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To my daughter, Shelby, and my son, Bryan.


You both make me so proud.


Thanks for always making me giggle-snort.





CHAPTER ONE


Camilla


Social norms are a challenging thing for us to face,” Mrs. Brandwright said in a thoughtful tone. She paced up and down our classroom aisle, locking eyes with each of us for a moment. Her blond shoulder-length bob brushed her face as she walked. “So how have cultures evolved different perspectives on what is considered acceptable behavior in public? Because it does vary, depending on where you are.”


I jotted the question down in my notebook, then went back to nibbling on my pen. I could pretty much predict that was going to be on our next pop quiz.


“I’m excited for us to start breaking these apart, to really analyze these norms, such as ‘Don’t talk too loud, or you’ll bug people or look desperate for attention’ or ‘Control your emotions, or you’ll appear volatile’ or ‘Stay outside of strangers’ personal boundaries, or you’ll be labeled creepy.’ ” She paused. “As a society, we learn that we must act a certain way around others, even from a young age. And as we get older, having internalized those rules, we grow uncomfortable when those around us break them. Who we perceive as rude or weird or lacking manners . . . or crazy.” She locked her eyes on Carter, the guy behind me, who, from the sound of it, was halfway to snoozeville. “Carter—wake up.”


He snorted and said in a bleary, sleep-filled voice, “I—I’m present.”


The class tittered.


“Carter.” Mrs. Brandwright gave that heavy teacher sigh. “I already took attendance. Pay attention, sir.” She spun around and went back to the front of the classroom to write a few key terms about social norms on the chalkboard.


I turned my attention to my psychology notebook and tried to focus on her lecture, on writing notes. But once again my gaze slid, unbidden, to the back of Benjamin’s neck. From my seat directly behind him, I could smell his light ocean-scented cologne wafting to my nose.


It was so, so hard not to lean forward and inhale.


Twelve freckles on the back of his neck. I knew because I’d counted them innumerable times since the beginning of the school year. Had stared in fascination at the small, dark blond swirl on the top of his head, which gave his hairline a twisty part and made the top spike in a haphazard fashion.


Benjamin ran a strong hand along his neckline, then scratched. Cheeks heated, I ripped my gaze away and fixed my attention on my notebook. Doodled a little in the margins, wrote my name in fancy script—Camilla is super awesome. It was stupid of me to spend all this time looking at him, I knew.


Not once since the school year began had the guy said more than five words to me in a row. Tests and papers were handed back in total silence. No chitchat before or after class. Hell, he barely even made eye contact with me. The last time it happened, I felt a strange zing through my whole body when those dark green eyes fixed on mine.


Then he’d looked away, back down to doodle in his notebook or sneak-read whatever novel was hidden in his lap, and I was reminded that Benjamin didn’t give two shits about me. He probably didn’t even know my name, despite the fact that I’d sat behind him since August. And given that it was already the beginning of April, I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.


“Camilla,” Mrs. Brandwright said, snapping me out of my thoughts, “what about you?”


Shit. I had no idea what we were talking about. “Um.” I cleared my throat and narrowed my eyes at the board to see what she’d written. “I . . .”


The sigh she gave me closely resembled the ones she typically reserved for Carter. Her brown eyes creased as she shot me an irritated look. “I asked when was the last time you’ve been in a socially uncomfortable situation because of another person.”


“Oh.” My brain scrabbled for an answer, and I tried to ignore the huffs of impatience around me. “When I went to see a movie last month, the row my aunt and I chose was empty, and we sat in the middle. And then this older guy took the seat right beside me, despite there being plenty available elsewhere.”


“I hate when that happens,” Megan, the brunette in the seat beside mine, mumbled. “Why is it always guys who do that?”


“Interesting.” Our teacher leaned back against her desk and crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Is it really always males who break these societal rules, especially regarding personal boundaries?”


“I think females break them too,” Benjamin said in his low, husky tone. “But in different ways and maybe with different intents.”


Intents. Yeah, like wanting to touch every lean line of his body, the way I ached to. I bet he was always having girls cuddle up a little too close to him. Had to get a bit old for him, being so ridiculously hot.


Okay, he wasn’t hot in the typical sense. His nose was a little crooked, his lips a bit on the thin side. He was tall and kind of lanky. But there was something magnetic about those dark green eyes, the way he seemed like he could see right inside you. Saw past the facade and pierced to the truth, even with a brief glance.


Plus, he was well-read, unlike most guys in school who whined about having to do any reading outside of class. I didn’t remember ever seeing Benjamin without a book in hand. All those classic titles he toted around—War and Peace, The Count of Monte Cristo, even Jane Eyre—gave me snippets of his personality, made me want to know more.


The first time I saw him freshman year, walking down the hallway with a couple of guys, I felt the impact of it long afterward. There was an intensity in his eyes that I’d never seen in anyone else’s, and I wanted more. But we never had classes together, never shared a lunch break. My experiences were limited to fleeting glimpses during the occasional shuffle between classes.


So when I discovered on our first day of senior year that we were both in this psych class, I’d reveled in the realization that this was my big chance. And then had found out quickly that Benjamin wasn’t much of a talker—not to me, not to anyone. But when he did talk in class to answer questions or offer thoughts, he was intelligent, albeit succinct.


Mrs. Brandwright peeked down at her watch. “Okay, everyone, grab your journals. Today’s entry is going to be about your most recent experience with someone breaking a societal norm in your presence. Sitting too close, talking too loud, doing something that made you uncomfortable because it broke those ‘silent rules’ of manners we all seem to adhere to. Analyze what made you so uncomfortable with the experience and also tell me how you reacted to it.”


The sounds of pencils and pens scratching across paper filled the silence in the room. For a moment, I watched Benjamin scrawl in his notebook, his left hand sweeping across the page. He paused, tilted his head in thought, then wrote more.


What was he writing in there?


My heart squeezed in my chest. I dropped my gaze to my paper and wrote about my movie theater awkwardness. How I’d spent the rest of the movie leaning closer to my aunt Betsy, and how we’d exchanged whispers about the creeper beside me. Yet I hadn’t moved away from the guy.


I paused. Why was that? Why had I been so hesitant to just get up and find another seat?


Maybe I didn’t want to offend the guy in case he really wasn’t that bad of a person, I wrote on my paper. Or make a public disturbance that might disrupt others and thus make me the jerk. Sometimes I worry too much about looking impolite—I worry what others will think of me. That people will think I’m just a rude teen and write me and my feelings off because of it.


I chewed on my pen as I reread what I wrote. Part of the reason for me being like this, so overly concerned with pleasing people, was my mom, who was a little . . . over the top, to say the least. And part of it had to do with the desire to be liked.


The final bell rang—school done, hooray! I shoved those uncomfortable musings to the back of my head and gathered my belongings. People hustled down the aisle in an effort to get out of the classroom and head home. I filed behind everyone, last to leave, and made my way out of the room.


Then stopped dead in the door. Blinked.


The hallway was lined with dozens of students along the lockers, all staring at me in eerie silence, hands tucked behind their backs. To the right, in the middle of the hall, I saw Zach, a guy in my statistics class who wore a touch too much body spray and laughed loudly. His black hair was slicked back, and he had on a tuxedo that looked a little big on him.


He stepped toward me and gave me a curt nod. I saw his hands tremble, and he clenched them at his sides. “Hey, Camilla.”


My heart gave a stuttering thud. I tugged the sleeves of my sweater over my hands. “Um. Hi, Zach?”


What the hell was going on here? Was this part of some strange social mores experiment from psych class that I’d missed because of not paying attention? I guess that was what I got for staring at Benjamin so often.


Students started whispering furiously as they stared at us. Then, just behind Zach, I saw a crew for a local news station. The college-age girl holding the camera had a shit-eating grin that took up nearly half her face, and beside her was a tall, polished brunette woman in a navy blue suit.


Oh God. Whatever this was, it was going to be on TV.


The camera’s light hit me right in the eyes, and I blinked.


“Camilla,” Zach said in a bellowing voice. “As I’m sure you know, we’re nearing springtime. Our high school journey is about to end.”


I barely smothered a snort at his overly formal tone; my brain wasn’t quite accepting what was happening, and I didn’t know yet how to react. “Yes, Zach. I kind of had an inkling about that.”


He thrust his chin in the air. “You and I have been acquaintances for a while now, and today I wanted to ask you something important.” He dropped down to one knee, looked to his left, and nodded, and soft classical music filled the hallways.


One by one, a number of the students along the lockers came up to me, and each handed me a red rose until my arms were overladen with flowers. A few of the girls winked at me or gave me whispered cheers of encouragement. The sickly sweet scent of roses filled the air.


My stomach knotted. Suddenly, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what was coming, and I had the strong impulse to drop the flowers, shove Zach away, and barrel down the hall.


Don’t do it, I mentally begged him. Don’t ask me, please.


Fear and horror and those damned social mores Mrs. Brandwright had just talked about paralyzed me in place. The smile on my face was pinched so tight it hurt. I scoured the hall, looking for someone who might help get me out of this situation.


I was met with swooning girls, snorting guys.


And Benjamin. Standing there, hands thrust in his jeans pockets, face inscrutable, just watching everything happen.


Wonderful.


“You are the most beautiful girl in school, maybe even in all of Ohio,” Zach declared, his loud tone grabbing my attention. “And I’d like to ask you to please accompany me to the senior prom. As my date. With me.” His cheeks burned bright red.


“Um.” I swallowed. My hands shook; I gripped the flower stems tighter. This wasn’t how I’d envisioned my promposal happening. Not with a TV crew. Not with Zach looking overly awkward and uncomfortable as he tried to woo me.


Not with Benjamin sitting on the sidelines, a witness to the whole thing.


“Say yes,” someone to my right whispered.


“Yes, yes, yes,” another guy chanted.


Students around us began clapping, saying yes over and over again. The camera swept across the crowd, taking in the full scene, and then that bright light swirled back to me.


I sucked in a shaky breath. Released it. Looked down at Zach. My throat was squeezed so tight I wasn’t sure I could speak; frustration mingled with disappointment in my gut. I bit my lip and simply nodded my reply, tried to blink back the tears that threatened to burn my eyes.


The hallways exploded with applause, and the newscaster turned to the camera and began speaking. Zach stood and stepped toward me, his eyes bright with joy.


“It’s going to be great,” he whispered. “I can’t wait for the end of May.”


The newscaster came over and thrust a mike in our faces. “So, Zachary,” she said, “how did you come up with the idea for this . . . ‘promposal’?” She beamed us a smile, her white teeth perfect and straight.


Zach talked for a few moments, but I didn’t hear what he said. All I heard was the dull roar in my head. The heated words that battered my brain. I’d said yes to Zach, had agreed to be his date because I’d been peer-pressured into it. There was no way I could turn him down, not with all these people looking at us.


And with a friggin’ TV crew on hand, for crying out loud.


No hadn’t been an option for me.


“Camilla,” the woman said, “so what do you think you’ll wear? Will you two coordinate your outfits?”


I mumbled some generic response and tried my best to give her a smile, though it felt like my face was cracking apart. I just wanted to go home, curl up on my bed, and cry. I hadn’t envisioned my promposal happening like this. Not with a guy I barely knew.


The woman turned her attention back to the camera to finish up her segment, and several girls came up to me.


“Oh my God, that was the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” one freshman said. She pressed her hand to her heart and practically swooned right there. “I hope my senior promposal will be that amazing. You are so, so lucky.”


I gave a weak nod, and they scampered off.


The hallways cleared out. Zach walked over to the newscaster and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom.”


Oh God. Seriously? His mom. I should have known.


She and her camerawoman packed up the gear and left too.


Zach turned toward me, self-congratulation evident in the warm flush of his cheeks, the glow in his eyes. “Well, I’d better get going.”


“Yeah. Me too.”


I guess my tone wasn’t as upbeat as I tried to make it. His brow furrowed, and some of the sparkle left his eyes. “You do want to go with me, don’t you?”


The weight of the roses was making my arms tired. I shifted them a bit and glanced away, guilt twisting in my chest. What did I say to that without sounding like a total jerk? Despite his proclamation, I barely knew the guy. I sat in statistics with him this year, and on the rare occasion, we shared the same lunch table.


But that look on his face when he’d asked me . . . that flare of hope in his eyes . . . He’d taken a lot of time to set this up.


I forced a smile to my face. Mom would be proud. “I’m sure it’ll be a lot of fun.” When in doubt, deflect.


He didn’t seem to notice I hadn’t answered his question. He smiled and squeezed my arm. “Get those flowers in water before they start to wilt.” Then he leaned close to me and brushed a small kiss across my cheek. “I’ll see you on Monday . . . date.”


With that, Zach sauntered off with more than a little swagger, like a guy who always wore a tuxedo to school, and turned the corner out of sight.


I was left alone in the hall now. Stomach knotted. Head swirling with doubts. What did I do now? I was totally stuck going to prom with someone I didn’t have any feelings for. The secret fantasy I’d had in my head of Benjamin asking me to prom was now dead and gone for good.


Yeah, I’d known it wouldn’t happen, but the hope had still been there.


With a heavy sigh, I plodded to my locker and then headed outside. Maybe my bestie, Joshua, would have some advice for me. God knew I had no idea how I was going to dig myself out of this hole.





CHAPTER TWO


Joshua


My breath huffed out in small clouds as I walked down the sidewalk with Camilla, who filled me in on her promposal disaster.


“Boy, did you get yourself into it good,” I said with a low chuckle as I eyed her. She squinted in mock consternation at me. “I’m impressed, actually. Somehow, drama always seems to find you.” I dug my gloved hands deeper into my coat pockets. Early April in Ohio was still far too cold, despite spring coming soon. I was counting the days until warmer weather.


Camilla exhaled loudly and shifted the massive rose bouquet in her arms. Her backpack slipped, so I nudged the strap up her shoulder. “I know. And I can’t back out now because then I’ll look like a jerk after Zach went through all that trouble. He basically made it impossible for me to refuse him by asking me in front of God and country.”


“Well, I can’t wait to see you on TV tonight,” I replied in a bright tone; the poor girl was so down in the dumps it was killing me. Camilla was never depressed like this, so I knew this situation was hitting her hard. “Who knew Zach was such a romantic? Or such a schemer? I kinda wish a tux-clad boy would ask me to prom—does he have a cousin or a hot brother?” I gave her a broad wink.


“Very funny.” She elbowed me, but there was a hint of a smile on her face.


I wheezed and gripped my side. “Sorry. I know you’re upset. Just trying to make you laugh.”


A streak of bright purple hair flopped across her brow. Camilla’s shade of the month—her blond base usually had at least one other color layered in. She turned big, sad eyes to me, and my heart tightened in sympathy for her. “I just wanted one dance with Benjamin at prom,” she whispered. “Just one chance to show him why he should notice me.” Her cheeks burned a bit pinker.


“Honey.” I reached over and took the massive bundle of roses from her arms. She sighed in relief and stretched her arms. “Just because you’re going with Zach doesn’t mean you can’t still get your man. This isn’t the end. I promise.”


“Yeah, I bet he would be thrilled to slow dance with me and Zach.” Her tone was slightly sardonic as she gave a mirthless laugh. “Not to mention whatever lucky girl Benjamin takes to prom. Maybe we could double-date.”


“Seriously, don’t write him off so quickly. I know prom is out of the question, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still date the boy otherwise. We just need to step up your game. Come up with a plan to win him.” My phone vibrated, and I dug it out of my pocket to glance at the screen.


Free to hang out tmrw night?


My heart slammed against my rib cage. Ethan. I whipped my glove off so I could reply. You betcha! ;-)


Camilla’s soft laugh wrapped around the two of us. In a singsong voice, she said, “Speaking of getting your man . . . I bet I know who that was.”


I rolled my eyes and crammed my phone back in my jeans. “You don’t know shit.”


“Ethan Dreyfuss, age eighteen, hottie senior at our school who looks amazing in tight jeans—”


“Okay, okay.” I interrupted her with another eye roll. “Fine. I admit, you know some shit.” Of course she did. We only spent an hour or two every damn day commiserating with each other about Ethan and Benjamin.


“When are you gonna get off your ass and ask him out?”


“When are you gonna get off your ass and ask Benjamin out?” I retorted.


We turned the corner and headed down the narrow side street where both our houses were, just a block apart.


Camilla shoved that wayward lock of purple-streaked hair back under her black knitted cap. Her thick knee-high boots crunched along the snow-crusted edges of the sidewalk. “It’s . . . different.”


“Sexist much? No, it’s not.”


“This isn’t about gender, you douchebag, and you know it. The difference is, you have a chance with your boy, whereas I don’t.” She stopped and grabbed my arm. “Seriously, when are you going to tell him?”


I sighed and pressed the bundle of roses to my nose. Inhaled. Donned a big, fake smile and aimed the gesture right at her. “Tell him what, dear? That I’ve been madly in love with him since middle school and I’ve just been waiting for him to realize I’m the guy of his dreams?”


She narrowed her eyes. “Precisely.”


“I will when you tell Mr. Hotpants that you’ve had a dirty crush on him since freshman year,” I retorted.


She scrunched her lips. “Then I guess we’re at an impasse.”


I chuckled. “At least we have each other.”


“Thank God for that. I’d go nuts without you.” She threaded her hand through my free arm. The smile on her face was genuine.


Despite how much we busted each other’s balls, there was never any doubt of support. I appreciated that, depended on it. If I texted Camilla at one in the morning that I needed to talk, she’d sneak over and watch action movies with me while we stuffed our faces with ice cream and popcorn and sorted out my issues.


We proceeded walking. When we hit her house, a two-story white colonial with a neat lawn, she took half the roses from me. “The rest are for you.” She smiled and pressed a cool kiss to my cheek.


“Oh, you shouldn’t have. If I were straight, I’d be all over you.”


“I know. I’m hard to resist.” She gave me a cheeky grin. “If you and Ethan hang out this weekend, I want all the dirty details.” She paused, and her blue eyes grew serious. “But really, do think about what I said. You know he’s worth the risk. And with prom right around the corner . . . Well, don’t be like me and get yourself saddled with the wrong date.”


On that depressing note, she spun around and headed into her house.


I gripped the bundle and made my way to my house on the next block. Poor Camilla. Despite my ribbing, I’d been more than a little shocked when she’d told me what had happened. I couldn’t imagine how hard that had to be for her, forced to go to prom with some random guy who’d asked her out of the blue.


Maybe she was right. Maybe I should take the bull by the horns and get Ethan before someone else did. Even if I framed it as a date among friends. Surely he’d be down with that. I could bring the topic up tomorrow night. My stomach lurched in nervous excitement.


I swung a left onto my sidewalk. Old snow was still packed on the cement, up the two stairs to our front door. I needed to come out and shovel that—no doubt Dad, in the throes of drafting the newest novel in his thriller series, was drowning in words and had forgotten to even take a shower this morning.


I strolled through the front door, dropped my bag on the floor, and headed to the kitchen to find a vase for the roses. They really were pretty, despite the circumstances. I fluffed and arranged them as best as I could and put the bouquet in the center of the kitchen table.


“Dad, I’m home,” I hollered, and ducked my head in the fridge. My stomach was grumbling. I’d forgotten to pack a lunch, so I dug into the leftover Chinese takeout container and chowed down without bothering to heat it up.


“Joshua,” Dad called from his office, “want pizza for dinner tonight?”


I whipped the pantry open and checked out what we had left. “Um, how about I make something for us instead? There’s still chicken in the freezer, I think.”


“If you want, sure.” I heard the soft clack of him typing on his laptop. “I just have to finish this chapter.”


Famous last words. I probably wouldn’t see him before dinner. And no doubt after cramming in food, he’d run back to his computer to fit in juuust another page or two. I chuckled, set the chicken out to thaw, and then settled down to do a bit of homework.


Which lasted all of five minutes before I tugged my phone out and flipped through my photos. I hadn’t seen Ethan today, since he’d had an impromptu Spanish tutoring session during lunch—our only shared time together this year.


I pulled up a picture of him I’d snapped earlier this week during lunch when he wasn’t looking. Dark brown hair just a touch too long that swept across his brow. Gray eyes, thick lashes, the sexiest mouth, tilted at the corners as he laughed at something a guy at our table had said. Slender body with lean muscles honed from years of swim practice.


My throat tightened, and that familiar ache welled up in my chest. Ethan was the perfect guy. Friendly, enthusiastic, funny, athletic but not cocky. Hot as hell. Everyone loved him.


He and Camilla were my two best friends—the three of us had clicked back in middle school, when we’d been assigned to work together on a book report. The moment eleven-year-old Ethan had suggested we do our report on Flowers in the Attic, a book he’d snuck from his older sister and read, I knew I was gonna love him. Not to mention the fact that the three of us had spent more than one Saturday checking out and ranking hot guys at the mall.


“Joshua,” Dad hollered from his office. “Which sounds scarier to you—being shoved in a tiny pitch-black room or in a metal-studded cage?”


“They both sound awful. But I think not being able to see would be worse. The fear of anticipation will get you every time.”


“Yeah,” he muttered. “That’s true. Oh, maybe I can put the spiked cage in a pitch-black room. Yeah, that could really freak the girl out and make her talk.” I heard his typing pick up again.


Dad had a disturbed mind. I still read all his books, though usually in a well-lit place and not near bedtime. Learned that lesson the hard way a few years ago.


My tabby cat, Milkshake, wandered up to the table and started rubbing her tiny gray head along my calf. I reached down and scratched her furry neck, and she purred in delight. Then I turned my attention back to the books. Shifted in my chair. Got up to crack open a fresh can of Dr Pepper from the fridge. Eyed my notes without really seeing them.


God, this was super boring. I shoved the material into my backpack. Eh, maybe homework tomorrow. Or more likely, Sunday night right before bed. I sipped my drink and then sent Ethan a text. Whatcha doin?


My phone buzzed a minute later. Homework. :-P You?


Attempting it. Blech. So what are we doin tmrw night?


It’s a surprise. Be ready at 5.


Tingles swept across my skin. Ethan was unpredictable, to say the least. I could only venture a guess on what he was planning. Maybe an outing somewhere fun or a cool new coffee shop he’d discovered.


My phone buzzed again; another message from him. Looking forward to talking to you—have important Q to ask.


With that, my heart skipped a beat or two, then began a furious gallop in my chest. A big question? What could it be?


Surely it wasn’t . . .


No. Don’t go down that road, I chided myself. Just because Camilla got asked to prom didn’t mean Ethan was going to ask me. Our friendship was solid—okay, his side was solid, while mine was smoldering with unrequited love—but there hadn’t been any indicators Ethan was into me that way. To my eternal sadness.


Then again, Camilla’s promposal had come out of the blue. It did happen sometimes. Why couldn’t it happen for me?


Whatever it was, it was probably important. Ethan wasn’t one to mince words. My hands shook, and I fumbled the letters but managed to type out I’ll be ready.


And if he didn’t ask me, I would take the chance and ask him—fate was giving me an opportunity I couldn’t let go. I put my phone on the table and tried to focus on homework. But all I could think about was him.





CHAPTER THREE


Camilla


I hope you appreciate how hard I’m working,” I said to my mom as I put the last of the pasta in the pantry. “These shelves were heinous.”


“Well, you are a good girl, and you listen to your mama,” she replied from her crouched position on the floor in front of the fridge. I could hear her huffing, the rhythmic sweeps of her scrubbing the interior.


Saturday mornings and early afternoons were made for cleaning, according to my mom. Sadly, I disagreed and felt that time was much better for sleeping or giving in to my rare bouts of lazy time, but I wasn’t in any position to argue with her. Over the years I learned if I did a burst of activity for an hour or two, she usually backed off enough so I could spend the rest of my weekend how I wanted.


Mom started singing an old Romanian song, and I found myself humming along. It was one she’d brought with her from the “old country” when she moved to the United States as a teenager with her parents and younger brother, my uncle Andre. Mom still had an accent, despite having lived here for so long, and when she got in a pissy mood, she’d speak a flurry of Romanian to me.


Not that I always understood what she was saying, of course. Dad, who was American, only spoke English, so that was our main language in the house.


“—college,” Mom was saying.


I snapped my attention back to her. “Um, what?”


She slit her eyes as she peered at me. “We need to pick which college you are going to attend. Time is running out to accept the offers.”


“I know, I know.” Technically, we had until early May to accept, but Mom had been hounding me every week since December to choose which school I was going to start in the fall. I’d gotten accepted into three different colleges, but I was torn about which one would be right for me.


There was a good state school twenty minutes from our house that had a great K–12 education program so I could follow my dream of becoming a history teacher. The second school was in southern Ohio, about three and a half hours away. And the third was in Chicago.


“Well, we are all waiting on you,” she said. “I don’t understand what is taking so long. It’s not like you are picking a husband or anything.”


I turned my attention back to the pantry and rolled my eyes. Her pushiness made me want to choose Chicago, which was a good seven-hour drive away from home. “I promise you won’t have to wait much longer.”


“Where is Joshua going to go? Did he decide yet?”


“Columbia University in New York City told him a couple of weeks ago that he got in.” I chuckled. “And that was the end of the search for him.” When Joshua had gotten his acceptance letter, he’d legit started tearing up in excitement. We’d both danced around his house for a full ten minutes. Doing music and living in NYC for four years? A total win-win.


Though it was going to be so, so hard to be that far from my best friend.


“I’m glad to hear it.” Scrub, scrub. “Your father won’t be home until this evening. One of his employees called in sick, so he’s working late.”


“That’s too bad. Maybe I can run him up some dinner later.”


“You are a good girl.” I heard the smile in my mother’s voice. “He would appreciate it, I am sure.”


My dad owned a small but thriving jewelry store in a bustling strip plaza. Five years ago, he’d declared to me and Mom that he was quitting his job at an accounting firm to start his own company. I’d assumed Mom would have a stroke when he told her, but she’d stayed surprisingly calm and told him she would support him in this. We both had seen far too many nights when Dad would come home tired and miserable.


Now he was still tired, but I’d never seen him happier. My parents had stopped fighting as much, even. Crazy how taking a risk and following your dreams led to happiness all around.


I straightened up the pantry a bit more, stalling. I knew Mom was going to tell me to tackle the bathroom next, and I so did not feel like scrubbing toilets. As I pondered how to get out of the task today, the doorbell rang.
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