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  SUMMER TIME


  THIS WAS HER SUMMER. She swore it. This summer, life would go from devastating to incredible. Maven stared out of the window as her parents gossiped in the front seat about Claudia, their excessively confident neighbor with more money than the entire town.


  She closed her eyes, dropping her head back against the leather seat, her golden blonde hair cascading around her shoulders. Maven was a young woman full of hope. She never went to bed without reflecting on all she wished would happen for her.


  Portwood was the setting of their summer home. Every home was nestled between giant willow trees. A small town full of southern charm, right outside the lake. Maven’s family came here every year during the summer. It was a place filled with memories. Remembering all the good times always brought smiles. Portwood was magical.


  “I wonder if Jake is going to be there,” her older brother, Nick mocked. Doing his best to tease Maven from his spot in the family car, Nick knew Maven was hoping for the opposite. After their messy breakup, Jake was the last person she wanted to lay eyes on. Jake was a jerk, and the entire family knew it.


  “I don’t know and I don’t care.”


  After the tears she cried over a guy like Jake, it was the truth. And suddenly the family’s annual vacation was sounding less exciting and more torturous. She shrank down in her seat as the Portwood “Welcome” sign whizzed by the window.


  Her mom shot her a sympathetic smile.


  “Everyone who is anyone is at Portwood for Summer vacay,” Maggie, her younger sister, said, tearing off her sunglasses to gain a better view of all the younger guys as they carried beach towels and coolers on their way to the lake.


  “I don’t think the Maves considers Jake Summit anyone anymore,” Nick smirked. He leaned forward, clamping down on Maven’s shoulder. “If he gives you any trouble you just let me know. I’ll rough him up for you.”


  Their mother aimed a concerned look in both of their directions. She knew how Nick’s temper could get sometimes. This wasn’t a joke in her eyes. “Nicky you remember what we said.”


  Nick sighed, letting out the loudest grumble he could muster. “I know, I know. No more money for college if I lay a finger on Summit. I thought that was what family was for though, Mom.” He ran a hand through his shaggy brown mop of hair giving Maven a secret smirk.


  Maven unfastened her seat belt, staring up at the family summer home. A modern two story brick house with white shutters and a huge wraparound porch, lush green grass, and the perfect amount of shade and sun.


  She wasn’t about to let Jake Summit ruin her summer.


  


  THE BROWN-EYED BOY


  MAVEN SAT DOWN on her bed. Looking around her room at all her favorite belongings; the rose-colored mirror, the antique vanity, and the queen-sized canopy bed her mother had had when she was younger, all that she loved coming back to every year.


  She stood and went to her window. Just across the way were several families she was all too familiar with. They too migrated to Portwood for the summer. And they also had kids that attended school with Maven.


  Nick tapped on Maven’s door. He wondered what his sister was contemplating so deeply. “You could have stayed at home and hid in your bedroom.” He stepped inside his sister’s excessively feminine bedroom, looking at all the photographs and art on her walls. He breathed in the floral fragrance. “I am going down for frozen yogurt. And seeing as you’re a die hard fan I thought you would want to come.”


  Maven nodded. She knew if she refused, their parents would start with all their psychobabble. They were both doctors and they never stopped analyzing everything their kids did. It was best to keep that to a minimum.


  “Let me grab my jacket,” she said, cracking open her walk-in closet for the first time in months. She smiled at the sight of so many clothes. She was that kind of girl—one who loved to wear nice things. She plucked a jean jacket from the hanger and hurried down the stairs after Nick.


  Maggie had already beaten her to the door. She carefully applied clear lip gloss waiting on Maven and Nick so they could all head out for frozen yogurt.


  


  When Maven was with Jake it was the same every year. Their parents vacationed together, ate together, played tennis together. Everything they did was together and that wasn’t exciting. Their fathers even worked together.


  The Wilder’s and the Summit’s grew up together. Maven could remember the stories her mother would recount forever about the times she had with Jake’s mother on the high school cheerleading squad. It was almost like an arranged marriage.


  All that changed rapidly when Tatiana Fleming rolled into town. Tatiana and Maven were nothing alike. She was raven haired while Maven was fair. Her parents were laid-back, while Maven’s were more formal. Maybe not strict, but they expected their children to act like upstanding citizens. That meant manners and no foul language. And of course young women were supposed to act like women. And men were supposed to have respect for them.


  Because of these rules, many kids that grew up with Maven and her siblings coined them the goody goodies. It got Nick in tons of trouble. He was always trying to prove to everyone around him that he wasn’t always perfect or uptight. Maggie, the youngest of them, became the rebel, and Maven simply ignored what everyone thought about her and tried to be herself despite all the immaturity. She didn’t feel she needed to prove herself to anybody.


  “What flavor you getting?” Nick asked, nudging Maven from her train of thought. She concentrated on the white menu with the little magnetic black letters. Noticing the L in vanilla was crooked. The line moved, bringing her back to reality and to her brother’s question.


  “Orange.” She nibbled at a nail, staring at the back of the woman’s head in front of her as she ordered. She was almost certain the woman was from their neighborhood back at home, which meant most of her hometown was there too.


  “Stop biting your fingernails,” Maggie said, she swatted Maven’s hand. “That is so unhygienic.”


  Maven shot her a scowl, dropping her hand to her side. Just in time too. She could feel their eyes on the back of her like daggers. Nick shot his sister a quick look before resting his elbows on the counter. He leaned down to place his order.


  “Just breathe. He probably won’t say anything if you don’t.” Nick offered.


  Maven knew the odds of that happening were slim. Jake was a prick. If he knew he had an opportunity to showcase his new girlfriend, he would. She drew in a deep breath, letting it escape as she waited for the red-haired girl to return to the window to take their order.


  Time slowed. Maven’s throat constricted at the thought of her and Jake coming face-to-face. She wasn’t sure if she could handle it. He had embarrassed her in front of their entire school and she didn’t want to experience that again, the last two weeks of senior year was enough for her.


  Tatiana and Jake had been messing around behind her back for months. And sadly she was the only one who didn’t know. Even her brother figured it out and he was in college. And instead of letting it go, Jake insisted on rubbing it in her face whenever he could.


  Maven snatched half the napkins from the dispenser in angst. Suddenly she wasn’t so cool and her jacket was doing nothing but making her perspire.


  The red-headed girl gave a toothy smile and pulled the window open. The combination of warm air and candied nuts wafted past Maven’s nose. “What can I get ya’ll?”


  Nick gave the sheepish smile he was so famous for, dragging his fingers through his messy hair before opening his mouth to speak.


  “I’ll take the usual. Medium orange cone,” Maven said in a hurry to get to the next window.


  As if her voice sent off bells, Jake took notice. He slid his hand around Tatiana’s curvy waist. It felt like gravity pulled Maven’s eyes in their direction. As hard as she fought against it, she had no choice but to look.


  “Maven. I didn’t think you guys were already here,” Jake said, looking her over with his usual holier-than-thou expression.


  Nick took hold of her elbow, guiding her to the next window. Jake grinned at Nick before casting his attention to the red head waiting for his order. Tatiana chewed her gum, giving Maven a cold smile. Maven didn’t know if she hated her or liked her. Chances were it was hate.


  Maven looked away. She was beginning to wish she stayed back home with their Grandfather watching the pets and taking it easy. Anything would be better than staring at her ex-boyfriend with his trampy girlfriend.


  At one time, she did have strong feelings for Jake. Well not anymore, now she thought they were just stupid feelings. She learned quickly that boys had a way of breaking your heart. And soon she was refusing to believe that love existed. To her, love was cruel.


  Jake touched Tatiana’s cheek with his fingertips as they waited for their yogurt. She giggled a little too overdramatically for Maven’s taste. She wondered what he saw in her as they flirted openly. What made him choose to forgo their relationship for the likes of Tatiana? How is she any better than me? She almost wanted to ask him.


  “Here you go.” The guy behind the counter said, sticking his hand through the window offering Maven her yogurt. But she was too busy watching Jake and Tatiana fondle each other in public, trying to figure out why.


  “Maven heads up,” Maggie said elbowing her sister.


  Too besieged with all the PDA going on, she stepped forward, grabbing for the yogurt, totally missing the yogurt and the step. She gasped, seeing only the face of the brown-eyed boy as she plummeted to the concrete. She swatted her brother away as he tried to help her up, her pride refusing to allow anyone to lend a hand, her hand shot above her head and blindly located the counter, she tried putting her weight on the counter, gave it a tug, broke the latch and fell back down again in horror. She dusted her knees and tried one more time at standing, silently begging herself to hold it together and take the orange yogurt so she could get out of there.


  Jake and Tatiana laughed behind her, enjoying her ham-fisted behavior.


  “Thanks.” She gave the guy behind the counter a smile, taking the cone and hurrying to the picnic tables. He watched her go with the barest grin on his face, feeling horrible about what just happened, but he thought she was doing a fairly remarkable job at hiding her humiliation.


  Maggie and Nick took the picnic table closest to the yogurt hut. Maven sat down beside Nick, her taste for orange yogurt non-existent at this point.


  “Who's the guy in the hut?” Maggie asked no one in particular. This brought Maven’s attention back to the window. She took a long look at the guy with brown hair and equally brown eyes to match. He offered her a sympathetic smile.


  “No clue. Never seen him before,” she offered. And she hadn’t.


  Nick shrugged. “Me either. Maybe it’s just a summer job for the guy. They have to have someone run the yogurt hut.”


  Maggie licked her fingers free of yogurt. “Sandra’s parents own the place. They make their kids run it. That girl is Sandra’s older sister.”


  Nick smirked. He had been eyeing her since they got there. “Do you know her name?”


  Maggie groaned. “Gross. I’m not doing your dirty work, creeper.”


  Jake plopped down across from them at the picnic table. Tatiana sat on top of the table, her back facing Maven.


  “So how’s it going guys?” Jake asked, taking a bite of his vanilla yogurt, letting his gaze rest on each of them.


  Nick shifted in his seat. “It was going great until you showed up.”


  Maggie smirked.


  Jake made a sad face. “So hostile.”


  Nick stiffened. “Why don’t you just get lost? Nobody wants you here. This place is big enough for you to steer clear of my sister.”


  Maven got up from the picnic table. “That’s fine he can stay. I’m leaving.”


  She tossed her yogurt in the trash on the way to back of the yogurt hut. Finally out of view, she pressed herself against the cool concrete. She wondered if it ever got easier. Or if Jake would forever want to make her life miserable.


  “Don’t cry,” she said aloud. But it wasn’t enough to stop the tears from escaping. She quickly wiped at them, but it didn’t matter, she was in full-on cry mode.


  The back door of the yogurt hut opened. The brown-eyed guy came out. He tossed empty yogurt tubs into the trash cans at the side of the building, turning as he wiped his hands on the front of his black apron, he looked Maven over and saw she was crying.


  He debated ignoring what he had just witnessed. It wasn’t his place to ask a girl hiding beside the trash cans of the yogurt hut why she was crying. But he did it anyways. “Are you okay?”


  Maven’s head shot up, she was shocked to be caught in yet another embarrassing position. “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  He nodded, waiting for her to look him in the eye so he could be certain. But when she didn’t, it made him feel worse, not better, about leaving her there alone. He bit at his lip, trying to come up with something to say to her. “Rough day?”


  Maven finally looked at him, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Always, it seems like.”


  “Does it have to do with that guy with the wallet chain over there?” He grinned, trying to inject a little humor into such a sad moment.


  Maven didn’t grin, but she nodded.


  “I think your boyfriend scared him away.” He nodded, taking hold of the handle.


  Maven shook her head. “No. That’s my brother. And the girl, that’s my sister.”


  He noted this. “So does that mean Mr. Wallet Chain is your old boyfriend?”


  Maven nodded, afraid to admit it. She didn’t want anyone to judge her based on the bad attitude that exuded from Jake nowadays.


  


  WHAT AILS YOU?


  MAVEN SAT ON THE PORCH of her parent’s summer home. She had had a horrible dream the night before. One where she was completely and totally helpless, her parents stood by laughing with a crowd of family and friends, all laughing as Jake made out with Tatiana for the world to see. Everyone pointing fingers at her, taunting her, but she couldn’t run. It was as if her feet were cemented in place and she was being forced to watch the one guy she ever had real feelings for, cram his tongue down someone else’s throat—it was torture.


  She rocked a little faster on the old rocking chair she was sitting in. The arms of the willow trees melodiously fluttering as if they too were trying to get away from something, just like her. Maven wrestled her hair behind her ear ignoring the more than light breeze. She chewed her bottom lip, staring straight ahead, lost in the dark unbearable dream. How could Jake do what he did to her?


  Some would call it betrayal.


  Just then a newspaper dropped at her feet, echoing against the wooden porch. She came back to life. She bent over to pick up the paper, resting it in her lap.


  “Have a good day.” The brown-eyed boy said—the same one from the yogurt hut. She felt a bit embarrassed seeing him again after nearly breaking her neck—and to make matters worse, crying about her ex-boyfriend behind the yogurt hut.


  “You too,” She called out, watching him hitch the newspaper sack up on his shoulder and head to the next house. He looked back, shooting her a smile.


  She stood, all the shame melting away unexpectedly. “You’re the boy from the yogurt hut.”


  He nodded, pulling another paper from his sack. His dark eyes were dazzling when he smiled, “You’re the girl I found behind the yogurt hut.” He left out the part about her crying.


  Maven’s cheeks flushed. But she didn’t bother denying it. He looked nice enough not to make her feel even worse. And judging from the way his mouth curled into a crooked grin she knew he meant no harm.


  “I’m Maven.” She told him, coming all the way down the extensive porch steps. Now they were eye level. She nervously looked at the lush grass beneath her feet. Being just a few feet away from him, she was more tense than she expected.


  He tucked the newspaper under his arm, coming toward her. “I’m Henri.” He offered his hand. This caught her off guard, it wasn’t the old days, and it had been a long time since she met a boy with manners.


  “Nice to meet you, Henri.” Maven smiled. “How many jobs do you have?”


  Henri dropped his head to one side, never losing the smile. This only made her smile even bigger at his sheepish ways. “Just a couple, anything to keep me busy.”


  She could only wish she was as smart as Henri. Instead she spent her afternoon sitting on the porch reliving her nightmares.


  “They’re not really jobs. I just help out when I can.” He tugged down the hat he was wearing. His eyes looked troubled all of a sudden. “I gotta go. Nice meeting you, Maven.”


  And with a quick wave he started across the lawn to the neighbor’s house. She watched him toss the paper on the porch, wondering who Henri was exactly. She had never seen him before.


  Henri worked quickly. Putting his mind back into the zone and away from the blonde-haired blue-eyed girl that always seemed sad, he had enough sad for the both of them. He knew deep down she was a happy person. But something was bothering her. And even he could see it was sucking the life out of her.


  “Probably the boyfriend,” He muttered to himself. Just then his phone rang. The song Free Bird floating through the air, he listened for a moment before answering.


  “I swear I am on my way.” He smirked, staring up at the old house in front of him, running a hand down the back of his neck. “Yes, I know it’s important.” He rolled his eyes, ending the call, even when he was being scolded like a child he still held the same unchanged grin.


  Henri was nineteen. And he couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed anything. He would never admit that though. That’s the way he liked to keep it.


  He pulled into the old doctor’s office on the outskirts of Portwood. A small place, the staff included one local doctor that was older than dirt, and the usual summer staff, various doctors who would lend a hand while on their vacation. Dr. Moore wasn’t in the best health, so it was always much needed.


  Henri killed the engine of his beat-up pickup. He let out a long sigh, staring at the old sign on the side of the office. His fingers twitched—nerves. He hated going, usually found something to make him miss his appointments altogether. Unless his aunt had anything to do with it, then he had no other choice but to go.


  And there she was. Aunt Janet. She jogged to his truck, holding her hair in place against the wind. “Henri, out of this car now, you’re almost late.” She rapped on the window.


  Getting out of his truck, Henri kissed her cheek and slammed his door shut. “Nice scrubs.”


  She ignored his compliment, looking him over with deep concern. “They have a new doctor in today. She wanted to go over your charts.”


  Henri ran a hand along his face. “Great. More people to tell me the same thing.”


  His aunt opened the office door for him, acting as if he was even incapable of doing that for himself. “Where were you this morning? Uncle Ray made French toast.”


  Henri allowed her to open the next door. “I paid John five dollars to let me deliver the newspapers.” He smiled at her shocked sigh.


  “Sign in, I have to get back to my sandwich before my break is over.” She kissed his cheek, giving his arm an extra squeeze before she took off.


  Henri did as she asked. He gave each of the old men waiting their turn a smile, snagged a magazine, and took a seat nearest the door.


  The first old man, wearing cotton shorts and a blue polo, let out a dry cough. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and looked Henri over. “Nice day.”


  Henri looked up from his magazine. “Yeah. Love the sun.” He dropped his gaze.


  The old man cleared his throat again. “I see you in here damn near every week.”


  He nodded. It had been awhile since he had had to explain. Silently he counted to ten. Hoping this would be enough to end the conversation.


  “Henri Levitt,” The nurse said from the doorway. She smiled sweetly at the sight of Henri. And Henri silently thanked her for getting him out of an uncomfortable situation.


  “How you feeling, Henri?”


  “Great.”


  She smiled again. It seemed that’s all anyone did anymore when they were around him. He missed the days he pissed people off and they let him have it. Because now there was nothing he could do to evoke any emotion in anyone. They were all walking zombies.


  “There is a new doctor today. I’m sure your aunt told you this already. Dr. Wilder.”


  Henri nodded, and took his place on the scale. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the rattling. When it ended he listened to the familiar scratching of her pen.


  “You gained five pounds. What’s your secret?” She pushed the marker back to the beginning.


  “My aunt and uncle’s cooking.” Down the hall they went. Room four. She let him in first. He took a seat on the crinkly paper.


  “Anything new to report?” she asked, strapping the blood pressure cuff to his arm.


  “Nope. Feel fine.” He stared past her auburn hair to the tacky wallpaper at the top of the ceiling.


  “The doctor will be with you shortly, Henri.” She closed the door ever so gently, leaving him to a welcomed silence, the only sound coming from the black wall clock.


  There were two short knocks before Vanessa Wilder entered the room. Dressed in a white blouse and gray slacks, she was young-looking, with shoulder length strawberry blonde hair.


  “Hi, you must be Henri.” She shook his hand, staring down at his chart. “I hope you don’t mind I am doing your check-up today. Dr. Moore has been ill.” She smiled, taking out a pair of reading glasses to get a better look at his chart.


  “No, I don’t mind.” Henri sanded his hands together. He hated that every detail about his health was documented for the world to see. “I’m sure you’re a lot less cranky than Dr. Moore.”


  Her head shot up. She studied him closely before she smiled and let out a laugh.


  “It says here you’re nineteen.” She took a seat at her desk. Henri noticed a photograph. As he looked closer he recognized the girl in the photo.


  “Is that your daughter?” Henri asked, staring at the image of Maven on her desk.


  She turned the frame. “Yeah, this is my oldest daughter. She’s been miserable lately. But this has always been my favorite picture of her. Back before her boyfriend dumped her.” She looked up, suddenly realizing she was rambling. “I’m sorry. You’re not here to discuss my teenage daughter’s issues.”


  Henri shook his head. “It is a nice picture. She’s beautiful.”


  She smiled at his compliment. “Her name is Maven. And I agree she is beautiful.”


  “So let’s get a look at Dr. Moore’s recent work.” She quickly washed her hands. Henri pulled his shirt over his head, revealing a pinkish scar. He touched his chest, his fingers tracing his battle wound. To him that was what it was.


  


  SPARKS


  MAVEN FOLLOWED NICK onto the beach. Doing her best to lug the giant cooler with both hands, she thought he would have offered to help, but no, there she was, doing most of the work herself. She finally dropped it in the sand.


  “Nick could you…?” she asked, letting out a sigh. Nick was too busy talking to the girl from the yogurt hut.


  He ignored Maven’s plea. Instead he started an introduction. “Maven this is April, Sandra’s sister.”


  Maven pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. She extended a hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  “Same to you, you go to school with my sister Sandra right?” April kept a smile pinned to her lips. She had probably heard a lot about her just like everyone else in town, Maven thought. But Maven tried to forget about that and be polite for her brother’s sake.


  “I think we are in the same history class.”


  April nodded, giving Nick a secret glance. She wasn’t interested in socializing with Nick’s kid sister as much as she wanted to spend time with Nick. Maven got the hint.


  “Well, I think I’ll get to sunbathing.” Maven started unbuttoning her sundress.


  April frowned, furrowing her brow as she gave her one more look, a bit sad for the girl with the horrible social life. She bit her lip, wondering if it were worth it. “My cousin is down by the lifeguard stand, maybe you could convince him to relax rather than work in this heat.” She suggested.


  Nick looked at Maven, wondering if she would take the bait. He wasn’t even sure who April’s cousin was.


  Maven dropped her dress on the towel. She swiped some sand from her hands. “I don’t even know who he is. That’s nice of you though.”


  “Henri,” she said offering a cheap introduction. “He was at the yogurt hut when you guys stopped by the other day. He doesn’t know many people around here. My mom is forever trying to get him to meet people.”


  Nick scratched his head. “Yeah, what’s up with that guy? Why haven’t we seen him before?”


  Maven was busy searching for Henri along the sandy shore, the high temperature beating down on her.


  “Oh, well, Henri hasn’t been with us long. He’s a good guy.” April took Nick’s hand. “Let’s take a swim, that’s what we’re here for isn’t it?” She giggled, taking off for the water, Nick in tow.


  Maven slid her glasses back down. She started walking toward the first lifeguard station. Her feet slipped through the dry sand, but as she got closer to the water it became more dense and gritty. Her eyes secretly darted back and forth searching out Henri.


  She wondered if she and Henri were more alike than she knew. He wasn’t a bad looking guy. So why would he have a hard time socializing?


  Finally she found him. There he was, trying to persuade the blonde boy up atop the chair to let him stand watch. This made Maven smile. It seemed he was always trying to keep busy.


  “I told you, Henri, Jack will kill me if I leave my post. Besides, you’re not even certified.” The kid spat at him, doing his best to shoo Henri away.


  “I’m a strong swimmer. I swim better than you, Liam.” He ran a hand across his hair. “Twenty bucks.” He waved the money in his other hand.


  Liam shook his head in a hurry, scanning the waters to make sure no one had drowned while he was being bought.


  “Henri you never swim. You never take your shirt off anymore.” He shook his head in frustration. “Get going now before someone dies on my watch.”


  Maven approached. “Hi.” She gave a small wave.


  Henri sighed. “Hi.” He started away from Liam and Maven defeated. As Maven hurried along the sand, Liam shot her a concerned look as she came up to the chair, he was sorry he upset Henri, but he would never hear the end of it if he handed the reigns over to someone unqualified.


  “My boss would kill me,” Liam explained.


  Maven nodded, understanding. “I get it. I’m sure he does too. I’ll go talk to him.”


  “Henri!” She shouted, her quick step turning into more of a sprint to catch him.


  He slowed down and finally turned around. “Sorry about that.”


  She shoved her hair behind her ear and pushed her sunglasses back to the top of her head. “It’s okay. Would you like some company?”


  Henri raised an eyebrow. “What for?”


  Her mouth dropped, she was astounded. She didn’t know what to say. She was a girl on the beach chasing after a boy. Suddenly she felt stupid when she realized how that must look.


  Henri’s smile returned as he watched her fail to produce any kind of answer. “I suppose you could tag along for a bit.” He waved her over. She slowly joined, walking alongside him.


  “Should I get my dress?”


  Henri gave her a quick inspection. Not a slimy kind, just a casual one. “No, it’s a beach, you’re fine.”


  She looked at him. Shorts and a black t-shirt. “What about you?”


  Henri examined his own outfit. “What about me?”


  “Black attracts the sun.” She pointed at his shirt. “You must be sweating.”


  “Is this your subtle attempt at getting me out of my shirt so you can see my bod?” He laughed, Maven blushed. “I’m only kidding. Besides, I’m pretty scrawny.”


  She studied his frame. He was, but not skeletal. “No you’re not. You look just fine.”


  Henri took a spot under the shade of a willow far away from the water. Maven did the same. She touched her neck making sure the pink top was still tied securely and dropped her legs, staring at her French manicured toes. So much for a tan she thought.


  “Nice toes,” Henri commented, staring at her feet. “I didn’t know girls worried about manicuring their toes.”


  Maven looked at him. “Do you think it’s too much?” She never thought it was weird before.


  “No, I think it makes you look fancy. That’s not a bad thing though.”


  “Fancy. I don’t know if that’s a good thing.” She looked away, overwhelmed.


  “Okay, I take that back then. It makes you look…maintained. Groomed?”


  They both began laughing. “Now I feel like a horse.”


  Henri laughed some more at her joke.


  “Why don’t you ever swim?” She concentrated on the water. “It’s the best part of coming here in the summer.”


  At one time, Henri would have agreed. But now his shirt housed a secret, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to explain that to her. She seemed sad enough as it was already.


  “Horrible tattoo, I’m too embarrassed to let the world see it.”


  Maven studied Henri closely. He didn’t look the type to ever brand his body. But she didn’t want to keep pushing either. “What horrible tattoo? Is it a girl’s name? Or what about Mom? Those are always the worst.” She smiled at him.


  “Yeah those are pretty horrible. I’d never put a person’s name on my body.”


  “Me either. Talk about a big mistake.” She imagined how awful it would feel to be branded with Jake’s name. And suddenly this made her feel somewhat better.


  Henri could see it in her eyes. Something about their conversation made her features soften.


  “What is it?” He searched her eyes.


  “I just realized something.” She looked into his brown eyes. “Thanks for that.” She squeezed his arm. He stared down at her grip, not moving an inch. Just staring. It was the first time in a long time someone touched him with real emotions, not for medical procedures, or to comfort him.


  Maven pulled away. “Sorry.”


  Henri shook his head. “Are you kidding? Glad I could make you feel better.”


  “Well, thank you, Henri.” She dropped back into the grass, propping herself up on her elbows taking in the water, the way it splashed slowly against the shore. The multitude of teens parading around, some swimming, some tanning, it always made her feel better.


  “Care to share why?” Henri said, breaking her concentration. “If you want to, that is.”


  Maven nodded, she wanted to. “The guy, that guy at the yogurt hut, we had a bad breakup this year. And I just realized that things could be worse. And that made me feel better.”


  Henri scratched his head. “Worse how?”


  “I could have tattooed his name on my body. That could be worse than what I feel now.”


  “What do you feel now?” Henri watched her, she let out a nervous sigh. He wanted to comfort her, he didn’t know why, but he wanted to. Suddenly he found himself wishing she would cry just so he could wrap his arms around her and tell her everything was going to be okay.


  “I have this pain in my chest always. And I feel empty.” She sat up, staring at her hands. “Everything feels terrible.” She had never revealed that to anyone, not even to her parents who asked her all the time if she was okay. She felt stupid feeling so bad over somebody like Jake.


  Henri cursed himself, standing up. “What if I said I’d go swimming with you?”


  Maven stood. “Really?” She already felt a little better.


  Henri nodded. “Sure. If it makes you feel better.”


  “It would.”


  “Well, let’s go.” They started to the water and Henri was the one with the chest pains now. He thought about backing out of it, but when he looked at her and the big smile on her face, he couldn’t. He thought about going in with his shirt on, but knew that would only cause more questions.


  “Ok, are you ready?” Maven asked excitedly, waiting on Henri to remove his shirt. He gave a nod and pulled his shirt over his head. Suddenly he felt as if everyone on the entire beach was looking at him. It wasn’t a great feeling.


  Maven noticed the scar close to his shoulder. It was new, she could tell. She was the daughter of two doctors, she knew a lot about stuff like that. She noticed several gawkers nearby. She took Henri’s hand in hers and pulled him toward the water, not bothered in the least by his scar.


  “I feel better already,” she said, running into the water until it was touching her thighs. Henri stared down at the current. “Isn’t this fun?” she asked.


  He had to admit it was a bit fun. He moved further in, until the water covered the scar he was so ashamed of. “Pretty fun.”


  Maven disappeared under the water. Henri searched for her and finally she emerged behind him. She poked his shoulder with her fingertips. “Boo!”


  An hour later, when their skin was shriveled like an aged person, they found a spot on the shore, Maven found her beach towel and they both sat staring at the water, tired and at peace.


  “That was fun,” Maven said for the third time since they finished.


  “Yeah it was.” He smiled. Already back in his black t-shirt. She was okay with that, it didn’t take much to realize how insecure he was with the scar. But it didn’t bother her at all. She wanted to tell him that. But she worried bringing it up would end their fun time and make him withdraw into his shell.


  “Maybe we could do it again sometime.” Maven hoped he would agree. She liked being around Henri. He was a nice person.


  Henri admired her pink bikini, and the dewy glow her skin held after their swim. He thought her hair looked amazing when it was wet. It made her look shimmery. Even better than when she was dry. He knew deep down he wanted to see her again, his head was screaming it the entire swim. But the idea of another swim was torture.


  She could see how reluctant he was. “I understand if you don’t want to.”


  Henri sighed. “I want to. Maybe next time we can do something else. Have you been to the art museum before?”


  Maven’s eyes filled with radiance. “Once when I was younger, that sounds fun.”


  Henri was glad to hear it. “I could walk you home.” He offered. The beach was slowly thinning and the sun was nearly setting in the sky.


  She dropped back on the towel, sprawling out. Her hands folded and resting on her abdomen, she stared up at the soft blue of the sky. “Or we could hang out for a little while longer.”


  Henri brushed away a bit of sand from her cheek, studying her expression. “You had sand on your face. I didn’t want it to get in your eye.” He dropped down beside her, putting his arms behind his head and he too stared up at the tiny wisp of clouds sailing by them.


  Their sandy feet touched, and neither of them bothered to pull away.


  “So how did you get the name Maven?” Henri started, ending the peaceful calm all around them. Maven smiled, closing her eyes, the sounds of the waves crashing against the shore was magnificent. The moment was heavenly.


  “My mother and father always had high hopes for me. My father said the moment they laid eyes on me they knew I was going to be something special. And the name fit.”


  “I like it.” Henri told her.


  Maven dropped her head to the side, “I like your name too, Henri.”


  “What’s to like? It’s an ordinary name.” He looked at her. Her eyes shimmered with life and he couldn’t believe it—he felt happiness for once.


  “Henri is French. It means ruler of the house.” She told him. “It’s also a very kind name. And you seem kind.”


  He thought about this. “My grandfather was French. Maybe that’s why then. I’m no ruler of the house though. I’m not the ruler of anything.”


  


  ANYTHING IS BETTER


  SHE WENT HOME in a good mood for once. Thinking about her day with Henri, she wondered if he was thinking about it too. She hoped so.


  “Mom wants you to set the table.” Maggie told her as soon she came into the kitchen. Maggie sat at the counter, book in hand. “Where were you all day?”


  She pulled a stack of dishes from the cupboard. “At the beach,” she said. Short and to the point.


  Maggie studied her sister closely. “You went to the beach?”


  Maven scoffed. “I love the beach. How could you forget that?”


  “Hey girls,” Their mother said. She slipped off her jacket and placed it on a hook. “How’d today go?”


  Maggie shrugged, not worried about giving details. But Maven smiled at the most recent news in her life. She floated on air to the other side of the countertop, setting the dishes down. Her mother could tell something excellent had happened.


  “So tell me about your day, Maves.” She lifted the pot with dinner in it.


  Maven opened the silverware drawer. “Nick and I went to the beach. He met up with Sandra’s older sister April. So I took a swim.”


  “With who?” Maggie and her mother asked in chorus. They knew better than to believe Maven did anything alone. And if Nick was with a girl, he was far away from his family—everyone knew that.


  Maven toyed with the idea of giving Henri up so quickly. “You wouldn’t know him.”


  “Does this mean you’re over Jake and are going to quit being depressed all the time?” Maggie put a hand over her mouth at the sight of her sister’s hurt look and her mother shot her a wicked frown.


  Maven ignored the tears stinging her eyes from her sister’s selfish words. “His name is Henri. He’s related to Sandra and April.” She dropped a pile of silverware on the plates and turned away from her mother and sister.


  But this caught her mother’s attention. She was very familiar with the name. She slowly turned away from the stove, her mouth forming a straight line. She swallowed down her concern. “Tell me about him.”


  Maven took a seat. She pushed her hair from her eyes, studying her fingernails. “I don’t know, Mom. He seems nice enough. And I really enjoyed talking to him.” Her cheeks warmed at even this admission.


  Maggie listened attentively. She wished every night she could find a boy she enjoyed being around. But she was barely fourteen and her parents were never going to allow it. And most boys that she knew did really strange things. Rocky, the rich boy in her class, was constantly trying to stick his hands up every girl’s skirt. She found it a bit gross, but at the same time intriguing.


  “What do you know about him?” Her mother frowned, causing the crease between her pale eyebrows to intensify. “You were gone for quite some time. I can’t believe you didn’t talk about everything under the sun.”


  Maven pursed her lips.


  “Yeah Maven, what’s he like?” Maggie smirked, exposing her toothy grin. She slid her messy hair behind her ear. Maven smiled at her. There was something about her sister’s ingenuousness that made her immediately happy, even if most of the time Maggie was busy saying all the wrong things.


  “He’s very humble. And he has a nice sense of humor.” She looked at her mom. “And he is forever trying to keep busy. And he did something that Jake never did even once in our entire relationship.” Everyone’s eyes were glued to Maven, waiting for her next words. “He did something to make me happy.”


  Maggie scrunched her nose. “Like what, Maven?”


  “We got to talking about things and he told me he would go swimming with me if that would make me feel better. He knew I was sad and he was trying to make me feel better.”


  Her mother shut her mouth before she said anything to upset Maven. She hadn’t seen her daughter happy in a long time. Who was she to ruin it?


  “Something smells good in here,” Maven’s father said, resting his briefcase on the counter. He kissed all three of them before pulling up a seat next to Maggie. “How’s everything around here?”


  Maggie looked at Maven to respond. “Nothing much, just waiting on dinner, Dad.” Maven knew to keep tight-lipped on the topic of boys around her father. He was still trying to get over the first one that broke her heart. He was strict and it took a lot of prying to allow Maven to seriously date Jake, even when they grew up together. Not to mention the anger that seemed to ooze from his every pore whenever Jake’s name was mentioned in the house anymore.


  “Maven made a friend,” Her mom said, resting a bowl of salad on the countertop.


  Maven’s eyes were huge. She couldn’t believe her mom had the nerve to tell him.


  “Oh?” Was all he said in return.


  Maggie nodded. “Yeah, I think Maven has a crush on him, too.”


  Maven smoothed her hair down, feeling a bit uneasy. She wondered what her dad would say next. But before he could say anything her mother spoke. “She says his name is Henri.”


  Dad gave a nod. “That’s wonderful news. I am going to read this paper. Call me when dinner is done.”


  Maven watched him walk away. She was thunderstruck. “Since when doesn’t he care?”


  Mom smiled. “Oh he does. Anything is better than Jake right?”


  Maven gave a measured nod, still confused. Anything was better than Jake, but this easy going attitude was a bit atypical to her.


  Maggie jumped down from the barstool. “Maybe Dad feels now that you have had your heart broken you are mature enough to make better choices.” She shrugged, heading out of the room.


  Dinner ended. And after helping her mother with the dishes, Maven went out to the porch. Nick was sitting on the big porch swing texting away.


  “Hey, Mave.”


  “Hey, what are you doing?” She asked, taking a seat next to him. The swing picked up speed and they fell into sync swaying back and forth.


  “I am texting April about tomorrow,” he said, never raising his head from his phone.


  “What’s tomorrow?” Maven tried looking at the text, but was quickly shoved away.


  “Are you sexting, Nicholas Wilder?” Her face lit up with amusement.


  “Tomorrow I’m taking her to see a movie,” Nick said as a matter of fact. Like it wasn’t a big deal. He had dated a lot of girls over the years, none of them ever lasted.


  “That sounds nice.”


  Nick dropped the phone on his thigh and leaned to the side. He slipped a hand into the pocket of his blue jeans, retrieving a piece of paper. He tossed it to Maven. “April told me to give this to you.”


  Maven stared at the seven digits scrawled across the paper. She looked at Nick bewildered.


  Nick sighed. “It’s that kid’s number. She wanted you to have it.”


  She shook her head feeling ridiculous. If Henri wanted her to have his number he would have given it to her himself. She tried passing it back. Nick waved his hands denying her the chance. He grabbed hold of his phone and went right back to texting.


  “I don’t want the number if his cousin had to give it to me.”


  “She wouldn’t have given it to you if she thought he didn’t want her to.” Nick argued. “You two hung out all day, all signs point to yes.”


  “Yes what?” She made a face. “What does yes mean?”


  “I don’t think he would mind if you had his number is all that I’m saying.” Nick watched her slip it into her pocket.


  “So what do you think about Henri?” She looked over at him, his brown hair shielding his eyes from view. “Do you think he’s better than Jake?”


  Nick started laughing. “Are you already sizing this guy up?” He tousled her hair teasingly. “Anything is better than Jake.”


  Maven rolled her eyes. “That’s what I hear from everyone.”


  “He’s a little skinny, but he seems alright. April says he is a really nice guy.” Nick’s expression grew serious. “And you need nice people in your life, Maves.”


  She pulled the number out of her pocket and studied it.


  


  ART


  HE WAS SITTING at the yogurt hut. Not working, just eating. Replaying the words of Dr. Wilder in his head—that things hadn’t changed. Nothing ever changed for him. But today he was saddened by this, more than usual. Today it didn’t matter how blue the sky above him was. He was miserable.


  Maven watched him from afar. Standing with her father as he shipped some packages at the post office, she held one hand against the counter, the other twirling a strand of blonde hair. She only wanted him to notice her. But he was concentrating on his yogurt and nothing else.


  Dad thanked the post office attendant, tucking his receipt in the front pocket of his shirt.


  “Did you want to head home for lunch or do you have other plans?”


  She broke her stare long enough to give her dad an answer. “I think I’m going to talk to Henri.” Her dad turned quickly, he was eager to lay eyes on Henri. He looked harmless enough.


  “Alright, I will see you later. Call if you’re going to be late.” She kissed his cheek, watching him head back in the opposite direction. Maven gave herself a quick glance in the window. She ran her fingers through her long hair. Securing the small flower that was holding the side of her hair in place. She smoothed her light pink camisole and even straightened her jean shorts before taking a step in Henri’s direction.


  “Hey,” she said quickly, her shadow looming over the table where he sat. Henri lifted his head. He gave her a smile and offered her a seat.


  “What’s up, Maven?”


  Maven leaned forward, eager to talk with him again. She had looked forward to it. “Nothing much. I’m glad I ran into you again.”


  Henri raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”


  Maven looked around, hoping Jake and Tatiana wouldn’t show up like the last time she was at the yogurt hut. “Yeah, I had a nice time swimming with you.”


  Henri swallowed, looking away from the table.


  Maven studied his suddenly cold demeanor. “Is everything alright, Henri?”


  Henri’s eyes met hers. “What if I said things weren’t alright?”


  Maven’s eyes grew large. “What do you mean?”


  Henri thought about confessing his secret.


  Today wasn’t the day.


  “I don’t mean anything. Sometimes my mind gets the best of me.” He crumpled his napkin, tossing it into his barely eaten yogurt. “Are you up for the art museum?”


  Maven nodded. “For sure.”


  ***


  The art museum of Portwood was within walking distance of just about everything. Maven loved the old fashioned cobblestone roads and the old style street lights.


  They hurried up the massive set of museum stairs, pushed past the revolving doors, and were whisked away into displays of chic artwork. The summer heat a thing of the past as the air conditioning pumped plenty of cool air through the small museum.


  Maven kept her arms crossed as they walked into the first room. It was a little cold. Henri’s hands were tucked into his pants pockets. There were only a couple people nearby. The museum wasn’t the preferred spot during the summer. Most people were busy swimming or doing something outdoors.


  Maven stopped in front of an old oil painting, a scenic one, lush green grass, weeping willows and a young woman running across the painting, only she looked as if she was placed there later, she was so contemporary compared to the vintage feel of the backdrop, long flowing hair, porcelain skin. It was a stunning piece of art.


  “This is kind of nice.” Henri stepped a little closer, his hands still caged in his jeans.


  “It’s beautiful,” Maven confessed, she stepped closer, “My mind takes off when I look at artwork. I always want to know the reason behind all of it.”


  “He probably loved her.” Henri turned his head. “Why else would someone paint such a picture?”


  Maven searched the tag for a name. “How do you know it was a man?”


  “Just a guess.”


  Maven squinted at the blob like signature and gasped. “That’s Sandra’s last name.”


  Henri nodded. “Yeah it is. Her grandfather painted many of the paintings in this exhibit.”


  Maven was impressed. “Wow, Henri.”


  “Artistic talent runs in the family. I don’t mean to boast, but I’m a great painter myself.” He smiled, moving on to the next painting.


  “Do you have any in here?” Maven couldn’t believe how interesting Henri became the more she got to know him.


  “Nope. But I have a closet full of old stuff I did a long time ago.” He studied an abstract piece growing quiet.


  “Why don’t you paint anymore?”


  “Have to have a reason to paint. I really don’t have one anymore.”


  “I can draw a little. We should get together sometime and you can paint something.” She smiled at her idea.


  “You.” Henri made a picture frame with his fingers, framing her smiling face with them. “I could paint you.”


  “Okay, you can paint me. And I’ll even bring one of my own sketch books and draw you.”


  Henri agreed. “Only if you promise you’ll keep it forever.”


  Maven pushed into his arm. “Don’t be silly.”


  “What should I be then?” His eyes held a certain intensity that made her heart skip a beat. She timidly pushed her hair from her eyes.


  “Nothing, I wouldn’t want you to be anything but you.” She dropped her gaze to the floor. Henri turned away, paying more attention to the next picture to lighten the mood. He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.


  At the end of the exhibit she couldn’t help but want it to go on forever.


  She sat down on the bench outside of the museum. Henri leaned against the old pillar. Maven studied the cracked paint trying to come up with something to say.


  “How come you didn’t go to the same school as Sandra?” He wasn’t more than a year older than her. If they were related it only made sense.


  “I lived in Tennessee with my parents.” Henri pushed off the pillar, taking a seat next to her. “I’ve only been here a couple years.”


  Maven did the math in her head. Henri knew what was coming next. “Then where did you go to school?”


  “Home schooled senior year.” He scratched at his forearm. “I finished halfway through my senior year.”


  Maven nodded impressed. “What was the reason you chose homeschooling?”


  Henri could feel his heart beating out of his chest. There was no getting out of this one. He started to panic. He had to do something fast. He leaned in, gently kissing her on the cheek.


  When he pulled away he was surprised to see the huge smile pinned to her face. Maven’s eyes softened, she touched his face in response, her fingers playing with his hair. Henri closed his eyes, enjoying the feel of her hands against his skin. His heartbeat slowed down and returned to a regular speed.


  He touched her hair, pushing it behind her ear like she did when she was nervous. He warily touched her lips enjoying the feel of them against his fingertips. The corners of her mouth igniting in a smile.


  He loved how blue her eyes were. And the way all her emotions exuded from them all the time. “I think you’re beautiful.”


  “You do?”


  Henri nodded, giving her a smile.


  The door to the museum opened, thudding against the bench. Henri pulled away, ending the moment. The older woman gave them both a nod as she hurried down the museum steps.


  


  MYSTERIOUS


  HENRI LAUNCHED A ROCK across the water of the creek near his aunt and uncle’s home. He watched the stone skip three times before it disappeared. Tiny ripples ringing outward, a few lazy dragonflies skidding to the surface and then away.


  “Nice one,” Flynn, his older cousin said, chucking a rock of his own at the water.


  “Yeah some things never change,” Henri said with a shrug. He took a seat in the grass drawing his knees up and resting his arms. He gazed at the water.


  Flynn sat down. “Dinner soon.” He made a point to keep Henri in the moment when he seemed to be drifting off. When Henri forgot about eating he was always there to point him to the nearest kitchen, Flynn was just three years older than he was, but he made it a point to hound him.


  “Yeah yeah I hear you. The last appointment I had she said I was keeping up.” He lied. It was the appointment before that she had told him he gained five pounds.


  Flynn ignored his tone, choosing to change the subject rather than get into another argument. He knew it would just end with him angry and Henri finding another reason to stay far away from home.


  “Ma says you’ve been hanging around some girl with blonde hair. One of them Wilder girls, she said.” Flynn looked over at Henri. “Does she know about you?”


  Henri plucked a large strand of grass from the ground. He twisted it between his fingers.


  “Does she know what? There are so many things to tell.” He smirked. “My mother always said I was an extraordinary boy.”


  Flynn shook his head at Henri’s goofy approach. He was the only person he knew that could make light of such a situation as his. “You know what I mean. Does she know that you’re not well?”


  “I figure she suspects it. Or maybe she doesn’t and that’s why she’s still hanging around.” Henri broke the blade of grass, letting the two pieces sail to the ground.


  “She could be hanging around because she likes you. And if that’s the case you need to let her in on your little secret.” Flynn sighed.


  “What do I say?”


  “I don’t know the answer to that. Whatever you want to say. We all promised to keep our lips zipped, so that’s all on you.” Flynn stood, dusting off the back of his jeans. He offered Henri a hand, but like usual he waved him away, choosing to help himself.


  Henri followed him back up to the old house


  “Good to see you at dinner, Henri.” Henri’s uncle said around a mouthful of mashed potatoes and gravy. Henri nodded, shoveling his own into his mouth, the smell of the food made him even queasier. He hung his head, doing his best to clean his plate so he could take off to his room or someplace in town.


  “So Henri, how are things going with Maven Wilder?” His aunt asked. She spooned another helping of carrots on his plate.


  “She wants to hang out again.” He poked at the steamed carrots.


  “That’s nice. She is a very nice girl.”


  Sandra and April both agreed. Henri knew that would be the case for April until she was dumped by her brother. And Sandra was only being polite around her parents. He had heard the things she said about Maven with her friends.


  “I think I am going to paint her.” Everyone’s eyes filled with delight at the mention of painting.


  “Oh that’s wonderful, Henri. You were always so good at painting.” His aunt smiled, she hurried to fill his glass with another round of iced tea. He shooed her away.


  “You’re going to make me sick.” They all laughed and the doorbell rang. His uncle went to the door, his heavy boots thumping across the wood.


  Everyone listened. “Well hello there.” Henri shot his aunt a confused look. She was in view of the hallway. The smile on her face told him it was for him. He dropped his fork to his plate twisting around in his seat.


  There she stood with a big smile on her face, a bundle of pencils in her hand, and a sketchpad.


  “Hey there, Maven.” His aunt stood up. “Are you hungry?”


  Maven shook her head. “No ma’am, I just ate dinner. Henri promised me an art session. I came to take him up on that offer.”


  Everyone smiled at Henri and the girl willing to take what she wanted. Henri rose from the table with his plate. He took it into the kitchen gesturing for Maven to join him.


  “Hi.” She whispered, looking at his family all around the dining room table. Henri quickly scraped his food into the trash and placed his dish in the dishwater.


  “Hi.” He whispered back, amused she was being so cautious, as if she snuck in. He leaned in, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. Her hair grazing his nose, she smelled of lilac shampoo.


  “Where do you want to do this?”


  “Wow, how forward of you.” They both laughed. “I prefer the bedroom, but wherever you like.”


  Maven’s cheeks were hot from his flirty intimation. She followed Henri up the old staircase, looking at all the family photos that lined the green wallpaper, the floor beneath them beautiful wood. He opened the first door on the left, switching on a light.


  Maven looked around at the average sized bedroom. A bed in one corner with tousled sheets, the comforter practically on the floor, hanging on for dear life, in another corner sat a wooden writing table with a pile of books on top of it. On the other side of the room was a big window with a window seat, and an assortment of pillows situated on top of the bench. She stared at the walls, a number of posters showcased Pink Floyd, Aerosmith, and The Doors.


  Henri opened the closet next to his desk. He pulled out a suitcase. Inside were a few blank canvases. He took one out as well as some black paint and a paintbrush.


  “Sit over there.” He told her, pointing to the window seat. She did as he asked. Watching him gather his supplies and sit down across from her at the opposite end. He drew up one knee, resting his back against the pillows. And quickly he went to work.


  “Should I pose?”


  Henri shook his head. “Do whatever you want.”


  She stayed still, only moving her eyes to get a better look at Henri’s bedroom. His personal space, the place he probably stored all his memories in. “What’s that on your dresser?”


  Henri stopped what he was doing. He handed over the paintbrush and retrieved the large leather bound book. It was by far bigger than any book she had ever seen.


  “Those are all my paintings.” He took the paintbrush back handing over the book.


  “Wow, Henri.”


  “Everything I’ve ever drawn is in that book,” Henri explained. He started back on his latest work of art while Maven looked at his old work.


  Maven now understood his technique. Everything he painted was in black. But his work didn’t need color. It spoke volumes, devoid of fancy blues or reds or any shade in between. It was beyond her wildest imagination. Henri painted a world of optimism where maybe someone else saw none.


  A distorted setting of old buildings with a gorgeous young woman in the center of all the disarray, but even amidst all that was tragic, her face held a loveliness that made you overlook the pain all around her.


  Maven looked up from the picture. “Why?” She turned the painting toward Henri. He barely looked at it, busily working on the portrait of Maven.


  “I was young. That’s the way I saw life back then.”


  “But I don’t get it. Explain this to me. To me it’s beautiful.”


  Henri nodded. “It is. Life is dreadful, but that doesn’t take away from what we all are. I guess that’s what I was trying to capture.”


  She closed the book. “Well, I think you captured it.”


  Henri looked at her puzzled. “You don’t want to look at any more?”


  “I do. But I want to be the very best subject matter.” She leaned against the pillows, adjusting her hair so it fell perfectly against her exposed shoulders. Henri smiled behind the canvas. More than anything he just loved looking at her. He could paint her without her being in the same room. He remembered every inch of her.


  “It will be the best.” He squeezed out some more paint on the scrap of paper he was using.


  Twenty minutes later Henri’s painting was nearing completion. Maven was stiff and growing restless, but she knew whatever Henri was doing behind the canvas was worth the wait. She looked out the window at a roving dog by the pond. The flurry of birds as they headed for the trees, as well as the orange sun setting off in the distance, was beautiful.


  She imagined Henri probably sat in the window a lot. If she were him she would. Being around Henri was peaceful. It was easy and uncomplicated. She looked at Henri, his head bowed, the soft swipes on the canvas singing a tune. His eyebrows furrowed together. He was serious when he painted.


  “Tell me about your life in Tennessee.” She blurted. She sat up a little, crossing her legs Indian style and folding her hands in her lap.


  Henri peered over the canvas, his brown eyes connecting with hers. “What do you want to know?”


  “What kind of boy were you in high school?” She was trying to imagine Henri surrounded by a crowd of students, him being one of them. It was hard to know who he fit in with. What drove him, even what kind of grades he got. Did he have a girlfriend back at home? Or was he the sort to secretly admire you from afar? She wanted to know everything.


  “I played baseball.”


  “What position?”


  “Shortstop.”


  “What else?”


  Henri scratched his nose, smearing paint on himself, but he was none the wiser. Maven cracked an amused grin.


  “What’s so funny? You don’t like shortstops?”


  “No. It’s your face.” She giggled, covering her mouth with her hands, but that wasn’t enough to contain the sudden fit of laughter. Henri rolled his eyes. He sat the canvas down and got up.


  “It’s my face.” He headed to his closet, pulling open the door and looking in the mirror. “God. I thought you were calling me ugly.”


  Maven stopped laughing. He seemed serious. He seemed sad even. She rose to her feet.


  “No. I wasn’t saying that at all.” She wiped the paint away with her fingers, rubbing it into her shorts. “See, it’s all gone.”


  Henri grabbed her hand. “We do have wash cloths. Now look at your shorts.”


  Maven shook her head. “They come clean. It’s not a big deal.” She pushed her hair behind her ear nervously. Something Henri was familiar with. He could tell the minute she was judging herself, when she was feeling insecure.


  He wanted to kiss her. To take her face in his hands and plant the best kiss he ever gave a girl in his life on her lips. He wasn’t sure if he had the courage or the confidence to go through with it. But he was going to try.


  He moved in, his hands succeeding at finding her face. He closed his eyes as soon as his lips met hers. The sweet smell of her hair entered his nose as he grew even more certain and let the moment grow a little more in intensity.


  Henri’s fingers slid past her jawbone and down her neck.


  Maven took a breath, pulling away long enough to understand that what was happening was true. She met up again with Henri’s lips. They were soft and gentle with just enough power to make her head spin and her heart stir. He didn’t have to try too hard because he knew what he was doing and how to do it.


  They stood in the middle of Henri’s room sharing the most amazing kiss of each of their lives.


  They broke apart. Henri’s heart was pounding. His head was spinning and he could still taste her strawberry lip-gloss on his tongue. Every single part of his body was throbbing and on fire. He wanted more, but he wasn’t going to push it.


  “I need to sit down.” Maven said first. She took a seat on his bed, dazed and confused. She’d never felt anything like it before. Not even when she kissed Jake. She concentrated on her knees, taking in huge breaths.


  Henri sat down next to her. “Are you alright?” He had never seen a person hyperventilate after kissing him. He wondered if it was a bad sign.


  “Just feeling a little dizzy.” She touched her forehead, laughing it off.


  “Sometimes when I feel that way I just lay down.” He threw his hands up. “I swear I’m not trying to get you in my bed.”


  Maven laughed. “I don’t think that at all.” She laid back, letting out a sigh as she stared up at the ceiling. “Much better.”


  Henri took a seat at the end of the bed. “Great. I thought I failed for a second.”


  Maven patted the spot next to her. “Failed?”


  “I don’t know, bad reaction to a horrible kiss.” He laid down beside her, arms behind his head.


  “There was nothing horrible about it.” She drew in her bottom lip, thinking about it all over again. “It was perfect.”


  They fell asleep to the sound of crickets chirping below his window, until the sun was nothing but a distant memory and his room was filled with darkness, with only the moonlight shining through the window.


  Maven rolled over, a bit confused, trying to make sense of where she was. It took her a couple of seconds to realize she was in Henri’s bedroom. She sat up in the dark, her eyes barely adjusting to her surroundings.


  “Henri.” She whispered. She patted the bed, trying to find him in the dark. Suddenly her hand touched something damp. She pulled back startled. And then grew curious and touched it again, rubbing her fingers together to make sense of it. She felt some more until she ran into Henri’s head. She used her other hand to touch his hair, finding her way to his shoulder to shake him.


  “Henri.” She called out. “Henri, I can’t find the light. I’m worried, it’s really late.”


  When he didn’t answer she grew concerned. She cautiously guided herself to the end of the bed and very carefully, inch by inch, found her way to where she remembered his closet and desk were. She held onto the desk, running her hand along the wall until she bumped into the light switch, at last the room filled with light.


  Maven gasped, her hand was bloody. She immediately checked the rest of her body. Her first thought was that she started her period, but that wasn’t it either. She ran to the bed, shocked to see the side of Henri’s face covered in blood as well as his pillowcase and bed sheet.


  Her heart flipped and sank. And then she screamed.


  “Henri!”


  She jumped on the bed, shaking him forcefully until his eyes opened and he was looking at her. He touched his nose as soon as he saw the sheer panic in her eyes.


  “It’s a nose bleed.” He promised. “And I’m a really heavy sleeper.”


  Maven clutched her chest, happy to see him alive and moving. He pulled off his t-shirt balling it up and holding it against his face, his back to Maven.


  Aunt Janet barged into the room. Her hair a mess, but she didn’t care. Her only concern was the scream she had heard coming from Henri’s bedroom.


  “I’m fine. It’s a nose bleed.” Henri wrenched himself out of her reach. He wanted nothing to do with anyone.


  “Just let me see.” Aunt Janet tried once more to pry Henri’s bloodied t-shirt from his face.


  Maven backed away, feeling sorry for him. He looked miserable. But she didn’t know what to do. She stared down at the blood on her hands, trying to stay out of it.


  Flynn knocked before coming into the room. He was carrying a wet washcloth. He pushed past his mother and without any fight got the t-shirt away from Henri. He helped him clean up his face. “Awesome. At least now you don’t look like a bludgeoned victim from one of those horror movies.” They laughed.


  Aunt Janet sighed, leaving the two of them alone.


  Maven couldn’t help but notice how great Flynn was with Henri. She could tell Henri and Flynn were close.


  “I’ll let you get cleaned up. And I’ll take your friend downstairs for some tea.”


  Maven, without any delay, followed Flynn from the bedroom. Everything had happened so quickly she barely had time to process.


  Flynn led her to the kitchen. He pulled two glasses from the cabinet.


  “You want to grab that pitcher of tea for me out of the refrigerator?”


  Maven started moving, opening the refrigerator in a hurry to do as he asked. He was a no-bull kind of guy, she could tell.


  “Thank you.” He poured two glasses and took them to the table, dragging one seat out and gesturing her to sit.


  She stared at her bloody hands. “Could I wash my hands first?”


  Flynn chuckled. “Of course. I wouldn’t want you wearing Henri’s blood while we share a drink.”


  Flynn took a seat, watching her attentively wash away the blood. He could imagine how horrified and upset with himself Henri was. He wondered if it was better to just take her home and leave it at that. He wasn’t even sure Henri would show his face after what happened.


  “Better?” Flynn asked. She nodded, taking a sip of the tea.


  “Is he okay?” That’s the only thing she was thinking about. She had to know.


  “I’m sure he’s fine.” Flynn took a sip of his tea studying Maven closely. Blonde hair, blonder than most, he wondered if it were fake or natural. “Is that your real hair color?”


  “Yes.” She touched her hair feeling insecure. Flynn was a great looking guy. And he wasn’t afraid to say what he was thinking.


  “A lot of girls would kill to have hair like that. Is that why half the girls in this town talk about you so much?” He leaned back in his chair.


  Maven was stunned he would be so uncouth “I doubt my hair has anything to do with it.”


  “What then?” She didn’t act like the kind of girl who ran around stealing other girl’s boyfriends. He knew those types—he loved those types. And he also knew Henri would never waste his breath on those types.


  Maven raised her eyebrows. “People are the way they are because of my old boyfriend and his new girlfriend.”


  This made Flynn nod. “Your hotter than her is that what it is?”


  Maven didn’t know how to respond to that statement. Tatiana and she were nothing alike.


  “If people are talking about you it’s probably because they’re jealous of you. You’re a beautiful girl, but I’m sure you know that.” Flynn grabbed hold of his glass.


  “Well, thanks, I think. But I think it’s more than envy. I think it’s because people are cruel.”


  “That wasn’t a compliment it was an observation. I have a girlfriend and believe me she would cut my balls off if she heard me complimenting another girl.” Flynn smiled. “Am I freaking you out?”


  Maven pushed her hair behind her ear. “A little.”


  “Well, I don’t bite, only if they ask for it. So don’t freak out on me.”


  Maven finally smiled.


  “Do you like him?” Flynn asked. “My cousin.”


  Maven nodded. “He’s great. He seems like a great person.”


  “He is great. He’s amazing. He’s everything any girl could want in a guy. Shit, I’m surprised my girlfriend hasn’t dumped me yet to have a chance at Henri.” Flynn smirked.


  She didn’t know what to say to that either.


  “Did he tell you how amazing he was at baseball back at home? Or how many girls were chasing after him?” He took a swig of his tea. “Or about the mega bitch that dumped him?”


  Maven started to feel uncomfortable. Henri’s cousin was sharing things with her that Henri never mentioned or seemed to want to bring up.


  “He had a girlfriend?”


  Flynn nodded. “He did everything for this girl. And she just up and deserted him.”


  Maven’s heart dropped. “That’s sad.”


  “It is, because Henri deserves someone who cares about him. Most girls just want to take advantage of him because he is so damn nice. He doesn’t deserve that.”


  Maven nodded. “Nobody does. And I totally know the feeling.”


  Henri appeared in the doorway. “Flynn, you can go now.” Flynn hopped up from the chair. He gave a wave and headed out of the room, patting Henri hard on the chest in passing.


  Henri put Flynn’s half empty tea in the sink. He turned around leaned against the counter.


  “I should probably walk you home.”


  Maven looked at him. He had a fresh t-shirt on and a new pair of shorts. His face was a bit pale, but other than that he looked normal.


  “Are you okay?”


  Henri crossed his arms. “I’m fine.”


  “I can walk home by myself if you’re not feeling good.”


  Henri pushed off the counter. “Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t let you walk home in the dark alone.”


  “I can call my dad.”


  “I said I’m fine.” Henri said again. Maven left it alone.


  Henri shut the front door. And they began their walk to Maven’s place. The stars sparkled in the sky. The sound of crickets and bullfrogs echoed through the trees, it was a beautiful night.


  “Henri, is there anything you would like to tell me that you haven’t?”


  Henri looked at Maven. “Like what?”


  “Anything at all, I’m a great listener.” She smiled at him.


  “I think that kiss was amazing.” He snagged her fingertips, taking hold of her hand as they walked the path to her house. She laced her fingers with his, holding on tight.


  “It was the best kiss ever, hands down.” She squeezed his fingers even tighter.


  It didn’t bother her that Henri wasn’t ready to share everything with her. They barely knew each other. But she couldn’t help thinking there was a lot more to him. A person with a lot going on, on the inside, like sadness and hardship, she just didn’t know why.


  


  ISN’T IT OBVIOUS?


  HENRI CONCENTRATED on the ceiling in the doctor’s office. His fingers drumming a beat on his abdomen as he waited for the doctor. He couldn’t help but think about how redundant his life had become over the last several years. Appointment after appointment, and it never made any difference how many doctors he saw, nothing ever changed. He wasn’t sure if it ever would. He had begun to accept that life didn’t always go on for everyone. Some people were meant to have it a little harder than others.


  The doctor tapped on the door. Henri sat up. It wasn’t who he expected.


  “Henri. Nice to see you again.”


  Henri felt a bit awkward. This was Maven’s mother. The girl he was kissing in his bedroom and spending a lot of time with lately. He didn’t know how it happened. He never liked to get close to people. But she had found a way past the wall he built to keep people out.


  He wondered how much Dr. Wilder knew about him, if he should mention anything, or if he looked idiotic in his hospital gown. God, how he hated the examination gowns.


  Dr. Wilder had to remind herself of the rules, spelled out in black and white. That the diagnosis for Henri was more or less set in stone and he wasn’t the type to talk about it. Never, in all her career, had she seen such special treatment laid out for a patient. Most patients wanted to find a way to thrive. It seemed everyone was allowing Henri to give up.


  She began washing her hands. “How are you feeling?”


  Henri watched her every move. “Great.”


  She smiled attentively as she listened to his heart, held the same expression as she checked his blood pressure even.


  “The medication you were given, how is that working for you, Henri?”


  Henri pinched the bridge of his nose, squinting as if he was in pain. He hadn’t taken any medication in several months. He didn’t have a reason other than maybe depression. Which some would probably have told him was stupid. The medication was prescribed to help him fight depression. He wasn’t willing to numb his feelings. That didn’t change anything.


  ***


  Maven climbed the steps of Henri’s house. She rapped on the door, but before any of his family members could get to it, there was Henri. After spending hours at the doctor’s office doing his best to make it through another appointment, he was glad to see her.


  “I brought lunch.” She lifted the picnic basket, Henri took it, heading down to the pond with Maven so they could eat lunch and hang out for the day.


  He thought she looked beautiful. She was wearing a yellow sundress. Her hair was pulled up into a high ponytail that made her cheekbones even more prominent. As she took a seat in the grass she shook her bangs from her eyes and they fell perfectly against the side of her face.


  He was happy to see her.


  “What did you bring us?” He peeked into the wicker picnic basket, the kind he saw in the movies.


  “Sandwiches. I’m not the best cook.” She grabbed one out. “And fruit salad.”


  Henri accepted the brown sack that contained one turkey sandwich just for him.


  “Cheese and mayo.” She told him, watching him examine her handiwork.


  “This is fine.” He took a bite, chewing thoughtfully. Finally, she started on her own sandwich.


  Henri crumpled his napkin, lying back in the grass. Something was weighing heavy on his mind. He looked over at Maven. She took a bite of watermelon, staring right back at him. After a few seconds she raised a puzzled eyebrow when he didn’t say anything.


  “What?”


  Henri sat up. He took her hand, urging her to move closer to him. He wrapped his arm around her, closing his eyes as the warm air fluttered past them. He rested his chin on the top of her head, glad he didn’t have to look her in the eye in a moment like the one they were in.


  “So your parents are doctors.” He started with. Maven’s head shook, her hair rubbed against his chin. Her fingers squeezed his arm.


  “Yeah, my entire life.”


  Henri swallowed. “Your mother fills in for Dr. Moore sometimes. You look a lot like her.”


  This was her moment to put some of the mystery together. He wasn’t great at explaining why he was the way he was.


  Maven pulled away, she studied Henri’s expression.


  “Yeah, she does.” She gave him a strange look. “Your aunt works at the office right?”


  She could tell by his silence that wasn’t what he meant by it. She bit her lip, afraid to say anything more. It was obvious he was trying to tell her something.


  She didn’t know what to say. So she kissed him, her hands leaving the grass and meeting up with the back of his neck. Her fingers worked their way through his hair. Henri pulled away, planting a kiss on her cheek.


  “That’s not the reason you mentioned my mother is it?” she asked, feeling stupid. She took his hand. “You can tell me anything.”


  Henri nodded. “This isn’t me. I’m never open with people I hardly know.” He touched her face, drawing her chin up to meet her eyes. “So you have to understand this is hard for me.”


  “You can tell me anything. I promise I would never tell anyone else.”


  “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried about hurting you.” Henri sighed. It was a lot tougher than he expected. He wondered why he couldn’t just spit it out. He had done this before. He ran a hand across her cheek. He knew he was starting to like her. And now he was worried he was going to hurt her.


  This time Maven pulled Henri by the chin. “Come on, Henri. I’m sure once you say whatever it is you need to say you will feel better.” But he only shook his head in disagreement. He slid his hands through his hair, pulling at it in angst. He groaned, anxious with everything that was happening—the beautiful weather, the sun, the beautiful girl sitting in front of him. All of it annoyed him because it wasn’t his. It was only momentary in his eyes.


  It was perfectly hopeless.


  “I can’t do this.” He dropped his head between his knees breathless, anxiety coursing through him like tiny little rockets. He tensed up when she placed her hand on his back. Maven refused to pull away. She rubbed his back trying to rid him of some of the stress.


  “You don’t have to. We can just sit here.” She pulled him close, securing his body with her arms, nearly squeezing the life out of him. “Look at the sun, the water. It’s all beautiful. Let’s just enjoy it.” She tugged on his arm, trying to get him to at least raise his head to witness the beauty she was referring to.


  “I’m dying.” He spit it out finally.


  Dying. The nastiest utterance in the English language escaped his lips and slammed into her conscious. Maven’s heart stopped. Her skin tingling and tears stung her eyes. She carefully wiped at them.


  “How could that be?” She rested her head against him, confused, trying to appear strong even though she felt weak. Something so wonderful was crumbling before her very eyes—something that made her happy.


  “I have asked the same question over and over.” He finally lifted his head. “I never knew there was anything wrong with me until I started playing baseball. Then one night during a big game I didn’t feel right. And before I knew it I passed out. When I woke up I was surrounded by paramedics and they were rushing me to the hospital.”


  Maven listened.


  “My whole life I thought I was fine. And then I do something I love and find out just like that, that I’m not okay and I’m not a normal healthy guy.”


  “What was wrong with you?”


  “They told me I had a heart condition, and that was the reason I collapsed on the field that day. And I was okay with that. My parents knew enough to know I could be put on a donor list. But then, nothing is ever that simple and by my next appointment they were tossing all these foreign words at us. My name was no longer Henri Levitt, I was just some statistic, this kid that missed school and was pumped full of drugs and told not to do anything anymore.”


  Maven touched his arm. He pulled away like always when anyone wanted to comfort him.


  “So what do you do?”


  “I wait. I wait for the next step in my life to happen.” Death, he was waiting for death. He wasn’t about to tell her that though.


  “So you’re on a donor’s list?” Maven was the daughter of two doctors. She knew there was a lot of hope for people like Henri. People received hearts all the time.


  “No. I refused to go on that list because doctors said the probability of improvement was too bleak. If it was just my heart I could come back from a surgery like that. But I’m not lucky enough to just need a heart. My parents gave me a horrible set of genes that makes it pretty much impossible.”


  “But you could try.” She believed in hope. She was a girl with more hope than anyone.


  “No. And I’ll tell you why. When I was in the hospital I met a lot of people. Young kids that barely got to live their lives. There was this little boy up there on the donor list. All I can remember is wanting so badly for him to find a heart so he could play baseball like me when he was older. And I knew there were more people out there just like him that could make it through a surgery, people able to accept a new heart. Why would I be greedy? Why would I take that from someone else for a measly chance? I wouldn’t. And I didn’t.”


  Like everyone else in his life, he saw the look of frustration on her face. To them they were being normal, but to Henri they were being selfish. Henri had lived long enough to know what it was like to be happy. He had been pretty happy all the way up until he found out he was dying. He wanted to allow someone else that same right.


  Maven couldn’t put herself in his shoes. She had never been in his place before. She didn’t know what it felt like to live, knowing you were dying. She couldn’t imagine it was fun. A lot about Henri made sense to her suddenly. And now all she wanted to do was help him make it through, to somehow transform into his answer, his savior.


  “You’re upset. And I’m sorry about that,” Henri replied, he sighed. Maven rested her head against his shoulder.


  “How could I not be upset?” She touched his face. “But don’t apologize, Henri.”


  “I wouldn’t be angry with you if you left here right now, Maven. In fact I would totally understand it.” He stroked her hair, watching the willow trees blow in the breeze, afraid to hear her answer, but willing to accept it.


  “I’m not angry at you. I’m angry at life.” She squeezed his arm, closing her eyes. “And I don’t want to be anywhere, but here with you.”


  Henri couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He smiled, wrapping his arm around her.


  “That’s the most amazing thing I have ever heard someone say.” Suddenly things didn’t feel so bad.


  


  TIME


  SHE MIGHT NOT HAVE BEEN walking on cloud nine, but she was still in her own kind of good mood. Mrs. Wilder noticed this about her as soon as she came into the kitchen for breakfast.


  “Mom made pancakes.” Nick pointed out, hoping she would stick around long enough to catch the third degree from their parents so they would lay off of him for a while. Maven hardly showed her face anymore for breakfast, lunch, or even dinner. She was completely wrapped up in Henri Levitt. Her every waking moment revolved around Henri.


  Their dad took a seat at the head of the table lifting the piping hot plate of pancakes and taking two of his own. He passed them to Maggie. Maggie tugged her ear buds from her ears, joining in on the family moment. Even she was surprised to see Maven this morning.


  “So, what’s on the agenda for today, Maves?” Her mother asked. She knew the answer, but it was nice to have any form of conversation with her daughter.


  “Henri and I were going to help paint decorations for the Portwood Summer Hop.” The Portwood Summer Hop was the annual shindig that everybody staying in Portwood attended. The young and the old were out for the festivities. And it was natural to hear that Maven was helping set up decorations. Only this year nobody thought Maven would be up to it. It was also something Jake Summit took part in.


  “I was talking to Henri about the Hop and he said he had never been. It didn’t take much twisting of his arm to persuade him to help out. He loves to paint.” Maven smiled at the thought of Henri. She was only home because he had an appointment that morning. Otherwise she would have gotten up, showered, found something for the two of them to eat, and been on her way.


  Nick pushed his plate away. “I’m full. And I promised April I’d meet her to shop for dresses.” Nick said his goodbyes and took off out the door.


  Maggie shoved her ear buds back in¸ turning the volume up so she wasn’t part of any conversation that was about to begin. She knew her parents had been waiting to chat with Maven about Henri.


  “How are things going between you and Henri?” Her father asked. He pulled his glasses off, setting them down on the table. He rubbed his eyes, looking exhausted already.


  Maven lifted her glass of orange juice. “Wonderful.”


  “Is everything alright with him?” Her mother asked. She was trying to hide her unease, but it was written all over her face.


  “You’re his doctor, you’re not allowed to talk about this stuff outside of the office.” Maven pursed her lips. “Henri is fine.”


  “I’m not discussing Henri’s medical issues. I was simply asking about Henri as a person.” She pushed her hair behind her ear, staring at Maven. “If you wanted to discuss anything with me about Henri the boy you enjoy being around, that is totally different. In this house Henri is just a boy my daughter likes a lot.”


  Maven stared at her glass of juice, realizing the juice was trembling in her hand. She put the glass of juice back down. “There’s not a lot to say. Henri is sick. And if he is okay with that then I am willing to stick by him and be okay with it too.”


  Her dad dropped his paper down on the table. He studied Maven’s expression. She looked like she was ready to burst into tears any second. “Maven, sweetheart. If there is anything you want to talk to us about we are here to listen.”


  Maven closed her eyes. “What’s there to talk about?”


  Maggie tugged her ear buds free. She sighed, “How about the fact that your boyfriend is going to die.”


  “Maggie!”


  Maggie jumped up from the table knowing she was wrong for saying it. But nobody else was willing to. “I’m sorry. But I think it’s the stupidest thing you guys have ever let her do. She’s going to fall for this guy and then he’s going to die and she is going to be even worse than when Jake dumped her for Tatiana.”


  Nobody had to tell Maggie to go to her room, she was halfway there.


  Maven stared at her parents, blown away by her sister’s explosion. “Is that what you think too?”


  “No, Maven.” Her mother sighed, looking away from her, hiding the truth. “I just worry about you.”


  “Henri’s health is something you have to come to terms with. And I’m sure something you are very aware of by now.” Her dad touched her hand. “Henri seems like an amazing young man. We all hate to see you fall for…for someone that has to go away.”


  Maven closed her eyes in defeat, tears spilling down her cheeks and dropping on the tabletop.


  “He’s going to die,” she said out loud for the first time. “And I’ll miss him. I already know that I will. But I can’t help wanting to be a part of his life. Even if he is going to die, he is still affecting me in a really wonderful way. He deserves to be happy. And if I make him happy how can I run away from that just because he’s sick?”


  Neither of her parents spoke.


  “Would you guys choose to walk away from possibly the most incredible encounter of your lifetime, just because you had to let it go sooner than you wanted? Just because you knew that it would never be?”


  Her mother was speechless, searching for an answer.


  But her dad squeezed her hand. “Your mother means the world to me. And when I met her at eighteen I would have done anything to be near her. That wouldn’t have changed if she was sick.”


  ***


  Nick headed down the porch steps, a little pep in his step at the idea he was about to see April again. He thought she was a fun girl. And he liked having fun. Just as he was about to hurry down the walking path to April’s house, he saw Henri approaching. He could tell by the way he was adjusting his shirt collar he was edgy about seeing his sister. This was a good thing. It meant he genuinely liked her. Nick was a guy, he knew these things. He too, had made sure to throw on a fresh shirt that morning for April, because guys went that extra length when the girl meant something.


  He threw up a hand in the form of a hello. Henri dropped his hands looking embarrassed to be caught primping on the sidewalk. “Hey there.”


  Henri nodded his head. “Hey, Nick.”


  Nick wasn’t sure what to say next. He never took the time to get to know Jake what made Henri any different?


  “Yeah, hey. Maven is inside waiting on you. Have a good time.” He twisted on his heels and started down the sidewalk. Henri turned, watching him head toward his house.


  “April’s excited. It’s not often she gets her way when it comes to shopping.” He called out over his shoulder. He knew Nick wasn’t looking to know him, but he was still willing to give it a shot.


  Nick stopped. “Well, I figured seeing as I asked her to the dance it’s the least I could do.”


  Henri smiled. “She’s pretty much exploding with glee all day long now because of you.” He raked his fingers through his hair smiling at the thought of April and her glee. Ever since Nick first asked her to hang out, she was the happiest girl he had ever seen.


  Nick narrowed his eyes on Henri. Was he trying to make conversation?


  “What about you, Henri?” Nick shoved his hands in the pockets of his khaki shorts, rocking on his heels. “Do you plan on asking my sister to the Hop?”


  Henri’s eyes widened. He swallowed down the anxiety that was bubbling to the surface. He hadn’t even considered going. “I hear the Hop is a big deal. I’ve never been too good at dancing or dressing for them.”


  Nick noticed the instant gloominess that took over the situation. Hadn’t this guy had a father that taught him all about tying ties and what jackets to wear, like he did?


  “Look here, Henri. If by some crazy miracle you decide to take my sister to the dance I promise I won’t let you show up looking like a complete idiot.” Nick patted him on the shoulder.


  Henri shook his head. “Thanks for that. I think I see Maven.” He waved, heading up the sidewalk. It was a kind gesture, but he had Flynn to guide him through the tough obstacles of manhood. Besides, he wasn’t a complete idiot. He knew if all else failed he could ask April or Sandra if he looked like an idiot. They were very fashionable and always devouring fashion magazines in their spare time at the yogurt hut.


  There she stood.


  “Henri Levitt,” Maven said jokingly. She was wearing a flannel dress that stopped above the knee, white sandals with the cutest pink toenails, and her hair was spilling all around her shoulders in soft waves, her cheeks were dusted with a light pink blush and her lips were kissed with a fresh shimmery lip-gloss. “I thought we agreed on eleven.”


  He dropped his head in defeat. “You got me.”


  She brought her hands to her hips, poking one leg forward. Her smile as bright as the sunshine pounding down on him, he ran a hand down the back of his neck, amused she was teasing him about being three minutes late.


  “I always thought you were such the gentleman.” She smiled sweetly, coming down the steps. And instead of their usual greeting, she moved in, wrapping her arms around his torso. The sweet smell of her hair and perfume tickling his nose, he immediately did the same, squeezing her tightly.


  “I never said I was gentle. And most days I don’t feel too manly.” He grinned as they broke apart.


  Maven’s father opened the screen door. He stepped onto the porch. He was a lot sterner than Henri anticipated. A tall muscular frame, arms as big as tree trunks, he wasn’t a man to mess with, Henri could see that. His eyes narrowed and he jutted his chin forward staring at the two of them. Maven quickly put a space between them.


  “Hey, Dad.” She waved.


  “You two heading on down to help with the painting?” He settled into the rocking chair, his tall frame dwarfing the chair. The sunlight made his wavy brown hair glisten, and also showed the hints of silver sprinkled through it. He had a fair complexion and deep blue eyes that were always analyzing his surroundings.


  Henri looked at Maven before he opened his mouth to reply. “Yes, sir.”


  His dark eyebrows knitted together sizing him up further. A boy with manners, this was new. Jake hardly called him his own name. He was used to bro or dude. He leaned back in his chair, a small grin creeping up his face as he shook out the newspaper that only seconds before was lying at his feet.


  Maven shook her head. “You can call him Grant. He’s not as mean as he looks I swear.”


  Henri refused to believe this. Grant looked meaner than he looked. And the way he watched his daughter told him he cared a great deal about her and her happiness. He could tell he didn’t trust just anyone with his family.


  “You two have a good time. Tell Miss Lisa hello for me and your mother.”


  Maven agreed. She gave Henri “the look” before she turned on her heels and started down the sidewalk.


  “Your dad is scary,” Henri said as they walked down the cobblestone road to Portwood square. It literally was the end of the line, the last bit of property owned by Portwood. A cul-de-sac strewn with willows, park benches and a little concession stand for drinks and food. And one aged barn that housed all the summer decorations.


  “He’s so not.” She gave Henri a smile, staring down at her feet. “He’s a doctor. And he’s super nice to all his patients. He’s more scary to us, if anything.”


  Henri’s expression fell. Maven waved a hand. “I didn’t mean it that way. He’s a good man. He just…expects a lot from us kids.”


  “That’s not so bad,” Henri said. “It’s good that your parents expect a lot from you. If they didn’t care who else would?”


  “I understand that. But most kids my age don’t. A lot of people give us a hard time. I’ve been called a goodie goodie my entire life.” She shrugged. “I got used to it a long time ago though.”


  Henri couldn’t help but feel bad. “I’m sure your real friends didn’t think that right?”


  Maven laughed. She had no real friends. “The friends I had, I no longer talk to. We haven’t spoken since Jake and I broke up. They decided being friends with Jake was more important I suppose.”


  At one time, Maven had had lots of friends. Friends she confided in, ones that spent the night at her house. The kind you called all hours of the day and night to gossip with, but soon that all changed. An imaginary divide had her on a totally different level than everyone else. Her friends were no longer her friends. They were Jake and Tatiana’s.


  The days of gossip and sleepovers were all too quickly a memory. And the only friends she had were her family. And Maggie wasn’t the greatest at relating to her. Maggie hated her for being sad all the time.


  Henri took her hand. “Then I guess they weren’t very important after all.”


  She smiled. “No, they weren’t.”


  “I know the feeling.” He stopped walking. “When everyone in Tennessee found out I was sick they suddenly forgot how to call. Nobody wanted to invite me out because they were afraid I was going to drop dead.” His own girlfriend had bailed. Someone he thought cared about him. She stuck around for a week, but soon the medications and testing became too much of a burden and that’s when he found out she was dating one of his close friends. It was also when he decided he had had enough of Tennessee and moved to Georgia. His parents were upset. They just wanted to take care of him. But he was tired of the disappointment—he was also tired of feeling like a disappointment.


  Maven tugged his hand, bringing him back to life. “What are you thinking about?”


  Henri smirked. “I am thinking about how pretty you are.”


  Maven laughed. “You so are not.”


  “I so am.” They fell silent. Henri pulled her close, his hands resting on her shoulders as he stared into her eyes. “How could I not?”


  Maven lifted her head, kissing him on the chin. Henri dropped his head, placing a soft kiss on her lips. He pulled away, wiping at the lip-gloss now coating his lips.


  “That’s so your shade.” She teased.


  Jake Summit blindly painted a wooden sign with white paint, watching Maven and Henri talk to Miss. Lisa. He had also caught the tail end of their kiss. He dropped his brush into the paint tray, hopping down from the step ladder. He drew the back of his hand across his forehead, wiping the sweat away before approaching the three of them.


  “Henri you can come with me, and I’ll show you what there is to work on,” Miss Lisa said leading Henri away. This was perfect timing.


  Jake slung his shirt over his shoulder and tapped Maven on the shoulder. She spun around and gasped. “Jake.”


  “Hey there, Maven.” He grinned. “Didn’t think you would have it in you to come.”


  She couldn’t believe he was bothering her. She had hoped the day would go well, but already it was proving horrible. “Don’t let me keep you.” She shoved past, but Jake grabbed her by the arm.


  “Oh, don’t be like that.” He brushed her hair from her shoulder, his fingers grazing her skin. “This used to be our thing. You always looked so cute painting in your little dresses.” His gaze fell to her dress. One she had worn several times on dates with Jake. Now she wanted to burn it.


  “Isn’t Tatiana wondering where you are by now?” She bit her tongue before she said any more.


  “Tatiana wasn’t allowed to come. She’s grounded.” He ran a hand through his hair, his tanned torso gleaming with sweat. Maven looked past his fit physique, disgusted at the sight of him. At one time she had found herself lusting over his body, but not anymore. It meant nothing to her.


  “That’s right, she’s a junior,” she said under her breath. She and Jake were officially out of high school and he was dating Tatiana who would be a junior while they were off at college. He sure knew how to pick them.


  “Her parents sort of walked in on us. You know…bad timing.” He stepped closer whispering in her ear. “Remember that night you snuck me in your bedroom and your parents almost found out?”


  Maven looked away, pushing into Jake. “No, I don’t.” She lied. It was now nothing more than the biggest mistake of her life—the night she slept with Jake and many times thereafter. She turned away before he could see how upset he was making her.


  “Those were great times, Maves,” he said from behind her.


  “Go away, Jake.”


  Jake smirked. “You can’t tell me you don’t think about you and me anymore.”


  Maven pulled it together turning to face Jake again. “No. I don’t think about you and me anymore. There’s nothing to think about. You’re a big fat mistake, a regret I wish I could totally remove from my memory.” She kept a straight face daring him to say anything more.


  “You moved on huh?” Jake shot a look in Henri’s direction. Henri was fast approaching with a gallon of paint and two brushes. “He’s kind of scrawny. A bit weird too. Doesn’t seem like your type.”


  Maven ignored him. She had nothing to say, nor did she feel like she had to defend Henri or any guy to Jake. Jake meant nothing.


  “I hear the kid has issues.” Jake really knew how to get under somebody’s skin. “I wonder what’s wrong with him. I’m sure it’s something dreadful.”


  Maven slapped Jake in the arm. She pushed him next, almost taking down a group of girls walking behind them. “Just get the hell out of here, Jake!”


  He stared at Maven, shocked she was lashing out at him. It wasn’t like her. He opened his mouth to speak.


  “Nobody cares what you have to say!” She screamed before he could form words. “You cheated on me and lied to me our entire relationship. Why do you think I care what you have to say?”


  Jake shook his head. The gathered crowd had heard every word and he felt stupid now. He didn’t like looking like an idiot. He pushed through the gawking crowd, taking off.


  Henri dropped the paint at his feet, watching Jake hightailing it down the middle of the street, his tail between his legs. Whatever Maven had said really did a number on him. He looked over at her, careful not to step in her space. He knew Jake was a sensitive issue for her.


  Maven brushed her bangs from her eyes, sniffling. She was crying as she made her way over to him, and doing a wretched job at hiding behind her hair so that the crowd couldn’t see her misery.


  “I’m sorry. He just really knows how to get to me.” She lifted the paint. “You would think I would know how to ignore him by now. But he’s always right there in my face.”


  Henri shrugged. “No worries, looks like he is long gone now.” He kneeled down, dipping a paint brush into the black paint.


  “I swear this isn’t the way I usually am.” She took a deep breath, trying to smile in spite of all the tears that just kept fighting to come out.


  Henri dropped his paintbrush. He took her face in his hands staring deeply into her eyes. Not uttering a sound just watching her emotions seep out in front of him. His thumbs dragging under her eyes taking care of every tear that escaped.


  Maven squeezed his arm. “Thanks.”


  Henri shook his head. “Don’t thank me. That guy is an idiot. Anyone who treats a girl like you badly is an idiot. And he doesn’t deserve your tears, so just turn them off and we’ll paint. But I’m not letting you go until all the tears are gone.”


  Maven’s eyes fluttered, she took a deep cleansing breath. There were several girls from her school off in the distance watching Henri and her. Henri gained her attention again. “Forget about everyone. They don’t matter. Who cares if you cried, so what? Everyone cries. Just close your eyes.”


  Maven did as he asked. “Okay.”


  Henri looked over at the girls giving Maven dirty looks. It was amusing to all these people to see Maven’s unhappiness play out in public. He lifted her chin, placing a kiss on her lips. The world suddenly didn’t matter as he kissed her. Maven didn’t feel panicked any longer. She opened her eyes.


  “Henri, you didn’t have to do that.” She touched his face. “I’m okay now.”


  “I didn’t have to. I just wanted to.” He pushed her hair behind her ear for her. “They are not going to ruin your day.”


  Maven nodded. It was hard to accept that anyone other than her family was willing to stand up for her, willing to be part of the gossip that seemed to always swirl around her.


  “You ready to paint?” Henri said, kissing her cheek. He grinned, ignoring the shocked stares. Ignoring the whispers and every other detail, none of it mattered to him.


  “Yes.” For once she didn’t drop her gaze to the ground. She looked the girls straight in the eye. She wasn’t going to back down. They quickly dropped their stares, turning back to their projects, leaving Maven and Henri to enjoy the day without judgment for once.


  


  FEELINGS


  MAVEN AND HENRI, as well as the rest of the volunteers, packed it up and called it a night. Every decoration was now wearing a fresh coat of black, turquoise, or white paint—the colors of the Hop this year.


  Colors that were beautiful to Maven, even before it was all set up. Miss. Lisa even admitted that this year she was hoping to string lights from the willows.


  “Tired?” Henri asked Maven. He smiled at the soft shake of her head. She had worked harder than anyone else, doing each and every thing anyone asked of her.


  “What about you?”


  Henri considered being honest. Truthfully he was worn out from standing all day, painting huge backdrops. His entire body hurt, more than usual even. But instead he just said, “Just fine, nothing sleep won’t cure.”


  Maven slipped her fingers in between his. “Thanks again for today. You saved me.”


  Henri shrugged, humble like usual. “Don’t exaggerate.”


  “I’m not. That was a really nice thing you did for me.” She brushed some messy hair behind her ear. Her fingers flecked with teal paint. “It was sweet.”


  Henri looked away. It was hard to know what to say next. She wasn’t letting him off the hook for doing such a kind deed, but the deed was nothing more than who he was. It didn’t feel like anything other than that. He didn’t like to see anyone hurt. It hurt more to watch someone miserable when you knew you could make them feel better. Maybe one day that would be his one true flaw, he thought to himself. He always regretted it later because a lot of the time people didn’t appreciate it. But Maven was different, he knew she did.


  Henri looked at her. “Do you want me to walk you home?” The night was over, people were settling into their homes for the night. The stars were bright overhead guiding them down the cobblestones. Tiny bugs buzzing and whirring around.


  Maven ignored his question, taking off across the stones and quickly she was disappearing down the hill, the last bit of her dress vanishing. Henri laughed, it seemed like the girl never wanted to go home.


  He let out a ragged breath of air, tired from the jog. She was sitting on the dock, her shoes besides her. The moonlight reflecting off the water as she stared at it, her feet skimming the surface as she watched rings spilling outward from where her toes touched.


  “I take it you don’t want to go home.” Henri sat down beside her. He too was barefoot, his shoes behind them a few feet. He was more aggressive with the water, kicking it off into the distance time and time again.


  “No, I don’t.” She gripped the dock with her hands, watching their feet gliding through the water together.


  “Why’s that?” Henri asked, slowing his movement, enjoying the cool feel against his skin.


  “Because I enjoy your company.” Maven grinned, leaning into him. She scooted closer, her eyes glistening in the moonlight.


  Henri searched her eyes. “Is that so?”


  “It is.” She leaned in, snagging the back of his head with her hand, their foreheads meeting up. Henri lifted his head, catching her lips that were so eagerly heading for his. He closed his eyes, enjoying the feel of her lips. The gentle way she slipped her fingertips through his hair.


  Maven moved closer, wanting more from their encounter, but too afraid to take it herself. She wanted Henri to make the next move. She pulled away.


  “I always have a nice time when I’m with you.” She sliced through the water with her foot waiting for Henri to get the hint that she liked him. She stared at the water waiting patiently.


  Henri pursed his lips. “It’s the only thing I look forward to with such excitement. It’s almost like nothing else compares.”


  Maven completely agreed. “What do you think that means? You said you never get to know many people.” Maven knew she was waiting to hear the words every girl wanted to hear—that the guy that stayed on her mind was totally smitten by her.


  “I don’t know…” Henri said, trailing off until there was a soft silence all around them. They both stared at the water.


  Henri liked Maven a lot. But he wasn’t so brave that he could admit it. He was afraid to admit that he liked her—more afraid of that than most things in his life.


  Hours rolled on. And they sat under the stars sharing the important things in their lives, being open and honest like no other time before. Maven could tell Henri anything. And he loved the way she laughed when he told her stories about his life back home—the good parts. Her laugh was remarkable and always produced a smile on his face.


  She loved the way he stroked her arm and listened without judgment about her feelings toward Jake after he hurt her so badly. He loved her honesty and how she wasn’t afraid to admit that she felt crushed.


  He wanted to make her happy. He knew she needed to be, she was such a beautiful human being and Henri saw that in her every moment they shared.


  She rested her head on his chest counting the stars in the sky. Listening to his voice echo in her ears as he told her old stories that he remembered from when he was little, stories about fantasy worlds and things that only someone with a lot of hope could ever believe.


  “Do you really believe in the afterlife?” Maven asked at the end of Henri’s story. She lifted her head from his chest. He closed his eyes.


  “I believe it.” And he did. “There’s got to be more to life than just this.”


  “I think so too.” Maven rested her head and smiled. She liked that Henri believed in the afterlife it almost made her feel better for a moment.


  “If not, then what a cruel joke,” Henri said more to himself, he opened his eyes again, counting each luminous star that he saw in the sky. Maven’s giggling returning as they started talking about less serious subjects—like the night he toilet-papered his own house on Halloween in Tennessee.


  


  HORRIBLE GOSSIP


  MAVEN STARED UP at the bad lighting in the dressing room. She gracelessly shimmied into the first dress she had picked out.


  “How’s it look, Maves?” Her mother called from the other side of the door.


  Maven rolled her eyes. She swatted her bangs away, staring at herself in the mirror. It was too long—long was never her thing.


  The Hop wasn’t formal. It was a laid back dance where girls found cute summer dresses to wear and boys wore a nice pair of slacks and a dress shirt. Some wore ties, others kept it simple.


  She gave herself a useless smirk and unlatched the door so her mother could invade her space.


  “I don’t really think it’s your color.” Her mom bit her thumbnail as she studied her in the long flowing number. “What about the pink one?”


  Maven looked over at Maggie. There she sat in a chair, arms crossed, ear buds in, ignoring the whole excursion. “I don’t like pink remember?”


  Her mother sighed, shaking her head in exasperation that Maven wanted to dispute the shade. Ever since she could remember, Maven refused to wear anything pink. She said it was too girly and made her look too goodie goodie. She realized it was a lost cause and yanked the hot pink dress out of the dressing room.


  Maven shut the door, slipping out of the tawdry gown. She let it fall to her feet just as her phone vibrated. She gave herself a brief glance in the mirror before digging her phone from the pocket of her shorts.


  It was a text from Henri.


  


  Thinking of you. She smiled.


  


  I am trapped at the mall with my mother and Maggie trying to find a dress for the Hop. Torture!


  


  She set the phone on the tiny shelf by the mirror and studied herself. Fingering the strap of her lacy bra, she drifted to the night she and Henri sat by the water talking for hours. The sun made it back before she could even pull herself away from Henri and the water.


  She was forever thinking about his kisses. The way his lips made her entire body shiver with something she had never felt before. Her heart never slowed when he touched her. And the moment at the water when Henri finally let his lips venture to her neck and further down to her collarbone had her ready to go nuts. She would have allowed him to go further, but he wasn’t like most guys, he would never disrespect her. But that didn’t take away from the ache that filled her mind every time he kissed her. She wondered if Henri felt that way about her or if she was just out of control.


  As they got closer to her house that night Henri grew more and more quiet. She started to worry he was upset with her, because he was never so tranquil. That was when it happened. When he asked her to the Hop, the happiness she felt was beyond words. It seemed like a silly thing to get so excited over, but she was.


  Her phone chirped alerting her to another text.


  


  I can’t believe it’s taking so long you look beautiful in anything. [image: img3.png]


  


  She grinned, plucking the sunny yellow dress off its hanger. But before she could put it on she scrunched her nose at the broken strap. “Guess this one wasn’t meant to be.”


  Her mother tapped on the door. “I think I found it.”


  Maven cracked the door, peering out. In her mother’s grasp was the most amazing thing she ever seen. She immediately grabbed for it, her mother smiled from ear to ear, glad she finally satisfied her daughter.


  Maven quickly slipped into the strapless turquoise dress her smile never leaving her face. It was right out of a fairy tale. Three different lengths of sheer turquoise fabric made the skirt. It even had a shiny satin belt that formed into a graceful bow around the waist. She opened the door watching her mother’s eyes light up with approval. They hi-fived, giggling like two teenage girls heading to prom. Maggie groaned, sinking farther down in her seat trying to disappear.


  “You look beautiful. That’s definitely the one.” Her mother gave her arm a squeeze and let her slip back into the dressing room to undress.


  Shopping wasn’t over with. After forcing Maggie to pick a dress—which ended up being black with a dreadful looking tutu style skirt that she said she was wearing with combat boots or Converse—they headed to the woman’s section so their mother could find something appropriate for the night.


  It wasn’t often her mother dressed up. Both her parents worked a lot of hours—even in the summer.


  “I’m going over to the food court,” Maggie announced, taking off before anyone could say otherwise.


  Maven circled the racks of dresses, watching her mother work her way from one rack to the next. She was fussy yet uncomplicated.


  “What do you think Henri will wear?” Her mother asked, her eyes glued to a simple white sundress.


  “I’m not sure.” She imagined Henri in a fancy tie.


  “He’s a handsome guy.” Her mother told her. “He doesn’t look like all these guys running around with the beaver haircut.”


  Maven laughed at her mother’s poor pop culture knowledge. “It’s not beaver.” She shook her head, unable to correct her because she was laughing so hard.


  “Well, I just mean he has the hair of a refined actor from my time.” She smiled.


  Maven scrunched her nose. “He gets cuter every time he speaks.”


  Her mother’s eyes widened. “That’s not something I ever thought my teenage daughter would say. Those are the words of a woman in love.”


  Maven’s cheeks grew warm. She looked away. “There is no such thing as love, Mother.”


  Her mother smirked. “I beg to differ. Your father and I fell into it a very long time ago. And I have been falling ever since.”


  Maven loved hearing about her mother’s undying love for her father. But it wasn’t normal. Most people fell in and out of love their whole life. Her parents were a very rare thing.


  “Henri is never going to love me.” She shook her head at the thought of it. “He has much bigger things to deal with than falling in love.”


  This disappointed her mother. It was horrible that her daughter would think such a thing. Love wasn’t something you decided. It was thrust upon you at the most inopportune times in your life. You didn’t choose when or who to love, love chose you.


  Maven sighed. She hated to be so open about Henri’s health. It made it more real. It was illogical, but she thought if she ignored it, that he would always be there. But other times it was hard to make it through a day knowing. She felt like she was going to burst if she didn’t talk about it. “I don’t think Henri will ever admit he cares about me because he doesn’t want to hurt me. He’s not selfish.”


  Her mother returned the white dress to the sales rack and wrapped her arm around her. “You don’t know that. I think Henri thinks a lot about you, whether he says so or not. It’s written all over him every time he looks at you.” She smoothed her hair. “It’s too early to give up hope.”


  Maven stepped out of line to check her phone. Another text from Henri.


  


  You me and a pizza?


  Sounds nice [image: img3.png]


  Hurry before Flynn eats it all, got your favorite kind, pineapple.


  


  Maven grinned, her heart fluttering.


  


  One day I will convince you to try it. It’s yummy.


  Let’s start with pineapple lip gloss. If I can stand kissing it off your lips then I’ll give pineapple pizza a shot, deal?


  


  Maven giggled loud enough to make the woman sampling perfumes look over at her.


  She stuffed her phone back in her pocket. The girls behind her started up a conversation.


  “Tatiana is crushed.” Maven’s ears perked up at the familiar name and she froze where she was. She couldn’t help but listen in on the gossip. There weren’t many Tatiana’s in Portwood.


  “What do you think happened?”


  “I don’t know. But I heard he dumped her on Facebook.” The girls laughed at the shocking rumors that were nothing but ugly to Maven. She knew how it felt to be in Tatiana’s shoes.


  “I wonder who he is dating now. I’m sure he already had a backup.”


  Maven’s mother tapped her on the shoulder. “Are you ready?”


  Maven shot the girls one last look before heading out of the dress shop with her mother. Jake and Tatiana’s liaison lasted less than a year. What had been the point of ruining her life for less than a year? Jake Summit always seemed to find a new way to destroy someone’s life. And part of her was glad that this time it wasn’t her who had to deal with the heartache. Her heart was healing just fine.


  


  UNINVITED


  MAVEN’S FATHER SMILED at the sound of his daughter’s laughter outside on the porch. A sound he had begun to miss. But now it was back and he could see why she enjoyed Henri’s friendship so much. Henri had a way to make her all smiles and free from care.


  Maven’s mother snuck up behind him. She wrapped her arms around him.


  “Are you enjoying your day off?”


  “Absolutely, but not as much as our daughter and Henri,” Her dad pointed out, he raised a finger signaling his wife to wait. Seconds later another giggle slipped through the windows.


  “He’s a nice boy.” She stroked her husband’s arm, planting a kiss on his cheek.


  “I know that. I try to tell myself that every day that I see her take off for his house.”


  “She’s happy. Happier than I have seen her in a long time,” her mom said.


  He parted the curtain, giving the lovebirds one more look before he took his sandwich and went into the den for lunch.


  “I swear I was born with two left feet,” Henri said. He watched Maven’s eye sparkle as she giggled about his poor dancing skills. Her legs draped lazily over his lap. They swayed carelessly on the porch swing.


  “You’ll do just fine.” Her hair fluttered in the breeze. “We are going to have a lot of fun. And we are going to take a lot of pictures.”


  Henri idly ran a thumb against her thigh, listening attentively


  “And they will be the best pictures ever.” She smiled, sitting up and resting her head against Henri’s shoulder, the mood dying down.


  Maven touched his face, staring off, stroking the side of it, lost in an awful contemplation. The thought that one day all she would have of him were pictures. She pulled her phone from her pocket.


  “What are you doing, Maven?” Henri asked, tugging the beanie from his head and covering his face with it. Maven pulled his arm away from his face.


  “I’m making a video of you.” She dropped her feet to the porch standing up. “Say something, Henri.”


  Henri sighed. His brown eyes lighting up with amusement, he grinned. “You should be the one on camera.”


  “Why’s that, Henri?”


  He ran a hand through his hair, his eyes looking away from the camera. “Because you’re so beautiful it hurts.”


  Maven smiled from behind her phone. “Say something else.”


  He stared into the camera lens, a solemn expression creeping across his face. “I’m Henri Levitt. And I have no idea what I am going to do when I have to dance with Maven.” He laughed, springing up from the swing and took off after her, she squealed, bounding across the porch, her bare feet echoing through the wood as she tried to get away from him.


  She almost made it to the other end of the porch before Henri grabbed her by the waist, twirling her around in his grasp, her feet no longer on the floor. He set her back down, backing her against the white railing. His hands on both sides not allowing her to escape, he took the phone and turned the camera on her now, positioning the two of them in front of the viewfinder. He kissed her cheek.


  “You see that?” he said, talking to the camera. “We just made a memory.” He kissed her again.


  Maven’s heart pittered and pattered as he held tight to her chin, kissing her again. He shot a look at the camera, the only witness to the undeniable connection between the two of them. “An everlasting reminder of my amazing kissing skills,” He laughed. Maven snatched the camera away from him hiding her sadness. She knew he was joking, but it still dug at her emotions, making her ready to burst into tears.


  Henri watched her take a few steps away from him. Her attention pinned on the video they just made. He leaned against the railing, knowing he had ruined the moment between them. But what could he say? Sorry? You couldn’t apologize for something you had no control over—like inevitable death.


  When the silence was starting to become too much…that’s when Jake Summit ended it. His voice pulled them both back into reality. “Sorry to interrupt.”


  “What are you doing here?” Maven said without delay. She shoved her phone into her pocket.


  Jake gave Henri a quick glance before he bothered explaining himself. “I wanted to talk to you.”


  Henri was beginning to feel awkward caught between the two of them. He moved out of the way.


  “I don’t have anything to say to you, Jake.” Maven couldn’t believe Jake had the nerve to show himself at her house. It had been made clear he was to stay away from her. It was one thing to try and be malicious out in public, but at her home it was uncalled for and she was close to screaming for her father.


  Henri pushed off the railing. “She said she has nothing to say to you. So why don’t you just leave?” He wasn’t going to let Maven deal with Jake alone. But he wasn’t quite prepared for what came next.


  Jake shoved him into the railing. Maven jumped between them. “You keep your hands off of him.”


  “Talk to me and I won’t lay a finger on him again.” Jake was angry, it was obvious by the heated scowl pinned to his lips. Maven had seen it time and time again. He was a bully their entire life.


  Maven spun around and looked Henri over. Her heart beating out of her chest, she was so upset. “I’m sorry. Are you alright?”


  Henri shook his head. “Of course. It was just a shove, a rather pathetic one.” He squeezed her arm. “Whatever you want me to do.”


  Maven searched Henri’s eyes confused. She didn’t want Henri hurt. “I don’t want you to do anything.”


  Jake groaned. “Just let me talk to her and it will be like nothing ever happened. That’s not too hard to do is it?” He raised an eyebrow. “Go home, Henri.”


  Maven looked at Jake. “Don’t tell him what to do. You have no say in any of this.”


  “I can go. As long as you think you’re okay being alone with him.” Henri lifted his hat from the porch swing. “I’m calling in fifteen minutes.”


  Jake scoffed, watching Henri walk down the stairs. Henri shot him a look. “Don’t be stupid.”


  Jake grinned, amused Henri had the nerve to threaten him. “Or what?”


  “Or I’ll make you wish you never showed up uninvited,” Henri said, he looked at Maven for confirmation it was okay to leave. She nodded.


  Once Henri was out of view Jake took a seat on the porch swing. “How quaint, you and Henri Levitt sharing precious moments on the old porch swing.”


  Maven refused to look at him. Jake grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her down beside him. She slapped his arm away. “Don’t touch me, Jake. I agreed to talk to you, not have you manhandle me. My father is right inside, and he would love to get his hands on you.”


  Jake refused to take her seriously. He cut to the chase. “Did you hear Tatiana and I broke up?”


  Maven stood up, putting a big gap between the two of them. She leaned against the railing, the front door in view, making her feel better. “I heard. Is that why you’re here?”


  “Don’t you want to know why I broke up with her?”


  Maven shook her head a disgusted look on her face. “Of course I don’t. I’ve said it many times now. I don’t care. Maybe you should get that through your head.”


  Jake stood up. He studied Maven. She was still just as beautiful. Just as girly and anxious as he remembered. “I broke up with Tatiana because of you.”


  Maven started for the door. She didn’t want to hear anything else. But before she could slip inside and slam the door in his smug face he grabbed her by the arm. This time she wasn’t waiting around to see what would happen next. She screamed.


  “Why are you screaming?” Jake stared down at her, his breath fast, his emotions overriding his rational judgment. “I came here to say that I was sorry.”


  Maven twisted free. “Get away from my house now. You’re not sorry about anything. You’re crazy and I never want to see you again.”


  The door flew open, thudding loudly against the house. “What did I tell you?” Mr. Wilder said, grabbing Jake by the collar of his shirt. He jerked him away from his daughter. The worst thing Jake could do was show up at his home.


  “I came to apologize to her. I swear that’s all I was doing.” He didn’t have time to say anything else. Maven’s dad gave him no time to gain his balance. He shoved him down the porch steps. Jake fell to the ground like a bag of bones.


  Maven tried to stop her dad. “Please, Dad, stop. He’s not worth it.”


  But he wasn’t listening. He stood at the top of their steps watching Jake pick himself up from the ground and dust himself off. “I don’t want to see you around here again. And the next time you want to threaten someone, threaten me, tough guy.”


  Jake was angry. Maven could see it. He was also scraped up and picking gravel from his elbow. He lifted his head, trying to pretend he still had some dignity left. “My parents are going to sue you.”


  Maven’s dad laughed, crossing his arms and shaking his head in amusement. “Oh I doubt that. But feel free to try.”


  Maven watched from behind her dad as Jake once again walked away with his tail between his legs.


  “Next time you come get me if he shows up here.”


  Maven nodded. “I thought I could handle him.”


  Her dad pulled her close, throwing an arm over her shoulder. “That’s what I’m here for. Don’t tell your mother I threw Jake Summit down the stairs, okay, kid?”


  Maven sighed, smiling a little at her dad’s pleased expression. He’d wanted to let Jake have it for a long time now.


  They headed inside.


  


  USELESS ISSUES


  HENRI TOSSED THE RAG into the sink at the yogurt hut. Business had died down. And he had time for a break. It wasn’t that he enjoyed serving frozen yogurt, it was just most of the time April and Sandra were too selfish to help his aunt and uncle and he felt bad. Weeks before he wouldn’t have minded, now it seemed he wanted to be in another place. That place was around Maven.


  He shook his head. He wasn’t sure how this growing attraction happened, or the significance. But now he hardly spent a waking hour without Maven’s smile or giggle coming to the surface, blotting out the days and making his life harder. It wasn’t a bad thing. It just wasn’t what someone close to their demise needed to dive into—for the sake of the living.


  Flynn shoved Henri in the arm. “Earth to Henri, Dad told me to tell you to leave.”


  Henri looked up from the Styrofoam cups. “Ok.”


  Flynn ran a hand across his chin, studying Henri’s detached behavior. “Everything okay? Don’t you have an appointment today?”


  Henri shook his head. “No.”


  Flynn’s eyebrows lifted in unease. He wasn’t an idiot, his mother made sure to mark them on the wall calendar that hung in their kitchen—a constant reminder to Henri when he needed to get his behind to the doctors. “Is that so?”


  Henri sighed, untying his apron, he wanted to ignore Flynn altogether, but he was known for administering a mean headlock. “It’s simple blood work or something. Just give me a break for one week.”


  Flynn studied Henri. He wasn’t an expert on heart conditions, but his cousin seemed fine on most days. He didn’t like to know the details about Henri. He just knew it wasn’t good.


  The night his mother told them all that Henri was sick he put his fist through his closet door. He didn’t like to see his mother crying—or even his aunt.


  Henri and Flynn had always been close. His family regularly visited Henri’s in Tennessee. His mother and his aunt Charlotte were twins, the bond between them had remained strong their entire life. He was sure it was the only reason Henri was allowed to take off like he did and come stay with his family.


  Flynn remembered his entire life with Henri. He was older, but that never changed the bond the two of them had. Henri had a way to get inside anyone’s heart. Flynn always wanted a brother and Henri was the closest thing he would ever have to one. So it was understandable he had a lot of pent up emotions about Henri’s health.


  “Fine. As long as you’re doing something worthwhile,” Flynn told Henri. “Like hanging out with blondie and I don’t mean a walk on the beach.” He shot Henri the look. Henri was dying. If he was dying he knew he would be out nailing as many women as possible. Even if Henri wasn’t the same, he figured one girl was plenty to cross a few things off the bucket list.


  But judging by the look on Henri’s face he didn’t think so.


  “I forgot how much of a bigot you were,” Henri said.


  “Years ago you had your moments too, Henri.” Flynn poked at the rag on the counter, then dropped to his elbows, staring out the small window at the vacant picnic tables and the dark skies.


  “Yeah, well.” He hopped up on the counter not worried about customers. It was going to rain. “Once you know you’re dying you don’t worry about getting laid so much anymore.”


  Henri watched Flynn make a face at his words. He stayed arched over the counter staring out the window. It wasn’t something they ever discussed. Usually it was a lot of code words and hints to the issue, but never direct communication.


  “I don’t think I would ever be able to forget about sex. It’s the best part about girls.” He grinned, shooting Henri a look. “And blondie, she’s pretty hot. And so damn innocent. I bet sex would be interesting.”


  Henri refused to smirk at the thought of it. He didn’t want to join in on the sex talk with Flynn about Maven. She wasn’t the kind of girl that you shared those intimate details with your buddies. That didn’t stop him from thinking about her all the time. Sure, he imagined what it would be like. How great it would feel to get that close with her. All the things he imagined would happen and all the things he hoped for. He was a guy after all.


  “Are you going to the Hop?” Henri asked, changing the subject so Flynn would stop drooling over the thought of sex.


  Flynn quickly nodded. “Tori’s coming down for the weekend. She already has a dress picked out.” Tori was Flynn’s girlfriend. More like his buddy or pal. But the problem with that—Tori saw their relationship as exclusive and wouldn’t bat an eyelash at making Flynn miserable if he ever thought to look at another girl. Henri wasn’t a fan of Tori because he knew Flynn wasn’t ready to settle down. And he knew Tori and her entire family was under the assumption that Flynn was an honorable guy who was going to do just that. Flynn liked her because she was nice-looking. He put up with her because he enjoyed having a sex buddy that lived far away.


  “Good. Because I’m taking Maven and it would be nice to see a familiar face in the crowd.”


  Flynn punched his arm. “You are so serious all the time. It’s a dance just have fun and don’t forget to breathe. Maybe this weekend will be your big night with blondie.”


  Henri dropped from the counter. “Her name is Maven. And I doubt that. And if it was, you would be the last person I told.” Suddenly, he grabbed the doorknob, stumbling into the counter.


  Flynn jumped up. “What was that?”


  “Just a little lightheaded, I stood up too fast.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I got to go.”


  Flynn grabbed his arm. “I think you should see the doctor today. Just to make sure everything is alright.” Henri gave him a dirty look, upset he was pushing the issue again.


  “Better get those umbrellas down, storm is rolling in.” He twisted the knob, taking off before Flynn could argue with him. One appointment wasn’t going to make a difference. He shook the cloudy fog from his head and hurried toward the beach.


  Maven jumped at the loud boom right outside her bedroom window. She closed her book, pulling back the curtain. The rain was falling in a steady rhythm. The sun was gone and the sidewalk outside was busy collecting puddles.


  Her phone chirped. She grabbed it from the nightstand and flopped down on the bed. Ever since Jake had shown up she had been in a bad mood. She didn’t want to leave her house for fear he would show up again.


  Jake and Tatiana weren’t together anymore. At one time it would have been the happiest moment of her life. Because at one time she prayed they would break up and that Jake would see what he had been missing and come back to her. And somehow she would forgive him and move on. But not anymore, now she was angry.


  And now there was Henri. She didn’t know exactly how he felt about her, but she knew the way he made her feel. And she wasn’t willing to accept Jake’s crummy attempt at getting her back any longer. Henri had shown her that nice guys did exist. And she didn’t want to go back to Jake after meeting someone like Henri.


  She pushed the button on her phone.


  


  Raining like cats and dogs. I’m down at the beach sitting under that tree we first sat under. Care to join me?


  


  It was Henri.


  She stared off, debating on going or staying put. Jake couldn’t get to her from her room.


  


  You could come here.


  But this is such better scenery. I can’t believe you don’t like watching thunderstorms.


  I do. I guess I’m a bit down today, Henri.


  That’s a perfect reason to watch the storm with me. Cheer up, buttercup, there is always sunshine after the rain. :)


  


  Maven burst into tears. She dropped down on her bed, clutching her pillow. The phone sliding to the floor, it chirped again.


  She gathered her calm and flipped her hair over her shoulder. Lifting the phone from the floor, she gently wiped at her eyes with one hand while reading the text with the other.


  


  Sorry you’re having a bad day. Hope it gets better. If you change your mind I’ll be down by the water.


  


  That’s all it took. She wasn’t going to leave Henri alone because of her own selfish sadness. She slipped into her favorite yellow sundress, shoving on her sandals and hustled down the stairs.


  Maggie peeked her head out from behind the magazine she was reading. “Henri I assume.”


  Maven ignored her.


  ***


  He was lying in the grass, hands behind his head just enjoying the roll of thunder that echoed every minute or so. The rain made the warmth turn into an oppressive fog. She was soaked by the time she plopped down beside him.


  “Lie down and watch the sky, it’s great.” Henri told her from his spot in the grass.


  Maven dropped down, rubbing the rainwater from her forehead. She looked up at the dreary skies.


  “Now just listen,” Henri said. He took hold of her hand squeezing it. “Close your eyes and listen, its heaven.” A loud snap of thunder sounded in the distance sounding more like danger than heaven to her, but she did as he said, closing her eyes, the coolness in the air making her unpleasantly cold underneath her damp sundress.


  “I’ve always liked listening to thunderstorms. I saw the tree out in our front yard get struck by lightning, talk about a rush.” He was his usual self while Maven felt a bit dark and depressed and it was hard to hide it. “Seeing nature so up close and personal, it’s exciting.”


  Maven sat up. She pushed her wet hair behind her ear. Henri sat up too.


  “Most people don’t compare thunderstorms to heaven.” She said out loud, watching the sky erupt in flashes of illumination, the wind an incessant brush across her face.


  “The ones that enjoy thunderstorms do.” He looked at her, her expression blank. She was far away, lost in thought. He just didn’t know what of.


  “You said you were a bit down today, why’s that?”


  Maven finally looked at him. He looked anxious suddenly. Not his usual self. And this made her feel bad.


  “Is it me?” Henri searched her eyes. “Or is it Jake Summit?”


  She dropped her gaze at the sound of Jake’s name. “I don’t know.”


  “Sure you do.”


  Maven shook her head.


  “You’re confused and that’s perfectly understandable.”


  “I’m not confused, Henri.” She insisted. She dropped back into the grass letting out a sigh. She wondered if now was the time to tell him just how much she liked him, or if it was better to keep that to herself.


  “You and Jake have a history. A long one.” He told her. “You and I both have a right to know if you still have feelings for Jake now that he is single.”


  Maven shot up again from the grass. Henri was taking it all the wrong way. This had nothing to do with Jake. She didn’t want to figure anything out. She wanted to tell Henri just how much she cared about him and how sad she was at the thought of losing him now that she was so attached to him. That it hurt to wake up every day wondering if he was still going to be around and if so, how long.


  Or how every night before she went to bed she wished she could just pick up the phone and speak the words her heart wanted to shout from the rooftops, that he was the most amazing boy she ever met. But she was afraid to burden him with that.


  Henri expected her to say something. To tell him he wasn’t right in saying what he said. To confirm that Jake was the last thing on her mind and that the idea of ever feeling anything for that guy would never happen. She deserved better than Jake.


  He wanted her to look at him with those big blue eyes and tell him she only thought about him anymore, to say anything.


  “That’s not it,” Maven said. She frowned, biting at her nails.


  Henri stood. Maven stared up at him. “What are you doing, Henri?”


  “I’m going to head home.” He offered her his hand to help her up.


  “But I don’t understand. Are you upset with me?”


  Henri laughed. But it wasn’t because he was amused. He was far from it. He shoved his hands in his pockets, staring down at the ground. It was hard to look at her in a time like this. “Maven go figure out what you want.”


  “Henri.”


  “You’re having a bad day. You weren’t having one until the other day when Jake showed up.” He touched her face and finally looked at her. “I’m not angry with you. You have every right to see if there are still feelings there. Call me later ok?”


  She watched him walk off. Another crash of lighting sounded in the distance, rain drops splattering all around her. She dropped back down in the grass, drawing her knees to her chest. She didn’t have it in her to chase after Henri and own up to how she was feeling. It would just hurt him. And she didn’t want to do that.


  


  GIFT


  MAVEN PLAYED THE VIDEO of Henri again in her bedroom. She watched Henri’s eyes, enjoying how when he smiled they lit up, turning his brown eyes into nothing more than a tight squint. The way he looked at her, if she hadn’t seen it for herself she would have never realized that the way Henri looked at her was magical. A different way than you normally looked at others.


  “Or maybe I’m just stupid.” She sat her phone down.


  She turned the video off and picked it back up. And with no difficulty at all she punched a number in her phone, one that was unknown because she had deliberately deleted it. At one time it was number one on her speed dial. The only number she knew how to dial most days.


  The phone rang several times before he picked up.


  “Hi,” she said, she pressed her chin to her knee staring at her purple toenail polish.


  “Wow. This is a number I haven’t seen in a long time,” Jake said.


  “We need to talk.”


  “Okay. So talk. I really don’t want to be thrown down a flight of stairs by your dad again.”


  Maven rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t a flight of stairs. And you deserved it, Jake.” She couldn’t believe she was talking to Jake. She needed answers and this was the only way to get them. “I’ll meet you at your parent’s house.”


  She listened for Jake to agree or say anything at all.


  “I’ll be here.”


  She knew meeting up with Jake Summit was probably the worst thing she could do. But what if deep down a piece of her really did still care about Jake, she thought, on her way to his parent’s home.


  She hurried along the cobblestone street, her feet in a rush to get it done and over with. Suddenly she was in a full-on sprint to get there quicker. Her hair fluttering behind her through the breeze, she was almost panicking.


  So many times before she had made this exact trip, past the park, the museum, and the old town hall that wasn’t housing anything at the moment, but this time it wasn’t for the same reason.


  She was on her way to Jake’s house to prove for once and for all that there was nothing between them anymore. So she could move on. She didn’t need hope anymore because she knew the things you wanted weren’t necessarily the things that you needed. She knew that the things that were meant to be just happened. You couldn’t control them like she once thought.


  She stopped walking once she realized she was already standing in front of Jake’s home, her feet reluctant to climb the steps she had climbed so many times before. She spotted the familiar potted plants that lined the steps with petunias. The American flag that swayed in front of the brick home at all times, all year long, because his father was so patriotic.


  Her eyes raised to find Jake’s bedroom window above her. She took a deep breath, climbing the stairs. Before she had to force herself to knock, the door opened and out walked Jake. He was dressed in dark cargo shorts and a red t-shirt one size too small. He liked to showcase his strongly built figure.


  He slipped his hands into the pockets of his shorts, and looked at her. “That was fast.”


  Maven nodded. “I wanted to get this over with.”


  Jake sat down on his porch steps. Maven looked past, searching for his parents. It didn’t look as if anyone was home. She took a seat. The last thing she wanted was his parents talking and informing her father she had been sighted at their home.


  “What do you need to get over with?” Jake asked, sanding his hands together before he leaned forward and rested his arms against his legs. “I’ve wanted to talk to you too.”


  Maven looked away from him. It made it easier to say how she felt if she didn’t have to look at him. “A month ago I would have been overjoyed that you and Tatiana broke up.”


  Jake surprised her by not saying something to irritate her for once.


  “But now I’m just angry at you for doing what you did because it didn’t last.” She finally looked at him. “You and I have known each other our entire life. You ruined a lot when you and Tatiana got together. It’s not just about the fact that you lied to me for months about her. It’s that you treated me like the bad guy. You made my life miserable all because you wanted somebody else. And at the time I didn’t understand why, and I was hurt, Jake.” She could feel the tears coming to the surface.


  Jake put an arm around her. “Things got boring. I’ve known you since I was in kindergarten, Tatiana was new.”


  Maven pulled away. If that was his form of making her feel better he really was an idiot.


  “I know that’s not what you want to hear. But, do you really blame me?” He laughed. “I’m a guy, these things happen, Maven. But that doesn’t mean that we can’t work this out now that I realized Tatiana wasn’t what I wanted. This can go back to normal.” He scanned her eyes for acceptance of his foolish idea.


  Maven studied him closely. His eyes boring into her like every time before, but not in a charming way. It was just the way he looked at her, the way he looked at everyone. He expected to be forgiven because he had great eyes, perfect teeth, and James Dean hair.


  She stared back, not moving a muscle. Jake raised a hand, pushing her hair from her shoulder. He leaned in, nudging her lips with his own. His mouth strong and insistent, not gentle or thoughtful, the kiss continued, her hands stayed in her lap, while his gripped her shoulders, keeping her in place so he could keep going.


  Maven pulled away, wincing. She had forgotten his disgusting habit of biting. He thought it was hot, and she was sure it could be if he didn’t come close to drawing blood when he did it. Jake moved in again, but this time she pressed her hand into his chest stopping him.


  He shook his head, grabbing her by the wrist. “Tell me you don’t feel something between us still.” He smirked, one hand gripping her wrist, the other creeping through her hair, pushing it off of her shoulders again. “I don’t miss this hair that’s for sure. It’s so long and annoying.” He touched her neck. “Gets in the way of the more important parts of your body.”


  “I don’t feel anything. And I don’t care what you think about my hair.” She wrenched her arm loose, standing up. Jake shot up too. His eyes filled with resentment.


  “That’s just ridiculous. You can’t honestly think that idiot is better than me.”


  “Yeah I can. And the only idiot is me for thinking this would help me see what was right in front of my face.” She started down the stairs.


  “What’s that, Maven?” Jake crossed his arm. “You think you found some great guy that’s going to treat you better? Once he knows the real you, he will find his own Tatiana, you will see that it’s not because I am an asshole, it’s because you’re just that boring.”


  Maven ignored his vicious words, turning to leave. She concentrated on putting distance between Jake and herself, not the foul mouth that was hurling horrible insults at her. Or the threats he was making, trying to prove just how big and bad he was.


  She told herself it was nothing more than Jake’s ego. He couldn’t stand not getting what he wanted. But now she knew that there was nothing between her and Jake anymore. And there would never be again.


  She was over Jake Summit.


  


  SUNBEAMS


  THE DULL HUM in the empty doctor’s office, the soft patter of footsteps on the other side of the door, even the crinkle and crunch of the paper beneath him was grating on Henri’s nerves today. Another appointment, another hour of his life left to the wayside for the doctor to come in check his vitals and ask him how he was feeling. To check the pacemaker residing in his chest and tell him that everything looked good.


  What was good about a device designed to remind his pathetic heart to beat correctly? Some would say, obviously, that it kept him alive. But Henri felt nothing more than robotic relying on a machine to keep him going.


  Sometimes at night he lay in bed, staring at his ceiling, wondering how many times he had been saved from dying because of his pacemaker. And then other thoughts crept into his mind. The ones that made him feel bad for living a life that wasn’t meant for him. He wasn’t made right, his body had many flaws. He wasn’t supposed to be breathing anymore. The only reason he was—science. On some occasions he was alright with that. But days like today he couldn’t help feeling like it didn’t matter.


  The door opened. Henri prepared himself for horrible news. He hadn’t been feeling all that great. He barely wanted to get out of bed this morning. He wasn’t going to deny it. He wasn’t certain if it were depression or stupidity. He rubbed the back of his neck watching Maven’s mother sift through his file, her back turned to him. She hadn’t even said hello. Maybe she was too afraid to hand over the bad news. Or maybe she just didn’t want to look at him knowing his tie to Maven was slowly drifting into the oblivion. He wanted to tell her it wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t the first time someone dumped him. He wanted to inform her that being dead last was kind of normal to him.


  Jake Summit was a healthy, good looking guy. It made sense Maven would want Jake over him. His heart quickened. He just wished she would turn around and say something. His mind drifted back to Maven. She hadn’t picked Jake over him. She hadn’t even said anything like that to him. He was getting ahead of himself.


  “Henri.” She took a few steps forward, her white doctors’ coat skimming past her knee. He studied her red heels. Not many doctors were so stylish. He was used to staring at running shoes or the kind to help ease a backache. The kind he expected to see today, but instead, there was Maven’s mother.


  Henri lifted his head allowing her to inspect his lymph nodes. Opening his mouth for the usual peek, next he followed her pen, bored. He watched her write something down and then quickly place it in the pocket of her coat.


  Instead of the usual talk about what he should or shouldn’t be doing, she pulled up a stool. Henri studied her closely, this was not the norm.


  “Aren’t you going to ask me how I feel?”


  She shook her head. “I have something to discuss with you.” She placed a hand on his knee squeezing ever so enthusiastically. His fingers jerked against the paper nervously. “Something good.”


  Henri’s expression stayed stoic. He barely reacted to the idea anything she was going to say to him was going to be good. Things hadn’t been good for some time now.


  She removed her hand, flipping the tablet open.


  “I know your doctor has informed you and your family that he wasn’t willing to try any other attempts at fixing your condition.” She dropped her gaze from Henri to the tablet. “But I have talked to several of my colleagues back home and they tell me they have been very successful with a different method.”


  Henri felt dizzy. He wasn’t sure if it was the usual reason or because this woman he hardly knew was trying to give him hope. “Everyone we have talked to has said the same thing.” He was growing angry that she would do this to him. “I have a heart condition,” he said.


  She nodded. “I am fully aware of this.” She turned to the door as Henri’s aunt came in. A big smile on her face that only made him angrier, it was obvious she had taken the bait and believed Maven’s mother had answers to fix him. But he wasn’t so quick to believe anything anyone told him anymore. It wasn’t the first time someone tried to go to the extreme to save him.


  “I have hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. Maybe you should do a little more research. There are three ways to help me. And I have the scar to prove that they tried one already.” He brought his hand to his chest.


  His aunt Janet moved in, grabbing up his fist in her grip. “We have talked with the doctor’s back home where Dr. Wilder works and they said they’ve had quite a few great successes with this procedure, Henri. This might be the answer.”


  Henri’s gaze fell back on Dr. Wilder. She nodded, eager to explain.


  “That’s not the only thing wrong with me.” He looked at Aunt Janet. “You told her the rest? About the Von-what’s it called disease?” He could see by his aunt’s face he was pushing her patience.


  “Of course she knows about this, Henri. She is a doctor, and she also has your files right in front of her face.”


  Dr. Wilder stood up. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, reminding him of Maven and taking him away from the futile chat bouncing around the room. He barely heard the details that his disease had been dormant lately, dormant enough to make him an ideal candidate for the new-fangled procedure where, with her doctor friend’s brilliant hands and a team of surgeons, they were sure they could manipulate his heart and body to do amazing things, restoring him to outstanding physical condition.


  He blinked, coming back to reality, Aunt Janet’s fingernails digging into the skin of his hand.


  “Isn’t that great, Henri?”


  The two women stared at him, their smiles turning them into beaming idiots. But he couldn’t wrap his brain around it.


  “Henri, Dr. Wilder believes this will fix you, that you will be able to go on living a normal life just like everyone else.” She touched his face, drawing his gaze to hers. “I know it’s a lot to take in. But be happy please. This is truly the answer to all of our prayers.”


  Henri forced a smile, igniting a sob from Aunt Janet. He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her. Dr. Wilder smiled warmly rubbing her back. “This is great news, Henri.”


  Henri nodded.


  “This weekend we are going to admit you into the hospital. It’s very important you have several days of medications and all the right care before the procedure. This will guarantee your body can handle the surgery.”


  He hated the word surgery. But he couldn’t deny that the idea that he might have a chance at living was an amazing thing. Better than what he expected when he first walked in the doctor’s office that morning.


  “The weekend?” he asked, suddenly remembering the Hop. “This weekend?”


  Dr. Wilder nodded. “Yes, this weekend, Henri. And it couldn’t happen soon enough. I have looked over your results from a few weeks ago and it’s the best thing that could happen, the sooner the better.”


  Aunt Janet looked up. “What do you mean?”


  Dr. Wilder’s eyebrows dropped. She didn’t want to ruin the good news by throwing bad news on top of it. “We will discuss the details about the procedure this weekend.” She dropped her gaze back to the paper. “It seems the pacemaker has been working a lot harder than before, Henri. And this indicates—”


  “That things are worse.” Henri finished the sentence for her. The reason for all the dizziness was revealed, and for his lack of energy most days.


  Aunt Janet kissed Henri on the cheek. “This weekend things will be better.”


  “Yes. This weekend we will be one step closer to fixing Henri.” Dr. Wilder smiled along with Aunt Janet.


  Henri smiled, staring off. He promised Maven he would take her to the Hop. He wasn’t about to disappoint her. It meant a lot to her. It was something she was looking forward to. He would go to the ball and be back before morning. And then the doctors could have at it.


  “You won’t say anything to Maven right?” He asked Dr. Wilder.


  Dr. Wilder shook her head very quickly. “Of course not. Anything that happens in here is between you and I. Doctor’s oath, Henri.”


  Henri hopped down from the table. As soon as he hit the hallway he was bum-rushed by his father, his arms crushing him as he squeezed the life out of him.


  “I got on the first flight out here, dude!” His dad exclaimed, he let him go, but then grabbed him by the shoulders nearly shaking the life out of him.


  Aunt Janet slapped his father in the arm. “Stop shaking Henri, he is still unwell Doug.” They embraced. Henri stood back watching. It had been some time since he saw his father—if that was what you would call a guy who left his mother to “explore” the world (and nearly every twenty-something waitress he ran into) as he put it. There was no rhyme or reason behind his departure. He just took off six months after Henri did.


  Henri crossed his arms, his gaze falling on his mother now. She gave a wave from behind the chaos, a purse in one hand, a gift in the other. She let both fall on the floor as soon as she could get to him.


  “I missed you, Henri,” she said, squeezing him lightly. Henri rolled his eyes, lifting her off the ground in an attempt to give her the best hug he could muster.


  “I missed you too, ma.”


  She smiled, tears in her eyes, unlike Henri she wasn’t afraid to share her emotions for the entire world to see. Crying was better left for behind closed doors, that was his father’s motto. Henri wiped her eyes with the back of his hand. “Stop crying. You’re supposed to be happy.”


  


  


  UNSURE


  BURSTS OF SUNRAYS spilled through the sheer curtains of Maven’s bedroom, making a large spotlight of warmth at the end of her bed.


  She was perched in that exact spot. Her phone beside her, filing down her nails, trying to prepare for the day.


  Summer wasn’t exactly how she would have wanted it to go. It had been a couple days since she saw Henri in person and a couple since she kissed Jake Summit for the last time.


  Today was the Hop, the big dance the entire town of Portwood looked forward to attending. She glanced at her dress hanging on the hook by her dresser. She wasn’t that excited anymore.


  Before she could ponder it any further her phone chirped.


  Hey beautiful. Henri said via text message.


  


  Maven rested her file on the bed delicately lifting the phone.


  Hi, Henri. How are you? She missed him.


  


  It only took a couple seconds before he replied back.


  Good. My family came for a visit. My dad is even here. How weird is that?


  


  Maven stood up, walking across her bedroom floor, staring at his response. She was afraid to ask why the sudden surge of relatives. She also knew how Henri felt about his father. They weren’t close after he left his mother.


  


  Pretty weird. She texted back, opening her closet. She plucked a white dress from its hanger and slipped it on, sitting down on the stool of her vanity to slip her sandals on her feet.


  I could use an escape. You want to take a walk or something?


  


  Maven smiled. She couldn’t see how a walk could get them into any trouble with Jake. It would be pleasant and give her a moment to see Henri and explain herself to him. She knew she owed it to Henri to explain why she had been acting so strange lately.


  


  I will be ready in five minutes. See you soon.


  Henri pocketed his phone as another round of laughter shook the kitchen. His parents and family all gathered around the table eating an enormous assortment of breakfast foods. Everyone was on cloud nine after the news of Henri’s upcoming surgery, but even with good news, Henri didn’t have an appetite. He poked at the pancakes and hash browns on his plate making sure to keep a grin plastered on his face at all times.


  Henri stood up. Everyone’s eyes fell on him, their conversations ending quickly. Every move he made seemed to invoke some sort of hushed silence in the house.


  “Where you heading off to?” Flynn asked. “Are you meeting up with blondie?”


  Henri sighed. His mother perked up even more at the utterance of a female in Henri’s life.


  “Blondie?” She looked between Flynn and Henri.


  Henri’s father leaned back in his seat a pleased grin on his face. “Thatta boy.”


  “Why would you say that?” His mom asked. She glued her callous stare on his father. Henri knew what was coming next. “Have a little decency, Doug.”


  “He’s a grown man, what would you rather me be doing, scolding him and sending him to his room for liking a girl?” They both stared at one another, daring each other to say anything else. His parents were like those knights back in the old days, jousting each other from horses at a high rate of speed.


  “Her name is Maven. And that’s all I care to discuss with anyone. I’m sure Aunt Janet would be willing to fill you in.” He pulled his chirping phone from his pocket. “That’s her now and I’m late.”


  His father stood. “Invite her over. We want to meet her.”


  His mother sat back in her chair. She lifted her orange juice, refusing to agree with her ex-husband although she felt the same way.


  Henri shook his head, looking down at his phone.


  


  I’m outside your house, and you’re in trouble.


  


  He winced at the sound of the doorbell. His father was already heading to the door to see what girl was willing to pay him attention.


  Henri groaned.


  


  Maven was a bit surprised to see an unfamiliar man answering the door to Henri’s house. But she knew the minute she looked at him that he was Henri’s father. It was the smile. The same big smile that was a tad crooked and reached his eyes and made them turn into little slits—just as attractive as his son.


  He waved a hand, and then accepted hers. His skin warm and his nails perfectly manicured.


  “I’m Doug Levitt.” He opened the door wider letting her in. “Henri was just telling us about you.”


  Maven pushed some hair behind her ear. “Really?”


  He nodded dramatically. “Oh yeah, but he left out the part about just how beautiful you were.”


  Henri rounded the corner in time to see his father’s pathetic flattery pan out. He wasn’t one of those creepy older men, he just was too complimentary.


  “Hey,” he said to Maven, running a hand through his hair. “I would have got out of here sooner, but as you can see...” He nodded toward his dad.


  “Are you hungry, Maven?” His father asked, ignoring Henri’s attempt at taking off.


  “No, I already ate, but thank you for asking.” She smiled warmly.


  “Darn.” His dad looked between the two of them. “So what are the plans for the day?”


  Henri grabbed Maven by the arm before she could answer and practically shoved her up the stairs. She looked back at Henri’s father and gave an apologetic wave. He waved back, shaking his head as he went back into the kitchen with the rest of the family.


  “Henri what was that?” Maven asked as soon as he closed his bedroom door.


  He tried to hide behind a smile. Coming close and wrapping his arms around her waist.


  “I missed you. And I wanted to see you. Not here with my family, just the two of us.” He pushed her bangs from her eyes. “My dad likes to talk. It would have taken forever to have a moment alone.”


  Maven scanned his eyes. She wasn’t sure what was happening. But she felt a bit awkward.


  “I missed you too.” She moved away, her feet clicking soundly across Henri’s floor. She took a seat. “I wanted to apologize for the way that I’ve been acting.”


  Henri waved his hand dismissing the attempt. “No need.”


  “I feel like there is, Henri.”


  He sat down across from her in the window seat. Drawing up his legs, the only reason he swept Maven away so fast was because he didn’t want his father or anyone hearing about the Hop later on that night. Not to hear any kind of explanation for her feelings towards another guy. Good or bad, he didn’t want to talk about it.


  “I could think of better things to talk about than Jake Summit.” He told her. “Like the Hop.”


  Maven looked away. “About the Hop. I was thinking since you were never too keen on the idea that we just do something else.”


  Henri squeezed the bridge of his nose in frustration. “You’re bailing. Why are you bailing?”


  “I feel so bad for the other day. I acted like an idiot. You don’t deserve to be treated that way. You deserve answers and to not feel like I like someone else.” She moved closer, taking Henri’s hand. He thought for certain she was about to break the news, that she and Jake found their way back to each other.


  “Maven—” he said, trying to object.


  “Henri. I don’t have feelings for Jake Summit. It was never about Jake. I have feelings for someone else.” She smiled artfully. Henri was relieved.


  “I knew it.” He dropped his head dramatically. “John at the Barber shop. You have a thing for old men with knee-high socks don’t you?”


  Maven laughed. “Absolutely, the older the better, I really dig false teeth.”


  They both stopped laughing and grew serious. Henri’s expression remained frozen as he waited for Maven to hand over a real answer.


  “He’s charming. And sweet. Thoughtful. Caring. Cute as a button. He makes me laugh, a lot.” She moved closer. “He has brown hair and matching brown eyes. The best smile I have ever seen. And when he kisses me…my heart beats so fast I think it’s going to come right out of my chest.” She looked at Henri. He was smiling.


  “Does this guy have a name because I am starting to get the feeling I know him.” His fingers traced the length of her face. Her eyes softened at his touch, as he looked at her.


  “Don’t be foolish. It’s you.” She leaned in, placing a kiss on his cheek. “I was afraid to tell you this.”


  “Why?”


  Maven rested her head on his shoulder so she wouldn’t have to look at him. She touched his chest with her hand. “Because you have to deal with something that I can’t even begin to imagine and I didn’t want to burden you with my feelings.”


  “Because I’m going to die.” His words hit her like a ton of bricks, but Henri didn’t allow her to pull away. “I would rather deal with a beautiful girl having feelings for me than just sitting around waiting on death, Maven.”


  “I didn’t know that. I didn’t know what was right or wrong. I was starting to feel bad all the time because I like you and the more I like you the worse I feel. And I hate to admit that.”


  Henri pursed his lips. Maven sat up, looking into his eyes. He hadn’t said anything back.


  “You think I’m awful.” She stood up. “I am so sorry.”


  “Maven.” Henri jumped up. “I don’t. Calm down. I think you’re normal. You’re not the first person in my life to freak out about the thought of me dying. Why do you think I keep to myself? My family treats me like a fragile piece of china every day because of it. I can handle it.”


  “Ok.” Was all she could push out.


  Henri could see the alarm on her face. “You’re the only person who treats me normal.”


  She shook her head, tears nipping at her eyes. “But I don’t. I just go around acting like it’s not there.”


  “I like that.” He smiled. “I don’t want you to be afraid of me. I’m still Henri, I’m just…dying.” Henri walked across the room, pulling her in for a hug. “It’s okay to admit that, because even after I say it, I realize I’m still me.”


  Maven held tight, her fingers squeezing his t-shirt, holding on for dear life. It was a relief to hear him say something about it.


  “I don’t want to go to the Hop because it wasn’t something you wanted to do.”


  Henri shook his head. “I want to go.”


  “No, you’re going because I want to go.” She argued.


  “Just forget about everything that has you upset and let’s have a good night.” He pulled away waiting for her to agree. “I have a lot planned for us. So don’t ditch me on my night.”


  Maven laughed. “Oh, so now it’s your night.”


  “It’s got to be someone’s.” He smirked. He knew tonight was going to be something special. It was going to be the night he told her that there was hope for him. That he was about to have a second chance at life, and that he wanted her in it.


  “Okay. So we will go.” She kissed his cheek. “I feel better.”


  “I’m glad.” They were both still, finally their mouths met up for a soft kiss. Henri pulled her closer. She could feel the heat from his skin through the light material of her dress. She kissed his neck, not worrying anymore that things were happening too fast. Henri squeezed her arm, enjoying her lips. He pulled away, and took a seat on his bed. Maven followed. They both fell backward. Maven kissed him again, pressing herself against him, running her hands up his arms, down his chest. He slid a hand through her hair, down the back of her legs, his kisses growing stronger. She trailed her fingers down his chest. Henri pressed his forehead against hers ending their connection.


  “Don’t you have to be getting ready for tonight?” He smiled as she pressed her lips into his once more, giggling at the realization that if they didn’t pull it together they probably would miss the Hop.


  “I.” She kissed him. “Do.” She kissed him again. “But…I’d rather lay here with you.”


  “I promise tonight we can do whatever you want.” He kissed her cheek, staring into her eyes.


  “Even lay down by the water under the willow?” It was her favorite place to be with Henri.


  “Even there.” He sat up. “I’ll bring a blanket.”


  “Fine. I will go home and get ready.”


  Henri felt a twinge of panic setting into his system. “Didn’t you say your parents go to this thing too?”


  Maven fixed her hair, smoothing her dress. “Yeah. But my mother said something came up with work so she won’t be going. She said she has to be up early. She will probably be in bed before this evening if I know her.”


  “What about your dad?”


  Maven gave Henri a strange look. “He’s working a long shift at the hospital for Mr. Summit. He rarely goes to the Hop. And Maggie refuses ever since my mother told her she couldn’t wear Converse with a dress.”


  Henri felt a little relieved. As soon as Maven was safely on her way home, Henri searched for Flynn. He found him outside about to mow the lawn.


  “Flynn. Hey can I talk to you for a second?” He looked around for any sign of his parents.


  Flynn slung his shirt over his shoulder, beads of sweat already collecting along his brow. “What can I do for ya?”


  Henri raised an eyebrow. He was already feeling guilty and he hadn’t even asked Flynn to help him out.


  “If you’re wondering where your parents are they are with mine. They all went up to check out the yogurt hut and do a little window shopping. So what’s got you looking two shades of gray?” Flynn took a seat on the porch steps. He left a hand on the lawnmower waiting for Henri to cough it up.


  “I need your help getting out of the house tonight.” Right away he could sense Flynn’s hesitation. “Just listen before you flip out.”


  Flynn raised a single eyebrow. His golden brown hair fluttering in the breeze, he rolled his eyes. “You are being admitted in the hospital bright and early tomorrow morning. Super early, I think mom said five in the morning early.”


  “That’s why it’s perfect. I can be back in no time.”


  Flynn chuckled, shaking his head. “Do you really think the clones are going to allow you to walk out of this house tonight when you’re this close?” He held up two fingers, demonstrating the closeness. “You’re crazy, it’s not possible.”


  Henri sat down beside Flynn. “You used to say anything was possible back when we were younger. We used to sneak out all the time. I thought you had balls, Flynn.”


  Flynn shoved Henri playfully, nearly knocking him off the porch steps. “Oh, I have balls. And I also like you, and am thrilled by the news.”


  Henri nodded. He was sure Flynn was. He knew he had a hard time dealing with the thought of losing him. “So you’re in?”


  Flynn sighed and then nodded. “Sure, fine. Tori and I will be there anyways in case something happens.”


  Henri grinned. “So what’s the plan?”


  They started discussing different options for getting Henri safely out of the house without anyone knowing that he was gone. They both knew it would not be happening if anyone found out. Flynn’s mother, and Henri’s, would never let Henri leave the house knowing he was close to dying, knowing that his body was slowly fading away as everyone sat and waited for a miracle.


  


  WHAT-IFS


  HENRI TOOK A NAP before the Hop. Upon waking he lay in his bed, the room was dark. He stared up at his ceiling. He had had an awful dream, so much so he wrote it down.


  He was in that stupid hospital gown again lying in a hospital bed, but nobody was there. And there was such a horrible presence in the room that it scared him. That was the part that woke him out of his sleep. He was surprised he hadn’t aroused suspicion that something was not right and had his entire family in his room. Or maybe the scream was part of the dream too. He wasn’t sure.


  He remembered the hospital staff coming into his room. They weren’t ordinary staff. They all wore dark cloaks all the way to the floor. Henri couldn’t see their feet. They just looked to be floating all around him.


  And no matter what he said, nobody would listen. He worried this was his mind’s idea of death. And for some reason even after he was awake it soured his feelings about the surgery.


  What if things didn’t turn out the way they thought they would? What if he didn’t make it?


  He sat up. Taking his phone from his nightstand, he started the video camera and turned it to face him. He ran his hand down his face and then through his hair trying to look halfway decent on film.


  “I really have no idea what to say. But I figured I would say something.” He dropped his feet to the floor. Staring across his room trying to bring the right words to the rather eerie calm that was all around him, finally he looked at the camera again. “I’m Henri Levitt. And if these are my last days on earth…well, I say goodbye to everyone I cared about. And I say hello to the unknown.” He stood up, crossing the floor to get to his window. He took a seat. “I just hope there is something else.” He made a face. “Who am I kidding? The only way you find out is by dying, the part that sucks about that, I can’t come back and tell anyone if the theory was right or not.” He smirked. “To all of you who worried about me…thanks for that, but if I’m gone now please stop and just be happy for once.” He scribbled a little note on a scrap of paper telling his Aunt Janet or Flynn—whoever went through his room first, that he left them a message on his phone. It wasn’t a lot, he didn’t know how to say goodbye, but at least it would give them some kind of peace if by some horrible turn of events he didn’t make it out of the surgery.


  He sighed. Opening his closet and taking out his black dress shirt.


  It was now or never. He had to get going or he would never make it out of the house. Just as he was about to head for the shower Flynn came bustling into the room. He sanded his hands together. A big grin pinned on his face. “This is kind of exciting.”


  Henri raised an eyebrow, grinning. “Yeah, maybe a little.” Flynn tossed him the dark gray dress slacks that were in his hand. “Picked these up for you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Flynn plopped down on Henri’s bed. He was already decked out head to toe in black dress pants and a dark red dress shirt. The first couple buttons open exposing his bare chest.


  “I’m going to grab a shower,” Henri informed Flynn. “I’ll leave the clothes in here so nobody notices I’m about to head anywhere.”


  Flynn nodded in agreement. “Sandra and April already left with their dates.” He told him.


  “Great.” Henri rubbed the back of his neck. He was nervous.


  Flynn could tell. “Just relax. I won’t let anything happen to you. You want this to be an amazing night then it will be. That’s what I’m here for.” Flynn reached into his pocket pulling something out. He waved his hand.


  Henri studied him closely, a look of embarrassment revealing itself on his face. “Flynn. I have my own condoms.”


  Flynn shrugged, pocketing them. “It’s been awhile I wasn’t sure. Do you need any tips?”


  Henri shook his head. “I’m not thinking about sex right now. I am more worried about sneaking out of the house.” Besides if that happened, he wanted it to be spontaneous and impulsive.


  Flynn ignored him and decided to throw him a few pointers. “Make sure you make it about her if you know what I’m saying. Girls these days hate guys that rush to the finish line.”


  Henri didn’t have a rap sheet as long as Flynn’s arm, but he knew enough to know better than that.


  “And don’t get too creative. Girls don’t like being turned into pretzels.” Flynn wiped the scuff from the toe of his dress shoe. “And be careful. You’re the only person I know who could die while making love to a girl. Your mother would kill me.” Flynn stood, worried. “Maybe sex should wait. Or you let her do all the work or something.”


  Henri laughed. “Don’t worry about my sexual endeavors. No matter what happens I’ll be fine. I’m not an idiot.”


  Henri left to shower while Flynn fashioned a ladder out of bed sheets to stealthily sneak Henri from the house. They had it all set up perfectly. After Henri showered he would tell them all goodnight. Say he was going to get some much needed rest for the big day tomorrow and more or less tell them all to back off for the night because he needed to get in the zone. As long as his mother and Flynn’s bought into it he was pretty sure he could manage a night out with Maven without anyone noticing he was gone. And he could be back by morning.


  ***


  Maven anxiously spritzed herself with one finishing puff of perfume. She turned her head in the mirror, admiring her black earrings. They swayed with every movement she made.


  Nick tapped on her door. He was already decked out in all black. Black dress slacks and a black dress shirt and tie. His hair perfectly styled, looking nothing less than messy and like he just rolled out of bed into a bunch of hair product.


  “Could you do us a favor?” Nick said. He handed over a camera before Maven agreed to any favors. April appeared in the doorway. She was wearing a pencil dress with a shiny white belt around her tiny waist. Her hair swept up in soft waves, fashioning into a messy bun at the back of her head.


  “Let me guess. A picture?” Maven waited for them to pose themselves. April looked Maven up and down, admiring her turquoise dress and soft makeup. She was a little concerned why Maven was going when Henri wasn’t going to be there, but before she could say anything she was blinded by the flash of the camera. She straightened up. Slipping one hand behind Nick’s back, pressing her cheek against his. In her heels she was the same height as him.


  “One more,” Nick instructed. Maven pushed the button on the camera again and then handed it back to her brother.


  “Nice dress,” April said, quietly slipping out of Maven’s room before Maven could offer her the same kind words. Nick lingered for a moment.


  “What?” Maven asked, he was acting strange.


  Nick shrugged. “Nothing, I just wanted to say you look beautiful, Maven.” He headed down the stairs.


  Maven raised an eyebrow. She fluffed her shiny waves, eyeing her makeup. She was trying for natural yet chic. She wanted Henri to smile at the sight of her.


  


  Her phone chirped. It was Henri.


  


  Fifteen minutes.


  


  She couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous. The dance had started twenty minutes ago and Henri and Flynn were just showing up. She stood on the porch, hands on hips wondering what the holdup was. But all that was just as soon forgotten when she saw Henri.


  Her mouth fell open. Flynn grinned. He shoved Henri forward. He apprehensively stared at the ground, looking a bit shy yet pleased to be on her porch step she thought.


  “A bow tie.” She touched his neck a big smile filling her face. “Henri you look really great.”


  “I’ve always wanted to try a bowtie,” Henri said, causing everyone to laugh. He was wearing a black dress shirt, with a dark gray bow tie and matching gray slacks. At the compliment he smiled, but quickly pushed it aside to compliment her now.


  “Not as great as you.” He lifted her hand, kissing the top of it ever so gently, a small grin creeping up on his face. Formal events made him a bit silly.


  Flynn cleared his throat, slinging a hand around Tori, his girlfriend. “I think it’s safe to say we all look amazing.”


  They introduced the girls before heading to the Hop.


  Walking through town, through a swarm of fellow townspeople, Henri had to admit he was nervous. His parents and Flynn’s weren’t there of course, but that didn’t mean someone else wouldn’t recognize him being there. Flynn had to keep reassuring him that anyone who saw him wouldn’t break the news until the weekday once business resumed. It took a lot of reminders from Flynn for Henri to believe it and just enjoy the night.


  As the four of them approached, it was very obvious a gathering was happening. A lively trumpet medley sounded, flowing through the streets. Kids and adults of all sizes and shapes laughed and danced, everyone was full of summer bliss. It always reminded Maven of a time, long before any of the kids her age were around, when people danced to songs with no words, songs fueled by instruments and nothing more and just had plain old fun. Maybe that was why everyone enjoyed it so much—it was simple and easy.


  Just as Miss. Lisa had promised, tiny twinkle lights hung from the willows, making a beautiful canopy of lighting overhead. Candles perched in windows, turquoise and black balloons swayed in the breeze as they got closer. It was perfect.


  Henri stole Maven’s hand as they slipped into the crowd. It wasn’t hard to see that soon they were an insignificant part of the community. There were too many people to pick Henri out. And the only thing that mattered to anyone was the music.


  “Do you want to dance?” Maven said in his ear, talking louder than usual so he could hear her.


  “Let’s get it over with.” Henri joked, taking hold of her waist. He kept telling himself not to step on her toes. He smiled, watching Maven smile back, showing him just how to enjoy himself as they began dancing, she held on to his neck as they circled the floor—which was a task with so many people in the way.


  “See...fun right?” Maven asked him. She poked his bowtie. “You’re light on your feet, Henri.”


  Henri smirked. “I might know a thing or two about the art of slow dancing. Just don’t ask me to break dance.” He took her hand, securing his other hand on her back and dipped her. Maven giggled, her hair spilling down across her shoulders when he set her on two legs again.


  They spun in a circle, a little too fast and a little too playful, but neither of them cared. It wasn’t about the music it was about the moment and they both were in this one together.


  As the song ended and another one began, Maven noticed this one had lyrics. She raised an eyebrow. Henri smiled even bigger than he was already smiling at her. “Sound familiar?” he said.


  Maven kissed his cheek. “How did you…?”


  Henri nodded. “If you look to the left you will see my cousin. He is responsible for the song choice.” Henri guided Maven in the direction of Flynn. Flynn waved.


  Days after knowing Henri, he told her about the song. How it spoke to him. How for weeks on end, he played it on repeat. It meant a lot to him, more than she understood she was sure. And because it meant so much to Henri it meant a lot to her too.


  “Good choice,” Maven said, Henri dipped her once more and as soon as she gained her footing he raised her hand, twirling her in a circle. The night and the lights made her more adorable than she already was to him as he stared into her eyes.


  “I’m glad we’re here together,” he said in her ear, holding her close. He was tired and a little too hot, but being part of the night, being with Maven, it kept him going.


  


  Flynn watched Henri and Maven dancing the night away, a big grin on his face. It was great to see Henri enjoy himself for once.


  Tori, his girlfriend, elbowed him in the side. She hoped he didn’t think she hadn’t noticed his sudden disappearing act. “Where did you run off to? I was standing with the old people. I looked like an idiot, Flynn.”


  Flynn took Tori’s hand. “Don’t be mad at me. I was doing good things.”


  Tori sighed. “What kind of good things?” But she was only met with a child-like smirk.


  Flynn pushed through the crowd. Tori coming up the rear, he was hot and growing a bit concerned that the high temperature and all the dancing was going to take its toll on Henri.


  “Henri, my man,” Flynn said once he located him in the crowd.


  Henri and Maven slowed their dancing. “What’s up?” Maven’s golden hair stuck to the side of her face, her cheeks flushed with color. Henri was just as flushed, but more spent than any of them.


  “Have you had your fill of the Hop?” Flynn asked, touching Henri’s forehead. His eyes filled with concern. “You’re tired. You got to know when to quit. Maven knows when to quit.” He shot a look at Maven giving her the opening to bail Henri out of his commitment of dancing the night away.


  “Of course.” Maven’s eyes were filled with distress, she shook her head. She cursed herself for not noticing how tired Henri was. “We can go right now. It’s not a problem.”


  Flynn smiled, pleased there was no argument. But as soon as they escaped the throng of dancers Henri put on the brakes.


  “I promised Maven we would sit by the water.” Henri told them. Maven waved a hand trying to object. “Sitting is a good thing. I promise I’ll be home in no time.”


  Flynn sighed. “Tori and I will hang out for a little while longer, Henri. You give me a call when you’re ready to go.” Flynn squeezed Henri tightly as if he was a proud father sending his son to school for the first time.


  “What was that all about?” Henri asked as they broke apart, he looked skeptically at Flynn who offered no reason behind his weird disposition.


  Flynn blew him off. “Nothing. Just make some memories you old stud you.” He slapped his back and left Henri to it.


  “I left a blanket by the tree.” Henri told her as they walked down the hill to the water below. A moth swooped past his face as they hurried to their secret place.


  Maven squeezed his hand. “Did you have a good time?”


  “Of course.”


  “Promise?” She looked at him, hoping he was being honest because for her it was the best time she had ever had at the Hop.


  Henri shook his head, tracing a finger across his chest as a form of a promise.


  Maven gasped, bringing her hands to her face in shock at the sight in front of her. “Henri!”


  Henri was shocked himself. “Flynn.” He said under his breath. All along the grass were candles in protective glass lanterns. A radio sat nestled in the grass playing soft music. Maven dropped to her knees.


  “This is beautiful.” She kissed his cheek. “Henri this is amazing.” She looked back and forth between the candles to the picnic basket. Flynn had snuck away without a word and set the entire thing up. Henri had no idea, but it meant a lot, and it answered the question of why Flynn was acting so odd.


  He opened the picnic basket. “Water or soda?”


  “Water,” Maven said, accepting the bottle.


  He took a swig of his own and then set it down next to him. It was time to tell her why the night meant so much to him. He took her hand, she scooted closer. Searching his eyes, she suddenly felt nervous. She laid down, staring through the willows at the star lit sky. Henri laid down beside her, their hands blindly finding one another all over again.


  “I have something to tell you.” Her grip tightened on his. He wondered if she was thinking the worst.


  Maven squeezed her eyes shut. She knew it, he was about to tell her that he had gotten worse. She held her breath—waiting.


  Henri turned over, stroking her hair. It was now or never. “What would you say if I told you they found a way to fix me?”


  Maven sat up. She was confused, his words didn’t make sense. So she just looked at him.


  Henri stayed where he was taking in the stars. “I found out yesterday that they think they can fix me. Your mother told us all about it at my last appointment. Tomorrow morning I will be admitted to start the procedure.”


  Maven smiled and then burst into tears. Henri sat up, wrapping his arms around her. “Isn’t this good news?”


  She nodded. “It’s the best news I have ever heard. I was just so afraid you were going to tell me something awful. This is great, Henri. How do you feel?” She touched his face. “Are you okay? Scared? Nervous?”


  Henri was all of that and then some. “I’m happy to try. What more can I say?” He had plenty more to say, but he didn’t want to seem weak to the one person that meant so much to him.


  “That’s the best news. I am so happy for you.” She smiled, wiping at her eyes. She giggled, feeling silly for crying. “I shouldn’t be crying. We should be celebrating.” She closed her eyes at Henri’s kiss.


  He carefully maneuvered the two of them down onto the blanket. His fingers tangling with her hair, he pressed his mouth against hers more adamantly than any time before. Maven pulled him closer, her hands running down his back. She lifted her head, giving Henri access to her neck.


  Henri pulled away, staring down at her, the moonlight made her look like she had a golden aura all around her. “I want you to know that I really like you. And I really care about you. This summer has meant a lot to me.”


  She pulled him close, softly kissing him. “I really like you too, Henri.” She kissed him again.


  “I might be falling for you.” He admitted, smiling sheepishly, breaking the intense moment up. “And I’m not saying that because we are here right now. I just wanted to say it out loud.”


  He kissed her again. Maven couldn’t have dreamt a better moment.


  “Well I hate to disappoint you, Henri. But I have already fallen for you.” She giggled as Henri tickled her for joking with him.


  “Swear it?” He said, raising an eyebrow. “You have fallen for me? Henri Levitt?” His expression grew serious. He ran a hand up her leg, watching her face at his forward touch. Finally it didn’t feel wrong or too soon. It felt right. She smiled, nodding her head without a sound.


  His hands created a thousand welcomed goose bumps up and down her leg. She tugged his bowtie loose, working on the buttons of his shirt. Henri kissed her neck, his hand journeying up the length of her body. He enjoyed the feel of her skin, the scent of her perfume, and the warmth of her skin.


  ***


  Jake Summit was dressed in a bright red v-neck t-shirt and black dress slacks. He ignored his friends as they talked about pointless things. He was only fixated on one thing—why Flynn was running around with all those candles earlier. And why Henri and Maven had taken off so fast.


  “Did anyone see Maven?” He asked his buddies. Everyone fell silent. “I take that as a no.”


  Arnold Jones—Jake’s long-time friend—elbowed him. “Drink, loosen up and forget about girls for one night.” He handed over a small flask of liquor. They were all wasted as it was, but whatever it took to get Jake back in the moment and away from whining about Maven Wilder all night.


  They all had heard the story of Maven too many times to count. How she all but made him a fool the day she refused to take him back. And how he suddenly realized after running around with Tatiana that Maven was the girl he wanted. Everyone knew Jake only wanted what he couldn’t have. Girls were a game to him. And he was the type of guy who thought they all should worship the ground he walked on.


  ***


  Flynn wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Tori pulled him from the dance floor. They found the punchbowl. But as Tori filled two solo cups with punch, she noticed Flynn watching a group of boys across the way.


  “Who are they?” She kissed his cheek offering him the drink. “And why are you staring at them like that?”


  Flynn took a sip of the watered down punch, his eyes not leaving Jake Summit and his buddies. “I just don’t like that kid.”


  “Who cares about some teenagers with James Dean hair? What’s it to you?” Tori asked, growing annoyed with Flynn’s interest in the young guy and his friends. She was beginning to think her trip was a waste of time.


  “It’s nothing. You want to dance?” He forced a smile, sitting his drink on the table. But Tori crossed her arms in her usual sulk.


  “I just want to go back to the house.” She raised an eyebrow at him, daring him to tell her no.


  Flynn ran a hand down the back of his neck. He winced at the idea of saying no to her. “I kind of told Henri we would stick around.” He hoped she would have a heart for once.


  “Henri is a big boy. Besides he’s probably off doing things that don’t involve his cousin sticking around for. When he is ready to come home he will.” She yanked him by the collar through the crowd.


  ***


  Maven exhaled, staring at Henri. The radio playing softly in the background, the candles had gone out and now the only light remaining was the moonlight right above them.


  Henri smoothed her messy hair. “You have bed head. Or is it more blanket head?”


  Maven laughed. “So do you.” She touched his hair, running her fingertips through it. Henri watched her focus on his hair, a smile hanging around after the moment they had together.


  He didn’t want to move. Or think about anything else but her. He wanted to stay under the stars and the willow, to listen to the water and the music and Maven’s voice forever. That was how amazing he felt. It had been years since he was close enough to anyone to want to sleep with them. The idea of sex just slipped his mind. It wasn’t important. Nothing was important anymore. But then came Maven, and with her she brought hope back into his life. He had something to look forward to. Someone to laugh with, someone who made his days seem meaningful, he wasn’t moving through life trying to survive until the next any longer.


  “All because of you.” It took Henri a moment to realize he had said that last part out loud.


  “What do you mean?” Maven asked.


  “Ever since I met you I feel real again. I don’t feel like I am living in some nightmare. You brought me back to reality.”


  Maven smiled. “I’m glad.”


  They kissed.


  “And now that we are clothed and looking halfway decent I have to break some more news to you,” Henri said, fidgeting with his bowtie. “I snuck out tonight so I could tell you the news and take you to the Hop. Nobody but Flynn knows that I’m gone.”


  Maven gasped. “Henri!”


  “I know, but it was worth it. Morning is still hours away.” He wrapped an arm around her. “But I’d much rather sleep under the stars with you.”


  Maven sat up. “You have to be admitted tomorrow. What if you weren’t supposed to be doing any of this?”


  “I wasn’t, but I did it for you.”


  Maven dropped her gaze. “And it was sweet, but a little foolish. You need to go home and get rest. We have all the time in the world for more nights like this.”


  Henri shook his head, but his eyes said something totally different. “I’m glad I met you.”


  Maven touched Henri’s arm. “Me too.” She was alarmed.


  “So, I will walk you home and then go home and get some sleep,” Henri said, they packed up the candles throwing them in the picnic basket. Henri folded the blanket and grabbed the radio.


  “I am a big girl. I can walk myself home for one night. Just get home so I can stop worrying about you.” Henri pulled her close, his fingers gripping her waist as they kissed in the moonlight.


  “Will you visit me?”


  “Of course, as soon as I am able.” She crossed her heart, promising there was no place she would rather be. “Now go on, Henri. I’ll text you when I am home.”


  Maven watched Henri reluctantly leave her by their willow. As soon as he disappeared over the hill she collected her shoes, walking barefoot, her shoes dangling from her hand as she headed back to her house.


  She could still smell Henri. Still feel his lips against hers. The way he made her feel, it was all precisely how she imagined it being.


  And as soon as she was home she would tell him just that before she slipped off to sleep.


  


  TACTICS


  A FLUTTER OF LEAVES raced across the ground. The wind howled in Henri’s ears. He swore he could hear the relentless hooting of an owl overhead every step he took to get home. The buzz of a motorbike swished past him, followed by another and another. Things were out of sorts tonight, making him jumpy.


  Henri moved closer to the closed shops on the sidewalk. Besides the passing motorbikes the night was still—a little too still.


  He concentrated on his footsteps, trying to keep his thoughts on that instead of the creepiness all around. He was exhausted and ready for a couple hours of sleep before the hospital in the morning.


  He stopped walking, setting the picnic basket and radio at the door of the old second hand store. He removed the items inside of the picnic basket and tossed them in the garbage. He didn’t have the energy to lug it the rest of the way home.


  ***


  Jake crunched the beer can in his grip and then sent it airborne toward the dumpster next to the yogurt hut. “Hand one over, come on.” He ordered his buddy. It was safe to say he was wasted. It was safe to say they all were wasted.


  Jake leaned back against the picnic table, smiling at the stars. He spilled half the beer on his red shirt as he tried to take another drink. “Did you see that kid’s bowtie?”


  Arnold tipped his head back, downing his beer. He shot Jason—Jake’s other friend since grade school—a look. “Can’t say that I did, Jake.”


  Jake scoffed, ignoring the fact that his friends never wanted to entertain his rants about Maven and her new boyfriend. He sat up. “I can’t believe she would rather hang out with that guy instead of me.”


  Jason scratched his head. He didn’t understand the fixation with one girl when there were so many willing to give Jake a chance. “I hear he’s a nice guy.”


  Arnold jumped, dodging the half full beer that flew past his head and into the side of Jason’s. Jason shook his arms that were now soaked with beer and stared down at his shoes. “What the hell, Summit!”


  “You were asking for it. Don’t hang out with us and talk about how nice her new boyfriend is. I don’t want to hear it.” Jake snapped. He jumped from the picnic table. Jason and Arnold watched him wrench another beer from the cooler and pitch it at the window of the yogurt hut. Glass shattered instantaneously, spilling onto the concrete.


  Arnold raised a powerless eyebrow at Jason. Jason shook his head, refusing to offer any suggestion. He stood up. “I’m outta here. You’re going to get us arrested. Grow up, Jake, she’s moved on. And it’s pretty clear why…you’re an asshole.” Jason shook his head, and started walking down the cobbled path to his house. He only lived a couple blocks away.


  ***


  Flynn threw his hands up in defeat at Tori as her red charger rolled backwards out of the driveway of his parent’s house. He gritted his teeth as the squealing tires and gravel rocketed against the side of the house sending the stray dogs in the neighborhood howling and barking.


  He cursed under his breath all the way to the door.


  The kitchen light came on just as he expected. It was his mother.


  “How was the Hop? Where’s Tori?” His mother looked past him to the door. “Was that your girlfriend peeling out of here at such a late hour? Flynn that girl has the manners of a narrow-minded hog.”


  Flynn kissed his mother on the cheek as a means of an apology. “That she does. Another reason I dumped her and told her to find someone else to drive crazy.”


  His mother smiled. “Good for you.”


  Before he could fill her in, Sandra came through the door, her hair was flat from the humidity, and her heels were dangling from her fingertips. She let them drop on the kitchen floor, pulling up a seat. “Hey momma. Hey Flynn.”


  Flynn rounded the counter taking an apple from the fruit basket.


  “How was the dance, Sandra?” Their mother asked.


  “Fine. I danced with Clinton a couple times.” She started, plucking the bobby pins from her hair as she rattled on about the dance. “Jake Summit showed up. He didn’t even wear a dress shirt. Can you believe the nerve of that boy?” Sandra tossed the last pin on the tabletop and then let out a laugh. “And who let Henri wear a bowtie?”


  Flynn inhaled the apple he was chewing, his eyes flew open and he clutched his throat, staring at Sandra. He waved a hand, but he knew it was too late. His mother’s dark hair whipped around just as fast as her body to look him in the eye.


  “Henri?” She asked. Her eyebrows knitted together angrily. Sandra stood up, wishing she hadn’t said a thing about the bowtie.


  “Henri said he was going to bed. Henri should be up in his room.” Their mother said, but her words only echoed through the room.


  Flynn opened his mouth to say anything, anything at all. But his mother was already barreling up the stairs to confirm Henri was indeed gone.


  “Why didn’t you tell me not to say anything?” Sandra hissed, horrified she had ratted Henri out. If she would have only thought a little harder it would have made sense, nobody knew Henri was there. But it was too late now.


  Flynn slammed his apple down on the counter. “Because I didn’t think you would be home for hours. Why can’t you be like April and stay out late making out with boys you’ll never marry?”


  Sandra gasped. Flynn took off after his mother trying to control the situation.


  ***


  Henri’s phone chirped.


  He fished it from his pocket. The glint from the moonlight caught his attention before he looked at the text message. All below the window of the yogurt stand lay shattered glass.


  “Shit.” Henri muttered to himself, he slowed to a stop at the deserted yogurt hut. Beer cans were scattered all around the tables. But there was nobody in sight. He wondered who would do such a thing. There wasn’t very much crime in Portwood, it was a safe place to be.


  He kicked at the glass with the toe of his shoe and checked his phone.


  It was Maven.


  Tonight was the greatest night of my entire life. You’re the best, Henri. [image: img3.png]


  


  He grinned, the glass the furthest thing from his mind, he was tangled in Maven once again, intoxicated by the mere thought of her.


  You mean I didn’t scare you away with my weird dance moves? [image: img3.png]


  Nothing weird about it. You were perfect. Goodnight, Henri. And good luck tomorrow. I will see you as soon as I can ok?


  


  Henri nodded. Happy to know someone he cared about would be by his side after all was said and done.


  Ok. Thanks. I’ll text ya from my bed if they allow it. Dream of me, ok?


  I couldn’t think of a better kind of dream. [image: img3.png]


  


  Henri hesitated on sending his next text, but he was feeling kind of gushy.


  I know love is something you feel jaded by, but I really think I am in love with you. And if for some reason I never am able to say so, now is the perfect time.


  


  He couldn’t be sure the surgery would go the way he wanted it to. He didn’t want to close his eyes without ever telling Maven how he felt. He wasn’t one of those people who believed you could fall for someone in the matters of weeks, but he knew she was the person he could love for a lifetime. Life was just forcing him to be honest a little sooner than he wanted, but it didn’t matter to him, he had a feeling it was something he would always want to say to her no matter where they were in their lives.


  ***


  Jake stumbled from out of the brush. He zipped his pants. And right before his eyes was the one person he didn’t want to see.


  Henri looked up, startled Jake was even there. He thought he was alone. That undoubtedly explained the broken glass at the yogurt hut.


  “Henri.” Jake slurred, using the picnic table to make it over to Henri.


  Henri shoved his phone into his pocket. “Jake.”


  “Henri, why you running around so late at night,” Jake hiccupped. He climbed up on the table, falling sideways as he took a seat.


  “Heading home right now.” He looked him over. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair disheveled. It all proved just how intoxicated he was. Henri wanted no part in it.


  “No, no. Why don’t you stay?” Jake patted the picnic table. “Sit. I’d offer you a beer, but I drank them all.” Just then Arnold appeared from the brush. Henri noticed he looked more aware of his surroundings than Jake did. Arnold’s gray eyes clouded with concern at the sight of Henri. He knew Henri shouldn’t be there.


  “Hey, Henri. I am really sorry about the window. Jake’s just a little drunk.” He sighed. “Maybe I could pay your family tomorrow for the damages.”


  Henri nodded. “It’s not my yogurt hut. But I’ll be sure to let them know that it was an accident.”


  Arnold nodded, turning toward Jake. He grabbed him by the arm. “Let’s get you home.”


  Jake pushed Arnold, hardly bringing himself to standing. “Everyone wants to tell me what to do.”


  Henri’s phone chirped. This caught Jake’s attention. Henri refused to pull the phone from his pocket. But that didn’t stop Jake from waiting for him to make a move. “Are you going to check that?” Jake said, pointing toward the phone.


  “Nope.” Henri replied casually. Suddenly his phone was ringing making matters worse.


  Jake stepped forward. “What’s wrong, Henri? You don’t want me to see you talking with my ex-girlfriend?”


  Arnold stepped in between the two of them, trying to diffuse the situation. “Jake. Home. Now.” He tried his best to push him the other way. But Jake was a lot bigger than he was. He had pushed him around since elementary school. Jake shoved him in a flash, knocking him into the table.


  “Arnold you go if you’re so worried about going home.” Jake pointed at Henri’s cell that hadn’t stopped ringing. “Do you want me to answer it?”


  Henri shook his head. “It’s probably just my cousin checking to see where I am.”


  But Jake wasn’t satisfied with that answer. Henri flinched. Jake yanked the phone from his pocket shoving him with his free arm. The ringing quickly ended.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Henri asked, dusting himself off. He had to give it to the guy he had a good amount of muscle on his side. He had almost made him eat the concrete.


  “Jake give him his phone back. He hasn’t done anything to you.” Jake ignored them both reading over the texts between him and Maven. His blood rocketing through his veins and making him angrier and angrier with every heartbeat, the thought of Maven having a nice time with anyone else made him furious. He squeezed the phone in his fist and then threw it at the window of the yogurt hut, letting out a guttural scream of anger. It crashed, a new symphony of glass showering the ground. Leaving both windows of the yogurt hut smashed.


  Henri backed up, but Jake was gaining on him. He couldn’t even understand what he was saying, he was in shock. His body inundated with adrenaline, telling him to run instead of fight like normal guys his age would do.


  Arnold jumped in trying to pry Henri loose from Jake’s grip. He hadn’t admitted to anyone, but he knew Henri was sick. And even though he had been sworn to secrecy he wasn’t about to sit there and let Henri get pummeled by Jake. Arnold pushed and shoved Jake trying his best to release Henri.


  Henri shoved against Jake, the foul smell of beer on his breath. The moment turning into nothing but a nightmare that he didn’t want to be a part of. He could hear his phone echoing from inside the yogurt hut.


  Jake swung, his fist coming into contact with the side of Henri’s face all while Arnold was shouting at him to just lay off and leave poor Henri alone. Jake didn’t have empathy for Henri, he was beyond that. He was angry and drunk and irrational. He swung again landing another fist, only this time it was the side of his body because Henri was doing his best to duck and dodge each fist that crashed in a fury against him, burning his flesh, making his body ache.


  “Why do you think you’re better than I am? Did Maven tell you about our kiss?” He swung again, both of them stumbling into the picnic table out of breath. Henri tried to stand up.


  “What are you doing? What kind of guy doesn’t even throw a punch? Fight for her.” Jake growled, shoving Henri with everything he had left, knocking him against the wall of the yogurt hut and finally he dropped of his own free will into the glass beneath him.


  Henri lifted his head, resting his arms on his knees. Jake was panting, out of breath at this point. He told himself to just get up and start walking. This kid was drunk and the quicker he got away the better. He wasn’t far from home.


  “Jake.” Arnold said over and over again. Henri closed his eyes, concentrating on his breathing, trying to control his heart. Trying to will it to just relax and not go haywire. He licked his lips, bringing a hand to his forehead, blood staining his fingertips.


  He didn’t understand why he deserved this. Why Jake wouldn’t just leave him alone. His heart crashed harder and harder, he clutched his chest, staring up at the stars, praying for a miracle.


  Arnold’s frantic screams crashed into Henri’s conscious. Henri turned, shocked to see the concrete brick coming for him, guided by Jake, a sudden heat nipped at his scalp. His body crumpled on the asphalt. His heart pounded erratically in his chest, the last thought in his mind was making it home—if he could just make it home.


  And then all fell quiet. He couldn’t hear Jake furiously screaming at him any longer. Or hear Arnold pleading and crying for Jake to stop what he was doing. He couldn’t hear that owl anymore either, his eyes fluttered, going fuzzy. He concentrated on the fist slack above his head in small blurs of color.


  And then everything went black.


  ***


  “Tell us one more time.” Flynn’s father asked on the porch steps. There the three men in the house stood, waiting on Henri.


  Flynn squeezed the bridge of his nose. He had been relaying the same story for almost an hour. He didn’t like to be the one to rat Henri out, but his entire family was freaking out. “I set up a spot down by the lake for Henri and Maven. You know, it was a special night. He was dead set on making tonight amazing before tomorrow morning when everything went back to normal. That’s where I left him.”


  Doug Levitt—Henri’s father scrubbed his chin. He sighed. “He’s probably having a good time. Making up for lost times.”


  “Then why no answer on his cell?” Flynn’s dad said with an even bigger and more concerned sigh than Henri’s own father. “He knows how much we worry about him.”


  “We all were young once. Some things outrank even your own well being. Sex would be one of them.” Doug chuckled, taking a seat. “Hell, if I was dying I would be getting it on with as many girls as I could get my hands on. Just give him a little while longer.”


  Flynn shot his dad a look. Henri’s parents were so simple. Henri was just as important to his parents as their own kids. His mother opened the screen door for the millionth time, poking her head out. “Have you seen him? I’ve called his phone damn near fifty times now.”


  “He’s probably with Maven still. Let it alone for another hour then we’ll go look.” His dad’s body squared up, he dropped down on the porch steps wringing his hands together restlessly.


  Flynn felt awful. His stomach was sour. He had orchestrated the entire thing and now his family was miserable wondering and waiting on Henri to return. Henri hadn’t even answered the phone for him.


  His mom popped out the door again. “I can call the Wilders.” She let the door thud softly behind her.


  ***


  The phone sounded through the house, echoing the hallway. Maven listened suspiciously to the heavy footsteps bounding across the floor. She looked at her clock, it was past midnight.


  Holding her breath she listened warily.


  “Maven is home in her bed…she has been for some time…I did not know that…well I will see if she knows anything.” Her mother’s words stopped and her doorknob rattled. Maven jumped out of bed, her heart beating hard in her chest.


  “Henri was with you at the Hop tonight?” She eyed Maven. It wasn’t like her daughter to lie. Maven’s head dropped in embarrassment. “No time to feel bad now. Did he say he was going home after he dropped you off?”


  Maven’s heart sank. She felt unsteady and ill. “He didn’t walk me home. I told him to hurry home because of tomorrow. I swear I didn’t know anything about his procedure until after the Hop. Is everything alright, mom?” Her mother waved a hand and swiftly shut the door.


  Maven pressed herself against the door, clutching her chest. Tears spilling down her cheeks as she listened to her mother. “Maven said she went home alone. Henri was on his way as far as she knew. She said she knew nothing about tomorrow. Yes, I believe her.” There was a soft click, which told her the call ended.


  Maven dropped to the ground sobbing. Suddenly she remembered something. “Mom!”


  Her mother opened her door seconds later.


  “He texted me back. I texted him after I showered and got ready for bed and he replied.” She jumped up, grabbing her phone. “It wasn’t more than thirty minutes ago. I’m sure he’s okay.”


  Her mother’s eyes were apprehensive. She pushed her hair from her eyes giving her an understanding smile. “I’m sure. Get some rest. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”


  “Isn’t there something I can do?” She felt helpless.


  “Stay by your phone. Or try calling him.”


  


  ESCAPE


  JAKE COULDN’T HEAR over Arnold’s hysterical crying. Arnold was crying like a child, sobbing, on his knees staring at the mess Jake had made. Completely unable to function enough to even wipe the snot from his nose, he just cried.


  Jake tossed the concrete brick. It clunked against the asphalt and rolled into the brush. Jake blinked, wiggled his aching fingers and wiped his face with the back of his hand. He was in his own world, detached from reality as he stared at Henri.


  “You killed him,” Arnold sobbed, shaking Henri. “Man…we’re so dead, Jake.”


  Jake kicked the block in aggravation. “He’s not dead. I barely hit him.”


  Arnold shook his head incredulously. “You hit him over the head with a concrete brick!”


  “Just let me think. Shut your mouth, Arnold.” Jake pulled at his hair, his hands trembling with the awareness of what he had done. His drunken stupor was wearing off. He looked over his shoulder paranoid. “Help me lift him.”


  Arnold scoffed. “For what?”


  “Do you want to go to prison, Arnold?” He slipped his arms under Henri’s armpits. Arnold reluctantly took Henri by the ankles. They hurried across the asphalt of the yogurt hut, carrying Henri into the brush. Jake dropped him like a piece of garbage. Arnold carefully sat the rest of him down, he was still a person.


  “He’s still breathing,” Jake mumbled. He pushed into Henri’s unresponsive body with his foot sending him down the hill. Henri’s body rolled three times before it ended up wedged between some stones and an old log covered in moss.


  Arnold scratched his head, nervously watching his old friend treat Henri Levitt as if he wasn’t important enough to require help. Jake elbowed him. “Help me clean up the beer cans so we can get out of here.”


  Arnold’s jaw dropped. “What about Henri, Jake? You just going to leave him here? What if he dies?”


  Jake rolled his eyes. “We’ll phone it in to the fire station or something. Now move it.” Jake gathered the cans and the cooler, his feet crunching over the shards of glass as the two of them quickly cleaned up.


  Arnold remained unmoving.


  “Arnold! Pull it together. I won’t be the only one in deep shit if they catch us here. Now come on!” Jake burst into a sprint leaving Arnold saddled with the cooler filled with garbage, Arnold quickly followed.


  ***


  Flynn clutched the steering wheel of his truck backing out of the driveway with his mother and his uncle. As soon as the neighbor called them about the broken windows at the yogurt hut his mother demanded they go right then and there. There was still no word from Henri, his phone was only going to voicemail now.


  And Flynn couldn’t shake the bad feeling in the pit of his stomach. He looked at his mom, pinned between him and his uncle Doug. She chewed her thumbnail, nervously watching the road. The car was silent. The only sound was the low rumble of the road beneath them. Flynn didn’t know what to say.


  As soon as Flynn pulled into the parking lot of the yogurt hut his mother’s breath hitched sending the hairs on the back of his neck on end and his stomach into a horrible wave of sickness. He forced himself to look at the sheriff’s vehicle. He told himself it was just a couple of vandals nothing more.


  “Move it!” His mother exclaimed, shoving into Doug until she all but climbed over his body to get out of the truck.


  The sheriff was old. Probably should have retired years before, but in Portwood there was no need for actual protection—nobody ever did anything.


  “Good evening, Mrs. Hunt,” Sheriff Cole said. He hitched his pants up, gesturing toward the windows. “Seems to be nothing more than vandals to me.”


  Flynn examined the windows. He looked back at his mother and the Sherriff. Doug standing next to his truck smoking a cigarette rather than caring about the shape of their business—or his son for that matter, Flynn’s anger started to grow, he took a deep breath wanting to scream at Doug, but it wasn’t the time. “What did you say busted these windows, Sherriff Cole?”


  Sherriff Cole scratched his head. He glanced at the ground and then shuffled forward. “You know, I hadn’t even thought about it. I figured some of them loose bricks or something.”


  Flynn leaned over, peering into the window. “Momma hand me your keys.”


  “Flynn what is it now?” She huffed, highly agitated and emotional. She just wanted to know what was happening with Henri.


  Flynn opened the door, hitting the lights. There in all its glory sat Henri’s phone in two pieces and a can of beer. “I’ll be damned.”


  “What?” His mother asked. “What, Flynn?” She forced herself into the small confines of the yogurt hut. Flynn looked at his mother, his expression grim. She clutched her chest, all the color draining from her face.


  Flynn stood up, the phone in his grip.


  Janet shook her head in disbelief. She slapped Flynn across the face, shaking the sting away. “He wasn’t supposed to leave the house.” She started to cry.


  ***


  Several attempts at calling Henri and probably twenty texts offered her no answers. He wasn’t answering. After breaking down in front of her entire family Maven fell asleep on the couch in the den. Her mother had covered her with a blanket, and her father had even checked on her several times. She had cried herself to sleep and there wasn’t anything he could do to make her feel better.


  Maven’s sleep was restless until she finally lost touch with reality and was swept into a dream. There he was. Henri. Staring at her, she sat up, tilting her head and taking him in. He was smiling at her.


  “You’re dreaming of me,” he said.


  “You scared us.” She told him. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him.


  He grinned. “Here I am.”


  “I know.” She reached out to touch him, but no matter how far she reached, she never was able to. She stared, confused, but he wasn’t. He hadn’t even noticed.


  “Close your eyes,” Henri said. But Maven shook her head, refusing to do such a thing. He stepped forward. “Close your eyes, Maven.”


  Suddenly her eyes closed.


  “Bye.” His words were sharp, almost too much to handle.


  Maven jumped, waking up. The room was filled with darkness. She sat up, pushing her hair from her eyes. She sighed. “It was a dream.” It was a dream, but a really odd one. It didn’t feel like any normal dream she ever had.


  She dialed Henri’s phone again, but was greeted with his voicemail. She left the same message. “Henri, I have to know you’re okay. Please, please call me.” She wiped her eyes, burying her head into the couch pillow.


  ***


  Flynn paced across the asphalt of the yogurt hut. His entire family now all there with him trying to make sense of what it meant to have Henri’s phone, but no Henri. Flynn paced back and forth methodically, trying to come up with anything.


  His dad patted his back. “Mrs. Wilder says Maven and him weren’t fighting. So, we’re still trying to figure out why the busted windows.” He stared off. “I don’t know what else to do. We called damn near everyone we know. The Sherriff says no phone calls have come in. Where could he be?”


  Flynn looked around at the flock of onlookers—families, friends, business owners, all offering nothing more than their noses in their business, as well as their apologies for the busted windows. Flynn shook his head, looking at the asphalt. He dropped down staring closer at the black tar. Unless he was seeing things he swore there was blood on a few shards of glass. His body tensed up, he followed the small specks across the ground on his hands and knees. Not caring if he cut himself to hell.


  “Flynn?” His father called from behind him, he followed Flynn’s descent toward the brush. Suddenly Flynn jumped up. He let out a shocked scream.


  “I found him!” That was enough to get everyone moving. “Why hadn’t the Sherriff thought to look there,” Flynn asked himself as he rushed down the hill.


  “Don’t move him.” His father warned. He carefully made it down the hill, the rest of their family at the top gasping and crying for Henri to be okay.


  “Call for an ambulance, Doug.” His father shouted up to the family. He kneeled down to see if Henri was breathing.


  Flynn looked away. He knew he was supposed to be strong, but he couldn’t forgive himself. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the tears.


  “Is he breathing?”


  


  IS THIS THE WAY?


  MAVEN WRUNG HER HANDS together nervously as she watched her mother rush back and forth across the kitchen gathering her things. She knew all the signs of an emergency. And this was the way her mother acted when there was an emergency.


  “What’s going on?” She sniffled.


  Maggie climbed the stool taking a seat, she wore her pajamas still and was a bit lethargic, but she knew Maven was upset as soon as she looked at her. She had stayed locked in her room as soon as she heard the news about Henri’s unknown whereabouts. She already knew what it felt like to deal with Maven’s sadness when it came to the things she cared about in life, so she chose to stay away.


  Their mother snatched her keys from the table. She shot a quick glance in Maven’s direction. Maggie grabbed the box of frosted flakes Nick had left out and dumped them in a bowl. She watched cautiously.


  “Maven I can’t… I can’t sweetheart,” Their mother said, her eyes heavy and filling with tears.


  “I just want to know that he is alright. That’s not against protocol, Mom.” Maven wiped at her eyes. “Please.”


  “They found him. His father said they found him. Call Flynn or Janet, Maven. I’ve got to go.” She hurried across the kitchen planting a kiss atop Maven’s head, they hugged, and then she was gone, leaving Maven despondent.


  “Maybe you should go up there.” Maggie volunteered.


  Maven looked at Maggie. “What if he is dying?”


  “He is dying, he has been dying. Maybe you need to see him.” Maggie looked away, poking at her frosted flakes, her messy hair shielding her eyes from her sister. “There was always going to be a day where Henri…died. It could help you get over it.”


  Maven cringed. “What do you know, Maggie?” She snapped.


  “I didn’t say I know anything.” She jumped down from the stool, slamming her bowl into the sink and walked out of the room.


  But she knew Maggie was right. As much as she cared about Henri she had to be there for him. No matter how much fear she felt on the inside, it was the right thing to do.


  She hurried out the door.


  ***


  Flynn and his uncle, April, Sandra, and the rest of his family all waited in the family waiting room along with Maven. Never had he seen so many people pace at one time. He wasn’t able to pace, he was plastered to the wall, his heart crashing against his insides to the point he was hurting. He did everything he could not to think about it, because when he did his airway ceased and he felt his legs turning to rubber.


  He couldn’t get Henri’s image out of his mind. He wasn’t resting at the bottom of the hill because of his heart, someone had put him there. Someone had purposely hurt him. And he feared he knew who that someone was. Jake Summit.


  The speakers echoed the name of some doctor. The television flashed and sent the morning news into the waiting room. Flynn closed his eyes, concentrating on his breathing. His mother’s sobbing was becoming too much.


  Maven had shown up and given her support and kind words to all of them and Flynn did his best to talk to her but the stress was too much and his manners went out the window. She understood and he found her sleeping in a chair by the window. He had been kind enough to take off and find a hospital blanket and put it over her.


  The doctor walked into the room. All eyes were on him and all pacing slowed or died down altogether.


  ***


  Jake reached into the mailbox pulling out some bills and a sports illustrated magazine. He looked over his shoulder at Arnold approaching.


  “Jake. I need to talk to you.”


  Jake sighed, tossing the mail on the porch steps. He took a seat, resting his arms against the basketball shorts he was wearing. “What’s up, Arnold?” His voice coming across a bit bored.


  “You know my sister Ray-Ann works as a candy striper at the hospital right?” Arnold fidgeted with the sleeve of his gray hoodie. He sat down beside Jake. “She said Henri was brought into the hospital this morning.”


  Jake offered no words. So Arnold continued. “You think he will say anything?”


  Jake shifted apprehensively “I don’t know.” A sudden flow of anxiety coupled with paranoia overwhelmed him. He hadn’t reported the incident like he promised Arnold he would. He hoped for the worst to happen to Henri before they even found him. He knew it was a sick thing to hope for, but he was left with no alternative.


  Arnold shook his bangs from his eyes, he looked at Jake. “This isn’t good for you.”


  “What do you mean me, Arnold?” Jake laughed it off. “It was a drunken mistake. I barely hit him.”


  “I mean you. If Henri remembers what happened he knows I was trying to help him. You’re in deep shit. Maybe it’s time for you to realize that.”


  Jake scoffed.


  “You might want to tell someone what you did.” Arnold stood up. “Because the way I see it, even if nobody ever knows what you did, Jake, his family will.”


  Jake picked the mail up from the stairs. “You think I’m afraid of Flynn?”


  Arnold shrugged. Flynn was older than he was so he didn’t know a whole lot about him, but he was passionate when it came to his family he knew that much. “I’ve got to go.”


  ***


  Flynn interlocked his fingers. Leaning forward in the chair he was offered. They wanted to talk to the entire family. His knee jerked relentlessly as he stared at the doctor.


  He thought it was best if they let Maven sleep. He would fill her in later.


  “Right now things don’t look as severe as we initially thought. Henri has a small amount of bleeding on the brain, nothing horrendous, some scrapes and contusions.” The foreign gray haired doctor rattled. He moved his gaze from one to the next, never making it personal. “The heart…it’s doing what we expect it to be doing for someone in his stage of failure.” Flynn’s eyes narrowed. Suddenly the man’s language was so foreign he barely made sense. He wasn’t about to admit it wasn’t his language at all that it was his emotions getting the best of him.


  “Can you speak English? Dammit, don’t they have any American doctors around here?” Flynn jumped up. The doctor glanced at him and away, he cleared his throat.


  “The body is weak. His heart, the pacemaker, it’s doing the best it can. But soon we are going to have to connect Henri to a device that keeps his heart pushing along until we can do something else.”


  His mother raised an eyebrow. “But the surgery…it’s on Monday.”


  The doctor sanded his hands together, an uptight expression flooding his features. “The body is weak…the injury to the head, the cuts and scrapes, have started an infection. We have to deal with the immune system before we can offer him that option. Right now Henri is not an ideal candidate for treatment.”


  Flynn groaned, slapping his hand to his forehead, out of breath. His mother dropped her head. All the hope seemed to sail right out of the room.


  “Henri is awake. One visitor at a time.” The doctor stood, he shook Flynn’s fathers hand and Doug’s and quickly exited.


  Sandra burst into tears. April’s eyes darted back and forth between her mother and her father and her brother. She was close to losing it. She bit at her nail, barely holding her own tears back. Her mouth was dry, she was sick to her stomach. She didn’t know what to say. She looked at her aunt, Henri’s mother; she was motionless, just staring out the window.


  “That’s it?” Flynn said, cutting into everyone’s sadness. “What now?”


  “They are going to fight the infection, Flynn. Doctors won’t make another move without an absolute certainty that his body can handle it.”


  “He said heart failure… there is no time to wait.” Flynn exhaled, his words catching in his throat. “What happens if the infection doesn’t go away?” He already knew the answer.


  Janet stood, coming over to her son, his entire body trembling more than she had ever seen before. He looked like he was ready to run from the room. She wrapped her arms around him, but he was oblivious, his arms stiff and rigid and staying at his sides.


  “Let’s take this one step at a time.” She closed her eyes, her face pressed against his chest. “Go see him. Talk to him, let him know you’re here for him.”


  ***


  Henri opened his eyes, staring at the IV in his arm. He was happy to see the hospital for once in his life, but he was so tired and groggy he couldn’t stand to have his eyes open longer than a couple minutes at a time.


  The machines continued their racket. Henri closed his eyes again. He could see her, Maven, her smile, her soft blonde hair. He could smell her.


  Flynn tapped on the door, interrupting his moment. “Care for a visitor?”


  Henri opened his eyes, smiling as best as he could. He tried to speak, but Flynn shushed him. He pulled up the blue chair beside the bed, resting his hands on the side of Henri’s bed.


  “You had everyone worried.” Flynn’s eyes hid the misery he felt on the inside. He told himself to hold it together, not to cry in front of him.


  Henri cracked an even bigger smile. His eyes dull and lacking that brilliance that once filled them whenever him and Flynn carried on a conversation.


  “I had me worried,” he said slowly, his voice gruff and unrecognizable. The machine wheezed, catching Flynn off guard.


  “What happened?” Flynn raised an eyebrow, leaning closer. Henri’s eyes shut and he turned away. “I could guess. I always knew what you were thinking when we were kids.” He took a breath. “I know you were on your way home. I am guessing you ran into somebody on the way.”


  Henri lifted a hand flashing a thumbs up sign. But he didn’t look at Flynn.


  “My guess is Jake Summit.” Flynn crossed his arms, sitting back in the chair. Henri turned his hand downward. Flynn raised his eyebrows confused. He swore it was Jake Summit, who else would hurt Henri in Portwood? But there he sat staring at a thumbs down anyway.


  “Then who would want to hurt you, Henri? And most robbers I know take phones and cash they don’t smash windows and beat defenseless guys up.” Flynn sighed. “It was malicious, everyone knows that much.”


  “What does it matter, Flynn?” Henri said, he looked at him. “What does it matter?” His hand dropped to the side like dead weight.


  Flynn scratched his head in confusion. “Because now your surgery is postponed because of the idiot who did this to you.” Flynn whacked the side of his bed in agitation. He didn’t want his cousin to be so nice anymore. For once he wanted him to do the right thing.


  “Maybe this was meant to happen.” Henri shut his eyes. The machines beeped and hissed again. Flynn shook his head, ready to vomit.


  “This wasn’t meant to happen. You were meant to be here. Not here dying because of some jackass that has a problem with you because you’re a better guy for his girlfriend.” Flynn’s jaw flexed in anger. “Don’t do this to us.”


  “I don’t have much of a choice.” Henri cracked a smile. “That’s not how it works.”


  Flynn raked a hand through his hair. “You’re giving up.”


  “I felt something.” Henri opened his eyes. “I felt this presence all around me before I woke up. And I saw her and it wasn’t as bad as I thought it was.”


  Flynn grimaced. “What are you saying, Henri? You died and came back?”


  “No, I don’t know.” He sighed. “I’m really tired, Flynn. I need to get some rest.”


  Flynn stood, not wanting to leave, but looking at Henri was enough to know he was struggling to carry on their conversation. He placed a hand on his shoulder, his fingers slipping in between Henri and the scratchy hospital pillow. “I broke up with Tori.”


  “Finally.” Henri raised his hand trying to meet up with Flynn’s but failed. It dropped back down against the white sheet.


  “So, I need to get back in the game and I need my sidekick. You’ve got to get better.” He squeezed his arm and headed out of the room.


  Flynn returned to the waiting room where Dr. Wilder sat with his family. She clutched some papers in one hand, she and his mother seemed to be deep in conversation. Flynn took the seat beside his mother.


  “So this device…it will help Henri until we can get rid of the infection?”


  Dr. Wilder nodded, looking over her chart. “If all goes well, they look to place the device after he has been treated with antibiotics for twenty four hours. This will keep Henri going until we can find another step.”


  “Another step?” Flynn questioned. “What about this procedure he was supposed to have?”


  “Dr. Nevil doesn’t feel Henri is a good candidate after reading over his medical history.” Flynn’s mother dropped her gaze. She had gotten her hopes up for nothing. Another thing that turned out would never have happened for Henri anyway.


  Flynn dropped his head into his hands. “So, now what?”


  “Dr. Wilder was telling us about a device that is used when a patient’s condition is severe. This will keep Henri with us until we can get him a donor.” Flynn’s jaw dropped. Janet’s bottom lip quivered and tears filled her eyes. She shook her head, frustrated. “I know, Flynn, don’t remind me.”


  Flynn’s muffled sobs escaped his hands. They all knew the same thing. Henri would never accept a heart. He would refuse to be added to the list. The same nightmare as the last time.


  Flynn jumped up, ignoring his mother.


  “Where is Maven?” The last he had seen she was fast asleep unaware how bad things were getting.


  Mrs. Wilder frowned. “I told her to take a walk and get something to eat.”


  “What good is hiding the truth from her?” Flynn snapped. “She cares about him. She deserves to know.”


  The look on his mother’s face told him he was wrong. He shut his mouth and rushed down the hall pushing open Henri’s hospital door. “You have to agree to the donor list.”


  Henri’s eyes opened. He immediately shook his head.


  “Don’t say no. Don’t say anything. Henri you have to do this.” Flynn told him again.


  Henri closed his eyes, shutting Flynn out. But that didn’t make him go away.


  “Think about Maven. Think about all the good times you guys still could have if you go on that list. That’s something worth sticking around for right?” Flynn leaned against the doorway, he didn’t have the strength to sit down beside his dying cousin and beg him to accept the list. “She’s been outside waiting just like the rest of us. She cares about you.”


  “Does Maven know yet?” Henri asked.


  “No. Her mother sent her off.”


  “Be there for her because she’s going to be miserable because of me.”


  Flynn pushed off the doorframe. “Fuck you, if you don’t want her miserable then go on the damn list, Henri!”


  “She’s going to need someone.”


  “She needs you, not me.” Flynn gritted his teeth. “Agree to the device they want to stick in you and I’ll tell her.”


  “Flynn.”


  Flynn kicked the frame of the door letting out an angry scream, his tennis shoes screeching across the floor of the hospital as he took off.


  Henri dropped his head, closing his eyes. He pictured her eyes, blue and calm staring into his. And soon he felt like he was there with her—right beside her.


  The machines beeped and whirred.


  


  TAKE IT


  HE KNEW SHE WOULDN’T be in the cafeteria. What kind of person wanted to eat at a time like this? It didn’t take much searching to find her sitting outside on one of the benches. She was staring at the water, motionless. Maybe she didn’t know what was going on but he was sure she knew enough. And as much as she cared about Henri she probably felt it just like him in the pit of her stomach that something was wrong. That something bad was going to happen.


  He didn’t move either. He stood there waiting for her to see him. This wasn’t the kind of news he wanted to tell anyone.


  Finally when it didn’t seem she was going to look, she did, and it was time.


  Flynn moved fast, before he knew what he was doing his feet took on a mind of their own, his dark eyebrows lifted causing a slight horizontal row of creases in his forehead. “Hey…how are you?” The creases smoothed. Flynn stuffed his hands in his pockets, dropping his gaze to the ground taking the spot next to her.


  She was wearing a navy blue pair of shorts and a billowy white tank top, the bottoms of her shorts cuffed, hitting her high on the thigh. White beads dangled from her neck, and her hair collected in the back in a braided twist secured with a white clip. Small strands falling in her eyes and around her ears from the nap upstairs in the family waiting room


  “How is he?” She asked, clutching her arms to her chest.


  Flynn cleared his throat. He scratched his head and then ran his hand through his brown hair. Suddenly he wasn’t sure how to go about saying it. As her blue eyes stared, clinging to his every movement he was taken far out of his comfort zone. He exhaled, clapping his hands together and dropped forward. His elbow digging a little too hard into the muscle of his leg, he was tense.


  “Henri wanted me to tell you what is happening.” He started, licking his lips and releasing a silent breath of stressed air. “His heart is failing.” Flynn refused to look at her as he recounted what he could of what the doctors and his mother threw at him. None of it made any sense to him, but he spit it out anyways. “His heart is failing. They want him on the donor list, but Henri refuses just like before.”


  Maven’s face heated. She touched her chest, feeling her heart speeding up on the inside. “What happened, Flynn?” Before she heard the worst she wanted to know what brought them all to this ungodly result. Where had Henri gone off to that night?


  “We found him behind the yogurt hut. Someone attacked him, but Henri says he doesn’t know who it was.” He knew it was a lie. He wasn’t sure why he was lying for him. “He’s a little banged up, but now he has some kind of infection or something.”


  She squeezed her eyes shut tightly. “I should have let him walk me home. I was so excited for him to have the surgery that I told him not to worry about me.”


  “It’s not your fault. It’s my fault, I snuck him out of the house knowing he needed to stay home for this surgery coming up.” Flynn sighed. “They won’t do anything for him until the infection is gone, he can’t have the surgery and they want to set him up on some device to pump his heart for him until he can receive a transplant…” Flynn trailed off.


  Maven didn’t know what to say. The moment seemed to be staring all of them head-on now. The moment she never wanted to come.


  Maven pushed the nagging thought out of her head that Jake had anything to do with Henri ending up in the hospital. She would deal with that later. There was too much happening to focus on Jake.


  “Maybe you could get through to him,” Flynn said, breaking the quiet, the thought striking him for the first time.


  Maven was doubtful. “He told me how he felt about getting a heart. He most likely won’t listen to me.”


  Flynn stood up. He took her by the wrist. “But you’re willing to try right?”


  The truth was, she was beyond scared. She was afraid to see Henri knowing he was not doing well and not going to get better if he didn’t accept some kind of help.


  “I’m afraid this is going to be goodbye.” She admitted following Flynn through the doors of the hospital, her hair falling into her eyes, but she didn’t bother pushing it out of the way to get a better look at him. Flynn’s brushed her hair away from her eyes quickly, he planted both hands on her shoulders, squeezing them lightly and looked into her eyes with a desperation she had never seen before.


  “What if he says no?” She finally blinked, tears spilling from her eyes.


  Flynn scanned her expression. “How could he say no to you?”


  Maven hesitated. She didn’t agree with Flynn’s insubstantial assumption. This was life or death. Henri wasn’t going to change his views because of who she was.


  “All we can do is try.” He offered his hand. She placed her hand in his palm. They moved to the elevators in a hurry to try to talk some sense into Henri.


  


  WHO SAID?


  EVERY FOOTSTEP brought her closer to Henri. Past the never-ending beige rail that swept the entire length of the hospital wall, only vanishing at each doorway, doorways that held people on their deathbeds, people recovering, all kinds of people.


  They stopped right outside the door of the family waiting room. Henri’s Aunt Janet dabbed her eyes and stood. She put on her best smile and greeted Maven, but her voice was tense and marked with sadness.


  “Maven is going to try and knock some sense into Henri.” Flynn informed his mother.


  Maven glanced at the rest of Henri’s family. Sandra was asleep with a hospital blanket draped over the greater part of her body. April busily read a magazine, gnawing at her nails. And Henri’s parents sat on separate sides of the small room, lost in their own kind of darkness.


  Janet’s tight squeeze as she wrapped her arms around Maven shook her back into reality. “No matter what happens, I want to say thank you for trying, Maven. If anyone could convince Henri it would be you. You mean a lot to him.” She smoothed her hair with the back of her hand and watched Flynn lead her down the long hallway to Henri’s room.


  She knew if he didn’t agree there was nothing they could do about it when his heart failed. They would have to say goodbye. It filled her with such sadness she wasn’t sure if she could endure it. To say goodbye to her nephew, who was more like her own son. The kid that used to race around her house as a child shooting Nerf guns with Flynn, the kid that made her a birthday card every year. Who wished her a happy Mother’s day before his own mother most years. She didn’t know how to do it.


  She remembered the night Henri came to stay with them. He was angry. And depressed. He wanted to run as far away from his old life as he possibly could get. He hated what he did to his family more than the illness. He hated disappointing all of them. That night they sat on the porch talking about all the reasons why he was there with them and how. no matter what, he still meant the world to them. She promised him she would love him until she was physically unable to anymore, and then after, when all she could do was hold his photograph.


  ***


  Henri stared out the window, too far away to see below. But he could see the white clouds and the smooth blue of the sky. Occasionally a fleck of black shot past the window—birds. He was already feeling claustrophobic pinned in the small hospital room with all the beeping devices and the sterile smelling air.


  And then he saw her. Right before he shut his eyes for the millionth time she came into view. Her blonde hair inciting his heart, she rounded the doorway, shoving her hair behind one ear. Hesitating before coming all the way into the room. Flynn touched her back, letting her know it was okay.


  Maven felt the rush of adrenaline as she finally laid eyes on Henri again. Even though it hadn’t been that long since the last time she had, it felt like forever. She studied him, there wasn’t more than a cut near his hairline, but he wore quite a lot of scrapes on various other parts of his body.


  Flynn backed out of the room, closing the door to give them some time alone.


  Maven stepped forward, taking slow steps, closer and closer to the side of his bed. Her hands gripped together in angst, she swallowed down the painful ache in her throat and took Henri’s hand. “Hi.”


  Henri placed his other hand over hers sandwiching hers beneath both of his. “Just the face I wanted to look at while I’m stuck up here.” He smirked, doing his best to make things seem normal.


  “You scared us,” she told him.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “What happened?” Henri shifted, moving over on the bed and offering her the spot next to him. He tucked the colorful wires closer to his body. Maven eased into the bed, worried she would pull something loose.


  “I had an amazing night with a beautiful girl and then a horrible walk home.” He lifted his arm, Maven leaned in carefully. Henri pulled her closer to prove he wasn’t going to break.


  “Would you tell me if Jake did this to you?” Maven asked.


  “I don’t want to talk about Jake or a donor list or anything.” He pressed his lips against her shoulder. “You know I was sitting here thinking, I never showed you that painting I made of you.”


  Maven nodded.


  “I meant to give it to you. I want you to have it.”


  She closed her eyes, cringing at the way he was talking. As if this was no big deal and something that wouldn’t matter tomorrow. “When you get home you can give it to me.”


  Henri breathed in the soft perfume on her white shirt. He touched her hair, taking pleasure in the smooth feel of it against his fingertips.


  He could feel her body trembling all of a sudden. She brought her hand up wiping at the many tears he was sure were falling. All he could do was stare at her sandals next to his feet resting beneath the hospital sheet. He told himself to console her. And robotically he squeezed her tighter, his chest stiff from holding back the emotions that wanted to explode from the inside. It hurt more to know he was hurting her than the thought of what was to come.


  “I didn’t want this to happen. I didn’t want you to have to go through this with me. I’m sorry,” he said, her sobs growing louder, she pushed her face into his neck crying harder. She held onto him.


  “And I don’t want you to go through this without me. I wouldn’t want you to be alone at a time like this.”


  “I have a family. You have a whole life ahead of you.” Henri argued. “I can’t imagine what it would feel like, I never lost anyone close to me, but I’m sure it’s not something you ever get over.”


  “I’d never get over you regardless of what happened to you. You’re not something I want to get over no matter where I am in my life.” She warily wiped at her eyes.


  “I feel that way about you too. You just say it more eloquently than I do.” He laughed and the machine beside him beeped.


  “Henri, I want you to fight.” Maven blurted. It was now or never. “This can’t be it for you. Life is not that spiteful. You have a chance to get better if you just go on the donor list.” She sat up.


  Henri plucked an imaginary piece of lint from the cotton sheet draped over his lap. He kept his eyes away from Maven. “No.”


  Maven shook her head in disbelief. “Not even for me?” She knew it sounded selfish, but she didn’t have a lot to work with.


  “I refuse to be selfish, to hang around for a couple more years at the most. A couple more years of life until the next medical issue rears its ugly head and attacks me from a different side.” He sighed. “I’ve been through all of this before. They all know the same thing I do. There is no guarantee that I’ll ever live a normal life.”


  “A couple more years are better than none at all.” Maven insisted.


  Henri shook his head. “A couple more years before you all have to go through this again. I don’t want to prolong my family’s misery anymore. I’ve seen what it’s done to them. I see what it’s doing to you.”


  Maven’s mouth hung open. She tried to think of something else to say.


  “So, then what?” She raised her hands palms to the heavens. “Do you think grief and sadness makes anything better?”


  “I think time heals. And I think it’s what’s for the best.” He looked up. Maven turned away. “My parents have never been the same since they found out I was going to die. Death is so depressing when you’re waiting for it.” Death wasn’t so bad once it hit and finally became a reality; he only thought that because dying and dead were extremely different in his eyes. Dying was misery. Death was that period at the end of the sentence. They could all find a way to move on once it was over.


  Maven drew up her shoulders as more tears escaped. She stared at the door feeling like an absolute failure. But something inside, something deep inside told her some things were just not meant to be. Some things didn’t work out the way anyone wanted them to. And maybe it wasn’t right to her or Henri’s family that he was giving up, but to Henri it was right, it was what he wanted.


  She turned around. “I learned so much from you,” she said, climbing back into the bed beside Henri. Henri smiled, relief washing over him that she was letting it be.


  “Like what?” He stroked her hair.


  “How to be happy. That no matter how miserable I felt this summer I could just throw that all aside and laugh with you.” She looked at him, gently touching his face. “Thanks for making me feel better.”


  “It was a pleasure.” He closed his eyes. She softly pressed her lips against his.


  “It’s going to suck when the summer ends,” Maven said with a sigh. She rested her head against Henri’s pillow, her hair touching the side of his head. She took his hand in hers, lacing her fingers with his.


  “College. Yuck.” Henri joked.


  They talked like this for twenty minutes, tucking the horrible into a deep dark hole, pretending to be just Henri and Maven. Two young kids that met one summer and developed feelings for one another that went beyond anything they ever imagined. They had an understanding. She had hope when he had none. And he had that special something that made her smile and laugh underneath the willows.


  It was so… “Perfectly hopeless,” Maven said out loud. Henri opened his eyes, he was nearly asleep. “Meeting you was perfect, even if I could only have you for a short amount of time.”


  “Perfectly hopeless,” Henri agreed.


  Henri closed his eyes, Maven settled in beside him. The nurse coming in to check on them turned and walked away leaving Henri to his moment.


  “Tell me about college,” Henri whispered, drifting in and out of dreams as Maven rattled on about school and all the things she didn’t look forward to. He crossed in and out of reality, slipping into moments of pure imagination and back into the hospital room. His heart speeding up and slowing down, he wasn’t sure if it was all in his head or reality.


  “Promise me you’ll be happy. Always be happy because I couldn’t stand the thought of you any other way. Don’t ever go back to the way you were that day at the yogurt hut.” He didn’t know it, but he gasped, and it scared Maven to death, but she stayed where she was, secretly grabbing the call button and pressing it. She stroked Henri’s hair, his body trembling with each breath.


  “I promise, Henri.” She moved out of the way for the hospital staff that was on all sides of the bed now. She gripped the end of the bed, watching them make Henri more comfortable. She wished she could look into his eyes just one more time.


  The nurse and staff left promising to get the rest of Henri’s family.


  Maven didn’t admit to Henri that the thought of him no longer being there made her sadder than any time before in her life. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to say goodbye to you,” she said under her breath, certain Henri wasn’t able to hear anything she was saying.


  Henri listened to the soft hum in his ears, he felt light. He opened his eyes staring at himself lying on the hospital bed. He turned in a circle, a part of him stunned at all that was right before his eyes. He looked to the right and saw Maven standing at the end of his bed. She looked sad.


  As he listened to her he realized she was sad—sadder than he imagined. This was enough to bring him back into his body. Maven studied his expression coming around the bed. “Are you okay?”


  “Don’t be upset about this. I know it’s hard, but you have to get over it and move on with your life.” Maven pursed her lips and gave a small nod. “I’m sorry, Maven.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Flynn interrupted. “Not your fault you have a shitty heart.” Flynn smirked. The rest of his family gathered around the bed. Maven looked at all of them. Nobody was crying, everybody was trying their hardest to keep it together for Henri. Henri’s mother kissed his forehead.


  “I love you, Henri.” She backed away, letting Doug step into view.


  “Love you, bud.” He patted Henri’s arm before taking off out of the room.


  Aunt Janet stepped up along with his uncle. They each grabbed his hands. “You always were stubborn, even at a time like this.” His uncle joked. He cleared his throat extra loud and shook the emotions away.


  “You remember all those talks we had kiddo. And you remember that I love you. We all do.” She kissed his forehead extra-long.


  Henri smiled at everyone, pleased to see his entire family and Maven around him in a time like this. He wasn’t sure if it was the end, but there was an eerie presence in the room. “Don’t forget about Maven.” He looked at Flynn this time. “Don’t let her be miserable, any of you.”


  Sandra and April snuck past their brother and kissed Henri on the cheek. They whispered I love you in his ear and stood beside their dad trying to hold it together.


  “I promise I won’t let her be miserable. Although I might make her miserable if I come around too much.” Flynn grinned, looking over at Maven. She smiled.


  “He’s my cousin and best friend. I swear he’s good company. Don’t be afraid to call him if you’re ever down. He owes it to me, so take advantage.” Everyone laughed.


  Flynn looked around the room, not sure what was to happen next. “Why don’t we leave these two alone? We said our goodbyes. Besides, I don’t think he’s going anywhere just yet he still is handing out orders.”


  Everyone cleared the room. Maven pushed the door shut and climbed up in bed again. Henri pulled her close. He closed his eyes, breathing in her hair. “It’s safe to say that I’m in love with you.”


  “I love you too, Henri.” He pulled her hand to his chest, holding it there.


  “I keep waiting for it to stop. And then I think how stupid that is because I would never know it.” He sighed.


  Maven concentrated on the crashing of his heart into her palm, and slowly it lessened and lessened until she fell asleep. She woke every few minutes to be sure he was still next to her, his heart beating. And then she would close her eyes again.


  Finally Henri’s heartbeats were nothing but a memory—for her or anyone.


  Henri would forever be a memory, a great memory that she would carry with her forever.


  ***


  There were people in the world who chose to do the wrong thing. Arnold wasn’t one of them and he refused to turn into one because of Jake Summit. So when he heard the news that Henri passed away he rose to action. He went straight to the police station and told them the entire horrible story about what Jake did to Henri. And it felt good and it felt right.


  He watched from his porch steps as the police pulled up in front of the Summit residence, and felt a big sense of relief watching them climb the stairs.


  He swallowed down the obvious apprehension when Jake was arrested and lead to the back of the cop car. Yeah, he was afraid of telling on Jake Summit, but he was willing to deal with that in honor of Henri.


  Jake needed to pay for what he did. And now it seemed he was going to.


  


  FALL


  THE CRISP LEAVES RACED across the pavement of the university. A car pulled into a parking spot coming to an effortless stop. Maven emerged from the back of her parent’s minivan, along with Nick, Maggie, and her mother.


  Her dad surveyed her new college campus. Nick unhitched the U-haul’s door, sending it above his head with a rattle. “This place isn’t bad.” He looked around at all the young girls carrying up boxes of their own for the new school year.


  Maven rolled her eyes. “Only you, Nick.” She helped her mother carry the light boxes up the long path to the dorms.


  Maggie followed behind. She caught up with Maven, pulling at the corner of a frame in the box in her sister’s hand. “What is this?”


  “A picture,” Maven insisted. “One that Henri painted. I am hanging it in my dorm.”


  “It’s nice.” Maggie drifted back behind her sister, watching her happily head inside the dorm. Something she hadn’t seen in a long time since Jake Summit dumped her. She never thought something awful like losing someone you cared about would change things so. But they did, Maven was a new person. Henri fixed her.


  ***


  Flynn dropped down by the water, pulling out his cell phone.


  How’s college? Sorority Freak. He smirked, resting the phone on his knee.


  


  He received a reply almost instantly.


  Nice one. It’s great, just about settled in my room.


  


  He looked at the water, everything motionless. A pale leaf fluttered from above and brushed against his nose. He batted it away.


  Will you be around this summer?


  


  Maven pulled the framed painting from the box. She took a seat at her desk, running her fingers across the glass. She smiled at the memory.


  Of course. Portwood is a tradition.


  


  Another leaf sailed eerily from the tree brushing into Flynn’s nose. He sighed, irritated, and stood up, surveying the tree. There were no more leaves left to bother him. With that in the back of his mind, he sat back down, resting his back against the trunk.


  We will have to get together and share some Henri moments. I miss him. He replied, letting out another sigh.


  


  Suddenly a rush of leaves swirled around him falling on his head. Flynn jumped.


  “I don’t believe in ghosts, Henri,” Flynn said dryly, stuffing the phone into his pocket. “You got to do better than that if you want to convince me of such a thing.”


  ***


  Maven told Flynn she had to finish up unpacking and flipped to the video on her phone, the one of Henri. She smiled at the sound of his voice, the flicker of life in his eyes. Happy to have that one constant reminder of him, not a day went by that she didn’t revisit it. So she could drift back into the greatest moments of her life, to that brown-eyed boy that made her laugh, that made her smile and happy. He had made her so happy.


  “We just made a memory…” Henri’s voice echoed into the small dorm room.


  Maven gasped as the painting Henri made her slipped off her desk and landed on the floor without breaking. She kneeled down and retrieved it, taking the hammer and nail out of her box to hang it in its rightful place on her wall, beside a picture of Henri and her from the night of the hop.


  She touched the corner of the picture frame, admiring his handiwork.


  For once she looked forward to what was to come.


  “I love you, Henri.” She smiled.
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