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			For Andy, my last first date

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			1

			Someone is going to get hurt today, I thought as I surveyed the field through my sunglasses as the college football team began their first practice of the season. The players often suffered sprained fingers or ankles, pulled muscles, or dehydration during the first two-a-day practices, and I was at the ready with my athletic training skills and growing knowledge as a pre–physical therapy student.

			Today had perfect conditions for heat exhaustion. With the August sunrays beaming down and the humidity near ninety percent, as usual this time of year in Minnesota, it was just a matter of time before a player passed out. I took stock of the water coolers sitting on the table. The clink of ice cubes was barely audible as I shook the heavy plastic tubs. Plenty of water for the morning half at least. I tugged the neck of my green polo shirt up and down to fan myself. Why my boss bought us cotton polos instead of wicking fabric, I’d never understand.

			“Hey, babe, want to grab dinner after work tonight?” The deep voice behind me broke my concentration from the field.

			My strawberry-blond ponytail wrapped around my neck, moist with perspiration, when I swiveled my head toward the direction of the voice. I gave him the stink eye, but he probably couldn’t tell behind my reflective lenses. “Lance!” I softly yelled through gritted teeth. “Do not call me that when we are at work. Right now we are colleagues.”

			He bit his top lip. “My bad, Ms. Capri Sweeten.” Lance shoved his hands in the front pockets of his joggers like a kid caught stealing cookies from a cookie jar. “I just wanted to see if you were available to hang before school starts, because I know you will be in stealth study mode soon enough.”

			I stuck my tongue out, then threw a roll of athletic tape at him. It hit his chest before he could take his hands out of his pockets to grab it. 

			Lance bent over to pick up the roll from the turf and his shirt dampened down the middle of his back. “I respect your intensity. I just want to make the most of what we have left of summer.” He ran his fingers through his hair, pulling it away from his face.

			Lance and I had started dating in the early spring. We became more than friends with benefits, and it was understood that we were monogamous—but we never had the discussion to define our relationship. Lance was a sweetheart and selfless, and he never complained about the little amount of time I gave him. He knew I had to keep my scholarship and apply for any grants, loans, and work-study options to continue in the next couple of years, until I earned my doctorate in physical therapy. The stress of starting classes and making ends meet made me shudder; or rather it was the primal scream, like an animal caught in the teeth of its prey, coming from the football field.

			“Oh shit!” I ran out to the field with Lance and our athletic training director, Ryan Stapley.

			The player rolled from side to side, cradling his knee with both hands. Ford was scribbled across the athletic tape stuck to the front of his helmet.

			As the training assistant, my job on the field was to distract the players so my boss could examine them. “Ford,” I said, but he didn’t react to my voice. “Ford!” I huffed quickly and loudly like a drill sergeant. 

			Ford’s eyes popped open and he stopped rolling. I unfastened his chin strap and shimmied off his helmet. I pushed my sunglasses up to hold back my hair, though the loose ponytail fell over my shoulder, nearly touching his. I shielded Ford’s face from the bright sky with my head. “Take a deep breath and look at me.”

			“Fuck!” He grunted, scrunching his eyes.

			“Deep breath!” I commanded in a low tone.

			He opened his eyes and exhaled into my face. His breath smelled sweet like the bubble gum I chewed as a kid. The kind that allowed me to blow bubbles so big that I couldn’t see in front of me.

			“That’s it. Deep breaths.”

			He locked his green eyes on my face, not blinking.

			“Hey, Ford, I am Capri, one of the trainers. Stapley, over here, is the one examining your knee. You need to hold as still as possible.”

			He rested his hands, still sporting football gloves, on his stomach and continued to stare at me. He squinted out of pain or brightness, I figured, but never released the lock he had on my face.

			“Are you a freshman?” I tried to take his mind off the pain.

			“Junior transfer,” he grunted. His eyes opened and then he reached a gloved finger up to my right eye and rubbed the skin beside it.

			I grabbed his hand and put it down. He was not the first to do this. All of my life, people would randomly touch my freckles just to see if they were a smudge on my face, similar to how people touched pregnant bellies without asking.

			“It’s not dirt. They are freckles.” I was irritated. “Did you hit your head? How many fingers am I holding up?”

			“Four.” He squeezed his eyes tight as Stapley bent his knee up and down.

			“Capri?”

			“Yes.”

			“Capri Sun?” he barked in pain.

			“Never heard that one before.” I rolled my eyes and sat back on my knees. Anyone with a dumb comment like that deserved sun in their eyes.

			My mom and dad named me after my mom’s love of Italy, although she had never been. My elementary school classmates assumed I was named after the fruit punch in a pouch that many of us drank at lunch.

			“Do you think pickle-shaped birthmarks taste like pickles?” He coughed out a chuckle.

			I rubbed my temple where I had a half-moon-shaped birthmark with rounded edges—it looked like a pickle. The only person who had ever said that was my childhood best friend, whom I hadn’t seen in over a decade.

			I leaned back down to cast a shadow over the player’s face so I could see him again. “Matty?” I whispered.

			***

			Stapley, Lance, and I helped Matt onto a stretcher. We wheeled him into the Athletic Training Center to get out of the heat and determine how extensive the injury was to his knee. The Athletic Training Center was adjacent to the football stadium and connected to the Fieldhouse that contained the basketball court and indoor track.

			The training center was one large, open room partitioned off into square rooms or functional stations—as we called them—containing cardio equipment, ice baths and whirlpools, therapeutic tables, and the stretching lab. The only rooms with doors were Stapley’s office and the exam room. Luckily for Matt, the orthopedic doctor that was onsite for his once-a-week appearance at the training center happened to be sitting at the desk in the exam room.

			I was stunned that Matt was in my presence. I couldn’t think of what I was supposed to be doing with the decade’s worth of questions seizing my thoughts. Where have you been? Why is your last name Ford now? Why didn’t you answer any of my letters that first year when our worlds exploded into chaos? Did you turn into a swindler like your father? Is he still rotting in prison? Did you miss me or even think of me? 

			Stapley’s deep voice pulled me back to the present. “Matt, we are going to have the team physician examine your knee. We may need to take you to the hospital for X-rays. We will determine the next steps after that. Capri, you can go back to the field in case anyone else takes themselves out of the first game of the season.”

			Matt perched up on his elbows. “Wait, what? I am out of the first game? It’s not for a couple of weeks. How do you know already?”

			“Sorry, son. Your kneecap moves like a joystick.” Stapley put his hand on Matt’s shoulder and gently nudged him to lie back down. “But we’ll see what the doc says.”

			Matt draped his arm over his eyes. His chin quivered like when we were little and he was holding back tears. I knew the story he was telling in his head was probably worse than the reality. Or maybe it wasn’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			2

			The sun was still high in the sky at six when I left work. Overhead, the large trees rustled in unison with the warm breeze but did very little to squelch the heat as I navigated the snaking sidewalks back to my apartment a few blocks from the training center. I couldn’t wait to strip off my sweaty polo and shower off the turf dirt sticking to my ankles and feet. I waited at the crosswalk light for my turn to cross the street, although I didn’t really need to with the limited amount of traffic in our Podunk college town, a few hours away from Minneapolis.

			There were several blue four-plex apartment buildings that lined the street. Ours was the first one in the row closest to the training center. We lived on the second floor and had a dark stained balcony that had been neglected by the landlords for years. If you didn’t wear your shoes on it, you’d most likely end up with a splinter. But it was a superb front row seat to the campus hustle and bustle and drunken stumblers after a party on the weekend.

			After I unlocked the dead bolt I hung up my backpack on the coat hook in the entryway and dropped my lunch tote on the kitchen counter. Whitney, my roommate and best friend since we had been paired up together in the dorm room our first year, was planted on the couch when I walked into the living room. She was wrapped in a soft, fuzzy cream-colored blanket that made her look like a human burrito with only her hand jutting out so the remote control could beam to the TV hanging on the wall across from the couch. Whitney struggled to a seated position—whether from the tightly wrapped life-size tortilla blanket or perhaps inertia—and stretched her long, lean arm to pick up her Hydro Flask. She was wearing an elastic headband, usually saved for workouts, and outdated glasses from high school, so I surmised she had taken up residence on the couch all day.

			“Looks like a productive day.” I patted the area of the blanket where I figured her feet would be as I sat down on the couch next to her.

			“Some of us get our inspo in the middle of the night.” Whitney stuck out her tongue at me.

			“I saw the coffee pot was still on when I got up. How’s the app coming along?”

			We attended a university that excelled in software engineering and development. Many students worked as interns, getting a pittance to create an app in exchange for real-world experience. Others left before graduation to create their own apps and software companies. Whitney wanted to be the first person in her family to graduate from college. Therefore, she wasn’t going to quit without a diploma. For the summer, Whitney was employed as the main student coder on an app called Create-a-Date with her professors. Whitney developed the concept during her winter semester coding class and pitched it as a professor-led and campus-funded summer project. It was a dating app that provided fun and romantic date suggestions for those who weren’t imaginative enough to come up with their own creative dates. 

			“I can’t believe I came up with a dating-related app when I’ve never really had a date.” Whitney laughed and leaned her head against the back of the couch. 

			“I’m still astonished that your professors and the university think it was worthwhile since it’s not changing the world.” 

			“Right? Although our generation loves experiences, things that are social media-worthy, and anything self-care related, so I think they were willing to pivot for something that I said was the trifecta.” Whitney lifted her head up from the couch. “I’ve been trying to tweak the geofencing code to be reliable before my professor and his nerd herd can apply the algorithms for things like dating preferences, relationship status, and interests for the beta testing.”

			“I don’t compute.”

			Whitney shook her head. “Ya know on your phone how you get little notifications that pop up from your apps based on location?”

			I shrugged. I was far from tech savvy like my peers since I was an athletic trainer, where my work was meeting face-to-face with athletes and not sitting behind a computer.

			“I’m creating code that will look at your current location and have the app notify you of, let’s say, low-cost date options based on your interests. Do you have any interests besides going to the library?”

			I wiggled my hand under the blanket and tickled her foot, knowing her weakness.

			She snorted and curled her feet under her so I couldn’t access them again. “You’re wretched.”

			“Then don’t be so condescending. Not all of us can be a tech savant.”

			“Okay. Let’s say you’re out driving around and you get near a coffee shop. Our app will tell you if there are coffee specials or events, like live music. Or if you’re within a few miles of the movie theater, the app will notify you to bring a date to the dark theater for a make-out session.”

			“Oh, I bet it really says that. Har. Har. Just what I need to be reminded of: the things I can’t afford to do.” I twirled my ponytail into a bun on top of my head and tucked it under the elastic band.

			“‘All work and no play . . .’ You know what happened to Jack.” Whitney’s cheekbones rose as her smile widened across her face. I couldn’t help but admire her amazing new smile. Over the summer, Whitney had a glow up, starting with getting her braces off. She had swapped her glasses for contacts, today not included, and finally put on the freshman fifteen that she somehow avoided two years ago. The extra weight went to places that had guys turning their heads as she walked by. Her outside was beginning to match the inside. Plus, getting involved with and leading the college’s Girls Who Code group moved her from quietly confident to empowered and sassy.

			Whitney took off her glasses and wiped the lenses between the folds of her sweatshirt. “So . . . I was thinking.”

			“Uh-oh. Whenever you start your sentence with ‘so,’ I know it’s not going to be good. What now?”

			She dramatized with an eye roll. “I was thinking that we should try something different this year instead of staying home on the weekends. Like maybe going to a college party.”

			“Why?” I recoiled against the couch armrest, almost knocking over the lamp on the end table behind me with my messy bun on top of my head.

			“We are in college. We should be participating in foolish college antics.”

			“Like what?” I muttered, shaking my head.

			“I don’t know. We never do anything. We are way too serious for being twenty-one. Shouldn’t we be doing keg stands, sleeping around, and puking our guts out from too many tequila shots?”

			“That sounds like so much fun, Whit.” My voice oozed sarcasm.

			“You know what I mean. We are just like . . . twenty-one-year-old Golden Girls.”

			“I need to keep my eye on the prize. By all means, you celebrate for the both of us!”

			“You’re allowed to have some fun, Capri,” Whitney said, picking the fuzzies off the blanket and letting them float to the carpet. A little mound of white lumps gathered at the base of the couch.

			“I’ll find time for fun once I graduate.”

			“Girl, your attitude needs a reboot.”

			I huffed. “Anyway, guess what?”

			“Hmmm . . . you finally broke it off with Lance, so he’s not waiting around for the little breadcrumbs you toss him?” she said with a hand motion as though she was feeding our goldfish, Goldie, tiny fish flakes.

			“Aren’t you a sassy pants today?”

			Whitney gave me her award-winning grin.

			“I ran into Matt!”

			Whitney stared at me through her narrowed eyes like she needed a hint.

			“Like Matt Matt. My childhood Matt!”

			Whitney inhaled and put her hand over her chest. “The one you haven’t seen since you were ten when your families imploded, but who has lived rent free in your head all this time?”

			“Yes! That Matt!”

			“I can’t believe you didn’t lead with that when you got home! I need the deets!” Whitney bounced while still seated on the cushion, like a little kid with too much energy.

			My thoughts swirled in my head, and I couldn’t grasp one thought or feeling long enough to explain it to Whitney. My heart was elated to see my best friend again, but it was still broken from not talking to him for over a decade. The questions in my head were rapidly firing, and I wanted answers. Stat.

			I closed my eyes and shook my head so the thoughts would put themselves back in the sealed compartments they came out of. “I need to get ready for dinner with Lance. I’ll fill you in later.”

			Whitney threw her head back against the couch. “You’re killing me!”

			I jumped off the couch, heading toward the bathroom we shared. “Love you too!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			3

			I was bummed not to see Matt at the training center for the rest of the week due to his ACL repair. When he showed up the week after, I had to contain my excitement. He hobbled on crutches with an immobilizer brace secured around his knee. His arm muscles flexed with each movement forward. His shirt was taut against his chest when he stopped and rested on his crutches. In true fashion, his shirt had a Nike logo on it. Matt’s mom, Sheila, the materialistic woman that she was, always dressed him in clothes that visibly included a logo or brand name for all to see. He flashed a smile at me.

			From the childhood image I had of him, I barely recognized Matt with the defined jawline that bore a few days’ worth of stubble and the deep brown tufts of hair peeking from his backward hat. Growing up, Matt had a smooth, round face with lush sandy-brown hair down to the middle of his neck. He fought his mom on getting regular haircuts. I didn’t mind because I could practice my French-braiding skills on his locks or create mini hair buns all over his head with colorful rubber bands. In exchange, I had to play G. I. Joe guys with him for hours. I told Matt that G. I. Joe guys were the same as Barbies if my Barbies hid in trees.

			Matt craned his neck toward the woman coming up behind him and reached for the backpack she was carrying. I recognized her as the football cheerleader who regularly had a grimace on her face like she was in constant pain until she hit her pose at the top of the pyramid. That was the cue for her to smile. When Matt introduced us, Melody did it again. Screwed up her eyes and showed off her impressively straight teeth with a quick head tilt. Just for a second. She was all over vanilla—blond hair; pasty white skin, even in August; and overly bleached teeth. She was nauseatingly pretty and porcelain.

			Matty hates vanilla. He likes bubble gum ice cream because you never know what mini colored gumball you’ll bite into next.

			Stapley directed us through the door and shook Matt’s hand. “Take a seat,” he said, motioning toward the chair by his desk. “Man, I’ll just tell you like it is. ACL surgery is no joke. The recovery is six to twelve months. I probably don’t need to tell you this, but your chances of playing this year are slim to none.”

			Matt puffed out his cheeks while he slowly exhaled.

			Stapley leaned his elbows on his desk, which was his pose saved for serious conversations like this one. “Coach still wants you to be part of the team—dress for games, learn the plays, support from the sidelines—then maybe in your senior year you’ll be back in the game. When you’re not at your regular physical therapy or learning plays, you’ll be in here training.” 

			Matt hung his head in silence while Melody rubbed his back like a child who was about to throw up. I didn’t know Matt anymore, so maybe this was how he appeared before heaving. 

			“Here’s the deal,” Stapley continued talking after Matt didn’t move. “Capri will be your trainer over the next couple of months during the season. We’ll have you do strength training, stretches, and recovery therapies.”

			Melody chimed in, “If my boyfriend isn’t able to play this year, how will we make it to the NFL after college?”

			We?

			“Believe me—we need him as much as he needs us. We are going to do all we can, along with the medical team. However, tears like this are not quick to heal, as I mentioned.”

			Matt bounced the foot of his uninjured left leg up and down on the gray vinyl floor.

			“You’ll be in good hands with Capri. She’s our best trainer.”

			Although I put on a confident smile and stood in a commanding pose as Stapley explained the treatment to Matt, I rocked back and forth on my feet, trying to get the nervous energy out. While Matt’s football future was sinking, my past was rearing up before me. It wasn’t going to be easy concentrating on the training plan when I had so many questions to ask and things to talk about with Matt.

			“When should Melody come back here to pick me up?” Matt asked, looking at his girlfriend and then back at us. She squeezed his shoulder.

			Stapley glanced at his watch. “We will go easy on him today. Let’s say an hour?” he asked, cocking his head toward me.

			I nodded.

			Matt raised his knee, getting up from the chair. The metal of the brace squeaked. Matt side hugged Melody and kissed her on the cheek, then she bounced out of Stapley’s office.

			“Maybe I can get you some oil for that, tin man,” I said.

			Matt shot me a look. 

			“Too soon?” I grinned and led him across the exercise room. “All right, we will get you warmed up by starting with the stationary handcycle.”

			Matt exhaled. “How long?”

			“Twenty minutes.”

			Matt leaned his crutches up against the back of the bike and then straddled the bike seat. “How fucking boring.” 

			I stepped back from the machine. I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. The profanity took me aback. The sweet, goofy childhood Matt I knew never swore. We were around our parents’ lake home construction business where expletives were part of the daily vernacular. We giggled at the weird words—jackass, jackassery, jackoff—because Matt’s dad’s name was Jack. We wondered why people cursed out Jack all the time and not my dad, Hank, when they co-owned the business together. But Hankass didn’t roll off the tongue. Plus, we all eventually learned that Jack was an ass.

			“Not everyone is sunny like you, Capri Sun.”

			Hearing him say my nickname made me giddy with nostalgia, but there was a flutter in my lower belly that I was not sure how to decipher. Nerves of getting reacquainted or my fear of him hating me?

			After I got Matt situated on the bike, I set my watch timer for twenty minutes.

			***

			While Matt was occupied on the bike in the cardio room, I straightened up the first-aid supplies in the cupboard in the therapy room and counted them for inventory. Lance sidled up to me and gave me a little hip check, causing me to lose track of the number of gauze pads I had just counted.

			I scanned behind me to see if any staff or athletes noticed Lance’s flirty motion. “Hey,” I muttered, feeling annoyed when I had asked him to play it cool while we were at work. I wanted to remain strictly professional and for our relationship not to get in the way of any future training opportunities that Stapley may send my way.

			Lance leaned up against the counter and folded his arms across his chest. “Thanks for coming over for dinner last night. It was fun.”

			“Yes. Thank you for grilling.” Lance had grilled lemon pepper chicken for dinner and then served grilled peaches with brown sugar and vanilla ice cream for dessert. His culinary skills were elevated compared to my canned chow mein or frozen enchiladas.

			“How about a repeat tonight?”

			I moved on to counting the kinesiology therapeutic tape strips out loud so I wouldn’t lose count.

			When I finished, I said, “I told Whitney I’d hang with her tonight, and then I’m going to bed early so I can get up and run before school tomorrow. I overslept this morning.”

			Lance rubbed his forehead. “So, that’s it? We’re back to hanging out once a week or whenever it’s convenient for you?”

			I sighed. “Lance, you knew this about me when we started dating like a year ago. My priorities have to be school and work. I don’t have parents who can support me like you do.”

			“You don’t even know how long we’ve been dating, do you? It’s been five months.”

			Feels like a year.

			Once a month, we had this tiring conversation. Lance wanted to move our relationship forward, and I wanted to keep it status quo. I liked it uncomplicated. Once a week, we’d go on a date, have sex, and then we’d have our own time the rest of the week. I needed to focus on school and working as a trainer if I ever wanted to land a job with a national sports team. When my parents lost their business, they had nothing. Not even savings to fall back on. That was never going to be me. I wasn’t going to be their age and just becoming financially stable again. I had to stay the course.

			The more Lance pushed, the more I wriggled out of what felt like his boa constrictor choke hold. I closed the cupboard. “Let’s talk about this later when we are not at work.”

			He sighed. “When is later? Later never seems to come.”

			I didn’t want to confirm or deny Lance’s statement, so I glanced at my watch and quickly walked off to check on Matt.

			Matt was frantically cycling with one hand while he turned up the resistance with the other.

			I tapped him on the shoulder. “Almost done.”

			“Huh?” he asked, pulling out one of his AirPods.

			“Not much longer,” I said, tapping on my watch. “How are you feeling?”

			“Fine.” He continued pedaling and staring straight ahead.

			“What are you listening to?”

			One side of his mouth turned up, and the right side of his neck began blushing crimson like red wine soaking into a napkin. Matt could not hide when he was embarrassed or when he was angry. His neck always gave it away. He reflexively rubbed it like he always did to cover up the real reason he was turning red.

			“Clarkson’s ‘My Life Would Suck Without You.’”

			We smiled knowingly at each other. “Remember how much I had to convince the principal that ‘suck’ wasn’t a bad word and begged her to let us use the song at the talent show? Then it never happened.”

			Matt half smiled. “I was all feet at that age. I kept tripping over myself.”

			In third grade, I wanted so badly to be in the school’s talent show and tried to teach Matt the dance routine I choreographed to that song. After a few weeks, he still couldn’t hit the moves on the timing and without stumbling. My talent show debut never happened.

			“I would say, ‘You dance like a hen’ since your last name was Hennessey.” I shook my head at my own childhood ridiculousness. “Your last name is Ford now?”

			“Hennessey had a black mark on it after . . . you know.”

			I knew.

			Matt wiped the sweat off his forehead with his hand and then continued to pedal. “I legally changed my name to my mom’s maiden name the summer before I started playing football at the community college. I wanted a fresh start.”

			“That makes sense. You know, I don’t think I would have recognized you with facial hair. You didn’t even have peach fuzz on your face when we were kids.” I laughed. “How did you recognize me?”

			He glanced over at me. “I’ve never met another Capri, for one. Plus, you still have the pickle birthmark by your eye. Dead giveaway.” He smirked.

			I rubbed my fingers slowly over the mark.

			Matt continued talking as he pedaled. “Remember when we were little and had stranger danger classes talking about kidnapping? For some morbid reason, we wanted our faces on milk cartons.” He huffed. “We had to describe our identifying marks. Your missing person’s information would mention your pickle mark, and mine would mention my big red heart-shaped birthmark on my butt.”

			I covered my mouth to stifle my laugh. “We were so juvenile and dumb. It’s not like anyone could identify your birthmark with your pants on.” I felt the internal heat traveling up my cheeks at the mention of him not wearing pants. As I tried to restrain my laughter, my eyes teared up. I turned around to wipe the corners of my eyes.

			“Oh, the good ole days,” Matt said while he wiped the sweat from the side of his face onto his shirt.

			They were good ole days. Matt and I played outside until the mosquitoes came out at dusk and we couldn’t endure the bites and the itchy skin after. I had a My Little Pony sleeping bag that accompanied me to every sleepover with Matt, even when the inside began to pill and wasn’t soft anymore. We shoved jumbo marshmallows in our mouth to see who could fit the most in. I always won because Matt said I was a big mouth. Both of our sets of parents were still married and the best of friends. My dad wasn’t an alcoholic and my mom wasn’t depressed. My emotional roller coaster ride plummeted at the realization that times had changed.

			I crossed my hands over my chest. “I wish your dad hadn’t ruined all of our lives.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			4

			For years, I had practiced what I wanted to say to Matt if I ever saw him again. I wanted to yell at him for not returning my letters when I needed him the most. He was the only person who could understand what I was going through, what we were going through. I should have led with that instead of “I wish your dad hadn’t ruined all of our lives.” What was he supposed to do with that? I wished I could rewind the moment when those words came tumbling out of my mouth. I was glad to see Matt the next day when he arrived at the training center so I could apologize.

			Yesterday, after my comment and Matt was done on the hand cycle, we made awkward small talk. I hated it that I didn’t apologize in the moment for my dumb comment. 

			“Matt, I am so sorry I made that comment yesterday about your dad. I just . . .” I said, glancing at him, then pretending to examine the notes in his file. 

			Matt leaned on his crutches and surveyed the areas around the training center. “No worries. Let’s do this so I can get back on the field . . . eventually.” 

			I tapped my pen on the clipboard. “Unfortunately, we won’t be able to start out with your cardio as I would like. Another student is on the handcycle. We will have to skip that for now. Let’s start you on the therapy table.” I marched over to the therapy area that included three sturdy tables with new green leather upholstery with only about one inch of cushion on them. I patted the open table. “Here, lie face down.” 

			Matt leaned his crutches against the wall and hopped up on the table. He swung his legs behind him and positioned himself face down. 

			“Now, scoot down so your knees are at the edge of the table. Lower your legs and relax them. Gravity will help straighten your knee and help with range of motion.”

			Matt grunted. His right hamstring on the back of his leg flexed on and off, most likely in trying to protect his injured knee and diffuse the pain.

			“Deep breaths. It will take your mind off the pain.” I watched thirty seconds tick by on the silver wall-mounted clock. “Relax.”

			Besides instructing Matt on what I was going to do next, we sat in silence. I didn’t know what I wanted to say. Do we pick up where we left off? Are we friends? Do we start a friendship as though we just met? I didn’t want to overwhelm him with all the questions I had about the last ten years. I wished he would start the conversation and give me a clue on where his head was. Although, guys were better at distracting themselves and not ruminating about such things.

			I wish I were a dude sometimes.

			“Next are wall sits.” Matt hobbled over to the wall and leaned back. He pulled the rim of his baseball hat down low to either shut me out or mask the pain. I hoped it was the latter but feared it was to block me out. “Twenty seconds, go.”

			Matt’s lips were moving with each count, but no sound came out.

			I added a tally mark next to the exercise and tapped my pen on the clipboard like it was a snare drum during the ten-second rest period. “Twenty seconds, again.”

			I had imagined our reunion being in a coffee shop or maybe a bar now that we were both of legal age; we would begin where we left off like best friends do and talk about the hard things. Laugh, cry, drink, repeat.

			After five repetitions of wall sits, I ushered Matt to the balance board without a word.

			I had to break the humdrum of my pen tapping and Matt’s exhaling. “Um, so, how have you been?” I asked coolly like I would have asked any student athlete I was training. 

			“Pretty shitty,” he said, exhaling as he tried to balance with both feet on the balance board. “How about you?”

			“Same.”

			Matt turned his hat backward, and now I could see his eyes. He stared forward, not looking at me, but his face had softened compared to when he first arrived at the training center. “How did you end up here?” he asked as he attempted to balance equally on both legs. “When we were kids you said you’d never go to a university this close to home.”

			“I had grand plans at ten, didn’t I? This was the cheapest in-state option to get my undergrad out of the way. Plus, once they turned division one, their training program expanded and improved. I’m hoping the experience here will help me land in a doctoral PT program after this.”

			“I would have thought you’d become an archaeologist by how you liked to dig in the dirt to see if you could find any buried treasure or animal bones. Or a marine biologist from how you would scoop up minnows from the lake and watch them swim around a glass pitcher. It’s like you were researching them; trying to discover if they communicate based on their swim pattern or if they, I don’t know, liked to play and frolic.”

			“I don’t know if I watched for frolicking, but I was a weird kid.” I grimaced.

			“Actually, I always envied your curiosity and energy. I could hardly keep up with you.”

			My cheeks felt hot. “Now that I’m grown up, I guess I’m more practical than I used to be. PT is a good career with solid earning potential.”

			“Sounds so . . . adult of you!” Matt’s face was hard to read between the side eye and the smirk across his mouth. The cognitive dissonance between who I used to be and the person I was telling him I was today had to be perplexing.

			“Just for that, it’s time for the cold bath. Follow me.”

			He groaned. I handed him the crutches, and he followed me around the corner into the whirlpool room. The players coined it the whirlpool room to make it sound like a spa. Rather, it was a spacious room filled with eight cold-plunge tubs to help the individual athletes heal sore muscles and reduce inflammation. “A necessary evil” as Stapley called it. My sneakers squeaked as I strode across the rough concrete floor that allowed enough traction so it wasn’t a hazard from the trails of water the athletes left as they sauntered out of the room.

			I escorted Matt to an open tub and instructed him to sit on the stool and submerge his legs in the icy water to above his knee. He quickly stripped off his joggers, which made me do a double take to make sure he wasn’t going in naked. His tight black boxer briefs covered only a few inches of his muscly thighs, barely leaving anything to the imagination. I blushed.

			Matt cringed as he slid both legs down into the tub. He took a couple of deep breaths, adjusting to the near-freezing water. “Capri, the practical punisher with solid earning potential,” Matt stated in a radio DJ voice.

			I shook my head. “After I last saw you, my family struggled financially. When my parents got divorced and my dad went to rehab, my mom had a challenging time paying the bills. As a woman, I don’t ever want to rely on a man to pay my bills.”

			“Yep. My mom had a tough time paying bills since she never had to do it before. She married the local dentist in the small town we moved to, and then they moved to Florida a couple of years ago to semi-retire. Not that my mom really worked a day in her life.”

			“Oh, Sheila. Sounds like she hasn’t changed.”

			Matt bit his lower lip and scrunched his eyes, fighting the pain of the freezing water.

			“You still have five minutes left,” I said as I studied his face and his body while he had his eyes shut. I tried to find a resemblance of who he used to be. I never realized that up close, abs could really look like old-time washboards. I wanted to run my finger over the muscle on Matt’s stomach that was cut in two by a white scar. A scar I knew the history of.

			When we were seven, we climbed up a tree in the woods behind my house. We loved this tree because it had two perfect spots over six feet up where we could perch comfortably. We’d pretend we lived on our own like the Boxcar Children, only we were the Tree Kids. This particular day, Matt climbed down first. One of the branches that was part of our makeshift ladder broke and he slid down, scraping his stomach on the tree bark. Matt had to have stitches on the one deep cut. When he arrived back home, his dad consoled him by saying, “Chicks dig scars.” 

			Wonder how many women have seen it, touched it, or asked what happened? Did he ever mention me in the story?

			“Are you done torturing the guy?” Lance startled me, breaking my trance from Matt’s abs.

			I’m so busted.

			“Um, yes.” I stumbled to get my words out.

			I handed Matt a towel as he swung his legs over the other side.

			“The handcycle is available now if you want him to do cardio next.”

			“Thanks, Lance. That was my plan.”

			I didn’t want Lance hovering. It felt like he was invading this sacred space between Matt and me, even though he wasn’t doing anything more or less than he would have done before Matt showed up.

			Matt stood on his good leg and hopped up and down to get his warm blood flowing again. He patted his legs dry and then sat on the stool again, shimmying his jogger pant leg over his right then his left. Matt hopped off the stool onto his left and pulled his pants on in one motion. I was a little worried that I’d have to help him get dressed. As he positioned his crutches under his arms, I turned and headed for the cardio area.

			I started the timer on the bike for twenty minutes after Matt got situated and began to pedal. I wanted to talk to him and find out all about the years I missed, but I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable or sound unprofessional if my boss walked by. I pretended to concentrate on writing notes in Matt’s chart, but I was tracing and retracing my notes that I had already written.

			“Are you still a troublemaker?” Matt asked.

			I looked up from my notes, elated that he was starting a conversation. “Who? Me?”

			“You were the one always getting me into trouble.” Matt’s lips turned up quickly then twitched as he tried to act serious again.

			My mouth hung open. “Are you serious?”

			“Remember when we lit illegal bottle rockets out of our hands because we couldn’t find a bottle or can tall enough to set them in?”

			“That was totally your idea! You were equally the troublemaker.”

			“Then, that one Fourth of July, it was hot as Hades, and there hadn’t been rain for a month. We started your ditch on fire with all the firecrackers we set off.”

			I pulled up a stool and sat down next to Matt. I wanted to walk down memory lane with him, to remember the great times before life got so complicated for both of us. “Remember when we used to take your little sailboat out and pretend that we were the only people left on Earth? Although we pretended to be stranded on the boat forever, somehow Dairy Queen Blizzards were aplenty on the boat.”

			“That’s right! How would those be made and delivered if there were no people on Earth? We were so dumb.”

			“It’s called being imaginative.” I chuckled.

			Matt huffed and kept pedaling. “Remember those stilts we begged our dads to make for us after we went to the circus? I’m surprised neither of us fell and broke our necks.”

			“Matt, they were only like a foot off the ground.” I covered my mouth, trying not to burst into a full belly laugh.

			“It felt like we were giants.”

			“I miss those days.”

			“Me too. Life was so much easier then.” Matt’s smile melted away.

			We sat in silence.

			“So, can I ask . . . is your dad still in prison?”

			Matt’s pedaling slowed, but he continued to stare straight ahead. I wasn’t sure if he heard me, but I didn’t want to repeat myself if he hadn’t.

			“No, he got out a couple years ago.”

			“H-how’s he doing?” I didn’t really want to know, but I didn’t want the conversation to end either. 

			“He’s all right, I guess. He lives here in town.”

			“Was he able to get a job?” 

			Matt nodded. “He buys and sells commercial real estate or some such thing.”

			I tapped my clipboard. “Not to pry, but don’t you have to have money in order to invest in real estate?”

			Matt pedaled faster. The blotches on his neck appeared again and began to grow together and spread.

			I was teetering between curious and pissed off. My family lost every dime we had. My parents had to start over and work for everything they currently had, and that wasn’t much. In two years, Matt’s dad was able to go from prison to investing in commercial properties. Something didn’t add up.

			Matt shrugged. “You don’t want to know.”

			I bobbed my heel rapidly on the stool’s footrest, causing my body to vibrate. “I kind of do.” My insides hummed with anger.

			Matt exhaled. “Something about friends keeping some safe in the Caymans until he was out.”

			“For fuck’s sake,” I blurted out and hopped off the stool. I needed some water to squelch the anger burning in my throat. The water cooler was just a few feet away near the entry to the cardio section. I pulled a paper cup from the holder attached to the side and filled it up. I filled it again and chugged it back. Then I crushed the paper cup and slammed it into the garbage can.

			Matt pedaled with one hand while he wiped his forehead with a towel. Then he rubbed his hands up and down on his joggers. He sighed and began to pedal again. “Enough about my dad. Uh, how are your parents? Sorry to hear they got divorced.”

			I started to chew on my fingernail but caught myself. “It’s been a struggle. My dad worked at a local hardware store for the longest time to pay the bills. Because of the recession, he couldn’t find an engineering or construction job. He liked working for himself, so he flips houses now. I help him occasionally to make some cash. I guess he’s doing pretty well.” I leaned up against the counter and hugged the clipboard to my chest. “He’s been sober for four years now. My mom couldn’t take my dad’s drinking after the whole situation. That’s why my parents got divorced.”

			Matt stared directly into my eyes. It was the first time during the session that he had tried to make eye contact. “That’s tough.”

			“My mom took a few online interior design classes and has been staging houses and designing executive suites. But honestly, I think she’d prefer to be taken care of rather than work. She always envied that about your mom.”

			Matt snickered. “Yep, my mom’s got skills in digging for gold.”

			The timer beeped to signal the end of the session.

			“Maybe we could grab coffee sometime,” Matt said, looking up at me sheepishly.

			“That would be great.”

			“I know that seems like the most boring and adult thing we’ve ever done.” He snorted. “But maybe over coffee we can reminisce about more childhood shenanigans . . . or ones we missed out on together.”

			“I don’t have much to tell.” I twirled my ponytail around my finger.

			“I’m sure you do.” Matt stood up on his crutches and wiped his forehead again, this time with the back of his hand.

			I smiled on the outside and swallowed the boulder rising in my throat. “Nope. I didn’t have my partner in crime.”
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			The next day after school, I drove my rusty four-door sedan, circa 1998, to my dad’s new reno house. Not only was the car’s exterior paint a copper color, but the wheel wells were rusting out from the salty roads in the winters. My dad had handed it down to me when I graduated from high school. It was his most cherished possession and the first big purchase he made when he graduated from college and started his own business. The car had carried our family through the roughest times.

			My dad was a mechanical engineer by education, but he had realized he wasn’t much of a desk guy after the business with Matt’s dad dissolved. After working at the hardware store for several years, then getting sober, he wanted something to keep his body busy along with his mind. AA told him to get a plant to nurture, but growing a house into a home was more his style. He had to start small with barely any cash, but with the engineering mind and years of hardware-store experience, he did all but the electrical and plumbing.

			Several flipped houses later, he was able to afford a grander place to flip a few blocks off the historic house district. The bones were good, my dad would say, even after one hundred years, but the interior was stuck in the 1970s with avocado-colored kitchen appliances, wood paneling, and shag carpet. The inside might not have been well-loved, but the flower gardens—with bright yellow lilies, purple hydrangeas, and an array of hostas lining the perimeter around the house—were stunning. As soon as I got out of my car, I smelled the lemongrass that was strategically planted behind the flowers. The aroma invited people in but repelled the pesky mosquitoes.

			I carried my work gloves in one hand and the coffee holder in the other as I walked up the stairs to the wrap-around porch. I let myself in the unlocked door.

			“Dad?” I yelled while I got a whiff of pungent cat urine. I covered my mouth with the gloves as my body heaved a few times. The blush shag carpet was stained, except where the ghost of furniture past kept it dirt free. Banging and smashing sounds lured me to the kitchen.

			With a black motorcycle bandana covering his salt-and-pepper hair, a mask on his mouth, and safety glasses over his eyes, my dad wielded a sledgehammer at the kitchen cabinets. When he caught sight of me, he dropped the hammer and clutched his chest. “Capri, you’re going to give your old man a heart attack!”

			“Sorry. I tried texting you.”

			“I’ve been in the zone demoing this kitchen and all of the tile backsplash.”

			“You should have started with the living room carpet. It smells like a dirty litter box.”

			He set the sledgehammer down and leaned on the long handle. “Yeah, but you get used to it.” He went to the counter, grabbed a mask, and handed it to me.

			“I might need to double up on these.” I pulled it over my mouth and nose with instant relief.

			“Is one of those cups for me? I am not sure where I put my last coffee.” He scanned the kitchen.

			I handed him a coffee and pulled my mask down to take a sip of my dark roast with a splash of cream and cinnamon, because that was as fancy as I could afford. Immediately, I regretted pulling the mask down with the urine aroma stinging my nose. 

			“Can I help?” I rested my body against the countertop.

			“Sure. I just have to do the kitchen today and then rip out the carpet. The crew is coming tomorrow to start on the plumbing.”

			“Do you mind showing me around first? This looks like a more complicated reno than your other ones since it’s so much older.”

			He nodded and raised his left eyebrow. “You’re telling me, kiddo!”

			Dad channeled the voice of a museum tour guide as he highlighted all of the house’s treasures. “Built nearly one hundred years ago, this house boasts five bedrooms and two-and-a-half baths.”

			He showed me the points of interest unique to the age of the house—the built-in bookshelves in the den and the wooden corner hutch in the formal dining room. The original hardwood floors that were worn thin in heavy traffic areas, but just needed some TLC to make them look like new again. We took the stairs that creaked with every step.

			“These need a little WD-40, Dad.”

			“Believe it or not, they are as sturdy as a seaman’s erection.”

			“You’re so weird.” I rolled my eyes.

			“Let me show you something fun I found in what was probably the kids’ bedroom.”

			I followed him upstairs to the first bedroom on the right. He flicked on the lights that barely illuminated the room. It was small and dim with the same pink carpeting that was in the living room, but without all the stains. Behind the door of the clothes closet was a half door located in the middle of the wall, as if it were right out of Alice in Wonderland. He kneeled down, then pulled the small doorknob. He stuck his head in the doorway and turned a light on by the pull of a string. The string from the light swung back and forth in front of the doorway.

			“Check this out,” he said as he crawled back for me to take a look.

			I crouched down and peered inside. “This is kind of creepy.”

			“You would have loved this as a kid! Your own little hideout. Kind of like the tree house you and Matt played in during the summers.”

			I smiled at the mention of Matt and the memory. Matt’s dad had promised him a tree house, but he only got around to building the platform on the tree. We strung up a tarp above the platform and tented it to keep out the sun and rain and keep our secrets in. I was the tree house club leader and made Matt carry the boom box up, while I carried the all-important snacks. We required the other neighborhood kids initiate into the club by doing our outdoor chores for a week, like picking up sticks in the yard, watering the flowers, or raking the beach sand. Even then, we still didn’t let them up in the tree house that often. We’d change the verbal password and didn’t share it. We were a very exclusive club of two.

			I crawled inside the hideout in the closet, took in the pink wallpaper with cowgirls on it, and touched the two built-in shelves that may have once displayed a little girl’s books, dolls, or Matchbox cars. There wasn’t enough room to turn around, so I scooted out.

			I sat back on my knees, picked up my coffee cup from the floor, and took a gulp. “How fun this must have been for the child that lived here before.”

			“I think it would be good to stage that as a kids’ hideaway. What do you think?”

			“Definitely a good selling feature for a family with young kids.”

			“Is your mom still staging houses and offices?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Who knows. She’s been vague about what she’s been up to lately. She says she has been busy, but she won’t give any specifics. When I ask, she always says, ‘A little of this and a little of that.’”

			“Well, I’m hoping she can help stage this house when the remodeling is done. This will need the right touch of modern and antique to help showcase it for top dollar.”

			“Why would you ask her? She divorced you when you were at rock bottom.”

			My dad nodded. “Honestly, that was my wake-up call. Finally, kicked my ass to rehab. I know I need to make amends to her after the way I acted like a drunken asshole after—”

			“If anything, she owes you an apology since she threw all of your stuff on the front lawn and created a big bonfire out of it.”

			My dad’s smile disappeared. “Well, there was that.” He stared down at his coffee. “Men can drive women to do bizarre things. We both had our moments of fueling the fire, so don’t think your mom was the only irrational one at that time.”

			The demise of my parents’ marriage made me not want to be in a serious relationship. I really liked what Lance and I had—a casual relationship, nothing too deep that either one of us would get hurt when it ended.

			“She could have had some compassion and took her vows seriously—for better or for worse.”

			“Cut your mom some slack. I was not the easiest drunk to get along with. All the legal battles over the company were enough to send anyone over the edge.” He gulped his coffee. “I would have left me too.”

			I sighed. 

			Dad came over and put his arm around my shoulder, giving me a side hug. “Someday you’ll understand that your heart never really moves on when it’s found its one true love.”

			I broke from his embrace when I realized I hadn’t told him about Matt. “Oh . . . guess what?”

			“Oh my god! What?” My dad squealed while doing a jazz hand with his non-coffee-holding hand.

			I gave him the stink eye for his theatrical imitation of me. “You’ll never guess who I am training right now. Guess.”

			“You said I’d never guess it,” he said, taking a drink of his coffee.

			“Matt Hennessey. Well, Matt Ford now.”

			My dad coughed as he swallowed the hot liquid. “No shit?” He coughed again and cleared his throat.

			I relayed the little I knew about Matt over the last decade as my dad showed me around the other two bedrooms and full bathroom on the second floor.

			“He was a good kid. You two were inseparable from the time you both could crawl. I’m glad you reunited.”

			“Me too. It’s so weird though. Like he just . . . showed up.”

			“You both grew up only a few hours from here, so it’s not that unlikely that you’d run into each other again.”

			“I have this urge to slide down this banister. Can I?” My dad went down a couple of steps and looked back to see if I was following.

			“It’s pretty solid. But if you break it . . .” He waved a permissive hand.

			I handed him my coffee, then swung my leg over the banister and slid down until I hit my butt on the pinecone atop the post, and, with a wood-splintering crack, sent it flying.

			I landed on my behind on the floor. I covered my hand over my mouth. “I am so sorry, Dad, I broke your—”

			“Finial,” he answered as he picked up the decorative piece and examined it.

			 “Well, I think your finial may have also broken my butt.” I rubbed my backside and felt my jeans to make sure I didn’t tear a hole in them.

			My dad laughed. “Well, that’s okay because I’m not so sure I am keeping it. Most people want a glass railing system or black spindles these days.” I ran my hand over the newel post where the pinecone finial broke off and felt the part that was still sticking out.

			“Can we superglue it back on?”

			He pushed on the jagged wood in the center post. “Nah, don’t worry about it.” He studied it for a moment and balanced the pinecone back on the stump. “All right, mischief maker, let’s go kick some ass in the kitchen.”
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			Demolishing the reno house kitchen left me exhausted. I fell back onto my bed like I was doing a trust fall. It caught me every time.

			I said I would text Lance after I got home, but it was already after seven and I just wanted to lie there. 

			Lance deserved someone that wanted to text him right away. It’s not that I didn’t like him. He checked all the boxes of what I was looking for in a relationship and future husband. I liked men a little taller, and Lance’s cute man bun gave him another inch of height on me. I loved his wavy shoulder-length brown hair when it was down, but it was also adorably messy yet contained in the man bun. His slim runner’s build made me self-conscious when we were naked, but he had a way of making me forget about any extra padding I had that he didn’t.

			Even though we were the same year in college, Lance was two years older than me. He had worked for Doctors Without Borders as their assistant in Tanzania. He mostly managed the computer paperwork and got people up and walking around after surgery, which is how he’d decided to go into PT. I thought that was so worldly, fascinating, and admirable. He liked to travel to faraway destinations and learn about new cultures and people, which was necessary for a future partner, and he wanted to help others. I swooned over his big heart. This past spring, I agreed to go out to coffee with him because I wanted to hear more about his time in Africa. I hadn’t realized it was a date until he asked me for a second date. Every weekend, we kept making plans until we were unofficially kind of official.

			We had a great summer together working with the local baseball team as athletic training interns. We had great conversations about work and deep conversations about life. He was my intellectual equal. But it wasn’t a passionate relationship from my perspective. It was comfortable. It’s all I wanted for now, but not forever. I never felt the giddy, living on a cloud, can’t-stand-to-be-away-from-you feeling that I thought I was supposed to feel in a new relationship. Unfortunately, Lance felt the opposite. He even said those three little words, and they felt like the pea under my mattress.

			This shouldn’t feel like a chore, I thought. Then I rolled over on my side and stared at his name in my phone before finally texting him. Hey, I just got home.

			I saw the rippling gray ellipses appear right away. He was sitting at home waiting for me. “I am an asshole,” I said into my pillow.

			Lance: Any chance you want to have a quick dinner or are you studying?

			He gave me an out.

			Lance: My treat.

			Lance: Or you can come over and study and I’ll cook you dinner. I know how you love my Italian chicken with gnocchi!

			I also really liked the fact that Lance could cook. His nonna taught him at an early age how to make all the family’s favorites. Lance knew that the way to my heart was through my stomach. I texted back: I could be persuaded to come over for a home-cooked meal. But I really need to read three chapters for class.

			Lance: Deal! 

			***

			An hour after the invitation, the smell of garlic and fresh basil wafted from Lance’s kitchen into the living room, where I sat on the couch reading my biochemistry textbook. My stomach growled, and it was hard to concentrate on what I was reading. It did not help that Lance kept interrupting me by bringing me a taste of homemade tomato sauce. Then, a taste of the soft gnocchi right out of the boiling salt water.

			I clutched his hand before he went back to the kitchen. “You’re so good to me. I don’t deserve you.” And I meant it. I didn’t deserve all the effort he was putting into our relationship when I just gave him breadcrumbs like Whitney said.

			“It’s all good. You work hard,” he replied, turning back to the kitchen. “It’s the least I can do.”

			His least was more than I was giving him. My textbook became illegible through my watery eyes.

			During dinner, Lance gave me an update on his classes and his least favorite professor. I smiled and nodded in the right places. Is this going to be us in the future? Having a boring conversation over dinner every night? Is that what I get to look forward to? Would Matt be a better conversationalist if he was sitting across from me?

			I shook my head, trying to erase my thoughts like my brain was an Etch A Sketch. Guilt for not being present rose in my chest. I swallowed a bite of chicken and looked up from my plate.

			“So, you don’t think I should ask my professor for a retake on my organic chem test?”

			“What?”

			“You shook your head no. I was just confirming.”

			“Sorry. I got sidetracked thinking about my homework.” I lied.

			He studied my face and nodded like he understood. If I had to guess, Lance was thinking, Why do I bother? He opened his mouth but didn’t say anything else.

			After Lance pushed his plate away, I told him I’d clean up since he went through all the trouble of cooking. I put the dishes in the dishwasher and placed the leftovers in the fridge, scrubbed the pots and pans, and wiped down the kitchen table and counters. Lance was positioned in the middle of the couch, reading a psychological thriller, when I sat down next to him. I leaned my head against the back of the couch.

			“Tired?” Lance asked.

			“Always.” I half smiled. “I left a lot back in my dad’s kitchen demolition. I took a sledgehammer to countertops and a crowbar to the cabinets.”

			“You’re such a sexy badass. Come here.” He opened his arm for me to snuggle into. He twisted the strands of my hair that draped over my shoulder.

			I melted into him. It felt good to be in his arms. I was comfortable and safe. But also guilty.

			“Remember this summer when we had nothing to do after our internship?” he said. “It was so relaxing. No cares in the world. I miss that. I miss our time together.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Thanks for coming over. I don’t want to be greedy, but I go through Capri withdrawals when I only get to see you at work and once on the weekend.”

			I knew I should be straight with him, but then he kissed me warmly. His tongue explored mine—tender and passionate the way you kiss someone you love, not someone you just hook up with. I knew he loved me. Could he tell in my kiss that I didn’t love him back yet? I cared a lot about him. And maybe someday I could get there. I knew I shouldn’t lead him on, and I should let him go so he could find a person who had the same feelings for him. I was honest with him about how I wanted to keep it casual, yet he still came back for more. That’s on him, right?

			He began kissing my neck.

			Just one more time before I let him go.

			Lance moaned and began to nibble on my ear. I moved my hand up his thigh. I wanted him to know that I desired him right now, even if it wasn’t forever. He crashed down onto my mouth as my hand continued north under his shorts. Then, his hand slid beneath my bra, and he pinched my nipple, sending a zing right to my naughty bits.

			“Oh, Matt.”

			In an instant, Lance was off the couch. “What?” He stared at me. “What did you just call me?”

			“Uh . . . Lance.” I wrapped my arms around my stomach to hold back my nausea.

			Lance ran his fingers through his hair and held the sides of his head as if his mind was going to blow. “Capri, what the actual fuck?”

			Tears brimmed in his eyes.

			“Lance, sit down. Please. I was not thinking about him. I swear.” I placed my hand on my heart, backpedaling hard in my mind, but I knew I was making it worse.

			He paced the living room. “You need to leave.”

			I stood up and tried to hold his hands, but he pulled them away.

			“Please leave before I say anything I regret.”

			I gathered my things and walked to the door. Lance followed me with his arms crossed as if shielding his heart from getting punched again.

			“I knew it. I knew my intuition was right!”

			“Lance, please don’t act like this. There’s nothing going on.” I reached for his arm to let him know I was serious, but he backed away, leaving me out of reach. I didn’t know why I was pleading with him. I was sure I didn’t want to be with him, but I knew I didn’t want to hurt him, and I did not want to end things like this.

			“Yet!” he said with his lower lip quivering. “I’ll never be number one to you. I put up with it, but not anymore. We’re done.” 

			He opened the door and motioned for me to leave. I lowered my head and walked out into the hall. I turned to apologize, and he slammed the door as the final nail in the coffin of our relationship.

			***

			I drove home through the rain. Mother Nature was crying with me. I was mad at myself and completely embarrassed for saying something so stupid. Lance was my first real adult relationship, and he took such loving care of me and my heart. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I was furious at myself for stringing him along this whole time when I knew his feelings were stronger than mine. But it was so nice to be wanted.

			I parked my car at our apartment. I didn’t want to go in. Whitney would ask me twenty questions, and I didn’t want to answer any of them. She’d dig into why Matt’s name was in my mouth in the first place. I rested my head on the back of the car seat.

			I needed Lance to know how terribly sorry I was. I tried calling him, but he didn’t answer. I resorted to text: I am so sorry. I did not want it to end like this.

			The typing bubble disappeared. Then reappeared.

			Shit! This is going to be a long rant of a text that I deserve but don’t want to read, I thought.

			A few minutes passed and Lance’s text popped up.

			Lance: Like Tom Cruise says in my favorite 1980s movie, Cocktail: “Everything ends badly. Otherwise, it wouldn’t end.”

			Me: I don’t want this to end badly.

			Lance: Too late!
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			For the next week, Lance ignored me at the training center, even when I tried talking to him about anything work related. I had been punishing myself enough without him adding to it. I replayed that moment on a loop in my head. Why did Matt’s name come barreling out of my mouth? I wasn’t even thinking about him at that moment. Or was I?

			I spent the last week moping on the couch, bingeing Whitney’s and my favorite network—The Travel Channel. We loved to live vicariously with the travelers and discussed how someday, when we were out of college and financially stable, we would travel to these places. Our list of places to see was getting longer, and the reality of seeing them felt further away.

			I sipped my coffee, staring at the TV like the couch slug I had become.

			Whitney bounced into the room carrying plastic bags. “Good morning, roomie!”

			“Where did you come from?” I asked. “I thought you were still sleeping.”

			“I’ll sleep when I am dead.” She stuck her tongue out of the side of her mouth. “We have a party to get ready for.” She plopped down on the cushion next to me, causing a spring to creak.

			“Go easy on this old gal.” I stroked the back of the couch like it was a pet. “We cannot afford a new one.” My mom had given us this faux leather couch that my parents had purchased right before I was born, during my mom’s pregnancy nesting phase. Matt and I used to jump on it like it was a trampoline when my parents weren’t looking. It wasn’t a surprise that the springs were weak.

			Whitney opened the Target bag and pulled out a pack of white T-shirts. She ripped into the package and then threw me one.

			“What is this for?” I unfolded it and examined it to see what magic powers Whitney thought it held.

			“I’m over you being Mopey McMoperson. It’s Saturday. We are in college. We need some fun. You need some fun.”

			I stuck out my tongue at her. “I need to do homework.”

			“School has barely started. You can’t have that much.” She rolled her eyes.

			“I don’t want to get behind.”

			“You need a reboot. Put on your fun pants,” she said as she whacked the side of my leg with the back of her hand.

			“Ow!”

			“Be ready by eight o’clock. We’re going to a black light party.”

			***

			“I hate you.”

			Whitney hooked her arm through mine and led me up the path to the side door where groups of partygoers were entering. “I’m going to break out your Capri-cious side that has been trapped for too long.”

			“I still hate you.”

			“Try to have fun! I know you can.”

			Once inside, we followed the thumping music and the fluorescent glow down the stairs. Whitney handed me a couple of neon-colored Sharpies out of her wristlet to graffiti others’ shirts. I had opted for jeans, but Whitney wore a miniskirt in hopes that some tall, dark, and handsome guy would want to write on her long legs before she wrapped them around him. She had never had a boyfriend or even a friend with benefits, but she was ready to change that this year, or even tonight.

			With our red plastic cups filled with keg beer, we entered the dance floor. The white attire and neon colors illuminated the black-lit room. A few girls wore stars on their cheeks that made me think of the constellation stickers that Matt and I had stuck on my bedroom ceiling when we were eight. He mentioned during our training session this week that he was going to a party tonight. I wondered if he’d be at this one. The thought of running into him made my head buzz more than the flat beer did.

			After a few songs of being jostled around within the big crowd, and sloshing beer all over, Whitney pulled me away. She pointed upstairs and I followed her.

			“Cake By the Ocean” by DNCE blared from the first large room we happened upon on the main floor. We peeked in to find shot bars set up. Whitney talked me into a shot of cheap cinnamon liquor.

			“One more!” she yelled.

			I shook my head.

			“I’ll do one with you.” The guy next to her said enthusiastically. 

			Whitney scanned him up and down and smiled. “Aren’t you a snack?” 

			I wasn’t sure what Whitney’s type was since she had never had a boyfriend. This guy was well over six feet, with a shaved head and heavy facial scruff, but not quite beard worthy. The clear acrylic glasses made him look intellectual yet adorable. At first glance, I questioned if they were blue-light glasses like the ones I used when typing up a lengthy term paper, but when he turned to smile at Whit, I saw there was some type of prescription lens to it. 

			I turned around, scanning all the large portraits of fraternity leaders over the decades, each of their hairstyles unique to the era. The music was so loud I didn’t hear anyone approach me. I felt warm breath in my ear and inhaled the smell of cinnamon and alcohol.

			“They let you out of the training room?”

			Matt’s deep voice stunned me and sent shivers through my body.

			“Sometimes.” I narrowed my eyes at him.

			He leaned in again. “Your T-shirt is rather . . . sad.”

			I looked down at my T-shirt that was still pristine white. “You’re just full of compliments,” I yelled back.

			“Gimme a Sharpie.” I handed him the pink neon Sharpie. Matt steadied himself on his crutches while he drew hearts and stars all over the front of my shirt. He signaled for me to turn around. He gathered my hair, twisted it, and laid it over my shoulder. This sent another shiver throughout my body. He pushed on my shoulder so I would kneel down and he could draw from his limited angle.

			“Whitney!” I yelled.

			She didn’t respond. I slapped her ass to get her attention. She swung around, giving the guy she was talking to a whipping on his arm with her long single braid.

			“Watch that weapon,” the guy said, rubbing his arm. It gave Whitney a good excuse to hug up on his biceps.

			Whitney turned back around to me, holding her “weapon.”

			“Can you make sure he’s not drawing anything inappropriate on my back?” I pointed to my back in case she didn’t hear everything.

			“Who’s that?” She mouthed the words. It’s not like he would have heard her over the loud music.

			“Matt,” I mouthed back.

			Her eyes got big, and she covered her mouth.

			Whitney stepped behind me and introduced herself to Matt. I heard her giggle and hoped she wasn’t laughing from something he wrote on my shirt. I saw that some people had giant penises on their backs and would be none the wiser until later that night when they looked in a mirror or took their shirts off. I didn’t want to be that girl with dicks on my back and not know it.

			Matt handed me the Sharpie back. I slipped it into my back pocket.

			“Shots?”

			I shrugged. He moved over to the bar and held up two fingers. He handed the plastic shot cup to me and we cheered. The liquid burn extinguished my anxiety as it went down. I wasn’t used to being in spaces where there were a lot of people who didn’t care about others’ personal space. In other words, I wasn’t used to being around drunk people. When I saw my parents’ lives unravel—when they lost control of their business, their marriage, and most of their valuables—I vowed to never become like them. If you hold on tight and keep your shit together, you won’t lose it all, I often thought.

			“Are you here with friends?” I asked.

			He nodded. “Melody.”

			“Where is she?” I looked around for the human vanilla cupcake.

			“Bouncing around. Probably trying to see how many people she can get to sign her T-shirt. I think she knows pretty much everyone.”

			“I think so.”

			“Want to do another shot?”

			I shook my head.

			Matt took another shot.

			“You know you’re not supposed to drink during football season,” I yelled in his ear. “And probably best to not get drunk while on crutches.”

			“Fuck it. My season was over before it started.”

			I bit my lip. I didn’t know what to say to comfort Matt the man. Being around Matt was uncomfortably comfortable. He was the perfect stranger. I knew so much about his past, but nothing about the last ten years. He was new and shiny, yet old and familiar. Like finding the teddy bear that you loved on so much as a toddler that it was missing the black felt eyes and button nose. One day you’d find it randomly hidden in a box and you’d vaguely recall the memories, but you’d remember how it made you feel. Safe. Happy. Loved.

			“Shit! Where did Whit go?” I searched the room.

			“She walked out with the guy she was talking to.”

			With Whitney being a newbie to guys flirting with her and dating, I didn’t want her to be taken advantage of, especially after having drinks. “Do you know that guy? Think she’ll be okay?”

			Matt shrugged his shoulders slightly. “He looked like a big softy, honestly.”

			I exhaled. “Did you want to go downstairs again? Maybe find Melody?”

			“Not yet. First, I want to show you something.” His hair was tousled as he motioned his head toward the open doors. It was thick and dark. Tamed on the sides and back but a bit floppy on top. I hadn’t seen much of his full head since we re-met on the field. He had a helmet on then, and most days at training he wore a baseball hat.

			I followed Matt into the house’s library. Built-in shelves of books lined all four sides of the room. I imagined that if this was in someone’s house, the bookshelves would be filled with gold-leaf spines in similar patterns, representing all the classics. However, rare classic editions wouldn’t be left in the hands of a hundred fraternal cave dwellers. Instead, these shelves held generations of fraternity manuals, yearbooks, and long-since-read textbooks. I ran my finger over the books, wiping up dust along the way.

			“Obviously no one is using those books,” Matt said. “Except this one.” He pulled a book down from its place and the shelf moved forward.

			I stepped back, startled. “Get! Out!” My mouth hung open.

			“That’s what we are going to do.” He pulled the shelf open and gestured for me to go ahead of him. The opening led to a spiral staircase that I expected to be covered with cobwebs but was amazingly not.

			Matt flipped a switch and closed the door behind him.

			“What is up here?” I asked, craning my neck. “You haven’t become an axe murderer since I last saw you, have you?”

			“Trust me!”

			“That’s what serial killers probably say before they kill.”

			His green eyes twinkled in the stairwell light. “It’s an adventure.”

			The steps led to a door panel resembling the one in our old house that led to the attic. I pushed it up, and it fell over with a thud. A small balcony held two lounge chairs. The air was chilly, but the half walls on the balcony blocked the fall wind.

			“What is this?”

			Matt set his crutches on the balcony and hopped up the last stair to the top. “It’s the eagle’s nest.”

			“Why would this house need one? It’s not like there are pirates sailing on the horizon to this landlocked state.” I laughed.

			“I don’t know why they built it. I heard that in the summer they keep a telescope on this secluded balcony. On clear nights you can really see the stars through that one circle opening between the trees. Here, sit back on the lounge chair.”

			“My guess is the frat boys that live here are not into astronomy. This has to be a ploy to be charming and romantic.”

			“Is it working?”

			I wished there was light up here to see if Matt was blushing as much as I was.

			“Oh yeah,” I said sarcastically.

			“Remember when we’d take a beach blanket to the shore and look up at the stars?”

			“Remember when you’d make up different names and stories for constellations? You’d also try to find constellations within my freckles.”

			“You totally have the little dipper across your cheek and nose,” he said, tracing his finger across my nose, invisibly connecting the dots.

			“I remember on those nights out, you always took care of me with your backpack full of bug spray, snacks, and hot chocolate, even though it was ninety degrees at night. I liked how you were always the boss of me,” he said, poking me in the leg.

			“I was not!” I swatted his arm emphatically with the back of my hand.

			“Yes, you were. You always had to be the teacher and I was the student. Or you were the doctor and I was the patient. Or you’d be the police officer and I was the criminal. Or if I got to be a police officer, too, then you were captain.”

			“Oh god. I was kind of bossy.” I covered my eyes, trying to block out the memories.

			“I loved it.” He reached out and took my hand. “I also secretly liked when you’d hear an animal howl, and you’d grab my hand and squeeze. You pretended to not be scared, but each time the howl would come, you’d squeeze my hand tighter.” He squeezed my hand. “And I knew that you needed me just as much.”

			I squeezed back. “Maybe I was worried you were scared.”

			“Um, no. You frenetically surveyed all around us like we were suddenly going to be eaten by a bear. I’d try to get you to concentrate on the stars so it would get your mind off the animal just trying to find its pack.”

			The stairs creaked, and I let out a squeal. Realizing I was holding Matt’s hand still, I let it go. Whitney’s head popped up like a jack-in-the-box from the opening in the balcony, then the rest of her body quickly followed when she saw me.

			“Capri! Is that you?” Whitney screamed and leaned over the lounge chair kissing the top of my head several times like a happy little puppy, if the puppy had too many shots. “What are you doing up here?” 

			“What are you doing up here?”

			Whitney turned her head as the guy she was talking with in the shots room climbed up on the balcony. “James, brought me up here to look at the stars.”

			“Was James also the one who drew hearts around your boobs, Whit?” I laughed.

			She looked down at her shirt and started laughing. “James! You silly goose!” Whitney hiccupped. “Maybe Matt should draw circles on your boobs.” She fumbled through her purse for her Sharpie markers.

			“Okay, okay.” I swung my legs over the side of the chair. “I should leave you to your stargazing.”

			Whitney slurred, “Wait a minute. Matt, where’s your phone? I’m going to put my Create-a-Date app on it.”

			 “What is it?” he asked as he handed her his phone slowly.

			“It will help you up your dating game with the ladies,” Whitney said in a sing-song voice. “But really I need people using it so that we can collect data and eventually find ways to monetize it.” Her fingernails went tappity-tap on his phone, and then she handed it back. “James and I already starred our favorite dates that he is going to take me on. Right, Jame-o?”

			“Right, Witty,” he said, trying to match her playfulness.

			App in place, we walked down to the basement. I was glad it was dark and Matt couldn’t see my face. My emotions were mixed up, nostalgia running high. We refilled our cups and played flip cup with a group of people. I did not know how to play. I found out that I could guzzle beer pretty quickly, perhaps from years of practice when Matt and I would dare each other to try to guzzle down a pouch of Capri Sun. If it was too cold, we’d get a slight brain freeze that would impede the dare.

			Matt’s eyes got wide when the song “CAN’T STOP THE FEELING!” came on. “Let’s dance!” he shouted.

			“On crutches?” I put my hands up, questioning his choice to dance in case he couldn’t hear me.

			Matt nudged his chin toward the dance floor and crutched his way there. He started to do the hand moves to our childhood dance routine while leaning on his crutches. I stood there, covering my mouth with my hands in awe that he remembered most of it. I started dancing when the chorus came on. Matt and I were laughing, and in our own little world on the dance floor. As the song ended, Matt pulled me into a one-armed hug and whispered, “God, I’ve missed you.” Then, he kissed me on the cheek. The moment ended quickly when Melody wedged herself between us, tackled him with her arms, and smothered him with drunken kisses.

			I smiled awkwardly and came back to reality within the growing neon-glowing crowd. People were sweaty and sticky, and the floor was becoming slick from all the beer sloshing around. It reinforced why I hated college parties and preferred quieter evenings with friends. I wanted to leave. I pushed my way through the crowd and made it upstairs to the living room with the shots. I sat down on the stained couches to text Whit. 

			Where are you? I’m in the room where we did shots earlier. Come find me.

			Several athletes I had spent a lot of time with—wrapping ankles, hands, fingers, or putting tape on sore muscles—came by to chat and to write on my shirt. It was nice to have some company so I didn’t sit there all by myself.

			I checked my phone, and Whitney still had not responded. I asked around for the women’s restroom, and some guys pointed to the door that had “Wo” taped on it before the word “Men’s.” I entered, hoping to find Whit and do my business. I checked under the stalls but did not see the pink sneakers she wore tonight.

			Me: Where ARE you? I’m in the bathroom upstairs. I texted her again.

			While washing my hands, I leaned toward the mirror to take a closer look at myself. What are you even doing here? This is not like you, Capri! I thought.

			As I opened the door, I saw Lance out of the corner of my eye talking to a few buddies of his. I didn’t expect him to be here since these types of parties were not our thing. I didn’t want to talk to him. I knew it would be awkward since he had ignored me for the last week. As I turned to go down the back stairs, Lance yelled my name.

			Shit! I kept moving forward, pretending I didn’t hear him.

			“Hey, wait!” he shouted.

			I stopped and leaned against the wall to get out of the way of the other passersby. He stood in front of me, unsteady on his feet. He put his hands on the wall on either side of my head to support himself. The pungent and alkaline smell of beer from his breath infused the air between us.

			Lance was so close, I began to feel claustrophobic. “Lance, why don’t we talk tomorrow once we’re both sober?”

			“Nope. I want to talk now.”

			“Why don’t we go find a spot to talk? Like the couches in the other room.” Lance was taking up all the oxygen, and I felt smothered.

			“No. I’m calling the shots for once.” Lance leaned in to kiss me, and I turned my head. He planted a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “What the fuck, Capri?” He rocked back and forth on his feet.

			“Lance, I thought you wanted to talk.” I glanced over his shoulders, hoping to spot Whitney or someone I knew.

			“Capri . . . I miss you. It’s like I can’t breathe since we broke up.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “I love you so much.” He hung his head. “I don’t understand why you can’t love me too. I’d do anything for you. Why can’t you just say it? Just say it!”

			I didn’t want to hurt him. He was such a nice guy. Thoughtful, kind, attentive, and generous in the bedroom—making sure I was satisfied before he was. But in my heart, I knew the spark wasn’t there. He checked the boxes, but the burning flames of passion and desire and can’t-wait-to-see-you weren’t there. I wasn’t sure I’d find that with anyone, since I was so focused on my ambitions and future financial stability. But I didn’t want to hold him back from finding the person who felt the same way about him.

			“I am so sorry, Lance. You’re such a good guy, and I wish I could’ve been your person, but I’m just not. You want more than I can give you.” This conversation was a buzzkill. I wanted to find Whitney and go home. I wasn’t sure how I’d get out of talking to Lance, but I needed a way to escape his drunken rant. 

			“But you could give me more if you just wanted to. God damn it, Capri. Why can’t you just give me more.” He slapped his hand slightly on the wall next to me. 

			“I’m sorry,” I uttered.

			“I just fucking love you!” His fist slammed against the wall, missing my face by an inch.

			I screamed and slipped underneath his arms and into the bathroom, fumbling with the master lock on the door.

			“Lance, get the fuck out of here, you drunk asshole.” I barely heard Whitney’s voice above the sounds of the other partygoers.

			“Capri, it’s me. Let me in.” Whitney banged on the door.

			I was sitting on the bench near the showers, wondering what had just happened.

			Then, I heard Matt’s voice in the hallway. “Where is Capri?”

			“She’s in the bathroom. Lance almost punched her!” Whitney screamed in Lance’s direction.

			“Did you just try to hit Capri, you piece of shit?” I heard a thump—Matt must have shoved Lance against the wall with his crutch.

			I heard Lance’s muffled pleas through the door as I sat on the shower bench with my trembling hands over my mouth. “I wasn’t trying to hit her. I would never hurt her. I love her. And if you weren’t in the picture, she’d still be with me!”

			“Get the fuck out of here!” Matt yelled.

			After the commotion behind the door returned to the regular symphony of loud, drunk talkers, Whitney banged on the door and yelled, “Lance left. Open up.” 

			I slowly got up from the bench to steady my quivering legs so they didn’t collapse under me. Whitney knocked on the door again.

			As I opened the door gradually, I saw Whitney’s and Matt’s worried faces peering at me. I crumpled into Whitney’s open arms once she was in the bathroom. “I was so scared he was going to hit me. I’ve never seen him like that,” I cried.

			“Matt took care of getting him out of here,” Whitney said as she smoothed my hair.

			I sobbed. “I just want to go home.”

			Whitney patted my back, comforting me until my body stopped shaking. I pulled away and looked in the mirror. I didn’t want people to see me with raccoon eyes, especially Matt. I wiped the mascara from under each eye. For those partygoers that missed the hallway drama, I didn’t want them to assume I was that girl, the drunk crier, who couldn’t hold my liquor and ended my evening in fits of crying.

			Whitney put her arm around me and ushered me out of the restroom. 

			“Hey, are you okay?” Matt’s face and neck were flushed. “I got some of my football buddies to escort him out. You won’t run into him again here tonight.”

			“I think I just need to go home.” I kept my head low, not making eye contact with Matt. I felt humiliated and scared and overall shook up by Lance’s angry side that I hadn’t encountered before.

			“I’ll walk you home,” Matt offered. 

			I shook my head. “I’ll be okay.”

			“I got it,” Whitney said as she moved her arm from my shoulder to my hand and led me down the hall.

			Matt followed us down the open staircase leading to the large entryway doors. “What if he’s hanging outside? You should have someone come with you.” 

			“If he comes near us, I’ll kick his ass!” Whitney yelled.

			I heard the metal creak and the cadence of Matt’s crutches hitting the ground with each step behind us. I knew Whitney was capable of kicking Lance’s ass if needed, but I secretly loved knowing Matt was outside also looking out for us, for me. I wanted to glance back to see if he was still there, but I didn’t want him to know I was thinking of him. 
I looked over my shoulder anyway and saw Matt holding out his phone flashlight, sweeping light in the opposite direction down the street. My eyes became misty at the sweet, protective gesture. I peeked back again and Matt turned in our direction.Although I couldn’t see his facial expression from the dimly lit porch, from the glow of his phone, I saw that he raised his hand to say goodbye. 
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			The next morning, a sunray beamed through my dusty metal blinds and reflected off my phone and into my eyes. I slung my arm over my head and turned away from the window. I knew attending the party was going to be more of a headache than it was worth. My childhood was filled with so much drama that I’d had a lifetime supply by twenty-one. Yet, here was more. Matt and Lance.

			“Ugh,” I said out loud to myself.

			I picked up my phone from the charger stand—two missed calls at 2:30 a.m. and five unread messages at seven o’clock.

			All from Lance.

			I’m so sorry, Capri.

			Can we talk?

			I have no excuses.

			I’m just so heartbroken . . . and I was drunk.

			Please, can we talk?

			Coffee was a must before I made any effort to hear him out. I started to reply but deleted it. He didn’t deserve a response.

			I’d felt uber guilty since saying Matt’s name while kissing Lance, but I knew now I may have dodged a bullet. Lance always came across as this chill, doting boyfriend. It wasn’t like him to raise his voice, let alone his fist. I’d never seen Lance drunk, though, either. If he had a hidden temper, it was bound to appear again. I shuddered as I headed to the kitchen.

			“What the hell happened last night?” Whitney asked when I came into the kitchen to grab coffee. Luckily, she was up before me. The coffee pot was full and hot. It was the best sight for my tired eyes. I poured myself a cup and twirled my hair up into a top knot, fastening it with the hairband that I wore as a bracelet for times like now.

			Although I hadn’t drunk as much as Whitney and others did, I felt off. But I wasn’t used to drinking tequila shots. Maybe I was just emotionally hungover. Whitney cooked eggs, bacon, and toast, and sliced up strawberries. It was quite the spread, as if this were something she normally did. She reached around me to set plates and silverware on the table.

			I slumped down in the chair. “I have no idea why Lance acted like that. His drunken rage came out of nowhere. I’ve never seen him like that.” I gulped my coffee, and it stung my throat as much as the thoughts of last night did.

			“Seriously.” Whit buzzed like a bee around the tiny kitchen, opening and shutting cupboard doors. She set salt, pepper, and Tabasco sauce in the middle of the table. She stood back to admire the table like she was preparing a Thanksgiving meal. 

			“This is amazing, but I don’t think I’m in the mood to eat. Thanks for going through so much trouble this early. You know the way to cheer up your roomie is through her stomach.”

			“Oh!” Whit giggled. “You thought this was for you?”

			I turned in her direction, and she giggled again. I was so absorbed in the Lance drama that I didn’t realize she already had her contacts in and a hint of makeup on. She was wearing a short silk kimono robe that I’d never seen.

			“Ohhh! Okay, then.” I bobbed my head, picking up on what she wasn’t saying. “Is it that guy from the party?”

			Whit beamed. “James.” Her lips curled up after she said his name.

			“Is he here or coming over?”

			“He came over after you went to bed,” she said, covering her mouth.

			The unexpected news stunned me into silence. I had no words. 

			“I know, right?” Whit ran in place and whisper-screamed her excitement so sleeping ears couldn’t hear.

			“Right on, girl!” I put my knuckles out for her to tap. “You’ll have to spill all the tea later.” I poured myself more coffee. “Don’t forget to wrap it up!” I circled my finger in the air.

			“Get out of here!” Whit playfully pushed me, and my coffee sloshed onto the linoleum.

			“I’ll let you clean that up.” I winked.

			It was already ten in the morning. I never slept this late. I was programmed from when I was younger to get myself up for school and make my own breakfast. Oftentimes, I would wake up fifteen minutes early just to make enough breakfast for my parents and me. I wanted to make sure they ate too. The early mornings were my only time when it was quiet and not chaotic in my house. My mom would still be sleeping from her nightly sleeping pill, and my dad would be passed out in the recliner—when they were still married. He would sleep there until the alcohol dissipated from his bloodstream and he’d arise. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.

			I liked getting ahead of the day. I scrolled through my online calendar on my laptop and took a mental note of what I must get done today to make sure Monday went smoothly. I studied the list of students I trained on our internal records site. Thinking of running into Lance at work made me nauseous. Was he going to be the nice guy I had known him to be, or was he going to be the drunk punch guy from last night?

			Our boss, Stapley, said once, “Never shit where you eat.” I never thought it would be an issue with Lance and me. We were both professional, hardworking students. We said we’d always be amicable if anything ever happened. So much for amicable.

			Then, like a beacon of hope in the sea of despair, Matt Ford’s name glowed in bright yellow on Tuesday’s schedule.

			I didn’t want to waltz around Lance all day, trading machines, tables, and equipment and having idle time standing by while our athletes were on the treadmills or in the ice baths. Matt and I had stuck to a similar routine for the last few weeks. It was time for something different—the therapy pool!

			I texted Matt to give him a heads up about the therapy pool for Tuesday, but I didn’t want to lead with that and ignore last night. Hey, thanks for standing up for me last night. Sorry for the theatrics. Breakups, huh?

			Matt: How ya holding up?

			Me: Kind of still shaken up.

			Matt: Understandable.

			Me: Was thinking about doing therapy in the pool on Tuesday. You game?

			Matt: Naked?

			Me: Excuse me?

			Matt: I need swim trunks.

			Me: Yes, please wear trunks. 

			“Or not,” I said to myself. The thought sprang forth in my head from out of nowhere. I stifled my giddy laughter with my hand. “Seesaw. Seesaw. My brain is a seesaw,” I sang. Sometimes I watched Matt during our training sessions and thought he was this sexy new guy on campus that I found extremely attractive. Then, other times I saw this man-child who used to chew his food and ask me if I liked seafood. When I replied yes, he stuck out his tongue with chewed up bits of nosh and would say, “See . . . food!” The kind of childish antics saved for your best friend who was like a brother.

			My phone buzzed with another text from Matt. Come pick me up.

			Me: Tuesday?

			Matt: No. How about now?

			Me: Now?

			Matt: Yep!

			Me: I just woke up a bit ago. I need a few minutes.

			Matt: Or how about now, brown cow?

			Me: Hold your fucking horses, Ford! 

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			9

			“May I ask why you don’t have swim trunks?” I asked Matt once he was situated in the car with his crutches shoved in the back seat.

			“Who thinks of bringing a swimsuit to college?”

			“Everyone, I’m sure.”

			“I just packed a Speedo, and that didn’t seem right for training.”

			Speedo. Water lunges. Wardrobe malfunction.

			He looked my way. “Why are you beet red right now?”

			“Uh. Hungover. And it’s like an oven in here.” I fanned my face then put the car in reverse. I couldn’t look at Matt. “Where are we going?”

			“I’ll give you a hint. We are going to the happiest place on Earth.”

			“Okay,” I said as I backed out of the parking space. “Since I don’t think we are going to go see Mickey today, where would the next happiest place be?”

			“It’s my Disneyland.”

			“You have a Disneyland for swim gear?”

			Matt signaled with his hands which way for me to drive. “Just trust me.”

			“There’s that ‘trust me’ phrase again.” I gave him the side eye, even though internally I was excited to spend an unplanned afternoon with him. Even if it was looking at swim attire.

			We pulled into the parking lot of the local mega sports and recreation store on the other side of town.

			“I wish I wasn’t on crutches so we could climb the rock wall.”

			“I’d probably be the one needing crutches after that.” All I could think about was being on the ground, watching his tight ass climb up the wall and his butt muscles flexing every time he lifted a leg up to the next foothold. I bit the side of my lip to distract myself from these random thoughts.

			“First, photo op in front of Minnesota’s own Paul Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox.” The ten-foot-tall statues made a statement in the entryway. “Do you remember learning in school that the reason Minnesota has ten thousand lakes is because they were all made with Paul Bunyan’s footprints?”

			“That will be very useful for a game of bar trivia.” 

			“He’s a legend!” Matt balanced on his crutches and extended his arm like it was a selfie stick. I leaned in toward him so I was in the frame and produced the sideways peace sign like this was something we did often.

			“Let me see.” I leaned in close to Matt to look at the result. “I need to approve before it’s on social media.”

			I examined the photo. Matt had one of his fingers positioned so it looked like he was picking Babe’s nostril. I lightly slapped Matt’s arm with the back of my hand. “You stinker.”

			Matt laughed. “I’m not on social, so no worries.”

			“We need our moms to make us a new scrapbook.”

			“That’s right. Those scrapbooks!”

			Our stay-at-home moms created carbon-copy scrapbooks of us growing up. We were a month apart, so they would capture similar pictures of us separately and mostly together, and they copied each other’s page layout. Photos of me and Matt crawling through the lake beach sand at eight months, playing in the bathtub together at one year old, throwing tantrums at two over the same toy we wanted to play with. Making mud pies out of our garden dirt at three, ice skating on the lake for the first time at four, kindergarten at five.

			Our second scrapbooks, starting at age six, began to look different. At six, Matt got a horse, and he would have pages of him riding Chestnut. My album showed me taking swimming lessons at the local pool. His family went to Disney World the next year, and we went camping at Yellowstone. At eight, Matt received his own little sailboat. That same year, my dad taught me how to steer the small tin fishing boat we owned.

			When Matt was nine, he received a three-wheeler for Christmas, and I got a helmet to wear when he would take me wheeling through the spring mud in the farmers’ fields as I held on tight to his waist. That same year, his family took the month of December off and traveled around Australia, New Zealand, and Tahiti since it was the slowest time for building lake homes. My album showed our Christmas holiday and pictures of us sledding down the large hill in town. Matt’s family lived a much bigger life that was memorialized in his scrapbooks. The signs were there, we just didn’t know it yet.

			The memory balloon burst as I scanned the two-story sporting goods store. “Holy shit. They have a Ferris wheel in here? And an aquarium?”

			“Haven’t you been in here before?”

			“Heck no. I can’t afford the clothes or shoes in this place.”

			“I’ll spot ya for the Ferris wheel.”

			I bounced on my tiptoes. “I love a good Ferris wheel.”

			“I know. I remember that from the summer kiddy carnivals that came through town every year. You’d keep going around and around if you could.”

			Matt watched me taking it all in. I didn’t want to look at him directly. I was being hit with so much nostalgia with my person, my best friend growing up, that I didn’t know if I would start crying or tackle him with excitement. Either option wasn’t how I wanted Matt to see me. I was composed Capri, not the carefree one of a long time ago. 

			When it was our turn, Matt handed his crutches to the attendant and hopped on one foot a few feet to the passenger car. He motioned for me to slide in all while balancing on his good leg. When it was his turn to get on the car, he paused; probably wondering the same as I was about how he was going to scooch in smoothly. He couldn’t jump with his left onto the car without it disturbing the rest of the riders. Putting pressure on his right leg wasn’t an option. 

			“Uh, I didn’t think this one through,” Matt said. 

			Being around Matt was like a mind eraser. I temporarily had forgotten all that I’ve learned so far in the training center and in school. I sat there dumbstruck on how to instruct him to sit down without putting pressure on his knee. Finally, it came to me. I patted the seat. “Try turning around and sitting first, then have your legs follow.” 

			Matt hopped around until he faced the other way, then folded in the middle, pushing his firm tush back until he was seated. I didn’t realize I was intently watching his ass until I looked up and the attendant chuckled. I hid my pinkened cheeks from Matt and the attendant by gazing over my left shoulder at the rest of the store. 

			The Ferris wheel climbed to the top and stopped to let other people on below. Matt leaned forward and then sat back quickly, making the car rock.

			“Do not do that. What if we fall?”

			“What if? This is paybacks!” He stared at me, laughing. “You used to rock the chair all the time and we were much higher up.”

			“I don’t remember that.” I put my hand on top of his and squeezed to get him to stop. He wiggled his fingers between mine, curled them in, and squeezed back.

			“Selective memory. You don’t remember telling me you were going to toughen me up?”

			“I guess it worked.” I nudged him, causing the chair to rock again. I squealed. Matt squeezed my hand again. Neither one of us let go.

			The Ferris wheel continued going around. Matt pulled out his phone. “Photo op number two. Say cheese.”

			He held his phone out, and we leaned our heads together.

			“Cheese,” we said in unison. 

			I leaned over to examine the photo. “Why aren’t you on social media?”

			“My mom didn’t want me on it in case some weirdos my dad met in prison were looking for us. Or anyone he owed money to.”

			I couldn’t imagine all the safety precautions his mom had to consider when Matt’s dad went to prison. If Jack was able to lie, cheat, and steal from his best friends, who knows how many others he swindled? “Fair. But . . . what if . . . I was looking for you?”

			Matt cleared his throat. “Were you?”

			My jaw dropped and I gave Matt a little nudge with my shoulder to knock that idea out of his head. But it was true, obviously. “Of course I did! I figured you didn’t want to be found or, perchance, you blocked me before I even found your profile.”

			“Why would I block you?”

			“You know the stories in our head are always worse than the real ones.”

			Matt nodded.

			“I always assumed that you were pissed because my dad was the whistleblower on your dad.” I went to bite my thumb nail, but I folded my thumb into my fist so I wouldn’t chew on my nails in front of Matt. I didn’t want him to know that I hadn’t broken my nervous habit. “Did you ever look for me?” I asked.

			“Lots of times.”

			“Why didn’t you message me?”

			“As you said, the story in my head may have been worse, but you never wrote me back after a year of writing you letters.”

			“What?” I glared at Matt. “You didn’t write me back!”

			Matt and I stared at each other, trying to comprehend what each of us was saying.

			“Capri,” he said eventually, “I didn’t get any letters.”

			“You didn’t get my letters. And I didn’t get your letters.” Suddenly the pieces fit together. I slapped the metal bar secured across our laps. “Why would our parents keep the letters from us?”

			Matt leaned back in his seat and huffed. “Because they are assholes.”

			I turned away, wiping the single tear that escaped my eye with my free hand before Matt could see. 

			“Hey, hey.” Matt put his arm around me and pulled me closer.

			“You know, the worst thing wasn’t moving away or my parents getting divorced. It was losing my best friend. You were the only one who understood what I was going through, and I didn’t have you to talk with.”

			“Me too.” He leaned his head on top of mine.

			For the first time, I felt like we were getting closure on a decade’s worth of a shitstorm. We didn’t need to say much, we just knew. The anger dissolved, and the sadness of once losing my best friend settled in.

			“Fuck ’em. We get a do-over. Let’s pinkie swear to never be assholes like our parents.”

			We locked eyes and pinkies.

			“Made you blink,” I said after a few too many seconds of staring at each other.

			Matt turned forward and moved his hand off mine, then wiped his hands on his shorts.

			As we came to a stop on the platform, the Ferris wheel operator handed Matt his crutches and we stepped off the Ferris wheel. Matt walked over to the escalator. “C’mon, Capri Sun!”

			I was a couple of steps behind because I hesitated, not knowing where we were going. “Wait for me.” I watched the sea life in the aquarium as we ascended to the second level. Two fish took turns chasing each other up and down the column-shaped tank. It reminded me of when Matt and I would play tag on the playground. “Now what?”

			“We are on a swim-trunks mission, duh!”

			“Are they up here?”

			“No.” Matt hobbled off the escalator and made his way to a wire pen filled with footballs. “Think fast.” A football came spiraling at my face. I ducked.

			“Matty Ford!” I picked up the football and put it back in the bin at the same time Matt was fetching a basketball out of the bin next to it.

			Matt bounced the ball next to his crutch. “How about a round of P-I-G?”

			I scanned the area but didn’t see a basketball hoop. “Where?”

			“Here. We’ll use the bin.”

			“I don’t think they want us playing with their balls.”

			Matt burst out laughing.

			I rolled my eyes. “You’re so immature.”

			“Now, that’s funny.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. This was out of my comfort zone.

			“You used to be the instigator of playing with toys before you bought anything. You would take out all the big rubber balls from the container to test their bounceability.”

			“That’s not a word.” I chuckled.

			Matt came over to me and shook my shoulders back and forth. “Loosen up a little.”

			“Well, I’m not six anymore. And I don’t want to get into trouble.” I side-eyed the associate in the aisle next to us.

			“All right, all right. I see the angel on the shoulder is going to win out this time. But I know that little devil is in there. And she wants to come out and play.”

			I pursed my lips. “I’m not sure about that.”

			“I am.”

			Eventually we made our way back to the first floor, where the men’s swimwear was. Matt tried on a handful of trunks but wouldn’t model any of them for me. Once he decided, he asked me to wait for him in the entryway.

			“You’ll get the big reveal at the pool on Tuesday,” he yelled over the fitting room door.

			Please don’t let it be a Speedo. I don’t know if I can concentrate during pool therapy. “You know I don’t like surprises . . . or Speedos.”

			Matt cracked the fitting-room door open and poked his head out. “Whatever suit I choose, remember that me and the suit are a package deal.” He winked.
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			“Capri, give me your phone,” Whitney said when I walked into our apartment after hanging with Matt.

			“Hi to you too.”

			“I need you to download my Create-a-Date app.”

			“You know I don’t have time to waste on apps nor do I have money for dates. I also don’t have a date.”

			“We’ll find you one. Besides, if you have time to peruse social, you have time for my little ole app. I need you to use this app and give me feedback so I can improve the experience. You’re my lowest common denominator—someone who doesn’t have time or a date.” She gave me a big toothy smile to soften her gibe.

			I glared at her while I handed her my phone.

			She held it up to my face so it would unlock and repeated the motion for my Apple ID to download her app.

			“How was your time with Matt?”

			“It was . . . good.” I tried to be nonchalant to dampen my expectations and hers.

			“Good?” She tapped on my screen.

			“He took me on a Ferris wheel. It was sweet.”

			She looked up. “You love Ferris wheels!”

			“I know!” I squealed and covered my mouth. I couldn’t contain my excitement. “He remembered!” I sat down next to her at our kitchen table. “He’s just . . . the same Matt, the kid I grew up with.”

			“Kid?”

			“I still see glimpses of the kid he used to be. I’ve just grown up, I guess.”

			“Yeah, your inner child definitely got deleted.”

			“Someone had to step up and be the parent to my parents. Being a parental figure at ten really sucks the fun out of life.”

			“Maybe hanging out with Matt will give your system the hard reboot it needs.” Whitney winked.

			I covered my face with my hands. “I’m pretty sure you meant it in some other type of way.”

			“You know it.” Whitney was still concentrating on my phone.

			“He has a girlfriend.”

			“And if he didn’t?” Whitney looked away from my phone for my reaction.

			I tilted my head from side to side, weighing the pros and cons of liking Matt more than a friend. “We used to be just goofball BFFs. Like siblings. But I don’t know, so much time has passed, and now he’s like this familiar stranger, if that makes sense.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“When we were on the Ferris wheel, he kind of held my hand. I don’t know if it was in a romantic way or maybe for comfort.”

			“And?”

			“It made me all nervous, and awkward, yet calm, if that makes sense.”

			“Hmm.”

			“What?”

			“Sounds like butterflies to me. Are you crushin’?”

			My face heated up, and there was my answer. “I, uh, I don’t know. Maybe? Gah!”

			“That’s what I thought.”

			“What are you doing?” I tried to peek at what she was typing into my phone.

			Whit tilted the screen so I couldn’t see. “I’m just choosing your normal dating preferences.”

			“I can’t complete my own profile?”

			“It’s a beta test, so I want to test out certain features.”

			“What are my dating preferences then?”

			“Coffee, movies, dinner.”

			“Is this going to cost me anything to help you test this out? I don’t have money for any of these things.”

			“You can search for creative date ideas for free or low cost. Also, you’ll just get notifications about sales, promotions, or things like events, even free events, as you are driving around. At least, that’s how it should work.”

			“Proof is in the pudding.”

			Whitney looked up and handed my phone back. “No one under forty says that.”

			I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to go study in my room.”

			“By the way, I think your mom called while I had your phone.”

			I pursed my lips. “Good. I have a thing or two to say to her!”

			If Matt and I had sent each other letters for a year, where did those letters go? Why didn’t we receive them? I had to know. And I hoped my parents hadn’t read the letters I wrote to Matt. My letters spewed hatred at Matt’s parents for moving away and at mine for separating me from my best friend. I was furious at my dad for drinking too much and not comforting me when I was miserable at my new school. I wrote about how much I despised my mom for not doing a damn thing by holing up in my parents’ bedroom all the time. Some letters were tear-stained because I was gutted at losing the only life I knew—at the lake, with my parents, and our best friends who were like an extended family.

			My mom answered right away. “Hey, sweetie. How is school going?”

			“It’s good. Busy as always.”

			“Busy is good.”

			“You’ll never guess who I am training right now.”

			“Someone famous?”

			“Mom, I’m in college.” 

			“I thought you were an intern for that baseball team.”

			“That was a summer internship, Mom. It’s over. Any other guesses?”

			“Uh, I don’t have any other ideas.”

			“Matt Hennessey.”

			Crickets. Was she thinking about those letters she never gave me? Was she flooded with the emotions of the past when it was at the highest peak and then when it crumbled to rock bottom?

			“Matty Matt?”

			“Yep, Matty.”

			“Oh, that’s great, honey. Glad you two have reconnected. How is he?” Her voice hitched but carried as much excitement as if I ran into our postal carrier that we never knew the name of.

			“He’s doing well. He’s a football transfer but tore his ACL. I’m training him a couple times a week.”

			“Small world, huh?”

			“Hmm. Not really. Anyway, in talking with him, we discovered that we both wrote letters to each other for the first year we were apart. Neither of us received any letters from each other though. Do you remember getting any letters?”

			My mom didn’t respond. Her silence was unusual. She had the gift of gab that I think she learned from Matt’s mom. My mom made conversation with people standing in line at Target or with servers at a restaurant, and she was that person holding up the line at the post office by talking to the clerk about her Christmas plans while people juggled their packages in their arms for an extra, unnecessary, ten minutes.

			“Mom, are you still there?”

			“Yes. I am.”

			“Well?”

			“Well, that sounds familiar, but it’s been so long. Does it really matter now?”

			“Yes, it does.” My voice rose out of frustration at her dismissive tone. “I wrote to him for a year, and he thought I forgot about him. And I thought he didn’t miss me. It crushed me, Mom. I was devastated. The one person who understood what I was going through wasn’t responding to me. It broke my heart. Did you ever send my letters to him? I gave them to you to mail.” I paced around my bed in an L-shaped pattern. L for Libby, the mom, the Liar.

			“Capri, I am sorry, but I . . . I didn’t think it was healthy to keep in touch with the Hennesseys, so I never sent them.”

			She never sent them? I wanted to scream into the phone and shatter her eardrums just like she continued to shatter my heart with her words and callousness. Instead, I shot back, “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

			“Capri, your language.”

			“I do not fucking care, Mother. I checked our mail every day, waiting for a letter back from Matt.” Tears fell down my face and onto my pacing feet.

			“I don’t think it’s as bad as you remember. We were in so much legal debt, your dad was not very present, and our marriage was crumbling. I didn’t have time to worry about you having a pen pal.”

			“A pen pal? You think Matt was just a measly pen pal? I was crushed. As I said, I checked the mail. Every. Single. Day. For a year. Until I turned jagged and bitter. Emotions saved for adults, not for kids in elementary school.” I swear to god I was about to blow a cerebral gasket. “Did I receive any letters from Matt?”

			“I don’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

			“Mother!” I was tired of being ignored. I was tired of tiptoeing around her emotional fragility.

			“All right. Yes. You received a few. But I called Sheila and let her know that it would be best if we cut off all communication between our families. We had a lawsuit going on, and we needed to sever ties.”

			“Why didn’t you ever tell me it was a legal issue?”

			“It wasn’t technically, but the lawyers said it would be best.”

			I set my phone on my dresser to stop myself from throwing it. Deep breaths. I clenched and unclenched my fists several times.

			“I cried myself to sleep every night. Every. Night. Mother! I thought I had done something to make Matt hate me.”

			“Honey, we were trying to protect you both, and our families were kind of at war at that moment. We thought it was best if we moved on. You both were young. Sheila and I thought you’d forget about it and each other.”

			“You never forget your first BFF,” I cried.

			My mom let out a long sigh. “I suppose so.”

			I flopped onto the bed and reached over to my nightstand in the corner for a tissue. I dabbed my eyes. I wanted to yell and scream at my mom and make her feel the hurt and heartache that I felt. She was dishonest with me. I knew she had been through a lot in that whole ordeal and that she was trying to move on with her life. But seeing Matt again took me back to all those emotions and moments we once shared.

			“That was a shitty thing to do.”

			I thought I heard my mom sniffle. Maybe she heard me this time. “I am sorry, Capri, that I haven’t been the best mom or parent. It’s difficult when you’re trying to be a parent and you, yourself, are just trying to keep your shit together. I tried to shield you from your dad’s drinking, from my depression, and I thought I was putting you in a bubble to not be affected by the adult world we had created. I did my best, and I am sorry my best was not good enough.”

			It wasn’t exactly the apology I longed for; but, finally, my mom acknowledged what it was like for me growing up after we moved away. I wanted to be heard, validated, and bathed in a long hug that made me feel safe from all the unknowns. Unfortunately, I knew my mom may never be fully capable of providing that. My healing would have to continue to come from me. I was exhausted.

			My voice trembled. “Do you still have those letters?”

			I knew the answer was going to be no, but I felt compelled to ask. I wanted her to say they were tucked away in a box and she’d dig them out. Then Matt and I would read them and laugh at our innocence and cry at our big feelings over all the uncertainty in our lives.

			“No. I am sorry. I never kept them. I never wanted you to find them and realize I never sent them, so I shredded them.”

			“Did you read them?”

			“No. I didn’t want to read the hatred you probably expressed about me and your father.”

			“At least you didn’t read them and invade my privacy, but you were right. I was super angry and scared and used those letters like a daily journal about what was going on in our house and how I was feeling.”

			“That was over a decade ago. Hopefully, you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”

			“I can forgive you for making a shitty decision, but I can’t forget how much that hurt me.”

			“Capri, I understand, but you’re also an adult. What’s in the past is in the past, and you have to learn how to pull yourself up by your bootstraps. We’ve all had to.”

			My blood began to heat up like lava, and soon the steam would come out of my ears. The apology and then words to negate the apology were my mom’s signature. For once, I wanted an authentic apology. Just one sincere apology for being the adult and fucking up.

			“Okay, Dr. Phil.” I rolled my eyes, even though she couldn’t see me. “Seriously, you don’t think my childhood affected who I am today? I can work through it, but you can also take ownership. Right now you’re taking a big eraser to my closure.”

			“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic.”

			“I just can’t with this conversation until I calm down.”

			I hung up and threw my phone across the room to the chair. I knew breaking my phone would hurt because I couldn’t afford a new one, but I needed to throw something. How could she be so infuriating and how could I love her at the same time?

			“My whole family is so fucking selfish!” I said out loud to no one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 

			11

			Matt’s training day was finally here. Training in trunks. I knew it wasn’t a date, but I couldn’t help myself from shaving my legs, bikini line, and armpits, just in case he was close enough to see or accidentally touch any aforementioned hairy body part. I wore my black tankini that was professional and slimmed the middle but also showed off my toned arms and legs that I secretly hoped he’d notice.

			I reserved all three lanes of the training pool so I could be certain Lance wouldn’t be training in the pool at the same time. I wasn’t ready to face him. I also wanted uninterrupted time with Matt. I didn’t want to train around others and censor our conversation.

			Because the pool was used for therapy, the water was warmer than the college’s student lap pool. I dove in and jogged through the water to get my energy to even out. It was zip-zapping all over from the conversation with my mom two nights ago and the anticipation of seeing Matt after our moment on the Ferris wheel.

			I ducked under and swam toward the main stairs to wait for Matt. I came out of the water, thinking I was a Sports Illustrated swimsuit supermodel. With my hands, I slicked back my hair so it landed down the middle of my back. I wiped under my eyes out of habit and realized I hadn’t worn waterproof mascara.

			“Shit!”

			I dunked under, trying to wash it off so I didn’t look like a raccoon.

			I came up again, wiping my eyes, but I forgot to slick back my hair, so it stuck to the outside of my head and over my ears like I was a wet dog.

			Matt and Melody appeared at the top of the stairs.

			I ducked my head back quickly to tame my mane.

			“Oh, hey,” I said casually.

			“Hey,” they both said in unison.

			“When should I pick Matt up?” Melody asked, putting her arm through his.

			“We’ll be done in about an hour.”

			She turned to Matt and replied, “I’ll leave practice early and help you with your bag.”

			“Thanks, Mel.” He smiled at her.

			I couldn’t tell if it was a smile to suggest he was in love with her or just one of respect. Either way, it stung like one hundred sewing needles in the pincushion of my heart.

			“I’m happy to help him with his stuff if that’s easier for you.”

			“That’s sweet, but we’ve got it.” Melody put her hands on the side of Matt’s face and gave him a long kiss goodbye.

			We.

			I swam away to give them some privacy, and so I didn’t have to subject myself to their PDA. I submerged myself and wanted to scream to let out all my negative energy like when I screamed into my pillow as a kid. But I didn’t want Melody or Matt to think I was weird talking to myself, much less talking to myself underwater. Even I would think that was odd.

			When I heard the aquatic gush in the water, I popped up and found Matt walking toward me with the water waist high.

			“Reporting for duty,” he said with a salute.

			I smoothed my hair once again and wiped under my eyes to prevent the raccoon look. “Am I that militant?”

			He winked.

			“You know, I’m all for taking a dip, but how is this getting me closer to the football field? Melody thinks I shouldn’t waste my time in the training center and that I should be doubling down on PT at the orthopedics clinic.”

			“And how would Melody know what your treatment should be?” As if I wasn’t irritated enough that Melody stood in the way of seeing whether Matt and I could be more than friends, now she was trying to block any progress I was trying to make for his football career.

			“I guess she had a few previous boyfriends with similar injuries and learned from those experiences.”

			I tried to suppress my laughter but swallowed the wrong way and started coughing.

			Matt splashed water at me. “Don’t laugh at me.”

			I splashed water back at him. “I’m not laughing at you.” I’m laughing at Melody. “I’ve had a couple years of student training. I’m following the instructions of your doctors, including the staff orthopedist, your coach, and my boss, Mr. Stapley. You are welcome to question all of them. The fact is, post-surgery recovery for this injury takes at least six to twelve months. There’s no speeding up time.”

			Matt’s shoulders sank. I could see that my words sucker punched any optimism he had.

			“All right, boss,” he said.

			“Today’s exercises will help alleviate weight from that knee while working on your range of motion. Okay?” I gestured from one lane to the other. “Start with walking down and back, two times. Try to walk as normally as possible. I see you favor your right knee when you walk. That is going to shift your hips the more you do it. You don’t want to throw yourself out of alignment and cause secondary injuries.”

			Matt headed in the opposite direction of me, reached the side, and walked toward me again. He peered into the water as he walked. I didn’t know if that was out of concentration or not wanting to have awkward eye contact or silence. Today felt heavy—not the light and airy mood I thought the therapy pool would provide.

			I broke the silence by blurting out, “What do you love about Melody?”

			Matt pivoted from the farthest side and continued his slow walk back toward me. Even from where I was, I could see his neck begin to grow pink splotches. He rubbed his neck. Was he angry that I asked him? Was he embarrassed to talk to me about how much he loved her? Was he thinking about how much he liked her naked right now? Jeez, he’s thinking about her naked. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know. Please don’t answer. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to erase my imagination.

			I shook my head. “No need to answer. It’s none of my business.” I swam to the side of the pool where I had set the laminated clipboard and wrote down the number of walking laps he was about to complete.

			The splish-splash sound of the water continued to move away from me as he walked to the other side. “She reminds me of you, actually.”

			I continued faking my concentration on the clipboard, like I did for most of the time we were together for training sessions, glad he couldn’t see my stunned reaction. “Oh?” My voice lilted up as I tried to be coy with my curiosity. “How so?”

			“She reminds me of you growing up. She can be playful and spontaneous. Melody is full of energy.”

			Yeah, like a puppy on crack.

			“She’s pretty fun.”

			“Define fun.”

			“When we get together, it’s not like typical date nights like dinner and a movie. We’ve done things like yoga with goats walking on our backs. We’ve volunteered at the Ronald McDonald House, entertaining the siblings of kids that are in the hospital. We’ve made dessert for each other using only the ingredients in my cupboard. Have you ever had beef-jerky-and-peanut-butter cookies before?” He snorted.

			I wanted to hate her, but I couldn’t. His snort made me snicker too.

			“I never would have guessed that about her.”

			“Me either. Although her motivation for the date ideas may be social media followers,” he admitted. “I know her intensity can be a bit much, but the spontaneity balances it out.”

			Ugh. What’s not to love about her?

			“Also, she’s a bit bossy. I kinda like bossy ladies,” Matt said, pushing through the water toward me.

			“Yes, you’ve reminded me before.” I rolled my eyes. “Now come over here and stand up against the side. Time for knee lifts.” I demonstrated to Matt how he was to lift his knee waist high slowly and then slowly lower it ten times.

			Matt gave me too much credit for being fun and spontaneous when we were kids. It was so long ago that I couldn’t remember if I was always the impulsive one with the wild ideas or if he was and I was better at executing them. Chicken or the egg? As a kid, it was easy to be bold and confident when I had Matt to follow along with whatever I wanted to do. He was always supportive and went with the flow. Matt probably thought we were more spontaneous than we actually were. We mostly planned our spontaneity in the summers, when our parents left us with unstructured time due to their business commitments and social ones.

			One summer, when we were in about third grade, we agreed we’d do something different every day of the summer. We wrote a bunch of ideas on pieces of paper and put them in a large canning jar. Our playdates consisted of riding our bikes to the pool, making big ice cream sundaes at one of our houses with whatever candy and toppings we could find, sailing in Matt’s little boat, sculpting sandcastles, hiking through the woods to collect different leaves and flowers—sometimes we made dioramas in empty shoeboxes with these found objects—competing in a lawn-game tournament, snorkeling in the lake for hidden treasures, and my favorite was picking out a book at the library, laying in the hammock, and reading aloud to each other. It was something new and different to do each day, even though we knew what the pieces of paper said.

			As I examined Matt’s knee lifts through the water, I noticed that his navy-blue swim trunks had round green shapes on them. With Matt creating a current underwater, I couldn’t make out what the shapes were. “What are those on your trunks?”

			Matt chuckled. “Why are you looking at my trunks?”

			“Are they”—I looked closer—”turtles?”

			Matt smiled. “Maybe.” 

			“How cute!” I squealed. “Do you remember how obsessed I was with turtles?”

			“Of course I remember. You made me watch Finding Nemo about a hundred times because you were smitten with Crush, the sea turtle.”

			“I just loved that a turtle is—”

			“Self-contained and carries its house.” Matt finished my sentence.

			I could feel the apples of my cheeks flush. He remembered.

			“You wanted to make-believe that we could get a double-wide shell and live in it together forever under the sea.”

			“Far, far away from our feuding parents.”

			“Sometimes I’d still like to escape.”

			“Me too.” I took off jogging in the water. “Race ya!”

			“No fair.” Even though Matt was recovering from his injury, he was much more athletic and in shape than I was. I knew he’d catch up to me quickly. He beat me to the end of the pool. I pushed off the side and took off again. “Oh no you don’t,” Matt yelled right behind me.

			“C’mon, slowpoke!” I yelled over my shoulder.

			Suddenly, Matt yelped and held his knee, bouncing up and down on his other leg.

			“Matt! Are you okay?” I jogged back over to him. “What happened?” I searched his scrunched-up face and his hands around his knee, trying to assess the situation.

			He groaned and writhed in pain, dunking under the water. The next thing I knew, my legs were swept out from beneath me, and I went under. I bobbed back up and Matt laughed and dunked me again. I swam around to his back and jumped up on him, trying to take him down. “You asshole.”

			“Gotcha!” he yelled right before I put all my weight on him to submerge his head. We continued to splash each other until the chlorine burned our eyes.

			“Uncle!” I yelled, shielding my face.

			We both panted, trying to catch our breath. My cheeks hurt from laughing.

			“I haven’t laughed that hard in a long time,” I said, rubbing my face to ease the muscles. “I can’t believe you swept the leg like you’re Johnny from Karate Kid.”

			“I still got it.”

			Melody appeared at the top of the stairs. “What do you still got?”

			“We’re just horsing around, acting like eight-year-olds again.”

			“That’s sus.” She grabbed his towel from the chair and held it out for him. “Playtime is over.”

			Matt looked at me and grimaced then got out of the pool. “Melody, you know we’re just friends.”

			Just friends. The phrase wasn’t wrong, but it felt so inconsequential and limiting.

			Melody grabbed Matt’s bag as he put on a T-shirt. “Let’s blow this pop stand,” she stated and walked away. Matt gave me a little wave and walked out.

			I ducked under the water and screamed.

			***

			After a few minutes of getting my anger out under water, I climbed out of the pool and toweled off. This semester wasn’t starting out as I had planned. I imagined myself going to class, training, studying, and doing homework each night, doubling down on the weekends, hanging out with Whit and—at the time I created this daydream routine—Lance a couple of times a week. For self-preservation, I needed to be more focused and less distracted by the life tests being thrown my way. 

			I tapped my phone to check my calendar of what homework and tests were due this week. I always enjoyed entering all of the due dates from each syllabus onto my calendar and color coding them by class at the beginning of the year. This week’s calendar view looked like a rainbow gone wrong. I swiped out of the calendar and back to the home page when a text notification popped up. My mom. Capri, how’s your day?

			So much for fewer distractions.

			I didn’t want to give her any indication that I had time to text much or chat on the phone, especially after our shitty conversation on Sunday.

			Me: I’m off to study.

			Mom: Make sure you have some downtime too. 

			Me: Easier said than done. All okay?

			Mom: I’m fabulous! 

			Me: Why? What’s up?

			Mom: I can’t wait to tell you more. Can you go to lunch on Saturday?

			Me: I have to be at the football game on Sat.

			Mom: Oh, that’s right. Sunday lunch?

			Me: That’s usually my most productive study time.

			I preferred to get all my work done—whether that was homework, cleaning the apartment, running errands, or working for my dad—before I allowed myself leisure time. I didn’t trust myself to do the opposite.

			Mom: A girl’s got to eat!

			She was persistent.

			Me: A quick lunch. Near campus.

			Mom: Perfect. See you then!

			As I read my mom’s last text, a message from Matt appeared: BTW just to clarify the question you asked earlier. Melody and I have never said the L word.

			I didn’t really deserve to know or need to know. But it’s what I was hoping to hear. I smiled to myself.
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			After writing out a stack of anatomy flash cards and going through them twice with Whitney, I became blurry-eyed and punchy. Terms were coming out thing-a-mcfemur, coccyx is toxic, and there’s a patella in my Nutella. These mnemonics could be helpful if I made up hints of where the bones were actually located.

			“I can’t do it anymore,” I blurted out to Whitney.

			“Good, because I am going out with James and need to get ready.” Whitney set down the stack of flashcards in front of me.

			I rested my cheek on my hand. My brain felt drained. “What are you going to do?”

			“It’s a mystery. He’s coming over, and then we are going to drive around and see if something pops up from the app based on location.”

			“You’re going to Create-a-Date on the fly, huh?”

			“That’s what it’s for. Gotta blast!” Whitney skipped to her room to get ready.

			I opened the app and scrolled through the top five date suggestions based on two hundred people’s ratings in my zip code. Two hundred people have used the app? I didn’t realize Whitney had talked to that many people in our two years at college combined. She had hustled the app at the black-light party, but it appeared she was hustling all over campus.

			Not bad, Whitney!

			
					Picnic with a color theme. Too late. Sun went down already.

					Music playlist that represents you. The ole mix tape making a comeback through Spotify.

					Blindfolded cookie baking. Sounds painful!

					Poetry slam. I can get down with some poetry, but where?

					Arcade tournament. It’s on like Donkey Kong!

			

			Matt and I thought we were pros and knew the tricks to get to new levels because we spent hours on Donkey Kong, especially on rainy days in the summer, playing at the arcade. Across the street from the row of lake houses, our parents’ company was building, stood the Fresh Catch Restaurant and Bar. They had a back room with a handful of video games that our parents grew up with—Ms. Pac-Man, Centipede, Frogger, Galaga, and Donkey Kong.

			I hesitated in texting Matt. It was already seven thirty, and he could easily say he was too exhausted to hang, he was out with Melody, or he was studying, which I should continue to do, but my brain was too full of body parts. I needed an excuse as to why I was out-of-the-blue texting him about going to the mall for an arcade tournament. Nostalgia and friendly competition weren’t solid enough reasons to randomly text about going to the mall. Perhaps I needed new scrubs for work? No, that was lame. Why would he want to help me pick out scrubs? Plus, I had no money for a new pair of scrubs. New sneakers? Nope. Couldn’t afford them either.

			I was always in need of school supplies. The semester was already six weeks in, and my notebooks were nearly full of notes. I was old school that way, taking handwritten notes instead of typing them out on my laptop in class like most students did. Why would I go to the mall for school supplies? That was saved for a Target run but was not connected to the mall. I racked my brain. Then it came to me. The Create-a-Date app.

			“Yes!”

			Whitney bounced into the living room wearing a short skirt, showing off her long legs, and a sweater. “Are you talking to me?”

			“Did I say that out loud?” I giggled and grabbed my phone.

			I texted Matt. Hey, last minute idea. Any chance you want to help out Whit’s new app and go on a date to the arcade? Old-school tourney?

			Then I texted again, just to be clear: As friends of course.

			I willed my phone to reply. Radio silence. The more time that ticked by, the more I was internally beating myself up for even suggesting it. Of course, he was occupied. Even though he was new to the school, he already had a girlfriend, football teammates, roommates, and school friends. Just because I reappeared didn’t mean we’d become fast friends who hung out together all the time.

			Ding, ding! I jumped at the sound of my phone.

			Matt: Game on!

			I bit my knuckle to keep from squealing. Then another text came in from Matt: Just showered give me 10.

			I counted to thirty and took a deep breath to slow down my hurried breathing. Calm and casual, Capri.

			Me: Cool. I’ll drive. C U soon.

			***

			The mall arcade was dimly lit, save for the glow from the fifty-or-so machines lining the walls. We took inventory of the games as we walked by them all.

			“I’m going to be really rusty,” Matt stated, scanning the consoles.

			“Well, I haven’t played since we did back then.”

			Matt stroked his chin like he was coming up with a plan to win. “Do I get to choose which games we play?”

			“Nope. We are doing ones we have equal advantage on, from what I can recall.”

			“Such as?”

			“Centipede.”

			Matt rubbed his hands together. “Yes! That was my jam!”

			“Ms. Pac-Man.”

			“Of course. That was always your game.”

			“And the tie breaker will be . . . dun dah . . . Frogger.”

			“It could be anyone’s win with that one,” he said. “Besides bragging rights, what are the stakes, Ms. Sweeten?”

			I hadn’t thought about a winning prize. When we were kids, our “trophy” was gloating for a week about our win and then, at the request of the loser, repeating the tournament the following week for a chance to redeem the trophy. This time, I couldn’t bet money because I had very little. And Matt and I weren’t dating, so I couldn’t suggest any sexy time together.

			“Um, how about the loser has to cook dinner?”

			Matt put his hand out to shake on it. His hands used to be the same size as mine, and now they were like big mitts. His fingers enveloped my hand and set off a shudder throughout my body. My brain wasn’t sure how to categorize Matt yet, but my body had a mind of its own.

			We started with Centipede. I was always much faster at controlling the trackball than Matt, so I knew I could pick this up as a win. I did not factor in that he still played video games with his bros, so he had the upper hand with hand–eye coordination in general. But I eked out a win by twelve hundred points.

			“Boom! Mic drop!” I said, strutting away.

			“That was a warm-up.”

			I flashed him a smile over my shoulder. “Whatever.”

			“Loser gets to go first on the next one, right?”

			“If that makes you feel better. Sure. Have at it.”

			Even though we were competing and razzing each other, we still cheered for each other when we won a round or our player narrowly escaped death.

			Matt smoked me at Ms. Pac-Man by nine thousand points. He remembered the routine that outsmarted the ghosts and capitalized on getting the fruit and eating the ghosts when they were blinking. My strategy was to clear the board and move up levels. Especially to see Mr. and Ms. Pac-Man kiss. That was always what I looked forward to in the game. Matt picked up a win on the game I historically won.

			He kissed his biceps in victory, as if his athleticism had pulled out a W for him.

			“All right . . . Frogger for the tiebreaker.”

			When we were little, Matt and I played a live game of Frogger in my basement. We’d put pillows down on the floor and pretend those were the logs we needed to jump on to get across. Wooden blocks were used to create the safe zone once we got across. The other person would have a broomstick and push the pillows around so it was a challenge to get past.

			Matt confessed he played on his old-school Atari and received a Frogger single track game for his TV last Christmas.

			“Dammit!” I said, knowing I had not played for the last decade. I should have inquired about what games he still played prior to picking them. However, our bet made it so it was a win-win. Either way, I was going to dine with Matt in the future.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll go easy on you.”

			“Ladies first!”

			“Nope. Age before beauty.”

			“By a month!”

			Matt moved his frogs across with ease.

			“You were never this smooth before.”

			Sometimes we’d ride our bikes to town after stealing money from our parents’ change jars in their dresser drawers. We’d go to the convenience store and play Frogger in the back. I was really good at navigating the moving cars or logs to get into the garage space, as we called it. But when I was going to park my frog, I nearly always did a header into the barrier, sending my frog back to the start. Matt was too trigger happy and sent his frog nearly on the edge of the log or missing it entirely, sending him back to square one. We had our handicaps, so this one was an even-steven game for us.

			“I was a little premature in my actions when I was younger, but I’ve learned patience and timing. It comes with years of wisdom.”

			“Oh, does it?” I mocked.

			The two-player option was out of order on the game, so I let Matt go first to gain time to visually reacquaint myself with the game. He ended with 10,500 points, the highest score of the day, which meant not many people played the game today. Matt quickly tapped out what I thought were going to be his initials. Instead, he typed the familiar MCB. Matt Capri Besties.

			Flutters rose from the pit of my stomach and stuck in my throat like I’d swallowed a Gobstopper the size of my esophagus.

			“Didn’t think I would forget, did you?”

			I wrapped my hands around his biceps and leaned my head against his shoulder. “I missed you so much!” I whispered. He leaned his head on mine for a moment, and then the moment was over. “Your turn!”

			My muscle memory kicked in right away, and I ran into the borders as soon as I got across, just like when I was little.

			“Shucky darn, Capri Sun!”

			“Shucky darn?” My eyes welled up from holding back laughter. “Unfair. I can’t see through the mist in my eyes. Don’t make me laugh!”

			Matt jabbed me in the side with his finger.

			I squirmed. Then, he dug a finger in my armpit as I moved my arm up and down like a bird flapping its wing while holding onto the joystick.

			“Cheater!”

			“It’s called defense.”

			“Matty!” I squealed. “I am already losing!” I moved my body over opposite him like I was really getting out of his way. “Stop. You know what happens if you tickle me too much.” I snorted.

			“Giggle farts?” Matt laughed deviously and poked my side one more time. Then he switched to waving his hands in front of the Frogger screen.

			“You little fucker.” I pursed my lips. “You play dirty.”

			I only got one frog in and lost our tournament.

			I pretended to punch Matt in the arm like I was using him as a punching bag. “You’re a poor sport!”

			“You’re a sore loser,” he retorted.

			“I know you are, but what am I?”

			Matt put me in a headlock and rubbed his knuckles on top of my head.

			“Matty!” I tried to catch my breath from the nonstop laughter. I coughed and choked on my own saliva.

			“Are you okay?” Matt let go of me. He surveyed my face, which felt like it was the color of fresh red beets being chopped up for a summer salad.

			I sighed, trying to get my body to relax. Matt’s eyes twinkled, which I had not seen since I reunited with him a couple of months ago. We looked at each other for a moment too long. Is he going to say something? Is he going to kiss me? My chest rose and fell visibly as my heart raced and my breathing started to match.

			He stuffed his hands in his pockets, doubling down that he was not going to touch me. Or perhaps it was to keep himself from reaching out to me.

			“Want a hurts doughnut?” I asked, breaking the tension with one of our childhood jabs that my dad taught us.

			“I was thinking maybe coffee instead.”

			I punched him in his rock-hard abs. “Hurts, don’t it?”

			All of a sudden, he tackled my legs and threw me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and twirled me around.

			I slapped each firm butt cheek to get him to put me back down. “It’s too much pressure on your knee.”

			“What, pip-squeak? I can’t hear you.”

			“Matty, I am going to throw up.”

			He stopped twirling and set me down.

			I stumbled as I tried to walk and he grabbed me. He was a few inches from my face. I so wanted to kiss him and see if there was a physical spark between us, even though we just acted like the children we once were. I could just lean in, and if he follows suit then I know he feels the same. If he pulls away, I’ll be humiliated and bummed. But I knew better. He had a girlfriend. As much as I wished Melody wasn’t in the picture so we could potentially explore something, I admired that he was respecting that boundary. If it were the other way around, and we were dating, I’d expect the same respect.

			“Excuse me,” a familiar voice called out behind us.

			Matt and I startled out of our childhood nostalgia bubble.

			“Oh hey, Melody,” Matt said as he crossed his arms over his chest.

			“What are you guys doing here?” she asked as she grabbed Matt’s arms, pulling him down for a kiss or what looked like a dog marking her territory.

			“We were just having a video game tourney like we used to when we were—”

			“Growing up together, I know. You sure do reminisce a lot,” she said. She raised her eyebrow at me then glanced back to her friends in the hall.

			Matt didn’t respond. “What are you doing here? You said you were going to blow-dry your hair tonight and didn’t have time until later to hang.”

			“We came out here to the Dry Bar.” Melody fluffed her hair and turned around, showing off her blowout. “I’m just really surprised to see you here. You were going to just wait at home for me you said.”

			Matt’s neck flushed. I couldn’t tell if that was out of anger or embarrassment. Angry she may have disrupted our plans or embarrassed he got caught goofing off with me?

			“I was just killing time.”

			Killing time? Ouch.

			“We were helping out Capri’s roommate with her new dating app project for school.” Matt glanced at me and back to Melody.

			“Dating app?” Melody squinted at Matt like she was trying to comprehend what he was saying.

			“Not like that. A friends’ date, of course.”

			“Of course.” Melody batted her eyelashes up at him. Looked like she went to one of those lash bars, too, tonight. Her eyelashes had a prominent curl up to her eyebrows. “If you’re done with your date as friends, want to come with me and the gals to grab coffee?”

			Matt looked at Melody and then me. “If it’s all right, I’ll go tag along with Melody and her friends.”

			He took the wind out of my proverbial sails with his words. “Of course. We’re just killing time anyway.”
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			After Friday’s practice, Matt invited me over to his dad’s house to raid the fridge and watch some crappy, mindless TV. We had a big game the next day, so it was going to be a relaxing Friday night. When I asked about what Melody was up to, he said she was busy with friends. I figured I was the backup plan, but for some reason, I didn’t care. I was excited to continue to reconnect with Matt. But I agreed to hang under the conditions that he help me study and that his dad wasn’t going to be there.

			I didn’t want to see Jack. I didn’t know that I could keep my composure. Matt assured me that he was going out to dinner and a late movie with a date and wouldn’t be back until eleven.

			“No offense, but what woman would want to date a guy who has stolen millions of dollars from his family and best friends?”

			“I don’t think he leads with that. Prison didn’t take his charisma, that’s for sure.” 

			As much as I loathed running into his dad, I’d take my chances if it meant I could spend time with Matt.

			Matt’s dad was living in a new development that boasted “exceptional family living starting at $550K.” I didn’t know much about houses and mortgages, but that sounded like a lot of money for most people and especially for a guy who just got out of the big house and had to start over. My parents were just making ends meet these days. Even if they got together, they couldn’t afford to build a brand-new house like these two-story craftsman abodes.

			Matt answered the door in weathered jeans and a green college football T-shirt that hugged all the right places and made his green eyes pop. He ran his hand through his hair, and I realized he wasn’t wearing a baseball hat. His hair was getting darker as the fall months progressed.

			“Welcome to my dad’s bachelor pad,” he said with a sweep of his hand.

			Past Matt, the open floor plan showcased large floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the nature preserve behind the house. The white-and-gray kitchen had all the latest styles with glass bulb pendants over the white-swirled granite island, subway tile backsplash, and shaker cabinets. My dad used many of these same finishing touches in his remodeled homes, but only if he could find them at a discount.

			I piled my books and notecards on the kitchen island and hopped up onto the barstool. Matt leaned in on his elbows across from me.

			“May I ask how your dad affords this?” The grand fireplace was the pièce de résistance of the main floor with its large stone surround and large wooden mantel.

			“He’s actually renting it from a friend, he said. Other than that, I don’t ask.”

			“I can see why you’d want to come here to study. It’s beautiful.”

			“Honestly, I just wanted to get away from my roommates for a couple of hours and . . . do my grocery shopping for free in my dad’s pantry.” He laughed.

			I slid off the stool. “Oh, let’s check it out. Um, where is it?” I expected a door to a little walk-in pantry closet or two large wall cabinets that opened to shelves upon shelves of non-perishables, the rice maker that never gets used, and the discount store supply of paper towels.

			“Back here.” Matt slid open a barn-style door that led to a walk-in pantry as big as my bedroom.

			“Seriously?”

			“Ridiculous, right?”

			“Holy shit! I want one of these someday.”

			The pantry had a prep sink in the middle, surrounded by more granite countertop space. The cabinet doors had glass inserts so you could see the goods behind them. The cabinets were organized with canned goods and packaged side meals in one, baking items in another, and cereal and snacks in the other. Jack probably filled that cupboard in hopes that Matt would drop by to see him once in a while. Matt opened all the cupboards for us to assess all at once.

			“I was thinking we could make a charcuterie board and pretend we are fancy,” he said emphasizing the last word by drawing out the syllables.

			“I’ve never made one, much less ordered one,” I admitted. “I’ve seen them scrolling through Insta but never studied what’s all on it.”

			“Meat and cheese and other delectables.” 

			He handed me cans of black and green olives and two boxes of flavored crackers. Then he piled on a bag of popcorn, cheese puffs, and a bag of chocolate-covered pretzels until I could barely see over the mound. I walked slowly back to the kitchen so I wouldn’t drop any of the packages. I laid my arms on the counter and let go of the contents. “Are there really cheese puffs on a charcuterie board?”

			“Why not?” He smiled, and suddenly I didn’t care what was on it.

			He pulled out several plastic containers of deli meat and bags of cheese slices from the fridge. “We’ll make a college student’s charcuterie board. Quite sure they don’t serve them with bologna and honey ham slices at restaurants.”

			I sneaked a peek at Matt as he reached up and took a platter out of the cupboard. His shirt rose up, and I observed his muscular lower back twitch with his reach and how his jeans hugged his firm ass.

			I whipped around back to the island. “Um, be careful with your knee.”

			“Don’t be a worrywart.” He softly pinched my shoulder.

			I needed to change the subject to get out of my awkward and growing feelings for Matt. “Now what?”

			“Cut those cheese slices diagonally so they are in triangles. You can cut the meat slices into four pieces per slice so they are about the size of the crackers.”

			“Aye aye, captain.”

			“Ahh! A phrase from the past. You used to say that on the sailboat . . . when you let me be in charge.”

			“Whatever.” I gave him a hip check.

			“Hey, don’t make me spill the wine.”

			He handed me a glass. I took a sip of the robust red wine, remembering to hold the glass by the stem.

			“Wait, we need a cheer.” Matt held up his glass. “To . . . uh . . . reunions.”

			“To reunions.” I clinked his glass and we sipped our wine.

			Matt arranged the popcorn, pretzels, and cheese puffs in small bowls in various places on the platter. After that, he snaked the crackers around and between the bowls. I stacked the cheese around the bowls, not knowing how it really should be done.

			“Oh, I think you’re supposed to fan them out.” He took the cheese I set on the board and the remaining pieces from my hand.

			“How do you know this?” 

			Matt layered them like he was a magician fanning out a deck of cards for me to choose one.

			“What guy knows how to do that?” I laughed.

			“The joys of dating a sorority girl.” Matt shook his head slightly and bit the corner of his mouth.

			I drank my wine to swallow down the indifference I felt toward Melody. “Does Melody care if you’re making charcuterie boards with me?”

			He took a big gulp of wine and topped off each of our glasses. He pushed the platter to the other side of the island near the stools.

			“She certainly doesn’t care anymore.” He raised his eyebrows and took another drink. “She dumped me.”

			“What? I’m sorry.” I wasn’t. “Are you okay?” I wanted to be empathetic, and I really did care if he was okay, but I also wanted him to think it wasn’t a big deal that their relationship ended. I selfishly didn’t want him to hurt over Melody. If he was, I needed to give him space to get over her. But I was developing a crush on Matt and wanted to know if he was feeling the same or could someday. Perhaps he would think of me just as a friend forever. If we kissed, I might even realize that our history made him more of a sibling and that would snuff out the rising fire in my belly.

			He nodded. “I saw it coming after I got injured.”

			“Why do you say that? She seemed supportive and doting when she dropped you off at the training center.”

			“I think that was self-serving.” Matt stacked a slice of ham and a triangle of cheese on a cracker and placed a cracker on top to sandwich the toppings in between. He steepled his hands over his plate and rested his cheek on them as he looked at me. “Honestly, I could see her losing dollar signs each time I looked in her eyes because the chances of becoming a pro-football wife were taking a nosedive.” He forced a quick smile.

			“I hate to say it . . . but I’m not surprised that she acted that way. And this is cliché, but you’re better off.” Now, who is being self-serving with that BS line, Capri?

			“Really, I’m just disappointed in myself for trying to go all out at the first practice to remind the coaches why they allowed me, a transfer, to walk on. I shot myself in the foot in having any type of football career.”

			“You mean knee?” I raised an eyebrow. “Too soon?”

			“You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?” he asked and poked me in the side.

			I yelped and lightly pushed his shoulder. “You’re such a little brat!” It felt like old times when we would banter as kids. Our parents never knew if our playful tête-à-tête would remain good-natured or end in a physical wrestling match. Sometimes we didn’t know either. We never remained upset with each other if it got out of hand. We’d get up off the floor, brush ourselves off, and head out for our next adventure.

			We both had a drink of wine before more mischievousness set in. I shoved a cheese puff in my mouth to keep myself from ribbing him some more.

			“Anyway, sometimes when one door closes, a window opens.” Matt swiveled back and forth on his stool.

			I laughed and coughed as I inhaled a piece of cheese puff. I covered my mouth with my napkin to contain any particles from spewing all over the island or Matt.

			Matt rubbed my back and chuckled with me or at me—or both. His warm hand on my back made my heartbeat quicken and the inside of my body hum. I wanted to know how his hand would feel across my whole body. Heat rose up my face at the thought.

			“Are you going to tell me what’s so funny?” Matt asked after I stopped coughing.

			“I don’t think that is how the saying goes.” I shook my head and scrunched up my nose.

			He laughed. “When you do that, your freckles on your nose practically make one big freckle.”

			“Shut up.”

			“It’s cute. Do it again.”

			I punched his arm. “Are you going to razz me or quiz me on my anatomy flashcards?”

			“I’m down to study anatomy.” Matt waggled his eyebrows.

			I wasn’t sure if Matt was flirting with me or just being silly again. With the news of his and Melody’s breakup, there was now a chance that we could see if there was something more between us. I waffled between wanting Matt back as my best friend and wanting to explore if he could be Mr. Right—now or forever.

			This was a different version of playing house than when we were kids. I could picture us in a house like this that we worked hard for someday. We’d create real charcuterie boards and have a full wine fridge and host dinner parties.

			We moved our study party to the couch so Matt could put his feet up and rest his knee and I could curl my legs underneath me. 

			“I appreciate you helping me study.” I leaned over to kiss Matt on the cheek as a thank-you gesture and he turned, reciprocating my kiss. I inhaled at the surprise.

			I touched my lips.

			“You look horrified,” Matt said, biting his lip.

			“I . . . I meant to kiss you on the cheek.”

			“Oh. Awkward on my part.” He turned his head away. “How about a do-over?”

			I leaned over to quickly kiss him on the cheek and he turned again. Then he put his hand behind my neck and pulled me in. I kissed his lips as my body shook with laughter and nerves.

			Matt released my neck, and just like that, it was over. He reached for the remote control on the coffee table. “How about a murder or baking show?”

			My heartbeat thumped in my ears, which made Matt’s voice muffled in my head. I’m quite certain he asked me a question, but I knew I couldn’t answer. Unless he had asked if I wanted to continue making out. Yes, please! I didn’t want to rush into anything, especially since Melody just dumped him and we were reconnecting. I wanted his lips to calm this angst growing inside me, yet I wanted him to rev it up some more.

			Matt nudged me. “What do you think?”

			I shoved my hands under my legs to keep them from shaking, and so I could concentrate. “How about one of those funny baking shows?”

			“Yes. Love those. We should try making one of those cakes and see how bad it turns out.”

			I shook my head slightly. “I’ll suck at it.”

			Matt leaned over and whispered, “That’s what makes it fun. Don’t overthink it.”

			I already am.

			Matt reached behind him and pulled the large rose-colored cable-knit blanket, like the softest sweater made for two, from the back of the couch, then draped it across both of us. I leaned my head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around me, and I felt comfortable, safe, and giddy. I didn’t have a great poker face and tried to hide my perma-grin behind the blanket.

			There is a saying about how if you love someone, you’ll let them go, and if they come back to you, they are yours forever. If they don’t come back, they were never yours to begin with. Matt and I didn’t have the option of letting each other go. Our parents made that choice. But here we were. Reunited. What if we dated each other and it turned into a disaster? Or what if we friend-zoned each other and we missed out on the great love of our lives?

			Matt’s laugh extracted me from my “what if” spiral.

			“This host is so funny.” Matt laughed again.

			The warm, cozy snuggle session and glasses of wine lulled my eyes shut. I wanted to stay awake and in the present moment so I wouldn’t miss any of my time with Matt. I worried I’d wake up and whatever this is would disappear like it never happened. Maybe I am dreaming.

			I thought I had taken a cat nap. When I woke up, Matt and I were lying on the couch with his arm under my head as a pillow and his other arm around my waist. I wiggled out of his hold, trying not to wake him, and sat on the edge of the couch. In the darkness it was difficult to see my phone to check the time. I swept my hand across the coffee table until I felt the cold glass. It lit up to show the time—5:25 a.m.

			“Shit!” I mouthed. I grabbed my phone and it flew out of my hand onto the rug, a foot away. The early dawn light peeked through the curtains and reflected off my phone screen so I didn’t have to root around for it. I hoisted myself up off the floor and checked over my shoulder to see if the commotion woke up Matt. He continued to snore softly.

			Damn, Matt, you’re cute!

			I tiptoed to the kitchen island to gather my schoolwork and notecards. My iPhone was my only source of light; I didn’t want to wake Matt by turning on any house lights. I especially didn’t want to wake up his dad! That was my one condition of coming over: I did not want to run into Jack. I needed to get out of here before that happened.

			I illuminated my path to the foyer with my phone. Sitting on the bench, I tried to quietly put on my shoes. My hands shook, and my head was floaty. I remembered what happened last night—Matt turning his face to kiss me—and I smiled to myself. As I braced my hands against the bench to hoist myself up, my hand pressed against something soft and leathery that crunched under the full weight of the push.

			“Oops.”

			I turned around and shined my phone light on it. It was a small pink leather Coach purse with a rhinestone-encrusted cursive L key chain clipped on the side.

			I recognized it.

			I flipped on the foyer light and scanned the contents of the entrance—the black pumps with the silver bows tipped over by the door, the dark denim jacket hanging on a hook, and the signature pink purse on the bench.

			I slowly unzipped the purse, hoping I was wrong. I whipped open the wallet. You’re fucking kidding me.

			I stomped into the living room. “Mom! Mom! I know you’re here!”

			Matt shot up from the couch. “Capri? Capri, what’s happening?”

			“My mom and your dad. That’s what’s happening.”

			“Are you sleepwalking right now?”

			His hair stuck up at funny angles, but I was too angry to laugh at how hilarious and sleepy and disheveled he looked.

			“Mom!” I yelled again from the bottom of the stairs. I turned to Matt. “Did you know about this?”

			He pinched the bridge of his nose after rubbing his eyes. “I’m so confused.”

			Suddenly, my mom rushed down the stairs, tying her bathrobe. “Capri? Why are you yelling?”

			Matt’s dad ambled behind, also tying his robe.

			Gross.

			“Hello, Capri,” Jack said as he ran his hand over his hair to realign the thin strands over the top of his bald head. The time in prison really aged him. He had deep crow’s feet around his eyes and thick lines on his forehead. Last time I saw Jack, he was being escorted out of the courtroom to jail after the felony conviction. Ten years ago, Jack had been a handsome, magnetic man with a full head of hair. His time in prison must have taken his hair and weathered his skin.

			“Capri, it’s not even six in the morning. What’s going on?”

			“You’re sleeping with Matt’s dad?”

			My mom looked at Jack and back to me. “That’s what I had planned to tell you on Sunday when we meet for lunch. Jack and I are in a relationship.”

			“How long has this”—I waved my hand between them—“been going on?”

			She looked at him again and back to me. It was like she was looking for permission from him each time she answered. “On and off for six months probably.”

			“Mom, you’re dating an ex-con. A felon. What the—”

			“Capri, let’s be respectful in Jack’s house. We can talk about this later today when we are both awake.”

			“Is this”—I waved my hand again—“serious?”

			Jack put his arm around my mom. “I love your mom, Capri.”

			Matt came around to the other side of the sofa and crossed his arms over his chest. He narrowed his eyes and stared at our parents. 

			“Did you know about this, Matt?” I asked still staring at my mom, trying to make sense of this.

			“God, no.”

			Matt and I glowered at our parents.

			“Libby, why don’t you put on some coffee so we can all have an adult conversation about this.” Jack’s words were light and even, but his tone sounded condescending, and it made me shudder. Matt put his arm around my shoulders. We were practically mirroring our parents. Essentially, our older selves were staring right back at us.

			“I can’t even deal with this,” I said, pointing between my mom and Jack. “Right now, or possibly ever.”
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			I was still seething when Matt came into the training center a few days later. “Can you believe our parents?” I blurted. This was the first time we had been face-to-face to talk about it. We had exchanged a few texts after the game on Saturday about our parents being a couple, and we agreed to unpack all that was contained in that one moment in person, when we had a chance.

			I started Matt on a slow bike pedal to warm up his knee and pressed the timer for twenty minutes. I told him to take it easy and stop if it started hurting. I leaned up against the wall next to the bike. “You swear you didn’t know?”

			He made an invisible X over his heart like he was still five. “No. I swear.”

			“Sorry I bolted and left you there alone. I just couldn’t.”

			“Yeah, thanks for leaving me there with those two probably naked under their robes. Both of their hairdos looked like they went through a wind tunnel.”

			“I don’t even want to think about it.” I doodled stars on Matt’s chart and retraced the straight lines until they broke through the paper. “Makes me nauseous.”

			“I wonder what my mom and your dad would think of this . . . hook up?”

			I massaged my forehead with my hand. Thinking about my dad added another layer of complexity that hurt my head. “I think my dad never lost the flame for my mom, so he’d probably be devastated to find out she is dating his ex–best friend.”

			“I’m still trying to process.”

			“Me too. Ugh.” There was so much to discuss, but I felt exhausted just thinking about how it could impact our lives. Matt must have sensed that I didn’t want to verbally digest it further because he continued pedaling in silence.

			As he pedaled, Matt grinned. I did a double take from my clipboard to his face.

			“Uh, a penny for your thoughts?” I hoped he wasn’t trying to find the silver lining in this situation or joke about it. I wasn’t ready to look back and laugh on this quite yet.

			“The other night was . . . fun.”

			I flashed a smile back at him. Just like the moment we had on Friday night, my smile faded quickly. “I should have stayed home, and then I still wouldn’t know what our parents are up to.”

			Ignorance is bliss.

			“Do you really wish you’d stayed home?” Matt panted.

			“I mean, what does all this mean? Are we friends? Are we more than friends? Are we about to be fucking stepsiblings?” I raised my voice louder than I expected at the last question. We both scanned the larger room, but no one was staring back at us.

			Matt turned up his nose. “Eww.”

			“Exactly.” I placed the clipboard under my arm and folded my arms over my chest.

			“Can’t we just take it day by day and have fun?”

			“I don’t take anything day by day. When your life begins to feel out of control, you want something steady, dependable, predictable. And maybe that is what hashtag adulting is supposed to feel like.” I made the hashtag sign with my fingers. “You lose the carefree and grow up.” I turned my face away. “If your dad hadn’t . . . then we wouldn’t be in this . . . predicament.”

			“I know.” He huffed.

			“Do you?” I cocked my head to the side and stared at Matt through squinted eyes. “I don’t think you do. My dad became an alcoholic. My mom divorced him. I grew up living in one apartment after another. My mom had to file bankruptcy, and we were one foot away from homelessness all the time.”

			Matt pedaled faster. “My life hasn’t been a piece of cake either. My father went to prison. We had to live in a trailer for years. From a spacious lake home to a fucking trailer! I’ve been ashamed and humiliated for the last decade to have a con-artist dad!”

			“Good!”

			Matt stopped pedaling and glared at me. He grabbed his towel from the handles and hopped off the bike. “Fuck that. I’m not my father! We. Were. Kids!” he hissed, then hobbled to the door, not looking back even when I said his name.

			“Matt . . .” His backpack hung in my hand. He had left it sitting by the bike.

			I heard a sigh behind me. When I turned around, I saw Lance leaning against the divider wall to the whirlpool room.

			“Maybe if you kept it professional instead of personal, your trainees wouldn’t walk out on you.”

			“Hypocrite!” I said through gritted teeth so my words would only be audible to Lance. I hadn’t seen him since he almost hit me. He must have asked for a transfer to a different sport or other hours. He caught me off guard and not at the right time. I knew that when they went low, I was supposed to go high, according to Michelle Obama, but my mouth spewed out words before I could restrain them.

			“You’re a fucking coward to hit women.” I flung Matt’s bag over my shoulder. “And an eavesdropper!”

			“I never hit you or anyone else.” Lance puckered his lips. “Stapley wants to talk to you in his office.” And then he was gone.

			The color drained from my face. I hope I’m not in trouble. Did Stapley overhear me with Matt and think I crossed a line? Am I going to get kicked out of the football training program? Or fired from the Athletic Training Center overall? I needed these hours for my PT school application. And I needed the money. It’d be a double whammy for me. I wanted to stay the course.

			As I walked to his office, the thought of trying to find another job or other ways to get hours made me anxious. It wasn’t part of the plan. Deep breaths!

			I rapped on the metal doorframe with my knuckles. “You wanted to see me?”

			“Yes, Capri. Have a seat.”

			Stapley steepled his hands and elbows on his desk. “So, I’ve been observing you for the last couple of years, and especially the last couple of months.”

			Oh no. He’s going to let me go. I know it. I chewed on the inside of my cheek to keep from crying. I couldn’t take all the pain of seeing Matt again and possibly losing him all over again, and Lance’s anger, and now this.

			“And . . .”

			Just rip off the Band-Aid.

			“I submitted a scholarship application for you. It’s unconventional, but if you win, it’s a lot of money.”

			I’m not getting let go?

			“I don’t know what to say. Thank you for applying. How do I win?”

			He sat back in his chair and interlaced his fingers over his belly. “You are given the opportunity to win a fifty-thousand-dollar-tuition scholarship by participating in the bowl football toss.”

			“I have to throw footballs?” 

			“Through a single hole in a self-standing container. I’m sure you’ve seen it at a bowl game.” 

			I shrugged. “And it could be fifty thousand dollars?” Tears spilled over and down my cheeks. “That would pay for a good portion of PT-school tuition.” 

			“Slow down. I just put your name in the hat at a chance to be chosen. It’s a lottery.”

			“I just appreciate the opportunity to potentially be chosen.” I sniffed.

			“There’s another catch. If you are chosen, the bowl game is over New Year’s.”

			“And where is it located?”

			Stapley leaned in closer to his monitor to read the email. “I believe it’s in Phoenix, Arizona. I just figured a college kid like you wouldn’t want to spend New Year’s throwing footballs.”

			“I’m not much of a partier. I don’t know how I’d afford it, even if I had the time.” I snorted. Stapley handed me a couple of tissues. “Sorry I’m such a mess.”

			“Anything you want to talk about?” He flipped his pen around his fingers. His career was in building bodies, not minds.

			I shook my head. “I’m just super grateful for this chance. Thank you.”

			“Ms. Sweeten, you know, I do have eyes and ears around here, even if I’m not out on the floor. I see there’s trouble in one paradise and . . . jury’s out on the other.”

			I patted my eyes with the tissue. “One is over and one is . . . I don’t know either.” I lowered my head and stared at my hands as I fidgeted with the tissue. “I don’t know if you know this, but Matt and I grew up together.”

			“In the same town?”

			“We didn’t just live in the same town or go to the same school. We were best friends. Our parents were best friends. They even owned a business together. Nearly every day, nearly every moment I can remember—until our parents’ company collapsed—has Matt in it. And now we’re in this weird space of maybe there’s something more and maybe it could be ‘meant to be,’” I said in air quotes, “that we found each other again. But I don’t want to ruin our friendship if that is only what we are meant to be.”

			Stapley reached behind him, took a picture frame off the other desk, and placed it in front of me. I leaned forward to examine it closer. It was a portrait on a lake dock of him and his wife and presumably their twin daughters, who appeared to be around ten years old.

			“That’s my beautiful wife, Jaquee, and our twin daughters, Annika and Bianca.” He beamed in a separate way than he did when he talked about athletic training. “Here’s the deal. Jaquee and I grew up together in a small-ass town. We were childhood best friends too. We even went to the same college. We made one of those pacts that if we weren’t married to other people by thirty-five, we’d start dating to see if we were a match. However, a couple years before that, Jaquee came to town from New York City for our fifteen-year high school reunion. Something shifted between us then, and here we are.”

			I looked up at Stapley. “And it wasn’t awkward switching from one kind of relationship to the other?”

			“It wasn’t for me. Maybe the timing was right? We were the right people for each other finally? I don’t know. By the time we got together, I was a better version of myself. I had grown up a lot. She already knew all my skeletons, and believe me, I was a douchebag in college, so I had a lot of them. But she accepted that was my past and I was in a different place. Now, I get to live my life with my best friend. I’m grateful every day.”

			“That’s a sweet story.”

			“You two will figure it out, if and when the timing is right.”

			“It’s complicated.”

			“It always is, Capri.”
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			I tried texting Matt after I left Stapley’s office. He didn’t respond to my texts or answer my calls about his backpack. So I drove to his apartment. I knew I needed to apologize to him again for being an asshole. We had a great evening the other night, and today I emotionally vomited all over him.

			“Hi.” I handed him his backpack once he finally opened the door.

			“I could have picked up my backpack tomorrow.”

			“I wasn’t sure if you needed it tonight.” I tried to stop my lips from quivering. I didn’t want to break into tears. “I’m sorry,” I said in a strained whisper. I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around him; and a moment later, he reciprocated, resting his head on mine. I didn’t want to let go.

			Matt and I used to play the hugging game as if it were a staring contest. We’d hug until one person eased up on their embrace. We’d also try to get the other person to release by constricting tighter and tighter around them. Matt released me first. Figures, since I was the asshat who said such mean things.

			“You never used to let me go first.” I looked up into his sad eyes.

			“Your hair doesn’t smell like sunshine and tanning lotion anymore. Your conditioner used to turn me to stone.”

			“Are you calling me Medusa?”

			He shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”

			I playfully pushed Matt. He grasped my arm and pulled me into the living room. “Let’s talk in here.”

			I plopped down on the couch next to him. “I’m really sorry.” I picked at what was left of my green nail polish so I didn’t have to look at him. “I’m so furious at your dad, but I’m taking it out on you. I know that’s not fair.”

			“I lost my best friend too. The one person who would understand what we were going through. As only children, we didn’t have anyone else our age to talk about what was going on, except for each other. I’ve been so pissed that you didn’t write me back or try to contact me.”

			“You know I tried,” I sobbed.

			“I know.” He put his arm around me. “Me too.”

			He kissed the top of my head. I turned my head and his lips found mine. His hand rested on my cheek as his fingers curled into my hair. This comfortable stranger.

			“Wait!”

			“Uh, I . . . I’m sorry.”

			“No.” I laughed. “I mean, what are we going to do about our parents?”

			“What can we do?”

			“You don’t think they’ll get married, do you?”

			Matt combed through my ponytail with his fingers. “Let them ruin their lives together.”

			“Because that will make you my stepbrother.”

			He stopped playing with my ponytail and sat up on the edge of the couch. He ran his hands through his hair, probably trying to process how complicated being stepsiblings would be in all of this.

			“I mean, uh, not that we are, you know, in a relationship.” I felt ridiculous even saying anything. Just because we were kissing and comforting each other now didn’t mean that it would continue, and it wouldn’t matter if we were stepsiblings if there wasn’t a future between us. “Never mind, I’m overthinking. Forget it, forget it.” I regretted bringing it up.

			Matt didn’t say anything right away. My pulse pumped audibly in my ears.

			“Let’s just see how it goes with us,” Matt finally said.

			“Right.”

			He rubbed his hands together. “We just got out of situationships. We don’t want to rush into anything.”

			I could feel Matt pumping on the brakes. The fact that we could someday be related did make it hella awkward. Once he got to know the adult me, he may not like me. “And I don’t know that you’ll like who I am now,” I admitted. “I’m focused and driven. You could say that I don’t allow much time for letting loose.”

			“I noticed that you’re pretty serious and kind of . . . intense.”

			“Matt!” I poked my finger into his ribs. He squirmed. “One of us didn’t get a full ride to pay for college by being a football player.”

			“Everything is so heavy in our lives. Let’s focus on the fun.”

			“I’m not sure I have the time or internal capacity for fun, but I’ll try.”

			“Capri, you can be serious about your grades, your work, and studying, but you can still have fun. That is who you’ve always been.”

			I sat there for a moment, taking in all that Matt said. He wasn’t wrong. What if the person he knew and remembered was not coming back? Normally around the age he last saw me, girls begin to lose their courage and voice and stop raising their hand in class. That could have been the path I took before life turned upside down at the same time. It may be that my personality was carefree in my first decade, but it matured and had less carefreeness the next. Reminiscing with Matt made me yearn for those adventurous times. Every day had been a new discovery, a novel happening, back then.

			“You’re my athletic trainer. Let me be your fun trainer and teach you how to let loose.”

			“My fun trainer?” I said. “You know how unfun that sounds?”

			Matt wiggled his eyebrows. “Let’s give it a try.”

			Spending more time with Matt was exactly what I wanted to sort out this twisty vine of emotions that was growing, climbing, spiraling, and taking over my mind and body. I breathed deeply, tempering the purring throughout my body.

			Matt held out his pinkie. “Okay, pinkie swear that we’ll focus on the fun and creating new memories, and not on all the heaviness surrounding us.”

			“How about we seal it with this instead.” And I kissed my forever best friend.
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			Over a week after the fiasco at Jack’s house when I learned who my mom was in love with, nearly sans clothing, I told her I’d meet her for coffee, but not for lunch, to talk. A lunch was too long to sit through if I decided I needed to flee the conversation.

			I drove fifteen minutes across town to a little coffee shop that I had heard of but hadn’t visited. I wanted to avoid running into anyone in case the conversation with my mom turned ugly with raised voices, crying, or stomping out. I hoped for the best but mentally braced myself for the worst.

			I arrived early to claim a table between the bathrooms and the door for easy escape, if needed. I set my jacket on the back of the chair and ordered an Americano with oat milk up at the counter. Behind me were only three other patrons sitting on the leather lounge chairs facing the fireplace. They were across the room from the table I selected and were too focused in conversation to realize anyone else had come into the coffee shop.

			Once I sat down, I zipped up my gray hoodie—for warmth or comfort, I couldn’t tell. I scooted in my chair and blew into my mug of hot java. The tabletop had decoupaged pictures and historical information on the French coffee press. I ran my fingers over the glued-down edges of the papers, feeling the smooth ridges. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply to get my mind organized. I was going to try my best to control my emotions—like my anger about not receiving the letters or the fact that she was in love with a guy who destroyed so many aspects of our lives: their nest egg, my dad’s career, our family. It’s like she is a moth to a flame and doesn’t care if she gets burned.

			My mom weaved through the tables to reach the one I picked out in the back of the room. The fringe on her pink suede jacket jostled about when she lifted her arms up to avoid hitting the chair tops. “You’re giving me a workout being all the way back here,” she huffed as she removed her jacket. 

			I gave her a tight-lipped smile to acknowledge she had arrived and that she spoke, but I didn’t want to fuel her jab at my choice of seating. 

			“Sweetie, did you skip the concealer? You have such black circles under your eyes.” My mom tilted her head, trying to understand how I could really be in public looking less than put together like she always did.

			“Well, Mom, it’s hard to sleep lately when . . . life has been a little complicated.” My Americano burned my tongue and throat when I sipped it. It hurt so good.

			“You’re young and have the rest of your life for complications.” She sipped from her oversized coffee mug with her pinkie out like she was royalty of England.

			“Let’s not dance around this conversation,” I said, leveling my gaze at her. “Why are you dating Jack?”

			His name made her eyes sparkle. We were both feeling giddy about the Hennessey men, and at least one of us was going to get hurt.

			“Did I ever tell you that Jack and I went on a date before he and Sheila got together in college?”

			“Nope.”

			“He took me ice skating and then we snuggled up in a booth, sipping hot chocolate. We talked for hours and had a wonderful time. I told Sheila about it, and the next day, she asked him to one of our sorority dances. She was always so competitive with me.”

			Hmm. I’d always thought it was the other way around. “Is that so?”

			I couldn’t help but think about how Matt became so different from his parents. Matt was competitive in sports but wouldn’t walk all over someone to win. He was an extrovert like his dad, a little charming, but like a lovable, trusting dog that was going to be loyal and not turn into a snake. Like me, he probably became who he was in spite of his parents.

			“Why did you stay friends with Sheila then?”

			“I met your dad, and it worked out how it should have been at the time. Because then I got you. You made me a mother. But there’s part of me that always wondered ‘what if?’”

			“As in ‘what if’ you married Jack in the first place and then you could say your husband was a felon?”

			“Oh, Capri.”

			“Mom, how can you be dating someone who literally stole millions from you?”

			“I’ve forgiven Jack. After all I have put up with—with your dad, his drinking—I deserve to be happy. Don’t you want me to be happy?”

			“Why haven’t you forgiven Dad then?”

			She didn’t say anything right away, and I hoped she was asking herself the same thing. My dad didn’t cheat on her. He didn’t steal from her. He didn’t physically abuse her. His only crime was that he was a drunk. He had escaped down a bottle of booze when all of his life’s hard work vanished in the blink of an eye. My mom had coped by lying in bed most days, tuning out life. Neither of them were there for each other in sickness or for poorer like they’d promised in the vows they took. To my knowledge, she never apologized to my dad for accusing him of not watching over the business properly and letting Jack “cook the books” for at least five years.

			“Don’t worry about me. I’m an adult. You’re the child.”

			“I’m not a child.” I crossed my arms over my chest and huffed. “Mom, I’m worried he will fuck you over again.”

			Mom surveyed the patrons to see if anyone heard me curse out loud, in public.

			She lowered her voice. “He wouldn’t do that.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“So, you’ve been hanging out with Matty?” She had a knack for changing subjects when she didn’t like the heat.

			“We’re having fun.”

			“I see.” She sipped her coffee.

			“So, you’re going to continue to date Jack?”

			“He makes me happy, Capri. He’s a self-made entrepreneur who is classy and cultured. I’ve always wanted to see the world, and now I have someone to do that with. You know I’ve always wanted to travel to far-off destinations—Tahiti, Buenos Aires, Morocco. Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“How long is he on probation?”

			“I guess I haven’t asked him. What does that have to do with anything?”

			I held up my index finger. “One—he probably can’t travel out of state anytime soon since he’s on probation.” I raised my middle finger. “Two—fairly sure felons can’t get passports. Or if they can, it’s probably really restricted.”

			My mom slowly shrank in her seat like I had literally popped her balloon.

			“Well, I’m not so sure that’s true,” she said, shaking her head and looking at her empty cup.

			“Ask him.” I stood up. “The dream you have is not the one you’re going to get.”
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			“Dad, why is Mom so infuriating?” I asked him while scraping old glue off the concrete kitchen floor, where the brown-marbled linoleum used to be. After I walked out on my mom at the coffee shop, I went straight to my dad’s to demolish something. It was cathartic and would leave me physically and mentally exhausted. 

			“What is she up to now?” He sighed from where he stood next to the stove waiting for a large pot of water, to loosen more adhesive from the floor, to come to a boil.

			“We just had coffee, and did you know . . . she’s dating Jack? I’ll just rip off the Band-Aid.”

			“My ole best pal, Jack?” My dad groaned. 

			I nodded. 

			“That son of a bitch.” My dad pounded a fist on the metal stove.

			“I’m sorry, Dad. I was blindsided by it too.” 

			He braced his hands on the stove and leaned over the pot of water like he was watching and waiting for it to boil. Although I knew that wasn’t the case. “I have accepted the things I cannot change. And, well, your mother is someone I’ve never been able to change. Not when we were married, and certainly not now.”

			“You’re not pissed off about this? Because I certainly am.” I pushed the floor scraper back and forth, peeling up decades-old dried glue. If I was being honest with myself, the anger I was feeling toward my mom was really fear.

			I was afraid I’d lose Matt again now that I found him. I was afraid my dad would be sad and start drinking again. I’d blame her for running into the arms of his ex–best friend. She was hurting me and she was hurting my dad. I had been so disciplined in steering my destiny that this was out of my comfort zone—really anyone’s comfort zone. It felt good to release my frustration on the floor adhesive. Inch by inch, it was scraping off with my force. Finally, something I can control.

			“Hey, Capri?”

			“What?” I yelled.

			Dad gently removed the scraper out of my hand. “Stop taking your attitude out on my floor. Your intensity is going to cost me more money.”

			I sat on the portion of the floor that was still dry and rested my back against the wall. I didn’t realize I had chipped up the concrete as I was scraping. I felt bad that I was making it more difficult for my dad. “What if Mom marries Jack?” I folded my arms on my knees.

			“God forbid.”

			“What if Matt and I could have a future together?”

			Dad sat down, put his arm around my shoulders, and pulled me next to him. “My little worrywart, don’t what-if about the future. Just take one day at a time. We aren’t promised tomorrow.”

			I wiped my eyes. I hadn’t cried this much since Dad went to rehab. The past was behind us, the future was going to be drama free, I was going to be financially stable with my career choice, and if I could help it, I was going to make better decisions than my parents ever did. I learned what not to do by watching them. They had too much fun and not enough discipline.

			“But I’ve had to be the worrier in the family. Someone had to give a shit.”

			“Oh, kiddo. I’m so sorry we ruined you.”

			I softened into my dad’s arms, tears silently trailing down my cheeks. 

			“Everything will work out, Capri. Don’t you worry!”
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			Whitney and James had invited me and Matt to an open mic at a coffee shop they discovered a couple of weeks ago through her app. The coffee shop had looked like a hole-in-the-wall from the outside, but with its red brick walls and exposed pipes, it was very industrial and modern. Between the buzz of excited voices and the whir of the milk frother, we had to lean in a little to hear each other talk. 

			I was excited to hang out with Matt, not in the library, not in the training center, not at one of our apartments, but in public on a proper double date. I sensed it was a date from the fact that he was wearing jeans that hugged his muscley legs and a button-down shirt with green plaid that matched his eyes. His dark hair had product in it that made it stay in place instead of tousling about like it normally did without a hat on. 

			I wanted to plant kisses on his lips and face while we waited for our coffee. He was so darn cute, I couldn’t stand it. But I kept my cool. “So, my trainer of fun . . . this will be entertaining,” I said to Matt as I looked around the bustling coffee shop, “but how is this going to get my carefree groove back?”

			“When they call your name to go on stage, that is when you’ll have to pull from the happy-go-lucky archives.” Matt lifted his chin up toward the little stage and mic stand in the far corner of the room.

			I glared at the back of Matt’s head as he carried our lattes to a round table in the middle of the room. The best view of the stage. I wanted to sink into a corner and support others from afar. I didn’t want them to call my name and have a spotlight on me from the middle of this room. “You’re kidding. No one is going to call my name, right?” 

			“You’ll have to find out.” Matt shrugged and pulled out my chair, which was unexpected. Childhood Matt was kind and polite, but never chivalrous. How Matt was acting now was endearing and sexy. He sat to my left, and Whitney and James sat down in the other two open chairs. They were gabbing and laughing in their own little flirty world. I was so happy that Whitney found a gentleman for her first boyfriend who looked at her like she was the best thing that happened to him.

			I didn’t want to interrupt their private bubble, so I turned to Matt to continue our conversation. “Matt, I have no talents.”

			“You used to love dance routines, and I remember some cheesy poems you wrote.” Matt placed his hand on my shoulder like a coach giving a player a pep talk.

			I rolled my eyes. “Those were eight-year-old girl roses-are-red poems.”

			“They were always creative.” He squeezed my shoulder and drank his coffee.

			My breath quickened and I thrummed my fingernails on the table. “You better not have put my name on the list.” There was a moment when Matt could have put my name on the list when Whitney and I used the restroom before we sat down. I should have known better than to let him out of my sight.

			Matt shrugged and raised an eyebrow, which meant he was up to no good.

			“Whitney or James, are you planning on going up there?”

			“James has a soulful voice, so hopefully he’ll serenade us.” Whitney batted her eyelashes at him.

			“Anything for you, my queen,” James said, putting his arm around Whitney and pulling her toward him.

			“Matt, you better not.” I gave him my stink eye, but I’m sure I wasn’t very threatening since he chuckled. Jitters were increasing in my body and trying to escape through my bouncing knee.

			He put his hand on my knee and leaned in. “Relax.” His piercing eyes and soft smile calmed me for a split second and then nerves and excitement vibrated through me. I better slow my roll on the coffee or my heart will explode.

			First on stage was a guy in his mid-forties who tried to do a comedy set, but he got only a few laughs. One woman in her sixties did slam poetry about vaginas that made the four of us, and many in the audience, snicker every time she slowly yelled “vaaaagiiiiiinaaaaa.” But her female empowerment message was not lost on us. Whitney and I high-fived across the table.

			A young high-school-looking guy got up on stage to play guitar and sing a country song that was the caliber of a Nashville stage and not our middle-of-nowhere college town.

			The emcee called James up next. The three of us clapped and chanted his name as he made his way to the stage.

			He sang “Hallelujah,” the Jeff Buckley version, but an octave lower. His voice stopped everyone in the room from talking. I reached across the table and touched Whitney’s hand. She turned for a moment, and I mouthed, “Wow!” She nodded and turned her attention back to James.

			Matt put his hand palm-up on my leg. I slid my hand into his. It fit perfectly and felt so natural. He smiled at me and the frenetic energy inside me rocketed around again, causing my heart rate to pick up speed. I didn’t remember how long it had been since I felt that way—maybe never. Here I was having fun with my childhood best friend—the guy I was falling for—my college best friend, and her boyfriend on a double date. I’d always dreamed that my adult life would look like this. This was the life that I had been missing out on by being so closed off to new experiences and being reserved. Matt was the reason these feelings were awakening in me. I squeezed his hand to let him know I was thinking of him.

			“Next up—Capri . . . Sun. Oh! Like the juice box!” The emcee laughed.

			“Matt!” I punched his arm.

			“Who me?” He winked.

			Whitney gave Matt a high five across the table. “You got this!” Whitney yelled to me.

			I glared at Matt and Whit and dragged my finger across my neck. “Paybacks are a bitch.” I slowly scooted out of my chair and dragged myself up to the stage.

			“My apologies. I don’t have anything prepared since I had no idea my friend, over there, secretly signed me up for this,” I said into the mic.

			I stared out at the thirty people in the crowd. The lights above me felt like a spotlight illuminating both me and my lack of talent. I held on to the microphone with one hand and the stand with the other.

			“Everyone loves a limerick, right?” I surveyed the crowd, hoping people would respond. Several claps and whistles cheered me on.

			“This limerick is dedicated to Matt. That guy.” I pointed to him. Matt leaned back in his chair and threw his head back in laughter. Then, he stretched his long legs out in front of him and slid his hands down his thighs. Damn, he was hot and adorable all at once. I took a deep breath and exhaled accidentally into the microphone, causing it to crackle loudly. The audience groaned. “Um, sorry. Okay, here it goes.

			There once was a guy named Matt

			who had no one, um, except his . . . cat.

			He thought he had game.

			But he was so lame.

			With his small dick in his hand, he sat.”

			I curtsied and hopped off the stage. As I sat back down at our table, the crowd was still hooting and hollering. Whitney wrapped her hands over mine, congratulating me, and James gave me knuckles.

			“She got you, bro!” James pointed at Matt.

			“I deserved that!”

			“I can’t believe you did that to me,” I said to Matt and buried my head in my hands.

			“You were awesome!” He put his arm around me and pulled me toward him. He was still laughing.

			I elbowed him in the ribs. “How carefree was that?”

			“Very.”

			The emcee then called up Matt.

			“Oh no!” I blurted thinking what his comeback would be to my limerick?

			“Go get ’em, Matt,” Whitney yelled and clapped.

			Matt stood up and whispered to me, “I wouldn’t let you be the only one to humiliate yourself.” He kissed the top of my head and walked over to the table where the teen country singer sat. He bent over, saying something into the singer’s ear. A moment later, he was plunking the singer’s guitar.

			“I’m a bit rusty, but let me see here.”

			He started playing “Stairway to Heaven,” and everyone groaned. Even I knew that “Stairway to Heaven” is the first popular song every guitar player learns.

			“Just kidding,” he said into the mic.

			Then, he strummed out a familiar ballad—“November Rain”—from one of the many CDs our parents used to play in the background while we had dinner on the deck or while driving in the car.

			I gasped. His voice was deep and sexy, much deeper than Axl Rose singing it, but maybe because Matt didn’t wear Axl’s tight pants.

			I had no idea he had a good singing voice, because when we were little it was high-pitched and squeaky. Now, his voice was smooth as silk. His eyes met mine. The intensity got to me, so I turned away and sipped my coffee until I could return the eye contact again. I knew in that moment that I was falling in love with Matt. I bit my lip as he sang and plucked. I was tempted to run up on stage and fan girl all over him as the grand finale.

			I wanted to believe that he chose that song because when he heard it, he thought of me. It had been November and sleeting the day we had to say goodbye to each other. He wore a sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his head, and the rain produced darkened spots all over it. I had hugged him quickly to avoid the rain and because I’d see him again soon. At least I thought I would.

			“We will always be friends, right?” I had asked that night.

			He wiped the tears from my cheeks with the back of his hand that was folded into his sweatshirt and said, “Write to me.”

			“You better write back.”

			And I never heard from him again.

			My heart was going to explode in one big heartgasm—the coffee, the adrenaline from my being on stage, and now Matt singing. It was all too much. I tried to keep my misty tears from spilling over, but it was too late. I dabbed my eyes with the napkin from under my coffee mug.

			Matt received a standing ovation from me only, but others gave generous applause and whistles. Matt returned the guitar, then walked over to me and gave me a hug. Rocking me and not letting go. I cried into his T-shirt. I couldn’t help releasing the twenty-one years of emotion in me for this guy.

			“Let’s get out of here,” he said into my hair.

			When we got into his car, he said, “Come here” and hugged me some more.

			“I am so sorry that I am such a blubbering fool,” I told him. “That song just got to me.”

			“‘November Rain’ reminds me of you. The last time I saw you.”

			I pulled away and searched Matt’s eyes to decipher what he was feeling.

			Matt wiped his thumb under my eye and continued, “I remember thinking I wanted to hug you until our arms were tired, but you released me so quickly.”

			“I regret that so much,” I uttered.

			He put his hands on my face and kissed me with his soft, tender lips.
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			Ten weeks post-ACL surgery, Matt was cleared for driving, and his knee was getting stronger. He asked me out for a celebratory surprise lunch, even though I still owed him dinner for his arcade tournament win. Technically, Sundays were for getting ahead on my homework, reviewing notes, and writing papers, but I didn’t want to turn down a date with Matt. We had so much time to make up. I was conflicted between my head and my heart.

			My heart won again.

			I didn’t have a clue where we were going other than I was to dress warmly and bring a blanket. I quickly jumped in the shower and blow-dried my hair, but I wasn’t too worried about how it looked because I was going to put on a hat. 

			The fall leaves had changed and fallen off most of the trees, and today was a gloomy, chilly day. I put on a pumpkin-colored sweater that highlighted the ginger strands in my hair and opted for the winter-white vest over the top rather than black. I didn’t want to look like I was dressed for Halloween, which had just passed. I put on long underwear beneath my jeans and found a cable-knit fleece blanket to wrap around both of us if needed.

			I crawled into Matt’s car and saw he was dressed like a logger. He wore a Henley with a flannel and a T-shirt underneath. His dark-washed jeans hugged his thighs, and he had original yellow Timberlands on his feet. I liked the rugged look more than I thought.

			Matt leaned in and planted his lips on mine. He pulled away before I was ready. My body craved Matt’s touch and I wanted to make out in the car like teenagers—hands everywhere, rushing to not get caught. Pure lust. I shivered. I know I could have pounced on Matt and taken our relationship to a new level, but we were taking this at a slower pace. Our pace.

			Slow and steady.

			Matt took my hand in his and kissed the top of it. “You’re so beautiful, Capri.”

			“Ahh, you’re not so bad yourself, Matty.”

			Matt kissed me again and handed me a baseball hat filled with small white folded papers.

			“What is happening here?” I asked, peering into the hat and swirling my hand around the papers.

			“Every time we come to a stop, you’ll pull out a paper that will tell us whether to go left, right, or continue straight.”

			“You have no idea where we are going?” My eyes widened.

			“We are going to let the papers tell us where we are going.”

			“Is the plan to have a picnic? What if we end up at the grocery store parking lot?”

			“Then, we will have a picnic there and hope we don’t get run over.”

			“What if we end up in someone’s yard?”

			He put a finger over my lips. “Shhh.” Then he planted a kiss to get me to shut up. That was easier than getting my brain to stop asking all the questions.

			“I can’t help it.” I laughed. “How did you come up with this unique idea?”

			“Whitney’s app is full of creative ideas.” He looked at me with those sparkling emerald eyes and that big smile with bright white teeth.

			Suddenly, I didn’t care where we went.

			Matt inched the car to the exit of my apartment building’s parking lot. “Here we go. First decision—left or right?”

			I unfolded the paper. “It says continue.” Matt drove straight ahead, but the road didn’t provide that option.

			“Matt! Stop!” I braced myself on the dash as Matt slowly ran into the curb opposite the parking lot.

			“You’re the navigator!” He chuckled. “The only options were right or left.”

			I shook my head. “We’re in the middle of the street!” I stared at him with my mouth agape.

			“I know! Hurry and pick another before cars come this way.” His grin widened.

			I unfolded the next paper hastily. “Left!”

			Matt reversed and turned left. The directions led us almost back to my apartment, but then, after some twists and turns, and with only a couple of papers left, we pulled into a baseball field in a neighborhood north of campus.

			“This is so nonsensical.”

			“Why does it need to make sense, Ms. Skeptic?”

			Not being in control and not having a plan made me anxious. I took some deep breaths. I wanted to engage in this adventure with Matt like the person I used to be. I had gone from bold and empowered as a young lady to being a scaredy cat as an adult. I didn’t like that about myself, but that is what I had to do to keep myself on the right track. Follow the rules. Plan ahead. Plan for the unexpected. Anything unexpected.

			Matt asked me to put the papers back in the hat. “Once we get out of the car, I will have you pull five pieces of paper, and after each one, we will walk ten paces and see where we end up.”

			At first, we were walking toward second base, but then we kept heading to the outfield. A wind gust whipped around us, and I zipped my vest closed.

			“We may need to have a picnic in the dugout.”

			“I’ll keep you warm.” Matt put his free arm around me while the other one carried a wicker picnic basket.

			“This is actually kinda fun so far. You went through a lot of trouble for this.”

			“This is a game that you would’ve developed when we were kids. You had a wild imagination.”

			“Oh, so wild.” I laughed.

			He fanned out the blanket, set the basket on top, and kneeled down to take out the contents. He pulled out reusable plates and utensils, several glass containers, and a half loaf of French bread wrapped in paper.

			“It’s sweet of you to make lunch, even though I still owe you.”

			“I raided my dad’s fridge and”—he dug around the bottom of the basket—“wine rack.” He grinned and held up a bottle of Shiraz.

			“Sunday funday.” I wasn’t much of a drinker the day before a heavy class load, but I was eager to have the red wine warm my insides and calm my nerves. “What did you make?”

			“I made my specialty Italian sub with prosciutto, salami, capicola, provolone, lettuce, tomato, mayo, and Italian dressing. Sure beats the bologna and cheese sandwiches we grew up on. I also brought pasta salad and strawberries.” He opened the containers and then handed me a plate.

			“This was very sweet of you, but I . . . am a vegetarian.” I grimaced.

			“Are you really?” Matt stopped scooping pasta salad on my plate and looked at me with wide eyes. “Wait a minute! We just had a charcuterie board at my dad’s house.”

			“Kidding.” I plunged a fork into the pasta salad and tasted it. It looked like the signature pasta salad that the high-end grocery store made, with broccoli, bacon, and candied almonds. My mom sometimes bought it for special occasions, like birthdays or summer picnics. 

			Matt scoffed. “You’re such a jokester. I was really worried there for a second that you could only have the strawberries.” Matt uncorked the wine and handed me a plastic wine glass with a blue stem to match the rest of the picnic ensemble. “You were such a carnivore growing up. I would be shocked if you became a vegetarian.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			Just as I questioned him, he took a big bite of the sandwich. His jaw muscles flexing with each bite. He held up a finger for me to wait for his response. “We’d be boating for hours on the pontoon, and Dad always bought a bucket of fried chicken for lunch. You peeled the crispy skin off and ate it and threw the rest in the lake.”

			I choked on my wine when I simultaneously tried to drink and laugh. “I wanted to help the fish get the healthy meat.”

			“My dad was irritated you took so many chicken pieces but never really ate it.”

			I cringed. “I feel bad for wasting the food, but not his money.”

			“That’s fair, Capri the Carnivore.” He leaned back on one arm while eating a strawberry with the other.

			“So, is this the kind of date you bring all the ladies on?”

			“Actually . . . this is the first date, maybe ever, that I put this much thought into.”

			I blushed. “Right answer.”

			“With it being this cold out, I really should have packed warm picnic foods.”

			I noshed on the sandwich and drank my wine. “Let’s pretend it’s warm out.” 

			“Where would we be?”

			“I would love to be lying on a beach right now in a lounge chair, holding a book with one hand and a strawberry piña colada in the other.” I closed my eyes and tilted my face toward the sky. “The sun is beaming down on me, but it’s not too hot. It smells like coconut sunscreen and sea water. There’s a light breeze that helps cool my skin from the cloudless sky. I hear the waves crashing up on the beach in a soothing rhythm that helps to drown out my thoughts. And I picture you walking on the beach in front of me in a Speedo.” I cracked one eye open and looked at him.

			“I can make that happen.” He smirked. “But another time. Let’s warm up by throwing the football around.” 

			I reclined back on the blanket in defeat and groaned. 

			He sidled up next to me and leaned over. “I am the best person to help you be ready for the bowl football toss if you get chosen.” 

			“I don’t want to even think about it. What happened to just earning a scholarship?” 

			“I’ll be the laughingstock if I, the football player, don’t help my girlfriend do her best at throwing a football.” 

			Girlfriend? I leaned up and pulled him down to me. Intensely kissing him for the unique picnic, for wanting to teach me to throw a football, and now for the relationship definition that I had been so wanting to hear. 

			He rolled me onto my side and hooked my leg over his. I felt the heat from his large hands through my jeans. My skin prickled from the cold breeze and his body heat. He softly bit my lower lip as I ran my hands up his neck to the back of his hair and tugged. 

			Matt turned and rested his head back on the blanket, trying to catch his breath. “Before I forget where I am and rush too fast into things, we should really focus on warming up with the football and not each other.”

			I sighed. “That’s not as fun.” 

			“Believe me, I know!” 

			Matt stood up and reached his hands down to pull me to my feet. He leaned in for a few more kisses, but parted to pick up the football from the bottom of the picnic basket. He tossed it up in the air and caught it. 

			“Cleverly hidden,” I said. “Go easy on me.” 

			“We’ll just throw it back and forth to each other. This is just a warm up.” 

			Matt stood a few yards away and threw the football to me. It spiraled hard into my cradled arms. “Oof,” I grunted. I positioned my hand around the ball and lobbed it back. Matt caught it with one hand seamlessly and returned it. 

			“You make it look so easy. I wish I could have seen you in action on the field this year.” 

			Matt ran back a few feet and tossed the ball to me again. “I love football—the mental strategy, the physical challenge, the team effort it takes to advance down the field to the goal line against the opponent. I also love the fact that you have to endure the weather conditions too. In August, it’s hot as hell, by September you have cool nights, and sometimes it’s rainy. October and November, you get crisp, cool Saturday mornings, and oftentimes snow. It mentally and physically pushes you too.” 

			“I never thought about it that way.” I tossed the ball back to Matt, with more force this time to try to make it spiral through the air. It just caused it to veer off to Matt’s left. 

			“No need to get cocky yet, Ms. Sweeten. Save that for the football toss competition.” 

			“I’m truly sorry you didn’t get to play this year.” 

			Matt’s face slackened. “Not your fault. You’ve actually helped me to mend. I’m grateful.” 

			Matt threw the ball a couple of more times. I was hoping he would open up to me more about how he was feeling about not playing, but he didn’t. Here he was helping me practice the football toss and he was being my trainer of fun. I knew he was probably distracting himself from the disappointment of not playing and the fear that he wouldn’t have a chance at a pro career.  

			After the last time I threw the football back to him, Matt tucked it under his arm. “We should head out. It’s getting pretty chilly.” 

			I knew I ruined the nice moment we were having. The picnic, the wine, the fun game of getting here, the kisses and snuggles, and then I killed the mood by asking about football. I was mentally hitting myself for ending the date on a low note. 

			“Thanks for planning this fun outing. Do we have to hope the directions take us back to my place?” I tried to make him laugh but failed.

			“Nah. Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll just take you home.” 

			Once we hopped into Matt’s car, he turned the heat on full blast. I leaned toward him because I was so cold. He put his arm around me, even though he was shivering too. I turned and pulled him into a hug and wasn’t going to let go. He’d have to be the one to tap out of this long embrace that was well overdue.
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			On Monday morning, Stapley informed me at the training center that I was chosen from the lottery of hundreds of thousands of students that had applied for the football toss tuition contest. It wasn’t so much a toss as it was a precise throw into the circle cutout. “It’s yours to lose, Sweeten” was on a loop in my head. I hadn’t thrown a football much in my life. Sunday’s warm up with Matt probably counted as the tenth time in over two decades. In my life, I had never been asked to aim for a specific target and get it through a narrow opening.

			Matt agreed to meet me on the field after his practice and my work on Tuesday evening. “We’ll need to work on your aim,” he said, getting straight to business.

			I regretted only having one practice so far since Stapley first mentioned the scholarship application and lottery, especially since the weather was much warmer then and the sun didn’t set before dinnertime. I honestly didn’t think I’d be chosen out of thousands of other students. 

			“I’m all yours, coach,” I said with puffs of white vapor billowing out of my mouth. 

			 “Would you prefer to be in the dome? It won’t be this cold at the bowl game in Phoenix.”

			“I’m good, I think,” I said, blowing warm air into each one of my fists. Matt handed me a pair of thin leather football gloves. They were perfect for grip but lacked warmth. He stood beside me and placed each finger between the laces of the football for the perfect grip. “I’m not going to have time to position my hand on the football for every throw,” I challenged. “I only have thirty seconds.”

			“It’s better to start off with good form.” He turned my hips to the side and cocked my arm back, ready to fire. “Now, when you’re ready, whip your hips forward and then release your arm.”

			I turned my hips and launched the ball straight into the ground. The throw caused it to awkwardly zigzag away from us.

			Matt chuckled. “You need to propel the ball and not just slam it into the ground.”

			“I was doing as instructed.” I winked. “I did better on Sunday not thinking too much about my form. Why don’t you stand over there so I have something to aim at?”

			“Fine.” Matt jogged a few yards away. 

			We threw the football back and forth in silence. Matt was gracious to side shuffle to catch my throws. On the return, they came right to me. Watching Matt’s broad shoulders square up, and then the twist of his trim waist, caused flutters in my stomach. I wished I could see Matt in his element, suited up on the field during the game. It wasn’t fair that I, the one with no skills in football, was going to be the one to throw a football at a bowl game.

			“Are you up for something fun while we do this?” Matt asked, breaking the silence.

			“This is fun, isn’t it?”

			Matt threw the ball right to me. “Of course, any time spent with you is fun.”

			I tried to throw the football with all my might for his sarcasm, but it wasn’t enough. “Charmer!”

			Matt lobbed it back to me. “I have to say, I’m really digging Whitney’s app. I saw an idea on there that I thought would be fun.”

			“You’re much better at supporting the app than I am, and I’m her best friend.” I gritted my teeth in guilt. I was glad one of us was interacting with it so that Whitney and her team could get the data they needed to make the app successful.

			“It’s a really solid idea for an app.”

			I threw the ball back to Matt. “I’ll let her know you’re a huge fan. So, what’s the fun date idea?”

			“Why don’t we play a little get-to-know-you game—Spotify style?”

			“How does that work?” I asked, catching the ball.

			“We search for a song on Spotify and hit play. Then, we share why it represents us or disclose a past memory.”

			“Interesting . . .  why don’t you start.”

			Matt jogged to his backpack and pulled out a speaker. He tapped on his phone. I guessed right away that it was an older tune by the guitar twang. Then I heard Johnny Cash croon.

			“No, you didn’t.” I lifted my hand over my mouth to suppress my laugh.

			Then, we both started laughing. “Yep, I went there. ‘Folsom Prison Blues.’”

			I threw the football back to Matt. “I’m so sorry. It’s not funny. That had to be a black spot in your life. Although you chose this song.” 

			“During those times Dad was in prison, I kept thinking, what if I have the genetics to be a felon too? What if there is some brain chemistry that’ll turn me into a person that commits fraud?”

			“Oh, Matt. Don’t think that way! I think your dad just got greedy or had something to prove.”

			I recalled how, for years, my dad blamed my mom’s shopping habit for why we didn’t have as much money as the Hennesseys, since they were supposed to be splitting all the business profits. Then my mom accused my dad of having a secret gambling addiction, despite his never going to the casino. When she realized he didn’t gamble, she blamed him for not watching over the business properly. Finally, after five years of questioning where the money was going, Dad hired an auditor while the Hennesseys were on vacation for a month. That’s when he found out that his best friend, Jack, was “cooking the books.” Jack also hadn’t paid off many of the equipment and supply contracts, and the business owed over two million dollars.

			After the audit, Jack finally admitted he had a gambling problem. The downward spiral had started in trying to win back gambling debts. He would sneak off to the nearby Native American reservation casino over his lunch break. He also made sports bets over the phone. After he gambled away all of his own money, he started embezzling to keep up appearances.

			“It’s probably why I’m an open book,” Matt said. “I don’t want people to think I have something to hide like my dad. It’s hard to get a straight answer out of him sometimes, and I never wanted that to be me.” Matt juggled the football from one hand to the other.

			“So, you’ve never lied?” I stood with my hands on my hips. “Even a little? I’d like to challenge that.”

			Matt hurled the ball back to me. “C’mon. What are you talking about?”

			“When we were about seven, I recollect that you blamed me for the fact that you spilled a milkshake on your own bedroom floor and half-ass cleaned it up. Then, a few days later, once it was soaked in, the smell was horrendous—sour vomit smell—and your parents had to recarpet your bedroom.”

			Matt bent over, hands on his thighs, and tried to catch his breath from his laughter.

			“You’re the one who did it and blamed it on me, and my parents made me give your parents the fifty bucks out of my piggy bank. It was all the money I had saved from years of birthdays and Christmases.”

			“I didn’t know that.” He put his hand on his stomach. “Ow! You crack me up.”

			“It was your idea to use your bed as a trampoline. When you pushed me off your bed, my foot caught the milkshake on the nightstand. It was your fault for pushing me.”

			Matt pointed at me. “You just perjured yourself for kicking the milkshake.”

			“Oh, you’re shameless!” I threw the football toward his head. With his stellar reflexes, he caught it up high.

			My body was heating up, despite the near-freezing weather. “I’m ready for you to show me how to aim this damn football into the circle.”

			Matt called a time-out for another song break and for hydration. He gulped down his water from his sports bottle. I watched his Adam’s apple bob with each gulp. Watching this chiseled, athletic man who had transformed from the Matty I grew up with was astonishing. I couldn’t reconcile in my brain that he was the same person. If we had been together all of these years, the change would have been so slow that I wouldn’t notice as much. From my vantage point, it was like aliens had beamed up my young friend, Matt, and beamed down a young, hot guy. Someday soon I’ll have to see that birthmark on his butt to make sure it’s the real Matt.

			“Your turn to pick out a song.” Matt gestured to his phone. 

			I stared at the Spotify app, trying to think of a meaningful song. I picked one, and a piano melody flowed out of the speaker. Matt moved his ear closer to the speaker, but he didn’t appear to recognize the tune.

			“It’s ‘Fearless’ by Kat Perkins.”

			Matt still looked clueless.

			“Remember she was on The Voice?”

			Matt shrugged.

			“I loved that she was from a small town in North Dakota, like we were from in Minnesota, and she followed her dreams to L.A. When I first heard this, I so wanted to be fearless. I know I can sometimes give off the vibe that I am, or I can pretend I am, and I know I used to be. You have reminded me that I was. But I don’t feel like that internally at all. I guess I lost my way. Although it was easier to be fearless when I didn’t have any worries to hold me back.”

			Matt tucked the football under his arm and listened to the rest of the song. After the song ended, Matt countered, “I think this scholarship competition is pretty fearless. You’ll be live on TV in front of millions of viewers throwing footballs. That is brave AF.”

			“Millions?” I gulped. “I’m not even a hundred percent sure what I am doing?”

			“The goal is to get as many footballs as possible through the circle in thirty seconds. Most winners get around thirteen or fourteen.”

			Matt picked up a large, flattened cardboard box that he said he found by his apartment dumpster, leftover from a new fridge, and ran a few yards away and stood it up. He pointed to the hole he had cut in the middle of it. 

			“You’re telling me, I need to put thirteen footballs through that small hole from here, in thirty seconds?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Sheesh.”

			“It’s not easy, but the person who throws the most footballs through the hole receives the tuition money. It’s worth a shot, right?”

			“Will I be the only participant who has never really thrown a football before?”

			“Believe me, most are not athletes. You won’t be the weakest link. I promise.”

			“Okay, show me how it’s done first.” 

			Matt unleashed a dozen or more footballs from the mesh bag he carried to the field. I set my watch timer for thirty seconds. 

			“Okay, when I say ‘go’ you can start.” 

			“I’m ready when you are,” Matt said, cocking his arm back.

			“Ready, set . . . ” I paused, and Matt’s arm flinched. I giggled knowing I was being a smartass. “On your mark, get set, ready . . .”

			Matt tossed the ball at my leg, presumably because he wasn’t close enough to tackle me for goofing off. “I can’t take you anywhere.” 

			“All right, all right. Ready, set, go!” I fired off quickly while Matt was picking up a football from the ground.

			Matt whipped the footballs through the circle. Several missed with a thump against the cardboard backdrop. With ten seconds left, Matt’s huffs turned into grunts with his attempt to put the footballs into the hole. 

			After I called time, Matt stopped and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

			“You got ten,” I said. “Not bad.”

			“Oof.”

			I wrapped my arms around him and leaned up to give him a kiss. “You’re sexy when you get all serious and focused.”

			He kissed me back and then dipped me. The sudden movement and the romantic gesture made my head floaty. He leaned in for another smooch and swung me upright. I wanted his warm lips on my mouth again, even if it also meant pressing our cold noses against each other’s faces as well. I could only hope that once we were done practicing, more kissing would be involved. 

			“Your turn to play another song, then time me.” I ran to the box to fetch the balls underneath. It took me a couple of trips to scoop them up and pile them for my first round. I studied the distance between me and the hole in the cardboard. 

			Matt was fidgeting with his phone, and then Barry Manilow’s “Copacabana” squawked through the Bluetooth stereo.

			“How old are you?” I jabbed.

			“It reminds me of when your mom would come over, and our moms would drink boxed wine and would sit on our deck by the lake and play Barry Manilow. ‘Because he’s retro,’ they said. It seemed like there was no care in the world. It also meant that you and I could escape. We could do whatever we wanted because they were just enjoying their time. And that’s when we took the four-wheeler and drove it along the beach as far as we could, even though it wasn’t far because not everyone had that sandy beach. Then we zipped around the trails in the woods. You normally wore the bossy pants, but that was a moment when I was able to be the lead and you would hang on for the ride.”

			“We truly didn’t have a care in the world. Or many rules for that matter.”

			“All right. Ready, Freddy? I got thirty seconds on the clock for you,” he said, staring at his phone.

			“Tell me why I have to do this silly activity to win a scholarship anyway?”

			“Because it’s entertaining?”

			“They should give away the money based purely on academics.”

			“Well, it’s really a TV promotion.”

			I buried my head in the cold leather gloves. “I am going to make a fool of myself on live television.”

			“You might. And I’m excited to witness it!” 

			“Matt!” I threw the football at him that I had been holding. 

			“Giddy up, Capri!” Matt yelled as I picked up another football. “Readdddyyy? Go!”

			I aimed my arm toward the circle and threw with all my strength for the entire thirty seconds. I ended up with three in the ring and the others close to the target. I felt like that was an accomplishment.

			Matt clapped for me. “Not bad for the first time. We’ll work on it. You have a couple of months.”

			“That’s going to come up fast. Just what I need: one more thing to focus on.”

			“You got this.”

			“That was a workout in itself—sprint throwing for thirty seconds. Let me try it again.”

			“I’ll play you a song to get you pumped.”

			Guns N’ Roses belted out “Welcome to the Jungle,” which must have helped my energy because I progressed to four footballs through the cutout.

			Matt high-fived me.

			“This song reminds me of when I was a basketball cheerleader. They played it during warm-ups even though the song is older than us!”

			“You were a cheerleader?”

			“That surprises you?” I tilted my head to the side. “You know how much I liked making up choreographed dances. The ten of us would do the routine and sometimes the students would also follow along to the moves. It was the closest I got to my bucket list item of being in a flash mob.”

			Matt ran to fetch the pile of footballs in and around the cardboard. Then he inquired, “Do they do flash mobs anymore?”

			“I don’t know, but they always looked so fun in movies.”

			“Let’s go again and focus. Let’s end this on a high note!”

			After being out for an hour in the near-freezing temperature, we jumped into Matt’s car and turned the heater on full blast. I took off his football gloves and slid my hands under my legs to warm them up faster.

			“Your turn.” He handed me his phone. “Don’t forget to explain what it means to you.”

			I unleashed one hand from under my leg and typed in “Fuckin’ Perfect” by P!nk. “After we all moved away, my parents fought a lot. I thought if I could be really good, close to perfect, maybe my dad wouldn’t drink so much and my mom wouldn’t yell at him and end up crying in bed for hours, sometimes days. She went through a period of difficulties—she couldn’t get out of bed for days, then she’d be cleaning the house and saying it’s a fresh start. I just wanted them to be proud of me, thinking maybe they would come out of their downward spiral if I just did everything right.”

			“I’m sorry it was because of my dad that you experienced that. You didn’t need to become some other version of perfect. You’re fuckin’ perfect from what I see.”

			My eyes brimmed with tears. “Matt, you’re going to make me cry.”

			He wrapped his hands around the back of my neck and kissed my forehead.

			I sat back in my seat and stared at his sparkling emerald eyes. “If we hadn’t moved away, do you think we would’ve eventually dated, or do you think that would’ve been weird because of our families and our friendship?”

			Matt rubbed the side of his neck. “Is my seat warmer on? Because I feel like I’m in the hot seat.”

			I removed his hand from his neck and held it. “Tell me.”

			“Well . . . I’ve always had a teeny crush on you. I know my younger self definitely would have wanted to date you.”

			To reward Matt for being so open to my awkward question, I gave him a quick smooch.

			“How would you answer the question?”

			I cleared my throat, staring straight ahead at the parking lot. “I also have a confession to make,” I began. “Do you remember when, before we moved away, there was an early snowfall that year? We were playing outside in the snow, and we were throwing snowballs at each other and making snow angels, like we normally would. Then I was trying to be goofy and wrestle you to the ground.”

			“Yea, you kept trying to trip me or something.”  

			I bit my lip. “I was trying to get you to the ground to kiss you, but I was so not suave.” 

			Matt placed his elbow on the console and leaned in close to me. “Are you serious?” he asked.

			“I wanted you to remember me forever, so I thought if I kissed you, if I was your first real kiss, I would seal your fate for the rest of your life.”

			He chuckled. “You watch too many Hallmark movies.”

			“That is very true.” I buried my face in my hands. “It was so embarrassing.”

			He pulled my hands away. “I can’t believe you were plotting to kiss me.”

			“I ended up being too chicken and was hoping you’d take the lead.” I rested my head back on the seat.

			“But you were always the leader.”

			I shook my head. “And that was a fail on my part.” 

			“If you would have kissed me that day, I would have kissed you right back . . . even if I didn’t know what I was doing.” Matt smiled while sweeping my hair behind my ear that caused me to shudder. “Are you cold?” 

			I shook my head.

			He leaned in until he was nearly kissing me and whispered, “How about a do over?” 
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			Ever since Whitney started dating James, and I had been spending so much time with Matt, we were hardly in our apartment at the same time. It had been a minute since we had a chance to have a conversation; unless leaving notes on who fed Goldie the goldfish last and texts about the split of utility bills counted. For the first time since becoming roommates, two years ago, we scheduled a coffee-catch-up date. 

			The campus coffee shop was buzzing with overhead music, student voices, and the whir of the coffee grinder. Even if it was sometimes hard to hear ourselves talk, we loved the energetic vibe and the pumpkin spice smell wafting in the air this time of year. We carried our coffees to one of the few open tables in the middle of the shop. I pulled out one of the empty chairs to unload my backpack on, which was a relief to my sore shoulder from the football-throwing practice two nights ago. 

			Whit swigged her mocha and closed her eyes, savoring the chocolatey goodness. “Mmm, delish!” 

			“You goofball.” I pushed Whit’s shoulder playfully. “This isn’t an audition for a coffee commercial.” 

			“Maybe someday soon I’ll be in a commercial for my app!” She beamed as she pulled the knot apart from her bulky scarf and draped it over her shoulders. 

			“Do tell. What’s going on with the Create-a-Date app? Matt and I are loving it so far.”

			“Get this,” she said, with animated hand gestures. “My professor asked me to be on the panel of presenters when we pitch the Create-a-Date app to the CEO of eBliss, the dating app where women are in charge. Even though it was my idea originally, students don’t get an active role in the business meetings. It’s probably because I’m the only woman on the project team. But who cares!” Whitney shrieked.

			“No way! How freakin’ awesome!” I slapped the table in enthusiasm. “How did this happen that eBliss heard about your little ole app?”

			“My professor apparently knows someone who knows someone at eBliss, and they are interested in adding capabilities to their app to help people become more creative daters. So often we get into this rut of taking dates to movies, dinners at a restaurant, or live music at a bar.”

			“I’ll second that. Even at twenty-one, I am not that imaginative. Web surfing can be so overwhelming—trying to find date ideas that aren’t too expensive or that are creative. I mean, to be honest, Matt is more the frequent-flier user when we hang out.” I took the lid off my coffee cup so that it would cool down faster. I still had one more class for the day before my shift at the training center started. I didn’t have as much leisure time as I wanted to spend with Whitney.

			“Well, I appreciate the support, even if your support is through him.” She crinkled her nose at me. “Also, did I tell you that hashtag createadate has been trending on Insta and TikTok and that my app is rated 4.9 stars?” She tapped her feet quickly under the table.

			“That’s amazing! I’m so proud of you!” I held her hands and shook them with each word. I wanted to emphasize my point. Whitney was the first person in her family on the road to finish college. They were proud of her and, like me, didn’t understand half the technobabble that came out of her mouth. She had blossomed in confidence from the shy gal who barely spoke twenty words the first week of college to one who was about to present her app idea to a multimillionaire CEO and potentially get paid more money than we expected to earn in our first few years out of school.

			“So keep opening the app and favoriting dates. That will help the content continue to improve.” 

			“Speaking of which, I saw on your handy-dandy app that the art museum is offering free admission tonight. Do you and James want to double date?”

			Whitney leaned in. “Actually, I can’t. I need to pack and overthink my wardrobe choices.”

			“Pack? For what?”

			“James is taking me to meet his parents this weekend.” She covered her mouth with her hands.

			I gasped at the news. I was so ecstatic that Whitney had found this awesome guy, her first real boyfriend, who felt the same about her as she felt about him. “Whit, you deserve all of this happiness! You’ve earned it.” 

			She leaned her head to her shoulder and shrugged trying to be all coy. “Enough about me, girl. Spill. The. Tea!” 

			I only had five minutes to spare before I had to jet across campus to get to class. I gave her the highlights about being chosen for the football-throwing scholarship, the dates, the football-toss practices, and the tender moments and smooches with Matt. We tapped our coffee cups together. This semester was turning out to be better than either of us expected.
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			Later that afternoon, Stapley stopped by Matt’s training session to check his progress. “Capri, how’s Ford here doing?”

			During our training sessions, Matt progressed to snaking in and around cones and making other lateral movements. His patience and obedience to regular PT sessions at the orthopedic clinic and the strength and conditioning training sessions with me paid off. His knee was getting stronger. “He’s been a model athlete and does his exercises here and at home. His agility and speed are improving.”

			“That’s what I like to hear.”

			“Stapley, I feel like I should be able to play in the bowl game. What do I have to do to get cleared for it?” Matt asked.

			Stapley shoved his hands in his front pockets. “Man, I wish it were up to me. Your progress is going well. We don’t want to jack up your knee again, and it’s easier to do that before it’s fully healed.”

			Matt kicked a cone and sent it sailing into the wall, then he walked out of the room. Stapley and I exchanged wide-eyed glances at each other and watched Matt cool off by the water cooler. My heart sank for Matt, even though I knew he wasn’t expected to play this year. He had remained positive this whole time and did everything asked of him. I thought he was resigned to the fact that he wouldn’t be playing, but apparently he hadn’t gotten to the acceptance stage. He was selfless in helping me practice for the football toss competition and being my trainer of fun. I just wished there was something I could do to help him get what he wanted.

			Matt returned with his jaw muscles contracting and his neck splotchy red. He popped his headphones on and repositioned the resistance bands over his thighs. Stapley squeezed his shoulder, then gave it a pat and left. Matt continued to shuffle back and forth, going all out for twenty seconds with a ten-second break on repeat.

			Midway through his cooldown, the ice bath, and when Matt had simmered down from the realistic news, I asked him to come with me on a surprise date. He was the one who had stepped out as fun trainer, and now it was my turn to show him that the young Capri, somewhere trapped inside, was emerging with random, entertaining ideas like I used to have back then. Plus, I wanted to cheer him up.

			“It will make you laugh.” When no one else was in the room, I tapped on the soft spot at the base of his neck and between his shoulder, knowing where he was ticklish. Matt screeched.

			“I could use more of that, for sure.”

			So I tickled him again in the same spot and ran away before he got revenge by flicking ice-cold water at me.

			***

			Around seven, Matt jumped into my car wearing a trench coat over a blue-and-white seersucker suit with gelled-back hair like I was taking him to a summer gala.

			“Matty, what are you wearing?”

			“Isn’t this museum attire?” He looked down, admiring his ensemble.

			“More like Southern Republican convention attire.”

			He smoothed his jacket under his hands. “Well, I’m sure you can guess who bought me this, then.”

			I narrowed my eyes like I was trying hard to guess, but it was obvious. “Your mom.”

			“Of course!”

			“You know, it’s ‘students get in free’ night. You’re not expected to dress up. Hence the jeans.” I motioned to my legs.

			“And you look beautiful, as always. But I’ll be your arm candy, doll.” Matt planted his elbow on the console between our seats and leaned in to peck my lips. With his suit lapel in reach, I tugged on it, pulling him closer. Matt was gentle yet commanding, sliding his tongue along my lips until they parted. My body tingled from my head to my toes. Why didn’t I choose an activity at one of our apartments instead so we could keep this going?

			Just when I was about to change my mind about going to the art museum, Matt sat back in the passenger seat and exhaled. “I didn’t wear this suit so it could end up wrinkled.” He winked at me.

			“Is that so? Well, by nature, seersucker is a little wrinkly.”

			“More wrinkled then.”

			I wanted to flirt and build up the sexual tension with Matt, but I had told Whitney that I’d lend a hand with her app by using it, favoriting activities, and rating them after. I felt less guilty not staying home to work on homework since it was for a worthy cause; at least, that was how I reconciled it in my brain.

			The contemporary art museum was only a few miles away from campus in the arts district of town and next to the three-story historic library. Strings of lights looped from one ornate lamp post to the other along each side of the block, creating an ambiance of romance and beauty. Matt held my hand and swung our hands between us. I thought he would request that we skip all the way there, but he didn’t.

			Matt opened the tall glass museum door and put his hand on my lower back to guide me through. It was small gestures like this that made my knees feel like they were going to buckle.

			I tugged folded pieces of paper from my purse and rummaged at the bottom for a couple of pens. I handed him one of each.

			“What do you have up your sleeve, Capri? Am I going to have to draw something?”

			“You used to draw such cute stick figures.”

			“Not the same thing.” He shook his head.

			“We are going to study a painting for thirty seconds, and then we get one minute to try to draw it from memory.”

			“One minute?”

			“With your eyes closed . . . and on top of your head.” I smiled and nodded to get Matt excited about this hilarious activity.

			“I have to draw on this piece of paper on top of my head with my eyes closed?” Matt asked. “And you thought my fine suit was going to give us strange looks?”

			“Let’s get people wondering what they are missing out on.”

			“I’m just wondering how you came up with this interesting idea.”

			“I’m Carefree Capri over here.” I grinned and framed my face with my hands.

			Matt gave me a side hug and kissed the top of my head. “My magic is working.”

			“Really, it’s Whitney’s app that’s working.” I winked at Matt.

			“This is for a good cause then, even if I can’t take credit.” He rolled his eyes.

			“Okay, first, close your eyes and turn in a circle. When I say stop, point to something, and that will be the artwork we draw.”

			Matt had a goofy smile on his face as he twirled on one foot. I instructed him to stop, and he stuck his arm straight out and pointed. Matt opened one eye and followed his gaze down his right hand to a painting in the corner of the room depicting two older adults. “It’s titled My Parents by David Hockney.”

			“Seriously?”

			“I hope this isn’t a foreshadowing of our parents.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut and covered my face with my paper. “Make the image in my head stop!”

			Matt led me to a bench to the left of the painting. “Let’s not think about it. This is going to be fun and not real life.” He bumped my shoulder with his.

			I sighed. “Okay . . . Here we go. Thirty seconds to absorb all the details in your brain. Go.” I scanned the painting from right to left, taking inventory—old woman in a dress sitting in a chair; cart with flowers and a mirror; older gentlemen with a suit looking at a book; and rug on the floor.

			My watch timer beeped softly so I wouldn’t disturb any museumgoers. “Stop. Paper on your head. Close your eyes.”

			“Wait, why do we have to close our eyes if we can’t see what we are drawing since it’s on top of our heads?”

			“You’re sounding like me with all of your questions. It’s so you can’t look at the painting, duh!” I set my timer again. “Now draw!”

			I feverishly drew what I had seen from left to right, hoping I was putting them in order on my paper. I opened one eye to look at Matt, and he was slow and steady. He pressed his eyes shut and stuck the tip of his tongue out the side of his mouth, like he did when we were kids and he was trying to concentrate. Watching Matt was more fun than my attempt at this activity.

			When our time was up, we set our drawings in our laps and examined our own then each other’s.

			“These drawings are horrendous,” Matt declared.

			“Yours actually looks like two people.”

			“The secret is to not pick up your pen so you always know where you are.”

			“Smarty pants!”

			“What’s sticking out of the woman’s head?” he asked.

			“That was supposed to be the flowers in the vase.” I laughed.

			After we confirmed that not picking art as our majors was the right decision, we moved to the next exhibit hall and examined the pieces.

			“Your turn to pick.” Matt turned me around like we were playing pin the tail on the donkey at one of our birthday parties.

			He stopped me, and I pointed to my right. There was a bronze sculpture of a naked woman lying back.

			“Hmm . . . that’s interesting.” I bobbed my head, examining the sculpture. I walked over to the plaque to read the title. “Reclining Nude by Kiki Smith.”

			“That’s kind of hot.” Matt laughed. “Maybe you can model that pose for me sometime.”

			“You’re such a dude.”

			We stared at the statue from different angles for thirty seconds. Then we sat down on the bench and drew on the paper on our heads with our eyes shut. If only we could see the looks people gave us.

			“Time’s up.” We looked down at our own drawings and then examined each other’s paper and started laughing until we were nearly crying.

			I choked out, “Are those her boobs?” Then I bent over and held my stomach muscles as they began to ache from laughing so hard.

			“No, those are supposed to be her thighs and knees, you silly goose. Let me see yours, Ms. Art Critic.” He grabbed my paper. “Why does she have a curly beard?”

			“That’s her curly hair. Oops.” I stuck out my tongue at him.

			“Hope your face doesn’t get frozen like that.”

			We attempted to draw the next painting by studying the art for thirty seconds and drawing it from memory with our eyes open and the paper on our laps to see if we did any better. We didn’t.

			“I think the artist in me has worked up an appetite,” Matt said after examining our last drawings.

			“I know I owe you dinner still, but how about we drown our sorrows and creative humiliation in a pint of ice cream instead?”

			***

			Matt and I stood in front of the pint-size ice cream in the freezer aisle. Someone must have had a similar idea right before we got here, because the door was frosted over, so it was hard to see all the flavors. Matt opened the door and was about to remove a chocolate fudge brownie container from the shelf.

			“No, no, no,” I said.

			Matt whipped his head toward me. “What did I do wrong?”

			“You’re going to close your eyes and see what you get.”

			“Not again.”

			“Oh, yes, again! You’re going to move your finger around in front of the case, and when I tell you to stop, that’s the ice cream you get.”

			“What if I get something fruity? Bleh.” Matt pretended to gag.

			“You have to suck it up.”

			“Playing hardball is sexy on you.” He winked. “Can you make one exception to the rules? If I get one with peanuts or peanut butter, I can pass since I am allergic.”

			“Since when?”

			“Since I was twelve years old. My throat started to get itchy and tight when I was eating a PB&J.”

			“That’s scary.”

			“I carry an EpiPen in my car so if my date decides to play tonsil hockey with me after she’s had a Reese’s peanut butter cup, I won’t die.”

			“So, how many peanut-loving girls have you dated in the past?”

			My heart began to beat as fast as a hamster running in a wheel. I wished I hadn’t asked him that. I didn’t want to know how many women Matt had French kissed. Being handsome and kind probably had women vying for his attention in high school and after. I was not used to a guy causing emotional gymnastics inside me—uncertainty of our future and perhaps a little jealousy of his past.

			“I’m still alive, aren’t I? Please tell me that you don’t love peanut butter and that I’ll never have to worry for the rest of my life.”

			Good Lord, you’re killing me, Matty. Why do you have to say such adorable things? I put my hand over my heart to try to calm it from the flip-flop of feelings. I shook my head.

			“Obviously, the ice cream isn’t going to eat itself. Close your eyes. Put your pointer finger out and move it around until I say stop.”

			He wildly waved it in front of the glass.

			“You’re so dramatic.” I snorted and waited a few more seconds. “Stop!”

			His hand pointed directly to the Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia.

			“I knew it. Fruity ice cream.” Matt performed the sign of the cross over his chest. “Rest in peace, Jerry Garcia. I mean no disrespect.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Are you?”

			“Not really, no,” I said, giving him a little hip bump.

			Next, I positioned myself in front of the freezer with one hand over my eyes and the other one pointing at the desserts. I zigzagged my wrist around, up and down the glass.

			“Stop,” Matt called in my ear from over my shoulder, sending an electrical current from my inner ear to my toes.

			My finger landed on caramel moose tracks with bits of chocolate and caramel crunch. “Yes!”

			“I’ll share, if you share.”

			“Oh, all right. I’ll be nice and share.”

			“And by share, I meant trade.” He smirked.

			“That’s not how it works. You told me it’s about spontaneity and adventure, remember?”

			“I know. This was actually pretty fun. Next time, let’s do this exercise at the liquor store.”

			“Deal!”

			We sat in my car with the heat on high, chitchatting and eating ice cream from the plastic spoons we asked for at the deli.

			“Actually, this isn’t so bad,” he said, scooping up another spoonful of Cherry Garcia.

			“See!” I nudged him with my elbow.

			“Hey, hear that?” Matt turned up the volume. “Chris Isaak’s ‘Wicked Game.’”

			“It sounds familiar.”

			“It was part of my dad’s yacht-rock mixed CD that he played on the pontoon. Apparently, it was popular around the time our parents were in college. After my dad went to prison, my mom would listen to it occasionally. Maybe to remember the good times.”

			“I remember where I’ve heard it since. The Friends episode where Ross and Rachel first hooked up.”

			Matt covered our ice creams and put them in the cup holders. Then he leaned over and put his hand underneath my hair and mouthed the words “never felt this way” as Chris Isaak sang them. He moved closer and kissed me slowly and deeply. I tried to run my hands through his hair, but they were met with stiff, crunchy gel from his museum-going look. Laughter bubbled up in my chest but was quickly squelched by his tongue playing with mine.

			When Matt moved from my lips to my neck, he whispered, “Come over here.” He pushed the passenger seat back to make room for me. I clumsily straddled him in the passenger seat. I didn’t care if it was uncomfortable and eventually my calf would lose all feeling wedged between his thigh and the door. My breath hitched as his hands moved up my back underneath my sweater.

			We had kept it PG so far, and I was waiting for Matt to show he wanted to move our relationship forward. To really make sure that he felt the same, considering our enmeshed history. Best friends-to-lovers always sounds good in novels and rom-coms, but in real life, it tends to backfire to feelings of “you’re like a sister to me.”

			With his hands on my breasts, I could feel his excitement grow underneath me. If only we didn’t have millimeters of clothing between us right now.

			“I like this sugar rush on you,” I said, breathing heavily into his ear. He tilted his hips up farther and I pressed down until I heard a soft crunch. My knee suddenly felt wet.

			“Um, what was that?” 

			“My Cherry Garcia!” Matt wailed.

			Melted ice cream oozed out of the squished container, over the side of the cup holder, and down between my seats.

			“Ick.” I rolled off Matt and went on the hunt for old napkins in the glove compartment between the car manual and old insurance cards and registrations.

			Matt could barely contain himself. “Milkshake paybacks!” 
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			23

			With the holidays upon us, Matt’s roommates wanted to throw a Hawaiian-themed Christmas—Mele Kalikimaka—shindig after the last regular football game of the season and before everyone left campus. They were to divide and conquer the list of party supplies, so Matt ended up on beverage detail and snacks. He texted me, asking if I would help him pick out a festive drink for the party. 

			Me: We could close our eyes and point our fingers and come up with something like we did for the ice cream. 

			Matt: I’m down for that. Pick you up in 20.

			As soon as we were greeted within the large discount superstore, the Create-a-Date app notified me that one of the top dates was superstore bingo.

			“What the heck is this?” I asked, showing Matt my app.

			He laughed. “I’ve low-key wanted to try this.”

			“I’ve never heard of this.”

			“Read some of the things we have to find.”

			“Find somebody playing with toys. Find a half-eaten candy bar. Seriously? People eat half a candy bar and set it down somewhere random?” I looked at Matt.

			“It gets better. Look at those next ones.” He pointed at the screen. “Find the fart noisemakers. Find someone with a mullet.”

			“This is beyond weird.”

			“You mean fun, right?”

			“Find somebody wearing shorts,” I read. “But . . . it’s winter.”

			“It’s Minnesota, so people wear shorts year-round.”

			“Touché.”

			“We tap the screen when we get a square and it will auto-magically create an X. It says we should take photos to upload for proof.”

			“For proof? Is this a serious competition? What do we win?”

			“A fun time.”

			We began walking down the aisles, starting in produce. According to the app, I was searching for a half-eaten candy bar that a child may have left behind. I looked people up and down to see if they were wearing shorts or pajamas, something so we could start checking boxes on the bingo card. We meandered through the food shelves until we came upon the juice boxes.

			“Matt, how about mixing any of these with booze?”

			“Great idea! Cheap and easy. I like it!”

			“And if we can find a way to inject alcohol into the juice box hole, you wouldn’t need any other cups. Less waste, no dishes.”

			“Genius.”

			“How about with those little pediatric syringes?”

			“Do they sell them?”

			Matt shrugged.

			“Baby aisle it is.”

			Before we made our way to the baby section, Matt took a picture of me holding up a box of fruit punch.

			We grabbed boxes of fruit punch, lemonade, strawberry kiwi, and the lesser-known flavor, tropical, until we had over a hundred juice boxes and pouches accounted for. When it came time to pick out snacks, Matt closed his eyes and randomly pointed while I grabbed the snacks off the shelves—chili cheese potato chips; jalapeño tortilla chips; cinnamon sugar pita chips; cheddar bacon pretzel sticks. 

			“Hey, does that count as something with bacon?”

			Matt peered over my app. “It can’t be food related. Nice try.”

			“What else could it be?”

			“Hmm.” Matt stroked his chin. “Probably something bacon-scented—like bacon-scented soap for your man parts!”

			I surveyed the scene. “Yeah, I could see them having that here. Remember, baby aisle and man soap aisle.”

			We meandered through the store. I found a bacon-scented car air freshener in the automotive section. “Who would want their car to smell like pork?” I cringed. I checked another box off. “I guess we’re saved from the bacon soap though.”

			We walked through the toy aisle, scanning for a half-eaten candy bar or a kid in pajamas, but to no avail.

			“Here, catch,” Matt said, throwing me a football.

			I had several weeks of throwing a football under my belt now and could chuck the ball much farther than when I started. With my boost in confidence, I said, “Go long!” I hoped Matt wouldn’t go too far and would judge my long distance much less than one of his teammates would. Matt ran backward to the end of the long aisle. I launched the football into the air, hoping it would spiral straight into his hands and not ricochet off the shelves and cause a disaster.

			Matt caught the ball and threw it back. “Hey now—I found someone playing with toys!”

			“You did? Where?” I asked as I looked from side to side.

			Matt snapped a picture of me and snickered. “Gotcha!”

			Then it sank in. “Very funny. Check.” I clicked the bingo box on the app.

			We walked through the home goods and the kitchen appliances, then made our way through the pet department. 

			“Would a dog collar count as a sex toy?” I asked, looking at him with an arched brow.

			“I will allow it for creativity,” he said with authority.

			“For the photo, I want you to put it around your neck and then get on all fours.” I said it as a joke, but Matt did it anyway. I snapped a picture with my phone. “I am so glad I have that photo now for blackmail.”

			“It’s a good thing I’m not on social media so you can’t tag me if the photo goes viral. Now I can still be president.”

			“Oh, they’ll still find out. I can see the headlines now—‘Football Star’s Presidential Hopes Dashed Due to Create-a-Date App.’”

			“Guess I’ll have to figure out another life plan.” Matt relented. “We have one more to get a bingo: find misplaced frozen food.”

			“Is that for people who are too lazy to put it back in the freezer?”

			“Apparently.”

			“First, let’s loop back and see if they have baby medicine syringe things in bulk in the baby aisle.”

			We found them near the baby pain relievers and tossed them in the cart. Then we snaked up the baby food section and “BINGO!” we both yelled.

			Perched on the shelf next to the jars of mashed sweet potatoes was our prized bag of frozen green peas.

			I snorted from laughing so hard. “Maybe someone had good intentions of making their own baby food and then got to this aisle and said, ‘Nope. I’m good with premade.’”

			“We’ll have to tell Whit this was a fun one. It would be a blast to do a group scavenger hunt in a mall sometime.”

			I clicked the heart on the superstore bingo. “That’s a great idea. Too bad we have more ideas than time.”

			“We have lots of time, Capri. I’m not going anywhere.” Matt leaned over the cart to kiss me. His green eyes made me melt into the puddle of love I was already swimming in.

			“Bingo bonus—a couple engaged in PDA.”
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			24

			The football team ended their season with a win and had only lost three games all season. Matt was bummed not to have been fully part of that, which is probably one of the reasons why he was excited to host this Hawaiian-themed Christmas party at his apartment with his roommates as a distraction. As the word spread, so did the party. The upper-class students in the apartments across and next to Matt and his roommates agreed to open up their doors and host partygoers as the overflow would likely be great. 

			After a long morning and early afternoon working on the field and at the training center, I knew I’d be tired. My down parka and winter boots staved off the Minnesota-in-December freezing temperatures for a couple of hours, but then I had to pace along the sidelines to keep myself warm. As soon as I got home, I flopped my whole body on the couch and nestled under a blanket. Whitney and James were going to get a late lunch after too much tailgating, so I had the apartment to myself. I turned on HGTV and Beachfront Bargain Hunt was on. I hoped this show would help me get into a beachy party mood because, right now, I just wanted to lay there and binge it all night. The only part about tonight I wasn’t really looking forward to was the coconut bra and grass skirt costume Whitney talked me into. 

			I awoke to a wet kiss on my cheek. “Capri Sun, it’s time to rise and shine!” Whitney swayed her hips back and forth making her mini grass skirt rustle. Her long black hair hung down over her chest giving the illusion that she didn’t have her coconut bra on. “What do you think?” 

			I groaned and turned my head to the interior of the couch. “I think you should go without me.” 

			“C’mon. You’ve been Ms. Carefree lately, so let’s not stop now! You have an hour.” 

			I sprung up from the couch and picked up my phone from the coffee table. 

			7:23

			“Shit! I told Matt, I’d help him set up at eight.”

			“Ticktock!” 

			I sat on the edge of the tub and quickly shaved my legs. After having prickled skin most of the day from the cold, I swear my leg hairs grew a quarter inch today. I donned the coconut bra over my chest and tied it around my back. I futzed with it until it felt semi-comfortable and secure. Then, I leaned over to pick up my grass skirt from my bed and my breasts fell out of the cups. I wanted to shout expletives and throw a tantrum in front of Whitney for talking me into wearing this ridiculously uncomfortable and malfunctioning bra. 

			Deep breaths.

			I put on a white string bikini top that I had in the back of my drawer and topped it with the coconuts, so at least I wouldn’t have a nip slip. Unlike Whitney, I opted for a grass skirt down to my ankles. I didn’t need to show more skin than needed. Unless it’s for Matt. The hairs on my arms reacted to the thought. I shook them next to my sides. I didn’t need any alcohol to feel a buzz in my head or throughout my body. I was falling for Matt. I smiled at myself in the mirror while I made the last few curls in my ginger hair, just the way he liked. 

			The metal knock and thud against our apartment door, and Whitney’s squeal, startled me back to reality. 

			“Capri, let’s go. James is here.” 

			I dabbed mulberry-tinted gloss on my lips and moved my lips from side to side to smooth it all over. I threw on my parka, shoved my keys and phone in the pocket, and tucked my flip-flops under my arms. 

			“I thought we were going,” I said, coming out of my bedroom to witness Whitney with her legs wrapped around James’s waist, and his hands veiled by her mini grass skirt. They were making out like they hadn’t seen each other in days, but in reality it had only been an hour. “You two!” It was annoyingly sweet how much James adored Whitney. I was happy for her and sometimes wished I had her wild abandon. 

			“We’ll continue this later,” James whispered to Whitney as he let her down. He straightened his glasses while she reached up to set a Santa hat on his cleanly shaven head. James sported ombre teal board shorts and a tight white tank top with an unbuttoned red and pink hibiscus-flowered shirt over the top. “I’ll drive us over since my car is warm, but then we’ll walk back. Cool?”

			“Cool,” I said as I shoved my feet into my short snow boots and followed James and Whitney out of the apartment. 

			By the time we arrived, already after eight, the third floor of the apartment building was lit up with competing music, coming from the open doors, and strands of swooping string lights, from one door to the other, along the wall. 

			We ducked into Matt’s apartment and beelined it to his bedroom to stash our coats. I hit my knuckles on his door loudly so he could hear the knock. When I opened the door, Matt was looking at himself in the mirror, running his hands through his hair, patting it down in the front, then running his hands through his hair again. 

			“Your help is here!” I said as I entered his room.

			“Oh, hey!” Matt moved his hands quickly from his hair to hips. He was wearing his adorable turtle swim trunks with a tight white tank that hugged his pecks and showed off his strong arms. 

			We threw our coats over the armchair that already had clothes strewn over it. Matt smiled at me after I turned around and adjusted my coconuts. He leaned over and told me I looked stunning and kissed my cheek. Secretly, I hoped he would pick me up like James did to Whitney and push me up against a wall and greet me like he hadn’t seen me for days. Not that I’d want him to put that kind of pressure on his knee. I was practical. But I wanted him to show he wanted me. I loved words of affirmation, but I also craved his passion and attention that I hadn’t really seen yet. He was cute and playful. Maybe that is just how things will be with us. I smiled back, but I felt a small pressure in my chest, like there was a tiny fracture beginning to zigzag down a paper heart.

			“What can we help with, bro?” James asked Matt while he went in for a handshake.

			“Follow me.” Matt motioned for us to tag along. Once in the kitchen, he filled James’s arms with stacked cartons of juice boxes and pouches, handed me the baby syringes, and held out the vodka bottle for Whitney to grab the handle. He looped his fingers through a handle of rum and a handle of tequila and marched into the living room. 

			There were coolers filled with ice next to a card table dressed with a red plastic tablecloth. Matt set the bottles on the table and took the one that Whitney was carrying from her. James opened up the cooler lids and dumped the juice boxes and silver pouches in, then tucked them in their ice baths. I opened the bag of syringes and set them out in front of the liquor bottles. 

			Matt ran back into the kitchen and came back with red and green plastic shot glasses, a salt shaker, and a container filled with small lime wedges. “How about a tequila shot before I have you help me with a few other things?” Matt said pouring tequila into the shot cups. We held out our hands, waiting for the cup in response.

			Matt picked up my hand and licked the top of it. I shuddered from the shiver it created inside me. He winked as he shook salt on the top of my hand. I temporarily forgot about the small ache in my chest. The four of us clinked our cups together and shot back the tequila. I grabbed for a lime to extinguish the burn of the cheap off-label tequila. Whitney shook her head and cringed as she swallowed. 

			“So, how do I make one of these signature cocktails of yours?” Whitney asked me and Matt. 

			“First, you need to pick a juice,” Matt said. 

			James handed Whitney a fruit punch. She shook her head. He rifled through the cooler and handed her a strawberry-kiwi flavored pouch. “Perfect,” she said, taking the straw and poking it through the hole.  

			“Now choose your poison.” He waved a hand over the various liquor options. 

			“Let’s go with vodka.” 

			I poured vodka in a shot glass and suctioned it up with the syringe. “Take a big sip out of your drink,” I said. “Now remove your straw.” I then plunged the vodka into the hole of her juice pouch. 

			Her eyes widened. “I love this idea!” She placed the straw back and circled the pouch in the air to mix the liquids. She tried the concoction and smiled. “Delish!” 

			I made a fruit punch with spiced rum that was pretty tasty. 

			“Can I get you and Whitney to make a charcuterie board like we made at my dad’s house? Nothing fancy, but more than just putting out a meat and cheese tray. Something slightly elevated.” Matt chuckled.

			I shrugged. “I’m happy to try.”

			“I just saw someone make a charcuterie board in the shape of a Christmas tree on TikTok. Do you have, like, grapes and cherry tomatoes that we can add like ornaments on a tree?” Whitney beamed.

			Matt gave her the side eye with his intense green eyes. “That would be a negative and not in the budget.” 

			“Fine,” Whitney said. “We’ll do our best.” 

			In the kitchen, Matt handed me a box of tinfoil. 

			“What’s this for?” 

			“The charcuterie board,” Matt said and then picked up bags of chips, which I recognized from our shopping trip, and boxes off the counter and set them on the kitchen table.

			“Do you have a platter or something?” Whitney asked while examining the contents Matt set on the table. 

			“Nope. This is a low-maintenance, low-budget, high-efficiency kind of party. Once it’s gone we can just throw the foil out. If there’s anything left, we can wrap it up and put it into the fridge. No extra dishes.” 

			“We’ll figure it out, Whitney. We’re smart gals.” 

			“James, come with me to the neighbor's apartment. They could use our height to string up lights and this big surfing Santa poster for pin the sunglasses on Santa.” 

			James gave the shaka sign, to hang loose, as if we were in Hawaii. “I’m here to help.” 

			As I doubled up the foil and rolled the ends into a makeshift cookie sheet structure, Whitney rummaged around for a knife and plate to cut up the meat and cheese. She cubed the Velveeta and cut out free-hand star shapes within the round pepperonis. Whitney instructed me to put the mini marshmallows on the bottom, to look like snow. Even though marshmallows didn’t have a reason to be on the charcuterie board, it was one of the food items Matt placed on the table. 

			“So, tell me how it went last weekend with meeting James’s parents, besides that it went well.” I asked as I tried to pile the cheddar bacon pretzel sticks up to form a tree trunk. Many rolled off; and I didn’t have the patience to create a perfect single layer, so I just bunched them together. 

			“Seriously, his parents were delightful. I’ve never had to ‘meet the parents’”—Whitney said using air quotes—“so I have nothing to compare it to, but I think they really liked me, and I really liked them. He looks just like his dad. They both have no hair and wear glasses. It’s so cute how they were twinning all weekend. His mom is this five-foot-tall hippie chic that wears bell bottom jeans, crocheted shawls, creates crystal necklaces, and reads astrology. It’s like his dad is the left brain and his mom is the right brain in the couple.”

			We traded off creating layers of M&Ms, Velveeta, ham, pepperoni, popcorn, crackers, and olives until we formed a large triangle atop the pretzel trunk. Whitney topped it with the star pepperoni and placed the other stars around the tree to fill the space. 

			“What was the sleeping situation? Was that awkward?” 

			“His mom just showed us to the guest bedroom and said to put our stuff in there. She had two sets of towels sitting on a desk for us, so she obviously planned it. There was no conversation about it,” Whitney said, putting her hand to her chest. “Thank god.”

			We stepped back and admired the Christmas tree charcuterie board. I fanned out the remaining crackers around the edges to form a frame and popped one in my mouth. 

			“Oh, and I met his older brother,” she said, taking a drink of her juice cocktail. “Girl, if things don’t work out with Matt, you need to meet him. He has this full head of light brown hair and is all hunky like your type.”

			I swallowed my fruit punch wrong and began to cough, which caused my bikini and coconuts to shift and become itchy. I knew Whitney didn’t mean anything by it, but it made me irritated. Is she intuiting that Matt and I won’t be together in the future? Why wouldn’t we? 

			People began to arrive looking like Christmas threw up on the beach. Whitney and I weren’t the only ones to choose grass skirts and coconut bras. One gal had a tulle miniskirt with small Christmas bulbs attached that looked cute and comfy. Until then, I had no idea there were ugly Christmas sweaters with Santa wearing a grass skirt or shirts that showed off Santa’s six-pack abs with his coat unbuttoned. 

			Whitney and I went across the hall to see if the guys needed anything else. Matt asked Whitney if her app had any Christmas or beach-themed activities that each apartment could play, like the pin the sunglasses on Santa. 

			“The limbo is an obvious one, but I’ll check my app. Although the app is going to probably come up with things for two people, not a group date.” She laughed. Whitney and James sat down on the couch with James looking over her shoulder as she scrolled through her app.

			“I forgot about the limbo. We just need a broom handle for that,” Matt said. “Want to come with me to get one?” Matt grabbed my hand and squeezed. 

			Matt hunted through their coat closet looking for the kitchen broom. He held it up like it was long-lost treasure he found. 

			“Hey, can I borrow a T-shirt?” I ran my thumbs under the sides of my bikini top. The more uncomfortable it was, the more aggravation I could feel arising inside of me. “I just can’t take this thing anymore.” 

			“Uh, sure.” Matt furrowed his brow looking like he was trying to decipher what I was saying. I followed him to his room and he rummaged through his closet. “What would you like?” 

			“I don’t care.” Just something that isn’t this. I peeled off the coconut shells. I started to untie my bikini top but realized I didn’t have a bra with me. “Aargh!” 

			“What is happening right now, Capri?” He threw me a plain red T-shirt. 

			I slipped it on over my bikini top. “I’m just irritated at this costume.” I bunched the shirt up and tied a knot in the middle 

			“You looked beautiful without my shirt on.” Matt put his arms around my waist. 

			I wrapped my fingers around my hair and freed it from beneath the shirt. “It just wasn’t practical.” 

			“But it sure was cute,” Matt said in a sing-song voice.

			“I’m practical. That’s who I am. Maybe I’ll never be the fun person you thought I used to be. This is me. I don’t know how to be any different.” 

			Matt moved his arms from around my waist to around my back and wrapped me in his arms. “I’m digging who you are.” 

			“But you want me to be this fun person that I used to be. And I’m trying to not be wound up so tight, but that will take years of unwinding.” 

			Matt kissed the top of my head. He led me to the bed to sit down. He held my hands. “Remember that time when we were growing up and we found my dad’s nudie mags in a box in the garage?”

			I smiled at the memory. “Gawd. Where is this going?”

			Matt smiled back at me and squeezed my hands. “You wanted to put your paper-doll clothes on them so they would not be cold. We used up a whole roll of masking tape covering up the naked women in Playboy. Remember that?” 

			I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. “And then we put them back in the box and put it on the shelf.” 

			“You were practical then. You didn’t want them to be cold.” 

			I leaned my head on his chest trying to hide my little freak-out moment. 

			“Is this really about a costume?” he asked, running his hand down my hair.

			“I don’t know. I’ve just been thinking. While I was talking with Whitney she told me about meeting James’s parents and it got me thinking how we wouldn’t have that. How do we move our relationship forward and have these cute milestones?”

			“Well, we did just meet your mom and my dad together. That wasn’t cute, but it certainly was a first for us.” 

			I sat up and shook my head. “What if our parents take their relationship to the next level and decide to get married? What are we going to do? We haven’t really talked about it, and I feel unsure about how you’ll react.” 

			“Capri, this is a particularly good conversation to have, and we should, but right now? There’s a party going on and we’re here to have fun tonight. Let’s discuss this after lunch with our parents tomorrow.” 

			I had been feeling off all day. Something was off, but perhaps it was me. Too much time spent in the cold made my joints achy today and my heart. I knew I was falling in love with Matt, and I worried he didn’t feel the same about me yet. Or maybe he’d never get to that point. “Can you just tell me how you feel about the situation?” My eyes welled up, and Matt’s face blurred in front of me.

			“I think we have to wait to see what happens and not get ahead of ourselves.” Matt squeezed my shoulder. 

			I tilted my head in response. “Give me a break” is what I wanted to say, but I kept my mouth shut. “Just say what you’re thinking.” 

			Matt stood up from the bed and ran his hand through his hair and then crossed and uncrossed his arms. This was the first time I had ever seen him shifty around me. His neck was flushed, and I knew he was either embarrassed or getting upset by my questioning. 

			“Capri, I’m on the fence of what I think we should do if our parents decide to get married. It’s not the same as if we were truly siblings or grew up as stepsiblings, but I don’t want this weird family dynamic clouding our future relationship. I think it may be too much for me. I definitely wouldn’t want to lose you as my best friend for life, but I think we’d have to keep it platonic.” He sighed.

			“So, we would be over just like that?”

			“It wouldn’t be easy.” Matt leaned up against his closet door and crossed his arms. 

			I clasped my hands in my lap. “I think we deserve to be selfish and happy and just keep trying, regardless.”

			“I agree. Let’s just be happy and keep trying like any relationship. We don’t know this relationship will work long term just like you didn’t know with Lance when you first met.” 

			No, I knew it wouldn’t work out. 

			Matt continued, “Or when I met Melody.”

			Even I knew you weren’t going to last.

			“Let’s just continue having fun and seeing where this goes.” Matt put his hand out for me to grab it. I took it and stood in front of him. “We don’t have any decisions to make tonight.” 

			“I know,” I murmured. 

			Matt planted a kiss on my lips with a hint of tongue that made my knees weak. I was glad he held me tight around my waist. He then left a smattering of kisses all over my face. 

			“Okay, okay.” I snorted. 

			Matt laughed. “I love that snort.” 

			I covered my mouth and nose.

			He pulled my hand from my face. “Now let’s go see what crazy party games your roommate has come up with; and you, my Capri Sun, need one of your signature cocktails.”

			The cocktails and silly games that Whitney had us play, like having two people try to pop a balloon between their bodies without hands and having the guys give their best luau dance to “Mele Kalikimaka (Merry Christmas)” by Bing Crosby, distracted me from overthinking the rest of the night.
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			I took a deep breath as I pulled on the handle of the heavy wooden door that led into the upscale Italian restaurant lobby, the gateway to the double-date lunch my mom wanted to have with Matt and Jack and me. I was hungover from the Hawaiian Christmas party last night. I drank one too many juice and liquor cocktails. Vodka and fruit punch was a fan favorite, with lemonade and tequila a close second. Since I didn’t have a change of clothes at Matt’s, I ran home to shower and change and told Matt I’d meet him at the restaurant.

			My mom was across the restaurant, sitting alone at a table for four and sipping her white zinfandel, which matched her outfit. She was wearing her favorite pink silk suit, which hadn’t been popular since the early 1990s. She refused to get rid of it because she said it made her feel sassy and youthful. I didn’t have the heart to tell her she looked like she was trying too hard to not look fifty.

			My mom startled as I walked up to the table. “Oh, Capri. Hello.”

			I gave her a hug and hoped her chalky pink lipstick or the foundation along her jawline wouldn’t end up on my winter-white sweater.

			She took a sip of her wine and placed her hand on top of mine. “I have something exciting to tell you, but we’ll wait for Matt and Jack.”

			“You know I hate surprises.” I shook my head.

			“Not everything has to be so serious all the time, Capri. Lighten up. This is going to be fun!”

			As fun as a Pap smear.

			I glanced at the front entrance, waiting to see Matt’s smiling face, and took a gulp of ice water to ease the heaviness building in my chest.

			With perfect timing, Matt crossed the dining room toward our table, followed by his dad. I rose from my chair and wrapped my arms around him, feeling a moment of relief. He kissed my cheek, sending flutters to my stomach. Until I saw my mom kissing Jack.

			Barf.

			They whispered into each other’s ears like infatuated teenagers. Matt and I rolled our eyes at each other. My mom rummaged through her purse, then put something on her ring finger and stuck it in my face.

			“We’re getting married!” she cried.

			The news hit me like taking a whiff of a freshly opened Surströmming can. Fermented herring, the worst smell in the world, was equivalent to this surprise. I crinkled my nose.

			“Capri, this is the part where you say ‘Congratulations’ to us.” She put her hands on her hips.

			I shook my head in disbelief and plopped down into my chair. “I have so many questions.”

			“Me too,” Matt said as he pulled a chair from the table and placed it closer to mine. He squeezed my hand under the tablecloth. When I saw Matt’s crimson-spotted neck, I knew he had been caught off guard too.

			Jack gestured to my mom’s chair, so she sat down. He stood behind her and helped her scoot in closer to the table. The legs of the chair dragged on the floor. The sound grated on my ears, just like the information that my mom planned to marry Jack. I questioned if he was being chivalrous because he was old school or if he was showing off to us about how much he cared for my mother. A shiver ran up my back, causing an involuntary spasm in my shoulders.

			“Let’s all sit down and discuss this. I know it may take a bit of getting used to,” Jack commanded.

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “You think?”

			“Capri, please show some respect for our lunch companions.”

			“Dad, how did this all happen? I thought this was a fling,” Matt asked.

			My mom swallowed back her wine and probably her disdain for that comment. 

			Jack looked at my mom and winked, sharing some secret exchange that made my stomach turn. “It’s been a long time coming, son. Libby and I went on one date back in college, but then your mom asked me out and we hit it off. I don’t regret it since we had you. But . . .” He lowered his chin and looked up at her with a sad puppy-dog expression that made me cringe. “I think Libby was the one that got away.”

			I didn’t have the patience to listen to Jack go down memory lane about their college relationship, or lack thereof. “Now, how did you two reconnect?” I waved my hand between the two of them.

			“When I was, uh, away for a period of time, I wrote your mom a letter to ask for her forgiveness. She wrote back to me a few months later, and we became, I guess, pen pals after that.” He shrugged. “After I got out, she agreed to meet me for coffee.”

			I wanted to shake my mom. How could she continue writing back and forth with Jack while he was in prison? How did she get to have a pen pal relationship with Jack, but I couldn’t have one with Matt when we moved away? I was seething. The taste in my mouth was slightly metallic from biting the inside of my cheek in an attempt to control my emotions.

			I propped my arms on the table toward my mom. “Jack ruined our lives. He ruined our family. He betrayed you and Dad. He fucked you over. And now you’re going to marry him, Mother?”

			“Oh, Capri. Don’t be so dramatic. It’s time to let bygones be bygones. That was so long ago,” she said flippantly as she took a long sip of her wine.

			“You used to call him the con artist. Now you are going to marry the con artist?”

			“People change. Jack has changed.”

			The server approached our table, which was a welcome reprieve from the shit-show conversation we were having. “Can I interest you in a glass of Chianti or a bottle of wine to share? Or perhaps a mixed drink? We also have pop.”

			Mom tapped her French-manicured fingernail on her glass, signaling the server.

			“A glass of Chianti, stat, please,” I said.

			“You got it,” he said, writing it down on his pad.

			“Sir?” He nodded toward Jack without making eye contact.

			Jack cleared his throat. “I’ll have a Hennessey and coke.”

			I rolled my eyes. Of course, he still drinks the liquor that matches his last name. 

			The server looked at Matt. “Same, please.”

			I gave him the side eye. I wanted to scream at him and say, “Don’t be like your father.”

			The drinks couldn’t arrive quick enough—although, I felt nauseous with the news mixed with last night’s libations. Maybe I should have picked a whiskey ginger ale. The ginger ale, at least, would have helped settle my stomach.

			I inspected the ring on my mom’s finger as best I could without touching it, reaching over, or bending anywhere close to her. “Is that thing even real?”

			“Sweetie, let’s behave.”

			I glared at my mom. Sweetie? She used to call my dad sweetie all the time, given our last name was Sweeten. The words coming out of her mouth now felt spiteful. I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to stand up and scream at the top of my lungs to dislodge the boulder growing bigger in my throat.

			“Capri, of course it’s a real diamond,” Jack said stiffly. “But I told your mom I would buy her whatever diamond and size she wanted after I sell or lease some of my commercial properties.”

			Matt blurted, “Dad, you told me you just sold two of them.”

			“Matt, it’s complicated.” Jack sighed. “I used the profits to invest in the other properties. So, the next ones, I mean.”

			“Your dad is very business-savvy. You should be proud of him.” My mom rubbed Jack’s arm. “He’s been very generous in hiring me to do the staging in the commercial buildings he’s selling. We have been talking about building a business together.”

			So that is who she’s been working for and being elusive about the details. “Is he even paying you for your work?” I asked.

			At that moment, the server set down the drinks in front of each person. I immediately took two big gulps. The acidity and the alcohol of the Chianti burned as it went down my throat. Matt stirred his drink, and the ice chimed together. Then he folded the straw over and gulped it down as well.

			“So . . . Mom?”

			Right before she took a drink of her fresh glass of white zin, her smile diminished. She looked at Jack and back at me. “Well, he hasn’t yet, but I keep a spreadsheet of hours.”

			“He’s not paying you?” I slapped both hands on the table, causing the silverware to clatter.

			Matt piped in. “Dad, is that true?”

			“It’s not as bad as it sounds. I pay for a lot of things, don’t I, babe?”

			Mom nodded as she rubbed her index fingers over her thumbnails. I’d seen her do this all my life in uncomfortable situations, such as the first time I had a solo routine for gymnastics at age six; when my parents told me they were getting divorced; and prior to saying her last goodbye when I moved into the college dorms. “Like we said, after he sells the buildings.”

			“Dad, are you scamming Libby?” Matt asked point blank.

			Jack scoffed and shifted in his seat. “Matt, give me a break. Libby understands that it’s just how business works when you’re self-employed.”

			“Sounds like what a con man would say.” I leaned over to Matt and lowered my voice. “I hope you’re not mad at me for railing on your dad.”

			“Have at it!”

			“Capri, I thought you’d be happy that we’d all be family.” My mom pointed at Matt. “Your childhood best friend will become . . . like a sibling you never had.”

			Matt and I looked at each other and cringed. “We. Are. Dating!” I said through gritted teeth so I wouldn’t yell. “I don’t want to date my stepbrother!”

			“It’s not like you grew up together living in the same household, being raised as siblings. That would be Jerry Springer material.” My mom laughed, but no one else did.

			I covered my eyes with one hand, squeezing my temples with my fingertips. I felt so angry and hurt that I could cry, but I didn’t want to make a spectacle while others were trying to enjoy their plates of spaghetti and chicken marsala.

			Matt took my hand firmly in his. “This is bullshit. We are going.” He stood up and helped me to my feet. I was so grateful to him for providing an escape.

			Matt’s dad sat back in his chair. “Matt and Capri, please just sit down and let’s talk it over like adults.”

			Matt glared at his dad. “There’s nothing more to say, except . . . we wouldn’t be future stepsiblings if we didn’t acknowledge you as parents anymore.”

			I almost felt like I could breathe again when we made it to the parking lot, but once we slid in my car, Matt and I both slumped down into the seats.

			“Can’t they find new fucking people to date?” I said. “It’s like my mom thinks she’s going to be rich and a beauty queen like your mom was.” I hit my steering wheel, accidentally setting off the horn. Twice. A startled hand-holding couple glared in our direction. “Sorry,” I mouthed. 

			“What are we going to do? What are we going to tell people?” Matt asked as he stared out the passenger window. “Do we cut our parents out of our life? Do we support them? Does that mean we have to break up or otherwise we sound like we’re being incestuous?”

			I wanted to shake him. “Are you kidding me right now?”

			“Capri, this was all fun and adventure, but now there’s another layer of complication that I don’t know if I’m equipped to handle. I don’t have time to process this when my mental and physical focus should be on getting stronger and keeping all possibilities open to play at the bowl game.”

			“Shouldn’t we fight for our relationship and talk some sense into our parents?”

			“I don’t think our words will influence them. They are both bullheaded and will do what they want.”

			“Matt, what are you saying?”

			“I guess I’m saying . . . do you mind taking me home? I think I’m too tired from last night to process this.”

			His words stung. This was exactly why I brought it up before we officially started dating—in case our parents decided to do something dumb and get engaged. By his previous, “let’s see how it goes” response, I trusted that he felt like it wouldn’t be a big deal. I wanted to believe him in that moment that it wouldn’t be a big deal. Now, it was. This was why I planned for the worst and hoped for the best. I was used to the worst. I was finally living my best life when the rug got pulled out from under me . . . again.
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			What felt like old times, Whitney and I lay on our ends of the couch, curled up, and flipped back and forth between the Travel Channel and HGTV, based on what interested us the most in that hour. She made me hot cocoa with extra mini marshmallows on the side, the way I liked it, to comfort me. Even though Matt and I didn’t technically break up, nor did we ever have the official conversation about our relationship, it felt like a break after I dropped him off at his apartment after the lunch fiasco earlier.

			“Today on the Travel Channel, we will show you how to earn a free night’s stay at the Silver Moon Goat Farm & Garden in the luscious Kaua`i, Hawaii,” belted out the announcer from the TV.

			I threw mini marshmallows at the TV. “Turn the channel. I got enough of Hawaii last night at the party,” I said.

			“HGTV it is.” Whitney rubbed my leg. “I’m so sorry the semester is ending on a low note.”

			“Maybe I’ll win that scholarship and apply for PT school far, far from here.”

			“By the looks of the marshmallow toss just now, you need some more practice,” Whitney said, trying to bring levity to the heaviness in the room.

			“I don’t have anyone to help me anymore.” I ducked my head under the blankets.

			My mom had tried calling me after lunch, but I wouldn’t answer. Her texts were brief but pleading. Please call me back. Let me explain please.

			My dad even texted me asking me to call my mom. If he knew about her engagement, I don’t think he’d ask me to call her. I wondered what she said to him. I lounged on the couch the rest of the day and then crawled into bed, trying to distract myself from thinking too much about the drama in my life.

			Monday, Matt wasn’t scheduled for training since he had regular PT and football strategy meetings. He texted me in very few words that he needed more time to process. I was the opposite. I needed to handle this by talking ad nauseam about the situation with Matt, my boyfriend and my longtime best friend. How can we deal with it if we don’t talk it out? 

			Each day that week, I went through the stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, back to anger, depression, and today I was back to anger again. Fury, actually. After work, I finally called my mom so she would stop texting me and leaving me voice mails. As soon as she said “hello,” words began to spew out of my mouth.

			“Mom, I am so angry. I am beyond pissed at you.”

			“Capri, I—”

			“Did you call me just to give me an apology that is really a non-apology? No. It doesn’t work like that. You’re going to listen to me, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			“Jack is a felon. I don’t care if it’s a white-collar crime or not. He’s a criminal and a cheat. Is that the kind of guy you want to marry? Plus, do you really love him? You always thought he was a pompous ass. If this is about getting back at Dad, can’t you find other ways to give him the middle finger? Tell him he hurt you. Yell, scream, egg his car, like you did when you separated.”

			“You knew about that?”

			“Mom, I may have been young, but I was old enough to look out my bedroom window at you falling apart while Dad packed up his things.”

			“Someday you’ll understand that love makes you do drastic things.”

			“Like marrying a liar?” I wanted those words to echo around her brain and for her to finally understand the gravity of marrying Jack.

			I heard her sigh on the other end of the line.

			So I continued. “He destroyed our family. And now you want to spend the rest of your life with him? Is it the money you want? Do you want to be Sheila 2.0? Is that it? I’m trying to understand what the draw is to him. Can you tell me that?”

			“Are you done yet, Capri?” she said flatly.

			“No, I’m not. Mom, I love Matt,” I sobbed. “I love him like no one I’ve ever dated. I know you think we are young, but he’s my person. I feel it in every fiber of my being. Matt isn’t sure he can get past the technicality that we may be stepsiblings. Can’t you wait to marry Jack? What’s the rush? If it doesn’t work out with Matt for some reason, then you and Jack can get hitched. Please, just think about it.” Suddenly, I was back to bargaining in my stages of grief.

			“I’ll consider it. But our wedding is booked in a few weeks, on New Year’s Eve.”

			“A few weeks? New Year’s Eve?” I shouted. “Where were you able to get a wedding venue on New Year’s Eve?”

			“Hawaii.”

			“Hawaii? You’re just going to elope?”

			“It’s pretty clear how you feel, so we weren’t going to invite anyone else.”

			I turned my phone away and wept. This was happening, and I couldn’t convince my mom otherwise.

			“I hope someday you can support Jack and me. It would really mean a lot.” She paused, but I didn’t respond. I didn’t have anything else to say. I was mentally exhausted from thinking and talking about this situation.

			“Capri, as my daughter, I’d really like your opinion on wedding dresses. Will you meet me at Luxe Bridal Salon tomorrow? Please. I don’t have anyone else to ask. Will you at least consider it?”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			“Thanks. I really wish you could be happy for me.”
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			Whitney convinced me to meet my mom and explain how I felt face-to-face. She seemed to think my words got lost in translation over text and last night’s phone call. It was basically Whitney’s fault that I found myself driving to the dress shop the next morning. 

			I slowly strode from where I parked my car, two blocks away on a side street, to the luxury bridal salon. I kept my head down as I walked because of the winter gusts of wind and because it felt so heavy from the weight of our conversation last night. When I rounded the corner, my mom was pacing in front of the store, waiting for me.

			She tried to give me a hug, but I didn’t hug back. She was Ms. Chippy as always, and it was annoying. “I’m so glad you’re here, sweetie.”

			“Why don’t you just go to Macy’s to find a nice dress for the beach? Why have a wedding dress for your second wedding that no one will be at?”

			“Jack said he would buy me whatever I wanted that would make me feel beautiful. I’ve already narrowed it down to a couple dresses, and I want you to give me your opinion.”

			“I won’t like any of them.”

			“Very mature, Capri. Can you not think about Jack and just focus on my happiness for a few minutes?”

			I sat in the lounge chair, drinking champagne, bouncing my leg in annoyance while waiting for her to come out.

			She twirled in an off-white calf-length dress that had tulle underneath to poof out the skirt and an illusion lace bodice. It made her look like a princess—more of an upscale cocktail party dress than something for a beach. I shook my head.

			Matt and I used to pretend to get married. We would make-believe that my little playhouse was the church and one of our neighbor friends was the pastor who was going to marry us. He and Matt stood in front of the playhouse. Then another friend walked me down the aisle, and Matt and I would turn and hold hands. We would say our vows and I dos. I made the pretend pastor get rid of “honor and obey.” I wasn’t going to be a submissive wife, and Matt knew it.

			I carried a bouquet of dandelions, and Matt would even put a dandelion in the collar of his shirt like it was a boutonniere. When the pretend pastor got to “you may kiss the bride,” we all giggled. But I told them to shut up and take it seriously so it could be like the weddings in the Hallmark movies that my mom watched at Christmastime. I would lean in and close my eyes, hoping Matt would know what to do. We touched lips for a second and then we’d laugh. I didn’t hate it, but I also didn’t want to get cooties.

			Mom swished the dressing room curtain aside and this time came out with a blush-colored halter-style dress, showing off her nice shoulders and arms that I didn’t even realize she had. It loosely hugged her all the way down to her feet. It was close to her signature color and highlighted the bronze tone in her skin leftover from summer. She looked beautiful, but I didn’t want to admit it.

			As I looked at her, I saw her for the first time not as a mom but as a person—a person who just wanted to be loved. She was over halfway through her life, and she still hadn’t gotten to experience anything on her bucket list. She wanted to see the world and have someone to share the experience with. We both wanted to be happy.

			“That’s the one, Mom.” I tipped back the rest of the champagne in my glass.

			My mom handed the clerk her credit card to pay for the dress before she even got changed.

			“Wait. You said Jack was paying.” I squinted toward the clerk as she walked away with the card. “Do you already have joint accounts?”

			“He’ll pay me back.”

			“Will he though?”

			“Yes. Don’t be silly. I keep a spreadsheet, and once he sells or leases his properties, he’ll pay me back like I’ve told you.”

			“Has he ever paid you back?”

			She looked down and nervously ran her hands over the fabric at her waist. “Of course, Capri. He gave me two thousand dollars the other day.”

			“How much does he owe you?”

			She turned to walk toward the dressing room. “This is adult business. Don’t worry about it. Besides, once we are married, what’s his is mine anyway.”

			“And what’s yours is his,” I replied. “Do you trust him?”

			She turned her face partway toward me. “I am going to marry him. Of course I do.”

			“But do you really trust him?”

			She hesitated. “I think so.”

			“If something gives you pause, you need to call it off.”

			“Oh, Capri. You and your worries.” She walked toward me again. “Anyway, everything is almost booked. Let me show you the resort we are getting married at.” She pulled up pictures of Coconut Beach Resort & Spa in Kaua`i that looked amazing and luxurious. “It’s right on the beach and has a golf course that Jack is excited about. When he golfs, I plan to be at the spa for the day.” 

			“Even though he doesn’t need a passport, which he probably can’t get, does he have permission to leave Minnesota or the lower forty-eight?”

			“He said his parole officer said it wouldn’t be an issue.” 

			“And you believe him?” 

			My mom stared at me. Her eyes had heavier bags under them than I remembered and they drooped in each corner. She looked sad. “Of course I do, Capri.” 
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			Shit’s getting real, I thought as I drove over to Dad’s renovation house. With extra training hours, football-throwing practice, studying, and hanging with Matt, I hadn’t worked for my dad in several weeks. I wanted to see how things were coming along, and I wanted to be the one to tell him about Mom’s engagement news from a week ago. I knew his five-year sobriety anniversary was coming up, and I didn’t want him to sabotage it over her.

			I held a coffee in each hand and hoped I didn’t slip on the cold, damp stairs as I climbed up them. It had been sleeting overnight and the temperature was on the cusp of freezing. I didn’t have a free hand to catch myself. I made it to the new red door with an inlay of stained glass. I knocked, then juggled the coffees in one hand as I turned the handle and pushed.

			A welcoming aroma of paint and sawdust greeted me. It was a huge improvement from the cat urine smell. The living room carpet was a fresh charcoal gray and the cardboard-box path, which had been taped down before, was replaced by hardwood flooring throughout the rest of the main floor. The walls were painted the popular greige and were framed in white trim.

			“Dad, where are ya?” I shouted.

			“In the powder room.” He poked his head out the bathroom doorway. “Working on it, not using it.”

			“Thanks for clarifying.” I leaned up against the doorjamb and watched as he nailed in the trim at the top of the wall while standing on a ladder. “This is really coming together and looking fresh.”

			“Thanks,” he said, looking around and admiring his work.

			“I brought you a coffee.” I handed him the spare one.

			“You’re the best!” He leaned on the ladder and took it from me. He sipped it a few times. “I had four cups of coffee at a meeting today. I probably don’t need any more but, damn, brown water tastes delicious!”

			“Still going to meetings regularly?”

			“At least a few times a week. Next month is five years.”

			“I am proud of you, Dad.”

			“Why, thank you. My liver thanks me too,” he said, patting his abdomen. “Say, to what do I owe this honor? You kinda ghosted me, as I think you young folks say. I haven’t seen you for a while. All okay, kiddo?”

			I sipped my coffee and peeled at the corrugated cardboard sleeve, all while not looking at my dad. “For the most part, all is okay. But I have a situation that I wanted to talk to you about. It may upset you.”

			He climbed down the ladder and leaned up against the wall, steadying himself for the news. “Let me guess. You’re knocked up.”

			It was good that I hadn’t taken a sip of my coffee, or I would have spit it out. “No, Dad!” I covered my eyes with my hand. “I told you I’ve been hanging out with Matt.”

			“Yes, Matty boy.”

			“And Mom and Jack asked us to have dinner together about a week ago.”

			My dad scratched his beard with one hand. “Like a double date?”

			“I guess. It was to tell us that they—Mom and Jack—are engaged.”

			My dad stared at me, then shuffled past me out of the powder room. “Engaged to be married?” He turned toward me for confirmation.

			I nodded.

			He paced the living room a few times and picked up the sledgehammer leaning against the wall. “Are you fucking kidding me? She thought he was the biggest arrogant scammer. God dammit!” He clenched his jaw and eyed the stair post.

			“Dad, what are you doing?”

			He put safety glasses on then handed me a pair. He swung the sledgehammer with all his might at the stairwell post, then the rungs. “That goddamn asshole!” He attacked the thick oak base. Thwack. Thwack.

			“I thought you were going to keep that structure?”

			“I don’t give a fuck anymore.”

			The sledgehammer cracked the post open like an egg. He continued to smash at it.

			“Stop!” I waved my arms. “What’s that?” I pointed.

			My dad muscled back the momentum of the sledgehammer about to make another swing through the post and debris.

			We kneeled down and rummaged through the smashed bits of wood and dust. There were legal-looking documents, savings bonds, and a thick roll of cash bound up with many rubber bands.

			“What is all of this and why was it in there?”

			Dad sat back on his knees, staring at the pile of rubble and riches. He took off his safety goggles and brushed his hair back with his hand. He took a deep breath and sighed. “I have been dreaming of the day when I would find some loot. Back in the 1950s, people would keep their mortgage documents in these staircase posts, and sometimes they would also hide things like the house deed, savings bonds, and, apparently, cash.”

			“Holy shit! It’s like buried treasure. How much do you think these are worth?” I asked, thumbing through the papers.

			“I have no idea.”

			“Do you have to give them back to the previous owner?”

			“I own the house, so they are mine. These might not have been the previous owner’s or the owner’s before that.”

			“This could be worth a lot of money.” I searched for the date on the savings bonds. “These savings bonds are seventy years old!”

			“Maybe you should do some googling for me since I am not all that tech savvy.”

			“I’ll have Whit help me. She’s better at that.”

			We both sat back against the wall, looking down at the mess. My dad examined the money roll and gently removed the rubber bands.

			“How much do you think is there?”

			“I’m going to see if there’s something more than one-dollar bills in here. I’m not going to get too excited just yet.”

			Once he removed all the rubber bands, the money roll loosened. He bent it backward and smoothed the stack against his shoe to uncurl it. He sat forward and began to make piles from left to right with increasing denominations as if he were the Monopoly banker. One-dollar bills, twos, fives, tens, and twenties. He placed twenty after twenty onto the pile. Then, fifties appeared. After ten of those, the one-hundred-dollar bills surfaced. He placed ten of those in a pile and repeated the placement of bills as the denominations decreased. He picked up the bills and counted each pile. Then, he straightened them into a pile and began to fan himself. “Nearly two thousand five hundred dollars.”

			He handed me the pile of money, and I ran my hand over all the bills. “What are you going to do with all this money, Dad?” My jaw hung open in disbelief.

			“What should we do with it?”

			“How about we stop working and going to school and fly around the world?”

			My dad leaned his head back against the wall and bent his knees. He pushed his long sleeves up and rested his elbows on his legs. “I don’t care where we go. I just want to sit in first class.”

			“Definitely.”

			“How about we fly to Greece, then buy a sailboat and make our way around the Mediterranean islands?”

			“Do you remember how to sail a boat? It’s been a while.”

			“We’ll hire a sailing crew and a private chef.”

			“Now, you’re talking.” I pictured myself in a swimsuit, sitting on the deck near the bow. The sun rays would create more freckles across my face and shoulders, but I wouldn’t care. My hair would float on the breeze. And I’d take in the scenery as we sailed by or read a fiction book in the cabin on rainy days.

			My dad rolled his head against the wall toward me. “What if I get a puppy? Or volunteer to foster rescue dogs?”

			“Ahh!” I placed my hand on my dad’s. “You could start your own rescue business.”

			“As great as that would be, it sounds like a shitty job,” he said as he nudged me with his elbow.

			We sat in silence, contemplating the money and the mess.

			My dad finally spoke. “So, you’re in a bit of a pickle, like your birthmark, since you’re dating your future stepbrother.”

			“Dad!”

			“Call it like it is.”

			“People are going to think we are some hillbilly family.” I groaned as I wiped my hands on my jeans.

			“But does Matt make you happy?” he asked in a firm voice.

			I nodded. “Very. But he needed some time to figure out this complicated family dynamic.”

			“Then fuck her! Do what you want.”

			“But, Dad, he could be my stepbrother.” Tears slipped down my cheeks. “I am so pissed at her for doing this. I think she’s just marrying him as a big eff you to you. Isn’t there something you can do to stop this?”

			He squeezed my hand. “I wish I could change this for you. But I lost any influence over your mom many years ago. She’s stubborn and sometimes selfish, so I don’t know that she’ll change her mind, no matter how hard you try to reason with her.” He put his head back against the wall, hard. “Why that son of a bitch?”

			I felt sorry for my dad. He’d been pining for my mom ever since she left him. He cleaned his act up by getting sober and built up his finances by flipping houses. Mom had been embarrassed that he had managed a hardware store for all those years, but it was the alcohol that was the last straw. He would drink when he got home and all weekend long when he didn’t work. He was self-medicating the grief that came with the loss of his dream, his business. When my mom left him, it was the kick in the pants he needed to get sober and turn his life around. I thought he had hopes of one day rekindling their relationship, but this was a nail in the coffin for getting her back.

			“Are you going to be okay?”

			“The way I see it, I have a lot of dollar bills and savings bonds to dry my tears.”

			“I’ll help you clean up this mess.”

			“No, I could use some time to think.” Dad stood up and brushed wood chips from his thighs. “Perhaps it’s time for me to apply to one of those dating apps and find a nice gal. Do they have one for old geezers like me?”

			“Dad, you just turned fifty. You’re not that old.”

			“I feel like one hundred sometimes.”

			I pushed myself off the floor and stood beside him. “If you do start dating again, you might want to get a haircut and get rid of the full beard. You need a bit of a makeover.” I tugged on his scraggly scruff.

			“Someday. In the meantime, see what you can find out about these savings bonds, will ya?” He handed me the stack.

			“I will.” I hugged my dad a little longer than usual.

			When we parted, he said, “And, hey, don’t mention the money to your mom, all right?”
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			By the time I got back to my apartment, it was after ten o’clock and Whitney and James were canoodling at the kitchen table.

			I cleared my throat in case they were so busy that they hadn’t heard me unlock and open the creaky door.

			They both turned slowly on their chairs toward me. Whitney’s long black hair was starting to curl around her face, which meant she’d recently washed it, and her face was shiny clean with no makeup. James ran his hand over his smooth head like he was trying to tame hair that wasn’t there.

			“Did I walk in on something?” I asked, putting my purse and keys down on the counter. I peered into the saucepan on the stove, which still had small puffs of steam rising above it.

			“Hey, grab a mug and have some hot chocolate with us. James brought over hot cocoa mix, mini marshmallows, peppermint schnapps, chocolate chips for extra chocolatey flavor, and chopped up candy canes, if you prefer mint chocolate. It’s a hot chocolate bar basically.”

			James took a sip from his mug and spoke up. “Yeah, help yourself. There’s plenty.”

			“Thank you, but I just had a coffee.”

			I scooted by Whitney, sat down across from them, and popped a mini marshmallow in my mouth. “Do I dare ask how your night was? The freshly showered look makes me think the night may have been R-rated.”

			Whitney and James smiled at each other, some secret exchange between them.

			“Actually, James took me ice skating at the park where they played holiday music. It was very festive and a beautiful night. Although after two hours of skating, our feet were frozen. So, we came back here, took a hot shower, and James made me hot chocolate.”

			“James, are you always this thoughtful and romantic?”

			He chuckled. “Thank god for Whitney’s app.” He winked at Whitney.

			“Are shower activities also listed in the app, Whit?”

			Whitney rolled her eyes.

			“You two are too cute for words.” I couldn’t stand it.

			“Where were you tonight? With Matt?”

			“No. I was at my dad’s.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “And that’s where I could use your help.”

			Whitney cocked her head as she examined me. “I’m happy to help as long as I don’t have to do any construction and dusty labor stuff.”

			I shimmied around Whit once again and picked up my purse off the counter. I removed the savings bonds and handed them to Whitney.

			“What are these?” she asked.

			“Get this. My dad, for all intents and purposes, demolished the banister post tonight. It was hollow inside and held these savings bonds that are seventy years old, along with some other financial treasures.”

			“No way!” She surveyed a paper and handed it to James.

			“Are these World War Two bonds?” James asked, examining them.

			“The ones I saw were post-World War Two, but I haven’t analyzed them all.”

			“Do you think these are worth much?” Whitney asked, taking a drink from her mug.

			I pointed at her. “That’s where you come in.”

			“Because I’m a financial wizard?”

			I chuckled. “No, because you know how to find things on the interwebs.” I clasped my hands together, silently begging for Whitney’s help.

			Whitney asked James to fetch her laptop and glasses. Meanwhile, she busied herself around the kitchen, getting sticky notes and a pen for me to write down the information we’d discover. She rummaged through her purse for a hair tie and secured her hair on top of her head. She was ready for business.

			Whitney punched in her laptop passcode and asked James to go to the federal government website where they could plug in the savings bond serial numbers. Whitney read them to James as James typed them into the computer. He hit submit and read me the dollar amount of the current worth. We went through all fifteen of them and discovered they were worth just over $100,000.

			Whitney and I both jumped up from our seats and held hands, dancing around in the corner. Whitney hugged me like finding the bonds was my accomplishment.

			“All this excitement and it’s not even my money.” I laughed. “But I appreciate all your help. Thanks as well, James.”

			Whitney waved her hands in the air. “What’s your dad going to do with all of this free money he found?”

			“I don’t know. Flip another house? Save for retirement? Travel? Maybe get a dog?” I shrugged.

			“Well, this calls for champagne!” Whitney hopped out of her chair and took the bottle from our crisper drawer in the fridge. James did the honors of opening it, sending the pressurized cork flying across the living room and the suds foaming over the side. Whitney held out wine tumblers, because that was the best we had, and James poured us each a glass. We clinked glasses and poured more until it was all gone.

			Buzzed and sleepy from all the excitement, I finally crawled into bed at midnight.

			My phone chimed with an incoming message from Matt. Come over and have a drink with me.

			Me: Ready to talk?

			Matt: Mayybee.

			Me: But I just crawled into bed.

			Matt: Pleeeaaasssee? Just one drink.

			Was this a booty call? This sure felt like a booty call. I threw on my yoga pants and a sweatshirt to look like I was just rolling out of bed, but I brushed my hair and put a little makeup on. I didn’t want him to think I made too much of an effort for him.

			I walked the few blocks to his apartment. When I arrived, Matt was sitting on the counter in his kitchen, rolling a beer bottle back and forth in his hands. His eyes met mine and they lit up. I set my purse down, walked over to the kitchen, and leaned up against the other counter. I could tell Matt was inebriated by the way he swayed.

			“How was your night?” I asked.

			He bobbed his head up and down.

			“Where is that drink you promised me?”

			“Oh yeah!” He laughed. “Unfortunately, I am drinking the last one.” He handed it to me and jumped down from the counter.

			“Ya, bribe me with a drink to come over, and you have one beer?” I pursed my lips.

			“Sorry. Sorry. My roommates must have drunk the rest.” He took off his button-down shirt, revealing a tight gray T-shirt underneath that highlighted his sculpted muscles.

			He put his hands on my hips and leaned forward, lifting me up onto the counter. He didn’t lift me high enough, so I had to scooch back.

			“Very suave, Matt.” We both laughed. I took another swig from the bottle as he reached out to take the beer back from me, and it spilled down the front of my sweatshirt.

			His eyes widened. “I am so sorry.”

			“Likely story,” I said, wiping beads of beer off my sweatshirt and shaking my head.

			Matt grabbed the dish towel off the oven handle and began wiping my front.

			I swatted his hands away and took the towel from him. “Your game is pretty pathetic.”

			He put his hands on my knees, and I could feel the heat of his palms through my jeans. He moved my legs apart and leaned up against the counter toward me. “Capri, I’m so sorry.” He put his hand around the back of my neck and pulled me forward, kissing my lips gently at first and then with more enthusiasm.

			I scooted forward on the counter, wrapping my legs around his waist, commanding him with my heels on his backside. His hand wrapped deeper in my hair as he kissed and sucked on my neck, sending bolts of electricity to my lower half.

			“Matty,” I breathed into his ear, “maybe this isn’t a good time. You’re drunk and we haven’t been talking.”

			His mouth made its way to my ear, and his teeth tugged at my earlobe. His tongue traced the outside of my ear, making me squirm. I dug my heels in even more.

			“I’ve been fantasizing about this for nearly a decade,” he breathed into my ear.

			He lifted me off the counter and began to carry me out of the kitchen.

			“Wait!” I wiggled out of his hold. “Your knee. You do not need extra weight on it.” I so wanted him to carry me to his bedroom, then lean me up against the wall, like I had always imagined happening with Matt, but I knew I’d regret it if anything happened to his knee during this drunken rendezvous.

			Matt slid one hand around my waist and one hand in my hair, kissing me passionately. After we reached his room, he kicked the door shut with his foot and pressed the lock on the door, all while continuing to tangle his tongue with mine. Now that he had a hold of me, I never wanted him to let me go.

			He guided me to the bed and then lost his balance, falling over on top of me. Our teeth clanged together. “Ow!” I laughed, holding my hand over my mouth.

			“Capri, I’m so sorry. Let me see. Did I hurt you?” He peeled my hand from my mouth and planted tiny kisses on my lips.

			Matt pushed my sweatshirt up and kissed his way down my stomach. I wiggled my sweatshirt off and grabbed his shirt, tugging at it. He slithered his way back up, finding my mouth and licking my lips. I arched my back, wanting more. I groaned.

			I opened my eyes when a noise erupted within the apartment. I stopped kissing Matt. “What’s that?” I asked. Then I recognized the clumsy crashing sounds. “Shit. Bars must have closed.” I started to squirm my way out from under him to grab my sweatshirt.

			He giggled. “It’s okay. I locked the door. It’s not like we’re gonna get caught by our parents. Which, by the way, we never got to do.” He kissed me again.

			There was a knock on the door. “Ignore it. It’s just my drunken roommates probably having an after party.”

			The knock came again. “Matt, are you awake? Let me in,” a high-pitched voice sounded from behind the door.

			“Fuck.” Matt rolled over and buried his head in one of his pillows.

			“Is that your real booty call?” I snarled as I pulled my sweatshirt on.

			The knock was more insistent the third time and came with a jiggle of the doorknob. “Matty, we need to talk.” The voice cracked. “I think we made a mistake. I love you.”

			“What’s she doing here?” I whispered.

			Matt whispered back, staring at the ceiling, “Her best friend dates my roommate. I’m sure they are all here.”

			How convenient. “I think this is my exit sign.”

			“No. Please don’t go. I’ll go talk to her and be right back.” He scooted off the bed and leaned over to give me a kiss. “Just a sec. I promise.” He lurched toward the door then turned back to me. “I am so sorry about this.” He opened the door and slid out, closing it quickly behind him, probably so she couldn’t see me. Here. In the bed where they did things.

			I rolled over onto my side and smoothed out the impression in Matt’s plaid pillowcase. As quickly as he was here, and we were making out, he was gone. Like it never happened. I picked at the pilling fleece on his pillow, wondering how long I’d wait for him in his room. I turned over and watched Matt’s clock on his nightstand electronically move ahead one minute at a time for thirty minutes.

			I heard muffled words about going to the diner for breakfast, a couple of doors opened and closed, and then it was quiet.

			What the fuck? Did Matt leave me here by myself?

			I lunged out of his bed and opened the door, heading down the hallway to the living room. Matt was passed out on the couch, his arms splayed.

			And Melody was curled up next to him with her head on his chest.
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			The rest of the night, I sobbed into my pillow. I thought the crack that was in my heart from when we were ten had healed a little whenever I spent time with Matt. But it was just bandaged, and it ripped right open again tonight. I couldn’t believe I fell for his charm and his sexiness and his cute, funny antics.

			I knew he didn’t love, or even really like, Melody, but with a slender, toned body like hers, how could I compete? I thought he wanted me to come over to apologize for his indecisiveness when our parents told us they were engaged. But I was just a booty call after all.

			“I am a fucking fool,” I cried into my pillow. I thought we had built a bridge from our childhood to the present day. Then, a sneaker wave came and ripped it apart.

			But I never thought he’d hurt me. Maybe he had been playing me this whole time. I curled up into a ball to cocoon myself from the rest of reality. I wanted to fall asleep and wake up to the part where it did not hurt anymore.

			I kept guys at arm’s length for this reason. To not get hurt. Lance was the perfect person for that. I was in control. I wasn’t in control of my emotions for Matt.

			When I woke up, the sun lit up my room, a beam of light cast over my face. The light stung my eyes. I picked up my phone. Eight in the morning. Ugh. I opened my camera and turned it around so I could see what I looked like. My eyeballs were bloodshot and my eyelids looked very puffy. It made me start crying all over again. The memory of last night proverbially punched me in the gut.

			Someone banged on our front door. I was hoping Whit would get it, until I heard a muffled man’s voice. I remembered seeing James’s coat when I came in last night, so I knew he was already here.

			I looked at my phone to see a text. It was Matt. Please open the door. Please.

			I did not want him to see me like this. I’d been crying for hours, and I looked like it. He never knew me as the weepy girl, and now he would see that I was a ball of emotions. I didn’t want to show him my puffy eyes. I didn’t want him to know he could hurt me.

			Whit knocked on my door and opened it. “Can you please just answer? I don’t know why you don’t want to answer. You’re in love with the guy.”

			I started to cry again.

			“What’s wrong with your eyes? They look like those pink macaroons with the white frosting in the middle.”

			“We kind of got into a fight.”

			“Well, go make up then.” She pulled on my arm to get me out of bed.

			I trudged through the apartment and whipped open the door. Matt looked disheveled with his bedhead, wrinkled T-shirt, plaid pajama pants, and slides. This hadn’t been what he was wearing when I left him on the couch.

			“Can we talk?”

			I stood in the doorway and crossed my arms. “I don’t think there’s anything to talk about. Clearly your heart and body belong to Melody.”

			“But they don’t. Capri, can we talk in your bedroom?” he asked, looking past me at Whit, who was glaring at us from the hallway.

			“Ya both look like shit.”

			“Thanks,” we said.

			I held my arm out, directing him to my room. When he walked in, he turned around in a circle like a dog looking for a perfect spot to sit down or to take a shit. He finally chose to sit on my bed. I stood in front of him with my arms folded.

			“Capri, I am really scared of what you’re thinking right now. By the look of it, I think you misunderstood.”

			“Did I?”

			“Can you hear me out? Can you please sit down?”

			“No,” I said sternly. I didn’t want to be talked down to. I needed to show my power position in this conversation.

			“I swear nothing happened.”

			“You abandoned me so you could snuggle her on the couch, Matt. Enlighten me as to how that is nothing.”

			“She positioned herself that way. Last I remember, I leaned my head back against the couch because I was so tired of her going on and on about getting back together. And I fell asleep. That’s it. I swear. I should have come back to you. I fucked up, and I’m sorry.”

			I slumped down into my chair in the corner, even though it was piled with clothes, and pulled my knees to my chest. “You left me alone in your bed and you never came back. That showed me that you would rather be with her. And I feel like a fool for being your fucking booty call. I never thought you would treat me that way.”

			“I asked you to come over because I missed you so much. I’ve been a head case since lunch with our parents. I wanted to apologize for going radio silent on you. That’s why I wanted you to come over. You were not a booty call. I’m sorry, Capri!”

			“If Melody had stopped by last night and I wasn’t there, would she have been in your bed?”

			“No! I swear it’s over. I’m not into her. I’ve been so consumed with you that she could run around naked in front of me and I would not even notice.”

			I rolled my eyes.

			Matt leaned his elbows on his legs. “I swear to god, you can trust me. I didn’t do anything with her. And I am so sorry I left you alone. Can we chalk it up to a misunderstanding?”

			“Can we chalk it up to you being an asshole? You could’ve just told her I was there. That you were too busy or too tired or too drunk or too whatever to listen to her pathetic pleading. But you didn’t.”

			His shoulders slumped, and he examined his hands laying in his lap. “I didn’t want to be that asshole to her,” he said. “I didn’t want to rub it in her face that I had moved on so quickly.”

			I grunted but allowed him to continue. 

			“Capri, since I re-met you on the football field, I’ve been thinking about our future relationship. I already married you in your back yard when we were six. So the least we could do is try dating as adults and see if we actually want to get married someday. You stole my heart when I was six, so I’ve never had it to give to someone else.”

			“I am just so angry at you. And I am so humiliated that you left me in your bed.” I leapt out of the chair and paced around the L-shaped space within my room. He reached out and caught my hand and pulled me to my bed. The mattress bounced when I sat down, like dead weight, beside him.

			“I will never do that again. I promise.”

			I couldn’t keep my tears in anymore. I was scared to let him in. But I was afraid I wouldn’t be genuinely happy if I didn’t.

			He leaned in to kiss me. I jumped back. “My breath probably stinks.”

			“I don’t care.” He pressed his lips against mine. “Tastes like . . . pickles and sunshine to me.”

			I leaned into his chest and wrapped my arms around his waist, locking them tightly, not ever wanting to let go. “Do you mind if we don’t pick up where we left off?” I asked. “I am really tired.”

			“Absolutely. My body may have a mind of its own, but my head really needs more sleep.”

			I crawled under the covers on the opposite side of the bed, letting Matt have my side. I rested the side of my face on the pillow. The cold material was a relief to my warm blotchy skin. I closed my heavy eyes, and Matt leaned down and kissed my eyelid softly.
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			Even a few days later, I felt like I was still emotionally hung over. I was elated that Matt still wanted to continue our relationship despite our parents dropping the engagement bomb. We were getting so close to the football toss competition and my potential scholarship that I had to focus on that. 

			Matt could tell I was feeling the pressure and was super nervous about being able to even be competitive with others for this dumb contest. Matt brought me to the dome where the football players practiced once the first snowfall hit. He brought bags of balls and set up the cardboard with the cutout for me to aim for. We tossed the ball back and forth to get my arm warmed up. After a few minutes, I knew I needed to go for it. I positioned myself thirty yards away from the circle.

			“Capri, you got this!” Matt cheered.

			I focused, I aimed, I threw again. For thirty seconds, I decided my strategy wasn’t going to be speed, it was going to be slow and steady. The first time I got eight. The next rotation, I got nine.

			“I am so proud of you, babe!” Matt picked me up and swung me around. He set me down and cupped my face in his hands, kissing me. He rested his forehead against mine. “Capri, I am so in love with you.”

			I bit my lip. The words I had wanted to hear, was waiting to hear, were finally out in the open so that I could tell Matt how I had been feeling for awhile. “Matty . . . I love you too!”

			***

			We went to Matt’s apartment after the dome and crawled into his warm bed. New Year’s Eve inched closer and our parents hadn’t changed their minds about getting married. We needed to sort out whether to continue forward now that we had fallen in love with each other or call it quits so we wouldn’t have to explain the awkward situation for the rest of our lives.

			“We need to figure this out,” Matt said, with his arms behind his head.

			“I know.” I let out a deep breath. “It’s not like we were raised together, but it feels weird to be in love with my potential stepbrother. Will people find that amusing when we tell the story—or immoral?”

			Matt spoke up. “I have pretty thick skin since my dad was incarcerated, but I don’t know that I have the gumption to deal with the taboo nature of it, to be honest.” He rested his arm across his forehead.

			His words were like an elephant standing on my chest. I wanted him to fight for us, for me, no matter what. “But also consider, if we marry other people, won’t it be strange to look across the Thanksgiving table at me and my husband and wonder ‘what if’? And will our spouses wonder if we are thinking about each other throughout the whole dinner? If we make any eye contact, will our spouses think we are undressing each other with our eyes? Or we will always have to have separate holidays because it will be too uncomfortable for all involved? Because I don’t know if I could be without you again now that I’ve found you.”

			Matt turned on his side and brushed away the tear about to roll down my cheek. He touched my pickle birthmark and grinned.

			“What are you thinking right now?” I asked.

			“I’m thinking that if I could just kiss it and make it better like the bumps and bruises we kissed on our arms, knees, and heads growing up, then I would.”

			“Why don’t you try it?” I teased. “See if it still works.”

			Matt leaned over me and kissed my lips. Then he slowly moved his head down and kissed my heart.

			“I thought maybe you were going to motorboat me.” I giggled.

			“It had crossed my mind,” he said as he crashed down onto my mouth. He wriggled his arm under my back and scooped me on top of him. “Well . . . we aren’t related yet.”
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			It was a couple of days before New Year’s Eve, and Matt and I were helping my dad paint the upstairs interior of the reno house so we had spending money for our trip to Phoenix.

			“Dad, what are we going to do? In two days, Matt will technically be my stepbrother. I can’t date my stepbrother or marry him!” I glanced at Matt to see his reaction to my words. I didn’t want Matt to get freaked out that I mentioned the m word. “I mean a long time from now. We don’t stand a chance, do we?” I sniffled. “I love him, Dad.”

			“Capri, Matt, the way I see it, you two have a couple of choices.”

			We both put our brushes in the paint tray. Matt held me tightly, like he knew if he didn’t, I’d fall apart.

			“One—you can continue to date and someday you just might marry your stepsibling. That’s the breaks.”

			“Dad!”

			“Kinda weird saying it out loud, but could be weirder.” He nodded, raising his left eyebrow to accentuate his point.

			Matt finally spoke up. “Hank, I think it’s just too much to justify to people that we continued to be together even after our parents married each other. That sounds messed up!”

			“Fuck that! No one needs an explanation,” my dad replied. “Otherwise, your other option is to go get your butt on a goddamn plane and talk your mother out of this tomfoolery!”

			“I-I’ve never been on a plane.” I shuddered. I chewed on my nails—what I had left of them, anyway. “And I have no money for a flight to Hawaii.”

			My dad removed his baseball hat, scratched his sweaty head, and positioned his hat on again. “It’s a good thing I do.”

			Matt and I looked at each other and back at my dad. I started weeping again. “That’s too generous, Dad. Matt has to be in Phoenix for the bowl game and I have to be there for training and the football toss tuition contest too. That’s fifty thousand dollars I could win.”

			“Don’t worry. I am planning to give you some of the money for tuition. You’ve worked so hard and have been the most responsible adult in this family for far too long.”

			More tears chased the previous tears down my face. That was the validation I had wanted to hear for years—that I was the one who had captained the family ship for too long. That I worked hard and sacrificed so I would never end up in a predicament like my parents did.

			“Kiddo, you’re a tough cookie, but I know underneath you’re a softy who has to fight for everything she wants in order to get ahead. I know your mom and I broke you. To what extent, I’ll never know. And I am sorry,” my dad said with a quivering lip. “It’s something I live with every day. It’s what I work through with my sponsor often.”

			“Dad, I love you so much. I know life has not been easy for you either. You deserve to keep the money to save for retirement, since you lost everything with the business.”

			“I’ll worry about that later. Let’s go to Hawaii and save our relationships!”
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			I couldn’t believe my dad and I were going to hop on a plane to try to break up my mom and Jack’s wedding. Mom had dug her pink pumps into this relationship, so I wasn’t overly optimistic that we could save our relationships.

			The biggest obstacle wasn’t money for flights at this point, but how to book them. I had never been on a plane, so I didn’t know the first thing about booking flights through an app, or a website for that matter. My dad had recently upgraded from a flip phone to a smartphone. There was no way he knew how to book flights either.

			But I was not to be deterred. Whitney was the tech genius.

			I rushed through our apartment door and into the living room, “Whitney, I need your help to book plane tickets to Hawaii leaving tomorrow and coming back New Year’s Day afternoon.”

			Whitney stared at me like I was an unearthly being. “Girl, you’re telling me you don’t know how to book a plane ticket?”

			“You know I’ve never been on a plane. I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack just thinking about flying over the ocean.” I sounded like I just ran up three flights of stairs.

			“Is someone going with you?”

			“My dad. He’s just as invested in saving my mom from marrying his former douchebag friend. We’re on a joint mission.” I breathed deeply to slow my breath.

			Whitney narrowed her eyes. “Wait. What about Phoenix? Will you get fired?”

			“I need to go talk to Stapley about that. I hope not.”

			“What about the football-toss competition? You could be leaving fifty thousand on the table.”

			“My dad is going to give me some money for PT school tuition from the savings bonds.” I exhaled. “Any more questions?”

			Whitney downloaded a travel app on my phone and searched flights to Kaua`i, where the Coconut Beach Resort & Spa was. With only a couple of flight options, she chose the one that was direct to Honolulu. She punched in all the information for my dad and me that I had written on a piece of paper while she was researching flights. “Do you want aisle or window?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Window. You’ll want to see the crystal-blue water and the lush tropics from the sky.”

			“This isn’t much of a vacation.”

			Whit cocked her head. “Look. You may be on a mission, but you’ll be on a plane, seeing a whole other part of the world. Believe me.”

			“What would I do without you?”

			“How you got this far in life, I’ll never know.”

			I had no comeback except to crinkle my nose at her.

			“All right, my BFF, tomorrow night, you fly out on the red-eye to Kaua`i.”

			The adrenaline hummed through my entire body and I just had to squeeze Whitney like a boa constrictor. She gasped.

			“Thank you, Whitney!”

			“Oh. Also, make sure you have your location services on my Create-a-Date app and see if there are any deals on food or hotels when you get there. Hawaii will be expensive. I’m excited to see if the app performs well there too.”

			“Gross. I’ll be with my dad, not a date.”
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			The thought of telling Stapley that I couldn’t go to the bowl game made my mouth dry as I walked into the wind to the Athletic Training Center to meet him. A December gale whipped me across the face like the punishment I deserved for chasing a dream and not following through on my responsibilities. This was so not like me. I was putting my job as an athletic trainer, and my chance at the scholarship, on the line. Even though I had improved at the football toss, I wasn’t convinced I’d actually win. I was grateful that Stapley had tried, and I hoped he’d understand the situation since he’d ended up marrying his best friend. To alleviate the cold nipping at my neck, I flipped my parka’s hood over my hatted head and pulled the strings. 

			When I arrived, Stapley was hunched forward in his chair behind his desk, squinting at the computer monitor. I plopped down into one of the guest chairs, still all bundled up. I was still shaking due to the cold and my nerves. 

			“Hey, Capri, ready to get out of the frozen tundra?” Stapley asked as he continued to hunt and peck with one finger as he typed. 

			“Definitely.” I hadn’t realized going to Hawaii meant that I would be in the warm sun and not the blustery cold of Minnesota for the next few days. I was so focused on the mission and going on my first plane ride that I hadn’t realized there was an added perk. 

			“Is your arm all greased up for the football toss competition?” 

			With my gloved hand, I squeezed my right shoulder as though checking to see if it was ready to go. Stapley had just given me an opportunity, an out, where I could tell a trivial lie about straining a muscle in my shoulder. That would be letting him down easy and not disappointing him on purpose. I shook the thought out of my head. 

			My knee bounced rapidly. “About that . . .” 

			He stopped typing and sat back in his chair. “What’s up?” 

			“I’m really sorry, but I can’t go to Phoenix with the team or participate in the football scholarship competition.” 

			Stapley leaned forward with his elbows on his desk. “What do you mean?” 

			“I know this is really irresponsible of me, but for the first time, I’m following my heart and not my head. I’m taking a risk by flying to Hawaii tomorrow to break up my mom’s wedding to Matt’s dad, so he and I have a chance at a future, without being . . . related.”

			“I see.” He sat back in his chair again and clutched the arm rests. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed that my star trainer won’t be there to help on the side lines.” 

			“I know.” I hung my head and watched the snow melt and drizzle off the side of my boots. Too many emotions were bubbling up inside me, and I knew if I made eye contact with Stapley, I’d start crying. I didn’t want to cry again in front of my boss. 

			“This had to be a really hard decision for you. It’s very uncharacteristic.”

			I nodded. “It was.” 

			“I wish I would have followed my heart a few times when I was your age.” Stapley swiveled in his chair making it squeak and drawing my gaze.

			“I’m so sorry. I just feel like this is something I have to do.” 

			“We’ll figure it out without you. However, this doesn’t mean you get out of helping me pack up the supplies.” 

			“Yes. I’m happy to help make sure you have everything,” I said, taking off my gloves, finally. 

			Stapley rummaged through a stack of papers on the upper corner of his desk until he pulled out two sheets and handed them to me. “Please pull these items from the cupboards and cabinets and put them in the tote bins by the supply cabinets, and also pack two duffels with the supplies we carry for the field.” 

			“You got it.” I quickly got up, eager to help since I was shirking my duties in Phoenix.

			“And, Capri . . .”

			I turned my head over my shoulder. “Yes?” 

			“Good luck!”

			***

			For over an hour, I packed the totes and bags with medical supplies that the training team might need at the bowl game. My body felt lighter after I had told Stapley, and I was grateful he hadn’t fired me on the spot. I texted Matt to let him know that my talk with Stapley went well, and I invited myself over since I was only a few blocks away from his apartment. I wanted to see him one last time before our lives would change one way or another. 

			“Come in. You look like you’re freezing,” Matt said when he opened the door. 

			“I am,” I said as my teeth chattered. “I helped Stapley load the bins and bags into the back of his SUV to take to the airport. Then, I walked here.”

			Matt helped me out of my coat and wrapped his arms around me, rubbing my back to warm me up. He placed his warm cheek on the side of my cold face and it burned, but I didn’t want him to move it. I wanted to stay in Matt’s arms like this forever. I finally found him again, and right at this moment, things were perfect. We were dating, our parents weren’t married, and we weren’t related, yet. I wanted to hold on to it all. 

			Matt removed my winter hat and kissed the top of my head, weaving his fingers through my hair and holding my head as he kissed me, gently at first, then with more pressure. His lips felt like they were on fire against mine. I wanted him to warm me up all over with his hot lips. As he continued to consume my mouth, I ran my hands down his back to his ass and squeezed, pushing him into me. He groaned. 

			“They say skin-to-skin body heat can warm up another person,” Matt said breathlessly as he nibbled and sucked on my neck. “I think we should try that.” 

			“I think so too,” I said as I took off his sweatshirt, as well as his T-shirt underneath. I ran my fingers over his chest and down his abs, feeling the scar that I’d stared at in the training center. 

			In one fell swoop, he had my sweater off and was unhooking my bra with one hand while his lips met mine and our tongues explored each other’s. 

			I wrapped my arms over my chest, suddenly realizing that we were still standing in the hallway of his apartment for any of his roommates to see. “Please tell me no one is home.” I peered behind Matt to check for shadows or voices.

			“No one is home,” he said and peeled my arms from my chest. “How about a hot shower to warm you up?” 

			Within minutes, steam billowed from atop the shower curtain as we continued to undress each other. He stepped into the shower to test the water and that's when I saw the red, heart-shaped birthmark on his butt cheek. “It really is you!” I said and slapped him on the ass. 

			He shook his head. “Get in here.” He reached for my hand to invite me in. Matt kissed me feverishly and turned me directly into the hot water to warm up my skin. I wasn’t about to confess that the chill I felt when I arrived had been left in the hallway. 

			Our hands touched, groped, caressed, and kneaded each other like this was the last time we’d be together like this. What if this is the first and only time? This passion can’t be extinguished just because our parents get married, can it? My thoughts trailed off when Matt picked me up, wrapping my legs around his waist and pressing me up against the shower tile. I felt weightless. I wrapped my arms around his neck, resting them on his broad, muscular shoulders. I pulled my face away from his. “Wait, your knee! I don’t want you to put too much pressure on it.”

			“Capri, it’s fine.” He chuckled. “Besides, my arms are in beast mode from all that damn handcycling you made me do.” 

			I slid down the tile until I was standing and rubbed my hands along his flexed biceps. “You’re welcome,” I said, kissing him. 

			“One more thing.” Matt reached behind a shampoo bottle and pulled out a condom. “We don’t want to make things any more . . . complicated.” 

			I playfully pushed his chest. “Do you always keep them there?” 

			“Only when I know a hot redhead is walking over in the freezing cold.” He winked. 

			“I love you so much, Matt,” I whispered, looking up into his sparkling green eyes. 

			He picked me up again, sliding me up against the hot, slick tiles. “I’ve always loved you.”
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			“Why did I pick a long flight for my first-ever flight?” I asked my dad as I clutched the arm rests during our taxi down the tarmac. “What if our plane torpedoes into the ocean and they never find us? Like in Cast Away.” I squeezed my eyes shut.

			He placed his hand over mine and patted it. “Planes are safer than two teens on prom night. Relax!” 

			“Dad! The shit you say.” I laughed and my shoulders eased back into my seat. Where my dad came up with the nonsense he spoke, I’d never know. When I was a teen, I was embarrassed about how he seemed rough around the edges compared to my friends’ dads. But I came to appreciate his quirky sense of humor. It was the comedic relief I needed in that moment. 

			The plane sped down the runway and up into the air. I watched out my window as the twinkling lights of the city formed a dim cluster the higher we climbed. The plane rattled and bounced a few times before it reached cruising altitude. I scanned the passengers, and no one appeared to be panicking. They read books with the overhead light, watched movies on the device in the seat ahead of them, or slept.

			“Sometimes, to get over your fear, you have to jump in without thinking too much about it,” my dad said over the hum of the plane.

			“This isn’t how I pictured my first flight. Or why I would be on this flight in the first place.” 

			“When you were not even a year old, you and Matt were in swimming lessons with your moms at the private swim club. Being around the lake, we knew it was important that you learn to swim. After six months of you and your mom prancing around the water and blowing bubbles, I wanted to know if you could actually swim. It was early summer, and you were probably close to eighteen months old by then, and you and I stood at the end of the dock looking out at the water. You were holding my hand. I let go of your hand and jumped into the water, thinking I would be in the water, tell you to jump, and be there to catch you in case you couldn’t swim. When I turned around, you were already swimming toward me.” He chuckled and gave my hand a squeeze. “I worried about the day when you wouldn’t need your old man to be there anymore when you jumped.” His eyes welled up.

			“Well, that day isn’t today, Dad.” I half smiled. 

			“I love you, sunshine.” 

			“I love you too, Dad.” I leaned my head on my dad’s shoulder and shut my eyes, hoping to sleep through the night and not think of plunging into the ocean, what I would say to my mom to change her mind, or losing Matt after I had just found him. 

			***

			After ten total hours in the air and an hour layover in Honolulu, we walked off the plane and into the morning sunlight in Lihue on the island of Kaua`i. The sun’s rays beamed through my pasty white skin and awakened all the cells in my body. I took a deep breath and smelled fresh flowers mixed with the briny ocean breeze, which was exactly the fragrance I imagined—salty tropical sunscreen. I had to remind myself that we were here on a mission and not a vacation.

			When Dad found out there were no car rentals at the airport due to the holiday weekend, we hailed a taxi to the Coconut Beach Resort & Spa. Being amateurs in the travel department, it didn’t occur to us to search for a hotel shuttle.

			I tapped my fingers on my lips, looking out the window at the resorts and palm trees whizzing by. “Excuse me, sir, how long to the Coconut Beach Resort?”

			“About thirty minutes since there is only one road. It will depend on traffic too,” the taxi driver said over his shoulder.

			“Capri, we have over twenty-four hours before the wedding. There’s plenty of time to talk sense into your mother.”

			The taxi driver pulled up to a half-moon driveway lined with other taxis, tour buses, and convertible rentals. The grandiose lobby had marble floors, vaulted ceilings with fans rapidly rotating to keep the guests cool, and a water fountain in the middle. As we walked up the stairs, I saw straight through the lobby and past the rectangle infinity pool to the ocean. It was stunning.

			“Aloha and welcome to the Coconut Beach Resort & Spa,” the resort clerk greeted us from behind the registration desk. The clerk beside him handed us freshly squeezed pineapple juice with a colorful umbrella. The ice clinked against the glass as I moved the straw to drink it. It was tart and cool—just what we needed after the warm and bumpy taxi ride.

			“Dad, this is it. This is the beautiful lobby mom showed me from the website.”

			“Good deal, kiddo.”

			“Checking in for two?”

			“Wait,” I said. “Do you have a seashell mural on the bottom of your pool?”

			“Yes. We do.”

			My dad spoke up. “Now that we have confirmed we are in the correct location . . . We don’t have reservations, but we’re guests at a wedding here tomorrow.”

			“What’s the guest’s name?”

			“Libby Sweeten.”

			The clerk clicked on the keyboard with a furrowed brow. He scanned his screen, then banged on the keyboard some more.

			He flashed us a big smile that seemed forced but well-practiced. “Let me ask our events coordinator,” he said, before he vanished behind the wall. There was some muffled back-and-forth, and then he reappeared. “Unfortunately, I don’t see any wedding reservation by that name, and I don’t see that she’s listed at our resort.”

			My dad leaned over the counter and asked, “Do you have a man by the name of Jack Hennessey staying here? Maybe it’s under his name.”

			“Can you spell that for me, sir?”

			“Sure. It’s H-E-double N-E-double S—like ass because he is one—E-Y.”

			The clerk’s eyes widened.

			“Ignore him. I’m sorry,” I said.

			The clerk looked up again, his smile a little smaller this time. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have anyone listed by that name either.”

			I leaned onto the counter. The hours of flying plus layover were exhausting for my first plane trip, and here we were, halfway across the world, and my mom wasn’t where she said she’d be. I could call her, but we wanted to surprise her and talk to her face-to-face. Besides, if Jack knew we were coming, he might escort her to the Hawaii justice of the peace before their beach wedding.

			“Oh, brother.” I laid my head on my arms.

			“Are you sure that, uh, Libby and Jack are at our property, the Coconut Beach Resort? There’s a Coconut Beach Hotel in Maui. Could it be that one? Perhaps we were booked and she made a reservation at another resort on Kaua`i.”

			My heart sank down to my stomach. “How are we going to find them?”

			Dad banged his fist on the marble countertop. “We can’t be, as my generation would say, S-O-L, shit out of luck, yet.”

			“I can call the Coconut Beach Hotel in Maui, if you’d like me to.”

			“Yeah, buddy,” Dad said, “that would be great. Here is a little something for your help.” He slid a twenty-dollar bill across the countertop like he was a high roller.

			“Much appreciated, sir.” The clerk covered the bill with his hand, folded it, and smoothly slid it into his pants pocket. He picked up the phone, then covered the receiver. “Libby and Jack, right?”

			The clerk made small talk for a minute too long for my taste. I could have called myself and got right to the point. Were my mom and Jack at the hotel or not? I bit my fingernail. Dad grabbed my hand to keep me from biting the next one off.

			The clerk said to the person on the phone, “They will be delighted to hear that. Thank you.”

			He hung up the receiver. “Yes. Libby is checked in at the Coconut Beach Hotel in Maui.”

			I bounced up and down. It was an easy mix-up. We were exhausted, but what was one more quick flight?

			We caught a taxi back to the airport to book a flight to Maui. We didn’t want to chance that we might screw up the flight purchase on an app, so we waited in line at the island hopper plane service.

			“People still take cash, right?” Dad asked me.

			I shrugged. “Not many.”

			Once we finally were able to speak to a person at the island hopper counter, we were met with unwelcome news.

			“Sorry. There are thunderstorms rolling in, so we’ve grounded all our interisland flights for the day.”

			“If it blows over in a couple of hours, will the planes be running then?” My dad tapped his fingers on the check-in desk.

			“Here on Kaua`i, we only have a few flights each day. We close the airport by five. We’re on island time, sir. Mahalo.” The airline rep gave us the “hang loose” gesture and walked away to throw luggage on the moving carousel.

			“Must be nice.” Dad rolled his eyes. “Excuse me, sir, can we book flights for tomorrow morning, assuming the weather will be better by then?”

			“Our flights are booked tomorrow.”

			“All flights?” my dad asked. “That’s absurd.”

			“Sir, it’s New Year’s Eve.”

			“We’re never going to get there, Dad,” I said, slumping against the ticket counter.

			“Where there’s a will, there’s a way. But my will is waning. I may need a nap to recoup and come up with another plan.”

			“Sorry to bug you again,” I called out to the clerk, who kept turning his back on us. “Can you recommend a hotel for the night?”

			“No can do. You’ll be lucky to find any rooms available. Best thing to do is search the ole Google.” I wasn’t efficient on the internet and didn’t have a credit card to even book something online. I knew my dad would have less clue than I had.

			My dad must have sensed my defeat, because he jumped in with a solution. “Who needs the Internet when we have knowledgeable taxi drivers right here. They talk among each other and probably know where there’s availability or where the clerks are willing to be charmed.”

			My dad asked a taxi driver to take us to the row of hotels we had seen on the way to the Coconut Beach Resort. Unfortunately, the driver we got didn’t have any insight or connections.

			On the ten-minute ride there, Whitney’s app’s notifications were popping up with specials: bike rentals, couples’ massages, helicopter tours, snorkel adventures. I groaned. It felt like her app was rubbing it in that we didn’t have a hotel and we weren’t on vacation to enjoy anything available on the island.

			The taxi driver dropped us off at the first hotel in the row. No vacancies. We tried the next hotel. No vacancies. Third time was not the charm either.

			“Can you please drive us to the restaurants near the hotel?”

			“Two-for-one ramen bowls at Kona Café” flashed on my phone.

			“Dad, let’s go here. It’s a mile up the road. Let’s eat, refuel, and regroup.”

			“Okey dokey, artichokey.”

			“Change of plans,” I said to the taxi driver.

			We ordered the special and slurped our ramen bowls in silence. I was feeling the jet lag and defeat set in. I glanced at my watch and cried. “We have less than twenty-four hours to break up this wedding.”

			“We’ll get there.” Dad nodded like he was trying to convince himself too. “Let’s find a place to stay and get a good night’s sleep. Life always looks brighter in the morning. It will be a new day with a new plan.”

			I gave in and texted Whitney. Whit, we need help finding a place to stay tonight. We’re stuck in Kaua`i.

			She replied right away. I hate when I get stuck on an island. Did you break up the wedding yet?

			Me: My mom isn’t on this island.

			Whitney: Whaaat?

			Me: I can’t find a hotel that has availability since it’s a holiday. I’m about to give up.

			Whitney: There has to be something. You guys got this!

			She had no idea how hopeless I really felt. I searched and searched, but everything was booked. I pictured Dad and me curling up on the sidewalk to sleep. Or the beach. At least there was the beach to sleep on. The sand would be kind of soft.

			I texted Whitney about everything being booked.

			Whitney: Sleep on the beach?

			I replied with an eyeroll emoji and wrote: I’m worried it may come to that. Any other ideas?

			Whitney: One moment. I’m googling to see if they have hostels or an RV park.

			Me: We don’t have an RV.

			Whitney: Remember that Travel Channel episode . . . they showed some island had fully furnished and stocked RVs available for rent?

			Me: I don’t think it was HI.

			Whitney: Hold please!

			Me: Holding.

			I relayed to Dad the exchange with Whitney.

			“Hell, I’d sleep in a barn if we could find one.” My dad chortled.

			Suddenly, it came to me. “Dad, you’re a genius!” My neurons were finally firing with the noodle soup sustenance. I hadn’t put two and two together that there were other accommodation options. All of those hours watching Travel Channel shows had to come in handy eventually.

			“I was kidding about squatting in a barn.”

			I was already texting Whitney. What’s the name of that place that allowed people to stay for free if they helped on the farm? They had goat yoga too.

			Whitney: YES! Silver Moon Goat Farm & Garden

			Me: Thank you! 

			I immediately called the farm, and they had a bunk bed available. “Yes!” I yelled into the phone, a little too loudly for the person on the other end and the diners at the restaurant.

			I covered the receiver. “The deal is we have to do four hours of work, like picking macadamia nuts, cleaning the goat barn, picking vegetables, things like that, to get a free bed. Or we have to pay.”

			“We’ll pay. I don’t think we have time to work.”

			“Dad, it’s part of the program. It’s about sustainability.”

			“We’ll pay. Others can sustain, whatever that means. We’ll pay it forward another way or time.”

			The taxi dropped us off at the farm. There was a charming white home with big pillars and a grand staircase up to the front door. There were two large barns outfitted into dorm-like accommodations with bunk beds and shared bathrooms. Although we weren’t on the ocean, I was content to listen to the goats bleating to soothe me to sleep.

			We were so grateful for the squeaky beds. We napped until the sun went down and the property owners had a campfire with the other ten guests. Even though we were still tired from our travels after the nap, we joined the others at the campfire to see if someone else had a creative solution to get to Maui.

			After we took a seat in the open camp chairs, we were offered bottled beers, which my dad politely declined, and I quickly accepted. Everyone introduced themselves and added where they were from—Australia, Germany, England, and the U.S. From what I could tell, the guests ranged from my age to older than my dad. For a moment, it felt like we were at summer camp about to have our first nightly sing-along and bond together until we became friends. If I wasn’t so nervous about getting to my mom before her wedding, this was exactly the relaxing vibe I would have needed.

			Kylie, an Australian girl that looked about my age, strummed on the guitar and sang us a song I didn’t know. Some guests sang along. Others swayed to the music or watched the fire crackle and spit. After the song was over, my dad leaned forward in his chair and cleared his throat.

			“I’m hoping you can give us some advice. We’re trying to get to Maui tomorrow, but there aren’t any flights. I don’t mean to sound a little naïve, but this is my first time in Hawaii,” my dad stated. “Are there boats that go from here to Maui?”

			One of the guys my dad’s age who was from the U.S. spoke up first. “There are no passenger ferry services between the two. Ten years ago there were, but the company went belly up and no other took its place. Unfortunately, flying is the only option.”

			“There are several companies around here that provide helicopter tours along the Nāpali coast. We took it the other day. Perhaps you can ask for an extended tour . . . to Maui?” said a woman from England who had said she and her wife were on their honeymoon.

			The owner, Brian, walked up, holding a couple logs to toss on the firepit in one arm and a Coors Light in the other hand. He set the logs into the firepit and stoked the flames with a stray stick as he heard a piece of our conversation. “Someone looking for a helicopter tour recommendation?”

			“Actually, my dad and I are trying to get to Maui tomorrow for a wedding. There aren’t any flights or boats apparently.”

			“Right. Right,” Brian bobbed his head. “We’re on island time, and it’s a holiday tomorrow.”

			“Yeah, island time. The clock seems to work a little differently down here,” I said and attempted to give a half laugh.

			We got sucked into watching the fire dance, pop, and glow red underneath the pile of wood. The smoke twirled above us with ash confetti floating in the air and landing around us in the dark.

			“Why is it you are on our island if you’re supposed to be on Maui for a wedding?” Brian asked.

			My dad and I looked at each other and laughed. “Too soon?” I said to my dad. We laughed again until we were both shedding tears. Tears of stress. Tears of potential love and joy. And tears of huge disappointment. We didn’t know which way the outcome would go.

			“So, let me tell you the situation.” Dad proceeded to regale the campfire crowd with the whole story from the time he met my mom and Jack. My dad was such a great storyteller that the audience was laughing at the funny parts and had their eyes and mouths wide open at the surprising moments. He kept their full attention. After thirty minutes, he clapped his hands together. “And that’s how we got here,” he said.

			Brian removed his tan bucket hat and allowed it to fall behind his back on the string around his neck. He looked at my dad. “Is this a good time to tell you I have a helicopter?”

			“Sweet Jesus, am I dreaming?” Dad asked.

			I jumped up from the log I was sitting on and hugged the owner. “I think this is the best news ever!”

			“Well, let’s see how the weather is in the morning. I usually take it out in the mornings after sunrise and check on the vegetable crops, so I’ll know if the flying conditions will be conducive.”

			“It’s a long time over the ocean, isn’t it?” I inquired.

			“It’s over an hour of the most amazing views in your life, though!”

			“I’m going to have a panic attack just thinking about it. Being trapped in a small metal cage hovering over the ocean—the ocean that is filled with sharks. This wasn’t in the plan.”

			My dad chuckled. “None of this was planned, Capri.”
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			By the time Brian was done checking on the crops, feeding the goats, and instructing the guest volunteers on how to clean the goat pens and which macadamia nut grove was ready for picking, it was almost two o’clock and we had little time to get to Maui. We still had to find the hotel and my mom and Jack before they got married right before sunset at 5:55 p.m.

			“Happy New Year’s Eve!” Brian stated when he came up to the picnic bench where we were sitting.

			“You too,” my dad answered.

			“My apologies, we are cutting it close,” Brian said. “Good news is the weather is in our favor this afternoon. This morning was a little iffy.”

			“Man, we appreciate it no matter what. There’s still time and there’s still hope.” My dad shook Brian’s hand.

			I’m glad my dad was still optimistic because my positivity was waning. I clenched and released my fists to keep myself from picking at my nails. According to the clock, we still had time, but I had realized from our travel adventure to get to Kaua`i that everything took a bit longer, especially on an island.

			The little time we had was maybe enough time to convince my mom not to marry Jack, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

			Even if Matt thought being stepsiblings was a deal breaker now, maybe he would come around and realize that we could try to make it work. How many people would know that we were stepsiblings? We could omit that part of the story or not mention our parents being married. We could lie. Who would that be hurting? It’s not like we couldn’t be together, it would just be awkward knowing in the back of our minds that we were related, even if not by blood. Deep breaths, Capri. One moment at a time.

			Brian held the helicopter’s second-row door open for me as I hoisted myself up the step and into one of the middle seats to balance out the weight of Brian and my dad up front. Brian handed me a headset with a microphone. “This is the only way you’ll be able to hear me. And if you need anything, just speak into this. Your dad will have one too.”

			I wished my dad had sat next to me so I could grab his hand if needed. I had never ridden in a helicopter, and I wasn’t sure about its ability to fly for that long over water. This little metal bird seemed like it would only need one big gust of wind to send it sailing in a spiral into the ocean. My mind began a reel of clips from movies with helicopter crashes. They were always trying to rescue people in storms and then the helicopter went down too. I stuffed my hands under my teal shorts and alternated bouncing each knee. I closed my eyes and breathed.

			My dad had wanted to get a front-seat view and climbed in the passenger side. He had been up in helicopters often when he and Jack were first scoping out land to build their lake home developments. He was excited to take in all the scenery and hear Brian’s stories. I was glad they could bro out and I could concentrate on not having a panic attack.

			Brian fired up the helicopter. The blades rotated slowly until they were a whirring blur outside my window. Suddenly, we were lifting straight up off the ground and then moving forward over the farm. Brian’s voice crackled in my ear. “We’ll do a fly by the Nāpali coast so you can say you saw one of the main attractions on our island. It’s on our way, so it won’t take up time.”

			“Isn’t that where South Pacific was filmed?” my dad asked.

			“There have been quite a few, such as the 1970s King Kong and Six Days, Seven Nights. Those were before your time, Capri. One you might know is Jurassic World. It was filmed here a few years or so ago.”

			“I think the last Fast & Furious movie was filmed on the coast as well,” I added.

			“Yep. Hobbs and Shaw, for the scenes set in Samoa,” Brian concurred. “Now take a look out your right windows for the stunning views of this pristine mountain coast.”

			Having lived in a landlocked state all my life and never really traveled, I was taken aback by how postcard perfect the view was, but in real life. The layers of bright green illuminated by the sun contrasted with the dark green and brown crevasses of the jagged mountain side. From the sky, the trees looked like plush grass that you couldn’t wait to walk on with your bare feet in the summer. Turquoise waves crashed against the uninhabited sandy beach while tour boats bobbed in the water below.

			I snapped a photo with my phone and texted it to Matt with a quick note: Wish you were here. I pressed the button on the side of my phone and the screen locked. I continued to look out the window and saw that the turquoise water had turned to navy blue. I tapped my phone just to see if Matt replied, then I shoved my hands under my legs again.

			I didn’t expect Matt to respond, but I was hoping to hear from him. Coach had a strict no-phones policy during any type of practice, game, or team function. Understandable; but, right now, I just wanted to hear from Matt. I wanted reassurance that all would be okay. That our relationship wasn’t over yet, when it had barely started. Phoenix was three hours ahead; therefore, the game should have been over, unless they went into overtime.

			I rested my head on the seat and pushed my microphone away from my mouth in case I fell asleep. I didn’t want to heavy breathe or start snoring into Brian’s and my dad’s ears while they talked. The hum of the helicopter blades was lulling me to sleep. Brian assured me I wouldn’t miss anything until we were closer to Maui.

			My dad tapped his hand on my knee some time later, making me shoot upright in my seat. “We’re almost there,” he said through the headset. I nodded and rubbed my eyes. I could have sworn that I was only out for a cat nap. I had a text notification from Matt, so I unlocked my phone and read it: Wish I were there too.

			I hearted the text, but it didn’t go through. No cell service.

			As we approached Maui, vibrant spans of jade and emerald hills and foliage came into view, bordered by tan beaches along the coast. I wished this was a vacation and not a mission. I had never seen anything like this or this tropical and lush. Maybe someday I would come back here, unless today’s outcome ruined Hawaii for me forever.

			Brian piloted us to a private airport and powered down the helicopter after we landed. Once our feet were on the ground, I hugged him for taking us out of his way. For getting us there in one piece, I gave him an extra tight squeeze. My dad slapped a wad of folded up bills into Brian’s hand when he went to shake it.

			“Hey, it was my pleasure to help you with this love mission. No need to pay me.”

			“It’s not for you.” My dad smiled. “Spend it on the goats.”
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			Brian had requested a taxi for us when he radioed into the private airport before we landed. He figured with probably a thirty-minute drive, plus traffic, we’d make it to the hotel just a little after five—just in time to see the sunset and reach my mom before she walked down the aisle.

			The taxi driver dropped us off in front of a three-story white hotel with two brown tiki totem statues supporting a sign that said Coconut Beach Hotel above the lobby entrance. Wooden balconies jutted out from the building and were adorned with metal hibiscus flowers on the railings. They were probably meant to bring some elegance to the decks, but the rain and humidity caused the railings to rust and stain the wooden decks like they were crying orange tears along the edges. 
The exterior was a far cry already from the Coconut Beach Resort & Spa in Kaua`i.

			My dad and I speed walked into the lobby and leaned up against the chestnut oak registration counter. “Welcome to the Coconut Beach Hotel,” the middle-aged clerk with a mustache said cheerily. “How can I help you?”

			“We’re looking for a wedding. Libby Sweeten and Jack Hennessey,” my dad spat out, trying to catch his breath.

			As the guy tapped information into the computer, he rubbed his lips together, sliding them back and forth, which made his mustache look like it was doing the wave across his lip. I pressed my cheek to my shoulder to keep myself from laughing. I knew that if I started, I wouldn’t stop. The last thirty-six hours were so ridiculous that they were comical. Or someday they would be.

			“Libby and Jack. The sunset nuptials package. No guests. Hmm. And who are you?”

			“I’m Hank Sweeten, her husband.”

			“Ex-husband,” I clarified.

			“Yeah, ex-husband, and this is our daughter, Capri Sweeten. If you could quickly show us where the wedding is taking place, that would be great.”

			“Oh, my. Well, I can’t give you that information since there are no guests attending.”

			I took a move out of Melody’s playbook and batted my eyelashes. “Sir, we flew all this way from Minnesota to surprise my mom, Libby. We had some hurdles in getting here, but now we are here and we don’t want to miss it. Please can you just tell us the way to the wedding location or the door to the beach? She will be overjoyed that we are here.”

			“Sorry, that’s against policy.”

			I leaned on the counter and wanted to reach over and grab this guy’s tie to bring him eye to eye with me and tell him his policies sucked. My dad whipped out a fifty-dollar bill and set it in front of me before I leaped over to shake the guy.

			“We’re not looking for trouble, just looking for the wedding.” My dad slid the fifty toward the edge of the desk. The guy reached out and slipped it into his navy trousers.

			“Perhaps you would like day passes to check out the beach and maybe stay for dinner at our open-air restaurant?”

			“People come here for a day pass?” my dad asked, scanning the lobby.

			I nudged my dad. “Who cares! That would be perfect.” I breathed a big sigh of relief.

			The clerk took two passes out of the drawer, scribbled something on them, and handed them to my dad. “That will be fifty dollars.”

			“I just gave you fifty dollars.”

			“Just give him the money, Dad,” I whispered.

			He dug in his wallet, pulled out another fifty, and handed it over.

			“It’s been my pleasure serving you today. You’ll find the beautiful beach sunset and wedding just down the hall and through the double doors.”

			We sprinted out to the pool deck and meandered around the small pool and lounge chairs to the beach, hoping like hell that we hadn’t missed the official I dos. I spotted the white arbor near the shore. The hotel staff were milling around, picking up lanterns and vases that lined the walk down the aisle and placing them in the back of a four-wheeler.

			“Shit! We’re too late!” Dad stopped running.

			I nudged him and pointed.

			Mom was leaning against the arbor. Pink and orange hibiscuses and white silk ribbons fluttered as she watched the waves gather momentum way out on the horizon and come crashing against the shore.

			“Mom!” I shouted, but the wind carried my voice away. She didn’t flinch.

			“Libby!” Dad called out, cupping his hands to his mouth like a megaphone.

			She uncrossed her arms and wiped the shiny pools under her eyes as she turned. Her mouth was agape. “What?” She covered her mouth. “What are you doing here?”

			“We’re on a mission for love!” I shouted.

			“Reunited love.” My dad said winking at my mom.

			My mom rubbed her forehead as we approached. “What are you two talking about?”

			“Did you get married?” I huffed. “Where is Jack?”

			My mom shook her head and her lip quivered. “He never showed up,” she said meekly.

			“What a piece of shit,” my dad exclaimed, putting his hands on his hips.

			“Why didn’t he show up?” I squinted, trying to think of all the crappy reasons why Jack wouldn’t go to his own wedding.

			“There are many restrictions when you’re a felon and on probation that I didn’t realize. He couldn’t leave the state without permission from his parole officer.” She rolled her eyes. “He didn’t put in the request in enough time. I should have known better.” She dug her sandaled toe in the sand. “I guess I should have believed you, Capri.” With the back of her hand, she caught a stray tear rolling down her cheek. “How did you find me, anyway?”

			I glanced at my dad and we half smiled at each other. “Remember when you showed me pictures of the Coconut Beach Resort & Spa when we were at the dress shop? How did you end up here rather than there?”

			“This is . . . what I could afford.” My mom’s shoulders slumped, and she continued to cry, looking defeated. “It’s all been a real . . . what do you like to say?”

			She motioned to me to complete her sentence. I wasn’t sure what I normally say.

			“A cluster fuck,” she blurted.

			“Libby, I think you earned yourself a drink,” Dad said. “Let’s go sit down, and you can tell us all about it. We have quite the Planes, Trains, and Automobiles story for you too.”

			We dredged through the sand to the open-air restaurant and bar that the front desk clerk recommended. We sat down at a four-top bar table and ordered a bottle of champagne for my mom and me to celebrate her un-wedding day, and a nonalcoholic beer for my dad. After the server left, my mom put her hand on her hip and waved her finger between the two of us. “I’m still unsure why you both are here. You said a mission?”

			“I was hoping to talk you out of marrying Jack, so Matt and I had a chance at a relationship. Matt didn’t think we could be together if you two were officially married.” I grabbed the napkin meant for my champagne just as tears of relief ran down my cheeks.

			My mom put a hand over mine and said, “I figured.” She quickly released her hand when the server set down our glasses and poured champagne for Mom and me. We clinked our drinks, and no one said anything.

			Mom turned to my dad. “Hank, what’s your story?”

			“Well,” he said, peeling the label off the bottle, “it turns out our daughter has never been on a plane before.”

			“Is that the only reason, Dad?” I kicked him with my sandal under the table.

			“Okay, okay.” He offered his hand to my mom. She hesitated and then clasped it with the first genuine smile I’d seen on her in a long time. “I’m here for better or worse, Libby.”

			I looked between them both. “It’s not like you’re married. You don’t have to hold up your vows once they are legally null and void.”

			They exchanged looks. Then my dad spoke. “Actually, we are still married.”
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			“Why didn’t you ever tell me you were still married?” I gave my parents the stink face. “Dad, you could have told me before we started these shenanigans. It would have lessened a lot of my angst and anxiety.”

			“I’m really sorry. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. I thought maybe if there was a common law marriage, there could be a common law divorce. Like after so many years of separation, the law grants you a divorce. Or maybe your mom applied for an annulment.” My dad looked down and crumpled up the bottle label, and I could tell he felt the gravity of the pain he ad caused by not telling me.

			“How are you still married?” I looked between them both, but neither answered.

			My dad raised his hand slightly. “That one is on me too. I was supposed to file the papers, but, frankly, I didn’t want to, and I didn’t have any money, and neither did your mom.”

			“And don’t blame your dad for not telling you. For all intents and purposes, we were divorced, or planned to be. I forgot about it too until I tried to apply for a marriage license in Hawaii a couple of days ago.”

			“How did Jack take the news?”

			“I didn’t tell him. I already sensed he was pulling away by not asking his officer when we began to make wedding plans and working more late nights. He also didn’t know if he got approval to leave the state yet when I applied for the license. I figured if he got the all-clear and was about to get on a plane, I would tell him. I would have suggested that we still have the ceremony and make it official when we returned. But even if he was cleared, he didn’t show up,” she said with fresh tears. My dad put his arm around my mom’s shoulders, and I reached out and held her hand. As much as my mom had been undeniably irritating for the last few months, it pained me to see her hurt.

			She divulged that Jack owed her thousands of dollars for the furniture and decor she had already purchased for the executive suites and other staging he had asked her to do. She had a feeling that she would never see that money, and he probably wouldn’t pay her back for the wedding expenses—the hotel, the dress, the travel.

			She dabbed her eyes with her champagne napkin. “I just wanted a little bit of what Sheila had. I wanted the nice house, and I wanted to see the world. But I wanted that with you, Hank, when we were married.” She sniffed as she spoke to my dad. “Since that didn’t happen, I thought maybe Jack’s dreams aligned more with mine.”

			My dad pressed my mom against his chest and held her. “Libby, he took our money back then, just like he did with yours now. I wanted to give you the dream house and the fancy vacations, but we didn’t have a pot to piss in—because Jack stole the pot.”

			 “I’m so in debt, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She sobbed into his shoulder.

			I patted my mom’s hand and looked at my dad. “Dad, tell Mom the good news.”

			“Libby, you know that reno house I’ve been working on?”

			“Yes,” she replied, wiping her eyes.

			“I found a little treasure a previous owner stashed away in it. We can’t retire, but it will help. I am going to give Capri fifty thousand toward her tuition, and I can pay your debt with the rest.”

			My mom wrapped both arms around my dad, making up for lost time. My mom cried into my dad’s shirt until it was wet. She sat up and dabbed her eyes with the napkin. “So, what are your plans now?” Mom sniffled.

			“Well, Libby, I think it’s time we had ourselves a vacation and another honeymoon. What do you say?”

			“Oh, Hank. You are too sweet to me.”

			“I can’t help it. It’s in my birth name to be sweet.” He winked. Then he turned to me. “Capri, do you want to stay?”

			“Not with you two married lovebirds, which I’m still trying to wrap my head around. I guess I’ll fly back by myself.”

			“No, you won’t need to,” said a familiar, deep voice behind me.

			I gasped and peeked over my shoulder to see if I was hearing things, then looked at my parents. My mom had her hand over her heart, and my dad was beaming. At least one, former, Hennessey man was the real deal.

			“Matt!” I jumped down from the chair and hopped into his arms, wrapping my legs around his waist and burying my face in his neck. Once he set me on the ground, I reached up and pulled him to me, kissing him with renewed excitement that all was not lost on this adventure. Our relationship could continue with the normal hurdles couples faced and not ones piled on by our parents marrying each other.

			I held his hands in mine and stepped back to take in the sight of Matt. His hair looked longer than I remembered and was a bit disheveled from the long flight, but his beach-wedding vibe was on point, much to my delight. “How dapper of you.” Matt wore flip-flops, navy-blue shorts, a white T-shirt, and the blue seersucker suit jacket he wore to the museum.

			Matt opened his coat and did a twirl like he was walking the catwalk at a fashion show. “I knew how much you liked it the first time, so I had to break it out again.”

			“But if flying here wasn’t in the plan, how did you get the coat?”

			“I actually packed it for a bowl banquet the team was invited to. But I think it suits Hawaii better, don’t you?”

			I chuckled at his cute pun. “I’m so glad you’re here.” I reached up on my tiptoes to kiss him one more time, then we stepped over to the table. “So, how did you find us?”

			“My dad told me where the wedding was at. I called him to tell him that if he wanted a relationship with me in the future, he better not marry Libby.” He addressed my mom directly. “Nothing against you, but he hasn’t changed. He’s probably already taking you for a ride. You deserve better, Libby.”

			My mom nodded. “No offense taken, Matt. I just wish I could have seen it sooner. I didn’t want to believe it, I suppose.”

			“You mean to tell me that my dad and I flew what felt like across the world, and have taken many modes of transportation just to barely get here in time to be wedding crashers, and you just asked your dad to stop seeing my mom?”

			Matt tilted his head and shrugged.

			My dad stood up from the table and reached his hand out to Matt. “Thank you for talking to your dad. That must mean you’re serious about Capri and her happiness. Take care of our daughter.”

			“I intend to,” Matt said, shaking his hand.

			“We may have a few minutes left of the sunset,” I said. “Let’s go down to the ocean.”

			“Agreed.”

			I squeezed Matt’s hand as we walked on the beach toward the shoreline. “You know this is the dumbest thing we could ever do for our careers! My love for you cost me a potential fifty-thousand-dollar scholarship.”

			“Well, my love for you cost me a position on the team next year, I’m sure.”

			“Why did you walk out?”

			“I went to support and cheer on my teammates. But then I felt guilty that you were on your own to intercept this wedding on our behalf.”

			“Ahh! You’re so sweet!” I tilted my head and smiled at him. “Fuck it! We’ll see what happens and what the world holds for us. As long as we’re together.” I swung Matt’s hand like we did when we were kids.

			“Together since birth!”

			“I love you, Matty.”

			“I love you, Capri.” Matt draped his arm around my shoulders. “You know, you still owe me that dinner.”

			“How about a luau? It’s rated number one on Whit’s app for dates.”

			“Even better than I bargained for at the arcade.”

			We stopped on the shoreline as waves crashed over our feet. Arm in arm, we watched the sun sink into the ocean and cascade pink and orange hues against the few clouds hanging in the sky. I wrapped my other arm around his waist, giving him a squeeze from both sides.

			“So, did you already check in to the hotel?” Matt asked.

			“I don’t have a room yet.” I laughed.

			“Where are you staying?”

			I shrugged. “I guess we’ll figure that out later.”

			Matt stepped back and looked me up and down. “How carefree of you.”
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			A couple of weeks after winter break, I stopped by Stapley’s office to check in on my next assignment, since football season was over.

			“Capri, how about helping basketball season and then track?”

			“Yes, I am in for that, but then at the end of the school year, I’ll be leaving.”

			“You’re leaving us already? Where are you going?”

			“I’m transferring to another school. Luck would have it that my parents want to flip houses in Hawaii. And since they are moving there, I have a free place to stay. I’m going to soak up as much sun as I can since I’ve ignored any form of relaxation for several years.”

			“Good for you, Capri!” Stapley said.

			“Maybe I’ll be a PT for pro surfers.” I winked. “Keep an eye out.”

			“What’s Matt going to do now that he’s not going to play football?” Stapley asked.

			“He is also moving to Hawaii. If his surfing career doesn’t take off,” I joked, “his plan is sports psychology or reporting.”

			“Good luck to both of you. But until the end of the semester, I’ll see you back here tomorrow to help me with the basketball players.”

			“Yes, boss.”

			***

			Whitney invited me to the campus coffee shop for one of our caffeinated chat sessions. While my dad and I were trying to get to the wedding, Whitney had chopped her long locks into a professional-looking long bob. “To be all sophisticated for the app pitch,” she had said. I almost didn’t recognize her in the crowd of students, even though I had just seen her that morning.

			I slid into the bench seat built up against the wall while Whitney took the chair at the side of the table. She slid a coffee cup to me. “This is for you. One moment,” she said as she kept drumming out a text on her phone.

			I slid my gloves off my hands and unwound my scarf from my neck but let it hang around my shoulders until I warmed up. I wrapped both hands around the cup and drank my coffee like a toddler with both hands. “Hmmm . . . this coffee is nice and hot, but it isn’t as great as the coffee my dad and I had in Hawaii.”

			Whitney set her phone down and pouted. “I still cannot believe you’re leaving me.”

			“You will always have a place to stay in Hawaii. And you can stay as long as you want.”

			“Look at me.” She pushed up the sleeve of her sweater, showing me her arm. “I’m Casper-the-fucking-Ghost. I’d short circuit from all that sun.”

			“The vitamin D would be good for your smarty-pants brain.”

			“Now that I’m kind of a big deal and all, I can afford to come for a visit.” We held each other’s hands and whisper-screamed in excitement.

			“I know I said it before, but I am so proud of you, Whit. You are a certified tech goddess. Just don’t drop out of school like other tech geniuses before you have. Stay the course. Then start a tech company and become a billionaire.”

			“I plan on it!”

			“What happens with the app now?” I slid the scarf off my shoulders. The foamy coffee was warming me up.

			Whitney folded her hands together on the table. “I get to be on the implementation team and work to integrate our app into eBliss throughout the next semester. The lump sum I received is really to pay me up front for the work I’m going to be doing. Like a little incentive to get me to stay on.”

			“What a great experience before you’re even out of college.”

			She nodded. “I know. It will be a great resume booster.”

			“So, it sounded like James survived your big family over the break?”

			“He was intimidated by my four brothers at first, but they made him an honorary sibling by the time we left. My parents loved him too. My god, can you believe my conservative pops let us sleep in the same bed?” Whitney laid her hands on her cheeks as her mouth dropped open.

			I couldn’t help but laugh at Whit’s dramatics. “You guys are too cute together!”

			“We are going to be the nerdy power couple after we graduate. I can’t wait.”

			The apples of my cheeks hurt from smiling and being excited for Whitney’s successes. She really came into her own this semester, and I couldn’t be happier to be her best friend and see her bloom. It made me a little sad to think that in a few months, we wouldn’t be able to have these face-to-face coffee dates anymore. At least we could still have virtual coffee chats.

			“By the way, I can’t thank you enough for helping me get around Hawaii. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

			“Of course. I didn’t know you needed a tech trainer, not just a fun trainer, this semester.” Whitney took a drink of her coffee and surveyed the students filing in and filling up the tables. She turned her attention back to me. “You just needed a little push, and a guide to get you out of your way.”

			“This past semester was so out of my comfort zone. I didn’t realize how stuck in a rut I was.”

			“Good thing we are all programmable. The personality you were born with should have been cultivated. Instead, someone short-circuited your motherboard and it changed you.”

			“Huh?”

			“You’re living out your circumstances, not your truth. You rewrote your internal code to do what’s safe and secure and not to rely on anyone else. I think Matt rebooted you.”

			“Why is everything a coding analogy?”

			“It’s the only other language I know, baby. Oh, hey, it’s Matt.”

			Matt removed his winter beanie and ran his hand through his dark hair twice. My breath hitched at how beautiful he was to look at—dark hair, bright green eyes illuminated even brighter by his Hawaiian tan. He meandered around students and tables while peeling off his down parka. He scooched in next to me on the bench and gave me a kiss.

			“What are you doing here? I thought you had physical therapy?”

			“I got done early.”

			“Fantastic! Want to join us? I mean if that’s okay, Whit?”

			“Of course!” She swatted the air with her hand like that was a silly question. 

			“I’m gonna grab a coffee first. Can I leave my coat and backpack here?” He had barely sat down and was gone again.

			“You better hurry. There’s a swarm of people coming in,” I shouted to his back. “Class must have just got out,” I said, checking my watch.

			Whitney nodded. “I guess so. I’m going to use the restroom before that forms a line too.”

			I sipped my coffee and smiled to no one but myself. Life felt like it was finally on its axis again. My mom and dad were moving to Hawaii to pursue their dream—together. Matt and I had a chance at friendship and love, again, with no awkward family ties. Matt’s knee would be healed in time to try out for the University of Hawaii’s football team. His coach had made a special phone call to the head coach at UH to give him a recommendation, even though he wasn’t able to play this year. Matt wasn’t looking for a football career; he just loved the sport and wanted to continue playing. And Whitney was blazing a trail for other women engineers. Everything was aligned and in order.

			I heard a familiar tune overhead. At first it was soft, and I assumed it was coming from another student’s phone. Then, the volume intensified. Kelly Clarkson’s “My Life Would Suck Without You” was on the coffee shop loudspeaker. The table next to me got up and started to dance. Then a table across the coffee shop joined them in the same familiar dance moves.

			I gasped and covered my mouth.

			One by one, like popcorn, each table jumped up and joined in. Then, the crowd parted and there were Matt, Whitney, and James in the center, conducting a flash mob to our eight-year-old talent show routine that never saw the light of day. Until now. At least fifty people had learned the routine and were dancing around the coffee shop.

			I walked through the crowd, with everyone’s eyes on me, to Matt. We danced a few beats together, something the old Capri of six months ago would never have done in public. Matt took my hand and twirled me around as dancers jumped up and down with their fists punching toward the ceiling. He dipped me and gave me a slow, tender kiss. “I love you,” he mouthed.

			“I love you too. I’m so glad I found you again!”

			“Me too, carefree Capri.”
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			THE SUMMIT

			I carried the cremated remains of my elderly volunteer project in a wooden box in my backpack as I hiked to the summit of my favorite Phoenix, Arizona trail. The decision of what to do with her ashes made the backpack feel like it was cutting into my shoulders with each step toward the top. I spent less than one semester with May. I guess people could say I didn’t really know her, but now I was responsible for her. 

			I never wanted to volunteer at the nursing home in the first place, I thought as I kicked a small rock on my path, sending it rolling down the mountain.

			I deserved an A, even though I couldn’t finish the forty-hour requirement for my social psych assignment. Who else in the class had their project die? Literally. It wasn’t fair. This whole semester wasn’t fair. I liked things fair, that was the Libra part of me and why I wanted to go to law school.

			My brain swirled with all of the memories as I tried to process this last semester of my roller-coaster life. The trying months proved that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, this too shall pass, and all of that.

			I wish I could talk to Ryan.

			He was my go-to person and a source of comfort in times like this. We would sit on his dock overlooking the lake, and he’d let me vent. He would put his arm around my shoulder and kiss the top of my head, saying, “Sabella, it will be okay. I’m always here for you.”

			After five years of loving and trusting him, he turned out to be a liar. The dust from the trail stuck to the tears rolling down my face. I wiped them off with the back of my hand.

			As I reached the summit, I walked to the edge of the rocky cliff and put my hands on my knees, bending over, trying to regulate my breathing. Was it the climb or the uncertainty of my life going forward that was causing my heart to race? Should I get back together with Ryan? After all, he proposed a few days ago. But could I trust him ever again? On the other hand, I could choose a new path with Ted—unknown and unfamiliar. Was that even an option? Or, I could just stand here, hoping that life will choose for me.

			“Universe, I need a sign!” I shouted to the sky.

			Find a copy here!

		

	cover.jpeg





images/00002.png
HADLEGRHOUSE
PUBLISHING





images/00001.png
60 A Novel

STACEY POTTER





