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CHAPTER 1 

New Girl
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How many steps does it take until carpet begins to wear down? The question made me feel like that silly kid on those Tootsie Roll Pops commercials. Of course, it was irrelevant because I had no idea the number of steps I had used each time I had crossed the room to make my way to each unpacked box. All morning it had been enough focus just to ignore the urge to look out the window. But it was going on noon now and my will power to resist the search had begun to slip. 


Maybe just a peek, I thought convincingly. 



All I needed was a simple glimpse of a black Ford truck. Yes, one glimpse and then back to unpacking. It was enough of a mental promise to persuade my feet to begin the creep. That was until the sudden knock on my door made me jump with guilt. 


“All right, Emma,” my mom called from the other side. 



I sighed with relief to what seemed a perfect timing of distraction. I didn’t know how much longer I could stay confined in my room, like a hamster in its cage. My little resistance slip proved that. Of course, I knew that I could have easily found myself inside one of the many books lining my shelf. But there was something about the anticipation that couldn’t relax me. And that’s the rule of reading. You have to be in some form of relaxation, ready to jump from reality to fiction. Or else the mind would just wander around on a thin layer of reality, never quite enjoying the fictional setting. 

So instead, I had found myself mostly occupied by finally unpacking the many boxes that had arrived two days earlier, boxes I had abandoned any care of last night once my mother and I had driven past the Washington line.... 

* * * 
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EVEN WITH MY MOTHER’S small complaint I couldn’t resist rolling down my window and getting the chance to breathe in the cold night air. I closed my eyes with a sudden lift of my lips. Sean, I thought. A thrill of excitement reminded me just how close I was to him. 

Even in the late hour of the night, I had pleaded with my mom for the chance to see my brother. 

“Can we stop by just for a quick visit? It doesn’t have to be long,” I said. 

“We’ll see them tomorrow morning. It won’t be that long once you fall asleep,” she said. 

I had known very well how much that wouldn’t be true. I knew once I got home that I would toss and turn with anticipation, like a child on the eve of a Disneyworld vacation. But even with my disappointment, I observed her shifted hazel glance and slightly curved red lips. Right then I knew of her agenda. It’s not that we couldn’t stop by in the late hour and see Sean—something she would be just as excited to do. It’s that she wanted me to wait. 

With tomorrow’s party, the reunion would seem that much more special in her mind for me. And for that, I couldn’t be mad. Especially not when I knew she too would carry her own desire to see Sean. I’m sure any mother would say the same after such a long separation from her child. Over the past three years I would momentarily carry frustration from time to time at Sean for his decision. Yes, most kids threaten to stay behind when the family moves across the country. But what teenager actually gets to stay behind? Well, I knew of one. My older brother. 

From the moment my father had announced we would be leaving Washington for Dallas, Sean planted his feet in the ground, outright demanding that he wouldn’t go, claiming that it wasn’t fair to have to uproot his life just for a job my father wasn’t likely to keep. Sure, my dad was annoyed with the demands of a fifteen- year-old boy. But that was nothing compared to his anger that followed Sean gaining the support of my uncle and father’s younger brother, Greg. Once he had volunteered to let my brother live with him I knew the fight was over, and Sean had won. Well, it was more that my dad merely forfeited. But regardless of who called themselves victor, the damage had severed the tiny thread of a relationship left between them. Both knew that, and both seemed to accept it. 

When the day to leave finally came, my mom had to be the one to even take me to see Sean. But, my father’s pride was the least of my concern on that day. I wasn’t quite sure how I was supposed to say goodbye to a person I loved most in the world. How was I expected to just to leave him behind? 

When the inevitable moment arrived I found myself wanting to hold on to Sean just a little longer. I must have cried from the moment I shut the car door in Washington until I opened it again in Dallas. 

* * * 
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I BLINKED OUT OF MY daze, coming back to the surreal moment I was happy to be in. I wasn’t leaving North Carolina. I was back. I was home again. Home to Washington, a town most people mistakenly assumed, in conversation, for the northwest state or nation’s capital. But my Washington was a small town that sat in the east side of North Carolina along the Pamlico River. It had been my home for fourteen years, and I had missed it terribly after the big move to Texas. I wasn’t so lucky to get my childhood home back, but I wasn’t going to be picky. In fact, I would gladly live in a closet under the stairs like Harry Potter if it meant I got to stay. 

I smiled from the thought as I opened my bedroom door before walking down the hallway. My stomach tumbled around like a dryer with eager nerves in the seconds before turning the corner toward my living room. Instantly my eyes caught sight of nothing but my surprise. 

At least the one I had been hoping to get. 

My lips parted with a huge curve as my legs moved in a slight skip-run. My excitement felt like I had been transformed into a ten-year old girl on Christmas morning. Well, if that Christmas morning was included with two Christmas Eves, four Easters, and ten visits from the tooth fairy. 

I couldn’t contain myself as I leapt up into Sean’s arms, securing my own tightly around his neck and wrapping my legs around his waist for support. I leaned my head forward with my squeeze, taking in the unfamiliar scent that invited the senses better than any cologne. In an instant I could hear his chuckle in my ear. Such a little thing to miss, and yet I found I couldn’t imagine not hearing it again. It could have only been seconds, but it felt like hours before I heard the wonder of his voice. 

“You know I think Mom is going to be disappointed if you don’t admire her hard work,” Sean said. 

From that, I knew he was right. “Oh,” I said with the remembrance of the other people occupying the room. My legs released reluctantly with a drop that was higher than I anticipated from my original jump. 

“You’ve gotten so tall,” I said after my heels had bounced to adjust to the ground. 

I pulled my head back with a narrowed study of his appearance. After three years, my memory seemed a little warped. Sean had always been good looking, yes, but now he just looked downright gorgeous. And if that wasn’t enough, he seemed to have grown in more ways than one. Along with his height that had to at least been six feet, his former lanky body now looked muscular and well proportioned. Even his short layered hair, which had always been a little lighter than my chocolate brown, seemed to be naturally highlighted with several more new shades of brown. That type of hair you would catch yourself staring at in envy once you step outside into the sunlight. 


“A bit,” Sean said. 



With the familiar widening of his eyes, I finally caught sight of a color that wasn’t quite the once-identical light hazel brown of my own. Unintentionally, I had found myself staring at the beautifully bright golden honey color. I pursed my lips as an old jealousy began pumping through my veins. 

“You know, I get that you take all the good genes of this family, but you could have at least tried to keep the same shade of eye color. Or let me have that,” I said gesturing with my chin. 

He shrugged with a teasing grin. “I can’t help that I’m beautiful.” I elbowed him in the stomach, but he never made a single flinch. I could see him observing my narrowed study of that just before I finally caught sight of the room around me.  

It seemed with the reunion, my mom had gone a little overboard. There were pink and red streamers and balloons everywhere. One would have mistaken the room for a Valentine’s party if not for the absence of hearts and a Happy Birthday on every wall. All of which led the eyes to a table with a two-tiered pink frosted cake that held two white inedible numbers, just above my white frosted name. 

“Well?” she said. My mom’s hands were clasped together as her eyebrows rose with an eager balance, ready to feel relieved with my excitement or ready to start all over upon my disapproval. 

It was the first time I saw my mom since last night when she had reminded me of my boundary lines until she was ready for me. A room arrest I had grown accustomed to since I was a kid. Despite a few wrinkles that now had begun forming around her face, not much had changed about my mom. Her shoulder-length auburn hair was pulled halfway up with bobby pins, except for the few strains that had escaped within the process. The sleeves of her cream-colored blouse were pulled up to her elbows, while the hunter green apron— the one she had inherited from my Grandma Adams— remained tied tightly around her thin frame. The new white frosted stains blended well with all the ones that came before. 

As always she had some form of heels on in order to give herself some height. I was only an inch taller but unlike her I had always considered myself a good average. At least that’s what I did think before I gazed back over to my brother. I could hear my inner voice reminding me that being 5'4" was short. 


“You’ve outdone yourself again. I love it,” I said. 



I had learned at an early age to appease her because it would seem awfully selfish to rein in her fun. And if letting her get to build an elaborate cake one day a year got to show off how truly talented she was in the kitchen, then I was happy to let myself enjoy her planning. Especially since she lost the opportunity to throw Sean anything. Why not be a doting daughter? 

“Man, who would have thought my niece could turn out so good looking.” 

I turned my head with a crooked lift of my lips and half roll of my eyes. I walked a few steps to wrap my arms around my Uncle Greg’s neck. Stepping back, I could see the charismatic grin that reminded me of Sean. My uncle wasn’t big chested like my dad. He was an ex-college baseball player who had never lost that even muscle tone. The only way to tell they were brothers was by their identical chocolate brown hair and cloudy blue eyes. 

“Well, I don’t know about good looking,” I said unafraid to point out my flaws. 

“Oh, yes,” he said disagreeing. “That’s not Morgan in you. It’s all Adams.” 

He was looking right at my mother as he said her maiden name. It was no secret to Sean and me that he was fond of her. Not because my parents or my uncle ever talked about it. We just easily observed my uncle’s admiration when she was around. But nobody ever brought it up even though everything inside of me screamed to tell my mom to face that she wasn’t happy. Not that her and my dad didn’t love each other at one time, it’s just that they were never meant for each other. And now they were almost together just because it’s all they knew. If that’s what life was like, then I wanted nothing to do with love. I didn’t see the point. 


“Where is Dad?” I said, turning back to Sean. 



Feeling the lighthearted emotion of the room made me notice my father’s absence. 


“You knew I was never the real surprise,” Sean said. 



My eyes narrowed simultaneously with his crooked grin. “Here he is now,” my mom said from behind me. 

I could feel the cold breeze hit my skin a moment before I turned back to see she had opened the front door. Immediately as if I had asked, I felt Sean’s hand within mine. It carried a needed warmth I enjoyed as he began pulling me slightly forward. When he had just led me through the frame and onto the porch, he dropped my hand, placing himself behind me so that I had a full view of the front yard. He was holding my shoulders slightly as a guide, turning me toward the driveway, before lowering his lips near my ear. 


“Surprise,” he whispered. 



My eyes widened, not at my father, but at what he was standing next to. He was placing a large red bow on the hood of a used black Volkswagen Jetta—not exactly the black vehicle I had been expecting to see from my window earlier. I felt Sean’s release, letting me step further onto the porch before I moved down the steps and toward the driveway. My mouth was slightly open as my eyes bounced from the hood up to my father’s eyes. 


“Really?” I asked upon my approach. 



It almost seemed like what everyone else was telling me and him telling me were two different things. Like there was finality with my dad’s words. 


“Really,” he confirmed with a slight nod. 



I wasn’t sure after my mom had gotten her new vehicle this year that I would still be getting one too. But here it stood. It was an older model, but for some reason, I found myself grateful. Probably because I had always believed a brand-new car was a definite, guaranteed magnet for an accident. One that would be my fault, I’m sure. Isn’t that how the luck of getting a new car is? The over excitement is your ultimate doom. This way I had just the right amount. 

“I love it,” I said. I moved to give him a one-arm hug before gazing back at the bow. “But red bows don’t seem your style.” 

He would be more prone to just walk into my bedroom and give me the keys. No real creative pretenses. 


“It was your mother’s idea,” he admitted. I figured as much. 

“What year is it?” I asked. 

“2001.” 



Ten-years-old was a perfect compromise. It was at that stage of not being too new that I would be anxious to drive and not too old that I would fear it breaking down. I looked up with an approving smile. He grinned back as I went to open the driver’s side door. I inhaled the baby power scent as I lowered into the seat, investigating the interior around me. “Hardly any miles on it,” he said. 

“I love it,” I repeated before wrapping my hands around the steering wheel. 


“Test drive?” he asked. 



Hearing the desperation in his voice, I looked up to catch his awkward glance from the house back to the hood of my new car. Now that the thrill of the moment was passing, I was aware of the other people watching from the porch. My dad was hoping to avoid the situation with his spontaneous request. Something to keep him from interacting with what was inside the house just a little longer. I was tempted but knew we would crave the drive for two different reasons. I didn’t like being in the middle of this family drama, but I knew who I would choose if it came down to it. My dad wouldn’t like the outcome any more than I would like awkwardly dividing the family by taking sides. Besides, there would be plenty of time to check out the car later. “Maybe later. Want some cake?” I asked. 

He lifted his left eyebrow with expected disappointment. “Has it already been cut?” 


“Nope. We were waiting for you.” 



Not really, but it wouldn’t hurt to plant the white lie. Making him feel needed was the secret. I projected myself out of the driver’s seat before shutting the door and holding out my hand with invitation. He sighed but eventually gave in to the power of my birthday. When we reached the door, I dropped his hand. I could almost feel the tension envelop the house like a gust of wind. “Paul, will you get the plates out of the kitchen?” my mom requested. 

“Sure,” my dad said. He gazed awkwardly at the wall before turning toward the kitchen. 


“I’ll help him, Angelia,” my uncle volunteered. 



She looked up from lighting the seventeen candles she must have placed around the cake while I was outside. You could tell she saw the problem with my uncle’s suggestion as much as I did. But then maybe it would be good to stick them in a small area together. Maybe. 


“Thanks, Greg,” she said almost reluctantly. 



I could feel Sean suddenly at my shoulders with a gentle squeeze. I closed my eyes and sighed. He had always been good at observing me, and I was grateful for the release of tension. 


“You have no idea how good it is to have you around again.”  

“Likewise,” he said. 



When my mom lit the last candle on top, my dad came out with the plates. My uncle followed him with nothing. From my dad’s furrowed brow and uncle’s disappointed droop, all was not forgiven. Great, I thought. Let’s just cut the cake. 

Once settling themselves around me, everyone began to sing in uneven tones. Well, everyone except for Sean. His voice was actually quite beautiful. He leaned in closer, almost like he knew I wanted to just hear his perfect harmony. I took the time to think, Let this tension dissolve, before stepping forward to blow out the small flames. It took me a few breaths before the candles were all out. 


“Emma, babe, you get first choice. Which piece do you want?”  

“She wants the bottom,” Sean said. 



I turned to see his wink. “How do you know I don’t want a top piece?” 

“Because I know you,” he said. “You want the piece that is easiest for mom to maneuver.” 

I rolled my eyes but it was true. I wanted the bottom for convenience, but sometimes I didn’t realize how open I really was to him. When she handed me my piece, she turned to Sean, ready to cut another piece. 

“Oh, he’ll have a top piece,” I teased, while using my nose to gesture upward. 


“Actually, none for me, Mom.” 



My fork froze as I turned to him with narrowed eyes. “But you always love cake.” 


“I don’t really have a liking for it anymore.” 



“When did you become such a big health guru? Do you still just drink water too?” 


“Yep. You should try it.” 



I shook my head feeling slightly self-conscious. “Do I get to see your new room?” he asked. 

Unfortunately for me, the subtle change of subject worked. “Oh yeah. I forgot you haven’t seen it.” 

I put my cake down on the table and began leading him down the hall. His steps were so quiet, almost nonexistent—I wasn’t even sure if he was behind me, at least not until I turned to point as I entered my room. 

“Well, this is it.” I gestured my hands up toward the ceiling before dropping them back to my sides. I felt like Vanna White. “Like it?” 


“Going for the blank look I see.” 



“Didn’t you know it’s the in thing this year? White is the new color.” 

We chuckled simultaneously. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do anything yet, but I knew my mom would probably ask me eventually. For now I would enjoy the simplicity. 

I turned my head to catch Sean’s focused gaze on me. “What?” I asked. 


“I’ve missed you more than I realized,” Sean said. 



Something in his voice made me think he wished that he didn’t. But I couldn’t say the same. “Oh, I definitely realized how much I’ve missed you. Don’t you think you could have visited at least once?”  

He narrowed his eyes with disapproval of my suggestion. “How would that have looked?” 

He was right on that one. As much as I wish it didn’t matter, Sean refusing to move and then popping in for a visit wouldn’t have gone down well. The same for why he couldn’t move back in with us now that we lived in Washington again. I wanted more than anything to be able to just knock on his door down the hall like when we were kids. But I had to be realistic. If the tension today said anything, it was nothing compared to the constant white elephant that would be in the room. My mom and I would have to be the middle man every time they were in the room together. No thanks. I would just deal with the ten-minute drive to my uncle’s when I needed to see Sean. 

“So can I give you a ride to school?” I felt pretty proud of my new wheels. And what a better way to have an excuse to see Sean more. 

“Of course. Now that you’re back, I could always use a chauffeur,” Sean said. 

There was laughter in his voice as he pulled a small book from my shelf. I knew from the slightly yellow pages what it was. I walked over to where I was standing only a few inches from the copy of A Wrinkle in Time, the same copy Sean had given me from the day we parted three years ago. 


“I still remember that day,” I said. 



I would never forget that day. Not because I would never forget how much pain I carried. But because of how that book had been what pulled me away from it all. It was the day I had discovered just how much reading could do. It had been the first on my shelf, and now it was the first of many. 


“Me too. Although things seemed so different then,” he said. 

“Like we would never see each other again?” I said. 

“Right,” he said. 



His eyes traveled to my window, focusing within his own thoughts, almost seeming to wrestle with them. 


“Is something wrong?” I asked.  



He looked back to me with a grin. “Just seems strange that you’re already seventeen.” 


“Well, technically I’m still sixteen,” I said protruding my chin.  



“Yes.” He rolled his eyes. “Let’s cherish these last hours of getting to see you sixteen. Then tomorrow I’ll face the inevitable and give you your present.” 

He wrapped his arm around my shoulder. 

“I look forward to it,” I said. 

I laid my head back against his body, wrapping both arms around his waist. “But for now, I’ll just enjoy what I got today.” 







The next morning left me groggy from a weird night’s sleep. Everytime I closed my eyes, I would find myself in Dallas, a place I loathed for three years. Once I finally convinced myself to get some sleep, it was past 3:00 AM. All hope for feeling refreshed on my first day was lost. 

As I rubbed my eyes, in hopes of rubbing away any exhaustion, I almost missed the white poster taped to my bathroom door. HAPPY 17TH BIRTHDAY EMMA was written with pink block letters. I grinned at my mom’s art as I thought about the actual words. I was officially seventeen today. 

Being seventeen didn’t feel specifically meaningful to me. Of course, I couldn’t resist the need to check the mirror for any gained wrinkle in my skin, one of those moments that made me roll my eyes before splashing water on my face. 

The house was quiet, and I knew that my parents had already left. I was happy to know that my mom was once again doing the one thing she loved more than cooking. Teaching. In Texas, she took a break but was never satisfied staying home. I knew she enjoyed getting to see me more, but her heart was still with the kids in Washington. I guessed, like me, she always hoped she would come back someday. 

I quickly devoured some Apple Jacks before rinsing and placing my bowl into the sink. I grabbed my brown coat, throwing my arms inside, before swinging my backpack over my right shoulder and finally locking the front door. I had a smile on my lips as I walked to my Jetta, a smile that had been missing for three years. It was like a long-lost friend that I was glad to welcome back. 

On the drive, I kept sneaking glances at the wrapped lavender box in Sean’s hand. 


“You know it’s cruel to make me wait till we get to school,” I said. 

His lips parted with a slightly amused chuckle. “I know.” 



I might have been disobeying the speed limit, but finally I pulled into the Washington High School parking lot. I didn’t waste time looking for a spot, only parking in the first empty space I saw. Thankfully, it didn’t seem that far off from the building. But it wasn’t exactly a huge parking lot either. 

Of course I ignored all that once I turned off the engine and dropped my keys into the cup holder. I turned to Sean with open hands, watching him shake his head at my eager impatience. 


“Have at it, birthday girl,” he said. 



As soon as he placed the box in my hands, I watched him push a blank CD into my stereo. I untied the white ribbon and shook the lavender box subtly. When I lifted off the top I removed the covered tissue to find a note lying gently on top of a green book, covered in a plastic dust jacket wrap. I recognized Sean’s small neat penmanship on the note. 


Em, 



You have always meant so much to me from the very moment I met you. How wonderful it is to have met someone who thinks I’m just as unforgettable. I couldn’t resist sharing a collection of all my unforgettable years with you. Happy 17th Birthday! 


Love Always, 

Sean 



I swallowed a few times to dissolve the small burn in my throat as I looked down at the scrapbook title. My lips curved upward. 

Emma & Sean 

The Unforgettable Years 

My eyes caught the picture in between the words. It was the picture taken on the day I was brought home. There was a one-year-old Sean sitting next to me, ready to protect me from the world. The very picture spoke of how we were. 

I must have found myself within the moment because I never felt or saw Sean grab my keys. But now I could hear music coming through my speakers and see my keys dangling from behind my steering wheel. My attention stayed as I realized it wasn’t just music but an old favorite of mine. “Unforgettable.” A Nat King Cole classic I had avoided listening to because it reminded me too much of Sean. 

Now, it was getting harder to suppress the wetness in my eyes that formed with each page I turned. I tried to pretend I was scratching the corner of my eye, but I don’t think I fooled him. Finally, I found that the last page was stenciled with color but still incomplete. No photos. 


“Is this for now?” I asked. 

“Yup. I wanted some recent memories to finish it off.” 



I wanted that too since the last memory captured was my worst. My mom had managed to snap a photo of Sean and me a few hours before we left Washington. Not exactly a happy moment to look back on. But now we would change that. I grinned to that thought as I delicately placed the scrapbook in my backseat before grabbing my keys and following Sean’s lead into the parking lot. 


“Wait,” I said. 



Sean looked back at me as I stood near the left taillight, digging through my backpack. I had forgotten about the digital camera my mom had bought me for Christmas —she placed in my backpack last night. It was an opportunity I was grateful to have now. I pulled it out with pride, watching the amusement of Sean’s face before he walked back to me. 

“Sean!” 

Sean turned his neck to the call of his name. It was Nick Fuller, a childhood friend of Sean’s and almost second brother to me. 

He was walking toward us with another of Sean’s friends, Ross Littleton. I stepped to the right to reveal myself to them. Instantly, there was a friendly grin plastered on both of their lips. 


“Good to see you back,” Nick said. 

“Good to be back,” I said with a grin. 



“Taking pictures?” Ross said as he pointed to the camera in my hands. 


“I was going to take one of Sean and me,” I said. 



“Here, let me take it,” Nick said. 

His hand was already extended with invitation. I handed him the camera before stepping back to the edge of my Jetta. Sean followed, placing his left arm around my shoulder before I wrapped mine around his waist and laid my head straight against his shoulder. 

“Smile.” 

My lips parted on the command with a curve and natural rise of my cheeks. 

“Thanks,” I said. Nick handed the camera back to my waiting hand, letting me place it back into my front pocket. 


“No problem,” he said with a wink. 



As the four of us walked into the school together, I couldn’t help looking around. It was strange to notice people suddenly three years older. It was like a Twilight Zone. I left when we were all ending our last year of middle school, and now we were entering the second semester of junior year in high school. Sure, I didn’t really like coming halfway in, but I wasn’t going to complain about it either. 


“What do you have first period?” Sean asked. 



“Uh . . .” I reached back into my backpack, feeling the light slip of paper before pulling it out. I grimaced. “Oh, Chemistry with Pace in 112.” 

“That’s down this hallway and the last door on the right.” I watched his left index finger point straight, grateful for the instruction. I may have recognized the outside, but the inside seemed like a maze. Not because it was so huge but because it was just unfamiliar. “And beware because she’s a fan of pop quizzes.” 

“Fantastic,” I said. 

He grinned before turning back to answer one of Ross’s questions. I reached around to place my schedule inside my backpack, but when I tried to zip it up again, it got hung. Sometimes I really hated zippers. Especially in the moment when I tugged and the momentum forced two of my pens to fly to the other side of the hall. I sighed with frustration, but before I had even attempted to move, I noticed a blonde boy bending to pick them up and moving back across to me. Now upright he looked just as tall as Sean as he held out the two pens within his clenched fist. I took them swiftly but paused embarrassingly as I made my way up to his alluringly bright, emerald green eyes. 


“Thanks,” I said. 



He made a subtle grin before tilting his chin in a nod. Turning my neck, I now noticed Sean stood next to me again. Ross and Nick had left. I looked back down at the pens in my hand and back up, only to notice the boy was gone. I looked left to right, expecting to see the back of him but found no such person. 


“Where did he go?” I asked puzzled.  

“Bathroom I think,” Sean said indifferently.  

“Who was that?” 

“Liam Alexander,” Sean said. 



He moved his hand down to yank on the zipper of my backpack with one tug before it came loose. I placed the pens inside the small open pouch before zipping it back and swinging it around my shoulder. As we walked down the hall I scrunched my lips. Liam wasn’t exactly a name I heard a lot. I liked that and I didn’t know why. 

“I’ll see you after school.” Sean paused with a crooked smile and raised eyebrow. “Unless you want to sit with me at lunch.” 

I rolled my eyes to the open invitation. “Not that I wouldn’t mind, but I am hoping I’m not that forgotten.” 

He smirked before heading off to Spanish. I glanced over to the direction of the boys’ bathroom again only to shrug with disappointment. As I headed to my locker, I carried a swarm of nerves. Even though I had lived in Washington for most of my life it didn’t matter. For most, I was still the new girl.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2 
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ASSUMPTIONS 

I really hated lockers. Well, I had nothing against the metal storage themselves, just the prison guard combination locks attached to them.

Why does it always happen when no one is around, I thought as I begun to feel the panic travel up my chest. It was like trying to get dressed in a hurry when you were already late. The more frustrated I became, the less I could concentrate. I sighed, ready to simply punch the locker open. As I debated the realistic situation that would probably only bruise or possibly fracture my hand, my eye caught sight of someone coming from around the corner. It was the boy from this morning. God, what was his name? My mind felt like a rotating telephone catalog, cross-referencing different names for the male species. Something with an M...no, an L. Isn’t that what Sean had said? Oh, Liam! Yes, Liam Alexander. Now I remembered. 

I watched as he stopped at the drinking fountain near the boys’ bathroom. I needed to ask fast before he—crap! After a few seconds gulp of water, he had gone into the bathroom before I had time to think the word. I looked back to my locker, twirling the combination randomly as I bobbed my head left to right. What would I have said anyway? Hey, could you help me with my locker because I’m an idiot and can’t turn a simple combination lock. 

I sighed with mockery of my low voice. I knew I didn’t have the nerve to ask anyway. I would just keep trying until fifth period was over. That was if I didn’t get some detention for being out in the hall. They didn’t still have hall monitors, did they? 


“Locker trouble?” 



“Oh jeez,” I said. My palm slapped my chest to prevent my heart from jumping out of my chest from fright. I had barely managed to hold on to my books in my left arm. I glanced up to see it was Liam Alexander. 

“Sorry. I didn’t intend to frighten you,” he said. I could have sworn I never saw him even leave the bathroom. But I guess I wasn’t paying attention after I began talking to myself. 

“Do you need help with that?” he asked. 

His head tilted, gesturing toward my locker. 


“Am I that obvious?” 



“Well, seeing as you are the only one standing in the hallway turning that combination lock with what appears only mere frustration—” 


“A simple yes,” I said cutting off his words. 



My eyebrows rose with a small slice of irritation. Sometimes I preferred when people just used simplicity with their response. Anything else was a waste of minutes. 


“Would you like some help?” he asked. 



There felt like so many things I wanted to say, but I could only come up with one as my lips parted. “If you don’t mind.” 


He shook his head once. “Not at all. What’s the combination?”  



“2-2-9,” I said. 

The nine came out hesitantly. I looked down with a grimace. The need to protect my locker felt somewhat stupid. Who would really want to commit locker theft anyway? There aren’t exactly a lot of items that we can store. Nothing worth stealing anyway. 

As my eyes shifted up I noticed his own back on me. He had definitely noticed the awkwardness. But the glance was only brief before he turned back to twist the lock, pulling it down and out of the latch hole, with only his fingers. Within seconds, his hand had pulled up the latch and popped open the metal locker. He stepped back, gesturing with his right hand for me to go ahead. 

“Thanks,” I said gratefully. “I thought I might be stuck out here till fifth period.” 


“My pleasure,” he said. 



It was the first time I really had a moment to look at Liam Alexander. His dirty blonde hair was cut short and styled in a slight flipped upward curl with subtle sideburns. It was a modern and yet old fashioned touch. But what held my longing gaze was the bright glow of emerald green occupying his eyes. I had seen many eye colors before, but these were on another cosmic level. Did guys wear colored contacts too? 

I had to blink to keep myself from staring too long, even at the subtle sophistication of his clothes. But I knew I had expired the normal time of staring. My mental clock told me anymore and I was sure I would come across as odd. That would be all I needed. Immediately I shifted my gaze to the floor instead. 


“Maybe next time we meet, I won’t need rescuing,” I said.  

“Oh, you never know, Emma.” 



My eyes shifted back up instantly with surprise. “How do you know my name?” 

Sure, I had learned his name but how had he learned—“You’re Sean Morgan’s little sister,” he said interrupting my mental question. 

“Oh,” I said with a disappointment. There it was. Something I had been used to all my life. I was more known for being called Sean’s little sister or baby Morgan than I was Emma. 

“I just meant that I had heard around school that Sean’s little sister, Emma”—he paused to lift his eyebrow, a simple way of letting me know he picked up on the annoyance of most people never using my first name—“was back in Washington. And since I saw you walking with him this morning, I could only assume.” 

“Didn’t they ever tell you what assumptions make?” I asked rhetorically. Liam merely lifted his left eyebrow. 

“Am I wrong?” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. Not with arrogance but with true curiosity. 


“Well, no. But that’s not the point.” 



He grinned with amusement. I simply scrunched my lips to the side with small embarrassment. Sort of like that kind you get after you go into a long explanation only to realize that wasn’t what the person wasn’t going to ask anyway. 

The moment almost felt like a cliché, and I had had enough. Plus, I was already embarrassingly late for class, if I wasn’t already beyond that. 

“Well, I better be off to Spanish before I am any later. Aren’t you late for something?” 


“Office Aid,” he said. 



Well, wouldn’t that have been a nice free elective to take, I thought. But as I began to walk away, I remembered why I couldn’t register to be an office aid myself this year. “Wait, I thought you had to be a senior . . .” My voice faded as I realized I was talking to myself again. Liam was nowhere in sight. I sighed with my small shrug before turning back down the hall. 

I walked into the classroom and was reminded of my late arrival. I felt the stare of the class on me. Never a good kind of attention. As I looked to the slightly annoyed gaze of my new Spanish teacher, I cowered. 


“I’m sorry. I had trouble with my locker,” I said. 



The annoyance never really faded, but his posture straightened with a slight forgiveness. “I’ll let it slide on the first day, Ms.——?” 


He went back over to his desk to grab a white sheet. The roll call. 



One that I had missed. 


“Morgan,” I said. 



He looked down on his list, using his pen as a guide. He tapped a spot that was three-quarters of the way down the sheet. 


“Emma?” 

“Yes,” I acknowledged.  

“Emma.” 



The voice wasn’t Mr. Ocampo’s. It was a whisper I heard from my left. I turned to see it was Pamela Mercer, gesturing me over to the empty seat next to her. I didn’t hesitate to gravitate toward it after the silent nod of approval from Mr. Ocampo. 

Even the way my old friend was sitting I could tell that she was taller than I was now. Talk about Twilight Zone again. When I had left, she had been into the short and sassy hairstyle. Now her beautiful straight brown strains had grown thickly down past her shoulder blades. 

I smiled back to her with an awkward wave, not because it was awkward to be around her. It was just awkward that I couldn’t give her a proper hug without disturbing the class again. 

“I thought Texas got a lot of sun, Emma? You don’t even look like you walked outside a day since you were there.” 

There was nothing cruel in her teased whisper. And to be honest, she was right. With no surprise to me, my skin was still the same ivory color. Not a shade higher or lower. It wasn’t because I never went outside but more the fact that I rarely burned from the sun and certainly never tanned. So it made it mostly impossible for any change. But the advantage between me and most girls came from make-up. Unlike having to match up from the effects of summer sun or pale winter, my skin stayed consistent. 

“Well, my skin has some resilience to sunlight. It’s like rubber. Nothing sticks to it,” I said, pinching my wrist and silently laughing at myself. “They also don’t ride horses to school either.” 

I couldn’t resist the chance to tease after remembering that Pamela was the one friend to ask if I would be getting a horse. I wasn’t quite sure who had spread that rumor this far east. But she had been quite convinced that all Texans used the four-legged animal for transportation instead of vehicles. I hoped someone had informed her while I was gone that we don’t live in the 1800s anymore. 

“Bummer!” She smiled while snapping her fingers. Thankfully, someone had, and she was able to laugh at herself. I’m not quite sure what my answer would have been if she hadn’t. I traded it in for something with better gas mileage? 

I was grateful that Spanish had been the period before lunch. It meant I didn’t have to walk into the cafeteria alone. 

“Volleyball tryouts for next fall are after school. Are you going?” Pamela asked. Her eyes widened with a sense of eagerness to see me play again. At least they were until she watched my shifted gaze and inward turn of my lips. I didn’t have to answer for her to know. “You don’t play anymore?” she asked. 


I shrugged with the shake of my head. “No.” 



Her eyes unintentionally narrowed as her head moved back in surprise. I couldn’t blame her reaction. Volleyball had been my life for six years. It had been where I made most of my friendships. But from the moment I left Washington soil, I left the desire to play. It was almost like without Sean there to support me, I didn’t care to play. Maybe it was a little bit of a depression, and I didn’t want to be involved with anything that reminded me of our separation. So I quit. But now that I was back, I could honestly say that any desire that was left for the sport had faded out. The damage had been done, and the once-athlete was gone. 


“Erika is going to be so disappointed,” she said. 



She was handing the lunch woman some money. By the look of her dropped shoulders, I could see Erika Reynolds wasn’t the only one disappointed. I looked away to grab a hamburger and a bottle of Red Diamond tea. 

“Aren’t you Sean Morgan’s little sister?” a voice said on my right. 

“Who’s asking?” My tone was somewhat bored and uninvolved to the question. 


“The source himself.” 



I turned to see Sean’s empty hands and charming smile. I rolled my eyes somewhat embarrassed to not have recognized his voice. Had that subtly changed too? 


“Good to see you, Pamela,” Sean said. 



She had that goofy smile that most girls got around Sean. He wasn’t popular by sports even though he was quite the natural athlete. He was even much better than me, even though I was technically the “family” athlete, a term my dad had come up with just to piss off Sean. Of course, it never worked because Sean didn’t care enough to listen. No, Sean’s popularity was always by default of his personality. He was charming, easy going, and friendly to everyone. Who wouldn’t want to be friends with my brother? 

“Hi, Sean,” Pamela said. There was a nervous stumble in her voice as she looked back to me. “I’ll meet you at the table, Emma. I should break the news to them anyway.” 

“Okay,” I said. 

“What news?” Sean said. He was beaming like he already anticipated what I would say. 


“That I’m not playing this year.” 



I had unintentionally paused through the end of my sentence, when my eyes caught the attention of two girls behind Sean. It was almost like the room had been frozen for their entrance. Slightly a step ahead of the other revealed a girl with long naturally loose red curls. The light copper of her hair pulled out the paleness of her skin with beautiful flowing contrast. Though I could see she was wearing ballerina flats, it didn’t hide the tall frame that balanced perfectly with her thin curves. I expected she was the type of girl you would soon see on the next issue of Vogue, talking about her next big movie role. 

Her petite friend, who I noticed stood at the same height— with the help from some questionable heels— had beautiful straight dark hair inches below her shoulder blades. But it was the grace in each stride she took that pulled my attention. It mimicked a royal princess’s. I even expected her to wave to the lunchroom crowd any minute as she and her ginger friend neared Sean and I. 

But to my surprise they both stopped, letting the dark haired princess bend her head with a small nod toward Sean and me. 

Immediately, I was drawn up into her bright electric sapphire eyes. 

Their unnatural beauty summoned me. 


“Sean,” she said. 



It wasn’t a hello but more of an observation of who she was looking at. 

“Grace,” Sean said with the same observational tone. So, that was the girl’s name. Grace. How appropriate, I thought. 

Suddenly as if she had heard my thought the blue of her eyes shined down on me like a flashlight. Wow.


“Is this your younger sister?” Grace asked. 



Sure, she looked at me but continued to engage with Sean. Her soft voice held the intrigue of a historian’s, curious to know if her facts were correct. 


“Yes, this is Emma,” Sean said.



His grin was friendly but nothing about his tone was inviting. It was enough to make Grace’s eyes flicker back over to Sean. The indifference of both seemed to bounce off the other. It was strange. 

I couldn’t help but look in another direction, a direction that caught the attention of Grace’s friend, Ginger—a name that was fitting enough until I learned the real one— and her bright chestnut brown gaze. 

And strangely, even though we didn’t know each other at all, the exchange felt more pleasant than Sean and Grace’s. Beneath the shine of the girl’s eyes was a genuine hello, a gesture that was followed by a curve of her lips. Unfortunately, when she broke the gaze to focus on Sean, it wasn’t with the same courtesy. In fact, I could detect a small annoyance through her newly tightened lips and narrowed eyes. 

The moment between us all seemed hours long, though I knew better. It was probably not even but a few minutes. 


“Well, Emma, welcome back to Washington,” Grace said. 



It was not even a second’s worth gaze before she turned on her heel. As I watched the same stride, she had entered with, I thought how funny it was to discover her name. Almost like her parents would know that she would carry the name with an absolute truth. 

I had only just looked back up to see Sean’s grin when he said, “See you after school.” He didn’t waste time with an explanation before leaving me behind. 

In a matter of minutes, I was surrounded and the next I was alone. Okay, I thought. I shifted my eyes left to right, not really focusing on anything but hearing the sarcasm in my voice. That wasn’t weird at all. 

I sighed before walking back over toward the center table where 

Pamela had gone. When I got to the table, I put my tray down, catching all the friendly smiles. Until fifth period, I had been dreading lunch all day. Even though I knew I still had Sean, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to take the offer. That felt like my fault, but the move was so sudden I barely had time to call Sean, let alone any of my old friends. It was good to know that small stress was over. I was just as welcomed as I had been when I left three years ago. 

I noticed Lauren Stevens first. She was probably the closest of any of my old friends because we had the most in common. That or maybe because we had similar low-key personalities. She had cut her naturally wavy dark brown hair short and had added bangs. She was sitting on Pamela’s right side, across from Rebecca Davis. Becca had her long curly brown hair pulled back today in a ponytail. She hadn’t changed at all except for the curls in her hair that were looser. 
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