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Prologue

 


 


Topher

We made no sense. She was oil and I was water…but somehow, we worked. No one would ever understand it fully, and I liked that. I liked that we shared a connection that couldn’t be defined.

 


 


Ciera

We weren’t even on one another’s radars when everything first began to happen. And then something shifted inside both of us. He taught me how to live and I taught him how to let go.
  



Chapter One

 


 


Topher

“Yes…yes…yes!” Sophia screams underneath me as I thrust deeper. She is breathing deeply, one might even think she is actually enjoying herself. But I know Sophia better than that. I know she’s faking it. I glance at the clock on my wrist.
Twenty more minutes.

 


“Topher!” Sophia cries from underneath me. I flick my eyes to meet hers. “God, are you even in there?”

 


She pushes me off of her roughly, and then gathers the sheets off my bed, covering her body.

 


“Sorry,” I reply, running my hand over my face, and falling flat on my back.

 


“Sorry? Really?” she exclaims angrily, her green eyes appearing black. “What the hell is up with you lately?”

 


A lot. But nothing I want to discuss with her. “Nothing,” I lie. “I have to get ready for dinner. My father is finally going to introduce me to his secret girlfriend.”

 


Sophia sighs loudly and then hops off my bed, running straight into my bathroom, and then closing the door behind her. I grab my boxer-briefs and slide them back on along with my jeans, belt and polo. A few minutes later she returns, dropping the sheet to the floor idly, and tossing her clothes back on as well.

 


Before, the sight of my girlfriend naked could make me hard in a nano-second. Now, it just annoys the crap out of me. She snatches her purse from the ground and gives me a quick peck on the cheek. “See you later?”

 


“Sure.” I shrug, not even bothering to feign excitement. She whips her head around and takes off.

 


Sophia Thompson, cheerleader, queen bee, socialite, and my girlfriend of four years. Most guys would kill for the opportunity to date her.
I’m not most guys.
Over time, I have grown to hate almost everything that makes up the person she is and I’ve mastered the art of faking it.

 


She is stubborn, opinionated, rude, condescending, vain, and completely self-centered. She wasn’t always like this. I met her at the end of middle school and she was funny and fun to be around, sweet and even endearing. A lot has changed. Mainly, her popularity skyrocketed and her personality flat lined.

 


I know I should break up with her…but I’ve grown used to our social status and the hierarchy. Everyone in school wants to date us or be us. Knowing this, makes it hard to dump her like the trash she is. Power has always been something I love controlling.

 


The problem is, I’ve been hiding my true feelings for her for so long…I just don’t give a shit anymore. Faking it feels normal, so I continue on with the charade. I found out six months ago Sophia was fucking my best friend, Joe. It wasn’t even a surprise to me. I actually felt relieved. If he was giving it to her good then maybe I wouldn’t have to try so hard. It’s a fucked up situation…I know, but I feel numb about it all.

 


I head downstairs and quickly begin setting the table. It feels like forever that my father has been sneaking around with his new girlfriend. I always thought I would have met her sooner, but good for him for getting the chance to act younger than he is.

 


My mother died when I was just a baby. I don’t even remember what she looked like. My father has showed me plenty of pictures, but she’s always felt like a stranger due to the fact that I was too young to remember her. He’s dated a few women since, but it’s mainly just been the two of us. He owns a couple of car lots and is rarely ever home, so I’ve grown accustomed to being on my own.

 


After setting the table, I help myself to a glass of water and glance at the clock on the stove.
They should be here any minute.
I wonder if his new lady will have kids. I wonder what she will look like. His past choices in women have been very eclectic. I’m not even sure what to expect this time around. I hear the garage open and my eyes lock on the door. Any minute now.

 


I hear muffled whispers as car doors shut and then shuffling of feet toward the door.
Moment of truth.
The handle turns and my father walks in, carrying his briefcase. His Armani suit is immaculate as always and his dark hair is gelled to perfection. I peek my eyes around him and notice another man walking in. He is thin and pale with short blond hair and a more, laid-back look to him. He wears a blue striped button-down shirt and jeans.
So much for dinner…I wonder who this guy is.

 


“Topher,” my Father exclaims, startled. “I didn’t know you were there.”

 


I nod, my eyes dancing between my father and his unfamiliar friend. “Where’s your girlfriend?”

 


My question seems to make him uncomfortable. He clears his throat before speaking. “Do you want to sit?”

 


Why is he acting so strange?
I shake my head as if to say no, then fold my arms across my body.

 


“Um, Topher, this is Clarke,” my father introduces us, and his friend extends out his hand apprehensively for me to shake. I take it, and it is seriously the most puny hand shake I’ve ever received.

 


“Hey Topher, I’ve heard so much about you,” Clarke says smiling slightly.

 


I nod stiffly. “Do you work at the lot?”

 


Clarke swallows, his adam’s apple jumping up his throat. “No.”

 


Okay. Now I’m confused. “Then how do you guys know each other?” I address the question to my father.

 


He sets his briefcase down on the kitchen counter, taking a small step toward me. “Topher…” The way he says my name makes my heart race, leaving me uneasy. “Clarke and I…”

 


My mind instantly goes into overdrive.
What the fuck.
My eyes shoot back and forth between my father and Clarke.
No fucking way…

 


“Topher,” my father says again, concern lacing his voice.

 


“You’re a fucking fag?” I exclaim angrily, pounding my fist into the granite countertop.

 


My father’s eyes widen and I see a flash of hurt pass across them. Clarke gasps at my outburst.

 


“I will not have you talking that way to me in my own home!” my father cries out angrily.

 


“This has to be some bad fucking dream. This is not my real life!” I throw my head into my hands, my body beginning to convulse. I feel someone’s hand lightly touch me and I throw myself back before realizing it is my father. “I have somewhere to be…” I mutter under my breath as I turn my back to them and race back up the stairs.

 


I can hear my father calling out after me but my body is on autopilot. Before I even know what is happening, I’ve grabbed the keys to the Porsche and I’m out the door. I don’t think I’ve ever driven this fast in my life. I know I should slow down but I want the image that is seared across my mind gone. How can my father be…how…none of it makes any sense.

 


My phone is vibrating in the pocket of my jeans. I pull it out and see that it’s my father. I chuck it to the floorboard of the passenger seat angrily.

 


This can’t be my life.

 


I end up at Sophia’s out of habit. Her red Mustang is in the driveway so I know she’s home. I jump out of my car and quickly make my way to the door. I pound harder than I intend to on it. Luckily, I notice her sandy brown hair coming to answer it.

 


“Topher?” she says, confused. “I thought you had to do dinner with your dad?”

 


“Screw my dad,” I reply, letting myself in and pulling her into me. I cover her lips with mine, kissing her more passionately than I have in a very long time.

 


“What was that for?” she asks breathlessly, as I break off the kiss.

 


“I know I’ve been distracted lately, but I want you. I want you now.” I pick her up in my arms, and slam her against the door, kissing her neck, her jaw.

 


I need a distraction.

 


Sophia’s breaths are becoming labored. “Topher…not here.”

 


I put her back down on the ground and she reaches for my hand, pulling me further into her familiar household.

 


“Hi Topher,” I hear her mother say from inside the kitchen.

 


“Hi Mrs. Thompson,” I shout back as we continue to make our way to her bedroom.

 


After we are securely inside and the door is locked, I throw her onto the bed and pounce onto her.

 


“What has gotten into you?” she asks, playfully.

 


“Less talking…more action.” I don’t want to think about anything that transpired earlier at my house. All I want to do is have fucking sex.

 


“Okay.” She giggles and then I shut my mind off. My body goes back on autopilot and I give an award-winning performance. Unfortunately for me, the distraction is short-lived and before I know it, I’m back in my car pounding my steering wheel with my fist. I know I can’t avoid my house forever…but I never saw this coming. I can’t even imagine the response if I tell Joe or Sophia about what happened. I’d never be able to separate myself from the stigma. The problem is, I don’t actually mind gays…but my father? I’ll never live it down. Everyone in my high school will find out and I know my life will become a living hell. I know it’s not about me, but, all I can focus on is the repercussions of his choices and how they will affect my comfortable life.
  



Chapter Two

 


 


Ciera

Head down. Don’t make eye contact. I’ve perfected this over the years. Today is no different. As I slip through the crowds of my peers virtually invisible, I realize that maybe, just maybe, today will be better. If I can just stay out of sight, maybe no one will mess with me today. It’s the first positive thought I’ve had in weeks.

 


I’m walking through the courtyard toward my locker, when I feel my foot catch on something and suddenly my body is hurling toward the ground. My books go flying and I land roughly on my hands and knees, tearing them up from the cement. I guess I spoke too soon.

 


“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, my cheeks instantly flaming up. I wonder how many people caught the accident that is me…that’s when I hear it…loud chuckling from behind me.

 


“That was priceless,” a familiar low voice says, then goes back to laughing uncontrollably.

 


I don’t even have to make eye contact with the perpetrator to know who it is. My ultimate tormentor these past couple of years, Joe Nellis.

 


“Did you get it?” I hear another voice ask, which I also recognize to be Joe’s best friend, Topher Carlson. Two of the most popular guys in the school and my biggest tormentors.

 


“Every second.” As I wipe the dirt off of my jeans and stand back up, I take notice of the iPhone in Joe’s hand. The asshole taped the entire incident. My stomach instantly tenses up. Hurriedly, I gather my belongings and flee the scene.

 


Unfortunately, this is my life. Or at least it has been for the past six years. This is my hell and I’ve learned to simply exist within it. I make it to my locker without any more incidents and notice my best and only friend, Mack leaning against it. His nose is buried in a book, but he looks up the minute I get close and I watch as his eyes travel over my entire body and a look of pain flashes across his eyes.

 


“What happened to you?” he asks, eyeing the newly fresh holes in the knees of my jeans.

 


“The A-Team…what else?” When I became a freshman and the bullying became physical, Mack and I came up with our own nickname for the popular jocks who made our lives a living hell. That way it was easier to talk about them in a stealth way.

 


Mack is still eyeing my ripped clothing with a pained expression. “Did it hurt?”

 


“A little,” I reply honestly, opening my locker and shoving my books in.

 


“Ciera, you’re bleeding.” He points to my right knee. I look down and sure enough, dark red blood is seeping into my jeans and trailing down my leg.

 


“Shit,” I mutter.

 


“You should go see the nurse. Get that patched up.”

 


I nod. “Yeah.”

 


“Do you want me to come with you?” he offers, knowing full well it will make us both late to our first period class.

 


I shake my head as if to say no. “No, there’s no reason for us both to be late. Can you just tell Mrs. Joyner I’ll be there soon?”

 


He nods. “Only one hundred and fifty five more days.”

 


I sigh. It feels like an eternity until we finally are free of this prison. While I rather enjoy school and my classes in general, I hate every other detail about the dreaded place. There’s only so much a person can take and I’ve been teetering with a breaking point for far too long.

 


As I enter the nurse’s station, Ms. Gregory eyes me sympathetically. “Ciera.”

 


Unfortunately, I’ve had the pleasure of getting to know our school nurse more than anyone in this dreaded place. Apart from the bullying, I’m also accident prone and I end up here at least a few times a week. It’s embarrassing to say the least, but Mrs. Gregory has a gentle way about her that always puts me at ease.

 


“What is it this time?” she asks as she motions for me to take a seat.

 


“I fell and hurt my knee.”

 


Her eyes fall to my knee, where the ripped section is. She takes a few steps toward me and squats to take a better look, pulling back the dark fabric. “Oh yeah, that does look pretty bad. Can you roll up your pant leg for me and I’ll be right back?”

 


I do as she asks and wince as the fabric touches my skinned knee. I’m waiting for a couple of minutes for her to bring back some Neosporin and bandages when I hear footsteps headed into her office. I keep my eyes trained to the ground, unsure of who is joining me in the room.

 


“Shit, that looks nasty,” a familiar voice states from the doorway.

 


My body tenses up as I realize its Topher. Maybe they haven’t had enough fun yet today?

 


“You know, your video has already gotten over a thousand views…you’re a star!” he jokes condescendingly.

 


My jaw tenses and I grind my teeth together. I have no idea what he is doing here but I wish he would just leave me alone.

 


Mrs. Gregory returns and I’ve never been more happy or thankful in my life than to see her familiar white Ked’s making their way back into her office. “Topher Carlson, what can I do for you today?”

 


“I’m just here for my Vicodin,” Topher replies. A few months ago he was in a pretty bad skiing accident which really messed up his back. His doctors have had him on Vicodin ever since. I’m pretty sure he’s all healed by now and that he has been selling his pills because I’ve caught a few shady transactions happening the past couple of weeks. I’m curious to how he’s been managing to fool Mrs. Gregory as he is required to take the medication in her presence.

 


“Well, take a seat. I’ll be right with you.” Mrs. Gregory turns her attention back to me and my injured knee.

 


I’ve mastered the art of knowing when eyes are on me without even having to see it. I know the feeling all too well. I can feel Topher’s blue-green eyes boring into my skull.

 


“I saw the video,” Mrs. Gregory says softly. “Kids can be vicious.”

 


I nod slightly, my cheeks burning up. I love Mrs. Gregory’s concern, but not when Topher Carlson is witness to it. I feel extremely uncomfortable. “It’s okay,” I reply out of habit.

 


She looks up into my eyes from her crouched position. “No, it’s not Ciera. You know, you could tell me who did this to you…we could speak to the principal about them.

 


My eyes tear away from hers and again to the floor. I can feel Topher’s glare burning me. “No, it’s okay…I’m not a tattle tale.”

 


She sighs loudly as she finishes securing the bandage over my skinned knee. “Why do you always protect them?”

 


My stomach is in complete and utter knots. “I don’t,” I say so quietly she has to strain to hear me.

 


“Well, the offer is on the table. And there is not an expiration date. Okay?” She stands, disposing of the excess trash from my bandage.

 


I nod lightly, keeping my eyes low and averted from Topher’s chilling gaze.

 


God, I hope this doesn’t land me in even more trouble…
  



Chapter Three

 


 


Topher

It’s been three days since I found out about my fathers…lifestyle. He’s been trying to speak with me ever since, but I just can’t. I need some time first to process what the hell this means for me and how it will change my life. I sound like a selfish prick, but I can’t help it. I’ve been staying at Joe’s. His parents don’t care what the fuck he does so it’s been nice to simply be able to come and go as I please.

 


“So, are you going to tell me what happened?” Joe asks as I drive us both to school in the morning.

 


“What are you talking about?” I ask defensively.

 


“Look, I don’t mind you staying the night, bro, but we haven’t had sleepovers like this since we were in middle school. I know something is up,” he replies, staring me down with his dark brown eyes.

 


I sigh loudly. “It’s nothing, really. My father and I just…had a disagreement.”

 


I park the car in the lot and grab my backpack from behind my seat as we hop out.

 


“Well, stay as long as you want…” Joe trails off.

 


“I’m going home tonight, don’t worry.” Even with his previous statement, I know he can’t wait to get me out of his hair. Probably because he wants a chance to fuck my girlfriend.

 


I hear him sigh slightly, and I know I am right.

 


As we enter the halls of our school, I glance at all our peers, so happy and joyous. Seemingly, without a care in the world.
When did things get so fucked up?

 


As we near our lockers, I take notice of Sophia leaning against mine. Or is it Joe’s? I’m not really sure anymore. I watch as she shares a secretive silent stare with my best friend before flicking her eyes to meet mine and a smile breaking out onto her lips.

 


She really is easy on the eyes. The problem is how aware of that fact she is. She knows every guy in the school wants a piece of her. It makes her feel powerful. Her long light brown locks cascade down her back, meeting her waistline. Her green eyes are round and full, her lips plump and red. She is wearing what appears to be some sort of corset with a mini-skirt. I’m surprised the school even allows it.

 


“Hey babe, how was your weekend?” She pecks me on the lips and then watches me intently as I open up my locker.

 


I shrug. “It was fine. Played a lot of video games and hung out with Joe.”

 


Her eyes flick to him. “That explains a lot.”

 


“What?” I ask.

 


“Oh, nothing.” She shakes her head dismissively.

 


I know they are having some kind of silent conversation but I could give two flying fucks about it. I close my locker and lean against it as we kill some time before first period.

 


“Dude!” Joe punches me in the shoulder. “I forgot to tell you!” Excitedly he pulls his phone out and waves it in front of my face.

 


“What?” I ask, utterly bored. My eyes focus in on the screen and I realize it is a YouTube video.

 


“She’s gone platinum!” he exclaims animatedly.

 


He’s right. Our video from the other day has over 25,000 views and it’s only been up for a couple of days.

 


“Nice,” I respond, handing him the phone back.

 


Then I notice our subject from the video walking toward the lockers on the other side of the hall. I’ve never really paid much attention to her before. We’ve gone to the same school basically our entire lives, but fuck me if I even know her name.

 


“Oh shit!” Joe exclaims. “It’s the star!” He runs up to her flashing his phone in her face. “You’re famous!”

 


I watch as she doesn’t even bother to look up from the ground. Keeping her head and eyes low and trained away from his. She doesn’t even say a word as she silently opens her locker.

 


I take in her clothes. She looks like the poster child for the 90’s. All of her clothes are so outdated and old, I can only guess she shops at Goodwill or wears hand-me-downs. Not to mention, her clothes don’t even seem to fit her right. Loose in all the wrong places and tight in others. I can’t help but chuckle at her overall appearance.

 


“Topher, did you hear what I said?” Sophia’s obnoxious voice breaks into my thoughts.

 


“What?” I ask, switching my glance to meet hers.

 


“I said, when are you going to ask me to the Winter Formal? It better be something beautiful. I heard Jackson asked Olivia last year by…”

 


I can’t listen anymore. I tune her out and simply focus on the parting of her lips.
She would be a hell of a lot prettier if she came with a mute button.

 


I turn my head back to the exchange happening between Joe and the star of his video. Her straight blond hair covers her face as she continues to stay mute.

 


“What? Cat got your tongue?” Joe continues to press.

 


“Joe,” I call out, glancing at the clock on the wall. “Let’s go.”

 


He shoots a quick smile toward her. “Until next time, Cinderella.”

 


As we all make our way toward our first period class, I shoot a quick glance at Joe. “Why do you even bother with her, man?”

 


“Who? Ciera Nelson? Have you not looked at her? She is screaming for attention. I bet our exchanges are the best thing to ever happen in her mundane life. I bet she dreams of it. I’m just giving her what she secretly wants…”

 


I roll my eyes as we enter our advanced English class. I don’t even know how we made it in this class. I’m still convinced it’s some kind of fluke. Joe can barely speak English let alone write it and Sophia is dumb as a doornail. Me on the other hand? If I actually put in the effort, I’m sure I could scrape by…but I don’t see the point. We are all averaging D’s right now and sufficiently happy with it. As long as we don’t flunk out we can continue with our after school activities such as football and cheerleading. I’ve been on the football team since freshman year. It is honestly the one thing I love wholeheartedly in my life. There is nothing like being able to tackle people especially when I have frustrations I need to work out.

 


We take our seats and moments before the bell rings I notice Ciera, the homely looking girl Joe loves to mess with, slip in virtually unnoticed. Everyone in the class is preoccupied in side conversations as I see her take her seat right in the front. I had no clue I even had any classes with her. Shows how much I actually pay attention. Another nerdy looking male with brown hair and glasses takes a seat right beside her. I recognize him. Mack Turner. We used to be neighbors growing up…I remember spending quite a lot of time with him in elementary school playing video games. As time went on, we grew apart…naturally. We didn’t hang out with the same crowd, we didn’t live next door anymore, and eventually, we stopped acknowledging one another at all.

 


I watch as the two engage in a conversation and she actually lifts her head and looks him in the eyes. This intrigues me. I find myself wondering what in the world could they be discussing. What do people like them even strive for in life?

 


“Good morning class!” Mrs. Joyner walks in, setting her belongings on her desk. “How was your weekend?”

 


She gives everyone a chance to continue conversing loudly before she eventually quiets us and jumps into our lesson plan for the day. “Did you guys finish your essays?”

 


We had homework?
I didn’t even open my backpack over the weekend. Guess my mind was just too preoccupied with everything going on at home. I hope she doesn’t call on me.

 


I look over at Joe. “Did you do the homework?”

 


He shakes his head. “No way, man. I was hanging with you all weekend.”

 


I chuckle and switch my eyes to Sophia’s. “How about you?”

 


She smiles, slipping a freshly typed paper onto my desk. “I had some extra time this weekend.”

 


Hmm…I wonder why.

 


For the first time in my life I’m not dreading my long day ahead. I’m actually welcoming it if it means a distraction. I know I can’t avoid my father forever and that I will eventually have to talk to him about everything…but I am going to milk this time as best as possible until then.
  



Chapter Four

 


 


Ciera

Apart from the morning and a bathroom mishap I found myself in, it’s actually been surprisingly an easy day. Not something I am very accustomed to. I can hear the loud banter from inside our apartment before I even get too close. It sounds like Rose and Wesley are arguing excitedly over something.

 


I enter the apartment and my eyes lock onto the living room. Sure enough, my sister and brother are wrestling over our small handheld radio. “It’s my turn!” Wesley yelps. “You’ve already had your turn!”

 


Rose snatches the radio out of his hands and goes running over the back of our aging couch and into the small kitchen.

 


“Ciera! Make her give it back!” Wesley shouts at me.

 


I sigh as I drop my backpack loudly on the ground.

 


“Rose,” I call out as I walk slowly into the kitchen. “Wes said you already had your turn. You want to give it back to him?”

 


She grips the radio like her life depends on it. “No! I hate his music.”

 


I can’t help the smile that plays upon my lips. I hear shuffling in the bedroom and then remember that I need to be regulating. “Guys,” I say softly, yet sternly. “You know Mom is sleeping. She has to work tonight. You guys need to keep it down. If you can’t agree on a station to listen to, then I’d be more than happy to take it away from both of you.”

 


“No!” They both cry out in unison.

 


I look between the two. “Alright, then you guys need to compromise and decide on something you both like, and remember, keep it down.”

 


I walk by the bedroom and notice my mother tucked into bed. Her eyes are closed, but I can tell she isn’t asleep. Quietly, I slip inside and lay down beside her on top of the covers.

 


“Ciera,” she says softly.

 


“Hey Mom,” I reply, turning so I am facing her.

 


“Did you have a good day?” she asks, not bothering to open her eyes.

 


“Yep,” I respond. I don’t tell her about my troubles with school. We already have so much to deal with as it is, I don’t want to stress her out even more.

 


It’s been difficult being around her the past couple of months; her eyes always filled with sorrow and heartache. I hate the fact that I am the one making her sad and I can’t do anything about it. I worry about how she will handle it, how she will be able to overcome the obstacle that is approaching in our lives. I know she is strong, but she is one person. I wish she had more of a support system.

 


I forgot how nice it feels to sleep on an actual bed. I shift my body, making myself more comfortable. I’ve been sleeping on a couch for the past six years. My mother is all we have and she works her ass off to make ends meet. I’m thankful we even have a roof over our heads.

 


When we found out, she tried to baby me, basically forcing me to sleep in the bed. But, I don’t want to draw more attention to myself than necessary. We haven’t told Rose and Wesley anything yet. They’re too young to have to deal with something of such a high caliber. I worry about the time we can’t avoid it anymore. I love seeing them blissfully happy.

 


I’m sure it’s not exactly ideal to share the bed with two kids, but it’s better than nothing. And I never hear her complain. I swear she’s like Wonder Woman.

 


She works graveyard shift at a bank call center. Every day she has to listen to people complain, bitch, yell, and moan, and then she comes home and has a handful to deal with because of my siblings. I try to help out where I can and not be a burden for her. Because we don’t have enough money for a sitter, I help out when I can. But I also have a job that I’ve been working at for the past few years. I work five hours a couple of times a week and then sixteen hours during the weekend. It’s minimum wage and really not a lot, but every penny goes toward our bills. Sometimes we find ourselves with a little extra money…but that is always spent on Rose and Wesley. Although we don’t have a television or internet or even cell phones…I’ve been thankful that over time we have been able to get them a radio and even a small handheld Gameboy. They fight more than they use either device, but I’m happy they even have the option.

 


I know my mother will have to start getting ready to leave within the next few hours, so I decide to take advantage of the small amount of time I have and close my eyes for a few moments.

 


* * *

 


It’s halfway through my school week and I’m looking forward to work today. Not that I don’t look forward to it every time. Most people dread the thought of going into work. I actually enjoy the work and my co-workers. They don’t treat me like everyone at school does…instead they treat me like a real human being.

 


It’s lunchtime and I make a quick pit stop to the restroom before I head to meet Mack. I can hear loud chatter as I enter. My stomach ties up in knots as I realize Sophia Thompson and Alyssa Justice are standing inside, applying lip-gloss.

 


Both cheerleaders, they are in the hierarchy of the A-Team. They’ve had it easy their entire lives. Popularity, friends, money. I don’t think they’ve had to work for anything they have. They are both dressed in their skimpy cheerleading outfits as today is game day.

 


They stop talking abruptly as I enter and simply glare at me. I keep my eyes adverted as I quietly slip into a stall. As I close the door behind me, they resume talking.

 


“Did you hear about that YouTube video?” Sophia asks. I can see them through the slits in the stall doors.

 


Alyssa shakes her head no.

 


“It’s up to 50,000 views. They are calling
her
a train wreck.”

 


My stomach dips even lower as I realize they are speaking about me. Sophia is doing it simply because I’m in their presence, I can tell...

 


I finish doing my business and flush the toilet, wincing at how loud it is.

 


“She is
so
disgusting…” Alyssa trails off, pulling her blond hair into a high ponytail. “I mean, have you seen her clothes?”

 


I look down at what I am currently wearing. I know it is nothing near what is in style nowadays, but it’s never bothered me that much until this very moment. I pull down on my mother’s oversized sweater uncomfortably, and slip my backpack over my arm.

 


When I exit the stall, the two cheerleaders swivel their heads in my direction, and I can feel their eyes burning into me.

 


“I think there’s something wrong with her…like I think she’s slow. Have you noticed how she never looks anyone in the eyes?” I can feel tears burning at the edges of my eyes as they continue to talk about me like I can’t hear them.

 


I quickly make my way to the sink to wash my hands. I just want to get out of here.

 


“Hey! You in there?” Sophia shouts condescendingly. Knocking with her fist on the side of my head. I pull away from her touch, ripping paper towel off and drying my hands at a rapid pace.

 


“See? What did I say? Retarded,” Alyssa whispers loudly.

 


Just when I think I am seconds away from freedom, I hear a spitting sound and then feel something hit my hair. I reach up and touch the spot and feel something sticky.

 


The girls begin to laugh hysterically. “Oh my God! You did not!” Sophia cries out, still laughing.

 


“What? Not like she will even know what the hell happened…” Alyssa replies, grabbing her purse and pushing away from the mirror. “Come on, let’s go.”

 


I don’t move an inch as the girls push their way past me, laughing the entire way out. As soon as I know I am safely alone, I run to the mirror and look up. Sure enough, blue gum is sticking to my blond hair and it looks like it’s really embedded.

 


The tears begin to spill down my cheeks unforgivingly. I can’t hold it in any longer. I mind my own business. I don’t talk to anyone. I
know
I don’t deserve this. Soon, I am crying so hard, I can barely see out of my watered down eyes. My sides hurt from how twisted up my stomach feels.

 


I hear the bathroom door open and I panic. I don’t want anyone to see me this way. I think about racing into a stall, but I’m not fast enough and I notice one of the girls from the A-Team standing there, staring at me. What happens next is something I am not expecting in the least.

 


“Are you okay?” she asks, genuine concern spilling off her voice.

 


Although I never look people in the eyes, I can’t help but wonder if she is being sincere or playing a trick on me…so curiosity gets the better of me. I shoot a quick glance at her face before letting my eyes fall back to the floor. It’s Madalynne Johnson. She’s been a part of the A-Team her entire life, but I’ve never had any classes with her or even any encounters. She’s a year younger than me, a junior. The most I really know about her is she is dating Parker Grant and has been for years. They make a ridiculously cute couple and are always making people jealous wherever they go.

 


I shrug not knowing how else to respond. It’s already obvious enough that I am not doing well.

 


She takes a few hesitant steps toward me. I can see her hands reach up to my hair and I flinch out of habit.

 


She pulls her hands back quickly. “Did someone do this to you?”

 


I nod without bothering to say a word. Apparently they already think I’m slow. Best if I live up to their expectations.

 


“Those asshats,” she remarks.

 


I’ve never spoken a single word to her in my life and I’m beginning to realize maybe I was wrong to classify her in the same group as the other jocks who torment me.

 


“Come here,” her voice is quiet and gentle. “Let me help.”

 


My foot moves instinctively and before I can stop myself, I’ve closed the distance between us.

 


I can feel her hands in my hair and then pulling. I wonder how much hair I am bound to lose from Alyssa’s ridiculous stunt.

 


“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Madalynne whispers as she notices me wince every few moments from the pain. “Can I ask you something?”

 


I shrug.

 


“Who did this to you?”

 


Your friends?
“It doesn’t matter.”

 


I watch as her body tenses up and then she lifts my chin with her fingers so that I am looking her in the eyes. I haven’t looked an A-Team member in the eye in years. The feeling is foreign and uncomfortable for me. Her brown eyes are kind and genuine and it makes me wonder why I’ve been so scared to do so in the first place.

 


“What’s your name?” she asks.

 


“Ciera,” I answer in a small voice.

 


“Madalynne.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake.

 


“I know,” I reply, instinctively.

 


This seems to surprise her. “Oh,” she says, almost embarrassed. “Well Ciera, whoever did this to you are cowards. They pick on you because they are unhappy in their own life.”

 


I take a deep breath, nodding slightly.

 


She returns to her attempt at freeing my hair from Alyssa’s gum.

 


I take a moment to look her over, without feeling threatened or guilty. She has long brown hair and a gentle demeanor. She is definitely naturally pretty and I can see why Parker likes her.

 


“So I have good news and bad news…what do you want to hear first?”

 


I look into her chestnut eyes and she looks conflicted. “I don’t know…you choose.”

 


Her lips pull into a small smile. “The good news is I was able to get most of it out…”

 


“And the bad news?” I choke out.

 


“You’re going to need a haircut…with lots of layers.”

 


I switch my eyes to the mirror and look at my reflection. The aim of Alyssa’s gum was pretty high, unfortunately for me…Madalynne is right.

 


She continues to smile timidly at me. “Look, my boyfriend’s cousin is a hairstylist. She normally cuts us a deal because she’s family. Want me to talk to her for you?”

 


I don’t know why she is being so nice to me, but although foreign, it feels nice. “Thanks…I don’t really have any extra money at the moment…but I appreciate it.”

 


Her eyes lower as she appears to be deep in thought. “Here.” She pulls out a pen and paper. “Carly owes me a favor. Tell her I sent you.” She writes down a number on a piece of notebook paper and then hands it to me.

 


“Why are you being so nice to me?” I ask. I can’t help it. I need to know.

 


Her smile vanishes from her lips. “People are jerks. Don’t ever let anyone treat you with any less respect than you deserve.”

 


She ruffles through her purse and pulls out a grey beanie. “Here, it’s Parker’s…I’ll just tell him I lost it…but maybe it will help hide it.”

 


I take the beanie from her, shooting her a simple smile. “Thank you.”

 


She returns my smile. “Anytime, Ciera. Don’t be a stranger.” And then she turns on her heel and exits the bathroom. It seems as though she completely forgot why she came in the first place.

 


I look back at my reflection in the mirror. My tears have dried, but my cheeks are still a dark pink along with my nose. It’s obvious I’ve been crying. I slip the beanie over my hair and look back at the girl staring back.

 


Don’t ever let anyone treat you with any less respect than you deserve.
Her words echo through my head on repeat. For the first time in a long time I feel like there may be hope for me yet.
  



Chapter Five

 


 


Topher

I returned home after a few days at Joe’s and surprisingly my father was nowhere in sight. The house was empty and quiet and I wasn’t sure where he had disappeared to. I didn’t want to call him, seeing as I had been avoiding him and I wasn’t sure I was ready for the conversation that would inevitably follow. He didn’t return home at all that night. When I left for school this morning, the house was yet again eerily quiet.

 


Guilt is beginning to eat away at me every second I go without speaking with him. This is the longest we have ever gone without speaking. After my mother died, we were all each other had. And although he’s been busy over the years and we haven’t spent as much time together as I would have liked, he’s still been the best father he could be for me.

 


It’s game day today, so I figure I may or may not see him when I make it home from the game. But knowing my friends, there will more than likely be a party afterwards in celebration of our win. I’m cocky, but our team is good. We’ve been undefeated all season and today we play against Central High who is known for their losing streak.

 


I make it to the locker room a half an hour early and immediately begin changing into my gear. There are a couple of guys from my team already there, and more continue to spill in as the clock ticks by.

 


“So,” Joe says as he opens his gym locker next to mine and stuffs his bag in. “There is a party tonight at my place—the parental units are out of town. Everyone is invited…you down?”

 


I look over at him from my seated position on the bench, shrugging. “Yeah, why not.”

 


He shoots me a quick smile. “Good. Let’s kill it out there and then let’s get wasted!”

 


I chuckle. “Okay.”

 


Joe is the quarterback on the team and just as cocky as I am.

 


“By the way, I saw Sophia out there and she said she was looking for you.” He motions with his head toward the locker room doors which lead out to the field.

 


I nod. It’s been our routine since we joined our teams. She joined the cheerleading team and I joined the football team and before every home game we meet for a few moments to rub good luck off on one another. More like, we meet for a few moments to get it on so that I can be amped up for the game. It turns out we’re both nicer people once we get off.

 


Lately though, it’s been difficult to keep it up when we go at it. The excitement I used to feel when we hook up has fizzled out, and sneaking around doesn’t even cut it anymore. Frankly, I’m bored. I need something to shake up the dull routine. I wish I could tell Joe and Sophia I know about their secret, and have him do my dirty work. But, I’m too content with the way things are.

 


I sigh as I stand up.

 


“Don’t act so excited or anything,” Joe jokes. “Is everything okay with you and Sophia?” There is a mixture of feelings emanating off his voice. Concern, worry, hope; I hear them all.

 


Because he is still my best friend, part of me wants to tell him the truth. But the knife he put in my back stops me from doing so. I nod without saying anything else, and make my way outside. There is about fifteen minutes before we will need to be in place for the game.

 


She is standing against the outside of the building smoking a cigarette. It’s a terrible habit she picked up sometime last year at a party. I’ve been trying to get her to quit for so long, I eventually just stopped trying. I even tried to tell her it’s like kissing an ashtray…but Sophia does what she wants. I grimace as I walk out and right into her puff of smoke. “Hey babe,” she coos as she puts out the cigarette.

 


“Hey,” I reply bored.

 


“We don’t have much time.” She grabs my hand and pulls me to our usual spot hidden underneath the bleachers.

 


I have trouble getting hard at all. Between the disgusting smell that emanates off her clothes, hair, and breath, and the disgusting taste in her mouth, she is the least desirable person in the world to me. Not to mention everything else I dislike about her.

 


Even with my dick in her mouth…nothing seems to be working. As she continues to attempt to arouse me, I flick my eyes through the bleachers and notice Madalynne Johnson walking through the back gates with a girl I don’t recognize. Madalynne has been a part of our group for years. Absolutely stunning and genuine, but Parker Grant claimed her years ago. And fortunately for Parker, he’s one hell of a guy.

 


I squint my eyes to get a better look at her unfamiliar friend. She has short blond hair and is wearing a yellow sundress. She is not skinny by any means, but I’m rather enjoying her curves. Sophia barely has a-cups, whereas this stranger seems to be rocking c-cups. My mouth salivates just thinking about it. I can feel the blood rushing to my dick which excites Sophia who speeds up her pace. I’m nearing the edge when the blonds eyes look up, and I swear to God she sees me.

 


Holy fucking shit.

 


No fucking way.

 


It’s Ciera Nelson. The same girl Joe’s been pushing around for years. My dick instantly goes limp.

 


What in the hell? What is Madalynne doing with her?

 


I rush to pull my pants up and push Sophia roughly away.

 


“What the hell?” she cries, rubbing her mouth with the back of her hand.

 


“I think someone saw us…” My cheeks are heating up at the thought. Poor girl may be traumatized for life…but not as traumatized as I am just knowing I got turned on for the first time in weeks just by her body.

 


She’s frumpy and definitely not desirable. I don’t even know what to think.

 


“What!” Sophia shrieks standing up, her eyes darting around wildly. “I don’t see anyone.”

 


I flick my eyes back to where I had previously seen Madalynne with Ciera and they are not there anymore. “Huh,” I mumble. “I have to get ready for the game.” I begin walking away from Sophia when I feel her grab my arm.

 


“You’re coming to the party tonight, right?” Her eyes are pleading with mine.

 


“Yeah.” I nod. “I’ll be there.”

 


“Good.” She smiles brightly. “Then we can pick this up where we left off.”

 


Oh joy.
I nod without another word. Hopefully I’m plastered by then…

 


* * *

 


It’s the end of the second quarter when I peek up into the stands, attempting to catch a glance of Madalynne with Ciera. I have to know if she saw us. I’m still curious as to what the two are even doing together. My eyes are still raking the stands when they stop abruptly.

 


What the…

 


I notice my father in the stands, something I haven’t seen since I started playing. Work has always taken the majority of his time, but then I notice another familiar face to the right of him. Clarke. The same guy he introduced me to the other night. My stomach drops. I can’t believe he brought him here…in front of everyone. Now they are all going to know I have a fag for a father.

 


I’m still fuming when the football hits me directly in the skull, knocking me down. I’m still conscious, but my head is pounding like hell from the impact. I hear the sound of a whistle and shouting about a time-out, and then notice all my teammate’s cleats surrounding me.

 


“What the hell, man?” Joe exclaims. “Are you alright?”

 


I grab his hand and allow him to help me up, but I am still shaky on my feet.

 


Coach Robertson comes running up. “That looked bad, Carlson, I think you should sit out the rest of the quarter.”

 


I try to object, but before I know it, I am being carried off the field.

 


I sneak one more glance up into the bleachers, and notice my father sharing a pained expression with Clarke.

 


I break my eyes away from them, feeling the heat rush to my cheeks again.

 


Today just keeps getting fucker better and better.
  



Chapter Six

 


 


Ciera

I got off work early tonight, a rare occurrence for me. Turns out we were deader than they had expected they would be, so I took advantage of my free time to call up the number for the hair stylist Madalynne suggested. I don’t have a cellphone. We’ve never been able to afford one, so I’ve always been thankful my job allows me to use the phone whenever I need.

 


Carly was at work and apparently free and suggested I drop by, so I walked there, happy her salon was coincidentally on the same side of town as my job. I’m out of breath when I walk in. There isn’t anyone in the salon, except for a couple of hairdressers, none of whom I know to be Carly, and then I notice Madalynne is also there.

 


“Hey,” I greet her timidly as I enter the salon.

 


“Hey,” she replies warmly. “Carly let me know you took her up on that favor, so I figured I’d drop by to make sure she doesn’t mess up your hair or anything.”

 


My eyes grow wide and Madalynne starts giggling.

 


“I’m only joking. Carly is fabulous. One of the best, for sure. I just figured you might like some moral support.”

 


I smile back at her. I still have no idea why she is being so nice to me.

 


A fire-engine redhead with tattoos and piercings walks up to us. “You must be Ciera.” She sticks out her hand for me to shake. Her green eyes are sparkling and she has a captivating smile. She has cheek piercings which create dimples and I rather like it on her.

 


I take her hand and shake it.

 


“So, Madalynne told me what those bitches did to you at school today.” Her face crinkles up with concern.

 


“Yeah,” I respond, looking down at my shoes.

 


“Well, don’t worry, you’re in luck. We’re going to have you looking fabulous in no time!”

 


I can’t help but smile. Between Carly and Madalynne, I’ve never been treated so well in my life.

 


“Come on.” Carly motions for me to follow her. Madalynne and I walk behind her to her station. Once I’m seated and she has draped a cover over my body she twirls my chair so I am facing the mirror.

 


I hate looking in the mirror. Besides the whirlpool of blue in my eyes, I don’t really have much going for me. I’m rather a plain Jane. I don’t even wear makeup. One, I don’t know how to apply the stuff and two, I can’t afford it. I’ve always wondered what I would look like with a little mascara or lipstick.

 


Carly grabs my hair and pulls it past my chin. “So, unfortunately, we are going to have to go short. But, I can do lots of layers and maybe we can even throw in some darker shades of blond. What do you think?”

 


I’ve never dyed my hair in my life. I can’t even imagine what it would look like. “I appreciate the offer, but as I already told Madalynne…I don’t have any money to spare right now.”

 


Carly giggles as she begins to grab her utensils out of a drawer. “Oh, don’t you worry. Just leave everything up to me!”

 


An hour and a half later and I feel like a new person altogether. Between the haircut, style, and color, it really brings attention to my eyes. I’ve never felt beautiful before, but for the first time ever, I feel worthy of someone’s attention.

 


“Oh my God!” Madalynne squeals, throwing her hands over her mouth. “Ciera, you look so good!”

 


I break out into a small smile, touching my hair. I love it.

 


“You are going to be breaking some hearts, that’s for sure,” Carly says softly.

 


I grab my glasses from the countertop and begin to slip them back on.

 


“Have you ever tried contacts before?” Madalynne asks.

 


I shake my head. “No. I have some, I just…the idea of sticking my finger in my eye sort of freaks me out.”

 


Carly chuckles. “I totally get it. But look at these.” She points at her vivid emerald green eyes. “Did you really think these were real?”

 


“I…um…well…”

 


She giggles as Madalynne joins in.

 


“Naturally, I have brown eyes. But so boring, right? I love these!”

 


I nod smiling.

 


“Thank you so much Carly, I really mean it. I don’t know how I will be able to pay you back…or Madalynne for that matter.” She removes the cover with all my hair clippings and drops them to the floor.

 


“It’s no biggie. Plus, you’ll come back and see me, right?” She winks.

 


I nod. “I don’t even know if I can afford you though.”

 


She smiles, her green eyes sparkling. “Oh Ciera, don’t be silly, you get the friends and family discount.”

 


I blush. I’ve never had any friends other than Mack, and in one full day I’ve gained two. A day that started shitty ends up being one of the best days of my life.

 


“What do you have planned the rest of the night?” Madalynne asks, her brown eyes boring into mine.

 


I shrug. “Nothing really…why?”

 


“Well, if you’re cool with it, I was thinking maybe we could hang out a bit more. I know there is a football game tonight, if you’d like to go.”

 


Madalynne wants to hang out with me?
Like…voluntarily? I swear I’m hallucinating.

 


I haven’t been to any of the football games. Mack and I don’t really care for the sport all that much and there has never been anyone I’ve wanted to hang out with there before. But, when a member of the A-Team is actually being nice to you, you can’t pass it up.

 


“That would be nice,” I reply.

 


“Cool.”

 


We say goodbye to Carly and begin walking out to Madalynne’s car.

 


“Hey, there’s a few pit stops we need to make before the game.” She looks at her watch. “I think we can make it.”

 


The pit stops she is referring to turn out to be my house and the mall. First she urges me to run inside and grab my contacts and solution, which have all never been used before. I do as she asks, but barely make it back outside again, as my mom and siblings hold me up, ogling over my appearance.

 


By the time we head to the mall, we have less than forty five minutes until the game. We head into a boutique-looking store called Maurice’s, and Madalynne eyes me up and down. “What size are you?”

 


I want to bury myself under a rock.
Well, I’m definitely not a size four like you!
My cheeks begin burning up.

 


She senses the uncomfortable tension in the air. “Look, we’re friends…right? I’m not going to judge you.”

 


She’s acknowledging the fact that we are friends. This morning I started the day out with one friend, and I’m going to be ending the night with three. It still feels surreal. I nod, swallowing my fear down. “I’m not really sure. I wear my mother’s clothes, and I’m pretty sure we are not the same size.”

 


Madalynne shrugs. “No big deal. Let me grab someone to help us.”

 


As it turns out, I am a size eleven. Double digits. But, Madalynne must have known something prior to bringing me in this store, because they have clothes ranging all the way up to a size twenty four. Madalynne rushes around the store grabbing a handful of clothes, and pushes me into a dressing room. She urges me to make it quick, and I do my best. Although she knows I have no money to pay for any of it, she continues to urge me to try on everything she finds.

 


When I get to a flowery, yellow sundress, Madalynne’s eyes brighten. “That’s the one.”

 


I look down at the dress, and then back up to her. I love it. I loved it the minute I had it on. But she can’t be serious.

 


She asks the sales lady to grab some brown cowgirl boots, and has me try them on with the dress. Then she walks me to the full-length mirror.

 


“Look.” She motions toward the mirror.

 


I do, and I swear a complete stranger is looking back at me. If it weren’t for the glasses, I wouldn’t even recognize myself. She’s good.

 


She turns to the sales lady. “We’ll take it.”

 


A worried expression spills across my face.
I already owe you for the haircut and now clothes too?

 


She shakes her head dismissively. “Stop worrying. You don’t have to pay me back.”

 


“Why are you being so nice to me?” I know it’s a repetitive question, but it’s been gnawing at me all day.

 


Her face falls. “One day you are going to realize that there are good people out there in the world. I just so happen to be one of them.”

 


I take her word for it, and we make one more pit stop to her house before the game. She helps me figure out how to put my contacts in, which is just as difficult as it seems, and then she insists on applying some eyeliner, blush, mascara, and a touch of lipstick to me. When I look at myself in the mirror afterward, the girl staring back at me is not someone I dreamed I’d ever get the chance to know. I look like a completely new person. The make-up and dress enhance my eye color, and I look happy.

 


I don’t know how I am ever going to be able to reciprocate. What Madalynne did for me…speaks volumes about her character. I’m more excited about my new friend than I am about my transformation. My stomach fills with butterflies as we head to the game. I want to call Mack so badly and invite him, but I don’t have a cell phone and frankly, I don’t have his number on me.

 


I’m nervous what people are going to say or think about us showing up to the game together. I’m nervous I am going to regret it. But I finally feel ready to hold my head up high. I’m not the same girl who’s been bullied for the past six years. I’m not the same girl who let the A-Team treat her like complete and utter shit this morning. I feel rejuvenated. I feel alive.
  



Chapter Seven

 


 


Topher

We lost the game. The first game of the season we’ve lost and it’s all my fault. If I wasn’t so preoccupied being worried about my father, and his special friend in the stands, I may have not fumbled the passes. One of my teammates mentions that my father is waiting outside the locker room for me, but I can’t even bare to look at him, so I slip out the opposite entrance and out the front of the school. The party is still on, we all need to lick our wounds, and alcohol will be a great distraction.

 


When I make it to my car, I notice Sophia leaning against it. “Hey, your dad was looking for you…did he find you?”

 


I nod quickly. “Yeah, I already talked to him.” I have no energy to tell her the truth, nor want to.

 


“Who was that guy with him?” she asks curiously as I unlock the doors of the Porsche.

 


I shrug. “I’ve never met him before.”

 


We climb into the car, and I speed all the way to Joe’s.

 


I can feel my phone vibrating in my pocket, but I ignore it. I know exactly who is on the other end. The reason I lost the game for our team tonight. No one else knows what really happened, and they have been supportive even though I could see the frustration on their faces. The win should have been in the bag. Especially against a team like Central…but I’m the fuck-up who ruined our undefeated title; our winning streak.

 


“Are you okay?” Sophia asks from beside me. I can feel her green eyes boring into the side of my face.

 


I turn my head to meet her gaze and then switch it back to the road. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

 


“You’ve just been really quiet, and you’re driving like a lunatic!” I steal another glance her way, noticing just how terrified she looks.

 


I flick my eyes to the speedometer.
Crap.
I’m going seventy in a thirty. Maybe I should slow down just a bit. I ease my foot down on the brake, noticing some of the tension leave her body as she exhales deeply…almost like she’s been holding her breath.

 


When we walk into Joe’s house, half the team is there along with a handful of the cheerleading team and other jocks. I head straight to the kitchen where there is an assortment of hard liquor and beer sitting on the countertop.

 


I notice some of my peers already taking shots, and I grab one of the small glasses myself, filling it to the brim with tequila. I’m three shots deep by the time Sophia emerges beside me.

 


“Shots?” she asks surprisingly, knowing I prefer beer.

 


I nod. “You want one?’

 


She grabs a clean shot glass off the counter, and hands it to me.

 


I fill it halfway knowing she can’t handle as much alcohol as me. I clink my shot glass with hers, and down my fourth one in less than ten minutes. She grimaces, quickly grabbing for a lime slice off the counter, and sinking her teeth into it.

 


“So, I’m afraid to ask what happened, man.” Joe slaps me on the back, opening up a Bud Light and taking a swig off of it.

 


I shake my head back and forth. “Can we talk about this another day? Like…any day but today? I just want to enjoy myself after that shit storm.”

 


His eyebrow raises slightly, and then he nods, a tight smile forming at his lips. More commotion comes from the front of the house as people continue to arrive. I notice Parker making his way toward us.

 


“Hey,” he greets us as he walks around the island in the middle of the kitchen, helping himself to a beer. “So…that was some game…” he treads lightly, his eyes darting between Joe and me.

 


“Oh, hell!” I throw my hands in the air in surrender, and then march away from the scene. I push my way past the slew of our peers lining the hall, and into the living room. Just as I enter, I notice the front door open and Madalynne, Parker’s girlfriend enters. But that isn’t what stops me dead in my tracks. It’s who is with her.
Ciera.

 


This day just keeps getting weirder.

 


What the hell is Madalynne doing with Ciera and why the hell would she bring her to one of our parties?
Ciera would never be invited, much less step foot in any of these things voluntarily. My eyes are fixated on the pair as they make their way inside. I feel frozen in place.

 


I’m still not sure if she saw Sophia and me earlier behind the bleaches or if my eyes deceived me, but when her eyes meet mine, I know something has changed. I’ve never seen her look anyone in the eyes.

 


She holds my gaze for what feels like an eternity, and then breaks the stare on her own accord when Madalynne begins to pull her toward the kitchen. Unable to stop my curiosity, I follow the pair. I watch from a distance as Madalynne embraces her boyfriend, and then introduces Ciera and Parker. He warmly shakes her hand, and then offers them both a drink.

 


Joe is eyeing Ciera from head to toe. I can tell he is trying to remember where he knows her from. Funny that someone who has made it their life mission to embarrass the girl, can’t even recognize her, even with her make-over.

 


Sophia is glaring at Ciera, and I know she doesn’t need a refresher course. “What the hell are you doing here?” She exclaims, venom dripping off of her voice.

 


I inch closer, wanting to see how it all will play out.

 


“I invited her,” Madalynne says sharply, handing Ciera a mixed drink.

 


Sophia’s death glare turns to Madalynne. “What in the hell gives you the right to invite that trash to our party?”

 


Joe is chuckling from behind his beer, enjoying the drama playing out right in front of him.

 


“Chill out, Sophia,” Parker warns her. “You wouldn’t want anyone to think you’re jealous now, would you?”

 


I can’t help stifling a laugh. I love that he has no problem putting her in her place.

 


Ciera has gone back to staring at the ground, and I almost feel sorry for her.

 


Sophia’s mouth drops open in disgust. “Jealous of that…thing? You’re delusional.”

 


“And you’re a bitch,” Madalynne says, sipping her drink.

 


Sophia glances at Joe, her eyes pleading with him to do something. “Are you really going to let this happen? It’s your party for God’s sake!”

 


“Well…I have to admit, she does have balls walking in here.” Joe rakes his eyes over Ciera once more. “Ciera Nelson…I didn’t even recognize you at first.”

 


I don’t know what has gotten into me. It could be the buzz that I am feeling, or it could be because I’m bored, but I join the group in the kitchen.

 


Sophia watches me closely. “Topher! Do something.”

 


“What’s going on?” I ask in a clueless voice as I help myself to yet another shot of Tequila.

 


“Are you blind?” she shrieks. “Someone let a rat inside!” She is pointing at Ciera.

 


Ciera begins to make a few quick strides toward the living room, when I notice Madalynne grab her arm. “Remember what I said earlier?”

 


Ciera tips her head up, and her eyes meet Madalynne’s as she nods. Her cheeks are red, and she appears to be on the verge of tears.

 


“Don’t let them win,” Madalynne whispers so quietly, I have to strain to hear it.

 


I have no idea when this friendship started or how it even evolved, but it’s intriguing nonetheless.

Ciera suddenly holds her head up high and stares directly into each one of our eyes, before stopping on Sophia. “I guess I have you and your minion to thank for my awesome new haircut. Cheers.” She raises her glass, and takes a long drink.

 


Sophia looks like she’s just been punched in the gut, and I wonder what Ciera is talking about.

 


Madalynne’s eyes sparkle, and she breaks out into a wide grin. She throws her arm around Ciera’s shoulder. “See? There’s hope for you yet.”

 


And then Madalynne and Ciera make their way out to the back porch, Parker in tow.

 


Sophia and Joe watch with open mouths, flabbergasted.

 


A smile plays upon my lips, but I shake it off before either of them see it.

 


“Can you believe that?” Sophia asks Joe, and then stares at me.

 


“What was she talking about?” I question my girlfriend.

 


Sophia’s gaze lowers. “Alyssa spit gum in her hair earlier at school.”

 


I’ve never had a problem with what Joe or anyone else for that matter have done to the girl—but that just seems low. “Seriously?”

 


She nods amidst Joe’s hearty laugh. “What? She deserves it. She’s disgusting.”

 


I pour myself another shot, although I know I’m playing with fire. “And how do you figure that?”

 


Sophia glares at me, her green eyes turning black.

 


The alcohol is beginning to affect my actions and decisions now. I am starting to lose my inhibitions.

 


“You’re a bitch, Sophia. Madalynne is right.”

 


Her mouth drops open in surprise. “What?”

 


I take my shot and slam the glass on the countertop. “You heard me. By the way, I know you two are fucking. I’ve known for quite some time now.”

 


Both of their eyes widen and they stare at one another with a deer-in-the-headlights look.

 


“I don’t know what you’re talking about, man,” Joe says defensively, taking a step toward me.

 


“Yeah…you’re drunk,” Sophia chimes in, but her voice is shaky.

 


“Look, I don’t blame you,” I address Joe. “She’s hot. I get it. Plus, thanks to you, I haven’t had to work so hard to pretend to care anymore.”

 


Sophia gasps and Joe clenches his jaw.

 


“Honestly, I’ve been over her for a while now. Just didn’t see the right opportunity present itself…until right now. So, enjoy fucking her man, and thanks for taking her off my hands.” I know I’ve overstepped, but I couldn’t care less.

 


“You son of a bitch!” Joe growls, pulling back his arm and hitting me square in the face. I fall to the ground from the impact. It hurts like a bitch, but ironically, it makes me feel alive.

 


I stumble back up to my feet and notice a hysterical Sophia crying. She is attempting to pull Joe away from me, but he wrestles her off and I feel yet another blow to my face. I’m laughing like a crazy person, but I can’t help it.

 


“Help! Help!” I hear Sophia shriek as she runs out to the back porch.

 


A few more punches in and I feel Parker’s best friend Dylan peel Joe off of me.

 


“Chill out!” Dylan is barking.

 


Blood is seeping out my nose, my mouth, and I’m sure I have a nice shiner to go along with it. I spit dark red blood onto the kitchen tile as I feel hands helping me stand. I look and realize it is Madalynne and Ciera.

 


“Get him out of here!” Dylan shouts.

 


Pretty soon I am being pulled into the basement bathroom.

 


“Stay here, I’ll be right back,” Madalynne says and then she exits the room, leaving Ciera and me alone.

 


I can sense how uncomfortable Ciera is and how tense her body is. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

 


She looks at my face, a pained expression taking over hers. “I know that.”

 


“How could you possibly know that? You don’t know anything about me,” I bite. I don’t mean it to come off so harsh, but I chuck it up to the alcohol.

 


She winces from my tone and inches away from me. “I know your name is Topher Carlson. We’ve been in the same classes since grade school. You’re on the football team and a jock. You’ve been dating Sophia for quite some time and you’re the power couple of our school. I also know Joe and Sophia have been sneaking around behind your back…”

 


I meet her eyes as mine go cold.
How in the hell does she know so much about me?

 


“Just because I don’t look you in the eyes or talk to you doesn’t mean I can’t observe things. I’m not blind, and I’m definitely not stupid.”

 


I swallow as her words hit me. If Ciera knows about Joe and Sophia, I can only imagine what the rest of the school must think. They must think I’m a wuss. A coward for not leaving her sooner.

 


“Why are you even here?” I ask.

 


Hurt passes across her eyes but only for a moment. And then it’s gone and her look is hard. “Madalynne is my friend and she invited me.”

 


I choke on a laugh. “Madalynne is your friend? Since when? Today? I have a news flash for you, kid, she’s only being nice to you because she feels sorry for you. That’s all there is to it. People like us…don’t mingle with people like you.”

 


She swallows and I notice the sparkle in her blue eyes dim. Something inside of me tells me to apologize…but I can’t.

 


Madalynne returns with a bowl of water, a washrag and a bag of frozen peas. “This is all I could find.”

 


She kneels down next to me, applying the washrag to my wounds.

 


“I think I’m going to go,” Ciera says in a small voice.

 


Madalynne spins around. “What? No. Let me clean him up, and I can take you home.”

 


Ciera shakes her head. “No, it’s okay. I’m just going to call my mom to pick me up.”

 


Madalynne nods slowly. “Okay. I’m really sorry about everything. I honestly didn’t know they were going to react like they did.”

 


Ciera shrugs. “It’s okay. Thank you for everything today.”

 


Madalynne stands up and hugs her. “That’s what friends are for.”

 


Ciera shoots me a quick glance and then nods her head lightly. “Yeah…”

 


I have an urge to say something to her before she leaves, but she is gone before my mind can register a thought.
  



Chapter Eight

 


 


Ciera

I made a haste decision by leaving on foot. I just couldn’t stand to be around those people or continue to have all their eyes on me. Especially
him. When he told me that Madalynne was just being nice to me because she felt sorry for me, I realized he’s probably right. I don’t want to be anyone’s charity case. Today has been the most conflicting day in the history of days…as far as my feelings go.
How can the best day of my life also qualify as one of my worst?

 


I don’t know what I really thought would transpire by me attending one of the A-Team’s parties. I don’t belong there, they made it obviously clear, and I knew it to begin with. I’m embarrassed I let Madalynne talk me into it. I can only imagine everything they are saying behind my back. Soon it won’t matter, but today it hurts.

 


I look around the empty road I am walking on and over the trees. I have miles upon miles to go. With any luck, I will make it home by morning. I’m not exactly in the best shape and already within less than a couple of miles, I can feel blisters beginning to form on the bottom of my feet. This would be one of those times a cell phone would come in handy. Although, I don’t know who I would call if I had the chance.

 


A few silent tears trickle down my face as I continue down the windy road. I hear a loud car coming up from behind me, so I scoot over to the side of the road to be safe. It drives past me, and as it does, I make my way back to the middle of the lane. I notice the car begin to slow down less than ten feet ahead. My heart begins to race as it is well after eleven, and quite dark outside. I stop walking abruptly when I notice the car stop, its red brake lights shining.

 


I glance around at my dark surroundings, looking for anything I can use as a weapon. I see a thick stick lying on the ground, and I swiftly fetch it, holding it in front of me, protectively. I watch as someone exits the driver’s side door, and begins walking toward me.

 


Turn around and walk the opposite way.

 


I know I should be listening to my inner voice, but my feet feel planted and frozen in place. I feel as if I can’t move an inch, which only increases my heartbeat.

 


The dark figure makes their way toward me, and I catch a glimpse of his face under the moonlight.

 


Topher Carlson?

 


“Ciera?” I hear him speak my name. I’m surprised he even knows my name.

 


He takes a few more steps forward, closing the distance between us.

 


“What are you doing out here?” he asks, his eyebrow raising.

 


“Walking home,” I reply, meeting his stare. I will never be able to repay the favor Madalynne did for me when she helped me in the bathroom. It is an empowering feeling to lock eyes with someone.

 


“Joe was right…you have some balls.”

 


I choke on my surprise. “Excuse me?”

 


He motions with his hands toward the dark sky. “It’s not exactly the safest thing to be walking home this late at night.”

 


I stare back at him with a blank expression. Obviously I am aware of this—but he is the exact reason I left the party. Okay, maybe not the only reason, but definitely the deciding factor why.

 


“Come on.” He motions with his hand toward his car. “I’ll give you a ride.”

 


It’s the second time in less than five minutes that I choke on my surprise. He can’t be serious.

 


We’re lucky the street we are on is so high up in the hills, his car was the first one I saw in thirty minutes.

 


“Are you coming or not?” he asks, growing impatient.

 


I look from him to his expensive car, and then back again. “I’m fine.”

 


He looks as if I just told him someone died. Obviously he’s not used to being turned down.



“Don’t be stupid,” he presses. “It’s going to take you hours to make it home.”

 


“How do you know?” I reply sharply. “For all you know, I live a couple of blocks away.”

 


He shakes his head dismissively. “No you don’t. I know basically everyone who lives up in this area. I’m going to guess you live on the north side of town.”

 


His guess is spot on. I swallow, trying to digest the fact that he suddenly seems to know more about me than I’d like him to.

 


“You’re really going to stand here until I hop in, aren’t you?” I ask.

 


He nods slightly. “Yeah, basically.”

 


I sigh loudly, dropping the stick I’ve been clenching onto for dear life. “Fine.” I follow him back to the car and climb in beside him, closing the door.

 


The car is even nicer on the inside than it is on the outside. I’m not great with cars, but I’m pretty sure Porsche means money. I saw the logo on the back before I climbed in.

 


We drive in silence through town until Topher decides to speak. “So, I was wrong about Madalynne.”

 


I turn my head so I am looking at him. “What do you mean?”

 


He sighs, rubbing his hand over the stubble on his chin. “I mean, maybe she wasn’t only being nice to you because she felt sorry for you. Maybe she actually likes you as a person.”

 


My heart dips into my stomach. Butterflies attack my insides.

 


“What makes you say that?”

 


He shifts his teal eyes to meet mine. “Because of how disappointed she was after you took off. How worried she was.”

 


Madalynne was worried about me?

 


“She said she didn’t know your number, so she couldn’t text you to make sure you made it home alright.”

 


“I don’t have a cell phone,” I mumble.

 


“What?” he exclaims loudly. “You’re joking, right?”

 


I wish.

 


My cheeks instantly begin burning up as I shake my head no.

 


“Who doesn’t have a cell phone in this day and age?” He doesn’t seem to want to let it go.

 


I shrug.

 


I can feel his eyes on me, examining my every move. It sends goose bumps throughout my entire body.

 


We cross the border to the north side of town, and he looks at me as if he is awaiting further instruction. “I live right next to Chemeketa,” I say, attempting to change the subject.

 


He nods as if he understands. I wonder what he will think when he drives into the apartment complex. It’s definitely not the Ritz, and not exactly located in the safest of areas. But it’s cheap, which is all we can afford right now.

 


“So, how long have you known about my girlfriend and best friend?” he asks.

 


I don’t know why it matters to him. My opinion has never mattered before. I end up humoring him anyway. “A few months. I saw them sneaking out of a utility closet together.”

 


He nods, his lips in a straight line. “I’ve known for a while. I don’t know why I never said anything until now.”

 


I shrug, unsure of how he wants me to respond.

 


I’m surprised we have been carrying a conversation for as long as we have without a lull. He pulls into my apartment complex, and I sneak glances his way. I can tell he is uncomfortable.

 


“It’s right up there.” I point with my finger. He pulls up right in front and stops. “Thanks,” I say quickly as I unbuckle the seatbelt and begin to climb out.

 


He nods stiffly and then zooms off as soon as I make it to the staircase. He doesn’t bother waiting to make sure I get inside okay. I shake my head once more at how strange the day has turned out to be, before slipping inside our apartment quietly.
  



Chapter Nine

 


 


Topher

As my eyes flicker open, I realize that I can’t avoid it any longer. I can’t avoid
him. It’s been a week and a half since I ran out on dinner with Clarke and my father and after what transpired at the game, I know he’s waiting for me downstairs. I can feel it.

 


God, I hope Clarke isn’t here.

 


I slip on a light hoodie and sweats, and begin making my way down our large, spiral staircase. I can smell the coffee wafting through the air. I can hear the low volume of the stereo which is playing smooth jazz.

 


As I enter our kitchen, I take notice of my father seated at the dining room table. The paper is laid out in front of him as he sips his black coffee. I still can’t understand how anyone can like it that way, but I digress.

 


He doesn’t hear me at first. It’s not until I grab a mug down from the cabinet that I feel his eyes on me.

 


“Topher,” he says, animosity spilling off his tone.

 


I nod back at him, and then go back to pouring my coffee. I slide over to the fridge, and pull out the creamer tossing some inside my grey mug.

 


“Topher,” he says again sternly. “We need to talk.”

 


There it comes. The four inevitable words. I’m not even sure how I’m feeling exactly, except for dreading the conversation that is about to happen.

 


I place the creamer back inside the fridge, and close the door gently, taking small, hesitant steps toward the table. I pull out a chair across from him, and plop down on it.

 


His eyes are still burning into me, and after a few quick glances at him, I notice the misty look around the edge of his eyes.
Has he been crying?

 


“Look…” I say, unsure of where I am even going with it. “I know you can’t help it…but, I just wish you would have thought about me, before bringing him to the game.”

 


His mouth drops open in surprise. “I know it may not seem like it, but I have been thinking about you, and putting you first for the last eighteen years.”

 


My brows furrow on impulse. “What are you talking about? You were with mom then…”

 


A sad look crosses his face and I feel as though he just ripped my heart out.

 


“How long have you known?” I ask in a quiet voice, afraid the answer may further complicate our already hostile relationship.

 


He sighs loudly, rubbing his hand over his face and then mouth.

 


“How long?” I press, this time with more authority behind my question.

 


“I’ve known there was something different about me—that I was wired differently, since I was a kid. I didn’t act on it until I was in my early twenties, but then I met your mother.”

 


I swallow loudly, as I try to digest his words. “Why…” I can’t even finish my sentence. I feel so betrayed.

 


“I loved your mother, Topher,” he replies, as if reading my mind. “She was a wonderful woman. But, the heart wants what it wants.”

 


I feel sick with his statement.
Is this his way of telling me he is in love with Clarke?
Because, I can barely handle the fact that the person I’ve always thought was my father, the person I’ve looked up to my entire life and wanted to be, turned out to be an imposter.

 


“Does it embarrass you?” he asks, eyeing me down.

 


I feel like it’s a trick question.
Of course it embarrasses me!
My fucking father is a fag. But I’m not heartless, and I know how much the truth will gut him. It’s a catch-22.

 


I look away from his gaze, and simply change the subject. “This is a lot to take in. You’re basically telling me that the person I’ve idolized for my entire life isn’t real.”

 


His face falls, and it tugs at my heart. Although his confession has turned my life upside down, it doesn’t mean I want to hurt him in the same way.

 


“I’m still me…” he says in a gentle voice. “I’m still here for you, Son. I’m always going to be your father.”

 


“I’m going to need some time. I know you want me to meet Clarke, but Dad, I’m not ready,” I admit.

 


He nods slightly. “I know, and I’m sorry for pressuring you. I shouldn’t have brought him to your game, I’m sorry.”

 


I shrug. “It is what it is.”

 


“I just want to get back to where we used to be and I’m willing to do whatever it takes.” A small smile forms on his lips.

 


“I have to go get ready,” I say as I finish off my coffee, and make my way to the sink.

 


“Where are you going?” he asks, a hurt expression playing on his face.

 


“I’m going to a movie with Sophia,” I lie. I just can’t stand to talk about his sexuality anymore. My thoughts are racing wondering if my mother ever knew. Or if she simply lived a life within his lie. I’m glad she isn’t around to see us now. It would hurt her so much to see how distant we’ve become.

 


I enter my bedroom and grab my phone. Normally, I would hit up both Sophia and Joe, but after the way we left things at the party, I haven’t heard from either of them. It’s probably a good thing, because I could see myself ripping them a new one if they tried to contact me.

 


I used to be on the track team back in middle school. Running used to be my escape. After changing into a t-shirt and shorts, and lacing up my dusty sneakers, I grab my iPod and take off out of the house and down the street. I’m hoping the fresh air and minor distractions will help clear my head a little.

 


* * *

 


The weekend passes by quickly and before I know it, I am back to school, and it is Monday morning. I haven’t spoken to or seen my ex-best friend or ex-girlfriend, but I know it is inevitable as our lockers are all next to one another’s. If I can carry around all my books for the day, I won’t need to go back at all, and I can avoid them in the halls. Our classes together will be another story altogether. I’m already trying to think up ways to switch seats.

 


I’m early to school, and it’s one of the only times it’s ever happened. There are plenty of parking spots to choose from as I pull in and kill the engine. I head inside, focused on getting to my locker before the two traitors show up. As I walk the empty hall, I notice a silhouette of someone sitting on the ground across the hall. As I near, I realize it’s Ciera. It’s funny how I never noticed her existence before, and now I feel like I see her everywhere. She glances up quickly from her binder, which is situated on her lap, and then realizes it’s me, and narrows her eyes back down quickly.

 


She is so strange.

 


I don’t bother acknowledging her as I spin the lock to open my locker, and begin shuffling through my books, tossing them into my backpack. It’s going to be heavy as hell to lug around all day…but I’m willing to do it. I shift my eyes to the clock on the wall, noticing that there is only twenty minutes until school starts. My peers are trickling in from outside, slowly filling the halls.

 


I hear the obnoxious laugh, and my heart stops.
I thought I had more time.
Sure enough, my eyes wander to the door leading into the school, and Sophia’s bright green eyes and brown curls come into focus. I notice she is walking in on the arm of Joe.
That didn’t take long.
My peers are gasping, whispering, and staring. It’s something I’ve become accustomed to. Always being the talk of the town. Comes with the territory I guess.

 


They haven’t seen me yet, so I spin on my heel to race toward my first period class. I’m hoping they miss me altogether. I hear yet another obnoxiously loud laugh, and I turn my head in their direction. I can’t help it…I have to see what is so funny. Sophia is stroking Joe’s bicep, smiling mischievously up at him. She pulls her eyes away from him, and locks them directly with mine. It’s as if she planned this. As if she knew I was here all along.

 


I break the stare and turn back around.
I’ve had about enough of that.

 


A loud shriek pierces the air, chilling my bones. I stop abruptly in my tracks, spinning back around. There is now a large crowd of people hovered around the area I just saw Ciera in. I don’t know what is happening, but curiosity takes over my legs, and I end up back in the same vicinity I had been so anxious to flee. I push past a couple of people, and notice Sophia is standing in front of Ciera, an empty coffee cup in her hands. I shift my eyes downward, noticing the contents of her cup are doused all over Ciera’s hair, clothes, books, and belongings.

 


Joe and Sophia are cackling with laughter, and others are joining in. People are beginning to point and grab their stomachs from hearty laughter.

 


None of this feels right.
I know I can’t simply walk away now.

 


I push angrily through the crowd until I come face to face with Joe and Sophia.

 


“Topher…” Sophia says, shocked that I am standing before them. She reaches out for my arm, and I rip it away.

 


“What’s going on here?” I ask, staring between the traitors and Ciera who is fumbling to gather her belongings.

 


“What does it look like?” Joe asks coldly. “You know, you really have to learn to take things at face value, Toph. I mean, I was fucking Sophia for over eight months, and you were blind to that too.”

 


Sophia’s mouth drops open as the crowd of onlookers gasp from his confession. They are getting their fill of drama this morning.

 


I pull back my fist, and punch him straight in the face. He falls backwards a few steps, and then charges at me, tackling me, and taking me to the ground roughly. We are wrestling, but he has the upper hand. He is sitting on top of me, throwing punches left and right. People are screaming, cheering, and recording the fight on video. But I am definitely getting my ass kicked.

 


“Stop, Joe!” I hear Sophia wail. She is pulling at him to get him off me, when his elbow accidentally rams her in the face. She falls back from surprise, and the general impact, grabbing her eye.

 


I can hear shuffling of footsteps, and I know we are about to be reprimanded.

 


“What is going on here?” I hear a stern male voice ask. A few moments later, I feel Joe being pulled off of me. “My office, now!” Our Principal orders, his eyes angry, his face fuming.

 


I just hope I don’t get suspended.
  



Chapter Ten

 


 


Ciera

I smell like a vanilla latte. Probably one made with soy, knowing how hoity toity Sophia is. She not only got my hair and clothes, she also managed to ruin all the homework I’ve been working on for the past hour. I’m drying it with a paper towel, but it is clear that none of it is salvageable. I was on the verge of tears when Topher showed up.

 


What was he doing there anyways?

 


I watched Principal Moore cart both Joe and Topher to his office, and then he ordered Sophia and me to follow. He allowed me to be excused so I could clean up first, but I am dreading the fact that I have been summoned. I am going to have to come face to face with the bitch who spilled coffee all over me, and I’m going to have to lie about everything if I want to be able to semi-exist in this school without her making my life a living hell. Not that she isn’t already doing that…but even more so.

 


My stomach is in knots as I slowly make my way to the main office. I should be in class by now, but instead I have to spend my time dealing with a confrontation I didn’t even cause. As I enter the glass office, I take note of Joe and Sophia who are seated in the waiting area, and realize I am going to have to sit right next to them. My stomach continues to do summersaults.

 


Topher is MIA, meaning that more than likely he was called in first. Sophia glares at me while Joe just chuckles under his breath. I sit down and tune the pair out. After what seems like an eternity, Topher walks out of Principal Moore’s office, and Joe is called in immediately after. Joe and Topher share an icy exchange of glares as they pass one another, and then Topher’s eyes shift to mine. He doesn’t bother saying anything as he passes me, walking out into the hall.

 


I still don’t know what to think about what happened. I still don’t know why he approached the pair in the first place. He probably just heard the commotion, and wanted to know what was going on.

 


After waiting another hour, I am finally called into Principal Moore’s office. I pass by Sophia who roughly rams her shoulder into mine as she passes. Graduation cannot come soon enough.

 


I close the office door behind me and take a seat.

 


“Ciera,” Principal Moore greets me. “So, I’ve heard a few different variations of what happened, but I am looking for you to tell me now.”

 


I nod, swallowing. “Sophia and I got in an argument, and she dumped coffee all over me,” I lie. “I’m not sure exactly what happened between Topher and Joe…I had nothing to do with that.”

 


He nods slightly, his lips in a tight line. “Sophia said you egged her on.”

 


Of course she did.
I nod. “That sounds about right.”

 


Principal Moore continues to eye me down, as if he isn’t buying a word I am saying. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

 


If I get off without a punishment and Sophia remains in trouble, I know I will regret it. The only way out of this mess is to make sure we are equally responsible in his eyes. “You don’t know anything about me,” I bite out.

 


He looks beyond surprised by my rudeness, he ends up shuffling the papers in front of him. I watch as his brown eyes dart between me and his papers, probably trying to figure out what in the hell to do with me.

 


“Very well then,” he says. “Actions have consequences, Ciera…so unfortunately you and Sophia are going to be required to stay after school for detention the next two weeks.”

 


Shit.
I didn’t anticipate that kind of punishment. “You’re not going to suspend me?” I ask.

 


He stares back at me in disbelief. “For a few choice words? I think that would be just a bit harsh, don’t you?”

 


Yes…but my family needs the money from my part-time job, and staying after school will definitely interfere with that. That seems like a harsher punishment. “I just…I have a job and I am already on the schedule for the next two weeks,” I stutter.

 


“Well, I guess they are just going to have to find replacements then.”

 


I swallow. I wish I had punched Sophia in the face like Topher did to Joe. That way I could be spending a couple of days on suspension, rather than missing work. “Yes sir,” I mutter before standing. I don’t know how I am going to be able to explain this to my mom. She is going to be so disappointed in me…

 


* * *

 


Turns out Principal Moore let Topher and Joe off with a warning, and after-school detention as well. It’s turning out to be one hell of an after-school party. Not only do I have to spend it with Tweedledee and Tweedledum, I also have to spend it with Topher—the guy who secretly can’t stand me, yet has been showing up randomly the past week.

 


My heart is racing as I enter the classroom we are going to be spending the next two hours in. Sophia and Joe are seated at the back of the room, and they watch me intently with icy stares as I walk into the room. Topher is off to the side of the room with his hood up. He doesn’t even bother lifting his head.
Typical.
Sienna Jefferson is also in here with her choppy brown hair and nose ring. I once heard she set a girl’s skirt on fire at a party. I’m not surprised to see her. There are a few other people I recognize the faces of, but for the most part, it’s desolate.

 


I take a seat near the front of the room and quickly pull out my binder and math book. I plan to make use of every minute I have to spend in this torture chamber. Poor Ms. Toole has to spend her time here as well. She seems to be lost in a romance novel with some hunky looking guy on the front with more abs than I think is humanly possible. I giggle to myself as I return back to my homework.

 


An hour into detention and it feels as if I am being burned alive. I can feel the eyes on me. I know someone is watching me. What I don’t know is if it is one set of eyes or multiple. I sneak a glance behind me in Joe and Sophia’s direction, and they seem to be engaged in a heated conversation of sorts…all through whispers. I’m curious, but not curious enough to continue staring. I peel my eyes away from them, and then sneak another peek behind me and to the left. Sure enough, Topher is staring at me. It’s a blank expression—but it doesn’t change anything. It sends goose bumps through my entire body. I shake it off, shifting my eyes back to my work. I don’t know what his problem is, but I’m going to want an explanation sooner or later.

 


I have a raging migraine. It feels as though someone is pounding away at my skull with a jackhammer. Definitely unpleasant.

 


The second hour passes slowly, but that’s to be expected. When the clock strikes five, I’m not surprised to see Joe and Sophia bolt upright and race out the door. I begin placing my binder and book back into my backpack when I feel his eyes on me again.

 


“Can I help you with something?” I nearly snap.

 


He blinks a few times surprised by my tone. “Why are you here?”

 


I shrug him off as I begin walking. So, let me get this straight, he ignores my existence most times, but when he needs something it’s okay to be seen talking to me?
He’s some piece of work.

 


I don’t even realize he is in tow with me until I am halfway to my locker. I look over at him, and he is still staring at me as if he is awaiting an answer.

 


“You were too scared to rat her out, weren’t you?” he asks quietly.

 


Yes…but I don’t want you to know that.
I shake my head. “I was to blame for some of it. I egged her on.”

 


He stifles a laugh, and I instantly stop walking. “What’s so funny?”

 


“The fact that you actually think I could believe that.”

 


I feel like he has just sucker punched me. The dick actually thinks he knows anything about me. I’m starting to wonder why it even matters to him in the first place. My cheeks begin to burn, and I quicken my pace.

 


Unfortunately, I seem to have forgot the fact that we have lockers right across the hall from one another. I quickly open mine, and begin shoveling books in. I just want to go home.

 


Suddenly a dizzy spell washes over me, and I find myself blinking rapidly in an attempt to clear my vision. I can feel the world around me going black, and I am having trouble breathing.

 


Not here. Not in front of him.

 


I’m terrified. It never gets easier. I can feel myself falling, losing my balance, and right before my vision goes, I swear I see Topher’s face looking down at me. His lips are moving like he is saying something, but I can’t comprehend any of it. Then the blackness swallows me whole.
  



Chapter Eleven

 


 


Topher

We’re just standing and talking, when I notice all the color drain from her face.

 


“Ciera?” I ask, waving my hand in front of her face. “Are you okay?”

 


It’s happening slowly, but I am watching her body going limp right before my eyes. My heart begins to race, as I throw my arms out just in time to catch her, and lay her gently on the ground.

 


“Ciera?” I call out her name once more, but her eyes are closed, and she is unconscious. “Help!” I yell out, hoping that a teacher may still be around at this late hour.

 


I snatch my phone out of my pocket, hurriedly dialing 911. I look back at her face, and her eyes are still rolled to the back of her head. I gently sweep her hair out of her face. I don’t know the first thing to do in a situation like this…I’m panicking.

 


I don’t know if I should move her or if I should keep her put until the paramedics arrive. If she simply fainted or if it’s worse. As I’m attempting to direct the paramedics to the school, she begins convulsing in my arms. Her whole body is jerking and contorting in uncomfortable ways.
She is having a seizure.
The fear in my voice is apparent, because the 911 operator remains calm and instructs me to turn her over to her side once I notice white foam spilling out of her mouth. I do as I am told to prevent choking.

 


After the longest two minutes of my life, she finally stops jerking about, and her body goes limp again. I can see her eyes fluttering, and I think she is coming to. The operator says they will be here any minute.

 


“Ciera?” I ask, hoping that he is finally coherent.

 


Her eyes flutter open, and she stares weakly back at me. “What happened?” Her words are barely recognizable as she tries to sit up, but I keep her down with my hand on her shoulder.

 


“They said you shouldn’t move until they get here.”

 


Even with my instruction, she pushes herself up from the ground, into a seated position. She is sweating, and looks like she just had a hard work out. The paramedics arrive moments later. I stick around while they check her vitals, and make sure she is alright. They load her onto a stretcher, but she is not having any of it.

 


“I’m fine, really. Can’t I just go home?” she begs, but her words are slurred and I barely make them out.

 


They continue strapping her in, although it is apparent it’s the last thing she wants.

 


“We really recommend that you let us take you back to the hospital so we can get a better look at you.”

 


She continues to fight against the restraints. “You don’t understand. I can’t afford any of this.”

 


Sympathy passes across the eyes of the EMT’s, but they still urge her to let them take her in.

 


Ciera begins to cry softly, halting everyone in their place. “Please…” she says softly. “I just want to go home and rest.”

 


In the end, Ciera gets her way, and the paramedics leave without transporting her back to the hospital like they recommended. It’s nearly six thirty by the time they pack up, and Ciera and I are left alone in the empty halls of our school.

 


“You didn’t have to wait…” she says softly, as we walk slowly out the front door.

 


“I was here when it happened. I couldn’t just leave.”

 


She shifts her blue eyes to mine, and then back out to the sky. The sun is setting on the horizon, and there are beautiful oranges and yellow colors in the clouds.

 


“Well, thank you.” She begins to walk toward the parking lot, away from me.

 


“Where are you going?” I question, following behind her.

 


“I am going home...what else would I be doing?”

 


“Get in my car,” I order, grabbing her by the arm.

 


Surprised by my forwardness, she pulls back aggressively. “I’m fine, Topher.”

 


“You just had a seizure. I’m sure it took a lot out of you. The last thing you need is a five mile trek home, when I am offering you a ride.” I reach out once again, latching onto her arm, and pulling her behind me.

 


“Let me go!” She wrestles to break free of my hold.

 


“Why are you being so stubborn?” I stop walking abruptly, and address her face to face. We are so close, our noses almost touch.

 


“Don’t you think you’ve done enough community service for one day?” she asks, her eyes glaring back at me.

 


“Excuse me?”

 


She shakes me off, but instead of trying to fight me anymore, she walks straight to the passenger side of my car. It is conveniently the only one left in the entire parking lot.

 


I open the doors and climb in beside her. We drive in silence for the first ten minutes until I feel the need to say something. “Has that ever happened to you before?”

 


She looks over at me quickly, and then back out the windshield, shaking her head. “A few times.”

“What is it like?” I ask, unable to help myself.

 


I glance over at her, and notice a small tear escape out the side of her eye, trailing down her face.

 


“It is really scary. I lose my hearing and my vision, and things stop making sense, and then eventually everything goes black.”

 


“I think you should have let them take you to the hospital to check you out…” I tread lightly.

 


She shakes her head dismissively. “I don’t have insurance. They are already going to try to bill me for the ambulance, which I know won’t be cheap. But my family can’t handle that kind of burden right now.”

 


I start to feel instantly guilty. Maybe that is why she dresses the way she does. Maybe her family isn’t as fortunate as mine is. “You know, they normally have payment plans they can set you up on.”

 


She nods, staring out the side window. “I’ll be fine.”

 


Silence fills the car the rest of the way to her house, and when I pull up, I kill the engine quickly, hopping out and racing around to her side.

 


“What are you doing?” she asks, when I open up the door and stick my hand out.

 


“I’m helping you get up the stairs.” She looks up at me in disbelief.

 


“I’m really fine.”

 


“And I’m the Easter Bunny,” I reply, nudging her with my arm so she will grab it. Eventually she does, and I lead her up the stairs. She is unsteady on her feet, and although she fought it, I can tell she is grateful for the help. Her whole body seems weak, and she is breathing heavily.

 


I knock on the door, and a woman who appears to be her early forties answers. “Ciera?” Her eyes dart between me and the girl in my arms. “What is going on?”

 


“She had a seizure,” I answer. The woman’s eyes grow wide with concern. “I gave her a ride home.”

 


She opens the door wider, and instantly puts her arm around Ciera’s waist, pulling her inside. I hear children yapping loudly inside, and then they come running to tackle Ciera once she is a few steps inside.

 


“Careful!” The woman warns them. “Ciera is sick. She needs to lie down.” She helps maneuver Ciera further into the tiny apartment as I wait silently at the front door. Eventually she returns, her brown hair frizzy and bags under her eyes. She looks beyond exhausted. “Thank you.” There is something else behind her eyes, an underlying sadness. I see it in her facial expressions, I see it in the way she carries herself.

 


I wonder how many times this has happened, and how stressful it was for me just this one time.
Poor lady.
It can’t be easy.

 


I nod slightly. “No problem. I hope she’s okay.”

 


The woman glances back toward the direction she led Ciera in, and then back to me. “I have it from here.”

 


I nod again, and then turn around, taking the steps two at a time back to my car. My night was so much more eventful than I could have ever guessed.

 


I genuinely do hope Ciera is okay, which is a foreign feeling to me. I’ve never cared enough to know who she is or worry about her…but because I was there when it all happened, I want to know that she will be okay. That she will recover from this.

 


I can feel a change coming. I feel anxious and terrified all at the same time. The only thing I can really hope is that I’m recognizable at the end of it all.

 


* * *

 


Ever since her seizure, Ciera has been on my mind. I feel on edge and anxious wondering how she is doing, how she is feeling.

 


I arrive at school early the next morning in hopes that I will be able to see her before anyone else arrives. To make sure she is okay. When I reach my locker, I’m surprised she is nowhere in sight. I wait for nearly twenty minutes, before there is only a couple of minutes to make it to class. I didn’t want to miss her, so I didn’t move an inch. Even when Joe and Sophia showed up, my feet stayed planted firmly.

 


I didn’t even bother acknowledging their existence. Joe’s glare went straight through me. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of stooping down to his level.

 


Ciera doesn’t show. I end up having to abandon my post and attend the first class of my day. Her normal desk remains empty the entire period, and before I know it, the bell has rung to signal the end of class. I continue through the rest of my day, but still no sign of her. By lunchtime it’s apparent she isn’t coming in. I guess I can’t blame her.
Maybe she just needed a day to rest?

 


The anxious feeling in my chest only seems to intensify as she is yet again absent the next day as well.

 


During English, I can’t help but stare directly at the empty chair where Ciera should be. I notice Mack eyeing it as well, with a sullen look on his face. I wonder if he knows what happened the other night.
After the bell rings to announce the end of class, I rush to the front of the classroom to catch him.

 


“Hey,” I say softly, hoping I don’t attract any unnecessary attention our way.

 


His eyes grow wide with surprise. “Hi?” he says, more of a question. He pushes his glasses further up his face, adjusting his backpack.

 


“Have you heard from Ciera?” I ask. He’s the only person I’ve ever noticed interact with her, he has to know something.

 


Again he doesn’t bother hiding the shock spreading across his face. “Ciera?”

 


I nod. “Yeah, Ciera Nelson…the girl you sit right next to?”

 


He seems hesitant to say anything. He probably doesn’t trust me and honestly, I don’t blame him.

 


“Look,” I say, attempting to relieve some of the tension in the air. “We had detention together Monday after school, and she had a seizure. I just want to make sure she is okay.”

 


His eyes grow wider than before. This is news to him. “She what?”

 


“She had a seizure. Have you not spoken with her?”

 


He shakes his head. “Ciera isn’t exactly easy to get ahold of.”

 


Peers from the class after us are beginning to pile into the classroom, so we slowly make our way out into the hall.

 


“What do you mean by that?” I press.

 


“She doesn’t have a cell phone.”

 


I snort unintentionally. “Who doesn’t have a cell phone these days? I see toddlers every day with iPad’s.”

 


He looks at me with an expression that is difficult for me to read. “I know who you are, and I know what you’ve done to Ciera. Even if she did have a cell phone, do you really think I’d ever give up her number?”

 


I feel like he’s just punched me in the gut. I know Ciera and I don’t run within the same circles, but I never feel like I go out of my way to be an asshole to her…or do I?

 


“Look man, I’m just wanting to make sure she is okay. If you know how to get ahold of her, maybe you can find out for me.”

 


He nods slightly. “I’ll see what I can do.” He begins to walk away, but stops and turns back to me. “Can I just ask you something?”

 


I nod, not bothering to respond verbally.

 


“Ciera has never been on your radar before. What changed?”

 


I’m not even sure I have an answer for him. He’s completely right. I shrug. “I guess we’ve just been in the same places at the same times recently.”

 


He takes a hesitant step toward me. “I know your type. You get off from hurting someone like her. You feed off her misery. I’ll look into this for you, but after I do, I want you to stay the hell away from Ciera, do you hear me?”

 


I’m surprised that he even has the balls to talk to me like he does. And normally, I wouldn’t accept it. I’d have him laid out in a heartbeat. But I can tell in his eyes how much he cares about her. He’s in love with her. I wonder if she even knows. I put my arms up in surrender. “Just find out if she’s okay, and you have my word, I’ll keep my distance.”

 


He nods, his lips in a tight line. “Good.” He spins on his heel, and scurries off.

 


I feel sick to my stomach. It can’t possibly be because of the agreement I just made…can it?
  



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Ciera

So much for avoiding unnecessary costs. After Topher brought me home, my migraine returned two-fold. I couldn’t even get out of bed the following day, I was so weak. By the time today rolled around, my mother insisted we had to go see a doctor. I know she wants me to follow through with the procedure. I know she has faith that it will make a difference, but I’ve seen the doctor’s eyes. I know I’m past the point of no return. There are no guarantees, and they make that painfully obvious every time we meet with them.

 


Life can change at the drop of a dime. Everything you think you know, suddenly changes. It’s unfair. I worry about her all the time. I want to be as optimistic as she is, but it’s my body, and I can feel it changing.

 


I know she thinks I’m giving up. I know she wants me to fight. But what I really want is to be able to spend the rest of the time surrounded by people I care about. I’ve done so much research, and I’ve come to the conclusion that when it’s all said and done, at least I will still be me.

 


We are at Doctor Brown’s office, a place we’ve become all too familiar with the past couple of months. He’s a gentle soul. I see the way he handles my mother, and I appreciate it. He takes care in every statement he makes, in every piece of information he shares. I think he has a soft spot for my mother. She’d never notice it, with everything going on. But, I know he will help her after I am gone.

 


Dr. Brown enters the exam room, and his face is downcast as usual. I know his news won’t be favorable. His brown eyes dart between my mother and me, before he sighs, exhaling deeply.

 


“It’s getting worse…isn’t it?” I ask.

 


I am thankful he never sugarcoats anything. He always tells me like it is. It’s been an unspoken agreement we made after the first episode I had.

 


He nods his head, frowning. “Ciera, it’s too dangerous to try to remove it now. It’s growing too rapidly. Unfortunately, it’s only going to get harder from here.”

 


My mother stifles a sob, and I feel my heart tense up. She needs me, and I want to be there for her more than anything.

 


“How much time do we have?” I ask the question that is more than likely on both of our minds.

 


He looks up at me through lowered lashes. “It won’t be much longer before the tumor begins to affect your motor functions. Before headaches and seizures become more frequent, more unstable.”

 


I look at my mother, and her shoulders are heaving up and down viciously. I blink rapidly, my cheeks growing hot. I need to stay strong for her.

 


“Can we order the medicine?”

 


When we first found out about the tumor, I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t understand how I could look so healthy on the outside, but be slowly withering away on the inside. For weeks, I battled with accepting the truth. In the beginning, the migraines were the only reminder that my time was numbered. And then the fatigue started, and soon after, the seizures. Little by little, my body began giving up. Dr. Brown wanted to try and remove as much of the tumor as possible, but even then, it would only stunt the growth, not stop the inevitable. He insisted radiation, but I read about the repercussions, the physical and emotional changes, and I knew right away it wasn’t the right path for me.

 


Living in Oregon, I felt as though everything happened for a reason. I didn’t have to deteriorate into someone or something I couldn’t even recognize. I had a choice. It was one of the easiest decisions for me to make, but hard for my mother to accept. I don’t blame her. I understand that she wants as much time with me as possible, no matter what state I am in. But, I would rather pass on surrounded by the people I love and care about while still being the same person they remember. I don’t want them to remember me as the broken, bruised, and battered girl I know I would become with radiation. I want to die while the light inside me still burns bright.

 


Dr. Brown’s eyes begin to look a bit misty. All of us know that once the medication is ordered, that everything becomes painstakingly real. Not that it hasn’t been up until this point, but under the Death with Dignity act, the medication can only be prescribed to a patient who has six months or less to live. I’m still in the beginning of my senior year. I won’t make it to the summer. Soon I will be merely a memory.

 


* * *

 


When we make it home, I notice a familiar face sitting on the curb outside of our apartment.

 


“Is that Mack?” My mother asks, as she pulls into her parking space. Her face is still reddened from her tears.

 


I squint my eyes, attempting to get a better look.
Yep. Most definitely is. “Yeah.” I climb out of the car and make my way toward him.

 


“Hey,” he says when I approach. He stands up quickly, dusting his jeans off.

 


“Hey,” I reply. “What are you doing here?”

 


“Hi Mack,” my mother greets him quickly, then rushes upstairs.

 


“Sorry,” I apologize for her rudeness. “She has to get some sleep in before work today.” He doesn’t need to know any other details.

 


He nods, his eyes darting around the parking lot.

 


Although we’ve been friends for a long time, Mack has never been to our apartment before. Any time we have ever hung out before has always been done inside school or at his house. I know I should probably invite him up, especially because I have no idea how long he’s been waiting…but it’s embarrassing that we have such a small place. I’d rather deal with him outside.

 


“Are you okay?” he asks, his brown eyes appearing concerned.

 


No.
I nod anyways. “I’m fine, why?”

 


He looks back at me like I’m stupid. “Well, you haven’t been in school the past couple of days. It’s unlike you…so I was worried. I tried calling your home phone a couple of times before I just dropped by, but no one picked up.”

 


“Yeah, sorry, my mom and I had to run an errand,” I lie.

 


He pushes a rock around with his shoe before replying. “I heard about what happened after school on Monday.”

 


He heard about my seizure? Who could have told him about that?

 


It’s as if he is reading my mind. “Topher told me.”

 


“Topher?” I ask, incredulously.

 


He nods. “He was worried about you. Since when have you guys been friends?”

 


Since never?
“We aren’t,” I answer dismissively. “He was just there when it happened.”

 


“Well, I still don’t trust him…but I’m thankful he was there.”

 


I smile slightly. “Yeah, me too.” And for once, I actually mean it.

 


Mack pulls his backpack around and unzips it, reaching inside, pulling out a stack of papers. He proceeds to hand them to me. “I thought you might like your homework from the past two days.”

 


This is why you’re my best friend.
He knows me too well. “Thank you.”

 


“Well, I guess I’ll see you at school?” He zips his bag back up, and slips it over one shoulder.

 


“Of course. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

 


He nods and then heads toward his car.

 


“Thanks for your concern,” I holler behind him, before heading back up to our small apartment.

 


I’m surprised Mack took it upon himself to find out where I live. I’m surprised he cares so much. But what I’m really floored about? Topher asking around about me. That’s like social suicide. I don’t know why it matters to him…but it feels nice.

 


* * *

 


I’ve always enjoyed the educational part of school. But after the meeting with Dr. Brown, it is becoming more difficult to justify wanting to even attend now. There’s no point. I’m not going to live to see my graduation. And after all the hard work I’ve put in, it’s depressing to say the least. My heart is heavy and I’m off kilter…I arrive to school much later than I usually would. I had trouble sleeping again. No amount of Tylenol could save me. I feel like a zombie simply going through the motions.

 


I’ve been running on a couple of hours of sleep the past few nights, and I am fatigued beyond belief. I barely recognized myself when I looked in the mirror. I’m starting to look a lot more like my mother…and that’s not necessarily a good thing. She’s exhausted all the time because of how hard she works. Soon, it’s going to be difficult to continue keeping this from Rose and Wesley.

 


When I arrive to school, the halls are buzzing with my peers bustling about. I try my best to steer clear of the A-Team, but accidentally run smack dab into Alyssa. “Watch where you’re going, freak!” she reprimands me before ramming into my shoulder roughly and walking away.

 


I rub my shoulder gingerly, as I approach my locker. My ears feel like they need to pop and that I am underwater. I crack my jaw a few times to no avail. I can hear the background noise, but it isn’t overpowering like usual.

 


Normally I would hear her sneaking up behind me. I would be prepared. But because of the weird issue with my hearing, I don’t even take note of Sophia until it’s too late. She is pulling at my hair and clothes and laughing hysterically.

 


Freak.

 


Alyssa’s title keeps replaying in my head as I watch Sophia’s lips move, yet don’t hear a sound. I turn my head to Topher’s locker. I don’t know what compels me to do this, but it’s as if I can feel his eyes on me. Sure enough, he is there, leaning against it, watching everything unfold. I lift my hand up slightly and give him a small wave. He was so worried about me, now he’ll know I’m fine.

 


Topher just stares back at me with a blank expression. He doesn’t move a muscle, except for his jaw which he appears to be clicking. Sophia follows my gaze to Topher, and then back to me. She moves her position so that she is in front of my line of vision. “You are delusional.” My hearing returns.

 


“Excuse me?” I ask.

 


She snaps her fingers obnoxiously in front of my face. “Topher Carlson? You’d have better luck batting for the same team.”

 


She thinks I am crushing on Topher?
I think she’s the delusional one.

 


“Don’t you think you should get a new hobby?” I recognize the voice before I even bother looking up. It’s Madalynne. She is putting Sophia in her place.

 


“Excuse me?” Sophia asks, outraged.

 


“You heard me…don’t you have somewhere else to be?”

 


Sophia looks at me, and then back at Madalynne. “I take it back…maybe you’re the delusional one.”

 


Madalynne’s facial expression stays stone cold. “Beat it, Sophia.”

 


Sophia’s eyes dart wildly between me and Madalynne before she huffs loudly and stalks off.

 


I look up at Madalynne. She looks nice today. Her hair is pulled back into a French braid and she is wearing a tank top, hoodie, and shorts. Simple, but she owns it.

 


“Thanks,” I say. I begin heading away from my locker, and lock eyes with Topher as we pass. He still doesn’t bother acknowledging me with more than a simple look. I’m starting to wonder what the hell his deal is.

 


“Listen,” Madalynne says as we walk together. “I’m sorry about what happened at the party.”

 


I shrug. “It’s no big deal.”

 


She stops walking abruptly and grabs my arm. Her brown eyes bore down into me. “Yeah, it is. I had no idea they would be such complete assholes, and I’m sorry, I could have stood up for you better…I feel really bad.”

 


“We come from two different worlds, I understand,” I mumble, my cheeks burning up.

 


“You’re really fun to hang out with, Ciera. I wish you gave yourself more credit.” She smiles slightly back at me.

 


Madalynne thinks I’m fun to be around?

 


“Even Parker was gushing about how cool he thought you were.”

 


“Really?” I ask, doubting every word she is saying.

 


“Really. He asked me when we were going to all hang out again. He thinks you’re really funny.”

 


She looks at the screen of her cell phone and then around my head. “Look, I have to run to the bathroom. Catch up with you later?”

 


“Sure,” I reply, completely floored.

 


I watch as she rushes off, and then I continue heading toward my first period class.

 


It’s unfortunate that after three years of high school, I am finally beginning to make other friends apart from Mack, but I have limited time to enjoy it. It’s unfortunate it will be so short lived, but at least I get a chance to experience it before it’s too late. Before I’m not around anymore.

 


The migraine begins rearing its ugly head again, and I reach up to rub the back of my head and neck. I reach into my bag to pull out a few pills and toss them back without any water.

 


“Are you okay?” I hear his voice behind me. I almost don’t want to even respond. Topher marches to the beat of his own drum. It’s like he decides when he does and when he doesn’t want to acknowledge my presence. It’s confusing to say the least. But…at least he’s not bullying me anymore. That’s one development that I’m happy about.

 


I look up at him lazily. “I’m fine.”

 


“Well come on then, you’re going to be late to class.” He tosses over his shoulder as he passes me.

 


Confusing.
  



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Topher

I’ve been checked out for a good minute. I know I should be paying attention, especially since we have a test next week…but I can’t focus. I keep sneaking glances at Ciera, and I don’t know why. She doesn’t look well, she looks as if she hasn’t been sleeping. There are dark bags under her eyes, and her eyes are nearly bloodshot. She keeps yawning every few minutes, attempting to keep herself awake.

 


I wonder what’s going on.

 


Mack is keeping a protective stare on her, and he keeps looking back at me every few minutes.
I get it man, I promised to stay away from her…and I have every intention to from now on.
We’ve never hung out before, so it shouldn’t be difficult keeping my promise. Ciera and I have literally nothing in common.

 


So why do I care so much if she’s okay?

 


It’s probably just because I was there when she had her seizure. That’s scary shit. Anyone would be traumatized. I’d be acting the same way if it were anyone else.

 


I watch her rub the back of her head and neck gingerly. It’s obvious she isn’t feeling well.
I wonder why she returned to school when she isn’t a hundred percent yet…

 


The rest of the period slips by, taking the day along with it. It isn’t long before we are back in afterschool detention with Ms. Toole. She is preoccupied in a book, and most of us are just talking quietly amongst ourselves. Ms. Toole tends to let a lot of stuff slip by.

 


“May I use the restroom?” Ciera asks Ms. Toole, running the back of her hand across her forehead.

 


“Are you alright, dear?” Ms. Toole asks, adjusting her glasses on her nose. “You look like you’re not feeling so hot.”

 


Ciera shrugs. “Just a migraine.”

 


“Have you taken any medication for it?”

 


She nods. “Tylenol.”

 


“You may go.” Ms. Toole motions toward the door with her head, and then her eyes drop back to the book in her hand.

 


I watch as Ciera slips out and into the hall.

 


She’s been gone for ten minutes at least, and I’m starting to wonder if she skipped out on detention altogether. I look at her desk, taking note of her binder and books scattered about. There’s no way she’d leave without them.

 


I raise my hand.

 


Ms. Toole doesn’t even bother looking up from her book. “What is it Mr. Carlson?”

 


“May I go to the restroom?”

 


“Go ahead,” she replies, still sucked into her world of literature.

 


I slip out of my desk, and make my way out into the hall. I do have to pee, but I am more curious about where Ciera disappeared to. As I near the bathrooms, I see her sitting on the ground in front of a row of lockers, her knees pulled up to her chest and her head buried in her arms. She looks like she could be sleeping or crying. I’m not sure what to make of it.

 


I nudge her with my foot. “Hey.”

 


She stirs with a jolt. Her blue eyes dart up to meet mine, and then they narrow.

 


Okay. What’s that about?

 


“What are you doing out here?” I ask, coming to stand right in front of her.

 


She looks up at me through tired eyes, and then runs her hand over her face.

 


I take a seat next to her, backing myself up against the lockers, our shoulders almost touching.

 


“What are
you
doing?” she asks.

 


“Sitting, what does it look like?” I answer sarcastically.

 


Her expression turns serious. “You’re playing with social suicide…you sure you want to do that?”

 


I chuckle lightly. “What does that mean?”

 


“It means if anyone sees you with me, your popularity is going to take a hit. Are you sure you can handle that?”

 


I couldn’t care less what anyone else thinks anymore. There’s no one left at this school I even like hanging out with. Plus, I do what I want. “You really think I care about all of that?”

 


She looks surprised. “You used to.”

 


“How would you know? You don’t know anything about me.” I don’t mean it to come off rudely, but it does and before I can take it back, her facial expression reads hurt.

 


She goes to stand up when I stop her.

 


“I’m sorry. I’m not good at making new friends.”

 


She stops, staring me down with her sapphire eyes. “That’s obvious. But who said anything about being friends?”

 


I know Mack told me to stay far away from her, but I can’t. She’s been on my mind for one reason or another for a while now. I’m starting to regret the hell I know my friends and I put her through.

 


“Look,” I say softly. “I know we haven’t really hung out before and I know that we run with completely different crowds, but that doesn’t mean we can’t call a truce.”

 


She stares back at me. “Good luck with that. Just because you and I call a truce doesn’t mean all your old minions do too. It seems as though they aren’t taking orders from you these days.”

 


She’s right. I used to be able to control my friends with very little effort. But since Joe and Sophia took their relationship public, they’ve been defiant on all fronts. They do what they want, when they want. And for some reason, they both have a sick fascination with Ciera. “What happened between you and Sophia?”

 


Her mouth drops open, and then she quickly shuts it. She turns her face away from mine, and stares off down the hall. “We used to be best friends back in elementary school, until Alyssa swooped in and convinced her I was nothing; a nobody. That I was gross, and that having no money meant you were disgusting and unworthy.”

 


I can’t help but feel for what Ciera has gone through.

 


“They’ve made my life a living hell ever since. You and Joe joined in somewhere around middle school and the rest is history. I’ve never gone this long without being shoved into a locker or getting my head dumped into a toilet bowl. When I do, it’s normally because there is something in the works much more sinister than all of that. I know you want to call a truce, but you can’t really blame me for not trusting you….can you?”

 


I never realized I had such an impact on this one person’s life. I wonder how many other people feel the same way, but never feel comfortable enough to verbalize it to me.

 


“You want a ride after school?” I offer. It’s not much…but it’s a starting point.

 


She stares back at me like I have two heads.

 


“I’m trying to start somewhere. I know I won’t be able to make up for everything within the short amount of time we’ve spent together, but I’d like to begin trying.”

 


Ciera tucks some of her blond hair behind her ear. “Why does it even matter? We’re not friends…remember?”

 


I sigh. “But I’d like to be.” It’s strange to say it out loud…but it is true. There is something about her that I can’t get my finger on. Ciera has gotten under my skin and as strange as it may seem, I’m okay with that.

 


Ciera stands quickly. “I should get back, Ms. Toole is probably wondering where I ran off to.”

 


I nod, standing as well. I’m going to hit up the bathroom before I head back. “You want a ride home today?”

 


She shakes her head, smiling slightly. “You’re not going to give up, are you?”

 


I crack a smile. “I just want to be friends, Ciera. I promise I have no ulterior motive.”

 


“You know, if we are actually going to pursue a friendship…I’m going to need something from you,” she says.

 


“Anything.”

 


“I’m going to need you to stop pretending like I don’t exist and then acknowledging me when it’s convenient for you. If we are friends, we are friends all the time…not just some of the time.”

 


I nod. “I can do that.”

 


I’m not sure why it matters to me so much, but when she walks away, I feel excitement wash over me.

 


Finally a change from the mundane. Something to shake up the ordinary.
Bring it on, universe.
  



Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Ciera

I have no idea what has gotten into Topher, much less me. I have no idea why I agree to allow him to drive me home. The only thing I can assume is that he feels protective over me after the other day…but again, it’s confusing why suddenly he wants to treat me with respect. In the back of my mind the possibility that this is all just a cruel joke lingers. I wouldn’t be surprised. Maybe a set up for a bigger dis…who knows.

 


But I’m working on embracing change. I only have so much time left and I want to be able to experience as much as possible between now and spring.

 


I spot Mack on my way out of the school, and we end up walking together out the doors. I don’t know why he is at the school so late, but I’m sure it has something to do with the school newspaper which he is editor on.

 


“How are you feeling?” he asks, eyeing me up and down.

 


I shield my face from the sun, and then look back at him. “I’m okay. I have this lingering headache I can’t seem to get rid of for the life of me…but other than that, I’m doing fine.”

 


“Do you want a ride home?” he asks.

 


Although we’ve been friends for quite some time, he’s never offered before. I wonder if he too is feeling overly protective.

 


I can see Topher’s brown hair making its way toward us, and notice Mack’s expression turn into a scowl.

 


“What are you doing with him?” he asks aggressively before Topher is within ear shot.

 


I shrug. “I don’t know. But he was there the other day, and he’s been looking out for me ever since. He is giving me a ride home.”

 


Mack turns his glare on Topher. “Since when has the A-Team ever had your best interests at heart? Answer me that.”

 


I sigh loudly. Unfortunately, he’s right.

 


“Remember that time in freshman year when Topher and his buddies targeted you in Dodgeball and knocked you out? Or what about the time when they tricked you into thinking Dylan was going to ask you to Homecoming? Or even last year, when they spread that vicious Facebook rumor about you having HIV…you’re really going to trust someone like him?”

 


Topher is now within earshot, and although he hasn’t heard our entire conversation, I can’t ignore what Mack has pointed out. “You’re right,” I reply. “I have no reason to trust him or the rest of the A-Team for that matter…but if I’m going to be played…at least it’s on my own terms.”

 


Mack rolls his eyes and then huffs.

 


“Hey,” Topher says softly. “You ready to go?”

 


Mack turns his attention directly to Topher. “I thought we had an understanding.”

 


Topher steals a quick glance at me, and then back to Mack. “We do…but things have changed.”

 


“Oh really,” Mack’s voice drips with sarcasm. “How so?”

 


I don’t really know what they are referring to, but I am proud of Mack. This is the first time I have ever seen him stand up to an A-Team member.

 


“What are you guys talking about?” I ask, and both guys turn their eyes on me.

 


“Nothing,” they both say in unison.

 


“Okay…” I let out an exaggerated sigh.

 


“Wait, shouldn’t you guys be in detention?” Mack addresses the question to me.

 


Yes, technically we should.
I nod. “Yeah, but it was shortened due to good behavior.” In all honesty, I think Ms. Toole was just sick of having to stay the extra couple of hours every day, so she let us all off the hook. We are lucky enough to get out an hour early tonight.

 


“You ready to go?” Topher asks me.

 


I nod, hoisting my backpack higher up. “See you tomorrow.”

 


Mack continues to stare back at me with a look of concern. “Think about what I said. You know I’m right.”

 


I nod again, remaining silent as I follow Topher out to a car I don’t recognize. “Where’s your Porsche?” I ask as he unlocks the doors to a sleek-looking silver BMW.

 


“It wasn’t mine,” he answers as we climb in.

 


The new car has all black interior and screams money. “Who’s was it?”

 


“A loaner. My dad owns a couple of car lots, and I get my pick of the litter anytime new arrivals come in.”

 


“Must be a hard life…” I joke, maneuvering my backpack at my feet.



Topher reaches past me, and as he does, his hand brushes up against my knee, sending shivers down my spine. He grabs the strap of my backpack, and tosses it into the backseat. “There, that should give you more room.”

 


“Thanks,” I say quietly. I’ve never felt anything like the feeling coursing through me. It’s foreign, exciting, and oh so wrong. I wonder if he felt it too, or if I am completely alone.

 


I sneak a peek at his face, and it looks handsome as always. Topher has always been one of the most elite members of the A-Team. He oozes money and sex. He always has. In a way, I understand why Mack is so protective. A few months ago, Topher wouldn’t be caught dead being seen with me. Now he is offering me rides home.
Funny how much has changed.

 


I look out his window at our peers standing outside the school. All eyes are on us as we exit the school grounds. I can only imagine the rumors that will be swirling around next week.

 


“What are you thinking about?” Topher asks as we pull out onto the main road.

 


“What were you and Mack talking about back there?”

 


He stares out the windshield, his lips in a tight line. “He doesn’t want me hanging around you.”

 


I giggle. “I don’t blame him. He’s been there through everything. He’s been witness to it and been a victim of all stunts the A-Team has pulled.”

 


“The A-Team?” Topher asks curiously.

 


Oh, right.
He doesn’t know that’s our secret name for the popular jocks in our school.

 


“Yeah.” I shrug. “You, Sophia, Joe, Alyssa, Madalynne, Parker…”

 


“You call us the A-Team? How come I have never heard this before?”

 


I stare out the side window. “It’s a nickname Mack and I made up a couple of years ago.”

 


Topher nods. “I’m guessing it’s not a term of endearment?”

 


I shake my head. “Nope.”

 


He coughs. “Great.”

 


“Can you blame me?” I ask. “We don’t really run in the same circles.”

 


“I know that.”

 


“So then why are you so adamant to play nice now? After all these years?” I guess now is as good of time as any to get the answers I’ve been pondering.

 


He sighs. “I thought we already established my reasoning?”

 


“You said you want to be friends…but that doesn’t explain why the change of heart. Why it matters to you.”

 


As he pulls onto the freeway, I begin to realize that he is not headed toward my apartment. “Where are you taking me?”

 


He steals a quick glance at me, and then back to the road in front of him. “Well, I figured we have a couple of hours to kill. You don’t mind do you?”

 


Yes. I do.
Luckily, I haven’t been able to tell my work yet, so my shifts are still covered. But, I can’t hide the fact that I am intrigued by his actions.

 


“Look, I’ve been an asshole. I’m aware of that. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. But, I want to be able to look back on my life, and be proud of the choices I made, not ashamed. And I know one lousy ride home won’t do that…but it’s a starting point.”

 


I look over at him and can’t help but smile.

 


“I’m just one person. Don’t you think you have a lot more people to apologize to?”

 


He nods. “I have a laundry list. But you were the most accessible, so I’m moving on it.”

 


I settle back into my seat, satisfied with his answer. Ten minutes later, we pull into a driveway in front of the biggest house I have ever seen in my life. I scoot forward in my chair to get a better look.

 


The house looks like a mini-version of the white house. It is white with multiple pillars and windows. The grass is green and immaculate, and I can only imagine the interior of the house. “What are we doing here?” I ask.

 


He parks the car, unbuckling. “It’s my house, I figured we could hang out here for a bit.”

 


I’m surprised he trusts me enough to show me where he lives, much less let me inside. I climb out of the BMW, leaving my backpack behind, and follow him through the front door. The first thing I notice are the sleek marble floors and a huge expensive looking chandelier dangling in the entry way. There is a spiral staircase that reminds me of the one from Titanic and it’s obvious money was no object when it came to their home.

 


I let out a surprise gasp as he closes the door behind us. “It’s really not that impressive.”

 


I roll my eyes at him. “You have to say that…you’ve lived like this your entire life. My apartment could fit in your bathroom, I’m sure.”

 


He chuckles. “Fair enough.” He motions with his head through the entryway. “Come on.”

 


I follow him through an assortment of hallways and expensive looking rooms, and then down a staircase. It leads to a pair of white sliding doors. He tosses them open, and then flicks on a light switch.

 


The room contains a foosball table, an air hockey table, the biggest flat screen TV I’ve ever seen in my life, a pool table, and a few arcade games in the corner.
Of course he has his own game room.

 


“Why am I not surprised?” I ask, my eyes darting around at everything in front of me.

 


He chuckles. “I haven’t been down here in a really long time. I forgot how cool it is.”

 


Must be nice to have anything you could ever want at your fingertips.
Amazing cars, ridiculous house, game room…

 


“Well what is exciting to other people probably doesn’t excite you,” I state as I slide my fingers over the wood of the pool table.

 


“Why do you say that?”

 


“Because you have everything you could ever want.” I look around in an attempt to make my point.

 


His smile turns into a frown. “Just because we’re financially stable doesn’t mean I have it easy. There is a lot you don’t know about me.”

 


I ponder his statement. I know money isn’t everything but I can tell you it is the solution to the majority of my problems.

 


“So, are we going to battle it out?” I ask.

 


He raises his eyebrows in surprise. “Yeah, what’s your game of choice?”

 


I look between all the different options. “I’m down for some air hockey.”

 


He breaks out into a wide grin, and then struts over to the table, turning the power on. “You’re in trouble. I’m the air hockey king.”

 


I shake my head dismissively at his comment. He has no idea how badly I am going to school him.

 


* * *

 


An hour and a half later, after we have attacked the game room with a vengeance, we hear what sounds like the garage.

 


Topher sticks his ear up in the air. “My dad is home early tonight.”

 


It’s nearing five and I should probably be going anyway. I stand and slip my hoodie back on.

 


The garage door opens which is located on the same floor we are on, and a chorus of footsteps rings through. Topher’s face contorts into an ugly expression before he races out of the room.

 


“Topher,” I hear a gentleman’s voice say. “I didn’t think you were going to be home until later…”

 


Someone clears their throat and I stay deathly quiet. I’m not exactly sure what is going on, but I know it has nothing to do with me.

 


“My detention was cut short,” I barely recognize Topher’s voice. It seems stiff and clipped.

 


I can feel the tension piercing the air. I am growing more uncomfortable by the moment. I could slip out, but my damn backpack is in the back of Topher’s car!

 


“I’m sorry Topher, I didn’t know.” The gentleman apologizes.

 


I hear footsteps making their way back toward the game room, when a third voice cuts through the air. “I’m not.”

 


The footsteps stop abruptly.

 


“Clarke?”

 


“What do you want me to do? Apologize like you? We’ve been doing that for weeks now. Walking around on egg shells. This is your house for God’s sake! I’m tired of having to sneak around especially now that the cat is out of the bag.” The third male voice speaks.

 


I’m still not exactly sure what I am overhearing, but something tells me this is a private conversation. I cross my arms over my chest awkwardly. It’s not as if I’m going out of my way to eavesdrop.

 


“Classy, Dad. Take your boyfriend’s side over your own flesh and blood,” Topher spits out, and then I hear footsteps pounding the marble flooring back to the room I am in. My heartbeat begins to speed up as I realize the gravity of what I’ve just heard.

 


Topher rounds the corner and glares down at me. “Come on, I’m taking you home.”

 


I jump up quickly and follow him out. We manage to not cross paths with the other two in the process of making it outside, and I am thankful for that. I know I was not meant to hear that conversation, and I don’t want to deal with any more drama.

 


Topher doesn’t say a word to me as he unlocks the doors, and we climb in. In fact, we ride almost the entire way to my apartment in complete silence. He avoids all eye contact with me, and I’m starting to think he may be upset with me for what I overheard.

 


As we close in on my apartment, I decide it’s now or never to comment on what happened. “I won’t say anything about what I heard.”

 


His eyes remain focused out the front window.

 


“You know, it’s okay to be angry with him…but he’s still your father.”

 


“What do you even know?” Topher growls at me.

 


It feels like a slap in the face after our progress today. I swallow before answering, attempting to find the right words. “I know that you have a father…something I’ve never had the privilege of experiencing. And I know that he loves you.”

 


“You don’t know a God damn thing!” Topher bellows, slamming the steering wheel with his hand angrily.

 


Tears sting the back of my eyes, and I look out the side window the entire rest of the way back. I can feel his eyes on me a couple of times, but I don’t dare look his way. When he pulls up in front of my apartment, I hastily grab my backpack, and hop out of his car. Today was a mistake. I know that now.
  



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


Topher

I’m so angry I can barely see straight. After dropping Ciera off back at her place, I drive aimlessly for hours. Eventually, I find myself along the Oregon coast at the beach. I park the car, and end up seated in the sand watching the waves crashing onto the beach and the sun set.

 


I can’t believe he brought him there.
I can’t believe Ciera heard everything. I know she said she wouldn’t say anything, but I wouldn’t blame her if she did. She’s got leverage on me that could annihilate my reputation. I hate that she has that power.

 


I pull out my phone, searching my contacts. I need a distraction.

 


It’s a school night, but I don’t care. It’s still pretty early as I write Alyssa. The girl is a witch with a capital B, but I know she’s always had the hots for me. She’s easy on the eyes, and I heard a freak in the bed, but I’ve never done anything out of respect for Sophia. Now that Sophia is out of my life, I can do whatever the hell I want.

 


What are you up to?
I write.

 


I know she’s been seeing some college football player for the past few months, but I know she has been after my balls for years now. Something tells me she will want to play.

 


Not even five minutes later, I have a response from her.
Just going for a late night swim. You want to join?

 


Sure, be there in twenty.
Alyssa’s family has a pretty awesome heated pool with a grotto. I’ve enjoyed it on numerous occasions. If I drive fast enough, I can even make it there in fifteen minutes. I don’t have a pair of swimming trunks on me, but that won’t stop me.

 


When I pull up to Alyssa’s, all the lights are off except for the backdoor floodlights. I bypass her actual house, and head straight for the metal gate I’ve entered through countless times. It’s unlocked, and I let myself in, and see her lit pool in front of me. Steam is rolling off the water, and over the cement as I approach. Alyssa is nowhere in sight.

 


“Alyssa?” I call out, walking closer to the grotto.

 


“Up here!” Her voice rings out from the gazebo. It is placed at the top of a hill, and I can now see her seated inside, her red bikini top peeking out from above the water. I walk up the cement stairs to greet her.

 


Her blond hair is pulled up into a messy bun, but she is wearing bright red lipstick to match her bikini. It’s actually a turn-off. I don’t want to have to worry about the mess that stuff is going to leave.

 


“Well aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” she purrs from her position inside the hot tub. I feign a smile.

 


“You coming in?” I nod, and then begin unbuckling my jeans, removing my shoes and socks. I pull my t-shirt over my head, and all I am left in is my boxer-briefs. Her eyes trail up and down my body hungrily. She tilts her head to the side playfully.

 


I climb into the scorching hot water, and sit back against the white acrylic.

 


“So, I was surprised to hear from you.” She bats her eyes at me. I’m sure that makes other guys crazy…me, not so much. I just start to wonder if she has something stuck in her eye.

 


“Oh yeah?” I scoot a little closer to her. “And why is that?”

 


“Oh, you know, you’re Sophia’s ex…so you’re off limits. And…I’ve been hearing some rumors that you’ve been hanging out with that disgusting
freak, Ciera. Although, I figure you’ve just been doing your due diligence.”

 


My eyes narrow. I don’t give a shit what she says about Sophia, but Ciera doesn’t deserve that. I quickly grab Alyssa by the wrists and wrench her into me. “I could give two shits about Sophia.”

 


She looks surprised by my roughness. I lean in closer so she can feel my breath on her face.

 


“I heard what you did to Ciera.”

 


She throws her head back, cackling. “Oh my God, she deserved it!”

 


My glare intensifies until she has stopped laughing entirely. My grip on her wrists has tightened, and now her expression is slowly changing into fear. “You’re going to leave Ciera alone from now on, do you hear me?”

 


Alyssa’s eyes widen. “Oh my God…the rumors are true. I can’t believe it.”

 


I push her back up against the acrylic roughly, pressing my body into hers. “I couldn’t care less what you think, Alyssa.”

 


She narrows her brown eyes at me. “Then why the hell are you here?”

 


Because you’re easy and I need a distraction?
I just want her to shut up. So I do the one thing I know will make her do just that. I lower my lips to the base of her neck as my hand goes under the water.

 


* * *

 


I couldn’t even get it up. I’ve never been so monumentally disappointed in my dick than in that very moment. Although, there were countless reasons why I couldn’t get aroused. The first being the fact that Alyssa kisses like a fish. I’m talking full on sucking and puckering. I shudder just thinking about it. Secondly, I had barely touched her and she was moaning like I had made her come. I could already tell she would be someone who would fake an orgasm, and I’m so not into that. Especially after being with Sophia, the
queen of fake orgasms. And then to top it off, when I was kissing her, Ciera’s hurt expression from earlier kept popping into my head.

 


It isn’t her fault she heard what she did, and I made her feel like shit earlier. I want to apologize, but I know she doesn’t have a cellphone. I glance at the clock on mine, and it’s not even ten yet. Maybe I can stop by her apartment for a few moments and apologize? I know I’m not thinking straight, but I’m already halfway there before I can stop myself.

 


The possibility of her slamming the door in my face is very likely, but I feel like such an ass. I tell her I want to be friends, I invite her over to my house, and then I treat her like shit.
World class friend I am.

 


My palms are sweaty as I park my car and climb out.
Maybe it’s too late? Maybe I will get her in trouble?
Although these are two very good possibilities, I ignore my inner voice, and take the stairs two at a time. I stand outside her door for a good five minutes before I gain the courage necessary to knock. It is a light knock, one that shouldn’t attract attention from the fellow neighbors. I can hear footsteps inside, and after a few deathly quiet moments, I hear the lock being fumbled with before the door is cracked open. Ciera peeks her head out.

 


“Topher?” she gasps out in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

 


“I wanted to apologize about earlier,” I whisper. “I know it’s late, but I’ve been thinking about what a jerk I was, and I knew I couldn’t let it fester overnight.”

 


She runs her hand through her short blond layers, and then steps out onto the walkway with me, closing the door behind her. She is wearing purple fuzzy pajama bottoms, and a white crew t-shirt. My eyes immediately hone into her chest, and the fact that I can now clearly see she isn’t wearing a bra. Her tits are perky and big, and suddenly, I’m feeling the arousal I was missing from earlier as the blood begins to rush between my legs.

 


She folds her arms across her chest uncomfortably, and I realize maybe I was staring a bit too hard. I gulp loudly, maneuvering my eyes back to meet hers.

 


“I’m listening,” she states, her body more closed off than it’s been the past week.

 


I sigh. “My father’s gay.”

 


She doesn’t even bat an eye. “Yeah, I kind of gathered that. And your point?”

 


It doesn’t even seem to faze her. “Well, I just found out recently, and it’s been hard to adjust to.”

 


She nods. “You know there is nothing wrong with being gay, right?”

 


I feel like she just kicked me in the balls. “All my life I’ve thought of my father as someone I could look up to. Someone I wanted to be. And now I find out he’s been lying to me all this time.”

 


She continues to take the wind out of my sails. “Just because someone is gay doesn’t make them any less of a person. You’re acting like this is all about you. I bet you haven’t even bothered to stop and think about how this has affected his life.”

 


She’s right. It hasn’t even crossed my mind.

 


“I—I—“ She cuts me off.

 


“I wasn’t even sure what I overheard today, but I knew it was something you probably didn’t want me witness to. But the way you treated me was completely uncalled for. Sometimes Topher, you aren’t the center of the universe, and you’re going to have to come to terms with that fact. I appreciate the fact that you want to apologize, but after today, it made me realize just why people like us don’t associate with one another. We come from two completely different worlds.”

 


“Ciera—“ I try again, but she cuts me off once more.

 


“Maybe if we weren’t so insanely different, we would have a chance at being friends…but we have nothing in common. You come from money, I don’t. You are popular, I’m not. You are afraid of being associated with someone who loves the same sex…I’m not. I just think we should go our separate ways from now on.”

 


“This feels like a break-up,” I say.

 


She shrugs. “Hey, at least you didn’t entirely ruin your reputation over the past couple of weeks.”

 


I try to feign a smile, but have trouble doing even that. “Ciera, I’m sorry.”

 


She nods. “I know.” She spins to turn around and head back inside, when I throw my arm up to stop her.

 


“You’re different. People feel uncomfortable when something different comes along. That’s why I bullied you in the past. It doesn’t excuse my actions, but I am hoping that it will help you understand.”

 


She locks her blue eyes onto mine. “Thank you.”

 


“Thank you?” I choke out.

 


“For trying to be a better person.”

 


I reach out my hand, and graze the side of her face. I have no idea what possesses me to do this, but it’s almost instinctual.

 


Her eyes widen from my action, and I find myself tracing her lips with my eyes. I don’t know what it is about this girl, but there is something about her I can’t quite put my finger on.

 


I don’t even think twice before I begin leaning in. It’s like my body has a mind of its own. Just as my eyes close I feel a rough slap across my cheek, which sends my eyes flying open. “What the hell?” I cry out in surprise.

 


“I don’t know what kind of game you are trying to play here, but you can play it with someone else. Goodnight, Topher.” And then she closes the door in my face.

 


I rub my face where her hand assaulted it. Is it strange to say that I’ve never felt more alive than in this very moment? Ciera Nelson has somehow snaked her way under my skin. It was so subtle I didn’t even notice it was happening…but now, there is no denying it. There is definitely something happening…whether she wants to admit it or not.

 


I skip my way down the stairs, and back to my car. I should be disappointed. I should be upset that she slapped me. But instead, I feel hopeful. I don’t care what anyone thinks. Ciera Nelson intrigues me, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to know her.
  



Chapter Sixteen

 


Ciera

“What exactly are you saying?” my mother asks in a shaky tone.

 


We’ve been in an exam room for the past half an hour meeting with Dr. Brown.

 


“I’m saying that Ciera’s anaplastic astrocytoma is growing much too rapidly now. We have the medication readily available and I think it’s time to decide on a date.” His eyes look pained as he spells it out for us.

 


My mother stifles a sob. Although most of this isn’t new to us, it’s still difficult to process. I guess it never felt real until this very moment. I grab my mother’s hand, giving it a tight squeeze.

 


“I’m not ready,” my mother gasps out, tears streaming down her face.

 


I’m finding it hard to catch my breath. “We knew this day would come. At least this way, we will know exactly how much time we have together.”

 


She is wringing her hands out in her lap, and I have the impulse to do the same.

 


“What about March 2nd?” I offer up.

 


Dr. Brown nods gently. “You may want to schedule it just a bit sooner. Things are only going to escalate quicker from here on out.”

 


“February 20th,” my mother says softly. “It is your father’s birthday.”

 


I glance at her. This is the first time she’s brought him up in years. I’m surprised she remembers such an intimate detail about a man she hasn’t even seen in more than twelve years.

 


I nod. “February 20th
seems like a good day.”

 


She exhales loudly. We are putting an expiration date on my life, and it’s affecting the both of us to the very core.

 


One of the terms in the Die with Dignity act is that the patient must be terminally ill and have less than six months left to live. We always knew the time was nearing, I guess we just never knew how quickly it was approaching; how quickly the tumor was metastasizing.

 


I am going to die one way or another. But this way, at least it’s on my terms. At least I will die surrounded by the people I love and care about, and still be myself.

 


Dr. Brown shakes his head in agreement. “That gives you just about four months to enjoy the rest of what life has to offer.”

 


 
 

My mother squeezes my hand tighter, the shortened timeframe obviously getting to her.

 


I’m blinking, but not crying. I’m staring at Dr. Brown, but seeing right through him.

 


This is all happening too fast. I don’t even know if I am ready.

 


“Ciera,” I hear my name being spoken, but it sounds far away.

 


I don’t want to leave my mother. I don’t want to leave Rose or Wesley.



Tears are falling from my mother’s eyes along with stifled sobs.

 


“Ciera.”

 


I am watching his lips move as he addresses me, but I’m lost in my own little world.

 


“Ciera,” Dr. Brown’s voice breaks through my thoughts. “I’m going to let you take the medication home with you today. I know you guys decided on February 20th, but once you have the medication, it’s your choice. If it becomes too difficult, you can always take it earlier if need be.”

 


I lock eyes with his gentle gaze.
Why me?
My tongue feels heavy and dry as I try to put together my thoughts. I have no intention of taking the medication any earlier than we talked about, but I appreciate that the decision is ultimately my choice. I nod stiffly as he hands me a white paper sack.



As I grip it in my hands, my heart begins to feel tight.

 


My mother’s sobs turn into wails, and I feel numb. I shift my eyes over to her, and she has lost it. I know in any normal situation I would be right there with her…but I am still having trouble grasping the reality of the situation. I am in complete and utter shock. I simply nod.

 


A year ago, I had dreams of becoming a writer. Now, I won’t live to see my eighteenth birthday. I always thought somewhere deep down inside myself I was destined for greatness. Now, I know it’s not that simple.

 


Enjoy the rest of what life has to offer.
Dr. Brown’s words replay in my head.

 


My head begins to throb, reminding me that this is my reality. Although I’m having trouble grasping it…I can’t run from it.

 


* * *

 


My mother has been crying since we left the doctor’s office. I have yet to shed a tear. When we return home, Rose and Wes are on their best behavior. They’ve never seen her like this before, and they don’t know what to do to make it okay. I just need some air. I just need a break from the tears. The more tears she sheds, the more real the situation becomes. I just want to go back to living in my fairy tale. The one where I am bullied on a regular basis, and I am just trying to survive high school, not the one where I know my days are numbered.

 


I take off without a destination in mind. I just need to get out of there. I’m in no shape to be running, but I ignore that and run until I can’t run anymore. Until my legs feel like jello. Until I literally collapse onto the ground. I stare up at the sky, watching the sun fade into the background of the clouds. I don’t know how I ended up here, but I did. I’m on the school grounds.

 


Because of my multiple appointments, I’ve missed quite a bit of school this week. I’ve always loved school, minus the bullying part. I’ve always loved expanding my knowledge on certain subjects and soaking up everything I can like a sponge. I look at the red brick building, committing it to memory.

School let out a couple of hours ago, but there is football practice. I can hear the commotion over on the field. I walk over to the fence that borders the field and lace my fingers through it. Watching the players tackle one another until I hear the coach blow the whistle to signal the end of practice. I’ve never cared for football, but it’s strange to think it won’t even matter in a short amount of time. Nothing will.

 


Maybe I am being punished? Maybe I deserve this?

 


I fall back to the ground roughly amongst the scattered bits of grass. I watch as our football team makes their way back into the locker room. Topher is there…somewhere. I’m not sure of his number, but he’s definitely amongst the pack.

 


After he tried to kiss me the other day, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him or his lips. I don’t know what possessed him to attempt such a thing, but if his plan was to snake his way into my thoughts…he succeeded. I’ve thought about him non-stop until we walked into Dr. Brown’s office today. Maybe, somehow, I helped him change…

 


I know now I can’t spend any more time with him. Not when I know the outcome of my future is grim. It isn’t fair to him. It was probably a dare anyways. I’m sure he had a video camera ready to film when I succumbed to his charms. But for that brief short amount of time that I was able to dream about the ‘what if’s’…it was beautiful.

 


I pull the grass out from the ground and rub it between my fingers. There are so many things I wanted to accomplish before I die. Visit another state. Get a tattoo. Ride a horse. Even if money wasn’t an object, time is.

 


My mind wanders to Mack.
How am I going to tell Mack? Should I tell him?
I don’t even know what the correct etiquette is with something of this caliber.
Poor Mack. Who will he gossip with about the A-Team once I’m gone? Who will take my place?

 


I’m still lost in thought when I see the front doors of the school open up, and I hear our football team bustle out. There are an array of voices lost in excitement over today’s practice, and their upcoming game against Stayton.

 


I should probably get back home. My mother is going to be worried sick. I don’t know how long ago I took off, but I do know the sun was out, and now the moon is rising to take its place. I stand up, my legs shaky from the exertion and everything from today in general.

 


I begin making my way toward the parking lot, headed toward the street when I hear his voice. I don’t even have to turn around to know it’s him. The goose bumps that raise all over my skin are confirmation.

 


“Ciera!” he calls after me, and then I hear feet hitting pavement as he runs over to me.

 


I don’t know if I can handle seeing him. Not when I know what I know now.

 


“Hey,” he says softly when he reaches me. His cheeks are tinged pink from the cool weather, and his heated practice, and it accentuates his blue-green eyes.

 


I nod at him as a greeting, but don’t bother responding.

 


“Have you been avoiding me?” he asks. “I noticed I haven’t seen you in class much this week.”

 


If only it were that simple.

 


I shake my head slightly.

 


Confusion spills over his face as he tries to understand me. “Where have you been?”

 


A few weeks ago, if you would have told me Topher Carlson cared about my whereabouts, I would have choked from surprise. I would have never believed it. Now, I can see something has changed behind his eyes. I’m still not exactly sure what brought on the change, but it’s a good look for him.

 


To be honest, I haven’t been too worried about missing school as everyone and their mother seem to be interested in our new friendship. It’s been difficult to walk down the hall without hearing the whispers, or seeing the stares. Everyone wants to know why he changed his tune. Why
I
matter.

 


I shrug. “I had some appointments.”

 


He nods. “Well, what are you doing here?”

 


I look around at the school. “I went for a run and kind of ended up here…”

 


He doesn’t even try to hide his surprise. “You run?”

 


My cheeks instantly begin flaming up. “Sometimes.” It’s not like I don’t take ample amounts of breaks, but he doesn’t need to know that information.

 


He breaks out into a grin. “I used to be on the track team. We should run together sometime.”

 


Yeah. Right.

 


I shrug. “Maybe.”

 


He glances out at the parking lot which is becoming emptier by the minute. A few of his teammates are pulling out, and some climb out passenger side windows to yell derogatory comments my way.

 


“Just ignore them,” he says softly. “It’s what I do.”

 


He shifts back and forth on the heels of his feet. “Do you need a ride home?”

 


My legs do feel like they might break off. And I can already feel the forming blisters.

 


What are you doing? You just said how you need to distance yourself from him.

 


“Yeah, if you don’t mind.” I guess my inner voice will just have to shove it.

 


“Cool,” he says, and then begins walking toward a bright blue 2014 Mustang.

 


“New car?” I motion to the car as he unlocks it.

 


He shrugs. “For the moment.”

 


“Must be nice,” I mutter under my breath as I climb in.

 


The drive back is uncomfortably quiet. I know I should be trying harder to fill the silence, but my mind keeps wandering. Topher seems to notice the tension.

 


“Is everything okay?” he asks, shifting his eyes between me and the road.

 


I nod, but still don’t say a word.

 


“You’re really quiet,” he says under his breath.

 


Although I know my time is limited, I’ve lived long enough to see the most popular guy in school change his tune and attitude. To see the most handsome guy I’ve ever laid eyes on show even a fraction of interest in me. A silent tear trickles down my cheek, and then it’s as if the floodgates have been opened. I can’t stop it. The tears free fall my face onto my pants.

 


Topher turns his head toward me quickly a few times, and I know I can’t hide it. I feel the car slowing down, and then it is pulled over to the side of the road. He turns off the engine, but doesn’t say a word.

 


I continue crying silently, which slowly turns into full on wails. I’m pounding my fist into the dashboard angrily.
I’m too young. I’ve never even been kissed. I’m never going to get to walk down the aisle. I’m never going to be able to carry my own child.

 


I keel over and throw my head between my legs. Hyperventilating. I am trying to get breath into my lungs with no luck.

 


I feel Topher’s hand gently rub my back. He is rubbing it in a circular motion and after a few minutes, my breathing begins to level out. I feel his hand leave my back, but the heat from his touch lingers. A couple of moments later, I hear him open his door, and climb out of the car. My eyes are blurry from the tears, so I don’t bother moving an inch.

 


My door opens up, and I feel the cool, brisk wind seep in. Topher reaches in, grabbing my hands, and lifts me up. I can’t even look him in the eyes. I’m sniffling and looking down. I feel defeated. He encircles me in his arms, pulling me in tightly. My heart begins to race from his touch. One of his hands is around my neck holding me close, and the other has resumed its circular motion on my back. I can feel his chin on top of my head, and every now and then, his lips gently press against my hair, making the butterflies in my stomach act erratically.

 


He doesn’t say a word. He just continues to hold me tightly in his arms. It’s comforting, and exactly what I need. I’m thankful he doesn’t ask why I’m crying, or why I broke down right in front of him. It’s as if he knows that all I need right now is a friend. And even though there are things he’s done to me in the past that I may never forget…this is a huge step in the right direction to moving past them. Maybe I can forgive him. Maybe he deserves that.
  



Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Topher

I hold her silently until her breathing evens out, and her tears have long since dried up. The moon is illuminating the sky, and the sound of crickets and wind takes over our surroundings. Slowly, I begin to release her. I trace my fingers across her jawline gently. “You want to talk about it?”

 


She leans into my fingers for mere seconds before turning her face away from mine, averting my gaze. “Can you take me home?”

 


I nod, without saying a word.

 


We climb back into the car, and the air has changed between us.

 


I don’t know what it is about this girl, but seeing her hurt kills me. I want to beat up whoever made her cry. But she isn’t talking.

 


I glance over at her in the darkened car, taking in her delicate features. Her small ears, her long eyelashes, her cute nose. It’s like I’m seeing her for the first time. Ciera is not my type. She’s never been. But then again, neither was Sophia. Maybe I don’t even know my type.

 


She’s definitely not skinny by any means…but I like the fact that I can’t break her in two. I like the fact that she has curves and meat on her bones.

 


“You’re staring,” she whispers through a shaky breath as she locks eyes with me quickly, before shifting them back out the window.

 


“Sorry,” I say sheepishly as I break the stare.

 


But I’m not sorry. Not in one bit. My eyes flicker back to her face and her reddened cheeks.

 


I love the way her shorter hair accentuates her facial features. I love how the color brightens up her eyes and smile. Her blue eyes meet mine once more, but this time she doesn’t look away. I find myself drowning in her sapphire irises. Her cheeks grow redder by the second, but this time it doesn’t seem to be the tears causing it.

 


She bites her bottom lip delicately, seemingly nervous. “What is going on between us?” she asks.

 


“We’re friends,” I answer simply, but I can tell she isn’t satisfied with my answer.

 


She shakes her head softly. “Friends don’t kiss.”

 


I sigh, running my hand over my short hair.
She’s right. Friends don’t kiss. What is going on with me? Better yet…what is going on with us?

 


“You’re different than I thought.”

 


“You barely know me,” she says softly, breaking the stare.

 


“You’re Ciera Nelson. We’ve gone to school together for basically our entire lives. You’re the strange girl who doesn’t wear name brand clothes, doesn’t look anyone in the eyes, and excels at school. You work at Regal Cinemas. I’ve seen you there a couple of times. You seem happy when at work, more like yourself. You have one friend I am aware of, Mack Turner, who cares about you more than you care to admit to yourself. You recently began a new friendship with Madalynne Johnson…should I continue?”

 


She glances back at me. “All stuff that is glaringly obvious.”

 


“Your new hair and contacts give you a confidence you’ve never had before. And something changed in the past few weeks because you’ve been bolder. You carry yourself differently. You look people in the eyes. You don’t think having a gay father is a burden. You see it more as a blessing.”

 


Her eyes shift nervously around the car.

 


“Why didn’t you look anyone in the eyes?” I’ve been wondering this for a while, just didn’t know the right time to ask it.

 


She glances down at the floorboard, and I grab her chin, turning her face toward mine.

 


“If I didn’t acknowledge them, sometimes they let me be. Sometimes they forgot I was there. I could become a ghost.”

 


Pain shoots through my heart. I was one of the people that made her feel that way. I’m going to regret it for a long time. “What changed?”

 


Her eyes share the same pain I feel. “Madalynne showed me my worth. She helped me understand that it’s not wrong to be treated like a human being. It’s my right.”

 


I swallow, digesting her words.

 


You were one of the people that made her feel less than a human being. You were one of the assholes.

 


“I’m sorry for the part I played in everything.”

 


She shakes her head dismissively. “It’s okay.”

 


“No, no it’s not.” I lean back against my seat. “I had an image to uphold and a reputation to live up to. I didn’t care about anyone but myself.”

 


“And now?” she asks in a small voice.

 


“Now I realize how stupid I really was. How wrong I was.” I sigh loudly. “You didn’t deserve anything we put you through. None of it. And I’m really sorry.”

 


She inhales deeply as if she is letting my words wash over her, helping relieve her pain. “Thank you.” She rubs her hand across her jeans a few times. “You’ve changed too.”

 


I cock my head to the side. “How?”

 


Her blue eyes hone in on mine. “You’re less of an asshole.”

 


I fight a chuckle. “Thanks.”

 


She smiles slightly. “You don’t care what anyone thinks anymore. Your reputation is the least of your worries.”

 


She’s right.
I wonder when I made this transition.

 


“Go to the Winter Formal with me.”

 


Her eyes widen at my suggestion. “I know you don’t care about your reputation any more, but that would be full-on social suicide.”

 


I shrug. “Who cares? Come, with me.”

 


She exhales deeply. “You should take someone you care about.”

 


I grab her hand quickly, squeezing it as reassurance. “I want to go with you.”

 


It’s small, but I notice a flicker of a smile pass her lips. “I have nothing to wear.”

 


“I’ll take care of that.”

 


She sighs. “I don’t dance.”

 


I shrug. “Neither do I. But we can go and
not
dance together.”

 


She turns her head so her eyes are facing out the window. She appears deep in thought. “We shouldn’t. It wouldn’t be right. And plus, I’m not interested in a pity date.”

 


She is really making me work hard for it. “It wouldn’t be a pity date. There is no reason two friends can’t go to the dance together, and have a good time.”

 


“We come from two different worlds,” she says quietly.

 


“And your point is?”

 


“You would never hear the end of it. Your friends would make sure I got punished for it.”

 


“Let me take care of my friends. All you have to do is agree.” I’m trying to make it easy for her. I don’t give a shit about my friends.
She’s right, I have changed.

 


She nods gently.

 


“Is that a yes?” I ask, squeezing her shoulder.

 


She nods more aggressively, a smile playing upon her lips.

 


I tap the steering wheel. “Ciera Nelson, I am going to give you the most magical Winter Formal experience…just you wait.”

 


Her smile widens. “Thank you.”

 


“For what?” I ask.

 


“For making me forget what a shitty day I had.”

 


Oh, yeah.
Even I had almost forgot.

 


I rub her shoulder softly. “Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?”

 


* * *

 


I think my eyes are deceiving me when I make it home, and the familiar red Mustang is in the driveway. I park my loaner in the usual place before hopping out and heading straight for her driver’s side window. I can hear loud pop music emanating from inside, but I knock on the window. She turns the car off, and opens the door slowly.

 


“What are you doing here?” I decide to skip all pleasantries. We haven’t really talked since I found out about her and Joe, and I haven’t really cared to make an effort.

 


“Topher,” she says softly.

 


“What are you doing here, Sophia?” I repeat my previous question.

 


“I thought we could talk,” she replies timidly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

 


“There’s nothing left to talk about,” I snap.

 


She winces from my harsh tone.

 


“Look,” she says gently, taking a step toward me. “I’m sorry for what I did. I really am. But you were checked out. You had been checked out for a while. Joe paid attention to me. He cared what I had to say.”

 


I grit my teeth, clenching my jaw. “When couples have a problem, they talk it out. They don’t sleep with their significant other’s best friend.”

 


Her expression remains pained. “I’m sorry Topher, I’m so sorry. Tell me what I can do to make this better.”

 


“You can’t,” I reply dryly.

 


She reaches out her hand to my neck, caressing her thumb into my skin. “I miss you. Let’s work this out. I love you.”

 


I grab her hand and shove it away from me. “Go home, Sophia.”

 


She looks surprised and hurt. “What about the Winter Formal?”

 


“What about it?” I ask, sarcastically.

 


“We are supposed to go together!” she says exasperatedly.

 


I nearly choke. “Why don’t you go with the guy you’ve been fucking for almost nine months?”

 


“Topher, don’t be like this! We can still work this out.” Her eyes continue to plead with mine, her bottom lip is quivering.

 


“I’m going with someone else. I’ve moved on…you should to.”

 


Her eyes narrow and a scowl takes over her face. “You can’t honestly be talking about Ciera Nelson. That girl is the definition of white trash.”

 


I don’t know what comes over me, but I push her against the door of her car, my fingers circling her neck. I’m not putting any pressure on my hold, but I can tell she is frightened by the look in her eyes. “And what if I am? At least she doesn’t fuck anything that moves.”

 


Sophia expels a gasp and I remove my fingers slowly. “You’re different.” She rubs the area my fingers were. “You’re
really
not afraid to lose everything.”

 


I chuckle. “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks anymore. You should try it, it’s freeing.”

 


She glares back at me before ripping open her car door and climbing in. She rolls down her window before driving off. “What you’re walking away from…people dream of having. You’re never going to be able to get it back.”

 


I raise my eyebrows. “I’m counting on it.”

 


She starts the engine and speeds off down my driveway.

 


I really have changed. Nothing is ever going to be the same again. I can’t wait to see what the future has in store for me.
  



Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Ciera

I quit my job.

 


We still need the money and it’s still on my mind, but my mother would not allow me to live another moment of my short time catering to the needs of others. She tells me she wants me to begin living for me and for once, I can’t say I disagree. Although I love the part-time position and my co-workers, there are so many things I want to experience before it’s too late.

 


Unfortunately, now I feel like I have so much extra time on my hands. So, I’ve been making a list. I guess, one would call it a bucket list. It’s a list of things I want to do before I go. Before I become a ghost of the past. I’ve been trying to stick to things that don’t require money, but my mother let me keep my last paycheck in full, so I have a little bit of play money, and I’m rather excited about it.

 


Number thirteen on my list is fly a kite at the beach. It’s not exactly the best weather for it, but the wind is sufficient. Now, I just need to figure out how to get there. I bought the kite last night. It’s Saturday morning and only 9 am, but I am dressed and ready to go. I should probably be keeping my distance from Topher, but after I call Mack a few times with no such luck, I know my options are quite slim. I know I could try to call Madalynne, but I don’t know her number, and it’s probably too sudden of a request.

 


After a lengthy mental debate with myself, I end up trekking it across town to Topher’s house. I don’t know if he will be home, but I hope so, as I just spent the last two hours making the long commute on foot. I could ride the bus, but I’m not familiar with the routes, and knowing me it would be much more of a headache. Thank goodness I’m in my warmest clothes, along with a scarf Rose gave me for Christmas last year. It’s rather ugly, but it gets the job done.

 


I’m breathing heavily when I finally reach the familiar door. It’s dark mahogany and beautiful, much like the inside of the house. I ring the doorbell and wait, hoping that the car I saw in the driveway is Topher’s current loaner. An older gentleman who resembles Topher opens the door. He has the same color of brown hair, but instead of Topher’s intense aqua irises, he has russet colored eyes. His nose and his jawline resemble his son so much, if I didn’t know any better, I’d guess they were brothers.

 


“Hi there, may I help you?” he asks. He has a gentle way about him, and I wonder if things have gotten any better between him and his son since the last time I was in their home.

 


I glance around him, hoping Topher will magically appear, but he doesn’t. “Is Topher home?” I ask.

He gives me the once-over appearing surprised that I am requesting his son. I’m surprised myself.

 


“He’s still asleep, did you want to come in and wait? I can go wake him up…” his father replies.

 


Disappointment surges through me.
Maybe this is a bad idea? What if he already has plans? What was I even thinking…?

 


“No, that’s alright…” Just as I begin to turn around and make the long trek back to my house, I notice a flash of something at the top of the staircase. My eyes hone in on the sight, and I notice it’s a shirtless Topher, glancing down at our interaction, rubbing his eyes.

 


“I got this, Dad,” he states with authority as he disappears and reappears within moments carrying a t-shirt. He skips down the stairs, slowly slipping the shirt over his head.

 


My heart is in overdrive. My cheeks heating up from the intimate sight. I just witnessed every girl’s fantasy…at least the girls I go to school with. My eyes are still trained on the small amount of skin showing between his sweatpants and his t-shirt when it finally falls over it.

 


Topher pushes past his father, his eyes widening from surprise when he sees me. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

 


I swallow, attempting to quiet my indecent thoughts.

 


I look down at my shoes, and then back up into his mesmerizing eyes. “I don’t know. I guess it seemed like a better idea earlier…”

 


Topher’s father shrugs his shoulders, and heads back inside their massive home.

 


Topher’s eyes fall onto my cheeks, and then hover over my lips. “Did you walk here?” He looks around me for any sign of a vehicle.

 


My cheeks begin to burn with a fury as I nod.

 


“Well shit,” he gasps out, reaching for my arm, and pulling me inside the warm house with him. “Do you want something to drink? You’re probably dead tired.”

 


I laugh. “Yeah, water would be nice.”

 


I follow him into the kitchen as he hurriedly prepares a glass of ice water for me. Then we both take a seat at the tall island in the middle of the room. “So, you want to tell me what you’re doing here?”

 


I sigh. “I need a ride.”



He chuckles, his teal eyes sparkling. “You walked all the way here just to ask me for a ride? Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose of your request?”

 


I smile slightly. “Well you know me and phones.”

 


He looks uncomfortable as my underlying tone about being broke comes through. “Where did you need to go?”

 


I look at the clock and it’s nearing lunchtime now.
Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.
He probably already has plans for the day and I’m interrupting them. Plus, a drive to the beach is going to eat away quite a bit of time and gas.
I don’t even know what I was thinking.
“You know what,” I say, thinking better of it. “A ride home would be nice.”

 


He stares at me with a confused expression. “You’re acting really strange…”

 


I feign a smile. “At least I’m doing something right.”

 


He motions with his head toward the backpack I have on. “What’s in the bag?”

 


I shrug my shoulders. “Nothing. Just a kite.”

 


His expression changes to intrigue. “A kite?”

 


I nod. “I had this bright idea to go fly a kite at the beach…since I’ve never done it before and all. And I guess I didn’t really think about all the logistics of that.”

 


He cocks his head to the side. “You’ve never flown a kite before?”

 


I shake my head no.

 


“So, why today? What made you decide you wanted to try today?” he asks curiously.

 


Because I’m dying?
“I kind of have this list of things I want to try to do within the next couple of months.”

 


He raises his eyebrows. “Like a bucket list?”

 


The air between us grows thick. “Yeah, something like that. I just realized I haven’t really been living for a while now, and what better time to start?”

 


A smile pulls at his lips. “That is so cool. What else is on the list?”

 


My cheeks grow hot from his gaze. “Just stupid stuff like riding a horse, going camping, participating in a 5k.”

 


His shock is not easily masked. I know I am not in shape, whatsoever, but I want to do it all, before it’s too late.

 


“I learn more about you every day,” he murmurs softly.

 


I tuck my hair behind my ears nervously. “Yeah, I guess you do.”

 


Suddenly he is beaming back at me. “You could have asked anyone to help you conquer this list. Why me?”

 


I look around anxiously. “You know as well as I do that I can count my friends on one hand. And plus…I thought a change of pace might be good for you.”

 


He nods drumming his fingers along his chin. “Can I see the list?”

 


My stomach instantly tightens.
No. You cannot. If you see it, it will just create more questions.
I shake my head dismissively.

 


“Okay.” He chuckles. “But on our way to the beach you are going to share more of your list with me.”

 


Nervousness pools within me. “You want to go?”

 


He smiles widely. “Of course I want to go. But, before we go, I need to know…any more items on your list revolve around the beach or huge bodies of water?”

 


Mentally, I scan my list. “Yeah, a couple…why?”

 


He grins. “Better to kill two birds with one stone.”

 


I already like the way he is thinking. “Smart.”

 


“Let me go get dressed. You okay waiting here?”

 


I nod, remaining seated.

 


I guess I should have prepared better. I glance down at my warm clothing. Oh well.
Carpe diem.
  



Chapter Nineteen

 


 


Topher

I don’t know what I am expecting when I wake up to find Ciera at my door. It is surprising to say the least. The girl is much different than I thought. It’s like, just when I think I have her figured out, she goes and does something that jumbles my idea of her. When I see her at the bottom of the stairway, outside the door, my stomach begins doing sickening flops. I can’t figure out why. She’s never made me nervous before, but something has definitely changed between us. It is an unspoken shift, but I know she feels it too, otherwise she wouldn’t have walked all the way across town.

 


After quickly dressing, we hurry out the door and into the brand new 2014 Lexus RC F sitting in my driveway. It’s black and sleek and I’ve been dying to test it out on the freeway. Hopefully Ciera can handle it.

 


She is wearing the ugliest scarf I have ever laid eyes on. It looks like someone had a bit too much fun with tie-die and it has the ugliest fringed edges to it. I can’t take her seriously with it on. I keep sneaking glances and then cracking myself up.

 


“What?” she finally asks huffily.

 


“That scarf,” I say through a round of chuckles.

 


She glances down at the ugly piece of clothing and then back up at me. “What about it?”

 


I stifle another laugh. “You can’t be serious.”

 


Her cheeks turn a dark shade of pink as she unwraps it from her neck, and then holds it in her hands, staring down at it. “It was a Christmas gift.”

 


For some reason that answer is even worse. “Well whoever thought that was a good idea, was sorely mistaken.”

 


Ciera glares at me. “My sister Rose made it for me last year for Christmas.”

 


“Well that explains a lot.”

 


She tosses it to her feet, and then folds her arms across her chest.

 


“Oh, come on. You’re not mad at me now, are you?” I tease.

 


She continues glaring at me. “You’re rude. Didn’t your mother ever teach you if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all?”

 


I know she doesn’t realize what she is saying until the words are completely out of her mouth, and hanging in the air uncomfortably between us. The car falls silent.

 


“I’m—I’m sorry,” she stammers. “I didn’t think.”

 


I shrug. “It’s not a big deal.”

 


“How did it happen?” she asks in a small voice.

 


“She developed a severe case of pneumonia when I was less than a year old. The doctor’s couldn’t save her.”

 


I realize that this is the first time I’ve told anyone the truth. It’s easier not to mention it, so most of the time I let people believe that she ran off after I was born. Then I don’t have to deal with their pity.

 


Ciera shifts uncomfortably. “You didn’t really get to know her.”

 


I nod, remaining mute. Unfortunately not.

 


“I wonder what she was like…”

 


I glance at Ciera curiously, and then back at the road. “She was selfless and kind, always thinking of others. Nothing like me.”

 


“Hey, you’re coming around,” Ciera says softly.

 


“I guess there’s hope for me yet…”

 


Silence fills the air again as we ride for quite some time without words or even music. Just the low hum of the engine filling the void.

 


“So, tell me more about this list,” I finally say.

 


She sighs, running her hand through her short blond locks. “For too long I’ve lived my life in fear. Fear of judgment, fear of my peers, fear of—“

 


“In fear of me,” I finish for her.

 


She nods slowly. “I’m tired of living in fear. Life is meant to be lived, experienced, and breathed. I’m ready now.”

 


Her words are so powerful, I’m not prepared with how hard they hit me. “What else is on this list?”

 


She exhales a long, deep breath. “A lot.” She pauses, thinking. “I want to go camping. With real tents and sleeping bags. Under the stars. I want to roast marshmallows and tell ghost stories.”

 


“Wait.” I slap my hand on the dashboard excitedly. “Are you telling me you’ve never gone camping before?”

 


She shakes her head no.

 


My mind begins racing. This girl really hasn’t experienced life to the fullest. I’m excited I get the opportunity to be along for the ride.

 


“Okay, what else?”

 


She scrunches up her nose and taps on her chin like she is deep in thought. “Halloween is next week. I’ve never been to a haunted house.”

 


I can’t help the shock spilling over my face. “You came to the right place.”

 


She giggles. “You know, no one asked you to help with the list.”

 


“Oh please,” I say in one long breath. “You’re practically begging for it. I’m going to help you tackle this list Topher-style and then you are going to have to do something for me.”

 


Her eyes widen. “And just what might that be?”

 


I break out into a wide grin. “You’re just going to have to wait and see…”

 


* * *

 


As it turns out, there is a lot we can do from her list in one day at the beach. We start out by attempting to fly the kite, unsuccessfully. The wind isn’t as strong as she thought it would be, and we give up after a good hour of attempts. Ciera finds a sand dollar poking out from the sand, and it steals our attention away from the task at hand.

 


“Look!” she exclaims excitedly. “A sand dollar!” She is turning it over in her hand, examining all the markings when I grab it from her.

 


“It’s in one piece…that’s rare,” I reply.

 


“I’ve never seen one in person before, much less held one!” It’s refreshing to live through her eyes for once; everything new and exciting.

 


“Let me guess, another item we can check off from the list?”

 


She looks up at me, her blue eyes gleaming as she nods.

 


“Here, let me hold onto it. I have bigger pockets than you.” I tuck the sand dollar into the pocket of my pants and then look back at her. “What now?”

 


Her eyes trail away from my face and down the beach a little. “Do you think the tide is low enough for us to explore a cave?”

 


I look out at the ocean, the water keeping its distance. “For now, but it won’t be for long! We better hurry.”

 


We make our way down the beach to a series of caves. Most are too dangerous to enter, but we locate one that we can walk along the side into a good fifty feet.

 


“Be careful,” I warn her, as I reach out to grab the side. “It’s slippery.”

 


I take calculated steps around the moss covered rocks inside, but it’s clear within minutes that she doesn’t heed my warning as I hear a loud shriek, and the sound of rocks falling amongst each other, and then into the water below. I grab her arm, catching her.

 


We stand there giggling together like a bunch of idiots before I sweep her hair out of her face gently.
I don’t know why she was never on my radar before. I don’t know why I thought I was so much better than her.

 


She looks up into my eyes with a pained expression. “We can’t.”

 


My brows furrow as I try to understand why she is pushing me away. “We can’t what?”

 


She looks down, and then pulls herself out of my grip slowly. “This isn’t us.”

 


“Oh really, so you’re saying there is an ‘us’?” I ask, arching an eyebrow.

 


She sighs heavily. “You’re the most popular guy in school, I’m the biggest loser. We don’t make sense.”

 


“I don’t care about any of that…you shouldn’t either.”

 


She begins to make her way back out onto the beach as the sun is beginning to set and the cave is darkening on the inside. When I catch up to her, she is staring up at the beautiful night sky. “What if Madalynne hadn’t dragged me to that party? You would have never known who I was, and we would have never been here together.”

 


I look at her incredulously. “Are we really going to play the ‘what if’ game? What if Sophia hadn’t slept with Joe? What if my dad wasn’t gay? It doesn’t fucking matter because it’s not real.” I pull her into me. “I can’t take back the shitty things I did to you, but I can be a better person. I can’t explain the way you make me feel, but I can tell you I’ve never felt more alive in my entire life than when I’m with you.”

 


Ciera looks down at the sand and then away. She has a sad, far off look in her eyes.

 


I grab her chin and direct her eyes back toward me. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

 


A silent tear rolls down her cheek. “Why is this happening now? Why couldn’t this have happened years ago?”

 


I shake my head dismissively. “I wasn’t the same person a few years ago as I am now. I was immature and arrogant.”

 


She inhales deeply. “Can you take me home?”

 


I don’t know what is going on with her, but I’m not ready to leave yet. Not when we have so many more things from her list we can still tackle tonight. I shake my head no.

 


“Topher…” she says sadly.

 


I grab her hands and pull her into my chest. “You asked me to accompany you on this mission and I’m not leaving until we have completed everything we possibly can.”

 


She huffs.

 


“Come on, you can’t deny that you’ve had fun today…”

 


She shakes her head. “That’s the problem. I’m having too much fun.”

 


I look at her like she has two heads. “Is that even such a thing? Plus, weren’t you the one telling me that you haven’t really been living?”

 


She looks into my eyes. Almost as if she is searching for something, and then I see her expression change, like a light bulb is going off in her head.

 


“Oh, hell!” she exclaims, throwing her arms up in the air. She pulls on my hoodie, bringing me down to her level and then she presses her lips against mine. I don’t know what compels her to do this, but the minute our lips touch I feel it within the very core of my being. I am on fire. I am pulling her closer, melding our lips together. I’ve never felt anything more powerful, more intense.

 


Kissing Sophia seems like child’s play compared to the kiss I share with Ciera now. And before I know it, she is pushing me away, leaving me breathless. I press my forehead against hers, breathing in deeply. “Wow.”

 


“Wow,” she repeats me.

 


“That was…” I trail off, still attempting to gather my thoughts along with my breath.

 


“Incredible,” she finishes for me.

 


I nod lightly. “If I knew it was going to be like
that
I would have kissed you sooner, slap or not.”

 


She giggles, taking a step back. “I had to do it…at least once.”

 


I whistle. “That’s going to be happening a lot more than one time…” But then I realize the actual meaning of her previous statement. “Are you telling me that you’ve never been kissed before?”

Her cheeks instantly flush as she goes mute.

 


“You’re kidding, right?”
She has to be kidding. There’s no way I could feel as blown away as I do from a girl who’s never kissed anyone before…can I?

 


She continues to look embarrassed. “I kissed Mack once. We were in second grade, and wanted to get it over with…it doesn’t really count.”

 


I guess I can.

 


I run my fingers across her face, still feeling an electric pull between the two of us. “I don’t know how you expect me to keep my hands off of you now that you whipped out your ridiculous kissing skills.”

 


She shies away from my touch. “That was a one-time thing.”

 


“Hell no, it isn’t.” I grab her hand and pull her back into me, mashing my lips to hers. Her body melts into mine. It seems her body has different ideas than her mind.
  



Chapter Twenty

 


 


Ciera

Darkness has fallen upon the beach as Topher leads the way via a flashlight.

 


“Are you sure this is a good idea? I never even let my mom know I was leaving.” I am referring to the newly bought tent and sleeping bag Topher carries under his arm, along with the bag of s’mores accessories I carry.

 


“Do you want to call her?”

 


I sigh. “It’s kind of late now. I would probably wake Rose and Wes. It would be easier if she had a cell phone.”

 


“Oh, that’s right, I keep forgetting…” he trails off as he drops everything onto the sand. “We are going to have to change that.”

 


I ponder over what he means by that as he takes the paper grocery bag out of my hands, and drops it on the sand. His lips find mine again, and it’s as if he can’t get enough of me. Ever since I made the move to kiss him earlier, he’s made a conscious effort to be touching me in any way possible. Whether it was his arm around my waist at the sporting goods store, or his hand on mine in the car, it’s as if he’s scared I’ll disappear. The feeling is foreign to me, but makes my heart beat rapidly in my chest in a good way.

 


I know how amazing I feel now, but I know the feeling can’t possibly last. I can only guestimate how it will be when we return to school on Monday. Will we go back to simply existing alongside one another or will he finally acknowledge my presence in front of our peers?

 


He releases me quickly, and begins setting up his newly purchased tent on the highest part of the sand, back amongst the rock wall. After we’ve finished setting up our sleeping quarters for the night, he runs off to find wood to make a bonfire. Never in a million years would I have guessed I would be tackling my bucket list alongside one of my biggest tormentors. It’s funny how much can change in such a little amount of time.

 


I know I will have to face reality again soon, but in the meantime, I decide to embrace the experience. No one has ever made me feel so special. Reality can wait. I’m planning to live out my fantasy for a couple more hours tonight.

 


Soon, we are seated on the sand, roasting marshmallows just like I’ve always dreamed of. We have everything we need to make s’mores, but we find ourselves lost in conversation instead. “What’s your favorite color?” Topher asks.

 


I giggle. “Don’t you think it’s a little late to be asking that? I mean, you’ve already had your tongue halfway down my throat…”

 


He chuckles, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. His eyes are illuminated by the flames, and I feel myself getting lost within them.

 


“It’s never too late to learn more about one another.” He smiles widely back at me.

 


The problem is, I don’t want him getting any more attached than necessary. It’s just going to be more difficult when I’m gone. I know it’s unfair of me to pursue anything with Topher…but I fear that we are already too invested at this point.

 


“Green,” I reply simply. “What about you?”

 


“Blue.”

 


“Typical.” I pull my marshmallow out of the flame, lightly touching it with my fingers.

 


“What?” he asks, clueless.

 


“Isn’t blue like every guys favorite color?” I tease him, sticking my tongue out.

 


He smiles wider. “Fine then, brown.”

 


“Boring…” I continue to have fun with him.

 


“Oh, you’re going to get it!” He drops his stick along with the marshmallow to the sand before hopping up and chasing me. I stumble up as well, dropping my stick, and race toward the opening to the tent before I feel his strong arm wrap around my body, and he tackles me down onto the sleeping bag.

 


We are out of breath from laughing when I realize this is going to be the first time I’ve spent the night with a guy…ever. From kissing to sleeping together, I’m sure moving fast. My heart begins to beat wildly against my chest. Topher’s facial expression changes to concern. “I’m not going to pressure you to do anything you aren’t ready to do.”

 


I swallow, some of the tension dissipating from his statement.

 


“I mean, I was your first kiss. I know how nervous you must be,” he tosses back.

 


I nod lightly, averting my eyes.

 


He gently moves my hair out of my face. “You’re so different than what I thought.”

 


I lock eyes with him and try to read his intense gaze. “Is that a good thing?”

 


He smiles lightly. “So good. So much better.”

 


I can’t help but return his smile, blushing.



“You act like you’ve never received a compliment before…” he murmurs, nestling his mouth into the crook of my neck, sending tingles down my spine.

 


I sigh.

 


He jerks his head upright immediately. “Wait, what?”

 


I shrug. “It’s because I really haven’t.”

 


His eyes get a hint of sadness to them. “Ciera…” he trails off.

 


“It’s okay,” I interject quickly.

 


“No, it’s not,” he says firmly, pulling me up to a sitting position with him.

 


He continues to tuck my hair behind my ears gently, his eyes raking over my face with care.

 


I close my eyes when I feel his warm breath next to my ear. “Open your eyes.”

 


I oblige and he is staring intently into my eyes. “I am so sorry,” he says softly, his eyebrows creasing. “I am so sorry for being such an asshole to you. I am so sorry for standing idly by while my friends made your life a living hell. Even though I never noticed you before, it’s not because you were any less of a person…it’s because I was. You have the most beautiful heart. You are an incredible person, Ciera. I’m sorry it took me so long to realize this.”

 


I run my fingers gently across his jawline, looking at the handsome boy in front of me.
Why now? Why are you saying all of this now?
I pull his face close to mine, and close my lips upon his softly, my heart hurting. It’s happening…and pretty soon, I’m not going to be able to stop it. I can feel myself falling for Topher with every brush of our lips, every slight touch or deep stare we share. It’s unfair to him, I know this. But what seems more unfair is the possibility that I could pass away without ever knowing the meaning of true love.
Maybe all of this is happening for a reason? Maybe it’s finally my turn to really live.

 


Nothing is ever certain. Life is simply a mixture of possibilities and choices. I’m choosing to embrace this change. I know I am going to have to be honest with him eventually, but for now, I am going to enjoy the ride for as long as possible.

 


* * *

 


The weekend passes and we stay fully wrapped up within one another. On Sunday, Topher takes me to a very fancy restaurant where we end up crossing another item off my list by dining and ditching. I’ve never felt more alive. He also takes me to my first haunted house, and I grip onto him tightly like my life depends on it.

 


I’m starting to wonder how I went through life without ever knowing
this
Topher. How we knew of one another, but didn’t really
know
one another. Everything seems better with him around, brighter. I’m smiling until my cheeks hurt, laughing until my sides are sore. I still have a small knot in the pit of my stomach wondering how school will be. Wondering if any of our feelings can translate into his world…but I know I can’t live my life in fear anymore,
I don’t want to.

 


So when Topher offers to pick me up for school on Monday morning, I don’t hesitate in agreeing. I make sure to dress in the yellow sundress Madalynne bought me. It’s cold outside, but I know Topher will appreciate the effort I make. When he picks me up he is grinning from ear to ear.

 


“Hey you,” he says softly as I enter his car. Goose bumps are already rising up on my exposed legs, but I can’t be sure if it is due to the chilly weather or due to the look he is giving me. Almost as if he wants to devour me whole. “You look nice,” he says as he gives me a quick peck on the lips.

 


His hands comes to rest on my upper leg, and fire surges from his fingertips throughout my body.

 


“Thanks,” I say.

 


As we near the school the knot seems to only expand within my stomach.

 


“What’s your middle name?” Topher asks randomly.

 


I look over at him. “Grace, why?”

 


He returns my gaze, his teal eyes warm, before he shifts them back to the road. “Just curious. Ciera Grace Nelson…very pretty.”

 


“Thanks,” I reply. “What’s yours?”

 


He shrugs. “I don’t have one. I guess my parents thought Topher was unique enough.”

 


He pulls into the parking lot and exits the car. I’m frozen, fear taking hold of me. I know I should be climbing out as well, but I can’t move a muscle. I can already feel countless eyes on the car. Our peers already invested in what is about to take place.

 


I hear Topher close his door and then moments later, I feel mine being opened. He crouches down so that he is at eye level with me. “Hey, you okay?”

 


I glance at him quickly, and then down to my hands. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

 


His face softens and he takes one of my hands in his, squeezing it lightly. “I’m right here with you.”

 


Just hearing him say the words alleviates some of my fear. I force a smile on my face as I slowly climb out of the car. Our peers are huddled in various groups around the parking lot, staring. I can feel the eyes burning my skin. I look up at Topher quickly, and he gives my hand one more reassuring squeeze.

 


“Wait.” He pulls me up and gives my hand a tug before I stop him from moving forward. “We don’t have to do this. I mean, I had a lot of fun this weekend…more fun than I’ve ever had, but it doesn’t have to translate here. We can go our separate ways…” I’m still rambling when he crashes his lips to mine in front of all the prying eyes around us, quieting me. He presses me up against the car lightly, continuing his assault on my mouth. By the time he breaks off the kiss, I can’t even remember what the hell I was talking about.

 


He rubs his finger across my chin gently. “I’ve never felt more alive than when I am with you. You awakened something deep inside my soul. I can’t explain it, but I’m not letting you go. At least not without a fight.”

 


I swallow deeply before pinching myself lightly.
Nope, not dreaming.
I take a deep breath and then begin making my way toward the school alongside Topher.

 


The whispers and stares only accelerate as we get inside of the building. We are making a statement and it’s on everyone’s radar. Peers are trailing their eyes up and down my body, and I’ve never felt more violated or judged in my entire life. We break apart briefly to open our respective lockers when I hear Sophia’s obnoxiously loud voice.

 


“Well aren’t you just precious?” she asks snidely as she comes to rest right next to my locker. She is wearing next to nothing, and her boobs look like they might pop out of her halter top at any moment. It’s almost as if she went the extra mile today as her hair is curled into loose curls, and her makeup is extravagant.

 


I sneak a peek over to the other side of the hall, and notice Topher is in a heated discussion with Joe. It’s not loud enough for me to eavesdrop, but I know he won’t be able to come to my rescue. I guess I am just going to have to learn to stand up for myself.

 


“Don’t you ever get bored?” I ask, closing my locker.

 


“Excuse me?” she exclaims, throwing her hand onto her chest dramatically.

 


“You heard me. I’m starting to wonder what Topher ever saw in you,” I whisper under my breath.

 


There is a fire burning behind her eyes, and before I know it, she is pouncing on me with claws out. We go crashing to the floor roughly before my head starts to pound with a vengeance. I grab it with my hands, but I feel as though someone is gutting it from the inside out. I curl up in the fetal position as the pain surges through me. Soon my vision and hearing go along with it, and all I’m left with is darkness.
  



Chapter Twenty One

 


 


Topher

As I open my locker, Joe appears beside me. “You know, you’re not fooling anyone,” he says under his breath.

 


“What the hell are you talking about?” I growl.

 


“Ciera fucking Nelson? I know Sophia cheated on you man, but at least have some standards.” He has a condescending smile playing across his lips.

 


“Shut the fuck up,” I warn him, taking a step closer so that I am in his face.

 


“I’m doing you a solid, man. You still have time to save your reputation.”

 


I grab the collar of his polo, gripping it firmly. “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks, least of all you. Get the hell out of my face.”

 


I’m still revved up when I hear the sound of a struggle across the hall. I turn my face to where Ciera’s locker is, and notice Sophia is on top of her, a fistful of Ciera’s hair in her hand. I shove Joe roughly out of my way, when I see Ciera curl up into a ball, her hands covering her head. Sophia looks utterly confused. I can’t tell if she hit her or what. I rip her off Ciera as quickly as possible, pushing her out of the way. “What the fuck is going on here?”

 


“I don’t know,” Sophia says shakily. “We were fighting and then all of a sudden she curled up into a ball and stopped moving.”

 


I touch Ciera’s shoulder gently. “Ciera, are you okay?”

 


When I turn her over so I can see her face, it is obvious that she is unconscious. My heart begins to race rapidly as I look around the hall at my peers. “Get help!” I scream with enough force that it sends people scurrying in every direction.

 


Joe inches closer, his face contorting as he looks down at Ciera’s still body. “What’s wrong with her?”

 


“I don’t know,” I answer dismissively.

 


No one is moving quickly enough for my liking so I reach my arms under her body and lift her into the air. I carry her all the way to the nurse’s office. By the time I make it, my arms are needing a reprieve, so I gently lay her down on a cot in the middle of the room. Nurse Gregory comes rushing over. “What happened to her?” she asks frantically.

 


“I don’t know,” I reply helpless. “She just fell to the floor clutching her head, and now she’s unconscious. Is she going to be alright?”

 


Nurse Gregory’s face takes on a look of concern. “Thanks for bringing her in Topher, I can take it from here.”

 


I look up at her incredulously. “I’m not leaving.”

 


Her expression softens. “Listen, you have to get to class. Let me do my job. I will make sure you are updated as soon as she wakes up.”

 


My stomach dips as I realize I am not going to win this fight. I nod slowly, and then take one long look at Ciera before I leave. I feel like the biggest asshole in the world, but I know Mrs. Gregory is right. I end up in first period fifteen minutes late, but I can’t focus one bit. I keep glancing at Ciera’s empty chair in the front, and my stomach continues to eat itself alive from the nerves.

 


Mack looks back at me through his thick black framed glasses, and I know he’s heard the news by now. It’s not surprising that by the time the bell rings, he is headed straight for me. “What happened to her?” he asks in an accusatory tone. I know he is only worried, but it’s not helping.

 


“I don’t know,” I answer honestly.

 


“Where is she?” he asks.

 


“At the nurse’s office. I’m headed there now to check up on her, want to come?” I offer.

 


He nods stiffly. As we walk down the hall together I can see the tension in his shoulders. “Whatever you have to say, you might as well say it now.”

 


He looks over at me through narrowed eyes. “What is going on between you two?”

 


I sigh. “Look man, I know you told me to stay away from her…but it’s not that easy.”

 


He glares back at me. “Sure it is, you just go back to treating her like she doesn’t exist…it can’t be that hard.”

 


I stop walking abruptly. “I was an asshole. I did a lot of things I regret. To the both of you and I’m sorry.”

 


“Were?” he basically spits out.

 


“I’m doing the best I can here, man. But you gotta let me try.”

 


I’m not sure if he’s satisfied with my answer but we walk in silence for a few moments before he speaks again.

 


“So, are you two like together?”

 


I open my mouth to answer before realizing I’m not even sure what we are. We never established that. I know I like her, and she likes me, but I don’t know if there is a title to what we are yet.

 


I inhale deeply. “I’m not sure what we are.”

 


This seems to anger him. “Oh, great. You’re going to lead her on, and then break her heart. Ciera is not like the other girls you’ve been with.”

 


I grab his shoulder. “No she’s not. She’s better. I would never do anything to hurt her intentionally.” And then I pick up my pace toward the room I left her in earlier.

 


When we make it inside, it is empty. Ciera is nowhere in sight. Mrs. Gregory is sitting down at her desk, her eyes trained onto her computer screen. She looks up from it, and then a guilty expression washes over her face. “Topher.”

 


“Where is she?” I ask angrily, inching toward her.

 


“Her mother came to pick her up. I’m sorry, it only happened within the last half hour.”

 


My shoulders tense up.

 


“Do you know what is wrong with her?” Mack asks in a gentle voice. Much calmer than I am.

 


Mrs. Gregory’s facial expression turns sad. “I’m not allowed to discuss student records. I think that is something you two should be speaking with Ciera about.”

 


“You’re no fucking help,” I mutter under my breath as I rip open the door and stalk out into the hall.

 


“Mr. Carlson!” I hear her call after me, reprimanding me for my foul language, but I couldn’t care less.

 


I decide to ditch the rest of my classes, and instead head straight to her house. I can’t focus on anything but if she will be alright. Mack shows up at my locker as I am about to leave campus. “I’m coming with you.”

 


“Hell no you aren’t,” I growl.

 


“Yes I am. Ciera is my best friend. I have a right to know what is going on too.” He is just as worried about her as me, if not more. I realize I’m being unfair in thinking I’m the only one who cares about her. He’s in love with her, I’ve known it for a while now. I have no idea if she has realized it yet, but it doesn’t matter.

 


“Fine,” I bite out.

 


I push out the front doors with Mack in tow.

 


* * *

 


“Mack?” Ms. Nelson peeks her head out from behind their apartment door. “What are you doing here?”

 


He rubs the back of his head uncomfortably. “We heard about what happened with Ciera, and just wanted to make sure she is alright.”

 


Ms. Nelson sighs softly. “She’s going to be okay. You know you didn’t have to come all the way out here.”

 


Mack shrugs. “I know, but we wanted to.”

 


Ciera’s mom looks a lot like her. She has the same piercing blue eyes and nose structure. She has a smaller frame, but I can see the resemblances. “Hi, I’m Topher.” I reach out my hand to shake hers.

 


She looks down at it and then back up at my eyes. “So you’re the infamous Topher…”

 


I pull my hand back in awkwardly. “She’s talked about me before?”

 


Ms. Nelson nods her head, smiling lightly. “She won’t shut up about you.”

 


My cheeks begin to flush as Mack’s eyes land on me as well.

 


“Mom!” I hear Ciera shout. And then she appears behind her mother in the doorway.

 


“Oh, dear, I didn’t realize how rude I’ve been. Would you guys like to come in?” her mother asks, opening the door wider.

 


“No, no, it’s okay,” Ciera says quickly, taking a step toward us, but her mother is too fast.

 


Before I know it, we have been pulled inside the mysterious apartment. There are toys scattered around the floor, and as my eyes dart around, I realize it’s the smallest apartment I’ve ever been in. It can’t be more than 500 square feet. I see two separate doors off the living room, and make a guess that it is only a one-bedroom apartment. I notice that the couch appears to be made up like a bed, and I wonder how long they’ve had to fit four people into such a small space.

 


Ciera looks beyond mortified that we are inside of their personal living area, and she is rushing around the room attempting to tidy up. She looks fine.

 


Mack engages in a conversation with her mother in the kitchen while she grabs some water for us, and I approach Ciera slowly. “Hey,” I say softly, reaching my hand out to touch her elbow.

 


She looks up at me with a pained expression. “Hey.”

 


“Are you okay? What happened back at school?”

 


She drops an armful of toys into a bin next to the wall and then sighs, placing her hands on her hips. “I’m fine, why?”

 


She is acting as if any of this is normal. “You were in the fetal position, unconscious. I know because I was there. I carried you to the nurse’s office.”

 


Ciera’s cheeks grow pink. “Just a migraine, that’s it.”

 


“People don’t normally pass out from a migraine, Ciera,” I tell her.

 


She shrugs. “It’s really not that big of a deal.”

 


“If it’s not that big of a deal, then why aren’t you in school right now?” I ask the obvious question.

 


She looks like a deer caught in the headlights.

 


“Mrs. Gregory suggested I take the rest of the day off, so I took her advice.”

 


Mack and Ms. Nelson make their way into the living room with us. There is only one couch in the small area, so I opt to stand while they all make themselves comfortable.

 


“Well as long as you’re okay, we should probably be getting back to school.” Mack gulps his water quickly, standing. Even he is feeling uncomfortable. I’m guessing he’s never been inside her apartment either.

 


“To hell we will,” I say under my breath.

 


“Topher!” Ciera exclaims, scolding me with her lethal stare.

 


“I’m sorry,” I say tossing my hands in the air. “You’re keeping something from us and something tells me it’s important.”

 


Ms. Nelson locks eyes with Ciera, and it’s as if they are having a silent argument right there in front of us.

 


“Excuse me.” Ms. Nelson stands and exits the room, leaving us alone with Mack.

 


Mack is staring at Ciera with a confused expression. “What’s going on?” he addresses the question to both of us.

 


Ciera sighs loudly before leaning back. “I haven’t been completely honest with you. Either of you.”

 


My stomach drops as I inch closer, not wanting to miss a moment of her confession. “It wasn’t as simple as having a migraine.”

 


Mack glances at me briefly, and then back at Ciera.

 


“I’m sick.”

 


“Do you need me to take you to the doctor’s?” Mack offers quickly.

 


She shakes her head. “No, not that kind of sick.”

 


She gets up and begins pacing the room, making me feel just how uncomfortable she is within this moment. “I have a mass in my brain.”

 


Of all the thoughts running through my head, I never in a million years see this coming. “What?” I ask, my mouth dry.

 


She nods sadly. “I found out a few months ago, but by the time I had a chance to be seen, it was already too big to operate on.”

 


My eyes are darting between Mack and Ciera, and I’m trying to make sense of what she is telling us.

 


“What are you saying?” Mack asks quietly, his eyes full of concern.

 


The silence is deafening before she finally answers him. “I’m dying.”
  



Chapter Twenty Two

 


 


Ciera

I hadn’t planned on telling either of them about my tumor until much later, but after they showed up at my house, unannounced, I realize how unfair I have been about all of this. It’s obvious to me now just how much they both care about me, and they have a right to know. Unfortunately, now they are both staring at me like I am a ghost. The color has drained completely from Topher’s face, and Mack is staring at me with a gaping mouth.

 


“So you’ve known this whole time?” Topher asks in a hurt tone.

 


I can’t even look him in the eyes. The pity and anger he has toward me is almost too much to bare.

 


“How long?” Mack asks bitterly.

 


“Mack…” I begin, but he cuts me off.

 


“How long!” There is fire behind his eyes, and I know I can’t lie to him anymore.

 


“February 20th,” I say softly.

 


“You know the exact date?” he asks incredulously.

 


I nod slowly, knowing he is not going to like what I am about to say next. “I picked it.”

 


“What do you mean you picked it?” Topher basically spits out.

 


“I mean that I was approved for the Die with Dignity Act, and I am going to move forward with it.”

 


Both Topher and Mack exchange wary glances, before their eyes land back on me. “You are choosing to end your life?” Topher cries out.

 


“I’m going to die, Topher, there’s nothing I can do about that. But at least this way, I will have some control over how it happens…who I am at the end of all of this.”

 


Topher stalks over to the door, unable to look me in the eyes. “I can’t hear any more of this bullshit.”

 


“Topher…” I say softly, but he rips the door open, and barrels down the steps before I get a chance to say anything else.

 


I turn to Mack, tears forming in my eyes.

 


“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asks gently, his face reddening as well.

 


I shrug. “I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me. I just want to be able to live my life as normally as possible until I can’t anymore…”

 


He takes a few hesitant steps toward me. “You’re my best friend,” he says softly. “Who am I going to make fun of the A-Team with?”

 


His expression is full of sadness and I can see that he is trying to fight the emotions boiling up inside of him. “I’m still here,” I say, grabbing his hands in mine.

 


He huffs, averting my gaze. “I feel like this is all a bad dream.”

 


I exhale slowly. “Believe me, I wish it was.”

 


He is shaking as he wraps his arms around my body in a comforting hug. “You deserve so much more than this.”

 


I nod into his shoulder, my tears wetting his shirt.

 


“You better hurry up.” I motion with my head toward the door. “Before he leaves without you.”

 


He chuckles lightly. “He’s an asshole, but I don’t think he’s that much of an asshole.”

 


Sure enough, I walk Mack outside, and Topher is on the ground, leaning against his loaner. His head is in his hands, and I turn my eyes on Mack. “Do you mind giving us a few moments?”

 


He nods. “Sure, I could use the fresh air anyway.” He begins walking away.



I lower myself onto the hard, black concrete next to Topher. “Look on the bright side,” I say. “At least you didn’t fall in love with me.”

 


He turns his eyes on me, burning me with his glare. “You’re joking…at a time like this?”

 


I sigh. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But, to be honest, everything that’s happened between us has taken me by complete surprise. A few weeks ago you were a member of the A-Team. A guy who loved to torment me. And now…”

 


“And now what?” he presses.

 


“I don’t know what you are…but I know you mean something to me. It’s still new and fresh, and I wouldn’t blame you if you want to run the other way knowing what you know now.”

 


His eyes appear glossy. “I just found you…” he whispers.

 


I rest my head on his shoulder. “I’ve always been here, Topher. You just looked right past me.”

 


“I’ve been an idiot.”

 


I giggle softly. “You said it, not me.”

 


“So what now?” he asks.

 


“Now you help me complete my bucket list like you said you would. Now you help me experience life as best I can.”

 


He takes a shaky intake of breath in. “And then?”

 


“I don’t know,” I reply sadly. “Hopefully you will be able to take away something just as special.”

 


He turns his face toward mine, and presses his lips gently against my forehead. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”

 


The minute the words are out of his mouth, he can’t take them back. My stomach twists and turns nervously.

 


“What do you suppose we do about that?” he asks.

 


I look up into his eyes. “I think we need take a step back and learn to be friends. I’m not saying it won’t be hard once I’m gone, because I’m sure it will be. But it won’t be as hard as if we continue moving forward romantically.”

 


He sighs loudly. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

 


“Then do it for me,” I answer.

 


I want to tell him that I don’t mean any of it. That I take back what I just said. But I know this will be better in the long run. Easier for him.

 


“What about Winter Formal?” he asks.

 


“It’s on my list. I still want to go with you.”

 


He nods slowly. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”

 


I want you. But life isn’t fair.

 


* * *

 


When I return to school the following day, I’m still assaulted by the stares and whispers of my peers, but now I see pity in their expressions and I know the cat is out of the bag. I don’t know if it was Mack or Topher, or either of them…but I know nothing is ever going to be the same again. Sophia doesn’t bother with me the entire day, Joe doesn’t even give me a sideways glance, and I wonder if this is what it’s like for everyone else who attends high school. Mundane.

 


Topher is not surprisingly absent. I know he is having trouble accepting everything, but I miss him. I miss his intense gazes, his small dimples from smiling, and his laugh. Mack refuses to leave my side, except during the classes we don’t share together. But, I don’t even have to look for him, he’s simply waiting outside every class I have, ready to walk together. He’s treating me like I’m already fading away, and surprisingly, it doesn’t irritate me.

 


Halloween comes and goes quietly. I spend the night at Mack’s house, passing out candy to the trick-or-treaters. A phone shows up at my door one day with a sticky note attached saying it’s from Topher. It’s one of those smart phones with the touch screen, and I can barely figure out how to make a phone call off the damn thing. It feels so foreign in my hands, but for once, I have a means of communication. Topher signed me up for an unlimited plan meaning it also has internet. For the first time in my life, I get the chance to explore the infamous website they call Facebook and understand firsthand how addicting it is. I find myself losing hours simply web browsing some days.

 


Mack helps me conquer numbers six, nine, and fifteen off of my list and I’m thankful for the time we get to spend together. My body is definitely not cut out for hiking mountains, but it’s an experience I wouldn’t trade for the world. My migraines are becoming more frequent now, at least once a week and the seizures are claiming me once every couple of weeks. I can feel my timer slowly running out.

 


I’m still trying to get the hang of this texting business. Unfortunately for me, it’s Topher’s favorite means of communication. I don’t understand what is so difficult about picking up a phone and calling someone, but I digress.

 


He’s taken enough steps back from me, that besides taking a spur of the moment trip to Portland to visit the zoo and ride the max, I haven’t seen much of him. We text, but he has definitely been keeping his distance. We see each other at school, but the sadness radiates off of him. Even Sophia and Joe have backed off him completely. They almost seem civil at times. It’s strange to think a couple of weeks ago we couldn’t keep our hands off of each other, and now we are more like acquaintances. I know it’s better this way, but it still hurts.

 


Thanksgiving is coming up in less than a week and I know it is going to be a conflicting time for Topher, so I shoot him a quick text.

 


Hey.

 


Hey you, he responds within moments.

 


How are you?
I ask.

 


I’ve been better. How are you feeling, you alright?

 


Yeah, I’m good. I just wanted to let you know I’m thinking about you and I’m here for you if you need to talk, I send.

 


A few moments pass before I finally get a response.
What are your plans for Thanksgiving?

 


Taking care of Rose and Wesley, my mother is working a shift at the call center for holiday pay, why?

 


You should come spend it at my house. My father is having it catered. Bring Rose and Wes, there will be enough room for them.

 


I have a feeling that he is asking me more so for himself. So that he doesn’t have to spend the time awkwardly with his father, and his father’s new boyfriend…but it doesn’t bother me. It’s been years since we’ve had the chance to experience Thanksgiving to its fullest, and I’m sure Rose and Wes would love to get out of the house for a bit.

 


Deal. But you have to pick us up.

 


His response is fast.
Oh, but of course.

 


I put the phone down and smile to myself. I’m glad things aren’t awkward between us. I’m happy I get to spend the holiday with someone I care about.
  



Chapter Twenty Three

 


 


Topher

“You’re never going to be able to get them to leave this room, you know that right?” Ciera whispers to me as we watch her younger siblings enjoying a competitive game of air hockey in my family’s game room.

 


I shrug. “Come on, I have something to show you.”

 


She glances back at them once more before following me up the stairs and into my bedroom. As we enter my room, her eyes scan it, taking in every little detail.

 


“Oh, yeah, I forgot you’ve never been up here before,” I say as I head straight for my closet.

 


Ciera’s eyes are big and wide as she continues to gawk. “Your room is bigger than our apartment.”

 


“No it’s not.” I chuckle.

 


“Okay, maybe not, but it’s damn near close.”

 


I always forget how impressive our house is because I live here. It would be different if I hadn’t grown up accustomed to fancy things.

 


I open my closet door, and pull out the Nordstrom’s bag, handing it to her.

 


“What is this?” she asks, curiously eyeing the garment bag.

 


“Open it.” I motion with my head.

 


She lays it down on my bed, and begins to unzip the black bag. I’m watching her eyes, I want to make sure she likes it. The expression that overtakes her face tells me I did well.

 


“Do you like it?” I ask anyway.

 


She looks at me with wide eyes, and then back to the dress. It is dark silver with rhinestones and gems all over it. It has layers like a flapper dress, but is more elegant, sophisticated. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure of her size, so I was beyond thankful when Madalynne agreed to accompany me dress hunting.

 


She pulls the dress out of the bag gently, admiring it. “It’s beautiful.”

 


“I thought you could wear it to the Winter Formal next week,” I say.

 


She keeps looking between me and the dress. “I can’t accept this. This had to have cost you a fortune.”

 


I laugh. “It definitely wasn’t cheap, but you know more than anyone that we can afford it.”

 


She sighs, running her fingers along the intricate design. “I don’t know what to say.”

 


I break into a grin. “Normally when people receive a gift they say thank you.”

 


Her sapphire eyes lock onto mine, and she holds the gaze for a few moments. “Thank you.”

 


“You’re welcome.”

 


“I can’t believe I am going to a dance,” she says as she zips the dress back up inside the garment bag.

 


“Why is that?”

 


She shrugs. “No one has ever asked me before.”

 


Her words make me sad. “I’m happy I get to be the first guy.”

 


She smiles back at me, but it’s dejected. “The only guy…”

 


“Shhh.” I hold my finger up to my lips. “Today is a day we are thankful, not depressed. We can resume our normal attitudes tomorrow. But today we should be positive.”

 


She nods, but I can already see the tears beginning to form at the corner of her eyes. “This is my last Thanksgiving…”

 


She drops to her knees, breathing in deeply.

 


I crouch down beside her. “Well I for one am happy you are spending it with me.”

 


I lift her chin up gently so we are looking into each other’s eyes. Tears are streaming down her face. “I am so thankful I met you. I mean, I knew you...but I am so thankful I met the real you.”

 


She nods slightly, averting my gaze.

 


I kiss the tears trailing down her face, stopping them in their tracks.

 


“Topher…” she says softly.

 


“I know, I know,” I say, backing away. “We can’t. But it doesn’t mean I feel any differently about you. I’m sorry I can’t turn a switch on my feelings so easily.”

 


She sighs, her whole body shaking from her emotions. “I wish I would have met you in another life.”

 


I run my finger along her cheek, catching another tear. “Me too.”

 


The doorbell chimes, interrupting our moment.

 


“That must be Clarke,” I grumble.

 


Ciera arches her eyebrow at me.

 


“What?”

 


“I’m not always going to be here to be the buffer for you, you know,” she states, standing up.

 


We hear the door being opened downstairs and can now faintly hear my father greeting Clarke.

 


“I know,” I reply, standing as well.

 


“There is nothing wrong with the way he’s wired. You’re going to have to accept that,” she scolds me.

 


I roll my eyes, irritated. “I just don’t understand how anyone could choose to live like that.” I begin to walk out of my room when she grabs my arm, stopping me.

 


“Hold up…you think this is a choice he is making?”

 


“Of course it is,” I huff.

 


“See, that’s where you’re so wrong. If being gay was a choice, do you really think there would be as many same sex couples in the world as there are? No one chooses to be gay…they just are.”

 


I ponder over her statement for a moment. I’ve never thought of it that way. Maybe she’s right.

 


“You need to go easier on your father. He needs you. He loves you…and after I’m gone—“

 


I can’t let her finish. Even though I know she is dying, I haven’t accepted the fact yet. I guess part of me still wants to believe that it’s all just a cruel joke. “Don’t, please. I don’t want to think about that.”

 


“You’re going to have to come to terms with it sooner or later,” she says softly.

 


I nod. “And I will…when I’m ready. But today is Thanksgiving, and we have family we should be spending it with.”

 


She sighs. “Alright, let’s go.”

 


* * *

 


The week flashes by and before I know it, it’s the day of the Winter Formal. I talked Madalynne and Parker along with Kendall and Dylan into chipping in for a limo, and I knew it would give Ciera an excuse to have some girls to get ready with. I want her to be able to experience a dance in all of its entirety.

 


I spend the day hanging out with the guys playing video games in my game room until close to 4 pm.

 


“When are the girls getting here?” Dylan asks as he slips on his suit jacket.

 


I look at the clock on the wall. “Within the hour, they know our reservation is at five.”

 


My father was able to pull some strings and reserve us a table in the chef’s private quarters of Davinci’s. I know the whole group is going to be excited about the setup.

 


The girls arrive sooner than expected, Madalynne in a red glittery dress, and Kendall in a blue one. Ciera is the third person through the door and my heart goes into overdrive as I drink her in. The dress hugs her in all the right places. Her curves are accentuated and her tits are front and center, demanding my attention. Her hair is curled into wild curls and she has a white Lily pinning her hair to one side. Her make-up is light and airy, emphasizing her natural beauty.

 


She touches her hair uncomfortably. “You’re staring.”

 


I break my gaze and chuckle. “I’m sorry. You look…”

 


“Maddy did a good job. You should be thanking her,” she offers up.

 


“You ready to go?” I address the question to the entire group.

 


“Wait!” Kendall squeals. “We need picture proof!”

 


Twenty minutes later, after the girls have had their fun, we are finally out the door and into the limo for the evening. I notice a couple of bottles of champagne, sitting chilling inside.

 


I pick one up and read a sticky note attached to it. “Enjoy yourselves. I’m proud to call you my son. Love, Dad.”

 


“Shit!” Dylan exclaims, grabbing the bottle from me and examining it. “Let’s pop this shit open!”

 


Within minutes we are all toasting to the amazing evening that is about to come.

 


Ciera squeezes my arm lightly. “There goes number twenty on my list.”

 


I smile at her but then the sadness hits me. She’s only pursuing this list because she’s running out of time. I wish I hadn’t been such an arrogant asshole for so long. Maybe then I could have had more time with her.

 


* * *

 


We arrive to the dance and the auditorium is decorated in snowflakes and fake snow, a lot of glitter and white balloons. Ciera’s eyes widen as she takes everything in. I’ve been to my share of school dances, but nothing has ever compared to this. It’s an incredible feeling being able to live vicariously through someone. The smallest things excite her, and I love being able to witness it all.

 


At first, we stay seated at our table for quite a few songs, simply watching the action. Neither of us dance, so it seems safer this way. Less injuries. But I can tell she wants to be out there, among our peers. So when Sam Smith’s hit song
Stay with Me
begins to play, I finally grab her hand and pull her out into the middle of the dance floor.

 


“What are you doing?” she asks nervously, her eyes darting back and forth between me and the full dance floor.

 


“I’m dancing with you. You didn’t expect to watch from the sidelines all night, did you?” I stick my tongue out at her, and then pull her in close.

 


“I’ve never danced before,” she whispers under her breath.

 


“It’s easy, just try not to step on my feet and I will do the same.” I give her a reassuring squeeze to her hip, and wait as she puts her hands on my shoulders. “What are we in middle school?” I tease, pulling her in even closer. “Put your hands around my neck.”

 


She does as she’s told, and we’re so close I can feel her erratically beating heart. “You nervous?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

 


She swallows, nodding.

 


“Just focus on me. It’s just you and me, dancing.”

 


She takes my advice, and soon enough, she rests her head on my shoulder. Everything feels right about our embrace. Our bodies mold so perfectly with one another.

 


I catch a glimpse of Sophia and Joe across the crowded room, but the normal annoyance I usually feel from simply seeing them isn’t there tonight. Tonight is only about Ciera and me. After the song ends, and we exit the dance floor, she seems ready for anything. “You want to get out of here?”

 


She looks at me, and then back at the group we arrived with. “What about the others?”

 


“I can send the limo back to pick them up when they’re ready.”

 


“Okay,” she says.

 


We’ve been at the dance for a good hour and a half. But now I want to spend some alone time with her. Without the eyes of our peers dissecting every move we make.

 


“Where to now?” the limo driver asks.

 


“Bush park,” I answer.

 


Less than twenty minutes later we are seated on the trunk of the limo, gazing up at the starry night sky. I wrap my black suit jacket around Ciera’s shoulders to keep her warm.

 


“If time wasn’t an obstacle, what would you be doing after graduation?”

 


She inhales deeply, digesting my question. “I would go to college to become a writer.”

 


I look over at her, the moonlight glistening over her face. “What kind of books would you write?”

 


She giggles. “That’s embarrassing.”

 


I nudge her with my shoulder lightly. “Becoming a writer is not embarrassing…tell me.”

 


She bites her bottom lip nervously before breaking. “Romance novels.”

 


My eyes shoot up. “Oh, really?”

 


She nods slowly. “I love how romance authors can make you feel every emotion in their books that you feel invested in the characters. By the end of the story, you feel as if you know them on some kind of a personal level, and you mourn the loss of them when it’s over.”

 


The way she speaks about it is so powerful. “You still have more than two months. Why don’t you spend some time writing?”

 


Her cheeks flush. “I’ve never tried before. Who’s to say I could even finish it in time?”

 


I throw my arm around her and rub her arm. “You won’t know unless you try.”

 


She shifts her eyes to meet mine. “I guess…it is something on my list.”

 


“There ya go. You need to check it off.”

 


She continues to nibble on her bottom lip, and I can’t take it anymore. I know she said we need to take a step back, but right now, in this moment, I can’t for the life of me, remember why. Not when things feel so right with her.

 


I slide my arm off of her shoulder, and brush the back of my hand gently across her cheek. “You have no idea how badly I’ve been wanting to kiss you all night.”

 


Her face falls. “You know we can’t.”

 


I continue my stare down with her. “Who says that? I mean is it an actual law or do you
not
want to kiss me?”

 


She shakes her head dismissively. “You know it’s not that easy.”

 


“Who’s to say it can’t be?” I ask. “I want to kiss you…do you want to kiss me?”

 


“Topher…” she says gently, taking her bottom lip once again between her teeth.

 


I place my mouth right by her ear and whisper, “kiss me.”

 


I can feel her shudder from this, but she doesn’t move.

 


“Kiss me,” I order again, but this time I let my hot breath trail down her neck, and I watch in fascination as her skin rises with bumps.

 


“Topher,” she says, softer this time. I can tell she is losing her resolve.

 


I press my lips gently to her neck, and I hear her moan softly. But she doesn’t ask me to stop.

 


“I think I’m falling in love with you…” she says so softly I have to strain to hear every word.

 


I pull back, looking deeply into her blue eyes. “Stop fighting it.” I move my lips within inches of hers. If she says a word, our lips will graze against one another’s. I hear her gasp lightly.

 


“We shouldn’t…” she says, but her mouth does the complete opposite. She closes her lips upon mine gently, and once I know I’ve gotten the okay, I kiss her with everything I have. I slide my tongue slowly across her lips until she opens up, and allows me access inside. Until our tongues meet one another’s in a sensual dance. I slip my hand behind her head, within her hair, massaging her lightly with my fingers.

 


She is pulling me in closer, and I am obeying her every command. I move my lips to the base of her neck, and kiss her passionately, my dick growing hard when she sighs.

 


She pulls away quickly, and I fear she is going to push me away again, but she surprises me. “Did you see that?”

 


I tear my eyes off her face to where she is pointing at in the sky. “No.”

 


“It was a shooting star! That was number eight on my list.”

 


I smile back at her. “Wait…were you kissing me with your eyes open?”

 


Her cheeks grow red. “I was trying to commit this moment to memory. Commit you to memory.”

 


I run my hands softly over her hair again, kissing her forehead. “I can’t go back to
just
being friends with you. Not now.”

 


She nods slightly. “I know.”

 


“Because I want to kiss you as much as I can for the next couple of months. And if I want to hold your hand, I don’t want to have to ask permission.”

 


She looks deeply into my eyes. “Topher, I know.”

 


“What?” I ask, utterly confused. “So you don’t want to keep your distance anymore?”

 


She puts her hand lightly on my heart. “I don’t think I can. Not when I feel as strongly about you as I do.”

 


I cover her hand with mine. “Good. Because I plan to spoil you as much as humanly possible.”

 


She giggles. “You don’t have to do that.”

 


“I know,” I reply. “But I want to.” And then I lower my lips to hers again and again.
  



Chapter Twenty Four

 


 


Ciera

Winter Formal was more magical than I could have ever imagined and more. Topher was a complete and utter gentleman. Unfortunately, I only find myself falling deeper and deeper for him. I know we are at a point of no return now. We can’t stay away from one another any longer, and we don’t want to. With only two months left until the dreaded date, I know I want to get closer to him. As close as two people can possibly get. But I’m so inexperienced, and dating is all so fresh to me, I haven’t known how to bring it up to him. Most people naturally progress in their relationship until they explore one another mind, body, and soul. Because my time is limited, we are going to have to fast forward through a lot of it, and that scares me. I don’t know if it will hurt when we do it. I don’t know what to expect.

 


After Winter Formal, it was an unspoken understanding that Topher and I were together. We haven’t put a title on it yet, but he picks me up every day for school now. He kisses me in public and walks me to my classes, hand in hand. Mack hasn’t been too excited about the new development, but he’s done well to keep his disdain masked. None of Topher’s friends speak to him anymore, except for the group we went to the dance with. His popularity has definitely been knocked down more than a few pegs, but he’s made it glaringly obvious that he doesn’t care about that.

 


My popularity has gone the complete opposite route. People I’ve never spoken to before suddenly know my name and go out of their way to talk to me. It’s been interesting, to say the least.

 


Last weekend Topher took me a few hours south to Bend, where we enjoyed freshly fallen snow. We had one hell of a snowball fight, went sledding, and he even found an ice skating rink. Even though I was on my butt more times than I was standing up, I had one hell of a time. He tackled me in the snow at one point, and even though the temperature was near freezing, the heat from his body sent flames throughout mine. I know it won’t be much longer before I will want to experience him in every way possible. The thought sends my heart into overdrive. I know when it happens, when we actually have sex, I am going to be at my most vulnerable to him, and that terrifies me. I’m a romantic, so I know that when I decide I am ready, is also going to be when I realize without a fraction of a doubt that I am head over heels in love with him. It’s a bittersweet feeling. Loving someone so much you want to share yourself with them, but knowing that the feeling can’t last.

 


I’m worried about him. I’m worried about what will happen after I’m gone. He was fine before me, I know he will be fine after me…but I know it will take some time. I know it’s not going to be easy. It devastates me to think that I will be the cause of his unhappiness. I just hope he will be able to move on. I just hope he will be able to find someone to give his heart to again, because he is a beautiful person. The past couple of months I’ve had to get to know him have been like a fairy-tale. I don’t want him to shut himself off to love after I’m gone, and I definitely don’t want him to revert back to his old ways.

 


After the night of the Winter Formal, I took his advice and began writing a book. Turns out falling in love is a very positive motivator. I haven’t figured out a title for it yet, but it’s based off a lot of my real life. I’m rather enjoying the process of writing a book, and I wish I had had the guts to start sooner.

 


In a couple of weeks Christmas will be here, and I know it is going to be even more emotional for me than Thanksgiving was. My mother has been breaking down more often. Especially now that she told my siblings what’s going on. They’re still too young to fully comprehend exactly what is happening to me, but they know that I won’t be around for much longer. They haven’t been fighting nearly as much, and I think it’s due to that. I’m going to miss my family so much. I just hope they take the time necessary to mourn the loss and then move on. I’ve heard what grief can do to people, how it can change them, and I hope it’s easier on my family.

 


Because we are in our senior year, and Topher hasn’t exactly been passing his classes, I’ve been tutoring him personally so he will be able to graduate at the end of the year. Oregon State University offered him a full ride football scholarship if he can get his act together. I want to see to it that he does. I’ve already been seeing improvement in the short time I have been working with him, so I am hopeful.

 


I still haven’t shown Topher my bucket list, but each week I have shared a few more items off of it in hopes that we will be able to tackle them. I know it’s unrealistic to think I can conquer everything off of the list, but I refuse to stop trying until it’s too late.

 


It’s Friday night, and I drop by Topher’s house so we can spend a lazy night in together. We’ve been out nearly every weeknight and even weekend. We’ve been looking forward to getting comfortable, and simply watching a movie. It also gives us a reason to use his family’s theater room. I could spend every day at Topher’s, and never get bored from how much there is to do at his house.

 


“Where’s your dad?” I ask as I pop a few popcorn kernels into my mouth. Topher is leaning over, popping a Blu-ray movie into the machine, and I am enjoying the view. When he turns around, I try to act stealth, but the smile that immediately forms on his lips tells me I’ve been caught.

 


“He’s out with Clarke.” He puts the movie case on top of the player, and then begins inching toward me. “Were you just checking out my ass?”

 


I can feel my cheeks growing hot. “What? No.”
Definitely.

 


He lifts his eyebrows. “You totally were.” He chuckles. “You don’t need to lie. I check yours out all the time.”

 


“You do?” I ask, much too eager sounding.

 


He nods, a grin still plastered across his face.

 


“I’m a guy, can you blame me?”

 


I pull the blanket which is wrapped around my legs up close to my mouth, grinning into it.

 


He bends over in front of me, his eyes boring into mine. “To be honest, I’ve been checking you out in one way or another since before we started dating.”

 


“You have?” I ask in disbelief.

 


He nods. “You have one hell of a rack.”

 


I can feel the blush spreading from my cheeks down my neck. “You’re terrible!” I say, chucking a few kernels at his face.

 


He dodges them, and then moves the bowl to the coffee table.

 


Instead of separate seating like an actual theatre, their room is set up more intimate, with a few couches scattered about. He places his hands on either side of me, and leans in to kiss me. His lips press against mine, sending electricity traveling throughout my entire body. He maneuvers me so that we are laying down, and he is on top of me, our legs entangled with one another’s.

 


We continue kissing passionately, ignoring the movie altogether. He moves his lips between my collarbone, my neck, and my ear nearly driving me crazy. I’m panting heavily, feeling the warmth between my legs. As his hunger for me increases, he begins to rub against me. I can feel his hardness beneath his jeans, and it makes me smile knowing I turn him on.

 


“Hey, I have an idea,” I say breathlessly.

 


He stops moving for a moment, pulling back to lock eyes with me.

 


“What?”

 


“We’ve never used your hot tub before…” I trail off nervously.

 


He smiles back at me mischievously. “You want to go in the hot tub?”

 


I can tell I’ve excited him because he’s still erect through his jeans, and he has now moved completely off of me and is standing.



I shrug. “Yeah, why not? It’s Friday night.”

 


He nods. “Okay. I need to go get my swimming trunks.” Just as he is about to run out of the room, he curses. “Shit.”

 


“What is it?” I ask.

 


“You didn’t happen to bring a bathing suit with you, did you?”

 


I shake my head. “Forget your trunks. Let’s go in our underwear.”

 


His eyes widen as a smile plays on his lips. “Seriously?”

 


I nod, feeling the familiar flush of my cheeks. I can’t believe I’m being so bold.

 


He shrugs his shoulders. “I think that’s a fantastic idea.”

 


He grabs us two towels, and we head out to their large backyard where the hot tub sits next door to their pool. He drops the towels on the ground as he removes the cover. It is probably no warmer than forty degrees outside, so we are both in winter clothing, but I immediately begin pulling at my sweater, lifting it over my head. I watch as his eyes linger on me intently, disappointed when he sees I have a spaghetti strap on underneath.

 


He tosses his hoodie off and to the side, his shirt immediately following. His body is one I will have dreams about long after tonight. His pecks, his abs, it’s what girls like me fantasize about. I’m nervous about him seeing my body. I’m not exactly skinny, but I’m not obese. I like to think that I’m simply fluffy. I definitely don’t have a flat stomach likes the girls he’s used to, but I’ve grown to accept my body over the years. My love handles, the bit of skin that hangs over my jeans…it’s all part of what makes me who I am. I just hope he doesn’t run the other way when he sees it.

 


Slowly, I lift my spaghetti strap off. His eyes immediately travel to my problem areas, but he doesn’t look disgusted. It’s a step in the right direction. I see his eyes scan back up my stomach and directly to my chest. Thank God I chose to wear my black lacy bra today. It’s the only one I have that is even semi-sexy.

 


He reaches for the button of his jeans, and slips them off, leaving him in a dark grey pair of boxer-briefs. I can see the outline of his manhood pressed up against his underwear clearer now, and I have to avert my eyes. I fumble with the button on my own jeans, and pull them off as well, leaving me in my hot pink and white polka dot undies.

 


His eyes travel down my body, and then back up to my face approvingly. My heart does a summersault. Slowly, we both climb into the scorching hot water, and Topher turns on the jets so the water isn’t still and stagnant. It isn’t more than a few moments before we are engaged in some serious tongue wrestling. Topher has positioned me so that I am sitting right on his lap, and he is bouncing me up and down. Every time my body comes down we rub against one another, and he lets out a soft moan.

 


So this is what messing around feels like?
It’s exhilarating and exciting, passionate and fiery.

 


I don’t know what is getting into me, but I’m finding guts I don’t even know I have. I reach around and unclasp my bra, pulling it off and dropping it to the ground.

 


“Whoa,” Topher exclaims excitedly. “We can slow down if this is too fast for you.”

 


He hasn’t had the chance to check out my breasts yet, when I lean into him, pressing them against his chest. “Number two, skinny dipping,” I whisper seductively into his ear.

 


He pulls his head back, his eyebrows raising. “This list just keeps getting better and better.”

 


He wraps his arms around me tightly, and then kisses me on the lips. He sucks my bottom lip between his teeth, teasing me before he sets me on the ground of the tub. I watch as he reaches underneath the water, and brings his hand back up with his boxer-briefs before he tosses them to the ground.

 


He stands there, waiting for me to do the same, which I do. With the bubbles from the jets, we can see the color of our skin underneath the water, but not much else. His eyes rake over my chest hungrily as he reaches out his hand, and grips my breasts softly, squeezing. I throw my head back against the surface of the water, enjoying the touch of his hands.

 


If I’m not careful, I’m not going to be able to stop him and I’m not sure I’m ready to go all the way just yet. His lips have moved back to my neck as his hands continue massaging my breasts, but I push him away lightly. He looks back at me with a confused expression.

 


“This isn’t really skinny dipping,” I say softly.

 


“Oh no?” he counters.

 


I shake my head before jumping out of the water stark nude, and making a running leap into the pool.

 


As I come up for air I notice Topher’s eyes fixated on me from the hot tub. Yep, he definitely just got an eyeful. “Well, are you coming or not?” I tease him.

 


He shakes his head to himself, chuckling before he too hops out of the tub, and makes a run for the pool.
  



Chapter Twenty Five

 


 


Topher

It’s Winter break, so we are out of school for the next week and a half. Christmas is in a few days, and I know one of Ciera’s goals from her list is going to a theme park. I’ve been planning this for a few weeks now, but I know that this is also the last Christmas she will get to spend with her family, so I’ve been coordinating everything with her mother.

 


My father asked what I wanted for Christmas, and my answer was for a miracle. It obviously isn’t something that he can make happen, so he did something else, equally as meaningful. He paid off all of the Nelson’s medical bills. They’ve been drowning in them for so long, and I know that’s why Ciera’s mother has had to work such long hours. Because of this, she was able to request some personal paid time off, and now we are on a secretive holiday trip to Disneyworld.

 


My father and I have been getting along better, so I suggested he invite Clarke. It’s still strange, the idea that he prefers men…but I am starting to understand that it isn’t about me. I have Ciera to thank for that.

 


We were able to get first class tickets and judging by the matching expressions Ciera and her siblings are wearing, I can make an educated guess they’ve never been on a plane before. I know that I need to do this trip now, because Ciera’s doctor mentioned that very soon it won’t be safe for her to fly. The pressure from being so high up in the air has the possibility to cause an aneurysm, and her safety is my top priority.

 


Her eyes are big and wide as she stares out the window at the white clouds below. “The pilot already announced that we are headed to Florida. Do you want to tell me where we are going now that he’s spoiled the surprise?”

 


I squeeze her hand in mine, bringing it up to my lips to lightly kiss it. “Nope.”

 


She sighs loudly, turning her eyes back to the window.

 


The flight is over five hours, and there is a movie on board, Maleficent. Rose and Wesley are silent as they listen through the complimentary headphones. Ciera attempts to stay awake through the entire flight, but a few hours into it, I see her drifting off. Soon enough, she is slumped over on my shoulder. Her fatigue has been getting worse as we near the date. I know we won’t be able to have adventures like this much longer.

 


The idea that she might not be in my life soon has been eating away at me little by little. I try to keep it to myself, I know we need to keep things positive. But in the solace of my own room, I cry myself to sleep most nights. I don’t understand why this is happening to her…of all people. She is selfless and caring, genuine and smart. Bad things shouldn’t happen to good people, but they do every day. She tells me we will meet again, in another life, in another time…but I can’t accept that. I don’t want to know what it is like to live a life without her spirit. I know it’s inevitable, but it doesn’t change the way I feel.

 


My father is sparing no expense on this trip. He told me a few weeks ago that he noticed a change in me. Something he’s been hoping for, wishing on. He knows it’s Ciera, and her effect on me. When the plane lands, we grab our luggage from the baggage check, and head straight outside where a white limo awaits us.

 


“This is so cool!” Rose exclaims excitedly as she hops in behind Wesley.

 


Ms. Nelson turns her head to my father. “A limo? You didn’t have to…”

 


He shrugs. “It’s nothing, really.”

 


Ciera and I round up the group, but before we climb in, she stops me. “Thank you.”

 


“No problem,” I reply.

 


“Not for this, Topher. For everything these past couple of months. I don’t know what I would have done if I had to go through this all alone. You’ve been my rock.”

 


I stroke her cheek gently with my finger, and then lean in to press my lips to hers.

 


“Gross!” I hear Wesley shout from the inside of the car. “We can see you!”

 


We pull apart and both chuckle before climbing into the limo.

 


* * *

 


Disneyworld is an amazing place to experience around Christmas time. They have endless parades, lights everywhere, every Disney character you could imagine, live entertainment, and fireworks. We spend Christmas Eve taking in the outrageous display alongside our family members when I pull Ciera apart from the group.

 


“You want to go for a walk?” I ask.

 


She nods, her eyes sparkling.

 


“We’ll be back,” I toss over my shoulder as we make our way through the crowded area.

 


“Where are we going?” she asks as we stroll hand in hand.

 


I shrug my shoulders. “I just wanted some alone time with you.”

 


She smiles, but her eyes look sad.

 


“What is it?” I question as we stop walking.

 


Tears begin welling up in her eyes. “This.” She points around us. “You. It’s perfect.”

 


I smile slightly, cupping her chin. “Then why are you sad?”

 


She shies away from my touch. “I wish this feeling could last forever,” she whispers.

 


My heart squeezes from her statement. “It can.”

 


She shakes her head slightly, staring at her shoes, and then slowly lifts her eyes up to meet mine. Tears are trailing down her cheeks, but her eyes are full of a different emotion altogether.

 


“I love you,” she whispers.

 


I swallow, digesting her words. There is no doubt in my mind whatsoever that I love her.

 


I kiss her quickly, savoring this moment. Memorizing the way she looks under the illuminated park; memorizing the way I feel about her. When I break the kiss off, I press my forehead to hers gently. “You have no idea how much I love you.”

 


She giggles softly and then a sob escapes her throat.

 


“Oh, baby,” I murmur, pulling her into me, and wrapping my arms around her body.

 


She is crying now, each sob raking through her body. My eyes begin to blur as well, but I need to hold it together…for her.

 


“You are the best thing that ever happened to me,” I whisper into her ear. “I was numb before you. I didn’t care about anyone or anything. And then I saw you at that football game with Madalynne and you lit a match inside me. It burned slowly at first, and I didn’t understand how I could feel anything for a girl like you. But then, I spent more time with you. I got to know the person you are inside, and I realized that no one had ever made me feel alive like you did.”

 


I pause, taking a step back so I can look into her eyes as I deliver the next bit of my confession. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life. I’ve hurt a lot of people. But you were the first person who truly made me feel remorse. You were the first person that held me accountable. I do regret the things I put you through, but if I had the chance to go back, I wouldn’t change a thing because they led me to you.”

 


She inhales deeply, her body shaking. “I used to watch you. I couldn’t understand how someone who had everything could be so ungrateful. You were like a robot, going through the motions…but devoid of any real feelings. I never imagined I would be the one to help bring about a change inside of you.”

 


I sigh. “After my skiing accident, they prescribed me with Vicodin. The pills were addictive and soon, I found myself taking them solely for the purpose of escaping reality. They made it easier not to care. I was depressed and they gave me a release.”

 


Her facial expression looks pained. “Are you—“

 


I cut her off before she can even finish with a simple shake of my head. “Nope. After that day at the party, I dumped them all down the toilet. You maneuvered through life without the help of pills, and it made me realize what a wuss I had been. I envied you. We barely knew one another then, and you were the reason I quit.”

 


She blushes at my strong confession.

 


Fireworks begin to explode in the sky, and her eyes shift to witness the display. I walk behind her, wrapping my arms around her body, and resting my chin on her shoulder. I feel her deep intakes of breath as she enjoys the show. It’s times like this I wish I could remain in forever.
  



Chapter Twenty Six

 


 


Ciera

Christmas came and went, taking the New Year along with it. My time is running out, and I feel it every day. While we were in Florida enjoying the amazing gift the Carlson’s got us, I managed to land myself in the hospital not once, but twice from seizures. Rose and Wesley were terrified. I felt so bad. I hate to be a burden. I hate to be a cause for their uneasiness. And I sure as hell hate everyone walking on egg shells around me.

 


I’m noticing changes that are taking place inside my body, and to my body that are hard to accept. I’m forgetting people’s names, faces, important dates, and more. My short term memory is getting worse, and Topher has been helping me keep a memory journal that he encourages me to read each and every day. My hearing has been going in and out, replaced by a low buzzing, and I’ve been to the emergency room twice in the past week for nausea and vomiting.

 


Dr. Brown says the tumor is aggressively attacking my body. Much quicker than even he anticipated. I know it’s still my decision on when to take the
Secobarbital I was prescribed, but I’m not ready. I still haven’t been able to experience everything I want to yet. I’m still too young. Dr. Brown also suggested I don’t sleep on a couch anymore, so Topher and his father have been kind enough to set me up with a room in their house. I feel bad spending time away from my mother and siblings, but they are welcome over anytime.

 


I stopped going to school a week ago. It was too much for me. It mentally exhausted me to the point I couldn’t get out of bed for nearly twenty hours some days. It just doesn’t make sense continuing to go in, when I’m not even going to make it to graduation. You can say a cynical attitude is what I have adopted. It’s almost as if Topher and I have reversed roles. Depression is taking hold of me, and it’s difficult to see the positives in anything these days. I know this is all caused from the tumor, but it doesn’t make it any easier.

 


Topher is trying to stay strong for me, but I can see through his façade. Some days I awake to find him drenched in sweat, and other days I can hear the screams from the nightmares that claim his mind. I appreciate that he tries to hold it together for me, but some days I long for a pity party where we simply cry all day for the life we know we will never get to experience together.

 


He has a calendar on his wall, and everyday he marks off a day, I see how much it takes out of him. Some days I feel guilty for coming into his life and giving him something so great that we both know can’t last. And other days I know I wouldn’t be able to make it through this without him.

 


I glance at the clock on the nightstand.
Topher should be home any minute.

 


I’ve been near helpless this week, I want to do something special for him. I forced myself to take a shower over an hour ago, and have since managed to do both my hair and put on a little makeup. I race down the stairs to the kitchen area and open the fridge.

 


Neither Topher nor his father enjoy cooking, so we’ve had takeout six out of the seven days last week. I’m just wanting something a bit healthier. Something that takes effort to make. I open a few of the cupboards along with the freezer to get a good idea of everything I am working with. Shortly after, I have decided on pork chops with brown rice and vegetables. I begin placing the pots and pans on the stove, and beginning the preparations.

 


Topher strolls through the front door fifteen minutes later. He’s so used to me being in bed, I hear him head directly upstairs. When it’s obvious I’m not in my room, I hear the barreling of footsteps heading back downstairs, and finally toward the kitchen. “There you are,” he says gently as he approaches me.

 


He is wearing a teal and black plaid button down which brings out his eyes. His hair looks disheveled like he drove in a convertible with the top down. I know this is probably the case as he was raving about the new car he’s been driving around, which I haven’t been in yet.

 


He comes up from behind me, wrapping his arms around my body, and placing a kiss on the back of my head. “What are you doing?”

 


I spin around so I am facing him. “Cooking, what does it look like?”

 


He cracks a smile. “Well, obviously…but why?”

 


I shrug. “I felt like a home-cooked meal.”

 


He chuckles. “The take out finally get to you?”

 


I shake my head dismissively. “Don’t you ever feel empowered to make something yourself?”

 


He rubs his hand across his face before releasing me, and taking a seat at the island.

 


“That’s right. I forgot you’re a guy…” I stick my tongue out at him.

 


“Have you spoken to your mom today?” Topher asks, one of his eyebrows raising suspiciously.

 


I shake my head no. “Why?”

 


“She called a few times while I was at school. I figured you were just sleeping. Where’s your phone?”

 


I look around me and then remember it’s still by my bedside. “Upstairs.”

 


“You haven’t checked it at all today, have you?” he asks, already standing up. I assume he is going to fetch it for me.

 


“I’m sorry I’m not married to my phone like you are,” I tease.

 


“Hey!” Topher exclaims, running toward me.

 


“Ahhh!” I shriek before dropping the spatula I am holding, and darting out of the room. I can hear his heavy footsteps behind me, but I continue booking it up the stairs.

 


Before I’ve even laid foot inside my bedroom, I feel Topher’s body colliding with mine and we both fall onto the bed. We’re laughing hysterically, and I am attempting to catch my breath.

 


He is positioned on his side, his elbow propping him up as he sweeps my hair gently from my face. “My dad has a date with Clarke tonight. He won’t be home until later.”

 


I know why he is mentioning this. Because we haven’t had the luxury of alone time since I moved in. My heart begins beating ferociously in my chest, and for the first time, it’s because I’m ready. I’ve been ready for a while. I have a little bit of energy today, and I’m not suffering from any headaches.



I take his face in my hands, taking the time to appreciate it before I lean in and kiss him passionately. This is my way of letting him know we are on the same page. He moans softly into my mouth, and I know he’s received the message loud and clear. I rip my shirt off, surprising him.

 


“Now?” he exclaims, startled.

 


“Well, no, not if you don’t want to,” I play with him. I reach for his shirt when he grips my wrist, stopping me.

 


“Not so fast, missy!” Before I can make another move he has maneuvered my body down to the pillows at the head of the bed. He is on top of me, staring down into my eyes. Without breaking eye contact, he slowly pulls his shirt off, tossing it to the ground. My hands immediately go to his chest, my fingers trailing down it.

 


His eyes flutter from my touch. He kisses me again, pulling my bottom lip between his and sucking on it lightly. He moves his mouth to my neck and places a trail of kisses along it. I’m already in ecstasy from the simple moves he’s making. He runs his hands up my arms, and then threads his fingers between mine. With our hands entwined, he lifts them up above my head, and continues his kissing trail down my collarbone, and then to my shoulder. He places a kiss dangerously close to the strap of my bra before he releases my hands, and slips a finger between my bra strap and shoulder.

 


He locks eyes with me once more to make sure it is okay for him to continue. I nod lightly giving him the okay before he slips the strap down my arm. He does the same move with the other side, and then takes one of his hands, and pulls my breasts out. He admires my naked chest before continuing. “You have no idea how long I’ve been fantasizing about this moment.”

 


I giggle softly, blushing. “Oh, I’m pretty sure I do.”

 


He shakes his head, laying it down onto my chest. His lips dangerously close to my breast. I can feel his warm breath on my skin, sending tingles down my spine and out my toes. Between his hands and his mouth, Topher definitely knows what he is doing.

 


He reaches for my underwear and I stop him. “Do you want to use protection?” I ask. In a normal situation, this would be a no-brainer. But I am dying anyway and I’m a virgin, so I don’t have any diseases I could transfer to Topher.

 


He pulls away from me slightly. “Don’t you?”

 


I shake my head. “I have less than three weeks to live. I want to experience all of you. I want to feel all of you.”

 


His eyes soften.

 


“Don’t,” I say softly.

 


“What?”

 


“Let’s keep the emotions out of it. We can cry when it’s over. But it will just kill our mood.”

 


He cocks his head to the side. “When did you become so logical about all of this?”

 


I shrug, pulling him back down to me, pressing my lips to his.

 


Topher makes sure I get to experience all of it, the good, the bad, and the ugly. He handles me gently and with care. I’ve never felt closer to another human being before. After we take the time to explore every inch of each other’s bodies, I can’t tell where he ends and I begin.

 


They always say the first time is awkward, uncomfortable, and underwhelming. While there were a few uncomfortable moments, the majority of it was beautiful. Being able to give myself fully to Topher and see him in the same state; vulnerable, is an incredible feeling. I’m feeling more confident about the short amount of time I have left. In the past few months, I’ve been able to tackle nearly every item on my bucket list, thanks to my loving boyfriend. I’m beginning to wonder what the next chapter will be for me, once I pass on. It’s a much better than feeling sorry for myself.
  



Chapter Twenty Seven

 


 


Topher

She’s fading slowly, and before we know it, she’s going to be merely a memory. My anxiety grows as the day nears. I’ve known for a long time that her grim outcome was inevitable, but I couldn’t prepare myself for it. I didn’t want to.

 


With only one week left until the red circled date on the calendar, I know we’ve run out of time. Her family is here every day now. A few days ago when Ciera finally got the chance to call her mother back she found out that her father was in town. She had never met him before, being a product of a one night stand…but something compelled Ms. Nelson to call him, and he actually came.

 


At first Ciera didn’t want to see him. She had made it through her entire life without his help. But, after some discussion, I helped her realize that if she didn’t take the opportunity now, she wouldn’t get it again. We agreed to go to dinner with him. It will take nearly everything out of her, but I know it will be worth it in the end.

 


We meet at a local Thai restaurant, one that Ciera and I both enjoy, as we walk in. It looks fairly empty, except for a few scattered patrons, but we don’t see any solo males. We take a seat at a booth and Ciera is fumbling with her shirt. I throw my arm over her shoulder, squeezing it. “You look fine.”

 


She shifts her eyes to mine quickly. “How did you know?”

 


I shrug. “After you spend enough time with someone, you get to know their ‘tells’.”

 


She smiles slightly, but her eyes look sad. I know what she is thinking, and my heart squeezes from the thought.

 


It doesn’t get any easier as the time nears. If anything, the pain inside both of us becomes that much more unbearable. Even the idea that she might not be here after next week sends goose bumps throughout my entire body. I don’t want to remember what life was like before her. I just want her.

 


I press my forehead against hers lightly. “You’re going to be okay, you know,” she says softly, her lip trembling.

 


I shake my head against hers softly. “I don’t know if I will be…”

 


She takes a shaky deep breath in. “You’re stronger than you realize, Topher. You’re one of the strongest people I know.”

 


I sigh, feeling the warmth behind my eyes. “I don’t want to know what it is like without you.”

 


She smiles, but it’s forced. “You don’t have to. I’m always going to be with you,” she whispers.

 


“Ciera?” I hear a deep male voice ask.

 


Our heads pop up and a tall, dark haired male with a goatee and brown eyes stares back at us. Ciera glances at me quickly and then back to the man. “You must be Paul.”

 


He nods, emotion pouring over his face and eyes.

 


I stumble out of the booth quickly, reaching my hand out. “I’m Topher, Ciera’s boyfriend.”

 


He gives me the once over, taking my hand in his and shaking it firmly. I move out of the way so Ciera can scoot out of the booth and do the same.

 


His eyes continue to rake over her face. “You look so much like your mother.”

 


She blushes as she shakes his hand.

 


I can already see the resemblance. They have the same face shape and big eyes. Even similar teeth structure.

 


He slips into the booth across from us as we slide back into place. “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me.”

 


Ciera nods gently, remaining silent. I know this is difficult for her.

 


“Your mother told me about what is going on.”

 


I glance at Ciera and then back to her father.

 


He looks pained as she continues to remain quiet. “Ciera, I’m sorry…”

 


She inhales deeply, and then finally opens her mouth to speak. “Where have you been? I used to ask my mother about you and she just told me that you left. I know you were around when I was a baby, but I don’t remember you.”

 


He sighs uncomfortably, shifting in his seat. “Ciera, things between your mother and me…well, they weren’t exactly healthy. I left to make things better for all of us.”

 


“You left and you’re trying to justify that you made the right decision? I’m seventeen years old! You couldn’t call or write for seventeen years?”

 


The pain that Ciera has kept bottled up inside is slowly seeping its way out of her body.

 


He runs his hand over his hair, seemingly frustrated. “It’s not that easy.”

 


She stifles a laugh. “So what…now that I’m dying it’s suddenly become a piece of cake to reach out to your own daughter?”

 


I shoot a worried glance her way.
Maybe this wasn’t the best idea.

 


“I was young and naïve,” Paul says softly. “I didn’t know how to be a father.”

 


A tear slips down her face. “You didn’t even try. You just gave me up. I don’t even know who you are, and soon it won’t even matter anymore.”

 


His face contorts as her words wash over him. “Ciera, you matter. You’ve always mattered. Did your mother ever give you the birthday cards I sent?”

 


Ciera looks back at him through narrowed eyes. “What cards?”

 


He exhales deeply. “Figures.”

 


“What cards?” she asks more forceful now.

 


The waitress is nearing our table, but I lock eyes with her to silently communicate that now isn’t the best time. Luckily, she catches my drift and approaches another table altogether.

 


“Every year, in July, I mailed a birthday card to you. It wasn’t much, but it was my way of trying to reach out. Of trying to build a relationship. I never heard back from you, but I figured you were still angry with me for not being an active part of your life. The thought never occurred to me that she might not be showing you the cards at all…”

 


My stomach drops. Her mother kept the cards from her all these years. I’m not sure why she did it, but I assume she must have had a good reasoning for it.

 


“Ciera, I left when you were a baby…but I wanted to know you. I realized that a few years after I left. I made attempts. I guess I just didn’t try hard enough. I’m so sorry.” His eyes are watering up, and I can tell he is genuine.

 


Ciera is having a hard time with everything, it’s evident in her breathing. I rub her back softly, attempting to soothe her.

 


“I guess you should have tried harder,” she says bitterly.

 


He sighs. “You’re right. I should have. But I can’t change what’s happened in the past. I can only try to make up for it now, with the time we have.”

 


The air falls silent between the two of them as the waitress approaches our booth once more, and we finally order. As we wait for the food to be delivered, Paul breaks the silence.

 


“So, tell me about you.”

 


Ciera rubs the back of her hand against her forehead, shifting her blond locks out of her eyes. “What do you want to know?”

 


He smiles gently. “Anything. Everything. I want to know what you’re like. What you enjoy doing.”

 


She sighs, locking eyes with me.

 


I know he isn’t addressing the question to me, but I can tell she needs me to step in, so I do. “She’s a wonderful student. Before she had to stop going, she was one of the top students in the entire school. She made the honor roll.” I pause as she squeezes my hand lightly. “She works at the local theater to help out with the growing stack of bills, and she is the best big sister anyone could ever ask for.”

 


Paul’s eyes widen. “You have siblings? How old are they?”

 


Ciera speaks now. “Seven and nine.”

 


Paul shakes his head slightly. “What happened to their father?”

 


“Motorcycle accident. They never had a chance to know him.”

 


Ciera has never shared this information before, and sadness washes over me. None of it seems fair.

 


“I’m sorry,” Paul says quickly.

 


Ciera shrugs. “It was very hard on my mother, but I did the best I could.”

 


He shakes his head. “You are so much stronger than I imagined.”

 


I squeeze her inner thigh reassuringly. “Yes, she is.”

 


“What do you like to do?” he asks.

 


She shrugs, a cynical look taking over her face. “It doesn’t really matter anymore.”

 


He straightens up. “It matters to me.”

 


“She likes to write,” I throw in. “She’s very talented.”

 


“Really?” His eyes light up as he examines her.

 


She averts his gaze. “It’s nothing really. Just a silly dream.”

 


“I’d love to read some of your writing sometime,” Paul says warmly.

 


“Yeah, maybe,” she replies, taking a sip off her water.

 


We spend the next hour at the restaurant, before it’s obvious that Ciera needs her rest. Although I don’t understand fully why Paul never took responsibility as a father, I can’t fault him for trying now. He plans on staying in town the next week or two. Ciera is hesitant to spend more time with him, but when he asks to exchange numbers, she does.

 


After tucking her in bed, I make my way downstairs, hoping to grab a cup of tea. As I wait for the tea leaves to soak into my scorching hot water, I hear footsteps heading into the kitchen.

 


“She in bed?” my father asks as he takes a seat at the island. He removes his suit jacket, lying it onto the counter beside him.

 


I nod, blowing on my hot mug.

 


“How did it go with her father?” Ever since Ciera has been staying with us, I’ve felt closer to my own father. I feel comfortable talking with him again, and when he doesn’t work late, we even share meals together some days.

 


I shrug. “As good as it could, I suppose.”

 


He locks eyes with me with a forlorn expression. “How are you doing?”

 


I inhale deeply. “I’m fine.”

 


My father’s eyes narrow. “How are you really doing?”

 


I shake my head. “I’ve been better?”

 


He exhales. “That’s an understatement.”

 


“What do you want from me?” I ask in an irritated tone.

 


My father’s face falls. “I want you to talk to me, Topher. I know it’s been a difficult year all around, but I want you to know that you can trust me.”

 


What do you want me to say?
I want to scream.
My girlfriend is dying. My life was flipped upside down just by having her in it and now it’s being turned about once more because I’m losing my reason for breathing.

 


My eyes well up with tears as I clench my fists tightly.

 


My father slips off the stool gently and takes a few hesitant steps toward me. When he reaches out for me, I break. The tears come out like a floodgate has been opened. I feel him pull me in close, his hand gripping my shoulder tightly. He doesn’t say anything for a long while, just lets me cry.

 


I haven’t hugged my father since before I found out about Clarke and his sexuality. It feels strange, but comfortable.

 


“She’s the best person I know,” I choke out.

 


I can feel him nodding. “I’m so sorry, Topher.”

 


It’s the first time I’ve cried in front of anyone. It’s the first time I’ve let my emotions take over me in the presence of another person. Every night when I lay my head down, I am reminded that we are one day closer to losing her forever. I’ve soaked my pillows nightly for a while now, drowning in my sorrows.

 


When I finally compose myself and pull away from him, he doesn’t let me go far. “I’m going to be here for you, Topher, every step of the way.”

 


I nod gently as he presses his forehead to mine. “I love you and I am so proud of the man you have become.”

 


I pull back gently and look up into his eyes. “I’ve been a son of a bitch, how can you even say that?”

 


He shakes his head softly. “No, you just didn’t understand. But I can tell you’ve changed, and I know a lot of that has to do with Ciera.”

 


I nod. “I don’t know where I’d be if it wasn’t for her…”

 


“You’d just be a little lost is all,” my father says softly.

 


I don’t know why he is letting me slide on the way I treated him. God knows I don’t deserve it. But, I am thankful nonetheless. I know I am going to need him more than ever in the coming weeks. I’m just happy we are on speaking terms.

 


* * *

 


When I finally make it back upstairs, I am surprised to see Ciera wide-eyed and awake. She is licking an envelope as I walk into her bedroom.

 


“What are you doing up?” I ask as I eye the clock on the nightstand. 9:26 pm.

 


She finishes closing the envelope, and then hands it to me.

 


“What is this?” I ask, a grin pulling at my lips.

 


Her expression is heartbreaking.

 


I take a seat softly on the bed next to her.

 


“I want you to read this…after I’m gone.”

 


I glance at the letter and then back up to her face. Tears are beginning to slowly slip down her cheeks. “Promise me, you’ll wait.”

 


I nod, tears welling up into my own eyes for the second time tonight. “I promise.”

 


I was one hell of person before Ciera, and after a few weeks of chipping away my tough exterior, she was able to bring out the real person. I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to open up to someone again like I have with her. I don’t know that I’ll ever want to.

 


I hope she’s right, about us meeting in another life. I would find her a thousand times over if it meant we might get a better chance.

 


It’s funny that the girl I barely knew existed before, changed my life in ways I could have never imagined. I thought I knew where my life was headed, but she opened my eyes—she showed me the potential I have inside.

 


I’ll probably never meet another person as incredible as her. But now that I’ve had a taste, I’ll never settle again. I’ll never stop searching.
  



Epilogue

 


 


Just because it was pre-planned did not make it any easier. February 20th
rolled around, and we piled around Ciera’s bedside to say goodbye to her. It happened so quickly and before we knew it, she was gone. Unexpected visitors showed up at her funeral to pay their respects. Joe, Sophia, even Alyssa…all made appearances. They never understood my relationship with her, but when they time came, they were there for me.

 


Ciera changed me in ways I never dreamed possible. She inspired me. She taught me to live life to the fullest because you never know what tomorrow might bring. Because of her, I savor each and every small moment in life. I miss her every day. I miss her wide sapphire eyes that immobilized me. I miss her smile that could light up a room. I miss her innocence.

 


I hated the person I was before Ciera. I had given up on life. I thought that was as good as it could get. Before her, I coasted through life on my good looks and popularity. I let it define me. I let people’s expectations define me. She showed me that in the real world, looks and popularity don’t mean jack shit. She showed me that the most powerful expectations are those that we carve out for ourselves.

 


I don’t take anything or anyone for granted anymore.

 


I feel her everywhere. I know she’s watching and proud. I see her in everything: the sun, the sky, flowers. It’s as if part of her is spread amongst it all. She was cremated, and Ms. Nelson and I scattered her ashes along the Oregon coast. I go back from time to time to visit. To talk with her.

 


I look forward to the day we meet again. To the day I get to feel her smooth skin and touch her soft lips. I know she is waiting for me, wherever she is.
  


Topher,

 


I wish I could tell you that it is all going to be okay. But you know I’d be lying.

 


When I first found out about my tumor, I cried, I lashed out, I couldn’t understand why it had to be me. I found the unfairness in all of it. I was too young. I didn’t get a chance to enjoy life to the fullest. And then I spent time with you, and I couldn’t understand how someone who had everything could be so negative, could be so cynical. I envied you for the life I knew you were going to have, a long one full of love, laughter, and even heartbreak.

 


And then I met the real you, the person inside just dying to get out. You were full of life and you pushed me to experience more, to do more with the time I had left. I wasn’t anticipating you, but I embraced all of it. You’re a much better person than even you give yourself credit for.

 


I know it’s going to be difficult these coming weeks without me, but please don’t be afraid to embrace those feelings. Sometimes, you have to be fully broken in order to piece yourself together again.

 


Please watch over my mother, Rose, and Wesley. Make sure they are going to be okay. Don’t be afraid to reach out to your father. He loves you and I have no doubt he will be there for you in this difficult time. I want you to take the necessary time to grieve me, but I don’t want you slipping back into your depression. I don’t want you to fall back into your old ways. Being numb isn’t any better than being sad, it’s just easier. Sometimes the easy route isn’t necessarily the best one.

 


You always say I am the best thing that ever happened to you. But you’re the best thing that ever happened to me. In all honestly, I feel as though you were brought into my life for a reason. I wasn’t strong enough to go through it all on my own, but you helped me find my strength. Thank you for helping me finally live.

 


Remember that just because you can’t see me anymore doesn’t mean that I’m not there. I’m always going to be watching over you, protecting you in any way I can. Remember that what doesn’t kill you, only makes you stronger.

 


I will love you all the days of my life.

 


Until we meet again…

 


Yours,

Ciera
 
  


List of Things to do Before I’m Gone:
 

 

	
Fly a kite at the beach
 



	
Go skinny dipping
 



	
Go camping
 



	
Roast marshmallows
 



	
Explore a cave
 



	
Play miniature golf
 



	
Write a book
 



	
See a shooting star
 



	
Hike Mt. Hood
 



	
Ride a horse
 



	
Go sledding
 



	
Have a snowball fight
 



	
Make love
 



	
Fall in love
 



	
Sing karaoke
 



	
Go to the zoo
 



	
Ride the Max
 



	
Dine and ditch
 



	
Meet my father
 



	
Drink champagne
 



	
Get a tattoo
 



	
Get a piercing
 



	
Find my muse
 



	
Go to Winter Formal
 



	
Go to a theme park
 



	
Sign-up for a 5k
 



	
Get my diploma
 



	
Find a sand dollar
 



	
Try ice skating
 



	
Go to a haunted house
 




 
  


Preview of the
second book in the Infinite Love series,
My Forever:
 

 


One – Self Destruction at its Best

 


 


Madalynne

I had only ever experienced the feeling once before. The gripping terror, the beating of my heart ferociously against my chest. I was swallowing loudly in an attempt to clear my ears.

 


There was no way.

 


I heard the scream before my body registered and went barreling towards the noise—towards my mother’s crumpled body in the door frame.

 


I glanced out to the porch, a male and female dressed in full military gear were staring back at me, their sad expressions hard to miss.

 


My legs became jello.

 


“He’s not…” I gripped the doorframe for support. Suddenly, I felt arms reach underneath my armpits. I looked back thankfully at my best friend.

 


“Ma’am, may we come in?” The rugged looking male spoke finally, a look of sympathy plastered across his face.

 


Between my mother’s sobs, my stilted breaths, and the ringing that was piercing my ears was when I knew nothing was ever going to be the same again.

 


* * *

 


Three Weeks Later

 


“Honey,” my father’s voice came into my darkened room.

 


I didn’t respond. My room had been my safe haven since…

 


I was surprised my father was even home; ever since the news, he had been doing his best to stay as far away from my mother as possible. The only reason I knew was the slamming shut of his car door and the loud roar of his engine every time he peeled away.

 


It was always the same.

 


My mother blamed my father for Mason’s death, basically insinuating he pushed Mason to join the army.

 


Mason was my older brother, he was five years older than me…but still my father’s baby. He would never have harmed a hair on my brother’s head.

 


So what if my father had
urged
Mason to join the military…was it a crime to want something better for your child? And plus, I knew how much it had always meant to Mason—he loved making us proud.

 


“Parker is here,” my father whispered into the darkness. I had almost forgotten he was there.



My breath caught in my throat—my heart beating wildly, it’s funny how just hearing his name had such an effect on me.

 


He can’t see me like this.

 


I remained still as ever, my back turned to my father, attempting to steady my breathing. As much as I had loved Parker, I didn’t know that I could handle him—so I pretended to be asleep; a total wimp.

 


Finally, I heard my father sigh heavily before footsteps followed and then my door closed.

 


I felt terrible turning Parker away, but I was positive I looked like death.

 


Quickly, I turned my bedside lamp on, illuminating my small room.

 


I headed for my vanity mirror and the reflection staring back made me wince.

 


My once lively chocolate eyes were anything but. They appeared dull and lifeless. My normal bouncy brown curls were greasy and flat; sticking to my forehead.

 


My eyes looked sunken in from my near constant sobbing. No one deserved to see me in such a state—least of all, Parker.

 


I ran a hand tiredly through my ratty and uncombed mess of hair when I heard my phone vibrate. I picked up the phone and stared at the screen; it was a text message.

 


I know you’re not asleep.

 


Way to go Captain Obvious,
I thought to myself.

 


Another came in.
But I know what you’re going through—I’ve been there and I forgive you.

 


Parker Grant. My boyfriend of three years. Best friends since we were babies. We had seen each other naked even…when we were five.

 


While I always knew Parker was the one for me,
it
took him
just
a
bit
longer
to
develop
romantic
feelings
for
me.
It
wasn’t
even
until
the
end
of
eighth
grade
that
he
came
upon
the
realization
that
he
didn’t
like
the
idea
of
me
with
anyone
else. And
we
had
been together
ever
since.

 


I remember the night like it was yesterday. The surprise of Parker crashing my group date—the violent thumping of my heart against my chest as he finally, after what felt like an eternity, gave me the one thing I had been wishing on and hoping on forever…him. When he lowered his lips to mine the first time, fireworks took over my vision. It was everything I could have imagined and more. Nothing was the same after that; it was better.

 


But we had problems like any normal couples; the deaths in both of our families not only bringing us closer, but pushing us apart in other ways. Not too long after Parker and I became an item I found out an online friendship he had begun with a female from another state named Jacqueline.

 


Parker had kept their relationship from me, fearful of how I would react to it. I didn’t let it go lightly. In fact, it almost tore us apart. But Parker meant more to me than losing him to some online relationship with a girl he had never even met. I knew my worth; I knew Parker was my soul mate. So I fought for him. He explained to me all the ways Jacqueline helped him through his grief after losing his brother, Bo. I always wished I could have been the one there for him through that tough time, but was thankful for her, nonetheless.

 


I allowed the friendship to continue in hopes that it would bring Parker and me closer; allowing him to be honest with me about their relationship. And it did; a new trust was formed, tightening our bond with one another.

 


You caught me,
I typed back timidly.

 


Please don’t push me away.

 


My face fell. That was the last thing I wanted but I was angry with the world—I didn’t think I would benefit being around anyone.

 


I never imagined I would ever be the one pushing Parker away…I had nightmares of it going the opposite way nightly—I woke up in sweats worried I would never be good enough for him.

 


But losing Mason was like being sawed in half. I lost a huge part of myself the day he died. I wasn’t even sure of what I wanted anymore. Life had lost its appeal.

 


It’s almost as if I thought that if I tore my life up and fucked up everything good I had going for me it would bring a spark back into my life, a flame. And so that’s exactly what I did.





 

Purchase
My Forever
Now
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