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One more year in this place I call home, and then I’m off to college. There is only one person I want to take with me, and that is Emma.

Em and I have been best friends since she poured a bucket of sand on my head when we were three. Of all the sandboxes in existence, she chose mine, and from that day forward, Em was my entire world. I used to think she felt the same way, but that was before the end of junior year, and before Joe. 

Joe? The guy is a joke! He is captain of the debate team. He is that guy that you ask for help with your homework, or maybe pay him to do it. Joe looks like a gentle breeze could knock him over; not the type of guy I picture Em with. 

Alright, I may not be one of those guys on television all the girls are ogling over but I am pretty popular. You know who those guys are; the bad boy vampire, that extremely swift superhero, or the dozens of other actors that the girls go nuts over. A few of them are guys from popular T.V. shows. I don’t watch them, but Em and Jen never miss an episode of them. I am more of a cross between those two brothers that go around fighting demons; another one of Em and Jen’s favorite shows. Anyway, the point is, I don’t have any problems getting a date. The only problem I have is Em is my entire world and I just don’t understand what she sees in Joe.

It all started when our history teacher, Mr. Wellingsworth, decided to pair us up for our end of the year history project. Emma and Joe were partners, and I got stuck with Amanda Sorenston. She is alright I guess, but she has had a crush on me since freshman year. She spent half the time we were supposed to be working on our project staring at me; It really creeped me out. I stopped all contact with her after the project, but soon Em started hanging out with Joe all the time. I thought nothing of it at first, but when Em blew off our weekly movie night four weeks in a row, I knew something was up. When she stopped talking to me altogether, I decided I was going to talk to her about it.

“Hello, Em?” I asked after she answered the phone.

“Brett?” Em asked.

“Well, it certainly isn’t Joe.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind. I was calling because you haven’t been showing up for movie night, and—“

“I’m sorry Brett. I got busy.”

“Hey Em, is there something wrong?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“That wasn’t a no, Em.”

“Everything is, uh fine.”

“Uh, fine? What does that me—“

“I have to go.”

“Em, wait.”

“I will try to stop by tonight after work.”

“Alright, bye Em.”

“Bye.”

That conversation left me with more questions than answers. I started thinking something was wrong with Em. I was going to have to go see her at work for some answers.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Emma

[image: ]




I’m sorry Brett, I said to myself after hanging up the phone. The two of us have known each other far too long for me to hide anything from him. I knew he had questions, but I couldn’t give him the answers he needed right now. 

Brett’s question threw me, and that small hesitation of mine was going to make him have even more questions. I was running out of excuses; it seemed that was all I did anymore. For the last couple months, I have been avoiding Brett, and I missed him so much.

I sighed as I looked in the mirror. I hardly recognized myself anymore. I put my hair up, and then set to the task of self-improvement with the help only my makeup bag could provide. After a few dabs of this and a few more drops of that, I was ready for whatever my workday would bring. I grabbed my keys and sweater and headed towards the door.

It was another warm day; much too warm for how I was dressed. I got in my car and cranked the A/C as far down as it would go. I smiled as one of my favorite songs came on the radio, and then turned it up as I headed for the coffee shop.

When I got there, I noticed two things right away. One, it was dead for this time of the day, and two Brett was sitting at a booth waiting for me.

Brett looked as good as he always did, but he had a troubled look on his face. I knew that was my fault, but I didn’t know what I was going to do about it. I took a deep breath and started my work day.

I walked over to Brett to take his order and hesitated when he looked at me questioningly. Our eyes locked, and it was as if time stood still. I blinked a few times and then put on the best fake smile I could manage.

“Hi, can I get you something?” 

“Hey, Em. Yeah, uh, I’ll just have my usual.”

I nodded and then gave him a weak smile. I turned to walk away.

“Em?”

“Yeah?” I asked, turning back around to face him.

“There is something different with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You look different. Not bad, but different. I am sorry, that must sound weird.” Brett laughed lightly. 

His eyes danced as they usually did when he was nervous. I looked down at the floor for a moment and then I gave him another weak smile. 

“Anything else?”

Brett stood up and wrapped his arms around me. It hurt so badly that I winced.

“Are you hurt? What happened?” Brett asked, taking a step back.

“I’m alright. I have been putting in extra hours. I am just tired,” I said, trying to avoid direct eye contact.

Brett raised my chin, so I was gazing into his eyes. His eyes were their normal blue-green perfection with a sincere caring for me in them.

“I know there is something going on with you. I wish you would talk to me.” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but the reality of the situation came to me. I shook my head.

“I’ll go get your order,” I said, limping away.
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She just left me standing there with all my questions. She didn’t seem like the Em I knew at all. She was quiet, and she seemed to have lost her smiling, playful side. Now she just seemed sad trying to play off the fake smile she put on her face. Maybe she was right, and she was just tired, but it looked like there was much more than what she was telling me.

I sat back down and watched Em. I started thinking about all the times we shared and got swept up in the memories.

“I cannot do this.” Em laughed, trying to keep steady on her ice skates.

“You are too stiff. Loosen up a bit. Don’t think about falling,” I smiled, holding onto Em’s arm.

“I wasn’t thinking about falling until you mentioned it; thanks so much for that.” Em said; her blue eyes shining with laughter.

I looked at Em seriously and leaned in close. Just as I was going to kiss her, she slipped, and we both fell hard on the ice.

“I am so sorry. Are you alright?” 

Em looked up at me and started laughing hysterically. She kissed me on the cheek and then continued to laugh.

I smiled as that memory was soon replaced with another.

“I get to pick the next movie.” Em said.

We were snuggled together on my bed; Em was throwing popcorn up in the air and catching it in her mouth. I grabbed the piece of popcorn she had thrown and went to put it in my mouth.

“Hey, give that back.” Em smiled.

“You want this?” I teased, holding up the popcorn.

Em nodded her head.

I placed the popcorn between my lips and leaned into her. Em grabbed the popcorn from me with her hand and replaced it with her lips.

“Woah,” I smiled after our first kiss.

Em smiled back, threw the piece of popcorn in her mouth, and snuggled closer to me.

“Brett? Hello? Did you want anything else?” Em’s words shook me back to the present.

“Uh, no thanks. Em.”

For a moment, Em looked at me and began to smile. I saw the Em I knew. She was still there, and she was beautiful. Her smile was short-lived, though, and she quickly left again.
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I had to walk away. Brett was so lost in thought; he looked so happy. I wanted to grab him and wipe that smile from his face... with my lips. 

I wish we were back in the beginning of junior year. We were making out more than watching movies during our movie nights. The smell of Brett all over me and his touch made my body tingle with excitement. We never spoke formally of our relationship status, but it was clear to both of us that our hearts belonged to each other. Brett and I were inseparable. He would carry my books at school and walk me to every class. Ugh, damn that, Mr. Wellingsworth and his history assignment! But this is how it must be now, for Brett’s sake.

I found myself staring at Brett as I wiped down the counter. He was enjoying his food and iced coffee, but occasionally, he would look back at me. He would smile that sweet smile of his, and I could feel my heart jump. Keep it together, Em, I thought to myself. My mind was not cooperating, though, and I found myself drifting into the past.

“Come on, the water isn’t that cold,” Brett said, trying to convince me into the lake.

“I don’t know. It feels pretty cold,” I said, dipping my toes into the water.

“Once you get in, it is fine,” Brett said, dunking his head under the water briefly.

I smiled as I looked over at the swing someone had made. I walked over and grabbed the rope. I swung out over the water and came down next to Brett with a splash.

“Ah, you liar, it is freezing!” I yelled, breaking the water’s surface.

Brett laughed.

I began splashing Brett as he continued to laugh. I swam over and dunked his head under the water.

“Oh, you want to play like that, huh?” Brett smiled.

Brett picked me up, swinging me like he was going to throw me. I wrapped my arms around his neck to keep from being launched. Both of us were laughing as Brett leaned in and kissed my lips. The kiss held a little more passion than our first, and I began to have more than just a little crush on my best friend. This was something I never experienced before, and I soon realized I was in love with Brett.

“Emma?” One of our regulars said, trying to get my attention. 

“I’m sorry Earl. What can I get you?” I said, my thoughts returning to the present.
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Em was lost in thought as Earl came in. I wonder what she was thinking about. I hoped it was me instead of Joe, but the distance between us lately has me confused. I finished up my food and coffee. My hope of having an actual conversation with Em ended with the lunch rush. I would have to come up with another plan if I was going to get any answers. I paid for my meal and left to think more about the situation. 

When I got home, I called my friends Caleb and Jen over. If anyone knew what was going on with Em, it would be Jen. Besides me, Em talked to Jen most often. When Caleb and Jen came to the house, we went upstairs to my room.

“I know why you wanted to talk to me,” Jen said before I could get a word out.

“Can you tell me anything that Em might have said?” 

Jen looked at Caleb, then back at me, and sighed. I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but—“

“Please, Jen; I am really worried about her,” I interrupted.

“Em hasn’t told me anything, but Tracy told me that she saw Joe yelling at Em the other day.”

I gave her a puzzled look. “Why? What about?” 

“Tracy said she couldn’t hear too much of the conversation, but she heard your name.”

“My, na... They were fighting over me?”

“That is what Tracy said.”

Caleb nodded. “That would make what I overheard make sense.”

I looked at Caleb. “What did you hear?” 

“I was at the mall. I wanted to check out that new game store they put in. Remember, I told you it was opening soon? I had asked you and Andy to go, but you were both busy that day.”

“Ok, what happened?” I asked, trying not to lose my patience.

“Well, I was heading up the stairs and I heard a guy yelling and a girl crying. I didn’t know who it was at first, but when I got to the top of the stairs, I looked down and saw Joe leading Em towards the exit.” 

“Are you sure it wasn’t a coincidence? Are you sure they were the ones under the stairs?” I asked.

“Well, Em was wiping her eyes and Joe didn’t look happy.” 

“I knew she looked sad. I am going to head to the coffee shop when she gets off. I have to know why Joe was mad, and why my name was brought up.”

“You want us to go with you?” Caleb asked.

“No, she drove to work herself. Even if Joe is there, I can take him.” 

“Call me if you find out anything. I am worried about her too,” Jen said.

“I will. If either of you sees or hears anything else, let me know.”

“We will,” Caleb said as he and Jen walked out my door.

That night, I headed to the coffee shop. Em’s car was still in the lot, so I went to the back door. As I got to the side of the building, I saw Em bringing a garbage bag to the dumpster. Her sleeves were rolled up, and I caught the sight of a bruise. I walked towards her and called her name.
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Brett scared the crap out of me coming from around the corner of the building like that. 

“What the hell is this?” Brett asked, taking my hand.

“I hit my arm while at work today,” I said, pulling away and rolling down my sleeves.

“Em, I need to talk to you. I have heard some things that have me worried about you.”

“What things?”

“Why was Joe yelling at you?”

“You heard Joe yelling at me?”

“No, I heard it from—“

Brett, you can’t believe everything you hear from other people.”

“Em, has Joe asked you to stay away from me?”

I sighed and looked at the ground. I didn’t know what to say.

“Em?”

“Joe is a little jealous, but I can handle it. He knows we used to...” I stopped talking and looked at the ground again. I felt the tears well up in my eyes.

“Em, don’t cry,” Brett said, pulling me into a hug.

Brett’s touch was warm and loving. I felt the concern in his embrace. I snuggled into him and sobbed. He held me for a few minutes as I cried, and then he took a step back.

“Em, are you happy with Joe? Because I thought we had something special?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come.

“What is it, Em? Talk to me.”

“I’m sorry Brett; it just has to be this way.” 

“What does that even mean?”

I wiped my eyes and shook my head.

“Tell me you don’t love me and I’ll leave you alone,” Brett said.

Brett’s words shocked me, and I looked at him for a moment. I couldn’t say that, but I couldn’t tell Brett the truth, either. There was only one thing I knew to do, and that was to walk away. I heard Brett calling after me, but I kept walking until I was back in the coffee shop.
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I called after Em, but she just kept walking. She didn’t say that she didn’t love me, but what was so bad that she couldn’t tell me? At this point, I was hurt and angry. I called Caleb and Andy and then went to the gym. 

“So, what did she say?” Caleb asked, holding the heavy bag as I punched it.

“She said it just had to be this way.” 

“What does that mean?” Andy asked, using dumbbell weights to bench press.

“I do not know,” I said, continuing to punch the bag.

“What did she say about Joe yelling at her?” Caleb asked.

I told Caleb and Andy about the things Em said and about the bruise on her arm.

“I know this is out there, but do you think Joe could be hurting her?” Andy asked.

“You mean like hitting her?” I asked.

I looked over at Andy and then at Caleb. Caleb shrugged his shoulders.

“Joe? This guy is the king of the nerds.” I laughed.

Caleb and Andy laughed along with me.

“What if we follow them?” Caleb asked.

“Em would be pissed if she found out,” Andy said.

“Yeah, but if someone is hurting her—“

“I thought we were laughing off the idea of nerd boy touching her?” Caleb asked.

“We are, but something has to be going on. Why would he be yelling at her? Why would she be crying?” I asked.

Andy and Caleb nodded their heads.

“So, it is a plan then?” I asked.

“I’m in,” Andy said.

“Yeah, if anyone is messing with Em I want to help put a stop to it,” Caleb said.
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I walked outside after I saw Brett leave. I saw Joe waiting for me by my car.

“Hey, Emma; how was work?” Joe asked.

“It was alright.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing.” I lied.

“Emma,” Joe said, as if he knew I was lying.

“Brett came by and—“

“What did he want?” 

“Nothing. I took care of it.”

“I don’t think he will stop until you let him know we are together, Em.”

I groaned. 

I knew I never would be able to do that. There had to be a way to put an end to this situation.

“You want to go see a movie?” Joe asked.

“I am pretty tired. Can we make it tomorrow?”

“Alright,” Joe said, grabbing me and smashing my body into him.

Joe mashed his lips into mine as his hands roamed over my back. I stepped back out of the embrace and forced a smile.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, babe,” Joe said, opening my car door.

I nodded and got into my car. Joe blew me a kiss and shut my door. 

I could not wait to get out of there. All I wanted to do was sit in a bubble bath for an hour, and maybe take a luffa to my lips. When I got home, Jen was waiting for me.

“Hi; what are you doing here?” I asked.

“You have been kind of distant lately, and I wanted to check on you,” Jen said.

“Oh, not you too.” 

“Em, we are your friends. We love and care about you.”

“I’m fine, really.”

“Em, I love you, but you look like shit.”

“Thanks so much.”

“I can help you no matter what is going on.”

I exhaled, but the truth was I really needed to talk to someone. I was confused, and I really could use a friend.

“Come on,” I said, leading Jen to the house.

Jen and I went up to my room. I shut and locked the door. I walked across my room and looked out the window. I shut the curtains and then turned off my computer.

“Em, what has got you so freaked out?”

“Before I tell you anything, you have to swear not to tell another living soul.”

“Em, yes, of course; I won’t tell anyone.”

I took a deep breath and rolled up my sleeves. 

Jen gasped.
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I went back home after Caleb, Andy, and I came up with a plan. Starting tomorrow, Em would be under constant supervision until we figured out what was going on with her. School started in two weeks, and I was determined to figure it all out before then. After my shower; I tossed and turned for hours. I kept replaying my and Em’s conversation in my head. Truthfully, I missed Em terribly. I could not get her off my mind. I closed my eyes, and then my phone began to vibrate.

“Hello?” I said, answering my phone.

“Brett it’s Jen. I have to talk to you about... crap... hold on... I’ll be right out. No, I’m not talking to anyone. Brett, I have to go. I will call you tomorrow.”

“Jen? Hello?”

Jen hung up. I thought I heard Em in the background. Now I really couldn’t sleep. I put my headphones on and stared up at the ceiling. It took a few hours, but I finally drifted off.

The next morning, I got up and walked over to Em’s house. I crouched down behind some bushes on the side of her house and waited for something to happen. About a half an hour later, Joe drove up. I watched as he went up to the door. A few minutes later, Joe and Em got into Joe’s car and left. I ran to my house and got in my truck. I kept a safe distance away so that they didn’t realize I was following them. I followed them to the movie theater and parked a couple of rows behind them. 

Joe had his arm around Em as they walked toward the ticket counter, and I could feel the anger building within me. Em still looked sad; not at all how she looked when we were together. I stayed close enough to hear what movie they were going to, but far enough for them not to notice me. I watched them walk into the theater and waited a few minutes before I followed them in. The theater was dark, and I had a hard time finding them. I walked all the way up to the “make-out section” and there she was with Joe. I tried to keep from tearing him out of his seat and beating him senseless right there in the theater. How dare he bring my Em to the seedy part of the theater! Damn him, and damn Mr. Wellingsworth! There was an empty seat at the end of a row one down from where Em sat. As I looked back, I saw her; she was watching the movie as Joe kept trying different ways to make moves on her. If I wasn’t so pissed off, I would have enjoyed how Em dealt with Joe’s advances. He would lean in close, and then Em would turn away and pretend she was coughing. He would try to kiss her ear or neck, and then she would lean her head to that side. Then Joe got bold and grabbed Em, pulling her toward him. He smashed his lips into hers. I was just about to jump out of my seat when Em stood up and poured her drink over Joe’s head. She yelled something about cooling him off and then ran from the theater. Joe tried to follow, but made the mistake of walking past me. As he started past me, I stretched out my foot, and Joe tripped, landing face first on the floor. I stood up and gave him a hard kick to his side and then went to go find Em. I saw her run through the front door of the theater towards the parking lot. I made my way outside and saw her halfway down a row of parked cars.
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