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 P R O L O G U E 
 
    1 9 9 7 
 
    “Annie, will you tell me about him?” 
 
    I turned to my husband.  
 
    My Nick. 
 
    This was the man I’d married. He was there when I was at my lowest, my most desperate, and still, he’d continued to love me. 
 
    He deserved to know the truth. 
 
    He deserved to know about the boy I’d fallen in love with before I even knew what love was. He’d earned the right to know about the days we’d shared, beneath the canopy of the forest, curled in each other’s arms on the earthen floor. 
 
    We’d vowed that our lives would forever be intertwined. 
 
    I planned our wedding. Our marriage. Grant’s children. 
 
    I dreamed of the day he’d hold our daughter in his arms. The time he’d teach our son about music. The trips we’d take, the laughter we’d make. 
 
    I dreamed it all long before Nick. Before Carrie. 
 
    Before Grant was gone. 
 
    I curled into his arms, nodding slowly. 
 
    Giving in. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll tell you everything. But you have to promise me something, Nick,” I whispered against his shoulder. 
 
    “Anything, sweetheart,” he swore, pressing his lips to my hair. 
 
    I closed my eyes tightly, so tightly I could almost remember everything. 
 
    “Just remember that he was… he was my first.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, he sighed deeply, tightening his hold on me. 
 
    And I began. 
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 O N E 
 
    1 9 8 9 
 
     “Annie, are you staying?” 
 
    I lifted my eyes from the script and tucked my hair behind my ear. Kate glanced at me impatiently from the end of the stage. 
 
    “Is your mom here?” I asked. She gave me a wicked grin, shaking her head. Her auburn hair was shaved on one side, longer on the other, and I knew that she was trying like hell to look like Salt.  
 
    Or Pepa, I wasn’t sure who was who. 
 
    “No, Justin’s here. He’s driving me home.” 
 
    Her lips pursed in doubt. “He is? Your mom’s okay with that?” 
 
    Justin pushed through the double doors of the high school gym, not quite coming in all the way. “Hey, Kate, come on. Hey Annie,” Justin called to me absently, waving over his shoulder to someone. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied lamely, hurrying to my best friend’s side. “Don’t be stupid, okay?” I warned her, under my breath. 
 
    Kate grinned and winked at me, cracking her bubble gum once. “I won’t do anything Annie wouldn’t do,” she promised, drawing a cross over her heart solemnly. 
 
    I shot Justin a sideways glance. “Annie wouldn’t get in the car with a senior.” 
 
    “Kate would. Kate doesn’t give a crap about what people think. And Kate loves talking about herself in the third person,” she quipped with a grin, adjusting the bib of her overalls that hung loosely over her belt. “Are we cool?” 
 
    I shrugged, gesturing to the script. “I guess. Go on. I have to work on this last scene. I can call my brother for a ride.” 
 
    “You have change for the payphone?” she checked, already halfway to Justin. 
 
    “I’ll just call collect,” I assured her. We’d already figured out how to call our parents without paying. Rather than stating my name at the tone, I’d just say “I need a ride” as fast as I could, my parents would decline the call, and I knew they’d be on their way. 
 
    We thought we were pretty damn clever for a couple of tenth graders. 
 
    “Okay. Only ten days... ten days, ten days, ten days...” she chanted, blowing me a kiss. I grinned, waving goodbye.  
 
    Ten days. Ten days until I would be sixteen and I could finally get my license. I’d had my temporary license for months and could only drive with an adult in the car.  
 
    Kate’s parents had let her get her license right after her sixteenth birthday, and then had taken her license away when she drove their brand new Lincoln into a fire hydrant. I was pretty sure that they grounded her because she laughed about it, but either way, we were both stuck getting rides from our parents or upper classmen. 
 
    I hated calling my brother Doug for a ride. He constantly sounded annoyed, as if he had a life or something. He always had his head stuck in the newspaper or was watching TV, and couldn’t wait to chew my ear off about politics, President Bush, or the crazy crap happening over in the middle east. 
 
    “Just wait, Annie. Bush cares about what’s going on in Kuwait. They had their hands in the same oil,” he told me on our way to school that morning.  
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about. “Doug, can you just, oh, I don’t know, not talk to me about politics? I totally don’t care.” 
 
    “You should care. That’s the problem with our youth these days.”  
 
    “Our youth? You’re, like, a year older than me. Shut up.” 
 
    “I am a year older than you. Everything is ‘like.’ Drop the like and learn how to speak.” 
 
    I replied with the most dramatic eye roll I could muster. 
 
    Play practice had ended almost a half an hour earlier, but I was determined to learn my monologue before I went home. I turned to the full-length mirror at the side of the stage, taking a deep breath. My long, dark blonde hair was pulled into a French braid, and I tucked the few stray strands behind my ears. My oversized, white button-down shirt hung over my jeans, and my new Chuck Taylors were an early birthday present from my mom and dad. 
 
    I knew I wore too much eye makeup, but I didn’t care. I always thought my grey-green eyes were way too big, and I tried to make them appear smaller with my artistic hand. Any more eyeliner and I’d end up looking like a raccoon, but I took the chance. I tried my best to avoid the expression of surprise, and was pretty sure that I looked like a Japanese anime character. 
 
    Worst of all, I hated my chin. I had a cleft, which was predominantly a gift from my dad. My grandmother told me that I looked like a young Brigitte Bardot, whoever she was. My brother told me that it made me look manly.  
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin when Trevor walked up behind me, and I forced a smile at him through the mirror. “I didn’t know you were still here,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m still waiting for my brother to pick me up. Need a ride?” 
 
    Trevor Butler was in my sophomore class, and given his almost six feet of height and deep, manly voice, he had won the part of Romeo in our spring performance of Romeo and Juliet.  
 
    “Sure. Thanks. I was trying to get this one part, and I’m trying to be… tempting, and-” 
 
    “Tempting?” He laughed, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’ve got your work cut out for you,” he teased, his dark-hair-dark-eyed combo working overtime at the charm.  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, smirking. “Hey, I can be… um… tempting,” I defended weakly, narrowing my eyes. “And you’ve got it easy. Romeo is a simple. Juliet is… complex.” 
 
    “Complex,” he mocked. “O-kay. If by complex you mean awkward, then you got this, Annie.” 
 
    “Jerk,” I replied good-naturedly.  
 
    We both turned to the car honking outside the gym, and Trevor grinned. “Keep practicing. But if you want that ride, we gotta go. My brother won’t wait.” 
 
    I bent to grab my backpack, shoving my script into the open flap. “I’m coming. Thanks,” I called. 
 
    I knew that Trevor’s brother was a senior named Grant, but that was about all I knew of him. He was what Kate referred to as “grunge,” or those who followed all the bands that were suddenly leaping out of Seattle and diving into our little Ohio school. 
 
    While Kate sort of clung to the hip-hop thing, I hadn’t really found my style. I guess I could fit in with the preppy kids, though not comfortably. Kate told me I was the ‘artsy’ type, and that sounded good enough for me. 
 
    Trevor slid into the backseat of his brother’s Jeep, his long legs taking up the entire row. Music poured from the windowless vehicle, and I realized that there was no roof. 
 
    I bit my lip, lifting my eyes to Grant. 
 
    “Should I… sit up front?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    Up close, Grant Butler wasn’t nearly as intimidating as he had been the few times I’d seen him walk through the halls of our high school. His ever-present flannel and jeans combo made him look like any normal guy. His dark hair was a little longer than Trevor’s. 
 
    “Who’re you?” he asked. His voice was deeper than Trevor’s, and way more adult. 
 
    Trevor leaned forward between the seats. “She’s Annie Lake. She lives in the farmhouse on Maple.” 
 
    I flinched. It wasn’t really a farmhouse anymore, but I wasn’t about to correct him. 
 
    Grant reached for his radio dial, turning the music down slightly. “And?” 
 
    I stiffened.  
 
    And? Was he going to make me beg him for a ride? What a jerk. 
 
    “And... she needs a ride home,” Trevor went on, rolling his eyes my way. 
 
    “Can she talk?” Grant asked, the corner of his mouth tugging in amusement.  
 
    I was about to declare that Grant Butler was the sexiest guy I’d ever seen in real life until his cocky attitude made me cringe. 
 
    My fist tightened around the straps of my backpack. “May I have a ride home, please?” I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    Grant grinned, his eyes raking over me as I pulled back. He reached for the radio dial again before shifting into drive. 
 
    “Nice shoes. Get in. Try not to talk so much,” he added. 
 
    I attempted to absorb his compliment, his invitation, and his playful tone all at once, scrambling into the front seat of his Jeep. 
 
    “Don’t give her a hard time. She’s cool,” Trevor called. “Buckle up, farm girl,” he told me, and I cringed again. 
 
    “Technically, I don’t live on a farm. It’s been remodeled,” I protested, barely able to secure myself into the seat before Grant took off. 
 
    God, he drove fast. The spring air was unseasonably warm, and with the combination of loud music and speed, I felt like maybe accepting a ride from him had been a bad idea. 
 
    “What is this music?” I asked over the noise, nearly yelling in his ear. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, glancing my way quickly before turning back to the road. “Nirvana.” 
 
    “What’s the song called?” I urged, trying to distract my mind from the fact that we were going almost fifteen miles per hour above the speed limit. 
 
    “Here.” He reached for a plastic cassette case, handing it over to me. The words were written in tall, even letters. “Track three. The album hasn’t been released yet, but I got I copy.”  
 
    He sounded proud of himself. I read the list, focusing on the song “About a Girl.” I wasn’t familiar with Nirvana’s music, but I guessed that they were one of the bands that the grunge crowd loved to worship in their flannel uniforms. 
 
    “Hey, slow down, I think you’re scaring her,” Trevor called. Grant eased up on the gas pedal slightly, giving me a glance the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Am I scaring you, baby?” 
 
    I held my breath at his endearment. It was definitely an endearment- he wasn’t calling me a baby. 
 
    Actually... maybe he was. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I managed loudly, lowering the plastic case back to the console between us. 
 
    “What do you listen to?” he asked, and I shrugged, turning to Trevor for some kind of support. I had no idea why I looked his way since Trevor and I barely talked outside of school or the play. I was beginning to feel more and more out of my element the further we drove. 
 
    “Um… music? I don’t know, I just listen to whatever my friend Kate likes.” 
 
    Grant turned to me, nodding his head encouragingly. “And what does your friend Kate like?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I toyed with the strap of my backpack. “MC Hammer… Bel Biv Devoe. Salt ‘n Pepa.” 
 
    I shrunk back at the disgusted look on his face. 
 
    “Here, take the wheel for a minute,” he told me, and my stomach lurched. 
 
    “What?” I felt his hand close over mine as he lifted my fingers to the steering wheel. “I- I can’t- Grant!” 
 
    “Your fingers are stained,” he noticed, and my brows snapped together as I struggled to keep the wheel steady. He bent to the back seat to fish around on the ground for something. 
 
    “It’s ink… and you’re going too fast,” I protested, barely managing to avoid the center line. 
 
    He sat up, triumphantly holding whatever he’d been searching for. Trevor must have recognized the cassette tape, groaning. 
 
    “He’s going to make everyone a believer, one little lamb at a time,” Trevor called sarcastically. “Oh, you’re in for a treat, farm girl.” 
 
    “Try this.” Grant tossed a plastic tape into my lap, and I let go of the wheel as he took over his manic driving. 
 
    Hesitantly, I read what I could only imagine was his even handwriting. I admired the sharp edges to his letters, and let my eyes wander over to his fingers for a moment. 
 
    His hands were broad, like his shoulders. 
 
    Strong. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I tried to get a hold on my stupid observations. “Soundgarden. What do they sing?” 
 
    “Something different.” He made a quick turn onto Maple, and I held onto the side of the door. “And tell your friend Kate to listen, too.” 
 
    “She’s gonna hate it,” Trevor warned, and Grant shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    I tucked my hair behind my ears, and then gave up all together. The wind had practically undone my entire French braid, and I pulled the band away from the bottom, running my fingers through my long, heavy waves. “Thanks. I’ll try it. Thanks for the ride,” I added quickly, unzipping my bag in the darkness and tucking his tape inside. 
 
    He pulled into my driveway, and I reached for the door handle. After two hard yanks, I realized that the door was stuck. 
 
    “Hold on,” Grant called, leaning over me. 
 
    As he jerked the handle, I caught the scent of him, watching his strong arms flex beneath his flannel shirt.  
 
    He smelled good. So good. 
 
    “There. You just have to push first.” He pulled back and looked at me, grinning again. In the light of the lamppost at the end of my driveway, I finally saw him. 
 
    He was, by far, the sexiest boy- man- that I’d ever seen. 
 
    A gust of wind caught my hair, lifting one long, blonde strand and whipping him right in the face. 
 
    Trevor laughed from the backseat, and I winced. 
 
    “Sorry, the air kind of… destroyed my braid,” I whispered, gathering my backpack. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” he murmured.  
 
    His eyes locked with mine. 
 
    They were different shades of green and blue, like the deepest parts of the ocean. His jaw was chiseled, defined, and he obviously hadn’t shaved in a couple days. 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    He said my name.  
 
    I felt my heartbeat thunder in my chest, and my lips parted. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Is this… your house?” 
 
    I jolted, blinking and lifting my eyes to my home looming at the end of the driveway. Exhaling embarrassed laugher, I stepped out of his Jeep. 
 
    “Yeah, it is. Thanks, Trevor. Thank you, Grant.” 
 
    He smiled, and Trevor gave me a disinterested wave. 
 
    “Listen to my tape,” he called, backing out of the driveway slowly, his eyes still fixed on me. 
 
    “I will,” I promised, waving. I watched him pull away and wished that my heart would stop pounding in my throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T W O 
 
    I was listening to his cassette of Soundgarden before I even opened my homework. 
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about him.  
 
    Grant Butler. 
 
    Grant, with his broad shoulders, knowing smile, and playful eyes. He had a quiet intelligence about him that I wanted to know more about. 
 
    I wanted to know more about everything about him. 
 
    Did he expect me to hate his music? To be fair, I didn’t hate all of it. Half of one track was mildly bearable. I was pissed at myself for being too self-conscious to admit what I truly liked to listen to. Thanks to my parents, I was a fan of singer-songwriters, especially Neil Diamond, Van Morrison, and Bob Dylan. Suddenly, I wanted him to know that, but I had no idea why. 
 
    I wanted him to know that I had a mind of my own. 
 
    The more I thought about the drive home, the more I realized what a complete and utter idiot I’d made myself out to be. He must have thought I was a total sheep, listening only to what Kate liked, barely able to speak for myself. 
 
    I fell back to my pillows, staring at my favorite piece of artwork. The framed parchment matched my bedspread and curtains, and stood out against my bright, white walls. 
 
    I’d scribed the letter A on vellum, and within the letter were the smaller letters of my name.  
 
    I knew that it wasn’t practical to study calligraphy, but I loved the curve of language and the styles of different cultures and time periods. I had an array of tools and a little studio that my parents had created for me in the small barn out back, and often spent hours working to perfect a specific technique.  
 
    I’d gotten my first job writing wedding invitations for a coworker of my father’s. Since then, I had made a decent amount of money on other invitations and formal announcements. I ended up spending most of my money on supplies, anyway, but knew that I was building the foundation and reputation for my artwork. 
 
    I wanted Grant to know what I could do. 
 
    God. How I had managed to go for almost sixteen years without a serious crush was beyond me. I’d left the boys to Kate, and watched her make stupid mistake after stupid mistake. She slept with her boyfriend when we were in eighth grade, after about a week’s worth of late night telephone discussions with me as she tried to decide. She came crying to me the next day about how much she regretted it. 
 
    Then, suddenly, she was super confident and all the boys wanted her. It didn’t matter if she shaved half her head or wore the trendiest, weirdest clothes she could find. She was popular, and she attributed her status to finally giving it up. 
 
    “I think you’re popular because you’re an awesome person,” I’d argued, and she’d hugged me fiercely. 
 
    “You always make me feel so good about myself,” she’d said, snuggling closer as we camped out in my new studio. “We need to get you a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yuck.” I’d cringed, my retainer causing me to lisp. “They’re all gross. Gag me with a spoon. No, gag me with all the spoons,” I’d lamented, borrowing her favorite phrase. 
 
    “Not all of them,” she’d protested, giggling. 
 
    That was almost three years ago. Since then, I’d dived headfirst into my art, and she had only gotten more popular. I could feel the divide between us growing a little more every day, but she was still the first person that I wanted to tell my secrets to. 
 
    I wanted to tell her about Grant. 
 
    I twisted my finger on the curly cord of my phone, waiting through three rings before her mother finally picked up. “Hi, Mrs. Kingsley. Is Kate home?” 
 
    “No, she’s not, sweetie. I’ll let her know you called, though.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, gently placing the phone back into its cradle.  
 
    I had dinner with my parents and Doug every night, a tradition that my mom enforced on us for as long as I could remember. Doug and my dad were in deep discussion over something going on in Germany, and my mom lowered to her seat next to me, smiling my way. 
 
    “How was play practice?” she asked. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied softly, shrugging. “I wish I would have gotten a different part. I’m having a hard time being… you know, a temptress… or whatever.” 
 
    Doug snorted, taking a long drink of iced tea. “As your brother, I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “Maybe we can rent a VHS of the Romeo & Juliet. Do you think that’d help?” my mother suggested. 
 
    I shrugged, shooting Doug daggers. “Sure.” 
 
    “So who dropped you off today?” Doug asked, leaning forward. “Because I’m almost positive I saw Grant Butler’s Jeep in our driveway. 
 
    I flushed, and my dad raised his eyebrows in my direction. “The older Butler boy? Isn’t his brother in the play with you?” 
 
    “Yes, Trevor is in the play with me. I had to get a ride home since I still have ten, long, miserable days until I get my license.” 
 
    Doug ignored my pathetic attempt to change the subject. “Did he give you that crap music that you’ve been listening to for the last hour?” 
 
    I glared at him.  
 
    “Don’t tease your sister,” my father warned, but I shook my head. 
 
    “It’s okay. Yes, I got it from him, and it’s none of your business.” 
 
    Doug chuckled. 
 
    My father stabbed at a piece of broccoli, exchanging a grin with my mother. “Trevor’s always been a nice boy. He got the part of Romeo, right?” 
 
    I kept my eyes down on my plate, shrugging again. “Mm-hm.” 
 
    “Doug, Grant’s in your class, isn’t he?” my mom asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re not friends.” Doug leaned forward again, forcing my eyes from my plate. “I don’t think Annie is interested in Trevor.” 
 
    He left that little nugget of truth out on full display, and I bit the inside of my cheek, employing all of my willpower not to kick him in the shin from underneath the table. 
 
    “No?” My mother exchanged a look with me, her blue eyes softening. “Well, maybe the play will help you both to get to know each other. You know their property edges right up against ours. About a half a mile through the woods,” she added with a smirk. “Seems like a nice place to talk, out there in the woods by the creek, now that the weather is warmer-” 
 
    “Mom,” I protested, trying and failing at a defeated smile. “Stop. I’m not into Trevor.” 
 
    “Good. Lisa, don’t push her,” my father added, reaching out to ruffle my hair lovingly. “She’s got all the time in the world.” 
 
    I gave my dad a thankful glance before gathering my plate and dropping it into the sink.  
 
    It was Doug’s turn with the dishes, and I ran up to my room, trying Kate again. There was no answer this time. Sighing, I grabbed Grant’s Soundgarden tape and headed for my studio. 
 
    The barn along the edge of the property probably housed a few goats or chickens in the past, but had become my refuge since the day we’d moved in. I had cleaned the space and spent hours drawing, and for my thirteenth birthday, my parents had surprised me with a professional studio.  
 
    My mother had been an interior designer right up until I was born, and her skills were apparent in the transformation of my barn. The space was not only livable, it was gorgeous. Beautiful, painted mason jars lined unfinished, wooden shelves along the walls, creating plenty of space for me to display my work. There were tall windows for natural lighting, or track lights that could be adjusted according to my needs. The small alcove created a tiny sitting area with an oversized armchair and matching loveseat. My dad had begun the plans for plumbing in the barn, eventually hoping to create a bathroom for me. 
 
    My studio was my favorite place in the world. 
 
    I tried working, but after about ten minutes, I realized that I couldn’t stop thinking about anything but Grant. 
 
    Did he have a girlfriend? Was there even a remote possibility he’d be into a lame girl like me? Biting my lip, I reached for the tape, tucking it into the pocket of my jeans and heading out the back door of my studio. 
 
    The wooded part of the property had been my second favorite part of our move. My dad had wanted more space, and after growing up across the street from Kate, I’d been devastated. He promised that we’d still go to the same school, but he wanted to be able to buy the horses that my mother had always wanted. 
 
    We still hadn’t gotten around to owning any horses, but we had the space. I guessed that my dad planned to buy one for my mom once Doug and I were out of the house. 
 
    My flashlight lit the path before me as I made my way through the woods. Northeastern Ohio in the spring was usually cold enough to snow, but we’d had a few seventy degree days that were uncommon for May. Night, though, was chilly, and I cursed myself for not grabbing a sweater.  
 
    I walked and walked without really knowing why. I couldn’t stop thinking of my mother’s words, and the thought of spying on the Butler’s house from the woods was both embarrassingly intriguing and impossible to resist. 
 
    I stopped near the creek, backing against a tall oak tree and turning off the flashlight. I could see the house through the trees ahead, and guessed that it had to be the one my mom was talking about. The backyard was picturesque, landscaped and lined with several spotlights.  
 
    Now what? I almost laughed at myself. I’d met Grant Butler not even two hours ago, and I was now stalking him at his house. I couldn’t wait to tell Kate later. 
 
    Sighing, I shook my head and turned back for my house. Maybe all the time that I’d been spending alone in my studio was making me forget acceptable social behavior. Spying and trespassing weren’t my forte, and I didn’t plan to make it a habit. 
 
    A light to my right drew my attention and forced me to squint, and I held my hand up to shield my eyes. 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    Oh, nooo. Only me.  
 
    I cringed, clearing my throat and crossing my arms over my chest awkwardly. “I, um… my mom said our properties backed up to each other. I was just taking a walk to see if that was true.” 
 
    Grant’s deep voice sounded through the darkness, and he lowered the flashlight from my face. “Couldn’t wait until Monday to tell me how fucking awesome Soundgarden is?” 
 
    I exhaled an embarrassed laugh. “What? No. No,” I repeated, reaching into my back pocket and retrieving the tape. “Not my thing. But thank you.” 
 
    Grant clicked the flashlight off, walking to me. When he was close enough to touch, the moonlight found us both, and I shivered at a cool gust of wind. 
 
    “What’s your thing, Annie?” he asked, that playful-but-serious tone rumbling in his chest again. 
 
    I almost shrugged. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Don’t be afraid. 
 
    “My thing… is more traditional music.” I took a steadying breath, bravely lifting my eyes to his. “I really like Neil Diamond.” 
 
    His grin faltered for a moment, and then burst into a giant smile. “Neil Diamond?” 
 
    I grinned, relief flooding through my veins. “Elton John… Bob Dylan… I guess I’m kind of eccentric,” I added, shivering again. 
 
    He gazed down at me. 
 
    I couldn’t believe I was standing in the middle of the woods, in the dark, talking about music with Grant Butler. 
 
    He shrugged off his flannel, and I saw that he had a dark, thermal long-sleeved shirt underneath.  
 
    “You’re cold,” he said, tucking his warm flannel around my shoulders. “Want to come in?” 
 
    “What? No, that would be weird,” I protested, trying desperately to control the onslaught of emotions.  
 
    He gave me his flannel.  
 
    He smells so good. 
 
    “You’re right. We should only meet in the woods. Like villains.” 
 
    I laughed, and he grinned down at me, smoothing his hands over my shoulders before tucking his shirt more securely around me. After a moment, he backed away, and I glanced down at my feet. “What were you doing out here?” I asked, hoping for the most romantic answers I could imagine. Stargazing… writing poetry… thinking of you… 
 
    “Smoking.”  
 
    When I narrowed my eyes and looked up at him, he smirked. “Oh… I didn’t know you smoked.” 
 
    “I don’t smoke cigarettes,” he started to explain, then audibly paused. After a moment, he gestured to a downed oak tree behind him. “There’s room for two if you want to hang out for a little while.” 
 
    He’s eighteen, he smokes pot, and he’s asking me to hang out in the woods with him. 
 
    I felt like I’d suddenly lost my whole damn mind when I considered saying sure, why not? 
 
    “I should be getting home,” I said, stupidly shrugging out of his flannel. He held his hand up in protest, shaking his head. 
 
    “Keep it ‘till tomorrow. Same time, same place. Bring me some of your Bob Dylan. I’ll leave the weed behind, since I can tell it made you uncomfortable.” 
 
    I shrugged, flushing and thankful it was too dark for him to see the stain on my cheeks.  
 
    “Are… you sure?” I finally asked. 
 
    He leaned against the oak tree, nodding. “I’m sure. Hey, before you go, will you answer a question for me?” 
 
    I nodded, completely entranced by his deep voice.  
 
    “Why ink? Leaky pen?” he asked, reaching for my hands. 
 
    Grant Butler held both of my hands, lifting them to his eyes to peer at the ink blotches in the moonlight. 
 
    My heart thundered against my chest, and I laughed again, enjoying his sense of humor. “No. I… calligraphy. I mean, I do calligraphy. I have a studio in the old barn on the edge of my property. I like… letters,” I explained, realizing how completely moronic I must have sounded. 
 
    “Letters,” he replied, his smile gracing me once more before he let go of my hands.  
 
    “I completely understand if you don’t want to meet me tomorrow,” I rushed, my nerves almost pushing me to the point of tears. “I mean, I-” 
 
    “Annie.” He took a step forward, and I lifted my eyes to look up at him. He was so much taller than me, and at 5’6” I knew I was tall for a girl. “Bring me your music… and your letters. I’ve never wanted to meet anyone more in my life.” 
 
    I couldn’t string two thoughts together without beaming like a madwoman. Girl. Whatever. “Okay. Thanks for the tape, Grant. Sorry I didn’t like them.” 
 
    He only smiled again, turning back toward his house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T H R E E 
 
    Saturday sucked. 
 
    It was the longest day in the history of days. Ever. 
 
    Kate finally called me back in the middle of the horrendous thunderstorm, and I nearly growled my hello into the phone.  
 
    “What took you so long?” I demanded. 
 
    “Hey, chill out, what’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong? What’s wrong is that it’s raining and I… kind of have a date tonight, and it can’t be raining!” 
 
    “What- wait- what the fuckety fuck? You have a date?” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    I told her all about Grant, the ride home from play practice, and our meeting in the woods. She squealed throughout my entire story, and I could hear her jumping up and down through the telephone lines.  
 
    “Oh my God! Annie, he’s a senior! He’s eighteen!” she cried. 
 
    “So? Justin’s a senior,” I replied defensively.  
 
    “Justin’s seventeen for another four months. And I’m sixteen. So that makes it not so bad. But you’re fifteen for nine more days, and he’s eighteen. Just… oh my God, your mom and dad are gonna shit bricks. Doug is gonna shit all the bricks.” 
 
    “Kate, stop,” I cried, biting at my pinky nail. “It’s not like we’re doing anything. I’m just hanging out with him, listening to music and stuff. And besides, we can’t even meet tonight because it’s pouring and it’s not supposed to stop all weekend!” 
 
    “Okay, chill. Chill. We have to think about this radically.” 
 
    “Rationally,” I corrected her, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Right. Rationally. Okay, he’s technically an adult. If he sleeps with you, he’s going to prison.” 
 
    “Holy crap, Kate, don’t say that! There will be no- no- none of that,” I cried, balling his flannel in my fist. “God.” 
 
    “You say that now,” she warned. “But I’m telling you, I can tell you’re into him, and the hormones and pheromones and- whateveramones- make you, like, hallucinate or something. Before you know it, you fall over with your legs wide open and… oops.” 
 
    “Oops? What? No. No oops,” I said emphatically, shaking my head and staring out at the woods. “He likes me as a person. He really does, I can tell. He didn’t roll his eyes when I told him about my calligraphy or what I like to listen to-” 
 
    “Oh, shit, you pulled out Neil Diamond, didn’t you?” She burst out laughing. “Never mind, no prison time for him. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I wilted, pressing my fingers to my temples. 
 
    “Grant Butler is, like, hardcore grunge. I’ll bet he doesn’t even take showers.” 
 
    “He smells good, and I’m sure he takes showers,” I defended him. 
 
    “Why? Did you spy on him in the shower, too, James Bond?” 
 
    “I’m hanging up now. Congratulations, you’ve made me feel worse,” I snapped, dropping the handset into the cradle before she could say another word. 
 
    My private line rang again, and I ignored it. 
 
    At dinner, I could barely stomach the roast that my mom made. She asked if I was feeling well, and I nodded. “Just not really hungry. I’m going to the studio,” I said, my words punctuated by a loud clap of thunder that shook the entire house. 
 
    “Good lord,” my mother proclaimed, her brows knitting together worriedly. “Are you sure? I don’t like how close to the woods you are out there. Some of those trees are old, and one bolt of lightning-” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Mom,” I assured her, gathering the dinner dishes to do them as quickly as possible. 
 
    I hoped that Grant would understand. Of course, he had to understand. He’d probably forgotten about me all together. He had admitted that he’d been out there smoking pot, right? I was probably just a figment of his imagination. 
 
    Pouting, I threw on my old raincoat and made a mad dash for the studio. Rain pummeled my face and soaked my legs, and by the time I was safely inside, every part of me was drenched except my chest. Even my hair had managed to slip out from under the wide hood and was sopping wet. 
 
    I reached into my bin of rags, retrieving an old beach towel that I had yet to ruin with ink. I’d left Grant’s flannel in the studio to avoid answering questions from my parents, and thankfully it was the only article of clothing that I had that wasn’t wet. Hanging my sweatpants over the rail near the small space heater, I slipped into his flannel and buttoned it all the way down. The shirt nearly came to my knees. I attempted to run my fingers through my long hair, jumping at another bolt of lightning just outside the window. 
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
    I set the needle on my record player, waiting for the first crackling notes of Bob Dylan’s voice to begin. I decided I’d drown my bad mood in the stupid rain and consider that maybe… maybe… Kate had been right.  
 
    I liked Grant.  
 
    Way too much.  
 
    So much that I might hallucinate sooner rather than later. 
 
    He was too conveniently close, and was paying me attention that I never got from any other boys. Men.  
 
    Whatever. 
 
    I sat down and tucked my legs under his flannel, rolling the sleeves up to avoid getting ink on his shirt. My hair had begun to dry in long strands, and I gathered it over my shoulder, opening my box of pens. I wanted one that was flat-balled, and maybe a steel brush. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to start, but I was feeling all kinds of emotional between Bob crooning in my ear and the rain pelting the thick glass. 
 
    The heavy pounding on the back door sent a panicked scream to my throat, and I almost dropped my entire box of pens to the ground. 
 
    The back door. 
 
    I stood and threw open the old-fashioned latch, jumping backward as Grant hurried in out of the torrential downpour. 
 
    “Grant?” I breathed, shoving the door closed and reaching for the old beach towel I’d used. “What are you doing here?” I demanded. 
 
    He laughed, the first time I’d really ever heard him laugh, accepting the towel gratefully. “I came to see you. Obviously. I tried to be cool and not make you walk through the woods in a thunderstorm alone, but I can see that you didn’t plan to come at all.” 
 
    “There’s lightning!” I protested, gesturing out the window. “You risked getting struck by lightning to hang out with me and listen to music?” 
 
    He scrubbed the towel over his face and then over his hair. 
 
    Oh, he’d cut his hair. 
 
    My limbs turned to oatmeal, and my whateveramones hallucinated.  
 
    His hair was cropped short now, dark, and his Alice in Chains t-shirt was soaking wet, defining every line in his broad, muscular chest. 
 
    When he pulled the towel away, he took a good look at me, his eyes roving over me from head to toe. “Are you naked under my flannel?” 
 
    “What? No!” I cried, gesturing to my sodden clothes by the space heater. “I’m not out here worshipping you or something!” 
 
    “No?” he asked, sounding mockingly crestfallen. I shot him a look, unable to hide my grin. 
 
    “No. If you want your shirt back, my pants are dry enough, I can put them back on.” 
 
    “How about if I take mine off? Will that make you feel better?” 
 
    “No!” I cried again, bursting with laughter.  
 
    “Okay. Here.” He reached into the back pocket of his tattered jeans, pulling out a damp baggie. “I got you something.” 
 
    Something from Grant in a baggie. Great. “Um, I don’t know…” 
 
    “It’s not drugs,” he promised, handing it over and glancing around. “Wow, this place is unreal.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured, accepting the baggie and reaching inside. Pulling out a torn piece of what appeared to be a brown paper bag, I lifted my eyes to his in confusion. 
 
    “A piece of paper?” 
 
    “Turn it o-ver,” he said slowly, in a teasingly sing-song voice. 
 
    I smiled, doing as he instructed. 
 
    P. 
 
    “It’s the letter P?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. I recognized his handwriting from the cassette tape. 
 
    “Is that a question? Are you sure?” he prodded.  
 
    I lowered to the stool at my desk, smiling. God, he was so sexy, all soaking wet and grinning at me like that. 
 
    “It’s the letter P. Why?” 
 
    “You said you like letters. And there’s more where that came from.” 
 
    My lips curved into an even bigger smile, and finally I laughed, grasping the scrap of paper to my chest, over my heart. “I love it. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Flowers die, but Ps? Ps are forever.” He settled into the overstuffed armchair in the corner, stretching his long legs out to admire my studio. “This might be the coolest thing I’ve ever seen. You did these?” 
 
    I nodded, gesturing to the few pieces or artwork that I’d hung on the walls. “These aren’t very good. I keep them out here as a reminder of how much better I’ve gotten with practice.” 
 
    “They’re amazing, Annie,” he proclaimed, and my entire body warmed from head to toe. I felt like I’d crawled inside the space heater. “Bob Dylan,” he murmured, nodding toward the record player. “I haven’t heard him in a really long time.” 
 
    “No?” I tucked the scrap of paper he’d given me into my pocket (or his pocket) and shrugged. “I like it.” 
 
    “My dad used to listen to this,” he explained. “He left right after Trevor turned five. Kyle is my stepdad.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied softly, standing and moving toward the record player. “Sorry, I can turn it off-” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. It’s so cool that you’re this little girl out here in this old barn, listening to Dylan, drawing letters. I love it.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. 
 
    Well, I loved everything he’d just said to me- except for the little girl part. I tried like hell to ignore that part, but my heart sank. “Thanks. I’m not a little girl, though, but thanks.” 
 
    He regarded me with enjoyment, obviously pleased that he’d managed to rile me. “Right. Sorry. Woman.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize me.” I lowered my eyes. “I’ll be sixteen in nine days.” 
 
    “Sixteen,” he mused, reaching for an unfinished piece of artwork on the table next to him. “Just like Trevor.” 
 
    I gave him a sideways glance. “Yeah. I guess.” 
 
    He unrolled the parchment, sitting back in awe. 
 
    “You’re so talented,” he said, gesturing to the letter O I’d scribed. Within the letter, I’d drawn a series of make-believe creatures with the intention of finishing the words ‘once upon a time.’ 
 
    I blushed, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Thank you,” I managed again, wondering if it was ever possible to feel more flattered than I did at that moment. 
 
    “Do you like my brother?” he asked, not moving his eyes from the paper. 
 
    I froze, stiffening. 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “No! I mean, as a friend, sure, but no, not like that,” I hurried, my cheeks lighting to a million shades of crimson. 
 
    He chuckled, moving the paper out of his line of vision to catch my eyes. “That’s funny. That’s the same reaction he had when I asked him if he liked you.” 
 
    My ego itched- a little. “Well, Trevor never really liked me. We were constantly competing for highest GPA for years.” 
 
    Grant lowered the parchment back to the table. “Why’d you let him win?” 
 
    I toyed with the end of his flannel, shrugging. “I don’t know. I lost interest. I don’t really have a particular college I want to go to, and studying was taking up too much of my art time. And when I don’t draw, I’m cranky.” 
 
    He smiled at my words, leaning forward and propping his elbows on his knees. “Cranky Annie. I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “Oh, believe it.”  
 
    His eyes were trained on my face for a long moment, and I shrunk back, unable to resist feeling self-conscious. Finally, he grinned. “I like your chin.” 
 
    If I wasn’t sweating already, I was now. Blushing furiously, I lowered my face to the ground. 
 
    “I hate my chin.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t hate anything about yourself.” 
 
    I shrugged, lifting my tentative gaze to his. “Well… I don’t hate it… it’s just not very… girly,” I finished, wishing the floorboards would open up and swallow me whole. 
 
    After an endless pause, his deep voice cut through my mortified thoughts. “Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re very girly,” he told me, smirking. 
 
    I bit my lip, smiling his way. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I grinned in response, and his lips curled into a teasing smile. “What else do you have, other than Dylan?” 
 
    I stood, moving toward the turntable. “Springsteen?” 
 
    He stilled. “Which album?” 
 
    “The River.” 
 
    “Carry on,” he ordered with a relieved sigh, and I smirked, unsheathing the record and replacing Dylan’s. 
 
    “So you’re about to, like, graduate, right?” 
 
    I cringed at the unnecessary like in my sentence, but he didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    “Yeah. June.” 
 
    “Cool.” I returned to the safety of my desk. “What are you doing after graduation?” 
 
    “Service,” he replied without pause. “Marines.” 
 
    I must have appeared as stunned as I felt. He lifted his eyebrows my way, and I tried to say something, anything, in response. “Like… the Marine Corps?” 
 
    “Exactly like the Marine Corps,” he echoed, his sexy-as-hell grin nearly curling my toes.  
 
    “Why?” I blurted, and then cursed my naturally obnoxious curiosity. 
 
    He answered me easily, as though he’d been asked that question a million times. “On my eighteenth birthday in January, I called a recruiter. When he answered, I said that I wanted to join. He laughed,” he recalled, brushing his hand through his dark hair, “and said, ‘son, let’s just start with your name.’ I enlisted right after that.” 
 
    I loved hearing him talk. He was thoughtful in his words, and so much more articulate than the kids at our school. “Really? But, why did you want to join?” I urged. 
 
    He sat back, still smiling my way. “When I was thirteen, my dad- biological dad, I mean- stopped by to see me. He gave me a set of books, real thin,” he explained, moving his thumb and forefinger not an inch apart. “Each book was about a different section of the military. The one about the Marines was about the battle for Howard’s Hill.” He shrugged, leaning forward again. “That was it for me.” 
 
    I listened to him so intently that it took me a moment to realize that he was done speaking.  
 
    Smiling, I shook my head. “That’s… wow, Grant.” 
 
    His eyes lit up as I said his name. “Didn’t expect that, did you?” 
 
    I swallowed hard, gathering my hair into my hands to pull the long locks over one shoulder. Finally, I took a deep breath, meeting his eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know what to expect from you. You give me the shirt off your back when I’m cold,” I said softly. “You walk through thunderstorms to listen to music with me. You bring me letters. From what little I know about you, I already don’t want you to go away.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe the words came out of my mouth.  
 
    As though I was performing on a stage, a dramatic crack of thunder forced a scream from my throat, and the power went out. 
 
    He crossed the room to me, and I felt his hands slide over my upper arms, my neck, and then move to cup my face in his hands. 
 
    “I don’t have a flashlight. Will your parents come out here for you?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” I exhaled, assaulted by chaotic feelings raging inside of me. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asked again, his breath hot against my mouth. 
 
    We stood in the darkness, the rain beating on the roof, his hands pushing into my hair. 
 
    Uncertainly, I wrapped my arms around his back, flattening my hands over his damp t-shirt. 
 
    I could feel his sharp intake of breath, and his hands tightened over my jaw.  
 
    His thumb brushed over my lips. 
 
    “I’d better go,” he hushed.  
 
    I couldn’t speak. I could barely breathe. 
 
    He left me standing there in the darkness, slipping out the backdoor before the bobbing flashlight shone in the front window.  
 
    “Annie! Come on, get inside,” Doug called. 
 
    I reached for my raincoat, tucking it around me as I ran for the house. Doug opened the door and I never stopped, making it all the way to my bedroom. 
 
    I pressed my back against the door and my fingers to my lips, realizing how close I’d come to kissing Grant Butler. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 F O U R 
 
    The next morning, I could barely wait for our family’s station wagon to stop in the driveway before I opened the door. 
 
    Still in my white sundress from church, I ran through the house and into the backyard, determined to enjoy the sunshine before the predicted clouds rolled back in. 
 
    I’d hardly slept. Staring at the ceiling in my bedroom, I couldn’t stop thinking about Grant’s hands on my face, or the way his back felt through his t-shirt. I wavered between imagining that he was thinking about me, too, and thinking that I’d made a fool of myself, standing there in his arms, unable to breathe. 
 
    The power had gone out. The more I thought about it, he had simply been comforting me. After all, he asked if my parents would come out and get me, and then he left. He had held my face, probably just to make sure I wouldn’t trip in the darkness. 
 
    I was just a kid to him.  
 
    He did say he’d see me tomorrow, right? 
 
    I ran through the woods anyway, not caring that my white flats were getting covered in mud. The creek rushed in full force, and I stopped at the downed oak tree, unsure of what to do next. 
 
    I wished that I could call him. In my bedroom, I’d tucked his scrap of paper with the letter P into the frame with my name. I spent at least an hour thinking of the significance of his first gift to me, from my first real crush. 
 
    I was hopeless. 
 
    I smoothed the skirt of my dress and sat down, staring through the woods at his house. It was a two-story colonial with acres of land surrounding both sides, and I could see that his Jeep was missing from their driveway. 
 
    So, he wasn’t home. 
 
    What in the world was I doing? I had been seconds away from throwing stones at his window, realizing that I was getting a teeny bit obsessed with him.  
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I sighed, deciding to go back. He knew where to find me. I needed to stop acting like a desperate idiot and play it cool.  
 
    I turned and walked back to my studio. Everything had been exactly as I had left it when the power had gone out.  
 
    Almost everything. 
 
    I hurried to my desk, widening my eyes at the scrap of paper in the middle of my workspace. 
 
    A slow grin spread over my lips. 
 
    L. 
 
    The letter L. My cheeks hurt with the intensity of my smile. He’d been there, early, and had left me another letter in his sharp handwriting. 
 
    I lowered to my stool, tracing the lines of the letter. His handwriting really was unique, and I wanted to learn it. Reaching for my ink, I propped the paper against my desk lamp, carefully emulating his strokes.  
 
    He wrote quickly, and he was intelligent. I’d read about handwriting analysis, and knew that there was a lot you could tell about a person’s written words.  
 
    Grant was giving me one letter at a time. 
 
    P-L. Was he choosing them randomly, or was he spelling something for me? I tried to resist the intrigue of his slow game. This was more than a boy flirting with me, trying to spark my interest.  
 
    And I am falling so incredibly fast for him. 
 
    The hours slipped away, and his letters inspired me to create a new project. By the time the sun disappeared behind the clouds again and the rain dotted the window, I’d filled a forest with trees, each leaf a different letter of the alphabet. In the distant horizon, I drew his house, so faintly that you had to really look to see that it was there. 
 
    I ran to the main house for a bathroom break, snagging an apple from the kitchen counter as my mom called after me. “Annie, take a flashlight in case the power goes out again,” she told me. 
 
    I did as she advised, hurrying through the rain. When I slipped inside the studio, I smiled to see a pair of Doc Marten boots on the rug next to the door along with a couple of pieces of hay. 
 
    “I should have taken my shoes off yesterday,” Grant said, sitting at my desk. “I got mud all over your floor.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I breathed, walking to my desk and lowering the flashlight. 
 
    He wore jeans and a long-sleeved, white thermal shirt, and I guessed that he hadn’t shaved that morning. His eyes lit as he looked at me. 
 
    “You’re all dressed up, pretty girl.” 
 
    My heart took off inside my chest, and I tucked my hair behind my ear, blushing. 
 
    “Thanks. I never changed after church this morning.” 
 
    He sighed, glancing down at my desktop. 
 
    “You got my letter.” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied softly. “It kind of… inspired me.” 
 
    He took in my newest creation, exhaling slowly. “You should be putting together a portfolio. You could get an art scholarship.” 
 
    I beamed. “I kind of have a portfolio already... but I’ve got a little ways to go.” 
 
    He stood and walked around my desk to me. I tucked my apple behind my back, lifting my eyes to his. 
 
    “You have the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen.” His tone was matter-of-fact, and I blushed, trying not to look away from him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Listen, I can’t stay long,” he began, and my entire mood deflated. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, trying not to pout. 
 
    He grinned, his eyes roaming over me. I couldn’t help but blush again, and my breath caught in my throat as he reached to tuck my hair behind my ear. 
 
    “I work. At the feed store in town. I was just on a break, and decided to drive home and see you.” 
 
    The hay on his boots. I warmed, taking a brave step toward him. “You came to see me, on your break? Did you get anything to eat?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he promised. 
 
    I pulled my hand out from behind my back, offering him the apple. “Here, at least take this. We’re having dinner soon, anyway.” 
 
    His wide hand closed over the small, red apple, and over my fingers at the same time. 
 
    He stared down at me for what felt like forever, and I winced as he narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” His voice was strained, and I let go of the apple, backing away. 
 
    “What? Are you… mad at me or something?” I tried. He held the apple, brushing his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “No, I’m mad at me. Listen, have a good week at school, okay? I’ll drive you and Trevor home from play practice this week.” 
 
    I could feel the distance that he was placing between us. It was palpable, and I shivered, my sundress leaving my shoulders bared to the cooling air. 
 
    “Why are you mad?” I pushed, ignoring his brush-off.  
 
    He turned for the door, gathering his boots. “Because I should have a little more self-control. I shouldn’t be hanging out here. With you. You’re…” he trailed off, shoving his feet into his boots.  
 
    “I’m what?” I whispered, wrapping my arms around my body protectively. 
 
    “See you later,” he managed. 
 
    I stood in the empty studio, so confused, my limbs turning to lead. I’d pissed him off somehow, and I had no idea why.  
 
    He’d made it very clear that he had no intention of coming by to see me over the school week, and that the only time I’d see him was after play practice on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 
 
    I turned off the lights, slamming the door and running for the house. I almost made it up to my bedroom before the tears began to fall. 
 
    . . . 
 
    I’m… what? 
 
    All I could think about were Grant’s frustrated words to me. I shouldn’t be hanging out here. With you. You’re… 
 
    What? What was he trying to say? 
 
    Annoying? Juvenile? Boring?  
 
    I toyed with the cap on my pen, trying to pay attention in my English class.  
 
    You’re all dressed up, pretty girl. 
 
    I lowered my face to the desk, attempting to hide behind my hair before my eyes filled with tears again. 
 
    At practice, it was obvious that I hadn’t looked at my script for Romeo and Juliet all weekend. On my third call for my line, my director took her reading glasses off, sitting back and shaking her head. 
 
    “Annie, you should have this part memorized by now,” she chided. I’d always thought Mrs. Gardener looked like Sally Jessy Raphael with her feathered blonde hair and red frames, and her quizzical glance at her copy of the script told me that whatever I’d ad-libbed had been way off. 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I’ll have it down by Wednesday.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Juliet is quiet. Obedient. You have to know your lines and deliver them quickly. Shakespeare is more about the pace than anything. If it’s too much for you, we’re early enough into the production for-” 
 
    “It’s not too much,” I snapped, more harshly than I’d intended. I knew that Mary Carter was vying for my role and waiting in the wings as my understudy. “I mean, it’s fine. I’ll work on it tonight until I get it.” 
 
    “Good,” she agreed, sliding her chair back. “That’s it for tonight. See you all Wednesday.” 
 
    I sighed as Kate hurried to me from the giant cardboard tree she’d been painting. I knew she’d signed on for part of the crew just to be there for me, and I couldn’t be more thankful as I buried my face in my hands. 
 
    “I sucked,”’ I whispered, and she shook her head consolingly. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” she soothed, patting my back before sighing. “Okay, yeah, you did. But I know why.” 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about him,” I whispered, so low that only she could hear me. 
 
    She gathered my backpack, shoving my script inside. “You get to see him tonight. Ask him why he was such an asshole. You know what? I’ll ask him.” 
 
    “No,” I protested, shaking my head and retrieving my bag from her.  
 
    “You want to catch a ride with me and Justin?” 
 
    “No, then it’ll look like I’m avoiding him.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side, snapping her gum. “Do you want to avoid him?” 
 
    “No,” I hurried in a feverish whisper as Trevor made his way over to us from across the stage. “I don’t. At all.” 
 
    “Hey, Juliet, you coming with me? My brother’s waiting.” 
 
    My legs turned to concrete. 
 
    Kate crossed her arms over her chest “Well, you look cute as hell.” 
 
    I’d left my hair down, and my white sweatshirt hung low on my left shoulder. “Thanks-”  
 
    “You should let me peg your jeans-” 
 
    “No, they’re fine,” I protested, hugging her quickly. “I’ll call you later, okay?” 
 
    Kate nodded, waving my way. I could see the mask of concern on her face, something I rarely put there. 
 
    I was the anchor in our friendship. I was always there to pick up the pieces for her, not the other way around. I had a feeling that I was blowing everything way out of proportion. After all, I’d known Grant Butler for four days.  
 
    Four.  
 
    I hurried out to the parking lot, forcing myself to remain calm. Music poured from his Jeep again, and Trevor was already waiting in the back seat.  
 
    He saw me approaching.  
 
    I stopped short as Grant jumped effortlessly over his door, walked around, and opened the passenger side door for me. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that he did it. I’d never had anyone hold my door open for me. I thought that only happened in movies. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to fight with the handle,” he explained, as though trying to apologize for his chivalry. 
 
    I couldn’t read the print on his black t-shirt. His arms were bare, and his muscles were pushing his sleeves to the limits. 
 
    I wondered how many of the girls at our high school knew that Grant Butler was hiding that body under all of those flannels. 
 
    “Thanks,” I managed, sliding into the seat. 
 
    “Um, am I on your date or something?” Trevor called over the music. “I kind of want to go home.” 
 
    “Shut up, Trevor,” Grant said evenly, his eyes still fixed on mine.  
 
    Trevor snorted sarcastically. “Maybe you should help her learn her lines. She kind of sucks.” 
 
    I cringed, reddening at Trevor’s words. 
 
    Grant stared at me for what felt like forever before turning to Trevor and shooting him his middle finger. Trevor only rolled his eyes as his brother jumped back into his seat. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, clinging to my backpack. 
 
    “Doesn’t your door work?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” He turned the dial of his radio up even more, drowning out all attempts at conversation. 
 
    I listened to the music he played, wondering what it was. By the time we approached my road, I was enjoying the lead singer’s voice.  
 
    As he continued driving past my road, I turned to him quickly. “Hey, my house-” 
 
    “I’ll walk you home.” 
 
    I heard him speak, but wasn’t sure that I’d heard him right. He’ll walk me home? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He reached out to lower the music, turning to face me as he pulled into his driveway. 
 
    “I said I’d walk you home.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, it’s been fun, but try not to make out ‘till I’m out of the car, okay?” Trevor interrupted us, and I flushed, turning away from them both quickly. 
 
    “Shut up, Trevor,” Grant repeated, and as I turned back to him, I saw the smirk playing on his lips. 
 
    “Bye,” Trevor replied, leaping out of the Jeep and making a break for the house. 
 
    I sat perfectly still in the passenger seat. I couldn’t move. 
 
    I didn’t want to move. 
 
    “Did you like that song? It seemed like you were enjoying it.” Grant’s face was fixed on mine, and I drowned in his eyes. He had the ability to hold onto me with just his gaze, and I was locked. 
 
    I nodded, tugging at the shoulder of my sweatshirt as it dipped low down my arm. “Yeah, I did. It was different.” 
 
    “They’re called Green Day.” 
 
    “Why do you want to walk me home?” I asked boldly, still keeping my eyes even with his. 
 
    He answered without hesitating. “Because I upset you yesterday when I left. And I want to apologize.” 
 
    “I’m really fine, and I’m not upset,” I answered, turning to tug on the door handle. After two hard yanks, I gave up, puffing a strand of hair away from my lips.  
 
    He sighed, jumping out of his side and moving around to the door. I waited for him as he jerked at my handle, but even with his obvious strength, the door was stuck. 
 
    After a moment, he backed up, looking at me. “Stand up on the seat.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He reached for me, his hands sliding along my sides and under my arms. His touch sent sudden jolts of electricity through me. I had no choice but to scramble to my feet, teetering on the seat and standing over him. 
 
    Grant grinned up at me. “Jump. I’ll catch you.” 
 
    I stared down at him in disbelief. When I realized that he was completely serious, I took a deep breath and fell forward without thinking.  
 
    He caught me against his chest, grinning down at me as he lowered me to my feet. 
 
    “The door… is stuck,” I breathed. He chuckled, still holding me against him. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered. He only smiled, reaching for my backpack and slinging it over his shoulder. He retrieved something else from his seat, and I realized that it was a flashlight. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked, gesturing to the woods. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    His fingers laced in mine, and I tried like hell to control my overactive heart. We walked together through the dark, hand in hand, and I was constantly conscious of the way his strong fingers gripped my smaller ones. 
 
    Does he want to hold my hand? Is he afraid that I’ll trip in the dark? 
 
    The silence between us, in the middle of the woods, was more comfortable than the words I was trying to find for him. Finally, bravely, I turned toward him.  
 
    “I’m what?” I demanded. 
 
    He stopped, turning to face me and keeping his hand locked in mine. 
 
    “Annie?” he asked, and I nearly melted as he said my name. 
 
    “You said that you shouldn’t be hanging out with me, and I’m… what? You never finished your sentence. That’s why I was upset. What am I?” I asked imploringly, pulling my hand away from his. 
 
    He stood still, reaching for my chin and tipping my face up to his. 
 
    “I’m what?” I repeated, the moonlight bathing us both in silvery blue webs. 
 
    Time stood still between us. There was nothing separating us but his will, and I could feel the force of his resolve as his eyes moved over my lips.  
 
    “The first,” he said, his deep voice captivating me, surrounding me with a shy confidence that I’d never felt before. “You’re the first.” 
 
    I searched his eyes, confusion evident in my gaze. “The first… what?” 
 
    His mouth was so close to mine. “The first to get stuck in here,” he replied, lifting his finger to tap against his temple. “And here.”  
 
    Grant reached for my hand, lifting my flattened palm to his chest. 
 
    My lips fell open as I processed his words. 
 
    He likes me? He’s falling for me? 
 
    “Annie,” he said, so quietly, and I shivered again as my name crossed his lips. “I’m too early for you. But I’ll wait.” 
 
    My God, I could barely breathe. 
 
    What was happening? What was he saying? That he did like me?  
 
    I’m the first? 
 
    “I can wait,” he repeated, his thumb brushing against my chin. “I want to get to know you. After I spent the day thinking about it, I decided there’s really no reason that we can’t hang out. If you want that.” 
 
    “Grant,” I said finally, unable to resist turning my cheek into his palm. “I’m almost sixteen. In a couple of days. I’m not too young.” 
 
    He leaned in, his mouth touching my ear as he spoke. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    His two, simple words resonated in my mind.  
 
    Trust me. 
 
    I did trust him. I had no idea why, other than he was insanely hot and older and kind of dangerous, in a weed-smoking, fast-driving, loud-music sort of way. 
 
    But I did. I trusted him. 
 
    “Okay,” I managed. 
 
    He grinned, arching one eyebrow. “Good. Now that that’s settled, you have lines to learn. I’ll help. Tomorrow, after school. Meet me halfway, at the big oak tree by the creek. Okay?” 
 
    I nodded, smiling slowly. “You’re going to help me?” 
 
    His boyish grin stole from the severity of his chiseled jaw. “Sure I will, pretty girl.”  
 
    I blushed, my eyelashes fluttering closed as I struggled to speak through my emotions. “What do you mean, you’ll wait?” I poured, unable to hold back the excitement that threatened to take me over. 
 
    He let go of my face and reached for my hand again, tugging me back to his side as he resumed our walk toward my house. “I mean I’ll wait for you, Annie.” 
 
    He was so strong. Self-assured. His words were certain, leaving no room for interpretation. 
 
    He was giving me time. 
 
    I was already his.  
 
    He knew it. 
 
    His hand tightened in mine, and I leaned into him, resting my head against his shoulder. 
 
    Grant walked me home, stopping at the edge of the woods behind my studio. He hugged me quickly with a whispered, “Bye.”  
 
    I echoed his word, trembling as I ran to the house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 F I V E 
 
    First. 
 
    The next day, I finally saw him in the hallway between fifth and sixth period. I had to hold onto my locker when he stopped talking to his friend to walk over to me. 
 
    God, he was just too sexy. I’d heard several girls in my gym class that morning talking about how he’d cut his hair, and they’d launched into a formal argument about who was hotter, Grant Butler or Johnny Depp. 
 
    I’d been uncontrollably, irrationally, undeniably jealous that Grant, my Grant, had become the topic of their conversation.  
 
    He was so close to my side, and I swallowed hard as his hand tucked against my lower back. 
 
    Protectively. 
 
    “Hi,” I said softly, balancing my books. He let go of me and gathered them from my arms. His smile was meant only for me, and I couldn’t help but wish he’d put his hand on my back again. 
 
    “Hi,” he said so that only I could hear. “Practicing lines tonight, in the woods, okay?” 
 
    I nodded quickly, glancing around. Several people had stopped to look at us, and my heart hammered as Kate rounded the corner in front of us and froze in her tracks. 
 
    “Lines… yeah,” I agreed, praying that Kate would turn around. 
 
    Turn around. 
 
    Turn around, Kate. 
 
    “Hey, Annie, are you riding the bus home?” she called, flipping her side ponytail and cracking her gum in mid-sentence.  
 
    Doug had a meeting with the debate team, and I wanted to grab Kate by the ponytail and order her to mind her own damned business. 
 
    “I’ll drive you home,” Grant offered immediately. I realized that we’d drawn even more of a crowd, and Cathy Henning, Gossip Queen of Madison High, turned to the two of us. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she shoved a microphone in our faces. 
 
    “Are you going out with Annie Lake?” she asked Grant, and I tried to decide if the emphasis on my last name was put there with disgust or shock. 
 
    Grant shifted my books into his elbow, and I held my breath as his arm slipped around me again. 
 
    He flashed her a wolfish grin, leaving too much open for interpretation as he walked me to my room. 
 
    By the time he stopped just outside my chemistry class, the hum that had begun when Cathy turned to Kate had morphed into a buzz that seemed to run up and down the rows of blue lockers. I must have looked scared out of my mind when Grant caught my chin in his hands. 
 
    “Hey. Let them talk. Who cares?” 
 
    I nodded, accepting my books and smiling up at him. “Thank you,” I managed, deflecting eager glances and whispers from everyone around us.  
 
    “I’ll meet you in the senior lot after school,” he told me, his hand tightening on my lower back before he turned. 
 
    I couldn’t concentrate. The periodic table of elements swarmed in a confusing jumble as I tried to contain my excitement. 
 
    Grant didn’t deny that I was going out with him. 
 
    He held my books and walked me to class. 
 
    His hand on my back. 
 
    God, just the memory of his touch left me squirming in my seat. My whateveramones came out of nowhere and punched me in the butterflies, and the hot flash left me gripping my pencil way too hard. 
 
    I was starting to get what Kate meant. 
 
    There had to be a similarity between having the hots for someone and going crazy. My mind was working overtime to push little snippets of Grant away.  
 
    His smile. 
 
    His eyes. 
 
    His hands. 
 
    Damn it. I focused on the chart on the overhead projector, praying for concentration. 
 
    O. Oxygen. Breathe. 
 
    Rn. Radon. Radioactive. 
 
    Au. Gold. Like the flecks in his hazel eyes. 
 
    Focus! By the time the bell rang, I’d worked myself up so badly that I felt like I was having a panic attack. I didn’t know what it felt like to have a panic attack, but I guessed the insane amount of pounding in my heart and the swarms of butterflies in my stomach were close enough. 
 
    Kate cornered me on the way to the senior lot, and I cringed at her shrieking squeal. “Annie! Are you? And Grant? Like… oh my God, he cut his hair and looks so fucking hot! Like Johnny Depp hot!” 
 
    “Stop,” I protested, shrugging away from her. “We’re just friends,” I argued unconvincingly. “He’s giving me and Trevor a ride home from play practice, that’s all.” 
 
    “Riight. Okay.” She grinned, backing away before wagging her fingers at me. “Call me later!” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, defeated. 
 
    I hurried to find Grant’s Jeep. He stood on the passenger’s side, his arms crossed over his chest as he watched me walk down the sidewalk. 
 
    Something about his smile made me think of J.D. in the movie Heathers. Kate had a giant poster of Christian Slater on her wall in her bedroom, and the way that Grant was grinning at me, I felt like the entire world revolved around me. 
 
    Like I was it. 
 
    “Hey,” he called, and I smiled his way shyly. 
 
    “Hey,” I answered, trying like hell to remain calm. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    His hands landed at my waist and slid up my sides, and I felt him lift me effortlessly into the air. I scrambled into the passenger seat, looking up at him. 
 
    “You should really get that fixed,” I admonished, still rattled from his hands on my body. 
 
    He smirked. “I like this way better,” he argued, reaching out to tuck my hair behind my ear. 
 
    “And he can’t afford to get it fixed, anyway,” Trevor called, interrupting the moment between us and hopping into the back seat. “His job barely pays for gas. Hey, farm girl.” 
 
    I sighed, waving his way. “Hey, Trevor.” 
 
    “You learn your lines yet?” 
 
    “I’m working on them tonight,” I defended, watching as Grant hopped over the door and took the wheel. “Grant’s helping me.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he is,” he teased, punching the back of his brother’s seat. Grant sent him a murderous look through the rearview mirror. “Have fun, Romeo.” 
 
    “Do you want to practice with me instead?” I fired, bravely turning my eyes on Trevor.  
 
    “Nope. I know my lines.” Trevor gripped the door as Grant took off from the parking lot. “Besides, I’m not as excited about kissing you as he is.” 
 
    “We’re friends,” Grant growled, and I blinked rapidly, turning to look away from them both. 
 
    Friends? 
 
    Was he saying that because Trevor was on his case? Or did he really feel like that? 
 
    Grant popped a mixed tape in his cassette player. We listened to his music the entire way back to his house, and Trevor bolted for the door before Grant had put the Jeep into park. 
 
    “Ready?”  
 
    Grant pulled the keys from the ignition and smiled my way. 
 
    I glanced at the woods, nodding quickly. “Yeah… but I should probably call my mom first, just to let her know where I am.” 
 
    He nodded, gesturing to the house. “Sounds good. Are you hungry?” 
 
    I shook my head no. The words that had been brewing during the entire drive from the high school burned my throat, and suddenly, I couldn’t hold them back any longer. “Are we really just friends?” 
 
    He looked taken aback for a moment, and then ran his thumb over the steering wheel. “You just say whatever’s on your mind, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Are we?” I demanded. 
 
    He turned toward me, and the butterflies in my stomach swarmed as his hand slid over mine. 
 
    “I think we’re friends. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I… I feel… more than that,” I poured, wanting to kick my own ass for sounding like a needy moron. 
 
    He grinned, and I stilled as his fingers encircled my wrist. His touch was feathery, as though asking permission, and I met his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed, his gaze searching mine for endless seconds. “Me too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I managed shakily, letting go of the breath I’d been holding. “Good.” 
 
    He smiled then, and his deep laughter forced a grin to my own lips. 
 
    “Good,” he repeated, exiting the car and moving around to lift me into his arms. 
 
    His parents’ house was colonial blue, and the kitchen was decorated in wallpaper prints of country chic geese wearing gingham scarves. Trevor’s head was deep inside the refrigerator, and I hurried to the phone on the wall and dialed as Grant rested his hip against the counter and watched me. 
 
    My mother picked up on the first ring. “Hello, Lake residence.” 
 
    “Hey Mom. It’s me,” I began. Trevor heard my voice, turning around from the refrigerator long enough to roll his eyes and dive back in. “I’m over at the Butler’s house studying my lines. I’ll be home before dinner.” 
 
    “Your lines? With Trevor?” my mom asked quickly, and I could already sense the unnecessary excitement in her voice. “Trevor is helping you?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” I hated lying, but there was no way I was going to elaborate on what was happening between me and Grant while standing in front of them in their kitchen. “I’ll walk home.” 
 
    “Okay, sweetie. Be safe and tell Trevor I said hello,” she added. 
 
    “I will. Bye Mom.” 
 
    I hooked the phone back on the wall, turning toward Grant. 
 
    “Ready?” he repeated. I nodded, ignoring Trevor and following Grant out to the woods. 
 
    The temperature had dropped considerably, and I wished I hadn’t chosen the white, baby-doll dress. It was one of only two dresses that I owned, and I knew that Grant had complimented me on the one I’d worn to church on Sunday. This one, however, made me feel more like a baby than a teenager. I tugged at the skirt self-consciously, moving to unzip my backpack. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked, leading us toward the creek. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just getting my sweater.” 
 
    “Cold?” he asked immediately, stopping to turn my way. 
 
    I retrieved my white sweater from my bag, smiling. “I’m okay,” I promised. “I’m a little embarrassed about how badly I’m going to suck at these lines, though.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re out here. To practice.” He stopped at the huge oak tree near the rushing creek, gesturing to my bag. “You have your script?” 
 
    “Here,” I replied, handing over the thick, stapled booklet. “I’m not that bad. Trevor makes it sound like I don’t know any of my lines. It’s really just this one monologue that I have a hard time with.” 
 
    He flipped to the page that I had dog-eared, leaning against the tree. “The highlighted one?” he clarified. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No wonder. It’s long. And… kind of slutty,” he added, and I giggled, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Slutty?” I demanded laughingly. 
 
    He grinned, scanning the script. “So, she’s saying that she should play hard to get, but she just can’t.” 
 
    I stilled, widening my eyes. “You… get that?” 
 
    He shrugged, waving the script in the air. “I already did tenth grade English. I’m a senior, remember?” 
 
    How could I forget. I shrugged, gesturing to the book. “It’s hard, though. Interpreting the words.” 
 
    “I get it.” He cleared his throat, his eyes moving over me once before landing on the script. “Okay, let’s hear it. Say it without asking me for the line. I want to hear where you’re having a hard time.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, launching into my part. Keeping my eyes on the ground, I focused on the mossy hillside, kicking at a stone with my toe. 
 
    “Annie,” he interrupted, closing the distance between us. “I can’t really hear you. Am I making you nervous?” 
 
    I shook my head, and then, on second thought, shrugged. “A little.” 
 
    He grinned. “Would it help if I turned around?” 
 
    I nodded, biting my lip and looking up at him hopefully. 
 
    Something in his eyes changed the mood, and the look on his face almost made me back away. After a moment, he turned, his hands in the air as he gripped the script. 
 
    “Okay, pretty girl. I can’t see you. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    I smiled at his compliment, trying again to muddle through my part. 
 
    “… should have been more strange, I confess, but that thou overheard’st, ere… I was… not impute this yielding light to love, which the dark night hath so discovered,” I finished, clasping my hands behind my back. 
 
    He turned slightly, his profile revealing a generous smile. “That was really good. But you skipped a line.” 
 
    “Which one?” I burst, hurrying over to him. He lowered the script, pointing to my highlighted text. 
 
    “My true love’s passion, therefore pardon me,” he read. “Try again.” 
 
    I exhaled in frustration, turning away from him this time. “My true love’s passion, therefore pardon me. Darn it.” 
 
    His hands lowered to my shoulders, and I held my breath as his fingers moved over my arms. 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    Still facing away from him, I let him wrap his arms around me. His mouth moved close to my ear, and I tried to force my heart to beat normally. 
 
    “Grant?” 
 
    “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, leaning back against him. I closed my eyes as his arms enclosed around me, holding me against him firmly.  
 
    I fit perfectly against his chest. I was sure there were a million girls who fit just as perfectly inside Grant Butler’s arms. 
 
    But he was holding me. 
 
    “I was hoping you needed help with the kissing part. Not gonna lie.” 
 
    I exhaled a laugh, loving the way his arms tightened around me. He slid down the tree, taking me with him to face away from him and sit in his lap. 
 
    I rested the back of my head against his chest, so glad that he couldn’t see me smiling like a crazy person. “You want to kiss me?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” His quick response unnerved me, and I waited for an explanation. “Yes, I want to, but not yet.” 
 
    “Then why the kissing scene?” I asked.  
 
    His mouth moved against my hair. “So I could at least almost-kiss you.” 
 
    I grinned, turning my face against his chin. “Almost-kiss me?” 
 
    “You ever have one of those?” he asked, tucking his fingers under my chin. I turned to look up at him, shaking my head. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I haven’t even done that scene with Trevor yet.” 
 
    His chest stilled, and I felt his stomach muscles tighten against my back. 
 
    “Have you ever kissed anyone?” 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. “No. Tomorrow. With Trevor. I’m so nervous and I’m afraid he’ll know he’s my first, and…” 
 
    I trailed off, hating that I’d just confessed how completely inexperienced I was. I couldn’t help but be honest with Grant. He brought that out in me, the raw candor, the openness. I wanted him to know why I was worried. 
 
    “Annie.” He threaded his hand through my hair, smoothing out the long, sandy-blonde locks. “I’m not going to let my brother be your first kiss. Sorry.” 
 
    I sighed, biting my lip to keep from smiling. “You’re not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I waited, sinking into the way that he ran his fingers through my hair. 
 
    “So you… are going to kiss me?” 
 
    He sighed, tugging on my hair ever so softly so that I had no choice but to look up at him. My back was still pressed against his chest, and I fit snugly into his lap. 
 
    His hazel eyes fell on mine, and I finally smiled, loving the way that his face looked upside-down. 
 
    “I wanted to wait. But in the interest of firsts, I’m not going to.” 
 
    He held me like that, in his lap, facing outward in his arms. My head tipped all the way back against his chest as he lowered his lips to mine. 
 
    I had no time to worry. His lips closed over my bottom one, so softly, and I arched my back to reach for him. He exhaled, his breath hot on my mouth as he moved to cup my face in his hands. 
 
    I stopped thinking. The world around us fell silent. 
 
    A warm breeze came between us and lifted me more fully into his arms. He slanted his mouth over mine and I moaned softly, parting my lips at his insistence. 
 
    When his tongue dove into my mouth, I cried out in shock. He must have heard the vulnerability in my voice as he steadied his kiss, pulling back slightly. 
 
    I couldn’t believe myself as my hands locked around his wrists, tugging him closer, refusing to let him go. 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    “Don’t go away,” I managed, my trembling voice with the uncertainty of the moment. 
 
    His mouth returned to mine, upside down like my world. 
 
    This time, when his tongue tangled with mine, he met my timid response. I was lost in senses, in the scent of earth and him, and the hot strength of the way he was holding me. 
 
    My tongue found his and pressed shyly, and he groaned, pulling me closer even as I clung to his wrists. 
 
    My heart failed to control the rhythm of impulses coursing through my body, and I let my knees rest against his outstretched leg. As if by design, his leg moved to fall over mine, so heavy, pinning me to the place in his arms that I never wanted to leave for as long as I lived. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, he broke the spell, and I could tell that he had to force himself to pull away. I gasped, lifting my wide eyes to his. 
 
    He gazed down at me, his own breaths staggering.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to say everything. I wanted to be his.  
 
    Only his.  
 
    I wanted Grant like I’d never wanted anything in my entire life. 
 
    “Still holding on?” he teased, and my eyes shifted to my hands. I’d gripped his wrists so hard, my fingernails had left half-moon imprints in his skin. 
 
    Embarrassed, I let go, blushing and trying to sit up. He caught me, laughing softly. 
 
    “Don’t go away,” he echoed, and my words from only moments before resonated in the quiet woods. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” I promised, blinking away the emotional tears before they could surface. “I don’t want to do anything but be with you. I can’t believe I said that,” I poured, wishing my ridiculous words back even as they crossed my lips. 
 
    He chuckled against my back, his hands returning to my hair. “I’m so glad you said that,” he assured me calmly, reaching for the script on the ground beside us. “And that was the best first kiss I ever got. You kiss… pretty, pretty girl.” 
 
    I beamed, touching my swollen lips as he reopened the script. “I do?” 
 
    “You do,” he agreed. “But that’s it. For a long time. You’re not ready.” 
 
    I felt my confusion rising in my temper, but before I could shift out of his arms, he lowered his mouth to my ear. 
 
    “But Annie,”’ he said, so confidently that my rapid pulse stole my ability to speak. “I’m ready for you.” 
 
    I stilled, smiling down at his hands as he held the script before me. 
 
    “You are?” I whispered finally. 
 
    He nodded against my hair, resting his chin on the crown of my head. “Yes. So let’s learn some lines before I have to go back home and be good.” 
 
    A heated flush took over, and I warmed, snuggling closer in his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 S I X 
 
    For the rest of the week, Grant spent every moment that he could with me. 
 
    I loved every moment with him. 
 
    I called Kate the second that I made it back to my bedroom and had to hold my phone receiver away from my ear as she screamed. “Annie! Are you happy? I’m so happy for you. Please tell me you’re happy,” she begged through the phone. 
 
    “I’m so happy,” I whispered, unable to find any other words to describe the way my heart took over my entire mind. 
 
    Grant stayed through play practice on Wednesday evening, sitting in the shadows while I recited my lines perfectly. When it came time to kiss Trevor, the giggling hush on the set made us both bash noses in the clumsiest kiss in the history of Romeo and Juliet. 
 
    “Way to go, farm girl,” Trevor kidded, but I could tell that he was just as nervous as I was. “Try to aim for my mouth this time. I promise you’re gonna love it.” 
 
    I cringed, delivering my lines again and accepting his quick kiss. 
 
    And immediately, I smelled the onions. 
 
    “Ew,” I cried, backing away, and Trevor laughed, along with four or five of his friends who were obviously in on his immature joke. 
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t help it,” he managed, reaching out to tug on my ponytail. Mrs. Gardener gave him an exasperated glare, rolling her eyes behind her red glasses and tossing her script to the table. 
 
    “Okay, okay, Butler. You’re not the first actor in history to pull that crap. Get over yourself.” She turned to me, catching me just in time as I stuck my tongue out at Trevor. “Annie, great job on your lines. I can tell you worked really hard. Keep projecting your voice. Really nice though.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I called, automatically searching the dark rows of chairs for Grant. When I couldn’t find him, Kate barreled in from offstage. 
 
    “Oh my God, that was soooo hot you guys,” she teased, elbowing Trevor playfully. Trevor grinned, reaching for her and puckering his lips. Justin tossed a football, narrowly missing Trevor’s head. 
 
    “Get off my girl, Butler,” he warned with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll be in the car,” I called, grabbing my backpack and nearly running for the doors. Outside, the rain had already started hitting the ground as I searched for Grant. He was pulling the top over his Jeep, and I jogged over to help him. 
 
    “Did you hear me? I did it. Perfectly,” I cried, reaching to help him struggle with the top. 
 
    He managed to cover the back before turning to me, his hands moving to grasp my face. I lifted my eyes to his, blinking away the warm, spring rain. 
 
    “I heard you. I see you,” he murmured, his eyes piercing mine.  
 
    I could feel the intensity of his strength as his eyes focused on my lips. I gripped his wrists again, batting my lashes at the rain. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I begged, shocked at my own words. 
 
    He made a sound that was something between a growl and a sigh as he dropped his forehead to mine. “No.” 
 
    “Please,” I whispered, not caring that we were both getting soaked by the downpour. 
 
    “I’ll come hang out with you tonight. Meet me in your studio,” he ordered quickly as Trevor caught up with the Jeep. 
 
    Trevor went on and on about his stupid prank the entire drive home. Grant dropped me off in my driveway, and I made a dash for my bedroom, eager to clean myself up and run out to my studio. 
 
    “Annie,” my dad called, is voice coming from downstairs. I towel-dried my hair as best I could, hurrying to the kitchen. 
 
    “Hi Dad… I…” 
 
    I stopped short, realizing that both Doug and my mom were sitting at the table as well. Doug sat back, his eyes swinging between me and my parents. 
 
    “Annie,” my dad repeated, gesturing to my chair. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I gripped the towel, lowering to the chair slowly. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I thought of the millions of things that could be wrong. My grandparents were getting up there in age, and I was worried about hearing some kind of terrible news about them. Or was it my own parents? Were they sick? The grave look on my mother’s face almost made me panic. 
 
    “Annie, are you going out with Grant Butler?” 
 
    Doug’s voice cut through my worried thoughts, and my mouth fell open as I looked at my parents. 
 
    “What? No,” I burst, fighting the nervous laughter that genuinely rose from deep in the pit of my stomach. “No! Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Rumors. At school.” Doug shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t believe them, but he’s been dropping you off from play practice, and then school yesterday.” 
 
    Defensive, I flattened against my chair, turning to my parents. “Trevor’s in the play! And Doug, you had the debate team meeting yesterday, and he drives Trevor home every day, and he offered me a ride too, since I’m right here. One road over.” 
 
    My father exchanged a look with my mother, and finally my mom spoke. “Annie, we know you have some feelings for Trevor. And we’re happy about that. Trevor is sixteen. He’s in your class. We’ve known him for years. Grant is too old for you.” 
 
    “He’s eighteen,” I said evenly, and then quickly followed with an eye roll. “But you don’t have to worry, I’m not dating anyone, so stop.” 
 
    Truth. I wasn’t dating Grant. I didn’t know what in the hell we were doing, but it wasn’t dating. 
 
    “Okay.” My dad sat back as well, winking my way and nodding toward the studio. “That was uncomfortable. Love you,” he added playfully. 
 
    I stood, moving to press a kiss to his cheek, and then hug my mom. “I love you guys too. Don’t sit me down like this ever again for something so stupid. I thought Gran or Gramps was sick.” 
 
    “Sorry, honey,” my mother replied, returning my hug. 
 
    “He walked you to your class,” Doug argued. 
 
    I wanted to pick up a chair and bash him with it. Narrowing my eyes, I turned to glare at him. “Mind your own business, okay? He’s a nice guy, and that’s it.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Doug called, scraping his chair back and moving to the living room. My father followed him, and my mom reached for my hand as I turned for the back door. 
 
    “Annie,” she said softly, squeezing my fingers in hers. “Be careful, okay? I trust you. But it’s the boys I don’t trust. You know that.” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing hard. “I know, Mom.” 
 
    She gestured to the stove. “Dinner?” 
 
    I grinned, grabbing an apple from the counter again. “I’m good.” 
 
    “You can’t live on apples, Annie May.” 
 
    Unlike most kids, I loved when my mother used my middle name. It also reminded me that I had less than a week until my sixteenth birthday. “I know,” I replied sweetly, pressing a kiss to her cheek before taking off for my studio. 
 
    Grant wasn’t waiting for me inside, and I searched my desk for another letter. When I found nothing out of the ordinary, I sighed, plunking down in my chair to wait for him. 
 
    Almost an hour later, I heard him at the back door. The rain had turned to a light drizzle, and he hurried inside, pressing a cassette tape to my hand as he entered. 
 
    “Sorry. I got stuck,” he explained, and I could tell that he didn’t plan on elaborating. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I replied, smiling at the tape in my palm. “Should I play it?” 
 
    “Yes you should play it,” he replied teasingly, bending to wrap his arms around me. His hug nearly lifted me from my feet, and I laughed, looping my arms around his neck. 
 
    “You’re so tall,” I murmured, gazing up into his eyes. 
 
    He lowered me to the hardwood floor, lifting one eyebrow. “And you’re so pretty. I’ll be over here,” he warned, grinning as he backed to what I now called his chair. 
 
    I blushed, moving to my cassette player to insert the tape. In minutes, music filled the room, and I sat at my desk, smiling. 
 
    “John Denver?” I laughed, sighing as he ran his hand through his damp hair. “I love this.” 
 
    “I knew you would. I thought there was no way you made it through sixteen years without hearing “Annie’s Song.” Am I right?” 
 
    I shrugged, listening to the romantic lyrics as I gazed at him. “I never heard it like this before.” 
 
    He smirked, watching me carefully. “I’m kind of embarrassed to admit this is my new favorite song.” 
 
    I leaned forward, resting my hands on my chin. “What about Soundgarden?” 
 
    He leaned forward, letting his forearms rest on his knees. “What about Soundgarden?” 
 
    I grinned, sitting back and reaching for my pens as I shrugged. “Okay then. Grant… can I draw you?” 
 
    After a moment, he narrowed his eyes, and I almost sighed out loud at his handsome face as he flashed me the most amused expression. “You want to draw me,” he clarified playfully, and I squared my shoulders in renewed confidence. 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, unable to stop smiling. “Please?” 
 
    He sat back again, holding his arms out at his side. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    I grinned, choosing a pen and holding my stomach in laughter as he struck an obnoxious pose. “How’s this?” he checked, reenacting Rodin’s The Thinker.  
 
    “Perfect. Very intelligent,” I assured him, sketching quickly.  
 
    As I lifted my eyes back and forth between him and the paper, his smile fell a little. I paused, my brows furrowing as I met his gaze. 
 
    “What?” I begged, suddenly worried that he was irritated with my immature suggestion to sketch him. 
 
    He spoke without moving, his words so poignant that I nearly dropped my pen. “Nothing,” he replied quietly, and then on second thought, he smiled again. “Everything. You.” 
 
    The song ended, and the next song began. He stood, holding his hand out to me, and I lifted my eyes in confusion.  
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    I stood, moving to him slowly as Eric Clapton’s “Wonderful Tonight” began. He held his arms out, and I moved into them easily. 
 
    “You want to dance with me?” I asked, my whole heart swelling beyond my years.  
 
    He wrapped one arm around me and took my hand, pressing it to his chest. “We missed prom. And there’s really nowhere else for me to dance with you.” 
 
    “You would have asked me to prom?” I whispered.  
 
    He looked thoughtful for a moment, finally nodding his head with an embarrassed grin. “Yeah. I would have. If you wanted to go.” 
 
    I rested my head against his chest, swaying with him to the music. “I don’t even know how to dance. I don’t know if I’m doing this right. I’ve never danced with anyone-” 
 
    “Annie,” he said, cutting off my nervous rambling with his deep voice. “I love that you’ve never danced with anyone. I haven’t much, either, but this feels pretty good.” 
 
    I lifted my face to his. “Did you just make me this tape? Before you came over here?” 
 
    He gave me an adorably sarcastic smirk. “That’s kind of lame, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No,” I cried, shaking my head and pressing my cheek to his chest again. “No, it’s not, it’s… you’re… perfect.” 
 
    He swayed with me throughout the rest of the song, his fingers kneading against my back gently.  
 
    I didn’t know if it was possible to fall in love at barely sixteen years old, but I was. I did.  
 
    With Grant. 
 
    He didn’t kiss my lips again, though I would have died for another kiss. He let his lips brush my forehead before sending a wayward glance to the back door. “Am I going to get to see you on your birthday?” 
 
    I sighed, shaking my head. “I’m going to my grandparents’ house for the weekend. Kind of a tradition. We spend the night, and I won’t be home until late Sunday night.” 
 
    “Sunday is still your birthday,” he replied. “I have to work all weekend, anyway. So I’ll see you Sunday night. Go inside, get some dinner. You can’t live on apples.” 
 
    I laughed, nodding reluctantly. 
 
    He hugged me again before heading out the door. 
 
    Thursday, he walked me to every class. I passed Doug once in the hall, and he gave me a cool glare that I knew I’d have to answer for later. 
 
    Play practice was torturous. I couldn’t wait for it to end so I could see Grant. He had errands to run, so Trevor and I ended up waiting with Kate and Justin for almost ten minutes after practice ended. 
 
    Kate looked like she was about to say something to me, and I jumped as the door to the auditorium slammed. 
 
    Doug stood in the hall, jangling his keys. “Come on, Annie.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, turning to Trevor quickly. He caught my anxious look, pushing my backpack my way. “Go on. I’ll tell him that the warden came for you.” 
 
    I could have hugged Trevor. I thanked him softly, hurrying with Doug out to the curb where he’d parked. 
 
    Not five seconds after we’d pulled into the road, his eyes whipped to mine. “Grant Butler is too old for you, Annie.” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I snapped, hugging my backpack to my chest and trying my best to ignore him. 
 
    “He smokes pot, did you know that?” 
 
    “He doesn’t around me,” I bit, wanting so badly to defend Grant but not wanting to engage Doug any further. 
 
    He turned onto the main road. “I have to tell Mom and Dad. You know that, right? You’re fifteen. He’s eighteen. That’s-” 
 
    “He just turned eighteen, and I’m almost sixteen! And we’re just friends, Doug, that’s it! Nothing more!” 
 
    “Did you make out with him?” he demanded. 
 
    I cringed, turning to glare at him. “You’re my brother, do you really want to know that?” 
 
    “Yes I want to know that! I’ll kick his fucking ass!” 
 
    “Don’t swear, it sounds stupid coming from you!” 
 
    “You’re a kid, Annie. He’s about to graduate. I’d never date a tenth grader..” 
 
    I hurled my backpack at the floor, clenching my fists as I turned his way. “We’re not dating! He’s my friend! No, we don’t make out. We talk. He’s smart and he loves music and we… oh my God I do not have to explain myself to you. Mind your own business!” 
 
    “I’m still telling Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “You sound like a baby. Go ahead.” 
 
    “They won’t let you see him, you know that, right?” His voice softened, and I fought back angry tears. “What about Trevor? Don’t you like him?” 
 
    “No I don’t like him,” I managed, my trembling voice succumbing to the burgeoning tears. “Just stop talking to me, okay?” 
 
    Doug remained silent for the rest of the way home. I ignored everyone and ran straight to my room, slamming the door. 
 
    The P and L that Grant had written for me were tucked into the frame on my wall, and I grabbed both scraps of paper, his flannel shirt, and my box of tissues before curling into my bed. 
 
    Sometime later, I heard my mom’s voice as she knocked softly on my door. I tried to pretend I was sleeping, but she knew better. 
 
    “Annie.” 
 
    I turned over, lifting my teary eyes to hers. “What, Mom?” 
 
    She moved to my bed, noticing immediately that I was wrapped in an article of clothing that she didn’t recognize. She fingered the material, lifting her eyes to mine. “His?” 
 
    “Yeah. I like him. We’re friends. He respects me,” I poured, unable to stop the torrent of emotions that had been brewing for hours. “I like him so much. I… I love him, Mom. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m falling in love with him. And don’t tell me that it’s not possible because I know how I feel,” I cried, brushing at my tears with the backs of my hands. 
 
    She sighed deeply, lowering next to me on the bed. “Did you… go all the way with him?” she asked, her own voice shaking more than mine. 
 
    “What? No!” I sobbed, tucking my face against her shoulder. “No, it’s not like that. We listen to music. We hang out and talk. He’s joining the Marines after graduation, and I… don’t want him to go.” 
 
    “Honey.” She smoothed my long hair, sighing deeply. “I understand that you have feelings for him. But he’s too old for you right now. I love you, and I understand that you enjoy seeing him. But it’s going to have to remain during school hours only.” 
 
    “Mom-” 
 
    “Your father and I have already discussed this, Annie.” She felt me stiffen, letting me move away from her. “Either Doug or I will pick you up from play practice from now on. No more riding with him in his car. Understand?” 
 
    I realized then that they still had no idea that I’d been seeing Grant in my studio or the woods.  
 
    I nodded, turning away from her. “It’s not fair,” I managed. “He’s not that much older than me. Two and a half years.” 
 
    “In a few years, you’re right. But right now, no.” 
 
    Pressing my face into my arm, I let his flannel soak up my tears. “Leave me alone. Please.” 
 
    I felt the bed shift as she got up. The door closed softly, and I cried myself to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 S E V E N 
 
    Friday, around three o’clock in morning, I woke up starving and overly alert. 
 
    I realized that I was still wearing my jeans. I slipped out of my pants, Grant’s flannel hanging to my calves. Padding downstairs barefoot, I grabbed an apple and quietly slipped out the back door. 
 
    The yard was bathed in moonlight. The grass was dewy beneath my toes, and I bit into the apple, angry at my parents, at Doug, and at the world.  
 
    There was absolutely no reason I couldn’t hang around with Grant. He was polite, respectful, fun, interesting… I loved everything about him. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    Inside my studio, I closed the door, my mouth stilling over the apple as I focused on the object in the center of my desk. 
 
    Hurrying to the box, I opened the paper on top with trembling fingers. 
 
      
 
    Annie, 
 
    I missed you tonight.  
 
    I got you a letter for your birthday. I can’t wait to see you tomorrow. 
 
    Grant 
 
      
 
    I reached for the tiny box, not bothering to take the time to turn on my desk lamp. Inside, the small, gold locket was attached to a dainty chain, and I gasped at the tiny letter in the center of the oval.  
 
    A. 
 
    My smile took over my whole body, and I wanted to run through the woods, find his bedroom, and wake him up with a kiss. Carefully, I slid my fingernail in the crease to open the locket. 
 
    Unable to make out what exactly the miniscule words were on either side of the gold, I finally turned on the desk lamp. 
 
    On the left side, I read the word first. 
 
    On the right, I held my breath at the word last. 
 
    Lowering to the chair, I held the locket in my hands, smiling, sighing, forcibly resisting letting go of an excited squeal.  
 
    I was going to be sixteen in two days, and was pretty sure that I had a boyfriend. Finally. And he wasn’t just any boyfriend, he was older, and sexy, and joining the Marines. 
 
    I had no idea what he saw in me. 
 
    Reaching behind my hair, I fastened the locket, letting it fall against my chest. From the corner of my eye, I noticed I’d left my pair of K Swiss tennis shoes in the corner of the barn. 
 
    On a whim, I shoved my feet into my sneakers, grabbed my flashlight, and took off of the woods. 
 
    I made it as far as the oak tree before I saw his flashlight bobbing my way.  
 
    He switched off the light, and I did the same. When he was finally close enough to see, I watched his proud smile as he found the locket at my chest. 
 
    “You like it,” he murmured, backing me up to the oak tree. 
 
    I lifted my face to his. “I love it.” 
 
    He searched my eyes in the darkness, shoving his fingers into my hair to hold my face in his hands. 
 
    “You love it?” he repeated. 
 
    I nodded, closing my eyes. “I love you, Grant.” 
 
    His mouth crashed to mine. This time, unlike our upside-down kiss, there was no awkward angle. His tongue pushed inside of me, and I gasped, wrapping my arms around his neck and letting him lift me against the tree. 
 
    The wildness of his kiss left me trembling. He coaxed me, pushing me into a frenzy of heat, of emotion, of breathless movement. I was vaguely aware that his hips had me pinned against the tree, and his hand left my face to slide up my leg. 
 
    I broke away, and he immediately moved his hands back to my hair. 
 
    “I love you, Annie,” he whispered, so reverently that I could only gaze at him through the porcelain moonlight. 
 
    And I burst into tears. 
 
    “Hey,” he soothed, kissing my cheeks before moving back to my lips. “Is it me? Is this too fast?” 
 
    “No, it’s my parents,” I sobbed, clinging to him. “They know we’re seeing each other. Doug saw us and told them. They are furious with me. They said I can’t ride with you anymore. They don’t know that you come to the barn, or that I meet you out here,” I cried. 
 
    “Because I’m too old for you,” he guessed, and I nodded. He backed away slightly, letting me slide down the tree to stand on my feet. “If I talked to them, do you think they’d understand?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, letting him wipe away my tears.  
 
    He nodded, pressing his lips to my forehead. “It’s okay. We’re not doing anything we shouldn’t be doing. I’ll make sure of that,” he promised. 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but I guessed that he was talking about going ‘all the way’ as my mother had so absurdly put it. 
 
    “I respect you, and your family. Okay?” he urged, tipping my chin up so that my eyes met his 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed softly. 
 
    He grinned. “So we can only meet in the woods after all,” he teased, and I gave into a defeated smile. 
 
    “Like villains,” I added, remembering his words from the first night. 
 
    After a moment, he wrapped his arms around me. I folded into his strong, loving hold. “We have two months, Annie. Before I leave for boot camp. I’ll find a way to make it the perfect for you,” he promised. 
 
    With a burst of confidence, I rose to my tip-toes, pressing my lips to his. He caught me in his arms, lifting me up and against him. 
 
    He left me dizzied with a need that I wasn’t ready for and didn’t understand. The butterflies in my stomach grew and flocked and fluttered until I would have done anything that he wanted me to do. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    “That’s enough, pretty girl,” he exhaled, panting quietly against my lips. “I’ll walk you back through the woods. Get some sleep tonight. I’ll see you in school tomorrow.” 
 
    His hand engulfed mine, and I smiled, leaning against him as he walked me home. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Grant walked me to each of my classes. At lunch, he settled into the empty seat next to Kate, and she wasn’t subtle at all about her excitement. He grinned her way, and I could hear all the girls at my table whisper in unison. 
 
    “Hi Kate,” he delivered smoothly, and she blushed. 
 
    “Hey there… Annie’s boyfriend,” she replied boldly, sitting back and crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s okay to call you that, right?” 
 
    Grant grinned across the table to me, and I automatically reached for my locket, smoothing it between my fingers. 
 
    “If it’s okay with Annie,” he replied, and I broke into an involuntary smile, looking down shyly. 
 
    “So, you’re really leaving for the Marines in July?” she demanded, lifting her eyebrows to him expectantly. 
 
    He nodded, and I looked up to meet his eyes. “Boot camp, yeah. So we have two months,” he said quietly, as though reminding me. 
 
    “Hm. Two months,” she repeated, and I didn’t miss her naughty grin.  
 
    After the bell rang to signal the end of the day, I found Grant waiting by my locker. As I worked on the combination, he lowered his voice so that only I could hear. “Your brother doesn’t like me.” 
 
    I froze, glancing around to see Doug walking by with a few of his friends. I caught the threatening look that he gave Grant and planned to have it out with him later. 
 
    “Ignore him. He’s all protective of me all of a sudden. Probably because I’ve never dated anyone,” I suggested, closing my locker after retrieving my books. 
 
    “I get it. I’ve already taken some shit about it.” 
 
    Stopping in midstride, I turned to him quickly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He shrugged, reaching for my backpack to sling over his shoulder. “Because you’re so young. Fuck them, who cares.” 
 
    “I care,” I tried, my insecurities taking over. “Are they talking about me?” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around me, bending to kiss the top of my head. It was the first time he’d kissed me at school, and I glanced around to see who was watching. 
 
    “Only about how pretty and smart you are,” he promised. 
 
    I was sure that he was lying, but I immediately smiled at his compliments. “No they’re not. But thank you.” I narrowed my eyes, beyond irritated. “We’re not the first senior and sophomore in the history of the world to date. I’m not that young, and you’re not that old. People are just nosy assholes.” 
 
    He hugged me tighter, chuckling at my comment. “You’re right. And you shouldn’t say bad words, young lady.” 
 
    My lips twisted into a protesting smirk, and I rolled my eyes. “Stop.” 
 
    He grinned down at me, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “When do you leave for your grandparents’ house?” 
 
    “Around six,” I replied, walking with him to the doors.  
 
    Trevor came up behind us, taking the time to shove Grant with his shoulder. “Hey, no play practice today. Mrs. Gardener has the flu. You riding home with us, farm girl?” 
 
    “It’s Annie,” I snapped as I watched Doug make his way through the cafeteria toward us. “No, I can’t. Later?” I asked, hoping that Grant would pick up on the surreptitious meaning of my word. 
 
    “Later,” he said, squeezing my hand before heading into the parking lot with Trevor. 
 
    I ignored Doug the entire way home. Running through the kitchen, I reached for the apples, finding a note from my mother in the empty bowl.  
 
      
 
    Eat real food, Annie. I love you. 
 
      
 
    Scowling, I took off through the backyard, grinning to see movement through the window of my studio. 
 
    Grant held the door open for me, and the moment he closed it, his mouth was on mine. 
 
    I was used to the way that he lifted me into his arms, and nothing made his kiss seem more surreal than feeling my feet dangle above the ground as he held me. He lowered to his chair, taking me with him, and I straddled his lap.  
 
    I could feel his restraint as his hands cemented to my back. Every time he began to move them lower, I’d waver between inviting his roaming touch and shying away from the unknown.  
 
    I let my hair fall around us, creating the perfect cocoon as I turned my face for better access to his kiss. 
 
    He tasted like peppermint, and with every twist of his tongue, I pressed my hips closer to his stomach, wanting more but not understanding what more was.  
 
    He was there, kissing me, holding me, but it wasn’t enough.  
 
    I wanted him to touch me.  
 
    It was a thought that came from nowhere and everywhere all at once. I never imagined wanting that from any boy I’d ever met.  
 
    With Grant, I wanted everything. 
 
    All of him. 
 
    “Okay,” he managed, forcibly pulling away. “We have to stop. I have to stop.” 
 
    I gave him a pouty look, and he laughed, his deep voice rumbling against my chest. 
 
    “Kiss me more,” I pleaded, and he shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t, Annie.” He stood quickly, taking me with him. I giggled, finally finding the floor with my feet. “But I brought you something.” 
 
    I automatically turned to my desk. 
 
    He’d placed a twig near my pens, and I reached for his gift, smiling into his sparkling eyes. 
 
    “It’s a Y,” he explained. 
 
    “I see that,” I replied, twisting my lips thoughtfully. “P-L-A-Y. Play. Play? Are you spelling something for me?” I asked, completely ecstatic over his game. 
 
    He shrugged, sliding his arms around my waist. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Are there more?” 
 
    He leaned in, his mouth brushing my ear as he spoke. “I told you, there are many more. Twenty-two, to be exact.” 
 
    I laughed, reaching for his kiss whether he liked it or not. 
 
    He gave in, holding my face in his hands as his mouth lowered to mine. 
 
    At that moment, the door swung open, and my father blocked the sunlight with his furious stance. 
 
    I tore my mouth from Grant’s, trying to hurry and put myself between him and my father. My mother filed in right behind my dad, and I covered my mouth in shock. 
 
    “Out. Now.” My father’s seething words were enough to put the fear of God into anyone. Grant was only slightly taller than my dad. His face fell, and a stony mask replaced his brilliant smile. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Grant replied, moving into the yard without looking back at me. 
 
    “Dad, we weren’t… he was just…” 
 
    “Annie, be quiet.” My mother stood next to my father, her arms crossed over her chest. “Alex, calm down,” she said to my dad, under her breath. 
 
    “How long? How long have you been sneaking over here? Annie?” My father demanded, pointing at my studio. “How many times has he been here?” 
 
    I was shaking. My dad had never yelled at me, and my heart broke under his accusing glare. “He just comes over and we listen to music… and I talk to him about calligraphy, and-” 
 
    “-and you have your hands all over her,” my dad cut in, and I thought for one horrifying moment that he was going to punch Grant in the face. 
 
    “Alex,” my mother said again, this time reaching for his arm. “Take a breath.” 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Lake,” Grant began, keeping his gaze steady with my father’s. “Annie is telling the truth. We talk, that’s all. Today I kissed her. Without my hands,” he added, and my dad nearly growled. 
 
    “Are you being a smart ass?” he demanded, and Grant shook his head. 
 
    “No, sir. I’m telling you the truth. I haven’t touched her. I won’t. I kissed her. That’s all.” 
 
    “Annie,” my mother said, and only then did I realize that I was sobbing. Tears poured down my cheeks, and my shoulders shook with the weight of my anxiety. “Honey, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No more.” My dad turned to me, his voice softening slightly. “You are not allowed on or anywhere near my property, do you understand me? Annie, you are not allowed to see him. Except at school. Chaperoned. Understand me?” 
 
    His authoritative voice shook my confidence. I nodded quickly, brushing at my tears. I was beyond mortified. There was no coming back from the way my parents were behaving, and I wanted the earth to open up and swallow me whole. 
 
    “What about you? Am I clear?” my dad asked Grant, and he nodded. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” There was no nervousness in his tone. His eyes were on me, and I could tell that he was employing all of his restraint not to reach for me. “I care about Annie. She’s upset. I’ll go… please don’t take this out on her. It’s my fault for sneaking over. She told me that you didn’t allow her to see me. I should have respected that.” 
 
    “She’s not getting out of this without taking some blame,” my dad replied, and I turned into my mother’s shoulder as she wrapped her arms around me. “But I agree. As the adult in this situation, you should have backed off. And I’ll tell you right now, if you ever lay a hand on her again- or a mouth- I’ll have you arrested. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Dad,” I cried, but Grant met my eyes in silent acknowledgement. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’re clear.”  
 
    He turned walked toward the road, and I pushed away from my mom, running for my bedroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 E I G H T 
 
    My sixteenth birthday was the worst birthday I’d ever had. 
 
    My parents tried to play everything off like nothing had happened, but I treated them both with cool contempt. When we got home on Sunday evening, I ran to my studio under the watchful eyes of my parents. Part of me hoped that Grant would completely disobey their rules and be waiting for me, but I knew that he wouldn’t. 
 
    It just wasn’t him. 
 
    On my desk, I found a torn page of the script from the play. My script was in my bedroom, so I assumed he’d used Trevor’s copy. The letter M was written in his pointed handwriting, and my eyes were drawn to the part of Romeo and Juliet that he’d chosen for me. 
 
      
 
    And he will make the face of heaven so fine 
 
    That all the world will be in love with night 
 
    And pay no worship to the garish sun. 
 
    Oh, I have bought the mansion of a love, 
 
    But not possessed it, and though I am sold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I recited the part in my mind, recalling the way I’d first read the words when I learned of their meaning. 
 
    I love him, I am his. 
 
    But he hasn’t possessed me. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    The clandestine meaning forced my heart to erratic beats, and I knew, at that moment, that Grant was in love with me. 
 
    What my parents had said meant nothing to him. He would continue to love me, no matter what, for as long as I would have him. 
 
    An M. I tucked the paper into my pocket, smiling as I ran back to the house. 
 
    . . . 
 
    He was waiting for me at my locker the next day, and carried my books as though nothing had happened. I rested against him, but he stiffened, lowering his voice. 
 
    “No touching, Annie.” 
 
    Shaken, I nodded, realizing that he had truly taken my father’s words to heart.  
 
    “Thank you for the letter,” I managed. 
 
    When the bell rang, we were both late for class. After a furtive glance down the hall to see that we were alone, he swung us around the corner and into the empty music hall. His lips were only seconds from mine as he bent to whisper to me.  
 
    “Happy birthday, pretty girl.”  
 
    He kissed me then, and I melted, realizing that the no-touching was all a front for Doug and the rest of the school. His kiss ended before it really began, and my knees were weak and trembling as he pulled away. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “I walked home on the road on Friday instead of through the woods. For your parents,” he added. “Do you think we can still meet in the woods?” he asked, and my eyes darted to a hall monitor making his way toward us. 
 
    “Yes,” I rushed, nodding quickly. “I’ll get Kate to cover for me. I know she will.” 
 
    “Good. I work tonight, and you have play practice. Tomorrow,” he said, smiling down at me before turning. I slipped into my classroom, my heart thundering against my chest.  
 
    After play practice, Doug picked me up. I ate dinner with my parents and spent the evening on the couch watching MacGyver and working on homework. My parents exchanged glances several times, but I could tell that they were smugly pleased with my obedience. 
 
    My stomach churned as I thought through my plans for Tuesday. 
 
    As it turned out, Kate was more than willing to cover for me. She nearly flipped out at lunch with excitement. “I knew you had it in you!” she cried, waving me away as I shushed her. “Okay, listen. Ride home with me on the bus today, and I’ll get Justin to drop you off at the Butlers’. Cool?” 
 
    Oh, the guilt tore at my conscience, but the overwhelming need to see Grant won over immediately. “Yes. Thank you,” I hurried, gathering the remnants of my lunch. 
 
    I told Doug I was going to Kate’s house, and he waited in the parking lot until I was safely on the bus.  
 
    Kate talked incessantly on the way home, tugging me down to hide our conversation behind her backpack. 
 
    “I have something for you.” She fished into her bag for her purse, glancing around. “I only have two, but he should have some. If he doesn’t, he’s a jerk.” She opened her palm, and I widened my eyes at the small, square packages she held in her hand. 
 
    Condoms. I covered her hand with mine, shaking my head. 
 
    “No, it’s not like that, we-” 
 
    “Whateveramones. Hallucination. Trust me.” She shoved them my way again, arching her dark eyebrows. “Better safe than knocked up like Sarah Preggo Parson.” 
 
    I thought of Sarah’s last days in our school, her rounded belly drawing the attention of all of her classmates. She was in our grade, and my mother had nearly had a heart attack when she found out about her. 
 
    I took the condoms to make her stop talking about them. Nervously, I shoved them into the bottom of my backpack, planning to toss them into the trash can as soon as I got home. 
 
    Justin was waiting in Kate’s driveway, and only then did I realize that she rode the bus solely for my benefit. I threw my arms around her, pressing my face to her shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you. For helping me,” I added. 
 
    “Hey, I’m your best friend. If we’re not here for each other, who will be?” she said, returning my hug. 
 
    Justin and Kate dropped me off in the Butler’s driveway. I started for the woods, but stopped when I heard the front door open. 
 
    “Annie?” 
 
    Shifting my backpack, I tightened my grip on the strap, turning to face his mother. 
 
    I’d met her only once or twice at school functions, but had never really talked to her. Her dark hair was gathered into a bun, and I guessed that she was at least an inch or so shorter than I was. I vaguely remembered Trevor telling me that his mom was into ballet, and seeing the agile woman before me, I admired her dancer’s grace as she moved. 
 
    Wide, hazel eyes like Grant’s smiled my way, and I nervously made my way up their sidewalk. 
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Rhodes,” I forced, extending my hand. At least I knew her married name, and that Grant and Trevor had kept their father’s last name. 
 
    She held the screen door open wider, waving me in. “Please, call me Karen. Come in so I can properly hug you, sweetie.” 
 
    I smiled at that, and sure enough, I was met with a dainty hug just inside their front door. “Sorry, I thought Grant would be here.” 
 
    She beamed, finding my hand and squeezing it tightly. “He’ll be right back. I sent him to the store for a couple groceries. Come in, I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I’m really okay,” I assured her, settling into her country-goose decorated kitchen. She brushed at a stray hair, tucking it back into her bun. 
 
    “Grant said you’d say that. He also said you like apples,” she said, and I flushed, lowering to the kitchen chair. 
 
    “He… did?”  
 
    He talked about me? To his mom? She took the seat across from me, handing me a plate with an apple and paring knife. “Grant’s told me all about you. I tried to remind him that I’ve known you since you and Trevor were in Kindergarten together,” she added. “Are you excited for the play this weekend?” 
 
    I nodded, politely slicing the apple she’d given me. “Yes,” I said, trying to find my manners. “I’m not as good as Trevor, but I try.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you’re wonderful.” She stood as the tea kettle on the stove began to whistle. “Tea?” 
 
    “No thank you,” I answered, nibbling on an apple slice. “Grant… talks about me?” 
 
    She smiled, carefully removing the kettle from the stovetop. “We had a very long conversation about you this weekend. After your parents walked in on the two of you.” 
 
    I was positive that my cheeks matched the apple. “Oh… that’s… embarrassing.” 
 
    “No, it’s boringly normal, actually,” she replied, adding some sugar before carrying her mug back to the table. “If you were my daughter, I would have done the same thing that your parents did.” 
 
    “But we weren’t doing anything but…” I trailed off, suddenly horrified that I was about to talk to Grant’s mother about kissing him. 
 
    Thankfully, she cut me off with a gentle nod. “I have a good idea of what you were doing. Annie,” she began, leaning forward in her chair. “Are you planning to sneak around with my son?” 
 
    I could barely swallow the chunk of apple in my throat. Inhaling deeply, I lifted my guilty eyes to hers. 
 
    And I nodded. 
 
    She ran her thumb over the rim of her mug, her expression filled with amusement. “Honesty. Admirable.” 
 
    “I love spending time with him. We just… everything about him…” 
 
    “Sweetie, I’m Grant’s biggest fan,” she reminded me, offering a conspiratorial wink. “But, I’m also a parent. I can’t watch you go behind your parents’ backs and condone it,” she added. 
 
    I glanced out the sliding glass door to our right, blinking back disappointed tears. 
 
    “I understand,” I managed shakily. 
 
    “So, I’m not watching.”  
 
    Her easy tone forced my attention her way, and a slow smile touched her lips. 
 
    “You’re… not?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I’m not watching you both be on your best behaviors, be safe, and keep your futures in mind,” she added with a stern glance my way. “I was sixteen once, too. Stop when you start to wonder if you should. Okay?” 
 
    Oh, my God. I’d just walked onto the set of an afterschool special starring me and Grant’s mother. 
 
    “I understand,” I hurried, blushing uncontrollably. 
 
    “I know that you do,” she agreed, gesturing to the door. “And I just heard him pull in. So, I’m not watching. See? No clue what’s going on.” She turned her back to me, and I burst into laughter as Grant moved through the doorway. 
 
    “Hey… Mom?” He smiled my way, but Karen held her hand over her eyes, sipping her tea. 
 
    “Great. I’m hearing voices again,” she called. Grant looked at me, and I giggled, gesturing to his mom. 
 
    “She doesn’t see me sneaking around with you. Because that would be wrong,” I explained. 
 
    He smirked, reaching into the brown paper grocery bag to remove a half gallon of milk. “Nice.” 
 
    Karen started to pull her hand away, and then quickly closed her eyes. “If I were hearing voices, I’d remind them that they are absolutely not allowed in Grant’s bedroom with the door closed at any time. That is all.” 
 
    I laughed again, and Grant folded the grocery bag neatly. “Loud and clear, Mom.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, waved at him, and proceeded to carry her tea into the other room. 
 
    He leaned forward on the counter, nodding toward the woods. “Want to walk?” 
 
    I nodded, standing as he made his way to the table. Without a word, I pressed myself against his chest, and his arms surrounded me. 
 
    “Your mom is so nice,” I said, and he snorted, smoothing my hair with his palm. 
 
    “She’s practical. And she knows me well enough to trust me.” 
 
    “Maybe my parents should get to know you,” I countered. 
 
    He sighed deeply. “Maybe.” 
 
    We moved into the backyard, and I took the time to walk around and admire the landscaping. A tire swing hung from a large weeping willow, and I grinned, making a break for it. 
 
    He followed, holding it steady while I gained my footing. “I don’t think anyone’s been on this thing in years,” he said, climbing onto the other side to face me. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted one,” I admitted, gripping the thick rope as he helped us get the momentum to swing. 
 
    I couldn’t stop laughing as he propelled us further and further into the air. When I begged him to slow down, he leaned forward, wrapping his arms around me and catching my lips in his. 
 
    I was flying, lost in the afternoon sunshine, somewhere between child and adult. It was one of the moments I’d think about again and again throughout the years, a single memory that would flood my consciousness with nostalgia. The smell of the grass, the sun on our faces, even the gait of the swing as we moved through the air... 
 
    I was making memories with Grant that I’d hold on to for the rest of my life. 
 
    We stumbled off the swing together, still locked in each other’s arms. 
 
    “I could kiss you forever. All the time. You’re better than music,” he murmured between kisses, his hands locked in my hair. 
 
    “You’re better than... letters,” I breathed, and he laughed, stretching over me beneath the shady tree. 
 
    We were content making out below our tent of willow branches that skimmed the grass, and by the time my good sense began to give up and my body took over, he reluctantly pulled away. 
 
    “Annie,” he hummed, his mouth trailing down my throat. “This will get harder for me. Stopping. You have to help me,” he added. 
 
    I remembered his mother’s words for a split second before his tongue moved over my neck. 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    A man’s voice interrupted us, and he sat up, taking my hands and pulling me to my feet. I was lightheaded, my mind still a pile of mush from our kissing. 
 
    “That’s my stepdad. Come on, I’ll drive you back to Kate’s.” 
 
    I almost asked him why he didn’t want to introduce me to his stepdad, but I decided that maybe that was too personal. I nodded, watching him disappear into the house and return a few moments later with my backpack. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. I nodded, following him to his Jeep. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The worst part about lying to my parents was looking them in the eye at dinner. I made up half-assed truths about how I felt like my friendship with Kate was so much stronger now, and the time that we were spending together made us realize how much we’d missed each other. 
 
    Bullshit. All bullshit, and I’d started wearing turtlenecks to cover the evidence of my make-out sessions. 
 
    Grant and I talked for hours after school, during school, whenever we had a moment to steal with each other. He told me about his stepdad, Kyle, and how they’d never really been close. His mom was amazing, always playful with a smile that reminded me of both of her sons. She was kind of earthy, and was into the zodiac and the different phases of the moon. I was impressed by her knowledge of birth signs. 
 
    “You’re a Taurus, Annie. The first one I’ve ever known, actually,” Karen said with an discerning smile. “You’re creative and dependable. Faithful,” she added one afternoon. 
 
    Grant seemed used to his mom’s musings, but I was seriously impressed and took everything that she said to heart. 
 
    During one of my long talks with Grant, I told him about the art classes being offered that summer, and how I wished he’d take one with me. He’d laughed at that, insisting that the only artistic talent that he had were the letters that he left for me. 
 
    “Where are my new letters?” I demanded, snuggled in his arms backstage only moments before my opening performance of Romeo and Juliet. 
 
    His fingers traced the neckline of my beautiful gown. “I only have one more for you. And you’re going to have to wait.” 
 
    I smirked, reaching for his kiss. 
 
    “Come on, Juliet,” Trevor called, his tone more lighthearted than usual. I could tell that he was happy for us both, and had already made a couple of comments about how much Grant liked me.  
 
    For the first performance, we nailed it. Everything went off without a hitch, and I remembered my lines and delivered each one flawlessly. My kiss with Trevor was almost romantic, enough for Kate to whistle obnoxiously from backstage. I heard Mrs. Gardener reprimanding her after the scene, and I giggled when Kate flashed me a bored-out-of-her-mind face. 
 
    After the curtain closed, I moved into the crowd, stopping in my tracks to see my parents and Grant’s parents talking to each other near the auditorium. 
 
    “There you are,” Grant called, catching my hand in his. I met his eyes, and he read the worry in mine immediately. “Hey, it’s fine. They’re having a nice conversation. They sat next to each other during the entire performance.” 
 
    “Really?” I was awed. I let myself imagine them actually getting along for a few moments.  
 
    “Yeah. Really,” he whispered, smiling down at me. “I have to admit, I hated seeing you kiss my brother up there.” 
 
    Trevor caught the tail end of our conversation, barreling past us with three or four of his friends. “It was worse for me!” he shouted, and I gave him the dirtiest look I could muster through my laughter. 
 
    “Annie,” my dad called.  
 
    Bravely, still holding Grant’s hand, I turned toward my parents. My mom stood next to Karen, gripping a program and staring at me lovingly. 
 
    Karen ran up to me, hugging me with an excited squeal. “You were amazing, Annie! You were meant to play Juliet with those big, beautiful eyes of yours,” she gushed. Her excitement trickled over to my mother, and I turned into her waiting hug. 
 
    “So talented,” my mother whispered, squeezing me tightly. “Grant, thank you for helping her with her lines.” 
 
    Holy shit. I couldn’t believe the words actually came out of my mother’s mouth. All six of us squared off, and Grant smiled at my mother. 
 
    “Anything for Annie.” 
 
    “Dinner? All of us?” Karen suggested, and my dad stepped forward, extending his hand to Grant. 
 
    “Sounds good to me. Grant, I’m Alex Lake.” 
 
    I watched in awe as Grant shook my father’s hand. My boyfriend’s brilliant smile charmed my mother immediately. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Lake.” 
 
    “Can I ride with Grant?” I blurted, and then cringed when I heard my words. It was utterly impossible for me to think before I spoke. 
 
    My parents exchanged glances, and my dad nodded. “We’re all going to the same place,” he conceded. 
 
    I knew it must have been so difficult for him, and I reached for his hand, trying to contain my happiness. 
 
    “Thank you, Dad,” I managed, meeting Grant’s smile.  
 
    My father sighed, hugging me softly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 N I N E 
 
    Dinner with Grant and our parents went better than I could have ever imagined. 
 
    Grant and my dad ended up talking about music for much of the conversation, and my mom and Karen hit it off right away. Kyle asked me about my hobbies, and I did my best to explain my calligraphy-infused artwork. 
 
    “She’s so talented. I told her she should apply for art scholarships,” Grant cut in, pulling himself out of his conversation long enough to offer me a proud smile. 
 
    That night, Grant drove me home and walked me to my front door. My parents went inside, but I knew that they hadn’t left the living room and that I was most likely under surveillance. Doug was away visiting a college campus, so I was grateful to have one less warden. 
 
    “Your parents are cool,” Grant said, and I twisted my face into a doubtful smirk. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So are yours.” 
 
    “I think maybe they’re accepting us. A little.” 
 
    I nodded, pressing my cheek to his chest as he wrapped his arms around me. “Kind of makes me feel guilty for sneaking around the past week.” 
 
    Grant chuckled, gathering my long, blonde hair into his hands. “We weren’t that sneaky. They knew.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded, pulling away, but he laughed again. 
 
    “My mom was working with your mom all along. They knew we’d be together. We showed them that they can trust us… even though we kind of lied to them for a week.” 
 
    I laughed nervously, hugging him tighter. “I should have known. They’re not stupid.” 
 
    “No, they rarely are.” 
 
    We stood on my front porch quietly for a long time. When the lights flickered twice, I rolled my eyes, realizing that my parents were on the other side of the door. 
 
    Grant laughed softly, tipping my chin up to face him. “That’s my warning. Goodnight, pretty girl.” 
 
    “Night,” I whispered, accepting his feathery kiss. 
 
    He moved to the sidewalk, and as though on second thought, stopped and turned back to me. “Annie?” 
 
    “Hm?” I called, checking to see if he’d left something by the door. 
 
    He tucked his hands into the pockets of his jeans, the smile fading from his face.  
 
    “I love you,” he said finally. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d said it, or that I’d said it, but it was the first time he’d caught me off guard with how much he meant it. 
 
    He truly loved me. 
 
    Smiling into the starlit night, I touched my locket with my fingertips. “I love you, Grant.” 
 
    He grinned again, turning for his Jeep. 
 
    . . . 
 
    I passed my driver’s test the next morning. Grant was at work, and my parents let me drive to the feed store to tell him. 
 
    As I rolled the tires over the gravelly parking lot, I saw him moving bales of hay by one of the barns in the back. He saw me pull in, grinning and waving to someone before jogging over to me. 
 
    “I passed! I can drive!” I shrieked. His sexy grin stole my breath as he caught me in his arms and swung me around. He wore old jeans and a white t-shirt, and his biceps were already tanned from the spring sun. 
 
    “I kind of liked you relying on me to drive you around,” he teased, and I grinned, holding onto his neck as I reached for his kiss. 
 
    “Now I can drive you around. My doors work,” I added, laughing as he kissed me. 
 
    “What, your parents gave you their car?” he deadpanned, and I scowled playfully. 
 
    “No, but you know what I mean,” I said, elbowing him as he laughed. 
 
    “Okay, I have to get back to work. Be careful. Go slow,” he warned, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Me, go slow? You drive like Batman,” I chided. 
 
    He shifted suddenly, turning us so that we were hidden behind the door of the barn. His mouth took over mine, and I gasped, letting him lift me up against the old, wooden panels. 
 
    I wrapped my legs around him, holding onto his broad shoulders as his tongue tangled with mine. Heat crept into my stomach, assailing my senses and knocking the wind out of me as his hands supported me from beneath my thighs. 
 
    Through my jeans, I could feel his strong grasp as he pinched my thighs and kept me in place. I threw my head back, letting his mouth fall naturally to my throat. 
 
    “Grant,” I exhaled, closing my eyes as his fingers tightened on my skin. 
 
    “Go home,” he managed, his tone somewhere between restraint and torture. “Meet me in the woods before you leave for the play.” 
 
    I could only nod, my knees shaking as he lowered me to the ground. He kissed me again, the smile gone from his face as he turned back to the bales of hay. 
 
    I drove home, worked up over what had just happened between us. 
 
    Nothing was different. Grant kissed me, just as he always did.  
 
    Something was different, and I couldn’t figure it out. I was so distracted that I almost turned left on a red light, and jumped as a truck in the oncoming traffic sounded their horn to warn me. 
 
    Was he upset with me? His hands had held my thighs, and I realized that it was the first time he’d touched me like that. 
 
    I called Kate the moment I got home, but she was out with Justin. Finally, I hurried out to my studio to work, trying desperately to shrug off the unsettling feeling of our kiss. 
 
    An hour before I had to leave, I set off through the woods, waiting at our oak tree by the creek. As he approached, I smiled and waved, but the seriousness in his expression almost forced tears to my eyes.  
 
    “You’re scaring me. What’s wrong? Something’s wrong,” I rushed, incapable as always of being subtle. 
 
    His jaw tightened, and I saw his obvious restraint as he gathered me into his arms. “Nothing. I just… God, Annie, I don’t want to leave you,” he finally confessed, exhaling slowly and threading his fingers through mine. 
 
    His words moved through my mind, prodded my worst nightmares, and forced a pit into my stomach. I pulled back, searching his eyes. 
 
    “Then don’t! Don’t go if you don’t want to,” I begged, my voice thick with unshed tears. 
 
    “I want to go, but I don’t want to leave you. Only you. I’m fucking torn, I didn’t have anything that mattered before, any reason to stay here. But I do now.” 
 
    “Grant,” I cried, clinging to him, “I’m trying not to be selfish… and you wanted this before I met you. But I honestly don’t want you to go, of course I don’t, I love you,” I poured, holding him with all of my strength. “If you want to do this, you have to. I’ll be okay,” I promised, pulling away to kiss his lips, searching his eyes. “I’ll be okay. I’ll wait for you. Like you’re waiting for me,” I whispered, breaking into tears. 
 
    He buried his face in my shoulder, in my hair, holding me like we didn’t still have two entire months together before he left. I realized that Grant wasn’t the kind of boy- or man- who talked about his feelings much, if at all, and this was something that had obviously been bothering him for a while. 
 
    Ever since he decided to love me. 
 
    “I won’t talk about this again,” he promised, his own words breaking. “Just know that I love you enough to stay. If you want me to.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” I whispered, kissing his mouth, tracing my fingers over his tightened jaw. “With my inky fingers. In my barn. Waiting for you,” I cried, and he exhaled a small laugh. 
 
    “I love your inky fingers,” he promised me, and I felt him take a deep, solid breath.  
 
    We walked back to the edge of the woods, and I kissed him again before running inside to get ready for the play. 
 
    . . . 
 
    True to his word, Grant never talked to me about enlisting again.  
 
    On his graduation day, I sat high on the bleachers between his parents and Trevor and my own parents, eagerly waiting until the ceremony was over to run to him. 
 
    Grant caught me in his arms, and I cuddled in his dark blue graduation gown, pressing my lips to his. “You’re free!” I cried, inducing laughter from his parents and brother. 
 
    “For a little while,” he agreed, kissing me again. As we made our way across the front lawn of the high school, hand in hand, I felt his grip tighten as he stopped in his tracks. 
 
    A man approached us, his eyes fixed on Grant. He wore a blue suit and tugged uncomfortably at his necktie, and as he got closer to us I saw that he bore a striking resemblance to Grant. 
 
    I realized then that the man was his father. 
 
    “Hi, son,” he began, his eyes shifting to me and then back to Grant. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Grant wrapped his arm around me, accepting his father’s outstretched hand. “Thank you. Dad, this is Annie. Annie, my father, Grant Butler. The first.” 
 
    I lifted my wide eyes to his, and then reached to shake his father’s hand. “I didn’t know you were a second,” I murmured, smiling politely. “Nice to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “It’s not much,” his father stammered, holding out a folded envelope. “I know you’ve been working hard at the feed store. Your mom told me you’re saving up.” 
 
    I turned to Grant, and he nodded in thanks. “I appreciate that. Trevor’s over there with Mom, if you want to see him, too.” 
 
    The tension was unbearably thick between them. I cleared my throat, smiling brightly. “Do you live around here, Mr. Butler?” I asked conversationally. 
 
    He shook his head, glancing toward the parking lot. “No, I drove in from Pennsylvania.” 
 
    I tried to imagine my own father living miles and miles away, and moved closer to Grant. “It was very nice to meet you,” I said finally, unable to fill the silence. 
 
    “Likewise, honey. She’s the one, then, Grant?” he asked, and I flushed as Grant nodded proudly. 
 
    “Yeah. She is.” His arm locked at my waist protectively, and his father smiled at me. 
 
    “Don’t let her get away,” he said. 
 
     “I don’t plan to,” Grant replied curtly, his eyes shifting downward to me. “Annie, can you give us a second? I’ll come find you in a couple minutes?” 
 
    I nodded, thankful to leave the uncomfortable conversation. I loved that Grant had openly admitted that I was the one, but something about his tone made the entire scenario uncomfortable. 
 
    I rejoined my parents and Doug, congratulating my brother with an obligatory hug. He took off with his friends, and my parents turned to me. 
 
    “Grant is taking you home?” my mother clarified, and I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, if that’s okay,” I checked. My father nodded, reaching out to hug me. 
 
    “It’s okay. Just be careful,” he ordered. I nodded, glancing over at Grant and his father. They were deep in conversation about something, and Grant only appeared more distant than when I’d been standing with them. 
 
    I realized that there was more to the story of his father than what Grant had already shared with me, and I wondered what had happened to create such a rift between them. 
 
    He met me at his Jeep a few minutes later, peeling off his graduation gown and lifting me into the passenger’s seat. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready? For what?” I asked, grinning.  
 
    “We’ve got two months together. I don’t want to waste it. Not one minute,” he added, checking his rear-view mirror before backing out of the parking lot. 
 
    “I have to check with my parents-” 
 
    “I already did,” he said, reaching for the radio. “Tonight, we’re going camping.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, and the face that I made forced him into a fit of laughter. “Camping? I can’t even kiss you on the front porch without my parents freaking out,” I said, rolling my eyes. “And we’re sleeping in a tent together?” 
 
    “Just trust me.” He turned up the music, and I grinned, settling back in my seat and deciding to trust him. 
 
    I would always trust him. 
 
    He pulled into my driveway, nodding toward my house. “Run in and pack an overnight bag. It’ll be cold tonight, so make sure you don’t forget pants with my flannel,” he teased. 
 
    I shook my head, overwhelmed by his excitement. “Are you sure my parents agreed to this? Grant, I’m sorry, I can’t believe they’re cool with me sleeping in a tent with you. All alone. Where are we going?” 
 
    “I never said anything about sleeping. Hurry,” he urged, circling the Jeep to help me out.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I did as he asked. Tossing my books onto my bed, I shoved whatever clothes I could fit into my backpack and attempted to fit my hairbrush into the overstuffed bag. 
 
    When I returned to his Jeep, he lifted me back into the passenger’s seat and backed out of my driveway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I demanded finally. 
 
    “You really don’t like surprises, do you?” he asked, turning the music down. I glared at him, and he gestured to his house as we approached. “My house. We’re camping in my back yard. My parents are home, and we’re having a bonfire. Marshmallows, scary stories.” 
 
    I exhaled a breathy laugh, shaking my head at him. “Really? My parents were cool with this?” 
 
    “I convinced them that I was on my best behavior. And my mom assured them that she’d be checking on us regularly.” 
 
    “And I get you all to myself?” I clarified, leaning into him. He flashed me an evil grin, nodding slowly. 
 
    “Go easy on me,” he said, and I elbowed him, smiling. 
 
    His parents threw a cookout in their backyard, and we played volleyball. Grant chose me for his team, even though I had already warned him that I was terrible at all things sports related. He refused to take no for an answer. 
 
    To make matters worse, several of his friends were there for the cookout, and I felt like an idiot cringing whenever the ball came near me. When it was my turn to serve, I couldn’t seem to get the ball over the net. 
 
    “Wait, hold on,” Grant called, stopping the game and moving in behind me. “Don’t serve underhand. Back up a little,” he encouraged, his hands resting at my waist. 
 
    His friend Mike made some kind of lewd noise, and I flushed, moving to walk away. 
 
    “I can’t-” 
 
    “Yes you can,” he murmured against my ear. The tiniest chills ran down my neck as his fingertips pressed into my sides. “Try again.” 
 
    I did, and this time I made it over the net. He grabbed me and dipped me low into sloppy kiss, inciting even more catcalls from his friends. 
 
    Grant and I were inseparable, and we both wanted nothing more than to be together and in each other’s arms. If he took any crap from his friends for it, I didn’t notice, and by the time evening fell, I was curled against him in front of a roaring fire. 
 
    Kate and Justin had dropped by for a while, and Trevor told a story about a man with a hook for a hand hiding in the back seat of a couple’s car. Somehow the story evolved into them doing it in the woods, and his mother rolled her eyes and followed their stepdad into the house. 
 
    “We’ll leave you kids alone. Be good,” she called, her eyes falling on me and Grant for a long moment. 
 
    “We will,” Kate called, giggling as Justin tickled her beneath their blanket. 
 
    It was nearly midnight when everyone left, and I went inside to use the bathroom before returning to the tent. I contemplated changing into the pajamas I’d brought, but realized that I’d grabbed my oversized Campbell’s Soup t-shirt that read M’m! M’m! Good! across my chest. I didn’t think he’d find that amusing. 
 
    When I returned to the fire, he sat by the tent alone, fiddling with a small boom box. I tossed my backpack into the tent, clasping my hands together and sitting next to him. 
 
    “What are we listening to?” 
 
    He lifted his eyes to mine, sending a secretive smile my way. “I got you something.” 
 
    I grinned, lifting my eyebrows excitedly. “A letter?” 
 
    He stood, carrying something to me in his palm. “Your last letter.” 
 
    Eagerly, I held my hand out, waiting. 
 
    He placed a small, flat stone over my fingers, and I squinted in the firelight to read what he’d written. 
 
    I realized that he’d taken one of the sticks that we’d been roasting marshmallows with and written the letter E on the flat surface of the rock. 
 
    “E.” I lifted my eyes to his. “P-L-A-Y… M-E. Play me?” 
 
    He pointed at the cassette player, and I grinned, reaching for the buttons tentatively. His encouraging gaze urged me forward, and I pressed play. 
 
    I recognized the first guitar notes of Neil Diamond’s song “Play Me,” and my mouth fell open as I met his eyes. 
 
    He held his hands out to me, silently asking me to dance. I accepted his hands, stunned, trying to find the words to say to him. 
 
    “Neil Diamond,” I murmured, closing my eyes and resting my head on his chest. “You’ve been planning this since the first letter?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he whispered, holding me close as Neil’s soulful voice filled the night air around us. 
 
    “I love this song,” I managed, letting him lead and spin me in a gentle circle before pulling me back to his chest. “How did you know?” 
 
    He held me for a long, thoughtful moment before moving his mouth to my ear. 
 
    “How’d we know any of this, Annie?” he asked. I pulled away, gazing up into his eyes. “How’d we know that we could dance together, but not with anyone else? Or that we could kiss upside down, and fall in love in just a couple days? I don’t know,” he murmured, flattening his palm against mine before lacing our fingers together. “You’re stuck in here,” he reminded me, pressing my hand to his chest. “So I know.” 
 
    Coming from Grant, with his deep voice and quiet strength, I didn’t doubt a single one of his tender words. The music, the night, the fire, him… When I kissed him, or he kissed me, we were a part of each other, of a happiness that neither of us understood but yet naively took for granted.  
 
    It was natural, effortless, the way we came together, and I believed that nothing could tear us apart. 
 
    Nothing. 
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    I shivered as the music stopped, and he reached for my backpack, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “Did you bring a sweatshirt?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s near the bottom… I…” 
 
    He pulled the sleeve of my sweatshirt, and the two condoms that Kate had given me weeks ago tumbled out into the grass. 
 
    I covered my mouth, lifting my wide eyes to his.  
 
    “Annie?” he asked, reaching for the small packets, and I pressed my hands to my eyes. I felt like I’d fallen face-first into the fire. 
 
    “Kate… gave them to me on the bus weeks ago, and I… Grant…” 
 
    He tucked them into his back pocket, glancing around. “It’s okay,” he assured me. “Don’t be embarrassed.” 
 
    “I can’t help it!” I cried, backing up to the woods. “I just shoved them in there and forgot about them-” 
 
    “Annie-” 
 
    “I’m going to go home,” I managed, turning for the woods. He was close behind me, calling my name, but all I could hear was the rushing of blood in my ears from my pounding heart. 
 
    I made it as far as the creek before he caught me. “Annie, stop running away.”  
 
    “Kate gave them to me,” I burst, forcing back humiliated tears. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Did you ask her for them?” 
 
    “No!” I protested, pulling out of his grasp. “I was talking about how much I… when you kiss me, I… want more.” 
 
    He held the condom up between us. “Do you want this?” he asked. 
 
    I covered my face again, but he pulled my hands away. “Grant-” 
 
    “Don’t hide your eyes. I know you’re old enough to at least have a conversation about this, right?” 
 
    I squared my shoulders rigidly, feeling very much like a chastised child.  
 
    “When I’m kissing you, I want more. All of you. That’s why she gave them to me.” 
 
    My honesty was something that I’d never be able to control, and thankfully, that was all he wanted from me at that moment. 
 
    He took a step forward, his face hardened into a mask of concern. “You think that you’re ready?” he asked, and I shrugged, shaking my head. 
 
    “How in the world would I know? I’m ready for you to… touch me… like you did when you held me against the barn at your work. The way your fingers were, on my thighs. That felt… really good,” I admitted bravely. 
 
    He took another step forward, and I backed against our oak tree.  
 
    His hazel eyes caught the moonlight, and the intensity of his gaze left me unable to form another semi-coherent sentence. 
 
    “These are for when I’m inside of you. You realize that, right?” He held up one of the packets, and I nodded, flattening my back against the tree. 
 
    “When?” I whispered, begging him with every longing gaze. “When, Grant?” 
 
    I could tell that I’d rocked his composure, and his hands closed over my wrists, lifting them above my head as his body pressed to mine. 
 
    “When?” he repeated, his lips circling mine until I couldn’t breathe. He kept one hand locked at my wrists, and with the other, he reached for my waist, sliding his fingers beneath my t-shirt, over my bare stomach. 
 
    Oh, my God, I nearly jumped out of my skin as his thumb trailed over my ribs, stopping just below my breast. 
 
    “Don’t- Grant wait-” 
 
    “When. You’re. Ready,” he hushed against my ear, each staccato word punctuated with his lips as they closed over my earlobe. His hips pressed against my stomach, and I could feel his hardened erection through his jeans. “When you can talk about it without covering your eyes and running away.” 
 
    He let go of me, and I struggled for breath, gripping the tree to steady myself. 
 
    He seemed almost angry, and I fought back emotional tears. “Have you ever? Before?” I forced, knowing that it was only a matter of time before the question came out of my mouth anyway. 
 
    “Yes.” He watched me carefully through the darkness, and I wished the clouds would shift so the moon lit up his face, not mine.  
 
    “How many times? Who?” I demanded, giving up on any attempt to carefully choose my words.  
 
    His voice lowered to barely a hum. “One girl. I don’t know how many times. And you don’t know her.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly, looking down at the ground and praying that I wouldn’t start crying again. “But you said I was the first,” I managed brokenly. 
 
    He moved to me, and I gave up, letting him take me into his arms. 
 
    “You’re the first girl I ever loved,” he told me, tightening his hold as I held back the tears. “That’s all that matters.” 
 
    We were silent for a long time. I let the realization sink in that he had kissed another girl, maybe several other girls, and had actually had sex with someone. 
 
    Why in the world had I assumed that I would be his first? His devotion, the way that he spoke to me, and held me… I couldn’t imagine him treating any other girl that way. 
 
    Maybe he hadn’t. 
 
    “That’s all that matters,” I repeated quietly, and I felt him smile against my shoulder as he nodded. 
 
    “You still want to sleep with me? In the tent?” he clarified, and the tension fell away with our relieved laughter. 
 
    “Yes, of course I do,” I assured him.  
 
    Two flashlight beams hit us at that point, and I heard Karen’s voice a few feet behind us. “Okay, kids, I made a promise. Don’t make me look bad.” 
 
    We both smiled, and he took my hand, leading us back toward his house. 
 
    . . . 
 
    We didn’t sleep that night, or if we did, it was for only moments at a time. I talked about what I imagined my future to be like and unabashedly included him in it. “And we’ll have a giant farm house with a huge barn for my new studio,” I announced, and he wrapped his finger around a long strand of my hair. 
 
    “And apple trees. So you can have your apples whenever you want,” he added. 
 
    I smiled into the darkness, closing my eyes and burrowing further into the crook of his arm. “And children. Two. No, three.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be outnumbered,” he argued, and I giggled at the thought of him chasing our kids around an apple orchard. 
 
    “And kittens. My dad’s allergic and I could never have one. I want tons of kittens.” 
 
    “Tons?” he asked, his chest shaking in laughter as his voice rumbled against my ear. “What are you gonna do, roll around in them?” 
 
    I laughed, nodding. “Yes. All the kittens.” 
 
    He sighed, kissing me softly before changing his tone. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I asked you to leave when I was talking to my dad,” he said finally, and I reached for his hand, holding it tightly. 
 
    “That’s okay, I wasn’t offended or anything.” 
 
    “He cheated on her,” he said, breathing deeply. “A lot. When she was pregnant with Trevor, and for a long time after. She stayed and forgave him, every time. He finally left out of guilt. He wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    I winced, feeling the stress take over his body as he hardened against me. “I’m so sorry, Grant.” 
 
    “The last time I’d talked to him, he’d finally settled down with some woman named Linda. That’s what I wanted to ask him about.” He sighed, continuing to tie my hair around his finger. “He cheated on her, too.” 
 
    “You’re not like him,” I said quietly. “You’re so… honest. Loyal. You must be like your mom,” I added. 
 
    He turned to me, tracing the shape of my face with his finger. “I love you.” 
 
    His declaration was so calm and assuring, and my eyes fluttered closed. “I love you, too,” I whispered into the darkness. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Grant was serious about spending every moment together. By the end of the first week, we’d gone to two amusement parks, a baseball game, and the zoo. We spent so many hours in the sand along the shores of Lake Erie, I decided I’d have a permanent tan from that summer’s perfect rays. 
 
     It wasn’t until the end of the week when I realized that he hadn’t worked a single shift at the feed store. 
 
    “I quit,” he admitted, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    “You’re insisting on paying for everything, and you quit? Grant, no, I’m paying from now on. I have some money saved-” 
 
    “No. I saved up on purpose. I planned to spend June and July doing whatever the fuck I wanted to do. All I had planned were a couple concerts and some weed, and you’re so much better.” 
 
    I laughed at that, arching one eyebrow at him. “What about your… smoking? Do you still do it?” 
 
    “No.” He gestured to the monkey exhibit in front of us, shaking his head. “No time to get high. I have two months to date you all across Ohio.” 
 
    Laughingly, I reached for his kiss. 
 
    I loved him so very much, but more than anything...  
 
    I loved the way that he loved me. 
 
    I didn’t want him to go. 
 
    As June turned into July and the date that he had to leave grew closer, I began having second thoughts about not going all the way with him. 
 
    On the Friday after the Fourth of July, my parents took Doug to Washington DC for a young leaders of America meeting or something. I begged to stay home with Grant, and my parents gave us both about fifty lectures about the importance of the trust that we’d earned from them, and I swore that I wouldn’t do anything to disappoint them. 
 
    Grant and I were always together, and my parents had accepted that we were head-over-heels, responsibly in love with each other. They packed up the station wagon and drove off with Doug to DC, leaving me home alone. 
 
    Naïvely, stupidly, foolishly alone. 
 
    Saturday night, I invited him into my bedroom, since he’d never seen it before. He admired the artwork on my walls, and smiled at all of the letters that I’d collected from him over the past couple months.  
 
    And then we were on my bed. 
 
    There was something about being in my own bed that gave me a surreal confidence. It was my territory, my zone, and I was okay with his hands wandering. 
 
    And then, suddenly, I wanted his hands to wander. 
 
    “Grant,” I panted softly, crying out as his fingers dipped into the cup of my bra. His thumb toyed with my nipple for long enough for it to harden before he dropped his mouth to my chest. “Wait…” 
 
    “Just kissing,” he said, sliding more fully over me. 
 
    My legs opened to fit his hips between them. Our jeans brushed together, the incredible friction numbing my mind. My other breast was his, and I was wild with need, bucking beneath him with every twist of his tongue. 
 
    “Can I take these off?” he asked, his hand resting over the fly of my Levi’s. 
 
    “What? I… no… I don’t know…” 
 
    He undid the button and tugged at the zipper. When his mouth trailed over my stomach and down to my abdomen, I threw my head back, shuddering. 
 
    “No, don’t,” I begged, though I was moving into him with every thrust of his hips. 
 
    “I’m not. I’m not,” he assured me, hovering over my mouth again. My brows pulled together. His palm flattened over my belly before sliding into my jeans. 
 
    “Grant?” I cried, gasping as his fingers traced the edge of my panties. 
 
    “Trust me,” he urged, his mouth claiming mine as his hand moved lower. 
 
    His strong fingers were pinned between my tight jeans and my thigh, and I struggled for air as he slid one fingertip along to trace my inner thighs. Only the thin material of my panties separated his hand from there, and I tried to clench my legs around his seeking hand. 
 
    I wanted him, and with logic so far from comprehension by that point, I barely had a moment to decide. He pushed his finger inside of me and I arched my back, fisting my bedspread. His eyes fell on me in the soft lamplight. He watched my responses with his every movement, and I gave in to the pleasure of his fingers. The way that he touched me hurt a little at first, and then not at all as something slowly began to build inside of me.  
 
    His thrusting fingers only increased in strength and tempo as I writhed. My blood rushed in my ears, and bursts of light dissolved beneath my heavy eyelids as I tried to stay conscious. I attempted to fight the waves of pleasure taking over me, crying out as I and came apart in his arms. 
 
    “Grant… what are you doing to me?” I begged, gasping as he pulled out of me and lowered his lips to mine. 
 
    He didn’t answer me. I’d kissed him a million times before, but something was different. Every time his tongue plunged into my mouth, his hips pressed to mine, and I felt his fingers wrapping around my wrist. 
 
    “Do you want to touch me, too?” he asked, threading his fingers through mine. 
 
    I nodded, reaching blindly for his jeans. 
 
    He chuckled, rolling us both so that he was on his back. My hair fell over my chest to cover my breasts, and he gazed up at me, heavy-lidded. 
 
    “You’re so pretty,” he said, reaching for a strand of my hair. “I always want to think of you like this.” 
 
    I tugged at his zipper, my heart racing. He guided my hand to his boxers. 
 
    “Annie,” he whispered, so longingly that I almost pulled away. He caught my hand gently, encouraging. 
 
    I took a brave breath, letting him steer my hand. My fingers were trembling, but he didn’t seem to care as I pulled him out and wrapped my hand around his thick length. 
 
    He made a noise from deep in his throat, and I ran my fingers along his hardened body, from base to tip. 
 
    I tried to keep my face from flushing. He was letting me touch him in such a private way. I felt the warm rush of wetness between my thighs as I realized that I was turned on just by touching him, knowing that I was making him feel good. 
 
    I was making him hard like this. I was doing this to him. 
 
    The pride that I felt was immeasurable. I brushed my thumb over his tip, touching the moisture, and he groaned louder, thrusting gently into my hand. 
 
    “Annie,” he managed again, throwing his head back. “Keep doing that.” 
 
    My hand was slick now, and it was easier to guide up and down his length. He directed me with his hips, driving into my hand with several quick thrusts, and I felt his calves clench as he moaned. 
 
    Thick, hot wetness spurted into my hand, and I jumped back, not sure what to do. 
 
    He sat up, tugging his white t-shirt over his head and wiping my hands with it before covering his naked, spent erection. “I’ll be right here,” he promised with a small smile, and I guessed that he meant I should go to the bathroom and wash my hands. 
 
    I stood in front of the mirror staring at the blotches on my neck and chest. I couldn’t stop thinking about him pressing inside of me, or the incredible orgasm that had taken my breath away. 
 
    My first. 
 
    I washed quickly, hurrying back out to him. He had pulled his jeans back on and sat up to kiss me. 
 
    “Did that feel good?” he asked, and I nodded, never so much at a loss for words in my life. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, kissing him again. “Really… yes,” I tried again, and he laughed against my lips. 
 
    “Really yes,” he agreed, tucking me into his arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 E L E V E N 
 
    We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. I was ready and willing to sleep with him. I wanted him more than ever, and I knew that he was treading in very deep water. Kate told me that there were only so many hand jobs that I could give him in the back of his Jeep before he wanted more.  
 
    He’d had his hand down my pants so many times that I decided to try touching myself one night while I laid in bed, thinking of him. I moved my fingers the same way that he did, and though it wasn’t nearly as good, I still came against my own hand. 
 
    When I told him the next day what I’d done and how I couldn’t touch myself as well as he could touch me, he nearly veered off the road. 
 
    “Annie,” he said, his deep, tight voice forcing me to widen my eyes. “We’re not going to the movies anymore.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked innocently, and he got off the next exit, canceling our plans to see Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade to take me out into the woods. 
 
    As I lay beneath him on the mossy ground while his lips moved over my stomach, I opened my eyes to the sky, praying for time to stop and for life to let me hold him a little longer. We were down to one week, and I couldn’t imagine not talking to him again until October. 
 
    Don’t go, I wanted to cry, even as he bowed his head between my naked thighs and drove me to madness beneath his skilled mouth. He parted me with his fingers and lifted my hips, his tongue darting into my most sensitive place. I dissolved, moaning, my fingers digging into the earth as my heartbeat sounded in my ears. 
 
    Don’t go.  
 
    I lied. I won’t be okay. Don’t leave me. 
 
    Don’t leave me. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The night before his recruiter was coming to pick him up, we gathered in his back yard for one last bonfire. My parents and Doug were there, and Doug finally took a few moments to wish Grant the best. 
 
    All I wanted to do was sulk. 
 
    I needed to be strong for him and show him that I really would be fine, but I was young, and needy, and positive that no one would ever make me feel the way that Grant did. 
 
    I could feel his love from across the fire, with one look. 
 
    One. 
 
    I kissed him goodnight and walked home through the woods, promising that I’d see him first thing in the morning.  
 
    I made it as far as my studio before bursting inside, slamming the door and sliding to the ground. 
 
    I buried my face in my knees and cried with every last bit of strength that I had left. I’d let him consume my entire world. My every thought was him, my every plan, my every breath.  
 
    When he left, what would I be left with? 
 
    I stood blindly, moving to his chair and curling into a protective ball. I had no idea how much time had passed before I heard the door open and felt his arms around me. 
 
    “Annie.” His deep voice only fueled my sadness, and I lifted my teary eyes to his. 
 
    “I thought I’d be okay,” I whispered brokenly. 
 
    He sighed, gathering me into his arms. He carried me through the darkness to the sitting area, curling onto the small loveseat with me. His body curved perfectly against mine, and his arm tucked around my arm, his fingers corded with my fingers. 
 
    “I’ll write to you. Every day. Twice a day. All the letters,” he promised, and I couldn’t even bring myself to smile. 
 
    “You’ll be too busy,” I whispered, tucking our hands against my lips.  
 
    “Even if it’s just four words, over and over. I love you Annie,” he hushed against my ear. “I love you Annie. I love you Annie.” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I love you.” 
 
    “At least four words,” he promised, his lips brushing my hair. “Close your eyes, pretty girl. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 
 
    I trusted him, closing my eyes and finally finding sleep. 
 
    Sometime during the night, I woke up to his lips on mine. 
 
    I was lost between sleep and awake, between heartache and sorrow as he undressed me in the darkness. Each careful movement was followed with a kiss, each sigh that escaped my chest echoed his words of love. 
 
    “I need you, Annie,” he whispered, his breath hot against my skin. 
 
    Nothing mattered but being as close to him as I was capable of being. He kissed me and pressed his fingers inside of me until I was so close to breaking. When he pulled away for a moment, I whimpered softly, lifting my hips to search for him in the shadows. I heard the tearing of a wrapper, and in seconds he was positioned over me. 
 
    I opened my legs for him, tugging his mouth back to mine. 
 
    “Make me yours,” I whispered, crying out as he thrust into me. 
 
    The pain stunned me for a moment. He stilled, patiently kissing me as his groin locked against my opened body. “Are you okay?” he hushed, his breathless words ragged and overwrought with his desperate wanting. “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    The pain was fleeting, gone before I could remember that we only had hours left to be together. “No,” I promised, holding onto his strong shoulders.  
 
    He sighed, pressing forward again, and I gasped sharply. 
 
    “Do you want me?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling against my breasts. 
 
    I nodded, my eyelids fluttering softly. “You. Always.” 
 
    He groaned and fit his hips to mine, and I rocked beneath him in the perfect rhythm that he’d already taught me. This time, everything he did to me was so much… more. He was stronger, filling me with the intensity of his need as he pressed against me with each of his powerful thrusts. 
 
    “Annie,” he breathed, his head falling to my chest as I cried out beneath him. 
 
    “Don’t go,” I wept, taken by each kiss, each plunge. I came apart in his arms at the same time that he did, clinging to the last strands of the early morning night. 
 
    . . . 
 
    We lay together until the sun came up, and then made our way back to his house through the woods. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked me, and I smiled, tucking closer to his arm. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “Really?” 
 
    I sighed, nodding as the heat crept over my cheeks. “Really… yeah.” 
 
    He grinned, pressing a slow kiss to my forehead as he spoke against my skin. “Really yeah for me, too.” 
 
    “Grant,” I whispered. “My body misses you already,” I said shakily, honesty stealing my attempt to sound appropriately timid about our lovemaking. 
 
    His grin fell, and he moved his lips to mine. “My body misses you, too,” he murmured, between kisses. 
 
    The walk to his house felt like a march to the gallows. The recruiter arrived promptly at seven, and I watched Grant as he gathered his things and said goodbye to his family. 
 
    When he turned to me, he cupped my face in his hands, finding my gaze. “Four words,” he promised. “At least. Every time.” 
 
    “Okay. I love you Grant,” I managed, hugging him before he turned and walked out the door. 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    I knew that he had a day of processing and paperwork downtown at the federal building and would spend the night in a hotel. I waited by the phone in my bedroom, refusing to move until it finally rang around nine. 
 
    “Grant?” I answered, and he chuckled on the other end of the line. Hearing his voice for the first time since that morning made me smile. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl. I can’t talk long. How are you feeling? Are you okay?” he rushed, and I knew that he was talking about what we’d done the night before. 
 
    “I’m a little sore, but I’m fine. I miss you,” I added hopefully. 
 
    “I miss you,” he echoed softly. “We fly out first thing in the morning, and then get on a bus in South Carolina for Parris Island.” 
 
    “You’ll be safe in boot camp, right?” I clarified, knowing that I’d already asked him a million times but not caring. 
 
    “Yes. Perfectly safe. I’m not going to war, Annie. There’s nothing happening.” 
 
    “My brother said something about Kuwait and oil…” 
 
    “Doug’s always talking, remember? Don’t worry,” he urged. He paused, clearing his throat. “Are you wearing your locket?” 
 
    “Always.” I touched the gold oval, opening it with my fingernail. 
 
    “You’re the first one I think of when I wake up, and the last one I think of when I go to sleep. And then maybe I’m lucky enough to dream about you,” he added. 
 
    I closed my eyes, gripping the receiver of my phone tightly to my ear. “I love you,” I breathed.  
 
    He sighed, his voice reverberating in my ear. “I love you, pretty girl. Get some sleep.” 
 
    The phone clicked, and I closed my eyes, turning my face into my pillow. 
 
    . . . 
 
    I had no idea how I would have survived Grant leaving had it not been for my parents, his parents, and Kate.  
 
    I spent the first two weeks of August in a somber depression, holed up in my studio drawing. I knew that Grant couldn’t write me every single day as he’d promised, but I had hoped to have at least one letter from him by then. I took ownership of the mailbox, and my parents knew to leave the mail for me every day or face my anguished breakdown. 
 
    Kate stopped by sometimes twice a day to gossip about everything that was happening with everyone we knew, her and Justin’s tumultuous relationship, and their steamy sex life. 
 
    “When you and Grant finally do the deed, you have to try doggy style. It’s amazing,” she cried, throwing her arms out dramatically and sinking back into Grant’s chair. 
 
    I lifted my eyes from the moonlit tree that I was drawing, opened my mouth, and quickly closed it. 
 
    She saw me, shoving forward to follow my eyes. “Annie, did you? Did you sleep with Grant? None of that wormy-finger boring shit, I mean actually sleep with him?” 
 
    I sighed, sitting back in my chair. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Her hand slapped to her mouth, and she squealed against her fingers. “Oh my God. Oh my God oh my God oh my God. When? Where?” 
 
    “The night before he left. And… over there.” I jabbed my pen in the direction of the loveseat, and she widened her eyes before cringing and moving gingerly away from the general area I’d gestured to. 
 
    “Did he use protection?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Was it good?” she persisted, and I rolled my eyes, turning my face back down to my work. 
 
    “Of course it was. It was Grant.” 
 
    “Oh, damn.” She sat back again, crossing her right leg over her left. “No wonder you’re so miserable.” 
 
    I shrugged, continuing to work. 
 
    After a long pause, her words, so out of character for Kate, forced my eyes to her face. 
 
    “I hope I love someone as much as you love him. Someday.” 
 
    I hadn’t cried since the night he called me from the hotel almost three weeks before, but her words struck a chord in me that released the dam all over again. My fingers were covered in ink, and I turned to press my face into my sleeve. 
 
    “I miss him,” I sobbed. She hurried to my side, hugging me tightly. 
 
    “I know you do. But I won’t let you be sad all the time. I’m your best friend, and it’s my job to make sure you’re happy. Right? Right.” 
 
    I laughed softly, accepting the tissue she’d snatched for me from the desk. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t feel the same way about me, when he comes home?” I asked, wiping my running nose. “What if he thinks I’m just a kid?” 
 
    She gave me a doubtful look, shrugging. “Well, you are just a kid. But so is he, Annie. Eighteen isn’t all that old.” 
 
    I registered her words, reaching out to straighten her ponytail. The shaved part of her head had finally started to grow back, and she’d opted for a cute little pageboy. “Why are you so smart?” I demanded. 
 
    She grinned, cracking her gum and tugging on the strap of her overalls. “It’s always the bad girls who surprise you,” she whispered. 
 
    I laughed with her, so thankful that she was there. 
 
    His letter came that afternoon. 
 
    When I saw his handwriting, I almost dropped the thin envelope to the ground. I ran to my studio, leaving the rest of the mail in the mailbox. 
 
    It was so thin. I remembered his promise of at least four words, but my heart ached as I realized I’d been hoping for more. 
 
    Volumes. 
 
    I sighed, carefully tearing the seal, closing my eyes for a long moment before unfolding the small piece of paper inside. 
 
    My heart thudded to a stop as I read the four words he’d written. 
 
    “Grant,” I whispered, trying to hold myself together even as the tears swallowed me whole. 
 
      
 
    Will you marry me? 
 
      
 
    Marry him. Marry him. 
 
    I was sixteen years old. I’d just found him, fallen in love with him, and made love with him for the first time. 
 
    Of course I’d marry him. 
 
    I laughed through my tears, reaching for my pen and retrieving a small apple-shaped note from the notepad on the corner of my desk. 
 
    With careful precision, I scribed my note to him in calligraphy. 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    My one word spoke volumes in itself. I’d never made such an important, grown-up decision in my sixteen years, and I needed no counsel, no moments to think it over, or advice from anyone. 
 
    I am his. 
 
    I knew the letters would take a while to get to him, and for me to hear from him, but I was filled with a renewed excitement. I didn’t tell anyone about his proposal at first, keeping that tiny secret all to my own heart. 
 
    On the first day of my junior year, I threw on an old pair of jean shorts and Grant’s flannel, despite the fact that it was eighty degrees outside. Kate insisted on coming over early that morning to do my hair, but I protested, settling on a simple ponytail. 
 
    My classes were ordinary. The halls were ordinary. Everything about my life slipped into the most ordinary, repetitive routine imaginable. I’d lost some weight over the summer, and suddenly, my boobs decided they wanted to work with me. I transitioned from an A to a B cup seemingly overnight, and realized that my hips were curvier than they used to be. 
 
    My mom noticed, too, and met me after school in the driveway. “Hey, I could use a few things at the mall. We missed back to school shopping with Grant leaving. Let’s go out tonight. We’ll grab dinner too, sound good?” 
 
    I shrugged, my new reply to everything. She sighed in response, ushering me into the station wagon. 
 
    I came home with a hundred dollars’ worth of new clothes, but the next morning, I reached for Grant’s flannel again. 
 
    “Don’t be that girl, Annie,” Kate warned, stopping me just outside my front door. “You wore that yesterday. And you’ve never washed it. Just… gross. Put it under your pillow and find a goddamn t-shirt to wear. Something that doesn’t smell like weed and the feed store.” 
 
    I sulked, marching upstairs to tear the tags off of one of the new shirts from my mother. When I returned, Kate nodded appreciatively, leading me out to Justin’s car. 
 
    We could both drive now, but neither of us had a car. Justin had agreed to pick me up each morning, mostly because Kate refused to sleep with him unless he did. 
 
    I was so glad to be put in that position. 
 
    The days wore on and on. I went to school, did my homework, went to my studio, and went to bed. It wasn’t until one day in late September when someone’s voice drew my attention in the gym locker room. 
 
    “… Grant Butler. Emily Miles fucked him, like, a year ago, before she moved out of state.” 
 
    “He was that good, huh?” another female voice tittered with laughter. 
 
    My hand froze on my locker door, and I prayed to all that was holy that they wouldn’t start talking about me. I was standing in my underwear, gripping my gym shorts to my chest. 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s like, fucking obsessed with Annie Lake anyway. I guess he’s into librarians,” she said, giggling. 
 
    “Ew. She’d be so pretty if she didn’t wear so much eye makeup.” 
 
    “She got thin, though, did you see that? Over the summer. I think she got a boob job too.” 
 
    “Her family can’t afford that. They live on that shitty old farm on Hickory.” 
 
    I shoved my feet into my shorts, my blood boiling. It was the first time I’d felt anything since Grant had left, and my adrenaline was pumping the words right into my mouth. 
 
    I rounded the corner, smiling brightly at both of them. 
 
    “These are all mine,” I snapped, grabbing my breasts, one in each hand. “And Grant loves them when he’s fucking me on my shitty farm. Go fuck yourselves, by the way,” I added, grabbing my water bottle and letting the door slam behind me. 
 
    Apparently, my little outburst in the locker room had made its rounds across my high school. By the time the last bell rang, Kate ran up to me, grinning her ass off.  
 
    “Oh my God you put those bitches in their place! Half the class heard you! I love you!” she cried, hugging me tightly. 
 
    I gathered my backpack as quickly as I could, hurrying toward the front of the school. “I’m riding the bus today. Tell Justin thanks anyway,” I called, breaking into a run. 
 
    I left Kate standing there dumbfounded. I made the bus just in time, eager to put my headphones on and listen to my Walkman for the rest of the way home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T W E L V E 
 
    In the three months that Grant was away at boot camp, I received at least two letters a week. 
 
    I was glad that I opened his second letter in the privacy of my studio. From his first word, I was sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    My Annie, 
 
    What did I ever do to deserve you? When I opened your note and read your beautiful writing, I couldn’t believe it. I had to read your yes a million more times before I realized that you’re mine. Forever. 
 
    You’re just as crazy for saying yes as I am for asking you, but I know we both mean it. Nothing has ever mattered to me as much as you do. 
 
    I love you, Annie.  
 
    I love you, Annie. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Grant 
 
      
 
    I wrote back to him immediately, and over the next couple of months learned a little about what he was going through in boot camp. He didn’t elaborate much, always quick to write about music, his family, or our future. 
 
      
 
    Soundgarden’s new album just came out. “Hands All Over” makes me think of you, pretty girl. Not really the lyrics, but just that I miss my hands all over you. 
 
      
 
    I giggled at that, promptly borrowing my mom’s station wagon and driving to Camelot Music in our local mall. I bought the Soundgarden album, listening to it on the cassette player in the car the entire way home. I couldn’t stand a single song, but I loved it because Grant loved it. 
 
      
 
    I had a dream about you last night, I wrote, in my artistic script that he loved so much. It was so detailed. It felt like you were in bed with me, in my room. I sleep with your letters under my pillow. 
 
    I love you, Grant. 
 
    I love you, Grant. 
 
      
 
    Midway through September, Doug knocked on my studio door before popping his head in. “Hey, little sister who never watches the news. Did you see the hurricane? It’s moving through Puerto Rico right now as a category three.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes from my work, giving him a confused look. “So…?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “So? So the love of your short and overly dramatic life is in South Carolina, right? Hurricane Hugo is headed right for him.” 
 
    “What?” I dropped my pen and shot to my feet, but he held up his hand, telling me to slow down. 
 
    “The storm’s getting weaker. He should be fine.” 
 
    Over the next two days, I stayed home from school to watch the hurricane coverage on The Weather Channel. Up until that point, I didn’t even know that a channel just for weather news even existed. Doug had been right, the storm did get weaker as it moved over the Atlantic, and then suddenly regained strength and was upgraded to a category four as it barreled toward Charleston, South Carolina. 
 
    My dad settled in next to me on the couch just as the announcer pointed at his monitor. “At this time, the eye of the hurricane is less than two hundred miles from Charleston…” 
 
    “They’ll move him to safety, Annie,” my dad assured me, reaching out to ruffle my hair.  
 
    “It’s the first category four hurricane to hit the states in so long!” I cried, and he shook his head at the television screen. 
 
    “This channel is ridiculous. All it’s doing is inciting panic.” 
 
    “They’ll move him?” I begged. My dad nodded, brushing his hand over my hair. 
 
    “I’m sure they will. Listen. Back to school tomorrow. It’ll be Friday. Finish out the week, okay?” 
 
    When Hugo hit, the storm caused mass damage to Puerto Rico and the US. It wasn’t until Grant’s next letter arrived more than a week later that I found out that they had been moved to safety. 
 
      
 
    Trust me, Annie, the hurricane was a vacation compared to drills. 
 
      
 
    I’d laughed at that, so relieved to finally read his words. 
 
    October gave way to the colorful leaves and the crisp, biting winds, and I curled up with his latest letter on the couch where we’d made love. The space heater was working overtime to keep the drafty barn warm enough to be comfortable. 
 
      
 
    When I come home, I agreed to travel with my recruiter to high schools. It gives me more leave. Thirteen days. I’ll have you a little longer. 
 
      
 
    I sighed at his words, turning my locket in my fingers.  
 
    I’ll have you. 
 
    Kate stopped over that Saturday morning, and we ran up to my bedroom together. I’d told her that I had something that I wanted her to know, and she said she had something that she wanted me to know. 
 
    “You go first,” I urged. 
 
    She tucked her dark hair behind her pierced ears, fondling the orange hoops. “I’m on the pill,” she said. “I convinced my mom that I was going to keep doing it whether she liked it or not, and after our condom broke a couple of weeks ago, I had to make her take me for a pregnancy test. Anyway, you should do it, Annie. It’s so much better without condoms. I can’t even describe it.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” I protested with a breathy laugh, trying so hard to maintain my composure. I knew nothing about her pregnancy scare, and felt like the worst friend ever for hiding out in my studio day after day. “Kate, I had no idea. I’m so sorry. Why didn’t you come tell me?” 
 
    She shrugged, adjusting the shoulder of her Levi’s Button Your Fly t-shirt. “You’re in your own little world. It’s kind of like talking to a wall.” 
 
    Oh, that hurt. I cringed, reaching for her hands. “I’m sorry. I promise not to be like that anymore. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    She nodded, grinning. “Duh. You’re my best friend. Now what’s your news?” 
 
    I bit my lip, hurrying to my underwear drawer to retrieve Grant’s first letter. Closing my eyes, I handed it to her. 
 
    Her eyes scanned the paper, and her hand slapped over her mouth. “What the fuck!” she cried, into her fingers. 
 
    “Shh! No one knows. Just me and Grant. And you now. Please don’t say anything,” I begged. 
 
    “We’re sixteen, Annie! Six-fucking-teen!” 
 
    “I know, but this is different,” I burst, so eager to make her believe that our love truly was different. “We are so in love. You know that. And we’re committed to each other.” 
 
    She slapped her hands to the bed, pretending to feel around. “Spoons. I need spoons. Gag me!” 
 
    “Kate,” I snapped, shaking my head at her. “Come on.” 
 
    “Annie, you come on! Listen, I’m your number one fan here, and even I think this is the stupidest thing in the history of stupid things! Married? You’re taking this Romeo and Juliet thing way too far.” 
 
    I tucked my letter into my hands, lowering my eyes to my flowery bedspread. “I love him.” 
 
    “I love Justin, but you don’t see me running around trying on wedding dresses.” 
 
    “It won’t be for a long time. Not until he’s home for good,” I argued softly. 
 
    “Or until you’re legal,” she added, rolling her eyes. 
 
    I sighed, falling back on my bed and covering my face with my pillow. 
 
    That evening, I asked my mom to come out to my studio with me. She was obviously relieved that I was returning to the land of the living and eagerly settled into Grant’s chair. 
 
    “What are you working on, honey?” she asked, gazing around at my most recent artwork. 
 
    I sat down at my desk, reaching for a pen to roll between my fingers. “Nothing. Just stuff. Mom?” I took a deep breath, bravely lifting my eyes to hers.  
 
    “Everything okay?” she urged. “Karen was asking about you the other day. She said to stop by and see her sometime.” 
 
    I nodded, gripping the pen in my palm. Finally, I forced myself to speak. 
 
    “Can I go on the pill?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I’d never seen the color drain from my mother’s face so fast in my life. She gripped the arms of the chair, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Are you having sex?” she asked, the genuine expression of horror on her face almost making me break into nervous laughter. 
 
    I nodded. “Once. With Grant. And I will again.” 
 
    The look that she gave me moved from dread to disappointment. “And he used protection?” 
 
    “Yes,” I fired quietly. 
 
    “I knew it. Your father didn’t want to believe me.” She sat back, crossing her arms over her chest and sighing deeply. “Annie, are you even going to listen to me if I tell you that you’re too young?” 
 
    I lowered my eyes, squaring my shoulders. “No. I can’t wait for him to come home. I’m trying to be honest with you, and mature.” 
 
    She contemplated my sentences for endless seconds. 
 
    Finally, her calm words eased the anxiety churning in my stomach. “You are very mature, honey. Which is why I hoped you’d listen to me.” She sighed again, nodding once. “I’ll take you to my doctor, get you an exam, and get you started on the pill.” 
 
    I exhaled quickly, nearly breaking into relieved tears. “Thank you, Mom.” 
 
    “Annie.” She leaned forward, still hugging her arms as though holding herself together. “This isn’t the hard part. This is nothing compared to when he leaves again. He’s in an entirely different world, with responsibilities that you and I can’t imagine.”  
 
    “I know,” I replied defensively. 
 
    “Honey, you have to be prepared for some hard times. He’ll wonder where you are, you’ll wonder where he is. You’re not the first person to love someone in the military. But you’re my daughter, and I want you to know what to expect. Okay?” 
 
    “I know, Mom. It’ll be okay,” I assured her. 
 
    She gave me a doubtful look before standing. I moved to hug her, and she held me tightly in her arms. 
 
    “I’ll call for an appointment first thing in the morning,” she assured me. 
 
    I whispered my quiet thanks, watching her turn to leave. 
 
    The doctor’s appointment was uncomfortable and filled with questions. Apparently, sleeping with Grant once meant that I was “sexually active.” Kate told me that she took her pill every night before she went to bed, and suggested that I get into a routine. 
 
    “The colored pills are fakes,” she explained, pointing at the dial-shaped package. “You take them anyway while you get your period, just to stay on the schedule.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured, swallowing my first pill with a glass of water. 
 
    I crumbled and restarted my letter to Grant three times that night. 
 
      
 
    I know that you’ll be busy when you come home, but I wanted you to know that I can’t wait to feel you again. My body misses your body. 
 
      
 
    I sealed it before I could contemplate how cheesy I sounded. We’d avoided talking about anything too intimate in our letters for weeks, and the fact that I’d just boldly told him that I couldn’t wait to have sex with him was so out of character for me. 
 
    His next letter arrived faster than usual. 
 
      
 
    You just made these next two weeks the longest of them all. I can’t wait to be inside of you again, and to hold you in my arms. 
 
      
 
    I shivered, folding his letter and tucking it beneath my smaller bras in my top drawer. I was a sentimental mess. 
 
    I walked through the woods to talk to Karen that evening, and Trevor answered the door. He waved me in, barely taking the time to say hello. I wondered how two brothers could be so very different. 
 
    “Mom’s in the kitchen,” he called before disappearing upstairs. 
 
    She must have heard our voices and hurried to me from down the hall. “There you are! You have to promise not to stay away so long ever again. I got used to all the girl talk, and now I’m stuck with these boys,” she teased. 
 
    I smiled, accepting her hug. I’d almost forgotten how positive and energetic she was all the time. “I promise,” I said. 
 
    “How’s my son? I’ve gotten two letters. Please tell me he’s written more to you,” she begged. 
 
    I nodded, smiling as she led me toward the back yard. “Like, twice a week. He’s good, but can’t wait to come home.” 
 
    She smirked, dropping to her knees in the overgrown garden. “I’m sure he can’t wait to come home to you,” she clarified.  
 
    “Karen?” I knelt down next to her, and she handed me a ripe red pepper that she’d just picked. “Did… he tell you what he asked me?” 
 
    She paused, taking a moment to turn to me and lift her eyes. “What’s that, honey?” 
 
    I looked down at the vegetables before lifting my hopeful gaze her way. “He asked me to marry him.” 
 
    She rocked back on her heels, nearly toppling me over with her giant bear hug. “Oh Annie,” she whispered, shaking her head. “He did? You’re just kids. Both of you.” 
 
    I couldn’t be as offended as I was with Kate. She held more clout than my friend. I wanted her acceptance. “But we love each other,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Then you date. You make out. You get caught by your parents. You sneak around. You go to the movies. You don’t get engaged,” she reprimanded gently. “You know he swore to me, after his father left, that he’d never get married. Ever. I had every intention of believing him until you came along,” she said proudly, tucking her hand under my chin. “You two keep this to yourself, and take your time. Don’t rush into anything. Don’t set yourselves up for failure.” 
 
    Her eyes moistened with tears, and I nodded. “We won’t,” I assured her. 
 
    “He’s going to be gone for so long,” she said brokenly, turning her face to the ground to hide her tears. “Be patient with each other,” she said finally. 
 
    I nodded, reaching out to tuck my arm over her shoulder. She turned to me, hugging me tightly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T H I R T E E N 
 
    After they had several long talks with Karen, my parents finally let me ride to South Carolina with his parents and Trevor for Grant’s graduation. 
 
    Sharing a backseat for twelve hours with Trevor was almost worse than sharing a backseat with Doug.  
 
    “I hope Grant remembers you,” he said, grinning my way.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, running my fingers along the hem of my dress. I’d worn the one that he loved so much, and truly hoped he could see how much more grown-up I looked. 
 
    “You stopped doing that raccoon look, so he might not,” he added, pointing to my eyes. 
 
    I scowled, turning toward the window. 
 
    Trevor was insistent upon bugging the crap out of me with sarcastic, teasing comments until Kyle finally turned around and snapped at him. “Leave her alone. One more snide remark and I’ll pull this car over.” 
 
    “Aw, come on farm girl, I’m kidding,” he edged, leaning into me with his shoulder. “I never had a sister. I’m the one used to getting messed with by Grant.” 
 
    The moment he referred to me as his sister, my pride bloomed and my emotions tumbled over themselves. “Grant told you?” I whispered, beneath the music so that only he could hear. 
 
    Trevor nodded, keeping his voice down as well. “I got one letter from him. It said, ‘I’m marrying Annie. Watch her back at school. Don’t let anyone fuck with her.’ That was it.” 
 
    I laughed at the way he spoke with a fake-deep voice as he imitated Grant. He grinned my way.  
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Really,” he repeated, retrieving his Walkman and slipping his headphones over his ears. 
 
    We arrived at a small hotel near his base. I thought that we’d get to see him right away, but discovered that we wouldn’t be able to go to his base until the next morning. My parents had given me money for my own room, but insisted that Karen chaperone us at all times.  
 
    Trevor carried my bags for me, as well as his own. “Want me to stay with you?”  
 
    I expected some lewd comment to follow, but he appeared utterly serious. I shook my head, trying to appear grateful. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I won’t be a dick if you change your mind,” he assured me. “You’re completely unattractive to me. Kissing you was like kissing my grandma.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at that, tucking my hair behind my ear shyly. “I should be offended by that, but I’m kind of relieved.” 
 
    “My stepdad snores like a freight train. I’ll pay you.” 
 
    Kyle shifted his luggage and sent him an annoyed look. I smiled, shrugging. “Trevor, if you want the other bed in my room, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Cool,” he burst, rushing past me to the room number I’d been assigned. 
 
    “If he bothers you, just tell me, sweetie,” Karen told me, moving to unlock their door just down the hall from mine.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. Honestly, I was kind of glad not to be alone in the room by myself, though Trevor would have been the last roommate I’d chosen. 
 
    It was late, and I changed in the bathroom quickly before moving to my bed. We’d eaten dinner at some roadside diner along the way, and my stomach wasn’t agreeing with the greasy food. 
 
    “You sleep in his shirt? That’s fucked up.” 
 
    Trevor gawked at Grant’s flannel. I sent him a threatening glare, raising my eyebrows and looking at the door. “Want to sleep with the freight train?” 
 
    He backed up to his bed, holding his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, sorry. My deepest apologies,” he rambled dramatically. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Go to sleep, Trevor.” 
 
    “Sleeping,” he assured me, crawling into his own bed. 
 
    I fell asleep almost immediately but woke up around three AM. After tossing and turning for a few minutes, I gasped, holding my stomach and running for the bathroom. 
 
    I’d never puked so hard in my life. I must have moaned, and Trevor pushed the door open a crack, blinking into the bright bathroom light. “Want me to get my mom?” 
 
    “No,” I managed, heaving again. 
 
    When I finished, I glanced over his way. I expected to see him cringing and closing the door, but instead he held out a handful of tissues. I accepted them as he grabbed a washcloth to soak with water. “That food was freaking nasty,” he agreed, gingerly walking toward me. “You okay?” 
 
    I nodded, sitting back against the tub. I was bowled over as he moved next to me, patting my left shoulder cautiously. I was pretty sure he was using only one finger, and I almost laughed. “Thanks Trevor. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay. Good.” He hurried from the bathroom, and I could hear the undeniable relief in his voice. 
 
    Back in the bed, I turned over on my side, facing his bed. He spoke through the darkness. 
 
    “Annie, I’m sorry I was a jerk to you in the car. You’re cool.” 
 
    I turned my face into my pillow. “It’s okay. I’m used to having a brother.” 
 
    “Cool.”  
 
    I could hear the grin in his tone as he turned over. His breathing evened and I was sure he was sleeping within minutes. 
 
    I lay awake a while longer, trying to fight the stomachache and sleep. Every time I’d start to drift off, a surge of excitement or nausea would take over. 
 
    I couldn’t wait for Grant to hold me. 
 
    The next morning, I dressed in jeans and a sweater. The weather was far cooler than I’d expected for South Carolina, and the locals had assured us that the temperature was unusual for late October. 
 
    Once we were on base, we were shown to the visitor’s center for something called Family Day. The area swarmed with the family of other graduating Marines, and I shifted against the railing nervously as we waited in the stairwell of his barracks. 
 
    I tried to remind myself that he was Grant, my Grant. We’d written for months. He asked me to marry him. For some reason, I was feeling more self-conscious than ever as we waited for him to come out of the door. 
 
    I saw him through the doorway before anyone. His eyes fell on me, and I pressed my hand to my mouth, furiously trying to hold back my tears. 
 
    “There he is!” Karen exclaimed as he finally moved through the doorway. 
 
    His eyes raked over me, and I stepped back, unable to believe that it was actually him. He was tan, thinner in his waist but broader shouldered, and the veins in his arms were pressing against his skin. His muscles had doubled in size, and his face no longer held any trace of his boyish appearance. 
 
    “Hi Mom,” he murmured, still focused on me as she hugged him fiercely. He wore a camouflaged shirt and pants, and I knew that his hair was buzzed beneath his hat. 
 
    “Looking good, bro!” Trevor called, and Kyle extended his hand. Grant accepted his handshake quickly, walking past all three of them to me. 
 
    “Hi,” I managed, holding my arms up to him. 
 
    His grin took over his handsome face, and I was in his arms, my feet dangling above the ground. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, his mouth pressed to my ear. “You look older. Jesus.” 
 
    He was kissing me, and I closed my eyes as several Marines passed by us and directed their teasing laughter our way. 
 
    “Get some, Butler!” someone called, but he only held me tighter. 
 
    “Okay,” Kyle called, chuckling. “Let her breathe.” 
 
    “We get to tour this place?” Trevor interrupted excitedly, and Grant nodded, settling me back down to the floor. 
 
    “I’ll show you around,” Grant answered, his hazel eyes still fixed on me. I blushed as his gaze moved over my body and lingered on my sweater for a few extra seconds. “I missed you,” he told me, reaching for my hand. 
 
    “I missed you, too.” I exhaled softly, still reeling from his kiss. 
 
    He held my hand the entire time we walked around his base, occasionally taking a moment to salute someone or answer his parent’s questions. I knew I wouldn’t remember anything about our walk other than the way his hands felt in mine, so tough and calloused, or his scent, so masculine and warm. 
 
    I knew he’d have given anything to be alone with me. 
 
    He was so reserved as he walked us through the base, showing us the obstacle courses and telling us stories. His words, always thoughtful, were even more careful as he spoke with a new dignity that I noticed in him right away. 
 
    Around lunchtime, we filed into a restaurant, and after we were shown to a table, Grant leaned in close to me.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I shook my head, covering my stomach. “Not really. I ate something bad yesterday and my stomach is still upset.” 
 
    “She was puking last night,” Trevor announced, and I cringed. 
 
    Grant’s eyes narrowed, and he wrapped his arm around me. “Want to take a walk? I could tell when we walked in that the smell was bothering you.” 
 
    The scent of food had made me nauseous all over again, and I was surprised that he’d noticed. “Sure,” I agreed. 
 
    Once we were outside the restaurant, we walked to a quiet place around the back of the building. He slid his hands over my face, threading his fingers through my hair. “I’m so glad you came.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, reaching for his kiss. He tightened his hold on me, and I rested my cheek against his chest. 
 
    Our feelings were so damn intense that we forgot how to talk to each other. It was strange, just being in his arms, having waited for months to finally hear his voice and yet not knowing what to say. 
 
    “You look older,” he repeated, his hands sliding down my neck and over my shoulders. “Something’s different with your makeup.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing any,”’ I replied, laughing softly. “Apparently, you were in love with a flat-chested raccoon.” 
 
    He shook his head, still gazing down at me. “I am in love with the prettiest girl I’ll ever know. I’m sure everyone else back home is noticing, too.” 
 
    I stiffened, lifting my worried eyes to his. I’d never heard jealousy from him before, and couldn’t understand why it was suddenly there. “No one is noticing me. I don’t talk to anyone.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled with amusement, and he bent to press his lips to my ear. “I’m sorry. That was a shitty thing to say. I’m kind of a horny jerk. Forgive me?” 
 
    I giggled at his words, nodding. “Of course I do. And you’re not a...jerk.” 
 
    He smiled, shrugging. “Definitely horny though.” 
 
    I smirked, elbowing him playfully. “We’ll have to wait a little longer.” 
 
    He answered me with the most perfect kiss. 
 
    . . . 
 
    I finally slept that night for the first time in what felt like forever. His graduation ceremony the next day took place outside, and with the crisp weather, I had to forgo the dress I’d brought and stick with jeans and a jacket.  
 
    The cold, steel risers were set up for the families to sit, and I huddled between Karen and Trevor. The graduates marched ceremoniously for a while, and the band played a medley of hymns. Cameras snapped around me, and the sound of the film winding created a faint, constant shutter. A few parents had video cameras, the heavy equipment balanced on their shoulders and aimed at their graduating children. 
 
    Several babies whined and cried throughout the ceremony, and the chaplain took to the podium for a group prayer. The Marine flag whipped in the biting wind, blocking the speaker’s face from my view throughout most of his speech. 
 
    There were some graduates in dress blues, and Kyle explained that they were part of the honor guards. Grant wore his alphas, an olive green uniform that only made him look more handsome. 
 
    I chafed my hands together, shivering as a helicopter flew overhead. Someone in charge got up to speak, talking about how we shouldn’t be surprised to find our Marines very much changed since the day they left for boot camp. 
 
    He said that semper fidelis was their motto, and that it meant “always faithful.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything else that described Grant better. 
 
    Through his words about pride, discipline, and responsibility, I closed my eyes, thinking about finally being home with him. We only had a few days, but I planned to make each one count. 
 
    “Semper fi,” he said, into the microphone, and everyone stood and applauded. 
 
    Grant was officially a Marine. 
 
    I sat locked in his arms the entire drive home. He chatted with his family off and on, but after a while, his parents turned up the radio. Karen’s glance into the backseat told me that she was attempting to give us some privacy, though I was still crowded between Grant and Trevor. 
 
    “How’s school?” he asked me, as though suddenly remembering that I was still in class. 
 
    “Boring.” 
 
    He smirked at that. “Yeah? How’s Kate?” 
 
    “Kate’s… Kate,” I replied helplessly, and Trevor snorted. 
 
    “Kate’s gonna end up knocked up,” he commented, and Kyle turned around to shoot him a warning glare. 
 
    Grant pulled me closer against him, holding me tightly. 
 
    I rested my head against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat as I dozed off. 
 
    We pulled into his parent’s driveway at nearly two in the morning and were met with several inches of snow. The radio proclaimed that we’d broken records in Ohio with the earliest snowfall at almost six inches.  
 
    I’d already decided that I was spending the night, and we were all cold and exhausted as we filed tiredly into their kitchen. Karen turned to us, lowering her voice. 
 
    “I don’t see you going upstairs, and I definitely don’t see you sleeping in Grant’s bedroom,” she said, reaching out to hug us both at the same time. “Try to get some sleep, both of you. Be good.” 
 
    I had no idea what “be good” meant. I knew the moment that I slipped into bed next to Grant, there would be no holding back. 
 
    I used the bathroom, brushing my teeth hurrying back into his room. 
 
    He stood by his bed, his shirt long forgotten, wearing only his camouflaged pants. 
 
    His chest was so much more muscular in only a few months. I walked to him slowly, wearing only my long, thigh-length white sweater and panties. 
 
    He caught me and spun me around, and I landed on my back on the bed. His mouth melded to mine and his hand began at my knee, sliding up to my hip. 
 
    “I have to have you,” he growled, his teeth grazing over my throat. I gasped, throwing my head back and pressing my body to his. 
 
    “I’m on the pill,” I burst in a frantic breath. 
 
    He pulled away for a moment, gazing down into my eyes. “Since when?” 
 
    “The beginning of October.” 
 
    “Is it working?” he asked, his shadowy gaze travelling over my chest longingly before he balled my sweater at my sides, pulling it over my head. 
 
    “Yes,” I assured him, shyly pressing my naked chest to his. He backed away, lowering his hands to my breasts, fondling, kissing. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful… God, Annie, I missed you,” he hushed as his mouth closed over my breast. 
 
    He pressed his hand between my legs and murmured something about how wet I was for him. With a contented sigh, he shifted out of his pants. 
 
    His eyes met mine, asking silent permission. I nodded, exhaling sharply as he pushed inside of me. 
 
    I knew I must have been tense for him, and I moaned as his mouth returned to my skin. He said my name again and again as he pulled out slowly before thrusting forward. He was stronger than before, locking me in his arms, filling me so deeply that I gripped his shoulders in shock. 
 
    “Go slow,” I begged. The entire bed shook as he drove into me, and even as I climbed toward pleasure, I winced. “Grant,” I managed. 
 
    He didn’t hear me, or if he did, he couldn’t hold back. The pleasure was beyond what I remembered from our first time, building fast and erupting uncontrollably. I turned my head and buried my moan into his pillow, and he growled into my neck, forcing as deep as he could into me and pouring himself into my body. 
 
    Everything was different.  
 
    I lay there with him still inside of me, panting, unable to fathom the new, incredible intensity of our lovemaking. “Grant?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his own breaths ragged as he tried to hold himself up to keep from crushing me. “I’m sorry, I should have… I should have waited-” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I promised, though I knew already that I would be terribly sore the next day. “I couldn’t have waited. I couldn’t have waited another second,” I said, cupping his face in my hands. 
 
    He kissed me slowly, so languorously as he pulled away. I wondered if I should get up, but he continued kissing until I didn’t care.  
 
    “I should have been more careful with you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I whispered, fitting myself into the crook of his arm where I belonged. We fell into our place as we cuddled together, and nothing seemed more natural than being tangled up in Grant’s arms.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 F O U R T E E N 
 
    The next thirteen days flew by unbearably fast. 
 
    We made love every night. He was more gentle after the first time, and I began to recognize the perfect way that we moved together to come apart. 
 
    We were careful and respectful around our parents, not doing it in the house or my studio. We ended up in the woods in the modest, two-person tent he’d set up near the creek.  
 
    We spent those autumn nights talking, kissing, touching, and laughing. On the last three days he traveled with his recruiter, going to schools to speak about the Marines and encouraging more young people to join.  
 
    I kept up with my schoolwork, though I was tempted to skip. Grant went running every morning, so I joined him, getting up at four in the morning just to spend the extra time with him during the day. I couldn’t keep up at first, but after a few days we found a comfortable pace between us. 
 
    We spent the nights in each other’s arms, and I often ended up sneaking back into my room around ten or eleven. 
 
    Halloween came and went. I avoided the many parties we’d been invited to since we had so little time together, but I knew that I couldn’t skip Kate’s eighteenth birthday. 
 
    “It’s this Friday. They’re having it at the lodge, the big one with the fireplace,” I told Grant.  
 
    “I’ll be wherever you are,” he reminded me.  
 
    God, how I loved him. 
 
    I’d come home one day that week to find him on a ladder, painting my studio for me. I’d talked about how I wanted to paint it for months, and he surprised me. Wiping his hands on a rag, he grinned my way. “I can’t believe you’re doing this! You only have a couple of days left. Don’t waste your time painting,” I protested. 
 
    “I’m doing this because I want to,” he replied, kissing my nose first and eliciting a giggle from me before his lips found mine. “Kate’s party is tomorrow, right? I’ll be late, though, I have a couple of appointments with my recruiter. You go with Kate, help her set up, and I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    I grinned, not caring that he was splattered with paint as I bobbed to my tip-toes for a kiss. “Thank you for doing this.” 
 
    He smirked, holding his paint-covered hands out at his sides as he pressed his lips to mine. “Not fair. I can’t touch you.” 
 
    I giggled, shaking my head. “Nope. My parents might know that we make out.” 
 
    He grinned, moving closer. “I know exactly what I want to grab. And the location would be very incriminating.” 
 
    I laughed, kissing him again before changing into my old clothes to help him paint. 
 
    That night, we ate dinner with his parents. Trevor made everyone uncomfortable by announcing that a bunch of guys at school were interested in me. 
 
    “I think they need a reminder that my brother is a fucking marine. Oorah!” he told Grant, and Grant rolled his eyes, spearing a piece of turkey with his fork. His mother had cooked a traditional Thanksgiving dinner early, knowing Grant wouldn’t be there with us in November. 
 
    “Don’t curse at the dinner table,” Kyle reminded him. 
 
    “Nobody is interested in me,” I protested, and Trevor narrowed his eyes, reaching for the bowl of mashed potatoes. 
 
    “Marc plans to ask you out at Kate’s party,” he told me. 
 
    I felt Grant stiffen at my side, but he said nothing, continuing to eat as he stared at his plate. 
 
    We took his Jeep to my house instead of walking through the woods. Kyle had gotten his doors repaired for him while he was gone, and he’d fixed the top to the vehicle. As his heater worked overtime to fill the small space, I turned to him nervously. 
 
    “Nobody is interested in me,” I repeated, and his jaw tightened as he reached for my hand. 
 
    “Annie,” he began, squeezing softly before letting go and shifting into reverse. “I always tell you how pretty you are, and smart, and talented, and I’m not going to blame any guy for wanting what I have.” 
 
    His calm confidence eased my worry, and I smiled, leaning into his shoulder. “I wish I was as secure as you. When girls talk about how hot you are, I can’t help but get angry and jealous.” 
 
    He flashed me a sexy grin. “Yeah? They talk?” 
 
    “Oh, they talk,” I assured him. He laughed, pulling me closer into his arms. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Grant ended up taking me to Kate’s party when his recruiter canceled their visits. He stayed at my side the entire night and intimidated the hell out of any guy who had one thought about asking me out. 
 
    The B-52’s “Love Shack” blared from Kate’s boom box at least five times that night, peppered in with the New Kids on the Block, Paula Abdul, and Madonna. When Richard Marx’s “Right Here Waiting for You” began, Grant turned to me, the firelight dancing in his eyes. “Annie?” 
 
    “Hm?” I murmured, overheated between his arms and the roaring fireplace. 
 
    “When I’m gone, I’m going to think of you like this. Happy. Enjoying the kinds of things I’ve already done, like parties and friends and music. Don’t hide away in your studio and forget the world.” 
 
    I nodded, though no part of me wanted to think about him being gone. 
 
    It was after midnight when the party ended, and as he drove back to our houses, we felt the tension of having nowhere to go but wanting like hell to be together. 
 
    His hand slid over my knee, pushing my sweater dress up to my thigh as I writhed in the passenger’s seat. I brushed my fingers over the back of his neck, against his short hair. “Your studio?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    We listened to my Chicago 19 album as he made love to me. The snow fell lightly just outside the window, and the pine-scented candle that I’d lit flickered in the shadows.  
 
    He held me for a long time afterward beneath the old comforter I’d left in my studio. “Be happy,” he whispered again, his finger tracing along my jaw. 
 
    “I’ll just be waiting for you. I can’t be really happy unless you’re here,” I countered. 
 
    He held me in the way that only he could, in that very adult way that let me believe that he was all I’d ever need. The world around us fell away with the snow, and I closed my eyes, contented just to be in his arms. 
 
    Two nights before he left, Grant took me through the snow into the woods, insisting on asking me something by the creek. I backed against our oak tree, grinning up at him, realizing that he almost looked nervous. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Hey,” I said softly, wrapping my arms around his waist. “It’s just me.” 
 
    He reached into his coat pocket, and I held my breath as he took my left hand. “I want to marry you someday, Annie. I want everyone to know that you’re mine. I know you already said yes in your letter,” he added, his voice breaking just barely, “but I want to hear you say the word to me. I feel like a man… when you say yes to me.” 
 
    I blinked away the snowflakes that gathered on my lashes, focused on the tiny diamond ring with the gold band. I knew that he couldn’t afford what he was slipping on my finger, and I knew that we were really just kids, but hearing him admit that I had that kind of power over him made me feel less like the girl that I was. 
 
    I felt like a woman for the first time in my life. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, letting him surround me with his arms and protect me from the frigid air and the cold reality of the coming new year. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Our last night together came too quickly and left me a crying mess. The unusually cold, October gray surrounded us as we huddled together in my studio on the old love seat. 
 
    He continuously ran his fingers through my long hair, his arms wrapped around me as my back pressed to his chest. 
 
    “I hate this day,” I said childishly, watching as more snow began to swirl and flutter against the window.  
 
    “But I’m holding you. This is how I want to spend all of my days, from now on,” he promised. 
 
    I closed my eyes, my heavy heart pressing unbearably against my chest. “You’ll call me?” 
 
    He sighed, nodding against my hair. “As much as I can. It’ll be expensive. You know I’ll write.” 
 
    “I’ll find a job just to pay for your collect calls,” I assured him, and he chuckled. 
 
    “Annie, find a college. Remember, you promised.” 
 
    I narrowed my closed eyes, remembering my fervent promise to him to start looking into colleges. I’d been so preoccupied with him, with him leaving, that I hadn’t looked into one single school. 
 
    “I still have more than a year,” I ventured softly, spinning my ring on my finger. 
 
    “It’s a year you shouldn’t waste, sitting around, waiting for me,” he countered, tightening his hold on my stomach. “You’re so smart and talented. Look, I’m doing what I planned to do. As much as I hate leaving you behind. You need to follow your plans, too. Right?” he urged. 
 
    I could only nod. I didn’t admit to him that I was having problems focusing in school lately, or that my mind constantly wandered to daydream about our life together. 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” I murmured, feeling even more helpless than I sounded. 
 
    “I know. I’ll miss you too. But we both know that we can survive being apart. We’re both strong enough for this,” he comforted softly. “I’ll come back to you, Annie. You’re my first. And my last,” he whispered, pressing his face into my hair. 
 
    I signed, fighting away my tears. 
 
    The week after he left, I did exactly as he asked me to do. I began my diligent search for colleges, scheduling as many visits as I could for the upcoming weekends. It was clear that my parents had been expecting me to shut down like I had before, but I impressed them with my positivity and proactive calls. 
 
    “I’m thinking maybe a community college at first,” I told my dad two weeks later. I hadn’t heard from Grant yet, not even a letter, but every time I thought that he was forgetting me, I closed my hand over my locket and twist my ring on my finger.  
 
    “That’s a good economical choice,” my dad replied, grinning my way. “I’m so glad you’re back on track, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I was never off track,” I argued, continuing to load the dishwasher. “I was just… distracted. But Grant is right. I need to keep following my path just like he is.” 
 
    My dad stood, carrying his dish to the sink and reaching to rinse his plate. “I knew I liked that kid,” he said with a smile, giving me a half-hug before turning for the living room. 
 
    I beamed, struck by the first approving comment my dad had ever made about Grant.  
 
    His first letter to me came a month after he’d left, right after Thanksgiving, and it was several pages long. I couldn’t decide which I liked better- the frequent, short notes from him, or the detailed description of what he was learning in infantry school. 
 
      
 
    This is exactly where I belong, Annie. For now. Because I know I belong with you forever, and I want to be the kind of man who can protect you and provide for you. Thank you for waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    I wrote him back immediately and told him I’d always wait for him.  
 
    I’d wait forever if he needed me to. 
 
    On Christmas morning, my parents shocked me with the keys to my first car, a dark blue, 1985 GMC Jimmy. I couldn’t believe I actually had my own car, and couldn’t wait to tell Grant. It was as though they knew that I needed them more than ever that year, and they spent the entire day with me and Doug, watching home movies with us and baking cookies. 
 
    I took a tin of cookies over to Grant’s parents’ house, and was met with hugs and a big, wrapped box sealed with a red bow. Inside, I found a stereo system for my new SUV. 
 
    “This is too much, I can’t accept this,” I protested, tears filling my eyes. Karen hugged me, bending to whisper against my ear. 
 
    “You and Grant love your music so much. And we love you.” 
 
    Her words left me speechless, and I brushed at the tears with my fingertips, thanking them with all of my heart. 
 
    The winter seemed even longer without him. When he was finished with school, he began his active duty at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. He stopped calling, and the letters that I got were few and far-between. When he did write, he made each word count, saying good-bye the same way each time. 
 
    I love you, Annie. 
 
    I love you, Annie. 
 
    First… and last. 
 
    I would automatically skip to the end of his letter when I’d open it just to see those words first. 
 
    On my seventeenth birthday in May, he called my private phone before my alarm went off to wake me up. I wasn’t expecting his voice on the other line. 
 
    “Good-morning, pretty girl. Happy birthday.” 
 
    I smiled sleepily into my pillow, hugging the receiver to my ear. “Thank you,” I managed. 
 
    “I wanted to be the first,” he added, his tone sounding even more adult on the phone to me. 
 
    “You’re always the first,” I replied, my husky morning-voice unavoidable as I tried to clear my throat. 
 
    His deep sigh was heavy with longing. “You doing okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Kate’s throwing me a party tonight, at her house. Her parents are out of town.” He was silent for a long moment, and I pressed my ear into the phone. “Grant?” 
 
    “Be careful, okay? Kate always has beer. I worry about you drinking.” 
 
    “Me?” I exhaled a breathy scoff, rubbing my eyes. “I’ve never had a beer and don’t plan to.” 
 
    “Will Trevor be there?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “He doesn’t really hang around with us anymore.” 
 
    He sighed again, and I could feel his restlessness through the phone lines. “Stay the night there, okay? Don’t let Justin or anyone drive you home.” 
 
    “You worry about me too much.” I stretched, wishing he was next to me in the bed.  
 
    “I love you, Annie.” 
 
    I smiled. “I love you, Grant.” 
 
    He disconnected before I could promise him that I’d be safe. 
 
    My seventeenth birthday, as it turned out, was just an excuse for Kate to throw a party in her parent’s absence. We parked along the curb though several other cars had filled the front yard, and I knew her parents would be pissed when they came home to find their lawn turfed. 
 
    “My Prerogative” blared from the open windows as Bobby Brown hosted my grand entrance into my party. A slew of Justin’s friends, all graduated, turned their eyes on me as I passed through her hall, but none of them took the time away from their beer to wish me a happy birthday. 
 
    Kate’s giggling protests drew my attention to the kitchen, and I found her sitting on the counter by the refrigerator while Justin sucked on her neck. 
 
    “Hi,” I called, and she managed a wave my way. 
 
    “Hey! The birthday girl is here!” she shouted. I blushed as several people turned to wish me a half-hearted happy birthday, and Justin’s friend, Paul, shoved a beer into my hand. 
 
    “Hey birthday girl! Where’s your bodyguard?” he teased, glancing around. 
 
    I assumed that he was referring to Grant, and I forced a smile. “He’s in the Marines. He’s away,” I said. 
 
    “The cat’s away,” he replied somewhat drunkenly, waggling his eyebrows. I winced, backing toward the counter as he tried to drop his arms around me. 
 
    “You sound like a fucking eighty-year-old dick-wad,” Justin called, turning to Paul. “The cat’s away… what the fuck, Paul? Get off her or I’ll kick your ass,” he said, continuing to lick beer off of Kate’s neck. “And then when her boyfriend gets back, he’ll kick your ass. It won’t be pretty.” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” he stammered, grinning my way. “I heard she’s worth an ass-kicking,” he said, tipping his head back to chug the rest of his beer as he positioned himself in front of me at the counter. 
 
    Justin came out of nowhere, his wide hand landing on Paul’s shirt collar as he hurled him across the kitchen, away from me. He stumbled back over the table, and I covered my mouth, staring in shock at Justin. 
 
    “Keep your fucking hands to yourself,” he repeated. 
 
    Kate jumped off the counter, grabbing my hand and rushing into the backyard with me. I almost dropped my beer, turning to her with wide eyes. 
 
    “Oh my God! What just happened?” I cried, stunned. 
 
    “Grant made Justin promise to keep an eye on you. They’re, like, best friends now or something,” she said. “He called Justin this afternoon. He called me to get Justin’s number.” 
 
    I continued to stare at Kate in disbelief. “He did that? Why? Doesn’t he think I can take care of myself?” 
 
    “Apparently not,” she replied, fluffing her hair and wiping the remaining beer away from her neck. “It’s kind of hot, Annie. The way he is, like, totally and completely obsessed with you.” 
 
    Hot? I thought of my brief conversation with him that morning, and his concern for me about the party. Did I want him to worry about me?  
 
    I couldn’t understand why I was so upset. My stomach churned as I attempted to dissect my unsettling feelings. 
 
    Frowning, I lowered my beer to the patio table and tucked my arms around my body. “Thank you for the party. I feel kind of… kind of like leaving now, I hope you’re not mad.” 
 
    Kate sighed, reaching out to hug me. “But it’s your party.” 
 
    “Please have fun. Don’t worry about me. I’m too embarrassed to go back in there,” I admitted, walking around the house toward the car. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She walked with me to my car, shrugging. “I get it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    I drove away from my ten-minute birthday party, mortified as the memory of those ten minutes played over and over again in my mind. 
 
    Grant had hung up with me, called Kate, asked for Justin’s number, and then enlisted him as my bodyguard? 
 
    Something wasn’t right. I didn’t understand why I was upset with Grant, but I was. Kate seemed to think his over-protectiveness was cool, but I couldn’t shake the nauseating anxiety that had taken over. 
 
    It was almost midnight when my phone rang by my bedside, and I was still wide awake, mulling over what had happened at Kate’s party. 
 
    I answered with a sleepy, “hello?” His voice filled the line. 
 
    “Annie? You’re not at the party?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, swallowing back the biting words that brewed all of a sudden. The last time I’d been upset with Grant was when I found out that I wasn’t his first, but he’d kissed away my indignant reaction in moments. 
 
    He couldn’t kiss me now. “No. I left early.” 
 
    “Did you have fun?” 
 
    “Grant, why did you call Justin? You know I can take care of myself, right?” 
 
    The silence on the line made me wish my words back. I knotted my fingers in the spiral cord, waiting, waiting for him to say something. 
 
    Finally, he sighed. “It felt out of line. I didn’t realize until later. I’m sorry.” 
 
    His careful words, always prudent and delivered with precision and thought, eased my nerves. I turned into my pillow, gripping my phone. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s not okay. I can’t be there for you the way I want to. I’m having a hard time with that.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, spinning my ring on my finger. “I’m sorry,” I finally said, my words heavy and tired. “We’ll figure this out, right? We’re not the first to be in love far away.” 
 
    “I know.” The static on the line canned his words, and I sighed. 
 
    “You’re breaking up,” I whispered. 
 
    “You are too. I love you, pretty girl,” he said. “Happy birthday. I wanted to be the last.” 
 
    I smiled, glancing over at my bedside clock. The moment I did, the digital numbers flashed from 11:59 to 12:00. 
 
    “You were,” I answered him softly. “I love you, too.” 
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    As much as I missed Grant, that summer between my junior and senior year flew by as soon as I began working at the local Kmart. Once school ended, I picked up long shifts at the register and began saving every paycheck for when Grant would come home.  
 
    I wanted to be able to contribute to whatever plans he was making for us, and wanted him to be proud of me. 
 
    By the end of July, Grant and I had fallen into an easy routine of regular letters. He made me promise not to work too hard and to keep focusing on my art.  
 
    I made him promise not to love the military so much that he never wanted to come home. 
 
    He did love it. I could feel the excitement in his letters when he wrote about school, or his fellow Marines, or the things he’d learned in just a few short months. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m cut out to be a military wife,” I protested. He laughed, and I savored every second of his voice over one of our few, distant phone calls. 
 
    “You’re cut out to be mine, that’s all that matters. No matter where that may take us.” 
 
    He was a romantic at heart, something that I had begun to realize was a rarity in most men.  
 
    Justin broke up with Kate a month before school started, and I’d never been so angry at anyone in my life. Kate was a mess, and I comforted her amidst two soup ladles a five quart plastic bucket of Neapolitan flavored ice cream. 
 
    She made me rewind Mariah Carey’s “Love Takes Time” every time the song ended, and I’d begun to memorize exactly how many seconds it took to reach the beginning of the track before hitting stop and play. 
 
    “Mariah’s right. She’s so right. I love him but I hate him.” She broke into sobs, dribbling pink ice cream from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “He said he doesn’t want to distract you from school?” I demanded. “The same guy who used to make you skip social studies class for a quickie behind the bleachers?” 
 
    “He cares about me so much.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve, and I realized then that she’d taken a page from my book and worn one of his shirts. “We have so much, like, history together. You know? I almost got pregnant three times. Three. That bonds people,” she cried, falling back against the foot of my bed. 
 
    “You want me to kick his ass?” I asked softly, wrapping my arm around her. 
 
    She rested her head against my shoulder, nodding tearfully. “Yes. But don’t hurt him.” 
 
    We both gave into helpless laughter as my mom called us down to dinner. 
 
    Kate moped at the dinner table for a little while and left when my parents began giving her advice on how to apply herself to school and move on. I cringed at them but knew it was coming; they loved Kate like a daughter and were obviously happy to see Justin out of the picture. 
 
    I gathered the dinner dishes and turned on the kitchen radio as Doug and my dad moved into the living room. Doug had been accepted to an internship in Washington, DC. I had no idea where or why, but I congratulated him because he sounded happy. 
 
    The commercial ended on the radio, and Michael Bolton crooned “How Am I Supposed to Live Without You” as I closed the dishwasher. 
 
    “Annie!” 
 
    Doug’s urgent voice called from the living room, and I turned the dial, reaching for a towel to dry my hands. 
 
    Apparently I wasn’t fast enough for him. He appeared in the doorway moments later, and I tossed the towel to the edge of the counter. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    His dark eyes flashed with urgency. “You need to get in here.” 
 
    I clenched my fists, hurrying into the living room after him. 
 
    CNN filled our family’s console TV, and I held my breath as scenes I didn’t understand flashed on the screen. 
 
    “What?” I demanded, looking at him expectantly.  
 
    I waited for him to launch into some boring lecture about the politics of our world, but when I caught the expression on my dad’s face, I knew that something was really wrong. 
 
    “…by mid-morning, thousands of troops swarmed into the capital-” 
 
    “What?” I tried again, half-listening to the CNN announcer as I stared with wide eyes at my dad. The jerky film was making my stomach hurt, and I couldn’t look any longer at the grey-green footage on the screen. 
 
    “Iraq invaded Kuwait,” my father explained quietly. He exchanged a glance with Doug, and I lifted my eyes to my brother. 
 
    “Bush is going to react. There are oil fields in Saudi Arabia. If Iraq moves in there… Annie?” 
 
    I turned my eyes back to the screen, watching in silence at the recording of tanks and sand and mayhem in a land that seemed so foreign it was almost make-believe. 
 
    “What does that mean? What about Grant?” I finally said, unable to form the right questions and cursing my lack of knowledge of the politics in our world. I wish I’d listened to Doug more often. 
 
    Doug shrugged, staring at the screen with his arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t know. Nothing has happened here yet.” 
 
    “So he’s safe?” I insisted, looking between my father and my brother. 
 
    “For now,” Doug assured me. 
 
    “Good.” I turned for the kitchen again, breaking into a run. The moment I reached my studio, I dropped to Grant’s chair, trying desperately to believe that the foreboding feeling in my stomach was nothing but worry for the man that I loved. 
 
    As I lay in bed that night, my phone rang, jolting me from my restless dreams. I guessed that it was Kate, but when his voice resonated on the line, I almost burst into relieved tears. 
 
    “Hey, pretty girl. Did I wake you up?” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t sleep.” I turned on my side. “You’re calling. Something’s wrong. Is it that thing with Iraq?” 
 
    He chuckled softly, and I smiled at his calming tone. “That thing? Yeah. I was sure you saw the news, complete with Doug’s commentary.” 
 
    “Are we going to war? To protect oil fields or something?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’m right here. Talking to you. About to go to bed and listen to my new Mother Love Bone album from my hot girlfriend back home. Thank you for that.” 
 
    I smiled, blinking away the tears that had surfaced. “You’re welcome. Come home.” 
 
    He sighed, lowering his voice slightly. “I can’t talk long, but that’s why I called. To tell you that I will come home to you, Annie. I promise you. Okay?” 
 
    Something in his voice was so definite, so eerily calm that I almost begged him to stay on the line with me, to never hang up, to talk to me until I felt the world cloud away as I fell asleep. 
 
    I knew that he couldn’t do that. 
 
    “Don’t promise. Terrible things happen when people make promises. Just come home first, then promise.” 
 
    He laughed softly. “I’ll come home first,” he agreed. 
 
    “I love you, Grant.” 
 
    “I love you, Annie.” 
 
    The resolution in his tone was reassuring enough for me to finally find sleep. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The following Wednesday, on August eighth, Doug sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and the New York Times. 
 
    I caught the first line, something about American troops and planes being sent to Saudi Arabia, and dropped to the chair next to him in dread. 
 
    “You were right,” I breathed, scanning the article in his hands. “Why? Why us? How are we going to stop Iraq from going near Saudi Arabia? Who is Saddam Hussein?” 
 
    Doug handed the paper over to me with a deep sigh, standing to return to the coffee pot. “He’s the president of Iraq.” 
 
    “Iraq’s army has one million members?” I read aloud. “Oh my God,” I managed, shaking my head. “He’s going over there, isn’t he? Doug?” 
 
    My brother returned to the table with his cup, and I realized that he’d poured one for me as well and added the Sweet‘n Low that I liked. “If he can, he will. I’ve talked to Grant enough to know that he’d want to go.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he’d want to go?” 
 
    “He’s excited about what he’s learned. It’s not wrong for him to want to go use what he’s got.” 
 
    I slid my coffee away and buried my face in my hands. “He can’t go over there.” 
 
    His hand settled on my shoulder for a long moment. I expected a lecture about how it’s his job to go where they tell him to go, but instead, he knelt down next to me, pulling my hands away from my face. 
 
    “He may have already gone, Annie. You realize that, right?” 
 
    Despite his gentle tone, I felt all of the blood drain from my face as my heart thudded to a stop. I searched his eyes frantically, shaking my head. 
 
    “He wouldn’t do that, right? He’d call first, he’d say goodbye-” 
 
    He nodded toward the back of the house, to the woods. “Call his parents.” 
 
    I burst to my feet, barely taking the time to slip into my Keds before running off through the woods.  
 
    I saw Karen before she saw me. She was bent over her garden, digging into the soil almost angrily. 
 
    I stopped, and then slowed my walk toward her. “Karen?” 
 
    She turned slightly, and as soon as I saw her wiping her face with her shoulder, I knew. 
 
    I knew that she was crying. 
 
    “Annie,” she exhaled with an overly-bright smile, brushing her hands together and pushing to her feet. “Hi sweetie. This is a nice surprise-” 
 
    “He was deployed? He’s over there?” I begged, my voice breaking on every other word. 
 
    She paused for a long moment, looking up at the trees above my head as through attempting to collect herself. Finally, she nodded without speaking, and I knew the reason why. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, and I accepted her hug, shaking my head against her shoulder. 
 
    “He called me yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “Saudi Arabia.” 
 
    “How long?” I asked, the tremble in my voice inevitable. 
 
    She patted my back softly, hugging me tighter. “We don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s just a preemptive move, honey,” Kyle said, and I turned my face slightly to see him coming from across the back patio. “Trying to intimidate Iraq and warn them. It shouldn’t escalate much past that.” 
 
    “It should never escalate to war,” I whispered, taking deep breaths to try to control my sobbing. “But it does. It does. It has for centuries. Right?” 
 
    “Grant is strong, and smart. You know that,” Karen assured me. “He was in great spirits, Annie. He was ready to go. This is what he’s always wanted. You and I can’t understand that feeling, because we’re not him. We’re not soldiers. Honey, we knew this could happen. Right?” 
 
    She smoothed my hair, and I nodded tearfully. 
 
    “But I can’t believe it really is,” I said. 
 
    She sighed in agreement, taking me into her arms again. 
 
    . . . 
 
    I raced home every day from school to watch the news. My job at Kmart became the furthest thing from my mind, and I finally quit a week later. 
 
    “More CNN?” My dad asked as he dropped his briefcase and keys next to the front door. I looked up from my notebook, giving him a little wave. 
 
    “And more letters. I’m going to keep writing him and hope he’s getting my mail,” I added. 
 
    “He will. It takes a long time for a letter to make it all the way from Ohio to Saudi Arabia.” 
 
    “Karen and Kyle are putting together a care package for him. Baby wipes, batteries for his Walkman, things like that.” 
 
    “We can contribute. Just let me know if you want some money, or if I can pick anything up.” 
 
    I gave him a thankful smile, lowering my eyes back to my letter. To my surprise, he settled onto the couch next to me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “Dad?” I asked. 
 
    “You know why I was hard on you two at first, right? You’re my baby. You were only fifteen at the time.” 
 
    “I get it,” I assured him. “I didn’t… at the time, but I do now.” 
 
    “Seventeen.” He pressed a kiss to my temple, hugging me tightly. “Still too young to be waiting like this. You know how hard it is for me to see you so upset and have no way to control what’s happening. Right?” 
 
    “I know, Dad,” I assured him. “But I will. I would wait forever. You know how much I love him.” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes focused on the CNN footage. “He’s a good man, Annie. He’s grown into a good man,” he added. 
 
    I swallowed hard, resting my head against his shoulder. 
 
    My world became a place that made no sense. I started my senior year in a haze, walking among giggling girls and kissing couples as though I’d entered a foreign universe. I drifted between classes, barely there, paying minimal attention as each teacher droned on about subjects I didn’t care about. 
 
    My letter from Grant came a month after school started. The envelope looked as though it’d been washed and left out to dry, and was covered in several different kinds of inked stamps. 
 
    I stopped in the middle of the driveway, carefully opening the seal. 
 
    Dear Annie, 
 
    First, I want you to know that I’m fine. Every time you start brushing at the ink on your fingers like you do when you’re worried, I want you to go grab and apple, listen to the tape that I made you, and draw me something. 
 
    I got your first letter yesterday, and I have a feeling more will be coming. I’m sorry I didn’t call you right before I left. I couldn’t hurt you any more than I was already going to hurt you. I love you too much. 
 
    I love everything about you. 
 
    You told me not to make you a promise, but I’m making one anyway. I will hold you in my arms on your graduation day. I promise you that. Go to school every day knowing that I’ll be there.  
 
    This is just a small time in our whole lives together. We’ll make it through. 
 
    I love you, Annie. 
 
    I love you, Annie. 
 
    I’ll love you forever. 
 
    Yours,  
 
    Grant 
 
      
 
    I had walked to my studio in the time it took for me to read his letter. 
 
    Of all his letters, I knew that one was the one I’d read again and again. 
 
    For the rest of my life.
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    He called me on New Year’s Day, and I burst into tears when I heard his voice after nearly five months. 
 
    “Hold on… I can’t,” I tried, my words trembling with sobs. 
 
    “Annie,” he said, so patiently that a fresh wave of tears took over. “God, it’s good to hear you.” 
 
    The line was horribly choppy and canned, and I heard an echo every time we spoke. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I managed. 
 
    “I’m okay, baby,” he promised. “You okay?” 
 
    I shook my head no, even though I knew that he couldn’t see me. 
 
    “I can’t talk long,” he said. “I just needed to know that you’re okay. Without me.” 
 
    “Are you fighting those people?” I asked, jumping right to the point as I always did. 
 
    “Not yet,” he replied, as though anticipating my question. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    “But I will, when the time comes,” he added. “I want to.” 
 
    I winced. “Be safe… God, Grant, please be safe,” I begged, finally holding myself together long enough to speak to him.  
 
    “I will. Take care of yourself, pretty girl. And remember to eat. Not just apples,” he urged. 
 
    I smiled into the phone, knowing he couldn’t see that, either. 
 
    “Okay. I love you, Grant.” 
 
    “I love you, my Annie.” 
 
    As the line disconnected, I fell back on my bed, so thankful I’d been there to answer his call and missing him with all of my soul. 
 
    . . . 
 
    It happened two weeks later on one cold, January night. 
 
    My fingers were covered in ink when my mother knocked softly on my studio door. My dad had finally installed the bathroom as well as a baseboard heater on two walls, and I worked comfortably late into the night. 
 
    “Hey Mom. I’m coming… I just really wanted to finish this-” 
 
    “Annie.” 
 
    Her tone caught me off guard, and I slid my chair back, hurrying to her. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” I glanced around desperately for a towel. 
 
    She caught my stained hands in hers, her eyes filled with tears. “Listen to me, sweetheart. Karen just called me. They’re looking for Grant.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” I gripped the white towel, nearly ripping the skin from my fingers as I twisted the rag in my hands.  
 
     “They believe he’s gone on an unauthorized leave, or absence,” she corrected, shaking her head. “The military called Karen to ask if he was there.” 
 
    My mother held my upper arms. I would have fallen to the ground had she not been supporting me. 
 
    A sensation, like tiny spiders, began at the base of my neck, skittering over my spine in a horrifying panic. “He wouldn’t do that. Grant wouldn’t do that. Mom,” I cried, trying to understand what was happening.  
 
    “Come into the house. Dad is on the phone with Kyle. We don’t know what’s going on yet, but we’re waiting for answers.” 
 
    The confusion that began as a series of words quickly erupted into a miserable, indeterminate state. 
 
    Within the next few hours, I learned that the United States had begun bombing in an attempt to drive Iraqi troops out from Kuwait.  
 
    Grant was unaccounted for.  
 
    His unit had been sent on a mission, and finally, almost forty-eight hours later, Karen received a call from someone official in the Marines. 
 
    “He got sick, and was sent to the hospital,” Karen explained the phone call to us. She huddled next to me in our kitchen, gratefully accepting the mug of coffee that my mother offered her. “That’s all they know. He got up and left, and no one knows where he went.” 
 
    I gripped my fists to my sides. “He wouldn’t just leave… just walk out! What do you mean, he got sick? How sick?” 
 
    “Dysentery, his medical records showed,” she explained. “With dehydration and heat stroke.” 
 
    “Dysentery…what is that?” I asked nervously. “Diarrhea?” 
 
    “It can be a lot worse than that, especially in the desert,” my mother explained. 
 
    “So he got so sick that he had to go to the hospital, but then just disappeared? No. No,” I snapped. “I refuse to believe it. If he was going to leave, he’d come here. But he wouldn’t without authorization. He wanted to fight, he told me. He wanted to be there.” 
 
    “I believe that too,” Karen assured me, and then broke into emotional tears. “That’s why I’m so scared.” 
 
    That night I tossed in my bed restlessly, opening and closing my locket as I thought about all the possibilities.  
 
    Would he really just leave? 
 
    Was he on his way home to me? 
 
    He wouldn’t do that, my instinct screamed, gripping me by the shoulders and shaking mercilessly. He wouldn’t disrespect himself like that. This means too much to him. 
 
    He’s not that kind of man. 
 
    Morning came excruciatingly slowly. Exhausted, I slipped into one of Grant’s shirts and a pair of my sweatpants, padding down our carpeted steps. My hair was the longest that it’d ever been, due mostly to neglect than style.  
 
    I stopped on the bottom stair to find both of my parents and Doug sitting in the living room. 
 
    My mom held a wad of tissues in her hand, and as soon as she saw me, she crumbled. 
 
    I looked to my dad and Doug, an icy cold creeping through my veins as I held my breath. 
 
    I wanted to go back up the stairs. 
 
    Rewind the day. 
 
    Rewind the years. 
 
    “Annie,” my father began, his voice breaking on my name.  
 
    “Don’t,” I begged, knotting my fingers together to scrub at the remaining ink stains. “Just don’t tell me. Don’t tell me. Please,” I cried, recoiling as he moved to the stairs. 
 
    Not knowing what he was about to say was better than knowing the truth. I knew enough about the world to know that much.  
 
    When your life is about to change, there is a silence that surrounds you. An eerie calm. Just as the birds quiet their singing before a storm, your heart fails to beat just enough to formally stop and start your path all over again.  
 
    A redirection. 
 
    An ending. 
 
    “His unit was about to ship out on a mission while he was in the hospital. A helicopter was headed their way, and he left the hospital to join them,” my father explained. “A witness saw him pull his own IVs out and make a run for the helicopter.” 
 
    “Hold her, Dad, she’s going to fall,” Doug called softly from the couch. He had his arms around my mother, and she was crying into his shoulder. 
 
    My father kept his steady gaze locked in mine and reached for my arms. “We know now that the chopper got called on an emergency mission. It went down in the desert, Annie.” 
 
    I was shaking, and my dad gripped my arms tighter, pulling me close.  
 
    “He’s gone?”  
 
    I knew that I spoke the words, but they sounded far away as blood rushed through my ears.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” my father replied, cupping the back of my head and hugging me to his chest. 
 
    He’d held me my whole life, comforted me through cuts and scrapes, disappointments and failures, but none of that compared to the way my father was holding me then. 
 
    He was holding me together, and I was falling apart. 
 
    I thought of Grant’s deep voice, his smile, the way he’d drive his car so fast that I felt like I was flying. His music, and the music he played for me. 
 
    His dance. 
 
    His love. 
 
    Every breath was a torturous gasp. I couldn’t close my lips. My jaw ached, my stomach turned. I pushed away from my father, turning to run for the bathroom at the top of the stairs. 
 
    I settled to the cool tile, unable to throw up, to breathe, to think without thinking of him. I managed to reach for the towel hanging on the rack, pulling my knees up to my chin and pressing my face into the cool cotton. 
 
    My ring. 
 
    My love. 
 
    My life ended at that moment. The world I knew was no longer. Confusing pain took over every emotion, and my mind decided to slip into some kind of protective place that was a combination of exhaustion and heartache. 
 
    I vaguely remembered my dad picking me up off the bathroom floor and carrying me to my bed.  
 
    Time passed.  
 
    My mom was lying next to me on my bed at some point, holding me, talking about how God’s plan was something that we didn’t have to understand and how we needed to have faith. 
 
    Kate was there, telling me that I was the strongest person she ever knew and that’s why I could get through this. 
 
    I didn’t feel strong. 
 
    I was weak as I walked to the bathroom and back to my bed. I ignored the food that my parents brought to me. 
 
    I slept. 
 
    I slept for hours at a time, and finally woke to an empty room sometime in the middle of the night. 
 
    I had no idea what day it was. Was it the weekend? Was I missing school? I couldn’t remember. I tried to look at my calendar hanging by my desk, but the January boxes were a jumble of numbers and lines. 
 
    I didn’t care. 
 
    My studio. I needed to get out there. I moved down the stairs with purpose, surprised to find my mom sleeping on the couch. She heard me right away, sitting up tiredly. “Annie?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said, my voice cracking after not being used for so long. “I’m going to my studio.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” she urged. 
 
    I shook my head, unable to say another word without breaking down again. 
 
    I knew I was going to think about it, and I wanted to be surrounded by him when I did. His presence. His chair. The studio where we’d first made love. 
 
    Him. 
 
    I was so cold. Pulling the afghan from the couch, I curled into his chair and closed my eyes, waiting. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    I knew it was coming. I’d kept the thoughts pushed down for as long as I possibly could, and now, after sleeping for so long and with the sharp pangs of hunger, my mind was excruciatingly aware of what had happened. 
 
    He’d left the hospital to join his unit. 
 
    He got on a helicopter. 
 
    It crashed. 
 
    My mind was my torturer, taking me through each imagined second of the man that I loved with all of my heart going down. Hitting the ground in a nightmare of flames and blood and machinery. Whirring blades digging into the ground. Slicing skin. 
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking. 
 
    “Oh God,” I breathed, half praying, half begging. Shut it off. Shut it down, make me stop thinking. 
 
    “You can’t do this alone.”  
 
    My mom’s voice interrupted my horrid thoughts, and I broke down, reaching up for her like I used to when I was a small child. 
 
    She held me, rocking me in her arms, whispering prayers that were neither comforting nor discouraging. They were just there, words to distract my mind. 
 
    Words. 
 
    Letters. 
 
    I couldn’t cry. I wondered repeatedly if something was wrong with me. I focused on the lack of stinging in my eyes, the dryness, the pressure of tears that refused to be shed. 
 
    I was in a place I’d never been before, and with every passing day, I became more and more detached. 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    The days following the news about Grant were unbearable. I grew angrier as the time passed, which everyone kept telling me was completely normal. 
 
    Nothing was normal.  
 
    My dad explained that Karen and Kyle were holding a memorial for him, and it was then that I finally asked about his body. 
 
    “Will he be there?” I asked, suppressing the horrific images that threatened to surface once again. “His body?” 
 
    My father gentled his voice, sitting down on the couch next to me. “The military brought Karen their condolences. It was all they had to offer her right now. They are still investigating the crash, Annie, but know he was on that helicopter based on witness accounts.” 
 
    A flicker of hope dared to burst in my heart, and I sat up, throwing the blanket aside. “That’s why they think he’s dead? Witnesses seeing him get on the helicopter? They didn’t find his body?” 
 
    “Hold on.” He took a deep breath, leaning in to lower his voice. “Karen is trying to cope. We know the inevitable outcome here.” 
 
    “What? No we don’t! He could be alive… hurt… wandering around in the desert somewhere and we’re just giving up?” 
 
    “Annie-” 
 
    “I have to talk to someone! Someone in charge, in the military! Who can I talk to? Dad?” 
 
    “Annie.” His firm tone commanded my attention, and I lifted my eyes to his. “They went down in enemy territory. I don’t want to get into too many details with you because I know how your mind works.” 
 
    “Tell me!” I demanded. “So we know he was on that helicopter, but he’s not declared dead? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    His eyes moistened.  
 
    It was the first time I’d ever seen my father cry.  
 
    “He has been declared dead. There is no evidence of survivors. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes to the window, watching as the snow began to swirl and fall.  
 
    It would be difficult to keep believing that he was gone, but even more tormenting to believe he was alive and dying slowly in the desert. 
 
    Or at the hands of our enemy. 
 
    “They have far more resources than we do, Annie. There’s no evidence that he’s alive. I hate that you have to go through this, and I’d do anything to make it all go away.” 
 
    My father’s voice faded into my thoughts.  
 
    I lived in a different world. I was almost eighteen and had already met the love of my entire life. He was gone. 
 
    Forever gone. 
 
    The end beckoned me, and I tiredly gave in, curling into my father’s arms with an exhausted cry. 
 
    . . . 
 
      
 
    That night, I woke up on the couch somewhere between nightmares and exhaustion. The cold morning approached with the falling snow. I slipped into my boots and coat, grabbing the bouquet of flowers that had been sent to the house from my grandparents. 
 
    They were tied with a thick, yellow ribbon. 
 
    The yellow ribbons were everywhere now; tied to fences and trees, sometimes accompanied by our flag. The winter had taken advantage of them, pulling them along with every wind, until only the strongest survived. 
 
    But even the strongest were tattered. 
 
    They were ghostly fingers in the night. They reminded us all that war touched some more deeply than others. They called us together in empathy, in human kindness. 
 
    They reminded us that we were all waiting together.  
 
    For a ending, for a beginning... 
 
    For a return. 
 
    My tears were too cold to warm my cheeks for long. As I unraveled the ribbon and dropped the flowers to the ground, I checked to be sure it was long enough to span the old oak tree in the woods. 
 
    I tied a knot, brushing at my tears as I pulled Grant’s locket from around my neck. It held the ring he’d given me as well, since my fingers had grown too thin to wear the promise any longer. 
 
    A strong winter wind caught the ribbon as I let go of the chain, and I let the locket and ring fall into the rushing creek. 
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     “It’s been one year.” 
 
    Kate stopped gathering my hair into her hands, staring at me through my vanity mirror. 
 
    “Oh, Annie. Please don’t be sad. Tonight is about… coping. Surviving. Right?” Her overly-bright attitude matched her hot pink, cropped, long-sleeved sweater. The world had an open view of her flat tummy just above her jeans, and she managed the find the widest black leather belt that she could find. “Grant would want you to be happy.” 
 
    I let her continue to twist my hair into some kind of weird bun. Finally, she sighed and stepped back, letting the locks fall over my shoulders. “You need a haircut.” 
 
    I nodded, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I know. I keep forgetting.” 
 
    “I can do it,” she suggested. “I can give you bangs, too. You’d look so good with bangs, and we’ll curl them under. Okay?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    She sighed, disappearing into the bathroom to look for the scissors. 
 
    An hour later, I had a cute new haircut, and a little, floral dress she’d brought over for me to wear. My mom stood in the doorway of my bedroom, grinning. 
 
    “Where are you two off to?” she asked, and I picked up her obvious over-enthusiasm right away. 
 
    “Some party.” I smoothed my skirt, turning toward my closet. “I need a sweater.” 
 
    Kate shook her head defiantly. “We’ll have coats on- coats we’re going to leave in the car! Don’t ruin the this look with one of your frumpy sweaters. This is the new you.”  
 
    I shrugged and followed her to her car, trying to remember the last time I’d gone anywhere. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    After the crash, I confined myself to my studio. Thankfully, I’d had enough classes to graduate, but I never walked across the stage with my class to receive my diploma.  
 
    I never left the house. 
 
    My mother had taken me to counseling, and I learned more about grief than I ever wanted to know. I had no closure, according to my psychiatrist, because I’d never said goodbye. 
 
    I told her that I never planned to say goodbye to him. 
 
    Grant was with me all the time. Karen and Kyle had their memorial service, and the final reports of the helicopter crash were released to include the names of the three Marines who died that day. 
 
    Hearing Grant’s name on CNN had sent me into hysterics. 
 
    “1992. Finally. I feel like this is going to be a great year,” Kate announced, pulling me back into the present and reaching for her car radio. Hell yeah!” she shrieked, turning the dial up to its limit. “Vanilla Ice! Ice, ice, baby,” she sang, making sure to rap the entire second verse. 
 
    I curled against the window, lifting my finger to the condensation. The ink in my nail beds had finally begun to disappear as I worked less and less on calligraphy. 
 
    Every letter reminded me of Grant. 
 
    “Okay, listen, this party is going to be off the hook. You have to dance. There will be a lot of college guys here. Justin will be there, and I want to really show him what he’s missing, you know? I want him to know that I don’t even need him.” 
 
    “You don’t need him,” I murmured, turning to face her. “He hurt you.” 
 
    “And I need to make him pay for that by rubbing my ass all over some guy and making him desperately jealous. Duh.” She threw her car into park, and I glanced nervously around at the lawn of whoever’s house we’d just arrived. The yard resembled a used car parking lot, and toilet paper hung from the trees, skimming the grass. 
 
    Like weeping willows. 
 
    “Come on, you are so hot tonight, let’s get you a beer,” she cried, linking arms with me and leading me into the house. 
 
    My instincts were rusty after a full year of seclusion from society, but I sensed that something was wrong. Ignoring those instincts in my desperate need to please Kate, I stepped into the house anyway. 
 
    Music blared through every room, rap-heavy with a rumbling bass.  
 
    “Stop looking so sad. Smile and flirt, for God’s sake,” Kate ordered. I stiffened at her cursing order, forcing a weak smile to my face.  
 
    “Kate!” I recognized Justin’s voice over the music, and he and two of his friends met us in the hall. “Damn.” He licked his lips, his eyes moving up and down my best friend’s body. “Why the fuck are you so late?” 
 
    She arched one eyebrow, tapping her finger against his chest. “Go get us beer, Justin.” 
 
    He grinned, disappearing into the crowd and leaving behind his two friends. 
 
    I smiled at them politely, quickly lowering my face to the ground. 
 
    “I’m Nick,” the tall one said, flashing me a grin. He wore jeans and a preppy looking sweater vest, and his dark-hair-blue-eyed combo caught me off guard.  
 
    He was attractive enough, I gave him that. And nice. At least he wasn’t ignoring me like his friend. 
 
    “Annie,” I replied, extending my hand. 
 
    He smirked, and I flushed, wondering if it was completely weird that I’d just offered to formally shake his hand.  
 
    “You have great eyes, Annie,” he shouted, and just then, the song ended. He managed to draw everyone’s attention, and we laughed as the next song began. “That was embarrassing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, stepping back as Justin appeared with two beers. 
 
    “Annie, drink. You need it,” Justin ordered, gesturing to my cup. “How are you doing, babe? Getting over everything okay?” 
 
    My face fell, and I nodded quickly, taking a sip of the cheap beer and cringing. 
 
    Kate elbowed him, narrowing her eyes and taking a long swig of her beer. “What the fuck is your problem? Don’t bring it up.” 
 
    The awkward emptiness caught Nick’s attention, and he looked between us, confused. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Annie’s boyfriend was killed in the military last year, overseas,” Justin explained. 
 
    The cold reality of his words felt like a kick in the stomach. I blinked back the emotion that threatened to burn my eyes. 
 
    Kate stared at him, dumbfounded. “You fucking idiot. Come on, dance with me before you say some other stupid thing.” 
 
    He gave a helpless look, and she ignored him, leading him out to the dance floor. 
 
    Nick turned to me with an animated sigh. “Ugh. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sorry for your loss,” he added uneasily. 
 
    I nodded, gulping the beer. “Thanks,” I managed. 
 
    “Let me get you another,” he said, gesturing to the beer in my hand. “I only need about five more, and then maybe I’ll ask you to dance,” he added. 
 
    I laughed, surprised to hear the giggle escape from my throat. He looked pleased with himself, smiling my way again before disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    I drank more beer. My hand was never empty.  
 
    Kate drew me out to dance with her, and was rubbing all over me to Color Me Badd’s “I Wanna Sex You Up.” Justin slid between us, and then Nick took my hand, dancing with me to the blaring music. 
 
    More beer. 
 
    At some point, I stopped thinking about much except finding a bathroom. Nick gestured to the stairs, taking my hand in his again. “Come on, I’ll help you.” 
 
    I found the toilet and managed to close the door, nearly falling over before landing on the seat. Alone in the bathroom, I realized that I was way too drunk to drive, and there was no way Kate could drive us home, either. 
 
    I’d have to call my parents. 
 
    I guessed that’d I’d escape with a minimal lecture, especially since I’d never done anything like this before. I was almost nineteen, anyway, and was responsible enough to know I should call them instead of driving us home in Kate’s car. 
 
    Nick waited for me outside the door, and as I turned toward the stairs, he redirected me to the hallway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, confused as I passed several couples making out against the wall. 
 
    “There’s an empty bedroom over here,” he explained, and before I could process his words, he swung us into what looked like some little kid’s outer-space themed bedroom. 
 
    “Whose house is this?” I slurred, uncertainty taking over. “I don’t think we should be here-” 
 
    He was on me then, and I felt the bed beneath me as he pushed me back. 
 
    “Nick,” I whispered, stunned as his mouth crashed to mine. 
 
    “I really like you, Annie,” he replied, pulling way to gaze down at me. “You’re not like the other girls.” 
 
    The room was tilting, and the planets hanging from the ceiling above us spun in dizzying circles. 
 
    “I like you, too,” I admitted, closing my eyes and reaching for him. 
 
    He answered me by slowing his kiss. 
 
    I thought of nothing but pleasure as I kissed him. Feeling good. His mouth tasted like beer and so did mine, and I didn’t expect the sudden need that heated my movements and encouraged him. 
 
    An excited shiver ran through me, one that I thought I’d never feel again. 
 
    “Is this okay?” he asked softly, his mouth circling mine as he met my eyes. “We’ve both been drinking. Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    I nodded quickly, groaning as his lips lowered to my neck. 
 
    I was too drunk. I didn’t know what I wanted. I wanted to feel good again. I wanted someone else to make me feel the way Grant had made me feel. 
 
    I wanted to love. 
 
    He pushed himself between my legs, and the moment he did, he pulled his mouth away from my skin. 
 
    Grant had always kissed me, every time that we made love, and the entire time that we were making love his mouth would be somewhere on my body. 
 
    Loving me.  
 
    Instead, Nick gripped me by the hips, driving into me, exhaling sharply before falling over me after the third thrust. 
 
    “Annie. You’re amazing,” he hushed against my ear. 
 
    I shoved against him to sit up, and he moved back. Gasping for breath, I was seconds away from the inevitable breakdown.  
 
    “Can you leave me alone?” I begged. 
 
    He widened his eyes, reaching to straighten my skirt. I pushed his hands away, and he retreated, buttoning his jeans quickly. “Are you okay? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    I stared at him.  
 
    At Nick.  
 
    He was just a guy. Just someone who came to this party to have fun, to meet someone like me, and to maybe find love. 
 
    It wasn’t his fault. 
 
    “I’m okay. You didn’t do anything wrong. I just... I need to be alone.” 
 
    He nodded, swallowing hard and giving me one last, fleeting glance before leaving me alone in the room. 
 
    The plastic planets that hung above bobbed on their fishing line, and the adhesive stars shook with the harrowing bass that pounded upstairs and through the walls. 
 
    I lay on some stranger’s bed, unable to fight back the realization that I had betrayed Grant in every way I could have ever imagined. 
 
    But Grant is dead. 
 
    Grant is dead. 
 
    I cried my hardest right there, on that kid’s twin bed, wracking sobs that forced me to turn over and heave a ton of beer into his metallic grey trashcan.  
 
    I passed out then, blissfully escaping into what could only be a nightmare.  
 
    Countless hours later, someone was picking me up. Arms slid under my knees, and I turned my face against his chest, letting go of another breathless cry. 
 
    “My God, Annie... my God... Kate, you bitch,” Trevor snapped. 
 
    Kate’s tearful voice gave way to a drunken protest and a litany of excuses that were incomprehensible to me at that moment. 
 
    “I didn’t know who else to call!” she cried. 
 
    “I’ve got her. I’ll take her home,” Trevor said bitingly. “Call your fucking parents or spend the night. Don’t you dare get in the car with anyone or drive your own. Understand me?” he commanded. 
 
    She nodded quickly, and I caught a glimpse of the mascara trail that lined her cheeks. 
 
    The cold, January air sobered me a bit, and I felt Trevor pulling the seatbelt over my lap. 
 
    “I hate myself,” I cried. 
 
    He slipped into the driver’s seat, turning up the heat. I realized the clock wasn’t part of my nightmare, it was real, and it was almost three in the morning. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked, brushing my hair away from my face. “Annie, did anyone hurt you?” he demanded. 
 
    “No. No.” 
 
    I broke into inconsolable sobs. 
 
    Instead of taking me home, he took me to his house. Karen was waiting in the kitchen, and Trevor carried me to the couch, lowering me to the soft surface. 
 
    “Did you call her parents?” he asked his mother, and Karen nodded. 
 
    “Yes, they’re on their way. Oh, Annie, honey,” she crooned, dropping to her knees to smooth my hair. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I shook my head, too weak to answer. 
 
    My parents came then, helping me to the car, and I heard my mother talking to Karen in the driveway. 
 
    “…she was crying so hard, she couldn’t talk,” Karen explained. Trevor stood at the door, watching from a distance as my father settled me into the backseat of the car. 
 
    My mom was crying at that point, and I finally passed out for good. 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    That night of the party marked the end of my healing. 
 
    I wanted to die.  
 
    Death, at that point, made complete sense to me. There was nothing wrong with leaving behind a world that made me miserable, and I’d only become a burden to my parents. I’d seen them walk me through dealing with my grief after losing Grant, and I was sure that they were both capable of handling their own grief when I was gone. 
 
    I’d become a burden. 
 
    I never heard from Nick again after that night. I remembered the way his mouth felt on mine, and I’d felt that longing with him that I hadn’t felt since Grant. 
 
    I hated that I’d betrayed Grant. 
 
    I buried that night into the rest of the painful nights I’d dealt with again and again, praying for my heart to just break for good and for my pulse to stop. 
 
    There were many ways to die, and I began to focus my efforts on finding one that was least painful, quickest, and would make the most sense. 
 
    I’d decided that pills would be most readily accessible, and I’d simply fall asleep. I’d been prescribed sleeping pills after Grant had died, and I still had almost an entire bottle left. 
 
    One night, sometime in February, I got up from my bed and walked to the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. I filled a glass with water, pouring pills from the bottle into my hand. 
 
    I closed my eyes to listen to the silence. 
 
    I needed my last thoughts to be of Grant. Wherever I was going by taking my own life, I prayed that it would be with him. 
 
    The glass door of the medicine cabinet opened suddenly, and an unopened box of tampons fell to the sink. I jerked, dropping the pills into the toilet and cursing. 
 
    Slamming the glass of water to the sink, I grabbed the tampon box, shoving it back up into the cabinet. 
 
    My hand stilled. 
 
    I realized, at that moment, that I hadn’t gotten my period since before Christmas. 
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 E I G H T E E N 
 
    A N N I E 
 
    1 9 9 7 
 
     “Once upon a time,” Nick began, gathering Caroline into his lap. Her golden-blonde hair curled in wisps against the sides of her face as she rubbed her sleepy eyes with her blanket. I shifted away from my canvas, grinning toward the two of them on the couch. “There was a princess who just couldn’t sleep. Even with the windows open, it was way too hot outside, and she felt...” 
 
    “Sticky,” Carrie murmured, somehow managing to pronounce the word with her thumb lodged firmly in her mouth.  
 
    Nick grinned, lifting his blue eyes my way. I got up, settling next to them on the couch and lowering to press a kiss to Carrie’s hair. She was barely four-and-a-half, and I took a moment to recognize that her nightgown was a little too short at her hips. She was growing so fast, and it felt like every time I took a moment to really see her, she’d changed. 
 
    She reached for a long strand of my hair, twirling it in her tiny finger as she sucked on her thumb. 
 
    Everyone said that she looked exactly like me, and while at first I thought they were being polite, I was finally able to see the resemblance myself. The tiny cleft in her chin, just like mine, and her thick, sandy-blonde hair were enough to wonder how Nick’s genetics were involved. 
 
    “Yes. Sticky. But,” he went on, gesturing to the window near the kitchen, “The king will be buying an air conditioner tomorrow. And all will be right with the kingdom.” 
 
    “Not the king. Daddy,” she corrected, snuggling even closer to him despite the humid air. 
 
    “Not the king, huh?” he teased, tickling her ribs. She giggled, her little feet kicking at the couch cushions. 
 
    I sighed, glancing around what used to be my old studio, pleased with the way the space had turned out. My mother had helped me with the coordinating gingham patterns, and I’d painted several pictures of apples in various sizes and positions to hang on the walls. 
 
    The loft above us was easily accessed by the winding staircase that Nick and my dad had installed to replace the ladder. Slowly, my little barn had become my beautiful cottage, the perfect place for us to call home. 
 
    According to me. 
 
    My husband, Nicholas Ramsey the Third, practiced law for his father’s firm, one of the largest in the state. Convincing him that we were just fine living in an 800-square-foot remodeled barn on my parent’s property had been difficult, but I knew he’d do anything for me. 
 
    I would never forget the day that I showed up on his parent’s front doorstep, knocking once before nearly turning to run for my car. 
 
    Nick had been the one to open the door, and the moment he saw me, recognition lit his blue eyes to sapphire. 
 
    “Annie,” he murmured. I gathered my sweater tighter to my chest, trying desperately to calm my pounding heart. 
 
    “I... I met you at the party, do you remember-” 
 
    “Of course I remember. Come in-” 
 
    “No! I mean, no thank you,” I remedied my tone, swallowing hard. “I just came to tell you... to tell you that I’m pregnant, it’s yours, and I’m keeping it. That’s all. I don’t need anything, but the right thing to do was to tell you, so-” 
 
    “Annie,” he breathed. I forced my eyes to meet his, shocked to see they’d glazed over with moisture. “I... what? Will you at least take a ride with me? I was- I was just leaving- please?” 
 
    I was shaking, and my words had come out in a rushed, jumbled mess. I couldn’t help the way my hands trembled or the lightheadedness that took over. “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I turned at that moment and puked into the Ramsey’s hedges. 
 
    He’d gone back into the house to get me some wet napkins, and I cleaned up as much as I could, somehow finding myself seated in the passenger side of his BMW. 
 
    “...that night. I felt horrible. I rarely drink, and Justin was giving me booze, and I...” His disgusted tone filled the car as he gripped the steering wheel. “You’d been through so much. It was wrong of me to take advantage of you.” 
 
    “I wanted it, Nick. You asked me if I wanted you to stop, and if it was okay. I wanted you. Don’t feel guilty.” 
 
    “Still not okay,” he argued. 
 
    “I almost tried to kill myself,” I blurted, my blatant honesty bursting out of nowhere. His eyes widened, and I covered my abdomen protectively. “I don’t want to anymore. It was before I realized that I was pregnant. I... I just missed Grant so much, and after the party...” I trailed off, taking a steadying breath. “It was the baby that stopped me. Realizing that I was pregnant. So, if it hadn’t been for that night, I wouldn’t be here right now. So it’s okay.” 
 
    “Annie,” he interrupted, pulling his car into an empty parking lot. The sun had given way to clouds, and the impending snow that the weather station had been calling for now seemed inevitable. He left the heater on, turning to me and extending his hand. 
 
    I lifted my wide eyes to his. “What?” 
 
    “I’m Nicholas Ramsey. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I took a steadying breath, remembering the way that I’d extended my hand to shake his at the party. With an involuntary smile, I accepted his hand in mine. “Annie Lake.” 
 
    He nodded, his warm fingers holding mine. “So, we made a baby, correct?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it when a laugh escaped my chest. The intense build-up and pressure that I’d put myself under for the four weeks it’d taken me to tell him released with a sharp gasp. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    He smiled, his grin just a little crooked.  
 
    Later I’d come to know that meant that he was extremely nervous.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m not asking anything from you,” I repeated. 
 
    “I know you’re not. I’m obligated by law to provide for the baby, though.” 
 
    “Only if I take you to court, right?” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. If I sign the birth certificate in this state, I’m obligated.” 
 
    “What are you, a lawyer?” I asked, and he threw a glance to the back of his car. 
 
    Several textbooks littered the seat, all with bold titles including the word LAW. 
 
    “I’m trying to be.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, attempting to keep up with him. He spoke so fast, different from Grant’s slow, careful words, and I was taking some time to adjust. 
 
    I would also soon realize over the coming years that that moment marked the first time I would mentally compare Nick to Grant. 
 
    “I see,” I managed softly. 
 
     “Also, Annie, what I’m hoping to prove to you... is that I’m really not a jerk.” 
 
    I sighed, squeezing his hand that I suddenly realized I was still holding. “I see that now, too.” 
 
    Our giggling daughter brought me back to the present. Nick reached for the TV remote, dropping his arm around us both. 
 
    “Okay, a little TV before bedtime,” he suggested. His thumb brushed my cheek, and I gave him a smile. 
 
    He found a documentary on elephants, just dry enough for Carrie’s eyes to get heavier. Nick shifted her into his lap, beckoning me closer. 
 
    Lost in the past once more, I remembered the day our daughter was born. 
 
    Caroline Anne Ramsey came into the world in a frenzy late the evening of August fifth, after an emergency C-section and almost twenty hours of labor. When the world settled and I held her in my arms, I finally felt what I’d been searching for in the months since Grant had died. 
 
    I finally felt peace. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine a child that was more loved than our Caroline. She brought an irresistible light into my parent’s lives, and seeing me happy again made them happy again. Nick stood by me throughout my entire pregnancy, determined to date me somewhere in-between doctor’s appointments and three AM cravings for caramel apples. Two months before I was due, we decided to move in together. Mr. and Mrs. Ramsey gave us the money to remodel the barn into a quaint little cottage, and it was there that I began to fall in love with Nick. 
 
    We married two months after Carrie was born. 
 
    I loved Nick in a different way than I had loved Grant. I was quite sure that no two loves were the same, and it was absolutely possible to love two people at once. I would never stop loving Grant, not for as long as I lived. I clung to his memory, so afraid that I’d forget even the slightest detail of our time together. 
 
    And then, about a year after I married Nick, I did forget. 
 
    I’d come home from work at our local library to see that Nick had cleaned out our bedroom, and even did laundry to surprise me. 
 
    There, at the bottom of the pile, I saw Grant’s flannel. 
 
    I dropped the book I’d been carrying, rushing to the basket and bursting into tears. I must have cried for hours. When Carrie woke up, I moved to her nursery, finding Nick rocking her in the wooden rocking chair.  
 
    “Annie, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was his. I found it under the bed and thought it’d just been kicked under accidently.” 
 
    His tender explanation, coupled with the way he was lovingly rocking and feeding our daughter, filled my heart with guilt. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kept it, and I didn’t expect to break down like that. I love you, Nick.” 
 
    He smiled my way, continuing to rock our daughter in his arms. “I love you, sweetheart.” 
 
    It had been so long ago. Six years had passed since Grant died, and though I didn’t miss him any less, the pain had become manageable. As though he could read my mood, Nick tightened his grip on my shoulders, turning to kiss my forehead. “I’ll put her in bed. Want to watch the news with me for a little while?” 
 
    “Sure,” I whispered, watching him carefully gather Carrie into his arms. I reached for the remote from the couch. 
 
    The news was already in progress, and as I comprehended the reporter’s words, my heart thudded inside my chest. 
 
    No... 
 
    “… no word yet on his identity, but sources believe the American soldier has been held in captivity for six years.” 
 
    No. 
 
    “All tucked in. She’s getting so big,” Nick murmured, reclaiming his spot on the couch next to me. 
 
    “Yes she is,” I murmured, blinking at the TV. 
 
    Stop... 
 
    Stop thinking. 
 
    I let betraying hope corrode the serenity in my heart as the station moved to a commercial break. 
 
    “Where’s the phone?” I managed, searching the end tables frantically. Nick narrowed his eyes, retrieving the cordless handset next to him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I dialed without answering him. The line rang and rang, and I gripped the plastic, white-knuckled. “Doug… pick up,” I murmured. My brother did something for the Clinton administration that involved a lot of paper pushing, and no matter how many times he explained his job to me, I never seemed to remember the title. When his answering machine picked up, I ground my teeth. “Shit.” 
 
    “Honey, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?” Nick demanded. 
 
    At that moment, the news cast came back on, replaying the earlier story about the American soldier. 
 
    The phone in my hand rang. 
 
    I knew.  
 
    Karen’s voice on the line was bottled in my ears, and her tearful words reached into my heart. “Annie? Did you see the news?” 
 
    “Is it him?” I breathed. 
 
    “I haven’t gotten a call, not a single call,” she rushed. “I can’t help but believe it’s him. I feel it. They would call me first, right? They’d call me?” she begged. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, shifting the phone away from my mouth. “Karen’s awake.” 
 
    “If you want to go over, I’ll stay here with Carrie,” Nick whispered, gesturing toward the woods. “I’ll do anything you need, Annie.” 
 
    I listened to the doubt in his tone, the fear in his voice. 
 
    The compassionate man, threatened once again by the ghost of my past. 
 
    I can’t do this. 
 
    I can’t do this to myself- or Nick- again. Every time, every year, every single inkling of hope I’ve ever had led me into a spiraling depression for days, and I owed it to my husband and my daughter to keep myself together. 
 
    It had been six years. 
 
    Six. 
 
    There had been no evidence of survivors. Later, I’d learned that it meant that the debris was so burned that they had all the evidence they needed to conclude what had happened. 
 
    Grant was on the helicopter when it went down. 
 
    His blood was identified in the wreckage. 
 
    The fire… I cringed, trying like hell to keep it together. 
 
    “Karen, I’m coming over,” I finally managed. 
 
    Nick walked me to the door as I clumsily slipped into my shoes. I didn’t know what to say to him, offering him an apologetic look. 
 
    “Annie, call me, please. Let me know when you’re on your way home,” he told me. 
 
    “I will-” 
 
    “I love you,” he burst, almost pleadingly.  
 
    “I love you too,” I promised, accepting a quick kiss before running out the door. 
 
    I neared the oak tree by the creek, stopping for some reason to smooth out the tattered yellow ribbon I’d tied there so long ago. 
 
    I wished it would finally catch a strong wind and blow away, but after six years it remained, even through the biting Ohio winters. 
 
    Slowing my pace, I recognized the calm. 
 
    The quieting of the wind, the silence around me on the hot, summer evening. 
 
    I’d felt it before; that moment before life changed, before everything I once knew became a memory. 
 
    It had to be Grant. 
 
    The moonlight illuminated the path before me, the dirt so beaten by my footsteps that grass no longer grew. As I neared Karen’s house, I saw her pacing on the cordless phone on the porch. 
 
    “Annie,” she called, waving me to her.  
 
    “Is it Grant?” I begged. 
 
    Karen lowered the phone to her side, meeting my eyes through the darkness. 
 
    “Yes. It’s him... he’s been flown to a hospital in Washington... he’s…” 
 
    I couldn’t hear her. The involuntary sob that burned my throat erupted, forcing a cry from my chest. 
 
    Karen reached for me, and I exhaled tearfully, crumbling in her arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 N I N E T E E N 
 
    G R A N T 
 
    “I don’t need a hospital.” 
 
    The doctor lifted his eyes from his chart, nodding. “I know that you’re anxious to leave. Your family has been contacted, and they are on their way.” 
 
    I nearly ripped the IVs out of my arm right then and there, sitting up and commanding the doctor’s attention. “Give me the phone.” 
 
    I forced myself to keep calm, channeling the memory of Fakhir’s dominant glare. 
 
    The man glanced at the nurse at my side, and she immediately reached into a cabinet behind me and retrieved a phone. 
 
    She barely had it plugged into the wall before I was dialing the number I’d learned when I was five years old. I had no idea if my mom and Kyle still lived there, but had no reason to believe they’d changed their number given that the military and the hospital had already managed to reach them. 
 
    My mother picked up on the first ring. 
 
    Hearing her voice after so long hit me harder than I’d expected it to, but I managed to clear my throat and even my tone. “Mom?” 
 
    “Grant,” she whispered, and I could hear her struggle for composure. “Are you okay? I can’t believe this is happening-” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I assured her. “Listen to me. I’m going to be flown to Cleveland, and then transported to the VA hospital for more tests. I’ll let the nurse give you the details, because I don’t know them all. Mom? Are you listening?” 
 
    “I’m listening,” she promised tearfully. “I’m writing everything down.” 
 
    “Good. Listen to me,” I repeated, hardening my words and keeping my even tone. “I don’t know-” I halted, trying desperately to say her name. “I don’t know where Annie is. I don’t want to know. Don’t tell her anything, and do not bring her to the hospital. Do you understand?” 
 
    She was silent for a long moment, her voice finally trembling on the line. “Grant, she-” 
 
    “Don’t tell me anything about her. I can’t handle that right now. Soon, when I’m back home, but not yet. Okay?” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” She sighed deeply, and I closed my eyes. “Okay. I understand.” 
 
    “Mom, I love you,” I told her, and at that point, she broke down. I handed the phone over to the nurse, leaning back against the bed and focusing on the ceiling. 
 
    Annie. 
 
    She was almost twenty-four years old.  
 
    Still so young... 
 
    Was she in college? Still in Ohio? 
 
    Married? 
 
    I thought of all the times I’d imagined her moving on with her life, seeing other guys, eventually falling in love with someone and spending her life with him. 
 
    What makes me any worthier of her love than some other man? 
 
    Time hadn’t stood as still for her as it had for me, and I knew it. 
 
    The night dragged on restlessly, and I woke in the morning confused at the sound of beeping machines and hospital staff instead of the chanting of Morning Prayer time. 
 
    Of whispers in the cellar. 
 
    I winced, closing my eyes tightly and silencing my mind. I was being treated with kid gloves, and had already given numerous accounts of where I had been, what had happened after the helicopter crash, and why the man named Fakhir had kept me in servitude for the remaining years of his life. 
 
    On the flight from DC to Cleveland, a military doctor spoke to me about the scars on my back. “With several grafts, I feel that much of the tissue damage can be-” 
 
    “I’m not having surgery,” I replied, turning with a brooding gaze to the window. The clouds below created a brilliant scene of textured sky, and I closed my eyes, centering myself as the anxiety began to well in my chest. 
 
    Home. 
 
    There was a strong possibility that Annie had found someone else. She was beautiful, and talented, and her spirit alone would draw anyone toward her.  
 
    God, how she must have suffered. 
 
    I knew how much she had loved me. She was so young when we started dating, barely sixteen. I became her world and I craved her adoration.  
 
    Her devotion. 
 
    She was mine, I’d made her mine, and I’d had every intention of making her my wife. 
 
    The thought of disrupting whatever life she’d made for herself was horrifying to me. I’d already hurt her more than I ever imagined possible, whether it’d been beyond my control or not. 
 
    I couldn’t hurt her like that again. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting the amount of press and media as I was ushered into a wheelchair and pushed outside the airport. Several questions were directed my way, but I was transferred into the back of an ambulance before I could process any of them. 
 
    “Private Butler,” a woman inside the ambulance greeted me, extending her hand. I felt my hesitation to touch just as she did, and she nodded, pulling her hand away. “I’m sorry. My name is Doctor Elizabeth Casey. I’m a psychiatrist,” she added as two EMTs urged me to lie down on the cot. “Fair warning.” 
 
    I had to grin at that, nodding and holding my hand up. “I see. So I didn’t shake your hand. What’s your diagnosis? How damaged am I, doc?” I asked sardonically. 
 
    She blushed, and I wondered if she did that naturally or if I’d embarrassed her. “He can sit up,” she said to the EMTs, and I nodded in agreement. They backed off, and I settled onto the bench along the ambulance wall. “Well, Private, that’ll be my job. Accessing the damage. How damaged do you think you are?” 
 
    I sat back, stretching my legs out and crossing my arms. “If I give you hints, do I get a discount?” 
 
    She quirked her lips, slipping a pair of glasses onto her face and looking down at her nails. “Uncle Sam is picking up this tab.” 
 
    I chuckled, leaning forward and pressing my knuckles together. “I heard President Clinton would like to stop in and see me. I’ll ask him what he thinks and get back with you.” 
 
    “Private,” she pushed, lifting her eyes to mine. “Your family is waiting for you. Would you like to see them all at once, or one at a time?” 
 
    I set my jaw, nodding to her pad of paper as the ambulance picked up speed. “My parents? My brother?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Who’s Annie?” 
 
    She caught me off guard, and after a moment, I realized that it was her intent to rattle me. I kept my even stare. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’ve called for her in your sleep. Several times.” She read over what must have been my charts for a moment before pulling her glasses away to peer at me. “Wife? Girlfriend?” 
 
    I exhaled slowly, looking away. “Fiancée.”  
 
    She nodded, settling back on the bench. “And do you know where she is now?” 
 
    “No, and I don’t want to know. I asked my mother not to bring her, if they are still in contact. And I’d rather not talk about her any more, Dr. Casey.” 
 
    “Elizabeth,” she offered gently. “And I’m not asking you to. I’m just establishing relationships. I need to know who can come in to see you. You’re a very popular man, Private Butler. Our military had you dead for six years. Everyone wants to know your story.” 
 
    I thought of my thin mattress in that dark cellar in Al-Qasim.  
 
    I’d never be able to shake the feeling of sand, in the air and on my skin, for as long as I lived. 
 
    “I was one of the lucky ones,” I said, my stoic tone erecting a wall between us. 
 
    She kept her questions to herself for the remainder of the ride to the hospital. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Everyone did want to know my story, including the president of the United States. My brief meeting with him was as respectful as I could manage. I insisted on standing, and when he was through apologizing and thanking me for my service, I took the opportunity to tell him that I was thankful for the opportunity to have served. 
 
    “I’d gotten sick and was flown to the hospital. They’d told me I had heatstroke, was dehydrated, and had contracted dysentery,” I began, using every last ounce of control that I had not to break. A thin layer of sweat beaded on my forehead as my heart clamored haphazardly inside my chest. 
 
    Cameras flashed. Murmuring ceased to a hush. 
 
    “I was on the cot, and it was coming out every end, with blood. I had a fever. It’s hard to remember everything,” I added quietly. “After a full night of fluids, I’d finally stopped exploding all over the goddamn place, and that was when I heard that my unit was finally shipping out. And there was no way in hell I wasn’t going with them.” 
 
    I gave an awkward, sideways glance at the president’s young daughter, silently apologizing for cursing. No one seemed to mind, and the sympathy in every pair of eyes that I found only made me more uneasy. 
 
    “I got on the last helicopter out.” 
 
      
 
    “Private Butler, can you tell us about the man who kept you as his prisoner? The man named Fakhir? And how his son helped you escape?” asked one female reporter. 
 
    I stopped there, guided off the stage by members of the secret service.  
 
    I didn’t tell them any more. I didn’t tell them that I felt like I’d let my entire unit down, or that I didn’t deserve any praise, or that I should have died in that crash. 
 
    I’d save those thoughts for the doctor. 
 
    I was secured in another hospital room for only minutes before a sharp knock sounded. In seconds, I watched my mother, Kyle, and Trevor enter the room, the surreal feeling of being so close to them after all this time catching me off-guard. 
 
    “Grant... my God, you’re alive,” she sobbed. My mother met me with the reaction that I expected, and I allowed her to hold me and cry for as long as she needed to. They both looked so much older, and I couldn’t believe it was Trevor who had walked in the door with them. 
 
    “Hey Trevor,” I murmured, pulling his handshake into a hug. His eyes filled with obstinate tears, and he gave up trying to hold them back. “You’re all grown up.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this. That it’s you,” Trevor said, glancing tearfully at my mom. 
 
    “You’re okay?” Mom repeated, and I knew she meant more than physically.  
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be fine,” I assured her.  
 
    “I can’t wait to take you home,” she said, gripping my hands in hers. 
 
    “I want to disrupt your lives as little as possible,” I told her, and Kyle shook his head, reaching out to grab our clasped hands. 
 
    “You’re home now. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Trevor dug at his eyes with the backs of his hands, forcing himself to regain control with a low growl. “Why didn’t you want Annie to come?” 
 
    The atmosphere shifted, and I tried not to let the ice that filled my veins affect my tone. “Don’t talk about her,” I managed. 
 
    “Trevor,” my mother warned softly. 
 
    “What do you mean, don’t talk about her?” he demanded. “Haven’t you missed her?” 
 
    “Enough,” Kyle snapped, but Trevor ignored him, turning my way. 
 
    “No! Grant, she’s been waiting for you for all of these years, and you’re just going to ignore her?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The curiosity dug in and clawed at my will, and I tightened my fists at my sides. “What do you mean, waiting for me? I was dead. I was dead, Trevor.” 
 
    “She never believed it. She never let you go, no matter how hard she tried. And now Carrie-” 
 
    “Damn it, Trevor, out,” Kyle hissed, grabbing him by the upper arm and leading him into the hallway. 
 
    I swung my gaze to my mom as they left. “What does he mean?” I demanded. 
 
    Her calming voice eased my restless nerves. “It’s not my place to talk about her life,” she replied softly. “I can’t even explain the look on her face when I told her that you’d asked her not to come here today.” 
 
    The adrenaline rush nearly knocked the wind out of me. “Jesus Christ. I need to go to her-” 
 
    “Grant.” She reached for my hand, shaking her head once. “She’s not alone. You should know that, too.” 
 
    “What does that mean, she’s not alone?” 
 
    She lowered to the chair, gesturing to the chair next to her. “Sit down, I’ll tell you. But you have to remember who she was... to you. How much she loved you. How much she still loves you.” 
 
    I sat next to her, and she lowered her eyes, taking my hand in hers. 
 
    “Tell me.” I tightened my hold on her fingers. “Please.” 
 
    She began with a deep breath, telling me the story of how, a year after the crash, Kate had taken Annie to a party, helped her get drunk, and how she’d slept with a guy that night. 
 
    Her words sickened, angered, and infuriated me in ways I couldn’t fathom. What a terribly dark place she must have been in. I knew Annie. I knew that wasn’t her, to sleep with some guy at a party. He’d probably taken advantage of the fact that she’d had too much to drink. 
 
    I wanted to hunt down the fucking asshole the moment I left the hospital. 
 
    “Caroline was born nine months later,” she continued, pulling a tiny photo album out of her purse and handing it over to me. 
 
    I accepted the book, opening to the first page. The air around me grew thin, and I clenched my jaw, taking in the image before me. 
 
    With one look at the baby’s face, I knew. 
 
    The baby’s eyes were big and beautiful like Annie’s with the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen. Her dark blonde hair curled at her cheeks, and the little cleft in her chin forced a sharp exhale from my chest. 
 
    “She calls me Grandma Karen,” my mom whispered, and I lifted my eyes to see tears streaming down her cheeks. “Right after Carrie was born, Annie told me that she wanted to tell Carrie that you were her father. She felt like you’d sent the baby to her somehow. She told me that Carrie... gave her something to live for.” 
 
    I turned to the next page in the album, and then the next, watching the slow progression of the baby as she grew into a little girl. 
 
    “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, resting her hand on my arm. “Nick- Carrie’s father- is a good man. He stood by Annie during her pregnancy, and...” 
 
    I could tell she didn’t want to tell me more. 
 
    She didn’t have to.  
 
    I knew. 
 
    I centered my feelings the way I’d learned to do so well in captivity.  
 
    Slowly, I closed small photo album, handing it back to her. “I’m ready to go home.” 
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    I sat at my desk trying so hard to control my aching heart. 
 
    Nick stood in the kitchen, quietly talking to his father on the phone. I could hear the rise and fall of the volume of his voice, and I knew that he was explaining what was happening to his parents. 
 
    Grant. 
 
    He didn’t want me to come. 
 
    Karen’s words, no matter how gently she delivered them, broke my heart in two. I tried to remember that he’d been through unimaginable hell, and he may not even be the same person. 
 
    What if he isn’t the same person? 
 
    I cursed as a tear dripped from my chin, landing on my paper and blotting the ink. When Karen had called me to tell me that Grant would be speaking beside the president, I’d unplugged the TV, refusing to watch any more of the news. I wouldn’t let the first time I saw Grant in over six years be on the television. 
 
    What had the years done to him?  
 
    I remembered his grin, and the way he’d always be touching me or holding me in some way. He kissed me like he needed to kiss me, as natural and necessary as each breath that he took.  
 
    How many nights had I pressed my ear against his bare chest, counting his heartbeats while we counted our moments together? 
 
    How could he have forgotten us? 
 
    I forced myself to stiffen, refusing to cry. I’d spent six years rebuilding my life, and I would rather spend the rest of my life knowing that he was alive. 
 
    Even if he no longer loves me. 
 
    The intensity of that realization wrecked me. I pressed my fingertips to my temples, refusing to cry. 
 
    I’d lost him in the most horrible way possible, but it didn’t compare to the heartache of knowing he was alive and that it was his choice not to see me. 
 
    “...thanks Dad. Love you too.” Nick hung up the phone, meeting my eyes as he crossed our small living room. 
 
    “What did they say?” I managed, struggling with a strange guilt burrowing into my chest. I could only imagine how awful I’d feel if Nick was sitting there, pining away over his lost love, and yet he was handling my frequent, emotional breakdowns with such love and patience. 
 
    His blue eyes flashed with an uncertain expression. “They are hurting for you. For us.” He sat down on the edge of the couch, steepling his hands to press his forehead to his fingers. “They offered to take Carrie to their house for a few days. Just to give us time.” 
 
    “I know that you have to work,” I said, trying to reign in the anxiety. “Your cases and clients can’t wait. You were supposed to leave tonight for Boston.” 
 
    “They’ll wait if you need me,” he argued gently. He lifted his face to mine, meeting my eyes. “Do you need me, Annie?” 
 
    I considered his question, terrified of the thoughts running through my head. 
 
    I need to see Grant. 
 
    I need to understand why Grant doesn’t want to see me. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I said. “I know Carrie would love to spend time with them, though. It would be nice if they took her for a few days.” 
 
    He nodded absently, continuing my fleeting gaze. “Are you going to try to contact him?” he asked directly. 
 
    Nick had never been one to be vague or leave any room for interpretation. He read me like the open book that I was, and I gave him exactly what he deserved. 
 
    My honesty. 
 
    “Yes.” I answered without a tremble in my voice, leveling my gaze. “I can’t spend the rest of our lives with this. I need to... resolve...” 
 
    “Closure,” he answered for me as I stumbled over my words. “You need closure. And you know that’s completely normal, right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Then you must understand that it’s completely normal for me to feel threatened.” He sat back on the couch, extending his long legs out to the coffee table. “To wonder what is going to happen to my family if you two see each other and... and feel the same way.” 
 
    “I never stopped loving Grant,” I replied, unable to resist the defensiveness that crept into my voice. “I just fell in love with you, too.” 
 
    His brows furrowed as he rubbed his temple. “He was a prisoner for six years. That changes a person. Physically, psychologically.” 
 
    I took a deep, steadying breath, nodding once as tears burned my eyes.  
 
    “Yes.” I couldn’t manage a deeper response, all my fears choking my words. 
 
    “And I will do everything I can to protect you and Carrie, and the life that we have.” 
 
    I couldn’t ignore the threat in his tone. Whether he intended to or not, his words pricked at my temper, and I looked down at my hands. “He’s not a monster, Nick. He’s been through hell, but Karen said he’s doing okay.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long time until, finally, the heat of his gaze forced my eyes to his. 
 
    “There aren’t any rules for this,” he finally said. “How to feel, how to act. The only thing I know for certain is that I love you, and that we’re married.” 
 
    “Nick,” I began, reaching for his hand. He visibly softened at my tone as he gripped my fingers. “I don’t want to hurt you. The last thing in the world I want to do is hurt you. I know what a broken heart feels like, and that is the last thing I would want to do to the man that I love.” 
 
    He reached for my face, sliding his fingers along my neck to pull me in. His lips touched mine, eagerly, as though asking for the promise that I wasn’t ready to give him.  
 
    “Annie… can I ask that I be there? When you speak to him?” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded against his kiss. “You are my husband. You belong at my side. I don’t know where Grant belongs.” 
 
    He seemed satisfied enough with my response, pressing a quick kiss to my forehead before sighing.  
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    We tucked Carrie into bed together, the unspoken drama lingering between us both. 
 
    Finally, once we were settled in our bed, Nick turned to me expectantly.  
 
    “Annie, will you tell me about him?” 
 
    Ours eyes met. 
 
    I knew that it was coming. I’d managed to spend years with my husband without ever elaborating on my relationship with Grant. Every time we crept closer to a memory, I’d back away and retreat into silence, into music, into calligraphy or anything that would distract me from thinking, from really thinking, about the recollection of my first love. 
 
    But I knew that he deserved to know. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll tell you everything,” I said, almost urgently. I had reached a point, especially knowing that Grant was alive, that I needed to tell him. I craved his understanding, his empathy, his compassion. “But you have to promise me something, Nick,” I whispered against his shoulder. 
 
    “Anything, sweetheart,” he swore, pressing his lips to my hair. 
 
    I closed my eyes tightly, so tightly that I could still hear the music in the air as we drove too fast through the night. 
 
    I could still feel him holding my hand. 
 
    “Just remember that he was… he was my first.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, he sighed deeply, tightening his hold on me. 
 
    I told him the story of Grant.  
 
    I told him about the music and the way he brought me the letters. The laughter, the discovery, the way our personalities just melded into a perfect version of each other. 
 
    I told him about the letters that he wrote to me. 
 
    The more I spoke, the more my voice began to shake. Eventually, tears ran freely down my cheeks, and I gave up trying to control the sobs in my chest. 
 
    Nick gathered tissues from our bedside table and tenderly brushed at my tears, nodding, encouraging me to go on. 
 
    “He died. He died without me, without us growing old together… without the promises he’d made me. He was gone. And the night I realized I was pregnant with Carrie… was the night I was going to die too. Carrie saved my life. You saved my life, Nick. Before you even realized that you did.” 
 
    He reached for me as his own eyes welled with tears. 
 
    He held me like that for a long time. I’d shared so much with him, and though he’d asked me to, I still felt open and vulnerable… and maybe even betrayed by my own will to hold it all in for all the years. 
 
    The tears slowed and eventually led to soft gasps of breath against his shoulder. 
 
    Finally, he cleared his throat, smoothing the palm of his hand over my hair. 
 
    “Most people either end up with their first love, or they end up breaking up. Those are the two most common situations. If I ran into the first girl I loved on the street today, I’d have absolutely no feelings. Because I’ve had plenty of time to work them all out.” He spoke gently, choosing each word. “Time stopped for you and Grant. It stopped for those feelings. You went right on loving him, and just made room in that big heart of yours for me.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. Nodding, I blinked back the last of my tears. 
 
    “You were changed by what happened to you. You clung to whatever you had in your life and made it work. I know that now.” 
 
    His words stung. “Nick, I didn’t settle for you, if that’s what you’re implying.” My defensive tone urged him to sit back and meet my eyes through the shadowy darkness of our loft bedroom. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m implying at all,” he responded, taking my hands in his. “I’m saying that the psychology of your mind, of your actions, changed. You knew what it was to love and lose someone, so you had emotions that went unchecked. Those unchecked emotions became behaviors.” 
 
    I never liked it when he’d fall back on his psychology undergrad degree to analyze me. I lost most arguments that way, and it always forced me to put up walls. 
 
    “Behaviors?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Becoming clingy. Overprotective of me and Carrie, but shutting down all emotion inside to protect yourself.” 
 
    I cringed. “You think I’m clingy?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You went through grief… unchecked. When I have a client who –” 
 
    “I’m not your client,” I interjected, my temper rising. 
 
    “Honey, I know that. I know.” 
 
    We sat quietly for a long moment. 
 
    “What else?” I urged, controlling my uneven thoughts. 
 
    “You felt betrayed that you had to learn all of the information about him second-hand. That you meant so much to him, and he to you, but yet it was the military and his parents who you had to rely on to keep you informed.” 
 
    “I guess that’s… true,” I admitted, having never thought about the situation that deeply. 
 
    “And those feelings are coming out right now, especially since he didn’t want to see you right away.” 
 
    I sighed, backing away from him and resting against my pillow. “Maybe.” 
 
    He lowered himself to his pillow too, his eyes locked in mine. 
 
    “You had no control over what happened to him, Annie. And now, you’re craving control. It’s how you’re dealing with the anxiety. It’s why you haven’t eaten anything but apples for the past two days.” 
 
    I let go of a breath I’d been holding. “Maybe,” I repeated. 
 
    “I’m not trying to diagnose you, I’m trying to understand you. There’s so much going on in that pretty head of yours, and I need to know all of it if I’m going to protect my family.” 
 
    “Lawyer to the core,” I murmured. 
 
    “I need to be prepared.” 
 
    I frowned. “He doesn’t even want to see me. What are you preparing for?” 
 
    A silence fell between us, heavy and thick. I continued to stare at him until he finally spoke. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, lowering himself down to his pillow. 
 
    I lay back on mine, gazing at him through the lamplit darkness. 
 
    “Nick? 
 
    He turned to me. “I want to make love to you, but you’ve got him on your mind. That’s what I’m preparing for, Annie. Change. In us. Our marriage. No matter whether you see him or not, things will never be the same between us again… now that you know he’s still alive.” 
 
    I stared at him, taken aback by his abrupt words. “I’m not thinking about him like that-” 
 
    “Okay.” He cut me off before I could elaborate. “Let’s just get some sleep.” 
 
    I turned away from him as he turned away from me. 
 
    I never felt less like sleeping in my entire life. 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    Nick was gone before I woke up the next day. 
 
    I knew he’d said that he wanted to be there with me when I went to see Grant, but part of me knew he truly didn’t. Especially not after I told him. 
 
    I’d told him everything. 
 
    “Knock knock!” My mother-in-law’s sing-songy voice resonated up the stairs to the loft.  
 
    Penelope Ramsey rarely knocked, making the announcement of her intrusion awfully ironic. 
 
    “Grammy Penny!” Carrie’s voice met her grandmother’s call with exactly the excited enthusiasm that she was obviously expecting. 
 
    “There she is! Pack your suitcase, darling, you’re coming to stay with Grammy Penny,” she cooed, and I cringed, shoving my face deeper into my pillow. 
 
    “Is Mommy coming too?” 
 
    “Nope, Mommy is taking a break.” 
 
    “Where’s Daddy?” 
 
    “He’s working.” 
 
    “At the court?” 
 
    “Yes, darling, at the court.” 
 
    “Is he lawyering today?” 
 
    Penny chuckled. “Yes he is.” 
 
    “How long can I stay?” 
 
    “As long as Mommy needs,” she replied, and I could tell by her tone that her response was more for me than for Carrie. 
 
    I rolled over and rubbed my eyes, recognizing right away that they were swollen from crying. The bedside alarm clock read 8:45, and judging by the volume of Carrie’s voice, she’d been awake for a little while. 
 
    We rarely locked the cottage door, especially since we occupied the small piece of land just behind my parent’s house. Though most people respected the social norms of polite society, Penny Ramsey felt that the world catered exclusively to her. 
 
    I had always felt that Penny judged me a bit, with her elegantly tailored pantsuits and her designer bags. I knew that the day that I showed up on their doorstep, pregnant with their granddaughter, was the most dreaded day of her life. 
 
    She and her husband, Nicholas Ramsey the Second, had bigger and better things planned for their only son. If it weren’t the nineties, I’d have bet money that there would have been a betrothal whipped up for their son the day Michelle Lanthrop was born to their country clubbing best friends. 
 
    I never intended to feel inferior to my husband’s family. When I imagined being married to Grant, I thought about Christmases with our children at his parent’s house and mine. I adored Karen and Kyle, and I planned for my children, Trevor’s and Doug’s to all make the kind of perfect cousin memories that I had myself as a child.  
 
    I spent so many evenings at the Ramsey’s, uncomfortably perched on the end of their ecru-upholstered dining room chair, nervously trying to mind Carrie’s messes and make sure I never spoke about anything that involved my opinion in any way. 
 
    I could never shake the feeling that they wanted me to feel fortunate to be there, like I was some charity case they’d decided to make their pet project for the holidays. So many times, when Penny would speak condescendingly to me, I was tempted to remind her that it was her son who took advantage of a drunk, mourning girl at a party. 
 
    But I couldn’t. I was felt just as responsible for the choices that I made that night. I knew Nick well enough to know that he would have stopped if I asked him to. 
 
    So, I just nodded and smiled and did my best. 
 
    “I’m coming down,” I called softly, standing and reaching for my robe. By the time I reached the bottom of the stairs, Carrie was already packing every stuffed animal she owned into her small suitcase as she chatted with Penny. “Darling, let’s pack some clothes, too. Grammy Penny will buy you some pretty new dresses, so no need to pack much.” 
 
    “Can I have pink dresses?” 
 
    “You can have whatever you’d like,” Penny replied, gazing at me with wide, pitiful eyes. “Oh, dear. Annie, you’ve been crying.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I shot back quickly, not wanting to alarm Carrie. I swept her into my arms, and she squeezed me in return. “Morning babe.” 
 
    “Morning Mommy!” 
 
    “Have you and Nicholas come to an agreement about the… issue?” Penny pressed. 
 
    I lowered Carrie to her feet. “Yes we have. Thank you for taking Carrie for a few days.” 
 
    Penny nodded, glancing toward the cordless telephone on the kitchen countertop. “It’s our pleasure. Have you spoken to Grant yet?” 
 
    “Grant who?” Carrie echoed, and I cringed, backing into the kitchen from Carrie’s room. 
 
    “No I haven’t,” I replied quickly as Penny followed me. “Coffee?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I heard that he’s returned to his parent’s home. Do you plan to meet with him?” 
 
    I tightened my grip on the coffee pot, my knuckles whitening with self-control.  
 
    “Nick and I will- together. Eventually.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s fair, Annie? Can you imagine how helpless Nicholas must feel right now?” 
 
    I opened the cabinet a little too forcefully, reaching for the can of ground coffee. “We’ve talked about it.” 
 
    “You can’t expect him to just accept that you’ll have a friendship- or any type of relationship- with this man.” 
 
    That was it. All I could handle. “Penny, I appreciate you spending some time with Carrie for a couple of days. But, with all due respect- this is really none of your business.” 
 
    “Of course it’s my business. Tell me, please, and be candid,” she urged, glancing toward Carrie as the child tried to shove a stuffed bear bigger than she was into her suitcase. “Carrie looks so much like you. A paternity test was never done. Nick swore it wasn’t necessary and assumed all responsibility. But, could she be Grant’s? She calls Grant’s parents Grandmother and Grandfather, by your request. Is it possible that their son… that Grant Butler could be responsible?” 
 
    I couldn’t believe the nerve of this woman. Well, I could, but now of all times? “Grant was gone long before Carrie came about. It’s impossible.” 
 
    Her face fell, and her deflated reaction sent me into a fresh fit of anger. “Well, good. I couldn’t imagine losing my precious granddaughter.” 
 
    “I’m married to Nick. I love him. I just need closure, Penny. That’s normal. And it’s certainly not too much to ask.” 
 
    “No, of course not. Of course not dear.” 
 
    “Then just… let me process all of this. Please.” 
 
    She accepted my plea silently, ushering Carrie to me for kisses. They were gone in a whirlwind, and as her Cadillac pulled from the driveway, I stared out the kitchen window, into the woods. 
 
    I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T W E N T Y – O N E 
 
      
 
    G R A N T 
 
    I felt like a coma patient waking up for the first time in years. 
 
    So much had changed. 
 
    Politics. Music. Kurt Cobain had killed himself.  
 
    Sports. O.J. Simpson accused of killing his wife? Who the hell were the Jacksonville Jaguars? 
 
    The World Wide Web? 
 
    Oklahoma City bombing… the Unabomber…  
 
    I stopped listening to my stepdad talk after a while, wondering how I could have been existing in the same world as my family and be so isolated, so alone… 
 
    So much time. 
 
    “…Annie.” 
 
    My attention sharpened and I focused on my mom, turning away from the window that faced the woods out back. “What about Annie?” 
 
    My mother gestured toward the phone on the kitchen wall. “She’s called three times today. I don’t know what to tell her.” 
 
    I turned back to the window. “She’s really living in her studio? Right through these woods?” 
 
    I could hear my stepfather get up and move to the other room, and my mom’s hand covered mine on the counter edge. “She’s married, Grant.” 
 
    There is was. I knew it without anyone having to say the actual words. 
 
    “To this Nick guy.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The guy who took advantage of her at that party and got her pregnant.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t know all the details, but I do know she loves Carrie with all of her heart. And so do I. Kyle and I call her our granddaughter. She is so precious to us, Grant.” 
 
    My mother’s voice was soft, pleading.  
 
     “What does she want?” I asked, turning to my mother. “When Annie calls, does she want to talk to me?” 
 
    She nodded. “She wants to see you. She needs to see you to believe all of this. The needs… closure.” 
 
    “Closure.” I scoffed angrily, shaking my head. “I died. She had her closure a long time ago. She moved on just fine.” 
 
    My mother said nothing, but I could tell that she resisted the urge to rise to Annie’s defense.  
 
    After a long, silent moment, my mom gestured to the phone. “You want me to tell her that you don’t want to see her?” 
 
    I turned back to the window, gazing into the late summer evening. The sun was low in the sky, casting shadows over the familiar wooded lot between our property and the Lake’s. 
 
    “No. I’ll just go talk to her.” 
 
    “Wait, Grant…” my mother called, widening her eyes. “Wait, what if- Nick and Carrie- don’t you think you should just call first?” 
 
    “Let’s get this fucking closure over with,” I snapped. I had no idea why I was short with my mother, and I knew that she didn’t deserve it.  
 
    I crossed the backyard, tugging at the too-tight Megadeath tee-shirt from my youth. Though I needed to put on some weight, my chest, back and arms were twice as big as they were when I was a kid from the amount of manual labor I’d been responsible for every day. 
 
    Work… punish.  
 
    Eamal yueaqib. 
 
    I pushed the terrible chant from my mind, hurrying along the creek. The woods were just as I remembered them, though the path that Annie and I had beaten into the ground years ago had grown over a bit. 
 
    Something caught my eye up ahead, and the closer I got to shadow blowing in the wind, the more I recognized what I was seeing. 
 
    The oak tree. A tattered yellow ribbon barely hung on. The thin, exposed silver wires clung to the bark of the trunk. 
 
    I couldn’t take another step.  
 
    How many times had I pressed Annie against that tree, my mouth taking over hers, my hands roaming all over her perfect body? 
 
    I remembered exactly how she tasted, and the clarity of that memory forced me to my knees. 
 
    I flattened my palm over the ground, centering myself with the grass and dirt. No sand. 
 
    There is no sand here. 
 
    “No sand here,” I whispered. 
 
    I leaned over, flattening my arms, positioning as I was told for morning prayer time. 
 
    For the longest time, I could only hear the birds. 
 
    When my heart finally stopped racing, I sighed deeply, climbing to my feet. 
 
    She stood before me, her delicate hand pressed over her heart… 
 
    Those big, smoky-green eyes filled with tears. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it was Annie. She was a woman, and though time and space had separated us for so very long, I had almost expected to see the girl I once knew again. She was softer somehow, with her long, dark blonde hair framing her sun-kissed face. Her tears slipped down her cheeks, and she made no effort to wipe them away. 
 
    I rose to my feet, and she lifted her chin to look up at me. 
 
    “Grant?” 
 
    Her voice was my undoing.  
 
    I closed the space between us in one stride, my arms engulfing her small body in mine. She gripped me like her anchor, as though I was the one thing in this world that kept her from falling to pieces. 
 
    “Annie,” I whispered against her hair, and her hands shook as her fingers dug into my shoulders. “Baby, don’t… don’t cry…” 
 
    “I thought it would be different, when I finally saw you,” she gasped, her warm breath against my chest. “I thought I wouldn’t remember all of this, or you, and-” 
 
    “The memory of you kept me alive.” 
 
    My reverent words forced a cry from her throat.  
 
    “Why did this happen? Why? I never stopped loving you,” she finally managed, her shaking voice breaking my heart. 
 
    She was my heart. 
 
    I felt life within me again, just a spark. Youth. Childhood. Her smile, her words…  
 
    Her letters… 
 
    “Why did this happen, Annie?” I demanded, repeating her words as I thread my fingers through her hair. “I don’t know. I’ll never know. Maybe I never deserved you.” She shook her head, ready to protest, but I cut her words off before she could say them. “You have a life now. It’s not with me. I won’t hurt you, or your… your daughter.” 
 
    She pulled away, lifting her reddened eyes to mine. “You know about Carrie?” 
 
    “My mom told me about her,” I said, unable to stop my roving eyes from resting on her middle. “And a little about your husband.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked, wrapping her arms around her body.  
 
    I looked down at the grass, swallowing hard. “Time happened.” 
 
    “Will you talk to me?” she urged. 
 
    Her lips begged to be kissed.  
 
    I had made peace with my life long ago. I’d been through too much in my own life to even consider ruining another person’s, especially Annie’s. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze to the ground, clearly disappointed in my answer. “I just need to know what happened that day. The day your helicopter went down. I know it’s awful, and I’m not trying to hurt you, it’s just that I have these terrible thoughts in my mind... and I’m not sure they’re even real...” 
 
    She trailed off, and I nodded, understanding. 
 
    I knew her. 
 
    I knew her need for resolution, for truth, and the kindness that I owed her was greater than my need to put away those dark memories and hold them in silence. 
 
    “I got sick. Really sick.” 
 
    “Dysentery,” she repeated, nodding and staring at me urgently. “They told us that. And that you knew your mission was leaving without you. So you left the hospital- against the doctor’s wishes.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, nodding. “Yes. I joined the military for a reason. I needed to go.” 
 
    She nodded. “And... and it went down.” 
 
    I locked my gaze in hers. “Yes. It went down. There was an explosion, and fire, and when I woke up, I was chained in a cellar.” 
 
    “You were hurt,” she pushed, brushing anxiously at the tears from her cheeks. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Yes. I was burned. Badly.” 
 
    She looked at my chest and my arms. “Your back.” 
 
    “My legs were broken. My ribs were- I should have died, Annie. They kept me alive.” 
 
    She winced, brushing at her tears. “I never believed it. Never. Even when I stood in front of that judge and said the words- when I vowed to love, honor, and cherish my husband... I didn’t believe you were gone. I betrayed you.” 
 
    Her tearful sentence ended in a whisper. 
 
    “Stop. Annie,” I whispered, longing for my words to hold the same comfort for her now as they did back then. “You lived your life. I told you to live it. You never betrayed me. You kept me alive. The memory of you kept me alive.” 
 
    “I could never let us go,” she cried, folding into my arms. “I will never say goodbye, Grant.” 
 
    My lips found hers.  
 
    There were no more words. There was no hesitation in her kiss. The wind hushed in the trees, and the warmth of summers long past swept through the breeze, pushing us together again. 
 
    She tasted like I remembered, and her eager lips fit just right with mine. She held either side of my face, keeping me steady, begging for every sweep of my tongue. I pressed her to that oak tree, lifting her into my arms. 
 
    She gasped for air, tearing her lips from mine to press her face into my shoulder. 
 
    “I will always be in love with you, Annie. I love you Annie. I love you Annie,” I murmured, consoling her, calming her just as much as she was calming me.  
 
    “I love you Grant,” she cried, her small voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “I have to let you go,” I forced, unsuccessfully swallowing the lump in my throat. Tears burned and fell, and as she pulled away, devastation clouded her eyes. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You have a life. A child. I have nothing. Nothing but pain. I’m fucked up, I know it, and I won’t take you down that road with me. I refuse.” 
 
    “I want to help you,” she begged, shaking her head frantically. “Please Grant, please let me help you-” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The severity of just one word seemed to both crush and infuriate her at the same time. 
 
    “No? What do you mean, no? I have been waiting for you for so long-” 
 
    “You haven’t been waiting. You moved on. You were supposed to move on.” 
 
    “Grant-”  
 
    “We’re gone, Annie.” 
 
    She backed away from me, from the oak tree, her small hands shaking as she brushed at feverish tears.  
 
    The finality of my tone, my expression, hit its mark. I’d aimed for her heart and released, undoing the years of devotion that she’d given me. 
 
    Her eyes flashed with defeat. Devastation masked her beautiful face. 
 
    “Don’t do this. God, Grant, please don’t do this.” 
 
    “It’s done,” I replied, more angrily than I intended. “I wish you love and happiness, without our ghosts holding you back.” 
 
    “What ghosts? You’re here! You’re here now!” 
 
    “And you love your husband, don’t you?” I demanded, my voice wavering. My words were more heated than I intended. “That man you made vows to? Your baby’s father? You love him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes- but- I loved you first!” she cried, her cheeks flushing with the passion I remembered from so long ago. “None of this is fair! You can’t walk away from me again, not now, not when I spent so long praying for this moment!” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I have to walk away,” I shot back, deliberately taking a step backwards. “You wanted closure. I’m giving you that. I swear to you here and now that I’ll never contact you. I’ll never disrupt your life. And I’ll tell your husband the same, if he needs to hear it.” 
 
    “And Carrie? Your parents are like grandparents to her-” 
 
    “My parent’s relationship with your- your Carrie- doesn’t change just because I’m gone. I’m gone, Annie.” 
 
    After what felt like years of silence, she finally spoke in short, broken words as she stared at the ground. 
 
    “She’s Caroline. Sweet Caroline.” 
 
    The memories of our summer days, listening to music, doused in the smoky scents of campfire and Earth, took me back faster than I could have imagined. 
 
    “She was yours, in my heart. Before Nick stepped in. She saved my life. I was going to end it, Grant.” Her words were thick with shame, and I cringed, wanting so badly to hold her. “I wanted to be with you so much that... I was going to swallow a bottle of pills and... and stop hurting. Everything hurt. Every day. Every hour. The grief counselors promised that time would make it easier, but it only got harder when I saw our friends going on with their lives and I... I was stuck.” She kept her eyes on the earthen floor. “That night, at that party, I drank. I drank so much, more than I ever had in my life, and Nick... I didn’t even know him. I said yes because I was pretending he was you. Trevor came for me. He found me like that.” 
 
    Fury boiled inside me as I pictured her, alone, lying there for my brother to save.  
 
    “I should have been there,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “It should have been me. Protecting you. Keeping you safe like I’d vowed to do.” 
 
    She shook her head, finally lifting her teary eyes to mine. “They were my choices. They were terrible choices, things I’d never have done if you were here. And, as much as I hated myself that night, I have Carrie now. And I could never change that.” 
 
    “My mom showed me her photos,” I conceded, nodding once. “She’s so beautiful. Just like you. Just like the daughter I imagined we’d have... someday.” 
 
    She exhaled sharply, covering her eyes. I gave in, taking her into my arms. 
 
    One last time. 
 
    “No matter how she came to be, she’s loved,” she wept, nodding into my chest. “Nick and I made bad choices that night, but the choices we’ve made since then make up for it. We were stupid kids in different places.” 
 
    I didn’t say a word, though it killed me to let her defend him like that.  
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    She was the one to pull away this time, brushing at the last of her tears. “I have to let you go now, don’t I?” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, fighting the burning tears as I moved forward to slide my fingers through either side of her hair, cupping her small face in my calloused palms. 
 
    “Let me go, Annie,” I agreed, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Let me go.” 
 
    She cried out softly, gripping my forearms as she nodded against my lips.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T W E N T Y – T W O 
 
    A N N I E 
 
    I was empty. 
 
    The house was too quiet. The summer night had cooled, and a breeze swept through the curtains in the open windows. I turned off all of the lights and lit a candle, sitting in the old, overstuffed armchair and watching the flame flicker in the darkness. 
 
    Nick had been reluctant to leave for his trip, but I promised him that I was okay.  
 
    “It’s only one day and one night. I’ll be home tomorrow afternoon. We’ll go away. Wherever you want to go. Mom and Dad have Carrie and she’s having a wonderful time with them. Maybe we can catch a show downtown? I’ll get us a room...” 
 
    He was trying too hard and I knew it. I nodded, pretending to be eager, trying to want to spend time alone with my husband. 
 
    All I wanted was to be alone with Grant. 
 
    Nick kissed me before he left, and the guilt that I expected to ravage my heart never showed. Hours earlier, Grant had kissed me, too, and the memory of his lips still lingered on mine. 
 
    I was done with memories. 
 
    I wanted reality. I wanted the man who was so close, who had held me in his arms in the woods.  
 
    I don’t know what I was waiting for. The phone never rang, and the door never opened. I knew what I wanted, but I also knew Grant. 
 
    He was an honorable man.  
 
    He did the right thing when the whole world would excuse him for his wrongs. He put distance between us for my husband- a man he’d never met- and his morals alone spoke volumes about his character. 
 
    I would have to be the one. 
 
    I thought about Nick, and way he loved me.  
 
    The first time we’d made love after that night at the party, I had been fully coherent and so nervous. I was seven months pregnant with Carrie, and though he’d kissed me and touched me for months, we’d agreed to wait until after the baby was born to have sex. 
 
    We didn’t wait. 
 
    I fell in love with the way he kissed my pregnant belly. Some primal instincts kicked in, drugging my mind and convincing me that it was going to be okay with Nick. That he would hold me the way I remembered with Grant, and kiss me slowly when there was no alcohol involved. 
 
    It wasn’t that way. 
 
    It was awkward, and we stopped after a while. He held me that night, promising it’d be better once I’d had the baby and he didn’t feel like he needed to be so careful. 
 
    But it wasn’t much better after that. 
 
    I did my best with him. I knew just how to move to bring myself to pleasure, and though he’d often finish without me, I made sure to pretend that it was enough for me. 
 
    I hated the thoughts that took over now. Nick would never be enough for me, not any more. I was a woman, and I’d known what insatiable love felt like. Grant had taken me again and again to the edge of consciousness, of reality, of passion and freedom and everything that young love was all about. 
 
    Nick did his best, and so did I. It never meant that I loved him any less. 
 
    Midnight reminded me of all the nights I’d lain awake just trying to remember what it felt like when Grant would make love to me. By then, I’d already worked up enough courage to blow out the candle and find my robe. The tiny, black, silk negligée barely skimmed my hips, and it made me feel exactly how I wanted to feel. 
 
    Desirable. 
 
    I’d leave it up to fate. Fate seemed to rule my life anyway, intervening at the most unexpected times and changing course at the mercy of the wind. If Grant was in the woods, in the middle of the night, just as sleepless and needing as I was, it was meant to be. 
 
    I pulled the back door open, gasping. 
 
    Grant stood in the darkness, his bare chest gleaming in the moonlight.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked, taking a step toward me. 
 
    I widened my eyes, my rapid breaths managing hushed words.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked, repeating his question. 
 
    His eyes drank me in, raking over my body before his fingers looped into the belt of my robe. “To hell, Annie.” 
 
    He tugged me against him as my mouth fell open. My gaze fell to his lips. “Take me with you this time,” I whispered. 
 
    I was in his arms. 
 
    The robe floated to the ground as he lifted me against him. I wrapped my legs around his waist, fitting as perfectly as I always had. He gripped my chin, his mouth ruling mine, and I drank him in with every sweep of his tongue. 
 
    His hands were where they belonged. My neck, my hips, his strong grip kneading even as he kissed me. He carried me to the couch, cradling me, cherishing me with every stroke of his tongue, hugging me to him as though I would fade into the darkness at any moment. 
 
    He continued to kiss me even as he removed his jeans, and with one, effortless movement, he stripped me naked as we bathed in darkness. 
 
    I splayed my hands over his shoulders, tracing the raised skin of his scars. Each line told the story of pain and suffering, and rather than pulling away, he slid his hand over my arm to grip my wrist. 
 
    “I love when you touch me,” he murmured, fitting his body to mine. “Nothing in the world feels like this love, Annie.” 
 
    His words were my undoing. I gripped him even closer, opening my legs to wrap them around his waist.  
 
    He kissed me as he thrust forward, his mouth never leaving mine as he held me in his arms. There was no urgency in the way he moved inside of me. He stilled, his rapid breaths matching mine as we cherished the sensation, the closeness, the pleasure that we found in only each other.     
 
    “I love you, Grant,” I hushed against his ear, unable to resist arching my hips against his. “I love you, Grant.” 
 
    He groaned, mirroring my movements, thrusting deeper as his mouth claimed mine. 
 
    I arched my back, gripping his shoulders as I came apart. He held my hips, his mouth falling to my shoulder as he growled his release.  
 
    Neither of us wanted to talk about the future or the past. We were there, in the middle of the night, in the middle of our lives, not rationalizing right and wrong, not defending selfishness or need.  
 
    We were young again and young still. 
 
    Time could have ceased to exist that night as we made love again. We moved slowly, as though we both knew this was the end, the true end, the end that we never had and yet so rightfully deserved. A love like ours merited a heroic ending, the kind of finale that would have been enough to carry us through years of separation and heartache. 
 
    Guilt was coming, rising slowly from the ashes of our sleepless night. If flickered and tried again and again to surface like the candle flame.  
 
    We were good. We did the right things and made the right choices, and yet I still never hesitated the moment Grant was in my arms again. The more I toyed with excuses, the more reality darkened the brilliant sunrise that I’d waited years to see with Grant. 
 
    “Close your eyes, pretty girl. Fall asleep in my arms again.” 
 
    His words were comforting. Wise. Sleep beckoned, and I felt him kiss me one more time. 
 
    I could feel the last in his kiss. 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    I woke up a few hours later.  
 
    Grant was gone. It was a different gone, a gone that he’d decided for us, and a gone that meant that I was responsible for a living a life without him.  
 
    On the kitchen table, under an apple, I found his letter. 
 
      
 
    My Annie, 
 
      
 
    This will have to be my last letter for a while. 
 
    I want you to know some things that I never got to tell you before I left, all those years ago. Maybe I was too young to really know what to say, or maybe I just didn’t have the words to say this to you yet. Either way, I’m saying it now. 
 
    We had a life together. 
 
    We had time together. 
 
    We had more than some people have in their entire lifetime. 
 
    How lucky were we to meet so young? What did I do to deserve you, or to be your first love? 
 
    How lucky am I to be the man that you’ve made of me?  
 
    I’ve learned to never take anything for granted in my life, so I will leave you with this. 
 
      
 
    I will never leave you. 
 
      
 
    Your first, and last. 
 
    Your Grant 
 
      
 
    I pressed the letter to my heart, brushing at my tears. 
 
    I knew that Grant had left. 
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 T W E N T Y – T H R E E 
 
    A N N I E 
 
    2 0 1 7 
 
      
 
    Some say that everything happens for a reason. 
 
    It was a rationalization for the bad things. The painful things. The things that made your world veer so sharply off its axis that you are left just trying to catch your breath. 
 
    It must have been my turn. 
 
    Whenever anything happened in my life that seemed to have no reason, no purpose, I would look at Carrie and remind myself that she existed solely because fate. Destiny took over the day that Grant disappeared and showed me how incredibly powerful life’s path could truly be. 
 
    Life weaved constantly between choices taken and opportunities passed.  
 
    I watched as Carrie packed the last of her boxes into her Chevy Tahoe and grinned at her father and me. 
 
    “Mom. Don’t cry.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I resolved, more for my own fortitude.  
 
    “You’re about to,” she argued teasingly. 
 
    “Give Mom a break. Empty nesting is hard work,” Nick said, dropping his arm over our daughter’s shoulders. “This isn’t like the day you left for college. This is it. Off you go. Moving in with Trouble.” 
 
    Aaron closed the back gate of the SUV, grinning at us. “I thought if I put a ring on it, I’d finally lose that nickname.” 
 
    Nick scoffed at our son-in-law. “Nope. Now it’s just Mr. and Mrs. Trouble.” 
 
    Carrie giggled, throwing her arms around her father. “I love you, Daddy. We’re a quick plane ride away.” 
 
    “Quick as in at least two drinks and a layover,” I argued, thinking of their little house in Denver. “You two could practice law in Ohio, you know. Ohio needs lawyers too.” 
 
    “Mom. I made you a deal.” Carrie took my hands and squeezed them. “When we’re ready to have your grandchildren, we’ll make sure we’re closer. So, give me about ten years.” 
 
    I chuckled, nodding defeatedly. “Okay honey.” 
 
    They pulled away. 
 
    Nick and I walked back into the house silently, neither of us quick to speak.  
 
    I wondered if he was going to start packing right away, or at least let the gravel settle in the driveway before he left. 
 
    “You are sure you want to wait,” he finally said. “To tell Carrie. She’s here now. We can catch her at Aaron’s parent’s house before-” 
 
    “No. I want her hundreds of miles away. I can’t bear to see her face when we tell her we’re getting a divorce.” 
 
    He stared blankly at me for a moment before finally nodding. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    I hated those words, and they were worse coming from Nick. Fair enough.  
 
    Nothing was fair.  
 
    It wasn’t fair when two people drifted so far apart, you wondered why they were ever together to begin with.  
 
    I lowered to our neatly made bed, the bed that had become mine after Nick moved into the spare bedroom. We’d purchased my parent’s colonial after they’d downsized and moved to North Carolina almost ten years ago, but no matter how many years had passed, it still felt like my parent’s home, not ours. 
 
    Maybe that was where we’d gone wrong. 
 
    I watched him slowly empty his drawers, as though he was treading water, waiting for me to save him.  
 
    Infidelity was a tricky concept. I couldn’t, in good faith, rake him over the coals in our divorce proceedings. Sleeping with his secretary was so contrived, I almost wondered if he’d chosen her simply as an out in our marriage. A breaking point. 
 
    And I had made love to Grant.  
 
    Twenty years ago. 
 
    My conscience dismissed my unfaithfulness with Grant over and over, even two decades later, rationalizing that it was not adultery. It was not betrayal. It was a very human and natural reaction to seeing him for the first time after losing him so traumatically. 
 
    It was amazing how the mind protected the conscience at every turn. 
 
    The truth was, the moment that Grant walked away from me, decades of silent infidelity began. 
 
    And they began with me. 
 
    With every average marital squabble, then every heated argument, and eventually through two separations that we’d managed to keep hidden from Carrie, I still trusted Nick. When he admitted to his affair, the rush of rage that I expected to feel was replaced by relief.  
 
    Release. 
 
    Finally, the doting, caring father and husband had fallen from grace, just as I had two decades prior.  
 
    But I quickly learned that he’d been falling from grace for months at a time, with several different women, ever since we’d learned that Grant was alive. 
 
    “The realtor is coming on Monday. I told her we didn’t want a land contract or renters, we needed to sell quickly. Okay?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    He moved to our closet. “And you have a place to go?” 
 
    I bit my lip, irritated with the same question he’d asked me countless times over the past month. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll need a forwarding address for you.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that. I’m more than capable.” 
 
    “Why is it such a secret where you’re going, Annie? Have you met someone?” 
 
    I smirked, trailing my finger along the design on our comforter. “Yes. I met you. About twenty-seven years ago. And then you met a lot of someones, so I guess it’s not any of your business since those women weren’t any of mine.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, yanking his clothes off the closet rail. “Oh, okay. And you’ve been in love with someone else for our entire marriage.” 
 
    I shook my head, turning to look out the window. “Grant again. Grant who I haven’t seen or communicated with in twenty years. Justifiable reason for years of adultery. Narcissism at its finest.” 
 
    He slammed the pile of neatly hung suits to the bed. “I just need a forwarding address for the divorce papers, Annie. Jesus Christ. I don’t care about this anymore, I just need a place for my lawyer to deliver the line for you to sign and end this.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, ignoring his temper. “Just send it to my parent’s address. I’m going there.” 
 
    He exhaled a sharp laugh. “There. Was that so hard? Everything is a battle with you. That, I won’t miss.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to his. “What will you miss?” 
 
    He paused, clearly shaken by my soft words. Ever the lawyer that he was, he recovered even quicker. “I’ll miss the way Carrie looks at us. Like we have it all figured out and we are the ones who beat the odds.” 
 
    I nodded, looking away. 
 
    Nick had been gone for hours before I opened the bottle of wine. The big, wraparound porch was usually my favorite place to sit in the evening, but I didn’t want anything usual that night. I wanted different. 
 
    I wanted to talk. 
 
    Grabbing my iPhone, I called Kate, crossing the backyard with my wine glass in hand. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “Is he gone?” she asked, her familiar voice enough to trigger the emotions that I’d managed to keep at bay. 
 
    “Yes. He left an hour ago.” 
 
    “Did he take that stupid dog with him?” 
 
    I exhaled a breathy laugh at her description of our Chihuahua. “Yes, he took Oscar.” 
 
    “Good. I hate that little fucker. Now listen. We’re going out tonight.” 
 
    “Kate-“ 
 
    “Shut up. You already agreed that I have more experience in the divorce department, which makes me a subject matter expert. We went out after I kicked Justin’s cheating ass out, and I regret not doing it after Kevin.” 
 
    “You were nine months pregnant when you kicked Kevin out. You couldn’t really go anywhere but the bathroom,” I said. 
 
    She chuckled. “Whatever. Go pick out something Carrie left behind and I’ll be over in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I’m forty-four years old. I should not be raiding my twenty-something daughter’s closet.” 
 
    “Says who? Ooh, that cutoff jean skirt. And boots. Let’s go country tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Maybe they have an early bird special.” 
 
    I could hear her roll her eyes. “Stop it. You know you look half your age. We need to get you back on the horse.” 
 
    “No. No more horses. I’m done with men. They either break your heart or break your heart. A or B.” 
 
    Kate scoffed. “In all fairness, Grant never broke your heart. What happened to him broke your heart. Grant just bowed out like a gentleman.” 
 
    I groaned, taking a too-big gulp of wine. “I don’t want to talk about Grant.” 
 
    “You want to talk about Grant. You always want to talk about Grant.” 
 
    “Stop saying his name. I’m done. I just want this all to go away.” 
 
    “Then meet me in your driveway in twenty minutes. And we’re switching to rum, so put away your box of wine.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Okay.” 
 
    “The skirt.” 
 
    “O-kay.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    I sighed, quickly plucking the skirt Kate was referring to from Carrie’s leave-behinds in her closet. I found a white, halter, flowy top to go with it, pondering over the bohemian beading for a moment or so before putting it on anyway. I left my long hair down and touched up my make-up, glancing in the mirror once before heading out to the porch to wait for Kate. 
 
    Forty-something was freeing. Despite the fact that Nick had cheated on me, I had more confidence than I’d ever had, at any age. I was going out with Kate to be with my best friend, not to hunt for a man. I cherished the familiar lines in my forehead, the ones that reminded me that I’d survived heartbreak and pain, just as much as I loved the grooves along my mouth that told the story of four and a half decades worth of smiles. 
 
    I didn’t care- in fact, I hoped- that no one looked my way and that I could slip into a pleasant buzz of rum and Coke before Kate drove me home and tucked me into bed. 
 
    By the time we got to the patio bar just outside of town, I’d already caught up on the lives of Kate’s three children. Being a single mom to three boys suited Kate better than any of the relationships that she’d ever had. Her kids respected and adored her, and though Jay, her oldest, was younger than Carrie, I’d still asked her for plenty of advice over the years.  
 
    “Who’s playing tonight?” I asked, listening to the music from the parking lot. 
 
    “Hold on.” She glanced at her phone, scrolling with her thumb. “They’re called September Morn. Country band.” 
 
    “That’s a Neil Diamond song,” I murmured, following Kate to the entrance. She patted my shoulder. 
 
    “Of course it is,” she murmured, a strange grin playing over her lips. “Come on, let’s get a table in the back. I don’t want to be right up on the speakers.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. That was a very un-Kate-like maneuver. Typically, she loved to be the center of attention, and the louder the better. 
 
    We settled in as the band began a cover of a Zac Brown song. I changed my mind over the drink menu several times before deciding on a hurricane. 
 
    “They’re good,” Kate said, nodding toward the stage. 
 
    I turned to get a good look at the band, noticing first the drummer because of his flamboyant Hawaiian shirt. Grinning in appreciation of his unapologetic style, I focused on the lead guitarist next. 
 
    And I frowned. 
 
    “That guy looks familiar,” I said, loud enough for her to hear me over the music. 
 
    Kate smirked. “Yes he does. And we know him,” she encouraged. 
 
    My face whipped back to hers, eyes widening. “Kate, what did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing!” she protested, her smile widening as our drinks were served. “Take a closer look.” 
 
    I turned back to the band, my heard thudding.  
 
    It couldn’t be Grant. He resembled him, a little, but there was no way Grant had changed that much over the last twenty years. He’d been invisible on social media, and I hadn’t talked to his parents in years since they sold their house and moved to Florida. 
 
    “Is that... Trevor?” 
 
    Kate nodded, beaming excitedly. “Yes! Can you believe it? He’s in a band. Who goes from being a congressman to playing in a local country band in your hometown?” 
 
    “Someone who lost something,” I replied, too softly for her to hear. “You set this up, didn’t you?” 
 
    She pursed her lips over her tiny straw, shrugging and feigning innocence. 
 
    “I just happen to know he’s single. Divorced. Three kids. Two girls-” 
 
    “-and a boy. I know.” I remembered hearing that he’d gotten married to some politician’s daughter, and Karen showed me the pictures of their wedding and, eventually, each of her grandchildren. 
 
    She never talked about Grant, and I never asked. 
 
    “So...” 
 
    “So, you thought I’d want to hook up with Trevor? Grant’s brother?” My incredulous glare nearly made her spit out her drink. 
 
    “Oh my God, no! No, no, honey. He’s all mine.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You’re my wingman tonight.” 
 
    I sighed, relieved that she hadn’t orchestrated some big matchmaking debacle for me. I nodded, sipping my drink with a smile. “Okay, cowgirl. Go get him,” I teased. 
 
    She smiled, nodding enthusiastically. “Let’s eat and get a few more drinks in us before the band takes a break. Then, it’s show time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 T W E N T Y – F O U R 
 
      
 
    G R A N T 
 
      
 
    I saw her the moment she walked through the doors. 
 
    Kate was at her side, and it was like we’d gone back in time. 
 
    Annie was older, of course, but the way she stood so confidently now... so beautiful. More sure of herself than I remembered as she made her way to the table. She wore white against her late-summer tan, and the skirt was something I was sure Kate had encouraged. 
 
    I knew there was a chance I’d see her if I came home, though Trevor assured me that he hadn’t seen her in  years and she’d never been to any of his performances that he knew of. His band was popular in the area, but from what I remembered of Annie, country music had never been her genre. 
 
    I didn’t know this Annie. 
 
    I glanced around for her husband, though it was pretty clear that she’d come with Kate. They chose a table in the back and ordered drinks, and though the atmosphere was loud and dark, every sound seemed to fade into the distance as I drank her in. 
 
    Life had happened, and entire lifetime since I’d walked away and left her sound asleep, bathed in moonlight. 
 
    It was the last time I’d seen her face.  
 
    The band picked up, and I reached for my beer, sitting back on the bar stool. 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. 
 
    After an entire set, the band took a break, and I watched as Trevor put down his guitar and made his way over to the table where Kate and Annie were sitting. He hugged Annie first, then Kate before pulling up a chair to join them. 
 
    He knew I was there. It was only a matter of time before he told Annie. 
 
    I ordered a shot of whiskey and downed it before moving through the crowded bar. Halfway across the floor, Trevor caught my eye. 
 
    Our exchange was silent, but when he leaned in to Annie, I knew what he was saying to her. 
 
    She turned to search the bar for seconds before her gaze met mine. 
 
    I knew her, but she was a stranger to me. Twenty years had passed, and yet, I still knew the way her lips parted in disbelief, those wide eyes glistening with emotion. 
 
    Before I could make my way to their table, she stood up suddenly, crossing the bar to where I stood. 
 
    “Grant?” she asked, her voice sending my gut into the same somersault that I remembered so well. “Come here,” she managed, lifting her arms to wrap them around me. 
 
    I pulled her against me, my heart thundering in my chest as I drew in her scent. Her hair still carried that same soft trace of flowers and sunlight, and the memories of summer days and campfire nights erased the years between us. 
 
    I pulled away to look at her, to really see her. The shape of her face hadn’t changed, and it was the same face I’d dreamt about in captivity, the face of the woman I wanted to grow old with. 
 
    We were anything but old. 
 
    I cupped her face in my hands gently, the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips so familiar to touch. She closed her eyes and turned her cheek into my palm, her fingers engulfing my wrists. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here,” I managed.  
 
    “Me? I live here. Where have you been?” she asked, and then exhaled a nervous laugh. “I mean, how have you been?” 
 
    I started to respond but the band had returned to the stage and began playing again. I nodded toward the door. “Want to go outside?” 
 
    She widened her eyes, turning to Kate. Kate waved her hand in dismissal, already returning to their table. “Go.” 
 
    I led Annie out to the parking lot, unable to stop my gaze from drifting constantly to her left hand. No ring.  
 
    “How’s Carrie?” I asked. 
 
    We stopped at the edge of a wooded tree line in the back lot. She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug, a gesture I remembered from so long ago. 
 
    “Good. Really good. She graduated with her law degree and got married last year. She and her husband are moving to Colorado... in fact, I saw them off this evening. Which is another reason why I’m drinking.” 
 
    I chuckled, nodding. “I can imagine that was hard.” 
 
    She took a steadying breath. “I’ve done harder things.” 
 
    The warm, summer evening turned into twilight all around us. Trevor’s band was muted through the walls of the bar, and I was thankful that they weren’t playing on the outdoor patio.  
 
    “No ink,” I said, gesturing to her fingers. 
 
    She glanced down at her hands, a wave of confusion passing over her expression before she laughed. “Oh. Oh, no. Calligraphy isn’t very lucrative nowadays.” 
 
    “What do you do?” I asked, desperately wanting to ask the question that we were both waiting for.  
 
    “I’m a writer. With a laptop,” she added, and we both laughed. Our easy conversation was a welcome relief. I knew she was just as nervous as I was. 
 
    “Really? What do you write?” 
 
    “Your turn.” She lifted her eyes to mine. “What have you been doing all of these years?” 
 
    I fumbled for my pack of cigarettes, holding them up to her. “You mind if I smoke?” 
 
    She shook her head, smirking. “Just cigarettes?” 
 
    I was catapulted into the past, remembering the time she rushed through the woods between our parent’s property, my Soundgarden tape in her hand as she caught me smoking weed.  
 
    “Yes, just cigarettes,” I teased, grinning. “This time.” 
 
    “God, that was so long ago,” she murmured, shaking her head. “So, who are you now, Grant Butler?” 
 
    Hearing her say my name buried me in a longing that I hadn’t felt in years. Whether it was being back home, the summer night, or the fact that she still looked so much like my little Annie, I didn’t know.  
 
    I did know that I wanted to kiss her.  
 
    So goddamn much. 
 
    “Where’s your husband?” I asked, unable to resist gesturing to her bare ring finger.  
 
    She shifted her weight, looking down at the ground. “We’re in the middle of a divorce.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I deserve better.” 
 
    I paused 
 
    Her reply was poised. Mature. Unexpected from the Annie that I remembered. 
 
    “You always have,” I answered. “I’m sorry he couldn’t be what you needed.” 
 
    Her eyes moistened before she shifted them to the ground. “We both deserved better.” We stood in silence for a moment before she finally lifted her eyes to mine. “When I talked to your mom, I never asked about you. I have no idea if you’re married, or with someone, or any of that. But before you tell me,” she went on, rolling those shoulders back proudly, “I want you to know that I never stopped loving you. So even though my husband cheated on me over and over again, I really can’t blame him. I’ve never loved anyone the way I’ve loved you, Grant.” 
 
    I was so taken aback by her words, I had to lean against the car behind me to steady myself. 
 
    A breeze swept through the humid air, giving us both the chance to take a deeper breath.  
 
    Maybe it was the tequila talking. Maybe it was the sudden impact of seeing her again for the first time. But, no matter what the reasoning or logic, I took a step closer to her, wrapping my arm around her to flatten my palm against her lower back. With one tug, she was in my arms again, and nothing had ever felt so right. 
 
    “I’m not married, Annie.” 
 
    “No?” she begged, those full, perfect lips just inches from mine. 
 
    “No. If I were, I wouldn’t be standing here, loving you back.” 
 
    Her mouth curved into the most beautiful smile, and she batted her long lashes. Her dimpled chin made me smile, reminding me of two kids who spent their high-school days consumed by a love that was too adult for either of them to fully understand. 
 
    “Why does this feel too easy?” Annie asked, clinging to my arms. “How did I find you again at just the right time?” 
 
    I slid my fingers through her long, sun-kissed hair. “Maybe I was never as lost as you thought I was.” 
 
    The time between us melted away the moment my mouth crashed to hers. I kissed her like she’d taught me how so many years ago; sweetly at first, until I finally coaxed her mouth to open to mine. She exhaled a tiny cry, her tongue tangling with mine, and I groaned as the familiar taste of her came rushing back to me. 
 
    “I think we deserve easy,” I managed, pulling away and cupping her face in my hands. “We never got the chance.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    I’d come with Trevor, but I left with Annie. 
 
    We didn’t go inside her house- which had, once upon a time, been her parent’s house. Instead, she led me back to her studio. 
 
    The little barn had become a cottage residence, and I had very little time to marvel at the improvements as she landed on the couch beneath me. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled, and as I made love to Annie, the summer storm rolled in full force. 
 
    She ran her fingers over my shoulders, and I narrowed my eyes as her fingertips stopped at the deep scars on my back.  
 
    Before I could pull away, she tugged me closer, her mouth at my ear. 
 
    “I have them too,” she whispered. “Scars. You’re healing them right now.” 
 
    I groaned, locking her face in my hands and lowering my mouth to hers.  
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    I woke up in a bed with Annie. 
 
    I knew enough about life not to take something so simple for granted.  
 
    I watched her as she slept, marveling at the way time had been so kind to her. Tracing my fingers over the curve of her hips, I felt her stir as her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    She was locked in my gaze for an eternity.  
 
    “Am I dreaming?” she asked finally. 
 
    I shook my head, grinning down at her. “I was just wondering that myself, pretty girl.” 
 
    Her lips curved into a beaming smile, and she threw her arms around me, pulling me back down to the bed. “At the risk of sounding like a morning-after worst nightmare... I’m in love with you, Grant Butler, and I’m never letting you go again.” 
 
    I laughed, really laughed, for the first time in decades.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad to hear that, Annie Lake, because I’m going to do this right this time.” 
 
    She smiled contentedly, curling into my arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 E P I L O G U E 
 
      
 
    A N N I E 
 
      
 
    My book- our book- made all the lists, but it wasn’t until the interviews began that I realized how much the world had fallen in love with our love story. 
 
    First was the story that Grant had been reluctant to tell for decades. He’d been approached by every journalist that had either remembered watching the live broadcast of Grant’s press conference or had learned about the untold tale and tried to seize an opportunity. First was the story of the US Marine who had been presumed dead in a helicopter crash during the first gulf war, only to return from captivity years later.  
 
    Grant told me his story, one chapter at a time, and asked me to write it the morning after we’d made love again. 
 
    He told the story of the tiny home in Al-Qasim, and of the old widower called Fakhir who had found him dying in the desert. He took him into captivity, healing him with crude medicine before putting him to work within their home.  
 
    Grant was never permitted outdoors. No one could know that he lived or he’d have been killed. The old man’s son, Mahdi, formed a friendship with Grant, and promised that as soon as his sickly father died, he would help him escape.  
 
    Grant was kept in a cellar, separated from the old man’s daughter, Hessa. Hessa, tempted by the curiosity of most young women, eventually ventured into the cellar to find Grant. 
 
    And she fell in love with him. 
 
    I remembered Grant’s tears as he told this part of the story, and I held him through his words, promising that I would be there for him. 
 
    Hessa became pregnant. When she began to show and could keep her pregnancy hidden no longer, she was questioned. When she refused to reveal who had fathered her child, she- and Grant’s unborn baby- were put to death. 
 
    Grant explained that time in a monotonous sadness, telling me how he’d pulled so hard at the chains on his legs that he broke both bones in his ankles. I cried with him, seeing our lives running parallel in my memory, and suffering through his pain. 
 
    Fakhir suspected that it was Grant who’d disgraced Hessa, but before he could kill Grant, Mahdi poisoned his father and killed him.  
 
    Mahdi’s friendship with Grant, and his sorrow over his sister’s murder, ran deeper than his loyalty to his abusive father and even his religious teachings. After Grant was able to walk again, Mahdi gave him his freedom. 
 
    Grant and Mahdi remained close friends long after that, and Mahdi moved to the US became a citizen in 2005. 
 
    Grant had never married. He warned me that the few relationships he’d had over the years had all ended- badly. 
 
    “I’m... damaged, Annie. I have night terrors. I rage. I don’t want to hurt you, not now, not ever. You’ve been through so much.” 
 
    I held his hands in mine, lacing my fingers through his as I met his pensive eyes. “I’m not those other women. I’m your Annie. You can’t hurt me. Nothing hurt like losing you.” 
 
    I married Grant on a crisp, September morning, one year after I found him again. We built a small home, reminiscent of my studio, on a piece of land as far into the woods as we could manage. 
 
    “This was my last interview,” Grant announced as we lowered our luggage from the trunk of the car. “I can’t do it anymore, Annie.” 
 
    I nodded, reaching out to hold him in my arms.  
 
    “Then this was our last interview. Time for peace.” 
 
      
 
    . . . 
 
    This time, he wasn’t alone. 
 
    Grant got sick. It happened without warning, and without an official beginning.  
 
    Cancer was something that wasn’t worthy of interviews or best-selling novels, though it was his bravest fight. There weren’t ribbons on trees to remind us all that families were deeply wounded, or that sometimes, those who fought courageously didn’t return home. 
 
    We had an entire decade together before he was diagnosed. We shared the trips we’d always wanted to take, and counted the stars while tucked inside each other’s arms.  
 
    We rocked Carrie’s son to sleep.  
 
    We lived for each other.  
 
    After nearly fourteen months of treatment, the disease had spread throughout his body, and he asked my permission to stop. 
 
    He told me he wanted to end the treatment and just sit with me. 
 
    “Just listen to music with me, Annie,” he asked weakly, gripping my hand. “Play me. Anything.” 
 
    And I did. 
 
    Neil Diamond’s “The Story of My Life” played quietly as I lost Grant for the last time. The song was next on my playlist of all the music we’d shared, and as though he planned to say goodbye to me with a song, he took his last breath as the music ended. 
 
     I should have been the one holding him when he left, but he was holding me. 
 
    In the end, I was thankful. I had so much, and a second chance at first love was rare. There were families... wives, mothers, fiancées and lovers... waiting, still waiting, for their loved ones to return from a war that had captured and kept them locked, somewhere in time... 
 
    Forever. 
 
    At night, I would fall asleep thinking of when we were young. Of warm, summer nights and breathless kisses against an old oak tree. Of music from a cassette while the fire crackled and our promises were whispered to one another, beneath the stars, into the cool, night winds. 
 
    And I would whisper my goodnight to my first love. 
 
    My husband. 
 
    I love you, Grant. 
 
    I love you, Grant. 
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