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Chapter One
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“DARCY ELIZABETH PISTOLIS, you come down from there this instant!” My mother’s panicked screams were commonplace in the Pistolis household. Still, our neighbors scarcely paid her a moment’s notice after all these years, knowing full well there was nothing they could do to help her or to dissuade me from whatever stunt I was prepared to execute.

I looked down at my petite mother from the roof of our family home, wondering why she still hadn’t learned to be more specific about what she wanted when it came to me. If she wanted me down, then down I would go. I had a motto—if you’re not living, you’re dying—and I did all I could to live in accordance with it, even if it meant giving my mother frequent heart attacks. 

I stood and assessed my situation. My neighbor, Hazel, and her boyfriend had just pulled into the drive, back from D. C. for a summer visit with their families. I shifted my focus from them, back to the situation at hand—getting off the roof. I calculated the distance from the roof to the deep end of the pool, one hundred percent sure I could make it without falling on my face and breaking every bone in my body.

“Don’t you even think about it, young lady!” my mother screamed. “Darcy, if you—” 

Too late. I threw myself off the roof without a second of hesitation, tucked my legs tightly against my chest, and landed with a cannonball in the deep end of the pool. The surge of adrenaline was incredible, not to mention the satisfying checkmark I could place on my list of outrageous things to do during summer break.

I swam the length of the pool and reached for the ladder, meeting my mother’s dissatisfied glare as I placed my foot on the bottom rung and made my way up. She handed me a towel and stormed away, her dark curls bouncing with each clack of her red, designer pumps. She mumbled under her breath—something about wanting a nice, well-mannered daughter—but her complaints were drowned out by my other next-door neighbor’s slow clapping.

“Hello, Mr. Mitchell! Is Foster home yet?” I yelled across the yard, excited to see my lifelong best friend after months spent apart enduring our first year of college.

“Not yet, but I’m sure you’ll see him before I will.” He wasn’t wrong. Foster spent most of his time at my house over the years, but after we started college, I rarely saw him except for the occasional holiday or video chat. For two people who were accustomed to spending nearly every day together, the distance was almost unbearable.

“Hi, Darcy!”

I glanced over my shoulder to find Hazel waving at me while her boyfriend dragged suitcases up the driveway. He nodded my direction, then glanced at Hazel and smiled. They were a sweet couple. Though I was happy for my friend, I couldn’t deny I was envious of her. I wanted what she had—a great guy who thought I hung the moon.

“Hi, Hazel! How long are you in town?” I yelled. Mr. Mitchell leaned over the fence to better hear her reply.

“Only a week. Daniel’s sister is going back with us for a few weeks to explore the city. We should get lunch one day!”

“Sure thing!” I yelled, then waved as she disappeared into her house, Daniel right behind her.

“Darcy, get in here now!” My mother shouted from the back door, her face contorted with irritation. She tapped the toe of her shoe frantically against the concrete patio, her arms crossed and lips pursed. She was beyond angry.

“You better get in there before she blows.” Mr. Mitchell chuckled and disappeared behind the fence, leaving me to face my mother on my own. I wandered over to the door with puppy dog eyes and a grin, all I could muster in the way of humility. She uncrossed her arms and grasped the door handle, her red fingernails tapping furiously as she waited for me to reach her.

“Are you ever going to grow up?” she asked. I had pushed too far, but I knew how to work her. There was nothing a well-timed joke couldn’t fix.

“Probably not. It’s not my fault you and Dad are short. Five feet two inches is probably all I’ll ever be at this point.” The sides of her mouth twitched, a smile trying to escape her perfectly painted lips. “Besides, did you see that splash? Olympic divers would be impressed with your child, Mom.”

She finally laughed out loud. “Get in here and get changed before your wet clothes ruin my carpet. I swear you’re going to put me in an early grave.” She returned to her office and left me to my own devices again. The time on the clock said I was already running late, so I darted toward my bedroom.

I showered and changed as fast as I could. Ben Watkins threw the best parties, and his next one started in less than two hours. I knew Foster would be banging on my door in even less time, ever the punctual person. My first year of college was a blast, and one of Ben’s epic parties was just what I needed to kick off a phenomenal summer. People had forgotten about my antics while I was away, and I was itching to remind them that this girl was still the queen of good times and great fun.

“Hello, pretty lady.” Foster’s deep voice echoed into the bathroom from just outside the door.

“Hey! I’ll be out in a few!” I yelled back, quickly putting the last of my make-up on and adjusting the soft curls that fell down my back. I slipped into my dress and opened the door. “What do you think? Too much? Just right?”

I trusted Foster’s opinion more than anyone else’s. After all, he had been my next-door neighbor since we were seven, and my best friend for just as long. However, when I glanced up to look him in the eye, I was surprised. He was not the same boy I’d last seen three months before. His hair was shorter and cut a little differently, and he’d taken the time to shave—properly, not one of his usual shaves where he always missed a patch. For some reason, the smirk on his face made me blush, and I quickly diverted my eyes.

“It looks great. You ready soon?” he asked.

“What’s with the hair?” I asked, diverting his attention from me.

“New barber. Is it bad? Should I ask my mom to fix it before we go out?” And, the same old worrywart Foster returned. The smirk was gone, and in its place were worry lines and a frown.

“No, I think it looks good like that. Here, can you hook that little clasp so the zipper won’t open?” I had managed to get the zipper all the way up on my dress, but that tiny clasp at the top was impossible. He stopped fiddling with his hair as I turned my back to him. He slipped the hook into the eye and tucked my tag in, then gave my shoulders a squeeze when he finished. 

“Have you been to your house yet? I saw your father a little while ago,” I said.

“Nope. I came to see my Doodlebug first.” 

I rolled my eyes at the nickname he’d given me when we were ten. I didn’t hate it, but I always wondered how he even came up with it in the first place.

“Well, there’s no time now. We gotta go, or we’ll be late, and you know how I hate being late to a party,” I said, wagging my finger at him.

“Don’t lie to me, Doodle. You’re never on time because you like to make an entrance,” he said.

Foster grabbed my shoes from my closet and followed me out to the kitchen. Like always, his head was in the fridge before I sat down at the table. The man had the metabolism of a hummingbird. 

My mother entered the kitchen, took one look at her refrigerator, and shook her head. “The butt sticking out of my refrigerator looks a lot like Foster’s,” she teased.

His hand flew out, giving her a quick wave, but his head never left the inside of the fridge. He finally emerged with a sandwich sticking out of his mouth, sending my mother into crisis mode. 

“Those are for the open house! What are you doing?” She pulled the sandwich tray from the fridge, assessed the gaping hole where two sandwiches should have been, and swatted Foster. “Out! Both of you get out of my kitchen! Houses don’t sell themselves, you know! This takes work!”

We scrambled out the front door and to his car. Foster practically dove into the driver’s seat while I slid into the passenger seat, laughing my butt off. He revved the engine and started out of the drive, turning toward Ben’s house as my mother stood on the front porch, scowling.

Ben Watkins and his girlfriend, Nina Carson, had been our friends since middle school. When the two started dating early in our senior year of high school, we all thought the romance would burn hot and fizzle out fast, but almost two years later, they were still going strong. Along with Ben’s cousin, Alicia West, we were known as the Fearless Five, causing more trouble than Principal Harrison would care to remember. I believe with all my heart, the man probably had a celebration once the five of us left his school.

When we arrived at Ben’s house, the party was already going strong. So much for arriving early, but Foster was right—I did like to make an entrance. Unfortunately for me, most everyone was already too distracted to notice I’d arrived. I’d have to remedy that quickly.

“Go easy tonight, okay? I don’t want to explain to your mom why we’re in the hospital... again.” Foster whispered in my ear seconds before Ben tackled him to the ground.

“I’m almost twenty, Foster. I know what I’m doing,” I said, eliciting an eye roll from my do-gooder best friend.

I meandered through the crowd searching for the girls and found them setting up a space for games. Wonderful. I hated playing games with drunk people, almost as much as I hated drunk people. Not only was I a risk-taker, but I was also easily annoyed, and drunk people were nothing if not an annoyance of the highest order—to me, anyway.

“Darcy!” Nina squealed when she saw me and smacked Alicia’s arm, almost knocking her into a row of chairs stacked against the wall.

“The squealing wasn’t necessary. I saw her.” Alicia’s flat tone told me two things. One, she was already bored. And two, she was annoyed with everything. Those two things made her a lethal combination, which meant someone would probably go home with a black eye or wounded pride.

“What are we playing?” I asked, a little nervous because I had a good feeling I already knew.

“Seven minutes, you in?” Alicia took her games seriously, and if I didn’t play, I would find myself outside with the other losers who didn’t like games. I sighed and agreed to play. Angry Alicia was no fun, but if I played along with her games for a while, she would get bored with them and move on.

I spotted Foster across the room, seated beside a pretty girl doing her best to get his attention. He was too involved with explaining civil engineering or whatever he was studying to another girl, who was bored out of her mind. I didn’t know if I should rescue him, or the girl he was boring to tears.

I walked over to him, grabbed his arm, and pulled him away mid-sentence.  He scowled and said, “Hey, I was just about to—”

“You were going nowhere. Trust me, my clueless friend.” 

Arm in arm, we joined the group around the game table. Nina snuggled up to Ben, both excited to play the game. I assumed they didn’t care if their significant other kissed someone else, but I hoped it wasn’t me who wound up in the closet with Ben. Nina could kick my rear end any day of the week. 

More people surrounded the table, several of whom I had never met before.

“Okay, guys, you know the rules. The bottle lands on you, you head to the coat closet, and your partner will follow shortly after. No getting handsy, and no means no. I don’t care that it’s a kissing game. If someone says stop, you stop. Otherwise, have fun!” 

Alicia sat the bottle down and spun it. Of course, the stupid thing landed on me first. My anxiety peaked, and I bounced up a little too quickly. My head felt dizzy, and I stumbled over Foster’s feet. Fortunately, he reached out to catch me before I faceplanted.

“You and your big feet,” I teased.

He shook his head with a grin, no remorse whatsoever. I rolled my eyes and headed toward the closet, shut the door, and waited. Alicia’s rules were so weird. For some reason, she always wanted the person chosen first to be surprised by their partner. I thought it was silly, but who was I to judge her crazy ways?

I sat on the floor cross-legged, waiting patiently for my partner to arrive, entirely unprepared for absolute darkness. The light above me flickered and died.

“Oh, nice. The bulb blew out.”

I heard a collective gasp on the other side of the door and sighed as I realized the power went out everywhere, not just in the little closet. I hated small spaces and small dark spaces—well, those were definitely not my thing. I stood up and reached for the door handle, frantic to find my way out of the tiny room when the door opened and someone walked in.

“What happened? Why did the power go out?” I asked, but I was met with silence. “Hello? Who’s there?” The smell of men’s cologne drifted in the air, a little familiar, but I couldn’t place a face to the scent.

“Um... Is this okay?” he asked. The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it either. I knew I’d heard it a lot, probably in school, but the owner of the voice just wouldn’t come to me.

He slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. I was a little surprised he wanted to continue the game with the blackout and people wandering around looking for flashlights, but I went with it because that’s what I did. I did the unexpected, and if he was okay with it, then I was too. 

“Sure, why not?” I said, then leaned toward him.

He was a lot taller than me—shocking. He had to bend down to kiss me, even as I stood on my toes, but it was a comfortable position. I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to do with my hands, so I rested them on his chest and let out a sigh. He smiled into the kiss and pulled me closer still.

I’d done some really crazy things in my life, and I’d felt adrenaline rushes most people will never experience. Back then, I was known in our little town as the wild child, the adrenaline junkie, the girl who physically couldn’t turn down a dare no matter how insane. But in my entire life, I had never felt such a mind-blowing jolt of electricity as I did the moment his lips touched mine. It was like a lightning strike, and my brain went into overdrive. 

Who is he? He seems familiar, but... not quite. He smells nice... also familiar. He’s a great kisser, and super tall... Who else was at the table after I spun? Who in the world is this guy?

But I wouldn’t find out, not then at least. He ended the kiss abruptly and rushed out the door before the lights flickered back on, leaving me standing in a puddle of confusion and electricity. My fingers tingled. My lips tingled. My toes tingled. My spine tingled—every inch of me knew this person was remarkable, and I had to figure out who he was, or risk never feeling the intense rush again.

In my nineteen years of life, I had never listened to my brain, and I rarely listened to my heart. The only thing I ever trusted was my gut, and at that moment, my gut was in full agreement with my heart and my brain. I had to find him before he left. He was the jolt of electricity I had been looking for my entire life. The thrill I chased but could never seem to catch.

I jerked the closet door open, but in the sea of scrambling people, I didn’t see a single person who looked like a guilty boy who had just kissed a girl in a dark closet. I stumbled out of the closet in search mode. I would find him, and if that meant kissing every boy in town, then so be it.
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Chapter Two
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“I DON’T KNOW WHAT GOT into you last night, but it cannot happen again,” Nina said. 

She stood over my bed with a glass of water and ibuprofen in one hand and a giant coffee cup in the other. She knew me so well. I groaned and sat up in my bed, noticing when I stretched that it was, in fact, not my bed. The dark blue walls and red curtains reminded me I was in Foster’s bedroom, the one he hadn’t repainted since his superhero phase in fourth grade. I took the water and aspirin, downing the entire glass before snatching the coffee cup and sipping slowly. Nina’s wide-eyed stare bored a hole in my head, so I made an effort to converse though my head was pounding.

“What do you mean?” I asked, unable to remember any specific acts of craziness I committed the previous night. That wasn’t an uncommon occurrence since I often wound myself into a tizzy that ended with me too exhausted to move by the end of the night. “I mean, I know I was my usual daring and undeniably fun self, but other than that—” 

“Are you serious right now?” Nina flopped down beside me on the bed, twirling her long brown locks between her index and middle finger. “Darcy, you’ve gotta stop pushing your limits like this. It screws you two ways from Tuesday.” 

“Oh, you’re overreacting. Were the police involved? No, they were not. Did I end up in the hospital? No, so I call that a good night.” I sipped my coffee again, letting the caffeine do its thing.

“No police or hospital visits, but you’re lucky you’re a cute girl. Otherwise, you might have gone to jail for assault.” Nina laughed, remembering the night’s antics and continued, “One minute, you were rambling about electricity and finally finding the missing link on your road to finding the ultimate thrill, and the next, you were test kissing every boy you could get your hands on.”

“Well, how else was I supposed to find the guy who kissed me? I had to perform a rigorous scientific experiment, and if it meant I had to kiss every boy in the house to find the right one, then so be it,” I said with a shrug.

“Darcy, I’m trying to talk to you about your insane behavior and—hold on, maybe we should back up to the part where I remind you that the power went out right after you went in the closet. No one else spun, so whoever came in that closet to kiss you was not playing by the rules,” she reminded.

“He asked permission first, Nina. I said it was okay, so it doesn’t matter if he played by some ridiculous spin the bottle rules or not.” For a moment, I wondered if I imagined the kiss... if my adrenaline was so high twenty-four-seven that my brain materialized the most amazing kiss of my life. No amount of adrenaline could materialize that kind of kiss. That was ridiculous thinking.

“Well, I guess if he asked and you said it was okay, but that doesn’t change your insane behavior, Darcy. Some of those guys have girlfriends and need I remind you half of them almost kicked your cute little butt last night?”

“But they didn’t because I am cute and harmless,” I said with a grin.

Nina laughed hysterically and struggled to catch her breath so she could carry on with our conversation. “I don’t know who you see when you look in the mirror, but harmless is not a word I would use to describe you. Foster had to carry you out over his shoulder, Darcy!” 

She continued to laugh until she had to clutch her stomach. When I had enough, I shoved her off the bed. “Ow! You’re a feisty little brat, did you know that?” she said from the floor.

“Whatever, weenie. Where’s Foster, and why was I sleeping in his bed?” I finished the coffee and set the mug on his desk. 

“He went to get breakfast for you, and you’re sleeping here because he was the only guy you didn’t try to kiss within a half-mile radius,” she said, still obviously irritated with my behavior. 

“Oh, yeah, now I remember,” I said. I dropped my head, a little ashamed that I let myself get that carried away over a kiss, but it was one heck of a kiss. Even so, it wasn’t fair of me to ruin my friend’s party over my own addiction to adrenaline. “Sorry, it won’t happen again.”

“You say that, but I guarantee it’ll be the same story again next week at Greg’s party,” she said.

Greg Brewer happened to be the biggest jerk in the world, so there was no way I was going to his party. He was always mean to me, picking on my height and daring me to do the dumbest things. It was because of him I broke my leg jumping off the monkey bars in fourth grade.

I didn’t have the chance to voice my protest before Foster burst through the door with waffles from our favorite diner. The smell wafted through the room, invading my nose. The little dive catered to drunken college kids every weekend, and I had no doubt they were the reason the diner even kept their doors open. I crammed bite after bite of waffle into my mouth as my mind wandered back to the kiss. I had to find the guy, no doubt about it, but the task seemed nearly impossible. Where would I even start?

“What are you thinking about?” Foster asked around a mouthful of chocolate chip waffle. He had been oddly quiet since entering his own bedroom, but I knew he was probably tired. I also knew from experience, sleeping in his parent’s guest bedroom was uncomfortable and painful. Would it kill them to get a new mattress for their guests?

“She’s probably thinking about how to find the boy she kissed last night,” Nina said, stealing bites of my waffle when she thought I wasn’t paying attention.

Foster started laughing and ran a hand over his head. 

“Which one?” he asked, his dark eyes squinted from smiling even though his mouth was full of waffle. His smirk was irritating, so I threw the closest thing I could grab at him, nailing him in the head with the heel of one of my shoes.

He caught it, which was merely a byproduct of always having things thrown at him. I really was too violent toward my friends, so I made a mental note to stop throwing things at Foster. He was the only one, though, since my other friends were mean to me all the time.

“What are these, like five inches? You’re so tiny and short,” he said. 

Okay, nevermind. I amended my mental note to start throwing more things at him.

He continued to laugh, sparking a laughing competition with Nina. When she calmed herself enough to reach for another bite of my breakfast, I stabbed her with my fork.

“Get your own waffle if you’re gonna laugh at me.” I snapped, but instantly felt horrible when I saw I’d drawn blood.

“You’re like a tiny little ninja,” Foster said, earning himself a glare from Nina and me.

“Back to the issue at hand,” Nina said. “You kissed a ton of guys last night, but there are millions more out there. Exactly how do you think you’re going to find the mystery guy?” She cautiously reached toward my plate, watching where my fork was before grabbing another bite.

“I don’t know, I guess I could place an ad in the paper. No, that’s dumb. No one reads those anymore.” I continued to think, wracking my brain for the perfect solution.

“Ben can have another party. Maybe the mystery guy will show up again?” Nina offered.

“Yeah, but he might not, and it’ll be a waste of time,” Foster added.

The more I thought about it, the more confident I was that the guy, this mystery guy who kissed me, would somehow change my life. In a way, he already had. There was no prank, no outrageous stunt I could pull that would ever make me feel the way his kiss did. One way or another, I’d find him, even if it meant kissing a lot of frogs before I found my prince. The thought made me think of Cinderella and her prince and his relentless effort to try that stupid shoe on every girl in the entire town, searching for the one foot who owned it. If only I could try on kisses the same way.

“I’ve got it!” I shouted, startling Nina. “The Kiss Contest!”

“What is a kiss contest?” she asked, but Foster only rolled his eyes and sighed.

“It’s a stupid contest they do at her university,” he said after scoffing at the idea. “Every year on Valentine’s day, they have a fundraiser for different charities, usually some heart foundation or association, and people buy tickets for kisses at the kissing booth. At the end of the fundraiser, the best kisser wins a date with whoever is in the booth that year.” 

“That’s brilliant, but how are you going to work that out?” Nina pulled her legs up to her chest and gave me her undivided attention. It was one of the things I both loved and hated about her. It was nice to know she valued what you had to say, but at the same time, it was difficult to speak while she bored holes into your head.

“It’s a stupid idea.” Foster stuffed the last bite of his waffle in his mouth and leaned back in his desk chair with his arms lazily hanging at his sides. I knew what would happen, and so did he, but he never seemed to learn his lesson. Before our conversation ended, he would fall on the floor, most likely whacking his head on his desk as he slipped out of the wobbly chair.

“You have so little faith in me, my friend. Here’s the plan, I’ll—” 

As suspected, Foster leaned too far back in his chair and fell backward. Nina and I watched as his legs flailed around in the air in a desperate attempt to move away from the broken chair. He’d fallen so many times it wasn’t funny anymore, so I continued describing my plan to Nina while he did his upside-down turtle dance.

“As I was saying, it will be a contest. I’ll write up a little blurb about it and post it on every social media account I have. It’ll be everywhere, and we’ll sell tickets just like they do at my school and donate the money somewhere. There’s no way I’ll ever forget that kiss, so if he’s brave enough to show up and buy a ticket, I’ll know who he is the second his lips touch mine.” 

I was excited, and my flapping hands were proof of that. Nina dodged them several times while listening, and when I was done speaking, Foster was finally up off the floor.

“What if no one shows up?” he asked, panting a little after fighting with the chair for several minutes.

“You should consider some cardio training, Fos. Also, look at her! We’ll make a fortune selling tickets!” Nina joined in my excitement, so Foster had no choice but to fall in line.

“Fine, when are we doing this disaster in the making?” He groaned and crawled on the bed with us and staring up at his ceiling covered with plastic glow-in-the-dark stars.

“Ben’s end of summer party?” Nina suggested.

“Works for me. That gives us six weeks to promote the contest and work out the details,” I said. 

Foster only nodded, his eyes droopy. I knew I’d worn him out the night before; I always did, but he never failed to make sure I got home in one piece. I looked at Nina and silently pointed to my best friend, who was quickly falling asleep beside us. I shrugged my shoulders and gave her a little smile.

She returned the smile and whispered, “You gave him a run for his money last night.” She glanced at her watch. “Shoot, I gotta go pick up Alicia. She wants to go shopping for some new sundresses if you want to come along.”

“Nah, I’m good, but thanks. I’m gonna wait for dodo here to wake up.” I waved to Nina as she exited the door then glanced at my best friend, sleeping peacefully.

Foster’s friendship was my world, always had been and always would be. Nothing had ever come between us, and I doubted anything ever would. He was the only person I’d ever known who understood my addiction to adrenaline, the need to chase that thrill at any cost. He was the one who helped me learn to ride a bike without training wheels, the friend who sat beside me in the hospital when I got that cast in fourth grade and signed his name in big green letters across the top. Foster was the one who boosted me up when I needed that last surge to reach my goal. He never failed me, not once in all our years of friendship.

I carefully leaned over and kissed his forehead, which made him stir and roll on his side. The bed shifted a little when I got up, forcing his eyes open slightly.

“Sorry. Go back to sleep. I’ll wake you for lunch,” I said.

“Mmm-hmm,” he said and reached for his blanket. I pulled it over him and tucked it up to his chin before turning to go. “Darcy?” he whispered when I flicked off the light.

“Yes, Fos?” I asked.

“The kiss contest thing?”

“What about it?” 

“I’m pretty sure you’re gonna regret that, Darcy Pistolis,” he said, then let his eyes flutter closed again.

I pursed my lips and sighed. Foster always supported me, that was true, but whenever he told me I would regret something, he was usually—no, he was always right. Even so, I couldn’t ignore the urge to discover who it was if only to learn something about myself.

I closed his door behind me and wandered into the kitchen. I found the house empty, but a warm pot of coffee sat on the coffee maker. I poured a cup and sorted through ideas for the contest that swirled around in my head. I found a notebook crammed in the junk drawer and started scribbling notes.

The Kiss Contest! Buy a kiss with Darcy Pistolis! All proceeds donated to The Children’s Heart Foundation! Give to a good cause, and one lucky guy could steal Darcy’s heart! The best kisser wins a date with the wild child herself! More details to come...

I posted the blurb to every social media account I had and forwarded it to the rest of the Fearless Five. With any luck, I’d be kissing my love by the end of summer. I got a little thrill just thinking about it, and if my instincts were right, this would be one wild and crazy ride.
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Chapter Three
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“DARCY, PLEASE DON’T do this. I’m begging you. On my knees, I’m begging you.” Foster’s warm eyes glistened in the firelight, but I was immune to his puppy dog eyes.

“Foster, it’s too late. You can’t fix this,” I said. I took a step away from him so he couldn’t reach me. “It’s done. It’s over. Say goodbye.”

“It can’t be too late. I can fix it! Please, at least let me try to fix it!” He begged on his knees, grasped my waist with both hands, and pouted. The panic on his face was adorable. There was no reason for it since I would never do anything to hurt him, but he seemed to think I would. He deserved a little worry after what he’d done.

“You know what you did wrong, Foster. You can’t take it back, and you certainly can’t fix it,” I said, watching him suffer just a little longer.

“I didn’t mean to do it, Darcy. I don’t know what came over me, I just... It just happened! I’m so sorry, please forgive me.” He sat back on his feet, arms hanging loosely at his sides, shoulders slumped in defeat.

I felt a tug at my heart, and I knew I couldn’t do it. No matter what he’d done to me, I could never hurt him so much in retaliation. I sighed loudly and tapped my foot, deciding what his punishment should be for breaking our trust in the most intrusive way possible.

“Fine, I’ll forgive you this once if you promise it will never happen again. You can’t do things like that, Foster. It could have ruined our friendship!” I fussed.

The near-extinguished glimmer of hope in his eyes flamed, growing stronger by the second.

“I swear, Darcy, I swear I will never do it again.” He stretched his arms out toward me again, beckoning me to come to him and put him out of his misery.

“Okay, if you really mean it, then repeat after me. I, Foster Mitchell...” I waited for him to respond, dragging out the torture just a little longer.

He rolled his eyes, but repeated my words, “I, Foster Mitchell...”

“Swear on the life of Mr. Tiddles...” I continued.

“Swear on the life of Mr. Tiddles...” Another eye roll and a frustrated sigh.

“That I will never, ever read Darcy’s diary again.” I finished, swinging Mr. Tiddles from my fingertips, precariously close to the fire.

“Darcy, this is silly.” He stood and yanked his teddy bear from my hands and safely tucked him into his jacket before backing several steps away so I couldn’t tackle him and retrieve the bear. “You just threatened the life of my childhood toy over a diary, which I might add is full of stuff I already knew.”

“That’s not the point, Fos. You had no right to read it. Do you have that little respect for me?” I asked, my defenses already failing. I could never stay mad at him for long. I’d already forgiven him, but I couldn’t appear weak. If I did, I had no doubt I would find him reading my diary like a tattered and worn Austen novel every chance he got.

“Of course, I respect you! I love you to bits, you tiny little human!” he said, then shrugged, “But, it was just lying there all purple and sparkly. What did you think was gonna happen?”

“Are you seriously blaming me for you reading my diary?” I asked while trying to think of a new hiding place.

“No, but if you leave it out where anyone can see it, then it’s bound to happen. Just be glad it was me and not Matt Chapman. You were more obsessed with him in ninth grade than I realized.” He laughed like a mad man at his own taunt, and I took the bait as always.

I marched over to him and smacked his arm, barely eliciting a flinch. He picked me up and hoisted me over his shoulder, all the while, I squealed and squirmed. He tossed me onto a lounge chair, which nearly broke, and began to tickle me relentlessly, something I hated with a passion. After a few minutes of fending him off, he finally stopped and occupied himself with roasting a marshmallow.

“Ahem, excuse us, but are you two finished with whatever that was? Amusing as it was, I’d rather not see any more of it,” Ben said. 

He and the others stared at us like we’d grown horns, forgetting how ridiculous we were after nearly a year spent in separate cities.

Ben had suggested a little backyard get-together, just the five of us, and things were going great until Foster went inside to use the bathroom. He was gone for an unusual length of time, so I went in search of him only to find him sitting on my bed engrossed in my journal from high school. The smirk on his face infuriated me, so I ran next door, stole his favorite childhood toy—his stuffed bear Mr. Tiddles—and dangled him over the fire. I had no intention of ever tossing it into the fire, but I had to take a stand and reestablish our boundaries.

Alicia had attempted to calm me down before I did something I would regret, then remembered that I was Darcy Pistolis, and Darcy Pistolis didn’t regret anything. However, watching Foster plead for the life of his prized bear was more heart wrenching than I had expected, and I decided I would never threaten the life of a stuffed animal again. After all, it wasn’t Mr. Tiddles’ fault that his owner was a doofus.

“You two are nuts. Why aren’t you dating? Refresh my memory,” Alicia teased.

“Because it would ruin our friendship, and I don’t like him that way,” I replied, sticking my tongue out like a child.

“Yeah, Darcy is way too much for me. Sure, we’re cute like this, but we’d kill each other if we got married,” Foster agreed, stuffing his mouth with more sugar than he needed.

Nina only shook her head. She was the original captain of a ship that would never sail, the girl who had tried and failed to set us up multiple times. By now, she knew the deal; we were friends and nothing more. 

“Are you nervous about the contest?” she asked, changing the subject.

“No, should I be?” I lied. I was nervous as could be, but I wasn’t about to admit that to the rest of them. If I did, they would find a way to get me to back out, and that just wasn’t an option.

“I guess not. Hopefully, he’ll show up,” she said.

“Half of the town will show up. She’ll be kissing guys all night.” Foster’s tone had changed a little, reminding me just what he thought about the whole idea. Though he would never try to talk me out of doing it, he would continue to grumble and groan whenever anyone brought it up.

“Maybe we can narrow things down a little. We can piece together a description from what you did see or feel. I mean, surely you remember if he was taller or shorter than you, right?” Ben asked. Ben was always the plotter, the planner, the most reasonable of us—not that that was saying much considering the rest of us were flying by the seat of our pants most days. He could prank with the best of us when he wanted to, but when he did, he had usually thought through the consequences and decided they were worth it—unlike me.

“He was taller,” I said. “Maybe six inches or so, I’d guess. His hair was kind of longish but not like intentionally long.”

“Intentionally? How could you tell that in the dark?” Ben asked.

“I don’t know, just work with me, okay?”

Ben shrugged and motioned for me to go on.

“He was muscular, but not overly built, maybe athletic.” I described what I could remember using my other senses, but he sounded just like—

“Great, you just described most of the boys our age in town,” Nina teased, but I knew she was as eager as I was to discover the mystery kisser’s identity.

I thought about it for a while, but nothing else came to mind. Foster started handing me marshmallows—I think to shut me up, but I didn’t care because they were good. I didn’t think I would ever feel complete if we didn’t find the mystery boy. I didn’t even know his name, but he already took up so much room in my head, I couldn’t think properly. 

I reached for a roasting stick lying on the ground beside the fire, not expecting it to be scorching hot. I yelped when it singed my hand and dropped it, then inspected my hand. There was a raised, painful burn on the palm that extended down my fingers. Foster dropped everything and grabbed my hand. 

“Oh, Darcy. This looks nasty. Let’s go clean it up.” 

He practically dragged me into his house and to the bathroom, where he yanked a first aid kit from under the sink. He shoved bandages and various ointments out of the way in his search for burn cream, mumbling curse words with every shove. I giggled despite the pain as I watched him with his head buried in the cabinet, tossing things out behind him.

“Finally! Here, let me see your hand.” He waved the tube in the air with a victorious grin. I gave him my hand but said a little prayer that he didn’t make it worse.

Foster gently cleaned the wound and ran it under cold water to soothe the burn. Once he was satisfied, he slathered it with cream and a light bandage. He gave it a soft kiss and patted my head. “There,” he said. “Good as new in a few days.”

“I’m so clumsy. Thanks, Fos,” I said, shaking off the tingly feeling I got when he kissed my hand. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t noticed how handsome he was, or what a great catch he was. On the contrary, if he weren’t my best friend, I probably would have been attracted to him. But Foster was my best friend, and that meant he was not an option.

“Of course, anything for my Doodle Bug.” He grinned and placed the first aid kit back where it belonged. 

I watched him organize the cabinet for a moment. The longer I watched him, the more awful I felt about the teddy bear incident. I never should have taken his childhood security toy, and I definitely never should have pretended I was willing to toss it in the fire. I had been a horrible friend. He deserved a good fussing, but not fear his fondest memories of his childhood were about to go up in smoke.

His hands worked quickly, but I managed to grab one of them when he reached for stray bandages. He glanced at me with a questioning gaze.

“I’m sorry I tried to kill Mr. Tiddles. I really wouldn’t have dropped him in the fire, Fos, I swear.” 

Foster stood and looked into my eyes, his sparkling more brightly under the light in the bathroom than they had outside in the firelight. He smiled and hugged me.

“I know that, Doodle Bug.” He helped me down from the counter and threw away the bandage wrapper before finishing, “I know you’d never hurt me on purpose, and I should not have read your private thoughts.”

“It was just a stupid diary. I don’t care if you read it. Everything in it is old news anyway.” I suddenly wanted to make it up to him somehow. It was a pretty big overreaction to something that he had already known. He knew everything about me, so what was there to hide?

“No, it’s not stupid. Those were your thoughts and feelings, and at the time, they were a big deal for you. I get that, and I shouldn’t have read it. I was the one in the wrong, Darcy, not you.”

“You’re sort of perfect at this best friend thing. I seriously don’t know if I would have survived high school without you,” I admitted with one hundred percent certainty. Foster was the reason I made it through the most challenging time of my life. Without him... I couldn’t even think about it.

“You would have been fine. I just held you back,” he teased, but it wasn’t true. He might not have been popular, but he had a way about him. Everyone was comfortable around him, and that was a rare character trait—the ability to make people feel calm, accepted, and valued without uttering a word.

“Shall we join the others before all the good snacks are gone?” he asked.

“You’re just worried Ben will eat all the marshmallows,” I said, speaking the truth.

“You got me. Let’s go, Doodle.” 

Foster flipped the light switch off, and a little hit of adrenaline coursed through me. The proximity of my best friend, coupled with the darkness, brought back memories that made my heart race. Foster must have noticed my hesitation because he chuckled and took my hand, leading me back out to the rest of our friends. Nina and Alicia shared a look, one that said they should just date already, but they didn’t bother stating it out loud. It wasn’t something I was willing to risk, because losing Foster meant losing a part of myself. Foster was my best friend, nothing more and nothing less.
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Chapter Four
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“GOOD MORNING, PUMPKIN. How was your sleep?” My father peered at me over the rim of his glasses with a book in one hand and a half-eaten banana in the other.

“It was good. When did you get in?” I asked. I poured myself a cup of coffee and grabbed one of the muffins my mother purchased from the bakery down the street. My mother was good at a lot of things, but baking was never one of them.

“Way too late. I’m going back to bed for another couple of hours as soon as your mother leaves for work. Do you have plans for today?” My father’s job kept him busy traveling, but it was never really a big deal for me. He’d been on and off the road with his client’s book tours since before I was born, so I was used to seeing him for a few weeks at a time, then only speaking on the phone for a month or two. If I’m honest, I think his job was the only reason my parents' marriage lasted for so long. If they were together in the same house for more than a few months, things started to get tense. They each had their own way of doing things, and those ways tended to clash.

“I thought I heard my Munchkin.” Mom kissed my forehead when she entered the kitchen and sat down beside Dad, giving him a sweet smile. It always started out that way—sweet gestures and kind words—but after cleaning up my father’s dirty clothes and dishes from all corners of the house for weeks, she would transform into a seething, two-headed monster that counted the days until he hit the road again.

“So, I thought since I’ll be in town for your birthday this year, maybe we could go to the lake like we used to when you were a kid. I already hired a cleaning crew to make sure the cabin is in tip-top shape for our arrival tomorrow,” Dad said.

“You want to go to the lake? Tomorrow?” I asked. I couldn’t hide my disappointment though I tried hard to. I wanted to spend time with my Dad, but I was only home for a few weeks and hoped to spend time with my friends as well.

“Yes, the lake. I know you want to spend time with your friends, and there are plenty of rentals available. Just invite your friends, and you can throw a birthday party while we’re there,” he said.

I had forgotten my father could almost read my mind. His insight was both a blessing and a curse. I rarely had to find the words to express my emotions to him, but at the same time, I couldn’t hide them when I wanted to either. His idea, however, grew on me fast. I loved road trips, and road trips with my friends were anything but boring. My mother, assuming I still needed more convincing, sweetened the deal.

“Aunt Jessica and Uncle John will be there with Sean,” she said. The twinkle in her eye indicated she knew she’d won me over. After Foster, my cousin Sean was my favorite person in the world. 

“You’ve got yourself a deal, Daddy,” I said. I offered my hand, and he shook it vigorously, our deal sealed. I gave my mother a quick kiss on the cheek and headed to the garage. I was already late to meet Alicia, but I knew she would forgive me when I told her about my father’s idea.

I hardly remembered the drive to Alicia’s as I thought over that kiss once more. I just had to find the mystery guy. There was no way around it, because if I didn’t, then I knew I was in for a long, boring life with subpar kisses and lackluster love.

I was right about Alicia. As soon as I told her about a party at the lake, she squealed with delight. Alicia had a long-standing crush on my cousin, Sean—one that was, unfortunately, not returned. Sean thought she was great and everything, but he wasn’t terribly interested in dating any of my friends. He thought it was weird, which I was somewhat happy to know. I didn’t want the awkward tension between my dearest cousin and my dearest friend if and when they broke up. 

The two hadn’t seen each other in almost two years, so Alicia was determined to win him over this time around.

“I can’t believe Sean will be there. It’s been so long since I last saw him,” she said, scrounging through her closet for the perfect clothing to impress Sean.

“Please pack responsible clothing, Alicia. I’m not carrying you around all weekend because you packed stupid shoes,” Ben said.

“Hush. I’ll pack what I want,” Alicia said.

Ben whined. “Come on, Ally. At least don’t pack that ridiculous teenie tiny bikini. You’re my cousin, and I don’t want to see things I’m not supposed to see.” Ben pleaded with his cousin, who had already stuffed plenty of swimsuits into her bag.

“If you don’t like what I wear, close your eyes,” she snapped, then pulled a skimpy bikini from her dresser drawer. 

Ben sighed and left Alicia’s bedroom to find Foster while we girls continued gossiping about Sean and his newest girlfriend. I didn’t care much for her, even though I had yet to meet her. The way my aunt described her, you’d think she didn’t even care about my cousin. She always demanded things of him, forcing him to go everywhere with her and ignore his own friends. My aunt was concerned she would demand an engagement ring before long. 

For that reason only, I hoped Alicia would at least distract my cousin long enough for me to scare the snot out of his wretched girlfriend. With any luck, I’d have her running for the hills by sundown the first day. Most people would have stayed out of their relative’s relationship drama, but not me. Nope, this girl would never let her bestie cousin marry a less-than-perfect-for-him woman. But it wasn’t just me. My entire family was a gaggle of busy-body loudmouths who forever butt their heads in where they didn’t belong—probably all that Greek blood.

But we Pistolis’ were always stronger together than we ever are apart, and whenever one of us found ourselves with our back against a wall, the rest of the family swooped in to cover us. That’s just the way it worked. So if I succeeded in running off his crummy girlfriend, Sean might be angry with me for half a second, but he would get over it soon enough. 

For the rest of the afternoon, I listened to Alicia tell me things about my cousin I already knew, exhibiting her unhealthy obsession with all things Sean Pistolis. Half of the time, I tuned her out and let my mind wander toward the upcoming contest where I might—if I was lucky—meet the man of my dreams.

There was some drama when the suitcase wouldn’t zip properly, a little more when we couldn’t figure out what we wanted to eat for lunch, followed by more drama when Ben and Foster argued over which television show we should watch. When I got sick of listening to them fight, I disappeared and headed home to pack my own bags—all the while, I thought about that stupid kiss.

The next morning came before I was ready, primarily because I never finished packing my bag. It turns out, college-aged kids are expected to do their own laundry when they return home for summer break—who knew? I had to run a load and dry it unless I wanted to wear wrinkled, smelly clothes.

I rushed around and finished cramming clothes into my bag, then ran around, making sure everything was turned off. Mom and Dad had gone up the night before, leaving me in charge of locking the house down. Finally, Foster banged on the door. Fortunately, Ben’s SUV was large enough for us to cram in as long as I agreed to sit in the third-row seat—the downside of being portable size.

After another round of bickering about who would drive first, we headed out on our trip. We were hardly on the road for an hour when Nina pulled the same stunt she always did. She drank too much coffee, and we had to stop for her to use the ladies' room.

“Get it all out this time, because I’m not stopping again before lunch!” Ben fussed at his girlfriend, who only rolled her eyes and bought a bottle of water before leaving the rest area.

“Who wants to play a game?” Alicia asked, earning herself a groan from the rest of us. The girl and her games—every party, every road trip, everything we ever did was accompanied by a game.

“The last game we played nearly caused Darcy to explode.” Foster teased me, tossing a bag of potato chips my way.

“Hush up, you little—” 

He stuffed a chip in my mouth before I could finish, earning us another, please date already look from the drama squad. I knew I would have to talk with them again, the one about not trying to force my best friend and me into a relationship we didn’t want.

Alicia ignored Foster’s comment and my glare and continued her argument for a game. “It’s not a game that will make our faint-hearted Fluttercakes explode because of a kiss in a closet. It’s just a friendly game of I spy.”

“Fluttercakes? I swear, I think all you do all day is think of stupid names to call me,” I said. I threw a handful of chips at her, hitting her dead in the eye with one. She let out a shriek, something that sounded like a cross between a banshee and a toddler throwing a tantrum, and grabbed at her eye with one hand while flailing the other around.

“Please, it barely hit you, drama queen,” Foster said.

I smiled at my best friend, who always defended me until the end, right or wrong. That was probably a bad idea on his part since it often ended with him getting as much flack for my actions as I did, but he was loyal like that.

“I could have lost an eye!” Alicia cried, angrily jabbing her finger toward me.

“From a potato chip? Please, Alicia,” Ben said. He was getting frustrated—the same thing he always did when we went on road trips. I wondered why he always offered to drive when he knew it would test his patience and make him half-crazy by the time we arrived at our destination.

“I could have!” Alicia yelled again, pointing at her cousin.

Nina sipped her water but otherwise kept her mouth shut. Watching the rest of us pick on Ben was enough fun for her without joining in. Besides, once he finally popped his top, she was the only one he wanted to be around—so long as she wasn’t in on the teasing.

“I spy with my little eye, the biggest drama queen in the world.” Foster continued to tease Alicia, so she threw her jelly beans at him. They flew all over the car, which irritated the snot out of Ben, who jerked the car off the road and down the nearest exit ramp.

“Five minutes,” Foster said, his amusement evident in his tone and in the twinkle of his eyes. I raised my eyebrows and glanced at Foster. He shrugged. “Five minutes away from the rest area. In my head, I bet with you on how long it would take for Ben to lose his cool and pull off the road. Five minutes. I won, so you owe me lunch.”

“You made a bet in your head? Yeah, that’s not a thing, my friend.” I glanced out the window to see where Ben had driven us and spied a giant hot dog with a blue ball cap, the signature sign for Wonky Dogs. “Stop!” I screeched.

Ben slammed on the brakes, nearly getting us rear-ended. A nice old lady in a baby blue station wagon showed Ben her pretty finger after whipping out from behind him and speeding around us, gassing her wagon and leaving us in her dust.

“Wow,” I said. “That lady was mad. You probably shouldn’t have slammed on your brakes, Ben.” I was immune to his scowling, so the evil look he shot me over his shoulder did nothing to sour my mood. 

I hadn’t had Wonky Dogs in forever, not since my sixteenth birthday party at the lake. Ben pulled into the lot, and I could already smell the fantastic food waiting for me inside. I saw Ben grasp Nina’s hand and smile, his mood improved by the promise of yummy hot dogs, too.

The group was silent while we scarfed down the hot dogs—until Ben finished his and made a big deal about reminding me of the only dare I had ever failed. He never let me live it down. It was the one dare, the one time things didn’t work out, and it haunted my dreams more often than I’d care to admit.

“Hey, Darcy, remember that super easy dare I gave you on your sixteenth birthday? You know, the one you didn’t do? What was it? Oh yeah, I dared you to climb the Wonky Dog sign and pose for a picture,” Ben teased, getting me back for almost causing an accident.

“Yes, Ben. We all remember the dare, and I think we all remember the reason I didn’t do it,” I said with an edge, knowing full-well what awaited me.

“The wrong type of shoes is not an excuse, Short Stack. I dare you to try again,” he said.

Ugh. Curse him and his taunting ways.

“No!” Nina smacked her boyfriend and turned her attention to me. “Darcy, you have nothing to prove. It’s a stupid dare and—” 

Her pleas fell flat on an empty chair. I had already climbed over Foster and was on my way out the door before she started her second sentence.

I stood under the sign, gauging the height at about twenty feet before the platform the giant hot-dog stood on. My sneakers had a much better grip than the flats I’d been wearing years ago, and I was confident I could get up the pole without a lot of work. Getting over the platform was another thing altogether, but I’d worry about that when I got to it.

I needed a boost, so I looked at Foster, whose pursed lips and narrowed eyes could make even the most defiant of toddlers stop in their tracks. Good thing I wasn’t a toddler. He boosted me up despite his disapproval, and I caught the pole with the soles of my shoes. I slid down about a foot, causing a loud squeak that echoed in my ears. I stopped the slide and the awful sound and pushed up the pole one foot at a time. Before long, I reached the platform. I reached for the edge of it, but it was too far for my short arms to grasp. I pushed myself a little further up the pole and tried again. This time, my fingers barely grasped the edge. The only way to reach was to push off the pole, jump, and pray.

“If you’re not living, you’re dying!” I yelled, then said a little prayer and pushed off the pole.

I barely caught the edge of the platform, but I hadn’t expected it to be so rough. Little spiked circles covered the platform, probably so people wouldn’t slip around on it when performing repairs and painting the sign. 

I pulled myself up and over the edge of it like a tiny little gymnast or a cat with a death wish. My fingers were sore, likely covered with tiny punctures, but my focus was on my landing. I heard the gasps below and caught sight of Nina with her hands over her face. Ben’s satisfied grin was enough to push me to reach my goal. 

I steadied myself and stood tall. Alicia snapped picture after picture with her phone, while I struck poses. Foster was on the other side of the pole, pushing himself up behind me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m not going to let my Doodle Bug have all the fun!” he yelled back. 

His arms were longer, so getting over the platform was easier for him. 

We both posed for several pictures with the goofy grinning hot dog in a hat, but our merriment was cut short by a short, stout, screaming man in an apron. The owner waved his hands at us and yelled a string of curse words in a sentence that was, in my opinion, absolute perfection of the English language. 

Foster slipped over the platform and caught the pole, then helped me over the edge and pushed me forward so I could reach the pole myself. I realized that I would have never been able to get back down if he hadn’t followed me up. 

We heard police sirens in the distance and knew it was time to get out of Dodge. Foster flew down the pole ahead of me, but brave as I was, there wasn’t a pool of water waiting at the bottom to cushion the blow if I fell. I shimmied down as fast as I could, but I wasn’t fast enough. I saw the cop car turning on the road, and knew I only had a few seconds to get down and get to the car or face a night in jail.

My palms sweat, making the climb down more difficult than expected. I took a chance and looked down. Sadly, I still had a good ten feet until my feet reached the bottom. Ben and the girls were already in the car and parked beneath the sign, waiting for me to get down so we could disappear.

Foster saw my hesitation, sensed my fear, and stepped up to the plate. “Jump, Darcy! Just jump! I’ve got you!”

I didn’t think. I just let go. The thought of hitting the ground never crossed my mind as I fell because I knew I wouldn’t hit the ground. Foster caught me. He never let me fall.

Foster tossed me into the car and jumped in behind me, barely getting the door closed before Ben sped out of the lot. We were several blocks down the road by the time the police entered the parking lot of Wonky Dog—a place I would probably never be able to show my face again thanks to my inability to turn down a dare.

Once we were on the highway and our laughter was under control, Alicia passed her phone back to me.

“This one is my favorite,” she said.

In the photo, I was leaning on the hot dog with my arms in the air. Even on my toes with my hands up high, I still wasn’t as tall as the giant Wonky Dog. Foster had his arm around my waist protectively, with his usual worried expression. I felt a little guilty for all the trouble I’d caused him over the years, but the photo of the two of us twenty feet in the air hugging a giant hot dog was well worth it.
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Chapter Five
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“INCOMING!” BEN SWUNG from the rope swing hooked around a giant oak and dropped into the lake two feet from me. I wasn’t prepared for him to pull me under with him, so when I resurfaced gasping for air, he chuckled. It earned him a shove back under the water.

“Jerk,” I mumbled and swam over to Alicia and Nina, who were lazily floating around on innertubes. Alicia adjusted herself, so I could fit beside her and immediately started her interrogation.

“What’s the deal, Darcy? It’s obvious you and Foster are meant to be together, so why won’t you just give in and go with it?” She begged me to cave and satisfy her obsession with Foster and me becoming a couple as if it were the one thing missing from her unfulfilled life. I groaned and slid off the tube, avoiding her gaze at all costs. 

“You know why,” I said. “And I wish you all would stop hounding me about it every chance you get.” I looked to Nina, who listened intently to our conversation but didn’t say a word. She did offer me a small, uncomfortable smile.

“Yeah, I know why, but it just doesn’t make sense. You say you’re afraid of losing him, but you can still lose him even as a friend. Losing people is a part of life, and it can happen whether you date or don’t date. It’s a stupid thing to worry about.” Alicia waved her hand around, half paying attention to the conversation, half-reading the magazine she’d brought. I wanted to yank it away and toss it in the water just to annoy her. Alicia didn’t know when to quit, but luckily Nina did.

“That’s not fair, and it’s not a very nice thing to say, Alicia. Let’s just drop it and have a good time.” Nina pulled her dark hair out of its ponytail and dipped it into the water. “It’s so hot out here, you could fry an egg on my head.”

The subject change was more than welcome, but it was too little too late. I was already irritated with Alicia, so I waded back to the shore and pulled myself out of the water. Ben and Foster were taking turns swinging into the lake, Sean was trying to convince his girlfriend to do something besides sit inside the cabin ignoring everyone, and the girls were oblivious to the world around them. Neither of them noticed I’d disappeared, so I took the opportunity to take a little walk. I hadn’t visited my sister in nearly three years, and a visit was long overdue. 

The moment I thought of her, of Violet, my heart ached. I wrapped myself in a towel and wandered the path to where she would remain forever and always.

It looked the same as it did when I saw it last. The rosebushes could use some trimming, but it was basically the same. I sat in front of the granite slab and wiped the dirt from her name, taking the time to read the date carved under it. It was difficult to forget the date of her death; it was my birthday, after all. 

Violet was the most free-spirited person I had ever known, and I lived my life for her—exactly the way she would have done it herself if she’d had the chance. Violet was crazy, and she lived her life without limitation. No worries, no cares, no regrets. She just lived. Losing her changed everything in my life. I’d always been one to chase adventure myself, but after the summer she died, it became an addiction.

The thrill of adrenaline coursing through my veins was the only thing that kept the pain under control. If my heart was pounding, my palms were sweaty, my legs were weak with adrenaline, then my heart wouldn’t feel ripped to shreds, my hands wouldn’t shake with fear, and I wouldn’t collapse under the weight of missing my sister. 

My birthday would mark the fourth year without her. In truth, I thought her death was the reason we stopped visiting the lake in the first place. The year after her death, we tried to continue our family tradition, but it wasn’t the same without her contagious smile and whimsical approach to life. 

In two days, I would turn twenty, the age she was when she died. I would wake up with an ache in my chest that I would carry with me all day, and another small piece of me would die.

“I thought I’d find you here. Am I interrupting?” Foster asked. His deep voice was soothing, and his presence was anything but an interruption. If anything, Violet would be happy he was by my side. I grasped his wrist and dragged him down to sit beside me. 

He brushed his fingers over her name and sighed. He missed her, too—the big sister he never had. We sat in comfortable silence for a long time. The sun was setting before I finally stood up, stretched out my sore limbs, and bid my sister farewell.

The others would never understand. They didn’t have siblings and could never truly fathom the pain of losing someone so close to you, the closeness of a sibling bond. When Violet died, a massive part of me died with her. I didn’t know who to be without her in my life, and I didn’t know how to figure it out either. 

Foster was the only constant during that time. My parents were distraught, as expected, and often forgot I existed. I wasn’t angry; if anything, I needed the time to process everything, but it still would have been nice to be comforted by my parents in some way. Violet hadn’t been just an older sister to me, but also to Foster. She took him in as her surrogate little brother, which he loved except when she picked on him relentlessly—all in good fun, of course. Foster shared in the devastation of her passing, often crying alongside me for hours at a time. Violet’s death was just one more brick in our wall of friendship, the reliable and unbreakable structure that held my life together.

Losing Foster would be equivalent to losing Violet all over again, and it was a risk I was not willing to take. Nina and Alicia would just have to drop the anchor on the Darcy and Foster ship; it would never set sail. The only way to ensure I would never lose Foster was to never let my feelings for him grow into anything more than friendship.

Halfway down the hill, Foster spoke again. “You okay, Doodle?” He slowed his pace and turned to face me.

“As okay as I’ll ever be, I think.” 

He kissed the top of my head and gripped my hand tightly, leading me toward the cabin. I’d heard that question a million times. Are you okay? Of course, I wasn’t okay. My sister was dead, but I knew it was the only safe question to ask someone who lost so much. It didn’t show indifference, but it also didn’t open the floodgates. I was used to that question, and I was used to Foster asking.

The cabins were alive with the sounds of my family bustling about preparing our dinner. I wasn’t in the mood for socializing, so I made a beeline for the rental cabin I shared with the girls. It was understood that Foster would follow me rather than join the others, and he did. It was also understood that I was way too tired and too emotionally drained to be of any use to anyone, so he waited patiently while I showered, then pulled back the covers of the bed and tucked me in. 

He turned off the lights and headed toward the door. His hand was on the doorknob, but he hesitated. “Doodle?”

“Hmm?” I was drifting quickly and barely heard my nickname through the fog of sleep that was quickly closing in on me. 

“If I asked you not to do the kiss contest thing, would you do it anyway?” His question was so quiet, it didn’t make it from my ears to my brain. It was never processed, and his answer was never given.

The next morning was a disaster of epic proportions. My mother decided a hearty breakfast was in order, and she busied herself with preparations. She did not, however, anticipate the herd of boys watching her every move, stealing bacon and sausage when she wasn’t looking, and swiping eggs or pancakes when she turned the other way. They made a game of teasing my mother and making her believe she’d lost her mind. It was all in fun until Sean dumped a bowl of oatmeal on Ben’s head. He knew the moment he did it, he would pay a steep price. Sean bolted out the back door with Ben hot on his heels. 

My aunt and uncle chuckled and helped my mother clean up the mess, which she insisted was no big deal even as she glared at the door my cousin had exited.

“We’ll make him pay later, don’t worry,” my uncle said, then smiled at me.

The door slammed shut behind someone else, startling my mother, who dropped a full carton of eggs on the floor. It wouldn’t have been a big deal if Nina hadn’t walked in to see what the commotion was about, slipped on the eggs, and took my mother down with her. Foster stifled a laugh while helping them up, but I couldn’t hold it in. I laughed until I was nearly blue, earning myself a couple of choice names and two eggs thrown at me. Eggs were wonderful for the hair, so I smooshed them around while I was in the shower—again—washing the rest of the mess from my arms and face.

When I got out of the shower, I was met with a bouquet of purple tulips placed neatly in the center of my bed, tied in a bunch with a white ribbon. Purple tulips were Violet’s favorite, but the reminder of her was pleasant and peaceful rather than painful. I opened the card and read the short message inside.

Doodle Bug, 

For you and Vi. I love you both. 

Love, Foster

I decided to share the flowers with Violet and placed half of them in a cup of water. I wrapped the remaining flowers with the ribbon and headed out the door. The path was growing over, something I hadn’t noticed the day before. I also thought the area could use more flowers, so I made a mental note to bring some back to her before going back to school.

When I arrived at her grave, I hadn’t expected anyone else to be there, so the girl with long blonde hair sitting on her gravestone gazing into the meadow below was a shock on more levels than one. It was no one I knew, for sure. No one would be that rude toward my sister, or that dense.

“Who are you, and why are you sitting on my sister’s headstone?” I asked, moving from calm and collected to livid in under a second. 

When she turned around, I recognized her. It was Sean’s girlfriend. The same girl who silently judged everyone the entire day when we arrived then did everything she could to avoid having breakfast with us. She annoyed me so much, I couldn’t even be bothered to remember her name. Her green eyes flickered with irritation, but she offered no reason or explanation for her mistake—though, one could argue sitting on someone’s headstone was not a mistake easily made. 

She made no effort to move but rolled her eyes and turned back to the view in front of her. One thing my cousin should have told her about his feisty Greek family—we didn’t like being ignored.

“Get up,” I ordered with the tenacity only the five-foot-tall Darcy Pistolis could muster.

“No. I’m comfortable. What’s the big deal? It’s just a rock.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and ignored me again.

By now, my friends had wandered up the hill to pay their respects to my departed sister. I felt Foster’s entire body tense when he stopped beside me.

“Oh, boy,” he said and slipped his fingers between mine, most likely so I didn’t use that hand to strangle Sean’s girlfriend.

Sean gasped when he saw her perched on his cousin’s headstone and made a motion to pull her down. “That’s Violet’s headstone. You can’t—”

She jerked her arm free. “I’m aware of what it is, Sean! I was just watching the sunrise over the meadow because your family is way too loud in the morning. It’s just a stupid chunk of rock; it’s not like I’m actually sitting on your dead cousin!” 

Nina stepped forward, the only one of us with any patience to speak of. “Maybe you don’t realize, but what you are doing is really disrespectful. It might be a chunk of rock to you, but for them, it’s something more.” I knew she was angry, too, but her soft voice was an attempt to resolve the situation without any fists flying.

What’s her name rolled her eyes again, stood up, and swept her arms out in a sarcastic manner, “There, are you happy now? I got off the stupid headstone. You people and your ridiculous logic.” She started to walk away, but Alicia sick of her. We were all beyond fed up with her attitude—which was loud and clear when she didn’t get her way the day before.

Alicia stood in her path, her finger pointed directly at the subject of her anger. “You are nothing but a disrespectful child, and if I catch you anywhere near Violet’s gravesite again, you’ll be sorry. Can the attitude for the rest of the trip, while you’re at it.”

The indignant blonde straightened herself, accepting the challenge. “And just what will you do about it?” Her eyes analyzed Alicia top to bottom, clearly finding herself much better than Alicia could ever hope to be.

Sean attempted to settle the dispute before it got out of hand. “Uh, ladies, let’s not get too carried—”

“Shut up, Sean.” Alicia’s words struck Sean. His eyes went wide with shock, and perhaps... a little respect? For once, Alicia wasn’t chasing my cousin around like a lost puppy. She was using the backbone God had given her, one he’d heard she had but never saw.

Alicia gave her attention back to Sean’s girlfriend, who squared off with Alicia in a struggle of wills I was sure would end badly. At that point, I didn’t care. I knew violence would anger Violet, but I would not let some disrespectful brat treat her final resting place with so little care.

Alicia grumbled. “I’m warning you one last time, stop being disrespectful. Just go back to the cabin, whine a little more, and suffer through one more day here with us.”

“Mmm, I think I’ll come up here and watch the sunset, too,” Sean’s girlfriend said—which was stupid because you couldn’t even see the sunset from there, not unless you climbed the trees. It was bait, and Alicia took it.

“Do what you want, but if you sit on that stone again, I’ll punch you in the face.” 

Sean’s girlfriend’s eyes widened, her lips turned into a grin, and the silly girl sat on Violet’s headstone. I didn’t time it, but I think it took all of two seconds before she hit the ground with a groan and a bloodied nose. After shaking out her hand, Alicia turned to Sean.

“You may be gorgeous, but I’ll break your face if you ever let anyone talk to Darcy like that again. I’m going for a walk, and if this woman isn’t gone when I get back, things will go from bad to worse.” 

Alicia stormed down the hill with all my respect and love. Sean stared after her with newfound respect of his own.

After his ex-girlfriend’s nose stopped spouting like a spigot, we sent her packing, and Sean never mentioned her again. He was far too intrigued with a new girl, one who’d finally stopped chasing him long enough to be herself. Turned out, Sean liked the real Alicia—the one who suffered no fools, stood up for her friends, and didn’t take anything from anyone, including him.

My aunt, who thought Alicia hung the moon, was ecstatic to discover Sean would not be roped into marrying his previous girlfriend, even if it had taken a punch to the face to end it.

That evening, Alicia and Nina spent ten minutes apologizing for their attempt to push Foster and me together the day before. We were in our cabin after a long day in the sun when Alicia spoke. 

“Darcy, I’m so sorry about yesterday. I shouldn’t try to push you into something you don’t want.” She tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled, but she fidgeted a lot and wouldn’t make eye contact.

I sighed and debated my words, settling on explaining my feelings rather than accepting her apology and moving on. Maybe this time, she would take it to heart. 

“You don’t understand how it makes me feel when you do that. It hurts a lot, and it feels like you don’t respect me. Losing Foster would hurt as much as... as losing Violet, and it’s like you don’t care that that’s how I feel.”

“We do care, and we know,” Nina said. “It won’t happen again. Watching you and Foster this morning, after the incident of which we do not speak, it clicked. You have a special kind of bond with him, especially after what happened with Violet, and we would never want you to fracture that. It’s just too special.”

“Finally! Finally, hallelujah!” I shrieked and jumped up on my bed, pillow in hand. I whacked Alicia across the head with it, knocking her on her butt.

“Oh, is that how it’s gonna be?” She jumped back up and tackled me. They always seemed to forget my size, so when she tried to pick me up, she accidentally threw me on the floor. I fell hip first with a loud thud. It hurt, but I wasn’t going down that easily.

Nina did her best to dodge my pillow bombardment, but she failed. They both did, and I walked away from the fight covered with feathers and a brand-new smile to hide the pain in my heart.
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Chapter Six
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“WHAT IN THE WORLD HAPPENED here?” Foster asked. 

His voice echoed through the cabin, startling Nina, who bolted upright. In her struggle with reality, she took out the broomstick that supported the makeshift tent we’d build with our blankets the night before. They fell on us, creating a ball of confused women who couldn’t figure out where they were or what they were doing after such a rude awakening. The three of us wiggled around, trying to find our way out of the mass of blankets and pillows. We were all still covered in feathers from our fight the night before, as was the entire room.

Foster reached into the pile and pulled us out one-by-one, laughing at us as he did. “It’s our last day here, ladies, let’s try to make it through the day without breaking anything important.”

“We would have been fine if you hadn’t scared the mouse over here.” Alicia shoved Nina onto her bed, making her squeal.

“What’s up? Where are the boys?” I asked Foster, ignoring the girls fighting over who was more of a scaredy-cat.

“Already down at the lake. Your mom sent me to tell you it’s time for the thing.” 

I groaned and shuffled toward the bathroom.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m going. Can’t miss the birthday breakfast.” I grabbed my swimsuit on my way. Twenty years and my mother still hadn’t picked up the fact that I hated birthday breakfast, but it was a tradition that would never die.

Birthday breakfast started on Violet’s first birthday, or so I was told. On the morning of our special day, Mom always made a huge breakfast. Once everyone was settled in, she went around the table, forcing everyone to say one thing they loved about the birthday girl or boy. It was almost as bad as her Thanksgiving Day what are you thankful for tradition. 

By the time I came out of the bathroom, the girls had already disappeared, but Foster waited patiently inside the tent he’d remade. It was far better than the one we made and even had a hallway to a second room. I peeked inside and found my best friend sitting cross-legged with a present in front of him. The tiny box was neatly wrapped in Tiffany blue paper. I squealed. I already knew exactly what was in the box and couldn’t wait to tear into it. Foster’s annual gift... that was a tradition I absolutely loved.

I crawled in and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before ripping into the paper like a madwoman. I flipped open the lid and admired the charm nestled inside. It was a silver heart, simple yet elegant. On my sixteenth birthday, Foster bought a charm bracelet and my first charm. Ever since he presented a new charm on the morning of my birthday without fail.

I handed him my bracelet to attach the new one since I was never any good at it—probably impatience. He fumbled with the charm for several minutes before it finally slipped into place beside the others. I offered him my wrist, ready to boast my new present front and center. He wrapped the bracelet around it, but he hesitated for a moment. His hands shook, but when I glanced up to his face, he only shook his head and clasped the bracelet.

He traced a little heart on my wrist, tickling the soft skin. I spread my fingers so he could take my hand, but rather than do that, he settled his palm on top of mine and let his thumb caress my hand. I had no idea what he was doing. His breath hitched, and his mouth opened, but no words escaped. Instead, he stared at the contrast of his dark fingers against the pale skin of my wrist.

“Foster? Is everything okay?” I asked. 

He nodded and closed his eyes, then it hit me. He was thinking about Violet.

Ben screaming outside distracted me from our situation. It startled me, so I leaped from my seat, dragging the tent down with me.

“What is he yelling about?” I asked while fighting with blankets again.

Foster slipped the blankets off to the side. “I almost forgot. Ben found a crazy huge blow-up raft.” 

Foster’s eyes lit up with excitement, and he pointed outside. I looked out the window in time to watch Sean jump on the raft from the shore. He threw Ben several feet into the air—a hilarious sight to see as Ben screamed and flailed his arms and legs. It looked like a lot of fun, so I was ready to go. 

“We should hurry before they break it, and the fun times are over,” I said.

“Ah, don’t forget—”

“Birthday breakfast. Dang it,” I said.

Foster pushed the door open, waited for me to exit, then followed me toward my parents’ cabin. Right on cue, my mother stepped onto the porch and scanned the area.

“Okay!” she shouted. “Come on! Everyone knows the drill!”

Everyone stopped what they were doing and headed toward the cabin. They knew if they ignored her, she would just keep yelling at them until they complied, so it was easier to get it over with. Inside, Mom had decorated the kitchen with streamers and balloons. 

Dad sat at the table half asleep, dozing over his cup of coffee. I nudged him as I passed and sat beside him.

“Morning, kid. Happy birthday,” he said, then went back to dozing.

“I’ll go first,” Mom said. She turned to me with a face of perfectly done makeup, a little overdone for the lake, but that was my mother for you. “There are so many things to love about my little Darcy, but I think the thing I admire most is her love for life.”

“What?” I asked. My love of life was usually the root of our arguments. At least it had been since Violet’s death. 

She smiled and turned to my father, choosing to ignore me rather than start an argument. We went around the table while I stared at everyone trying to say nice things about me without laughing or blushing. As usual, with every compliment, I grew more uncomfortable. It’s not that hearing compliments about me was necessarily bad, but knowing they were forced to say something made me feel just as put on the spot as they did. 

When it was Sean’s turn, he reminded me why he was always my favorite cousin and one of my closest friends. 

“Darcy’s smile is beautiful, and even if I’m having a horrible day, her smile cheers me up every time,” he said. His words earned him one of those smiles, but it faltered when I saw how miserable Foster was. 

Foster shifted in his chair and fidgeted more than he did when it was his turn to speak in Speech and Debate class in tenth grade. He was acting so strangely since we’d arrived at the lake, so I made a mental note to have a heart-to-heart with him the next time we were alone.

All eyes were on the squirming boy, so he blurted out his compliment as quickly as he could. “I love that Darcy likes me the way I am. She likes everyone for who they are, and she never expects them to change anything about themselves for her to love them.” 

After a few rounds of aww, things progressed around the table, but Foster’s gaze never left mine. What he said did not match the frown on his face, so I narrowed my eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered while Alicia floundered to figure out what to say.

He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m okay.” He smiled to convince me, but I wasn’t.

Even so, I let him pass without more interrogation. Instead, I pushed food around my plate until it seemed like I’d eaten enough to get out of jail. Everyone else scarfed it down, but Foster—most likely thinking about Violet—was still on my mind. It happened every time my birthday rolled around, but in fairness, it always snuck up on me, too. Things were great, happy even, then my birthday popped up, and all we could think about was losing my sister.

I couldn’t think it over for long. Everyone was ready to do other things, including jump on the raft again.

“Wait an hour before swimming,” my mother reminded. My aunt nodded her agreement while she nudged my uncle, who was picking on my father for sleeping through breakfast.

I followed Foster outside, where we watched Sean and Ben construct another raft from branches and leaves. I had no idea who they thought would get on that raft, but I certainly wasn’t. Not only was it poorly constructed by two college guys who couldn’t even be bothered to fold their laundry, but it was also scratchy and might have been made with poison ivy.

When the one hour mark passed and my mother wasn’t hovering anymore, the rest of us stole the inflatable raft from Ben. It was probably the most fun I’d had in years; the only issue was my size. I was the shortest and lightest of the bunch, which meant everyone decided it was a good idea to see how high they could shoot me into the air. I tried to hold on to the slippery raft, but it was useless. Even Nina and Alicia shot me several feet into the air with every jump. It was quite exhausting flying through the air and swimming back to the raft every few minutes, so when it was Sean’s turn again, I decided I’d had enough.

I tried to slip off the raft before he jumped, but I was too slow and ended up sailing so high I hit the water with a painful smack and shot straight down. I tried to orient myself under the water, but it was murky and dark, and it dragged me along with the current. I relaxed as much as I could, hoping I would float in the right direction, but I was going nowhere. My foot hurt, and I soon realized it was tangled in something.

I struggled to pull free, but whatever had a tight grip on my ankle wouldn’t release me. The harder I fought, the tighter it got. My lungs burned, and I started to panic. I reached for my ankle, but couldn’t quite reach it without maneuvering around a large rock. I squirmed and wiggled, hoping if I moved enough, the rock would shift and release me. 

Something brushed against my leg, but I couldn’t make out what it was in the murky water. Shortly after, someone freed my foot, grabbed me around the waist, and pulled me up to the surface. We burst through, where I discovered we were dozens of feet from where I first went in. I coughed and sputtered until I could breathe.

“Darcy!” My mother screamed my name over and over, but I couldn’t see her. My eyes were still adjusting to the light, and the water in them didn’t help matters.

“Foster, bring her here!” My father shouted.

I was still too disoriented to swim, so Foster dragged me along beside him. I tried to help, but I was weak and nauseated.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. Just relax,” Foster said.

When we reached the shore, my father helped me stand while everyone else crowded around with towels and worried expressions. Foster helped me onto the shore and pulled me into a sitting position beside him.

“Doddle, are you okay?” he asked.

Poor Sean kept apologizing, but it wasn’t his fault. He wasn’t expecting me to get off the raft, let alone shoot into the air like a cannonball.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Your foot got caught on a tree root, and I guess the boulder shifted or something. I had to push it off your foot to get you out. Are you sure you’re okay? We can go to the hospital to be sure,” Foster said.

“Yes, we should go to the hospital,” my mother said, crying.

“No, no, I’m fine. A little shaken up, but I’m okay, Mom,” I said, patting her arm.

“Darcy, you might have sucked in some water or—” 

“Fos, I’m okay, I promise.” I pulled him into a hug. His heartbeat so hard, I felt it against my chest as he pulled me tighter against him. I snuggled my face in his shoulder, safe and secure.

“You scared me,” he said. My father hugged my mother and turned her toward the cabin, probably to calm her down.

“You saved my life, Foster,” I said.

I heard him sniffle, then he went rigid. “Let’s get you dried off and warmed up.” 

I hadn’t noticed I was shivering until he mentioned it, but rather than help me up so I could walk up the hill to the cabin, Foster lifted me off the ground and carried me there himself. The girls followed us, but rather than hang around, they made sure I was okay, then grabbed a few things and disappeared. 

Sean and Ben stuck around for a little longer, shuffling as if they weren’t sure what to do. Foster shooed everyone else away, and I knew that meant I was about to get a stern talking to. I’d scared my mother to death—accidentally, but I terrified her, nonetheless. 

Foster was nice enough to wait until I showered and dried my hair before diving into his lecture. I didn’t usually mind Foster’s lectures, usually because they were well-deserved—but this time, I was already good and scared. There was no way I’d go anywhere near that gigantic raft again.

“Doodle Bug, I think we need to—” 

“I know, Fos, I know. We shouldn’t have even come to the lake. I know I scared my mother, but I didn’t mean to. I’m not Violet, and I’m not going to die the same way she did.”

“Yeah, well, you might not be Violet, but today that’s who your mother saw. She saw your sister go under the water and not come back up. Your sister drowned in that lake, and they thought—you just didn’t see what I did, Darcy. Your mother freaked out and ran after you. She was ready to jump in herself until I stopped her!”

“Foster, it’s not like I purposely wrapped a tree root around my ankle to scare my parents!” Fresh tears stung my eyes and rolled over my cheeks. “Am I supposed to stop living just because Vi died? Am I supposed to change who I am, the person everyone claims to love so much, just because she’s gone?”

He sighed, frustrated and tired. “I didn’t say that, Darcy. I love you exactly how you are, but you didn’t see your mother and father’s faces today. If anything had happened to you, they wouldn’t...” he paused, reassessing his words. “No, not just them, Darcy. I wouldn’t be able to go on without you. Do you understand that?”

“It’s not my fault that everyone wanted to shoot me into the air off the raft. Need I remind you that you did it too?” I asked. My jaw tensed as I prepared to defend myself against a barrage of accusations that I did not value my life... but that’s not what happened.

Foster raised his hands in front of him. “I know, you’re right. I’m sorry I’m getting all preachy, but I panicked. I can’t lose you, Doodle. I love you too much.” 

I flopped on the bed beside him and leaned my head on his shoulder.

“You’ll never have to live without me, Fos. I’ll be more careful, I promise.” 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Darcy. We both know you’ll try to be careful, but the minute someone dares you to do something, your judgment goes out the window.” He sighed and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. I didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t know how to slow down. Did I even want to?

“Darcy, this morning, when I gave you your birthday present, there was something I wanted to tell you.”

I popped my head up. “Oh?”

He swallowed and stared at the pattern on the blanket. “Yeah. So, this might seem sudden, but... I mean, I guess since we spent so much time apart this past year, I realized something.”

“You did?” I asked. He was trying to bring up Violet, I just knew it. I didn’t want to talk about my sister’s death, but if he needed to, then I would suck it up and deal with it for him.

“Yeah, um... So, when we were younger, I never told you this, but—”

An explosion startled me, and we banged heads.

“Ow,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “Sorry, what were you saying?” 

He kissed my forehead and said, “Nothing. It’s not a big deal. We can talk about it later. Let’s go watch the fireworks and try to relax. 

I let Foster lead me outside again, feeling much better after my impromptu dunk in the lake. I’d probably steer clear of the water altogether until we left if only to ease my mother’s tension. As I watched the bright colors flash in the sky, I couldn’t help but think of my sister. Violet was more of a risk-taker than anyone I’d ever known. Growing up, I always admired her carefree personality and zest for life. I wanted to be her, the beautiful big sister I loved so dearly, the one who always brought laughter and fun wherever she went.

The summer of my sixteenth birthday... it was the same year Foster got the first charm for my bracelet, and the birthday I lost the most important person in my world. It was a summer I wished I could forget. Without Violet, I was lost, searching for something I couldn’t explain. But I felt that something that night at the party. That spark with a total stranger, the thrill of it was gratifying in a way I’d never felt before. With new determination, I turned my thoughts away from all I had lost and back to the contest that I hoped would reveal the mystery boy.
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Chapter Seven
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FOSTER DROVE AWAY FROM the lake in contented silence, softly tapping his fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the music humming on the radio. I didn’t hear what played. I was too lost in my own head to notice anything but the trees flying by. Sleep had eluded me all night, save the last two hours of darkness before the sun shone through the blinds. Exhausted as I was, my mind buzzed with activity.

Sean decided to come back to town with us and spend the rest of the summer bumming at my house, but I suspected it had a lot more to do with his sudden interest in a sarcastic blonde than a desire to spend time with his little cousin. He all but jumped at the chance to ride with Nina and Ben once he saw Alicia slide into the back seat. That left Foster and me to drive Sean’s car home. I was okay with it; in fact, I welcomed a little peace and quiet after a long weekend with my loudmouth family and friends. The only problem was the elephant in the room, the one I was sure Foster didn’t know existed yet. It gnawed at me, poked me like the tag on a new tee shirt.

Try as I may, I couldn’t stop thinking about the interaction I had with Foster before the firework show. I understood where he and my parents were coming from when it came to my stunts. Even though what happened with the raft wasn’t my fault, I still couldn’t swallow the feeling of guilt I had whenever I remembered the look on my best friend’s face after he rescued me. It was the same look he had the day Violet died, and it brought forth memories I wished I could bury deep in my mind, never to be remembered again.

“Twenty bucks says I can jump farther than you.” 

Foster’s off-handed comment sparked Violet’s interest. Violet could never turn down a bet or a dare, or any random activity that she deemed a challenge. It was simply in her nature to be bold and take chances; her genetic make-up made it physically impossible for her to walk away from such things.

“Make it fifty, and you’ve got a deal, little man.” Violet jumped up from the bank, already climbing the tree before Foster agreed to the terms. In all honesty, Vi would have done it for free just to feel the rush, but Foster had yet to figure that out and lost money to her weekly.

I watched her climb the tree. Branch after branch of the old oak creaked under her weight. The tree was a hundred years old, if not more. I didn’t like her climbing so high, twenty or more feet from the ground, but calling her on it would only encourage her to climb higher. 

Foster climbed behind her, scurrying up the tree like a monkey—a monkey determined to match Violet step for step, or else look like a wimp beside his honorary big sister. 

Once Violet reached the top, she turned to me and cracked her million-dollar smile. Violet was beautiful—long flowing locks of charcoal black hair, gorgeous blue-green eyes, and that smile—perfection in feminine form, but she didn’t seem to care. She only had one thing on her mind—adrenaline. She waved from a high branch, about twenty-five feet in the air. The branch bowed under her weight, but she couldn’t see that from where she stood.

I yelled and waved my arms. “Vi! Get down! It’s going to—” 

I never finished my sentence. Everything happened so fast, I scarcely had time to take it all in before it was over. The branch cracked, a sick I could still hear every time I closed my eyes. Then it snapped in half. As it broke from the tree, Violet grasped frantically for another, but they all slipped through her hands. Her body bounced like a ragdoll from one limb to the next until she fell backward, landing in the lake with a smack.

I heard my mother’s screams, but I was frozen in place. I saw my father running toward the lake as fast as his feet could take him, yet my own feet remained firmly planted in the long grass beside the lake. I couldn’t breathe; I couldn’t swallow; I couldn’t blink. My heart stopped, and everything went silent. 

Foster dove from the end of the branch he’d been standing on, straight into the lake where my sister went down. Violet’s head never surfaced, but for some reason, I kept expecting to see her climb out of the lake unscathed and laughing at herself. Because she was Violet, and that’s what Violet did. Violet never got hurt. Violet always walked away from her stunts without a scratch.

Foster surfaced, dragging my sister’s limp body with him. He pushed her toward my father, who pulled her onto the shore. I gasped at her broken body contorted in odd angles on the ground, pale and lifeless. Despite my father’s best efforts at CPR, there was no resuscitating Violet Pistolis. She was dead, probably before she even hit the water.

Foster blamed himself for the longest time. Even that morning, I could tell he still harbored some guilt over her death. The truth was, Violet killed herself. It was a horrific accident, but the only person to blame for her death was Violet. Not even my parents held Foster responsible because they knew their daughter well enough to know she would have ended up on that branch anyway, whether he’d dared her to or not. Violet had been eyeing that jump for days.

If anything, my parents grew closer to Foster. He was not a replacement for Violet, but he was a constant reminder that their girls were loved, that someone cared enough about them to risk his own life to save theirs.

“What are you thinking about, Doodle?” Foster asked.

Who knew how long Foster had been staring at me, hopefully not long since he was driving, but with him, you never could be sure. I swallowed the lump in my throat, only then realizing I had been shedding silent tears. Foster pulled off the highway, some random exit with a gas station and convenience store, but not much else. He parked the car in the lot beside the gas station and turned his attention to me.

“What is it, Darcy? Talk to me, please,” he said. 

Sometimes I hated that he knew me so well. Sometimes I wished I could remain a mystery to him, baffle him just a little so he’d know how I felt most days of the week. As well as I knew him, most of the time, I couldn’t decipher what was hidden behind those soulful eyes.

I sighed forcefully, “I was just thinking about Vi and that summer. I miss her, Foster. I miss her so much.” 

With that, the waterworks began, and I couldn’t see a thing through the tears. I expected him to comfort me and tell me everything would be okay. He’d say Violet was always watching over me, and if we closed our eyes and thought of her, we would smell her cupcake-scented lip gloss. But when he made no move to do those things like he always did, I was surprised. I cleared my eyes of the crocodile tears and saw him hunched over with his forehead on the steering wheel, his hands tightly clamped over his face. His shoulders shook as sobs wracked his body. My heart broke again.

“I’m so sorry, Darcy. I’m so, so sorry I took her from you.” He sucked in a breath and sobbed again.

“What? Foster, no, you—it wasn’t your fault,” I said through my own tears.

“Yes, Darcy, it was. I knew she couldn’t turn it down if I bet her. I knew it wasn’t safe, and I dared her to do it anyway. I’m the reason she’s dead, Darcy, and there’s nothing you can do to make me believe I’m not.” 

He hit the steering wheel so hard with his forehead the horn honked.

I opened the car door, walked around to the driver’s side, jerked the door open, and grabbed him by the arm. He jerked away from me, but I was persistent. Enough was enough. I couldn’t let him blame himself for something my sister did. She was twenty years old. She knew what she was doing was dangerous, yet she did it anyway.

“Come on, get out of the car, Foster!” I stomped my foot like a toddler, but I was too frustrated to care how it looked. People stared at us as they pumped their gas and wandered in and out of the convenience store.

“Darcy, stop. Just stop it! I don’t want you to try to fix this, okay? I need to accept responsibility for what I did and try to deal with it,” he said, still tugging away from me. 

Things were escalating quickly, and I felt a full-blown argument coming on. I didn’t want that, not with Foster and not over my sister, so I took a deep breath and cooled my tone.

“Please, Foster? I need you to get out of the car, take a deep breath, and let’s walk it off for a minute. Please do it for me.” I surprised myself with how even and measured my voice sounded. 

Foster turned the car off and unclipped his seatbelt. He slowly slid from the seat and stood in front of me, quietly waiting for whatever I had to say. He wouldn’t look at me, which meant he’d already decided whatever I said wasn’t true, that he was to blame whether or not I offered substantial evidence to the contrary.

I wrapped my arms around him as tightly as I could, a feat since he insisted on leaning against the car to keep space between us. I buried my face in his shirt and breathed in the scent that was so uniquely Foster—clean laundry, something woodsy, and a slight hint of something citrusy. 

It felt like forever before he relented and tucked me into his embrace. He slid down the side of the car to the ground, taking me with him every inch of the way. There we sat in the dirty gas station parking lot, both crying over the loss of my sister. Violet would be furious with us for missing her so much. I also knew Violet wouldn’t want Foster to blame himself, and she wouldn’t want me to be so wrapped up in pain that I forgot what it was like to be happy.

Minutes passed, or maybe longer, but it wasn’t the length of time that mattered. It was me finally getting over the grief I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding onto. It was Foster letting go of the guilt he’d harbored for four years. It was him, and it was me, and nothing else. And the truth of the matter was, that was the only place I wanted to be. He was the only person I wanted to help me over the hurdle, the only one I would allow to see me so weak, to see the tears flowing freely.

But all good things must come to an end, and our time healing together was no exception. We both startled when we heard a car door slam beside us. Foster released me and quickly wiped his face. I scrambled to stand, stiff after sitting for so long in the same position. Sean stood a few feet away, staring down at us with red eyes and a tear-streaked face.

The rest remained in the car, but I could see Nina’s face through the passenger window. Her dark eyes were glued on me, questioning every move I made. I suspected she was debating her options—throw her door open and run to comfort me or stay put and let the scene play out as it was. I put her out of her misery and offered her a weak smile and a little wave. Neither seemed to alleviate her anxiety, but at least they convinced her to stay put.

“We’ve been looking all over for you two. One minute you were behind us, then the next... What’s going on here, Darcy?” Sean’s tone was authoritative, protective even, but Foster was used to his overbearing stature when it came to me, and he shook it off quickly.

“Issues that needed resolving, that’s all.” Foster sat in the driver’s seat and started the car, then turned the air conditioning on full-blast. His tone was clipped and sour, but he recovered quickly and added. “You guys hungry? I’m starving.”

“I was afraid this was going to happen. The minute Mom told me we were going to the lake, I knew it would happen.” Sean ignored Foster’s suggestion and snatched me into a hug.

“Sean, I’m fine,” I mumbled into his shoulder, trying to push him away so I wouldn’t suffocate. “Also, I can’t breathe.”

He released me from his ridiculously strong arms and looked me up and down as if the process of overcoming grief would change me in some physical way. I shoved his chest playfully and rolled my eyes, the only thing I knew to do to ease some of the tension.

“I’m fine, idiot.” But he remained skeptical, staring at me. “Really, Sean. I wasn’t, but I am now. Let’s go eat before Foster starves to death, and the three idiots in the car die from curiosity.” 

I was curious myself, given the condition of Sean’s face. He’d been crying, but I wasn’t sure it was the time to ask why. I suspected it was for the same reason Foster and I had fallen apart, so I let it go and hugged Sean again.

I never really minded being a small person most of the time, even though I often complained about it. However, something about my size implied that I was a portable human being. A travel-sized Darcy, like those little shampoo bottles everyone steals from hotels. Sean made good use of my size. He hoisted me over his shoulder and plopped me on the roof of the car, bringing me barely over his eye level. 

“Darcy, promise me that you’ll start being more careful. That thing at the lake...” He bit back whatever he was about to say and reconsidered. “Just be careful. I love you, you tiny little doofus.”

“I promise. Now can I please get down? It’s hot up here!” I didn’t wait for his reply. Instead, I jumped onto his head and climbed down the tall, treelike boy.

“You little brat. Come back here!” He chased me around the car, oblivious to the four people laughing at us as we rounded the car time and time again. But Foster was hungry, and after turn five, he grabbed me and stuffed me in the car with ease—just like a tiny hotel shampoo bottle.

Sean bent over, huffing and panting. 

“Get in the car, weakling!” Alicia yelled from the back seat of Ben’s car. He did as instructed with a little smile—one more indicator things were going well between them.

“Your cousin is an idiot.” Foster slammed his door closed and pulled onto the road behind Ben. He turned to me for a second, then put his eyes back on the road. “Are we okay, Doodle?”

I pried his right hand from the wheel and laced my fingers with his, giving them a little squeeze. “You’re the idiot, Foster. Of course, we’re okay. I love you.”

Twenty minutes later, we finally found a place to eat that didn’t appear to have any deadly organisms hanging out on the countertops. Foster was back to his old self again and even made a joke or two about Sean and Alicia, who thought they were sneaky holding hands under the table. Nina was relaxed and laid back in the booth. She kept busy throwing bits of bread at Ben, who grew more annoyed by the second.

“Three minutes,” Foster whispered in my ear.

I analyzed the situation and offered my counter. “More like two minutes.”

We were both wrong. All it took was another thirty seconds of bread throwing for Ben to lose control and tickle Nina until she was breathless and begging for mercy. His tactic was brutal, but it did teach Nina a lesson—don’t annoy Ben any more than necessary, unless you wanted to be tickled half to death.

“So, what’s this I hear about some sort of kissing contest?” Sean asked while stuffing fries into his mouth.

“Oh, no, not this again.” Ben dropped his own handful of fries and turned his attention toward me. “You can’t be serious about it. Tell me you’re not really going to set up a kissing booth for charity just so you can try to find some random dude who assaulted you in a closet?”

I swallowed my bite of burger and said, “First, I’ll say this yet again, he didn’t assault me. I was playing a stupid kissing game, so it was pretty much an invitation to get kissed. Second, he asked, and I agreed. Third, yes, I am serious.”

“Do you know how many guys are gonna try to take advantage of that? You posted it on social media, Darcy. Old men and perverts are gonna line the block to get a grope at you,” Ben said.

“We won’t let her get groped by anyone, Ben. What kind of friends do you take us for?” Alicia threw her food at Ben, earning her a French fry to the face. She threw another wad of whatever green leafy thing she was eating at him, then things escalated quickly. 

Two teenage boys from the next table over thought what we were doing was great fun and tossed a handful of their own fries at us, hitting Sean and Alicia in the head. From that point, I couldn’t begin to tell you who threw what, but by the time we ran out of the food, we were getting kicked out of the restaurant, and we all smelled like a greasy burger joint.

“I’m never gonna get all this ketchup out of my hair,” I mumbled to Foster while he drove. I ran my fingers through the dark strands trying to remove most of the ketchup before it damaged my hair. He sat quietly beside me, ignoring everything I said. His brow furrowed, and he chewed the inside of his cheek, lost in thought.

“Okay, it’s your turn to spill. What’s up, Fos?” He kept his eyes on the road and started chewing on his bottom lip. Whatever he was about to say made him nervous, the only reason he ever chewed on his lip. “Foster, seriously, what is wrong?”

He took a deep breath and laid it out. “I don’t want you to do this contest thing because I... I think it’s a bad idea, and I just wish you’d let the whole thing go.”

“Why do you think it’s a bad idea?” I asked. Why did everyone think it was such a bad idea? It’s not like I planned to kiss thousands of men, and I was doing something good by raising money for a charity.

“I just do. It’s not gonna end well. I feel it.” He said it with such determination, with such fever, it made me wonder if he already knew who the mystery guy was, and he was trying to do what he did best—spare my feelings.

“How do you know, Fos? Do you already know who the mystery guy is?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, if I did, I’d tell you. I wouldn’t lie to you about that, especially since you’re determined to do this silly contest.” 

“Then, why? Why do you think it will end badly? Why won’t you support me?”

“Because I don’t want you to do it, that’s why,” he said.

“Foster, that’s not a reason. Look, I need this, okay? I need to find this person, this guy who gives me flutters and makes me crazy. I need to find him, and maybe if I do, I can finally stop chasing whatever I’m looking for.” 

His eyes flickered with some emotion I couldn’t decipher, as usual.

“Why can’t you be happy with who you are, Darcy? You’re perfect, just like this.” He pointed to me, then poked me in the ribs.

“Stop it, butthead.” I shoved his hand away and explained. “I am happy with who I am, but everyone wants me to pull back and stop doing crazy, daring things. Maybe if I find him, he can help me chase something better. Or maybe... I don’t know, maybe I won’t want to chase anything with him.”

Foster was silent for a long time, so I thought the subject had dropped. We were nearly home when he spoke again. 

“If you find him and he’s not what you expected, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He drove the last few miles to our neighborhood in silence again, but the gears turned. He was thinking, but I knew better than to ask about what because he wouldn’t tell me, not until he was ready.
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“SO, YOU’RE GOING TO do it anyway? I mean, without Foster’s support?” Alicia asked.

Alicia looked at me like she didn’t know who I was, or at the very least like my body had been taken over by an alien. To be fair, it wasn’t often I did something without Foster’s unwavering support. If he thought it was a horrible idea, it probably was, and I would use his sage advice to weasel my way out of ridiculous situations. But this time...

“Foster is not my father, and I am perfectly capable of making decisions for my life without his approval, Alicia.” I fell back on my bed amidst the piles of clothing I had yet to put away after returning from our trip. Alicia fell beside me, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars Foster had glued to my ceiling years ago—with superglue, which made me question his decision-making ability as I counted them for the hundredth time.

Nina flipped through a magazine, cross-legged on the floor. “We know you can make decisions on your own, but it’s very unusual. You and Foster are so close, and so in tune, it’s strange when you do things without the other supporting it. Seriously, if one of you hits your head, the other feels it four states away. It’s creepy.” 

Her long dark hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and combined with her large, expressive brown eyes and dark skin, she looked a bit like an Arabian princess. My mind wandered down that rabbit hole to avoid the actual discussion.

“Where are you, Darcy? Your mind has been everywhere but here lately. Is everything okay?” 

Nina’s concern for me began in the parking lot of the run-down gas station where Foster and I fell to pieces. It hadn’t improved much considering my silence during the days that followed our return home.

I thought for a while, trying to figure out what to say. I knew a lie would be easily detected by my perceptive friend, but the truth—what was the truth? I was confused. Foster didn’t support my desire to find the mystery boy in any way, shape, or form, but it didn’t make a bit of sense. I’d done far crazier things in life, and he’d been present and supportive for those. It made even less sense when I considered the danger factor. Foster, like my parents, wanted me to rein in my craziness. The contest had zero chance of ending in physical harm, not like my other antics.

Foster made it clear he thought it was a bad idea, which either meant he knew or saw something I didn’t, or there was that one other option I thought was even more ridiculous. A small part of me wondered if he was jealous. Was he afraid I’d spend less time with him if I got a boyfriend?

I shifted on the bed and put on my serious face. “Can I ask you guys something?”

Nina put the magazine down, and Alicia sat up on the bed, both giving me their undivided attention. 

I chuckled at the way they grasped onto any slice of gossip they could get their hands on. “It’s something you can’t mention to any of the guys, ever.”

Both girls jumped at me like a tiger on a steak.

“Yes! Please, give us anything!” Alicia squealed and grabbed my shoulders. “We are desperate for even a peek inside your mind, Darcy.”

“Geez, it’s not that good. It’s not even all that juicy. Back off, kitties!”

“Sorry, but it isn’t every day the great Darcy Pistolis bestows a secret upon anyone but Foster. Please, continue.” Alicia composed herself, but her eyes widened, and I was pretty sure I heard her heart beating harder with anticipation.

“Fair enough, but you know, I still need to know what’s going on with you and Sean,” I said. “One minute you were all oh, I don’t even care about him anymore, and the next, I had to watch you practically make out with my cousin in my front yard.” 

Alicia rolled her eyes and shoved my arm with a goofy grin on her face.

“He finally grew up and realized I’m awesome, we made out like teenagers, and now we’re together. There, you’re all caught up. Your turn.” 

“I don’t know why I asked, that legitimately makes me nauseous to think about,” I said. I made gagging noises and pretended to vomit, mostly to irritate her and force them to wait even longer for insight into my brain.

“Darcy! Stop deflecting and tell us your deep, dark secrets!” she screamed.

I wanted to make her wait longer for her impatience but decided I loved her and didn’t want her to explode all over my good comforter, so I gave in.

“Ok, so, I don’t know how to explain it really, but whenever we talk about the mystery guy, Foster seems... I don’t know, jealous, maybe? Maybe he doesn’t want me to find this guy so he won’t have to share me. Like, maybe he thinks I won’t spend as much time with him if I start dating someone.” I admitted my thoughts and waited for their response, but I had a feeling what they thought was something I didn’t want to hear.

Both girls stared at me with arched eyebrows, which gave me an entirely different understanding of what it meant to be under a microscope. They looked me up and down as if I were a strange new organism they’d never seen before.

They turned their heads at the same time, locking gazes with stoic expressions until they couldn’t stand themselves any longer and burst into fits of laughter. Nina rolled on the floor, clutching her stomach and laughing so hard she started to hiccup. Alicia snorted like a little piglet beside me, so I pushed her off the bed, where she joined Nina in a stomach-clutching, hiccup-inducing laughing contest.

“You. You’re just so. I can’t... even... breathe. Hold on.” Nina laughed through her words, gasping for breath to speak those few. 

Moments passed as I watched them both laugh at my expense. Finally, Nina recovered and tried again. She pressed her hands against her cheeks and sighed.

“Oh, my cheeks hurt now,” she said, then composed herself. “Darcy, honey, it’s so cute how oblivious you are when it comes to that boy. I know we said we wouldn’t bring this up again, and I really want to hold true to that promise, but... I mean, help me out here, Alicia,” she said.

“Oblivious? Oblivious to what? What are you talking about?” I asked, glancing between my two friends.

Alicia shook her head. “Don’t look at me. You yelled at me the last time we talked about this. It’s all on Nina this time.”

“Thanks a lot,” Nina said, then shifted herself to face me. Her calm exterior returned, and she put her game face on. “Maybe I’m reading it all wrong, but I’m pretty sure Foster is in love with you. No matter how much both of you insist it isn’t so, there’s just too much chemistry and love between you for the rest of us to deny. Maybe you don’t see it because you’re too close to the situation, but... but it’s there, Darcy.” 

Alicia leaned against the wall, facing me with her legs crossed. “Listen, sweetie, we’re not trying to push you into something that could ruin your friendship, but you have to see it. It’s there, like Nina said, like it or not. You can ignore it all you want for the sake of your friendship, but... but one day, you might have to face it. One day...” Alicia glanced at Nina for help.

“I think what Alicia means is, it might be jealousy, and if it is... Well, I don’t think it’s because Foster thinks you’ll spend less time with him. I think it’s jealousy that it won’t be him.”

Alicia sat beside her, nodding her head. “We all know what he means to you and what you mean to him. It’s obvious to anyone that the two of you are bonded in a way that can’t be broken, but honey, we’d be lying if we didn’t admit we’re team Foster and Darcy all the way. He loves you, and that is clear as day to anyone who bothers to pay attention.”

“Wait, are you trying to say... You mean to tell me, you think he’s jealous because he wants to be my boyfriend?” I asked. I heard her, and I understood; I just wanted her to be wrong. I wanted her to be wrong because if she wasn’t, then it could change everything—everything that I wanted to stay the same.

“Yes, Darcy. We know that it might not be what you want to hear, but it doesn’t make it untrue. If our opinion means anything, I think we all believe he’s also the best choice for you. Maybe not now, maybe not for a long time, but I think he’s the person meant for you, Darcy. I’m done pushing you. I made you a promise, and I’ll honor it, but you can’t keep acting surprised when he gets jealous like this,” Alicia said with her hands up in a defensive position.

In my heart of hearts, I knew they were right. My own parents had said as much when I was in high school. And Violet? Oh, how she used to try to push us together. For a while, for a short flash, I thought maybe they were all right, but then I lost Vi, and things changed. Foster was more than a friend, more than a best friend, even. He was my rock, my solid foundation, the constant in my life that I knew I could count on when everything else fell apart. If we dated and it went sideways, nothing would ever be the same.

“I... I can’t,” I whispered.

“Okay. Okay, we understand, Darcy, but you must also know just because you feel one way, it doesn’t mean he feels the same. Please prepare yourself, because I think very soon you’ll need to make a decision.”

“I just... I can’t. I can’t do this. Not right now. I need to think,” I said.

“I know, honey.” Alicia climbed back on the bed and rubbed my back gently. “Just know we’re both here for you, no matter what.”

I shook my head, releasing all the sadness as I shoved all thoughts of Foster as a romantic interest from my mind. “Ugh, enough sad crap. Let’s work on planning this contest.”

Sighs were heard all around, but I ignored them. I grabbed my pen and notebook so I could jot down the ideas. “So, kissing booth style is probably best. They can buy a ticket, oh—one ticket maximum. I don’t want to kiss the same boy twice unless it’s the guy I kissed that night.” I scribbled notes while the girls thought.

“Say, ten bucks a ticket? It’s for a charity, after all, so they need to dig deep.” Alicia jumped on board quickly.

“Ben said he’d allow it at the end of summer party even though he also said it was a dumb idea.” Nina rolled her eyes at her boyfriend’s comment even though she was the one who relayed it. I just chuckled, thinking of how annoyed our male friends were at the idea of me kissing boys for money. Ok, when I thought of it that way, it did sound bad, but it would be worth it in the end.

“Okay, perfect. So, I guess that’s really all we need to think about. I’ll just ask Ben to advertise the contest on the party flyer and our social media, and that should do it, right?” I asked, hyped-up with anticipation. 

“Seems pretty straight-forward to me.” Alicia shrugged, but her facial expression said her thoughts were somewhere else. “Hey, totally random question, but I’m curious, so humor me and answer it anyway, okay?”

“I’m not sure I like the sounds of that, but okay, shoot,” I said. I had a vague feeling whatever she was about to ask would involve Foster in some way. I was not wrong.

“Have you ever kissed Foster?” Nina’s ears perked at Alicia’s question, excitedly awaiting my reply.

“Once in sixth grade on a dare. Just a peck on the lips, quick and simple. Why?” I asked, vaguely remembering the kiss Violet had dared us to do. It wasn’t what she’d intended, but she wasn’t specific, so she got what she got.

“No fireworks or adrenaline rush?” Alicia asked.

“Oh, come on, Alicia! You can’t possibly think it was Foster!” I said and jumped from the bed so I could pace the floor. “That’s insane, why would he do that and then not admit it to me, especially after seeing the lengths I’m willing to go to just to find... oh.”

Would he really do something like that? Would Foster sneak into a closet and kiss me like I’d never been kissed before, then lie to me about it? 

“It can’t be. He wouldn’t do such a thing, would he?” I asked.

“Why not? No one knows where he disappeared to during the black-out.” Nina joined Alicia in her theory.

“I asked him point-blank yesterday if he knew who kissed me, and he said no. Guys, I don’t think he’d lie about that, not to me.” 

“You’re right. He’s too honest for his own good.” Nina said, dismissing Alicia’s theory as quickly as it came.

“But...” I added, perking their interest again. “It would explain his ridiculous behavior. The shadiness and practically begging me to give up the contest.” I couldn’t believe I was even considering the idea, but at the very least, I had to rule out the possibility if I wanted the contest to be successful.

“It’s not an unreasonable theory, Darcy.” Alicia stood and grabbed her bag. “I’d love to discuss the theory further, but I’m running late for my shift. I’ll call you tonight.” She hugged me and darted out the door.

Nina and I watched her go, her blonde hair bouncing behind her. “What are you gonna do?” Nina asked.

The only thing I could do was ask Foster if he was the guy who kissed me. He could lie, and since I couldn’t read him very well, I’d never know, but something urged me to do it anyway. 

“Can you wait here for a few minutes? I need to do something that’ll only take a second.” I jerked my curtains back and shoved my window open.

“Sure, what are you—Darcy!” Nina yelled at my retreating figure as I climbed out of the window and onto the roof of my house. 

I took a running start and leaped across the space between Foster’s house and mine, barely seven feet. I’d made the jump so many times, I could probably do it in my sleep.

I steadied myself on his roof and crawled across it until I reached the dormer that led to Foster’s bedroom. His curtains were open, as usual. His back was to the window, and it looked like he was typing something on his laptop. I knocked on the window, startling him. He crossed his room in three long strides and pulled his window up, then helped me in.

“Hey, what’s up? I thought this was a girls’ day?” he asked. He turned his cap around backward and smiled at me, obviously happy for the intrusion.

I wiped the dirt from my knees and dusted off my hands. “It was, but Alicia had to go to work. Nina’s over there waiting, but I... uh... I needed to talk to you about something.”

He cocked his head to the side, questioning my hesitation. “What’s wrong, Doodle?” He took me by the hand and led me to his bed. I sat beside him and wrung my hands. I’d never been nervous in front of Foster before, not since we firsts met, but my palms sweat, and my heart raced.

“I have to ask you something. It’s... Well, how should I put this?” 

“Just ask me. You can say anything to me, Darcy.” His warm eyes burned into mine, so focused and attentive. I was in grave danger of chickening out, something Darcy Pistolis simply did not do, so I blurted everything out.

“Were you the one who kissed me in the closet? Was it you? Because if it was, it’s okay. It’s not a big deal, really. We can talk about it and work it all out, I promise, but I need to know if it was you, because the girls think it might have been. I said it probably wasn’t, but if it was and you were just afraid to admit it was, that’s fine. It was nice, and we can definitely talk it out and still be friends, so if it was, then—”

“Doodle! Take a breath!” He laughed and shook his head. “No, it wasn’t me, I swear. I told you yesterday, I wouldn’t lie to you about something like that. I wouldn’t lie to you at all.”

I knew he wouldn’t, but I felt better knowing we’d gotten the awkward possibility out of the way. He brushed my hair off my shoulder, which had gotten tangled in the strap of my tank top, but his fingers lingered a little too long on my bare skin, just as they had when he gave me my birthday present. 

An odd sensation flittered through my stomach and up to my chest, forcing me to hold my breath. There was no denying Foster was attractive. There was also no denying any girl would be lucky to have him. Then there was something new, also something I could not deny no matter how much I wanted to—I was slightly pulled to him in less than friend-like ways. 

But I couldn’t ignore that letting any sort of romantic feelings toward Foster grow would not end well. It would end in disaster, plain and simple. I was too unpredictable for him, a wild child with big dreams and an endless supply of crazy. He was steady, even, and thoughtful. Sure, he joined me on more than one of my stunts, but he’d never do anything reckless and crazy on his own. I’d wear him down, wear him out, and he’d leave just to get a little peace and quiet.

Knowing all of that was true, and knowing he wasn’t the boy from the closet, I could begin to fathom why I did what I did next. Maybe it was curiosity, maybe a test of trust, maybe both. But whatever it was, was uncontrollable. I did it without thought, pushed by an urge I’d never felt before. I stared into those eyes, the ones that waited patiently for me to say something, and I just did it.

I leaped at him, grabbed him around the neck with one arm, and latched onto his forearm with my other hand. I pulled him toward me and let my lips fall on his haphazardly. His eyes were wide with shock, and it freaked me out, so I closed my own. He snaked his arms around my back and pulled me closer. Finally, he returned the kiss. It was nothing like sixth grade, which made me regret not giving Violet’s dare my effort. But as we kissed, I learned without a doubt, Foster was not the boy I’d kissed in the closet. It didn’t matter. At that moment, Foster was the one I needed.

His kiss was warm and cozy, like a blanket straight out of the dryer, wrapped around you on a cold winter night. It was a cup of hot cocoa, warming your hands as snowflakes fell outside your window. It was waking up on Christmas morning to a pile of brightly-colored packages and your family’s smiling faces. It was a kind of perfection I’d never known could exist. It wasn’t the mystery boy’s kiss, not even close. It was better.

Foster’s kiss was something else I’d been missing. Where the mystery guy fulfilled an adrenaline rush I’d craved, Foster filled something different—a hole in my heart. I didn’t know it was there, but the gaping crevasse was filled by my best friend, who held it together as best he could while I kept pushing it apart, spreading the crack even wider every day. He did so quietly and without complaint, existing in my world—often to his own detriment—if only to keep me whole. Foster wasn’t the mystery boy, but he was the boy.

When I couldn’t take anymore, when my emotions caught up to my spontaneity, I pulled away, ending the kiss before I got too carried away. Foster looked disappointed, maybe a little hurt, but he said nothing. He let go of me and ran his hands over his face. He sucked in a deep, cleansing breath. I matched his deep breath and stood. I opened my mouth to speak, but words wouldn’t come out. His soulful hazel eyes and questioning gaze reminded me I’d just done something stupid, so I did the only thing a stupid girl could do in a situation like that. 

I ran.
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Chapter Nine
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“THE NEW KID NEXT DOOR is kinda cute, Darcy.” 

Violet shoved open my bedroom door with a carton of ice cream in one hand and two spoons in the other. She tossed a spoon to me and dug into the chocolate ice cream. She crammed it in her mouth and suffered a wicked brain freeze—again. She couldn’t even eat ice cream like a normal human; she had to make everything daring and dramatic.

“Ew, gross. He’s not that great.” I scooped out a small bite and ate it like a normal, non-brain freezing person would.

“You say that now, but in a few years, you’ll think boys are cute. You’ll be boy crazy like every other girl I know.” She bounced off the bed and stared out the window. “Hey, let’s go introduce ourselves.” 

She pushed the window up and climbed out. I heard her feet on the roof, and the next thing I knew, my eleven-year-old sister was flying through the air. She landed safely on our new neighbor’s roof and motioned for me to follow.

I always idolized Violet Pistolis. Most kids did. She did the things most of us only wished we were brave enough to do, and she did them without any consideration of the consequences. I wanted to be like my sister so much, I climbed onto the roof with shaky hands and weak knees. I gauged the distance, sure I was about to leap to my death, but I saw no other way to prove I could be just like her. I ran across the roof and jumped, my arms and legs flailing as I sailed. I hit the roof hard and slipped, but Violet caught me by the wrist and helped me over to Foster’s window.

And that was it. That was my first real adrenaline rush. It was like a drug, a heavily addictive drug that pushed me to my limit and demanded more, more, more. From that day on, I lived for the thrill of life by any means necessary, though I would never be as daring as Vi.

Violet knocked on Foster’s window, and he jerked his head up. His jaw dropped as he stared at us, then he glanced around his room for the punchline. He simply could not accept that two girls were staring at him through his second-story window. He finally pushed it open and helped us in. Violet shoved her hand toward him, grabbed his, and shook it vigorously. 

“Hi! I’m Violet Pistolis, and this is my sister, Darcy. We’re your neighbors.”

“Darcy!” Sean’s voice broke my trance, and I realized I’d been sitting on my bed, staring at him and Nina for nearly fifteen minutes without a single word said. I didn’t even remember coming back home.

“What?” I asked, still trying to gain my bearings.

“What on earth happened over there? Was it him? Was Foster the one who kissed you?” Nina asked.

Well, technically, he did kiss me, but how would I explain what happened when I wasn’t even sure myself? How would I ever face my best friend again after a kiss like that? Nina and Sean stared at me, expecting an answer, but all I could do was blink a few more times.

“Darcy, take a breath and tell us what happened, please,” Sean said.

“Oh, gosh,” I whined. “I messed up. I messed up so bad.” I buried my face in my hands and tried to shrink smaller than I already was. It was no use, there was no way to escape the curious prodding from my friend and my cousin.

“I’m sure whatever happened can be fixed. What is it?” Sean’s reassuring tone almost made me believe him, but he had no idea the level of stupid I had reached. It was of epic proportions, which meant I had to move across the world and bury myself under the ocean to escape the misery and embarrassment

“I kissed him,” I said, peeking through my fingers. I prepared myself for the onslaught of questions and reprimands, but could one ever really be ready after such an incident?

“What? Like you kissed him in the closet? It was him?” Nina asked, an attempt to clarify a muddy situation.

“No, like just now. Oh, gosh, I practically attacked him!” I covered my face with my pillow instead of my hands. If I could hide forever, then the entire problem would disappear. 

Nina covered her mouth to quiet her laughter, but it was no use.

“You kissed Foster?” Sean asked. I nodded but refused to leave the security of my pillow shell. “Okay, did he kiss you back?”

“What is this, high school? Yes, he kissed me back, Sean! How do I fix this?” I stood up on my bed, grabbed my cousin by his shirt collar, and shook him. “How do I fix it? You have to help me before I ruin everything!”

“I don’t know! Let go of me, you little nutcase!” Sean ripped his shirt out of my clenched fist and smoothed the wrinkles out. “Get ahold of yourself, woman.”

“Shut up, Sean,” Nina said, rolling her eyes at him. “Look, Darcy, there are only two things you can do. One is the right thing, and one is the wrong thing.” She put her hands on her hips to emphasize her point. “You can either go back over there and talk to your best friend, or you can stay here and hide like a baby forever, wondering what might happen the next time you see him.”

I fell back on my bed and pulled the covers over my head. “I choose option B, hide, and wait. Maybe dissolve into the sheets and stay here forever.”

“You can’t hide forever, Doodle. I know where you live.” 

Foster’s voice made my stomach churn, and I pulled the covers tighter around me. I heard the shuffling of feet, my only two lifelines escaping the awkward situation before they could be dragged deeper into the drama.

Foster sighed, and the bed leaned with his weight on the edge. “Listen, you can stay cocooned up in there if that’s where you’re comfortable, but hear me out, okay?” I nodded my head. “I can’t hear the marbles shaking, Darcy, you have to speak.” 

“Uh-huh,” I mumbled into my pillow.

“I don’t know what that kiss was about for sure, but I think maybe it has something to do with you being afraid you’ll lose me.” He tugged on the blanket, but I gripped it tightly. “I’m not going anywhere, even if you get a bright, shiny new boyfriend. We can forget the kiss ever happened, or call it a baseline for your experiment, whatever makes you happy.”

“Really?” I mumbled into my pillow again.

“Really. Now, can we go do something fun? I’m bored.”

I shifted on the bed and peeked out from a small opening in my blanket cocoon. Foster wiggled his fingers in and pulled the blanket from my grip, then pulled me upright. I felt like a small child—both for my behavior and how it made everyone else feel—but Foster knew small steps and diversion were always best when it came to me.

“Darcy, I’m not mad, okay? It was a nice kiss, but I understand where it came from. I don’t expect anything to change between us. Do you?”

Well, that was a loaded question. On the one hand, if our friendship changed in any way, it could also fall apart. If that happened, I was doomed forever. On the other hand, I could not deny the newly discovered feelings I had for my best friend, nor could I ever forget the way kissing him felt.

“I... I’m just... I don’t know anything anymore, Foster,” I said. 

“That’s okay, Doodle. I’m not sure anyone has it all together all the time. Let’s just move on like nothing happened, and if something did... then...” He paused and let his gaze fall to the pile of blankets beside us.

Anxiety built in my chest and pushed against my throat, seizing the words—not that I knew what to say anyway.

“If something did, then it’s something to worry about if and when we know it did, okay?”

I nodded. Foster’s plan to pretend nothing happened when I was pretty sure something happened was genius, except for the part where I thought maybe I did want to know what it was. But for all the confusion that crept in, there was still one thought that rang louder than all the others—if you lose him, it will kill you.

I cleared my throat. “So, um, what do you want to do?”

“Okay, I have a fun idea. Let’s go.”

Foster’s idea of fun was not the same as mine. I’m not sure anybody’s idea of fun is sitting in the itchy grass getting eaten alive by mosquitoes while watching a black and white film. I couldn’t even hear it from where we sat, but Foster was kicked back and relaxed with a grin on his face. 

Thoughts of the contest filled my mind. I was beginning to have my doubts, especially after that kiss with Foster. I wanted to find the guy, but not at the cost of my relationship with my best friend. There were also conflicting feelings about that—if I didn’t search for the mystery guy because that kiss with Foster was so much better, but I refused to have a relationship with Foster, then... what was the point in anything? Would I never find love, or was I forever stuck in that same spot? 

Foster’s sixth sense about me kicked in, and he glanced in my direction.

“You’re in misery, aren’t you?” he teased, but he got up and offered me his hand. He pulled me up and led me toward the parking lot, thoroughly annoying of several patrons who didn’t appreciate the interruption.

“We can stay, Fos. It’s almost over anyway,” I said.

“No, it isn’t. There’s still another hour, silly. Besides, I feel like taking a walk, want to join?” His carefree attitude had returned, but I was still worried about the kiss.

We walked in silence for a while, taking in the scenery in the park as we listened to the sounds of children playing on the playground. A small child, maybe four or five, dangled from the monkey bars, flailing his legs back and forth. He tried and failed several times to reach the next bar, but he was too tired. Foster ran over to him and supported his feet so the child could reach. He continued to help him until he reached the end and jumped down with a triumphant smile.

“Yes! I did it! I did it!” The child jumped up and down and ran to his mother, who beamed proudly at him. The gesture was so sweet, and so typically Foster that it made me smile as well. He rejoined me on the walking path, happy as a clam.

“Did you see that? He did it!” Foster was as excited as the child had been, then his mood shifted in an instant. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong, why do you ask?” I asked, surprised since I was quite happy.

“You’re crying, Doodle.” He wiped a few tears from my cheeks, ones I hadn’t realized had slipped out. 

“I... didn’t realize. I’m not sad, though. I’m actually delighted. It’s nothing to be worried about, Fos, really.” I giggled and hugged him. I hadn’t felt so elated since before Violet died, but I couldn’t pinpoint any reason for my sudden happiness.

“Okay. I’m glad you’re happy, but I wish I knew why you were crying,” he said, hugging me closer.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s just one of those things. Don’t give it another thought, please,” I said. 

“Well, I wanted to tell you something, and since you’re in a good mood, I’ll make it even better.” We continued to walk, making our way back toward the parking lot. “I decided this contest isn’t such a big deal after all. If it’s what you want to do, I’m in.”

“Really?” I asked, skeptical that he’d changed his mind without weeks of hounding. “You’re on board with full support? No more joking and picking on me?”

“No, none... Well, I mean, I can’t promise I won’t pick on you, but I’ll support you all the same.” He laughed, probably thinking of a few jokes he hadn’t verbalized yet. 

Once we reached his car and were headed home, I thought about what he said. He was finally offering me the support I’d been asking for all along. The contest could work; it could help me find the guy who made my mind buzz. That made me happy, at least, it should have. But it didn’t. Instead, a lump grew in my chest, the same one that built each time I thought of Foster as more than a friend. It was a breath-catching ball of anxiety that would only grow over the next few weeks, leading me down a path of self-destruction I never saw coming.

If nothing else, I learned the only thing in life worse than depression is the delusion of happiness, and I discovered that truth the hard way.
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Chapter Ten
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THINGS SORT OF WENT back to normal without a lot of fanfare, unless you counted Alicia’s minor freak-out when she heard about me kissing Foster. She was more than perturbed that she missed the entire event, including the aftermath. Sean, however, wished she’d just shut up about it and pay attention to him. Served him right for ignoring her for years.

“Remind me again why we’re going to this party?” I asked Ben, who was still trying to find clean pants in his messy bedroom. “And why are you not wearing pants in front of me?”

“Because Nina said we had to go, and because I’m wearing boxers.” He dug through a pile of laundry and pulled out a wrinkled pair of jeans. Evidently, they passed the sniff test because he started pulling them on, wrinkles and all. “Besides, maybe you’ll get lucky and find your mystery assaulter.”

“Shut up, Ben,” Nina said when she entered the room. “You’re not wearing that are you?” She pointed to his wrinkled pants.

“I have it on, don’t I?” Ben asked though he pulled his pants off to change anyway. He sighed. “I’ll iron them, happy?”

The two behaved more like siblings than romantic partners, but it seemed to work for them. None of us thought their relationship would last, but it was still going strong despite her constant nagging and his regular complaining. They argued, but at the end of the day, they loved each other. 

When Ben disappeared down the hall, Nina started playing with my hair. By playing, I mean fixing the mess.

“Guess who’s making an appearance at Cooper’s party?” She asked with a little breeziness in her tone. She didn’t bother to wait for my response. “Matt Chapman, aka Darcy’s Mr. Dreamy.”

“Please, I was over him years ago. Sure, he’s still super-hot and has those dimples to die for, and those gorgeous eyes that... Okay, I guess it might be nice to see him.” I laughed.

Nina’s smirk said it all. She knew me so well. “Are Alicia and Sean going?”

“Meeting us there, I think,” I said. 

Ben returned with wrinkle-free pants and Foster in tow.

“Ready, ladies?” Ben offered Nina his arm, a sweet gesture she accepted. It dissolved all the tension between them and put Nina in a stellar mood.

Cooper Austin’s parties were always fun, but more often than not, they ended up with someone in jail, and someone else punched in the face. One could never be too careful at his events. By the time we arrived, several people were already passed out in the front yard. It wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time, but Nina loved Cooper’s parties, so we made the best of it.

Foster and Sean wandered off as soon as we walked in the door, but Foster kept stealing glances at me as he went. Nina and Alicia saw a friend from school and went to talk with her, leaving me alone with Ben. 

“Feel like dancing?” he shouted over the loud music. I nodded, so he led me to the backyard where everyone was dancing and having a grand time. Dancing with Ben was never awkward, though people always wondered what Nina would do. The funny thing was, Nina hated dancing, so she often pawned him off on Alicia or me so she wouldn’t have to pretend she enjoyed it. 

“So,” Ben said, “You know I’m only joking about the assault thing, right?”

“Oh, yeah. I mean, it’s super annoying, but I know you’re joking,” I said and let him twirl me around.

“I do think you should be careful, though. A lot of people could take advantage of the situation, but I’ll try to keep things under control.”

“I appreciate your concern, but I really think it’ll be okay. At ten dollars a ticket, I’m sure only really dedicated people will buy a ticket. I’m not even sure the mystery guy will show up.”

“I hope he does since it’s what you want.” Ben glanced at me, gauging my sincerity. “It is what you want, right?”

I felt that old ball building up again, but lucky for me, Ben was not as observant as Foster. “Yeah, sure. We’ll see what happens.”

Two songs and one foot-stepping incident later, someone tapped Ben on the shoulder. “Mind if I cut in for a bit?” 

Ah, that voice.

Matt Chapman was possibly the most gorgeous human on the planet, at the very least, our little corner of the world. Dirty blonde hair, crystal blue eyes, those darn dimples, and a cheeky grin that said he was more trouble than a little. Darn him and his hotness. Ben let go of my waist and stepped aside, but the smirk on his face said it all. He would run and tell all our friends I was dancing with Matt.

“Hey, Darcy. How’ve you been?” Matt asked, his blue eyes boring into mine.

“Golly... I mean good. I’m good. You?” 

He slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer, moving me along with the music. “I’m better now,” he said, but his voice was so lost in the noise I barely made it out.

“What?” I yelled.

The only choices we had to hear one another were to scream in each other’s faces or whisper in each other’s ear. He chose to whisper, and my heart almost leaped from my chest.  

Matt and his family moved to our town during our freshman year of high school. The heartthrob was an instant hit. Speaking of hits, he was practically a prodigy behind the home plate. I doubted there was ever a throw he couldn’t hit. 

Matt took our little high school all the way to the state championship and won our senior year and won himself a full ride to college to boot. I fully expected to see him on television one day, breaking records wherever his pro career took him.

“I said, I’m better now.” 

“Now?” I whispered, noting that he leaned even closer.

“Yeah, now that you’re here. I’ve missed you, Darcy.” 

I jerked my head back to look at him, but he wasn’t laughing. If it was a joke, it was well-hidden.

“You missed me? You barely know me, Matt, how could you miss me?” I asked, amused. “How much have you had to drink?”

He chuckled. “I haven’t been drinking. And yeah, I knew you in school. You just didn’t give me the time of day. You were too busy doing crazy stuff to notice me.” 

I couldn’t shake the thought that it was one big joke, but when he shrugged and grinned, I didn’t know what to think. If he was telling the truth, then I needed to pinch myself. Stuff like that didn’t happen to me, not to Darcy Pistolis. It was too good to be true.

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked with a little too much enthusiasm, screeching in his ear. He winced slightly but recovered quickly and repeated what he’d said. 

“I said you never noticed me, not with all your stunts. I thought about asking you out lots of times, but you were always—”

“I’m sorry, I just don’t believe you.” I shook my head, convinced he was messing with me.

He pulled back with surprise. “Why not? I always thought you were incredible, Darcy. Guys would kill for a girl like you, so why wouldn’t I be interested?”

“Why didn’t you ever ask me out?” I asked, still finding his confession hard to believe.

“Well, it’s like I said, I thought about it, but you had a boyfriend. What was his name? Foster?” he asked. “Yeah, Foster. I remember.”

I smacked my hand on my forehead and shook my head. People always thought Foster and I were an item, despite my best efforts to make it clear we were only friends.

“Foster is my best friend. We never dated!”

“You didn’t?” He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Well, just so you know, a bunch of guys wanted to date you in high school, but we all thought you were dating him, so... Wait, are you seeing anyone now?” 

“Huh? I mean, what?” I asked. There was no way it was happening. No way Matt Chapman, the guy I’d crushed on for years, was not about to ask me out, not right in the middle of the most complicated time of my life.

“I asked if you’re seeing anyone now? Are you dating?”

“No, I’m not,” I admitted, too curious to see where the conversation went to stop the words from falling out of my mouth.

“Would you maybe want to go out with me? There’s a concert I’m going to next week, and I’d really love to take you.”

I was torn. The high school Darcy wanted nothing more than to scream yes and do a happy dance, but the confused Darcy knew it would only lead to more confusion. 

“I don’t know, Matt. Life is kinda complicated right now.” 

“Oh? How so?” He tightened his grip on my waist, but we’d stopped dancing long ago.

“It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh, assuming my complicated life would have him running for the hills before the party ended.

“I’ve got time. You kinda seem like you want to talk about it, and I want to get to know you better.” 

“I’m just dealing with the loss of my sister still and this weird kiss thing”—” 

“Weird kiss thing?” he interrupted. “Is that your way of telling me I shouldn’t kiss you?” He laughed, and I realized how odd it sounded. He probably thought I had a virus or something.

“Ugh, no, it’s not like that. You see, a few weeks ago, at Ben’s party, we played a stupid game, and I got stuck in the closet during a black-out. Some random guy came in and kissed me, but I never saw who it was. I’ve been searching ever since.”

“Really? That sounds interesting. You have no idea who he could have been?” Matt asked, genuinely interested.

“Nope, none.” I waved my hand, hoping to dismiss the topic for discussion, but he kept digging.

“Why do you want to find him so badly?” he asked as he took my hand and guided me off the deck and down a pathway leading to a giant fountain in Austin’s backyard—a giant, ostentatious monstrosity that resembled a dying goose on steroids.

“The kiss was amazing, that’s why I want to find him!” I took a seat on the bench positioned beside the gaudy fountain. Matt sat beside me and gave me his full attention for the first time since I met him, at least that I was aware of. “It was entirely electric, life-changing.”

“So, what you’re saying is, I have no chance against this life-changing, uber-amazing kisser guy?” He chuckled, and those darn dimples dug into his cheeks. I wanted so badly to pinch those cheeks.

“I’m saying I don’t really know what I want right now, and I’d be lying if I said I was in a stable place. But if you can handle that, then I’ll go on a date with you.” If he could handle that, he was a boy worth keeping around—one of a kind.

He thought for a moment before giving me his answer. “Yeah, I think I can deal with that. I’d rather compete with a guy you don’t know than miss out on a chance with you entirely. And everyone has issues, Darcy. I’m not the sort to run away because someone’s going through a rough time.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” I said, remembering all the reasons I liked him to begin with. He was always kind and thoughtful, never said a mean word about anyone, and was generally a good person. 

“So, what should we do now? This party is bordering on lame,” he said, motioning around at the people standing quietly, a few already passed out on the lawn.

“Is that a challenge?” I asked.

He wasn’t wrong, the party was boring, and I felt the urge to cause a little mischief. I waited for him to come up with something, anything that would give me a little jolt of adrenaline—at least enough to get me through the rest of the crummy party.

“Hmm, I dare you to drink the fountain water!” he said, so very proud of himself.

“No. First, drinking that dirty green water isn’t a dare, it’s a date with dysentery. Second, I graduated from ridiculous, childish dares a long time ago, Matt. You’ll have to do better than that.” 

Some people migrated to the area; some even braved the slimy water and jumped around in the fountain, including Ben. He’d clearly been drinking way too much, which would annoy Nina.

“Hey, Ben! Darcy tells me my dares suck! What have you got?” Matt asked him.

“They probably do suck!” Ben jumped from the fountain and fell across the two of us, soaking us with the gross water. “I’ve got one! Austin’s neighbor is our old chemistry teacher. I dare you to roll his house!”

“Mr. Blackman is his neighbor? Oh, he’s probably mad there’s a party going on!” Matt said.

Mr. Blackman was one of those guys who probably never should have taken up teaching. He was a curmudgeonly old man who wore pants that reached his ribcage, suspenders, and a bad toupee. He once gave me a failing grade on a test because I got up to sharpen my pencil without asking permission first. I should mention, we weren’t allowed to ask questions of any kind during tests, including those requesting permission to move.

“It would be my pleasure to ruin his night further. I hated that man,” I said, pushing Ben onto the ground. I wiped as much of the disgusting water from my legs as I could. 

Ten minutes later, both Ben and Matt followed me across the dark backyard of the cranky old teacher’s house. All the lights were turned off in the house, which was perfect, in my opinion. I tossed the first roll of toilet paper in the air. It caught a high branch on an old maple tree. As it cascaded down, it hit nearly every branch, jumping this way and that until it emptied the roll.

“You’re pretty good at this,” Matt said, handing me another roll.

“Practice makes perfect.” 

I continued to toss the rolls around, thoroughly covering every tree in his yard. Ben threw a few toward the house, but in his drunken state, they didn’t even make it halfway up the two-story home. Matt laughed at him and started throwing them himself, roll after roll gliding over the house, draping it in toilet paper.

After rolling a few rolls of paper across the yard, the sprinkler system turned on. I squealed and ran into the road. A light turned on in one of the upper rooms, and Mr. Blackman opened his window, but he didn’t seem to notice the hundreds of yards of toilet paper decorating his lawn, becoming a sloppy mess from the water. 

“Hurry, he’s gonna see you!” Matt grabbed my wrist and dragged me behind a row of bushes. Ben dove behind a car and stayed put until Mr. Blackman disappeared into his room again.

“That was close. My heart’s pounding out of my chest,” Matt said. 

It was then I realized our proximity. He’d pulled me down beside him, and I had to lean against him to stay hidden behind the shrubs. Matt stared into my eyes, his lips centimeters from mine. Guilt surged through me. I couldn’t pinpoint what made me feel guilty, but I couldn’t stand it, so I leaped from my place beside him. I pressed my hands over my dress to smooth the wrinkles and to distract myself from the situation.

Matt stood and brushed his pants off, then took my hand. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, fine. I’m good.” I laughed nervously. “You’re right, that was close. Let’s get out of here.” 

If he knew how much I daydreamed about kissing him in high school, it would’ve been very embarrassing. I wanted to kiss him then, but I couldn’t shake the guilt. He smiled and leaned forward. “Can I kiss you, Darcy?”

I pressed my finger against his lips, stopping him in his tracks. He looked confused and a little disappointed. “There’s this contest in a few weeks, and I think you should buy a ticket.”

“A contest? What are you talking about?” His eyebrows arched, and his forehead crinkled.

“The Kiss Contest at Ben’s end of the summer party. Buy a ticket and kiss me there.” 

His smile spread wide, dipping into those pinchable dimples again. “I will, Darcy. I’ll be the first in line.”
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Chapter Eleven
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VIOLET’S BOLD ACTIONS were always a point of contention between her and our parents, but the worst and most frightening thing she’d ever done before her untimely death was, by far, the incident with the dirt bike. Why my father agreed to get her a dirt bike for her eighteenth birthday, I will never know, but he did, and my mother nearly killed him for it.  But what was done was done, so I took it upon myself to make sure she didn’t do anything stupid. I failed.

In fairness, I tried to be a good sister and talk her out of what I thought would surely be her demise, but Violet was sure she could execute her next stunt to perfection. I begged and pleaded, but no amount of either would change her mind once it was made.

“Vi, it’s a bad idea. Please don’t do it.” I begged my sister to let go of her plans, to accept that Richard Bronson was a moron, and it didn’t matter that he said she couldn’t make the jump because she was a girl. Everyone knew he was intimidated by my sister, but she couldn’t let his comment go unopposed. 

“It’s fine, Darcy, I can make it. Easy peasy.” Violet strapped her helmet on and got on the bike. She handed me my helmet, which was a lot like offering me a choice—go with her and watch or sit and wonder what happened. 

I slid on the dirt bike behind her and rode all the way to the cliffs. Butterflies thundered around in my stomach, more like dinosaurs on the hunt. I didn’t like her plan, not one bit. Violet was a fantastic rider, but the guys who rode at the cliffs were stupid and took chances beyond idiotic. Doing dares and living on the edge was one thing, but what they did was plain stupid—jumping through fire and over crevasses far wider than anything I wanted my sister to jump. 

Once we arrived, I got off and commenced with more begging. She would hear none of it. 

Richard approached us with a smirk on his face and a swagger in his step that said he was confident my sister would chicken out. “So, you think you can play with the big boys, little Violet?”

“I’m gonna crush you. And when I do, I expect you to bow down and kiss my feet.” Violet brushed her black hair over her shoulders and smiled.

He laughed at her brazenness but brushed her off quickly. My feet were lead-heavy, but my fingers quickly texted Foster. I never ratted on my sister, but this was too far. This could get her killed. The crevasse they were jumping was so wide, even a pro would need to practice, and my sister hadn’t jumped anything wider than her petite sister at that point. 

I watched everyone anxiously, praying my parents would show up before Violet had the chance to follow through with her stupid plan. Foster agreed we should tell my parents and made it his mission to tattle on Violet. I was happy to have him on my side. She would be angry with me, but at least she would be alive. 

I continued to pray they would arrive as each boy revved his bike and made the jump. But my parents didn’t make it in time. I held my breath and watched my sister fly down a dirt path and leap across a forty-foot crevasse (with a hundred-foot fall if she missed) and land without a scratch on the other side with room to spare. 

She drove right up to Richard Bronson and darned if he didn’t bend over and kiss her feet. Unfortunately for Vi, my parents had seen the entire thing but were too late to stop her.

“Violet Grace Pistolis! Get over here, right now!” My father screamed.

Violet shot me a dirty glare knowing full-well I had to be the one to tell on her. In an act of defiance that got her grounded for three months, Violet turned the bike away from my parents and jumped right back over the crevasse. My father sold the bike the next day, and Violet wouldn’t speak to me for two days.

“What are you thinking about?” Sean asked, his mouth full of cereal.

“I was trying to decide what to eat for breakfast, but now I’m thinking about how disgusting you are.” I lied.

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” he sang as bits of cereal flew from his mouth.

“Fine, I was thinking about Vi, but you are eating like a pig right now.” I poured cereal into a bowl and searched the fridge for milk. “Did you use the last of the milk?”

“Yeah, here.” Sean slid his nearly-full bowl to me, and I munched happily as he ate dry cereal. Sean was always good to me, treating me more like a little sister than his bratty cousin—which I was on more than one occasion.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked quietly.

“Nope.” I would not discuss Violet or anything having to do with her, not that early in the morning.

“Want to ride with me up to the dorms? I need to pick up some stuff,” he asked. I knew he was only trying to appease me, but it worked.

“Sure, I don’t have plans.” I ate the last of the cereal and tossed the bowl in the sink. “Will there be heavy lifting, cause I’m not up for that.”

“No, just clothes and some other crap. I wasn’t expecting to stay here for the whole summer, and I’m tired of wearing the same three things.” 

“Why isn’t Alicia going?” I wondered aloud.

“Is there a rule that my girlfriend has to go everywhere I go? Besides, I wanted to spend time with you, stupid.” He shoved me as he headed toward the guest bedroom. For a guy, he took a long time to get ready in the morning, but I didn’t have anything better to do, so I read while I waited, hoping to clear my mind a bit.

The ride to the dorm was filled with loud music and bad singing, and I realized how much I missed hanging out with my cousin, just the two of us. He picked up where Violet left off—teaching me how to drive, teaching me about being safe at parties and dates, even the sex talk, which was basically him explaining the horrors of teen pregnancy and STDs. 

At first, I thought he was doing those things to make me feel better. I thought it was something he did out of the misplaced obligation as if he had decided he needed to be my older sibling figure, but after a while, I saw it was his way of grieving. He needed to do those things to ease his own pain, and in doing so, he helped me through some of the rough patches.

Eventually, we hit a silent patch. I knew what that meant.

“Darcy, can we please talk about the Violet thing? I thought you were doing better, and now it seems she’s all you think about again.” Sean turned down the radio and the AC.

“Way to ruin a good time.” I rolled my eyes at his feigned hurt and continued. “We can talk about it if we must.”

“Did something happen? Has someone done or said something to bring it all up again?” he asked.

“A lot of things happened. Coming home after a year away for starters,” I admitted for the first time. “The second I walked through the door, I felt her absence. I’d forgotten how lonely the house was without her, and the first thing I did was jump off the roof into the pool, which thoroughly ticked my mom off.”

“You’re getting risky again, Darcy. That thing at the lake scared everyone. I know it wasn’t your fault, but it just brought up a lot of stuff for us, too.” He glanced my way, his eyes cloudy with emotion.

“Imagine being the one stuck underwater, Sean.” 

My statement made him wince. Everyone was so concerned with how they felt about the situation, no one bothered to imagine how it felt to be a few moments away from the same fate my sister had suffered.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” His voice was laced with guilt, and I hated it. He had every right to be concerned, but I wished everyone would move on so I could do the same.

“No, it’s okay. You’re right. This family needs to stop hiding our feelings and talk, starting with me telling you the truth about what’s going on with me.” I had to tell someone, and Sean was never one to judge—not too harshly—and I knew he would keep my secrets.

He tensed a little, clearly unprepared for the conversation to get as far as it did. I usually shut it down early one, but this time I wanted to get it all out. I needed to, and if I did, maybe I stood a chance at having a typical, fun summer—what remained of it, anyway. 

“Go on,” he said after a pause. “I’m listening.”

I took several deep breaths and held back the tears. “The nightmares came back. They started a few weeks before I came home. Maybe it was the anticipation of coming back here, who knows, but they’re so intense they feel real. Every dream, I’m so close to her, but every time I reach for her, she slips farther away. I wake up sweating and screaming, usually on the floor. My roommate can’t take it anymore. She asked the dorm manager if she could move.”

“What? Why? She can’t be a little understanding?” Sean’s over-protective brother mode kicked in.

“She’s got a huge course load, Sean, and she’ll lose her scholarship if her GPA slips even a half a point. I don’t blame her. It’s long hours, and she can’t sleep with me screaming all the time. She’s not a terrible person, just a tired one.” 

She had tried to be understanding, going as far as wearing noise-canceling headphones to bed, but no one should have to go that far just to get a good night’s sleep in college. There were several times she comforted me when I woke, and we would remain friends, but she couldn’t be the kind of friend that coddled me when the nightmares came.

“So, what are you gonna do? Get another dorm?” he asked, still tense with worry.

“I can’t. They’re all full. I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. I may have to take a semester off to save money. Maybe get an apartment after I have a little put back.” I hadn’t even told my parents what happened. I thought if I didn’t, then maybe it wasn’t real. It was childish to think that way, and the more I discussed it with Sean, the more I realized I’d basically put myself in an impossible situation.

“This sucks. There has to be another way. What about Nina?” Sean offered.

“What about her? Her school is an hour away from mine. I’d be late every day if I lived with her.”

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for several minutes and tapped his left foot against the floorboard. He let out a series of sighs before speaking again. “Listen, I have an idea. Hear me out before you turn me down?” 

I nodded, but I was sure it would be a crazy idea.

“I’d be doing this for me as much as I would be for you, so don’t just dismiss it. Please think about it seriously. I hate my school, and I’ve been thinking about transferring for a while now. I applied to the engineering program at Crosshill, just outside of town. It’s only thirty minutes from your school, and if we get an apartment between the two schools, it would be perfect. What do you think?” He barely took a breath as he spoke and ended his request nearly breathless.

I thought about what he said. It could work, and living with Sean wouldn’t be all that bad. It was certainly better than missing a semester of school. I’d have to find a job quickly, but I doubted it would be too difficult. There were restaurants, diners, and cafes all around the schools looking for desperate college kids to fill open positions.

“Are you sure you’d want to live with me? You only have one more year left. What will I do after you graduate?”

“I never said I was moving away after graduation. I’ll stay until you get another roommate. And yes, living with you would be great. You can chase away all the crummy friends I have, and I’ll threaten the stupid boys who bother you with a baseball bat.”

I held out my hand to my cousin to shake. “Well, Sean, you have a deal.”

He lied about the heavy lifting. I don’t know what he packed in those suitcases, but they weighed a ton more than I did. One of the suitcases was large enough for me to fit in—I knew because he stuffed me in it and rolled me down the hallway. The jerk left me there for ten minutes until a lovely girl named Emily unzipped the bag and let me out. Once she heard I was Sean’s cousin, she was no longer surprised by the screaming suitcase in the hallway.

“Figures,” she said and went about her day.

Once everything was loaded, we grabbed a bite to eat at a pizza joint down the street. “This is a good pizza. You’re gonna miss it if you move away.”

“Don’t even think about backing out on me now, Darcy. Besides, we’ll be able to have as many visitors as we want and no curfew. What twenty-something-year-old person needs a curfew? Dorms are stupid.”

“Agreed. But if I hear you and Alicia making out, I swear to all that is holy, I will douse you with lighter fluid and set you on fire.” I inhaled a second slice, starving after a long day of packing.

“Same with you and Matt,” he said, shivering with disgust.

“Matt? Who told you about Matt, and what gives you the idea he’d be spending time at our place?” Word sure traveled fast.

He laughed. “Ben on both accounts.”

“Ben is an idiot. He was drunk and doesn’t know what he saw,” I said, trying to hide my blush.

“So, you didn’t TP a teacher’s house together and almost kiss in the shrubs?” he teased. “What’s going on with that, by the way? Are you and Foster good after that kiss incident?”

I tensed, but Sean didn’t notice because he was grabbing another slice of pizza.

“We’re perfect. We talked about the kiss, and it’s not a thing. As for Matt, I don’t know yet. I agreed to go on a date with him in a few weeks, a big concert war thing.”

“Concert war thing? You mean Band Wars? That’s in Charlotte, Darcy!” He dropped his pizza, surprised that I agreed to go to a concert hours away from home.

“I don’t know if that’s what it was for sure. Maybe?” I replied, wondering why it was such a big deal. 

“You better find out. No way are you going on a road trip to Charlotte with Matt unsupervised,” he grumbled.

“Oh? When did you become my father? I’m an adult, and I’ll do as I please.” I knew he was joking, but I wanted to clarify he wouldn’t be telling me what to do if we lived together.

“It was a joke, Darcy. Matt’s a good guy. I’m just... I guess I’m surprised he didn’t tell you it would have to be an overnight trip.” He started cramming pizza in his mouth again. “Is Foster okay with it?”

Why everyone seemed to think Foster had to approve everything I did, remained a mystery to me. No one ever asked Foster if I was okay with everything he did. Or maybe they did, and I just never knew. Even so, I didn’t need a caretaker twenty-four-seven.

“I don’t need his approval either,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Like I said, I’m a big girl.”

“Oh, come on, Darcy. That’s not what I meant at all, and I think you know that.” 

I was surprised by the sudden turn of events and his change in tone and manner. 

“What?”

Sean leaned back in the booth and cooled his tone. “Darcy, if you go on a trip with Matt, Foster is gonna lose his mind. Why don’t you see that? Say what you want for yourself, but that kiss meant something to Foster, and you’d better be sure it’s not him you want before you get involved with Matt.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Why are you lecturing me? I told you, Foster is fine with the kiss. It happened. I was vulnerable because of Violet and—”

“That’s an excuse, and it’s getting old. You can’t keep using Violet as an excuse not to commit to anything in your life, Darcy. You run away from anything that requires more commitment than a passing glance. You and I both know that’s not what Violet would’ve wanted for you.” 

“Sean, I’m...” I paused because my throat stung with emotion.

He reached across the table and took my hand. “I know, Darcy. Me too. I’m scared, too. But someday, you’ll run so far and so fast you’ll turn around to find yourself alone.”

His words stung, but they were right. I was always running, either from something or from someone. The problem was, I didn’t know how to stop running. I didn’t know how to be something different from what I was, a miniature replica of Violet Pistolis. Sitting in that tiny pizza joint with my dearest cousin, I came to a life-changing conclusion. I had no idea who Darcy Pistolis really was.
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Chapter Twelve
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THE MORE I THOUGHT about what Sean said, the more it haunted me. It stuck with me for days, but I couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to do about the way it made me feel. What could I do to grow, to move past losing Violet, and to figure out who I was? Had I ever known who I was, or was I always just Violet’s little sister? What could I change that would move my life forward instead of spinning in place? 

As my date with Matt grew nearer, I became more hesitant about going. Driving all the way to Charlotte and staying the night didn’t exactly feel like first date activities. I could feel myself retreating into that place, the one that ran away from things when they got too complicated. I already searched for any way to back out of the date and hide in my own Darcy world, free of complicated dates and confusing boys. But I couldn’t do that anymore. Violet wouldn’t want that for me. I didn’t want that for me. 

I called Matt with a proposal that made me much more comfortable about the situation. 

“Hey, Darcy!” Matt’s excitement only made what I had to say all the more difficult.

“Hey, Matt, do you have a minute to talk?” My hands trembled, which was better than my voice.

“Sure, what’s up? Are you excited for the concert?” He was shuffling around, making noise in the background, slamming drawers. It sounded a lot like packing for a trip, and a surge of guilt kicked in.

“About that, um, I don’t think it’s a good idea. It’s a bit much for a first date. I mean, I don’t really know you that well and, I don’t know, I guess I’m a little uncomfortable.” There, the truth was out, let the chips fall where they may.

“Oh. Uh, well, okay, I understand. Maybe another time then?” he asked. The disappointment in his voice stung, so I hurried and offered my alternative.

“Well, I thought if it was a group date, it wouldn’t feel so weird. Ben and Nina agreed to come along if that’s okay with you?”

“Yes!” He cleared his throat and calmed himself. “I mean, sure that’s cool. I already have two rooms anyway.”

“And by two rooms, you mean...” I was almost sure he wasn’t stupid enough to insinuate we would share a room, but I needed to be sure.

“One for ladies, and one for the gentleman. I’m not that dense, Darcy. I had already gotten us separate rooms anyway, but if Ben doesn’t mind rooming with me, then it still works.” He laughed, and the mood shifted to something much more casual and comfortable. 

We talked for a long time about everything and nothing, sharing childhood stories about Violet and his older brother—who’d had a giant crush on Violet and never told her. Surprisingly, the memories didn’t cause a break-down or tears of any kind, and I was happy to reminisce about happy times with my sister. Before I realized, three hours had passed. I tried to stifle a yawn, but I only made it louder.

“You need to get some rest. It’s late,” Matt said softly. “I’ll see you in a couple of days?”

“Yeah, a couple days. I’m glad you asked me to go, Matt.”

“I’m glad you said yes. Now get some sleep. I’ll talk to you soon.” He hung up the phone, not giving me an option.

I didn’t have plans for the day, so I decided to sleep in after the late-night conversation with Matt, but Sean had other plans. Bright and early, my cousin burst through my bedroom door and jumped on my bed. He fell at the wrong angle and smacked his head on the headboard when he landed. He clutched the back of his head with both hands and tried his hardest not to cry but hissed in pain and pinched his eyes closed.

“Sean, you idiot, let me see it.” I looked at the back of his head, and sure enough, there was a large gash across his scalp. It bled profusely, as head wounds often do, so I grabbed a t-shirt from the floor and pressed it to the wound. “You’re gonna need stitches, genius.”

“Darn it. I had plans today that didn’t involve sitting in an ER waiting room for hours.” He groaned and tried to sit up but swayed. “I feel dizzy.”

“Well, maybe we can go next door and see if Dr. Simmons is home, and after we can do what you had planned—assuming you didn’t also give yourself a concussion.” I rolled my eye, climbed out of bed, and grabbed a clean change of clothes. “Keep that shirt on your head. I’ll be back in a sec, and we’ll head over.”

“Hurry up!” he shouted behind me. “We have an apartment to look at this afternoon!”

I ran back to my bedroom. “What? I thought we weren’t getting anything for a few weeks? I haven’t even found a job yet and—”

“Relax, Darcy. A friend of mine is backpacking around Europe for a year, and his landlord approved a sublet. I’ve already spoken to her; she said it’s ours if we want it. No deposit, nothing. Just pick up the rent, she’s even gonna hold it until the end of summer.”

“Are you kidding me? Just like that?” I was astounded our luck was so great, and I hoped it was a sign of more good things to come.

“Jake, my friend, put in a good word, and she didn’t want to deal with finding a new tenant, especially since he wants to move back in when he returns.” He shrugged, and I noticed the shirt was saturated with blood. I almost forgot why we were in a hurry, but his gaping wound was a quick reminder.

“Oh, we have to hurry. You’re bleeding.” I ran to the bathroom to change.

“I’m aware!” he yelled back, grabbing another shirt to pile on his head. “Your shirts are too small. Bring me a towel!”

I tossed a towel at him and slid my shoes on, texting Foster on the way out the door. I assumed he would look for me at some point, and I didn’t want him to worry since I’d probably be gone all day. Sean was still a little wobbly but managed to get downstairs without falling on his head again. 

Dr. Simmons’ car was in the drive along with Hazel’s. Her sister, Rose, hadn’t come home for summer break, but I was a little excited to see Hazel. We’d never been as close as I was with Foster, but on occasion, she and Rose would join in the fun. After Violet died, we spoke even less—probably because her parents weren’t thrilled about their girls getting into trouble, the kind I got in all the time.

I knocked on the door while Sean leaned against me, blubbering about how much his head hurt. The door pulled open, and Hazel smiled.

“Darcy, how are—hey, you’re bleeding everywhere,” she said, glancing at Sean.

“Yeah, sorry to bother you, but I was hoping your dad could take a look so we can avoid a trip to the hospital,” I said.

“Of course. My father just got home a while ago, but he’s still awake. I think he has his bag with him. Come on it. Daniel’s making coffee if you want any,” she said, ushering us in.

I aided my cousin, who was still whining, and settled him in a kitchen chair. Daniel glanced at us when we entered but did a double-take when he saw Sean’s bloody towel.

“Oh, did she try to beat you to death or something?” he asked, chuckling.

“As unsurprising as that would be, no, she didn’t. I did it to myself,” Sean said.

Hazel reappeared with her father, who had his bag in hand. “Sean,” he said. “I haven’t seen you in, what, five or six years?”

“Something like that. Nice to see you again,” Sean said. “Sorry about the circumstances.”

“Ah, it’s not a big deal. We’ll catch up while I fix this,” Dr. Simmons said.

Daniel didn’t miss a beat. As far as I knew, he’d never met Sean before, but he managed to fall into a comfortable banter with my cousin, during which Daniel teased my cousin relentlessly. Hazel scolded her boyfriend, but he ignored her in favor of picking on a man who couldn’t defend himself while a doctor fixed his head wound.

Hazel and I wandered to the living room to wait.

“How is Foster? I haven’t seen him since I’ve been home, but we’ve also been busy running around trying to visit everyone.”

I shrugged, trying to play it cool, but my cheeks burned with a blush. “He’s... good, I guess.”

Hazel, who was probably the sweetest person I knew, smiled with wide eyes but said nothing about my blushing. Instead, she played Foster up as much as possible. “I’ve always liked him. So polite and kind to everyone. Honestly, he’s quite a catch.”

“Hey! I heard that!” Daniel shouted from the kitchen, then resumed his torture on Sean.

Hazel rolled her eyes, but before we dug too deep into a conversation I was sure would confuse me even more, I heard Sean yelp and say, “Okay, okay, I’ll sit still!”

I chuckled and steered the conversation away from Foster. “How is Rose? Did she not come home for summer?”

“She’s great. She and her boyfriend visited his older brother first, but they’ll be here this weekend for the rest of the summer. I’m sure she’d love to see you if you want to try to do something together before the end of the break,” Hazel said.

Hanging out with the sisters was probably a good idea. I could use a positive, upbeat vibe in my life, so I agreed.

Sean yelped once more, Hazel’s father told him to sit still, and Daniel laughed. Then Daniel squealed like a child and ran from the kitchen. Hazel rolled her eyes, but she smiled. Despite his oddity, Daniel was—from what I’d heard—a really great guy. I had a feeling I’d like him a lot better than her ex, Ronin, but Sean had another opinion on the matter.

“There, all set,” Dr. Simmons said with a sigh.

Sean thanked him, then rushed to the living room to grab me. “Come on, before the space dude comes back and drives me up the wall again.”

Hazel smacked her face and groaned, then ushered us to the door. “Give me a call, Darcy, and um...” She paused and glanced at Sean, who was tapping his foot impatiently, probably praying he could escape before Daniel returned. “I was just going to say... Um, if you wanted to catch up, I’m always here for you.”

I knew what that meant—if you want to talk about why you blushed when Foster was brought up, then call me and spill.

“Sure, thanks, Hazel,” I said and dragged my cousin out the door.

Seven stitches later, we were on our way to view the apartment. It was a long trip to look at an apartment, so we agreed to do a little shopping while we were there. His friend was leaving his furniture behind but packing all of his other belongings for storage. We would need the basics for the kitchen and bath, and my mother was so happy I was rooming with Sean, she gave me her credit card to buy a brand-new bed and mattress. I was ecstatic I wouldn’t have to lug my crummy futon from my old dorm. 

Sean jumped on every mattress, every sofa, and everything bouncy he could find until the sales representative scowled at him. Then he sat on the chairs, reclined in the recliners, and pretended to have fancy dinners at every table. He generally acted like a child having the time of his life while I was adulting for the first time in my twenty years. I managed to buy a bed and the correct size mattress without too much trouble, though we had both forgotten a critical bit of information as we stood beside my little car.

“Fudgesicles,” Sean said, examining my car for more space I might have hidden somewhere. “Your car is a wind-up toy.”

“Fudgesicles? Where did you pick up fudgesicles?” I asked. “And my car is not a wind-up toy, it’s energy-efficient.

Sean held up his fingers, explaining himself one point at a time. “First, fudgesicles is a perfectly acceptable substitution for bad words. Second, it won’t be energy efficient once we drive back and forth to the apartment seven times to take this bed a few pieces at a time.”

“Why would you substitute... Ugh, never mind. What are we gonna do? We can’t make seven trips. Someone will steal half my bed.” I argued.

“I don’t know. See if they’ll deliver it to the apartment?” he suggested.

“I asked. We’re out of delivery range,” I said, eliminating every possible solution I could think of.

“What about Foster? Can he borrow his dad’s truck?” Sean suggested.

“Maybe. It’s a long drive, but I think he’ll do it.” I called Foster and begged him to make the drive to pick us up. It took fifteen minutes of convincing, but he finally arrived while Sean and I were eating fast food in my car. He knocked on the window and scared me so much I nearly snorted a fry up my nose.

“You two are idiots, did you know that?” Foster asked.

Sean got out, ignoring Foster’s comment, and started lugging the furniture to the truck. After several hours of sitting in a car with me, Sean was ready to get back to Alicia. I had nothing better to do, so I was in no hurry. That is until Foster made a suggestion I couldn’t decline.

“The old theater on Westin is showing one of your favorites tonight. A midnight showing.” 

My ears perked. There were only two movies I would be willing to go to that creepy old theater for, especially at midnight.

“I’m listening,” I said, his smirk growing larger. He knew he had me, and that could only mean one thing. “No! A Charlie Brown Christmas! In the middle of summer?”

“The one and only. Want to go?” My answer was pushing Sean into the car, so we could get on the road. All I could think about was Charlie’s little tree and a giant bucket of popcorn. After dropping the furniture off at the apartment, I left Sean with my car and rode home with Foster, singing Christmas songs the whole way home. It felt like things were back to normal for us, and I was happy. 

“I’m so excited. Thanks for asking me to go,” I said between songs.

“I missed spending time with you. We haven’t done much alone since the incident of which we do not speak.” He grinned, and it was enough for me to know the kiss we shared was in the past and wouldn’t hang over our future—except, there was that blushing thing and the anxiety that tugged at my gut every time I thought about it.

“You know you enjoyed it. Admit it,” I teased.

“Best kiss of my life, Doodle.” He burst into laughter, so I smacked his arm. “I’m kidding. Geez, violent much?”

“It wasn’t that bad!” I fussed.

“I said I was kidding. It was nice. You’re good at it,” he said. “I don’t know what you want me to say. This is gonna get awkward if we keep talking about it.” The seriousness in his tone indicated it was time to move on even though he’d been the one to bring it up.

“Are we there yet?” I asked, changing the subject.

“No. Does it look like we’re there yet?” he asked, so I shut my mouth. We sat in silence for several minutes.

“How about now?” I asked.

“No. We’ve gone like ten miles since you asked the first time, Darcy.” Another ten or so miles passed.

“Now?” I asked, hopefully.

“Sean was right. You really are a little pain in the butt.” He rolled his eyes and continued. “And yes, we are almost there.”

“Really?” I hadn’t been paying attention to my surroundings. I was too busy thinking of ways to annoy my best friend. I looked around and noticed all the familiar streets. The theater was only a few blocks away. “Awesome! Charlie, baby, here I come!”

A Charlie Brown Christmas was the best Christmas movie ever. I knew because I said it was, so when Foster continually threw popcorn at me during the best parts, I was annoyed, to say the least. When he interrupted Charlie’s speech about the meaning of Christmas with a well-timed, well-placed popcorn kernel to my eyeball, I dumped my slushy on his head.

The theater erupted with laughter when he jumped up, screeching like a little kid. He danced a jig when the cold slushy dribbled into his pants. It was far more than they had paid for, and it got me a lot of attention. A guy three rows back even bought me another slushy, which I was sure was a plea to do it again. 

I made Foster sit in his slushy pants until the movie ended and the entire car ride home. Interrupting my favorite movie was a serious offense, and he never did it again. By the time we reached my house, most of the slushy had dried, leaving him a sticky, cherry-smelling mess.

“You can shower at my house. No sense in waking up your parents,” I said.

“Better to wake up yours?” he asked.

“Dad’s on business for the week, and mom went to Charlotte for that meeting at the main branch, remember?” 

“Yes, Darcy, I remember everything your parents do. It’s noted and highlighted in bright pink on my calendar,” he replied with sarcasm.

“You wanna wear another slushy, smarty britches?”

“No, I’m good with this one on my pants,” he said, pointing at the red stain on his lap. “Is Sean still at Alicia’s?”

“Dunno. Probably. I doubt he wants to see any more of my smiling face for a while. I annoyed the snot out of him waiting for you.” I pulled into the drive, and of course, it started raining as soon as we got out of the car. Foster stood in the driveway in the pouring rain, his clothes soaking wet and clinging to him. I ran to the front door, under the awning.

“What are you doing?” I screamed at the idiot, standing in the rain.

“Remember when we used to play in the rain when we were kids? You, me, and Vi? Even Hazel and Rose did that with us,” he said, glancing at their house. 

For a moment, even through the rain, I saw how downcast his expression was. It broke my heart. Random memories often came out of nowhere for both of us, and when they did, it could sour our mood in an instant. The memory of us dancing in the rain should have been a happy one, but all I saw on his face was guilt and sadness. I couldn’t have that. I ran down the stairs and tackled him to the ground, landing in a muddy puddle.

“I see how it is. Okay then, if you wanna play like that,” he said.

Foster pinned me down in the mud and tickled me until I couldn’t breathe. When he thought I’d had enough and let go, I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him back, forcing his face into the puddle. He spat out the mud and slung it at me. We were tearing my parents’ yard to bits, but I didn’t care. We were having fun. It felt like Vi was right beside us, slinging mud and rolling around like a moron.

After we had worn ourselves out and the rain died down, Foster sat up with his hands behind him, leaning back, looking at the stars. 

“Sometimes, I imagine she’s that star right there.” He pointed to the North Star and looked at me. “And when I’m confused about something, or I need guidance, I just look up at it and ask her what to do.” 

“She always knew what to do, didn’t she?” I whispered, missing my sister like crazy. But I felt closer to her at the same time.

“You’re shivering. Let’s go inside and clean up.” Foster grabbed my wrist and led me to the garage, slipped his shoes off, and pushed the door open. He went one way, and I headed to the other bathroom to shower. I finished before he did and climbed into bed.

I don’t know how long I lie there thinking about my sister, but it was long enough to drift to sleep. I vaguely heard Foster come in and cross the room. He pulled the covers over my head and kissed my forehead. “Snug as a Doodle Bug in a rug.” 

I heard him grab the extra pillow and blanket from the closet, then settle on the floor. The last thought on my mind before I lost consciousness was how lucky I was to have such an amazing best friend. One who was supportive and caring and felt the same emotions I did. I was content lying there with him on the floor, already snoring. But I had forgotten about the nightmares.
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Chapter Thirteen
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SHE WAVED, AND THE branch snapped under her feet, dropping her thin body. It bounced around like a pinball. I heard her scream, but there was nothing I could do to help her. The final sickening crack did her in. 

She hit the water, and my feet finally moved, but I was running in thick mud. The harder I tried to reach her, the farther away she floated. I finally freed myself from the mud, only to be pulled under the water by something. It had a tight grip on my ankle, and try as I may, I couldn’t free myself. I tried to focus on the murky water. And I saw her. Her lifeless eyes trained on me. 

“You failed me,” she said, seconds before she pulled me deeper into the blackness. I tried again to pull free, but her grip was strong. I fought against my sister, but it was no use. I was lost in the darkness, following her into the depths of despair.

“Darcy!” I felt someone shaking me, and my mind slowly reconnected with the present. “Darcy! Wake up, it’s just a nightmare.”

Foster’s warm eyes bored into mine, filled with worry and fear. He chewed on his bottom lip, a tell-tale sign he wanted to say something but was afraid to it would anger or upset me somehow.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean wake you.” I sat up in the bed, wiping sweat from my forehead. 

“You’re sweating like crazy. What happened, Darcy?” He sat beside me, waiting for a reply. He sat with patient silence, willing to wait as long as necessary for me to gather enough courage to admit what I’d been dealing with. The things Sean only recently knew. Things I was afraid to tell my best friend.

“I... need help, Foster.” 

He slid closer to me, taking my small hand in his broad, comforting one.

“What can I do?” he asked.

“No, Foster. I mean, I need help, like therapy.” Tears stung my eyes. Admitting that I needed help was the last thing I wanted to tell him, but if not him, then who? “I’ve been having nightmares and I... I feel lost. I don’t know who I am anymore without Violet here to tell me.” 

I dropped my head into my hands, sobbing again. I was so sick of crying. I wanted some semblance of normalcy, a single day that didn’t bring on hard-core adrenaline or ugly crying. A normal day. What did that even look like?

“Hey, it’s okay. I’m here, and I’ll go with you to therapy.” He pulled me into a hug—a warm, comfortable place to fall apart. “I know who you are, Doodle. I know who you are, and I’ll help you remember.”

“The nightmares are horrible, Foster. I keep seeing her, but I can’t get to her. She always dies, and it’s like I’m losing her all over again every time I close my eyes.” I looked at my best friend, who urged me to continue. “Usually she just drifts away until she’s just out of reach, but tonight she... she grabbed me and pulled me down. She blamed me.”

“Darcy, you know it wasn’t your fault. If anything, it was mine,” he said.

“No! I don’t want to hear you say it’s your fault one more time!” 

He flinched back, startled by my outburst. 

“I can’t take it anymore! It was her fault, Foster! Not yours, not mine. Hers!” I screamed. “She knew she shouldn’t climb that tree, and she did it anyway. She wasn’t even paying attention. She should have known. She should have seen how flimsy it was, but she couldn’t help herself.”

I jumped up from my place on the bed, pacing the floor. “She’s dead because she couldn’t help herself. She had to chase something, all the time. She was always going, nonstop. If it hadn’t been the tree, it would have been something else.” At that point, I was fuming mad at Violet. But as mad as I was at Violet, I was angrier with myself.

“She was crazy. God love her, she was a lunatic! What am I doing with my life? I’m running away, just like she did! All I do is chase something that doesn’t exist, trying to find myself when all I’m really doing is chasing her!” 

I looked at Foster, who hadn’t said a word during my entire rant. He sat with his legs hanging off the bed and his hands in his lap, allowing me to release the pent-up frustration and anger I’d been holding in for four years.

“I’m trying to catch a dead girl,” I whispered, my throat sore from all the screaming I’d done. “And I hate her for it.”

It was the first time I’d admitted, even to myself, that I was angry with my sister. I resented her for being so careless with her life, for... leaving.

Foster rose from the bed and took me in his arms, clutching me tightly to his chest. Time always stood still when we were like that, honest and open, letting our emotions pour out. It was still dark out, maybe three or four in the morning, and I was exhausted. I fell limp in his arms, so he picked me up and carried me back to the bed. He laid me on the bed before leaving the room.

He returned with a bottle of ibuprofen and a glass of water. I popped one of the pills, not because I had a headache, but because I knew one was coming if I didn’t. 

“Do you want to talk some more, or sleep and talk later?” he whispered, climbing back onto the bed beside me.

Despite his own pain, Foster did everything he could to make me happy. He cheered me up on days that no one else could, and when I was with him, the pain didn’t seem so sharp and cutting. There were a million little things he’d done for me that would go unnoticed by most people, things like getting me medicine and water, but isn’t that what makes a friend a best friend? They know what you need, even when you don’t.

He always knew the right thing to say, the right thing to do. And even when he was having a terrible day himself, it was usually because he couldn’t make me happy or he was hurting for me. I felt confident in our friendship. It would last forever, no matter what happened around us or between us. He was everything to me, and I could never repay him. Nothing I could do would ever be enough to show him what he meant to me... except... maybe finally admitting the truth. The one everyone saw but me. I... loved him. I was in love with him, and the moment that hit me, something else did, too. I wasn’t just chasing Violet; I was also running from love with the one person whose life was equally as impacted by her death.

“Doodle? Where’d you go?” he asked. “Are you okay? Will you say something?”

I ignored him again, choosing instead to focus on the depth of his beautiful eyes... the moonlight shining through the curtains, dancing on his face, and illuminating the beautiful colors. I sat and brushed my hand over his cheek and pressed my palm against his face. My heart was beating so fast all I could hear was the blood rushing in my ears. I had to tell him, had to finally be honest about everything... but how?

“Darcy?” His confusion was evident, and it shaded his eyes to a darker, more complex color. If anything, it only made him more attractive. They darted from left to right, assessing the situation playing out before him. Before he could question it further, I pulled him closer and kissed him. He started to return the kiss, but a moment later, he broke away abruptly, and my heart dropped. 

“Darcy, what are you doing?” he asked. 

I took his face in both hands, gently grazing my thumbs over his cheekbones. “Foster, I... I need you to know something. That kiss the other day... it changed things for me. It... It changed everything.”

He pulled his face from my hands and slid several inches away. “Darcy, you don’t know what you’re saying. You’re stressed and vulnerable, and you’ll regret saying this in the morning. You’ll realize in time that’s not true. It only feels that way because—”

“Of course, I’m vulnerable. I’m always vulnerable, Foster, every day of my life. But I won’t regret this. I’m scared, yes, but... but Foster, I love you, and I don’t mean as a best friend. I... I love you.”

He shook his head. “You’re not thinking clearly. This is too important for more than one reason, Darcy.” His voice was strained, but I couldn’t decide what it meant. My heart hammered, and my throat ached, but I couldn’t let the fear win, not this time.

“Are you referring to our friendship?” I asked.

“For starters, yes. Darcy, you’re the only person who makes me feel like me. If we ruined what we have over something that might not be real, then what?”

“Something that might not be real? What is it, then?” I asked, wondering how he felt. Had my cousin and my friends been wrong about how he felt about me?

“I don’t know, Darcy. Maybe we feel this way because it’s less scary than feeling something for someone else? Maybe we’ve made ourselves believe we love each other because—” He stopped cold, realizing what he’d admitted.

I sucked air like a guppy out of water. “Foster?”

He ran his hands over his face and groaned. “Yeah, you heard me right. This is crazy, Darcy, and I’m afraid we’re going to absolutely ruin our friendship over this... but... I love you, too, and not like a best friend.”

My heart sighed, but it didn’t slow it’s beating.

“The thing is, I don’t deserve this. I don’t care what you say, I’m at least partially to blame for Violet’s death. How can I be so selfish with you? How can I just say I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone else in my life, knowing if I hadn’t made that dare, she’d probably be sleeping in that bedroom right over there?” he asked, pointing toward Vi’s old room.

“That’s not fair, Fos. Do I get any say in this?”

“Of course, you do, but should we really risk it?” he asked. The moonlight flickered over his face when he shifted on the bed, revealing tear-slick cheeks. 

He was overanalyzing, but for once, I was thinking clearly. There were so many things that could go wrong and ruin our friendship, but there was one thing that would keep it together, no matter what. It had always been there, even without Violet. He knew me, more than I knew myself, more than anyone—and he loved me anyway.

“Foster, do you really think, I mean deep in your heart, that we would ruin our friendship? Do you think we would throw away what we’ve had for so long, just because a romantic relationship didn’t work out? More than that... Foster, we’re dooming it before we even give it a chance to grow. What if we put as much energy into this as we do trying to talk ourselves out of it?”

He snickered. “You know, you have a way of getting what you want that makes me feel so illogical. Darcy...” He sighed and ran his hands over his face again, then shrugged. “I give up. I give up, Darcy. I love you, and I’ve been in love with you for as long as I can remember.”

I kissed him. I fell deeper into love with him than I could have ever imagined, and at that moment, neither of us could remember what we’d been so worried about.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Fourteen
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I DIDN’T KNOW WHEN Foster woke up, but he was already gone when the sun woke me. It shone brightly through the curtain and warmed my face, providing a comfortable and peaceful awakening. I rolled over and stretched out my sore muscles, still tired both mentally and physically. The conversation with Foster was unexpected, but for the first time in as long as I could remember, I woke up happy, content, and at peace. 

I didn’t know where our relationship stood just yet, but whatever we were, I knew, at the very least, we had a lot more talking left to do. If we kept talking, then maybe we wouldn’t screw it up before it had a chance to blossom. With every passing second, I fell harder and harder for him, but even looking back, I saw I’d always felt drawn to him. I had always thought he was attractive. Who wouldn’t? He was sweet and handsome, funny, and just crazy enough to keep a girl busy, but until that night, I’d buried any idea that he could be more than my best friend.

I sighed and stretched again, noting he’d put the pillow and blanket back in the closet and cleaned up his things from my bedroom. I needed to get up and face the day, despite my desire to lay in bed, replaying our conversation a thousand times. There was so much to consider, so much to discuss with Foster, but I found myself giddy and excited rather than afraid. 

My bedroom door creaked open slowly. I expected to see Foster, but Alicia peeked her head in. When she saw I was awake, she entered and stood beside the bed.

“So... do you know why Foster dragged Sean out on a three-day fishing trip this morning?” Her voice was as confused as my mind.

“A what? He never mentioned he’d planned a trip, and neither did Sean.”

“Yeah... It was weird. Sean called me at five this morning to let me know. It’s just the two of them.” She sat down on the bed beside me. “Sean said he seemed a little rattled. Did you two get into another argument?”

“No, we’re fine. We... uh... everything’s fine. I don’t know why they left.” 

Oh, how I lied, but I couldn’t figure out why Foster ran—oh, who was I kidding? I knew exactly why. He was still scared, which didn’t bode well for the future. I tried to ignore those thoughts as Alicia kept staring at me.

“Darcy, I know it’s not really any of my business, but I’m your friend, and I care about you both. We all know something is going on, but we’re not sure what, and it’s starting to freak us out. Are you... I mean, what I’m trying to ask is, do you need help? Do you need something from us we aren’t providing?”

I ran my hands over my face and groaned. “It’s not that, not exactly. Yes, I know I need help, and I’ve thought about seeing a therapist. I don’t know why, but I’ve been having nightmares again, and... I thought I was over the grief, but I guess I’m not.”

“Okay, well, you know we’ll support you through all of that, but what’s happening with Foster?” she asked. 

Her kind eyes and soft voice made me feel safe enough to tell her the truth. I had to tell someone since Foster disappeared. I hadn’t thought it was a mistake to tell him how I felt, and I thought we were on the same page, but considering he ran out of the house like a bat out of Hades the first chance he got... 

“I told him I love him,” I said. “And no, not like a best friend. I had a nightmare last night and... I guess it all just hit me all of a sudden, and I told him. I just... told him everything.” 

“Darcy,” she said sternly.

My face prickled with sweat. I suddenly knew what felt like to be on trial. Her tone was not judgmental in any way, yet I felt judged all the same—which was probably my own conscience telling me I might have screwed up.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked rather than waste her time telling me what I already knew—my timing was all wrong.

“Not really, but I think I should probably talk about it with someone before he gets back.” I ran my hand through my tangled mess of hair, gave up, and pulled it into a messy ponytail. It would have to do until I got a shower.

“What happened, Darcy? I thought you said you didn’t want to be with him.” She sat on the floor, staring up at me with concerned eyes.

“I didn’t. I was afraid of losing him if anything ever happened, but last night... I don’t know, I guess something changed,” I admitted.

“You guess? You bet everything the two of you have on a guess?” she asked, doubting my admission was the full truth.

“No, I know. I know something changed. And it wasn’t my feelings toward him. It was my feelings about what might happen, though now that he’s run off, I’m seriously reconsidering that, too.”

“Foster is not the kind to run away and stay away, Darcy. You know he’ll come back and talk this out with you, but my question is, how do you really feel? Now that it’s morning and things don’t look so bleak, do you feel the same way?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat, the one that said tears were coming if I wasn’t careful. 

“You don’t understand what it’s like, Alicia. To have this thing that haunts you and tears at you until there’s nothing left inside. That’s how I feel, and it’s how he feels. And I swear sometimes I think he can see into my soul, we’re that connected.” I made eye contact with her. She only nodded, allowing me time to finish.

“We had so much fun yesterday, just like old times. Then I had a nightmare, and he was there like he always is. He let me scream and cry and be vulnerable, and he stayed. He didn’t run away or take the easy option; he helped me. And when I was finished with all of it and looked at him, I didn’t see Foster, my best friend. I saw Foster, the man I’m...”

I didn’t know how intense my love for Foster was until I was faced with saying it aloud to someone else. I had always loved Foster in the sense that he was my closest friend, and he was Violet’s closest friend. He has always been there, doing everything we did, and experiencing life with us. It was the kind of love a person developed for someone who knew them better than they knew themselves. I couldn’t pinpoint the time that love changed. Maybe it never had? Maybe it had only matured.

“Darcy, do you love him? Are you in love with him?” she prodded lovingly.

I gave her question thoughtful consideration, just to be sure, but as I watched her staring back at me, I knew. I always knew.

“Yes.” 

My throat was so dry I couldn’t swallow. The realization that I was in love with him, and had probably been for a long time, took the breath from my lungs in the most amazing way. I felt a connection to him that I didn’t want with anyone else.

As if he could feel me thinking of him, my phone dinged with a text message. I broke my staring contest with Alicia and checked my phone.

I’m so sorry, Doodle. I panicked, and I ran like a coward. I need a little time to clear my head, and I hope you can forgive me. We’ll talk tonight, okay? 

As much as I wish he’d stayed with me and talked things through, I understood his freak-out session. I was bordering on one myself, so I responded positively, hoping it would encourage him to think only good thoughts on his trip with Sean.

I’m fine, and I understand. Miss you, and yes, we can talk tonight.

I got a smiley face in reply and placed my phone back on the nightstand, then gave my attention back to Alicia.

“Can we keep this between us for now? I don’t want things being weird until I have a chance to talk to him,” I asked.

“Of course. But you do have another issue, two actually,” she said.

“What’s that?” 

For the life of me, I couldn’t see a single problem from her point of view. She and Nina had been hounding me for years to give Foster a chance, so one would assume she would be ecstatic with my revelation rather than searching for problems with it.

“The Kiss Contest? That silly little game you came up with to find the closet kisser, you know, the one Foster didn’t want you to do?” 

I smacked my forehead repeatedly.

“Ugh, I forgot! Well, I can’t back out now, since we’ve already sold a ton of tickets. I can’t back out on a charity deal, Alicia.” I sighed.

“I guess Foster will understand if you put it that way. It’s just a little peck, no big deal. I don’t think he’d expect you to cancel it since it did raise a lot of money for the foundation.” She brushed it off quickly, then brought my most significant problem to light. “Then that leaves Matt and the big date you promised.”

“Oh, frick frack, I forgot about him!” I squealed. “Alicia!”

“I didn’t cause this mess. Don’t look at me,” she said with her hands up. 

I ignored her attempt at humor. Matt had already reserved and paid for both rooms and backing out would be rude. “What do I do now? I can’t back out, can I?”

“Beats me, but you better come up with something fast. Aren’t you supposed to leave tomorrow morning?” She stood up and adjusted her shorts.

“Yeah. I guess I can talk to Foster tonight and figure out what’s even happening with him and me. Maybe if I make it clear we’re just going to be friends, Matt won’t be too angry?” It came out as a question as if, for some reason, I was looking for her approval.

“I think Matt wants more than that, but if it’s not what you want, then he’ll have to accept it, angry or not.” She shrugged and made her way out the door. “I’m gonna get food, coming?”

I slid off my bed with a defeated sigh. “It’s food. Of course, I’m coming.”

I must have checked my phone a million times throughout the day, even though I knew Foster wouldn’t call until later in the evening. My stomach churned all day, oddly from excitement and not from fear, but since life isn’t always as excited about your plans as you are, it dished me out a healthy serving of bad news that wrecked my world all over again. 

My phone rang around eight, and I jumped on it. 

“Hello!” I yelled.

“Wow, did you miss me or something?” Foster’s deep voice on the other end of the line calmed my nerves like it always did.

“Maybe a little. Don’t let it go to your head.” I laughed. “Are you and Sean having fun?”

“He is. He caught like six big fish today. I caught nothing, not even a tiny fish.” 

We were clearly avoiding the topic that needed to be discussed, but I was ready to get it over with and move forward, hopefully in the same direction.

“Listen, I know you’re probably tired, but about last night—”

“Yeah, it’s okay, really. I know it was a mistake, and I won’t hold you to it. It was just our emotions getting the better of us, but now that I’ve had time to think—” 

“A mistake?”

“Yeah, I know you just wanted to be close to someone, and you trust me. I know you didn’t mean what you said because you were scared and lonely, and... I should have been the one thinking clearly. I... I’m sorry, Doodle,” he said.

I tried to explain my position, but he wouldn’t give me a chance. “No, Foster, that’s not—” 

“Really, Darcy, it’s fine. We’re good. Nothing has to change. Our friendship is still intact, I promise.” 

But... I wanted things to change. I wanted more. I wanted all of him, and I wanted it permanently.

“Foster, I... I’m...” I tried to spit the words out, but I was too chicken to fight for him. Part of me knew he was probably trying to protect himself, to steer away from possible rejection or hurt later down the road.

“Babe, it’s fine. You don’t have to explain. If you’re okay, then it’s all good. There’s no reason to hash it out over and over again. We said stuff, and at the time, it was amazing... but now I know what it really was. We can just go back to being Fos and Doodle, and forget it ever happened.” 

He misunderstood. He didn’t get it, but I couldn’t speak. I desperately tried to get a word in edgewise, but when a pause came, I couldn’t form the right words to convince him he was all wrong about what happened. 

Instead, I let Foster drone on about his plans with Sean for the weekend. All the while, an angry little monster grew in my stomach, ripping and shredding my soul to pieces with every word he said. It really wasn’t his fault; he only said what he thought I wanted to hear, but at the time, I didn’t see it that way. All I saw was rejection. Rejection from the one person I thought would never turn me away.

“What time are you heading to Charlotte tomorrow?” he asked.

“Uh, I don’t know. Why?” 

I felt dead inside and out, cold and emotionless. But I kept my feelings where I always kept them—locked deep inside the vault that was Darcy Pistolis’s mind.

“Just wondering. We’re gonna get up and go out early. Maybe I’ll catch something this time,” he said.

“Yea, maybe,” I mumbled.

“Hey, listen, Sean just finished dinner. Can I call you tomorrow sometime?” He was happy. He didn’t even know he’d just dropped a bomb on me.

“Sure,” I said. “Night.”

“Night, Doodle. Love you.” 

With that, he hung up the phone, and I fell apart over and over until there were no tears left to cry. I cried for Violet, for Foster, for me, and what could have been if I’d only learn to speak instead of hiding my feelings—but I didn’t know how to do that in the light of day when everyone was watching.

A soft knock on my door jolted me from my misery. 

“Darcy?” Alicia entered the darkened room and fumbled around until she reached me. “What happened?”

I couldn’t answer her, but my lack of response was enough for her to know things hadn’t gone well. She sat on the bed and pulled me toward her, laying my head on her lap. She ran her hands through my hair for so long I nearly fell asleep. Eventually, she urged me to make a choice.

“Do you want dinner or pajamas?” she asked.

“Pajamas,” I said, choking back another round of tears.

She slid off the bed and gathered my pajamas, handed them to me, and waited for me to change before speaking again. “I was gonna go home, but I think I’d rather stay if that’s okay. I’m too tired to drive.”

She lied, I knew she was only staying for me, and I loved her for it. “Sure.”

“Okay, I’ll be in Sean’s room if you need me for anything.” She stopped at the door. “Anything at all, Darcy, even if it’s late.”

“Okay.” 

I was the queen of one-word answers at that point, but my heart was fractured and too numb to care about anything. The only thing I felt was a deep ache in my heart. It ached for Foster in a way I’d never felt before, not even for Violet. I was furious with myself for not telling him how I felt. I could change it. I could tell him when he got home, force him to sit still, and hear me out, but I wouldn’t. I was too scared. I already felt myself retreating into my mind. Whatever progress I had made toward the other side of grief vanished before my eyes.

I crawled into bed with my fractured heart. By the time morning came, I had learned a valuable lesson. It was one many lovesick fools learned the hard way long before I did. The only thing worse than going to bed with a fractured heart is waking up to find it shattered entirely while you slept.
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Chapter Fifteen
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ALICIA KNOCKED ON MY door the next morning, startling me awake. I didn’t want to wake up and be forced to face what happened. I was alone. The second I opened my eyes, the pain rushed back, flooding my heart with wave after wave of intense aching the likes of which I’d never felt before. The tightening in my chest was so immense I could barely breathe. I sat up in bed, a useless attempt to ease the aching in my heart. If I found the strength to move about the day as if nothing happened, then it didn’t... right?

Alicia knocked again before entering, her blonde hair a rat’s nest on her head. “Hey, sweetheart. How’s it goin’?”

“It’s not, but I’ll survive.” I stood and wandered to my closet, pulling my overnight bag from under the piles of clothing I had yet to hang up.

“You’re still going?” she asked, surprise filling her voice.

“It’s too late to cancel. It’s not fair to Matt, and Ben is looking forward to it,” I mumbled as I threw wrinkled clothing into the bag. I didn’t even care if anything matched. I grabbed a comfortable dress and headed to the shower just as the doorbell rang.

“That’s them. Can you get it?” 

Alicia gave me a frown but did as I asked. I heard Nina’s voice before closing the bathroom door and locking it behind me. 

I always thought crying in the shower was highly therapeutic, and doing so after getting your heart pounded to pieces was no different. The tears fell alongside the water, making it feel a lot less like falling apart and more like becoming one with the steady stream that pounded down on you, much like life. I cried until the water turned cold and wiped my face dry, then put on my game face for the trip.

Matt was a good guy, and I didn’t want to back out on him after already changing up the plan once. I put my big girl panties on and sucked it up. Before going downstairs, I checked my phone out of habit. I had a missed text message from Foster that I was almost afraid to read, but my curiosity got the better of me.

Have fun today. Be safe and call me later.

I didn’t know how to take it, considering it was sent at four in the morning. Was he really up that early to go fishing or was he up that late thinking about me—or us? I let my mind wander. It was a dangerous practice, but I couldn’t stop myself. I fought the urge to spill my feelings into one massive text message response. I was too scared. He all but told me we wouldn’t be together, so I needed to accept that and somehow come to terms with what it meant for our future.

“Hey, you ready? Matt’s waiting for us outside.” Nina peeked her head in, so I put on a smile I hoped she would buy.

“Yep, all packed and ready to go!” I grabbed the bag and followed her downstairs, hugging Alicia on the way out. She looked confused but let me go without a hundred questions. I almost wished she would grab me and make me stay, hash out my feelings, and tell Foster the truth, but she would never try to force me to do something like that. The one time being a good friend was a bad thing.

We all knew road trips with Ben started out fun, but he got frustrated and turned into a cranky, uptight screaming machine bent on ruining everyone’s good mood. Turned out, if you didn’t make him drive, he was quite pleasant the entire time.

“All these years, we let you drive because you insisted! You’re never driving again.” Nina teased her boyfriend, who was completely okay with her antics.

“Who knew?” Ben shrugged and sang along to the music on the radio.

“Are you guys always like this on road trips?” Matt asked, glancing at me from behind the wheel of his SUV.

“No, not really. We’re usually much more... What’s the word? Insane, yeah, totally insane,” I said, laughing at Ben’s horrible singing.

“Hey, let’s stop for food! I’m starving!” Ben yelled from the back seat.

Matt took the next exit and headed down the street until we found a suitable place to eat. I was glad we sat at a table rather than a booth. Something about the intimacy of sitting that close to Matt made me feel dishonest.

The waitress took our order, then Mat and Ben began discussed the bands scheduled to play at the concert. Nina kept giving me odd looks that I ignored for as long as possible by pretending to be interested in what the guys were saying.

“I’m excited to see that local band, the one with all the siblings.” Ben motioned around, talking with his hands. “What’s it called?”

“Oh, you mean 100 Grand! Yeah, they’re gonna be big one day, I’m sure. A lot of big bands get their start at these Band Wars. Should be exciting.” Matt glanced in my direction and gave me a small smile before Ben retook his attention.

Nina grabbed my hand. “Hey, I need to pee.” Ben shrugged and went back to his conversation while Nina dragged me with her to the bathroom.

The smell of disinfectant smacked me in the face, and I nearly choked. Once inside, she spun around and faced me. “What’s up with you today? Something’s off.”

“Nothing. What do you mean?” I defended. She inspected my face, reading me like an open book.

“Don’t lie to me. If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine, but don’t lie to me.” She put her hands on her hips, waiting for my reply. The door flew open, and a girl about sixteen entered with her nose in her phone.

“Sorry,” she mumbled and closed the stall door behind her.

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about it.” I started to leave the restroom, but Nina stopped me again. Her eyes were full of concern, and I noticed how her forehead wrinkled when she was worried.

“Should we go back? If you want—”

“No, no, it’s fine. Ben is excited, and Matt is a good guy. I want to go, it’s just...” I sighed, deciding to tell her and get it over with. “I have something weighing on me.”

“Okay. You know you can tell me anything, Darcy,” she urged, softening her voice so she wouldn’t scare off the oddly timid kitten standing before her.

“I’m in love with Foster, and I told him,” I mumbled, hoping if I said it quietly enough, she wouldn’t overreact. No such luck.

“What? You did... you... you... did what?” she screamed. I heard the teenage girl drop her phone on the floor. I saw her small hands scrambling for it from below the stall and cringed. I fought the urge to tell her how many disgusting germs were probably crawling on it every time it scooted across the dirty bathroom floor.

“Darcy! How did this even happen?” Nina asked, distracting me from the girl and her disgusting cell phone.

“Can you keep your voice down? These walls are paper thin!” I snapped, regretting my decision to tell her.

“Sorry! But you can’t say something like that and think I’ll respond calmly!” she fussed, swiping her dark hair from her face with frustration. 

“It happened after a nightmare. I woke up, and he was there, just being all Fosterlike and... and it hit me, so I told him. He said he loved me too, but then yesterday he went off with Sean and said it was a mistake. We’re still friends, end of the story,” I said. 

The girl came out of the stall and washed her hands. She caught my gaze in the mirror, making eye contact for only a second before averting her gaze.

“I don’t understand,” Nina said. “That... makes no sense at all.”

“Nina, can we wait for some privacy, please?” I asked, nodding toward the girl who looked amused by our banter.

“You’re the one who started it with the whole I told Foster I’m in love with him, bit,” she said. “Besides, it’s not like she doesn’t understand how boys are ridiculous.” I rolled my eyes and looked at the girl whose cheeks were red. Honestly, it was an innocent conversation, but us talking about her as if she couldn’t hear us was probably awkward as could be for her.

“I’m so sorry,” I told her.

She continued to dry her hands for a moment, then paused. “Actually, this is the most excitement I’ve had all day. I’m on a family road trip with three brothers. I’m suffering through things you can’t begin to understand.”

I looked back at Nina, who started laughing so hard she snorted. “I can relate, trust me. One road trip with my boyfriend, and you’ll never want to go on one again.”

The girl laughed and turned back to me. “Who is this guy? Do you really love him?” 

Excellent, now I had two sets of eyes looking at me expectantly.

I sighed. “Yes, of course, I do. Are you happy now, Nina? You got your wish. I’m in love with my best friend, and now things are all weird even though he says they aren’t. At least, they are for me.

“He’s your best friend?” the girl asked.

“Yeah, uh, isn’t your family waiting for you?” I asked.

“Eh, they can wait. I’m Tanner, by the way.” She wormed her way into our conversation, which was my fault, to begin with, but I had to give it to her—she had some good advice. “So, if he’s your best friend, then maybe he’s just afraid of how strong his feelings are? It must have meant a lot to him for you to say that and if he said he felt the same way, then... I don’t know, just seems like a girl’s best friend would have better sense than to say it if he didn’t mean it,” she said.

Nina nodded. “She’s not wrong. I don’t care what he said. The boy looks at you like a sick puppy in love. Even Ben has mentioned it a few times.”

“Look, it doesn’t matter. Even if he’s head over heels in love with me, he made it clear he doesn’t want a relationship. He wants things to stay the same.” I leaned up against the wall, immediately pictured little germs crawling on me, and jumped away from it.

“So, what then? You give up?” Nina asked.

“I just want to get through this weekend, then I’ll worry about the rest.” I lied. I’d bury my feelings like I always did and pray they would eventually forget about the entire situation.

“He’s right outside at your table, probably waiting for you. Just tell him how you feel,” Tanner urged.

I cocked my head in confusion then gasped. “Oh, no! That’s not him. That’s Matt. We’re going to Band Wars in Charlotte, kind of a date.”

“You’re on a date even though you’re in love with someone else? Isn’t that kind of counterintuitive?” Tanner asked. I was starting to doubt she was as young as she appeared.

“It’s a long story that started with a kiss in a closet, confused feelings about my best friend, and way too much adrenaline and stupidity,” I said as I waved my hands around, wishing the two of them would stop staring me down.

“Oh. Well, then I think you’re screwed, but hey, it was really nice to meet you!” Tanner left the restroom the way she came in, her nose in her phone, tapping away.

“That was the oddest interaction I’ve ever had with anyone in my life,” Nina said as she pulled the door open.

“Not a word to Ben, understand?” I asked.

She shook her head, but I knew our conversation had only started. I’d be faced with another one once we were back home and not in danger a meltdown in front of Matt.

“What took you so long?” Ben asked. His plate was nearly cleaned, and half of Nina’s fries missing.

“Girl talk. You wouldn’t understand.” I took a chance that my face wasn’t covered with guilt and looked at Matt. His plate was untouched. “Aren’t you eating?” 

“Yeah, I just thought I’d be polite and wait for you.” Matt slid my plate toward me, and the guilt in my stomach grew deeper.

Matt was just as nice as I remembered, and he was finally giving me his attention. He wasn’t Foster, but he certainly wasn’t fish food either. Watching him eating his sandwich, his dark hair spiked in all the right places, I decided he would be, if nothing else, a fine distraction for the rest of summer.

Ben’s big mouth put us both in the hot seat for a moment. “So, this dumb contest, are you canceling it or what?”

“Why would I cancel it? It’s for charity,” I responded.

“I just figured since you’re dating the guy you’ve been crushing on since high school, you’d give up looking for the closet dude,” Ben said. 

Nina smacked the back of his head, and food spewed everywhere. He shot her an evil glare but didn’t bother to follow it up with a threat. He knew he messed up. 

“Darcy can do whatever she wants. I don’t own her just because she agreed to go on one date with me,” Matt said, slurping down the last of his soda. He put the cup down and grinned. “But it is good to know you’ve been crushing on me since—how long, Ben?” he asked.

“Since... forever, dude, I don’t know,” Ben said, shirking away from his girlfriend before she smacked him again.

I felt my cheeks heat. Matt chuckled. “I’m joking around with you. It’s nice to know, but I also know things can change pretty fast from high school to college. I’m just happy to get a date,” he said with a shrug.

Perfect, one more reason to like the guy and feel like crap every time he and Foster were in the same room together. I knew I would always compare the two of them, which wasn’t fair to either.

“Thanks, Matt. And no, I’m not canceling. We’ve already sold a lot of tickets, and I’m not backing out of a charity deal,” I said. “But, I am giving up on finding the closet guy.”

“Really?” Matt asked, a little surprise in his voice, or maybe it was excitement? I couldn’t tell for sure.

“Yeah, it was stupid, the idea that I was meant to be with some random guy who kissed me—”

“Assaulted you,” Ben interjected.

“Kissed me with unwritten permission, Ben. The idea was ridiculous. I don’t know what I was thinking, but if he does show up, then I guess we’ll tackle that bridge when we get to it.”

Matt checked his watch. “We better get back on the road, or we’ll miss the first band.” 

Ben gathered the trash and dropped our trays at the counter.

Nina gave me one last look and left me with something to think about. “Don’t make decisions with your brain, Darcy. Use your heart on this one.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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THE PARKING LOT WAS packed when we arrived, and the field where the stages were set up overflowed with people. I didn’t think many people would be interested in hearing unknown bands, but I stood corrected. Matt guided me through the crowd with his hand on my lower back, a gentle push in the right direction. 

The rest of the ride to Charlotte was fun, and by the time we arrived, I felt comfortable with Matt again—no more guilt, no more wishing he were Foster, no more trying to plan an escape. My broken heart was a little less painful, and I wondered if Matt could help me get over my feelings for my best friend. I’d probably always love Foster, but I had to make a decision. I could be depressed about the situation, and chance losing Foster forever, or I could learn to live with only being friends.

“This place is nuts,” Matt shouted in my ear, trying to be heard over the loud music. “Are you thirsty? We could get something before we look for a place to sit.”

“I’m fine. Let’s find a few seats, and we can go later. It’s probably only going to get worse,” I yelled back.

Nina’s grip on my hand was tight, and I knew she was getting anxious. She never was a fan of big crowds, and the crowd was so large you had to shimmy against people to move through it. Ben held her other hand, rubbing the back of it reassuringly.

“It’s fine, babe. We’ll sit somewhere off to the side where the crowd is smaller,” he said, scanning the area for a spot that wouldn’t stress his claustrophobic girlfriend. “Over there, an open spot by the side of the stage. It might not be a great vantage point, but we’ll be able to move a little.”

“Lead the way!” Matt yelled. He slipped his hand in mine and followed the train of people cutting through the crowd. 

Once we reached the spot, Ben threw a blanket on the ground, giving us plenty of space to stretch out while we waited for the next band to set up their equipment.

Matt never let go of my hand, but I didn’t force him to. It felt nice that someone wanted to show me affection, and as much as I wished he were someone else, I decided to give him a chance. I leaned into his arm, and he wrapped it around me, sliding closer so I could lean on his chest. His smile grew, which forced a smile from my own lips. He was happy to be there with me.

“Comfy?” he asked. I nodded and relaxed, taking a breath of the not-so-fresh air. It smelled like a carnival—popcorn, alcohol, and cotton candy. Ben and Nina disappeared into the crowd again, I assumed to get food or drinks, leaving the two of us to talk.

“Are you having fun so far? I know we just got here and all, but I think it’s gonna be great,” Matt said with excitement.

“I’m sure it will be. I was looking at the flyer earlier, and did you notice how much I look like the lead female singer in that band you were talking about?” He took the flyer from his back pocket and looked at the photos.

“Wow. You could be twins.” He snickered. “She’s pretty,” he said.

I arched my eyebrows at him. “Is she?”

“That was supposed to be a complement to you, but it came out all wrong.” He laughed and crumpled the paper and stuffed it back in his pocket. Our eyes connected. For a fleeting moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. He did, but it wasn’t close to what I anticipated. He brushed his lips against my cheek, leaving a gentle kiss there.

“I really like you, Darcy,” he said as he leaned his forehead against the top of my head and pulled me back to his chest. “I’m not sure what’s going on or what has you so stressed out, but I’m willing to wait for you. I just wanted you to know that.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, involuntarily tensing in his arms.

“Nothing really, you just... I don’t know, you seem like you have a lot going on up here,” he tapped his fingers against my head. “Whatever it is, I’m willing to wait until it’s figured out.”

It really was an ironic situation. Several years prior, I would have melted at his feet right then and there, but now—oh, who was I kidding? I melted like a snowman in the dead heat of a Georgia summer. He said exactly what I needed to hear, and it went a long way toward easing the last bit of anxiety I had about our situation.

That said, I felt the urge to change the subject before I found myself admitting what caused my stress—that I was still lost in grief over my sister, and I had fallen in love with my best friend.

“I’m a little bored waiting for them to set up.” I grinned at Matt, the kind of grin he knew meant trouble was brewing.

“Oh, no. What’s about to happen?” he asked, prepping himself for whatever shenanigans I cooked up in my messed up head. I scanned the crowd looking for ideas when I spotted a group of teenage boys desperately trying to look cool in front of a group of girls who had no idea they existed. I took pity on them and thought it might be a little fun to help them out. It wasn’t exactly a spontaneous dare, but it would pass the time.

“Watch and learn, Matty, watch... and learn.” I walked over to one of the boys and whispered in his ear.

“Play along.” 

The boy looked down at me with narrowed eyes, a furrowed brow, and a half-cocked grin.

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“It’s... Dean... yeah, sorry... What’s going on?

“Just trust me,” I said.

He nodded and shrugged, giving in since no one else paid him any attention. I tossed my hair over my shoulder and squealed, “There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you!” 

His friends finally pulled their eyes from their target long enough to notice me, all equally as stunned as their friend who stuttered and stammered his way through a sentence.

“Uh, h-hi... Uh, yeah... Glad you found me,” Dean said, running a hand through his blonde hair. I jumped on his back and demanded that he take me for cotton candy, which the poor guy did without question. His friends and the group of girls stared after us as we disappeared into the crowd. He let me down beside the cotton candy stand and averted his gaze from the nut job that interrupted his evening.

“You don’t have to be nervous. I’m not crazy.” I thought for a second. “Well, I am, but I’m a safe kind of crazy. Trust me, when you get back, those girls will be all over you. At least, I’m pretty sure. That’s how it goes sometimes. Once one of us wants you, we all do.”

“Is that how it works?” he asked with a chuckle. “Even if it doesn’t, this distraction from being ignored by every girl in existence is nice.”

“Well, glad I could help.”

He smiled, and a dimple appeared in his right cheek. “Oh, honey, if you smiled more, those girls would already be all over you. I’m a sucker for dimples, but even if I wasn’t, you’re adorable.” He blushed deeply and ran his hands through his hair again, messing it up in the cutest way.

“Th-thanks.” He bought me cotton candy and water, not that I expected him too, but it was a sweet gesture, then we got to know each other a little better.

“I’m Darcy. I’m sorry I attacked you without warning. I was bored, and my date was expecting me to do something crazy.” I ripped off a piece of the sugary candy and handed it to him. He stuffed the whole thing in his mouth and nearly choked on it. Adorable, even when he was choking.

He coughed a few times, then asked, “What are you, some kind of prankster or something?” He took a sip from his water bottle, looking back toward his friends who were still staring at us. When he turned back to face me, he had a grin on his face.

“You could say that. I just like doing crazy things.” I glanced at the group of girls who were whispering amongst themselves, stealing glances in our direction. “We should head back. You’re getting attention.”

“Really?” He started to look, but I grabbed him. 

“Don’t look!” I pulled him closer, down to my level. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen, why?” His big blue eyes were wide, maybe a little confused. 

My eyes widened, and I shrugged, then said, “Maybe I’m willing to up the ante.”

“What do you... You mean kiss me?” he asked.

“All in the name of scientific research, of course,” I said.

Dean fidgeted with the wrapper on his water bottle but nodded eagerly.

I chuckled and pressed my lips against his, shocking the snot out of him even though he expected it. He tensed for a moment, but eventually relaxed and wrapped his arms around my waist. He wasn’t a bad kisser, all things considered.

“Whoa,” he said when I pulled away. “I was not expecting my day to go this way.” He took a deep breath and looked toward Matt, who was laughing so hard he was choking. “He’s not gonna kick my butt, is he?”

I scoffed. “Oh, no, don’t worry about him. It didn’t mean anything, but those girls are dropping their jaws.” 

“What do I do now?” he asked.

“Easy, carry me back over there and let me do my thing.” 

He hoisted me back up onto his back and carried me back over to his friends, then let me slide down to my feet before handing my water back to me.

I gave him a hug and put on a sad face. “Thanks for letting me down easy, Dean. You were so sweet about it, and I’m glad we can still be friends.” I smiled and nudged him. “Whoever gets you will be a lucky girl.” 

I pecked him on the cheek and wandered back to Matt, who was still laughing.

“I think you almost gave him a heart attack, Darcy. You should have seen that from my vantage point. It was hilarious,” Matt said. 

I shrugged and glanced back at him. He was already surrounded by the girls, and his friends were still trying to figure out what happened.

“Eh, he’s fine, and my mission was accomplished. Look at him.” 

Dean shot a smile my way then immersed himself in conversation with a pretty brunette.

“Here’s hoping he’s not a total jerk, and you just set those girls up for failure,” Matt said, pulling off a piece of my cotton candy.

“Oh, I didn’t think about that. I doubt it, though. He bought me the candy and water, no questions asked, and he didn’t even try to cop a feel when he carried me. He was polite about the kiss.” I licked the sticky sugar off my fingers, wishing I’d gotten some napkins.

“Kid has some solid self-control. I mean, I’d have tried to grab your butt, at least.” Matt laughed, knowing full-well he’d never do any such thing.

I shoved him. “You would not have, Matt. You’re a good guy.”

Our conversation was interrupted when Ben flopped down beside us, with Nina glued to his side. “Did I just see you kiss a random kid?” he asked.

“He isn’t a kid. He’s eighteen,” I replied.

He rolled his eyes and looked to Matt. “You dared her, didn’t you?” 

Matt shook his head and laughed. “It was all her own plan, I swear.”

The band we had been waiting for finally finished setting up, and my doppelganger took the stage, her dark hair blowing softly in the breeze. The second she opened her mouth, I was hooked, and when her brother joined her, it was almost life-changing. 

I realized midway through their last song that I had taken Matt’s hand again, and my fingers tapped along to the rhythm on the back of his hand. He smiled down at me—a sweet, contented smile that made me feel all warm and cozy inside. His shoulders were relaxed, and his head bobbed slightly to the music. He was completely comfortable with me, and I wondered if I would ever get there with him.

I didn’t notice that Foster had called until we arrived at the hotel after midnight. It was already too late to call him back. I sent a quick text so he wouldn’t be worried if he woke up and I hadn’t called. 

Much to my surprise, Nina didn’t ask a single question about Foster, Matt, or my feelings for either of them. Instead, she curled up on the bed and fell asleep fast. I, on the other hand, stared at the speckled ceiling for an hour before I was even sleepy. Thoughts of Foster and Matt both overtook my mind. When I finally did sleep, it wasn’t long before I woke Nina with a full-fledged Darcy nightmare.

“Darcy!” Her voice broke through my dream, jerking me back to reality and away from my dying sister. I bolted upright in the bed, grasping for anything I could get my hands on to ground me. Nina grasped both of my hands and held me still. I took in my surroundings, desperate to orient myself in a room I didn’t recognize.

“Darcy?” Nina’s voice helped calm me, so I focused on her. “What happened?”

“Just a nightmare. It’s nothing. I’m fine.” I laid back down, breathing deeply to calm my nerves.

“You don’t look fine,” she said. She got up from the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. I heard the tap running, then she returned with a washcloth. I accepted it and let the coolness wash away the remnants of my horrible dream.

“Darcy, you look awful,” she said.

“It sometimes happens, Nina. What do you want me to say?” I got up and tossed the rag back into the bathroom. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

She stayed silent for a long time, debating her next move. “Should I call Foster?” 

“No, I’m fine now. You can go back to sleep.” I waved her off, feeling guilty about the way I treated her. She was only trying to help, but I kept snapping at her.

“Are you sure? We can talk or—”

“I’m fine, Nina, really. Go back to sleep. I’m already getting sleepy again.” I laid my head on the pillow, praying she would go back to sleep and forget what she’d seen. She sighed a deep, frustrated sigh, but lay back down and fell asleep within a few minutes. I never went back to sleep. I was too afraid I would have another nightmare. I wasn’t ready to wade through what they meant, not now—maybe not ever. 

I stared at the ceiling again, thinking about my sister, about Foster, and about Matt, who was only one room over. He liked me a lot, and he was more than worth my time. Perhaps he was the person I should focus on—someone who didn’t know my baggage and liked me for me. Maybe the boy who said he’d wait for me was worth the waiting I’d done for him. And maybe, if I was lucky, he could help me figure out who I really was because as I sat in that hotel watching Nina sleep, I’d all but forgotten what I even wanted from life anymore.
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Chapter Seventeen
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NINA NEVER SAID ANOTHER word about the nightmares or the situation with Foster, and neither did Alicia. In fact, they were so tight-lipped about it, I don’t think either of them knew the other knew about that night. Foster and Sean returned from their fishing trip, and things went back to normal. As normal as they could between a girl and her best friend, who she fell in love with, then realized she’d have to live her life without—in a romantic sense, at least.

Foster acted like nothing happened at all. He joked around and did his general Foster routine. Occasionally, one of the girls would steal a glance in our direction, maybe even roll their eyes, but they kept their mouths shut. I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or not, so I did my usual ignore it all and hope it goes away routine.

I couldn’t believe the summer was almost over. Only one more week and I’d be back in class, living with my cousin in an amazing apartment... without seeing Foster again for a few months. In a way, I looked forward to it. At least some time apart would help me get my feelings under control again.

“Where do you want this stupid kissing booth?” Ben asked, lugging one side while Foster carried the other. The party would start any minute, and we still had to set everything up.

“I guess in front of the fireplace? No one ever sits over there, so it should be out of the way.” The boys dropped the stand in front of the fireplace and went back to moving furniture around, opening the living room.

“Are you nervous? What if he comes tonight?” Alicia asked while she unwrapped cups and dumped snacks into large bowls.

“No, I don’t even care anymore. I just wish Matt was coming.” 

Both girls paused and started staring at me. 

“Yes, I said Matt,” I said and rolled my eyes.

They looked at each other and back to me. 

“Oh, for crying out loud, yes you both know what happened, so feel free to gossip about it behind my back.”

“We wouldn’t...Okay, yeah, we would, but is there really anything to gossip about?” Nina asked.

“No, Foster hasn’t said a word about it since he got back, and I haven’t either. I’m focusing on Matt, and that’s that.” I dropped the stack of plates I’d been fighting with on the table. “It’s for the best anyway. We probably would’ve screwed up everything if we dated.”

“If who dated?” Sean’s inquisitive face appeared beside Alicia. He tried to steal potato chips, but Alicia was a stickler for rules—her own rules, which included no stealing snacks before the guests arrived. She smacked at his hands, but he kissed her, distracting her long enough to steal the bowl.

“Nothing, we were talking about stuff from high school. Where’d Ben and Foster go?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Outside. People are showing up early, so Ben’s putting them to work,” Sean said. He put the chips down so Alicia would stop glaring at him.

“Serves them right. Who shows up early to a party?” I asked. We finished setting up in silence, then I made my way to the booth. 

If history was any indication, I should have known anything I did was laced with inhuman amounts of idiocy. All my friends told me it was a stupid idea, but no, I had to have a stupid contest. I had to set up The Kiss Contest, and I had to find the mysterious boy who kissed me in the closet, and I had to act like a lunatic about the whole thing. 

What I hadn’t thought about were all the not-closet boys I’d have to kiss. There was John, the sixteen-year-old who snuck in with his brother. Justin, the guy who was already drunk when he got there. Keith, the guy who reeked of cigarette smoke. Tommy, the jerk jock who bought two tickets despite the one ticket rule. And those were just the first four guys.

Foster and one of his other, less awesome than me friends went to pick up more ice, leaving Ben and Sean unattended to pick on me relentlessly.

“Next up, farmer Joe and his three teeth,” Sean teased and smacked Ben’s back. The two laughed at my expense, but if they knew what I’d planned to get back at them, they would have run screaming from their own party.

Ben leaned over and whispered, “Maybe you’ll get lucky, and he brushed those three teeth today.” Sean slapped him on the back, and the two commenced with their knee-slapping laughter.

“Laugh it up, funny boys. We’ll see who’s laughing in the morning when you’re begging me for mercy.” Both boys shut their mouths quickly and wandered away in search of their girlfriends.

A tall guy I’d never seen before sauntered across the living room with a ticket in his hand. I was so sick of kissing people I wanted to scream, but he paid fair and square, so I puckered up. I was totally unprepared for what came next.

He was too forceful and got way more in a kiss than ten bucks worth, but he wouldn’t stop. He tasted like cheap alcohol and cigarettes, and it turned my stomach sour. I tried to push him away, but he gripped me tightly, his fingers digging into the backs of both arms. His body was situated in a way that blocked anyone’s view, so no one knew I was being assaulted right there in front of them. He might have paid for a kiss, but I never said it was a full-on make-out session, and my pushing on his chest was a clear indicator I did not agree to his manhandling.

He moaned into the kiss, and my stomach churned. I nearly threw up but controlled my stomach long enough to bite down on his tongue. He shoved me away with an irate look on his face. I tried to slip away from the table to get Ben or Sean, but he cornered me and dug his fingers into my upper arm.

Suddenly the guy flew backward and fell against the sofa. Daniel, Hazel’s boyfriend, squared up against him.

“I’m pretty sure that was more than you paid for. Get out,” Daniel said. Hazel stepped beside me and situated herself so no one could see the tears slip from my eyes. I didn’t even realize I was crying until she handed me a tissue.

The stranger stood and shoved Daniel, which was a bad idea. Daniel was a good guy, calm and easy-going, but evidently, mishandling women jumped all over his trigger.

He took one shove and said, “That’s a bad idea. Just go while you can.”

The guy shoved him again, so Daniel reared back, ready to knock his lights out. But that satisfaction went to my cousin who swarmed in and hammered the guy. The stranger fell backward again, so Ben jerked him back up from the floor by the front of his shirt. Sean snatched the boy’s wallet from his back pocket and pulled out the wad of cash he had, maybe a few hundred dollars.

Ben dropped him and growled, “Get out of my house before I put you in the hospital for assaulting my friend.”

“You can’t take my money. Give it back!” He reached for Sean, but Sean took a step back and handed the money to Alicia. She folded it and stuffed it in her pocket, her glare trailed on the offender.

“I’m not giving you anything. Consider it payment for stuffing your tongue down my cousin’s throat without her permission,” Sean said flatly.

“I paid for that kiss, and it seemed like she enjoyed it,” he said with a sneer. 

My eyes bugged. I tried to speak, but I was in shock, and nothing came out but an indignant huff of breath.

“You paid for a kiss, not a tonsil examination!” Daniel said, his face red. Hazel took my hand and squeezed. She was nervous. 

“Now, get out!” Ben yelled.

“I’m not going anywhere until I get my money back.” The boy said, but his voice was shaky; he knew he was in over his head. A crowd had formed around us, mostly long-time friends and party acquaintances, and not one of them was going to let him leave unscathed if he tried anything stupid.

“Look, dude, you have a choice to make here. You can either donate all your cash to charity and leave unharmed, or you can donate your face to my fist again, and I’ll see how many colors I can make you turn before you leave.” Sean rolled up his sleeves to emphasize his point, but it was unnecessary. The boy shoved people out of his way and slammed the door behind him when he left.

Sean turned to me, still red-faced. “This is done. Shut it down now.” 

He was angry with me, and I understood why, but I couldn’t back out. If for no other reason, people had purchased tickets and the money was for charity.

“Sean, the charity money,” I argued

“Return the ticket money, and I’ll cover the difference for the charity. I’m not kidding, Darcy. This just passed into dangerous territory. Shut it down.” He didn’t give me a chance to respond before storming out of the room. 

Alicia mouthed the words “I’m sorry” and followed him out.

“Darcy, maybe Sean is right. I don’t want some guy following you home tonight thinking he deserved more than he paid for,” Hazel said. 

I didn’t even know she and Daniel were at the party until then, but I assumed Sean invited them. I was glad. Daniel was the only one who saw what happened. Hazel made sense; they all did. It was time to stop acting like a child and do the responsible thing for a change.

“Yeah, I know you’re right,” I admitted. “Uh, thanks for coming to help me, Daniel.”

He shook his head and pulled Hazel against him. “It was nothing. That guy was a jack—”

“Nice words, Daniel,” Hazel said and kissed his cheek.

“There are no nice words for that guy, but you’re welcome, Darcy.” 

Ben injected himself into our conversation and nodded at Daniel and Hazel. “My room, please. We need to talk.” 

Hazel and Daniel disappeared into the crowd, my only lifelines against the lecture I knew Ben had planned for me. Nina opened her mouth, but Ben shot her a warning look. I was in it deep now. He was geared up for one of the rare yet life-changing Ben Wilson talks. He didn’t usually stick his nose in my business, or anyone’s for that matter, but when he did, it was for a good reason. He never judged—he teased a lot—but he never judged, and that’s why I always trusted Ben’s opinion.

I followed him down the hall and slipped through the door into the familiar bedroom. We’d been friends for so long, I knew his honesty would be brutal but necessary.

“I wasn’t going to say anything because it’s none of my business, and it’s a little weird to be in the middle of it, but Foster told me what happened with you two.” My jaw dropped, but at the same time, I realized that it made sense. I told Alicia and Nina, and it would be hypocritical of me to expect Foster not to say anything to Ben.

“Does Sean know?” I asked. My voice sounded weak and small. I detested it.

“No. Do you think Foster is nuts? Sean would kill him for admitting he’s in love with you, then taking it back.” Ben laughed, but only for a moment before he continued. “Do you love him? Foster, I mean?”

“Yes.” There was no sense lying to him. He’d know, and it would lead to a longer conversation.

“Do you plan to tell him? Are you going to admit that it wasn’t a mistake and you meant it? Because you know the only reason he backed down was because he thought you only said it in a moment of vulnerability.”

“I tried. Foster said he wanted things to stay the way they were.” I thought for a moment, then asked, “Wait, did you know about this when we went on the road trip?”

He sighed and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Yeah.”

“Figures. Look, I don’t know what he said to you, but it’s fine. I’m moving on with Matt. Matt is good for me, and he’s a great guy.” I argued my position, but Ben saw through it.

“Look, your love life is your business, that’s not really why I brought you here. I only told you I knew because it factors into the bigger picture,” he said.

“Bigger picture?” I asked.

“Yes, Darcy. The bigger picture. The one where you keep doing things that are going to get you hurt. These stunts, some of them are dangerous, and I realize I egg them on, but that was before I realized...” He stopped himself mid-sentence.

“What, Ben? Realized what?” I snapped.

“Darcy...” he warned. He didn’t want to argue, but he knew how hot-headed I could be.

“What? Just say it, Ben. Say that I’m chasing the vision of a dead girl, trying to fill the void she created in all our lives. Say I’m pushing too far and trying too hard to be someone I’m not. Say I’m not the person you used to know any more!” With my last words, I stood quickly, feeling defensive.

Ben was quiet for a while, just staring at his tiny friend throwing a tantrum in the middle of his bedroom floor, something eerily familiar to the scene a few weeks ago, only this time, I didn’t feel comforted or safe. I felt exposed and hurt. None of it was Ben’s fault, but he felt terrible all the same.

“Darcy, I love you to pieces, and it physically hurts me to see you this way. What’s going on with you?” he questioned. “Because you’re right, you haven’t been yourself in a while, not since before summer break.”

“I don’t know, Ben. I just can’t do it anymore. I can’t be this person, whoever I am, or whoever I think I’m supposed to be,” I said, exhausted.

“You don’t have to be, Darcy. Just be you. Be who you want to be, and we’ll all love you the same as we do now.” He grasped my wrist and pulled me back to the bed. He hugged me tightly. “We love you, crazy or tame, it doesn’t matter as long as you’re happy.”

A quiet knock on the door took our attention from our talk. “Come in,” Ben growled, annoyed we were interrupted. 

“Doodle Bug, what happened?” At the sound of Foster’s voice, my heart stopped. Ben glanced at me, a question in his eyes. I nodded, agreeing he should leave us alone.

He left the room, and Foster entered, picking up the hug where Ben left off. I tensed, afraid that melting into his arms would be life-threatening. 

“I just want to go home,” I said.

Foster took me home without question. We didn’t speak a word to one another on the ride to my house, and when we sat in front of the television to binge-watch whatever show he was hooked on, we kept our thoughts to ourselves. The quiet wasn’t awkward, but it was unusual. We rarely had a difficult time finding things to talk about, but since the only thing I wanted to do was profess my undying love for him, I thought it best to keep quiet.

A little after two in the morning, I was startled awake by my doorbell ringing. I was glad my father was out of town, and mom was visiting family after her conference; otherwise, whoever was at the door would be in a heap of trouble. 

Foster stirred but didn’t wake. I covered him with my blanket and turned the TV down before going to the door.

I peeked through the peep-hole and found Matt standing in front of my door, staring down at his feet. I opened the door and wrapped my arms around myself when the cool evening air hit my bare arms. 

“What are you doing here? I thought you had to work late?” I asked, allowing him entry.

“I lied. I’m sorry, Darcy,” he said. He shuffled his feet and barely made eye contact with me.

“You lied? Why would you do that? If you didn’t want to go to the party, you could’ve just said so.”

“That’s the thing. I wanted to go, but I couldn’t stand the thought of watching you kiss a bunch of random guys all night,” he admitted.

“Oh. Well, it went south really fast anyway,” I said and motioned toward the kitchen so we wouldn’t wake Foster. Matt followed, so I continued. “Some guy got a little too ambitious, and Sean shut it down.”

“Oh, well, now I regret not going even more. I should have been there for you. I’m sorry that happened, Darcy. Are you okay?” 

I turned around to face him, and he resumed his foot shuffling. 

“I’m okay. It was awful at the time, but I’m feeling alright now. I don’t mind that you’re here, but... I feel like it’s about more than lying about your reason for avoiding the party.”

He stuffed his hand into his pocket and pulled out a ticket, the same ones we sold for the contest. 

“See, I bought this the day after you told me about the contest.” He tossed the ticket on the table. “I thought it would be the best way to tell you the truth,” he said, finally making eye contact. He looked sick as if he’d lied about more than what he said. He was guilt-ridden.

“Matt? What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Please let me finish, and if you hate me, then you can throw me out, and I’ll never bother you again,” he said, putting his hands up defensively.

“O-okay. Go ahead.” I perched on the stool beside the island, waiting for him to continue.

“I bought the ticket, and I had this whole wonderful scene planned in my head, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t do it. It made me sick thinking about you kissing all those other guys, especially when I had so many chances to tell you the truth and maybe stop you from doing it.”

“Matt, I’m sorry, but you’re not making sense.” I interrupted though he’d asked me not to. His ramblings were flying right over my sleepy head.

He took a deep breath and forced it out. “Maybe I should just show you instead. Uh... can I... can I kiss you, Darcy?” 

What the heck? Why not? I nodded, he took two steps, tangled his hands in my hair, and kissed me. A rush of adrenaline shook my body, the likes of which I’d only felt once before. In a closet... in the dark... with him.
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Chapter Eighteen
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IT WAS THE KISS I’D been searching for all summer, and it had been right in front of me all along. I even told Matt about it, but he acted like he had no idea what I was talking about. I tried to be mad at him, but... that kiss. It knocked me sideways and took my breath away. When he released me, he didn’t give me a chance to absorb what happened before he started talking.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I don’t know what I was even thinking that night.” He sat on the stool opposite me, waiting for me to speak.

“Uhh... hang on a second.” I got a glass from the cabinet and drank as much water as I could, trying to calm myself enough to speak coherently. I was also stalling. I had never suspected him, not once, and it made me feel like an idiot. When I finally composed myself, I leaned against the counter to steady myself. “Can you tell me why you did it, and also, ya know, why you didn’t think to tell me at some point?”

“Short answer? I was a coward,” he said.

“I’ll take the long answer, please,” I said. A tiny bit of irritation bubbled up. I needed to know the details, which I thought was obvious after he saw the lengths I’d been willing to go to find the mysterious kisser.

He sighed and shifted his weight to lean his arms on the island. “I tried three times to talk to you at that party, and every time I got close, someone pulled you away. When the power went out, I took it as a sign and just went for it. In hindsight, Ben’s right. It was kind of uninvited, and for that I’m sorry.”

“I wish he’d get off that. I’m not mad about the kiss, but I am frustrated you didn’t tell me it was you. It drove me crazy, Matt!”

“I know, and I wanted to tell you. I planned to at the concert, but Ben and Nina came. I still should have told you, and I’m sorry I didn’t. But I do really like you, Darcy. I did in high school too, but I thought you were dating Foster.” 

Matt had to say his name, reminding me that Foster was just in the other room. 

“Unless I’m reading you wrong, I think you kinda like me too?” he asked.

I slammed my head on the counter a little harder than I’d intended to, but the pain in my forehead was far less than the pain in my heart. 

“I do like you, Matt, but I don’t think I’m ready for a relationship right now. There’s... stuff like you said before. I need time to think, okay?”

“That’s fair,” he said and stood. “I am really sorry for the kiss and not telling you after.”

“It’s fine, Matt. I’m not mad.” I followed him to the door. “I’ll call you later today.” 

He gave me a quick kiss on the top of my head and bounded down the stairs to his car. He looked back and waved, his dark hair a mess that made my stomach flip with giddiness.

“Well, for Heaven’s sake, my life can’t get any weirder,” I said a little too loudly and slammed the door, forgetting Foster was asleep on the sofa. 

Foster jumped to his feet, and the blanket fell to the floor. He looked so confused and shocked, it made me laugh. I caught his attention, and he smiled. He sat back down on the sofa and patted the seat beside me. “Come on, let’s binge watch something and pretend we didn’t fall asleep on the sofa like old people.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m not old,” I said with a smirk.

After I sat, he pulled the blanket back up and covered us both. “Glad you’re in a better mood. Want to talk about that thing we should probably talk about?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said, reaching for the bowl of stale popcorn on the coffee table. 

“But Doodle—” 

“I said no. You were right, I shouldn’t have done the stupid contest, and if I’d listened to you, then I wouldn’t have gotten an uninvited tonsil exam and ruined the party.”

“You didn’t ruin the party. It’s still going, I’m sure,” he said. “But, I meant we should talk about me disappearing the other day. I wanted to make sure you weren’t mad or anything, about me just leaving, I mean,” he said.

It was right there on the tip of my tongue, everything I wanted to say that would change my future—but something held it all back. It wasn’t fear or guilt, but something else. I couldn’t pin down what it was, but it felt personal, so I listened to the voice that told me I should keep quiet.

“It’s fine, really. I just don’t want any tension between us, okay?”

“I don’t want tension either,” he said. He snatched the empty bowl and got up to make a fresh one. On the way to the kitchen, he looked over his shoulder. “So, we’re good then?”

“Yeah, everything’s good.” I lied.

Three days later, I found myself sitting on a sofa across from a woman who looked remarkably like my fifth grade English teacher, analyzing me like a piece of spoiled food. Dr. Swanson had been recommended by my general doctor, so I gave her a chance to fix my broken head.

“Darcy, is there anything specific you’d like to discuss?” she asked, crossed her legs, and adjusted her glasses. Her voice was soft, calm, and even.

“Not really. Can’t you just fix it?” I asked, staring at my shoelaces.

She chuckled softly. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. I wish it did. I wish I could look into your eyes and detect the problem, solve it, and send you on your way, but therapy takes time and commitment to finding a better place in your life.” She looked at her notes. “Why don’t we start by talking about what you mentioned on the phone. Tell me about Violet.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, it was four years ago. She was climbing a tree and—”

“No, no. Don’t tell me how Violet died; tell me about her. Tell me what she was like, what your relationship with her was like.” 

No one had ever asked me that before. Most people wanted to know how she died when they found out I’d lost my sister. I always found it to be the most morbid thing to ask. Why had no one asked me about the wonderful things my sister had done? Why didn’t they want to know who she was and what she stood for?

“I... I’ve never really talked about her to anyone but my friends. I’m not sure where to begin.”

“Why don’t you tell me about a nice memory, maybe a family holiday, or a special moment you shared with her?” She put her pad down on the table and removed her glasses, giving me her full attention.

I started to laugh when a happy memory came to mind. “It was the day I lost my first tooth. Incidentally, it was also the day I learned the Tooth Fairy does not exist. I was maybe six or so. Anyway, I bit into an apple, and the tooth stuck right in it. Violet was ten, and she started jumping up and down, squealing that I was going to get my first dollar from the Tooth Fairy. I think she was more excited than I was.” I paused, remembering the moment.

“That night, she showed me how to wrap it in a washcloth and hide it under my pillow. Vi always did those things, taking care of me. She insisted, and if my mother tried to do them, she got furious and threw a tantrum. Anyway, I’m not sure what time it was, but I woke up to find Violet stealing my tooth and stuffing all her allowance under my pillow. I realized then that there was no fairy, but it didn’t really matter.” I looked at the doctor, waiting for a reply. She only nodded and urged me to continue.

“I guess that’s what I miss the most. She was so kind and caring. People forget those things about her, ya know? They only remember the crazy stunts she pulled. They never remember that she was basically the best person on the planet.” Tears slipped from my eyes and stained my silk shirt.

“The only person who knew her like I did was Foster, our best friend. He blames himself for her death, but it wasn’t his fault. She chose to climb that tree. No one forced her to.” 

“Let’s try to focus on your feelings about her death, and we can discuss Foster a little later,” she said. “I want you to tell me something else you remember about her.”

“Um, well, there was this one time we went to the mall with our mother to buy training bras for me. I was so embarrassed because Vi already had boobs bigger than any teen should be blessed with, and there I was with these little mosquito bites. She distracted me from my insecurity by putting a gigantic bra on her head and talking in all these crazy voices. I was laughing so hard, I barely noticed my mom checking the fit of every bra I tried on.”

“It sounds like the two of you were very close. How have you been coping without her?” 

“I’ve had nightmares. They started when she died but went away after a few months. But a few weeks before my birthday, they came back.”

“Your twentieth birthday? The same age your sister was when she died, correct?” she asked.

“Yes, and after we went to the lake for my party, they got really intense. I wake up sweating and screaming. My heart is pounding, and it’s like she’s there. She’s just out of reach, but she’s there.”

“What are you doing in those dreams, Darcy?”

“At first, I was stuck and couldn’t get to her, but in recent dreams, I get to her, and she grabs me. She blames me and tries to drown me.”

“I see. Tell me, do you think there was something you could have done to prevent her from falling?” she asked.

“I should have begged her not to climb it, to begin with. The tree was so old, and lots of the branches were already broken. I saw that, but I didn’t try hard enough to stop her.”

“If I may, I’d like to tell you what I see here?” I nodded, so she continued. “I believe your birthday triggered a deeply repressed feeling of guilt, not over her death, or what you could have done to prevent it, but because you have reached a point in your life that you want to move on without her. Your guilt, in my opinion, stems from knowing you have now outlived your sister. You will experience things she never did—love, marriage, children, a career—all things she lost.”

She shifted her weight and focused her attention on me again. “You’re at a crossroads, and your nightmares tell me you’re struggling to find yourself and who you want to be without a big sister to guide you. From the age of sixteen to twenty, you had the memory of her to guide you, but now that you’re surpassing her age, you have no guiding light to show you the way. Every decision you make now is all yours, by your design and not influenced by her or her memory.”

I felt sick, ready to vomit. Everything she said made perfect sense. 

“I think you’re drowning in life, Darcy. You’ve lost your own identity in your quest to fill the empty space your sister left behind,” she said.

“So, what do I do?” I asked, praying she had an easy answer.

“There isn’t one answer to that question. You’ll need to do some soul-searching. Figure out who Darcy Pistolis is, who she wants to be from this day moving forward.” She stood, signaling the end of our hour. It felt like ten minutes, but as I glanced at the clock, I saw an hour had passed. 

“Your future is up to you. I’m here for you, and I’ll help you any way I can, but the heavy lifting is up to you. Lean on your friends and family, strengthen those relationships, and focus on the positive memories of your sister. Let’s meet again next week, and in the meantime, I’d like you to make a list of things you want for yourself and your future. It doesn’t have to be spectacular, just a few ideas.”

I nodded and gathered my things and committed myself to figuring out this thing called life without Violet. When I left the office, I felt strangely light. I was nowhere near where I wanted to be, but finding someone who could everything to me had already helped. It felt like a weight had been lifted from my chest. I could breathe for the first time in months. 

On the drive home, I thought about Foster and Matt. Foster suffered his own demons, and I had every intention of suggesting he go to therapy as well. I wanted my best friend to stop blaming himself for everything. Even if we were never together as a couple, I needed him in my life, and he needed me. We needed to be better for each other. I felt that I loved him, but I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure it wasn’t dependency rather than love. Maybe he’d been right. Maybe I said all those things when I needed him most. I didn’t think that was true, but I owed it to both of us to figure it out for sure.

Matt was a blast from the past. I’d done everything humanly possible to get his attention in high school, but it never seemed to work, at least not that I had noticed. He was a constant reminder of the person I used to be, and every time I looked at him, I saw the teenage version of myself acting out and causing trouble. I wasn’t sure if I would ever be able to see him as a real, viable option until I was back on my feet again—and that was if I deemed my feelings for Foster were not what I thought they were.

My decision was made. I would find myself, then I would worry about who I loved or liked or saw a future with. Both Foster and Matt would understand my need to go on a journey of self-discovery, and if one or both didn’t, then my answer was clear.
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Chapter Nineteen


[image: image]


“LAST HURRAH BEFORE we go back to misery. What’s it gonna be?” Ben asked, leaving the decision making up to the ladies.

“Honestly, I’d like a quiet evening for a change. No drama, just hanging out with my friends before we head back to the studying and exams and horrible professors,” Nina begged.

“So, movies it is?” he asked before pulling something up on the television. I invited Matt over, just as a friend, so we could get to know each other better. I didn’t want to push him out of my life entirely, but I did make it clear it wasn’t a date. I couldn’t stand the thought of being the girl who strung a guy along for her own benefit.

The strangeness between Foster and I seemed to dissolve after he went to his first therapy session. He was seeing another doctor in the same practice, so we rode together and had lunch after. It was comfortable and just like it was before the night or the kiss of which we do not speak. Back before I lost my mind entirely.

Matt sat beside me, a little too close, but I let it slide. He said he’d wait, and I believed him. I suppose that didn’t necessarily mean he wouldn’t want to be as close as I would let him get, though. Foster sat on the other side of me with a blanket over the two of us. Talk about being caught between a rock and a hard place. I was that girl, the one who was stuck in the middle of a love triangle—though since Foster didn’t feel the same way about me, I suppose it was more of a love squiggle. 

Sean and I had already taken most of our belongings to our new apartment, but we still had a few things to pack before we left in two days. The summer passed so quickly, yet so much had happened, it felt like an eternity. 

At some point after Nina fell asleep on Ben’s shoulder, and after Sean started snoring, and Matt dozed on the armrest, I fell asleep myself.

“Oh, Darcy, wouldn’t it be magical?” Violet whispered with a whimsy in her voice that she reserved for her discussions of love and romance. “It’s so amazing, I can’t wait until it happens to me.”

“First,” I said, my sixteen-year-old mind hardly conceiving the idea of magical love, “things like that don’t happen in real life, only in movies. Second, it only snows here once or twice a year, so you have a one in three hundred sixty-five chance of finding Mr. Right that way.”

She rolled her eyes and pushed back on the swing. The moonlight glistened in her eyes and on the snow that fell to the ground in large flakes. We sat on the swing set in our backyard, watching the snowfall as we sipped hot cocoa. We’d already made a snowman and snow angels, and there was a very real possibility a snowball fight was in our future, but for the time being, we were just two sisters, bonding over our hopes for the future.

“You’re such a killjoy, little sister. You never know what life might bring.”

I hadn’t known I’d lose her the coming summer. If I had, I might have listened more closely to what she said. 

“Cherish life, Darcy. Always choose your own path. After all, it’s the only thing you get a say in.”

“Where did you hear that? One of your sappy movies on that romance channel?” I asked as I kicked my feet into the snow and push myself back on the swing.

“Nope, that one’s all me.” She scooped up a handful of snow and flung it at me, inciting the snowball fight I knew was coming.

We spent half an hour throwing snow at each other. Once, we scared our father half to death when we lugged one at the window he was standing in front of. He gave us a disapproving stare before laughing and walking back to the den to sit with our mother.

Exhausted and laughing so hard we could barely breathe, we fell into the snow, staring at the stars above. It was impossible to know which of the bright spots were stars and which were flakes until they fell on us, little nibbles of cold biting at your face.

“What would your perfect kiss be like?” Violet asked.

“Are we on that again?” I teased.

“Oh, shut up and answer the question. I bet it will be with Foster,” she teased in return.

“Ew, I am never kissing my best friend. That’s the grossest thing you’ve ever said, and to answer your question, I don’t know. I’ve never been kissed, so I can’t judge.”

“That’s silly, just because you haven’t been kissed doesn’t mean you can’t imagine what your perfect kiss would be like,” she said, taking my gloved hand in hers.

“Fine then, what’s yours?” I rolled my eyes and waited for the cheesiest story my sister could imagine.

“I already told you, and you said it was impossible.” 

The wind nipped at my face, and I knew we would have to go inside soon. Violet would be going back to college soon, and I would be on my own again, facing high school without her there to cry or laugh with me.

“Tell me again, Vi. I want to hear.” I did. I wanted to hear her hopes and dreams for her future. Whatever she did with her life would be amazing, just like a fairy tale. And if anyone deserved a fairy tale life, it was my sister.

“It would be a night just like this, soft and quiet, not a single sound. The stars would be shining, all big and beautiful. The moon would be so bright you wouldn’t need artificial lights to see the gorgeous landscape. We’d stand in the snow, walking and talking, just enjoying each other’s company. Then, when it was time for us to part, he’d say his goodbye, release my hand, and walk away. But before he got too far, he’d turn around. He’d run back to me and profess his undying love for me, and we’d kiss. The snow would fall all around us, and we’d just kiss and kiss, and it would be perfect.”

I watched her tell her story, her dream of the perfect kiss with the perfect person, someone who loved her more than life, someone she couldn’t live without. 

I sighed. “On second thought, Vi, that sounds like a wonderful dream.”

I woke to the sound of Foster snoring in my ear. I looked around the room and saw everyone else was still asleep. Sean and Alicia must have gone to the guest room, and Ben and Nina were stretched out on the floor. Matt was still asleep on the armrest, his arm acting as a shield from the light of the television. I slid out from Foster’s grip, his arm wrapped snugly around my waist.

I stretched my arms over my head to loosen up the stiff muscles. I was in the kitchen in search of something to drink when it hit me. I dreamed of Violet. It was the first dream I’d ever had with her in it that wasn’t a nightmare. She didn’t blame me for her death—she didn’t die at all. She was alive, and we were together and happy.

I felt a strange chill that started at my neck and slid down my spine, prickling and forcing goosebumps to form on my skin. It felt as if someone was standing behind me, but when I turned, there was no one. I’d swear on my life, I was not alone in that room, but everyone else was still sleeping soundly. I felt my sister everywhere, and deep in my soul, I knew it was time to let her go.

I wandered to my bedroom to put on my most comfortable pajamas, but I never made it that far. There was something on my bed that distracted me. Once I saw it, all I could do was stare at it with amazement. There was a photo lying on my bed, not one I had placed there, not one my parents or Sean could have placed there—neither had been home all day—but one only my sister would have found.

The photo was once nothing but a painful memory I couldn’t stand to look at, so I pulled the first book off my bookcase I could get my hands on, shoved it inside, and never thought of it again. I couldn’t even remember what book it was hidden in, but there it was, sitting on top of my blanket for all the world to see.

We were lying side-by-side in the snow, hand-in-hand staring up at the sky. It was one our father snapped without us realizing he was there until the flash went off. It was a beautiful, candid moment between sisters. It was the same moment I had just relived in my dream.

She was here. She was always here. She had never truly left me, not in my memory and not in my soul. She was as much a part of me as I was of her. Though she took a piece of my soul with her when she died, she also left part of hers with me. She was my sister then, and I finally realized... she was my sister for always.

When I woke again later in the morning, I knew what I had to do. I knew the truth deep in my heart, and I couldn’t deny it any longer. Maybe Foster didn’t feel the same way, maybe he did, but I loved him, and that feeling wasn’t going to change. As wonderful as Matt was, he deserved someone whose feelings for him weren’t split in two. I had to release him and deal with my own demons.

Sean was already cooking breakfast when I got up. I stepped over Ben and Nina sprawled on the floor, and I joined him in the kitchen with a big yawn.

“Stop that,” he said, yawning after me. “You sleep okay?”

“Mmm-hmm.” I opened the fridge and pulled out the orange juice. “Not too bad, I guess.”

“Can I ask you something?” He glanced up at me with apprehension. I’d seen that face before—it said he was about to ask me something insane or say something profound.

“Sure,” I said. 

He turned around to check on his breakfast and cleared his throat. “Did you dream about Violet last night?” he asked as he flipped a pancake on the griddle. His body was stiff, and his tone cautious.

I stopped in my tracks. “Yes, why? Did I talk in my sleep or something?” 

He shook his head but kept his back to me. I put the orange juice on the counter and walked over to him, realizing he was nearly in tears. He was barely keeping it together.

“Sean?” I rubbed his back, wondering what in the world had him so upset.

“No, I just...” He sniffled and took a deep breath, clearing his head. “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I swear she came to me in my dreams. And if you dreamed about her too, then maybe it means I’m not as crazy as I think I am,” he said.

“What happened, exactly?” I asked, not quite ready to commit to believing what I’d experienced myself was real. More than likely, I had been sleepwalking and pulled the photo from the book, remembering it as a wonderful dream.

Sean slipped the pancake on a plate and handed it to me. I wasn’t hungry, so I sat it on the counter and put my attention back on him. 

“It was a few weeks before she died. We were talking over the phone, and out of the blue, she asked me if I would take care of you if anything ever happened to her. I thought she was nuts, but I said I would. Obviously, I would. The two of you were like sisters to me, you still are.” He sat on one of the stools, exhausted.

I turned in my seat to keep my eyes on him, afraid if I didn’t, then I’d wake up from a different dream.

“But before I woke up, she said something she hadn’t said in the original conversation. She said she loved me, and I’d always be her favorite cousin. When I woke up, I’d swear there was someone in that room besides Alicia and me, but there wasn’t. I got up to clear my head, and I saw you. You were standing in front of your bed, staring at a photo.” He lifted his head and made eye contact with me. “Who was in that photo, Darcy?”

I swallowed hard, scarcely believing what we were discussing, “Violet and me, the winter before she died. It was the photo from the dream I’d had, just sitting there waiting for me.” 

We shared a look, something deeper than anything either of us had experienced before. Something we would never speak of again and would never tell another soul.
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Chapter Twenty
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MATT WOKE SHORTLY AFTER my conversation with Sean. I hated what I had to do, but it was the right thing to do. Sean busied himself with the pancakes again, so I went to shower. I needed time to think about what I wanted to say, not to mention that stalling had become my new favorite hobby.

There probably wasn’t a good way to let him down, especially since he’d said he was willing to wait for me. How did one tell someone waiting was futile? It was one thing to say I wasn’t ready for a relationship; it was another altogether to tell him I would never be ready for one with him because I was in love with another man.

I felt like smashing my head against the tiles, but that would only lead to a hospital visit and an angry mother, so I turned the water off and went about preparing for the day. Everyone was milling around by the time I got back downstairs, so I thought I might be able to avoid the conversation for a little longer, but Matt had other plans.

“Darcy, can I talk to you for a minute?” He tugged my shirtsleeve, so I followed him outside onto the porch. He offered me a chair and sat in the one next to me, trying very hard not to look me in the eye.

I broke the silence that had settled first. “I wanted to talk to you too, Matt.”

“I know. After last night, I sort of saw this coming,” he admitted. “I wasn’t lying when I said I like you, Darcy. I do. A lot, and I know I said I’d wait for you, but I get the feeling waiting would be a waste of my time.” His tone was even; he wasn’t angry at all, and it only made telling him the truth that much more difficult.

“Matt, I’m—” 

He put his hand on my knee, stopping the incessant bouncing. I had to channel my anxiety somewhere.

“Calm down, Darcy, and let me finish. I’m not mad, so please don’t think that. I think maybe the two of us were only meant to have that kiss. It was a great kiss, Darcy, and I’ll always remember it, but I think I missed my chance with you by about four or five years.”

“I really like you, Matt, but...” I sighed, getting to the part I hated. “I think you’re right. I wish I’d known in high school that you liked me.” I snickered. “I think we could have had a lot of fun, probably gotten in a lot of trouble, too. But my life is different now. At least, I’m trying to make it different. I’m just a girl who’s not sure of herself, doing her best to find her own way again, and at the end of the day, I don’t think we’re right for each other.”

“I think that’s our story, Darcy. Wrong place, wrong time. But hey, it was fun while it lasted, and I will probably never look at cotton candy or toilet paper the same way again.” He laughed. It was a good laugh, not something forced or used to cover up his hurt.

“Friends?” I asked.

“Yeah, friends,” he said, then his face got awfully serious, awfully fast. “So, as your friend, can I give you a little advice?” 

Judging from the look on his face, which looked a lot like someone about to pet a dog they thought might bite them, I assumed whatever he had to say was something he thought would anger me.

“Sure, what is it?” I braced myself, waiting for the other shoe to fall.

“You might want to rethink that whole just friends thing with Foster. I see the way you look at him. You’ve never looked at me like that, and if I had to guess, I’d say that holds true for every guy you’ve ever dated.”

What was the use in lying? He already knew the truth. “I know. I’m sorry if I hurt you, Matt.”

“You’re pretty amazing, Darcy, don’t get me wrong, but I think I’ll be okay. I’m probably gonna compare every girl I meet to you, but that’ll be okay, too. You set the bar high,” he said, raising his arm over his head. “Do you love him?”

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” I rolled my eyes, nervous to admit the truth to someone who I had only just started getting to know.

“Because we’re young and we need constant affirmation that our assumptions about life are correct. And also, we’re nosy.” 

I tried to shove him off the chair, but he caught himself. I shook my head and rolled my eyes again. “If you must know, yeah, I do. And I feel really awkward telling you that.”

“Don’t, it’s fine. We went on one date and shared two amazing kisses. It’s not like we were engaged to be married.”

“It’s not like it matters though. He doesn’t feel the same way,” I said, finding it easy to speak to him now that the admission was out of the way. We would be good as friends without the pressure of choosing between him and Foster hanging over me.

He dipped his head, and he narrowed his eyes at me. His lips parted, and I waited for the words to come, but he just whistled and shook his head.

“What? What was that for?” I asked.

He chuckled a few times then said, “For a smart girl, I can’t believe you don’t see it.”

“See what?” I inched to the edge of my chair, wondering what it was he and everyone else saw that I didn’t. He kept me in suspense for several moments, mulling over the right words to say. “Oh, please. Once and for all, would someone point out exactly what you see that I’m missing.”

“I don’t know why you think he doesn’t have feelings for you, but if he told you that, then he’s a big fat liar. Best friend or not, he goes so far above and beyond it’s ridiculous. Why do you think everyone in school thought you were dating?”

“That’s just Foster. He was that way with Vi, too.” It was nothing new. Foster always went overboard when it came to his friends, and it was always mistaken for much more than it really was. I eased back in my chair, still as confused as ever. I knew my own heart, but Foster was still a mystery to me.

“Ok, then, how about last night?”

“What about it?” I asked.

“Let’s see, should I start with the dozen or so times I caught him staring at you during the movie? Or the part where he was running his hands through your hair when you were sleeping, and he thought I was, too?”

“That doesn’t prove—”

“Or the half dozen kisses he dropped on your forehead while you slept? Or the time he brushed the hair from your face and stared at you like you might disappear?”

“But he said—”

“I don’t care what he said, his actions say otherwise. Look, do what you will with the information, but if you’re not gonna be with me, then at least be with the guy you love.” He shrugged. “Screw it, if I can’t be with you, then I’m team Foster all the way.”

“You’re an idiot, did you know that?” If nothing else, the kiss in the closet gave me a new friend, one I didn’t think would disappear from my life anytime soon.

“I did. I’m hungry for pancakes; feed me pancakes,” he said. 

That ended our heartfelt conversation, but it did prove one thing—that we did indeed have a friendship.

Matt and the others left after breakfast so Sean and I could finish packing. We planned to leave the next day, but every time I thought about it, my heart ached. It would be three months before I would see Foster again, but I knew I needed that time to clear my head, to spend time in therapy, to find the person I wanted to be.

Dr. Swanson had agreed to phone sessions since she believed I was already making progress. I was grateful since I didn’t see myself opening up the same way to another therapist. My parents wandered around the house gathering things we’d forgotten or throwing in things they thought we’d need.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow. You just got here,” Mom said. Tears already filled her eyes, and we weren’t even done packing. “I’m so glad you’ll be together, though. I feel better knowing Darcy is with you, Sean.”

“Thanks, but I think she’s pretty capable. She’ll probably be keeping me out of trouble,” he said. My parents both knew that was a huge lie, but they pretended to believe it and laughed.

“Here,” Mom said, tossing blankets on my bed. “Take these with you. It’s supposed to get colder earlier this year, and you might need them.” I almost protested, but she was trying to soothe herself by mothering me as much as she could before I left, so I agreed.

I stuffed the blankets into a garbage bag along with my pillow and winter coat. Sean and I were skipping the trip home for fall break to study for our first semester finals. We’d be home a week before Christmas and staying past the new year. Aunt Jessica and Uncle John would be spending the holiday with us, so I hoped Sean and I weren’t sick of each other by then, or it would make for one awkward family holiday.

“When is Foster leaving?” Mom asked. Dad followed Sean to the garage mumbling something about needing tools for the new place.

“Tomorrow, but probably a little later in the afternoon,” I said, not really wanting to think about saying goodbye. 

I thought about telling Foster how I felt, but it felt like the wrong time. Deep down, I wanted to be me, the Darcy Pistolis I spoke about with Dr. Swanson before telling him how I felt. Maybe I was selfish, maybe foolish, but I needed to find myself before offering my life to Foster. I needed to know he would accept me for who I was becoming, and not who I had been.

“I didn’t get to see him as much as I would have liked, but his family is staying in town for Christmas, so they’ll be coming over for dinner this year,” she said.

“Oh? That’s nice.” I absentmindedly folded my clothes, trying to steer clear of a deep and meaningful conversation about Foster Mitchell.

“Can I ask you something?” Mom asked cautiously.

I dropped the shirt I was folding and sighed; so much for avoiding a long talk. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, yes. Yes, Mom, I’m in love with him. Are you happy? Dear Heavens, everyone keeps asking me that!”

My mother’s eyes went wide, and her jaw dropped open. She covered her mouth with her hand to hide the fact she couldn’t seem to close her mouth. She sat that way for a long time, frozen stiff on the edge of my bed while I stood in my own shock. Finally, she cleared her throat and regained her composure.

“I was going to ask if you would be okay with ham instead of turkey this year.” 

I covered my face with my hands, mortified by what I’d said in front of my own mother.

She pried my hands from my face and looked me directly in the eyes. “Honey, I’ve known you’ve been in love with him for a long time. I was just waiting for you to realize it for yourself.” She stood and brushed the wrinkles from her dress. “He’s a good boy, Darcy,” she said as she left my room.

Evidently, everyone in my life saw something Foster and I didn’t. But even if it was true, if he did have feelings for me, I wasn’t ready for a relationship. And if he lied about wanting things to stay the same, then maybe he wasn’t either. My original plan was still a go, no matter how many people told me we were meant to be together. If we were, then a few months to get in a better place emotionally and mentally wouldn’t change that. 

As I folded my clothes, I realized how much I had come in a few short days. The old Darcy would have run away and done something stupid to avoid the issues at hand, but this Darcy, she made a plan. Even the plan was more mature than anything I would have considered in the past. Maybe I was finally growing into the person I wanted to be? And maybe part of growing up was denying yourself instant gratification, denying short-term happiness for a more stable, long-term happiness. 

I could run to Foster and tell him everything, and we might be happy for a while, but eventually, the insecurities would pop up, and that could ruin us. It was more important to fix me and to be happy with me. I’d have to live with me forever, so I had to make sure I liked myself enough to survive.
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“IT WAS MATT?” NINA yelled. “Man, I did not see that coming.” 

With the therapy session and everything happening so fast, I had forgotten to tell the others Matt was the closet kisser. It came up when everyone stopped by for their goodbyes.

“Me either. How did you find out?” Alicia asked.

“Long story ending in another kiss. But it’s all good. We agreed to be friends.” I shrugged. “There’s just not enough there to base a relationship on.”

“Among other things,” Nina added. Ben elbowed her, a change from the usual.

“We better get going if you want to get back before the freshman flood,” Ben told her, urging her toward the door. “You’re driving, by the way.” He reached across the table to hug Alicia and me before grabbing the plate of cookies my mother had made for their road trip.

“Oh, I’m gonna miss you guys so much.” Nina was already crying and hugging everyone until it became uncomfortable. “Call all the time, and visit. Don’t forget to visit.”

“Yeah, I’ll be sure to do that between classes.” Alicia rolled her eyes and got out of her chair. “I need to go, too. I’d hug you losers, but I’ll see you tonight. And probably every weekend.” Sean kissed her goodbye and went to the guest room for a final check, though I suspected he wanted to give me time alone with Foster, who hadn’t said a word in nearly half an hour.

I headed to my room for a final check. Foster followed, but something was different. There was tension again. He threw himself on the bed, the first time he’d been in my room since the night I told him I loved him. He stared at the ceiling and sighed, then groaned several times.

“Are you gonna die? I ask because it’s hard to get that smell out of sheets,” I teased, earning a small twitch of his lips. “Oh, come on, that was funny.”

“I’m laughing on the inside.”

“Don’t be so down. The time will fly, and you’ll be back in the presence of your most awesome best friend before you know it. And hey, if you want, you can come to the apartment for fall break.”

“I would, but Mom will kill me. Apparently, some family of ours from Idaho is flying in,” he said.

“I didn’t know you had family in Idaho. When did that happen?” I wondered aloud.

“I don’t know. I’ve never even heard their names before, but Mom insists I be here. Are you sure you can’t come home?” He lifted his head to look me in the eye. It was so difficult to tell him no.

“I can’t. I’ll be working and studying.” I zipped up my suitcase and checked my room to see if I forgot anything. I spied the photo of Violet and me lying in the snow, so I quickly tucked it in my purse.

“I’m all set,” I said and sat beside him. He reached for my hand, eliciting those familiar tingles in my stomach. I realized then that instead of searching half the summer for a guy who made my adrenaline pump even more than it already did, I should have been spending it being in love with the one who grounded me. Lessons learned the hard way, as they say.

“You’ll call me?” he asked.

“Don’t I always?” He narrowed his eyes in a scolding manner. “Yes, Foster, I will call you every day and twice on Saturdays.”

“You better. I need to know everything that’s going on in my Doodle Bug’s life, especially now that you’re living with a bona fide lunatic.”

“I heard that!” Sean shouted from the hallway. “Let’s go, Darcy. We still have to unpack once we get there!” I heard him practically fall down the stairs in his rush.

I stood up, but Foster pulled me back down. “Noooo, it’s not over yet. It’s still summer.” 

I pulled away from his embrace, afraid that staying there would make it impossible to ever leave him. “I’ll see you at Christmas. I’ll be the one wearing the elf hat,” I said.

A smirk spread across his face. “An elf hat? You’re about the right size and cute enough.” 

I rolled my eyes and dragged my suitcase from my bed.

“Really? Nothing? No snappy comeback?”

I looked back at him, trying to think of something to say that wouldn’t sound stupid or start a conversation we wouldn’t be able to finish, but he spoke again, releasing me from my worry. “I was kidding. Give me that suitcase before you kill yourself with it.”

He took the bag and wandered down the hall. “I think you could fit in this thing. It’s huge!” he said over his shoulder. If he only knew.

Sean was loading the SUV with angry little grunts. Foster shoved my bag into the trunk of my car, then slammed it closed and turned back to me with the same distant expression.

“I’m gonna miss you so much. Be safe, and don’t let Sean torture you,” he said. I accepted his embrace and melted into it for old time’s sake.

“I’ll miss you, too. I’ll be safe, and I think Alicia will keep Sean straight.” I felt his shoulders moving and heard his laughter in my ear. I would miss it so much, but this was the way it needed to be for now.

Foster held open my door and closed it behind me when I got in. He leaned through the window and kissed my cheek. “Call me when you get there, please.”

I nodded. “Right after I call my mother, I promise.” 

Driving away from him was the hardest thing I had ever done, even harder than walking away from Violet’s grave for the first time. 

The campus was already flooded with lost freshman by the time we arrived, so we decided to forgo picking up our books until the next day. I followed Sean back to the apartment after grabbing a bite to eat. Unpacking didn’t take long, and the first thing Sean did once we were settled was flop down in the oversized sofa and flip on the TV. 

Alicia showed up half an hour later, complaining about getting a crappy roommate. I had a good feeling she would be living with us by the end of the month, but I didn’t care. The more, the merrier and the lower the rent.

“You doing alright?” He asked, never taking his eyes off the television screen. I had no idea what he was watching since it was in French, so I kept my nose in my work.

“I’m fine. What are you watching?” I asked.

“No idea, but I forgot to get the cable set up, so it’s this or movies, and I don’t know where my computer is.” He tossed the remote on the sofa and came into the kitchen, where I was unpacking the last of our dishes.

“Really, are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine, Sean. It was goodbye for now, not goodbye forever,” I said.

“I’m really proud of you, you know that? I’m happy you’re taking time for yourself.” 

Alicia emerged from Sean’s room with his computer. “Here, I can’t stand that anymore.” She pointed to the television then helped me unload the dishes while Sean searched for something to watch.

Despite missing Foster, it felt good to be with Sean and Alicia. At least I wasn’t stuck in a dorm room with someone who didn’t like me, with no one to confide in, feeling alone in the world. If the apartment with Sean and Alicia had to be home, then it would be a wonderful home for the next year of my life.
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THREE MONTHS LATER

“There’s a party on campus tonight. Want to go for one last hoopla before the holiday break and head home tomorrow?” Alicia asked.

“I’m not really feeling a party tonight. I’m anxious to get home,” I said. 

She looked as if I’d grown horns; the old Darcy didn’t turn down an excuse to do stupid things, especially parties.

“Darcy Pistolis is turning down a party? You really have changed.” She snickered. “Never thought I’d live to see the day.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said as I rolled my overstuffed suitcase to the hall beside the front door.

“No, it’s not a bad thing. It’s a shocking thing, but not bad. I loved old Darcy, but this Darcy is better. I like this Darcy a lot,” she rambled, but I knew she spoke the truth.

“You’re just sucking up to me to make Sean happy,” I teased.

I was wrong about Alicia moving in with us by the end of the month. She was frustrated and over her roommate by the end of the week and took up residence at our place by the end of the second week. I didn’t mind. It was nice having them both there. 

“Are you ready to see Foster?” she asked, changing the subject hesitantly.

“I think so. We still talk every night, and he seems much better,” I said.

Sean entered the kitchen where we started making breakfast, but much to his dismay, we had not made much progress. “You’re better too, munchkin. I’ve seen it. You’re an all-new you, also where’s the bacon?”

“Yeah, well, here’s hoping he likes the all-new me and make your own bacon,” I said, only slightly worried that my new, calmer and more collected version of myself was still someone Foster would like.

“He’s going to love you the same no matter what’s different about you. Besides, there’s still a lot of that old Darcy left in there. You’re still a giant pain in the butt, which is why I have no bacon on my plate,” Sean said.

“Remind me again why I love you?” I asked, dropping my own bacon down in front of him just to shut him up.

“You have to.” He crammed the eggs and bacon into his mouth and turned his attention to his phone. “Weather looks good until this afternoon, so if we leave after breakfast, we should be good. Are we still taking one car?”

Alicia nodded. “Yeah, no sense wasting gas.” 

Foster wouldn’t be home for another day, so I had plenty of time to reconnect with my parents before facing him. Every time I decided on what to say, I’d have doubts and scrap the whole speech. There were so many times over the phone that I almost told him about my feelings, but he deserved a face-to-face conversation—we both did. 

There was no doubt my mother would have my father and me lugging around heavy Christmas decorations and stringing lights in every corner of the house. My mother was a regular Christmas freakazoid, so I could avoid the conversation with Foster for at least a few hours.

I was not wrong. The moment we got out of the car, my mother roped us into our first task. Sean tried to get away, but he had nowhere to go since his parents were already at my house. It wasn’t all bad. All things considered, it could have been much worse. We were tasked with picking out a tree, while my father and uncle were tasked with stringing lights on every tree and shrub in the entire yard.

Sean pulled into the parking lot of the tree farm and groaned. “I hate picking a tree. I don’t know why Mom always sends me to do it; she complains about how scrawny or lumpy it is every year.”

“You don’t know what you’re doing. Let me teach you the proper way to find a Christmas tree.” I picked up a fist full of snow that had fallen before we arrived despite Sean’s assessment that it would not snow before we made it back home. I hurled the ball at his head, nailing him in the side of the face. He jumped around and dug the cold snow out of his ear.

“You little brat.” He grabbed a fist full of snow and packed it tightly. Sean’s snowballs were more like ice balls, and his aim was wicked. I remembered the welts from last year’s snowball fight and decided to surrender before he pelted me good and proper.

“Okay, okay! I won’t do it again,” I whined, hoping to avoid a good beatdown by snowballs.

He tilted his head sideways, debating his next move. 

I sighed. “Fine, if you must make it even.” I turned my back to him, and he nailed me in the butt, which I guess was better than my face.

We perused the aisles of trees for nearly an hour. It would have taken a lot less time if we hadn’t jumped in all the muddy puddles around the lot, but we couldn’t resist. Some of my inner child remained, and I decided that was perfectly acceptable. It was a part of Violet, and I didn’t want to erase her entirely from my life.

“How about this one?” he asked, holding up a tree that was so scrawny I could see through it. It resembled Charlie Brown’s tree, and it was perfect.

“It’s ugly, but I think it needs a home,” I said. 

Sean paid for the tree and strapped it to the top of the car. It lost more needles on the ride home, but it still smelled of Christmas and was so splendidly ugly it was almost beautiful.

My father gasped at the sight of it and pulled out another bag of garland. “You’ll need this if you’re to fool your mother.” 

I wrapped it around the tree and started hanging the ornaments. My father handed them to me one by one in silence, taking a moment to look at each one before handing it to me.

The living room had cleared out, and it was just the two of us. He handed me a small ornament made of paper cut into a heart shape. It was colored horribly with a red crayon, and on the back, in big purple letters, it said, “To Daddy, Merry Christmas, Love Violet.”

It brought a tear to my eyes as I hung it near the top of the tree, just under the angel. I still missed my sister. I always would, but now when I thought of her, it was with a happy heart instead of sadness and guilt. I knew she would be proud of the woman I was becoming, and that was enough to help me on my journey.

Dad handed me a pinecone painted pink and purple with silver glitter. I remembered making that ornament in first grade. I hung it beside Violet’s heart and continued to hang our family treasures all over the tree. Once it was finished, it didn’t look so sad after all.

“That is a beautifully ugly tree,” my mother said, handing us both hot chocolate. Even though Vi was not physically present with us, it felt like she was there admiring our family tree beside us, perhaps from a different vantage point.

The next morning, I could hardly contain my excitement. Foster was on his way, and I could finally let out all the feelings I’d held in for so long. I’d reached a point that total rejection was worth it just to get the feelings off my chest. Unfortunately, it would be after dark before he arrived, which meant another day of decorating and wrapping presents with my mother.

I was hanging lights on the house in the late afternoon sunlight when my mother came outside, screaming in a panic. “Darcy Elizabeth Pistolis, you get down from there this... Oh.”

I dropped the lights and grabbed the ladder quickly, startled by my mother’s screaming. Once I recovered, I came down the ladder and went to see what her panic was about. “What? What happened?” I puffed.

“Nothing, I... Your father, he said you were hanging the lights, and I...” She paused. “Well, I expected to find you hanging from the roof, not on a ladder. I just thought—”

“You thought I was acting crazy, and you came out here to scold me. It’s okay, I get it.” I shrugged.

“I’m sorry. I’ve been so hard on you,” she admitted.

“No, you’re my mother. That’s your job. Besides, it’s not like I haven’t given you a reason to worry in the past, but it’s just that, Mom. It’s the past. From now on, I’ll have fun but leave the stunts for the pros.”

She let out a breath. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” She started to walk away but turned at the last minute. “Oh, I just go off the phone with Pam. Foster will be home in a couple hours. Leave those lights for the guys and come clean up for dinner.” 

I took her advice and had a long, hot shower. It felt nice after a day of hard work in the cold. I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but my flannel pajamas after a hot shower were far too cozy to ignore, and my “eye resting” turned into a full-fledged snoring session, complete with a visit from my sister.“

It’s here! It’s here!” Violet jumped up and down on my bed, waking me up on Christmas morning. “Wake up, Darcy! It’s here!”

I fell out of bed, and Vi dragged me down the stairs even though I protested. Once we reached the tree, I was reminded that Santa had come. Bright red and glistening silver packages were stacked under the tree, and our parents were already making hot cocoa.

“Good morning, girls,” our father said, scooping us both up into his arms. “Are you excited? Which one are you opening first?” He was always as excited as we were, sometimes more so.

“Oh, let them be. Open your own presents.” Our mother scolded him. She pushed him onto the sofa and handed him a small box.

We ripped everything to shreds and played with our new toys until well after lunch. It began to snow, so Violet insisted we go sledding. We went down the hill beside our house so many times we melted the snow, leaving deep gashes in the asphalt that only grew deeper over the years.

“Darcy, wake up.” Violet’s face aged right in front of me, her nine-year-old face morphing into the adult she was before she died. “Wake up, sister.”

She smiled at me, warm and comforting. “It’s time to get up now.”

“No,” I said. “I want to talk to you.”

“Another night, sister. It’s time to get up. He’s here.”

My eyes snapped open, and I found myself curled up on my bed, a fleece throw blanket covering me from the waist down. I sat up and stretched and glanced out the window. The moon was high in the sky, and the stars shone brightly. I got up and opened my window to take in the beautiful scenery and to let the cold air bite at my face. I covered it with my hands and let my breath puff out from between them.

“About time! It’s cold out here.” Foster stood under my window with a handful of pebbles. “I’ve been throwing rocks for ten minutes.” His voice startled me for a moment, but soon I was enveloped in that familiar comfort only he offered.

“I was asleep. I’ll be down in a minute, idiot.” 

I slammed the window closed and put on warmer clothing. The family was already settled in for the night, so not a light was on in the house. I guessed my mother decided I needed rest and never woke me for dinner. My stomach growled, but I ignored it. I had a feeling if I ate, I’d toss it up as soon as I told Foster I loved him.

When I went outside, the cold hit me hard in the face, causing a shiver to run down my spine that was not lost on Foster. He held a wool blanket and wrapped it around me before leading me to the rusty old swing set. We sat together and kicked at the snow in silence that soon let to small talk. It seemed neither of us was comfortable enough to jump into deep conversation yet.

“How was Thanksgiving dinner?” I asked, wondering why we’d never discussed his family from Idaho during one of our late-night conversations.

“Boring. If it had been more boring, boring would have been bored with it.”

“So, no fun without me around, huh?” I teased.

“No, not at all. And to top it off, my idiot roommate flooded our dorm. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you about that.” He laughed.

“Remember the time Violet flooded the basement?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that. What made her think there was treasure hidden in the wall, to begin with?” he asked, remembering the day my sister used a sledgehammer to knock out part of the basement wall. She cracked a pipe and flooded the basement up to our ankles.

“She saw some stupid movie on TV and decided all houses must have hidden treasure in the basement wall.” 

We laughed for a while, then the silence fell over us again. It was getting unbearably cold, and I knew I was running out of time to tell him the things I needed to say. I was about to speak when he did.

He pointed to the North Star, the same one he’d pointed out months ago. “Look, Vi’s here,” he whispered, staring up at it with wonder. The moonlight shone down on his face the same way it did back in the summer, the night I gave him the little part of me that wasn’t broken, the only thing I ever had to offer him—my love.

The anxiety was killing me. I had to get it over with before it ate me alive. “Foster, I—”

“We better get you inside before you turn into a Doodle pop.” He stood and offered his hand, seemingly unaware that I had spoken at all. I was in grave danger of clamping shut and running as that old familiar lump grew in my stomach. I summoned up what little courage I had left and opened my mouth again.

Again, he interrupted me. “What time do you want me to come over tomorrow? I assume we’re doing our usual holiday movie marathon?” 

Darn him, why couldn’t he ever let me speak? “Of course we are. It’s late now, and you need sleep, so maybe after ten?” I offered.

“Sounds perfect.” He kissed my cheek and turned to leave, heading back toward his house. The decision had been made for me yet again. I’d have to confess my feelings for him another day. I resolved that I would do it before the first movie, get it out there and talk it through before being distracted by something else.

I feared we would always dance the same dance. We would always pass in the night and never meet at the right time and place. I thought perhaps I could rent a billboard with flashing neon lights? That might be the only way the boy would ever realize I was trying to tell him I was in love with him.

“Darcy? Did you hear me?” Foster’s voice cut through my musings and startled me.

I spun around to find him standing much closer than I anticipated. “Wh-what?”

“I said your name, like five times. Where’d you go?” he asked.

“Oh, I was just thinking. Sorry, what were you saying?” I shook the thoughts from my head, slightly embarrassed. He pulled his hat off and ran his hands over his head. After several deep breaths, I started to worry that he was about to say something I didn’t want to hear.

“What’s wrong? Tell me, Fos.” I took a few steps closer, but he backed away.

“I can’t do this.” He shook his head, backing still farther away.

“Can’t do what? Fos, you’re scaring me.” 

He was retreating, yet he hadn’t given me the slightest clue as to why.

“I can’t do this, this relationship. Our friendship, it’s killing me, Darcy. I can’t do it anymore,” he said.

I stumbled over my own feet, taking a step back. I was glad I hadn’t confessed my feelings, especially since I’d never seen the truth coming. Was he really ready to end our friendship? And why? Our phone conversations had been great.

“Is this about what happened last summer? Foster, it’s okay, I’m fine with—”

“No, it’s not fine. What happened wasn’t fine. I lied to you,” he said, finally standing still. At least he wasn’t running away. Maybe there was a chance I could salvage our friendship.

“Why didn’t you tell me the truth? Why did you say everything was fine when it wasn’t?” I asked, my voice a little louder than intended. “You said you wanted things to stay the same.”

“Well, they can’t. I’m not the same person I was before that night, and after we said those things... I’m sorry, Darcy, but—”

“What are you doing, Foster? You’re willing to throw away our entire friendship because of a mistake? A few words you said that were a mistake?” Our first interaction after months apart was not going according to plan.

“So, you agree then? It was a mistake?” he asked, his voice laced with spite. I’d never heard such a tone from his mouth before, and it tore down every shred of confidence I had. If he was going to end our friendship, then let him. If he could walk away so easily, I’d let him go.

“You can think whatever you want, Foster. I know the truth, and if the truth is too much for you, then so be it. Have a nice holiday with your family.” I turned my back to him, biting back the tears that threatened to fall. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“You don’t know what that was like for me, Darcy!” he shouted at my back. I spun around, anger taking over.

“Well, why don’t you tell me? Or would you rather I go get Sean, and you can have another fishing trip, so you don’t have to face the truth?” He winced at my words, taking a step closer.

“I said I was sorry. I don’t know what else you want from me,” he said. “I panicked.”

“Why? Why did you panic? After everything we’ve been through together, why couldn’t you just stay and talk to me? I’m your best friend, Foster.”

“There’s that word again. Best friend. I hate being best friends, Darcy!” He took three steps closer. His proximity was uncomfortable while he was so angry, so I took a step back. “I didn’t run away because of you. I ran away because I couldn’t handle the pain.”

“What pain? What did you think I was going to do, force you to be in a relationship you didn’t want to be in?” I yelled back, surely waking up someone in my house or his.

He growled in frustration. “You are so frustrating sometimes it makes me want to scream!”

“Maybe I wouldn’t be so frustrating if you would just tell me what has you so tied up in your underwear, and stop playing games!”

“Me? Tied up in my underwear? What about you? You... you... just... arghh!” He slammed his fist against the tree, which did nothing to dispel his frustration but did split his knuckles and draw blood. It dripped down his fingers, staining the pristine snow.

Whatever went wrong between us was over in an instant. I scooped up a handful of snow and packed it on his knuckles to stop the bleeding. He winced and jerked his hand away. 

“Don’t be a baby, Foster. If you’re gonna hit a tree like a big doofus, accept the consequences,” I said.

He allowed me to tend to his wound, so I packed the ice on until it stopped the bleeding, and the pain subsided. He clenched his jaw, and I heard his teeth grinding in my ear. His eyes were angry, heated in a way I’d never seen before. It was all out of the blue. There was nothing, not one single sign during any of our conversations that he had been angry with me all this time. He never let on that he was unhappy with our friendship, and rather than talk it out, he chose to end it—or so it seemed, but I was too confused to figure it out.

“When did you start to hate me so much?” I couldn’t help it then, the tears fell. As much as I tried to wipe them away before he could see them, I failed.

“Hate you? I never said I hated you. Why would you ask that?” he asked.

“The way you’re screaming at me sort of says otherwise,” I retorted.

“It’s an argument, Darcy. People scream during arguments sometimes. I don’t hate you. I’m just—”

“I love you. I’m in love with you, and I probably will be until the day I die,” I said. There, I said it. It was out, and he could do with it what he wanted.

“I know. I love you too, and I didn’t mean what I said about being friends.” He missed the point entirely, as usual. “It just hurts so much I don’t know why you can’t see that. Why can’t you see that I... Wait a minute. What did you say to me?”

“I said, I love you, Foster,” I whispered.

“Yeah, but... that’s not all you said.” He searched my face for an answer, his eyes clouded with confusion.

“What does it matter? You said yourself, you want things to stay the same. At least, you used to, but now it seems like you just want to be done with me, and I can’t figure out what I did so wrong that you’d—”

Everything I was trying to say was silenced by his kiss. I didn’t see it coming, but it warmed me in ways I couldn’t describe. I didn’t feel the cold biting at my face or my neck. I only felt his lips on mine. He kissed me until I forgot what I was going to say, and my mind was swimming with confusion, then he released me.

He said nothing, but stared at me, observing me like a priceless treasure. 

“I’m so confused,” I said.

“I only said those things because I thought it was what you wanted, Darcy. I didn’t mean what I said when I was on the trip with Sean.”

“I’m still confused. You shouldn’t have kissed me. Now I can’t think,” I said. 

He snickered and brushed my hair from my face.

“Good, just listen for a minute.” He sat on our old picnic table and pulled me down beside him. “I love you, Darcy. I’ve wanted to be with you since freshman year.”

“You what?” I asked in surprise.

“I said listen, Doodle. Just let me tell my story. I had it all planned. I’d give you the charm bracelet for your birthday and tell you that I liked you, you know, as more than a friend. I wanted to date you so bad. But then... then, Violet...”

“It’s okay, Foster. I won’t break if you say it. She died.”

He pulled the blanket tighter around me. “Yeah, she died, and I couldn’t ask you out after that. Then it was the nightmares, then you started doing all those crazy things, then there was college, and before I realized, we were already adults living hours away from each other. You don’t know how many nights I’ve spent wishing I’d been that guy in the closet, that I had enough guts to just tell you that I’ve wanted to be with you for over four years.”

“Why didn’t you believe me when I told you how I felt?” I asked.

“Darcy, I could barely convince myself it happened, let alone believe it was true. I don’t care what you said, there was no convincing me that I was that special to you,” he admitted.

Everything was beginning to make sense, but I’d had enough talking. It was time to do something about our feelings.

“Foster, it’s cold. Can you just tell me what you want for our future, and come inside with me?” I asked.

“You’re still impatient, but it’s okay. I love it, and I love you. And I really want to kiss you again.”

For some reason unknown to me, the North Star twinkled a little brighter. It was fleeting, but it was there, and a second later, the snow started to fall. Giant flakes of ice stuck in Foster’s hair as he waited for me to reply. My sister’s words echoed in my mind. “I bet it will be with Foster.”

I grabbed his shirt collar and kissed him, giving in to the dream my sister had planted in my head. Violet never got her perfect kiss, but I couldn’t help but feel she’d planned it this way for me all along. 

“I love you, Foster, so much it physically hurt me to not be able to tell you.”

“I’m so sorry, Doodle. I swear I will never lie to you again, and I will work so hard to make sure this works out between us,” he said.

“Me too. I think we deserve it after so long,” I said and snuggled up to him. 

“Do you know how long I’ve waited to call you my girlfriend?”

“Probably as long as it will take for my nose to thaw. Let’s go inside.” He helped me up and brushed the snow from his own pants. I opened the door and reveled in the warmth that enveloped me the moment I walked into my house. 

He followed me to the sofa where I knew we’d fall asleep snuggled next to each other. I was almost asleep, drifting off to thoughts of a wonderful tomorrow when Foster did what Foster always did, and ruined the moment. 

“Hey,” he whispered in my ear. “What happened to the elf hat I was promised?”
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Epilogue
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“HEY, VI. SORRY, IT’S been a while since I’ve brought you flowers, but things have been crazy. You probably know that already. You always knew everything. The florist was out of purple tulips, so I brought you white tulips and purple lilies. I hope that’s okay.” I draped the flowers over my sister’s grave and kneeled.

“It feels so weird sitting here and not feeling depressed. Mom and Dad will probably be by later today, probably everyone will be by at some point. Even great-aunt Edna is here, and she’s already started in on the whole ‘summer of the missing wheelchair,’ so don’t say I didn’t warn you.

“You probably saw this coming from a mile away, didn’t you? Ever since that night, lying in the snow, you knew this would happen. I should have listened to you that night, but I had to be bull-headed and go my own way. It all worked out okay, though. Truth be told, if I had to do it over again, I’d probably do it the same. I needed to go through everything I did so I would be ready for this part.

“This part... Gosh, I wish you were here for this part, but I know somehow you’ll be watching. You always watched out for me, but it’s okay to take a rest now. I don’t know how it works up there, but if I were you, I’d go see the world. Go to all those places we talked about going to when I graduated. Go see Athens and Paris and Rome and, oh gosh, just go everywhere, Vi. That’s what Foster and I are doing, touring Europe. It’s going to be wonderful.

“I miss you so much, Violet, but I’m better now. I think somehow, I have you to thank for a lot of that. You were the best big sister I could have ever asked for, even after death. You did more with your twenty years than most people do in a lifetime, and I always looked up to you. I still do. I still want to be as kind and caring as you always were, and maybe one day I will be as smart as you, too.

“I should probably get going. Everyone is waiting down by the lake. Before I go, I’ll tell you this—mom had a fit when I decided to wear purple, but I did it just for you, Vi. I wanted you with me, and if you couldn’t be beside me, then the least I could do was wear your favorite color.”

I stood up and gazed down at my sister’s headstone. I knew she was there, watching over her family like she always did, but I hoped she knew she could rest now with the knowledge that she didn’t have to worry about me. I had someone who would always be there, right there by my side through everything the way she would have been.

“I thought I’d find you here.” I was distracted by Matt’s voice and turned to find him leaning against a tree waiting for me. “Are you ready, Miss Pistolis?”

He offered me his arm with a smile. I gladly took it, and he led me back down the path to the lake. I was right about Matt. He and I remained close, and his friendship with Foster quickly grew into something no one expected. There were times I was worried I’d been replaced, but Foster was quick to remind me that would never happen.

“How are you doing?” Matt asked.

“Good. A little nervous, but good. Where’s Addison?” 

Matt’s girlfriend of two years was a good friend, even if we had started out on shaky terms. She wasn’t quite comfortable with our friendship at first, but after a few months, she realized that my heart would always belong to Foster. As wonderful a man as Matt was, it was always Foster. Plus, Matt snored like a lumberjack, according to Addison, so I dodged a bullet there.

“She’s already seated. Your mother is shoving people into their seats. Honestly, if she finds out I got up, she might shoot me, so we need to get going.” 

I laughed. My mother had been working non-stop for the past six months to make sure the day went off without a hitch. I think she had been waiting so long, she didn’t know what to do with herself when the day finally came.

“Well, let’s go before she has a heart attack.”

Matt escorted me down the path and handed me off to my father. 

“Ready, sweet pea?” Dad asked. 

I nodded, and before I knew it, I was standing in front of a crowd of family and friends, marrying my best friend. It only took fifteen years of friendship to get us there, but it was worth every moment of the wait.

What I said to Violet was true. If I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t have changed a thing. Everything I went through after her death made me the person I was as I stood in front of Foster. I was stronger and wiser because of it. I’d probably never be entirely whole. There would always be a little piece of me missing, but the part of herself that Violet left behind sure made a great band-aid. 

I like to think the beginning of my journey started the day Matt kissed me in a closet in Ben’s house. Before that, I flopped around in the water with no real purpose or aim in life, but after that kiss, I had something to focus on. My life changed thanks to Matt and his moment of spontaneity. If he’d never made my mind explode, I would never have realized my true feelings for Foster.

In hindsight, the real Kiss Contest wasn’t at the kissing booth at Ben’s party. The real contest was the day I first kissed my best friend. Everything changed then. That kiss, it was the true contest winner. I needed grounding, and Foster did that for me. His kiss gave me something I hadn’t known I was missing. A soft place to land. The comfort in knowing I was always safe with him no matter what else was going on around me.

When I came into this world, I was Darcy Pistolis, feisty little sister to the firecracker, Violet Pistolis. At sixteen, I became Darcy Pistolis, the girl whose big sister died in a tragic accident. At twenty, I became Darcy Pistolis, the wild child who finally found her place in the world. And at twenty-three, I became Darcy Mitchell, the elementary school teacher who married the man she’d loved nearly all her life. 

In truth, they are all me. All versions of me that melded together into the woman I am, and after all this time... I kinda like her. 


    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever MJ Padgett publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-KBHG-BDXFB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by MJ Padgett

	    

      
	    
          
	      I'm Pretty Sure About That Series

          
        
          
	          I'm Pretty Sure You're Gonna Regret That Darcy Pistolis

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Demolition Trilogy

          
        
          
	          The Demolition Daze (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The History of Goranin

          
        
          
	          Eiagan's Winter

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Projects of Life Series

          
        
          
	          The Hate Project (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Secret Author Series

          
        
          
	          The Text Message

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at MJ Padgett’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
    
	    About the Author

        
            M. J. Padgett is first and foremost a mom. Her free-spirited daughter has quite the vivid imagination, and her antics sometimes find their way into her mommy’s work. She is a lover of all things chocolate, a Grimm and Dickens addict, a self-proclaimed smarty-pants, and an introvert to the core.
Writing is her true passion (after raising her daughter, of course), and she writes as often as possible. One of her favorite things about writing is creating a world where people can escape reality for a little while, maybe even walk away feeling hopeful about the real world around them. When it comes to reading, she loves a book that can make her forget where she is no matter the genre. If she can get lost and feel like the characters are her real friends, she’s a happy reader.
Thank you for spending your time in my world! I love my readers and want to offer you something special! If you sign up for my newsletter, you get free stuff! You can sign up here: www.mjpadgetbooks.com/subscribe
Want to follow me on social media? Find links to all my current pages here: https://www.mjpadgettbooks.com/social-media
Still want more? You can join my Discord server and talk with me, with other readers, and with my co-author and friend, Crystal Crawford! We check chats daily and respond to all messages! Join our Discord here: https://discord.gg/WVnuRFj  


        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at MJ Padgett’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/scene_break.png





