing, soaked through. “I’m gonna go change. We should, you know....” I waved my hand toward Reid. “Maybe rein him in before the two of them destroy what’s left of my house.”

“You change. I’m gonna kill Reid.” Van bolted to the back of the house, dripping wet. Just before I opened my front door, I heard Reid screaming for his life and Isa laughing. I smiled and sent up a prayer that this was real, that these people would stay, and my life would finally start looking up.
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Chapter Seven
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“SO, WHAT’S UP WITH you and Van? Are things going okay?” Isabella scraped the paint from a column on the porch while Reid was busy cutting boards to the proper length. “I mean, he’s here helping you get your house fixed up, so it seems like things must be good.”

I sighed and scraped a little harder. “It’s weird, actually.”

“Weird?”

I chewed the inside of my cheek, then decided it wouldn’t hurt to get her opinion. “He told me last night that he likes me and wants us to be together, you know, like dating, and for some reason, I can’t understand, I kind of....” I faded, unsure what to say that wouldn’t seem like an idiot falling for the boy who’d essentially bullied her for years.

“He made your life kind of miserable, Erin.” Isabella had stopped scraping and stood staring at me. She wasn’t wrong. In fact, she was so right I almost smacked myself. She noted my hesitation and raised a hand. “Wait, I wasn’t insinuating you shouldn’t offer him a second chance. My Grams is always telling me that we should forgive. I’m just saying be careful.”

I groaned and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Who knew scraping paint could be so tedious? “I know. I just can’t stop thinking about how it was when we were kids, but I know we’ve grown and changed. He seems sincere enough, right?”

Isabella started scraping again but slower and more methodically. “I agree. It’s just strange, that’s all. What brought on the sudden change?”

“It’s not my story to tell. It’s pretty private, but it’s a big life change. I think he wants me by his side for it, which makes sense, but I also think maybe he’s matured. Like he realizes some of his friends aren’t that great.”

Isabella huffed. “Yeah, like his piece of work ex-girlfriend. I’m a little worried about how she’s gonna take this. You are the least likely person anyone would expect Van to fall for.” She paused and looked at me. “Okay, that came out wrong. I meant you two are like enemies or whatever. It’s just strange, especially since I didn’t know you back when you were friends.”

I finished scraping, so I grabbed a sheet of sandpaper and wrapped it around a block of wood, ready to smooth the surface for painting. I didn’t know what to say. What would I do about Bailey Fields, especially if things with Van did work out? She’d not only kill me, but she’d also feed my body to her little dog.

Reid returned with the boards and got to work, ending our conversation. I noticed Isabella stealing glances at him, but I wasn’t sure she was interested. He was nice to look at, especially when he was working. I even caught myself staring a time or two.

Mom stepped out on the porch and let the screened door slam behind her. Her hair was tied up, and she wore her usual cleaning day clothes. It was time to get our house back in order, something we’d let slip in the time since my father passed. We did general cleaning, of course, but the house had a sort of neglected feel to it.

“I’ve made lunch if you’re hungry,” she said, circling her arms around me in a hug. She’d always been older than my friend’s mothers, but I didn’t mind. She was also better at mothering than most, so I always felt like I had it better than the kids with young moms.

“It’s lunchtime already?” Reid asked, checking his watch. “Wow. Yeah, I’m starving.” He pushed up through the porch and hoisted his legs through, then brushed off his pants, smiled at Isabella, and followed my mom inside.

Isabella quickly looked away, her cheeks tinged pink.

“You okay?” I asked. “You seem a little distracted.”

She cleared her throat. “Yep. I’m fine. Definitely not distracted. Nope. Not me. I am totally, completely not distracted by... Oh, Erin, help me,” she said, dropping her sandpaper so she could cover her face. “What is happening to me? Reid is an idiot. He’s a complete show-off, a grade-A doofus, and doesn’t take anything seriously. I cannot afford to be distracted.”

I laughed, glad to be in good company where boys and distraction were concerned. “Well, I don’t know what to tell you about that, but I have it on good authority that he likes you. I think this was a setup. Scratch that; I know it was a setup.”

“What?” she screeched and smacked my arm. I’d forgotten she was a hitter when she got excited and rubbed my arm.

“Remind me to take a few steps back the next time I tell you something interesting.”

“Erin!” Her eyes went wide, and she stomped her foot. “I’m serious! Tell me what you know right now.”

I giggled again, happy to be home on a Saturday with new friends. “Van told me Reid likes you. I think if you showed some interest, he might ask you out.”

She wiped her hands on her pants and glanced over her shoulder, then stepped closer to make sure no one would hear. “What do you think? I don’t really know him that well.”

“I don’t either. I’m going by what Van said, but he’s supposedly a good guy. I haven’t heard of him starting anything at school.” I thought back over the years since Van and Reid became friends, about when we started high school, and realized Reid had never said an unkind word to me. When all of Van’s other friends teased me or made flippant comments in passing, he didn’t. He’d offer this odd sort of guilty grin, but he never said anything.

“He’s been kind of fun today, but do I have time for fun?” 

I knew what she meant. Between activities, college applications, and the hectic workload of senior year, we didn’t have a lot of free time. What time we did have was saved for studying or worrying over everything. 

“I think we should make time for fun. Life will be hard enough once we’re out on our own, right? Maybe we should fit in some fun?” 

“Fit in fun?” she asked with a smirk. “I’m not sure Reid can be fit in. He’s a big personality, but... am I crazy for wanting to explore that?” Her black hair curled in whisps around her face, breaking free from her ponytail. 

“Why don’t we take it slow? You get to know Reid while I get to know Van again? Maybe a double date or something?”

“Oh, that’s a good idea! Besides, us dating best friends would be way less weird than you dating my brother, probably. Maybe we can do something tonight?”

“Maybe we can do what tonight?” Van asked, but that ever-present smirk said he’d heard more than I wanted him to hear.

Isabella’s cheeks flushed. “We were discussing the possibility of us doing something fun tonight as a reward for our hard work.”

“Us, as in the four of us?” Van pushed. Isabella narrowed her eyes and sighed. “Like, on a double date?”

Okay, that one made my stomach bottom out. Knowing Van was all-in with proving he’d changed somehow felt a whole lot different when he called us hanging out a date. Even so, I couldn’t ignore the fluttery, happy feelings it gave me.

“You could call it that, sure, assuming your friend is brave enough to ask me out instead of chasing me with a garden hose like a child.” Isabella unloaded the sass and waved her hand, then headed inside for lunch. There was no way I’d get caught alone with Van again, not after our fifteenth deep conversation in only a couple of days, so I followed her in. 

Mom was talking Reid’s ear off while he ate his sandwich, but he didn’t seem to mind. If she kept feeding him, he’d probably sit there forever listening to her tell him about her travels with Dad when they were first married, long before my siblings came along. Thinking of them reminded me that I hadn’t called my youngest sister, but I had a feeling it was no longer necessary.

“These are so good. How is a sandwich this good?” Reid asked, his eyes rolling.

“Mom’s had a lot of practice,” I said, then grabbed one of my own along with a pile of carrot sticks. 

Reid pushed his plate toward Isabella, who helped herself to the other half of his sandwich. Van took the opportunity to encourage his friend. “So,” he said, “Wouldn’t it be fun to do something later, maybe a movie or something?”

Reid froze. I’d never seen anything like it before in my life. He just... stopped. No breathing, no chewing, no swallowing, not even a blink as he stared directly at the kitchen wall. Isabella blinked several times, then shifted her gaze to me. No one said anything, which only added to the oddness of the entire situation.

“Okay, and that is Reid’s impression of a statue. Now, anyone up for a movie tonight?” Van asked, then nudged his friend under the table.

“Me!” Reid screamed, startling my mother. 

Her hand flew to her chest, and she gasped. 

“Goodness! Are you alright, Reid?”

“Um... yes?” he mumbled, but Mom wasn’t convinced. In fact, she’d already figured out the situation, assessed it, weighed the results, and drawn her conclusion. It was why she was the best at her job, but it was also frustrating when you wanted to, say, spend all your allowance on an expensive pair of shoes you’d probably only wear a few times.

“Do you have a girlfriend, Reid?” Mom asked. He shook his head, hardly breaking his stare down with the wall. “No? A charming and polite young man like you doesn’t have a girlfriend? How unfortunate.” She picked up her dishrag and wiped down the counter, feigning absentminded cleaning. But I knew her. She was working on a plan, which basically made her a much better wing-woman than I could have been. Why? Because in a matter of seconds, she had accomplished what I hadn’t—she gave Reid the confidence he needed to go for it. 

“Seems to me like someone should snatch you up while she can, but I’m just an old woman. What do I know?” Mom reorganized her spices and put the dishes away, periodically saying things like, “You never know though, maybe you’ll find the right girl this year. I met Erin’s father senior year, and we had so much fun.”

Reid glanced at Isabella, who was peeling the crust from her sandwich one tiny piece at a time. Her blush had spread to her forehead and down her neck. Van sat beside me, watching my mother work her magic. 

Finally, she turned and said, “Oh, I just had the best thought! Why don’t you take Isabella out tonight? She doesn’t have a boyfriend, and she’s a beautiful girl. Maybe you might get along?”

Isabella’s eyes bugged, but Reid found his courage. “Yeah, she... she is. Actually, I’ve been wondering all day if she might like to go out with me?”

Isabella eyed him, waiting for the other shoe to drop while he sat patiently, still holding his sandwich. “Really? Are... you asking me out?”

Reid put his sandwich down, wiped his mouth, and then shoved his plate aside. It was like my mother, Van, and I didn’t even exist anymore. He leaned closer to her and said, “Yeah. I’m asking if you’d like to go to a movie tonight. I’ve wanted to ask you for a while, but I wasn’t sure if you’d take me seriously or smack me in the face.”

“And now?”

And then it happened. Reid flashed her a million-dollar smile, one that almost made me swoon alongside her. I almost heard her heart leap right out of her chest. 

“Now, I’m hoping I’m not reading you wrong, but I kind of got the feeling you might not smack me. The jury’s still out on whether you take me seriously.” His smile faded, and he chewed his lip, nerves settling back in.

Isabella shifted and remembered there were three other people in the room. “Oh. Um... I think... I think maybe if we did a double date, I’d be okay with that. I’d like to get to know you a little better.”

Mom smiled and clasped her hands together over her heart. “That, children, is how it’s done.” She bowed and waved as if she’d just accepted an award, forcing a laugh from Van.

“What just happened?” Isabella asked.

I swallowed my bite of carrot and shrugged. “You got mommed. That’s what happened.” I’d have to be blind not to notice the look on Van’s face—he wished it were that easy for us, that my mother would work her magic for him, and he wouldn’t have to suffer for it. But he said nothing, which earned him a few points. He was willing to put in the work, and that made all the difference.

**
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A knock on my door interrupted me from getting ready for my—gulp—date with Van. If Isabella and Reid weren’t going with us, I was sure I’d have already backed out. 

“Come in!”

Mom pushed the door open and entered with a bright smile. “You look so beautiful. May I?” She pointed to my hairbrush. I nodded and handed it to her, so she got to work brushing and styling for me. She had a new brightness to her, a glow that lightened her entire aura. She was happy again, and it spread through me like a ray of sunshine.

“Baby, I wanted to tell you something. I know things between you and Van have been strained for some time, and I want you to know that you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, locking with her green eyes in the mirror.

“I mean, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. Your father would understand if you’re not ready to forgive Van for the things he did. Everything that happens is entirely up to you. There is no pressure, not from me.”

“Why do I feel a ‘but’ coming on?”

“But if you do want to give him another chance, I also won’t stop you or interfere. I will support your choice in this no matter what. I needed you to hear that and understand it, so when I say this next part, you know I’m always on your side.”

“And what’s the next part?”

“Sometimes people change, sweetheart. I know how you feel—the worry he might be tricking you or just getting close to you because he feels guilty—but he may have changed. And sometimes, when faced with life-altering circumstances, what matters most is suddenly clear, and nothing else matters anymore.”

She finished my hair and put the brush down, then put her hands on my shoulders. “It’s a difficult position you’re in, baby, but I’m so proud of you, and I know your father would be, too, no matter what you choose.”

Adrenaline pushed through me like I was about to free fall into something I couldn’t escape, but with my mother there holding onto me, everything felt a little safer. “And do you think Van sees things a little clearer?”

“I think Van has realized his priorities have been wrong all along and that maybe he already had the best things in life. He only had to face losing them forever to see it.”

“It’s going to be so hard, losing his father.” I knew, and I also knew when Mr. St. Claire passed, it would rip open those old wounds for me, too.

“I wasn’t just talking about losing his father, baby. It’s senior year. Soon, you’ll go off to college. You won’t live right down the street anymore. I think it just occurred to him that he might lose you forever, too. Take from that what you will.” She squeezed my shoulders and kissed my forehead, then headed to her bedroom. “Don’t be out too late! Curfew is eleven!”

I stared into my mirror, seeing everything a little clearer myself. There was no way around it. I had officially been mommed.
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Chapter Eight
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IT HAD BEEN AGES SINCE I’d gone to the movie theater, but Mom insisted I should. We could afford it now, especially since Mrs. St. Claire had already given her an advance on her pay so we could make the mortgage payment. Van still paid for everything despite Mom sending me a handful of cash.

“You didn’t have to pay,” I said.

Van laced his fingers between mine and tugged me closer. “Of course, I did. It’s a date, Erin. I want you to be happy.” His eyes traveled over me for a second, then back to my face. “You look beautiful, by the way. I like the way your hair is wavy now.” 

I tugged on one of the curls and blushed. “Thanks. Uh, should we wait for Reid and Isabella, or should we find a seat?”

Van looked over my shoulder at the concessions stand where Isabella and Reid were debating how much butter was too much butter on their popcorn. Turned out they both hated butter and opted for the ridiculously unhealthy and disgusting cheddar cheese dip instead. 

“They’ll find us. Come on.” Van tugged me along. “I’m not sure what Reid got us into here, but this may be a sappy romantic comedy.”

“Wait, what? Reid likes romcoms?”

“I think he thinks you and Isa like them, so he’s willing to sit through two hours of torturous love gone wrong then right again just to impress her.” Van found the theater and pushed the door, letting me enter first.

The walkway lighting was enough to show the room was practically empty with only a few minutes before the show. Judging by the movie's name, I assumed Van was probably right about the film. We were running late, so we let Reid buy the tickets just in case. I didn’t mind a romcom but watching it with Van might prove to be the worst thing I’d ever done, at least where my senses were concerned.

I chose a row, scooted to the fourth seat, realized I might want to sit with Isa, and took one back. Van squeezed past me and flopped onto the chair, losing the top layer of our popcorn to the floor. 

“Oops, now I feel bad. I’ll see if I can get a broom to clean it up.” He handed me the popcorn and darted toward the door, leaving me alone in the darkened theater. 

A few people trickled by, then I heard an unmistakable voice. 

“Tee, I think you can sit anywhere and not worry. It’s practically empty.” Rose, Hazel’s sister, scanned the theater and her eyes landed on me just as I stood to say hello. “Erin! Hazel was just talking about you earlier today. How are you?”

I accepted her hug and nodded to Tee. “I’m doing okay. I’m sure she filled you in.” 

“A little. Are you here with Van?” 

“Yes and no. He’s here, but Reid and Isabella are here too. Do you remember them?” I asked.

“I do. Is this like a double date?” Rose asked, glancing at Tee, her boyfriend of just over a year.

“Yes? I mean, Reid and Isa are on a date, and... Okay, don’t judge me, but yes, it’s a date.” I practically shrank into the seat, but Rose only laughed and pointed to the seat beside me.

“May we join you?” she asked. 

“Yes, please. I need all the help I can get. I’m in so far over my head, and I’m sure I’ll do something completely stupid.”

Rose scooted around me and sat beside me, then Tee slipped on the popcorn, did an awkward flailing bird dance to stay upright, and clutched the back of the seat in front of him. Rose bit her lip to keep from laughing, but Tee just chuckled and baby-stepped to his chair. Once settled, he gave his attention to me.

“So, correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t Van like... a total jerk to you?”

I sighed. “It’s a long story. We were close growing up, then he got popular and became an egomaniacal idiot. Now, he’s different, I guess. I’m not sure about it myself if I’m honest. I guess I’m just seeing what happens.”

Rose licked butter from her fingers and relaxed into the seat. “I think it’s good to give him a second chance as long as you don’t let him get away with treating you badly. He can’t just waltz back into your life like he didn’t make it suck for years.”

I nodded, ready to respond, but everyone else had made it to their seats. Isabella waved to Rose and sat. “It’s been a long time, Rose. Is Hazel in town?”

“Soon. She and Daniel should be back tomorrow night.” Rose spoke to Isabella, but her gaze pinned Van where he stood.

Reid sat beside Isabella on the outside while Van stared at the empty seat beside me. He made no move to sit—or to sweep up the mess, considering he had no broom—and waited for someone to do or say anything that might give him some feel for the situation.

“Uh, you gonna sit or hold the floor down all night?” Reid asked.

“Yeah, Van. Are you going to sit with Erin and be on your best behavior?” Tee asked, his arm draped over Rose’s shoulders. She snickered, nearly choking on her popcorn.

“Sure. Yeah. Yes, I was planning to sit with Erin,” Van said, snapping out of his stupor. If seeing Rose and Tee put him that much on edge, I couldn’t imagine what seeing Hazel might do. After the whole debacle with Ronin, Hazel had reached new highs on the social ladder. Nothing and no one could stop her, but that was the thing about Hazel. People liked her because she was a great person. They were intimidated by her ability to bounce back from anything, including near social devastation.

Van slipped into the seat beside me, ramrod straight. He kept his eyes focused on the screen, pretending to watch the pre-movie advertisements. Isabella and Reid carried a conversation, mostly about their families and other things one might discuss when getting to know someone. Tee and Rose occasionally spoke about their plans for the weekend, including me, so I didn’t feel left out sitting there, completely ignored by my supposed date.

I glanced at Van several times, but he never took his eyes away from the screen. After the advertisements, the room darkened further, and the previews began. First, it was an action movie, then a horror flick. By the time the actual movie began, I wasn’t even paying attention. My mind had wandered, and I evaluated why I’d even agreed to this stupid date. It was clear Van was uncomfortable, and if being seen with me in front of Rose and Tee made him clam up like that, then there was no way he could do it in school.

Fifteen minutes into what promised to be the most disgustingly lovesick movie in existence, I excused myself to go to the restroom. Isa and Rose instinctively followed, something like a pack mentality among girlfriends. A sob lodged in my throat, and my eyes stung with the threat of tears. I pulled the bathroom door open, marched directly to the last stall, and then locked the door behind me. I let loose the sob, followed by streams of tears.

“Erin, don’t cry,” Isabella whispered from the other side of the door. “I think he’s just nervous. That’s what Reid said.”

I choked on a sob, then said, “It’s so obvious he’s ignoring me, even Reid noticed!” I ripped toilet paper from the roll and blotted the tears, absolutely sick with myself for even caring.

“It’s probably me. He wasn’t expecting any of your friends to be here, and he’s probably nervous. It’s not you, sweetie.” Rose, who had dropped herself onto the disgusting floor to crawl under the door, popped up in front of me and ran a hand through her hair. “Sorry. When you grow up with a sister like Hazel, you learn things. And I know face-to-face discussions are always better.”

Erin wiggled her way under the door, too, leaving us with precious little space in the stall. 

I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing, despite knowing everyone who came into the bathroom could hear me. Isabella grabbed more toilet paper and dabbed under my eyes, where my mascara smeared all over my face. Rose rubbed my shoulder and popped the lock on the door, so we could have a little space.

The main door opened, and a girl walked in dressed in a theater uniform. “What is it with you Simmons girls and this bathroom?” she asked.

“Hey, Nat.” Rose waved to the girl who, I remembered, was Ronin’s girlfriend—also sweet and kind, but much less go big or go home than Hazel. “Erin isn’t having the best night.”

“Do I need to dump a slushy on someone?” Natalie asked, her hands on her hips.

Rose chuckled. “No, but maybe an easy exit would be nice? I’ll take you home, Erin.”

“No, no, don’t do that. You’re here with Tee, and I wouldn’t want to cause trouble.” I smoothed my blue dress, one with cute ruffles at the wrist and hem that I adored. It was a waste of the dress, to be honest, to go on a lousy date with a boy who couldn’t even stomach being seen with me in front of my friends.

“He won’t mind, Erin. In fact, he’ll probably give Van a piece of his mind before—”

“Hey, you can’t go in there!” Natalie jerked her arm across the bathroom entrance, interrupting Rose. I couldn’t see who it was but assumed it was just another poor girl who needed to actually use the restroom.

“Please? Please just... just let me in for a second to see if my... my... I need to see if Erin is in there.” It was Van, and my entire body froze.

“Why?” Natalie asked, her eyes zoned in on Van. Burned popcorn aroma infiltrated the bathroom, fighting to the death with the air freshener for dominance in the cramped bathroom.

“I didn’t mean to upset her. I just... Who are you?” Van asked, peering into the bathroom. 

“It’s okay, Natalie. I’ll go out so we can stop making a scene.” I trashed the toilet paper tissue and left the stall, flanked by Isabella and Rose. Out in the lobby, I hugged Rose again. “I’ll see you Tuesday, okay?”

“Erin, I can—”

I shook my head. “Really. I’ll see you soon.”

Isabella frowned. “Let me get Reid, and I’ll be ready to—” 

“No! No, don’t do that, Isa. You and Reid are getting along great. Go enjoy your date. I’ll just... I’ll... be back in a few minutes. I just want some air, that’s all.” 

Isabella offered Van a glare, then headed back to the theater, the movie already a quarter over. I passed Van and headed to the double doors, determined to breathe before I even looked at him. Had I overreacted? Was I making a big deal out of something I already knew would happen? Should I just count my lucky stars that I’d never put too much of my heart out there and move on? The problem was—and it hit me so hard I audibly gasped—I’d put more of my heart into this thing, this opportunity with Van, than I realized.

He followed me out and grasped my hand just as I reached the sidewalk.

“Erin, come back. It’s not what you think, honest.”

“It wasn’t you afraid to be seen on a date with me in front of someone who was popular at our school? Someone who still knows a lot of the popular crowd? It wasn’t you worried someone might find out you were with me before you had a chance to control the narrative?”

“That’s fair, Erin, but it wasn’t what happened. That was me trying to let you decide how much your friends knew. I didn’t want them to think you were there with me because I didn’t want it to be weird for you.”

“What? That doesn’t even make sense,” I said, afraid to admit it did make just the slightest bit of sense.

“Erin, I’m not stupid. I know your friends don’t like me, and with good reason. I was trying—and clearly failing—to distance myself until I knew what you wanted. Maybe you didn’t want your friends knowing that we’re trying this yet? How would I know? We didn’t discuss it.”

I took a breath. “Wait, you were waiting for me to give you a sign?”

He huffed and smiled, but it wasn’t a happy grin. “Yeah. I was sitting there freaking out, thinking you didn’t want Rose to know about any of this yet, but praying you’d just... I don’t know... take my hand or something. Then you ran out with the girls, and I was so confused until Tee basically called me the world’s biggest moron, then told me to check on you.”

I squinted, my brain working overtime to process what he said. “So, you’re not embarrassed to be seen with me?”

Van stepped back like I’d smacked him in the face. “No, pretty girl. Not even a little. I told you, I’ll do anything to make this right between us. I don’t care what I lose because the truth is, everything I need is right here in front of me.” He pointed to me, then shrugged and said, “Okay, and I kind of need Reid, too, but he’s one hundred percent pro-Erin, and not because you’re friends with Isa.”

I sat on the bench outside the theater and tried to let that sink in. Was Van really willing to throw away ten years of popularity for me? I leaned against the cool bricks and stared at the starry sky. It was unseasonably cold for a fall evening, and I’d forgotten my coat, of course. Van sat beside me, close enough that I felt his warmth but far enough that he didn’t invade my space.

“Erin, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to take it the way you did. I was trying to respect what you might want, but I can see why you might have taken it the way you did. Can we try this again?” He offered his hand, fingers trembling. I made him nervous, but the jury was still out on whether that was because I intimidated him or if the situation itself wore his nerves thin. I accepted his hand and stood with him.

“I’m sorry, too. I should have just asked you what was wrong instead of running away crying.” I lowered my head, too ashamed to let him see how awful I felt.

“Wait, you were crying?” He lifted my chin and observed my runny mascara and red-rimmed eyes. He shook his head, and his lips parted. “Pretty girl, don’t cry. Don’t cry over me or anything any stupid boy ever does.” 

He opened his arms wide, letting me choose the level of affection I would let him offer me. I gulped down the nervous energy and let him tuck me into his embrace. The scent of him—something spicy and woodsy but not overbearing—filled my senses. That was new. He never smelled that good when we were kids. I buried my face in his shoulder, and another sob snuck up on me, choking out into the crook of his neck. He only squeezed tighter until I was hardly standing on my own feet.

I didn’t know how much time passed that way, but when he released me, and I wiped my face, neither of us was in the mood to catch the last bit of the movie. Reid and Isabella had planned to get ice cream after the movie, so I knew leaving her with him was okay. I nodded toward the sidewalk.

“Let’s just go for a walk. I need the quiet time.”

“Sure, yeah. We can do that, but I wanted to say something.” He brushed my hair from my face. “I don’t really understand all these feelings I have right now. Maybe some of it is a dependency on something familiar, you know? You know my Dad, and in some weird way, that’s really comforting. But it isn’t all that, okay? I had these feelings about you even before he got sick, but I didn’t know what to do about it.”

I sighed. “Then why did you keep acting the way you did? You didn’t stop until my father died.” 

His gaze locked with mine, and he licked his lips like a nauseated dog. It wasn’t the most attractive look on him, but it did tune me into his true feelings. “That’s when it started. I mean, that’s when I realized that sick feeling in my gut was this, whatever it is. For a long time, I convinced myself you hated me, which was a good reason to keep doing what I did. But eventually, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. I knew good and well the reason you hated me was my own fault.”

“So, what changed? Just me losing my father?” Heaven above, don’t let it be pity. Please, please, don’t let him mistake pity for caring about me in some other way.

“No. I just saw you there at the funeral, and I had this overwhelming urge to take you in my arms and protect you from anything bad ever happening to you again. Obviously, that did not make sense to me.”

“You still kept calling me Error.” That one, whether he knew it or not, hurt the most.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. “Because I’m an idiot, and I had no idea how to talk to you or get your attention. I’m sorry, Erin. I know I keep saying that, but I don’t know what else to say. I’m a stupid, stupid boy.”

“You’re a straight-A student, Van,” I teased because I’d had enough of crying, enough heavy conversations, and enough pretending I didn’t want exactly what he offered me. As much as me from even a week ago would have hated how I felt, it was real. I cared about Van St. Claire. I might have even, maybe a little, sort of, kind of, and against my better judgment, developed a crush on him.

“I might be, but I’m an idiot.” 

I shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to argue that point. When you’re right, you’re right.”

A cutting wind crossed us, bringing little bits of ice with it. Van looked at the sky, then back to me. “Is that... is that snow?”

I ran my hands over my arms, freezing. “Yeah, I think it is. What the heck? It was sixty degrees this morning.”

“Come here. You’re freezing.”

“I’m like a penguin pop over here. Why do we have snow in early fall? This is not allowed!” I said and stomped my foot. “It just became pumpkin weather. What will I do with snow?”

Van laughed and dragged me close again, wrapping me in his coat. He would freeze, but I wasn’t refusing his warmth, not when I was sure we would get stuck in a blizzard and die. He slowly wrapped his arms around me from behind, giving me every opportunity to side-step him or refuse until I was encased in warmth, cozy as a muffin in a pan. As we watched the fat flakes accumulate, he nestled his face against mine, breathing in the scent of my shampoo—my favorite pumpkin swirl scent from the local spa—the only thing I ever splurged on.

“I think I’m gonna fall in love with you someday, Erin, and it doesn’t even scare me.”
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Chapter Nine
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WELL, IT SCARED ME half to death, but once we started walking in the snow, it felt like we’d never lost any time together. I was replaying every moment of the night before, staring at my ceiling, when my mom knocked.

“Van’s here, baby. Dress warmly.” I heard her walk back down the hallway and close her bedroom door. My guess was she planned to binge read most of the day, especially since it was evident Van had no intention of disappearing from our lives anytime soon... maybe never.

I’d already gotten up and showered and worked myself into a tizzy worrying about what Van had planned for the day. It had been a freak snowstorm the night before, but it still dropped a few inches of fluffy coldness I wanted to avoid at all costs. The weather report said it would warm up enough over the day to melt it before nightfall, so I only had to suffer through one day of winter activities.

I groaned and rolled off my bed, then lumbered down the stairs. 

“There you are. Today, Miss Carpenter, I’m going to show you why snow and all things winter are superior over autumn so that when winter does come, you’ll beg me to take you sledding.”

“I feel like I’ll be begging you to stop, but I’m willing to give you the chance to prove me right.” I landed at the bottom step, eye level to him with the extra height. 

“I think you mean to prove you wrong.” He smirked and pulled his beanie on, covering his ears. Our high school mascot was emblazoned on the front, reminding me we only had one more day before heading back to school, where everyone would notice how our relationship had changed. Worries over Bailey flooded my mind, but I didn’t have time to consider them before I was dragged out for so-called fun.

“I think you’re crazy,” I said, then jumped off the porch into a mid-shin high snowdrift. I immediately regretted my decision when the cold shot up my legs and chilled the rest of my body. I squealed and jumped back on the porch, prompting Van to laugh like a hyena.

“What is it with you and snow? Just have fun, Erin!” He leaped and fell into a roll right down the hill. I backed away because I was not that stupid. No one needed a broken leg or arm rolling down the hill right towards the road. Instead, I sat on the porch swing and kicked my legs out, settled in, and watched Van have fun. 

A few neighborhood kids had joined him, so he chased them around in a snowball fight slash epic game of tag. Once he’d worn them all out, and they waddled home, exhausted and hungry, he made his way back to the porch and sat beside me. His cheeks were bright red, making his blue eyes more pronounced. Van stretched his arms wide and offered me a place to lean, but he was covered in snow.

“Uh, uh. You’re covered with icicles of death, and I’m already cold.” I pulled my coat tighter around me, covering the bottom of my frozen ears.

Since I wouldn’t play along, Van decided to take matters into his own hands. He lifted me off the porch swing, ignored my screaming in his hear and pounding on his back, and unceremoniously dropped me in the snow. I kicked out and tripped him, then laughed when he fell face-first into the pile beside me. He shoved snow at me, then grabbed me around the waist when I tried to escape. I shifted my weight and ran, but not for long. Van caught up to me as I turned the corner toward my backdoor and lifted me again.

“Put me down, Van!” I yelled but couldn’t stop laughing long enough for him to take me seriously. The only way to fight him was to get him at his own game, so I reached down and poked him in the side. He yelped and let me go, but only for a second before he tackled me, and we both flopped in the snow. I was sure it had gone down my pants, but who could tell when every part of you was freezing?

“Do you love snow yet?” Van teased and threw more at me.

“No! Lemme go!”

He released me, so I leaped onto his back and earned myself a piggyback ride all the way back to the storage shed, where I knew the sled hung in the same place my father had left it. My heart stopped. My grip around his neck tightened, so he froze in place.

“Van, I... I’m not... I don’t want to do this.”

He let me down and turned around. “This as in sledding or this as in spending time together today?”

“No, just the sledding. I just... can’t. Not yet, okay?” Every part of me trembled, but I didn’t know if it was from the cold or from fear. If I opened that shed, I’d see everything neatly stored just how my father left it—his tools, the sled, even his trophy collection from when he was in school.

“Okay, so we do something else. What do you want to do?”

“Um... have hot cocoa and watch movies all day?” I offered with a guilty grin.

“I think we can do that. I promised my parents we’d have family game night tonight. Do you want to join?”

I froze again. I wanted to see his father. Honestly, I did, but when presented with the opportunity, all I could do was think about my father. I wanted to be strong for Van, but how could I look at his father and not see mine wasting away while a tumor ate his brain? 

“Hey, it’s okay,” Van said, brushing his hand over my face. “I get it. Maybe next time, okay?” I nodded and shivered. “Let’s get that cocoa and watch a movie, then I’ll head home. Sound good?”

“Sounds great.” I followed Van toward my house, passing the tree house as we went.

“Remember that time your mother freaked out because I jumped from the treehouse to the roof?” He looked up at the roof, then over to the treehouse.

“I wouldn’t attempt it again. I haven’t been in that thing in years. It’s probably a hazard at this point.” 

“That feels like a challenge, pretty girl.” His eyes darted between me and the treehouse, taunting me. 

“Van,” I warned. “You’ll fall and break your arm or something.”

“I don’t know. I’m pretty good at it. I’m sure it’s fine.” He tested the ladder, and when the first rung didn’t break, he tried the second. He was all the way at the top before he looked back. I shook my head.

“Van, please don’t. The floor is probably rotted, and I don’t feel like going to the hospital right now.” I stared up at him, begging him not to be so stupid. But he never could deny a good challenge, and that rickety tree house called to him.

“It’s fine, Erin. It looks sturdy enough, and I bet Reid could fix—”

The board snapped, and Van fell eight feet to the snow, landing on his back with an oomph so loud even I felt it. He didn’t move but stared up at the sky with wide eyes.

“Van! Are you okay?” I dropped to my knees beside him and checked him over. 

“Okay, maybe you were right. The treehouse is a pile of junk.” He groaned and sat, then shook it off before standing and helping me up. “I still think Reid and I can fix it if you want. Could be fun, right?”

“Van, you almost died, you idiot!” I pummeled him with my tiny fists, but he only laughed and caught my hands.

“I’m fine, pretty girl, really. I was more shocked than anything, but see, I’m fine.” He lifted his arms and turned around, proving he was in one piece and not mangled half to death. “Yeah, it was a little uncomfortable, but snow is a good place to land. It’s sweet you’re so worried, though.”

I shoved him and pursed my lips. “It’s not funny. I was really worried, Van.”

Just when he came close enough to hug me or do the hair brushing thing, my smile broke. I grabbed his shirt and shoved a giant snowball down it, then ran.

“That was a dirty, dirty trick! And here I thought you were concerned for my well-being, but no,” he shouted. “You were only setting me up!”

“It’s not my fault you’re so gullible!” I shrieked and ran around the house, but rather than follow me, Van must have darted the other way. He met me on the porch, so I squealed and ran the other way. He was faster and caught me at the edge of the porch, wrapped an arm around my waist, and hoisted me up over his shoulder. I wiggled and shimmied, but he had a good grip.

“Not so sassy now, are you?” He plopped me on the porch swing again and sat beside me. I heard Mom inside banging around in the kitchen, maybe making cookies or cocoa. Van stretched his feet out and crossed them, then relaxed in the swing. “I remember when your dad put this up. I helped.”

That familiar lump stuck in my throat. “I remember,” I whispered. “It fell three times before you two got it right.”

Van laughed and said, “I think he would have gotten it up faster if I hadn’t been helping.” Van slid his fingers between mine and squeezed. “I miss him.” It was a whisper I almost didn’t hear, but I’d been looking at him, so I just made it out. Those pretty blue eyes welled with tears, and he sucked in a breath. “Why did this happen to us, Erin? Why did your dad have to get sick and die? Why mine?”

I started to answer, to give him one of the dozens of random reasons everyone had given me for the same question, but he shook his head and smiled.

“Let’s not be sad today. Forget I asked that. Let’s go see what your mom is doing.” Van squeezed my hand again and stood. “I think I smell chocolate chip cookies. I’ve missed this, you know? Not just you, but everything we did when we were kids.”

That light and giddy feeling flowed through me again, taking me back to a time when this was normal. We’d spend the day playing and wearing ourselves out, then either my mother or his would drag us inside for food before we’d go out and do it all over again. So much had changed in ten years, but some things like the way it made us feel—so loved by our parents, confident we had a friend in each other no matter what, and full of joy—had stayed the same.

So many times, we’d done exactly what we were about to do. We’d go inside, eat until our stomachs popped, then sit and watch television until we fell asleep on the sofa. Of course, he’d have to leave for family night, but before that, I was sure we’d end up in a cookie coma.

“Coming, pretty girl?” Van tugged my hand, bringing me back to reality. 

And I couldn’t have helped everything that came after that, even if I’d wanted to.

He pulled off his hat to shake out the snow, letting loose that oh so perfect blonde hair—only it was an absolute mess. He grinned, that stupid silly one he’d had for as long as I’d known him, the one I’d never—not even once—seen him give anyone but me. My stomach bottomed out, and my heart raced as my mind whirled over all those wonderful memories. He’d ruined it, sure, but he was here now. He was trying now, and he needed me now. And... and I kinda needed him, too. And even if I didn’t need him, I wanted him and everything he’d offered. I wanted everything to go back like it was, to pretend all those bad things that happened did happen for a reason, and maybe that reason was him and me standing on my front porch looking at each other like no one else existed in the world.

It didn’t matter if I might regret it later. It didn’t matter that he’d messed up—repeatedly—and only now realized what he stood to lose. Because he’d figured it out. He’d finally seen me... and liked me. 

Whatever expression showed on my face must have been amusing or confusing because he stood holding my hand, his damp hat in the other, with that grin and sparkling eyes.

I pulled him closer and stepped up on the toes of his boots for a boost, then I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. He froze and gasped, then relaxed and slid his arms around me in a cocoon of warmth and spice and comfort. He moved his lips over mine, so gentle I could have imagined us kissing until he held me even tighter. Van released a soft whimper, and everything inside me exploded like a bundle of love that had been waiting for this exact moment when we both figured it out.

My cheeks burned, and his nose was cold, but it was everything I could have wished for in a first kiss. And it was him... Van... the stupid, idiot boy who it should have been all along, just like he said. 

“Wow,” he whispered, his forehead pressed against mine. “I did not expect that. Was it okay?”

All I could do was nod because my brain had gone on vacation, leaving me a puddle of Erin in his arms. He kissed my nose, then pressed his lips against mine again, stealing a second kiss.

“I’m so glad you chose me. I know this doesn’t mean I get to stop working. I know that, but this means a lot to me, Erin.” His hands had made their way to my face, and I tilted it up to look at him. I was still a little dazed, maybe a bit confused, but soaring, nonetheless. “If I promise to keep working, to keep doing everything I can to make you happy, would you consider a new proposal?”

I giggled. “What is it with you and proposals?” He shrugged and helped me step off his toes. “I dunno, but would you possibly, maybe, consider being my girlfriend now? I mean, you don’t have to answer right away. You can think about it and—”

I smooshed his face and scoffed, then ran inside, laughing. “The answer is yes, Van. Race you for cookies!”

I wanted to photograph his face that moment, snap a shot, and frame it for forever because I knew no one had ever looked at me like that before. My parents loved me, of course, but this was different. This was him—Van—looking at me as if he saw me for the first time. Or staring at the most astonishing sunset he’d ever seen, a hundred-foot waterfall, or something else that made a person stop and ponder their place in the world. It was that kind of admiration, and he was looking at me.
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Chapter Ten
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FALLING ASLEEP HAD been a task, especially after Van left, and my mother wanted all the details of how things were going. She’d given me a reminder to go slow, give each other a chance to get used to these new feelings, and remember that space and respect were important. I knew she was right, but I still couldn’t squash the giddiness in my stomach no matter how much I needed sleep. Van promised to pick me up for birthday breakfast at Fire and Ice, then we had drama practice first thing at school. It would be a long day with cheer practice after school, but Van also had training, so it wasn’t like I was missing out on time with him.

Eventually, though, I fell asleep with the sweet dreams my mother had wished for me. By the time my alarm went off, I was well-rested, probably better than I had been in a long time. I couldn’t help smiling when I thought of my first kiss. It happened! And with Van, no less. The best part was knowing he cherished it, that it meant something to him. 

I showered and dressed quickly, ready for pumpkin tea and donuts.

“Honey, I’m heading out!” Mom shouted, so I ran down the stairs to wish her a great first day. She looked beautiful like life hadn’t been knocking her down for over a year. Her bright smile warmed my heart.

“You look amazing, Mom. I’m so happy for you.”

She pressed her hand against her chest. “I’m so nervous but excited. Corinne says I’ll do a great job, and I trust her.”

“You will, I’m sure. Love you,” I said and hugged her. She held on for an extra second, gaining strength. Van knocked then pushed open the door just as mom turned to go.

“Hey,” he said. “You two look great.”

Mom patted his cheek. “You both be careful. Happy birthday, sweet girl.” She kissed my forehead, leaving a bright red lip print I’d have to scrub off all the way to Fire and Ice. Van chuckled and slipped his arm around my waist. So far, being his girlfriend had a good many benefits—kisses, snuggles, and unexpected offers of support.

“You ready?” he asked as Mom headed to her car.

“Yes, just let me—”

Van lifted me, settled me on his boot toes, and kissed me. I giggled, breaking the kiss long before he was ready, but he smiled and grabbed my backpack. 

“I can’t believe I get to kiss you.” He leaned down and kissed my forehead.

I giggled again and wiped my mother’s lipstick off his lips. “Let me get a wet napkin, and we can go. We’re both covered with Mom's lipstick.”

“We’ll be late. I’ve got those little wet napkin things in the car. Come on, pretty girl. Let’s load you up with sugar before school.”

My lips curled into something between a sneer and a grimace, but I recovered before he caught it. I knew he wouldn’t ditch me the second we got to school—deep down, I knew it—but that small voice in my head warned me to prepare myself for the worst. I hadn’t expected things to start going downhill as soon as we entered Fire and Ice.

Despite the warmer weather the afternoon before, there were still small patches of snow and ice dotting the landscape on the way. Van had taken extra caution and drove slowly while I called ahead for our order. My entire mood did a roundabout when he parked, thanks to the white convertible parked at the front door—Bailey Fields.

“We can skip it, or we can make them choke on their own spit. What do you want to do, Pumpkin?”

I chewed the inside of my lip and fidgeted with the hem of my dress—a present from my mother for my eighteenth birthday—and considered the ramifications of venturing into the café. It was now or later at school, so it was probably better to get it over with in front of a smaller crowd. I mustered up every bit of strength I had, inhaled, and shoved Van’s door open. 

He hopped out on his side and waited at the front of the truck for me. Instinctively, our hands met, and he grasped mine tightly, so small wrapped in his. Van pulled the door open and let me step in ahead of him but was beside me a second later, towering a full head over me. His posture stiffened and took on a protective stature, but he let me lead him to the counter.

“Hi, Jeanine,” I said with as wide a smile as I could muster. I already felt eyes on me, so my voice was choked and strained. The heavenly aroma of donuts wafted from the back room while quiet chatter invaded my ears. I didn’t want to hear it. None of it could be good, so I widened my smile and pretended not to notice.

“Hi, Erin. I’ve got your order ready. To go, I assumed?” Jeanine raised an eyebrow and cut her gaze toward Bailey and three of Van’s friends sitting in the corner, staring at me.

“Please,” I said, my lip quivering. Jeanine reached across the counter and squeezed my arm, then disappeared into the back to retrieve our order.

“Slumming with the orphan girl, I guess,” Bailey whispered, likely her response to someone questioning why Van was with me. 

Van’s grip on my hand tensed, and he opened his mouth to speak, but I shook my head slightly. Not creating a scene in Jeanine’s restaurant was more important than putting a stop to Bailey’s unkind words. I wasn’t an orphan. I knew it. It still hurt, but it wasn’t true, so I pulled up my armor and stood straighter.

“I’m not worried,” Bailey said, not even bothering to control her volume. “He’ll get it out of his system and beg me to take him back soon enough.”

Van growled but kept his lips shut. He looked down at me, his eyes searching mine. I knew it wasn’t like that. He wasn’t just with me to check off some task on his list, and he wouldn’t drop me to go back to her, not after everything that had happened in only a few days. We had history, one that was much more complicated and lasting than anything he’d had with her. Van’s brows knitted together, and his eyes softened—a kicked puppy face if I’d ever seen one.

I licked my lips and stood on my tiptoes, offering a bit of comfort. Van leaned down and kissed me just as Jeanine returned with our order.

“It’s on the house today. Happy birthday, Erin.” Jeanine smiled and handed us our drink carrier and a bag of donuts. Stapled to it was a gift card.

“That’s so sweet. Thank you, Jeanine.” I took the bag while Van grabbed the drinks.

“Anything for my favorite customers.” Jeanine’s gaze hardened as she glanced toward Bailey and her friends.

“Thanks. Later, Jeanine,” Van said, his tone a bit short, but Jeanine either didn’t notice, or she understood. He nodded toward the door and pulled his keys from his pocket, probably tired of keeping his mouth shut.

Bailey got up and took her empty plate to the trash, conveniently bumping into Van on her way back. Her hands lingered too long on his chest—that they ended up there at all was maddening enough—so he stepped back and scowled.

“Oh, excuse me.” Bailey’s narrowed eyes zeroed in on me, a threat as clear and present as any predatory animal could muster. I blinked, and it was gone, replaced with a sickeningly sweet smile as she traipsed back to her seat. 

“Come on, pretty girl. We don’t want to be late.” Van pushed the door open with his back and held it open while Bailey and her friends giggled about something, probably a comment about me. I kept my back straight and chin up, knowing full well if she wanted to make it to regionals, she couldn’t do it without me. Hazel would never talk to her, much less offer her pointers for choreography and tricks. And I was her only flyer. Lose me, and it was goodbye national title.

With that in mind, I climbed into Van’s truck and buckled up, then dove into my birthday donut. Jeanine had made a pumpkin donut with white chocolate frosting and happy birthday written in maple icing. It was phenomenal, but Van didn’t bother eating his. He just sat behind the wheel and watched me devour my birthday one happy bite at a time.

When I noticed, I blushed and wiped my mouth. “Sorry,” I mumbled around a bite of donut.

“Don’t be. I like seeing you this way. It makes me feel good like maybe I’m doing something right.” 

I swallowed and nodded. “You are. I’m happy, Van. Honest.”

“Yeah?” He smiled, some ridiculous, toothy thing that rivaled even Reid’s million-dollar smile, and my heart swooned. He was mine. Who knew what switch flipped or what my heart had done to win over my head, but I was happy. “I never thought I would say this about anyone, but you are the most beautiful thing in the world when your cheeks are all chipmunked full of food.”

I shoved him and grabbed my tea, but it didn’t hide my blush. “I’m always blushing around you. Stop it.”

“Nope. I’ll never stop. I love it.” He leaned over the center console, kissed my cheek, and then started his car. 

By the time we reached the school, it seemed word had spread of our new relationship. I had never been stared at or whispered about so much in my life, not even after my father died. Van’s tense shoulders and stiff posture returned as we walked side-by-side to the school, ignoring everyone except Reid and Isa, who waited near the door.

“So,” Isa said, “This has been an interesting morning. You two are the talk of the town.”

“Wonderful,” Van said. “I can’t believe I ever wanted to be popular. People can’t go five minutes without diving head-first into my business.”

Reid shrugged. “I tried to tell you we should go into witness protection, but you never listen to me. It’ll be fine in a few days.”

I finished my tea, unable to contribute to the conversation because my nerves were already rattled. I just wanted to get to drama class and pretend everything was normal. Maybe if I pretended long enough, it would become normal, and everyone could go on about their lives worrying about something else. But I knew Bailey wouldn’t let that happen, not while I had something she wanted.

“You, okay?” Isa asked.

“Yep. Totally fine. How did things go with you two after the movie?” I asked, desperate to change the subject.

Isa eyed me, reading me well. She went along with the subject change anyway. “Great, actually. We’re sort of dating, I guess.”

“Sort of? What does that mean?” I fidgeted with the strap of my backpack while Reid and Van talked behind us. I had to get to my locker fast, grab my books, then dart to drama before we were late.

“We’re not official or anything, just dating exclusively until we get to know each other better.” She paused and titled her head, then said, “Which I guess means we are official.” Isa chuckled and gripped her bag tighter. “I like him. He’s got a serious side, and he knows when to use it. We talked a lot, and I guess you were right. I need to fit in some fun.”

I glanced over my shoulder, then leaned close to Isa. “I kissed Van yesterday.” I shouldn’t have bothered whispering. Isa squealed and demanded the details. I checked over my shoulder again to find Van grinning—he’d heard. “Later, maybe after practice, I’ll tell you all about it and inflate his ego even more.”

“I’m not sure that’s possible, so good luck,” Reid said, then grabbed Isa’s hand and hugged her before separating to go to his first class.

“I should go, too. Good luck today. I’ll see you at lunch.” Isa waved and headed the opposite way.

We were already at my locker, so I yanked it open and exchanged my books while Van waited, impatiently tapping his fingers on the door. He started tapping his foot, then groaned. I pursed my lips, remembering how impatient he’d always been when he was stressed. 

“I’m hurrying,” I said.

“Oh... No, pretty girl. I’m not....” He paused and sighed, then reached above my head and snatched a piece of paper from the wall over my locker. He crumpled it up. “I just wanted to get that before anyone saw it. I wasn’t trying to rush you.” 

“What is it?” I tried to grab it, but he held it up over his head where I couldn’t reach it.

“Nothing important. Listen, you head to drama class, and I’ll be right there. I need to grab a book from my locker. I forgot.”

It wasn’t the entire truth, but I trusted he had a reason for stretching, probably that paper he held behind him, so I couldn’t see it. It couldn’t have been anything good, but if he didn’t want me to see it, then I wouldn’t pry. 

“Sure. See you in drama.” I kissed his cheek and headed to the theater. Everyone else was already there, scripts in hand, ready to begin our first read. My gaze immediately settled on Hannah Pistolis, one of Bailey and Van’s friends. This would not be fun, but I loved drama class, so I forced another smile and took my seat.

Immediately, Hannah switched her seat to sit next to me, initiating my self-defense mode. I tensed and leaned away from her, ready to defend myself against whatever hate she decided to sling my way. For some reason, her last name had never registered before. Pistolis, the same as Hazel’s neighbor, Darcy. It was an uncommon name, so they were probably related in some way.

I cleared my throat, ready to initiate the conversation before she said anything offensive.

“Uh... I just thought about your last name. Any relation to Darcy Pistolis?” I asked, my voice wavering more than I would have liked.

Hannah’s green eyes brightened. “Yeah, she’s my cousin on my father’s side. Do you know her?” She waved her hand, then said, “Of course, you do. She went here and basically ruled the school.”

I chuckled. “I actually know her best through Hazel, her neighbor.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you two are friends. How’d you manage to get her to forgive you after that fiasco with Sarah?”

“A lot of apologizing. Hazel is pretty forgiving, though. At first, she was pretty clear we couldn’t be friends, but after a while, we started talking again, and things progressed.”

Hannah shifted in her seat and licked her lips. “Listen, I just wanted to let you know Bailey is on the warpath. She was not happy about that incident at Fire and Ice this morning and basically told us all to go after you.” I tensed further, but Hannah raised her hand defensively. “This is not that, I promise. I can’t stand all that catty stuff. I was always more friends with Van than Bailey. Just watch your back, okay?”

“For how long?” I squeaked.

“I wish I knew. If Bailey doesn’t get him back... maybe all year?” Hannah squinted as if telling me I had a target on my back for all senior year physically hurt her. “This might be tough to believe, but I’ll do what I can to warn you if she plans anything horrible. That said, she might not talk about it much in front of me.”

“Why are you still friends with her?”

Hannah tugged on her hair and chewed her lip. “I’m not, really, but a lot of my friends are, so we end up in the same places a lot.”

“But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and this beautiful girl is my beloved sun.” Van had arrived—lest there be any mistaking it—and he had snuck up on us. Half the class laughed while the other half stared in stunned silence while he wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed the top of my head.

“That’ll be enough, Mr. St. Claire. Please have a seat,” Mrs. McAlister said.

Van dragged a seat across the stage and plopped it next to me, his icy glare focused on the few who scoffed at us. Hannah sat straighter and leveled hers at them, too. I had no idea what was happening, but it seemed I had two bodyguards flanking me, daring anyone to make another peep. The stage fell silent as Mrs. McAlister started her lecture about soliloquy, appropriate given Van’s interpretation of Romeo’s.

Most everyone eased into the new dynamic soon enough and focused on the play. Deacon kept looking at me, then shifted his gaze to Van, but said nothing. Only three or four days earlier, I would have been hyper-aware of Deacon’s stares, worrying that my hair or make-up was messed up, that I was slouching or had a funny expression, or even that he was looking at me but not even seeing me. But now... all I could think about was the boy sitting next to me, defying anyone who got in our way.
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Chapter Eleven
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VAN’S ABILITY TO MAKE even the instructor laugh with his flirtatious Romeo impression eased the worry from that morning until it was a distant memory. As far as practices went, we didn’t accomplish much, but at least the comedic relief set everyone’s nerves at ease. Everyone, at least in our drama class, had accepted Van and I were the new thing.

My relaxation only lasted for a few classes, and the moment I stepped into the cafeteria, everything changed. Bailey had gotten her claws deep into a lot of students, so I got glares, sneers, whispers, and snickers all through the lunch line until finally, Isa caught up with me. I hadn’t packed lunch, so I had to buy something, which meant even more snide comments as I worked my way through the line.

“Ignore them,” Isa said. “They’re jealous and stupid.” Her voice carried enough that several students shifted their glares to her, but she shook them off like a pro.

“Excuse me, sorry,” Bailey said as she slipped past one student after another, all of them parting like the sea for their precious queen bee so she could stop behind me. It promised to be a show, so no one balked when she cut in front of them. In fact, they seemed downright pleased. Who knew dating your childhood best friend would cause so much trouble?

Bailey grabbed my arm and turned me around. “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on, but back off of my boyfriend.”

Isa stepped between us—all four and a half feet of her—and pushed Bailey back. “Hands off of my friend, or you’ll have a real bad day.”

Bailey focused her venomous eyes on Isa, practically growled at her, then shifted back to me. “Whatever it is, he’s just messing with you. There’s nothing you have that he needs, and once he figures that out, he’ll drop you again... Error.”

I grabbed a sandwich and threw it on my tray, not bothering to check what kind it was. I wasn’t even hungry, thanks to ridiculous high school drama. 

“If anything was a mistake, it was your mom and dad—”

“Isa, it’s okay. Come on.” I pulled my friend through the line, paid, and tried to escape before Bailey made a bigger scene. Unfortunately, that was impossible.

“I’m still talking to you.” Bailey stepped in front of me. I tried to go around her, but she only sidestepped and grabbed my backpack.

I sighed and turned around. “Look, Bailey, Van came to me. If he wanted to be with you, he would be. But he’s not, so get over it.”

“He’s just getting you out of his system, that’s all. That whole best friends as kids, blah, blah, blah thing. This is real life, and girls like you don’t get guys like him. Remember that when he dumps you like the pile of garbage you are.”

Isa tensed, but I put my hand in front of her. “She’s not worth the suspension, Isa. Come on.”

Bailey feigned tripping, and before I knew what hit me, I was covered head to toe with sticky cherry soda. My brand-new birthday dress from my mother was ruined, I smelled like fake cherry, and my hair would be sticky all day. I squealed, shocked stupid by the cold as it dribbled down my arms and legs right into my shoes.

Isa growled like a howler monkey and lunged at Bailey, but Reid swooped in just in time to protect his girlfriend from a full-on expulsion. He’d grabbed her around the waist while she flailed and screamed at him to let her squash Bailey like the disgusting insect she was. Meanwhile, the entire school watched as Bailey pouted and shrugged.

“You know, if we didn’t need you as a flyer, I’d kick you off the team. You’d better come up with something good for the routine, or you’ll be sorry.” Then Bailey walked away like it was just another Monday. For her, it was.

“Come on. I’ve got a clean shirt in my locker.” Reid looked me up and down, then said, “Um... not that a clean shirt will do you much good.” He took my lunch tray and bag, chanced letting Isa go so he could help me out of the puddle of soda, then led us both outside amidst laughter and stares.

“I should go back in there and rearrange her teeth.” Isa paced while Reid worked—without much luck—to dry me off. I was still in shock as he patted my hair with paper napkins and a frown.

“Um, where’s Van?” I asked, finally emerging from my stupor. 

“I was actually on my way to tell you about that, then that crazy thing happened. He went to his mom’s office. Said he had forgotten something he needed. He’ll be back, probably before lunch is over.” Reid gave up and tossed the sopping paper towels in the trash. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I have an extra pair of pants in my locker, so if I could borrow your shirt, that would be great.”

Reid glanced at Isa, who scowled. “Uh, yeah, of course, I’m okay with that. She’s my friend.” She waved her hand around as if he should already know loaning his shirt to a girl who was not his girlfriend was totally fine. Now that the question of whether I would be able to finish school in clean clothing had been answered, I flopped down on the bench and grumbled.

The only dry thing on my tray was the sandwich I’d grabbed. I still wasn’t hungry, but I was mad and didn’t have anything to take my frustrations out on except the sandwich. I ripped into it and took a big bite, chewed it like it was Bailey’s eyeballs... then realized my mistake. I spit it out and grabbed my bag, already feeling my skin crawling.

“What’s wrong?” Reid asked.

My lips tingled, and my throat started to swell. I couldn’t answer him. I was too busy looking for my epi-pen that was supposed to be in the front pocket of my backpack. I patted my throat and pointed to the sandwich, but I wheezed every time I tried to talk.

“Oh no, she’s allergic to peanuts. The sandwich is peanut butter and jelly,” Isa said and dropped the sandwich after inspecting it. She dumped the contents of my bag on the ground, but it wasn’t there. She and Reid searched every pocket, all the while my throat swelled until each breath was a fight.

“Screw this. They keep some in the nurse’s office!” Reid dropped everything and lifted me. By then, I was dizzy, and my head flopped against his chest. He ran to the nurse’s office. Everything was a blur—faces, doors, lockers—they all flew by, merging with everything else until all I saw was a haze of color and darkness creeping in.

“Peanut allergy. Lost her epi-pen,” Reid said. I was jostled around for a minute before I realized he’d laid me on the bed. Nurse Malloy rushed to the medicine cabinet, unlocked it, then grabbed the backup epi-pen and jabbed it in my thigh.

“Erin? Erin, can you hear me?” Nurse Malloy checked my eyes with a pen light while Reid and Isa stood aside, waiting anxiously. I nodded. “Good. Okay, can one of you call an ambulance, please? The other check the contact database and call her mother.”

Reid and Isa got to work while Nurse Malloy monitored my vitals. Breathing was still difficult, but it eased each second. When Reid returned from calling the ambulance, I was already upright again. He sat in the chair beside the bed and rubbed my back while the nurse monitored me.

“I texted Van. He’s kinda freaking out, but I told him you were okay.”

I huffed, still too weak to speak, but I tried. “Was with me... first time.”

“Van was with you the first time you had a reaction?” he asked.

I nodded. “Was bad.”

“You need to rest, Erin. And you two can head back to lunch. I’ll make sure she’s okay.” Nurse Malloy had dealt with my allergy once before and was well-versed with the treatment, but Isa would have none of it.

“I’m staying. My friend is freaked out, and I’m not leaving unless it’s in an ambulance with her.”

The nurse didn’t bother fighting with her, nor did she shoo Reid out. Once the paramedics arrived, I felt much better. Even so, I knew my mother would be upset if I didn’t go to the hospital to get checked out, so I loaded up and pretended I wasn’t completely miserable.

“You’re not hearing me, so I’ll say it louder. I am going with her if I have to hitch a ride on the bumper of that ambulance. You got me?” Isabella stepped into the back of the ambulance and planted herself right beside me, much to the dismay of the paramedic. She brushed the hair from my face, said something rude in Spanish—which only reminded me I should learn it—and told me to rest.

Reid watched us until they shut the ambulance doors, but after that, I can’t say how long he waited until he finally went back to class. As far as birthdays go, mine was the absolute worst, and it was barely past lunchtime.
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Isa’s no holding back attitude only got her as far as the hospital waiting room. The nurses were much less impressed with her and refused to let her in the treatment room with me. I sat staring at four white walls and a plethora of emergency equipment and monitors for half an hour before a doctor finally entered, but I recognized him right away.

“Erin, what happened?” Dr. Simmons, Hazel’s father, stood in the doorway with a clipboard in hand and a frown. 

“A little mistake, that’s all. I grabbed a sandwich without checking the label, and poof, I almost killed myself.” 

His frown deepened, but instead of chastising me for my horrible joke, he put the clipboard down and checked my vitals. I felt much better, just a bit jittery and tired, but I knew the prescriptions he would give would make me even more exhausted. 

“You got your epi pretty fast despite losing your pen. You don’t have any swelling, so I’ll write the prescriptions just in case. Stay on the antihistamines and have the steroids ready just in case. How are you feeling otherwise?” Dr. Simmons leaned on the table and gave me his full attention.

“Okay, I guess. I don’t feel as bad as the last time I had a reaction.”

“Can I ask why you’re covered in soda? Did you pass out during the episode?”

I fidgeted with my stained dress hem and shook my head. “No, sir. I didn’t pass out. This was an unfortunate incident with a mean girl at school. Not a big deal, really.”

His eyes widened, and he nodded once. “Ah, yes, I’m familiar with the mean girls. Hazel had one too.” He didn’t bother to mention that I had been in Sarah’s pack for a while, at least, until I realized she was a lunatic. Instead, he finished my discharge paperwork just as my mother arrived. 

Mom burst into the room like a superhero, panting and eyes frantically scanning me.

“She’s okay, Mrs. Carpenter.” Dr. Simmons stood and settled a reassuring hand on my mother’s shoulder. “I’ve checked her out, and her vitals are great. Oxygen levels are perfect, and I’m refilling her epi-pen prescription here. We’ll keep her a few more hours as standard procedure, but I think she’ll be just fine.”

Mom relaxed, but she was still stressed. 

“Oh... and... happy birthday, Erin,” Dr. Simmons added, then shrugged. “Maybe you can make it up tomorrow.” He smiled, bid us both goodbye, and moved on to his next patient. 

Three hours later, I was discharged with a new pack of epi-pens and a stern warning not to lose track of them again. I could have died. I was reminded of this a dozen times as my mother drove us home. I was reminded another dozen times during dinner and again when I was getting ready for bed. Mom had taken Isa back to school and banned Van from coming over until I had rested. By bedtime, I was ready to pull my hair out. Even so, I understood her concern. She’d already lost her husband, and losing me... well, it would kill her.

An hour into tossing and turning, I heard a light knock on my bedroom window. I stiffened, at first terrified there was a burglar or serial killer there to steal me away. My phone lit up with Van’s name and a text message. I relaxed and climbed out of bed, pulled my curtains back, and pushed my window open.

“Hey, pretty girl,” Van said, then leaned forward and kissed me.

“Do I even want to know how you got on the balcony?” I asked, peering out my window. It wasn’t even a balcony so much as a one-foot space around my window meant as decoration, but somehow, he’d managed to scale the house and lower himself into the tiny space.

“Probably not. Reid told me what happened, and I wanted to come but—”

“It’s okay, really.”

Van took my hand and pressed his lips against my palm. “No, it isn’t. I should have been there. I could have taken care of Bailey if I had been, and you wouldn’t have been distracted. You could have died, and I was freaking out.”

“Yes, my mother reminded me of that a hundred times already, but I’m fine. Reid got me to the nurse’s office, and I got the epi. I’ll be more careful from now on.”

His brow furrowed. “I’ll take care of everything tomorrow. Bailey will leave you alone, and things will calm down soon. You’ll see.”

I wasn’t so sure his optimism was warranted, but I kissed his cheek anyway and leaned out my window just enough to see the stars more clearly. It prompted Van to scoot closer to me. He leaned against the side of the house, but his eyes were nowhere near the sky. Instead, they were still on me. I still hadn’t figured it out. Whatever happened between us made me do a complete turn from hating him to picturing every moment of my future with him. But with him sitting so close to me, focused on me like I really was everything he needed and wanted, I felt pretty. I felt wanted. I felt like someone worth working for.

“Are you really okay, Erin?”

“I’m fine, Van, really. I was scared, but you’ve got a great best friend. He took care of me, and Isa was right there for me. I’ll be more careful.”

He swallowed hard and leaned in to kiss me but slipped. He gasped and grabbed the frame of my window, catching himself before he took the fast way down to the ground. Once he was stabilized, he grinned and kissed me. I knew if my mom walked in to check on me, she’d staple him to the wall and play a game of darts, so I ended the kiss.

“You better get some rest. You picking me up in the morning?”

“Of course. Just one thing before I go.” He handed me a box and said, “Sleep well, beautiful.” He kissed me again, just a quick peck, then maneuvered his way over the roof and down a ladder he must have dragged from his house. He folded it down and jogged across the yard, looking back once. I blew him a kiss, then slipped inside and ripped open the box. Inside was a heart-shaped locket. I popped it open to find two pictures—one of me as a kid with pigtails, the other of him at the same age with his signature grin. I fell backward on my bed, exhausted and elated.

I must have fallen asleep shortly after Van left because when my mother woke me, I was still on top of my covers with my window open. Her soft knock roused me, then she pushed open the door. Red lights flashed through my room, bringing me fully to the present.

“Erin?”

I wiped my eyes and sat. “What’s going on?”

“It’s David. He had some kind of episode, and they’re taking him to the hospital. Corrine asked if I’d go with her. Will you be okay here alone?”

“What about Van?” I asked, pulling on my robe. How could I sit there or go back to sleep knowing Van was awake worrying about his father?

“He’s going, but I’d rather you....” She hesitated and let her gaze drop to the floor. After a moment, she sighed and said, “You can text him. If he wants you to come, I’ll allow it. I know you could have used a friend those nights.”

She turned quickly and hurried down the hall, probably to let her tears fall where I wouldn’t see them. She’d done that from the beginning. Once Dad was diagnosed, she would stay strong in front of me, but I always heard her at night. I heard her cry and my father comforting her, knowing one day he wouldn’t be able to hold her and help her through it anymore. She was right. If I’d had Van back then when all I wanted was a friend who would let me cry without judgment, someone who would hold me and tell me it sucked, but they would sit in that suck with me for as long as it took... well... it wouldn’t have been any easier, but I wouldn’t have been alone, lost in darkness while my mother cried herself to sleep.

I fired off a quick text.

Mom just woke me. Do you want me to come?

I tapped the side of my phone, waiting while those little dots blinked and blinked. I almost threw my phone and ran down the street to be with him, but I also remembered there were times I just needed to process, to be alone and focus on my father. I didn’t want to intrude if this was one of those moments for him.

Finally, my phone dinged.

I’m not sure. I don’t even know what to think. I don’t want you to be tired tomorrow, so stay home, and I’ll call you if I need you to come. 

My heart sank. I wanted so much to be with him, but this was not one of those times. I swallowed down my bruised feelings and replied.

I understand. I’ll keep my phone on and volume up just in case. My mom is on her way.

I put my phone on the nightstand and went to make myself a cup of tea. Mom was locking up without saying goodbye, but I knew it was an accident. She was scared; she remembered this, and I knew it was just an absentminded moment. I made my tea and went back to my room, sure I would stare at my wall all night. My phone was illuminated when I got back to my bed.

I’m scared. 

It was a gut-punch of epic proportions. I knew that feeling, too, and no matter how many times I told myself I would be strong for my father, I was always reduced to a sobbing mess. Truth be told, I was scared, too. David St. Claire had been like a father to me, too. At least, he had been before things went wrong with Van. I swallowed the lump in my throat and started to type, but another message came through before I finished.

Thank you for being here for me. I’m scared, but I know I have you. It helps.

The dots showed up again, indicating he was still typing, so I waited. It took a while, so I sipped my tea and stared at my screen until three words popped up. When they did, I spat my tea out and stared at my phone like it was an alien lifeform. My hand trembled, but the words never changed no matter how many times I read his message.

I love you.

This was not the time to reply with empty words, to tell him I felt the same way just to make him feel better. It would only open a whole host of new problems, not to mention it would make things super awkward between us because I wasn’t there yet. I didn’t... I couldn’t... I paused and closed my eyes. There was hate, and then there was sadness fueled by pain. Had I truly hated Van, or was I so sad that the only way I could control my pain was to project my anger onto him. How did I feel?

I couldn’t pinpoint an exact emotion. I cared about him. I wanted to be with him, and the thought of losing him again made me sick... but did I love him? My phone saved me, at least for a little while, from trying to figure that out.

I’m sorry I just threw that at you. I do love you, but it’s different for me. I understand why you might not feel that way, and it’s okay. Just know that I do, and if you ever feel the same way, you can rest assured you will never be rejected. I’m heading into the hospital. No phones allowed. Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow, pretty girl.

I typed a quick response, something neutral about calling me if things changed, then put my phone down. I sipped my lukewarm tea and snuggled deeper into my bed, leaning against the wall. I knew as I sat there, I would lose my heart. I knew it, but I didn’t care anymore. Like Van, I had been afraid of losing everything I’d known... and then I did. My father died, and everything changed, but if there was one thing my mother had shown me, it was that I could do anything if I truly put my all into it.

Mom had scraped and saved and did everything she could to ensure I was taken care of, even when my older siblings seemed to move on. Sure, they loved us, but it had been Mom and me for a long time. I loved my mother more than anything, and now... I knew that feeling had spread. It grew and opened me up to new possibilities. Van was still Van. When you peeled away all his mistakes, he was still the goofy kid who adored me when we were small. Maybe those feelings never went away?

I looked at my phone again, stared at those three words for a few minutes, then typed something I knew he wouldn’t get until he turned his phone on again. Maybe he would turn it on and see them, and it would make him smile after a long night.

I love you, too, Van. I think I always have.
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Chapter Twelve
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MOM CAME HOME WHILE I was getting ready for school, exhausted and emotionally spent. David stayed in the hospital for observation, but it was just a scare, a bad reaction to one of his medications. Van was home resting, so I drove myself to school in his truck; Mom said he’d insisted since my car door still hadn’t been fixed.

I knew driving his truck would have implications. Of course, it would, but no one seemed to notice or care when I parked in his space and headed inside for what promised to be a long, miserable day. Either his friends knew Van had a rough night, or they felt sorry for me for nearly dying the day before and decided to go easy on me. 

I’d made it all the way to the building without a lot of stares, and then...

“Knock, knock?” Reid said, whispering in my ear. It gave me chills, so I pushed him with a playful grin.

“Who’s there?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

“The interrupting cow.”

I sighed. “The interrupting cow—”

“Moo!”

Isabella giggled and squeezed between us. “How are you feeling today?”

“Tired, and I think I still smell like a hospital, but I’ll be fine.” I glanced up to find Reid staring at me. “I’m fine, honestly. Thanks for getting me to the nurse’s office. You’re a lifesaver.”

Reid finally smiled and spread his arms wide. “I’m a superhero like that. Stick around, and I’ll show you other awesome feats of bravery and villain-crushing power. I laugh in the face of peanut allergies, mwah ha ha!”

“You’re so full of yourself,” Isabella said. “How’s Van?”

Well, that was a loaded question, and since I didn’t know what he’d shared with Reid, I was hesitant to say anything. They would wonder why he wasn’t at school, though, so I tried to come up with something that would ease their minds while not piquing their curiosity. It was, however, unnecessary.

“He told us last night,” Reid said. “Well, he told me, and Isa was over for dinner, so he said I could tell her. How’s his dad?”

“From what my mother said this morning, he’s doing fine. It was a bad reaction to one of the medications. That happened to my dad, too, but not as bad.” I didn’t want to talk about it. I prayed they would change the subject, move on, get a hint. 

Isabella cleared her throat and said, “Well, it’s a private matter, and we’re almost inside. How’s the play going? I heard they need some volunteers for props?”

“Yeah, so we have a big cast for the play, which leaves only a few people for costumes and props. I could ask Mrs. McAlister to add you to the list if you're interested. It’s a full credit if you sign up.”

“That could be fun, yeah?” She waited for Reid to agree, but he shook his head.

“Uh, uh. You’re not dragging me into that mess.” He brushed his hair from his face and offered Isabella his sparkly smile, but it didn’t save him. 

“You like building things. Help a girl out?” Isabella batted her eyelashes and arched her eyebrows. It seemed Reid was as taken by her pouting as she was by his smile.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Fine, if I must.”

We’d reached locker row, but everyone was so preoccupied with something that I didn’t even have to fight to get to mine as usual. I turned the dial and pulled the door open, then leaped back when a burlap bag filled with peanuts spilled out. After having a reaction the day before, I was sure just touching one might trigger another.

“What the—who would do something like that?” Reid asked, then slammed my locker door closed. His cheeks flamed, and his eyes narrowed. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Reid annoyed before, much less seething, but there was no mistaking he’d had enough of the childish antics. “You two head to class. I’ll clean this up and report it.”

“It’s okay. I can—”

Reid shot me a glare that said he planned to do a lot more than clean up the peanuts, and he didn’t want Isabella or me in the middle of it. “Please. I need a minute, okay?” The way he ground his teeth almost made me afraid.

“Come on, Erin. You can borrow my book for second period.” Isabella linked her arm with mine, and we disappeared around the corner just as Reid raised his voice over the din in the hallway.

“I don’t know who did this, but you’re gonna pay for it when I find out! This could kill her!” Everything else faded to a whisper as Isabella hurried us along.

“He’s going to get in trouble, Isa. I don’t want him to get in a fight or something over me!” I looked over my shoulder, which was useless since we’d already turned the corner, but there was no mistaking the noise that erupted in the other hall. I yanked my arm free and ran back toward locker row.

Sure enough, Reid had Bronson—Bailey’s brother—by the shirt collar, his back against the wall. When I ran up to them, I distracted Reid, so Bronson took advantage and punched him in his adorable, perfect face. Isabella gasped, and before I could do or say anything to stop her, she shouldered Bronson right in the gut. Then, an all-out brawl started. I’d never even seen a school fight close-up, let alone been the cause of one, and my heart raced. 

People moved all around me while I tried to pull Isabella out of the mass of students. Only a few were throwing fists, but dozens surrounded the fight. The feisty girl only dragged me in, where things were a lot scarier than they had been on the outside. 

Reid had gotten the upper hand again and returned Bronson’s punch. Then someone reached back to hit, and I got a face full of someone’s elbow. My head snapped back, and I tripped over someone, then landed hard on my back, knocking the wind right out of me. I wheezed and coughed, then tried to wiggle free when someone grabbed my arm and pulled me. Soon, I realized the person was dragging me out of the fray, so I let it happen.

“Are you okay?” Deacon James helped me to my feet, then lifted my chin to check my face. “Ah, that’s gonna look nasty later. Let’s get you outta here.” 

I didn’t have much say in the matter, not when he had a vice grip on my hand and my backpack in his other hand. He ran down the hallway, dodging students who’d come to see the fight. I heard teachers yelling over the students, and I knew Reid and Isabella were in big trouble because of me. Once we were a few yards from the theater, Deacon released my hand and slung my backpack over his shoulder. He paused to take a breath, then looked over at me.

“What was that about? I saw Reid take a swing, then everything went crazy back there.” He wiped his forehead and opened the door, letting me enter first.

“Uh... I don’t know exactly how the fight started, but it was because someone filled my locker with peanuts.”

Deacon paused and ran a hand through his black hair, now damp with sweat from adrenaline and running through the school. “What? Aren’t you allergic to peanuts? I thought that’s why you left yesterday?”

I caught my breath and wiped my forehead, feeling like I’d just run a marathon. I wanted to check on Isabella and Reid, come to their defense, but I also worried if I tried to argue for them—with my luck—I’d end up getting them expelled or carted off to military school.

“Yes. I accidentally ate peanut butter yesterday, and it was not fun.”

“I wouldn’t think so. Why would someone do that? Was it Bronson?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I wasn’t there when it all went down, but I would say yes. Bailey is not happy about Van and me.”

Deacon chuckled. “Yeah, half the school is not happy about you and Van, but they’ll get over it. So, is that what the flyer was about, too?”

“What flyer?” I asked, pausing as we walked into the main theater where our classmates convened on stage for the next part of our table read.

Deacon swallowed and scratched the back of his neck, then shifted his weight. “I thought you saw it. There were flyers posted yesterday. They were set up like an advertisement requesting someone date the orphan girl and free Van from his servitude.”

I stopped cold. That must have been the paper that Van had snatched off the wall before I saw it. No one else had said anything, so I wasn’t sure how many there had been or who had seen them. I groaned and covered my face. “I knew it would be bad, but I never expected things to go this far. Who saw them?”

“A lot of people, but I ripped down as many as I could.”

I dropped my hands when my head shot up. “You... you did?”

Deacon blushed and nodded. “Well, yeah. No one deserves that, especially not you. I mean, I’m bummed I missed my chance, but that was just uncalled for. Bailey is a piece of work.”

“Missed your chance for what? Getting them all down?”

He smirked and shook his head, then nodded toward the stage. “Never mind that. We’re gonna be late.”

I followed him to the stage where people were already talking about the fight. Hannah separated from the rest and met me at the side. Her eyes were already wide, but when she reached me, her mouth fell open. “Erin, are you aware you’re getting a black eye? Was this from the fight?”

I didn’t have time to answer. Mrs. McAlister approached me with pursed lips and annoyance written all over her face. “Miss Carpenter, you’re wanted in the principal’s office. Take your things, please.”

My heart sank, and my anxiety skyrocketed. This was it. This was the beginning of the end. I just knew it. My mother would freak out and put me in private school over the peanut thing, and once she knew I’d been involved in a fight, I’d be lucky if she let me leave the house again. Hannah and Deacon watched as I walked, dejected, back up the aisle toward the exit.

The halls had cleared, and the janitor was cleaning up what was left of the peanuts—now crushed all over the floor along with ripped papers and other items. I hurried around to avoid the peanuts and dust, then headed toward the main office.

Several students, including Reid and Isabella, sat separated, waiting their turn in the principal’s office. Reid winced when Isabella touched his split eyebrow, then giggled when he said something to her. I didn’t hear, but I was glad he wasn’t beaten to a pulp. He spied me standing and nodded, then scooted over on the bench for me to join.

I huffed when I sat, wishing I could just go home and try again. “I’m so sorry, Reid. I wanted to help, but I guess I just caused even more trouble.”

“Are you kidding me? I’m not mad at you, apple fritter. This has gone on long enough.” Reid shoulder nudged me. “We’re alright, you and me.”

“Yeah, I just fully expect you to take down a boy twice your size if I ever need it,” Isabella added.

She brought out a smile I didn’t think I had. “I’ll do my best.”

“Miss Carpenter?” The guidance counselor, Mr. Granson, called me to his office. Reid and Isa wished me luck, but I wasn’t sure luck was on my side, not lately.

Mr. Granson sat behind his desk and laced his fingers together in front of him, an authoritative display if I’d ever seen one. “Is it true that someone filled your locker with peanuts as a practical joke?”

“Someone put them in there, yes. If it was a practical joke, it wasn’t funny. I’m severely allergic.” My voice wavered but didn’t break.

“Do you know who did it?”

“I have suspicions, but I don’t know for sure, sir.”

“How did you get a bruise under your eye? The fight?”

“Yes, sir. I tried to pull my friend out of the mess and caught an elbow to the eye. I’m... I’m sorry this happened. I didn’t want—”

Mr. Granson held up his hand, silencing me. “That will be all, Miss Carpenter.”

I was dismissed, unceremoniously dumped out the door while my friends remained to hear their fate. Two days of suspension for Reid and Isabella, and a week for Bronson, who had, it seemed, thought it would be hilarious to stuff my locker full of something that could kill me. Nothing happened to me, not even detention. In fact, no one bothered me for the rest of the day.

I finished the entire school day alone, except for Hannah and Deacon checking in on me at lunch. They deemed it necessary though they didn’t stick around to eat with me for some reason. I sat alone, dejected and frustrated, while everyone else went on with their lives.

By the time I got back to Van’s truck that afternoon, I was exhausted, but I knew Hazel wouldn’t let me skip out on our girl’s night. I’d invited Isabella, but she wouldn’t be able to go now, not after her parents came down on her for fighting. When I pulled into my driveway, I spied Reid’s car parked at Van’s house. I assumed he’d left school and went straight to his best friend’s house, but much to my surprise, I heard them talking at the back of my house.

Instead of going inside, I walked around back to find the entire treehouse had been deconstructed and lay all over the backyard. 

“What are you two doing?” The smell of cookies wafted toward me, distracting me for only a second before Isabella pushed out the back door. “What is happening right now?”

“Your mom said we could come over and wait for you,” Isabella said. “My parents were annoyed about the fight, but after I explained it to them, they did something really weird.”

“What’s that?” I asked, clutching Van’s keys.

“They said they were proud of me. I guess if you defend your friends, it makes a difference. Anyway, I’m not allowed to go with you to the thing tonight, but they said I could come and check on you. Also, your mom gave me her cookie recipe.”

I blinked and looked around, confused. There hadn’t been that many people milling around my house since... Well, since Saturday, but I had been home then. It was odd to come home and find people—friends—waiting for me. Van slinked up beside me and kissed my cheek. I sank into him, desperate for the comfort of his embrace.

“Hey, pretty girl. I missed you so much.”

“Ew, enough of that! We have a treehouse to rebuild!” Reid waved a hammer at Van, but my boyfriend ignored him in favor of cuddling me.

“I’ll call Hazel and see if we can reschedule,” I said.

“Nope. Isabella has to head home soon, and the only thing Reid and I plan to do is work on this treehouse. I needed to work off some frustration, and Reid’s parents agreed to let him help me. I guess physical labor is his punishment for fighting, and....” Van stopped mid-sentence and stepped in front of me. He lifted my chin, and his eyes grew wide, frenzied with pure, unadulterated anger. “Who did that?” he asked, pointing to my eye while staring at Reid.

Reid climbed down the tree and dropped his hammer. “I dunno. It didn’t look that bad at school.” Reid inspected my eye and hissed. “Wow, that’s way worse. Have you even looked at it, Erin?”

“No, but I feel it. Is it bad?”

Isabella laughed. “Is it bad? Honey, it’s purple, and you look like a raccoon. I thought you knew that.”

I pressed my fingers against my eye and winced. “Ouch. That kinda stings.”

Van, who evidently needed something to take care of, hoisted me onto his back. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on. “Come on, lightweight. Let’s get that eye taken care of, and maybe your mom won’t kill me.”

And just like when we were kids, Van helped me with my boo-boos and kissed my nose, reminding me that he had a lot of sides. He was so gentle and caring with a tender touch, but those eyes—oceans of blue churning with anger—they said someone would pay for what happened, and it worried me.

“Van, whoever hit me did it by accident. It was an elbow, and I was in the way. You know that, right?”

His jaw tensed while he patted my cheek dry. I hadn’t even noticed it had been scratched until he wiped it clean, then handed me an ice pack. “I know that. It’s the peanuts that infuriate me. They know you’re allergic. I’m gonna take care of it tomorrow, I promise. No fights, just me letting them know where things stand, okay?”

He tipped my chin up again, waiting for me to kiss him. I did, then leaped from the counter and tagged him. “You’re it!” 

I ran through the house and busted out the back door, ready to run, but I’d forgotten Van’s teammate and best friend. He grabbed me around the waist and tossed me into Van’s arms, then went after his own girlfriend, inciting a childish yet oh so needed game of tag. The fight had been forgotten. The peanuts and flyers and ridiculous bullying had been dismissed, and we just had fun. Four friends, some old and some new, just being kids.
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Chapter Thirteen
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HAZEL’S FATHER BLINKED several times and stepped aside to let me in. No doubt, my black eye was more than a little concerning for an ER doctor, so I made sure to address it right away. I pointed to my eye and shook my head.

“Never try to break up a school fight,” I said, trying to keep my voice light and airy. He didn’t buy it, but he didn’t call me on it.

“That might be one of the best shiners I’ve seen on anyone. The girls are out back making s’mores. Feel free to raid the fridge for something to drink.” He waved toward the kitchen before heading back to the living room with his wife.

I grabbed bottled water and slid out the back door. Hazel and Rose discussed the proper way to construct smores while Dizzy and Darcy looked at them both like they had marbles for brains. There was something to be said about Hazel’s towering treat, though. There was another girl there I didn’t recognize sitting a bit farther from the fire.

“Hey, there,” I said, earning everyone’s attention.

“Erin! You made it! What on earth happened to your eye?” Hazel asked.

“Uh, long story short, a horrible prank led to a fight that I tried to break up, and I earned a souvenir.”

“Yeesh. Looks like it hurts. Have a seat, and I’ll show you the right way to make these.” Hazel shoved a s’more in my hands while Rose continued her argument that the chocolate was necessary as a good base, and anything other than solid chocolate was a crime. Hazel had given me one with another type of candy bar.

“I assume there are no peanuts?” I asked.

“Nope. I didn’t buy anything with peanuts. I remembered.” Hazel pushed the bag of marshmallows closer to Dizzy, who had a mouth full of fluff.

“I saw your dad yesterday after an unfortunate situation with a sandwich. Actually, this hasn’t been a good week.” I slouched in my seat, noticing the girl I didn’t know was quiet but smiled frequently. She surprised me when she shifted in her seat and spoke to me.

“You sound stressed. What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Erin, this is Becca, Daniel’s sister.” 

“Oh, sorry. I should have introduced myself before barging into your life. Being mostly blind leaves me with a lot to be curious about, so I end up asking questions and thinking later.”

I chuckled and leaned forward to roast another marshmallow. “It’s fine, really. I don’t mind the questions, but I’m not sure it’s anything you would want to hear about.”

“You are dating Van St. Claire, your former arch-nemesis and the king of the school. We have a lot of questions, and we definitely want to hear,” Hazel said. “Also, can I just say how upset I am that Rose got the details before me?”

Another smile took my lips, and I settled in to dish about my new boyfriend—the only one I’d ever had. “I don’t know, really. I guess there’s just some stuff he’s going through that only I would understand, so we got close again really fast. It’s been great with him, but Bailey Fields is on the rampage. The whole incident yesterday with the sandwich was because I was distracted, and the fight today was Reid getting into it with her brother over my locker full of peanuts. Then there was a flyer or something about me.”

“I am so glad I’m not in high school anymore,” Dizzy said. “College has its own dramas, but this petty queen bee stuff doesn’t happen.”

“I’m not so sure. I’ve had some run-ins with entitled, selfish brats,” Darcy added. I’d only met her a few times, never spent any time with her, but she seemed like a lot of fun—a lot of terrifying, nerve-wracking fun. I knew she lost her sister, and it fueled her daring side, but we ran in different groups at school.

“Well, hopefully, Bailey will get over it soon, maybe find some other boy to torture,” I said.

“Can I ask why you were enemies?” Becca asked.

“He wanted to be popular, and it came at my expense.”

Becca crinkled her nose and said, “With friends like that, who needs enemies? I’m glad I’m homeschooled sometimes. Actually, that’s all the time.”

“Sometimes I wish I could homeschool, but it’s senior year. I’m almost done, right?” I settled back in the chair and pulled the marshmallow apart into gooey strings of goodness. Then I remembered Bailey’s threat. “Oh, yeah, I’m supposed to ask you to save our butts and help me figure out some new tricks for regionals.”

“Is that Bailey’s request or yours?” Hazel asked.

“Bailey’s demand, actually, but I do kind of want to win regionals again. My mom missed it last year.” 

Shadows passed over Hazel’s face—doubt, frustration, worry—but she jumped up, brushed her hands off, and grabbed me. “Alright, let’s do this thing. Rose, can you help us out?”

“I’m not a cheerleader, Hazel, remember?”

“No, but you can help. Dizzy? Darcy?”

“Sure, why not?” Darcy said, then plopped her half-eaten s’more on the table. Dizzy reluctantly followed her while Becca clapped.

“Becca, can you find us something... hmm... upbeat and peppy, obviously, but something no one would expect?” Hazel asked, then turned to me. “Becca is somewhat of a prodigy with the violin and has a great ear for music. She’ll find us something spectacular, and she ‘s also great with choreography, like she sees it in her mind along with the music.”

“It’s thanks to you giving me my first violin, you know,” Becca said. 

Hazel blushed and ducked her head like she remembered something, a fond memory, then got into position. A haunting melody came from Becca’s phone, a violin solo soon joined by a thundering symphony. It wasn’t typical for a cheer routine, but once I saw Hazel moving, I realized it was genius.

“Here, try this,” she said, then executed a few dance steps. I followed, then repeated everything she did from there. “What do you think?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I like it so far. What if we add some tosses early in?”

“You can, but then you’ll need to finish super strong. If you start tricks that early in the routine, the judges will expect it to increase through the routine until you’re practically dizzy, Erin.”

I’d made a lot of faith leaps over the previous few days, and despite my run-ins with Bailey, those leaps had brought positive results. It was time to pull a Hazel—go big or go home. “Let’s do it.”

Hazel’s grin spread wide, then she really got to work. Like me, Darcy was small, and since she was used to terrifying leaps of faith, she offered to be the first thrown in the air. 

“Don’t worry. I took gymnastics for years. I can land on my feet.” She winked and put one foot in Rose’s hands and the other in Hazel’s. Before I knew it, she was soaring through the air, tucking, then spinning out into a twist before landing squarely on both feet. She bowed, then climbed up to do it again.

“I’m not sure I can do that,” I admitted. The girls on the squad were too afraid to do much more than a few tosses, and trusting Bailey Fields not to throw me across the gymnasium was like trusting a crocodile not to eat your arm if you tried to pet it.

“Of course, you can. Erin, I’ve seen you do a lot of things you didn’t think you could do,” Hazel said. Dizzy offered to steady me while I stepped into their clasped hands.

Darcy grinned. “Okay, when you jump, wait until you peak to tuck and use that momentum to throw you into the twist. Don’t worry about falling. I’m stronger than I look, I promise.” Darcy spotted me while I stepped down into Hazel and Rose’s hands, the extra boost I’d need to get the necessary height. Ideally, we’d have two guys on the team to really throw me up, but I knew the Simmons sisters were strong enough.

“Ready?” Rose asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” I said, then dipped down with them and jumped when they flung me up. I pulled my legs tight and tucked them under at the peak, then threw them back out and into a twist. I only made a half-twist and landed a little unsteady, but I knew what I did wrong. “Again,” I said. 

We practiced for two hours before everyone was exhausted, and Becca had helped us choreograph an entire routine to her music choice. Hazel was right. Becca was a genius just like her brother, but of a different sort.

A motorcycle pulled into the side yard, its rider clad in jeans and a black leather jacket, paired with a bright red helmet. Hazel squealed and ran over just as Daniel pulled the helmet off. She kissed him. I’d thought it was a girl’s night but found I wasn’t all that disappointed Daniel had shown up. 

“That squeal must mean my brother is here,” Becca said. 

“Yes, giant tree boy has arrived bearing a bag of more junk food,” Rose said.

Daniel and Hazel wandered back to the fire, where Daniel dropped the bag of food. “No worries. I’m not here to ruin girl’s night. Just fulfilling my lady’s request for more sugar-filled treats. Does anyone need anything else?”

“I need a ride!” Dizzy screamed and attacked Daniel from behind. She landed on his back, and he took off across the yard, bouncing Dizzy all over. The two made their way around to the front yard, leaving me staring after them.

“That’s completely normal for them, don’t worry,” Rose said just as Daniel emerged from the side of the house again, still running with Dizzy on his back. He passed the fire and dropped her right in Rose’s lap, then he poked Rose in the side, eliciting a squeal.

“Why you—I’m coming for you!” Rose tossed Dizzy and ran after Daniel, and before I knew it, I was embroiled in another game of tag with a whole other set of people. It occurred to me that we were adults—all of us eighteen or older, most of the others in college—and we had no business playing like little children. But then again, maybe it was good for us? Maybe, just maybe, those games of tag with friends, no matter how old we were, were life’s way of giving us a break. It beat us up a lot, so it seemed only fair it let us break loose from time to time.

After tag and another round of Hazel and Rose arguing over smores, Daniel left, and things quieted down. I’d even gotten a piggyback ride of my own when I wasn’t running fast enough for Daniel to get away from Rose. I was in his way, so he just picked me up over his shoulder and took off, somehow orienting me on his back as he ran. 

But as all things must, our good time came to an end, and I had to head home. It was a school night, and my mother still hadn’t seen my black eye. 

“You sure you can’t stay the night?” Hazel asked.

“I wish, but Mom is a little weird about that.” She was more than a little weird about it. Ever since Dad died, she’d kept me super close.

“Okay, well, keep me posted about the routine and let me know if you need more help. I hate that Bailey got the captain position, but you’ll be the center of attention at the show with those tricks.” 

“Thanks, Hazel. I appreciate it.” She hugged me and waved as I pulled from her drive, then, as if she suddenly remembered something, she chased me down. I rolled down my window as she reached me. “Sorry, I just wanted to say there are a lot of Bailey’s in the world. I had mine with Sarah, and I know it seems so big and complicated when you’re in the middle of it, but we have a way of overcomplicating things. Just trust your gut and stick to your morals. If Van is your Daniel, you’ll see it. You’ll know, instinctively.”

My lips parted, but it was hard to say anything. What did one say to that? So, I nodded and said, “Thanks, Hazel.” 

There was something there, a worry in her eyes I couldn’t quite figure out, but as I drove away, she smiled and waved again, then went back inside. My house was only a few miles away, so I was home in a flash with fifteen minutes to spare before curfew. Mom’s car was in the garage, so I parked Van’s truck behind my car. Up on the porch, a shadow passed back and forth on the swing.

“Hey,” Van said when I stepped onto the porch. “I missed you. Did you have a good time at Hazel’s?”

I kissed his cheek and sat beside him, pulling my legs up to my chest. “Yeah, I did. She helped me with some stuff for the routine. Maybe Bailey won’t freak out and kick me off the squad at least.”

Van frowned and shifted to face me. “I tried calling her, but she either ignored my call or her phone was dead. Who knows. I’ll try to talk to her tomorrow, smooth things over, and just tell her to move on.  Other guys want to date her.”

“Yeah, I think it’s less about the number of guys who follow her around with their tongues hanging out and a lot more about losing you to me. It’s about me, Van, not her ability to score hot guys.”

He groaned and pushed us again, then lifted his feet. “Present company excluded, why are girls so mean? We broke up two months ago. It’s not like I dumped her for... Okay, I did dump her because I wanted this with you, but she doesn’t know that. Besides, it’s not the only reason.”

I rubbed my arms, chilled enough for him to notice. Van scooted closer and pulled me against him to share his coat. “Why else?”

“I need to tell you?” He laughed, then said, “She’s controlling, overbearing, manipulative, emotionally abusive, and I have no idea what I ever saw in her. I mean, I guess a long time ago, she wasn’t so awful, but high school has changed her, too.”

“I don’t remember a time she wasn’t awful, so I’ll have to take your word for it. I’m sure if she can salvage her reputation, she’ll get over it. Right now, it looks like you broke up with her for me.”

“Which we established I kinda did.” He rubbed little circles over the back of my hand.

“Right, but it was two months ago. And you had no idea this would work out.”

He scoffed and waved his free hand over his face. “Like you could have said no to this. Please.” 

I pursed my lips and leaped from the swing fast enough that it dumped him on his butt. He grabbed me and pulled me down, cushioned my fall by catching me, then plopped me on the porch beside him. I tickled him, but he wasn’t nearly as ticklish as he was when we were kids, so he just squirmed away.

“Okay, okay. So, let’s think this through. If her feelings are hurt because she thinks it looks like you broke up with her for me, then why don’t we just... change how people see it? Start a rumor that she broke up with you?”

“Except a lot of people saw us break up. They know it was me.” Van frowned.

“What happened, anyway? I know it was a public argument, but I never heard the details. I mean, I didn’t want the details, so I guess I just ignored the stories.”

“It was nothing.” His tone was clipped and annoyed, so I didn’t push. I did, however, sigh. “I’m sorry. It was just frustrating. I mentioned something about you, something we did when we were little, and she got jealous. An argument ensued, and she said some things about you I didn’t like. It led to a louder argument, and finally, I told her to get lost, only maybe not that exact way and maybe not as nice.”

Anxiety, my old friend, burned in my chest. “Oh. Well... I guess that’s why she hates me so much. Not only did you choose me, but you also publicly humiliated her.” If Bailey wasn’t so awful, I might have felt sorry for her.

“I probably could have handled it better, sure, but I had just found out about my Dad, so I wasn’t feeling overly forgiving and friendly. Anyway, I’m sure I’ll figure something out. It’s curfew time, plus I’m sure you’ll need to explain this black eye to your mom. Should I come in with you?”

I glanced at the window, still illuminated, which meant she hadn’t gone to her room for the night. In fairness, I hadn’t done anything wrong, but I knew she wouldn’t be happy. She’d call the school, and if Bailey got wind about that, she’d probably call me a snitch or some other thing that would pin her brother’s suspension all on me.

“No, I’ll just tell her what happened and pray she goes easy on me.”

“Okay, well, if you need me, you know how to reach me.” He brushed my messy hair from my face, his expression turning brighter. “By the way, I didn’t want to say anything in front of everyone earlier, but I got your message.”

My breath escaped me, and my lungs seized. I flapped my mouth like a fish out of water, desperate to think of something to say about that message. Instead, Van kissed me and nuzzled my nose. 

“I’m happy, Erin. You make me happy, so don’t worry about it. Get some rest, and I’ll see you in the morning.” He kissed me and took his keys, then jumped off the porch and disappeared into the night, leaving me to face the wrath of Mom.
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Chapter Fourteen
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AFTER ONLY A FEW DAYS, it had become customary for Van to pick me up for school. It had also become commonplace to ignore stares and the occasional comment. Unfortunately, I was also used to Bailey and her inability to move on with someone else. Anyone else, God bless his poor, poor soul. Van had gone to his locker while I was at mine, wishing Isa and Reid were there. Two days without them felt like an eternity.

“Here’s the thing,” Bailey said, leaning against the locker beside mine. “I’m sure I told you to stay away from Van, not ride to school with him. What will it take for you to get a hint?”

I slammed my locker closed and zipped my bag, then slung it over my shoulder without a word. If ever there was a substance that would just make a person disappear, I would have paid good money for a whole bottle of it—for her or me, I wasn’t sure, but it would have been great.

“Are you listening to me? Stay away from—”

“I don’t have to do what you say. In fact, unless you want me to report what your brother did to the police, stay away from me. My mom is mad enough.”

“My brother didn’t do it. You can’t prove it.” She brushed her hair over her shoulder with ease and confidence, then practically pushed someone over to keep up with me. “Anyway, this is your last warning. Van will be mine again, so just accept it and move on while you still can.”

I stopped walking, forcing her to stutter step so she could keep her icy glare on me. “Is that a threat? Please,” I said, stepping forward. “Please, let it be a threat so I can fight back this time.”

Bailey swallowed and straightened her back, her eyes darting around. 

I’d had enough. Just... enough already. 

“It’s a promise, Error.”

I smiled and stepped closer, forcing her back against the wall. “Bring it on, Bailey. Whatever you think you have, bring it on. Or maybe you should move on because Van has made it very clear he wants to be with me, not you.”

Bailey’s eyes flamed, and her face scrunched. “Why you—”

“Hey, gorgeous.” Van slid his arm around my waist and kissed my cheek, then glanced at Bailey. “Everything okay?”

I smoothed my shirt and cleared my throat, now terrified I had just provoked a rabid beast who would undoubtedly bring everything she had to use against me. Was I a crazy person? What had I done? 

“It’s... it’s fine. I need to get to class.” I darted toward the theater with Van, but he was so tense I hardly made any headway. 

“No, this is enough. This ends now.” Van turned around, practically dragging me with him. Bailey, with several of her friends and some she shared with Van—including Hannah—had crowded around. “We’re over, Bailey. I tried to be nice about it and let you walk away with some dignity, but this has gone too far. Stop acting like a crazy stalker, leave Erin alone, and go do something with your life besides bullying innocent people.”

“Are you kidding me? You’re choosing her? Her?” Bailey threw her hands in the air and shrieked. “You’re the one who started all the jokes about her, or have you forgotten that? Suddenly, just because you say so, we’re supposed to... what... let her pretend she’s someone special around here? Well, she’s not, and the faster she remembers that, the better.”

Before Van replied, one of his friends stepped forward. “Are you really walking away from all your friends for a girl? For this girl?”

Everyone watched us. My cheeks were on fire, and my palms sweat, but hiding behind Van was almost impossible. People even crowded behind us to see the action, the final showdown between the popular kids and the boy who got away, stolen from them by the so-called poor orphan girl, the nobody.

Van snickered. “No. I’d never walk away from my friends for a girl.”

My heart paused, some small voice telling me I told you so. This was the ultimate setup, the biggest prank Van had ever played. I started to retreat, to wiggle free from his grip, but he only tightened it and looked down at me.

“But I would absolutely walk away for the girl. For this girl, I’d do anything.” His gaze swept from me back to his former friends. “I never should have left her in the first place, so just let it go. Accept it and just... let it go.”

Van’s former friend stepped forward as if to punch Van, but little Hannah stepped between them and linked her arm with mine. 

“And on that note,” she said, “I believe I will also take my leave.” She glanced over her shoulder at Bailey, whose broiler burned hotter than a steam locomotive, then shrugged. “I gotta say, this parting ain’t all that sorrowful. It’s been fun, but I’ve got things to do.”

I was in a stupor. I wanted to be in control of my own life, to contribute to the parting of ways, but I was stunned into complete silence. All I could do was walk away, eyes glazed over, mouth agape, with Van and Hannah on either side of me. We had made it all the way to the theater, gone inside and taken our seats, and even pulled the scripts before anyone said anything else.

Hannah leaned in close. “You okay, there?”

I blinked, my death grip wrinkling the script sheets, and nodded. Then shook my head. I was so confused about how to feel I alternated between shaking and nodding until I finally said, “What did we do? Oh my gosh, she’s gonna kill me! I’m a dead woman walking!”

Van smoothed my hair and ran a thumb over my cheek. “I’m sorry, but I’m sure she’ll get over it soon. What can she do? The whole school saw that, and if she tried anything, everyone would know it was her. Even teachers saw. She can’t really do much and get away with it.”

“My mom was so mad, Van. She wanted to call the police about the peanuts in my locker. If anything else happens—”

“Shh... I know. I know, pretty girl. Give her some time to cool down. She’ll realize I’m not worth the work and leave you alone.”

“Ha! We just gave her more fuel for the fire. I’m not cut out for this. What am I supposed to do?” I was shaking with fear. I just knew Bailey would find something new to torture me with every day until we graduated. I’d have to go into witness protection, hide in my basement, live off the land until she was well on her way to college. 

“Erin, you stood up for yourself. It was brave, and it’s the Erin I know and love. You never let anyone mess with you when we were kids, and I know—”

I sighed and interrupted Van. “When we were kids, I hadn’t been picked on and bullied for ten years, Van. Since then, I’ve learned to lay low and blend in. I can’t exactly do that when I’m dating the most popular guy in school, can I?”

Van flinched. I replayed what I said in my mind and really heard it.

“I’m sorry. I... I didn’t mean it like that, but it is true. I just meant there’s no way I can hide from her, and standing up to her might lead to more problems.”

“Standing up to her might also encourage more people to do it, Erin. There are a lot of us like you who are sick of the Bailey’s of the world telling us what to do. Do you know she told a freshman to walk into traffic last week because she had the nerve to wear the same dress she did?” Hannah asked.

I rolled my eyes. Of course, I knew. I’d been there hiding in the shadows. I’d also been the one who told the girl she looked beautiful and shouldn’t let Bailey make her feel less than worthy. The girl had changed by lunchtime. I wasn’t exactly one to inspire the masses.

Van had gone quiet, and Mrs. McAlister entered, distracting me from my problems for an hour. Surprisingly, the rest of the day was relatively uneventful, probably because Bailey went home sick, which was code for going home to plot my death. I had almost forgotten about cheer practice until I spied Van with his gym bag. Fortunately, I had a chance at a decent practice with Bailey gone.

Without Isa, there was no buffer between the other girls and me, also known as Bailey’s sidekicks, minions, and groupies. Even so, I hoped with Hazel’s routine ideas, they might at least tolerate me for two hours. I changed and rushed out to the gymnasium, where the guys were already doing warm-ups. It was odd seeing Van without Reid, but I had to focus on cheer, so I averted my eyes and approached the group, already whispering about me.

“Hey,” I said, fidgeting with my ponytail. “So, I saw Hazel, and she showed me some cool stuff if you want to talk about it. I mean... it’s what Bailey asked me to do, so....”

I was met with nothing but glares and icicle eyes until Marybeth stood. “Fine. Tell us what she suggested, and we’ll see what we think.”

“Uh, okay, so she had a partial dance routine we can add to or whatever you want, but the new tricks, I think, will put us at an advantage if you’re up for them all?”

“How many?” Marybeth asked.

“A lot, but the momentum of the music should keep us energized through the whole thing.”

A round of sighs echoed in our corner of the gym. “Well, let’s learn the tricks first. That way, there’s time to adjust if we need to,” Melanie said.

Fifteen minutes later, we were ready to attempt the first one. Marybeth and Melanie took Rose and Hazel’s positions while Lena spotted me. I lifted into their hands and had a moment of panic. I’d leaped with them dozens... hundreds of times... but that was before Bailey outright hated me. Before Van, I was just one of her minions on the squad. Now... I shook off the panic and stood straight. 

“Ready?” Marybeth asked. I nodded and bent my knees as they lowered, then tossed me into the air. I executed the twist with perfection, but my landing was slightly off. The gym floor was much different than the grass in Hazel’s backyard, so I needed to adjust.

We tried the same trick a few more times before it felt exactly right, then Marybeth said, “Do you think you could do a full flip then a twist? If we gave you more height?”

I wiped my sweaty forehead and said, “Uh... maybe?”

“Let’s get a pad out here just in case and give it a try.” Marybeth motioned for one of the newer girls to get the floor pads while we discussed the routine. Once she returned, I was back in the air again. I tried three times before I managed to get a complete flip and a twist, but the landing was short. I needed more height.

“One more time,” Marybeth said, so we went again.

The second they lifted me, I felt Melanie’s grip tighten and pull me slightly off balance. My momentum was skewed, so I fell forward and headed toward the mat, only... the mat had shifted and was nowhere near beneath me. Marybeth overcompensated to try to cushion my fall, but it was no use. I landed on my side with my left arm beneath me. 

Marybeth gasped and kneeled beside me. “Erin! Erin, are you okay?”

Melanie giggled and high-fived Lauren, who happened to be Bailey’s best friend. Melanie had done it on purpose? How could anyone inflict actual harm on someone over a boy? Why would they want me to fall just because Bailey was mad at me?

Marybeth’s eyes narrowed, and she stood. “Call her an ambulance! I think her arm is broken. Now!” The girls scattered, and Marybeth kneeled beside me again. “I heard a crack, and your arm is... not right. Don’t move, Erin.”

“Don’t pretend you’re not happy,” I said, jerking away from her.

Green eyes widened, and her mouth fell open, then she closed her eyes and sighed. “I get why you might think that, but I’m not happy you got hurt, Erin. I’m not that mean.”

“Well, Melanie is, apparently.”

“Bailey probably told her to do it. I shouldn’t have agreed to the tricks today.” She tucked her wavy red hair behind her ear. “This is ridiculous. Van’s hot and everything, but she’s gone off the deep end over him, for sure. Speaking of your boyfriend—”

“Erin!” Van slid on his knees, squeaking across the gym floor, and stopped beside me. “What happened?”

“She fell from about eight feet up, Van. What do you think happened?” Marybeth squeezed between Van and me, keeping him from picking me up. “Don’t move her. I think her arm is broken.”

It was definitely broken if the pain radiating up my arm was any indication. I tried to stay in one place, but the angle I fell put a lot of pressure on the arm, so I rolled slowly to my back, sending pain spiraling up and down my arm. I squeaked as tears dribbled over my cheeks. Melanie, who had been pacing, stopped and stared at me. She had gone too far, and she knew it.

Once the ambulance arrived, I was loaded up and taken back to the hospital. Van promised to call my mother and meet us there, while Marybeth apologized again for something she didn’t even do. I wondered, if only briefly, if she would tell the coach what Melanie had done.

I waited in the ER for almost an hour before I finally got an x-ray, then I was met with a familiar face... again.

“Erin Carpenter, you are having the worst week of anyone I’ve ever known. What happened now?”

“I fell in cheer practice,” I mumbled, already in more pain than I cared to mention.

“I see,” Dr. Simmons said. He didn’t push, which was a good thing since I had no desire to explain what happened. “The good news is you won’t need surgery. The bad news is, you definitely need a cast, no cheer for eight weeks.”

“That’s actually good news. I hate it, and I quit.” I grit my teeth to keep from lacing together every expletive I knew. My mom was stuck in traffic, so I had to wait for the hospital to get her permission before even getting pain medication. It hadn’t kicked in yet, so I was still in pain and cranky.

“Well, that’s up to you, but for at least eight weeks, you’ll need to be careful with that arm. I’ll write you a prescription for pain medication, and they’ll be in soon to cast the arm.” His gaze lifted from his chart to me. “I’m really sorry, Erin. I get the feeling this is about more than a nasty fall. If you want to talk about it, I’m all ears. Or you can call Hazel or speak to your mom. Just know you have people willing to listen and help if you need it.”

I smiled, weak and pathetic. “Thanks. I appreciate it, Dr. Simmons.”

And so, I left the hospital for the second time in a week with a brand-new cast—in purple, because why not—and a downright irate mother and boyfriend. There was no doubt my mother would visit the school now, but how could I prove Melanie had let me fall on purpose? Not just let me fall, but purposely put me off balance and kicked the mat away.

Reid and Isa, good-hearted to their core, were waiting for us when we pulled into the drive. Mom glanced over at me, then into the rearview to see Van. “Half an hour, Erin, then you need some rest.”

She left us on the porch and let the door slam on her way in.

“Wow. She’s furious,” Isa said. “She didn’t even say hello.”

“She’s worried,” I admitted and sat in Reid’s vacated seat beside Isa. 

Reid leaned against the house while Van sat on the front porch steps, brooding. Reid frowned, then said, “Well, at least the cast is cool. I mean, it’s purple and... and... Okay, I’ve got nothing. I wanted to cheer you up, but I don’t know what to say.”

Isa’s face softened, and she smiled at her boyfriend. “It’s a sweet thought, but she probably just needs rest, like her mom said.

“Oh, no,” I said, grabbing her before she escaped. “I at least need my friends to sign it.”

“Well, yeah.” Isa rolled her eyes, and I pulled a marker from my bag. The cast was a bit dark for anything legible, but she drew a few hearts, wrote her name under them, and handed the marker to Reid.

In bold, giant letters, he wrote, Erin is awesome!!!!

I chuckled because the small sentiment actually did cheer me up, and I had a good feeling breaking my arm would be the final thing Bailey and her minions planned for me. Anything more would surely get them all in trouble... if I could prove it.

Van drew my name in an intricate script, then gently rotated my arm and wrote Van loves above it. He traced circles over my fingertips as he wrote, lost in his own world. I knew he blamed himself, but neither of us—not even me—could have anticipated Melanie being so vindictive. And when she realized I really was injured, even she was worried. I still wanted her to pay for it, but at least I knew it had gone farther than she intended. Maybe it would stop now.

That’s the thing about thinking... wishing... hoping. No matter how much you do it, it doesn’t really change anything.
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Chapter Fifteen
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AFTER A LENGTHY DISCUSSION with Mrs. McAlister, she was convinced my arm would heal in time for the play. I’d have some physical therapy to do, but there was no reason to believe it would interfere with our production. Reid and Isa were back at school, and it seemed for a short while everyone was pleased that I’d learned my lesson and would no longer be on the cheer squad. I was replaced within a few hours.

I made it through the rest of the day, even a grueling math test I’d hardly had time to study for, thanks to two days spent in the hospital. I missed two days of instruction but did my best to work through the problems based on what little I did know and studied. All in all, I thought I at least passed the test.

But in my final class, things went downhill fast.

“Miss Carpenter, Vice Principal Fredericks would like to see you in her office, please,” Mrs. Smith said the moment I passed into her classroom.

I shrugged at Isa, whose warm brown eyes stared at me with wary hesitation. I knew that look. It was probably plastered all over my face, too, but I hadn’t done anything wrong. Most likely, my mother had terrified them, and they wanted to make sure I was okay. I turned around and headed toward the main office, praying my mother didn’t cause such a scene that I’d end up with a personal bodyguard through school.

I pushed open the door and found Van also sitting in the office.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” 

“No idea,” he said while fidgeting with the rim of his hat. He bounced his knee and chewed the inside of his lip, making me wonder if I should be as nervous as he was. Had we done something wrong? Surely, they didn’t think anything that had happened over the previous few days was my fault or his.

“Miss Carpenter, Mr. St. Claire?” Vice Principal Fredericks called us to her office, but her expression was anything but sympathetic. We were definitely in trouble, but for what?

I licked my lips and followed Van, who offered me a questioning gaze. I had no idea what awaited, but I knew it couldn’t be good. Once inside the confines of her office, she closed the door and motioned for us to sit. She sat and crossed her hands on the desk in front of her, her back stiff and obvious annoyance lacing her features.

“It has come to my attention that the two of you cheated on your Calculus test this morning,” she said.

Van and I both stared back at her, confused and dumbfounded for several minutes before I finally mustered up enough sanity to say, “I’m sorry, what?”

She pushed our tests in front of us along with the answer key. Both of us scored high—mine was perfect, while Van only got one wrong. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand. You assume we cheated because we scored well?” Van asked.

“No, but you were the only two who passed, and another student told your instructor that you used a cheat sheet. He saw you, and given the complexity of the test, it stands to reason—”

“Hold... hold on a minute,” I said, raising my hand. It was pretty rude to interrupt her, but she spoke nonsense, and I wasn’t about to sit there and take it. “First of all, I haven’t had time to think, let alone make a cheat sheet for a test I didn’t even have the answer key for. Furthermore, my grade in Calculus has always been an A.”

“Perhaps cheating is how you’ve maintained that grade, Miss Carpenter?” Mrs. Fredericks arched her perfectly manicured eyebrow and frowned. 

“But... but I didn’t cheat!” I stared at my test then remembered who Mr. Alexander’s teacher’s aid was—Bailey Fields. “Wait, isn’t Bailey Fields his aid? And who offered this supposed information about the cheat sheet?”

“That’s confidential information,” she said.

“Oh, no. Not when it’s my reputation on the line. I did not cheat. I have never cheated, and you taking the word of someone who is probably one of Bailey’s friends over mine is, frankly, appalling, especially after everything that’s happened to me this week.”

For a moment, just a second, I thought she might believe me. Her expression softened, and she glanced at my arm, but then she hardened her features and snatched my test away. “I’m sorry for your incidents, Miss Carpenter, but I’m afraid the evidence is overwhelming.”

“What evidence?” Van yelled. “It’s some random person’s word against ours, and we’ve never cheated. We’ve never gotten into trouble, and you have to know about the drama surrounding us this past week. Can’t you see how this might be another set-up?”

“Unfortunately, my hands are tied. Given the complexity of the test, the student’s complaint, and—”

“This is ridiculous,” I said and fell back into the chair with my arms crossed. 

“I don’t care much for your attitude, Miss Carpenter,” Mrs. Fredericks said.

“I don’t care much for your condescension and idiocy, but what can I do about it?” I said, immediately regretting my stupid mouth when Van gasped and covered his mouth. I’d gone and done it now. Whether I cheated or not was nothing compared to calling our vice principal an idiot. Her eyebrows knitted, and her frown turned into a scowl in a blink.

“Well, given the information presented, I’ve decided on a punishment. Miss Carpenter, you are relieved of your role as Juliet. You will work on set design.”

“What?” I leaped from the chair and practically lunged across her desk. “You can’t do that! I didn’t cheat, and you know it! What did Bailey offer you, huh? Why are you doing this?”

She smoothed the front of her shirt and held her chin high. “I do not accept bribes from students. Be happy you’re still in drama class and not spending the hour cleaning white boards in the classrooms. And Mr. St. Claire, you’ll sit out the next five games.”

“I... what?” Van stuttered and blinked, unable to form sensible sentences.

“That’s not fair!” I shouted.

“Keep talking, and I’ll make it ten games. I’m not kidding, Erin. I’m sorry for what’s happened to you, but that gives you no right to sit in my office and disrespect me. Take your things and head back to class.”

“But I... we... I’m not—” Van kept trying, but nothing logical came out.

“You’re dismissed,” Mrs. Fredericks said, then stood and opened her door.

I lumbered out with my backpack, dejected and infuriated. If I had been a nuisance student, one who always got into trouble and kept a reputation of disobedience, then I might have understood her dismissal. But I was always the good kid, the one teachers adored. How did this happen? Oh, right. Bailey Fields. It seemed even teachers and administrators were wrapped around her devious little finger.

“Come on,” Van said. “There are only forty minutes left in school, and I’m not dealing with it. Let’s go.”

Normally, I might have fought with him about it and insisted we go back to class, but this time I was all in for disappearing from society for a while. When my mother found out what happened, she would either ground me for eternity or actually take my side and give the vice principal a piece of her mind. Unfortunately, neither would get my role back nor give Van his five games.

Van led me around the back of the school and to the side lot, avoiding the security guard. Once there, he showed me a little-known passage between the hedges that led to the main lot. Inside his truck, my anger faded, and losing my role really sank in, leaving me an empty shell of hopes and dreams gone wrong. My arm ached, but I managed to get my seatbelt fastened before Van drove out of the lot and straight toward Fire and Ice. At least there was donut goodness in my future.

“I can’t believe they got away with that. Like... she had no proof whatsoever, and somehow we get punished?” Van white-knuckled his steering wheel, his jaw tense, and eyes narrowed. His face was beet-red, but when he glanced at me, everything shifted. It was puppy dog eyes and soft smiles. “I’m so sorry, Erin. If I’d known... I wish I had done this differently. Then maybe you wouldn’t have lost your role.”

“What could you have done? Aside from just keeping this a secret, there was nothing.” 

“Maybe we should have done that? Kept our relationship a secret?”

“And what? You would have kept calling me names and messing with me in front of your friends to keep up the ruse?”

“Uh, no. You’re right. I couldn’t have kept this a secret even if I wanted to. I guess I should have just never told you. If I hadn’t been selfish with you, none of this would have happened.”

That familiar lump settled in my throat, and I bit back the sting of tears. “Do you... regret being with me?”

“What? No! No, Erin. That’s not what I meant, not at all. I just wish there had been another way to do this that wouldn’t have brought us here. This is ridiculous, and it’s not going to stop.”

“What do we do, then?”

“Right now, we enjoy a snack and just sit in quiet for a while. I’m too mad to think of anything that doesn’t involve homicide.” Van smirked and glanced at me again.

I chuckled and lifted my arm. “I mean, they’re not above physical harm, so maybe homicide is the way to go.”

He laughed, and this time it stuck. Van pulled into the lot and parked, then leaned over and kissed my cheek. “You’re kind of perfect, Erin Carpenter. And I love you.”

Before I could respond, he slammed his door and jogged around to my side to help me down. I could get into his truck with little help, but I lost my balance trying to get out, so he picked me up at my waist and stood me on his toes, then leaned in to kiss me again. For a little while, it was just Van and me, blocking out the rest of the world, a world that seemed determined to tear us apart because he was popular, and I wasn’t. Because my people and his people didn’t get along, a long-standing schoolhouse social feud that would probably never disappear.

When he released me, he pressed his forehead against mine. “Promise me, no matter what, you’ll remember how much I love you? You won’t forget even when it’s hard to remember?”

I giggled and turned his ballcap backward so I could see his beautiful eyes. “I love you, too. We’ll figure this out somehow.”

We entered Fire and Ice, had a blast in the back with Jeanine while she taught us how she makes her ice cream cakes, then headed back to my house. As we passed his house, I had a sinking feeling. I still hadn’t visited his father, and I knew I should before things got too bad. I wanted to see him, to tell him what his presence in my life had meant all those years ago, but the thought of seeing him the way I’d seen my father only opened old wounds.

As usual, Isa and Reid were waiting when we pulled into my driveway. Van had been quiet on the drive home, but in fairness, so had I. It was all fun and games to pretend our problems would solve themselves, but the truth was, we’d have to find a way to end the torture at school. Bringing in the police would be difficult with no hard evidence, and if the teachers were wrapped around Bailey’s finger, it would be even harder to prove to them how devious she was.

Reid, it seemed, had spent his second day home from school working on the treehouse. He was already finished repairing the floor and had started on the walls. It made my heart happy to have such amazing friends, even if they were newly found.

Isa stepped off the porch and met me at the truck to help me down. “How are you feeling?”

“Not good, considering I’ve now been removed from my role, and Van got a five-game suspension under suspicion of cheating on our Calculus tests.”

“What?” Reid asked, his face smudged with dirt and sawdust. “Can they do that for suspicion? Why do they think you cheated?”

“It’s a long story. Uh... can we talk and work?” Van asked, nodding toward the treehouse. Reid shrugged and headed to the back with Van on his heels.

Something had changed from the time we left Fire and Ice, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was. I wrote it off as anger and frustration, but I knew Van well enough to know what those emotions looked like in him. This wasn’t that, not exactly, but what else could it be? I decided it was probably best to let him brood for a while, give him space to work through his feelings while I figured out how I felt, then we could talk about it again later.

Meanwhile, Isa explained why she called Marybeth and quit the squad. “It’s like I told her, if I can’t trust them, I can’t work with them. Melanie made you fall on purpose, and I won’t cheer with someone who’d purposely hurt my best friend.”

I paused midway through making mugs of hot cocoa, slowly turned, and gaped at her. “Did you say... did you call me... your best friend?”

Taken aback, Isabella put her hands on her hips and flinched. “Uh, yes. Where have you been? Have you seen me talking to anyone else? Haven’t I been at your house practically every day since we started working on it?”

“Well, yeah, but—”

“But nothing. Let’s not make this a thing, okay? You’re my best friend, and we both know I’m yours, so let’s just pretend we don’t need that awkward moment of officiating this and just go with it, okay?”

I handed her a mug with extra marshmallows—her favorite—and realized she was probably right. We just worked, and when something works out as well as our friendship, you don’t question it. You just enjoy it, revel in the fact that it worked out so easily, and let it live out how it’s supposed to. Isabella and I were instantly closer, and I had a good feeling we would be for a long time.

Van, however, closed himself off so not even Reid could get in. For the rest of the evening, he was a grumbly bear with zero social skills and a frown that would give him wrinkles before his nineteenth birthday.

I didn’t want to worry about it, but I found it was the center of my attention for much of the night, including after everyone had gone and my mother was still going on about how infuriating the entire situation was. She had sided with me, but there wasn’t much she could do. I headed to bed with a heavy heart, a massive headache, and a lot to worry about the next day. Would it truly never end? Or would Bailey and her friends eventually tire of torturing us?

I changed and fell into bed with that on my mind when Van messaged me. I sighed and read the text, praying he had an idea.

Sorry I was grumpy. I’m still mad, but not at you. You’re right. We’ll figure something out. Just please remember that I love you. I’ll always love you.

More ominous words had never been texted to a teenage girl, but I was too tired to read between the lines. Van had always been a nuclear option sort of person, almost as go big or go home as Hazel, but it never crossed my mind that whatever he might plan would have deeper ramifications than doing nothing at all. All I could think about was how much my life had changed, and despite everything that had happened, how happy I was with him.

I felt like me again... me with a broken arm but still me. I was more comfortable in my own skin than I had been in a very long time, and that was thanks to Van, Isabella, and Reid, who had, for whatever reason, decided I was the person they wanted to gravitate toward. Things would settle. I knew they would... but not before they got a whole lot worse.
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Chapter Sixteen
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FIRST THING IN THE morning, I received a text message from Van. For reasons he failed to mention, he would be late for school. He assured me everything was fine with his father, then said he’d ask Reid to pick me up if I wanted. It had been nice having a personal chauffeur, but I wasn’t so self-centered that I’d pull my friend’s boyfriend away from her just to give me a ride to school. I did have a car, however junky it was, so I drove myself.

I’d no sooner parked, and I noticed Van’s truck in its usual spot. Maybe whatever he’d needed to do was over before he expected? I gathered everything and headed to my locker, glad he’d make it for drama. It was bad enough I no longer had Juliet, but if I’d had to go to that first class without him, it would’ve sucked more. 

“Morning!” Isa called from across the courtyard. She joined me on the walk to Locker Row with a coffee and a cheerful attitude. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad if I stuck with my friends all day. Besides, Isa had gotten picked up for set design too, so I’d be working with her. Things could definitely be worse.

“I’m so tired. I’m not sure I can stand another morning of waking up half an hour earlier because it takes twice as long to dry my hair with a cast on,” I said, juggling my backpack so I could drink coffee with my good arm.

“Yeah, well, if you need help, I can—”

“Oh, Erin.” Bailey’s grating voice echoed behind us. Every muscle in my body tensed as I turned the lock on my locker, unable to avoid her. “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am that Van broke up with you, but I did try to warn you.”

“He didn’t break up with her. Go away, Bailey,” Isabella said and rolled her eyes.

“Oh, but he did. It’s not my fault she didn’t get the memo. Van and I made up last night.” Her voice, so sickeningly sweet I wasn’t sure how she didn’t fall into a diabetic coma, taunted me. 

Reid had joined us, so I looked at him, and he looked like he’d sucked a lemon dry. “What do you mean you made up last night?”

“Oh, he didn’t tell you either? Hmm, it must mean you’re not as close as you used to be. Makes sense, really. You’re dating Erin’s new little friend, so the way I see it, you’re officially beneath him.”

“Why you—” I grabbed Isa before she literally ripped Bailey’s throat out with her teeth.

“What’s going on, Reid?” I asked. All the while, my heart raced to keep up with what my mind knew was true. Van had either perpetrated the cruelest joke on the planet, or he’d sacrificed himself to the wolves for me. Either way, I’d lost him, and there was probably no getting him back from Bailey Fields.

“I don’t know. His truck is here, but I haven’t seen him.” Reid’s sour face twisted into something more concerning—something like mine.

Bailey smiled, giggled, then strutted down the hall like a girl who’d just ripped my heart out and eaten it right in front of me. I spun on my heel and headed toward Van’s locker with Isabella and Reid hot on my heels. There was no way I’d go to class until I figured out what was going on. I bit back the bile that rose to my throat and begged my heart to stop exploding before I passed out. It couldn’t be right. People who say they love you aren’t supposed to leave, but they did. They just kept leaving, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

Van was at his locker staring into it like a zombie. 

“Van?” I stopped beside him, but he just closed his locker and pulled his bag over his shoulder. “You won’t even talk to me right now? What’s going on? Bailey said you two are back together, but I don’t even remember us breaking up?”

I stopped in front of him, forcing him to stop and listen to me.

“Was this a big joke? Some prank to really screw me over?” 

Van sighed and looked straight ahead, avoiding all eye contact with me. “No, it wasn’t. I’m sorry, okay? This thing with us just isn’t going to work out.”

Isa gasped. “What? That’s all you have to say?”

“Van?” Reid watched Van as if he’d never even seen his best friend before, like he was looking at an alien in a Van costume.

“Look, I know I messed up again, and you’re mad, but you know we could never work out. It’s better this way. Bailey and me, we’re more alike, and it’s less drama. You’ll be fine in a few days.” And just like that, Van brushed by me without another word. He didn’t look back, didn’t pause, didn’t even slow down. He just walked away, leaving every wound he’d ever inflicted open and bleeding again.

“I’ll talk to him. Something’s not right.” Reid left us behind and chased his friend down, but I was sure nothing was wrong deep down. This was the way it would always end, just like this. 

I ran out the door with one thing in mind—get out of there as fast as I could. I don’t know if Isa followed me or not, but by the time I reached my car, there was no stopping me. I had no idea where I’d go or what I’d do when I got there. I just couldn’t face an entire school day after that. I could never walk into drama class like everything was fine, exist in the same room as him right after he stomped all over my heart, that still beating macerated chunk of muscle that had betrayed me.

I drove until I ended up back at my house, alone and destroyed. Why had I ever let him back in? Why did I give him a second chance to ruin me? I was fine. Fine. Just peachy until he waltzed into my life and made me feel things again. I would have been content to hate Van St. Claire until the end of time, but no. Nope. He drew me in, fool that I was, and broke everything all over again.

Slamming my car door was not nearly satisfying enough, so I opened it and slammed it again, then I slammed my front door and stomped up the stairs. I slammed my bedroom door, fell on my bed, and banshee screamed into my pillow. Why did it have to hurt so much? Why couldn’t I just say no, I won’t let this kill me and pick myself up, move on, and live my life? Why? Because I wanted him. I wanted my friend back, the kid who knew me better than anyone... and still did, even though it only made me hate him more.

Once my screaming was done, I went down to the kitchen. I needed chocolate. Only copious amounts would do, so I raided the pantry until my arms were filled with everything chocolate and sugary and bad for me. Then I fell onto the sofa and turned on the television, determined to find some woman in a romantic comedy gone wrong who was way, way dumber than me just so I could feel better about myself for an hour and a half.

And so, I did. I stuffed myself and yelled at the television until that afternoon when Isabella and Reid showed up. I was on my fifth movie and second box of pre-packaged cupcakes when Isa walked in without even knocking, followed by Reid, who fussed at her for not knocking.

I paused cramming a cupcake in my mouth long enough to look at her. 

“Oh. So, this is where we are? We’re up to stuffing junk food down the gullet until we’re in a sugar coma?”

“What?” I mumbled around a mouthful of cupcake.

“Is... is this what girls do when idiot boys break up with them in a very public and humiliating way?” Reid asked.

Isa threw a cupcake at him and scowled. “Okay. Time to get up, gorgeous. Let’s go.” Isa tugged my arm until I slid off the sofa and landed on the floor, half sitting and half sprawled over the cushion that fell with me.

“Noo. Don’t wanna, and you can’t make me,” I whined and pulled the blanket around me.

“You dated for a week, Erin. I get it. He’s your childhood best friend, you loved him, and you thought this was finally it. You thought you’d get married, have kiddos, and grow old together. Well, sometimes what we want and what we get are different, and we have to make the best of it.” Isa dragged me along the floor while Reid watched.

“What? That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard anyone tell someone with a broken heart. Who raised you, Caligula?” Reid picked me up, rescued me from his girlfriend, and then tossed me on the sofa. 

“No, I was not raised by a homicidal maniac, but my mother always says—”

“Your mother isn’t... how shall I say this nicely? She’s... a hard woman, and that’s not Erin, okay?” Reid pointed to me and leaned close to Isa as if describing a zoo animal. “This is an Erin. Erins need coddling and love, a lot of sugar, and someone to tell them they’re pretty when their boyfriends go insane.”

Isa glanced at me, so I nodded my head. Reid was right. But Isa wouldn’t have it.

“I don’t care if that’s what she needs. We are not spiraling into a pit of despair over a stupid boy. Come on. Let’s go before the back-up gets here.

“The back-up?” I asked while burrowing deeper into my blanket cocoon. A car door slammed outside, perking my attention. “Who is that?”

“The back-up. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Hazel walked through the front door with Daniel trailing behind her. She took one look at me and frowned. “You were right. This is code red, but I can work with it. I’ve been there, done that, got the trophy boyfriend to go with it.”

“Hey, I’m not a... Wait, what’s a trophy boyfriend?” Daniel asked, scratching his head.

“Everybody out! Go! March, march... disappear!” Hazel clapped her hands, clearing my house of everyone except the two of us... and Daniel who chewed the inside of his cheek debating whether he should stay or go. When quiet fell upon us, she turned around and sighed. “Oh, Erin. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m so stupid,” I whined and shoved a cookie in my mouth. “I believed him!” Crumbs flew everywhere, officially bringing me back down to the dumps, a place I hadn’t been since the night my father died.

“That is not a good look on you,” Daniel said, but Hazel pushed him out of the way and snuggled beside me.

“You are not stupid. It’s never stupid to take a chance on someone. Van made a lot of mistakes, but you can come back from this. It’ll take some time, but eventually, you will move on. Eventually, you’ll find someone who will cherish your heart like I did. I promise you, it won’t hurt forever.”

“But—”

“No, but. Broken hearts suck, I know, but trust me on this. The faster you put him out of your mind, the faster you’ll find the right guy. One who will love you and adore you like you’re the center of his whole world. You’ll be his everything, and then Van will become a distant memory.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to move on, not yet. He’d literally just broken up with me, and my friends—though well-meaning—were already attaching me to some other boy who probably didn’t even exist.

Daniel scoffed.

“Are you kidding me? Peaches, I adore you but no. Just... no. Listen, Erin.” Daniel sat on the coffee table in front of me to ensure he had my undivided attention. “Sometimes people have good intentions, and they do things because they think it’s what’s best for someone else even if it isn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, think back over the time you spent with him. Picture moments in your mind. Think about the expression on his face whenever he looked at you. Now put yourself in his shoes. What would you do if you were him?”

“What would I do if... what? I’m confused.”

Daniel groaned and ran his hands over his face. “Close your eyes.” When I complied, he said, “Okay, if you loved someone more than anything in the world, but being with them meant they were always getting hurt, what would you do? Picture him in your place—the allergic reaction, the peanuts in the locker, broken arm, cheating on the test, and constant harassment. You’re him, so what do you do to stop that from happening to the person you adore?”

“Oh, I guess I would... oh... ohhhh....” 

“Exactly. People make this love thing so hard when it doesn’t need to be. If I had told Peaches how much I cared about her in the beginning, I wouldn’t have gotten hit by a car. You feel me?” 

I’d almost forgotten he’d literally gotten hit by a car saving Hazel. Was this Van’s way of saving me? Everything he’d said flooded my mind and played on repeat. Please remember that I love you. I’ll always love you.

“Oh, my gosh!” I squeaked in his face and stood. “He’s an idiot!”

Daniel winced and rubbed his ear, then said, “Maybe so, but in his idiot brain, this was the one thing he could do to ensure they wouldn’t hurt you anymore. He is the guy who cherishes you, and evidently, he loves you so much he’s willing to date a sociopathic cheerleader to protect you when all he really wants right now is to be with you during what is probably the worst time in his life.”

“What if you’re wrong, Daniel?” Hazel asked.

“Am I ever wrong, Peaches?” Daniel smirked and raised his hands, earning a glare.

“Yes. You were wrong about Rose wanting a puppy for her birthday, wrong about how long it would take to fill the swimming pool with sand, and wrong about how—”

“Okay, okay, I get it but am I ever wrong about matters of the heart?”

Hazel sighed. “Unfortunately, no. He’s probably right, Erin. Do with that what you will.”

What would I do with that information? Nothing. I would do nothing because Van was never alone for the next three weeks. Bailey was glued to his side like a malignant tumor he couldn’t shake, and when she wasn’t, then he was surrounded by gaggles of her adoring fans, no doubt keeping their eyes on him. He was miserable. All one had to do was look at him for a nanosecond to see he was in physical pain whenever Bailey touched him and probably in an emotional blackout he might never survive once his father died.

He went through the motions with the new Juliet in drama, but there was zero chemistry between them. Eventually, Mrs. McAlister released Van from the lead and let Deacon take over. Deacon spent his time trying to convince me everything would be okay, but I was pretty sure he was only encouraging me to move on with him. A month earlier, I would have leaped at the opportunity, but alas, someone else had stolen my heart and refused to return it.

I’d died inside after those three weeks, and by week five, I was numb to everything. Van hadn’t said a single word to me since we broke up, but I’d also been bully-free for just as long. Reid had vowed never to talk to him again because, quote, “If that’s the path he’s chosen, I can’t follow it with him.”

I was beginning to think Hazel might be right. Even if Van had broken up with me to protect me, it still hurt. I couldn’t pine over him forever, and so by the end of week six, I asked Reid to change up the artwork on my worn-out purple cast. He diligently crafted something new to cover the Van loves Erin, though I cried while he did it. I suppose I wasn’t entirely dead inside just yet, but it was a step in the right direction.

Christmas came and went, and the set designs were almost done. I’d found some stability with my friends and even a little laughter in unexpected places. I was even warming up to Deacon again, seriously considering his offer to go out sometime. I often wondered if Van would just show up on my porch one night, maybe brave the roof and knock on my window, or even send a message, but he never did. The best I got was an awkward glance in the hall and the one time he paused when he passed me. 

On New Year’s Eve... everything changed.
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Chapter Seventeen
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NOTHING MADE ME WANT to vomit harder than thinking about Van and Bailey spending New Year’s Eve together, but her party was the talk of the school before break. Meanwhile, I spent half the break convincing Isa she and Reid didn’t have to sit with me and pretend they didn’t want to be out on a date by themselves. It wouldn’t be the first New Year I rang in alone and likely wouldn’t be the last.

Though my schedule had cleared significantly after losing cheer and my spot as Juliet, I found ways to fill my time that didn’t involve thinking about Van all day, every day. Why couldn’t I just stay mad at him? Why did I want to scream at him that he was an idiot every time I passed him in the halls? It would be futile to do such things and only bring more attention to my broken heart.

So, when my mother dropped three bags of chocolate on the coffee table at 11:00, I knew something was about to change. She flopped on the sofa beside me and patted my leg, then snuggled up with me on the blanket. She unwrapped one bar and started munching, working her way into her spiel.

“Corrine and I had a nice conversation today,” she said. If I hadn’t known her all my life, I wouldn’t have picked up on the tone. It was a taunt, a test to see if I’d bite any chance for information on Van.

“Oh?” I asked and tore into a bar. 

“Yeah. I need you to do me a favor.” Mom stood and dragged me with her. She stopped at the window and pulled the drapes back, blowing dust on me. I sneezed, but she waved off her housekeeping skills and pointed down the street. “Down there is a house with a man inside who loves you as much as your father did. He’s dying, Erin, and he wants to see you before he does.”

I sighed. “He dropped out of my life after Van did.”

“He did, and he feels awful about it. He thought it would be better not to pour salt in the wound, so he and your father shifted to a more discreet friendship, but he never stopped caring about you.”

I licked my lips and stood on tiptoes to see if Van was home. His truck was gone.

“Van’s not home. Go now and say goodbye, Erin. It won’t be much longer.”

I stepped back and gasped. “What? He’s... that bad already?”

Mom’s soft smile didn’t meet her eyes, and she brushed her hand over my cheek. “Yeah, baby. It’s that bad already. So, you see, if you’re inclined to grant dying wishes, now is the time.”

I nodded slowly, knowing I’d vomit before I even left the house. But I had to. I couldn’t let him die without saying goodbye, seeing him smile one more time because I messed up a knock-knock joke. “I’ll go now. I’ll just... change.” I looked over myself—pajamas, messy bun, and chocolate on my shirt.

“Let’s doll you up. It’s New Year’s Eve, and he’ll love to see you looking your best,” Mom said. “I’ll help you. Won’t take long, and he’ll be so happy to have that image of you in his heart when he passes, Erin.”

My lower lip trembled, and my eyes stung, threatening me before I even got started.

“Oh, baby. It’s okay to cry.” Mom reached for me, her tears already flowing over her cheeks, dripping from her chin. “I miss your Daddy, too.”

I fell into my mother’s shoulder and released everything I’d held in for months. My father, Van’s father, the bullying, and Van... they all poured out into a sobbing mess only my mom could manage. She rubbed my back and soothed me like she always had and always would, no matter how old I was. And when we both spent our tears, she laughed and told me I was pretty like that, raw and open and emotional.

“I look insane,” I said as I wiped my face. “You’ll have to help me fix this.”

“It would be my honor. Come on. I’ve got something for you.” She led me to her bedroom and pulled out a deep golden dress that stopped just at my knees. It wasn’t too flashy, but just enough that it would illuminate my eyes. “Let’s get to work.”

“Mom, don’t you think this is overboard to visit—”

“Nope, not at all. It’ll make you feel better, too. Sometimes dressing up for no reason is therapeutic.”

She put soft waves in my hair and clipped it on one side, then spent ridiculous time crafting a masterpiece on my face. I had no idea my mother’s skills went beyond accounting, but she was a master with make-up. Before I knew it, I felt like Cinderella... with no ball to attend.

“There, now, you can take my car.” Mom checked her watch and shoved me out the door with a kiss on the cheek and a smile. I stood on the front porch with her keys in hand and a dumbfounded look on my face. I shook it off and headed to the driveway.

At Van’s house, only one light was on. I knocked softly, partly worried they were asleep, and I’d wake up Mr. St. Claire. But just as soon as I finished knocking, Corrine opened the door wide and ushered me in. I’d almost forgotten how much bigger their house was until I stepped into the foyer.

“Erin, what a pleasant surprise. Come in. David will want to see you.” She took my arm and led me to the living room, where he sat upright in a hospital bed. He was so thin, nothing like the man I remembered, and the oxygen line helping him breathe brought back so many memories. I choked back my tears and smiled when he looked over at me.

“Erin! My goodness, look at you. You look like a princess. Come, let me see you,” he said, lifting his head more.

“Hi, David,” I whispered.

His outstretched arms pulled me in and wrapped me in an embrace I hadn’t felt in so long, not since my father passed. It was a dad hug, and it pulled the plug on my composure. I cried onto his shoulder while he just held me tighter and tighter. Corrine stood beside us, her hand on my back while we reconnected without words.

Soon, though, he needed to speak, to say what he needed me to know before he was gone. 

“I’m so sorry, Erin. I’m sorry I didn’t step up when your father died. You needed me, and I failed you. You’ll never know how much I regret not spending more time with you and encouraging Van to change who he’d become.”

I smoothed my dress and patted my eyes with a tissue. “It’s not your fault. Things were all messed up, and it was a confusing time.”

“No, Erin. There’s no excuse, but you’re sweet to offer me one. Come, sit and talk with me.”

I sat with them and told them about everything I’d done with my life since my father died, how things were, and how much Corrinne offering my mother a job had helped. Corrinne made us hot cocoa, and we watched the ball drop in Times Square on the television. Then Mr. St. Claire hugged me again, kissed my forehead, and squeezed my shoulders.

“Give him time, Erin. When I’m gone, he’ll spiral. Just know...” His voice faded, then he said, “Sometimes we do things all wrong with the best of intentions.”

He wasn’t the first person to say that to me, but the ball was in Van’s court. It had been for a long, long time, but he seemed content to live in misery with Bailey and his friends. He’d even let go of Reid, the other person he claimed to need in his life. But I wasn’t about to tell a dying man that his son was happy to be miserable, so instead, I smiled the widest, brightest smile I could—prompting Corrinne to photograph us—and hugged him back.

I was almost in my car when headlights flashed, and Van’s truck pulled into his driveway. I panicked and fumbled with the keys until they dropped to the ground. Of course, they did, so I couldn’t escape before he got out of his truck. I heard his door shut and wondered if I could just hide behind my mom’s car until he went inside, then slip away undetected.

“Erin?” 

Of course, I couldn’t.

I cleared my throat and stood. “Uh... yeah, sorry, dropped the keys.”

His gaze raked over me top to bottom, then settled on my face again. “Did you just come from a party or something?”

My cheeks flamed when I remembered how much my mother had dolled me up. “No, just my mom and me having some fun. I’m just heading back home. Your dad wanted me to visit, so... I just... visited.” I pointed to his house, avoiding eye contact because it felt like a dagger to my chest.

“Ah... yeah, he mentioned that. I’m glad you came. It probably made him happy.” Van fidgeted with his keys. He was dressed in a suit, which I hadn’t expected, but I assumed Bailey’s parent’s party must have been a big deal. Why did he have to look amazing? Why did he have to smell so good? Darn him.

“Yeah, he... he seems happy.” I cleared my throat again and stepped toward my mother’s car. I unlocked the door and opened it before he moved again.

He took two steps toward me, then stopped again. “Erin, I...”

I paused, frozen in place. I closed my eyes, too afraid to hope the truth might escape those frowning lips. What was the truth? Did he even know? I tilted my head and made eye contact—blasted. He was beside me, just an arms-length away, standing there with his hands at his sides.

“I... just... uh, wanted to thank you again. He’s not going to last much longer.”

“I know,” I whispered. “I should head home, I guess.”

Van stepped back like I’d smacked him. “Oh, yeah. Past curfew, I guess. I’ll just... see you around, I guess.”

Driving away with that space between us gutted me, but what else could I do? I couldn’t stand there staring at him all night, and I certainly wouldn’t make the first move toward repairing a friendship—not after how he ended it. But the stupid image of him dressed in that suit, his hair perfect, and those blue eyes glued to me burned into my brain until I couldn’t see anything else. I hadn’t even parked the car before my mother ran out of the house, pulling her shoes on. She pulled open the driver’s side door and urged me into the passenger side. 

“What... Mom? What’s wrong?”

“Corrinne just called. Right after you left, David had an episode, and the ambulance will be there any minute.”

I perked up in my seat. “What? No, he seemed fine! What happened?”

Mom backed out of the drive and headed back down the street. I didn’t want to do this. How could I watch him die barely a year after my father? How could I help Van through it when I was still stuck grieving my dad?

“Erin, hang in there, baby. You can do this, okay? They need us.” She glanced at me and took in my expression. “I can go myself if you can’t.”

My whole body shook fingers to toes, but one look at Van’s truck parked in the driveway, and I knew I had to go. No matter the circumstances between Van and me, I couldn’t let my mother do this without me. 

“No, no, I’ll go.”

Mom parked along the curb and darted toward the house. I followed, hardly able to keep up with my high heels. Corrinne was a sobbing mess holding her husband’s hand, but the paramedics arrived shortly after us and shoed us away from their patient. Everyone moved around David, shoving needles in him and hooking him up to monitors, and I didn’t notice Van standing beside me until I felt his fingers brush against mine. It was so subtle, almost an accident, and when I looked at him, he shifted his weight to put space between us.

“Come on, I’ll drive you both to the hospital.” Mom ushered Van and me out the door while the paramedics loaded Van’s father onto the ambulance. Corrinne rode with them, reminding me of when my father passed. Mom rode with him... but he never made it to the hospital. He was gone by the time I saw him again.

The waiting room was scarce, so it left plenty of room for Van to pace. Mom and I sat as patiently as possible, but Mom periodically requested updates. I didn’t even realize I was crying until my face tickled, and I wiped away tears. My eyes were probably swollen at that point, and I was freezing in my little dress, but we were exactly where we needed to be. 

Hours later, a nurse came to get Van. He followed her through double doors and was gone for another hour before he and his mother appeared again, haggard and beaten. 

“Oh, no,” Mom said and stood to meet Corrinne. She fell apart in my mother’s arms, leaving Van and me staring at them.

Van whimpered, and then it all set free. He crumpled into a heap on the floor, his face in his hands as sobs racked his body. A year ago, that had been me. I had fallen, unable to stand the pain any longer, and there was no one to lift me up. There was no one to tell me I would keep living, that I would be fine, and eventually, my father’s memory would make me smile and not cry. I didn’t have Van through that... but he had me.

I kneeled in front of him and tugged his hands away from his face until he looked at me. “Come with me,” I said and took my mother’s keys. Van didn’t question my process. He just took my hand and let me lead him outside into the cold January morning. The first day of the new year... a new year without his father. We made it to the parking lot, and he still didn’t speak or ask me what we were doing. I unlocked the car, got inside, started it, and turned up the heat. Van sat in the passenger seat and stared out the window, frozen in a state of suspended shock.

“Van... it’s okay. Let go,” I said.

His face twisted with pain, and he shifted in the seat before practically throwing himself onto me. I held him the way I’d wanted to be held. I said all the things I’d needed to hear. And I stayed with him until he couldn’t cry any longer, couldn’t curse fate for taking his parent, and had nothing left to give. And I held him a little longer.

He still smelled like he did when we’d met in his driveway, albeit with the faint scent of antiseptic. His suit was rumpled, his hair was a mess, and his face looked like a punching bag. But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Nothing that had happened at school mattered, nothing with Bailey or cheer or the play. This was real life, not high school drama, and it sucked.

Eventually, he pulled away and wiped his face, straightened his clothes, and tried to be stronger. I wanted to cry again, but it didn’t feel quite right, not then. So, I bit it back until I knew he was okay, at least, for now.

“Thank you for being here. I don’t deserve this much kindness from you.”

“Van, this has nothing to do with what happened between us. I loved your father, too. I wanted to be here for him and your mom and for you.”

“I know in the grand scheme of things, this doesn’t matter at all right now, but I need you to know I broke up with her. Permanently. She just didn’t care about what I was going through, not if it interfered with her plans and what she wanted.”

“That’s why you were home early?”

“Yeah. She’s not all that torn up about it, though, so she shouldn’t mess with you. She’s already on to someone else, which proved your theory that it was more about you than me.” He ran his hands through his hair and groaned. “I should go back in and be with my mom.”

“Yeah. I’ll go back in with you.” I reached for the door handle, but Van stopped me.

“Wait. I need to apologize to you. I never wanted to break up with you, Erin. I just thought if I did, then everyone would leave you alone. It was getting serious, and I was afraid... I was just afraid.”

“You could have talked to me about it, Van. You never even said anything. You just dumped me in the hallway at school and—”

“She made me.” He squeezed his temples with his thumb and forefinger.

“What?”

“Bailey said she would call off the hounds if I went back to her and broke up with you, but I had to do it publicly. She wanted to humiliate you, and I hated it. I didn’t want to, but you’d already been to the hospital twice and lost your role. I didn’t know what else to do, so I agreed.”

“So, everything you did was because you wanted to protect me?” I knew I looked ridiculous in a sparkly dress at eight o’clock on a cold January morning, my make-up smeared all over, my hair a disaster—but the way he looked at me made me feel like a princess all over again.

“Yes, but it was stupid. Anyway... I’m... I’m sorry, Erin.” 

I didn’t know what to say, so I just sat there staring at my hands in my lap until I heard his car door shut, then I got out and followed him back to the hospital, unsure where we stood. One thing I knew for sure—Bailey Fields was on my hit list, and I’d had just about enough of her running the school.
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Chapter Eighteen
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AT MY MOTHER’S ADVICE, I gave Van space. I wanted to be supportive but promised myself I wouldn’t bother him unless he called. He didn’t call. Mom took food to them, then returned within a few minutes, so I assumed neither Van nor his mother were up for visitors just yet. So, with a heavy heart and a mind full of worry, I headed to school for the first day back after the break.

“He hasn’t called or texted at all?” Isa asked while she fixed her make-up in the tiny bathroom.

“No, but I didn’t expect him to. I know what he’s going through, and if he wants space, then it’s his.” I tried to re-braid my hair, but the rainy weather wouldn’t have it. It was a mess, so I decided it was a messy bun kind of day and tied it up.

“He texted Reid, but it wasn’t much. Just letting him know his father had passed.”

“Did Reid respond?”

“He let him know he was available if he needed to talk, same as you.” Isabella exited the bathroom and, as luck would have it, ran right into Bailey, who didn’t seem the least bit torn up over her break-up with Van. For all the drama she’d caused, it angered me she didn’t at least have the politeness to pretend it bothered her.

“Watch it,” Baily snapped.

“I would, but that would require that I look past myself and care about others... Oh, wait, no. That’s you,” Isabella said.

Bailey arched her back like a demon cat and practically hissed. “Excuse me? Who do you think you are?”

I linked arms with Isabella and walked away, dragging my friend along with me. Bailey Fields just wasn’t worth it anymore. Truly, she never had been, but now I was so over her I couldn’t even stand to look at her. Unfortunately, she wasn’t as sick of me.

“Where’s Van? Is he too embarrassed to be seen with you that he skipped school today?” Bailey asked.

“Okay, that does it.” I released Isabella and stomped back toward Bailey so fast she backed up against a row of lockers. “You... you...”

“What? Cat got your tongue?” Bailey pushed off the lockers and smirked, then straightened her shirt and scowled.

“You’re a piece of work, you know that? Do you really have no idea why Van isn’t here?” I asked.

“Nope. I just assumed—”

“His father died on New Year’s Eve, Bailey. Dead. His father is dead.” I stepped closer, daring her to push just one more button. “Stay away from me. Stay away from Isa and Reid and Van and anyone else who doesn’t want anything to do with you, or you’ll regret it. I promise.”

Bailey’s emotions played out over her face, though it was difficult to tell what they were since her usual expression was always holier than thou. “What do you mean, his father died?”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Isabella said, tapping her foot to control her frustration. “It means he’s dead. Get it? He’s gone, died, adios, never coming back, and you are a pathetic excuse for a human being, let alone a girlfriend if you had no idea he was even sick.”

Bailey tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I knew he was sick. Van never told me it was that bad. He just said—”

“You didn’t listen!” I threw my hands in the air, past the point of calming down. “You don’t care about anyone or anything but yourself. Even your friends would drop you in a nanosecond if someone better came along, someone who challenged your sacred position. So, I wouldn’t exactly call them friends. Everyone knows you’re beautiful, Bailey. You’re pretty and smart, and you’ll be successful at whatever you do, so there is literally no reason for you to treat people like you do.”

“But I—”

“Furthermore, if I were you, I’d watch my back around your so-called friends. They’re a bit sociopathic, if you ask me. They sure turned on Van fast, and only because he wanted to be with me. I never told him he couldn’t still be friends with whoever he wanted. It was them who gave the ultimatum, not me.”

“Erin, you—”

“And don’t get me started on what you did to me! I can die from my allergic reactions; did you know that? Do you even care? And I spent eight weeks in a cast because one of your minions thought it would be funny to let me fall! And you know I didn’t cheat on that test. Everything you did was to screw me over so you could... what? What did you even gain, Bailey?”

“That was—”

“What’s worse,” I continued, “is that you don’t care about any of it! Your parents will get you out of any trouble you cause, and you even have teachers wrapped around your little finger. You know what, Bailey, my arm healed, and I survived the allergic reaction. But emotional scars are worse. Those can last forever and change how people see themselves. One day, Bailey, you might cross a line you can’t return from, but I hope not. I really hope no one ever hurts themselves or worse because of what you’ve done to them.”

Bailey’s eyes widened as if my words had smacked her across the face. There was so much more I wanted to say, so much to get off my chest, but the warning bell rang, pulling me away from the argument. People had surrounded us, but I hadn’t noticed while I was giving Bailey a piece of my mind. Isabella stood with her arms crossed, a smug look on her face. I tried not to smile, but the satisfaction in her eyes meant everything to me. 

“Come on, let’s get to class,” Hannah said. When she appeared, I didn’t know, but I was glad to have an easy way to walk away. Bailey said nothing more. Neither did anyone else, then I realized I’d just told the whole school Van’s father had died. I didn’t know how much he wanted people to know, so instant guilt flooded me.

It wasn’t until I got home that I could think of anything else, primarily because said boy was on my front porch when I arrived. Isabella and Hannah were joining me for a study session.

“You go ahead in. I’ll be there in a few.” I unlocked the door and let the girls in, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the boy sitting on my porch swing.

Van was a mess—scruffy face, messy hair, wrinkled clothes, and red, puffy eyes. The girls offered sympathetic glances then disappeared inside to raid the pantry. My mother loved having a house full of kids again and had taken to grocery store splurging to keep us supplied with study snacks. I dropped my backpack at the door and took a few steps toward Van. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to sit with him or wait for him to make the first move.

“I’m sorry to just show up, but I wanted to give this to you. We found it on my father’s desk.” Van stood and offered me an envelope. On the front was my name neatly scripted in his father’s handwriting. I stared at it for a moment, lost in the last memory I had with him. Eventually, I took it and held it, wondering what was inside. “You can open it now or... I mean... I was hoping we could talk for a minute. If you want to, that is.”

“Um... What is it?” I asked, afraid to make eye contact with him again.

“I don’t know exactly. He left one for me, too. It was...” Van paused and inhaled, then ran his hands over his face and sat down again. I sat beside him, too afraid I’d fall over if I kept standing. My legs were wobbly and untrustworthy, just like my stupid heart. I wanted to hold him so badly I couldn’t stand it, but at the same time, I was still hurt by the way he handled everything. The trust we’d built back was bruised, and I didn’t know what it would take to heal it.

“It was what?”

“He told me he was proud of me with school and basketball, that he wished he could see me grow into the man he knew I could be. And... and that he wished....” Van paused again, then said, “Maybe you should just read yours.”

“Oh.” I blinked and refocused. “Sure, yeah.” I opened the envelope and removed a sheet of lined paper. His fathers’ handwriting only filled part of the page, but he didn’t need a novel to convey his wishes for me. 

Dearest Erin,

Your father has been my best friend for so long, I can’t remember a time before he was in my life. I miss him so much that sometimes I convince myself that’s why I haven’t reached out to you. But the truth is, I’m afraid I could never be the man he was. Your father was exceptional. But that does not mean I don’t love you. I do, and I want you to know that my son does too. 

Van is closed off like me. He holds his emotions close—I mean how he really feels, not the emotions he lets other people see. There will come a time when he can’t hide anymore. One day, he’ll open his heart to the truth, and he won’t care what anyone thinks about him. I think that time is coming. He talks about you now, and when he does, he has a light in his eyes I’ve never seen before. It’s the same way your father looked when he spoke of your mother.

You are his one, Erin, even if it takes him forever to figure it out. I know it’s a lot to ask of you, but I pray you might see this in him, too. You always did call his bluff, and I hope you always will. 

After your father passed, I opened an account for you. I never want your mother to worry about how she’ll pay for college. I know, if things had been reversed, your father would have done the same for Van. I love you, Erin, and I know you will take over the world.

Love always, David

Tears had stained the page by the time I finished reading the letter. I checked the date—about a week before Van auditioned for the role of Romeo. His father knew it then and pushed him to speak to me. His father had been right, but he probably hadn’t seen Bailey coming. She ruined it, but was it ruined forever, or could we find a way to fix what the world had torn apart?

“Are you okay?” Van asked.

“I’m a little speechless. Did you know your father opened a college savings account for me?” 

“He told me a few days before he died, yes. He and my mother had agreed on it right after your dad died.” 

“And... do you know about the other things in his letter?” I folded it and held tight to it, fearing it might float away. 

“No. I didn’t open it. It’s yours.” Van licked his lips and sighed again. “Listen, I know what I did was wrong. I should have talked to you about it first. I hurt you again, and for that, I’ll never forgive myself. For what it’s worth after my father dying, breaking up with you was the worst thing to ever happen in my life.”

“Why didn’t you talk to me?”

“I just wanted Bailey to stop. Every time I looked at you and saw your arm, it killed me. That was because of me, and it made me sick. I wanted more than anything for you to be happy, and I thought things would be better for you if I wasn’t a part of your life anymore. I hated every single second of it, but I don’t deserve you enough for you to be miserable for me.”

Something about how he said it, that he didn’t deserve me enough, hit me all wrong and infuriated me. I felt my face go red and my heart race. “Well, it’s not better, Van! Maybe if you had talked to me about it, you might have learned that you are worth it, that there was nothing Bailey could have done to me that I couldn’t handle. I was finally happy again for the first time since my dad died, and you took that away from me.”

Van’s shock made him stand. “You could have died! Are you kidding me? Sure, the sandwich wasn’t exactly Bailey’s fault, but the peanuts in your locker were definitely her brother. She caused you to break your arm, not to mention she got Reid and Isabella into trouble. You lost your role as Juliet, and you got a failing grade on a test we both know you passed. How could you possibly have been happy?” He flailed his arms as if it made his point any clearer.

I stood to meet him, growing angrier by the second. “I actually discovered I like doing set design. I’m really good at it, Van, and Mrs. McAlister said I could participate in the summer production camp. She doesn’t believe I cheated, but she can only do so much.”

“I... didn’t know that,” Van admitted.

“How could you? You stopped talking to me. And I really couldn’t care less about cheer. I wanted to quit anyway, but my mom didn’t want me to. I’ve bonded with Hannah and Isa, and Reid has been great, but he misses you, Van. You just ditched us all.”

“That’s not what I was trying to do, Erin. Can’t you see where I’m coming from here? I was terrified Bailey, or one of her friends might actually hurt you. I mean, worse than they already had. What they did was criminal, and if there had been more evidence... Look, I definitely didn’t come to fight with you. That’s not what this was about, okay? I wanted to bring you that and tell you again I’m sorry.” He pointed to the envelope with the letter from his father.

I instantly cooled and rethought my position. I remembered what Daniel and Van’s father had said and put myself in his position. He was an idiot, which made it difficult to see things from his perspective, but I kind of did. If he had been hurt the way I had been, I didn’t know what I would do to protect him. 

I sighed and sat on the porch swing. “I don’t want to fight either. I think we both see this from each other’s point of view, but it’ll take some time to reconcile everything, you know? I want you to be a part of my life because you made me open up to having friends again. And you brought great people into my life.”

His lips spread into a faint smile. “So, friends then? I mean, once the dust settles and we’ve had time to grieve and think?”

The paper crinkled in my hands, reminding me our families were intertwined in more ways than one, that friendship wasn’t always perfect and could be downright complicated. “Yeah, we can be friends.”

His shoulders relaxed, and his smile spread. “Good. I’m glad to have that much. I’ll let you get back to the girls. I haven’t even showered yet today, so I should try to clean up.”

I pinched my nose and scrunched my eyes. “Is that what that smell is? I didn’t want to say anything but—”

He kicked the swing, sending me sailing backward. I giggled and stopped the swing feeling a little better about my place in the world and in Van’s life. But as I watched him walk back toward his house, I had an overwhelming sense that it wasn’t that easy. Things were nowhere near resolved. I couldn’t be Van’s friend because I was still undeniably in love with him, and that, my friends, was not an easy thing to ignore.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Nineteen
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OF ALL THE THINGS TO happen at school first thing in the morning, Bailey Fields abducting me outside of the girl’s locker room was the last thing I’d expected. Sure, if she had shoved my head in a toilet and left me for dead, it wouldn’t have been all that shocking. Her pulling me into a darkened corner to talk, well, that was surreal.

“Bailey, I said all I had to say yesterday. I swear, I will scream bloody murder if you don’t let me go to class right now.” I yanked my arm away from her vice grip.

“This isn’t what you think. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what you said yesterday.” She tucked a nonexistent strand of hair behind her ear and averted her gaze. This was not the Bailey I’d grown to despise. She was meek and timid, almost afraid.

“What is it then?”

Her face paled when she finally made eye contact, and I noticed her eyes were red-rimmed. “My cousin took her own life because she was bullied at school. She was only twelve, and I... I mean, I guess I never saw myself that way. Like... like a bully.”

“Um...” How could she not see what she had done as bullying? Not just to me but to half the school. She was the walking, talking cliché of a bully. “I’m sorry that happened, but how can you not see that what you do is bullying? Do you know how many people you’ve reduced to tears? Bailey, one girl even transferred schools!”

She lowered her gaze and whispered, “I guess I learned from my father that you need to be ruthless to get ahead in the world. It’s his thing. Fangs and claws out all the time. Make them bleed, Bailey. That’s what he always says.”

“Your father is a lunatic,” I said, crossing my arms. “Who says that to their child?”

“My father. Mine, but it’s how he managed to go from nothing to a millionaire. Sometimes I wonder if it’s all worth it, but he doesn’t leave me a lot of time to think about things on my own. My whole schedule is planned for me. I just show up, look pretty, and act as a vicious mini-version of him.”

Shocked did not describe my condition, but it was a good start. That she was even talking to me was unheard of, which only fueled my suspicion that she was up to something devious. Even so, that small voice in my head told me to hear her out, if only to gain enough evidence against her if she had planned my untimely demise. 

“I’m not sure what you want me to say, Bailey.” I kept my arms crossed—more because I was afraid she might stab me in the chest than anything else.

“Nothing, I only wanted to ask you if Van is okay. I do actually care about him.” 

“He’d be a lot better if you hadn’t made his life miserable the past few weeks, that’s for sure, but he’s... he’s holding up okay, all things considered. If you care about him, maybe you should apologize and call off your dogs. They’ve done enough damage.”

Her eyes went wide, and she stepped forward. “Oh, I’ve done that already. No one will bother him. They won’t bother any of you, I promise.”

“But they’ll move on to your next victim, Baily. Don’t you understand that? In this school, it’s either cater to you and your besties or get tossed in the trash. If anyone wants to be successful and have a social life around here, they have to kiss your butt or do your bidding.”

“Not anymore. At least, I’m trying. I know you won’t believe this, but what you said hit me really hard. I can’t stop thinking about my cousin and the boy who bullied her. She hid it for so long no one even knew it was happening until she was gone. I don’t want to be that person.”

“You already are that person, Bailey. It’s gonna take a lot to change that, but this is a good start. I want to believe you. I do. I’d like to believe you might change.”

“I won’t make false promises there, I won’t. But I will try. Would it be okay if I texted or called Van?”

I shrugged. “We’re not dating, so you can do whatever you want. Even if we were, I don’t own him. He can decide for himself how he responds to you.” I lowered my arms and adjusted my bag, then turned to leave before I was late.”

“Wait, you’re not back together?”

I scoffed and turned around. “No, why would you think we are?”

“I just assumed after we broke up, he’d run back to you.” She shrugged, but something about the way she said it made it seem like she actually did care.

“He humiliated me in public when he broke up with me and got back with you. That creates a little of a trust issue, don’t you think? Whatever his reasons were, he still went along with it.”

“But it was me, not him. Don’t punish him for something that was my fault, Erin. That’s not who you are. I’m sure he’s suffering enough losing his dad. Losing you would....” Bailey’s mouth opened and closed several times, almost as if she was debating whether to keep being honest and kind or to use her information against me. Eventually, she sighed and said, “He loves you, Erin. I came to terms with that, and that’s why I picked a fight with him at my parents’ party. Whatever he did stemmed from that love. Maybe it was wrong, maybe not, but he had good intentions.”

I crossed my arms again. This conversation just leaped over the boundary and fell smack in the middle of way too personal. “How would you know?”

She chuckled. “Just because I’m self-centered doesn’t mean I can’t tell when a guy isn’t into me. I did what I did, and I’m not proud of it. So, I’m standing here now telling you there’s nothing he wouldn’t do for you, and that didn’t just start a couple of months ago. I think he’s loved you all along, but he didn’t know how to get out of this.”

“This?”

“Yeah, this. This mess of popularity we’re stuck in that seems harder and harder to maintain every year. Do you think I’m ruthless? Just wait until you see the freshman coming up. They take me to a whole new level.”

I shivered. “That’s terrifying.”

“All I’m saying is, don’t punish him for this. Please.”

The warning bell rang, startling us both. “I’ll think about it.”

“Erin? I’m... sorry.” She almost choked on the words, but she meant them. 

All I could do was nod and rush out the door to class. The rest of the day passed in an equally unusual way. Whatever Bailey had said to her friends kept them tight on their leashes, leaving the rest of the school a chance to breathe. Later that afternoon, I was halfway through my science project when I was called to the main office.

I suspected Bailey had retracted her offer to play nice, and I would, no doubt, be accused of all manner of atrocities up to and including kidnapping the principal’s children. I packed my things and found myself waiting in the lobby for fifteen minutes while Vice Principal Fredericks doled out punishments to other students. When it was my turn, my stomach did its usual flip-flop.

“Miss Carpenter, thank you for coming.”

“I was under the impression I had no choice,” I said.

“Well, I suppose you didn’t, but all the same, I’d like to extend my apologies to you. I spoke with your instructors... all of them, and none are convinced you would cheat on a test. I was already reconsidering my punishment when Bailey Fields came forward. She admitted to setting you and Van up, and so I have decided to reinstate your original test grade. Mrs. McAlister will love to have you back as Juliet if you think you can prepare in time.”

“Uh... wh... what?” I couldn’t decide which part dumbfounded me more. It all came out of left field, and nothing computed properly in my malfunctioning, overworked brain.

She leaned forward and sighed. “I know what happens in high school, and I do my best to be fair and balanced, but sometimes I get it wrong. The evidence presented seemed legitimate, but I should have listened to you. I apologize to you, Erin. I was wrong.”

“I’m... thanks. Thank you, Mrs. Fredericks. And I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you.”

“You’re free to go unless you would like to discuss it further?”

“No, ma’am. I’ll talk with Mrs. Mc Alister and see what she thinks. Thank you.”

She stood and opened the door. I didn’t dare ask if she planned to punish Bailey and her accomplices. I had no doubt she wouldn’t tell me, but she did smile as I exited. “Good luck with the play, Erin.”

I rushed out, noting that school had ended ten minutes earlier. I had to meet Isa, Hannah, and Reid for our study group at the library, and I still had to exchange my books. I was already running late, and traffic out of the school parking lot was always a mess. At my locker, I discovered I’d also left my science book in the classroom, so I ran there, grabbed it, and tucked it under my arm to save time. Fortunately, my lab partner finished our project and cleaned up. I’d owe her one.

In the lot, most everyone was lined up to exit, but the dreaded stoplight only allowed about four or five cars out at a time. I fell into my car—the one with the still-broken door because I had no time to take it to get fixed—and turned my key in the ignition. Nothing. It didn’t even click. It was deader than dead.

I let my head fall onto my steering wheel while I called my friends. I didn’t spy any of them in the car line and assumed they had done what I usually did—run super fast to the lot and be one of the first in line. Isabella didn’t answer, so I was on to Hannah when someone knocked on my window. I jumped then relaxed when I saw it was only Van carrying his basketball bag slung over his shoulder.

I tried to roll my window down, then remembered it wouldn’t go with the battery dead. So, I shoved my door open with a little more aggression than necessary, eliciting a chuckle from Van.

“Did it finally drop dead?” I grumbled words unbefitting a lady, bringing on another laugh. “I can give you a ride if you want. Where you headed?”

“Home for the study group. At this rate, Reid will have our kitchen cleaned out.”

“You gave him free access to your kitchen? Is your mother insane? He eats like a starving teenage boy, Erin.” He ushered me toward his truck and tossed his bag in the back, then took mine and did the same.

“Don’t I know it? Good thing your mother pays mine well.” I climbed into the passenger seat and waited while he jogged around to his side and settled in.

“So, a weird thing happened today. I’m not sure you’d care, but... Well, Bailey apologized. I swear I thought the earth would break apart and swallow her, but it seemed sincere. Then VP Fredericks said she admitted to setting us up with the Calculus tests. Did she talk to you?”

“Yeah, both of them did. Bailey apologized to me, too, and she didn’t burst into flames. It was scary, though, I admit. I got my role back in the play if I want it.” We were close to our neighborhood, and I wondered if I should invite him to study with us. Was he ready for that much social interaction? He was back at school, but that didn’t mean he was up for more people.

“Do you want it back?” he asked and turned his baseball cap backward. Strands of his blonde hair slipped through the opening in the back. Grr. Why did he have to be adorable? Now I could hardly look at him without blushing.

“Maybe? I’m not sure. I’ve enjoyed the set design, and it feels mean to take the role from Nadia. She’s worked so hard, and she’s terrific.” 

“I’m sure if you explain it to her, she’ll understand. Maybe she can do the rehearsal at school, and then you can do the main play at the theater?” he suggested as he turned onto our street.

“That’s actually a good compromise, but... I don’t know. I mean, Deacon has been super professional, but I’m not sure about kissing him.”

Van laughed so hard he almost choked on his spit, then he shoved my arm and said, “Are you really back to square one? You’re back to debating whether or not to kiss the Romeo lead?”

“Oh, shush. You know good, and well it’s not... I mean... it’s just weird, that’s all.” 

He pulled into my drive and parked, then hopped out to grab my bag. I assumed all discussion about the play was over, but he motioned toward the porch once I got out and met him at the front of the truck.

“I’ll carry it for you. So, you said you liked Deacon for a while. This might be your chance to get him. Even today, I saw him watching you during drama class, and I heard how he helped you after the fight. I’m pretty sure he likes you, so this could be good. You already got your first kiss out of the way, so there’s that, right?”

I had been wrong about being dumbfounded earlier. Now, I was so stupefied I couldn’t even speak. Van was setting me up with another guy! 

He sat my bag on the porch and asked, “Why are you looking at me like that? What did I say wrong?”

“Oh! Nothing, just, well, he already asked me out, but I told him I wasn’t ready to date again, not yet.”

“Well, there you go. Maybe go out with him and feel it out. If you still like him, then it won’t be so bad to kiss him in the play, right?” He opened his arms slightly as if asking for a hug, but not so wide that he couldn’t play it off as stretching if I didn’t fall into his embrace. I leaned in and accepted the hug, almost losing all thought processes as I inhaled his scent.

“Do you want to study with us?” I asked, unsure if I’d survive an afternoon with him if he said yes. If he loved me as much as everyone said he did, wouldn’t he insinuate that he wanted to be with me again? Wouldn’t he make some offer, ask me on a date, anything at all?

“I don’t want to interrupt or anything, but thanks for asking.” He released me.

“You won’t be interrupting. Besides, mom’s making lasagna for dinner. Your favorite still?”

“Your mom’s? Absolutely, but I should check on my mom first. Maybe I’ll come back later for dinner, and that way I’m not....” He paused and looked toward the house. “Erin, I’m just... not sure Reid really wants to see me.”

“He does, Van. He misses you. Go check on your mom, then come back and study with us. We’ll take it one step at a time, yeah?” I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I just played with the ends of my hair, twirling them over my fingers in a furious display of nervous energy.

“If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure. Come back, okay?”

He pulled his hat off long enough to mess up his hair more, then pulled it back on and grinned. It was his grin for me, that one that held all our secrets, all our memories, everything that made us Erin and Van, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had to know where we stood. Would we find our way back, or had we gone too far this time? As I watched him walk towards his truck, everything hit me again. The pain and sadness flowed over me, but it was the ache of lost love that stung the most. We could come back from it. We could, and I wanted to.

“Hey, Van?” I shouted before he opened his door. He turned with questioning eyes, one hand on the door handle. “Do you love me?”

He dropped his hand to his side and took two steps back toward the porch. “What?”

I took a deep breath and let it out, then stepped off the porch. “Do you love me? Do you want to take everything back and do this right, the way we would have if Bailey hadn’t done what she did? Do you want to be with me and never, ever leave again?”

Van’s hands trembled at his sides. “More than anything in the world, yes.”

“Then why are you all the way over there while I’m standing here waiting for you to kiss me?”

He hesitated for a second, then strode toward me. I ran towards him, and he caught me midair, then he kissed me like we’d never kissed before. It was our first kiss all over again, but more. We survived. We’d been beaten and bruised, practically destroyed my life, but we came out the other side a little stronger, a little braver, and a whole lot wiser. So, he kissed me and kissed me until I knew he loved me that much, enough to let me go so I would be happy.

I pushed away long enough to hug him. “I’m willing to give you a third chance, but if you mess it up, I’ll kill you.” I released him and stood on his feet. “I mean it, St. Claire. I’ll put you down.”

“I wouldn’t dare. I love you too much to ever let you go again, Erin.”

“Ah, ah, ah,” I said. “I believe we agreed on an adorable pet name already.”

Van kissed me again, then chuckled in my ear. “I love you, pretty girl.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” The front door slammed, and we turned to find Reid standing there with Isabella and Hannah. “I was scared to death I’d have to choose between the two of you, and I was literally losing sleep over it.”

“I’d never ask you to choose,” I said as Van said, “Why would we make you choose?”

Van wrapped an arm around my waist, but I pushed him toward Reid. “Go makeup with your best friend,” I said.

“Friends,” Isabella said. “Let’s not act like this group would hold itself together. You need me. I’m like the glue you never knew you needed until it covered you with sticky goodness and... okay, that made no sense, but you get my point.”

Hannah laughed and opened the front door. “Come on. I think there’s still a few cookies left, and I really need help with my Spanish homework.”

Van and Reid followed the girls inside, but Van looked over his shoulder. His gaze softened every time he looked at me, and this time was no different. “You coming, pretty girl?”

I grinned ear-to-ear, finally full of life and happiness again. “Yeah. I’m coming.” He met me at the door and kissed my forehead, then followed me in. I knew there were some long conversations in our future, and we would need to build our trust again, but we both wanted it. We were ready, and I knew whatever came to us after that we would tackle together. Forever.
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Epilogue
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FIVE YEARS WENT BY in a blink, but they were full of fun and love. Van and I both had backslides, times when we missed our fathers so much we could hardly breathe. High school graduation, college graduation, and more holidays and special occasions than we could count always brought our thoughts around to the men we had looked up to. But their spirit followed us everywhere, and they were with us in heart no matter where we went.

New Year's Eve had become a solemn time for Van, and since his father’s passing, we hadn’t attended a single party. I didn’t mind, really. We stayed home and watched movies, shared memories of our fathers, or had a quiet date night out. However, when Van expressed a desire to turn the holiday around and give it a different meaning, it sparked a bit of a frenzy for me.

“Are you absolutely sure you want to do this? It’s... really... big even by my standards,” Hazel said. I trusted no one else with the party planning, and I knew whatever she settled on would be perfect.

“It is, but I think he’s ready for it, honestly. And if he’s overwhelmed, then we can always disappear from the crowd and go for a walk.

A giant tent filled with twenty tables at ten chairs each came out to two hundred people—family, friends, co-workers—who adored and loved us. We would be in good company to ring in the new year right smack in the middle of a park where Van and I had taken many walks planning our future together. Hazel hired a band and a pyrotechnic wizard for firework time, a caterer she loved working with, and I’d custom ordered a cake. Everything was planned down to the last detail... including the documentary movie I’d made about our fathers.

Van had known for some time that I was working on it as a sort of audition movie for various film agencies, but what he didn’t know was that I’d decided to go independent. I wanted full control over my career so we could stay in North Carolina, and he could accept the coaching job our old high school had offered him. It would be difficult work, but I was so excited. And the movie was finally complete and polished, ready for its first public viewing.

I looked up at the giant screen, realizing what Hazel meant. It was a big idea, but I wanted to do it. I wanted to be surrounded by people who knew our fathers, too... and I was nervous. What if the movie sucked? What if something went wrong during the viewing?

I shook my head and went back over the checklist again.

“That’s everything. Now we go get cleaned up and dressed while my team finishes set-up,” Hazel said. She checked her phone for the thousandth time since we’d arrived at the park that morning. All the while, she chewed her cheek and kept glancing back at me.

“Everything okay?”

“Oh, yeah. No problem. Just checking up on another party scheduled next week. A few last-minute changes that take time to organize, that’s all.” She shoved her phone in her pocket and smiled. “Ready?”

We headed to my mother’s house to prepare and check-in. Reid and Daniel were supposed to keep Van busy while Isa and Hannah helped us set up. Both ladies were already back at my house getting ready with my mother, so I expected them to be there when we arrived. However, they were nowhere to be found. A quick text to my mother, and I discovered we’d just missed them. They’d gone to pick up Corrine, Van’s mother. Everything was going according to plan, so I took a deep breath and showered.

My nerves struck while I stood under a steady stream of hot water, working through the timetable for the party. I trusted Hazel completely, and everything was gorgeous, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d forgotten something. I chalked it up to missing our fathers, the focus of the memorial party, and got ready. I avoided anything gold-colored when picking a gown. Heaven knew Van would never forget that night or the dress I’d been wearing when his world fell apart. I went with a simple yet elegant navy blue that matched his eyes.

Hazel was finishing up her make-up when I exited my bedroom. 

“You look amazing,” I said, taking in the deep green gown that made her eyes pop.

“You do, too. Van will love that dress. It’s beautiful.” Hazel admired my dress while I did a little turn. 

“I’m nervous,” I admitted. “I’m so scared something will go wrong.”

“I’ve triple-checked everything. It’s all good, and my people are amazing. If anything happens, they can fix it in a nanosecond. We’ve got this.”

After a few more scans in the mirror, I decided I was as dolled up as I could get and headed out with Hazel again. By the time we arrived back at the park, it was dusk. The twinkle lights were on, and the space heaters worked well, creating a warm area for our guests. People arrived in droves and had begun conversing while the caterers set up the food on the tables. It was almost time for Van to arrive, and I was almost freaking out again.

“Hey,” Hazel said. “It’s okay. He’s going to love it. Daniel said they were on their way. Just a few more minutes.”

I nodded and accepted the water she offered. I sipped and scanned the area for my mother and our friends. I finally found her sitting at a table with Corrine talking. I excused myself to head over, but the speakers crackled to life. I was startled and nearly dropped my water. Hazel was beside me and put a steadying hand on my shoulder.

“What’s wrong with the speakers?” I asked. They weren’t supposed to begin music until later, and the movie wasn’t for another few hours.

“Nothing. This was the plan,” she said, a sly smirk on her face.

“No... the plan was for everyone to arrive and eat, then we’d dance before the fireworks and the movie. It’s not even time for....” My gaze swept over the tent. Everyone was surrounding us in a semi-circle, staring at me. “What’s... what’s happening?”

My hands trembled, so Hazel took my water and slowly turned me around. “Surprise,” she said when Van came into view.

He was ten or so feet behind me dressed in a tux, his hair combed to perfection, and that silly grin plastered on his face. He licked his lips and approached me, his confidence waning with each step. By the time he reached me and took my hands, his palms were sweaty, and his forehead glistened.

“Hey, pretty girl.” His smile widened, and he took me in. “You look gorgeous.”

“Um... thank you? What... what is happening?”

He licked his lips again, then cleared his throat. “You see, I knew if I said I wanted to do something for the holiday, something to change how I viewed it, that the first thing you would do would be to call Hazel and plan something. I knew it, so I called her first.”

“You... what?” I glanced at Hazel, who shrugged and leaned against Daniel. Everyone looked so amazing, decked out in their best clothes.

“I called her and told her to let you go wild, plan anything you wanted. She might have encouraged you toward a few things, like the cake design and the caterer, maybe suggested a few more guests than you might have considered.”

I blinked, confused. “I don’t understand. You knew I would plan a big New Year’s party?”

He chuckled. “I had an idea, yes. And some spies.”

Isa, Reid, Hannah, and her boyfriend tried not to look suspicious, but their flushed cheeks and smiles gave them away.

“I actually had something very specific in mind when I said I wanted to make this a happy holiday again. When I think about this day and losing Dad, the thing that brings me out of the darkness is remembering how you looked that night. You were so beautiful, and I wanted so badly to kiss you and just... just take it all back, everything that had happened. Then Dad passed, and you were there. You didn’t care about anything that night except for me. That’s the only thing that has ever helped me think of better times when those memories hit me.”

I started to speak, but he pressed his finger against my lips and kneeled.

“So, Erin Carpenter, because you are the person who lightens my world when it goes dark, and because you are the most selfless, loving human being I’ve ever known, I’m asking you to marry me and spend forever making each other happy.”

He pulled a box from his pocket and opened it, offering me my mother’s diamond ring. I hadn’t even noticed she’d stopped wearing it because I’d been so busy planning. My jaw fell open, and my heart raced. 

“And... to sweeten the deal, I also have this.” He pulled an envelope from his breast pocket and handed it to me. My name, printed in my father’s handwriting, was on the front of it. Tears stung my eyes and fell over my cheeks.

“This is... from my father?”

He nodded. “Yes. He’d given it to your mother for this day, like he... like he just knew, Erin. He wrote one for me, too.”

“For you... for when you asked me?” I asked, pressing the envelope against my chest. “He knew we’d end up here?”

Van nodded, his eyes welling with tears. “Somehow, yeah, he just knew, pretty girl. So, what do you say?”

I broke into a sob and fell onto him in front of literally everyone we knew. “Yes. Yes, I’ve only thought about this every day for five years, Van!”

He chuckled and hugged me closer. “I know. So have I, but I wanted it to be perfect, and... gosh, I never thought you’d finish that movie.”

I shoved him back with wide eyes. “What? You were waiting for that?”

He laughed again and kissed me, then snuggled against me and said, “I wanted it to be perfectly perfect, just like you, Pumpkin. Everything just worked out at the right time.”

“So, you planned this like an engagement party?” I asked, glancing around. Two hundred sets of eyes were all on us.

“Or...” Mom said, stepping beside us with Corrine, “It can be your wedding ceremony.”

“This is... How...  How did you do this?” I asked, looking back at Van. “How did you somehow create the perfect wedding exactly how I’d want it, without me ever saying a word?”

“Please, I know my Pumpkin. I know everything you love, and when Hazel told me you’d settled on definitely showing the film, I knew it was the perfect time. Our dads are here, baby, and it’s all because of your big, loving heart. What do you say? Want to marry me right now?”

I bit back my tears and nodded emphatically. I’d never wanted anything more.

So, in my navy gown—because I never really was a fan of white—I married my childhood best friend in front of everyone we loved, and then we went for a walk in the park where we sat under a tree and read our letters from my father. He had known, somehow. Maybe he knew our hearts better than we did, but I liked to think he and David had planned it all along, that somehow, they knew if they gave us time, we would realize we were perfect for each other. Maybe they knew I never really hated Van St. Claire and that one day he’d see me as the ultimate goal rather than popularity.

Whatever it was, they were right.

My film was a hit, and I rang in the new year with my one and only true love, my best friend, my forever from the start.
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