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      This book is dedicated to anyone who reads it! My hope is that you’ll learn a little something about how to become an independent and strong human, and understand that you do not need to rely on someone else to bring you happiness and success in your life, but that YOU ARE that person to rely on to bring yourself joy. Also, I hope you’ll be open to the awesomeness and benefits of talk therapy. It’s changed me and helped me tremendously.
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      BE STRONG. BE YOU. BELIEVE IN YOURSELF, and I hope you’ll always try and LEARN new things throughout your life!!

      ~Kary Jane Hutto
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      “OH M. GOODNESS! You’re so TAN, Gracie! How long were you in Hawaii for, like two months?” Brooke gives me a once-over.

      “Dramatic much?” I roll my eyes at Brooke as we walk down the hallway together, past the lockers (yes, we have lockers now!) and toward the open cafeteria doors.

      Our senior year officially started this morning. And yes, you read that correctly!

      Blondie—aka Brooke—and I are friends. Honest to goodness, friends! She and Justin have been steadily going out together since she woke from her coma.

      Brooke was in a terrible car crash just before the end of our junior year, but she’s completely healed and looking as gorgeous as ever.

      She has new clothes for a new school year. Her long, luxurious hair is even more blonde—if that’s possible—and she dares to comment on MY tan?!

      “Uh, hello? I think you’re at least three shades darker than I am.” I give her a smirk.

      “I know, right? Doesn’t my skin look amazing?” Brooke bats her long, lush eyelashes at me. If it had been at the beginning of last year, I would:

      a) Never would have been walking with Brooke because she’d been such a mean girl to me last year. It was literally awful.

      But since she came out of her coma, she had a change of heart. An actual reverse from mean girl to nice friend! It’s much, much better to have Brooke as a friend instead of a frenemy.

      b) I would have been extremely annoyed by this comment because I have little patience for unnecessary, frivolous, and overly dramatic behavior and comments.

      My no-nonsense persona kicks right in, and I just can’t help myself. I get so annoyed. I usually keep that annoyance to myself, but last year, Brooke made me crazy from the day she walked into my English class!

      She was such a Malibu-tanned, ditzy, flirt, and just plain mean and competitive. I’ve never been so glad to have that all behind us both. Phew!

      But this year? This year is a clean slate, a new beginning. I couldn't care less what Brooke says about herself or her beauty, because I actually got to know Brooke as a real person.

      I was pleasantly surprised to find out that she isn’t a total blonde bimbo girl at all, that this is all an act, and that she’s super smart and actually is a totally caring and fun person.

      Shocker, I know, but while Brooke was in her coma, Jake and I ended up visiting her from that awful night she was brought in by ambulance to the hospital, until she awoke about a month later, like Sleeping Beauty from her 100-year slumber.

      So here I am, in my senior year, with my new best friend, Brooke, and still dating the most fabulous person, Jake, who gets along famously with Brooke’s boyfriend, Justin, also one of my besties. I should be totally happy, right? Right! And I am, but I’ve got this thought that won’t get out of my mind, like ever, that started creeping up just before school started: WILL JAKE AND I STILL BE TOGETHER AFTER GRADUATION?

      I know, I KNOW!! I’ve got a year to figure this out, okay, well, not really a year, I’ve got a few months to try and talk with Jake about this, see if he’s even stressing out as much as I AM about this whole question. Come September, all of us seniors start applying to colleges, writing admission essays, and filling out admission applications online. I literally can’t even think about that one bit, because all I can think about is JAKE and ME!

      We're entering the cafeteria for my first lunch of the year, the first day of our senior year. And what about my bestie, Clara?

      Yeah, we just had a natural and amicable separation, as the guy she’s dating hangs out with another group—all great kids, thankfully. Though Clara and I still text here and there, so that’s a win-win.

      Anyway, back to today, right now, lunch time! Brooke sees Justin and Jake.

      They’ve saved a table, the table that would become our table throughout the year.

      We walk over—well, more like aim to not dislocate our elbows on people’s heads as we maneuver ourselves around so many teens!

      This lunch period is a combo, like all the others, or freshmen to seniors, so there are a lot of kids swarming around!

      Luckily, Jake, Justin, Brooke, and I have the same lunch period. Phew! Boy, am I glad! And, as luck would have it, both Jake’s sister, Meg, and my sister, Beth.

      Beth and I are in the same lunch period, even though we’re freshmen. Obviously, both girls are so stoked to have the same lunch period!

      And, another cool thing was that even before Jake and I started dating last year, Beth and Meg had become fast friends! It was a cool connection for us all.

      Brooke and I squeeze into the table, and I immediately snuggle in close to Jake.

      “Hey you! How were your first few classes?” I ask him.

      “Really good actually, ’cause if I’m going to have a full schedule this year, I want to learn and not waste any time! I’ve got Spanish—sorry, we couldn’t get the same class this year.” Jake gives me a wink as he says this. “Then, American History, and English.”

      Jake smiles at me with his beautiful smile as he tells me about his classes.

      When this boy smiles, my heart goes flip-flop, and my stomach gets butterflies flitting around inside me! Every single time he smiles at me! I hope this never changes! For real.

      “Oh my gosh! I love my classes, too. Already!  And it’s okay about the Spanish class. I love my Spanish class already, and I already know some people, as well as in my art class. I even like my English writing class, so bless up for that!” I smile at him.

      He gives me a wee peck on the cheek. I melt inside. Sighhhhhhhhhhh.

      We all six talk and shove our food into our mouths as quickly as we can, because lunch period whizzes by! Jake, Justin, Brooke, and I have math together the last period of the day, ‘cause this class is a must-take class to graduate.

      Calculus—argh! Kill me. Math is the bane of my existence.

      At least I am decent at it, as is Justin, but it takes a lot of work for our brain cells, that’s for sure! Brooke is actually a whiz at math, as is Jake. So, thankfully, our significant others can help Justin and me.

      Oh, Sicily’s update: I decided to quit work, as did Jake, by the end of summer.

      We’ve got college admissions to work on, volunteer hours, and maintaining good grades, so we talked with our parents and got the green light to not work during our senior year.

      My schedule is very full, and I do not want to mess up my grade point average.

      It has been super weird not to work, but having Calculus as a class has already taken a lot of my time.

      I cruise through my after-lunch classes: choir, choir for seniors only, a cappella class, my last Science class—Chemistry—and then Calculus.

      Wish me luck! These are great classes, but some, such as Chemistry and Calculus, have definitely taken a lot of time to compute in my brain.

      The four of us get to walk to the parking lot together every day since we’re in Calculus together.

      Jake says he’ll pick Beth and me up every day and take us home, which is very cool and kind of him. Jake and I will hang out until our sisters join us. It should be a good setup for the year. Beth and Meg join us, and we all pile into Jake’s Rubicon and head towards home.

      He drops us both off, but before I jump out of the Rubicon, I lean over to kiss him goodbye.

      “Thanks, Jake. See you in the morning! I’ll text you before I go to bed.” I tell him.

      “Sounds good. See ya later, Gracie!” Jake says to me with his electric smile.

      Beth is already in the house when I arrive and has gone into the kitchen to get a snack. I am always happy when I come home to our cute yellow house, especially since the outside is just as warm as the inside: backpacks flung on the floor, along with various pairs of shoes, and the daily mail strewn on the tiny front entry table.

      I, on the other hand, want to talk with my mom about my day. I love to check in with her about everything I’m doing.

      Glad we have a good rapport to do this together. This isn’t the case for everyone. Like, Jake and Meg’s mom is pretty stand-offish.

      She’s nice, but not a great communicator with her kids. They’re both much closer to their dad.

      “Hi, Mom!”

      Comfy couches with perfectly slouch-worthy pillows, and our house has a certain homey feel and smell, too. Sigh—I love to come home!

      There’s no answer.

      “Mom? Mom!” I am practically yelling now.

      “I’m here, sweetheart!” Mom appears out of her favorite spot, her writing lair, popping her head out of the doorway.

      “Mom! Hi!” I give my Mom a huge hug.

      “Come into my lair, my dear, let’s talk about the first day of your last year of High School!” I think I hear a catch in my mom’s voice.

      I plop into my favorite leather, cushy chair in the corner. It’s the chair Dad always sat in, and now I always sit here.

      It’s full of comfort and happy memories, making me think that my dad is always with me. Which I know he is.

      “I have such a great class schedule! I have a very full schedule, but Chem and Calculus will be the only two tough classes. And I have three choir classes! It’s like a dream for me!” I smile happily—I love to sing! “And guess what? Jake, Brooke, Justin, Meg, Beth, and I are all in third-period lunch for the entire year! What luck!”

      “Wow! That’s an incredible schedule and hallelujah! I am so glad Meg and Beth are at lunch together and with y’all. That makes this momma feel better since my baby girl is a freshman this year.” She smiles at me, and my mind wanders for a bit.

      I never would have thought we’d be where we are today.

      Mom is married to none other than her editor, Kenneth Nelsen.

      Zac and Sarah are at college together and engaged.

      I'm with Jake—it’s been almost a year.

      It has become a distant memory now that Dad has passed away.

      Not that I will ever forget him—duh, that could never happen—just that the pain in my soul heals more and more each day, month, and year.

      For this, I am grateful.

      “Gracie? Hello?” I realize Mom is talking to me.

      “I’m here, sorry, I was just thinking about this past year of GREATS. Kenneth, Jake. Meg. Brooke, and so on. Who knew four years ago we’d be where we are now?”

      “Agreed, Gracie. It’s like a million Christmas miracles to see how much goodness has occurred in our lives, when we’d suffered such sadness and tragedy.”

      This time, I definitely hear a catch in Mom’s voice. I get up and hug her.

      “Soooo, how’s the movie production coming? And don’t you have to finish two more books?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “Ugh, don’t remind me,” she says, but she grins. My mom loves to write!

      “I am actually done with book nine, and then I’ll begin writing book ten. The movie production is falling heavily on Kenneth. I am grateful to have him on my side, and as my hubby, because he goes to bat for me and consults me on everything! Literally everything, so that’s all I need to have done for this whole crazy adventure into movie-land to come to fruition seamlessly.” Mom’s smile reaches from ear to ear.

      “This is all fantastic! I can’t believe this has all happened with your book series! It’s like a dream!” I say excitedly.

      “It really is, Gracie. About once a day, I have to pinch myself to make sure I know this is all real!” She laughs.

      “For sure! I am so proud of you!” I pause before I continue. “So, umm, so I need to ask you something, Mom. Do you have a few minutes to chat?”

      “Absolutely! What's up?”

      “So, as you know, it’s my senior year—I mean obviously, ha-ha—but I’ve got this thought deep in my brain that keeps coming up more and more, and, um, I know it’s dumb…” I don’t finish my thought because my Mom interrupts me.

      “Gracie, just tell me. Ask away! Please darlin’!”

      I take a deep breath. “Okay, okay, so, my question is, WHAT WILL HAPPEN between Jake and me as we start college? Do we do long distance? Do we break up? Do we go to the same college? Should we stay here and attend community college? Argh, I feel like I’m all jumbled up in my brain! Help me!”

      I look at my mom, and she’s giggling.

      “MOM! I’m so serious about this!”

      She’s still giggling.

      “Of course, you are. It just caught me off guard! I really had no idea what you were going to share with me!” She laughs again.

      I frown at her.

      “Mom! This is a serious thing to me,” I say.

      “All right, okay, let’s talk about this for real. First off, it’s still August AND it’s your first day back to school. What I’d like to say is that we should discuss this in January—no need for you to freak out needlessly. I mean, aren’t things going well between you and Jake?”

      “Well, yeah, it's the best. But then I go down a rabbit hole of thoughts and stress, and then more thoughts, and I reach this point without knowing what to do.” My eyes fill with tears.

      Mom gets up and comes over to me. She lifts me from my chair and envelops me in a nice, warm, momma bear hug.

      Then she pulls back and looks straight into my eyes and begins to talk to me.

      “You guys are going to know what to do when it comes time to make that decision. I know this is tough right now and seems hopeless and frustrating, but I promise you, things will work out the way they should. Now, what is that right now? No. Do you know what to do right now? Nope. But there’s time. Have you and Jake talked about this at all?”

      “Somewhat, well, like a little bit. The first decision to make is where I want to go to college. And then talk to Jake about where he wants to apply to college. Then, the next decision is whether Jake and I should go together. Stay here together? Or go to different colleges? I mean, we need to start college apps come October!” I rub my temples.

      This subject has been driving me crazy. Argh. It was all too much to think about!

      Mom nods thoughtfully. “Okay, so then your first task is for you to decide where you WANT to study, whether Jake will go there or not. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah, okay, sure. Sure. But, ya know, that it’s not my favorite decision to make, but yeah, I can. I’ve got a few options.

      I’ll write down where I want to go and why and share that list with you later on.” I start running over them in my head a bit while I’m sitting with my mom.

      “Perfect. Tonight, you can write those places out in your journal, too, and then on a piece of paper for me. Then, over the next few days, let’s you and I meet up again after school and look up online and see what we need to do for admissions, okay?”

      “Okay.” I sniffle.

      “And, I would suggest that you and Jake talk together. Find out where he would apply with or without you. I know, I know, the whole subject is stressful, but if you guys can get some of your ideas out on paper, then you can breach that tender subject together.”

      Mom sounds really confident. Which means she knows I can do this and be confident, too.

      “Okay, yeah, that does help me. Thank you for talking me through this. I’m going to grab a snack and then go hang out in my room and sort all my binders and syllabi for the semester until dinner time, is that cool?”

      “Of course. I think I’ll have Kenneth bring home some pizza and salad from Napolitana’s, how does that sound?” she asks.

      “Fabulous. Thanks, Mom.”

      I get up from my favorite cozy chair, grab my backpack, and head up to my room.

      I feel better now that I've gotten that stress off my mind. It may seem silly to fret about this. But Jake has become such an important person in my life that he’s creeping into my future thoughts, too.

      Who knew this would happen to me, Gracie? I wouldn’t have believed it, but here I am!

      The start of my senior year: good friends, an awesome boyfriend, a stepdad, and a heart full of happiness.
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      As promised, I need to share all the amazing details about our summer trip to Hawaii, the wedding, and everything else!

      First of all, Hawaii is magical. Holy cannoli! It’s gorgeous. Tropical. Green. Lush.

      So many flowers. I mean SO MANY! It was crazy. I took so many pictures! It’s like I couldn’t even get enough of the beauty around me.

      The wedding day for my mom and Kenneth surprisingly brought up some unwanted emotions concerning my dad.

      As I've said many times before, my dad is my dad. He’s my one and only, and he always will be.

      But, having Kenneth in our lives and acting as a father-like figure was needed for all of us more than we knew.

      The morning of the wedding, I awoke having had the craziest dream. In this dream, I was sitting on a bench in the park around the corner from our house, talking to my dad. I know, crazy, right?

      Well, in this dream, my dad said that Kenneth would hold “his” spot until we see him again one day. He also told me to trust Kenneth and continue to be a great support and someone to talk to for my mom.

      I said I would, but I missed him, and although I love Kenneth and am super happy for Mom, I missed him all the time. I started to cry in my dream!

      Dad put his arm around me and told me that I might not be able to see him, but that he is always near all of us. He sees what’s happening in our lives and loves to see how happy we all are these days. Then he kissed the top of my head and walked away down the pathway, leaving me sobbing!

      Then I woke up. Well, that was the best dream ever, and just what I needed, not to be so nervous or sad at all. If Dad was cool with it all, then I was cool with it all.

      The day was beautiful and glorious, as every day had been thus far. Our entire trip lasted about two weeks.

      The wedding was right in the middle. We did tons and tons of sightseeing before Mom and Kenneth got married.

      They had a beach wedding. I can hardly put into words how amazing and romantic it was.

      My mom had white and peach, with a soft pink, as her colors and flowers. All the guys had soft pink ties. All the girls were in different styles in light peach.

      How did Jake look? UMMM, to die for gorgeous. What about me? Not too shabby.

      My hair had grown longer, and I had soft curls at the ends of my hair. It fell nicely around my shoulders.

      Zac and Sarah looked so happy and sweet together. Meg and Beth were adorable!

      Kenneth has three older kids. They were all there, accompanied by their spouses and children—super nice people.

      The ceremony was short and sweet, and then my mom and Kenneth left on their honeymoon, not returning until the next Friday.

      Once they’d taken off, we all made plans together. It was ridiculously fun! Kenneth has five grandkids. They’re adorable. Jake and I?

      We did a lot of kissing throughout this trip. The vibe is so quiet, beautiful, and serene.

      Zac and Sarah got engaged!

      It was delightful! Zac had preplanned it with all of us. It was Thursday night of the first week we were there. Zac wanted Mom and Kenneth to see it all, of course, (along with the rest of us).

      Zac had told Sarah just before we left for dinner that his stomach was feeling “sickie” (this was just before our luau dinner) and that he might have to use the restroom during dinner, so he was going to scope out where it was right when he got there.

      Well, the luau was insanely delicious and so much fun!! Halfway through, Zac excused himself to, in fact, use the restroom.

      He was gone for a good ten minutes, but luckily, awesome local dancers were performing, so everyone was distracted.

      I was the one to spot Zac out of the corner of my eye, holding an incredible bouquet of tropical flowers.

      I quickly glanced at Sarah to make sure she didn’t see him. She was so enthralled in the program that she saw nada.

      The performance ended, and all of a sudden, we saw Zac standing up in front of us (it was a private barbecue for just our families), and then he took Sarah by the hand and escorted her to stand beside him.

      Then, he handed her the bouquet and asked her to look at the flowers for a surprise. Sarah saw a little blue box (a Tiffany’s blue box) and opened it up!

      Zac took the box, went down on his knee, and asked her to marry him! She squealed and said yes! Zac put the ring on her left hand.

      GORGEOUS. A princess-cut diamond, and it was a good-sized diamond. Then, there was a lot of kissing, hugging, and even some happy tears.

      Kenneth had been on video duty, so he got it all to send to Sarah’s family.

      Zac is pretty traditional, so he did get Sarah’s dad’s blessing before the trip to Hawaii, which I thought was pretty cool.

      Later that night, as we were all visiting, a few of us threw out wedding plan ideas and date questions.

      Zac answered and said that they probably wouldn’t get married for at least two years, as they wanted to finish their first two years of college and then plan their wedding.

      While in Hawaii, both Meg and Beth befriended some local kids and had a lot of fun, too.

      I was glad. On the very last evening, Jake and I took a long walk together.

      Hand in hand, we wound around and around down this amazing pathway from the top of a hill down to a secluded beach.

      We watched the sun go down. It was spectacular. Jake told me he likes me so much, and I told him the same.

      And he is the one who told me I don’t need to worry about what we'll do when we go to college.

      He has some ideas in mind. I am realizing this is what he said right now as I write this down, and phew!

      That makes me feel so much better. In fact, I now realize I’m such a goof that I get stressed out, while Jake remains level-headed and keeps me sane and on point.

      Anyway, the whole trip was magnificent! Like a literal dream!
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      BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP

      “Oh, honestly!” I slowly open my eyes. “I literally detest my alarm clock!” I roll out of bed, turn off my blasted alarm, and walk into my bathroom.

      Time to get on the get! School is on. It's a good thing I love school. I just hate waking up!

      I mean, who likes waking up, except for some cray adults like my mother, but anyway, I don’t like it! I’d rather sleep in more!

      I have fully revamped my wardrobe again. I have been adding in more sandals, fewer jeans, and more dresses.

      And doing more things with my hair—Brooke has been teaching me. I know, I know, don’t even say it! I’m NOT conforming. Just expanding my options is all. I promise! I remain the same—casual, friendly, and happy to be myself.

      Dressed in a yellow, linen knee-length dress and new dark brown sandals, I bounce down the stairs, ready to make and eat my breakfast and pack my lunch.

      Jake picks me and Beth up every day, so that’s a huge plus.

      “Beth, Beetthh, are you ready?” I yell up the stairs to her.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming! Outfit trauma this morning. Ugh. High school is SO stressful!” Beth looks exasperated as she arrives in the kitchen.

      “Want to borrow something from my closet, sis?” I offer.

      She thinks about it for a second. “No, I’m okay for today, but maybe for a few outfits this week?”

      “Of course! Never a problem, Beth, never.” I smile at her. “Come on, grab your lunch stuff, I’ve got it ready for you, and here’s our breakfast. Jake says he’s on his way. Five minutes.”

      “Okay, cool, cool. Where’s Mom?” Beth asks.

      “She and Kenneth had an early meeting this morning!”

      “Dang, this movie stuff is something, isn’t it? I can’t believe all that has happened in Mom’s life, and our lives! Right? It’s amazing.” Beth smiles warmly at me.

      “For real! I am sometimes in shock when I stop and think about what Mom and Kenneth are working on these days. It's so, well, WOW.”

      We continue chatting while we pack our backpacks, and my mind wanders off.

      My thoughts swirl around in my brain: Is it really a good idea to leave Beth next year? I don’t want her to be lonely. I need to run this idea by Jake.

      I can’t talk to him right now, in the car, however, because Beth is right there! Plus, I feel completely distracted anytime he smiles at me! Or winks at me or really LOOKS at me! He’s soooo beautiful, and far be it from me to mess up something so good by bringing up something stressful right now.

      BUT WHEN? I can’t at lunchtime either for the same reason: too many listening ears. So, today, like all the past days since we started school, I paste a smile on my face when I see Jake waiting for me at the cafeteria doors. Another day, another lunch period!

      We join the others who have already sat down at our regular table.

      “Finally, I can eat my lunch! I’m starving, I feel like I never even ate before!” Brooke says dramatically.

      I am going to have to work with Brooke on her drama. But of course, I will help her nicely, like she’s helping me with my wardrobe and hair.

      “Everyone survive the day so far?” I ask the table in general.

      There were various “yeahs” and “sures” from everyone. We all laugh as we get up, clean up, and then take off to our separate hallways.

      Jake grabs my hand and gives me a peck on the cheek.

      “I feel like I never see you during the day anymore!” he murmurs.

      “That’s cause you don’t, silly,” I squeeze his hand, “so that’s why we have lunch and study time together after school. In fact, we should all start going to the public library together. Like all six of us! What do you think?”

      “Yeah, not a bad idea. It’s a lot bigger than any of our family rooms in our homes, that’s for sure! Kk. Let’s chat after school. Meet you girls by my car then?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Bye!” Jake winks at me.

      My heart melts.

      “Bye!” I give him a little wave.

      As I’m negotiating my way through the sea of teens, I end up humming a song.

      I can’t remember for the life of me what song it is. Dang it! But it reminds me of Jake.

      I’ll remember. Eventually. Maybe Jake knows? Or Brooke?

      Wait! I know what song it is! It’s from that awesome new Anime show we watched together called K-POP DEMON HUNTERS.

      The lead of a boy band and the lead of a girl band come together, and the whole show reminds me of Jake and me.

      And the song they sing together is so incredible, called "FREE".

      I continue to hum the song in my head. This be OUR song!

      I know I’m dorky. Ha-ha. But I love the words! The music plays in my head until the end of the day.

      Good thing I love it. I will be listening to this on repeat before bed tonight.

      RINGGGGGGGGGGG

      I hurry and pack up so I can get out and into the fresh air!

      School days seem so long to me. Sheesh. I exit the back doors to the student parking lot.

      I see Meg and Beth coming towards me, surprising me that they made it through the craziness of all of those students so quickly.

      “Hey girls!” I wave as soon as Meg and Beth can see me.

      “Hey, back!” I hear Beth say.

      We always gather at Jake’s Rubicon after school, and then we proceed to discuss our days with one another while I scan the parking lot, looking around for Jake.

      There he is. He’s just so absolutely good-looking. Sheesh. Be still, my heart.

      He’s walking with Brooke and Justin. Justin usually parks next to us.

      As soon as they all reach us, I blurt out my idea about studying at the library.

      “So? What do you think, guys?” I await their responses.

      I hear "yeahs" and "sures" coming from everyone.

      “Okay, so I’m thinking by 4:00 pm we should be good to go to meet up? We don’t have to go every day, but I’m thinking at least twice a week?” I say.

      Everyone nods in agreement.

      “Cool! Fuel up. I’ve got a bit to do tonight. Anyone else?” I ask everyone.

      “Sigh, so much!” Brooke says with obvious exasperation.

      “And Brooke, Justin, Gracie, and I have to start looking at filling out our college apps in just a few weeks, so the library will be a good place to do that.” Jake smiles.

      The smile makes my knees buckle with weakness.

      But I’ve got a lump in my throat because of the thought of leaving Beth when I go to college.

      Blast. I hate to have to make so many decisions. It makes my brain cells so jumbled and confused!

      “Gracie, you okay?” Jake says to me once we’re all in his car.

      “Totally. Okay. Yep. All good!” But I am a big, fat liar. It’s NOT all good. I’m back to feeling stressed again about my future! And Beth’s!

      “Okay,” he drops his voice. He’s not convinced. I can tell.

      “Promise!” I feign a smile.

      He smirks at me. “Yeah. Nice try, Gracie. We will definitely talk later!”

      I just smile again at him and then turn to look out the window.

      Fortunately, Beth and Meg are deep in conversation, so they don’t even notice our interaction in the front seat, which is good because I don’t want Beth to know what I’m thinking. I mean, I know that Beth will have Meg.

      But it’s not the same. Ya know? It’s not like they’re sisters and live together. They’re just besties!

      Jake drops Beth and me off at home so we can get changed and eat some food.

      “See ya in a while, Jake!” I yell from my front door, adding a boisterous wave, too.

      Beth and I stop into Mom’s office. It’s now become an after-school ritual for Beth and me these days.

      “Mamasita? It’s your girls!” I rap on her door softly.

      “Come in, my lovelies! Come in!”

      Beth and I follow suit, and I scurry to my favorite leather chair. She nabs the bean bag next to me.

      “Okay, so spill! How was the day? How will this semester turn out with your classes, you're both in?” Mom asks.

      Beth starts off the convo. “I have to say, it’s wayyyyy better than I had anticipated. Y’all don’t know how very stressed I was going into my Freshman year. Argh. I was terrified!”

      “Beth!” Mom and I say in unison.

      “Why the heck didn’t you say anything to any of us??” Mom scowls a bit as she says this.

      “Uh, yeah, ditto. I literally see you every day!! Why didn’t you say anything, silly girl??” I add my own scowl as I say this.

      “Well, you know, there was Hawaii. The wedding. Zac and Sarah getting engaged; getting them out the door to college; there never was a good time to talk about how I was feeling!” Beth murmurs.

      Mom gets up quickly and strides to Beth. She pulls her up and into a momma hug.

      She looks directly into Beth’s pretty green eyes.

      “Ma’am, there is ALWAYS time for you. For you to talk, for Zac, for Gracie. You three are THE most important people in my life. Never forget this.” She kisses Beth on the forehead, which is almost at her height.

      Beth has grown a lot over the summer, I realize.

      My sister plops her backpack down. THWUNK!

      “Okay, okay! I'm sorry. Well, anyway, it’s good. I love having Meg with me at school. I love eating lunch with all y’all.” She waves her hand towards me. “It’s made it so GREAT for Meg and me. She’s been just as freaked out as I have!”

      “Okay, y’all are so fired!” I laugh. “Good grief, child, you both should have said something!!”

      “Yeah, I see that now, but anyway, I told you guys now, so we’re good?” Beth gives us both a thumbs up.

      “Yes, of course,” Mom says.

      “Sure thing, but sister to sister, you better tell me the MINUTE you’re feeling stressed about anything, got it?” I add.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Beth grins as she adds a salute.

      We continue with some small talk and chat about the school day in general.

      I run out and grab some food for us to eat while we visit together.

      I don’t bother changing, nor does Beth. We'd both rather stay put and visit with our Mom.

      PING!

      “Jake and Meg are here! Oh! Ha, forgot to share this little tidbit. The six of us are going to start studying at the public library three times a week. Today is one of those days!” I explain.

      “Great idea, and sure, of course! Okay, so can y'all be home by 6:30 pm-ish?” Mom asks.

      “Yeah, that gives us all a good two hours of uninterrupted study time. Sure. Thanks, Mom! See ya!” I hug her and grab my backpack.

      Beth does the same. We head out the door and into Jake’s waiting Rubicon.

      I‘m always grateful he’s cool with driving us everywhere.

      The library study idea is most successful. Once we arrived, everyone put their phones away and got to work.

      I personally got a lot done. I am definitely looking forward to a Wednesday and a Thursday study sesh, too.

      With our goodbyes said, Beth, Meg, and I pile into Jake’s Rubicon when I suddenly feel like I need to talk to him about some of my thoughts.

      The girls start looking at college courses in the catalog that Beth somehow got her hands on. You can take classes at the community college after your sophomore year, so you can start taking some as early as next summer.

      So they are occupied and won’t hear our discussion. Additionally, the drive time to my house is approximately 15 minutes.

      “Um, Jake?” I start tentatively.

      “Yes, Gracie?” He turns to me and smiles his beautiful smile. I swear his eyes twinkle when he smiles.

      Focus Gracie!

      “I’ve been thinking about a certain sister of mine who will be left behind if I were to go to another city for college, and I just don’t know how I feel about this. At first, my main worry was you, of course, but then, the other day, these thoughts came flooding into my mind, and I couldn’t believe I had been so selfishly thinking only of myself. What kind of a sister am I? Good gracious.” As I finish my thought, I hope Jake will hear me out on this.

      Not trying to beat a dead horse, but I'm obviously still doing just that. I stress too much sometimes. I know I do.

      Jake doesn’t answer immediately.

      Which literally freaks me out.

      I’m not sure whether I should wait or say something. I decided to stay.

      “Gracie, I can see why you’re bringing this up—again,” Jake’s tone is a little brisk, “but we keep talking in circles and aren’t making a lot of progress.”

      I look at him wide-eyed.

      “Um, yeah, well, yeah, I just get worried about things, as you know.” My voice gets tinier by the end of my sentence.

      “Yeah, well, I need to go to the University of Austin. I’m sorry to have to say this to you, Grace, but I’m unable to attend the community college. I’m sorry. I just can’t.” Jake is facing forward. I can see he’s bugged. I need to nip this convo in the bud. And quickly.

      “Oh, okay.” I fake a little laugh. “Of course you can’t. And Beth will be fine. Pfff. No problem at all.”

      I feel tears prick my eyes. I turn my head to look at the window.

      We’re almost to our house. I concentrate on the music still playing. It’s like watching a movie.

      The characters are upset. The music starts quietly, then the volume increases.

      I feel the tension between us. I am doing everything I can to quell my emotions and stay calm.

      I hope my potential tears dry up immediately.

      Jake pulls into our driveway. I waste no time getting out of the car. I grab my backpack.

      He doesn’t say anything, which isn’t like him at all. He just watches me leave.

      “Thanks, Jake! Bye Meg! See you both in the morning!” I say and close the passenger side door.

      I don’t give Jake the opportunity even to say goodbye or anything.

      He looks at me. It’s kind of a weird look, but I just continue smiling and close the car door.

      Beth sidles out, grabs her backpack, and follows me as we walk to our front door.

      I turn and wave. And then I open the door and rush to my mom’s studio. I’m going to burst if I don’t talk to her before dinner.

      Beth is oblivious to all of the emotional fireworks going off in my chest and brain.

      I knock softly on the door and open it. I dash to “my” chair. I plop down and drop my backpack.

      “Umm, Gracie, you okay?” Mom asks me.

      “No. I think Jake and I had our first argument in the car just now, coming home from the library.”

      “Oh dear. What happened?” She gives me her full attention.

      “Well.” I sniff. “I threw out the idea of both of us maybe staying around here for college, and he got real quiet, then said angrily that he HAD to go to UT Austin for his major. So, I backed off from the subject and faked a smile, and as soon as we were in the driveway, I said goodbye and flew out of the car!” I sniff again and wipe a few tears off my cheeks.

      “Well, other than running away when Jake pulled into our driveway, I think you handled that situation pretty well. And now, you're clear on what Jake wants to do for fall,” Mom reasons.

      “I guess—sheesh! We’ve never even spoken cross words to one another EVER, so this was some sketchy, new territory that’s for sure. Now what do I do?” I give my mom a very pleading look.

      “And now the ball is in his court, and you’re going to see him tomorrow!” Mom answers me with a contented smile.

      “And all these wild and crazy and panicky emotions that are trying to take over my mind and body, what exactly do I do with those??” I give my mom yet another pleading look.

      “Yeah, so that part truly sucks. I don’t even like to say that word, but that part is literally the worst part of any type of argument or disagreement: the feelings that accompany it.” She then walks over to me and pulls me up from the chair.

      “Welcome to the exciting world of adulting and relationships.” Mom gives me a quick hug. “Would you like to head to your room for a bit or come and eat with us all? Can you suppress your feelings enough to get through dinner?”

      I am silent for a bit as I ponder this.

      “Yeah, I’m so starving. I think I'd best eat, then I’ll go to my room after we eat.”

      “Okay, let me shut down my laptop, and let's go into the kitchen together. Kenneth is making us homemade pizza tonight, oh, and breadsticks. Can you smell the marvelous aromas?” Mom closes her eyes and inhales deeply. I do the same.

      “Holy! That smells insanely good!”

      Mom and I walk out together from her studio; she closes her door, and we both head into the kitchen, where Kenneth is busy cooking each pizza one at a time in his home pizza oven, situated on our back patio.

      “It smells divine! It's like we're in a legit restaurant! Kenneth—you’ve outdone yourself!” I say as Mom and I enter the kitchen. Beth is already at the table, eating her pizza that just came out of the pizza oven.

      “Wooooowwww!” Beth says with her first bite. “This pizza is incredible. Mmmmmmm.”

      Oohs and aahhs continue from my mom and me.

      Kenneth’s cheeks start to pink up with embarrassment.

      “Y’all are just being nice.” He grins.

      “Umm. No. No, we’re not! This pizza is so freaking good!” I comment with enthusiasm.

      “Well, then, good! We should have a homemade pizza night once a month, maybe?” Kenneth has a wide smile on his happy face, and we all continue to comment with each bite until the pizza, salad, and breadsticks are all eaten.

      Stomachs are full. Everyone is visiting contentedly together, and then we all peel off one by one and meander to our different rooms—a perfect way to end my not-so-great Monday.

      I take out my journal. It’s time for me to get every single feeling out of my soul.

      I am glad I was able to enjoy dinner. The pizza was ridiculously good, and the company was too. I begin to write and write and write.

      I pour out my whole soul into my journal.

      I may have checked my phone like thirty times during dinner—no text from Jake.

      Again, it’s weird, but I have to let him have some time to himself. I’m just not used to this.

      We’ve spent every minute together, so this is very new and uncomfortable for me.

      I add that to my writings. At least 30 minutes pass as I continue writing when I hear a ping on my phone.

      I’m afraid to look. If it’s Jake, I’m sure he’s going to tell me I suck as a girlfriend and that we need to break up.

      I'm a nervous wreck. Kk. Here I go. I’m checking my phone!

      Jake <I am sorry. I was dumb to treat you badly. I haven’t told you this yet, and this isn’t an excuse for my behavior, but my parents have been fighting again, just like they did in California, and my mom is acting strangely again, as if she’s going to leave, which has put me in fight-or-flight mode.
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