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    New Jersey Boy 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    I had never been struck speechless before in my entire life. I was always the girl known for her smart ass comebacks or opinions that no one else seemed to share. Throughout my short eighteen years on this planet, I had never seen anyone like him before. I had never found myself noticing the curve of a guys jawline or the way his tongue partially touched his lips as he spoke. And, I had never felt my heart flutter deep inside my chest, ever, before he unexpectedly arrived. Before entering my life, I never knew there was a missing piece to my soul. That was, until I discovered that Ryan existed in this world.  
 
    The line full of hot and hungry golfers reached far beyond the door of the country club grill where I worked. Watching the line grow, I blew a loose strand of hair away from my eyes. I fanned my face as the summer heat flowed through the doors each time a customer hustled into the busy cafe seeking air conditioning and a nice stiff drink and meal. The air was thick and heavy from the scorching day's heat and now, as the sun began to settle beyond the horizon, I silently prayed for the coolness that the night air would surely bring. Working Friday nights sucked, and what was worse was that the other two girls who were supposed to work tonight’s shift with me had called in last minute. Of course, they would. So, on one of the busiest nights at The Grill, our small town’s only sit down restaurant acceptable to the country club elite, I was expected to take the orders of the hungry customers by myself. Great, I thought as I watched the line continue to grow.  
 
    “Wow, that line is never going to end,” Reagan said, as she stopped by the register where I was stationed and waiting to take orders. Her fire red hair was pulled back and her emerald green eyes seemed to dance tonight as she looked throughout the hectic restaurant.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said, as I rolled my eyes and handed change to the family of five who had just ordered their overpriced meals. The strong scent of grease and sugar mixed in the air and almost made me nausea as I took them in. My long wavy brown hair was swept up in a tight bun, allowing my neck to breathe. Our uniforms, which consisted of tight black pants and an even tighter shirt, were not in my opinion ‘family friendly’ for a family country club, but it did help the waitresses with their tips. This was definitely not where I wanted to be on a Friday night, especially in the last few weekends I had left of my summer break.  Most of my friends were out partying while I was stuck at work. 
 
    “I don’t know why you are complaining, you don’t need this job,” Reagan said as she grabbed a stack of plates from behind the counter where I was standing. “My rent is due next week and I had to pay to have my car fixed,” she said, as she faked a smile to the customers. “Besides, you and your family are members of this country club. Why aren’t you out there sitting by the pool having me wait on you instead of being stuck in here? You are crazy to choose this,” she said, as she waved her free hand around.  
 
    Feeling bad, I hated that Reagan was in such a mess. She was only a year older than me, but her parents had kicked her out the day she turned eighteen. It was probably for the best since they weren’t really parents to her anyway, but I knew Reagan was doing the best she could as she attended a small community college in Lexington. Reagan and I had been friends since middle school, we were both on the soccer team and had bonded over our love of boy bands. While I had gone off to the State University, Reagan had been stuck here in our small town. I knew she didn’t understand my need to earn my own money. No one did. But, when you had assholes for parents like I did, you wanted to earn your own way in life and not have another reason to hold something else above my head. It was bad enough they were paying my tuition. That was why I decided to work during my summer break- I needed to feel confident and independent.  
 
    “You are right,” I said, as I smiled at her. “We need to take next weekend off and have some fun,” I said as I waited for the man in front of me to give me his order.  
 
    “Yes, I could use some fun,” Reagan said. “Especially, since you are leaving me in a few months to go back to college,” she finished, as she tried to force a smile. I knew it would kill Reagan when I left again, and it would hurt me too, but I had to leave this town if I ever wanted to achieve my dreams.  
 
    “Umm, are you going to take my order or not,” Mr. Sanders asked, as he stood with his arms folded across his growing belly. He was a retired doctor and spent every free minute of his day on the golf course or in this grill drinking his weight in scotch.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, as I gave him my full attention. Reagan waved as she walked back to her tables. Waitressing wouldn’t be her job forever, Reagan was smart, beautiful, and determined and I knew she would be ok.  
 
    The night continued on as I felt like a zombie as I repeated the same lines over and over again to the customers. All of their faces seemed to blur together as they one by one went through the line like a herd of cattle. Glancing at the clock above, I noticed it was almost nine. My shift would be up in fifteen minutes and I could go home and get ready. My friends Mariah and Ally had been texting me all night to go out with them when I got off work. The buzzing from my back pocket was about to drive me insane as I tried to focus on wearing a smile and being super polite as I worked the line. However, what I really wanted to do was tear out of there and enjoy my last few weeks of Summer Vacation.   Mariah’s boyfriend had invited some friends to his house and they wanted me to come meet them. Which, knowing Mariah and Ally meant they were trying to set me up with some guy. It’s not like I don’t like boys; trust me I love them. It’s just that I am not willing to get attached to any guy and then have to leave them when I head to college in August. I just want to have fun and be free until I find my real freedom.  
 
    As I noted the time, my eyes flirted around the line again and a smile found its way to my face as I noticed the line was finally dying down. A sigh left my lips and I felt my tension instantly leave my tiny frame. A smile crept over my lips as I realized I was reaching the countdown to the end of my shift.  
 
    “Can I take your order?” I asked in an overly chipper tone. My eyes were fixated out the window as the reds and oranges of the fading sunset painted the now gray sky. In my mind, I was outside enjoying that scene instead of trapped inside here. I swear, I felt like I was suffocating from the grease floating through the air.  
 
    “Finally, you smile,” a voice said, from right in front of me.  
 
    Cutting through my sweet fantasy, a voice so melodic and angelic that my head shot up, broke me out of my funk and back to reality. As I slowly floated back to earth, my breath faltered as I looked up to find him standing before me.  
 
    I hadn’t even noticed him until he spoke, but once our eyes met I felt like all of the air in my lungs had been knocked out of me. Standing in front of me was the most amazingly beautiful boy I had ever seen in my life. His shaggy, dark brown hair was scattered all around his head and his dark blue eyes seemed to sparkle against the hanging fluorescent lights. He was tall, much taller than me and very tone.  
 
    “What?” I asked, as the question just seemed to stumble out of my mouth. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him even though I knew I should.  
 
    “I’ve been standing there for a while watching you and you haven’t smiled once,” he stated, as he continued to smile at me. “You almost looked like you were in another world,” he finished. 
  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize I wasn’t,” I said as I suddenly felt embarrassed. I could feel my face burning as flames shot down my arms. This adorable guy probably thought I was some psychotically depressed freak.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” he began, as he leaned forward, his body pressing against the counter that separated us. “You are just the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen and I just wanted to see you smile,” he said, as he leaned in to speak.  
 
    Shock took over my body as I just stood there paralyzed and unable to speak. I have never been called beautiful by anyone other than my grandmother before, so his words really took me by surprise. Was he messing with me? I wasn’t sure. I mean, I’m not ugly. My long brown hair was always curled and styled neatly and my honey colored eyes always seemed to match my mood. I was petite and toned thanks to my years of playing soccer and love for running. I guess I was ok looking, but to hear someone like this guy call me beautiful had my warnings shooting up.  
 
    “You don’t have to say that to make me feel better. I promise, I’m fine. I just am ready to get out of here,” I admitted, as I shrugged off his comments.  
 
    “I know I don’t have to say anything to make you feel better; I don’t even know you. But, I just had to say that to you.” 
 
    I lowered my head, trying to hide the deep blush that was appearing on my face. “Thanks.” 
 
    Extending his arm, the boy offered me to shake his hand. “My name is Ryan. I am visiting Jack’s Creek for the next few weeks. My grandparents live here, but they are going to move up to New Jersey with my family. We are helping them pack up their house since it is for sale.” 
 
    Shaking his hand, I couldn’t help but notice the tiny sparks that seemed to shoot throughout my body as our fingers touched. His sweet and spicy cologne filled my nose and suddenly all of the smells of the restaurant seemed to disappear instantly. “My name is Madelyn, I live here. Well, until August when I move to San Diego to attend college there. That’s cool that you are from New Jersey, I’ve never been there.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Ryan held our shake longer than needed, but I wasn’t complaining. “You know; I would love to get to see around Jack’s Creek while I’m here.” 
 
    “Sure, maybe I could show you around sometime,” I said before I knew what I was speaking. What was I thinking? This guy was hot, but I didn’t even know him.  
 
    “Are you going to order soon, or are you going to stand around here and flirt all night?” an elderly man stepped closer to the register, invading our space and conversation.  
 
    “I have to get back to work, it was nice meeting you Ryan,” I said as I turned away from Ryan and back to the impatient customer.  
 
    Ryan’s eyes grew dark as he watched me turn away from him. Out of the corner of my eyes, I watched as he made his way to a table where a family was sitting. I suspected it was his family and as he sat down, I couldn’t help but notice him staring back at me. His smile seemed to linger in the air even after he walked away. Shaking off the strange sensations his stare caused in me, I finished up with my last customer before clocking out and running out to my car.  
 
    I hated to leave without saying goodbye or giving Ryan my number, but I knew better than to allow myself to get attached to a guy, especially one who lives several states away and I will probably never see again. As I began to drive my red Honda Accord out of the parking lot, I took one last glimpse at the restaurant. Through the large glass windows looking into the dining area, I couldn’t help but notice Ryan staring at me as I drove away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    I couldn’t seem to get Ryan’s face out of my mind. As I drove through our small town, I almost ran two red lights as his smile seemed to overtake my senses. Shaking my head, I tried to shake away the beautiful face and melody of his voice.  
 
    “Get a grip, Maddi,” I said, to myself as I slammed on my breaks as I almost found myself running a third red light.  
 
    Gripping the steering wheel to my Honda Accord, I turned and looked at the glowing neon lights of the Walmart parking lot. Even though it was late at night, the end rows were packed with cars and Ford trucks. In every small town across America, there is one hangout where all of the high school kids and newly graduated kids visiting from college go to hang out and just be free and young  
 
    For our small town, it was the Walmart parking lot. Some of the rougher rednecks liked to rev their engines in the McDonald’s parking lot across the street, but that was a different story.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I watched the groups of teens laugh and smile as they enjoyed the evening air. I remember spending my summer nights in those very same parking spots with my friends. As I watched a boy throw his arm around a girl, I remembered how many times Matt and I had stood there in that same embrace, believing we were in love. Just watching the teens have fun brought back so many memories that I almost felt my eyes beginning to flood with emotions.  
 
    Refusing to get caught up in the past, I quickly wiped away any excess water from my eyes and bit my lip as I prayed for the stoplight to turn green. When I saw the light change, I floored my gas pedal and sped away from there as fast as I could.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Why are you so late?” Mariah yelled, over the stereo that was blaring in the corner of the room.  
 
    As I stepped inside Michael’s house, I noticed Mariah hanging all over her boyfriend and host of this small party. “I told you I had to work, I literally just left work. I went home and changed and came straight here,” I argued, as I sat down on the couch beside her.  
 
    Michael’s dad owned a small car dealership in town and he and Michael’s mom was always gone on the weekends, giving Michael the perfect opportunities to have wild and sometimes crazy parties.  
 
    “That’s right, I forgot,” Mariah giggled, as she tossed her blond hair behind her shoulder. “Anyway, there is someone I want you to meet,” Mariah said, as she scooted closer to me on the couch. Pointing toward the kitchen, she noted a tall, athletically built boy with a military haircut who was currently chugging a beer.  
 
    “Thanks, but I’m not interested,” I said, with a smile. I couldn’t seem to get Ryan’s face out of my head as I watched this cute guy in the other room. I knew I was being crazy. I should be having some fun. Hooking up with whatever hottie I could find, but that just wasn’t interesting me right now.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Mariah asked as she eyed me carefully. “You seem different tonight.” 
 
    Nodding my head, I tried to force a smile. “I’m fine, I promise. I just had a weird night at work,” I added as I hoped she would get distracted by someone else. All I had wanted to do was to come here and relax, to be a high school student with no worries or thoughts. Instead, I was doing exactly what I didn’t want to do. I was thinking about a boy and stressing over the upcoming graduation.  
 
    “Oh. I don’t know how you stand to work at that place. It’s like treating people like animals,” she laughed.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh too. She was right, working at the restaurant sucked, but it was better than the alternative. Staying home and listening to my parents fight all the time, or be stuck alone, was worse than working. I just had to stick it out a few more weeks and then I would be free; able to move as far away from everyone here and begin my life. The thought thrilled me and a true smile now grew over my lips.  
 
    “That’s my girl,” Mariah said, noticing my smile.  
 
    Pulling me toward her, Mariah pulled me off the couch. “Come on, let’s go dance.” 
 
    As we made our way to the center of the large living room, I threw my hands up in the air and just danced with my friends. All my cares and worries seemed to fade away as the music took over and the world seemed to stop around me. This was exactly what I needed.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke early to the sun beating down on my face. I had stumbled home around midnight to find that my parents had decided to take a last minute weekend vacation. Great, I hope they at least left me some food in the house before they left.  
 
    Forcing myself out of bed, I reached for my cell phone and powered it on. I had turned it off sometime last night at the party, not wanting to deal with the outside world.  
 
    As my phone began to come alive, I saw several missed calls and texts from Reagan and one from a number I didn’t recognize. That wasn’t like her to blow up my phone like that. Anxiety washed over me as my mind began to spin with possibilities that something might have happened to her. Punching in her number, I nervously waited for her to pick up.  
 
    “Hello,” Reagan answered groggily. It was clear I had just woken up her.  
 
    I released a breath I had been holding and I allowed my body to relax. “Are you ok? You called me like a million times last night,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I hope I didn’t freak you out,” she said. I could hear sheets rustling under her as she was probably getting out of bed.  
 
    “I turned my phone off last night and then when I woke this morning, I saw all your missed calls and texts. I was just worried something might have happened or you needed me for something,” I admitted as I stood and began pacing around my room. Glancing out my bedroom window, I saw that it was a beautiful day. Not a cloud in the perfect baby blue sky. Today would be a great day to go for a run, I thought.  
 
    “Yes, I figured that when you didn’t answer and your number went straight to voicemail.” 
 
    “Did you need something?” I asked, trying to get her to the reason she called.  
 
    “Well…” Reagan began, in a teasing voice. “Someone stopped me last night at the restaurant and asked about you,” she giggled.  
 
    “What?” I asked, as I stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    “Yeah, I was clearing off one of my tables and this really cute guy walked up to me. He said his name was Ryan.” 
 
    At the mention of his name, my body grew stiff. My heart raced as I wanted to scream at her to hurry up her story. “What did he want?” I rushed out.  
 
    Laughing, Reagan breathed heavy into the phone. “So, you must know who I am talking about,” she taunted. “He said he saw you at the cash register line and he said you had the most beautiful smile. I’ll admit, at first I thought he was just some cheesy guy trying to use a lame pick up line, but after talking with him for a few minutes, I realized he was genuine.” 
 
    “I met him and we spoke for only a few minutes when he came through my line. He was cute, but I didn’t get to know anything about him,” I said, as I huffed.  
 
    “That’s why you have me,” Reagan laughed. “I gave him your number so he could call you.” 
 
    “What? No. I told you and everyone else, I am not interested in dating anyone. I leave in a few weeks to go to college. This is my chance to get away from my parents and this small town. I don’t want a boy complicating things,” I said as I spoke my words in rushed sentences.  
 
    Cringing, I thought about how my words must have sounded to Reagan. She was stuck here until she could get enough credits from the local community college to transfer somewhere else. I had just admitted that I was leaving her too.  
 
    “Look, I am sorry, I didn’t mean...” 
 
    Cutting me off, Reagan stopped me. “Maddi stop. I get it. Trust me, I understand more than you know. And I am not mad. If I could leave tomorrow I would and never look back. We will still be friends, I know that. Anyway, he is going to call you again. You will go out with him and have fun. It doesn’t have to mean you fall in love with this guy. I love you, but you always get way too attached to your boyfriends. Don’t do that. Just have fun, see where it goes, and remember it has an expiration date.” 
 
    Considering her words, I smiled to myself. She was right. I needed to just let loose and enjoy myself. My last boyfriends were great, and I guess I did get way too attached. Well, that was until they all cheated on me.  
 
    “I guess you are right. If he calls again, maybe I will meet him for a movie or something. Besides, he has to go home to New Jersey at some point and I have to go to college in a few weeks. This is actually perfect. I will have fun and then leave him behind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    Hours later, I was exhausted as I walked to my car parked along the street. My friends were still inside, but I was ready to head home. Reaching into my purse to grab my car keys, I found my cell phone instead. Lifting it out, I noticed I had a missed call from a number I didn’t recognize. Huffing, I dialed the number as I dug my keys out of my bag and jumped into my car.  
 
    “Hello,” a sweet voice rang through the other end of the phone.  
 
    The voice startled me as I didn’t expect to hear anyone on the other line. “Yes, hi. I have a missed call from this number,” I mumbled as I turned the key in the ignition and began to drive away.  
 
    “Is this Madelyn?” the voice asked again. Something about that voice tickled my belly and sent an instant wave of chills down my spine. I knew that voice.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. Turning into my neighborhood, I silently smiled to myself.  
 
    “This is Ryan. I have been trying to call you all night,” he chuckled. “Your friend Reagan gave me your number. I hope that is ok.” 
 
    Rolling down my car window, I allowed the chilly summer night to invade my senses. “Sure, that’s ok.” 
 
    A long pause filled my car with silence as I sat alone in my driveway. I had pulled in front of my house minutes ago, but for some strange reason that I just couldn’t understand, I wasn’t able to get out of my car. A small, simple task seemed so strange to me as I just sat there in my car waiting for this boy to say another word.  
 
    “I can hear sounds from outside, are you in a car?” he asked.  
 
    I didn’t even realize I still had my windows rolled down. Smiling to myself, I mustered the energy to open my car door. For some reason though, I didn’t walk inside my house. Only a few feet away from me was my front door which led to my bedroom which led to my comfortable and warm bed I had been craving all night. Now, I just wanted to sit outside and listen to the sounds of the crickets chirping and see what this new boy had to say.  
 
    Smiling to myself, I sat down on my front stoop and held my legs close to my chest. “Yes, I just left a party. I am so tired from working all day, I don’t even know why I went in the first place.” I said being honest.  
 
    “Why did you go? To the party I mean?” Ryan asked as his voice grew more thick and deep. It was a strange contrast to the sweet and peppy voice that I had heard only moments earlier. “Was there someone there you wanted to see?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why his question struck me as odd, but I felt heat rush to my cheeks as I thought about his question. He was being intrusive, but I didn’t mind. Anyone else I would have told off but this boy had me smiling to myself- something I hadn’t done…ever.  
 
    “Honestly, I am not sure why I went to the party. My friends just told me about it and I just went. That is just how things work around here. You want to know something crazy?” I asked, with a smirk. “I hate parties. I hate loud music and crowded rooms and dumb drunk people. And, to answer your other question, no there wasn’t anyone there I wanted to see.” 
 
    I could hear him smiling through the phone as I spoke. “Good,” he replied.  
 
    Again, a strange silence filled the air only it didn’t feel lonely or weird. Instead, the quietness felt comforting.  
 
    “What about you, what are you doing up so late?” I asked, checking the time on my phone. It was almost one in the morning, and I couldn’t fathom why he would be up so late talking to some boring girl from Kentucky.  
 
    Almost reading my mind, Ryan spoke directly to my heart. “I have been awake all night. Ever since your friend gave me your number, I have been debating whether or not to call you. Finally, around eight tonight I called you. But, you didn’t answer. I waited and called again. At one point, I felt like some creepy stalker guy and swore to myself that you had blocked my number,” laughing, Ryan continued. “I couldn’t get your face or your voice out of my head. I am only here for a few weeks, I would really like to hang out with you.” he finished.  
 
    Without thinking, I responded. “I would like to hang out with you too,” I replied. “I mean, if you have time while you are here. I am sure you have family stuff going on too.” 
 
    “We are here helping my grandparents move. They want to move up to New Jersey part-time to be closer to my family. I’ve spent the last few days boxing up some items they want to take and visiting with family I haven't seen in a while. Truthfully, I could really use a break from family time,” he chuckled again.  
 
    Glancing back at my empty and dark house, I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I wouldn’t understand what that is like,” I sighed. “I’m an only child and my parents are never home.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly why I was divulging such personal information to a boy who I still knew nothing about, but somehow I felt comfortable sharing my life with him. It was strange, that I had all these people; friends really, who I spent time with every day. But, those people didn’t really know me. I never just openly shared my feelings and my personal life with them. I didn’t understand how this stranger could make it ok for me to open up, but he was.  
 
    “So, who do you talk to? Who do you spend your time with?” Ryan asked.  
 
    “I don’t really talk to people,” I admitted. “I listen to my friends and help take care of them when they need me, but no one has ever really asked to hear what I have to say,” I said. As the words came tumbling out of my mouth, I realized that they hurt. Like when you vomit and the acid leaks into your throat. It’s a sting you don’t expect, but it still hurts all the same.  
 
    “Who will take care of you?” he asked, his voice full of a genuine concern. “I mean, if you care for others, who is going to care for you?” 
 
    “Myself,” I replied bluntly.  
 
    “Where are you?” Ryan asked, completely ignoring my answer.  
 
    Watching a group of firefly bugs swarm around an old tree in my front yard, I glanced up at the bright moon glowing above me. “I am sitting outside my house right now. I just don’t feel like walking inside right now,” I said.  
 
    “That’s funny, I just watched a little red Eclipse drive by and then it stopped a few houses down from where my grandparents live,” he said.  
 
    The words didn’t register at first, but as I sat there I started to think how what a coincidence that was. “Where do your grandparents live?” I asked, as I began looking around at my scenery.  
 
    I could hear rustling in the background and I imagined in my mind that Ryan was walking around too. “I think it’s called Keene Park,” he said. “It’s this big neighborhood out in the country.” 
 
    Startled, I jumped up and stood abruptly. “Seriously?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, why?” Ryan said.  
 
    “Because, that’s where I live too.” 
 
    I began walking around my front yard as my heart began to beat rapidly in my chest. Adrenaline spiked inside of me and instead of feeling nervous or utterly creeped out, I felt exhilarated.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, as I heard loud movements from the other end of the line.  
 
    “I’m outside, I am looking for you,” Ryan replied.  
 
    My feet began to move without taking a word from my brain. This could be wrong. This could be some deadly disaster. This guy could be some insane serial killer stalker who tracks young teenage girls. For all I knew, Ryan wasn’t even his real name. Instead of listening to any logic rational in my brain, I began walking. Putting one foot in front of the other, I just began to walk. Where I was going, I wasn’t sure. I just walked- past my neighbor's horse farm and the old red barn two houses down. I walked until I heard a familiar voice ring through my ears.  
 
    “Madelyn,” Ryan asked, as he stood under a street light. Looking at him, he appeared to be glowing like an angel wearing a halo.  
 
    Ending the phone call, I tucked my phone in the back of my jeans and stepped closer to him. I offered a slight wave as I said hello.  
 
    “So…this is awkward,” I giggled, as we stood there staring at one another.  
 
    “No, it is just insanely crazy that we happen to be in the same place right now.” Ryan smiled. As his lips parted to allow the smile to appear on his face, I felt my heart skip a beat and my breath falter,s as I watched his face transform. Ryan was beautiful and magical.  
 
    “What do we do now?” I asked, unsure of what I was supposed to do or say. I had always been awkward in new situations, that was probably why I couldn’t keep a boyfriend or why other than Reagan, I didn’t really have a whole lot of friends. 
 
    Taking another step closer to me, I could smell a sweet aroma of cinnamon and spices from Ryan’s cologne. With each movement he made, I felt my eyes falling transfixed to him. “Maybe we could just talk,” Ryan said. I wasn’t sure how, but even the most simple of words and phrases sounded sweet and seductive coming from his mouth.  
 
    “Ok, that would be cool,” I said. I wanted to slap myself for sounding so stupid.  
 
    “You don’t have to be nervous,” Ryan said soothingly. “I know this feels crazy that I am here right now, but I promise I am a good guy. I don’t want to hurt you, I just want to hang out.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous,” I lied. “I am just tired and excited and… I don’t know,” I sighed.  
 
    Suddenly, a loud ring broke the silence of the night air. Reaching down, Ryan glanced at his phone. Answering, Ryan shook his head and mouthed an I’m sorry as he answered. “Hey mom,” he said.  
 
    Nodding his head, Ryan listened intently. He kept glancing at me as he listened to his mom talk on the other end. “Yeah, I just went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    Hanging up, Ryan reached over and took my hand in his. Glancing down, I watched my hand fall naturally into his as sparks flew around us. “I’m so sorry. My mom woke up and I wasn’t in my guest room. I need to get back. Can I call you later?” he asked.  
 
    Faking a smile, I tried to hide my frustration and sadness. I was a little let down that he had to go home so quickly after we just met up again, but I understood. Besides, I couldn’t let myself think this could be anything other than what it was. A coincidence.  
 
    “No problem. Sure, you can call,” I said as I turned to walk back toward my house.  
 
    Pulling me back, Ryan didn’t let go of my hand. Gazing into my eyes, Ryan seemed to somehow speak to my soul. “I promise, I will call again,” he spoke softly and I couldn’t say or do anything else. All I could do was nod my head.  
 
    *** 
 
    Laying in my bed later, I began to twirl a loose strand of hair around my pointer finger. It was an odd habit I had started as a toddler and something that had continued into my teenage years. My body was completely exhausted, begging me to sleep and allow myself the much needed time to rest and recoup; but I couldn’t. My mind was racing with a certain smile and a voice that seemed to sing throughout my ears. I had tried several tactics to get myself to fall asleep. I had watched some late night trash t.v., sifted through social media sites, and even tried reading. Nothing seemed to work or take my mind off of Ryan. I felt completely stupid for having such strong thoughts about a boy who I had never met, but I just summed it up as I was going crazy from my everyday life and needed a break.  
 
    I began to hear a slight knocking sound coming from my bedroom window. Turning my head, I looked but just shook my head in amusement. It was probably a bug or something hitting the glass. When the sound pinged again, I threw my covers off my body and sat up. My phone was glowing from a text and as I leaned over to check the message, I saw Ryan’s number appear again.  
 
    Jumping out of bed, my feet hit the ground running as I grabbed my phone and rushed to the window.  
 
    Ryan: Are you still up?” 
 
    Ryan’s text made me smile and I couldn’t help but place a finger on my lips to try and remember the shape. Rapidly texting back, I responded.  
 
    Me: Yes, can’t sleep. 
 
    Ryan: Can I call?” 
 
    Me: Now? 
 
    Ryan: I told you I would call… 
 
    Me: You are crazy! 
 
    Ryan: Is that a no? 
 
    Me: No 
 
    My phone rang, startling me from my written conversation. “Hello?” I whispered even though I didn’t know why. My parents were gone for the weekend and I was home alone. Still, I felt it was only necessary to whisper in the dead of night in my house.  
 
    “Hey, why are you whispering?” Ryan asked, amusement tainting his voice.  
 
    “I really don’t know,” I giggled.  
 
    “Come to your window,” Ryan urged.  
 
    Moving my feet, I walked to my window and peered down below. Standing below my bedroom window, Ryan was smiling up at me. His khaki shorts and black t-shirt made him look even more delicious than I had remembered from only hours ago. Lifting my window, I moved my head outside so I could hear and see him better.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I called down to him.  
 
    “I snuck out again. So, what are you doing?” he asked with a tease.  
 
    “Well, since it is early in the morning and I just saw you minutes ago… nothing.” 
 
    “Can you come out?” Ryan called as he stood below my bedroom window. “Do you have something you can crawl down here on?” 
 
    I almost giggled as I couldn’t believe how silly he was. This felt like some insane and twisted version of Romeo and Juliet.  
 
    “What? Are you crazy?” I yelled whispered into the night. “I don’t have a ladder. We are not in some dramatic Shakespeare play.” 
 
    Laughing, Ryan too realized how insane he sounded. “I know this sounds crazy, but I just have to see you again. You are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I leave in a few weeks and I know you don’t want anything serious, but I just want to get to know you.” 
 
    As I looked down at this charming boy, I couldn’t help but notice how the moonlight illuminated the slight twinkle in his eyes. Never had anyone sounded so sincere talking to me. Throwing all of my rules and worries out the window, I realized to just be free.  
 
    “Hold on,” I called. “I will be down in a minute.” 
 
    Running down my stairs I knew that my parents could wake at any minute and see me leaving in the dead of the night. I didn’t stop to worry or even care about what I was about to do. For once, I was going to act on desire instead of following the rules set for me.  I flew out the front door and stopped when I met Ryan standing at the side of my house.  
 
    “Hey,” he said almost sheepishly, like he hadn’t just been begging me to come out here only minutes ago.  
 
    “Hey,” I replied. Butterflies danced in my belly as a shiver ran through me. I was excited and nervous and the combination almost had me in a craze.  
 
    Taking a step closer to me, Ryan emerged out of the shadows of my house and into the spotlight of the moon. He was like an Italian god with his dark hair and charming smile. His presence had my head spinning and I wasn’t sure of what to make of the feeling. I had been around gorgeous guys before. But, none of them had ever had me feeling this wild and out of control.  
 
    “I’m glad you came,” he whispered into the night, as a small smile crept along his face.  
 
    “Me too,” I admitted. I folded my arms across my chest as the cool night air washed over me.  
 
    Noticing my shivers, Ryan walked over and placed an arm around me. His closeness startled me, yet had me feeling comfortable and warmed instantly.  
 
    “Are you cold?” he asked, rubbing his hand along my arm.  
 
    “Not really,” I said, as I tried to contain my shivering. I wasn’t sure if it was the chilly night air or the fact that Ryan was so close to me, but my body wouldn't stop shivering.   
 
    “Do I make you nervous?” Ryan asked, as he gazed into my eyes.  
 
    The answer was hell yes. He totally and completely had my nerves bouncing all over the place, but I couldn’t say that because he would take that as I was afraid of him. Or, that I didn’t want to be out here with the mysterious boy who I didn’t know. Instead, I selected a safe answer.  
 
    “No, you make me curious and excited and intrigued,” I rambled on, as I tried to form the right words to express just how he made me feel.  
 
    Chuckling, Ryan inched himself closer to me as he kept his hold on me. “I like that answer,” he said, with a smile so bright, it glowed through the black of the night.  
 
     Holding each other, we smiled as we both realized what was happening. “Where do you want to go?” he asked, as she reached down for my hand and took it in his.  
 
    “Anywhere,” I breathed, as I felt my heart pounding in my chest.  
 
    We began to run through the black night toward his truck that was parked by the curb. I wasn’t sure where we would go or what we would do. In that moment, I didn’t care. I was free and I was with my New Jersey Boy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    The night was silent except for our beating hearts and the sounds of our laughter piercing the air. Holding my hand, Ryan drove through the empty streets. Neither of us said anything as we sat side by side in his truck. There were no words to say. Anything spoken would just ruin the absolutely crazy and adventurous high we were feeling as we sped through town. I didn’t know anything at all about Ryan, yet I felt like I knew everything about him, too. I had never understood how people could just fall in love with a first glance, but each time I snuck a look at Ryan, I started to realize that saying could be true.  
 
    Noticing my stare, Ryan turned to me and smiled. “Are you ok?” he asked, as he held my hand.  
 
    Smiling back, I sighed. “Yes, I am sure my parents will kill me if they find out I snuck out of my house with a boy I hardly know,” I teased. “I am in college and living on my own during the school year, but they still try to control me,” I added with a sigh.  
 
    Squeezing my hand, Ryan licked his lips in a move that had me sweating with nervousness. I could barely catch my breath looking at him. With his shaggy blond hair and the glow from the interior car lights highlighting his face, he looked like an absolute dream.  
 
    Narrowing his eyes, he pursed his lips like it was difficult for him to breathe sitting next to me. I easily recognized that expression, because it was the same one I was sure I had on my own face. “If you are uncomfortable with this, I can take you home. I don’t want you to get into any trouble with your parents, I just…I had to see you, to get to know you.” 
 
    The light ahead turned red and as the car slowed to a stop, I unbuckled my seatbelt and scooted across the bench seat of Ryan’s truck. Lifting myself up, I placed my lips on Ryan’s cheek and gently kissed his soft, sensitive skin. Ryan’s gaze turned to mine as my lips caressed his cheek. With eyes wide, he placed his hand on my face and brushed a loose strand of hair away from my face. I couldn’t take my eyes off of his face, I was somehow mesmerized by his touch, his look, his presence. As our eyes locked, Ryan pulled me to him and crushed his lips to mine. As our movements became heavy and calculated, I found myself climbing on top of his lap, pulling his face closer to mine as our kisses intensified.  
 
    Removing my lips from his, I pulled back and caught my breath. Breathing heavily too, Ryan smiled at me as I moved myself away from him and sat back on my side of the seat. “Wow,” I stated, as I touched my fingers to my lips. I had been kissed before, several times, but never in my life had anyone kissed me like that. I swear his lips touching mine made me feel like I was dancing in heaven.  
 
    “Madelyn, that was… exactly how I had imagined it would be. Incredible,” Ryan said, as he leaned against the door of his truck.  
 
    The light turned green but Ryan didn’t budge. We just sat silent again for seemed like forever. Finally, Ryan placed his foot on the ignition and placed the car in drive again. We began to drive. Nowhere and everywhere all at once. “Where do you want to go?” he asked. “I have no idea where I’m going,” he finished with a laugh.  
 
    “I know the perfect place,” I said, as I faced the windshield.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ryan pulled into the parking spot in the empty lot. Not a soul would be crazy enough to be at a neighborhood park at midnight, except for us. Jumping out of the truck, Ryan ran around to the passenger door and swiftly opened the door before I could place my hand on the handle. Opening the door, he grabbed my hand and closed the door.  
 
    “What do you want to do?” he asked, as we began to walk down the long and windy cement path leading to a playset area.  
 
    “Let’s swing,” I replied, as I began leading him toward the swing-set. I hadn’t swung since I was a little kid and right now I felt like doing something different and crazy and fun.  
 
    Breaking his hold on my hand, Ryan ran forward. “Race ya,” he called back to me.  
 
    Laughing, I lunged forward and sprinted toward the swings. “No fair,” I called, as I ran to move past him.  
 
    We reached the swings at the same time and we both bundled over in laughter as we realized how silly we probably looked. We both jumped on a swing and began kicking and pumping our legs in the air. As I began to soar higher in the air, butterflies danced in my belly as a rush of pure adrenaline soared through me. I hadn't felt this alive in years and I didn’t want to lose that feeling. Looking around, I watched as my legs seemed to disappear into the darkness of the night. For a moment, I pretended like I was an astronaut soaring through space. Alone in the galaxy with only my thoughts and Ryan.  
 
    After a few minutes, Ryan broke the peaceful silence. “This is fun and all, but I didn’t come here tonight to sit so far away from you.” 
 
    Slowing my pace, I turned to Ryan as I slowly descended back to earth. “What do you have in mind,” I asked with a hint of a mischievous smile.  
 
    Jumping off his swing like he was a kid, Ryan walked over and stopped my swing. With both arms placed on the chains holding my swing, Ryan leaned in and placed a sweet kiss on my lips. Without uttering another word, he picked me up and began to carry me toward a large, open space of grass in the park. Toward the back of the park was a lush forest area, but where Ryan was carrying me was open and had a perfect spot to lay and watch the stars. I had remembered coming to this very park when I was a kid. My parents would watch me play on the playground and then we would have picnic lunches in this same open area. I don’t know exactly why I chose this place for Ryan and me to go, but now that we were here, I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else in the world with him.  
 
    Laying me down on the ground, Ryan leaned down and placed himself next to me. Placing our heads side by side, Ryan and I began to stare up at the bright stars shining down on us.  
 
    “You know, this is one of the best nights of my life,” Ryan said, as he turned his head to look at me.  
 
    “I know what you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Why did you want to come get me?” I asked. I knew I was probably ruining the magical and romantic moment with my question, but I had to know. I needed to know him.  
 
    Leaning up on his elbows, Ryan chuckled to himself. “I kind of hoped we could just pretend we had been lifelong friends who decided to just fall in love with a wild night,” he mused.  
 
    “Come on, I’m serious,” I giggled, as I leaned up next to him. “I mean, you sort of kidnapped me here. I just want to know who you are.” 
 
    “Oh, so I kidnapped you?” he joked back. He threw his head back and I watched as his hair danced around his head. “Okay, well what do you want to know?” he asked.  
 
    “What is your favorite type of music? What foods do you love? How old are you? Why are you out at midnight looking for teenage girls?” I asked, as the questions began to pour out of me.  
 
    “Wow, I feel like I am being interrogated here,” Ryan mused. “Okay, I like hard rock music. I love pizza and cheese sticks, I am eighteen and start college in the fall at a small engineering college in New Jersey. I didn’t go searching for teenage girls, I went looking for the most beautiful girl I had ever seen in my life. I went looking for a girl who in one smile and one breath stole my heart and made me do something so insane as to sneak out of my grandparent's house in the middle of the night in a foreign town to find a girl who I don’t even know.” 
 
    As his words invaded my body, I couldn’t stop the strong beat of my heart as I realized that Ryan, a boy who I had just met from New Jersey, was somehow becoming a spark in my life.  
 
    “You know what New Jersey boy, I think I am starting to kind of like you,” I said, as I leaned over and covered my mouth above his. Teasing his lips, I refused to allow mine to touch his. I wanted to see how long he could last before we both went absolutely crazy.  
 
    Slowly pushing himself forward, Ryan tried to connect our lips, but I kept moving my face back until I fell back onto the soft grass under me. Leaning over the top of me, Ryan began to kiss me softly, our tongues dancing as I parted my lips to allow him access.  
 
    We lay in the grass that night, kissing and talking and sharing our lives and stories with one another. We continued with our mission to get to know the other until the sky began to turn a shade of red and orange as the sun began to rise and light up the night sky.  
 
    As Ryan drove me back to my house, I watched as the sun finally made its full appearance in the morning sky. I wasn’t stupid. I knew that tonight was probably the last time I would ever see Ryan. He didn’t live here. He had a life in another state that he would eventually get back to. This was not going to be a mistake. I was going to enjoy every drop of my time with Ryan and remember him as my New Jersey boy.  
 
    As I crept back into my house, I turned and watched as Ryan drove away. Leaning against my front door, I sighed and smiled to myself. Walking up to my bedroom, I walked past my parent's bedroom door and listened as they slept silently in their bed. Crawling into my own bed, I curled up in my blankets and closed my eyes and replayed my night with the New Jersey boy in my head.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    The next afternoon I woke to the sun shining brightly in my face. With a smile, I stretched my arms above my head. I had dreamed throughout my sleep of Ryan’s face and the possibility of what could have happened. As I rolled over, prepared to get up and spend a lazy afternoon alone, I saw that my phone was bright with alerts of missed text messages.  
 
    Checking my phone, I saw several messages from Ryan. To say I was shocked was an understatement.  
 
    Ryan: Are you still sleeping? 
 
    Ryan: What are your plans for today? 
 
    Ryan: Are you still sleeping? 
 
    I read over the texts and laughed to myself.  
 
    Me: You are very needy. 
 
    I teased and bit my lip as I waited for his response.  
 
    Ryan: I know, I’m such a girl. 
 
    Me: Hey! Anyway, yes I was sleeping. Now I’m awake.  
 
    Ryan: Can you meet me in an hour? 
 
    I checked my clock beside my bed. It was after ten in the morning and my parents should be arriving home sometime around noon. I needed to get up and shower and clean up a little before they got home and saw the mess I had left in the kitchen.  
 
    Me: Sure, but I have to do a few things around here first. What did you have in mind? 
 
    I wasn’t sure really what there was to do around this small town. I was sure he had more exciting places to venture to in New Jersey, unlike the horse farms and city fair that rolled into town at the beginning of summer vacation. I could show him around town and maybe hang out at the park for a while, but other than that I wasn’t sure what else we could do. Well, I could think of a couple of things we could do… 
 
    Ryan: I’m not sure. All I’ve done here is visit family and go eat at a few restaurants. What do you all do for fun around here?” 
 
    Thinking his question over, I decided to be truthful.  
 
    Me: We go somewhere else.  
 
    Ryan: I will see you in an hour.  
 
    I put my phone down and began getting ready for the day. After a long, warm shower I dressed in a pair of cute cut-off jean shorts, a purple tank top, and my favorite pair of brown cowboy boots. Hey, if I was going to show him around my small Kentucky town, I was going to represent while doing it. I somehow managed to get all my dirty dishes collected around the house and piled into the dishwasher just as my parents drove into our long driveway. When they entered the house, my mom waved hello to me as she carried her suitcase to their first-floor master bedroom. My dad made his way to the kitchen where I was busy wiping down the white marble countertops. Everything in our kitchen was white from the cabinets to the tile on the floor, to the countertops. My mom loved a clean and boring house. Me, I wanted a little color. I swore that when I grew up and had a place of my own, I would have a different color in every room.  
 
    “Hey Maddi, how was your weekend?” my dad asked, as he walked over to the refrigerator and grabbed himself a cold bottle of water.  
 
    I watched as his gray eyes looked around the kitchen, making sure I had kept it clean so my mom wouldn't freak out too much. He looked relaxed in a pair of khaki pants and a navy blue polo shirt. His brown hair looked messy, not gelled and styled like he usually wore it to work. It was nice seeing him comfortable, he was always so busy and stressed with work.  
 
    “It was good,” I replied. I sat down at one of the island bar stools. “I worked most of the weekend and then hung out with Reagan and Mariah last night,” I finished.  
 
    I decided to leave out my little adventure with Ryan. I didn’t think my dad would want to hear about how I left my house in the middle of the night to see a boy I had just met. My parents were never strict on me or really gave me any rules, but I was certain that information might change that.  
 
    “That sounds nice. What are your plans today? I need to go to the office and get caught up on some paperwork and your mom wants to rest from our trip,” he finished as he offered me a smile.  
 
    I tried to hide my eye roll as he told me my mom needed to rest from her vacation. Truth was, my mom wasn’t really a mother. Sure she gave birth to me, but besides that, she hadn't really done much for me. Once she realized having a baby wasn’t just playing dress up and was actual work and required her full attention, she had hired around the clock nannies to watch and care for me. She honestly didn’t know what to do with me for much of my years growing up. I had learned to rely on my nannies or myself for anything I needed and that included affection. Once I turned sixteen, my mom got rid of my nannies and I was left to truly be alone and fend for myself. I missed them, not because I liked them or had some deep emotional attachment to any of them. But, I missed having people around. I missed not being lonely.  
 
    Shaking my head, I brought myself back to my current situation and out of my own internal pity party.  
 
    “I was going to go hang out with a friend, but I am not sure what we are going to do,” I said. I wasn’t technically lying. At least I don’t think I was lying.  
 
    “That sounds nice. Driving home, I saw the fairgrounds were busy. Maybe you all could go enjoy some carnival rides and greasy food,” Dad chuckled to himself. Patting me on my back, he left the room and went into his home office. I was sure he was gathering some paperwork to take with him to his law office downtown.  
 
    Leaving me alone again, I texted Ryan as I realized what we could do today.  
 
    Me: I am leaving my house in ten minutes. How do you feel about Ferris Wheels? 
 
    Ryan: I am waiting outside. And… I love them.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later I pulled in front of Ryan’s grandparents’ home. They lived in a cute, ranch style house sitting on five acres of open space. I had passed by their house every day of my life and never paid it any attention. Now, as I looked at the red brick outlining the frame and the white, wrap around front porch, I realized how welcoming the house really was.  
 
    Waving, Ryan spotted me as I pulled into the driveway. Walking to my car, he opened the passenger door and got in. I was hit by the sweet aroma of cinnamon and spices and I almost began to drool.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as he turned to face me.  
 
    “Hey,” Ryan replied back with a smirk. “Where are you taking me today?” 
 
    As I began to drive, I made sure to keep my eyes locked on the road ahead and not on Ryan’s charming face. From the light of the restaurant and the dark night, I didn’t really have a good chance to look at his face. Now, in the bright sunlight, I realized he was more than breathtaking. His hair was a golden yellow and his wavy locks were just the right amount of messy. His blue eyes were trimmed in long lashes and his chiseled jaw and dimples seemed to be made out of perfection.  
 
    Keeping my brain focused was a difficult task with Ryan sitting beside me. “I thought it might be fun to show you around downtown and then maybe go to the county fair. It is sort of lame, but it’s all we have around here,” I said with a slight smile.  
 
    “Hey, that sounds nice to me. I sort of like the slow charm of Kentucky,” Ryan said as he began watching the rolling hills pass by as I drove by several horse farms. “Where I am from in New Jersey, we live in a big city and everything is so fast paced, it’s hard to catch your breath sometimes.”  
 
    “I noticed there weren't many cars in the driveway. Where is your family today?” I asked trying to keep the conversation rolling.  
 
    Laughing, Ryan turned his eyes back on me. “Who is the stalker now,” he joked. “My parents and grandparents took my sister to visit another cousin. They were going to go shopping and I didn’t want to go. I had other plans that sounded more enticing to me,” he said with a seductive grin.  
 
    Man, this boy better be careful or I may just pull this car over and jump him right here.  
 
    “I wasn’t stalking, just being observant,” I noted as I tried to hide the smile that was threatening to spread over my face.  
 
    We continued to drive as I pointed out the city courthouse, a few good local diners, and then the city ballparks. I drove until we reached the county fairgrounds. Pulling into a parking space, I parked my car and we walked side by side to the ticket booth counter.  
 
    As I reached into my pocket to pull out money to pay for my entrance ticket, Ryan stopped me.  
 
    “What are you doing? I will pay,” he said as he handed the woman behind the ticket booth a ten dollar bill.  
 
    “No, it’s ok really. I don’t want you to feel obligated to pay,” I said trying to give him my money.  
 
    Refusing to take the money, Ryan handed me my ticket and began walking through the entrance gate. Noticing the crowds, I made sure to walk very close to Ryan. People were spread out everywhere laughing and talking as they enjoyed the beautiful summer afternoon. With the sun filling the cloudless sky, the weather couldn’t have been more perfect. We walked by several game booths and a few rides that made you spin until you were so dizzy you might puke. The air was filled with happy voices and the scent of funnel cakes and fried foods.  
 
    Finally, Ryan stopped walking and grabbed my hand. The spark of electricity that jolted me made me jump from his touch. I could tell he felt the energy too because our eyes met instantly and a smile appeared on both of our faces.  
 
    As we continued strolling through the large fair, I spotted a familiar blond haired boy I once knew. My pulse quickened and I suddenly felt like I was melting from the heat rising in my cheeks. Noticing my sudden change in appearance and demeanor, Ryan stopped and turned around and stood in front of me. His action momentarily blocked my view of the familiar boy, but not before he had already spotted me through the crowds.  
 
    Sauntering toward us, my ex-boyfriend Matt offered a sly smile as he waved. Following my gaze, Ryan saw who my eyes were glowering at.  
 
    “Who is that?” Ryan almost seethed, as he took in my anxious expression. I could feel the blood draining from my face and I tried my best to keep my composure calm as though this boy coming toward me wasn’t having an awful effect on me.  
 
    “That,” I practically growled, watching Matt stalk toward me, “Is my ex-boyfriend, Matt.” 
 
    In that moment, I wanted to hide or run away, but it was too late. He had spotted me and all I could do was just stand there like a complete idiot waiting for him to reach us. Ryan stood close to me, almost as if he were trying to protect me.  
 
    “Oh. I sense bad blood between you two,” he whispered as Matt stopped in front of us.  
 
    As Matt stopped in front of us, he plastered his panty-dropping smile on his face. He was the first and only guy I had and would ever love. In the two years, we were together, he had promised me the world. Confessing his love for me, he made me believe we would be together forever. As a stupid and love-struck sixteen-year-old, I had believed every lie he told me. It wasn’t until after our two year anniversary that I discovered he had been cheating on me throughout the two years we were together. When I confronted him, he somehow twisted his deceiving ways around on me. According to Matt, I needed to understand that he had needs and since I was still a virgin, he fell to his cock’s needs and not his hearts. It never mattered that he promised he would be my first and would wait for me. No, he broke that promise and shattered my heart in the process. I learned a very valuable lesson from that experience; love didn’t exist. It was merely a state of mind. From then on, I had made a decision to only have fun with guys. Since that’s all they wanted me for, I wouldn't fall in love again, only to have my heart broken.  
 
    “You could say that,” I whispered back, so Matt wouldn't hear.  
 
    “Hey Maddi, how are you?” Matt asked, like we were old friends reuniting.  
 
    “Hi, Matt. I’m fine,” I replied. 
 
    Switching my weight to my other foot, I looked between Matt and Ryan and noticed how different the two guys were. Matt had a cocky presence while Ryan seemed sweet and endearing. Matt had short brown hair and light blue eyes. Ryan had messy dark brown hair and deep blue eyes with meaning. Matt was tall and thin and wore exactly what he thought girls would love; khaki shorts and a cut off t-shirt. Ryan has a rock hard surfer’s body and the face of an Italian god with his dark complexion and even darker hair. The contrast between the two guys was almost funny.  
 
    “I heard you had applied to some out of state schools,” Matt added, like he knew me so well. It was almost disgusting.  
 
    “Yes, I applied at every school in the United States,” I snapped back.  
 
    “But, you decided to go to a state school?” he asked with a smug look on his face. It was that look that reminded me instantly again, why I hated him so much.  
 
    “Go to hell,” I grumbled, as I wanted him to just vanish right before my eyes.  
 
    Laughing, Matt threw his head back. “Oh Maddi, you always were such a little bitch,” he said,, still keeping that smug grin.  
 
    I clenched my fists and prepared to lunge forward and knock that grin off his face, but Ryan beat me to the punch; literally.  
 
    “Hey, watch it asshole,” Ryan yelled as he shoved Matt hard.  
 
    I watched as Matt flew back and lost his balance. He stumbled and caught himself before almost falling to the dirt ground below. Regaining his composure, Matt’s eyes grew wide with amusement and anger as he took us both in.  
 
    “Oh I see, you find another boy toy to stick up for you,” Matt said as he wiped off some dirt from his shirt.  
 
    “You need to walk away now,” Ryan said through clenched teeth. His eyes bore into Matt’s and I couldn’t take my gaze off of him.  
 
    Turning to me, Matt spoke to Ryan but kept his attention on me. “I guess cheating on you wasn’t the worst decision I ever made. Coming back and thinking I could talk to you like an adult was a bad idea,” he seethed as he had the nerve to look hurt and wounded.  
 
    “Get lost, Matt,” I said as my hands were still clenched at my sides.  
 
    Nodding his head, Matt seemed to finally get the hint that I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him. “Well, it was really good seeing you. Maybe next time I am back in town, we can catch up. I got into the University of Louisville,” he finished as he tried to take the attention off of him. I hated how he could just pretend like he didn’t just insult me and get into a fight with Ryan.  
 
    “Sure,” I said. Man, I wish I could say so many things to him. He had broken my heart. I had loved him once. But now, as I watch him walk away, there is nothing for me to say to him. He doesn’t care and neither should I.  
 
    Waving back, Matt turned and walked away. I felt myself sigh and finally breathe again.  
 
    “Man, that was intense. What did he do to piss you off?” Ryan asked as he continued to watch Matt walk away. “I mean besides being a complete tool and douche-bag,” he finished.  A look of disgust and possibly anger passed through his eyes and I couldn’t help but wonder why he was getting so upset.  
 
    Pulling him away from the crowds, I walked Ryan over to a set of picnic tables near the food vendors. Sitting down, Ryan leaned in and prepared to listen. “Matt was my boyfriend for two years. I loved him and I thought he loved me, but it was all a lie. He cheated on me throughout the two years we were together. I guess I am just disgusted whenever I see him. He is the reason I have my rules,” I said.  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, Ryan looked intrigued. “That guy cheated on you?” he said pointing back to where we had just walked from. “He must be a complete idiot. You are too beautiful and sweet to ever cheat on. Whoever he messed with, was only a downgrade from you,” he finished, his voice rising with anger.  
 
    Shaking my head, I could feel my heart stuttering as a deep ache in my chest grew. “You don’t have to say that,” I replied.  
 
    “I know I don’t, but it is the truth. He didn’t deserve you,” Ryan added. “What did you mean by you have rules?” he asked.  
 
    Laughing to myself, I thought about how I would explain this to Ryan. “I decided that love just isn't for me. My parents are married but I don’t think they are in love. They barely talk and I don’t think they love me either. I just want to have fun and find a job after college” I finished.  
 
    “I hope you don’t really believe those things. Maybe you just haven't experienced real love by the right person,” Ryan stated.  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe,” I sighed.  
 
    “Okay, let’s talk about something less intense. What are you going to major in?” Ryan asked.  
 
    A smile touched my lips as I thought about the possibilities my future could hold. “I applied to every journalism school in the United States,” I chuckled. “I want to be a writer. I have been writing articles and stories for my school newspaper while in high school. I love to write. I get to have a voice, but stay behind the scene and out of the spotlight. I want to eventually write for a travel magazine or big newspaper and travel to wherever the story takes me.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome,” Ryan beamed. “I am going to a small college in New Jersey near my home. I am going to study business management since I don’t really know what I want to do. I thought about joining the air force or army once and working on planes and tanks, but I don’t know. I like my home so I want to stay close to home.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I added.  
 
    I guess that was where Ryan and I really differed. While he wanted to stay home and close to his family, I wanted to leave and find a new home for myself.  
 
    Nudging my shoulder, Ryan began to stand and he offered me his hand. Placing my hand in his, I stood too. “Come on, let’s forget about cheating boyfriends and our looming futures and ideas of being adults soon. Let’s just enjoy being two teens on summer vacation,” Ryan flashed a smile and I swear my breath faltered. 
 
    Agreeing, I followed his lead and we began walking again as the sun above us warmed our bodies. After a few more minutes, Ryan paused.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, you mentioned a Ferris wheel and here one is,” he said as he pointed up to the large wheel that was slowly spinning with cars and people.  
 
    Glancing up, I noted the height of the death trap. “Hey, I was just trying to create the mood. I don’t do heights,” I said as I took a step away from Ryan.  
 
    The separation I felt after moving away from him was like being punched in the stomach and I was startled by the strange emotion.  
 
    “You can’t seriously be afraid of a Ferris wheel,” Ryan laughed. Take a step closer to me, he towered over my petite 5’2 frame. “You snuck out of your house in the middle of the night to see a guy you met once. That is pretty crazy and brave if you ask me. And now, you are afraid to ride a silly ride?” he asked. “Maddi, you are not a girl who is afraid of anything. I could tell that about you the first time I looked into those eyes and saw you smile. You are fearless, you just need someone to help show you that.” 
 
    Looking up again, I wanted to turn around and run away, but I also wanted to reach out and hug this beautiful stranger. His words were possibly the sweetest and kindest I had ever heard in my life. I had never been called brave or fearless, but I liked the way it sounded coming from his lips.  
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, as I took a step closer to him. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Clapping his hands, Ryan looked as if he had just defeated a huge accomplishment. “Great, let’s get in line.” 
 
    We walked to the line and waited our turn for a single blue cart to pick us up. As I slipped into the warm seat next to Ryan, the ride attendant slammed a metal bar down over our laps. As the car began to move slowly, lifting us higher and higher into the air, I felt my body tense. Fear replaced the short-lived bravery I had experienced only moments ago. Now, I was scared to death  
 
    “Hey, it’s ok. I promise, you will enjoy this,” Ryan soothed as he grabbed my hand and held it tightly. With his other arm, he placed it around my shoulders and edged me closer to his body.  
 
    Being so close to Ryan seemed to calm my nerves and allowed me to breathe again. I began to move my eyes around and allow myself to see my surroundings. We were inching closer to the top of the ride and I could already see a way into the parking lot and through downtown. I suddenly realized instead of letting fear stop me from seeing the beauty of the ride, I needed to open my eyes and truly see.  
 
    “Wow, it is really beautiful up here,” I noted, as I watched the rolling bluegrass hills fade into the distance. Everyone seemed so tiny from up here and I began to understand the allure of heights. It was like you were sitting on top of the world.  
 
    “It really is,” Ryan agreed, as his eyes danced over my face.  
 
    Turning to his way, my face was only inches away from his. Ryan’s eyes were locked on mine and I realized the meaning behind his words. Adrenaline and nervousness etched its way into my brain as I felt his warm breath on my cheek.  I couldn’t help my eyes from wandering to his lips and as he slowly licked his bottom lip, I began to tingle on the inside.  
 
    Moving in closer, Ryan’s lips hover over mine before he crashed them against my lips. Pushing myself closer to him, I moved my hands through his hair as our kiss began to deepen and quicken with need. Ryan’s hands began to roam over my shoulders and down to my waist as his tongue parted my lips and began to dance with my tongue. It was the most erotic and sweet kiss of my entire life and I knew in that instant I would never forget Ryan.  
 
    Parting, we both began to pant as we attempted to catch our breath. I hadn't felt the descent of our car until we were back on the ground. I was too wrapped up in the high from my kiss with Ryan to notice I was back on earth again.  
 
    Grabbing the bar across our laps, the attendant asked us to exit our car. Grabbing my hand, Ryan led me off the ride and back into the busy world below us. We spent the rest of the afternoon walking hand in hand through the carnival. We rode a few more rides, played a few games, and ate some greasy food. But nothing compared to my first kiss with my New Jersey boy.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    The next afternoon I had to work and Ryan had to finish packing his grandparents things for their move to New Jersey. It was difficult to keep my mind off of Ryan or our amazing kiss. I knew what this was from the moment I met Ryan. It could never be anything more than a summer fling for a few days. He was going to be leaving soon and I would be hopefully leaving for college soon. Our paths would probably never cross again and he would just be some boy I hooked up with the summer before I left home for good.  
 
    Only, it didn’t feel like that. Not one tiny bit. Instead, I couldn’t get him out of my mind. I couldn’t stop thinking about his voice and his smell and his touch. My mind was in a blaze as I tried to work and keep my mind off of doing something stupid like falling for a boy I couldn’t have. I knew better than that. I needed to remind myself of my rules.  
 
    “So… anything interesting happen last this weekend?” Reagan asked, as she walked up to me while I punched my code into the register.  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I glared at her. “Why do you ask?” I asked, trying to play coy. I knew it would drive her crazy to have to pry the details out of me.  
 
    “Stop it, Maddi,” Reagan yelled. “I want to know if you and that cute boy did anything.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I teased again.  
 
    Playfully slapping my arm, Reagan about jumped up and down like an angry toddler as she begged me for some juicy details. “Come on, Maddi, that boy was fine. I need gossip.” 
 
    Finally deciding to stop torturing her, I began to spill how Ryan called me when I left the party. I moved on to tell her about how we figured out we were both in the same neighborhood and how I escaped my house and we spent the night and next afternoon together.  I ended with the kiss that rocked my world.  
 
    Squealing, Reagan clapped her hands in amusement. “You kissed him! See, aren't you glad you have me for a friend? When are you going to see him again?” 
 
    Focusing on my next customer, I took care of their order and money before turning back to Reagan again. She should have been taking care of her customers instead of gossiping with me, but that wasn’t Reagan’s style.  
 
    “I doubt I will see him again. He is only here a few more days and his family has lots of plans. Besides, what is the point? Once he leaves it’s not like we will keep in touch. He lives far away and I will be far away too. Once I figure out where I am accepted for school, that is.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Reagan pursed her lips. “Maddi, why are you always so negative. Enjoy this. Who knows maybe you two will fall in love and live happily ever after,” she beamed.  
 
    “I don’t believe in happy ever after. That is for fairy tales, not real life,” I finished as I turned back to my work.  
 
    Walking away, Reagan left me alone for the moment, but I knew it would only be a short time before she hounded me again on the topic of Ryan, or any other boy for that matter.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Later that afternoon after I got off early from my shift, my mom called and asked me to meet her at the country club where we were members. In the small town of Nicholasville, Kentucky there really wasn’t a lot of things to do. You could go swim at the local water park, eat at one of the three restaurants in town, or hang out at the Loan Oak Country Club. 
 
    Living in a fancy country subdivision allowed for a large golf course to snake behind our lots. Running home, I quickly changed out of my uniform and into a pair of my white Nike tennis skirts and a pink tank top. Meeting my mom on the courts, she already had a court scheduled for us and my racket ready for me to play her in a game of doubles with two of her friends.  
 
    While my mom and I didn’t share a lot in common, we both did enjoy playing tennis and golfing with my dad. It was really the only times we ever did anything as a family, and we were competing the whole time.  
 
    “Maddi, I am glad you could make it. Sharon had a sore leg and couldn’t make our doubles match today. I am so happy you could fill in,” my mom beamed. Even though she appeared happy to see me, her backhanded comment stung as I quickly realized I was her second choice for a partner.  
 
    As we began to play, I took my frustration and aggression out on the innocent yellow tennis ball. With each grunt and slam with my racket strings against the ball, I pushed my hurt aside. By the time our game was over, I was drenched in sweat and feeling much more relaxed.  
 
    The sun was hot and I was thankful for the heat as it helped me sweat out my demons and thoughts that I very much needed to rid my body of. I wasn’t stupid, I saw the anger building within myself and knew I had to take positive and healthy steps to rid my body of my own self-inflicted demons.  
 
    As we all began to pack our racks in our sports bags, my mom and her friends invited me to have a light lunch with them on the country club outdoor patio. Starving, I agreed.  
 
    Sitting down at one of the tables, I noted the beautiful green golf course and sparkling water from the pool where kids were splashing around as their mothers and nannies soaked in some sun.  
 
    “So, Maddi how has your summer been going?” Mary asked. She had been my mother’s college roommate and had moved back to town when her husband opened a small dental office here.  
 
    Smiling and perfecting my most polite manners as to not embarrass my mom, I took a sip of my cold ice tea that had been ordered for me. “Summer has been pretty great. I am working and just enjoying time with friends,” I noted.  
 
    Smiling, Mary took a long sip of her tea. “That sounds wonderful. What about any boys? Anyone special in your life?” she asked.  
 
    It was hard not to notice my mom and her other friend Jackie moving forward as their interest in our conversation peaked.  
 
    Trying not to cringe, I bit my lip as I fought back the urge to tell them all about Ryan. A boy who I hardly knew but somehow thought about every waking moment of the day. “No, I am not dating anyone right now. Honestly, I am enjoying being single. I will be leaving for college in the fall and don’t want to be tied down to anyone,” I replied.  
 
    My mother pursed her lips as I spoke. She hated that I was so honest. “Well, Maddi and Matt only broke up a few months ago. I am sure they will work things about. Besides, Maddi has applied to several great schools. We should find out any day now where she will be attending school,” my mother said, trying to save face with her friends.  
 
    Chiming in, Jackie began to add to the conversation. “I heard Matt was going to the University of Louisville. His mother and I had lunch last week. He is such a great boy, I am sure you two can work something out. Maybe you will go to school there too,” she added with a bright smile.  
 
    Placing my glass down on the table with more force than I had expected, I watched as a few drops of the golden liquid spilled over the brim of the glass and onto the white table cloth below. My moms' hardened expression told me to get myself together soon.  
 
    “No, Matt and I will not be getting back together anytime soon,” I declared, as I stared at my hands folded in my lap.  
 
    “Oh that is such a shame,” Mary added. 
 
    “Why not?” Jackie and my mother said in unison.  
 
    Tired of the investigation, I could feel my blood boiling inside. My mom knew exactly why I wouldn't date Matt again. She had heard me crying night after night after discovering he had cheated on me with half of the cheerleaders at school. She had watched me walk around like a zombie as I tried to piece my broken heart back together.  
 
    “Well, since Matt cheated on me, I believe that pretty much ends any chance we could ever have of getting back together,” I said with finality in my voice. I prayed that the conversation would end there, but of course, it didn’t.  
 
    “Can't you just forgive Matt?” my mom asked as she eyed me carefully. “You both are so young. Everyone makes mistakes. Besides, he comes from such a nice family.” 
 
    Standing, I decided I finally had enough. I was beyond disgusted at how my mom could just forget my feelings because he came from a good family.  
 
    “Excuse me, but I need to get home,” I said as I pushed my chair in and turned and walked away. I ignored my mom’s calls for me to come back. What I needed was a long shower and a nap to sleep away this conversation.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    My mom came home a few hours later and stormed past me and into her bedroom. She didn’t speak to me again until she informed me that she and my dad were going out to dinner and would be home late.  
 
    Please, I was glad she didn’t want to talk about our disastrous afternoon. I wasn’t ready to talk about Matt again or explain myself to anyone.  
 
    Lounging on the couch, I contemplated ordering a pizza when I saw my phone light up with an alert of an incoming text. Glancing down I couldn’t help the smile that grew on my face.  
 
    Ryan: Hey, do you have any plans for tonight? 
 
    Me: Nope. Just thinking about what toppings to order on my pizza. 
 
    Ryan: Pepperoni and sausage 
 
    Me: Exactly what I was thinking 
 
    I smiled at our words as I ordered my pizza online.  
 
    Ryan: I am bored and tired of family stuff. Do you want to hang out tonight? 
 
    Me: Sure.  
 
    Ryan: Where? 
 
    Me: I will meet you at the country club. Just keep going straight past your grandparent's house. It is at the end of the subdivision.  
 
    Ryan: See you in an hour.  
 
    Me: Okay! 
 
    After the pizza I arrived, I left my house and walked the short distance to the entrance of the country club.  
 
    Spotting me. Ryan ran over and took the pizza out of my arms.  
 
    “Thanks for getting this,” he said, as he took a big sniff of the pizza.  
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Looking around, Ryan seemed to notice the empty parking lot and closed signs on the doors. “So what is your plan?” he asked.  
 
    “I thought we could go onto the golf course and eat our pizza. I love to escape out there in the evenings or at night. It’s empty and quiet and just gives me time to think and relax,” I finished. I was sure it sounded stupid but for as long as I could remember, I had always loved to go and walk the golf course at night. It was peaceful and tranquil and one of the only places where I could just be alone and be happy.  
 
    “Sounds fun, let's go,” Ryan said, as he began walking toward the entrance to the golf course.  
 
    We climbed over the gate and began walking through the lush greenery. As the sun began to settle behind the horizon, Ryan and me stopped at the fourth hole and found a great place to sit and eat. It really was the perfect spot with the rolling grassy mound leading to the sandy bank below, it provided enough of a lift so you didn’t feel like you were sitting flat on the ground and just the right elevation to give you a great view of the stars at night. I couldn’t even begin to count the nights I had spent here in this same spot.  
 
    Sitting down next to me, Ryan opened the pizza box and handed me a slice of the cheesy goodness.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said taking the slice.  
 
    We ate in silence for as we watched the sun finally fall behind the hills in the distance. Once the darkness surrounded us, Ryan and I pushed aside the pizza box and sat staring at one another.  
 
    “I wish I had more time here,” Ryan began as he held my hands within his. Pulling me close, he wrapped his arm around me and squeezed me to his side. Allowing Ryan’s arms to envelop me, I leaned into him and took in his smell and the way his touch made me feel inside.  
 
    “I know, I do too,” I agreed, my voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    Leaning back, Ryan and I both lay on the cool, damp summer grass and began to stare at the twinkling silver stars shining above us. Neither of us said anything for what seemed like an eternity. I had never felt so small in my entire life. Just gazing at the stars and thinking about how large and vast the universe was compared to me, almost took my breath away. I was learning without a doubt with Ryan that I was slowly letting my guard down and allowing myself to feel ways I hadn't in years. That thought terrified me to my very core. Letting Ryan in, allowing myself to have emotions for him, would only end tragically. Just like some Shakespeare drama or crazy romantic made for tv movie. Love comes. It dies. The end.  
 
    “Are you ok?” Ryan asked as he noticed my silence.  
 
    “Yes,” I lied.  
 
    “Liar,” Ryan teased. “You have been on edge since we got here. I could hear it in your voice when we talked. Something is going on,” he urged.  
 
    Sighing, I thought back to earlier in the day and what my mom had said. She was so incredibly wrong it wasn’t funny.  
 
    “I had a small fight with my mom today. I went and played tennis with her and her friends and afterward, we went to have lunch here at the country club. Matt was brought up and my mom had the nerve to ask me why I couldn’t forgive him for cheating on me,” I said with a sarcastic laugh. “I mean, I am her daughter. Instead of defending the guy who used me for two years, she should be building me up. I don’t even think my parents see that I lost myself. Maybe they don’t care…” I finished, my words trailing off into the night air.  
 
    Looking around, Ryan thought for a moment before he spoke. “You know what I think? I think your mom is wrong. No one should take someone back who cheated on them. Matt is a loser, I saw it from his arrogant walk and the way he looked at you. He still loves you and damn, he should. But, you don’t deserve that. You deserve to be someone's entire world. If your parents or Matt, or anyone else can’t see how amazing you are, then that is their loss.” 
 
    His words rocked me to my very core. Breathless, I felt like I had been lifted up and was floating above the world. How could someone believe such powerful and thoughtful things about me? I sat there too stunned to speak as I contemplated what all Ryan had said. Part of me considered the notion that maybe he was just messing with me. Trying to get into my pants and enjoy a quick summer fling. But, my heart, who hadn't been my friend for a while, was telling me something completely different. My heart was telling me to trust that his words were sincere and spoken with truth.  
 
    “Thanks,” was all I managed to say. There just wasn’t anything that I could say that could even compare to the magnitude of Ryan’s words.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Ryan questioned as he noticed my deep expression.  
 
    Normally, I would lie in situations like this. I would say that nothing was wrong or make up some excuse that would veer the conversation to a different topic. However, with Ryan, I felt like I could share with him all of the crazy and tragic emotions swirling in my brain.  
 
    “Honestly? I am thinking about how you could think so highly of me when everyone else in my life barely knows I exist. I am thinking about how small we really are. I am scared at how you make me feel. I am remembering every drama I ever read that ended in death,” I whispered into the black air.  
 
    There was something truly magical about the night. The vast black darkness could hide and disguise anything lurking around you. The quiet and serene time could mislead you to believe that the world was at rest when in actuality, it was spinning and changing with every breath we took. In the shroud of darkness as Lie next to Ryan, I allowed the thoughts I usually reserve only for myself to come tumbling out of my mouth.  
 
    Turning his head to the side, Ryan faced me. Our faces were only inches apart but we felt so far away at the same time. I could vaguely make out through the glow of the moonlight casting a spotlight down on his beautiful face, a slight smile appear.  
 
    “Do you want to know what I am thinking about?” Ryan asked as he continued to stare deep into my eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, almost afraid to say anything.  
 
    “I was thinking about how this beautiful and dark fantasy girl I just met had completely turned my world upside down. When my parents told me I had to come to Kentucky for a few weeks during my summer vacation, I was completely bummed. But, from the moment I saw your face as I stood in line at the restaurant, every thought and fear and smile I have had has all been based on your face.” 
 
    I felt a wet drop begin to crawl down my cheek. Quickly swatting the tear away, I couldn’t believe that I was about to cry. I hadn't cried in two years. Without warning, tears began to pour from my eyes and my chest began to heave up and down rapidly.  
 
    Throwing his arms around me, Ryan brought me to his chest as he allowed me to cry on his shoulder. I should have felt mortified for breaking down in front of this amazing guy, but I didn’t. Instead, I felt comforted and that feeling brought more tears streaming from my eyes.  
 
    As Ryan held me, he slowly patted my back and soothed me. He didn’t tell me it was going to be ok or ask me to stop. He just let me cry until I couldn’t cry anymore. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed and I didn’t care anyway. Neither of us thought to check our phones for the time, it just didn’t matter.  
 
    Once I figured out I was cried out, I smiled and laughed to myself. “I am sorry you had to see that, I am such an ugly crier,” I joked trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Ryan joked back, nudging my shoulder.  
 
    We fell back onto the grass again and just watched the stars up above us. In my mind, I thought about other life forms that might be out there, doing the exact same thing as we were in that moment. I loved how I could just be here with Ryan, neither of us talking, but we were happy and content.  
 
    Linking his fingers with mine, Ryan held onto me like he was my saving grace or anchor. Maybe it was the cool night air. Maybe it was the volume of the words spoken between us. Maybe it was the spark that ignited every time we touched or made eye contact. Regardless of the need, Ryan inched his way closer to me until he climbed on top of me. Hovering over my body, Ryan teased my lips with his until I leaned up and met him with such intensity I heard both of us gasp for air.  
 
    As our lips collided, our hands began to roam over each other's bodies with a need and force so strong neither of us could fight the attraction brewing. Slipping his hands into my shirt, Ryan looked into my eyes for consent. Smiling, I nodded as he roamed up further until he was cupping my breasts with each hand. Letting a moan escape my lips, I arched my head back, so his lips could continue their mission to find and kiss every inch of my body.  
 
    My hands roamed to Ryan’s pants and as my fingers danced along the hem of his shorts, I could feel his body pushing against mine. His hard length was rubbing against my thigh and my body ached with need each time I felt him against me.  
 
    Lifting my shirt above my head, Ryan threw it on the ground next to us. Our movements heated and grew faster as he looked at my body. Growing self-conscious I wasn’t sure if Ryan liked what he saw as he looked at me without my shirt on.  
 
    “Wow, you are beautiful,” Ryan breathed, as his hands slid up and down my sides, tickling my sensitive skin.  
 
    A smile touched my lips as my stuttering heart threatened to beat right out of my chest. Throwing myself on him again, I cupped my hands around his neck and pulled Ryan’s mouth back to mine. His hands moved to my bra and as he unclasped the material, he slowly slid my bra off my shoulders and carefully placed me back on the ground again. The damp grass felt cold against my warm skin as my back was tickled by the blades of grass.  
 
    “You are the sweetest guy I know,” I said, as I felt myself pouring myself into him.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Ryan asked, as he held my perky and ready breasts in his hands.  
 
    “Yes,” I breathed, as I pulled his face back to my neck again.  
 
    My fingers played with the button of his shorts and with help from Ryan, I undid his pants and slid them down his legs. With only my yoga pants and Ryan’s boxers between us, we were both suddenly aware of how close we were in that exact moment to living up to the highest peak of intimacy.  
 
    Moving one hand down my stomach, Ryan continued caressing my breast as his fingers dipped into the lining of my pants. He began to rub my wet opening and as his fingers began to push my panties aside, I gasped as I felt him place two fingers deep inside of me. Rocking my body against him, I allowed Ryan to roam deeper inside of me. Flashes of colors and sounds invaded my mind as I felt overcome with pleasure and happiness. As I reached my peak, I called out Ryan’s name as my fingers dug into his now bareback. I wasn’t sure when I had taken his shirt off, but I was admiring his rock hard abs.  
 
    “How was that?” Ryan asked, as he moved his fingers out of my panties and over to my thigh.  
 
    “Amazing. Earth shattering,” I stuttered, as I was still coming down from my high.  
 
    Moving his hips, Ryan’s length moved closer to my opening, As my body met each of his movements I could feel us climbing up to a higher point in our heated passion.  
 
    Kissing me again, Ryan slid my pants and panties off as I worked my hands around his hard cock. We were reaching the point of no return when suddenly, a ring rang out into the air. Startled, Ryan and I both stopped moving and looked at one another. Reaching into the pocket of his shorts, Ryan lifted his phone and we both saw his mom’s name glowing on the caller ID.  
 
    Sighing out of frustration, Ryan sat up and took the call. As I lay there naked and vulnerable beneath him, I watched as Ryan mouthed, I’m sorry to me as he listened to his mom talk on the other end of the line.  
 
    Ending the call, Ryan ran his hands through his messy hair. “Do you have to go?” I asked, already knowing the answer to my question.  
 
    “Yes. Damn,” Ryan seethed, as he sat up and began pulling his shirt over his head.  
 
    “It’s ok,” I stated.  
 
    “I really wanted to, you know…” Ryan stuttered, as he tried to say the words appropriately.  
 
    “Me too,” I said, helping him so he wouldn’t have to say the words aloud.  
 
    As we both dressed in silence, the weight of the moment weighed down on me. Ryan was leaving in two days. I almost gave him part of myself that I had been saving for years.  
 
    Walking away from the golf course, I felt one lone tear escape my eyes. Quickly brushing it away, I smiled at Ryan and noticed his eyes were glistening too. We both understood what could have happened and what didn’t. What would happen next, would be a mystery to us both.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    “Come on Maddi, I haven't seen you in forever,” Mariah whined, as she sat on my back porch with me. We had just gone swimming at the country club and were now laying out on beach towels tanning ourselves. The bright yellow sun smiled down on us as we sat inhaling the sweet scent of a summer afternoon.  
 
    Yesterday evening after I had arrived back home from seeing Ryan, I had walked into my home to find a large package from the University of Kentucky but a large stack of small envelopes from various other schools I had applied to. In my gut, I knew that was a bad sign. Rejection letters always came in small envelopes. I had learned that the hard way as I had found myself rejected from most of the colleges I had applied to over the last year. My GPA was fine, but my only extracurricular activity had been the tennis team and the school newspaper. As great as that sounded, it didn’t compare to the millions of other clubs and sports and good deeds other people had participated in. I was a great candidate for other programs as I had been told from my school counselors and the universities themselves, but the journalism program was a difficult one to obtain a spot in because the programs were small and only accepted a few students each year.   
 
    I had gone straight to bed, refusing to look at the mail until I felt mentally prepared to do so. Now, as I sat on my back patio overlooking the miles of grass and beautiful green wooded areas, I didn’t want to think about university acceptance or rejection letters. I didn’t want to think about moving away. I didn’t want to think about where my friends would end up once we all began the next chapter in our lives. And, I definitely didn’t want to think about growing up. All I wanted to do was sit in the sun and enjoy my time being young. Soon enough, I would have to worry about real life, but for now, I was going to enjoy living in my pretend bubble.  
 
    Feeling a slight shove, I quickly moved away from my own thoughts and back to the moment with Mariah.  
 
    “Sorry,” I giggled, as she gave me a sad, puppy dog face. “I was in my own world,” I admitted.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Mariah said, as she playfully rolled her eyes. “You have been lost in that crazy head of yours lately. What is going on?” she asked.  
 
    Sighing, I closed my eyes and threw my head back. The sun felt so good against my skin and I loved the warm sensation radiating through me.   
 
    “You are so right, I have been lost lately,” I admitted, my eyes still closed as I basked in the sunlight. “To be honest, a lot is going on right now.” 
 
    I weighed the idea of whether I should tell her about Ryan or not. It was kind of fun keeping him my dirty little secret, but at the same time, it was killing me not being able to tell someone my feelings and fears and emotions all wrapped up in his amazing smile and rock hard abs. I knew Mariah would just die from her head exploding if she knew that I had been spending time with a sexy boy who I barely knew.  
 
    “So tell me what is going on,” Mariah urged. “Come on, that is what friends are here for. You know, to listen as you spill your juicy gossip or emotions or stuff like that,” Mariah said as she waved her hands around for dramatic effect. She was trying so hard to be serious but Mariah just wasn’t capable of being serious.  
 
    Laughing to myself, I couldn’t help but open my eyes and turn my head to look at her. She was so beautiful with her golden tan and sandy blond hair. “If I tell you something, you have to swear to keep it a secret, I am serious,” I urged.  
 
    Handing me her pinky finger, Mariah offered me her promise. “I promise. Now spill the dirt,” she said as we locked pinkies and shook.  
 
    “Okay. So, you know that boy I met at the restaurant a few weeks ago?” I asked helping her visualize the scene as I began to unfold the details.  
 
    Shaking her head, Mariah let me know she knew exactly who I was talking about. “Yeah, Reagan told me about him after you left the party,” she said as her eyes gained that undeniable twinkle that told me she was paying attention and hanging on my every word.  
 
    “Well, Reagan also gave him my number. His name is Ryan and he is from New Jersey. He has been spending a few weeks here as he visits his grandparents and helps them move to New Jersey with his family. Anyway, he called and we have met up a few times,” I continued as I bit my bottom lip, trying to contain the smile that was threatening to give away just how much I liked Ryan.  
 
    Raising her eyebrows and cocking her head to the side, Mariah scoffed. “So, how many is a few times?” she questioned.  
 
    “A few,” I said, keeping my eyes down and away from hers. “It was supposed to be anything but a little summer fun. A fling. But…” I stopped talking and closed my mouth shut. I was afraid to say the rest of my own sentence for fear that it was true.  
 
    Picking up where I left off, it was like Mariah had read my mind. “But, you like them,” she finished. Her eyes bore into me until I was forced to look at her again.  
 
    “Mariah, I don’t know what to do,” I admitted, as I blew a rogue strand of hair away from my face. “I do like him, but it wasn’t supposed to be like that. This was just supposed to be a little harmless fun. Reagan said it would do be some good to let loose. He leaves soon and then I am left being hurt again. Why do I do this to myself?” I asked, throwing my hands up in the air.   
 
    Patting my shoulder, Mariah tried to soothe me. “Maddi, it’s ok. You are allowed to like a guy. You don’t know, maybe you will be able to see him again.” 
 
    I thought about her words and how ridiculous this all sounded. I would never see Ryan again. Plain and simple.  
 
    “I have an idea,” Mariah almost yelled, as she jumped up. “I will call Reagan and we will do something tonight. Just the three of us,” she said with a smile beaming at me.  
 
    Shaking my head, I wasn’t sure. “I don’t know, maybe I will just hang out at home tonight.” 
 
    “The hell you will. You are going out with us and we are going to have some much-needed fun.” 
 
    And, just like that my night was planned out for me. Oh hell, this wasn’t going as I had expected.  
 
    *** 
 
    Later that night, I found myself sitting in the back of Mariah’s Mustang convertible, top down, as we cruised down Main Street. None of us had a plan exactly, we just all knew we were going to hit the town looking sexy and enjoy whatever happened. With the music blaring, the wind blowing through my loose hair, and my favorite short shorts and black sequin top, I was starting to get into the summer mood.  
 
    The air was cool and had a nice breeze that cut through the humidity that threatened to ruin my perfectly curled hair. Everyone in the small town was out and about, enjoying the calm summer night. Streetlights glowed down on us as we drove through the busy street. I couldn’t help but sit back and smile. I needed to take in moments like these because soon enough I would be off to some college and separated from my friends.  
 
    My college letters still sat unopened on my bed. I had made up my mind; tonight whenever I returned home, I would sit down and open them up and finally figure out what my future held for me.  
 
    “What are you doing back there, Maddi?” Reagan called from the front passenger seat. She turned in her seat to look at me.  
 
    “I’m just enjoying the ride,” I yelled over the roar of the wind and car engines.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” Mariah asked as she glanced in the rearview mirror to look at me.  
 
    “Sure. I could eat,” I said.  
 
    Nodding her head, Mariah began to turn her blue Mustang toward the local Applebee’s where everyone seemed to be hanging out. It was one of the only three restaurants in town and since it had an amazing happy hour and great food, it was always a hot spot on summer nights and weekends.  
 
    As we pulled into the parking lot, Mariah navigated around parked cars until she found an open spot. Getting out of the car, we all looked at each other for approval. Damn, I had to admit, we all looked hot. Mariah had on a skin-tight red strapless dress with matching sandals and Reagan had on a short jean skirt and light blue halter top.  
 
    As we strutted into the restaurant, it was hard to see anyone or anything. The lights were dim and people were scattered everywhere. Waitresses rushed by us as we stepped through the door. The place was packed and loud.  
 
    We found a seat in the bar area and began glancing at the menus that the busy waitress threw on our table as she passed by. When the restaurant was as hectic as it was tonight, you couldn’t expect friendly service.  
 
    As I sat there among my friends and half the town, I suddenly became aware that someone was watching me. Looking through the greasy appetizers, my body began to heat and my legs tingle with a nervous energy. Looking up from my menu, I glanced around the room. Suddenly, my eyes met a gorgeous pair of blue eyes watching me from across the bar area. Offering a slight wave, Ryan sat with a large group of people who I assumed was his family. To his left, a man sat with the same dark as night hair and a wide smile. To his right, a woman was chatting with a little girl. Both females shared Ryan’s blue eyes and tan skin. It was clear this was his family. He was the perfect blend of both parents as was the little girl who had to be his sister.  
 
    Scooting his seat back, Ryan stood and began to make the short walk over to my table. Placing my menu down, my breath caught in my chest as I sat up straight. I wasn’t sure how Ryan could have this type of effect on me, but there was something about him that made my body feel like I was having an out of body experience.  
 
    Noticing my change in posture, Reagan and Mariah followed my eyes to the beautiful boy walking to our table. It was as if the sea of people were parting for him as he seemed to be walking in slow motion.  
 
    “Who is that?” Mariah asked as she stared at Ryan with her mouth wide open and her eyes bugging out of her head.  
 
    “I know who that is,” Reagan teased as she nudged my side with her elbow. “That is the hot boy our Maddi has been seeing,” Reagan sang out as Mariah’s eyes widened in amusement and pure shock.  
 
    Making his way to our table, Ryan stopped right in front of me. “Hey Maddi,” he said as he first looked at me and then smiled his charming smile at my friends who were now speechless. His presence seemed to have that sort of effect on females I was noticing.  
 
    I glanced around Ryan and noticed his family was watching us intently. Smiling, I offered a slight wave to them as I was trying not to be rude.  
 
    “Hi, Ryan. I know you have met Reagan, but this is my friend Mariah,” I said as I introduced the two.  
 
    “Hey,” Ryan said as he smiled again.  “I was eating dinner with my family and I saw you sitting over here,” he said.  
 
    “That’s nice,” I responded. I wasn’t sure what else to say.  
 
    Chuckling, Ryan smiled down at me with eyes that were hungry. From the way he licked his lips and kept his gaze focused on me, I felt like I was an item on the restaurant menu. “Yeah, I guess that is nice.” 
 
    He stood there for a few more minutes before moving in and sitting next to me. As his body shifted to mine, Ryan placed his hand on my thigh and I swear I thought I was going to die from the heat flooding through my body. He leaned in and his lips almost grazed my ear as he began to speak. “My mom wants to meet the girl who has kept me busy the last few days,” he whispered. His words were not meant to sound seductive, but anything coming from those lips was beyond seductive.  
 
    Nodding my head, I allowed Ryan to help me stand and walk me over to where his family now sat with wide smiles. I glanced back once at my friends who were urging me to go on. As we approached the table, Ryan’s mom stood and came around the table to shake my hand. “Hello Maddi, Ryan has told us so much about you,” she gushed as she winked over at her son.  
 
    Following his wife’s lead, Ryan’s dad walked over and stood next to his wife. “Hi, I am Mark and this is my wife Karen. Ryan said you were pretty, but not this pretty,” he said as he nudged his son.  
 
    I could feel my face blushing but as I looked at Ryan, I saw that his face was a deep crimson red.  
 
    “Thanks, mom and dad,” Ryan seethed as he glared at them.  
 
    “I know we are embarrassing you honey, but we just wanted to meet Maddi,” Karen said.  
 
    Taking the hint that they had mortified their son, Mark and Karen sat back down at the table and went back to their dinner.  
 
    Quickly turning me around, Ryan dragged me back to my table where Mariah and Reagan were waiting for us with wide eyes and knowing smiles.  
 
    Pulling my seat out like a perfect gentleman, Ryan helped me sit back down. Leaning down so that his lips were only inches from my face, Ryan began to talk to me. As he spoke, all the sounds and faces from the restaurant seemed to disappear. “I want to see you tonight,” he spoke through partially parted lips.  
 
    Somehow, Ryan could make the simplest of words sound so seductive and alluring, I knew I wouldn't be able to resist his demand.  
 
    Giggling, I patted his arm. “It’s ok Ryan,” I said as I smiled at him. Turning to his parents, I made sure to turn on my charm. “It is very nice to meet you both. I appreciate you allowing Ryan to keep me company while he has been visiting.  
 
    Nodding my head, I barely lifted my head so that his lips were now hovering on my cheek. To anyone else in the restaurant, we were just two people having a private conversation. But, to me and Ryan, we were having a very intimate conversation. “Ok, what time do you want to meet?” I asked, my voice barely audible, but somehow loud enough for Ryan to hear.  
 
    “I will call you when I get home. I heard there is a drive-in movie theater in the next town. My grandparents gave me directions. I want to take you there and see a midnight movie,” he said.  
 
    Without thinking, I agreed to go with him. When it came to Ryan, there was no need to think or to pause.  
 
    After Ryan returned to his table with his family, Mariah and Reagan wouldn’t stop talking about how adorable Ryan was and how sexy our interactions were. They weren’t going to let me live this night down, and even though I gave them hell for making fun of me, I hoped they never would.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    The summer wind swept through my hair as we drove along the nearly deserted highway. With the windows rolled down and the music blaring from the old speakers, Ryan drove his grandfather’s farm truck. With one arm wrapped around my shoulder and the other on the steering wheel, Ryan looked like he was meant to drive the old truck. Nestled up against him, I kept stealing glances of his face. I wanted to memorize the way his jaw slightly moved when he bit the inside of his lip. The way his hair swept over his eyes when he moved. The way his eyes seemed to dance as his smile lit up the entire space. And, I wanted to memorize the way I felt at home whenever I was in his arms. Not once in my entire life had I felt so comfortable with anyone else or simply just being me.  
 
    The drive to Lexington wasn’t far enough I quickly learned as we began to pull into the drive-in parking lot. I had never been to one of these before, but it sounded exciting as if we were suddenly transported back into a fifties movie or something.  
 
    Parking in the third row, we had a perfect view of the large screen. I loved how the black night sky provided the perfect backdrop for the outdoor theater. We made it with only five minutes to spare and I was glad for the few extra minutes I had alone with Ryan. Even though we were hidden in the cab of the truck, I didn’t want to talk through the entire movie. In fact, I had a couple of ideas of what we could do with our lips that didn’t involve any talking.  
 
    “Is this ok?” Ryan asked as he pulled me over to him.  
 
    “This is great,” I beamed as I watched as the projector light began to display the beginning of the movie.  
 
    We sat silently for a while as the movie played before us. I had no clue what was happening or what the characters were saying. My mind was reeling as I sat in Ryan’s embrace. Nestling his mouth to my neck, Ryan began to slowly kiss me. Cold chills swept through me from his touch and I almost moaned from his sweet touch.  
 
    “I don’t want this summer to end,” Ryan sighed as he continued to trail kisses down my neck.  
 
    Placing my hands on his hard chest, I carefully pushed Ryan back until we were looking at one another. “I never expected to meet you, Ryan. I don’t want all of this to end either,” I said.  
 
    My words were loaded with meaning and feelings I wasn’t sure if I was prepared to express. I cared for Ryan, more than I had ever cared for anyone else. But, I was scared too. I had fallen for him so fast and I had no clue what our futures would hold; if anything at all. In a matter of days, he would go back to New Jersey and I would go back to school.  
 
     “Maddi, from the moment I saw you, I had to know you. Now that I do, I think I am in trouble,” he sighed as he broke our stare and looked out the window. I could tell he was in deep thought and from the pained expression on his face, this was difficult for him too.  
 
    “I know what you mean,” I added as I looked at my now empty hands.  
 
    “This doesn’t have to end,” Ryan began as he placed his hands under my chin and forced me to look up at him.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “I know I am going back home, but we can try to be together. Maddi, I am falling for you and I can’t just walk away from you now that I have you.” 
 
    Have me? 
 
    Falling for me? 
 
    I was stunned by his admission and turned on at the same time. Ryan was falling for me and I was falling for him. Sure, when we started this fling it was only meant to be temporary fun. Neither one of us ever anticipated that we would fall for the other but here we are.  
 
    “How will that work?” I asked as I took his hands that were still cupping my face and placed them in mine. Squeezing them, I tried to seek comfort.  
 
    “We can call, text, and FaceTime every day. I can come and visit you on my breaks and you can come up to New Jersey and visit me,” he paused and leaned in and placed a kiss on my lips. Breaking away he continued. “We can do this, Maddi.” 
 
    “Are you sure it will work?” I asked, even though my heart was screaming for me to shut up and just say yes.  
 
    “I know it will. Maddi, I am falling in love with you. I can’t just leave and not be with you anymore. And… I think you are falling in love with me too.” 
 
    My mouth opened wide before slamming shut again. “You love me?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    “Maddi, you know I love you. I have loved you since the first time I saw you smile. I am yours. You are my home.” 
 
    “Do you love me?” he asked.  
 
    Nodding my head yes, I slowly smiled. “Yes, Ryan you know that I love you.”  
 
    “You love me?” Ryan asked as he pulled me closer before lifting me up and twirling me around in his arms.  
 
    Laughing, I slapped at him to put me down. Placing my feet back on the ground, Ryan wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back to him. Our chests collided as he gave me a deep kiss. “As long as I am with you, my plans can change. I just want to be with you.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have any more words to say. Of course, I was in love with him. Crushing my lips to his, I climbed on Ryan’s lap and began roaming my hands through his hair. I couldn’t get close to him as I pushed my body closer to his. Kissing me back, Ryan parted my lips with his tongue, allowing me to taste his sweetness as our tongues danced.  
 
    Our kisses became more passionate as our need for one another grew. Hands began to roam and our touches went from sweet and caressing to needy and rough. I couldn’t get any closer to Ryan and that was beginning to grow me wild with frustration.  
 
    Somewhere outside of the car the world was moving and living. The movie played, people laughed, and music blared- but we didn’t any hear of any of it.  
 
    “Do you want to get out of here?” Ryan asked, breathlessly.  
 
    His words were loaded and laced with another meaning. We had been close to a moment like this once before, but tonight I could feel we would finally make it to the next level. Our guards were being let down and we would allow one another to trust in the moment.  
 
    Nodding my head yes, I looked into Ryan’s eyes and saw the same hungry lust and fear that came with emotions that were soaring as high as ours were.  
 
    Removing our hands, Ryan turned the ignition to the grunts of the other moviegoers and began to back away from the outdoor theater.  
 
    As we drove down the highway, neither of us spoke a word. We allowed the wind and the silence to fill our minds. There was nothing to say.  
 
    When we turned into my neighborhood, my heart began to drop a little in my chest. Had I misread Ryan? Just as I was about to open my mouth and question why he was returning us back to our homes, Ryan turned onto his grandparent’s property, but continued to travel past the house. The ride was bumpy as we pursued further into the open fields and past trees until we were out in the open and any sign of houses and life were far behind us.  
 
    I stole a glance at Ryan and saw a twitch of a smile on his face as he continued to drive slowly. Putting the car in park, Ryan turned to face me in the cab of his truck.  
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, as he opened his door and began to get out of the truck.  
 
    “This is the back of my grandparent’s farm. I used to come here and sit and watch clouds when I was a little kid,” he said, as he ran around the truck and opened my door. Helping me out of the truck, Ryan held my hand as he led me to the back of the truck. Pulling a blanket from the bed of the truck, Ryan began to lead me to an open spot in the field.  
 
    Spreading the blanket on the ground, Ryan knelt down and pulled me down next to him. As we lay on the blanket out in the middle of the vast opening, I watched as the stars twinkled above us. Squeezing my hand, Ryan rolled over and began to kiss me again.  
 
    This time, our bodies began to collide as our hands didn’t waste time touching the skin. Instead, we began to remove articles of clothing that were barricading us from the other's body. As Ryan pulled my shirt off of me, I helped him by undoing my bra. As I dropped the garment on the ground below, I sucked in a deep breath as the weight of the moment finally hit me. I had been close several times with Matt, but we had never gone through with having sex.  
 
    Undoing his pants, Ryan allowed the material to slide down his legs as his arms removed his shirt above his head. We only had a thin layer each of fabric on our bodies. Together we each removed the last bit of clothing we had on and lay down side by side together.  
 
    Rolling on top of me, Ryan began to kiss me as his body shifted until he was in between my legs. Opening my legs for him, I could feel his hardness against my leg and I began to grow wet in all the right places.  
 
    Looking deep into my eyes, Ryan let me know he was with me and that he was just as aroused and ready as I was.  
 
    “Are you ok?” he gently asked, as he moved a loose strand of hair out of my face.  
 
    “I am perfect,” I replied, as I lifted up and met his lips with mine.  
 
    Knowing this was our moment, Ryan used one hand to slip between my legs and position himself right above my opening.  
 
    “I haven’t um… you know…” as Ryan struggled to find the right words to say, I almost giggled at how cute he looked.  
 
    Stopping him before he could get any more tongue-tied, I smiled. “Ryan, it’s ok. I am too,” I said, as I insinuated the words he was trying to say. My heart began to grow as I realized both Ryan and myself were virgins. Sure, we had both been with other people who we cared about and probably even got close to losing ourselves too, but neither of us had ever found someone worth giving that much of our love and souls too.  
 
    Pressing his lips back to mine, Ryan pushed his hard length back inside of me. I moaned out loud as he entered me. As he began to fill me, I couldn’t contain my body from reacting to his. Arching my back, I pushed my hips up to meet his as both of our movements began to increase with intensity.  
 
    Ryan’s light grunts and moans met mine as we began to climb to reach our own releases.  
 
    “You feel so good,” Ryan said, as he began to trail a few kisses down my neck.  
 
    Our bodies rocked in the darkness under the glowing moonlight as we both finally reached our release. As Ryan climaxed he pulled himself out of me and fell next to me on the blanket. Still panting, Ryan reached for my hand and held it tight.  
 
    Still smiling from my blissful release, I squeezed his hand back to let him know I was still with him. No words were able to be spoken in those first few moments. We lay there for what seemed like an eternity before I broke the silence.  
 
    “Was I…ok?” I asked. 
 
    My voice trembled as I spoke. I was happy. Embarrassed. Fulfilled. Every emotion that was available was going through my mind.  
 
    “Baby, that was beyond amazing. You were perfect,” Ryan said as he pulled my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles.  
 
    “I can’t believe it took me eighteen years to find you,” Ryan continued as he shook his head and smiled.  
 
    Rolling on my side, I smiled back at him. My heart was so full and I felt like it might explode from the happiness that was beaming inside of me.  
 
    “I know, but what’s important is that we did find each other,” I replied back.  
 
    With his arm extended, Ryan pulled me close to him. I snuggled up next to him under the stars. Never in my life had I ever been so content and happy.  
 
    “Why do you think we haven’t met before?” Ryan asked as he kept his gaze locked on the sky above. “I mean, you have lived here your whole life and I have visited my grandparents practically every summer for as far back as I can remember.” 
 
    I thought about what he said for a moment before I spoke. “I am not sure why our paths haven’t crossed until now. I guess when you think about it, it really makes no sense at all. We might have walked by each other or saw the other in a car, but we never had a moment to talk until the night you came into my line at the grill,” I said.  
 
    Placing my lips to his cheek, I gave a slow kiss to Ryan as I thought about my next move. “Do you want to know what I think?” I asked, turning to look at Ryan. “I feel like we have loved each other in a previous life. Maybe a different lifetime or something. Maybe we weren’t meant to find one another until now. “ 
 
    Sighing, Ryan kissed me again and pulled me into him. I wasn’t sure how close we could get, but I was willing to try. Our naked bodies were intertwined as I had one leg lifted over his and his arms were safely around me.  
 
    “But why?” Ryan asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “I mean, it is clear we were meant to be together, I know that in my heart,” he finished.  
 
    It was words like that, that had me swooning over this amazing boy who held me in his arms. I loved Ryan with all of my heart and soul and I was ready to believe that we could withstand anything that life threw our way.  
 
    “I agree, but sometimes I think fate works in mysterious ways. You know, being with Matt, I thought I cared about him, but now being with you, I know that what I feel for you is light-years different. It might sound crazy, but I think we haven’t met until now because we had to have other experiences in order to appreciate each other. We had to allow someone else to hurt us, to break our hearts, in order to know how to truly love when we found the right person.” 
 
    As the words tumbled out of my mouth, I knew that I had never spoken anything more honest and truthful in my life. It was easy to say, but Ryan allowed me to be honest not only with him, but with myself too. My walls that I had built years ago to protect myself were slowly crumbling at his hands because he gave me the strength to fight and face life and all of the crazy emotions the world brought.  
 
    Removing his gaze from the stars above, Ryan placed his hands on my face and looked deep into my eyes. “Maddi, you have no idea how much I agree with what you just said. I think every moment in my life has been a journey to finding you. And, now that I finally have you, I will never, ever let you go. Forever you are mine,” he spoke with such genuine love for me that I began to cry.  
 
    Holding me tight, my New Jersey Boy rubbed my back and allowed me to cry tears of joy and sadness. In a matter of minutes, we had given ourselves to the other and found a love that could withstand anything.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Two months had gone by since Ryan had entered my life. Two unbelievably glorious months full of love and laughter and growing. It was hard to believe that my time with him was almost over. In one more day, Ryan would get into his family car and drive back to New Jersey. I would get in my car and return to campus and my life in college.  
 
    What had been more shocking than finding the love of my life within a cute New Jersey boy, was the idea that my parent’s and I had even found one common ground; Ryan. While they had been golfing one afternoon, my parents had spotted Ryan and me swimming in the club pool. Of course, they were intrigued to see me splashing and smiling with a boy, so they ventured over and forced me to introduce them to him. Nervous as hell, I agreed. I can still recall that moment clearly in my mind.  
 
    “Maddi, who is this young man?” my mom had asked, in her proper tone.  
 
    Standing above me, she sported a white skirt and a soft pink shirt. My dad was behind her carrying their golf clubs. Both, kept their gazes on us as we floated in the clear water.  
 
    “Hi, mom. This is Ryan,” I had said, through gritted teeth.  
 
    A small smile had formed on her lips as the realization struck her that he wasn’t just some boy I had met at the pool. The way we stood close to one another. The way our arms had just been holding the other. There was no denying that Ryan and I cared for each other.  
 
    Swimming to the side of the pool, Ryan extended his arm and shook both of my parent’s hands. In an act so sweet and polite I almost drowned right there in front of them, I couldn’t believe my eyes as my parent's hard exteriors seemed to melt under the sun.  
 
    Their introductions quickly turned into an invite to a family barbeque. My parents had grown to love Ryan in the short amount of time they had spent with him. Our common love of Ryan had somehow bonded all of us and I was thankful for Ryan’s presence in my life.  
 
    I had never wanted a moment in time to pause as much as I wanted this time with Ryan too. We both agreed to spend our last day together enjoying the summer. Neither of us would even dare to speak of his departure or that our hearts were breaking as we knew our summer was almost over.  
 
    Even though we knew we would talk daily and have nightly FaceTime conversations, none of that was the same as being held in Ryan’s arms. Since our night of having sex for the first time, we had somehow found time each day to extend our lovemaking. Some days we would slip in one time, others it was all we could do to get the other’s clothes off fast enough. When we were done, we would just lay tangled in each other’s arms and talk.  
 
    Now, as I sit with his arms wrapped around me, I can’t help but fight back the tears that are threatening to escape. We promised no tears and no goodbyes. Instead, we wanted to spend today like it was just another summer afternoon. As the sun faded and the night began to arrive, Ryan and I both grew tense.  
 
    He had to be home early to help pack and get ready to leave early at six in the morning. Holding his hand, I walked out of the field where I had given him my heart and soul and back toward my car parked in his grandparent’s driveway.  
 
    I felt like the world was spinning around me and I couldn’t find a way to release my hand from his. Sensing my heavy emotions, Ryan pulled me to him and hugged me tightly. The ache in my chest was growing and I wasn’t sure if I would be able to keep myself together as I walked away tonight.  
 
    Taking my hand, Ryan forced me to look at him one last time. “Maddi, please don’t get upset. This is killing me too, but seeking you look like that makes me want to tell my family I can’t go with them,” he said as his voice broke a little with each word he spoke.  
 
    The pained expression painted on his face was almost worse than the thought of not seeing him for four months.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I know we promised no tears,” I said, forcing a smile on my face. “I need to leave now or I will let you stay,” I said knowing that would be selfish of me.  
 
    Ryan had school to get back to and a family and life. I too had a school that would begin in another week and I needed to get back to my dorm and back to reality.  
 
    Placing his hands around my face, Ryan cupped my cheeks as he pulled me in for one of the sweetest and most sensual kisses in the history of kisses. As his lips lingered on mine, I finally felt a tear break through and slowly glide down my face. This was it, I had to walk away now.  
 
    Throwing my arms around his neck, I hugged Ryan with a force so powerful, I swear our hearts began to beat as one. I inhaled his sweet scent and memorized the way his body felt against mine. I would need those memories of him to get me by the next few months until I could see him again.  
 
    Pushing myself back, I smiled through my tears that were now rapidly flowing down my face and backed away. Ryan didn’t try to stop me, he knew it was best for me to walk away now. There was no sense in prolonging the heartache we felt.  
 
    “I love you,” Ryan said, his voice breathless like he had just been punched in the stomach and was struggling to find air.  
 
    I knew the feeling because that was exactly how I felt too. “I love you too,” I said as I began to walk away.  
 
    At first, my steps were long and quick but, by the time I reached the end of the driveway I was full on sprinting toward my house. I refused to turn and look at him, I couldn’t stand for my last image of Ryan to be one where he looked hurt. I wanted to remember his smile.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I woke early the next morning to the sound of my phone chiming. I had a text message. Glancing around my room, I noticed it was still dark outside. After returning home the previous night, I had gone straight to bed and cried myself to sleep. Now, as I woke before the sun even made its appearance in the sky, I knew only one person would dare to text me that early in the morning.  
 
    Ryan: Hey Maddi, are you awake? 
 
    Me: Yes, I miss you already 
 
    Ryan: Me too. I am in the car, we just got on the interstate. 
 
    Just visualizing in my head Ryan driving in the opposite direction of where I was hurt more than I ever could have imagined.  
 
    Me: Be safe. Call me when you get home.  
 
    Ryan: I will be texting and calling you all day. 
 
    Me: You better! 
 
    Ryan: I left something in your mailbox. I know it sounds cheesy, but I there were some things I needed to say, but I just couldn’t last night. Go out and get it. I will call you later.  
 
    Me: Ok. 
 
    I threw my phone down and rushed out of my bedroom and down the hall toward the stairs. My feet barely touched the stairs as I bounded down them and out the front door. My feet wouldn't move quick enough and the mailbox seemed to keep moving farther and farther away from me as I ran. When I finally reached it, I threw open the little handle and found a letter folded with my name written on the top.  
 
    Removing the letter, I tucked it in my hand and then dashed back to my house and to my bedroom. Once securely back in the comforts of my room, I unfolded my letter and began to read the words from Ryan.  
 
      
 
    Maddi, 
 
    I　tried　to　text　and　say　these　words　aloud　to　you　several　times,　but　I　could　never　get　them　right.　I　decided　to　sit　down　and　just　write　exactly　how　I　feel　and　what　I　am　thinking.　So,　here　goes.　 
 
    From　the　moment　I　saw　you　that　night　at　the　grill,　I　knew　you　were　meant　for　me.　It　was　as　if　the　heavens　opened　up　and　dropped　this　perfect　angel　in　front　of　me.　Your　smile　struck　me　speechless　and　I　just　had　to　know　you.　If　only　to　just　talk　to　you　that　one　night,　I　just　had　to　know　who　you　were.　 
 
    When　you　spoke　to　me,　I　didn’t　know　what　to　do.　From　there　on,　you　agreed　to　hang　out　with　me　and　I　could　sense　there　was　something　transpiring　between　us.　I　could　never　have　imagined　that　you　would　fall　for　a　guy　like　me.　I　know　you　don’t　see　yourself　the　way　I　do　and　that　is　a　tragic　shame.　You　are　beautiful　and　funny　and　kind　and　sexy　as　hell.　I　know　people　in　your　life　have　hurt　you,　but　I　believe　it　is　now　my　job　to　show　you　how　special　you　are　to　me.　 
 
    I　know　the　distance　between　us　now　seems　impossible,　but　we　will　make　this　work.　I　don’t　want　to　just　be　your　boyfriend　or　a　guy　you　had　fun　with　this　summer.　I　want　to　be　your　everything.　Your　forever.　 
 
    I　am　going　to　try　to　find　a　way　to　get　closer　to　you,　we　just　have　to　be　patient.　Until　then,　know　that　I　love　you　with　all　of　my　heart,　soul,　and　being.　I　still　don’t　know　what　I　did　to　deserve　you,　but　I　will　never　give　you　up.　I　love　you　my　Maddi　girl.　 
 
      
 
    Forever　yours, 
 
    Ryan 
 
      
 
    I read and re-read the words over and over again until I had the whole letter committed to memory. I cried. I laughed. I smiled. Ryan was the type of guy you watched in romantic movies and read about in Fairy Tales. He was so perfect I had to pinch myself to make sure he was real and not something I imagined.  
 
    I waited for Ryan to call that night before I responded to his letter. Like him, there was so much I wanted to say but sometimes it takes time to for just the right words to say to the person who stole your heart.  
 
    Later that evening, Ryan called when his family stopped for the night just outside of Ohio. From the low volume of his voice and the rushing cars in the background, I could tell he was somewhere outside of the hotel as he talked to me.  
 
    “Hey baby,” Ryan’s voice broke through the phone and I had never been so happy to hear two words before in my life.  
 
    “Hey you,” I said, almost giddy with excitement. 
 
    “Did you get my letter?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, my voice breaking. “I absolutely loved it,” I exclaimed.  
 
    “Really?” he asked. “I wrote and re-wrote that letter a million times. I know it wasn’t perfect, but it was the best way I could express how I feel.” 
 
    My heart was doing leaps in my chest and my breath was coming out in uneven gasps as I tried to hold back my own words. I wanted to hear Ryan’s voice, but I also needed to talk to him too.  
 
    “Ryan, you couldn’t have said anything else that would be any more perfect than those words. I have never known true love. Sure, I had crushes and cared for people before, but no one, including my family, has ever made me feel loved and supported and safe like you do. I know we can make this work. I am excited to see how our story plays out,” I stopped and paused to allow my words to sink in.  
 
    I could hear his smile form through the phone. “Maddi, I wish I was there right now with you. If I were, I would grab you and kiss you and do all kinds of naughty things to you,” he chuckled.  
 
    I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped through my lips. “I wish you were here too,” I beamed as I sat on my bed. Now that I think of it, I don’t think I had left my room all day after Ryan left. Sad thing is, my parents didn’t seem to notice either.  
 
    We talked for a few minutes longer before silence invaded the phone again. “There is something I want to talk to you about,” Ryan began. His tone quickly dropped from loving and cheerful to now worried and serious. I wasn’t sure what he was about to say, but I knew I didn’t like the sinking feeling in my stomach from the change of our conversation.  
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    Sighing, Ryan hesitated before beginning. “I have been doing some research and making phone calls in the car today. I discovered that I can transfer my credit hours to the University of Kentucky in the winter semester. When I get home, I have to go see my academic advisor and he is going to help me complete the transfer forms,” he stopped talking as if he were opening up the moment for me to say something.  
 
    I was stunned. While Ryan and his family had been traveling home, he had been on his phone finding another way to be with me. My heart had never been so full in my entire life.  
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked slowly.  
 
    I couldn’t think of any words that would express just how I felt about what he just said. Ryan was about to leave his entire life in New Jersey and come down here to an unknown place just to be with me.  
 
    “Ryan, I can’t ask you to do that. You already are enrolled in school back at your home.” I was trying to fight him to understand that I didn’t want to be the reason he came here. I wasn’t even sure that I would be here. I had enrolled in pretty much every college in the United States.  
 
    “Don’t you understand? I have to be here because…” he paused and I knew he was struggling to say the right words. “Maddi, I need to be where you are. That is where my home is. I am in love with you, can’t you understand that I need to be with you?” 
 
    “Ryan, I care for you. So much it makes my heart hurt. But I can’t ask you to give up your life when I don’t even know where I will be. I have literally applied everywhere for school,” I argued. I wish I would just shut up, but the word vomit seemed to just pour out of my mouth. I wanted nothing more for Ryan to be with me, but I couldn’t give up my plan or ruin any plans he might have had.  
 
    “Did you really make plans? Talk with your family?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes. Are you upset?” Ryan asked, carefully.  
 
    “What?” I practically shouted. “Upset? Why would I be upset? This is fantastic news,” I cried out. Even though I was worried that this could cause problems for Ryan, my heart was refusing to allow me to say anything else to stop Ryan from coming back to Kentucky.  
 
    “Really?” Ryan said. I could hear the tension leaving his body. “I am so glad to hear you say that. My parents thought I was crazy at first, but I told them how I feel about you and as long as I agree to stay in school, they will support my decision. I am eighteen, so they can’t stop me, but I want their blessing too,” he finished.  
 
    This was the Ryan I had grown to love. The caring guy who was a little crazy, but had so much love to give it was insane.  
 
    “So, we will go to school together?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, I have to start this next semester. My classes are paid for and it is too late to transfer now and get the classes I need for my business degree. I will come down on our Fall break and find an apartment. Baby, we get to be together,” he practically yelled out.  
 
    I wanted to jump through the phone and love him in ways I could only do with him physically, but instead, all I could do was smile and tell him how much I loved him.  
 
    We talked for a little while longer before Ryan had to get back to his family. Tomorrow I would have to pack up my room and move back to my dorm room. This time though, I wouldn’t be sad or feel lonely. I finally had something to truly look forward to and because of that, I was able to put a smile on my face and enjoy my last night in my home.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    Three whole months had passed since Ryan had returned back home. As agreed, we texted during class, talked on the phone while we drove and hung out, and made Facetime calls every night and morning. We made sure that we saw the others face before we went to bed and as the first thing we saw in the mornings.  
 
    My journalism classes were keeping me busy as was finding time to see Reagan and Mariah when I could. I had my weekly phone calls with my parents just to keep the peace, but our conversations never lasted more than a few minutes and always ended with them asking if I needed money. Being college was hard, but not having Ryan here for me to lean on was the most difficult part of all. I had grown anxious over the last few days as I began anticipating Ryan’s arrival. He was going to fly down here for a few days to meet his new academic adviser, enroll in classes, and find an apartment.  
 
    Both of us wanted to find something we could share, but my parents were adamant that they would only pay my bills if I stayed in the dorms. They had only met Ryan once over our summer together. I had taken him to the country club because I knew they would be surrounded by their friends and not be able to make fools of themselves or me. Of course, he had met Reagan and Mariah, but I wanted to keep Ryan protected in our own little world as long as I could.  
 
    As I walked across campus, I heard my phone ringing from inside my bag. Stopping in the middle of the busy walkway, I fumbled for my phone. The sky was a perfect shade of blue and the sun was providing a nice warmth in the September afternoon. I absolutely loved this campus. It was the perfect mixture of old world and new world mixed together. Finally reaching my phone, I quickly slide my finger across the screen to accept the call before the person hung up.  
 
    “Hey, Maddi,” Ryan’s voice rang into my ears.  
 
    “Hey Ryan,” I said as I shifted my bag on my shoulder and continued walking.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked.  
 
    It had become our afternoon ritual for Ryan to call me after my last class of the day. He liked to talk to me as I walked back to my dorms. Even though he knew campus was busy and safe, it always made him nervous to think of me walking alone- even in broad daylight.  
 
    “Oh you know, just robbed a bank,” I laughed.  
 
    “Very funny,” Ryan chuckled. “You know you would be the worst bank robber in the history of bank robbers,” he joked.  
 
    “Hey, not nice,” I teased back.  
 
    “I am just saying, you are way too sweet. You would probably either get into an argument and then give the money back feeling guilty,” he stated.  
 
    I hated that he was more than likely correct in his assumption.  
 
    “Oh well, I guess we will never know,” I giggled.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see you,” Ryan added, with a sigh.  
 
    “I know, I miss you so much. We only have a few more days left,” I replied, as I crossed the street toward the dorms.  
 
    “I wish you would hurry up. Oh and you look really sexy in that tight, red shirt,” Ryan said.  
 
    Glancing down at my outfit, I wasn’t sure how he knew what I had been wearing. Did I tell him earlier? 
 
    As I made my way across the parking lot, my heart began to speed up and my body began to shake with a strong nervous energy. Ryan was close by. I could feel him.  
 
    My head shot up just in time to spot Ryan leaning against my Honda in the parking lot.  
 
    Shock wasn’t even the right word for what I felt. I had just talked to Ryan hours ago and now he was standing right in front of me. Where I could touch him. Hold him. Kiss him.  
 
    Dropping my bag to the pavement I sprinted across the parking lot and jumped right into Ryan’s arms. Swinging me around, he caught me and held me close as he trailed kisses all over my face and neck. I couldn’t take my hands off of his body in fear if I did, he would disappear right in front of me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked, as he slowly put my feet back on the ground.  
 
    “I had to come back here. I know I still had a few days left of classes, but I took my midterms and there was nothing left for me to do.  I had to be where you are. I couldn’t be there anymore without you,” Ryan said, as his eyes bore into mine. “I only get a few days until I have to return, but I just had to see you.” 
 
    “I found an apartment online and I am going to tour it tomorrow. As long as it is not infested with rats, I will take it. I will make sure to get it now so that when I come back permanently in the winter, it will be mine.  It’s just right down the road here, so I can walk you to classes and be with you all the time.” 
 
    Ryan’s face beamed with pride and although my heart was full with happiness to have him back with me, there was something a little unsettling about what he had just said. I wanted to be with him too, but did I want to be with him all of the time? I guess I would just have to worry about that later.  
 
    “Ryan, don’t you think you are moving a little fast. I mean, you haven't officially been accepted to U.K just yet. Plus, we are making this whole long distance thing work,” I paused, as I watched his face drop.  
 
    My heart ached as I saw the hurt wash over him. I loved Ryan with every being of my body and soul, but I needed to finish school and live my life too. He needed to do the same, but it was clear he wasn’t seeing this the way I was.  
 
    “Do you not want me to move here?” he asked, his voice breaking with anguish.  
 
    “That’s not what I said,” I argued back. He was getting this all wrong.  
 
    “Not exactly, but I am willing to give up my entire life to move here and be with you. Why aren't you excited about this?” Ryan questioned me, with a faraway look in his eyes.  
 
    “I am excited,” I said, moving closer to him. Grabbing his hands, I squeezed to let him know I was still with him- in every way. “Baby, you have to understand. We are so young. We have our entire lives to be together. All I am asking is that you slow down and we will figure this all out together,” I finished, gazing into his eyes.  
 
    Nodding his head, Ryan seemed to understand my sentiment. “Okay, I can understand that. You just scared me for a moment,” he said with a sigh.  
 
    “See,” I said, pulling him in for a kiss, “I told you that you had nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Ryan seemed pleased by this and smiled a large smile before he scooped me up in his arms and after I directed him to my dorm room, we spent the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening making love and memorizing every inch of each other's bodies.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Ryan in town for a few days, I had little time for anything else. He was flying back to New Jersey on Sunday, so I promised I would spend all of my time with him at the hotel he had booked for the weekend. I knew I couldn’t get away with sneaking a boy into my dorm room, so he had just thought ahead and got us a beautiful suite in Lexington.  
 
    We went to dinner, caught a movie at the theater, and spent the rest of the time making up for lost time in our room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    While Ryan was in town, we went to see a movie and just spent time together. When he left Sunday evening, I was sad to see him go but happy for once to be on my own and able to focus on what I need to do for me.  
 
    It has been an absolute travesty that throughout my entire life I have allowed my parents and boyfriends to dictate what I do and what makes me happy in their eyes. Now, as I move forward with another semester of college, have a path set in sight for what I want to do with my life, and a love like no other I have ever experienced or could have dreamed, I am finally happy. My own kind of happy. 
 
    With a new semester started, I was busy with papers and essays. Why I had decided to study Journalism was now lost on me. With the reading, projects, tests, and essays due each week, I was swamped with school work.  
 
    So, when Reagan invited me to a party Saturday night, I had no other option but to say yes. I needed a break and a little time to relax.    
 
    “Girl, I am so excited to have a night off work. I need some free time to just forget about my shitty life,” Reagan shouted, as she barged into my dorm room.  
 
    Laughing, I spun around to greet her. I had just finished the last touch-ups on my makeup and was checking myself in the mirror. I hadn't been out anywhere other than class in months and I hadn't dressed in anything cute or sexy since I saw Ryan last. I needed to look good for myself, to feel good about myself. This had nothing to do with impressing anyone else. Damn, a girl had to feel good about herself sometimes.  
 
    “Me too,” I said, as I reached for my phone and small purse.  
 
    “Damn girl, you look hot. I mean, smoking,” Reagan said, as she pretended to fan herself.  
 
    I looked down at my outfit and realized she was right. I was wearing a skin-tight black dress and black heels that made me feel a foot taller. My heart was slicked back in a high ponytail that showed off my face. Reagan didn’t look so bad herself. In a red mini skirt and silver tank top that allowed her breasts to practically overflow, she looked like a million bucks.  
 
    “I think we both look sexy as hell,” I beamed, as I grabbed her hand and pulled her out of my room.  
 
    I needed to get away from college textbooks and anything that made me feel like I was grown and had responsibilities. Stopping before my door was closed, I threw my phone back into the room and watched it land on my bed.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Reagan asked, as she looked at me like I was crazy.  
 
    “I just want to disconnect with everyone tonight. This is just going to be a fun night with my best friend,” I said, as I closed my door and began walking down the hall.  
 
    Giving me a sly smile, Reagan linked her arm with mine and together we made our way across campus to where the party was being held at a frat house. As we headed across campus, I inhaled the sweet scent of the night air. A cool breeze was blowing through the black air as the cool fall weather was bringing in the winter months. Streetlights glowed down on us as we walked the path across the expansive campus. All around us people were walking and laughing in groups as they too headed out for a fun Saturday night.  
 
    “Tell me something,” I started, as we walked up the steps to the house. “How come you know about a party at the college I am attending and I didn’t know?” I asked.  
 
    Laughing, Reagan threw her head back. “Maddi, are you serious? First, I go to a community college but I do hear about other parties. Second, I have a life and get out as much as I can. And, third, you are so love struck with your New Jersey boy-toy and focused on school right now that you don’t see what is going on around you. The world is living and you are just stuck in your everyday routines. But don’t worry, you have me to pull you out and force you to have fun,” she finished as she shoved me through the front door.  
 
    I wanted to turn around and smack my friend but I thought better. As we entered the house, loud music attacked my ears. A group of people were dancing on a makeshift dance floor as their alcoholic beverages splashed all over their grinding bodies.  
 
    As we made our way through the maze of people, Reagan began waving at a cute, blonde hair boy across the room. From the way he was smiling and waving back, it was clear they were into each other and he was more than likely the person who had invited us tonight.  
 
    “Who is that?” I asked, nudging her arm.  
 
    “That is Carter. He invited us tonight. He has some hot friends,” she said as she licked her lips.  
 
    I swear I felt vomit rise in my stomach. I knew I would probably be leaving this party alone tonight. Reagan already had on her bedroom eyes.  
 
    Carter sauntered over to us and introduced himself to me. I had to admit he was cute and had great manners as he extended her hand and shook mine.  
 
    A group of guys that looked very much like Carter with their pastel-colored polo’s and matching khaki shorts joined us as we found an area to sit in the living room. I scooted as far as I could to the edge of the large leather sofa that was stationed in front of a television. Another sofa, which didn’t match the one I was sitting on was directly across from me. They were positioned for conversations which I thought was smart for the party.  
 
    Carter and Reagan practically sat on top of one another as their hands roamed the other's bodies. I almost told them to go find a room, but I was having such a nice time just talking and laughing with the group that I let it slide that my friend was groping a stranger in front of me.  
 
    We talked about everything from the fraternity these guys were in, to their girlfriends back home in Texas, to great movies we all loved. None of us talked about school or the pressure of having to figure out what we wanted to do with our lives once we graduated. I didn’t have to think about Ryan and what he moving here would change about our relationship. For one night only, I was a young college girl who absolutely no worries or cares in the world.  
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, I stumbled back into my dorm room alone. After a few beers and dancing with Reagan and Carter, I had decided to call it a night. As suspected, Reagan went home with Carter. Kicking off my shoes I slipped my dress off and plopped down onto my bed in only my bra and panties. As I fell onto the mattress, something hard hit my back.  
 
    “Ouch,” I yelled out in my dark room.  
 
    Reaching under me, I found my phone which I had dis-guarded earlier in the evening. Unlocking the screen, I saw several missed calls and text messages from Ryan glowing back at me. Closing my eyes, I cursed myself for leaving my phone at home. All I wanted was a night out and now I had a million messages to answer.  
 
    Deciding to just get it over with, I dialed Ryan’s number and waited for him to answer. After only two rings, Ryan’s breathless voice echoed through the phone.  
 
    “Maddi, where are you?” he asked rapidly.  
 
    “I’m home. I just got back,” I said as I tried to steady my voice. I didn’t want him to know I was still buzzing from the few beers I had that night.  
 
    “I was worried when you didn’t answer my texts and calls. I have been trying to reach you all night,” Ryan said again, his voice full of worry and concern.  
 
    Sighing, I tried to hold back my annoyance with him. I allowed silence to take over and Ryan must have sensed my anger because his tone lowered and became less severe.  
 
    “What did you do tonight?” Ryan asked as I could hear him typing on his laptop.  
 
    Still feeling buzzed from the few beers I had at the party, I giggled as I fell onto my bed. “I went out with some friends I met on campus,” I said, my words almost slurring.  
 
    I could hear his pause through the phone and the sound of the keys stopped. “Where did you all go?” he asked, his voice sounding a little distant.  
 
    Ignoring his lack of words, I continued. “We went to a party at one of the frat houses on campus,” I said it like it was no big deal, which it really wasn’t. I had spent so much time locked away in my room or studying at the library that I just really wanted one night of fun.  
 
    “You did what?” Ryan seethed as I could hear him clenching the phone.  
 
    Moving the phone away from my face, I shielded myself away from his angry wrath. “I went to a party,” I repeated.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard you,” Ryan practically growled.  
 
    This time, I took offense to his attitude and the way his words were cutting through me. “What is your problem?” I snapped back.  
 
    Huffing, I could hear Ryan clenching his teeth. “Oh nothing,” he said, very sarcastically. “I guess I just have a problem with my girlfriend going to parties without me.” 
 
    “Ryan, I am allowed to go out and have some fun. What do you expect me to do? Sit around my dorm room alone while the rest of the world around me lives?” 
 
    I could feel tears stinging my eyes as I spoke. I loved Ryan. I wanted to be with Ryan. But, I wasn’t going to give up living for Ryan. This long-distance relationship had to work and to make it work meant both of us living our lives too.  
 
    What felt like an eternity transpired between us before either of us spoke again. It was clear we both needed the silence to calm down and clear our minds.  
 
    “Maddi, I am sorry. You are right, I can’t expect you to just sit around while I am far away. I guess it just hurts to know you were out where other guys were and I wasn’t there with you,” Ryan admitted. His tone had shifted back to the sweet and calm voice that I loved. The familiar sound calmed the storm that was building inside me.  
 
    “It’s ok. I know this is difficult for both of us. I guess I didn’t realize how hard it would be for us to be so far apart and for such an extensive length of time,” I sighed. “How do we fix this?” I said, as the words seemed to just slip out of my mouth.  
 
    “We need to see each other,” Ryan said swiftly. It was clear he didn’t even need to think about it.  
 
    “I know. I really miss you,” I said, as a lone tear escaped. I had tried to hard not to cry during our conversation, but now I couldn’t hold back any longer. I had missed him so much it hurt my soul.  
 
    “When is your bring spring break?” Ryan asked, as his voice rose an octave.  
 
    “Two weeks,” I stated, as I glanced at my calendar hanging beside my bed. Midterms had been looming over my head and I had circled the dates.  
 
    “Come up here,” Ryan almost yelled through the phone. “We both will have a break from school and my mom is dying to see you again. Please, baby, I need to see you,” Ryan begged and pleaded.  
 
    “Ryan, you know I want more than anything to come see you, but New Jersey is a very long drive from Kentucky. Remember?” I reminded him since it hadn't been too long ago that he had made the long trek to come to see me.  
 
    “I will get you a flight. I am looking right now at flights that leave the Friday of our Spring Break,” Ryan said.  
 
    Before I could even open my mouth to argue with him, he had already found and secured a flight for Friday afternoon. “I just booked and paid for your flight. Soon enough baby you will be here with me,” Ryan sang out.  
 
    There was no way now I could argue with my New Jersey boy. He was desperate to see me and I knew I needed to see him too. All I had to do now was get through midterms and then I would be off on a plane heading north to be with my man.  
 
    *** 
 
    Two weeks later I was sitting on a plane, bags loaded, and my heart full of happiness and excitement.  Even though Ryan and I had just had a fight, I still wanted nothing more to see him. I needed him to understand that I could love him and live my life too.  
 
    Ryan met me at the airport and as I stepped through my terminal gates, I saw his face beaming with love waiting for me. Dropping my bags, I ran toward him and jumped into his arms. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I was suddenly overcome with a strong emotion of love and lust. The feeling was so powerful, I felt tears stinging my eyes. It was through just seeing his face again was enough to remind me why I was putting up with his possessiveness and his wanting to be with me all of the time.  
 
    Holding me tight, Ryan inhaled my hair as he kissed me. “I am so glad to see you,” he said, as I saw tears glistening his eyes.  
 
    “I know. I missed you so much. I didn’t know how much I missed you until I saw you just now,” I admitted through tears.  
 
    My heart was breaking for the frustration I had put us both through the last few weeks.  
 
    “It’s ok baby,” Ryan said, as he tucked my hair behind my ears. Looking at me lovingly he just smiled. “You are here and that is all I care about. I get you for four whole days.” 
 
    Nodding my head, I allowed Ryan to place me back on the ground. He grabbed my bags and led me out of the airport and to his car; a small black mustang.  
 
    As we drove through his town, he pointed out to me his local hangouts, his high school, and the first elementary school he ever attended. I enjoyed hearing about this life and being able to see the places he had described so many times before. When we pulled into a large neighborhood, my breath faltered and I could feel myself growing anxious. I had met Ryan’s family only once and now they were allowing me, a girl who flew across the country to be with her son, stay in their house for the next few days.  
 
    Ryan pulled up to a large, red brick home with a long driveway. Parking his car behind a black SUV, Ryan quickly got out of the car and ran around to my side of the car. Opening the door for me, he led me up the walk and to the front door. Before we could even open, Ryan’s mother appeared. Folding me into her arms, she pulled me in for a large hug.  
 
    “Maddi, it is so good to see you again. I am so happy you were able to come to visit us,” she beamed as she held me at arm's length.  
 
    My heart swelled as I allowed her to look me over with her kind eyes. My own mother had never shown me that much affection and see it from Ryan’s mom made me feel comforted and loved in a way I had never felt before.  
 
    “Thank you so much for having me,” I said, in my most cheerful voice. If anything, my parents did teach me manners.  
 
    “Our Ryan had done nothing but talk about you since we left Kentucky. I hope you enjoy your time here with all of us,” she said, just as Ryan’s dad and sister joined us at the door.  
 
    Opening the door wider, she beckoned for us to enter. Ryan took my bags up to the guest room as his mom showed me around the house. While the house might have seemed like any other family home, to me it felt cozy and welcoming. Family pictures littered the walls and as I gazed at them, I saw a happy family smiling back at me. The whole house smelled like baked apple pie and with the warm red and brown tones, I felt like I could just live here forever.  
 
    Bounding down the stairs, Ryan took my hand and led me back up where he had just left. “I am going to show Maddi where her room is and then mine,” he said as he led me up to the second floor.  
 
    “Keep the door open,” she yelled back with a slight laugh.  
 
    My eyes widened at her innuendo. If only she knew what we had done outside of bedrooms walls, I am sure she wouldn’t trust me with her precious boy.  
 
    As we came to the top of the stairs, Ryan pointed to the second door on the right. “This is your room. It’s a guest room and it has its own bathroom.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied, as I peeked inside the lavender-colored room.  
 
    Not stopping, we walked to the end of the long hallway where a door was closed. Opening the door, Ryan walked me inside what I assumed was his bedroom. Dark blue walls were covered with posters of Mustang cars from different ages and baseball players who I didn’t know. His blue and green plaid bedspread was sprawled out, unmade just as I pictured in my head it would be.  
 
    “This is my room,” Ryan said, as we slowly stepped inside.  
 
    Leading me to his bed, we sat down and sank into the soft mattress. Placing his hand on my cheek, Ryan leaned in until his lips were barely hovering over mine. “I am so glad you decided to come here,” he said, just before placing his lips on mine.  
 
    Our kiss started out soft, but as usual, it turned hot and heavy fast. His hands were running up my shirt when we both heard a slight tap on the open door.  
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I just wanted to say hi to Maddi,” Emily, Ryan’s sister said as she stood in his open doorway.  
 
    Parting from me, Ryan blushed a bit as we realized we had been caught in a compromising position. “No problem,” he said, waving her in.  
 
    “Hi Emily,” I said, as she walked into the room and sat in a chair by Ryan’s desk.  
 
    “Hey, Maddi. I am so glad you are here. All Ryan talks about is you, Maddi. No offense, but it gets annoying,” she said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    Emily, a fourteen-year-old teen, looked just like their mother but reminded me of Ryan.  
 
    “No offense taken, I’m glad to offer some relief,” I joked bac,k as I nudged Ryan’s shoulder.  
 
    We sat and caught up as Emily filled me in on the drama and gossip at her high-school. I could tell Ryan was growing anxious to have some alone time with me, but I couldn’t be rude to Emily. She seemed genuinely excited to share her stories with me. After an hour, we were called down for dinner. Enjoying a delicious homemade lasagna meal with strawberry cheesecake for dessert I was stuffed in no time.  
 
    We ended the evening by watching a movie as a family before everyone decided to head up to bed.  
 
    Walking me to my room, Ryan kissed my cheek. “Tomorrow, I am getting you alone. I want to take you to the Boardwalk and surfing,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know how to surf,” I argued, as I looked at him like he was crazy.  
 
    “That’s why I am going to teach you,” he said, before slapping my ass and turning to walk to his bedroom.  
 
    The next morning, Ryan woke me bright and early. The sun wasn’t even up in the sky and I was exhausted from my trip yesterday.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” I asked, as I rolled out of bed.  
 
    “Nope. Get on your bikini and meet me downstairs in five minutes,” Ryan ordered as he ran down the hall.  
 
    Quickly dressing in the black bikini I had brought with me, I threw on a pair of Nike running shorts and a white tank top to cover up. When I reached the bottom of the stairs, Ryan had the front door open and I could see two surfboards strapped to the roof of his car. He had a blue wetsuit shirt on and looked the part of a surfer.  
 
    Handing me a granola bar, Ryan walked us to the car and drove through town. As he parked in a public beach area, we sat for a minute and watched the sunrise. As the sun lit up the morning sky, we walked down to the beach. I walked slow and enjoyed the feel of the sun between my toes. It had been so long since I had been to the beach, I wanted to absorb every minute of it. Especially, if Ryan was about to put me on a surfboard. I wasn’t coordinated enough for something like that, this may very well be my last trip to the beach. Ever.  
 
    Placing the boards on the sand, Ryan stood and smiled. “Alright, are you ready for your first lesson?” he asked with a big grin.  
 
    Looking around, I motioned toward the water where the blue waves were crashing against the shoreline. “I may not know a whole lot about surfing, but I do know it requires water,” I stated.  
 
    Laughing, Ryan walked over to me and placed his hands on my hips. “Step on the board. I am going to teach you here first and then we will try the water,” he said, as he helped me on the board.  
 
    “Ok. Promise you won't laugh when I wall,” I asked.  
 
    “I won't laugh, I promise,” Ryan said, as he held up his hands. “Now, lay flat on the board,” Ryan said as he helped me down.  
 
    I did as I was told and lay flat on the board. Showing me how to paddle, I pretended to paddle my way through waves as I stroked through the sand. I felt stupid, but I allowed Ryan to show me the different strokes.  
 
    “I think I got that part down,” I said as my arms grew tired.  
 
    “Ok. Now we have to work on standing,” Ryan said.  
 
    Getting on the board behind me, Ryan knelt down on his knees. He helped me quickly bounce to a standing position on the board. Even though we were flat on the sand, I was still having trouble balancing myself on the board. The sun was beating down on me and the beach was quickly filling with people enjoying the wonderful weather.  
 
    “This might be too hard for me,” I said as I saw how many people might be witnesses to me falling and breaking my neck in the waves.  
 
    “No, I will be on the board with you,” Ryan said with a smile. Patting my behind, he helped me off the board.  
 
    Picking me off the board, Ryan lifted the large wooden item and held it under his arm. He began walking toward the ocean and I hesitantly followed behind. Dropping the board on top of the crystal clear water, Ryan turned and looked at me with a grin. 
 
    “Ok, I need you to get on the board. Just like I showed you on the beach,” Ryan stated, as he placed his body on top of the board.  
 
    Standing in the water, I shuddered as a cool splash of salt water hit my ankles. “I think I will just watch the first time,” I began. “I really think I am more of the sunbathing on the beach type of girl. But, I will totally enjoy watching your sexy ass splash around in the water,” I said, with a seductive smile. I secretly hoped I could persuade him to just let me relax on the golden sand.  
 
    Of course, he wasn’t going to let me back down.  
 
    “Nope. Baby, I want you to just trust me. This will be fun,” he urged, as he reached his hand out for me.  
 
    Placing my hand in his, I allowed him to pull me further into the ocean until I had no other choice but to lay on the board in front of him. I was quickly realizing that Ryan and I had very different ideas of what fun was.  
 
    Once I was flat on the board, Ryan began to paddle us out through the breaking waves. My heart began to beat wildly in my chest. I had been to the beach all my life, but never had I actually swam or gone this far out in the ocean. I had seen Jaws way too many times; I knew what lurked in this water.  
 
    After a few more minutes, I helped Ryan paddle us through the waves. I closed my eyes as the salt water splashed my face. Suddenly, I felt Ryan move on the board as he wrapped his hands around my hips.  
 
    “I am going to help pull you up, we are going to ride this wave in,” he announced.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I saw that Ryan was on all fours and kneeling on the board. Nodding my head, I allowed his hands to lift my body up so that I too, was kneeling on the board. With my hands gripping the sides, I felt my stomach drop as we rode a small wave into the shore. Of course, I should have known that Ryan wouldn’t force me to stand and try to balance my weight with his on some crazy wave that normal surfers rode. I should have trusted him but my fear had gotten the best of me.  
 
    Once we were safely back at the beach, I climbed off the board and ran back to the sand. Laughing, Ryan followed behind me dragging his board behind me.  
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad was it?” he asked, through his laughter.  
 
    Falling onto the sand, I dug my heels into the soft grains. “You were right, it wasn’t so bad. But, I think I am just going to hang here for a while.” 
 
    Leaning down, Ryan placed a gentle kiss on my lips. Licking my lips, I tasted his sweet taste with a mix of salt from the ocean. The taste had me dizzy with need and desire. “I am going to ride a few waves and then we can leave and go do something more along your speed,” he whispered, into my ear. From the grin that was spreading across his face, I knew he was well aware of what he was doing to me.  
 
    I sat back and allowed the warm sun to heat my body and dry the water from my skin. I watched as Ryan’s body molded and reacted to the waves. It was such a beautiful scene, I couldn’t pull my eyes away from his body. Watching the muscles in his arms flex as he stood and balanced himself had me fanning myself. The sun had nothing on the heat that Ryan could create in me.  
 
    His face was so intense and strong as he focused on which wave to try and ride. I loved how serious he looked and how his hips moved in tune with the water. I could see now why his body was so freaking amazing, he had to use every muscle in his sculpted and glistening body to stay on the board. After an hour, Ryan returned back to the beach and we left.  
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon grilling hamburgers and hot dogs with his family in the backyard before enjoying homemade ice cream. As his family pulled out of the driveway later that evening to go watch a movie at the local movie theater, I noticed a familiar spark in Ryan’s eyes glowing.  
 
    Grabbing my hand, Ryan closed the front door. “I think we are alone,” he winked.  
 
    “Looks like it,” I said, as I nuzzled up against his body. My hands began to roam his rock hard chest and I could feel his cock growing against my leg.  
 
    Kissing my neck, Ryan began to lead me up to the stairs and to his bedroom. Since I had arrived in New Jersey, we hadn’t really had any time alone. Except for the beach, but we couldn’t really do anything sexual on a public beach, we didn’t have the time we both were craving.  
 
    Locking his door behind him, Ryan lifted me off the ground and carried me to his bed. As my head hit his pillow, I was invaded with Ryan’s scent. Every part of my body ached for his touch and I could tell he was feeling the same way about me. Placing his hands on my legs, Ryan began to run his hands up and down my legs. Each movement had his fingertips trailing further and further up my sundress. He was teasing me and making me beg for what I desperately needed from him.  
 
    Moaning, I arched my hips and spread my legs further apart. Taking one hand, Ryan pulled my black lace panties down until they were falling onto the floor below his bed. Using his other hand, Ryan’s fingers began to trace the outline of my sex and I couldn’t hold back any longer. Crashing my lips to his, I kissed him as I rolled over on top of him. My hands raced to find the button of his shorts and as I loosened the fabric, Ryan helped me remove both his shorts and boxers. Pulling at the hem of his shirt, Ryan finally removed the pesky fabric that separated my skin from his. Our hands were touching each other with a desire and attraction that was almost painful. In one quick movement, Ryan removed my bra before rolling back over on top of me. Spreading my legs apart, he moved himself inside of me. Screaming out his name, I could no longer be quiet or still. I had to have him right now or I swear I would die.  
 
    As Ryan began to rock inside of me, my hips moved in tune with his movements. With my eyes closed, I allowed my senses to overtake me. I wanted to absorb every second of his touch and this moment in order to make it last until I would see him again. Suddenly, I felt Ryan’s wet mouth on my breast. As he began sucking and tugging on my sensitive nipples, I screamed his name again as I reached my climax. Of course, my man wouldn’t let me just stop with one. Moving harder and faster inside of me, Ryan continued to build my next release. I could sense he was trying to hold back from his own climax, and as he closed his eyes and bit his lips, I took the opportunity to roll us over one last time. His eyes shot open and I smiled as I climbed on top of him. Riding him gently, I grabbed his hands and held them tightly as his eyes went from shocked to lust filled.  
 
    “It’s your turn,” I urged, as I moved back and forth on top of him.  
 
    Every part of my body was screaming with pleasure as he filled me completely. As Ryan finally found his own release, he let out a loud grunt and I too hit my own high as I collapsed on top of him. Panting, I struggled to catch my breath.  
 
    Leaning up, Ryan shoved a loose strand of sweat hair behind my ear. He took both hands and cupped my face as he looked intently into my eyes. “Baby, that was insane. You are the best sex of my entire life,” he cried out.  
 
    Leaning in, I closed the gap between us and kissed his lips. “Was that good?” I teased, as I pretended to not understand.  
 
    Lifting us both up, Ryan began to carry us toward his bedroom door. “What are you doing?” I shrieked, as he unlocked the door. We were both gloriously naked and he had my legs wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “I am going to show you just how good that was,” he said, as he led us to the bathroom.  
 
    Turning on the shower, Ryan carried me inside and as the warm water began to cascade down my back, he shoved me against the shower wall and began to show me, as promised, just how good he thought our sex was.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, I sat on another airplane and watched as the New Jersey airport I had arrived at days earlier, now faded into the distance. I had some of the best days of my life while visiting Ryan. Our time together proved to be exactly what I needed to remember why I was doing a long distance relationship with a boy who I had only met last summer. I just hoped that the time spent together would hold us through until we could see one another again. Leaning my head back against the seat, I closed my eyes and relived every moment I had spent with my New Jersey Boy. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    As the weeks passed since I had returned from New Jersey, I had found myself emerged in school more than ever. My busy school schedule, my emotions spiraling out of control as I missed Ryan, and loneliness settling in as I made sure to distance myself from my friends in order to keep Ryan satisfied was all starting to get the best of me.  
 
    That’s why when Reagan called and invited me to get a cup of coffee Sunday afternoon, I jumped at the chance. I knew that Ryan didn’t like me going to parties or a lot of social events without him, but coffee was harmless.  
 
    As I walked into the campus coffee shop, I spotted Reagan waiting for me with two cups of steaming hot coffee in front of her. Waving, she beckoned me over to the table. Light classical music played over the speakers and set a warm and inviting feel. The walls were painted a deep purple color and the chairs and tables were all mismatched and had a unique and trendy aesthetic to it.  
 
    “Hey, girl. I went ahead and ordered us coffees,” she said as she slid the cup across the table as I sat down.  
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled.  
 
    “So, tell me about your trip,” she urged as she began to slowly sip her coffee.  
 
    Taking a drink too, I smiled. “It was amazing. I got to spend time with Ryan’s family and Ryan and I got to have some personal time too,” I winked. 
 
    Picking up on my comment, Reagan giggled. “I hope you all had lots of amazing sex,” she said loudly.  
 
    “Don’t be so loud,” I hissed as I noticed a guy standing in line laughing to himself. He obviously heard her comment.  
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Reagan asked. “You have become so nervous since you started dating Ryan. I like him, I really do, but you are allowed to joke. You can go to parties with me and he isn't allowed to get upset,” she said as she narrowed her eyes at me.  
 
    I had waited for this day to come. Reagan wasn’t typically the type of friend who sat back and kept her opinions to herself. I knew she had a problem with how Ryan didn’t like me going out, but she hadn’t said anything until now.  
 
    “I know,” I said shaking my head. “I love him, Reagan. I don’t want to lose him. What’s the big deal with me not going out? I need to study and work on some things for school anyway,” I said.  
 
    Even as I spoke the words, I wasn’t sure if I believed them myself.  
 
    “If you believe that, I won't say anything else,” she said.  
 
    We finished our coffees in silence and as we both stood to leave, I was approached by a guy from my journalism class.  
 
    “Hey, it’s Maddi, right?” a guy with sandy blonde hair and piercing blue eyes asked as I placed my coffee cup in the tray area of the coffee shop.  
 
    Turning around, I replied. “Yes.” 
 
    “Hi, I am Eric. I sit behind you in Journalism 101,” he said as he extended his hand.  
 
    Shaking his hand, I noticed Reagan watching me with her eyes wide.  
 
    “Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” I said with a smile as I quickly eyed Reagan.  
 
    “I wanted to let you know we have a study group on Sunday evenings. We all meet at my girlfriend’s apartment. There is about eight of us, but you are welcome to join us,” he offered.  
 
    It would be nice to be part of a study group. I didn’t really need the help, but it would be nice to have others to bounce ideas off of. “Sure,” I replied quickly.  
 
    Writing the information and address down on a napkin, Eric waved before grabbing his coffee and leaving.  
 
    Walking up to me, Reagan watched him go. “So, I wonder what Ryan will say about this?” she asked as she raised her brows before turning and following Eric out of the coffee shop.  
 
    Stopping dead in my tracks, I paused to think about what she had just said. I guess all I needed to do now was tell Ryan. It wouldn't be so bad. Would it? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “You are going where?” Ryan shouted into the phone.  
 
    I had decided to call him and tell him that we couldn’t have our nightly Facetime call that night. I had planned to meet Eric and his friends for the study group and I wanted to stay as long as I could without feeling rushed.  
 
    “I am going to a study group session tonight. It is not that big of a deal. Eric said…” before I could finish my sentence, Ryan jumped in.  
 
    “Eric? Who is Eric?” he screamed again.  
 
    Growing frustrated, I could feel myself becoming defensive. Running a hand through my hair, I blew out a deep breath. “Ryan, calm down. Eric is a guy in my Journalism class. The session is at…” 
 
    “I don’t care where it is. You are not going,” he said in a serious tone. His words cut through me like a knife.  
 
    Enough was finally enough. “Ryan, you are not my boss. You don’t get to tell me where I can go and what I can do,” I screamed into the phone. I could feel my blood pressure boiling as my anger finally hit the surface and exploded. I didn’t realize how much I disliked Ryan’s possessiveness until today.  
 
    “You are my girlfriend. I am your boyfriend. It is my job to make sure you are not out in vulnerable situations where any guy can just hit on you,” he said in slow, calm words. I could hear his voice shake and I knew he was trying not to yell again.  
 
    “If you love me, Ryan, you have to trust me,” I cried out.  
 
    “I trust you. I don’t trust some asshole inviting my girlfriend out.” 
 
    Throwing my hands up in the air, I felt like I was going to explode. “He didn’t invite me out on a date. It’s a study session,” I yelled. Sucking in a deep breath, I realized that this was too much for me. I wasn’t going to be bossed around and I refused to allow my happiness to die to keep Ryan feeling secure. “I can’t do this anymore,” I said almost in a whisper.  
 
    Sighing, Ryan calmed down. “Ok. Let’s take a break and then call me back when you call down,” he said.  
 
    Shaking my head, I closed my eyes as the tears began to stream down my face. “No Ryan. I don’t mean take a break from this conversation. I mean, we should take a break,” I said through tears.  
 
    “What? I don’t understand,” Ryan asked.  
 
    “Ryan, I love you but this is too much. I just need some time to figure everything out,” I said with a sniff.  
 
    “No. You can’t break up with me. We are soul mates. You are mine. I love you,” he cried out, his voice growing frantic.  
 
    “I love you too. But, I am breaking up with you. I will call you when I figure this all out,” I said before hitting the end button on my phone. Quickly shutting my phone down, I knew the only way to make sure I stood my ground and didn’t back down was to turn off my phone completely.  
 
    My heart was breaking and I felt like I was being buried alive. I didn’t want to lose Ryan, but, more importantly, I didn’t want to lose me either.  
 
    As I fell back on my bed, I cried until I fell asleep. Waking a few hours later, I showered and dressed and headed to the address on the napkin Eric had given me earlier. With a brave face and a fake smile, I set off to have my first social meeting since I arrived back at college.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    The next few weeks passed by like a blur. After the news was out that Ryan and I had broken up, Reagan had called and checked on me every day. Even my parents had called to see if I was ok. While they had only met Ryan a few times, they knew how much I had loved him.  
 
    Ryan persistently called me every day. I never answered my phone though. I allowed each call to go to voicemail and after he left a voice mail, which he always did, I would delete the message before I gave in and listened to his words. I didn’t allow myself to look at the texts he sent each hour. I couldn’t stand to hear his words or see his attempts to beg me to hear him out. At one point, I had considered listening to each painful voice mail and reading each text. However, I decided against it. I knew my heart couldn’t take hearing the pain in Ryan’s voice, so I just ignored everything he sent me in the form of a text or phone call like they didn’t exist. I wasn’t sure what was more painful- pretending like Ryan wasn’t hurting and trying to reach out to me or trying to pretend like me and Ryan never existed. Like our love never happened. Life my heart never shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    Instead of living up my life and going out to parties and having fun like I thought I would when I broke up with Ryan, I had spiraled into a deep and dark depression. I didn’t care to get dressed up. I didn’t go out with Reagan on the weekends even when she had attempted to literally drag me out of my dorm room. That little spectacle had earned me the status of the ‘crazy’ girl from my dorm neighbors. I didn’t blame them at all though. Watching Reagan try to pull a black dress over my head and pull me out of my dorm as I held on to the door for dear life had caused everyone within earshot to run out of their rooms and see which girl was being abducted. Upon seeing me, they just shook their heads and went back to their everyday lives. Oh, how I wish it were that easy. The amount of absolute denial and pain that surrounded me made me hate everyone who could just smile and walk around like their lives hadn't just imploded. I guess for them that wasn’t the case.  
 
    “Maddi honey, how are you?” my mom asked, over our weekly family dinner.  
 
    As I sat across from both of my parents, dressed in sweatpants and messy hair, I couldn’t try to fake any form of happiness. They were aware of my disastrous breakup with Ryan and that I had been holed up in my room like some sort of freak. I was beyond the point of being embarrassed, I guess I too felt pity for myself.  
 
    “I’m fine, mom,” I lied, as I moved the meatloaf around on my plate.  
 
    I didn’t have much of an appetite and I was sure I had lost ten pounds in the last few weeks. From the horrific state of my appearances, I was sure no one would get close enough to me again to notice my weight loss.  
 
    “You are not fine,” my dad jumped I,n from across the table. “We understand that a breakup can be difficult, but you are moping around here like someone died,” he finished as he slammed his drink down on the table.  
 
    We all felt the wrath of his frustration and I couldn’t help but shake in my seat. Not able to control my tears anymore, I let my tears and emotions unleash in front of the two worst people to cry in front of. “I’m so sorry,” I sobbed. “I am trying to move on, but I just can't find the strength to do it. I wanted this breakup.” 
 
    Standing, my mom walked around the large dining room table and made her way to me. She placed an arm on my shoulder and slowly patted me. It was the most maternal and motherly I had ever seen her act and the shock from her touch dried up my tears fast. “Maddi, I had my fair shares of broken hearts growing up. If losing Ryan hurts you this much then you need to call him. If not to get back together, you will need to find closure to move on with your life. Regardless of your decision, you have to find a way to live again,” she finished as she slowly hugged me.  
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, I sat frozen in my seat. My dad’s eyes met mine and we both had startled expressions plastered on our faces. “Your mom is right,” dad said.  
 
    “I still love him,” I whimpered. “I thought that ending our relationship would give me the satisfaction I needed. He was just too possessive. I never got a chance to talk to him about it,” I admitted.  
 
    “Let me get this straight,” my dad began as he took a bite full of mashed potatoes. “You didn’t tell Ryan that his behavior was bothering you?” 
 
    I could only shake my head no. I could sense where this conversation was going and I realized as much as I hated how Ryan had been treating me, it was ultimately my fault for not letting him know how I was feeling.  
 
    “If you think this relationship can be salvaged, then you owe Ryan an explanation. He called us last week and told us what happened. While you are my daughter and I will always defend you and have your back, I have to admit that the boy can’t be faulted if you never told him how you were feeling. How was he supposed to know that his actions were bothering you?” 
 
    My mom watched me intently and nodded her head along with what my dad was saying.  
 
    Standing, I wiped the tears away from my face and smoothed my messy hair down. I knew exactly what I needed to do. My pride would just have to take a backseat for a minute. Sighing, I thanked my parents for dinner and more importantly for their much-needed advice before rushing back to my dorm 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    After arriving back at my dorm, I quickly showered and dressed in rapid speed. I texted Reagan and explained to her my plans. As I loaded my car and began to drive, I called my parents and filled them in too. I had one chance to make everything right. As I drove, I listened to the millions of voice mail messages Ryan had left me. With tears in my eyes, a full heart, and my pride left in my dorm room, I set off on a journey of a lifetime.  
 
    *** 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I mustered the courage to raise my hand to the doorknob. My fist gently pounded against the black door and I swear, I couldn’t tell if it was my heart or the sound of the knock on the door that I heard. I was so nervous, my legs trembled beneath me. Just as I thought this was stupid and I should run and leave before anyone saw me, the door opened.  
 
    Standing before me was Ryan’s mom Judy. With her hair swept over her shoulder and a dish towel in her hand, she gave me a confused smile.  
 
    “Maddi?” she asked, as she called me by my nickname. “What are you doing here?” My heart ached as the familiar tone of her voice and the sweet allure of her smile took over. This woman was someone who used to play an important role in my life and now, as I stand before her, I am nervous and feeling almost like a stranger in her presence.  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but no words were able to escape. What was I doing there? Should I tell her that I jumped in my car and drove straight through the night to tell her son that I made a mistake? That I was madly in love with him and no one else could ever compare to him? That I missed him more than ever could have imagined? That I felt as though life had been sucked out of me? 
 
    “I’m here to see Ryan,” I mumbled, as I finally found some sense of vocabulary to use. My heart scolded me for not telling her all of the things I wish I should have, but didn’t. Instead, I tried to play it cool. I knew I wasn’t fooling anyone. My voice wouldn’t be able to speak the words I needed to say. Anyway, I was sure that she could see the pain in my eyes and feel the hurt radiating off of me as I stood before her.  
 
    Looking behind me, Judy began to look nervous. “Maddi, honey. When was the last time you talked with Ryan?” she asked, as her voice grew quiet. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me; almost like she pitied me. And, I didn’t like the sinking feeling in my stomach as I watched her expression grow more concerned.  
 
    Now my heart began to race again, this time with an anxious need to see Ryan. I didn’t like the way she looked at me as though she pitied me. Was something wrong with Ryan? 
 
    “It’s been a while,” I said honestly. Too long.  
 
    Opening the door wider, Judy waved for me to come in. “Did you drive all the way here by yourself?” she asked as she took my arm and led me into the large living room. The house seemed so familiar yet so foreign at the same time.  
 
    Nodding my head yes, I allowed her to sit me on the couch. “Yes, I drove all night.” 
 
    “Oh, Maddi. I wish you would have called,” she cried out. “I love seeing you, honestly it’s been way too long, but…” her voice trailed off and I could feel the bile rising in my throat.  
 
    “What’s going on Judy? Where is Ryan?” I asked as my voice began to shake. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to hold it together much longer.  
 
    In my heart, I felt that I knew the answer to my question. Of course, Ryan was with someone new. Of course, he was. Someone like Ryan would get swept away with another girl who saw the good in him like I once did. Suddenly feeling stupid, I cringed as I fought back the tears.  
 
    Patting my knee, Judy leaned in and gave me a hug. “Maddi, Ryan left for a while. He is gone,” she said as she looked at me like she was about to cry too.  
 
    Her words were like a crushing blow to the head. Ryan. Gone? Shaking my head, I tried to forget what she said.  
 
    “No, that can’t be true,” I cried, as I searched Judy’s eyes. All I saw back was a mother in pain as she missed her son. “He had been trying to contact me, but I wasn’t returning his calls or texts,” I said, shaking my head. My anger at myself was starting to overtake the pain.  
 
    “Right after you two broke up, he became this shell of the guy he once was. He wasn’t eating. He didn’t go out with his friends and he just stopped going to class. Finally, he came to us one day and said that he said he had to get away,” she finished, as she dabbed her own eyes with the dishtowel. “I’m so sorry. I assumed he had called you. He loved you so much, I guess the break up was just too hard for him.” 
 
    My head began to swim and my vision blurred. This was all too much. I was sleep deprived, starving, and now heartbroken; again. “I don’t know what to say,” I began but then stopped.  
 
    “Do you want to know where he is? Maybe you could call him?” she suggested with tears in her eyes.  
 
    Shaking my head violently, I stopped her before she could tempt me any further. If Ryan had to leave. If he had been that miserable, I was going to give him the time and space he needed to find himself again and find his happiness. “No. It is ok. I don’t want to know,” I lied to both of us.  
 
    Hugging me tight, Judy and I cried together for minutes while we both grieved for the loss of our Ryan.  
 
    “Please stay the night,” Judy said as she broke away from our hug, but held me at arm’s length.  
 
    I wanted to argue with her and to run out of there, but I just couldn’t. I didn’t have the strength or the heart to leave. At that moment, I knew that would be the last time I stepped foot into Ryan’s world. His house. His family. They would soon all be distant memories in my mind. I wasn’t ready to give any of them up just yet. I needed this one last night to make it real. To prove to myself that I lost Ryan.  
 
    “Yes, I will stay tonight.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After eating my weight in meatloaf, Judy fixed her guest bed for me. We spent a few hours catching up on my school, my job at the coffee shop, and how I enjoyed college. She shared with me how she hated being alone now that Ryan’s dad was traveling more for work. We laughed. We cried. But we never spoke of Ryan. It was like he was a ghost, haunting us with his image all over the house. Everywhere I looked, he was there. From the family pictures, to his old shoes in the corner of the kitchen by the back door, to his jacket hung near the closet.  
 
    After a while, I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. Walking me to my room, Judy hugged me one last time before watching me crawl into the bed. As shadows danced across the ceiling, displaying the images of tree limbs outside the window illuminated by the moonlight, I couldn’t sleep. Even though I had never been this tired in my life, I couldn’t seem to close my eyes and allow sleep to take over. I tossed and turned for hours before finally getting up and walking toward the bathroom. After relieving myself, I began to walk back toward my room, when I caught Ryan’s bedroom door from the corner of my eye. Looking around, I wasn’t sure who or what I was expecting to see, but I looked anyway. I crept past Judy’s room and slowly opened Ryan’s bedroom door. The door whined as it opened and the smell of Ryan’s sweet and spicy scent smacked me in the fact. I almost moaned from the smell as it flooded my senses and warmed my heart. It had been too long since I had smelled that rich aroma.  
 
    Sinking further into his room, I glanced around the space. It felt like a time capsule, an ode to my Ryan. His green and blue plaid bedspread was neatly made as his bed sat next to his window. I padded over to his dresser where I found pictures of us spread everywhere. Some pictures were in frames; others were just neatly placed on the top of the cherry wood stand. Images of us hugging, kissing, and laughing seemed to taunt me as I held my hand up to my mouth. A silent cry escaped my lips as I felt my hands tremble. He had kept our memories while I had hastily thrown mine out. I was everywhere in his room. Yet, he had to join the army to escape me. To escape the broken, us.  
 
    Not able to take it any longer, I walked over to his bed and peeled back the comforter. Crawling into his bed, I immersed myself in his covers and allowed them to hug me tightly. His sheets still smelled like him and I prayed the scent would linger on me and never leave. This was my last attempt to save what little I had left of Ryan. Even though I knew I was being crazy, I couldn’t help myself. Finally, I closed my eyes and drifted off into a deep and calm sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, I woke early and made Ryan’s bed. I made sure the space was just as neat and clean as before I had entered it. I met Judy in the kitchen and we shared bagels and coffee before she watched me load into my car.  
 
    “Promise me you will call me when you get home or if you need anything,” Judy asked, as she pulled me in for a hug.  
 
    Allowing a single tear to cascade down my face, I hugged her back and soaked in the embrace. “I will. I promise. “ 
 
    Extending me, Judy watched me carefully. Her love for me was undeserved and I would miss her dearly. “Maddi, I’m not sure what happened between you and Ryan, and I know it is none of my business, but I wish you two would talk. I tried to talk to him when he told me you all had broken up. To be honest, I didn’t believe it. I guess I didn’t want to. I know you both are young and have your whole lives ahead of you, but the moment I met you I felt like you were something special to our family. It has been different without you. Ryan is different…” as she trailed off, her eyes began to roam the sky as if she were searching for her next words. I half expected to see letters from above us. “Ryan had to get away. He loved you. He still does. I just hope one day you can sit down together and talk this through. Maybe you won’t ever be together again, but you have to heal. Neither of you have healed. If you had, Ryan wouldn’t be away right now in the Army and you wouldn’t have traveled hundreds of miles in the middle of the night to see him.” 
 
    As I stood there, listening to a woman who I once, in a naive state, had believed would someday be my mother-in-law, spill her heart to me, words seemed to evade me. She was right. I wasn’t healed and truth be told, I may never be. Ryan was the love of my life and I had ruined everything. I had caused us both so much pain, we were now broken people who had to run away from our families, our homes, and ourselves.  
 
    “Judy, I love Ryan. But, I am afraid I ruined everything. I won’t come back and do this again. Thank you so much for letting me stay last night. You are so wonderful and I hope Ryan comes back to you soon.” 
 
    I turned and escaped her embrace as I quickly jumped into my car. If I stood there any longer with her, I wouldn’t be able to force myself to leave.  
 
    Turning the ignition, I waved goodbye as I slowly reversed my car out of the driveway. I couldn’t look at the red brick house. I couldn’t look at the mailbox or the street signs. However, I allowed myself one last glimpse into the rear-view mirror as I watched Ryan’s world disappear behind me. It was time for me to leave New Jersey and my New Jersey boy behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    One month.  
 
    That was exactly how long it had been since I had traveled back to New Jersey in the hopes of finding Ryan.  One month of holding my breath and waiting for Ryan to call. His mom had said that Ryan had to get away. But, I wasn’t sure what that meant. Did he need to get away for the weekend? For one torturous month? Forever? 
 
    After arriving back home, I had made a decision not to spiral back into the black hole I had crawled out a month ago. I owed it to myself and my family and friends to live my life and try my best to get over Ryan. I knew I would always love him, but I had to accept the fact that I had ruined the best thing that had ever happened to me. It was my fault and I had to own up to that idea.  
 
    My classes were going well and I had managed to keep up with my school work, go out with Reagan on the weekends, and participate in the study sessions with Eric and his friends. On the outside, my life seemed to be perfect, but inside I was still numb.  
 
    As I walked across campus, I smiled down at my phone as Reagan sent me a text message. She sent funny smiley faces as she promised me a fun weekend full of chick flicks. I was so engrossed in my phone that I didn’t feel my entire world shift until I ran smack dab into a brick wall.  
 
    Looking up, I saw Ryan standing in front of me. My mouth dropped open as my eyes grew wide in wonderment. As my heart began to flutter I struggled to form any comprehend-able words.  Standing before me was an illusion. A dream of a boy I had once known and still loved. Closing my eyes, I opened them again expecting to see my dorm before me. Instead, I saw Ryan’s smiling face looking back at me.  
 
    “What?” was all that managed to escape through my lips.  
 
    “My mom told me you drove to see me,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine.  
 
    Nodding my head, I still couldn’t speak. Holding my books closely to my chest, I had to use them to gain strength to keep myself standing. My knees wanted to buckle.  
 
    “Are you ok?” Ryan asked, this time he looked concerned.  
 
    With the fog lifting from my brain, I suddenly became aware of what was happening right in front of me. I looked at Ryan again. Really looked at him. His eyes were dull and he had deep, dark circles laying underneath each eye. His hair was a mess and he wore a sad expression. He looked nothing like the charming and happy boy I had fallen in love with. Something was wrong.  
 
    Finding words, I finally spoke. “No. I came to talk to you. I had so much to say,” I admitted.  
 
    Hanging his head, Ryan looked defeated. “I know I messed up by trying to tell you what to do. If it were up to me, I would have kept you by my side forever. I shouldn't have called you so much. I just needed to talk to you. I understand if you don’t love me anymore. You don’t have to worry, I can stay in New Jersey. If you don’t want me to attend U.K with you in the Fall, I won’t.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” I had heard every word he had said. I should have responded and assured him this wasn’t all his fault, but I couldn’t. I needed to know where he had gone for so long.  
 
    Looking at me like I had lost my mind, Ryan tilted his head to the side. “I went on a mission trip with my parent’s church. I had to get away. I was going crazy waiting for you to answer me. Every day I wanted to fly down here and see you, but I knew I shouldn't. I got back yesterday. As soon as my mom told me that you came to see me, I booked a plane ticket and came straight here.” 
 
    Throwing my books to the ground, I jumped into Ryan’s arms. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I nestled my face into his neck. I began to sob as he held me tightly against him. It had been too long since I had felt his touch and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    “Ryan, I messed up. I should have told you what I was feeling and what was bothering me. I allowed our relationship to slip through my fingers and I lost you. I’m so sorry for putting us both through this hell,” I cried as I let all of my emotions flow out of me like a river.  
 
    Consoling me, Ryan tried to hush my wails. “You didn’t mess up. I am here now. We can talk this through. We can figure all of this out.” 
 
    As Ryan stood there holding me, I could feel my heart filling with love again. Sadness seemed to disappear from my body as his touch seemed to instantly heal me.  
 
    Letting me go so that I was now standing on the ground again, Ryan kissed me with such passion and force I lost my breath. As I kissed him back, I allowed his tongue to part my lips. The invasion was sweet and welcomed.  
 
    We walked back to my dorm room where we talked about everything. Ryan understood that he couldn’t keep me locked away from the rest of the world. It was difficult for him to trust that I wouldn't leave him, but he knew in order to keep me, he had to let me live my life too. I also had to find a way to compromise and find my voice so that I could tell him when he did something that bothered me. As we talked, I could feel us both growing. Not just in our relationship but as people too.  
 
    “I want to take you somewhere,” Ryan urged, as we lay naked in my bed.  
 
    My legs were wrapped around his and our bodies were entwined so that we became one person. I loved how both of our idiosyncrasies and imperfections seemed to help make the other one whole. What he deemed as his own flaw, I saw as a perfect part of Ryan. We complimented one another in a way that no other ever could.  
 
    “Where do you want to go?” I asked, as I held his hand in mine. I loved how my hand fit perfectly inside his.  
 
    “I have somewhere in mind,” Ryan said, as he leaned in and kissed me.  
 
    After we dressed, Ryan led me down to my car. He took my keys and began to drive back toward Nicholasville and away from Lexington. As we drove, I realized exactly where he was taking me. Farms appeared and big buildings and city life disappeared. Neither of us spoke, there were no words needed in that moment.  
 
    As the sun began to settle in the distance, Ryan parked my car in the Country Club parking lot. The club was closed for the evening, but that had never stopped us before. Taking my hand Ryan led me onto the golf course. We walked all the way to the dune where we had our first real intimate moment. I held his hand tightly and allowed him to lead us to the perfect place for us to redeem our relationship. It was more important than ever that we rebuild what we had lost. We needed to remember the two crazy kids that fell in love on a whim. We needed to go back to the summer when our hearts were full and our minds were open.  
 
    “This is perfect,” I said as I pulled away from Ryan. I ran to the exact spot where we had almost made love the first night we had snuck out to this golf course. “This spot has so many good memories,” I called as I plopped down onto the green grass below me.  
 
    The ground was damp from the evening air but I didn’t care. Ryan slowly walked toward me, almost as if he were stalking me like an animal would his prey. I loved the hungry look in his eyes and the way he never looked away from me. Ryan’s whole face was full of love and forgiveness and I sighed with happiness as I watched him approach me.  
 
    “I thought you would like this,” Ryan said as he finally reached me.  
 
    The anxious tone of his voice and the worried expression he wore earlier had now vanished and now a happy content look took over. “Of course I would love this place This is our spot,” I said as I waved my hands around the golf course around.  
 
    Sitting down next to me, Ryan threw his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to his body. Nestling up to him, I inhaled his sweet aroma and looked up at the vast, black sky. The stars seemed to be winking at us as they glowed brightly in the sky. Fireflies flew around us, providing a soft glow like tiny little lanterns floating in the air.  
 
    “Maddi, I want to apologize again for everything I did to hurt you. You have to understand that I love you more than anything. I know I get jealous and I promise you I am working on that. When it comes to you, I guess I just don’t understand how someone as amazing as you want to be with a guy like me,” he said as he looked out into the dark night.  
 
    Placing my index finger on his lips, I hushed Ryan. “I love you too. Yes, you were too possessive, but we talked about this. We both need to work on our flaws. All of that is behind us now. As long as we accept one another for who we are and just give each other our love, we will be together forever,” I finished.  
 
    I stared deep into Ryan’s eyes, assuring him that my words were true. Kiss my fingers, Ryan grabbed my hands and held them up to his heart. “One day, I will give you a ring and make you mine forever. Until then, I will enjoy every minute I can have with you. Soon enough, we will be at school together. Whatever happens next, I know that I just have to trust that fate will not fail me. You are the love of my life now and forever.” 
 
    “Forever,” I reiterated.  
 
    “And beyond that,” Ryan added.  
 
    Laying us both down, Ryan continued to hold me close. “Engagement. Marriage. Babies. Holding hands in our nursing home. I want it all. But, I promise you I will slow down and just take every day one step at a time.” 
 
    Smiling, I decided to just accept his words and know that Ryan would love me forever. It still astounded me how a boy who I met while working at the club grille stole my heart and showed me what true love was.  
 
    In a few short months, my life had been completely transformed. I had found a love that I thought only existed in fairy tales. I had found a way to accept my family in my life, and I had found a way to be happy on my own terms.  
 
    With Ryan by my side, I knew I could do anything I wanted in this crazy life. While I wasn’t sure what our futures would hold, I knew one thing for sure. I was the only person who could make me happy. I couldn’t rely on Ryan, my family, or anyone or anything else to bring happiness to my life. I was strong. I was confident. I was in love. As long as I remembered who I was, I would enjoy walking down life’s path with my sweet, New Jersey Boy.  
 
      
 
    The End
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