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  This book is dedicated to everyone, especially the little children who have faced a cancer battle. I went through a cancer battle of my own in 2021, which is why it's taken me so long to get this book out, and I've known many others who have. I thank my amazing readers for being supportive and understanding of my slowness.




  





  Please take a moment to explore the wonderful and miraculous work of St. Jude's Research Hospital and BE THE MATCH donor registry. Please consider donating and/or signing up as a bone marrow donor.
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  I was nervous; my stomach was in knots.




  The bar and grill was crawling with college students despite the fact that there hadn’t been a game. It was better; finals week was over, and this was the last weekend many of the students would be on campus before leaving for the summer.




  I wondered if I should have chosen another location for this important talk. This was one of the local hangouts for the Clemson crowd and one of the first places that Dylan and I frequented after we came to South Carolina last summer. At the time, I had such high hopes and happy expectations, now I was just sad.




  I fiddled with my napkin under the table and stared straight ahead. My glass of Diet Pepsi blurred as my eyes lost their focus. They stung and I blinked, willing myself not to full on bawl my eyes out. I couldn’t let myself cry or Dylan wouldn’t buy what I was about to tell him.




  Right after Christmas, I’d made the decision to transfer to the University of Tennessee. The holiday had been miserable for me because Dylan had surprised us all by inviting his new girlfriend to Atlanta but didn’t give any advance warning. I’d tried to put on a brave face, but both my mom and Missy could read me like a book. Dylan usually could too, but he was too wrapped up in his latest groupie.




  I flushed. Such thoughts weren’t fair of me, and I knew it.




  Dylan became a star on the soccer field when the coaches started him as a freshman the first game of the season. It was unheard of and after that everyone wanted to know him.The men wanted to be his friend and the women wanted to date him. I tried to stay relevant in his life, and honestly, he tried to include me, but I always seemed to end up in the background, and after years of being inseparable, it hurt to be… well… separate. It was a physical pain that I didn’t know how to deal with.




  It wasn’t the girl’s fault that her presence ruined my Christmas. It wasn’t her fault that her constant giggling and asking me a million questions about Dylan whenever she could corner me grated on my nerves.




  I took a deep breath, remembering how disappointed I was that all the stuff we did as a family felt invaded by her presence. I almost gagged watching Dylan as he fawned all over her, and I found myself retreating to my room, turning on the music and wishing the time of year that normally, I loved the most, would hurry and get the hell over with.




  It was on one of these occasions that I’d decided I couldn’t take another three and half years of the same and made the decision to transfer out of Clemson. The decision broke my heart because I didn’t want to leave Dylan. I didn’t want to miss out on his games… but I felt isolated and alone. At least in Tennessee my mind would be distracted from missing him. I hoped it would, anyway.




  My mother followed me to my room on New Year’s Eve when Dylan was out with what’s her name and I’d been packing to go back to campus. She knocked softly.




  “Come in,” I said, putting three pairs of jeans into my suitcase.




  My mother poked her head into my room. “Can we talk, honey?”




  I nodded, knowing she could tell when something was bugging me. “Sure,” I said as she came in and sat down on my bed. “What’s up?”




  She always looked so beautiful and serene. She and my dad were so happy together and surely that was the reason, but now, I also saw the shadow of concern flit across her features.




  “That’s what I was going to ask you.”




  I stopped what I was doing and looked at her. My right shoulder lifted in a half-shrug. “I’ve just been thinking… maybe I should have just gone to Tennessee for undergrad. They wanted me, too. Maybe if I transfer now, I can volunteer at St. Jude this summer.”




  My mother looked concerned, a small crease appearing between her finely manicured brows. “Is that what you really want? I thought you and Dylan wanted to spend these four years together. It’s the last time you really get to be kids.”




  “Yeah, that was the plan, but I thought it would help me decide between medical school at U of T and the grad program at St. Jude.” My explanation sounded logical, but it was only part of the story. If I wanted, I could go to Memphis and volunteer at St. Jude every summer, without transferring undergrad. I realized my mother knew this by her expression, but she didn’t mention it directly.




  “What does Dylan think about you leaving?” she asked knowingly.




  That was the question, wasn’t it? I doubted he’d even notice I was missing from campus.




  “I haven’t told him yet. It’s my decision, not his. It won’t affect him and he’s so busy anyway.” I threw more clothes haphazardly into the open suitcase next to my mother.




  “I remember how busy your dad was with soccer, hon. Dylan is just getting acclimated. Things will settle down.”




  I could feel my throat get tight as I sank to the floor at her feet and leaned my back on the edge of the bed. My hand came up to my mouth. I was about to crack open, and I felt humiliated, even in front of my own mother. The stress of keeping all my feelings on lockdown was starting to wear on me.




  “He doesn’t have time for me.” A small sob broke from my chest and my mother slid off my bed to take me in her arms. I started to cry hard as she stroked my hair and I collapsed into her. “It’s so hard to miss him when he’s so close. And now, he’s got all of these girls hanging all over him, and so many social obligations… I feel invisible and ugly.” My heartbreak poured out unabashed. My mother was the one person I’d told how I really felt about Dylan.




  “Oh, Remi… you are anything but ugly. Have you told him how you feel? Maybe that’s all it would take.”




  I shook my head and pulled back, wiping my runny nose on the back of my hand. “How can I? With his glamour babes around all the time… he doesn’t even know I’m alive. He’s turned into a big jerk!”




  “That’s not true, Remi. Dylan loves you, I’m sure of it.”




  My face crumpled again as more sobs started. “Not the way I want him to love me, Mom! I know it was just me being young and stupid when I said I was his damsel, but I really believed we’d end up together. My heart wanted to believe it.”




  “Oh, my beautiful girl,” my mother soothed and gathered me close again. I could hear pain in her voice and feel her sigh against me. I knew she understood how I felt.




  “Please, can I transfer to U of T?” I pulled back and looked at her with tear-filled eyes. “Please?”




  She stroked back strands of hair that was sticking to the side of my face because of my tears and rubbed at my cheeks with her thumbs. “Are you sure that wouldn’t just make it worse? Maybe you should wait one more semester and see if things work out. Maybe Dylan will realize what he’s doing.”




  “He won’t.” I shook my head adamantly. I felt like a caged animal looking for an escape. “They treat him like a God, and I can’t compete. I don’t want to.”




  My mother’s eyes were sad. “Doesn’t he spend any time with you?”




  “You mean like it’s been this Christmas?” I closed my eyes and more tears squeezed out as I pointed out the obvious. I opened them and shook my head again. “It’s exactly like this all the time. Everyone is clamoring for him constantly; he doesn’t need me. He just gets mad when I don’t want to come to the parties to be part of the adoring crowd.”




  “I’m sure it’s overwhelming and the attention makes him feel good, but he’ll come around, Remi.”




  “What about how I feel? I can’t stand watching it, Mom. It’s as if he’s a different person.”




  “Okay,” my mother said. “I’ll talk to your dad, but it’s too late for this semester, Remi. The transfer can’t happen with only days before the semester begins.”




  “Okay, I’ll go to Clemson one more semester, but please tell Daddy I want to transfer because of St. Jude and my future goals. Not Dylan,” I pleaded. My father and Dylan were close, and I wasn’t sure he could keep the secret. “Please, Mom.”




  “Okay, baby,” she agreed. “I think Daddy would understand but he wouldn’t want you to make a hasty decision.”




  “I know I’ll lose my scholarship, but I’ll pay you back when I’m a doctor.” U of T had offered me a full ride out of high school, but I was unsure if it would be offered considering they weren’t my first choice. It wasn’t fair to ask my parents to pay tens of thousands of dollars just because I’d made a stupid mistake. I’d use this extra semester at Clemson to figure out the details, but even if I had to pay for the entire thing through student loans, I didn’t care.




  My mother had squeezed me tight and kissed my forehead. “Don’t worry about that, baby.”




  Now, sitting here in the booth waiting for Dylan, more memories assailed me. Our first semester, we arrived on campus excited for the future. Dylan was on a full soccer scholarship, and I had one of my own for academics. He was smart, too, but soccer was what he wanted the most. My parents and Dylan’s dad had attended Clemson so it was fitting that both of us would choose it as well.




  Dylan was my best friend in the world, and I knew he was destined to play professional soccer just as I was destined to have a career in childhood oncology. He knew my cancer story and had also aspired to med school for the same reason, but I could see that he loved playing soccer and had since we were young. My dad said he was good enough to go all the way, and he would know because he’d done so, himself, so Dylan decided on a physical therapy degree. Our entire family encouraged him, as did I. I was his biggest fan. My heart seized inside my chest. Leaving would be so hard, but it would be less painful than being on the outside looking in on Dylan’s life.




  I felt sick inside because that dream of graduating Clemson together, and watching Dylan play throughout his college career was about to end. I knew, deep down, that I’d still be watching him from a distance because he was destined to make the news and many of the college games would be on TV or streaming… I just wouldn’t have to witness the social agenda that was killing me.




  There was a ruckus at the entrance, and I sat up a little straighter and tried to calm my nerves. No doubt, that would be Dylan and one or two of his teammates creating the usual drama as they arrived. I’d asked him to meet me here alone, but one or two would no doubt tag along. I just hoped he’d respect me enough to give me a few minutes to talk uninterrupted.




  I was lost in my thoughts, but my head snapped sideways at the sound of his voice.




  “Hey, Remi.” Dylan’s greeting or demeanor didn’t indicate that he had any idea that there was anything out of the ordinary. “What’s up?”




  My eyes flitted to his friend, Mark, who appeared next to Dylan and then started to slide into the booth by my side. He’d been trying to date me since Welcome Week, but not only was my heart not open, he was Dylan’s roommate and I’d have to suffer the double dates.




  “Hi, Remi!” He was handsome, and fit, and smiled brightly; his pleasure at seeing me clear in his expression. It was regretful that he didn’t come close to Dylan in my eyes, even though he was spectacular in his own right. Maybe if I wasn’t in love with my best friend…




  I took a deep breath. “Hi… um…” I struggled to figure out how to tell him that I needed to speak to Dylan alone. My eyes shot daggers at Dylan for bringing Mark when he knew I had something important to speak to him about. “Listen…”




  Dylan’s deep blue eyes narrowed slightly before he glanced up at his friend. “Dude, would you mind giving Remi and me a minute? I wasn’t supposed to have a tag along.”




  I felt my cheeks flush. Now I would be lumped in with the other girls on Dylan’s leash.




  Oh, God, I silently lamented and fought not to press my hands to my face.




  “What?” Mark looked surprised. “I didn’t think it was like that between you two.”




  “It’s not,” Dylan scoffed. “It doesn’t mean we can’t have a private conversation.”




  Mark’s face relaxed and he shot me another charming smile. “Oh, sure. I’ll be around,” he said. “Talk to you later, Remi.”




  I wondered if my horror at Dylan’s words showed on my face. After Mark left, Dylan slid into the booth across from me. “What’s up? Did you want to eat?” He looked around until he caught the eye of one of the waiters, who was soon delivering menus and another Pepsi.




  I was hesitant to tell Dylan what was on my mind. Would he be angry or relieved? “I don’t want to keep you from your friends, so we don’t have to eat.”




  “My friends?” Dylan put the menu aside as annoyance settled on his features. “Mark only came because he wanted to hang out with you. When he found out I was meeting you, I couldn’t get rid of him. Trust me, I don’t want to be the segue for him getting into your pants.”




  “Nice, Dylan,” I spat.




  Dylan’s eyes shot from the menu up to my face for a few brief seconds. “What? It’s not like he keeps it a secret.”




  I shook my head in disgust, but what was the point? Soon, I’d be gone, and it wouldn’t matter either way. “Well, I don’t even know him, and I told you that I have something important to talk to you about, so...”




  “What’s your problem, lately? Why can’t we just hang out anymore? We always have these depressing conversations. Can’t you just be cool like you used to?” His interruption told me he didn’t want to hear what I had to say. Maybe he had a suspicion about what was coming.




  Embarrassment was making every inch of my skin burn. I could feel it set my face on fire and start to creep down my neck and chest. “I don’t know. Maybe because you’re such a prick, and I’m not one of your adoring groupies who flutter around and fawn all over you?” I pursed my lips and both of my eyebrows arched.




  “Wow.” Dylan threw the menu aside. “That’s bitchy, Remi. You’re the one who disappeared and isn’t ever around anymore.”




  “Is that so?” I retorted. “Are you sure I wasn’t pushed to the back of the crowd?” It was true that I’d stopped going to games and parties, but only after I’d become invisible.




  Dylan’s blue eyes bore into me. I could see him seething.




  “Yes!” he hissed.




  “Right. Well, you have enough new friends now, you don’t need insignificant little me.” I knew it sounded pathetic, but I was so angry and hurt; I couldn’t seem to stop the word vomit that I knew wouldn’t help the situation.




  “It isn’t like I haven’t tried to include you in everything, but you’re always making excuses because you can’t join.”




  I sucked in my breath, silently telling myself not to continue fighting with him. It wouldn’t help either one of us.




  The waiter showed up and Dylan looked annoyed. “Can you give us a few minutes, please?”




  “I’ve been going through some stuff of my own, that’s all,” I said in a calmer tone after the waiter retreated.




  “Like what?” Instantly, Dylan’s demeanor changed, and he stiffened. His brow dropped. “Has someone been bothering you? Just tell me who it is, and I’ll put a stop to it.”




  I got a glimpse of the old Dylan; my Dylan; the one who protected me and was always there for me. I shook my head and he visibly relaxed. “It’s nothing like that.”




  “What is it then?” I felt like he was really looking at me for the first time in months. It hurt, in a good way, and made me question my decision to leave. I wanted to reach across the table and touch him, so badly.




  “I’ve been thinking… and I just think…” I rambled. “I’ve decided…”




  “Remi, for Christ’s sake, just spit it out already.” Dylan ran an exasperated hand through his thick mop of sandy blond hair. “You never had trouble talking to me, so get on with it.”




  “Okay. I’m transferring to U of T next semester,” I blurted before I could think about it.




  Dylan froze and his eyes locked with mine. He waited a good five seconds before speaking. “Why?” His voice was low and controlled but the muscle in his jaw flexed.




  I broke eye contact, hoping it would make the next words easier and more convincing. “Because I’m trying to decide between med school and St. Jude’s grad program in Biometrics. I think I need to be there in the thick of it to make the correct choice. Besides, you’re so focused on soccer… you won’t have to worry about me anymore.”




  “Is that right?” His voice hardened. “I’m super glad you’ve decided what I do and don’t need to do.”




  I closed my eyes briefly before opening them and looking at him imploringly. “Don’t be a jerk. It hasn’t been an easy decision but what about what’s best for me?”




  “Why is this the first I’m hearing about it? Obviously, you’ve been thinking about it for a while.” He was pissed, and it was written all over him.




  “Because you’re so busy! We never spend any time together anymore. It isn’t as if I had a million opportunities to tell you.”




  “I told you… you’re the one who ghosted me! I know it hasn’t been like high school, but things change. We both have shit going on. I’m here right now, aren’t I? All you had to do was ask if you wanted to see me.”




  “I’m sorry, but I didn’t think I had to make an appointment to speak with my best friend.” I was on the defensive and I crossed my arms across my chest. Plus… it worked both ways: he could have asked to see me, just as easily.




  Dylan huffed. “We always used to talk about everything, Remi.”




  I felt indignant. How dare he say that to me when he was the reason our relationship changed? “Yeah, we did. Did. Past tense. We’re just going in different directions, lately.”




  “Hey, Dylan!” Three more of Dylan’s teammates had come into Esso’s and stopped by the booth. “Want to shoot some pool? John’s girlfriend is coming and she’s bringing a few of the other girls.”




  I could feel my lower jaw jut out as I stared Dylan down, waiting for his response.




  “In a bit. Give me a couple of minutes, guys.”




  There it was. He was once again choosing them over me. Even in this; maybe our last moment. I wasn’t sure what I expected. Did I think he would express his undying love and beg me to stay at Clemson? Dylan was proud. Too proud to ever grovel, and my childhood delusion that he felt the same way had dissipated months ago.




  I waited until his friends left us. “So, we went from dinner to a couple of minutes, huh?” Pain I couldn’t hide crept into my voice. “And you want to know why I’m leaving…” I shook my head in disgust. “I’m leaving for me. This isn’t just about you and your soccer career. We enrolled together to support each other, but it’s not working out that way. You’ve got plenty of fans…” I used both hands to make air quotes around a word that had become vile to me. “Clearly, you don’t need me.” I grabbed my backpack and started to slide from the booth, pulling it with me.




  “Remi, I didn’t mean for you to think we aren’t friends anymore.” His hand reached out and then dropped onto the tabletop.




  I paused and met his eyes. “I know, but we are getting pulled in different directions right now. I have to do what’s best for me and going to Tennessee, is it.”




  “Remi…” he said again, but I had to get out of there or I was going to break down. “Can’t we at least talk about it? Maybe when we’re at the ranch this summer?”




  I cleared my throat as I prepared to rush away. “I’m not going this year. I’m volunteering at St. Jude. I’m not even going home first. I’m going straight to Memphis and then Knoxville in the fall.” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. It was way more than I had planned to say.




  “Just like that, you’re gone?” Dylan said as I got up and hoisted the book bag over my shoulder.




  I stopped. My throat hurt and I knew that when I got into my car, I would start crying full force. I only hoped I could make it that long. I blinked fast and swallowed hard. “My best friend would already know the answer without asking.” I was screwed in either scenario. It hurt either way.




  With that, I started moving toward the entrance, praying I’d have a clear path. Thankfully, he didn’t come after me as the tears started to roll down my face.




  Dylan




  My breath left me as I pushed out of the booth.




  Watching Remi walk away it was as if my feet were bolted to the floor. I felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest, and yet, my heart was about to fly out of it. I tried to inhale but couldn’t. What could I say to her to make her change her mind? I knew I had been swallowed up in the team and my social scene. My ego had pushed away my better judgement and I was paying for it now. I always thought she’d be there; always thought it would be me and Remi, no matter what. I was just then realizing what a selfish asshole I’d been.




  The hand of my buddy landed on my chest as he suddenly appeared at my side. “What’d you do to scare her away, man?” Mark asked. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to talk to her all semester. Damn it!”




  I tried to speak but struggled. Remi pushed open the door of the restaurant and disappeared. I coughed.




  “So, pool?” my friend asked. Anger reared inside me. So much for his undying admiration for the woman I revered.




  My hand closed around his wrist to remove it as I started to walk toward the exit. “I gotta go,” I mumbled. Mark was my roommate and a good guy, but I had to finish the conversation with Remi.




  “I thought we were gonna—”




  “Man, I said I gotta go! I’ll see ya back at the dorm.” By now I was halfway across the busy room, and it was unlikely that he even heard me.




  “D!” he called after me, but I ignored him.




  I hit the door with the flats of both hands and it swung open following the loud bang. My eyes scanned the parking lot for Remi and her car. It was a large lot and full of vehicles. I started jogging between the rows, still searching.




  “Dylan! Where are you going?” I recognized the voice of Sally Borsey behind me. She was one of the cheerleaders and we’d hung out at one or two of the campus parties. “I wanted to see you before I left town! I swear its fate that you’re here!”




  No, it wasn’t fate; it was Remi asking me to be here, I thought.




  I acted like I didn’t hear her and continued weaving between the cars. I spotted Remi’s white Nissan four rows away just as the taillights indicated she’d started the engine and put it in reverse. I got to the car just as she started to back out, my hands banging down on the trunk. She stomped on the breaks just as the bumper contacted the muscles of my upper thighs.




  “Fuck, that was close,” I mumbled to myself. I was sure I’d have bruises later.




  Remi flew out of the car and railed at me. “Dylan Jeffers! What the hell were you thinking? I could have killed you!” Her eyes were wild and glassy with mascara smudges beneath, the skin of her face blotchy. She walked up to me and punched me as hard as she could, square in the gut. Her fist was small, but she hit me right in the diaphragm and it knocked the wind out of me. “Are you crazy?” she yelled.




  I gasped, my hand coming to rest on the hard muscles of my stomach. The truth was, it wasn’t that painful, but it was unexpected. “Remi, that hurt! And after you hit me with the car?”




  “Whatever,” she huffed angrily, giving me a shove by putting her hands on my chest. I planted my feet, and she didn’t move me. “My hand hurts worse. Get out of the way!”




  Others in the parking lot were starting to stare in our direction. I glanced toward the restaurant. We were at the far end of the parking lot, and Sally was approaching with a few of her friends that had gathered just outside the door. They started walking toward Remi’s car.




  “Not until we talk.”




  “The harem might object,” she spat nodding in the group’s direction.




  I walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and slid into the seat, leaving Remi at the back of her car. She hurried around and yanked the driver’s side door open and looked inside. “What are you doing? Get out!”




  “No. We haven’t finished our discussion. Get in,” I said calmly.




  “Dylan, why are you doing this? You aren’t going to change my mind.” I could hear the pain and frustration lacing her voice.




  I leaned over and looked up at her. She was so damn exasperating! “Will you just get in the fucking car? Unless you really do want to make a scene. We can hash it out in private or we can do it in the lot in front of God and everyone. I don’t give a shit!”




  She gasped, clearly angry. I could tell by the way her shoulders slumped, and she pushed her long hair back, both sides at once but using only one hand. “Ughhhhh!” she yelled, but quickly got inside and started the engine, slammed the car in reverse. It took five seconds before she was tearing out of the lot and onto a side street.




  I could see her take a deep breath, but she kept her eyes trained on the road. Her lower jaw jutted out in defiance. Neither of us had buckled our seat belts and the car began that annoying buzz. Remi yanked hers across her body and clicked it into place.




  I studied her profile as if it would be the last time that I’d ever see her. Her small, straight nose, high cheekbones, and delicate features were so beautiful, even with her make-up smudged and the angry expression plastered on her face.




  “What’s your problem?” she finally blurted.




  “What’s my problem?” I huffed in annoyance. “You didn’t talk to me before you made this decision.”




  She glanced in my direction then back at the road. “Dylan it’s my decision, not yours. It has nothing to do with you.”




  “I don’t agree. If that were true, why didn’t you just go to U of T in the first place, huh? I mean, if it had nothing to do with me and the plans that we made together meant zilch.” The buzzing finally got the best of me, and I put the seatbelt on. “What’s changed?”




  Her face softened a little. “Reality. When we made these plans, we were so idealistic, and we didn’t know what to expect. Honestly, we should have known you’d be hyper involved with the team and my course load would interfere with all the parties. I’m busy with my science classes, studying, and the labs. I just can’t hang out like I want, and I’m jealous.”




  My eyebrows rose. “Jealous? Of… the girls?”




  Sure, there were women around, but none of them could take her place. They were fun, but she was… Remi. We just never had a relationship like that. I’d tried to ask her to the prom our junior year but she already had a date and so it was clear that she didn’t think of me as more than a friend so rather than create a huge abyss between us, I just relegated myself to being her friend.




  “Nuh, no.” She shook her head adamantly. “Obviously, I want to hang out with you and do all the fun stuff, and I know you resent that I’m not there. I just… I should have known things would change.” The words tumbled out of her mouth at break-neck speed and my brow creased as my eyes narrowed on her face. “You shouldn’t have to worry about me. I just think we’re on different paths, and it started a little sooner than we planned, that’s all. But it was inevitable, Dylan.”




  It was true; it had pissed me off that she wasn’t around as much, and even over Christmas she wasn’t any fun. Suddenly, I was filled with regret. Being the self-absorbed prick that I was, I didn’t think about what she was dealing with, and I felt defeated.




  “What happened to us, Remi?” I ran my hand over my face, scrubbing at the stubble on my chin.




  “We grew up,” she said simply. I could hear the crack in her voice, even if she tried to hide it.




  “Not even one last summer working on the ranch?” I asked woefully, staring out the window as she drove. I hated that we were in the car. I wanted to put an arm around her, or hold her hand, and I wasn’t sure if it were to comfort her or myself.




  She shook her head and brushed away an errant tear from her eye. “Now that I’ve made this decision, I think it’s best if I just get on with it.”




  “Even if I ask you to wait?” I felt pathetic and desperate, and I didn’t even understand why I had this emptiness sucking a hole in my chest. I tried to take a deep breath to ease the tightness in my lungs, but without being obvious about it. It was no help.




  “I really can’t, but you should still go. Maybe take that girl from Christmas if you don’t want to go alone,” she suggested without looking at me. It seemed so impersonal and cold.




  “So, that’s how it is,” I said spitefully.




  “That’s how it’s been, Dylan. Be honest. Try to be happy for me. I want that for you, and I know you enjoy soccer and your new friends. I’d never stand in your way.”




  “What will make you happy?” I did my best to disguise my anger and disappointment that I was feeling. Pain that had taken root somewhere deep inside my chest. The future, no matter how bright my soccer career at Clemson might be, felt empty without the sureness of her presence. And what about later if I made it professionally? Just knowing she was near had been enough for me, but obviously it wasn’t enough for Remi. I knew I was selfish and self-absorbed, but it still hurt like a bitch that she could put me in her rearview mirror so easily.




  “Making a difference for little kids with cancer. It’s more than a dream, I feel a responsibility to give back.”




  I nodded. “I understand. When do you leave?” I asked the question, but I didn’t want the answer. Not really.




  “I’m almost packed, so tomorrow.”




  This punch in the gut was much worse than the one she’d delivered back at the bar. “Wow. That soon?” There was a boiling deep down inside me and a plethora of emotions filled me. Was I mad? Was I sad? Was I just… done?




  “I didn’t see any reason to wait.”




  “You waited until today to tell me, then just poof? You’re gone, just like that? Wow.”




  “It was hard enough to get you to meet me today. I guess I’ve been putting it off because I was afraid of your reaction.”




  “You knew what my reaction would be.” My tone was level, despite the turmoil I felt inside. Remi knew me better than anyone else on the planet and I thought it would always be that way.




  “I’ve been struggling with this, and I knew telling you would be hard. And you’re right, I also knew what your reaction would be, so why put us both through it for longer than necessary?”




  It hurt that she could keep it from me, and that she didn’t include me in the decision, but she was right. It wouldn’t have mattered if she’d told me sooner, except I would have had more time to try and talk her out of it. But would that have been right for her, or just me?




  I sighed heavily. “Are you spending the evening with your friends?”




  “I planned on having dinner with you. I’ve already said goodbye to everyone else.”




  The words felt like a knife in my heart. I wanted every second I could get with her, but I knew each one would hurt. “Okay, let’s eat then. Does Mario’s sound good?” I nodded at a restaurant coming up on the left. It was one of her favorites and we ate there five times the first week we were in town.




  Remi nodded and pulled in and parked. We both sat in silence for a moment, then we unbuckled our seat belts at the same time. I held out my hand and she put her smaller one into it. My fingers wrapped around hers, and I pulled it up to kiss the top of it.




  When she glanced up at me her eyes were full of tears.




  As we climbed out of the car together and I walked around to take her hand again. “I’ll come by in the morning to help you load your car, okay?” I just didn’t want tonight to be goodbye. I wanted a few more hours with my best friend so I could get used to the idea of her leaving. “Tonight, let’s just have fun. Maybe go to the arcade or the bowling alley later?”




  I knew the coming months and years would be hard, the distance between us might get harder to overcome, and that many things would change between us.




  Despite being hurt and upset, I pushed it aside. I wanted one more night with Remi. One more night with my damsel.
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  Remi




  The crowd was on their feet, screaming at the top of their lungs.




  The entire stadium was enthralled as we cheered on the two final teams in the NCAA College Cup Championship. I was personally invested; my eyes never leaving one particular player.




  Positioned in the middle of my large extended family; we all cheered for the entire team, but specifically, my best friend, Dylan. He was the Clemson soccer star who, ironically, followed in my father’s footsteps, right down to being the star forward for the same university and being drafted by the United States Men’s National Team.




  My mother was squeezing my hand so hard I thought the circulation would be cut off. My dad, and Dylan’s, were to my left both screaming at the top of their lungs like a couple of kids.




  “That’s my boy!” Jensen bellowed. “Do you see him? Look at him go! He’s amazing!”




  “To the left! Shoot, Dylan! You’ve got an opening!” My father yelled. First and always Dylan’s coach, his tutelage had assured Dylan’s success.




  I rolled my eyes and laughed at the two of them. As if Dylan could hear them from the stands and above the uproarious din of the crowd. I could see the pride that puffed out both men’s chests and it wasn’t less than I felt myself. I felt something more. A lot more.




  My eyes followed the lean, lithe figure with the sandy blond hair as he moved swiftly down the field, wielding the ball with the precision he’d practiced for years, then blasting it into his opponent’s net as if he’d heard every word my dad had shouted at him.




  The group of us all started screaming and jumping up and down in unison with the thousands of others in the packed stadium. My dad and Jensey both put their hands to their mouths, using their fingers to let out almost obnoxious whistles in unison!




  Happiness made me laugh and smile so much my cheeks hurt.




  “Oh my God!” Missy, Dylan’s mom screamed and waved a Clemson flag above her head. “Yeah, Dyllllaaaannnnn! Whooooooooo!”




  My own mother clasped my arm with both hands, her expression excited. She knew what I hadn’t shared with others. “There’s our boy! Right, Remi?”




  He was pretty spectacular, I admitted to myself. In the massive eruption, I was sort of speechless. I didn’t know how I was supposed to feel and all I could do was nod my head; my eyes riveted on Dylan.




  Not much had changed, and I found myself getting a lump in my throat as emotion overflowed. I was regretful that I’d missed so many of his games. I blinked back the tears; my eyes hidden by my dark sunglasses. “Yes! Amazing!” I was enthusiastic in my exclamation but trying so hard to hide the tightness as I finally found my voice.




  Our family was complicated, maybe even strange to the outside observer, but to all of us it was perfect. Dylan and I had grown up together after my stepdad, Jensen, married his mother, Missy. He was divorced from my mom, Teagan, who then married my real dad, Chase; and my dad and stepdad had been best friends from college. Even I found it a little unconventional, but I was thankful for every one of the four adults who co-parented us so well.




  A little later, my brother Mace was born, followed by my little sister, Bliss, and Dylan’s little brother, Josh. Holidays and vacations were all spent together, and we shared grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins as if they were blood. All in all, it had been a magical childhood.




  Growing up, Dylan had idolized my dad, who was a professional soccer player, He wanted to be just like him and to have the same career.




  As the star of Arsenal and then the American team after he and my mom got married, my father was one of the most famous soccer players on the planet. It hadn’t been easy as Dad commuted across country for practices and played games and exhibitions all over the world. He made huge sacrifices to be with my mom and me, then my siblings, but watching him with my mom, I had no doubt he’d made the right choice and would do it again, a hundred times over.




  I did wonder what Dylan’s plans would entail. The Stars and Stripes home stadium was an ever-changing place all over, but his games were held in various stadiums all over the globe. Our entire family traveled all over the country, and sometimes abroad, to watch him play whenever we could. I reminded myself that it really didn’t matter where Dylan was located since I was staying in Memphis for the summer and attending medical school in the fall. I’d been accepted to both medical school at the University of Tennessee and to the St. Jude research program. I was still deciding which path to take. Either way, it would be easier and less stressful for Dylan if he settled in Kansas City. I was irrelevant to the equation.




  I sighed. I didn’t feel irrelevant. I felt a little heartsick that, in a few weeks, he wouldn’t be in the place I considered home.




  For Dylan’s final college game, I made the trip down to South Carolina hoping to surprise him. I was pensive about his reaction but was praying it would be positive. We hadn’t seen each other for months and over the past three years hadn’t been in touch as much as I wanted. It just seemed easier to keep a little distance between us, and I sensed we both felt that way. Not knowing much about what was going on in each other’s personal lives seemed easier somehow. It didn’t mean I didn’t wonder or think about him. It didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to watch all of it from a distance… but it was a pain I wasn’t ready to let go of.




  We both started our college careers at Clemson University when Dylan’s dream had been to use all my father had taught him to rocket to a professional career in a similar fashion. He’d done just that and would probably be heading to training camp soon. After my childhood leukemia, I knew I had to become a hematology oncologist and researcher which began with an undergraduate degree in biology.




  Dylan and I had it all planned out; we’d been best friends since we were six or seven and while it wasn’t always smooth sailing, I couldn’t have pictured a day of my life without him. But, one day, all that changed.




  I’d transferred to U of T, after my freshman year using the excuse that I wanted to be closer to St. Jude Research Hospital to further my desire to be a childhood cancer specialist. Technically it was true, but I could have waited until graduate school. I’d wanted to support my best friend during the first four years, but the truth was that from the first game of the first soccer season, Dylan became a campus celebrity and he had less and less time for me. I knew it wasn’t intentional, but never-the-less, we grew apart.




  It got harder and harder to hide my hurt when women draped all over him pretty much everywhere we went, so I stopped showing up. I didn’t want to be around it, and if he found out how I felt I would have been completely humiliated. I stomached it for as long as I could, spouting one excuse after another why I couldn’t hang out, and Dylan’s disappointment turned to anger.




  I sighed and swallowed hard at the emotion welling up inside. It still hurt to think about and seeing him was just as difficult as walking away had been.




  Would he be happy to see me?




  His teammates were lifting him up on their shoulders and carrying him around the field after scoring the winning goal and three others. He looked so happy. He looked so beautiful. Even with his hair plastered to his face and his shirt clinging to his body, because both were soaked in sweat, didn’t dampen how attractive he was to me. He was everything and always had been.




  The fans started to flood the field surrounding the players. I felt frozen in place until my dad slid a strong arm around my shoulders. “Come on, princess! Do you want to go down to the field? I bet Dylan would be glad to see you.”




  I shook my head, welcoming the comfort of my father’s presence. My arm slipped around his still trim, very muscular waist. “No, let him celebrate with his team.”




  His green eyes, so like my own, roamed my face knowingly and he offered a slight nod. “Okay, sweetheart. We’re supposed to meet Dylan at The Esso Club in an hour.”




  Esso’s was a local sports bar and grill, and the inside was like a shrine to Clemson athletes. No doubt my father’s, as well as Dylan’s, photographs were among them in several places around the establishment. It had been a staple of the community since the 1930’s and my parents had spent time here, as had Dylan and our friends. It was also the place I’d told Dylan I was leaving Clemson.




  Of course, that’s where he picked, I thought. I cleared my throat. “Okay. Should I take my car and meet you there?” I asked.




  “Bliss might want to ride with you. She’s been so excited to see you,” my mother said in a lowered tone, so my sister wouldn’t hear. “She’s missed you.”




  Mace was the spitting image of my dad and Bliss looked like a younger version of me. She was a little over eight years younger and I adored her. She was fourteen and Mace was sixteen. My sister and I had our mother’s long brunette locks but shared our father’s deep green eyes with our brother, who looked just like my father. My siblings had been seated at the end of the row with Dylan’s little brother, Josh.




  When I was a little girl, I had some weird idea that Bliss and Josh would somehow grow up as close as Dylan and me, but Josh became better friends with my brother. Oh well, I thought. I sucked at matchmaking, anyway.




  “Remi?” My mother’s voice brought me out of my thoughts.




  “Yes? Yeah, sure. We’ll meet you there.” I smiled at my little sister as we made our way out of the row of seats to the stairs that would take us out of the stadium. “Come on, kiddo!”




  Bliss smiled as I put my arm around her and gave her a squeeze.




  Josh and Mace moved at break-neck speed down the stairs toward the field with my dad and Jensey, following at a saner pace. “See you later, Mom! Dylan said we could meet him in the locker room!” Josh, a few months younger than Bliss, was ready to explode with excitement, already racing in the other direction.




  “Okay. Just don’t get in the way! Joshua!” Missy called out.




  “We won’t, Missy. I’ll watch out for him,” Mace assured, hurrying after the younger boy.




  “I guess that leaves you and me, Teagan,” Missy said, cocking her blonde head. “Chase and the boys can ride with Jensen.”




  My mom nodded. “That’s a good plan.”




  Soon Bliss and I were headed to my car while Mom and Missy walked to hers across the parking lot.




  “I can’t wait until I can drive. Are you getting a new car? Maybe I can have this one?” my sister asked with barely veiled excitement.




  “Bliss you won’t be sixteen for two years,” I lamented, unlocking the door with my fob, clicking it twice so that the passenger side would open at the same time.




  “I can still learn!”




  “It doesn’t make sense, Bliss. Mom and Dad will never agree to get you a car two years early. Do you even have a learner’s permit?” I opened my door and slid in.




  “I’m getting one,” she said as she got into the passenger side.




  “That’s a start.”




  “But I want a new car so badly! I’ve been looking at the new Mercedes.”




  My eyes widened behind my sunglasses. I pushed the start button to start my white Nissan Altima, with a wry grin. It had been a gift from my parents four years ago when I graduated high school. Before that I had an old Honda Civic. I mean, it was like ten years old when I got it, and it still ran well enough for my little brother to use. There was no way my parents would get Bliss a new car now and I doubted it would be a Mercedes, even at graduation. “Why not make it an Audi or Ferrari?” I asked sardonically. “Josh drives my old beater, Bliss. Give it up.”




  “But Dad makes so much money!” Bliss almost wailed. “My friends are dripping in diamonds and designer clothes.”




  “So? Are you naked or starving? You’re fine.” I rolled my eyes when she groaned.




  My dad stopped playing professionally only last year when the head coach of his team retired, and they offered him the gig. Growing up, we did live in a very nice house, we traveled, we had everything we needed, but our parents’ placed expectations on us and spoiled us with love, not stuff. “Personally, I’m glad they are the way they are. Who wants to be a spoiled brat?”




  “Ughhh!” Bliss moaned and threw her head back. “Of course, you’d say that.”




  I laughed and backed out of the parking spot after waiting for a few cars behind me to clear. The going would be slow after a big event like this and so many fans flowing out at once. “Yep!” I agreed with a smile. “So sorry that you have such a rough life, Bliss. Are you spending the summer at the ranch?”




  “Yes, but Josh and Mace are going to soccer camp so Uncle Ben said I can bring a friend, so I’m taking Brittney.”




  “That will be fun.”




  Dylan and I spent many happy summers at the Wyoming dude ranch that Dylan’s Uncle Ben and Aunt Marin owned. They put us to work every single day, but we loved every minute of it.




  I was finally inching my way to the main road. It was a good thing that we were meeting an hour after the end of the game. A good thirty minutes had already passed just getting to the car and out of the stadium parking lot.




  “Are you and Dylan still acting weird?” she asked astutely.




  I lifted my right shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m not sure. It was awkward at Christmas three years ago.” We all went to Vail for a white Christmas and while it was fun, it wasn’t like spending the holidays at home.




  “Well, yeah, you brought that douche home with you. What’d you expect?”




  I grunted, turning onto the road that would lead us back into town and toward the restaurant. Traffic was still bumper-to-bumper, and it would be slow going. “Um, what are you talking about? Will was a nice guy and very smart!”




  Bliss shook her head. “Very boring, you mean,” my sister said blandly. “And now Alan. He’s worse! Bleh! You sure know how to pick ‘em.”




  I rolled my eyes. “Dylan always has some babe on his arm, so why would he care? I thought he’d be bringing home some girl, too. It’s not like that between us, anyway,” I protested. It was the first time in three years that he hadn’t had a different girlfriend on his arm.




  “Okay, sure.” She was skeptical. “Now you barely mention Dylan. What happened between you two, anyway?”




  “He was upset that I transferred out of Clemson. I mean, he got his dream, and I just wanted mine. You know why I want to be an oncologist, Bliss. It just happens sometimes. People grow apart over time.”




  She studied me as I drove. I could almost feel her eyes on me. “Yeah, but you’re just now starting your internship at St. Jude, right?” she asked smartly. Bliss might be young, but she had a mature intuitiveness about her.




  It was true, the internship was starting in the fall and though I’d volunteered there for the past three summers, the internship was beginning in the same month as medical school. “Yes, but I worked many hours as a volunteer these past three years and I’ll continue it when I can. It’s heartbreaking to see all these little kids suffering and after my experience, I just want to make a difference.”




  She seemed to accept my explanation. “I can’t even think of you having cancer, Remi.”




  “Well, you weren’t born yet, Bliss. Of course, you can’t.”




  My parents made a pact never to take pictures of me when I was at my sickest because if something happened that wasn’t how they wanted to remember me, and if I recovered, they didn’t want to remind me of those awful days when I had to go through treatment.




  “I was so young. If I hadn’t been sick, so many things would be different, and I wouldn’t want it any other way than it had been. Daddy wouldn’t have come back to Mom, you and Josh wouldn’t even be born, and Jensey might not have married Missy. And now, I’m going to be a doctor and help save lives. Everything happens for a reason.”




  “You forgot to add that you and Dylan wouldn’t be best friends,” Bliss pointed out, astutely.




  “I’m not sure we are best friends anymore,” I said sadly.




  Bliss pursed her lips and one eyebrow cocked. “Of course, you are! Geeze!”




  “I hope he’s happy to see me. He doesn’t even know I’m here.”




  “Well, you are both super dumb,” Bliss said simply, and maybe she was right.




  The restaurant came into sight and my stomach tightened. The parking lot was packed but I found a space at the back, then Bliss and I got out and made our way inside. The butterflies in my stomach turned into hard knots.




  The manager knew my entire family and greeted us with enthusiasm. “Remi! What a wonderful surprise! Hello, Bliss!” The older gentleman had greying hair and a goatee; he was wearing a brown T-shirt with the establishment logo emblazoned huge across the front.




  He hugged us both, one at a time.




  “Yeah, I wanted to be here for Dylan’s last college championship. Is anyone else here yet?”




  “Nope! You two are the first, but Chase called and reserved a table for fourteen.”




  “Fourteen?” my heart fell. Hopefully Dylan wouldn’t be bringing a girlfriend and a bunch of friends because then we wouldn’t be able to talk like I wanted.




  “I’m not supposed to tell you.” He winked.




  “Okay,” I said, my trepidation still causing me to fidget.




  “Jessie will show you to your table. Jess?” he called to the hostess. “Forrester reservation. Will you please show these lovely young ladies to their table?”




  A young brunette woman with a happy smile nodded. “This way please.” She led us to the back of the restaurant where a few tables were pulled together next to the long window. There were filled water glasses and menus at each place setting. “Here we are.” She indicated. “Can I get you a drink while you wait?”




  I pulled out a chair to sit down. “Riesling, if you have it.”




  “Oooh, me, too,” Bliss piped up, already seated next to me.




  “Uh, no. Soda.” I shook my head with a raised eyebrow. “Nice try.”




  “Awwww!” Bliss rolled her eyes. “Sprite, then,” she said.




  “Can I see your ID, please?” the waitress asked.




  “Sure.” I pulled it out and handed it over. After she’d glanced at it, I replaced it into my wallet then shoved it and my sunglasses into my purse before setting it on the floor beneath my chair.




  Jess nodded. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”




  As soon as she left us the larger-than-life figure of Dylan’s Uncle Ben appeared with my Aunt Marin and identical twin daughters Lily and Lila.




  “Oh my God!” I exclaimed, jumping up from my chair to rush into his arms, and then Marin’s. I hugged them both tight. “I’m so happy to see you! Why didn’t you sit with us at the game?”




  “We only arranged to come after Chase got your tickets, so we were on the end up in the nosebleed section!” Marin said.




  “Well, I’m glad you’re here! Does Dylan know you’re coming?”




  “Yes. I couldn’t keep it a secret from him!” Ben admitted. “We text all the time and he knows my every move, so there’s that.” He flashed a bright smile.




  I glanced at my cousins who were already seated on the other side of Bliss and chatting away with her. They were beautiful eleven-year-olds with long blond curls and blue eyes.




  I knelt down between their chairs. “How are you beautiful ladies doing? You left the horses, and dogs behind?” I teased, leaning over to kiss one, then the other, on their cheeks. “Who’s taking care of them?”




  “Mr. Davis is taking care of them for us,” Lily said. Davis was Ben’s best friend who came to work and manage the ranch with my aunt and uncle after their business took off.




  “But we still miss them. Especially Dark and Daisy!” Lila put in.




  “Of course!” I touched each of their cheeks before returning to my seat. “I miss them, too!” I loved all the animals on the ranch. Gemmy, the old black lab had been just a puppy the first time Dylan and I had been at the ranch, but there were three other dogs now, too.




  “They’re the best!” Ben added with a wink at me.




  It wasn’t long before Jessie returned to bring Bliss’s Sprite and get the other’s orders. Soon my parents arrived and after their greetings and drink orders everyone was engaged in conversation and just one empty seat remained. Missy was obvious in leaving the one between her and I open for Dylan, giving my hand a little squeeze under the table after she sat down.




  I tried to swallow down my nerves and took a big pull on my white wine.




  Why was I so friggin’ nervous?




  Dylan




  I was late meeting my family at Esso’s.




  I’d been named MVP of my last college game and the locker room had been bombarded by reporters, and Mace and Josh came in and added an extra layer of distraction. My dad and Chase both stood back watching, but the pride on both of their faces was more important to me than the trophy. The only thing that could have made it better would be to look up and see Remi standing with them. My right hand lifted and came to rest over my heart. I’d texted her three times last week hoping she’d answer or call me so we could talk.




  It would have been easier to work it into the conversation rather than blurting “Hey, this is my last college game ever, and you were with me at the beginning of this journey, and it would mean a lot of you could be there.”




  My dad and Chase had herded Mace and Josh out of the locker room so I could shower and change, and the reporters followed Chase. He still held the record for most goals in a professional season and now he was coaching with the National Team. He was like a second father to me, and I was proud of all he’d accomplished. It had been a blast going to professional games and just knowing him made me like a rockstar among my friends.




  Chase had drilled into me that hard work and training were the only way to be the best, and he’d been right. I was excited about being drafted by the USNMT with Remi’s dad as my head coach, though he’d only accepted after I’d been added to the team because he said it was a conflict of interest. The entire thing was a dream come true; except I’d always pictured Remi being by my side. It would have meant a lot if I could have shared the experience with her.




  My Clemson teammates were celebrating and many of them would also be at Esso’s. Christy would be there, too. She’d appeared next to me on the field after the win and offered a brief, but enthusiastic hug and a lot of exuberant screams.




  She was one of the Tiger Cheerleaders and the rest of the guys thought I was the luckiest man alive. The excitement and happiness in her expression caused a flash of guilt, even amid all the victory pats, shouts, and body slams from members of my team. I’d returned her hug, but half-assed, and left her on the field after telling her that I had to meet my dad and Chase in the locker room.




  I was moving away from South Carolina, and she was staying put, so we had a lot to talk about. She’d been my girlfriend for the past year and a half, and I knew she was waiting for me to ask her to come with me because she failed to make any plans of her own, but I wasn’t feeling it. Thinking about it made me feel like a prick because I knew I didn’t want it. Last Christmas, she’d asked to come with me back to Atlanta, but I knew Remi might be there would be there and so I made an excuse that it was only family because one of my grandmother’s was sick. It was true, but it was only a cold. Turned out, Remi didn’t show up, and I spent the entire break pissed off.




  Christy had been amazing to me, helping me out of the depressive slump I’d fallen into after Remi transferred to Tennessee and she’d paid her dues. We were just friends for over a year until I finally agreed to date her. I had to admit she was fun, but something held me back from going all in. Maybe it was the thousand times Remi told me she was my damsel when we were kids… sure, it was cute when were little, and I did feel protective of her, but she was my best friend forever; until she wasn’t.




  I wasn’t sure why, but a pair of sad green eyes haunted me. I remembered how left out Remi felt when we first came to Clemson, and this new career would be even more intense, so I told myself the same thing would happen with Christy.




  I weaved my way through the parking lot, inhaling deeply as I ran my hand through my still damp hair.




  “Hey, Dylan! Awesome game! You were great.” A middle-aged man was walking in across the parking lot with his wife. My mind registered them as one of my teammates’ parents.




  “Thank you,” I nodded and put up my hand in a short wave. “But I didn’t win the game alone, you know!”




  As I got closer, and we neared the restaurant entrance he patted me on my shoulder. “Yes, they were great, too, but you have an amazing future ahead of you and I’ll be following it all the way!” The man’s fervent support was over the top and I was grateful.




  I felt humbled and pressed my lips together. “Thank you, sir. That means a lot.”




  When we went through the doors the entire place erupted in a chorus of cheers. Everyone stood and turned toward me, crowding around, and bombarding me with congratulations, hugs, pats and even slugs in the arm. A couple of the women kissed my cheek or offered hugs, and Christy was there waiting, too. She stepped forward, jumped up wrapping her arms hard around my neck and lifting her legs around my waist, then planting a big kiss on my mouth. My arms went around her briefly before I pulled away and set her down. “My folks are here,” I murmured.




  “So?” She looked put out and a pout settled on her face. She could tell I’d been pulling away for the past month or so and yet avoided asking what was going on. Deep down, she probably didn’t want to hear what she knew I’d say.




  I faced the crowd with a smile as I tried to inch my way through, my eyes searching for the tall frames of my dad or Uncle Chase. No, he wasn’t really my Uncle but he was my dad’s best friend and I’d always called him that.




  “Here’s our star player!” The manager stepped out of the crowd toward me and squeezed my shoulder. “I hear you’re the MVP!” he said with a big smile. “Way to go!”




  I just nodded. “Thank you, Mr. McCarty.”




  “Your proud family is at the back by the window!”




  I couldn’t help but smile, as pleasure filled me. My parents and coaches had taught me to be humble, so I didn’t want to acknowledge much more than the hard work I put in most of my life, but it was difficult not to feel elated by all the support that filled the bar. I was about to start my professional career and soon my dad would be calling my games on national television, and even better, my “Uncle” Chase, the legend “Ace” Forrester, would officially be my coach with the Yanks. I’d revered these two men my entire life and they had both put everything they had into shaping me into the athlete I had become. Gratitude welled within me, and a lump started to form in my throat. It was all overwhelming. Part of me was sad that I’d just played my last game for Clemson, but the future was bright.




  I was conscious of Christy clinging to my hand and arm as we walked through the crowd, stopping to acknowledge the well-wishers as I made my way through the restaurant.




  I glanced up and my heart stopped.




  My eyes locked with a pair of bright green ones that were welling up with tears. Remi stood fifteen feet in front of me, her hand covering her mouth as she held back sob. I knew it because that’s what she always did when she tried not to cry.




  My breath caught and my heart shattered as I moved forward as if in a trance. Disengaging from Christy and leaving her to watch; I gathered Remi up into a hard embrace. I lifted her to me, and her arms returned my tight hug around my neck and shoulders. For a minute I just held her close, my eyes closed, I inhaled the scent of her familiar perfume; a gift from me on her sixteenth birthday. I inhaled a shaky breath not caring who was watching or even hearing the cheers, claps, or comments around us. It felt like a million years since I’d held her.




  It was just us, and the year and a half since the last time I’d seen her melted away. “You came back.” It was a simple statement, but so full of meaning.




  I could feel a sob break from her little body as her arms tightened even more around my shoulders and she turned her face into my throat. “Of course, I did. You didn’t think I’d miss your last game, did you?”




  My arms still held her tight, one hand fisted in the back of her Clemson Tiger T-shirt and the other cupping the back of her head, burying in the dark silk of her hair. I couldn’t see her back, but I knew it was one of my old jerseys. It would have Jeffers and my number on it.




  I set her down onto her feet and kissed her on her temple, before cupping both sides of her beautiful face with my hands and brushing away her tears with my thumbs. She offered a tremulous smile that turned into a soft laugh through her tears. My eyes drank her in. “I wish I would have known you were coming.”




  “I wanted to surprise you. I’m so proud of you. You did it!” She laughed through her tears.




  “How long are you here?” My heart constricted at the thought of her leaving again, but I knew it was coming. It was summer, so I hoped she had some time off. Maybe we could go to Wyoming and spend a week on the Ranch with Uncle Ben and Aunt Marin. “Can you stay until I go to Kansas City? I have a couple of weeks off first.”




  “I’ll talk to you about it later if that’s okay. Without the crowd?”




  Her eyes shot in one direction and her head cocked in the other, bringing me fully aware of the hundred or so pairs of eyes trained on us. I nodded in understanding.




  “And who is this?” Christy’s hand wrapped around my bicep from behind and Remi stepped back, her eyes wide. Suddenly my heart dropped as my gaze locked with hers.




  Bliss, who was standing next to Remi and who had also risen from her seat, spoke out. “She’s his damsel. Remi. Maybe you’ve heard of her?”




  I almost laughed out loud. Bliss was almost as protective of Remi as I was, and she sensed a threat in Christy.




  Christy was taken aback, and her expression turned slightly sour. “His damsel? What is that supposed to mean? Is it 1400 or something?”




  Remi’s face was flushing with heat as she looked completely horrified. “It’s just something we used to say when we were kids. Little kids. We’re just friends, I promise.”




  My eyes shot back to Remi’s. “Best friends.” I couldn’t resist the clarification.




  “Are we?” she asked quietly.




  “Always and forever,” I answered, and Remi’s pleased smile was enough to light up the world.




  “Okay,” she nodded. “Agreed.”




  My dad cleared his throat. “Sit down kids! Let’s order and we can all catch up with Remi and congratulate our MVP.”




  “Dad,” I shook my head in admonishment. “You know the rules.”




  “Well, I’ll make an exception just this once.”




  Bliss pulled out the empty chair between her and Remi. “Here you go, Dylan. Sorry, we didn’t plan for a plus one,” she said pointedly, though there was one extra chair at the other end of the table.




  “Bliss!” Remi gasped. “We can move that empty chair.”




  “Yes, we can. Mace, do you mind?” Chase commanded his middle child, who immediately stood and went to do his bidding.




  As we all took our seats. Those of us who didn’t have drinks, ordered, my mom shot me a pointed look. Christy knew both couples; my parents, Teagan and Chase, and the younger kids… the only one of our family that she didn’t know was Remi.




  I realized I hadn’t introduced her and needed to rectify the situation, but how? I didn’t want to introduce her as my girlfriend. “Remi, this is Christy Taylor.”




  “His girlfriend,” Christy pointed out.




  “Yes. Nice to meet you,” Remi said politely.




  Suddenly, it was of the utmost importance that I explain to both women exactly how things were… and with Christy, it would be easy: I was leaving, I’d be busy as hell, and I didn’t have time for a girlfriend. I found myself desperate to make Remi understand that yes, Christy was fun, and I liked her, but she could never replace my best friend.
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