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        He set himself out to ruin me.

        But I'm not going down without a fight.

      

      

      

      When my parents sent me away, little did I know it would turn out to be the best and most heartbreaking summer of my life.

      

      My complicated existence began once I moved to Feather Lake, North Carolina. A job offer and a bus ticket and I was gone for the entire summer. My parents just forgot to mention my “vacation” would last for more than a week. A little detail that didn’t sit well with me.

      

      My nightmare started that day. When I got hauled away from the perfect summer with my friends and had to leave with only two pieces of luggage and an angry heart.

      

      From there, everything went down the rabbit hole.

      

      It took two days. Two days once I arrived there for me to notice him the first time. And to never forget him afterward. Two days for him to infiltrate my heart, dig his claws into its beating parts, and bleed it to death.

      

      I’ve decided not to let him spoil my summer vacation. And my new friendships. Because there’s a boy who lights up my days and makes me smile, and with him, I’m feeling things I never did before. And right now, I’m addicted.
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      Thirteen year old

      
        
        January 19

      

      

      
        
        Dear Ava,

        I can’t believe I’ve missed your birthday again this year. I’m so sorry about the change of plan. I was looking forward to spending the entire weekend with you. I swear, since we moved down south, we barely ever make it to Michigan anymore. There’s always something coming up. Not that I miss the chilly winters, though. I prefer the warmth of the weather here.

        

        Before winter break, I went to school wearing only a hoodie and sneakers. I could’ve never done that in Elk River in December. Can you imagine it? I’m sure you’re covered in ten layers right now because you’re always cold.

        

        How was your winter break? Did you like spending your vacation in Aspen? I wish we could have come with you guys, but Dad’s business has just started picking up, and I understand it was better and more logical for my parents to stay here. Not for me, though. I really wanted a white Christmas. Hopefully, next year we’ll be able to go together.

        

        My friend Riri and I decorated a palm tree with blue lights because I thought it would look good. I’m sure you would have approved.

        

        You probably have received your gift by now. Well, I’m sure Mom sent you something pretty to wear, but I wanted you to have something I made. I used purple, white, and navy-blue threads because I know they’re your favorite colors. I made a matching one for myself too, so it means we’re connected even though we live far apart.

        

        Riri helped me with the wrapping. We talk about you all the time. Sometimes it feels like you’re here with us. I can’t wait for you to visit and you two to meet. I’m sure you will get along just fine.

        

        Mom and I recently redecorated my room, and now I have a bigger bed. Do you remember the old one in the cottage our parents rented that summer? So cramped it was when both of us tried to fit in it. I just had a flashback of the time you fell off the bed in the middle of the night, and we decided to lie in our sleeping bags on the floor instead. No, I still say I didn't push you. And no matter what you believe, I don’t kick in my sleep. But now when you come over, there is enough space, and we can share my bed.

        

        Do you have plans for next summer? Maybe I could come to visit you for a week or two. It would be fun to spend some time together like we used to. I’ll talk to my parents. See if they agree. I’ll be fifteen so it makes more sense if I’m the one who makes the bus ride on my own. I wouldn’t want you to travel alone.

        

        I miss you.

        Happy thirteenth birthday, Ava!

        I wish you all the best.

        

        Love,

        Cici xxx

        

        P.S. Call me after you read this letter.

        

        P.P.S. Riri says hello.

        

        P.P.P.S. Don’t forget to write back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        March 6

      

      

      
        
        Ava!!!!

        You won’t believe it. I auditioned for the cheerleading squad for next year, and I got in. Riri helped me practice until I knew the choreography by heart. This was so stressful. I thought my heart would jump out of my chest. But I did it. I made the team.

        

        How are you doing? Did your parents agree to let you spend your spring break with Iris at her cottage? I heard Mom talking to your mama about it the other day.

        

        Last Friday, during lunch break, I was reading your letter, and some friends at school were asking why we write letters to each other instead of emails. And when I said it was more exciting to receive a real envelope through the mail than a chime on a computer, they looked at me like I was crazy. I wish you had been here that day because you would have thought it was funny. Their faces… OMG. I almost told them we use pigeons to deliver the mail (you know, like in that movie), and I’m pretty sure they would have believed me. Anyway, thanks for the pumpkin cookie recipe you sent in your last letter. I can’t wait to try it with Mom.

        

        Dad promised we’d talk about my coming to visit you next summer. He’s not really enthusiastic about this cross-country journey at my age. But he’s being a good sport and said we’d discuss it. Cross your fingers. Hope he says yes. Cross your toes too, Ava. Just in case.

        

        Or maybe…just maybe…the three of us will come to Michigan, and it will all be like it used to be. Sleepovers and camping nights in your backyard. And painting our nails and doing our faces. Dressing up. Having scary movie marathons.

        

        Oops. Look at the time. I gotta go. I’m not done with my math homework. And I really need to finish that novel for English lit tomorrow. I hate tests.

        

        See you soon (hopefully).

        Fingers and toes crossed until then!

        

        Love,

        Cici xxx

        

        P.S. There’s a new boy in my English class, and his name is Camden. He has blue eyes, and he invited me to the movies on Friday night. I said yes. I’ll keep you updated.

        

        P.P.S. Oh, I forgot. My friend Riri and I finished in second place at the school science fair last week. Life is awesome these days.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        April 3

      

      

      
        
        Dear Ava

        Okay, there’s so much I need to tell you. Remember when I told you Camden, the new boy in class, invited me to the movies? Well, the following week, we played miniature golf together, and he kissed me. And now I have a boyfriend. I’m sure you would approve. He’s nice and sweet and always wants to hold my hand and carry my backpack. I’m super happy, and I wish you were here to hang out with us. And meet him.

        

        Well, I want you to meet all my friends. You should move down here. You would like it since it’s summer almost all year-round.

        

        I received the silly pictures you sent me and the one of us when we were little kids. I can’t believe we were that small.

        

        I was thinking that when we’re both in college, or some time after, we should be roommates. Imagine how much fun it would be to spend all this time together and have our own place… I know it’s a few years from now, but it’s never too early to start planning. And maybe we can also go to see the Eiffel Tower together after graduation. Have a girls’ trip. Let’s talk about it when I visit you this summer and we make a list of all our dreams.

        

        I miss you.

        Can you believe I have a boyfriend? I don’t. LOL.

        Mom is here and says hi. She’s making your favorite dish for dinner.

        Tell Iris I said Happy Birthday.

        

        Love,

        Cici

        

        P.S. I wish you were here.

        

        P.P.S. Dad said he’d call your father next weekend to figure something out for our summer vacation. Fingers and toes crossed. For real this time!
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      Sixteen years old

      The blade fell from my grip, landing next to the discarded letters on the floor as I watched the line of blood dotting my fair skin and trickling across the surface of my forearm. I held my breath, waiting for the sting of pain. The one I couldn’t seem to run away from. Something that would remind me I was alive. In the last three years, I had become an addict. To physical pain.

      Every time the memory of who I’d lost took over my thoughts, it twisted my insides. Made me vulnerable. I couldn’t think straight, disconnected from my emotions, but dying to feel something. Anything.

      Blood dripped onto the floor, and I followed the path, hypnotized by the pattern.

      Still, I felt nothing. Blank.

      My head spun, and I blinked.

      My gaze drifted to my arm, mentally begging for the aftershock to kick in. For the physical pain to erase the mental one.

      After what seemed like forever, the twinge on my forearm, just below the crease of my elbow, finally hit me. Oxygen returned to my lungs as I took a deep inhale, escaping the prison of numbness that had suffocated me seconds ago.

      My eyes flitted to the mirror above my dresser. I looked haunted. Shadows undermined my eyes, and a sadness—though I wished it would vanish—lingered in my irises.

      The first time I used a blade was the summer after my thirteenth birthday. At the time, I had no idea how to cope with my grief. Until a girl from my gym class shared how she relieved the paralyzing emotions that sometimes crippled her after her mother’s death.

      She put into words the feelings that were drowning me inside. The ones I refused to talk about because they hurt too much. Her words resonated with me. For once, they made sense to the confused and heartbroken girl I was back then.

      In a way, grief broke me. It made me weak and ashamed of myself when I let my emotions rule me. The ones I tried to conceal deep inside for as long as I could remember. Until I couldn’t bury them anymore. That was the moment I started cutting myself. Because in a twisted manner, it helped relieve the suffering from the crater lodged deep inside me. And to soothe my troubled mind.

      That spring, my favorite person in the world had been taken from me.

      In the most hurtful way.

      She didn’t get a chance to fight back. That chance was stolen from her.

      She didn’t have the opportunity to say her goodbyes. No one had heard her last words.

      She had been forced to put all those dreams of hers to rest. Forever. We would never visit Paris together. Nor would we ever be roommates once in college. She never came to visit me that summer, and I never met all her friends.

      Three years later, all those memories still haunted my nightmares. Sometimes. Most times.

      I lost not only her that day, but also a part of myself and the people I considered to be second parents. They all disappeared from my life, and I had no idea if I’d see them again someday. I knew it was for my own good that they stayed away. I was suffering. So lost in my own pain that just the idea of seeing them was enough to send me back spiraling. But the realization didn’t hurt any less.

      Eyes brimming with tears, my heart fractured in my chest. I hated everything about being me right now. I was failing myself. Again. In so many ways. My teeth dug into my lower lip as I swallowed the sobs about to wreck me.

      Harming myself wasn’t a habit of mine. I had only done it seven times in the past. When the pain became unbearable and too hard to hide, when I felt like I was falling down the rabbit hole, it helped me remember I was still here. Alive. And that all those chances she would never have were still waiting for me.

      “I miss you,” I said to a picture of us that we’d taken on my eleventh birthday. Wearing matching blue polka-dot dresses, both of us grinning at the camera. The last one we celebrated together.

      Dizziness filled me, and for an instant, I thought I would faint.

      The cut should have already started clotting by now. Instead, a thick film of blood covered my skin, oozing down my forearm.

      My hand clamped onto my desk, my body growing weaker by the second.

      Ohmygod, what have I done?

      How deep did I cut this time?

      It was usually only a surface scratch, but right now it felt to be much deeper than that. My fingers shook as I wiped the mess off my skin, trying to stop the bleeding.

      My bedroom whirled around me.

      Trying to stay calm, I fixed my gaze on the photo. Could she see me hurting from wherever she was? If she were here, she would be so disappointed in me. She loved life. Always cheerful and dancing around for the smallest of things. Everything gave her joy. Thinking happy thoughts. And befriending everyone.

      My eyes darted to the injury I’d inflicted upon my body. Chills worked through me. I didn’t wanna die. Just the thought scared the shit out of me. I wanted to live.

      I watched my forearm. “Please, blood, stop. I’m sorry.” Tears burned the back of my eyes. My heart did some awkward jump inside my chest. Tremors shook me.

      How did I end up here? Again?

      The cut stung, and pain radiated from the wound.

      Sadness wrapped around me, suffocating every piece of my being.

      I needed to do better. Be better.

      I hated feeling like I had no grip on my own life.

      I was done being sad and miserable. I was done wreaking pain upon myself, thinking it would help. I had to take back control of my life. For me. For her. She wouldn’t want to see me like this. Broken and suspended in time. Everything hurt so bad. Inside and out. Blood trickled down my arm. I was getting light-headed. Grief seemed like a weight, crushing me. I needed to fight. For both of us. She wasn’t given the chance to reach for her dreams. Why was I forfeiting mine? It sounded selfish to waste a life when hers had been stolen. She would tell me to fight back. Yeah, she certainly wouldn’t want me to drown and give up.

      Using the heel of my hand to put pressure on the wound, I let my sobs out. I squeezed my arm in a vice. The bleeding wouldn’t stop.

      Shame filled me. I had let the letters get to me. I hated the idea I hadn’t been strong enough to deal with the emotions today with a clear mind.

      Tears drenched my face, and I used my shoulders to clear my foggy vision.

      I needed my mom.

      With slow and unsteady steps, I staggered toward the kitchen where my parents were making breakfast. I had draped a black T-shirt over my arm to conceal the result of my actions. A chill crawled up my back. Cold sweat pearled on my forehead. Suddenly, I felt so tired.

      The smell of bacon hit my nose first. Followed by the crisp aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

      Dad stood with the frying pan in his hand, listening to my little brother Collin’s retelling of his last soccer game, while Mom was busy pouring caffeine into mugs. I could hear them, but it was hard to understand what they were saying. Like I was standing in some sort of bubble, far away from them. The numbness I felt inside was now spreading to my physical body.

      I tried to move forward but was paralyzed, my feet heavy.

      My body overheated. As if lava was traveling in my bloodstream. Seconds later, my teeth chattered when the heat was replaced by cold shivers.

      Bracing myself and doing my best not to collapse, I neared them. Black dots danced in my vision. Breathing became harder. My pulse pounded in my head.

      “Morning, Miss Sunshine,” Dad called out when his eyes landed on me, the carefree grin drawn on his lips slowly dissolving. Worry swam in his eyes.

      I stood there with drenched cheeks, holding my arm tight and wishing for the bleeding to stop. The pain to leave. And the fog filling me to recede.

      I wished the wound would heal.

      The pan dropped from his hand. Mom seemed to be alerted by the ruckus because she turned around at once. A gasp passed her lips, and her eyes rounded when she looked at me. In seconds, they were both standing by my side.

      “What happened?” my father asked, his strong arms enveloping me and helping me stay upright as a new surge of dizziness made my head spin. “Are you hurt?”

      Time slowed down.

      Once again, I heard their voices, but they sounded distant.

      I saw their faces, mere inches from mine, but they looked to be miles away from here.

      Dad lifted me in his arms. I buried my face in his chest, my safe place, while he carried me to the living room and sat me on the sofa, my hand still clamped tight over the T-shirt covering the wound on my forearm.

      “Ava, talk to us,” my mother urged, kneeling before me. Her fingers combed my hair back as her eyes roamed over my face. “What happened?” Her attention drifted to my T-shirt-covered arm, and she asked a silent question as she stared at me.

      I shook my head, never releasing the pressure on the slit across my flesh. My gaze was stuck to the corner of the chevron-patterned rug underneath the coffee table. I refused to admit what I had done. But I also knew I had to tell her how bad it was. Another wave of exhaustion hit me. The stickiness of the blood made it through the cotton fabric.

      Dad sat next to me, carefully removing the piece of clothing around my arm. His eyes widened, overflowing with worry as he took in the wound.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, unable to look at any of them.

      “She needs stitches,” I heard him tell my mother.

      More shame grew roots inside me, and I mumbled, “For…for a moment…I…I missed her and wanted to be with her.” I swallowed the constriction in my throat. “I found the last letters… And life seemed unfair. I don’t want to be hurt every time I think about what happened. I can’t do this anymore.”

      His arms fastened around me, holding me closer. His lips descended to the top of my head. “It’s okay. We’ll get you more help, okay? We’ll figure it out. I’m sorry, baby. We’re here.”

      In a heartbeat, Dad was bandaging my forearm, Mom providing him with gauze and tapes from the first aid kit. The entire time, I rested my head on my father’s chest, fighting the sleepiness invading me.

      “Ava, put pressure on it,” he said while he secured the bandage with the last piece of medical-grade tape.

      With my eyes closed, I could hear my mother’s whisper. “Okay, I’ll drive Collin to the Jensens’. I’ll meet you at the clinic.” She kissed my forehead. “I love you, honey.”

      I was lifted from the couch, and seconds later, I felt myself lying in the backseat of the car.

      My lids stayed close the entire ride. I refused to see the hurt on my father’s face as I felt the weight of his gaze through the rearview mirror. None of it was his fault. Or my mom’s.

      Growing up, I just happened to be an expert at masking my pain. And my feelings. Instead of talking about it, I would plug music into my ears and escape to another world where I was safe and nothing could hurt me.

      My parents were my anchors, and I knew if I opened up to them, they would help me through this ripping pain affecting me. This void I sometimes felt inside. They did save me once. Could they save me a second time?

      Soon, exhaustion won the battle, and my mind took me far away from here. The last thing I heard was my father’s panicked voice saying, “Ava, wake up. Stay with me. Come on, Miss Sunshine, open your eyes,” while his arms lifted me from the backseat, and everything went black.
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      Seventeen years old

      Splayed over my pink suitcase, I pressed with all my weight, praying it wouldn’t rip as I zipped it up, the fabric strained to its maximum capacity. With a sigh, I surveyed my bedroom, sadness hitting me. The steel-blue walls framed with white trims and matching faux wood furniture looked foreign now. As if I was noticing them for the first time. The lime-green, bright-pink, and sunshine-yellow pillows sprinkled on the navy-blue comforter brought a touch of joy to the room. A far cry from the old décor consisting of charcoal walls and a black bedspread. Last year, when I decided it was time I took back control of my life, Mom offered to redecorate my bedroom with more colorful accents. To bring some happiness into my life, she had said.

      “A, I don’t understand why you gotta move,” my best friend Iris said, perched on my bed, her arms around her folded legs, and her chin propped up on her knees. “Who the hell do your parents think they are? Robbing us of our last real summer together. We’ve talked about this since freshman year. I even indulged in that tiny piece of purple bikini because we were supposed to be wild and say yes to every opportunity.” Her bottom lip swelled in a pout, and she pushed her dark hair over her shoulder. She blinked, her honey-colored eyes filling with questions. “Maybe I should talk to Mr. and Mrs. P. Do a presentation, show them our vision board. Or ask my mom if you could come to stay with us for the summer.”

      I sighed and sat on my about to burst open any minute luggage. “I told you. My therapist agreed too. I need the closure. Also, Uncle Mason offered me a job. I just had no idea my visit with my aunt and uncle would last three months when I suggested it. My parents say they need to figure out some things on their end, so I guess the timing is right. Dad keeps repeating the work experience will be good for my college application next year.” I emphasized the word good with air quotes. Because, how could working thirty hours a week for the next few weeks be better than a summer of endless fun with my friends? I still had no clue. Following my stint in therapy, after I relapsed and harmed myself for the last time a year ago, I’d decided I would get stronger. Both physically and mentally. I wanted to do better.

      I was desperate to recover.

      Through my mental health journey, I realized that even though I believed I had fully healed, grief still had its claws deeply embedded into my heart. Despite myself, I kept being its prisoner, as darkness had an invisible pull on me. Over the years, pain had just become less obvious than it used to be. It wasn’t until I stood two feet in that the truth hit me. I needed more help. Alone, I wouldn’t succeed in chasing the demons of my life away.

      Once a week, for a little less than a year, I met with Dr. Koffman, the therapist who treated me from the age of thirteen to fifteen. Until the terror of my nightmares left. For good this time.

      Five weeks ago, I concluded that the closure I so desperately needed should happen this summer. I shared the idea with my parents at dinner one night, and the next thing I knew, I had a bus ticket and a job waiting for me in North Carolina mere days after the school year ended.

      Talk about kicking your daughter out. It wasn’t the plan I had in mind when I voiced it.

      If I’d been a rebel-on-a-mission teen giving them anxiety attacks, I might have understood their wanting me to spend some time away. But nope. Not me.

      Straight A student. Barely complaining about curfews on the weekends. Never arrested for public indecency or driving under the influence.

      They had no valid reason to kick me out. To cast me away for the summer.

      The sunshine that was now back in my life disappeared six days ago. When my parents sat me down and announced I would be going away for the entire summer.

      “Ava, listen. We know you might not agree with this, but we’ve decided, as your parents, it would be best for you to go to Feather Lake for more than a week.”

      I parted my lips to argue, but my mother raised a hand to shut me up before I could express my disagreement. “We’re happy you’re thriving again. But there are things we need to tackle. Adult stuff. Uncle Mason and Aunt Melinda are ecstatic at the idea of having you over for a little while. Don’t get mad. We checked with your therapist and she agreed it could do you good too.”

      Even though their words made sense, it didn’t mean I had to approve of their decision. For me. I had plans of my own. Go there for a week. Come back here and enjoy my vacation with Iris. Now, all of that had all gone up in smoke.

      “Good?” Iris whined. “Your uncle owns a garage, for God’s sake, not a prestigious law firm or a research facility where you could help find a cure for Alzheimer’s.”

      I buried my face in my hands, forcing shut my lids to keep the burning tears at bay. Soon my stupid emotions would ruin the last day with my best friend. I could express my feelings nowadays. It wasn’t always an easy feat, but I was getting better at it. Even though I still disliked when people witnessed my being vulnerable, I could let go when things overwhelmed me.

      My dad…well, stepdad…but nah…in my heart, Craig had always been my father in every way that counted, said my emotions were wired differently, and I had to learn how to deal with mine in my own way. At my own pace.

      I inhaled, chasing away my sour mood. The lump in my throat dissolved a little, and I brought my focus back to my friend.

      Since my parents would drop me at the bus station first thing in the morning, Iris and I had less than twenty-four hours with each other, and I intended to make the most of it.

      “Bonfire tonight?” I asked, forcing some pep into my words.

      Iris jumped to her feet and circled me with her arms, peppering kisses all over my head.

      “Stop, dummy. Yuck. Stop,” I begged, my sadness forgotten for now and replaced by a train of chuckles. “I’m not your chihuahua. Don’t kiss me like that. It’s troubling. And disgusting.”

      She stepped back and picked up the phone she’d discarded earlier on the bed. “Yay, your smile has returned. Let’s not spoil these fourteen hours and thirty-seven minutes we have left.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Did you set a timer?”

      She shrugged. “What? Didn’t want to lose a second of the shortest summer we had together.”

      I pulled her into my arms.

      “Anyway, you’re not going away without a proper goodbye.”

      “Geez, you are speaking like I’m about to die. Can you just not make me feel like I’m leaving forever, please?”

      She dropped her shoulders in defeat. “You’re right. But adding a little drama makes things more exciting.” She flicked her wrist, going back to the device in her hand. “I made plans. Bonfire. Midnight swim. Late pizza delivery. Night in the cargo bed of Lucas’s truck, because you guys will be apart for three months. Imagine all the times he’ll have to fuck his own fist thinking about you.”

      I threw a pillow at her. “Shut up. Don’t scream that for the entire town to hear. My parents would freak out if they knew we talked about having sex.”

      Iris gasped. “Do you think if they knew, they’d still send you away?”

      “Yep. They’d send me further away.” I poked my tongue out. “An all-girls boarding school on a remote island.” I paused and inhaled. “About Lucas…we’re not together anymore. We decided to no longer date.”

      Iris’s inquisitive gaze darted to me. “A, are you okay? What does it mean, no longer date?”

      “Two weeks ago, we realized we were better off as friends. Even though we talked about sex, neither of us was ready for the next step. He’s just not the guy for me. We’re not going to force things. He wants me to enjoy my summer without having to miss him all the time. Anyway, it’s not like we’ll be together in college either. He’s moving to England to stay with his dad next year.” I shrugged. “Maybe it’s a good thing. It’s no big deal.”

      She held my hands in hers and blinked. “Whoa, you guys are on a break. You would tell me if it was more than that, right? I know your penchant for romance, A. Your heart must be in pieces right now. Two weeks? Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I’ll be fine. Lucas and I, we’re still friends. We’ll always be friends. No matter what happens. So, I’m not losing him. We chose to wait until the end of the school year. To avoid the rumor mill and make things awkward amongst our friends.”

      “It sounds like an excuse for him to bang other chicks while you’re away.”

      “The truth is that I don’t love him as much as I thought I did. I’m telling you. No one is getting heartbroken over this. It stung at first, and I shed a few tears, but it didn’t last. Deep down, I’m sure it was the right call. We’ll see how it goes once school resumes in the fall. If he were my true love, wouldn’t I be shattered right now?”

      Iris offered me a concerned expression. She knew about my episodes.

      I smiled at her to prove I was okay. “And I’m not. I’m rather kinda relieved. Don’t worry, okay?”

      She tugged at my hand, and we both lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling for a long beat.

      Iris was the only person who knew about my history and why I acted the way I did. She was my confidante and a sister to me.

      “Is your breakup with Lucas part of the reason your parents are sending you away for that long?”

      I shrugged. “I guess it’s one of the contributive factors. If I were to relapse, going to Feather Lake would be the main trigger. Or it’ll be the closure I need. We’ll see how it goes, but I’m confident I can do this. I feel stronger and better about myself. There’s no darkness looming around anymore, and the nightmares are gone too. I’m excited to see my aunt and uncle again. I’ve missed them a lot in the last few years.”

      “A, this summer won’t be the same without you. Who’s gonna listen to me speak for hours about art exhibitions on my wish list or how my little sister is getting on my last nerves when she practices her violin? I better get a girlfriend now, or you know me. I’ll spend my free time at the library or hide in my room working on my jewelry line and miss all the fun.”

      We both flipped to our sides, facing each other, and entangled our fingers. “I’ll miss you too.” A new mass, growing bigger and sturdier, took root in my throat. My stomach clenched as a fresh surge of emotions swirled inside me. A fat tear escaped from Iris’s eye, and the dam I’d been working hard to contain broke. Soon, a heartfelt sob escaped my lips.

      We hugged for what seemed like hours. Until my best friend pulled back and wiped her eyes with her fingers. “Girl, we gotta go. No way are we missing tonight. We said this summer would be all about getting outside our comfort zone. A Summer to Remember. Better start now.”

      I nodded, my throat still too raw to speak a word.

      Iris and I had been best friends since fifth grade. One September, she moved six houses down mine, and over the years, we’d been inseparable. We’d never been apart for long. Each summer, when we were younger, we attended day camp together. When we went on vacation, she would often tag along. If her family did, I would get an invite too.

      So, this…this summer away from each other, when we knew we’d be in colleges on different coasts of the country in a little over a year, was a hard pill to swallow.

      And for the first time in all my seventeen years of existence, I kinda resented my parents. They’d organized my vacation without my consent. While Collin, my thirteen-year-old brother, was spending the next two months in soccer camp, a few hours’ drive from here, I was being shipped to the other end of the country for twelve weeks.

      I changed into a pair of coral shorts and an off-white T-shirt with pink and orange palm trees stamped on the front. While I braided my hair over my shoulder, I looked at my reflection in the mirror and made sure no traces of the tears I’d cried minutes ago were left on my face.

      “Ready?” my friend asked once we both regained our composure and fixed ourselves.

      I surveyed my room as waves of nostalgia hit me. “All packed. Sure, let’s go.” I breathed out and followed her downstairs.

      “Where are you girls going?” Dad asked as we crossed paths in the kitchen.

      “Out,” I said, my tone missing the usual cheerfulness. Right now, I was upset and couldn’t fake being happy. For the longest time in my life, I pretended I was fine when I wasn’t. Part of learning how to express my emotions better was to stop faking them when I didn’t mean them. It was still a work in progress, but I was getting there.

      My dad’s face fell. “But dinner is almost ready. I made your favorite meal. Iris can stay too. We wanted to spend the evening together with you. Since it’s your last night in town. Celebrate the beginning of the summer vacation and your trip.”

      I shrugged, fetched two apples from the wooden basket on the kitchen island, and tossed one to Iris. “Sorry. Usually, I would. But tonight, I can’t. We have plans. Don’t wait for me.”

      Craig ate the distance between us and held my upper arms. “Ava…it doesn’t have to be this way. We know you’re upset to be sent away for longer than expected. But Uncle Mason is happy to have you over. He’s been looking forward to showing you the basics of running a business. For years, you’ve said you’d like to be an entrepreneur. Here’s your chance. You’ll get to see how much you like it before you apply to college next year. Decide if you still wanna pursue business management as your major. Think about it. It will be a wonderful experience and will look great on your application too.”

      I turned my head, avoiding his eyes, aware my heart wouldn’t be able to ignore the pain I suspected was filling his eyes, but decided not to back down for once and hold my own. I was angry. My parents had to deal with it. They created the situation. My heart rattled in my chest. I hated confrontations. But by messing with my life, they should have expected my retaliation.

      “And you’ll get paid. You’ll be able to buy that car you’ve been talking about. Or save it for some other grand project in the future. Trust me, I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I didn’t think it was a wonderful idea.”

      Pinching my lips together, I sucked in a long breath through my nose, doing my best to avoid showing my dad how much his words affected me.

      His shoulders dropped when our gazes connected.

      I glared at him, or at least, I tried to. Why wasn’t I able to tell him how mad I really was? Instead, I averted my eyes, hoping my silence was enough to project my thoughts. See? Work in progress.

      “Fine. Go out.” He sighed. Knots tied around my stomach. I hated seeing him defeated. “We’re leaving at seven tomorrow. Just make sure you’re back here on time. Curfew is canceled tonight. You girls be safe. Call me if you need a ride later.”

      Every cell in me strained, my body about to rip at the seams and expose my leaking heart.

      I fought with everything I possessed to keep my poker face on and the glower in my eyes.

      Keeping my back straight, I said, “I’m sorry. Gotta go.” The only words I could muster right now without revealing the conflicted emotions surging inside me. Anger, sadness, confusion, pain. Emotions I needed to sort out before they consumed me.

      In one swift movement, I jerked away from my dad’s grip.

      His arms went slack at his sides, and I saw the subtle shake of his head as I put more space between us.

      Just as Iris and I were about to exit the house through the kitchen door, we bumped into my mother.

      “Hey Mrs. P,” my friend said in her usual cheerful voice.

      “Girls. Where are you going? We were about to eat. Craig cooked all aftern⁠—”

      I strode out the door, avoiding a glance in her direction, knowing I was breaking their hearts, but unable to stop my escape. There was just too much going on at once, and it screwed with my composure. I had to walk away and breathe on my own. I was sure my parents would understand when I explained. Later. Much later. Once the anger was expended.

      I was well-aware my fleeing could paint me as a coward, but my parents hurt me too. Right now, I couldn’t deal with everyone else’s desires.

      I exhaled the air in my lungs.

      They chose to send me away, and I needed time to accept the idea. Yep, they should’ve told me weeks ago, not six days before the departure date. We should have talked about it. I should have been allowed to have a say. It was my life. My summer. They meddled with all of it. A new wave of hurt rose in the depths of me.

      “I’ll be back in time to board that bus,” I barked, slamming the door and bruising my own heart in the process.
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      Mom hugged me for what felt like hours while I stood still in her arms. She cried against my shoulder, and tears pooled in my eyes, no matter how hard I tried to keep them locked in. “You’ll arrive in Feather Lake tomorrow afternoon. Uncle Mason will be there to welcome you. You have cash and your credit card in case of emergency. Do you need anything else?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’ll miss you, baby. Please enjoy your summer, okay? Be safe, and we’ll see you soon. Don’t give a hard time to Uncle Mason and Aunt Melinda. I love you.”

      I nodded, refusing to speak. Hot tears flowed down my cheeks, and I fidgeted with the thread bracelet around my wrist, desperate to ground myself and not break down.

      Dad pulled me in next, fastening his arms around me. “Ava, I’m sorry you feel like we’re doing this to get rid of you. One day, you’ll realize it was an opportunity that many don’t get in a lifetime, and you’ll be happy you did it. In the meantime, just don’t be harsh with your mother. She has a lot on her shoulders right now. She needs some time to figure things out. It’s for the best. For all of us. We would never do anything to hurt you or your feelings on purpose, Miss Sunshine.”

      “Dad,” I said, unable to hide my exasperation at the pet name he’d been using since the day he held me for the first time, minutes after I was born, considering me his, as he often repeated over the years.

      He leaned back. “Finally. A reaction.” His large fingers dried the tears rolling down my cheeks. “I love you, kiddo. We all do. Please be safe and tell my brother I said hi.”

      I nodded and brought my focus to my black Chucks. The ones on which I had written inspiring quotes with a gold permanent marker last summer. Today, I had opted for a bland outfit. One that fitted my mood. Washed-out denim cut-offs and a white T-shirt underneath a large black hoodie, so big on me that it covered my hands.

      After I hugged Collin, I turned up the volume of my phone, stuck my earbuds in, and boarded the bus that would drive me from Michigan to North Carolina.

      Sitting by the window, I dropped my backpack on the seat next to mine, hoping people would get a hint and sit anywhere but next to me. I needed my space. And room to breathe. I had almost a thirty-hour journey in front of me, and I refused to share it with anyone.

      With the sleeve of my hoodie, I wiped the last traces of moisture from my eyes and shut my eyelids, rested my head against the window, and got lost in my mind. Due to the fact that I barely slept an hour last night, I fell asleep before the bus even took off.

      The smooth vibration of the tires on the pavement turned gravelly before the bus came to a stop, jerking me out of my slumber. What the⁠—

      How long had I been out?

      I wiped the drool that had dried at the corner of my mouth and rubbed my fists over my heavy eyelids. When I opened them, the sun shone brighter and directly on my face through the glass, blinding me. From its high position, I’d guess it was close to noon. Why did we stop?

      Rotating my neck, I stretched and got rid of the tension that had accumulated in my shoulders in the last few hours. I cocked my head to the side when people moved to their feet to exit the vehicle, only to be captured by two sky-blue irises fixated on me.

      It took me a fraction of a second to realize I hadn’t been alone all this time.

      I removed my earbuds while my gaze swooped over him from head to waist.

      “Nice to see you alive,” the curly-haired surfer-looking blond guy said with a smirk. “You snored so bad I was tempted to put one of my socks into your mouth to silence that muffler.”

      He winked, and I glared at him, not sure whether he was teasing me or not.

      “You coming?” he asked.

      I blinked. “Where?”

      “Pit stop. The driver announced a fifteen-minute break. Guess that music was too loud, or that muffler of yours needs some tuning.” His lips stretched wider as he pointed to my earbuds.

      “Reel in your grin. I wasn’t snoring.” I crossed my arms over my chest and upped my chin in defiance.

      “Says who?”

      Right now, I wished I could scratch that smile off his full lips. “I wasn’t. You’re hearing things. You should see an ear doctor. Just to make sure.”

      The upturn of his mouth never faltered as amusement danced in his eyes.

      “Wanna bet?” he asked in a breezy tone that sounded like nails on a chalkboard to me.

      I glared at him, his over-cheerfulness annoying me after a sleepless night.

      “Stop.”

      The hot-looking stranger arched a brow. “Stop what?”

      “You know what. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

      He mimicked my stance, his arms now folded over his broad chest the same way I did. “No idea what you’re talking about. Care to speak in English.”

      I frowned, never breaking eye contact. “How can you be so infuriating?” I groaned. “Stop looking at me like that. Like you’re some big shot and I’m an angry person or something.”

      “Angry person or something…” He scratched his temple. “Not sure what you mean.”

      I harrumphed. “Whatever. Move.” I scanned the area around me as I motioned to stand. This break would help stretch my legs. “Wait? Where’s my bag? What did you do with my stuff?”

      He extended his arm. “First, let’s be civil. I’m Joseph. My friends call me Joe. Sometimes Joey. Or Curry, like the spice.”

      I stared at his hand, not sure if I was ready to make a new friend just about now. Too soon.

      “Come on, it’s just a handshake. I won’t bite you. Unless you’re scared my happiness will rub off on you. If that’s the case, I get why you’re afraid. Being happy is a shame.”

      I huffed. “Don’t try to psychoanalyze me. I’m not in the mood for your cheerfulness, hot stuff. Doesn’t mean I’m unhappy.”

      “Oh, you’re a germophobe then. Afraid my hand will infect yours.” He seemed to think for a long second. “Would sanitizer help? I have some in my bag.”

      I huffed. “I’m not scared of germs. Stop fabricating explanations about who I am that you can’t back up. You know nothing about me.”

      “Still waiting,” he said, waving his proffered hand.

      “Fine.” I slid my palm into his. The warmth of his hand transferred to me, sending goose bumps up my forearm. “Happy now?”

      “Almost. What should I call you? Grump? Sulk-Master?”

      I rolled my eyes and blew out a long breath. “Ava.”

      “Ava. I love your name.” Sparks flashed in his blue eyes. They were the same color as the sky on a summer day. “Where are you going, Ava?” He pronounced each syllable slowly.

      “None of your business.” I peeled my hand back, wiping it over the back of my shorts, trying to rub off the remaining current from his touch.

      Joseph shook his head, the grin still anchored to his handsome face. Sun-kissed skin, as if he spent all his time outside, square jaw, long neck, he looked like he had come straight from the California shores.

      “Ava, come on. I’m not a psycho. I’m just trying to make conversation here. We’ll be bus neighbors for God knows how long, better find some company to make it less boring. Everybody needs a sidekick. Let me start over. I’m Joseph. From Traverse City, Michigan. Moving to North Carolina to live with my dad and his new wife. They just had a baby. I guess it makes me a new big brother. Your turn?”

      Okay, Joseph didn’t have a murderer vibe—the one Dad always warned me about—emanating from him. What did murderers look like anyway? Creepy and sketchy, I guessed. No, Joseph didn’t fit the profile.

      “I’m from Elk River and going to North Carolina too. For the summer. Happy now?”

      Joseph bobbed his head, his lips tilted up. For the first time, I noticed the single dimple marking his chin. “We’re best friends now,” he added in a teasing tone. “Told ya, it’s better to be friendly since we’re going to be stuck together for a long while. See? It wasn’t that hard.”

      My earlier question rushed back to my mind, which had been too busy being charmed by the stranger sitting next to me. “My stuff? Where is it?”

      Joseph moved to his feet and offered me a hand. “Up there,” he said pointing to the compartment above our heads. “Now let’s go, bestie. We just have time to pick up food and exercise our legs before we hit the road again.”

      That’s when I realized we had stopped in front of a gas station and people were climbing back into the bus with pizza slices in cardboard trays, cans of soda, and snacks.

      My stomach grumbled at the smell of greasy junk food. My breakfast this morning had consisted of a banana and a cup of coffee, so anything edible sounded like heaven right now.

      Joseph pulled at my hand and led me outside. “My treat. Pick whatever you want.”

      I halted and waited until he spun to face me.

      “What?”

      “Why are you being nice to me? You don’t even know me.”

      His amusement dropped a notch. “You look like you might need a friend. I’m just applying for the job.”

      I forced a hint of a smile to my lips. “Thanks.” And against all odds, he might just be right.
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        * * *

      

      “If you could live anywhere in the world, where would it be?” Joseph asked as we shared a bag of gummy bears.

      I reflected on it for a minute, the gears in my brain working hard to think about every country I had ever heard of. “Australia. No. Africa. I don’t know the exact place, but someplace where I can help endangered animals.”

      “Thanks for asking.” He poked his tongue out playfully.

      I scowled. All this small talk was exhausting, but Joseph was determined to keep going.

      “Mine is Thailand,” he added before I could say anything. “Those beaches. Life seems so chill there. Favorite movie?”

      “It Happened to Us.” I exhaled and forced the question out. “Yours?” I asked with an exaggerated curl of my lips.

      “Oh, so you’re a drama and tearjerker masochist? Interesting.” Joseph pushed a handful of jellies into his mouth. “Why doesn’t it surprise me?” he asked with a mouthful. “Mine is Wavelength. The surfing biopic.”

      I poked his shoulder. “Geez, swallow before speaking. It’s disgusting. I can see all those murdered bears in there.”

      He opened his mouth wider. “Like that?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head.

      “Any siblings?” he asked next.

      “Yes. You?”

      He swallowed the remaining of his gummies before speaking again. “See, you can master the art of conversation. You’re a natural.”

      I frowned.

      His grin grew wider.

      Whatever.

      “A half brother and twin half sisters on my mom’s side. A ten-year-old stepsister named Kelly and a three-month-old baby sister on my dad’s side. Her name is Scarlett. I can’t wait to meet her. Brothers or sisters?”

      “A younger brother. Collin. And Iris, my best friend. We’re more like sisters. She’s my favorite person.”

      Joseph’s fist hit his chest. “I thought I was your favorite person. I’m wounded, Ava.”

      I sighed at his theatrical display. “On this bus, on this journey, you are my only friend. You can steal the best friend spot if you wish.”

      “Taken. It’s mine. For as long as we both shall live.”

      “And now you’re turning into Shakespeare. Entertaining being your friend.”

      “I’m full of surprises. Wanna watch something? I have a couple of movies downloaded on my laptop. I’ll let you choose. I don’t have It Happened to Us, but I bet you can find something else that you can bawl your eyes to.”

      “Oh, and now you’re a gentleman. I’ll never be bored with you in my life.”

      “Told ya. I’m the best best friend you’ll ever get. Better call Iris and tell her she’s now second best. Think she’ll ever forgive you?”

      “Cockiness suits you. Can you give this friendship a couple more hours so we know for sure it’s the real deal before claiming your new title out loud?” I asked, giving him a pointed stare. “Stop rushing it.”

      Joseph slid his laptop out of his backpack and positioned it over his thighs. “Fine, I’ll give you till tomorrow to get used to this new reality, bestie.”

      Turning it on, he grinned.

      Why was he so gleeful?

      I grabbed the rest of the gummy bears from the bag and stuffed them into my mouth with a shrug, never returning his smile. “Works for me.”
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        * * *

      

      The bus stopped at around six in the evening in the parking lot of different food chains so we could grab dinner. Joseph and I had gotten to know each other a little over the last few hours. I found out he really loved talking about everything and anything. He showed me pictures of his family. Of his friends back in Michigan. Talked me through the art of throwing the perfect football and about his favorite music bands. Every time I thought he was done and put music back into my ears, he would pull at my earbuds, asking a new question. Or sharing a new piece of information I never asked for. I had to admit he was entertaining, all his stories full of colorful details.

      How could he not get I was desperate for silence? And time to sulk on my own—without interruption. The fake smiles and yawns didn’t deter him. No, it seemed to encourage him to fill the periods of silence even more.

      A part of me wished I could tell him to gimme a break. To let me be. While the other half loved the distraction and the comfort that had settled between us.

      With my eyes trained outside, I surveyed my food options, an old country song playing in my ears, when my seat neighbor removed my left earbud.

      “What?”

      He grabbed my hand. “Come on, let’s go and eat.”

      “Since dinner is my treat, according to your rule, how about sushi?” I asked once we exited the vehicle.

      He winced. “Nah. Too fancy. What about cheeseburgers, fries, and milkshakes? Typical American teenager’s food choice.”

      Already, the whiff coming from the burger place permeated my nose.

      “I was about to suggest a salad.” A pout formed on my lips.

      “Where’s the fun in that? We’re on our own, no parental figure to supervise what we eat, and you pick a salad? Are you sure you’re not sick? Where’s your sense of adventure and risk? Please tell me you’re joking. That it was a test. To see if I would fall for it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you majoring in theatre?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay. Fine, you win. I was just testing you. A burger sounds good.”

      “Ha, ha. I knew it.” Joseph watched me. “Avalon is a prankster. Noted. Follow me.”

      We ate on a tiny patch of grass next to where the bus was parked. The sun, giant and orange, glowed on the horizon, painting the sky in pinkish brush strokes.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” my new friend said.

      I nodded, unable to avert my eyes. I grabbed my phone to immortalize this moment when he stole the device from my hand.

      “Let me. Turn around, and I’ll snap a picture of you.”

      I shook my head, feeling warmth creeping up my cheeks. “You don’t have to.”

      “Ava, I want to. Now smile.”

      For a moment, we remained silent. Was Joseph Curry a genuinely nice person, or was it all an act? How could he still wanna be friends with me after I’d been keeping him mostly at arm’s length all day, never striking up a conversation of my own and only answering his questions when I had to?

      “Beautiful.” Joseph handed me back my phone.

      “Thanks,” I said, fidgeting with my fingers and avoiding his eyes as I sensed his piercing gaze on me. “We should get back on the bus.”

      After we gathered our stuff and threw away our empty food packaging, we returned to our seats.

      We stayed silent for a long while, and I plugged my buds into my ears, my head pressed against the window, watching the scenery and the night falling upon us.

      “No. Not good enough. This stops now,” Joseph said after a long while, tugging my earbuds out of my ears. Again.

      Slowly, I tilted my head to look at him, not sure what he meant.

      “This,” he said, motioning to the space between the two of us. “No more ignoring each other. We’re besties, remember? We’re traveling buddies. And we’re already spending the night together. Not that I usually put out on the first date, but hey, in this case, I might make an exception. Because of you.”

      At his wit, I relaxed my shoulders and grimaced. “Sorry. Sometimes I need some space. To zone out.”

      “Ava, you look sad. As your new best friend, I gotta know if I should worry.”

      “I’m fine.” I wasn’t, but I wouldn’t tell him. It was none of his business. The fight with my parents, it ate me up from the inside. I was still angry about being shipped away without my consent. Not sure when I’d get over this one. If I thought too much about it, no doubt a new wave of sadness would invade me. Changing the subject sounded like my best option. “And for what it’s worth,” I said, curling my lips with a hint of a smile and trying to diffuse his worries, “and since you are my best friend—according to your definition of seat neighbors—for another twelve hours or so, I’ll say this. I don’t put out on the first night either.”

      Joseph laughed out loud, and the sound erased some of the uneasiness overwhelming me.

      “Mind if you share your music?” he asked after an instant. “I’ll share my shoulder for the night. Seems like a fair deal, don’t you think?”

      I blew out a long breath. “Sure.” A version of me loved the idea I wasn’t alone on this trip. Joseph was kind of nice, and if I was being honest with myself, he made this unwanted road trip a lot less boring than it could have been. It gave me no time to mope over my situation.

      Yeah, Joseph, by pushing himself into my bubble and with his over-the-top cheerfulness, made me forget about my anger for the time being.
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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