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I didn’t get much sleep last night. It wasn’t that I was nervous about today, well, maybe a little. I was more excited that the one thing I had been waiting for, that used to be so far in the distance, was now suddenly so close I could feel it. It was a relief to have finally made it to this moment.

I’ve had this countdown in my head for years and today was finally the day that I had mentally circled in my brain for four long years. It was the day I could finally walk across the stage, shake some hands and then be able to celebrate my accomplishment. 

The sun coming through my bedroom window made me drape my arm dramatically over my eyes. I rolled over in the hopes of getting a few more minutes of sleep when I heard my mom yell from downstairs.

“Luna! Wake up! You can’t be late for your own college graduation!” Mom yelled.

I didn’t bother replying, I was sure that it was a rhetorical statement. I have been late to many things, but today would not be one of them. I sat up, turned my body to face the window and stood up to stretch. It was a beautiful sunny day outside.

It was going to be a long day, though. I knew my parents wanted to do something special for me, but I persuaded them to plan it for tomorrow. Today was for me and my friends to celebrate together. After today there were no plans.

It took too much work to get to this point, we were determined to let the world know we had graduated. I laughed to myself as I showered and got ready. We weren’t exactly party animals, our idea of a wild night might involve champagne or wine and then getting some food at the drive thru. Who knows, maybe on this wild night we might even dine inside?

I came out of my bathroom with my hair and make up done, now the dress. I had chosen the blue one because I thought it matched my skin tone the best. I had fair skin, brown hair and brown eyes. This royal blue dress caught my eye when my friends and I went to the Millcreek Mall last month to look for dresses. 

As I walked to my dresser to put on my earrings, I caught a glimpse of one of the old photos I had tucked into the frame of the mirror. There were several that I kept there, curling around the edges from my younger years. These were the important people in my life.

I stared at the photograph of me and my dad for several minutes. Memories came flooding back to that moment in time. We had gone fishing, my first time. Dad had taken me to Lake Erie with a fishing rod for each of us. We stood on the bank of the water and he patiently showed me over and over how to cast the line. 

I wouldn’t touch the worms, those were gross. I was eight and most of fishing was gross to me, but I loved spending the time alone with dad. It was just me and him out there for hours. 

Mom probably would have come, too, but by then she had Alice. Alice would have been two years old and would never have listened to directions and paid attention like I did. I was hanging on every word my dad said and tried to imitate his actions. 

The photo was of me holding a walleye that I caught myself. Well, not entirely myself, but dad sure made it feel that way. It was as long as my arm and almost as big as my smile.

You know, I’ve looked at that photo millions of times over the years, but today I couldn’t stop staring at it. It was like there were details in it that I had never seen before. Like, who dressed me? I wasn’t even wearing matching clothes. I suppose at that hour of the morning, I did. I laughed again at what a sight we must have been coming back home and mom seeing me for the first time that day. Mismatched, dirty and stinky and holding my fish so proudly.

Mom never batted an eye. She took it, hugged me and made me pancakes, the whole time saying what a great fish I had caught. Dad, of course, had ten more that he caught in the bucket for dinner that night. That was a good thing because if they had to rely on my fishing skills to provide dinner, I would have never gotten past the worms.

Mom and Dad were a good team. Shirley and Ron Delaney married after I was born. In fact, I was one before they finally got married. I’ve asked them about it through the years and mom just says, ‘Life got in the way.’ I never questioned it further, it never really mattered. They ended up getting married, so who cared if they waited one year or ten. 

My sister, Alice, came later. Now sixteen, she wants to drive everywhere. I hardly saw her during the day. She got a summer job at Waldameer Park, so being a ride operator at the local amusement park should keep her even busier this summer. Alice had lighter hair than mine. I got the wavy hair and she got the straight hair. It’s weird how siblings turn out. Sometimes I even felt like we were more different then we were alike. 

Alice said she would come today to my graduation, but she wanted to bring her boyfriend, Evan. I said it was okay. I didn’t have a boyfriend, so he could have that ticket. 

When Alice was born, I thought she was the best thing ever! My own living doll. It was fun to play with her and dress her up. Well, it was fun until she started getting into my things. The day she pulled down the wooden horse on my shelf and broke it was the last day she was allowed into my room.

I would still play with her and babysit, but my room was off limits. She had her baby toys and that was all she needed as far as I was concerned. Because of the six year age gap between Alice and me, my parents often had to split up the parental duties. As I got older and got involved in sports or other activities, one parent came with me and the other parent stayed home with Alice. Usually is was mom who stayed home. 

My time with dad was precious to me. I quickly became a daddy’s girl and I loved spending time with him. Sometimes they would switch up and mom would come with me, but that was only when she wanted to catch up with the other moms. I think she missed getting out of the house and letting my dad watch Alice. 

I started looking at the other photographs I had tucked into the mirror’s frame. There was one of me holding my driver’s license. Dad, as always, was so patient with me from the passenger’s seat. He gave instructions and let me run over a few curbs, but I eventually passed my test on the first try. 

Another picture showed me grinning with my braces. Then there was the photo of me holding my new puppy. As if on cue, Bear came running into my room and jumped on the bed. Bear was a beagle and he was ten. My parents got him for me on my twelfth birthday. I had been begging for a pet for years. By then, Alice was in school, my mother had gone back to work at the bakery and the house had gotten so quiet. 

Bear certainly took care of that! He brought life back into the house and he was my constant companion. I walked him everyday, that was the bargain. I happily walked Bear every chance I got. Since I commuted to college and stayed at home, I still took him for walks through the neighborhood each day.

Satisfied when he saw me, Bear curled up on my bed and slept. I sat down next to him and pet his soft fur. I don’t know what I would do without Bear. I applied for a master’s program but it wasn’t in town. I would probably have to move in the fall. I wasn’t exactly sure if I had gotten in, since I haven’t heard back from them, yet. There was a lot of competition.

It was my friend, Nancy’s idea to apply. We were planning to get an apartment together and live a grown up life in Pittsburgh, but I told her to not make any plans, yet. I felt so unsure about my future, like my life was in limbo right now. Do I want to go on to get my master’s degree? There were days when I just wanted to settle with my marketing degree and find a good job in town.

I just knew that I didn’t want to make any long term decisions right now. In fact, now that I had my blue dress on, I was questioning whether this color was a good choice. I pet Bear a few minutes longer then stood up at the mirror. I gave a twirl and then stared at myself. There was no time to change anyway. I finished putting on a necklace and bracelet and was starting to feel a little more confident. 

I still needed to decide which shoes to wear. I went back into my closet and tried on both my black heels and my beige ones. After walking around the room a few times, I decided the black ones were more comfortable and they would look better with the cap and gown anyway. 

Bear lifted his head to watch me, saw that I wasn’t actually leaving the room, and laid his head back down. Bear was my constant companion through all my teen drama. What will I do without him? I took out my cell phone and took a picture of him. This was how I wanted to remember him when I had to move out, my best friend and protector. Of course I had so many pictures of Bear already in my phone, but what was one more?

I checked the time and grabbed my purse. I looked inside to make sure I had tissues. I didn’t know if I would cry much at graduation, but with the way my morning had started, I was worried I’d be more emotional than expected. This was the beginning of the rest of my life, but it was also the end of a chapter. Endings, no matter what they were, were sometimes hard to get past.

I took one more look around my room. I didn’t want to forget anything since I probably wouldn’t be back home until very late. I had a tote bag with a change of clothes, my phone charger and my water bottle.

"Luna!”

“Coming!”

Well, almost. I checked my make up in the bathroom mirror one last time. Grabbed a few more tissues and then went to get my black heels. My cap and gown were hanging behind my bedroom door. As I reached up to grab the hanger, I hesitated. They had been hanging there for a couple of weeks but the significance of these items didn’t hit me until just now.

This was it. Ready or not. With everything in my arms, I managed to open my bedroom door. Bear jumped off my bed, stood by my side and waged his little tail. I opened the door for him to go out first and then I followed. 

We descended the stairs together. Bear, with the jingle of his tag and collar and me, with my cap and gown like a train behind me. Bear ran right for his food dish. I smelled breakfast, too, but laid my bags down carefully on the couch before entering the kitchen. That was when mom took one look at me and already started crying.
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“Don’t start crying already,” I said to mom.

“I know,” she replied. “I told myself I wouldn’t cry this morning.”

Mom came to give me a hug. Over her shoulder I cold see dad blinking back a tear of his own. When mom released me, dad came over to give me a hug, too. 

“We’re so proud of you, Luna!” Dad said. “Our moon and stars.”

“Thanks, dad.”

Alice was already eating. She gave me a nod and I nodded back. She’s not the emotional type and that was okay with me. It was already too much attention and I just wanted to sit down and eat breakfast. I was starving.

“Pancakes,” Mom announced. “Your favorite!”

It was my favorite. I sat down and mom placed a plate full of pancakes in front of me. I poured the syrup and dug in. I was careful to not get the usual drips of syrup on my shirt, or dress, today. Mom and dad both sat down with their own plates and we all ate breakfast together. This was a rare occurrence, since everyone usually had places to be every day. 

Mom took the day off from the bakery. Dad told his office that he wouldn’t be in today. Dad was an insurance salesman and he could work from home some days if he wanted to. 

Alice was out of school for the summer and her job at the amusement park didn’t start until next week. We all ate in silence with occasional looks at each other. Mostly they were all looking at me, but it didn’t matter, I wanted to remember this moment.

We were a close family, for the most part. I legitimately liked spending time with each and every one of them. Even on her off days, mom loved baking. I enjoyed helping her in the kitchen trying new recipes or just making old favorites. 

Dad and I didn’t fish together much anymore. Now we liked riding bikes around Presque Isle State Park and feeding the ducks. If it was hot enough, we may even go for a swim at the beach. Some of my best memories with him now were just taking a walk with him and Bear.

With Alice, we mostly hung out in my room. She liked going through my closet and borrowing my clothes. She would ask me about boys and I would tell her what I knew, which wasn’t much but she didn’t know that. She thought Chad and I were a couple.

“No way!” I would answer her. Chad was the boy next door, literally. He was a year older than me, so he graduated last year. We all went to it because my parents said that was what neighbors did. We both grew up here, so we’ve known each other our whole lives. I guess that was why I have always put him in the ‘friend’ category and never thought of him as anything else. 

Chad and I have spent so much time together that he was probably my best friend. He was the one I could go to for advice or just to hang out. He didn’t even have a dog but would walk with me when I took Bear out. Chad was just always there. He was another person I didn’t know what I would do without. 

“Do you want some coffee?” Alice asked me. She was already done eating and was up making herself a cup.

“Sure,” I replied.

Alice handed me a hot cup of coffee after making her latte or whatever fancy drink she mixes up. I finished my pancakes and was sipping my coffee when I heard my phone start vibrating on the table. I’ve had it on silent all morning because all of my friends messaging in the group text were getting on my nerves.

Everyone was now looking at my phone, so I picked it up to take it into the other room.

“Sorry,” I said as I stood up. “I probably should see what they want.”

It was just drama. I decided that after today I was taking myself out of the group text. There were only a few friends I planned on keeping in touch with and we could text each other, I didn’t want or need everyone else’s drama. I scrolled through all of the texts that were just from this morning and rolled my eyes. Really? One text was asking if they should curl their hair or not. Another sent a dozen pictures asking what necklace they should wear. I didn’t want to deal with that. 

I put the phone back in my purse and returned to the kitchen.

“I’m going to head over to Trish’s house now. That’s where we are all meeting before heading to the ceremony.”

Mom and dad both gave me hugs, again. They would meet me there, along with Alice and Evan. I waved goodbye and headed towards my car. As I was backing up, I saw Chad on his front porch. I honked my horn and waved at him and he waved back.

When I pulled into Trish’s driveway, I saw that Nancy and Jenny were already there. I knocked on the door and Trish let me in. Her mom was sitting on the recliner in the corner of the living room. She was bundled up in blankets even though it was May and about seventy degrees outside. 

I walked over to give her mom a hug, careful not to squeeze too hard. She was pale and fragile. She had been on chemo for months and was just finishing up her treatment. This was the reason we all met at Trish’s house, her mom wouldn’t be coming to the ceremony. It would be too difficult and she would get too tired. We all sat in the living room and talked while Trish made sure her mom had everything she needed while she would be gone.

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” her mom said. “Your dad will be home soon.”

"I know,” Trish replied as she placed her water, the remote and telephone by her side.

Trish was her mom’s evening caregiver. There was a nurse that came during the day, but she took over at night. Usually that type of experience would lead someone towards the medical field, but not Trish. She didn’t want anything more to do with medicine. While finishing college took most of her attention and energy, she also managed to get her real estate license. So she not only will graduate with a business degree, she will be a realtor and start her new career in a couple of weeks. 

Trish always wanted to stay in Erie, and she was so excited to start. We were all happy for her because it would be a great distraction. Hopefully, her mom will keep getting stronger and won’t be relying on Trish as much. 

On the couch I could see that Nancy was getting fidgety. We weren’t late, but we weren’t as early as she wanted. I just smiled. She kept looking at the time and probably wanted us to leave. She gave me a quick look and then paused when she saw me smiling at her. I grabbed my phone and texted her to calm down.

Nancy read my message, smirked at me and turned her phone upside down. I know this was not a reflection of Trish or her mother, it was just Nancy’s personality. She liked being on time, if not early, for everything. I saw her take a deep breath and sit back against the cushions. Nancy was doing one of her breathing exercises and it seemed to be working, for now.

Jenny couldn’t keep still. If Trish got up to get her mother some water, Jenny followed with a box of tissues, a napkin or a blanket. Jenny was bubbly and positive most of the time. The only time I saw her sad was when she broke up with Todd, or was it Tim. Anyway, she was usually smiling and full of energy. 

Jenny was starting a job at the local ABC news affiliate in Erie. She had done an internship there during senior year and they had hired her. I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t see her on the local news in another year. She loved engaging with people and you could tell she really cared about what you said. Jenny had a talent for listening. Not everyone did.

As I looked around the room, I realized that these were my core group of friends. The ones I want to keep in touch with for the rest of my life. I had known Jenny and Nancy since elementary school and Trish since middle school. We played Barbies together, skinned knees together and talked about boys together. We lived through a lot of things with each other by our sides.

Would this be the last time we are all in one room together? Would we all go our separate ways and still keep in touch? I looked at each of them and wondered. Trish was concerned about her mom, Nancy was trying to stay calm and Jenny was getting up for the millionth time. We could get on each other’s nerves, but I loved them.

“You girls better get going,” Trish’s mom said. 

I knew she still saw us as a bunch of thirteen year olds, but that was okay. Sometimes I felt like we were, too. Her mother’s statement made Trish stand up and arrange her pillows. I knew she did not like leaving her alone, but she wouldn’t be alone for long. Nancy stood up and was putting on her jacket. I didn’t say anything. I just stood up with her and put my sweater on, too. Jenny was already up. We all gave one last hug to Trish’s mom and we went out the front door.

After discussing with each other exactly where we were going and where we were supposed to park, we each got in our cars and left. I received a text from my mother saying they were heading to the venue now, too. It was a familiar drive through town while heading north. The sun and clouds were both competing today, hopefully the sun would win.

Gannon University was a large campus. Not large enough to hold commencement ceremonies, though. Today we were heading to the arena nearby and I wasn’t sure how I would find anyone. The parking lot was a sea of people. There were graduates wearing their caps and gowns, parents dressed up and cars trying to get through. 

I slowly made my way to the assigned area for the graduates to park. When I turned my car off I just sat for a moment in the welcomed silence. I closed my eyes and breathed deep. I wanted to feel in-the-moment but I also wanted this to be over as fast as possible. 

I started eating the bag of goldfish crackers I had in my car. I ate and watched people walk past me. I knew I needed to get out and join the flow to the entrance, but I didn’t want to move. It was irrational. I took a sip of water and another deep breath. I stood up, put my phone in my pocket and grabbed my cap and gown.

I looked around for my friends but didn’t see them. I felt my phone vibrate as texts were coming through. I didn’t know who was trying to message me but it didn’t matter, I wasn’t going to look right now anyway. I took my gown off of the hanger and slid it on. I hadn’t tried it on before today and it felt good. I used the side mirror to make sure my cap was on straight and shut the car door.

I was getting emotional because now it felt real. I zippered up the gown, touched up my hair under the cap and joined the flow of other graduates walking through the parking lot. As soon as I walked in the arena doors I was enveloped in a warm hug.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Chad released me from his embrace but kept his hands on my shoulders. 

“Chad, I didn’t know you were coming!”

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world, Luna!” Chad replied. “Plus, you came to mine. It was only right.”

Of course, Chad felt it as an obligation. But the way he looked at me was different somehow. He gave me another quick hug and then I saw my parents. They were both smiling but mom was holding back tears. Alice and Evan were behind them. I had to pose for photographs with them and then with Alice. They even wanted one with me and Chad.

“I want a copy of that one, Mrs. Delaney,” Chad said.

I was glad to see everyone, but also trying to get away. I was frantically looking for one of my friends, but didn’t have any luck. There were just too many people here. Finally, I looked at my phone and saw the last text was from Nancy saying I needed to be at the staging area now.

I said my goodbyes to my family and headed towards the other graduates. I was grateful when I found the room. It was a moment of calm after drowning in the sea of people. As we made our way to our seats, I couldn’t help but look around. My friends and I took our own pictures and selfies. When we were finally all seated, we were able to talk and catch up.

“I saw Chad give you a big hug,” Trish said.

“He’s always had a thing for you, Luna,” Jenny said.

“Yes, you’re the only one who doesn’t see it,” Nancy added.

I just looked at them. I’ve denied their accusations about Chad having a thing for me for years, but after the hug he gave me today, I was starting to believe them. I just kept quiet. Chad was handsome and tall, but he was just a friend. 

Luckily, the conversation turned to Jenny’s new job and her first assignment. She is supposed to interview the Mayor about the upcoming Erie Days celebration. Jenny was to spend most of her early days helping out in background, so any chance to be in front of the camera was exciting.

Nancy asked me if I heard back from the masters program, yet. I told her I hadn’t. It was making me very nervous and I hated to keep her plans for moving on hold indefinitely. It wasn’t fair to her. I decided that I would tell her later that if I don’t hear by the end of the month, to go ahead without me. I would figure it out later.

Trish was video calling her mother. Her dad was home now, too. We all said, ‘hi’ and I could tell she was already crying. I searched the crowd for my own family. I thought I spotted them, but it was a false alarm. I knew what section their tickets were in, but I couldn’t see them until I spotted Chad’s red sweater. I smiled at the thought of my whole family here watching me, even Chad.

The actual commencement ceremony took a long time. When it was finally our turn to stand and line up, we all started to get excited. Everything after that was a blur until I stepped up on the stage and heard my name. 

“LUNA GABRIELLA DELANEY.”

I just remember walking, shaking hands and taking a leather bound cardboard from someone. I might have waved in my family’s direction, I don’t remember. I just knew I kept walking until I went down another set of stairs and had my picture taken. When we were all back in our seats, we were ready to get out of here.

“We need to celebrate!” Trish said.

This was answered with shouts of joy. The rest of the ceremony went by fast. We discussed different places to go and eventually decided to meet at a bar on the bay to celebrate. After meeting up one last time with our families, we changed clothes and left.

The rest of the evening was filled with food, drinks and laughter. Stories were brought up that both embarrassed us and made us laugh. We had a strong friendship and bond that I knew in my heart would never change. 

“Let’s go somewhere!” Jenny shouted.

“I don’t think we should be driving right now,” I replied.

This made Jenny laugh and shake her head. “No, no, no. I mean a trip, this summer.”

“Yes!” Agreed Nancy. “Cedar Point.”

“No, bigger!” Jenny answered.

“New York City,” I said.

“No, farther!” Jenny replied.

“Disney?” Trish asked.

“Mexico!” Jenny said.

We all toasted our glasses to Mexico and started thinking about the possibility. It would have to be at the end of the summer, Trish and I didn’t have passports but if we applied now, we could have them in six weeks. I have always wanted to get a passport, but never had the excuse to get one. Jenny would ask for the time off and Trish would just pray her mom got stronger by then.

With the mention of Trish’s mom, we all became quiet.

“Did you guys all do those genetic test kits I gave you?” Trish asked the group.

Last Christmas, when her mom was at her sickest, the doctor recommended that Trish take a genetic test to see if she had the particular cancer gene that her mother had. When her results came back positive, she ordered one for all of her friends.

‘It was better to know,’ that was what the doctor told Trish. Everyone had done the kit, sent it in and had gotten their results. Except for me. I don’t know why. It didn’t seem like a big deal at the time. Part of me didn’t want to know if I had some gene mutation that might give me a problem in the future. It was like I was looking for problems that I didn’t need. What if it told me I had something? Or I found out disturbing news about my future?

“But it’s not just a genetic test for diseases. It has a whole ancestry part that lets you track your family tree and where you’re from.” Trish said.

My tree would be so boring. I already knew my mother’s side was mostly German and my dad’s side was mostly Irish. But I promised her I would do it. This made her smile even if she wasn’t totally convinced that I would. The others were starting to discuss what they found in their family trees, but I looked at my phone when I got a text.

“Congratulations, again.” It was Chad. I was really starting to question whether he really did see me as more than a friend. 

“Thanks.” I texted back. I put the phone back in my pocket and yawned. It was late. We agreed to keep planning our trip to Mexico and meet up again next week. I had a lot to do before then. We all said our goodbyes and headed home. I blasted the radio with the windows down to stay awake. There was no one on the streets. I could have been driving on the moon for all I knew.

As soon as I pulled into the driveway I was wide awake. I tiptoed through the house trying not to make any noise. I showered, put on my pajamas and opened my laptop. I researched what I needed for a passport, wrote down a list and decided to get it all done tomorrow. I looked for the genetic test kit. It took a bit of digging in the closet and under the bed, but I finally found it. Trish would be happy that I was finally doing it.

The instructions were pretty straight forward. It only took ten minutes. I sealed up the box and set it next to my list. Feeling accomplished, I went downstairs to get some water. Bear followed me down and whined at the door.

“You want to go out now?” I whispered. The house was quiet, everyone was asleep. I put on a jacket, sandals and clipped the leash on Bear’s collar. As soon as I opened the door, he ran to the grass. I had my phone with me and looked at the time. What a way to end my day, waiting for my dog to poop in the middle of the night. 

I didn’t notice that after I texted, ‘thanks’ to Chad, he had responded. I automatically looked up to his window and was surprised to see the light still on. It was after midnight.

‘I’m so proud of you,’ Chad had texted. ‘I’d like to take you out sometime to celebrate.’

While still waiting for Bear to finish his business, I texted Chad back, ‘I’d like that’.

The reply was instant. ‘Are you up?’ Chad asked.

‘I’m outside with Bear,’ I texted.

A minute later Chad came out his front door and walked over. He was wearing a jacket with pajama pants and slippers. 

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“So, can I take you out tomorrow night for dinner, to celebrate?” Chad asked.

“As friends, right?” I replied with a smile.

Chad hesitated. “Of course.”

“Well, I promised my parents they could take me out tomorrow, so maybe the next day?” I asked.

“Sounds great,” he replied.

We sat there in silence for a few minutes just sitting on my top step, shoulder to shoulder watching Bear dig in the grass.

“So what are your plans now?” Chad asked. He already had a job at the bank as one of the loan officers.

“No plans right now,” I answered. “Things are literally up in the air. I’m still waiting to see if I’m accepted into the masters program in Pittsburgh. Nancy’s already accepted and we’re supposed to get a place together soon.”

“Well, who knows, you could get an email or letter this summer that could change the whole trajectory of your life. How exciting would that be!” Chad said.

I wasn’t looking for a new trajectory or excitement. I just wanted answers and a plan. I was okay with boring and normal. I was never much of a risk taker.

When Chad saw I wasn’t sharing his excitement, he changed his tone. “Listen, if you haven’t heard anything by next month, I’ll help you with job applications.” I nodded and yawned. 

“It’s a full moon, Luna,” Chad said as he stood up.

I looked up. “It is.” Chad always liked to remind me of my connection to the moon. He said that since I’m named after it, full moons are lucky for me. 

We said good night and I took Bear inside. Chad was a good friend. We had each other’s back and that was never questioned. I knew he meant what he said about helping me, I was now just questioning the motive behind it. I liked hanging out with Chad. He was a good looking guy, but I felt he was more like a brother than a love interest.

I crawled into bed and Bear jumped up beside me. I went back over my day. It was over. The day I had been dreaming of for years was now over. I was officially a college graduate and now I must face the real world. It was daunting and potentially filled with danger and pitfalls. Too much to contemplate when I was trying to go to sleep. I didn’t want to think about college, dna kits, passports or boys any more tonight.

I looked at my phone, two in the morning. I still couldn’t sleep and decided to look through the pictures I took earlier. I stopped scrolling when I saw the one of me in between my parents. It was a great photo that Chad took of a happy, smiling family. I clicked a few things and set it as my phone’s lock screen and finally went to sleep.
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Chapter 4
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Today the sun was just taunting me. I wanted to sleep longer, but the sunlight would not allow it. Reluctantly, I got up, showered and dressed. I didn’t get more than a few hours of sleep last night. Visions of margaritas on a beach in Mexico surrounded by long lost ancestors kept creeping into my dreams. Bear was awake but remained curled up on my bed. 

“Let’s go get some breakfast, Bear,” I said.

Whether Bear knew the word breakfast or just followed me out the door, I don’t know. We went downstairs to an empty kitchen. There was a note from mom on the counter letting me know that we were still on for dinner tonight. Everyone was back at work.

I heard Alice watching tv in the living room. I poured myself a cup of coffee, grabbed a toaster pastry and went into the other room. I sat next to Alice on the couch and Bear followed, waiting for crumbs. She was flipping through channels and landed on the news.

“So, what are your plans today?” I asked.

Alice shrugged. “Not much.”

“Do you want to run a few errands with me?” I asked.

She shrugged again, “Maybe.”

“I just need to get some things done before I can turn in my passport application tomorrow. It won’t take long, maybe one hour.”

“Okay.”

Alice and I haven’t had much time to hang out lately. It seemed like I had been studying for finals for weeks and she was, too. Now that we have summer vacation to relax, maybe we could actually do more things together. It was my last shot to reconnect because if I move out this fall, it will forever be different.

It didn’t take long for me and Alice to get the photos that I needed and then the check for the passport fees. At home, I was going through the checklist to make sure I had everything ready for my appointment tomorrow when I realized I still needed my birth certificate. I texted mom asking where it was. She replied saying it was too complicated, she’d get it when she returned home.

Well, there wasn’t anything more I could do until then, so I decided to take Bear for a walk to the post office. It wasn’t far and I had forgotten to add it to my list of errands earlier. I ran upstairs, grabbed the genetic test kit and put Bear on his leash. When I passed Chad’s house, I saw him sitting on his porch reading a book.

Chad waved and asked where I was going. “Post office. Do you want to come?” I asked.

Chad laid his book down and met me at the sidewalk. It was something we had done our whole lives, walked together to go to the park, the corner store or to the pizza restaurant. Today, it felt different.

“What are you mailing?” He asked.

I showed Chad the small box in my right hand. “It’s the genetic test kit that Trish gave all of us last year.”

“And you’re just doing it now?”

“Yes, I know, I kept putting it off because I don’t want bad news,” I replied.

“Who says it will be bad new?” Chad asked. “Maybe it will put some fears to rest. You might even find some distant relatives you never even heard of.”

“I don’t like surprises,” I said. “You should know that.”

Chad laughed and threw his head back. His laugh was deep and genuine. Chad was tall, about six foot. He used to play soccer and was still lean. His blond hair, that he used to keep long, was now a respectable shorter cut, perfect for the bank. He had girlfriends in the past, I think even my friends had secret crushes on him, but no one lasted very long. He hadn’t found the right one, yet.

I wasn’t looking for a boy. I had dated a few times over the years, but I didn’t like the drama. Boys can be just as dramatic as girls, maybe even worse. Besides, I had enough going on then to worry about looking for a boyfriend.

I mentioned that my friends and I were thinking about going on a trip this summer. So far we have only narrowed it down to Mexico. Beyond that, I had no idea. It didn’t matter right now anyway, because I still needed a passport.

“I only got mine last year, when we went on that cruise,” he said.

I remember when his family went on the cruise. His parents actually got along that week.

I was so jealous even though I didn’t even know what a cruise was like. I would probably have gotten seasick and missed everything. Chad said it was fun, though, he didn’t get seasick.  

“What about after summer?” He asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “I’m not just saying that, either. I really don’t know. If I don’t get into the masters program, I’m going to have to find a real job. I don’t know what my marketing degree will get me around here.”

“But marketing is so flexible. You can adapt it to almost any field, you just have to choose.” Chad replied.

This was the biggest reason I loved talking to Chad, he was calming. No matter the problem or the crisis, after talking to him, you couldn’t help but feel better. He was the earth to my moon, the gravitational pull that kept everything balanced.

I had some time to waste before my parents got home and went out to eat. I started doing some research online for destinations in Mexico. There were so many great resorts to choose from. I was going to suggest the Club Med in Cancun, but it really didn’t matter where we went, I just wanted to get away for a while. I needed some sun and sand.
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