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Tonight was supposed to be special. It was
supposed to be a night to remember and it was, just not in the way I imagined
it would be. Knowing what I know now, I would’ve done anything in the world for
him not to walk out the door.


“Come on, Holly, don’t give me that look,” Adam
says, looking away from me and back towards the clothes scattered across the
bed. “You know how that look makes me feel.”


Of course, I knew exactly how the look made him
feel. Why else would I be doing it? But as hard as I try, I’m not able to wash
the frown from my face. In all honesty, I hate sulking. It isn’t my usual
behavior and I actually feel pathetic for doing it, but with Adam, it seems to
always work… until tonight that is.


He sighs in frustration and shoves a sweatshirt
into his backpack. “I have to do this, okay. I signed up to be a part of the
rescue team so I have to follow through with it.” His voice holds mostly guilt,
but I also sense some irritation in there as well. I didn’t want to make him
mad; I just want him to feel a little sad about our ruined evening. He’s not
even acting like it’s bothering him that much.


He had just completed his training to be a part of
a volunteer mountain rescue team and I know he’s really excited about his first
real rescue. When he first told me about signing up, he said that he
would be on call one weekend or so a month and I would hardly notice he was
gone. If this was any other night, I wouldn’t have minded so much, but since
him leaving happened to fall on our two year anniversary, I couldn’t help being
disappointed.


I sigh, realizing that I should quit the pity
party I’m giving myself and spend the last few minutes we have together not
fighting. Making my way across the room, I wrap my arms around his waist and
rest my head on his back. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I just wanted this night to
be special.”


He turns around slowly, careful not to break the
hold I have on him, and grabs my chin, tipping it up and forcing me to look at
him. “I promise I will make it up to you. They say they really need me. They’re
one man short. Someone from the team had to cancel last minute, so my name was
up.” He finishes his explanation with a kiss on the tip of my nose.


“Fine. You’re off the hook for now, but I will
hold you to making it up to me. I’m talking massage, champagne, maybe even a
candlelit bubble bath… possibly all at once.” I smile and he rolls his eyes.


Adam is the ultimate man’s man. He loves anything
that involves danger or getting dirty. He hates anything romantic. That’s why
I’m so disappointed that the dinner he had planned for us, actually slaved over
all day, is canceled.


Sighing heavily, I gaze out his bedroom door and
see the candles still burning and the rose petals still scattered across the
hardwood floor. He had gotten the phone call from someone on the rescue team
just a few minutes after I arrived. It had been just enough time for me to hug
and kiss him, thanking him for being so sweet and romantic. Now, instead of
eating the dinner that he said he had spent the day preparing and probably
making passionate love afterward, I would spend the rest of the night with my
head buried in a book. Very romantic.


Adam finishes packing his backpack, places it by
the front door, and then walks back over to me. His arms wrap around my waist
as he gently kisses my neck. “I should be back before you wake up,” he says in
between kisses. “They said this rescue should only be eight hours round trip,
so, if all goes well, I will be back before the sun rises.”


“Be careful up there, okay?” I hug him tighter.


“I’ll be extra careful, knowing you’re worrying
enough for the both of us.” He pulls back, looking me in the eyes. “You really
shouldn’t worry, though, everything is gonna be fine.”


“Just come back to me soon.” I force myself to
smile and fight back the awful feeling I have in the pit of my stomach.


“I’ll be back before you open those beautiful
green eyes.” He kisses me once more, and then he’s gone.


The rest of the evening I feast on the dinner he
had made for us. He insisted that I eat it and not let it all go to waste. He
had cooked salmon and topped it with a garlic cream sauce. There was a side
dish of some fancy looking rice and a vegetable medley. It was all very fancy
and very not Adam. I smile just picturing him cooking all day and wonder
how many times he cussed in the process.


After a couple of hours of studying I slam my book
shut, turn off the light, and bury myself under the covers. Glancing at the
clock, I see that it’s almost two in the morning. When I finally close my eyes,
I look forward to Adam coming back home and snuggling into the bed behind me.


 


❧


 


Sometime in the middle of the night I’m woken up
by a loud, annoying ringing sound; not a warm body pressing up against mine
like I hoped it would be.


Opening my eyes, I focus and glance around the
dark room, quickly remembering that I’m at Adam’s place and not my apartment.
My first thought is that the annoying sound is an alarm clock, but the sound
begins to sound vaguely familiar and then I realize that it’s my cell phone
ringing.


I stumble around the dark room and see the glow
from the dresser in front of me.


“Hello,” I answer, squinting my eyes at the clock
in front of me, seeing that it’s four twenty-seven in the morning.


“Is this Holly? Holly Treadwell?” The man’s voice
on the other end is urgent and serious.


Instantly, my heart starts to hammer against my
chest. I’m not sure why, but images of my family run across my mind. Has
something happened to my mom? Dad? Brother? Even through my foggy
just-woke-up-mind, I know something is wrong. There is no other explanation for
a strange man calling… especially at this time. A horrible pain starts in the
pit of my stomach and with my free hand, I grip the dresser in front of me,
expecting the worst.


“Yes, this is Holly.”


“Holly, there’s been an accident,” the urgent
voice comes back on the line. He pauses for a few seconds and the silence is so
painful, I feel like I’m being sliced in two. “It’s Adam. He’s being air lifted
to St. Anthony’s hospital. I think you should head over there as soon as
possible.”


I hold the phone to my ear and, even though I
heard everything that the man has just said, it almost feels like I’m
dreaming... or maybe it’s that I want to be dreaming.


“Holly.” The man’s voice is louder now. “Did you
hear what I just said? You need to get to St. Anthony’s as soon as you can.”


Somehow, I snap myself out of the daze I’m in.
“Yeah, I heard you. I—I’ll be there.”


I put the phone down on the dresser and stumble
backwards, falling onto the bed, feeling as though my knees are about to give
out beneath me.


This isn’t happening; this can’t be happening.






 

 


[bookmark: c2]Chapter
One


 


I wanted a perfect ending. Now I've learned, the hard
way, that some poems don't rhyme, and some stories don't have a clear
beginning, middle, and end. Life is about not knowing, having to change, taking
the moment and making the best of it, without knowing what's going to happen
next. Delicious ambiguity.


~ Gilda Radner


 


Months later...


“Come on, Holly.
I’ll beg if I have to,” Jenna tilts her head at me, pleading. I see the
desperation and determination in her eyes and I wait for the guilt to hit me,
the desire to go out and have fun, but it never comes. I feel absolutely
nothing.


“Just give it up,
Jenna. There’s nothing you can say or do that will convince me to change my
mind.”


Her shoulders slump
over in defeat. “Nothing? You’re gonna make me go alone? I’m sure Becca will be
there. You know how she annoys the shit outta me.”


“Then don’t go,” I
say blankly.


“C’mon, classes
start back next week. One last weekend to have a little fun before our senior
year starts.”


When I don’t
respond to her, she juts out her lower lip, giving me her best pouty face.
Normally, that face would make me do anything she wants, but that was back when
I actually cared if I hurt her feelings. A few months ago, I would’ve sworn
that face could’ve melted the blackest of hearts, but as I sit here and stare
at her, it does nothing to me.


“It’s open mic
night at Sterling’s... you love open mic night,” she adds, trying her best to
persuade me.


My heart tweaks a
little and I almost feel relieved, knowing that there still may be some life
left in it after all. The memories and happy times I’ve had at Sterling’s flash
through my mind. The energy from the crowd, the total feeling of freedom I felt
when I sang up on stage, the laughing, the having fun—enjoying life. I close my
eyes and try to shut the memories out, not wanting to travel down memory lane.
I used to love open mic night at Sterling’s.


Instead of
answering her, I collapse down on the couch, grab the blanket that’s laying on
top of it and pull it up to my chin.


“How about we have
a girl’s night in then?” She knows she’s losing me and the desperation in her
voice is starting to sound like whining. “We could order Chinese, watch some
movies, and talk.”


I know what she’s
trying to do. She doesn’t want to eat Chinese or watch movies and she doesn’t
just want us to talk, she wants me to talk. Why couldn’t she just
leave me alone?


“No, you go and
have fun.” I turn on the TV, getting more comfortable on the couch. It’s not
that I have a favorite show to catch up on or anything, I just like the noise…
anything to drown out the silence.


“But I won’t have
fun if I know you’re here being miserable. Please, you’ll have fun, I promise.”


I sigh, realizing
that she isn’t going to give up easily tonight. I blink away from the T.V. and
look over at her. Again, I wait for the guilt to hit me. I wait for my heart to
feel bad at the way I’m treating her, but nothing comes. Without saying a word,
I look back towards the T.V. and begin to flip through the channels, thinking
that maybe if I just ignore her, she’ll go away.


“Holly, c’mon.”


I don’t answer or
look at her again. After a few seconds of silence, I can feel the tension
between us build.


“So you’re just
going to ignore me?”


I can sense the
irritation in her voice, but it’s still not enough to get me to respond.


“So, this is what
it’s come to, then?” The tone in her voice has escalated to the next level. We
have had this same argument before and I know that an explosion is just around
the corner. Then, she will storm off and leave me alone. Finally.


“Fine, I tried. And
just so you know, I love you more than anything, but I don’t know how much more
of this I can stand. It’s been months and you’re still shutting me out. You’re
shutting everyone out. I want to be here for you, but you have to let me!”


Even after her
little rant is over, I still don’t look at her because, deep down, what she
says is the truth, but it hurts too much to be any other way. Shutting everyone
out is the easiest way.


I can see her out
of the corner of my eye, throwing her hands up in the air. “Is this what you
want... to push away the only friend who still gives two shits about you… then
fine, you win. I give up.” She turns around, grabs her purse, and leaves,
slamming the door shut behind her. A dramatic exit… typical.


Even though that
may have been the angriest I’ve ever seen her, it’s still not enough to get me
up and running after her. I continue to stare at the T.V., totally numb to what
has just taken place. The old me would have run out after her if something like
this had happened. Now, my heart is numb to just about everything, and nothing
seems to faze me.


About a minute
passes and the front door swings open again and Jenna comes back through it
with the same urgency that she left with. Maybe she forgot her bitch pills,
I think to myself.


“Nope. Not gonna do
it. Not gonna let you shut me out. Get your ass off that couch and into the
shower. Wash off that three day old nastiness, style that beautiful brown hair
of yours, put on that copper eye shadow that plays up your killer green eyes,
and put on one of those hot outfits you used to wear that made every guy drool
and every girl jealous you were born!” She finishes her outburst, exhales
loudly, and points towards my bathroom.


I stare at her, but
I don’t answer. It’s not that I’m trying to ignore her; I think my silence is
more from shock of what she just said and the look in her eyes when she said
it.


She takes a step
forward. “So help me God, Holly Ann Treadwell. I’m taking you out tonight if I
have to drag you into that shower myself.”


I flinch at her
words. The look in her eyes is beginning to scare me. I swallow hard and truly
believe that if I don’t get off the couch and into the shower, that this
argument—or whatever it is we’re having—will escalate to the physical level.
Jenna is a few inches shorter than me and to most people she may have even
looked weak—easily breakable by her tiny frame—but I know better. Not that we
have ever been in any type of physical altercation before, but I know if it
were to come to that, she could take me, hands down. Never in the three years
that I’ve known her, has she ever talked to me like this. Never has she looked
at me with such a fury in her eyes… and never have I ever been scared of her
like I am now. Slowly, without another word spoken between us, I get up, walk
right past her and into the bathroom.


 


❧


 


It takes me an hour
to get ready. I shower, dry my hair, and put on a minimal amount of makeup. It
takes me trying on five different outfits before I finally find one that I’m
comfortable with. My attire for the past three months has been nothing more
than sweatpants and t-shirts so there is no way I can go back to one of the hot
outfits Jenna requested.


When I finally
emerge, her back is facing me and she’s twirling a piece of her long auburn
hair. After turning around, she smiles at me, seemingly pleased with my choice
of jeans, cream turtleneck, and brown leather, knee-high boots.


“You look
beautiful,” she says.


“Thanks.” The right
side of my mouth lifts, threatening a smile. “Just so you know, you’re going
down as the worst best friend in the history of best friends and you’re a
bitch,” I tell her, only half joking.


She half gasps,
half laughs. “Damn, is that a sign of the old Holly coming through? You made a
joke, called me a bitch, and actually put some feeling behind it.” Her
sarcastic demeanor makes my half smile turn into a full one.


She gasps again,
but this time she grabs her chest in a dramatic fashion. “Oh, my God. It’s a
smile. An actual smile. Not one of those cutesy, bullshit, fake smiles you’ve
been giving me lately. No, that was a true, genuine smile. You know, I think
that I’m gonna have to be a bitch more often if this is the reaction I get for
yelling at you and treating you like crap, expect more of it.”


My eyes narrow and
I give her a playful scowl. “Don’t push it.”


She wraps her arms
around me, squeezing me tight. “It’s good to have a piece of you back, Holls.”


 


❧


 


We pull up to
Sterling’s and I take a deep breath, trying to prepare myself for my first
night out in months. On the outside the building looks the same, but I already
know that the inside will feel different. He won’t be there, holding me in his
arms, telling me how beautiful I look or how good my skin smells. He won’t be
there, kissing me good luck before I get on stage. And, he won’t be there,
telling me how amazing my voice sounds after I get off stage.


“Hey, if things get
too heavy, or you’re not having a good time, we’re out, okay?” Jenna assures,
putting the car in park.


“Okay.” I take
another deep breath in and blow it out, trying to calm my nerves.


We walk in and the
music that’s bouncing off the walls consumes me. The large, dimly lit room
still looks the same; it’s as if nothing has changed. My eyes reach over to the
right and I scan the bar that’s basked in different colors from the neon signs
hanging on the wall behind it. Jenna turns to smile at me and my heart feels
like it’s going to explode through my chest as we squeeze our way through the
crowds. I see a few familiar faces and most of them stare at me with wide eyes
and mouths agape. With each step I take, I realize that coming here was a
mistake and I’m not ready to handle this—the people, the emotions, the memories
of happy times. So many images swirl around in my mind and I try to block them
out and concentrate on something else—anything else. Music, Holly. Just
listen to the music.


“Holly?!” I hear a
shrill voice call my name and I turn around, hoping it’s not Becca. I just
don’t think I can deal with her right now. “Oh, my gosh, it’s really you. It’s
so good to see you. I’ve missed you so much.” Becca hugs me hard, but my arms
hang limp at my sides. “You look awesome, by the way. Have you done something
with your hair?” Her gaze drifts over my hair before meeting my eyes. “It
looks… I don’t know, darker or something,” she says. Her high pitched tone
hasn’t changed one bit. It’s still the same one that could easily be mistaken
for a ten-year-old girl getting a puppy for her birthday.


“No, I haven’t done
anything to it,” I say, my voice flat.


“Gosh, I’ve missed
you all summer.”


“Yeah, um, I’ve
just been busy.”


“Can you believe
that school’s already starting back again? Summer went by way too fast. Come
sit over here by me. We have so much to catch up on.” She grabs my arm and
begins to pull me away from Jenna.


Before I even have
a chance to protest, a hard tug pulls me back in the opposite direction. “Nope,
she stays with me,” Jenna says, giving me a wink and a smile. “Sorry, Becca,
she’s my date tonight.” Jenna’s arm flies around my shoulder, almost in a
protective embrace.


“Oh, okay.” Becca
looks at Jenna and then back to me. “I’ll catch up with you later, then.” She
frowns and turns to walk away. I glance over to Jenna and give her an
appreciative look, hoping she knows how much I love her right now.


“You know, the next
time I’m feeling a little down, I need to see if Becca will sell me some of
that perky-pick-me-up juice she must drink. She’s always so... bubbly,”
Jenna says, smiling at me.


I laugh... a real,
honest laugh and it feels good. Really good.


It’s not that I
don’t like Becca or don’t want to talk to her. The two of us have been friends
since freshman year, and we are both Journalism majors so we have a lot of the
same classes. I just don’t think I can stand her bubbly personality right now
or the possible question and answer session she may have had planned for me.
Questions like: How am I holding up? What have I been doing to keep myself
busy? Things I don’t want to talk about with anyone; not to my parents or even
Jenna.


“So, what’s it
gonna be? Vodka and cranberry or dirty martini?” Jenna asks, pulling me from my
thoughts.


I grimace. “Uh,
it’s been a while; I think I’ll just start with a beer.”


“Whatever you say, date.
Two beers coming right up.” Jenna smiles and walks towards the bar.


The moment she
leaves my side, I begin to feel anxious. I’m scared that someone will notice me
standing alone, think that I’m actually lonely, and come talk to me.


Not even a full
minute passes before I hear a deep voice speak up from behind me. “I thought
that was you.”


I glance over my
shoulder and see Joe standing there with a large smile on his face.


“Hi, Joe.” I
stretch my lips out, trying my best to give him a smile. It’s actually really
good to see him. His sweet, kind eyes look tired and haggard, though. Normally,
I would have asked him if everything is okay, but even with him, I’m not up for
conversation. Joe is the owner of Sterling’s and is actually the one who first
convinced me to sing up on stage.


He was walking past
our booth one night and had heard me singing along to a band up on stage. He
stopped and told me that it should’ve been me up there singing that song. I
smiled politely, but told him that it made me too nervous to have all of those
people staring at me.


“Don’t waste
your life being scared; you never know when you’ll get another chance.” His words echo in my head as I stand there staring at
him.


“How’ve you been?
Haven’t seen you in here since—” he pauses for a moment and looks towards the
ground. “It’s been a while.”


“Yeah, it has,” I
answer.


“We gonna hear that
beautiful voice of yours tonight?” He looks back up at me and I shake my head.


“Not tonight, Joe.”
And probably not ever again.


“When you’re ready
then.” He smiles and walks away, leaving a sick feeling in my stomach.


I glance around,
now desperate for a drink and my protective best friend to come back. When I
finally spot her, I see her hanging all over some guy at the bar. She’s
standing in the middle of his straddled legs and whispering in his ear. It
doesn’t really surprise me that much. Jenna has always been really flirty, but
I can’t help feeling the awkwardness and ache in my chest as I stare at them,
so I turn away and look back towards the stage.


It’s a couple hours
into the night, Jenna looks like she’s having fun and that makes me happy more
than anything else. She did so much for me this summer and I owe her so much.
Actually, I owe her more than that... I owe her my life.


I have to admit, in
a small way, I’m actually enjoying myself, too. What I enjoy the most is
watching the singers up on stage; a part of me envying them and another part of
me wishing that I had the desire to sing again. Better yet, wishing I had the
desire to do anything again.


A tall guy with
tattoos and a shaved head finishes up his rendition of “Wanted Dead or Alive”
by Bon Jovi and the crowd goes wild. I feel my heart pick up speed from the
energy in the room and, without even having to try, a large grin spreads across
my face. He nods his head and takes a quick bow before exiting the stage. A
Pearl Jam song blares over the speakers and I know that I have a few minutes
before the next singer is up.


“Bathroom!” I yell
over the music, looking over at Jenna.


“I’ll go get us
another drink!” she yells back, bobbing her head to the music as she scoots out
of the booth.


After fighting my
way through the crowds, I sigh when I see the line is overflowing out into the
hall but I’m not sure why I thought it would be any different. This is how it
always is at Sterling’s on open mic night. I take my place in line and lean
back up against the wall, listening to the energetic girls in front of me. They
are both tall, both have long, perfectly styled, blonde hair that hangs far
below their shoulders, and both of them are beautiful. On a good night, a night
when I actually tried to look good, I could’ve played in the same ballpark as
them, but tonight I would have barely been considered for the B leagues.


“Did you see the
way Dean looked at me? I think he was undressing me with his eyes,” Barbie #1,
on the left, gushes.


Barbie #2 nods her
head, way too many times. “Totally, you are so getting lucky with him tonight.”


“Really, you think
I should sleep with him?” Barbie #1 asks, biting her lip. I want to roll my
eyes at her pitiful attempt to be clueless, but I refrain.


“He’s hot, he’s in
med school, and you’ve been on three dates,” her friend answers, but quickly
follows up with, “but only if you’re ready.”


Lord. If I ever had
a friend that listed any of those three reasons for me to sleep with a guy, I’d
likely kick her ass. Jenna would kick my ass if I wanted to sleep with a
guy before dating him for at least six months, had met his parents, and had her
approval. She flipped when she found out that I lost my virginity to Adam after
almost eight months of dating. In the few years I’ve known her, she has always
been very protective like that. Sometimes it can be annoying, but overall, I
like knowing that she always has my back.


Standing behind the
two blondes started out mildly entertaining, but I don’t know how much more of
it I can handle before losing valuable brain cells. The line moves forward a
few steps, leaving only Barbie #1 and #2 before it’s my turn. Just a few
more minutes, just a few more minutes, I chant to myself.


“Holly?” I hear a
guy’s voice call my name from a distance, but I ignore it, thinking that he
must be talking to someone else.


“Holly.” The voice
is right beside me now and I realize that I recognize it. Even though I don’t
want to and as hard as I squeeze my eyes shut, the memories come rushing in. My
heart hammers as I turn my head to see the face that matches the voice from my
memory. The same face I want to forget forever because it brings up too many
horrible feelings from that night. He’s about a foot away from me and my head
barely meets his shoulders. I don’t remember him being so tall, but I guess I
didn’t really want to remember a lot from that night. The light from the
hallway is directly above him, shining down on his sandy brown hair, casting a
shadow across half of his face.


“How are you?”
Carter asks and seeing his sympathetic eyes makes my stomach turn, letting me
know that this is real and not a dream. This isn’t something I can wake up
from.


“Fine,” I mutter,
swallowing hard. It’s not that I’m fine, I just can’t think of anything else to
say.


“Do you have a
minute to talk?” he asks and, for a moment, all I can do is stare at him.


“Um… I’ve... I’ve
gotta go,” I stutter, stepping out of the line and making my way back to the
booth, back to Jenna. I want to leave and go home. I’m not strong enough to
handle this. I wanted to prove to myself that I could do this—that I could move
on—but it’s clear to me now, I’m just not ready yet.


“Jenna!” I shout
when I find her swaying to the music.


“Beer for my lovely
date,” she yells over the music, handing me a fresh bottle.


“I’m ready to
leave,” I lean over and shout into her ear.


“What? Why? I
thought you were having a good time?” Her face falls more and more with each
passing second.


For a split second,
it pains my heart to see her looking at me like this, but then I’m quickly
reminded of who is standing right behind me. I can feel him there. “I’ve had a
good time, but I’m ready to leave now.”


Then her eyes shift
from my face to someone standing on my left. “Oh, shit.” She looks back at me,
her eyes wide and wearing a pained look on her face. “Okay, we can go.”


“Holly, can I
please talk to you? Just for a minute?” Carter is beside me now, yelling in my
ear, wanting me to hear his pleas over the music.


“We have to leave,”
Jenna shouts to him before I can even answer.


“Please, I just
want to—” Carter begins again, totally ignoring Jenna, but before he can finish
Jenna pulls me away and we make our way to the bar.


The memories from
that night are coming back at full speed. I’ve done such a great job of putting
them away—far away—and now, with one look at his face and one word from his
lips, it’s all coming back.


“Hey!” Jenna yells
to the bartender, squeezing in between a few people, but never letting go of my
hand. “I need to pay my tab.” She turns back to check on me. “We’ll be out of
here soon, okay?”


I nod and glance
around, refusing to look behind me, knowing all too well who is back there. The
guy Jenna had been flirting with earlier catches my eye. He’s sitting at the
bar just a couple seats down from us. With a serious look on his face, I see
him shaking his head at someone behind me. Before I can even turn to look and
see who it is, Jenna is pulling me again, making me feel like a rag doll as we
squeeze between the crowd, bouncing off people as we fight our way to the front
door. Finally, we make it outside and I feel the cold air rush over my body,
allowing me to feel like I can breathe again.


We get in the car
and begin to back up when a hand starts knocking on my window.


“He just doesn’t
fucking give up, does he?” Jenna stops the car, cusses again, and then looks
over at me.


I swallow hard and
close my eyes. “Just roll it down.”


The window begins
to lower and Carter is bent over, making his eyes level with mine. “Hey, it’s
pretty clear you don’t like me very much.” He pauses and looks down towards the
ground. “But I just wanted to see how you were doing and let you know that I’m
here for you.” He hands me a napkin. “Here’s my number… Call if you ever want
to talk or if you need anything.”


I take the napkin
and before I can respond, Jenna rolls the window back up and continues to back
out of the parking lot.


Call if you need
anything is written diagonally across
the napkin along with his name and number below it.


“Hey, does the
girl’s night offer still stand?” I ask, folding the napkin in half and stuffing
it down into my purse. I need a distraction and quick.


“Sure, whatever you
need.” She looks over at me and grins, but it’s easy to see that her face holds
more remorse than anything.


 


❧


 


“Am I a bad
person?” I ask out of the blue as Jenna and I lay opposite each other on the
couch. Since we’ve been home, neither one of us has breathed a word about what
happened back at Sterling’s.


Jenna leans
forward, reaches for the remote, and pauses the movie we’re watching. She turns
back and focuses her full attention on me. “Of course, you’re not. Where’s this
coming from?”


“Tonight. The past
few months.” I shake my head, thinking of what a crazy person I’ve been. “I
feel horrible about how I’ve been treating everyone… especially you.” I look
down and fumble with the blanket that’s laying across my lap.


“Really?” she asks,
her voice sounding a little too excited.


I glance up,
studying her face, and she rearranges her features to be more sympathetic.
“Sorry, I’m not happy that you feel horrible, I’m just happy that you’re
feeling something.” She smiles nervously.


I pull the blanket
up and cover my face. “Oh, my God. It’s true then. I’m a horrible, mean witch,
aren’t I?”


Jenna jerks the
blanket away from my face. “No, you’re not. You’re sweet, caring, talented, and
the best friend a girl could ask for.”


“How can you even
say that?” I shake my head, wanting to pull the covers back up and hide myself.
“I’ve been horrible to you over the last few months. I haven’t been a good
friend. I don’t clean up after myself. I don’t bathe on a regular basis. I’m a
horrible, mean, and disgusting witch!”


She can’t help
chuckling at my outburst. She stares at me for a moment and then the smile
drops from her face as she begins to give me a thoughtful expression.


“Holly, you’ve gone
through something terrible. The way you’ve been acting is just how you’re
dealing with it. I don’t mind cleaning your dirty dishes and doing your
laundry; I can deal with you not being a good friend, too. You know why?
Because I know that one day I’m going to get my friend back. Not just pieces of
her here and there. One day, when your heart heals, I’ll get all of you back.”
She pauses and then smiles at me. “But the whole not showering thing is pretty
gross. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to tell you how bad you
smelled.”


I gasp and my mouth
falls open at her honesty. Grabbing a pillow, I chuck it towards her face.


“Hey, I’m just
being honest.” She laughs, throwing her hands up to protect herself form the
next hit. “One day, you smelled so bad that I thought I was going to have to
leave the apartment.”


I lean over, grab
another throw pillow and chuck it at her.






 

 


[bookmark: c3]Chapter
Two


 


We
must let go of the life we have planned, so as to accept the one that is
waiting for us.


~
Joseph Campbell


 


It’s impossible to understand how not
having a person in your life can totally change you, until it actually happens.
The day Adam died, it changed me—totally and completely. The happy, vivacious,
full of life girl I was when he was alive has since been replaced with a sad,
empty, shell of a person.


Most days, it feels
like I’m drowning and it takes every ounce of my strength just to keep my head
above the water.


Before losing Adam,
I never knew true heartbreak. Sure, there were times in my life where I thought
my heart had been broken, like when I was five and my favorite cat, Tiger,
died. I remember crying to my mom, asking her why my chest was hurting so bad.
She told me that my heart was just breaking for Tiger. Then, there was the time
Daniel Worthington broke up with me in eleventh grade and I thought my heart
had been shattered into a million pieces. I thought I’d never get over it, I
thought I’d never love again.


Now, after losing
Adam, I’m sure I know true, irrefutable heartbreak. Without him, it feels like
a piece of my heart is actually missing. A few days after he died, my crazy,
grief-stricken mind actually wondered if a person could live without a heart.
Not in the literal sense, of course, but in the sense that living without one
would prevent you from feeling; that, without a heart, you could be numb. I
questioned what it would be like to drift through life and just not feel;
knowing it would probably be miserable and lonely, but wondering if it would be
better than the alternative of actually feeling the pain that sometimes comes
with life.


Now, after living
like that for the last few months—totally numb and shutting out everyone I’ve
ever loved—I know you can’t live without a heart. Sure, you can exist.
You can still breathe. You can still function as a human being… but you’re not living.


It wasn’t until
this past weekend, when I had gone out with Jenna that I realized I missed feeling.
I missed going out and having fun. I missed singing. I missed my best
friend. I missed my family. And most of all, I missed me.


Looking down, I
glance at the pages in front of me that are covered with sad and depressing
words. I’m not sure why it happened this morning, but I felt an overwhelming
urge to write. I wasn’t sure what was going to come of the words, but I knew
that I at least needed to get them out of my head and down on paper; otherwise,
they would haunt me until I did.


“Hey, you’re up
early,” Jenna says through her yawn as she walks into the kitchen.


“Couldn’t sleep.” I
lift my coffee cup to my lips and take a sip.


“Anxious about
classes starting?” She stands on her tip toes and reaches for a coffee cup.


“Yeah, something
like that.” The truth is that I’m terrified. I’m not looking forward to going
back to campus. Too many memories.


“Whatcha working
on?” she asks, peering over my shoulder.


I lean over and
cover the paper with my hands.


“Come on, show me,”
she whines.


I shake my head.
“No, it’s not done yet. It’s actually just a bunch of random words.”


She comes to stand
beside me and her face brightens. “Is it a song? Oh, my God, Holly, are you
writing a song?”


I can’t help laughing
at her melodramatic optimism. “I’m trying, but it’s been a while, so I’m a
little rusty.”


She waves off my
doubt and rolls her eyes. “Whatever, it’s going to be great like they all are.
You better tell me before you sing it at open mic night. I wouldn’t miss that
for the world.”


My stomach turns at
the thought of singing any of the words that are scribbled on the piece of
paper beneath my hands. “That may be a while, so don’t hold your breath.” I
glance over at her.


“Baby steps.” She
smiles gently and then disappears down the hall.


I stare down at the
paper in front of me. My pen taps in a rhythmic beat against the sheet as I
read back over the lyrics I have written so far. They are okay, I guess, but
not great. Oh, who am I kidding, it’s crap and they’re depressing as shit.
Crumpling the piece of paper in my hand, I throw it in the trash and head to my
bedroom to get ready for school.


 


❧


 


I park on the west
side of campus in the lot adjacent to the Journalism building. Campus feels
different, weird. In the past few years, I don’t remember it being so cold when
school started, but even as cold and empty as the campus feels, it’s still
beautiful—maybe even more than I remember. The clean air, majestic mountains,
and small town feel are actually the main reasons I chose the University of
Colorado over any university in my home state of New York.


During my senior
year of high school, I had searched and applied to a few different colleges.
Most of them were in the south or midwest. It was a part of the United States
that was foreign to me so, even though it scared me and even though I wouldn’t
know another soul, I pushed myself to give it a go. It wasn’t that I was
running from anything in particular. For the most part, my family was great, a
little smothering at times, but nothing to complain about. It was strange why I
felt the internal pull inside me to get out of there... it was even more
difficult to explain it to my mom who begged me for weeks before I left to
change my mind.


When I finally
decided on the University of Colorado, I had no desire to stay in the dorms and
decided to put an ad on the university’s website, hoping to find a roommate.
Jenna replied a day later and, after meeting over coffee, something in my gut
told me she was a good person.


Three years later,
I’m still thanking my lucky stars that I found her and she’s in my life.


It was at the end
of my freshman year when I’d met Adam. He was my first in a lot of things and I
thought with all my heart that he would be my last. That’s probably why it hit
me so hard when he died. I hadn’t planned my life without him in it. Someone so
young and full of life couldn’t just be gone in the blink of an eye, could
they? Death was for the elderly, those who have lived and experienced all they
wanted from life, right?


The plans I made
for my future were always our plans. We had so many things we wanted to
do after we graduated. We talked about the adventures that we wanted to share
with each other. We talked about eventually getting married and having kids.
Adam was all about living, pushing yourself, and doing as many crazy, stupid
things as possible. So last spring, when he decided to sign up for the mountain
rescue team, it didn’t surprise me in the least. I was actually more surprised
that he hadn’t done it sooner.


Back then, it
always seemed like Adam and I would have time to do those wild and crazy things
together. Like we could do anything we wanted and didn’t have to rush because
we were only twenty-one and had our whole lives ahead of us. It wasn’t until
recently that I realized that life doesn’t work that way—that just because you
have dreams and make plans, it doesn’t mean that they will come true. I’ve
learned that life doesn’t wait on you.


 


❧


 


My nerves are on
edge all morning, but I don’t realize just how bad until I look down and see my
hand shaking as I put my keys in my purse. It’s hard to pinpoint the thing I’m
most nervous about. It could be that I haven’t talked to any of my friends from
school in months, or the fact that the smell and sight of the campus causes
painful memories to resurface. There are many of my friends that had tried to
call me right after the accident, but I’ve done a pretty good job of laying low
and avoiding people… well, if that’s what you call holing up in your apartment
and never leaving it.


If it weren’t for
Jenna, I would’ve never survived the summer. I really have no idea how she put
up with me or how I am ever going to pay her back for all that she has done for
me.


Taking a deep
breath, I make my way up the set of stairs, pull open the door and then it hits
me.


It’s amazing how a
smell can bring you back. I shuffle my feet over a few steps to the left and
lean my head back against the wall. Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to push the
memories out, but the last time I stood in this building comes rushing back to
me... the last day Adam was alive.


I was standing
in the middle of the hall, talking to a girl from my study group, when strong,
warm arms snaked around my waist. I didn’t even have to think about who it was;
I would know those long, lean arms from anywhere.


“Remember, don’t
be late... eight p.m. and not a second later,” Adam whispered as he kissed my
neck.


“Holly,” a distant,
yet familiar voice pulls me from my thoughts.


When I open my
eyes, I find myself staring into two large, sympathetic ones.


“Hi, Becca.” I
blink hard, trying to find my focus.


“You okay?” she
asks, reaching out for me, lightly touching my arm.


I nod. “Yeah, I’m
good.”


“So, what’s your
first class?” she asks, clearly trying to distract me.


“I don’t even
know.” I shake my head as I fumble around in my purse and pull out my schedule.


She sighs. “I’ve
got Dr. Langford. I hear he gives killer tests.”


My eyes scan across
the page and relief passes over me. “Looks like we’ll be miserable together, then.”
I smile timidly. Having Becca near me right now can only help distract my mind
from unhappy thoughts... or at least I hope she will.


“Really? This is so
awesome! It’s going to be so great. We have so much to catch up on. It’ll be
just like old times.”


I inhale deeply,
trying to take in her fast talking, perky voice. Just like old times.
“Yeah, it will be great.”


The first day of
class isn’t too bad. Most of my professors seem really nice, except for Dr.
Langford. Though I’m only in his presence for a couple of hours, his reputation
for being a stickler on attendance and giving really hard tests precedes him.
The most encouraging part of my day is that I’m able to avoid all the
depressing questions I have feared and dreaded.


I cut across the
courtyard and make my way back to my car, eager to get home. When I pull out my
phone, I see two missed calls and two text messages. Both missed calls are from
my mom. I switch screens and see that one of the texts is from her as well.


Mom: Call
me, please. We haven’t talked in a while. Can’t believe you’re a senior in
college! How did my baby grow up so quick?


My heart aches and
I tell myself not to let another day go by before I call her, but deep down, I
know that I probably will. It has been difficult to talk to my mom lately.
Every time I talk to her she has a pitied tone in her voice that reminds me of
when I was sick as a child, or when I was in elementary school and had a bad
day at school. It’s still difficult for my mom to get over the fact that I’m a
twenty-one-year-old woman and not five-years-old anymore.


My mom flew in and
stayed with me for a week right after the accident. She begged me, I don’t know
how many times, to come home and spend the summer in New York, saying that I
needed to be around family at a time like this. For some reason, though, I
wanted to stay home—my home in Colorado—my home with Jenna. Over the last few
years, Jenna has become my best friend, my sister; she is family to me. Still,
guilt fills me and I type a message back to my mom.


Me: I’ll call
you soon, promise.


The other text is
from Jenna and, the moment I read it, I’m unable to stop the grin from
spreading across my face, loving how well she knows just what I need at this
moment.


Jenna: Dinner at
the casa. We r celebrating our senior year with a couple bottles of wine!


I exhale a long
breath and text her back.


Me: Sounds
perfect. Do you want me to pick up something or are we ordering in?


Neither one of us
are great cooks, but we are both really good at ordering take out. Not a minute
passes before my phone chimes again.


Jenna: I’m
cooking... and shut it. It will be better this time. You’ll eat it and you’ll
love it, or you’ll lie and tell me u do.


I laugh and slide
the phone back into my purse. The heaviness that has occupied my chest over the
last few months is still with me, but for the first time in a long time, it
feels a little lighter. It feels like I am going to be okay—that everything is
going to be okay.


 


❧


 


After we’re done
with dinner, we open a second bottle of wine. It has been a long time since we
both have loosened up and had so much fun together; I’m only now realizing how
much I miss it.


“Seriously, Jenna,
that was some amazing food,” I say, filling her wine glass back up and then
mine.


“It was pretty
good, huh?” she agrees, clearly impressed with herself. “Okay.” She clears her
throat and raises her glass for her second toast of the night. “Here’s
to our senior year, may it be full of epic memories.”


Our glasses clink
and I chuckle, feeling the effects from the first bottle of wine hit me like a
ton of bricks.


“What’s so funny?”
Jenna narrows her hazy gaze, or tries to, and that’s when I know she’s tipsy.


“Let’s see, your
first toast was for us to have as much wicked fun as possible this year, and
now it’s epic memories? Epic? Wicked? ” I laugh and repeat her choice of words.
“I don’t know; I’ve just never heard you say those things before.” Between her
excellent cooking skills and some new vocabulary, I wonder what other new
things I’ve missed about my best friend over the past few months.


A goofy smile
stretches across her face. “Yeah, I actually hate those words. It’s just
something I picked up from Josh. I’ve told him to stop saying them because it
makes him sound stupid and immature and here I am saying them, too.”


As soon as she
finishes talking, she curses under her breath and her eyes grow wide.


“Who’s Josh?” I
ask.


“Shit, Holly. I
didn’t mean to bring him up. It’s this stupid wine and we’ve been having such a
good time. It just slipped,” she rambles, meets my gaze, and an anxious look
appears on her face.


I raise an eyebrow,
wondering what she’s freaking out about. “Jenna, relax… All you did was mention
a guy’s name.”


“You’re right.” She
laughs nervously and rolls her eyes. “It’s stupid.”


“So who’s Josh?”
It’s obvious that she wants to drop the subject which just makes me more
curious.


“Um…” She hesitates
for a minute, licking her lips. “He’s just some guy I’ve been talking to.”


“What?! And you
kept this from me!?” My voice is louder than usual and I know it must be from
the wine.


Her face falls.
“Well, I just didn’t want to bring up a guy in front of you. I know you’re
still dealing, you know, with your own stuff. I may be a bitch, but I’m not a
cold hearted one.”


I fall back in my
seat. My heart stings when I realize what just happened. My best friend just
admitted that she has been intentionally keeping things from me—important
things. I used to be the first person she ran to when a new guy entered her
life.


“How long have you
been talking to him?”


She takes another
sip of wine and swallows hard before responding. “A few months.”


“Jenna! That’s the
longest you ever stuck with one guy.”


“Damn, Holly, stop
yelling.” Her hand flies to her head and she begins to rub circles around her
right temple. “All of your yelling is giving me a headache.”


I roll my eyes at
her dramatic tone. “Sorry, I just found out that my best friend has been
talking to a guy for months and didn’t tell me,” I say, trying to keep my voice
at a decent volume. “Doesn’t that break the code of best friends somehow? Our
code?”


When we were
freshman we made a pact to always be there for each other, no matter what—or
who—came between us. If I’m being honest, I totally botched that pact on my
end, something I feel really bad about.


She sighs and
swirls around her wine. Both of us watch it go round and round in her glass,
not able to meet each other’s eyes. Of course I understand why this topic is a
sensitive subject, but it still hurts that she’s keeping something like this
from me.


“I wanted to tell
you, Holly... believe me, but I wanted to give you some time to heal a little
more first,” she says finally.


I feel a tug at my
heart. “And I love you for that, but you’re not getting off that easy. I want
to hear all about him. He must be important to you if he’s lasted this long.” I
look up and meet her gaze.


“He is important,”
she says and a slow smile creeps across her lips. It’s like a switch is turned
on and love potion is freaking oozing out of her. “Well,” she begins, “his name
is Josh Abbott and he’s a student at CU. We met a few months ago at
Sterling’s—”


“Wait,” I interrupt
her. “Is that the guy you were hanging all over the other night?”


“I was not!” she
fires back, but the smile spreading across her face tells me that I’m right.


“He’s cute.” I smile.


“Yeah, he is, isn’t
he?” She sighs. “And not just that, but he’s sweet and fun and smart. And, oh,
my God, he loves to cook. On our first few dates he didn’t take me out, he
actually cooked for me at his house. No one has ever cooked for me! And now, he’s
teaching me to cook. Sure, he says stupid things like epic and wicked, but
he’s…” Her voice trails off when she realizes that she’s been gushing. “Oh God,
sorry. I shouldn’t be going on and on.”


“Don’t stop. I want
details.”


“You sure you’re
okay?” she asks, her face dripping with pity.


“Yes,” I say,
giving her a pointed look. “Now, don’t make me kick your ass. Continue telling
me all about your cute, amazing boyfriend, who loves to cook, says stupid
things like epic and wicked, and that you’ve been hiding from me for months.”


She gives me a
playful scowl and then takes a deep breath as she eases back into her chair. I
lean back and get comfortable, too; listening as she gushes about the guy she’s
been crushing on. It’s really crazy because I’ve never seen her so wrapped up
in a guy like this before. Usually, she’s with a guy for a couple weeks, he
ends up annoying her, she dumps him and then moves on to the next guy. It pains
me to know that she’s had to keep all this bottled up for so long.


Once she finishes,
I can’t help shaking my head and laughing. “Wow, you’ve got it bad, don’t you?”


She sighs and
closes her eyes. “Yeah, I think I do.”


My heart feels
warm, knowing that she is happy and has found someone. “Well, I can’t wait to
meet him.”


Her eyes pop open
and she swallows deeply as a worried look crosses her face.


“What is it?” I
ask.


She takes another
sip of her wine and bites her bottom lip, hesitating. “There’s something I have
to tell you about him.” She pauses and exhales loudly, refusing to meet my
eyes. “Something that I don’t think you’re gonna like.”


“Okay,” I draw out
the word. My mind is moving a mile a minute, trying to figure out what could
possibly be so bad. What would cause her to be so nervous?


“Jenna, come on,
tell me.” The look on her face is killing me.


She takes in a
large breath. “He’s… um… he volunteers on the mountain… he’s part of the rescue
team.” The last few words that come out of her mouth are barely above a
whisper, but I hear them loud and clear.


My stomach twists
and instinctively my arms wrap themselves around my midsection as I squeeze
down. It’s something I’ve done over the last few months in order to stop the
pain from spreading throughout my body. It never really works, of course, but
it’s just become a habit now. A few seconds pass and I release the hold on my
stomach, finally feeling like I can breathe again. It’s sad to know that just a
few words can still cause such horrible pain.


“I’m so stupid. I
shouldn’t have said anything.” Jenna shakes her head and stares down at the
table.


“Hey,” I say,
swallowing the lump that’s rising in my throat. “It’s—it’s fine.”


“Really? ‘Cause you
don’t look fine. You look...” her voice trails off.


“Really, Jenna.
It’s okay.”


“You sure? ‘Cause I
won’t talk about him if it’s gonna hurt you or if you need more time.”


“Jenna.” My voice
is firm and I try my hardest to stretch my lips and form something resembling a
smile. “Do you hear yourself? You’re willing to never talk about your boyfriend
in front of me because he’s part of the rescue team. Don’t be silly. I’m not
that fragile.”


Deep down I know
that I probably am, and every time that she mentions him from now on I’ll think
of Adam, but I’m not about to tell Jenna that. I owe her so much and she
deserves this. She deserves to meet someone and fall in love. She deserves to
be happy.


“Well, there’s one
more thing. I guess I’ll just get it all out now.” She takes in another deep
breathe.


I relax a little,
knowing nothing she says can be as bad as what she just told me.


“He’s friends with
Carter,” she finally blurts out.


Okay, so I was
wrong. Things could get worse.


“Best friends,” she
adds.


Okay, way worse.


“And they’re
roommates.”


Shit.


I close my eyes.
Why? Why does her boyfriend have to be best friends with a guy that I can’t
breathe around? The guy that, with just one look at his face, one word from his
lips, makes all the memories I’ve tried to forget come rushing back.


It’s fine, I tell
myself. I can continue to avoid him. Just because Jenna’s boyfriend is best
friends with Carter, it doesn’t mean that I’ll have to start being friends or
anything with him, right? There’s a chance that our paths would’ve crossed at
some point and I’m going to have to get over it eventually, right? I open my
eyes back up and find Jenna looking at me intently.


“So on a scale from
zero to a shitload, how much do you hate me right now?” Jenna asks, her
expression guarded.


I force out a laugh
and shake my head. “Zero. If he makes you this happy, then I’ll deal with it.”


“Really?” She
sounds relieved. “A part of me knows you’re full of shit, but the other part of
me loves you for wanting to try.”


“Can we make a
deal?” I ask, still trying to get a grip on my emotions.


“Sure.” Her voice
is hesitant.


“From now on, no
more secrets. No more treating me like I’m some fragile little egg that could
crack at any moment. And most of all, no more hiding cute guys you’re dating.”
I smile at her. “I need you to be normal and treat me normal, so I can be
normal again.”


“Normal,” she
repeats and nods her head. “I think I can do that.”
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Three


 


You cannot find peace by avoiding life.


~ Virginia Woolf


 


Friday’s here
before I know it and my first week of senior year is officially over. Even
though there were days when I dreaded starting school again, I have to admit that
it feels good to get back into a routine and have something to focus on besides
my own internal depressing thoughts.


More than anything,
though, I’m looking forward to getting my life back, hanging out with Jenna,
and maybe even having a little fun in the process. I overheard a few girls in
class talking about a new club across from campus. It had opened this summer
and is a great place to go and dance. It has been so long since Jenna and I
have had a girl’s night out.


When I get home, I
find Jenna in her closet. She’s kneeling down on the floor with her back
towards me and clothes are flying in every direction.


“What are you
doing?” I ask, catching a shirt before it hits my face. I glance around her
room, eyeing the clothes and shoes that are strewn across her floor and bed.


“I can’t find my
blue top; you know the one that makes my boobs look really good?” Her voice is
slightly panicked.


“You mean the one
with the sequins across the neckline?”


“Yes! Have you seen
it?” She glances back over her left shoulder, her eyes hopeful.


I nod, smiling. “It
was hanging in the laundry room this morning.”


“Ugh, the one place
I haven’t looked.” She sighs and pushes herself up off the floor. “I’ve been
looking for that shirt everywhere.”


“Hey, do you have
plans tonight?” I ask, following her back through the living room and into the
kitchen. I open the fridge door, hoping to find something remotely healthy to
snack on, but as I scan the empty shelves, I settle for a bottle of water.


“I was hoping we
would have plans.” She glances at me over her shoulder. “Now hear me out before
you say anything, okay?”


“Okay.” I answer,
my voice cautious. Sure, I wanted to go out tonight, but the look on her face
and tone in her voice make me nervous as to what she’s about to propose.


“Well, there’s a
barbeque tonight at Josh’s place, but don’t worry, I’ve already checked and
Carter won’t be there,” she finishes all in one breathe. I guess to make sure I
don’t give her a resounding no before she can get it all out.


I take a large gulp
of water and swallow. Before I answer, I scan over her features and see the
desperation in her eyes. It makes me realize that this is exactly what I don’t
want to happen. I don’t want the issue I have with Carter to get in the way of
my relationship with my best friend or her relationship with her boyfriend. As
much as I don’t want to admit it, Carter not being there is a step in the right
direction and, for that reason alone, it increases my chances of going.


“Sounds fun.” I
shrug, taking another sip of water.


“Really?” she asks,
her eyes wide. “That easy? You’re not going to make me beg?”


I shake my head.


“Wow, I thought I
was going to have to promise you my first born or something.”


 


❧


 


We pull up to a
house where a few cars line the driveway and along the curb. It’s a nice
house—a really nice house. I look around the neighborhood and wonder how two
college students can afford to have a place like this.


“Crazy, nice house,
huh?” Jenna asks, taking the words right out of my mouth.


“Yeah, really nice.
Is this one of their parents’ house or something?” I peer out the window and
take in the two story house that’s covered in river rock and redwood. There’s a
flag stone path leading up to the expansive front porch.


“Yeah, it’s Josh’s
parents’ place... one of many. They have like five houses spread out over the
country. Why couldn’t I have been blessed with rich parents that gave me their
big, badass house to spend my college years in?”


“Hey, I like our
apartment,” I argue and glare over at her, pretending to be offended.


She smiles. “You’re
right. The house may be super badass, but it doesn’t come with you, so I’d give
it back in a heartbeat.”


I return her smile
and then shift my eyes back to the house in front of me. Nerves are swimming
around in my stomach and I try to tell myself to calm down. This is not a big
deal. It’s just a small get together at my best friend’s boyfriend’s house. It’s
not a big deal.


“You okay?” Jenna
asks when she turns the car off.


“Yeah, I’m good.”


“You sure? You
kinda look like you’re gonna puke.”


I turn to glare at
her again, this time not pretending. “Thanks. Real confidence booster.”


“Kidding.” She
smiles. “You look beautiful as always. Now, let’s go have some fun.”


We get out of the
car, walk up the flagstone path, and directly into the house, not even
bothering to knock. I find it odd, but then, I have to remind myself that Jenna
and this guy, Josh, have been dating for a few months now. I’m sure it is
totally comfortable for her to just walk into his house. We enter into a foyer
that’s covered with slate tile where I can hear voices and laughter floating
down the hall. My whole body feels warm and my hands are clammy, something that
happens to me when I get really nervous. Running my hands down the front of my
jeans, I try to get a grip on myself. It’s crazy to think that I’m this
nervous. They are just people—normal human beings—not aliens from another
planet.


Jenna loops her arm
through mine and tows me down the hall and into the living room. She introduces
me to a few people as we make our way to the kitchen. They are mostly guys—guys
that I’ve never met before and yet, a few of them look familiar. I must have
seen them around campus or something, I tell myself.


The guy I had seen
Jenna hanging all over at Sterling’s is leaning against the kitchen counter
with his arms crossed, talking with another guy. “Hey, there you are, babe,” he
says when he spots Jenna. A huge smile appears on his face, but the moment his
eyes meet mine, his expression changes. Shock and pity cross his face.


Great.


“Josh, this is
Holly. Holly, Josh,” she says when we approach him. Her smile is growing larger
by the second as she glances between the two of us.


“Hey, it’s good to
meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.” Josh sets down his can of Red Bull and
holds out his right hand.


“Yeah, I’ve heard a
lot about you, too.” I return his smile and we shake hands.


There’s an awkward
silence and I search my mind for something to say. Luckily, Josh speaks up and
bails me out.


“Well, why don’t
you two ladies go grab a drink and head out back? I’ve fired up the grill and
I’m about to put the steaks on.” He winks at Jenna and she blushes, biting her
lip. I can’t help being shocked at her reaction. I’ve just never seen her act
like this around a guy before.


“That sounds like a
great idea,” Jenna says, grabbing my hand. She tugs me down a long hallway that
eventually dead ends into the garage.


“He’s cute and he
seems really nice,” I say when we’re finally alone.


“Yeah, he’s pretty
great. I keep trying to find something wrong with him, but he’s just too
perfect.” She sighs and pulls open the refrigerator, which is stocked full of
every beer known to man. I look around the garage and take in the dart board on
the far back wall, the pool table that’s centered in the room and a brown leather
couch against the back wall. I quickly realize that this isn’t a garage—this is
a man cave. I also can’t help noticing how Jenna looks so at home; walking into
Josh’s house, knowing all of his friends, and making a bee line to where he
keeps his beer. It makes me wonder how many times she has been here since
they’ve been seeing each other.


It seemed like she
was always at our apartment this summer, never wanting to leave my side, but I
guess there were a few nights when she went out. She had begged me to go with
her, but I had always told her no.


“He didn’t know I
was coming over, did he?” I ask as she hands me a beer. She pops the caps off
both our beers before meeting my eyes again and then she gives me that look.
The look I’ve seen a million times before. The girl is extremely talented when
it comes to expressing an emotion with just her face. Since I have been her
roommate and best friend for over three years, I have come to know most of
them. This specific one is her please-don’t-hate-me face.


“Well, when he told
me about the barbeque, I asked if Carter was going to be here. I told him that
I was going to invite you and I wasn’t sure you were ready to see Carter again
so soon. Really, I didn’t think it mattered anyway because I didn’t think you
would actually come.”


“Don’t worry about
it,” I tell her. “It’s not like it’s a big deal. I just couldn’t help but see
the shock on his face when he saw me, is all.”


“Well, he knows how
important you are to me and he also knows what you’ve been through. I don’t think
it was shock as much as it was the fact that he was glad to finally meet you.”
She smiles. “Now, let’s get out of this stuffy garage and go have some fun.”
She takes my free hand and begins to pull me out the door.


We have only been
here for an hour, but I already find myself wanting to go home. I’m not trying
to be a downer; however, the only reason I keep smiling and pretending to have
a good time is for Jenna’s benefit. Everyone is really nice, especially Josh,
and it’s easy to see that the two of them make a great couple.


“Shit,” Jenna says
under her breath, interrupting the conversation she’s having with a guy named
Paul.


I glance over at
her, wondering what has made her say that. My eyes follow her gaze to the guy
who just walked outside. Although I don’t express her same words out loud, I’m
definitely thinking them. Carter is here, standing just a few feet from me. My
eyes follow his every step as he makes his way around the crowd, shaking a few
peoples’ hands, and then his eyes find mine. I close my eyes and my mind
immediately goes back to that night.


After the phone
call, the one where the voice on the other end told me to get to St. Anthony’s
hospital as soon as possible, I sat on the bed, unable to move. Blood pounded
in my ears and the words “there’s been an accident,” played on repeat in my
head. There should have been an urge for me to rush out of his apartment... to
panic... to cry or to scream. Instead, I just sat back down on Adam’s bed and
stared around at his clothes, the pictures scattered on his dresser—most of
them containing pictures of the two of us—and then I glanced over to my right,
seeing the flower petals still scattered around the floor in his living room.


After trying to
call Jenna a few times and not getting an answer, I decided to go to the
hospital alone. I walked into the emergency room, still in a daze, not even
remembering the actual drive over there.


The moment I
walked in, the bright lights blinded me and the pungent smell of the hospital
caused my stomach to roll a few times. My eyes wandered around the large room,
where an older woman eyed me up and down, then leaned over and whispered
something into her husband’s ear. Soon, he began to stare at me as well. My
eyes drifted downward and that was the first time I realized what I was
wearing. My white tank top, pink pajama pants, and white fluffy slippers stared
back at me. There was an immediate reaction to run home and change, thinking
there was no way I could go talk to anyone looking like this. No, I told myself. Adam... you need to find out
about Adam.


I saw a small
group of guys huddled together near the doors leading into the operating rooms.
All of them were wearing the same grave faces and each of them had on a red
mountain rescue jacket. The same jacket that I had seen Adam wearing just a few
hours ago. My eyes scanned the group and not one of them noticed me until a
short guy in the back met my gaze. Jake or John, I think was his name. Adam had
brought me out to the mountain rescue headquarters once and I remembered
meeting him. He whispered something under his breath and then, slowly, every
guy in the group turned their heads to focus on me. It was at that moment I
knew that I couldn’t go home and change clothes, I couldn’t run away from what
I was about to hear, I couldn’t go anywhere because my legs were frozen and
couldn’t move; they actually felt like they were about to give out from beneath
me. The looks on their faces said it all and I felt like I had been punched in
the stomach with an iron fist, stealing all the air out of my lungs.


The tallest guy
in the group began to walk towards me. His sandy brown hair was disheveled and
I immediately saw the sadness in his eyes. I don’t think I blinked the entire
time it took him to get to me, which seemed like an eternity, but in reality,
was probably just a few seconds. His chocolate brown eyes never left mine, and
when he finally came within a few inches of me, he reached out and grabbed my
arms lightly. For some reason I flinched and took a step back, not wanting to
be touched. Not wanting what was about to come out of his mouth to be real. I
still held out hope that this was all just a horrible dream and, by him
touching me—feeling the warmth of his skin—it made the dream a reality.


“You’re Holly,
right?” he asked me, his face not able to hide the pain. I could only nod my
head. “My name is Carter. Will you come and sit with me?”


I nodded again,
still staring into his chocolate brown eyes that I could now see were outlined
in red, like he’d been crying. The front of his jacket was smeared with dirt
and it was ripped down the left side.


My chest felt
like it was being crushed and I fought to catch my breath. Oh, God, I thought to myself. I’m already freaking
out and he hasn’t even told me anything, yet. Somehow, I’m not even sure how, I
knew the moment I got the phone call that Adam was gone, or at least, I had
suspected it. Now, after seeing Carter’s face up close, I knew for sure.


“Holly.” Jenna’s
voice pulls me from my memory. When I open my eyes, I still see Carter standing
just a few feet from me, his chocolate brown eyes still holding mine. I have to
remind myself to breathe. Breaking the focus I have on him, I glance around and
see how everyone is staring right at me. I must have dazed out a lot longer
than I thought.


“Let’s go get
another beer,” Jenna says, standing up and blocking my view of Carter, breaking
the trance he holds on me. Everyone continues to stare as she grabs my hand,
pulls me around the fire pit, and towards the back door. I can’t ignore the way
she glares over at Josh before we disappear back into the house. She looks
pissed and I can’t help but feel horrible for what just happened.


We walk back down
the hall and, the moment we step in the garage, she turns to face me. “God,
Holly, I’m so sorry. Josh told me that he wasn’t going to be here tonight. He
said that Carter had made plans to go back to his parents’ house in Denver for
the weekend. Please don’t hate me.” Her face falls when she’s done talking and
I can’t help feeling worse with each passing second. She has no reason to
apologize. This is my problem. I am the one who should be apologizing. I
just made a scene out there, embarrassing her in front of her boyfriend and new
friends.


“It’s fine, Jenna.”
I blink hard. “Carter lives here, right? He’s allowed to come home.”


“No, it’s not
fine.” She whirls around and jerks open the refrigerator. “I’m gonna kick
Josh’s ass for this. I specifically asked him if Carter was going to be here
tonight.”


“Jenna,” I say more
firmly, the guilt is rising up in my throat, causing it to feel thick. “I’m
fine. I know I can’t avoid him forever.” I try to keep my voice steady.
“Especially since my best friend is dating his best friend. I need to deal with
this. You shouldn’t be mad at Josh.”


She still looks
pissed as she turns back around and hands me a beer.


In the back of my
mind I know that, if it were possible to avoid him forever, I would. It may be
a chicken shit move, but it’s the truth.


“God, I’m sorry. I
haven’t even asked you; are you alright?”


I glance up at her.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine. I do think you should go apologize to Josh, though,” I
tell her and can’t help smiling at the reaction her face makes at my
suggestion.


“And why the hell
would I apologize to him?” She tilts her beer up and takes a long drink.


“Um, maybe because
you just gave him the most evil, crazy, psycho, stare down ever when you pulled
me inside the house. Seriously, you looked at him like you wanted to gut him or
something. It’s not his fault,” I tell her again. “It’s not anyone’s fault.
This is their house. If Carter wants to come home to his house, then he should
be able to.”


She lets out a long
sigh and her shoulders fall, releasing the built up tension she’s been holding.
“Damn, when you put it that way, you make me sound like a bitch.”


“Well, if the shoe
fits.” I grin at her, hoping to get a smile out of her.


She glowers at
first, but then a smirk appears on her face.


“We need to act
normal, remember?” I remind her. “I know that it’s going to take me a while,
but I’m really trying to get better. I’m trying...” my voice trails off and I
take in a deep breath, “I’m trying to move on.”


“Right. Normal.”
She nods her head. “Sorry, I forgot. I just saw that look on your face when you
saw him and, when you closed your eyes; I knew that you were going back to that
night.”


The last thing I
want to do is keep talking or reminiscing about that night. “Go apologize to
Josh,” I tell her again, giving her a pointed look and hoping to turn the focus
off myself.


She sighs and takes
another drink from her beer. “Guess you’re right.” She starts walking to the
doors, stops, and then turns back to me. “You coming?”


“Yeah, I’ll be
right behind you.” I muster everything I have inside me and give her a smile,
hoping she’ll believe it. The one thing I need right now is time alone, yet
Jenna won’t give it to me unless she thinks that I’m alright.


“Okay, I’ll see you
out there.”


When she’s gone, I
lean myself back up against the wall and take in a few deep breaths.
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Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be
lived forwards.


~ Søren Kierkegaard


 


CARTER


I fucking knew
it. This morning before class, Josh
said that he wanted to have a few people over for a barbeque tonight and wanted
to know if I was cool with it. I didn’t really think too much of it; none of
that is unusual. Overall, he’s a pretty cool roommate and he is always
courteous with things like that. What was weird and what made me suspicious was
the fact he wouldn’t quit asking me what my plans were, he wanted to know if I
was going to be around. It wasn’t until he told me that Jenna was coming and
she was inviting Holly that it all made sense.


Before I answered
him, I thought about it for a minute. I’ve been trying to get in touch with
Holly for months; however, her bodyguard of a best friend all but threatened to
kill me if I ever got close to her.


Josh and Jenna have
been dating for a few months now and she comes over to the house a few times a
week. She doesn’t talk to me much, but it really doesn’t bother or surprise me.
I’m used to the people who were close to Adam treating me that way. Sometimes
she spends the night, but she always wakes up really early to leave, like she’s
sneaking out or something.


Since there is only
a single, thin wall separating Josh’s bedroom from mine, and I didn’t want to
hear them enjoying themselves all night, I’d usually sleep on the couch in the
living room, or if it’s warm enough, on the couch in the garage. When I would
hear her car start up and I knew she was gone, I‘d head back up to my room.


So before I leave
for class, I lie, telling Josh that I won’t be around this weekend. I tell him
I’m going home to see my mom in Denver. I feel a little bad for lying to him,
but I know that if I said that I will be here, then Holly definitely
wouldn’t be.


Ever since that
night at the hospital when I told her about the accident, she avoids me like
I’m the fucking plague. Like the other night at Sterling’s, she practically had
a panic attack the moment she saw me. All I want to do is talk to her and make
sure she’s okay—to see if there’s anything I can do for her.


When I walk out
into the backyard and see her sitting next to Jenna, my stomach twists into
something horrible, making me feel like I’m going to be sick. I’m not sure why,
maybe it’s just nerves from thinking there’s a chance I’ll actually get to talk
to her this time.


Casually, I walk
around and greet a few people. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Josh
staring at me. It’s not until my eyes meet Holly’s, and her expression falls,
do I realize how much pain she’s still in. It kills me to know that just seeing
me does this to her; that I cause her so much pain. I’ll never forget the way
she looked at me in the hospital that night, the same way she’s looking at me
right now; it’s one of the saddest things I’ve ever seen. The image of her
standing in the hospital with that terrified look on her face is all I see when
I close my eyes at night. Well, that and maybe a few other images that I’d
rather forget.


Just like that
night at Sterling’s, Jenna drags her away from me. When they disappear inside
the house, Josh is at my side.


“What are you doing
here, man?” he asks with a bitter tone.


“I live here,” I
say, shouldering past him, not feeling like talking or hearing him complain to
me.


“Don’t be a smart
ass,” he says, following right behind me. “I asked you this morning if you were
gonna be around this weekend and you said you were going home to Denver.”


“Yeah, and I
changed my mind.” I turn around, facing him. “Am I not allowed to be here? Is
that it?” I challenge.


He flinches from my
tone and then changes his stance. “Shit, dude,” he says under his breath. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to just attack you like that. It’s just, Jenna asked me
this morning if you were gonna be here and I told her no. So, I’m—I’m assuming
that’s why Holly came.” He shakes his head and hangs it low. “I’m just gonna
keep my mouth shut.”


I relax my
shoulders and feel the tension ease from my jaw. It’s hard to be mad at him.
The last few months he’s had to juggle his new girlfriend and his best friend
not getting along.


“You know what? I
can feel that I’m not wanted, I’m just gonna go. I didn’t mean to cause a
scene,” I say, and it’s the truth. The last thing I want to do is hurt Holly,
or get Josh in trouble with his crazy-ass girlfriend. The only thing I want to
do is see Holly and maybe talk to her for a minute; make sure she’s doing okay.
As I start to walk off, Josh pushes against my shoulder.


“Hey, you don’t
have to leave, man. You are wanted here,” he says. “Just—just lay low and we’ll
see what happens, okay?”


The more I think
about it, the worse I feel for getting him in trouble with his girlfriend. I’m
about to apologize, but then I realize that I’m not sorry. If lying is what I
have to do in order to see Holly and try to talk to her, then I’ll do it again.


Holly and Jenna
have been gone for about ten minutes. I’m sitting on the picnic table talking
to Paul and Josh is sitting near the barbeque pit, manning the steaks, when I
see Jenna come back outside. She’s alone and heads straight for Josh. I fear
that she’s about to slap the shit out of him or something when, instead, she
lands on his lap and begins to whisper something in his ear. He smiles, grabs
her ass as they start to kiss, and I blow out the large breath I’ve been holding
in. Even though I’ve had to endure her coming over and being a bitch to me the
last few months, I still don’t want to cause any trouble between the two of
them.


Over the past few
months, I witnessed plenty of their make out sessions—among other things—and I
know that it will be a while before they come up for air. Pushing myself up off
the picnic table, I decide to head up to my room and avoid causing any more
trouble. I take the side door, through the garage, to escape Jenna seeing me
and tearing my head off. When I open the door and walk in, I’m shocked to see
Holly in there. Her eyes are closed and she’s leaning her head back against the
wall. I can’t help staring at her for a moment, thinking back to that night
when I first saw her—first held her in my arms. The night she cried in them for
over an hour.


That night, it took
everything inside me not to cry with her because I felt like it was my fault
she was crying in the first place, and because I knew what it felt like to have
someone you love stolen from you in the blink of an eye.


Even though
everyone tells me that what happened to Adam that night was an accident, that I
did nothing wrong, I still feel guilty as hell for what happened. It was also
that night that my worst nightmare was confirmed, that I was a curse and people
around me die.


I’m not sure what
to say, so I clear my throat to let her know that I’m there. She flinches and
her eyes open. It doesn’t take long for her eyes to find mine and I expect her
to say something—to turn and run away—but she doesn’t say a word or move an
inch. She just stares at me. I take a couple steps forward, shift my body
around the pool table, and then lean back against it, still keeping the
distance between us.


“You don’t like me
much, do you?” I ask, looking down towards the concrete floor. I’m not sure why
I chose those specific words to say to her, it’s just the first thing that came
to mind. After a few seconds of silence, I glance up, scan her features, and
then my eyes drop down to her waist. Her arms are wrapped around her midsection
in a tight grip. It’s as if she’s trying to protect herself from me and it’s
killing me.


“I barely know
you,” she finally whispers and my eyes are drawn back up to her face. She
shakes her head. “I mean, I’ve only met you once and, even then, I don’t think
we ever really met.”


I swallow hard.
Since I’m not sure what to say to her in return, I just nod my head. I want to
ask her how she’s doing, but it just doesn’t seem appropriate. When I asked her
that question at Sterling’s the other night, she looked at me like I was
actually causing her physical pain before Jenna pulled her away.


“Jenna doesn’t like
me much, does she?” I ask. Immediately, I feel like an idiot for asking that
question, but it’s the only thing I can think to say and the silence between us
is beginning to feel like a knife twisting in my gut.


“I think she likes
you.” She shrugs and releases the hold she has around her waist. I can’t ignore
the sadness in her eyes. It’s as if she’s holding the pain of the world on her
shoulders and, with everything that I have inside me, I want to take the pain
away. Just like I wanted to do the night of the accident.


“Yeah, well, she’s
kind of hard to read.” I can’t help smiling at my own understatement. “After
her and Josh started dating, she all but threatened to kill me if I came
anywhere near you… Actually, I think she did threaten death at one point or
another.”


A tiny laugh
escapes her and a smile tugs at her lips. My heart hammers when I hear it and
it beats even harder when I see the smile on her face. It feels like my heart
is being woken up for the first time in months.


“Sounds like her.
She’s pretty protective.” She clears her throat and the smile disappears from
her lips.


On the inside, I
smile again because protective isn’t the word I would’ve used. Something along
the lines of crazy or psycho comes to mind. “It’s good, you know,
to have friends like that.” She looks up at me and, as hard as I try, I can’t
tear my eyes away from her.


“Yeah, it is,” she
agrees.


The stare we’re
holding on each other is interrupted by the door to the house swinging open. My
eyes fly towards it and I see Josh standing there, sticking his head through
the opening. “Damn, dude. I’ve been looking for you everywhere. There’s a code
three on Berthoud Pass, you in?”


I nod my head a
couple times and then my eyes float back over and focus on Holly.


“Shit,” Josh
breathes. “I didn’t see you back there Holly.”


“It’s okay,” she
tells him, but her eyes never leave mine.


“Um…” Josh
hesitates for a second. “You and Jenna are welcome to crash here tonight, but
Carter and I gotta run out for a while.”


I can’t ignore how
he doesn’t tell her exactly where we’re going or what we’re doing. I’m sure
he’s trying to protect her, but I can see it in her face that she’s not fooled.
She knows exactly where we’re heading.


Finally, she breaks
away from my gaze and turns to Josh, smiling, but the smile isn’t real, it’s
forced. “Thanks. I’ll talk to Jenna and see what she wants to do.”


Josh leans back
inside the house, blocking Holly’s view of him. He tilts his head, giving me a
strange expression before shutting the door, and we’re alone again.


“It was good to see
you, Holly,” I say.


Her lips stretch
out and form a smile, but again, it’s forced. I’ve only been in the company of
this girl for a few minutes, yet I can tell the difference between her fake
smile and a real one. “You too, Carter; be careful up there.”


I propel myself off
the pool table and head for the door, but stop just a few feet shy of it. A
part of me is telling myself to just keep focused—keep walking, go get dressed,
and head to the mountain—but there’s another part of me, a large part, that
doesn’t want our conversation to end like this. If I’m being honest, I don’t
want to leave this room until I see her smile again; a real one that lights up
her eyes and breathes some life back into me.


Without even
thinking about it, I turn back around and find her looking right at me. It
catches me off guard and, for a second, I lose my train of thought. I shove my
hands in my pockets and take a couple steps towards her. “Hey, would you like
to have some coffee sometime? With me?” I mumble. Shit, I can’t even believe
those words even made it out of my mouth.


For a moment she
just stares at me, but then she finally speaks. “I’m, uh… pretty busy… you
know, with school just starting back…” her voice trails off.


I nod and turn back
around, wanting to kick my own ass for even asking her.


“Hey, Carter,” she
calls as I reach for the door. I turn around and find her looking at me again.
“Coffee sounds good.” She smiles—a real one this time—and it happens, my heart
proves it’s still there; the pain in it lifts just a little.


 


❧


 


Josh and I are
driving up the mountain road and we haven’t talked much since we got in the
car. My mind has been focused on one thing since we left the house—or
really—just one person. I can’t stop thinking of the way Holly’s face lit up
when she smiled. Not the fake smiles, the real ones that chip away the pain in
my chest and allow me to feel free for the first time in months.


“Dude, where’s your
head right now?” Josh asks and my thoughts of Holly fade away. I shove my gear
shift down with more force than is needed and glance over in his direction.


I take a deep
breathe in and slowly blow it out. “Nowhere, man.”


“Well it needs to
be focused on what’s about to go on up there. Are you sure you’re ready for
this? You don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”


My eyes focus back
on the road and I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white. I tell
myself to calm down, to not let myself get worked up. Not now. “I know, and I’m
ready,” I say, relaxing my hands and letting out another large breath.


“So what were you
and Holly talking about in there?” Josh asks. “Jenna would’ve freaked if she
knew you were in there with her.”


“Yeah, I know.” I
sigh. “But we were just talking. We weren’t alone very long before you came
in.”


“Sorry, man, I know
Jenna can be a little harsh sometimes, but she’s just protective over Holly.
You understand, right?”


“Yeah, I get it.” I
tell him and it’s the truth. I get sticking up for your best friend and not
wanting them to be hurt more than they have to. I know because the dude sitting
beside me has been that kind of friend to me my entire life.


“I guess Jenna’s
not mad at you then?” I ask.


He laughs. “Nah,
she’s good.”


In my peripheral
vision I see him tilt his can of red bull upside down and chug it. When he’s
done, he burps, crushes the can in his hand, and throws it on the floor.


“Dude, pick your
shit up.” I shake my head at him.


“Do you really
think one little can is going to mess up this piece of junk car you have any
more than it already is?”


“An ’83 FJ Cruiser
is not a piece of junk; it’s a classic,” I correct him.


He bends down and
picks up the can. “Whatever, man.”


We pull up to the
mountain rescue headquarters and, before I shut the car off and jump out, I
glance out through my windshield to look up towards the mountain in front of
me. There’s a large part of me that is scared out of my mind, scared that maybe
I am cursed and bad things will always happen when I’m around. I’m scared that
I will have a flashback to the night of the accident, freak out once I get up
there, and cause something terrible to happen. There’s another part of me that
is desperate to get back up there, knowing that it’s the only way I’m going to
get past this.


 


HOLLY


After agreeing to go
out for coffee with Carter, I stare at him until he disappears back into the
house. When he’s out of sight, my head falls back against the wall and there’s
nothing I can do to stop the memories from coming back at full speed.


Carter guided me
to the chairs a few steps away. I remember not wanting to reach the chairs,
knowing that when we got there, he would tell me what I felt like I already
knew. A part of me felt thankful that he was holding onto me now because I felt
as though my legs were about to give out at any moment.


Finally, we
reached the chairs and he gently guided me down to sit. For a moment he didn’t
say anything. He could barely even look me in the eye. It’s as if he knew what
he was about to tell me was going to shatter my world into a million different
pieces.


“Holly,” he
finally said, his voice was guarded and soft. “Adam was in an accident while we
were coming down the mountain and he... he... he didn’t make it.”


The ringing in
my ears began the second he started talking. The pressure on my chest and pain
in my heart didn’t start until he actually said those words, though. He didn’t make it. Deep down, I already knew he was
gone from the moment I got that phone call. I guess I just didn’t want to
believe it. My whole body began to tremble as I looked into Carter’s eyes.


For a moment,
there was nothing except silence and no tears fell from my eyes. Even though I
knew what he said, I still didn’t want to believe it. I think I was still in
shock. Then, as if a light switch went off in my brain, the tears began to fall
and I couldn’t stop them for anything in the world.


Carter pulled me
in his arms and held me. I couldn’t help repeating the words he just told me
over in my head. Adam didn’t make it. He was gone. Never coming back. The guy I
loved, who I was with just a few hours ago—that was alive and breathing—was
gone. How can that be? He was just here. How can he be gone just like that?


Without warning,
anger ripped through me and the reality hit me hard, knowing that I would never
see his face again—never see his smile again. I couldn’t control myself as I
began to hammer my fists against Carter’s chest while I screamed and cried.
There was no control in me. It felt like I was trapped in a horrible nightmare
and the harder I punched and the more I cried, the faster I would wake up from
this horrible dream. The entire time I was having my meltdown, Carter never
said a word. He never asked me to stop punching him or screaming in his ear. He
just pulled me closer to him and squeezed me even harder.


Jenna showed up
an hour or so later and had to peel me out of his arms. Before that night, I
had never met Carter and, even though he told me the worst news I had ever
received, in that moment he gave me the most comfort. He was there for me. He
held me tight. He let me cry. He let me punch him until my fists ached. He was
warm. He was safe. I didn’t want to let him go.


A hand grabs my
shoulder and gives me a soft shake. My hearts jumps, but when I open my eyes
and see it’s just Jenna, my heart begins to return to a regular rhythm.


“Sorry, I didn’t
mean to scare you,” she says, her big, blue eyes are staring right at me. “You
didn’t answer when I called your name the first few times.” Her eyebrows draw
downward and I can see the pity in her face. “Have you been in here the whole
time?” Her tangled expression makes me realize that tears are rolling down my
cheeks. “You want to talk about it?”


I shake my head and
wipe the tears from my face. “No, I’m good.”


She mashes her lips
together, causing her mouth to form into a straight line. I know she’s trying
to hold back asking me any more questions and it’s killing her to do so.


“Where’s the
bathroom?” I ask, wanting to clean myself up and gather my thoughts.


“C’mon,” she wraps
her arm around my shoulder, “I’ll show you.”


 


❧


 


Jenna and I decide
to take Josh up on his offer and stay at the house since we both had a few
beers. I’ve been staring at the T.V. for the last few hours, but I don’t even
know what has been on and I can feel Jenna’s stare burning holes into the side
of my head.


“What?” I turn and
finally ask her, unable to take it anymore. She tries to turn her head away
from me, but she doesn’t do it fast enough and I catch her. “C’mon, I’m not
stupid.” I keep my eyes focused on her. “Go ahead; I know you’re dying to ask
me.”


She swallows hard
and faces me. “I’m just wondering if you’re doing okay. You didn’t even ask why
Josh and Carter had to leave so suddenly… but you know, though, don’t you?”


I nod my head.


She pauses for a
moment, looking down at her hands. “And how do you know?”


I sigh, knowing
she’ll never lay off me now, so I may as well tell her everything. “I was
talking to Carter in the garage when Josh came in and told him about... the
rescue.”


She nods her head
and her mouth forms a perfect ‘O.’ “So the two of you were talking?”


I nod again.


“And was it him or
the talking that upset you?”


I shake my head.
“No, it wasn’t him. I’ve just got a lot of stuff to sort out still. Maybe you
should lay off him a bit; he doesn’t seem like a bad guy.”


“I have been a
little harsh on him the past few months.” She sighs. “So what did you guys talk
about?”


I should’ve known
that she wasn’t going to give up that easy. I shrug and take a deep breath in.
“Nothing really.”


She leans forward,
clearly wanting more information than I’m giving her. “That’s all you’re gonna
give me?” she asks. “Details, Holly. I need details.”


I can’t help
laughing. “Really, we didn’t talk very long before Josh came in.” I shrug
again, trying to think of something I can give her so she’ll be satisfied. “He
thinks you hate him, though.”


She rolls her eyes
and falls back on the couch. “I don’t hate him. He just got on my nerves the
past few months when he wouldn’t quit asking about you. I told him to just
leave you alone, that you needed some time, but he wouldn’t let up. It took me
threatening his life before he got it through his thick skull.”


I laugh again.
“Yeah, he told me about that.”


“Listen, I know he means
well and he’s just trying to be a nice guy, but the boy just can’t take a
hint.”


There’s a long
silence between us until she asks, “So you’re okay then… I mean, being around
him wasn’t too much for you?”


Truthfully, I have
no idea if I’m okay or not. The one thing I know for sure is that Carter brings
up old memories and forces me to face things that I want to bury forever. I
know that in order to get on with my life, though, I am going to have to face
those memories… and that means facing him.






 

 


[bookmark: c6]Chapter Five


 


A friend is someone who knows all about you and still
loves you.


~ Elbert Hubbard


 


CARTER


“Damn, dude. What did that calculator
ever do to you?” Josh asks, walking into the kitchen.


I ignore him and
continue to punch numbers, frustrated that I’ve been working on the same
problem for an hour and still can’t get it right.


“Okay, I get it.
You’re in one of your moods.” He grabs a bowl from the cabinet and pours
himself some cereal. “So, I’ll talk and you can just listen, or ignore me, or
whatever it is you do when you get like this.”


Shaking my head, I
try to drown out his words. He may hate it when I get quiet and retreat inward,
but I hate it even more when he gets chatty in the mornings like a girl.


“So, I’ve been
thinking,” he begins. “We need to invite Jenna and Holly over for dinner
sometime. We can hang out and everyone can get to know each other a little
better. What do you think?” He’s leaning against the counter, facing me,
awaiting my response.


I glance up to see
him stuff a spoonful of cereal into his mouth and watch a trail of milk dribble
down his chin. After making a revolting expression, I shake my head and glance
back towards my book. For one thing, he’s living in a fantasy world. Jenna
hates me and has barely spoken more than a few words to me over the last few
months except when she threatened my life if I ever tried to contact Holly.
Also, Holly, the girl could barely stand to breathe in my direction without
looking like she is in some kind of pain. Inviting them over for dinner and
pretending that everyone likes each other doesn’t sound like the best idea.


It has been two
weeks since I saw Holly in the garage and I never called her for coffee. Every
time I pick up the phone, I panic and hang up. I’m not even sure why. I wish I
had a better excuse, like I don’t have her number or something, but that isn’t
the case. I’ve actually had her number for months.


One day when Jenna
was over, I saw her phone lying on the kitchen counter. I could hear her
giggling upstairs in Josh’s bedroom so I knew she wouldn’t be coming down
anytime soon and see me going through her phone, looking for Holly’s number.


When I don’t
respond to Josh’s proposal, he slides into the seat across from me and chews
loudly, annoying the crap out of me. I’m not angry at him. I’m angry with
myself; angry that I am too scared to make a stupid phone call, but no matter
what, I’m still not in the mood to deal with him. I slam my textbook shut and
reach over for my backpack.


“Okay, it was just
a suggestion, man. No need to get angry.” Josh sighs and his spoon falls
against the bowl, making a clanking noise. “I just want you and Jenna to get
along better. I can’t have my best friend and my girlfriend not liking each
other. It makes me feel like I have to choose between the two of you. Besides,
I actually think that the two of you would get along great… that the four of us
would get along. Now that you and Holly have talked a little and Jenna doesn’t
want to castrate you because of it, I think we could have something beautiful
here.”


Did I mention how
much I hate him when he gets chatty? Life’s not a Hallmark card, but he’s never
been able to understand that. He still has his family all intact. He doesn’t
know what it’s like to have your life unravel at an uncontrollable speed. He
doesn’t get what it feels like to have people look at you like you should be
the one that died that night on the mountain, like you shouldn’t be the one
alive right now. I’m shoving my shit into my backpack as fast as possible,
wanting to get out of here so I don’t have to listen to him whine anymore about
how everything’s not sunshine and rainbows. What does it matter if I don’t get
along with his girlfriend anyway? Josh and I can still be friends. Not everyone
has to get along with everyone, do they? I push my chair out and it screeches
along the tile.


“Hey,” Josh says,
his voice much more serious and louder than before. I stop, grit my teeth, and
clutch the strap on my backpack to the point of pain. I’m facing forward with
my back towards him and he sighs loudly when I don’t turn around to face him.


Finally he speaks,
“Hey man, I know you’re still going through some rough shit, but you’re not as
alone as you think you are.” There’s a long silence, but I still don’t turn
around or say anything back to him. “Whatever, man. I just wanted you to know
that I’m here for you, you should know that by now, though.”


When he’s done
talking, I don’t say a word. I can’t help feeling this uncontrollable anger
inside me, but it’s not because of him. I know the way I’m treating him isn’t
right. Even then, all I really want to do is turn around and yell at him...
tell him that he has no idea what he’s talking about and to leave me the hell
alone. Still going through some rough shit? That’s what he thinks my life has
been the last few months? The last few years? Rough? What a joke.


Instead, I keep my
mouth shut and keep moving until I’m back upstairs in my room, knowing that
anything I say to him right now, I’ll just end up regretting later. I drop my
bag and squeeze my eyes tight. My fists form into tight balls and it takes
everything inside me to withstand hitting the wall.


Even though it’s
been a couple weeks since I last saw Holly, she’s all I’ve thought about since
that night I walked into the garage. The way she made me feel, especially when
she smiled, it’s been hard to focus on anything but her. Even though, deep
down, I know it’s wrong for me to want to see her again just for my own
benefit, I want to feel that release again. That breath of fresh air my chest
got when I saw her smile, I want it again... I need it.


My eyes shift
across my room and I see my phone lying on the bed. Without thinking too much
about it, almost as if my subconscious is challenging me head on, I reach for
the phone, scrolling through the names until I find Holly’s. When I press the
call button, it only rings once before I can feel a full panic attack coming
on. I end the call and throw the phone back on the bed, realizing that my chest
is rising and falling in deep heavy breaths. What the hell is going on with me?
She’s just a girl... It’s just a phone call.


Forcing myself to
get over it, I pick the phone back up. It rings twice before she picks up.


“Hello?” Her voice
is guarded, probably because she just got a hang up from this number. For the
life of me, I can’t think of anything to say. I’m even contemplating hanging up
the phone again. “Hello?” she says again. This time her voice has some
annoyance in it.


“Hey, Holly.” I
take in a deep breath. “It’s Carter.” I squeeze my eyes tight after hearing the
desperation and fear in my own voice.


“Oh, hey.” Her
voice is full of surprise, maybe shock.


“I was going to see
if you wanted to go get some coffee or something.” I feel like I’m fifteen
again, asking a girl if she’ll go out with me.


There’s a long
silence and I pull the phone away from ear to check and make sure we’re still
connected. “You there?” I ask, putting the phone back up to my ear.


“Um, yeah, I’m
here,” she says, her voice is so soft and sweet that just hearing it causes my
chest to ache. “I’ve got a class starting in about twenty minutes, but I’ll
have a break around noon for a couple hours.”


Shit, that’s
when my Thermo class starts. Screw
it, I’ll skip it. I need this more. “That’ll work. Do you know the coffee shop
across from the administration building?”


“Yeah, I’m familiar
with it,” she says finally.


“Okay, so I’ll meet
you there around noon then?”


“Okay.”


She hangs up and I
can’t help feeling like a huge weight has been lifted off my chest, my heart,
and my mind. I realize that it’s not just seeing her smile that gives me that
release; it’s the sound of her voice, too. Then, I can’t help wondering if I’m
the biggest, most selfish asshole on the planet.


Fifteen minutes
later, I’m showered and back downstairs. Josh is lying across the couch,
flipping through channels on the T.V., even though I can swear that he has a
class this morning.


“Hey, man,” I say,
falling in the chair beside the couch. His right eyebrow rises and he glances
at me like he’s never heard me speak before. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me,
I pretty much told him to fuck off earlier with the silent treatment I gave
him.


“Hey, yourself,” he
says. His voice is muffled since half of his face is buried in a pillow.


“I’m an asshole.”


“Tell me something
I don’t know,” he responds.


“Okay, how about
I’m a huge asshole that’s been nothing but a dick to his best friend.”


“Still not news,
man.” He sits up, clicks off the T.V., and then walks into the kitchen. I stand
up and follow him.


“Okay, how about
that I’m a huge asshole that’s been nothing but a dick to his best friend, but
is going to try and stop being an asshole.”


“And?” he asks,
glancing back to me.


“And try to stop
being a dick.”


He shrugs. “It’s
not perfect, but I can live with that. Apology accepted.”


 


HOLLY


The clock on the
wall is moving too fast and I’ve convinced myself that it’s broken. There’s no
way class is almost over. I pull my cell phone out of my purse and see that it
matches the clock on the wall. Damn, then it’s true. Twenty-five minutes until
I’m supposed to head across campus and meet Carter for coffee. Twenty-five
minutes until I’m forced to stare one of my fears in the face. Twenty-five
minutes left to breathe without feeling like I’ve been punched in the stomach
with an iron fist.


“Okay, class.
That’s all for today, but don’t get used to getting dismissed early. Today I
just feel like being a nice guy; however, it doesn’t happen very often,”
Professor Henley says and the class begins to stir.


My stomach twists
as the chatter from students grows louder. Sounds of books slamming shut and
zippers closing fill the room. I was on the verge of having a meltdown at the
thought of only having twenty-five minutes left. It doesn’t mean you have to
go there right away, Holly. Get a hold of yourself.


Slowly, I stuff my
book and notebook into my backpack and decide to take the long way across
campus, trying to prolong the inevitable.


“Hey, Holly!” a
shrill voice screams for me and, for once, I’m more than happy to hear it.
Truthfully, I’m hoping Becca says that she needs help and it’s an emergency,
giving me a perfectly valid excuse to cancel on Carter. God, that is so
pathetic.


Turning around, I
see Becca smiling as she approaches.


“Hey,” she says,
breathing heavily like she’s just run to catch up to me. “I was going to see if
you wanted to go grab some lunch before our class this afternoon.”


Damn, not the
emergency excuse I’m hoping for. “I’m sorry, but I made plans to go have coffee
already.”


“Oh, okay.” She
shrugs. “Some other time, then.” It seems like the last few times she’s tried
to talk to me and hang out, I’ve totally blown her off. Until a few months ago,
we were pretty close.


“Do you want to
study together sometime? Maybe this weekend?” I ask and her face brightens. “We
have the first test in Dr. Langford’s class next week and it would be nice to
have a study partner.”


“Sure, studying
would be great.” She smiles.


“Okay, I’ll call
you,” I say, returning her smile.


When I pull into a
parking space at Java Hut, I notice an old FJ Cruiser parked next to me with a
mountain rescue team sticker on it. Instantly, my insides turn to mush. I sit
there, staring at the sticker and can’t seem to peel my eyes away from it. As
much as I try to push the memory away, a very alive, happy and smiling image of
Adam pops into my head. He’s kneeling down in the parking lot of his apartment
complex and cleaning off a spot on the back of his Jeep.


“What do you
think? Is it straight?” He turned and flashed a wide grin at me.


“It looks
straight,” I told him, not understanding why he was making such a big deal
about a sticker.


“Are you sure? I
can’t tell from this angle. You need to be sure ‘cause if it’s not straight,
then it’s going to bug the shit out of me.”


“It’s straight.”
I laughed at his need for everything to be perfect. He turned back around and
placed the round Alpine Rescue sticker on the bottom left corner of his window.


The vision of him
dissolves from my mind, but I still can’t take my eyes off the sticker.


Seconds later, a
horn honks, distracting me. If it wasn’t for the disrupting sound, I’m not sure
how long I would have sat there, staring.


When I walk into
the small shop, I immediately spot Carter. His tall frame is pretty much
impossible to miss. He’s leaning back in his chair with his arms crossed over
his chest. One of his long legs is stretched out beneath the table and the
other is folded back under his chair while his head is covered up with a
baseball cap, sitting backwards on his head. There’s a cute brunette leaning
against the table and she’s smiling, looking at him like he’s the most
interesting thing on the planet. For a moment, I don’t move, I just stand there
in the entrance, staring at them, not wanting to ruin the intimate moment
between them. There’s a second or two where I actually play with the thought of
turning around and running out the door, back to my car. He hasn’t even seen me
yet and I can always come up with an excuse for why I can’t meet him. Feeling
like the biggest chicken shit on the planet, I shake the stupid idea from my
head and try to keep focused, knowing that I’ve come too far to turn back now.


As I’m still
standing there, watching him, I study his expression a little more carefully.
It takes me a moment to realize it, but I finally see that he’s uncomfortable…
or maybe it’s annoyed. I don’t know him very well, so it’s hard for me to read
the exact expression his face is making. All I know is that he doesn’t look
happy or interested.


Shifting in his
seat, he anxiously starts to glance around the small coffee shop. When his eyes
find mine, a look of relief appears on his face and a smile breaks across his
lips. He sits up a little straighter in his chair and, without even having to
try too hard, a small smile tugs at my lips, too. I make my way over to him and
it doesn’t take the woman long to follow his gaze, assessing me as I approach
the table.


“Hey, Carter,” I
say, taking a seat across from him.


“Hey.” He’s still
smiling. I notice that his grin is getting bigger and bigger by the second.


“What can I get for
you?”


I look up and see
that it isn’t just some random girl leaning over and flirting with him, it’s
the waitress. “I’ll have a cappuccino, thank you.”


“One coffee and one
cappuccino, coming right up.” She glances back over to Carter, winks, and then
smiles again before walking off. Unable to stop myself, I smile—mostly at how
hard the poor waitress is trying and how disinterested Carter seems to be. Poor
girl.


“Wow, thanks,” he
says, relaxing back in his chair. “You saved me just now. I thought I was
actually going to have to ask her to get off the table. A few more seconds and
I’m scared she would’ve mauled me or something.”


I chuckle and purse
my lips, trying to hide my smile. “Sorry, that’s rude,” I say, shaking my head.


“What? To smile?”
He looks at me with confusion.


“No, it’s rude to
laugh at someone.”


“Ah… I see. So
you’re laughing at me?” A tiny smirk appears on his face. “Here I was thinking
that you were laughing with me.”


Unable to stop it,
my smile comes out again. “It was pretty sad to watch. You looked like you were
in pain and the poor girl was only talking to you.”


“Sometimes girls
try too hard to flirt and it makes things awkward. She’s just a freshman so I
guess there’s a reason she’s so bad at it. Maybe I should’ve been more of a
gentleman and given her some pointers or something.”


I can’t help being
thankful to the flirty waitress, she helps ease the awkwardness between us that
I feared was inevitable. My mind had been spinning at what I was going to say
to him when I first saw him. The silence that’s between us right now is what
I’ve been dreading.


Suddenly, my body
feels warm and I realize that my scarf is still wrapped tightly around my neck.
It’s only mid-September, but the weather has already started to turn chilly. I
yank the scarf off and shove it in my purse. The flirty waitress returns,
setting our drinks down in front of us and my hands immediately cling to the
warm cup.


“So, how are your
classes so far?” he asks when she walks off.


The cliché
questions are also something I dreaded.


I shrug as I take a
sip of my cappuccino. “So far, so good. I’m finally starting to settle into a
routine now. It always takes a few weeks, you know?”


He nods. “Yeah, I
know what you mean.”


“What’s your
major?” I ask, licking the foam that I can feel lingering on my lips.


“Engineering. You?”


“Journalism.”


“Really? Do you
have Dr. Langford?”


It surprises me
that he actually knows my professor by name, especially since he’s not a
Journalism major. “Yeah, how did you know that?”


He shakes his head
as if it’s no big deal. “He’s just an old family friend. He and my dad were
college roommates. I hear he gives some killer tests, though... or that’s his
reputation at least.”


“Yeah,” I sigh and
my stomach turns. “I’ve heard that, too.”


“Maybe I can put in
a good word for you.”


“No,” I shake my head
and force out a laugh. “Please don’t. I would prefer to blend in as much as
possible. No need to draw unwanted attention. The first test is next week, so
I’ll be able to tell you if the rumor is true or not.” I swallow hard and take
another sip of my cappuccino, knowing that another bad grade will send my GPA
even farther down the tubes. Last semester, with what happened with Adam, my
grades suffered terribly. I should’ve failed most of my classes, but I think
the pity from my professors is what saved me.


“So what are your
plans this weekend?” I ask, hoping to change the subject.


“Probably just
studying or something,” he says. “You?”


“I’m going to take
Jenna out... it’s been awhile since we’ve done anything with just the two of
us.”


He nods and relaxes
more into his chair. “That’s cool. I hear there’s a new club or something on
Main Street.”


“Yeah, I heard some
girls in class talking about it, too, but I’ve got something different in mind.
Something a little more exciting.”


“Really?” He seems
intrigued.


I smile. “We’ll
see. She may hurt me when I tell her what we’re doing.”


He eyes me
suspiciously. “This is supposed to be a nice thing, right? Why would she hurt
you?”


I fumble with the
napkin in front of me, not able to meet his eyes, and not able to wash the
smile off my face. “If I tell you, you’ll have to promise to keep it to
yourself and especially don’t tell Josh. I don’t want to give her too much of a
head start in strangling me.”


He raises an
eyebrow. “I’m really confused now, but definitely intrigued. You don’t have to
worry; I’m good at keeping secrets.” He leans forward across the table and his
face comes within a few inches of mine. Slowly, I lean away from him, feeling
my whole body break out in a small sweat. From the look in his eyes, it’s clear
he notices my retreat.


“Skydiving,” I tell
him, my voice barely above a whisper. “We’re going skydiving on Saturday. Or at
least, I’ve made us an appointment.”


A smile tugs at his
lips as he leans back in his chair. “Wow, and she doesn’t know? I’d pay money
to see the look on her face when you tell her.”


“Yeah, it’s
actually something I’ve always wanted to do. She may not be too thrilled with
it at first, but I know she’ll love it.”


When I glance back
up, I see him looking at me, like he’s analyzing every feature on my face. I
shift around in my seat, feeling uncomfortable with his gaze. He clears his
throat and finally looks away.


My eyes look away,
too, and I find myself staring at our two empty coffee cups.


“Well, I should
probably get back to campus.” I give him a polite smile. “It was really nice to
see you again, Carter. Jenna seems really happy with Josh and I think it would
be great if we could all be friends.”


“Friends would be
great,” he says and I can’t help noticing his face relax a bit.


I make it back to
my car and glance to my left, seeing Carter giving me a small wave before he
pulls away. My eyes follow his car until it’s gone, out of sight, and I exhale
the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.
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We should all start to live before we get too old. Fear
is stupid. So are regrets.


~ Marilyn Monroe


 


CARTER


I’m lying in bed,
staring at the shadows bouncing across my ceiling. The wind is howling through
the trees and I grab my pillow to press it over my head, hoping to drown the
high-pitched sound. That sound never used to bother me, but now, unwelcome
memories come along with it.


“Hey, is
everything okay?” Paul asked me as I walked up to the station headquarters.


“Yeah,
everything is just great,” I answered, not intending to sound so bitter.


“Hey, we heard
about your dad, man. I’m really sorry; that’s gotta be tough on you and your
family. You should be with them right now, not here. I’ve already found someone
to replace you for this rescue.”


“What’s the
call?” I asked, ignoring his previous comment.


“A hiker is
stuck up on the ridge. He fell about twenty-feet and injured his right leg. It
should be a pretty easy rescue, so I think you should just head home.”


I shook my head.
“I want to be here. I need to be here. Being at home right now is... it just
sucks, alright?”


Paul swallowed
hard. “Alright, man, if that’s what you need. Adam just finished his training
and since this will be his first rescue, it wouldn’t hurt to have you up there
looking out for him.”


I glanced over
and saw a guy walking over to us. He had a sparkle in his eye and I could tell
that he was anxious to get up the mountain. I could remember what it felt like
to be on your first rescue; the anxiety and adrenaline coursing through your
veins... there’s nothing else like it.


“Hey, I’m Adam.”
He held his hand out and I reached out to grab it.


“Carter. Nice to
meet you, man.”


Paul slapped
Adam on the back before walking off, telling him, “Just stick close to Carter;
he’s the best guy out here.”


The hike up to
the ridge wasn’t too bad. The weather was cooperating, for the most part, and
by the time we got to the top, we were ahead of schedule. It wasn’t until we
were securing the patient’s leg in a brace and getting him ready to descend
that the weather had taken a turn for the worse. A strong gust of wind came out
of nowhere and nearly knocked me over.


“Shit,” I said,
looking over at Paul. “We need to get down before it gets any worse up here.”


“Yeah, I think
we’re good to start heading back down. Jake and I can handle carrying down the
patient. You and Adam lead the way, we’ll be just a few minutes behind you.
I’ll radio you if we have any issues.”


“Sounds good.” I
looked over at Adam as the rain started coming down. “Are you ready?”


“Yeah,” he said,
nodding.


We were just a
few minutes into our descent when the storm rolled in, full force, making
things more complicated for us. The rain was coming down so hard that I had
trouble seeing the trail along the steep ridge in front of me. The wind howled
and thunder echoed off the mountains surrounding us.


“We’re gonna
take this real slow!” I yelled to Adam behind me.


My nerves were
heightened, knowing, with the storm there was even more room for another
accident if we weren’t careful. Just then, a loud thunder clap broke through
the air and a surge of wind blew in...


When I open my
eyes, I’m breathing hard, and my body is covered in a thin layer of sweat. I
rub my eyes almost to the point of pain, but I want to make sure I’m awake,
that the nightmare I was having is over. Blinking hard, I try to focus, seeing
my desk lamp still glowing in the corner. I shake my head and swallow hard,
trying to get myself under control.


There’s a faint
buzzing noise coming from the living room downstairs, telling me Josh fell
asleep on the couch with the T.V. on again. Normally, it annoys the shit outta
me when he does that because I have to hear him complain about how much the
couch sucks and how his back is sore, but tonight, I’m thankful that he isn’t
in the room next to me. In my dream, I was falling and screaming; I’m not sure
if those sounds actually made it out into reality.


I swing my feet off
the bed and shuffle my body down the stairs. Leaning over, I click off the T.V.
and shake Josh awake, telling him to go to bed. Every light in the house is on
and I go around shutting off each one before making my way into the kitchen for
a drink. My cell phone is lying on the counter and when I glance down at it to
check the time; I see a missed text from Holly. Pressure clamps down on my
chest and I strain my eyes open to read the text.


Holly: Just
wanted to say thanks again for the coffee today.


Damn, it’s one in
the morning. She sent the text almost three hours ago. I feel like an ass for
not responding to her sooner. Even though I know she’s probably sleeping, I
decide to send her a text back anyway.


Me: You’re
welcome. It was good to see you. Maybe we can do it again sometime.


I click send and
then analyze the message I sent her. Maybe we can do it again sometime?
That may be the cheesiest fucking line I’ve ever written. It probably would’ve
been smart to actually read it before I sent it. I set the phone down and grip
the counter. My heart is beating fast and hard, I’m not sure if it’s rattled
from the nightmare or maybe it’s just seeing the message from Holly. My phone
beeps and I glance down at it, seeing her name flash across the screen.


Holly: It was
good to see u too. R u up late studying?


Carter: Not
really. Couldn’t sleep.


Holly: Me
either.


I type in my
response, but erase it, only to write it again. I repeat this stupidity about
ten times before I actually have the guts to send it.


Carter: Wanna
talk?


Holly: Sure.


We’ve been on the
phone for a few minutes. I’m sitting on the couch in the garage and freezing my
balls off, but since Josh is back up in his room, I don’t want to take the
chance to talk in my room and have him hear me. I feel like I’m back at home,
hoping my mom doesn’t hear me sneaking around, talking to my high school
girlfriend late at night.


We talk mostly
about school, movies, T.V. shows, music—stupid, mind numbing crap—but I’d talk
to her about why the sky is blue or if she believes in aliens if it means I get
to hear her voice. I know I’m playing a dangerous game. I know that it’s
probably not healthy for me to be thinking this way about her, but I can’t help
it. For some reason, hearing her voice and seeing her face is the only thing
that seems to pull me out of the darkness.


After about an
hour, I can’t stand the cold garage anymore and quietly walk back up the stairs
to bury myself underneath the covers.


“So have you told
Jenna about skydiving yet?” I ask, shivering even more as my body hits the cold
sheets. I’m surprised at how easy she is to talk to. We’ve been on the phone
for about an hour and there hasn’t been a single moment of uncomfortable
silence between us.


“No, I was going to
tonight, but I chickened out. She was studying earlier and that usually puts
her in a grumpy mood.” She pauses for a minute and then laughs. “Come to think
of it, she’s usually a grump in the mornings, too, so I may have just screwed
myself anyway.” She laughs again and I close my eyes, trying to savor the
sound. “So, what about you? Have you made any plans for this weekend, yet?”


“No, not yet. Josh
and I aren’t on call for the rescue team so we’ll probably just hang out around
here.” I bite my lower lip and curse to myself. “Sorry, Holly. I didn’t mean to
bring it up. It’s late and I’m not thinking straight.” I feel like a complete
ass.


“Don’t worry about
it,” she says. “I’m fine. I don’t want people to feel like they have to act
differently around me. Believe me; it makes me feel worse when people treat me
different. It makes me feel like I’m walking around with a target on my back or
something.”


“Yeah.” I swallow
the lump rising in my throat, understanding exactly what she means. “I get
that.”


There’s a long
silence between us and, even though I want to find something to say, I can’t
think of the words. My mind is still reeling from what I just said and I can’t
help feeling like an idiot for bringing it up.


“Well, I think I
should get some sleep,” she says.


“Yeah, me, too,” I
lie, knowing there’s no way I’m going to sleep a fucking wink for the rest of
the night.


“Goodnight, Carter.”


“Goodnight, Holly.”


 


❧


 


“Dude, you look
like shit,” Josh says, chewing a mouthful of food as I walk in the kitchen.


“Yeah, I didn’t
sleep well.” I pull a cup from the cabinet and pour myself some coffee.


“Man, you were
talking in your sleep again last night,” he says, totally catching me off
guard. “It woke me up a few times.”


“Yeah, well, you
fell asleep on the couch with the T.V. on again,” I counter, hoping to turn the
focus off myself. “How would you know if I was talking in my sleep anyway?”


“After I went back
up to my room, I had trouble falling back to sleep and I heard you whispering
and mumbling, but I couldn’t understand any of it.”


He arches his back
and moans. “My back is killing me, man. I say we burn that couch. It’s the most
uncomfortable thing to sleep on.”


“Well that’s
because it’s not to sleep on, moron. You have a bed for that.”


He walks over to
the sink and rinses his bowl. “Sleeping alone in my bed sucks now. Ever since
Jenna and I’ve been together, it’s lonely without her.”


I shake my head,
hoping he doesn’t want to talk to me about his relationship with Jenna. I’m
about to slip out of the kitchen, but I don’t make it in time.


“Man, I’m not sure
what it is about that girl, but I’m so whipped.” He turns around and leans up
against the counter. “She’s… I don’t know, man. She’s just... freaking
awesome.”


My eyes roam the
refrigerator for something quick so I can get out of here before he starts
talking in detail. The only thing quick and easy I see is an apple.


“So, I was thinking
about inviting Holly and Jenna over for dinner this weekend. Is that cool with
you?” He still has the fantasy idea in his head that we’re all going to get
along. I know that he’ll never give up so I have no other choice but to agree
to it.


“Sure, man.
Whatever.” I shrug and take a large chunk out of the apple. He still doesn’t know
about the coffee I had with Holly yesterday, or the late night phone call from
last night. The only reason I don’t tell him is because I know he’ll read too
much into it.


“Calm down, dude.
Don’t get too excited about it.”


What Josh doesn’t
know, and what I would never tell him, is the second he says anything about
inviting Holly and Jenna over, I get excited. My heart starts pounding in my
chest just knowing that there is a possibility that I’ll get to see her face
this weekend.


 


HOLLY


When I finally drag
myself out of bed, I see Jenna standing at the stove and she’s cooking
breakfast. I blink hard and wonder if what I’m seeing is real. One, Jenna’s
never up before me, and two, she never makes breakfast... ever.


“Finally.” She
turns at the waist to look at me. “Geez, late night? You have some major bags
under your eyes.”


Actually, yeah, it
was a late night. I think it was after two in the morning by the time Carter
and I got off the phone with each other. I slide onto a bar stool and prop my
elbows up on the counter. “That smells so good,” I say as my stomach growls.


She turns to me and
smiles. “Yeah, it’s something Josh was talking about the other day and I
thought I’d try it out.”


“What is it?” I
lean forward and glance in the pan she’s tending.


“It’s called a
frittata.” She shrugs. “I’m not sure how it will turn out, but it does smell
good.”


It’s still weird
for me to see her cooking; however, it’s just one of the many things that have
rubbed off on her since she’s been dating Josh. Reaching over the counter, I
grab my laptop to check my emails and see what time we’re supposed to be at the
skydiving facility.


Maybe telling her
about skydiving will go better than I thought. She seems to be in a good mood;
normally, she’s pretty grumpy until noon.


“Have you ever
thought about freefalling at two hundred miles per hour?” I ask casually,
holding my breath, waiting for her reaction.


“Uh… no. Have you?”
Her voice sounds uneasy.


“Yeah, it sounds
like fun.”


“I always knew you
were weird.” She sighs.


“Come on, I’m serious.”
I laugh.


“Yeah, so am I.”


I groan and sit up
farther on the stool, knowing that this is going to be just as hard as I
thought it would be. “Think about it for a minute. It could be fun.” My voice
is teetering on the edge of begging, but I am so desperate for her to join me
that I will beg if I need to.


She twirls around,
pulls open the refrigerator door, and then looks up at the ceiling as if she’s
deep in thought. “Thought about it and it’s still a no... Actually, make that a
hell no. It holds no appeal to me.” She pulls out a container of sliced
mushrooms and throws them into the pan.


“I hear that you
get an adrenaline rush like nothing else.” My voice is sing song. “C’mon the
feeling is supposed to be euphoric or something.”


She stops stirring
the mushrooms, turns around, and points the wooden spoon she’s holding right at
my face. “I don’t know what’s spinning in that little head of yours, but it’s
never gonna happen.” The spoon she’s holding rises and falls with her last few
words.


“Oh, well. That’s
just too damn bad.” I sigh dramatically.


“And why is that?”
she asks.


“I made us an
appointment to skydive this afternoon. I already paid for it... or half of it
anyway.”


Her head whips
around to face me, her eyes bulging. “You what?”


“I made us an appointment
to skydive this afternoon.” I carefully enunciate each word, just so there’s no
miscommunication.


“And what makes you
think that I’m gonna go with you?”


“Because you
wouldn’t want your best friend going alone.” I smile and glance up through my
eyelashes.


“Seriously, what’s
your obsession with jumping out of a perfectly good airplane anyway?” she asks,
turning back around to stir the ingredients.


“Because, Jenna, it
sounds like fun and you were the one who told me that I needed to start having
a little more of it. Besides, it’s always been a fear of mine and I’m kind of
trying to overcome my fears these days. You’ll love it, I promise.”


Now, she’s leaning
on the counter with her arms behind her, facing me. She doesn’t say anything
for a moment, but then a wide grin stretches across her face and I can’t help
wondering what’s spinning in that head of hers. “Fine.” She raises her
eyebrows. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll agree to go skydiving with you, if you
agree to sing at Sterling’s at open mic night again.”


My shoulders slump
as I contemplate the deal she’s just given me. “Never mind. I’ll go on my own.”
Her offer punctures a large hole in my happy balloon and my voice comes out
sounding deflated. One day I will sing again, but I’m just not ready for that.
There are too many emotions that come with singing; emotions that I am not
quite ready to handle just yet.


“Come on, Holly.
Why not?” she asks, taking a step towards me. “You just got done saying that
you’re trying to conquer your fears. Isn’t getting up on stage and singing
again a huge fear of yours?”


Yeah, it is, but
for reasons I’m not sure she understands. “I can’t sing right now anyway,” I
say, swallowing hard.


“Why?”


“Easy.” I shrug. “I
don’t have anything to sing.”


“Liar,” she
challenges. “I saw you working on something a few weeks ago, that morning
before school.”


I shrug again.
“It’s gone. I threw it away.”


A mischievous smile
spreads across her lips. “Well, you should count yourself lucky that you have
the bestest best friend in the world. I found it in the trash and took it out.”
She skips off down the hall and into her room. A couple seconds later she comes
back and hands me a flattened, yet crinkled up piece of paper. “It’s beautiful,
Holls. You need to sing it and, even if you don’t sing it or finish it, you
should at least keep it.”


I stare down at the
words, still not believing what she’s done. “You took this from the trash?
That’s kind of gross, Jenna.”


She shakes her head
and rolls her eyes. “Well, I had to. You were dumb enough to throw it away and
I just couldn’t let you do that.”


“It’s depressing,
Jenna.” I scan my eyes back over the miserable words.


“Hey, it’s what
you’re feeling right now. It’ll be good for you to look back at it someday and
realize how far you’ve come. Besides, aren’t all the great songs depressing and
miserable?”


“Okay, okay.” I
take in a deep breath, seeing her point. My eyes scan back over the words and
then over at Jenna’s face. I think about what I want to do, knowing that
singing again would feel so good, but deep down, I’m not sure if I am ready to
take that step. Seeing Jenna’s shit-eating grin tells me she thinks she has me.


“So, what’s it
gonna be? Are we going skydiving today or what?” she asks.


A part of me knows
there’s only one way to wash that smug smile off her face.


“Fine. I’ll sing
again, but I get to choose the day,” I offer.


She grins and
shrugs. “Fine, as long as you sing at Sterling’s before summer begins, I’ve got
no complaints. That should give you plenty of time to finish writing your
song.”


“Fine, deal.”


Then her face falls
and she suddenly looks ill. “Oh, my God. I’ve just agreed to jump out of an
airplane.”


“Yep.” I smile.


 


❧


 


Later that day, I
try to be the strong one and wear a brave face, but in reality, my insides are
a mess. Jenna hasn’t said a word since we left the house and I wonder if she’s
having the same thoughts as me—wondering why the hell we’re doing this.


We pull up to the
skydive facility and I see a small—very small—plane that’s parked out in front
of a large warehouse. I stretch my eyes to the right and glance over at Jenna.
She’s staring at the plane, too. I can’t tell, but I think she’s on the verge
of a panic attack by the way her chest is raising up and down rapidly.


“Hey,” I say,
shoving the car in park and turning to face her, “you don’t have to do this, if
you don’t want to.”


She looks over at
me and slowly a grin spreads across her lips. “Bullshit, if you think you’re
getting off that easy. I’m not going to back out now and miss you singing at
Sterling’s again.” She shakes her head, looking back towards the plane. “Nope,
we’re going to do this together. It’s something I’ve always thought was stupid,
crazy and reckless, but you know what? We’re twenty-one-years-old. How many
more years do we have to be stupid, crazy and reckless?”


She’s right. I know
that; however, it doesn’t help calm my nerves.


“Come on, let’s do
this before my courage totally evaporates,” she says, getting out of the car.


After signing over
our lives on a few pieces of paper, watching a short video, and getting dressed
in the appropriate gear, we’re ready to go. Since it’s our first time, we will
be going tandem with an instructor and I’m thankful for that. I don’t know if I
would have the courage to propel myself out of a plane.


As we walk to the
plane, the instructors are going over a few things with Jenna and I, like how
we will be clipped together, how to position our bodies when it’s our time to
jump, and to remember to breathe when we are spiraling back to earth. I’m not
sure how this situation got so flipped around, but I think I’m freaking out
more than Jenna right now. Her fear and worry has been replaced with something
else… excitement. She looks almost giddy as we climb into the plane and take
our seats in front of our instructors. She glances over to me as the plane
leaves the ground and smiles.


“This is it,” she
screams over the loud engine. “The only way our feet will touch earth again is
if we jump from fifteen thousand feet, free fall for sixty seconds, and
parachute the rest of the way down, before making a crazy landing back on the
ground.”


She is enjoying
this way too much. She’s supposed to be freaking out and I’m the one who’s
supposed to be excited and encouraging her. I try my best to smile because,
deep down, I think she’s having fun with this.


We’ve only been in
the air for a few minutes when I glance out the window to see that we are
already really high up. My instructor taps me on the shoulder and shows me with
a watch on his wrist that we’re at seventy-five hundred feet. Oh, God.
My stomach twists as I realize we are going to jump from twice this height. We
already look so high up!


“Hey!” Jenna
reaches over and grabs my arm.


I turn to face her.
“C’mon, loosen up a bit! We are about to skydive! You were right! This is
living! We haven’t even jumped yet and I’m already feeling the high!”


I exhale a long
breath and take another one in. She’s right. This is it. This is what I want. I
want to face my fear. I want to feel alive again. I want to try to convince
myself that I can feel something other than sadness.


Before I know it,
my instructor is tapping me on my shoulder again, pointing to his altimeter,
showing me that it’s go time... fifteen thousand feet. Jenna and her instructor
are first. They begin to scoot down the bench and towards the open door. The
wind noise is so loud, and all I can think about is what my instructor told me
before I boarded the plane. Head back, keep legs straight, and remember to
breathe.


Jenna’s feet are
dangling out of the plane and I can see her instructor whisper something in her
ear. She glances back to me with a smile—a smile that is full of fear,
anticipation, and excitement—if a smile can hold all those emotions at once.
Her instructor leans back just slightly, his hands on either side of the door,
and then he pushes them out. I hear a shrill scream for just a second before
it’s just the sound of the loud engines, the wind, and the pounding of my heart
in my ears again.


My instructor and I
are scooting along the bench, and all I can think about is how quickly Jenna
disappeared out the door and into the sky. She was gone in a second. My heart
is pounding as the instructor tells me what to do once more as we position
ourselves at the door. I don’t hear a word he says. Instead, all my focus is
drawn to the ground below and how unbelievably small it looks. My breaths are
coming short and quick now as I close my eyes, hoping this will all be over
soon. Then I realize that I can’t come all of this way and keep my eyes closed.
I open my eyes wide and force myself to look out... to look down.


Shit, shit,
shit!


My instructor
guides my head back and rests it on his left shoulder. The wind is rushing in
through the open door and I feel like I’m in the middle of a tornado. I can
feel the instructor lean back just slightly and then propel us out of the door.
My stomach drops first and I become disoriented for a few seconds. It’s not
until we are level and freefalling that I’m able to focus again, to realize how
freaking amazing this feels. I can barely breath, my stomach feels like it’s
being squeezed by a vice grip, but it’s the most amazing and freeing feeling
that I’ve ever experienced. And it’s freaking amazing!


When the instructor
pulls out the parachute, I spend the next few minutes glancing around at the
mountains in the distance and taking it all in. I see the landing spot come
into focus and my instructor tells me to lift up my legs when we’re getting
close to the ground. I do as he says; the landing is smooth and effortless. The
instructor unhooks me and helps me to my feet. Just as I stand up, beginning to
get my bearings, Jenna runs up to me, screaming. It takes me a minute to
process what she’s saying; her voice is so loud and piercing.


“Holy shit, holy
shit, holy shit!” Jenna yells over and over. “Was that not the most amazing
thing ever? Oh, my God. I’ve never felt anything like it. The freefall was
ah-mazing! Seriously! The coolest thing ever!” She finishes her outburst and
just stares at me, blankly, probably wondering why I’m not sharing her
enthusiasm. “So, what did you think?”


As I stand there
and stare at her, I feel tears start to sting behind my eyes. I don’t know why
that particular emotion is coming out of me right now, but I have an
overwhelming feeling to cry. Jenna notices this and pulls me in for a hug.
“Hey, did you not like it?”


I shake my head.
“No, I loved it. I thought it was the coolest thing ever.” My voice cracks and
I fight to keep it together.


Pulling back she
looks at me. “Then, why the tears?”


I shrug. “I don’t
know.” And that’s the truth. I don’t know. There’s no way to explain why the
tears are coming. Maybe this is how I react to an adrenaline rush? Or maybe
it’s that skydiving was always a big fear of mine and I have just overcome it.


“Come on, let’s go
home,” she says wrapping her arm around my shoulder.


 


❧


 


“Hey, do you mind
if I call Josh? I can’t wait to tell him what I did,” Jenna asks as we pull
back onto the main highway.


“Sure, but I
thought you talked to him earlier. You didn’t tell him then?” I ask, turning on
the blinker and merging into traffic.


“No, I wasn’t sure
I was going to go through with it. I didn’t want to come off sounding like a
wimp or something. Now, I can’t wait to tell him. He’s going to flip.” She’s
still babbling as she puts the phone up to her ear. “I’ve so gotta bring him
out here. He would love this sh—Josh! You’re never going to believe what Holly
and I just did.” She tries her best not to squeal, but fails miserably. I can’t
help smiling as she fills him in on almost every little detail and tells him
what a rush it was. She’s quiet for a minute and then she giggles seductively
and starts to whisper into the phone. I have to remind myself not to ask
her about that when she gets off the phone.


“Hold on, let me
check with her,” she suddenly says, pulling the phone away from her ear and
cupping her hand over the bottom of it. “Josh just invited us over to his place
for dinner. He says he’s cooking up something new and wants us to try it out.”


“Sure, sounds
good,” I say without hesitation.


She puts the phone
back up against her ear. “Yeah, we’re in,” she says and then pauses. “Oh, um,
let me check.”


She cups the phone
again. “Carter will be there. Are you okay with that?”


I give her a quick
glance and nod.


“Yeah, we’re in,”
she says, speaking back into the phone. “We’ll be there around seven-ish.”


She sighs after she
hangs up and leans her head back against the seat. “God, that was so amazing. I
can’t get over how fun that was.” Her head falls to the side and I can tell out
of my peripheral vision that she’s looking at me. “Did you really have a good
time? It seems like I’m the only one who’s going on and on about it.”


“No, I thought it
was awesome.” I smile. “Thanks again for doing it with me.”


“No problem. I’m
not sure what I would enjoy more, skydiving again or hearing you sing at
Sterling’s on open mic night.” She sighs again. “I’ve wanted to hear you sing
again for months.”


A sharp pain hits
my heart, knowing that I will have to keep my end of the deal, but also knowing
that overcoming that fear is going to take a miracle.






 

 


[bookmark: c8]Chapter
Seven


 


Your sacred space is where you can find yourself again
and again.


~ Joseph Campbell


 


CARTER


We’re watching some stupid shit on T.V.
when Josh’s phone rings. Before he even picks it up, he gets this shit-eating
grin on his face and I already know that it’s Jenna who’s calling. In the back
of my mind, I’m wondering if Holly actually stuck with her plan for today and
went skydiving.


It only takes a
couple seconds after he answers before I know that they have actually done it.
Jenna is screaming through the phone, telling him every little detail and how
much of an adrenaline rush she got from it. I want to roll my eyes when he
whispers into the phone and says something about giving her another rush the
next time he sees her. I’m about to walk out of the room so they can talk dirty
to each other in private, but then he says something that causes me to stop on
the edge of the couch. He invites them over for dinner and I’m unable to move
as I wait for their answer.


“So, with Carter,
it will be the four of us; is that cool?” he asks.


A pain stabs my
heart and it makes me feel like shit that he even has to ask that. With how she
reacted to seeing me last week, I guess I can see why he does, though. He still
has no idea that we’ve had coffee or talked on the phone last night. He holds
my stare, then gives me a nod and I feel the pain in my chest slowly disappear.


He sets his phone
down and shakes his head. “Damn, I can’t believe they actually went skydiving.
I don’t know if I would have the balls to jump out of a plane, but damn if it’s
not wicked sexy that she did it.”


“Yeah, it’s pretty
cool,” I say, staring at the floor. My thoughts are distracted with thinking
how it will be between me and Holly tonight. I can’t help but be anxious about
seeing her again.


“Why are you
looking at me like that?” I ask when I feel him staring.


“I know you pretty
fucking well. You know that, right?”


“Don’t even start
giving me shit, man.” I stand up and make my way to the kitchen.


“Why didn’t you
tell me?” he asks, following me.


“Tell you what?”


“You weren’t
talking in your sleep last night; you were talking on the phone with Holly,
weren’t you?


“What are you
talking about?” I ask and I’m not sure why I’m being so defensive.


“Don’t be a
jackass. You can’t deny it. When I talked to Jenna this morning, she said she
heard Holly talking to someone really late last night.”


“Do I have to tell
you everything I do?”


“Didn’t know it was
a secret is all, but I know what you’re trying to do,” he says, standing his ground.


“Really? And what
is that?” I’m curious to know what his peanut-size brain has come up with.


“You’re trying to
stop yourself from feeling the guilt. I know you’re still beating yourself up
about what happened that night, but you need to let it go, man. It wasn’t your
fault. You and everyone else on the team know that it wasn’t your fault.
There’s nothing you could’ve done to save him. It was an accident, man. A
terrible, tragic, fucking accident.”


“Why would you even
bring that up right now?” I glare at him, and then look around to find
something to chuck at him.


“I told you, man. I
know you. I know you feel some sort of guilt for the shit Holly’s been through,
too.”


“Dude, I’m fine.” I
whirl around to face him again. “I just want me and Holly to be friends—for all
of us to be friends. It would be nice if she didn’t want to run every time she
saw me... especially now that you and her best friend are fuck buddies.”


He punches me in
the arm. “Hey, don’t be disrespectful and don’t be an asshole… and most of all,
don’t be a douche and act all weird around Holly tonight, either. Jenna says
she’s doing a lot better and trying to get her life back together. So just act
normal tonight.” He aims a pointed look at me like I’m an idiot and can’t
understand the words that just came out of his mouth. That’s when I realize I
just can’t take it anymore; I just want to get the hell out of here. The
memories from that night begin to rush back to me and I can’t take it.


“Whatever, man, I’m
going for a run.”


I push past him and
walk out of the kitchen, feeling like crap. If he knew me so well, then he
would know that the accident is all I think about and bringing it up is not the
right thing to do. That night plays over and over in my head constantly. Every
time I close my eyes to sleep at night, I see images from that night... the
same images I see when I look at myself in the mirror each morning.


It takes me only a
matter of minutes to change and then I’m taking my anger out on the pavement.
My run starts out as a slow jog, but the more I think about that night and all
the other people that have disappeared from my life in the past few years, the
more I push my legs to move as fast as they will go. I’m hoping the pain and
guilt I’m feeling in my chest will vanish with each step I take. I push myself
harder and with every breathe I take the air burns in my chest, rises up and
enters my throat. I run until my lungs are on fire and I can hardly catch my
breath. Finally, when I’ve had enough punishment, I hunch over and gasp for air,
feeling lucky that I’m here and I can still breathe. It’s hard to forget how
close it came to having two deaths that night and not just one.
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I’m down in the
kitchen chopping vegetables for some new pasta dish Josh is making. Even though
the shit he said earlier today—about not acting like a douche—still pisses me
off, deep down, I know he’s right. I’m sure Holly is trying her best to get on
with her life and I don’t want to make things uncomfortable for her. I can’t
help it, though; just seeing her brings me back to the night I had to tell her
everything at the hospital. The way she cried and screamed, it was if she
reached into my chest and ripped my heart out with her bare hands. Maybe that’s
why it helps so much to see her happy, to see her smile, and to know that she’s
doing okay.


The front door
opens and two female voices float into the kitchen. Josh gets that stupid, big
grin on his face and aims a pointed look in my direction. “Remember, don’t be a
douche and don’t let the bread burn.” He wipes his hands on a dish towel and
practically runs to the front door to meet them. I shake my head and keep
chopping.


A few seconds later
Holly walks in and I look over at her.


“Hey,” I say.


“Hi, Carter.” She
smiles—a real smile—and hangs her purse over the back of the chair next to me.
“Josh said that he had something to show Jenna real quick. Can I help you with
something?”


Yeah, I’m sure
he has something to show her… and I’m sure it’ll be a quickie.


“I can help you
chop,” she continues, eyeing the vegetables in front of me. It takes me a
second to realize that she’s staring at me, awaiting my reply. I’m not sure why
I’m staring at her, but I swear that there’s something different about her
today. She looks as hot as always, yet I swear she’s glowing or something. She
has the biggest smile on her face and I can’t tear my eyes away from it.


“Uh, no, I’m almost
done.” I force my eyes to look away. “Can I get you a drink or something?”


“Sure, a drink
would be great.”


“It’s pretty much
beer, water or milk,” I offer, pushing out of my chair and standing up.


“Beer is good.” She
nods.


She follows me down
the hall and into the garage.


“So, how was
skydiving?” I ask her.


“It was…” she
pauses for a second, searching for the right word, and I find myself staring at
her, waiting for her response. “Un-freakin-believable,” she finally decides.


I laugh at her made
up word. “Cool. I guess Jenna didn’t have a meltdown after all?” I ask, handing
her a beer.


“Yeah, she wasn’t
too happy about it at first, but I think she may have enjoyed it more than I
did.” She smiles so big it causes her eyes to crease. It’s the largest smile
I’ve seen from her and it almost takes my breath away. Then her smile fades and
she scrunches her nose. “It smells like something’s burning.”


“Shit.” I run past
her and down the hall. When I open the oven, smoke escapes and I can see that
the bread is torched.
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Jenna and I help
clear the table when we finish with dinner.


“The food was
awesome; where did you guys learn to cook like this?” I ask, piling the plates
neatly and sitting them next to the sink.


“I’m not the cook.”
Carter laughs. “Betty Crocker over there is the chef. I’m just his assistant,
helping him out with whatever he tells me to do.”


“That’s right,”
Josh agrees. “And it would’ve been even better if you listened and hadn’t burnt
the bread, dumbass.”


Carter laughs and
shakes his head, holding out his hands to take the second round of dishes I
have in my hand. “Here, let me take those.”


“No, you guys
cooked; Holly and I will clean.” Jenna approaches the sink and looks over at
me.


“Yeah, it’s only
fair,” I agree.


“Hey, no arguments
here. I love to cook, but cleaning sucks,” Josh says, leaning back in his
chair. “Well, what do you two ladies want to do for the rest of the evening? We
could go to Sterling’s? I hear that they have a pretty good band tonight?”


“Yeah, speaking of
Sterling’s,” Jenna begins and I glance at her, giving her my best pleading
look, hoping she won’t say what I think she’s about to. “We could go and Holly
over here could keep her end of a deal.”


My stomach twists
and I glare over at her.


“What deal?” Carter
asks.


“Oh, Holly and I
made a deal today. I, being the bestest best friend in history would agree to
jump out of a perfectly good airplane, if she would sing at open mic night
again at Sterling’s.”


“We agreed before
senior year ends,” I say through gritted teeth. “Plus, it’s not open mic night
tonight. It’s battle of the bands.”


“Oh, whatever. I’m
sure Joe would make an exception for you.”


I shake my head and
scrub the pan I’m holding even harder. “Not tonight.”


“Oh, yeah, that’s
right; you have to finish writing the song first.” She nudges me and gives me a
smile. I want to be mad at her, but I can’t. I want to tell her to drop it, but
I won’t. This is how she would’ve treated me a few months ago and it’s me that
asked her to be normal. This playful banter between us, this is our normal.


“Damn, you sing and
write your own shit, too?” Josh asks, slamming his hand down on the table,
bringing the attention back to him, which I’m thankful for.


I can’t help
laughing at how he just described my songwriting as shit. “Yeah,” I answer.
“I’m trying, but we’ll see how it goes.”


Jenna rolls her
eyes at me. “Whatever, Holly is being way too modest. She’s a brilliant
songwriter and has an awesome voice to match. You guys should totally come when
she does sing.”


This time I don’t
even try to hide it; I aim a pointed glare right at her.
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After all the
dishes are clean and dry, we pile on the couch.


“Okay, so coin toss
to see who gets to pick the movie,” Josh says, flipping a coin up in the air
and catching it.


Jenna sighs and
sinks back into the couch even farther. “I think you should let the girls
choose, it’s the gentlemanly thing to do.”


“Yeah, well, you
know that’s not happening. How about I’ll let you call it?” Josh counters.
“What’s it gonna be? Heads or tails?”


“I think you should
let Holly and I choose,” Carter speaks up and I turn to look at him. “It’s not
like the two of you will be watching it anyways.”


Jenna playfully
glares over at him and I look over to her with a questioning expression.


“Heads or tails?”
Josh asks again.


“Tails!” Jenna
yells out and Josh flips the coin up in the air.


He catches it and
slaps it down on the back of his hand. Smiling, he looks to Jenna and I laugh at
the fallen expression on her face. “Sorry, babe, Zombie Apocalypse it
is. I guess the chick flick will just have to wait for another night.”


Josh puts the movie
in and hops onto the couch next to Jenna. Adjusting the pillow behind me, I
glance over to the recliner beside the couch and find Carter watching me. I
smile politely and then focus my attention on the T.V. in front of me.


It’s not even
thirty minutes into the movie before Josh and Jenna are making out on the couch
beside me. Carter’s in the chair to my right, so I’m sandwiched in between him
and two sex crazed people. Awkward and uncomfortable doesn’t seem to do the
situation justice or explain how bad I am going to kick Jenna’s ass for this
later. Thirty more minutes go by and I reluctantly glance to my left to see
that Josh and Jenna are still at it.


How obvious
would it be if I just got up, walked out the door and drove away? I wonder. Reaching my eyes to the right, I see Carter
playing with his phone.


As I’m
contemplating my exit plan, my phone chimes and I lean over to get it,
hoping—no praying—that it’s a message stating that zombies are invading
Colorado and we all have to evacuate. Even though it’s not the state of
emergency I was hoping for, the name that pops up on my screen still surprises
me.


Carter: Want to
get out of here?


I smile and glance
over at him. He’s smiling, but still looking down at his phone, and not meeting
my gaze. Before I even have a chance to respond, my phone chimes again.


Carter: Or are
you enjoying the make out session beside you?


Glancing over at
him, I shake my head and purse my lips. Carter stands and jerks his head
towards the kitchen, signaling me to follow his lead. We walk down the hall
that eventually empties into the garage.


“Thanks for bailing
me out,” I say when he closes the door behind me.


“Well, I know that
once they get started, especially during a movie, they don’t stop.” He laughs.


I can’t help but
laugh, too. “So you’ve had to witness this for the last few months?”


“Oh, yeah, that’s
PG compared to some other things I’ve seen.” He shakes his head as if trying to
empty the memories from his head.


“Oh, wow, I had no
idea. Maybe they’ll start splitting up the time between you’re place and our
place, and give you a break.”


“Watch it.” He
smiles. “Be careful what you wish for.” He walks over to the pool table, takes
a ball out of the pocket and tosses it up in the air. “It’s cool, though. I
haven’t seen Josh this happy in a long time… maybe ever, so I’ll deal with it.
Tonight was some big plan for us all to hang out and get to know each other
better. I think he’s tired of his girlfriend and best friend not getting
along.”


“Don’t let Jenna
get to you.” I take a few steps closer to the pool table and then lean against
it. “She’s really a nice person when you get to know her. It’s just that
she’s—”


“Protective,” he
says, interrupting me. “I know and I get it.”


“It’s more than
that, though. She’s loyal and can be really sweet when she wants to be. You
just have to get to know her.”


“That’s the plan.”
He tilts his head and shoves the ball across the table. It bounces off the
corner and comes to a rest on the other side of the table, near me.


“She put up with a
lot from me this past summer.” I shiver involuntarily. “Most friends would have
given up on me a long time ago… but she… even at my worst, she was still there
for me.”


His face softens
and he swallows hard. Crossing his arms across his chest, he rests his left hip
against the pool table and stares at me, his eyes unwavering.


“Aren’t you cold?”
I ask to fill the silence. It isn’t too strange of a question; he really could
have been cold. The temperature in the garage can’t be much warmer than
outside. He’s only wearing a t-shirt. I, at least, have a sweater on.


“Nah, it’s not too
bad. You?”


“No, I’m okay.” I
shrug. “We don’t have to stay out here if you don’t want to. The movie’s
probably almost over anyway... and I’m sure the make out session will end,
too... hopefully.”


“We can go in, if
that’s what you want.” His gaze never leaves mine and I can’t figure out what
it is about his eyes. They’re not only tired looking, but lost and sad, too. We
hold our stare for a long minute before the door swings open.


“There you are,”
Jenna says, smiling blissfully at me. “The movie is over.”


“Hey.” I return her
smile.


“That movie was so
disgusting. It was pretty uncomfortable to watch, huh?”


I choke out a
laugh, but try to cover it up by clearing my throat. “Yeah, it was
uncomfortable to watch, all right.”


Carter and I
exchange a smile and then follow Jenna back inside.


It’s clear when we
get back to the living room that Jenna and Josh want to finish what they
started. Jenna pulls me aside and gives me the keys to her car, saying she
wants to stay with Josh tonight.


“She can take my
bed, I’ll sleep on the couch,” Carter offers and we both turn our heads towards
him.


“I can’t take your
bed. I’ll just drive home,” I say.


“I hadn’t even
thought of that,” Jenna says, smiling and glancing over at Carter. “It’s late,
Holly. I’ll just worry about you all night. Stay here, please.”


“I’ll change the
sheets for you and everything,” Carter continues.


“It’s not
necessary.” I look over at him. “I’ll sleep on the couch. Just give me a pillow
and a blanket, and I’ll be fine.”


Josh chuckles. “You
say that now, but you’ll be cussing in the morning when you wake up all stiff
and sore. That couch sucks.”


“Just take my bed,”
Carter says again.


“I can’t do that, I
would feel bad.”


“Don’t feel bad.
I’m offering it to you,” Carter says.
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A life spent making mistakes is not only more
honorable, but more useful than a life spent doing nothing.


~ George Bernard Shaw
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I wake up to
something hitting me in the face.


“What the hell?” I
squint out of my right eye.


“Wake up, dude,
it’s almost ten,” Josh says, chunking another orange at my head. I grab my
pillow and dodge it just before it makes contact.


“I’m gonna kick
your ass, shithead.” I stretch my legs out and feel a sharp pain shoot up my
back reminding me that I slept on the couch last night. That one thought sets
off a domino effect, reminding me that I gave my bed to—Holly! My body jerks up
into a sitting position and a searing pain runs up my back and into my neck.


“Sleep well?” Josh
laughs and I chuck my pillow at him. “The girls already left. Apparently, Holly
said she couldn’t sleep because your bed smelled really bad.”


“Whatever, dude.” I
shake my head and stretch my neck to the right and then back to the left. “Did
they really leave?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck.


“Yeah, they went
home to shower and change. That was nice of you to offer up your bed, by the
way. I’m sure you won some brownie points for that one.”


“I’m not trying to
win any brownie points from Holly.” I roll my eyes, not sure why I woke up in
such a grumpy mood. Oh yeah, I remember, this couch sucks.


“I was talking
about Jenna. For some reason it’s taking her a while to warm up to you. You do
need to get your lazy butt up and get ready, though. We’re leaving here in an
hour.” He disappears into the kitchen.


Damn. Football at
the Sigma house today. I totally forgot. “You may have to play without me, man.
My back is killing me,” I groan and fall back to the couch.


His head comes fast
around the corner. “You’re not backing out on me, man. Not at the eleventh
hour. I need you. The team needs you. If you don’t play, then we’ll have to
settle for Brady as quarterback and he can’t throw a ball to hit the side of a
barn. You’re not bailing on us.” After he finishes his whining, he disappears
into the kitchen again. “Actually, make that forty-five minutes. We’re picking
the girls up on the way. I guess, if you want to be a pussy and back out, I’ll
just show up with two hotties; one on each arm.”


“Jenna and Holly
are going?” I ask and my chest clenches.


“Yeah, we discussed
it over breakfast this morning.”


I jerk back up and
swing my legs off the couch. How the hell did I miss all of this?


“Knew that would
get you up,” Josh calls and I can hear the smile in his voice.
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“Good luck, babe.”
Jenna kisses Josh on the cheek. Guys from both teams start heckling him, bringing
unwanted attention to both Jenna and Holly… or maybe just Holly. Jenna seems to
love it, but Holly looks like she’s trying her best to blend into the ground
beneath her. I glance over at Josh and it’s clear that he loves the attention,
too. He actually takes it a step further when he grabs Jenna, catching her off
guard. She gasps as he bends her over and kisses her like no one’s watching.
The entire crowd goes wild and I can’t help throwing a whistle or two out
myself. Holly’s laughing while shaking her head, and seeing her smile, makes my
smile grow even bigger.


“Come on, lover
boy. We’ve got a game to play!” I yell to Josh. He finally breaks from the kiss
and jogs over to the rest of the team.


At the end of the
second quarter we’re killing them, up by seven. It’s our ball; we break from
the huddle and I take my position. When I glance to my left it takes me by
surprise to see Holly looking directly at me. I give her a small grin and then
focus my eyes on the ball.


The ball flies
towards me and I catch it, run backward, and look for an open man. Josh is
trying to dodge a guy, but he can’t shake him. My eyes are scanning the open
field and I’m about to make a run for it myself when I feel a heavy object run
into me, knocking me to the ground.


When I glance up, I
hold my hand up to shield my eyes from the glaring sun to see Travis staring
down on me. Anger rips through me and I jump up to my feet, but before I can
get in Travis’s face, Josh is in front of me, blocking my path.


“Why do you have to
be such a prick,” Josh says, pushing Travis back a foot.


“Hey, c’mon guys,
let’s just get back to the game,” I say, hoping to be the level-headed one and
prevent a fight, although I feel like it’s coming whether I like it or not.


“What? Can’t fight
your own battles anymore?” Travis laughs, encouraging me and shouldering past
Josh.


There’s a crowd
around us now and the last thing I want to do is fight him again, but I will if
I have to. “Hey, I just came here to play football, man. I don’t want any
problems, okay?”


He laughs again,
coming closer, and I instantly smell the alcohol on his breath. “Are you gonna
back down from a fight?” He pushes me. “I want a rematch from this summer.”


“I was drunk that
night, man. I wasn’t myself. Let’s just get back to the game, alright?”


He pushes me again,
this time even harder, and my fists automatically form into a ball.


“Don’t be an
asshole, Travis,” a girl’s voice yells over the chatter surrounding us. I look
over to my right and see Jenna. Holly’s standing beside her and has a look of
horror on her face. Just seeing her is even more of a reason not to lose
control, not in front of her.


“Shut up, Jenna. No
one asked you,” Travis yells at her before facing me again.


“Don’t fucking talk
to her like that.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Josh lunge at him, but a
couple of guys hold him back.


“So what’s it gonna
be? You gonna be a pussy and walk away or are you gonna give me a rematch,”
Travis taunts, taking another step towards me.


“Travis, please,”
Holly speaks up now; her voice is soft, yet firm. The stare that Travis and I
have on each other is broken and we both look over at her.


Travis’s face
relaxes when he sees her. “Holly, I don’t mean any disrespect, but you need to
stay out of it.”


“Just leave him
alone,” Holly says, her voice now holding a little anger in it.


“Why should I?” He
laughs, glancing back at me.


“Because he’s my
friend,” she adds.


He shakes his head
a few times. “Wait. Are you with this guy?” He looks appalled as he points at
me.


“Yeah, we’re
friends. So take your macho ass somewhere else. There are some of us who came
to watch a game.” Her sharp words take me by surprise.


“How the fuck can
you be friends with him? After what happened?” He leans towards her, raising
his voice. Now, my blood is boiling and my fists are shaking. I know it’s only
a matter of seconds before I lose control.


She looks confused
by his tone, but he doesn’t stop pressing her. “Where is the fucking loyalty in
that, Holly?” His jaw clenches and she cowers back at his harsh words.


That’s it. I push
him square in the chest and he stumbles back a little. When he recovers, his
drunken eyes find mine, and there’s nothing except rage in them.


“Hit me and make it
good ‘cause it’s all you’re gonna get,” I grit through my teeth, throwing all
control out the window.


He takes a large
step towards me and I see his fist come flying. It makes contact with my face
and my jaw screams out in pain, but I push the pain away and actually find
myself wanting more. “Is that all you’ve got?” I ask, looking directly at him.
“Again.”


His nostrils flare
and he winds his arm back once more. This time his hand slams into my right eye
and there’s nothing or no one that can hold me back now. It takes no effort for
me to take him down to the ground and after a few good punches, he’s out cold.
Just like the night a few months ago, Josh pulls me off him. I’m breathing hard
and fighting to get myself under control. Glancing around, I try to find Holly,
wanting to make sure she’s okay.


“Where is she?” I
ask, turning to the side and spitting out a mouthful of blood.


“I gave them my
keys,” Josh exhales. “They’re gone, man.”


“Fuck,” I breathe.
“I didn’t want her to see that.”


“Man, whatever
brownie points you won with Jenna earlier, I think you just lost them.”


I shake my head at
his meaningless words and feel a sharp pain shoot up the right side of my head.
My hand flies to the throbbing pain and I wince when I touch it.


“Don’t worry about
it, though,” Josh continues. “That asshole had it coming. I can’t believe he
actually wanted to fight you again. You kicked his ass this summer. He must be
an idiot for wanting another piece of you.”


I rub my jaw and
move it back and forth, glad it’s not broken, but knowing it’s going to be sore
for a few days. “If you blamed someone for letting your best friend die,
wouldn’t you want to kick his ass every chance you got?”
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I’m lying down on
my bed, staring at the ceiling and clenching the football in my hands. I throw
it up in the air, and then catch it. I’ve been doing this for the last hour or
so, over and over, maybe a couple hundred times, hoping the rhythmic motion
will eventually distract the crazy shit that’s going through my head. As much
as I want to forget what happened this afternoon, I can’t. I analyze what
happened, play-by-play, and try to tell myself that I did the right thing, that
it was the only thing to do.


A few weeks after
the accident, I had gone on a drinking binge, trying to drown out the memories
from that night and all the other depressing crap in my head. Josh had always
stayed sober just to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid. One night, we
decided to go to a party near campus and Travis was there, even more drunk than
me. I had no idea that he was Adam’s best friend until he started going on a
rampage and blubbering about how I screwed up that night... that if I had just
tried harder, his best friend would still be here.


Even though I
probably had close to a twelve pack all by myself, I sobered up pretty quick
after his comments. Josh tried to get me to leave, but I refused and spent the
rest of the night drowning my sorrows with any alcohol I could find. I never
wanted to fight Travis; I actually spent most of the night trying to avoid him.
However, every time I turned around, he was right there, trying to instigate a
fight. I understood his anger and I could see why he wanted to fight me. I
understood wanting to get rid of the pain. I understood wanting someone else to
hurt as bad as you.


It was a few hours
later, and a few more drinks down, when I started to get angry every time I saw
him and he wouldn’t keep his mouth shut.


When he told me
that it should’ve been me that died up there and not Adam, I unleashed on him.
He had no idea the guilt I was already living with... the feeling of knowing
that I should’ve been more careful... that maybe I could’ve done something...
the simple fact that Adam shouldn’t have even been up there in the first place.


Travis didn’t even
get a punch in before I had him on the ground and was beating him into
oblivion. It took Josh and some guy I didn’t even know to pull me off him. I’m
glad they were there because I don’t think I would’ve stopped otherwise.


Looking back on it
now, I regret even going to that party; I regret ever drinking a drop of
alcohol that night. With all that I had been through, there was so much rage
and guilt built up inside me. Not only from what happened that night on the
mountain, but the events leading up to that night. It had been years of tragedy
and loss for me, as well as my family. Unfortunately for Travis, I took my
anger out on him.


The next day, I
swore off alcohol, blaming the booze for making me act the way I did. This
afternoon, though, it wasn’t the alcohol. Holly’s horrified face and the way
she cowered when Travis spoke to her is what really set me off. Sure, he was
drunk, but he still shouldn’t have talked to her like that. I don’t really know
the guy, but you have to be an asshole to talk to a girl like that...
especially one that used to be your best friend’s girl.


I throw the
football up in the air once more and catch it; clenching it so tight, it feels
like it’s going to bust open. My grip eases up when I hear the front door shut
and a female’s voice float up the stairs. My breath stops as I sit up and
listen harder, a part of me wanting and hoping that it’s Holly. I need to
apologize to her for what happened earlier. I need to see her and make sure
she’s okay. The moment Paul dropped us off back at the house I already had my
cell in hand, but Josh stopped me. He told me to give Holly some time or wait until
she called me.


There’s a soft
knock at my door and I’m so lost in my thoughts that I jump from the sound.


“Carter, it’s
Jenna. May I come in?”


“Sure,” I call out.
My heart is hammering against my ribs and my throat feels thick. I’m not sure
why she’s here, but I know it can’t be good.


She enters the
room, wearing a somber face. With the way she’s treated me in the past, I
expect for her to look pissed —actually, I expect her to walk in throwing
punches.


“Do you have a
minute to talk?” she asks.


“Yeah.” I scoot up
to the edge of my bed, still gripping the football in my hands. She pulls out
my desk chair, turns it around and takes a seat.


“I just wanted to
come by and see how you were doing.”


Shock courses
through me. Why does she care? “I’m doing okay.” I swallow hard and watch her
eyes scan over my face.


“Does it hurt?” She
winces, scanning the right side my face before meeting my eyes.


I shrug. “Not
really. Not anymore. The swelling’s gone down a bit.”


She nods. “Well, I
just wanted to say I’m sorry for what happened earlier, for what Travis said
and for how he acted. He can be a real asshole when he drinks.”


I shake my head.
“You don’t have to apologize for him. He’s just hurt and wants someone to
blame. I get it.” I talk around the lump in my throat.


“Yeah, well, he has
no right to blame you. There’s no one to blame for what happened that night.
Josh told me everything and it wasn’t your fault, Carter. What happened up
there was just a freak accident and the choices Adam made to join the team,
those were his choices. I knew Adam and the type of guy he was, he wouldn’t
want you to feel like this.”


Nodding my head, I
swallow hard. I can’t believe out of all people it’s Jenna that’s saying this
to me. The two of us have barely spoken more than a few sentences to each other
in the past few months… and now this? “Thanks. That, um, that means a lot
coming from you.” My voice cracks and I clear my throat, hoping to cover up the
uneasiness in my voice.


She sighs loudly.
“I guess, while I’m here, I should apologize for how I’ve treated you the last
few months, too.” She looks down at her hands in her lap. “I don’t want you to
think I hate you or anything. The reason I was being such a bitch to you over
the last few months was for Holly’s sake. She took Adam’s death really hard and
seeing or hearing from you was just too much for her. I know how much you
wanted to talk to her and I know you were just trying to be a good guy. It’s
just... I felt like I had to be a bitch to get my point across. I didn’t want
her to hurt anymore... but I am really sorry.”


“You were just
trying to be a good friend. You should never apologize for that.”


She takes in a deep
breath and I can see that she’s struggling with what she’s about to say.
“There’s something else you should know.” She pauses, hesitating. “Holly
doesn’t know what happened the night of the accident.” She pauses again and
shakes her head, “I mean, she doesn’t know the details of what happened. All
she knows is that Adam...” her voice trails off.


It feels like all
the air has been knocked out of my lungs. “She doesn’t know? Does she know...
Does she know that I was up there with him?”


She shakes her head
and my head drops into my hands. No wonder she can still stand to look at me.


“And I don’t want
her to know,” she adds.


My head jerks back
up and I stare at her. “What? Why?”


She sighs and gives
me a pleading look. “I tried to tell her. About a week or so after the
accident, I sat her down and wanted to tell her then. I wanted to tell her
everything, but she said that she didn’t want to know. She said that she didn’t
need to know the details. I know it’s not right to keep her in the dark about
it now, but she’s been doing so well and I don’t want to bring her back down.
Does it really matter anyway?” she asks, but I can’t find the words to answer
her.






 

 


[bookmark: c10]Chapter Nine


 


Sometimes the questions
are complicated and the answers are simple.


~ Dr. Seuss


 


HOLLY


It’s been two days
since the football game. Two days since I’ve talked to Carter. I’m not sure if
I should call him after the fight or not. I pick up the phone a couple times to
call him, but then I talk myself out of it, not knowing for sure if he even
wants to talk to me.


“Hey, Holly, wait
up,” a male voice shouts from across the courtyard. Turning around, I see
Travis jogging up to me. As he gets closer, I see that his face still looks
swollen and bruised.


“Hey.” He lets out
a big breath when he gets within a few feet from me.


“Hey,” I say,
gripping the books in my hand a little tighter to my chest.


“I’m… I just wanted
to say I’m sorry for acting like an asshole the other day at the football game.
I was drunk and wasn’t thinking straight. Actually, I hardly even remember it
all, but the guys told me all about it the next morning.” He glances down to
the grass beneath our feet. “They told me I said some pretty messed up things
to you.”


My shoulders tense
as my eyes scan over his black eye and busted lip. The image of Carter tackling
Travis after he yelled at me pops in my head. It wasn’t long after the two of
them were on the ground when Josh shoved the keys in Jenna’s hand and told us
to get out of there. I blink away the memory. “Well, I don’t think it’s me you
should be apologizing to anyway,” I tell him.


He clears his
throat, glancing back up at me. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure if I’m ready to
apologize to Carter just yet.”


We stand in silence
for a moment and I’m about to excuse myself when he finally speaks, “Are you
doing okay? I’ve been meaning to call you, but I’ve been dealing with my own
stuff, you know? I’ve been pretty messed up lately.”


Looking at him now
and seeing the broken guy he has become is killing me on the inside. Not only
does his face show the beating he took a few days ago, his eyes look sad, worn
and stressed. Travis and Adam had been best friends since high school so I
can’t imagine what he’s going through.


“I’m getting
better, but there are still hard days,” I mutter, trying to keep my voice
steady. “I mean, there are good days and there are bad days.”


“Yeah, I know what
you mean.” The muscles in his neck flex as he swallows deep. “You know you can
call me if you need to talk or anything, right?”


“Yeah, I know.” I
smile at him, starting to see just how much pain he’s still in. My heart aches
for him, but I’m not sure what I can do. Most days, I’m barely holding on by a
string.


He shuffles his
feet for a minute, like he wants to say something else, but he doesn’t. “Well,
I’ve got to get to class. It was good to see you, Holly. I’m really sorry about
the other day.”


I nod. “I know.
It’s good to see you, too, Travis.”


As I walk away from
him, I pull out my phone and do what I should’ve done a few days ago.


Me: How are you?


A few minutes pass,
but Carter doesn’t text me back. Don’t read too much into it, I tell
myself. There’s no reason to freak out if he doesn’t text you back right away.
He could be in class or sleeping. He could also not want to talk to you,
a little voice in the back of my head tells me. With each second that passes, I
feel horrible for not calling or checking on him sooner. It’s not that we are
really that close or anything, but I still should’ve called. When he tackled
Travis he had been sticking up for me, and calling to see how he’s doing is the
least I could’ve done.


When I walk into
class, I see a few familiar faces from the football game this weekend.
Apparently, seeing me triggers their memory and whispers begin to fill the
room. I walk over and sink into my chair, wanting to pull the hoodie over my
head to hide. Becca sees me, closes her notebook and scoots down two chairs to
sit beside me. She had called me a few times this weekend, but I didn’t answer
or call her back. I feel bad for that, though I know what she wants to gossip
about and I’m not in the mood for it—I wasn’t then and I’m sure as hell not
now.


“Holy shit. I heard
about what happened this weekend at the Sigma house. Was it as bad as everyone
says it was?” she asks me, her eyes are wide as she stares at me, anticipating
my response.


I nod. “Yep, it was
pretty bad.”


She scoffs and
falls back into her chair. “God, men are such idiots. They’ll find any reason
to start throwing punches. So tell me, what happened?”


Professor Langford
saves me by walking into class, making the stares and murmurs die down.


“We are so talking
about this later.” Becca sits up straight in her seat and flips open her
notebook, preparing to take notes. Just as he opens his mouth to speak my cell
phone starts to ring, causing the entire class to shift in their seats and look
in my direction. Shit.


Professor Langford
sighs. “It seems that someone has forgotten the rules. Cell phones are to
remain off or on silent during class.” My face is on fire as I reach into my
bag and fumble around until I have my phone in my hands. My heart pounds when I
see Carter’s name flash across the screen. I reject the call and the class
turns back around as the lecture begins. I turn the ringer on silent, but then
an overwhelming need to leave class and call him back takes over.


“Becca,” I whisper
through my teeth.


She leans over and
tilts her head in my direction, but keeps her eyes focused on the professor
who’s writing something on the board.


“Can I get a copy
of your notes later? I have to leave.”


She turns to face
me and gives me a please-tell-me-you’re-kidding-me-right-now look.


“It’s kind of an
emergency,” I continue.


“Um, so is this
class.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “He’s about to go over what will
be on the test... you know, the killer ones.”


I nod. “I know.
Just take really good notes, okay? I’ll call you later.” I shove my notebook
into my backpack and slide out of my seat as quietly as possible. The professor
is facing the whiteboard and I’m only a few steps away from the door when he
turns around and zeros in on me.


“Do we have
somewhere we need to be, Ms. Treadwell?”


Shit, he knows who I am… so much for blending in. My body
freezes a few feet from the door. I swallow a couple times and I can feel the
entire class’s eyes on me.


“Yeah, I have to
leave. It’s kind of an emergency.” My knees are shaking now and I wait for him
to threaten my grade, or tell me to sit back down, but he doesn’t. Instead, he
stares at me for a short moment, nods his head and turns back towards the
board.


My legs move again
and I hurry out the door before he changes his mind. Once I’m a safe distance
from the classroom, I lean back up against the wall and place my hand on my
chest. My heart is beating so hard, I’m afraid it is about to explode.
Professor Langford knows who I am. He knows me by name and I just walked out of
his class. The professor who has a reputation for flunking students for one
freaking absence! The professor that gives out killer tests, the same tests
that can totally cause me to not graduate if I flunk one. What the hell am I
thinking? I’m so freaking screwed.


To be honest, I’m
not sure what drove me to get up and leave. I told both Becca and Professor
Langford that it’s an emergency. Calling Carter back isn’t really an emergency,
but I just know that I can’t wait until class is out to talk to him. When I get
my breathing under control, I pull my phone out, scroll to his name and my
thumb rolls over the call button for a second before I finally hit it.


“Hey,” he answers
on the first ring.


“Hi.” I swallow
back my nerves. “How are you?”


He doesn’t answer
me, but I know he’s there because I can hear him breathing.


“Are you okay?” I
ask, sensing something’s not right.


“I’m—I don’t know
what I am anymore.” His words are almost incoherent.


“Have you been
drinking?”


He sighs. “Maybe.”


“Where are you?”


“Home. In bed.” His
voice sounds muffled.


“Is Josh there?”


I hear a lot of
static and then a loud clunk. “Hello?” Panic shoots through me as I press the
phone harder against my ear.


“Shit, sorry. I
dropped the phone,” his slurred voice comes back over the line.


“Are you alone?”
I’m already outside and jogging down the steps, heading towards my car.


“Uh, yeah. Why?”


“I’m gonna come
over.” I’m not sure why I just said that. I have no business going over there,
especially when he’s like this, but for some reason, I don’t want him to be
alone.


“I don’t need a
babysitter, Holly.”


“I know,” I try to
reassure him. “I’ve just finished up with school and… I, uh… I don’t feel like
going home.” I roll my eyes and bite my lip at the poor attempt of an excuse.


There is some more
static and I assume he’s dropped the phone again. I hear him cuss before he
comes back on the line. “Are you coming over now?”


“Yeah, I’m getting
in my car, so I’ll see you soon.”


The line goes dead
and, before I pull out of the parking space, I scan through my phone until I
find Josh’s name. I press call, but it goes straight to voicemail.


“Hi, Josh, this is
Holly. I’m on my way over to your house. I just talked to Carter and he sounds
drunk… really drunk. Anyway, I thought you may want to know.”


I hang up and throw
my phone in the seat beside me, putting my car in drive.


 


CARTER


“Shit!” I shout,
jumping off my bed. After I try calling Holly and get nothing except her
voicemail, I decide I’m going to pass out and sleep off my drunkenness. It
takes me by surprise when she calls me back and tells me she’s heading over to my
house.


Using both arms for
support, I lean against my dresser and get a good look at my reflection in the
mirror. I grimace at the man staring back at me. The puffiness on my right
cheek has started to diminish, but the swelling and cut on my lip still look
pretty fresh. “What the fuck are you doing, man?” I ask the reflection staring
back at me and my head falls down between my arms. “Shit,” I breathe, realizing
I have about fifteen minutes before Holly gets here. Fifteen minutes to pull
myself together. Fifteen minutes to sober up.


Yanking my shirt
over my head, I throw it on the bed and do the same with my jeans. I don’t even
bother letting the water warm up before I jump in the shower. The ice cold
water covers me and zaps me awake, making the reality of the situation all too
real. After brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth with mouthwash a few times,
I throw on my jeans from earlier and pull on a clean t-shirt.


Just as I’m putting
on my boots, I hear a soft knock at the door. Before heading down, I lean over
and look at myself in the mirror again. My eyes are still red and bloodshot,
but it’s still an improvement from a few minutes ago. After running my hands
through my hair a few times, I jog down the stairs to the front door.


“Hey,” I say,
opening the door and trying to keep the right side of my face turned away from
her—the side that’s still red and puffy from the fight.


“Oh, my God.” As
hard as I try, she sees it anyway. Her eyes look me over and I feel embarrassed
that she’s seeing me like this. I didn’t want her to see me get angry the other
day with Travis, or the marks he left behind, and I sure as hell don’t want her
to see me shitfaced drunk, either. I open the door a little wider and she walks
in, never taking her eyes off me.


“Hey, let me see,”
she says, taking a step towards me. Slowly, she raises her hand and grazes my
right cheek. It doesn’t hurt too badly, but it’s still tender. I watch her face
as she assesses the damage. I’m frozen where I stand, realizing at that moment
that, even if it did hurt, I wouldn’t have flinched or breathed a word. She’s
touching me... and any pain is worth that.


“Does it still
hurt?” She glances up and our eyes meet.


“No,” I breathe
out. “Not really.”


She grins at me
with sympathetic eyes, and if I didn’t feel like a pathetic loser about two
seconds ago, I do now. The last thing I want from her is pity.


“When was the last
time you ate?” she asks, dropping her hands from my face and moving past me,
towards the kitchen.


My heart aches from
the absence of her touch and I’m still drunk enough that I almost ask her to
touch me again. “I don’t know. What day is it?” I answer instead.


She turns her head
back over her right shoulder and frowns at me. “It’s almost eleven a.m. on
Wednesday.”


I scan my mind,
trying to remember the last time I ate something, but nothing registers.
Shaking my head and feeling like even more of a pathetic loser, I answer her
truthfully, “I’m not really sure.”


She gives me
another sympathetic grin and continues into the kitchen. She starts opening and
closing cabinets. “Where do you guys keep the bread?”


Pointing to the
cabinet on her left, I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s moving around the
kitchen like she’s on some type of mission. When she reaches up high to grab a
plate from the top shelf, her shirt lifts, too, showing off her flat stomach.
Tearing my eyes away, I slide down onto a bar stool and try to distract the
thoughts running through my head—the thoughts about what the rest of her must
look like with no clothes on. Damn, drunk thoughts. I shake my head and try to
empty the dirty thoughts, knowing she deserves better. She turns and opens the
refrigerator, pulling out some sliced cheese and butter.


“How does a grilled
cheese sound?” She twirls around and looks at me, smiling.


To be honest, it
sounds like the worst thing on the planet, but nothing sounds appetizing at the
moment. As I sit here and look at her, I wonder why she’s being so nice to me
and I don’t have the heart to tell her the truth. “Sounds good.”


My eyes continue to
follow her every movement around the kitchen.


“Frying pan?” she
asks me.


“Down below you on
the right.”


She bends over and
this time I’m not strong enough to tear my eyes away. Her jeans slip down and I
get a peek at her pink underwear. Every nerve in my body reacts. When she
stands back up, I glance down to the counter and don’t dare to look up again
until I know she’s facing me. She leans over and rips off a paper towel and,
laying four pieces of bread down, she starts to spread the butter across the
top. She carefully lays two pieces of bread in the pan and then puts the cheese
on top. The second the butter starts to melt and the smell hits my nose, my
stomach lurches. I swallow a few times and, when I feel like I’m in the clear,
I walk over to the sink and pour myself some water.


“Sorry, I’m a
terrible host. Would you like something to drink?” I ask her.


“No, I’m okay.
Thanks, though.”


“Why are you doing
this?” I ask her when I’m sitting back down. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


She glances from
the frying pan to my eyes and then back to the pan. “I know what it’s like to
go through a hard time and I know what it’s like to have a good friend be there
for you, too.” She shrugs as she flips over the sandwiches. “I guess I’m trying
to be a good friend.” She glances back up at me and smiles softly. Through my
drunken stupor, I try to analyze her smile to see if it’s a real one or a fake
one. When I finally decide that it’s real, my body warms and relaxes.


Then I remember
what Jenna told me and I’m reminded that I’m an asshole. I’m an asshole for not
telling her the truth about what happened that night. Even though Jenna says
that she doesn’t want me to say anything, I don’t think it’s right for me to
keep it from her. My stomach turns again, but this time it’s not from the smell
of the butter or the cheese melting. It’s from the guilt that’s swirling around
inside me; wondering if she did know the truth, would she still be here right
now?


“Here you go. Maybe
these will make you feel better,” she says, causing my thoughts to dissolve.
She sets down a plate with two grilled cheeses in front of me. “I’m not much of
a cook, but grilled cheese and French toast are my two specialties.”


“So you’re good at
cooking things that involve slices of bread and a frying pan?”


She thinks about
what I just said and then she chuckles. “Yeah, I guess I am.”


I smile back at her
and then glance down at the food she just made me. “I feel bad that I’m the
only one eating, do you want to share? I’m not sure I can eat both of them
anyway.” I push the plate so it sits between us.


“No, I’m not
hungry.” She pushes it back. “Besides, you’re the one that needs to eat.”


I nod my head and
grin at her. “Thank you for this.”


“You’re welcome.”
She smiles.






 

 


[bookmark: c11]Chapter Ten


 


We are not the same persons this year as last; nor are
those we love. It is a happy chance if we, changing, continue to love a changed
person.


~ W. Somerset Maugham


 


HOLLY


“C’mon, please? Pretty, pretty, pretty,
please?” Jenna peppers Josh’s neck with kisses in between each of her requests.


We’re sitting in a
booth at Cosmo’s Pizza and it’s clear that Jenna has no problems expressing a
little PDA, especially if it’s to get something she really wants. As I press my
lips together and try not to laugh, I reach my eyes to the left and see Carter
staring at them with a disgusted look on his face, which makes it even harder
for me to contain my laughter. The four of us have pretty much been inseparable
the last few weeks, especially on weekends. Carter and I have become close
friends. We talk on the phone each night before bed and I find myself missing
him when we are apart.


“Jenna, it’s just a
stupid Halloween party. Why do you want to go so bad anyway?” Josh asks, but
the way his head is falling back and his eyes close with each kiss, it looks
like he’s already lost the battle.


Pulling back, she
gives him the biggest puppy dog eyes and says, “Because it sounds like a lot of
fun. We’re senior’s in college and it may be the last excuse we have to dress
up and look like complete idiots.”


Ever since we went
skydiving, Jenna has been hell bent on doing everything and anything... living
life on the edge as she calls it. I’m not sure that dressing up and going to a
Halloween party constitutes living on the edge, but she’ll use the excuse
whenever she can.


“Seeing me in a
costume doesn’t pique your interest?” She bites her lip as she trails her
finger down his chest.


Oh, she’s good.


Carter coughs a
couple times, I guess to remind them that we’re sitting directly across the
table.


“What are you smirking
at?” Josh aims a pointed glare over at Carter.


Carter just shakes
his head. “You, man. It’s pretty pathetic.”


“I don’t know why
you think it’s so funny, ‘cause if I’m going to this thing, you sure as hell
are, too.”


“So, you’ll go?”
Jenna’s face brightens.


Josh curses under
his breath and closes his eyes. When he opens them again, he looks directly at
Carter and smiles wide. “Only if this asshole right here agrees to go, too.”


Carter laughs,
shaking his head. “No way, man. You’re on your own with this one.”


Jenna’s already
narrowed her puppy face onto her next victim. Carter. Josh smiles, crosses his
arms, and leans back into the booth, totally pleased with himself.


“Sorry, Jenna, it’s
not going to happen,” Carter says. Even though his voice is firm, it’s easy to
see he’s uncomfortable with the way she’s looking at him. He fidgets in his
seat and refuses to meet her gaze. I’ve been in his position before and I know
how hard it can be to refuse her. What happens next totally catches me off
guard.


“He’ll go, if you
go,” Jenna says, turning her gaze to me.


“That’s right,
Holly. All you have to do is ask Carter and he’ll go with you,” Josh agrees,
smiling again.


I hear a loud thud
and see Josh wince and reach under the table. “Fuck, dude; that hurt.” Josh
glares at Carter.


“Um, I don’t think
I’m up for it.” I want to die of embarrassment and I’m feeling more
uncomfortable by the second. Jenna juts out her lower lip and I try not to look
at her. “It’s really not my thing,” I tell them, playing with the straw in my
glass. After a few seconds, I make the mistake of looking up and meeting her
sad, puppy dog eyes.


“Please?” Jenna
tilts her head and clasps her hands together, looking pitiful.


“Jenna, it’s just
not my thing. I—”


“Come on, you owe
me,” she interrupts. “I jumped out of an airplane for you.” Please, she
stresses the word silently to me.


Dammit, she looks so sad, it’s pathetic and I can’t stand
her begging anymore. “Fine, I’ll go,” I surrender.


She smiles and
claps her hands with quick, short movements. “The four of us are going to have
so much fun. Just wait, I promise that you will all be thanking me for
this later.”


“Hold up. I didn’t
agree to anything,” Carter says.


“Shut up, dude.”
Josh glowers at him. “You know you aren’t gonna let Holly go to a party all by
herself. You’re always looking for ways to spend time with her.”


What is happening
here? I’m so uncomfortable that I’m tempted to just get up and walk away from
the table—no, run from the table. I’m kind of curious to know what Carter’s
face looks like right now, but I’m too nervous to look over at him. I’m sure
he’s shooting a death glare in Josh’s direction anyway.


“Okay, so it’s
settled,” Jenna says. “Holly and I will start looking at costumes tomorrow.
Since the party’s only a few days away, we will probably have slim pickings,
but at least we’ll get some good deals.”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa.”
Josh raises his hands in an innocent gesture, shaking his head. “I never agreed
to wear a costume.”


“Um, it’s a costume
party,” Jenna says, looking in his direction. “You can’t just show up looking
like… you.”


“Hey, what’s wrong
with me?” Josh asks, offended.


“Nothing.” Jenna
smiles sweetly. “But you can’t go to a Halloween party and not wear a costume,
it’s just not allowed.”


“Says who?” Josh
asks.


“Says me,” Jenna
challenges, but then her face softens. “Plus, I think it would be incredibly
sexy to see you in a costume.”


Josh sighs loudly
in defeat and Jenna scoots out of the booth. “You and me. Costume shopping.
Tomorrow,” Jenna instructs, pointing at me.


I nod and scoot out
of the booth.


“What just
happened?” Carter asks, coming up beside me as we walk towards the exit.


I shrug. “What can
I say? The girl’s good.”


 


❧


 


“Okay, so what do
you think? There’s Bonnie and Clyde, which I think can be really hot, or
there’s Frankenstein and his wife. Which one do you think Josh will like
better?”


I stifle a laugh
and shake my head. “I can’t believe you’re actually making him dress up,
Jenna.”


She sighs and
shakes her head, looking annoyed. “What is it with you people? It’s Halloween
and it’s a party. This is our senior year and we’re supposed to be having fun
while we still can; you know, before we graduate and the real world catches up
to us and we all go our separate ways.” Her voice cracks on the last few words.
Looking over, I actually see sadness in her eyes.


“Hey, what’s going
on with you?” I ask her.


She shakes her head
and continues to sort through the costumes on the rack in front of her.
“Nothing, let’s just drop it.”


“No.” I grab her
shoulder and turn her towards me. “Tell me what’s wrong. You’ve been acting
mopey the last few days.”


She exhales loudly
and drapes the costumes she’s holding over her arm and plays with a tag. “I
don’t know. It’s just, this is our senior year and I should be excited. I
should be looking forward to graduation, right? I should be looking forward to
no more early classes, no more tests, no more studying, right?” She looks up at
me, like I have the correct answer. “But I’m not looking forward to giving all
of that up. I’m dreading it. I like my life. I like school. I like living with
you and having our apartment. I like having fun and being young and stupid. I
don’t want this year to end. I don’t want to grow up.” She looks at me with a
confused expression and I swear I can see tears building in her eyes. “Is that
weird?”


“No.” I smile at
her. “It’s not weird at all.” I glance down at the costumes she’s holding. I
had no idea that all of these thoughts were running through her head and, now
that she says them all out loud, I can’t help feeling a heaviness in my heart
as well. “Go with the Bonnie and Clyde… I like that one the best.”


She smiles.
“Really? Do you think Josh will like it?” she holds them out in front of her to
get a better view.


“Uh… I’m not sure
about that one, but just bat your eyelashes a few times and he’ll be fine.” I
laugh. “But I’m sure Carter will tease him relentlessly tonight.”


“Not if you ask
Carter to wear a costume, too,” she counters.


Unease fills me. I
take a few steps down the aisle and move to the rack at the end. “Why do you
and Josh assume that I have this control over him? We’re just friends, Jenna.”


She shakes her head
and rolls her eyes. “Whatever you say.”


 


CARTER


“You look
ridiculous, man.” I laugh at Josh as we get in the car.


“I swear to God,
dude. Shut up. This is painful enough without you giving me shit, okay?”


Jenna came over to
our place earlier to drop off Josh’s costume and now we’re driving over to
their apartment to pick them up for the party. I don’t even ask him what he’s
supposed to be, but he looks like a dumbass in that tapered suit and hat. He’s
trying to hide it, but I can see a small, plastic gun sticking out of his coat
pocket. I can give him shit for this all night long and have a blast doing it,
but I know he’s miserable, so I decide to keep my mouth shut—for now.


“You’re lucky your
girlfriend didn’t ask you to wear a costume. You just don’t understand how
persuasive Jenna can be,” Josh says, pulling his seatbelt over him. “How did I
get stuck with the bossy chick?”


My heart tightens
at the word girlfriend. Holly and I have become close over the last few
weeks—really close—but it’s strictly just as friends. We still talk every night
on the phone; however, Josh doesn’t know that or, at least, I try really hard
to hide it, mainly because I know he’ll read too much into it.


“We’re just
friends,” I tell him, swallowing back the disappointment that my voice holds.


“Yeah, you know,
the relationship you two have is really weird. It’s like friends with no
benefits. Why don’t you just kiss her and get it over with already? The two of
you are great together.”


He doesn’t have to
tell me that. “It’s complicated. I like having her as a friend and I don’t
think it would feel right if it were anything more than that.” Right now, I’m
okay with us just being friends. For the first time in months, my life is
actually going great and it’s because she’s in it.


Josh nods slowly.
He knows me well enough to know why I’m holding back and not taking it any
farther with her. “I can understand where you’re coming from, but you can’t
keep up the friendship for too much longer, the sexual tension that surrounds
you two is going to combust at some point. If I had to bet on it, I’d say
sooner rather than later.”


Again, he isn’t
telling me anything that I don’t already know. Even though Holly has become a
close friend, someone I trust and care a lot about, she is also smoking hot. It
doesn’t help that when her and Jenna stay the night, she’ll take my bed and I
picture what she is wearing, or isn’t wearing, lying against my sheets. So even
though there’s a large part of me that wants to be more than friends, I’m
scared to lose her and the friendship we have.


Where it gets
really complicated is the fact that I still haven’t told her the truth from the
night of the accident. Jenna keeps telling me that it doesn’t matter—that the
past is the past—and I shouldn’t bring it up because it will just end up
hurting her, but I’m not sure. If the time comes, I can’t ever take the next
step with her if she doesn’t know the truth.


Josh and I stand at
their door and knock as my nerves begin to devour me. I’m not sure why, but
picking Holly up and taking her to a party kind of feels like a date, or maybe
I just wish it is. Even though, deep down, I know it’s not.


“Come in,” Jenna
shouts from the inside. When we walk in, Jenna is helping Holly with her
costume and they both turn to us and smile.


“Damn, dude, we’re
two lucky sons of bitches,” Josh says under his breath as he eyes Jenna up and
down. “I’d wear this stupid costume every day if she asked me to.”


I only half hear
him because I can’t concentrate on anything except for Holly and how hot she
looks standing there in her costume. I’m not sure what she’s supposed to be,
but holy shit if it’s not the hottest costume I’ve ever seen. Josh walks over
to Jenna and leaves me standing there, staring like a dumbass. Finally, Holly
turns around and makes her way over to me. As hard as I try, I can’t take my
eyes off of her.


The closer she gets
to me, the more nervous I get. “Hey,” I breathe.


“There weren’t a
lot of costumes left, so I didn’t have a lot of choices. What do you think? Too
much?” She looks down and examines herself.


“No,” I choke out
and then clear my throat. “You look great.” There are a few other words that
come to mind—sexy, beautiful and hot—but they just don’t seem appropriate to
say to a friend.


She gives me a
smirk, like I’m just saying that to be nice, but she has no idea how truthful
I’m being, or what thoughts are running through my head right now, or how
thankful I am that I agreed to go to this stupid party. I can’t imagine letting
her out of this house looking the way she is without someone watching over her.
Tonight she needs a bodyguard with how hot she looks in that outfit.


“Can you guess what
I’m supposed to be?” she asks, raising an eyebrow, clearly challenging me.


Swallowing hard, I
slowly look her up and down. She’s wearing a lavender top that’s cut off above
her belly button, showing off her flat stomach. Her long skirt is a darker
shade of purple and there’s a gold chain of some sort connecting her top and
bottom. The gold eye shadow she has on makes her green eyes stand out even more
than usual and her hair is up in a high pony tail on the top of her head. The
entire outfit shows off every curve her body has, making it hard for me to
concentrate on making an actual guess.


“Um... a genie?” I
say, finally.


She busts out
laughing and the sound of it courses through me. Hearing her so happy causes my
chest to ache.


“No, I’m not a
genie, but I’ll give you a few more guesses.” She laughs. I try to snap myself
out of the daze I’m in and stop staring at her so I don’t come off looking like
a complete pervert.


“I’ll have to think
about it a little, I guess,” I say, knowing it will give me an excuse to stare
at her all night.


“I like your
costume by the way... very original,” she says, looking me up and down.
I’m thankful that she didn’t ask me to wear a costume because, as much as it
would’ve sucked, I would’ve done it if she had asked me to.


“Come on, let’s go
have some fun,” Jenna says, approaching us. She gives me a quick look up and
down. “Nice costume, Carter. Way to be a party pooper.”


Josh and Jenna
climb into the back of my car and Holly gets into the passenger seat. Earlier
in the day I offered to be the designated driver for the night, mainly because
I haven’t really been in the mood to drink since the afternoon Holly showed up
and found me drunk. Right now, though, I’m more worried about keeping my eyes
on the road and not on the girl that’s sitting in the passenger seat next to
me.


When we pull up,
there’s music blaring from the house, telling me the party is in full swing.
The house is fully decorated for the event, fake spiders hang from the front
porch and creepy music is playing as we walk up. I can’t help noticing how every
guy’s head turns and looks as Holly passes them. My instincts are to wrap my
arm around her shoulder, to show them that she’s mine, but I can’t... because
she’s not.


The front door is
open, the house is mostly lit up with black lights, and a few strobe lights are
twirling around the dance floor in the middle of the main room. There are fake
spider webs stretched across the ceiling and the same fake spiders that are
hanging from the front porch are clinging to the webs. Wow, someone spent way
too much time on this.


“Let’s go get a
drink, then we can dance,” Jenna says, looping her arm through Holly’s. “Josh
won’t dance until he’s got a few drinks in him.” Then she looks over at me and
my stomach turns. I don’t do dancing. “What about you, Carter? Will you come
dance with us?”


I shake my head.
“No, I’m just gonna hang out here for a while.”


She shrugs, and
then her and Holly head towards the bar in the back. My eyes follow them and,
when they’re about halfway across the room, Holly looks back and gives me a small
smile. My whole body reacts and I know that I’m in trouble. These feelings she
stirs up inside me, they aren’t what friends should feel for friends.


“Seriously, man.
The sexual tension between you two is so thick, I feel like I’m suffocating,”
Josh says, glancing over at me.


Leaning over, I
shove him with my shoulder. “Shut up, dude.”


It’s only a couple
hours into the party and Josh is already shitfaced drunk and dancing. He’s
sandwiched between Jenna and Holly and I can’t help laughing at him... all of
them. The strobe lights are flying across the room and they all of have their
arms up in the air, singing at the top of their lungs.


Earlier in the
night, I walked around and said hi to a few guys I knew from class, but now,
I’m keeping an eye on the dance floor. Even though I kind of feel like a douche
just standing in the corner, watching other people dance, I don’t care. Holly
may not be mine, but there’s no way in hell I’ll let anyone touch her or hit on
her when she’s been drinking.


“Hey, Carter,” a
girl’s voice pulls my eyes away from the dance floor.


“Oh, hey,” I say,
looking to my left. I’ve seen the girl a few times in class, but I don’t know
her by name.


She takes another
step closer to me, coming only inches from my face, and I can easily smell the
liquor on her breath. “Will you dance with me?” She glances up to me through
her eyelashes.


I casually take a
step away from her, hoping not to be too obvious, but her breath reeks from the
liquor. “Uh, I don’t really dance.” I give her a courteous smile.


“Then why would you
come to a party? Do you have a thing for standing in the corner and watching
other people dance?”


Damn, the girl is
obviously drunk, but she still makes a valid point. “I’m here for my friends,”
I say, nodding towards them. My eyes make contact with Holly’s and I find her
looking over at us. “I’m the designated driver tonight,” I continue my
explanation and look back towards the girl whose name I still don’t know.


“You sure you won’t
dance with me?” she asks again, looking at me with a sweet expression. She’s
actually really cute in her little angel costume, but it’s still not enough for
me to go dance with her.


I shake my head.
“No, thanks for the invite, though.”


When she walks off,
I hear the music change from a fast and upbeat song to more of a slow one. My
eyes scan out into the crowd and I find Jenna and Josh slow dancing in the
middle of the dance floor, but I can’t spot Holly.


Just then, I feel
someone grab my arm and see Holly standing next to me. Her eyes are glossy and
the sweat from dancing has caused small wisps of hair to stick to the sides of
her neck. She doesn’t look completely drunk, but she’s definitely buzzed.


“You having fun?” I
shout over the music, breathing in her scent that’s mixed with sweat and the
perfume she’s wearing.


She nods. “Yeah,
lots of fun. Are you?”


I shrug. “Sure, I
guess. This really isn’t my scene, but it’s cool. I’m glad you’re having a good
time.”


She leans in,
pressing her body against me and says, “I came over to check on you and see if
you had any more guesses on my costume.”


I swallow hard as
my eyes trail over her body. When I see that parts of her costume are stuck to
her body with sweat, my body feels like it’s being lit on fire. “How about an
Egyptian princess?”


She purses her
lips, trying not to laugh. “Not even close.”


I know it’s a
stupid guess. Actually, I’m pretty sure she’s supposed to be a belly dancer,
but I don’t want to say the right answer and give up my excuse for staring at
her all night.


She looks out
towards the dance floor and then back to me. “Will you come dance with me?”


I can’t take my
eyes off her and I know there’s no way I’m getting out of this one; there’s no
way I’m telling her no. “Sure.”


She grabs my hand
and leads me out onto the makeshift dance floor. The strobe lights have slowed
down and now match the beat to the slow song that’s playing. I wrap my arms
around her waist and she reaches up to lock her hands around my neck. I haven’t
danced like this since probably middle school and I can’t help feeling like an idiot.
As dumb as I feel, the crazy truth is, I’d do this all night long if it means I
get to be close to her like this.


When the song is
nearing the end, she leans her head against my chest and drops her hands to
grip my shoulders. My eyes close and I wrap my arms tighter around her waist,
pulling her closer to me. There’s a good chance she can feel or hear my heart
pounding fast and loud in my chest, but I don’t care. I never thought I’d say
this—ever—but I wish this song would last forever. For right now, my wish is
granted. The slow song we’re dancing to ends and another slow one begins.


 


❧


 


“Oh, man, I don’t
feel so well,” Jenna mumbles as we pull back up to their apartment.


“C’mon, babe, you
just need to sleep it off,” Josh says as he staggers out of the car. He turns
around and helps Jenna out of the car since she had issues getting in the car
back at the party. When he has a firm grip on her, they start to head up the
stairs. Holly’s standing at the front of my car and I feel like an
overprotective father trying to keep an eye on all of his kids at once.


When it looks like
Jenna and Josh are doing okay, I turn my focus to Holly. “Hey, you feeling
okay?”


She looks up at me
with glossy eyes. “Yeah, I’m good. I just need my bed.”


“Come on, let’s
go.” I grab her around the waist and she wraps both arms around my stomach,
resting her head on my chest; clearly using me as a crutch to stand up
straight.


I’m not sure how
many drinks she had exactly, but she is definitely going to wake up in the
morning regretting every last one of them. When we make our way up the stairs
and into her apartment, Josh and Jenna are nowhere to be found. I look down the
hall to see that the door to Jenna’s room is closed. Great. Holly’s
looking more tired with each passing second and, for a moment, I’m scared she’s
going to pass out standing up.


When I finally have
her in bed, I carefully take off her shoes. Even though I’m sure she probably
wants to take off her sweaty costume, too, I don’t dare take it off for her.


“I’ll be right back.
I’m going to get you a glass of water. You want to get changed out of your
costume?”


She moans and
shakes her head. “No, I’m too tired to move.”


A few minutes
later, I come back and she’s still lying in the exact spot that I left her.
Shaking her gently, I hand her the glass of water, knowing she needs some
hydration. She drinks the entire glass and wipes her mouth using the back of
her hand before collapsing back down on the bed. I cover her up, turn off the
light, and head for the couch.


“Carter,” she
mumbles as I reach the door. I turn around and stare into the darkness.


“Yeah?”


There’s a moment of
silence until she says, “Will you stay with me?”


My heart tightens
and I’m not sure what to do or say to her. Slowly, I make my way back over to
the bed. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


“I just don’t want
to be alone tonight,” she says. Even through the darkness I can see her shift
and scoot over to the middle of the bed. Reluctantly, I get into the bed beside
her. When she turns into me and lays her head on my chest, I freeze.


It takes her a few
seconds to get comfortable. When she does, she reaches up, kisses my neck and
my whole body stiffens. “You’re sweet, Carter. Thanks for dancing with me and
for taking care of me.”


“You’re welcome,” I
respond, letting out a long breath and easing back a little farther; trying to
get comfortable. It feels so good to have her in my arms, but it feels wrong,
too, on so many levels. Without a doubt, things are changing between us and, as
much as I want more with her—as much as I want to give her what she wants—I’m
not sure I should. At least, not until she knows the truth.






 

 


[bookmark: c12]Chapter Eleven


 


The most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen
or even touched, they must be felt with the heart.


~ Helen Keller


 


HOLLY


Since the Halloween
party, things between Carter and I have changed. Or they have changed for me,
at least. My feelings for him go beyond friendship and it wasn’t until I saw
that girl hitting on him at the Halloween party that I realize just how far those
feelings really go.


I remember the sick
feeling rolling around in my stomach just picturing them dancing together. I
remember how good it felt to be in his arms when we danced and how good it felt
to sleep on his chest that same night.


Even though my feelings
are stronger, I haven’t told him and we are still strictly just friends. It’s
hard to tell how he feels about me sometimes and I don’t want to be the first
one to make a move or take the chance and ruin the friendship we have.


The weekends have
become somewhat of a ritual. When Friday night rolls around, Jenna and I head
over to Josh and Carter’s and usually spend the weekend over there. We play
pool, watch movies, and occasionally we go to Sterling’s for open mic night or
battle of the bands.


Every time we go, I
miss being up there on stage and singing more and more. In the past month or
so, I’ve been writing a lot and it feels good to get some of my emotions out on
paper.


I’m walking out of
class and adding up the hours in my head. Four hours until Jenna gets home,
then twenty minutes for her to change and re-do her makeup, and then a ten
minute drive to Carter and Josh’s place. So, four hours and thirty minutes to
keep myself busy. I guess I could study for Dr. Langford’s test next Monday.
There’s also a mound of laundry that needs to be done.


As I’m fumbling
around in my purse for my keys, my phone chimes. My lips spread out into a
smile when I see that it’s a text from Carter, but then it falls the second I
read it.


Carter: Josh and
I can’t hang out tonight. Sorry.


Me: That sucks :(


Carter: We’ll be
back tomorrow night. I’ll txt you.


Me: K.


If he and Josh are both out, then it
must have something to do with a call for the rescue team. My stomach clenches,
but I try to push away the negative thoughts.


By the time I get to
my car, I hear my phone chime again. This time it’s from Jenna.


Jenna: Bad news.
The guys are out for tonight.


Me: Just heard.
Girl’s night?


Jenna: Yes!
We’re so overdue for one of those anyway. :)
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As much as I hate
to admit it, weekends suck without Carter and Josh. They end up cancelling on
us for Saturday night, too. It’s Sunday morning and I find myself looking
forward to school with the hope that next weekend will come quick so I can see
Carter again. The past few weeks, school has been getting so hectic that we
hardly see each other during the week.


“Oh, my God, is it
just me or is this weekend super boring?” Jenna asks me, opening the
refrigerator and pulling out some OJ. “We are so lame. We didn’t do anything
but lie around, watch movies, and eat junk food all weekend. I miss Josh and
Carter’s place.”


I laugh. “Um,
that’s what we usually do at their house.”


“Yeah, but I can’t
make out with you.” She smiles.


“True.” I laugh
again. “Have you, uh, heard from them?” My heart stops as I wait for her
answer.


She shakes her head
and then takes a sip of her OJ. “No, I’m sure they’ll be home later tonight,
though.”


I want to ask her
if it bothers her when Josh goes up to the mountain, but I don’t. I know it’s a
stupid question.


“Okay, so no more
being couch potatoes. Let’s get out and do something today. I’m in desperate
need for some new lingerie. What do you say?” I hear her stop talking, but I
guess my mind is too preoccupied worrying about Carter and Josh. “Hello, earth
to Holly.” She’s standing in front of me now.


“Sorry, what did
you say?” I ask, glancing up at her.


“Lingerie shopping.
Today. You and me.”


“Sorry, I can’t.
I’m going to the library with Becca. We’ve got a test in Dr. Langford’s class
and I need to study. My grade depends on acing the test tomorrow morning.”


“Well, that’s
boring.” She sighs and falls down to the couch beside me. “I’m just hoping the
guys get back early enough tonight so I can see Josh. I think I’m going through
withdrawals. I want to find something really hot and fun for him.” With that
thought, she springs up off the couch. “I guess I better get to shopping just
in case he shows up later.” She stops halfway down the hall. “Hey, is it okay
with you if he comes over here tonight?”


“Sure, no problem.”
Note to self: stay at the library as long as possible.
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It’s getting close
to ten p.m. and my eyes burn from looking over my notes, as well as reading
through my textbook for the past few hours.


“I think we should
call it a night,” Becca says, yawning.


“I’ll second that,”
I agree, slamming my textbook shut and gathering up the scattered notes on the
table in front of me. I shuffle them into a neat stack and shove them in the
front pocket of my binder.


“I really hope that
this test isn’t as hellish as I think it’s going to be,” Becca says, pulling
her backpack to her lap and zipping it.


“Stop worrying.
You’ll be fine. You know this stuff better than me,” I tell her and then my
phone vibrates on the table in front of me.


Carter: We r
back. What r u up to?


Me: Studying at
the library.


Carter: WARNING:
Josh is headed over to ur place to “watch a movie.”


I smile and a soft
chuckle escapes me.


“Who’s the lucky
guy that’s got you smiling like that?” Becca asks, pulling me from my thoughts.


“Just a friend,” I
tell her.


“Would this friend
happen to be that hotty that walked you to class the other day?”


My face starts to
burn and I know that, without a doubt, my cheeks are cherry red. “Yes, his name
is Carter, but we’re just friends.”


“Friends? That
sucks. If it were me, I wouldn’t let a dreamy guy like that get away.”


Throwing my
backpack over my shoulder, we exit through the main doors and the icy air hits
me hard. I reach down and zip up my jacket then cross my arms over my chest to
ward off the cold. When Becca and I reach the bottom of the library steps my
phone chimes again.


“I’ll see you in
class tomorrow, okay?” I say, pulling out my phone.


“Yeah, see ya,” she
says, her teeth chattering as she turns to walk away. When she’s gone, I glance
down and read my message.


Carter: Would
you like me to put u out of ur misery?


Me: Um, that
sounds a little scary.


Carter: Come
watch a movie with me. Maybe we can actually finish one this time.


Me: Only if I
get to choose.


Carter: No chick
flicks allowed.


Me: Fine. No
chick flicks, but still my choice.


Carter: Deal.


Me: C U soon.
:)


When I pull up to
the house, my stomach is a mushy mess and I find myself rushing to pull the
keys out of the ignition so I can see him quicker. When I get up to the door, I
don’t even have to knock. Carter pulls the door open and he’s standing there
with a large smile on his face. “Hey you.”


“Hey,” I say,
returning his smile. As I walk past him into the house, I can feel the warmth
of him. The past few days I’ve had an overwhelming need to be close to him,
wanting to see him, wanting to be sure he’s okay... and, now that he is here, I
have to force myself not to touch him, not to hug him, and the strangest
thought I’m fighting is the desire to kiss him. Since I’m not ready to cross
that line with him just yet, or at least I don’t think I am, I just settle on
being with him.


“So, I thought we
could compromise,” Carter says as I throw my purse in the chair beside the
couch. “I’ve picked out four movies, kind of a mix between chick flick and
action... and I’ll let you choose which one to watch.”


“That wasn’t our
deal,” I say, shaking my head and smiling.


The left side of
his mouth lifts. “I said it was a compromise.”


Glancing down to
the table, I see his four choices laid out. “Hmmm... I don’t know about this.
Die Hard one through four? How are those, at all, chick flicks?”


“Hey, there’s some
romance in them,” he argues.


I’m just giving him
a hard time. The truth is that it could have been any movie, another zombie
flick even, and I wouldn’t have cared. I just want to be with him.


 


CARTER


Holly falls asleep
about halfway through the movie with her head against the couch, knees curled
up towards her chest and her hair falling across her face. When she falls
asleep, it’s about the same time that I stop watching the movie, too.


I’ve been watching
her for the past hour, leaning back at an angle on the couch, studying her
lips, watching her eyes flutter every few seconds and her chest rise and fall.
As hard as I try, I can’t take my eyes off her. It’s a little bit of a creepy
thing to do, but she looks peaceful and content; I’m not sure why, but it gives
me peace, too. I’ve always thought she’s hot, though right now is the first
time I see that she’s more than that, she’s beautiful.


Her whole body
jerks and, for a second, I think she’s going to wake up, ruining my tiny bit of
peace. I relax when she licks her lips and starts her rhythmic breathing again.
I want more time to watch her; I want just a few more minutes of peace.


Then she does
something that I don’t expect, but I kind of like. Okay, that’s a lie. I
really, really like. Her body shifts and she stretches out her legs before
slowly falling towards me. The sweetest and softest moan escapes her lips as
she stops with her head on my chest. For a long minute, I can’t breathe and I
don’t want to move because I’m afraid that I’ll wake her. Now, I feel even more
like a weirdo staring at her. Now that she’s so close to me, I find myself
smelling her hair and inhaling her sweet scent.


It’s too much for
me to resist and my hand raises up to lightly brush her face, slowly tracing
her lips. Having her like this, similar to the night after the Halloween party,
sadly brings me back to the first time I held her in my arms. The night at the
hospital when I told her about Adam. In all of my twenty-two years of life I’ve
never seen or felt so much pain as I had that night.


After my brother
died, it was my dad and I who held my mother and sister at his funeral. When
Dad passed away last spring, I was left holding both my mother and sister all
by myself. Even then, I had never felt so much pain as I had that night with
Holly. It could have been magnified with the guilt I was feeling, but the pain
was so horrible it felt like she was tearing my heart right out of my chest.


Tonight is different.
Just like the night after the Halloween party—when she asked me to stay with
her and I held her—it was one of the best feelings of my life because, that
night, there was no pain, no tears, no sadness.


The minutes pass
and I continue to stare at her until my eyes feel heavy. Even though my back is
starting to ache at the angle that I’m sitting in and my left arm is starting
to fall asleep, I don’t move since I’m scared of disturbing her. I’d lie like
this forever if I had to.


The next thing I
remember is seeing a bright light spilling in through the living room window.
When I open my eyes, I see Holly still lying across my chest, still fast
asleep. Without trying to wake her, I move just a little and feel a familiar
pain shoot up through my lower back. Damn couch. I really think Josh has
a point; we should totally burn this thing. A few moments later Holly finally
stirs and, when she opens her eyes, confusion is spread out across her face.


“Morning,” I say,
smiling at her.


“What? I fell
asleep over here?” she asks, looking around.


“Yeah, when we were
watching a movie.”


“Did you say
morning? Morning!” she screams and pushes herself up off my chest. “Oh, my God,
what time is it?” She hops off the couch and begins to run around the living
room, looking like a crazy person. “Have you seen my purse or my phone? Oh, my
God; oh, my God; oh, my God.”


“Hey, calm down,” I
tell her. I’m only halfway awake and she’s starting to freak me the hell out.


“Calm down? I have
a test in Dr. Langford’s class in...” she finally finds her phone and checks
the time, “thirty minutes! Oh, my god, I’ll never make it.”


I lean up slowly
from the couch, gripping my lower back. “You’ll make it. Just take a quick
breath.”


She doesn’t listen
to me and begins scrambling, pulling her shoes on and slinging her purse across
her chest. “I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta go. I can’t believe I fell asleep. I’m so
freaking screwed.”


I don’t even have a
chance to tell her goodbye before she’s out the door. “Well, that was
interesting,” I say to myself, falling back onto the couch.


 


❧


 


After the way my
morning started with Holly freaking out, the rest of the day goes by without
incident. I’m back at home, trying to keep myself busy with laundry and
homework, as well as trying to keep my mind off Holly and the feelings I’m
starting to have for her.


“Hey, is your
family still planning on coming over for Thanksgiving?” Josh asks, poking his
head in my room.


“Uh, yeah, I think
that’s the plan.”


He nods. “Cool,
I’ll tell my mom and hopefully she’ll get off my back about it. She said she
tried to call your mom, but can’t get in touch with her.”


“Yeah, she’s been
busy with doctor’s appointments. I’m pretty sure we’re coming, though. When I
talked to her the other day, she was worrying about what kind of pie to bake.”


“Dude, you know my
mom’s gonna cook enough to feed us for like a week, right? Tell her not to
worry about it.”


I nod. “I’ll tell
her, but you know she’ll insist on bringing something.”


“So what’d you do
last night?” Josh asks, picking up the football that’s lying on my bed and it
catches me off guard. My first reaction is to lie. I’m not sure why, but I know
he’ll give me crap if I tell him that Holly and I hung out alone together. The
two of us rarely hang out by ourselves. Normally, it’s the four of us. Even if
I do end up telling him that she came over, forget about telling him that she
accidentally fell asleep on my chest... he’ll read way too much into it. Forget
it, I’m not saying anything.


“Not much. Just
hung out.”


He grins and nods.
“Right. So did this ‘just hanging out’ involve, I don’t know, a hot
brunette named Holly?”


Okay, so the stupid
grin on his face tells me that he already knows the answer to that question.
“Yeah, Holly came over and we watched a movie.”


“About time, man.”
He reaches over and slaps me on the shoulder. “I can’t believe the two of you
held out for this long. So was it combustible just like I thought or what?”


“You’re a moron,” I
say, shaking my head. “For us, watching a movie doesn’t mean making out. That’s
just a code word for you and Jenna.”


He shrugs, agreeing
with me. “I just don’t get you two, man. Jenna doesn’t, either. We knew
something was up when Holly didn’t come home last night and when she still
wasn’t there this morning.”


“How did you know
she was over here with me then?”


“I didn’t... it was
just a hunch I had. You just confirmed it, though.”






 

 


[bookmark: c13]Chapter Twelve


 


Love isn't something you find. Love is something that
finds you.


~ Loretta Young


 


HOLLY


“Damn, what happened to you?” Jenna asks
as I walk into our apartment. She’s sitting at the bar, eating out of a bag of
chips. “You look like hell.”


Of course I look
like hell. I haven’t showered, washed my face, or brushed my teeth in over
twenty-four hours.


After waking up at
Carter’s this morning, I rushed to school and luckily made it to class before
the test in Dr. Langford’s class started. I tore through the door just as he
was handing out the test and, aside from the strange look he gave me as well as
the snickering from the rest of the class, nothing was said.


“Ugh, don’t ask,” I
groan, throwing my backpack and purse on the floor, take a few chips, and shove
them into my mouth. I also haven’t eaten all day.


“Did you leave
early this morning or something? I didn’t see you when I got up.”


I shake my head.
“No, I slept at Carter’s.”


Jenna coughs,
seemingly choking on a chip. “I’m sorry; I just thought you said you slept with
Carter last night.”


“Over... I
slept over at Carter’s,” I exaggerate the words and glare at her.


She shrugs and a
smile spreads across her lips. “Hey, no judgment here. I’m cool if you want to
sleep with or over at Carter’s.


I nudge her and she
falls over, almost completely tumbling off the stool she’s sitting on.


“I suspected you
were over there anyway, I was just curious to see if you’d tell me the truth,”
she says, popping another chip in her mouth.


“Why would I lie?”


She shrugs. “I
don’t know. I’m glad you didn’t, though, things could’ve gotten ugly if you
did.”


 


❧


 


Later in the
day—after taking a shower and brushing my teeth—I curl up on my bed and take
out my notebook. It’s been a while since I’ve written anything in it, mainly
because nothing other than depressing thoughts are going through my head. The
past couple of months, though, I’ve changed, my outlook on a lot of things has
changed.


As I stare down at
the empty page, so many feelings, words, and thoughts run through my head. When
I used to write, I used to think a lot about love, a lot about life, and a lot
about Adam. Now, I mainly focus on the emotions that have been consuming me over
the past few months; what I’ve gone through. I can’t deny that Carter’s face
pops into my head a lot, too. The past few months he’s been stirring up
feelings inside me I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel again.


After feeling
satisfied with the few lines I have written, I close my notebook and put it
back in the top drawer of my nightstand. Just as I reach over to click off my
lamp, my phone chimes and I reach over to grab it, already knowing who it is
before I see the screen.


Carter: Did you
make it to ur test?


Me: Just in
time. Sorry I ran out on you like that.


Carter: Glad you
made it. Next time we’ll set an alarm.


Me: Your couch
is horrible to sleep on.


Carter: You were
sleeping mostly on me.


My whole body warms
as I remember waking up on his chest this morning and how good it felt.


Me: Sorry about
that.


Carter: Don’t be
sorry.


Me: Goodnight.


Carter: Goodnight,
Holly.


Before shutting off
my light, I scroll back through our messages, smiling and feeling an ache in my
chest that I’m not sure how to define. Carter is a friend—a good friend—but I
can’t help wondering if maybe I want him to be more.


 


❧


 


The rest of the
week is fairly uneventful. It’s Friday afternoon and I find myself getting
excited for the weekend since we have the entire next week off for Thanksgiving.


As I jog across the
courtyard, the snowfall begins to pick up and, by the time I reach my car, it’s
really coming down. When I get on the main road to head back to our apartment,
I’m leaning forward and both of my hands are wrapped tightly around the
steering wheel. The snow is so thick I’m having trouble seeing if the stop
light ahead of me is red or green. I’m just about to comment on how things
can’t get any worse when I hear a loud thud come from the front of my car. A
small vibration shoots through the steering wheel, causing my hands to shake.


“You’ve got to be
freaking kidding me? This is so not happening right now,” I say, gripping the
wheel even tighter. Slowly applying pressure to the brake, I veer off to the
side of the road. Once I have the car in park, I hop out to inspect the loud
noise that was coming from my car. The snow is coming down hard, but I squint
and see as plain as day that my right front tire is completely flat.


“Crap,” I breathe.
Once I’m back in my car, I crank the heater and lean my head back against the
seat, trying to think of what to do. I fumble through my purse, digging for my
phone. There’s a good chance I have roadside assistance, I think I remember my
dad telling me that one day. Curse words are flying out of my mouth and
frustration takes over when I turn my purse upside down and dump it in the
passenger seat next to me. Disgusting is the next word that pops into my
head as I realize that my purse should be declared toxic. I sift through the
trash, finally finding my phone and insurance card. Turning it over, I find the
number for roadside assistance. After two rings, a stupid automated machine
picks up. Following the prompts I finally get to the point of annoying music
playing in my ear, hoping that an actual human will come on the line soon.


Ten minutes pass
and I’m tempted to hang up and just hitchhike. “This is ridiculous,” I say,
shaking my head.


My eyes scan over
the trash in the seat next to me and a wadded up piece of something catches my
eye. When I remember what it is and who gave it to me, it sends a sharp pain to
my heart. Balancing the phone between my ear and shoulder, I take the wad and
spread it across my knee.


Call if you need
anything is written across the
napkin. Carter’s name and number are written below it.


“Hi, this is Peggy,
how can I help you?” a human voice comes on the line and relief washes through
me.


“Oh, yeah, hi. I
have a flat tire and I’d like some help with it.”


“Sure, we can help
you with that. Let me just pull up your account.”


I give her all of
my information, my location, and she tells me that someone will be here to
assist me within the next three hours. Three hours? Three freaking hours? Three
freaking hours of sitting here, stuck on the side of the road in the middle of
a freaking snow storm? Great. Perfect.


I bang the back of
my head against my headrest and then glance back down at the napkin that is
spread out across my knee. As I stare at the words, I can’t help realizing how
much I’ve changed since that night he gave this to me. It’s only been a few
months, but I am no longer that sad and lonely girl. Sure, there are still dark
days here and there, but for the most part, my days are filled with
happiness... and I owe a lot of that to Carter. He has become someone that I
trust and consider a close friend.


Glancing out my
window, I see the dark grey sky and snow falling outside my window. I glance
back down at the napkin and try to remember if he has class on Friday
afternoon. I’m pretty sure he does, but for the life of me, I can’t recall what
time he gets out.


Against my better
judgment, I call him anyway. It rings five times and then goes to voicemail.
Even though I don’t plan on leaving him a message, I listen to his voicemail
anyway, just to hear his voice. You’ve got it pretty bad, Holly, I tell
myself. A few seconds later my phone chimes.


Carter: In
class. Saw u called. What’s up?


Me: Wanted 2
talk. Flat tire. Waiting on roadside assistance.


Carter: Where r
u?


Me: On the
corner of 18th and Columbia.


Carter: Be there
in a few.


Me: No! I’m
fine. I didn’t mean to bother you.


I stare at my
phone, waiting for his response, but it never comes. A part of me hopes that
when he got my text he decided to stay in class. There’s another part—the
selfish and lonely part—that would love some company right now.


Eight minutes
down... two hours and fifty two minutes left, I say to myself, looking at the clock on my dash. Of course that is the
worst case scenario. There’s a chance the road side assistance could arrive
sooner than that, but I guess with the storm, there is also the possibility
that it could be even longer. Sighing loudly, I turn up the music and let the
words drown out my thoughts.


Through the snow
falling out my back window, I see Carter’s FJ pull up behind me not even ten
minutes after I got his last text. My stomach flutters and my body buzzes just
knowing that I’m going to see him soon. I open my door and step out when he
comes jogging up.


“Hey, you really
didn’t have to come. I have help on the way.” The snow is really coming down
now. I can hardly see the trees across the street from me.


“Don’t feel bad.
Now, let’s get this tire changed.” He starts to walk to my trunk and I lean
back in my car to pop it open. A few seconds later he’s coming back towards me
and he’s holding the tire iron and a jack.


“Really, you don’t
have to do this. I feel horrible that you left class.”


“I told you, don’t
feel bad. Class was boring anyway and I was practically falling asleep.” He
smiles.


“What can I do to
help?” I ask.


“There’s not a lot
you can do. Why don’t you go sit in my car and get out of the cold?”


“I’m not just going
to leave you out here while you change my tire,” I scoff.


“It’s just a little
snow, Holly. I’ll be fine. Please, you’re just gonna distract me.” He smiles
adorably at me. I’m not sure why, but seeing him standing there with a tire
iron in his hands is totally hot. “Don’t you have a tow truck or some roadside
assistance to cancel anyways?”


Shit. “Yeah, let me go call them and I’ll come right back.”


“Really, I’ll be
finished in just a few minutes. Just stay in my car.” This time it’s not a
request, it’s an order. I look back to his car and then back to him. I’m
starting to shiver from the cold seeping into my bones. I haven’t dressed for
snowstorm conditions, but I feel guilty for even complaining; Carter only has a
long-sleeve, thermal t-shirt on.


“Okay, just give me
a signal if you need my help or something.”


He’s already put
the jack under the car and is starting to take the tire off. “I will.” He
glances up at me for a second and shakes his head, laughing. “Go, before you
turn into an icicle.”


Running back to his
car, I jump inside, instantly feeling the warmth envelop me. I call and cancel
the roadside assistance and then feel horrible as I sit there, watching him. It
just doesn’t seem fair—me sitting in his warm car and him out there, in
practically a white out, changing my tire. Though, even through the blanket of
snow, I still have a pretty good view and I can’t help watching him, as well as
enjoying the fact that I get to stare at him for a few minutes. I find myself
staring at his arms and the way they flex with each turn of the tire iron. My
eyes trail along the length of his body as he stands and runs back to the trunk
to get the spare tire. Swallowing hard and licking my lips, I try to turn away,
knowing I shouldn’t be looking at him like this, fantasizing like this. Friends
don’t wonder what their friends would feel like with their clothes off, what
they would taste like, or how their hands would feel rubbing over my— Holy
shit, Holly. Snap out of it!


Another minute or
two passes and it looks like he’s almost done. The snow hasn’t eased up, if
anything, I think it’s getting worse. He stands up again and rubs his hands
down his jeans and black smears are left behind from where his hands just were.


“Great, now I’m
going to owe him a pair of jeans,” I say out loud to myself. When he turns back
around, I get a great view of his ass and I find myself staring at it,
wondering what it looks like underneath those jeans. Oh, God, seriously, Holly,
you need to stop this.


Just then, I hear a
phone ringing. Looking down, I see Carter’s cell phone lying flat on the
console, and the name Kelly flashes across his screen. My chest squeezes
and, as hard as I try to fight it, a bit of jealousy hits me. I’m not even sure
why, it could just be a friend. I am just a friend; there is no reason to be
jealous. Friends also don’t stare and fantasize about what their friend’s ass
looks like underneath a pair of jeans, either. Crap, I’m in trouble. For
a long moment, I can’t take my eyes off the phone or the name on the screen.


Finally, when it
stops ringing and the name disappears, I look back up and see Carter run back
and grab the flat tire he’s taken off my car. He throws it in my trunk and
slams it shut when his phone starts ringing again. I glance down and see the
same name, Kelly, flash across the screen. Maybe it’s just a friend, or
someone from class, I think to myself. Still, a sharp pain stings me,
knowing that it could also be his girlfriend... or someone he wants to be his
girlfriend. With that thought, the small bit of jealousy I felt just moments
ago has multiplied and is now consuming me. In all the nights we talked, he
never told me about a girl he’s interested in. Friends talk about that kind of
stuff, right?


Carter finishes up
and jogs over to me just as his phone stops ringing. I roll down the window and
I know he’s trying to hide it, but he’s shivering cold.


“I’m going to drive
your car to the auto shop on Noel & Main. Do you know where it is?”


“Um, yeah, I think
so. Why don’t I just drive it? You’ve done more than enough.”


He shakes his head
and a shiver escapes him. “No, it’s not very safe to drive with just the donut
on it, especially with this weather. I’ll drive it; you just follow me in my
car, okay?”


I swallow hard,
feeling even more guilt wash through me. “Carter, I—”


He starts to back
away from me and smiles. “Just follow me.”


Before I can
protest anymore, he’s already jogging back over to my car.


Oh, God, then it
hits me. I look down to see a stick shift staring right at me and I have a bit
of a panic attack. There are two things my dad insisted that I learn after I
got my driver’s license; one, how to change a tire—it’s clear that didn’t go so
well—and number two, how to drive a stick shift. I totally sucked at it and
almost stripped the clutch on his truck, but after an entire summer of practice
I had kind of, sort of, gotten the hang of it.


Carter pulls out
and makes a u-turn in front of me. I curse under my breath and apply pressure
to the clutch, shifting into first gear. The car bucks and it pushes my heart
into my throat. “Please, please, just be nice to me. My day has been really,
really shitty and I just need to get to the auto shop. Please.” Yes, I’m
talking out loud to the car.


I take in a deep
breath and try it again, easing off the clutch a little easier this time. The
car jerks again, but after the abrupt bucking, the car begins to glide over the
pavement. “Thank you.” I breathe and turn the steering wheel, pulling up behind
Carter.


 


CARTER


It’s hard not to
laugh as I glance in the rearview mirror and see my car bucking out of control.
It probably would’ve been a good idea to make sure Holly could drive a stick
before I just took off in her car, but it looks like she’s finally getting it.
Taking turns with each hand, I hold them up to the vent that’s blasting out
warm air. My fingers are frozen, they feel like they’re about to break off.


When I pull into
the auto shop, I drive Holly’s car up to the closed garage doors. Holly pulls
in a couple seconds later and parks in a parking spot near the door.


“Hey, Carter,
what’s up man?” Patrick calls out to me when I enter the small shop.


“Hey, how’s it
going?” I’ve known Patrick since kindergarten. He grew up down the street from
me and Josh.


“Oh, you know…
work, life and work.” He laughs and then his eyes shift to the front door. I
look back and see Holly making her way over to us.


“What can I do you
for you, man?” he asks, but he doesn’t take his eyes off her.


To stop looking
at her like that. “I’ve got a flat
tire. There’s a donut on it right now, but I need a new tire put on.”


“On the FJ?” he
asks me, but he still doesn’t meet my gaze. Blood is pounding in my ears and I
want to knock him upside the head for the way he’s looking at her, but I don’t.
He’s never been too popular with the ladies and, by the way he is gawking at
her, I can see why.


Holly’s beside me
now and, as much as I want to grab her hand and hold it, I don’t. Patrick’s
eyes are still devouring her, however, I don’t want to come off as a crazy,
psycho boyfriend or anything because we’re not like that, we’re just friends.
There’s still the need inside me to protect her and, with each second that
passes, my control is diminishing more and more. It’s not until she says
something that I start to cool off.


“Hi.” She smiles up
at Patrick.


Great, a girl
smiling at him is like an open invitation. He’s going to think she’s in love
with him now. “I’m Patrick.” He winks at her and I start to regret my decision
in coming here. What the hell was I thinking?


“The flat tire is
on her car, actually,” I say a little louder than I should, hoping to bring his
attention back to me.


“What kind of tire
do you need?” he asks her, still smiling.


She looks unsure
and glances over to me.


“She has a Honda
Civic.” My voice is flat.


“Humph, let me see
what I’ve got in stock right now.” He backs up, goes behind the counter, and
finally his eyes are drawn to the computer. Then it dawns on me that I’ve been
looking at her the same way, especially that night after the Halloween party
and when she fell asleep on my chest watching a movie. Feeling like an ass, I
realize that I’m not much better than Patrick.


Reaching my eyes
over, I see her arms are crossed over her chest and that her tiny body is trembling.
“Hey, are you cold?” I ask. Stupid question, moron. Of course she’s cold,
she’s shivering.


“A little, but I’ll
be alright,” she turns to answer me.


I’m about to go get
my jacket from my car, but Patrick comes back and I don’t feel like leaving her
alone with him.


“Okay, so I’ve
gotta order the tire from our Denver location. I’ll probably have it here later
today and can have your car ready by tomorrow morning,” he explains and we both
look over to her, waiting for her response.


Holly’s face looks nervous.


“Will that work?”
Patrick asks.


“Um, sure. I mean,
I guess so,” she answers.


“Hey, don’t worry.
I can bring you wherever you need to go,” I tell her.


“You have to get
back to school, Carter.” She tilts her head towards me. I can’t lie that it’s
so darn cute that she cares about me missing class.


I wave off her
excuse. “Really, it’s not a big deal. I’m not missing anything.” Actually, that
isn’t true. I’m missing a test review in a class where my professor has already
brought my tardiness to my attention. Doesn’t matter, though, I’d skip the damn
test rather than leave her here with the guy standing next to me. Plus, bonus,
I get to spend the entire day with her.


She swallows hard
and licks her lips. “Okay, I just feel bad,” she says finally.


“Don’t feel bad.” I
shake my head and smile.


She stares at me
for a long minute and I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from hers.


“So…” Patrick draws
out the word and clears his throat, breaking the trance we have on each other.


“Oh, God, sorry.
How much do I owe you for the tire?” Holly mutters and looks down to fumble
around in her purse.


“Don’t worry about
it. It’s on me,” Patrick says and I look over at him, wondering what kind of
game he’s playing.


“What?! I can’t let
you do that.” She looks up at him.


“Really, it’s not a
big deal,” Patrick says and glances in my direction. “I’ll just put it on
Carter’s tab. He’s rung up a big one with how often he brings in that
piece-of-shit car he’s got out there.”


I glare over at
him, though my expression drops when I see Holly’s head turn in my direction.
“He’s full of shit, but don’t worry about the tire,” I tell her. “He’s been
robbing me blind for years and he owes me a few favors. Come on, let’s get out
of here.”


Without even
thinking about it, I grab her hand and lead her towards the door. Even if we’re
not a couple, it won’t hurt to make Patrick think we are more than just
friends. We walk out of the shop and she hands me the keys to my car. The snow
is still coming down, but it’s let up a bit.


On the way over to
her house, my cell phone beeps, letting me know I have a voicemail. I don’t
check to see who’s called until we arrive at Holly’s and she’s in the bathroom.
Hell, I need something to distract the thoughts I’ve been having about her the
last couple hours.


All the thoughts of
Holly are quickly erased the moment I hear Kelly’s voice. I now see that she
called twice and there are two messages. I delete the second one without even
listening to the whole thing and shove my phone back in my pocket. It’s the
same message she’s been leaving me all week. I really don’t want to deal with
this shit right now, but I know that I can’t run away from her or my problems
forever. Raking my hands through my hair, I hang my head in my hands, trying to
drown out her words from my memory.


“Hey, is everything
okay?” Holly asks.


I look up and see
her standing just a few feet in front of me, her hair is up in a bun on the top
of her head and she looks so sweet, so safe, so warm. I know it’s not right to
be having these thoughts right now, but I really want to ask her to lay down on
this couch with me and just let me hold her. I feel like, if I could just have
her in my arms for a minute, I’d feel better, but as I scan over her face and
see the way she’s looking at me, I don’t have it in me to involve her in any of
my depressing problems.


“Yeah,
everything’s...” I search for the right word, but nothing comes to mind.
“Actually, I’ve gotta go. Will you be okay here? I mean, I can take you
somewhere if you need me to.”


Her eyebrows draw
downward and she shakes her head. “No... I mean, I’m okay here.”


The confused look
in her eyes is killing me and I hate that I’m making her feel like this. It was
just a couple minutes ago when she left me in the living room and I was fine,
but now my whole attitude has changed. She’s too nice to ask any questions and,
I hate to admit it, but I’m thankful for it.


I get up and walk
towards the front door, yet something stops me before I reach it. “Are you sure
you’ll be okay?” I ask her.


She forces out a
smile. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I really appreciate your help today.”


Damn, her sad eyes
are making me rethink if I should really walk out the door. The past few weeks
I’ve gotten used to seeing the real smiles that light up her face. Now, it’s
easy to see the smile on her face is forced and I’m tempted to give her an
explanation, tell her why I have to leave, but I don’t. There’s no need to
involve her with the depressing shit in my life.


“I’ll call you
later, okay?”


“Okay.” She nods
and I leave, knowing that if I don’t leave now, I may never.


When I’m halfway
home, I decide to call Kelly back and she picks up on the first ring.


“Geez, Carter. I’ve
been trying to get you all week,” is the first thing she says and she sounds
pissed. I guess she has every reason to be, I have been avoiding her all week.


“Sorry. Things have
just been a little crazy, but I can talk now… so talk.” I don’t mean to, but I
sound like an asshole.


“Really? That’s all
you have to say to me. Did you even listen to my messages? God, you’re so
freaking aggravating. Where are you anyway?” she asks and her irritation level
is rising by the second.


“I’m on my way
home.”


“Good, I’ll see you
when you get here.”


“What?! You’re at
my house?” I scream into the phone.


“Yep. This is what
you get for ignoring me all week. I had to come over and see if you were
actually still breathing.”






 

 


[bookmark: c14]Chapter Thirteen


 


Sometimes the heart sees what is invisible to the eye.


~ Jackson Brown, Jr.


 


HOLLY


After Carter
leaves, I can’t help feeling… empty.


The emotions that
are stirring around inside are beginning to scare me. The possibility of caring
for someone again causes my chest to tighten and, the more I think about it,
I’m not so sure I am ready for those types of feelings yet.


I can’t deny that
when Carter offered to drive me home, I got excited knowing that we could
possibly have the entire day to spend together. My heart relaxed knowing that I
wouldn’t have to say goodbye to him for a few more hours.


Over the past
couple months I’ve gotten used to seeing him and then missing him when he
leaves.


When I come out of
my room and find him with his head in his hands, I can tell that something has
happened while I was in the bathroom. His total demeanor has changed. When he
tells me he has to leave, I try my hardest not to let him see the pain I feel.
I want to question him, but I have no right to.


The rest of the
day, I try to keep myself busy with laundry and cleaning around the apartment.
Every time I get a free moment to think or feel, my thoughts focus back to
Carter. At first, my thoughts are fairly innocent, I wonder what he’s doing,
what he’s thinking, and if he’s alright. Then, as much as I try to fight them,
my thoughts take a drastic turn. I remember how his muscles had flexed earlier
when he was changing my tire and how good his ass looked in his jeans. I try to
envision how his skin would feel and taste if I ever got the chance to sample
it.


It isn’t until I
realize that I’ve been standing in front of the washer—dazed out and holding a
pile of shirts—that these thoughts I am having start to feel wrong... these are
not thoughts that friends should be having about other friends.


It’s around eleven
p.m. when Jenna finally comes through the door. The moment I hear the door
open, relief runs through me. I’ve been looking forward to talking to her all
day about what I am feeling with Carter. My relief turns to surprise when I see
her walking through the door backwards. She’s kissing Josh as he guides her
forward. I’m not sure what to do and I start to panic when Josh starts telling
her all the places he wants to ‘do’ her in the apartment. I clear my throat and
immediately they break apart and Jenna stares at me wide-eyed.


“Shit, Holly. You
scared me. I didn’t think you were home. Your car’s not in the parking lot.”


I try to hide my
smile when her face turns cherry red. “Yeah, my car’s in the shop. I got a flat
tire today and Carter gave me a ride home.”


“Oh,” she says,
looking back at Josh. “Sorry, I thought we were alone.”


“Well, don’t let me
bother you. I’m about to call it a night anyway,” I say, getting off the couch
and walking towards my room. The main reason I stayed up this long, other than
to talk to Jenna, is to see if Carter is going to call. Deep down, I’m not sure
why, but I don’t expect to hear his voice tonight.


“Goodnight, guys,”
I say, passing them, but then stop short. “Oh, and Josh, I just have one
request… Can you please avoid the couch?”


Jenna closes her
eyes and mashes her lips together, embarrassment spilling out of her. Josh on
the other hand looks amused.


“Sure thing, Holly…
The couch is off limits,” he says, giving me a devilish smile. I’m not sure
who’s enjoying Jenna’s cherry red face more, me or him.


As I lay down in
bed, I try not to let myself think of Carter and wonder what caused him to act
so strange earlier. I’m not sure I should, but I can’t help texting him.


Me: Hi.


Carter: Hi.


Me: Everything
okay?


A few minutes pass
and I don’t hear anything. When my phone finally chimes, my heart shoots up in
my throat.


Carter: Just
tired. Going to bed.


A long minute
passes and my phone chimes again.


Carter: Goodnight,
Holly.


Me: Goodnight.


Great, that doesn’t
help me feel any better. It actually makes me feel worse. Something happened
with him this afternoon, something he is intentionally keeping from me.


 


❧


 


The next morning, I
wake up to what sounds like cabinets slamming shut—a lot of them—over and over
again. I lay there for a minute, hoping it will stop; hoping I can fall back
asleep. After another long minute, it’s clear the noise coming from the kitchen
isn’t going to stop anytime soon. Flipping the covers off, I throw on my robe
and drag myself into the hallway. With both hands, I rub my eyes, trying to
force myself awake and, when I uncover them, I’m blinded forever.


“Oh God!” I scream
and cover them back up.


“Shit,” Josh
breathes. “Sorry, Holly, I thought you were still sleeping.


“Um… I’m just... ”
My voice trails off and I squeeze my eyes shut, using my free hand to guide me
down the hall. With each step I take, I try to drown out the vision of seeing
Josh totally naked in my kitchen. My hands glide along the wall, finally
feeling the opening to my bathroom.


My heart is
pounding in my ears, but I swear I hear him laughing. “Sorry,” he says again.
“I was just gonna run out here and scramble up some eggs for breakfast.”


And you couldn’t
put pants on? I think to myself.
“Um, don’t worry about it. I’m just going to—” I find the light switch and shut
the door.


When I’m safely
guarded from seeing him again, I open my eyes and again try to burn the image
of seeing him out of my head. Too nervous to go back out there, I take a
shower, shave my legs, floss and brush my teeth.


When I’m back in my
room, only a few minutes pass before I hear a knock at my door. Jenna pokes her
head through and has a big smile on her face. I return her smile as she walks
in.


“Sorry about
earlier,” she says, falling back on my bed. “I had no idea he was up and making
breakfast, let alone doing it naked. Really, it won’t happen again.”


“Don’t worry about
it. I’m just going to head out and let you two have some space.”


“Oh, come on,
Holly, you don’t have to do that. He decided that scrambled eggs aren’t good
enough; he’s out there making breakfast tacos. You should join us.”


“Um, I think I’ll
pass.” Even thinking of eating in there right now, especially something that
Josh cooked, is not appetizing. The image of him in there, naked, just over
thirty minutes ago, it’s just too soon. Then a thought pops into my head and I
hang my head forward and sigh loudly.


“What is it?” she
asks.


“Do you think you
have a few minutes to spare?”


“Uh, sure. Why?”


“I need a ride to
the auto shop. They told me my car should be ready this morning.”


“See, it’s a sign.
You need to stay and eat breakfast with us.”


Looking over at
her, I give her my best pleading look. I’m not in the mood to argue with her
right now. I really just want to get my car and have my freedom back.


“Fine,” she says,
sitting up and bouncing off the bed. “Let me just go get dressed.”


Luckily, I make it
out of the apartment with only giving Josh a quick glance and an even quicker
goodbye. On the way over to the auto shop, I almost tell Jenna about the
feelings I think I may have for Carter, but I decide to keep my mouth shut
until I can figure them out a little better myself. In the back of my mind, I
know that I need to see him in order to sort them all out. Eventually, I know
that I need to talk to him and see what he is feeling, too. Maybe this is just
one sided. Maybe I need to get over the idea of ever being with him like that
and stop thinking about running my hands all over him.


Jenna pulls up to
the auto shop and I hop out. “Thanks for the ride, I’ve got some errands to run
today, but I’ll see you later.”


“Are you sure you
won’t come back for breakfast?”


“I’m sure, but
thanks.”


She sighs and
drives off. I feel kind of bad for not taking her up on the breakfast offer,
but there is actually somewhere else I want to be. Once the thought enters my
head, I’m even more determined to get my car back and get going with my plan.


When I walk into the
auto shop, I’m relieved to see that Patrick isn’t working. He seems like a nice
guy, but the way he looked at me yesterday made feel uncomfortable and I don’t
have Carter here with me this time. Instead, there’s an older gentlemen who’s
friendly and hands me my keys without looking at me like he wants to lick me.


Keeping up with my
plan, I head to the grocery store and gather up the items I need to make my
favorite food in the world… crunchy French toast. While I walk the aisles, I
try to call Carter a couple times, but he doesn’t answer. Even though it’s kind
of rude to just show up, I want to see him and make him breakfast for helping
me out with my car yesterday. It’s the least I can do.


There’s another
reason I want to see him so badly. I want to make sure he is okay and see if he
wants to talk to me about anything. I’m not sure what happened when I left him
for those few minutes yesterday, but whatever it was, it upset him pretty
badly. I know what keeping something locked inside can do to a person; how it
can eat away at you and send you into the depths of darkness.


When I pull up to
his house, I see his car in the driveway and my heart hammers, knowing that
I’ll see him soon. A couple months ago, seeing his face or hearing his voice
felt like a punch in the stomach and stole the air out of my lungs, making it
hard to breathe. Now, after getting over that fear and facing him, I can’t
imagine not seeing him every few days or talking to him on the phone. He has
become an important part of my life. If I’m being honest, it’s beginning to
scare me how much I’m relying on him. If more than a few days pass and I don’t
see him, my heart will ache until I see him again. There are some days when I
feel like, if something happened and I didn’t have him in my life, I may slip
back into that dark hole that I have worked so hard to dig myself out of.


I grab the bag of
groceries, hurry up the flagstone path and knock on the door. I see a blurry
image through the frosty glass and a smile stretches across my lips. There’s
some fumbling with the lock, the door pulls open, and I see a girl standing
there. My smile falls and my heart crashes. Even worse, it isn’t just a girl...
it’s a really, really hot girl.


My head spins and
the flashbacks of seeing the name Kelly flash across Carter’s cell phone come
rushing back. So maybe he does have a girlfriend; a girlfriend that he never
told me about. Why wouldn’t he tell me? Why is this bothering me? It shouldn’t
matter if this hot chick standing in front of me is his girlfriend; Carter and
I are just friends, right? But if we are just friends, then why the hell does
it hurt so bad? Why does it feel like my chest is being squeezed by a vice
grip?


“Can I help you?”
the girl asks me, pulling me from my thoughts.


“Uh, is Carter
here?” I notice my voice sounds strangled. As I look her over, I can’t help
noticing that her hair is wet, like she just got out of the shower, and she’s
dressed in a long shirt, probably his, and a pair of boxer shorts, again,
probably his. Jealousy hits me square in the chest and a horrible feeling fills
my stomach, making me feel like I’m going to be sick.


“He’s in the
shower, but you can come in and wait for him.” She opens the door wider,
gesturing me inside. “I’m Kelly, by the way.”


And there it is…
the final confirmation I needed—I don’t belong here. Just then I hear his deep
voice coming from somewhere inside the house. “Hey, Kelly, what do you want for
breakfast? I’m not in the mood to cook. You wanna just go get something?”


Hearing his voice
sends another pain, starting with my heart, and then traveling to every nerve
in my body.


“Um, I’ve gotta
go,” I mutter, turning away from the door and heading back down the sidewalk
towards my car.


Why did I just
react like that? I have no right to act like a jealous, crazy girlfriend.
Carter and I are just friends. I open the passenger side door and throw the bag
of groceries inside, not caring as the bag tips over, spilling the groceries
out on the floorboard. As I jog back over to my side of the car, I hear the front
door open.


“Holly!” Carter
calls for me, but I keep my head down and continue to make my way to the other
side of the car. Why couldn’t he just have taken a few more seconds to get out
of the shower and get dressed, or halfway dressed? I make the stupid mistake of
glancing over and see that he’s only wearing a pair of jeans and no shirt,
leaving his amazingly bare chest fully exposed.


Shit. Don’t
look, stay focused. I fight to catch
my breath, but can’t help feeling the pressure that is clamping down on it.


“Hey, Holly!” he
calls again and I can see that he’s jogging towards me.


“Sorry, I should’ve
called before coming over,” I say when he’s a few feet from me. “Actually, I
tried to call, but you didn’t answer and now I see why. Sorry, I didn’t mean to
interrupt.” I keep my head down, trying to find my stupid keys in my stupid,
disgusting purse and doing whatever I can not to look at him.


“C’mon, you don’t
have to call before coming over, you know that. I would like to know where
you’re going, though.”


“Home.” My voice is
flat. After finding my keys, I unlock my door and try not to look at the chest
that is luring me in like a moth to a flame. I hate that he didn’t tell me
about his girlfriend. I hate that he invokes these feelings in me. I hate that
he looks amazingly hot standing there beside me. Most of all, I hate that—even
though I’m really pissed right now—I still want him; I’m still fighting the
urge to reach over and kiss him.


“O-kay.” He
enunciates the word slowly and carefully. “I’m confused. You just got here.
Were you even going to say hi?”


I was going to
make you breakfast before I saw some beautiful girl answer your door in your
t-shirt and boxers and I couldn’t help feeling stupidly jealous, I think to myself. “I just realized that
coming here was a mistake…” My voice trails off and I look up at him. Big
mistake.


He’s looking at me
intently. “So you drove the five miles from your apartment, thinking it was the
right decision, parked your car, walked up to the door, knocked on the door,
and then decided it was a mistake to come here?”


Okay, now he’s just
having fun with this. Why does he want to extend my misery? “Um, I have to go.
I shouldn’t have come over; I didn’t know you had company.” I curse to myself,
knowing I sound like a pathetic, whiny girl. As I pull open my door, he steps
in front of me and blocks my way.


“Wait,” he says.
“Are you mad at me?”


“Carter, I just
made a mistake in coming here, okay? I just want to go home.”


He takes a step
further, wedging himself in between me and the car. “You’re mad about Kelly,
aren’t you?”


My heart clenches
at her name.


Yes. I swallow hard, hoping to keep my voice steady. “No,
we’re just friends. Why would I be mad about another girl?”


“So, if I told you
that Kelly and I were…” His voice fades. “That wouldn’t bother you? You
wouldn’t care?” he asks, holding my stare.


My chest is rising
and falling as I try to process the question he just asked me. Yes, it would
hurt me. It would hurt like hell. Dammit, I hate admitting that to myself.


“No, I wouldn’t
care,” I answer, swallowing the lump that is rising in my throat.


“Good to know.”
We’re only inches apart and he stares at me for a few more seconds. His
expression is hard to read, but I know there’s something going on inside his
head. I can’t help feeling like he knows I’m lying. He rubs his hand over the
stubble on his chin and there’s an internal pull inside me that wants to reach
up to do the same.


He takes a few
steps away from me and it’s hard for me to take my eyes off him, especially
when I see a large smile spread across his face. Why is he smiling?


“I’m glad to know
that you would be okay with me seeing another girl, but, uh, Kelly’s just my
sister, so you don’t have to worry about her… not that you were or anything.”


Sister?! “You’re a jerk!” Shock and relief rip through me and I
playfully punch him in the arm. He stumbles back a little, over-exaggerating my
strength.


“Why am I a jerk?”
He chuckles, gripping his arm where I just punched him.


“You made it sound
like you two were together,” I answer.


“Hey.” His smile
grows wider. “I never said that. That would be gross.”


“But you implied
it,” I argue.


He shrugs, still
wearing the same, easy smile. “What does it matter anyway? Thought you said you
wouldn’t care?” His smile tames and his eyes focus on mine, unwavering.


For the life of me,
I can’t think of anything to say in return. We stand there staring at one
another with my chest rising and falling, getting quicker by the second. Things
are changing between us, I can feel it. A line is being drawn and, soon, we are
going to have to decide if we want to cross it. If I’ve ever doubted my
feelings before now, there is no hiding from them anymore. I have feelings for
Carter Hansen and they go far beyond friendship. The scariest thing is that I
know he’s hiding or running from something and, from my own experience, I know
how easily a person like that can be broken. What scares me most of all is
knowing that he could break me right back.






 

 


[bookmark: c15]Chapter Fourteen


 


The emotion that can break your heart is sometimes the
very one that heals it.


~ Nicholas Sparks


 


CARTER


The feelings I’ve been fighting, denying
and running from for the past couple of months are staring right at me,
challenging me to deny them now as I look into her eyes.


I shove my hands in
my jeans, glancing towards the ground, towards the sky, anywhere except at her
eyes. “Why don’t you come in? Kelly and I were just talking about getting some
breakfast.”


It takes her a
moment to answer me. “Um, I don’t think I can face her again. She must think I’m
a freak,” she says nervously.


With that
statement, I glance up and see a tiny smile cross her lips.


I can’t help
smiling back. “Perfect, the two of you will get along just fine, then. She’s a
bit of a freak, too.”


She tries not to
let the smile spread across her face, but she fails… miserably. “Okay,” she
agrees. “I actually brought some breakfast over. Well, I mean, I have to cook
it first.”


“You were going to
cook me breakfast?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.


“Yeah, as a thank
you for helping me out with the whole car situation.”


I nod. “Ah, yes.
You mean since I had to leave class early, change your tire in the middle of a
snow storm, drive your car to the auto shop, and then drive your butt all the
way home. Yep, gotta say, that was pretty brutal. Payback would be
greatly appreciated.”


She laughs out loud
and I soak it in. There aren’t too many things I love more than to hear her
laugh.


“Let me just grab
the groceries,” she says. I glance inside her car and see the grocery bag in
her front seat, noticing they’re spilled out on the floorboard. She follows my
gaze and hurries around the car to put them all back in. I follow her around to
the other side and watch her intently. My eyes have a mind of their own as they
begin to scan her up and down, especially when she bends over inside the car. I
can’t help looking at how her jeans are perfectly molded to her lower half.


“Crap, I hope the
eggs didn’t break.” She curses under her breath as she fills the grocery bag
back up. I try to stifle a laugh. She leans in even farther and her jeans dip
down lower. I can’t stop staring until she turns around to face me again.


“Come on, I’m
starving,” I say, taking the bag from her. The entire walk back up to the house
I can’t help thinking it’s not breakfast that I’m hungry for.


Kelly’s in the
kitchen when we walk in and I notice the way Holly’s cheeks flush the moment
their eyes meet.


“You’re Holly, I
presume,” Kelly says, standing up from the table and extending her hand out.


“Yeah, and you must
be Kelly.” She smiles politely, but it’s clear she’s embarrassed as hell. I try
to hide my smile, but it’s hard because her rosy cheeks look so darn cute.
“Sorry about that earlier. I was just confused,” she mumbles.


Kelly waves it off.
“Don’t worry about it.”


“Hey, Holly brought
some groceries so we’ll just cook breakfast here,” I say, hoping to break up
the awkwardness that Holly’s clearly feeling. I set the groceries down on the
counter and begin to unpack them.


“Actually, I can’t
stay after all. I’ve got to get back to Mom.” Kelly stands up and slings her
purse over her shoulder. “It was really nice to meet you, Holly; I’ve heard a
lot about you.”


I close my eyes in
frustration, realizing that my sister just gave me away. Shit. “Kelly,
you don’t have to leave,” I say, only half glaring at her.


“Yeah, please
stay,” Holly echoes my thoughts.


“Thanks, but I just
remembered that I promised Mom I would… bring her some food home. She’s
probably pretty hungry.” She struggles with what to say and it’s painfully
obvious in what she’s trying to do, or it is to me, at least.


“So, I’ll see you
tomorrow?” Kelly glances over to me.


“Yeah, I’ll be
there,” I answer and exhale loudly.


“It was nice to
meet you, Holly. Enjoy your breakfast.” She smiles at her.


“Did she leave
because of me?” Holly asks when she’s gone.


I shrug. “No, don’t
worry, it wasn’t because of you.”


She nods. “The two
of you seem to have a good relationship. That’s pretty cool for a brother and
sister.”


“Yeah, even though
she’s eight years older than me, we’re pretty close. We have been ever since…”
My voice fades and I try to think about something else to talk about, not
wanting to dive into the depressing details of my life. “Hey, I thought you
said that you came over here to make me breakfast, and it seems like I’m the
one doing all the work.”


“Oh, God, you’re
right.” She frowns and makes her way over to me. “Sorry.”


She’s standing
right beside me and she smells so amazing... like flowers and rain.


“What is all this
stuff for anyway?” I ask, trying to shift my focus.


“Crunchy French
toast.” She smiles over at me, gathering up the ingredients.


“Ah, your other
specialty besides the grilled cheese.” I nod and my stomach turns a little,
remembering how I felt that afternoon. The two of us have come a long way since
that day. Our friendship has grown and Holly has become a very important person
in my life.


“Yep, and be
prepared to become addicted. It’s probably my favorite food on the entire
planet,” she tells me, opening and closing cabinets. “If I were a large bowl,
where would I be?”


I laugh. “One
cabinet down, on your right.” She bends over and I’m somehow strong enough to
tear my eyes away to keep from staring at her like before. A few seconds later,
she’s beside me with a mixing bowl and whisk in hand.


“What makes it
crunchy?” I ask, feeling like a dumbass for asking the question, but knowing I
need something else to think about besides how good her ass looks in those
jeans.


“The cereal. You
crush it up, dip the bread in the egg, and then coat the bread with the
cereal.”


“Really?” I grimace,
without realizing it.


“C’mon, you can’t
doubt it already. You’ll never give it a chance if you already think you’re not
gonna like it. Just give it a try,” she tells me as she starts to crack open
the eggs.


“Sorry, I’ll keep
an open mind. So, what can I help you with?”


She shakes her
head. “No, I’ve got this. It’s my specialty, remember? You can keep me company,
though.”


Taking a seat at
the table, my eyes watch as she crushes up the cereal in a zip lock bag.


“I can’t remember
the last time a girl cooked me breakfast,” I say. “Actually you may be the
first woman to ever make me breakfast, other than my mom.”


“Well, I can’t lie.
You’re kind of helping me out a little, too. After I got my car, I wasn’t in
the mood to go back home.”


Shit, I totally
forgot about her car. “Sorry for running out on you yesterday. That was pretty
rude of me.”


She shrugs. “Don’t
worry about it. I’m sure you had a good reason.”


“So why didn’t you
want to go home?” I ask her.


“Jenna and Josh are
there and…” She trails off and shakes her head.


“Did you walk in on
them having sex in the kitchen?” I ask and she stops whisking the eggs to look
over at me.


“No! Why would you
even...” She pauses for a moment and then looks around the kitchen. “Oh, no.
Please tell me you’re joking.”


I smile and shake
my head, then laugh when something between repulsion and shock crosses her
face.


Pointing towards
the counter beside her I say, “Yeah, I walked in one night at like three in the
morning. Josh has this weird thing with sex and kitchens.” I shrug. “Makes
sense for him, though, his two favorite things mixing together.”


She glances around
the kitchen again.


“Don’t worry, I
scrubbed and bleached the entire kitchen the next day… twice.”


 


❧


 


Holly’s unexpected
visit from this morning drifts into the afternoon and is moving towards the
evening. Normally, it isn’t strange for us to spend so much time together, but
lately it’s just the two of us, without Jenna and Josh. I’d be lying if I said
that I’m not enjoying our time alone together.


“Sorry, I really
only meant to come and make you breakfast, not take up your entire day,” she
says when there’s a break in our conversation. There really hasn’t been much of
one since she got here.


“I know; you keep
forcing me to spend all this time with you. I was wondering when you were gonna
leave. I’ve got to say that it’s been a pretty painful day, I think you owe me
another breakfast now.” Actually, it’s the best day I can remember having in a
long time.


“Got it, another
breakfast.” She laughs. “Well, I guess I’ll head home.” She stands up and I
stand with her, emptiness filling me.


“Instead of
breakfast, how about dinner... tonight?” The words come out of my mouth before
I even have a chance to really think about them.


“Really, you’re not
sick of me yet?”


God, if she only
knew how much I’m not sick of her. “Nah, you’re not that bad.”


She swallows hard and
licks her lips. “Okay, dinner sounds good. I am kind of hungry.”


After she agrees to stay, my heart
relaxes and I feel like I can breathe a little easier… for just a few more
hours anyway.


“This time I’ll
cook. I’m not sure what, but I’m sure Josh has something in here I can throw
together.” I make my way over to the pantry.


I scan the pantry
shelves and then the refrigerator. There are a ton of different ingredients,
but I’m not sure what to do with any of them. “Uh, how’s macaroni sound?


She laughs.
“Perfect. Macaroni sounds perfect.”


When she takes a
seat at the barstool in front of me, I turn the box over and actually read the
directions. The last thing I want to do is make an ass out of myself and ruin a
box of freaking macaroni.


“So, are you going
home for Thanksgiving break?” she asks me while I measure out the water.


Hearing the word
home and knowing what’s waiting for me when I get there causes my shoulders to
tense. “Yeah, I’m actually headed back a few days early… probably tomorrow
morning.” I relax a little and pour the water into the pot.


“So, you seem
pretty close to your sister. What about your mom and dad?” she asks. This time
the tension is felt all over my body and I’m not sure how to answer her. I wish
it didn’t hurt so bad to talk about my family, but it does. It’s full of death
and other depressing shit. I know all too well that Holly doesn’t need any more
of that in her life.


“Yeah, my sister
and I are pretty close.” I don’t mention my parents. “How about you? Are you
going home to New York?” I ask, hoping she won’t want to talk anymore about my
family.


She shakes her
head. “No, I’m actually going to spend Thanksgiving with Jenna in Colorado
Springs. I’ll go home to New York for Christmas and stay there through New
Year’s, though.”


I nod and then
something hits me, hard. I knew this was coming, but it doesn’t seem real until
she says it out loud. After tonight, I won’t see her over Thanksgiving break…
an entire week without her.
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It is difficult to know at what moment love begins; it
is less difficult to know that it has begun.


~ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


 


HOLLY


Carter sets a big bowl of macaroni down
in front of me and I can’t help feeling like a kid again. I can’t remember the
last time I ate macaroni out of a box.


He sits back in the
chair he’s been sitting in all day. It’s crazy to me that we’ve actually been
in the kitchen talking since breakfast. Today is about as close as you can get
to perfect and I can’t help wishing it would never end. I know that he’s going
home tomorrow and it’ll be over a week until we see each other again. My heart
aches just thinking about it.


Without even
thinking, a few truthful words slip from my mouth. “I lied to you earlier.”


He doesn’t say
anything at first and I’m too scared to glance up to see his reaction or
questioning expression. The room is so quiet that I can actually hear him
swallow his mouthful. He clears his throat and asks, “What about?”


Forcing my eyes up,
I see him staring down into his bowl, refusing to meet my gaze. Deep down, I’m
pretty sure he knows exactly what I’m talking about.


“When I said I
wouldn’t care if you and Kelly were together.” I look back down, taking in a
large breath. “I would care.”


Using my spoon, I
swirl the macaroni around in my bowl, too scared to look up at him. After a few
seconds, the silence is too much to bear and I find the courage to glance up at
him through my eyelashes. It startles me to find him looking right at me.


“For the record, I
knew you were lying, but hearing you say it, it means a lot.” His face is
serious and his voice calm. Me on the other hand, I feel like I’m about to have
a heart attack with how fast my heart is hammering against my chest.


We hold our stare
for a long moment and I’m wondering if he’s trying to do the same as me,
figuring out where we go from here. Before today, our friendship was fairly
simple, but now, when feelings like this get involved, it always makes things
more complicated.


He opens his mouth
to say something just as the front door swings open and Josh walks through it,
spoiling our moment.


“Hey, Holly,” Josh
says to me before turning and tipping up his chin to Carter. “You staying for
dinner?” I blink hard and shake my head as Josh rummages through the
refrigerator, pulling out vegetables and cradling them in his free arm. “Man,
you girls desperately need food at your place. I don’t know how the two of you
survive over there.”


“Gotta love frozen
dinners,” I answer, glancing towards Carter, trying to read his expression.
He’s looking down at his hands that are resting on the table in front of him,
seemingly deep in thought. My stomach squeezes and I wonder about the line that
is being drawn between our friendship and something more.


“Stay for dinner
and I’ll cook you some real food.” Josh’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.
“Jenna kicked me out, she said she had to pack for Thanksgiving break and
apparently, I’m a sex machine. She can’t resist me if I’m hanging around
looking all hot and stuff.”


I force out a
laugh, but I’m really not in the laughing mood. “Uh, thanks, but we already
ate. Carter cooked.” I nod towards my bowl.


Josh shifts around
the counter and leans over Carter’s shoulder. “Hell, no. You just ate boxed
macaroni? Dude, seriously?” He flicks Carter in the head. “You couldn’t have
cooked the girl some spaghetti... or maybe something with a vegetable in it.”


Carter rolls his
eyes and I laugh; a real one this time. It feels good and allows some of the tension
that is built up between Carter and me to dissipate.


“I’m actually gonna
go. I’ve got a ton of stuff to do before we head out for Thanksgiving.” I stand
up and Carter stands with me.


“I’ll walk you
out,” he says, still not meeting my gaze. With each passing second, I feel more
awkward and regret the things I said to him earlier, knowing I should have just
kept my mouth shut. Right now, I just want to get out of here as quickly as
possible.


“Later,” Josh yells
as I walk out of the kitchen. “Have fun and keep my girl out of trouble.”


“I will,” I say,
walking into the living room, knowing the moment I reach the door and turn to
face Carter, it’s going to be miserably uncomfortable between us.


“You don’t have to
walk me to my car or anything,” I say, turning around before we get there.
“Thanks for dinner, though, I thought your macaroni was good.”


Josh peaks his head
around the corner. “Did I miss something? I swear I just heard you say that
boxed macaroni was good. Is macaroni a code word for something else maybe?
Maybe something a little sexier?” He wiggles his eyebrows.


“Dude, seriously,
I’m gonna come in there and kick your ass if you don’t shut it,” Carter says,
turning to glare over his left shoulder.


Josh disappears
back behind the wall and the moment between us became even more awkward,
something I didn’t think was possible.


“Thanks for
breakfast,” he says, shoving his hands into his jeans pockets. I feel like he
wants to say something else, but after a few more seconds of silence, I realize
that whatever he wants to say isn’t going to make it out of his mouth. Not
right now, at least.


“I’ll see you
later, then,” I say.


He nods. “Yeah,
I’ll see you after the break. Maybe I’ll call you, though, okay?”


Maybe I’ll call
you? “Okay.” My voice feels thick and
I can feel the tears starting to sting my eyes. It’ll only be a matter of
seconds before they make it out.


“Damn, would you
two just kiss already? It would be so much easier for everyone if you guys
would just get it over with,” Josh yells and I nearly die of embarrassment.
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The entire drive
home I try to dissect what we said to each other. Or really, what I had said to
him. There wasn’t a lot of talking on his end, except for when he said, “For
the record, I knew you were lying,” and “but hearing you say it, it means a
lot.” What the hell is that supposed to mean? Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I
haven’t been clear enough. Maybe I should just come right out and say what I
really mean... what I’ve wanted to tell him for a couple weeks now. Tell him
that I am starting to have feelings for him. Tell him that he has given me a
reason to breathe again... to smile again and maybe even love again.


I’m not in love
with Carter just yet, but the fact that it’s even a possibility is a huge step
for me. Love isn’t something I planned on feeling again in my life.


I didn’t think a
love like what Adam and I had could happen twice, so I had given up on the
whole idea of it. Even caring for someone again was not something I planned on
doing anytime soon. Then I couldn’t help questioning, how soon is too soon to
move on? And am I sure that I want to move on? Am I really ready for that?


There is one thing
that I am sure of, my heart aches when we are apart and it doesn’t stop aching
until I see him again. So many emotions flood my mind and I find it hard to
keep the tears locked inside. The entire drive home, even the entire way up the
stairs to my apartment, I have done a great job of fighting them off.


“Hey, where have
you been all day?” Jenna asks, turning her head in my direction when I shut the
door. She’s lying on the couch with a textbook propped up against her knees.


“I was with
Carter.” My voice cracks when I say his name.


She closes the
textbook and sits up to face me. “Oh?”


Curiosity is
written all over her face as I set my purse on the counter and wait for the
questions to start. I’m trying to be strong. I’m trying not to let the tears
fall. I’m trying to tell myself that I don’t really want to feel like this
again and that it’s better to just shut my feelings off.


Jenna’s off the
couch and beside me now, her eyes are cautious as she looks over my features.
“Holly, what’s wrong?


I don’t say
anything, but the tears begin to fall and I know there’s no holding them back
now.


“Did he hurt you?
I’ll kill him if he hurt you.” Her tone is serious.


I cry harder,
grabbing her and pulling her close.


“Hey, hey, hey…
it’s alright. Whatever it is, it’ll be okay. I’m here.”


I shake my head.
“It won’t be… it’s not okay.”


“Come on, let’s sit
down and you can tell me.”


When we get to the
couch, I collapse down onto it and bury my head in my hands as she wraps her
arms around me.


“C’mon, tell me
what happened.” Her voice is soft and soothing, almost motherly.


Through my tears, I
explain to Jenna how I had gone over to Carter’s this morning to make him
breakfast. I tell her about the whole misunderstanding with Kelly, the great
day we spent together, and, finally, about how I told Carter how I feel… or
tried to tell him how I feel. I tell her how Carter has been really sweet and
always knows just what to say. I tell her how he makes me feel things that I
never thought I’d feel again.


“Holly, all of that
sounds great. Did something else happen? You’re confusing the shit outta me.”


“That’s the
problem,” I say, my throat feeling thick. “Nothing happened!” I cry out through
my tears. “I like being around him, I miss him when he’s gone. I like him,
Jenna!”


“And all of this...
it’s a bad thing, right?” she asks, her tone guarded.


“Yes!” I blurt out,
looking at her.


“Oh.” Her features
soften. “I get it... I think? You don’t want to like him?”


“No! I don’t think
so! I don’t know! I’m so confused.” I raise my hands up in the air and let them
fall back into my lap. “How he reacted tonight, I don’t think he feels the same
as me and I may have just ruined everything! Then I can’t help having all these
other feelings. Feelings like maybe it’s too soon. Maybe I shouldn’t be feeling
like this about someone,” I finish my outburst and bury my head back in my
hands.


“Hon, you can’t run
from love for the rest of your life. Your heart will tell you when it’s ready
to move on. Don’t fight it so much.”


“I just didn’t
expect it to be him.” I choke back the tears. “I’m a stupid, stupid girl.”


“Hey, we can’t
choose who we love, Holls. The heart wants what it wants.”


There’s a long
silence between us.


“So what do you
think you’re going to do?” she asks.


I shake my head. “I
don’t know. I feel like an idiot. The way he looked at me, I’m not sure he has
the same feelings I do.”


She pulls away and
looks me in the eyes. “Seriously, are you that clueless? The guy is...” her
voice trails off. “It’s not my place to say, but I think you need to talk to
him and tell him exactly how you feel.”


“I tried to
tonight, it just came out wrong.”


“Maybe this break
next week will be a good thing, then. It will give you some time to think about
what you want,” she says, giving me a smile.


I nod. “Yeah,
maybe.”


“Will you be okay?”


Laughing, I wipe
away my tears.


“What’s so funny?”
she asks, looking confused.


“I was just getting
used to you not asking me that all the time.”


She smiles again.
“I’ll try to keep it to ten times a day or less over Thanksgiving break.”


“I’m going to take
a hot shower,” I say, taking a deep breath in, feeling a heaviness in my chest.


After taking a few
steps, I stop and turn around to face her. “Thanks, Jenna. I don’t know what
I’d do without you.”


She sighs and falls
back onto the couch. “I am pretty badass, aren’t I?”
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I’ve been standing
in the shower so long now that the hot water knob is the only one turned on and
lukewarm water is barely coming out of it. Shutting off the water, I tear back
the shower curtain and reach for my towel. The hot water helped relax me, but
it can’t help take away the emptiness that is still in my chest. I’m not sure
anything can help that right now.


As I’m clearing off
an area on the foggy mirror, there’s a soft knock at the door. Without even
opening the door, I know it’s just Jenna and she’s just checking on me.


“I’m almost done,”
I call out.


“Holly, can you
open up the door for a sec?” Jenna asks, her voice guarded.


Grabbing my robe, I
wrap it around myself and pull the door open a crack. “What?” I can now see
that her strained voice matches an even more worrisome expression. “What is
it?” I ask again, feeling my heart pick up speed.


“Carter’s here.”


My stomach drops
and my throat feels tight. “Shit,” I breathe.


“Do you want me to
ask him to leave?”


“No,” I blurt out a
little too quickly and maybe with a little too much enthusiasm. “Just tell him
I’ll be a minute.”


She nods and I shut
the door. My mind is so distracted and nervous that I don’t even know what to
do first. Clothes, Holly. Clothes would be good.


When I see the
coast is clear I run back to my room and throw on a black and gold CU
sweatshirt that is lying on my bed and pull on a pair of jeans. As I’m
buttoning my jeans, I get a quick glance in the mirror and can see that my eyes
are still red and puffy from crying. I blink hard, wondering if I should put on
some makeup, yet I know that nothing is going to hide it, especially nothing in
the next minute or so. Pulling my hair up into a tight bun on the top of my
head, I slip my feet into a pair of flip flops. My movements get quicker when I
realize that he and Jenna are probably out there talking, right now, at this
very moment. I’d rather leave a hungry bear alone with him right now than
Jenna. I hurry out the door, not caring too much what I look like anymore.


When I enter the
living room, I see Jenna sitting on the couch, flipping through channels.


“Jenna, where is
he?” I ask looking around.


“He said that he
wanted to wait outside.” She shrugs and meets my eyes.


“What? Jenna, it’s
freezing outside!”


“Yeah, that’s what
I told him.”


Rolling my eyes, I
turn on my heels and head for the door, feeling awful that he has been out
there this whole time. When I look to my right, I see him standing at the end
of the breezeway, bouncing up and down, trying to keep warm. His hands are
stuffed in his jean’s pockets and his back is turned towards me. For a moment,
I stand there and watch him, enjoying the warm, fuzzy feeling that’s swirling
around inside me. It’s one of those times where I wish I could capture the
moment and bottle it forever. My feelings and emotions have been all over the
place the past few weeks. There is a small part of me that doesn’t want to care
for Carter the way I do because I know the risk of caring for someone. However,
this feeling is also very special to me because it wasn’t long ago that I
accepted that I would never feel like this again.


“Hey,” I say. He
turns around and gives me a small grin. His expression has made a complete
change from just a few hours ago when we said goodbye. My insides clench as he
begins to walk towards me. His nose is bright red from the cold and, when he
exhales, a trail of steam follows.


“Hi.” He shivers,
stopping just a few feet from me.


“You must be
freezing. Why don’t you come inside?” I offer.


“I’m fine, but your
hair is wet. Are you cold?”


I’m not sure if
it’s the nerves buzzing around inside me or what, but at the moment, I’m not cold
at all. “I’m okay for now.”


“Sorry to just show
up like this. I just didn’t like the way we ended things earlier.” He squints
and his eyes search my face. “Are you okay?”


“You could’ve just
called,” I say, not answering his question.


His eyes hold mine,
unwavering. “No, we won’t see each other next week and there are a few things I
want to say to you, and I want to say them in person.” He sniffs and takes a
couple steps closer until we’re only inches apart. I can’t take my eyes off him
and the closer I look, I could swear that he looks like he’s been crying, too.


“What you said
earlier today, I know what you meant, I mean, I know what you were trying to
say at least. I feel the same way.” He pinches the space between his eyes,
looking frustrated with himself. “It’s just, I’ve been telling myself that I
shouldn’t feel like this about you. When we first started hanging out, I just
wanted us to be friends. I wanted you to look at me without all the pain in
your eyes. I wanted to see you smile. I wanted to hear you laugh. I didn’t want
anything more than that.” He turns around and walks a few steps away from me.
“But, dammit, I’m having all these other feelings now. It’s not something I
expected, I don’t know what to do about them, and it’s scaring the shit outta
me.”


He glances at me
and I don’t miss the way his eyes scan over my lips before they finally meet my
gaze. I swallow hard and can feel my chest rising and falling in quick
movements. “When I said all of this in my head on the way over, it sounded so
much better.” He sucks on his bottom lip, almost as if he’s hesitating on
whether or not he should continue.


I’m about to open
my mouth, to say something to break the silence, but he begins again and I find
myself holding my breath. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m not sure if we
should cross this line because, if we do and for some reason it doesn’t work
out, I’m not sure we can go back to the way we are now.” He stops talking and I
remind myself to breathe, hoping I’m strong enough to hold the tears inside
until I’m back inside the apartment.


He takes a couple
steps towards me and I back up until I hit the wall. When I realize there’s
nowhere else to go, I feel the tears building inside me and I’m not sure how
much longer I’ll be able to hang on. He raises his right hand and wraps his
fingers around the side of my neck, using his thumb to caress my cheek. I’m
tempted to close my eyes, lean my head back, and enjoy his touch, but I don’t.


“If I ask you
something, will you be honest with me?” he asks, searching my eyes.


I nod my head
slowly.


“Have you been
crying?” His eyebrows knit as he scans my face.


Against my better
judgment, I nod again.


His jaw clenches
and the grip he has on my neck tightens. It doesn’t hurt, but the pressure
causes the ache in my chest to worsen. It’s taking everything I have inside me
not to kiss him right now.


“I’m not trying to
hurt you, Holly. I’m trying to protect you. Please don’t misunderstand me. I
want you. I want to be with you. I’m just not sure if I should.”


I nod again because
I’m not sure what to say in return. There’s also the fear that if I open my
mouth to speak, tears will soon follow.


“But damn if it’s
not killing me not to kiss you right now.” He glances at my lips and then his
head falls forward, landing next to my cheek. I can feel his warm breath down
my neck and I nearly break apart right then. My head falls back and I close my
eyes, trying to force out the anxiety, the fear, and the desire... all the
emotions that are swimming around inside me.


“Kiss me,” I whisper,
surprised to hear those words escape my lips. All of my defenses are down and
I’m just not strong enough to resist him anymore. I want him. I want all of
him.


Pulling back, he
looks at me with a torn expression, like he’s fighting an internal struggle within
himself. Without hesitation, I lean in and softly press my lips to his. His
lips are warm and soft, I can feel the resistance in them. Finally, giving in,
he kisses me back with so much force that my whole body is pushed back, pressed
firmly against the wall. One of his hands grips tighter around my neck while
the other hand travels up to my waist and then around to my lower back,
pressing my whole body against him. The sudden closeness causes the smallest
whimper to escape me and I know that there’s no turning back now. The line has
been crossed.


Bringing up both of
my hands, I shove them into his hair and pull him down harder to me, pressing
my tongue even farther into his mouth. He pulls my bottom lip into his mouth,
biting it gently before running his tongue along the length of it and I can’t
help moaning again. Before I even understand what’s happening, he pulls away,
breathing heavy.


“That wasn’t in my
plans,” he says, resting his forehead on mine.


“Yeah.” I lick my
lips, trying to savor the taste of him. “That was all me. Sorry.”


Both hands come up
and cradle my face, holding it steady, forcing me to look at him. “Don’t be
sorry.”


He slowly removes
his hands from my face and takes a few steps back. Closing my eyes, I try to
pull myself together. My thoughts are going a mile a minute in about a million
different directions.


“Carter,” I whisper
as I open my eyes and stare at the back of him. He turns around slowly and it
hurts me to witness his face. He looks about as torn as I feel.


“Before you say
anything, I just want you to think about a few things, okay?” he says. “Think
about us. Think about our friendship and what it means to you because, for me,
that’s the only thing keeping me from kissing you again. Everything that is
messed up in my life, everything that doesn’t make sense, every pain, every
worry, it all disappears when you’re with me. Life’s good. It’s better and I
can’t,” he pauses, “I can’t lose that. I can’t lose you because most days,
you’re the only thing holding me together.”


I nod my head
because I know exactly how he feels. The last few months, since Carter has been
in my life, life has been better. He helps the dark days seem brighter and just
the thought of not having him in my life, scares me more than anything.


“Am I being a complete
idiot right now?” he asks, meeting my gaze.


I shake my head. In
all honesty, he may be the smartest one here.
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The most important thing is to enjoy your life—to be
happy—it's all that matters.


~ Audrey Hepburn


 


CARTER


“So, how did things
go with Holly yesterday?” Kelly asks me, flipping over a pancake in the pan in
front of her. I shrug and chug my glass of orange juice.


“That bad, huh?”
She chuckles, putting the batter bowl in the sink and filling it with water.
“You didn’t tell her, did you?”


Now that she can’t
see me, I roll my eyes at her.


“Don’t roll your
eyes at your sister, it’s not becoming of a good looking, young man like
yourself,” my mom says as she walks into the kitchen, giving me away.


Kelly smirks and
turns to stick her tongue out at me and I stick mine back out at her.


“Or stick your
tongue out,” my mom says, glancing between the two of us. “I didn’t raise you
two to act like this, especially at your ages.”


Kelly grins again
and I shoot her a quick glare before going over and helping my mom to the
table.


“Mom, I was going
to bring you breakfast in bed,” I say, guiding her to her usual chair. Even
with no hair and hardly any color in her face, she’s still the most beautiful
woman I’ve ever seen.


Since as long as I
can remember, everyone in our family has had their own chair. Brandon and Dad’s
chairs now sit empty and, for the most part, it’s hard to even look at them. I
can’t understand why my mom wants to even sit at this table anymore anyway. A
few months ago I offered to take the table away and get a new one... a smaller
one. One with only three chairs, but she refused my idea.


“No, it’s our
table,” she had said. “It’s a table full of happy times; our memories as a
family. I want to be reminded of those memories every time I sit down to eat.”


I never could
understand why she wanted to be reminded of people who were no longer here. The
people who were stolen from us way too soon.


“I told you before,
I don’t want to eat in bed. I want to eat at the kitchen table with my
children. Is that too much to ask?”


“Of course it
isn’t,” Kelly says, stacking the pancakes on the plate, “but the doctor said
that you should stay in bed.”


My mom shakes her
head and waves off the doctor’s request. “Well, it’s my birthday and my birthday
wish is to have breakfast at the table and not in bed, so the doctor can just
kiss it.” She gives us both a pointed look and we know better than to argue
with her.


“So, when do we
head over to the Abbott’s for Thanksgiving?” Mom asks, changing the subject.


“I think the plan
is to eat around noon,” I answer, recalling Josh’s text from this morning.


“Good. It will be
nice to spend some time with them. I haven’t see Josh since this summer. What
should we bring?” she asks, looking between the two of us.


Kelly shrugs. “I
asked Mrs. Abbott what we should cook, but she insists we only bring
ourselves.”


“She always did
make a big spread. Well, we can’t show up there empty handed. We can at least
bring some wine, or maybe some flowers,” Mom suggests.


“I’ll pick up some
wine tomorrow,” I offer.


My family and the
Abbott’s have been friends for as long as I can remember. It isn’t unusual for
us to spend the holidays with them. Now that our family has shrunk to just
three, it makes even more sense.


“Good. Now that’s settled,
let’s enjoy our time together and start eating these delicious looking
pancakes.”
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After breakfast, I
help my mom back to her bed and, even though I should be used to seeing her so
weak and tired, it still kills me.


“So what’s this I
hear about a girl? Holly, is it?” Mom asks as I prop up a pillow behind her
head. Her weak voice matches her tired eyes.


Damn my sister
and her big mouth, I think to myself.
“Yeah, there is a girl and her name is Holly.”


“Tell me about
her,” she says, leaning back and closing her eyes. “I want to hear about the
girl that has my son’s heart.”


“It’s not really
like that, Mom. We’re just friends,” I lie. I’m not sure how to explain the
situation to my mom and make her understand.


She sighs. “That’s
how all the great relationships start. You know, your dad and I were friends at
first. It took him months to convince me to go out on a date with him.” She
sighs again. “I think that friendship is the foundation of every healthy
relationship, but you just can’t be too scared to take the next step if you
want something more.”


What the hell has
my sister been telling her? “It’s a little more complicated than that.”


She opens her eyes
and grabs my hand. “Son, love is complicated, life is complicated. We’ve just
got to be strong enough to get through it.” She closes her eyes again. “Don’t
forget it.”


When I get back
into the kitchen, Kelly smiles and throws a dish towel in my face. “I wash, you
dry.”


“I should make you
wash and dry all by yourself. You and your big mouth.” I shake my head at her. “I’m
never telling you anything ever again.” I should’ve known better than to tell
Kelly anything anyways, she’s always had a big mouth, but she’s also the only
sister I’ve got and is the person I go to for advice with girls.


“Hey, she’s your
mom and she was curious to know what her baby boy has been up to. What was I
supposed to do, lie?”


She hands me a
frying pan that’s dripping wet. I roll my eyes and take the pan out of her
hands.


“So, you didn’t
tell Holly the truth, did you?” She wastes no time in picking up where she left
off before breakfast.


I rub the towel
over the frying pan a few more times than is needed. “No.”


“And why not?
Wasn’t that the plan? You said that before the two of you went any further, you
were going to tell her the truth.”


I swallow hard,
remembering the kiss; the freaking amazing kiss we shared just last night. “Who
said we went any further? We’re still just friends.”


She turns to look
at me with a raised eyebrow. “You’re either a liar or a complete idiot. Which
one is it?”


“I only get two
choices?” I smile.


She shakes her head
and rolls her eyes. “She clearly has feelings for you. The way she looked at me
the other morning, when she thought I was your girlfriend, it looked like
someone had stabbed her right in the chest.”


She holds out
another pan and I take it. “It’s just... she…” my voice fades and I rub the
towel over the pan and set it on the counter.


“She, what?” Kelly
presses.


“She asked me to
kiss her, alright?”


“And...”


“And that’s none of
your business.”


She laughs. “Well,
at least I now know you’re not a complete idiot. So what happened after the
kiss?” she asks, never skipping a beat.


I think back to
what happened, shaking my head. “I told her to think about what she wants, what
she really wants and make sure she wants me before we go any further. I told
her that we’d talk when the break was over.”


“And what happens
when she tells you she wants to be with you? ‘Cause you know that’s what she’ll
say.”


I shake my head.
“I’m not so sure. I told her to think about the risk we’d be taking. You know,
if we tried this relationship thing and it didn’t work out, then we may not be
able to go back to being friends.”


She stops scrubbing
the dish in her hands and looks over at me. “Carter, you’re such a guy. Over
the years and after all the sisterly advice I’ve given you, have you not
listened to anything that I’ve told you? You’ve probably just shattered the
poor girl’s heart. She put herself out there and you shot her down.”


“What are you
talking about? I kissed her.”


“Yeah, and then you
took it back. I was wrong in what I said before, you are an idiot.”


She shakes her head
and starts scrubbing again. “Love’s a risk. Period. No matter if it’s with
Holly or not. I know you care about her and I know you’re scared to tell her
the truth about what happened that night, but she’ll understand, Carter.
Everyone understands what happened that night… everyone expect for you.”
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It’s Thanksgiving
and my family and I are over at the Abbott’s. I’m half sitting, half lying on
the couch, hoping my stomach will digest soon. I’m so stuffed that I feel like
if I have another bite of anything, or even look at another piece of food, I’ll
explode.


The last few days
have gone by miserably slow. Over the past couple months I’ve gotten used to talking
to Holly pretty much every night, even if it is just to say goodnight to each
other. Now, it’s been four days since I’ve heard her voice. Four days since
I’ve heard her laugh. I’ve picked up the phone probably a hundred times, only
to put it back down. I’m hoping to give her some space to think and let her
figure out what she really wants.


“Ugh,” I moan,
grabbing my stomach where Josh just punched me. He’s standing in front of me
with a football in his hands, laughing. “Asshole,” I mutter under my breath so
my mom doesn’t hear.


“C’mon, let’s go
play ball. I’m in desperate need for a little air. If my mom tries to get me to
eat another bite, I may start looking as miserable as you do right now.”


“Nah, man. I’m so
full; give me some time to digest first.”


“Get your ass off
the couch or I’m gonna punch you again and this time it’ll hurt.”


I glower over at
him. If I wasn’t so full and miserable, I’d kick his ass. The only reason he’s
talking to me like this is because he knows that I can barely move.


“C’mon, it will
make you feel better,” he says, throwing the football up in the air.


“Fine,” I moan,
sitting up straight and following him outside.


“So, have you
talked to Holly today?” he asks, catching the ball and throwing it back to me.


Now it becomes clear,
his ulterior motive for bringing me out here. I shake my head. “No. I haven’t
talked to her since the night before we left.”


He nods once.
“Jenna says she’s been in a weird mood all week, even today. Is she not a big
fan of birthdays or something?”


“What?” I catch the
football and grip it tight. “What did you just say about birthdays?”


“It’s her birthday
today,” he says, acting as if it were public knowledge.


I didn’t know it
was her birthday.


“And you didn’t
tell me?” I ask him.


“Dude, she’s your
girlfriend, not mine.”


“She’s not—we’re
not like that.” I grit through my teeth and chuck the football at him, harder
than before.


He groans when he
catches it. “Damn, dude, go easy.”


I storm off and
head back to the house without looking back or answering Josh when he calls out
for me.


 


HOLLY


Being at Jenna’s
family’s house has been nice, but I’m looking forward to going back home to our
apartment tomorrow. There’s a part of me that is excited to see Carter again
and another part that’s scared out of my mind. I haven’t gotten as much as a
phone call or text from him since I’ve been here, but I haven’t tried to call
or text him, either.


After we kissed, he
asked me to think about what I wanted. At first, it felt like the biggest
rejection of my life, but then, the more I thought about it, the more sense it
made. If, for some reason, we did become more than friends and it didn’t work
out between us, it would be hard to go back to the way we are now.


I can’t lose him as
a friend, he means too much to me.


I’m lying in a twin
size bed and Jenna’s lying on another one next to me. The only thing between us
is a small nightstand. We’ve been staying in her childhood bedroom and I don’t
think her parents have changed a thing since she’s been away at college.


She’s been on the
phone with Josh for the last hour. They’re telling each other how much they
miss one another—the same conversation they’ve had every night this week before
they hang up with each other—and, like I’ve wanted to do every other night, I
almost get up to leave the room so they can talk privately, but I don’t.
There’s really nowhere else to go. Every time I go downstairs, Mrs. Brown tries
to feed me leftovers, Jenna’s little brother follows me around like a puppy
dog, and Mr. Brown invites me to watch anything sports related with him. I
shouldn’t complain, though. The Brown family has been nothing but nice to me by
opening up their home and sharing their holiday. I just can’t help wishing that
I could be in my own bed, in my own apartment.


Finally, Jenna sets
the phone down and sighs. “God, I miss that guy. I can’t wait until tomorrow.”


“He’s going back
tomorrow, too?” I ask, feeling a little hopeful that I may get to see Carter.


“Yeah, he and
Carter are leaving first thing in the morning.”


My heart squeezes
at the sound of his name. “Oh, I didn’t know they drove together.” I knew that
they are both from the Denver area and that they still have family there, but I
didn’t know anything past that.


She turns to give
me a strange look. “Yeah, they grew up like two houses down from each other.
You didn’t know that?”


I shake my head.
“No, I didn’t. Carter doesn’t talk a lot about his family or where he grew up.”


Jenna swallows hard
and a sad look crosses her face. “Yeah, they’ve been friends since they were
like two. Their families are really close, too.” She turns on her side to face
me and props herself up, leaning on her elbow. “Have you talked to Carter
lately?”


She already knows
the answer to that question. We’ve been attached at the hip since we’ve been
here. “No, I haven’t talked to him all week.”


“Have you tried to
call him?” she asks, playing with a piece of thread that’s come loose from the
comforter, avoiding looking me in the eyes.


I shake my head
again. “No.”


“Maybe you should,
you know, make the first move.” She pauses for a moment. “Have you thought
about what you want?”


Geez, she is
relentless. “A little,” I lie.


Up until a couple
days ago, Jenna has been bugging me every day about what I’ll decide to do;
carry on the friendship I have with Carter or take it to the next level. I
finally had to ask her to stop asking me about it and she had, until right now
that is. What she doesn’t know and what I will never tell her is that I think
about him every minute of every day since our kiss. I replay the kiss over and
over in my head, wanting to kiss him again, wanting to feel him again, wanting
more... much more.


“And what do you
think?” she urges and I blink away my thoughts of him.


“When we get back
home and I see him, I’ll hopefully have my answer.” It isn’t the best plan
ever, but it’s all I have. In my mind, I hope that when I see Carter again, the
decision will hit me and I won’t have any second thoughts like I am now.


She falls on her
back and sighs loudly. “You have no idea what you want, do you? Or you do know,
but you’re too scared to admit it.”


I swallow hard.
“I’m not sure, alright. The second I think I’ve made up my mind, I change it
the very next second.” Losing Carter as a friend scares me to the core and I’m
not sure it’s something I can risk, regardless of my other feelings for him.


“Hey,” she says,
propping herself up again. “Maybe if you call him, it will help you figure it
out.” I watch as she swings her legs off the bed and scoots to the edge of it.
“Or maybe you should call him to see how his Thanksgiving is going?”


I glance over at
her, wondering what she’s up to. “One, it’s Thanksgiving,” I say. “People eat
and then they pass out or watch football. Two, I’m sure he’s busy spending time
with his family. And three, we’re going home tomorrow. I’ll just see him when
we get back.”


“You’re right. It’s
just…” her voice trails off. “Never mind. I mean, I probably should tell you,
but I won’t because it’s really none of my business.”


Okay, now I know
what she’s trying to do; she’s dying to tell me something, but she wants me to
ask for it and I’ll be a damned liar if I said it wasn’t working.


I turn onto my
side, fully facing her. “Okay, I’ll bite.”


“Okay, so before I
tell you anything you’re going to have to swear yourself to secrecy.”


I roll my eyes,
mark a cross on my heart, and then let my arm fall back on the bed.


She nods once.
“Okay, so Carter’s trying to protect you and he doesn’t want you to know
anything about what’s going on in his life, which I think is really sweet, but
also kind of sad. I know the two of us got off on the wrong foot, but I think
he’s a really nice guy, Holly, and he’s—”


“Jenna,” I
interrupt her, “take a deep breath and talk a little slower, please.”


She takes a deep
breath in and blows it out. “Josh would kill me if he knew I was telling you
all of this, but Carter’s going through a rough time right now.” She swallows
hard and chews on her bottom lip, something she only does when she’s really
nervous. “His mom is sick and she’s not doing very well. They’ve moved her home
and his sister has been stopping by a few times a week to watch over her,” she
pauses and swallows hard, “but it doesn’t look good.”


A sick feeling
forces its way up my throat. Why wouldn’t he tell me this? “I—I had no idea.
That’s awful,” I whisper.


“Yeah.” She shakes
her head and scoots herself backwards so she can lean back against the
headboard. “I can’t believe it, either, bad shit keeps happening to his family.
After all they’ve been through over the last few years, it’s like life keeps
handing them shit for luck. I guess you never know how fortunate you are until
you see how bad other people have it.”


I sit up now, fully
engrossed in what she’s saying. “What are you talking about Jenna?”


Her head falls to
the side and she rolls her eyes. “Do you not know anything about his family?
Man, what do the two of you talk about when you’re up all night on the phone
together?”


My stomach
clenches. “Wait, how do you know we talk at night?” I never told her about our
late night calls, knowing she would bug me about them ruthlessly.


She rolls her eyes
again. “Well, first of all, I’m not stupid. Second, our walls are paper thin,
and third, I may have been a little nosy one night.” She grins guiltily.


My mouth falls open
as she laughs nervously. “Don’t be mad. It took me forever to figure it out. It
wasn’t until Josh mentioned that Carter had been talking on the phone at night,
too, that I finally put two and two together.”


“I can’t believe
you spied on me,” I scoff.


“Well, what was I
supposed to do?” She frowns. “I’ve been trying to get you to talk to me for
months… months, Holly. I was kind of hurt that you were talking to someone
else. One night, I was curious to know who my best friend was telling all of
her secrets to, if it wasn’t me.”


My eyes scan over
her face and it’s clear that she’s being honest, she really is hurt.


“Sorry, I guess I
didn’t think about it that way,” I apologize. “The only reason I didn’t say
anything was because I knew you would read too much into it. He’s just really
easy to talk to, maybe it’s because he was there that night at the hospital and
I feel connected to him in a certain way.”


Her mouth drops
open and it looks like she’s about to cry. At first I’m confused by her
expression, but then I realize what I just said. “Oh no, Jenna that was not a dig
at you. I swear. That came out way wrong.”


She shakes her
head. “No, I get it. You don’t have to explain yourself to me. At first I was
jealous that you were talking to someone else, but then, the more I thought
about it, I was just happy that you were at least talking to someone. Josh felt
the same way. I think he wanted Carter to come to him with his problems, but
when he found out it was you, he was just happy that the two of you had each
other.”


“We don’t talk
about anything serious, though, so you don’t have to be that jealous.” I smile.


“So what do you
guys talk about?” Her sad expression is replaced with a naughty grin.


I can’t help
laughing. “Boring stuff. All PG and, since it doesn’t involve sex, you wouldn’t
be interested.” She gives me a playful glare. “But we’ve gotten way off track.
Tell me what’s going on with his family.”


She shrugs and the
playful look she’s wearing disappears. “He and his family, they’ve just been
through a lot in the past few years.”


“Okay.” I swallow
hard and grip the pillow tight in my hands.


“A few years ago,
Carter’s brother died in Afghanistan. It hit his family pretty hard. Josh says
that none of them were the same after it happened. Then, last spring, Carter’s
dad died suddenly of a heart attack. From what Josh tells me he and Carter were
really, really close. It was really tough on his whole family, but Carter took
it especially hard.” Jenna pauses for a second. “Carter doesn’t want you to
know and I don’t want Josh getting his ass kicked for telling me. My guy is strong,
but your guy can totally take him. I’ve done such a good job at keeping my
mouth shut, but with how close the two of you have gotten, I thought you should
know. Whatever you do, though, don’t tell him that you know anything.” She
looks over to me.


“Yeah, sure, of
course,” I assure her, looking down at the ground, lost in thought.


“No more depressing
talk, though, it’s your birthday,” she says. “Besides, you have to open your
gift.”


I look up,
wondering how she could so easily jump from one subject to another without
blinking an eye. “Nice segue, Jenna.”


“Sorry, but I’ve
been dying to give you this all day.” She jumps off the bed and is down on her
knees, looking under her bed, shuffling a few things around.


“Jenna, you
shouldn’t have gotten me anything. You’ve already done enough over the last few
months—years actually—and now I’m crashing your family’s Thanksgiving.”


“Correction, you
saved me from Thanksgiving this year,” she replies as she sits back on her
ankles and pushes herself up off the floor. “Plus, my family loves you. I think
they would trade me for you, straight up… especially my brother. I’m pretty
sure he writes your name, draws hearts around it, and probably thinks about you
when—“


“Jenna, please,” I
interrupt her, shaking my head in disgust. “I don’t know what you were about to
say, but whatever it was... gross. Your brother is sixteen.”


“Exactly.” She
shoves a pink bag, exploding with white tissue paper into my hands. “Now, just
remember, keep an open mind.”


“Really, you
shouldn’t have,” I say, taking it from her, “but thank you.”


She giggles and
sits back on the bed, pulling her legs up off the floor and crossing them
underneath her. She has a mischievous grin on her face and now I’m not only
suspicious of what’s in the bag, I’m nervous. Carefully, I remove the tissue
paper, ready for something to pop out and hit me in the face or something.
After digging to the bottom I reach in and pull out a small, black velvet bag
with a drawstring. I wiggle it open and peer inside. At first I’m not even sure
what it is and then, when I realize what it is, I pull the strings back tight,
closing it up.


“You didn’t…” my
voice trails off and I feel my face burning to a thousand degrees, getting
hotter by the second.


“Yes. Yes, I did.”


Then she starts to laugh,
a little at first and then, within seconds, she’s hysterical. She stares at me
with tears falling down her cheeks. “Holly, your face is so red, I think steam
is about to come out of your ears,” she manages to say through her laughter.
“Come on. It perfectly natural to have a vibrator at your age. Actually, I
think it’s a bit unnatural not to.”


“Um, yeah, thank
you,” I ramble incoherently, hoping she’ll back off and not badger me about it.
“It’s a very… thoughtful gift. Thanks again.”


She groans. “Ugh,
you’re such a prude. Am I going to have to show you how to turn it on? Here
give it to me.” She lunges for the bag and I pull it to my chest.


“No, I’ll be okay,
promise. I’m sure I can figure it out.”


She rolls her eyes,
but as hard as she tries, she can’t keep her laugh contained. “You’re so funny.
I’m sure your engineer of a boyfriend could help you with the mechanics of it.
I’m sure you wouldn’t have to ask him twice on how to turn it on.” She’s
laughing so hard now that’s she’s rolled onto her back, holding her stomach and
is having trouble breathing. I pull the pillow from my lap and stuff my face
into it.
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A guy and a girl can be just friends, but at one point
or another, they will fall for each other...Maybe temporarily, maybe at the
wrong time, maybe too late, or maybe forever.


~ Dave Matthews Band


 


HOLLY


We’ve been back home
for a few days and I still haven’t talked to Carter. We’ve exchanged a few text
messages, but haven’t talked about anything major, or said anything about the
kiss or what we both agreed to think about over the break. My heart and my mind
have been disagreeing on what they want and what they think they should do.
I’ve played it all out in my head, knowing what could happen to us if, for some
reason, we try to be more and it doesn’t work out. Everyone says that, no
matter what, they can remain friends, but it never seems to work out that way.
Over the past few days, I’ve only been able to come to one conclusion, one
thing I know for sure, and that is that I don’t want to lose him, I can’t lose
him.


When we got back to
the apartment a couple days ago, Josh was waiting for us. He and Jenna have
been locked in her bedroom ever since. Well, except to eat and shower. I saw
them go into her bathroom together yesterday morning and thanked my lucky stars
we each have our own. After some of the things Carter has told me that he
witnessed between the two of them, I’m wishing we each had our own kitchen,
too. So, in order to give them some space and to put myself out of my misery of
seeing them happy and in love, I’ve been spending most of my time at the
library with Becca.


It’s not that I’m
annoyed or angry at Jenna, I’m actually really happy for her. If I’m being
totally honest with myself, I’m actually a little jealous of her. Okay, a lot
jealous of her. I envy what she has, how her eyes light up every time she sees
Josh and, even more, how his eyes do the same. A few months ago, I swore off
love forever, never wanting to give it another chance because I had been burned
so badly the last time I gave my heart away.


Tonight, Becca and
I have planned to meet up at the library to study. Finals are still a few weeks
away, but I need all the studying I can get. When I pull up in the school
parking lot, it’s packed with cars, but I find a great spot right up front. I’m
about a half hour early and I know that Becca probably isn’t here yet, but I
was eager to get out of the apartment.


When I walk in and
scan the library for an open table, I stop short and can’t believe who I’m seeing.
I had never seen him in here before. Carter’s sitting a few tables down, his
head is buried in a book, and he looks to be concentrating really hard on
something. I’m tempted to turn away and head towards the other side of the
room, but I realize that this is exactly what I don’t want to happen between
us. I don’t want that kiss to affect our friendship. It’s still up in the air
on whether or not we are going to move onto the next level, but whatever
happens, I don’t want to lose him, or for things to be awkward between us.


“Hey,” I say,
keeping my voice low, instantly feeling bad for interrupting him.


He looks up to meet
my gaze. “Oh, hey.”


“How are you?”


He shrugs. “I’m
okay. You?”


“I’m good.” I nod
and smile, but on the inside I’m reeling at how different things feel between
us, cringing at our exchanges.


A couple girls turn
our way, looking annoyed, and I smile apologetically.


“So, how was your
Thanksgiving?” I ask.


He looks back
towards his book and a wave of pain crosses his face. “It was… alright.”


I want to ask him
about his mom, but I’m not sure how to approach the subject without throwing
Jenna under the bus. “How’s your sister?” I ask instead.


He presses his lips
together and then says, “She’s doing okay.”


I want to confront
him about our kiss and see if he thought about us at all over the break, but it
doesn’t seem like the appropriate time or place. With the cold shoulder he’s
giving me and the awkwardness between us, I’m wishing the kiss hadn’t happened
at all. The feelings I have been struggling with for the past few weeks are
still with me, but the longer I sit here, the more clear it becomes that Carter
has made his decision. He doesn’t look happy to see me. He doesn’t even act
like he missed me all that much. Maybe he realizes he just wants to be my
friend and that he’s been mistaken about his feelings for me.


Now, more than
ever, I wish that I could go back in time to that night and take back the words
that came out of my mouth. I just want us back... the way we were.


There is a long silence
between us and the heaviness in my chest is getting stronger with each passing
second. “Well, I won’t take up any more of your time. Good luck with studying,”
I say, trying to keep my voice even.


“Yeah, I’ll see
ya.”


When I walk off, I
expect him to stop me, to tell me that he misses me, to tell me that he wants
me, but he doesn’t say anything.


 


CARTER


It’s five in the
morning and I haven’t slept a minute all night. The way I treated Holly at the
library the other day has been eating away at me the past few days. It’s all
I’ve thought about, yet I’ve been too much of a pussy to call her and talk to
her about it. I should have called her that night and apologized for being a
jerk, but I didn’t. I’m not sure why, but ever since the night of our kiss, knowing
the feelings I have for her are strong; it scares the shit out of me.


Before we shared
that amazing kiss, things between us were simple, easy. Now, it’s just
complicated as hell. That night, when I asked her to think about what she
really wanted, I was trying to protect her and what we had. There’s not a doubt
in my mind that every part of me wants her, but I’m also scared to lose her...
I can’t lose her. I know now that I’ve been pushing her away and I’m going to
lose her one way or the other if I don’t quit acting like an ass.


So how the hell am
I supposed to be friends with a girl that I’m crazy about, but I’m not sure if
I should be with? As far as I can tell, there are only two answers to that
question—the two answers I’ve been analyzing in my head as I lay here and stare
at my ceiling. It’s not hard to figure out that I can’t have it both ways.
Either I have to push my feelings for her aside—as hard as that may be—and we
go back to being friends. Or I have to tell her how I really feel about her, tell
her the truth about what happened the night on the mountain, and take the risk
of losing her forever.


As I try to talk
myself out of wanting her, I want her even more. My chest is aching for her—her
smile, her laugh, her touch—and then it hits me. I know what I have to do.
Flinging the covers back, I climb out of bed and throw on a pair of jeans and a
sweatshirt.


 


❧


 


As I’m walking up
her apartments steps, I turn around and head back down a few times before
finally making it to the top. When I was laying in bed, showing up and
surprising her to tell her how I really feel about her seemed like a good idea,
but now, I’m not so sure.


Forcing myself to
just do it, I raise my hand, knock on her door and wait. It seems like minutes
pass with no sounds from the inside, so I knock again. Another minute or so
passes and I hear some shuffling behind the door and then a panicked voice
curses on the other side of it. When the door opens, I see Holly standing there
in a long t-shirt, her hair a mess and she’s staring at me with a confused
expression. I can’t help thinking how beautiful she looks, though.


“Carter?”


“Hey.” I smile.
“You’re probably wondering what I’m doing here, huh?”


“Um, yeah. What
time is it?” she asks.


“I don’t know,
probably six or so.”


Her eyebrows knit,
looking more confused than ever. “Um, okay...”


“Can I come in?” I
ask her after a long minute of just standing there.


“Oh, yeah, sorry,
come in.” She opens the door wider and I walk through.


“Are one of those
for me?” she asks, eyeing the three cups of coffee sitting in the holder I have
in my hand, looking like she needs it in order to fully wake up. I figured if I
was going to show up before sun rises, the least I could do was bring coffee
with me.


“Yeah,” I say,
taking one and handing it to her.


She takes a quick
sip and then looks back over at me. “What are you doing here? Actually,” she
holds up her hand stopping me, “hold that thought, I’m going to get dressed.”


“Holly, what’s
going on? Who was—oh, hi, Carter. Carter!?” Jenna squints her sleepy eyes at
me. “What the hell are you doing here so early? It’s not even light out yet.”


“I came to see
Holly.”


She sighs and
shakes her head at me. “If I didn’t love that girl so much and want her to be
happy, I’d kick you right in the balls for showing up here this early,” Jenna
says, dragging herself out of her bedroom and glaring at me.


“I brought some
coffee for you, too.” I hold out a cup of coffee for her to take. “For some
reason, I had you pegged for a morning person,” I say, smiling. Out of the
corner of my eye, I see Holly folding in her lips, trying not to smile.


“Sorry, Jenna. We
didn’t mean to wake you. Just go back to bed,” Holly says.


“Yeah, like that’s
gonna happen.” Jenna glowers at us, takes the coffee from my outstretched hand,
and heads back down the hall.


“Will you let me
take you somewhere?” I ask Holly before I lose my nerve.


“Now?” She looks at
me, raising an eyebrow.


“Yeah, I want to
talk to you... about the other day at the library and some other stuff. I
picked up the phone to call you probably a hundred times, but I just decided to
get in my car and drive over here.”


“O—kay,” she draws
out the word. “Let me go get dressed.”


My eyes follow her
down the hall and I call out to her before she disappears into her bedroom.
“Oh, Holly.”


“Yeah?” She turns
around to face me.


“Dress warm.”


A small smile tugs
at her lips before she closes the door.


 


❧


 


When we pull up to
the lake, I hop out and meet Holly at the front of my car.


“Aren’t we right by
your house?” she asks, looking around.


“Yeah, a couple
miles. When I go out for runs, I usually end up here. It’s peaceful here, isn’t
it?”


“Yeah, it is,” she
says, looking around and then turning to smile at me.


“C’mon, I’ll show
you my favorite spot.”


Taking her hand in
mine, and not thinking twice about it, I lead her down the hill until we come
to a picnic table on the edge of the lake. I hop on top of it and take a seat,
patting the space beside me. She smiles at me again, but I can see that she’s
wondering what the hell we’re doing here.


“Gosh, it’s amazing
out here,” she says, looking out across the lake and up towards the mountains
in front of us. The sun has just risen and is casting an orange glow on the
peaks in front of us.


“Yeah, it is. Ever
since I was a kid, this has been my favorite spot. I used to come here with my
dad and older brother. We’d fish all day and only come home when the sun had
gone down and we couldn’t see our lines anymore.”


She glances over at
me with a pained expression, like she’s staring right into my soul,
understanding the pain I’m feeling. However, I know she can’t know what pain
comes with talking about my dad and brother because I’ve never told her. It’s
taken me so long to finally figure it out, but I know now that I want to tell
her, I want to tell her the truth about everything. I want to tell her how I
feel about her. I want to tell her about the night of the accident and explain
to her that I did everything I could to save Adam. I want to tell her I’m sorry
that she ever had to feel the loss of someone.


“Carter, I’ve been
doing a lot of thinking,” she says, staring out at the lake, avoiding meeting
my eyes. “What happened the other night—the kiss—I think it was a mistake. I
miss what we had, I like us being friends. I like hanging out with you. I like
talking to you on the phone. I miss it. The past couple of weeks have been
miserable and I don’t want it to be like that anymore. I want to go back to the
way it was... I want us to go back to being friends.”


On the inside, I’m
screaming. I scream at her to stop. I scream that she doesn’t mean what she’s
saying. I scream and tell her how I feel. I scream and tell her that it wasn’t
a mistake, that I don’t want us to be friends; that I want more... so much
more. None of that ever makes it out of my mouth, though. As I look at her and
see the sadness in her eyes, I realize that I’ve done that to her. I’ve
made her feel that way. What I’ve been doing the last couple weeks in trying to
protect her, protect what we have, it’s clear I’ve done the exact opposite.


 


HOLLY


My eyes focus on the
lake and my hands are sitting in my lap. The last minute or so, I’ve refused to
look over at Carter, knowing that lying to him will be so much easier if I
don’t see his eyes.


“Don’t you miss us
being friends and hanging out?” I ask him, wondering what his face looks like
now, but I’m still not strong enough to look at him.


“Yeah, I really
miss it.”


Again, I’m tempted
to look over to see the expression on his face, but I don’t.


“Me, too,” I
whisper.


As much as my
feelings for Carter go way beyond friendship, I will settle for how we are
right now because having him in my life is so much better than not. There is no
way to know for sure that if we cross that line beyond friendship if it will
work out and, the more I think about it, the more I realize that I can’t lose
him.


“So, friends,
that’s what you want?” he asks me.


“Yeah, it’s what I
want,” I say, feeling as though my whole heart is collapsing inside me.


 


❧


 


I’d like to say
that things go back to normal after that day, but they don’t. I’d like to say
that Carter and I are able to become friends again, but we can’t. Ever since
that morning, after he dropped me back off at my apartment, things have been
different between us. Now, more than ever before. I’m not sure what I did so
wrong. Okay, that isn’t true. I know that when I told him I just wanted to be
friends, it was a lie, but I thought with all my heart that it was the right
choice. Turns out, I was wrong about that, too.


The last few times
that Jenna and I have gone over to their place, Carter will make an excuse to
leave or say that he has a lot of studying to do up in his room. It doesn’t
take long for me to realize that he’s trying to avoid me at all costs and,
eventually, I just stop going over there all together. The late night phone calls
and texts also stop. It’s like we’ve never been friends at all... and it is
killing me.


A familiar ache in
my chest returns and I hate myself for asking him to kiss me. I hate that I
even contemplated crossing that line with him. More than I’ve ever wanted
anything before, I want him back... I want our friendship.


The days turn into
weeks and, before I know it, finals are here and I’m distracted with studying,
as well as test taking, which I’m thankful for.


“We’re all done,
only one more semester to go,” Becca says, smiling and pulling me in for a hug
outside the Journalism building. “We survived Dr. Langford’s class, so next
semester should be a breeze.”


“Yeah, I’m not sure
I would’ve made it through his class without you, so thank you.” I hug her back.


“You going home to
New York?” she asks me as we walk out to the parking lot.


“Yeah, I leave
tonight, actually.”


“Me, too. I can’t
wait to live in the world of no studying and sleeping in. It’s going to be so
great. Well, have a good break.”


“You, too. I’ll see
you in about a month,” I say and we part ways.


 


❧


 


We pull up to the
departure terminal and Jenna hops out to help me with my bag. I’ve packed two
suitcases, which seem like a lot, but I’m planning on being home for almost
three weeks.


“I’m gonna miss
you.” Jenna frowns, pulling me in for a hug. “What am I going to do without
you?”


“Enjoy Christmas
with your family and spend lots of alone time with Josh.” I say, hoping to
brighten her mood.


I laugh as her
expression falls. “It won’t be the same without you, though,” she whines.


“C’mon we’ve been
away from each other before, Jenna.”


“I know, but not
for this long.”


That is true. The
last few years, I’ve only gone home to New York for the week of Christmas. I’ve
always been back to celebrate New Year’s in Colorado with Jenna, but this year
my mom has talked me into staying in New York a little longer. With how I’ve
been ignoring her over the past few months, it’s hard to say no and, actually,
I’m looking forward to seeing some old friends and spending some time with my
parents.






 

 


[bookmark: c19]Chapter Eighteen


 


For it was not into my ear you whispered, but into my
heart. It was not my lips you kissed, but my soul.


~ Judy Garland


 


HOLLY


Okay, so I was
wrong. Being at home for three weeks isn’t what I thought it was going to be.
Since my brother doesn’t make it home from California, it leaves me receiving
all the attention from my mom and dad. It isn’t that it is horrible being alone
with them, but after a full week with them, I’m beginning to feel suffocated. I’ve
hung out with a few of my old friends, but it’s clear that over the years we
have all changed and grown apart. I find myself really missing Jenna, my life
in Colorado, and most of all... Carter.


It’s only a few
days of being back in New York when I know there is no way I’m going to make it
all the way to New Year’s.


“Are you sure you
have to leave? It feels like we just got you back.” My mom frowns at me.


I pick apart my
bacon and throw it back on the plate. “Yeah, like I told you last night, I’d
like to get back a little early before school starts again. Just to get back
into the routine, you know?” It is a terrible excuse, but she seems to be
buying it.


From the moment I
decide that I’m going home early, I can’t stop thinking about Carter and all
the things I want to say to him when I see him again. There are so many things
we need to talk about, especially what happened to us over the last few weeks.
I’m not sure how many times I pick up the phone to call him, only to feel like
a pathetic loser when I chicken out at the last second.


“Have you started
to look at jobs yet?” my dad asks, folding the newspaper he is reading and
laying it on the table, dissolving my thoughts in the process.


“Yeah, I’ve looked
a little. I’m really trying to focus on spring semester, though. I’ve got a
pretty tough schedule coming up.”


“Well, my offer
still stands you now. Just say the word and I’ll call my friend at The New
Yorker, I’m sure he can get you in for an interview.”


The New Yorker
should be a dream job for most journalism majors, but not me.


“I’ll let you
know,” I say. What my dad doesn’t know is that there is no part of me that
wants to return to New York when I graduate. I’m not sure where I want to go,
but it definitely isn’t back here.


As I’m helping my
mom clear the table, I hear my phone chime.


Jenna: Do you
ever wonder how you come from the 2 people that created you? Seriously, I’m
really curious sometimes.


Me: LOL. All the
time! BTW, coming home early... maybe in a couple days.


Jenna: Really?!
So ur gonna be here 4 NYE??!!


Me: Yeah, looks
like it.


Jenna: Perfect!
OMG! This is going to be so great!


Me: See you
soon. :)


Two days later, I’m
on a flight back to Colorado. Jenna picks me up from the airport and I can’t
help noticing her strange behavior the entire way home. The first few minutes
we fill each other in on our Christmas’s away at home, but when I try to ask
her what else she has been up to and how Josh is doing, she seemingly doesn’t
want to talk about it.


“Spill it, Jenna,”
I say, throwing my suitcases and purse down on the living room floor.


“What are you
talking about?” she asks. For a minute, her innocent expression almost works,
but I know better. It’s clear that she wants to tell me something, but she
doesn’t know if she should or not.


“Damn, nothing gets
past you, does it?”


“Nope. What is it?”
I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.


“I can’t say. I’m
sworn to secrecy.”


As I stand there, I
roll my eyes and try to read her features. Oh yeah, she’ll be easy to break.


“Who has sworn you
to secrecy?” I ask, deciding to play along with the game I know she wants to
play. She tries to avoid me by going into her room, but I follow her,
determined to find out what she’s hiding.


“Josh,” she says
finally, turning on the lamp on her nightstand. I bite the inside of my cheek,
trying not to smile, knowing that I didn’t even have to persuade her. Oh, this
is going to be so easy.


“Stop looking at me
like that.” She laughs. “You’re beginning to creep me out. It’s like you’re
trying to scan my brain or something.”


“We know how this
is gonna end. You may as well just tell me.” I smile.


“Hello. What
part about I’ve been sworn to secrecy do you not understand?”


“You’re right. I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to pressure you. It’s been a long day, I’m just gonna go
unpack.” Turning around, I head for the door.


“Fine, I’ll tell
you. I wasn’t going to, but I know you’ll just bug me all night if I don’t. ”


I try to hide my
smile before I turn around to face her again.


She sits on the end
of her bed and leans back on her hands. “Carter’s miserable, Holly. Josh said
that he’s been a wreck ever since Thanksgiving. Over Christmas break, he hardly
left his house and barely talked with anyone. We’re starting to get worried
about him.”


My heart squeezes.
“I had no idea,” I say, shaking my head.


“Yeah, I assumed
you didn’t. I’m not sure what’s going on, but maybe you should see if you can
get through to him. I know things have been weird between you two the last few
weeks, but he needs someone, even if it’s just a friend.”


I nod. “Yeah, I’ll
call him.”


“What about going
to see him?” she asks.


“Yeah, maybe I
will,” I say, turning around and heading towards my bedroom, wanting to be
alone after what she just told me.


She sighs loudly
and calls out to me, “Holly.”


Turning around, I
face her again.


“Now. I’m
talking about going to see him right now.”


 


❧


 


I feel weird for
even asking and it really shouldn’t matter, but it’s been bugging me. “Hey,
Jenna.”


“Yeah,” she says,
applying a second coat of mascara.


“Does Carter know
I’m back in town?”


Her mascara wand
stops mid-stroke and she glances across the mirror at me. “No, I don’t think
so, I didn’t even tell Josh you were back.”


I nod my head as a
river of nerves flow through me. Then panic and fear hit me at once… what if he
doesn’t want to see or talk to me? What if he hasn’t missed me as much as I
missed him?


 


CARTER


I’m sitting in the
living room all by myself and feeling like a miserable son of a bitch. Maybe
that’s because I am. I’m a drunk, miserable, son of a bitch.


I‘ve come to the
realization that New Year’s Eve is a dumb holiday to celebrate. In my opinion,
it’s really just an excuse for people to get together and get drunk. We don’t
have a large celebration for every day that the sun rises, when a new week
begins, or when we flip the calendar over each month. So why such a big
celebration for a new year?


I realize that the
alcohol is causing random thoughts to enter my head and I’m quickly reminded of
why I don’t drink too much anymore. Beside all the randomness, it just causes
me to remember all the people that have vanished from my life, bringing all of
the depressing thoughts I’ve been trying to bury back to the surface.


I take another sip
of beer and then glance down at the bottle, remembering the day I first held
one of these in my hands. The day my older brother turned twenty-one, the day
before he was sent off to Afghanistan, the same day he gave me my first beer. I
was only sixteen at the time and I thought it was a pretty cool moment to share
with my older brother… especially the night before he left for war. I’d like to
look back on that night and remember it for the great day it was, but I can’t,
because it was the last time I ever saw him alive. So now, every time I think
about it, I think about how he’s not here anymore.


The day we buried him
in the ground, my dad and I shared a six pack of beer. I remember being nervous
when he met me out on the front porch and handed me a bottle. I thought maybe
he was testing me to see if I would take it.


“Just this
once,” he said, grinning at me. “And let’s not tell your mom about this, okay?”


We sat there and
drank the entire six pack; sharing memories as well as talking about all the
things we loved and would miss about Brandon. It was one of my favorite
memories of me and my old man together, but I still don’t like thinking about
it now because it just reminds me that he’s gone, too.


“Hey, man,” Josh
says, thumping me on the head as he walks by. “Jenna’s coming over in a little
while. I think we’re just going to hang out and play some pool if you want to
join us.”


I’m surprised he
hasn’t said anything to me about my drinking, but then again, he hasn’t said a
word all night. He’s been trying really hard lately to get me to talk and open
up, but I’ve done a good job of shutting him out.


“I don’t know if I’ll
be up for it, but thanks for the offer,” I say, taking another sip of beer.


“C’mon, man, don’t
do this to yourself.” He sighs, facing me. “It’s New Year’s Eve. I’ve never
been one to celebrate this stupid holiday, but it’s better than sitting here
and feeling sorry for yourself all night.”


“I’m not—whatever,
man.” I stop before I get myself caught in a lie, knowing he’ll call me out on
it.


“Okay, well, the
offer still stands if you change your mind.”


He takes off,
running upstairs. I stay on the couch, prepared to get back to my depressing
thoughts when I hear a car door slam and then another. Leaning forward, I put
my beer down on the coffee table, turn around, and pull down the blinds to look
out the window.


My chest feels like
a sledgehammer hit it and I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Opening my eyes
wide, I take another look and see Jenna walking up the driveway with Holly.
Jenna interlocks her arm through Holly’s and they’re laughing about something.
My mind still doesn’t let me believe it’s true. Closing my eyes, I’m convinced
that I’m just hallucinating, but even then, I still try to burn the image of
seeing her smile into my brain. I’ve been missing it so much over the last
couple weeks, but I never realized just how much, until now.


My drunken mind is
slowing down my thought process and I don’t realize that this is actually real
for a few seconds. Damn! I haven’t seen her in almost two weeks and the first
time she’ll see me, I’m going to be shit-faced drunk? I’m off the couch and
running up the stairs when I collide with Josh on his way down.


“What the hell,
man? Where’s the fire?”


“Why didn’t you
tell me that Holly was coming over tonight!?” I blurt out.


“What? I had no
idea. She’s here?”


“Yeah, her and
Jenna just showed up.” Just then I hear the front door open.


“What’s the
problem?” Josh says, keeping his voice low. “You’ve wanted to see her, right?”


“Josh? Carter?”
Jenna yells from downstairs.


“Yeah, babe, I’ll
be right down,” Josh yells back.


“I’m drunk, man. I
don’t want her to see me like this,” I grit through my teeth, trying to keep my
voice down. As much as I don’t want her to see me like this, it hurts to know
that she’s down there right now and I’m not in the same room with her.


“Go take a long,
cold shower and try to sober the fuck up. I’ll keep the girls entertained,”
Josh says, poking me in the chest and then jogs down the stairs.


 


HOLLY


Jenna and I walk
into the house and it seems like no one is home by how quiet it is. Out of
nowhere Josh comes running down the stairs with a big smile on his face. I
swear, I don’t think I’ve ever seen that guy without a smile on his face. He is
always happy. It could be that I’ve only seen him with Jenna around and she’s
the one putting that smile on his face. They embrace for a short moment and
then Josh turns to me.


“Hey, Holly,” he
says. “I wasn’t expecting you. Jenna said you weren’t gonna be here for New
Year’s.”


“Yeah, I came back
early. I hope I’m not crashing your night.”


“No, no. Of course
not. Carter’s just getting ready,” he says, nodding his head towards the
stairs. “He should be down soon.”


“Sweet, tonight may
not be a total bust after all.” Jenna smiles. “I was telling Holly on the way
over how I kicked your ass in pool this past week. Maybe tonight we can play
teams... maybe even a little boy versus girl action.” Jenna raises her
eyebrows, looking between us.


“Care to make it
interesting?” Josh challenges.


“What did you have
in mind?” she asks, smiling impishly. I’m not sure why, but I really don’t like
where this conversation is going.


“How about a good
ole fashioned game of strip pool?”


Strip pool? I’ve
never heard of it, but I’ve heard of strip poker and I have a feeling the
premise of it is similar. “Uh, I’m not so sure about that.” I shake my head,
looking back over to Jenna.


“Well, you two
ladies talk it over and decide on whatever your hearts’ desire. I’m gonna go
check on Carter.” He takes off, running back upstairs.


Jenna glances in my
direction. “Well, Holly, what does your heart desire?” She’s looking at me with
a twinkle in her eye and a goofy ass smile on her face. I know what she’s
trying to do, but it isn’t going to work. On the way over, she tried to get me
to talk about Carter and I deflected it each time. I’m sure as hell not going
to talk about him now, especially not at his house when he’s just right
upstairs.


“You’re funny,” I
say. “But it’s not going to work.”


She rolls her eyes,
giving up on the subject. “Okay, fine, but are you gonna leave me hanging on
the strip pool or what? I think we could totally take these guys.”


“Are you kidding
me? You’re decent at pool, but I totally suck,” I say, taking my jacket off and
laying it across the couch. Between my nerves from the recent game proposal and
knowing I’m about to see Carter, a light sweat is starting to break out across
my body.


“Yeah, well, that’s
why we’ll have to do a really good job at distracting them. It’s strip pool.
There are a ton of fun ways we could distract them.” She looks frustrated that
she actually has to explain this to me.


Josh comes back
downstairs, rubbing his hands together. “So, what’s it going to be, ladies? Are
we going to shed some clothes or what?”


Jenna looks over to
me with a sweet smile and I nod my head. “Sure, I’m in.”


“Sweet!” he shouts.
“Carter’s just about ready; he should be down in a minute.”


Flutters start in
my stomach and travel all around my body, knowing I’ll see him soon. The last
few times I’d been here, they weren’t the happiest of memories between us.
Carter spent most of the time trying to avoid me, and eventually, I just
stopped showing up all together. However, tonight I’m here purely as a friend.
When the two of us get a minute alone together I want to try and talk to him.
See if he will tell me what is going on with him.


Josh walks past us,
towards the kitchen. “C’mon ladies, let’s get this party started.”


While Jenna and
Josh fight over who gets to break, I head back in the house to grab my jacket. I’m
thinking ahead, knowing that if we are going to be losing clothes, I want to
layer up as much as possible. Luckily, Josh has cranked up the space heater in
the garage, otherwise, having to take off clothes in that cold garage is going
to be miserable... well, even more miserable.


As I turn the
corner and enter the living room, I jump back a foot when I see Carter coming
down the stairs, taking me by surprise.


“Oh, my gosh, you
scared me.” I grab my chest and let out a large breath.


“Sorry,” he says,
“I didn’t mean to.”


“How are you?” My
hand is still over my chest as I take in a deep breath, trying to calm myself.


He shrugs. “Okay, I
guess. How was your Christmas?”


I shrug, too. “My
brother didn’t make it into town, so I got to spend a lot of time with my mom
and dad. I actually wasn’t supposed to be back for a couple more days, but I
was missing home.” Missing you.


“Yeah.” He swallows
hard and looks towards the ground. “I heard Jenna tell Josh that you weren’t
going to be here for New Year’s,” he pauses and then looks at me intently, “but
I’m glad you came home early.”


“Me, too.” I smile,
fighting the urge to wrap my arms around him. Jenna wasn’t kidding; Carter
doesn’t look like himself at all. I haven’t seen him the past few weeks, but
the broken guy standing before me isn’t the same guy I knew for the past few
months.


He takes a couple
steps towards me and I gulp loudly when he stops just a few inches from me. My
heartbeat that was just beginning to return to a normal rate, starts to go
erratic once more.


“I mean it. I’m
glad you’re here. It’s really good to see you. I’m sorry that I’ve been distant
over the last few weeks. You have no idea how much I wanted to—to hear your
voice, your laugh. I thought about you a lot while you were gone.”


Whoa, I wasn’t
expecting to hear all of this. “You missed me?”


He closes his eyes
and then slowly reopens them. “Yeah, you have no idea.”


“Me, too.” I can
feel myself leaning into him desperately wanting to kiss his lips.


“Hey, Holly!” I
hear Josh shout my name and it breaks my focus. “Better get in here, your girl
has already lost both her shoes... her shirt’s next!


We both shake our
heads and laugh.


“Well, we better
get in there,” he says, glancing to my lips and then back up to my eyes.


“Yeah, we better.”


 


❧


 


One hour and a few
beers later, Jenna and I have lost our shoes and our shirts. I know that I will
have to sink my next shot or I’m going to give Carter a chance to sink his. I
don’t want that to happen because that would mean the loss of either my bra or
pants if he makes it. The game has been entertaining, to say the least, and I
can’t complain, seeing that both Josh and Carter are both down to their boxer
shorts.


Jenna is amazingly
talented when it comes to distracting Josh. He has only made one of his shots
the entire game. Carter is mostly the one responsible for the loss of me and
Jenna’s clothes.


“Okay, just hit it
softly,” Jenna coaches me. “Hit the ball right in the middle, but a little on
the left side, but not too far on the left.”


I sigh, looking up
at her. My nerves are already on edge, I don’t need her adding to them.


“Sorry,” she says,
smiling at me. “You’re gonna do great.”


Bringing the pool
stick back slowly, I push it forward, trying to keep it steady. The ball starts
to roll towards the top right pocket and, before it’s even sunk, Jenna is
squealing and jumping up and down.


“Take ‘em off,
boys!” Jenna laughs, glancing back and forth between Josh and Carter.


Josh has no problem
with it and pulls off his boxers in one swift movement. Oh, my God! I
tear my eyes away before I see anything, not wanting to see him naked for a
second time. I’m not sure what’s worse, them stripping or me. This isn’t
nearly as enjoyable as I thought it would be, but I guess it’s so much better
than me losing another piece of clothing. Jenna is laughing, clearly enjoying
this, while I keep my face down. Just when I think things can’t get more
uncomfortable, I see another pair of boxers come to a rest at my feet.


 


❧


 


“So, just like old
times, huh?” Carter asks me as he throws a blanket and pillow on the couch.


“Hey, I offered to
sleep down here and let you have your bed. You said no,” I remind him, smiling.


“You know I don’t
mind. I actually started to like it down here and I’ve missed it,” he says,
looking away and falling on the couch. The last few hours have felt like old
times and, from the smile on Carter’s face, it looks like he’s enjoyed himself,
too.


“Well, I’ll see you
in the morning,” I say, heading upstairs.


“Yeah, goodnight,
Holly,” he calls and I’m reminded of how much I miss him saying those words.


“Night, Carter.”


As I slip under the
covers and close my eyes, I try not to think about how badly I want to go
downstairs to see Carter. We have so many things to talk about. There is so
much unfinished business between us that I don’t want to let everything that
has happened the last few weeks—like how he tried to ignore my existence—go
without notice. I toss and turn for close to an hour before finally giving up.
Making my way down the stairs, I try to push the fear and nerves out of my
head.


“Carter,” I
whisper, staring into darkness. “Are you awake?”


“Yeah, I’m up.” His
voice is soft and deep.


“Can I talk to you
for a minute?”


“Yeah, sure.” I see
a large shadow rise and scoot back into a sitting position on the couch.


I take a seat
beside him and—without even touching him—I can feel the heat from him, sending
a path of warmth through me.


You can do this,
Holly, I silently give myself a pep
talk.


“I lied to you,
again,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “When I said that I just wanted
to be friends...” my voice trails off. My heart is beating so hard and fast
that I can feel it lodged in my throat, blocking any air trying to get to my
lungs. Swallowing hard and trying not to pay attention to what my body wants, I
try to find the words, try to fill the silence, but my mind is overcome by his
closeness to me. My eyes are adjusting to the darkness and, from the little
light that is cast from the moon, I can see his chest is bare. I can’t help it
as my eyes trail up the length of it and then back down.


“Yeah, I lied to
you, too,” he says finally, his voice dry and rough. The last word barely makes
it out of his mouth before his arms are around me and his lips are on mine,
giving me what I really want and need from him. Without any effort, he picks me
up, sits back farther on the couch, and sets me on top of him... all in one
swift move and all without breaking our connection. My legs are straddled on
either side of him and I bury my hands in his hair, pulling him closer to me,
pressing his lips harder to mine.


Days, weeks, and
months of lying to myself, lying to him, and denying what I want—what my body wants—is
trying to catch up from the lost time. Clamping down on my thighs he jerks me
forward, bringing me tighter against him, giving me even more of a hunger for
him. Our lips slide over each other’s in quick, ravenous, surges; both of us
taking short gasps of air before diving back into each other.


Breaking from our
kiss he hungrily trails kisses down my neck, taking in mouthfuls of my skin,
sucking on it, causing moans and whimpers to escape me. His lips come back to
meet mine and I work mine against his, urgently. His hands glide over the tops
of my thighs, up to my hips, and then slowing his movements, they gently drift
under my shirt to rub across my stomach and along my ribs. His soft and sweet
movements cause me to slow down my pace as well, wanting to enjoy every piece
of him I can.


“Holly,” he gasps,
breaking our connection, slowly drawing away from me.


“Yeah,” I breathe,
pulling him back to me.


He removes his hand
from under my shirt and gently releases the grip I have around his neck,
joining our hands and resting them on his chest in between us.


“I think we should
slow down before things go too far.”


Feeling the rush of
his kiss and his touch evaporate out of me, I exhale loudly and lean back,
knowing he’s right, yet still wishing he hadn’t stopped.


“You’re right,” I
agree, trying to catch my breath.






 

 


[bookmark: c20]Chapter Nineteen


 


For every minute you are angry you lose sixty seconds
of happiness.


~ Ralph Waldo Emerson


 


CARTER


The next morning, I wake up
on the couch alone. The images from last night run through my head and I would
swear that it was just a dream, but the soreness that lingers on my lips from
our rough kiss tells me that it was all real. Sucking on my bottom lip, I can
still taste her and remember how soft her skin felt against mine and how sweet
she tasted. It’s making me crazy and I’m beginning to regret stopping it from
going further.


I’m not sure where the control to pull
away from her came from last night because God knows I want her. I want her so
badly, but there are still a lot of things that need to be said between us.
I’ve already let too much time go by without telling her the truth.


I hear a door open
from one of the upstairs bedrooms, and a few seconds later I hear another one
shut. The toilet flushes, the faucet runs, and then footsteps start down the
stairs. I’m hoping it’s Holly and I’m hoping that her face doesn’t hold a look
of regret. I don’t regret a second of what happened last night and I’m not sure
what it would do to me if I know she does.


When she finally
appears, she meets my stare and an adorable smile spreads across her face,
causing my breath to catch.


“Morning.” I smile.
The smile she’s wearing grows wider, allowing me to relax a little.


“Good morning.” She
continues making her way to the couch and takes a seat beside me, almost in the
exact spot she started in last night.


“You marked me,”
she says.


“I what?”


She moves her long
brown hair over to one shoulder, exposing her neck and I finally see what she
means. A large hickey rests on the base of her throat, glowing like a beacon in
the night.


“Oh, man. I’m so
sorry. I got a little carried away.”


“Don’t be sorry,”
she says, stealing the line I’ve used on her a couple times. “I’m not.”


When another door
from upstairs opens, our connection is broken and Jenna joins us in the living
room.


“Breakfast is on us
this morning. Josh feels like sleeping the day away,” Jenna says, annoyed,
making her way into the kitchen.


“I’ll help.” Holly
stands, smiling back at me.


After joining them
in the kitchen, I’m aware of every move Holly makes and I don’t miss the small
gestures she gives me every time she passes by me. The way her fingers linger a
little longer than they have to when she hands the butter to me or the way her
whole body brushes against mine when she squeezes in between me and the counter
in order to get to the refrigerator.


We’re about to sit
down to eat when Jenna gasps. “Holly! What is that on your neck? Is that a—”


“What’s on whose
neck?” Josh asks, walking in, finally gracing us with his presence.


“Uh, nothing. Josh,
would you grab the OJ out of the fridge, please?” Jenna asks, clearly trying to
distract Josh from seeing anything. Holly is biting her lip, trying to hide a
smile as she moves her hair around to cover the mark I left on her neck.


When I glance up, Jenna’s
looking between me and Holly, smiling wide and shaking her head.


 


HOLLY


I’m convinced that
my best friend is the most relentless person on the planet. We aren’t even two
steps outside of Josh and Carter’s before she stops me and pulls my hair away from
my neck.


“Holly Ann. It’s
about damn time, girl.”


I lean back,
pulling my hair back and continuing down the flagstone path.


“You’re not even
going to tell me about it?” She follows close behind me.


“Do you really want
details?”


“Uh, yeah,”
she responds as if it’s a no brainer.


I laugh, shaking my
head and pulling open my car door. “Well, I don’t think I’m comfortable giving
you the details.”


“Oh, my God! It’s
been hell watching the two of you the last few months. I’ve seen you go through
hell, Carter’s been a miserable SOB, and now you’re not even gonna let me reap
the benefits with you?”


“I’m still not even
sure what it means. We didn’t get a lot of talking done last night if you know
what I mean,” I say, glancing over at her and she squeals loudly.


“Oh, this is so
great,” she says, smiling. “It became so unbearable watching the two of you.
Josh and I were actually planning an intervention soon.”


“What are you
talking about?” I ask, snapping my seatbelt in place and starting the car.


“Oh, come on.” She
looks over at me, rolling her eyes. “The two of you have been torturing one
another for months. I can’t believe that the two of you didn’t take down the
house last night with how much sexual tension has been bottled up over the last
few months.”


Yeah, me either, I think to myself. I was ready to release all of
that last night, it was Carter who pulled away and wasn’t so sure.


 


❧


 


That night, the
four of us go out to the dance club I’ve been hearing about all semester. Jenna
and I are in the mood for dancing and, after a lot of coaxing, I’m even able to
get Carter out on the dance floor with me. Towards the end of the night, I’m
not sure what is going on with him, but he seems upset or distracted. The two
of us really haven’t gotten a chance to talk privately about what happened
between us last night and, by the cold shoulder he has been giving me the last
hour or so, I fear that maybe he’s starting to regret it.


By the time we are
on our way back to his house, it’s almost like he’s going out of his way to
avoid touching me or looking me in the eyes. He’s driving and Jenna and Josh
are in the backseat keeping each other busy. When I reach out and try to grab
his hand, he casually moves it away, causing my insides to feel like they’re
being twisted.


When we arrive back
at their house, Jenna and Josh head upstairs to finish what they started in the
car while Carter and I are left downstairs alone.


“Hey, is everything
alright with you? With us?” I ask.


“I need to talk to
you about some stuff,” he says, looking down at the floor. “Let’s go out to the
garage.”


My breath catches
from hearing his tone. I swallow hard a few times, feeling the fear build all
the way up in my throat. “Okay.”


He turns and I
follow him down the hall and into the garage. My whole body is shaking and I’m
not sure if it’s from the temperature in the garage or if it’s from fear of
what he’s about to say.


My stomach squeezes
when he turns to face me and I feel like I’m going to be sick. There’s
something in his eyes that I don’t like. Please, please don’t tell me that
you don’t want me, I think to myself. I don’t think my heart could handle
hearing that right now.


“There’s something
I need to tell you,” he begins, taking a deep breathe. “About what happened the
night of the accident with Adam.”


Whoa, I wasn’t
expecting to hear those words come out of his mouth.


“Carter, I can’t
talk about that. I don’t want to talk about that night.”


With his head down,
he takes my hands into his. “I have to talk about it. When I started to have
feelings for you, I told myself that you would know the truth before we went
any further. I’ve let things get too far without telling you, but I’m ready
now.”


Fear spreads
throughout my body and my legs feel weak beneath me. My mind is racing. What
could he possibly have to tell me? Adam died during a rescue... what else did I
need to know? I squeeze my eyes tight and shake the thoughts out of my head.
Why is he doing this?


“Carter, I know
what happened and I prefer not to relive it. Please don’t do this.”


“No, you don’t know
everything.” He pauses for a moment, his face strained. “Did you know that I
was out there with him that night?”


An image of him in
the hospital with dirt smeared and his jacket ripped down the side enters my
mind. I don’t answer him, but I feel my face contort and pain courses through
every inch of my body.


“Did you know that
Adam was covering my shift for me that night? Earlier that day, I found out my
dad died from a heart attack and Paul called in Adam to take my place.”


My eyes close and I
recall Adam telling me that they were one guy short, something about a last
minute cancellation.


“Stop.” I open my
eyes and see the pain in his. “Please, I don’t want to hear anymore. I
don’t want to hear it,” I repeat those words over and over again, but he
doesn’t listen; he doesn’t stop.


“After I decided to
go on the rescue with them, I was responsible for Adam that night. It was my
decision to descend during the storm. We should’ve waited. I was supposed to
watch out for him. It was—”


“Stop!” I scream.
“Just stop!” I begin to back away from him, feeling the hot tears streaming
down my face. “I asked you to stop! I don’t want to hear anymore!” My voice is
shaking.


“Holly, please—”


“Just stop
talking!” I yell at the top of my lungs. “I didn’t want to know all of that. I
didn’t want to know!” I scream as though the louder my voice gets, the more the
pain will flow out of me.


His face twists.
“I’m sorry, but I had to tell you. I couldn’t look at you anymore, knowing that
you didn’t know the truth,” he says, taking a couple steps towards me.


I take two back,
wanting to keep the distance between us. “I can’t do this.” I shake my head. My
mind is still swimming with the words he said. “I can’t do this,” I say again,
taking a few more steps closer to the door. Without saying another word to him,
I turn around, wanting to find Jenna and have her bring me home.


Before I reach the
door, though, it flies open and Josh is standing there, looking at me. “What
the hell is going on out here?”


Within a few
seconds, Jenna is standing beside him and they’re both staring at me with a
horrified expression.


Jenna’s face turns
to anger and her eyes fly over to Carter. “What did you do? You told her,
didn’t you?! Why couldn’t you just leave it alone?” Jenna yells at him. “I told
you all it would do was hurt her!”


My head spins at
what she just said. She knew? My heart hammers in my chest and then it all
makes sense. Jenna has known all along; Travis and the words he said to me at
the football game finally make sense. I feel like a complete fool. Everyone has
known.


“You knew?” I ask,
looking directly at her.


Her face falls as
she looks back over at me. “Holly, I was just trying to protect you.”


“By lying to me? By
keeping something like this from me?” My voice rises with each word that
escapes my lips.


She takes a couple
steps towards me and reaches out for me, but I move away. “I knew how badly you
wanted to forget that night. I tried to tell you once, but then, after some
time passed, I didn’t think you wanted to know the details. Holly, please, you
have to understand.”


I shake my head
over and over, trying to drown out her voice.


“You’re a liar!” I
say, choking back the tears. “This whole time you’ve been lying to me. Even
when I started to have feelings for him—real feelings—you didn’t think it was a
good time to tell me then?” My voice sounds hoarse from yelling and it cracks
on the last word. I wipe away my tears.


Tears are streaming
down her face, too, and there’s not one ounce of me that wants to console her.
There is so much anger in me right now; I’m not sure what to do with it all.


“Hey, let’s all
calm down and come inside to talk this out,” Josh says, his voice is soft and
quiet as he grabs Jenna’s shoulders, giving them a light squeeze.


My eyes focus on
Jenna and I squeeze my eyes tight, hoping to keep the next round of tears
bottled up. “I’m tired of talking,” I say, opening my eyes and pushing past
Jenna.


“Holly, wait.
Please don’t leave so upset.” She tries to reach out for me, but I move away
and keep walking down the hall. “We can go home and talk this out, okay,” she
says.


Stopping abruptly,
I whirl around to face her. She jerks to a stop and swallows hard. “Don’t
follow me. Leave me alone. I. Don’t. Want. To. Talk. To. You,” I say,
through gritted teeth.
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Love is a force more formidable than any other. It is
invisible - it cannot be seen or measured, yet it is powerful enough to
transform you in a moment, and offer you more joy than any material possession
could.


~ Barbara de Angelis


 


HOLLY


It has been two days
since my explosion over at Josh and Carter’s house. I haven’t heard from Carter
and I’m pretty sure I won’t. The way I talked to him the other day, I’m not
sure he’ll ever speak or look at me again. Truthfully, I’m not ready to face
him just yet, anyway.


That night, when I
got home, I lied in bed and cried. I cried for Carter and the pain I saw in his
eyes when he opened up to me and told me what he had been keeping bottled up
for so long. I cried for Jenna and the friendship I feared I ruined forever. I cried
for Adam. I cried for what we had together and what we would never have. I
cried because, deep down, it felt like I was finally letting go of him. There
would always be a part of me that would love and cherish him and that thought
gave me some peace.


Jenna comes home
the following morning and I spend the entire day crying on her lap and begging
for her forgiveness. All the things that I said to her the night before, I
regretted them the moment they came out of my mouth. It wasn’t until I got home
that I realized just how sorry I was and hoped that she would forgive me. She
has been nothing but a great friend to me and I wouldn’t have survived without
her. She did keep things from me, however, it wasn’t to be mean or to hurt me;
she honestly thought she was protecting me.


“Hey, we are in
need of groceries in a bad way and I’m not sure I can stomach any more takeout.
Do you feel like getting out and going grocery shopping with me?” Jenna asks,
standing in the kitchen.


I shrug. “Not
really.”


She comes to sit
beside me on the couch. “Holly, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m worried
about you. You’re starting to scare me.”


I nod my head. “I
know; I’m scared, too.” I am. The past few months I’ve tried really hard to dig
myself out of the dark hole I’ve been in and, now, it feels like I’m slowly
slipping back into it. I don’t want to go through that again. I don’t want to
put Jenna through that again.


“Do you need
anything?” she asks.


“No, I just need
some more time. I’ll be fine, I promise.”


“Okay, well, I’m
going to go get us some food. I’ll get us the good stuff... you know, ice
cream, cookies… ooh, maybe I’ll bake us a cake, a chocolate one with strawberry
icing. How does that sound?”


“Sounds good.” I
laugh at how her whole face lights up.


“Be back soon,” she
says, grabbing her purse and heading out the door.


While she’s gone, I
try to get some laundry done. I’m determined not to let myself become that
horrible, disgusting witch I was a few months ago.


After folding a
load of towels that were in the dryer, I walk in my bathroom to put them up and
catch a glimpse of myself the mirror, shuddering at the reflection staring back
at me.


Blasting the hot
water, I’m more determined than ever to erase the reflection in the mirror.
Gripping the bottom of my shirt, I begin to pull it over my head when I hear my
cell phone ringing in the living room. Hope shoots through me when I think it
could be Carter calling. I would do anything to hear his voice right now, even
though I’m not sure what I would say to him if I do? Deep down, I’m embarrassed
at the way I acted the other night. It took a lot of courage for him to tell me
the truth about that night and I threw it back in his face. Releasing my grip,
I let my shirt fall back down and reach over to turn off the water.


When I finally
reach my phone, it stops ringing and Missed Call – Josh is
displayed on the screen. Immediately, my throat feels thick and a wave of
humiliation washes over me. Not wanting to give myself any reason to chicken
out, I tap his name and press send.


“Hey, Holly.”


“Hi, Josh.”


“How are you?” he
asks.


“I’m okay.”


“Do you have a
minute to talk?”


“Uh sure, Jenna
just ran out for some groceries,” I answer.


“Yeah, I just got
off the phone with her. I wanted to wait and talk to you when she wasn’t
around. She doesn’t really want me talking to you right now.”


Feeling a horrible
pain in my chest, I take a deep breathe in. “What is it that you want to talk
about?”


“Well, I want to
talk to you about that night… the night of the accident. Is that okay? I won’t talk
about it if it’s gonna upset you.” He pauses. “You can tell me if you’re not
ready.”


I squeeze my eyes
tight and bite my lower lip. “It’s okay,” I breathe into the phone.


“Just tell me to
stop if it gets to be too much, okay?”


“Okay,” I say,
gulping loudly.


“I’m not sure what
Carter told you the other night, but I know he feels this guilt for what
happened and I want you to know that it wasn’t like that. I wasn’t up there
that night, but Paul was and he told me everything. Carter’s the best rescue
guy we have and he did everything he could. When the storm rolled in, they were
in a hurry to get down as fast as possible, but when the rain started and the
wind picked up, they somehow lost their footing along the ridge and were both
knocked off. Carter slid for a hundred feet or so, but he was able to get
control and stop himself. When Carter finally saw Adam, he realized that he had
fallen a lot farther and Carter almost died himself trying to get to him. There
wasn’t anything anyone could’ve done. It was Carter’s call to head back down
the mountain, but he made the call based on what he was trained to do. Being a
part of the rescue team is risky—plain and simple—and unfortunately, accidents
happen. Adam knew that, too.” He sighs. “Listen, Holly. Carter has questioned
that night so many times, in so many ways... he believes that if he could’ve
gotten to Adam sooner, then maybe things could’ve been different. If they had
just waited out the storm, or if Adam had never been called to take Carter’s
place, it’s possible that Adam could be here today,” he pauses for a moment, “I
just don’t want you to blame Carter.”


“I don’t,” I
whisper, wiping away tears from my cheek. “I don’t blame him.”


He clears his
throat. “Well, he’d probably like to hear you say that. The way you left here
the other night, I’m pretty sure he took it that way.”


I swallow the
thickness in my throat. “How is he?”


“I don’t know. He’s
been on the mountain the last few days. This is what he does; he’s pretty good
at escaping life. I’ve tried calling him, but he won’t answer his cell. I’m
gonna go up there tomorrow if I don’t hear from him.”


“Will you call me
and let me know. I mean, when you finally talk to him.”


“Yeah, no problem.”
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I spent the rest of
the day trying to keep my mind off what Josh told me earlier in the day. Even
though I know I needed to hear it, it hurts too much to think about. Luckily,
Jenna comes home and distracts me. She has bags full of junk food and, even
then, she still insists on baking the chocolate cake with strawberry icing.


Jenna spends most
of the afternoon trying to convince me to go with her to Josh and Carter’s
later that evening. If I thought there was the slightest chance Carter would be
there, I would’ve gone, but after talking with Josh earlier in the day, I know
he won’t be.


“You sure you won’t
come with me? I think we’re just going to watch movies,” Jenna says slinging
her purse onto her shoulder. Translation: Josh and I are going to put a
movie in and make out like two sex-crazed teenagers. My heart aches because
I can’t help thinking of the inside joke between Carter and me.


“No, I’m good.” I
smile. “Go already. It’s been three days since the two of you have seen each
other. I don’t know how you’re not climbing the walls.”


“I’m not that
attached to him,” she argues.


“Whatever.” I roll
my eyes playfully at her.


“C’mon, I’ll even
have Josh sit on the floor or something so we won’t be tempted to even touch
each other.”


I laugh. “No,
really, I’m okay here. Now, go before you get on my nerves.”


“You’re such a bitch,”
she says it like she means it, but the smile on her face tells me differently.
“Just call me if you need anything, okay?”


“I will,” I say,
smiling back.


I’m not really in a
happy smiling mood, but I do it to make her feel better and so she’ll go actually
have fun tonight. I know she misses Josh. She hasn’t seen him for a few days,
being my babysitter and all.


When she leaves, I
turn on the T.V. and start folding the pile of laundry on the couch. A loud
beeping noise brings my attention to the screen and I glance over to see a
weather alert flash across the screen.


WINTER STORM
WARNING: FREEZING TEMPERATURES AND HEAVY SNOW FOR DENVER AND SURROUNDING AREAS


I glance out the
window and see the snow has already started to fall and I’m thankful that Jenna
got out of here before the storm hit.


The hours pass
slowly and it’s around eleven when I finally give up for the night. My thoughts
have been on Carter for most of the night and, as much as I want to call him,
I’m still not sure what to say to him.


Dragging myself to
the bathroom to get ready for bed, I flick on the light and smile at the
message that Jenna has written on the mirror with bright red lipstick. How had
I missed her doing this?


CALL CARTER, YOU’LL
FEEL BETTER


God I love her. I’m
not sure why it takes seeing that message to know what I have to do. It’s the
same thing I have been fighting doing all night. Running back to the living
room, my eyes scan the couch and coffee table for my phone, but I don’t see it.
I run back to my room and see it lying on my bed and my whole body aches from
the anxiety of hearing his voice soon. The voice that I used to fear has now
turned into a voice that I ache to hear. Right now, I need to hear it more than
my next breath.


Pressing call, I
hold my breath and wait. There’s not a single ring before the call goes
straight to voicemail. I fall back on my bed, my mind desperately working,
trying to think of what to do next, and knowing I have to talk to him.
Searching the internet on my phone, I find the phone number for the mountain
rescue headquarters and don’t hesitate.


After three rings
someone picks up, but it’s not Carter.


“Mountain rescue,
this is Paul.”


My stomach clenches
and I use my free hand to grip around my waste. “Hey, Paul, this is Holly...
Holly Treadwell.” I’ve met Paul a couple times at Josh and Carter’s and then
the day at the football game. “Do you remember me?”


“Oh, yeah, of
course. How are you?”


“Good, thanks. I’m
actually looking for Carter. Is he around?” My voice is impatient. I take in a
slow, deep breath and wait. And wait....


The silence is
torturous, but he finally answers. “Carter’s out right now, but I’ll tell him
you called, okay?”


I picture Carter
shaking his head at Paul, telling him that he doesn’t want to talk to me. I
only have myself to blame, it shouldn’t have taken me this long to call him.
“Can you just tell him that I really need to talk to him? Please. It’s
important.”


There’s the same
long silence again. “I’ll have him call you when he gets back, okay?” he says,
his voice firm.


“Is everything
okay, Paul?” I’m not sure why, but the tone in his voice is causing fear to
crawl up my spine. “Paul, is everything alright?” I ask again.


He exhales loudly.
“Listen, Holly, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Carter and a few other
guys are out on a rescue right now. They were on their way back down when the
snowstorm hit and they had to take shelter.”


I glance out my
window, seeing the black night, the snow falling hard and thick; remembering
what the weather alert had said about freezing temperatures and heavy snow.


“They’re still on
the mountain?” I choke out.


“Yeah,” his voice
is low.


The room begins to
spin and I can’t help feeling distant, yet familiar memories, eek their way
back into my head.


“Holly, don’t worry
okay?” he says. “They’re gonna be fine. I’ll have him call you as soon as he
gets back, alright?”


I can’t say
anything back to him because the only thing my mind is able to process at this
moment is the worst case scenario. The phone drops from my hand and I hear it
land on the floor at my feet. This is not happening. This is not
happening again.


Without thinking
twice about it, I run into the living room, glancing around the room for my
keys, finally seeing them lying on the coffee table. The little voice in the
back of my mind is telling me that what I’m about to do is probably not my best
idea ever, but I ignore it, knowing that I have to do something. Sitting around
and waiting for that phone call from him just isn’t good enough. Regret, guilt
and fear begins to consume me and I know there’s only one way to stop these
emotions, and that’s seeing Carter. Making sure he’s safe and sound and telling
him that I don’t blame him, that I’m sorry for yelling at him.


After typing in the
address to the mountain rescue headquarters into my GPS, I back out of the
parking lot.


The roads are in
pretty good condition as I drive through town, but I immediately notice the
difference when I get a mile or so outside of the city limits. The snow is
falling thick and my wipers fan across the windshield at full speed. I take it
extra slow, especially when my car’s expected to take sharper turns, the higher
up the mountain road I get.


Finally, after a
torturous thirty minute drive, I pull up to the station and hop out of my car.
My boots make a crunching noise with each step I take, jogging to the main
door. When I pull the door open, Paul’s eyes grow wide when he sees me.


“Shit, Holly. What
are you doing here?” He’s staring at me like I’m some kind of crazy person.
Maybe I am.


“I wanted to be
here when they got back,” I say breathlessly.


He rakes his hands
through his hair. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that road you just drove
up is right now? You could’ve gotten stuck out there or—or worse. Carter’s
going to kick my ass. He’ll kill me for telling you.”


“It really wasn’t
that bad,” I lie, keeping just how dangerous the roads really are to myself.


“Damn.” He shakes
his head. “Well, since you’re already here, go make yourself comfortable. Oh,
man, he’s gonna kill me,” he mutters the last few words to himself as I make my
way across the room and sit on the couch, pulling my knees to my chest.


An hour or so
passes with no updates on their location, but, finally, there’s some static
noise on the radio that’s lying on the desk where Paul’s sitting. He picks up
the radio, glances over to me and then says, “This is Paul, go ahead.”


I can’t hear what
the person on the other end is saying, so I make my way across the room and
stand beside Paul. I close my eyes when I hear that it’s Carter’s voice on the
other end.


“We’re going to try
to descend while there’s a break in the weather. Over.”


Paul looks up at
me. “Gotcha, buddy. Be careful coming down.”


When he sets the
radio back down his gaze travels back to me. “See, nothing to worry about.”


“You didn’t tell
him I was here, why?” I ask, confusion filling me.


“One, he needs to
concentrate on getting down the mountain and not on what shit you went through
driving to get here. And two, he’s already gonna kick my ass; no need to give
his anger time to simmer all the way down the mountain.”


“I’m really sorry,”
I say, and I am sorry. The last thing I want to do is get Paul in trouble.
Turning around I make my way back to the couch, waiting and hoping that they
make it back down soon.


No words are spoken
between Paul and me for over an hour. Every once in a while he will look at me
over his shoulder, but the moment our eyes meet, he looks forward again. I’m
pretty sure he knows that I know who he is. It’s Paul that called me the night
of the accident with Adam. It’s his voice that came across the line, telling me
that Adam had been taken to St. Anthony’s hospital.


When I met him for
the first time at Josh and Carter’s, I knew there was something familiar about
him, but I couldn’t place it. It wasn’t until I called the station tonight and
heard his voice over the line that I knew for sure.


Another hour passes
slowly and Paul stands up, making his way over to me. The couch concaves when
his tall frame sinks down into it. He rakes his hands through his dark hair and
sighs.


“Hey, don’t worry
about Carter, okay? He’s one of the best guys we have up there.”


I nod, pressing my
lips together.


“Do you want me to
call someone? Maybe Josh or Jenna or something?” he asks.


I shake my head,
knowing Jenna would insist on being with me and the last thing I want to do is
put even more people out in the bad weather. “No, I’m good.”


He sighs again.
“Why don’t you at least go lay down? Carter has his stuff in the last room on
the left. There are clean sheets on the bed. You should try and get some sleep;
it may take them a few hours to get back down.”


After debating on
what to do, I decide to take him up on his offer. When I enter the room, the
coldness hits me and I immediately wrap my arms around my waist. I find a lamp
sitting on an old oak desk and, when I turn it on, I’m able to take in the room
a little better. There’s a twin size bed to my left and it’s covered with
Carter’s things. I see one of his black thermal shirts lying over the chair and
I pull it over my head, breathing in the scent of him. After curling up on the
bed, I glance at the large red numbers of the alarm clock glowing just a few
inches from my face. It’s one-thirty in the morning. The last time Carter
called in was almost two hours ago.


 


❧


 


The last time I
remember looking at the clock it was three-o-six and my nerves are getting
worse with each passing second. The next thing I remember is feeling something
cold wrap around my midsection. Cold—ice cold. Even through my clothes, I
shiver. When I open my eyes, it takes me a second to remember where I am. I
blink hard and see the large red numbers now read four-fifteen.


My heart starts to
hammer as I put it all together in my mind. I begin to shift so I can turn to
look at him, but he squeezes me tighter against his chest.


“God, you’re so
warm,” he breathes and I can feel the coldness radiating off of him.


“Carter.” I
struggle to turn over, but he grips me even tighter.


“I’m so sorry you
had to go through that again,” he whispers.


My eyes close and I
fight to keep the tears that are stinging my eyes. He sighs, finally releasing
me, and I turn over to face him.


“Hey,” he says.


Relief shoots
through me when I finally see his face, when I see that he’s okay. “I’m so
sorry about what I said to you. I’m so sorry for yelling and for leaving and
for not calling. I’m—I’m just sorry.”


He pulls me tight
to his chest and rests his chin on the top of my head. “You have nothing to be
sorry for. I shouldn’t have waited so long to tell you the truth. I wasn’t sure
how to tell you without hurting you and then I didn’t want to lose you.”


“I was so worried.”
My voice is muffled from being buried in his chest. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,”
I say again and again.


Leaning back, I
look up and meet his eyes, not even realizing the tears have escaped until he
wipes them away.


“I’m here. I’m
okay.” He smiles gently and then bends down to kiss my cheek, causing something
in me to snap. I am tired of lying to myself, tired of refusing to give my body
and my heart what they need and want from him, tired of this charade we have
tried and failed at keeping up.


Reaching up, I
press my lips to his. At first there’s some hesitation, or maybe it’s shock,
but it doesn’t take long for his lips to fall in sync with mine. He kisses me
back hard and with purpose, his tongue diving in and taking complete control of
my mouth, of me. He moans when my hands reach up, tangling in his hair, and
pulling him down harder to me. He props himself up and his body hovers over
mine, positioning me so that I’m lying under him. His hands travel across my
chest and trail down my side, finally resting on my hip. My mind is swimming
with how good he feels, how good he tastes, but even then, it isn’t enough. I
want more. I want to be closer. I need to be closer.


“Carter.” I pull
away, both of us gasping for air.


“Holly, I’m—that
got way out of hand.”


“No, I don’t want
to stop. I want you closer.”


He looks into my
eyes, realizing the need I have burning inside of me. He pulls me tight up
against his chest, kissing me again and crushing my body against his, almost to
the point of pain.


A small whimper of
frustration escapes my lips. “Closer.”






 

 


[bookmark: c22]Chapter Twenty-One


 


You only live once, but if you do it right, once is
enough.


~ Mae West


 


CARTER


As I pull back and look in her eyes, I
realize exactly what she’s asking for and, as much as I want to give it to her,
I’m not sure if that’s the right choice. I swallow hard as I scan over her
face, seeing the desperation and desire and damn if that doesn’t make me want
to give her exactly what she wants. “Holly—” I begin, but she cuts me off.


“I know what I want.
I want you. I want us. Please don’t ask me if I’m sure.” She smiles and softly
presses her lips to mine. This kiss is different from our kisses in the past.
There’s no urgency with this one; it’s soft, slow and deliberate. There’s a
moment when she pulls my bottom lip into her mouth and sucks on it that I
almost let things get out of hand. Before they do, I pull away again.


“Wait,” I breathe.
Damn me to hell if we’re going to do this here, right here on this bed, when
there’s a bunch of guys out there probably listening to us right now. “Let’s
get out of here. We can go back to my place,” I say.


“No,” she whispers,
shaking her head, and I think for a moment she’s changed her mind. “Jenna’s at
your place, but we can go to mine,” she finally says.


I don’t kiss her
again because, as strong as I am, I’m not sure I could resist if she kissed me
again like she just did. Sitting up and getting off the bed, I turn and take
her hand, pulling her up beside me. As bad as I want to, and as much as her
eyes are asking me to do it, I still don’t kiss her. I take her hand and lead
her down the hall and towards the front door. Paul and Jake don’t say a word to
us as we enter the front room, but I can’t help seeing big, stupid grins
stretch across their faces.


The drive to her
place takes forever and there’s not a lot of talking between us, but at least
the weather gods are on my side since the sky has cleared and the snow has
stopped falling.


I reach my eyes
over and catch a quick glimpse of her that makes me wonder what’s going on in
her head. Even though a part of me is tempted to ask her, I don’t. I hope she’s
thinking this through. I hope she’s analyzing every feeling inside her right
now, making sure that this is what she really wants. That she really wants me.
I know I want her—with everything inside me, I want her—and I’m hoping she’ll
have me.


The drive back to
her house finally ends and, as I put the car in park, I slightly turn my head
to glance over at her again. She turns to meet my gaze and, after only holding
it for a split second, she turns away from me, opens her door and hops out. I
meet her at the front of the car and she doesn’t say a word as she grabs my
hand and begins to walk up the sidewalk towards the stairs.


When we’re finally
inside, she turns to me and I still see the desire in her eyes, but there’s
something else there as well. Fear grips my heart and I’m convinced that she’s
thought this through and she’s changed her mind after all.


“Carter,” she says.


I swallow hard. Here
it comes. She’s going to tell me she needs more time and I’ll tell her I
understand because I do and I’ll wait. I’d do that for her. I’d do anything for
her.


“I want this, but
I’m a little nervous,” she says, looking up at me. “I’m not sure why, but I
just wanted you to know that.”


The grip on my
heart releases. She’s nervous, I get that. I am, too. I’m not only nervous, but
I’m scared. Scared out of my freaking mind at how much I care about this girl
standing in front of me. I’m scared at how she makes me feel, but most of all,
I’m scared of ever losing her again.


The last few days
without her, thinking I lost her forever, were hell for me. When I saw her car
parked out in front of the mountain rescue headquarters, I’ve never been so
relieved in all my life. When I saw her in the bed, sleeping, I stared at her
for a moment before crawling in behind her, knowing in that moment that I loved
her, that I couldn’t and didn’t want to live without her.


I take each of her
hands in mine, tangling our fingers together and then bringing them around her
lower back, pulling her closer to me.


“I’m nervous, too,”
I whisper and kiss her softly, slowly, knowing there’s no rush for us to get
this over with. I want to take my time with her. I want to taste every piece of
her and relish in this moment for as long as I can. She kisses me back and
pushes against me, telling me where she wants to go. I begin to walk backward,
taking her with me, making small steps towards her bedroom.


When the back of my
legs bump against the bed, I pluck her off the ground and lay her down, trying
like hell not to break our connection. Bracing myself over her, I kiss her
carefully letting my tongue glide over her bottom lip, sucking it and massaging
it with my tongue, before moving on to her top lip. I fight to keep my
movements slow and deliberate, but when she sucks my tongue into her mouth, I
nearly lose it. Her hands move down my back, gripping the bottom of my shirt,
tugging it up and over my head, causing our lips to separate briefly.


When I look at her,
I see her eyes travel from the base of my stomach, upwards, before coming back
and meeting my eyes.


I carefully inch
her shirt up and lift it over her head before returning to remove her bra.
Starting at the base of her stomach, I kiss every inch of it, occasionally
sucking on small pieces of her skin, causing her to give out the sexiest moan.


As I unbutton her
jeans and pull her zipper down, I cautiously glance up to her, wanting to make
sure she is still okay with where this is going. She gives me an adorable smile
that makes my whole body warm, and then she lifts her hips up, and I throw her
jeans and underwear behind me, leaving her naked beneath me. My eyes never
leave hers and she watches me intently as I unbutton and remove my jeans,
causing my heart to feel like it’s going to explode through my chest. Before
lying back down, I pull a condom out of my wallet and watch her closely,
waiting for any sign that maybe she’s not ready to take this next step.


With my bare body
against hers, I kiss her lips softly before pulling back. “What I’m about to
say to you isn’t because of what we’re about to do. It’s because of what we’ve
been through, what you’ve done to me, and what you continue to do to me.” I
kiss her again. “I love you, Holly. You’ve brought me back to life, something I
wasn’t sure was even possible.”


She starts to say
something, but I can’t control myself anymore and my lips crush against hers. I
kiss her deeply; kiss her with everything I have inside me, like I need her
more than I need my next breath. Her hands run up and down my back, before
knotting in my hair, pulling me harder against her. When her legs reach up and
wrap around my back, I slip inside her gently and instantly feel her warmth.
Our bodies come together as one, moving in sync, and her thighs tighten around
my hips.


I kiss her softly
each time I press inside her and with each movement I make; it’s as if all the
pain, all the grief I’ve been holding in, melts out of me.


 


HOLLY


Did that really
happen last night or was that just a really, really good dream? I ask myself, opening my eyes and squinting from the
bright light shining in through my bedroom window. I feel Carter shift beside
me, wrapping his arm tighter around my stomach, pulling me closer to him. Oh
yeah, it was real. The memories and images of the night before flow through my
mind and my chest constricts just thinking of how good he felt and how sweet
and gentle he had been with me. I bite my lower lip, remembering how my whole
body shook with pleasure and how we fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.


He shifts again
and, when he removes his arm from around my waist, I’m tempted to pull it back,
not liking the emptiness it leaves behind. His arm doesn’t go far, though, as
he slowly trails his hand, starting at my hip, then running along my ribs, up
to my shoulders, and then back down. He repeats this path a few times and my
eyes fall closed; enjoying the feeling and what it’s doing to me.


“Did you sleep
well?” I ask after a long minute.


“I slept better
than I have in—” He pauses and kisses my shoulder. “I can’t remember the last
time I slept this well.”


“Yeah, me either,”
I sigh, leaning my head back, welcoming his kisses that continue up my neck,
knowing we aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.


 


❧


 


“I’m starving,” I
say, tracing designs across Carter’s chest.


He laughs and I can
feel the vibration in his chest. “I’ve been hungry since we woke up, I just
didn’t want to move.”


“Yeah, it is pretty
nice here, isn’t it?” I sigh heavily. “I’m not sure if we have anything that’s
edible, we may be forced to go out.”


“Well, we’ll have
to find something because going out will entail getting dressed and I’m not
quite ready for you to do that just yet.”


A smile breaks
across my lips.


I search the pantry
while Carter hunts for something in the refrigerator. “Wow. I don’t think I’ve
ever seen this much junk food in an enclosed space before.”


Laughing, I turn my
head towards him, remembering the junk food binge Jenna and I had gone on
before she left last night.


“Were the two of
you trying to overdose on sugar or something?” he asks, looking to me and then
back to the fridge.


“Something like
that.” I laugh and then make my way over to him. “This,” I say, reaching in and
grabbing the cake pan, “is amazing.”


“So, we’re having
cake for breakfast?” he asks, smiling.


“Chocolate cake
with strawberry icing to be exact.”


I cut us each a
piece and we stand in the kitchen, each of us leaning against opposite
counters, facing each other.


“Man, who knew cake
could taste so good for breakfast.”


“Well, it’s almost
one in the afternoon, so technically it’s lunch.” I shove another large bite
into my mouth. “We’ll have to remember to thank Jenna for this later.”


“Hey, you’ve got
something—” He uses his finger to point to a spot on the corner of his mouth.


Reaching my tongue
out, I try to find the icing or crumbs that seem to be lingering on my lips.


“No. It’s still
there.” He takes a large step towards me. “Here, let me.” Using his finger he
scoops up a glob of strawberry icing from his plate and then trails his finger
across my bottom lip, smearing it. He leans in, taking my bottom lip in his,
massages it with his tongue, sucking all the icing off... and leaving me
breathless. “Got it.” He pulls back, smiling.


 


CARTER


Four months
later...


Josh hasn’t let up
since we left the house. He keeps giving me crap, telling me how bad I’ve got
it for Holly and how whipped I am. I keep my mouth shut because, in all
honesty, it’s the truth and I actually don’t mind him giving me crap. I don’t
mind that he’s telling me that I’ve got it bad for a girl that I’m absolutely
crazy about, for a girl that brought me back to life.


When it came time
to cross that line, to end our friendship and start something more, we made the
decision together and haven’t looked back since. There hasn’t been one second
that I’ve regretted, and I’m glad I got the chance to tell my mom how right she
was... how starting out as friends has given us so much more than I could’ve
asked for. I’ll always be thankful that my mom got to meet Holly; that she got
to meet the girl that has her son’s heart.


Holly was there for
me when my mom passed away and I’m not sure what I would’ve done without her.
It wasn’t like it was with my dad and my brother; I didn’t have enough strength
to be the strong one—the rock for my sister to lean on. I was a complete mess,
but I had Holly there and she was my rock. The two of us have been through so
much over the last few months and she single-handedly brought me back from the
depths of darkness. She showed me forgiveness, which I’m still not sure why,
but I still needed it from her.


We pull up to her
apartment and I’m excited as hell to see her, but I’m also nervous for her.
What she’s planning to do tonight is something she has been struggling with for
months, and I just want it to be everything she hopes it will be.


When we turn the
corner and head into her apartment building, I stop abruptly when I see Travis
jogging down the stairs in front of us. The last thing I want right now is to
get into anything with him. I’m past fighting and arguing; I don’t want
anything to spoil Holly’s night. He stops abruptly when he sees me, too.


“Hey, man,” I say.
Josh is standing beside me and I can feel the tension build in the small space
we’re standing in as Travis eyes us both.


“Gotta minute?”
Travis asks, looking directly at me.


“Sure.” Josh still
doesn’t move from my side. “I’ll see you up there, man,” I say, slapping Josh
on the back, letting him know that I’ve got this. From the look on Travis’s
face, it doesn’t look like there’s any need to worry.


Josh doesn’t say a
word as he moves around Travis and jogs up the stairs.


“Guess I deserve
that,” Travis says, clearing his throat. “I just came by to see Holly before I
left town, I couldn’t find her at the graduation ceremony earlier.” He looks
down at his feet and then says, “I’m actually glad I ran into you. I owe you an
apology for being such a jerk. The last year has been tough and I was still
dealing with stuff, but I went about it the wrong way. I had no right to say
some of the things I said to you. I know what happened that night wasn’t your
fault. I know you did everything you could and it was just an accident.”


As I look at him,
even though a part of me wants to hate him for all the shit he did and how he
treated Holly that one afternoon, I can’t. The guy lost his best friend and he
dealt with it the only way he knew how.


“Hey, man, don’t
worry about it,” I tell him.


He swallows hard
and nods. “Holly seems to be doing well. I’m happy for her, she’s a great
girl.”


“Yeah, she is,” I
say, knowing how lucky I am to have her.


 


HOLLY


The four of us are
on our way to Sterling’s. Carter is driving and I’m sitting in the passenger
seat, scared out of my freaking mind. In between shifting the gears, Carter’s hand
finds mine and strokes it slowly, trying to reassure me, reminding me that he
is here for me.


Tonight I am going
to keep my end of the deal that I made with Jenna many months ago. Not only is
a bet, a bet, but this is something that I have to do for myself.


“Holly, we’re
here,” Carter’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.


Carter meets me in
front of the car and grabs my hand. It’s weird, but I swear he looks even more
nervous than I do right now. We walk in, hand in hand, and I’m repeating lyrics
over in my head, hoping my mind doesn’t go blank when I get up on stage.


“You ready for
this?” Jenna asks me.


“As ready as I’ll
ever be.” I give her a smile. I’m trying not to let my nerves get to me, or
hide them so no one else can see them.


“You’re gonna be
great. Just relax and enjoy the moment,” Carter whispers in my ear as Joe hops
up on stage to introduce me. Taking a deep breath in, I try to push away all my
fears.


“It’s been a while,
but let’s welcome back one of our favorite singers… Holly Treadwell, everyone.”
Joe turns to me and claps, welcoming me onstage. I walk up the few steps and
hug him tight, thanking him for continuing to believe in me.


“Hi, everyone.
Thanks so much for coming out tonight. It’s been a while since I’ve been on
stage, but I’ve gotta say that it feels amazing to be back. This is something
I’ve been working on for a while now. It’s a song about my past, my present,
and my future.” I lean back away from the microphone and lock eyes with
Carter’s. I lick my lips before leaning forward again. “It’s called Fall
from Love; hope you like it.”


 


Memories of you
haunt me wherever I go


I lay here and
feel the weight I’m holding


Most days, it
feels like I’m drowning


But I’m not sure
how to be strong, how to carry on


Trying to let go
of the only thing I know


 


Time passes
slow, so slow I can barely keep up


Wind blows soft,
so soft I can barely stand up


My heart beats
light, so light I can barely sit up


 


It took time,
but I finally see


I know who I am,
and who I wanna be


I’ll be strong
and I’ll find the strength to carry on


After all this
time, my hearts finally been set free


 


You’ve healed me
with your love


And I’ll never
be able to look at anyone else


The way I look
at you


I have no doubt
that what we have is meant to be


I’ve given you
my heart


Now you own
every part of me


 


Time passes so
fast, so fast I can barely keep up


Wind blows so
strong, so strong I can barely stand up


My heart beats
so hard, so hard I can barely sit up


 


I’m right here
and I’m not going anywhere


I’m holding on
to you, you’re holding onto me


When things get
tough, we’ll take a deep breath


Because as long
as we have each other


This world is
ours, it’s ours to share


 


Smiling wide, I
pull back from the microphone as cheers, screams, and whistles erupt all over
the club. I absorb the energy and it makes me feel warm inside—a unique feeling
you can only get from being on stage—a feeling I haven’t felt in a long time
and one that I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel again.


After taking a
quick bow, I eagerly exit the stage, wanting to get back to my friends. I’m
only a few steps off the stage when I see Jenna, Carter and Josh standing a few
feet away, applauding.


“You were amazing!”
Jenna screams with tears in her eyes. She wraps her arms around me. “I’m so
proud of you.”


“Thanks.” I beam,
pulling back from her embrace. Next to her stands the inspiration for parts of
the song and the guy responsible for bringing me back to life.


Carter smiles,
shaking his head. “Wow, I’ve never seen anything like what you just did. It
was… beautiful.”


“Dude, that’s all
you can say to her? It was fucking awesome!” Josh says, pulling me in for a
hug.


“Thank you,” I say
to everyone, not able to wash the smile off my face.


When Josh releases
me, Carter pulls me into his chest and I close my eyes, feeling safe and totally
at peace. “How was it?” he asks, kissing the top of my head.


“It was more
incredible than I ever thought it could be.” I pull back and look up at him. “I
didn’t realize how much I missed being up on stage.”


“And that the stage
missed you!” Jenna adds. “Did you hear those screams? Holy shit, I’ve never
heard this place get that loud.”


I laugh and Carter
grabs my hand in his, causing any anxiety or nerves I have left inside me to
melt away.


“I love you.” I
smile and reach up to give him a kiss, feeling him smile against me.


“Okay, seriously,
the two of you are adorable, but come on. You have all night to kiss and tell
each other how in love you are. Right now, we need to celebrate,” Jenna says.


 


❧


 


The four of us are
sitting in a booth, listening to the rest of the singers on stage. It’s been a
couple hours since I finished, but I still feel the buzz of energy inside me
and still can’t wash the smile off my face.


“You know, we
should totally do something crazy and stupid,” Jenna says out of the blue when
there’s a break in between songs.


“I can think of a
few crazy and stupid things we could do.” Josh raises his eyebrow and gives her
a sexy smile.


I’m shocked, but
the guy can still make her blush. She elbows him playfully in the ribs and
continues to try to make her point. “I’m serious. We’ve just graduated from
college, we’re about to have to face the real world—which I’ve heard totally
sucks—so I think we should do one last stupid thing. What do you say?” She
glances around the table at each of us.


“What did you have
in mind?” I ask her.


“Nothing too crazy.
Something spontaneous, though. Something we can do together, like a vacation or
something.” She pauses for a moment and then her eyes light up. “I’ve got it. A
road trip. Let’s all pile in the car and drive somewhere far away and crazy. We
can leave tonight, right now.”


“Babe, we’ve all
been drinking,” Josh says, immediately taking the light from Jenna’s eyes.


“I haven’t had a
drink,” Carter says and everyone’s eyes fall on him.


It’s crazy, but I
actually like her harebrained idea. She’s right, after tonight we’re considered
educated adults and, according to society, we’re groomed enough to enter the
real world. My life feels so good right now that I don’t want the feeling to
end. I want to prolong this feeling for as long as possible.


“I’m in,” I say,
smiling.


“She’s right, man.
I say let’s do it,” Carter says looking at me. “Doing something stupid and
spontaneous sounds perfect right now.”


The adrenaline
begins to build in my chest and a large smile stretches across my lips.


“Screw it, I’m in!”
Josh yells slamming his hand down on the table.


“Really?” Jenna
jumps up and down in her seat. “Are we really going to do it? Oh, my God, where
should we go? I’ve always wanted to go to Vegas… or maybe the Grand Canyon. Oh,
my God, this is going to be so epic!”


We all begin to
scoot out of the booth as Jenna and Josh are talking about where we should go
and what each of them wants to do when we get there.


Carter shakes his
head and laughs. “You know what we just agreed to, right? We just agreed to
spend a week or more with these two... in a small, confined space.”


I laugh and take
his hand in mine. “Yeah, I know.”


Deep down, it
doesn’t matter where we go, what we do, when we get there, or how long we stay
because, as long as I have these three amazing people with me, I’ll be happy.


I learned a lot in
my four years of college, but it was more about life, love, loss and finding
out who I really am and who I want to be, more than anything else. I learned
that having good friends is one of the most important things in life and that,
without them, your life will be empty. I learned that you have to face your
fears, no matter how big or small, and challenge yourself even when you’re
scared out of your freaking mind. I learned that when you’re faced with a leap
of faith and you’re debating on whether or not to take it—take it and don’t
look back. I learned that it’s okay to make mistakes and it’s okay to have the
wrong answer, as long as you keep searching for the right one. I learned that
you’ve got to grab hold of the people you love and love them every second that
you can because you never know when it will be their last, or yours. I learned
that you can go on after losing someone you love, even when the dark days come
and it seems like they will stay forever. I learned that, with time, your heart
does heal. You may never forget and your heart may always ache for them, but
the days do become brighter and the pain does fade. I learned that being happy
takes work and you’ve got to learn what makes your heart smile and go after it,
and don’t stop until you have it just the way you want it because life’s too
short to live any other way.


 


The End
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