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  To Whitney,


  I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.


  


  


  Regret ** Resentment** Redemption


  ––––––––


  REGRET (n:.) The feeling of disappointment after trusting Dean Collins, the asshole you knew would betray you.


  


  


  PROLOGUE


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Smalltown, USA


  2004


  ––––––––


  Dean Collins is the most irresistible asshole at Central High School.


  He’s your typical cliché, Mr. Popular. The “guy’s guy” who’s been voted “Homecoming King” two times in a row (minus my vote); the sexy star quarterback who’s capable of making grown women swoon from the sidelines (it really is sad), and the guy who can charm the hell out of any admiring girl with a simple smile, and a “Hey...What’s up?” in five seconds flat.


  His face is the stuff of sculptures—hard and strong jawline, deep and piercing green eyes, and dimples that show even when he’s not smiling. And as if that wasn’t enough for the gods to endow him with, he has a six pack of abs that he always shows off, with full and defined lips that sometimes even make me wonder what they would feel like.


  Nonetheless, I always do my best to avoid Dean Collins like the plague: I leave the four classes we take together early, never go to pep rallies to cheer on the team (Deanisthe team), and the few times that he’s attempted that “Hey...What’s up?” thing on me, I’ve offered a blank stare and walked away.


  Today, my usual avoidance routine seems to be getting tested, though. Especially since he’s currently standing five feet away from me.


  “Yes?” I look up from my canvas and stare at him from across the classroom. “May I help you with something, Dean? You’re not in the art club.”


  “I’m aware.” He smirks, looking around the empty classroom. “But it doesn’t look likeanyoneis in art club...”


  That part is true. There’s actually no such thing as “art club” at Central High. It’s just me taking over whatever classroom I can find after school to paint for a few hours.


  “We’re currently accepting applications for membership,” I say, settingdown my paintbrush in the easel tray. “What can I help you with?”


  “You know, I did come here for something.” He steps into the room and closes the door. “But, now that you claim that you’re accepting applications for your club, can I fill one out?”


  “We don’t accept douchebags,” I say flatly. “Your application wouldn’t make it past round one.”


  “Douchebag?”


  “Yes, douchebag. Would you like me to give you the definition?”


  Laughing, he tilts his head to the side. “I’m well versed on the definition, Mia Gray.” He stares at me for a long time, looking right into my eyes, giving me his usual infectious charm.


  I immediately break our gaze and clear my throat. “You said you came here for something? Can you hurry up and tell me what that ‘something’ is so I can get back to addressing my art club? Today is a very important day for us.”


  “I can see that...” He pulls his backpack off his shoulder and opens it, pulling out a black notebook.Myblack notebook.


  “I found your notebook this morning,” he says. “I wanted to find you and give it back. I tried to give it to you after Physics class but I couldn’t get your attention.”


  “Oh...” I reach for it, but then I stop. “Where exactly did you find it?”


  “It was in the ‘Lost and Found.’ I saw it on top of everything in there when I got here for practice earlier.”


  “You know, that’s funny,” I say, crossing my arms. “Because I’ve been checking’ Lost and Found’ every single day and in between every single class forweeksand it was never there.”


  “Maybe you just didn’t look hard enough.”


  “I even checked itthis morning, and it wasn’t there. It. Was. Not. There.”


  He smiles and flips through the pages. “You have very pretty handwriting.Has anyone ever told you that?”


  “Where did you really find it, Dean?”


  “You take pretty detailed notes, too.”


  “Did youstealmy fucking notebook?”


  “Maybe.” His lips curve into a smirk. “Depends on how you define stealing.”


  WHAT?! I nearly scream, knowing that that’s exactly what he’s done. “I had to rewrite the entire thing in one night! The night before our midterm!”


  Still smiling, he walks over and sets the notebook on the window sill. “Well, good thing you somehow managed to still get an A, right? If it wasn’t for me, you probably wouldn’t have known that you were capable of rewriting a whole notebook in a night. I helped you push your boundaries, so I think I deserve a thank you.”


  It takes everything in me not to pick up my canvas and hit him over the head with it, but I remain calm. Kind of. I stand up from my chair and push the easel against the window. Then I toss my “newly-found” notebook into my backpack and storm out of the room, biting my bottom lip to prevent myself from screaming.


  I make it to the parking lot and head straight for the after-school bus stop, muttering and cursing under my breath.


  “Mia?” Dean calls after me from behind. “Mia?”


  I say nothing. My mind is still stuck on the fact that he purposely stole my notebook; that he was in class the day I pleaded for everyone to keep a look out for it and let me know if they knew anything.


  Asshole...


  “Mia...” He suddenly grabs my shoulders from behind and spins me around to face him. “Mia, I know you can hear me.”


  “I really can’t. I’m completely deaf to assholes who steal things, assholes who steal things on purpose.”


  “Look. I tried to give your notebook back weeks ago, but you wouldn’t talk to me.”


  “So you stealing my notebook ismyfault?”


  “It’s fifty percent your fault. I did try to give it back.”


  “The only thing you said to me was, ‘Hey, what’s up!’”


  “Exactly. If you would have answered, I could have told you.” He gives me that trademark gorgeous grin and I almost smile back—that’s how charming he is. I quickly come to my senses, though, and snatch my arm away from him.


  “Thank you so very much for stealing my notebook and having the decency to give it back,” I say. “Now, if you would please continue to leave me the hell alone for the rest of the day—No, the rest of the year, I’d really appreciate it.” I don’t give him a chance to respond. I rush to the bus stop and lean against one of the posts.


  A slight drizzle begins to fall and I look down the street, hoping that the headlights of a yellow bus will soon appear. 


  I take out my earbuds and turn up my music. It’s going to take me a minute to return to my original happy mood.


  Just as I’m starting to calm down, I see a black Camaro pull in front of me. It’s Dean. Again.


  I turn around and give him a great view of my back. I turn my music up louder, just in case he tries to talk to me, but my headphones are the cheap, flimsy kind and they don’t have outside sound block.


  “Let me take you home to make up for stealing your notebook, Mia,” Dean says, actually sounding sincere.


  I ignore him and start nodding along to my music, hoping he’ll just go away.


  I knew I was right for hating him...


  “Mia...” He speaks again. “Mia, have you noticed that you’re the only one at the bus stop? The last one left ten minutes ago.”


  I glance at my watch and groan. I’ve forgotten that the new after-school bus schedule starts today.


  Shaking my head, I turn around and start walking. There’s a city bus stop six blocks down.


  I expect Dean to go away, but he doesn't. He stays on pace with me in his car, driving alongside me as Istride up thesidewalk.


  Whenever I speed up,hespeeds up. Whenever I cross streets, he makes a U-turn and does the same. And when I reach a crosswalk with a pedestrian stoplight, he tries his luck again.


  “Look, Mia,” he says, leaning over the passenger seat. “Let me take you home.”


  “Not interested.”


  “Well, at least let me take you to the next bus stop.”


  “A four block ride? No thanks.”


  “So, you’re really going to walk all the way home in the rain?”


  I hesitate, now realizing that the slight drizzle has turned into actual rain, andfrom the look of the skies above, it’s about to get even worse.


  “Yes,” I say. “Yes, I guess I really am going to walk all the way home in the rain. Thank you for your concern. Goodbye.”


  He parks his car and gets out, walking over to me. Without saying a single word, he puts his arm around my shoulders and leads me to his car, opening the passenger door.


  “Get in, Mia.”


  The pedestrian light turns green and I want to back away, but hatred of Dean or not, I know I’m not going to last four more blocks in the rain.


  I slip inside, and he shuts the door behind me. He returns to his place behind the wheel and drives through the light.


  “Where do you live?” he asks, looking over at me.


  “The corner of Seventh and Broadway.”


  “Okay.” He turns on the radio, and I’m surprised to hear my favorite band blasting through the speakers. I almost compliment him on his good taste, but then I remember he’s a thief.


  Thieves do not have good taste.


  Neither of us speaks as he drives through the suburbs and onto the backstreets, obviously taking the scenic route. I can feel the tension building between us; I can even feel butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. Every so often, I catch myself staring at him, admiring his profile. I can’t help but turn away every time he glances back in my direction; him being so close to me has my body at full attention.


  As we approach Seventh and Broadway, he slows the car’s speed. “Mia, you do not live here. This is just the entrance to your subdivision.”


  “So? Did you really think I would give you my real address? I’ll walk the rest of the way. The rain isn’t that bad now.” 


  Smiling, he immediately speeds up—driving past the entrance, far down the street, and parks the car in an abandoned lot.


  “What are you doing?” I ask. “Go back. Go back right now.”


  “I need your help with AP English.”


  “I need your help with learning directions. My neighborhood isback there.”


  He ignores my comment. “AP English is the only class I don’t have an A in.”


  “What? You makeA’s?”


  “Yes.” He smirks. “I make A’s, except for English. I have a C plus and I need at least an A minus if I’m going to look appealing to colleges.”


  “Wait a minute, what?” I temporarily put my annoyance aside. “You’re the star quarterback. You don’t need to make good grades to get an athletic scholarship. You just need to keep playing football. Isn’t that what you want?” 


  He doesn’t answer that. Instead he sighs. “I need you to help me with the literature components and help me strengthen some of my essays.”


  “But why do you wantmeto help you?”


  “Why wouldn’t I? You have the best grade in the class and I’m pretty sure that being a smart ass, which you clearly are, requires quite a few brain cells, so I figure there’s no one better to ask.”


  “Maybe, but I’m not interested.”


  “I’ll pay you.”


  I look at him for a second to see if he’s being serious. “Is that how younormally get what you want?”


  “No, that’s not my normal method, but I figured you wouldn’t go for that, so I’m not going to go down that road with you.” That stupid grin is on his face again.


  “My services don’t come cheap,” I say. “They’re very expensive.”


  “Honestly, I’d be disappointed if they weren’t.”


  “Then in that case, I’m sure you can’t afford me.”


  “Try me.” He cranks the engine and drives, heading toward my subdivision again.


  I contemplate for a moment, unsure of what tutors usually charge. Then I come up with a number I know he won’t agree to pay. “Twenty dollars an hour.”


  “Deal,” he says smoothly.


  “Deal? Just like that?”


  “Why not?”


  “Because that’s a lot of money.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be worth every penny.”


  “Fine. We’ll start in two weeks.” I wait for him to drop me off at the corner, where I told him Ilived, but he drives into the neighborhood instead.


  Looking over at me, he warns, “I’m not letting you out of the car until you tell me which of these houses is yours. I need to make sure you get home safely.”


  “So,now you’re a gentleman?”


  “Only for some girls.” He smiles and I roll my eyes, deciding to give in so I can get this ride over with.


  “5632...Down a few more houses and on your left.”


  He nods and speeds up a bit, eventually pulling right in front of my mailbox.


  “Thanks for the ride.” I immediately unbuckle my seatbelt and collect my bag from the floor.


  “Wait a minute,” he says. “I need your phone number...For tutoring purposes, of course,” he adds with a sly smile.


  He hands me his phone and I reluctantly type in my number. I save it under “For Tutoring Purposes of Course” and give it back to him before rushing inside my house.


  As soon as I make it upstairs to my room, my cell phone buzzes with a text message notification. It’s an unknown number.


  ––––––––


  This is Dean. Here’s my number, you can save it under “For ANY Purposes Of Course...”


  ––––––––


  I should’ve known to stay away from him that very day...


  


  


  PART I.


  The Past


  ––––––––


  (Don't worry...This won't take too long. It never takes a guy that long to fuck things up.)


  Chapter 1


  MIA


  ––––––––


  A couple weeks later...


  ––––––––


  I glance at the clock above the library’s door and groan for the umpteenth time.


  I told Dean to meet me here at four o’clock, told him exactly where I would be and how important it was for him to be on time. Yet, unsurprisingly, he’s late. And it’s not even a nice “It’s only five minutes” type of late.


  I’ve even texted him about his lateness three times: When he was fifteen minutes late, I messaged “Are you still coming?” and he said he was on his way. When he was thirty minutes late, I sent “Have you somehow gotten lost in the school you’ve been going to for the past four years?” And just now, at forty-five minutes past the hour, when I sent him an, “I think we need to try this another day” message, he didn’t even send me an apology. His response? “I don’t. I’m in the hallway.”


  Ugh! I should’ve known better than this....


  I pack up all my books and push my chair away from the table so I can leave. Just as I’m standing up, Mr. Popular strolls through the door looking unfazed as ever.


  “Hey,” he says, walking over to my table. “Why is all your stuff packed up? Where are you going?”


  “I’m off to see someone who respects my time.”


  “Who is that?”


  “It doesn’t matter. You’re damn near an hour late.”


  “So?” He shrugs, looking genuinely confused.


  “So? No, not ‘so.’ We agreed to meet at four o’clock, Dean. You pay me twenty dollars an hour and I’ve just wasted one of those hours. I’m not going to waste anymore.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way.” He finally offers. “I mean, don’t you have homework of your own? Maybe if you would’ve been working on that while you waited, it would have kept you distracted from looking at the time. Maybe you wouldn’t be so unnecessarily angry right now.”


  Is he SERIOUS?! “You know what?” I take a deep breath, refusing to let him get me riled up any further. “Thank you for that terrible half-hearted apology. I guess that makes up for everything, doesn’t it?”


  “No,” he says, reaching into his pocket, placing a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “But thisdoes.”


  “No, this does not.” I slide it back.


  “Wait, what’s the problem here?” He shakes his head. “I said I’d pay you for three hours. You just got paid for one—for not doing a goddamn thing by the way—and once again, as you can see, I’m always looking out for you. But you’re mad because we’re only going to havetwo hoursto spend together?”


  “Oh my fucking God!” I can’t hold it in. “That’s not the point, Dean!” I’m seconds away from really going off, but a varsity cheerleader steps right between us.


  “Hey, Dean.” She smiles, batting her long eyelashes at him. Then she looks over at me. “Mia,” she says, looking unimpressed.


  “I’m leaving.” I step away and head for the door.


  “Wait, Mia. Don’t leave.” Dean rushes in front of me and blocks my exit. “I promise to do better next time.”


  “There won’t be a next time.”


  “Okay, well just give me today. If you honestly can’t deal with me after today, then we won’t have to do this anymore.”


  “See, that’s the thing, I don’t want do thisat all. Especially not today.”


  “Please, Mia?” He smiles hard at me, trying his best to coax me into staying.


  “Ugh. Please don’t smile at me like that.” I roll my eyes, giving in. “We can sit over there in the back, by the computer lab.”


  “Good,” he says, walking by my side as we make our way to the secluded section.


  I take out my notes on our current assignment, Beowulf, and slide them across the table to Dean. “We have to write a three-page analysis of this. Did you start yet?”


  “No.” He smiles. “Why would I have started that?”


  “Because you want anA. Because you’re paying me to tutor you so you can get anA. Did we not go over this a few minutes ago?”


  “Mia,” he says, his dimples on full display. “I haven’t done it because it’s not due for another six weeks. Not everyone works on assignments months before they’re due.”


  “And not everyone has a 4.0 GPA either. I wonder what that correlation is.”


  “Not having a life? Being boring as hell all the time maybe?”


  “Idohave a life.”


  “I’m sure you do.” He smirks. “How about we start on the assignment that’s duetomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Yes.” He smiles. “I haven’t started that one either.”


  “You are unbelievable.” I shake my head. “Okay, the three-page reflection letter about where you see yourself ten years from now. So...” I grab a notebook and turn to a clean page. “Where do you see yourselften years from now?”


  He hesitates and the smile slowly disappears from his face. “How about we take a different approach?”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Can you let me see what you wrote first?”


  “No. We’ve been down that road before. You’re not copying what I want to do.”


  “Don’t worry, I don’t want to be alibrarianten years from now. I’m just trying to see how you structured your paper.”


  “For your information—not that it’s any of your business—I don’t want to be a librarian. I want to be an artist.”


  He raises his eyebrow, looking surprised.


  “And also,” I say, sliding him my essay. “From here on out, for every insult you throw my way, I’ll be increasing my hourly fee.”


  “I can afford it.” He laughs, but then he gets serious. “Do you think I should start with personification?”


  “No, I think you should start really simple. Just free write and we can worry about the structure at the end.”


  “Okay, done deal.” He picks up his pen and starts to write.


  To my surprise, he doesn’t say anything else sarcastic for the rest of the session, and before I know it, our two hours have come to an end and we’re packing up our things.


  “I can give you a ride home,” he offers as we walk toward the parking lot.


  “No, thank you. I’ve had more than enough ‘Dean’ for today.”


  “But what if I haven’thad enough Mia?” His eyes meet mine as his lips curve into a smile. “What if I want a little more?”


  “Goodbye, Dean.” I power walk to my stop, thanking the bus gods that I make it two minutes before departure.


  ***


  The next afternoon, a heavy rain is pounding hard against our small city, so I find myself trapped in the school’s cafeteria. The outdoor bench where I usually eat, is blocked off for the day, so I have the “pleasure” of sitting in the massive cafeteria where everyone else is.


  I wish I could say that our high school is nothing like those B-grade teenage movies, and that everyone gets along. But no, Central High School is just as predictable as Dean Collins. In the center of the room are the quintessential popular students; athletes, varsity cheerleaders and beautiful people. In one corner of the room is where the social outcasts all convene, no matter their background: band geeks, academic club members, and foreign exchange students. In the opposite corner of the room are the slackers; the students that miss more days than they attend, and spend most of their time in detention for skipping or sneaking illegal smokes in the bathrooms.


  Unlike most other schools in small towns, though, Central High is like the Taj Mahal of high schools. With our state of the art library that’s four stories high, our Olympic-sized swimming facility that includes a sauna and steam room for our award winning swim team, and our multi-vendor cafeteria that features a knock-off Starbucks and buffet bar, Central High’s offerings are second to none in any of the surrounding counties.


  “So, how was tutoring with Mr. Popular, yesterday?” My best friend, Autumn, takes a seat across from me and passes me a cup of coffee.


  “Now you want to know?” I take a slow sip. “I tried to tell you about it yesterday, but you didn’t pick up the phone.”


  “I have a boyfriend, Mia.”


  “So? What does that mean?”


  “It means that if you call me past a certain hour, then I’m probably on the phone with him.” She smiles.


  I roll my eyes. Autumn hasn’t been the same since she “proudly” lost her virginity eight months ago. Although she’s still the most amazing friend I’ve ever had, and we’re almost polar opposites when it comes to social events, I’m hoping her current obsession with all things sex and romance will soon come to an end.


  “Well, he was actually an hour late,” I say. “But I think he might have a brain somewhere in there. I guess.”


  “What about his cock?”


  “What?” I nearly scream, but then I quickly lower my voice. “Who are you right now, Autumn?Who are you?”


  She laughs and lowers her voice, too. “Tell me, Mia...How big was it?”


  “I don’t know. How exactly would I know something like that? And don’t you have a boyfriend?”


  “I do, but I also have fantasies. You’re telling me that you didn’t look?”


  “No, I didn’t look! I have no reason to.”


  “Youhaveto look, Mia. If not for yourself, do it for me.” She fans herself. “It would be torture for him to be born so hot and not have the matching goods to go with it, wouldn’t it?”


  I shake my head, in utter disbelief at her right now.


  “So, you’ll look next time, right?” she asks.


  “No.” I scoff. “Can we pleasenottalk about Dean’s penis?


  “What about Dean’s penis?” he asks, suddenly stopping right in front of us.


  Words stall at my lips and I can’t get a single one to fall out. I just stare at him, along with Autumn.


  No guy should be allowed to be that attractive...It’s just not fair...


  “Nothing.” I get it together within seconds. “No one is talking about your ‘penis’.” I insist. “Do you really think either of us would say that?”


  “Isaid Dean’s penis.” Autumn smiles.


  He laughs, winking at me before walking away.


  “Seriously, Autumn?” I’m going to kill her.


  “Lighten up.” She nudges my shoulder. “Now seriously though, even though you’re pretty biased, is he really a jerk in private?”


  “You mean, besides the fact that he was an hour late and didn’t see any problem with that?”


  “Yes, besides that.”


  “No, he’s not a jerk. He was actually quite tolerable.”


  “Great.” She takes my coffee and downs the rest of it. “Does your mom know you’re tutoring him yet?”


  “My mom doesn’t know anything anymore. We haven’t spoken since Saturday.” I cringe at the very thought of my mother. I know I’ll have to talk to her eventually, but I swear if there’s ever a casting call for “Real Life Mother from Hell” or “Woman Who Gives the Devil a Run for His Money” I’ll be signing her up for the part. 


  I sigh and start to tell Autumn about the latest thing my mother did, but the school’s PA system suddenly comes on.


  “Hear ye, hear ye!” Our DJ, a senior who’s been trying to make his voice sound ten times deeper than it really is, since freshman year, clears his throat over the speakers. “The official start of our football season isthis Fridaynight! Now’s the time to get tickets to attend the bonfire. Also seniors, make sure you submit your nominations for the homecoming court! Voting starts in a few short weeks!”


  Everyone in the cafeteria cheers and the DJ rings three bells to let us know his announcement is over.


  “Are you going to act like an actual senior this year and go?” Autumn crosses her arms.


  “Not at all. I’ll be too busy counting down from two hundred and sixty-eight.”


  “Two hundred and sixty-eight? What’s that?”


  “That’s how many days we have left in our Central High careers.”


  And in my case, the end can’t come soon enough...


  Chapter 2


  MIA


  ––––––––


  When I arrive at Dean’s any my spot in the library the following week, I’m surprised that he’s already there waiting for me.


  Impressed, I take a seat. “Is there a catch to today’s session? Is that why you’re here early?”


  “No.” He smiles. “I was actually going to ask you if we could we do an extra hour today? I got an A minus on that last essay.”


  “Is that not good enough for you or something?”


  “It is, but I told you I needed an A, a flat one.”


  “Really though?”


  “Yes, really though.” A brief look of concern comes over his face, but it’s gone within minutes. “I really have to make an A on all of my next papers to make up for the Cs I made on our first few papers.”


  I nod, still feeling completely caught off guard.


  “Where should we start?” he asks.


  “Well,” I say, taking out my folder. “Since you’re not caught up on the reading, we’ll do the work that’s currently due and pick up everything else later. Which piece did you pick for the assignment?”


  “Macbeth.”


  “What? You’re joking, right?”


  “Not at all.” He arches a brow. “What’s wrong withMacbeth?”


  “Nothing, I just...” I pause. “I never would have thoughtyouwere the Shakespearean literature type. That’s all.”


  “Well, why is that?”


  “Because Shakespeare had a very strange tendency of killing off all of his cocky characters. That, andMacbethis one of my favorite plays.” I admit.


  He’s silent for a moment, but then he looks at me. “What’s your favorite novel?”


  “I love way too many to choose just one.” I try to direct the conversation back to Macbeth and our assignment, but he stops me.


  “Tell me,” he says. “What’s your favorite novel?”


  “I’ll have to write you a list. I prefer essays.Such, Such Were the Joysby George Orwell is my top re-read. What’s your favorite novel?”


  “I don’t have one either.” He reaches into his bag and pulls out a book.The Art of the Personal Essay.“I read this a lot, though. For pointers, of course. That Orwell essay is actually in here...”


  “Okay,” I say, stopping myself before I actually continue this line of conversation because there is absolutely no way that we have that in common. “I swear to God, Dean, if this is your attempt to get into my pants—”


  “It isn’t.” He laughs, putting the book away. “Trust me, when I attempt to do that, you won’t have any doubts and you’ll know for sure.”


  I’m not sure what comes over me right then, but I actually laugh out loud.


  He laughs even louder, and then we can’t help but ask each other about our other favorite things, completely ignoring the time. I’m not sure at what point it happens, but we get onto the topic ofmusic and he pulls out his iPod and hands me his earbuds, insisting that he introduce me to some of his favorite bands.


  We share all the same ones except two.


  It’s not until the librarian lets us know that the study room is closing, that I realize we didn’t accomplish anything today.


  “How about we make it up on another day this weekend?” he asks, helping me put my books away.


  “Don’t you have football practice?”


  “I do.” That strange look from our first session crosses his face again. “But I’ll make the time afterwards. Let me give you a ride home.”


  “You really don’t have to keep offering to do that. I’ll be fine.”


  “It’s eight o clock, Mia. There are no buses, and I’m not about to let you walk home or call someone when I’m right here.”


  This time I don’t bother arguing with him. I simply walk by his side as we leave the building.


  When we make it to his car, he completely surprises me by opening the passenger door for me.


  “What?” he asks. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “You opened my door.”


  “Yes.” He smirks. “That’s the only way to get inside of the car. Do you know an alternative?”


  I hold back a laugh and get in.


  After shutting my door, he slips behind the wheel and cranks the engine. Then he speeds out of the parking lot, going the wrong way.


  “Do I need to remind you where I live, Dean?”


  “No, but there’s construction that way. That’s why I’m going this way.”


  There’s definitely no construction that way, and there hasn’t been any new construction in our city for years. But when I see him pull onto the main road that leads directly to my neighborhood, I let it go.


  He’s taking the super long way to my house—passing Donnellson’s where the varsity team is currently hanging out with their letterman jackets on full display, the movie theater where me and Autumn worked our very first jobs last summer, and the hidden cover where couples go at the end of their dates to make out.


  When he finally pulls up to my house, I don’t get a chance to unbuckle my seat belt before he gets out the car to open my door. “So, you really are a gentleman, huh?”


  “When it comes to you.” He extends his hand with a grin, making me blush against my will. “See youtomorrow.”


  “See youtomorrow.” I rush inside and shut the door behind me. I place a hand over my heart to see if it really is beating as fast as I think it is, or if it’s a figment of my imagination.


  Shit, it’s real...It’s real...What the hell?


  “Why are you standing there with your hand over your heart like that, Mia?” My mother walks into the foyer. “Have I unknowingly installed an American flag in the hallway? Are you pledging allegiance?”


  My heart rate instantly returns to its normal pace, to the beat of “Fuck my life.”


  “Is that Dean Collins?” she asks, peering through the window. “DidDean Collinsjust drop you off at home?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  A smile crosses her lips and she pulls me into a hug. “Good. You’re finally learning how to be social and you’re dating.”


  “We’re not dating. I’m his tutor.”


  “What could he possibly use tutoring in?” She looks confused. “What teacher at Central would be dumb enough not to pass him? Especially with a third state championship on the line?”


  I bite my tongue before I can say something smart, something really smart.


  Fortunately, she doesn’t notice the look on my face. Instead, she pulls me into a hug that makes me feel hundreds of degrees colder. “Have you heard back from Harvard yet?”


  “No, not yet.”


  “You did apply, didn’t you?”


  “Yes.” My eyes veer toward her framed degree that hangs on the wall. (She has like twenty copies of it hanging all over our house.)


  “Well, if you haven’t heard anything back in four more weeks, let me know and I’ll make the call.” She lets me go. “What about the bonfire and homecoming? Also, prom? I know you’re planning on going to all of those events this year. At least, you better be.”


  “I’m still thinking about it.”


  “Let me know when you look for a dress for homecoming. We’ll make an event—a mother daughter type of thing. It’ll be good for your development.” She smiles as she walks away from me and into the living room. Just like that, I know our numerous arguments for the past month are now forgotten.


  Especially since this is the first time she’s spoken to me in a while.


  All of our arguments end the same way, with her holding a grudge until I do something that makes her smile. While most moms get upset over bad grades, drug experimentation, or serious shit that actually affects a life, my mom gets upset over my inability to like the things that really matter in life. Things like wanting to be homecoming queen, having a great high school social status, and dating.


  Two hundred and fifty-five days...


  Before she can ask me to do anything, I run up the stairs to my room and shut the door. I plop onto my bed and groan as I take in the pale and bleak ugliness that surrounds me.


  If anyone else saw my room right now, they’d think I was trying to imitate a cell in a psych ward. My walls are covered in a near-colorless eggshell color, my bed spread is taupe, and all of the furniture is the color of coffee cream.


  If that’s not horrible enough, the only pictures that hang on the wall are those of gray and brown rocks. Oh, and sand. Lots and lots of sand.


  I’ve been begging my mom to let me paint and redesign this ugliness since I was seven years old, but “neutral colors are a necessary stimulus for the female brain” according to her ridiculous psychology studies. And besides, to her, my art is a hobby that’s distracting me from the things that are truly important in life. Popularity.


  I pull the covers over my head and feel my phone buzzing. A text from Dean.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Hey. Is red your favorite color?


  MIA: Hey. Just because we had a good day today does not mean you’re allowed to text me outside of tutoring. Goodnight.


  DEAN: LOL. Answer the question, Mia. Is it red?


  MIA: No, red is not my favorite color. Stop texting me.


  DEAN: Is it blue?


  MIA: Yes, it’s blue. Goodnight.


  DEAN: Interesting. I only thought it was red because you always wear red bras, and you clearly have quite the collection...The one with the polka dots, the one with the lace, the one with the flowers, and today’s silk one. The best one yet, in my opinion. Goodnight :-)


  ––––––––


  I turn my phone off, my cheeks on fire.


  Chapter 3


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Something is definitely wrong with me. After only a few weeks of tutoring sessions with Dean, I’m actually looking forward to seeing him today. I’m looking forward to having another good conversation and seeing what he thought of the indie rock CD I gave him. (Okay, and I’m also looking forward to being close enough to smell his seductive cologne and get an up close glimpse of his smile that I secretly like.)


  During school hours, we still exist in two completely different worlds, but when we’re together and alone, we get along better than I could’ve ever imagined and I haven’t had the desire to thrash him once.


  Well, so far...


  Hanging around him has also quite a numbing effect on my home-life. I can get through a whole dinner with my mother without wanting to scream, and for some reason, if I come home a few hours later than normal, if I tell her that I’ve been with Dean, she doesn’t mind at all.


  Only one thing has me questioning me and Dean’s current arrangement: He never wants to go home. Like, ever. He’s always looking to extend our time together somehow with more conversation or more homework, and although I want to believe that he enjoys hanging out with me as much as I enjoy hanging out with him, I can’t help but think that there might be something darker beneath the surface...


  Taking a seat in AP Chemistry,I pull out my booksand notice a text from Autumn.


  ––––––––


  AUTUMN: Sooooo, I’m in crisis mode and I’m pulling the ‘BFF Trump Card’ ASAP!


  ME: The what?


  AUTUMN: The BFF Trump Card. That you-cannot-say-no-to-whatever-I-request but only just this one time type of card. Say yes!


  ME: You pulled ten of those last month, Autumn.


  AUTUMN: I pulled NINE. That last one didn’t count. Anyway, say yes. I’m about to take a pop quiz in Bio.


  ME: Tell me what it is first.


  AUTUMN: Just say yes. (Oh, and is it the nucleus or the mitochondria that stores the cell’s information?)


  ME: Does it involve a party? (The mitochondria)


  AUTUMN: Never. Stop being difficult! (DNA helix was discovered by...?)


  ME: Does it involve being a third-wheel with you and Jacob? (Crick and Watson)


  AUTUMN: Shockingly, no. We’re currently fighting :-((Can you just take this damn quiz for me? WTF...There are like fifty questions on this thing. This isn’t a QUIZ! It’s a TEST!)


  I laugh, figuring whatever it is she wants to do can’t be too bad.


  ME: Yes. Now, what is the trump card for?


  AUTUMN: You have to be my wing woman at the pep rallytonight! Okay gotta go for real this time! I’ll pick you up at seven!


  ––––––––


  What the hell... Ugh...


  She knows I don’t enjoy going to those, that I’m going to fight her to the very last minute about going with her tonight. I start texting a response, but I hear a familiar deep laugh next to me.


  “Good morning,” Dean says as he slides into the empty seat next to me.


  “Good morning. That’s not your seat.”


  “I’m aware.” He shrugs.


  “We have assigned seats for a reason,” I whisper as the class starts to fill up. “If you’re aware,thenwhy are you sitting there?”


  “Max is absent today.”


  “So?”


  “So, it’s athlete skip day and most of the athletes won’t be here today.


  “Butyou’rean athlete.”


  “I am.” He moves closer to me. “The only reason I came is because today’s the day we pick partners for the semester project.”


  Butterflies immediately flutter in my stomach, and I don’t get a chance to respond to that before the teacher starts class. I keep my focus straight ahead, refusing to believe that Dean is clearly staring at me for the entire period.That he writes his name down next to mine when the teacher asks us who we would prefer to work with for our upcoming assignment.


  When the bell rings, I jump out of my chair and nearly run out of the room, but he grabs my hand and forces me to look at him.


  “Yes?” I try to ignore the way his simple touch is making me feel.


  What the hell is wrong with me?


  “Are you coming to the pep rallytonight?”heasks.


  “Probably not.”


  “Why?”


  “School spirit isn’t really my thing. No offense, but...football isn’t either.”


  He laughs, and I suddenly realize that the two of us have never talked about football during our sessions together. In fact, whenever I’ve brought it up, he’s changed the subject to something else.


  “Well,” he says, letting my hand go. “You should come for me instead.”


  “What? What do you mean?”


  “I mean, since you’re not into school spirit or football, but you’re clearly into me, you can make an exception and cometonight.”


  “You’re getting quite presumptuous lately.” I put on my best poker face. “Do I need to help you with that definition?”


  “Not when I know the true word you’re looking for is cognizant.” He grins, stepping back. “I hope to see youtonight.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  “I’m sure you always do.” He gives me a look so sexy that I almost melt into the floor.


  Goddamn, Dean Collins...


  ***


  Later that night, I grab a stack of graham crackers from the cheer station and hand them to Autumn.


  “Do they really have to dye all of the marshmallows blue?” I ask. “Do you think they know that too much artificial food dye can be poisonous? Do you trust this?”


  “Oh, god...” She laughs. “You’ve really got to get out more. And what the hell have you done to your top?” She adjusts my shirt, pulling the left sleeve down so my shoulder is exposed.


  “That’s how the shirt is supposed to look, Mia,” she says. “All the girls wear it like that. See?”


  I look all around us, at the field of fans, at the sea of royal blue and silver shirts that are surrounding the bonfire. As Autumn said, all of the girls have cut their shirts to hang off their shoulders. I decide not to ask any more questions, to just accept the blue food dye, awkwardly cut shirts, and the incessant, loud cheering.


  As the football coach tests the mic, the two of us move closer to the bonfire.


  “Alright, everyone!” He bellows. “Alright, everyone! Before we start the bonfire, let’s introduce your two-time State Champion Bulldogs!”


  The crowd’s screams reach a fever pitch and the coach has an immediate change of heart. He doesn’t bother waiting for everyone to calm down, he simply goes right into the roll call. First, he calls out the names of the defense, and with each name he says, the crowd claps a little more excitedly. A little louder.


  When the last defensive player’s name has been called, he moves on to the offense, and the crowd loses its mind. In between him calling out the other players, everyone is screaming for Dean.


  The coach purposely saves him for last, but the second he says his name, the crowd manages to get even louder and crazier. They’re so loud and jumping up and down so much, that I don’t get a chance to see him come out of the huddle.


  I step back away from the screams, covering my ears and mouthing “I’ll be right back” to Autumn. I head toward the bleachers, hoping I’ll be able to see everything from there and the sounds will be a lot more bearable.


  As I’m taking my seat, our band begins to march onto the field, touting chants in between a slightly remixed version of “We Are the Champions.” They’re encouraging everyone to stand up and sing along.


  Feeling everyone’s enthusiasm, I clap along and give add to the loud applause when the song comes to an end.


  The crowd however, doesn’t accept the final note. They scream “Encore!” “One more time” and “More! More” and the band gives in and does a repeat.


  In the middle of the second verse, I feel my phone buzzing in my pocket.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Are you heretonight?


  MIA: Nope...I told you pep rallies and football aren’t really my thing. That third option you listed wasn’t good enough either.


  DEAN: Liar. I’m looking at you right now.


  ––––––––


  I hesitate before texting back. I look around, but I don’t see him.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Shouldn’t you be focusing on your teammates or something?


  DEAN: I’d rather focus on something that’s had my attention for quite some time...


  MIA: Are you referring to that term paper you need to finish this weekend? I would get on thattonightif I were you.


  DEAN: I’m referring to the girl I’ve had a crush on since sophomore year.


  ––––––––


  My jaw drops.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: The girl whose notebook I had to steal to finally make her notice me.


  MIA: Are you secretly drunk right now? Is that why you’re saying this?


  DEAN: Completely sober, and I mean every word.


  MIA: Um...


  DEAN: I see you’ve switched from red to purple...I approve :-)


  MIA: I didn’t switch my bra color for you.


  DEAN: So it’s just a coincidence that the day after I asked you if you had any purple bras, that you’re wearing one tonight?


  MIA: Absolutely.


  DEAN: LOL. How did you get here?


  MIA: Autumn drove...Why?


  DEAN: Wait for me after this is over. I’ll take you home.


  ––––––––


  As I’m about to reply “No, you don’t have to” he sends another text: I’m not taking no for an answer. Let me take you.


  I don’t text back.


  I look up and see him standing by the bonfire. Our eyes meet and he gives me a short wave. Then he types something into his phone.


  DEAN: You think you can come to the first game next week, too?


  MIA:Now you’re pushing it...I don’t even know how to watch football.


  DEAN: You don’t have to. Just focus on me :-). I parked behind the end-zone to your left. See you soon.


  ––––––––


  I watch as he puts his phone in his pocket. He looks up and his eyes meet mine one last time before he turns away and joins his teammates in a series of chants.


  The crowd is now intoxicatingly electric—even from the bleachers—they’re on their feet, erupting with praise. I stand, clapping as well, feeling happy that, for the first time, I don’t feel like an outsider, I feel like I fit right in with everyone else at Central High...


  ***


  When the rally is over, I find Autumn and tell her that Dean will be taking me hometonight.


  “Really?” She smiles. “Oh my god! I told you that he likes you! He really likes you!”


  “It’s just a ride home, Autumn.”


  “Um hmmm.” She opens her purse and pulls out a condom, slipping it into the front pocket of my jeans. “Make sure you tell me all about that ‘ride’tomorrow.”


  “What the—I don’t need this!”


  “You’ll always need this.” She nods.“Safety first, Mia. Didn’t you learn anything is Sex-Ed?”


  “Do you hear yourself right now?”


  “I should’ve known,” she says, tapping her lip. “I was wondering how he always managed to get in all of your classes for two years straight—even after you switched.”


  “What?”


  “Hmmm. Interesting, isn’t it?” She gives me a hug. “Me and Jacob just made up, so he’s meeting me at the drive-in-diner to treat me to ice-cream. Iwould ask you if you wanted to come join us but...”She points to where she placed the condom in my pants and starts walking backwards—throwing me a thumbs up sign.


  I give her the middle finger and she laughs in return, eventually turning away.


  I make my way to the far side of the parking lot and find Dean’s car. As I approach it, I notice that someone has had a field day writing bright and colorful quotes all over it: “Lead us to a Three-peat!” “Go Bulldogs Go!” “We Love You, Dean!” “#1 Quarterback!”


  I can’t help but smile as I read the quote on the bumper: “Let’s Beat the Shit Out of Greenway H.S.! Thanks in Advance!”


  Zipping up my hoodie, I shiver as wind whips my hair around my face.


  I take out my phone and snap a few pictures of the fans running through the parking lot with blue streamers. I capture pictures of people kissing as they sit on the back of pickup trucks, and of people holding up their cell phones and singing along to a song I can’t quite remember.


  I know that half of these people won’t be going home anytime soon, and I feel a small tinge of regret for not seeing this side of Central High life until just now.


  “Are you cold?” Dean is suddenly behind me.


  “A little.”


  “Here.” He puts his letterman jacket on my shoulders, and the group of cheerleaders that’s across from us, immediately throws mean looks my way.


  “Careful,” I say, turning around. “I wouldn’t want to make your fan-club too upset.”


  He looks over to the group and then back at me, smiling. “Aren’t you a part of my fan-club, too? Is this making you upset?”


  I blush. “No, that’s...That’s not what I mean. You know, athletes date cheerleaders, outcasts date outcasts and—” I don’t get a chance to finish that sentence because his lips are suddenly on mine and he’s kissing me. He slips an arm around my waist and pulls me as close as possible.


  I lose all sense of where I am, and he gently bites my lip before pulling away.


  “I’ll date whoever I want,” he whispers. “And if I haven’t made this clear enough over the past few weeks, I want to dateyou.”


  I’m speechless. It takes me a minute to form coherent thoughts again. All I can think about are how his lips felt way better than I could’ve ever imagined, how I really wish he would do that again.


  As if he can tell that I’ll be useless for the next few minutes, he takes the opportunity to kiss me again—slightly longer this time, and then he opens the passenger door of his car.


  I get inside and stare straight ahead, not saying a single word as he pulls out of the parking lot and onto the street.


  We don’t say anything to each other as he drives, but at every red light I can feel him looking over at me. And I’m pretty sure I hear him say the word “beautiful” at one of the stops, but I ignore it.


  When he pulls up to my house, he opens my door and walks me up my front steps.


  “What are you doingtomorrowmorning?” he asks.


  “Going to school.” My logic has finally decided to return. “Aren’t you?”


  “I am,” he says, looking as if he’s going to kiss me yet again, but he holds back. “I’ll pick you up.”


  “How aboutaskingme if I want you to pick me up? You know, so I can make the decision for myself?” I start to unbutton his letterman jacket so I can give it back, but he grabs my hand and holds it still.


  “Keep it,” he says, smiling. “I’ll get it backtomorrow. You know, when youwantme to pick you up. Goodnight, Mia.


  I manage to get the word “Goodnight” out and then I rush inside once more, feeling my heart beat a brand new rhythm it’s never felt before.


  After that night,a sort of new routine develops between Dean and me. On the afternoons that he doesn’t have football practice, we’re in the library working on our research papers or studying for an exam. On the afternoons that he does, he meets me afterwards at the café I frequent and we talk about nothing for hours at a time.


  He always insists on driving me home after we hang out together, and he always picks me up for school in the morning.


  I’ve stopped objecting altogether. It’s easier to just go along.


  Chapter 4


  MIA


  ––––––––


  It’sSaturdaymorning and I’m in a café across town, spending my day looking over my application for Western Peak College. It’s a small, private art school in Portland, and I haven’t bothered to tell my mom that I’m applying. She still thinks I’m dead set on going to Harvard.


  She also thinks that I’ve “finally come to my senses” and has thoroughly embarrassed me every afternoon that Dean has brought me home. She’s waved at him from the windows as if she’s a good mother, and then she’s sat me down in the living room, asking for details like we’re some type of giddy girlfriends. Like I would ever tell her anything real.


  “Now that you’re dating him, maybe you can finally feel comfortable running for homecoming queen?” she said to me this morning. “When I won two years in a row, it changed my life. I think it will change yours, too. It’ll probably help with your low self-esteem as well.”


  I can still remember wanting to slam the door in her face, but I kept my calm. Until she uttered her closing remarks: “You could potentially have ‘Daddy issues’ since me and your father have been separated for so long¸ so let me know whenever you want to discuss sex with Dean. That way, I can tell you about the repercussions and get you an appointment with an associate at my office.”


  I can no longer even ‘pretend’ to smile when she talks.


  Why is it that all the supposed great psychiatrists are the ones who have the most fucked up way of thinking?


  Shaking the thought of her away, I re-read the introduction of my essay over and over, wondering if the opening line “If you’re reading this, you’re seconds away from meeting one of the most passionate artists you’ll ever meet” is too strong. As I scratch out a few of the words, I feel the familiar buzz of my phone in my pocket.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Hey. What are you doing?


  ––––––––


  I smile, but I don’t answer. We talked on the phone last night for almost four hours. I’m convinced that I need to slow down whatever this is between us as much as I can.


  It buzzes again.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: I know you see my text message, Mia. What are you doing?


  ––––––––


  I look up and scan the coffee shop, making sure he’s not there.


  ––––––––


  MIA: I’m ignoring you. Do you mind if I continue?


  DEAN: I do mind. No one should be forced to do something they don’t really enjoy :-)


  MIA: I’m filling out a college application. You know the one I was supposed to fill out last night before you called me and interrupted?


  DEAN: It was a welcome interruption. Where are you?


  MIA: Hudson’s Coffee. Why?


  DEAN: I’ll come get you in an hour. I want to take you somewhere today. I think you’ll like it.


  MIA: Have we discussed how you never ASK me if I want to hang out with you? How you always just assume?


  DEAN: No, but I don’t think we need to. That’d be a waste of a text message, and yours aren’t unlimited :-)


  ––––––––


  I smile and put my phone on silent, now thinking of a better opening line for my essay. I manage to finish the entire application by the time Dean’s car pulls up right in front of the café’s windows.


  Looking outside, I see a few girls from our school waving at him as he gets out of his car and leans against it. They step closer to him, blushing and feeding him the attention he seems to get everywhere, but to my surprise, he entertains them for only a few seconds before moving away and coming inside.


  “Did you finish?” he asks, walking straight to my table. “Do you need more time?”


  “No.” I stand up. “But I think your adoring fans out there would’ve appreciated more time.”


  “I’m sure.” He rolls his eyes and grabs my backpack. “I’m not interesting in being ‘Dean Collins’ outside of school, though.Especially not today.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Nothing.” He leads me out to his car and opens the door. “Get in.”


  “After you tell me where we’re going.”


  “Someplace I thinkyou’ll like.”


  “Does this someplace have a name? An address? I need to make sure someone knows where I am since I’m leaving.”


  “I’llknow where you are.”


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s how all kidnappers think. That’s not the point.”


  Avoiding my question, he scoops me up and places me into the car himself, playfully clicking the child safety lock before shutting my door.


  He gets behind the wheel and quickly speeds away, veering his car onto the highwaythat leads into another county.


  “Can I ask you something, Dean?”I ask.


  “Anything.”


  “Why are you still paying me to tutor you? Now that we’resupposedlydating?”


  “Wearedating.” He looks over at me. “But regarding the tutoring payments, would you like me to stop?”


  “You can.” I shrug. “I don’t feel like I have to be paid to put up with you now.”


  He laughs. “Okay. I still need the tutoring though. Would you like to be paid in other ways, then?”


  “No.” I roll my eyes. “I need to ask you something else, though.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Why exactly do you need all A’s? You have yet to tell me about that.”


  “A guy can’t just want to get good grades for hisupcomingcollege prospects?”


  “Not when every college is clamoring for said guy to play for them, and would happily accept him even if he had all F’s.”


  He speeds past a few exit ramps before speaking again. “Said guy hates playing football.”


  “What?” I look over at him in complete shock. “How is that even possible? You’re so good at it, you make it look so easy.”


  He zones out again, not speaking until he pulls off on an exit. “Just because I’m naturally good at something doesn’t mean I actually enjoy it...It’s just too late to get away with backing out of it.”


  “So, all those high profile offers and media coverage mean nothing to you?”


  “Not a goddamn thing,” he says.“Being an athlete isn’t a guarantee. Once you get hurt or lose, people forget about you. I want to do something that matters, something that helps other people. I don’t want to be remembered as some small town sports hero, some record that’s in the yearbooks. Besides, I’m tired of people assuming that football is the only thing I fucking care about.”


  I sit still, completely stunned. “So what do you want? And why don’t you just tell everyone the truth?”


  “In this town?” He shakes his head. “Where football is everything? I don’t think so. Only a few more games left in the season anyway. I can make it through that.”


  I’m not sure what to say next. I would’ve never guessed that he didn’t enjoy playing the sport everyone loved him for and I would’ve never guessed the guy who proudly showed off all his football trophies on the local news last year, wasn’t actually happy about any of them.


  “I need you to keep this between us,” he says.“Don’t tell anyone else.Can you do thatfor me?


  “Of course.”


  We ride the rest of the way in silence and then he pulls into the parking lot ofCarson,a small liberal arts college. He drives towards theArts Campus, parking in front of a massive oak tree.


  Helping me out of the car, he pulls me against his side and whispers, “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “Being the first person I could tell the truth to.” Heplantsa light kiss against my forehead before opening the door to the building.


  “Is this an art show?” I ask,smiling as we walk inside.“Is that what’s happening?”


  “No.” He leads me toward the school’s auditorium, where my eyes catch pictures of today’s main event. “There’s a showing ofMacbeth. I figured I’d bring someone with me who’d actually enjoy.”


  I have no words, and I know he can see how hard I’m blushing right now.


  He hands our tickets to an usher and she points us in the direction of our seats.


  As we sit down, his arm goes around my shoulder and he leavesverylittle space between us.


  “Can I tell you something personal of my own, Dean?” I say as the lights dim.


  “Sure,what is it?”


  “I’ve hated you since I met you freshman year.”


  “I’m aware.” He laughs softly. “That’s what you call ‘something personal’ though? I already knew that. And, you clearly don’t hate me now, so...Isn’t that amootpoint?”


  “I was trying to say that now...I think I really like you.” I can see hints of his smile in the darkness. “And I like this version of you far better than the version I thought I knew before.”


  “Once again,” he whispers, “I was completely aware of that point, too, but...Thank you for finally admitting it...” His lips find mine and he kisses me deeply, then he pulls me even closer and wraps his hands around my waist.


  We miss most of the first act because his lips take quite a while to leave mine...


  Chapter 5


  MIA


  ––––––––


  It’s official. I’ve lost my mind.


  I’m working on a piece in “art club” and Dean is sitting across from me, playfully arguing with me about the conversation we had on the phone last night. But, instead of kicking him out or telling him to go away, I’m enjoying every single second of this.


  I’m enjoying every single day of this.


  I can discuss Western Peak College with him (He dropped my application off at the post office because I was too chicken-shit to mail it myself), I can discuss literature (I’m now convinced he knows more about Shakespeare that I do), and I can be myself.


  With the exception of a few Saturdays here or there with Autumn and Jacob, Dean is who I find myself spending most of my time with. I go to all of the pep rallies now, sit at the fifty yard line for all of his games, and I soak up every single second that we spend together during car rides to and from school.


  I’m trying my hardest to let myself accept that this is a good thing, that this could possibly turn into something more, but there’s a small, tiny voice in the back of my head that keeps warning me: “Don’t get too invested...This won’t last.Hewon’t last...”


  Chapter 6


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Winter Break


  ––––––––


  There are a lot of ways that I pictured myself kicking off the first few days of winter break, and I’m pretty sure that shopping for prom dresses wasn’t one of them. As a matter of fact, shopping was nowhere in my top twenty.


  Nonetheless, I’m currently serving out another ‘BFF Trump Card’ and tagging along with Autumn as she searches for the ultimate gown. We’ve been at the mall for over five hours so far and she’s tried on at least two dresses in every single store.


  “How does this one look?” She comes out of the dressing room, wearing a sparkling pink, backless gown.


  “Didn’t you just try that exact same dress on in a different color?”


  “Yeah, so?” She eyes herself in the mirror. “There’s a huge difference between black and pink, Mia. One is light and the other is dark. Plus, they’re two different colors.”


  “Wow, insightful. How exactly did we become friends?”


  She laughs. “Do you like it or not?”


  “It’s okay. I liked the blue one you tried four stores ago.”


  “Yeah. Me, too.” She shrugs. “Okay, well, let’s go to a few more stores to make sure that one isthe one.”


  I nod in agreement.The second we get out of here I’m going to do one of the things that was on my top twenty list.


  Instead of returning to the dressing room, Autumn steps in front of me and crosses her arms.“Hold on a second. Pleasetell me you plan on going to prom.”


  “I actually wasn’t planning on it.” I admit.


  “Okay, nowIneed to ask: Howexactlydid we become friends?” She laughs. “Why wouldn’t you go? At least for me?”


  “For you? You’re going withJacob.”


  “Yeah, but it’s more-so about seeing everyone one last time. Surely you’ve read enough Young Adult books to know that. You need to start looking for a dress.”


  I shake my head at her. “It’s six months away. Even if I do end up changing my mind, I have plenty of time to look for one.”


  “It clearly takes a long time to find a good dress.” She tugs at hergown’sfabric. “Why don’t you ask Dean if he’ll take you and be your date?”


  “What?”


  “Why don’t you ask Dean if he’ll take you and be your date?” She repeats, slowly emphasizing every syllable. “Did you catch that or do I need to say it again?”


  “We’re just—”


  “Friends?” She scoffs. “Please! I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Everyone has actually.”


  “What do you meaneveryone? I haven’t told anyone about me and him but you.”


  “Mia...” She tiltsher head to the side. “Did you really think that all of the time you two have been spending together wouldgo un-noticed by everyone at Central? You’ve said it yourself, everyone watches every move Dean makes. Those moves now include you.”


  I sigh. I honestly have been enjoying my time with him too much to focus on what everyone else is saying.


  “Ask him if he’ll take you to prom,” she says. “It won’t be a surprise to anyone if you two go together.”


  “No...” I shake my head. “That’s okay. I have a perfectly good reason why that’s a bad idea.” Before I can say anything else, she snatches my cell phone out of my hand.


  “Let me help you out,” she says, tapping my screen.


  “Oh, my god, no!” I reach for my phone, but she steps back and locks herself in the dressing room. “Autumn, please don’t do this to me!”


  She starts humming, singing “You’re going to thank me one day,” and I frantically twist the doorknob, wishing I could prevent her from doing whatever she has schemed.


  “Can I please have my phone back?” I ask, my heart now racing a mile a minute. “Right now?”


  “In a second...” She hums again, and I consider calling the manager over, consider telling him my friend is shoplifting just to get him to open the door.


  “All done!” Autumn opens the door and tosses me my phone. “Shall we do Macy’s next? Feel free to tell me ‘Thank You’ while we’re on the way. You’re welcome.”


  I immediately tap on my text messages, realizing that there’s a whole new thread between “me” and Dean:


  ––––––––


  MIA: Hey...What are you up to right now?


  DEAN: Just got out of practice. I told you it was a two-a-day practice for today, remember?


  MIA: Sorry, I must have TOTALLY forgotten! Anyway, I need to ask you something. Something important. (And OMG do you have any pictures of your abs? I don’t see any in my phone’s gallery so, yeah...Just wondering, since you’ve clearly never sent me any.)


  DEAN: What is it you have to ask? (Attached :-) )


  MIA: Holy fuck...


  DEAN: LOL What is it you have to ask?


  MIA: Are you going to prom this year? (Do you mind if I send Autumn a few of these? I mean, she has a bf of her own, but she would really appreciate having these to look at...In private you know?)


  DEAN: Yes, I’m planning to.(I don’t mind.)


  MIA: Did you already have a date, or were you planning to go by yourself? (I’ll make sure Autumn doesn’t show them to anyone else. I promise!)


  DEAN: I’m not going by myself.(I would appreciate that.)


  MIA:Okay so...WHO are you going with then? WHO ARE YOU GOING WITH THEN???


  DEAN: :-)


  MIA: That’s not an answer damnit! Tell me right now!


  DEAN: I’m going to ask Mia, Autumn. Sometime over the break, probably when we’re alone. (Why do you have her cell phone?)


  MIA: I thought so...Good! I’ll delete this thread so she won’t see these messages. (Because she was too chicken shit to ask you, so I figured I’d do it myself.) Thanks!


  DEAN: Make sure you delete this.


  MIA: TOTES!


  ***


  Later that night, when I arrive home, I see that my mom has placed a large packet from Harvard on the dining room table. She’s draped one of her red and white Harvard T-shirts on a chair and written, “I think this is a good sign!” in a red Sharpie on the back flap of the envelope.


  I consider submitting it to the postmaster as proof of her mail tampering, a federal offense.


  I wonder how much time she would get...


  Annoyed, I rip it open and pull out the letter.


  The first word is “Congratulations!” There’s not even a full paragraph between that and the words “our prestigious university,” but I can’t deny that I feel a small sense of pride at their offer of a full academic scholarship with room and board.


  If only it was the right school...


  I leave the letter in plain view on the table, so she can see that I’ve read it, and then I go up to my room, pulling out the much smaller envelope from Western Peak. I set it on my desk and stare at it, scared to take a look. Small, thin envelopes are never a good sign.


  After staring at it for half an hour, I tuck it inside my jeans and decide to open it after Christmas. That way, if it’s bad, it won’t ruin what’s left of my holiday break.


  I lay across my bed and pull out my phone, deciding to get the inevitable over with.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Hey, mom. I saw the letter on the table from Harvard and opened it...I got in!


  MOM: Of course, you got in! So happy you’ll be going to the same college I went to! We’ll have to celebrate later. I’ll take you wherever you want for dinner, okay? You can even invite Dean! :-)


  MIA: Okay...When will you be back?


  MOM: Probably not until nine. Let’s celebratetomorrownight, okay? That gives me time to call everyone I know and make it a huge event. Is that okay?


  ––––––––


  It’s more than okay. I was only asking her about what time she’d be back so I could paint in peace.


  ––––––––


  MIA:More than okay! See you later!


  MOM: See you later, future Harvard grad!


  ––––––––


  Ugh...


  I toss my phone onto my bed and open my closet, pulling out a blank canvas. It still depresses me that I have to hide evidence of my passion in my own house.


  I go into my bathroom and push aside the cleaning supplies in the closet, taking out the green box where I hide all of my acrylic paint.


  I take my time setting them against the window sill in my room, turning on my ceiling fan. I take out a few unfinished traces from my desk and debate which one I’m going to transfer onto the canvas.


  Just as I decide to go with the picture of the crowd at the bonfire from my first pep rally, I hear the garage door opening.


  Shit! She must have changed her mind...


  I toss all of my paint back into the box and place my canvas face down on my bed. I rush downstairs, sitting at the table where the Harvard letter is and put on my best fake smile.


  Taking a deep breath, I silently mouth, “I’m definitely excited about following in your foot-steps. So, so excited.” I wait for her to walk through the door, but nothing happens.


  Confused, I walk over to the door and open it. It’s Dean.


  “What the—” I shake my head. “What are you doing here?”


  “I can’t come see you?”


  “You can. I’m just confused as to why you would be opening our garage.”


  He smiles, stepping back. “I thought that was your doorbell.” He looks at the two panels outside our side door again. Then he presses the actual doorbell. “Is that better?”


  “Yes.” I laugh, holding the door open for him. “Come in.”


  “Was I interrupting something?”


  “No, just a painting session. I haven’t started yet, though. I was setting up.”


  “Hmmm.” He stops at the dining room table and picks up my Harvard letter, reading it. “Congratulations. Did you just get this?”


  “Yeah, just opened it a few minutes ago.”


  “Is this a different type of ‘Harvard’ or something? Whydon’t you seem excited?”


  “The same reason you’re not excited about ESPN calling you the ‘number one high school quarterback’ in the country.”


  “Noted.” He sets the letter down. “I was looking forward to tutoring today, you know.”


  “Why? We’re on break, and you have an A. Actually, you have an A-plus, a highergrade than me.”


  “She only gave me the extra plus because the team is still undefeated.” He looks around the room. “Where is your canvas and paint?”


  “In my room.”


  “And where is that?”


  “Somewhere you’re not invited to be.”


  He smiles. “I was going to offer to bring it to my car. I want you to come to my house.”


  “What?”


  “Oh, right,” he says. “You need me toaskyou, so you can pretend that you’re not interested.” He clears his throat. “Will you come with me to my house, Mia Gray? My dad’s gone for the day and I really need some good company.”


  “I’m not having sex with you.” I blurt out and immediately blush. I didn’t intend to say that aloud.


  “Who said anything about sex?” He smirks.


  “No one. No one said anything about sex.”


  “Hmmm.” He steps closer, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You think I want to have sex with you?”


  “No.” I shake my head. “Absolutely not.”


  He smiles. “You should, actually...Because I do.” He trails his finger against my lips. “But I would never push you into that, and that’s not why I want you to come over.”


  He’s saying more words, but my brain stopped working the moment he said, “Because I do” and I haven’t been able to focus on anything that came out after that.


  By the time I come to my senses, he’s walking upstairs searching for my room. I stand still, watching as he comes back with my canvas and takes it to the car.


  When he returns, he heads toward the steps again. “Where’s all your paint?”


  “Green box. Under my bed.”


  “Okay.” He goes upstairs to get it and slips his arm around my waist when he returns. He walks me out to his car and as usual, acts like the perfect gentleman.


  “Where are your football friends?” I finally manage to get words out of my mouth when we’re down the street.


  “They all went to Michael Easton’s place. He’s having a huge party today.”


  “Why didn’t you want to go?”


  “You know why I didn’t want to go.” He looks over at me—grinning, and I swear to God he has me right then and there.


  I send a quick text to my mom—Out with Dean.I don’t have to read her immediate response to know that she doesn’t mind, that she’sprobably more excited than I am.


  As Dean drives way past the last subdivision on Main Street, I look over at him. “I thought you said we were going to your house? You told me you only lived ten minutes away from me.”


  “I do,” he says. “Ten minutes plus thirty.”


  “What?” I sit there in shock. If that’s the case, it means that allthose times he’s taken me home and picked me up from school, have been way out of his route. “Why would you lie about that?”


  “Because I knew if I told you the truth, you’d make it ten times more difficult than it needed to be.” His hand clasps mine behind the gearshift. “Besides, I was willing to work however hard and do whatever it took to get you.”


  I take back what I said earlier. He has me right here. Right here.


  He turns up the radio and we let our conversation go silent until we make it to a colossal black gate that stretches for blocks.


  He pulls out a key-card and holds it against a small, metal machine and the gate slowly opens—exposing me to a world of grand, immaculate houses and freshly manicured lawns.


  Driving past a golf course, a lake, and what appears to be the makings of a small ice skating rink, he pulls into the driveway of a blond-bricked house that’s three stories tall.


  I stare at the house in awe. It’s literally five times bigger than my own house, and I’m pretty sure my bedroom could fit inside one of the windows. I’m still staring at it when he opens my door and walks me inside.


  “Are you hungry?” he asks, when we step into the massive, all-white kitchen.


  “A little. You know how to cook?”


  “I do, but I was referring to the microwave.” He takes out a few containers of Tupperware from the fridge. “I made Spaghetti earlier. Would you like some?”


  I nod, taking a seat on a barstool.


  “Do you want to paint downstairs or in my room?”


  “Where’s your room?”


  “Upstairs.”


  “Okay, I’ll paint downstairs.”


  He laughs, sliding me a plate of food. “I meant what I said, Mia. I’m not going to come onto you while you’re here.


  “And I’m just going to make sure it’s next to impossible for you to do.”


  “Fair enough. I’ll be right back.” He disappears for a few minutes and returns with my canvas and my paint. He sets it up in the living room and opens all the blinds. “Is this going to be enough light for you?”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  He gives me a quick kiss, and leaves the room once more. This time he returns with an acoustic guitar and looks at me, softly saying, “Thank you for coming over.” Then he sits on the couch and holds his pic against the strings, strumming the first few notes of one of my favorite songs.


  I put away my plate and step in front of my canvas, using his melodies and inspiration to paint as he plays.


  For hours, we exist in our own artistic worlds, not speaking to each other, even though we’re steps away. I even manage to start a new sketch as the first draft of my panting dries, all without talking to him or looking his way.


  After he’s played through all the songs from the album of one of our shared bands, I set down my pencil and walk over to the couch, sitting right next to him.


  His fingers stop strumming and the music comes to an abrupt end. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Because you keep surprising me,” I say. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I really think you’re short-selling your reputation and talents at school. Maybe if you kept your shirt on more and kept your abs to yourself, I would’ve taken you a lot more seriously before.”


  He smiles at that.


  “You’re now making better grades than me, and you also play the guitar really well. Why aren’t you in Jazz band? They win awards all the time.”


  “A football player in the Jazz band. Yeah, okay. I can think of about twenty reasons why that won’t be happening senior year.”


  “You care about what people think? Why?”


  “No, and at the moment, I only care about what one particular person thinks.”


  “Which person?”


  He doesn’t get a chance to answer. At that moment, his dad walks through the front door.


  The spitting image of Dean, his salt and pepper colored hair shows under the bright lighting, and he presses his lips into a firm line. He slowly looks between the two of us and throws his keys onto the counter.


  “I thought you were going to Michael Easton’s party, Dean,” he says.


  “I changed my mind.”


  His dad crosses his arms, and the mood in the room begins to shift immediately. There’s now a palpable tension in the air, a tension so thick, I feel like I could cut it with a knife.


  “The whole team and coaching staff are there right now discussing the upcoming game.” He glares at Dean. “And four hours ago, did you not call and tell me that you were on your way there?”


  “Did you catch the part where I said, I. Changed. My. Mind?”


  “So, you lied to me?”


  “I didn’t lie.” Dean sets his guitar downand I can feel anger radiating off of him. “I just didn’t update you.”


  “You’re starting to get worse and worse about that.” His father clenches his jaw. “You’re still a fucking teenager living under my fucking roof, and you still have to follow my goddamn rules, whether you like it or not.”


  I look away from them both, wishing I could somehow disappear.


  “Are you donepretending to be a parent now?” Dean stands up. “Don’t you have more women to fuck in the hotel up the street? Aren’t there more boosters you need to steal money from, in exchange for lies that I’ll be going to their programs?”


  “What did you just fucking say to me, boy?”


  “You heard me.” Dean’s jaw in clenched, too. “I didn’t stutter.”


  “Get the fuck out of my house. Go somewhere far where I won’t have to look at youtonight.”


  “Gladly.” He grabs my hand and pulls me up with his guitar, leading me back toward the garage.


  “And don’t come back through my doors until you’re ready to talk to me like I’m the adult and you’re the goddamn child!”


  “I guess you’ll be waiting,” Dean says as he slams the door.


  We get into his car and he speeds off at eighty miles an hour, whipping down a winding back-road that seems to lead to nowhere. I don’t dare say anything while he drives like this. I just grab his hand behind the gearshift and squeeze it so he knows he’s not driving alone.


  It takes an hour before I start to see signs of civilization again—rental car companies, pay per day parking lots, and then I see signs for the airport.


  Finally slowing down, Dean pulls the car under an overpass.


  “Come on,” he says, unbuckling my seatbelt. He gets out of the car and lays back against the hood, motioning for me to do the same.


  “I’ll be sure to bring you your canvas this week,” he says as a plane takes off above us. “I should’ve grabbed that, too...”


  I’m not sure what to say to that, so I just remain quiet.


  He doesn’t say anything further until four more planes have taken off into the sky, until the sound of engines roaring against the air temporarily comes to a stop.


  “I apologize for the asshole that is my father.” He sighs. “I didn’t think he’d come back home so early. He’s never there during that time.”


  “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault.” I keep my gaze toward the sky. “Is he like that often?”


  “Unfortunately. We argue all the time. You couldn’t pay us to get along.”


  He gets quiet all over again, so we watch more planes take off on the runway ahead of us. As the sun begins to set, he rolls over to face me.


  “I need to tell you something else personal,” he says, making me roll over on my side, too.


  “I’m listening.”


  “My dad is using me to live above his means. He’s been bleeding money from his retirement and savings ever since my mom left, so he wants me to play in college, and then the NFL for the pay check. He accepts gifts from recruiters and keeps them for himself...On days like this, I really miss my mom. She was nothing like him.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be.” His smile makes its first appearance in hours. “I’m sure you can relate.”


  “Yeah, just in reverse. That’s how I feel about my dad,” I admit. “He actually supported me and my brother’s art dreams. My mom couldn’t care less.”


  “You have a brother?” He raises his eyebrow.


  “Yeah.” I shrug. “He’s four years older, but he ran away shortly after my father divorced my mom since he couldn’t take living with her anymore.”


  “Do the two of you keep in contact?”


  “Twice a month we talk on the phone, and we email each other from time to time. I’ve been trying to get him to come home for Christmas.”


  “I take it that he said no?”


  “He actually said hell no.” I laugh and suddenly his lips are on mine and he’s running his fingers through my hair. I don’t even try to stop him—I kiss him back even harder, feeling his hands go around my waist.


  I actually want him to take things further, for his hands to directly touch my skin, so I finally know what it feels like, but he doesn’t. He simply kisses me until I can’t breathe anymore, until the sun goes down, until the two of us have had enough.


  Chapter 7


  MIA


  ––––––––


  On Christmas Eve, my house is packed with my mother’s side of the family. They’re all congratulating me on the Harvard acceptance every few seconds and my mom is doing her best to pretend like she and I are so damn happy. (We’re even wearing matching holiday sweaters.)


  “Do you still do art, Mia?” My aunt asks. “What happened to that painting you were working on the last time we came?”


  “She never finished it.” My mother answers for me, passing me a bowl of mashed potatoes. “She realized that art wasn’t her thing. Thank god, you know? Remember when I thought I knew how to sing in college?”


  “Oh, well that’s okay, Mia,” my aunt says. “At least you knew when to quit. It would’ve been awkward to have to hang your paintings around the house anyway. You know your mom only likes to look at the best of things. She’s high class like that.”


  Everyone around the table laughs and I push my chair back. “Can I be excused for a moment? I need to get something out of the kitchen.”


  My mom waves me away and I quickly rush into the kitchen and grab my phone. I’m not sure what I was thinking when I left it out of reach, and I immediately text Autumn.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Can you please come save me? Like, NOW? I feel like I’m stuck in the Christmas from hell.


  AUTUMN: Can’t...I’m trapped in my own version of Christmas hell. My mom just found out that I’m not a virgin and she’s giving me the abstinence speech. (Wait...Are you still a virgin? O_o )


  MIA: Damn...Sorry. (What? Of course, I am! Why wouldn’t I be?)


  AUTUMN: She wants me to sign a contract saying that I won’t have sex again until I’m 21. BAHAHAHA! (Because of who you’re dating :-) We’ll see how long THAT lasts!)


  MIA: Okay, wait. How did she find out? (He promised me that we wouldn’t have sex, so it’ll be lasting a long time.)


  AUTUMN: She found an empty condom wrapper in my purse. God, now she’s bringing outsome “The Dangers of Sex” brochures. (No, he promised you that he wouldn’t PUSH you into having sex. Big difference!)


  MIA: Ew. Where is Jacob? (Trust me, we’re not going to have sex :-) )


  AUTUMN: He’s actually under my bed right now :-) (I’m willing to bet my life on the fact that you will. And SOON.)


  ––––––––


  My mom walks into the kitchen and I quickly slip my phone into my pocket.


  “Do you plan on rejoining everyone else or are you going to hide in here for the rest of dinner?” she asks.


  “Depends...Is Eric coming? Did you finally decide to call him and personally give an invite?”


  “Really, Mia?” She scrunches up her face. “You’re going to bring him up on Christmas Eve?”


  “Him? You say that like he’s some type of stranger. He’s my older brother, and he also happens to be your son.”


  “No, hewasyour brother. He made the decision to be a social deviant and turn his back on us. Until he makes some major changes to his personal psyche, he’s not welcome here.”


  “His ‘personal psyche’? It’s beenfour years.”


  “Well, let’s try to make it four more years and see if he’ll finally come to his senses.”


  “Mom—”


  “Now is not the time, Mia. We have guests. We can discuss this in private later.”


  “You don’t really mean that.”


  “Of course, I don’t.” She picks up a stick of butter “So, can we please focus on having a nice holiday with the people who actually cared enough to show up tonight, please?” She walks out of the kitchen.


  I pull a plate out of the cabinet and load it with food, walking up the back staircase and locking myself in my room. I know she won’t come up here and ask me to come down. She’d never cause a scene.


  I devour my dinner, put on my headphones, and shut my eyes—swearing to God that I’ll get the hell away from her the second I graduate.


  ***


  I’ve slept through the eggnog making, the family home-video-watch marathon, and the “You can open one gift before midnight” tradition. It’s the middle of the night and all of my aunts and cousins are tucked away in guest rooms, while my mother speaks to one of her most anxiety prone clients in her home office.


  I tiptoe downstairs to get a piece of cheesecake and then I come right back, burying myself beneath my blankets again.


  Just as I’ve gotten the blanket to cover my feet at exactly the right angle, myphone buzzes with a text. Dean.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Merry Christmas. Are you awake right now?


  MIA: Merry Christmas. Nope.


  DEAN:Good. I need you to go somewhere with me. (I also have a present for you...)


  ––––––––


  I look at the time and rub my eyes, knowing he can’t be serious right now.


  ––––––––


  MIA: It’s 1:00 in the morning! What could possibly be open at this hour? (What type of present? And hey...you totally stole this from Autumn...)


  DEAN: The swimming pool at the country club by my house. (I’ll show it to you when I see you...And yeah, I did. It’s actually quite useful. :-) )


  DEAN: How long will it take you to get ready?


  MIA: Whoa, whoa, whoa. You want us to go swimming in the WINTER?!


  MIA:Fifteen minutes :-)


  DEAN: It’s an indoor pool :-) I’m around the corner already. Let me know when you want me to drive over and get you.


  ––––––––


  I lay in bed for a few seconds longer, soaking up the last few moments of my perfect blanket warmth. I want to message something else sarcastic to Dean, but before I get the chance, another text from him comes through.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Yes. I expect you to swim with me.


  ––––––––


  I smile and get up, searching for my swimsuit. When I locate it, I quickly undress and put it on, but there’s no way I can wear this out with him. It’s an ugly brown one piece with faded red polka dots and he might take one look at it and volunteer to bring me right back home.


  Ugh...


  I slip out of my room and quietly step down the hall to my mother’s room. I find a box full of her many unopened bikinis from her incessant shopping days, and take out two: A red and a black one.


  Returning to my room, I put on the red one and after one glance in the mirror, I immediately take it off.


  Too much cleavage. Gives the wrong impression.


  I try on the black one and it’s even worse. There’s pushup material in the bottom of the top and it makes my C cups look like Ds. Before I consider telling Dean that I won’t be coming, I can practically hear Autumn’s voice in my head.


  “It’s a bikini, Mia. Showing off your body is like, the whole point.”


  I put on a long-sleeved T-shirt, a hoodie, and a coat. Then I send a quick text to Autumn, letting her know where I’ll be, just in case something happens.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Do I need to come to your front door?


  MIA: No! I’ll be coming out of the dining room window. Do not park in the driveway!


  DEAN: You have to sneak out?


  MIA: Clearly. Park your car up the street.


  ––––––––


  A few minutes later, I head downstairs and into the dining room. I shut the French doors so no one will hear me opening the window. When I’m sure all is clear, I push up the glass and slowly climb outside.


  When I’m all the way out and have secured the glass again, I see Dean laughing and standing exactly where I told him not to be.


  “How old are you? Do you really have to sneak out?” He laughs. “You’re eighteen and your mom apparently likes me. Was that really necessary?”


  “It’s still one o’clock in the morning, Dean. I don’t think any mom would be okay with that.”


  “Maybe not.” He pulls me against his side and walks me to the passenger side of his car. “Am I going to have to do that every time I want to take you out?”


  “No, just after midnight.” I smile.


  He shuts my door and we fall into our familiar, comfortable silence as he drives. I spot a small red, shiny box on his dashboard and assume that’s my gift, but I don’t say anything about it.


  Half an hour later, he pulls into an empty parking lot of what appears to be a country club.


  “What are we doing here?” I ask. I was expecting a hotel pool, or something less illegal.


  “I used to lifeguard here over the summer. The members get to come and go as they please.”


  “Okay, but you’re not a member.”


  “No, but my dad is.” He puts the car in park and grabs the red gift off the dashboard, handing it to me. “Open it.”


  “Not until I give you yours,” I say. “I left it in my closet.”


  “Open it, Mia.” He kisses me. “Now.”


  I hesitate, but I oblige. I slowly pull at the ribbon and let it fall into my lap before unwrapping the box. I look at him before flipping the lid open and smile when I see what’s inside.


  It’s a silver necklace with three charms: A guitar, a paintbrush, and a car. Beneath that are three black, spiral notebooks with a post-it note on top: “To make up for the one I “stole” –Merry Christmas, Mia. –Dean.


  I run my fingers along the charms and look into his eyes. “Thank you very much.”


  He takes the necklace from my hands and motions for me to lean closer so he can put it on for me. He holds it up to me, but he kisses my neck and softly bites my skin before he even attempts to clasp it.


  “There...” He secures it and runs his fingers against the car charm before getting out of the car.


  As a slight snow falls over us, he pulls me close and leads me to the back entrance of the club.


  It takes him a minute to get his dad’s keycard to work, but when the door finally gives way, he pushes me inside first.


  My jaw drops as I take in the lobby.


  The place doesn’t look like anything that belongs in our small town. The floors in the lobby are a sparkling white marble and two massive fireplaces are ablaze, giving a slight glow to the space.


  Dean takes my hand and shows me past the dining hall, wine bar, gymnasium, and spa. He swipes his key at a set of double glass doors and when they swing open, I find myself in front of one of the largest pools I’ve ever seen.


  A light steam is rising from its depths, and the colossal floor to ceiling windows that surround the room, are slightly foggy from the heat.


  Dean lets my hand go and starts to undress, but I just stand there, looking around.


  I look around the room for cameras, but I don’t see any. Still, I step back from the edge of the pool.


  “Are you going to join me?” Dean asks as he gets in the pool, wearing only his swim trunks.


  “What if security comes?”


  “We’ll say hello.” He smiles. “I doubt they will, though.”


  “I don’t know about this...” I take another step back.


  “Trust me.” He leans against the edge. “My dad is a member and everybody knows me here, Mia. There won’t be a problem.


  “Alright.” I realize how sincere he looks. “Turn around so I can take off my coat and stuff.”


  “I’d rather not.” He’s staring at me with complete focus. He’s definitely not turning around.


  I unbutton my coat and place it on the bench. Keeping my eyes on Dean, I pull my shirt over my head and untie my sweats, letting them fall the floor.


  My bikini is on full display, and I’m tempted to put my coat on over it again, but I hold back and simply stand still.


  Dean’s eyes travel from my eyes down to my bare stomach, over my legs and back up. A small smile dances across his lips.


  “Are you going to get in now?” He extends his hand and I step closer, taking it.


  He helps me into the water, and without saying a word, asks me to swim to the other end with him.


  I keep up with him for the most part—stopping every now and then when he splashes me, but we arrive at the other side seconds apart.


  As I’m catching my breath, he steps in front of me and backs me against the edge.


  He continues to stare as if he’s struggling with something. He’s looking at me like he wants me, like there’s nothing in life that he wants more.


  “I love your lips,” He says, rubbing his thumb against my bottom lip in a circular motion. “I’ve thought about kissing them since sophomore year.”


  His mouth latches onto mine and his hands are skimming down my sides. His lips are soft and the kiss is warm. I feel like I can get drunk off the taste of him.


  His hands go around my waist. He lifts me up and I wrap my legs around him. I can feel his erection through his shorts, pressing up against my thigh.


  One of his hands continues to hold me up while the other goes to my pony tail, gently pulling me forward so he has better access to my neck.


  As he trails light kisses along my collarbone and around the base of my neck, his free handslowly unties the string of my bikini top.


  “I don’t think this was a good idea,” he whispers, kissing my breast through the fabric. Then he pauses, looking up at me. “I think we should stop. I need to take you home.”


  I look back at him, my heartbeat racing so loudly I’m scared he can hear it. “What if I don’t want you to stop?”


  “What?”


  “I said, I don’t want you to stop.”


  He’s quiet for a moment and then that familiar smile is back. “I’m not going to have sex with you in a pool, Mia. And I think you need to let me take you home before you do something you’ll regret.”


  “I’m not going to regret anything,” I say. “I really don’t want you to stop.”


  He opens his mouth to say something else, but I beat him to it.


  “I’m not going to regret it, Dean.” I repeat. “I’m really not.”


  He gives me a brief kiss on the lips, and I can see that look from minutes earlier in his eyes. He re-ties my bikini top and we swim back to the other side of the pool.


  As soon as we get there, he helps me out of the water and dries me off. He takes extra time to dry my hair as much as possible and helps me back into my clothes before addressing himself.


  We rush back outside to his car and he drives to his house. (He takes the short way.)


  “Do I need to wait for you to go inside first?” I ask as we pull into his driveway.


  “Not at all. We don’t have to climb through the window, and my dad’s gone as usual.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and kisses me before opening his door.


  Leading me up to his room, he turns on a standing lamp. He looks me up and down and pulls me into his arms, kissing me softly.


  “I would stay with you regardless of if we had sex or not,” he says against my lips, biting my bottom lip before I can respond. “Do you know that?”


  I nod, unable to speak with the way he’s kissing me.


  “So, are you sure you want to do this?” His arms tighten around me.


  I nod again, but he pulls away from my mouth.


  “I need you to say yes, Mia.” He looks into my eyes. “I need to hear you say it.”


  “Yes...”


  He lets go of me and spins me around so my back is to his front. He grabs the hem of my hoodie and slowly pulls it over my head. He handles my T-shirt next, tossing it onto the floor, and then he pulls on the string of my bikini top, ever so slowly.


  Sliding the bikini fabric down, he trails long, sweet kisses against my collarbone, making me moan with each touch of his tongue. His fingers expertly untie the strings of the bottom, and the second the bottom hits the floor, he spins me around to face him.


  Exposed, I look away —blushing as I stand there completely naked.


  He presses a hand against my cheek and tilts my head so I can face him again. “Don’t do that...It’s just me.” He keeps his eyes on mine as he slips out of his shirt and shorts, and my eyes travel down, seeing his cock for the first time, how huge it is. I feel my eyes widening, as I continue to stare at it.


  Oh my god... I blush.


  He lets out a soft laugh, and then he grabs my hand, he walks me over to his bed and lays me onto it.


  “I need to ask you something personal.” He slowly moves on top of me, rendering me speechless as he kisses me again. “Is that okay?”


  “Yes...” I moan as he swirls his tongue around my nipple.


  “This may be presumptuous, but...” He blows against my skin. “Are you a virgin?”


  I nod, trying to read his expression, but he gives nothing away.


  Instead, he takes his time kissing his way down my body—trailing kisses against my neck, breasts, and stomach. He swirls his tongue against my belly button and rubs his hands against my thighs.


  Looking up at me, he slowly slips one finger inside of me—slowly pushing it in and out. He kisses my stomach again and then, without warning, he blows a warm kiss against my pussy.


  I gasp as he does it repeatedly, as he slips another finger inside of me and spreads my legs a bit wider.


  I can feel how wet I am against his fingers. The way his fingers are going in and out of me is making me arch toward him. I don’t want him to stop what he’s doing. It feels so good.


  He opens a condom and puts it on, and then he leans over me. “You are so fucking beautiful, Mia.” His lips find mine and he kisses me more gently than he ever has before.


  Putting his hands on my thighs, he positions his cock and then he slowly pushes himself inside of me.


  I shut my eyes as he forces himself deeper, as I feel a mix of pain and pleasure.


  “Am I hurting you?” he whispers. “Do I need to stop?”


  “No...No, don’t stop.”


  He slides into me until he’s completely inside and then he grabs my hands, entwining them with his.


  “Mia, look at me.”


  Even though I still feel kind of shy, I open my eyes and stare back into his.


  Not saying anything else, he slowly moves in and out of me, making me moan with every stroke, making me squeeze his hands tighter.


  “Dean...” I whisper as he speeds up a bit. “Dean...”


  “Yes?”


  I moan even louder as he kisses my lips. Even though Autumn has told me about her first time, this is not what I expected. She had told me about the pain and everything, but she didn’t adequately describe how good the other part would feel.


  As our rhythm starts to get even faster and deeper, I start to feel my body molding to his and tingles running up and down my spine. It feels so good, and his soft kisses are making me moan even louder.


  “Ahhh...Dean...” I shut my eyes as he squeezes my hands one last time and stiffens on top of me. He kisses me as he comes, being careful not to collapse on top of me, as I still adjust to how he feels inside of me.


  Several seconds later, he pulls out of me and tosses the condom away in the trash next to the bed.


  I’m unable to speak. I’m unsure of what to even say. 


  “Are you okay?” He lays next to me and drapes his arm around me. “Mia?”


  I stare up at the ceiling.


  “Mia?”


  I still say nothing, so he flips a switch on the night-stand’s lamp.


  “Mia, talk to me.” He rolls me on top of him.


  I smile, still speechless.


  “Mia, what are you thinking about?” He kisses me, looking completely concerned. “Tell me...”


  “I’m thinking that I’d like to do that again.”


  Chapter 8


  MIA


  ––––––––


  It’s been four days since that night at Dean’s place, and I’m lying in my bed staring at the ceiling, happily thinking about how we had sex three times and each time felt better than the last. I may now be more obsessed with sex than Autumn. (Okay, no, that’s impossible.) I thought we would get a chance to do it again at his place today, but the football team is three counties over for a holiday scrimmage against West High.


  Autumn is supposed to come over later so I can tell her all about it over homemade s’mores, but that may get awkward since she said her mom is coming along with her. (She’s apparently not allowed out of her mom’s sight for the rest of senior year.)


  Regardless, if I can’t tell her about the sex part, I can tell her about the way Dean kissed me when he dropped me off in the early morning hours of Christmas. How he helped me climb back inside the window, and before it shut completely, he asked me to be his date to prom.


  It didn’t take me more than a second to say yes.


  I roll across my bed and replay the memory again and again. It’s not until hours later that I get contact with the outside world again via a text from Autumn.


  ––––––––


  AUTUMN: Change of plans. (Ugh.)


  MIA: What’s wrong? ( : -( )


  AUTUMN: My mom says I can’t come to your place. She’s taking me to Bible Study instead. (She also raided my underwear drawer and left me with only white and beige panties :-/ )


  MIA: OMG, seriously? (I have no words.)


  AUTUMN: Yeah, now I’m counting down the days until high school is over. Now that you have a free day, what are you going to do?


  MIA: Hang around at home, I guess...Dean has a game tonight.


  AUTUMN: Okay so...Why don’t you go to the game?


  MIA: It’s three counties over.


  AUTUMN: A one hour driveif you take McClellan Lane.(Don’t text me until you’re there and acting like a real girlfriend) (Okay, no. You can definitely text me. I’ll need a distraction during my “return to Jesus” moments at churchtonight. BAHAHAHA!)


  ––––––––


  I laugh and quickly get dressed, grabbing the keys to my mom’s old car. I’ve only driven it a few times when I needed to run a quick errand, but I figure since she’s at work, I’ll be back before she returns.


  I pull off and take the long way to West County—being sure to drive in the slow lane the whole time. As I approach a red light, I consider going back, maybe texting Dean and asking if I can meet him at his housetonightinstead, but something tells me to keep going.


  It takes me one and a half hours to find the stadium, and when I get there, the players haven’t even taken the field. Both Central High and West High teams are sitting in the bleachers, laughing and talking with one another, acting as if they’re not going to compete against each other later tonight.


  I walk past them, looking for Dean, but he isn’t there. I head down to the underside of the bleachers, and see him and his Dad.


  I start to step back, to try and get out of sight, but his green eyes immediately meet mine.


  “Don’t fuck this up, Dean.” His dad hits him in the chest. “Do. Not. Fuck. This. Up.” He hisses at him and storms off, muttering a string of curse words with his every step.


  I stand there, unsure of what to do, and then Dean walks over to me.


  “What are you doing here?” He puts his arm around my shoulder.


  “I wanted to see you...Are you okay?”


  “No.” He looks down at me. “Not at all.”


  “Something I can do to help?”


  “You just did.” He kisses me, holding me tighter than he’s ever held me before. “How did you get here?”


  “I drove my Mom’s car.”


  “Would you mind if I drove it to take us back?”


  “Sure. After the game?”


  “No, right now.”


  “What?”


  “Now.” He starts walking me toward the parking lot. “The game is on hold for weather anyway.Too much ice,so I’m sure they’ll be cancelling it.”


  “What about your teammates?”


  “They know,” he said. “Don’t worry about them. Which car is it?”


  “The red Corolla over there.”


  He walks me over to it and I hand him the keys.


  “Thank you.” He says, kissing me and opening the door for me.


  “For what?”


  “For continuing to bethe only person in my life I can actually trust...” He shuts my door and slides behind the wheel, speeding away. As he drives through the counties, I notice his phone ringing, notice the word “Dad” appear on the screen.


  He picks it up, looks at it, and tosses it into the backseat. “I’ll deal with that later. Where do you want to go?”


  ***


  Later that night, he waits until my mom is gone to her latest psychiatric conference before he comes over. He follows me up to my room and pulls me onto the bed.


  Kissing me, he tells me I’m the best part of his day.


  “You’re the same,” I say, breathlessly.


  “What’s this?” He grabs my unopened letter from Western Peak. “Isn’t this the school you actually want to go to?”


  I nod, reaching for it, but he holds it higher.


  “If you want to go so badly, why haven’t you opened it?”


  “I’m scared it’s going to be a no.”


  “But what if it’s a yes?” He looks confused.


  “If it was a yes, they would’ve sent it in a bigger envelope, don’t you think?”


  “No.” He sits up and pulls me against his chest. “The University of Pittsburgh sent me my acceptance letter in a postcard. When were you planning to open this?”


  “After Christmas.”


  “Christmas or Christmas break, Mia?” he asks. “If it’s the former, you’re already late. If it’s the latter, you have another week.”


  “The latter, then.”


  He gives me a look that say he doesn’t believe me.


  “I’m serious, Dean. I’ll open it once school starts.”


  “Okay, well I’ll open it for you now and then I’ll tape it back up so you can open it then.”


  My eyes go wide and I try to stop him, but within seconds he’s ripped the envelope open and pulled out the letter.


  I look away from him and sigh as he reads it, debating whether now is finally the time when I’ll finally need to thrash him.


  “I hate that you just did that,” I say, still not looking at him. “I really hate that you didn’t ask me first.”


  “You shouldn’t.” He kisses the back of my neck. “You got in.”


  “WHAT?” I quickly turn around and grab the paper from him, reading the words for myself.


  Full academic scholarship. Room and board coverage. Five-hundred-dollar book scholarship for the first four semesters.


  My eyes catch the final paragraph and I almost kick myself for being so paranoid: “We like sending our acceptance letters in a simple fashion. Short, sweet, and to the point. We’ll send you a much more formal packet once we receive your acceptance.”


  I burst into tears and Dean wraps his arms around me.


  “Congratulations,” he says. “I’m happy for you.”


  “Thank you.” I look at him and he wipes away my tears with his fingertips. “Where are you going?”


  “The school you don’t want to go to.” He laughs.


  “Harvard?”


  He nods. “It’s where I’ve always wanted to go. Best way to pursue law or law enforcement. Plus—” He wipes away more of my tears. “If you haven’t gotten rid of me by then, they have a summer program in Boston. I could see you in the summers.”


  My heart drops at the thought that we only have one semester and a summer left together, but I try my best not to let it show.


  As if he can tell what I’m thinking, he kisses me again and whispers, “We have plenty of time. Don’t think about it. Let’s just focus on making the most of what we have.”


  “Okay.”


  “How do you want to spend the rest of the night?”


  “The same way we spent it the other night.”


  “What?” He tilts his head to the side. “What other night?”


  “The night at the pool.”


  “So, you want me to take you swimming again?” He smirks. “That can be arranged.”


  “No...I want to, you know.”


  “I don’t know.” He leans forward and gently bites my bottom lip, tugging it. “Tell me.”


  I blush as he slips a hand under my shirt and unclasps my bra. “You know what I’m trying to say, Dean...”


  “It sounds like you want to have sex again and again, but I’m not sure.” He takes off his shirt. “That’s why I’m asking. Is that it? Do you want to fuck me again?”’


  My eyes widen at his last question, but I love that he put it that way. “Yes...Yes, that’s what I want.”


  “Good.’ He kisses me. “Lay back and grab the headboard.”


  ***


  The remainder of winter break flies by in a mix of sex with Dean, late night sneak-outs, and several surprise gifts between us.


  When the spring semester begins, we still hang out via tutoring afterschool and dates on the weekends, but our time seems more limited. Since the team made the state playoffs, the games are several counties away on some nights, and with Western Peak requiring that I submit a full portfolio before the fall, I find myself a bit more stressed about art than usual. 


  Dean is crowned Mr. Popular again, to no one’s surprise, (And someone must be playing a joke, because I’m crowned Ms. Popular), but I can’t help but feel that that sweet feeling that we developed during the fall and over winter break is slowly dissipating. 


  We don’t talk much after his games anymore. Our phone conversations last for a few minutes as opposed to hours, and that strange voice that was at the back of my head when we first started to talk?


  Something is telling me that she’s getting ready to say, “I told you so...”


  Chapter 9


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Sixteen weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  MIA:Just wishing you good luck one last time fortonight’sgame! :-) I just finished my second piece for Western Peak and will finish the other two next week. I’m going to get some ice and heating pads and I’ll have them ready for when you get here later. I love you... :-)


  ––––––––


  I’m not sure if he’s already on the field or not, but I don’t waste any time heading to CVS and picking up all the things I’ve promised. And even though I just told him that I’m finished with my piece, that’s a lie.


  My mom came into my room and tore apart my sketches just as I was getting started. She went into a rage like I’d never seen, taking all of the art supplies that I had out and pouring them down the drain. Then she screamed at me for submitting a formal “No Thanks” to Harvard, demanding that I call them immediately.


  When I refused, she screamed at me even louder and accused me of chasing pipe art dreams just like my brother. (“Do you really want to be like him? Tattooing junkies just to make it day to day? Do you have any idea the awful life that an ‘artist’ lives? It’s not worth it, Mia. Let me save you.)


  I wipe away a tear as her words replay in my head, and my heart hurts to think about just how hard it’s going to be to finish my portfolio for Western Peak. I’ll have to start all over, and I’ll have to use a good chunk of my summer job money to replace everything she destroyed.


  I’ll also miss the rest of Dean’s playoff season more than likely, since the remaining games fall under hours when my mom won’t be home and the best lighting is in my room. I’ll also have to find ways to make it up to him because I know he’s gotten used to me being on the side lines supporting him.


  I’m not sure why I feel the need to hide the truth about Western Peak from him, but I’ve noticed a distance in him lately, and I think he’s dealing with something much darker so I just hold back.


  As it turns out, I’m not sure if that helps or harms us in the long run...


  ––––––––


  Ten weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  “Happy Birthday!” Autumn runs up to me in the hallway and hugs me. “Will I be seeing you latertonight?”


  “Not at all.” I smile and mock her voice. “I have a boyfriend.”


  She laughs and hands me a card. “What do the two of you have planned?”


  “He hasn’t told me yet. He just told me to meet him at Main Parktonightat seven.”


  “Hmm. Interesting! Well, if you two get done early, let me know. I’ve been downgraded from being grounded to having “permission” to work at the ice cream parlor, so I’ll be there all night. I’ll treat you both if you come by.”


  “Autumn, it’s aFriday. You’re off on Fridays.”


  She shrugs. “Okay, so I’ll be in the parking lot with Jacob, but my mom does not need to know that.” She hugs me once more. “Call me later, okay?”


  I shake my head at her as she walks away. I stand at my locker for twenty minutes, waiting for Dean to show up to take me home, but he never does.


  He’d said he was coming to school today after missing four days in a row, but he’s a no show once again. I call his phone and there’s no answer, but I don’t panic.


  I’m sure this is all a part of something bigger that he has planned. He’s already had two massive bouquets of roses delivered to my house this morning and he somehow managed to have a teddy bear with a “I love you” tag stuffed inside of my locker.


  Shaking any negative thoughts away, I take the bus home and start to get ready for the first time I’ll actually celebrate my birthday for a full night. (My mom has never really been one for birthdays. Just a simple card, a cupcake, and a “You entered the world on today. Remember that and keep your mind sharp. Very sharp.”)


  Just last month I told Dean how I’ve always dreamed of eating birthday cake at night somewhere, under the stars even, so I’m feeling giddy thinking about what he has planned fortonightat the park.


  It takes me two hours to get my make-up just right, and another to stop smoothing the fabric of my brand new black and gold dress. It’s strapless and short, falling right above my knees, and it matches my shimmering stilettos perfectly.


  The second the clock strikes six forty-five, I practically rush out and jump into my mom’s old car heading straight for the bench where Dean told me to wait.


  I don’t mind that it’s cold as hell outside, or that a light snow is falling. I’m too excited about what’s to come.


  Until it never does.


  Ten minutes pass.


  Fifteen minutes pass.


  Twenty minutes pass.


  Worried, I pull out my phone to call him and see what’s wrong, but I notice he’s sent me a text.


  ––––––––


  DEAN:Happy Birthday, Mia. Did you get my flowers this morning?


  MIA:I did :-) Thank you. Are we still going outtonight?


  DEAN:No, I’m sorry. I can’t come.


  ––––––––


  My heart drops.


  ––––––––


  MIA:Why not?


  DEAN:I just can’t come. I want you to call and tell me all about it later though.


  ––––––––


  Call and tell him all about it? HE’S the one who told me to come here...What is he talking about?


  ––––––––


  MIA:Dean...You’re the only person (outside of Autumn) that I actually want to seetonight...why can’t you come?


  DEAN:It’s hard to explain.


  MIA:Okay...Well, can you explain why you haven’t been to school in a week? Why you’re not letting me come over to see you?


  DEAN:No. That’s hard to explain too.


  ––––––––


  I have no idea what to say. I’m more confused than hurt, and I want to believe he has a perfectly good reason for this, but I can’t think of one. He spent all last week promising me that he would show me what it meant to have a “true birthday” with “cake and candles and all” and that he would make love to me right after, but now it feels just like all my other birthdays. Like any another day.


  ––––––––


  MIA:Okay.


  DEAN:Okay.


  DEAN:Enjoy your birthday, Mia. I really do mean that.


  MIA:Totally shows.


  ––––––––


  Three weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  “I finally picked a dress,” I say to Dean as I sit next to him in chemistry class. “I’m cutting it close, but it’s red just so you know.”


  “Why would I need to know?”


  “Because aren’t we going to prom together?” I look into his eyes. “Didn’t you ask me to be your date over winter break?”


  “Oh. Right.” He shrugs. “So, your dress is red. I’ll try to remember that.”


  “You won’t have to remember it for long,” I say. “It’s only three weeks away.”


  “Hmmm.” He shrugs again and the teacher begins to speak at the front of the classroom.


  “Dean, what is wrong with you lately?” I whisper. “What’s happening to you? To us?”


  “What makes you think something’s happening?”


  “Everything. You missed my birthday with like little to no explanation, you’re missing days of school at a time without telling me why, and I feel like I’m pulling teeth just to get you to tell me how you are and what you’re feeling. Something is happening with you and I just want to know what it is and why.”


  He stands up and pushes his chair against the desk. “I want to know why you’re just now noticing.”


  ––––––––


  Two weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  Despite the fact that he’s been hot and cold with me, I still show up to his house armed with balloons and a birthday card. Since he’s managed to miss another string of days at school, and my mom is “punishing” me by paying my phone bill two days past schedule to teach me some type of distorted lesson, I haven’t been able to reach him today. So, I’m having to do things the old fashioned way.


  I ring his doorbell and wait. No answer.


  I ring it again, knowing he’s there, but there’s still no answer.


  Sighing, I start to tie the balloon strings to his mailbox, but the front door slowly opens.


  “What’s going on?” His father steps out and his eyes are bloodshot. “Is something wrong, Mia?”


  “No, I was just...” I look him over, wondering why he looks so sick. “I was just coming by to tell Dean Happy Birthday.”


  A slight smile crosses his lips and he takes the balloons and the card from my hands. “I’ll tell him you stopped by.”


  “So he is here?” I ask, wanting to see him for myself. “Can you tell him to come down so we can talk?”


  He shakes his head, but keeps smiling. “I’ll let him know you stopped by.” Then he slams the door in my face.


  ––––––––


  Night of Prom.


  ––––––––


  This cannot be happening...


  I’m standing downstairs in my living room, looking out the window long past the time Dean was supposed to pick me up.


  I told him seven. He agreed to seven.


  We agreed on seven.


  Refusing to believe that my first love would do something so cruel as to stand me up on prom night, I hold off on texting him. I walk over to the mirror and look over my reflection once more.


  My one shoulder red gown is shimmering beneath the light, and my dark brown hair is swept up into a high bun that perfectly frames my face. A few tendrils are loose and tucked behind my ears, and the bright make-up the mall specialist put on me hours ago looks more stunning now than it did then.


  Forcing a smile, I bat my eyelashes and watch as the glitter on my eyelids glimmers.


  I’m not sure how long I stand there staring at myself, but after my eyes catch the wall clock reading at seven forty-five, I text Dean.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Where are you?


  ––––––––


  No response. I start to call him, but another text comes through. Autumn.


  ––––––––


  AUTUMN: Hey! Is it packed already? And how hard was it for you two to find parking?


  MIA: I’m not there yet.


  AUTUMN: Oh. Well, are you on your way there? Will you let me know about the parking when you get there?


  MIA: No...I’m still at home.


  ––––––––


  Seconds after I send the text, she calls me.


  “Are you still getting dressed or—” She stops mid-sentence as I start to cry.


  “I think he’s...” Reality’s ugliness is hitting me real hard. “I think he’s standing me up.”


  “Mia, no. He would never do that to you.”


  “Then why isn’t he here?” I sniffle.


  “I’m sure there’s a perfectly good reason.”


  “And if there isn’t?” I place my hand against my chest. “He hasn’t been the same for months, Autumn. And even this week, whenever I mentioned prom he never said too much in response.”


  “That could mean anything.” She doesn’t want to believe it, and neither do I, but I already know this night won’t end well. I know I should just let it go, but I’ve never been one to back completely away.


  “Can I ride with you and Jacob” I ask. “I sent Dean a text a while ago and he has yet to text me back.”


  “Of course.” She assures me. “We’re on our way.”


  I end the call and send Dean one more message.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Are you going to answer me? If not, I’ll have to ride to the prom with Autumn and Jacob.


  ––––––––


  No answer comes, and within twenty minutes I’m in the backseat of Jacob’s rented convertible, dabbing tears at every stoplight.


  When he pulls the car outside of the entrance, Autumn turns around in the front seat and tells me to wait before getting out.


  Like the perfect best friend that she is, she turns on the backseat light and calms me down, making me count backwards from twenty. Then she pulls out her small makeup kit and re-applies my mascara and lip-gloss, letting me know that everything will work out fine in the end for me. Whether I end up with Dean or not.


  “You sure you don’t want to go to the photo booth first and take pictures with us?” she asks. “You sure you want to go in by yourself?”


  “I’m sure.” I give her the best smile I can and slip out of the car. I head underneath the glowing arches of the front entrance and stop, posing for the professional photographer who’s standing behind a podium.


  I sign my name at the check in desk, and when they ask if I want to be announced over the speakers as I walk inside (a small perk of being “Miss Popular” apparently), I quickly decline their offer and head straight into the ballroom.


  Unable to hold back a smile, I look around the massive room in awe. Glittery silver streamers are hanging from the high glass ceilings, white and blue balloon arrangements are standing at six feet tall in every corner, and beyond the windows that surround the room is a lake that features entwined C’s and H’s under a bright light.


  I scan the room, looking for Dean, honestly hoping to see him here, and just when I think I’m in the clear, I spot him across the room. Dancing with someone else.


  And not in a “We’re just friends” way.


  It’s a “I’m going to fuck you after this” way.


  Feeling my heart drop for the second time in a day, I make my over to him and tap him on the shoulder.


  “Yeah?” He turns around, completely expressionless as his eyes meet mine.


  “What are you—” My voice cracks. “What are you doing here?”


  “At prom?” He smirks. “It is a senior event isn’t it? So, since I’m a senior, I’m here attending. What about you?”


  “I mean, why are you here with her?” I look at the girl behind him, quickly sizing her up as a junior, someone he probably barely knows.


  “Because she’s my date.”


  “No.” I shake my head. “I was supposed to be your date.”


  “Yeah, supposed to be.” He tilts his head to the side. “Aren’t you a literary aficionado? The word ‘supposed’ is considered past tense, correct?”


  “Dean, stop this.” There are tears in my eyes. “Stop this right now.”


  “I’m confused.” His voice is cold. “I’m not currently doing anything to you.”


  I grab his hand and pull him away from his “date” and off of the dance floor. I lead him out into the hallway and try to remain calm.


  “Are you really cheating on me on prom night?” I’m seething, but there are fresh tears falling down my face. “And were you really just going to stand me up and ignore my texts like I mean nothing to you?”


  “You do mean nothing to me.” He looks more distant than I’ve ever seen him. “Absolutely nothing.”


  “Dean...”


  “Mia...” He mocks me. “Is there anything else irrelevant you’d like to discuss out here? If so, make it quick so I can get back to someone who actually gives me the fucking time of day.”


  “Dean, what the hell is wrong with you?” I look into his eyes, hoping to see a glimpse of the guy I fell in love with, but I see nothing but spite. Unexplainable spite. “Four months ago you were telling me you loved me.”


  “Because I actually did love you.”


  “Well, I still love you,” I say. “And, even though you’re being a complete and utter jackass right now, I want to talk this out.”


  “Well, I don’t want to talk this out.” He looks me up and down. “And I unfortunately can’t say that I feel the same about you anymore.” He quickly walks away and back into the party, and I go after him, stopping as soon as I see him walk up to his date and kiss her right on the mouth. With tongue. For everyone to see.


  I stand frozen to my spot, and out the corner of my eye I see Autumn rushing over to me, pulling me away before I can approach Dean and ask him what the hell he’s doing again.


  “No,” she says. “No, Mia. Let’s go.”


  I’m crying hysterically and Dean is watching me break down, but all he does is smile and give his date another long kiss in full view of me, to make sure I see it.


  I feel Autumn pulling me down into a chair and rubbing my arms. She’s saying something I can’t quite comprehend because all I can focus on are the people pointing at Dean and his date, and then pointing over at me, laughing.


  “Fuck him,” Autumn says. “Fuck him hard. We’re going to get out of here, okay? I sent Jacob to get the car already.”


  I nod and my chest heaves up and down, but I can’t help but look over at Dean again. He looks as if he’s having the time of his life, as if he didn’t just pull my heart out in front of hundreds of people and stomp on it for everyone to see.


  I’m not sure why it takes Jacob so long to get the car, but I end up sitting there long enough to see the principal crown the prom king and queen, and as if he’s attempting to rub salt even deeper into my wounds, Dean’s eyes meet mine from the stage and he utters words that will leave me reeling for the short remainder of my high school career.


  “Thank you to everyone who voted for me as your Prom King,” he says, his eyes not leaving mine. “And thank you to my ex-girlfriend for letting me down when I needed you the most. You make moving on far too easy...”


  ––––––––


  Two Weeks before Graduation


  ––––––––


  Talk about Dean’s jab at me onstage at prom has finally died down, and I’m back to counting down my final days at Central High. I’m also back to avoiding him like the plague and leaving all of the classes we take together early.


  I feel really foolish for putting so much energy into our relationship and caring about it so much because I have absolutely nothing to show for it. Since I spent so many nights worried about him and trying to get our relationship back on track to what it once was, I never finished my portfolio for Western Peak. And since I don’t want to major in any of the other programs they offer, I have no choice but to withdraw my “Thank you” letter from Harvard and exchange it for a declaration of admission.


  I plan to apply for one of their special overseas programs this summer. That way, if Dean ends up going to Harvard as well, I’ll never have to see him.


  He suddenly walks into our chemistry class, smiling, and it takes everything in me not to grab the Bunsen burner off the table and toss it at his head.


  God, I fucking hate him right now...


  “Alright everyone, you’ve got twenty more minutes to look over your notes,” our teacher says. “The first part of your final starts right after that.”


  As usual, no one in this class has ever paid too much attention so most of them just continue talking, caring nothing about the possibilities of a bad grade at this point in their high school careers.


  I flip through my notebook, looking for the equations page, and a varsity cheerleader steps in front of me.


  “Yes?” I ask.


  “Is it true?” She smirks.


  “Is what true?”


  “You know...” She smiles at me as if I would ever give her the time a day. “About Dean.”


  “Yes, it is true. He’s a douchebag with a high affinity for lies.”


  “Affinity?” She looks confused. “Is that some type of candy?”


  Ugh... “No, it’s—” I shake my head. “Never mind. What are you talking about now? Are we still on prom night?”


  “Prom night?” She laughs. “No, that was last week. That’s old news. Is it true that Dean was the tenth guy you slept with?”


  “What?”


  “Rumor has it that you sucked his cock on your first date and begged him to watch a sex tape you’d made with your ex on your phone. Is that true?”


  I roll my eyes. “Does that even sound true?”


  “It sounds like you’re not denying it.”


  “Because there’s nothing to deny.” I’m annoyed. “It’s not true.” I shut my notebook and look over at Dean as the cheerleader approaches him.


  I overhear her ask him the same questions, and out of common fucking decency I expect him to answer her ridiculous claims in the same way I did, but he doesn’t.


  He gives her that trademark smile I used to love, a grin I now fucking hate with every ounce of my soul, and he says, “It sounds like Mia...But I’m a gentleman, so I’ll never tell.”


  Just like that, the rumor mill at Central High is activated, and he’s practically guaranteed that my final days here will be a living hell.


  And they are.


  Every day that I come to school, the very people I’ve always purposely avoided are talking about me behind my back, whispering with every step I take. And the asshole who perpetuated it all? He does nothing to calm the horde. He never denies the crazy rumors that develop from the already twisted storyline, and every now and then I catch him smirking as I wipe away tears during class.


  Whenever we pass each other in the hallway, we both look away (which only heightens the curiosity of the closest spectators) and by the time graduation rolls around, I’m debating whether I should go or not.


  On the last day of class, yearbook signing day, I feel the most humiliated. People are rudely asking me to sign my picture with the byline of “#1 Cock Collector” and still asking me about a sex tape that has never existed.


  I don’t go to graduation. Even though my mom drops me off at the ceremony and sits in the crowd, I leave through a backdoor with Autumn and we decide that we’ll never discuss Central or the asshole that ruined it for me ever again.


  The only exception is the headline that runs in the next day’s local paper. Central High had posted an interesting bit of information about the graduation ceremony.


  I was the first valedictorian in the school’s history that didn’t show up.


  Dean was the first salutatorian to do the same. 


  The paper demands answers for the strange “lack of class” and wonders what could have happened that both of the school’s highest honored students could have wanted to miss the program.


  I skim the rest of the article and tuck the newspaper into a box that I don’t plan on opening for decades, along with any and everything that reminds me of the boy who broke my heart, asshole Dean Collins.


  If there’s one thing I’ll never be able to pack away, it’s the utter resentment I have for him in my heart, and I swear to god I will never forget how this moment feels. I will never fucking forget...


  


  PART II.


  The Present.


  ––––––––


  


  Regret ** Resentment** Redemption


  ––––––––


  RESENTMENT (n:.) The act of hating—no, fucking loathing Dean Collins. (Yes, I’m well aware that’s not the actual definition, but it might as well be...)


  Chapter 10


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Ten years later...


  ––––––––


  Subject: A resignation and a FUCK YOU. (Fuck you HARD.)


  Dear McConnell & Brinley Associates,


  I’m sending you this email to let you know that today will be the last day I ever step foot in your company.


  I have truly enjoyed wasting the last four years of my life, pretending to believe in your vision, and I’m seriously hurt that I will no longer be able to sacrifice my sanity working under the directive talents of the amazingly driven and highly intelligent individuals that run this company. (Translation: Look up the word “sarcasm” just in case you think I’m being serious.)


  Since I probably won’t be given an exit interview, I’ll give you my closing thoughts here: I gave up Julliard for your company’s shit, and by “shit” I mean the joke of a benefits package you offer, the terrible hours you make us all work, and the dense CEO who’s only in charge because his “Daddy” appointed him. (For the record, he’s a fucking idiot, and if no one forwards this message to him, I’ll put it on the internet, so more people can see it.) My Harvard degree has pretty much withered to waste by being put in charge of coffee runs, calendar writing, and paper supply inventory counts, so guess what? I’m taking half of the newest printing paper inventory with me


  And as far as the mandatory, “What do you think our company could do to improve?” final question of the usual exit interview, my answer stands as such: You can shut the hell down and give everyone the key to their souls back before it’s too late....


  Too-da-loo,


  Mia Gray


  PS. I honestly didn’t mean to keep the company-supplied stapler and I almost left it yesterday morning, until Bill asked me to get him another cup of coffee so...Fuck Bill, and fuck your stapler. It’s mine. (See attached photo :-) )


  I reread the email one last time and hit send before setting my phone down. My first task of the day is now done. Now, to task number two, break upwith my current bum of a boyfriend, Michael.


  As I sit in a small pastry café, waiting for him to arrive, my mind can’t help but replay all the many mistakes I’ve made these past ten years, including Michael. He was the first guy I fell for after high school and he was supposed to be my anti-Dean: He wasn’t as social, he wasn’t “Mr. Popular” on campus. (Okay...no onecan really be “popular” in college, but still...) He was a third year law student with big dreams and a focus that pushed me harder.


  When we first started dating, I really liked him and I thought that I could see myself marrying him one day. But eventually, things changed, and Michael definitely changed. After he failed the Bar exam (the first time he took it), he became the guy with nothing more than a pipe dream and wasted potential.


  He didn’t take me on dates anymore; he didn’t bother having conversations anymore, and at some point, he stopped caring about getting out of bed anymore. After a while, not only was I carrying all the responsibility, but I was carrying our entire relationship.


  I now feel like I’ve wasted an entire chunk of my life and I swear to God, if there was any way I could go back and erase a few sections, the past ten years would hit the chopping block, stat.


  The bell above the cafe door rings and I shake those thoughts away and look up to see Michael. Today, he’s dressed in a casual pair of sweats and an old graphic T-shirt, both now the main staples of his wardrobe, a far cry from the handsome guy who wore suits and ties when I first met him years ago.


  He slides into the seat across from me and sighs, not offering a single word about getting here almost two hours later than we’d originally agreed upon.


  The waitress sits down our regular orders and tells us this one is on the house for some strange reason. As soon as she walks away, I take a deep breath and look directly into Michael’s eyes.


  “We need a break,” I say, cutting straight to the chase.


  “Yeah, we definitely do.” He leans back against the chair.


  Wait. What?! “Are you serious? Please, I’m curious as to whyyouthink we need a break?” I say, arching my brow. “What exactly are you unhappy about regarding us?”


  “I don’t have a list of specifics, but I can tell you that the sex just hasn’t been good lately.”


  “What?”


  “It’s just...” His voice trails off, as if he’s searching for the right words. “You’re not doing it for me anymore. You’re getting lazier in bed and the blowjobs are nonexistent.”


  He has GOT to be joking.


  “Michael, we haven’t had sex in over a month.”


  “I know, that’s the problem.” He signals for the check.


  “No, you stopped working and became a bum.That’sthe problem.”


  “See. That’s what I’m talking about, Mia. You’re too concerned with trivial things. You need to chill out.”


  “No, what I need is a boyfriend who can help pay the rent.” By this point, I’m getting really agitated.


  “Maybe if you got up and blew me once and a while, I could find the inspiration I need.”


  “Do you hear how ridiculous you sound? I don’t need to have sex with you in order for you to find a job.”


  “And I don’t need all of this judgment,” he says. “I’m agreeing with you on needing a break, so I don’t see the issue. You don’t think we’re compatible anymore, I don’t think we’re compatible anymore, so what’s the problem? You need someone who specializes in boring, and I need somebody who understands my needs.”


  I let out a deep breath and shake my head. “You know what? I’m not even going to address that. I just came to tell you I’m moving to Portland—soon, actually. I’ll be living with my brother for a while.”


  “Oh, well good for you. Portland sounds like just the place for you. There’s probably lots of boring guys there who won’t want to have sex. You’ll fit in,” he says. “Hold that thought, though. Am I paying for this coffee or are you? If it’s me, I need a rain check.”


  “Goodbye, Michael.” I push away from the table and leave, annoyed as all hell, but somewhat relieved that our chapter is coming to an end.


  ***


  A few weeks later, I find myself meandering through Terminal C of Liberty International Airport, waiting to board a flight that’s been delayed twice already. I try not to get too impatient and remember my dream of, literally, jetting off to my new life, so a few hours more shouldn’t make that much of a difference.


  After finally locating gate C-19, I find an empty row of seats near the large window and settle in, praying that my next flight leaves on time. Just as I plug in my Kindle to ensure my battery’s fully charged for the long fight, I feel my phone vibrating against my thigh. I hold it up to my face and see the words “Big Brother” scrolling across the screen.


  “Hello?” I answer. “Hello? Eric? Are you there? Can you hear me?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. His voice is deep and concerned. “Where the hell are you?” 


  “In Newark.”


  “What? I thought you said your flight was arriving here hours ago. I’ve been waiting for the call to pick you up.”


  “Sorry,” I say. “My flight was delayed. I won’t get to Portland until really late.”


  “Define ‘really late’, Aim.”


  “Aim? You haven’t called me that since you used to live with us.”


  “Define ‘really late’, Mia. Is that what you prefer?”


  I smile at the frustration in his voice. He’s still as impatient as always. “Aftermidnight.”


  “Okay, well next time your flight changes, you need to text me immediately and let me know. I thought something had happened to you.”


  And still super overprotective...


  “I will. I promise.”


  “Speaking of arriving, what the hell is all this shit that was delivered yesterday?” he asks. “You told me that you didn’t have that much stuff.”


  “I don’t have that much stuff.”


  “Mia, I had to spend all day yesterday putting half of that shit in storage.”


  “What? Which half? You said you had a big condo!”


  “Yeah, a condo, not a goddamn mansion.” He’s rolling his eyes, I can tell. “You don’t need fifty canvases.”


  “I actually do...I have to show off my portfolio if I’m going to get a job, remember?”


  “Well, lucky for you, the storage place is just around the corner. You can get the key and carry all of that shit back to my place yourself.”


  “You promised you were going to be a great host, Eric.”


  “I am.” There’s a smile in his voice. “My first instinct was to throw it in the garbage, but I had a change of heart. You’re welcome.” He laughs and doesn’t berate me any further. He simply tells me to be careful, says something about the key being under the mat of his front door, and makes me promise to call him the moment I land in Portland.


  I agree to call him and hang up. Although the two of us haven’t kept in touch as much since I graduated high school, he’s always said, “If you need anything, just ask,” so when I decided I was done with Michael and the boring reruns that had become my life, Eric offered me a place to stay. No questions asked.


  After another hour of finding new ways to waste time in the terminal, I hear a gate agent come over the loud speaker, announcing that my flight is about to start boarding. I buy a bottle of water and a magazine before rushing over to my gate.


  I grab the handle of my carry-on and stand in line, grateful that Eric upgraded my ticket to first class. Once I’m in my seat, I send a quick text to Autumn, promising to let her know when I arrive.


  As the flight attendants start walking up and down the aisles, I put in my ear buds and fall fast asleep. I miss the in-flight meal, two movies, and apparently “jokes that are actually funny” via the pilot (according to my seat mate).


  When I finally wake up hours later, the plane is rolling down the Portland runway and I have a new text message from Eric.


  ––––––––


  ERIC: Since I know you probably weren’t paying attention earlier, and just in case I’m not home, when you arrive:


  Catch a cab from baggage claim. (I already gave our doorman the money to pay for it, so don’t worry about it.)


  Take the elevator up to the third floor, second unit on the left, 3A.


  The keys under the mat.


  Your room is down the hall, first one on the right.


  ––––––––


  A thirty-minute cab ride later and I’m standing in front of a building that just can’t be right.


  Contrary to what Eric said, it does look like a mansion—gated entrance and all. The name of the building, “The Esplanade,” is etched onto the light blue awnings that stand above many of the building’s entrances.


  Fortunately, the doorman actually does pay the cab driver, who places my bags at the entryway. From outside the huge double doors, I can see a lobby with huge chandeliers that glisten like stars. Once inside, I see there are several seating areas in the same light blue as the awnings outside, with touches of cream and forest green. And even though I tell him it is not necessary, the doorman, J. Jones, helps me take my bags up to Eric’s condo.


  “My name is Jack,” the doorman says. “Eric and I our buds and he told me his baby sister was coming to stay. What kind of friend would I be to let his little sister carry her heavy bags?”


  Following Eric’s directions, I take the elevator to the third floor. Even the elevator is spacious and beautifully decorated with gold-leafed fleur de lis and bright lighting. The elevator doors are mirrored and I notice that I look frumpy and tired.


  “Thanks, Jack, for your help and I’ll be seeing you around.”


  I type in the code on the door. Once inside, I drop my bags to the floor in shock.


  He definitely downplayed his place...


  From the moonlight that’s filtering through the living room window, I can see that the floors are all-white marble. The walls are a beautiful creamed-coffee color, the kitchen is spotless, and there are two sets of French doors that appear to lead to a balcony.


  I run my hands along the wooden bar in the kitchen and decide to explore every inch of his place—tomorrow.


  I need to make sure I’m not dreaming first.


  Chapter 11


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I wake up to the smell of bacon and eggs hours later, and even though I didn’t want my current dream to end, I force myself to get up and walk into the kitchen.


  “Finally awake?” Eric says, looking up from a bowl of pancake batter.


  “Yeah...” I lean against the counter. “Any reason why you’re making breakfast for dinner?”


  “One of the girls I’m fucking likes to eat breakfast food at night before sex. I figured I’d cook it today and just reheat it tomorrow.”


  “What the...!” I groan. “I did not need to know any of that. Saying you like breakfast at night would have been just fine. Thank you.”


  “If I’d left it at that, it would have been a lie.” He steps closer and gives me a one-armed hug. Then he laughs. “I was just joking.”


  “About the girl?”


  “No, about the breakfast food. I like it before sex, too.”


  “Eric!” I roll my eyes.


  He laughs again. “How was your flight?


  “Long and exhausting, but thank you for the first class upgrade.”


  “You’re more than welcome.” He pours the batter onto the skillet in circles. “Are you up for a tour of the city today?”


  “Maybe just a part of it,” I look outside the window and notice the sun is setting. “Is there much to see at this time of night?”


  “There’s plenty. How about a quick zip-line and then we’ll come back and pick some place for dinner?”


  “Just us, right?”


  “Yeah.” He smiles, flipping the pancakes over. “Just us.”


  I stare at him as he continues to cook, admiring the colorful tattoos that adorn his arms. His name is written in a pretty green calligraphic font, and beneath that is the word “little sister” in Latin.


  “When did you get that one?” I point to it.


  “The day after I left home...I was always worried about leaving you there, you know? I wished all the time you could’ve come with me.”


  “It wasn’t that bad...”


  “You told me you wanted to set our house on fire, Mia.” He turns off the oven. “Every single time I called you, actually. How is that good?”


  I laugh, having forgotten all about that.


  “Exactly,” he says. “Did you get a good look at the place before you passed out last night?”


  “For the most part, yeah.”


  “That’s not good enough.” He motions for me to follow him. “I’ll show you.” He walks me to my side of the condo and opens a door I didn’t notice. “This is an office, but feel free to use it whenever you want to paint indoors. Pretty good lighting in there.”


  He shuts the door and begins to imitate a realtor as he shows me the rest. There’s a balcony that wraps around one side of the condo, another guest bedroom that he uses for super private clients, and a massive game-room that rivals any arcade I’ve ever seen. Complete with two pool tables and stand-up video games that line the walls, it reminds me of a place Autumn and I once went to in high school.


  He shows me his massive bedroom which is three times the size of mine, with a more beautiful view and opens his closet, revealing a wardrobe that would probably take him ten years to wear.


  “Now, you’re just being a show-off.” I playfully punch him in the shoulder.


  “You love it,” he says, walking me into the hallway. “Okay, over there is my roommate’s bedroom. She’s never here though so—”


  “Your roommate?” I stop walking. “She?”


  “Fuck,” he says. “I mean, he. Long story there. I mean, no. It’s not what you think. It’s two different people, but—” He shakes his head. “I made the mistake of letting an old girlfriend move in here several years ago. Never again. Only guys from now on. Well, except for you, clearly.”


  “Right...”


  He walks me over to a panel in the wall and presses it. “If you ever need anything really late at night—snacks, medicine, whatever, you can tap this button and ask the staff downstairs to get it for you.”


  “Do you do that a lot?”


  “Not really.” He shrugs. “Target is literally right around the corner. Besides, I’m more than capable of buying my own condoms late at night.”


  “Seriously? Again?”


  He smiles. “I’ll take you zip-lining in fifteen minutes. Just let me take a quick shower,” he says. “You mind if I use the shower connected to your room? I’ve got some brand new ink setting in mine.”


  “It’s your place, Eric.”


  “I’m aware, but I’ve lived with a woman before.” He rolls his eyes at the thought. “I know how you all are about your bathroom space. I’ll be out quick.” He walks past me and shuts himself in my bathroom.


  I walk back to the kitchen and pick up one of the finished pancakes. I sit on the couch and devour it, digging through the cushions for the remote. Instead, my hand finds a strange piece of fabric, so I pull it up.


  It’s a red thong. With a note attached: “Can’t wait to fuck you again, E. :-)“


  Oh my god...My brother is a whore... I toss the panties across the room, and stand up, in desperate need to wash my hands. With bleach.


  I start to head to the kitchen, but then I hear water running on the other side of the condo Eric’s side. Remembering what he said about the ink setting in his bathroom, I rush over, hoping a pipe hasn’t burst.


  But then I stop when I’m halfway there.


  The sound of the water isn’t coming from his bathroom. It’s coming from his roommate’s bathroom.


  Confused, I twist the doorknob, and push the door forward, but it suddenly swings open and I fall forward into something hard. Something super hard. It takes me several seconds to realize that that the “something” is a set of abs. A set of sexy, wet, and all too familiar abs...


  Slowly glancing up, my eyes widen as I see the man who’s invaded my nightmares for the past ten years. He’s ten years older now. Ten times sexier.


  Dean Collins...


  What the fuck!


  My throat is dry and I can’t move. My mind can’t seem to form a coherent thought.


  For a single second, my mind travels back ten years ago and I remember when his body was pressed against mine, when he pulled me into the shower with him and made love to me after a game.


  “Have you forgotten how to use your motor skills, Mia?” He quickly snaps me into the present with his asshole greeting. “Do you really need to keep leaning against me?”


  I immediately step back, scowling. “What are you doing here?”


  “I live here. What are you doing here?”


  “My brother lives here. He owns this place, actually. I take it you’re his latest charity case?”


  “I’m not anyone’s fucking charity case.” He hisses, glaring at me. “How long will you be in town?”


  “Why?”


  “I need to know how long I need to stay at a hotel.” The look in his eyes is glacial. “How long I need to stay the hell away from you.”


  “Oh, hey!” Eric suddenly walks over, completely unaware of the tension between us. “I didn’t know you were home, man. This is my little sister I told you about months ago. Aim, this is Dean. Dean this is Aim. I think you two went to the same high school, right? Central? Or did mom try to make you go to Main like me?”


  “I went to Central.” My eyes are on Dean and I can’t help but notice that his left arm, which is way more sculpted than it was in high school, is covered in a sexy sleeve of all black ink. (And by “sexy,” I mean someone else would find that shit sexy, because I don’t.)


  “Alright, well.” Eric shrugs, still oblivious. “We were going to go zip-lining, Dean. You want to come?”


  “The zip-line is closed this month,” Dean says flatly.


  I let out a sigh of relief and Dean’s jaw clenches.


  “I forgot about that,” Eric says. “Well, would you like to join us for dinner? You always pick the best places.”


  “No,” I say, shaking my head. “He cannot come. He. Can. Not. Come. You said it was going to be just us, Eric.”


  “Dean is family, Mia. He’s practically like a brother to me.” He ignores me and looks at Dean. “You want to come or not?”


  A twisted smirk crosses Dean’s lips. “I’d love to.”


  ***


  Hours later, I sit at a table and try to prevent myself from leaning over it and stabbing Dean in the eye with my fork. Since Eric is sitting at my side, he’s missing the palpable hate that’s practically radiating off the two of us.


  He and Dean have mostly been discussing football, but Dean has thrown looks of disgust my way each time Eric has looked away.


  I cannot believe that the guy who broke my heart in high school is sitting across from me and is seemingly friends (good friends) with my brother. Not only that, but I can’t believe that he’s glaring at me, like I’m the one who hurt him.


  Out of nowhere, I find myself muttering, “Portland is a long way from Harvard...How the hell did you end up here?”


  Dean, clearly catching my every word, mutters back, “If you kept in contact, you would fucking know.”


  “I had no reason to keep in contact, because as I first told you years ago, I don’t approve of douchebags.”


  “Then how have you been living with yourself all this time?”


  Eric looks over at me. “Mia, who the hell are you talking to?”


  “No one important,” I say. “Speaking of which, your friend Dean here looks like he’s about my age. And since you’ve been living here for as long as I can remember, and you don’t typically hang with people who aren’t as ‘established’ as yourself, are you mentoring him? Is he an artist in training? A freelance charity project for your shop?”


  Eric playfully places his palm against my forehead. “Are you sure you’re not jet lagged? Sick? You’re acting like the guy isn’t sitting right across from you.”


  I overhear Dean mutter, “I wish I wasn’t,” but he quickly recovers.


  “Dean can speak for himself.” He looks right at me. “I went to college here, and for the second time today, Eric’s little sister, I am not his charity case.”


  He and Eric quickly slip back into their football conversation, and Dean uses every free moment possible to glare at me again and again.


  As they’re discussing the upcoming playoffs, the waitress sets a new basket of breadsticks on the table. Dean and I both reach for it and end up grabbing the same breadstick.


  “You can have it,” he says under his breath, low enough that Eric can’t hear. “You always did like taking things away from people when they needed it most. Didn’t you?” He lets the bread go. “Shouldn’t stop your habit now, should we?”


  “Fuck you, Dean,” I say, high enough so that Eric can hear.


  “What the hell, Mia?” Eric turns to look at me. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you being rude to a guy you just met?”


  “We’ve met before,” Dean says in an ‘I’m-clearly-the-more-mature-one’ voice that drives me insane.


  “Oh?” Eric asks, looking back and forth. “So, y’all were cool in high school, after all?”


  “No,” we say in unison, and then I clear my throat.


  “I wouldn’t say that at all.” I break my breadstick. “He was the quarterback. I was the nerd.”


  “Ah! Okay, okay, I get it.” Eric raises his hands in a playful surrender. “So, does everyone at Central have some type of long-running inside joke if you were in different social circles?”


  Neither of us answer him.


  “We had something similar at Main.” Eric smiles to himself. “I still can’t bring myself to like any of the jocks if I run into them now. We just didn’t get along that well.”


  “Exactly,” Dean says, breaking a new breadstick—glaring at me as he continues to break it into even smaller pieces. “We just didn’t get along that well...”


  Chapter 12


  MIA


  ––––––––


  There are no words to describe how awkward it is being in a car with Dean after all these years. Eric is driving and Dean is sitting in the passenger seat, while I sit in the back. Ever since we left dinner, the two of them have been chatting as if they’ve known each other their whole lives, and thankfully, neither has asked me to contribute to the conversation. Not that I would know what to say anyway.


  I keep my head directed toward the side window and stare at Portland’s skyline as we head back to the condo. Just as I think we’re seconds away from ending this awkward-as-hell day, Eric pulls into a gas station.


  “I need to fill up so I won’t have to do this in the morning,” he says, putting the car in park. “Be right back.” He gets out, leaving me trapped with the past.


  I unbuckle my seatbelt and prepare to get out, so the two of us won’t have to speak, but Dean turns around to look at me.


  With no expression on his face what so ever, he speaks. “He told me your name was ‘Aim’...He mentioned that I might’ve known you in high school, but he wasn’t even sure what school you went to, since he left home when he was so young.” He clenches his jaw. “I swear, if I had known that youwere his little sister, if he had ever shown me any pictures, a social media profile, or given me even a slight inkling thatAimwas you, I would’ve moved the fuck out long before you got here.” He gets out of the car before I can and slams the door.


  I sit there with my heart in my throat and curses ready to fire off on my lips.


  Seething, I pull out my phone and send Autumn a text.


  ––––––––


  MIA:My worst nightmare has been realized. (Oh, and I landed in Portland like eight hours ago...I was knocked out when I first got here. Sorry.)


  AUTUMN:What are you talking about? (And gee, thanks for the late notification. I was honestly beginning to think something happened to you.)


  MIA:Dean is here...


  AUTUMN:Dean? As in Dean Collins? He’s still alive?


  MIA: WTH? Yes, he’s still alive. And not only is that unfortunate enough, but get this: He and Eric are friends – and not just friends, butbestfriends.


  AUTUMN: That’s not a nightmare, Mia. So, what? They’re best friends. It won’t affect you, I’m sure. (It could be worse.)


  MIA: I wasn’t finished typing. (It is worse. He’s my other roommate...)


  AUTUMN: WHAT?! OMG... You’re totally fucked. Sorry.


  MIA: O_o Thanks. Any advice?


  AUTUMN: Yeah...Send me a picture. :-)


  MIA: Ugh!


  ––––––––


  I look out the window and see Dean talking to Eric now, acting as if he didn’t just give me the asshole treatment a couple minutes ago. As he leans against the hood, I snap a quick shot and send it to Autumn. 


  ––––––––


  AUTUMN:HOLY SHIT. He’s hotter now than he was in high school!! And is that a tattoo sleeve on his arm? (You don’t think looks like that are worth making up for, do you? :-) )


  MIA:I noticed. No, those aren’t tattoos. I pretty sure it’s just dirt. (NEVER. Fuck him.)


  AUTUMN:Can I save this picture?


  MIA:Seriously?


  AUTUMN:LOL Okay, okay...In all seriousness, just try to avoid him and not talk. Just because you live with someone doesn’t mean you have to talk. Remember my roommate from college? We hardly ever said a word to each other and we shared an actual ROOM not a condo. It’ll be fine, and I was kidding about making up with him. What he did to you is unforgivable. Never forget that.


  MIA: I won’t.


  ––––––––


  Dean and Eric get back into the car as I put my phone away, and Dean’s eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror.


  “I think you’re really going to like it here, Mia,” Eric says. “If there’s anything I can do to make your time here any better, just say the word.”


  “Thank you.” I narrow my eyes at Dean and glare at him. “I definitely will be doing that. Soon.”


  ––––––––


  When we arrive back at the condo, I stay back as the two of them get onto the elevator. I tell them I’m going to explore the common areas and neither of them objects.


  As soon as I see the floor numbers lighting up above the doors, I hit the button for another elevator so I can ride in it alone. 


  Eric told me that the best part of the condo is the roof since none of the residents ever use it (and he’s placed some of my blank canvases and old paint up there). I hit the “R” button when the elevator comes back down.


  I haven’t painted in weeks, so I’m not sure what I’m going to paint, but I know doing a new piece will help me relax and clear my mind.


  At least, I hope.


  The elevator doors glide open and I see all of my things neatly tucked into a massive glass case that’s near the edge of the roof. There’s a label on the handle, a black cursive “Aim’s Extra Shit.”


  Smiling, I open the box and take out an easel, a medium sized canvas, and my water-based paints. I set up everything on the opposite side of the roof and paint what’s right in front of me: The city’s waterfront. 


  With sweeping strokes, I paint the edges of the shore and the contours of the boats as they cruise the frothy waters. I paint the waves of the water as they crash into the shoreline and I add the night lights that are dancing atop the water. Then I paint the tall and elegant street lamps that surround the pier.


  The piece feels light and tranquil, my mood right now, and I suddenly remember how during the months before I came here, every picture I painted was dark and grey.


  I begin to add a park bench to the corner of the painting, but then I turn and notice something tucked away in another of the roof’s corners. My smile dies on my lips.


  Walking over to the object, I bend down and slowly run my fingers along the edge of a black guitar case and all the familiar indents and engravings.


  I pop the latch and my heart hammers hard in my chest as I lift the lid and stare at the beautiful mahogany wood of Dean’s guitar, the same guitar he played countless songs for me years ago.


  I quickly close the case and return to my painting, covering the waterfront with fresh streaks of black and grey.


  Chapter 13


  MIA


  ––––––––


  The next day...


  ––––––––


  I’m standing outside the ‘Sea of Ink’ and wondering if Eric somehow gave me the wrong address for his shop. Not that it’s ugly or rundown, but because it’s the most unique and beautiful building I’ve ever seen.


  The building’s bricks are painted white, but they’re coated in crystallized shards of light blue glass. The words ‘Sea of Ink’ are imprinted within several “floating” ships that are hand-pressed into the building, and the handles on the front entrance are reminiscent of a nautical ship’s wheel.


  I’m almost scared to touch the place.


  Opening the door, I step inside and see a blond receptionist wearing a form fitting black dress. Her eyes are bright blue, and her right arm features a full sleeve of red and black tattoos.


  “Hey,” she says, setting down a clipboard. “Do you have an appointment?”


  “Oh, no. I’m not here for an appointment. I’m here to see my brother, Eric.”


  “Eric who?”


  “Eric Gray.”


  She looks at me like I’m speaking a different language. “There is no Eric Gray here...”


  I pull out my phone and double check to make sure I’m at the right ‘Sea of Ink’. Then I remember he changed his last name.


  “I meant Eric Slate.”


  “Oh!” She smiles. “I didn’t know he had a little sister. Come on, I’ll show you to his studio.” She moves from behind her desk and leads me up a set of black steps and into a room that’s painted in hues of yellows and reds.


  Sitting in a plush white chair with a doctor’s mask over his face, Eric is tattooing a guy who’s laying on his stomach.


  “He’s all yours.” She pats me on the back and leaves.


  “Can I help you with something, Aim?” he asks, not looking up.


  “Aim? You called me Mia yesterday.”


  “Slip of the tongue,” he says. “You’ll always be ‘Aim’ to me, you know that. What do you need?”


  “Nothing, I was just stopping by.” I step closer and notice how intricate the designs on the wall are, how one school of goldfish is actually made up by twenty smaller ones. “How long did it take them to paint all the walls here?”


  “Them?” He lifts the tattoo gun. “You meanme?”


  “You couldn’t have painted all the walls by yourself, Eric.”


  “I did,” he says. “Took me six months. I did the glass outside the building, too. Dean even helped with the permit for that.”


  Good. He brought up Dean first...


  I clear my throat. “Speaking of Dean—”


  “Can you hand me that grey metal stencil?” He cuts me off. “It’s on the table behind you.”


  I grab it and hand it to him.


  “You’ve got to be still, man.” He warns the muscular guy on the chair. “We only have four hours left to go.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” The guy mumbles, cursing under his breath.


  “Now, what were you saying, Aim?”


  “I was sayingDean.” I lean against a chair. “How exactly did you two meet?”


  “At a bar, I think.”


  “Oh, and from that moment it was long lost roommate at first sight?”


  He laughs. “He was actually about to fight me.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah,” he says, pressing the gun against the guy’s skin again. “Said the girl I’d just broke up with minutes ago, an old college mate of his, ironically, had walked up to him outside, crying and told him I punched her.”


  “Are you talking about Stacy?” His client asks.


  “Unfortunately. Of course, it was Stacy.”


  “Whoa. I always knew that bitch was crazy.”


  “No, no, no,” I say. “Back to the story. So, he was about to fight you and then what?”


  “The bartender confirmed that I never hit her and I offered him a drink. Turned out, he’d just dumped a crazy ex the night before, so we just started laughing about them both over beers. He found out I did tattoos for a shop I used to work at across town, I did his first sleeve, and the rest is history.


  “Hmmm. How interesting,” I say, now wondering who the so called “crazy” ex-girlfriend Dean dated was.


  I wonder if he screwed her over, too...


  “Moving on...” I change my tone. “Do you remember how you said you’d do anything to make me comfortable while I’m staying at your place?”


  “No.” He smiles.


  “I figured. So, I want you to know that I don’t feel comfortable with Dean living there with us.”


  “Well, tough shit, Mia. And yes, I said ‘Mia’. He was here first.”


  “No. Iwas here first. Hos before bros.”


  “It’s ‘bros before hos’, Mia.” He shakes his head. “Why are you so wound up about him anyway? You hardly even know him, so let it go. He’s a cool guy, I promise. You’ll learn to love him.”


  I already did...That didn’t work out....


  I’m not sure why I don’t automatically launch into a tirade on why Dean is like the plague to me, or how he shattered my heart into pieces and deserves to be beaten to a pulp by Eric’s fists, but I don’t. Something tells me to hold my emotions back.


  Eric stops his tattoo gun and looks up at me. “You know what? Go ask Angie at the desk to give you a few gallery brochures so you can focus on what you really came to Portland for. It’s to finally pursue your art dreams, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Okay, so go focus on that shit for the rest of the day and then make sure you’re back at home in time for my party.”


  “Party?”


  “Yep.” His client looks up again, nodding slowly as if he’s about to pass out.“ThirdThursdayof every month. Can’t wait.” He nods one more time and falls off the chair and onto the floor. Hard.


  “Fuck...” Eric jumps up. “I should’ve known he was drunk.” He grabs a few ice packs and waves me away. “Go look up the art shit, Mia. I don’t want to hear you shitting on Dean for at least three hours.”


  “Sofour hours from nowis fair game?”


  “Out, Mia.” He points to the steps. “See youtonight.”


  ***


  I stay away from home for as long as I can. I read every word of the twenty brochures his receptionist gave me, and bookmark each of the galleries websites on my computer so I can look them up later, and apply to their openings.


  When the sun sets, and I force myself to head home, I can hear tons of loud voices as soon as I step off the elevator. Before I have a chance to unlock the door, it swings open and two guys stumble out with beers (and dates) at their sides. I step back as they keep stumbling toward me, clearly not in control of their bodies or minds right now. 


  I move inside the doorway and scan the living room. I see nothing but tattooed guys—very attractive, tattooed guys, and they are everywhere: sitting on the couch, laughing in the kitchen, and drinking in the foyer. There’s also a few couples in the hallway, caressing each other against the wall, looking as if they’re seconds away from fucking each other.


  Confused, I walk into the kitchen where I find Eric. He seems oblivious to everything that’s happening and his full attention is on a pretty brunette in all red.


  “Hey, Aim!” He looks up at me as I grab a water. “You find any potential jobs to apply for?”


  “A couple.” I take a sip. “I thought you said this was a party. This looks like everyone is watching a game, except for the people who look like they’re going to have sex in your hallway.”


  He laughs. “It is a party. UFC fight night viewing party.” He takes the water from my hands and replaces it with a beer. “I know it’s going to be hard for you, but try to relax. Try to be the opposite of what you normally are.”


  “Fine.”I suddenly hear a familiar deep voice in the living room and Dean comes into view. He’s standing in the corner of the room,beer in one hand, his other hand wrapped around a blond wearing a tight black dress. She’s clearly into him, she’s whispering into his ear, and whatever he’s saying back, is making her blush.


  As she turns around to face him completely, Dean’s eyes meet mine. They pin me right to the spot, preventing me from taking a single step.


  I try my best to look away from him, but I can’t.


  My heart starts to beat a rhythm I once knew years ago, but it quickly stops when his date pulls him forward and kisses him on the lips. Thoroughly.


  Her hands are in his hair, her arms are around his neck and her body is pressed against him. But for some reason, his eyes are still locked on mine.


  Disgusted with their kiss, I chug the rest of my beer and grab another one. Then I quickly slip through all the people in the living room and head out to the balcony. I notice another cooler stuffed with beers near the railing and quickly down the one in my hand, so I can have a third.


  Ignoring the soft rain that’s falling over me, I shut my eyes and lean against the railing.


  Do not let him affect you. Do not let him affect you. It’s been ten years, PLEASE do not let him affect you...


  “So, I still affect you?” Dean’s voice is to my left and I can feel him stepping close to me.


  I don’t answer, though. I don’t have to.


  I hear him let out a sigh and then I hear the sound of him popping open a beer can. “I think we should set some boundaries, Mia. Since I clearly affect you—”


  “You fuckingrevoltme.” I glare at him, taking three steps back.


  “So, you are capable of talking to me today?” He rolls his eyes. “Why are you out here, since the fight is in there?”


  “Surely you can ask the same question to yourself.”


  “I’m not big on UFC fighting. I’m more of a football guy. Surely you remember that.”


  “The Dean I remember hated football, but I don’t waste my time thinking about anything from the past.”


  His lips turn up into a slight smile, and he looks as if he’s about to speak, but I beat him to it.


  “For the record,” I say. “I want you to know, that whether you and my brother are butt buddies or not—”


  “We're not butt buddies, we’re best friends.”


  “Same thing—regardless of that, that doesn’t meanI’myour friend. As a matter of fact, I will never be your friend, and outside of this current moment, I hope our future conversations won’t last as long as this one has.”


  “They won’t.” He grips the railing. “But considering we live together now, it means we’re going to be seeing each other a lot, unfortunately.”


  “If it’s so unfortunate, why don’t you go and entertain your bimbo of a date instead of bothering me?” I walk off, leaving him alone on the balcony. I force a smile onto my face and I walk back through the party, re-claiming my spot in the kitchen.


  I try to calm down, but the more I think about it, the more questions that pop in my head. How much do they hang out? I also wonder why Eric’s never told me about Dean. Even though Eric and I haven’t talked as much as we used to over the past few years, we’ve still talked regularly. But then again, he never told me his business was doing so well either.


  Dean returns to his date, his white V-neck t-shirt is damp and clinging to his abs, and his date clearly approves. I watch as she traces her fingers along every muscle in his chest, and as she playfully tosses her brown, wavy hair against him. I can’t help but wonder how long they have been together and if they’re serious.


  I notice a ring on her finger, and I immediately look for one on his—thinking I’ve missed it somehow, but there isn’t one.


  I’m not sure if the sigh I let out is out of relief or pain.


  Chapter 14


  MIA


  ––––––––


  A full two weeks go by without me or Dean addressing one another. I’ve learned that he works between the hours of six and four—Where? I don’t know—so I do my best to set my alarm for eight. At two, I make sure I’m on my way to a café or a park to fill out a job application, and I try not to come home until nine so I can sleep until eight and do it all over again.


  The few times that we’ve run into each other in the kitchen or the living room, we’re avoiding looking directly at each other, and whenever we cook, we don’t share. Unlike Eric who cooks enough for all three of us whenever he makes a meal, when I cook, it’s just for me (I do take some to Eric at Sea of Ink on his lunch break) and when Dean cooks, it’s just for him.


  I’m hoping to make it through this arrangement until I get a job and save up enough money so I can move out. And from the prices I’ve seen on condos and houses here, it would take double what I currently have in my savings to get someplace decent, so it may take me quite a while to get to that point.


  When my alarm goes off on Wednesday morning, I quickly fill out my final online application for an art gallery and decide to attempt a more personal approach for the day.


  Armed with a map of the entertainment district and a few printouts of my resume, I slip into the city and pull out the list of galleries that didn’t have applications directly on their website.


  I walk half a mile to the first gallery—Le Soire Le Blanc, and tuck my map into my purse. I take a deep breath and smile as I open the door.


  “May I help you with something, Miss?" A woman dressed in black, immediately greets me from behind a podium.


  "Yes, I'm Mia Gray." I extend my hand. “I was hoping to see the lead collector. I have a few questions.”


  She doesn't make a move to shake my hand at all. Her eyes travel up and down my body, making me question whether I made the right decision in wearing black slacks, a pink button down and blazer, and matching ballet flats.


  “You were saying, Miss?” She purses her lips. “We don't entertain or allow solicitors here, if that’s what you’re here for.”


  I square my shoulders under her disdainful stare and keep my smile on full display. "I’m not selling anything," I say, trying to keep my resolve. "I'm actually new to the city and I’m searching for some place to further my art career. I’m wondering if you all were looking for a curator, or an intern? I’m open to anything."


  She blinks.


  "I have my resume here, if you want to take a look." I pull it out of my bag and hold it out for her, but she doesn't take it.


  Instead, she calls over her shoulder. "Mr. Shaw! Mr. Shaw, can you come down here, please?"


  Within seconds, a grey haired man in an impeccable blue suit descends the spiral staircase, looking back and forth between us both.


  "Yes, Miss Lockwood?"


  "This..." She shakes her head and points at me. "This person came wandering in from the street, asking about a job. Do we have a 'Now Hiring' sign on our front window that I don't know about?"


  "Not that I know of.” He smiles. “No, we don't."


  "Do we have a Job Listing Page on our website with open positions? And if we do, does it say, ‘Feel free to come on in wearing department store clothing, and thrusting your ineptitude upon us in the middle of our lunch?"


  "No." He smirks, crossing his arms. "We don't have that either."


  "So..." She narrows her eyes at me and taps her lip, stepping toward the door. "What do you think we would tell someone who just wandered in from the street with an outdated and unimpressive resume? Do you think we should tell her to come back when we're actually hiring? When she's done her research? Or do you think we should just say nothing and simply hold the door for her to figure it out?"


  "I personally like the second option." He clasps his hands in front of him. "It seems more direct and official. Don't you think?"


  "Absolutely," she says, holding the door wide open. "Hopefully, she'll get the point before our lunch hour is over and we can spend the rest of our day dealing with people who actuallybelonghere..."


  “Yes, you’re right.” I return my resume to my folder. “I would totally feel out of place with a woman who clearly enjoys being a bitch and a man who’s too much of a sloth to think for himself.”


  “Excuse me?” she says, her jaw dropped.


  “And I’m sorry my clothes aren’t from Chanel or Kate Spade, but...” I take a step forward and boldly tug at the sleeve of her jacket. “I also own this exact jacket you’re wearing. Got it from Target on a BlackFridaysale.” I give them “Fuck you both” smiles before stepping outside, their stunned expressions still radiating on my trail as the door slams shut right behind me.


  I don't bother looking over my shoulder at them. I don't let myself feel bad for one second either.


  I keep walking and find the next gallery. Keep getting the same results.


  Either all of the art galleries in this city are run by people with huge sticks up their asses and a vendetta against non-designer clothes, or I’m going to need to pursue my passion elsewhere. 


  As I approach the last gallery on my list—The Hamilton Array, I debate whether I should go inside or not. Unlike all the other galleries, there is indeed a "Now Hiring" easel standing outside of the building’s windowed entry. The people wandering about the room with cue cards are dressed in jeans and smocks, and the floor appears to be wood instead of marble orgranite.


  This is the last one...The last one...


  I suck in a deep breath and push the doors open.


  "Welcome to the Hamilton Array, how may I help you?" An older woman with curly gray hair steps in front of me.


  "Hi, I'm—" I pause. I'm beyond done with my nice-girl spiel. Sixteen rejections are more than enough. "My name is Mia Gray, and I'm looking for a job. Since there's a sign right out front that says you're hiring, and I meet all of the bullet points on your list—in addition to being good, damn good, really fucking damn good at art, I think that’s good enough for a simple conversation at least. I’m not even asking for an interview.”


  She tilts her head to the side, looking confused.


  "I learn fast," I say, continuing, "I've never been late to anything a day in my life. I'm willing to work weekends, nights, holidays if need be, and contrary to the fact that I just cursed way more than I normally do, I don't curse at work and I'm really good with kids." I let out a breath. "I really am sorry about the cursing, but...I really need a job."


  Her lips curve in a small smile and she gestures to a group of wooden chairs on the far right wall. "Have a seat, Miss Gray. I'll get my co-owner after his phone call and you can tell him everything you just said to me."


  "So he can laugh at me and mock my words, or so he can actually consider me for the job?"


  She laughs. "Both."


  ***


  Later that day, after a three hour first interview at that last gallery, I’m cursing myself for not taking the bus. I’ve probably walked a total of eight miles today, and I’m not the most in-shape person in the world.


  I finally return home aroundnine o’clockand my brain is exhausted, my feet are sore, I’m in dire need of a hot shower and a long nap.


  When I open the door, I immediately freeze, almost having forgotten for a split second who the hell my roommate is. Dean is stretched out on the couch, his feet up on the coffee table, with a girl, a completely different girl from the fight party, curled up beside him.


  She’s dressed in a simple T-shirt and shorts, and her curly red hair is pulled up into a high bun that perfectly frames her face. I try to pick a flaw, any flaw, but because I am an artist, I can recognize true beauty in anything or anyone when I see it.


  Ugh...


  Dean looks over his shoulder at me and our eyes meet for the first time in weeks, but neither of us speak.


  The girl looks at me and quickly turns back around. “Who is that?” she whispers as I step into the kitchen.


  “No one” is Dean’s short reply.


  “Be serious.” Beauty queen laughs, nudging him.


  “She’s my roommate’s sister.” He relents. “Ignore her.”


  “Okay, cool.” She laughs. “Will do.”


  I set my stuff down on the counter and open the refrigerator, searching for the leftovers from the lunch I made yesterday. I push Eric’s protein shakes and health food crap to the side, but I can’t find the food I cooked. And I hid it in my usual, perfect place. 


  What the hell? I know Eric couldn’t have eaten it, he just started some type of weird all fruit and juice diet.


  I double check all the shelves in the refrigerator again, and then I spot it. My empty red Tupperware container is carefully tucked behind Eric’s array of new juices, and there’s a note on top. In Dean’s handwriting.


  “It’s rude as fuck to only cook for yourself when you know I’m right across the hall from you...Next time, use less pepper. You’re welcome.”


  I crumple the paper and hold back a loud scream.


  Okay, asshole...Two can play this game...


  Chapter 15


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I refresh my screen for the umpteenth time today, staring at the influx of new emails in my inbox. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but I know I need to find out if any of them are interview or job offers after all my hard work.


  I cross my fingers and click on the first email.


  ––––––––


  Subject: Open position


  Dear Mia Gray,


  Thank you for your application for curator with Brooks Museum. Although we are impressed with your experience, we are unable to offer you employment at this time.


  Thank you, for your interest.


  Human Resources.


  ***


  Subject AUTO-RESPONSE Curator application


  Dear Applicant,


  We have received your application for gallery manager at our Shady Oaks location. Unfortunately, you do not meet our requirements and your application will not go any further in the hiring process.


  Best of luck in your search,


  INT. Galleries


  ***


  Subject: It’s not personal, but...


  ––––––––


  Hey, Mia, this is James. We met last week at Venture Gallery and me and my team were really impressed with you. However, and this is a HUGE “however,” my ex-wife’s name is Mia and I detest her very soul. Like, if I could get away with murder, I wouldn’t hesitate to show up to her house and set it afire so...Since I’m sure you’re not open to changing your name, and I’ll still know deep-down that your real name is “Mia” even if you did, I just can’t bring you aboard here.


  I’m sorry.


  James.


  ––––––––


  What the hell...


  Groaning, I skim through the rest of the new emails. They’re all rejections. I don’t bother writing back a professional, “Thank you for your time anyway.” message for any of them. I delete my entire inbox and shut off my laptop. I decide to switch gears and check a couple new voicemails waiting on my cell phone instead.


  I lay back across my bed as the first message plays.


  “Hello?” a deep male voice says. “Hello? Oh, okay it’s voicemail.” He clears his throat. “This message is for Nancy – Oh, shit, wait... Is this taping?”


  There’s a long pause and then the voice comes back on.


  “My bad, this message is for Mia. Mia Gray. Thank you for coming in, but I don’t think you’re going to work for us. To be honest, you’re a little too something for us. Not sure what it is, but you have a little too much of it. So... Yeah, that’s it. Bye.”


  I delete the message and go to the next.


  “Hey, Mia, this is Michelle Henderson from The Hamilton Array. I really enjoyed meeting you and I’d love to meet with you one on one. It’s currently 1:36 p.m. on Thursday. I’m going to be in my office until 4:00 today. You can either call me back, or I’ll email you. But if you could make it in at any point today, that would be great.”


  HELL YES!


  I replay the message a few more times to make sure I’m hearing it properly, then I call her right back and agree to come in for a second interview before their office closes today. I quickly change into a professional outfit and leave the condo, walking the short distance to Eric’s tattoo shop.


  After checking in with the receptionist, I head up to Eric’s floor. I almost yell across the room for his attention, but I see Dean sitting in his chair. I see him getting another addition to the sleeve on his right arm.


  “What’s up, Mia?” Eric sets down the tattoo gun.


  “I really need to borrow your car.”


  “My car? Why?”


  “I have an interview, but it’s not at the main gallery I’ve applied to. The manager wants me to meet her at her office that’s thirteen miles out.”


  “Well, unless you’re going to figure out how to drive a stick in the next thirty minutes, I don’t see how that’s going to work.”


  “Your car is a stick?”


  “Yeah, it’s an Audi R8. You can drive my old car though.”


  “What’s your old car?”


  “It’s a grey Honda Civic.” Dean says, looking me up and down.


  “Okay, well can I drive that like now? I need all the extra time I can get.”


  “Yeah, hold on, let me grab the keys from the back.” He stands up and heads to the back, leaving me and Dean alone.


  Dean crosses his arms and leans back. “Any idea what happened to my five boxes of protein bars?”


  “Nope.”


  “Are you sure?” He raises his eyebrow. “I set them on the counter last night and they were gone this morning.”


  “Depends. Do you know what happened to my rosemary chicken leftovers? What about my mashed potatoes and steak? Have any idea what happened to those?”


  “No.” His eyes turn to slits. “Not a clue.”


  Eric returns with a set of keys before I can say something else to Dean.


  “Don’t fuck up my car, Mia,” Eric says. “It’s only two years old.”


  “I won’t.” I start to ask him why he has more than one car, but then I realize he actually has three cars. The car we rode back in from dinner was a Lexus.


  How much money does he make doing this?


  “Mia?” Eric waves his hand in front of my face. “Why are you standing there talking to yourself?”


  “Sorry, I was just thinking out loud.”


  “I bet...” Dean mutters under his breath.


  “Do you want one of us to come with you?” Eric asks. “I could probably get you there faster.”


  “Not at all.” I hold up my smart phone and rush toward the door. “I have GPS. I’ll be fine.” I make my way to the parking garage next door and slide behind the wheel of the Civic.


  I type in the address and am surprised that it’s a straight shot along the highway.


  I take my time driving there, and go over all the potential questions in my head on the way over, hoping for the best.


  ***


  The interview lasted all of fifteen minutes, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. I felt like as soon as I sat down it was over, and outside of her asking to see pictures of my previous artwork on my phone, she didn’t ask anything that hadn’t been asked before.


  Feeling slightly defeated, I try to replay the interview in my mind to see if I can gauge her facial expressions.


  I’m crossing the threshold of the City limits when I suddenly see blue lights flashing in my rear view mirror. There’s a black squad car that’s rushing toward me, but I notice the red car at my left is going way faster than I am.


  Is the cop chasing me or the red car?


  I speed up a little bit.


  Definitely the red car...


  I switch lanes.


  He switches lanes.


  I switch lanes again.


  He switches again.


  Fuck! He is chasing me...


  I pull my car over to the right shoulder and shift to park as the police car slows to a stop behind me. I glance in my rearview again, but he hasn’t gotten out yet.


  What the hell did I do?


  As I glance back again, the officer gets out of the car and starts walking toward me.


  When he approaches my window, I hit the button to lower it.


  “License and registration, please.” A familiar deep voice says.


  I look up and see the profile of the last person I expect to see right now. “Dean? Is this some type of joke? Is it Halloween?”


  “Does it look like I’m joking?” He takes the shades off his face and his green eyes do that same “Yeah, I’m totally fuck-able and I know it” thing they did in high school. “Your license and registration, please.”


  This is bull shit.


  “Why the hell did you pull me over? Are you really this upset about the protein bars?”


  “Ma’am.” He nearly hisses. “I’m only going to ask you one more time, your license and registration, now.”


  I retrieve my license from my purse and Eric’s registration from the glove compartment and nearly toss it at him. He takes his PDA from his waist belt and starts typing my information into the system.


  “Can you please tell me why you pulled me over now?” I ask through gritted teeth.


  “You were speeding.”


  “Speeding?” I arch a brow. “I was not speeding.” To make sure, I click on my dashboard and check my last known speed.


  “I was only going sixty.”


  “The speed limit on this stretch of highway is fifty-five.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me? You stopped me for going five over?”


  He leans down and glares at me. “I can stop you for going one over, if I choose.” “As a matter of a fact, it’s against the law to speed in front of a hospital exit.” He points to the hospital directly across the street from where we’re parked. “I think I’ll give you a ticket for that, too.”


  My jaw nearly hits my lap, I’m so stunned. “You’re being fucking ridiculous. You pulled me over on purpose. You knew I was driving Eric’s car, you knew exactly what it looked like.”


  “If you’d like to make a complaint, please do so in writing.” He has the audacity to smile, as he hands me the ticket.


  I take it and crumple it, throwing it into the backseat. “Fuck you, Dean.”


  “What did you just say?”


  “I said, Fuck you.” I cross my arms.


  “Okay.” He steps back. “Get out of the car.”


  “What?” My heart drops.


  “Are you having a hearing problem today, Mia?” My name sounds bitter on his lips. “I ordered you to get out of the car.”


  “No...” I remain seated, shaking my head.


  “I’m not going to ask you again.” He clenches his jaw, yanking my door wide open. “Get out of the goddamn car.”


  Without thinking, I unbuckle my seatbelt and slip out of the car, slowly standing before him.


  “This is ridiculous,” I say, unsure of what to feel right now. “Are you really going to arrest me? Do you really have no better way to spend your day? And who the hell made you a cop?”


  “You know,” he says writing on his pad, “I could arrest you for a number of things right now, with failure to pull over being at the top of the list. I was clearly chasing you and you sped up. You switched lanes twice. You keep talking and I’m going to take you in,” he says, looking me in the eye.


  I stay quiet.


  “Are you saying something?” he asks, gently grabbing me, pushing my back against the car so we’re face to face. “Are you implying that I need to call for backup and have them search you for something?”


  “No.”


  “Because if you’re saying something and want me to search you, just let me know.”


  My hands ball to fist at my sides and my breathing speeds up. I’m seconds away from pushing him, but he steps even closer to me, closing the gap between us.


  His face softens for a split second, and it looks as if he’s about to apologize, but the hardness in his eyes quickly returns. He puts on his shades and hands me a new ticket for an offense I’m pretty sure he made up.


  “Now,” he says smirking, and taking a step back. “Have a nice day and a safe drive home, Miss Gray.”


  I almost throw up the middle finger and curse at him, but I get back into the car and simply watch him return to his car in my rearview mirror.


  “You can pull off, Ma’am!” He calls out over his car’s speakers. “Now. Unless you want another ticket for unnecessarily blocking the emergency lane.”


  UGHHHH....Fucking asshole!


  I crank the engine and immediately pull off, driving the rest of the way in silence – three miles below the speed limit.


  Chapter 16


  MIA


  ––––––––


  With all of the amazing inventions in the world, I am shocked that someone brilliant hasn’t yet invented “Anti-Asshole Spray.” It should be kind of like personal bug spray, but it should smell much better: You spray yourself with it, wait for it to dry, and for twelve hours, you are less susceptible to any asshole who may approach. This includes coworkers you don’t like; ex-boyfriends who can’t seem to get the hint; and a roommate/police officer who nearly has you arrested one day, and is currently standing in your kitchen and acting as if he’s not eating the last of your Pop-Tarts the next.


  “Did you buy those Pop-Tarts, Dean?” I ask, venom in my voice. I would tell him thanks for canceling those dumb-ass tickets he gave me mere minutes after he issued them, but since they were dumb in the first place, I’ll act as if I know nothing about it.


  “I’m not sure,” he says. “I don’t keep a running log of the groceries I buy.”


  “Well, I do. I keep a running log of the groceries I buy, and that Pop-Tart that’s currently lodged in your mouth? I bought that.”


  “Good to know.” He smirks.


  “No, it is not good to know. It’s good for you to stop touching my food and my things. You know you didn’t buy those, so you shouldn’t be putting your hands on anything that doesn’t belong to you from here on out. Or else.”


  “Or else, what?” He crumples the wrapper and tosses it into the trash.


  “Or else...” I just realize that he’s only wearing a towel around his waist, that water is dropping from his wet hair and down to his chest.


  “Or else what, Mia?” His towel falls to the floor and he leans against the counter, letting me get a full view of his cock. It’s erect, and it’s still as big as I remember, and my body is currently betraying me by getting aroused.


  I shake my head and our eyes meet briefly before I grab my backpack and rush out of the condo.


  This is so not going to work...This is so not going to work...


  ––––––––


  Later that day, I find a secluded spot in a coffee shop and continue to fill out job applications. I have two more weeks before I’ll have to cave in and apply to a job that deals with my degree, just so I can earn money for a while, but I’m not giving up hope on a gallery.


  Yet...


  Most of the places I’ve put in applications for today, only pay minimum wage and are for people who “have a moderate interest” in art, but I don’t care. I just need to be around something to gain some new inspiration and get back into the feel of painting every day.


  As I’m refilling my coffee, I feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. Eric.


  “Hey, Eric,” I answer.


  “Hey. How are you doing?” The sound of tattoo needles buzzing is in the background. “How’s your job search so far?”


  “It’s okay. Nothing special yet.”


  “Did you try the museum?”


  “Submitted my application for that two hours ago.”


  “And the Art College?”


  “Three hours ago.”


  “Good. I have an appointment with a client next Thursday who works in the office there. If you don’t have anything promising by then, I can see if he can work something out for you.”


  “Thank you so much, Eric.”


  “Anytime. I’ll be home late again today. You need anything?”


  “Actually, yes, I do need something,” I say. “I need you to put up rules in the kitchen.”


  “Rules for three people?”


  “It’s really just for one person, but we can pretend they apply to you and me, too. Rule number one: Don’t eat all of the Pop-Tarts, especially if you didn’t buy them.”


  “Can rule number two be don’t buy twenty boxes of Pop-Tarts and not expect someone to take a few?”


  “Twenty boxes? You’re exaggerating. I bought two a few days ago, and as of today, they’re all gone.”


  “Well, I just went home and there are like twenty boxes of Pop-Tarts on the counter, so either you’re being ridiculous, or you have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  I hang up and shoot him a text of eye-rolling emojis.


  I start to fill out another job application and my phone rings once more.


  It’s an unknown number, but I answer it anyway.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, may I speak to Mia Gray, please?”


  “This is she.”


  “Hi, Mia! This is Michelle Henderson from The Hamilton Array Gallery. Do you have a few minutes?”


  “Of course.” I close my laptop and try not to get too excited.


  “Great! Well, I’m calling to let you know that my team was extremely impressed with your interview, and we were even more impressed that you sent us photocopies of your collection the day after. That’s not something you see every day and it was very unique.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome! That said, I would love for you to join our team as a curator, if you’re still interested in working for us.”


  YES! “Yes, I really am,” I say as calmly as possible.


  “Great! Well, we still have a few formalities before we can start, but could you, by chance, bring over your tax identification forms and sign the paperwork I email you? Could you bring that by the office anytime this week?”


  “Definitely.”


  “Okay, good. Also, one last thing. As far as the hours we discussed in the interview, just remember that you’ll be responsible for a few weekends here or there for our more elite clients, and from Monday through Friday, you’ll work seven to three, with some required overtime, if need be. Is that still okay with you?”


  “It’s more than okay.” I’m really trying to hold back my excitement, but if this phone call doesn’t end soon, she might discover that I’m a little too eager about this.


  “Alright, then!” She says. “See you later this week, Mia. Have a great day.”


  “You as well.” I wait for her to end the call and then I jump out of my chair, screaming “YES! YES! YES!”


  Everyone in the shop turns to look at me, and I immediately sit back down again.


  Acting as if that didn’t just happen, I open my laptop and check my email. Miss Henderson has already emailed me, so I take my time and fill out all of the paperwork.


  When I’m finished, I go to the copy shop across the street and print out the files. I take the bus four blocks down to the condo and decide to grab my tax information so I can have it ready for tomorrow.


  The first thing I notice inside are the numerous boxes of Pop-Tarts on the kitchen counter. The next thing I notice is a black and white sheet hanging on the refrigerator.


  Stepping closer, I notice that Dean’s handwriting is in most of the boxes, but what’s most alarming is the work schedule that’s written in the corner of each one.


  Seven to three.


  Just like me.


  The complete opposite of Eric.


  Shit. Shit. Shit...


  If I wasn’t able to escape him before, I’ll never be able to escape him now...


  Chapter 17


  MIA


  ––––––––


  The house is abnormally quiet today, too quiet. All I can hear is the sound of Portland’s familiar light rain outside my window and the light tap-tapping of the coffee maker in the kitchen.


  As I lay in bed and look up at the ceiling, I wonder how long it’ll be until I hear Dean purposely banging every pot against the countertop to rile me up. I wonder if he’s thought of new and improved ways to annoy the hell out of me.


  Sighing, I grab my Kindle and start reading, but I still don’t hear any sounds. I get four chapters in and all that’s changed is the pace of the rain outside.


  Confused, I get out of bed and head into the living room, then the kitchen. Then I realize he isn’t here.


  His keys aren’t hanging on the rack by the door, remnants from breakfast are lying half-eaten on a plate, and his police jacket isn’t on the coatrack.


  Hmmm. Perfect...


  I tiptoe to his side of the house and walk past his bathroom, letting the familiar scent of his aftershave invade my senses. I walk down the hallway a little farther and notice that the door to his bedroom isn’t shut like usual. It’s wide open.


  I hesitate a few seconds before walking in—knowing that snooping on him is totally fucked up, but I can’t help it.


  Stepping inside, I close the door behind me and look around. His room literally looks like a replica of the one I spent so many nights in when we were in high school.


  The few pictures on the wall are framed ones of guitars, his class with the police academy, and of him and Eric sitting at a bar holding up beers. He has five guitars now, and they’re all lined up by his huge bay window, in perfect view of the park below.


  His bed in unmade, and there are way too many pillows for one person on it, so I take three of them and carry them quickly to my room, before coming back.


  Picking up one of the guitars, I instantly remember how he once attempted to teach me to play.


  “God, Mia...It’s a guitar, not a piano. You don’t have to be that delicate with the strings. No, you don’t need a bow for it either... Okay, you know what? Give that back. Just stick to art...”


  I set it down and walk over to his dresser. I open the top drawer and roll my eyes at the numerous condoms inside.


  I open the next one. Socks. Sweats. Nothing important.


  Convinced the third one will be a disappointment as well, I walk over to his massive closet. It’s stuffed with a wardrobe that rivals Eric’s and there are more pictures hanging on the walls: Him and Eric at some type of festival, him and his co-workers leaning against a squad car, him and...a fiancée?


  I take the picture of him and a woman in a red dress down and look a little closer. His arm is draped around her neck and she’s holding her hand up to show off a ring, but I don’t see one on his hand. I look around the walls for another picture of her so I can see if he was indeed engaged, but I don’t find one.


  My eyes catch a picture of me instead.


  Well, my artwork anyway.


  Tucked into the corner behind his suit jackets, and hanging visible enough for someone who only steps so far in, is the small picture I painted for him years ago. The picture of us at the bonfire, kissing in colorful streams of silver and blue.


  I run my fingers across the acrylic and smile, but then I let it fade. I’m sure he thought nothing of it when he put it up, and it is at the back of the closet...


  I shut the closet doors and walk over to his desk. I don’t bother opening his laptop because I’m sure it’s password protected, but when I push it to the side, my jaw drops.


  Beneath it is a calendar for Western Peak University. An alumni calendar.


  What?


  I open the desk’s top drawer and shake my head as I see more Western Peak paraphernalia: Pens, papers, and a yearbook.


  I quickly flip it open and thumb to the student section. Straight to the C’s, and right there, still looking All-American as ever, is Dean Collins on the center of the page.


  Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t go there after all...


  I sit on his bed and read the bio underneath his picture: Dean Collins. Class of 2008. Political Science and Pre-Law. Suma Cum Laude. Best part of being a Western Peak graduate? “Being around people who actually ‘get’ me...Oh, and the parties here are ones I’ll remember for life.


  Shutting the book, I place it back where it belongs and realign the laptop on his desk. I make sure everything I touched is back in place, but as I walk out, I spot a pair of shiny hoop earrings on his window sill.


  I’m not sure why I feel a tinge of hurt at knowing that he had someone in his room, especially after all this time, but I do.


  I leave the door wide open like it was before and head back to my room.


  I take his pillows and re-cover them in my own pillowcases, and just as I fall on top of them, my phone rings. My mom.


  I really don’t want to talk to her, but I need a distraction, so I pick up.


  “Hello?” I answer.


  “Mia Allison Gray, please tell me that you did not really send an email to the superiors at your job telling them to flack off?”


  “Flack off?” I say. “No. I told them to ‘fuck off’.”


  “That’s what I meant, Mia.” She groaned. “What has gotten into you? And please tell me it’s not true that you moved to Portland to live with your brother.”


  “It is true.” I’m starting to re-think that need of a distraction. Watching paint dry might be more entertaining than listening to her right now.


  “Mia, you went to Harvard. You studied under the best of the best and got internships most people would kill to have. How can you throw that all away?”


  Yep...Paint drying, it is.


  “Mom, can I call you later to talk about this? I need to go do something right now.”


  “No, you may not,” she says. “Look, if you go back, I’ll smooth things out with your supervisors. One of them graduated with me, so I’m sure he’d be happy to do me a favor out of Harvard spirit, Also—”


  “Screw ‘Harvard spirit’, mother.” I sit up. “I only went there because I was too goddamn stupid to follow my own dreams. I’m really tired of you wanting me to be something I’m not, and you not talking to me for weeks at a time when I do something you don’t like. So, do me a favor: Accept that I’m living with Eric, your son, so I can be happy and live my life the way I want, or don’t call me anymore.” I hang up and feel drained after only talking to her for a few minutes.


  I lay back on my bed and shake my head.


  Maybe talking to her worked after all...


  ***


  Later that night, Dean and his arsenal of noise is back. Except this time, he’s with a date. Again, a different girl than any of the previous times.


  As I warm up my dinner in the kitchen, I watch the two of them cuddle next to each other on the couch.


  I can tell she’s really into him, but I can’t get a vibe from him.


  She’s constantly looking at him and batting her eyes, but the only move he’s made, is putting his arm around her shoulder. He hasn’t said too much either. She’s done most of the talking.


  “I think it’s cool that you’re a cop,” she says. “I think that’s like, awesome, how you like, protect our streets.”


  Ugh. Seriously?


  I hold back a laugh and pour myself a glass of wine.


  “Why aren’t you talking that much, Dean?” She runs her fingers through his hair. “You’re not normally this quiet.”


  “Normally?” he asks, softly. “We’ve only been out twice.”


  “I know, but you were talking nonstop for both of those dates. Is something wrong?”


  He shakes his head, and she shrugs and turns up the TV.


  I start to carry my plate and wine past them, and she clears her throat.


  “I didn’t know you had a female roommate, Dean,” she says softly. “Are you friends with her?”


  “No. She’s my roommate’s little sister.”


  “Oh, okay cool. I mean, I wasn’t asking because I felt threatened or anything because I’m sure you would never date someone who wore painters’ pants and could stand to lose a few pounds. I was just asking.”


  “If she’s your roommate’s friend and y’all are close, maybe you should buy her some clothes. I know a place you can go.”


  I freeze, tempted to turn around and yell at her, but I simply count down from five.


  “I need you to leave,” Dean says, making me turn around.


  “What?” she asks, dumbfounded.


  “I said I need you to leave.” He moves his arm from around her and stands up. “Now.”


  “What did I do?”


  “You talked shit about Mia.” His face is red and he looks completely upset. “I’m not going to have that.”


  “You said you’re not even friends with her!” She crosses her arms. She doesn’t get up.


  “Sarah, please don’t make me pick you up and carry you out.” His voice is harsher than I’ve ever heard. “Get the fuck out. Now.”


  Her cheeks turn bright pink and she throws a glare my way before throwing him the finger. “Fuck you, Dean.”


  “No longer interested in that, but thank you.” He walks over to the door and locks it once she’s out.


  He returns to the couch and turns the channel.


  “You didn’t have to do that,” I say. “I wasn’t that offended.”


  “You were, and I did.” He turns the TV off and stands up, as if he can’t bear to be in the same room with me anymore. “Old habits die hard, I guess...”


  Chapter 18
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  ––––––––


  A few days later, I’m sitting at my desk in the gallery, thinking about Dean. I still can’t believe he stood up for me the other day, but I know it didn’t really mean anything.


  He had a brand new date the next night, and he didn’t kick her out. As a matter of fact, he stayed with her on the couch until about two in the morning, and I had to turn my headphones up extra loud to tune out their laughter.


  I wish I could hate him more like I did before, but it’s hard to do when he’s so close to me. When every time I see him, I’m drawn to a memory I had before.


  Then again, I figure that I need to date just like him, since I clearly only bring out anger in him.


  I zoom through the rest of my work until lunch, only stopping here or there to answer texts from Autumn.


  After lunch, I set up the room for a mid-day showing and find myself facing one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen. His eyes are a deep, dark blue, he has a smile that rivals Dean’s, and his lips are beyond perfection.


  Those lips...


  “Hello?” He smiles. “Hello?”


  “Um, hi.” I blush and set down my stencil. “How may I help you?”


  “Well, I was here for an afternoon tour, but now that I’ve seen you, I think I should be here for something else.”


  I blush again.


  “I’m Trevor Whitmore.” He extends his hand. “I have a three o’clock with a Miss Gray?”


  “That’s me.” I shake his hand. “You’re half an hour early.”


  “It’s a habit,” he says. “Would you like me to wait?”


  “Not at all. We can start now.”


  “Or...” He looks at his watch. “Since I’m the only one here and you’re not due to give me the tour for another half hour, you could let me buy you a coffee across the street.”


  The words “No, I can’t” are on the tip of my lips, but then I realize that this is exactly what I need right now.


  “Let me grab my purse,” I say. “I’ll be right with you.”


  I rush to the back and freshen up my make-up. I run my fingers through my hair a few times to give it that “I definitely tried super hard to do this” effect, and then I meet him at the front door.


  I flip the gallery’s sign to say, “Out for Lunch. The Art will return soon” and before I know it, he’s leading me across the street to what I’m sure will be the stuff of fairytales.


  Please be the stuff of fairytales...


  He opens the door for me and we take a seat in the back. A waitress quickly takes our order, and Trevor offers me his dazzling smile again.


  He leans forward in his chair. “So, Miss Gray—”


  “It’s Mia. You can call me Mia.”


  “Okay, Mia.” That smile is lethal. “Mia, how long have you been working in that gallery?”


  “Weeks. It hasn’t been that long.”


  “Did you just move here?”


  “I did.” I pause as the waitress sets down our coffees. “I came from Boston.”


  “What’s in Portland that can’t be done in Boston?” he asks. “Boyfriend?”


  “Not at all. If I had a boyfriend, I wouldn’t have accepted your offer for coffee.”


  “Fair enough.” He looks into my eyes. “So, what is it then?”


  “Art.”


  He raises his eyebrow. “You actually know art or are you still learning?”


  “I know it, and I do some of my own.”


  Intrigued, he crosses his legs. “Monet or Manet??”


  “Monet. Sharper images.”


  “Post-modernism or modernism.”


  “Modernism—everything post has hints of what came before it.”


  He smiles and launches into a series of other art questions, and we go back and forth about our favorite artists. Even when we make it back to the gallery for the tour, my explanations for the collection are only side-notes to our art conversation.


  When we reach the final piece and my manager lets me know she’ll be locking up in twenty, something comes over me.


  “Would you like to continue this at my place?” I ask him.


  “Definitely.”


  I give a shorthand account of the last piece, even though I really didn’t need to, and the two of us leave the gallery. He offers to drive, and I almost turn him down, but I decide to go with it.


  We still can’t stop talking in the car, and for a split second, I think this could go somewhere. This is exactly what I need.


  When we arrive at the condo, I open the door and immediately run into Dean.


  “Get out of the way,” he says, motioning for me to move past him. “I have somewhere to be.”


  “Good,” I say, and Trevor steps beside me.


  “Is this your roommate?” Trevor asks me, but then he extends his hand to Dean. “I’m Trevor.”


  “Dean.” Dean looks back and forth between the two of us, and then he steps back to let us inside. Instead of leaving, though, he takes off his jacket and puts it back on the coat rack.


  “I thought you said you had somewhere to be,” I say.


  “I thought I did, too...” He glares at me, but I turn away.


  “Anyway.” I direct my attention to Trevor. “Would you like anything to drink? Water? Beer? Juice?”


  “I’ll have a beer, thank you.”


  “I’ll get it.” Dean says, smiling. “And for you, Mia?” There’s a sick little gleam in his eye.


  “I don’t need you to get anything for us.” I step past him and into the kitchen. I quickly grab two beers and show Trevor to the couch. I sit right next to him.


  Dean takes a seat across from us in the recliner.


  I ignore him and face Trevor. “What were you saying about the eighteenth century impressionists?”


  “Just that I thought they were over-rated. Le Blanc wasn’t the best of that time, like the historians like to say.”


  “Le Blanc was from the nineteenth century,” Dean says. “And he was the best of that era.”


  Trevor crosses his legs and smiles, clearly not offended at all. “You’re into art, too?”


  “Some,” he says, his eyes meet mine and I glare right back at him.


  “Oh, well that’s great. Where did you study?”


  “Western Peak,” he says, and I remember wanting to ask him about that. If I didn’t hate him so much, that is.


  “Ah,” Trevor says. “Western Peak is where some of the best artists go.”


  “Where they’re supposed to go...” His eyes are still on mine.


  “Where did you go, Mia?” Trevor asks.


  “Harvard.”


  Dean’s eyes widen briefly, but the shock dissipates within seconds.


  “Well,” Trevor says, opening his beer. “Good artists go there, too, I guess. You mentioned that you paint, Mia? Do you have any of your stuff here?”


  “Yeah, I can show it to you, if you follow me.” I stand up and Dean stands up, too.


  Trevor is still completely unfazed, so I decide to ignore Dean.


  I walk over to the office-room Eric lets me use and open the door. I’m proud of myself for actually cleaning it up earlier this morning.


  “All of my newest pieces are on the easels,” I say, hitting the lights. “The older pieces are on the walls and the window sills. I have more in storage and in my bedroom, since I don’t have enough space to fit them all here.”


  “These are amazing.” Trevor steps in front of my earlier high school pieces. “How old were you when you painted this?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “Wow...” He slips an arm around my waist. “What about this blue and silver one? What’s the inspiration behind that?”


  “A boyfriend she did wrong,” Dean says, walking over. “Isn’t that this one, Mia? Aren’t those your high school colors?”


  Do not punch him...Do not punch him...


  Trevor looks at me, smiling. “Is that true? Are you an expressionist after all?”


  “She’s more than an expressionist,” Dean says. “You’re the tenth guy this week she’s brought here and showed this room to, so you may end up in one of her pieces as well. Here.” He takes a condom out of his pocket and gives it to Trevor. “Just in case you left yours at home. I always make sure her dates have one. I’m that type of guy.”


  Trevor chokes on his beer.


  “I’ll leave you two alone now.” Dean smiles at us and walks away.


  WHAT THE FUCK...


  “It’s um, getting pretty late,” Trevor says.


  “It’s only six o’clock.”


  “Is it?” He steps back. “Already?”


  “Trevor, please don’t tell me you believe anything that idiot just said.”


  “Not at all.” He tosses his beer can into the trash. “I’ll see you around.”


  I don’t bother leading him to the front door. I wait until I hear it shut and then I count down from ten before rushing out and finding Dean in the kitchen.


  “What the fuck was that, Dean?” I yell at him. “Why the fuck did you do that?”


  “Because he’s not your type,” he says flatly. “I was doing you a favor.”


  “All the women you’ve had over are your type? Do you see me interfering with them?”


  “No, but you’ve wanted to.”


  “I have not.”


  “Keep lying to yourself, Mia.” He turns to face me. “I fucking know you.”


  “You used to know me—before I hated you for ruining my life. That’s when you knew me. Not now, and the next time I bring a guy home, I dare you to run him away.”


  “You’ll do that all your own, but is that a threat?”


  “It’s whatever you want it to be.” I poke his chest with my finger. Hard. “And I swear to God—”


  “You swear to God, what?” He grabs my hand and holds it above my head. “You swear to God that—what, Mia?”


  Our faces are so close that if we move just a bit, I’d bite his lips off.


  “I fucking hate you, Dean,” I say, my heart is my throat. “I hate you and if I had known that you lived here with my brother, I would never have come here. I was a lot happier thinking you didn’t exist anymore. I. Hate. You.”


  He drops my hand and I step back.


  Tears are forming in my eyes, so I turn away and rush to my room. I make sure to slam the door as hard as I can as the end to our conversation.


  Chapter 19


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I’m starting to think that telling someone that you hate him is the fastest road to instant karma. It’s been more than a week since Dean and I have spoken to each other, and I have yet to have a decent day.


  Despite the fact that we’ve been avoiding the hell out of each other, and we’ve stopped playing the “I’ll fuck with your food, since you fuck with mine” game, I’ve woken up every morning since, feeling awful.


  My tours at the gallery have been beyond subpar, and I’m grateful that my manager has been at a conference, because otherwise, I’m sure she would fire me. Eric hasn’t been around much at all, thanks to an influx of high profile clients making insane demands, and Autumn randomly decided to take an international trip with Jacob, so I have no one to talk to. (Well, there’s my mom, but she never counts.)


  Unfortunately, today is starting just like every other day this week. The sun is refusing to make an appearance and an unrelenting rain is falling from the sky.


  When I attempt to leave for work, Eric’s Civic won’t crank. I try to turn the engine over multiple times, but all I get is a check engine light and low clicking sound. Frustrated, I get out of the car to see if something is stuck under the hood, but then it hits me.


  There’s no gas in it.


  I haven’t put any gas in it for the entire week.


  Sighing, I decide to deal with that after work, and take out my umbrella. I head straight for the bus stop and immediately regret that decision.


  My umbrella might as well be made of paper, because I’m getting soaked with every step. I’m not sure what comes over me, but I feel tears welling in my eyes. I can’t deal today. Just can’t deal.


  I stand under the bus shelter and pull out my phone to call the gallery.


  “Hamilton Array Gallery, this is Michelle speaking, how may I help you today?”


  “Hi, Michelle, this is Mia.”


  “Hey, Mia!” Her tone is upbeat as usual. “No worries about being late, if that’s why you’re calling. This weather is awful.”


  “I’m...” I stall as the bus pulls in front of me.


  The driver opens the door, asking if I’m getting on, but I shake my head no and he pulls away.


  “Are you crying, Mia?” Michelle asks, sounding concerned.


  “No.” I lie. “But I was calling to let you know that I won’t be coming in today. I can’t, and I’m very sorry.”


  There’s a brief silence, and the sniffles I’m holding back start coming out anyway.


  “Awww. Whatever it is, it’s okay, Mia.” She assures me. “Half of our showing clients for today have canceled, and I’m sure the rest will call to cancel by lunch. Don’t worry about today, just enjoy your weekend and I’ll see you Monday, okay?”


  “Okay.” I tell her thank you once more before ending the call.


  I make the trek all the way back to the condo, not even bothering to put up my umbrella, and when I get to the door, I realize I’ve locked the keys in Eric’s car. And not only have I locked the keys in his car, the staff downstairs have taken an “early day” and the second shift won’t be in until nine tonight.


  Eric warned me that his shop would be in “beast mode” today, so unless it’s an emergency, he doesn’t want me bothering him. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t consider this an emergency at all, so I lean against the door and sigh.


  The only option left is for me to call Dean, but I refuse. I can wait this out.


  I get back onto the elevator and leave the building, walking down a few blocks and straight into a bar.


  I know exactly how I’m going to fix this waste of a day...


  I take a seat at the edge of the bar and take out my ID before the bartender can ask. I order three beers, two shots of vodka, and a Long Island Iced Tea. And when I’m finished, I order even more.


  I don’t care that my head is spinning with every sip I take, or that I can’t seem to keep tears from falling down my face. I just need to keep drinking so I can forget. So I can remember to forget.


  As I’m downing a fresh amaretto sour, a memory of when Dean brought me flowers, for no reason, begins to play in my mind. I try my best to stop it, but each attempt at resistance, only makes the picture clearer.


  “Are you going to stare at the flowers or are you going to take them?” Dean smiles. “I got them for you.”


  I step outside my front door and take a bouquet of roses from his hands. “Thank you. What’s the occasion?”


  “Guess.”


  “Um...Are they making, ‘Congratulations, you lost your virginity to me’ flowers now?”


  He laughs and pulls me into his arms. “No. My apologies for ever asking you to guess. They’re just because.”


  “Just because what?”


  “Just because I really like you.” He kisses my lips. “I really don’t want this to end.”


  I smile. “You just want to have more sex.”


  “That, too.” He laughs. “But I’m serious. We’re going to have to find a way to make this work in college.”


  “We will,” I say stepping back. “So, you just came by to drop these off, for no reason?”


  “Yes.” There’s a sexy gleam in his eyes. “That, and well...Your mom is still out of town, and did you not just send me a text that said, ‘Can you please come over? I would really like to fuck my boyfriend today?’”


  I blush and open the door, and he takes me up to my room.


  “Hey, Miss!” The bartender’s loud voice lulls me back to reality. “Miss, I’m cutting you off now. You’re done.”


  I see that he’s sliding my credit card back to me and still refusing to honor my request for an extra shot of bourbon in my tea.


  “You got someone I can call for you?”


  “What?” I can barely make him out now. There’s two of him and my head in spinning even faster. “What did you say?”


  He groans and I see him get close and become one person again, and then he takes my phone. He taps the screen a few times.


  “I’m going to call out the last people you contacted. Let me know who I need to call to get you out of my bar.” He slides me a bottle of water. “Michelle—Hamilton Array Gallery?”


  “No! Please, no.”


  “Okay...” He unscrews the cap of my bottle, since I can’t seem to get it open myself. “Mom?”


  “No, not her either.”


  “Eric—Big Brother?”


  “Yes.” I slur, sipping the water. “Yes, him.”


  He dials the number and holds the phone up to his ear. “May I speak to Eric, please?” There’s a pause. “Eric, I’m the owner of the Beach Bar down on Fifth, and I believe this is your sister in front of me. I need someone to come pick her up. We no longer do calls for cabs here.”


  I can hear Eric saying, “Jesus Christ, Mia” over the bar’s music and I know he’ll have a shit ton more to say when I get home, so I wave my hands to get the bartender’s attention.


  “It’s just down the street. I stay right across...” I fall forward against the bar and grab a chair before I hit the ground. “Like I was saying...”


  The guy next to me helps me back into my chair and the bartender rolls his eyes as he gives me my phone back.


  “He’ll be here in ten minutes,” he says. “Drink the rest of that water, and the next time you’re thinking about coming in here to get drunk—Don’t.”


  I nod and sip the rest, feeling as if an eternity passes between each and every swig.


  When I’m almost finished with the bottle, I feel a tapping on my shoulder and slowly turn around.


  “I’m so, so sorry, Eric. I know I—” I stop talking when I see Dean.


  He’s dressed in his uniform and he actually looks somewhat concerned.


  “Come on,” he says, slipping an arm around me and pulling me up.


  “I’ll wait for Eric to come,” I say, hating that my body is reacting to his touch. “I’m not interested in being arrested right now.”


  “Who the fuck do you think Eric called?” He rolls his eyes. “And I’m not going to arrest you. I’m giving you a ride home.”


  “Down the street?”


  “Unfortunately.” He walks me out of the bar and opens the door to his squad car.


  He doesn’t wait for me to say anything or protest; he simply picks me up and places me into the seat. He secures my seatbelt and shuts me inside.


  Once he slips into the car and pulls into traffic, we don’t say anything. The only sound is the dispatcher on his police radio and the sound of the heavy rain drops falling against his windshield.


  At a red light, he looks over at me. “Did you go to work today?”


  I don’t answer.


  “Mia...” He sighs, turning down his radio. “I’m trying to be cordial with you. I think that’s the best the two of us can possibly do for the rest of this situation.”


  I don’t say anything. Not because I don’t want to, but because I can’t.


  My head is still being pulled in a million directions, and the motion of the car is making me feel sick.


  Dean leans over and places his hand against my forehead. He gives me a look of sympathy and pulls over to the CVS at the corner. He parks the car and gets out, quickly going inside and returning with a few bags.


  He hands me a bottle of water as he cranks the engine again. “Do you still take your coffee the same way?”


  I nod and he pulls into a Starbucks drive thru. He orders my usual, a pike blend with toffee and hazelnut syrup, and lots of whipped cream.


  I expect him to hand it to me, but he places it in a cup-holder and says, “Wait. I’ll give it to you when we get home.”


  I lean against the car window for the rest of the ride home, and when we get there, he pulls me against his side and leads me to the elevator and up to our floor.


  Walking me to my room, he opens the door and pulls back the sheets.


  “Get in,” he says.


  I stumble forward and fall face first onto the mattress.


  “Jesus...” He sighs and lifts me up, placing me under the sheets himself. He sets my coffee on my night stand, and he takes out some of the things he bought at CVS as well: Three bottles of orange juice, Tylenol, and cool-packs for my forehead.


  He readjusts my sheets and brushes hair off of my face. “Why were you at a bar and not at work?”


  “I was having a bad day.”


  “Since when do you drink on bad days? You paint on bad days.”


  “People change.”


  “We don’t.” His eyes are on mine. “At least not that much.” He turns on my lamp and turns off my alarm clock. “Regardless of the bad day, why didn’t you just stay home?”


  “I locked myself out.”


  “Then why didn’t you call?”


  “Because I would’ve had to call you.” The liquor is still rushing through my veins. “I didn’t want to call you.”


  “Because you hate me that much?”


  I nod. “Because you hate me, too.”


  Silence.


  “Do you need anything else?” he asks.


  “No.” I try to roll onto my side, but it doesn’t work.


  Shaking his head, Dean grabs my hips and helps me. He leans down and looks at me, pressing his hand against my forehead once more, and I’m not sure what comes over me, but I press my forehead against his and kiss him. Thoroughly.


  My arms go around his neck and I continue to kiss him because I suddenly have the urge, because I want to. And for some strange reason, I feel like I need to. My tongue slides against his and I moan into his mouth, but then I realize that he’s not kissing me back and my eyes widen.


  Before I can pull away in complete embarrassment, he runs his fingers through my hair and kisses me harder than I was kissing him. His lips fit perfectly onto mine. It feels so good that I’m not sure whether I’m dreaming or not.


  I don’t get a chance to figure out if I’m in reality or not because all of a sudden, I pass out.


  Chapter 20


  MIA


  ––––––––


  ERIC: Are you awake?


  MIA: Barely...


  ERIC: Is this your goddamn vomit on my kitchen floor? Is this from last night?


  MIA: What? I don’t remember...


  ERIC: [eye-roll emoji] I need for you to never drink alcohol again. At least, not while I’m gone to this conference this weekend. Can you promise me that?


  MIA: It was just a one-time thing. Once. It won’t happen again.


  ERIC: It better not. No parties either.


  MIA: Really? :-(What about an orgy?


  ERIC: Stop fucking with me, Mia. And add “orgy” to the list of words to never say to your brother.


  MIA: Done deal. Have a safe trip :-)


  At some point last night, I do remember stumbling into the kitchen—maybe vomiting, and then forcing myself to stand in the shower. I’m pretty sure I returned to bed naked, but when I woke up, I was wearing leggings and a cami, so I’m going to pretend like I got up randomly and did that myself. Since I have the apartment to myself this afternoon, I refuse to make any attempts to change into anything else until Monday, though.


  I toss my phone onto my bed and grab a bottle of orange juice off my nightstand. I toss back a few aspirin and go into the living room.


  I turn on the TV, looking for something good to watch, but I get through over 100 channels and don’t find anything.


  I can’t believe there aren’t any mindless chick flicks on. That should be a crime...


  Frustrated, I switch to the high definition channels, and before I can give up, I find my favorite movie’s opening scene.


  I unfold the blanket at the edge of the couch and lay it over me, swooning over the movie, as if it’s my first time watching it.


  Right at the part when the two leads meet for the first time, I hear someone unlocking the front door.


  “Hey,” Dean says as he walks inside, but I don’t look over.


  “Hey...” I turn up the volume, making it clear that we will not be talking today.


  He must get the hint, because he laughs softly and I hear him walking into the kitchen. I hear him making all types of noise—getting out pots and pans, starting the blender, and opening and re-opening the fridge.


  I consider muting the TV until he’s finished, but I’m fifteen minutes away from my favorite part of the movie and regardless of the fact that he helped me last night or not, I’m not going to give him the satisfaction.


  The noises in the kitchen come to an end, and I smell the sweet smell of bread and soup. I still don’t turn around, though.


  The next thing I hear is Dean walking behind me, down the hallway, and shutting his bathroom door. Then I hear the sound of water in the shower.


  The aroma of the soup and bread infiltrates my senses with each second that passes, but I keep my attention glued to the TV.


  Why is he home so early today?


  Halfway through the movie, Dean comes out of the bathroom and returns to the kitchen. He makes a few more noises with pots, and the next thing I know, he’s placing two bowls of soup on the coffee table and sitting next to me.


  “Temporary truce?” He asks, shirtless and letting water fall from his damp hair onto his chest.


  “Temporary?”


  “I’m sure within two hours we’ll hate each other again, but as a fellow human being, I’m assuming you haven’t eaten today, correct?”


  I nod.


  “So, a temporary truce, with soup. Just for now.”


  “Fine.” I lean forward and grab one of the bowls, taking a spoon from his hand. I try my best not to look over at him again, but every so often, I find myself stealing glances. I find myself wondering if it’s really possible for him to have gotten that much sexier in ten years.


  As the lead characters in the movie laugh and lean in for a kiss, I hear him letting out a deep sigh. Then he rolls his eyes.


  “Since when do vampires sparkle?” he asks.


  “They always have.”


  “Right.” He rolls his eyes again. “I can’t take much more of this.”


  “Well, good thing you don’t have to. You have your own room, and from what I recall, you have an even bigger TV.”


  “How would you know?”


  “I wouldn’t,” I say, blushing. “I’m just speculating.”


  “I’m sure.” He sets down his bowl. “What made you dye your hair?”


  “What?”


  “Your hair.” He looks as if he’s going to run his fingers through my new auburn and blonde streak locks, but he holds back. “I liked it better dark brown.”


  “Well, I’ll be sure to keep it this way then, especially since I’ve always lived my life for you.”


  His lips curve into a smirk. “I see a lot hasn’t changed.”


  “The fact that you still annoy me? No, that hasn’t changed at all.”


  “You sure about that?”


  “Pretty sure.”


  “So, do you normally make it a habit to make-out with guys that annoy you?”


  “I did not ‘make out’ with you.”


  “You kissed the shit out of me,” he says. “Were you feeling horny? Sexually deprived?”


  “Neither. I was drunk.”


  “You weren’t that drunk.”


  “I clearly was, if I kissed you at all.”


  “I think you need to quit lying to yourself.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “I’m saying that if I kissed you right now, you wouldn’t stop me.”


  “I definitely would,” I say, my heart racing. “Don’t try it.”


  “’Trying’ isn’t really my style,” he says, moving closer. “Surely you remember that.”


  “I don’t remember anything about you.”


  “You sure about that?” The way he’s looking at me, has my stomach in knots and I can feel a slight warmth in my cheeks.


  “Yes.” I say with a little less bite. “I’m sure. And you know what else?”


  I don’t get to finish what I was going to say because before the next word is out my mouth, his lips are on mine. He draws my bottom lip into his mouth, sucking it hard, and causing a small moan to escape my lips.


  Within seconds, his hands are slipping around me and he’s pulling me closer, until my body is flush up against his.


  Straddling his lap, I kiss him back even harder, wrapping my arms around his neck. I want to stop, need to stop, but I can’t.


  My body wants this terribly, and as his hands slip under my shirt and unclasp my bra, I can feel his cock hardening beneath me. I press my hand against his chest and let him continue to control our kiss, but as I feel wetness through my leggings, I quickly pull back.


  Panting, I look at him and he looks just as confused as I am. I slowly slide out of his lap and turn off the TV, and then I stand up and go to my room.


  I need to stay in here for the rest of the weekend...


  ***


  After several more cable movies and a few bad sitcoms, I put my TV on mute and turn off my lamp. As soon as I shut my eyes, I hear the sound of loud music starting outside my door.


  I glance at the clock on my night stand to check the time: Three in the morning.


  Rolling over, I hold a pillow over my head and wait for the music to stop, but when I roll over again, its three forty-five and it’s only getting louder. You have to be kidding me right now...He knows we’re the only two people here...


  I climb out of bed and pull a sweat-shirt over my head. I walk down the hallway, past the empty living room, and into the kitchen. Coming face to face with the source of the loudness, I can only hesitate and ask myself if this is really happening.


  As if it’s not almostfour o’clock in the goddamn morning, Dean’s IPod dock is blaring at maximum volume, and he seems to be completely oblivious.


  He’s standing with his back to me, leaning over the stove. Shirtless in sweat pants and bare feet, with a spoon hanging from his lips, he’s making pancakes. Effin pancakes.


  I stand in the doorway, waiting to see if he’s going to notice me, but he doesn’t. He starts chopping fruit.


  "What the hell are you doing, Dean?" I say, immediately walking over to turn the speakers down.


  "Cooking breakfast." He says leaning over and turning one of the burners off. "Clearly."


  "Do you have to do this at four o’clock in the morning?"


  "Is there a schedule for when I'm allowed to eat what I want?" He sets down his spoon.


  "No..." I say, stepping closer. "But there's a schedule for when you're not allowed to get on my nerves. Midnight to six a.m., would be nice.”


  “I take it our truce is over, just that fast?”


  “Yes. It is long over.”


  “Is the music the real problem, or are you here for another reason?” He asks, glaring down at me.


  “It’s the music.”


  “Then I highly suggest that you go back to your room and find some ear plugs. I was living here first. I do this all the time.” He turns the speakers back up, even louder this time.


  “You haven’t done it once since I moved in.” I’m nearly yelling now, closing the gap between us, refusing to stand down to him.


  “Only because I’ve been busy.”


  “Sleeping with your rotating roster of women?” I yank the cord to his IPod dock completely out of the wall. “I’m sure that’s been such hard work for you.”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” He pushes my back against the cabinets. “And why the hell did you just do that?”


  “Get your hands off of me, Dean.” I glare at him as he grips my hips. “Get your hands off. Of. Me.”


  “Say it like you actually mean it and I will.”


  I hesitate and his lips immediately latch onto mine and he’s crushing me with the weight of his kiss. It feels like he’s going to devour me, his kiss is so rough and aggressive. But I give it back just as hard as he’s giving it. I bite down on his lip and he pulls my hair at the base of my neck, pulling so hard it almost stings.


  Only allowing me a second to catch my breath, his hands pull my shirt and cami over my head – completely exposing my breasts.


  His lips trail hot kisses all over my neck as his hands start to tease my nipples. When they’re hard and erect, he sucks them into his mouth and gently bites them, one at a time.


  My knees begin to feel weak as he holds me steady against the cabinets, and I have to grab onto his shoulders for support.


  I pull at the string of his sweat pants and slip my hand into his briefs, letting my hand feel the length of him.


  “Shit, Mia” He lets out a deep moan, but he moves my hand away.


  He drops down to his knees and kisses a trail down my stomach. He pulls my shorts and panties off with one tug. His pants follow next.


  Pulling me down to the floor on top of him, he positions my ass on his lap. He teases my opening with the head of his thick cock and I can feel wetness pooling between my thighs.


  I position myself right over his cock and slowly lower myself down until he completely fills me.


  He only allows me a second to get comfortable with his size before his hands cup my ass and start to move me in a back and forward motion.


  Once we have a steady rhythm, I move his hands away and grind my ass against him hard, forcing him deeper, earning myself another series of moans.


  I ride him with no hands, rubbing my swollen breast and playing with my hard nipples. I can feel the orgasm starting to build inside of me as I begin to lose all control. I meet Dean’s eyes as he watches me reach my climax. He finds his release right after me.


  I lay against the cold tile, struggling to catch my breath. I wait until my heart starts beating at a normal pace to peel my eyes open. Dean’s eyes meet mine and a small smile forms on his lips. He gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear before untangling our bodies and getting to his feet.


  Offering me his hand, he pulls me to my feet. He gathers my clothes from the floor and to my surprise, he helps me dress. Without a word, he takes the IPod dock and puts it away in the living room. I stand there, watching him, unsure what to do next or what to say.


  When he returns to me, he clasps my hand and leads me down the hallway to my bedroom.


  I’m wondering if he plans to stay and join me in bed, but he doesn’t. He’s standing close, almost close enough to kiss, but we don’t. Instead, he says, “Goodnight,” before leaving and shutting my door behind him.


  Chapter 21


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I hate how much I enjoyed what happened between me and Dean last night. I hate how my body wanted more and how my lips wanted to feel another kiss from him.


  All day, I’ve been doing my best not to think about him, but I can’t help it. Through all my tours and set-ups, the image of him kissing me has been implanted on my mind.


  “Mia?” my supervisor suddenly asks, making me look up.


  “Yes?”


  “You’re wasting paint all over the floor.”


  I look down and realize the paint bottle in my hand is empty and the color that should have gone on the announcement board is now all over the gallery’s floor.


  “I am so sorry,” I say. I tilt the bottle up and grab a washcloth, but she steps in front of me.


  “I think you should go home.” She looks concerned. “You haven’t been yourself at all today.”


  “What? No, no, no. I’m perfectly fine.”


  “Every time a guest has asked you a question today, you’ve completely zoned out.”


  “No, I haven’t...”


  “Would you like me to rewind some of the security footage?” She raises her eyebrow. “I’m not upset with you, Mia. You’ve been working extremely hard. I just think you need to go home for the rest of the day, and take off tomorrow, too. I’ll see you Monday.”


  I don’t get a chance to respond. She’s turned away to speak to the couple who just walked in through the doors.


  I go to the back and grab my purse, and then I decide to take the long way home. I need to think, and I need to make sure Dean knows that whatever the fuck that was or whatever reason it happened, it has to stop here.


  ***


  When Dean walks through the door later that night, I’m standing in the hallway waiting.


  “We need to talk,” I say.


  “About?”


  “The other night.”


  “What about it?”


  “You need to know that, that’s not going to happen again.”


  He doesn’t say anything, only tilts his head to the side.


  “Dean, that’s not going to happen again,” I repeat. “So, do whatever you have to do, but it’s probably best if we split up the condo. That way, you’ll stay on your side and I’ll stay on mine and this won’t be an issue.”


  “What are you talking about, Mia? What’s not going to happen again?”


  “Dean, you know what I’m talking about. This.” I motion between us. “This isn’t going to happen again.”


  “So this?” He steps forward and puts his hand around my waist, pulling me close.


  “Yes, Dean. This.”


  “Okay, I’m just trying to make sure I understand.” He gently kisses my lips. “This isn’t going to happen again either, right?”


  “Exactly.” My breathing slows as his hand slides under my shirt. “I’m glad you understand now.”


  “I completely understand.” His mouth covers mine and he pushes me against the wall. His hands are in my hair and my hands are around his neck.


  He kisses me until I can’t breathe, and then he pulls back a bit. Looking into my eyes, he takes my hand and walks me over to the couch.


  Without saying a word, he sits down and pulls me into his lap so I’m straddling him. His lips connect with mine again, and his hands push my skirt up to my stomach.


  I moan as he bites my bottom lip and pushes my panties to the side.


  He pulls a condom out of his pocket and presses it into my hand, silently commanding me to open it and put it on him.


  I oblige, slowly. It takes me a while to focus because I can’t think with the way he’s kissing me.


  When I finally do place it on him, he gently lifts me up and positions my pussy over his cock. Giving me one last kiss, he holds my hips and lets my body slowly sink onto his.


  I’m not sure how long we sit like that or how long I rock against him, but when we’re finally done, the sun is rising outside the window and that familiar look of “what the hell just happened” is on both of our faces.


  Chapter 22


  MIA


  ––––––––


  MIA: Are you awake?


  AUTUMN: No. This better be an emergency.


  MIA: It is an emergency.


  AUTUMN: It’s not an emergency. If it was, you would have called.


  MIA: I fucked Dean last night. (You were right. It wasn’t an emergency.)


  AUTUMN: You did what??? (No, I was wrong! This IS an emergency. WTH?)


  MIA: You read it correctly the first time...I fucked Dean last night.


  AUTUMN: I know. LOL. Just making sure my eyes aren’t playing tricks on me.


  MIA: It’s definitely not a trick.


  AUTUMN: I can’t believe you did that. (Was it good? O_o )


  MIA: I can’t believe it either. I’m not sure what’s going to happen next. (Hell, yes.)


  AUTUMN: Details? His room? Your room? (I think I’m speechless....Truly speechless.)


  MIA: Living room couch, but...


  AUTUMN: But what????


  MIA: That wasn’t the first time it happened. The first time was on the kitchen floor.


  AUTUMN: How romantic. Am I missing the part where he apologized for the past? The part where you two discuss getting back together?


  MIA: No. It was just sex. I technically still hate him.


  AUTUMN: If you keep screwing him, the hate will eventually go away. Especially if it’s as good as you say.


  MIA: It was good, really good. It was better than it was in high school even. If there was some way we could just not talk to each other, I would love to just keep fucking him. That’s it.


  ––––––––


  I refresh my messages, waiting for Autumn’s usual faster-than-the-speed-of-light reply, but it doesn’t come.


  MIA: Hey, are you there? What do you think about what I proposed? Is it possible for me to simply sleep with someone I hate on a regular basis without any consequences?


  AUTUMN: What are you talking about? The last thing I got from you was that you technically still “hate” him.


  ––––––––


  My jaw drops as another text comes through.


  ––––––––


  DEAN:  The sex was definitely better than it was in high school, and there are plenty of ways that we could not talk to each other, since I would love to keep fucking you, too. (I’m assuming your previous text was supposed to go to Autumn. Tell her I said hello.)


  Chapter 23


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I’m trying to convince myself that sex is just a weapon. It’s something I’m doing to use against him later. It just happens to feel amazing and addicting as hell with Dean...


  Ever since that night on the couch where he was inside of me for hours, we’ve been having sex every day. Every. Day.


  And we don’t talk about it at all. It just happens.


  When I get off work, I take my shower—just as he’s taking his, and then I go into the kitchen for a snack. I watch about five to ten minutes of a TV show before Dean sits next to me, and then, within seconds, we’re all over each other.


  Although, more recently, we’ve been becoming a bit more civilized and he’s took me to his room and shut the door. Just in case Eric comes home early, but he never does.


  I’d be lying if I said I didn’t look forward to it all day. If I didn’t fantasize about him, making me breathless as he pleasures me for hours at a time.


  I’d also be lying if I said I didn’t want to know what he was thinking about this. About us. Or if I didn’t wonder if he was going to somehow use this against me later for something, too.


  Today, I try my hardest to keep thoughts of him off my mind though. I’ve already messed up two tours and if I mess up a third, I’m pretty sure Michelle is going to ask, “What happened to the girl I first hired? Bring her back. Now.”


  I pull the shades to the gallery’s window and prepare for my last three tours of the day. I’m determined not to make any mistakes on these.


  ***


  When I get off later that night (I decide to work a few hours of overtime), I notice Dean leaning against his squad car across the street.


  “Are you here to give me another ticket?” I say, walking over to him. “What’s the offense this time?”


  “It’s technically jay-walking.” He points to the light. “You should’ve waited to cross the street just then.


  I hold out my hand. “Where’s the ticket?”


  He gently pushes my hand away. “Where’s your car?”


  “Three blocks up.”


  “Do you need a ride?”


  “No, thanks,” I say, but he opens the passenger door anyway. I consider walking away, but I decide to go with it.


  He shuts the door as I climb inside, and he cranks the engine once he’s inside.


  Of course, he makes a U-turn and goes in the opposite direction from the parking garage where I park my car. I don’t say anything, though. I could use an extra five minutes off of my feet.


  I lean my head against the window and I can feel him looking at me, but I don’t look back at him.


  When we finally do reach my car, he, shuts off the engine. Without saying a word to me, he gets out and opens my door.


  “Thank you,” I say, getting out. “Are you working overtime today?”


  “Unfortunately.”


  My traitorous body whines at that thought.


  “Well, um...” I can’t help but look into his eyes. “Thank you for the ride.”


  “You said that already.”


  “I’m allowed to say it again.”


  “You are.” He steps to the side. “Are you going to go home?”


  I nod and start to walk past him, but he grabs me by my waist and pushes me against his squad car. He pins my body to the metal with his and his lips quickly find mine.


  “Dean...Dean, stop.” I say, breaking our kiss. “Shouldn’t you be going back to work?”


  “I am.” His lips reconnect with mine. Keeping me pinned to the car, he continues to kiss me hard and sucks my lower lip into his mouth.


  I hear voices coming over the radio through his lowered window, through the radio on his belt. As much as I don’t want him to stop, I can’t help it.


  “Shouldn’t you answer that?” I pull away again. “Sounds important.”


  “It’s not.” He grips my hips, but I grab his hands and move them away. “They’re all talking about dinner, Mia.”


  “Still...” I manage to move away and slide against the car to the backdoor. “The past several nights have been rather interesting, but for right now, I think we should spend a little less time doing that and a little more time talking, so you won’t lose your job.”


  “First of all,” he says, “I’m not going to lose my job. I’m the best cop on the force. Second of all, what exactly do we need to discuss in this particular moment?”


  “I don’t know. Is there something you want to ask me?”


  “Yes. Why are you over there and not over here?”


  I roll my eyes. “I’m being serious, Dean.”


  “There’s really only one thing on my mind right now, Mia, so excuse me if I don’t want to stand here with a goddamn hard-on and have a deep, thought-provoking conversation.”


  “Okay, that’s my cue.” I consider walking away, but the way he’s looking at me, keeps me pinned to my spot.


  “Fine.” He sighs and places his hands on the hood. “Were you and your last boyfriend serious?”


  What? “What do you mean, were we serious?”


  “Were you fucking him?”


  My jaw drops, but I quickly recover. “We lived together. What do you think?”


  “Did you love him?”


  “No.” I cross my arms. “What about you? Minus the obvious sex question, which I already know is a yes, were you in love with your last serious girlfriend?”


  “I haven’t had any serious girlfriends.”


  “In ten years, you haven’t dated? All the girls you’re bringing around now are just gateway girlfriends?”


  “I’ve definitely dated, but I haven’t had any serious or gateway girlfriends. I have yet to find anyone that compares to my last one.”


  This is a trap...This is a trap...


  “Well,” I say. “I’m sorry that I can’t say the same. You’ll find someone comparable one day. I did.”


  “Your ex is someone who compares to me?”


  “In certain aspects, yes. Very much so.”


  “What aspects?”


  “It doesn’t matter. We broke up. Oh, wait. The two of you are definitely comparable in that aspect.’


  “What aspects, Mia?” He looks angry and offended.


  “It. Doesn’t. Matter.” I need to get away from him. “The past is the past. There’s another similar aspect. What a coincidence!”


  “I’m going to ask you one last time, Mia...” He takes his hands off the hood and walks closer to me. “You honestly think he compared to me?” There’s a hint of hurt in his eyes this time.


  “Can we just drop this? Can we change the subject or can I just go home?”


  “No.” He pushes my body to the side and opens the back door. “Get in.”


  “What?”


  “Get in the damn car, Mia.”


  “I’m not getting in the back of your squad car.”


  He smiles at me before grabbing my arm and literally shoving me into his back seat, him following behind me before closing the door.


  “When an officer gives you a command,” he says pushing my back down against the seat, “you follow it. Do you understand?” He raises his brow.


  “Yes.” I whisper, my heart rate starting to rise.


  His lips find mine again and this time our kiss is hot and rough. He settles his body between my legs, his uniform and equipment scraping against the seat


  He grabs the hair at the nape of my neck with one hand and roughly tugs, exposing my neck to his mouth. Sucking and kissing.


  When his lips find mine again, I bite down hard on his bottom lip, payment for the rough pull of my hair. He smiles in return.


  His hands tug at the hem of my shirt before pulling it over my head. As he unzips my jeans, I unclasp my bra, allowing it to slide to the floor.


  He pulls my jeans down my legs and I have to lift my butt up to help him get them off.


  His mouth goes to my breast, taking them into his mouth, sucking hard. I don’t even worry about someone walking past and seeing us, the windows are so steamed up, that I’m certain no one can see us.


  Dean starts to trail feather-like kisses down my chest, going lower and lower, setting my skin on fire.


  “So, those aspects,” he says kissing right below my belly button. “Were they fucking aspects?”


  “What?” I ask panting.


  “Are you saying someone fucked you better than I did?”


  Oh, my God, is he really asking me this right now?


  “Dean.”


  “Maybe you need help figuring it out.” His lips kiss me on top of my panties, driving my mind insane.


  He grabs both my legs and hoist them up, I have to grab onto the back of the seat to hold myself steady. With my legs spread wide, he rests each one over his shoulders before returning his mouth to the spot right below my belly button.


  With his eyes locking on mine, he slowly inches his way down, almost at that sweet spot between my legs.


  When his mouth finally kisses my pussy through the thin fabric of my panties, my head falls back with my eyes closed. Dean pushes my panties to the side with one hand and pushes two fingers inside with the other hand. The entire time this is happening, his mouth is assaulting my pussy in the best possible way.


  I feel myself about to come, my legs begin to shake, my toes start to curl and I dig my hands into his hair, yanking hard. Right as I’m about to find my release, Dean sits up, letting my legs fall away.


  I whimper in response.


  “Turn around.” He says in, literally, the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard.


  I sit up and turn over on my stomach as Dean releases his belt and unzips his pants. He grabs my panties, sliding them down my legs before he grabs my waist, pulling my butt into the air, flush against his cock. He enters me from behind, rough and fast.


  “Did your ex-boyfriend fuck you like this?”


  “No.” I moan.


  “I know he didn’t,” he says before his hips begin to move, long thrusts back and forth. He pulls me back against him in perfect rhythm to his thrusts.


  My legs shake, about to give out from the intensity of it all.


  I can feel an orgasm building, every muscle in my body tightening.


  “I want to feel you come on my cock.” My body shudders as an intense orgasm rocks through me.


  Moments later, Dean lets out a deep moan and then he slowly stills behind me, digging his nails into my skin. I collapse beneath him, no longer able to hold on. Still buried deep inside of me, he trails soft kisses up and down my back. When I finally catch my breath, he slowly pulls out of me. He helps me onto the seat, briefly kissing my lips as he helps me dress.


  Shortly after our tryst in his car, a new routine develops.


  During the day, we act cordial, but keep a distance between ourselves, especially whenever Eric is around. But at night, it’s an entirely different story. We’ll steal moments together to kiss and make out, sometimes in the hallway when passing, in the kitchen while Eric takes a late night shower and even going as far as me slipping into Dean’s bed when we are both sure that Eric is sleeping.


  It slowly becomes the highlight of my day, those stolen moments with Dean. I start looking forward to seeing him, reminiscing on the secret glances, on those heated kisses.


  But I keep my heart safe. I don’t let myself think about any possibilities for ‘us’ after sex.


  It’s just sex.


  Chapter 24


  MIA


  ––––––––


  On a quiet Sunday morning, I drag a new easel and a clean canvas up to the roof, setting up near the edge, a foggy view of the waterfront directly ahead. The sky is cloudy and there’s a light wind that brushes my skin every few seconds. There’s no chance of rain for the next few days, but the air feels slightly misty and damp.


  It’s perfection.


  Inspired, I mix shades of green and blue in a paper cup to create a perfect hue. I’m determined to paint something that’s non-gloomy today, something simple like a sailboat setting off on the sea. I use the green paint on my fingers to outline the frame of the picture, and then I press my brush against the center of the frame, making small blue strokes.


  I finish the ocean in record time, admiring how it almost looks too real, and as I’m preparing the white and grey paint for the sail boat, soft music floods my ears.


  I stop painting, realizing that the source of the music is close by. I turn around and see that Dean is sitting on the ledge behind me, strumming his guitar.


  Our eyes meet, but neither of us speaks.


  We stare at each other for what feels like an eternity, but his fingers never stop plucking the guitar, so I slowly turn back around. 


  It’s the first time the two of us have been in the same space without it immediately leading to sex, as of late. It’s actually really nice to have this moment. It reminds me of the good times from years ago, but I refuse to dwell on that.


  When the sun starts to set and the last of the day’s light leaves us, I take my canvas off the easel and set it onto a table. Then I start to clean my brushes.


  “Are you leaving?” Dean asks, his voice soft.


  “Yeah, all of the natural light is gone, so...” I look over at him and try to read his expression. “Are you staying?”


  “More than likely.” He’s staring at me. “Light isn’t really a requirement for music.”


  Silence.


  “Well, I hope you enjoy the rest of your time up here.” I dry my last brush and set it right side up in my bag. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you later.” I start to walk toward the door, but I feel him walking right behind me.


  “Mia, stay.” He puts his hands on my shoulder.


  I turn around. “For what? You want to have sex out here?”


  “No, but if you’re interested in discussing any new positions, we could talk about that.”


  “Goodnight, Dean.”


  “I’m joking.” He grabs my arm. “Stay.”


  “Ten minutes,” I say, but only because I feel my heart warming up to him and I don’t need that right now. I follow him over to the ledge and sit next to him.


  He sets his guitar into its case and looks directly into my eyes. “Why did you go to Harvard?”


  “Because I was accepted there.”


  “I’m aware of that, but from what I remember, you didn’t want to go there.”


  I shrug. “I guess my dreams changed.”


  “They clearly haven’t.” He gestures toward the paintings that line the other side of the roof. “Is your dream to still own an art gallery?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then did you at least major in art at Harvard?” He looks concerned.


  “I got a minor. I majored in Finance.”


  He shakes his head and sighs. “I looked you up on Facebook a few times freshman year.”


  “Only freshman year?”


  “A few times sophomore year as well, but you never popped up. Why is that?”


  “I was never one for being social.” I smile. “I also didn’t like the idea of random people looking me up. No offense.”


  He smiles back at me and I scoot a bit closer.


  “I created a fake profile once, though,” I admit. “So I could look you up and see what you were doing, how you’d moved on, but you weren’t there either.”


  “I deleted my account after sophomore year. Wasn’t really a fan of random people looking me up, either.”


  I laugh. “Well, what about your school? Why did you go to Western Peak when you really wanted to go to Harvard?”


  His eyes suddenly shift to the cold look they had when I first saw him here, but he shakes his head and hesitates before answering.


  “I went there for you,” he says. “I thought you would be there.”


  “After everything you did to me?”


  “You mean to say that vice-versa, correct?”


  “No, it came out right.” I scoot away from him a bit. “After everything you did to me, you wanted to go to college together?”


  “I wanted us to make up.” He stands up as if he can’t bear being close to me anymore. “I thought a summer apart was enough time for us to forget everything that happened—”


  “I will never forget what happened.” I cut him off. “But I must have been just as naïve as you back then, because you’re the only reason I went to Harvard. I honestly thought you’d be there.”


  “You weren’t planning to apologize?”


  “Me?” I notice that he’s glaring at me now and stepping closer and closer to the door. “Apologize to you? Is your memory that distorted? Is your mind that fucked up?”


  “No,” he says, twisting the doorknob and opening the door. “Just my heart.”


  Chapter 25


  MIA


  ––––––––


  There’s a popular saying about the past, something about it being best to leave all of the hurt and pain there, to move on and grow from it, but I’ve never thought that was fair.


  It’s actually very, very un-fucking fair.


  How can you possibly move on from the one person who infiltrates your dreams, no matter how many times you try to place him into your nightmares? How can you expect to grow without knowing the exact reason you fell apart, and as far as leaving hurt and pain behind?


  I’m certain that’s impossible. There’s no stop-clock for heart-ache, and time only numbs it, bit by bit. It never heals it completely.”


  I write all of those words down onto a sheet of white paper and cut them out one by one. I glue them to a board in no particular order or fashion, until my board looks like word vomit.


  I cannot believe that Dean had the audacity to blame me for anything that happened between us, that he really thought I was the one who needed to apologize.


  I’ve been up typing for six hours straight since, running off pure anger and confusion.


  When my last word is stuck to the board, I start typing up more thoughts, so I can add more scrambled words to whatever the hell this piece will turn out to be. Then I hear a knock at my door and it slowly opens. 


  Dean.


  “What?” I ask.


  He opens the door and looks at me. “Can we do another temporary truce?”


  “Are you about to get drunk? Do you need me to help you this time?” I shake my head. “I won’t be able to carry you or help you into bed, so if that’s what you’re about to propose, you should ask someone else.”


  “That’s not it...” He says, a slight smile on his lips. “I was going to propose trying to start over, with you.”


  “What?” I raise my eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”


  “Bullshit aside, I know you still care about me, Mia.”


  “My heart is an idiot.”


  “I still have feelings for you, too.” He steps inside and shuts the door, leaning against the wall. “And I think we can try to be friends at least.”


  “Friends who have sex or friends who don’t have sex?”


  “The sex is definitely still happening.” He briefly glances at my collage and looks back at me. “That’s not the point, though. I would like for us to get along, to try and move past what happened, if we can.”


  I don’t say anything. I just stare at him with the cut-out word “hate” literally hanging off my fingertips.


  “Are you going to say something?” he asks. “Do you think we could at least try to talk to each other outside of the sex?”


  “We could try...”


  “Good.” He walks over to my dresser and picks up the boxes of protein bars I stole long ago. “Do you mind if I take these back now?”


  “No.” I place “hate” onto my desk. “How do we start over as friends?”


  He shrugs and opens the door. “Shouldn’t be that hard. It’s not like I don’t already know you.”


  “Believe it or not, ten years can change a person quite a bit.”


  “I’m sure it can.” He smiles, looking me over. “However, you clearly still have a thing for wearing red bras every day and purposely color coordinating them with whatever color I mention the day before. I’m sure there’s plenty of other things that are still the very same.” He shuts the door as I blush, not giving me enough time to come up with a good excuse.


  Chapter 26


  MIA


  ––––––––


  “What’s this?” Eric walks into the condo days later. Much earlier than normal, almost too early. “The two of you sitting on a couch together, both alive and not arguing?” He tosses his scarf onto the coat rack. “Is this really happening?”


  I roll my eyes. “Quick day at work for you?”


  “Not at all.” He leans against the wall. “I have a client meeting me here in an hour.” He looks at Dean. “Did you sign for a package in my name earlier?”


  “Yeah. It’s in your room.”


  “Thanks.” He walks past us, still looking slightly confused. He returns seconds later and tosses both of us a pack of labels.


  “What’s this for?” I ask.


  “It’s for the next time you two decide not to get along. Just label your shit the second you start feeling angry and agree to not touch each other’s stuff.” He laughs and pulls his phone out of his pocket, holding it up to his ear. “Yeah, I’m here. I’ll meet you downstairs and bring you up.”


  He ends the call and looks at both of us. “You two mind letting me use the living room for a few hours when I get back?”


  “Not at all.” “Sure.” We say in unison, smiling at him, waiting for him to shut the door.


  The second he’s gone, we both jump up from the couch and look for the condom we were trying to find before.


  “This is exactly why we should’ve gone to your room,” I say. “And this is exactly why ‘friends’, especially friends who used to be more than friends, shouldn’t have sex.”


  “Do me a favor and remember that the next time you start shit between us and slip your hands into my pants.”


  I blush and flip over a couch pillow, finding it. I point to it and he rolls his eyes, as he picks it up and throws it into the trash.


  The ping of the elevator returning to our floor sounds and he looks at me.


  “Are you going to stay out here and watch him work?”


  “No, I wasn’t planning to. Why?”


  “I think we should go get dinner together, then.”


  “Dinner?”


  “Yes, as friends.”


  “Then we’ll go half and half?”


  “No.” He looks offended that I would even suggest that. “I’ll pay.”


  I look at my watch. “As long as you promise we’ll be back by ten. I have an early day at the gallery tomorrow.”


  “I’ll have you back at nine.” He walks toward the door and grabs our coats off the rack. “That way we can be ‘friends’ in my room before you go to sleep.”


  “You’re ridiculous and insatiable.”


  “Always when it comes to you...”


  ***


  The next day at work, I watch the clock above the register, counting the minutes as the time slowly ticks by. Although having sex with Dean yesterday was amazing, my body hasn’t had enough time to recover, so I’m beyond exhausted.


  Only seven minutes until close.


  Our conversation over dinner last night was shockingly emotion-free. We discussed surface stuff only—movie, films, books, and there were very few personal anecdotes. (I’m assuming this is the way it’ll have to be for us to get along long-term.)


  As the second hand on the wall ticks past the twelve, I grab the “now closed” sign, tempted to hang it now, but the last time I did, the bell above the door chimed with only seconds to spare. The walk-in was an older gentleman, dressed impeccably well in a three piece suit, and I knew without asking, that he was “old money.” He introduced himself as Ethan Bradley and insisted that I give him the “official” tour, stopping to admire each and every single collection, admiring the skill and inspiration of the various artists. That night, I didn’t get home until well after midnight, but luckily, the commission I earned from Mr. Bradley’s purchases was enough to cover my savings for the next few months.


  I glance at the clock again.


  Three minutes...


  I walk to the front of the Gallery and slowly lower the shades one by one, crossing my fingers, praying like hell that no one walks through the door.


  Less than a minute...


  I lower the last shade and shut down the monitor at my work station. As the clock finally strikes seven, I deposit all the cash into a lock box, set the alarm, and switch off all the lights in record time.


  As I double check the locks on the door, I hear the sound of a familiar voice calling my name from behind me. And then I feel someone touching me.


  Startled, I drop my keys and turn around.


  “Shit, Dean!” I say, trying to calm my heart that’s now beating frantically in my chest. He stoops down to help me pick up my belongings, as I return everything to my purse.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He hands me my purse.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m about to hang out with a friend,” he replies with a small smile on his face. “We’ll probably be out all night.”


  “Glad you felt it necessary to come all the way here to tell me that.” I cross my arms. “I hope you have fun with your friend.”


  “I’m sure I will. What are your plans for tonight?”


  “I have a ‘friend’ I’ll be hanging out with as well.”


  “Who?”


  “Trevor.”


  “The guy you had at the apartment that day?” he asks. “I’m pretty sure he would not be open to hanging out with you after what I said to him.”


  “Goodbye, Dean. Enjoy your night.” I feel jealous about him hanging out with someone else, but I don’t, technically, have the right to be.


  I walk away and feel him clasping my hand minutes later.


  “For someone who’s well versed in literature, your inability to pick up context clues is very sad.” He looks down at me with a smile. “I was referring to going out with you.”


  I blush. “I knew that.”


  “Sure you did.”


  “Where’d you park?”


  “Two blocks over,” he says as we approach the corner. “But I was thinking we could take the bus today.”


  “You don’t strike me as the city bus-rider type.”


  “I’m not.” He pulls me toward a bus shelter. “I’m a I-remember-you-once-said-you-wanted-to-do-this type.”


  As we wait for the bus, I swear up and down that I never said that to him, that I’m pretty sure he’s making that up, but he won’t admit he’s lying. He even tries to bet money on it.


  I bet five dollars, but as the city bus stops in front of us, I withdraw my bet. I can remember...


  “What type of dates do you think we’ll go on when we get older?” I ask Dean as he hands me a bag of popcorn.


  “What do you mean?”


  I lean against his shoulder as the drive-in’s movie begins to play. “I mean, do you think we’ll always do small things like movies, art shows, and dinner? We’re both, technically, low-key.”


  “We are, but it would depend on the alternative.” He runs his fingers through my hair. “I’d do whatever you wanted.”


  Smiling, I tell him that I know that. I can feel that.


  As the opening previews begin to play, he entwines his hand in mine and asks, “What type of date would you want to go on? One of those over the top movie types?” His eyes meet mine and I can tell he’s hoping that I say no.


  Laughing, I shake my head. “No. I would actually just like to experience a real city date. You wouldn’t have to drive. We could just take the subway or the bus everywhere, and we could just spend the whole night talking, trying food in every diner we pass, and maybe, if I have a high tolerance for alcohol, drinking until we can’t take anymore. You think we could do that one day?”


  “I do.”


  “You promise?”


  “Definitely.” He kisses my forehead before the movie starts. “I promise.”


  ––––––––


  “This is our stop,” Dean says, shaking me back into the present. He pays our fare and leads me off of the bus, and then he puts his hands on my shoulders. “If we’re going to do this, which we are, we need to establish a few ground rules first.”


  “Why do we need rules?”


  “To ensure that we don’t end this night by going at each other’s throats.”


  “What are the rules?”


  “First rule,” he says, trailing his finger against my lips. “No smart ass comments.”


  I open my mouth to say something smart, but he quickly shuts me down. “I mean it, Mia. No smart ass comments, from either of us.”


  “What else?”


  “No sexual innuendos.”


  “That’s your specialty, not mine.”


  “Mia...” He waits for me to agree.


  “Fine.”


  “Good. And last rule: If you’re uncomfortable at any point, let me know.”


  “Do you have something planned that would make me uncomfortable?” I ask.


  He doesn’t answer. He just grabs my hand and leads me down the block, letting the cool night air bite at our skin with every step.


  Shivering, I lean against him and he holds me closer, as he tells me about some of the places that we stroll by. There’s the bar where he almost fought Eric, the only guitar shop he trusts, and a row of coffee shops he used to go to every day until he, apparently, “got tired of drinking it.”


  We walk past a small stretch of trees and he admits that he often runs there to clear his mind when he’s angry or frustrated after work. When I ask him how many times he ran there when I first arrived in Portland, he stops walking altogether and looks at me. Then he says, “Every goddamn day.”


  “Have you done it out of anger or frustration recently?” I ask, not expecting his previous answer at all.


  “No, not recently.” He looks genuine. “I haven’t had a reason to. Are you hungry?”


  “Very much so.”


  “Good.” He leads me back past the park and toward another stretch of downtown.


  As we cross the street, he presses his hand against the small of my back, and with that small intimate contact, my heart begins to race. I almost give in and break our rule about sexual innuendos, but I hold back.


  Dean stops walking as we approach a street that’s lined with white food trucks. “I think we should try something here.”


  He must notice my hesitation, because he rubs my back and whispers into my ear. “I come here at least once a week on my lunch break. They have the best food in the city.” He even answers the exact question on my mind. “Yes, I really trust getting my food from a truck.”


  “Okay,” I say, following him over to the first truck that’s parked at the curb.


  “What do you like best, chicken, beef or lamb?”


  “Chicken or beef.”


  “Because you’ve never had lamb?”


  “Because everyone knows you’re not supposed to try new food when you’re hungry.”


  “Then we’ll get lamb, but we’ll get chicken, too, just in case you hate it.”


  I laugh as he orders for the both of us. I try a Cajun chicken taco, something I refuse to attempt to pronounce, and after much hesitation, a lamb gyro. I attempt to hide the fact that it tastes absolutely amazing, that I’m silently kicking myself for not trying it sooner, but I’m sure the fact that I ask him to order another one, is a dead giveaway.


  After we devour a few more gyros (okay, five more) we stroll down the block a little farther and buy a couple of sodas from a vendor, and then he makes me sit on a park bench to rest. Although there are tons of people around us, it feels like it’s only the two of us.


  “What’s on your mind, Mia?” he asks, looking into my eyes.


  “Nothing.”


  “You’re lying. You’re fidgeting, and you only do that when you’re thinking about something.”


  “What if I’m itching?” I smile.


  “Then you would’ve told me about it long before now and asked me to take you home. Tell me the truth. What are you thinking about?”


  “I’m just curious, that’s all.”


  “Curious about what?”


  “What happened to your dad? Do the two of you still talk?”


  He looks completely taken aback, but he doesn’t get angry. “When he found out I’d confirmed to go to Western Peak, he lost his shit. He put me out.”


  “What?”


  “Yeah, and he...” He stops, clearly affected by the memory. “He lost our house and had to move into an apartment, and he blamed me for it for a very long time, so I stopped talking to him for years. We spoke again for the first time this past Christmas ...” His voice trails off.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I told you to stop apologizing for other people years ago.” He puts his arm around my shoulder. “Are you and your mom on better terms?”


  “Barely. I’ve just learned to tolerate her more. That’s all.”


  He nods, looking off into the distance, and the two of us sit like that for a while. We just let our minds drive us to different spaces.


  “Are you ready to do something else?” he asks as more people crowd the park.


  I say yes and he helps me up, leading me down a few more streets and into a place he considers his favorite bar. He takes me right to a booth that’s tucked in the back, and instead of letting me sit across from him, he pulls me onto his lap.


  When the waitress walks up to our table, she doesn’t ask for our order. She simply sets down a tray of shots, and shoots us a grin before walking away.


  Holding me still, Dean grabs one of the shot glasses and positions it against my lips. “I know you have no idea how to properly get buzzed, so I need you to trust me on this and let me show you.”


  My cheeks redden as he slowly pours the cold liquor down my throat, as it burns all the way down.


  He signals for the waitress and orders limes and lemons, and a few soft drinks, since I’m “a lightweight” and then he literally coaxes me through each shot.


  After he tilts the last one against my mouth, his eyes hold my gaze. The way he’s looking at me now, sends a chill up my body. I can’t explain it, one look from him, and I lose my nerve and focus. It takes me back to the past, making me wish we ended up in a different present.


  “You okay?” He eases me out of his lap and helps me to stand.


  “Yeah, just tipsy.”


  He starts to ask me something else, but I fall into him as soon as he stands up.


  “Okay,” he says, laughing. “Maybe you just don’t need to drink at all.” He pulls me close and slowly walks me outside. He doesn’t even attempt to walk me to the bus stop, he quickly hails a cab.


  Helping me into the car, he holds me against his chest and tells the driver to take us to “The Paramount.”


  I look out the window as the car coasts through the sparse downtown traffic, as every street light seems to turn green the second we approach. I try not to focus on the fact that he’s caressing my back and kissing me every few minutes, but it’s hard to do with the liquor coursing through my system, with my body appreciating each and every touch. 


  When the car comes to an abrupt stop, I look out the window and see what type of place “The Paramount” is. The last place I would expect.


  “So is this the end of our date?” I try to hide the disappointment in my voice, as the hotel valet opens the door.


  “Not even close.” He helps me get out.


  The bellman opens the door as we walk into the lobby and tips his hat at us. We bypass the check-in desk, meaning Dean probably has the keys to a room.


  He leads me over to the bank of elevators and since the doors are glass, I try to hide my expression from my reflection.


  “Something wrong?” he asks as the doors glide open.


  I don’t say anything. I just shake my head. 


  He has the audacity to smile, and then he presses “P” for the penthouse and swipes a key against the pad.


  Crossing my arms, I look away from him and step to the other side of the elevator car, but he grabs me and pulls me back against him.


  As the doors open, I can’t help but be in awe of how amazing and beautiful the suite is. Set against the backdrop of the city, the windows that line the far side of the room are letting in the lights from downtown. 


  Dean hits the lights and I stand still, noticing that there is no furniture in the room at all. There are only massive frames hanging on the wall. Refusing to believe they’re what they seem, I slowly approach the one directly in front of me and run my fingers along the bottom of its frame.


  A Le Blanc...


  Dean slips his arms around me from behind. “He really was the best of his era...You were the one who told me that originally.”


  Still in shock, I shake my head in disbelief. “How did these get here?”


  “I met a collector a few months ago. I responded to a break-in at his home. I helped to recover most of the paintings, and he was grateful that I was able to find and return them to him. He said if I ever needed anything, just ask, so...”


  “I just can’t believe you did all of this...” I turn around to face him. “So, you made the reservation just for this?”


  “Yes,” he says smiling. “We’re only here for the art. I’ll fuck you back at home.”


  Chapter 27


  MIA


  ––––––––


  MIA: Help me...I think something’s terribly wrong.


  AUTUMN: What is it?


  MIA: I think I’m falling for Dean...again.


  AUTUMN: NO! STOP IT! STOP IT NOW! (Was that dramatic enough?)


  MIA: I can’t help it...He’s taken me out on a date every night for two weeks straight. And I lie to you not, the sex gets better each and every time. (Not even close...You left out “WTF”. That would’ve sealed the deal :-) )


  AUTUMN: Does your brother know about these “dates”? And where the hell has he taken you? (I’ll make sure it’s more believable next time.)


  MIA: No, he’s been busy with Sea of Ink. He’s been working 10-12 hour days for a while, so I doubt he would notice anyway. He’s taken me sailing, swimming, and to a bunch of different bars and restaurants downtown. He even showed up to my gallery and booked a private tour just to spend time with me on an overtime day. Am I screwed? Be honest.


  AUTUMN: Depends. Have the two of you discussed the end of senior year yet? Has he at least said sorry?


  MIA: No.


  AUTUMN: Have the two of you even discussed it?


  MIA: :-(


  AUTUMN: Just wait until you’re both secure in your current state of la-la-land and ask him about it. You can’t build something together for the future without addressing the past. (Promise to call me later with details about the sex.)


  MIA: I will...I’m definitely going to wait like you said, until we’re both in a good place with each other. (Totes :-) )


  ––––––––


  I put my phone back into my pocket and look out at Dean as he pumps gas into his car. He surprised me today after work and insisted on taking me somewhere for a few hours.


  Like a teenage girl all over again, I happily agreed, but now, after texting Autumn, I’m wondering if I made the right decision. I’m wondering just how long our pseudo relationship can last, if this is simply a house of cards that’ll blow away with our next wind of arguments.


  This time, I ignore the slight sinking feeling in my chest, and I tell my inner logic to go to hell. At least for now.


  Just let me have right now...


  “You okay?” Dean asks, as he slips into the car.


  “I’m fine.” I shut my eyes as he leans over to kiss me. “Where are we going?”


  “Somewhere close. It’s not that far.” That’s all he offers, a mischievous grin on his lips.


  I lean back in my seat as he pulls onto the street. As he turns on the music and a band from our past begins to play, I wonder if now would be a good time to talk.


  “Just tell me what happened to you that made you act that way toward me all of sudden?” “Do you know how badly you hurt me?” “Do you even care?” “Do you know that I still love you, as much as I don’t want to?”


  I go over each of the conversation options in my head, but neither seems fitting enough. And by the time I settle on, “Can we please just have ten minutes to get whatever we want off our chest at some point tonight?” Dean is pulling into the parking lot of ‘Portland Police Training Facility.’


  “Did you leave something at work?” I ask.


  “Not at all.” He parks the car and gets out, walking over to my door. “Just trust me.”


  He walks me inside and leads me down a few sets of steps into a basement. When he hits the lights, I can see what appears to be a colossal stock room. There are never-ending aisles stocked with bullet proof vests, radios, and flashlights.


  Leading me past two double doors, he hits the lights once more and I realize we’re in a gun range. 


  “You want to teach me how to shoot you?” I ask.


  “I highly doubt you’ll ever want to do that.” He pulls me into one of the small glass firing rooms and points at the target that’s far away from me. “Even if you were capable, I’m pretty sure you’d miss.”


  “Want to bet?”


  He ignores my question, not looking threatened at all. “Lift your hands up.”


  I oblige and he takes a vest from the shelf next to me and places it onto me. He secures the straps tightly, and then he places a pair of tinted wraparound glasses over my face.


  Grabbing a pair of sound blocking earbuds and a pair of pink earbuds, he looks at me, “You’ll be able to hear me through these, but do not take them off until we’re a hundred percent done here. Clear?”


  I nod and he hands them over to me. When I put them on, I notice him grabbing a vest for himself. I watch him get into everything extremely quickly and I briefly wonder if he’s brought any of his dates here.


  “I haven’t,” he says, shaking his head. “Just you.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The fact that you clearly still have a problem talking out loud to yourself.” He smiles. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever brought here.”


  I blush and he pulls out a rack of small guns. He looks as if he’s determining which one I’d be best suited to handle, and then he picks up a small silver firearm.


  “This is a Beretta, a semi-automatic,” he says. He shows me how to hold it, how to check the clip, and the correct way to pull the trigger.


  “We’ll start with this one and move up to different ones as you get more comfortable.” He gives me the gun and gestures for me to turn around and face the target.


  Standing behind me, he places his hands on my hips and whispers, “Let me know if you’re uncomfortable at any point.”


  My hands shake as I reposition the gun. I stand still for a while, forgetting all the instructions he gave me just minutes ago. All I can concentrate on now is the slight impression of his cock against my body, as he leans into me and the faint and intoxicating scent of his cologne.


  “Spread your feet apart slightly, square your shoulders and squeeze the trigger when you’re ready,” he whispers. “That’s it.”


  It takes me a minute to feel comfortable in the firing stance, but when he gives me the directions again, I pull my finger against the metal and the shot rings out loud and clear against the empty space.


  I shoot the gun again and again, feeling an exhilarating rush every time, and before I know it, the gun is only making a weak clicking noise. It’s out of bullets.


  I turn around and notice him on the verge of laughter.


  “What?” I ask. “What’s so funny?”


  “Nothing. Would you like to shoot some more?”


  “I would. How long do we have here?”


  “All night.” He picks up another gun and kisses me. “This time, try not to shoot all of the bullets into the floor...” 


  Chapter 28


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I’m staring at the balance in my savings account and calculating how much more I’ll need to save to get a place of my own. When I enter the digits into the calculator, I shake my head at the number that appears onscreen.


  I need to hold off doing this math for at least another six months...


  Putting the calculator away, I check the time and notice it’s way past closing time at the gallery. I quickly walk over to the windows and pull down the shades, remembering that I’ll be the only one here for the rest of the month.


  Michelle has been so impressed with my work lately, that she’s decided to finally make use of her vacation time. She’s allowed me to interview new artists, add my own critiques of our evergreen pieces to our website, and last week, she made me cry by hanging one of my works upstairs.


  Granted, it’s just a small quarter-sized canvas, but it means the world to have my name and work next to the established artists. What’s more, is that every guest I’ve given a tour to over the past few days has shown interest in my piece; I’ve had to pretend to treat it just like the others, to not get too excited when they ask if we’ll be adding more of “that artist’s” work to our collection.


  Smiling at the memories, I re-stack our pamphlets and feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. Dean.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: I have to work a few hours of overtime today. Rain-check on dinner? Can we do it tomorrow?


  MIA: Of course. :-)


  ––––––––


  I’m somewhat relieved that he’s cancelling, because I’m pretty sure that he has my heart again and I don’t want him to think that what we have will continue, if we don’t at least talk. I figure if I cancel on him tomorrow, that’ll give me two full days to think about us, to figure out a good way to start that conversation.


  As much as I’ve enjoyed our endless dates and the way our bodies seamlessly mold together after all these years, it’s time to be adults. It’s time to face whatever it was that tore us apart.


  I quickly lock up the keys to the gallery and decide to take my time getting home. I aimlessly drift down the freshly-wet streets, veering down alleys for no reason at all. I slip onto the highway, driving past ten exits, in deep thought before realizing that if I go any further, I’ll be in Seattle.


  I make an illegal U-turn behind an underpass and finally head home, speeding all the way, silently laughing at the thought of him pulling me over again.


  When I step onto the elevator at the condo, I promise myself that I will not go to sleep without writing my feelings down, that I will let out every feeling, without fear of holding back. And if it comes down to it, if both of us continue to tiptoe around our past’s shadows, I’ll force them all into the light with my letter. I will at least make him read the letter. 


  Unlocking the door, I step inside and immediately drop my bag to the floor.


  Dean is not at work.


  He’s here.


  Standing in front of me and looking as if he’s been waiting for me to get home.


  “Where have you been?” He grabs my hand and pulls me close.


  “I went for a drive...” I look behind him and notice that there’s some odd light coming from the balcony. “I thought you said you were working over-time tonight.”


  “On your birthday?” He raises his eyebrow. “You really believed that?”


  “Yes.” I swallow. I told him last week that I didn’t want to celebrate it, and I was sure I didn’t need to explain why. In ten years, the memory of how he dismissed me on my birthday at the end of senior year, still cuts deep, and foolish heart or not, I still remembered that day like it was yesterday.


  “You shouldn’t have.” He walks past me and shuts the door, locking it. “Come here.” He clasps my hand and leads me out onto the balcony and I see exactly what that strange aura is.


  Birthday candles.


  They’re the tall, takes-more-than-one-blow-to-get-them kind, and they’re sitting in the center of a beautiful blue and white cake. The words “Happy Birthday” are written in a pretty cursive on the cake’s center, and below that, in very small print are the words, “Let me make that night up to you...—Love, Dean”


  “Dean...” There are tears welling in my eyes as I shake my head. “Dean, I can’t. I said that—”


  “That you didn’t want to celebrate it because I fucked it up that day, and I know that.” He wipes away my tears with his fingertips. “Let me at least make that day up to you. Please.”


  I consider demanding that we talk right now, that he can make it up to me by explaining why the hell he did what he did, but I decide to enjoy the moment. I give him a look that says, “okay” and he pulls out a chair for me.


  Sitting down, I notice that there’s a stark white envelope with my name on it, but there’s a note in all-bold: DON’T OPEN UNTIL...


  “Until what?” I ask him, holding up the envelope.


  “Until we get on each other’s nerves again.” He smiles. “It’s just a list of reminders as to why you should get over yourself.”


  I laugh and tuck it into my purse. “I’ll be sure to never open it then.”


  I notice that there are other cards on the table, another three from him, one from Eric with an “I’ll take you out tomorrow to celebrate, Aim :-)” note, and a penis-shaped one from Autumn. I reach over my plate to grab them, but Dean grabs my wrist.


  “I think you should blow out the candles, first,” he says. “I don’t think I can re-light them anymore.”


  “Right.” I lean forward and blow them out repeatedly, until the last candle is done playing the “can’t put me out” trick.


  As Dean uncorks a bottle of wine, I count the candles.


  “Do you know how old I am?” I ask.


  “Twenty-eight.” He sets a full glass in front of me. “Why?”


  “There are only eleven candles.”


  His eyes meet mine and he’s silent for a while. “One for every year I’ve missed, plus the one I didn’t get a chance to celebrate with you in high school.”


  I can’t prevent the tears from falling down my face if I tried, and he’s at my side wiping them away, before I get the chance to.


  “Happy Birthday, Mia.” He kisses my lips through more of my tears, and I immediately decide that nothing else matters tonight but this. Us.


  The talk about the past can wait until later.


  Much later...


  Chapter 29


  MIA


  ––––––––


  A few weeks later...


  ––––––––


  The soft sound of waves crashing against the coast is the only thing that can be heard this late at night at Portland’s waterfront. There are no straggling tourists on this side of the pier, no lovers sneaking away to make love behind the numerous rocks. It’s just me and Dean walking underneath a dark night sky that seems to be cluttered with one too many stars.


  We’ve been walking in silence for the past hour, and most of our recent dates have been more on the quiet, reflective side than our usual upbeat and sarcasm-filled type. As a matter of fact, this is our third trip to the waterfront in a row this week, and just like the two times before, we haven’t said much to each other.


  As we cross the path that leads us back toward his car, I decide to break the ice. 


  “We need to talk about something,” I say. “Something very important.”


  He stops walking and looks at me. “What is it?”


  “It’s about you and me, us...”


  “I’m listening.”


  “What happened between us in high school, Dean?” I leave the ‘slowly ease into the conversation’ approach lodged in my throat. “I mean, you clearly feel bad about how you treated me on my birthday, but what about the other stuff? What about prom? The rumors? Why did you go so cold on me all of a sudden? Why did you willingly let us go and make me hate you like that?”


  “Do you still need an actual explanation?” His face is stoic. “You know what happened, Mia. You know exactly what happened.”


  “I really don’t. I need you to explain it to me.”


  “Can we talk about this some other time? Outside of how I treated you on your birthday, which I admit was completely fucked up on my part, the rest of it is still painful to think about.”


  “For you or me?”


  “Are you being serious right now?” His expression goes cold.


  “Yes. It’s important that I understand what changed. The last thing I remember before everything going south is you and me making plans for the summer and figuring out how we were going to visit each other in college.” My voice cracks because, right now, it feels like that moment was just yesterday; the memories still fresh in my mind, the pain still raw.


  “Mia, please drop it.” He’s nearly glaring at me. “Let’s not do this right now.”


  “Let’s not do anything right now.” I storm off, rushing away from him, but he catches me by the waist.


  “I just don’t want to ruin our fucking night.” He spins me around. “Is that okay with you? We haven’t argued in a very long time, and we’ve been getting along for the most part, so can we just pretend that things are perfectly alright for a little while longer?”


  “No.” I shake my head. “That’s the thing. I’m tired of pretending. I’m tired of feeling like we have another chance at being together, but not knowing how much damage needs to be repaired first. I’m tired of feeling like I love you all over again, but not knowing if you’re going to fuck me over all over again, just because. And I’m tired of...” I stop. If I keep going, we will argue, and we probably won’t talk for a long time. “Let’s just go.”


  “Mia...”


  “Let’s just fucking go. I’ll let it go.” My heart hangs heavy in my chest as I say those words, and as he slips his arm around me, it takes everything in me not to push him away from me.


  We walk to the car without looking at each other, and we drive the whole way home in silence. Although he doesn’t say it, I know he’s just as angry as I am. His jaw is clenched and when he glances over at me at stoplights, it’s not admiration in his eyes. It’s anger. And hurt.


  When we arrive back at the condo, we keep our distance in the elevator, and when we walk inside the apartment, we quickly slip into our rehearsed lie to Eric.


  “How was dinner?” Eric looks up from his sketch. “Did you finally find a place that serves weak enough alcohol? Or did you two get put out for arguing again?”


  “No luck on the weak alcohol,” Dean says, taking a seat next to him on the couch. “But we shockingly didn’t argue, so that’s a plus, right?”


  “It is.” He looks impressed. “See, Mia? Told you he’d grow on you and feel like a second brother in no time.”


  “No, him being my brother would be kind of like incest...” I mutter under my breath.


  “What’s that about insects, Mia?” Eric asks, not really wanting an answer. He’s focused on whatever drawing is in front of him.


  I slip inside the kitchen and open the fridge, needing something, anything to mindlessly snack on, so I won’t think too much.


  “What are you working on?” Deans asks Eric.


  “A new design idea for a back tat. I have a big job tomorrow.”


  “Who’s the client?”


  “Can’t say. It’s one of my non-disclosure agreement people.”


  “Do I fall under that category?” Dean grabs the remote from the coffee table and turns on the TV.


  “You fall under the people-who-think-they-never-have-to-pay category.” Eric rolls his eyes, laughing and the two of them start talking about the non-disclosure clients anyway, just not revealing the names.


  Watching them interact and listening to how they joke with each other, I can easily imagine how it was before I moved in.


  Sighing, I grab a beer, chips, and a full jar of salsa, and head to my room.


  “Whoa, Mia, wait up.” Eric’s voice makes me turn around. “What the hell is up with you? Why do you look like that?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like someone killed your dog.”


  “Maybe someone did.”


  He rolls his eyes. “It was a metaphor. You hate dogs.”


  “I was joking,” I say, purposely avoiding looking over at Dean. “Nothing’s wrong, just tired, I guess.”


  “You sure?”


  NO. “Yep, perfectly sure.”


  “Okay,” he shrugs. “Goodnight.”


  “Goodnight.” I say, and force myself to say it to Dean, too, but I still don’t make eye contact. I go straight to my room and turn on the TV, turning the volume up as high as it can go. And then, just as extra precaution, I cry into my pillow.


  I can’t help it.


  ***


  When I’m all out of tears and salsa, hours later, I lie in bed, still unable to fall asleep. My mind is racing a mile a minute, incapable of thinking about anything else besides my issues with Dean.


  I grab my Kindle, hoping that reading will help me pass the time, but when I pick it up from my night stand, the battery’s dead. With my charger at the gallery, I try to think of something else I could do to lull me to sleep, but I come up with nothing. 


  Instead, I get up and go to the kitchen, grabbing leftovers from yesterday’s breakfast. I warm them in the microwave and sit in front of the living room TV, keeping the volume very low, so it won’t wake Dean and Eric.


  I stop at a marathon of Court TV and make a mental note to ask Eric to add the deluxe cable package to my bedroom, too.


  When I finish eating the warmed biscuits, I curl up onto the couch and cover myself with a blanket. I was expecting the court cases to be boring, but they’re actually quite entertaining and they’re having the counter-effect of what I was hoping for.


  Did this guy really get away with murder?


  “What are you doing up?” Dean’s voice startles me an hour later.


  I don’t answer.


  “Mia?”


  “I can’t sleep.” I relent, but I don’t look up at him.


  “Are you still upset with me about earlier?”


  “Nope, I just have a lot on my mind,” I lie. I’m certain he knows there’s really only one thing on my mind.


  He picks up the remote and turns the TV off. Then he walks around in front of the couch and extends his hand to me.


  I take it and he pulls me up, leading me to his room. He pushes the door shut and moves me over to his bed.


  “Lay down,” he says.


  I do, and he climbs in behind me, hugging me closely. I know this is a terrible idea with Eric down the hall, but as soon as his arm wraps around me, I feel better.


  “Mia...” he whispers. “We can talk about whatever you want to talk about tomorrow, okay?”


  “Is that a promise?”


  “Yes.” He kisses me. “It’s a promise.”


  “Can I ask you one thing tonight, though?”


  “Only if I don’t guess what it is.”


  “Okay, try.”


  He rolls me over so I’m facing him, and through the dark, I can faintly make out his eyes.


  “Yes,” he says. “Yes, I still love you and I always have, regardless of all these years...” He rubs his hand along my back. “Was that your question?”


  I nod, feeling somewhat better about tomorrow. “Yes. Thank you.” I smile and as he flips me back over, I whisper, “I still love you, too...”


  Chapter 30


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Dean doesn’t show up for dinner.


  He doesn’t call.


  He doesn’t text.


  I sit at the bar where he told me to meet him, where he told me we would finally get everything out in the open. I wait for a full hour, thinking he got caught in rush hour traffic, and then I text him to try and figure out where he is.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Hey. Are you still coming?


  DEAN: No. I changed my mind. I still need a little more time.


  MIA: When were you planning to tell me that? I’ve been waiting here for an hour.


  DEAN: My apologies. Maybe we can do this another day. Not today, though.


  MIA: Dean...You do realize this is kind of fucked up, don’t you? What could’ve possibly happened between last night and today that made you change your mind?


  ––––––––


  No answer.


  I refresh my messages several times and no response comes.


  I’m not sure whether to be angry or hurt right now, but I refuse to let him ruin the rest of my night. I leave money on the table for the two drinks I bought while waiting, and decide to go to the bar that’s down the street, the one he took me to before, where the bartender knew how to make my drinks a lot lighter.


  I don’t even mind that it’s storming outside as I walk down the street. I’ve become quite accustomed to the rain here, and no one who lives here ever seems to be surprised by people who enter buildings in wet clothes.


  As soon as I make it to the bar, the hostess greets me with a small dry towel and asks where I would prefer to sit. The words “the bar” are on the tip of my lips, but they don’t come out because my heart is dropping to the floor.


  What the fuck...


  I stand still in the doorway, staring at Dean from afar. He’s sitting with someone else and she’s obviously flirting with him. I can’t tell if he’s flirting back, but he’s definitely not putting off her advances.


  His gaze remains on her for several minutes and my heart breaks a bit more, with each one that passes.


  Trying to remain calm, I pull out my phone and send him a text.


  ––––––––


  MIA: Where are you right now?


  ––––––––


  I watch as he pulls his phone out of his pocket, as he holds it in front of his face to read my message. Instead of typing back a response, he stares at the message, looking confused. Then he puts the phone back into his pocket and he orders another drink.


  My heart drops lower than I’ve ever felt it, and I can’t force myself to walk out of the bar at all. I march past the hostess and straight over to him.


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” I say, stepping between him and whoever this woman is. “Are you fucking kidding me right now, Dean?”


  He tosses back a shot, unfazed.


  “You had me waiting for you!” I can feel hot tears falling down my face. “I was waiting for you right down the street and this is where you were the whole time? With someone else?”


  “Mia—”


  “Don’t you fucking ‘Mia’ me.” My chest heaves up and down. “You told me we were going to talk today, you picked the time and place. YOU, not me, and instead of showing up to face whatever bullshit issue you ‘think’ I did to you ten years ago, you’re still acting like a goddamn coward. Just admit you’re a goddamn coward.”


  “I’m not a goddamn coward.” He slams his glass down onto the bar, shattering it to pieces, and I can feel the eyes of everyone in that bar staring at us.


  The two of us are glaring at each other, refusing to blink, refusing to be the first to back down.


  I open my mouth to shout at him again, to berate him for pulling the exact same shit he pulled ten years ago, but he grabs my hand and pulls me outside before I can get a word out.


  He tightens his grip on my hand and tugs me down past a few businesses, stopping once we’re in the doorway of an abandoned storefront. With his eyes bloodshot red and his face tightened in an undeniable expression of rage, he looks me square in the eyes.


  “What the fuck is your problem, Mia?” he bellows. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”


  “Is this how you still deal with things when life doesn’t go your way? When someone tries to understand you?” I couldn’t care less how angry he is. “You just decide to move on to someone else?”


  “You have no idea what the hell you’re talking about. No fucking idea, you’re just jumping to your usual dumbass conclusions!”


  “Who is she?” I push him away from me. “Who is she!”


  He steps back and glares at me, seemingly trying to calm down.


  I don’t give him the chance. “I want an answer, and I want it now.”


  “Of course, you do.” He hisses. “You want everything done your way, on your time, and you still don’t give a fuck about anyone’s feelings outside of your own.” He moves closer to me again, so close that we’re chest to chest. “You still haven’t changed one fucking bit in that aspect, and that, THAT is why I didn’t want to talk to you today.”


  “That’s bullshit.”


  “Is it?” His voice is even louder. “Is it, Mia? Or does everything you can’t control, somehow always seem to fall under that category?”


  “Who is the woman in the bar, Dean?” I feel a lump rising up my throat. “Who the fuck is she?”


  “She’s a friend,” he says. “One who actually knows how to let shit go.”


  “You were never going to talk to me about what happened to us, were you? You were never going to—”


  “It’s because you were so fucking selfish, Mia!” His skin turns a deeper shade of red. “You were so fucking selfish and you couldn’t even see it. Even now, you’re still running around playing like you’re some type of victim.”


  “You hurt me, Dean...” I say, my voice cracking more than ever. “I was the victim.”


  “No, but you’d get a goddamn Oscar if that ever was a category.” Hurt is in his eyes again, but his tone is all anger. “I was trying to move past your bullshit. I’ve been trying to let everything that happened go, by making up for the stuff that I did cause, but it’ll never be enough for you, will it? You’d rather hurt someone else in the process of trying to make yourself feel better, right?”


  “Do you hear yourself right now? Do I need to list the ways that you hurt me? Is this your backwards attempt at trying to place all the blame with me?”


  “Mia—”


  “Fuck. You.” My heart aches. “Fuck you, Dean. I’m not going to stand here and let you vilify me over something I’ve been trying to understand ever since I got here. If you don’t want to tell me, fine. If you want to go the rest of your life, living in some type of world where people don’t address their issues, fine. And if you want to continue hurting the person who has loved you for the past ten years, even when I didn’t want to, that’s fine, too. But you’ll be doing that shit alone.”


  “So tell me. Tell me right now...” I’m bawling and I know my words are coming out partially warbled, but I don’t care. “What’s it going to be? You can either tell me what the fuck happened between us right now, so we can try to get past it, or we can be done forever and I will never, ever come back to you, or speak to you again.”


  “What’s it going to be?” I ask again, feeling the rain falling against us even harder.


  He stares at me, jaw still clenched, but he slowly steps back. “It’s not going to be anything. We can be done forever, as far as I’m concerned.”


  His words hurt, and my heart doesn’t want to accept them, but my mind will be playing life-director from here on out.


  “I’ll never say another word to you again,” I say, and I quickly walk off, not giving him a chance to have the last word. I rush back to where I parked Eric’s car and shut myself inside, breaking down behind the steering wheel.


  I now have no excuse for moving on from him, and I’m humiliated that life has had to teach me the same lesson twice. That I’ll have to call Autumn in the morning and tell her that I was dumb enough to fall for the same exact tricks, ten years later.


  He’ll never change, but I will.


  I’m done.


  


  Regret ** Resentment** Redemption


  ––––––––


  REDEMPTION (n.) The act of Dean Collins finally coming clean about the past and finally atoning for the mean ass shit he put you through in high school (also: the act of Mia finally understanding why things happened the way they did, and her realizing where she went wrong, too.)


  Chapter 31


  DEAN


  ––––––––


  Two days later...


  ––––––––


  This is bullshit...


  I run another lap around the downtown park, seething with every step. My body is drenched in a sweat, my mind is losing itself, and my heart has just been stabbed by the same girl who broke it ten years ago.


  It’s been four fucking hours since I came out here to run—rain be damned, and I’m not going to let myself stop until I can’t feel anything anymore.


  I can’t stop thinking about Mia and how she stormed into the bar and got right between me and my way-too-down-to-earth therapist. How she accused her of being a date of mine.


  It was true that I wasn’t up to discussing the past with her that night, and that I’d gone to my favorite bar to think on it for a minute instead. It’s just that that “minute” turned into half an hour and before I knew it, I was calling my therapist and asking her to confirm that I was doing the right thing.


  “Mia is the love of your life,” she’d said, patting me on the shoulder. “She’s pretty much the only constant you’ve talked about since we met years ago. Go talk to her. I’ll let you have one more drink and then you need to go talk to her. And text her back, too.” That was the last sentence she got out before Mia stormed over and started yelling like a goddamn psycho.


  I wonder if my therapist will feel the same way about Mia the next time I see her...


  I run another lap around the park, thinking this might be the last one, but as I approach the line of white food trucks, all the things Mia said that night begin to play in my head on repeat.


  I’d argued with her before in the past and a lot when she first came to Portland, but I’ve never seen herthatangry before. Even when we broke up the first time, she never acted out like that. Part of me was quite turned on by it, but the other part of me was wondering, “Who the hell is this girl?”


  The second she started crying, I wanted to hold her and tell her it was okay, but I had to hold back. If she had any inkling as to what I felt all those years ago, she wouldn’t be walking around ten years later like she’s the damn victim.


  She’s the one who hurt me. Not only that, but she didn’t even give me a chance to talk to her back then, and now, I try and do the right thing and let everything go and even apologize for the particular moments where I messed up and she brings up all this other shit.


  I’m tempted to go home and demand that she listen to my side of everything, but there are two problems with that scenario: One, all of her things from the condo are long gone and Eric is impatiently waiting for an explanation for that shit. And two, even if I did know where she’d moved, I know it would just turn out the same as that night. I refuse to let her turn everything around again.


  I’m done with her.


  ***


  By the time my brain gives up thinking about Mia, it’sthree o’clockin the morning and I still feel like I can go for a few more miles.


  I’ve taken an extra-long shower, stared at the TV for hours and even attempted to clean, but I’m still unable to clear my mind. Glancing at her empty bedroom every three seconds doesn’t help either.


  After I toss back a shot, I pull out my phone and see there’s a text message from my therapist.


  SARAH, MD: Did you go home and talk to Mia the other night?


  DEAN: No.


  SARAH, MD: Why not?”


  DEAN: Is there a charge for when you text me after hours?


  SARAH, MD: Dean...Please call her.


  DEAN: I’m serious about the charge. Is this counted in your billable hours? (I didn’t agree to pay for anything outside of the original 150/per hour thing.)


  SARAH, MD: NO. Call her. Now. (And you pay me 180/per hour. I had to start charging you extra for the additional “I just want to talk about Mia today” sessions that you insisted on weeks ago :-) )


  I roll my eyes and give in to her irrational request. I dial Mia’s number, still amazed that it hasn’t changed in all these years, that I never thought to actuallycallher as much as she crossed my mind, and then I hit the green key.


  It rings once. Twice. Voicemail.


  “You’ve reached Mia. I’m unable to take your call right now. Please leave a message and I promise I’ll get back to you as soon as I can!”


  I’m tempted to say something, but I hang up before the beep can sound. And before I can think about calling her again, I turn off my phone and toss it across the room to prevent myself from calling again.


  I lean back against the living room sofa and try to go to sleep, but it’s no use.


  I know I won’t be able to get any decent sleep for a long time, and the only thing my traitorous mind wants me to focus on are the memories of us from years ago...


  Chapter 32


  DEAN


  ––––––––


  Ten years ago...


  Small Town, USA


  2004


  ––––––––


  Mia Gray is the most beautiful girl at Central High School. She’s your typical cliché “Miss Anti-Social”, the “I don’t hang out with the popular people to make a statement” type (never votes for superlatives), the sexy bookworm who’s had every guy’s attention since sophomore year, and the one girl who turns every guy down with a simple eye roll and a “Please stop talking to me” in five seconds flat.”


  Her face is gorgeous, reminiscent of the models in the magazines—full and pouty pink lips, big brown eyes that see right through you, and even though she dresses like a damn librarian, she’d easily be voted “Miss Popular” if she were to ever put her name in for the chance.


  Nonetheless, for some reason, she seems to avoid me like the plague. She leaves the four classes we take together early, never comes to pep rallies to cheer on the team (Even thoughIam the team), and the few times that I’ve approached her and genuinely tried to talk to her, she didn’t even give me her trademark, “Please stop talking to me.” She just gave me a blank stare and walked away.


  No, really.


  Sophomore year, when I first saw her (Not sure where the hell she was freshman year...), I was completely taken aback as to how pretty she was. I was so taken aback that I just approached her, no game plan whatsoever. Since she was sitting alone at a bench outside our cafeteria, I walked up to her and said, “Hey...What’s up?”


  She wrapped up her sandwich, stood up, and walked away.


  Junior year, during a football practice, I spotted her painting on the bleachers. She was wearing a short blue dress that actually showed off her curves, and since she sat through the whole practice without once looking up, I walked her way as soon as it was over. I cleared my throat this time and waited for her to look at me. And I made sure my voice was a lot more serious. The second her eyes met mine I said, “Hey...What’s up?”


  She picked up her canvas and practically jumped off the bleachers.


  And right before senior year, during the summer, when every guy on the team tried to tell me that Mia Gray was “untouchable” and “would never talk to any guy at our school” I tried that shit one last time. I spotted her with her friend Autumn at the movie theater where they worked one Saturdaynight. I left my date to walk up to her while they were in mid-conversation and looked right into her eyes. I made sure she knew I was fucking serious because I glared at her before saying, “Hey...What’s up?”


  That time she called her manager.


  With senior year starting in a few weeks, I’m not taking any chances this time. I will get her to talk to me. Even if we don’t end up working out, fine, but I have to see what could possibly happen. I’ve never had a crush on a girl for this long and I’ve never had to work so hard just to get someone to say a basic hello.


  After the team’s first weight training practice in the school’s gym, I stay behind and pretend like I have muscle cramps that I need to walk off for a while. When I’m sure no one is following me out to the hallway, I find Mia’s locker: 345. She’s literally the only girl at school I know that makes use of Central High’s year-round locker perk.


  I take out the list of digital locker codes I got from the school’s secretary (She has an unfortunate crush on me, despite the fact that me and her son are the same age), and find Mia’s code: 34-87-45.


  The door pops open and I find myself faced with one of the most organized interiors of a locker I’ve ever seen. She has hooks on the door that she uses for extra pens and pencils, her paintbrushes are organized by height and color, and a lot of her personal reading books are similar to mine.


  I pick up her copy ofMacbethand wonder if she actually enjoyed it or if she only read it because it was a requirement last year. I notice that her schedule for the upcoming semester has been slightly altered—as if she’s purposely gotten out of the classes I signed up for, so I take a picture of it so I can get placed back into her new ones.


  Amateur...


  I flip through her notebooks and notice there’s one that says, “Physics Summer Studies 2004”


  She completed all of the summer assignments already?


  I tuck the notebook under my arm, just in case I actually have to keep it, and then I flip through the few CDs she has, hoping we have something in common.


  We do not.


  We definitely do not.


  I haven’t heard of any of these bands, and just from the way their album covers look I doubt any of them are something I’d listen to at all. Nonetheless, I pull out my phone and type in the name of the first band into Myspace and give them a try.


  I get fifteen seconds in before I have to stop.


  Fuck no...


  I try the next few and end with the same results. Feeling slightly defeated, I take pictures of the albums and decide to give them another chance later. Maybe her terrible taste in music will grow on me.


  I glean her locker for a few last bits of information, noticing that she has a red pin that reads, “President of Central High’s Art Club” hanging proudly from a hook.


  Since when do we have an art club?


  Before closing her locker, I take the pin and stuff it into my bag; I’ll bring it back later.


  ***


  During the first week of school, everything seems to be going just like the years before. The school spirit is at an all-time high because our team is ranked number one in the state before the season even begins. The freshmen and sophomore girls are treating me like some type of god (Not that I mind that at all) and Mia Gray is sitting right across from me in Physics class and acting like I don’t exist.


  “Mia?” I clear my throat. “Mia?”


  She turns to face me with her eyebrow raised, and I lose track of what I was going to say. The way she looks today is catching me completely off-guard.


  Jesus, she’s gorgeous...


  “Yes, Mr. Collins?” she asks, pursing her pouty pink lips.


  “Hey...” I honestly can’t think of shit else to say. “What’s up?”


  “Unbelievable.” She stands up, and I think she’s about to switch seats, but the teacher is actually asking her to make some type of announcement.


  “Um, hey everyone,” she says softly.


  “Everyone, quiet!” The teacher says louder and the room goes silent. “One of the people who’s actually going to do something with her life after graduation is trying to speak to you right now.”


  Mia’s cheeks turn pink. “I think I left my black notebook in here earlier this week so if anyone has seen it, I’d greatly appreciate it if you return it to me before we take our first test over the summer assignments in a few weeks.” She blushes again. “Thank you.”


  She returns to her seat next to me and I smile at her.


  She scowls at me and turns around.


  Just for that, I’m keeping this shit for another two weeks...


  I try to give her the notebook one last time when class ends—granted, my words still aren’t as smooth as they usually are, but at least she manages to finally give me the “Please stop talking to me.” And then I realize getting a chance with Mia Gray is going to be a lot harder than I originally thought...


  Chapter 33


  DEAN


  ––––––––


  Ten years ago...


  ––––––––


  Small Town, USA


  2004


  ––––––––


  I spend all night listening to all of the terrible indie bands Mia likes, rolling my eyes at every song, but aroundmidnight, I have to admit that I start to enjoy them. So much so that I burn a CD and put it in my car to listen to later.


  I’ve already decided how I will approach her again. It’ll have to be whenever she’s alone and can’t slip away into a crowd, but I need to figure out a way to get her to keep talking to me since I don’t think a one-time conversation with her will get me anywhere; she seems completely resistant to me for some reason. 


  The perfect solution doesn’t hit me until the next day in English class, my best subject.


  Instead of writing the hell out of the essay assignment that’s due that week, I purposely half-ass each one. That’s all the time is takes for the teacher to notice becauseon Friday, she pulls me to the side at the end of class.


  “Mr. Collins,” she says, “As entertaining as your recent ramblings on ‘Why Is This Girl So Difficult With Me’ are, they have nothing to do with Beowulf.”


  “They don’t?” I smile.


  “No, they don’t.” She shakes her head at me. “Do you not care about getting your first slew of C’s in your high school career?”


  “Cs?” I cross my arms. “I need at least a D to make this thing convincing. How do I get one of those?”


  “Keep turning in the crap you’ve been writing lately.” She pats my shoulder. “I’m not sure what the hell you’re doing, but you do plan on bringing it back up to an A and keeping my hope in your generation alive, correct?”


  “Definitely.” I walk past her and head straight to “art club” so I can finally give Mia her notebook back.


  I head down the hallway on the east side of the school and peer into all of the empty classrooms. She never seems to pick the same room twice for some reason.


  When I get to the end of the hall, I finally see her.


  Dressed simply today in jeans and a black T-shirt, she’s deep into whatever she’s painting, and when I walk inside the room she doesn’t even look up.


  As a matter of fact, it takes her fifteen minutes to notice me.


  “Yes?” She looks up from her canvas and stares at me from across the classroom. “May I help you with something, Dean? You’re not in the art club.”


  “I’m aware.” I smirk, looking around the empty classroom. “But it doesn’t look likeanyoneis in art club...”


  She rolls her eyes and sets down her paintbrush. “We’re currently accepting applications for membership,” she says. “What can I help you with?”


  “You know, I did come here for something.” I shut door. “But, now that you claim that you’re accepting applications for your club, can I fill one out?”


  “We don’t accept douchebags. Your application wouldn’t make it past round one.”


  “Douchebag?” And is she blushing right now?


  “Yes, douchebag. Would you like me to give you the definition?”


  “I’m well versed on the definition, Mia Gray.” I stare at her for a while, still trying to figure out if the red in her cheeks is blushing or anger.


  She’s definitely blushing...


  She clears her throats and looks away from me. “You said you came here for something? Can you hurry up and tell me what that ‘something’ is so I can get back to addressing my art club? Today is a very important day for us.”


  “I can see that...” I decide to get the inevitable over with. I take her notebook out of my backpack and hand it to her. I almost tell her the truth about it, that I took it just to get her attention, but decide to take another approach, to see if she’s as easily affected by me as I am by her. If finding her alone is just what I needed to see her with her guard let down.


  “I found your notebook this morning,” I say. “I wanted to find you and give it back. I tried to give it to you after Physics class but I couldn’t get your attention.”


  “Where exactly did you find it?”


  “It was in the ‘Lost and Found.’ I saw it on top of everything in there when I got here for practice earlier.”


  “You know, that’s funny.” She narrows her eyes at me and crosses her arms. “Because I’ve been checking’ Lost and Found’ every single day and in between every single class forweeksand it was never there.”


  “Maybe you just didn’t look hard enough.”


  “I even checked itthis morning, and it wasn’t there. It. Was. Not. There.”


  Okay. She’s easily affected.


  I smile and flip through her notebook’s pages. “You have a very pretty handwriting.Has anyone ever told you that?”


  “Where did you really find it, Dean?”


  “You take pretty detailed notes, too.” I can’t stop looking at her.


  “Did youstealmy fucking notebook?”


  Yes. I fucking did.“Maybe. Depends on how you define stealing.”


  “WHAT?” She somehow looks even sexier when she’s angry. “I had to rewrite the entire thing in one night! The night before our midterm!”


  I walk over and set the notebook on the window sill, catching a glimpse of what she’s been painting. It looks like the skyline of Seattle, or maybe Portland.


  “Well,” I say, “Good thing you somehow managed to still get an A, right? If it wasn’t for me, you probably wouldn’t have known that you were capable of rewriting a whole notebook in a night. I helped you push your boundaries, so I think I deserve a thank you.”


  She glares at me for a long time, and I can feel something between us. Half of it is her wanting to bash my head in with the closest blunt object, but the other half is something just as strong, something I can’t quite figure out.


  Before I can tell her that I really am sorry and explain what happened, she rushes past me uttering curse after curse. 


  I follow her out to parking lot and catch up with her, trying to apologize yet again, to make it up to her with a ride, but she refuses. She rushes away from me and heads to the bus stop, apparently not knowing that the last bus has left for the day.


  I take my time walking to the parking lot and slip into my Camaro, the only thing I can honestly be thankful to my father for over the past few years.


  Driving straight over to Mia, I tell her that she’s wasting her time waiting for a bus that’ll never come and that I’d like to make up for stealing her notebook by giving her a ride home.


  She starts walking. In the rain.


  I’m not sure why I chase her, but I do. I trail her every step with my car, make U-turns when she goes down a one-way street, and I speed up whenever she does.


  When she finally gets stopped by a pedestrian light, I roll down my window and stop.


  “Look, Mia,” I say. “Let me take you home.”


  “Not interested.”


  “Well, at least let me take you to the next bus stop.” I look up at the sky. The rain is only about to get worse,


  “A four block ride? No thanks.”


  “So, you’re really going to walk all the way home in the rain?”


  “Yes,” she says. “Yes, I guess I really am going to walk all the way home in the rain. Thank you for your concern.Goodbye.”


  Okay, that’s it.


  I park my car and get out, walking over to her. Done arguing about this, I put my arm around her shoulder and lead her to my car, opening the passenger door.


  “Get in, Mia.”


  She hesitates for a moment, looking over at the streetlight, but then she quickly slips inside and I shut the door behind her.


  I return to my place behind the wheel and drive through the light.


  “Where do you live?” I ask, knowing the answer to this question already, but I’ll play like I don’t.


  “The corner of Seventh and Broadway.”


  “Okay.” I hold back a laugh and turn on the radio, not sure whether it’s a good or a bad thing that her indie band CD is blasting through my speakers or not. But then that familiar blush crosses her cheeks again, and either she’s been really good at keeping her expressions in check foralong time or she’s having a severe allergic reaction today. 


  We don’t speak as I take the long way to her house, and I can feel tension building between us with every mile. And every so often, I catch her looking back at me as I look at her; her blush is now permanent.


  As we approach Seventh and Broadway, I have to slow down to prevent myself form driving directly to her front door. “Mia, you do not live here. This is just the entrance to your subdivision.”


  “So? Did you really think I would give you my real address? I’ll walk the rest of the way. The rain isn’t that bad now.” 


  Smiling, I speed up and drive down the street to an abandoned lot. It’s time for me to play my last hand, for me to give this one last try.


  “What are you doing?” she asks. “Go back. Go back right now.”


  “I need your help with AP English.”


  “I need your help with learning directions. My neighborhood isback there.”


  I ignore her and try to focus on making my lie as believable as possible. “AP English is the only class I don’t have an A in.”


  “What? You makeA’s?”


  “Yes.” I don’t tell her that we’re practically tied for valedictorian. “I make A’s, except for English. I have a C plus and I need at least an A minus if I’m going to look appealing to colleges.”


  “Wait a minute, what?” She looks confused. “You’re the starquarterback. You don’t need to make good grades to get an athletic scholarship. You just need to keep playing football. Isn’t that what you want?” 


  Her question catches me off guard and I almost slip. “I need you to help me with the literature components and help me strengthen some of my essays.”


  “But why do you wantmeto help you?”


  Because I fucking like you...


  “Why wouldn’t I?” I ask. “You have the best grade in the class and I’m pretty sure that being a smart ass, which you clearly are, requires quite a few brain cells, so I figure there’s no one better to ask.”


  “Maybe, but I’m not interested.”


  JESUS! “I’ll pay you.”


  She stares at me for a while, as if she’s trying to gage if I’m being real or not. “Is that how younormally get what you want?”


  “No, that’s not my normal method, but I figured you wouldn’t go for that, so I’m not going to go down that road with you.” I can’t help but smile.


  “My services don’t come cheap,” she says. “They’re very expensive.”


  “Honestly, I’d be disappointed if they weren’t.”


  “Then in that case, I’m sure you can’t afford me.”


  “Try me.” I’ve prepared for this. No number she says can be too high. I crank the engine and drive, heading toward her neighborhood again.


  “Twenty dollars an hour.” She finally gives a figure.


  “Deal.” I’d predicted she’d ask for fifty.


  “Deal? Just like that?”


  “Why not?”


  “Because that’s a lot of money.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be worth every penny.”


  “Fine. We’ll start in a couple weeks.”


  I drive straight into her subdivision and look over at her, still playing dumb like her house isn’t 5632. “I’m not letting you out of the car until you tell me which of these houses is yours. I need to make sure you get home safely.”


  “So,now you’re a gentleman?”


  “Only for some girls.” I wink at her, but she rolls her eyes.


  “5632...Down a few more houses and on your left.”


  I speed up and pull right in front of her mailbox.


  “Thanks for the ride.” With her cheeks an even deeper shade of red, she practically jumps out of the car and hastily grabs her bag.


  “Wait a minute,” I say. “I need your phone number...For tutoring purposes of course.”


  I give her my phone and she stares at it before returning it to me, then she rushes away as if she can’t get away from me fast enough. I scroll down my contacts, looking for her name in my list of M’s but I don’t find it.


  I slowly scroll through my entire list, looking for what she might’ve saved it under, and then I see it under the F’s:For Tutoring Purposes of Course.


  Smiling, I send her a quick text that I know will set the tone for the start of our relationship:


  ––––––––


  This is Dean. Here’s my number, you can save it under “For ANY Purposes Of Course...”
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  Ten years ago...


  Small Town, USA


  2004


  ––––––––


  Within weeks of having tutoring sessions with Mia, I’m convinced that pursuing her may be the worst thing I’ve ever done. Not because I don’t think it won’t work out, but because me and this girl have way more in common than I initially thought.


  We both have a deep desire to get the hell out of Small Town (She wants to go to Western Peak and I want to go to Harvard), we both have a high affinity for literature (She actually loves Macbeth as much as me) and we both have fucked up parents. Although she’s told me that she and her mom don’t get along, I haven’t offered much about my dad yet. Even if I do eventually tell her that we don’t get along, that he’s a liar and a manipulator, I doubt I’ll ever tell her about the drunken abuse that comes from his fists way too often.


  I’ll play them off like typical injuries of the field if she ever asks, but I’ve hidden that fact for so long from everyone, that I’ll do my best not to give her the opportunity to; I just want to be around someone who sees past the fake “Dean Collins” façade, someone who makes me feel normal for the rest of the year, and Mia completes my normal.


  I’m not sure if she’s figured out that my need for her tutoring is a ruse, but if she’s onto me, she hasn’t let it show. She’s actually become less difficult and if I’m not mistaken, she looks forward to our time together as much as I do...


  ***


  Within months of having tutoring sessions with Mia, we no longer call them “tutoring sessions”. She’s finally let her guard down completely and we’re dating and it’s beyond serious. At least, to me.


  She attends all of my games without me having to ask, she talks to me at all hours of the night—about the things I don’t share with anyone else, and she becomes the one and only person I can actually trust.


  Through late night kisses, early morning rides to school, and secret swims at the country club, I fall in love with this girl. I become the first guy she’s ever made love to, and she becomes my first love in life.


  When we’re together, I don’t see anyone else. I don’t think about anything else. She’s it for me.


  I fall, hard. Harder with each day that passes, and I contemplate rethinking my future plans in regard with my recent acceptance into Harvard. I want to join her at Western Peak.


  Well, until she starts to show me that she’s just like everyone else...
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  Sixteen weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  At the start of the second semester, the playoff season for football is in full-swing, and I’m halfway hoping that we get eliminated in the first round so I don’t have to deal with half of my dad’s shit for the rest of the year.


  Unfortunately, Mia can’t come to the first playoff game; she’s busy with last minute portfolio work for Western Peak which I more than understand. She’s texted me good luck before the game several times, and she’s promised that I can come over later to tell her about it.


  Before the team takes the field, I step back into the restroom and wrap another layer of meshed bandage around my ribs. Last night, my dad pushed me into the garage door after coming home late from hanging out with Mia.


  I was too tired to fight back, and he was too drunk to stop hitting me. 


  Wincing, I count to ten and vow to ignore it for the rest of the game. To smile at his side whenever the recruiters come to the locker room and ask for the two of us to stand side by side as they ask me their usual questions.


  As the coaches begin to make their last minute motivational speeches, I notice my phone blinking through my bag. Unzipping the bag, I stare at the phone and try to rationalize the text message. 


  ––––––––


  MIA: Just wishing you good luck one last time fortonight’sgame! :-) I just finished my second piece for Western Peak and will finish the other two next week. I’m going to get some ice and heating pads and I’ll have them ready for you when you get here later. I love you... :-)


  ––––––––


  I don’t doubt that her wishing me luck is genuine, and her endless offers of taking care of me are always heartfelt, but I’m wondering why she wouldn’t just come to the game if she was free.


  Why she uses the same excuse for the rest of them, and is an entire hour late for the championship game.


  Despite the fact that she kisses me at the fifty-yard line when our team wins, the kiss feels bittersweet.


  ––––––––


  Ten weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  I’m going to miss school today, and I’m going to miss her birthday.


  I can’t show up looking like this.


  Looking at myself in the mirror, I trace my fingers along the gash on the side of my face. The result of my father finding out that I’m not playing football in college. That I’ll be attending school for academics and have plenty of real scholarship offers on the table that come with no risks of broken bones or heightened expectations. 


  All of a sudden the door to my bedroom opens, and the asshole himself appears.


  As soon as his eyes meet mine, he staggers backward, as if he doesn’t remember doing this shit hours ago.


  “Son, I’m—”


  “You’re not. You never are. Just stop.”


  He nods slowly and steps back. “I called this doctor I know from the country club...Told him you got into a brawl and um...” He turns away from me, unable to face his own damage. “He’ll be over in an hour to patch you up. He says he’ll even write you a pass for another week off from school.”


  “Yay,” I say dryly. “Another missed week for child abuse.”


  “If it’s fucking child abuse,” he says, quickly snapping. “Why haven’t you turned me in? Huh? Why haven’t you fucking turned me in? It’s because you hurt me back sometimes, too. It’s because you’ve broken some of my bones here or there, too.”


  “I haven’t turned you in because I pity you,” I say honestly. “And because you have no one else who’d bail you out.”


  His face goes white and he looks as if someone just slapped him across the face. The beer bottle in his hand drops into my trashcan, but as he leaves my room, I know he’s heading downstairs to grab another.


  Looking at my mangled reflection once more, I shake my head in disbelief but I immediately text Mia.


  ––––––––


  DEAN: Happy Birthday, Mia. Did you get my flowers this morning?


  MIA: I did :-) Thank you. Are we still going outtonight?


  DEAN: No, I’m sorry. I can’t come.


  MIA: Why not?


  DEAN: I just can’t come. I want you to call and tell me all about it later though.


  MIA: Dean...You’re the only person (outside of Autumn) that I actually want to seetonight...why can’t you come?


  DEAN: It’s hard to explain.


  MIA: Okay...Well, can you explain why you haven’t been to school in a week? Why you’re not letting me come over to see you?


  DEAN: No. That’s hard to explain too.


  MIA: Okay.


  DEAN: Okay.


  DEAN: Enjoy your birthday, Mia. I really do mean that.


  MIA: Totally shows.


  ––––––––


  I wait for her to text me something else, to act like the girl I fell in love with just months ago and say that she’s coming over regardless so I can finally tell someone about what really goes on in the shadows, but she never does.


  I miss another week of school, we sporadically text here or there, and when I return to classes, we see each other and everything seems to be okay again. Everything seems cool, except the thin layer of resentment that’s beginning to build up in my chest.


  I try to prevent it from spreading, but as the weeks pass, it only gets worse. 


  ––––––––


  Four weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  The final draft of Central high’s yearbook is revealed on aFridayand to my surprise (not really) I’m deemed “Mr. Popular” again. What’s a complete surprise though is the newly crowned “Miss Popular”: Mia Gray.


  I had no idea she’d actually taken me up on my bet to run until I see the spread, but as she rushes over to me during lunch and hugs me, I tell her congratulations.


  I tell her I want to go somewhere private to celebrate—just us, but I really need to talk to her about my dad. I need to ask for her advice about whether I should finally turn him in, or whether I should just request to do summer session at Harvard so I can move out early.


  She doesn’t even give my private invitation much thought at all. She wants to hang out with the rest of the superlatives, and even though I’m happy that she’s finally enjoying her time in high school, it only makes me want to withdraw more. It only makes me feel like she’s putting me on the backburner for something I told her was superficial, something she never seemed to want before.


  ––––––––


  Two weeks before prom.


  ––––––––


  Today is the last day I’ll talk to Mia.


  Today is the last day I’ll let her make me feel this way.


  She hasn’t called to tell me happy birthday, hasn’t texted to ask why I’ve missed the fourth day of school in a row, and as the country club doctor attends to another set of wounds, I realize that I resent her. That I’m going to make her feel exactly how she’s made me feel...
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  Present day.


  ––––––––


  “Where do you want these?” Autumn asks holding up a box labeled “art supplies.”


  “Next to my easels over there,” I say, pointing towards the dining room. I bring in the last box from the hall and take a moment to look around my new home. It’s nowhere near as extravagant as Eric’s place but since he’s paying for it, I can’t complained. Right after that argument with Dean in the rain that night, I immediately called Autumn. I told her I was pulling a Bff trump card and I needed her to come to Portland ASAP. No questions asked. Still reeling, the second I arrived home, I started packing my things and I called a twenty four hour mover service. I also called Eric, voice trembling, and told him I was moving out.


  “Moving out?” He said. “Where the hell are you going?”


  “To a hotel for a couple of days but I’m having all of my stuff put into storage, because I just can’t live here anymore.”


  “Mia, you’re not making any sense.”


  “I’m making perfect sense. I just wanted to let you know.”


  “You don’t have enough money to live anywhere in this city alone.” He’d sounded irritated. “You don’t have a car of your own, your job pays you in shit, and you—“ He paused. “How much do you need?”


  I told him that I had no interest in taking his money, but he insisted and made it clear that he could more than afford it. In the middle of the movers coming to get my stuff, he managed to contact one of his non-disclosure clients and she’d agreed to meet me at a small condo on the other side of the waterfront. Keys and all. No questions asked.


  I’ve’ managed to hold back my tears for two days, but I’m probably going to make it through today without crying. I can only hold so much more inside, especially with everything around me reminding me of what situation brought me here.


  “Mia? Hello?” Autumn waves a glass in front of my face.


  “Sorry.” I grab the glass and add it with the others in the cabinet.


  “Are you okay? I was calling your name for a long time,” She says looking worried.


  “I’m fine.” I offer a half-smile.


  “Mia, you’re not fine, I don’t expect you to be fine right now.”


  “Good, because I finally admit that I’m not.”


  “You’re not going to talk about it today are you?”


  “No.”


  “Okay, well we won’t talk about it today then.” She uses the hem of her t-shirt to wipe my face.


  “How about Friday?”


  “Friday I can probably do.”


  Just like that, an emotional conversation that would undoubtedly lead to a mental breakdown, has been avoided. That’s what I love about Autumn, she knows me so well, she’s well aware that talking about it isn’t going to make it any better right now. I still need time to process everything, and unfortunately that ‘everything’ includes what happened ten years ago all over again as well.


  She helps me unpack the first set of boxes in my living room and she doesn’t ask me any questions or turn on any music. We work around each other in utter silence, and every now and then, she walks up to me and pulls me into her arms for a hug.


  Later that night, she buys a vintage bottle of white wine, and sets two sleeping bags against my bare bedroom floor. As I lay down for a nap, she decides to takes on the task of going through all my personal items, and removing all traces of Dean before phase two unpacking tomorrow.


  Once she’s done, I’m not yet ready to turn in for the night, so we go to the store and buy paint for an accent wall where my bed will eventually go. We paint the wall an emerald green, but then I remember that particular color reminds me of Dean’s eyes, so we repaint the wall beige. Beige ends up being fucking boring so we go back over it with the green again. It doesn’t looks as green this time, or at least that’s what I plan on telling myself.
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  The next morning Autumn wakes me up with hot coffee and a bag of toasted bagels from the café across the street.


  “So,” she says, handing me a packet of cream cheese. “What do you want to do today since the rest of your furniture won’t be here until later?”


  “I want to convince you to stay for another week. No, wait, you’ve only been here two days so far. Can you make it three weeks?”


  “I would if I could.” She smiles. “But I don’t have a lenient boss and I’m pretty sure my fiancé won’t appreciate that.”


  “I can’t believe you and Jacob lasted all this time. That’s amazing.”


  “Yeah, we’re so not going there today. Answer my question, what do you want to do today?”


  “I was thinking about going up to the roof and standing at the edge. Then jumping.”


  “Okay. Dramatic much?”


  “Sorry.”


  “You know what, I have the perfect pick me up,” she says, walking over to the corner and retrieving her laptop. She gets back into her sleeping bag and motions for me to do the same.


  “Online shopping?”


  “Better, online dating.”


  “You’re not serious right now?”


  “I’m completely serious, you know what they say: The best way to get over a guy is to get under another.”


  “Yeah...I’m pretty sure that only applies after some significant time has passed.”


  “Some significant time has passed, this is day three.”


  “Could you please be serious for five seconds?”


  “I am being serious. Everyone does it, Mia. It’s time for you to join the rest of the world.”


  “I’ll pass. Thank you.”


  “Like hell you will.” She places the laptop down in front of me. “Let’s create your profile.”


  I shake my head at her and take a big gulp of my coffee.


  “Okay, what are you looking for?”


  “Peace of mind, freedom from assholes.”


  “No,” she says, typing. “You’re looking for guys between the age of 26 to 34, friendship, short-term dating, and casual sex.”


  “Wait, what?” I nearly choke “Autumn! I’m not looking for casual sex.”


  “Yes, you are. Some great sex might be just the thing you need.”


  “I’m not screwing a guy I meet online.”


  “No, you talk to him online, you meet in person. and then you screw. See, it’s not the same thing.”


  Jesus... I sigh.


  “Let’s start with your name. You need a flirty and fake one just to be safe. How about Candy?”


  I give her a blank stare.


  “Okay, okay. Let’s do Audrey.”


  “Let’s go all out. How about Audrey Hepburn?”


  “Good choice on that last name, it’s unique,” she says. “How would you describe yourself?”


  “Depressed.”


  “Twenty-eight.” She keeps typing. “Single, sexy, curvy. Oh, and it asks for your bra size. What’s your bra size?”


  “I’m not giving you my bra size.”


  “You’re so difficult.” She leans over and literally grabs the tag of my bra from under my shirt, reading the size. “34C.” She returns to typing. “Long, brown hair. Brown eyes. Porn star lips. I think that’s good enough for now. Let’s upload a profile picture.”


  She opens my photo gallery and shakes her head at all of my demure and “boring” photos.


  “Finally!” She stops on a picture of me from last year. “Here. This one is perfect.”


  “Autumn, you’re not using a picture of me in a bikini for my profile picture.”


  “Okay, I’m using this one then, your boobs look huge, trust me.” She uploads the picture of me in a tight tank top and hits the button to make my profile public.


  “So what now?” I ask.


  “Now we check out your options.”


  For hours we browse through the available single guys, but I’m only halfway paying attention. I know damn well I’m not open to even thinking about dating someone else.


  She knows this too, but I love the hell out of her for trying to pretend otherwise.


  ***


  Sometime around midnight, I feel my phone buzzing against my sleeping bag. I figure that it’s Eric, checking on me for the umpteenth time since I moved out. I’m still in awe that he paid the rent on my apartment for the next two years.


  I pull out my phone, ready to tell him that I’m still okay, but then I see that it’s not his name on my screen at all. Its Dean’s. I let the call go all the way through to voicemail.


  He calls again.


  Same thing.


  He calls one more time and my heart begs me to answer it, but my mind overrules.


  Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Fool me thrice, that’s not happening asshole.
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  “So, let me get this straight,” Eric says, putting his fork down over lunch the next day. “You and Dean fucked in my kitchen?”


  “After everything I just told you, that’s what you choose to harp on first?”


  “Mia, that’s my goddamn kitchen. I eat in there!”


  “Could you please act like my older brother right now? My older should-be-concerned-with-my-emotional-well-being type of brother?”


  “I am acting like your brother. When you drop a bombshell like that, how do you expect me to react? Where exactly in my kitchen did the two of you have sex?”


  “Eric!”


  “Don’t even worry about it. I’m going to get it cleaned from top to bottom within the next twenty four hours.” He shakes his head. “How did I not know about you and Dean in high school after all this time?”


  “I mean, how would you have known? You weren’t there. It happened long after you ran away.”


  “But we kept in touch.”


  “Yeah, but we didn’t talk about each other’s love lives. Besides, would you really have wanted to hear about a teenage romance?”


  “Mia, every older brother looks forward to beating the ass of the guy that hurts his little sister.”


  “Well, do you mind beating him up for me now? How can we make that happen?”


  “We can’t.” He rolls his eyes. “It’s too late. He’s my best friend now—although I’m starting to wonder why he never told me about you before.”


  “Probably because it didn’t matter.”


  “Or because I would have beat his ass and never let him move in with me.” He laughs, but then he gets serious. “Then again, Dean never talks about his family. And actually, when I think back, the two of us never went in depth about any family members. I know he hates his dad. You know I hate our mom, so that doesn’t really leave much conversation about anything further. He really might not have had any idea about you, that we were related.”


  “Possibly...”


  “I just wish I would have known the two of you had such a past. I would have never suggested that you come and live with me. I would’ve gotten you your own apartment much sooner. You know?”


  “I don’t regret coming here at all,” I say, completely honest. “Living here with you these last few months has been one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.”


  He gives me a blank stare.


  “I’m being serious!” I toss a napkin at him. “Are you mad about any of what I’ve just told you?”


  “Why would I be?”


  “Your best friend and your little sister? That we kept it from you?”


  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not thrilled with any of the revelations I’ve heard today, but I can get why you hid it.”


  So, is there any other furniture that the two of you fucked on? Anything else I need to disinfect or just get rid of? I’m definitely getting new countertops, but do I need to search for a replacement couch? A flimsier coffee table maybe?”


  “You’re being serious?”


  “Yes, I’ve being very fucking serious.”


  ***


  Later that day, I stare at my sketch pad, wondering how I’ve managed to sit at my favorite café for almost two hours without completing any work. I only have another few weeks to complete a new requested piece for the gallery, but all I can think about are break-ups.


  “You know what, today is going to be a good day.” I tell myself. I take a sip from my latte and turn to a new page in my sketch pad.


  Skimming through some of the images in my phone’s photo gallery, I select the cathedral building as my next source of inspiration and start drawing. The piece I’m supposed to submit is supposed to be something bright, bold and rich with color. It’s supposed to incorporate the scenery in Portland’s neighborhoods, the one aspect of architecture for one of their buildings. Once I finally get a good momentum going, I get lost in my work, not stopping for hours.


  When I do eventually pause to take a break, my fingers are smudged in black charcoal and I’ve completely filled the pages of my current sketchpad.


  I walk over to the register and order another latte. When I return to my table, I look out the window and see the last two people I need to see right now, Dean and the same woman he was with that night at the bar.


  I sit and watch as they slowly approach the line of white food trucks at the corner.


  I can literally feel my heart starting to ache all over again. When I imagined how Dean was feeling since our breakup, I never pictured him smiling, laughing, or looking completely happy.


  I’ve barely had a moment when I’m not sad or not thinking about him. But I guess I really shouldn’t be surprised, I’ve always been the one left feeling like a fool in the end.


  After Dean and the woman get their food, they turn around and walk across the street, heading straight toward the café. He suddenly glances in my direction, and his eyes lock on mine.


  It takes every ounce of will power in my body to break our gaze and look away, to pick up my pen and pretend to be engrossed in my sketches.


  After about ten minutes, I reluctantly glance up, relieved to find him gone.
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  Four weeks later


  ––––––––


  DEAN: I’ve been calling you twice a day for damn near a month. Are you really not going to answer me once?


  DEAN: Mia, please. Just let me talk to you for five minutes...I miss you and I really want to clear things up.


  ––––––––


  I stare at Dean’s text messages, hating that they still have the ability to pull emotions out of me. I also hate that even though I’ve been doing my best to avoid him since I moved out, my mind has been thinking about him more than ever.


  “Is that alright with you, Mia?” Michelle asks, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Do you agree with the terms?”


  I place my phone back into my purse and focus on tonight’s dinner meeting.


  Yesterday was my last day as curator for the Hamilton Array, and Michelle is treating to a farewell dinner. She was saddened to hear that I was leaving, and she playfully ignored my two weeks' resignation letter by slipping it under the fish tank in her office. Even though I won't be there anymore, she's offered to feature up to two of my paintings every month, on a rotating basis. And when I told her that I was going to host my very first art show in the next few months, she offered to play lead host for the night.


  “You should be very proud of all you've accomplished while you were here, Mia,” she says. “I have no idea why you wasted your time at Harvard, though. They didn't deserve you.”


  “Yeah. Some days I don't understand why I wasted my time there either. I didn't learn too much.”


  “I wouldn't say all of that.” She stands up and extends her hand to me. “From what I recall, all the pieces you created during your college years were your most emotional and your most heartfelt. I can't help but get the feeling that they all have a unifying theme: The theme that you were hurting, and that you were running away from something. Is that true?”


  I don't answer, I just give her a look that confirms it. I stand up to shake her hand, thanking her for an amazing evening, and promise her that I’ll give her the information about my first showing as soon as it's all confirmed.


  She wishes me well one last time before walking away. and I sit back down at the table. Pulling out my phone again, I scroll through all the text messages that Dean has sent me this week. I want so badly to answer one of them, but I know that’s just my heart talking and she's fucked up one too many times to be given another chance. As I'm reading through the message he sent me last Saturday, the one about how he actually does love my hair better now than in high school, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


  I start to turn around, to see what's causing this reaction, but Dean is suddenly across from me at the table.


  “Is someone sitting here?” he asks.


  “Yes, please don't sit.”


  “I will.” He sits down. “I'll keep it warm for whoever it is until they get back.”


  I stare at him, unable to say anything else right now.


  He's dressed in a three piece suit, his hair is cut a lot shorter than the last time I saw him, and his stunning green eyes are piercing right through me.


  “I don't want to fight with you, I just want to talk.”


  “Funny, I don't want to do either.” I finally get my words out. “I want you to leave.”


  “I'll leave after I get this out.”


  “I'll leave before you start.” I stand up and head toward the exit.


  Within seconds, he's grabbing my hand and gently pushing me against the wall in the hallway.


  “I had a lot going on back then,” he says. “A lot that I just couldn't tell you about.”


  “You once told me that you felt like you could tell me everything.”


  “Everything but this.” There's a look of vulnerability in his eyes. “I couldn't tell anyone this.”


  My heart is begging me to stay and listen to him, because from the way he's looking at me, I can tell that it might be serious. But the night of our last argument is still on my brain, and all the tears I’ve cried over the last few weeks are still too raw.


  “So, can I just get ten minutes of your time right now to apologize and explain everything I put you through?” he asks. “Everything I put us through? Can you let me try and get you to see why I felt the way I felt. Can you please let me do that?”


  “Yes,” I say. “Tomorrow. You can meet me at your favorite bar at seven. I'll show up at the same time that you showed up for me.” I look at him one last time and then I walk away.


  He doesn't follow this time.


  Chapter 40


  MIA


  ––––––––


  I'm tossing and turning in my bed, unable to rest with the uneasy feeling that’s weighing on my chest.


  There's something about me and Dean's recent encounter that isn't sitting right with me. I'm not sure if it was the fact that he was actually nice for more than five seconds, or the fact that he must've stalked the hell out of me to figure out where that dinner meeting was going to be. (The restaurant, though upscale, is considered a hole in a wall and is relatively new to the city.)


  I had a lot going on back then that I just couldn't tell you about...I couldn't tell anyone this...


  Sighing, I pull back the covers on my bed and go out to my living room. I empty my purse onto the counter and grab my phone, wondering if he'll answer at this hour, but I hesitate, seeing two crumpled envelopes next to my lip gloss.


  One of them is the envelope that Dean gave me at my birthday dinner, and I've continued to carry it with me, never thinking about opening it because I figured it would just be a silly list of the many ways we annoyed each other since living in the condo together. I pick it up and run my fingers along the sealed flap, smiling as I read the worn ink that’s across the seal: Don’t open this until the next time we aren’t talking :- )


  How appropriate...


  But this other one I don’t recall, and I’m pretty sure I would’ve noticed it since I switched purses yesterday, so maybe it’s from Michelle?


  I go into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of wine. And then I take the envelopes into my bedroom and slide under the covers so that I can read them.


  I open the envelope from Dean first:


  ––––––––


  Mia,


  I will always love you. I need you to remember that. No matter what...


  Love,


  Dean


  ––––––––


  I open the one from Michelle next.


  Or, so I thought.


  ––––––––


  Mia,


  Ten years ago you fell into my life at the perfect moment. And when I say “fell” I don’t really mean “fell,” because I had to fight like hell to get you... Anyway, when we became friends, you made me feel normal, like I was someone real beneath the “Dean Collins” that everyone in school wanted me to be. You were sarcastic as hell (I loved that about you), undeniably beautiful, and the one thing that kept me sane when I had to face my father alone at night.


  I never told you this, mostly because I thought I knew you well enough that you would have made me turn him in, but whenever I spent the night at home and I wasn’t with you, he would come home drunk and take all of his insecurities out on me.


  Sometimes I fought back, sometimes I didn’t. But I got hurt every time.


  I remember after a game when you were placing ice packs against my back, when you found one of the bruises that he’d left, I wanted to tell you so badly that it did not happen in practice. That it was actually the result of what happened after that first time I brought you back to my place. Ironically, I thought telling you that would hurt you more than the physical pain hurt me. So I kept it inside.


  I kept everything inside.


  Those times I didn’t come to school for days in a row were because I was busy getting stitched up so that no one would know anything. That day that I flaked on you for your birthday, was because I told my dad that I was going to Harvard and he didn’t appreciate that. Those times when I wouldn’t text you back, when I was giving one and two word responses were only because I knew if I gave anything more, you’d see right through it.


  I just wasn’t ready for that.


  I was still trying to figure this shit out myself.


  I want you to know that two weeks before prom, I resented you and I’m ashamed to say that I plotted out how I would treat you in advance. I did all of those things on purpose. Because at the time, I was stupid and selfish and I wanted you to feel how you were making me feel.


  I didn’t know this at the time, but as I’m writing this and looking back, I can see things perfectly clearly. I can see that you also hid how terribly your mom was treating you, and that your absences at my games weren’t personal. They were necessary. Necessary so that you could finish your application to Western Peak, necessary so that you could use the few hours away from your mom to do something productive outside of our relationship.


  I also realized that I should have been happier for you when you were crowned Miss Popular, especially since you’d deserved the title ever since sophomore year. (For the record, no bull shit, I don’t know any guy at Central High who didn’t have a crush on you at some point during our high school careers.)


  When it was my birthday, I assumed that you had forgotten, but I feel foolish now even writing that because a year or so after we’d broken up, my dad called me in a drunken rage and laughed about how “You should have seen that girl that showed up to the house looking pathetic on your birthday. She had balloons and a card and everything. She was begging to see you, damn near crying, but I did the right thing because I’m your father. I turned her away, ripped up the card and popped all those balloons. You’re welcome.”


  I should have shown up to your house the night before graduation and apologized for the rumors and for my behavior at prom. I should have told you that the salutatorian and the valedictorian needed to be there together. And I should have joked with you about the fact that technically we should have both been valedictorians, about how it would have happened if I hadn’t purposely flunked a few tests in English, just to get you to tutor me.


  I thought about you all summer, so much so that I pulled my acceptance from Harvard and switched to Western Peak. I applied for their law program the second you told me you were going there, so imagine how stunned I was freshman year when “Mia Gray” was nowhere to be found in the student directory.


  Without you, I had no confidante, no right hand person to entrust all my secrets to. And ever since we broke up, I’ve had to pay people to listen to how I feel.


  I’m not sure if you’ll ever read this letter. I’m not sure if I’ll give this to you and tell you what it is, but if you happen to read it, if you happen to understand why we broke up the way that we did, and why I honestly feel that you’re the only girl that I’ll ever love, please text me and tell me that you read it. Or tell me that you understand.


  Love,


  Dean.


  ––––––––


  MIA: I read it.


  Chapter 41


  MIA


  ––––––––


  Six weeks later...


  The small storefront I’m using for my show tonight looks more like an abandoned warehouse than a place to hold a gallery showing, but that’s exactly why I picked it.


  Every piece I’ll be showing off tonight is emotional and soft, and I want the room to be a direct contrast so people will get the full effect. I’ve sent out four hundred invitations, mostly to clients I previously worked with at the Hamilton Array, and all but fifteen have confirmed that they will be making an appearance tonight.


  A case of wine and a chilled box of premier cheeses and grapes are currently in transit, and Autumn and Jacob are running all over Portland right now to help me with a few last minute errands.


  As I reposition one of my larger paintings against the wall, I hear someone knocking at the front door. Since everyone who is in on the show knows to use the rear entrance, I assume that it’s a client trying to get an early peek. I drape a sheet over the painting that’s closest to the door and then I walk over.


  “I’m sorry,” I say as I pull the door’s handle. “The show doesn’t start for another four—” I stop talking once I see my mother standing in front of me.


  Dressed in all blue and looking magazine perfect as always, she clears her throat. “I heard you have a show tonight.”


  “Who’d you hear that from?” I cross my arms. “No one I know talks to you.”


  She looks hurt by my statement, but she quickly forces a smile.


  “Eric told me. I just met with him over lunch.”


  “Which Eric? Surely, you’re not talking about my brother or the son you’ve disowned for all these years?”


  “Mia, can I...” She looks directly into my eyes.


  “Can I please come in and talk to you for a minute?”


  “I only have five to spare,” I say, opening the door wider so she can come in. “As you can see, today is a really big day for me and my hobby.”


  She follows me inside and I shut the door behind us. I watch as she walks around the room, peeking under the cloths at every piece, staring at the few I’ve already hung up on some of the walls.


  “Is this really what you think of me?” she asks, pointing to her portrait in the far right corner.


  The picture features her in all red paint, but her face is made up entirely of the words “dream killer,” “Harvard pusher,” “spirit crusher” and “despair.” Someone would have to look very closely to make out the tiny words, but as close as she’s standing, I’m sure she sees every one of them.


  “No, that’s not what I think of you.” I cross my arms, smiling at the memory of how many weeks that thing took me to complete. “It’s exactly who you are. Anyway, you said you needed a minute to talk about something. What exactly is it?”


  “I’ve missed you.”


  “You’ve missed putting me down, yelling at me, or getting frustrated when I don’t do exactly what you tell me to do?”


  “None of those.” She shakes her head. “I miss feeling like I have a daughter who will actually pick up my phone calls. A daughter who would actually be there for me when I needed her to be.”


  “Yeah...I can tell you right now, that we haven’t had that relationship since eighth grade. You’re just now noticing this?”


  She walks over to me with tears in her eyes and clasps both of my hands. “Mia, you’re beyond talented and I’m sorry I spent most of your life preventing you from pursuing your dreams. I went up to our attic last week and flipped through a ton of the pictures you’d hidden there and left behind. And all I could do was cry.”


  She’s crying right now. “I know this is going to sound terrible, but I guess because I wasted so much of my twenties chasing things that I shouldn’t have been chasing, that I was trying to prevent you from wasting your time and doing the same.”


  “I should have known from the time that you were seven, when you cried for hours on Christmas because I’d bought you a Barbie instead of another deluxe paint set that you were way different from the girl I was.” More tears fall down her face. “I’m sorry I missed all of your art shows in high school. I’m sorry I didn’t support you when you told me you wanted to go to Western Peak. And I’m sorry you felt like you could never pursue your dreams when you were around me.”


  “Mom...” I feel a lump rising up my throat.


  “Let me finish, Mia,” she says. “I don’t want to spend another ten Christmases without you coming home. I don’t want all our phone conversations to immediately turn to arguments anymore. I’m willing to change and be the mother I should have been to you for the rest of your life, if you just give me a chance.” She lets go of my hands and wipes my tears away. “I know I was terrible, Mia, but I love you and I want a second chance. Are you willing to give me one?”


  I don’t answer. I just cry.


  She pulls me into her arms and hugs me for the first time in over a decade. Unlike all the times before when I was in high school, I don’t count backwards from five to pull away, and I don’t make a move to pull away at all. I hug her back and cry even harder, feeling that every word she said was absolutely sincere.


  The two of us stand like that for at least half an hour, with her repeatedly telling me that she’s sorry and that she loves me and that she really is determined to show me what a real mother/daughter relationship should be like. When we finally do pull away from each other, both of our faces are red and tear-stained and it’s as if we both realized just how much time we’ve wasted.


  “Let’s not waste anymore.” She says.


  Stepping back and picking up the glossy brochures that I created for tonight, she smiles. “Tell me what I need to do to help you for your first show.”


  ***


  Several hours later, my mom is organizing the cheese and fruit tray that’s at the back of the space, Autumn and Jacob are giving the floor one final sweep, and Michelle is walking around the room taking notes on all of my pieces—nodding her head in absolute admiration.


  I slip away from everyone to get dressed in the bathroom, quickly stepping into a simple black dress and dark grey heels. I pull my hair into a sleek bun on top of my head and I take my time doing my make-up, making sure it’s noticeable, but not too heavy.


  When I’m done, my eye-lids are covered in a light pink, my lips are coated in a thin layer of soft red, and there’s bronze blush on my cheeks.


  I stare at my reflection for a little while longer, feeling extremely nervous about what all the guests might think about my collection tonight. I purposely didn’t tell any of them that I’m the creator behind the pictures just so that I could get their true and honest reaction.


  “Mia?” Autumn calls from the other side of the door. “Mia, your former boss is saying that it’s time to open the door. Are you ready?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer, she comes inside instead. “You’re going to do great tonight. All of the pieces are amazing and you’re going to sell out of each and every one.” She puts her hands on my shoulders. “And you are not going to think about he who shall not be named for this entire event. Are we clear?”


  “Who is he who shall not be named?”


  “Dean.” She rolls her eyes. “Just don’t think about Dean.”


  Without giving me a chance to say something else, she opens the door and pulls me inside of the gallery. The show has already begun, and I smile at how quickly the room is filling up. I mingle with the guests, serve wine and cheese whenever I can and listen in on bits of critiques whenever they may float by.


  As I’m adjusting my very first portrait of Seattle’s waterfront, a woman in a blue dress walks up to me. “Do you know if this is going to be this artist’s only show for the year?” she asks.


  “I’m not sure yet, why?”


  “Because I was interested in purchasing the piece you’re looking at right now.”


  “Oh! Well, all you have to do is go to the curator and she’ll tell you the price of it and you can purchase it if you’re still interested.”


  “No, no, no,” she says, laughing. “I think you’ve misunderstood me. I was very interested in purchasing this piece, just like I was very interested in purchasing the piece right next to it, but someone has already bought everything and there’s nothing left.”


  What?


  I quickly look over at Michelle who holds up two fingers, silently letting me know that the showing is now in “museum phase” because there are no pieces left to purchase.


  “Do you have a business card?” I ask the woman. “I’ll be sure to shoot you an email the next time this artist has a show.”


  “Please do.” She quickly places her card into my hand. I give her one last smile and walk away heading off to tell Autumn the good news.


  When I’m halfway there, I feel another patron tapping my shoulder, hear a familiar voice say, “Can you tell me about this one?”


  I turn around and find myself face to face with Dean. I know he’s not really interested in the painting that’s in front of us—a picture of him in all blue and silver, but I begin to explain it anyway.


  “It’s called Resentment,” I say. “It’s about an amazing relationship gone bad. One that breaks down on multiple levels before it can even begin.”


  “How is it about a relationship if the picture’s only one person?” His eyes have never left mine and mine have never left his.


  “If you look a bit closely into the picture, you’d see that the guy is actually made up of smaller frames of her.”


  “Her?” he asks.


  “Yes. She’s a woman who spent ten years hating a guy for something she didn’t totally understand.”


  “I’m sure it wasn’t all her fault,” he says, using his thumb to wipe away a stray tear on my face. “From this picture, I can tell that the guy in question probably never told her what he was going through. He probably treated her terribly instead of telling her the truth.”


  “Yes,” I say. “The ‘he’ from the picture was actually quite an asshole at times. She was an absolute angel.”


  He smiles. “I’m not interpreting that part, but what I do see is that he desperately wants to make up with her if she’ll finally give him five minutes of her time.”


  I nod and he slips his hand around my waist, pulling me close to him and leading me outside. For a second, I think he’s going to talk to me out here, but he leads me into the abandoned building next door.


  Letting go of me, he steps back and looks directly into my eyes. “If you never want to talk to me after today, I’m not going to lie and act like I’d be okay with that, but I’d do my best to deal with it.” He pauses. “Ever since you texted me and told me you read my letter—a letter I contemplated not giving you, I’ve been trying to figure out the right way to approach you and get you back.”


  As if he regrets taking his hands off of me, he steps closer and runs his fingers through my hair.


  “I know we were young when we fell in love in high school,” he says. “But it’s been ten years and I’ve never felt that way about anyone else. And I know for a fact that I will never feel that way about somebody else.”


  He suddenly stops talking and kisses me deeply, not pulling away until I’m utterly breathless.


  “Sorry,” he says softly. “I needed to get one of those just in case you do tell me that you don’t want to hear from me after today.”


  I smile and he continues.


  “I’m really not a guy who sits up and thinks before these emotional type of talks so please excuse me for how short this is about to be.” He pulls a small sheet of paper out of his pocket (It’s literally the size of a post-it note) and then he begins to read.


  “Mia Gray.” He looks at me. “For the record, I know you’re aware that I stole your notebook on purpose in high school, but you also need to know that I temporarily stole your CDs, your books, and your journal—which you apparently stopped writing in during eleventh grade by the way.”


  “What?”


  He keeps going. “I had to do whatever it took to get you to talk to me, because for some reason you didn’t think I would be genuine, and to this day you probably still have no idea that you were the most beautiful girl at Central High.”


  I blush.


  “Every moment I spent with you during that fall semester was perfection, and I lie to you not, I’ve thought about those times every single day over the past ten years, and I wish I’d been able to put my goddamn pride to the side and call you to apologize and make up for lost time, but I was too stupid. Wait a second.” He flips the post-it over. “I never stopped loving you, I’m still in love with you, and if you let me, I will show you just how much I love you from here on out.” He pauses. “I also miss fucking you. Terribly. I love you, Dean.” He crumples the paper. “Ignore those last few lines, I completely forgot they were there.”


  “Yet, you read them anyway.”


  “Only because you needed to know.”


  “That you still love me?”


  “That I miss fucking you.”


  I’m pretty sure my face is bright red and I have no idea what I should say right now.


  “So,” Dean says.“Will you take me back? Will you give us another chance?”


  I don’t say anything. I let him stand there, and let him start to look absolutely nervous about the possibility that I might say no. I even take a step back for dramatic effect, just to mess with him. Just to get him to ask me again.


  “Mia...” He steps forward and I step back again, and we continue this until I’m up against the wall.


  “Are you going to answer me?” He’s looking into my eyes, impatiently waiting. “Sometime today?”


  “I’m not sure.” I smile. “You’ve no doubt completely sold me on the getting back together aspect, but I’m not quite sure about the second aspect.”


  “What do you consider the second aspect?”


  “How badly you miss fucking me.” I manage. “I’m standing right here, and you have yet to even make a move.”


  He laughs softly and presses his forehead against mine. “I was actually seconds away from doing that.”


  He lifts up the hem of my dress, pushing it all the way up to my stomach. Then he covers my mouth with his, kissing me just like he used to, like he’s in love with me.


  My hands quickly unbuckle his belt and pull down his zipper. He tells me he loves me again and again as he trails hot kisses against my neck, as he softly bites my skin.


  I moan as he wraps my leg around his waist, as he pushes my panties to the side with his fingers and thrusts his cock inside of me.


  He commands me to wrap my arms around his neck and then he cups my ass, pushing me further onto his cock. He says “I love you” one last time and then he fucks me against the bricks until I come. Twice.


  By the time I come down from my high, I’m panting heavily and realizing that we’ve been gone for an entire hour. He helps me redress and I start to panic, running around the room looking for my heel that got tossed across the room during our quickie.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks, handing me my shoe. “Why are you in such a rush to get back all of a sudden?”


  “I only have twenty minutes left of the showing and it’s rude not to personally greet the buyers at the end, especially if one of them bought all of my paintings.” I pull my hair into a low pony tail. “I need to make sure I’m there to tell him thank you.”


  “You can tell him right now.” He smiles at me.


  My jaw drops. “What? You weren’t there at opening. How were you able to buy one of them, let alone all of them?”


  He pulls me close again and looks down at me. “Autumn. She hung up on me five straight times, but when I texted her and told her what I wanted to do, she happily agreed to help.”


  “Just like that?”


  “No. She did the parentheses thing and called me an asshole, a douchebag, and threatened to cut off my balls if I ever hurt your again. But she did say ‘thank you’ for the purchase.”


  “You actually have enough space to hang up all my art?”


  “More than enough space,” he says. I have a new condo, one floor down from Eric all to myself. I’m especially interested in hanging the painting you did of us, the one that features us in three time periods: high school, when we were apart, and now, in shades of grey and white.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because the title of it intrigues me and it fits us very well I think.” His hands are in my hair again. What was it again? Regret, Resentment, & Redemption correct?”


  “Yes, that’s correct.” I say as he leads me back towards the gallery. “But that was a piece I just finished a few days ago so I can remember it perfectly, and you’re missing the last word of our title.”


  “What word is that?”


  I stand on my toes to kiss him and whisper against his mouth. “Rebuild.”


  


  ** The End **
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