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      My pursuer is chasing me, gaining speed as I try to outrun his long strides. My chest tears in half and my legs wobble trying to get away. There’s nothing I can do to stop him as he tackles me to the ground, pinning me so I can’t move.

      “Ha,” Noah says. “Caught ya. You’ve got nowhere to go.”

      I give him a glare, saying, “One day I’ll outrun you. You’ll see.”

      “Oh, sure you will,” he says. Noah bends his head down and nuzzles his nose against my own. “And if you do, I suppose I won’t be able to do this, then.”

      He brushes his lips across mine ever so lightly. I can’t resist. I rise up to meet him and give him a strong, sweet kiss, putting a hand on the back of his head to draw him closer, running my fingers through his hair.

      He kisses me back and whispers in my ear, “How did I get such a hot girlfriend, Rosemary McGowan?”

      “How did I get stuck with a bad boy like you?” I laugh.

      Noah’s motorcycle is in the distance, by the side of the road where we decided to pull over. We go riding everyday on the bike, whenever it’s warm.

      I love the feeling of flying on the motorcycle; love the freeing of freedom, like nothing and no one is behind me. We don’t know who owns the lavender field, but we don’t really care. We come here all the time to chase each other, to make love and watch the stars.

      It’s a beautiful sunny day. The lavender field we’re lying in has purple petals that sway in the slight breeze, and a forest borders the landscape. Here, in the wide open country, there’s no one around for miles. The sky is pure blue, with freckles of clouds coasting across it.

      This lavender field is my heaven, here with Noah Cash, and I never want to leave it. It’s our special place, reserved just for us.

      Noah rolls over onto his side, exhausted from the chase. We play tag all the time. We know it’s a game for little kids, but when we’re together, we can’t help it. We’re naturally playful. There’s a side of Noah he only shows to me, and there’s a side of me that I only show to him. To everyone else in Lousdale, he’s the tough guy— the troublemaker, the bad boy, the motorcycle rider. With me, he might as well be an innocent child again.

      And when I’m with Noah, there’s no mask I need to put up. I don’t need to hide from my family… there’s no perfect little smile that I must force. I don’t feel the need to be the good girl that does everything right and never messes up.

      Everything feels natural and easy when I’m with Noah. Unlike when I’m at home.

      “This is a perfect day,” I say, lying on my back and staring up at the sky. “There’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be than with you.”

      “Me, either,” Noah says. “My dad gave me a pretty hard time about leaving the house today. He wanted me to take Brennan to soccer practice. But I told him that this was my only day off from the shop, so I insisted I had to spend it with you.”

      “How is your dad, anyway?”

      “He’s… getting by.”

      I don’t ask questions. Noah has a hard time opening up to me, and he can’t help that. His mother passed away a few years ago, and ever since, his dad has relied on Noah for everything. Noah’s been left to raise his little brother, Brennan, alone, while his dad goes off to drown his sorrows at whatever bar will take him that evening.

      Noah does his best, but I know life has shattered him. It’s tough, being the man of the house at such a young age, and I know Noah’s job pays for the bills around the house… his dad hasn’t worked in years.

      Since his mom’s been gone, I’ve been the only one who has managed to crack Noah’s shell. Perhaps he lets me in because we both know what it’s like to have broken families… I’ve lost a parent, too. My father isn’t dead, but might as well be, because he isn’t around.

      Noah and I are so similar. Both of us struggle to get close to people, because our families are messed up in a way most aren’t. If it was truly up to us, we would take his bike and leave… drive to a beach far away and leave Lousdale behind us.

      But we can never do that. Not now… not ever. In the same way that our families weigh us down, they also give us a sense of home. He loves his dad, and I love my mom, too much to leave. We’re both obligated to stay home and take care of our parents. They gave us so much, after all.

      Still. Noah and I both long to be free, in a way we never can be.

      The reason I love Noah, have always loved him, is simple. I can see his beautiful soul the minute I look into his eyes. When I look at him, I lose the pain that my father gave me long ago.

      “Don’t worry about your dad today,” I say, and I roll on top of him and look into his eyes. “Just think about me. Only me.”

      “Believe me, beautiful,” he whispers. “You’re all I want to think about.”

      He kisses me passionately, with a fierceness I’ve never known. We crawl under a nearby oak tree and lose our clothes, pressing our bare bodies together.

      Under this oak tree, I’m safe. Here, there’s nothing but the sun and the sky and my love for Noah Cash as we sink into paradise together. I know it can’t last, but I don’t care. Inside this perfect moment, I don’t want anything but to be with him.

      Life’s perfect.

      Until I go home.
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      Wow, she’s pretty.

      I watch her walk ahead of me, a careless smile on my face. Rosemary is the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen— second-to-none no doubt. And I’m lucky enough to call her mine.

      I follow Rosemary into her mother’s home like a puppy, trying to keep my tongue from dragging on the ground. We’ve been dating for almost two years, but I’m still taken by her. Always have been; always will be. I love each and every part of her. Ever since we got together at a mutual friend’s bonfire two summers ago, I’ve been completely addicted to her, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Rosemary lives in the country, in a house where no one else is around for at least a mile or so. We open the door to the entry hall. I hope her mother isn’t here, but that’s too much to ask for. Donna’s screaming about something… as usual. I swear, that woman’s off her rocker.

      “What’s Mom going on about?” Rosemary asks in concern. I don’t like her tone— it suggests she wants to step in to stop the fight, which is never a good idea.

      “Who knows,” I say, purposefully blocking her way into the kitchen, where Donna is shrieking. “Just grab your stuff and let’s go.”

      Rosemary obliges, climbing the stairs to her bedroom and leaving me alone in the entry way. As I stand there, I can hear Donna ranting to her husband, Peter.

      “I don’t trust him! He’s anything but stable! One of these days he’s just going to snap, and then it’ll be one of us that’s in his path of destruction! Marc didn’t call me for no reason! It’s like he’s teasing us… threatening us that his brother’s going to do something irrational!”

      This woman’s certainly calling the kettle black, noting that someone’s unstable.

      “Donna, calm down,” Peter says in a low voice. “James is nowhere to be found right now. Marc’s a drunk— he doesn’t even know what he’s saying. Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      “Marc hasn’t called me in five years, Peter! What do you think that means?”

      I try to block them out. Rosemary doesn’t have the best family. Her mother and stepfather barely give her the time of day. Her relatives aren’t much better. Her uncle Marc’s an alcoholic, and he’s cruel on top of it.

      Rosemary’s father, James, left a long time ago. He’s really messed up in the head— he’s been in and out of jail for years, all for violent crimes. He’s nothing but a maniac who hops from place to place and does everything he can to sacrifice his parental duties. Last I heard, he just got out of prison after serving time for aggravated assault, and is on parole.

      I think Donna dated James in her teenage years because she liked the thrill of dating a bad boy, but the situation definitely turned bad in the end. James left Donna destitute with a toddler, with nowhere to go. I’m pretty sure Donna married Peter for his money in order to get out of it, but I don’t want to judge.

      Donna despises James. The second he’s brought up in conversation, Donna gets this terrible look on her face, and she takes her emotions out on whoever dares to cross her until she gets in a better mood.

      Mostly, she uses Rosemary as a punching bag. I’ve tried to tell Rosemary that her mother is too harsh, and she needs to move out.

      But Donna’s the only parent Rosemary feels like she has. Peter is a shitty stepdad, and has always treated Rosemary as part of the furniture. No matter what Donna does to her, Rosemary just… takes it lying down.
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