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To those who have loved beyond reason.




Chapter One
Kennedy
Violet bursts through my bedroom door, my mom close on her heels.
“Good God, woman! Get out of bed and I mean right now.” She turns to my TV with a disgusted snarl on her lip. “Please tell me this is the first time you’ve watched this movie this week, or has it been on a depressing loop?”
“Pretty Woman is a classic,” I argue, knowing it won’t do me any good. 
All summer, Violet’s barged through my door, trying to drag my butt out of baggy sweatpants and oversized t-shirts. Her persistence is admirable.
“I had a little discussion with your mom and dad, and we agree you need to jump in the shower, put on real clothes, and do your hair. Please, do your damn hair.” Violet digs her hands into her hips and scowls at me.
I play with the frizzy tendrils around my scalp. “I can’t.” I grab the remote and mute the television.
Violet turns to face my mother whose expression hasn’t changed since they brought me home from the hospital four months ago. The tenderness in her eyes hides behind a shield of wariness as if she’s afraid I’m not pliable anymore. Like I could break if anyone comes too close. After Craig’s attack, I haven’t been up to being around people. In fact, other than Violet, I’ve managed to avoid everyone in town. 
Arrangements with the high school made it possible for me to finish my schoolwork and complete my final exams from home. We only had a month left of school anyway. Busting my ass over the years paid off for me. I didn’t have to walk through the halls and see the pitying glances and hear somber condolences.
“Maybe I should do this alone.” Violet addresses my mother, a mischievous grin on her face. 
Mom peeks over my best friend’s shoulder to give me a sympathetic, encouraging smile before leaving. Violet is relentless, and she’ll end up getting her way in the end. It’s smarter, not to mention easier, to go with what she says than try to fight her. I’ll always lose the battle against a force of nature like Violet.
Once my mother’s down the hall, Violet slams the door and stomps toward my dresser without glancing back at me. I cuddle under the comforter, watching her red hair fly around her face as she darts around my room. 
The clock on my nightstand shows it’s already seven at night. Time hasn’t really been relevant to me lately. Most days slip by without me knowing or caring what day it is.
“Vi, you want to tell me what’s so important that I have to get out of bed to socialize?”
She skims through my closet at a frantic pace, throwing blouses and jeans at me as if her life depends on it. When she storms out, she crosses her arms and glares at me.
“I’m looking for something for you to wear tonight. We, as in you and me,” she points between the two of us, “are going to Dan’s.” She understands what she’s asking of me, but like any best friend, she knows I need this. She’s the one person willing to push me.
Dan’s house.
The thought makes my breath hitch in a loud gasp. Violet sits on the foot of the bed, fighting tears as she gazes at me. She knows why I don’t want to go anywhere, and not just to Dan’s. It’s the reason I’ve spent my entire summer locked in my house, except the time my parents forced me to go to California with them to see my brother. The purpose of the vacation was to get me out of the house and around other people. They have fussed and worried over me all summer, being way too attentive. I see it in the way they look at me as if they are afraid they’ve pushed me too hard or not hard enough. 
“I know you’re scared, Ken. At some point soon, like literally next week, you have to leave this room. School starts soon, baby girl, which means you’ll have to take off those hideous sweats and actually put on something made of denim. Stretchy cotton at the very least,” Violet explains with sincere understanding thick in her voice. 
I know she means well and, deep down, I know she’s right. I won’t have an excuse after this week. I can’t avoid school forever. I can’t avoid everyone forever, but God, I wish I could. 
Maybe mom will reconsider homeschooling me. 
I shake the thought away, and fear quickly follows in after it.
Violet wants me to go to Dan’s.
I’m going to Dan’s tonight.
Back to where everything fell apart.
Back to where we fell apart.
I pull at the invisible tether attached to my heart as panic rises in my chest. Will I be able to handle going back there? Can I endure a night around the people who considered Craig one of their closest friends?
Since the attack, Craig has posted bail and is awaiting his trial. Of course, an in and out stay at the county jail is what a fancy, high-powered attorney will get you. My lawyer believes his defense will be pure avoidance. The argument will be that what happened between us was consensual, which would explain why they found his DNA. As far as the bodily harm charges, he will deny ever being involved, thus ensuring a lower sentence. Without any witnesses, a jury will decide if there’s enough evidence against him to put him away for what my lawyer calls aggravated rape. I’ve been doing my best to gulp down the harsh reality of the situation. A small sliver of a chance exists that Craig could walk, with no blame, and then what? He’s free to commit the same crime to another girl?
With him out of jail, I’m always afraid someone is lurking in the darkness. He’s stolen my sense of security. He’s taken my control away from me. Another thing my therapist, Jackie, and I are furiously working on is for me to learn that an attack doesn’t mean I lose everything.
Craig also took Graham from me, and I never intended to give up on him. The night he walked out of the hospital room was the hardest night of my life, but I let him go. In Graham’s mind, it’s what was necessary for his own survival. He can’t live with what happened to me. No explanation, no justification can make him see it my way.
I don’t blame Graham for everything bad in my life. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. He brought a lot of things into my life. They weren’t all bad like he wants to believe.
I’ve heard a few things from Violet. A few things I’d like to forget. A few things I’m not too surprised to hear. According to her, (which she reluctantly told me after I’d argued I desperately needed to know), Graham is back to his old ways.
He warned me this would happen. Because of the car accident and everything surrounding Craig, Graham has the crazy idea he’s the common denominator. It doesn’t matter what anyone else tells him. He doesn’t want to hear it.
“I’m afraid to see everyone. I don’t want to be treated like I’m a piece of glass.” I fling the covers off the bed. My chipped nail polish catches my attention when I rub my palms up and down my thighs.
“Kennedy, everyone’s been asking about you. Everybody wants to make sure you’re okay.” Violet responds to my worst fears. “Dan would like to see you, you know? He’s been afraid to stop by. He feels guilty because it happened right under his nose at his house.”
“It’s no one’s fault except Craig’s.”
“Exactly, so let’s get you dolled up and out of the house. You could use some fresh air and a good time. If it gets to be too much, then I’ll leave with you. No questions asked.” Violet smiles as she passes me an outfit from the floor. I accept the clothes when I realize she’s right.
I drag into the bathroom to shower, feeling both excited and frightened. Eventually, I have to move on from what happened. I’ll never forget, though, even when I try. It’s too big a part of who I am now, but as I go, I’m slowly figuring out, it’s not something I should allow to control my every move. 
I’m a senior now. My summer should have been spent going out and making memories, not watching movies all day. At least, this is what my therapist keeps telling me.
After being released from the hospital, I was referred to a therapist who I see every week. (My doctor’s idea and my parents agreed.) Sometimes, once a week doesn’t seem like enough, though. The first appointment, I stared at the ceiling, watching the fan twirl around and around like it did the first night in Craig’s bedroom. I was frozen in my own skin again. I couldn’t hold it in anymore and I cried. My therapist, Jackie, (she likes me to call her by her first name—she says it’s more personal), broke down my walls. Ever since, I’ve gone willingly, and it’s been helping. The nightmares have died down. They aren’t as vivid anymore.
Blow drying my long, thick hair, and then curling chunky pieces into loose curls takes what feels like an eternity. Several times, Violet peeks her head through the door to see how much longer I’m going to be. Let’s be honest, she’s checking on my progress. She’s anxious to get me out of the house like any good friend would be. Violet worries like a mother, but bitches like a best friend.
When I walk out of the bathroom, Violet’s mouth drops open. Her usual self is overdramatic.
“What?” I question, walking to my dresser. I slip on a handful of bangles and put in my favorite pair of gold, diamond earrings.
“You’re fucking hot!” Violet shouts, dragging out the H. She jumps from the bed to wrap me in a hug. “No one will know what hit them.”
“I look like I usually do.” I brush off her comment as a ploy to encourage my departure.
“No, you don’t. You no longer have that god awful cast on. Your hair is longer and more beautiful, which will drive the guys crazy. You know they like something to hold onto.” Violet winks at me. “Plus, that top is sexy as hell.”
I twist to the mirror to see what she means. Never one to be conceited, I know I’m decent looking. This time, I have to admit Violet is spot on about the top. The flowing, thin, black tank is longer in the back and much shorter in the front. If I move just right, a sliver of my stomach is exposed. Eating has been a chore all summer, making me much skinnier than what I used to be. 
One last time, I glance in the mirror. As my reflection stares back at me, I’m surprised. Maybe I don’t give myself as much credit as I should.
“If we’re going to do this, then we better leave before I change my mind,” I bicker as I slide cheetah print flats on my feet.
Violet and I wave to my parents in the living room, watching a movie. They haven’t argued much lately. At least, I haven’t overheard them. It’s a relief. No one wants her parents to fight unless she’s fucking nuts.
Since everything happened, I curse more. Actually, I curse a lot. I have a new understanding of why Violet has such a disgusting mouth. It’s therapeutic, in some sort of trashy way.  
We jump into Violet’s Mustang. Dan’s house is a short drive away, but long enough for me to begin to panic. As my anxiety grows, my fists clench and my heart races. I lean back against the plush material, rolling my neck from side to side. Violet scans through her iPod for a song to play while I quietly stare out the window. This night is needed and well overdue, but my knowing it doesn’t ease any of my anxiety.
“He’s going to be there,” Violet whispers as if she speaks any louder, I will break down.
I’ve thought about seeing him, what it will be like to come face to face with him again. The realization that Graham’s going to be around is tough on my heart. We might even have a few classes together this year. I can’t avoid him forever. 
I hold my breath without realizing what I’m doing. I can admit I’m scared and anxious about seeing him for the first time. What am I supposed to say to him? Do we act as if nothing ever happened? Am I expected to act like I never loved him? That I’m not still in love with him?
“I’ll be okay,” I lie. 
Violet takes her gaze off the road for a split second to check on me. She knows I’m not going to be okay. In reassurance, she reaches over and squeezes my hand in hers. 
We arrive and park in the driveway. Dan makes sure it’s free of cars so Violet doesn’t have to walk through the grass and mud. He’s sweet to her like that.
I step out of the car to music pulsating through the open windows and doors. My heart beats double time. I debate diving back into the car and locking the doors behind me. Violet runs up beside me, flings her arm around my shoulders, and pulls me close to her side.
“Let’s go get you a drink. A strong one.” Violet propels me to the front door. She’s trying to encourage me, but what she needs to understand is none of this is easy for me.
I stop our entrance and face my best friend. “Thank you... for everything, Vi.”
Flashing her bright teeth, she smiles. We both know I’m not thanking her just for dragging me out tonight, but mainly for sitting with me all summer when she could’ve been at the beach. 
I follow Violet straight to the kitchen in hopes of avoiding eye contact with anyone. I feel the stares on me. Hushed whispers reach me as Violet offers me a red Solo cup full of beer from the keg. I shake my head in disapproval. 
Before I know what’s happening, someone scoops me up from behind, crushing my back to a firm chest. The huge hands belong to a guy. My breathing grows harsh, and sweat beads on my palms. 
No one here is going to hurt me, I tell myself over and over again. My eyes clench shut against the sheer panic. 
The unknown guy spins me until I open my eyes to a friendly face. 
“Dan,” I scream before I throw myself into his chest and open arms. “You scared the shit out of me.”
“We can’t have that now, can we?” Dan flashes me his know-all smile. He pulls back, holding me at arm’s length for his inspection. “I’ve missed you, sweetheart.”
It shouldn’t happen, but it does. My eyes well up with tears. Dan notices and draws me into another hug, shielding me from intruding glances. The last thing I want is for everyone to see me break down, and he somehow knows exactly what I need from him. 
“You’re okay. You’re okay,” Dan repeatedly whispers in my ear while guiding me to the back deck, my face buried in his broad chest. Once we’re outside alone, we release our hold. 
“I’ll be okay. It’s just a lot to take in all at once, but it’s good. I’m good.” 
I see tenderness in Dan’s blue irises. It is easy to understand why Violet is smitten with him. 
“I’m glad you’re back. I wanted to come by so many times. I didn’t know if you wanted to see anyone.”
“I got your flowers and balloons. I don’t know how appropriate the ‘Sorry your dog died’ card was, but it gave me a good laugh when I needed one the most.” I giggle, thinking about the day his present arrived on my doorstep.
I never expect anything less from playful, kindhearted Dan. With his 6’3” stature, a person would think he would be intimidating, but he’s the opposite. He’s like an oversized teddy bear with a mop of brown hair and icy blue eyes. 
“I told him it wasn’t a good idea, but he insisted.”
The familiar, deep voice coming from the side of the deck startles me. I haven’t heard that voice in a long time, but I could never forget it, even if I tried.
When I spin to face Graham, my breath catches in my throat, and naturally, I have trouble looking away. He’s wearing those damn jeans that always drove me crazy, and a tight, University of Georgia, long sleeve, baseball t-shirt. It stretches over his chest, showing he spent his summer working out. His hair is shorter than he used to keep it. I like the new look.
He’s still gorgeous. Damn, this would be easier if he got a little bit fatter over the summer.
Graham walks up the steps to the deck until he’s directly in front of me. Not knowing what to say, I wrap myself around his waist and squeeze him. A part of me doesn’t want to let go, but he’s not mine to hold onto anymore. Knowing how inappropriate the action is after everything we’ve been through, I drop my grasp on the back of his shirt and step away from him like I’ve been burnt. Maybe a small part of me has. I think I hear Graham release a long breath of air as if he was holding his in right along with mine.
“Hi, Ken,” Graham mumbles with a nod as if he’s having his own conversation with himself. “You look good.”
“How have you been?” I already know what he’s been doing. 
I glance at Dan, who’s watching the odd exchange. His smile is sympathetic, knowing how hard this is for me. Dan and Graham are good friends. This can’t be easy for him since he’s become sort of my brother from afar. Violet has told me numerous times throughout the summer how worried he’s been, and how he’s constantly asking if I need anything.
“I’ve been all right.” Graham reaches to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear as we’re talking. It’s second nature to him, something he used to do all the time. My head flashes up to catch the action, and he sneaks his hand into his pocket. He’s been caught. 
“Graham, there you are, babe. I’ve been trying to find you everywhere.” A soft, mousy voice breaks through our silence. It must belong to the cute blonde walking our way. 
“Do you need something?” Graham asks with a curt tone, never dropping his gaze from me. 
I can’t stop the eye roll. There he is, the old Graham he threatened would rear his ugly head again. I only experienced this side of him for a short while. I wasn’t this Graham’s biggest fan, but it’s hard to judge him when I know the real one underneath all the smoke and mirrors.
“Just you, baby.” The blonde melts around Graham’s waist, sliding in under his arm. “Oh. Hey, Kennedy.” From the way her eyebrows raise when she says my name, I know she’s surprised to see me.
Her tone tells me everything I need to know. She’s not thrilled I’m talking to Graham. Her eyes narrow in on me, and I try to hold back my laugh, but it’s out of my control at this point. My lips slam shut when Graham glares down at me.
The four of us stand in an awkward huddle on the back deck. The need to break the silence that’s nearly killing us all makes me speak up.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know your name,” I say with a smug grin. 
All I want to do is rip her hair out and yank her away from Graham. Dan gasps and then laughs under his breath. Graham looks annoyed I don’t know the name of his cute little arm candy. He shoots a threatening glare at Dan, who’s leaning over the railing, trying to control his outburst.
“I’m Rachel. We had AP English together.” She runs her fingertips up and down Graham’s chest. 
I think I’m going to throw up. Does she really have to do this in front of me?
Graham watches intently to see my reaction. When I don’t say anything and turn to look at Dan, who’s stifling his laughter at this stupid exchange, Graham allows Rachel to pull him away. I lean against the railing and take in a few quick breaths of air.
“I’m glad she’s still in there.” Dan smiles down at me.
“What do you mean?” His words confuse me.
“The feisty girl who stood up to the slutty waitress. That same girl just came out right then. You know who Rachel is, Ken.” Dan quirks a questioning, but proud eyebrow at me. 
Dan’s right. I know who Rachel is. She’s been in a few of my study groups. I don’t like the way she’s gawking at Graham. If he chooses to return to sleeping around with every girl willing to spread her legs, (which is basically all of them), then I can act as if I don’t recognize her. That’s my strategy from this point on.
“This year’s going to be fantastic.” Dan celebrates with a loud hoot. He throws his arm over my shoulder and guides us back inside the house. 
Fantastic might be a stretch.
Interesting is more like it.



Chapter Two
Graham
I’m sorry. I don’t know your name. What the fuck is that all about?
Kennedy knows exactly who Rachel is. She’s second in our class right behind Kennedy herself. She and Kennedy had study groups together last year. 
Well played, Kennedy. Well played.
When I heard Kennedy’s voice, I was walking along the side of the house. The sound of it left me stunned frozen. I watched from afar before I approached her and Dan. When she wrapped her arms around my waist, I held my breath. Her scent is so embedded in my mind that it haunts me. But to breathe her in? I might never let her go.
The last time I saw her was in the hospital when I walked out on her. I walked out on us. That’s a day I’d like to forget. When my mind wanders to that place, I remember the stillness in her voice as she told me she hoped, one day, I’d find the guy she fell in love with. 
I don’t think he exists anymore. A lot can change in four months. 
Her hair is longer now, falling almost halfway down her back. Unlike most girls, her beautiful, light brown color is natural. I’m happy she hasn’t done anything drastic with it. It’s perfect the way it is. She’s just as beautiful as I remember her being, maybe even more so.
Now, as I lean against the kitchen countertop and wait for Rachel to come back, a petite body slides into my side. I look down to see a bushel of bright red hair.
Here we go.
“She’ll be okay.” Violet’s voice is quiet and soft so no one can eavesdrop.
“How can you be so sure?” I ask, slamming my tight fist into the countertop beside me.
“Look at her.” Violet points out the French doors to the deck.
Kennedy’s head falls back as she laughs at something Dan’s saying.
“I haven’t seen that smile all summer.”
“I hope you’re right, Violet.” A slight grin creeps onto my face as I watch her be carefree and less broken than the last time I saw her.
Violet twirls to face me. She’s trying to get a read on my thoughts as her eyes narrow in on me. “Why do you even care, Graham? Because it seems you’ve moved on, and rather quickly, I might add. I’m warning you now. Don’t fuck with her head. That girl loves you, so don’t take advantage of that.”
“You mean loved me?”
“No, I’m pretty sure I said it right the first time.” 
Violet pushes off the counter to meet Kennedy and Dan as they enter the house. She swings an arm around her best friend, and they laugh at something, something I’m no longer a part of. 
I don’t deserve to be a part of Kennedy’s life. I’ve had to work this through in my head all summer. School doesn’t start for another week. My assumption that I’d have a few more days to deal with the fact I can no longer hold her hand and kiss her whenever I want has been proven wrong. Seeing her here is a hard reality. 
It fucking sucks, to be honest. 
Seeing Kennedy in the flesh is harder than I thought it would be. 
As I walk out the back door, I grab a full bottle of tequila off the counter and stride past the three of them. They don’t even notice me. I don’t care where Rachel is anymore, and I don’t care who’s looking for me. The epic game of Beer Pong can wait. 
I kick at the leaves along the edge of the property. Every five steps or so, I gulp a long pull of the thunderous fluid. It burns the first few times but then goes down smooth. This means one thing. I’m going to be drunk in no time. I can forget about the glisten in Kennedy’s eyes and the way her sexy as hell black tank top rides up just enough to expose the perfect patch of skin on her hips. 
If you’re going to pull this shit off, then you need to get yourself under control. 
I sink down onto a log in the middle of the path to the creek and travel back in time. This is where Dan and I, as kids, came out to play in the mud after it rained. I know the property like the back of my hand. Back in middle school, Dan’s house was my escape when being under the same roof as my father was unbearable. 
When I hear footsteps, the bottle is almost empty, maybe four or five shots left. Dan’s probably told Rachel I’m out here. I wish she’d get the hint she’s only a quick lay. For such a smart girl, she sure is a dumbass.
“Rachel, I’m not in the mood, okay? Just leave me alone.” Haphazardly, I dismiss her, waving my hand in the air. 
She rips the bottle from my grasp as I bend my head down between my legs. I hear her sniff the liquor and let out a disgusted grunt of disapproval.
“How do you drink this shit?” 
That seductive voice doesn’t belong to Rachel. I’m hearing things. Am I going crazy? Seeing her is hard enough, but now I’m imagining her voice. 
Fuck this.
“Has anyone ever told you, you sound a lot like Kennedy?” I rest my elbows on my knees and lean my head against my hands.
“This is Kennedy, you dumbass.” She laughs as my head snaps up in surprise. “Maybe you should quit drinking. You’re a mess.” 
Kennedy hits my shoulder with the bottle to encourage me to slide over. With a groan, I reluctantly make room for her.
“What are you doing out here?”
“Let’s just say I’m a glutton for punishment.” 
Kennedy doesn’t take a sip before handing the bottle back to me. I imagine alcohol is the last thing on her mind right now. Before, when she drank, she did it because she believed she had to. She wasn’t a part of our group. She didn’t fit in. Drinking was her way of feeling less out of the loop.
I look at her and she catches me staring. I take a quick sip, watching her the entire time. Her glare at the near-empty bottle makes me uncomfortable. Being someone Kennedy isn’t proud of is a hard pill to swallow, but here I am, gulping the weight down my throat. 
“You seem different,” I observe, not knowing where this conversation will go, but I can’t sit here without talking to her. This could be the last time, for all we know. 
“I am different,” she answers in a hauntingly, sad voice.
She plays with the hem of her shirt, and I’m not ashamed to say the patch of skin showing is distracting. 
What I really want to do is rip it over her head along with the rest of her clothes.
Fuck.
“I liked the girl you were before.” I realize, too late, how dangerous that statement is to both of us.
“I liked her, too, Graham. Trust me. I’d give anything to get her to come back, but I don’t think she can at this point. I just...” Kennedy lets the thought fall. 
She's honest even though she knows I don’t want to hear any of it. I’m not even positive she wants to hear the truth come out of her own mouth.
“You just, what?” I push, needing to know what she’s thinking. Like her, I’m a glutton for punishment. I need to know where she’s at in her head. It’s selfish, but somehow, I believe it will put me at some sort of ease.
“I don’t think she’s coming back. Not all of her, at least. He took a lot of things from me that night that won’t come back.” Kennedy swings a leg over the log, straddling it between her legs.
She calls Craig ‘he’ instead of his name.
Her chest bumps into my arm, and I let out a long breath at the unexpected contact.
“I’d kill to take a lot of things back, Graham.”
I know what she’s referring to. She’s talking about us without saying the actual words out loud. I can’t find it in myself to be mad at her for what she did. Confiding in Coach, telling the truth, was the only way for her to find some sort of peace in the chaos. She was afraid for me. Her reasoning was to protect me, to bring the truth out into the light when I was hell bent on leaving it in the dark. Kennedy said everything I didn’t have the courage to say. I can’t fault her for knowing when enough is enough. 
“What you did, telling Coach about my dad, I know why you did it, Ken. I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did, dismissed you as if you were nothing when you were everything. I pushed you into the alligator pit, and you got bit. Nothing I say can make that okay. Nothing can reverse what was done and I’m sorry.” 
Over the summer, I’ve imagined what I would say to Kennedy when we finally saw each other again. No words could make any of this better. I’m positive now nothing can. Not even time. 
Kennedy jumps up, glares at me, and surprises me by snatching the bottle from my hand and slugging the rest of the tequila. She throws the bottle into the woods and we turn as the glass shatters. She paces in front of me, looking like she could punch someone with the clenched fists hitting her thighs. I’m on her radar. 
What the hell is she doing? 
“You’re making me dizzy, stomping around in front of me like that,” I bellow in hopes she’ll stop marching back and forth.
Kennedy halts and sneers down at me. “Quit fucking apologizing to me, Graham. I don’t want your pity. What happened to me happened, and there is nothing you or I can do to fix it. It just happened. It wasn’t because you got mad at me for protecting your ass when you couldn’t do it yourself. It happened because he had it out for me for a long time. That much is obvious. Quit taking the blame for every damn thing that has happened in my life,” Kennedy shouts.
“I am to blame,” I whisper under my breath. 
She still hears me. She always hears me.
“Enough. I don’t want to hear it anymore. It is what it is, and I’m dealing with it.” She throws her hands up in frustration. “Every damn day, I deal with the fact that when I needed you most, you walked out on me.” Kennedy ghost’s her hand back and forth between us, her voice pleading for me to listen to her. “I loved you, Graham. I loved you more than you could possibly imagine.” She shakes her head back and forth. “Even when I saw you prancing around with Amanda to prove a point you’re still desperate to prove. You are more than what you believe you are, but I can’t convince you.” She leans back and gazes up into the night sky. When she turns back to me, tears fall from her eyes, so raw and punishing, it nearly rips me in two. “It seems no one can, and it’s really too bad because you’re better than this pathetic version of yourself.” Kennedy furiously wipes the tears from her cheeks. 
I don’t know how long she stands here leering down at me. There’s a twinge of hope in her eyes beneath the anger. I want to take all the pain in her world away for good, but I can’t. Not now, not after everything. I don’t have it in me anymore to be that guy for her. I lost him, the guy who she looked at with such admiration. He died months ago.
When Kennedy finally walks away, I want nothing more than to stop her, reach out to tell her I’m sorry and I was wrong for leaving her, but I stop myself. I understand what I’m doing is selfish. What no one knows is I’m making the biggest sacrifice. When I say I would give up the one thing that makes sense to me, the one thing that makes my life bearable for her, I mean it. I’d give up baseball, all the scholarship offers, everything, if it makes Kennedy’s heart hurt a little less. 
Yes, I can admit I’m being selfish because Kennedy doesn’t want to see me behaving like I used to, but I’m doing it for her. Proving to her I’m not worthy of her shouldn’t be too hard. I’ve done it before, right? Maybe at some point, she’ll walk away and never look in my direction again. At least then, I’ll know she’s safe from the hell and turmoil that comes along with me.
That’s when I’ll be able to breathe a little easier.
Until then, I’ll hold my breath for both of us.



Chapter Three
Kennedy
Leaving a rather drunk Graham in the woods, I head back to the house. I refuse to listen to him blame himself for Craig’s choices. Besides, the stench of tequila rolling off his tongue is disgusting. He’s self-destructive, and I will not watch him tear himself down.
“Where have you been?” Violet shouts the minute I step through the door.
Dan’s arms circle her waist while he whispers God knows what in her ear. From the blush on her porcelain skin, I can only imagine.
The party is going strong. Shouts explode about epic wins at Beer Pong or rather grotesque comments about a girl’s huge rack. Music pulses through the house. A group of freshmen girls dance around the staircase, hoping to catch the attention of horny upperclassmen.
“I thought I saw you walking out to the woods.” Dan intervenes like the annoying big brother role he’s assumed. “Graham’s favorite place on the property,” he whispers. 
My eyes widen and I shoot Dan a ‘shut the hell up’ look. 
“You went out there alone?” Violet crosses her arms over her chest and taps her foot on the floor. “Are you okay?”
“You don’t need to worry.” I dismiss her concern. “At least not about me. I’m fine. Graham, on the other hand, is probably passed out on an old log.” I slide onto a stool next to her.
“You can’t wander off on your own, Kennedy.” Violet draws me in close. 
Tears prickle my eyes at the reality of the situation. I walked out into a dark field, by myself, and for what? I need to remember what Jackie taught me, to be alert and aware of my surroundings. There’s no room for recklessness. Things happen when you become too comfortable.
Dan groans. “I’ll go grab Graham.” As he walks by, he squeezes my shoulder and bends down to whisper in my ear. “He’s a mess. He’s been a wreck since he walked out of the hospital. It’s not your fault, Kennedy, but please remember, he’s hurting, too.”
Mark walks up to us, throwing a friendly smile my way. I answer with a grin and an awkward nod. 
I pay no attention to what they’re talking about because Dan’s words run through my head. 
He’s a mess. It’s not your fault. He’s hurting, too. 
If he’s as miserable as I am, why is he doing this? I know the real Graham, the one who doesn’t feel the pressure to be a certain way. He knows he doesn’t need to sleep around anymore. He doesn’t need to be the guy who collided into me one night. He is capable of being someone worth taking a chance on. I know this because I’ve taken that chance, and I would do it again. 
With a drunken Graham hanging on his side, Dan walks through the French doors. I’m pulled from my thoughts as I watch his feet drag the ground behind him. Mark jumps to help haul him up the stairs. 
“Is this what it’s been like all summer?” I ask Violet as I point at the three boys. 
Graham tries to fight them off, demanding he can walk. When he pushes off Mark’s chest, he stumbles and is quick to grab hold of the helpful, outstretched hands. He’s far from sober enough to get up the stairs without help.
“All summer. The sad part is no one’s willing to talk to him about it. Dan tried, but Graham slammed him into the deck and nearly broke his nose. It wasn’t pretty,” Violet explains. “Ever since then, Dan stays out of it except to help him to a bedroom when he can’t get there himself.” She frowns, and sadness clouds her eyes. “We all know why he’s being this way. Some of the girls have taken advantage of your absence, but most have figured out he’s just trying to forget about you and everything that’s happened.”
I catch Violet’s stare. “I don’t think it’s something you can forget,” I answer honestly.
“No, sweetie, I don’t believe it is.” Violet grabs the clenched fist resting on my lap.
Dan swings his head over the side of the railing, scanning the room until his gaze lands on Violet. 
“I need you, Vi,” he shouts through cupped hands to amplify the reach of his voice.
Violet rolls her eyes but jumps off the stool and saunters toward the stairs. Next comes a loud crash, drawing everyone’s attention to the noise.
Mark rushes down to the kitchen, where he flings cabinet doors open until he finds a bottle of Tylenol. Then he snatches a bottle of water from under the island and races out again. When he reaches my side, he freezes me with his gaze. The power in his stare leaves me squirming under his somewhat uncomfortable scrutiny. 
“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back,” Mark says before taking two steps at a time to get up the stairs. 
The two of us have never had a real conversation. When Graham and I dated, Mark kept a safe distance, engaging in conversation when necessary, but otherwise, nothing.
I wander outside to get some fresh air. Okay, that’s a lie. I’m hiding away in typical Kennedy Conrad fashion. I assess the situation and turn back to the house to see the deck illuminated by the light from the kitchen. The backyard is empty except for a small group of girls giggling in the corner. They turn and leer at me. I nod, understanding I’ll need to get used to their reaction.
All night I feel eyes on me. Everyone’s kept their distance, but I see them peeking around corners and gawking. Most of those who dare to look my way are underclassmen, and their information about what happened has come from the local news and social media.
This fucking sucks.
I rest my back against the railing to peer up at the clear sky. My heavy eyelids shutter closed from the pressure of being here tonight. The remarkable, almost enchanting night skies are the best part of Tennessee. They transform from the lightest of blues to the darkest of navies. The stars shine like a million pairs of eyes, guarding everyone as we travel through life with no real destination or idea about we’re supposed to be going. We’re a bunch of ignorant assholes who wander around, just winging it. My eyes flutter open to catch a shooting star dancing across the sky and I smile.
“You look like you’re deep in thought,” a deep voice startles me. Mark slouches against the railing, a smile plastered on his face. “Care to explain what’s got you literally staring off into space?”
I laugh, mostly out of discomfort, but a part of me finds his humor endearing and non-threatening. “Do you ever wonder what the hell we’re doing here?” I’m not sure if he’s the best person to share the unanswered questions of the world with, but he may be able to tell me something helpful.
Mark stares at me, scans his eyes to the sky, and then back at me. He ponders my question as if his answer is the most important thing he will say in his lifetime.
“I think everyone has a purpose in life, Kennedy. Some of us figure it out sooner than others, and sometimes our purpose is pushed off kilter because of someone else’s choices and actions.” A genuine smile passes over his mouth. “I hope I’m not overstepping, but what Craig did to you has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with him. Don’t let one asshole in this world derail you from becoming who you’re supposed to become.”
“I wish I could pretend it never happened, you know? It’s hard to forget it when everyone is always looking at me like I’m on display.” I march toward the house. “Craig was friends with all of you.” 
“Now, wait a second, Ken.” His fingertips skim over my elbow to gain my attention. I flinch and retreat from the contact. Mark jumps back a step. Some sort of apology dances in his soft eyes and he takes another step back to give me the distance I need. I follow his lead and slide down the rail until the light from the patio door washes over me. “Craig may have been our friend, but that in no way means we condone what he did to you. He had all of us fooled. No one had any clue Craig was hiding the monster he became with you.
“People are going to look at you, Kennedy, for many different reasons. Because of what happened, half of them aren’t sure how to approach you. The girls can’t fathom going through what you did with a guy most of them have slept with. The guys are afraid of what Graham will do if they even breathe the same air as you.”
“Graham and I are done.” I wince as the words break from my lips. Even I can hear the doubt in my voice, and from the way Mark tilts his head to the side, I’d say he doesn’t believe me either.
“Sure you are,” Mark mutters under his breath, a laugh lighting his handsome face.
My eyes have always been on Graham, not his best friend, so I’ve never stopped to appreciate how wildly good-looking Mark is. Mark has that smoldering thing going on. His hair is a bit longer on top but falls in a perfect, dusty blond mess. Bright, blue eyes smolder under the light of the moon. He looks at me as if he could get me to do anything he wants. Everything about him screams bad idea, but he’s sweet enough to pique any female’s interest. The devilish grin lets a girl know he could ruin her.
“We don’t really know each other,” Mark says, matter-of-fact like. 
“No, I guess we don’t.”
“We should change that.” 
The sincerity in his eyes surprises me.
Moments ago, I said the words ‘Graham and I are done’, but another guy showing me attention makes me realize we are, in fact, over for good. Graham and Kennedy are no more. We’re two separate people now. We know everything about each other, every secret, every dream, but we’re strangers. I’ve spent most of my summer worrying about Graham, whether he’s taking care of himself, or if his Dad’s in town to wreak havoc on him. 
I head into the house but turn when Mark follows. “I thought you said everyone was afraid to breathe the same air as me because of Graham,” I say, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, Kennedy, unlike everyone else, I’m not afraid of Graham,” he answers, flashing a wink.
“That was smooth. Nice work.” I turn to walk through the kitchen.
“Wait, we can’t get to know each other if you run away from me.” Mark’s voice flows with his determination.
“I’m not running away. I’m going to grab a bottle of water, and then we’re going to sit down and talk.” 
Mark bites the inside of his cheek while contemplating what I said. He slings an arm around me, pulling me close to his side. His tight abs vibrate against my ribs when he laughs.
My heart races from the contact. Because he’s familiar or because his cologne entices me, I don’t know, but I ignore my uneasiness, forcing it to the farthest part of my mind. Once again, I push the boundaries of what makes me uncomfortable, something necessary for me to heal.
Mark ushers me to the couch. We’re close to the crowd, but with enough privacy to talk.
“Is this okay?” Mark asks. His eyes examine the room, full with apprehension.
I nod as I look down at my lap. “You noticed?” My gaze slides up his chest to his eyes.
He shrugs. “It’s hard not to.” 
“I spent my summer hidden away. Large groups make me nervous,” I confess. I grind my palms up and down the length of my jeans, ridding my skin of the sweat.
“I get that.” Mark frowns. “It must be hard to be back here, seeing Graham.” He gasps at his slip up. “Oh, my god, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought any of that up.”
“No, Mark, it’s fine. It’s a part of me now. No reason to hide from it. Not like I could if I tried.” 
Mark scans the room, shaking his head in disbelief when he sees what I see. All eyes are on us. My hands twist together. When I peek up, Skylar is in front of us, her arms crossed over her heaving chest.
“What do we have here?” She laughs with a surprising arrogance.
I don’t know much about her, and a lot of that is her own fault. She’s one of Amanda’s followers, and last year, she made it her mission to make me feel uncomfortable when Graham’s back was turned.
“We’re talking.” Mark dismisses her. “You can leave now.”
“Craig’s fault, my ass.” Skylar smooths the front of her skirt and tosses her hair over her shoulder, twirling on her stiletto heels.
I take a deep breath to control my emotions, something I’ve adapted well at doing. 
“Don’t listen to her, Kennedy. She’s mad at me. Not you,” Mark insists. 
“I’m used to the animosity.”
“I saw the way the girls treated you last year, so I suppose you are.” Mark watches the group of girls across the room. Each of them leans over to whisper in Skylar’s ear. “I know it doesn’t help, but Graham hasn’t had the easiest time, either, since... since everything,” Mark goes back to the conversation we were having before Skylar interrupted.
“That’s not my problem.”
“Kennedy, come on, we all know it’s not that easy.”
“It seems pretty damn easy for him.” My glare follows the banister, up the stairs, and onto the landing in front of the room where Graham’s passed out.
“It’s okay to show a little bit of weakness. You can’t dismiss what the two of you had that easily.”
“You’re right. It hasn’t been easy, but it will be.”
“Time heals all wounds, or some shit like that, right?” Mark says.
“Yeah, some shit like that.” I shake my head and laugh.
For the next hour, Mark and I talk about absolutely nothing, but it feels significant. Unlike the stereotypical athlete, he treats me as if we’ve been friends all of our lives, with a kindness that’s refreshing. He makes me forget about Skylar’s insult and all of the wondering stares. 
“Thank you,” I say as I stand.
“For what?” His eyebrows scrunch together.
“Helping me forget for a little while.” I smile and wave as I walk out of the room.
After finding Violet, I head outside to the car. I’ve had my share of interaction for the day.
“Kennedy.”
I twist until my eyes land on Mark’s broad smile.
“Yeah?” 
“Maybe I can make you forget, again, sometime,” Mark suggests.
I circle around to find a wide smile plastered on Violet’s face. 
My breath deepens at his offer. “I’m not looking to date anyone, Mark, but that’s sweet of you.”
He scoffs. “We can be friends, Kennedy. That’s all I mean.”
“I’ll see you at school, then.” I nod and give him a genuine smile. 
The ride home is silent. Once Violet pulls in the driveway, I swing the door open, but she stops me with her hand on my arm. 
“That wasn’t so bad,” Violet offers.
“I survived.” I pick at a small piece of lint on my jeans.
“Mark seems... interested.” Her smirk widens. 
I shake my head at the idea and walk up the driveway. Her comment holds no significance.
“I’ll see you on Monday, Ken,” Violet shouts out her window. 
I wave a goodbye over my shoulder and go straight to bed. 
A million thoughts scurry through my brain. My mind races until sleep finally claims me. Even in my dreams, I can’t escape the inevitable. 
Come Monday morning, everything will change.



Chapter Four
Graham
Alcohol consumption is probably not the best way to deal with untapped anger and frustration. I couldn’t help myself, though. For the first time in four months, I see her, and all I want to do is wrap her in my arms to keep the world from hurting her anymore. 
The irony is I’m the one who’s been hurting her all along.
Maybe I go a little overboard with the tequila tonight. Regret hits the moment Dan has to drag me out of the woods. I need to remember to thank him tomorrow since I more than likely would’ve stayed the night out here without him charging through on a mission.
The walk to the house is spent with me telling him how badly I’ve screwed up. I ramble on about how beautiful she is and how I’m going to kill anyone who goes near her. He shakes his head and mumbles a bunch of nonsense under his breath. I don’t comprehend a word of it because, at this point, everything is too foggy. 
“I’m a monster.” I roll my head back and forth on the pillow. “I don’t deserve anyone’s forgiveness and I never deserved her,” I choke out the words, praying someone will hear and believe me. 
Violet cracks the window to allow the cool wind to circulate while Dan and Mark make me comfortable in the guest room, then they leave me alone with my thoughts. The shadows beneath the bedroom door move as people shuffle through the hall. 
I force myself to stay put. Not getting up to talk to Kennedy is easier said than done. On more than one occasion, I jump up, hell bent on storming downstairs to tell Kennedy I messed up and made a huge mistake. What stops me is knowing my absence in her life is what’s best for her.
The curtains billow and dance in the breeze, drawing my drunken gaze. I stumble from the bed to close the pane, but stop dead in my tracks when I see Kennedy leaning against the wooden railing on the back deck. Her eyes are fixated on the stars. The light brown hair surrounding her face gleams under the bright moonlight. The usual stray piece peeks forward, and all I wish for is to be down there to tuck it behind her ear. 
I don’t know how long I hide behind the curtains, peering down into Kennedy’s world, a world I’m not privy to anymore. I jerk further out of sight when Mark walks up to an unsuspecting Kennedy. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but she looks amused as he peers up into the sky she studied moments before.
They walk in the house together and I know it’s time to lay down. As I shut my eyes, I try to forget everything that has happened. The deepest parts of my heart hurt when I think of the pain Kennedy has gone through in the past year. It’s hard to forget. No matter how many girls I hook up with, or how many beers I drink, nothing can erase the memory of the scared look on Kennedy’s face as they put her into the ambulance.
School starts in a few days. Kennedy and I will no longer be able to avoid each other, and I need to come to terms with the decision I’ve made. I did this for her. I walked out on us for her, to keep her safe from all the pain I’m bound to bring.
I fall asleep hoping things will be easier in the morning.
*****
The bright sun, bouncing off hundreds of mirrors, wakes me. I don’t remember much from last night. Only small bits and pieces reach the surface of my fuzzy brain. 
“You’re a fucking asshole, you know that, right?” Dan yells as he swings open the bedroom door. 
As soon as I sit up, he plops down on the end of the bed. I lean back against the fabric-covered headboard, wishing the massive headache I invited last night would disappear. 
“I’ve heard it a million times. It’s not news,” I say, stretching my neck. I need water and I need it fast. With a dry mouth, I swallow hard. My stomach rolls over with sharp pains in a reminder of last night’s binge. 
“You don’t get it, bro.” Dan’s hands fly in front of him. He covers his face before looking to me. “I can’t even begin to understand what happened between you and Ken. I heard the shortened, ‘I want to kill, Graham’ version Violet’s always spewing.” Dan tugs at the collar of his shirt. “What I do know is that you watch that girl like she’s the last glass of water in the goddamn world, but you aren’t doing anything about it.” His hands fall into his lap in tight fists. 
An audible growl escapes my lips as my eyes narrow at my best friend. “You’re right. You don’t understand. Mind your own goddamn business.”
“Fair enough.” Dan stands to leave but turns back with a sympathetic smile. “But just in case you’re interested, Mark spent most of the night in the corner with Kennedy while you were up here sleeping off your mistakes. Now, I’ll mind my own goddamn business.” With those words, he shuts the door behind him, leaving me with the knowledge that my best friend spent his night with the girl I love. 
I grind my palms down my face, cry out a loud grunt, and jump out of bed. My bare feet stomp downstairs in search of Dan. Instead, I find Violet in the kitchen, dumping half-full beers in the sink.
“That’s not fair.” Violet smirks as she points a bottle in my direction. “What is with you guys? Does Coach pump you with steroids?” She shakes her head and laughs. “Damn, you’re beautiful.”
I should be embarrassed since I’m wearing nothing but my tightest pair of black, Calvin Klein boxer briefs, but it’s not in my nature. I smirk in her direction and wink.
“Quit harassing him, princess. He’s agitated this morning,” Dan whispers over Violet’s shoulder as his arms wrap around her trim waist.
“Why are we so grumpy this morning, sweet cheeks?” Violet jokes. Her usual charisma seeps through her tone as her eyes shine with amusement.
“I might have let it slip that Mark was cozied up to Kennedy last night.” Dan squeezes Violet’s hip and jumps onto the center island counter. 
My eyes narrow in on Dan. His eyebrows rise up in challenge, and my cheeks begin to burn. They laugh at the anger written across my face. 
“You’re a dick.” I point to Dan. “You’re both dicks,” I shout as I run to grab my clothes and get the hell out of here. As I walk out the front door, I flip them the bird and they laugh. 
I head straight home to sulk in the misery I’ve created. 
Dan and Mark text, asking why I don’t make it out for poker Saturday night, and I don’t reply. A few of the guys invite me to go to the batting cages on Sunday, but I ignore them. The last thing I want is to be around people, so I avoid everyone until Monday.
This is our senior year, something most of us have looked forward to since we were freshmen. I expected to be wrapped up in Kennedy my final year of high school. If one of my friends had told me this a year ago, I would’ve laughed at him, but now, it’s all I really want, and everything I can’t have. Instead of planning our future after high school, and learning more about each other, Kennedy and I will spend the rest of our time in this town separated, watching each other from afar.
My entrance through the doors of the high school is the same as it’s been for the last three years: backpack hanging from my arm, shoulders squared, and attitude full of confidence. 
I smile at the freshman girls on the bench outside the front office because, at this point, why the hell not. I’ve had plenty of time to suffer the loss of Kennedy in my life. I spent the entire summer burying myself in different girls, hoping it would be enough to erase her presence. To my surprise, it didn’t help, so now, my goal is to survive. 
There will be no avoiding her. She’s everywhere now. Last year, she was invisible to these people, and now... Well, let’s just say things are different. Kennedy is an official part of my group. They tolerated her last year because she was on my arm. Now, all the girls crowd around her locker while the guys stand in the background, smirking in her direction. I know what they’re thinking. I thought the same thing last year. Her innocent demeanor and bright smile draw them to her. She’s like a siren luring a sailor to his death.
The only difference is, last year she wasn’t Miss Popular. 
She has an advantage over me now. 
They all fucking love her.



Chapter Five
Kennedy
Today is the first day of my senior year.
I should be more excited, but my biggest fear is walking into school to find out I’m alone, without the support of my classmates and friends. There’s always a chance they will turn their backs on me and side with Craig. He’s been their friend, their classmate, much longer than I have. Graham’s presence is what made me relevant, so it’s easy to think they will drop me, knowing Graham and I are no longer a package deal.
Don’t get me wrong. I am excited, but my version is subdued. My enthusiasm is weak, watered down, almost unnoticeable at this point.
Head down, eyes to the floor, and heart thumping out of my chest, I take the longest walk of my life. When I reach my locker, Skylar jumps right in with tales of her summer full of concerts and bothering her dad at the recording studio. She acts as if everything is normal, as if she hadn’t said what she had on Saturday night. I glance around the loud, crowded hall, and a sea of knowing, sympathizing eyes and smiles tell me I’m not alone in my fight.
Then it happens. 
I get that feeling, the one where, when someone infiltrates deeper than I ever imagined possible, it feels like a string attaches my heart to his.
I plaster on a fake smile right as Graham turns the corner and walks by my locker.
That heartbreaking, infuriating, beautiful feeling is why my pulse still races and my hands still become clammy whenever Graham is near. It’s frustrating, in the best way possible, to know someone in this world is capable of making me feel so goddamn extraordinary, but then, on the other hand, so damn unworthy. 
Jackie, my therapist, has told me all summer that my self-worth should never be wrapped up in someone else. I’ve explained to her that I don’t find what’s important about myself in Graham. Although, it’s hard not to believe something is wrong with me when the one person who claims to love me beyond reason walks away without a glance back. 
I’ve spent the entire summer rolling it over in my head and have come up with a couple of things. The first, I understand why Graham feels like he had to walk away from me, even though it hurts to admit. He feels guilty and responsible for everything horrible that’s happened to me this last year. The second, Graham’s a fucking idiot. Craig’s attack was not his fault. Yes, his decisions affected what happened, but who’s to say it wouldn’t have occurred anyway? Craig could have still picked me to release his crazy on. If it weren’t me, it would’ve been someone else. I’m a firm believer, and no one can convince me otherwise.
“How was your summer, Kennedy?” Skylar asks, her voice condescending. She inspects her nails and scans her gaze over the hallway, not ever stopping on me.
“It was all right. Went to California to see my brother, but nothing exciting,” I reply, hoping I’m not being set up like I have been in the past. 
At the mention of my brother, everyone chimes in about how freakishly gorgeous he is. You know what will freak out a girl? Tell her how bad you want to get in her brother’s pants. I zone out their words of appreciation for Will. 
Amanda walks down the hallway toward us. I haven’t seen her since the night I found her wrapped around Graham with her tongue down his throat. Her eyes remain locked on the floor in front of her feet, and she never bothers to look up at anyone. 
“Have any of you talked to Amanda?” Becky asks the group, a look of concern on her face.
“We hung out a few times over the summer. She sort of kept to herself. She’s feeling guilty after...” Nicole blurts. 
I’ve never actually talked to Nicole until this morning. She’s one of the girls who gave me the cold shoulder when Graham turned his back on me. She’s also a ball chaser, according to Violet, which makes sense now that I see the way she looks across the hall at Graham and Mark. 
“After what?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
“Never mind. It’s nothing.” Nicole rummages through her purse before she twists and walks away.
I turn to face Graham and Mark, only to be caught in the act. Graham turns his back after our eyes meet, but Mark glances in my direction. I see the smile in his eyes and try my hardest to look away, but I can’t. He’s contagious, and the longer we look at each other, the bigger his smile grows. Graham’s in the middle of talking to him when he notices Mark’s not listening. Graham follows Marks eyes until his honey irises land on me. Graham shakes his head and slams his locker shut before storming down the hall. Mark shrugs, winks in my direction, and heads after him.
“Mark and you looked pretty comfortable at Dan’s this weekend, Kennedy,” Skylar blurts out. Her animosity toward me drips off her tongue.
“Was that a question or just an obvious statement?” Violet barks out beside me.
“Mind your own business, Vi. I was just curious, is all.” Skylar shrugs but her jealousy bleeds through every word. 
I freeze, not understanding where Skylar’s anger is coming from. I know I need to say something, but what are the right words? 
“Nothing happened. He was just being nice, is all,” I swear, holding my books in front of my chest. Nothing happened, but he definitely made his intentions clear. 
The girls laugh, and I hate feeling like I’m on the outside of some inside joke. This is why I avoided these types of girls for as long as I did. Nothing good comes from a group of conniving, gossip-hungry girls.
“Mark is never just being nice. He wants in your pants. And by the way you look at him, you want to get cozy in his, too,” Skylar barks out with clear anger and storms down the hall.
“Don’t listen to her. She’s just jealous. They hooked up all summer until you came out of hiding this weekend. My guess is she feels slighted by him. She hasn’t figured out most guys humor her bullshit to get backstage passes or into her quick-to-drop pants,” Violet whispers in my ear and heads in the opposite direction of where I’m going.
I poke my head in my locker, hoping maybe, just maybe, today is the day a giant black hole will open up and drag me away from this hell. How am I going to survive this year? Everywhere I look, my eyes meet his. 
The only thing that makes this bearable is knowing I’ll be out of town at the end of the year. I’ll be able to escape the sad eyes falling on me. I’ll be able to drive down roads without remembering some horrific emotional rollercoaster. I want freedom from this heartache. I want freedom from this place.
I walk into first block a few minutes late. Apparently, I overstayed my time at my locker. As I step into the room, everyone falls silent. All eyes are on me and a blush creeps up my neck and onto my cheeks. I apologize to Mrs. Peterson for being late. She nods in understanding and gestures for me to find a seat. I scan over the classroom to find all the seats occupied, but one. 
You’ve got to be shitting me.



Chapter Six
Graham
You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
What are the odds the smartest girl and the dumbest guy in school are taking the same elective? I mean, I know why I’m here. This is an easy A. I am all but promised by the teacher and the school counselor that this class will earn me a passing grade. I can’t afford to let my GPA slip any more than it has. Kennedy has no reason to be taking drama, which piques my interest even more.
An adorable blush covers her face because she’s five minutes late. Girls like Kennedy can’t stand being tardy and upsetting those in authority. Mrs. Peterson, the hottest teacher in school, nods for her to take a seat. Right away, I know I’m screwed. Kennedy’s bright blue gaze travels around the classroom and land on me with an icy stare.
It’s déjà vu. Kennedy makes her way to the back of the room where I sit at the only table with a vacant seat. I get a sick thrill at the grimace on her face. It’s a little disheartening that sitting next to me is enough to set her off, but I’ll take any emotion from Kennedy. Indifference is a point of no return for most. Hatred is better because emotion fuels the actions. 
Kennedy slides in next to me and I train my eyes on the front of the room where Mrs. Peterson is busy going over what is expected of us this year. It sounds easy. We have to try out for the play. Our participation in class is mandatory. Attendance is required. There will be no papers and no written work. 
Score. 
I’m pulled from my train of thought when Mrs. Peterson announces we will be doing a small assignment before the hour is up.
“To make things less complicated, work with your desk mate. I want you to take turns saying a word. But you can only use one word to signal your emotions. One single emotion, like happy or sad and so forth. Your partner’s job is to respond with the first word that comes to mind when they hear yours,” Mrs. Peterson explains with excitement while everyone groans. “Okay, okay, I get it. It doesn’t sound like fun, but you will still do it because I’m the teacher and you’re the student. Maybe if you guys graduate, then you can become teachers and torment your own students.” She laughs at her own joke.
Kennedy doesn’t budge an inch, and I stay planted in my seat, hoping she’ll make the first move. She doesn’t, so we sit in silence while everyone else laughs at their partner’s responses.
I’m not sure how much time passes before I build up the courage to speak up. Graham Black is officially a pussy who can’t talk to the opposite sex. Well, just one female. This one, in particular, has the ability to tie me up in knots.
“You ready to start?” I ask and twist in her direction. 
I glance around the room to see a few pairs of eyes more concerned with what’s going on between Kennedy and me than they are with their own partner. I can’t blame them. We were the biggest thing to happen last year. Kennedy Conrad tamed the infamous Graham Black was the headline on everyone’s Facebook page. We were the talk of the town when we first got together, and now, we are the talk of the town since we’ve broken up. 
I don’t know why everyone cares so damn much.
“I guess so. Are you okay with this?” Kennedy points between the two of us. Her nervousness shines through her smile.
“I’m not okay with this, but we don’t really have a choice now, do we?” I’m being rude, aren’t I? Dammit.
“You’re right. Let’s just get this over with, okay?” Kennedy turns her chair to face mine. 
The first thing I notice is her V neck, gray tank giving me full access to the black bra peeking out the top. Instinct has me reaching out to caress the exposed skin. 
Kennedy catches my mistake. Eyes wide, she leans away from me. 
“I’m sorry,” I apologize quietly.
“It’s okay. I get it,” Kennedy admits. Her head tilts to the side, and her hair curtains her face.
It’s hard to be this close to Kennedy and not fall into our usual routine. She’s the first girl who’s ever made me believe I deserve to fall in love and I might be worthy of someone as genuine and kindhearted as herself.
“Bitter?” Kennedy blurts her first word.
We are digging right in, huh?
I tap my pen on the tabletop. “My father,” I answer without skipping a beat. “Anger?”
Kennedy’s lip quivers. “Craig,” she whispers, not dropping her vulnerable eyes from mine. 
I want to say something, anything, but words won’t come out. 
She shakes her head, pulling herself back from the memory. “Happy?” 
“Baseball.” 
Mixed emotions play over Kennedy’s face. She nods in understanding, but on the other side of the coin, she seems almost disappointed as she lowers her head.
“Love?” I blurt.
“Dance and...” Her head snaps up and she heaves a breath of air. I watch her chest rise and fall in rapid sequence.
“And what?” I beg. Because I’m a dick, I selfishly hope she says me.
“And nothing. Remember, we’re only allowed to say one word.” Kennedy stands from the table, grabs her purse, and heads straight for the door. 
My feet have their own mind and follow her. Mrs. Peterson looks in my direction, and I motion toward the door, knowing she’ll let the indiscretion pass if only this one time.
Walking down the hall, I berate myself for pushing the envelope. I find Kennedy in the library and watch through the window, hoping, I’ll get a few uninterrupted moments to admire her. She looks content, but at the same time, tortured. I open the door and walk straight to her like my life depends on being near her. 
Her back is to me, but I see her body stiffen. She’s always been able to tell when I’m near. I sit in the chair beside her. After a few beats, she relaxes, but her rubbing her palms up and down her thighs doesn’t go unnoticed.
“And what, Kennedy? I ask, continuing the assignment we started in class.
Kennedy twirls to face me, tears swimming on the edge of her eyelids. She’s not going to let them drop because she’s stronger than them. At least she’s trying to convince herself she is. She shakes her head slightly from side to side.
“I’ll ask again and only to be nice. I know you. You’re dying to say it. You’re just afraid of what will happen if you do. You’ve always worn your heart on your sleeve. Why stop now, Ken?”
“And you. The last time I remember being truly happy was when I was with you, and now, I’m not. Is that what you wanted to hear, Graham?” Kennedy stands, leaving her book and purse behind. She twists her neck to look at me over her shoulder. “Are you satisfied now?” 
My eyes follow as she walks to hide between the shelves in the back of the library.
Jesus Christ. You can’t just let her run away from you. Go after her.
I grab Kennedy’s belongings and march in her direction. When I round the corner, I stop dead in my tracks. She’s slumped to the floor with her back against the books, her head bowed, and her hands resting on the back of her neck. I tiptoe toward her. She hasn’t noticed me yet, or maybe she’s ignoring me.
“Stand up, Ken,” I whisper once I’m beside her. 
She glimpses up at me, and I reach my hand out for her to take. She obliges and slaps hers into mine, and I pull her up to me.
When she’s on her feet, I wrap my arms around her waist. She yelps in surprise, but whether it is instinctive or out of pure want, she lays her head on my chest. The tips of my fingers find comfort on her spine, and with smooth strokes, I massage up and down her back.
“It’s almost like nothing’s changed, huh? I mean, I know we aren’t together anymore. Still, it feels like you’re just you, and I’m just me,” Kennedy confides.
“The only thing that’s changed is you and I aren’t together.” My hand rests on the back of her head, holding her close. I feel her breath through my t-shirt as she tries to regulate the gulps of air she’s taking in. “I’m still me, Kennedy. When I’m with you, know that I’m still me. I’m going to do and say things that make you believe something different, but I can promise you, I’m still the me you know.” My fingers brush the soft ends of the hair cascading down her back.
She hiccups as she pulls away from me. “This is going to be hard, isn’t it?”
I step back until I run into the row across from her. “It’s going to be impossible, Ken. This will kill me.”
“Then why are you doing this to us?” 
The tears falling slowly down her cheeks torment me.
A bead of sweat forms on my forehead and I wipe it away. “Because you’re perfect, and I’m not going to destroy you before you have a chance to become who you’re meant to be.” 
Not holding Kennedy makes my heart ache from the loss of her touch. As I walk away, I know I shouldn’t look back at her, but I do, anyway. When it comes to Kennedy, I’m hopeless. Streams of tears running down her face make me wonder if I’m doing the right thing by her. 
What if I’m wrong? 
I’m going to screw this all up if I haven’t already.



Chapter Seven
Kennedy
“What happened?” Violet asks, throwing her satchel over her shoulder. 
She can see I’m upset. Red rimmed eyes aren’t easy to hide.
“I was just being stupid. I said things that I shouldn’t have said, and Graham took the time to console me,” I say as I slam my locker door shut. “It meant nothing.” I’m not sure if I believe that sentiment. 
When Graham held me, it was more than him comforting me as if I was some obligation. His touch was sincere. Nothing between us is forced. No breakup or time can change that. Everything between Graham and me is natural, fluid, and pure like a roaring river.
“Graham and you will always mean something, Ken. You and I both know that, so don’t downplay it to make yourself feel better.” Violet’s eyes widen and she turns to walk toward the cafeteria. I have no choice, but to follow. Giving myself a mental pep talk, I brush the invisible wrinkles from my shirt and walk down the hall. 
My first two classes of the day weren’t so awful. Drama didn’t exactly go how I wanted it to, but it’s something I will need to work through. Second period was easy for me. No one cared who I was. I suppose that’s what I should expect from an AP history class. The only looks I got were from a clenched jaw Rachel when she turned every few minutes to glare at me.
As I step into the cafeteria, every single pair of eyes turns in my direction. It’s like déjà vu of last year. This time, Graham isn’t here waiting for me, with a hand available to ease the anxiety these walls can create. I need to walk in here alone with my head held high.
Someone steps beside me as soon as my cheetah print flats hit the floor of the oversized cafeteria. I glance up to see Mark smiling at me. My stomach circles into tight knots. There’s nowhere for me to compartmentalize my reaction to his perfect pearly whites. I shrug it off as a typical female response to an overly attractive guy. I’m in high school. Shit like this happens. 
He falls into stride with me and I’m overwhelmed by his scent. “You’re looking absolutely gorgeous today, Ken,” Mark whispers in my ear. 
I peer up and see the sincerity in his eyes. I don’t know what to think about Mark yet. Filing him in a certain category seems impossible. He has a reputation, much like Graham’s, but with a softer edge. Mark’s trustworthy.
“Are we still doing this?” I ask, stifling my laughter. Mark’s gaze falls to my chest. “Seriously, Mark. My eyes are up here, you jackass.” I slap him across the chest and shake my head at his intrusion.
“I’m sorry. It’s just I never noticed...” His stare darts to the ceiling, and then around the room.
“Never noticed what? That I’m a girl?” 
Mark steps in front of me, blocking my path as I walk. “You’re kidding, right? I just never noticed the perfection you are.”
“Oh! So we are doing this then?” I chuckle, pushing on his chest and stepping around him.
“I’m going to fight for your time and attention, Kennedy Conrad.” 
The clear conviction in his voice makes me take a few steps back. My eyes squint with doubt. “There’s no one to fight,” I say.
“Look around, gorgeous. There’s everyone to fight.” Mark walks away, and the usual suspects at the popular table greet him. 
I look insane, just standing in the middle of the room, but my feet refuse to budge. Violet and Dan wave me over to the lunch line. My brain convinces my feet to move, and finally, they listen once I break myself from the fog that surrounds me.
“Mark’s staring at your ass, Ken,” Dan observes before a contagious laugh escapes his lips. “In fact, they’re all staring at your ass.” He points to a table behind me. 
As if on cue, we turn to see a group of guys staring in my direction. 
Violet laughs before she glares daggers into Dan. “You’re not staring at her ass.” 
Dan winks at me. He finds nothing greater than getting a rise out of Violet. She hasn’t exactly been forthcoming when it comes to their relationship, forcing Dan to put in a lot of work.
Violet punches him hard on the arm. Dan rubs the spot in mockery. 
“Baby, Kennedy has a pretty nice ass, so if she walks in front of me or past me, I might strain my neck to sneak a peek.” Dan roars, knowing very well how bad Violet wants to kick him where the sun doesn’t shine.
“She does have a nice ass, but can we all agree it would be extremely weird for you to look at her ass for two different reasons. The first, she’s my best friend, and you had your dick inside of me last night. The second being, you look at her as if she’s your sister. I think those two reasons are enough to keep your beady little eyes off Kennedy’s rump,” Violet rambles, as we hand our money to the lunch lady.
“Did you just say rump?” Dan chuckles again as we step in front of their table. I guess my table now, too.
I grimace. “Can we please stop talking about my ass? Thanks.” 
Mark grabs my food and places it in the spot next to him. I have to give it to him. He’s attentive.
“But you do have a nice ass, Ken,” Mark says with a sly smile on his face.
Heat permeates my back. The too familiar, intoxicating scent hits my nose seconds later. My instincts tell me to bolt, get the hell out of here, but my feet once again refuse to move. He paralyzes me to the point I don’t even have to turn around to know it’s him.
“What’s everyone yammering about?” Graham’s voice breaks through the loud hoots and hollers from our table.
“We were just discussing how nice an ass Kennedy has,” Dan divulges without thinking of the consequences that are sure to come from Graham.
Graham looks around the group before him. His gaze lands on me, and I wring my hands together, rubbing the sweat away. Before I know what’s happening, Graham knocks Dan down on his back, and they’re wrestling around on the floor. No one bothers to break them up. People shout. Girls squeal, but not one person tries to stop Graham from barreling into Dan with his fists. 
Just as Graham’s fist pulls back and flies forward, my small arms wrap around him to stop his assault. Graham brushes off my hands as if my touch burns him all the way down to his bones, and I gasp at his unexpected reaction.
Dan adjusts his clothes and plants his feet firmly back on the ground. “What the hell are you doing, man?” 
“What the hell am I doing? What the hell are you doing?” Graham bellows. He looks around at everyone. Their eyes turn on us. “I know what you’re doing, and it’s real low for you, man.” Graham points square at Dan’s face.
“I’m not doing anything. Why don’t you get off your high horse and just admit you still love her?” Dan gestures over to me. “I’m tired of walking on eggshells around you. If we want to talk about Kennedy’s ass, sorry, Ken,” Dan looks at me to apologize, “then we’re going to. She doesn't have to go back to being invisible, just because you don’t want her anymore.”
The silence in the room is deafening, almost pounding around us. Two teachers stand by the door, not sure if they should intervene. Biting my lip until I taste blood, I glance over at Graham. He gazes up, and as our eyes meet, I know he still feels it just as deeply as I do. None of that matters, and I don’t think I realize this until now. Graham loves me, and I’m madly in love with him. He just can’t be with me. 
His every emotion is right there in his eyes. A softness in them only illuminates when they fall over me. I’m somehow different for Graham. I’m the only person in the room he sees, and it’s stamped into his brown irises when they drift over me in admiration. 
Graham’s eyes shift from me to everyone around us. He doesn’t know what to say. He’s not sure how he should react. A part of me wants to shield him from his uncertainties.
“Graham,” I whisper, taking a few strides toward him. 
Graham takes a step back from me. “Kennedy, just don’t, okay?” He shakes his head, turns his back on us, and leaves the cafeteria. 
Everyone sits back down. Mark looks up at me, but I don’t know whether I should chase after Graham or act like none of this ever happened.
Dan comes to me. With the gentlest of touches, he lifts my chin, making me look up at him. “Kennedy, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, but he’s being impossible,” Dan says, shaking his head with shame. 
“You’re fine. He’ll figure it out...” I allow the thought to drift away. 
“What if he doesn’t?”
I shrug. “Then he doesn’t. I can’t sit around forever, waiting for him.” I force a smile, reassuring Dan, but not believing my own words.
Hearing Dan say those things to Graham is an eye opener, something I needed to hear. He makes a good point. Just because Graham doesn’t want me, doesn’t mean I have to go unnoticed again. For once, I don’t feel invisible.
At this very thought, a hand reaches out and grabs hold of mine. Warmth radiates through my fingers as I see Mark watching me. My eyes scan to our joined hands. Something about Mark, I’m just not sure what it is yet, makes me want to know him more.
“You gonna sit down, Ken?” Mark nods to the table.
I gaze back at the doors before taking a seat. 
“I don’t see why not.”



Chapter Eight
Graham
“What do you need, Coach?” 
I sprawl in the fabric-covered chair in front of his oversized, outdated desk. His office is in the back of the locker room, just close enough to keep an eye on us. 
He looks at me but doesn’t say a word. Coach thumbs through the stack of papers in his hands until he’s ready to speak.
“How’s your father, Graham?” he asks with an edginess clear on his tongue. 
Checking on me over the summer has been a priority for him. He’s my coach during the school year, but during the summer, my summer coach takes the reigns. Since I was nine-years-old (when my dad noticed my ‘ample amount of potential’, his words, not mine), I’ve played on a traveling team. Even during the summer months, Coach finds time to check on his players. That’s the type of man he is.
“I’m fine, just like I was all summer.” I vacate my seat to turn my back on him. Just as I reach for the doorknob, a pressure comes down on my shoulder. “Coach, he’s been gone on business trips. Mom and I are fine. For now, we’re fine.” 
I’m not in the mood to deal with the inquisition Coach has planned for me, but I owe him more than the shrug off I’m prepared to give him.
“Graham, you have to keep yourself sharp this year. Don’t let that asshole derail you from getting the hell out of this town,” Coach snarls. He isn’t exactly my father’s biggest fan.
I swing around to face him and his eyes full of sympathy burn into me. “I’m on my game, Coach, hitting up the batting cages and practicing pitching. Not even a prick like him can stop me from leaving this place in the rearview mirror,” I say with confidence. “I’m fine, Coach. Really. Just back off.” I shrug off his hand and slam the door behind me. There’s no point in looking back. I know what will be waiting for me.
Coach is like a father figure. Since freshman year when I received my varsity letter, he’s been there. When college recruiters come to watch me pitch, he stands by my side. He’s there when my own father can’t be bothered to show up. I understand why he’s worried. His family has treated me like one of their own when I don’t have anywhere else to turn. We agree reporting my father isn’t an option right now. It will do no good. Money talks louder than words, and he has an abundance of green falling out of his pockets.
Over the summer, Coach allowed me to crash at his house whenever I felt the need. He never asked questions when I showed up on his doorstep with my backpack over my shoulder. He opened the door and led me to the spare bedroom. The second time, his wife, Candace, opened the door with the kindest smile, and guided me to their kitchen table without a second thought. 
Ever since that day, I’ve become the unofficial fourth child of the Hagen family. I’m forever grateful for their kindness, but most of all, for their silence.
I don’t try to hide my choices, and without making excuses for myself, everyone has a front row seat to my self-destruction. I’ve played the player role for far too long for anyone to look at me as anything else but that. Most people mind their own business, but others pipe in when they feel it necessary. 
Dan, of course, feels like it’s his job to butt in whenever the opportunity arises. He’s created this strange protective bond over Kennedy. Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad she has someone to look after her now that I’m not by her side, but he’s becoming a giant pain in my ass. He finds joy in bringing out all my insecurities and trying to prove what I’m doing is wrong and regrettable. He very well may be right. 
Mark’s on the wooden bench between the lockers when I walk out of Coach’s office. The showers are running. A few underclassmen roam the locker room. Weightlifting class must have just finished, judging by the way they groan with every move they make.
I nod in Mark’s direction as I walk through the locker room door, into the hallway. I hear his shoes hitting the floor behind me. 
“Man, wait up,” Mark shouts as I hit the side door leading to the batting cages. I turn to face him, and right away, I know I’m not going to like where this conversation is going to go. “We need to talk.”
And there it is. The dreaded four words no one wants to hear from anyone.
“Talk about what?” I don’t know why I bother to ask. The way he fidgets in front of me, I can almost guess what.
Mark cracks the tension in his neck and stares at me. “I asked Kennedy out,” he blurts, a noticeable flinch in his demeanor. “After lunch... I asked her out.” 
My eyes squint at him as he leans away from me. He thinks I’m going to throw a punch. There’s no faith in me. But then again, why should there be? Of course, if I hit him, he’ll fight back, and I’ve seen this guy in action. He’s built like a Mack truck. I’ve witnessed him knocking someone out with one blow. I may be strong, but nothing compared to Mark. I’m man enough to admit it. That’s why his physical reaction shocks me as I try to control my own anger.
“This is a courtesy call, Mark,” I scoff. “You didn’t come here to ask my permission, so quit playing the holier than thou act. You already asked my ex-girlfriend out, so I think the pleasantries are unnecessary at this point.” My fists slug against my thighs in a slow pace to stop myself from making a mistake I’d regret. 
“You act like you were going to marry this girl. We all knew you were doomed from the start.” He ambushes me with my worst fear.
“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I shove against his chest.
“Oh come on, you saw her as an opportunity to try to better yourself and nothing else. You used her, just like you’ve used Amanda and just like you used Rachel all summer.”
The clenched fist at my side swings and hits Mark square across the face. He drops to the ground and peers at me as he rubs his now bruised cheek.
I point down at him. “Go fuck yourself, Mark,” I shout and walk away. My hand stills on the metal door as he calls out to me.
“I’ll make sure to take her somewhere nice,” he yells.
I barge out into the sunlight. Dan sits in the bed of his truck, his legs dangling like a toddler. Knowing there’s a conversation to be had, I drop my bat bag on the ground beside his.
“Don’t even say it, you asshole.” I jump on the tailgate next to him. 
“I have to,” Dan answers under his breath. “I’m sorry. I really am. It’s none of my business, and I know that. After Violet whispering in my ear all summer about what a jackass you are, and seeing how miserable Kennedy is, I guess I felt like I needed to be the one to fix you guys.” 
“I know it was coming from a good place, man. It’s just more complicated than you could possibly understand. Kennedy and I run deep, sometimes too deep, and I’m having a hard time knowing what’s right and what’s wrong.” I rest my elbows on my knees as I slide my hands over my face. 
“What’s right and what’s wrong isn’t what matters. What matters is if you love her. And if you love her, then you can find the capacity to be the person she needs you to be.”
“I’m not a good person, Dan.” I jump down, nearly snagging my legs on the rusted out steel. 
“You aren’t the villain you like to make yourself out to be either. If you were, then Kennedy wouldn’t still be standing in your corner.” Dan hops down, shuts the tailgate, and grabs his bag.
“She’s not standing in my corner anymore. Mark asked her out.” I throw my bag over my shoulder. “She’s not fighting for me anymore.”
“You aren’t fighting for her either. Don’t forget that,” Dan answers, determination lacing his voice. 
“I’m fighting. I punched Mark when he told me.”
“Not exactly the fight I’m talking about. She deserves to know you still love her.”
“You care about her, don’t you?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
“She means the world to Violet. The girl hasn’t exactly been written the easiest story this past year, and she’s sort of weaseled her way into my heart somehow,” Dan answers, honestly.
“It doesn’t take much, you big softie.” I wrap my arm around his shoulder, slowly sliding my hold up until I trap him in a headlock. We roughhouse for a few minutes before the rest of the team shows up, breaking up our little lovefest.
“Don’t you even fucking think about telling anyone how insightful I can be,” Dan whispers as the rest of the guys approach.
All I can do is laugh. “No one would believe me, anyway.”
I spend the next two hours ripping ball after ball as they shoot out of the pitching machine. Sweat drips from my forehead, and tension drains from my muscles. This is what I need. 
Baseball has always been my haven, a place to disappear to for just a little while. When the world feels like it’s closing in on me, my only comfort is found on the pitcher’s mound or holding an aluminum bat in my hands. It’s where I have control. My father may dictate what happens under his roof and how he treats my mother and me, but when I’m playing ball, I make the decisions. I decide whom I strike out, and whom I give a fighting chance. 
Baseball means control. 



Chapter Nine
Kennedy
It’s been a month since school started, but I finally have a routine of sorts. The newspaper consumes my Mondays after school while Mark has batting practice. I spend the rest of my week studying, with trickles of Dan and Violet to break up the monotony.
After Mark asked me out in the cafeteria the first day back to school, I agreed to grab dinner with him. Some would say we’re dating, but I’m not quite sure we can classify us under that specific category. Even though he’s done everything in his power to make me comfortable, navigating our new, unsteady mix between friendship and relationship is complicated and awkward. With Graham, it was so natural. We fell into each other without thinking or second-guessing our actions. I don’t know if it’s Mark or me, but our connection hasn’t come as easy.
“When can you start to dance again?” Mark asks. The endearing curiosity in his eyes makes me giggle. 
“I’ve dropped into the dance studio a few times when I knew that classes weren’t going on. I haven’t done much dancing, though.” 
“You’ve been a dancer a long time then?” Mark shifts closer to where I’m sitting on the bed.
“For as long as I can remember. It’s all I’ve ever known.”
“I can tell.”
“How?”
“Your eyes light up when you talk about it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone look more in their element, doing what they love, except...” Mark stops, realizing his slip up. 
We’ve never discussed Graham in terms of our relationship. He’s an unspoken, silent component. 
I change the subject. “Have you decided what you’re doing for college?” 
Mark’s smart, but I know he’s hoping to play ball somewhere. 
“I’m undecided. I have a few scholarships in waiting, but I’m not sure where I want to go. A part of me would like to stay here in Tennessee, be close to my family.” Mark eyes light up like I’ve never seen before. 
I nod. “You’re close to your family, I take it?” 
“We can’t be much closer. I’m the oldest, so moving away from my little brothers would be hard. I’d miss out on Greyson’s soccer games, and Lincoln loves to wrestle, so he’ll be starting that soon.” The pride he has for his brothers is nearly tangible.
“That’s sweet, Mark.” I smile.
“I just don’t know if it would be worth missing out on those things.” The stress of the decision rumbles in his voice.
Tender moments like these remind me why I agreed to go on a date with Mark in the first place. Our eyes meet and we sit silent for what feels like a lifetime. I know what’s going to happen. The last person I’ve kissed is Graham, and I’m not sure if I’m ready to erase his lips from mine.
Before I can say anything, his lips fall against mine. His movements are soft and thoughtful. There’s nowhere else he’d rather be than here with me. I’m not as sure. My throat thickens. I squeeze my eyes shut to draw away the dark spots that cluster in the corner.
Mark’s lips drop from mine. “I like you, Kennedy.”
Rubbing my palm across my collarbone, I take a long, deep breath. I study the pattern on my comforter, drying my sweaty palms on the fabric as I slide back to place much needed distance between us. Sometimes he makes me forget what I should be feeling. 
“I don’t know what to say. I like you too, but...” I say.
“But Graham’s still in there.” Mark points to my heart. 
“He’s still in there, and if we’re being honest, he might always be in there. I’m not ready to dive into a relationship again. It’s not fair to ask you to compete with that. I just need a little bit of time to work through everything still.” Sadness rolls off my tongue as I bare myself to him.
Mark stands and paces in front of me. “I get it, Kennedy. I really do. When you’re ready to let yourself heal, I’m going to be here waiting.” He turns to face me as I squirm around on the bed. “But I have to ask, what is so damn special about Graham?” he ridicules, staring down at me. “How can someone like you, Kennedy, see something so good in someone like him?”
“Mark, he’s your best friend. Don’t do this.”
“You’re right.” He closes his arms over his chest and relaxes on the bed. 
“Someday, you’re going to make some girl very lucky, Mark,” I whisper and slap his leg.
“Just not you, right?”
“I think we both know it can’t be me. Graham would always be in the middle of us. We can still be friends, though.”
Mark jerks away from me with a goofy smile on his face. “Did you just ‘friend zone’ me? I don’t think anyone’s ‘friend zoned’ me, ever.”
“I’m glad I could knock you down a peg or two,” I joke, smiling up at him as he hovers above me. His hands come up and he wiggles his fingers. I know that gesture. Before I can roll off, Mark traps me underneath him as his fingers assault me. All of his weight bears down on me.
As my eyelids pinch shut, I remind myself Mark isn’t here to hurt me. He’s harmless. The unavoidable fear takes over my body and my heart begins to race.
“Mark,” I shriek at the top of my lungs. “You need to stop.” 
I shake my head back and forth before opening my eyes to see his confused expression peering down at me. His fingers retreat, falling to his side.
My bedroom door swings open, slamming against my wall, nearly cracking the plaster. 
“What’s going on in here?” Dad thunders from the doorway.
I peer around Mark’s large build. Dad’s fists press into his hips, and the look on his face is priceless. Mark jumps to his feet and I follow behind.
My mom strides into the room with an easiness about her. “What’s up?” Her voice is nonchalant as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.
“I walked into the room to see Mark dry humping our daughter.” My dad throws his arms in the air. 
Mark can’t stop his laughter, which makes my mom’s smile grow larger.
“This isn’t funny.” My dad’s face is now beet red.
“Dad, it’s okay. Mark and I aren’t dating. Pretend he’s my gay best friend from now on,” I say in a calm, soothing voice.
“Sir, I’m not gay. Kennedy, tell him I’m not gay.” Mark points at my father.
Dad’s face reddens as he ridicules Mark. “Buddy, I don’t care what you are as long as your boy parts stay away from her girl parts.” 
With my dad’s declaration, the three of us laugh. He joins in when he realizes how ridiculous he sounds.
“Mark, you staying for dinner tonight?” my mom asks, a bright smile twitching her lips. 
I think she’s secretly rooting for Mark and me. 
“Only if it’s okay with you.” He looks to me for an answer, and I nod. “Then yes, I’ll stay for dinner.” 
“I’m not kidding, Mark. Keep your dick away from my daughter.” Dad closes the door behind him and Mom, muttering colorful things under his breath I can’t quite hear.
“For parents who want my dick to stay away from you, they sure do trust me alone in here with you.”
“Don’t get it confused. They don’t trust you, but they trust me.” As I stand in the middle of my room, I turn my gaze towards Mark as he sits on the edge of the bed. He watches me as if I’m a puzzle to solve. 
“I’m sorry,” Mark whispers. He’s so quiet I have to strain to hear him. 
“What are you apologizing for?” I step toward him until my knees hit the side of the bed.
“I shouldn’t have trapped you under me like that. It’s easy to forget what you’ve been through because you come across so strong.” Mark reaches his hand out and I gladly take it.
“I’m not strong, Mark. I’m broken,” I admit for the first time to someone other than my therapist. 
“Sometimes I don’t think you actually know yourself, Kennedy. I wish you could see yourself the way everyone else does,” Mark says with certainty. 
My earlier panic disappears and I lose myself in the conversation until my parents call us for dinner. We change the subject often, avoiding the topic of Graham and anything that may remind us of last year. Mark finally divulges the history between him and Amanda, including his once bone-shattering crush on her. I can’t understand how someone like him, could see the good in a girl like Amanda, but he assures me there’s more to her than everyone likes to believe. The irony isn’t lost on me, but I tuck it away in the farthest depths of my mind. 
As I slice into my petite steak and green beans, I sneak glances across the table at Mark. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, the guys in this town are beautiful. There’s nothing like them anywhere else on this planet. I swear they’re hard to look away from.
For some reason, I can’t find it in myself to move my heart from Graham to someone new. If it could, this guy laughing with my parents, with the innate ability to know when I need to see his smile, would be the perfect one, but Graham is cemented into everything I want and the very thing I know to be true. 
Mark is smart enough to see I can’t give my heart away when Graham owns it. It wouldn’t be fair to any of us. The thing I struggle with most is how long am I supposed to hold onto someone who’s not fighting to hold on to me?
When is it time to free yourself from another person?



Chapter Ten
Graham
“Where do you get these things?” Amanda smiles as she runs her fingers over the words on my shirt. “We steal bases and your girlfriends. Really, Graham?” 
With a roll of my eyes, I slam my locker shut. “It’s Monday, and I’m not in the mood for this,” I explain shrugging off her touch.
Mondays come too quick, and this one is no different from the rest. Crawling out of bed this morning was a struggle. My body aches in places I didn’t even know exist, and my head throbs with a vengeance in punishment for last night.
“Drink too much last night?” Amanda leans against the lockers.
My only memory from last night is crashing into my bed around one this morning. 
I didn’t realize how rough of a night I had until I woke up to find Becky wrapped in my sheets and wearing one of my old Georgia t-shirts. I showered and dressed before swinging my backpack over my shoulder and kicking the foot of the bed.
“What time is it?” Becky shouted, startled from a deep sleep.
“It’s seven, and you’re late,” I answered, walking to the bedroom door.
“Why didn’t you wake me up when you showered? I could’ve jumped in with you.” She sat up onto her knees, digging through the covers for something. 
“Yeah, okay. This has been fun and all, but I can’t be late to class again, or else Coach is going to have my ass. Shower. Don’t shower. I don’t really care.” I shut the door behind me. Something hard bangs against the solid wood, followed by curses and shouts directed at me.
I shake the memory from my mind. Remembering how Becky ended up in my bed in the first place isn’t easy or a situation I want to explore. She’s gorgeous and enthusiastic when it comes to everything ‘Graham Black’, but there’s nothing else really floating around in that head of hers. 
Amanda steps in front of me, blocking my exit from the horrendous conversation she’s attempting to have with me. 
“I didn’t come over here to give you shit, Graham. I didn’t talk to you all summer, and I’ve been keeping my distance since school started. I just want to see how you are.” 
Sidestepping a girl like Amanda is impossible. She sees my strategy and recovers by taking a few steps into my path.
“Seriously, Amanda, what do you want? We aren’t fucking anymore, so why the sudden need to plaster your ass next to me?” I shake my head in annoyance.
“Don’t be a dick, Graham. I just wanted to say I’m sorry about how last year went down. That’s all.” Amanda gazes down at her shoes. 
Guilt takes over, and I wrap my hand around her wrist as she turns to walk away from me.
“Amanda, wait,” I whisper.
“You know, it killed me all summer because, for once, I believed you could actually be the person we all saw you become with her. I hated it wasn’t because of me, but more importantly, I hated I played a hand in you losing yourself... everything.” Amanda’s voice cracks near the end. 
I avoid her eyes, knowing what I’ll see. She’s hurting, but she doesn’t feel like she has the right to be. We have this in common.
“I didn’t lose myself. I’m right here.” I lie. Why am I always defending myself?
“No, you’re not. You were always meant to be the person she fell in love with last year. Not this dirty version you’ve become. You aren't saving her, Graham. You're killing her.”
Amanda turns and walks down the packed hallway. I jog to catch up with her.
“When did you become so insightful? You and Dan should write a self-help book.” I joke, nudging her in the side, trying to pretend her words didn’t hit me straight in my core.
“We spent a lot of time together last year,” she says.
“Most of it with our clothes off,” I add with a dip of my head.
“Yes, it was easy to take my clothes off for you. Thanks for pointing that out,” Amanda deadpans. 
I hit a nerve. Whoops.
“What I’m trying to say is I got to see both sides of you. I saw the wreck of a boy you were with me, demanding things from girls no boy your age should imagine. Most seventeen-year-old boys like boobs, Graham. You made me keep my shirt on, for crying out loud.”
“It’s less complicated.” I shrug. I don’t know where Amanda’s going with this.
“So Kennedy kept her shirt on, too?” Amanda questions with a satisfied gleam in her eye.
“That’s none of your business.” Even though, she already knows the answer, I don’t justify her accusation.
“You’re right. It’s not. My point is Kennedy’s different for you. You’re better than this, Graham, and you know it.” Amanda stops in the middle of the hall.
“I don’t know how to turn it around.” I step back to put distance between us, and turn away from her penetrating eyes. As I swing open the door to the classroom, I take a quick breath. 
First block is self-inflicted torture. I can easily switch electives. I already talked to the counselors. With different options available, I still can’t find the strength to distance myself. This class allows me to see her, be close to her. When it comes to Kennedy, I’ll take anything I can get.
The minute I step foot in the classroom, I search the room for her crystal clear, blue eyes. After scanning the room several times, I realize she’s not here yet. Her seat in the back of the room is empty. When I get to mine, I dig out my cell phone and stalk her Facebook pictures. I don’t find anything new, except a few of her and Violet. There might be one of her and Mark at mini-golf, but I scan past it.
“See something you like?” 
Her angelic voice breaks my concentration. I look up to see her hovering over my desk. Embarrassed by her catching me, I blacken the screen.
“I wasn’t doing what you think I was doing,” I lie. 
Kennedy ignores me by pulling a book from her bag and flipping through the pages until she finds the spot where she probably left off last night. Back when we were together, she told me reading is her means of escape. When things become unbearable or she needs to turn off her brain, she loses herself in someone else’s words.
I flick my finger on the spine of her book. “What are you running from today?” I ask with a raised eyebrow, gaining a smile from Kennedy.
“You know me too well, Graham Black.” Kennedy leans her body closer to my desk.
“Spill it,” I demand with a soft smile, knowing she doesn’t take orders too kindly.
Kennedy looks from me to her book, then back to me again, reluctance written on her face. After a handful of seconds, an almost nonexistent smile appears on her lips. 
“I’ve been dancing more lately,” she admits. Joy brightens her eyes. “Practicing at home isn’t the same as being in class, but it’s a step in the right direction, I guess. It’s been harder to get back than I thought. My leg still aches every once in a while, and I’m afraid I’m not as good as I once was.”
“I highly doubt that, Ken.” I push my desk into hers, but she slides away. I should feel offended, but I’m not. We watch each other until I break the silence. “I’m glad you’re dancing again.”
Kennedy’s head moves back and forth, as if she’s trying to shake the compliment from her mind. “Why am I even talking to you?” she says more to herself than to me.
“I’m sorry, what?” I ask, not sure if I heard her right.
“I shouldn’t have approached you, but you’re impossible. It’s like second nature. All summer, I had the luxury of choosing who I saw, but now it’s like you’re everywhere. You’re all around me,” she shouts. A few of our classmates turn at the noise.
“What do you want me to do? Transfer schools? Have my father homeschool me?” My blood boils at her revelation. 
She flinches at the mention of my father. 
“I can’t do this anymore, Graham. You can’t say those things to me. You can’t say nice things to me and expect there not to be a reaction. We. Are. Not. Friends. Maybe I’m finally figuring it out.”
“Why can’t we be, though?” I ask, knowing how impossible I am.
“Why can’t we be friends? Are you serious? Here’s why.” Kennedy jumps out of her seat. 
Before I know what’s happening, before I can comprehend her intentions, Kennedy’s lips connect with mine. My hand finds refuge in her hair, fingers twisting through her soft, brown locks. Her tongue skims my bottom lip, and, as natural as breathing, my mouth opens for her. Just as quick as she appears, she vanishes. My eyelids flutter open to see her sitting in her seat, scanning her book as if nothing has happened.
Kennedy peers over at me. The rapid rise and fall of her chest tells me she’s as affected by the kiss as I am.
“Now do you see why we can’t be friends?” Her lips press together in a tight, sad smile. Her pain paralyzes me in my seat. The unshed tears in her eyes nearly kill me, worming their way into tiny crevices in the depths of my heart, never again to be found. 
“You’re right. We can’t be friends,” I confess.
It’s the first time it’s been said out loud. Kennedy’s mouth opens with unsaid promises. We both know it’s true. This kiss has sealed our fate.
Mrs. Peterson strolls in, throwing her purse and tote bag on her desk, she takes a mental roll call of her students.
Kennedy’s fingers fly over the screen of her phone. When Mrs. Peterson begins to speak, Kennedy stands up and walks to the front of the class with her bag slung over her shoulder. They have a short conversation before Kennedy walks out of the classroom. 
Like always, I chase after her. This seems to be our thing. Swinging the classroom door open, I find Mark and Kennedy walking down the hallway, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. Her head lies limply on his chest as he guides her around the corner.
Fuck this. Fuck them.
Mrs. Peterson gives me an unusual smile when I step back into her classroom. “Everything okay, Graham?”
“Perfect. Sorry,” I head back to my desk. My classmates are too busy with their own conversations to notice my return.
Mrs. Peterson explains today’s assignment, instructing us to pair up and head to the auditorium. My legs carry me through the classroom door and down the hallway. I reach for the handle as someone slides in front of the giant, steel door. My eyes trail up the tan legs and torso until I reach her face.
“Well, hello, beautiful,” I greet the stranger with a smile.
“Hi, Graham,” the girl whispers in a practiced voice. She’s putting in extra effort to gain my attention. Little does she know, she’s the perfect type of distraction. After watching Kennedy walk away with Mark, I need a little hands on attention.
“What’s your name?” I rest my hand against the door next to her head. 
Even though I’ve trapped her, she eats it up. Her teeth nibble on the corner of her bottom lip, drawing my attention to their fullness. Her hips jut out, showing how perfect we would align in bed, with no clothes between us. 
“Kacey,” she breathes in a wispy voice.
“Freshman?” My eyebrow rises in question.
Please don’t be a freshman. Please don’t be a freshman. 
“You can relax. I’m a sophomore,” Kacey says through a laugh. 
A small chuckle slips from my throat and surprises me. I haven’t laughed in a long while.
“Partners?” I suggest with a wink. 
Kacey pushes off the cold, steel door. I back away to give her space, but she wraps her fingers in my shirt, pulling me toward her. 
“We can be partners,” she exclaims. Her finger glides across my chest and I follow behind her, watching her blatantly shake her ass.
A couple of things come to mind as I follow my next conquest into the auditorium. There should be some form of shame or remorse for setting out to screw the sophomore, but there isn’t, and I’m in no position to dissect that part of my psyche. I also understand why I’m doing this. Seeing Kennedy in Mark’s arms is my undoing. I may have reacted in anger, but when I said fuck it, I meant it. 
Since falling in love didn’t leave a warm, gooey feeling in my heart the first time, I’m ready to go back to the old careless, distractible Graham. 
I’ll train hard, play baseball like my life depends on it, and get the hell out of Tennessee. Faceless girls will become my drug, numbing me from the inside out. In a handful of months, none of it will matter anyway. I get to leave everything in this shithole town in my rearview mirror.
Including Kennedy. 



Chapter Eleven
Kennedy
“Tell me what happened?” Mark asks, guiding me down the hallway.
After my little stunt with Graham, I was in need of some distance, so I texted him. 
I should have known how confusing a kiss between us would be. Isn’t that why I did it, though, to show Graham a friendship between us is never going to happen? Maybe a small part of me hoped he would argue. 
A small part of you is always waiting for something from him. It’s time to move on. It’s time to let him go.
“I kissed him,” I confess, dropping down on a bench. Defeat pours from my words. 
“You kissed who?” Mark sits down beside me and takes my hand in his. 
I glance at our connected fingers, then back up to his blue eyes. “Do you even have to ask?” I tilt my head slightly to the left. 
“Kennedy! You didn’t? Why would you do that?” Mark turns his body toward mine and taps his foot on the floor.
“Proving a point. Being a jackass. I don’t know. He was rambling on about us being friends, and I showed him why we can’t be. It was like nothing has changed between us. For a few seconds, we were still Graham and Kennedy.” My head falls into my hands as my elbows rest on my knees. I’m bent over far enough, I can’t see Mark’s face. I don’t want anyone to see how lost I feel, how uncertain I am of my choices.
None of this is fair. Last year, I was beaten and broken, my bones shattered and my skin torn. All I want, all I’ve ever wanted, is for Graham to fight harder, fight for me, but he always walks away. I’ve spent the last several months allowing him to abandon me because his reasoning somehow makes sense. I’m sympathetic about how he feels. What I can’t understand is how he claims to love me as much as he did and still have the heart to walk away when I need him most.
“Do you want to get out of here?” The words rush from his lips. “We can just go to my house and watch a movie.”
My spine stiffens as I look at him and dry my tears on my sleeve. “I’ve never skipped class before,” I admit through a much-needed laugh. “I’ll call my mom and see if she’ll call the office to excuse me.”
“It’s not skipping class if you get permission from your mom,” Mark jokes, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. My eyebrows rise to question the small gesture, but he quickly recovers. “Go call your mom. I’ll be waiting in my car.”
My mom reassures the secretary it’s okay for me to leave school for the remainder of the day. I’m not sure she bought the whole I’m not feeling good story, but they go along with it. 
When I get to the parking lot, Mark’s leaning against his hunter green Jeep. It’s a nearly brand new, hard top without a scratch or a speck of dirt visible to the naked eye. Mark calls his Jeep his baby. Its spotless appearance is a dead give-a-way of his love.
“I see your mommy agreed to let you skip school,” Mark jokes as he jogs over to open the door for me. 
This has taken me a while to get used to. Mark’s father has raised him to be a gentleman. Of course, he’s slacked in some of the department when it comes to bagging different girls every weekend.
Mark has returned to his wicked ways, and at first, I thought it would bother me. Surprisingly, I don’t really care. Mark is Mark. Although he’s known to treat the girls to breakfast, he’s still a seventeen-year-old guy. They’re notorious for being selfish and pig headed. He’s perfectly in the right to do whatever he wants, with whomever he wants. I’m in no position to put guidelines on our friendship.
“Aren’t you hilarious? Now that you’ve corrupted me, what are you gonna do with me?” 
By the way Mark shifts in his seat, my flirting doesn’t go unnoticed. Over the past month and weeks, we’ve sort of fallen into an easy, flirtatious friendship. No kissing involved, to Mark’s disappointment. 
“You can’t say things like that unless you plan on following through, sweetheart.” Mark pushes the key into the ignition, turning it until the engine roars to life. He twists toward me and grins.
Mark and I fall into a comfortable silence. Through the open window, I watch houses of all varieties fly by. Mark stops at the blinking red light and cars speed by in front of us. 
A runner on the right side of the road catches my attention. Even with his hood up, I recognize the large build and tight jaw. My stomach churns as he jogs in place, waiting patiently for the light to change. His head lifts and for a split second our eyes meet. A sly, conniving smirk runs over his face and is quickly replaced with a flat expression. My spine stiffens. Leaning my head on the seat, I screw my eyes shut and take short breaths to control my anxiety as I feel the car lurch forward. Mark taps his fingers on the steering wheel as he drives, and I stare blankly out the window to hide the tears welling in my eyes. I’m never going to be prepared to see him and luckily have managed to avoid him, but it’s inevitable for us to cross paths at some point. It’s a small town with limited hiding places.
I talk myself through the moment, recalling Jackie’s advice to take deep breaths to remind myself that I’m okay and not all control has been lost. Since I find comfort in my own space, Mark and I have spent most of our time at my house. Jackie says I like having the security of my own surroundings, and in return, I feel I can control what happens to me. At first, I didn’t quite believe her analysis. According to Jackie, everyone has a safe place. I could use my safe place right now.
When we pull into Mark’s driveway, my mouth drops open, and I welcome the distraction. Mark and I have never discussed what his parents do for a living, but something tells me they aren’t teachers. The long private road curves through wooded acres spanning as far as the eye can see. At the end of the bricked path is a two-story beauty, with white siding and ebony shutters. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen, with tall pillars and a large front porch.
As Mark parks the car, I swing my door open, stepping out to look over the hood. Two rocking chairs grace the front porch. His home is the picture of perfection with rows of colorful flowers and greenery. 
Mark heads toward the front porch. With a brisk walk, I catch up to him.
As our feet hit the steps, a stunning blonde, with the height to rival a super model, wearing beautiful white capris and a gorgeous long sleeve coral blouse, walks out to greet us. As we step closer, her creamy pearl earrings and necklace catch my eye. 
“Hi, Mom,” Mark calls, throwing her a small wave. “This is Kennedy Conrad.” 
I stand, fidgeting in place. My hands wring together, wiping away the sweat left behind on my pants. 
“The myth, the legend. I was starting to think Mark was making you up.” Mrs. Whitmore smiles at me over Mark’s shoulder as she pulls him in for a hug. “And what, may I ask, are you doing home this early? First block isn’t even over, is it?”
“Umm, Kennedy is having a rough day, so we thought we could come back here and have lunch with you and maybe watch a movie.” Mark grins at his mom, showing the perfect teeth she probably paid for with braces.
Watching for her reaction, I half expect her to yell at us and demand we go back to school right this minute. Instead, a sweet, sincere smile forms on her lips as she nods her head toward her son. 
“Kennedy, don’t let him lie for you. Playing hooky is his idea.” 
Mark leans against one of the pillars and looks to me, a small laugh falling from his mouth. I can see where he gets his carefree, easygoing personality.
“Ma’am–” I barely get the word out before she interrupts me.
“Now, now. Call me Mama. Call me Diane. But don’t you dare call me ma’am”
“Okay, Diane, playing hooky is Mark’s idea. I got permission from my mom to leave school, though, so technically, only your son is playing hooky.” I glance between the two of them with my best brave face, waiting for a reaction. Mark grins with pride while his mother shakes her head in admiration.
“Oh, I like her, Mark. You should’ve brought her over sooner.” Diane wraps her arm around my shoulder as she guides me into their home. I glance back at Mark to see a satisfied smile painted on his face.
Diane’s voice drips with pride as she points out different features of their home. I walk silently beside her down a long hallway leading us to an oversized kitchen. It features a large island in the middle. She opens the fridge, pulling out a pitcher of iced tea. 
“Would you like some, Kennedy? I know you do, Mark,” Diane asks, a sparkle in her eye as she addresses her son.
“I’m okay.” I take a seat on one of the stools along the island. 
Mark joins me and we listen to his Mom talk about the different things she has going on today. I half hear Diane explain she’s a stay-at-home Mom, which keeps her busy enough with the two youngest boys, but she’s also involved with planning events and volunteering for several charities.
“In a nutshell, Mom’s a saint,” Mark blurts. 
I, instinctively, slap him across the stomach. His hard abs tighten with my connection. 
“Oh, Kennedy, don’t let him fool you. He loves his mama.” Diane laughs at my reaction. “Now that my son has made it obvious that I’m boring you two to death, go run along and watch a movie. I’ll make lunch before I leave this afternoon.” 
As Mark grabs my hand to lead me down the long hallway, we shout our thanks. When we reach the grand staircase to the upstairs, my feet freeze, preventing me from going any further. I haven’t been in another guy’s room since...
“Kennedy, you okay?” Mark’s voice breaks through my fog.
What do I tell him?
I shake my head, ridding the bad memories. “Yes, I’m fine. I just...”
Mark leans down until his eyes are even with mine and nods in understanding. “I get it. I mean, I don’t get it, but I understand why you freeze up in different situations. I need you to know that I’m never going to hurt you,” he professes with a sincere smile. 
Mark’s hand stretches out in front of him, asking me to believe him.
I reassure him with a toothy smile and nod. “I trust you, Mark. Sometimes it’s just hard,” I confess. “Different situations make me uncomfortable.”
I’m not sure why I confide in him. Burdening others with my issues isn’t something I ever intend to do, but as Mark looks deep into my eyes with determination, it’s hard not to tell him everything.
“I think that’s normal, Ken. You’re allowed, even warranted a little fear. Trusting others isn’t easy, and when you go through what you did, it’s easy to understand why little things can set you off. Let’s go to the family room, where there’s open space and the watchful eye of my mother,” Mark says with a wink. Some of the stress from today melts away. 
“You are the best gay best friend a girl could ask for,” I joke, jumping onto his back, my silent demand for a piggyback ride. 
He mumbles under his breath. I’m too busy laughing at him to hear what he says. As we enter the family room, Mark throws me on the overstuffed Microsuede couch, causing me to giggle. 
“What are you bitching about?” I blurt as he walks along the built-in shelves holding an unreal amount of DVDs.
“I’m so far from being gay, but you’re giving me a complex.” He pulls out a few cases and tosses them down in front of him. Rested like that on his knees, the denim stretches over his strong legs. Being a catcher has done him a great service. 
“I don’t know why,” I offer, with a smirk. 
“What are you trying to say?” 
I wave my hands in front of me. “You’re disgusting, completely hideous.” 
My arms flail, mocking him. Mark rolls his eyes in an over the top way like a teenage girl does to her father. 
“There’s more to me than my beautiful face, Kennedy,” Mark says, with a serious look in his eyes that disappears as he struggles to keep his composure. “Now, if you’re done objectifying me, which movie would you hate to watch less?” 
Mark holds up three different movies. Hands aren’t something girls pay attention to on a guy, but his are extraordinary. They are strong, large, and built for use. 
I shake the daydream away and try to focus on the DVDs. 
Bridesmaids. Terminator. Dirty Dancing.
“I’m going to pretend you put Dirty Dancing in there for my benefit,” I snicker, cozying into the couch. 
“I’m a huge Patrick Swayze fan.” Mark feigns shock, as if he actually wants me to believe him.
“Violet told you I love Dirty Dancing, didn’t she?”
“Of course, she did. Some digging was necessary to figure you out.”
“I’m not that complicated, Mark.”
He stands, sliding the DVD into the player, and walks over to me with a confidence behind his smile. “Whatever you say, Kennedy.” Mark taps his hand on my leg, persuading me to make room for him.
As the opening credits roll, the familiar music plays in my ear. Leaning forward on the edge of the couch, Mark’s eyes burn into me. I don’t check because that would mean missing parts of the movie. Without realizing what I’m doing, I mouth the lines of each character. 
A snicker erupts beside me. I face Mark, whose eyes are focused on one thing. 
Me.
“You really do love this movie. When Violet told me how obsessive you were, I didn’t think it would be to this extent,” Mark jokes.
“Just watch the movie, you jerk.” I playfully slap him across the chest. 
He recovers by latching onto my arm and pulling me into his chest. As our eyes meet, he tilts his head down, gesturing to his side. On its own accord, my head slowly drifts down his body until it finds refuge in the crook between his hip and leg. The perfect spot. 
“You could be softer. It’s like lying on a cement floor.” I chuckle, jabbing him in the abs and continuing up to his ribs.
“I’ll make sure to really carb load and quit working out. That way you can have a comfy place to lay that pretty little head of yours,” Mark rambles, his hand settling on my hip. He gently strokes the sliver of exposed skin. 
My instinct tells me to put distance between us. The comfort I find in his touch is confusing. At first, any contact caused me to panic internally, but now, I’m finding comfort in his innocent grazes. 
With that, I sink closer to his side, resting my hand on his knee. As I lay here, my mind wanders back to this morning. Craig running down the street plays over in my head. The simple thought snowballs into a full blown internal panic attack, over analyzing every situation which led me here. 
Mark pulls a plush blanket over my legs. “Babe, you’re shivering.” He leaves his hand on my hip and I’m thankful. I don’t want the distance right now. I can’t explain my reaction to him, but I feel safe with him.
“I saw him today,” I mutter out loud. There’s a need to get it off my chest, to say it to another human being, only to share my fears.
“Saw who?”
“Craig, in your car. We were stopped at the blinking light. There he was standing on the side of the road, on a run like he’s not a criminal. Free to come and go as he pleases.”
“Today was the first time you’ve seen him?” Mark questions.
I sigh. “I spent my summer hidden away in hopes I would never have to see the face that reminds me of my greatest nightmare.”
He takes my hand in his and rubs his thumb along mine. “You’re safe here.”
“I needed to tell someone,” I admit, my voice stitched with sadness.
“It’s okay,” Mark whispers in my ear and my muscles slowly untangle.
We watch the remainder of the movie in silence. Baby offers to carry a watermelon when I feel Mark’s fingers running through my hair until they reach the ends. He plays with the strands, wrapping the brown tendrils around his fingers before releasing his hold to continue the same pattern.
“Hey kids,” Diane cheers loudly, as she enters the room. 
I jump up from the couch, putting distance between Mark and me. Giving Diane any reason to dislike me isn’t what I intend to do.
She smiles at me, then narrows her gaze at her son. I see the wheels turning in her head as she skims her blue eyes between the two of us. I’m too busy staring at the pristine carpet to see the tray of two sandwiches, BBQ potato chips, and chocolate chip cookies, not to mention, the four cans of Coke in her arms.
“You’ve outdone yourself, Mom. Why the special treatment? All the other girls usually get a blank stare and a snotty head nod,” Mark declares. The laugh under his breath infiltrates the large room, showing their easy banter.
“The difference is, this one has class unlike the rest,” Diane states. “Her clothes are still on, too, so that’s an extra bonus point.” 
I can’t help the uncomfortable laugh that escapes my lips. This makes her smile grow larger. 
“We aren’t... We’re just...” I babble, completely flustered with the idea.
“Friends, Mom. Kennedy and I are just friends.” Mark beams at my innate ability to fumble over my words. “You need to calm down. Mom’s not under any impression that I’m a saint.”
“Hang around with her a little longer and you just might be. Now, I have to go to the country club to whip the decorator into shape. You two behave. Mark, that’s directed at you, and Kennedy, please, come back again. Even if Mark’s a giant asshole, you’re always welcome.” Diane winks at me and I can’t help but feel she’s someone most girls should strive to be.
“Thanks a lot, Mom.” Mark screams at her, even though she’s walking out the front door.
We eat in silence, taking small breaks to sip our Cokes. I feel a strange sense of comfort in Mark’s home. His mother is soft and carefree. She loves Mark and his brothers, judging by the pictures hanging on every wall and sitting on any available surface. There’s an easiness to their relationship. Not everyone is as lucky as Mark. Some people don’t have the luxury of a doting mother and a supportive father. Some people have to fight for their lives every day.
I’m right in the middle. Loving parents with little to worry about.
Graham, on the other end, holds on for dear life, just trying to survive.
I didn’t realize how hard life must be for him until I saw the way Mark lives.
Graham isn’t mine to worry about anymore. I have to keep reminding myself.
“Kennedy?” Mark coaxes me from my thoughts, tracing a gentle finger across my hand. “You were zoning out there for a second.” He touches my shoulder, gently massaging my strained muscles.
I glance around the room, my unshed tears fighting for release. Signs of love are everywhere my eyes fall. 
“You’re just very blessed. I see why you don’t want to move away from here once school’s done. I hope you realize everyone’s not as lucky as you.” 
He nods slowly, trying to understand.
The memory of Graham riddles every experience I have. Even now, in this beautiful, love filled home, all I can think is how unfair life can be. There are people with much harder situations than the rest of us. People who deserve better and should be allowed a little bit of solace from the nightmare they have to endure at the hands of the ones who are supposed to love them. 
Convincing myself the best thing for me is to leave Graham in my wake hasn’t been the easiest plan to execute. From afar, I keep a watchful eye on him. If I don’t, then who will? Only a handful of people know about his life with his father. In my heart, I hold the same fears I did last year. I know there’s a possibility I could be living in a world where Graham no longer exists, and I can’t wrap my head around that.
Graham and I are no longer privy to each other. We aren’t a package deal, and slowly, it’s sinking in that he and I will never be what we thought we would become. 
A smile forms on my lips as my eyes fall over Mark, even as tears sting my eyelids.
“You have a beautiful smile, Ken.” Mark sighs. “I don’t know how you managed to sneak by all of us for as long as you did, but I’m disappointed I didn’t notice you sooner.”
“You’re making this hard on me.” Sitting upright, I pull the hair tie off my wrist and throw my hair up in a messy bun. Mark takes a few of the loose strands and twists them around the mass of hair on top of my head. 
A confident smirk forms on Mark’s lips. He leans forward, and for a split second, I believe he’s going to kiss me. Lips like Mark’s have the ability to make me forget, and that’s what I need right now, to forget. My eyes shut on instinct. My tongue peeks out to wet my lips in anticipation, but I don’t feel his softness budding up against mine like I expect.
My eyelids flutter open, just as Mark leans in to close the gap between our bodies. “I need to make myself clear. If I kiss you again, when I kiss you, it’ll be because you can’t take it one more second. The idea of not having me touch you will be unbearable. You’re going to get there, Kennedy, but I can’t take something that’s not mine, and you and I both know you aren’t mine yet.”
“Yet...” I whisper, in understanding. 
Mark’s words cause my breath to stagger. My stomach flutters as I look at him, really see him, maybe for the first time, and I understand what he means now with his promises. 
Mark has this easiness to him. He doesn’t come with complications. I’m beginning to realize that sometimes easy is more comforting than the uncertainty of your first love. Graham may be the first guy to teach me what love looks and feels like, achingly to the depths of my bones, but maybe Mark’s meant to teach me something more important. 
Maybe he’s supposed to show me what it means to truly move on.



Chapter Twelve
Graham
The months pass by, and before I can blink, a chill is in the air and Christmas music plays in the stores. My time is swallowed by baseball, avoiding Mark and Kennedy, and wasting hours with Kacey.
Ever since she approached me outside of the auditorium, we’ve sort of been attached. We are something, but I will never categorize us as a real couple. I have plans to get the hell out of this town. Some underclassman holding me down isn’t in my plans.
For the last month, Mark and Kennedy have been a package deal. He always finds some subtle way to touch her. Reminding myself it’s none of my business is a true test of my restraint. Every Monday, we see each other in the batting cage, but other than that, we keep our distance. 
Amanda has pointed out that I live two different lives. One is hopelessly wrapped up in Kennedy, and the other is doing everything to convince me that going back to my wicked ways is how I can prove I’m over our relationship. 
Amanda has kept her distance, only showing up at the occasional party. Her clothes are less provocative and her make-up more subtle. It’s a different Amanda all together, as she keeps to herself. There’s been no talk of her in the locker room. I try to approach her, ask her what’s going on, but she’s brushed me off ever since our conversation when she put me in my place. 
I’ve had to reprogram myself as I navigate our new situation. Kennedy isn’t someone I need to consume my life. She no longer holds every piece of me, making every day a little easier. Some days, I find her watching me. She checks my body to make sure I’m free of any marks. After she’s done perusing my visible skin, she looks away with a near absent smile. 
What she doesn’t know is that my father has gotten smarter. After leaving noticeable evidence of his abuse on my mom, he now strikes only where clothes will cover. Kennedy may be watching me, but she can’t see my pain when I move after being kicked in the ribcage the night before or know I’ve slept in my car more than a few times. Coach may have let me crash during the summer, but I’m too embarrassed to go there with school started.
“What are you daydreaming about, babe?” Kacey asks with a sweet smile. She breaks me out of the Kennedy-induced stupor.
My hand grabs hers on the center console of my car. 
“Baseball. I’m ready for the season to start,” I fib, a forced smile on my face.
“Don’t lie to me, Graham. I know that face. I’ve seen it enough the past month to know that you’re thinking about her.” Kacey’s eyes soften.
I scratch my head, then turn toward her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Kacey. Kennedy and I haven’t talked in months. She isn’t relevant.”
Her laughter fills the small space. “Graham, I love that you’re trying to pretend for me, but you don’t need to. I know what we are and I know what we aren’t. There’s no impression that we’ll ride off into the sunset together.”
I turn towards Kacey, my eyes narrowed.
She shrugs. “I like spending time with you, that’s all. When you leave after graduation, I doubt we’ll ever speak again, but until then, I just want to soak you up.”
“Because I’m Graham Black?” The insecurity is clear in my voice.
“I may appear to be a ditzy blonde, but I’m not that shallow, Graham.” She shakes her head, folds her arms over her chest, and shifts toward the window.
I scrub my hand down my face and groan. “I didn’t mean it like that. No one has been genuine with her intentions with me. Everyone always wants to be with me for my name, my reputation.”
“Not everyone,” Kacey whispers, fidgeting in the seat. 
I park on the side of the dark road. Close to thirty people mill around with drinks in their hands. Their subconscious tells them to sway to the loud music.
For the last few months, people have been using Old 97 as a racetrack. The different dips and turns make it dangerous. The drivers have to pray they’re in the lead or slow down to make sure the turns don’t take both cars out at the dead end.
I turn to face the gorgeous blonde and intertwine our fingers. I find a certain comfort in Kacey. Without knowing how, she’s become my saving grace. 
I know why Kacey said what she did. With good reason, Kennedy intimidates her.
“It’s you and me, okay?” I nod my head in encouragement. 
“Okay,” Kacey whispers. She eyes her purse on the floor.
I lean over the center console, placing my lips against hers. The kiss is simple and gentle. 
“What was that for?” Her smile grows as her lips draw from mine.
“You’re adorable,” I answer.
A soft blush dances onto her cheeks. She picks her bag off of the floor and twirls in my direction. “Are you racing tonight?”
“I’m not sure. Caleb and Dan want to race.”
I’ve never been out here, but the excitement in Kacey’s voice makes me want to get behind the wheel and take my chances. It’s reckless and I know I should live my life with caution, but I want to feel my blood pump through my veins.
I circle the car as Kacey’s long legs slide out her door. I can’t believe how gorgeous she is. It’s easy to get lost in all her beauty. Her long, dirty blonde hair and legs go on for days. I can’t keep my eyes off her. 
Kacey’s hand reaches for me, and I pull her to my side. 
“I think you should race,” she encourages.
“We’ll see, babe,” I whisper in her ear. My lips graze her temple.
Near the starting line, everyone turns in our direction as we approach. Most of them are used to seeing Kacey and me together. The girls had the biggest problem with her, throwing daggers whenever the chance arose. She’s strong. Even though she’s younger than the rest of our group, she can hold her own.
“Hey man,” Dan yells. His outstretched hand offers a beer.
I accept the familiar blue can. “How long have you all been out here?” 
“Couple hours.” Dan looks to Kacey. “Hey, Kacey, thirsty?” He reaches into his cooler for another beer and offers it to her.
Kacey shakes her head. She’s not a drinker, which is nice for me because I always have someone to drive me. Lately, that’s been the case. There have been more parties in the last month than all summer. More than a few times, Dan has escorted me to a spare bedroom to let me sober up. Wrong as it may be, alcohol helps soften the blows of life that seem to come my way.
“Everyone out tonight?” I ask.
“Just about. Mark and Kennedy aren’t here yet. Violet’s running around here somewhere.” Dan’s eyes stay fixated on his can. He’s avoiding me.
I slap him on the shoulder. “Relax, its fine. I’m not going to shatter from just hearing her name.” 
Dan glances between Kacey and me. “You really moved on then?” he asks. The sadness in his voice makes me want to laugh. Violet doesn’t call him a teddy bear for no reason.
“It’s what you do.” I turn my attention to Kacey. 
Kennedy isn’t a topic that needs to be discussed in front of her. 
“Let’s go find Caleb and see if there’s room for you to race,” Kacey suggests, dragging me away from him.
“You’re going to race?” Dan shouts. “Are you sure about that?” 
I twist to see Dan’s raised eyebrows. His lack of faith pisses me off.
“I’ll be okay, Mom,” I joke.
I guide Kacey through the thick group of friends. Several guys shout out their hellos while the girls, noting our locked fingers, glare at Kacey with jealousy.
We find Caleb near the edge of the crowd on the hood of his sleek, shiny, midnight black Mustang. White racing stripes run down the sides. He’s our starting quarterback, large in build, and made of muscle and the type of person you want on your side when things go down, on and off the field.
Becky steps beside Caleb as he pushes off the car. Her eyes meet mine before sliding down my body. They shift to Kacey and rolls before she storms off in a huff. 
Caleb watches her stalk away before turning back to me. “She’ll cool off soon. She’s still pissed about how things went down,” he answers the unasked question. 
Since the morning she woke up in my sheets and I bolted, we haven’t talked. She acts as if I made her a promise, but that night wasn’t the first time we hooked up. 
“I’m sure you’re helping her along with that.” I laugh. 
He shakes his head. “I like her. It’s not like that,” he confesses, only loud enough for Kacey and me to hear. He bumps his fist against mine. 
“I get it. There room for me to race tonight?” Kacey snuggles closer to me, and I smirk down at her.
“I wasn’t aware that you were into racing?” Caleb narrows his eyes. “If you’re down to go last, then there’s room. Dan’s competitive ass wants to race me, so we’re up first. I’m sure I can find someone willing to race that piece of junk you call a car.”
The piece of junk he refers to is a fully loaded 2015 BMW M3 Coupe with a gorgeous silver finish. She’s beautiful, sleek, and purrs when I drive her. This car is the one I’ve dreamt about, and this summer, my grandfather delivered it with a shiny red bow. 
“One of these days, you’ll have to put your money where your mouth is and let me race you.” I nod towards his car.
“You might not survive your first race, and I haven’t lost once. I don’t plan to,” Caleb threatens. 
“Tell me when and where to be tonight. I shouldn’t be hard to find.” I turn away from him.
“So, you get to race tonight?” Kacey jumps up and down on the balls of her feet. A cute squeal releases from her throat as she jumps into my arms. My hands rest on her ass, holding her to me. As the wind blows her hair into my face, I move it to one side, exposing her neck. My lips gingerly graze over her skin.
An audible intake of breath catches my attention. I look up to see Kennedy a few steps away. Our eyes meet for the first time in weeks, and I have to remind myself to breathe. She looks beautiful with her brown hair braided to one side over her shoulder. I’d give anything to touch the few loose tendrils. Even in the dark night, her blue eyes shine bright with fear, lust, and hatred. 
Dammit. 
Kacey wiggles, a silent demand to let her down. I kiss her cheek and walk towards Dan and his ample supply of beer. I toss my empty can into the bed of his truck. 
“Hand me another.” I clap my hands together. 
Dan rubs the back of his neck as he watches me. “Are you sure you want to do that if you’re trying to race tonight?” He reaches into the cooler and pulls out a beer.
“What is with everyone questioning what I do? I’m capable of making decisions on my own. You don’t need to breathe down my neck.” 
“Are you?” Dan’s eyes widen in challenge. 
“Fuck you, Dan. I’m fine.” I snatch the can from his grasp and lift my chin.
“Keep telling yourself that.” Dan scoffs.
I disappear into the crowded darkness. Caleb is back on the hood of his car. Kacey and Becky are beside him talking. As I walk closer, Becky’s full smile stretches. 
This isn’t going to be good.
“Hey, Graham. Kacey and I are getting to know each other,” Becky shouts with a sneer plastered on her face. 
“I bet you are, Beck.” I lean over to whisper in Kacey’s ear. “You okay?”
“I’m okay, Graham. Don’t worry about me,” Kacey says. “I can handle snarky girls.”
I take a long pull from my beer. The amber liquid cools my throat. “I know you can.” I’m proud to stand by her side, but even so, I look around the crowd for the familiar face I’ve been forcing myself to forget.
As the night wears on, Kacey and I keep our distance from the main crowd. Almost everyone comes to stand by my car at different times. The conversation is nothing significant and lulls in comparison to the things Kacey whispers in my ear. 
I jump into the driver’s side and start the engine. Kacey stands along the side of the road where Caleb’s car cools down from his win against Dan. I reverse into an open spot. Gently closing the door to my car, I turn to see Violet a few steps away from me. With her hands on her hips, she closes the space to trap me against my own car.
She jabs her bony finger into my chest. “What is your problem?” Violet whispers.
My hands fly up, shielding me from her assault. “What are you all fired up about?” I ask, smiling down at her. 
Violet’s arms cross over her chest as she watches me. “Don’t be cute with me. Kennedy was fine until her eyes locked on you. What did you do, flash one of your pretty little smiles? Wink at her? Because she’s been in a funk ever since Kacey jumped into your arms.”
“Why is it you assume Kennedy’s in a ‘funk’ because of me?” I throw up finger quotes as I repeat Violet’s sentiment.
“You’re the only person on this planet who can drive that girl mad, so I’m only assuming that history’s repeating itself.”
“Can you keep your voice down?” I demand. My body slides away from Violet’s small frame. I’m in no mood to deal with her tonight.
A hand reaches out, grabs my arm, and spins me around. “Seriously? Leave her be. She’s finally getting her life under control. She doesn’t need you to destroy it again.”
“I haven’t talked to her in over a month. I’m giving her space. She’s clearly moved on, so why the inquisition when I haven’t done anything wrong? I’m doing what she needs,” I argue, grabbing another beer from the cooler beside the car next to mine.
“You’re both fucking idiots.” She walks away, but glances back to where I’m frozen in shock. “She’ll never move on. Kennedy may never admit it, but you’re what she needs.”
“I’ve moved on, too.”
Violet looks over to where Kacey stands. Her eyes bounce back and forth between us. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
Polishing off the remainder of my beer, I grab another one, popping the top before I wrap my arm around Kacey’s hip.
“Everything okay?” Kacey asks. Sweetness drips from her tongue.
“It will be.” I tip the can toward the sky and finish it in four large chugs.
Until I hear Caleb announce my race, I spend the hour with Kacey wrapped around me.
“Get your ass over here, Black,” Caleb yells from the middle of the dirt road.
Kacey’s hands unravel from around me.
“I’m coming,” I shout.
She slides down the hood of my car. As her feet land on the grass, she wraps her arm around my waist. “Be safe. You drank more than you should have,” she reminds me, a sincere smile on her face.
Her soft, full lips find mine, and before I know it, her mouth opens for me. Kacey and I have never kissed like this. Everything between us has been innocent flirting, with kisses few and far between. Our contact ends, and I drop her to her feet. I don’t know what I’m searching for as I look in her eyes. 
“Unlatch from the sophomore and get your ass behind the wheel.” Caleb waves at me over Kacey’s shoulder.
I find a safe spot for Kacey, reluctantly, beside Becky. As I make my way to the start line, I glance out the window to see Kennedy’s eyes trained on me, taking in everything her stare lands on. Her head shakes side to side, and her eyes speak the silent words between us.
My foot feels heavy on the gas pedal. I stretch my neck side to side, forward, and then back to ease my anxiety. With false confidence, I rev the engine and then idle beside my opponent. 
Dan stands in front of the two cars, his hand raised in the air. The purr of the engines is music to my ears, prepping me for what’s to come. I anticipate Dan’s signal, so when it comes, I slam my foot down on the gas.
I’m off, driving into oblivion with zero visibility. I find happiness in every second of it. The potholes nearly knock me off course when my tires hit them. Now I understand Caleb’s reluctance to let me race. This isn’t easy, straight forward racing. There’s no even ground beneath the rubber, and the wetness from the rain makes keeping control impossible. Because of the beer, my vision blurs as I approach the deadly turn.
Tyler and I are neck and neck, and he doesn’t appear to be slowing. I teeter between the gas pedal and my brake. At the last opportunity, I take the outside, almost slamming my driver’s side into Tyler’s passenger mirror. My front tire slips on the edge of the forest. Tyler slows down just as I speed up, allowing me to pass. 
My foot meets the gas pedal with determination. Through the last half of the race, I control the car with ease until my car rushes across the finish line. I maneuver into park, and without bothering to turn off the engine, I step out of the car. Kacey’s arms find purchase around my waist as soon as the crowd parts for her. 
I revel in the attention like I’ve never won anything, when, in reality, it’s the exact opposite. This is nothing new to me. I bask in their praises, smiling down at Kacey. She kisses me on the cheek, and for a split second, I believe I’ve won. It isn’t until the crowd parts further that I know I’ve lost.
You can feel the anticipation in the air, thick with anger and tension as Kennedy storms towards me. Kacey takes a few steps back.
“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” Kennedy shouts, shoving her hands into my chest. “You can’t be this fucking stupid.” Her open palm slaps me across the face. “You can’t be this fucking stupid, Graham.”



Chapter Thirteen
Kennedy
As Graham gets behind the wheel of his car, my stomach twists in unpredictable ways. Mark assures me he’ll be okay, without me even having to ask. His arm slips over my shoulder to pull me close to his side.
Mark has this innate ability to tell when I’m going into panic mode. He says it’s in my eyes. They tell him everything he needs to know.
Since the day we skipped class, we’ve taken slow steps to forge forward in our relationship. Mark’s made his intentions clear, but he understands my heart isn’t free of Graham. 
Like a glass of water in the desert, a part of me yearns for Graham. The other part, the side wrapped up in Mark, knows first love doesn’t necessarily have to be my last. As humans, we are capable of moving on. 
That part of me showed up with Mark tonight. I’m not afraid to admit having his attention and protection eases my mind. 
At the edge of the dirt road, I train my eyes on the pair of taillights. Time stands still, and inside, I scream. I’m ready to go to war as heat promenades beneath my skin. Headlights appear over the small hill, and the chatter slows to a dull roar. 
When Mark reaches around my waist to pull me back from the raceway, I push his hand away. Graham crosses the finish line, and everyone rushes his car. His smile is proof that he soaks in every small compliment.
Before I can direct them to stop, my feet carry me through the crowd. People move as if they know I’m here for a reason, and it’s not to kiss his ass like the rest of them. With his ankles crossed, he leans against the car.  
“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” I scream. “You can’t be this fucking stupid.” My hand snaps forward until it connects with his cheek. “You can’t be this fucking stupid, Graham.” 
The crowd halts their exit to watch our drama unfold. He’s stunned silent. Dan shouts for everyone to get in their cars, to get the hell out of here, that there’s nothing for them to see anymore. 
I’m grateful. A mixture of emotions swims in Graham’s eyes. There’s too much to decipher.
“Are you done now?” Graham shields himself with his hands.
I bury my fingers deep in my hair. “Not even fucking close. What are you thinking? You could have killed yourself, Graham.” 
Graham moves to the hood of his car and twists to face me. “We both know you aren’t worried about me, Ken.”
My eyes narrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I question.
“It doesn’t fucking matter. What matters is you losing your shit and slapping me across the face. I get that enough at home, Kennedy. I don’t need it from you, too.”
At his honesty, my eyes shut. The crickets chirping and the wind in the trees are a distraction. At this moment, if I look at him, tears will fall.
I messed up.
My eyes open, and I reach out to him. “Graham...” I whisper. 
My hand grazes his arm and his body jerks away from mine. As I take the final step to him, Graham acknowledges me with a deep breath. 
“Don’t ever lay your hands on me again, Kennedy.” His hands find comfort on the top of his head, his fingers intertwined. He faces me, and the corners of his lips turn down as he tries to control his erratic breathing. Graham’s eyes are red, full of unshed tears. 
“I’m allowed to be angry. I’m allowed to lose my shit when you’re reckless like that.”
“What are you talking about? I’m invincible. Nothing can touch me.” Graham scowls, his tone tart. His hands fall from his head and he laughs.
Please, let him be joking.
“You’re a damn fool if you honestly believe you’re invincible. After everything that’s happened, I hope you’ve figured that much out at least. At some point, it’s all going to come tumbling down on you, and I’m not sure I can stick around to watch it happen,” I confess, believing the finality of my words.
Graham rolls his eyes. “Go find Mark. I’m sure he’s waiting for you to wrap those long, dancer legs around him.” 
I know this game. He won’t have to try as hard this time to push me away.
“Go fuck yourself, Graham. At least Mark didn’t drink himself into a stupor, and then run me over. At least he’s been by my side this whole time, while you’ve been burying yourself in different girls. At least Mark sees something in me worth having,” I scream, slamming my finger into my chest. All my pent up anger boils over. “You only think about yourself. You haven’t learned anything from last year. I didn’t lie all this time to everyone I love for you to be the same reckless, selfish, son of a bitch you were that night.”
I swipe the back of my hand across my face to clear the overwhelming tears.
“What did you just say?” a familiar, soft voice whispers. 
Violet. 
Graham’s body stills, and I search his face for answers. With his eyes cast to the ground, refusing to meet my gaze, I take a few steps until our toes touch.
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper, for him alone to hear. “I’m so sorry.”
“Kennedy, what are you talking about?” Mark shouts. 
I lean around Graham and see Mark’s wide eyes and agape mouth. He already knows the answer and there’s no need to answer his question. There’s no hiding the truth anymore. 
I slip my hands in my pockets. “Mark, it’s not...”
“You son of a bitch,” Mark bellows. His voice echoes throughout the trees. 
With determined steps, Mark crashes into Graham’s back. Graham takes the brunt of the collision on his forearms. Mark straddles him, his fists recklessly connecting with Graham’s face. I scream for Mark to get off him, but he doesn’t listen to my pleas. My voice grows hoarse. Violet wraps her arm around me, pulling me back. Mark hails punch after punch at Graham, who takes every hit as if he deserves it.
I break free from Violet’s hold to separate them. Strong hands lift me from the ground, and I kick, not caring who holds me.  
“You have to stop him,” I demand when Dan finally puts me down. “He’s not even fighting back.” Tears stream down my face as I shriek.
“Graham’s not fighting back because he knows he deserves what’s coming to him.” Dan’s eyes soften with his sincerity.
“No he doesn’t. It was me,” I yell. “It was me.” 
My admission is loud enough to break Mark’s blind rage. His fist cocked back mid-punch, he twists towards me. I shake my head and look to the ground. 
“It was me. I told him to walk away that night.” I peer down into his eyes.
Mark jumps off Graham and wipes his bloody fist on his jeans. As he stands in front of me, he cups my cheeks, an eyebrow raised in question. “You told him to go after he ran you over? Why would you do that?” 
Graham stands, a glimmer of relief in his eyes shrouded by defeat. Dan’s right. He took the shots as a punishment. He thought he deserved each and every one.
“Because, even then, I knew Graham was special,” I confess, turning to inspect every inch of Graham’s body and fighting the urge to fix him. “Because he deserves better than this town.”
“How could you not tell me?” Violet’s voice breaks. “I’m your best friend and you couldn’t even tell me. You didn’t bother to confide in me, letting this asshole walk around like he’s some saint, when in reality, he could’ve killed you.” Violet’s finger points at Graham. The hurt in both their eyes is evident.
“It’s complicated. No one would have understood. You guys... you don’t understand,” I stammer. This was supposed to be our secret. 
Dan stands next to Violet. “Let’s get going, Vi. I think everyone needs a breather.” A sad smile adorns his face as he looks amongst our group. 
Violet turns her back, making her way towards Dan’s truck without glancing to where I stand.
Dan’s large hand rests on my shoulder. “You going to be okay?” he asks. 
“I’ll be fine,” I reassure him. “Get Violet home safe, please.”
“I can do that.” Dan turns his gaze to Graham. “I’ll make sure Kacey gets home, man. I think you have more important things to hash out.”
Graham’s hand raises to give his thanks. My eyes dart between the two guys left standing beside me. Mark’s stare is frantic, still riled up from his fight with Graham. As it falls on me, a softness shines behind his blue irises. 
Mark nods to his Jeep. “I’ll be waiting. Take as much time as you need.” With only a handful of steps taken, he turns to face Graham and me again. “We may be friends, and you know I love you like you’re my own brother, but stay the fuck away from her.”
“Mark!” I cringe at his blatant attempt to put Graham in his place. 
I watch Mark’s back retreat until the dome light illuminates his face and fades to darkness.
A foot of space separates Graham and me. His hand rubs across his forehead and down over his eyes, stopping on his jawline. 
“He’s good for you,” Graham mutters, kicking the dirt before looking between Mark’s Jeep and me.
“I’m only worried about you right now.” An extra step closes the remaining gap between us.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.” Graham shakes his head.
“No one was ever supposed to know.” I reach out and he allows me to grab his hand.
“And now they do.” Graham’s shoulders lift slightly.
“What now?” I speculate.
“They won’t tell a soul if you ask them not to. Our secret’s safe,” Graham deadpans. He jerks his hand from mine as if the contact burns him to the bones. “You all can go back to your lives. I’ll be fine.” 
Cursing Graham’s name under my breath, I stomp to the Jeep. The heat of my anger makes me want to punch something.
“Kennedy, wait,” Graham shouts. His words stop me a few feet from Mark’s passenger side door, and I spin to see him run toward me.
“For what, Graham? Because what I’m waiting on will never happen.”
Graham’s arms fly up from his sides, and he lets out an audible groan. “What do you want from me?” 
“That’s a loaded question coming from you and you know that.” My head shakes with fury.
“Just answer the damn question.” 
On their own accord, my feet move until I stand inches from Graham. “Fine. I want you to look at me like you used to. Like your world started and ended with me. Remember that? I want you to protect yourself from everything that threatens your talent and your impossibly bright future. I want you to want me as much as I want you, but you’ve made it crystal clear that’s not going to happen.”
“You’re with Mark now,” Graham states, like it’s that easy of an answer.
“I would drop anything for you, but you aren’t willing to do the same for me. I can’t sit around and wait for you to catch up.”
I turn to Mark’s car again and reach for the handle. My fingers halt before I lift it. As I turn to face him once again, I know I said the right thing. He needs to know he’ll always be my first choice, but a person can only hold on for so long before she breaks.
“Take care of yourself, Graham, because I’m done.” My heavy shoulders shrug. “It’s my turn to walk away from you,” I sob, wiping the few tears that sneak by my restraint. 
“I never meant to hurt you.” Graham’s eyes lock on mine.
“That doesn’t matter because you did anyway, Graham.”
Leaving him on that dirt road is the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I can’t be held back by someone who drags himself through the mud. I have a life to live that goes beyond the four corners of this small town.
“You okay?” Mark whispers, taking my hand as I slide into the car.
“I will be,” I answer with honesty. 
As my head rests against the cold glass, I stare out of the passenger window. Mark’s strong hand covers mine, his fingers tucked softly within my own. 
“I’ll take you home.” Turning his music up a notch, Mark focuses on the road. 
I don’t listen to the lyrics, but the melody engulfs me. It drowns me in my own sadness, and I’m barely able to reach a place of comfort in my mind to relieve the burn aching in my chest.
Mark pulls into my driveway and pushes the gearshift into park as he removes his seatbelt. His body turns until he faces me and leans forward to gain my attention. I gaze at Mark for something, I don’t know what, but I think I find it in his tender eyes. 
“What happened back there, everything you heard, needs to stay between us,” I whisper.
“Why are you protecting him, Kennedy?” Mark pleads, his free hand waving in the air with frustration.
“I can’t give up on him. Graham’s not who he’s supposed to be, and I know that’s not for me to decide, but I will not play any part in destroying him.”
“You don’t give up on the ones you love.” Mark’s smile half-heartedly shifts onto his face. “I get it, but he doesn’t deserve your devotion.”
“Graham’s one of your best friends, and he doesn’t need you to turn your back on him because you suddenly find yourself pining over me. Graham’s a good guy who’s been dealt a shit hand. He’s made his fair share of bad decisions, but punishing him for them any more than he punishes himself is cruel.”
“I can’t begin to understand what you and Graham have been through, and I’m not sure I want to, but if what you need from me is to pretend that what I overheard tonight didn’t happen, then I will. Because I’m not pining over you, Kennedy. I’m full blown wrapped up.” His smile grows with his confession.
“You should talk to him,” I suggest. “Graham’s been your friend for a long time. He may not deserve my devotion, but he deserves you to be there for him.”
Mark’s fingers brush through my hair. “How can someone who’s been through hell and back be as forgiving and compassionate as you are?” His eyes soften as he tilts his head to the side.
“I’m not forgiving for just anyone. Some will never earn my forgiveness, but Graham isn’t one of those people.” 
Mark’s hand falls from my head. His distance settles in the deepest part of my heart. I lean against the headrest and look out into the dark yard.
Mark clears his throat before he speaks. “He’s never going to be gone, is he?” 
I turn to find Mark’s eyes wide with recognition. We watch each other for several minutes. 
I close my eyes and answer. “No, not fully. I don’t know, maybe.” My confusion leaks through every word.
“Fair enough.” Mark mutters, placing a soft kiss on my cheek.
I watch him drive away until his headlights are a distant memory. The stress of the night barrels down on me. Every muscle in my body screams out for relief. The front steps become my haven as I look up at the night’s sky. 
My mind wanders to what I know with Graham and what I’m beginning to feel with Mark. The love in my heart that surrounds Graham, I will never deny. 
And then there’s Mark. 
The truth is, my heart’s in a constant battle between the two of them. 
*****
In the morning, I wake with a clear mind. Without opening my eyes, I know I’m not alone. A deep breath is all I need to inhale his scent. My eyes flutter open with excitement. I don’t try to hide the smile on my face. 
“Why are you here?” 
“I tried calling all morning,” Mark whispers. “How are you still sleeping?” His hand finds my calf, squeezing it in a gentle, playful gesture.
Frantic to find the clock on my bedside table, I sit straight up in the bed. “What time is it?” I’m still in my clothes from last night.
“Noon.” He reaches for the loose curl around my face and tucks it behind my ear. “You’re gorgeous in the morning.” His fingers wrap around the strands. His eyes shine with admiration as I lean into his touch. “Even with messy hair.”
“Mark...” His name rolls off my tongue like a prayer.
“We should do something fun today.” He jumps off the bed and walks to my door before turning toward me with a sincere, painfully adorable smile on his lips. 
“What do you have in mind?” I ask, pulling the blankets from my lap.
He pats my leg and stands from the bed. “Get dressed. We’ll figure something out together.”
I hear the meaning behind his words, loud and clear. 
Together. 
Mark and my parents’ laughter soon fill my room. I pull my hair into a messy bun, apply a thin layer of mascara, and throw on clean clothes to spend the day with Mark. Everything seems to be falling into place.



Chapter Fourteen
Graham
Yesterday, I hid behind a stupid magazine rack at the grocery store to hide from Violet. I was ready to ditch my pack of gum and energy drink in the name of invisibility. I’ve been using the old duck and weave tactic to avoid my friends. To be under their scrutiny is unbearable. 
Instead, I’ve spent the last handful of days playing video games with Kacey, hiding out from the world. We’ve eaten junk food, laughed, and made-out a little bit. It’s a nice feeling, and on some sick level, I understand Kennedy’s situation with Mark. 
That doesn’t mean I like it.
“I’m going to kick your ass,” Kacey squeals from the bed. My character roundhouse kicks hers in the gut, proving her effort to beat me at Mortal Combat is admiral, but pointless. “How do you do that?”
I shrug in the most nonchalant way. 
“No, seriously. We aren’t leaving this room until I beat you.” Kacey throws an unopened bag of chips at me. She leans on her knees, her eyes determined as she watches the video.
“I don’t know how I do it,” I say as my character knocks out Kacey’s.
“Oh my god! You just push a bunch of buttons like a goddamn lunatic and still manage to beat me, while I’m over here strategically setting up moves?” She throws her Xbox controller and growls.
“Are you pissed?” I laugh at the way her face is scrunched and fall back on the mattress.
“I don’t like losing.” Kacey jumps from the bed and paces.
“Well, we have that in common.” I smirk.
“I could tell that by the way you raced the other night.” Kacey spins and points at me.
My spine tightens at the mention of that night. As much time as we’ve spent together, Kacey hasn’t brought it up yet. I’ve managed to avoid the treacherous subject until now. 
“Graham...” Kacey begins. I hear the determination behind that one single word. “Are we ever going to talk about what happened?” Kacey circles the bed until she’s in front of me.
“Can we not?” I protest. My gaze lands on her knees.
“Or we can,” Kacey insists, a cute smirk on her face. She knows she’s going to win.
“What do you want to know?” 
“I overheard the yelling, you know? But I couldn’t make any of it out. Next thing I know, Dan ushers me to his truck, and I’m being dropped off at home.” Kacey waves her hands in the air. “I expected my night to end a lot differently than leaving you in the arms of your ex-girlfriend.” She shoots me a determined look and digs her fists into her hips. She’s not going to budge on this. 
“Déjà vu,” I whisper.
Kacey crouches down in front of me. Her hands splay across my knees and her head tilts in question. “You’re hiding something.”
“I am, and it’s a secret I would’ve taken to my grave if that night hadn’t happened.” I wish for it all to be a dream.
“So, I’m going to take a wild guess and say that Dan, Violet, and Mark all know this secret?” Kacey asks. 
I nod. 
“And since I’m not going to be a girlfriend who really matters in the grand scheme of things, I’m not privy to the same information as them.” Kacey nods as the reality of our situation sinks in.
“That’s not fair and you know it.” I push Kacey’s hands off my knees and stand. 
Her hands break her fall and she shrugs. “It’s the truth.”
I pace my room as she complains about us not being a couple and how Kennedy will always hold reign over every relationship I have. 
Blah. Blah. Blah. 
“You don’t see it. You’re blinded.” Kacey speaks in a whisper. 
“You want to know the truth?” I shout when I can’t take it anymore. “Do you want to know the ugly, fucking truth? I ran Kennedy over that night. It wasn’t some stranger. It. Was. Me.” 
Kacey’s irritated sneer falls from her lips. She exhales a long breath. “That’s why she was upset to see you drinking a few beers, then getting behind the wheel to race. But how did you guys end up where you are now?” Kacey pries. Her eyes go soft as she watches me.
“It’s an easy story. Boy runs over girl. Girl forgives boy. They become quick friends, and without reason, they fall in love – hard – then stupid boy allows his world to engulf her, only for her to end up hurt again.”
Kacey brushes off my self-deprecation with a head shake. “Everything isn’t your fault, you know?”
“You’re starting to sound like Kennedy,” I offer as I leave Kacey in my bedroom. 
After our conversation, I think she finally understands that my and Kennedy’s situation is far more complicated than she’s able to comprehend and fix.
Monday, it hits me that I can’t use Kacey to avoid my friends’ questions. When I pull into the practice facility parking lot, Dan’s leaning against his truck waiting for me.
With it being winter break, the team has made an effort to get in some much needed batting practice. Lucky for us, we live in Tennessee. Not only is the weather cooperative most of the time, but we also have the luxury of indoor facilities if it’s raining, like today. 
“Hey,” I shout as I swing open my car door. 
“Quit avoiding my calls, man. Violet caught you dodging her at the store, too, by the way.” Dan laughs at my antics. “You knew we’d talk eventually.” 
“Yeah, but I was hoping to avoid it for as long as possible,” I admit. “Lay it on me.”
“I don’t have anything for you. I’ve just been wanting to make sure you’re okay.” Dan grabs his bag from the backseat before turning to me. “Kennedy filled me in, and once all the dust settled, I had to accept it. I don’t understand it, but it’s Kennedy’s life, her choice, not mine.”
I roll the sleeves of my shirt to my elbows. “I didn’t want to leave her that night.” 
“I know.” Dan slaps my shoulder in reassurance. “She told me that, too. Now, let’s go practice. I’m getting drenched out here.”
“Quit being a little bitch,” I joke. “You won’t melt.” 
Dan throws his arm over my shoulder and drags me by the neck into the building. 
In unison, we throw our bags on one of the benches outside the batting cages. After I take a few practice swings, Dan walks inside the fence. 
“So, have you made a decision yet?” Dan shouts. The sound system blares with a rock song I don’t recognize. His eyes never leave the pitching machine as he waits. He misses the first ball, but rockets the second one.
He doesn’t need to clarify what he’s talking about. It’s all any of us seniors talk about. College.
I take the offered bat from Dan. “That’s about the dumbest question you’ve ever asked. There’s only one decision.” I take his spot on the plate. 
I repeat the same ritual I’ve done a million times. It’s a baseball player thing. We all have one. I hit the plate twice with the bat, swing partially, swirl the bat just above my shoulder, swing all the way through, and then set up for the pitch. Athletes are notorious for superstitions, and I’m one of them. My eyes train on the machine. I wait for the pitch and swing until I feel the familiar vibration from the effortless connection.
I hand the bat back to Dan. He takes it, going through his own little dance, and then turns to me. “I just thought that you might still be considering Maryland or maybe UConn.” Dan smirks at me as he lets two pitches pass him.
“Will you stop with that crap? I know what you’re doing. Those were only options before. Now it’s off the table. End of story.” I exhale loudly as I pick up another bat and practice my swing. 
“Did you apply though? That’s the question.” Dan laughs, turning back towards the plate. He swings, knocking the ball across the cage.
“Shut the hell up.” I toss the metal bat against the fence.
Since he overheard Coach talking to me about Maryland and UConn, Dan has been making small comments about how beautiful it is in the spring or how well-crafted their baseball teams have been the past several seasons. Although Dan’s become one of my best friends, and he’s been my savior more times than I’d like to admit this past summer, I’d still like to kill him in moments like these.
“Isn’t Maryland coming in to scout Jacob Landers this year? Maybe if he gets accepted, we can be dorm buddies and make day trips to visit Kennedy together.” Dan’s laugh echoes through the building.
“Are you losing your goddamn mind? What does Jacob Landers have to do with Kennedy?” My eyes narrow.
“Jacob had his eye on Kennedy last year. He was at the party that night. He approached her and since you weren’t there, I had to shoo him off,” Dan discloses, handing me the bat.
“Jacob is a douche. Kennedy wouldn’t fall for his bullshit.” My grip on the bat is strong. I twist my hands against the metal, trying to subdue my anger. 
“She fell for yours.” Dan’s eyebrow raises in challenge.
I swing the bat in his direction, inches away from whacking him on the head. “I’m charming.”
“The only thing you’ve ever charmed is a pair of pants off a girl.”
“Are you looking to get your ass kicked?” I shake my head in disbelief. 
“You seriously can’t be this blind.” He grabs his water bottle, squirting some into his mouth.
I rest the bat on the ground. My palm leans against it for leverage. “I doubt Kennedy is the be-all, end-all for me.” 
“Who said anything about Kennedy? I’m talking about your shitty batting skills.”
“No, you weren’t,” I growl. “I know exactly what you’re talking about.” I swing at the pitch and miss the first two. It’s the third pitch when I hit the sweet spot. 
“One day you’re going to figure it out. I just hope it’s not too late for both of your sakes.” 
“Okay, Dr. Romance. What makes you think that Kennedy and I are supposed to be together?” 
Dan shakes his head. As he takes two large steps toward me, he throws his water bottle on the ground. “I’ve loved Violet since freshman year. I watched her from afar because I didn’t think I deserved someone as beautiful as her. Love isn’t hard, Graham. It’s easy to love someone.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about. Love is hard.” I turn away from him.
“Was it easy to fall in love with Kennedy?” Dan always asks the right questions.
I spin to face Dan. “That’s different.”
“No, it’s not. I watch her with Mark. I can already tell he’s invested himself in her, and you’re sitting here, letting him take what’s always been yours. It’s up to the two of you to fight for it. How is it you two are the only ones who don’t see it?” Dan argues. His eyes harden as he gawks at me.
“Mark doesn’t see it.” I groan and roll my eyes.
“Yes, he does. He just doesn’t care because Kennedy’s the type of girl you fight for.” With that, Dan turns back to the pitching machine. 
Kennedy’s the type of girl you fight for.
For the rest of practice, Dan drops the subject of Kennedy. That doesn’t mean she leaves my mind. That’s the problem. She never seems to leave my mind. I’ve managed to avoid her since the night on the dirt road, but with New Year’s Eve around the corner, it won’t be possible much longer. She won’t miss Dan’s party, and if the rumors are true, Mark will be by her side. 
Speak of the devil and he shall appear.
Mark drops his bag outside of the cage, swings the door open, and leans against the fence with a smile on his lips. My eyes narrow at him.
Why are you smiling, asshole? 
“You got plans tonight, Dan?” Mark shouts, as I put my bat in the bag. 
“Nothing planned. What about you, Graham? You got any plans?” Dan’s gaze darts between Mark and me. There’s a pleased gleam in his eyes, as if he’s waiting for a fight to break out between us.
“Nope.” My voice sounds more contrived than I intend. 
“Poker tonight, then.” Mark turns and addresses Dan, but his attention never shifts to me. He grabs his bag and flings it over his shoulder, and heads to where our cars are parked. 
As I walk by Dan, I smack him on the back of the head. 
His hand rubs the sore spot and glares at me.
“Poker, really? I just punched the guy and you want me to go play nice? You know exactly what that was for.”
“Why don’t you just tell him?” Dan tries diplomacy as a tactic. 
“Tell him what, exactly? Tell him that I don’t want his hands all over Kennedy. That every time I see them together it makes me want to hit someone or run away without looking back. Is that what I’m supposed to say?” My hands punch the air, and I pace back and forth, focused on the ground in front of me. I stop and look up at him. “I walked out on her, Dan. I. Left. Her. Not the other way around. She has every right to find happiness wherever she wants, and if Mark is what makes her happy, then I need to let her be.” 
Dan swings open the door to the cage with a shrug of his shoulder. He holds it open, and I walk through the opening with my own shoulders hung low in defeat. 
“Get in,” Dan demands as he leers at me over the top of his truck. 
I’m in no place to argue unless I want to have this conversation in the pouring rain, so I slide in and lean my head against the headrest.
“She’s happy, right?” I whisper. My eyes drift shut against the pain. It’s imperative that I know I made the right decision that night.
“She’s happy-ish,” Dan answers. The key turns in the ignition and the engine rumbles the bench seat. Heat radiates out of the vents. “She’s happy enough, but to know if she’s truly happy, you’d have to ask her yourself.”
“I can’t.” My head shakes in discouragement.
“Why not?”
“I can’t hear that she’s happy without me.” My head rolls on the headrest and my eyes open. He looks at me like I’ve grown an extra head. “What now, man?” 
“What if she isn’t happy?” Dan counters. “I can understand and respect your choices from last year. You think you’re the catalyst for everything bad in her world, but that girl loves you. She loves you even when she hates you.”
I allow Dan’s words to sink in before I step out of the truck. My bag flies out of my hand, barely making it into my car. With my forearms leaning on the closed trunk, the rain runs over my body, and I accept it with open arms. 
The drive home isn’t therapeutic like I hoped it would be. Without music to distract me and the rain thundering down on my windows, my mind goes to places it’s been avoiding. 
I push the gearshift into park and turn off the car. My head falls back onto the headrest. A knock on my passenger window jolts me from my misery. My mom crouches over to look inside the interior. Her eyes are sunken in and the heaviness on her shoulders is noticeable.
I swing the door open and step out. “Mom, what’s wrong?” My eyes never leave hers. 
“Your father... he’s coming home,” she answers.
“He’s not supposed to be home until the end of May,” I sigh. “I can’t deal with this shit right now.” I circle around her, leaving her alone in the driveway. 
I walk into my room and undress. A glance out the window overlooking the driveway shows my mom inching back until she’s leaning against the hood of my car. Frustration is evident in her hands running through her shoulder length hair.
With a shake of my head, I walk into my bathroom, turn the shower to hot, and step in. The water rains down on me and I wash all my worries down the drain. 
Kennedy.
Abuse.
My mother’s safety.
And I’m free to be who I’m supposed to be.
Whoever that is.



Chapter Fifteen
Kennedy
“Mark told me you’ve been dancing again,” Mrs. Whitmore says in a soft voice as she cuts up green peppers and tosses them into a large container.
Before batting practice, Mark texted, begging me to head to his house by five. Like always, I’m here, and he’s running late. There’s no complaint from me, though. Mrs. Whitmore is always good for conversation. She talks to me like I’m an equal and not some young girl who’s dating her son. 
“I have. It hasn’t been easy, but I’m getting closer to where I was last year.” A bright smile lights up my face. “I think I’m ready to start classes again. My dance instructor gave me a key to use the space after hours.”
Mrs. Whitmore extends the bowl to me in a silent offering. I reach across the island and grab a couple of pepper slices. 
“I don’t think you have anything to be uncomfortable about. Mark gushes about how amazing a dancer you are.” A large grin expands the width of her face. “Actually...” She snickers. “He gushes about you all the time.” 
Pink creeps up my cheeks, and she smiles at my embarrassment.
When the front door opens, we turn to the sound. I have the perfect vantage point to see Mark walk down the long hallway. He’s sweaty and his shirt sticks to his chest with the dampness soaking through the light gray fabric. As he walks into the kitchen, he throws his bag on an empty barstool and stands behind me. When his broad chest bumps against my shoulder blades, a shudder runs through my body. 
With his hands resting on each side of me, he leans down and whispers in my ear. “Hello, gorgeous.” Mark drops a kiss on my temple. A sigh from his mother makes us laugh. 
“Mom, the boys are coming over tonight for poker,” Mark announces. 
“I’ll make some snacks up.” Mrs. Whitmore washes a few more peppers before she cuts them up. She turns back towards us. “Your dad’s coming home tonight. I’ll convince him to go to the club for dinner. I know how rowdy you guys can be, and he’ll be in no mood to listen to you boys hootin’ and hollerin’,” Mrs. Whitmore offers with a smirk. She winks at me.
“You’re the best.” Mark beams as he rounds the kitchen island and kisses her on the cheek. His hand reaches around her to grab a pepper, popping it into his mouth as he grins over her shoulder at me. “Shower time.” Mark claps his hands together with his usual contagious enthusiasm. “Kennedy, you coming?”
“Marcus Bartholomew Whitmore.” Diane’s voice bellows through the kitchen, her mouth open in shock.
“Bartholomew?” I laugh, straight from my gut. “Your middle name is Bartholomew?” 
“Thanks a lot, mom,” Mark utters sarcastically. He comes around the island, pushing the stool beside me out of his way. His eyes focus on me. “You think that’s funny?” Mark reaches down and pulls me into his arms. Without much effort, I’m thrown over his shoulder, my ass straight in the air. 
“MARK!” I squeal, slapping his damp back. “Put me down. You’re all sweaty.”
Mark laughs as he walks us down the hall. 
I attempt to wiggle free, but his hold tightens around my waist. “I’ll see you later, Mrs. Whitmore.” I wave without a glance back at her. 
“See you, sweetheart,” she shouts back and giggles.
Mark smacks my ass, and I yelp as he takes two steps at a time. With a kick to his door, the knob bangs against the drywall. He tosses my helpless body on his king sized bed, and I sit up to look around the room.
“This isn’t what I expected,” I state, looking for something out of place. “It’s clean.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mark hisses. A smirk slides across his face. “Are you saying it should be dirty?” 
His look of unexpressed promises makes me shift around on the bed. I bite my bottom lip and take inventory of the distance between us. Two, maybe three steps will close the gap. 
“Kennedy.” He stands at the foot of the bed, looming over where I wait to see what he’ll do.
We’ve kept our distance. Plenty of times, I’ve thought he would lean in and kiss me, but it never happens. Mark hasn’t said it, but I know he’s afraid to overstep. He’s seen the way I retreat into myself.
If asked me three months ago if I would be desperate for Mark’s touch, I would’ve laughed. The idea of having anyone’s hands on me, other than Graham’s, pulled me into a numb panic. With Mark, it’s different. 
During our therapy sessions, Jackie’s asked about the people I surround myself with. She was reluctant at first, worried that I would use Mark to replace Graham. There was a lot of anger in those sessions. 
As he stands in front of me now, I look at him, and I don’t think that’s a possibility.
“Kennedy, you need to stop.” Mark brings one knee up on the end of the bed. The second follows close behind. His sweatpants stretch over his strong thighs, and my eyes move up his muscular form. I scoot back until I hit the headboard. “Ken, I know I’ve been a good boy lately, and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but seeing you in my bed, like this—” He gestures to my still body. “You’re driving me insane.”
Anticipation burns in my eyes. Before I can say anything, he splays me out beneath him. His strong body feels as if it floats above mine. Our eyes lock as his hand brushes loose hair out of my face. Desperate, my body wiggles beneath him, and I run my fingers through his hair. 
“Remember that day we skipped school and you told me you weren’t going to kiss me until I couldn’t stand it?” I trail my hands through his hair one more time, ghost them down his shoulders and sides, and rest them on his trim waist. 
“What about it?” Mark’s breath grows shallow.
“I can’t stand it anymore,” I beg through the release of a long, hot pant. 
Mark sits up and swings his legs off the side of the bed. I miss his warmth the moment it’s gone. He leans forward, his hands resting on his forehead. “Can we talk for a second?” Mark’s eyes cast down at his hands rubbing along his thighs. 
I straighten my shirt and take a spot next to him. “Mark, what’s wrong? Did I do something wrong?” 
“I just need to talk for a second, and being that close to you clouds my mind. What I want to talk about is going to make you uncomfortable, though, but it’s important.” Mark’s normal smile is gone, replaced with a scowl.
We’ve never talked about that night, for a good reason. Jackie has made it clear that those close to me will want to discuss it to ease their own minds, and I need to be sensitive to their uneasiness. Craig may have raped me, but they went through it at my side.
Mark shakes his head. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you went through. As a guy, that’s not something I can do, but what I want to understand is you. I googled rape victim.” Mark confesses.
“You did what?” I cut him off. My hands push my body up from the bed.
“Please, don’t get mad. I wanted to know how you should be feeling or to try to put myself in the mindset of what you went through. I know it was stupid and I’m sorry.” 
“That’s like reading my diary without asking permission,” I shout. “What I went through, what he did to me, is hard enough to comprehend in my own head and to know that you attempted to dive into my psyche without permission isn’t fair.” My voice starts out loud, but ends in a whisper.
“I never thought of it that way. I swear my only intention is to make you more comfortable.” Mark stands and reaches for my hand. As his fingers mingle with my own, I take a deep breath.
His willingness to understand softens the stone wrapped around my heart.
“You won’t find that stuff on the internet. Everyone reacts different. At least that’s what my therapist keeps reminding me.” I shift until our hips touch. My arm links through his to pull him closer, and my head falls softly on his shoulder.
Mark sighs loudly. His large hand wraps around my petite fingers. “I get that. I just don’t ever want to make you uncomfortable.”
“Besides Graham, no one else had ever touched me. What Craig did, what he forced on me, makes me feel uneasy around people, men mostly, naturally.” I explain how I’ve been feeling. 
Mark can hear the hesitancy in my voice. “We don’t have to do this,” Mark pleads as he slides off the bed to kneel in front of me. 
I ignore him and continue. “My therapist says it’s normal after a traumatic event, to see his face in others.”
Mark nods his head, trying to understand. “Is it like that when I touch you?” Mark’s eyes widen in panic. “Do you see his face?” His blue irises shine through his thick eyelashes, and the fear in his eyes screams at me.
“Is that why you’ve been hesitant to touch me?” 
“Sort of.” 
“When you touch me, it’s different. When you touch me, all I want to do is melt into you. You help me to forget, and I never thought I would get to that point.”
Mark stands to his full height. “I don’t want to be your escape, Ken.”
“You’re my refuge.” I shrug and shake my head. This type of honesty is what I’ve been afraid of.
No more words need to be spoken between us. Mark stretches his hand out, and I place mine in his. He pulls me to my feet, and I wrap my arms around his neck. 
“Kiss me,” I plead. 
Mark smiles, his eyes filled with satisfaction. “I told you I wouldn’t kiss you until you begged me.”
“Well, I’m begging, and if you don’t kiss me, I’m leaving because you can’t look at me like that and not do anything about it.”
“And how exactly am I looking at you?” Mark challenges. His smirk makes me sigh in pleasure.
“Like you want to take my clothes off.” My answer is blunt, and a pink hue creeps onto my cheeks.
“That’s a whole different kind of beg you’ll be doing. Don’t worry your pretty little head.” Mark winks. “We’ll get there.”
A playful smirk forms on my lips. “You’re so cocky.” I shake my head. 
“Graham’s cocky. I’m confident,” Mark affirms. His lip curls at the mention of Graham.
I force myself back into the moment. When our lips come together, kissing someone other than Graham sends a shock through me. Mark’s tongue glides over my bottom lip, begging for entrance, and all negative thoughts slip away long enough for me to be with him.
“Ken, we need to stop.” Mark pulls away and sighs in frustration.
I reach around his neck to pull him in closer. “I don’t think we do.” My lips find his again, and he obliges by kissing me back. 
Mark backs away from me, but I follow in perfect harmony with him, not allowing our lips to break apart. There’s an urgency in the kiss. His hands reach up the back of my blouse and his fingers linger on the hooks of my bra. 
My breaths grow uneven, and I feel my world closing in on me. The beginning of a panic attack has me pushing on Mark’s chest to put distance between us. 
“Maybe we should stop,” I whisper through harsh pants. 
Mark looks down at me. I know what he sees. There’s apprehension on my face. 
“Kennedy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...” he begins to apologize.
My hand comes up to stop his words. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Mark. I’m just trying to figure things out. I’m fine until I’m not, if that makes any sense.” I pinch the bridge of my nose from not explaining myself well enough for him to understand. “If this is too much, Mark, if this becomes too much for you, I’ll understand if you want to bail.”
“No one’s bailing, Kennedy. I’m not spending time with you just to get in your pants. I like you because of what’s in here.” Mark leans down and points to my heart. “And only because of what’s in there. Don’t ever think anything differently.”
Mark walks over to his dresser and pulls out a pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt. Nodding towards the bathroom, he says, “I’m going to take a cold shower.”
“I’ve heard that before,” I say under my breath. 
Mark turns to face me. “What did you say?” 
“Nothing. I didn’t say anything. Go take a shower,” I demand. “I’ll just wait here.”
Mark winks at me as he closes the bathroom door. I sit in his spotless room, my head a complete mess. Just keep breathing, I remind myself. One of the easiest, thoughtless tasks human beings do has become a chore for me. 
“You’re in deep thought,” Mark’s voice startles me. “You okay?” He crouches down to look me in the eyes.
I start at his feet and rake my stare to his bare legs. My eyes reach the bottom of the towel wrapped around his waist. Water droplets slide down his naked chest, and his fingers run through the disheveled, wet strands of his hair. 
A headshake clears the thoughts rattling around in my brain. One moment my body is screaming for his touch. The next, it tells me to back away, put distance between us because mentally, I won’t be able to stomach having someone buried deep inside me again.
“I’m okay,” I lie as I slide to the end of the bed and stand. “Let’s go watch a movie.”
“Ken, I refuse to watch Dirty Dancing again. Pick something different.” 
I laugh.
“Now, get out, because if you don’t, I’m dropping this towel.”
I cover my eyes. “Get dressed. I’ll be downstairs.”
Mark’s fingers trap my arm just as my hand reaches the door. My body is pulled back, and his arms wrap around my waist. The warmth of his shower soaks through the back of my shirt. I twist until I see the intense stare in his eyes.
“You’re going to be okay,” Mark whispers, adamant to keep his hold on me when I squirm in his arms. 
“I am okay,” I lie again.
“Don’t lie to me,” Mark demands. “Say it, please.”
“Say what?” I question his orders.
“Say ‘I’m going to be okay’.” Mark’s eyes are tight as he waits for my response.
A smile pops onto my lips as I speak. “I’m going to be okay.” 
I head to the basement in a mild haze. How is it he knows what I need without me having to ask? He sees when my mind is in a panic, so he takes my feelings into his own hands, guiding me to a place of safety. 
What I’m figuring out is I can’t rely on Mark to be my crutch, as Jackie has said before. He’s allowed to lift me up, but it’s unacceptable to let him hold me there. 
I need to learn to stand on my own.
To be strong with others on my side, but not to be reliant on them.
I need to be strong and fight back.
I’m going to be okay, I repeat to myself.
Mark walks through the door and stops in his tracks. He watches me. I’m not sure what he’s looking for, but I know he’s searching for something. 
“That didn’t take long.” I point out the obvious.
“Figured you’d want to watch Dirty Dancing before the guys get here.” He grins. 
I know why he’s relenting on his original protest of the movie. It’s an insignificant gesture, but I can’t stop the smile that mirrors his. 
“You’re a good guy, aren’t you?” I question, my eyes narrowed. He’s a mystery to me still.
“I haven’t always been a good guy, but you make me want to be better,” he answers with an honesty that makes my eyes widen.
No more words are exchanged as Mark pulls out the DVD and pops it into the player. He sits next to me, pulling me into his side. His warmth envelopes me and I welcome the contact. Halfway through the movie, Mark grabs the blanket off the back of the couch and wraps it over our legs. I twist to smile at him, but remain silent. My head finds comfort on his shoulder as he tightens his arm around me.
Mark’s fingertips caress my arm in hypnotizing circles. His anticipation radiates through him, into me. 
Our eyes lock and the softness behind his excite me. He skims his free hand over my cheek until his fingers reach my lips. He’s gentle. On instinct, I wet the flesh. My tongue touches his fingers and a spark runs through my body.
“Oh, god.” My heart pounds in my chest. I turn my body towards him, tucking my legs beneath me. His fingers feather my lips. “Just kiss me,” I beg, shaking my head at my own stupidity. One minute, I’m asking him to kiss me, then the next I’m pushing him away. 
“Only if you really want me to.” Mark leans closer.
“Maybe just this once.” I nod in encouragement. 
Mark’s smile lights up his face. “Just this once then.” His lips press against mine and I feel that feeling, the one that tells you, as confusing as it is, it’s the right thing to do. 
I’ve read my fair share of pamphlets to know that I should be reluctant. Everyone is different, and our coping mechanisms vary. I’ve learned mine. Mark isn’t one of them. He’s a guilty pleasure. 
Our bodies are a mixed bag of limbs, allowing the kiss to consume us. Mark’s hands find their way to my hips. I take the driver’s seat and swing my leg over to straddle his lap. His attraction presses me through his gym shorts. 
“Umm...” Dan’s voice interrupts from somewhere in the room.
Mark doesn’t seem worried about ending our kiss as his hand finds the nape of my neck, pulling me closer. 
“Dude, don’t go in there,” Dan demands.
“Mark,” I stammer through our joined lips. “Mark.” I push on his chest to put distance between us.
“Just another minute,” Mark insists.
“Jesus Christ.” Graham’s familiar voice breaks through our stupor.
“If you would’ve just listened to me,” Dan insists.
Our lips slowly drop from each other, and I climb off Mark’s lap. I can’t look up because I know what will be waiting for me. The longer I stare at my hands, the more likely he’ll disappear. 
It works. When I build up the nerve, I glance up and Graham’s gone.
“It’s okay.” Mark waves his hand in the air to dismiss me. “He’ll be fine.”
I tug at my shirt and shorts. “No, it’s not and no, he won’t.” My hand rubs over my forehead.
“I tried, guys. I’m sorry,” Dan apologizes with a shake of his head.
Mark stands from the couch to help me up and then looks at Dan. “I’ll go have a talk with him.”
“Do you honestly think that’s a good idea after what happened in the hallway and then what happened at the race? He’ll rip you to shreds. The guy’s at his boiling point.” Dan holds out his hand as Mark tries to walk by.
“Wait, what happened in the hallway?” I glance between the two of them for an answer.
“Should you tell her or... should I?” Dan responds. The reluctance in his voice makes me take a step toward Mark.
Mark shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it. It was nothing.” His finger ghosts over the small scar on his face.
“He hit you, didn’t he? That’s where the cut came from.” I roll my eyes. “What is with you boys and fighting?” 
I walk to the steps, but Dan latches onto my arm. 
“I know it’s not going to be easy, baby girl, but you have to cut him loose if you two are going to do whatever it is that you two are...,” his finger ghosts between Mark and me, “are doing.”
“We’ll just talk tomorrow, okay?” I address Mark.
Mark nods in answer.
“Try not to kill each other tonight, boys!” I wave over my shoulder and leave the room. 
I grab my coat from the kitchen and walk out to the front porch. Graham glides back and forth on the porch swing. It’s dark, but the light from the window outlines his body. 
“Can we talk?” I whisper, fearful of what’s to come from this.
“You can always talk to me, Ken,” Graham answers. He pats the seat next to him. As I approach, he halts the movement to allow me to sit down. Several minutes pass in silence. 
“Why’d you hit Mark?” I question.
“You were there. You know I didn’t hit him back.”
“Not the night of the race, but in the hallway. You hit him, so explain to me why.”
“Mark might have insinuated that what I felt for you wasn’t real and that I used you like I used all the other girls. He called you an opportunity for me to redeem myself.”
“We both know it’s not true. Don’t go around punching people. You’re better than that.”
“Can I ask you something?” he asks. “Are you happy?”
“Am I happy?” I repeat his question. My mind turns into a Rolodex of images. Moments between us, the good, the bad, the everything that came along with Graham colliding into my world. 
Graham groans. “Please answer.” He leans forward, his face hidden from my view, but the desperation is clear in his low voice.
“Honestly, I’m getting there.”
“Does Mark have a part in the getting there?” Graham jumps off the swing.
“Graham.” I reach for his hand. Just as our skin grazes, he pulls away from me.
“Just answer, Ken,” he begs.
“You aren’t going to like what I say.” I stand to block Graham’s pacing.
“You’ve done worse.” His fist slams down on the railing, not hard, but enough to get his anger out. 
“No, I haven’t,” I protest. “You should let everyone see the sweet side of you, the one I met last year. He’s sort of spectacular.” I poke a finger in Graham’s chest. “You’re worthy of being amongst the good guys. You shouldn’t try to hide him. He’s the one who made me fall in love for the first time.”
“He’s also the one that broke you.”
“You didn’t break me. I’m stronger than ever. You just didn’t stick around to watch me get here.” I lean against the railing.
“And he did?” Graham questions.
“No, he didn’t. I did it on my own. Every day, I was alone because of you. You never fought for me, Graham.” 
I spin away, but he’s quick to swing me back and pull me in close to him. My body senses our familiarity, and I melt into his arms. 
“What if I made a mistake? What if we’re meant to be together?” Graham pleads. He pulls at strings, desperate to hold on.
“That’s the problem, Graham. You don’t get to decide that anymore,” I explain with strength in every word. I need to stand up for myself, hold my ground, even when it breaks my heart to see him as he is now.
“That’s it, then? We’re done?” 
I’d do anything to erase the hopelessness in his eyes.
“You made the decision for me.” Tears stream down my face with the finality of it all. I turn my back on him, taking special care to walk down the steps.
“I’ll always love you,” Graham whispers into the dark.
Words can’t escape my lips. I desperately want to shout out I’ll always love him, too, but I need to cut him loose as he has me. Instead, I open my car door and drive to the only place I’ll find comfort.



Chapter Sixteen
Graham
Dan’s front door swings open. Bodies pack his house like sardines. Word must’ve gotten out about his Annual New Year’s Eve Bash. He’s been throwing this party since we were in seventh grade. Back then, the punch wasn’t spiked with vodka, and the furthest any of us got with a girl was first base during a game of spin the bottle. 
Kacey scans the room, looking for a familiar face, but comes up empty. “Who are all these people?” she asks. 
I shrug. Her hand finds mine as I walk through the congested crowd. “Keep your eyes peeled for Violet’s hair. She’ll stand out like a sore thumb in this place,” I shout over the music.
Hand in hand, we walk through Dan’s house. By the time we circle around to the kitchen without finding Dan, Kacey pulls my arm to grab my attention.
“Kennedy and Mark are over there.” Kacey points her chin to the back corner of the dining room. “Let’s go say hi.” She tugs me in their direction and I groan in frustration. 
Kacey has an unspoken competition going on in her head with Kennedy. No matter how many times I explain the situation, she believes Kennedy and I have something going on beneath the surface. 
Mark greets us with a passive head nod, his arm wrapped around Kennedy’s waist as she leans into him. 
Goddamn, that still hurts.
I look around the crowded room to train my eyes on anything other than the two of them. “Who are all these people?” I ask, in hopes of stopping any awkwardness between us.
“You know Dan. He can’t say no to people.” Kennedy gestures to the packed space, making us all laugh. 
Kennedy and I haven’t seen each other since the night on Mark’s porch. It destroyed me to watch her walk away and I know she heard my last confession. Her shoulders tightened the second the words left my mouth. What’s important is I meant them, but none of that matters because she’s right. I have given her no reason to stay and she’s on her way to happiness.
“I love your shirt, Kennedy,” Kacey states in a snarky tone. Her attempt at getting a rise out of Kennedy is admirable. Much as Amanda used to do, she hangs on my arm.
Kennedy's eyes narrow in on her. She tries to figure out what she should say, and in typical class act fashion, she’s nothing but polite. 
“Thank you. I stole it from Violet.” Kennedy smiles. Her friendliness makes Kacey angry.
I rub my neck. “We’re just going to go look for Dan.” My hand reaches for Kacey’s.
“Hey man, you guys don’t have to go,” Mark calls.
I turn back to face them. Kennedy’s anxious eyes lock on me while Mark silently screams at me not to take him up on his offer. He’s kept his distance, which is what’s best for us. We will never see eye to eye if Kennedy is between us. 
“Yeah, we do.” I nod and avoid the urge to look back at Kennedy.
“Graham...” Kennedy shouts over the music. Kacey and I are almost in the hallway when I hear her.
My body naturally turns in her direction. “It’s all right, Kennedy. I know where I belong, and I know where I don’t. Go back to him. I’m okay.”
I shake my head in disbelief, still struggling to comprehend our situation.
Kennedy half-heartedly smiles. “Have fun, okay?” 
“You, too,” I answer. Kacey stands just feet away. Her eyes scan between Kennedy and me, and then back to Mark. “Let’s go, Kace,” I demand as I jerk on her hand.
She pulls free to stand her ground. “What the hell was that all about?” Kacey demands.
“It was nothing,” I lie through a forced smile.
Kacey points back at Kennedy. “That was not nothing.”
“Just drop it, Kace,” I shout. A group close by stops what they’re doing when they hear me.
Kacey rolls her eyes. “You two are a mess.”
I turn to walk away from her, but stop just before I’m out of earshot. “I need a drink. Do you want something?” I ask.
“No,” Kacey snaps. “Jessica’s here. I’m gonna go say hi.” Without another word, she walks away.
“What are you doing?” Dan calls over my shoulder.
I turn to face him and glide my hand down my face before looking up at my best friend. “I don’t have a fucking clue, man,” I admit.
Dan slaps me on the shoulder and then heads towards the kitchen. “I’ve got a shot with your name on it. You look like you could use a pick-me-up.” Dan smiles back at me as I follow him.
I pull out the stool, scanning the room as I take a seat across from him. Groups of smiling, carefree people crowd around us. 
“I don’t think my pick-me-up will be found in that bottle of tequila.” I nod towards the glass bottle in his hand.
“No, I suppose you’re right, but it won’t hurt to try.” Dan slides the amber liquid across the island towards me. I bring the shot glass up and clank it against his. 
“Cheers,” we say together, and then swallow the liquid. Dan sets us up again and we repeat the sequence. 
“I’m not taking care of this mess if you’re too drunk,” Violet commands with a slap to the back of Dan’s head. She circles the island and wraps her arms around my waist. “Hey, gorgeous, how are you holding up?”
My eyes widen at her concern. “I thought you hated me?” Another shot appears in front of me, and I invite the liquid down my throat.
“Don’t give me that look. Just because she’s my best friend doesn’t mean I don’t care about you too, okay? That’s the beauty of your chosen family. I’m allowed to hate you and love you at the same time,” Violet confesses. Her green eyes shine at me, taking my face in. 
I wrap an arm around her shoulders and pull her close. “So, you do care about me?” I joke.
Violet slaps the back of my head just as she did Dan’s. “Don’t make me regret it, Graham Black.” She goes to stand next to Dan and an argument ensues over how drunk he’s getting. 
“I better go find Kacey,” I announce over my shoulder as I abandon the stool. I’m halfway down the hall when a small hand touches my shoulder. Violet’s eyes bore into me when I twirl around.
“You’re still with Kacey?” Violet questions. She looks aggressive with her hands on her hips.
“That’s none of your business, but yes, we came here together,” I hiss. I turn to continue my search for the cute blonde who loves to distract me. I don’t need Violet’s crap tonight.
Violet’s small hand pinches my shoulder and I turn back to face her again. “Let me get this straight. Just a week ago, you begged Kennedy to forgive you and told her you made a mistake. And still, you string Kacey along? She follows you around like a sad puppy, just hoping for scraps. She knows and we all know that no one will ever hold a torch to Kennedy. Put that poor girl out of her misery. It’s not fair to her.”
“Like I said, it’s none of your business.” I say in a calm voice. 
As I walk away again, Violet curses under her breath. She catches back up to me and blocks my exit. “Do you know why it’s my business, Graham?”
My hands come up to fend her off. “Jesus, just let it go, Vi.” 
“It’s my business because one day you’re going to wake up and realize you fucked up, and I don’t want to watch Kennedy’s world fall apart again. She’s trying to move on, but for some reason, you’re her kryptonite. You have the capacity to destroy her,” Violet pleads.
“I’m not coming back for her. She’s moved on, and she’s happy. Look at her.” I point to where she stands with Mark. The smile on her lips is contagious. “I can’t take that away from her.” My own smile grows.
“You still love her,” Violet whispers as if she’s cracked the code. “God, you still love her. I never understood how you could’ve done what you did last year until now. You fucking love her and that’s why you’re allowing her to be happy.”
The lump in my throat grows. “I just never expected it to be with my best friend.” 
Tears collect in the corners of her eyes. “Kennedy always told me she saw something different in you. I never understood what she was talking about until now. It’s right there in your eyes.” Violet points at my face.
“I’m who I’ve always been, Violet. I was only different because of her.” I walk away, not bothering to look back this time.
Kacey is in the corner talking with Jessica. As I approach, Jessica scurries off. 
I need to set some boundaries with Kacey. I’ve always known it, but hearing Violet’s outside perspective brought it home for me. 
“We need to talk.” I wrap my hand around her wrist and pull her to an empty space on the wall. No one is close by to overhear what I need to say.
“I like you. I like spending time with you, but like I said before,” I pause, “I’m leaving soon, and once I’m gone, that will be it.” 
She leans in close to whisper in my ear. “I like you, too.” 
I think the only part she’s heard is when I say I like her, but I let it go. The room falls silent, and then everyone begins to count down from ten. 
It’s almost midnight.
Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.
“Happy New Year,” everyone shouts. Noisemakers are blown. Confetti flutters in the air. Hoots and hollers come from all corners of Dan’s house.
Kacey jumps into my arms and plants a quick kiss on my lips. I pull back and put some distance between us. As I hold her, I look over her shoulder in search. Kennedy’s eyes catch mine, and neither of us drops our stare. Mark’s arms around her waist nearly mirror mine on Kacey. I glance away first, not able to see the emotions in her eyes any longer. The vastness of them is never ending and capable of drawing others in. If I look at her for too long, I’ll rethink every choice that led me to this point, and that won’t do any of us any good. 
“Do you want to get out of here?” I whisper in Kacey’s ear. 
“Don’t you want to say bye to your friends?” Kacey jerks on my arm to halt my hasty exit.
I shake my head. “I’ll see them Monday.”
We turn into my driveway a little after midnight. All the lights throughout the house are off. 
Kacey unbuckles and bounces out of my car. “No one’s home?” A mischievous look dances in her eyes. I know that look.
“My parents are at a benefit, more than likely spending the night in Nashville, so you can stay if you’d like,” I offer. “We can watch a movie or something.”
Kacey follows me into the house. I disarm the alarm as soon as we step into the foyer, then reset the state of the art set up.
“Hungry?” I ask, pointing towards the kitchen. 
Kacey rubs her eyes. “No, I’m actually exhausted.”
“We can watch a movie up in my room,” I suggest as I walk upstairs. 
Kacey hums in satisfaction and jumps onto my bed, throwing her coat on the ground.
I grab a change of clothes for her. “Here are some gym shorts and a t-shirt,” I say as I twist to face her.
“I don’t need them.”
It takes a second for my eyes to catch up to my brain. When they finally sync, Kacey’s kneeling on my bed in her black bra and matching lace underwear. I spin around, throwing the clothes over my shoulder. I clench my eyelids shut and pray they land over her head and around her waist.
“Kacey, we aren’t going to sleep together,” I bark, twirling back around to see her still nearly naked. “Put those on, now.” I pace in front of her, trying not to look over at her.
Kacey gets off the bed and stands behind me. Her bare arms wrap around my waist. Her tits bump against my back. “Hilarious, Graham.” Kacey laughs.
I turn to face her. Her blonde hair cascades over her shoulders, covering the top of her cleavage. I’d be lying if I said my pants didn’t jump at the sight. “Put your clothes back on. Kacey, nothing’s going to happen,” I protest again. I walk around her to put distance between us. That’s the best bet to get out of here without slipping inside of her. The old Graham wouldn’t have thought twice.
Kacey stomps around my room. “You’ll sleep with anything under the sun, but me.” The hurt is evident in her voice. She thinks we’re more than what we are. 
“I’m not sleeping with you because I respect you. I can’t take your virginity,” I profess with a softness. I may not see a future with Kacey, but I still have a soft spot for her. 
Kacey stops in front of me. “You took Kennedy’s.” Her hands come down on her hips in protest. She looks like a child, which contradicts her bra and panty striptease.
I sit on the end of my bed and rest my head in my hands. “That’s different,” I whisper, shaking my head.
I remember the day Kennedy gave me her virginity. It wasn’t just sex. With what we had, that wouldn’t be possible. She has a part of me that runs much deeper than a physical relationship. 
Kacey sits down beside me. “You mean she’s different.” Her hand finds mine. 
I accept the comfort I feel from the contact.
“Do you want to know the truth?” I question. “I love her. I loved her when I took her virginity, and I refuse to let you swindle yours away on someone like me. It should be with someone who loves you and...” I turn to face her. Her eyes watch our clasped hands.
Her grasp loosens and our hands fall to our sides. “You don’t love me,” she finishes my thought.
“No, I don’t love you. I have something far more valuable for you,” I answer with a sidelong glance.
“And what’s that?” Kacey scoffs.
“I respect you,” I say. “Now put some clothes on.” I stand, throwing the gym shorts and t-shirt at her. I slip out of my clothes to pull on a pair of gym shorts and crawl into bed.
The shorts are so loose, she has to hold them up, and the shirt graces the bottom of her thighs. She flicks the light switch and joins me as I turn on the T.V. I wrap my arm around her to pull her close. We scan through the channels, settling on an HBO movie. 
“Thank you for not taking me up on my offer,” she whispers.
“It’s worth more than me.” I smile into the darkness. 
For once, I feel I’m the guy Kennedy always believed is in me. I’m making choices circled around those I care for instead of myself. 
“She’s lucky,” Kacey murmurs.
“Who?” I question, my head in a sleepy fog.
“Kennedy. To know someone loves her enough to put his own feelings aside to ensure her happiness. No one can call you selfish, Graham.” Kacey’s voice is full of awe. 
“Just go to sleep, Kace. I can’t think about her anymore,” I admit. 
The lump in my throat is obvious. She drops the subject without another word. 
I wake up the next morning to an empty bed, shaking my head at the previous night’s events. 
“Get your shit together, Black,” I grumble under my breath.
“Are you talking to yourself?” Kacey’s voice breaks through my morning fog. 
I jump in surprise and narrow my eyes. “I thought you left.”
Kacey shrugs. “I think we both could use a little fun today. Want to teach me how to hit?” She grabs one of the wooden bats leaning against my dresser and playfully swirls it around.
The laughter escaping from my lips is loud and insulting to Kacey. “You want to go to the batting cages?” 
Kacey’s hands rest on her slim hips. “Do you?” 
“Of course,” I answer, jumping from the bed. 
The batting cage is a place to clear my mind. I need that kind of therapy right now.
“I need to warn you, I’ve never swung a bat in my life,” Kacey confesses with a satisfied grin.
“Jesus Christ! This should be interesting.” Sarcasm drips from every word.
“If we’re going to be friends then you need to be nicer,” Kacey demands.
“Friends, then?” I ask.
“We can be friends, but I’m not sleeping with you.” Kacey laughs. 
I take huge steps and throw her over my shoulder. 
She slaps my lower back. “Put me down, jackass.”
“Let’s go get you some different clothes. I don’t think you can get away with hitting the cages wearing that.” I throw her down on the bed and her body bounces a few times.
“What’s wrong with my clothes?” She looks down at her skinny jeans and low cut top from last night. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll meet you downstairs and we can run to my house.” She jumps from the bed to leave the room. 
“Kacey...” I grab her attention before she’s out the door. “Thank you,” I whisper.
It’s a new year.



Chapter Seventeen
Kennedy
My eyes dart to the window as I watch buildings pass. I turn in hopes of an answer to the question I’ve asked three times. 
“Where are you taking me?” My knees bob up and down as silence engulfs the space once again. 
All week, Mark hasn’t given anything away about our big date. All I know is he’s thrilled with the fact that I’m clueless and at his mercy. With school starting on Monday, he’s demanded he take me out on a real date—whatever that means.
Mark has one hand on the steering wheel and the other feather light on my bare thigh. I’m wearing the dress and cowboy boots Violet bought me for Christmas. It was worth the grin I got when I walked out of my bedroom earlier tonight, looking as if I jumped out of a country music video.
“Do you have any idea where we’re at?” Mark chuckles.
“Somewhere outside of Nashville,” I shrug, “I’m assuming.” 
“How long have you lived in Tennessee, Kennedy?”
“Since freshman year.”
“We’re in the heart of Nashville,” Mark answers. He turns to me with caution as he drives. “How is it possible that you’ve been right here all this time?” His low, thoughtful voice makes my breaths shallow.
Embarrassed by his question, I glance back at the passing buildings. “I tend to blend in,” I whisper to the window.
Mark pulls into a parking lot littered with cars. People walk towards the large building in front of us, and when I see the sign, I let out a rather embarrassing squeal.
I clap my hands in front of me as I gawk at the historic building. “The Grand Ole Opry.” 
“I’m going to assume you’ve never been here before,” Mark states with a confident smile. 
He parks in the closest spot he can find then swings open his door. I have no expectation of him opening my door, but I’m stuck to the seat in shock.
My door opens and Mark peers down at me. “You gonna come inside or listen to the music from out here?” A twinkle of mischief dances in his eyes.
I glance up at him with a broad grin. “Who are we seeing?” 
“You’ll need to move your ass to find out, Ken.” Mark draws me from the interior of his car and reaches around me to grab his coat. His cologne envelops me. He smells almost sweet, but not in a flowery way.
As we walk towards The Grand Ole Opry House, I grab his hand and look up at the massive structure. Large windows allow outsiders to see the oversized, circular, saloon-like fixtures hanging in the large lobby. I’ve never seen anything like this place. It’s as if the music bleeds from the silent walls. Indescribable excitement overcomes my heart when we walk through the door.
I twirl a couple times for the best chance of seeing every square inch of this building. I’m a dancer. I use music to move me, sometimes without my recognition. Standing where some of the greats have stood humbles me. 
“You feel it, don’t you?” Mark whispers in my ear. His chest rests against my back. “I figured you of all people could appreciate this place. When we walked in, I saw the look on your face.” Mark whirls me around to face him. “That one right there is worth never bringing another girl here. No one could understand the beauty of this place quite like you.”
“You’ve never brought anyone else here?” My cheeks heat the moment the thought spills out into actual words. 
Mark’s eyebrows raise, only to make me laugh. “Is that a surprise to you?” He guides me to the large doors leading into the auditorium. I stay silent. “I’ve never dated anyone besides you. Maybe a dinner here or there, but I never put much thought into them. I just always assumed I had plenty of time to be serious about someone, and high school was meant to just...”
“Fuck around?” I blurt, making us both laugh. 
A middle-aged couple turns unapproving eyes on us. I mouth an apology.
“Yeah, but luckily for you, I see the error of my ways.” Mark winks.
We step into the large room, and my breath is stolen straight from my chest. Rows and rows of wooden pews line the entire floor. Mark guides me down to our seats. He takes his while I take in my surroundings. The balcony has seating beyond where my eyes can reach. The dark lighting that shadows that part of the room seems miles away. 
As I settle into my seat, Mark wraps his arm around my shoulder and perfectly tucks me into his side. His warmth causes goosebumps on every inch of my body. The gesture seems natural, as if we found each other for a reason.
“It’s beautiful,” I whisper as my eyes shift across the stage full of instruments.
“Yeah, it is,” Mark says into my ear. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 
“I’m talking about the building.” I tilt my head in his direction.
“And I’m talking about you.”
The lights fade and an older man walks onto the stage.
“How y’all doing tonight?” he shouts with a contagious enthusiasm. “I said, ‘how y’all doing tonight?’” The crowd hoots and whistles in reply. “That’s what I thought. Now, I hear we have a special guest in the audience. Someone who’s never been here before.” He scans the audience until his eyes fall on Mark then jump to me. “There you are, sweetheart.”
I crane my neck to look behind me. Mark’s eyes fill with laughter, and I realize the announcer’s talking about me. 
“Mark, what did you do?” I hiss through a forced smile as I turn back towards the stage.
“Your boyfriend, Mark, happens to be a great friend of the Opry House, so we were thrilled to hear from him. We don’t do this often, but for the Whitmore’s, here at the Opry, we would do just about anything.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Now, Mark, get your ass up here and show her what you’ve been hiding.”
Mark’s fingers slip from mine as he plants a kiss on my cheek. “There’s more to me than baseball and drunken nights, Kennedy.” His mouth feathers my ear as he whispers his confession. He stands but doesn’t turn away from me. “I just need you to know there’s more to me than what you may think.” He inches away and walks backwards up the steps while keeping his eyes locked on me. 
Shocked, I watch the older gentleman pat him on the back and wink down at me. People around me smile with encouragement. Wearing an uncomfortable grimace on my lips, I try to hide my discomfort. The unknown and the unexpected tend to jump up and bite people when they least expect it. 
Mark adjusts the microphone, his eyes never leaving mine. As if he belongs on the stage, several musicians pat him on the back just as the older gentleman did. 
“Hey everyone.” Mark clears his throat. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Mark Whitmore, and this beautiful girl,” he points down to me, “well, she’s my girlfriend, Kennedy, and by the look on her face, she’s ready to kick my ass.” Everyone laughs, including me. Mark speaks to the audience, but his blues captivate me. “You’re the most free-spirited, strong, determined girl I know. It’s because of this that I thought I would give back to you because you’ve done so much for everyone else.”
I wipe a tear from my cheek. A short blonde hands Mark a guitar. He adjusts the strap until he finds the spot where it’s most comfortable in his arms. I glance around the audience to see everyone watching him in awe, as they wait to see what he’ll do. Guys like Mark have that effect on people. 
My eyes close at the first strum of the strings. An eternity passes until I hear the first words sung from his mouth. In a separate world, apart from the others around me, Mark spills himself into a song directed at me. My eyes spring open as he glides his fingers over the chords. 
After everything I’ve been through this past year, I never thought someone would lift me up like Mark is in this moment. He releases everything he has into the song. Everyone in the room feels it. As the music ends, the room fills with a roar. 
Mark’s eyes hold me when the older man takes his original spot on the stage, pats him on the back, and takes the mic as Mark walks down the steps. 
“You are one lucky girl,” he says. “Tell your mom and dad that everyone at the Opry House says hi.” He goes on to announce the next act. 
So enthralled with Mark as he steps next to me, I wouldn’t have noticed if Johnny Cash himself rose from the grave and sang “Ring of Fire.”
“When were you going to tell me you could do all that?” I wrap my arms around his waist, pressing myself in his open embrace.
“I thought it would be better this way,” he whispers into my hair. 
The band begins to play, but we cling to each other.
“You’re unbelievable.” I don’t allow too much distance between us. The twinkle in Mark’s eyes makes my words worth it. He’s proud and on some high over the performance.
“Thanks, babe.” Mark drops his arm from around me. At the same time, we reach for the other’s hand. Our eyes meet and everything makes sense for the first time in a long time. 
The remainder of the show is brilliant. Some of the performers are new to me, but I walk away with a few new favorites. 
“Did you have a good time?” Mark asks as we leave. 
The chilly air sends a shiver through me. Mark lays his coat over my shoulders, and I clutch it to me and wrap up in his scent on the leather.
“The best night,” I offer with a sideways glance. Mark attempts to hide his smile by turning his head, but I catch it just in time. “You know, it’s still early. I’m not ready for the night to be over.”
“I know a place we can go,” Mark suggests. 
He opens the passenger door for me before racing around to jump into the driver’s seat. Even though he cranks the heat, I snuggle deeper into his coat. Something of his blanketing me makes me smile.
His gaze lands on me before he releases his foot from the brake, and his lips find mine in a quick exchange that drips with understanding. He’s slow to back away, and when he does, his hand finds mine as he reverses from our spot and heads towards wherever he’s taking me.
Lights illuminate the storefronts and the neon signs of bars. We pass a few streets before turning into a bustling parking lot. I don’t wait for Mark to open my door, which earns me a look of annoyance. Sometimes I forget guys who can be gentlemen still exist. Even if they can be total jackasses sometimes, southern boys are raised right. 
“Barbeque?” I question as Mark meets me near the trunk.
“Is that okay?” he asks, his voice reluctant.
I smile. “It’s perfect. I haven’t had good barbeque in a while.”
“This is the best in all of Tennessee. I swear, my family’s taken me here every year on my birthday since I could chew. I’m surprised Graham never brought you here.”
I ignore the unnecessary comment and switch gears not to fall into the quicksand of that conversation. “When is your birthday?” We’ve spent so much time together, the mundane question feels weird.
“Summer. July twenty-fifth.” Mark smirks. “When’s yours?”
“November sixth.” I smile back at him as he leads me inside. “I was a late bloomer.”
Mark squeezes my hip in his hand. “You surely made up for it.”
After the hostess ushers us to our table, we grab menus and I smirk at him from across the table. 
“Is there anything else I should know about you? Favorite color? Favorite food? Favorite band?” Mark interrogates.
I raise an eyebrow. “What all do you want to know?” I challenge.
He leans over the table and I mimic his movement to meet him halfway. “Everything.” 
“Ask away then.” I grin and duck behind my menu. My head pops back up to find his toothy grin staring back at me. “Actually, I have something to ask you.”
“Ask away,” Mark mocks, his eyebrows raised.
“Can you explain being invited on stage tonight? I mean, I may not have lived in Tennessee all my life, but I do know that things like that don’t just happen. What’s your story, Mark?” 
His menu drops and lands in front of him. With his hands folded on the tabletop, he smiles. “My family is a huge contributor. Simple as that.”
“Makes sense,” I offer with an approving head nod. “Now, it’s your turn. I’m an open book.” My arms cross over each other on the table.
Just as his mouth opens, our waitress interrupts us. Mark orders dinner and drinks for us. In most situations, I find the gesture demeaning, as if I’m not capable of such an easy task like choosing a meal. When Mark rambles off our choices, I find it charming.
“What’s it like for you when you dance?” Mark blurts as soon as we are alone.
I grab my purse to delay answering such a complicated question. I dig in the front pocket to find my chap stick, remove the cap, and glide the peppermint-scented ball over my lips. His eyes watch my every move. 
I release a breath. “It’s freeing and therapeutic. Almost like everything in the world falls away,” I explain. Memories of dance surround me. My eyelids droop until they fully close. “Nothing can touch me and nothing else matters. It’s just me and the music.” My eyes open to Mark’s attentive look, clear as the morning sky. “What?” I smile.
“You should see the way your face softens when you talk about it. It’s enthralling,” Mark answers with a breathtaking honesty.
“Enthralling?” 
“SAT buzz words. My mom’s going to be so proud.” Mark chuckles under his breath. 
I laugh and shake my head. 
His eyes smolder as he watches me. “I didn’t know you at all last year, Kennedy.” He smiles at our waitress who drops off our drink order. He turns back to me. “But now I do, and I wish I would’ve looked closer before. You are spectacular.”
“Another buzz word?” I joke, trying to cool the heat of the moment.
“I’ve got index cards full of words to compliment you with, babe.” Mark scoffs.
I lean over the table to touch my mouth to his. The gesture is quick but worth it. Mark licks his lips, drawing my full attention to their perfect form. 
“What was that for, Kennedy?”
“Honestly? You make me laugh, and sometimes it’s hard to find a reason to,” I answer. “You make me laugh.” My eyes fill with happy tears as if laughter is worth every drop of gold in the world.
“You want a good laugh? You should see me dance. Now that’s funny.” He shakes his hips in the booth.
“You know what they say...” I tease.
“No, Kennedy, what do they say?” Mark interrupts. His hands latch onto the edge of the table as he leans forward. “Are you blushing?” Mark tilts his head to inspect me.
My hands fly to my cheeks to hide the heat creeping onto them. “I’m not blushing,” I lie.
“Now you have to say it,” Mark demands.
“They say if you’re a good dancer, then you’re good in bed,” I reveal, feeling the heat deepen under my skin.
“Is Graham a good dancer?” Mark barks.
With gritted teeth, I stretch my neck to ease the stress small comments like that cause. Mark can be easy going most days, but then as if a light switch flips, he becomes aggressively jealous of my history with Graham.
“Don’t do that, Mark. It’s not fair to me, and it’s not fair to you.”
“Sometimes...” he begins to explain, but I draw my hand up to stop his words.
“I’m here with you, not him.”
Mark drinks me in as his head bobs up and down in the slightest of motions. I fidget under his scrutiny. As he scoots out from his side of the booth and slides into mine, I make room for him. My breath hitches when he runs his fingers through the hair above my ear. Anticipation is written all over his face. I’m not surprised when his lips engulf mine in his desire. 
The kiss starts slow, but an electric current runs through us as the embrace deepens. His tongue begs for entrance along the seam of my lips. My fingers track up his hand and arm to rest on his chest. As he moves in closer, I trace a path to his hip. His abs constrict under my touch, egging me on. Taking a chance, I delve under the hem of his shirt. He hisses when I make contact with the bare skin above his hip. 
With reluctance, I pull away, but Mark draws me back for another kiss. 
“My dancing may be shit, baby, but I can promise you’ll have no complaints between the sheets.”
I lean back, my eyebrow raised in question. “Who said I was going to sleep with you?”
“Your hand.” Our gazes drop to my hand planted comfortably beneath his shirt. “I know you can feel it, this desire you’re afraid of.”
His lips return with an easiness that causes a thrill to shoot through my veins and straight to the most sensitive part of my body. He’s right. This desire swirling in me should have been locked away last year.
After the waitress drops off our food, Mark places my hand high on his thigh. I don’t fight or move it to a safer distance. I feel alive when we touch. With him, I’m not an object to possess, but a girl to be respected. 
As he pays the bill, I twist towards him. “Do you want to come back to my house and watch a movie?” 
Mark’s smile widens, matching my own. “I don’t want to say goodbye either.”  



Chapter Eighteen
Graham
I turn in the passenger seat to look at my mom. “Why are we driving into Nashville anyway? We going to see Grandpa?”
“Would you like to see your grandfather?” she asks, throwing me a sidelong glance. 
“You’re joking, right?” I scoff and raise an eyebrow. “I don’t want to see the jackass who likes to pretend his son is a saint.”
“Your grandfather and dad just have a different way of seeing family.” She shakes her head because she knows that’s a line of bullshit.
Arguing our side of the spectrum will do me no good. She’s loyal to my father to a fault, and there’s no reason to try to explain why he’s a colossal mistake to hold onto. All she ever says is “because of him, I have you.” It’s an admiral way of looking at the situation, but I’d like to believe my greatness would’ve popped up elsewhere. 
“Your dad...” she begins.
The anger I have towards that man boils over. “Father. That man is only my father, and even that’s being generous.” 
“I know that, to you, he’s only your sperm donor, but...”
“Please, don’t say sperm, Mom.” I bang my head against the glass, hoping by some miracle I’ll fall through.
She chuckles. It’s the first time in a long time I’ve heard her true laugh. 
“I’ve had sex before, Graham.” 
I turn towards her with wide eyes. “Mom, seriously, it’s not funny.” 
“You should see the look on your face, baby. How do you think you got here?” She releases the steering wheel to hold up her hands, then grabs the wheel to stay in her lane.
“Stork? Messenger pigeon? Adoption?” I rattle off in hopes one will be true.
She’s still laughing as we pull into a spot outside my favorite restaurant. When we were in elementary school, I first came here for Mark’s birthday with his family. It has the best ribs. By the number of cars in the lot, it’s obvious everyone in Nashville has the same idea as my mom.
“Why don’t we just go somewhere else? It’s packed, Mom.” I point at the front of the building.
“I’ve been dreaming about eating ribs for the past couple of days. Humor your mother, even if we have to wait forty-five minutes,” she argues with a sweet smile only she’s capable of giving. 
I can’t say no to that. I open the passenger door and slide out. 
As we walk through the parking lot, she links her arm through mine and leans her head on my bicep. She feels frail next to me. I wonder if she’s always been this weak or if he does this to her. She shivers, so I wrap an arm around her until we walk in the front entrance. 
“You’re a good boy,” she whispers. 
Her words only bring more guilt, because I’ve done nothing to earn them. Nights when I’m getting drunk and fucking some random girl, her bruise count triples because she’s alone with him. I’m not a good boy, but because the thought of her believing anything different hurts too much, I smile at her.
“We’ll take you to your seat.” The hostess gestures for us to follow her.
“That was quick,” I whisper, confused with how fast we are getting a seat.
“I paid her fifty bucks to let us skip the line.” She laughs. 
She’s where I get my demanding personality. It’s not a bad trait to inherit, but I can’t help the loud laugh escaping my mouth.
“I can take your drink order,” the young hostess says to me. Her eyes land on my chest, lingering longer than necessary. 
“I’ll have water,” I answer, flashing a suggestive smirk. A blush creeps onto her cheeks, so I inch closer and her eyes widen when I wink. 
If I said that ever got old, I’d be a liar. It’s strange to know the effect I have on people. They tend to stammer and stumble over words, but mostly they have ‘please fuck me’ eyes. Girls are easy creatures and I figured that out early in life. They’re just as horny as we guys are, but they go about in a whole different way. Where guys tend to be brash and open about their sexuality, girls are more delicate. They like to sugar coat with handholding and sweet glances until they can’t take it anymore and practically explode at the first brush of a finger.
“I’ll take sweet tea,” my mom says, breaking the poor girl from the sexual stare off she started. 
The hostess drops her gaze in embarrassment and scurries to the kitchen. 
“That’s one thing you got from your father.” Mom shakes her head in disgust, or maybe pride.
My eyebrow raises. “What’s that?” I ask. 
“You’re a natural-born charmer. That girl would have laid down on this table in front of your mother to get in your pants,” she jokes. 
“Quit talking about sex and me at the same time. Quit talking about sex, in general,” I demand.
“Fair enough. How’s school going?” 
“It’s school. I’m just getting ready for baseball tryouts.” I smile at the thought of being on the mound. Something about competing for a win makes my blood rush.
“Have you thought about college, Graham?”
“There’s always Georgia.” I smile at the hostess as she drops off our drinks.
“What about Maryland? I saw the pamphlet on your desk, or maybe UConn.” 
She’s on to me. I can’t hide much from her.
“I was dancing around the idea of going north. Just an idea, but I don’t think it’ll play out,” I admit with a shake of my head.
“Maryland’s close to New York, right?” she asks with a slight smile. “So is UConn.” 
My mom doesn’t know much about Kennedy, but she does know Kennedy plans to go to New York to college.
“They are.” The minute the whisper releases from my lips, I hear her. 
A laugh like hers is hard to forget. My shoulders tense as my eyes scan the surroundings. Mom catches my glance as it shifts around the room. I don’t see Kennedy, but her laugh echoes in my ears.
“You okay?” Mom lifts a worried brow.
“Just heard a ghost,” I say under my breath.
“What?” she asks, confusion written all over her face.
“Nothing,” I offer. 
Our actual waitress, not the eager hostess, comes to take our order. Mom chooses the ribs and I follow her lead. When the food is brought to our table, we eat in silence. Kennedy’s soft voice flutters in the background every few minutes, but I try to ignore it. Conversations about baseball and my mom’s charity events don’t do their job, and my eyes keep scanning the room in search of her.
As Mom pays the bill, I run to the restroom before we hit the road home. When I turn the corner, I hear Kennedy’s laugh again. I walk out of the small nook outside the bathrooms and see her and Mark in a booth. I don’t know what comes over me. My heart twinges in my chest as I take a seat at a table hidden enough to keep my presence unknown. 
I watch them from afar. Kennedy’s head tilts back with laughter, a laugh I thought only I was capable of causing. They embrace, and when his lips meet hers, my stomach lurches in protest.
I don’t know what to do. The old Graham might have sauntered over, made everyone feel uncomfortable, and demand Mark keep his hands off her. Even if I did play out the fantasy, I doubt it will do me any good. 
It nearly kills me to see Kennedy slide her fingers down his arm and onto his stomach. Her hand disappears when it tucks under the fabric of his shirt. To see someone I love with someone else is impossible and the worst kind of torture. I don’t know why I’ve sat here for as long as I have, but I can’t look away. Her laugh is contagious, and to see her let go and be carefree isn’t something I want to miss, even if I’m not the one beside her.
All I’ve ever wanted for Kennedy is to be happy. I stand and head for the exit. When I jump in the passenger seat, my mom's eyes zero in on me. 
“What?” I snap.
“What took you so long?” she asks.
“There was a line,” I lie and turn my head to the window. 
“I’m your mother. Don’t lie to me.” Her eyes drift over to me then return to the road. “I saw the way you reacted when you heard Kennedy’s laugh.” 
I look at her in question. How does she know Kennedy’s laugh? 
“I met her once, but once was enough to remember the way she laughed with you. It’s hard to forget something as sweet as that.”
“She’s with Mark,” I whisper, ashamed that the girl I love is with someone else.
“And you didn’t know she’d be out with him?” She reaches up to turn the volume down. 
“No, I knew she’d be with Mark. I just wasn’t ready to see them together like that. I’ve seen them at school and at parties, but when I’m around, they try to keep their distance from each other. When I’m not there, it’s different.” I run my hand down my face in frustration.
“Do you love the girl?” she whispers.
The question hits me like a ton of bricks.
“Of course I love her, or else I wouldn’t have done what I did,” I answer honestly, maybe for the first time.
“And what exactly did you do?” 
“I walked away from her. I caused that girl a hell storm of pain last year, Mom, and after Craig’s attack, it just made sense to allow her to live a life without me,” I state.
“Does she love you?” my mom asks as if it’s the easiest question to answer.
When I see her happy, wrapped in a world consumed by Mark, I doubt every feeling we both ever had. Tonight, I saw Kennedy look at Mark the way she once looked at me.
“I don’t know how she could love me,” I answer with my worst fear.
“Maybe you should start with reasons for how she couldn’t. It’s a much shorter list, I can guarantee you.” She reaches over to squeeze my hand. “You’re more than you think you are, Graham Black, and one day a girl’s going to realize that. Maybe it will be Kennedy, maybe it will be someone new, but no matter who it is, they’ll know just how damn lucky they are to be in this world beside you.”
The rest of the drive home is silent. Mom turns the stereo up to a dull whisper, but loud enough for her to hear. My head rests on the window as my mind goes in and out with reasons for why this year has gone the way it has.
One thing I know to be true is Kennedy isn’t someone you should ever want to let go of, but sometimes life gets in the way and it’s not possible to hold on any longer. Some things are out of our control, and Kennedy is one of those things for me. She barreled into my life without any notice, and before I had a chance to savor her, she was gone.
And I have to live with the part I played in pushing her away.



Chapter Nineteen
Kennedy
Violet leans against the locker next to mine. “I feel like I didn’t see you all winter break,” she whines, digging in her purse. 
“I know. I know.” I press my back against the wall. “It’s been a crazy couple of weeks.” I shake my head at the memories.
Violet’s smile falters. “Have you seen him yet, Kennedy?”
“Who?” I ask, even though I already know the answer.
“Who do you think?” Violet pushes off the locker and stares me down. “Graham. Have you seen Graham?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“I guess I just thought after the way you talked New Year’s Eve and the way you guys watched each other at midnight...” Violet rambles, playing with the ends of her hair. “It’s like one of those moments you only read in books. Two star-crossed lovers who can’t be together because of some tragic event, only to watch each other from afar.” Violet stares into the open space above her head like she’s in a daydream.
“Good thing you’re taking drama this semester.” I giggle at her theatrics. “I thought you hated him after everything, anyway? Weren’t you the one who said, and I quote, ‘His pansy ass better stay the fuck away from you?’”
She nods her head in agreement. “Yes, I did, but I can’t hate someone who loves you that much, sweet cheeks.”
“Loved!” I correct her. 
“No, I said it right the first time.” Violet smirks. 
Something catches her attention, and I follow her gaze. With his hair still wet and those perfect worn-in blue jeans hugging his legs, Mark walks down the hall. His navy blue t-shirt fits tight over his chest, accentuating his perfect body. He stops when our eyes meet. Everyone moves around him for the brief seconds he just stares at me. Groups of girls gawk from the sidelines, but nothing breaks his concentration.
“You two are almost as bad as you and Graham were,” Violet states as she rolls her eyes. “I’ll leave you two be.” Violet walks past Mark and slaps him on the shoulder. 
Mark pulls me into his arms as soon as he steps in front of me. “Hey, beautiful,” he sighs. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
“Am I now?” I wrap my arms around his waist.
“I’ve missed you.” With his breath in my hair, I hold on tighter.
“Mark, I just saw you two days ago. Remember that little date we had?” I laugh.
He twirls us around playfully. He lays his lips against my head, but never fully kisses me. “I know, but we spent every day together during break.”
“I think you’ll survive.” I pat him on the back.
Mark’s muscles tighten under my fingers. 
Graham’s close by. 
Turning around would only make it harder for us both. Mark’s been making small comments about Graham’s and my history. His little jabs are noticeable and I hear them loud and clear.
Mark releases me. With my head facing the locker, I take special care to avoid either side of the hallway. I know he’ll be there. He’s always there. 
“I’ll see you at lunch, then?” Mark offers, snapping himself back to his usual carefree self.
“Yeah, I’ll see you,” I whisper, nodding my head. Mark leans over and kisses me on the forehead. 
As I hoist my purse over my shoulder, I drop my books. A familiar set of strong hands snatch them up before I can. My gaze lingers on his shoes, and with slow accuracy, scan up his toned legs. His gym shorts sit low on his hips, exposing his perfectly sculpted calves. Above, a plain black t-shirt meets my eye. I haven’t been this close to him in months. My breath catches at his intrusive stare. If we keep this up, nothing good will come of it.
“We need to quit meeting like this.” Graham grins. 
His laughter makes my frown break out into a full-blown smile. Seeing Graham’s smile is enough to take my breath away. 
“Yeah, we do.” I reach for my books. He hands them over then rubs the back of his neck. 
“Kennedy, can I say something?” Graham leans down to grab my attention. 
When our eyes lock, my heartbeat becomes erratic. A heaviness settles in my chest, begging for relief.
“No one’s stopping you.” I kick at the ground for a distraction.
“I’m letting you go,” he spits. He tries to play it cool, but apprehension peeks out from behind the honey walls of his eyes.
My head tilts from side to side to make sense of Graham’s words. His eyes beg for my unyielding regard as if he thinks it will make his conviction more poignant. I try to seem carefree, as if these four words don’t cause the crack in my heart to ache, but I’m not successful.
Unwanted tears form, but I refuse to let them fall. After everything, I want to stand strong. 
“Why are you saying this to me now?” I cry.
I’m letting you go isn’t a new sentiment from him. His actions, his absence, have made his point loud and clear. Somehow hearing the actual words, my world falls apart. Maybe a small part of me has been hoping that, in the end, Graham would prove me wrong.
“Am I not worth fighting for?” I hide my face behind my hands. I know it’s not fair to Mark, but the words come out before I process them.
Two short steps bring him right in front of me. Neither of us bother to move as our shoes knock. He wipes away the lone tear on my cheek. 
Dammit. I didn’t want to cry in front of him anymore.
“You’ve always been worth fighting for, Ken, and you always will be, but...” His head shakes back and forth. His mahogany eyes show a defeat that matches mine. 
“You know how you said that you’d always love me?” 
Graham nods.
“I’ll always love you, too,” I whisper. My shoulders slump beneath the weight of my loss. Those words needed to be spoken outloud, before my time ran out.
“That’s not enough for us, though, is it?” Graham asks. 
“Of course it’s not,” I whisper.
“Promise me you’ll find your happy,” he begs.
I lean against a locker and take a deep breath. “My happy isn’t found in one of you boys, Graham.” 
Graham nods, pride shining in his eyes. His signature heart-melting smile appears on his lips. “Do you think I can take you up on that offer from last year?” he asks. His cheeks turn a soft shade of pink, something I’ve never seen on him before. 
My eyebrows crunch together as I toe a crack in the tile. “What offer?” I ask through shallow breaths, my nerves getting the better of me.
“You think we can be friends?” Graham's shoulders shrug in apprehension. My eyes dart to his. He nods as his eyes beg for understanding. “I need a friend like you right now, and I know it’s not fair. I understand that, but I need you.” His words crack under the strain of their weight.
“You’ve always had me, Graham.” I close the gap between us. My arms wrap around his waist. His intake of breath is deafening as my head rests on his chest, listening to his rapid heartbeat. “You’ve always had me, Graham.”
“He’s back.” Graham talks into my hair. His hands run up and down my back. When his light touch skims down the entire length, a shiver runs down my spine.
“Your dad?”
“He can’t miss his only chance at reliving his own dreams through his son.” His bitterness soaks every word.
“You always have a pillow to crash on at the Conrad house, Graham, if you need it.” I release my hold on him, our sad smiles mirroring each other.
A calmness comes over me as we walk in opposite directions. Our relationship isn’t what I’ve missed most of all, but the way he always made me laugh and made me believe there’s good beneath the bad. It’s our friendship. This is why instead of listening to my bleeding heart, I allow a sliver of Graham back into my life. 
*****
The door swings open and everyone looks at me. I walk into first block, ten minutes late, not exactly giving my teacher the best impression on the first day of class.
“I’m so sorry I’m late,” I apologize to the teacher. I’ve never been in one of Mrs. McCarthy’s class, but I’ve heard the rumors.
“That was my fault.” His deep voice rolls over my body. “It won’t happen again, Mrs. McCarthy.” Graham’s wicked smile taunts our teacher, then drops to me. 
“Why did you go in the other direction just now?” I ask with confusion.
“I had to pee. I wasn’t aware our friendship meant I had to tell you every move I make.” Graham smirks with a shake of his head.
Mrs. McCarthy clears her throat. “You two take a seat. We’ll talk after class is over.”
As I walk down the aisle, Graham’s chest burns against my back. “Do you have to stand so close?”
“Is it distracting?” Graham whispers into the back of my hair. “How does it feel to be in trouble for the first time in your life?”
“I’m not in trouble.” I glare at him over my shoulder.
“Yeah, we are.” Graham’s words are smooth as butter. The glint in his eyes tells me he’s not just talking about us being late.
“If we’re going to be friends,” I glance to the front of the class to make sure our teacher can’t hear us, “we need to lay down some rules, Graham.”
“You and your rules.” He rolls his eyes.
“For starters, quit flirting with me. I’m not going to sleep with you.” I shake my finger in his face.
Graham plops down in a chair. “Well, you sort of already have, so are you really going to rule that one out?” 
“Shit like that can’t happen. Don’t make this harder than it already is.” I shake my head in frustration.
“Okay, fair enough. What’s the rest of your rules?”
“You have to be the guy I know you are. None of this ‘I’m fucking gorgeous, so I get to be a dick’ shit. Everyone saw you with me last year. It’s not a secret you’re a decent human being,” I argue.
Graham bats his eyelashes and plays bashful by putting his hand on his chest. “Did you just call me gorgeous?”
“It’s not a secret,” I whisper.
“Kennedy and Graham, last warning,” Mrs. McCarthy shouts. Everyone turns to look at us. 
“Sorry, Mrs. McCarthy,” I answer as I throw my books on the desk and sit.
“Kennedy’s in trouble. Kennedy’s in trouble,” Graham chants.
Throughout first block, I try to listen to Mrs. McCarthy’s lecture on the civil war, but my mind strays. Graham’s warming up to me after all this time confuses me. He drew the initial line in the sand, but I underscored it by jumping into his friend’s arms. Things happening in the way they did weren’t intentional. My relationship with Mark sort of developed over time and I don’t regret it because he’s taught me a lot about myself.
When the lecture ends, I wrap my arm through Graham’s. “Walk with me for a second.” I don’t think about what others will think. It feels natural to be this way with him. “Don’t be offended, but what the hell is going on?” 
“I was hoping we could’ve skipped this whole part,” Graham says as if I’m boring him. He stops in the middle of the hallway. By now, we have everyone's attention. “But that’s obviously not going to be the case, so do you want the quick version or the drawn out one?”
“Throw me the quick version.” 
A girl snaps a photo of us with her phone, no doubt to try to sabotage my and Mark’s relationship. 
“I’ve used girls before and after you. I did it because I wanted to forget for a little while. You, my dad, everything. By far, you’ve been the hardest to forget, though.” He scratches at the short growth along his jaw line. “Sometimes you have to take things head on, so that’s what I’m doing. We aren’t together anymore, and at first it really sucked, but now I’m learning that it sucks more not to have you in my life at all. I’m coping with Mark and you, not that I want to be the best man at your wedding or anything, but I am coping.”
“So that’s it? You’re coping?” I reiterate his sentiment.
Graham’s eyes soften. “I’m coping.”
“If you can cope, then I can cope.” I smile up at him. I glance around the hallway. “The vultures are watching.”
Graham’s eyes roll. “Want to make out? That’ll give them something real to talk about.”
I push on his chest and laugh.
Graham and I go our separate ways, and for the first time, it doesn’t feel like we’ve just spoken our final words to each other. There isn’t a rule book for situations like ours. There’s no right or wrong way to navigate our situation. It’s unexplored, but like Graham said—we’re coping.



Chapter Twenty
Graham
Bat gripped tight, I swing it over and over again to warm up my muscles. Using this time to settle my nerves is the only way to get through this. 
The metal door slams against the wall, and the loud crash silences the room. Mark strolls in, greeting the guys with high-fives. The glare he directs at me could make a kitten cry. Someone has tipped him off about how friendly Kennedy and I were earlier. 
I drop my bat and exit the cage, leaving my safe, protected place. Outside of it, I’m vulnerable to my friend’s wrath. I follow him into the locker room. His back tightens as he pulls his sweatshirt over his head, but he doesn’t face me. 
“Don’t fucking start with me today,” Mark barks. His phone lands in his bag and he slams his locker shut. He finally turns towards me. Breaths shallow, face red, and eyes narrowed, he’s seconds away from knocking me out. 
“Don’t be an asshole,” I snarl. “Have you talked to Kennedy?” His anger flares at my raised eyebrow.
“She’s my girlfriend, Graham.” Mark slams his fist into his locker door. 
Hearing him refer to her as his girlfriend makes me gag. 
I said I was coping, okay? I’m not a saint.
“I know it’s going to make you uncomfortable, but I need you to understand where I’m coming from. Kennedy’s important–”
Mark cuts me off. “She wasn’t that important to you last year.”
“That’s not fair and you know it, Mark. I walked out on her to give her a chance.”
“A chance at what, exactly? Everyone sees the way you still watch her. It’s no secret. And you coming and going makes it worse for her and confuses her more. You make her question her choices, and I’m one of them.”
I ignore his comment and focus on his question. “To be happy, and she is happy,” I jab a finger at him, “with you.” 
Okay, I gagged for real that time. 
Mark’s eyes narrow in on me. “And you’re okay with that?”
“I’ll love that girl ‘til the day I die, Mark, but I can’t make her happy. So, I’m letting her go.”
“Sure you are.” He scoffs, then walks away. 
“Mark, don’t misinterpret my willingness to let her go for my willingness to stop loving her. You need to understand that when you’re with her, a part of me will always want to be where you are. My heart beats for that girl. The only reason I’m letting her go is for her.” I stand with my whole body slouched. 
“Graham...” Mark’s eyes soften for a split second and then harden again. 
Friend or not, he doesn’t have any sympathy for me. “Just don’t, okay? Last year, you told me she’s not the type of girl you just fuck around with, and you’re right. I just didn’t figure it out soon enough.” I rush past him. I want to leave him with my words playing on repeat in his head. 
Mark and I avoid each other until pitching practice. Ever since freshman year when we were pulled to Varsity, he’s been my catcher. In the past three years, there hasn’t been a time he hasn’t had my back. 
“You’re ready for the season to start. I’ve never seen you pitch like this,” Mark compliments me as we grab our bags. “There’s fire behind those throws.” 
“I’m just ready to get away from here,” I answer, maybe too honestly. 
Mark nods in mock understanding. He has no intentions of leaving Tennessee. How could he when he has the perfect life with a perfect family? “I know you hate me, but I really like her. You need to know that. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t.” 
“That’s the thing, though. I didn’t just love her. That girl became my best friend last year, and it was all taken away in an instant.” I press my temples, frustrated by the conversation.
“You played a big hand in losing her, Graham. Let’s not forget that,” Mark points out, rubbing the reality in my face.
“I know I did, but, just because we aren’t going to be together, it doesn’t mean our friendship doesn’t hold strong. I don’t think anything could break that,” I declare.
“Just like you want me to understand, I need you to understand. Kennedy is my girlfriend. She may be your friend or whatever you two are trying to convince yourselves you are, but don’t you dare overstep your bounds.” Mark’s eyes burn into me.
I stare at the stained ceiling tiles above us and whisper, “We’ll see.” 
Mark bends down to retie his shoelaces. “I heard you guys were talking in the hallway today,” he mumbles. 
“We were,” I admit.
A scowl paints Mark’s reddened face. “About?” He holds his ground, spreading his legs apart in a protective stance. 
I scoff. “Do you usually need a manuscript of her conversations?”
“Only when it’s with you. I know your history. I don’t know everything, but I know enough not to like it.” Mark forces his mitt into his bag and walks away.
I trail behind him, and inside, I’m dancing at his discomfort. “Yoo-uu’re jeaa-lous,” I singsong behind him. 
Mark spins around at my remark. “I’m not jealous.” 
Despite his denial, it’s written all over his face in the way his eyebrows narrow and his lips purse. 
I cuff him on the shoulder. “Relax man, I know you’re not.” 
No, I don’t. 
The ride home is a haze. When I pull into the driveway and see his car parked in my spot, I want to hit reverse and take Kennedy up on her offer. It’s a nice thought even though I never will. I park next to his SUV. Not bothering with my bags, I walk through the garage and into the kitchen.
“Mom,” I shout. “I’m home. Where’re you at?”
“Honey, we’re in here.” Her strained voice travels down the hallway.
I find them in the formal sitting room. He sits in one of the wing-backed chairs, my mom meticulously placed in the one opposite him. The whole situation screams staged, leaving me with an uneasy feeling. 
“What’s going on? You guys never sit in here.” My gaze scans between the two of them, lingering on my father’s face to get an idea of what’s to come.
“Your father wants to talk to us.” My mom motions for me to sit on the loveseat across from them.
“What’s up?” I focus my attention on the permanent dirt stain on my baseball pants.
“I know things haven’t been easy around here. I’ve been stressed and away from the house, but that’s all going to stop. I’m no longer traveling, so I’ll be home from now on,” my father explains. His deep voice digs needles into every nerve in my body. 
Squaring my shoulders, I train my eyes on him. “Hasn’t been easy? You beat the shit out of us. You’ve always beaten the shit out of us, Father.” I jump to my feet. “We are perfectly happy with you being away,” I shout as I pace back and forth across the room. His nonchalant attitude over what it’s like in this house is infuriating. 
“Graham!” my mom shouts. “Don’t speak to your father like that.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I snap back, my hands flailing in the air. 
I don’t register my father’s movement until the back of his hand slams against the side of my face. His wedding ring gouges my skin. I summon the strength to face him through the burn of the contact.
“It’s all going to stop now, right, Dad? You just needed to get in that one last hit, huh?” I push against his chest. “I’m fucking leaving, and I’m not coming back until you kick his ass to the curb, Mom.” My eyes are on her in silent prayer that she’ll stand up for us.
When she says nothing, I know my pleas are hopeless.
“That’s what I thought. Good luck, Mom. I love you, but I can’t stick around, waiting for this asshat you call a husband to get his shit together.”
“Graham...” my mom whispers, but her voice never reaches full strength.
The front door slams behind me. I dig my keys out of my pocket, crank the ignition, and clutch the wheel to control my trembling hands. Coach won’t to be happy when he sees my face. I lean forward to get a better look in the mirror. The small cut where his ring hit my cheek and the minor bruising will be worse come morning.
As I turn the car off, Coach walks out on the front porch. The yellow light conceals his expression until I walk up the steps and see him grimace.
“That son of a bitch. He’s back,” Coach’s voice vibrates with anger. “Come inside. We’ll get you cleaned up, son.” His warm hand grips my shoulder to usher me into his home.
My eyes water when he calls me son. I don’t understand how the man who helped create me, the one who’s supposed to support me and protect me, can be the monster he is.
“Tell me what happened? You need to know I have to report this, kid. I can’t keep quiet any longer. Not after the summer we had.” Coach motions for me to follow him. 
His wife, Candice, comes into the kitchen. She scans me from head to toe. “Oh, honey,” she whispers. She sits at the kitchen table and presses the heels of her hands to her eyes.
I take the seat across from her as Coach pilfers through the cabinet above their sink. “Explain,” he demands. 
He throws antiseptic cream and a butterfly bandage on the table, and his wife scoots her chair next to mine. Her gentle fingers probe the gash.
“I need something to clean off the dried blood.” Her eyes stay on mine. They soften as time passes and I have to look away.
Coach hands her a warm, wet washcloth. Candice presses it against my cheek with a tenderness only found in a mother. I wince at the initial contact, but seconds later, it gives me some relief.
“Spill it, kids,” Coach barks in an angry voice. “I need to know if I have to load my shotgun and teach your dad a lesson.”
“Richard,” Candice retorts. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard anyone call him anything other than Coach. 
“What?” He shrugs at her verbal assault.
“I got home from practice,” I begin. 
Coach’s pride shines through his smile.
Technically, we don’t need to be practicing yet. Tryouts don’t start until March, but everyone knows we are capable of winning the state championship this year.
“How’s pitching going?” Coach asks with excitement. Candice smacks him on the shoulder, making me laugh.
“They were in the formal dining room. He started yammering on about how things are going to change and he’s not going to be traveling anymore, so we don’t need to worry about his stress,” I explain. “I lost it, Coach. Being stressed doesn’t make you do the things he’s done to us. He hit me. I stormed out and now I’m here.” 
My elbows meet my knees, my head drops, and my hands tangle in my hair. I rub the corners of my eyes. All at once, everything in my life crashes into perspective, and I can’t fight the tears anymore. My clenched fists rain blow after blow over the kitchen table. Howls of uncertainty and bitterness escape my throat. For things I’ll never understand and for moments I’ll never experience, my hand throbs under the weight of my fury. 
Safe, loving arms embrace me.
“It’s okay, sweetie. I’ll make up your bed.” Candice squeezes my knee as she stands. 
Once she leaves the room, I glance up to see Coach sitting across from me. His eyes are always so passive when I look at them, but not today. He’s ready for war and I know he won’t keep my secret.
I furiously wipe at the pool of tears beneath my eyes. “What are you going to do?” I ask beneath my breath.
“I’ll report it to the school district. From that point, I’m not sure what will happen,” he answers. He stands and points to the fridge. “There’s some cold pizza in there if you’re hungry. Go take a shower, then come to my office. I want to hear about your pitching.”
“Yes, sir,” I answer with acceptance. 
Dazed, I walk through the house. As I step into the bathroom, I catch my reflection. My eyes are a disturbing shade of pink. My shoulders slump in defeat, but the bruise holds my attention. 
I turn the faucet on as hot as it will allow, stepping into the shower I frequented all summer. As it cascades down my back, I pretend the water washes everything away, but when I wake in the morning, I’ll still be the son of an abusive father and my world will continue to spiral out of control.
After I dress, I make my way to Coach’s office. The only light in the room comes from his small desk lamp. Silence fills the room as I take a seat on the couch against the wall. With his back turned, I’m not sure he knows I’m here with him.
“How’s it going, Graham?” 
“Good. You should’ve seen me today. Mark says I’m doing my best pitching he’s ever seen.” 
“That’s not what I’m talking about.” Coach twirls in his chair and his eyes burn into me. “Where’s your head at?” 
I swing my legs up and rest my head on the arm of the couch, racking my brain for an answer. 
“Graham?” Coach questions my silence.
“I just don’t know how I got here,” I whisper. “How did I get here?”
Coach circles his desk and stops beside me. “What your dad does, none of that is in your control. Some people are just built to be the way he is. It’s not your fault.”
I lift up and rest my elbows on my knees. “It’s not just him, though. It’s everything. I feel like everything’s falling down around me, Coach, and I can’t hold on.”
He scratches his forehead. “When you’re young, it can seem like that, but I promise you’re stronger and more resilient than you think. At the end of this school year, you’ll be out of this town, and you don’t have to look back. This town can be a memory you dream up when you’re older.” His hand rests on my shoulder. “But you need to know there’re people in this town who want nothing but the best for you.” 
“What are you trying to say?” My eyebrows furrow at his declaration.
“Let me tell you how Candice and I met.” Coach sits down beside me and leans back against the cushion. His smile widens when he turns to me. “We met in high school. I thought she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen when I first laid eyes on her. We started dating shortly after freshman year and have been together ever since. It hasn’t always been easy. That’s the point to life, Graham. It’s not meant to be easy and carefree. We’ve gone through her cancer and survived. We’ve managed to find something to love in each other even when we’ve both grown and changed into different people. Most importantly, Graham, we fight for each other.”
My head falls at what he’s insinuating. “I don’t deserve someone like Kennedy.” 
“The fact you can admit that proves you do, son.” Coach vacates the couch. “Last year, your pitching was spot on. Nothing could touch your fastball. I watched you this summer. You weren’t bad, but you weren’t good either. You just were. You don’t think that has anything to do with her?” He twirls his wedding band around his finger. “When things are right with Candice, everything else in my life falls into place. I saw you two together today. The hallway was empty, but I happened to walk by and see you holding her. Then Mark claims today is the best pitching he’s seen from you.”
“They have nothing to do with each other.” I roll my shoulders to ease the stress building beneath the muscle.
Coach smacks the back of my head. “Open your eyes, kid. That girl makes you better. When things are right with you guys, nothing can touch you. Not on the field. Not off the field. That girl is your saving grace.”
I scoff at his theory as I walk to his office door. “Coach, you’ve lost your goddamn mind.” 
“Have I?” he answers. His words contradict my fear. He’s out to prove his point at any cost. 
I go to bed with Coach’s words in my head. 
When things are right you with guys, nothing can touch you. 
That girl is your saving grace. 



Chapter Twenty-One
Kennedy
Violet runs around the couch and leaps onto the seat next to mine. “We need to talk about spring break.” 
“What about it?” I flip through the movie channels to find something to watch.
The smirk on her face makes me laugh. 
“What do you mean what about it? Spring break’s going to be here in less than five weeks. We need to make plans, book tickets and hotels, buy bathing suits, and the list goes on.” Violet rattles off in a hurry. 
“I don’t plan on going to Spring Break.”
“You have to,” Violet whines. “It’s a senior year rite of passage. Everyone’s going.”
“I’m not.” I deadpan.
Things are tight for my parents right now. To ask them to throw money away on a vacation for me wouldn’t be fair.
“You are, and we’re about to ask your mom.” Violet nods in excitement.
The front door open. Violet must have seen her pull into the driveway.
“Don’t you dare mention it to my mom.”
“Hi, Mrs. Conrad. We were just talking about you,” Violet shouts, and throws an obnoxious smile my way.
Keys hit the small table in the entryway, and mom walks around the corner.
“Hi, Violet. Hey, sweetie, what’s going on?” Her gaze bounces between the two of us.
“Kennedy has something to ask you about spring break.” Violet elbows me in the ribs.
“That’s coming up, isn’t it?” She bites the inside of her cheek.
“Five short weeks,” Violet sings, an innocent smile lighting her face.
“And let me guess, Vi, you have plans already mapped out in your head?” My mom laughs at her enthusiasm.
“You know me too well.” Violet jumps from the couch, wraps mom in a hug, and then holds her at arms-length. “Mexico.” The destination releases from her lips in a boisterous tone.
“Mexico?” My mom’s voice is weary. I shrug when she looks to me for an explanation. 
“Mexico,” Violet repeats.
My mom peeks around Violet, and our eyes meet. “Ken, I’ll need to talk to your dad.”
“No rush, Mom.” 
She walks down the hall, and when I hear the bedroom door close behind her, I scowl at my best friend. “I didn’t want you to put her on the spot.” I rest my head in my hands and tug my hair.
“I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s senior year. I’ve always assumed we would go together. Make it a thing,” Violet says as she plops down beside me again.
I’m afraid to look her in the eyes. She’ll see my embarrassment. 
“Kennedy, what’s going on?” Violet whispers as she rests her hand on my leg.
I force myself to meet her eyes. “I can’t go to Mexico. It’s going to cost a fortune, and it’s a fortune my family doesn’t have,” I admit. “We aren’t poor, by any means, but we aren’t rich like the rest of you, either.” I ghost my hand towards her.
“Is that what you’re worried about? The money?” Violet’s eyes narrow in on me. “Okay, so money’s tight. We’ll figure it out. You’re going, even if I have to dip into my own bank account.”
“I can’t let you pay my way, Violet.”
“You aren’t letting me do anything. I can do anything I want with my money. If I want to splurge on a vacation with my best friend before we run off to college, then I will,” Violet persists as she stands and runs from the room.
Before I can get a word out, the door shuts and her engine roars.
Most days, Violet is tenacious and overwhelming, but underneath all her crazy red hair and spunky attitude is a best friend who would move the Earth for the ones she loves. She’s the type of person you fight to keep in your life.
My back pocket buzzes and I pull out my phone. The screen lights up with Mark’s name and I push ignore, shoving it back into its hiding place. I’m avoiding him and for good reason. After school, instead of waiting for him, I threw my books in my bag and rushed out the side door. I’m not ready for the scrutiny I’m sure to endure when he gets the chance to chastise my friendship with Graham.
“Can we talk, mom?” I ask as she passes through the living room. With a fraction of fear and a sliver of happiness, I feel like I can talk to my mom about what’s going on in my life. 
“Of course. Why don’t you help me make the lasagna?” She smiles as I follow her into the kitchen. She motions towards the raw ground beef and I follow her silent instructions.
As I open the packaging and dump the content into the pan, I begin to talk. “I think Mark’s going to be upset that Graham and I are friendly now,” I explain. My mom turns to me just as I look to her for guidance. “Graham and I haven’t exactly seen eye to eye lately, but he needs me, Mom.”
She purses her lips, then turns to the sink to fill a pot for the noodles. “But why does he need you?”
I lean against the counter. “His dad’s back.”
She jerks around, almost sloshing water on the floor. “Graham told us his dad wasn’t supposed to be around much.” Her face drops with her slip up. With wide eyes, she and I have a stare-off. 
“When did you and Dad talk to Graham?” My eyebrows furrow in anger.
My mom ignores me. She mindlessly plays with the bowls in front of her. The stiffness in her back tells me she’s hiding something.
“Mom?” I screech to gain her attention.
“I wasn’t supposed to tell you. I promised him I would keep it between us.” She rubs her forehead.
“Tell me what?” To keep my hands busy, I grab the spatula off the counter and stir the meat. 
“He called. Just once a week,” she mutters under her breath. “He didn’t want you to know, but after how things ended, he wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“He called?” My eyes begin to water.
My mom nods her head. 
“And you didn’t think to tell me all this time? I spent the entire summer trying to cope with everything on my own, and Graham, the one person I wanted, checked in on me the whole time? I felt so alone, so hidden away from everyone, but the whole time, you’re telling me he called. He fucking called?” I shout. I toss the spatula down onto the counter. It bounces and falls to the floor with a loud clatter.
“Kennedy...” she whispers and takes a step towards me.
“No, Mom. Just don’t.” I halt her intrusion by stomping out of the room.
The sound of my bedroom door slamming echoes. My body falls to my bed and I stare at the ceiling. Tears trail down my cheeks and soak my bedspread. 
I grab my phone and push the top button to bring it to life. My fingers slide across the screen and I send a text. 
When were you planning on telling me you checked up on me all summer? 
There’s a long pause before my phone vibrates in my hand.
Don't do this
No, don’t you do this, Graham. Why would you check up on me, but let me think I was completely alone?
Jesus, I'm coming over. Unlock ur window.
He’s coming over?
Not a good idea, Kennedy. Tell him no. 
OK! 
I dash into the bathroom, run a brush through my hair, and throw it into a messy bun. When I glance in the mirror, red eyes and cheeks stare back at me. Splashing my face with cold water doesn’t help. It’s no use. I look exhausted.
As I consider changing out of my leggings and oversized sweatshirt, I hear a tap on my window. I run over in hopes of quieting his entrance. As I push the window up, Graham swings his legs into my bedroom. 
“She told you?” He paces like a caged animal and looks over every inch of the once familiar space. “Nothing’s changed since the last time I was here.” He runs a finger over the top of my dresser. “Except for this.” He points at a picture of the two of us. “This wasn’t here.”
I walk over and pick up the white picture frame. 
Graham clears his throat as my thumb runs over our faces. “It was after one of my games.” Graham lifts the frame from my hand and stares at the photo.
“We didn’t know she took the picture. I asked her to hold the camera because I wanted to congratulate you on the win.” I sit on the edge of my bed, fiddling with my leggings.
“You had those damn crutches, but you dropped them, and I lifted you up in my arms and you just laughed that laugh of yours,” Graham adds, sadness in his quiet voice.
“It was a perfect moment. One of the happiest moments. I used to love to watch you play.” My head shakes in disbelief at how different things are from then to now. “God, watching you play baseball is a sight to see, Graham. There’s nothing like it.”
“I assume you’ll be in the stands this year.” Graham’s statement is almost a question. “I didn’t want to say this over a text. I thought you and I deserved better than that, Ken.”
His calling me ‘Ken’ causes a haunting chill to run up my spine. He’s not the first person to do so, but the insignificant nickname falls from his lips like my name is more a prayer to him than anything else. Hearing it gives me a thrill I know I shouldn’t feel.
“Why’d you call them all summer?” I blurt, my eyes trained on his back. 
He places the picture frame back on the dresser and faces me. Our eyes lock and everything I need to know is right in front of me. 
“Ken... I just...” he stammers.
“You loved me,” I answer for him. “You called them to check in on me because you loved me and you couldn’t imagine not knowing.”
Graham walks over to sit next to me. My head falls to his shoulder and rises as he shrugs. 
“What do you want me to say, Kennedy? I loved you, but I still left because it was what was best for you.”
My head lifts slow and I face him. He turns to me and I see it. I feather my finger on the cut angled across his cheek. A purple bruise surrounds it. 
“I know you said he’s back. How long until this happened?” I question.
Graham stands and paces the length of my room. “Today.”
“Why didn’t you come here?”
“To walk through these halls...” He motions to the door. “That would be too hard.”
“Because of Mark?” I stand and step in front of Graham.
Graham trails his hands down my arms. “Because to see you happy without me is excruciating.”
His words sting and a tear slides down my cheek. “You being safe makes me happy, Graham.”
“Please, don’t cry for me.” He runs a finger from my eye to my jaw to erase the evidence of my fear. 
I step away from him, turn my back, and wipe off the remaining tears. “Can you stay for a little bit?”
“Kennedy...” 
I turn at the desperate tone in his voice.
Graham brushes his knuckles over the top of my dresser and twist towards me. He pats his index finger against his lip, his stare conflicted.
“It’s just a movie, Graham. I’m not asking for your hand in marriage.” I sit on the edge of the bed and watch as he shuffles in place. 
Because of our history, I never imagined him in my present nor my future, but having him standing here in front of me, I want to devour as much of him as possible with the time I have.
He strides with his usual swagger over to the bookshelf that holds my DVD collection. His eyes scan over every jacket until it lands on the perfect one.
“You liked this book, right?” Graham holds up The Longest Ride DVD. I nod and smile because it’s like Graham to remember something so insignificant. 
Tossing the blanket over my lap, I recline into my pillows. Graham slips his shoes off and throws them by the window before climbing onto my bed. I watch his every move as he adjusts the pillows behind his back just as he has so many times before. 
“What?” he questions my wide eyed stare.
“Just seeing you here, in my bed, it’s a lot to take in,” I confess, folding my hands in my lap. Idol hands are the devil’s playground, and I’m being tested with the urge to reach out and touch Graham. 
“I should leave.” He pushes off the mattress and attempts to stand, but I tug on his arm to get him to sit back down.
“Please don’t. I always felt a normalcy around you. Lately everyone treats me like I’m made of glass.”
“We’re going to be okay, Kennedy, the both of us. Somehow, we’ll be all right.”
I twist my arm through his and pull myself closer to his side. My head rests on his shoulder, and we both sigh as we melt into each other. An impossible task is to pretend to be okay, and as of lately, I feel as if I’m drowning. Here, right now, I’m starving for air, and somehow, at the same time, I couldn’t feel more alive being beside Graham.
We sit in perfect silence as we watch two people fall in love on the screen. I wish life could be like the movies. A beautiful beginning with a tortured middle, and if you’re one of the lucky ones, a life altering end, all sealed with a polished, love-stitched bow.
As the end credits roll, I dry the tears as they fall down my cheeks. When I peek through my eyelashes, Graham’s eyes glowed with a hopefulness, and I swallow back the lump lodged in my throat.
“Do you think people are capable of loving that deep?” Graham asks, his finger ghosting toward the TV, where the credits roll.
“I think anyone is capable of anything if they want it bad enough. I’d like to believe we were capable of an unforgettable love.” 
“Life’s no fairytale, but if it were, you and I would be an epic one.” 
Suddenly, the weight of his words land on me, and every emotion I’ve bottled up in my heart explodes in my chest. Graham forces a smile and wraps an arm around my back. 
“Close your eyes, Ken, and relax. I’ll stay until you fall asleep,” Graham whispers into my hair. His lips graze my crown just as my eyes flutter shut.
My chest heaves in a lung full of air, and I find myself surrounded by his scent. Wiggling into his side, my eyes stay locked shut as I find the comfort I’m desperate for. My body relaxes as sleep nearly takes me into its arms.
“Maybe our epic story is still being told, Ken.”
I wake in the morning, and before opening my eyes, I stretch the stress from my limbs. My mind in a fog, I question the dream I had last night. 
Graham. 
In my bed.
I roll over and clutch my pillow, burying my face into the cotton case. Sandalwood and citrus. I flail until my back straightens. I rummage around the side table and the bed for my phone, but a folded piece of paper catches my attention. 
I sleep better when you’re near is written in a familiar, sloppy handwriting. My lips curl into an infectious smile.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Graham
My mom watches me carry my luggage down the stairs. 
“Do you have your passport? And please, be safe. It’s Mexico, not Florida, Graham.”
“This isn’t my first rodeo, Mom.” Rolling my eyes, I throw my bag on the bottom step. 
“If you get sold into the sex trade, don’t come whining to me.” She throws her arms in the air in exaggeration. “I love you, honey.” She hugs me and walks up the stairs, leaving me alone in the entryway.
“I love you too, Mom,” I call up to her.
Even though I know it’s there, I double check to make sure my passport is in the front pocket of my carry-on. Dan’s horn blares in the driveway as I swing the front door open and grab my bags from the ground. I stare back at the open garage door to see my father’s SUV missing. It’s been gone for a week now. We don’t know where he went or when he plans to be back, and I’m okay with that. 
“A real gentleman would’ve come to the door,” I bellow as I throw my bags in the bed of his truck.
“I don’t see a real gentleman anywhere,” Violet hurls her insult out the window. Her eyes scan between the two of us. “Hi, Graham.”
“Hey, sweetheart.” I wink as I slide into the backseat.
“Who’s ready for some booze and debauchery?” I shout as I slam my hands down on the back of Dan’s headrest. 
Violet twists around and shoots daggers with her eyes. “You need to be on your best behavior,” Violet demands. 
“It’s senior year spring break. I think I’m allowed to run a little crazy,” I argue in defense of my plans.
“That’s not what I’m talking about, Graham.” Violet’s eyebrows draw together. “Mark and Kennedy are flying in tomorrow, which means you need to keep your distance. I’m not blind, and neither is he. The guy is two hand brushes away from kicking your ass.”
“She’s right,” Dan chimes in with his own opinion.
If pressed to name my and Kennedy’s friendship the past several weeks, I would categorize it under interesting. The playful banter shouldn’t be happening. I push it farther than I should because I’m me. I’m waiting for her to draw the line in the sand, and until that day comes, I find sick pleasure in tormenting Mark.
“He’s your best friend, man. At some point, you’ve got to give him a break,” Dan advises, his eyes focused on me in the rearview mirror.
“I don’t know what you two are talking about.” A snicker escapes my mouth. “You act like I slept in her bed or something.” I turn my nose up to them, pull out my phone, and shift it from one hand to the other. 
“If you won’t say it, then I will, Dan.” Violet unbuckles and turns fully around to face me. “I’m calling bullshit. You know exactly what you’re doing. All the flirting and looks you two throw at each other all the time. You going to tell me it’s all in our imagination?”
Kennedy and I haven’t talked about that night. I think we both know it’s a secret best hidden under a rock. No good will come from Mark learning the truth. Hell, no good will come from anyone knowing the truth. It’s worth all the secrets. I’ve never slept so well in all of my life like when she’s tucked under my arm. 
Since I snuck into Kennedy’s window, a whole month has passed with the two of us coping. Yes, we’ve turned up the flirty banter, but I think it’s difficult not to when you have a history with someone. Kennedy keeps her distance when Mark’s around, but I still see her smile when I make a joke or hear her stifle a laugh when she doesn’t want Mark to know she’s paying much attention to me. 
I know it’s not fair, but I’ve needed her without needing her. Just knowing she’s there is enough. With how hostile my father’s been, I’ve been spending most of my time with Coach’ or at Dan’s place. I’ve contemplated running to her, hiding out in her house, but it’s not a good idea. Holding strong to keep our friendship purely platonic isn’t easy when all I want to do is wrap her in my arms and kiss her as if no time has passed between us.
“Amanda’s coming,” I announce after my phone vibrates with the incoming text. 
“No one fucking cares, and don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing,” Violet moans as she turns back around in her seat and buckles in.
“Do me a favor and cut her some slack. She hasn’t had the easiest time with everything. She deserves to have a break like the rest of us,” I plead.
I’m happy to hear she decided to come on Spring Break. I don’t think Kennedy blames anyone for what happened to her. For Amanda and me, it’s sort of like survivor’s guilt. We played a part in the attack, but didn’t receive any of the punishment. I don’t blame Amanda for her retreat from everyone. It’s hard to know your actions resulted in someone’s world falling apart.
“If she wouldn’t have been so eager to spread her legs for you, then maybe Kennedy wouldn’t have stormed off into the night,” Violet shouts with pure rage.
Dan shakes his head. “Violet, enough,” he demands. “Craig would’ve been lurking elsewhere and we all know it.”
“Maybe,” Violet whispers.
“Can we all just agree that it’s senior year, and in a few short months, we’ll all be going our separate ways, so maybe we should try to make the best of it?” Dan suggests. He turns towards Violet with a raised eyebrow, then directs his dark stare at me. 
Violet and I shake our heads in agreement.
I lean forward and wrap my arm around Violet’s shoulders. Her hands rest on my forearms and I squeeze her gently. 
“I’m sorry for bringing it all up,” Violet apologizes.
“It’s our history. We can’t exactly hide from it,” I offer, trying to lighten the situation.
Dan groans as he pushes my arms off Violet. “Okay. Okay, get your hands off my girl.”
“Afraid she’ll realize she wants a real man?” I joke, flicking him across the ear, knowing he can’t fight back as he drives.
“Trust me, if I was going to leave Dan for anyone, it would be Mark,” Violet barks, but turns to me with a shit-eating grin.
My mouth falls open as I relax into the headrest. “That’s cold, Vi.”
*****
I hear my name when I get out of the car at the airport, and when I turn, I see Amanda’s familiar smile. 
“Hey, Violet, Dan.” She offers them both a quick smile. “I switched seats with Skylar. I hope you don’t mind. I just didn’t want to sit back there with all of them.” Her eyes beg me, for what, I’m not sure.
I nod and smile. “It’s all good. Let me grab your bags for you.”
Violet upgrades her and Dan’s ticket to first class, but when she offers to do the same for me, I glance Amanda and can’t do it. I feel a kinship to her, so abandoning her isn’t an option. As we board the plane and take our seats, I see Amanda’s wheels turn in her head. Her eyes dart around the cabin in search of something she needs.
“Spit it out, baby girl,” I insist, as I buckle myself into the seat.
“Do you think you and I could have ever worked?” she murmurs. 
“Honestly?” I ask. I turn away when I see the look on her face.
“No, Graham, please lie to me.” Sarcasm drips from every word. “Yes, please be honest.”
I face her again and grab her hand. “No, we couldn’t have ever been together. It wasn’t you. It was me. When we got together, or whatever we were, I wasn’t a good guy. I’m still not a good guy,” I explain. 
“Then what was different about her?”
“Amanda, why are you asking me this?”
“I’m just wondering, if some day, someone will see the good in me like she does with you. I’ve done some pretty horrendous things in my life, and I’m afraid that I’m not worth taking a chance on.”
“Kennedy made me want to be better,” I admit.
“And now?” Amanda wipes away a stray tear from her lips.
“And I’m still trying to be better. It’s not working, but I’m trying.” I force a smile.
Amanda rests her head on my shoulder and links her arm through mine. I allow it because I know she needs me. 
“It’s been hard,” she whispers. “I haven’t even talked to her. I’ve been playing it in my head, what it would be like, or what I would say if I ever built up enough courage to say something to her.”
“Maybe you should. It will make you feel better,” I suggest.
“I don’t deserve to feel better.” Amanda’s shoulder shrugs.
I know what she’s going through. “I felt the same way. You’d be surprised how forgiving and understanding Kennedy can be.”
I look down to see her eyes closed. For the entire trip, she sleeps with her head rested against me. As we descend into Mexico, I nudge Amanda’s shoulder.
“We’re landing,” I whisper. 
When she stretches, her black t-shirt rides up, exposing her stomach. I used to look at her as a piece of meat, or a different way to distract me from the misery that is my life at home, but now when I look at her, I don’t see an easy lay. I see Amanda, the girl I’ve gone to school with all of my life, the girl who pushed me down on the playground in second grade. 
“We should hang out more,” I blurt. 
Amanda turns her gaze on me. “We have a week in Mexico. I’m sure we’ll find time,” she offers through a chuckle. 
Dropping a soft kiss on the side of her head, I grab our bags. 
“Carry mine?” Amanda smirks.
Our group boards a shuttle straight to the resort. The sun shines through the windows and all I see as we drive up the hill is the bluest of oceans. We’ve vacationed in Mexico since I was young.
Check-in doesn’t take much time and before we go to our separate rooms, we agree to meet downstairs for dinner. 
My bags land on the oversized bed of the honeymoon suite Dan jokingly ordered for me. I throw myself down alongside them. The soft mattress sucks me in as I reach for the remote control on the nightstand. 
I lean against the sea of pillows and flip through the channels until I find ESPN. As they preach about the upcoming baseball season, I can’t stop the thrill I feel with the realization they could be talking about me one day. With dreams in my head, slumber takes me until I hear a loud knock on my hotel room door.
I rub the sleep from my eyes. “Jesus, hold on,” I shout as I get up from the bed. The pounding grows louder and more frequent with every step I take.
On the other side of the door is a rather inebriated Dan. He tries to keep his balance on a sober Violet tucked under his arm. 
“Someone found the bar, I take it?” I laugh.
Violet pushes him in my room, and I jump to catch him before he hits the floor. 
“He’s your problem now,” Violet groans. “Good luck. I jump in the shower for like two minutes and come out to find him pounding back shots of tequila with Justin. How they found a whole bottle in a matter of moments is both impressive and frightening.”
I can’t stop the laugh that rumbles from my throat. Violet’s eyes squint at me. 
“What?” I shrug. “He’s sort of adorable when he’s drunk,” I joke at her expense. She’s said the same sentiment before.
“Good, he can sleep in here tonight.” Violet points into my room.
I smirk at her. “I need someone to cuddle, anyway.” I carry Dan to the bed.
“I doubt you’ll have trouble down here finding a girl to cuddle. Clothes are scarce and inhibition is low.” Violet smacks me on the shoulder. Dan plays with the ends of her hair and pulls himself closer to inspect her locks. She swats his hand away playfully as she turns her attention back to me. “Can we grab dinner? I’m starving.”
“What are we gonna do about him?” 
Dan is damn near inches from falling off the side of the bed.
“Let’s just leave him to sober up. We’ll swing by before we go out,” Violet suggests. She grabs his shoulders and looks deep into his eyes. “You stay here. Sleep off your stupidity and we’ll be back soon. Okay, Pumpkin?” Her voice is condescending. 
Dan cuddles up to my pillows. Violet and I laugh as I quietly shut the door behind us. 
“Hey,” I shout at Amanda, standing at the elevator. “Hold the door.” 
Violet and I step in and Amanda presses the button for the lobby. The silence is deafening as Violet sends fire-filled glares at Amanda. I sense how uncomfortable Amanda is. 
“You should grab dinner with us,” I offer. 
“I think I’m going to meet up with Rachel and all of them. They’re going to some restaurant, but you guys are more than welcome to come,” Amanda states, a soft smile on her lips.
Violet groans at the suggestion. Amanda attempts to melt into the floor with how uncomfortable this ride has become. 
“We’d love to,” I blurt as I turn to Violet. 
“We would?” Violet questions.
“Yes, we would.” My eyes widen in Violet’s direction. She mutters a few curse words under her breath as the elevator doors slide open. I throw my arm around Violet’s shoulders and pull her in close. “Be nice. You don’t understand what she’s going through,” I whisper in her ear.
Violet looks as if she’s going to protest, but presses her lips together when she sees the severity in my eyes.
After an awkward dinner, Violet and I head back to the hotel room. I slide my key card into the slot, and when it lights up green, I turn the knob. Laughter echoes throughout the room. 
Dan barrels around the corner with a bottle of clear tequila in his hand. “It’s about damn time you got back,” he shouts. 
I snatch the bottle from his hand and take a long swallow. “I needed this after the little dinner we just had,” I confess as I glance around the room to see Caleb and Becky cuddled up on the couch.
Violet steals the bottle from me to take a small sip. “It wasn’t that bad,” Violet protests.
“You looked like you wanted to kill Amanda, and whenever she said anything to any of the girls, you were practically plotting how you were going to dump her body in the ocean,” I argue.
Violet’s arms flail up in the air. “I have every right to hate that girl,” she defends herself.
“You couldn’t possibly hate her more than she hates herself. Jesus, think about it. I know that guilt. I live with that guilt. So, fucking back off her,” I shout. 
The room falls silent. 
Violet’s eyes soften as she watches me. “Graham...” 
“Just don’t, okay?” I beg as I storm out.
I end up by the bar near the pool. Young people crowd around the tables and laughter fills the air. Hidden behind the bar, but not hidden enough, two girls make out in front of a group of guys. 
“Enjoying the show?” A soft voice startles me. 
A few feet away is a beautiful brunette, a smirk on her lips. “Well, are you?” Her slender hands grip her trim waist.
“If you’re into that sort of thing.” I wink. 
Flirting has always come easy. When she sits down across from me and crosses her legs, I know I’ve reeled her in.
“So, guy-who-likes-to-watch-strange-girls-make-out, what brings you to Cancun?” 
“An escape,” I answer the stranger.
“Look around, sweetheart. We’re all down here to escape. Take those two girls, for instance. Twenty bucks says the one on the right is a preacher’s daughter, and the other one is secretly in love with her best friend, but is too afraid to admit she likes pussy.” 
“You do this often? Try to guess someone’s story without actually knowing them?” I taunt as my arms cross over my chest. 
She stares at me for a minute or maybe it’s longer, but I don’t look anywhere else but in her eyes. I have a feeling a girl like her is used to having all eyes on her body. I’m not blind. She has a great rack, paired with toned legs that are on full display. If I scan my eyes below her neck, she’ll make an assumption about me that isn’t true. Okay, sort of not true.
“You said you were here to escape, and at first glance, I would assume you don’t have much to escape. You’re gorgeous and obviously athletic.” She points at my body. “So, I’m guessing you’re escaping a girl. First love, maybe?” Her eyebrows perk up in question.
“How’d you guess?” 
“You look tired like you’ve been through hell,” she spits, then drops her eyes to her lap. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I say things without thinking.”
“No, it’s refreshing.” I extend my hand and she takes it. “I’m Graham.”
“I’m Savannah,” she offers as she releases mine. “Was I right? You’ve been through hell?”
I think about what she’s asking, and when I can admit she’s right, I nod my head. I have been through hell. 
“I ran her over with my car,” I confess as I look her in the eyes. A sense of relief floods me. 
Savannah gasps. “After you fell in love with her?”
“No, before I even knew who she was,” I add. My mind flashes back to the night she danced.
“Now, this is a story I need to hear.” Savannah smiles with interest.
We laze around near the pool, and I relive every moment between Kennedy and me. Savannah listens without judgement, and encourages me to get it all out of my system. Around midnight, her friends try to drag her away, but she refuses to leave until I finish. 
“You’re an asshole, Graham Black!” she exclaims. Her elbows rest on the table as she studies me. “But you love her, still?”
“That’s a tricky question,” I answer.
Savannah jumps from her chair and slides into the one next to me. “It’s not tricky. What if I said you could never talk to Kennedy from this day on? How would that make you feel?”
“I’d be lost,” I admit. My head leans back against the back of the chair. 
“And why do you think that is?” Her hand comes down on my leg, and my body jolts upright. “Graham, I just listened to the saddest story I’ve ever heard. You should hear the way you talk about her. The love you have for her dripped from every word.”
“Who are you, Savannah? Because most high school girls I know aren’t this smart.”
“Oh! I’m not in high school. I’m a freshman at Ole Miss,” Savannah confesses, sitting up straight and bouncing around in her chair. 
“You could’ve led with that, you know?
“Can I say something, Graham?” 
“You haven’t held back all night, so why start now?” 
“I get why you did what you did, but what I don’t understand is what’s up with all the back and forth? One minute you push her away to protect her, but the next, you pull her back in.” 
“I can’t stand to be around her, and I can’t stand the idea of her being gone,” I confess as I lean my forearms on my knees. As if she feels my frustration, Savannah’s hand runs down the length of my back. “Does that make any sense? It’s hard to be around her without wanting to devour her, but I know I’m no good for her.”
“Don’t you think that should be up to Kennedy? From what you’ve said, she seems intelligent enough to make a smart enough decision for herself. You took that choice away from her. It’s simple, Graham. You don’t hurt her. Stop hurting her.” Savannah stomps away from the table.
“Where are you going?” I yell as I push my chair back and stand.
Savannah checks her watch. “It’s three in the morning. I’m going to bed.” As she reaches the steps, she throws parting words over her shoulder. “Be the boy she knows you are. You can never lose that way.” She waves as she retreats into the shadows. 
Be the boy she knows you are. 
You can never lose that way.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Kennedy
The half-burnt framework of the old, two-story, country bar always catches my attention when I’m downtown. Familiar, broad shoulders stand out against the stark backdrop. My chin trembles when I get a clear view of his face. The conversation he’s having with the pretty brunette looks innocent, until she shifts away and he blocks her escape. Something about her is familiar. 
“Dan’s party,” I mutter, straining to remember. “Jacob Landers. The girl who looks like me.” The pieces click together as the vivid memory crashes into me. “Mark, stop the car.” Overcome by panic, I bang my fist on the window. “Mark, stop the fucking car,” I yell. My body heaves forward when he slams on the brakes.
“I need out. Unlock the doors. Now.” Despite my hard tug on the handle, I can’t manage to escape. 
“What’s going on? If you forgot something, we can get it in Mexico. We’re already running late.” He rubs his hand down my arm.
“Craig’s arguing with someone.” The air in the car grows hot and stagnant, making it hard for me to take a deep breath. “Let me out.”
Mark glances out the back window at the scene on the sidewalk and then glares at me. “What exactly are you going to do, Kennedy?”
“She looks scared,” I explain. “I know how that feels.”
“And you’re going to approach him? And then what?” He shakes his head and rolls his eyes. “He’s not stupid enough to break the restrictions of his bond, Kennedy. He hasn’t approached you, babe. You need to stay as far away from him as possible.”
“But...”
“But nothing,” Mark snaps as the car accelerates. “Kennedy, I know what you’re thinking. You have every right to feel this way, but he’s not going to hurt her.” He sighs and reaches for my hand, but I jerk away.
“Kind of like he wasn’t going to hurt me,” I whisper. Anger boils in my veins. Wanting to avoid further conversation, I curl up in the seat, lay my head against the window, and close my eyes.
As reality seeps in, I realize Mark’s right. Technically, Craig isn’t breaking any laws. The fact he’s allowed to talk to girls is part of the ugly within the judicial system. Innocent until proven guilty and the right to a fair trial don’t seem fair to the victims, but the beauty is, when the time comes, Craig will get what he deserves.
“It’s like I can’t escape him.” My words catch in my throat and I swallow down the lump.
“It seems Mexico couldn’t come soon enough, then,” Mark offers with a reassuring smile. “The airport, here we come.”
*****
Remembering my parents’ morning pep talk doesn’t help calm the flock of butterflies fluttering in my stomach when Mark and I board the plane. They said, with no uncertainty, no one is to be trusted, and being alone will only put me at risk. I understand their uneasiness at my gallivanting all over Mexico without them here to keep me in check, but this trip is necessary, crucial even, and Jackie agrees.
When our plane descends, my nerves plunge with it. I wring my hands together, going over every possible situation I could encounter while I’m down here. What will Mark expect from me? What will it be like if I run into Graham? The scariest, how will I handle situations that may make me uncomfortable? It’s Mexico, where big crowds of strangers gather in small places, and alcohol runs in mass quantity. 
“You okay?” Mark’s voice breaks through the clouds in my head. Seeing Craig soured my mood.
“Yeah, I’m just anxious. I’ve never been to Mexico,” I lie through the grimace on my face.
Mark’s expression softens as his arms wrap around my shoulder and he pulls me close. “Relax. We’ll have a good time. Plus, Violet’s here.” He knows she is more than capable of cheering me up. 
“You’re right.” I smile at him as he reaches up to grab our carry-on bags.
On the short drive to the resort, I make a silent promise to myself to push Craig to the back of my mind. Not as much as his name will be muttered from my lips. I need this. I deserve the time to be free of it all.  
Mark, always the gentleman, helps me from the van. After we check-in, we find our room and I explore the spacious accommodations. A sliding door leads out to a patio overlooking the pool. The ocean is only a few hundred feet away and I itch to dig my toes into the sand. The salty breeze calms me, but when the lush, king-size bed catches my eye, the elephant in the room grows larger. 
“I know what you’re thinking, but nothing has to happen. I just...” 
“Mark, it’s all right.” I try to ease the awkwardness stifling the room. 
“If it’s not, then we can call down and see if they can get us a suite or something, babe. It’s not a big deal.”
Walking towards him with a smile on my lips, I reach down to grip his hands in mine. “Mark, it’s okay. I’m okay. You need to stop worrying so much.”
“I know you are, but your comfort’s important. I know we haven’t...”
SEX! He’s talking about sex. We haven’t talked about sex... ever! 
Yes, we’ve made out, and maybe it’s escalated to some serious, heavy petting, but sex has been off the table. Mark seems okay with that, but as I stare at the king-size bed, sex with Mark is the only thing I can think about. His troubled expression slowly morphs into a playful grin. I need to work on my poker face.
“Let’s go find, Violet,” I blurt and release my hold on him to scavenge through my bag for my bathing suit and shorts.
“That’s probably the best idea. Let’s get out of here.” 
Mark laughs as I slip into the bathroom to change.
When we step out on the deck, hot air hits my face. I hear Violet’s laughter before I find her in the large crowd congregating near the impressive pools. 
As we walk towards Violet and Dan, she slaps him on the arm. 
“Want to do me a favor? Quit staring at every ass that saunters by you,” she demands with a raised eyebrow, ready to go in for the kill.
“He can’t help himself, Violet.” Mark interrupts.
Surprised, Dan and Violet turn towards us. She jumps to her feet and swings her arms around my neck, pulling me in close with a loud squeal. She’s what I need. 
“Thank the lord you’re here. I was forced to have dinner with Amanda last night, and this big guy got so drunk we had to leave him at the hotel,” Violet complains.
As she releases her hold on me, Dan swoops in to take her place. “Can I at least stare at Kennedy’s ass?” Dan jokes, pointing at my butt. 
Violet and Mark don’t see the humor in it and fight off their own heated glares.
“I thought it was funny. Tough crowd,” Dan whispers in my ear. He steps back and shrugs his shoulders. 
“What have we missed?” Mark dips his toes in the pool. 
The urge strikes, and I can’t resist shoving his shoulder. So quick I miss it, his hand wraps around my forearm, and the next thing I know, I’m gasping for air.
When he pushes off the bottom and breaks the surface, he’s painfully close to me. Our legs tangle as we tread water to stay afloat. The brief contact makes my heart beat frantic with a heat from the anticipation. The same nerves I felt in the hotel room cloud my chest and mind. 
To break the spell I’m under, I push off his chest and swim towards the stairs. Violet waits with a towel at the top of the steps.
“How did you see that working out in your head?” Violet tries to hide her amusement, but fails. 
“I didn’t expect to end up soaking wet,” I admit. 
“With Mark, you’ll always end up wet.” Violet walks backwards until she bumps into Dan. “Isn’t that right, Mark?”
“You’ve never had the pleasure,” Mark jokes with a grin the size of the Grand Canyon.
Dan rolls his eyes. “Seriously, guys, I’m right here.” 
“Are your minds always in the gutter, or do you just keep it all bottled up until I’m around?” I pull the towel away from my body to wrap it around my soaked hair.
“I was simply referring to the water. It’s your panties that are in a bunch after Mark got you all soaked,” Violet jokes.
“Want to go get changed?” Mark whispers in my ear. “You’ll want dry clothes. Dan reserved us a spot on the zip line excursion.” 
Go back to the room where there’s only one bed, and I’m all wet. 
You need to get your shit together and quick. He didn’t just invite you to screw him on the first day of spring break.
“I’ll take her.” Violet links her arm through mine. I’m thankful as she leads me away from Mark’s watchful eyes. 
We walk in silence through the hotel lobby and step onto the elevator. Violet opens her mouth several times as if she has something to say, but nothing comes out. 
As I push the hotel room door open, Violet barges by me. “What’s your deal? You’re acting like they just released you from the nut house.” 
“Is it that obvious? I’m losing my mind, Vi,” I confess. I fall to the soft mattress Mark and I will share for the next five days. I stare at the soft fabric, guiding my hand over the floral print.
Violet drags a chair over beside the bed and sits. “What’s going on in your head?”
I sit up and rub the corner of my eyes. “I saw Craig before we came to the airport.”
Violet releases a loud groan. “That’s the second time you’ve seen him then? I’ve seen him a handful of times. I would think he would hide away until the trial, but he seems to be out more and more.” She stands abruptly and treks back and forth in front of me. “Is that what’s bothering you?”
“He’s a big part of it, but mostly I’m scared of...” I can’t say it out loud, even to my best friend.
“Being intimate.” Violet cringes at the word. “The thought makes you uneasy. Ken, I saw the way you reacted when Mark mentioned coming back up here to get changed.” 
“Uneasy is not the right word. Maybe apprehensive about the next step. It’s not like I haven’t allowed Mark to touch me. It’s just different when I think about him—you know.”
“Honey, I don’t know what you went through, and I can never pretend to understand. I think your reaction’s normal. After what you experienced last year, I’m surprised Mark got through to you at all.” She slides on the bed next to me. As she does, her hand finds mine in comfort.
“When I should feel uncomfortable in most situations, he eases my mind. I’m scared of how easy it is with him.” I fight the tears welling up in my eyes.
“He loves you.” Violet shrugs as if what she says is no big deal.
With a sharp inhalation, I turn to her before releasing the air. “How do you know?” 
She stands and looks in the large mirror above the table. “He looks at you when you’re not paying attention,” Violet explains. 
Through the mirror, I look to Violet. “And that automatically means he loves me?” My eyebrows squeeze together.
Violet’s eyes meet mine in the reflection. “No, but he keeps looking even when Graham’s eyes are on him. No guy in his right mind would step between Graham and you if he didn’t love you.”
My shoulders tense at hearing his name.
I stand to slip dry clothes over my damp bathing suit. When I reach for the door handle, Violet’s hand wraps around my wrist.
“It’s okay if you’re not ready yet. Just know, you’re in control of what happens, and if you aren’t comfortable, you need to speak up.”
“You sound like my therapist.” I laugh with a shake of my head.
“She’s pretty smart then, I take it?” Violet smirks as she strides out the door.
“The Harvard diploma hanging on her wall seems to say so.”
Violet follows me to the elevator, and even though it’s lit up, she jabs the lobby button twelve times. When the doors open, familiar honey eyes greet me. I close my own, but when they open, he’s still here. Graham steps off, a beautiful brunette by his side. She’s wearing the shortest pair of white shorts ever made and a flowy tank top over her tiny black bikini.
“Kennedy, you guys finally made it, I see,” Graham sneers. 
His nostrils flare in obvious disdain and his knees wobble. His indifference slams straight to my gut. We’ve been coexisting well with playful banter, flirting (if you ask Violet), and small conversations when we feel the need. This is an act of survival for both of us.
The brunette’s eyes widen in surprise as they shift between Graham and me. “This is Kennedy?” the bombshell exclaims and points in my direction.
My eyes narrow on the two of them. 
This is Kennedy? How the hell does she know about me?
“I’m sorry. Graham told me about you,” she admits. As she turns away, the wall ornament catches her attention. 
“He did?” I clear my throat.
Graham scrubs the back of his neck. “That’s enough bonding for one day. You guys have fun, and maybe we’ll see you at dinner later tonight,” Graham rambles as he pulls the pretty girl as far away from us as possible.
The elevator doors open and close before Violet sticks her hand out to stop them. We step in and then look at each other through squinted eyes.
“What the fuck just happened?” Violet says my thoughts out loud.
I push the button for the lobby. “Who knows with Graham,” I answer. “And who’s the girl is the better question.” I press my forehead against the wall, lightly banging it against the hard surface.
“Did it bother you to see him with a pretty little thing like her?” Violet elbows me in the side. Her smirk tells me everything I need to know. She enjoys my pain.
“She wasn’t anything to write home about.” I try to believe my own lie.
You know she’s going to call you on the bullshit.
Violet’s laughter fills the small space until we hit the lobby and the doors slide open. She turns to face me. “Oh princess, that’s very admiral of you, but the girl is gorgeous.” Her eyebrows raise to mock me.
“Who’s gorgeous?” Mark asks, startling me as I take my first step off the elevator.
“Some hot piece of ass Graham’s running around the hotel with,” Violet divulges, fluttering her hand in the air.
Mark’s eyes meet mine, trying to get a read on me. I try my hardest to keep a straight face, but it doesn’t work. Frustration rolls off him and he storms off across the lobby.
“Thanks a lot.” I shove Violet’s shoulder and curse under my breath. “You’re supposed to be my best friend.”
“I am your best friend.” She links our arms. “You’ll figure it out at some point.”
I narrow my eyes and throw my arm up in irritation. “What does that even mean?” 
Violet stays silent. She doesn’t do or say things without a reason behind them. She may seem like a girl without a care in the world, but at the end of the day, she has everyone’s, especially my interest at heart. 
You’ll figure it out at some point.   
“You ready for this?” Mark’s arm slips around my back. 
My head falls to his shoulder, and all’s forgiven, apparently, just like that. 
“You’ll have fun.” He smiles down at me.
*****
And fun we have. I don’t expect it to be as big of a rush as it ends up being. The only downfall is the uncomfortable harness manages to wedge itself into places I didn’t know exist. The wind in my hair and the uncontrollable laughter as Violet zips down the line every time is enough to make for a good afternoon.  
“Holy crap.” Dan hoots and hollers. “That was awesome.”
“You screamed like a little girl the whole time,” Mark mocks under his breath.
Violet slaps him on the back of the head. “Be nice to him. He can’t help it. He got over his fear of heights.” Violet kisses Dan’s blushing cheek. “I’m very proud of you, baby.” 
“You’re scared of heights?” My mouth drops open in shock. “But you’re like the biggest guy I know, Dan.”
“Our size has nothing to do with our fears.” Dan feigns insult by pressing his hands to his heart.
“Touché.” I wink and nod my head in understanding. 
Back outside the small hut where we turn in our gear, we wait for the shuttle. As it pulls up, Mark’s hand settles on my lower back, nearly absent, but strong enough to have a presence.
Violet leans her head on Dan’s shoulder, and he gazes at her with awe and love in his eyes as his lips drop to the crown of her head.
“Have you ever been in love?” I gesture to the two lovebirds in front of us.
“Have I ever been in love?” Mark murmurs my question before turning to face me. His eyes bore into me with an intensity I didn’t expect. “Ken, I don’t know. I thought I loved Skylar when I was in third grade. Does that count?” His breath grows shallow as he answers. He’s nervous.
I thought, if what Violet said is true, Mark would take this moment to say something. The way I feel about him is complicated. He’s become special to me, and the thought of losing him is unimaginable. I’m just not sure it qualifies as love, but it is something.
“I’d ask you the same question, but we both know the answer,” Mark whispers as he looks out the window. He nods several times and crosses his arms over his chest. I watch as his jaw ticks under the weight of his grimace.
The truth behind his words sting. My eyes drift close and my chest tightens at the reminder of my love for his best friend. The remainder of the short drive to the resort is quiet. 
As we walk into the lobby, Violet and Dan go one way and we go the other. The silence is deafening on the slow ride to our floor. My fingernails provide a good distraction, but his eyes stay on me the entire time. When I glance up at him, an intense fire brews in his blue pools. 
I gather up a change of clothes and my make-up bag, growing more uncomfortable each second he doesn’t speak. On my way to the bathroom, Mark wraps his hand around my wrist and pulls me against his chest. 
“I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair of me back there.” His breath feathers over my hair.
“It’s okay.” My eyes close at the comfort of his body against mine. When his warmth disappears, they pop open.
Mark is on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, and head in his hands. “No, it’s not. I can’t play that card against you every time I feel insecure.”
“It’s not a competition.” I move to him and burrow my way between his knees. 
His eyes skim between my eyes and lips. 
“Then why does it always feel like I’m fighting against him for your attention? If he walks in the room, I immediately feel invisible.”
I gasp and my eyebrows furrow. “That’s how you feel?” 
“You can’t tell me there isn’t a hint of truth in that.”
My head falls back and I stare at the ceiling. His words sink in and a feeling of shame rolls through me. 
“You’re not invisible,” I whisper. “You’re sometimes all I see and that scares me.”
“Why would that scare you?” He tugs me onto his lap.
“Because I don’t want to forget him. Maybe I don’t think I can, and then you smile at me from across the room and a part of me feels like he’s slipping away.” Lost in my thoughts, I stare down at my feet but see nothing. “Then there’s everything that happened last year. Being with someone new should debilitate me, but somehow you’ve weaseled your way through my hard shell and softened me.” 
“I need something from you.” With his fingers firm on my chin, he gives me no choice but to look at him. 
“What?” My heart skips a beat.
Mark’s lips find mine with a shocking softness. “If it ever becomes too much, if at any point you know you won’t be able to let him go, I need you to be honest with me. I’ll always have a small sliver of hope, shouting that one day you’ll let me in and give me your all.”
“Mark...” I begin, but I don’t really know what to say. 
How do I tell someone who has come to mean the world to me that I’m never going to be able to let Graham go? There’s a certain comfort you find for yourself only in another human being. It’s a comfort you can’t ignore. I feel it for Graham, but I know I need to let him go. 
“You don’t need to say anything, Kennedy. I just need you to know where I’m coming from.”
I worry my lower lip. As I swing a leg over his lap, he grips my hips to steady me. My hands run over his taut shoulders, up through his hair, and wrap around the back of his neck. My thumbs trace his jaw line with slow, agonizing sweeps.
“You overwhelm me.” My lips fall to his, and once we connect, we become two separate beings who can’t resist each other.  
His grip tightens around my waist, pressing his body against mine. His slow kiss along my neck create an ache in my lower belly. My back hits the mattress without me losing his soft lips.
Mark lifts his full weight off my eager body until he’s in the push-up position. His smile widens as he watches me fidget. He lowers himself until his lips graze the end of my nose and lifts himself up again. 
“You’re beautiful.” Mark sighs.
His hands roam my body with an overwhelming urgency. His readiness buds up against my thigh. With a confidence I don’t know I possess, I caress him over his gym shorts. His soft moans through our tangled kiss only urge me on. Before I change my mind, my fingers attack the waistband of his shorts until he’s bare. 
“Kennedy, you don’t have to–” He twitches and squirms. 
I push against his chest until he’s flat on his back next to me. 
“I know I don’t have to. That’s why I’m going to.” My breath comes out in shallow pants. “I want to do this.” 
Mark’s eyes widen. He closes the unwanted gap between us. Hands wrapped in my hair to hold me in place, his tongue dances with mine, and our kiss deepens to unchartered depths—a place I’m willing to go to forget for a little while. 
My hand moves with slow, unsure effort. 
“Faster,” he orders against my lips. 
I break the kiss and look to him for encouragement and instruction. “Like this?” 
Mark’s eyes flutter shut. “Yes,” he whispers with a warm, disheveled delivery.
“Mark,” I utter as my hand moves quick to help him find release. 
His eyes spring open and the perfect blue glazes over with satisfaction. He grows harder and the slight shift of his hips falls into place with my strokes. 
“Kennedy,” Mark whispers between rapid breaths. “I’m about to–” His hand reaches behind my head and pulls me close. Our kiss deepens again as I alternate between fast and slow. Mark’s stomach tightens beneath my touch as his cum slides down my hand and fingers.
Mark falls back onto the mattress and flashes a satisfied grin. His stare bores into the ceiling while he attempts to get his breath under control. 
I can’t believe I just did that. 
His facial expressions shift between sated and a distinct hint of confusion. “What was that for?” he asks, propping himself up on his elbows. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, babe. We can do that whenever and wherever you like, but I wasn’t expecting it.”
“Do you usually ask girls that?” I snap. I roll over to put some distance between us, but he pulls me back in by my waist. His hand rests on a sliver of bare skin where my shirt rides up. “I know I didn’t have to. I know you didn’t expect me to, but I wanted to. That’s all, so don’t ruin this for me, okay?” I laugh at how silly I sound.
“No ruining here, babe. I’m pleased and impressed with the spontaneity.” Mark’s smirk lights up the room and I shake my head at how ridiculous this situation is. “You should probably clean that up.” His chin nods towards the mess on my hand.
I slide down the bed and walk to the bathroom to wash my hands. When I come out, Mark’s changed into a pair of tailored, khaki shorts and a light teal, collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He’s every girl’s fantasy. 
“Get dressed, beautiful. Violet wants to grab a drink before we meet everyone for dinner,” Mark explains and points to my bags. “You should wear the white dress.” Mark pulls the eyelet fabric from my suitcase. I grab it and display it against my body. “I won’t be able to keep my eyes off you.” His eyes glaze over with lust. “Never mind, maybe you should wear the sweatpants.”
“Very funny. I’ll be out in a minute.” I stand on my tiptoes and drop a kiss on his cheek, then grab underwear and my strapless bra from my luggage.
“That’s what you plan on wearing underneath?” Mark groans.
“Yeah, pretty much. Is that a problem?” A lacy white bra and matching thong hang from my fingers.
“No problem here.” Mark covers his face with his hands, but peeks through his fingers. “Don’t let me hold you up from sliding into those.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Graham
“Where’s Savannah?” a sweet, soft voice startles me. 
My eyes are slow to open, but when they do, Kennedy stands over me, a familiar, friendly smile gracing her face. I lay there, stunned by her gorgeous brown hair with wavy beach curls seen only on underwear models. 
“Earth to Graham.” She chuckles as her hand waves in front of my face.
I shake away the daydream of her in lingerie. “Sorry, must have dozed off.” I sit up and search the pool area. “She was here just a little bit ago.”
“You guys have been spending a lot of time together.” 
Is that a hint of jealousy I hear? 
Kennedy stretches out in the chaise beside me. I force my eyes to the clear blue sky above us. If I look anywhere else, they will take on a life of their own and search her out.
“She finds sick pleasure in ruining my fun,” I joke. 
“Someone has to keep you in line.” Kennedy’s head falls back in laughter.
“You mean now that you don’t?”
I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth. Kennedy diverts her attention to the bar near the pool. In Mexico, time holds no meaning. People drink from sunup to sundown.
“Where’s Mark?” I ask. My eyes roll behind my aviators.
“I let him sleep. He had one too many shots with Dan last night.” Kennedy rolls her eyes now, for a different reason than myself.
“Been there. Done that,” I admit.
“I’m shocked you weren’t right beside them, egging them on.”
“This trip, I’m taking a less is more approach with drinking,” I explain. “Savannah, the Alcohol Police, keeps reminding me how big of a jackass I am when I drink too much.”
“You told her the story, didn’t you?” Kennedy sighs.
“What story is that?” I shift to see her face.
“Our story.” Kennedy whispers as she slides on her sunglasses to hide the sadness looming behind the blue of her irises.
“The first night, before you and Mark got here, she found me alone by the pool. She sort of guessed our story, and I helped fill in the blanks.” I lie back in my chair. “It just felt nice to talk to someone who isn’t directly involved, you know? Everyone has rallied around...”
“Me. They’ve all rallied around me.” Kennedy finishes my thought, guilt clear in her voice. Her eyes cast down at her feet. Even when I build up the nerve to glance over at her, she doesn’t give me anything.
“As they should,” I whisper. To distract myself, I look around the pool. My eyes catch Amanda alone as I scan the bar. She waves and I wave back.
“How’s she doing?” Kennedy motions to Amanda. 
“She’s had a rough go with it,” I explain. “You know, it would help if you talked to her.”
“Why should I?” Kennedy’s sharp voice slices into me.
“Because I know you. It’s killing you to sit here while she’s over there, wallowing in self-hate over something we all know was out of her control.” 
“You always knew me so well, like reading a familiar book, huh?” Kennedy shakes her head a few times, then turns to me. Sliding her sunglasses to her crown, she motions with her chin. “Call her over here.” 
I jerk upright and plant my feet on the cement. “Are you serious?”
“I can’t let her hate herself. You’re right,” Kennedy explains.
“How’d that taste coming out?” I wiggle an eyebrow in her direction.
She grabs her throat and mimes choking. 
I laugh as I motion for Amanda to come over. Short, slow steps lead her to where Kennedy and I sit. Apprehension radiates off her and the light dims in her eyes.
“Hey guys.” She fidgets as if a colony of fire ants has taken up residency in her bathing suit bottoms. 
“I’ll just be right over here if you girls need me.” I move to a lounge chair a couple spots down where I’m far enough away, hopefully close enough to hear their conversation. 
I know it’s wrong of me, but I’m no saint.
Kennedy pats the space beside her and Amanda joins her on the lounge chair.
All night parties mean early morning hangovers, leaving the deck clear of most co-eds. The few guys hanging around are so hungover and congratulating each other on the epic night they each had. I stretch my muscles in solidarity for their pain.
“Let’s just cut to the chase. I don’t blame you for anything,” Kennedy says.
“How can you not?” Amanda hides her face in her hands.
“It’s taken me a long time to come to terms with what happened. I don’t think I fully have, but one thing I’ve learned is what he did has nothing to do with what you two did that night.” Kennedy points her thumb over her shoulder in my direction. “Something tells me you didn’t know what Craig had planned. I doubt he even knew.” Kennedy’s shoulders tighten and she shudders. “It was an unfortunate series of events.”
“He loved you and things got really messed up, and I feel like I played a big part in that.”
“Graham made his own choices. You had no loyalty to me. He did.” 
Ouch! That stings.
“But...”
Kennedy cuts her off. “You need to forgive yourself because I don’t hold any ill will toward you.” Kennedy lifts a finger in the air to halt the conversation. “I take that back. I blame you for seducing Graham. But Amanda, you didn’t do anything any one of these bitches wouldn’t have, and you’ve clearly changed since last year.”
“I’ve never been a good person.” 
I lean over and see Amanda wipe a tear from her cheek and Kennedy wrap her arm around her to comfort her.
There’s my girl.
“The only thing that matters, Amanda, is that you learned from it. I’ve learned more about myself than I ever imagined possible,” Kennedy explains as she rubs Amanda’s arm.
Just as Amanda says something else, a group of girls run through the gate and jump in the empty pool. Their screams of excitement, make it impossible for me to hear. As they calm down, the deck goes quiet again.
“I’m coping.” Kennedy’s words drift over to me. She stares in my direction, her eyes soft and understanding. She winks at me and I laugh. 
She knows me well enough to know I’d be eavesdropping.
They wander off to the bar, and I soak in the comfort. The last year could’ve destroyed quite a few of us, but for once, it appears everyone will be okay.
*****
“What’s up with them?” 
The voice startles me awake. I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep, but the sun is high above us and the pool crowded with scantily clad bodies.
Mark and Dan loom above me. Violet sneers as she takes a seat on the end of my lounge chair. When I see Kennedy and Amanda perched on barstools, their heads thrown back in laughter, a smile forms on my lips. I haven’t seen either of them this carefree in a long time. 
“It’s been a big morning for the two of them,” I explain in admiration. 
“God dammit,” Violet utters under her breath.
“What’s wrong, babe?” Dan fails to hide his snort of amusement.
“It’s a perfect day to eat crow,” Violet shouts, dramatically. She stands and throws a wave over her shoulder. “Why does your girl have to be so forgiving?” Violet looks right at me and when my eyes widen at her mistake, she shifts her stare to Mark. 
Dan and Mark stand on the pool’s edge, eyes focusing on the bar. I come shoulder to shoulder with them, watching something that seems like a mirage. 
The three girls talk for a couple of minutes while we watch in anticipation. Violet turns to the bartender as we approach them. They cheer and throw back a shot of tequila. The next round waits on the edge of the bar.
“This should be interesting,” Dan mutters under his breath.
“What should be interesting?” Violet shouts, smirking at him. 
Again, they hold up their shot glasses, clink them together, and swallow the clear liquid.
“This.” Dan points at them. “You girls being friendly.”
Violet raises her hand. “We’ve come to the conclusion that Amanda’s still a bitch.”
“And so are you.” Kennedy interrupts.
“We’re like a delicious, bitchy Oreo. Kennedy’s the soft, sweet center that will keep us together,” Amanda explains. 
Dan and Mark look to me for answers for their odd behavior when the girls break out in a fit of hysterics.
“Okay, girls. Enough shots for me.” Kennedy jumps off the barstool and stumbles a step. I reach out to catch her, but Mark gets to her first. He turns and sneers an insult with his eyes at me. 
“Let’s go relax for a little bit,” Mark suggests. He takes her hand and drags her away. 
I watch the two of them walk the length of the pool. Mark’s arm wraps tight around her shoulder and she drunkenly grins up at him. They make it through the gate to the flower garden and disappear around the corner. I wonder how he would feel to learn I stayed the night in her bed.
Three sets of eyes burn holes in my back. 
“What?” I lean against the bar and order a beer. 
When I turn back around, Violet’s hands are on her waist, and Dan’s got a satisfied sparkle in his eyes. Amanda gives me a sympathetic sideways glance as she excuses herself to meet up with some of the other girls. 
“Will you two stop staring at me?” I demand. As I walk away, I chug half my beer.
“Is it hard for you?” Violet hollers.
I spin, and in three long steps, I’m standing in front of her. “It’s excruciating.”
“I hated you for a really long time,” Violet states. She twirls the barstool around with the tips of her fingers, then switches her attention back to me. “And then I saw you at Dan’s house and understood for the first time, why you did what you did. What I don’t understand is why you two are torturing yourselves.”
“No one’s being tortured,” I lie. 
Violet holds up a single finger in my face. “There’s only one Kennedy Conrad in this world and she’s one in a million.” 
“You think I don’t know that. Violet, I love her. I’ll always love her, but that doesn’t matter anymore. I will always be the guy who left her when she needed someone most. What kind of monster walks out on his girlfriend after she’s been raped?” I shout. My closed fist bangs against my chest. Everyone poolside turns in the direction of my outburst. “What kind of guy does that?” Dan and Violet’s silence rings through my ears. “Exactly. Now, will you please drop it?”
I set my beer down on the bar and walk away. 
“Graham...” Violet screams. “You aren’t a monster.”
I flick my hand in the air and walk until I hit the lobby. A group of girls at a table outside the in-house restaurant stares at me as I pass. The volume of their chatter increases.
“Okay ladies, calm down. He’s still in high school,” Savannah’s boisterous voice sings through the open space. She leans against one of the pillars. 
“You’re really starting to cramp my style,” I shout. “Friends of yours?” I nod to the girls who are now focusing on my bare chest. 
She scans the table before turning her full attention on me. “No, I don’t know who the hell they are, but I walked by and heard them chatting about a tall, hot dude with a ridiculous body, and I assume they’re talking about you.” She ghosts her finger up and down my chest and stomach. 
“You know, that’s the second time you’ve commented on my gorgeous attributes. I’m starting to think you might have a thing for me.” I laugh.
Savannah turns away and clutches her stomach as she fakes laughter. “You wish, buddy.” 
“Well, I wouldn’t have to put a paper bag over your head, if that tells you anything.”
“And that, folks, right there, just sucked me dry. I’m as sandy as the Sahara.” She gestures towards her hips. “Who says shit like that? Are girls in Tennessee a bunch of dumbasses? They can’t possibly find that misogynous, bullshit attractive.” She pushes off the pillar and strides up to me. 
“I haven’t been told no yet, if that tells you anything.” A cocky grin on my face, I meet her halfway.
“Dumbasses it is then.” She winks. “What are you doing in here? It’s sunny and Mexico out there.” She gestures out the large window.
“I was look-ing for you, bea-u-ti-ful,” I singsong. I wrap my arm around her shoulder and tuck her in next to my chest. 
“No, seriously, why are you in here?” she questions. Savannah looks up to me with distaste.
“Escaping my own personal hell that is this resort,” I confess with wide arm gestures.
“Let me guess, Mark and Kennedy?” Savannah asks. “Who goes on spring break with the love of his life and her new boyfriend? Maybe you’re the idiot.”
I shake my head at her blunt honesty. “You’re supposed to be cheering me up.”
Savannah’s eyes widen with excitement. “I know how to cheer you up.” 
“I knew you wanted to have sex with me,” I exclaim.  
“No, even better.” Savannah grabs my arm and drags me through the lobby to the elevator. “A local told me about it. I haven’t been yet, but I’m dying to go.”
We reach her floor and she leads me down the hallway to her room. I sit on the edge of her bed and take in my surroundings.
Clothes cover the floor, and everything is out of place. “Did you get robbed?”
“This isn’t mine. It’s my best friend’s.” Savannah gestures to the mess on the floor.
“Speaking of, where are your friends?”
“Probably dead in a ditch somewhere,” Savannah deadpans and my eyes widen at her brash joke. “Jesus, I’m just kidding. Relax. They’re flitting from bar to bar. Apparently, they didn’t get the memo that the real fun is in hanging out with fresh faced eighteen-year-olds.”
“Are you always this sarcastic?”
She dramatically brings her hand under her chin and smirks. “It’s a gift.”
She grabs a skimpy swimsuit and shorts out of her suitcase, and before I can close my eyes or even comprehend what’s happening, she jerks down her linen shorts and panties. I’m stunned speechless as she steps into the black bottoms of her string bikini.
“Never seen a naked girl before?”
“I just didn’t expect you to...” 
I stop when she takes off her shirt and holds her bathing suit top against her chest.
Savannah walks backwards to me. “Do you mind?” She peeks over her shoulder and gestures to the ties hanging at her sides.
“Not at all.” My hands graze her soft, tan skin. The thought of spinning her around and bending her over the bed runs rampant through my mind.
“You ‘bout done back there?” Her clipped words interrupt my daydream. She turns around, making me acutely aware of how close we are. I bite the inside of my cheek to suppress the urge to reach out and touch her again. 
Savannah coughs to gain my attention. “Do not use me to get over her. You haven’t blinked in my direction this whole time, and now that you need an escape, you’re ready to bury your dick inside of me. Don’t do that‒ever‒to anyone. It’s not fair.” Her voice is flat as if she’s reciting a menu instead of scolding me and her narrowed eyes are filled with disappointment. “Now, let’s go have fun,” she says through a clenched jaw.
*****
We are dropped off in a deserted area by the resort shuttle. I twist back and forth, looking for something, anything, to give me an idea of Savannah’s plan.
“It’s this way.” Savannah gestures to a small opening on our right. It’s not visible from the road. The closer we get, the more visible it becomes. 
“Did you drag me all the way out here to kill me?” My eyes widen and I choke out a laugh.
“I know it may not look like much yet, but I promise it’ll be worth the three mile hike.”
“Three miles?”
“I think you can handle it.” She glances over at my athletic form. 
“Lead the way,” I insist. Intrigued now, I follow close behind her. 
At the end of the long, hot walk is a canopy of trees camouflaging what I assume is a waterfall. The sound of fast moving water echoes throughout the forest. Savannah beams the brightest smile I’ve ever seen, almost like it’s Christmas.
The vibrant leaves easily move out of our way to reveal a cliff. A wide stream rushes over the edge, cascading into a perfect, clear pool at the base of the harsh rocks. 
“Are we?” I point to the waterfall, a grin on my face as I anticipate the rush I’ll get from jumping.
“You bet your ass we are,” Savannah answers. She slips her shorts off and takes a deep breath. “You ready?”
I slide my shoes off and follow her up the side of the cliff. Sharp rocks gouge the bottom of my feet, but I ignore the pain. Like most things, the pain is usually worth the end result. When I reach the top, Savannah yanks on my hand and drags me to the edge.
“It seems less scary on the bottom.” Her breath quickens and her grip tightens. Eyes filled with fear meet mine. 
“Do you want to go back down?”
“You’re not supposed to just let me give up, jackass.” She scoffs as she stares at the drop-off. “Make me realize I’m stronger than I think, and then jump with me.” Savannah smacks me on the chest.
“Girls are complicated creatures,” I grab her arms, turn her towards me, and bend down to peer into her green eyes. “You can do this. I’ll be by your side the whole way down.”
“Promise?” Savannah whispers. Her muscles quiver in my grip.
I lace our fingers and we face the rushing waters. Once I peek over the edge, I immediately step back. “You’re right. This is high up.”
“You’re supposed to be the strong one.” Savannah bends over to look again. “Okay. We can do this. We can do this,” she repeats to herself in encouragement. Her hand squeezes mine until my fingers tingle.
At my nod, we place our feet on the edge. 
“On the count of three,” I instruct.
“On the three count, or one, two, three, jump?” Savannah asks.
“One, two, three, jump, okay?” I laugh and tighten my hold on her. “One... two... three...” 
And we jump. 
The second my body hits, the cold water infiltrates all my senses. The pressure in my lungs is a welcome reminder to breathe, to live. I reach the surface of the pool first, and yank Savannah’s hand until she breaks through. 
When my breathing evens, I swim to the water’s edge and climb up the rocks. Savannah treads water as she watches me, a thrilled gleam in her eyes. 
“I’m going again,” I shout down to her, eager to jump. 
A free feeling looms behind every leap I take today. The choice and control are mine, and when I hurl myself off the cliff, there’s no way to turn back. 
Life is not as simple. Once a choice is made, if you second guess your decision, you can either ask for forgiveness or a do-over. 
I’ve been given plenty of do-overs in my life.
Sometimes, I just don’t know what to do with them.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Kennedy
“Do you want another drink?” Mark stands from the hot tub and gathers our empty beer bottles before I can answer. His leg swings over the side and his abs contract with his movement. He’s sometimes too much to look at. I resist the urge to reach out and run my hands over his body.
“I’ll have one more.” I slide down further in the bubbling water and relax.
Somehow, no one has interrupted us tonight. Things are quiet on the pool deck. Most of the younger crowd stays out late at the bars. Violet begged us to go out with the rest of our group, but I need a little bit of rest and a moment of solitude. We’ve been on the go since our plane landed in Mexico.
“Mind if I join you?” 
A strong voice breaks me from my thoughts. A tall, blonde surfer type stares down at me. His smile is as white as freshwater pearls, and almost as crooked. The trait would be worth admiring if I didn’t already have the guy standing behind the surfer.
“She’s with me, man.” Mark slaps him on the shoulder and steps in beside me. The surfer frowns and retreats as Mark twists to hand me a bottle. A long pull on the cold beer is refreshing against the heat of the water.
“I’m gone for one minute and someone tries to swoop in and steal you from me.” Mark’s mouth is sinfully close to my ear. His lips graze my earlobe, causing a shiver to run up my spine.
“He didn’t have a chance in hell, just so you know.” I find his hand under the water and hold it in my own. 
Mark presses a soft, intimate kiss on my shoulder before pulling me in closer. A shiver runs through my spine as I rest my head on him and close my eyes. The waves of the ocean and the jets of the hot tub, a relaxing mixture, is all I can hear. 
“Okay, I’ve got to ask, how did that thing with Amanda happen?”
“Honestly?” I shrug. “Graham. He reminded me of a few things that sometimes are easy to forget.” I squint up at him.
“Like what?”
“She blamed herself. Maybe I placed some blame on her as well.” I shake my head in disgust at the memory of Amanda replaying her experience in the aftermath of Craig’s attack. 
“Amanda hasn’t always been so brash and uncontrollable,” Mark begins to explain. The past plays out as a series of years behind his eyes. Amanda grew up with all of them. They know her better than most. “I don’t know when everything changed, but it did. She became less aware of those around her.”
“People have the capacity to change as long as you give them the opportunity.” My fingers trace through the shallow pool of water on the deck.
“You hold out for people, and you always want to see the best. How can you still do that?” 
I take a long sip of my drink. “Don’t you believe that everyone has some form of good inside of them?”
“Would you hold it against me if I said no?”
“Of course, I wouldn’t. Not if it’s your truth.”
“And what’s your truth?” Mark skims the back of his hand down my cheek and I lean into his touch, savoring the contact.
“My truth is...” I pause to think about my answer. No one has ever asked me something as profound and complex. “We’re allowed to change our minds as many times as we feel necessary. People are meant to be loved and accepted, not changed. Don’t worry what others think as long as it makes you happy. No one can define your strength.” I shrug at the underlying sadness behind my words. “Loving someone doesn’t guarantee an eternity.” 
Mark nods, but behind his eyes, where he likes to conceal everything, I see apprehension building. Brick by brick, the wall gets stronger. He takes a long gulp from his bottle and sets it down with a loud clank. Within our silence, I feel Mark slip away, hiding in plain sight.
When my fingers are pruned, I step out, and Mark wraps a towel around my shoulders. Shivers run through me when the cool wind assaults my overheated, exposed skin.
Once in our room, Mark lounges on the bed while I scurry around the room looking for my toiletries. His eyes burn through the towel gripped against my body.
“I’m going to get in the shower.” 
I push the curtain aside and turn the handle. My fingers dance through the water to check the temperature. After I peel my wet bathing suit off, I step into the soothing embrace of the waterfall showerhead. The warm liquid cascades down my body as I lean my head back to wet my hair.
“Kennedy.” Mark’s voice breaks me from my euphoria. 
“Yeah?” I yell to be heard over the sound of the running water.
“Can we talk?”
“Now?” I huff, irritated by his intrusion.
“Earlier in the hot tub, you said your truth. Now I’d like to tell you mine.”
I glare around the curtain at Mark. He leans against the marble counter, staring at his bare feet. When he hears the plastic crinkle, he studies me through lust filled eyes.
“Mark...” My voice is soft, maybe even a touch hesitant.
“My truth is that I like you. A lot.”
“Mark...” I try to interrupt because I’m afraid of what he’ll say and what it will mean.
“Don’t say anything. I need to get this out.” Three large steps connect his chest against the shower curtain. “I think that you could love me, Kennedy.” 
“Somewhere along my path of healing, you came along and turned my world upside down. I never expected you, and if I’m being honest, I never wanted you because you...” I squeeze my eyelids shut.
“Help you forget.” Mark finishes my thought.
“You help me forget.” My eyes spring open. “When I’m with you, I find memories of him slipping away and that scares me.”
“Why do you invest so much of your heart into him, when he clearly isn’t doing the same for you?” Mark snaps. “Jesus, Kennedy. I’m standing in front of you, confessing my love, and all you can do is think of him. I’m not cocky, but even I know I’m a catch.”
I drop the curtain, turn off the faucet, and wiggle my fingers in Mark’s direction. “Hand me my towel. Now.” I wrap the cotton fabric around me and groan as I push the curtain open and step out of the shower.
“Why are you getting out?” Mark questions, taking a step back against the vanity.
“If you want to talk about this, let’s talk about it.” I storm out of the bathroom. Anger flushes my skin.
On the edge of the bed, my legs crossed, I watch Mark lean against the doorframe. His stare burns into me, but I hold strong with my shoulders squared and my spine stiff, not willing to relent on my feelings.
“He gave up on you,” Mark states, matter-of-fact, as if what he says I haven’t already told myself. “He gave up on you, and still, you hold out for him.”
“I’m not holding out for anything.” I stand and pace the length of the room.
“Give me a fucking break, Ken. I’m the place holder. A thing to pass the time until he gets his head out of his ass. You think I don’t see it. You’ll never look at me the way you look at him.”
“And how do I look at him, Mark? Please, do explain yourself.”
“As if he can do no wrong, when he so clearly has and will in the future. You are blind if you think Graham will ever be anything other than a player.”
I stomp to the door. When my hand grips the knob, I turn to face the boy who might’ve been capable of changing everything. “People can say the same about you.” I swing the door open and step out.
Mark wraps his fingers around my wrists, tugging me back. “Where are you going?”
I snap my arm away and rub my wrist. “I need time, a breather to get my mind right.” Twisting on my heels, I turn my back on him.
“You’re going to him, aren’t you?” Mark shouts down the empty hallway.
I dart down the hall until I’m directly in front of him. “And if I am?” I challenge.
“You’d only be proving me right,” he sneers.
“As far as I’m concerned, I can be friends with anyone I damn well please. If I want to run to Graham because I’m comfortable with him, then I sure as hell will, Mark.” I take a long step back and circle around. “Not that I need to explain myself to you, but I’m going to Violet’s room. Don’t wait up. I’m not coming back,” I shout over my shoulder.



Chapter Twenty-Six
Graham
My bags hit the floor. I kick my bedroom door shut and fall face first onto my mattress. Not bothering to unpack, I grab the remote and bring the flat screen to life. 
Spring Break has been a thrill, but I couldn’t be happier to be home. After spending almost a full week with Kennedy and Mark, I’m ready to lose my mind. Most of the time, I managed to avoid them. They seemed on edge when we all went our separate ways at the airport, avoiding eye contact and barely speaking full sentences to each other.  
I drag my bag closer. In the front pocket sit the last words Savannah and I will probably ever exchange. She disappeared after our day trip to the waterfall, only leaving me a letter at the front desk. Unlike most girls, she challenged me. That girl had the innate ability to make me question everything I think and do. Her tenacity was contagious and addictive, but something happened on the cliff. 
I open the flap of the envelope to see the neatest handwriting scrolled across several pieces of paper. Unfolding them, I lay on my back and read.
Dear Graham,

At this point, you’re probably back in the states and wondering why I ran off. I felt like I needed to distance myself from you, give you a few days to take my wise-beyond-my-year’s advice to heart, and hopefully, learn something about yourself.

I approached you by the pool that day because you remind me of someone I’d like to forget. I ended up being wrong. You, my friend, are nothing but a gentleman, in your own right. You have a charisma that will bounce off all four corners of this earth if you choose for it to. That’s why I approached you. I just didn’t know it at the time. 

We may have only known each other for a few short days, but something tells me you have left a lasting impression on my heart, and I hope you can say the same about me.

You need to know that Kennedy will die lucky. She got to have a piece of you that I can only assume you keep hidden from the rest of the world. You are better than your past, and you are better than your present, Graham Black.

There are things in life that are sometimes out of our control. The ones that we can control are meant to be handled with care. Our choices and our hearts should be handled as such. Please make me a promise that, at the end of every day, you’ll be proud of your choices and can live with them. 

So, Mr. Black, if you ever find yourself near Ole Miss, look me up. Until then, follow your heart. Be a good guy, and for fuck sakes, stop being a douchebag and get your head out of your ass. 

Love,

Savannah

P.s. I want to be invited to the wedding.

My arms fall to my side, and the papers drift to my bedroom floor. Damn her. Even through a letter she knows what to say to put me in my place. 
As I contemplate her words, I hear a car door slam. I look out the window over the dark driveway and see my father’s SUV leaving. 
The front door slams and I rush to meet my mom in the hallway. Her silhouette is illuminated by the moon shining through the large windows over the foyer. 
“Mom?” I meet her at the top of the landing.
“Yeah, honey, it’s me.” Her voice hiccups in the middle and I know something's wrong. 
As she takes the final steps, her head stays downcast toward the floor. With disheveled hair and the sleeve of her dress ripped, she looks anything but like my mother’s usual perfection. 
“What happened?” I ask, trying to stay calm. “Where did he go?”
“Hotel,” she whispers.
“By himself?” 
Sad eyes look up at me and my mouth drops open in shock. I flip the hallway light on, only to see dried blood beneath her eye and bruising along her cheekbone. 
“What happened? And don’t you dare lie to me.” My voice rises into a bark, biting into her already fragile state.
“We had a disagreement.”
“Mom, that,” I point to her face, “is not a disagreement. You disagree on what color flowers to plant.” The pictures rattle when I slam my fist against the wall. “When are you going to stop this, Mom? You deserve better than him. He’s killing you, and you don’t even see it.
“Graham...” she says my name like a curse. 
“I can’t deal with this shit,” I bellow. “I’m not going to be here next year. Explain to me what happens to you then.”
“I can handle myself.” Her lips tremble as she looks to me, for what, I’m not sure. “Your father is a complicated man.”
“Quit making excuses for him. I’m not the eleven-year-old boy anymore who believes he’ll change.” Anger bubbles behind my glare. “You never protected me. You weren’t there when I was the confused little boy who only wanted to be accepted by his father, who wanted to be good enough to love. I’m never going to have a normal relationship because of you guys. Y’all have ruined me.” I snap, my anger uncontrollable. My arms flail in between us. “I walked away from the one person who knows how to love me because I don’t feel worthy of her and it’s your fault.” 
I leave her in the hallway, and her sobs follow me through my bedroom door. Once my back falls to the mattress, guilt sneaks in to remind me my mom has done the best she can. It may not be as good as I deserve, but she’s done the best she’s capable of in the situation. 
She’s a prisoner to my father, and until she breaks free, I’m held captive in her nightmare.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Kennedy
“Why are you here so early?” Graham shouts.
His strong body presses against the fence, his hands dangling over the top. My eyes scan over his baseball uniform, something I’m never prepared to see him in. The way the material molds to his body is impossible to ignore. A group of freshman girls snicker on the bleachers as they gawk at him. 
I pull out my camera and flaunt it at him. He grins before heading to the dugout. 
We’ve been back from Mexico for a month, and as graduation closes in on us, I feel like I’m playing catch up. I need to finish gathering photos for the yearbook, study for finals, and make a list of things I’ll need in the fall. 
My acceptance letter to Columbia had been waiting for me when we got back. I’m almost positive the smile never left my face for weeks. Never in a million years did I think I would be accepted to my first choice, and now I’m shipping off to New York to start a new life. 
With forty minutes until the senior baseball players’ last home game, my lens captures their warm-up. A melancholy feeling radiates through to my heart. This is it. Right here, right now. These people who have become a part of me, will no longer be by my side this time next year. I understand now what adults mean by this being the time of our lives. After we walk across the stage in a few short months, everything changes. We will be considered adults in the outside world with expectations and responsibilities, but most excitingly, a sliver of freedom.
“Hey, gorgeous,” Mark says as he runs by me. I drop the camera from my face and smile at him. “We going to Dan’s tonight?” He bends down to put on his catcher’s gear. His strong legs shift as he buckles his leg guards, and then his face disappears behind his helmet.
“Do we ever go anywhere else on Fridays after games?” I shout back to him. He winks at me over his shoulder. “Good luck,” I singsong to him.
After our Spring Break blow-up, things have been strained, but manageable. I cried myself to sleep in Dan and Violet’s room that night, trading my towel for one of Dan’s t-shirts. The next morning, Mark found me in the lobby with a giant bouquet of flowers and an apology a mile long. Instead of standing my ground and demanding what I needed, I hugged him. I’m not proud of it, but I don’t want to be the girl who can’t let go. Mark’s proof I can.
By the time I take enough photos to fill the back half of the yearbook, the team is huddled by the dugout, chanting to pump them up and prepare them for the game. I find my spot on the fence and watch Mark and Graham play a game of catch before the first pitch is due. They work well together. Graham sets up, and Mark shifts behind home plate. If only they could bring those skills of teamwork off the field and into their friendship.
Someone bumps into me on each side. Violet and Amanda sandwich me between them. Both have sly, overexcited smiles on their faces.
“What’s going on?” My eyes scan between them, leery of what I’ll find. Amanda avoids my glance all together, so I drill my best friend, knowing she’ll crack under pressure. “No, seriously, I know you guys are up to no good. It’s in your eyes.”
“Okay, okay, I’ll tell you.” Violet pouts and shifts from foot to foot. “We’re going to get tattoos tomorrow.”
“You mean you two are getting tattoos,” I correct her.
“No, you too,” Amanda chimes in, a smirk on her face.
“And what are we permanently scarring our skin with?” I ask.
“You act like you don’t already have a tattoo, Ken.” Violet pokes my ribs where my ballet shoes are inked for eternity. 
“Spill it, Vi.” I grab her chin, but she avoids me by watching the first pitch. “What are we getting?” I growl, frustrated by their antics, but amused.
“An Oreo,” Violet and Amanda mutter the answer together.
“Excuse me?” My eyes narrow into slits.
“An Oreo. We’re getting an Oreo cookie tattoo,” Violet shouts. 
A small crowd gives us judgmental glares, and Violet flaunts her middle finger at them, making Amanda laugh. Amanda looks to me, an understanding gleam in her eyes. Obviously, she knows how stupid the idea sounds when spoken out loud. I’ll be remembered as the sweet, white center of a cookie for the rest of our lives because these two want to commemorate our friendship in the most permanent way possible.
“So, you’re telling me that tomorrow, I’m going to walk into a tattoo parlor and get a cookie tattooed on me? And where are we getting them tattooed?” My hands rest on my hips and my foot taps in a frantic motion.
“On your ass.” A loud giggle falls from Amanda’s mouth.
“Screw you guys. I’m not getting it tattooed on my ass.”
“But you are getting it tattooed.” Violet links her arm through mine. Her lips turn into a smile.
I turn back to the game, ignoring the two of them as they high five and giggle about their win over me. “You guys are a bunch of assholes.” I fight back my own grin.
Amanda has become a quick fixture in my life. Since Mexico, we’ve spent almost every day together. She’s taught me that giving others a second chance will sometimes change your life and perspective. Although from the outside and her past history, Amanda seems shallow and self-centered, the Amanda I’ve gotten to know over the past month is passionate and loyal. 
We stand along the fence, hip to hip, and watch the boys take the victory by four runs. Graham pitches a hell of a game, only giving up two runs to the other team. Mark plays the perfect counterpart to Graham’s pitches, always supporting him behind the plate.
Since being home from Mexico, Mark and Graham have taken a less is more approach to their friendship, keeping a distance whenever they can. 
Graham and I have taken the opposite approach. He tells me about things with his father, while I confide in him about how I’m managing everything from last year. Our relationship is the only thing that is left alone, always there, but never spoken of. Mark doesn’t know Graham and I talk, and we both agree it’s easier this way. Mark, like everyone else, doesn’t understand our compulsion to confide in each other, and our connection isn’t something I feel the need to explain. 
A part of me is always filled with guilt, but it never stops me from texting back and answering late night phone calls.
“Dan’s, right?” Amanda asks, as we walk to our cars. “I’ll have a shot waiting for you.”
I wave to the both of them as they drive through the parking lot until I can’t see taillights anymore. On the hood of my car, my eyes search the stars while I wait for Mark. 
Tennessee skies never get old. They’re clear and bottomless. I spot the Big Dipper and smile. My finger traces the outline of the constellation. 
“Do you find it strange there are people on the other side of the world, looking at the same stars as us?” Graham’s voice surprises me.
“It is,” I reply. “A small world we live in. Good game by the way.” My eyes flicker to him. “I’ll see you at Dan’s, but Graham...”
He interrupts me. “I’ll keep my distance.” 
Our secret is whispered into the night as he gets into his car and drives away.
With my fist, I hit the top of my car lightly a handful of times in frustration. Our friendship is an up and down battle. It’s hard to separate the playful banter from the underlying attraction and the deep conversation. They’re harmless. I remind myself. And then I see the sadness behind Graham’s eyes and I know none of this is harmless. 
“You ready to go?” Mark startles me as I watch Graham’s car turn the corner. Twice now I’ve failed to remember Jackie’s advice to be more aware of my surroundings. 
Mark saunters to me. With his hair wet and a sleeveless t-shirt matched with ripped knee jeans, he’s a perfect distraction. When we walk into the party, Amanda’s patiently waiting with three shots between her fingers. 
“Violet,” she shouts. “She’s here. Get your ass over here.”
Violet rounds the corner, a smile on her face. Dan’s two steps behind her, as usual, with a beer in hand. 
“It’s about damn time.” Violet groans with a smirk on her face. She takes two shots from Amanda, hands one to me, and keeps one for herself. “Down the hatch, ladies.”
We lift the glasses to our lips and swallow down the liquid. I tell myself I’ll only have one more drink for the rest of the night, and I stick to that unspoken promise. Everything catches up to me, and keeping my eyes open becomes a struggle. I insist Mark stay and have fun with the guys, but I tell everyone goodbye.
When I get home around midnight, my phone rings as I’m climbing in bed.
I stare at the screen to make sure I saw the name correctly.
“Hello?”
“Wanted to make sure you made it home okay,” Graham says.
“Just laying down now.” I fluff the pillows behind my head. 
“I’m jealous.”
“Of?” 
“Your bed.” Graham deadpans. 
The line goes silent with the exception of the loud music in the background.
“Go have some fun, Graham.”
“I could always sneak in your window.”
“I’m hanging up now.”
And I do.
*****
A stampede of elephants wakes me, or at least it sounds like a small herd. Violet and Amanda storm into my room. After a night of drinking, they should be crawling, but no, not these two. Amanda jumps on the edge of the mattress, and it dips beneath her tiny weight. She stretches out at my feet. Violet extends an armful of clothes. Fighting laugher, Amanda buries her face in the comforter. 
“What time is it?” I rub the sleep from my eyelids. “And why are you here?” I ask.
“You only had one drink last night, so I doubt you forgot what today is already.” Violet wiggles the clothes in front of my nose. “It’s tattoo day.” Her smile matches the excitement in her voice as she sings out her answer.
“I didn’t forget.” A yawn catches me by surprise.
“We figured we’d grab lunch first,” Amanda says, her eyes soft as she shrugs an apology.
“No, don’t worry about it. I’ve dealt with the fact that I’ll be walking around New York with a cookie tattooed on my wrist.” I brush her off with my hand.
“That’s where I’m getting mine,” Violet squeals, then turns to Amanda and waits for her to reveal her placement.
“Well, if you two bitches are getting it on your wrist, it would be stupid if I got mine on my ass.” Amanda and Violet’s laughter fills my room. 
Every group of friends should share a moment of insanity, one that sticks out in your head, and reminds you what true happiness means. 
A hard tug on her arm, and Violet tumbles onto the bed between Amanda and me. Giggles overcome us, and I pull them into a hug. Last year, I couldn’t fathom a world where Amanda, Violet, and I are inseparable. Now, cuddled with them as tears run down our faces, I’m ready to set out into the world, knowing I’ll always have them to fall back on when I need support.
After a much needed lunch, I find myself in a leather covered chair with my wrist exposed. The needle beats into my flesh for what feels like hours, but turns out to be fifteen minutes. Once Violet and Amanda finish, we pay and walk out into the sunshine. 
Arms extended in front of us, we crowd the middle of the sidewalk to take photos of our new ink.
“It’s going on Instagram,” Violet announces. “Now Ken and I will always have something to remind us of you when we’re apart.” She throws her purse over her shoulder and walks away, eyes glued to her phone. Before she smacks into a light pole, I grab her arm and guide her around it.
“Well, actually, it doesn’t look like we’re going to be apart for long,” Amanda states in a quiet voice. 
“What do you mean?” I spin around, praying she says what I want to hear.
“I got in,” Amanda shrieks.
“A fight?” Violet jokes, her wide eyes filled with hope.
“N-Y-U!” Amanda announces and lets out a deafening squeal. 
People stop to watch us jumping up and down and squealing in celebration. 
“So, let me get this straight.” I look at the two of them in wonder. “I’ll be at Columbia. Amanda, you’ll be at NYU, and Violet will be interning in the city. This means we’ll all be together next year.” My cheeks ache from the stretch of my smile.
“You decided, then?” Violet tilts her head to the side and raises her eyebrows.
“Just drop it, Vi.” My pace quickens as an impatient snort slips from my mouth.
Violet catches up to me and links her arm through mine. Amanda’s a few steps behind, giving us space. “Have you even told him yet?”
“Graham doesn’t need to know anything.”
“I meant Mark, Ken, but don’t you think it’s funny that when I said him, your head automatically filled in the blank with Graham.”
“New York is where I’m supposed to be, Vi. Georgia was a pipe dream.” I unravel her arm from mine and rush over to the car, needing a moment alone.
Violet and Amanda slide into their seats. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right thing. New York has always been your dream. You shouldn’t give it up on what ifs,” Violet says she wraps her arms around my shoulders, squeezing me from the backseat.
When I twist to her, a sad smile adorns her face, and I fight back the tears begging to release. I gaze through the front window, lost in my own thoughts of what my future could have looked like. “I would’ve gone if he’d asked.”
Violet dries the tears before they reach my cheek. “I know you would’ve, sweetie, I know.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Graham
“Nice tattoo, but I think I like the other one better,” I whisper into Kennedy’s ear as I walk by her locker, sliding my fingertip over her ribcage.
Her entire body tenses as she turns in my direction. The ballet slippers are hidden away in the perfect spot on her ribs. I’ve eyeballed the new addition for the past two weeks, but have never said anything. Of course, how can I when Mark’s always by her side? 
The heat of her body washes over me, sending me on high alert. 
“Today’s the big day, right?”
“Today is, in fact, the day I’ll be accepting my scholarship to Georgia,” I answer. My smile is wide because life feels like it’s finally falling into place.
“I’m so proud of you, Graham.” She beams a smile, bumps her elbow into my side, and scurries down the hall. I watch her walk away and groan as her hips shift from side to side.
“Put your tongue back in your mouth, Bro.” Dan’s chest heaves from laughter.
“Fuck off.” My eyes narrow on him. I turn my back and head to class.
*****
Smiles and loud praises greet me when I walk out onto the baseball diamond. Coach meets me by the fence and ushers me to a table with two chairs. In front, rows of cameras line the field to snap my photo as I sign my letter of intent. 
My teammates surround the dugout, and friends fill the bleachers. Kennedy sits with Amanda and Violet, her eyes glued to me as I sit in one of the chairs. 
Coach brings the microphone to his mouth. The sound system buzzes to life as he speaks. 
“Most of you know who I am, but you probably don’t know that this young man is like a son to me.” His voice cracks. “I’ve watched him grow from a scrawny, young freshman...” 
“I was never scrawny, Coach,” I shout, and everyone laughs.
“Even after four years, he still interrupts me.” Coach grins at me. “Never did I think he’d turn into the ball player he is today. His strength, on the field and off the field, is immeasurable. He’s grown into a strong, independent, loyal teammate, friend, and son.” Contentment resonates when he says son. He slaps his hand down on my shoulder with pride. “Seeing him sitting here, getting ready to sign his intent letter to his dream school, couldn’t make me any more proud.” Coach extends the mic to me. “Would you like to say something?” 
I take a deep breath and hold the mic in my hand. Adrenaline courses through me, leaving my mouth dry and my hands trembling. My stare lands on Kennedy.
“Without you, I wouldn’t be here today.” 
Kennedy’s eyes widen with the realization my words are meant for her. A sad smile plays on her lips, and I turn because I can’t bear to see it. My dreams are coming true because of her. The words needed to be said, spoken out loud, and put out into the universe. 
As I look around the crowd gathered to see my greatest accomplishment, it doesn’t surprise me that my mom’s face isn’t in the crowd. How could she show up here when she has bruises under her eyes? 
Coach places my intent letter in front of me and stands behind me as I sign my name on the dotted line. I’m eager to start a new chapter, in a different state, away from everything that reminds me of this town. I shake his hand, and the cameras flash, blinding me with the rapid-fire shots. 
Arms wrap around my neck and pull me down.
“Congratulations.” Violet’s smile is bright.
“Thank you,” I whisper into her ear and release her. 
“Good luck.” Violet laughs and moves out of the way, patting me on the chest. 
Kennedy stares at her shoes shuffling in place. 
“Thank you,” I say to gain her attention. 
As though I’m breaking her from some spell, her head snaps up at my voice. Her lips turn up in the slightest of smiles as she walks over and wraps her arms around my waist. I breathe her in, take in everything that is Kennedy. The smell of her shampoo. The curve of the small of her back. The way she gently rests her hands on my chest. Her fingers barely move, but I feel every thought in her head as she worries the fabric of my shirt. 
“Don’t thank me. I didn’t do anything you wouldn’t have done for me,” Kennedy whispers into my chest. She pulls her head away from my t-shirt and gazes up at me. “I’m so damn proud of you, Graham. I was right all along, and I hope you’re starting to see that.” Her hand waves around beside us at the crowd. “Look at this. They’re all here for you. That’s something to be proud of.”
I nod my head and watch her walk away. She reaches the fence and turns back to me. People mob around the space between us, and although I’m unsure, I run to her when our eyes lock on each other through the masses. My chest heaves as I take her hands in mine. Leaning forward, I kiss beside her ear.
“You’re the best kind of sleep and will always be my reason for waking up in the morning,” I whisper. I know I shouldn’t say it, but the excitement of the day has made me realize I will not have many more opportunities. 
When I take a step back, Kennedy reaches for me, then tucks one arm behind the other to stop herself. I break away from the moment when Coach calls out to me.
After answering a few questions from reporters about my future in baseball, I head back to finish fourth period. My mind is fuzzy from all of the commotion of the day. By the end of class, I’m ready to get out on the field, relieve some stress, and clear my head. 
I walk through the empty hallways to the locker room. The guys greet me with cheers and hollers. Cellphone in hand, I throw my bag into my locker. When I find no messages or missed calls, I feel a twinge of disappointment. On the most important day of my life thus far, the people who are supposed to be congratulating me are nowhere to be found.
“Congrats, man.” Mark says as he plops down on the bench in front of me. A long, pregnant pause follows. “I know things have been strained this year...” His thought trails off.
“Don’t get all mushy on me now,” I joke, not in the mood to have this conversation before a game. He laughs me off and finishes putting on his gear.
When our team walks to the field to warm up, I feel alive. The blood races through my veins. My heart thumps strong in my chest. Mark stands behind home plate and I make my way to the mound. My eyes scan the guys in the outfield tossing the balls back and forth at rapid speed. Most of us have played together since T-ball. To think about not playing with them next year is strange. With any team, you gain a certain respect and understanding between each member. There’s a brotherhood between all of us. We instinctively know someone’s next step because of the camaraderie.
Mark pushes his mask to the top of his head and looks at me as I watch my teammates. A melancholy feeling falls over me.
“You ready?” Mark shouts across the field, breaking me from my thoughts.
I toss the ball into my glove five or six times before I set up for my pitch. Mark pulls the mask over his face and crouches into position. Every one of my muscles contracts as I set up. My leg lifts as my shoulder stretches back and snaps forward. The ball dances from my hand in perfect form and crosses home plate into Mark’s glove. He stands and throws the ball back to me. I lean forward to catch it. We continue this routine, switching up the pitches as we go.
Coach walks through the gate, his clipboard under his arm and his game face on. He gets a bit amped up on game days. As fans enter the stadium to watch one of the last few games we’ll have this year, Coach waves the team in to give the game time speech.
We stand in a circle to stretch, cracking jokes about our opponents, and my eyes scan their team in search of one. Jacob Landers. As though he feels my skeptical eyes on him, he turns in my direction. We stand on opposite ends of the field in a strong stare down. 
Jacob’s eyes shift from mine to the stands. He walks over to the fence in front of the home bleachers. Kennedy’s glance moves from her camera screen to Jacob. Her eyes widen and swing awkwardly around the field. 
“He thinks you two are dating, right?” Dan says, standing beside me with his arms crossed over his chest.
I stretch my arms and nod my head. We laugh when Jacob flashes his pearly white teeth to the girls as they stifle their laughter.
“What do you think they’re saying to him?” Dan’s eyes narrow on them to get a better look at the situation.
“Knowing Violet, she’s probably telling him to fuck off.” I grab my baseball hat out of the dugout, pull it over my eyes, and watch Jacob walk back to their side of the field. He turns back to me with a cocky grin on his face. With my middle finger raised at him, I chuckle punching my fist into my mit.
The game couldn’t have gone better if I’d mapped it out myself. The scoreboard reads eleven to six as the last seconds tick off on the clock. Five of those runs we scored in the last inning to solidify our win, with Dan’s homerun calling home three of them. The team cheers in the middle of the field as the stands shout the fight song with pride.
As I walk across the lot to the locker room, an arm wraps around my waist. When I gaze down, Kennedy grins up at me as if she’s hiding a secret.
“What are you up to?” I question with a raised brow.
“Just play along, please,” Kennedy begs between clenched teeth. Her glance falls behind us. Jacob Landers leans against the side of their bus. “Bye, Jacob.” She smiles wide and waves her fingers at him in a sweet, but condescending gesture.
Kennedy turns back to me, wraps her hands around me again, and stifles a giggle. 
“Ken, what was that all about?” I question, rubbing my hand up and down her back.
“Jacob walked over talking shit about you, saying if I wanted a real man, I’d be on his arm and a bunch of other bullshit. So, I might have forgotten to tell him you and I aren’t dating anymore to get a rise out of him,” Kennedy confesses. Her smile lifts against my chest.
“You did what?” My back stiffens. 
“I couldn’t let him get away with being a total douche nozzle. The lie was for a good cause.” She arches her back to gaze up at me.
“Well, we might as well give him a show if he’s going to watch.” I smirk at her. This should be fun. 
I look around the almost empty parking lot and spot none of my teammates. With her back directly facing Jacob, I catch his glare over her shoulder. When I gaze down into her crystal clear eyes, they widen with surprise, then dart between the close proximity of the two of us. Her pink lips quiver until she bites down to stop them. 
“Graham...” Kennedy lowers her voice to a sexy whisper.
“Just let me have it, okay?” I beg and silently pray she doesn’t push me away.
My lips lower to hers in the most painful, agonizing movement. As if I’m trying not to frighten her away, I stop right before they touch. Her eyelashes blink heavily. Anticipation and desire fire up in her eyes.
“Grah...” she utters, but I cut her off.
The moment our lips touch, it’s as though the whole world slows on its axis for us to enjoy each other. My hands find comfort on her delicate neck below her jaw line. Her fingernails dig into the front of my baseball uniform as she pulls us closer together and the kiss deepens. 
Kennedy and I could’ve been here for seconds or minutes. Time doesn’t matter when you experience a kiss like this one. All that matters is, even though everything has changed around us, I still have this sense of hope that she and I are the same. 
Our lips drop from each other and we both take several deep breaths in recovery. 
“I never thought we’d ever...” Kennedy begins, touching her lips. “I just thought that the last time we kissed was our last.” Her voice cracks under her words, and she dabs at the corner of her eyes. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
I lean down and whisper, “Kennedy, I shouldn’t have done a lot of things in my life. Kissing you isn’t one of them.” 
“What am I supposed to do with that?” Kennedy says, frantic. Her eyes give the near empty parking lot a once over before returning to me.
“I know I shouldn’t have kissed you, but I don’t think the urge will ever leave me,” I state. “You’re with Mark now and I know that. What I did just now wasn’t fair to him or you.” My body turns to walk away, once again.
“Graham,” Kennedy calls. With one shrug of her shoulders, her smile slants as she tries to take some of the guilt on herself. “I kissed you back.”
“Okay then,” I call back to her with a faint smile.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Kennedy
“A rather large envelope came in the mail for you today, Ken,” my mom shouts from the kitchen when Mark and I step in the front door. My back straightens and my eyes shift from side to side, hoping Mark didn’t hear her. 
“Okay, I’ll look at it later.” I dismiss the information.
It’s starting to feel like time won’t slow down. My anxiety is through the roof over our upcoming graduation and all of the choices coming with this phase of my life. I don’t want to make the wrong ones, and as I reflect on the past four years, hell, the past two weeks, there are things that I would like to revisit or rewind, and some I’d kill to relive. 
One kiss in particular, a kiss I’ve tucked away in the dark depths of my brain, only to draw it out when I’m in the mood for some self-deprecation.
You get one shot in this life. You have to cross your fingers, shut your eyes, and pray you’ve made the best decisions for yourself. I haven’t been as sure of mine lately. 
“How was practice, sweetie?” My mom steps out of the kitchen to greet Mark as we head down the hall to my bedroom.
“Intense. You guys going to make it to the game on Friday?” he asks. A wide smile plasters across his face. He’s become a welcome fixture in the Conrad house. 
“We’ll be there.” She nods. “You kids head in to do your homework. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.” She shoos us away, and I hold back my laughter as she shoves Mark and me into my room. Alone.
When we cross the threshold, Mark turns to shut the door. His hips twist toward me and he throws me a playful smirk. He rubs his fingers together at his sides.
“I’ve missed you all day. Were you dodging me or something?” Mark asks.
“Why would I dodge you?” I offer as a distraction. “With yearbook and exams, my life’s been kind of hectic.”
“Things have been weird since Spring Break, Kennedy.”
“I’m stressed and I need life to slow down. That’s all it is, I swear.”
I walk over to my dresser and take out a hooded sweatshirt. When I tug the material over my head, my eyes catch the thick, large envelope sitting on the top of my dresser. I slide open the top drawer and tuck the package out of sight.
“Have you made a decision yet?” Mark’s voice startles me so much I jolt.
“Decision about what?” I turn, cupping my elbow in my hand and wondering if, somehow, he got word about the kiss.
“The talent show,” Mark states as if the answer is obvious. “You’re being jumpy.”
“Oh.” I release a long, relieved breath. “I decided last week to do it. I signed up, so it looks like I’ll be hitting the stage in two weeks.”
Mark jumps from the bed and is by my side in seconds. His arms wrap around my waist, and he lifts me and spins us until he drops us to the carpet.
“I’m so proud of you, babe. I know it’s been a hard road to get here, but to see you dance again...” Mark’s eyes are hopeful as he brushes my hair from my face. “It will be well worth all the hard work you’ve done.”
This is where I feel obligated to kiss him. The thing is, my attitude has nothing to do with him. This is all on me. 
My lips descend on his for what I plan to be a quick peck, but he has another idea, like usual. Holding me in place with a tight grip on the back of my head, Mark’s lips dig into mine with a clear message.
“It’s time for dinner,” My mom’s voice breaks us apart. 
I jump to my feet and extend my hands to Mark. When he stands, he drops a soft kiss on my cheek and slaps my butt. 
“Let’s go eat.” He hoots as he races out of the room.
Mark enjoys food just as much as he enjoys me. I giggle at his enthusiasm and follow him to the dining room. Even with all the questions in my head, Mark is always good for comic relief.
“I thought you said you were making dinner?” I question, flipping open a box to find extra cheese pizza with ham and pineapple. Just the way I like it.
“I said I would call you when dinner is ready.” Her hands gesture to the pizza. “Dinner is ready. I just wasn’t the one who made it.”
Mark and I chuckle as we sit at the table.
My dad walks through the front door and takes a loud sniff. “Mmm... pizza... from Albert’s,” he states, proud of his skills. Dad sets his briefcase on the couch and throws his jacket over the top of it. He’s been back to work full-time, thankfully, for the past six months.
I stand and lean over to grab Mark’s attention. “What do you want to drink?” 
“Babe, I can get it. Sit down. You don’t need to wait on me,” Mark insists. He heads into the kitchen. When I glance up, my parents are staring at me.
“What?” I question, straightening my back. 
I plop into the seat next to his empty one, and put the largest slice of pizza on his plate. 
Their eyes flick behind me as Mark walks into the room. My mom’s smile continues to grow as she watches him pour a can of Coke into my glass. Moments like these are when I question my thoughts. I’m crazy to doubt my relationship with Mark. Who turns her back on someone like him? I secretively shake my head to rid the thoughts. 
“Did you tell them yet?” Mark looks to me in encouragement. “Kennedy’s going to dance in the talent show again this year,” he announces.
“Are you sure you’re ready?” Dad asks. “I know you’ve been sneaking into the studio late at night. Which, by the way, leave a note next time so we don’t panic when you’re missing from your bed. You scared your mother half to death the other night.”
My mom scoffs. “Excuse me. If I remember correctly, you were the one demanding I call the police and report her missing. If I hadn’t noticed her dance bag was gone, you would’ve sent a search party out to look for her.” She reaches across the table for another piece of pizza.
“You’ve been sneaking out at night to dance?” Mark questions. “Why haven’t you told me?” He drops his slice onto the plate.
“I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. The teachers gave me a key to use whenever I feel up to practicing, since I’m not comfortable dancing in front of other people.”
“It is a big deal if you go late at night, by yourself, Kennedy. What if something were to happen?” Mark’s eyes narrow in on me. 
“That’s what the mace is for,” I answer through a clenched jaw, irritated at his aversion of me taking two steps into a building on my own. “I get what you’re saying, but I can’t live my life in fear. I’ll be on a strange campus next year, by myself, with no one I know. I have to learn to adjust and cope with scary situations on my own. Ask Jackie. She’ll explain my process to you.”
I look to my parents for encouragement, and they both nod, as if they understand what I mean, but my answer doesn’t thrill Mark.
Through a cough, Mark mutters, “Maybe not by yourself.”
My eyes take inventory of him as he bites his pizza and then looks to me. With eyes narrowed, I tilt my head in question, but he acts like he didn’t just say what he did.
My parents stand from the table, leaving an awkward silence around the two of us. Once we are finished eating, we wash the few dishes in the sink like we always do. Where the kitchen used to be full of laughter and towel whips, it’s now barren of any conversation.
“I wish you would’ve told me you were going in the middle of the night,” Mark argues again. His hand brushes over the last plate to make sure it’s dry, and I take it from him to set it in the cupboard. 
I walk backwards down the hallway, Mark hot on my tail, to ensure he sees how serious I am about the situation. “It’s not every night. I only go when the mood strikes, Mark, and I’m perfectly safe. I stay in well-lit areas and I always have my mace at the ready. At the first sign of danger, I promise I will run in the opposite direction.”
“Don’t patronize me.” Mark’s voice is soft as he speaks. 
“I’m not trying to. I just need this, if that makes any sense. I have to get used to always looking over my shoulder now that I know what’s lurking in the shadows,” I argue my point, taking a seat on the edge of my bed. 
My head falls into my hands, and I tug at the roots of my hair. As I look up at him, I motion for him to come over to me. When he stands in front of me, I can see how serious this subject is.
“Mark,” I whisper. My legs part and I pull him closer. His fingers run through my hair as he leans down to place his lips against mine.
“I just worry.”
“I know you do and I appreciate it, but I think we have more pressing matters to discuss.” My eyebrow raises. “Like what you said at the dinner table about me maybe not being alone.”
Mark’s eyes widen and he steps back to check his phone. “Look at the time. I have to go. Promised my mom I’d help the boys with homework.” Mark leans over to kiss my forehead. 
“This is not over, Marcus Bartholomew Whitmore,” I yell as he slides through the small opening of my bedroom door. 
He peeks back in and our eyes meet. “I love it when you talk dirty to me, babe, but the full name makes me think of my mother.” He chuckles at how mad I am. “By the way, you’re adorable when you’re angry at me.”
“Don’t talk to me until you’re ready to explain yourself,” I threaten.
Mark throws the door open to its full potential. He strides over to where I sit. The smirk on his lips makes me want to slap him. “I can handle that.” He runs out of my room, leaving me with an important question on my mind. 
I check the time on my bedside clock. Seven forty-seven. I can still make it to the dance studio to practice and be home at a decent hour. I jump from the bed, and when I pull open my dresser drawer, I see the large, white envelope again. Its presence yells at me to pick it up and open it. Instead, I toss it into my bag. I undress and slide on a pair of black leggings and a tank top. I reach for a thin, long sleeve and pull the fabric over my head. 
Tucking my hair in a high, messy bun, I walk past the kitchen. The house phone rings at the same time my cellphone vibrates in my back pocket. I hear my mom say hello as I push accept on Violet’s call.
“No, she’s right here in front of me,” she says into the receiver. “Sweetheart, I’m positive. I’m looking right at her.” I wrinkle my nose at the odd conversation my mom seems to be having. She turns her back, standing in the doorway of the kitchen.
“What’s up, Vi?” I say in the phone, gliding my finger over the bowl on the console table in the living room.
“Where are you?” Violet barks in a panic. “Kennedy, where are you?” she demands again without giving me a chance to answer the first time.
“I’m at home. What’s going on?” I turn back to see my mom’s wide eyes.
“Oh my god, turn on the news, Kennedy.” The fear in my best friends voice carries me into the living room. I snatch the remote off the couch and flip through the channels. 
“I’m watching that,” Dad protests, but I brush him off.
“She’s safe. She’s okay.” I hear my mom snap from behind me.
“I have to go.” I drop my phone to the floor as I listen to the report. 
“Craig Daniel, a local star athlete, who had been accused of sexual assault last year, has been arrested tonight on a familiar charge,” the reporter says into the camera. “We will report more detail when they become available to us.”
My knees buckle at the pretty, blonde reporter’s words. I break my fall on the armchair and slide in the seat. My body slumps over. Through my numbness, I feel my mom’s hand on my shoulder in support as the three of us sit in silence.
“He did it, again,” I whisper, itching my forehead. My vision blurs through the tears. “He did it, again,” I repeat as I wipe away the evidence of my pain. With all the air trapped in my lungs, I lurch forward to try to force a breath out. My vision blackens as a series of pictures plays in my mind of the night Craig raped me. Bile rises in my throat, threatening to choke me.
“Sweetie, take a deep breath.” My dad’s voice breaks through to me. With his hands resting on my knees, he coerces me into taking air into my lungs. “Good, sweetie, now look at me. Don’t worry about what’s on the news, don’t look at the TV, but look in my eyes.” My stare shifts up to him and I can see his own fear welling beneath his eyelids. “You’re okay. You’re safe.”
With my hands covering my face, I frantically shake my head. “He did it, again,” I scream out, then take a strong breath in and release it. Before I know why, I start to laugh through the tears.
“I’m confused.” My dad looks between my mom and me.
“He can’t claim I’m lying anymore. He can’t say it was consensual. There has to be enough evidence now. I’m going to be free, Daddy.” A somber feeling embraces me as I stand. “He can’t take anything else away from me.” 
My knees quake as he holds me up and reality sinks in.
A certain kind of guilt takes over as my dad embraces me. “Something horrific had to happen to someone else for me to have some freedom. None of this is fair. Why did this happen to me?”
“Honey, you can’t look at it that way,” my mom offers, coming up behind me. She rubs my back with a relaxing circle motion.
I step away, pushing them both off me. Circling the couch, I pick up my dance bag and stalk to the front door with determination.
“Sweetie,” dad calls. I frantically wipe the remaining tears from my eyes and twist back to him with a dry face. “Where are you headed?”
“I don’t need to check over my shoulder anymore out of fear he’ll still be there in the shadows. I want to see what it feels like to step outside and not always feel trapped,” I answer. Turning to where my mom stands, I ask, “Who was just on the phone?” I point to the kitchen where she tries to stay hidden.
“Honey...” She clasps her hands together in front of her chest. Her own tears threaten to fall down her cheeks.
“You don’t need to say it. I already know.” I nod with a slow, rhythmic acceptance. “Even when he’s not, he’s here with me,” I whisper to myself as I slip out the front door, into the darkness with no fear in my veins. 
*****
I’ve been going to the same studio since freshman year when we moved to Tennessee. The instructors have become my second family. Ms. Sherry is always there to motivate me when I need encouragement the most. Stacey, her assistant, is like everyone’s big sister. She’s there for a good laugh and to push me to do things I never think my body is capable of. When everything happened last year and I lost the ability to dance, they stood by my side, convincing me my world would not end if I couldn’t dance for a short amount of time. 
On the day I was supposed to return to classes, I stood in the parents’ room with the double-sided mirrors. My feet were frozen to the tiled floor. After my class was finished, Ms. Sherry walked into the room, as if she knew where I would hide. I cried as she held me. 
If you ask anyone who dances, there’s a passion behind every movement, and to have it stripped, whether physically or mentally, you find yourself lost, stuck in a limbo. As she walked me out to my car and instructed that I drive safely, she tossed a silver key on my lap. 
“It’s for whenever you feel the need to dance. No time restraint, no onlookers, just you and the studio. When you’re ready to dance in front of others, then come back to class. We’ll all be waiting,” I remember her saying.
The studio is my hiding place, a haven to go when things get to be too much. Attending extra therapy sessions and letting go of the things I can’t change have helped me hold my shit together lately, but seeing that envelope and hearing the news about Craig has set me back in a way I’ve never anticipated. I’ve become a professional at dodging things that make me uncomfortable, suppressing them until they scream to rip out of me.
I pull into the parking lot and throw my bag over my shoulder. With the key in my hand, I walk straight to the front door without glancing around the dark, empty parking lot. This is my safe place. Knowing Craig will be going away for a very long time, I feel a small hint of security being out on my own at night. 
Once inside, I flip the light switches to bring the studio to life, plug the auxiliary cord into my phone, and push shuffle. 
The white envelope screams at me. It’s just another reminder. My eyes stay trained on the mirror as my neck stretches from side to side. I reach behind me until my fingertips graze my shoulder blades with my elbow praying to the ceiling. I repeat the motion with the other arm. My back bends until I touch my toes. 
When I feel most of the tension leave my body, I watch myself in the mirror as the music takes over my body. 
As the tempo changes, so does my movements. Nothing is choreographed. It’s simple and therapeutic, exactly what I need, a slowdown when everything else around me seems to want to speed up.
“Little Red Wagon” spills from the speakers first. A smile pulls on my lips as I relax into the music. I do moves I wouldn’t dare let anyone see me do in person. That’s what’s freeing about this place. The way the floors smell of wood polish, and the relaxing light pink walls dance around the mirrors. Everything feels like home to me. It allows me to let my worries bleed into the floor, only to forget them for a little while. 
I take a deep breath as the next song infiltrates. My body slows with the melody. Instead of turning it off, like I normally would, I let “Fix You” boom through the speakers. I stand, frozen, in the middle of the room, my eyes trained on the mirror. My eyelids fall slowly, remembering being in Graham’s car. When they open, the music throws me for a loop. My legs and arms move on their own accord. Sad movement flows from me. The tension and fear in every bend of my body reflect back to me in the mirror.
All this time, I’ve been lying to everyone, even to myself. Shaking the hurt from my heart, I twist my back from side to side. As the song ends, I dry the tears from my cheeks. My hands rest on my knees as I try to gain control of my breaths.
I Prevails’ version of “Blank Spaces” plays through the speakers, jolting me back to the task at hand. Forgetting. The loud thunder of the song echoes through the room and I push myself to keep going. My movements become harsher, angrier as the music builds. I thrash around in a blind rage, letting my body awaken my senses. I hear the strong, instruments as my body moves. I smell the distinct aroma of sweat, while my eyes gravitate to the white envelope in the corner. Biting down on my lip, I taste the coppery flavor of blood as I twist my body in the air. 
My legs carry me over to my bag in a panic. I pull the envelope open and release the papers. They fall to the floor, cascading around the table. The words on the paper are blurry from where I stand, but I make out a few important ones. 
Accepted. Congratulation. Your life will change here. 
As if I’m floating above myself, I see my arms run the length of the desk. The small lamp, picture frames, and papers fall to the floor with a loud clatter. Destruction consumes me as my anger boils to unstoppable measure. Nothing has ever felt as euphoric. A sense of empowerment consumes me, but even in a blackout rage, I know it won’t last. I search for the same relief anywhere in this room. My eyes catch sight of the broom. With the wooden handle in hand, I whip around until it collides into the filing cabinet. A deep, long breath escapes my mouth. I swing, and the wood snaps against the mirror in front of me.
Glass shatters at my feet, bouncing off the wood floor in a perfect crescendo to the hurricane of my movement. My knees land in the sea of small shards, a good reminder I’m still alive. Even with my eyes open, all I see is black. My chest heaves, begging for relief, as the song ends and another begins. I lay flat on the cool floor, listening to song after song until the playlist starts over. My fears, my anger, my frustration lay around me in their physical forms; tears, glass, and an acceptance letter to nowhere.



Chapter Thirty
Graham
I drive Kacey home as soon as I get off the phone with Mrs. Conrad. Because I know what Kennedy’s going through, I don’t have it in me to continue our fun. 
When I pull into my driveway around nine o’clock, Violet’s red mustang is the first thing I see. She races down the walkway, her eyes heavy with exhaustion and her shoulders tense. Something’s wrong.
I roll my window down and stick my head out. “Are you trying to get killed?” I shout.
“Wouldn’t be the first time you ran over someone.” She sneers the insult. 
Low blow, Violet. 
“It’s Kennedy, Graham.” She rounds the car, slides into the passenger seat, and stares straight ahead. “Drive,” she demands.
“You need to tell me where the hell I’m going, Vi. I’m not a mind reader,” I shout, my voice echoing in the small space.
My heart begins to race and my palms sweat on the steering wheel as I wait for an explanation, anything to know what’s going on.
“The dance studio. Now, drive.” Violet rubs her forehead with the pads of her fingertips.
My foot hits the gas as we pull into the street and head to the only dance studio in town.
“Are you going to explain what’s going on?” I glance at Violet, then back to the road to make sure we make it there in one piece. “Violet, you need to talk to me. Whatever has you silent is freaking me the fuck out.”
“Mark found Kennedy at the dance studio after he heard the news. He wasn’t sure if he should call her parents or what when he found her. He can’t get her to calm down, so he called me.” 
Violet’s stare burns into me, so I twist in her direction. My eyebrows knit together when she looks at me with sympathetic eyes. 
“Okay, why did you come get me if he called you?” 
Violet’s apprehension is clear by the way she avoids looking at me. Her head shakes a few times before she speaks. “She needs you,” she whispers. 
We pull into the parking lot, and my breath deepens as I jump out of the car without even turning it off. In a dead sprint, I race through the front door, Violet on my heels. Mark’s eyes widen at our appearance.
“Where is she?” I yell, my voice unrecognizable with fear. “Mark, where’s Ken?” I step into him until our faces are inches apart, demanding an answer to where the girl we both love is.
“Why is he here?” Mark addresses Violet.
“Mark,” Violet barks his name like she ate something sour.
“Where the fuck is she?” I shout, pushing Mark out of my way to begin my search.
My only concern is finding Kennedy. I send up a silent prayer when I open the door to a small room. A large window provides a clear view into the practice area. The remains of the mirrored wall grab my attention. My eyes shift back and forth until I find her, flat on her stomach, surrounded by shards of glass and a small pool of blood.
As if I’m having an outer body experience, I open the door and close it quietly behind me. Small steps take me to her. My fear, or perhaps a bit of déjà vu, is she won’t be breathing. Relief washes over me when her lungs heave. I whisper her name, but she doesn’t shift or stir or give any indication she’s here with me.
“Kennedy.” I touch her shoulder, reassured by the warmth of her skin. “You’re okay. I’m here.” She whimpers at the sound of my voice. “I’m going to pick you up, okay?” I warn, not wanting to scare her more than she is already. She nods and takes a deep breath only to release a staggered, harsh noise. “Ken, I’m going to have to touch you. I need to make sure you aren’t cut too deep.” She nods again.
With one hand under her shoulders and another below her knees, I roll her until she’s cradled in my arms. 
“What have you done?” I whisper. My eyes widen at the disarray. Glass and papers scatter over the floor. A lamp and picture frame lay bent to hell next to the desk.
“I... I...” she stammers. 
I brush her hair back until I can see her face. Through blood shot eyes that never stop to look at anything, her fear is evident. I’d do anything to take it all away from her.
My inspection of the cuts on her arms reveals most of the damage to be minor, except for one long, deep laceration a few inches below her elbow. 
“I lost it,” Kennedy blurts, her voice low. “I just... lost it. It’s too much. All of this is too much.”
“Everything’s going to be okay now. Sit up for me real quick,” I instruct, assisting her. 
Her slow movement gives me enough room to peel my shirt over my head. Kennedy melts into me when I press it to her elbow. 
“Does it hurt?”
“I can’t feel anything. That’s sort of the point, isn’t it? To be numb?” Her voice is empty of all emotion. Her scattered stare is catatonic, lifeless. 
“I’m going to carry you to my car.” I stand with her in my arms. Her hands tighten around my neck as she holds on for dear life. Her chest quakes as more tears fall.
“I didn’t want him. When I heard the news, I didn’t want him,” she whispers into my shoulder. I know she’s referring to Mark, but I stay silent.
Violet swings open the door and watches me take Kennedy through the hall to the front door. 
“Where are you going?” she yells just as Mark steps in front of me.
“Where you taking her?” He reaches out to take her from me and I feel her wince. Her fingers dig into my t-shirt. Mark steps back, hurt filling his eyes. 
“Follow us if you want, or don’t, but I need to make sure she’s okay.” The cool air of the night hits our faces.
“And I’m not trying to do the same thing?” he yells out as I open up the car door and slide her onto the seat.
My head pops over the top of the car. “This isn’t a competition, Mark.” I peek into the car to see Kennedy staring down at her feet. “You okay? Do you think you can put some pressure on that cut?” 
She nods in answer, which is good enough for me. I shut her door and round the front of the car. My eyes scan Mark as he stands frozen on the sidewalk, but I don’t stop to humor him. 
“She needs to go to the hospital,” Mark yells as I open up my door and slide in, but I ignore his plea. His hands rest on the top of his head and Violet pulls him to his car.
My fingers grip the steering wheel with anger. The lights of businesses roll by us as we make our way through the desolate streets. 
When I pull into the driveway, only one light can be seen from outside. A shadow passes by the bay window, then the front porch light flicks on. As if I’m on auto pilot, I open the door and sweep her up in my arms. Her head rests peacefully on my chest. When I step onto the porch, the front door bursts open.
“I’m sorry, Coach. I didn’t know what else to do.” My shoulders hunched over, I shake my head. 
“Is she bleeding?” Coach takes a step toward us. Kennedy’s head turns when she hears his familiar voice. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We got you.” His voice is like balm to her nerves, and my shoulders slump in relaxation. “Take her to the kitchen,” he instructs. “I’ll grab the wife.” He pats me on the back in reassurance.
Careful to keep from hurting her more, I ease her into a chair and lean against the counter. While we wait for Candice, my eyes never leave Kennedy. 
“Candice will be in here in a second, I’m sure,” I say to break the silence. 
Kennedy nods, but doesn’t look up. 
“You’re going to be okay, Kennedy,” I whisper. I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince her or myself. 
“Will I?” Kennedy’s head snaps up, her hair disheveled and bloodshot eyes from the constant stream of tears. Our eyes meet.
“If I could, I’d take all of this away from you.” 
Her eyes soften as she takes me in. They shift slowly behind me as I feel a soft hand on my shoulder.
“Okay, sweetheart, let’s see what we have going on here.” Coach’s wife whistles as she walks in like nothing is out of the ordinary. She winks at me as she slides by and pulls a seat up in front of Kennedy. 
Kennedy looks to me for reassurance, and I nod to let her know that Candice will be able to help her. 
“Oh, god, that hurts.” Kennedy cries as Candice unwraps the shirt from her cut. 
As I watch her clean up, Coach grabs my attention from down the hallway and nods for me to follow him. I find him in his office, sipping a cup of coffee.
“What happened?” Coach questions our impromptu visit. He’s used to me showing up as if this is a hospital, but this time is different.
“I found her in the dance studio with glass all around her. She’d lost a little bit of blood, not enough for me to worry too much, but I knew she’d need to be cleaned up,” I explain the night events. “The dance studio is a mess. It’s obvious she snapped, Coach.”
Coach’s shoulders curl forward. “What makes someone do what Craig did? Two girls are forever changed because of that sick bastard and the only silver lining is he’s going away for a very long time, never to do this again.” He watches me with sad eyes. “You know I’ve got to call her parents. This doesn’t feel right.”
“I figured as much.” My feet shuffle against the carpet. “Can you just give her a little time? Let her have a few minutes without being obligated to answer questions,” I plead with him.
“Sure.” Coach stands from his desk, slaps me on the shoulder, and walks out the door. 
I follow him, and as we reach the kitchen, I hear Kennedy’s voice. It sounds stronger than when I left.
“I don’t know what came over me,” she explains. “It’s like I was there, but I wasn’t. If that makes any sense.”
“Honey, no one expects perfection from you. I don’t know the whole story, but I know what I’ve heard and read. You, little lady, have been through hell and back. You’re allowed a bad day,” Candice urges with a softness to her voice. “Don’t try to keep all that anger inside all of the time. It’ll bubble up inside of you, and at some point, it has to go somewhere.” Candice leans down to look in Kennedy’s eyes. “You’ll be okay. You have good people standing beside you.” When her eyes turn to me and Coach, she pats Kennedy on the hand and stands to take care of the first aid kit. 
Kennedy turns to me and our stares lock. When the front door open, I expect her to drop hers from mine, but she doesn’t. 
Mark races in and wraps his arms around her waist, pulling her against his body. She folds her arms around him with a hesitancy that makes my heart beat fast. Her sad eyes stay locked on me over his shoulder as she tells him she’s okay and Candice stitched her up. He insists she needs to be seen by a doctor, but she brushes off his concern. 
“I’m going to go now,” I blurt. “That is, if you’re okay?” 
Kennedy pushes off Mark and her long legs carry her to me. She slips her arms around my waist, rests her head on my chest just as she did in the studio, and takes a long, deep breath. 
“Thank you,” she whispers into my bare chest. “I wouldn’t have been able to get off the floor without you.”
My hands press on her shoulders. Holding her at arm’s length, I do a once over, reminding myself she is, in fact, okay. “You don’t give yourself enough credit, babe. You’re stronger than you think,” I insist.
“I’ll take it from here, man,” Mark interrupts, physically removing Kennedy’s hand from my arm. I nod and walk out the front door.
Instead of going home, I text Violet, asking her to meet me at the dance studio with the keys. She waits for me in the parking lot. It’s a little after midnight, way past curfew, but this has to be done before morning.
“What are we doing here?” Violet questions as I step out of my car.
“We can’t let it stay like that in there,” I explain as I take the keys from her hands. 
Violet shakes her head, a hopeful gleam in her eyes.
The building is dark as we enter. We walk into the large room and Violet flips the light switch, illuminating the destruction. 
“Grab a broom and start sweeping up all the glass. I’ll get everything else,” I instruct.
“Why are you doing this?” Violet asks as she walks to the small closet.
“This place is Kennedy’s escape. I don’t want her to have to deal with the burden of all of this.” My hand gestures to the mess. I walk over to the desk and gather all of Kennedy’s belongings. 
I pick up the broken lamp and make a mental note to replace it in the morning. The scattered paperwork is my next obstacle to tackle. When I realize sorting them is a lost cause, I stack them into a neat pile and put them on the desk. I round the corner to see more. My eye catches a familiar red G. Gathering the remaining papers, I see an acceptance letter to The University of Georgia. 
Why would she be getting an acceptance letter from Georgia?
“What’s that?” Violet stands on her toes to get a better vantage point. 
“It’s nothing,” I lie, tucking them behind my back.
Violet’s small frame ducks around my hip to grab the acceptance letter. Her eyes scan the words and I watch her face contort and shift. “She got in,” she whispers through a small laugh.
“You knew she was thinking of applying?” My eyes narrow.
“She mentioned it during the summer,” Violet explains with a shrug of her shoulders. “She was still hopeful then.” Her smile falters when she looks at me. Her eyes scan the half-cleaned mess and then shoot straight back to me. “She got her acceptance letter today.” Violet shakes her head at me as if this news should mean something to me. “Graham, she got her acceptance letter today, and then she heard the news about Craig.” 
The papers slam against my chest and I grab them. “Let’s get this place finished up. I’m exhausted.” I turn my back on Violet to avoid seeing the pity in her eyes. We both know I’m ignoring the elephant in the room. I place Kennedy’s acceptance letter in her dance bag and zip it out of my sight.
“What about the mirrors?”
“I’ll get someone to come in and replace them in the morning.” I turn to face her and catch her small smile.
We straighten the rest of the small messes around the room. I carry the broom back to the closet as Violet finishes mopping the small blood stains from the floor.
“Ready?” Violet asks as she walks to the door. As I stride by her, she links her arm through mine. “She’s going to be okay.”
“I know, but I don’t know if I will,” I state with a heavy sigh.
Violet tightens her hold on my arm to stop me from leaving. “Graham, I’m sorry for my comment earlier. You know, about running Kennedy over. That wasn’t fair of me.”
I wave her off, assuring her it’s not a big deal.
When I pull into the driveway at home, my father’s car is parked inside and the garage door is still open. He must have just gotten back from his ‘business trip’. That’s what he calls them, but we all know, in reality, he’s meeting his mistress at some of the nicest hotels around Tennessee. 
I shut the garage door, punch in our alarm code, and tiptoe down the hallway to my bedroom. No lights come from my parents’ room, telling me it may have been an easy night for her. I close my door and fall backwards onto the soft mattress. My body stretches and bends as I stare up at the white ceiling. 
After the night I’ve had, all I want to do is close my eyes and pretend none of this happened, but life’s not easy. It’s not meant to be, I suppose, so I lie here, wide awake, begging for exhaustion to take over. It never comes when you want it to, though. It comes too late, after all of your nightmares won’t leave your head. No, exhaustion doesn’t come when you need it to. It comes when your body feels like it can’t take one more hit. 
My thoughts wander to different corners where only dark thoughts live. The ‘what-ifs’ and the ‘I should haves’ bounce around, trying to make their way to the forefront. When it all begins to be too much, my eyes finally succumb to slumber.
I’ve had enough.



Chapter Thirty-One
Kennedy
As the days pass after the incident, I build up the courage to visit and explain the situation I’ve put Ms. Sherry and Stacey in. When I walk in, the studio looks as if I’ve never disturbed it. My eyes remain locked on the beautiful, floor-length mirrors as they both explain to me everything is okay and reassure that what happened no longer needs to be spoken of. I walk out to my car feeling a sense of relief that this won’t follow me around any longer. 
I spend hours apologizing to Violet for dragging her into my mess, but she insists that’s what best friends are for. Mark hasn’t been as easy to apologize to. Things have become tense and uncertain between the two of us, even more than they’ve been before. He seems disconnected and frustrated with everything I do. 
Graham, on the other hand, has made it his mission to send me a text every day. Sometimes, they’re funny. Sometimes, they’re motivational. But every time, they help me somehow. My determination to make the best of today might have been induced by the text Graham sent me last night. I read the quote (and every other one he’s sent over the past few weeks) three times this morning.
When you go through deep waters, I’ll be with you.
Graham, did you just quote the bible to me?
Did it help?
It helped. Thank you.
“Honey, it’s time to wake up.” A sharp knock and my dad’s voice rip me from my haze. “You have to get in the shower if you want to get to Jackie’s office in time.” His words fade as he walks down the hall.
As for my therapist, I haven’t seen Jackie in over two weeks. After the dance studio fiasco, I’ve avoided her, purely out of fear of what she will say. I rush through my shower and throw on my clothes, ready to get this part of the day started.
“Dad, can I drive myself?” I ask. I lean over the couch and kiss him on the cheek.
“Do you think that’s a good idea?” he replies, watching me search for my keys. “They’re on the kitchen counter.”
“I’m okay, Dad. I promise.” I walk into the kitchen and grab them.
“I know you are, but I worry about you. Sometimes it’s hard to sleep because I’m afraid I haven’t done everything to protect you.” He stands, tears swimming in his eyes. 
Craig’s arrest has been hard on all of us. It’s a lot to process and dredges up too many emotions. I wrap my arms around his waist and he rests his chin on the top of my head. 
“You’ve done everything right, Dad.” As I walk to the front door, I turn back to him with a smile before walking out into the crisp morning air.
To say my parents have become protective and overbearing is the understatement of the year. I don’t blame them. I’ve scared them enough in the last twelve months to last a lifetime. That’s why I got out of bed this morning, for them, but also for me. Jackie is a name that has come up daily in the Conrad house. They’ve encouraged me to talk to her, to open up about what’s really going on, and I’ve been uncooperative, until today.
Filled with hope, I drive to her office, and as I pull in the parking lot, she walks out the front entrance, a cigarette dangling between her lips.
“I see you haven’t had much luck with quitting,” I yell as I step out of my car. 
“You don’t have any room to talk, Ms. I’ll Never Miss an Appointment,” Jackie hollers back. “I haven’t seen you in a while, sweetheart. You know how I worry.”
“Can we talk now?” Tears trail down my cheeks. My strong reaction after not seeing Jackie for so long is unexpected.
“My doors always open, except on Sundays because that’s the day I go to church and ask forgiveness for the sins I’ve committed all the other days.” She gives her best effort to cheer me up. We meet where the sidewalk and parking lot become one. Her arm drapes over my shoulder as she pulls me into her side. “Let’s go talk, sweetheart.”
I follow Jackie into her welcoming office. The bright yellow walls and the colorful couch in the weirdest abstract print somehow manage to work with the space. The first time I walked in here, I remember thinking it looked more like a living room rather than a therapist’s office. 
My back hits the sofa and I sigh in relief.
“Want to talk about it?” Jackie asks, pulling out a pad of paper and a pen. Her jean-clad legs cross in front of her as she patiently waits for me.
I pick at my fingernails in an obvious way to distract myself from the question. Do I want to talk about it? No. Should I? Yeah, probably.
“Kennedy, I know what happened at the studio. Your mom called shortly after to inform me. I wish it would have been you to tell me, but I understand why you didn’t,” Jackie insists. “Now, do you want to talk about what set you off?”
“A little bit of everything, a lot of everything.” My hands push down into the material of the couch and I push myself toward her. “What do you want from me?” I snap, my voice on high alert. Defense is a weapon I’ve learned to use.
“The truth. I want the truth. I’m here to push you and guide you so that you can make it to a safe place when you feel these emotions boil up.” Jackie sets her paper on the table in front of her. “Now, let’s start where we left off last.”
“Mark?” I question. 
“Yes, how are things going?” she asks.
“We went on spring break together.” I fidget in my seat, uneasy about the direction this conversation is headed.
“And?” Jackie encourages me to continue.
“And it was nice. We had fun.” I shrug my shoulders and shake my head. 
“Anything significant happen?” Jackie’s pen bounces on her knee in rhythmic motions. 
Standing from the couch, I circle around until I can look out the window. My eyes cast over the small garden running the entire length of the building. Bright flowers adorn almost every inch of the space, but I don’t really see them as I let my mind wander back to Mexico. I remember the way the flowers around the resort smelled and how the wind blew through the sliding door of the hotel room.
“Graham paraded a pretty girl around for a few days, then managed to bring Amanda and me together.”
“What about you and Mark?”
“Things started out fantastic, but one of the last nights we were there, he freaked out on me. I ended up storming out of our room and spent the night in Dan and Violet’s room. I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Maybe we should discuss the girl Graham paraded around, then,” Jackie offers through pursed lips.
With a slight roll, my eyes tell it all. “I know what you are doing, and I’m not falling for it.”
She smiles with satisfaction. “Okay, fair enough. Let’s fast forward to the dance studio. Tell me about that day, then.”
I retell the day as best as I can remember it. Most of the details are vague and blurred in my mind. That speaks volumes and Jackie reiterates the thought to me. I know what everyone thinks when they see me. I’m the girl who was attacked last year and then couldn’t keep it together long enough to get out of town. 
“Is that really what you think?” Jackie sneers with disgust. Her tone forces me to look up. Her eyes are pained as she pinches the bridge of her nose, and I shrug in answer. “Kennedy, if anyone looks at you that way, then they are fucking mad. Most people wouldn’t have been able to lift themselves off the floor, and here you are, not only asking for help but accepting it with open arms.”
“When Craig attacked me, I remember wanting to give up. I even think that maybe I stopped fighting because I didn’t see the point.” My head shakes at the memory. “He won, right?” I frantically wipe the tears that fall.
“He didn’t win, Kennedy,” Jackie insists. “Is that what set you off in the studio?”
I recall that night on the cement slab, hidden behind the tractor. “That day, I was ripped open and left bare. I was alone and I'm still alone. So what if I broke a few lamps and smashed a few mirrors. I've earned my anger, and it’s come with a price,” I cry out. “That day in the studio was a chaotic mixture of last year and the changes in my life this year.”
“What changes? Your mom told me you got into Columbia,” Jackie says with pride as if I’m her own daughter.
“And Georgia,” I mutter under my breath.
“Georgia? I wasn’t aware you applied.”
“Well, I did and I got in.” My lips flat line as I look to her for the reassurance that I’m not losing my mind.
“Isn’t that the University Graham will be attending, Kennedy?”
I don’t bother to answer her question because she knows the answer. “Seeing the letter only reminded me of everything that’s been taken away, and then Craig got arrested and I felt free again. It was too much all at once.” 
I turn away from her and stare out at the blue sky. To stop myself from saying any more, I bite the inside of my cheek.
“Everything seems to remind you of what you and Graham lost. Dance was stolen from you because of the accident. Then Craig’s attack solidified your loss of Graham. Then this year, it’s all come full circle. You still feel the loss of your relationship through these major events because he’s not there to experience them with you,” Jackie explains. “What you don’t know yet, Kennedy, is all of these things are going to make you stronger, and maybe Graham and you aren’t meant to be together. Maybe he wasn’t meant to be your forever. And that’s okay because you’re only eighteen and have plenty more life to live.”
“But what if he was?” I fight back. I’m not even sure why I’m arguing about a non-existent relationship between Graham and me.
“Then he will be. You never know where life will take you, Kennedy, but you need to learn to stand on your own. No man, no one, in general, for that matter, will be able to make you strong. You have to do that on your own, and I’d say you’ve done a pretty damn good job so far. With college around the corner, I’d love for you to feel confident in your ability to handle life on your own without trepidation.”
“You’re saying I’m co-dependent,” I state flatly.
“No, I’m not saying that at all. What I’m saying is, there is nothing wrong with leaning on others for support, just as long as all your weight isn’t on them.” Jackie smiles keenly.
I let her words soak in. Each vase, picture frame, and knick-knack scattered around her office grabs my attention.
“I think I have to go,” I blurt and rush to the door.
Jackie follows me out and wraps me in a hug. “Don’t do anything hasty. Let your heart lead you and your mind guide you, Kennedy. You’re a smart girl. You’ll get where you’re meant to be, even if the road’s rough, okay?”
“Thank you, Jackie, for everything,” I smile up to where she stands above me.
“I’m just a phone call away. I’ll even accept the long distance phone bill come next year.” Her smirk widens as I walk backward to the car.
Aimlessly, I drive for hours with no human interaction except a phone call to tell my dad I have some things to take care of before I head home. With no questions asked, he wishes me well and instructs me to be careful.
As the sun sets, I have a better idea of what’s going on in my head, and I drive to his house. My heart beats hard against my chest when I pull into the long driveway. The lights lining the sides of the gravel drive illuminate my path, and when I park in my usual spot, I spot Mr. and Mrs. Whitmore swinging on the porch. Small, slow steps carry me up the stairs.
“Hey Kennedy, we weren’t expecting you tonight,” Mrs. Whitmore says graciously. “Everything okay?”
How am I supposed to answer that question? 
“Is Mark inside?” I whisper, wringing my hands together in front of me.
“Of course he is, sweetheart. Are you okay, though?” Mr. Whitmore stands from the swing.
My head shakes and tears well up in my eyes. “You guys have welcomed me into your home, and I can’t thank you enough. This past year, I’ve had a hard time.”
“Baby girl, you don’t need to say one more thing.” Mrs. Whitmore nods in understanding. Her eyes tell me she knows why I’m here. I force a smile and enter through the front door of their two-story home.
With a deep breath through my nose, I release the air through my mouth to calm my nerves. Mark’s in the basement watching a baseball game. At my entrance, he turns his entire body to where I stand. My shoulder leans against the door frame.
“Hey,” Mark says. “What are you doing here?” His eyebrows scrunch together as he takes me in. 
My eyes betray me as the tears roll down my cheeks and onto my neck. Mark hurdles the back of the couch and crouches in front of me in a matter of seconds. His eyes inspect every inch of me to make sure I haven’t been harmed. I shake my head to dissuade him. 
“I’m not hurt, Mark.” I close my eyes.
“Then what’s with the tears?” His fingertips skim the bottom of my eyes, trying to dry the tears that are quickly replaced with new ones. From the contact, I open them to see his worried brow.
“Can we sit down?” I grab his hand and drag him to the couch. “We need to talk,” I say as he watches me.
“What’s going on? You’re freaking me out.” He rubs the back of his neck.
“I think we both can agree things have been strained between us,” I begin to explain.
“It’s been difficult. I’ve heard things, and I have eyes, so I’ve seen things.” Mark leans forward, resting his elbow on the cushion. 
I pick at my nails and then look up at him. “What have you heard and seen?” My voice is weak and filled with uncertainty.
“I saw the way you looked at Graham at Coach’s house. I saw the distant look in your eyes when you were laying on the dance studio floor. I should’ve been able to calm you down, but I couldn’t. Then he swooped in and I watched from behind the glass as you relaxed into him. You melted right into his body.” Mark’s eyes darken as he speaks. 
I glance down at his balled up fists, but don’t have time to respond before he starts again.
“I’ve heard rumors about the night at the studio. You and I both know I don’t hold much stock in storytelling, but something tells me this isn’t a false story that’s been floating around school,” Mark rambles. “Did you apply to Georgia?”
“Yes,” I whisper.
“When?” Mark questions, but I stay silent. “Kennedy, when did you apply to Georgia?” Mark’s voice is harsh and punishing.
“December.” I look down, ashamed to even admit the timeline.
“So, you applied to the university your ex-boyfriend has every intention of attending, without consulting your new boyfriend who has been, mind you, planning to go to New York just to be with you.”
“Mark...” I reach for his hand, but he whips it away from me.
“No, you don’t get to hold my hand and try to comfort me. I’ve said before that I understand the risk of opening my heart to you. I know who waits in the shadows. I understand that I’m the second choice.”
“You aren’t second choice!” I shout, burying my hands in my hair, not believing my own words.
“If Graham would’ve fought for you back then, where would it leave us?” Mark barks.
“That’s not fair, and you know it.” I rub at the corner of my eyes.
“No, what’s not fair is making me believe you could ever let go of him long enough to love me back.” Mark stands from the couch and glares down at me.
“I never made you any promises, Mark.”
“You didn’t have to,” Mark whispers.
When he refuses to look at me, I stand up and walk to the basement steps. I turn back again, wishing he’ll twist in my direction and give me a small sliver of hope that I haven’t destroyed him.
“Mark,” I mutter through the tears of what I’ve lost. “You don’t have to understand it, and you sure as hell don’t have to like it, but I do expect you to respect it. I never sought to hurt you, ever, but I can’t lean on you for everything. I jumped from Graham to you, and you taught me how to trust again. Because of that, I’ll always love you.” I step onto the stairs.
“Just not in the way that I love you,” Mark adds. His eyes turn to me as I hit the fourth step. 
“Someday this will all make sense, and when it does, I hope we can be friends.” I dry the unstoppable tears.
“I don’t think I can be your friend,” Mark barks.
His admission squeezes my heart. “That’s a shame because you’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had.” I run through the house as fast as I can and burst out into the night to pull fresh air into my lungs. My legs carry me to my car in a numb race.
“Kennedy,” Mark shouts as I frantically try to get my keys in the door. “It’s okay,” he whispers in my back as his arms wrap around my shoulders. 
I lean into him, and just as quick as he came, he’s gone, and I’m alone in the middle of his driveway.



Chapter Thirty-Two
Graham
A sense of déjà vu strikes me as I wait for her to enter the stage. I’ll never be fully prepared to watch her dance because nothing in this world compares to her when her body turns into a machine right in front of me.
I’m surrounded by my best friends, and even as I hear my name called, my eyes stay locked on the stage. The lights dim until the room is shrouded in darkness. 
Kacey leans over the back of my seat and wraps her arms around my shoulders. “Breathe, Graham,” she whispers.
I turn my head to see her sweet, innocent smile flash back at me. I pat her arm and return my stare to the stage.
Kennedy’s lean body struts out with false confidence. Her shoulders slump. Her fear radiates throughout the large auditorium. I lean forward in my seat. The lights fade in, and her eyes scan through the sea of people waiting to watch her. 
“You’re okay, you’re okay, you’re okay,” I whisper, hoping she’ll feel my encouragement. 
Her eyes land on mine and I smile. Music infiltrates the sound system and Kennedy’s body leaps across the stage. As though the lyrics are written just for her in this life, the words remind all of us that Kennedy is okay, even when she breaks down in front of us. Her legs carry her across the stage, and her calves tighten as she comes up to the tips of her toes. The verses sing out her strength, and I watch in awe of how far she has come.
Her body stills as the music fades. She looks out into the crowd of people who support and encourage her and we stand and applaud the distance she’s come. Happy tears, perhaps tears of relief, stream down her cheeks and drip to the wood floor when she takes her bow. As she rises, her hair flips over her head and flows down her shoulders. A small smile creeps onto her cheeks as she takes in our praise before running off the stage. 
“Why isn’t Mark here?” I ask Violet as we join the line to leave the auditorium.
Violet’s eyes shift back and forth, up and down, without landing on mine. 
“What are you guys hiding?” I snap, looking to Dan and Kacey for some sort of explanation.
“This is stupid. He’s going to find out eventually,” Kacey states as her eyes ask for permission. Violet’s lips flatten in a hard line.
“Mark and Kennedy broke up,” Dan recites like it’s a grocery list. His arm wraps around Violet’s shoulders and he pulls her in close.
“When?” I ask in a forced, stoic voice. What’s within my chest tells a different story as my heart beats frantically.
“A week and a half, maybe,” Violet offers with a sad smile. “But, Graham, don’t you dare take this as an invitation to disrupt her life. She’s figuring things out, and she doesn’t need you to destroy all the works she’s put in to be whole again.”
My eyebrows scrunch together. “Ouch.” I walk away from the three of them.
“Graham, I didn’t mean...” Violet calls.
I spin around to face them. “I know what you meant, Vi. Everyone’s made it pretty damn clear how they feel about me and her.” I push my way through the crowd and storm through the auditorium doors. 
The further I walk, the more the blood in my veins boil. When I’m outside in the fresh, night air, my lungs fill with oxygen. I pace the perimeter of the high school twice, hiding in the shadows of the overhangs. I’m in no mood to talk to anyone or explain myself when I can’t even understand it. 
The news of Mark and Kennedy turns me inside out. My emotions are all over the place, trying to understand the role I play in this story. Then, it dawns on me. I don’t play any part in this particular chapter. Mark and Kennedy’s relationship has nothing to do with me. She and I are a separate thing, altogether. 
I sit on the large rock outside the side entrance. My eyes drift to the sky.
“Daydreaming out here?” a soft voice breaks my stare at the Little Dipper. I turn to the sound and my sanctuary is brightened by light from inside the high school. 
“Kennedy,” I whisper her name like a prayer, then turn back to the sky. 
“In the flesh.” She takes a seat beside me. 
I scoot over to give her room. Our knees bump, and I roll my eyes at my body’s reaction from the simple touch from her. 
My head discreetly shifts to the side. Kennedy doesn’t notice, or at least she doesn’t put on as if she does. I’ve spent this whole year avoiding and dodging her between the small moments where we indulged ourselves with each other. Simply because I’m afraid of what it could mean if I stop long enough to see her. If I stop long enough to let her see me, the real me, the one she begged for in the hospital room, then maybe we wouldn’t be out here on this rock.
“You were amazing up there,” I whisper into the darkness and hear her scoff. “Kennedy, you were. The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 
Silence fills the space between us. 
Kennedy sniffles and I twist off the rock and track her tears as they fall.
“This has been the hardest year of my life,” Kennedy states. She rests her elbows on her knees, and when she looks up at me, the sadness in her eyes tears my heart to shreds.
“We have plenty more years in our future to blow this one out of the water, Kennedy.”
“What a positive dream to have.” 
We laugh, and when we look at each other, our laughter only deepens. I haven’t laughed this hard in months. Being carefree is always easy around her. It’s as if she has this magical talent of relaxing those around her, and making us all believe the good in the world and there are things worth truly laughing about.
“Do you want to get out of here?” she asks, surprising herself and me. Her wide eyes resemble my own.
I bite the inside of my cheek. “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”
Kennedy follows me to my car, and as we open the doors, our names are called. Violet and Dan are on the sidewalk. Kennedy’s eyes flash to me and widen with humor. 
“What do we do?” I whisper. I glance over the top of the car to see their skeptical eyes on us. 
“Hold on, you guys,” Violet shouts. They step off the curb and close in on us.
“Get in the car,” I demand to Kennedy.
“What?” There’s laughter on her tongue, making me smirk.
I point to her side of the car. “Get in the car.” My eyes shift back to Violet and Dan. “And hurry. Violet’s about to jump in the backseat if you don’t get your ass in there.” 
I slide into my seat, put the keys in the ignition, and wait.
Kennedy squeals as she swings open the passenger side door and jumps in beside me. “Go! Go!” Her hands motion me forward. 
The gear shifts down into drive and I peel out of the parking lot. We aren’t two minutes down the road when Kennedy’s phone chimes again and again until we pull out onto the highway to Nashville. 
“Where are you kidnapping me to?” Kennedy asks as I merge into traffic.
“Figured you could use some bright lights in your life.” I wiggle my eyebrows, and her head shakes at my theatrics.
Kennedy pops open the glove compartment, takes out my iPod, and runs her finger over the screen until she finds a song she likes. The familiar beat plays through my stereo. The wind blowing through her hair, Kennedy dances. Song after song, and with every new one, her smile brightens. Every thirty seconds or so, I glance over to reassure myself she’s real. Kennedy and I haven’t spent much real time alone since last year. It’s strange to have her in my space again. To have her at arm’s length is surreal.
“Dance with me,” Kennedy begs. Her body turns in my direction. I take a sideways glance at her and she grins.
“I don’t dance,” I admit, ashamed at how true the statement is.
“You don’t dance, like you refuse to, or you can’t dance, like it’s physically too painful to watch?” Kennedy jokes. A sweet chuckle falls from her lips.
I bite my tongue. “I can’t believe I’m about to admit this.” My head shakes back and forth. “I’ve never danced.”
Kennedy’s boisterous laughter fills the small space. I take the next exit and park on the side of the road. Once my seatbelt is unbuckled, I shift to face her. Her head falls to the headrest and her mouth gapes at my embarrassment. 
“I’m sorry,” she states through clenched lips as she tries a little harder to suppress her excitement over my confession. “No, seriously, I’m sorry for laughing so hard.” Kennedy dries the happy tears streaming down her face.
“You’re still laughing,” I say, matter-of-fact.
“Okay,” Kennedy’s voice rises to a high pitch. “Okay, I’m done. You seriously have never danced? What about Homecoming and those type of things you obviously went to.”
“How do you know I went to any dances? I don’t remember seeing those dancer legs on the floor cutting a rug.” I playfully fight back.
“Cutting a rug? What are you, my eighty-year-old grandmother? And I saw pictures in the yearbook.” Kennedy’s eyes fall to her hands in her lap.
“I never danced,” I mutter under my breath.
“You went and just leaned against the wall?”
“Not exactly. The girls didn’t exactly invite me for my dancing skills.” I wink over at her.
“Charming.” Kennedy’s contagious laugh echoes through the space. “Get out of the car.” Her voice is loud and demanding.
“What?” My eyes scan our deserted location.
“Get out of the car, Graham.” 
I get out and walk over to the passenger side door to wait for her. She scans through the playlist before she exits.
“What are we doing out here?” I ask, skeptical of our surroundings.
“I’m going to teach you how to dance,” Kennedy states. She sounds thrilled with the idea. I, on the other hand, am not.
“Here?” My eyes scan the tall grass grown on the outer edge of the exit ramp.
“Yes, here.” Kennedy reaches to me and I laugh out of discomfort as my hand instinctively grasps hold of hers. She closes the small gap between us until our bodies are flush together.
“What am I supposed to do now?” I look at our linked hands.
Kennedy guides my left hand to her lower back, as her right finds comfort on my shoulder. Her left hand grabs my right and she extends them out beside us. Kennedy wiggles my stiff arm.
“You need to relax,” Kennedy commands. “Dancing is meant to be enjoyable, so you might want to wipe the dread off your lips and just smile.”
“I’m nervous,” I admit, staring down at my toes.
“Of?”
“You.”
“Graham, you’ve seen me naked. I’m positive you can handle dancing with me.”
“That’s sort of the point.” My eyes widen. 
“You make me nervous, too, you know. You’ve seen me at my weakest, and a part of me will always feel weak in your eyes.” 
I don’t say anything at her insecurities. Her eyes shift down to our feet and then find mine. 
“You’re doing it. You’re dancing,” she says, her previous comment forgotten. 
I’m dancing. 
With Kennedy. 
On the side of the road. 
The world stops as I take in the moment.
“How did we get here?” I ask.
Kennedy’s eyes dance around my face. “You drove,” she answers, a near whisper of her tongue.
“No, I mean, how did you and I get here? How did we become strangers?” I ask, desperation dripping from my words. 
“We aren’t strangers, but we aren’t the same kids we were last year. In a blink of an eye, everything changed. You changed, I changed, and no one is to blame,” Kennedy pleads for my understanding.
“Someone’s to blame for it,” I mutter. 
I don’t say his name. I don’t ever say his name. The way Kennedy’s eyes widen, I know she understands what I mean.
“Perhaps, but he’s not a worry of mine anymore.” She squeezes my hand.
My fingertips glide up and down her spine as I pull her in closer. Goosebumps appear on her pale skin. Her eyes meet mine and I see the two people who once loved each other are still inside of us. 
“You’re the only person I can confide in,” I confess my worst nightmare. 
Kennedy arches her back to look me in the eyes. “I’m still here, Graham. I’m always going to be here. Even when I’m in New York, I’ll be a phone call away.”
I pull her back into me. “So, you made a decision, then?” I whisper into her hair.
“What are you talking about?” Her voice is full of worry as she avoids my eyes. She knows I’ve seen the letter.
I groan. “Georgia, Kennedy. I know you applied.” 
“I think we both know it was a shot in the dark. I was grasping at straws.” Her eyes narrow.
“Would you have gone? I mean, if last year never happened, and you and I were still us. Would you have gone to Georgia? Given it all up for me?”
“I would’ve followed you anywhere, Graham.” Kennedy’s eyes sadden. 
“And now?” I beg, afraid of what her answer will be.
“And now, I’m giving it all up for me.”
I move our joined hands to wipe away the single tear that falls. I can’t let go of her because I’m afraid this is the last time I’ll never hold her like this again. “You should be selfish. Make choices for you and no one else. You deserve to be happy.”
“So do you,” Kennedy says with a sincere smile.
“And I will be.” My head nods. “As long as I live in a world where I know you get everything you’ve ever dreamed of.”
“That’s a lot of pressure to put on a girl, Graham Black.” She releases her and playfully smacks me on the chest. I grin at how quick she is to wrap her fingers around mine again.
Kennedy’s stomach grumbles, saving me from delving any further into the conversation than we already have. “Let’s go grab something to eat,” I release her hip and lean past her to open the car door for her.
“I wasn’t done teaching you how to dance,” Kennedy begs but follows my cue to get into the car. Our hands still grasp each other as if neither of us wants to let go.
“You can teach me some other time,” I promise. “Let’s get something to eat, and I’ll get you home before your parents worry.”
“I’ve already texted them. They know I’m with you. They know I’m safe,” Kennedy explains. “They’ve always adored you.” Kennedy laughs at the thought. “You had them fooled so well. It was impressive.”
As soon as she’s buckled in, I shut Kennedy’s door and run around to get in. “I didn’t have them fooled. Your dad gave me warning looks every chance he got to keep me in my place.”
“HA! See how that worked out.” Kennedy giggles. “You couldn’t be kept in your place if you tried.”
“That’s a part of my charm and appeal,” I joke as I start the car.
We race down the road until we are in the heart of Nashville. Cars line the streets. There is plenty of live music to be heard. That’s the beauty of Nashville. Music is at an abundance, with every corner full of street performers that sometimes outshine those on the stages around town. 
Kennedy jumps out of the car as soon as I push the gear into park. I follow behind her, curious as to where she’s going. The crowd thickens as I try to keep up. I nearly lose her several times, but she glances back and smiles to reassure me. 
When I break through the massive sea of onlookers, I find Kennedy in awe of a street performer. Perched on a stool with just his guitar in his lap, he strums the strings as if they’re connected as one entity. The notes combined are haunting and dark, but he earns the appreciation of the crowd. I step forward until our bodies touch. A mixture of emotions plays out in her eyes. Our fingers brush a few times as we watch this guy beat on his guitar in an urgent way. 
Kennedy’s eyes stay forward, and as I watch tears fall down her face, our fingers brush again. Instead of ignoring the contact, I mingle my pinky through hers and hold on. 
“It’s us,” Kennedy whispers, not looking away from the guitar in front of her. I turn to her, but even then, she doesn’t glance away from the scene. “The music starts quiet and slow, just like us. It drags you in, makes you addicted to its sound. Then just when things seem too familiar, too uncomplicated, the melody changes to a haunting mess of notes. The high and lows keep you wondering what’s going to happen.” Kennedy plants her face in my chest as the last note plays. 
She looks up at me with sad, distant eyes. 
“It’s our song. We never know what’s going to happen next.” 
I groan at how true her words are.



Chapter Thirty-Three
Kennedy
A month has flown by since Graham and I were in Nashville, and the only thing I can hear is the sound of that guitar playing out our song. We’ve fallen into an easy friendship. Although it’s muddled with conversations that mean more than they appear on the surface, I enjoy the comfort we’ve found in each other. 
“I can’t help, but wonder what you’re thinking about,” Mark’s strong voice breaks me from my daydream.
As I turn around to see him lean against the locker beside mine, he smiles. 
“Mark,” I say under my breath. 
“I can tell when you’re deep in thought,” Mark explains. His finger circles the air in front of me. “It’s written all over your pretty face.”
“You caught me.” I slam my locker shut and lean next to him.
“I know things have been weird between us. We’ve been avoiding each other,” Mark states the obvious condition of our friendship. “I just need you to know that I understand why you broke it off with me.”
“I’ve needed to hear that.” I smile appreciatively. 
“I didn’t say I liked it, Kennedy, so don’t get the two confused. I understand why, only because I know you have a good head on your shoulders. You never do things if you aren’t positive it’s the right thing.” Mark pushes his foot off the locker and turns to me. “I’m not the right choice for you, but he might be. I get it.” Mark nods down the hallway. “I thought you should know I asked Skylar to prom. Didn’t want you to hear it from someone else.” Mark shrugs and turns to walk away.
Not one drip of jealousy hits me when Mark wraps his arm around her. That alone should be enough to prove that what I did is the right thing. 
Graham turns to grab a book out of his locker, and I admire the flex of his bicep as he slams his locker shut. As if he can feel my eyes on him, he turns in my direction, but his attention drops from me and focuses on Kacey when she steps in front of him.
With my head low, I walk by them. Just as soon as I think I’m in the clear, a hand wraps around my wrist, giving me no choice but to stop.
“You okay?” Graham asks, dropping his hand from me. My eyes drop to where his fingers seared into my skin. “You look...”
“Late. I’m late,” I call out to him as I walk down the hallway. 
“Kennedy,” Graham yells.
I turn and walk backward. “Graham, I’m late. I don’t have time to talk,” I lie, quickening my pace.
Graham and I have settled into an easy understanding. No conversations have been had about the status of our relationship. We just are, and it’s exactly where I want to be.
*****
The next two weeks blow by in a blur. With only a month left of school, everyone prepares for graduation. Whether it’s sending out checks for books and board or still deciding what we’re going to do, we’re all busy. 
My parents have finally agreed to let me share an apartment with Amanda and Violet since we’ll all be in the city together. They’ve fought me for months on the subject, but in the end, they’ve realized it’s best if I’m around people I know in a strange city like New York. We’ve already found a place, and Violet’s parents have graciously offered to pay the rent, just as long as Amanda and I promise to keep Violet out of trouble.
“You ready for prom?” Graham asks as we walk out of the cafeteria. My eyes narrow on him. Without knowing what to say, I stay silent with a forced smile on my lips. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you duck out when limos and dresses come up in conversation.”
“And here I thought I was being stealthy,” I joke. “I’m not going.” 
“Me neither,” Graham states. “I mean, I don’t know how to dance, so why should I go?” He laughs at the scowl on my lips.
“I taught you how to dance, remember?” I cross my arms over my chest. 
Graham rubs his hand on the back of his neck as he stares at his shoes, then back at me. “What better reason for you to go with me then.” His eyes find mine, and my cheeks burn.
“What did you just say?” I pretend I didn’t hear him.
“Go to prom with me,” Graham repeats, his voice quiet and eager.
“You want us to go to prom together?” I point between the two of us.
“It only seems fitting,” Graham explains with a smirk that could make anyone melt at his feet. 
“Prom is Saturday,” I argue my defense. “There’s hardly enough time.” 
“So?” Graham scoffs as if it’s not that big of a deal.
“Graham, today’s Thursday, which means I have two days to find a dress and schedule a hair appointment.”
“You should talk to Violet.” Graham’s grin widens with amusement.
I rub my temples and groan. “What has she done now?”
“She has a dress for you, and if I know Violet, you probably already have a hair appointment.”
I cross my arms over my chest. “I take it this has been planned all along?”
“I just haven’t had the courage to ask.” He messes with the hem of his shirt.
I slam my locker shut and walk away before turning back to face him. “I’ll see you later, then.”
“Hey!” Graham shouts. “Is that a yes?”
“Yes, I’ll go to prom with you,” I shout back. 
A few hoots and hollers echo through the hallway. I laugh at their undying support.
By the time I make it to fourth block, my cell phone vibrates in my pocket. Violet’s name lights up the screen beside a selfie of her face.
OMG! YOU AND GRAHAM ARE GETTING BACK TOGETHER! 
I text back, insisting we’re just going to prom together and that’s it. No need to make it into more than it is.
*****
As Saturday arrives, a cloud of nerves floats around in my stomach. I step into my white ball gown, and as the fabric slides up my bare skin, I take a deep breath to calm myself. 
At the beginning of this year, Graham and I were strangers. In a way, we are still strangers with a sense of familiarity shining through when I need it to the most. I can’t imagine finishing my senior year without him by my side. It’s where we’ve always belonged.
“You look beautiful,” my mom says as she walks into my room. I watch her reflection in the full-length mirror.
“Can you help me?” I point to the zipper on the back of the dress. She zips me and drops her hands to my shoulders. She takes me in, tears building up in the corner of her eyes. “Mom, don’t you dare start crying.”
“You’ve come a long way since last year. I just can’t imagine life without you in this house,” she blubbers.
“Mom, I’m not leaving yet,” I argue, trying to hold back the eye roll at her hysterics. “We still have graduation to get through, then you can cry when I get in the car to leave.”
“Don’t remind me.” She chuckles, turning me in her arms and holding me close. I lay my head on her shoulder. “You’ll do amazing in New York. Don’t let my sadness deter your excitement.”
I lift my head and peer up at her. “Oh, it won’t.” I laugh. “What time is it?” I look around my room, searching for my cell phone.
She checks her watch. “Graham should be here any minute.”
I walk to the bathroom with a pleased grin on my face. 
“I’ll let you know when he gets here,” my mom calls as she walks out.
Instead of my usual less is more attitude about makeup, tonight I decide on an edgier style. I screw up my eyeliner twice, forcing me to re-do it all to ensure perfection. With smoky eyes and thick black eyeliner complete, I finish the look with bright red lipstick and dark black mascara. I take a step back to look at my handy work. I barely recognize myself, but I like the reflection staring back at me. 
I’m blinded by the flash of my dad’s camera when I walk out of my room. He snaps a few photos, and as usual, I put my hands up in protest. 
“It’s senior prom, not my wedding,” I joke.
“Just let me get one of you alone, and one of you and Graham and I’ll be done,” he pleads.
“Fine.” I pose in front of him with a smile as wide as the hallway. 
He rolls his eyes at my theatrics. Once he’s done and the camera is safely tucked away, I look in the entryway in hopes of finding Graham waiting, but he’s nowhere to be seen. 
“What time is it?”
My dad looks at his watch. “Seven forty-five.”
“I was doing my make-up for almost an hour?” I ask, not waiting to hear a reply. I hold up my dress and walk into my room for my cellphone. No missed messages. 
I push his name on my call list. After several rings, his voicemail picks up. Impatiently, I sit on the edge of my bed and call back. Still no answer. After thirty minutes of the same routine and both of my parents coming in with concerned looks, I jump from the bed. With my keys and phone in hand, I rush down the driveway and jump in the car.
My dad races after me. I roll down my window as he yells, “Where are you going?”
“I’m going to Graham’s to make sure he’s okay,” I explain.
“Be careful, and call me if you need anything,” he begs. His voice slows as he pats the top of my car.
“I’ll be okay, and I’ll call you in a little while. I promise.” I glance down at my phone. No missed calls. As I back out of the driveway, I call Graham one more time. Still no answer.
When I pull up to his house a few short minutes later, I get an incoming text from Violet wondering where we are. I ignore her when I see Graham’s car outside the garage. The driver’s door is open. I approach the passenger side and see a clear container holding a beautiful, black wrist corsage on the seat. 
My eyes shift to his house. An eerie feeling washes over me as I walk the lit path to his front porch. 
I peek in the small windows on each side of the door, but see nothing in the dark house. My phone lights up as I try to call Graham again, but my finger freezes on the screen when a loud thud followed by a bang as if someone dropped something heavy startles me.
My hand shakes as I wrap it around the knob. When I open the door, I hear the noises again. My heart begins to race as I tiptoe through the halls of the unfamiliar house. The only light filters through where the door across from the kitchen island is cracked open.
“Graham,” I whisper. My lips tremble as I step forward, clutching my cell phone in my sweaty palm.
A pained groan has me moving fast toward the noise. As I round the island, I see Graham’s mother on the floor on her side, elbows bent at the waist, gripping tightly to her stomach. I fall to my knees to turn her limp body over.
“Shh,” I whisper. “You’re okay.”
“Gra... Gra...” her voice begs. She points to the door, horror written in her eyes. 
“Graham’s down there?” I question. She nods. “And he’s not alone, I take it?”
Tears stream down her face. She whimpers a reply and shakes her head. With lightning speed, I dial 911 for help. After I whisper the address and explain they need to send an ambulance, I drop the phone beside Mrs. Black. 
“Where are you going?” she cries, an arm stretched out. “He’s down there. My husband’s down there.” Her shoulders tighten at the mention of Mr. Black.
“When they get here, you tell them we’re downstairs. Don’t hesitate. Graham needs you.” The obvious disdain in my voice makes her wince. “Hold tight.” I pat her shoulder and walk into the unknown.
At the bottom of the stairs, I peek around the corner. The first thing I see is Graham sitting on the sofa, collar ripped, and a blood stain on his chest. A deep gash runs along his cheek. His hands are behind his back, and he wiggles in discomfort. When his eyes shift around the room, they land on me last. His irises bounce back and forth in protest.
A deep voice echoes through the room, and I shrink back out of view.
“Life’s not meant to be easy, Graham. You’ve had everything handed to you. You’ve never had to struggle.” 
His dad’s voice bites into my skin. He sways back and forth. His khaki pants are wrinkled and his dress shirt is untucked, making him appear disheveled.  
“And you know what it’s like to struggle?” Graham snaps back. 
I want to laugh at his response. Graham’s disdain towards his father is palpable. 
Mr. Black picks up a bat and bangs it against his open palm. “It would be a shame if you couldn’t play baseball next year, wouldn’t it?” His sinister laugh causes my stomach to roll in protest.
He brings the bat back and swings it forward once, stopping inches from his son’s head. He does it again, but Graham doesn’t flinch. He’s not afraid of what’s to come. Years of abuse have groomed him for this moment. My feet carry me into the main room. Although his dad’s back is turned, he senses my presence and turns around quicker than I can process.
The bat is now inches from my face. 
“You must be the girl waiting for the black corsage.” His venom filled voice makes every hair on my body stand at attention and his eyes scan every inch of my exposed skin.
My heart pounds in my chest. “I’m Kennedy,” I whisper. “You must be Graham’s dad. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Black.” I attempt to distract him from his helpless son. 
In the distance, sirens wail. I sigh a breath of relief, knowing this will be over soon. Mr. Black is too concerned with the bottle of whiskey near his feet to notice them.
“Don’t patronize me, little girl.” Mr. Black’s eyes narrow on me. He takes one giant step in my direction. The smell of alcohol is strong on his breath. “You know what I’ve done to this family. He can’t keep his big mouth shut long enough for you not to.” He turns back to Graham, and I step back while he’s distracted. He’s too drunk to notice when he turns around. “You sure are a pretty thing. I can see why Craig wanted a piece so bad.” Mr. Black staggers back to me and runs the outsides of his fingers down the length of my face. I cringe, clenching my fists at my sides.
“Don’t put your hands on her,” Graham shouts as he attempts to stand. He draws deep, sharp breaths through his nose.
“What are you going to do about it, huh? From where I stand, it looks like you’re pretty tied up.” Mr. Black laughs at his own joke. 
“Why don’t you just put the bat down?” I suggest, my voice calm and flat. 
“That’s a good idea, Kennedy.” He swings the bat again, stopping it at the last second from slamming into my skull. “I’m going to put the bat down. My son deserves more than a bat to the head. You ruined my life, son.”
The way he sneers the word ‘son’ like it’s a curse breaks my heart for Graham. I’ve only known unconditional love from my parents, and to see blatant disdain roll off Mr. Black like waves is a hard thing to experience. 
When he tosses the bat to the side, it bounces off the carpet and hits a cluster of pictures on the television stand. Photos of Graham as a young boy scatter across the floor. 
I take another step back, but stop when he reaches into the back waistband of his pants. 
Before I register what’s happening, Graham faces the barrel of a gun. His eyes widen as his own father cocks the gun and wiggles his finger on the trigger. My body, as if on its own selfless mission, leaps forward, careening into Mr. Black.
The loud bang sings through the basement and a bone chilling scream escapes my throat.
Then, everything goes dark.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Graham
Not registering pain through my numbness, I barrel over on the sofa. My ears ring as Kennedy’s screams make the walls feel like they’re closing in on all of us. The room fills with men in uniform, their guns pointing at my father. 
As my vision clears, my eyes search for Kennedy and find her on the floor with her hands shielding her head. A sense of vindication crosses my heart as my father is handcuffed in front of me. 
“Sir, you’re in shock. You need to sit down,” an officer states. “I need to cut you loose.” He pushes my chest to force me back down onto the couch. The officer slices through the tape my father used to shackle me into submission. I twirl my wrist to ease the strain the tight restraint caused.
“Is she okay? Is she okay?” I shout. “Someone, answer me.”
“Graham, I’m okay,” her soft voice answers, and relief hits me. She rises from the floor, her hands clenched to her stomach. Her eyes widen and fill with tears as she lunges forward. “Oh, my god! You’ve been shot,” she yells.
“Ma’am, it’s only a flesh wound.” The paramedic cuts the arm off my shirt. “Won’t even need stitches.”
“Where’s my mom?” I demand an answer.
“She’s outside in the ambulance. She’ll need to be checked out at the hospital for a concussion and maybe some cracked ribs,” he calmly explains. He peers up at me with a sympathetic smile. “You both were very lucky.”
“And his father?” Kennedy blurts. The beautiful, white fabric billows as she sits beside me. She takes my hand in hers and squeezes lightly.
“He’s being transported to the county jail as we speak.” The paramedic cleans the wound and places a bandage over it without making eye contact with me. 
“And then what happens?” I ask, almost afraid to hope.
The paramedic looks at me, his lips flat. “If all goes well, based on what your mother told the police, I assume he’ll be going away long enough for you to build a new life without him.”
“Thank you. I’d like to see her before you take her to the hospital.” 
An older police officer with kind eyes steps in front of Kennedy and me. “Of course. I’ll walk you out.” 
Kennedy’s grip tightens as we stand and walk away from the sofa my father tried to kill me on. Red and blue lights illuminate the neighborhood. Close friends come outside to see what the commotion is all about. I want to yell that they can go back inside because it will be in the newspaper in the morning, but my mother strapped to a gurney makes everything else in the world falls away. 
The paramedics tending to my mom step out of the truck. Kennedy waits outside while I slide onto the bench and look down at her. The gentle eyes I turned to when I was young are now darkened with regret and guilt.
“I should’ve done something a long time ago,” she whispers. The cause of her weak voice is evident. Finger shaped bruises circle her neck. “I failed you.” Tears wash over her cheeks, leaving wet trails over her swollen, purple face.
“You didn’t fail me. You did what you had to do. I may never understand it, Mom, but one thing I can do is forgive you. Just please, don’t take him back. Not just for me, but because you deserve better than that son of a bitch,” I beg as my own tears fall. A lifetime of hurt escapes down my cheeks. They’ve been held hostage for long enough. 
“You’re missing your prom,” my mom says as she tries to sit up. Her hand feathers the shallow wound on my arm. Her gaze moves to Kennedy. 
“You’re an idiot if you let that girl go.” My mom’s smile widens.
“It’s not always that easy, Mom,” I protest.
“It is if you make it.” She takes my hand in hers. “Your aunt’s flying in. Please, go to the prom. Dance with that girl and just forget your life’s a total fucking mess right now. You deserve that, at least.” 
“We’re alive. Life’s not a total mess, Mom,” I insist.
Mrs. Conrad hollers Kennedy’s name. Both her parents run to her and cradle her in a hug. 
“We’re alive because of that girl.” We watch Kennedy. Her face says it all as she kicks her heels around the concrete as her parents ask her question after question. “She thought she was going to lose you.” Mom’s fingers run over my bandage. “I thought I lost you.” She reaches up and dries the few remaining tears. “Now do as your mother says and go have fun.”
I step off the ambulance and wrap Kennedy in my arms. Her weeping rattles against my chest, and her tears soak what’s left of my shirt. I nod at her parents as they dry their own tears.
An older gentleman in a tailored suit walks up to the two of us. “I’m Detective Patrick. Tomorrow morning we’ll need you two to come down and make a statement,” he says with an understanding smile, peeking over us to nod at Mr. and Mrs. Conrad, then walks to a group of officers near the driveway.
Kennedy turns her eyes back to me. “Can we just have one year that doesn’t end in tragedy?” she begs. Her head lifts from my chest, but her fingernails dig into my back.
“We always have next year.” I joke in hopes of lightening the mood. Kennedy giggles and I laugh with her. “Can we go to prom?” 
We look at her parents for an answer.
“Like this?” Kennedy steps back and scans her dirty dress and my shredded shirt. 
“Yes, like this. I’d like to dance with you.” 
I sprint to my car to grab the corsage while Mrs. Conrad attempts to fix Kennedy’s ratted hair and smeared makeup. Running back to her, I slide it on her small wrist. 
“It’s beautiful.” Kennedy’s smile brightens when she looks down at her wrist.
“Okay kids, stand together. Let’s get a picture and try to make this as normal as possible,” Mr. Conrad jokes with a sad smile.
Kennedy hugs both her parents before she gets into the car.
“I’m happy to know your dad’s going to get what he deserves.” Mr. Conrad slaps me on the shoulder.
“How long have you known?” I ask, afraid of the answer.
“Since the first night you crawled through my daughter’s window.” He raises an eyebrow. “All’s forgiven, but make sure you take care of my baby, okay?”
“Of course, sir. Thank you.” I shake his hand, and we both look at his beautiful daughter and smile. 
With Kennedy’s hand locked in mine, we drive to our senior prom. 
“Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask. “We don’t have to. We’ll be bombarded with questions. It will become a circus.” I glance at our clothes. 
“I’d like to end this year on a good note, Graham. I need some good memories with you,” Kennedy explains, playing with her fingernails.
I brush my fingers beneath her chin, coaxing her to look at me. “Let’s go make some good memories, then, shall we?” 
Hand in hand, we walk inside. Shiny, metallic foil covers almost every surface of the gymnasium with the Under the Sea theme. Sea shells sit in bowls on each table while large iridescent balls hang from the ceiling.
“Bubbles?” I point to the ceiling.
“Okay, maybe we’ll make some cheesy memories.” Kennedy leans into me. 
As if we’re the only two people in this room, I drag her onto the dance floor, take Kennedy in my arms, and hold our hands close to our chests. Her heart beats against me as Jason Mraz’s “I Won’t Give Up” echoes through the gymnasium. I couldn’t have chosen a better song for this moment.
“Remember how you said that song in Nashville was our song?” I ask.
With tears in her eyes, Kennedy nods.
“It was sad and haunting, nothing that we are. This song...” I let the thought trail as I dry the single tear sliding down her cheek. “We aren’t sad. Our relationship may not have had the easiest start and middle, but I would never describe our love as sad. I gave up on us for you, and to this day, I regret that choice, but only for selfish reasons.”
“Graham,” Kennedy whispers as she peers up at me. 
“I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life.” My head shakes and my eyebrows furrow. “It’s like I’ve always known we were meant for each other, but we met too early. We weren’t ready for each other.”
“Will we ever be ready for each other? I’ll be in New York, and you’re going to Georgia,” Kennedy pleads. Hope fades from her eyes. “I feel like every time we’re ripped apart.”
I run my fingers through her hair, and she whimpers into my chest. 
“It’s a small world, Kennedy. We’ll find each other.”
“How do you know?” She looks up to me and I think my heart breaks.
“I don’t,” I answer honestly. 
Kennedy’s head shakes as she lets out a loud sigh. 
“This time last year, I never believed I’d be holding you in my arms, but here we are. I’ve learned to have a little faith because life has a way of working in mysterious ways sometimes, Kennedy. You just need to believe those meant to find you, will, and I promise I was born to find you. I wouldn’t be standing here if I wasn’t.”
Kennedy peers up at me with love in her eyes and I sigh in relief. We can walk away from this night knowing the world works in strange ways, some ways we won’t ever understand. 
“I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you dance, Ken, but I can’t let you give it up for me,” I whisper in her hair. “I know you’re thinking how easy it would be to follow me to Georgia.”
“It would be,” Kennedy states. “But as much as I want to, I’m not going to.” She leans her head on my shoulder, and we finish the dance we’ve been owed since last year.
With only thirty minutes left of our senior prom, we don’t leave the floor, and as if everyone knows, no one interrupts us. We hear the whispers, the rumors churning through the mill. Violet offers a sad smile while Dan nods in understanding. We’re in our own little world, soaking each other up before the sand runs out in our hourglass. 
Several times I open my mouth to beg her to follow me, but I know it won’t be fair. Instead, I hold her in my arms and memorize her face. Every dip and bend of her body under my fingertips is seared into my memory. 
When I look back on high school, I’m not going to remember the championships and the parties. I’ll remember watching Kennedy on stage and the way she felt beneath me. I’ll remember what it sounds like to hear someone tell me she loves me and means it. 
I’ll remember this moment forever. 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Kennedy
Graduation Day
The football stadium fills with family and friends. I spot my parents immediately. It’s hard not to see my dad’s camera around his neck. They slide in next to Graham’s mom. Since prom night, my mom has made it her priority to befriend Mrs. Black. They’ve become fast companions. Much like Amanda and me, they have no business confiding in each other, but somehow, it works. 
The stage is at the fifty-yard line with rows and rows of chairs in front. The faculty sits beside me, waiting to play their part in sending us graduates out into the world.
The excitement in the air is palpable when the graduating class enters from the parking lot in two single-file rows. If we could bottle the way we all feel today, anything would be possible. 
My eyes scan the crowd several times. In the third row, Dan, Violet, and Graham sit together. Violet and Dan wink at me, but Graham doesn’t look up. He’s focused on the hem of his gown.
“Quit reading the speech,” Violet yells across the field. “It’s the same one it was earlier this morning.”
“Bite me,” I yell back, squeezing the index cards between my fingers. “I’ll find you afterward.” 
Since prom, Graham and I have spent every possible moment together. The days leading up to today have been hard. We know what today signifies. The thought alone makes my eyes tingle with unshed tears. 
It’s our last pitch, our final bow. 
Graham will be in Georgia soon, and I’ll be all the way in New York City. We each have a path we need to follow, and unfortunately, they go in opposite directions.
Speaker after speaker takes their place behind the podium, and Violet sticks her finger in her throat, pretending to choke herself. It’s almost impossible to hold back my snickers. Our Vice Principle sneers at me more than I’d like to admit. Little does she know, her disapproval only makes me want to laugh harder. I’m introduced, and as I stand, I toss my cards on the chair. 
As I listened to all of the others talk about our future, not one of them discussed our past. I realize my speech shouldn’t be rehearsed and cold, like my original words are. It should be a celebration of how far we’ve all come.
A loud squeal releases from the microphone as I adjust it to an appropriate height. A few laughs ensue from my classmates, and I look at their smiling faces and grin back to the crowd.
“To say this year has been hell for me is putting it lightly,” I start off. My language choice earns me a few snickers. “The whole point of my original speech was a rather long, drawn out cliché. No offense to all of you,” I smile at the staff behind me, “but after being told we can do anything we want with hard work and dedication, and the skies the limit, I want to turn in the opposite direction with my own speech.” 
I address my classmates. My eyes fall on Graham, leaning forward in his seat much like he always does when I’m on stage. “Although all those things are true, I don’t want to forget about the four important years I spent inside those walls with all of you.”
The audience claps for several seconds, and when they silence, I continue. 
“It was here we changed into the young adults who are being sent out into the world. Some of us won championships.” I grin at Graham and his eyes soften. “Some of us fell in love for the first time.” Graham’s smile broadens as he winks, making me laugh. “And some of us got much-deserved justice. What I’ve learned most from my four years here is that nothing is guaranteed, and we are in charge of what happens next. We can make the choices to guide us into the next phase of our lives with our heads held high.” I nod a few times as Graham’s eyes widen. His honey irises take me in. “I want to thank you most of all for allowing me to grow, to learn, and to heal. If it weren't for you, I wouldn’t have been able to get off the ground.” I swipe an escaping tear. “So to you, I leave you with this. Don’t let the world knock you down because at some point it will try. You can’t let it win. When things feel at their lowest, fight on, and please, always remember, you are worthy of new adventures and happiness.” 
The loud, ecstatic cheers make me laugh through my tears. Violet cries as she watches me, and Graham stands with his feet planted on the ground and his arms flat against his side. I swallow down the lump in my throat and stop my perusal before I reach his face. I’m too afraid of what I’ll see. 
As each of my classmates is called to the stage to receive their diploma, I watch from where I sit with a genuine smile on my face. When her name is announced, Violet runs up the stairs and wraps me in a hug. 
“You’re the strongest person I know,” she whispers into my ear. “By the way, Graham wept like a little baby.”
I pull away from her. “He did not.”
“Perhaps I’m over exaggerating, but he definitely heard you loud and clear.” Violet kisses me on the cheek and skips to grab her diploma. 
When I hear Mark’s name, my spine stiffens. He may understand my choices, but it doesn’t take away the hurt I’ve caused him. Although, after prom, he and Skylar became ‘Facebook Official’, I still feel the strain between us. As his feet hit the stage, I smile at him, but he passes right by me, not giving me a second glance. He reaches for his diploma, and instead of walking down the other side, he comes straight to me.
“You’re going to be okay,” Mark says. “And that’s all I really need, Kennedy. Be happy. You deserve it most of all.” Another round of tears waters my eyes, and I’m sure I have the ugliest smile plastered on my face as I try to fend them off. 
“Thank you, for everything,” I whisper. He needs no explanation. Mark knows what he’s done for me. “I’ll never be able to repay you.”
“Sure you will. Just promise me the next guy who tries to win your heart, deserves it. Give him hell.” We both laugh as he walks to his seat.
Dan’s stands at the bottom of the stairs. His foot taps the grass beneath him as he waits for his name to be called. He runs up the stage and throws his arms around my waist, twirling me around like I’m his personal rag doll.
“I’m going to miss you next year,” I say into his ear as he sets me down. “Who’s going to help me keep Amanda and Violet out of trouble?”
“You’ll do just fine without me. Plus, I’m not that far away in Maryland. You guys can road trip to me.” Dan smiles and wiggles his eyebrows. I slap him on the back as he goes to get his diploma. 
Name after name is called, but one, in particular, I’m afraid to come face to face with. When I finally hear him called, my hands grow clammy. I watch his long, lean legs carry him up the stairs, my eyes cast down until he stands in front of me. His hand lifts my chin.
“Was your speech for me?” Graham asks, bold in his stance with his legs spread slightly.
“Of course it was,” I whisper.
Graham nods. He drops a short, painfully slow kiss on my lips. I lean forward and deepen the exchange. The crowd roars with cheers for our public display. When he breaks away from me, I whimper. Graham grins, causing my cheeks to burn with embarrassment.
My finger grazes my lips in the absence of his. “Did we just do that?” 
Graham shrugs. He turns towards our classmates and pumps a closed fist in the air. 
My hands cover my face and Graham pulls them away. 
“I need to thank you, Kennedy. You’ve always believed in me even when I didn’t deserve it. You’re the reason why I got off the floor, too.” 
Graham steps forward with his hand extended for his diploma. When he has it safely tucked away, he turns back to me, winks, and walks down the stairs to join our friends in the audience. 
“That was some kiss,” Amanda's voice breaks me from the fog. She shakes her head and pulls me in for a hug. “Next year’s going to be a fucking blast.”
“Get out of here. Grab your diploma before they change their mind,” I joke, pushing her shoulder to get her to move. We laugh until she’s back in her seat.
As the last of us accept our diplomas, I look out at the crowd and see smiles on the faces of all the people I love. My classmates and I switch our tassels to the opposite side and throw our caps in the air in celebration. The stadium fills with shouts of congratulations and excitement. I jump from the stage and run to be with my friends. Before I get too far, I hear my dad’s loud whistle. I find him, my mom, and Mrs. Black waving at me. I run into their waiting arms and sigh from their warm embrace.
“Your mom and I are so damn proud of you, kiddo.” My dad snaps a picture.
“Thank you, but please, don’t start crying,” I joke, looking right at my mom.
“Oh, honey, she’s been crying all day,” Mrs. Black chimes in with a smile. She hugs me, congratulates me on Columbia, and tells me to contact her friend who lives in New York if I need anything at all. I hug her back and thank her as I back away from their chatter.
The crowds on the football field make it hard to find anyone. I stand on my tiptoes, searching with no luck. As I duck around a large family, a hand pulls on my waist. Graham stands above me.
“We’re over here,” he states, his voice flat. 
I follow him to our group of friends with my hand tucked inside his. The warmth of the contact radiates through me like a shockwave. My eyes stay locked on the back of his head as we walk. With long strides, he glances back and smirks to make sure I’m still behind him. 
Amanda and Violet wrap their arms around me as Graham and I break through the crowd. My hand doesn’t drop from his even when they hold me in a tight hug. 
“That was quite the speech, Kennedy,” Dan announces as he barrels through the group to stand next to Violet. 
“It wouldn’t happen to have been meant for a certain someone, would it? I mean, I’d like to believe I did all those things for you.” Violet’s eyes bounce between Graham and me. When they drop to our joined hands, she hoots with appreciation. “It’s about damn time.”
“What’s about damn time?” Graham questions. 
“You and Kennedy, back together. We’ve only been waiting all year for this to happen. No more watching the two of you miserable. No more hearing you bitch about girls Graham chases around. No more mopey face when you see Mark and Kennedy together,” Violet explains. 
Graham and I look at each other with mirror image confusion in our eyes.
“I didn’t mopey face,” Graham argues.
“What about Mark?” Mark sneaks his head into our circle of friends.
“Violet’s relief over not watching Graham shoot daggers into the back of your head whenever you’re near Kennedy,” Dan adds with a laugh.
“You did that?” Mark looks at Graham. His eyes say he’s uncomfortable, but his smile tells a different story. Graham and Mark haven’t had a real conversation, but somehow have come to an understanding to let bygones be bygones.
Everyone turns to Mark and answers in unison. “He did that.”
“You do realize we’re standing here, right?” I interrupt their banter.
“Oh, we know. We just want to make sure you guys are aware of the hell you’ve caused us this year,” Amanda chimes in.
“You were only around for like an eighth of it,” Violet states. Her lips turn up in a smirk as she pulls Amanda in for another hug.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.” Dan points to them in their mock embrace. “Unless you guys start making out. Now that I can rally behind.” Amanda and Violet slap him in the chest.
“So, what are we doing this summer?” I ask. My eyes scan the small group I call family. “We have to do something before we all go our separate ways.”
I step in front of Graham and lean against his chest. His arms wrap around my shoulders, and he pulls me in tight. 
“I’ve been waiting all year to hold you like this,” he whispers.
“We have all summer,” I murmur. Graham’s body stiffens against mine. His uneasiness makes my skin crawl. “Did I say something wrong?” I turn in his arms and peer up at him.
Graham pulls away and my chest instantly aches. 
“Kennedy, I’m leaving in three weeks,” Graham confesses, linking our fingers together and pressing them against his chest. His heart beats frantic against my knuckles. “I have a chance to play summer ball with some of my new teammates.”
The news of Graham’s early departure makes my eyes burn. The news is a kick in the stomach. I’ve been under the impression we have more time together.
I rub my eyes and look up at him with a hooded stare. “If we only have three weeks, then I guess we better make the best of it,” I state, my voice steady, when inside, I’m falling apart.
“Kennedy.” He wraps me in a hug again as I cry into his chest. His lips come down on the top of my head where he leaves a series of kisses.
“Can we just go, be alone? I know Dan has his party tonight, but I’d really just like to be with you.” 
“Of course, we can. Let’s sneak away.” Graham rubs my shoulders. His head tilts and he inspects my splotchy face. As he tucks me under his arm in the perfect crook, he groans. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”
I peer up at him through my eyelashes. “About what?”
“Becoming a Yankees fan.”
“Maybe we’ll catch a game in the city sometime, then.” 
“Maybe we will.” Graham nods as he faces forward. We walk out of the stadium side by side, the way we were always meant to.
Graham and I walk out of our past and into our future, hand and hand. A sense of dread tries to weave through the hope I hold onto, but I push it away. All my time this year has been spent learning to grow and letting go of things out of my control. Sometimes, things in life happen. People make choices—some good, some bad—but at the end of the day, we have to own them. 
Graham chose to walk away from me last year, and at the time, I didn’t understand. Now I know it’s the same reason I went to his house on prom night. He knew he would hurt when he made his choice and I knew what I could be facing when I walked into Graham’s basement. We’re selfless when it comes to the other. 
There has never been any doubt of the love we share. It’s the type of love we feel even when our worlds aren’t connected, even when things seem impossible and broken. 
A love like ours, you fight for.
A love like ours means we’ll always find each other.



Acknowledgements
Once again, I’m going to start by thanking my amazing husband, Bryan. While writing this second book, you’ve handed over your endless support, reminding me time and time again why I love you so much. You are my best friend and the love of my life. With you by my side, I know anything is possible. 
To Katie, my editor, I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate you and everything you do. You helped me through the struggles I ran into while writing When Our Worlds Fall Apart and in the end, I couldn’t be happier. I will especially miss your hilariously snarky comments on my manuscript—-“That would be a bloody mess.” 
To my beta readers. Words can’t express how much your honesty and encouragement helped me create this part of Graham and Kennedy’s world. A special thank you to Tiffany, who let me talk her ear off and had an abundance of advice for me when I was doubting myself.
To Cassy, the amazing cover designer, you completely blew my expectations out of the water when you shared the cover with me. You took a very small idea and turned into what it is. THANK YOU! THANK YOU! THANK YOU!
To all the bloggers, thank you for taking a chance on the Our Worlds Series. Your support of Graham and Kennedy’s story means the world to me. Everything you do to support us authors is beyond appreciated. You all are amazing.
To my readers, where should I start? Oh, that’s right... YOU GUYS FREAKING ROCK! You have been waiting patiently for this book to come out and I can’t even begin to explain how much your support means to me.
-Lindsey Iler



About the Author
Lindsey Iler has had her feet planted in the state of Michigan since she was born and she still lives there with her husband and three kids.
When she’s not writing, she’s spending time with family and friends, listening to music, reading (obviously!), and hopefully just enjoying every moment in life.


cover.jpeg
||ndsey ler






