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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read this book. Without you, I would not be able to do what I love. Your support and generosity means the world to me.

      I’m particularly grateful to my devoted and dedicated Advanced Reader Team and all of you who have read and reviewed the book prior to its official release.

      I’m also sending a special thank you to Nicole Battalion, Denise Denning Toups, Denise Denning Toups K Kouvelis, Jenni Lewis, Amy Monroe, Mandy Sawyer, Destinie Waddell, and Mary Wolney - the wonderful people who found all  the typos and errors from one of the last versions of the book. Without you, this work would not be the book that it is! Thank you!

      If you would like join my Advanced Reader Team and get FREE copies of my books in return for honest reviews, please email me.

      If you just want to let me know what you think about my book, please don’t hesitate to write me. I love to hear from my readers!!

      Love,

      Charlotte
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      Want to know when One Weekend (Book 2 of the One Series) and my other new books will be released?

      Sign up for my mailing list and you’ll be the first to know about all new releases!!

      You’ll also get access to exclusive giveaways, and a chance to be on my Advanced Reader Team:

      

      http://eepurl.com/btLdbT

      

      I will never spam you and you can opt out anytime.
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        Book 1 of One Series

      

    
    
      **Stand-alone novel with a Happily Ever After**

      

      5th Grade: Friends

      7th Grade: Best Friends

      11th Grade: Lovers

      12th Grade: Long distance lovers

      First Semester of College: Complicated 

       

      Two weeks before we were going to start Columbia University together, Tristan dumped me and broke my heart. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me from attending my dream school. There’re more than 30,000 students on campus. What were the chances that I’d see him again?

      Or so I’d thought. And then I discovered that Tristan was going to be my roommate!

      It’s as if the whole universe conspired for us to fall in love again. 
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      I walk into my dorm room for the first time and take a deep breath. This is the beginning of something new. Something special. All through high school, I felt like college was going to be some sort of epilogue in the chapters of my life. It was everything I worked for, everything I tried so hard to achieve. While everyone else was hanging out and drinking and going to parties, I kept my nose in my books. But when this day finally arrived, it no longer felt like an epilogue. No, this is a prologue. The beginning of something special.

      “What a large room!” my mom exclaims, looking around my new home. The room is quite spacious. However, it’s not quite like the walls college students have on television and in movies. The ceiling is pretty high, but the walls are made of painted cinderblocks. White. Barren. So unlike the cozy, light pink room that I have back home.

      I walk over to the window. It’s a beautiful late August day. I’m on the 16th floor, and from here I can see into other people’s apartments across the street.

      “I just can’t believe that I’m here.” I turn around with a puddle of tears stacking up on the bottom of my eyelids. “In New York.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” My mom puts her arms around me. She knows this has been my dream since I was in middle school. Mom gives me a quick hug and looks out of the window with me.

      “I just don’t know how people live here. It’s so crammed!”

      I smile. My mom is not a fan of New York. I grew up in Calabasas, a town just north of Los Angeles, where the sky is almost always cloudless and blue and the temperature never gets cooler than 70 degrees Fahrenheit. My family’s upper middle class, but not what’s considered rich. At least not by LA standards. Still, our family of five lived comfortably in a 3,000 square foot house with a 6,000 square foot yard with a pool.

      “I hope you have nice roommates,” Mom says.

      “Of course, she will,” Dad pipes in. He’s standing in the doorway, clearly not impressed. “I just can’t believe that this room costs $17,000 a year! And you have three other roommates.”

      Mom and I laugh it off. Even though my dad isn’t cheap, he always likes to complain about how much things cost.

      “Suite mates,” I correct him. “I have one roommate and three suite mates.” Our rooms are separated by a living room with a little kitchen and there’s only one bathroom for everyone to share.

      “The room would be just as big if I’d gone to USC and the school would’ve costs just as much,” I add. University of Southern California is both of my parents’ alma mater. That’s where they met, thirty years ago.

      “Yeah, at least you would’ve been closer to home and wouldn’t need a plane ticket to come see us.” He shrugs. I roll my eyes. We’ve been over this thousands of times before. Now, they  joke about it more than anything else. They both know that Columbia has been my dream school for as long as I could remember. And when I got my acceptance packet, I think pretty much everyone knew that that’s where I was headed.

      “I’d just like to see you when it gets into the 20s and 30s here and you have class at 8 am,” Mom says. “It’s not always this nice out, from what I hear.”

      “I was fine in Colorado,” I say. Except that I’m terrified of the cold. I can’t wait for the changing leaves and the beautiful crisp fall, but the long hard winter? I don’t know.

      Both of my parents laugh. “A few week-long skiing trips hardly qualify as experience. Besides, Winter Park is a small, sunny town. A six-month winter in New York where everything gets slushy and the snow is black from the cars and the pollution is something else entirely,” Mom says.

      I nod.

      “I think I’ll manage,” I say, putting on a brave face. I turn away from the window to change the topic.

      “So which bed do you think I should choose?” The room has two of everything. Two beds. Two standing wardrobes. Two desks. Two chairs. Two windows. One looking out on 116th Street. One looking out onto Broadway.

      “If you take this one onto 116th Street, it should be a little quieter,” Mom says just as an ambulance turns on its siren and rushes down the street. “Or maybe not.”

      I decide on that one anyway.

      “If you two are done staring at the blank room, I think it’s about time to go back downstairs and get more of your stuff, young lady,” Dad says, glued to his cell phone.

      My mom and dad are both doctors, but they recently started a clinical trials consulting firm, which has made them busier than they’ve ever been when they were in practice.

      “I’ll be right down,” I say. “I’m just going to put some of these things away.”

      Right after Mom and Dad leave, the door swings open and a tall, voluptuous brunette walks in.

      “Alice?” she asks. Her whole face lights up, putting me at ease.

      “Doreen?” I ask.

      “Oh, no, no, no.” She shakes her head. I extend my hand, but she pulls me into a warm hug instead. “Call me Juliet, please. I hate Doreen.”

      “Okay.” I nod. Coming from LA, I’m well familiar with name changes. Three girls at my school changed their names officially before they got their boob jobs before graduation.

      “Oh my god, you’re so cute!” she laughs. “And little. You’re from LA, right? You have to tell me your secret. Agh, why am I still holding this?”

      She drops her bags onto her bed, and leans the long mirror she’s carrying against the wall. “I thought we’d hang this on the door.”

      Aha! I finally realize it. That’s what’s weird about this room: there are no mirrors.

      “Great idea. I completely forgot to bring a lengthwise mirror,” I say. “Actually, I thought there would be one here.”

      At home, I have three in my room. I help Juliet hang the mirror on the back of our door and try to see if it still closes. It swings along with the door, but we’re just going to be careful.

      “So?” Juliet turns to me. “What’s your secret?”

      “Secret?”

      “In staying so small. I know you LA girls have your ways.”

      I smile. I look at myself in the mirror. Skinny jeans, size 1, flip flops, white t-shirt. No bra. 32A breasts. Long scraggly blonde hair. Hardly any makeup. Next to Juliet, I look like a child. She tosses her dark curls over her head to give them more volume and reapplies her bright red lipstick. She’s wearing fake lashes and every part of her face is contoured, giving her beautiful highlights across the forehead and bringing out her cheekbones.

      “No secret, really.” I shrug. I’ve had plenty of my own issues with weight.

      “Agh, if you say eat healthy and exercise, I’m going to throw up.”

      “You definitely don’t hold back, do you?” I smile.

      “No, babe. I call it like I see it. Hope that’s okay?”

      I nod. “More than okay.” I welcome her honesty. It’s a breath of fresh air after LA where everyone is nice. But too nice. No one says a bad thing to your face. Not even when you really need to hear it.

      “Mainly, I try not to eat carbs at night. Avoid processed foods. My mom buys only organic and farmer’s market food. Not too much dairy. Lean proteins and fish. Stuff like that.”

      “That explains it.” She tosses her hair again. “So no burgers with chili cheese fries?”

      I shake my head. “No, not really.”

      I shudder at the thought, actually. I may be thin here, but back home, girls from my class were much smaller. I’m what they called big-boned.

      “That’s more like guy food, isn’t it?” I ask.

      “Not when it’s 20 degrees out and you’re coming back from the bar at 4 am. Those spicy fries will really warm you up from the inside out.”

      Again with the cold. Before it scares me even more, I decided that it’s time for me to go help my parents with the rest of my bags.

      My phone beeps.

      

      Where are you? Dad texts.

      

      “I’ve gotta go,” I say. “Need to get the rest of my stuff from downstairs. Are you going to stick around? But my parents are here. I’d love for you to meet.”

      “Yes, definitely!” Juliet smiles and tosses her hair again. Apparently, hair can never have enough volume.
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      I walk out into our living room. The accommodations here are a bit more furnished: an ugly blue couch that desperately needs a throw or a few pillows to make it look at least mildly presentable and two identical green recliners that look like they came from some third-rate thrift store. Is there actually a store that manufactures these ugly things? A halfway acceptable coffee table, which has a French country distressed look, except that it’s not cute. It looks like it was actually distressed by the passage of time, not a carefully planned painting job. And a few end tables, which are mismatched in both color and height. Everything in this living room is wrong. And yet, everything about this place feels so right!

      My palms grow sweaty from the excitement. I’m actually in New York.

      N-e-w Y-o-r-k!!!

      I feel like I’m in some fabulous movie, about to embark on the adventure of my life. I’m ready to put on a fabulous pair of fall boots, black tights, and a little black skirt and walk around Central Park with a latte like a real New Yorker!

      “Alice?” His voice pierces my fantasy. I know who it is before I turn around. It’s a voice I could never forget no matter how I try.

      “Alice? Is that you?” he grabs my arm turning me around.

      “Tristan? What’re you doing here?” I ask.

      “What’re you doing here?” he asks.

      We stand staring at each other for a moment. He hasn’t changed. Not much. But there wasn’t much time for him to change. It has only been two weeks since our infamous break up. Still, he looks more grown up. His light brown hair is shorter now. He’s dressed in a nice pair of slim cut jeans, which accentuates his ass, and his favorite light blue t-shirt with an outline of a penguin on the front. He’s as tan as he always was, that’s what happens when you surf every day of the summer, no matter what. But his eyes are bluer than they used to be. Maybe it’s the light. Or the distance.

      “Alice, can you help me—“ Juliet comes out of our room. “Well, hello there. I’m Juliet,” she says flirtatiously.

      “Hi, I’m Tristan Hilton,” he says, extending his hand. “I’m your new suite mate.”

      “Oh sweet! I didn’t know this place was co-ed. Did you, Alice?”

      No, I didn’t know either. I also didn’t know that it was possible to be assigned to the same suite as your fuckin’ ex-boyfriend. And not just some ex-boyfriend. The one who broke your heart in a million tiny pieces.

      “Man, you’re quite tan, isn’t he, Alice?”

      “I’m from California.” He shrugs.

      “Ah, that explains it! Alice is from California, too.”

      “Yes, I know.” He nods. “We actually know each other.”

      Juliet jumps back in surprise as if this news means as much to her as it means to me.

      “You went to the same high school?” she asks.

      “What’re you doing here, Tristan?” I ask.

      “Listen, this is some sort of accident, okay? I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t even know this suite was co-ed. I was assigned here. Just like you.”

      “Well, I can’t stay here if you’re going to be here,” I say.

      “What?! Why?” Juliet throws her arm around me. “No, you can’t leave, sweetie. Who knows what kind of crazy girl I’m going to have to room with next.”

      I shake my head. I can’t deal with this. I can’t even be in the same room as him!

      “Tristan??” I hear my mom’s voice from somewhere behind me. “What’re you doing here, Tristan?”

      “Hello, Dr. Summers. Dr. Summers.” Tristan gives them both a brief hug. My dad is actually so surprised to see him that he manages to look away from his phone.

      “It looks like Alice and I have been assigned to the same suite.” He shrugs.

      “Mom, I have to go talk to someone about moving. I can’t stay here. Live with him.”

      “Alice, don’t be rude,” she whispers to me and then turns back to Tristan. “How’s your mom and dad, Tristan? Are they here?”

      “They’re in New York, but they had some errands to run. We’re meeting up for dinner later, after I unpack and stuff. I think they’re going to come see the place then.”

      “Oh that’s nice. Well, send them our best.” My mom smiles. She knows almost everything that happened between us, but she’s still polite and courteous. In this moment, I both love her and hate her.

      “Excuse me, I’ve got to unpack,” I say and walk back into my room. I sit on the bed and try to assess the situation.

      “What’s wrong?” Juliet bursts into the room only a few seconds later, followed by my mom.

      I shake my head. I can’t talk.

      “Juliet, is it?” my mom says. “I’m Dr. Summers.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Are you okay, Alice?” my mom asks.

      “I’d love to give you a few moments, Dr. Summers. But I just can’t leave without knowing what’s going on here. You know Tristan from before, don’t you?”

      “He’s her high school boyfriend,” Mom explains. “They dated for two years. Long distance over this past year. And they broke up a few weeks ago.”

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “Well, actually, Tristan broke up with Alice. Very suddenly,” my mom adds.

      “Shut up!” Juliet exclaims. “What an asshole!”

      “Yes, he is a bit of an asshole,” Mom whispers.

      Juliet goes on a rant about how much men suck and how much it sucks that we need them. I don’t really agree, but I agree in this moment. I like how protective she already is of me. But I still can’t stay here.

      “I have to go talk to someone in housing,” I finally say, getting off the bed.

      “Oh sweetie.” My mom shakes her head. “Are you sure?”

      “What should I do instead? Just stay here and live with him all semester?”

      My mom sighs. “I don’t know. But if that’s what you want…”

      “No, you can’t. Alice, please! You can’t leave me alone with that asshole, if he is really an asshole.”

      “He’s not really an asshole, Juliet. He’s a nice guy. I just can’t live with him. That’s all.”
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      When I walk out of the room, I find my father and Tristan discussing the biomedical stocks together. Tristan’s planning on majoring in Economics and has already invested a substantial amount of his grandparents’ birthday gifts into a few high performing and promising funds. My dad is always on the lookout for stock tips and never passes an opportunity to get one, even if it’s from the guy who broke his daughter’s heart. On the other hand, what the hell do I expect him to do? Ignore him like a child? It’s not like he cheated on me. Or hit me. Or anything unforgivable. He just broke up with me.

      Definitely. Can’t. Stay. Here.

      “Where are you going, Alice?” my dad asks as I try to sneak my way past them.

      “Housing,” I say without turning around.

      “Alice, c’mon. You don’t have to do this,” Tristan yells after me.

      “Maybe I should go after her?” I hear him ask my dad.

      “No, it’s better to just let her go, son.” My dad stops him, to my great relief. A knot forms in the back of my throat. Tears are about to start flowing. Luckily, the elevator doors close before anyone sees me crying.

      “You’re going to be okay, Alice.” My mom holds me on the way downstairs. I try to wipe away some tears when the elevator stops at different floors and more people get in.

      “Oh don’t worry, honey. It’s just first day jitters. You’re going to be just fine.” A helpful woman about my mom’s age pats me on the back of my head.

      “I’m here dropping off my third one and it never gets any easier, does it?” she asks, turning to my mother.

      Mom shakes her head.

      “I’ve done this twice already, but this is the first one that went so far,” she says and goes on to talk about what it was like to take my older sisters to college.

      Stephanie went to USC and Jacqueline went to UC Berkeley. I dry my tears and wait for the elevator to finally get downstairs. The process takes forever as kids are moving in and out and the elevator has to stop at practically every floor. On top of all that, my mom makes a new friend at every stop.

      By the time we reach the ground floor, I can’t control the flow of tears any longer. It has only been two weeks since Tristan dumped me over an arduous six-hour conversation. I’m not anywhere close to getting over him. He has been my life for the last two years of high school. He has been my love for way longer than that. No, I can’t even think about this now. Not if I don’t want my eyes to puff up to the size of tomatoes and me to be walking around like some sorry homesick kid the rest of the day.

      “It’s going to be fine,” I say to Mom as we exit the building. The humidity outside envelopes us in a thick blanket. It’s so thick that I can practically taste the water as we walk through it.

      “Of course you are.” Mom takes my hand. Many kids are embarrassed of their parents, but I’ve never been. Until this moment, that is. I suddenly become keenly aware of the fact that I’m crying and holding my mom’s hand on the first day of school. I drop her hand immediately. She either doesn’t notice or doesn’t make a fuss.

      The block is overflowing with humanity. There are wide-eyed college freshmen flooding both sidewalks and spilling out onto the streets. Their proud parents are double parked in their cars, helping their kids unpack their bags and thousands of other Bed, Bath, & Beyond products into large containers on wheels.

      At the Housing office, a long line of eager and tired freshmen wraps the outside of the building. We wait in silence for close to an hour until it’s finally our turn.

      A freckled, tired girl with a tight bun greets us with a lackluster enthusiasm.

      “How can I help you?” she asks, barely looking up. Her nametag says Tina.

      “Hi, Tina. My daughter has been assigned to a suite with her ex-boyfriend. The whole situation is very complicated and she can’t possibly stay there.”

      “Okay, let me see what I can do.” Tina asks for my name and ID. I still don’t have my student ID, so I hand her my license. She types and scrolls and hums and then types again. Mom and I just wait.

      “No, I’m sorry. We don’t have anywhere else to relocate you.”

      “What?!” I don’t believe it. “How can that be? Are you sure?”

      “Yes, every dorm is filled.” Tina shrugs. She clearly doesn’t understand the direness of this situation.

      “But you don’t understand. I can’t live there! He’s my ex-boyfriend. It was a bad breakup. I can’t see him again. Not every day!”

      Suddenly, something I said gets Tina’s attention. “Do you have a restraining order against him?”

      “Restraining order? Why would I have a restraining order?”

      “Was he abusive?” Tina clarifies. But she’s still talking in Sanskrit.

      “Abusive? No, of course not.”

      “Well, then there’s nothing we can do. You two were matched according to our compatibility algorithm. Those things are typically pretty accurate.”

      “Well, of course they were compatible.” Mom steps in. “That’s why they dated for two years. But they’ve broken up. You can’t really expect my daughter to live with her ex-boyfriend for a whole year?”

      “There’s no need to get an attitude, ma’am,” Tina says sternly. “And no, I don’t expect her to live there for a year. Just one semester. In November, you can apply again and get reassigned. So that will be only four months.”

      “I can’t live with him for one semester!”

      “Alice, there’s a lot of people waiting. That’s your only option. Unless your mom wants to rent you some crappy, bed-bug infested studio apartment on Amsterdam for $1500 a month.”

      Before I can reply, the guy waiting behind me in line pushes his way past me to the counter and starts complaining to Tina about the size of his mattress.

      I look at my mom. She shrugs. Defeated, we head toward the exit.

      A big part of me wants to stomp my feet and insist on that studio on Amsterdam. Maybe if I make it a big enough deal then my parents would cave. But $1500 a month is way more than the dorm. And after casually looking around Craigslist the week before, I know that Tina’s not much off on that price or the quality of the possible places.

      “So what do you want to do?” Mom asks.

      “I want to get a latte and go to sleep. Then I want to wake up and find out this was all just some bad dream.”

      She hugs me. I don’t pull away. She smells of Chanel No. 5, as always, her favorite perfume, and it reminds me of home.

      “Daddy will be really happy if you suddenly decide to transfer to USC,” she whispers.

      “I know. But I won’t be.” I smile. “Okay. Okay. Enough with the pity party.”

      I pull away from her.

      “It’s just one semester, right? One semester. I can do that. I think. How bad could it be?”
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      That night I went out with my parents to a fancy French restaurant on Riverside Drive. My mom’s choice. It had white linens, small square tabletops, and tiny portions of food. I thought that my dad would complain about the disproportionate size of the salad in comparison to the price of the plate, but he surprised me. Instead, he seemed to really relish the experience. And even ordered a bottle of wine to celebrate. They didn’t card me, so I had a glass too.

      My parents have always been good like that. It’s not that they condone underage drinking, but they have let me have an occasional glass of wine with dinner since I was 15. When I was younger, they would also bore me with an extended discussion of the horrors and dangers of binge drinking and drinking poor quality alcohol. But today, the three of us enjoyed the wine in peace.

      “I wonder what it’s going to be like to have a glass of California merlot when it’s below zero and snowing?” my dad wonders out loud.

      Again with the weather! Yes, it gets cold here. Yes, I don’t like the cold. Yes, it seems like New York is an odd choice for someone who hates the cold and has to wear long sleeves when it’s below 75 degrees. I want to say all of these things out loud, but miraculously, I’m able to keep my mouth shut.

      “You know what your grandmother says, right? It’s not normal for human beings to live somewhere where it’s colder than in her freezer.”

      Gram, my mom’s mom, grew up in Chicago and moved to Los Angeles when she was 18. She just got up and moved. No job. No friends. No man. I’ve always admired her for that. My family has a lot of strong women. For some reason, I’m the only one that’s a little weak now and then.

      “So, it was a kick to see Tristan again, wasn’t it, Sharon?” Dad asks. Thump. My mom’s heel kicks him in the knee.

      “Ouch, why did you do that?” he turns to my mom.

      “Because you deserved it.” She rolls her eyes. “Honestly, sometimes you can be so insensitive, Eliot.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t really know what to say. I know my dad didn’t mean anything by it. He has known Tristan practically all of my life. We have been friends since the 5th grade. Best friends since 7th grade. Boyfriend and girlfriend since 11th grade. Exes since 2 weeks ago. And now roommates.

      Roommates!

      “I feel like the universe is conspiring against me a little bit,” I finally say.

      “Oh sweetie, don’t be like that,” my mom says. “Don’t think like that. This was just a glitch. An accident. I’m sure it will work out. I mean, how often do you have to see the other suite mates anyway? When we came back from Housing, no one was there at all. Maybe you’ll have different schedules? Different routines?”

      She’s mumbling now. But it’s making me feel better. She’s right. I have to believe that she’s right. Maybe there is some way to avoid him.

      “My roommate, Juliet, seems nice.” I change the topic.

      Both of my parents nod in agreement. And then my dad manages to stumble onto another topic that makes me uncomfortable.

      “And what’s her major?” he asks.

      Ah, the never-ending topic of majors. From what I’ve learned from my sisters, majors are an important topic of conversation in college. It’s almost like there’s nothing else. Your major puts you into some sort of classification. A particular phylum, order, or genus. According to my oldest sister, that is.

      “Not sure.” I shrug.

      “None of you are sure, are you? What is it with this generation, Sharon? Were we like this?”

      “Yes, many people were. You? No, you weren’t like this.” She smiles. She’s making fun of him, but it all comes from love.

      “No, I wasn’t.” My dad beams with pride as he says that. “I knew right away that I wanted to be a doctor. I can even remember my first semester’s course schedule. Can you believe that? All these years later? I took Biology, Chemistry 101, Physics 102, Calculus 1, and Western Civilization 1. The last one was some sort of inane requirement, of course.”

      “Yes. Who could imagine that anything about Western Civilization would be useful to any human being alive?” I say sarcastically. I’m joking, but not really. And my dad knows that.

      “Ah, I see, we have a smartass, here. Okay, then, smartass, what courses have you decided on?”

      I sigh. But not because I don’t know. I’ve been pouring over the course catalog for the last month. I’ve got it practically memorized. And the only conclusion that I’ve come to is that there are just too many fascinating courses to narrow them down to just four or five. Some of my favorites are “The Writer’s Process,” “The Art of the Essay,” “Intro to Fiction Writing,” and “The Victorian Age in Literature.” But I can’t really come out and say that. Not if I want to have a full blown argument on my hands.

      “I don’t know; I still have to meet with my advisor,” I say. “But probably some required electives and an English class or two.”

      English sounds more professional than writing. At least in my mind.

      “English? Again, with this?” My dad rolls his eyes. “Honey, I know you like to read and write, but what are you going to do after graduation? Now, if you pursue pre-med then at least you’ll have some prospects.”

      Now, it’s my turn to roll my eyes. Pre-med. For some reason, my father is obsessed with the notion of me studying pre-med. Perhaps it’s because he’s a doctor and my mom’s a doctor, but they both wanted to be doctors. Isn’t it unreasonable to try to convince someone to become a doctor when it’s practically the last thing that she wants to do with her life?

      “I don’t want to talk about this, Dad.” I shake my head and concentrate on the tiny piece of salmon and feta cheese before me.

      If I don’t pace myself, I’m going to be done with dinner in two bites. Oh how I wish we went to some cheap, chain restaurant instead with unlimited breadsticks and other things to munch on. That way I would’ve at least had something to munch on during this interrogation.

      “Oh, I know you don’t. But I feel like it’s necessary before you spend $50,000 a year at this fancy ivy-covered school on basket weaving or reading books you can read for free at the library.”

      “Eliot, please,” my mom says, and the conversation is over. I’ve been waiting for this statement ever since the topic of majors came up, and I welcome it with open arms. Everyone in my family knows that when Mom says, “Eliot, please,” it’s time for my dad to stop beating a dead horse.
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      When I was young, I thought nothing could hurt me. I thought I was invincible. My whole life was ahead of me and I had a lot of plans. Plans for high school. Plans for college. Plans to be with Tristan the rest of my life. He was my perfect match. My soul mate. Or so I thought.

      But then I got older and realized that it was all crap. I was living a lie. Lost in my own delusion. Tristan was not my soul mate. He was just my boyfriend. Someone who had broken my heart. And now, I don’t know if I believe in the whole idea of soul mate.

      And for all the reasons that I hate him, that’s the thing that makes me hate him most.

      “Hey, hey,” I hear someone saying far in the distance. “Hey, excuse me.”

      I turn away from the window and come face-to-face with tall, blonde, blue-eyed hottie.

      “Are you my new roommate?” he asks. His eyes twinkle in the sunlight that streams in through the living room’s window. I nod. He gives me a warm hug. Introduces himself as Dylan Waterhouse.

      Dylan is from Connecticut. I’ve never been to Connecticut. Immediately, I think of the Gilmore Girls and an old romantic comedy with Julia Roberts called Mystic Pizza. I imagine Dylan growing up in one of those picturesque coastal towns where leaves turn gorgeous colors of red and gold every fall.

      “No,” Dylan laughs when I tell him. “I grew up in Greenwich. It’s a bit different. No fishing for me. We spent our summers in the Hamptons and my dad has an apartment on Central Park.

      “So, where are you from, gorgeous?” he asks, tilting his chin toward me. His arms hang loosely on his sides, but I can still see that he’s ripped. For a second, I don’t get it. And then, it hits me.

      “Are you flirting with me?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Why?”

      I roll my eyes. I pretend that I’m annoyed, but too effectively. I hate to admit it, but I like the attention. Dylan is very cute. And rich, apparently.

      “Because we’re roommates, remember?” I say, pushing him aside slightly. My hand lands on his chest. His pecks are hard and warm. I linger there a little too long.

      “Hey! You’re back!” Juliet walks out of our room. “Oh, and you met Dylan!”

      I nod. There’s a knock at the door and a man who’s old enough to be Dylan’s father walks in, laden down with expensive looking suitcases. He’s got jet-black hair and serious eyes. He’s clearly out of breath.

      “Oh, you must be Dylan’s father. Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” I say when the man puts down his bags. Dylan doesn’t make a move to help him. I wait for his dad to reprimand him, but he doesn’t.

      “Oh, no, miss, I’m not Dylan’s father,” he says.

      “You can just put the bags in there.” Dylan points to his room.

      “He’s not your dad?” I whisper.

      Dylan flashes a crooked smile. “No, he’s the chauffeur.”

      “You’re chauffeur dropped you off? Shit, and I thought my parents were uninvolved,” Juliet pipes in.

      She proceeds to go on a rant about how ridiculous her parents are for not even coming to the school. She’s from Staten Island and apparently taking a ferry over and then a cab all the way up to 116th Street is too much trouble.

      “What’s the problem?” Juliet mimics her mom, giving her a raspy smoker’s voice. “You don’t think we’ve been to Upper West Side before?”

      “Eh, your parents at least have the ferry as an excuse. My parents are separated and my dad’s been living in his Park Avenue apartment. Still didn’t bother to come by. But he did act like him lending me his chauffeur was a big deal this morning.”

      What I quickly learn is that in New York, there’s a big difference between old and new money. Juliet’s dad owns a chain of laundromats and a few apartment buildings. Her dad went to CUNY for a semester, but dropped out to start his business. Her mom is way younger than her dad, and his fourth wife. Dylan’s parents met at Princeton. He’s rebelling by not going to Princeton. His dad runs some sort of pharmaceutical contract company and he’s also a practicing attorney. Graduated from Yale Law School.

      I have no idea why both Juliet and Dylan give me a breakdown of their parents’ education and background immediately upon meeting me. Is this an East Coast thing? Probably, I decide. Back in LA, people are different. Education matters less than people you know.

      “So, what do you think you’re going to major in?” I ask Dylan. He laughs. I think he knows that I’m just following standard operating procedures of meeting someone new at college. What other way is there to evaluate the person from head to toe and make all sorts of inappropriate assumptions of who they are as human beings?

      “Not sure yet. Leaning toward history, I think. I’m planning on going to law school after. So history sounds good, I guess.”

      “Hey, me too!” Juliet says. “I just love Roman and Greek civilizations. They’re so fascinating, right?”

      Dylan’s unimpressed. “I like 20th century better.”

      “Is that history or poli sci?” she asks.

      We take a moment to consider the notion. I hate to admit it, but I agree. In school, we didn’t even reach the 20th century. Instead, we kept learning about Columbus, the founding of America, and the 1800s.

      My eyes wander over to the back and I see Tristan standing there. His hair is falling slightly into his face. He casually leans on the doorframe the way models do in magazines. Look at me, aren’t I hot? But not in that totally obvious way? I’m hot, but I don’t really know it. Except that I do. That’s what that look says. Even if the guy doesn’t say it out loud. Especially if he doesn’t.

      Dylan and Juliet continue their banter, completely oblivious to us. I stare at him. He says nothing. I can’t believe that less than three weeks ago, I could just go over there and plant a big wet kiss on those luscious and utterly kissable lips. And now I can’t. It’s feels so arbitrary. It hasn’t been that long at all and just because our status has changed, suddenly we’re strangers with nothing to say to each other. No. We’re strangers with a million things to say to each other. A million things we can’t or don’t say.

      “Oh hey, Tristan! You’re back. Good,” Dylan says. “I was just wondering if any of you are hungry? I know this awesome pizza place down the street. They serve slices as big as regular-sized pizzas at other places. Their pizza’s delicious.”

      “I’m starving,” Juliet says.

      “Me too,” Tristan says after a moment. I search his face trying to figure out what he thinks I should do. But his expression is blank. Unreadable.

      “No, I’m fine. I got a lot to do,” I finally say.

      “Awe, c’mon, Alice. Please come.” Dylan puts his arm around my shoulder as if I’m his oldest friend. “Pretty please?”

      “Yeah, c’mon,” Juliet says. “It’ll be fun.”

      “I don’t know.” I stand my ground.

      “This is our first official activity as suite mates and you have to be a part of it.” The tone in Dylan’s voice changes. He’s more serious now.  But still joking.

      “Listen, if she doesn’t want to go, she doesn’t have to go,” Tristan says. It sounds like he’s taking my side, but something in the way that he says it irks me. He’s the one who dumped me. Why should I be the one staying home and not going out? Fuck him.

      “Okay, I’ll go,” I say.

      “Awesome!” Dylan jumps up in excitement. He wraps his arms around me and gives me a big kiss on my cheek.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Tristan’s crestfallen face. All of a sudden, I feel as light as a feather.
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      Tristan goes to get the elevator and I stay behind and wait for Juliet and Dylan to get their wallets.

      “How are you feeling? Are you okay?” she asks when she comes out. I shrug.

      “What’s wrong?” Dylan asks. Juliet gives him the broad strokes.

      “Tristan is your ex-boyfriend? Holy shit. That’s awkward.”

      “Yep.” I nod. “As of two weeks ago. I tried to go change rooms, but there are no other rooms available apparently. So I’m stuck here with him.”

      “Hey, hey, hey. I take personal offense at that, girlie. Yes, it’s fuckin’ awkward as hell to live with your ex, but he’s not your only roommate. There’s also Juliet and I. And we’re pretty awesome. I’m sure that you’ll be convinced of that by the end of dinner.”

      My mouth salivates at the thought. Though I’ve already officially had dinner with my parents, I don’t count it as dinner. The portions were minuscule and the conversation was treacherous.

      When we get to the pizza place, I quickly realize that Dylan was not in fact exaggerating about the size of those slices. They’re huge. Very thin with not too much cheese, but enormous nevertheless. I order one and it looks like a whole 20” pizza at home, only in slice form. Luckily, the plates and tables are equally large and we have room to spread out with our slices.

      I avoid Tristan’s gaze practically the whole dinner. And he does well in avoiding mine as well. Instead, we both concentrate on Dylan and Juliet, who have enough to talk about for all of us. Dylan talks about running track in high school and summering in the Hamptons. Juliet moans about her dad’s decision to buy a house on the Jersey Shore instead of the Hamptons.

      “The Hamptons aren’t that great.” Dylan tries to comfort her.

      “Oh please, don’t give me that.” She waves her hand as if she’s insulted.

      “What?” Dylan laughs taking another big bite of pizza.

      “I hate people who pretend the Hamptons aren’t that great even more than people who actually summer there! It’s like those girls who pretend that they don’t like diamonds. Am I right?” she turns to me.

      I shrug. “Sorry, I’m the wrong person to ask. I’ve never been to the Hamptons. And I don’t really like diamonds.”

      Juliet looks at me as if I’m insane. “Oh, you’re impossible!”

      

      

      “All in all, I think that has been a great first day, wouldn’t you say?” Juliet asks me as she gets undressed. I’m already lying in bed, reading on my phone.

      “It could’ve been better.” I shrug. “But I do like you and Dylan.”

      She laughs. “I don’t know about Tristan. He’s difficult to read. What’s he like?”

      She catches me off-guard. I don’t know what to say.

      “You know him really well, right? I was just wondering. He seems quiet.” She puts on a pair of blue pajamas and a tank top and climbs into bed.

      “I don’t really know. I don’t really know who he is anymore,” I say. I know she’s waiting for me to elaborate. So I take a moment to consider the question.

      “No, he’s not really quiet. Not at all. He’s loud and opinionated. He’s headstrong. I don’t know why he seems quiet. Well, no. I know; it’s because of me. He definitely didn’t expect to find me living here, either.”

      “So, what did happen between you two? Tell me everything.”

      It would take a whole night to tell her everything.

      “We were childhood friends. Best friends, really. For many years. And then in 11th grade, we finally started dating. There was this thing building up within for a few years before that. We told each other everything. Hung out all the time. I had a crush on him forever. But then in 11th grade, he suddenly kissed me. And everything fell into place.

      “We dated for two years. It was hard. His family moved to San Francisco the year before our senior year because his dad got a really lucrative job at an education technology start up.”

      “His parents made him move his senior year? That’s rough!”

      “Yeah, it was. At first, he was going to stay with a friend, but that didn’t work out. But he’s got two little brothers; they’re in elementary school. So it’s not just him that his parents had to consider.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Well, we decided to continue our relationship. Long distance. He came down for Christmas and then for the whole summer. He stayed at a friend’s house.”

      I stopped talking and looked at the ceiling. It was an old popcorn ceiling, and it reminded me of the kind of ceilings they have in shady motels. I couldn’t go any further. I wasn’t ready. But Juliet wanted to know more.

      “So?” she asks. I look over at her. She’s lying on her stomach with her arms wrapped around one of the ten throw pillows she piled on her bed. She’s on the edge of her seat. I try to make this quick.

      “To tell you the truth, I don’t really know, Juliet. I thought everything was fine. It seemed fine. And then he just came to me one day and said we had to talk. We talked and talked. For like six hours. And the whole time we were talking, I had no idea we were breaking up. Not really. It just felt like I was helping him with something. Like he was feeling insecure, or lost, and I was there to support him. For a couple of hours, I seriously thought we were talking about his problems with his mother. But then at the end, he said that he thinks he needs space. Needs time to figure things out. Wants to be alone.”

      “So how did you end up at the same school?”

      “We’d wanted to go to New York forever. It was always our dream. We applied to both Columbia and NYU. And when we both got into Columbia, we were both over the moon. There was no question about it really. And so when the breakup happened, I didn’t think it was right for me to change my mind about it. I said to myself, it’s a huge city. Big campus. 30,000 students. There’s no way I’m going to run into him. Little did I know that I was actually going to be assigned to live with him!”

      Suddenly, I start to laugh. Juliet joins me. The whole situation is so tragic it’s actually comical.
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      My parents left two days ago. The goodbye was a lot sadder than I’d anticipated. At least for my mom. My mom is a woman who rarely cries. She’s such a positive person that she actually participated in one of those gratitude challenges online last year where you spend every day of the month writing thank-you letters to various people in your life for all the things that you’re grateful for in life. My mom always looks at the bright side of things, or at least tries to, but I could see that saying goodbye to me was really tough on her.

      I’d promised to call and text every day and we promised to Skype at least once a week. That seemed to make her feel a little better and it made me happy. I don’t like seeing my mom sad.

      My dad on the other hand was much easier to say goodbye to. It’s not that we’re not so close, it’s just that things are more complicated with us. He’s a very regimented person who doesn’t suffer fools easily. Sometimes I think that he thinks that I’m fool for the life choices that I’m making. Especially, when he says things like “why am I spending $50 grand on an education that you can get for free by getting a library card?”

      There’s no answer to that. No, there are many valid answers. A humanities education teaches you how to think. It teaches you how to you reason. How to make decisions. I’ve tried many of those in numerous prior conversations. Result?

      “If a humanities education teaches you how to think, then why isn’t it clear to you that you need to major in something that will give you some way of supporting yourself in the future? I mean, what are you going to do after graduating with an English Lit degree? Serve coffee in a café?”

      That was just one of the brilliant gems of wisdom that I heard in one of our millions of conversations on the topic. For some reason, my college major has been a topic of conversation for over four years of my life already. Even before I started college!

      My mom says that he says those things because he cares. But I think if he cares so much, why doesn’t he just support me in pursuing my dreams? That’s what people do who actually care.

      “Hey, Alice?” Dylan taps me on the shoulder. I’m standing in line to get my student ID. I should’ve gotten it earlier, but I’ve been dragging my feet for two days trying to avoid running into Tristan.

      Dylan was stunningly handsome with full soft lips. He’s even hotter in the light of day.

      “I haven’t seen you in two days! Are we roomies or what?” He puts his arms around my shoulders and gives me a big bear hug. He feels warm and comfortable, but strong, too. Definitely works out.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” I look at the floor. I don’t know how to explain what’s been going on.

      “Tristan, right?” he asks. It’s amazing the relief that you can feel when something so complicated and convoluted is suddenly summed up in two words.

      I shrug. Look away. I’m embarrassed.

      “Listen, it has nothing to do with you. I’d love to hang out sometime. But Tristan…it’s all very weird for me still.”

      “Next!” someone yells in the distance.

      “I think that’s you,” Dylan smiles.

      “Oh shit, you’re right.” I’m frazzled. I wanted to take a look at myself in the mirror before it was finally my turn. I can’t believe I’d waited for two hours in this stupid line and now I wasn’t even ready. I’m not wearing nearly enough eyeliner and my brows are probably all in disarray.

      “You look beautiful,” Dylan reassures me, as if he knows what I’m thinking.

      Well, here goes nothing. I take a deep breath, flash him a wide smile, and sit down on the chair in front of the camera.

      “Smile,” the woman says and clicks flash before I get the chance to put on my best fake smile.

      “Take a look. You only get one redo.”

      I walk over to the screen. I look like one of those chimps in a wildlife documentary with a large open-mouth smile that is most disingenuous thing you’ve ever seen. The smile makes me look terrified!

      “Another one please.”

      Focus, focus, Alice. Don’t be such a spaz. Think of something good. I search my mind for funny image of a dog or cat from a YouTube video. But nothing comes to mind. Suddenly, I look behind the photographer and I see Dylan. He’s still here! He flashes me a smile and I can’t help but smile back.

      The photographer snaps the pictures. When I look at it on the screen, I’m stunned. It’s one of the most genuine smiles I’ve ever had photographed.
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      Dylan invites me to lunch. I don’t have class for another hour so we head to a local sushi place a block away from campus. One of the perks of going to school in New York!

      At first, we talk about high school and our lives until this point. His aunt and uncle live in LA and he’s been there a few times. I ask him about Worthington, the fancy boarding school he’s gone to for the last three years. Growing up, it had been a dream of mine to go to a boarding school. It’s not that I wanted to get away from my parents or be a grown up so much earlier. I just like the idea of the independence that came with it. Living with roommates. Being responsible for your own laundry. Living on your own terms. But still in a somewhat safe environment with other kids. I share my dream with Dylan. He just laughs.

      “It’s not really like that,” he says. “I mean, you do get to be on your own a lot. But it’s a little different when you feel like your parents just shipped you off there because they got tired of you.”

      “Really? No, that can’t be true.” I shake my head. “I’m sure you parents love you.”

      “Well, unlike you, I didn’t really want to go. I liked my friends and my teachers at the private school near our house. But my parents were getting divorced and my brother was already in Dartmouth. My dad had a new girlfriend and my mom was having a breakdown. I don’t think they wanted me around anymore. At first, I protested and they caved. But then when my mom went to rehab for two months, there was no one at the house to stay with me. So my dad thought it’d be best to send me to boarding school.”

      “That sucks,” I say and put my hand on his arm.

      “Eh, it’s okay. Rich kid problems, right? I’m fine. I honestly wasn’t even going to talk about this. I never really do. I just didn’t want you to have some illusion of what boarding school is like.”

      “Well, to be honest, you haven’t really told me anything bad about boarding schools. Your story was really about parents who want to send their kids to boarding school,” I joke and smile. It takes a beat, but he catches on.

      “Well, to be honest with you, boarding schools do have their perks.”

      “Oh yeah, like what?” I move to the edge of my seat.

      “Well, you get to hang out with girls. And I mean really hang out.”

      “Is it co-ed like this?” I ask.

      “No, but it’s pretty awesome anyway. They sleep in a different building, but they’re on campus. Away from home. So if you meet someone special, you can sneak out at night and actually hang out. No need to steal your parents’ car or anything like you public school kids do.”

      I laugh. The check comes. He insists on covering it. Doesn’t let me even look at it. I fight for a bit, but eventually give in.

      “Hey listen, I did want to talk to you about something. I just wanted to let you know that I totally get it about Tristan.”

      A cold sweat dashes through me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I get it that he’s your ex and that it’s really awkward having him as your roommate. But you know, that doesn’t mean that you don’t have the right to be in the living room.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just couldn’t really deal with it yet.”

      “I know. But the thing is that he’s there. He’s not acting like he doesn’t belong. And I want you to know that you belong, too. You can’t just go through your whole first semester avoiding him. What kind of college experience would that be?”

      I shrug. I haven’t thought about how I was going to go through the whole semester. So far I’ve been living hour to hour.

      “Not a good one, that’s for sure.” He flashes his handsome smile. “So I just want you to know that I can be your buffer. I’ll try to hang out in the living room as much as possible so you wouldn’t have to be alone.”

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”

      “But I’ll only do it if you promise me that you’ll be there after dinner tonight. You’re not allowed to use school as an excuse.”

      I like the way he jokes. It’s not malicious and it’s not at the expense of anyone. His warmth puts me at ease so much that I actually allow myself to imagine what hanging out in the living room with Tristan might be like.

      “Okay,” I mumble. “I’ll try.”

      “No, promise me you’ll do it. Not just try.”

      “Promise,” I say after a while. No feelings of lingering regret creep up. It’s an honest promise.

      “Why do you care so much, anyway?” I ask as we walk back to campus.

      “’Cause you seem like a fun girl. A fun roommate. And I don’t want to miss out on that just ‘cause you used to date someone at one time.”

      That is definitely one way of putting it. I’ve been so much in my own head about this whole Tristan thing, this whole other entity that we became while were together that I didn’t realize that this whole life altering thing could just be described as “I used to date someone at one time.” Putting it that way, gives me a little perspective. Maybe it’s not a big deal after all. Or maybe I shouldn’t make it that big a deal.

      My American Lit class is starting soon. I don’t really know where Hamilton Hall is, so I put in the location into the map app on my phone. Dylan’s got American Civilization to the Civil War in the same building at the same time. We follow the app’s instructions, glued to my phone, like all the other freshmen.

      “Man, I have to learn the campus layout a bit more before this weekend,” Dylan says when we finally reach the building. “I don’t want to look like a total idiot.”

      “Why? What’s this weekend?”

      “My girlfriend’s coming to visit me.”

      “Oh, you have a girlfriend?” I joke. Not that it should matter, really, but I’m caught off-guard.

      “Yes, I have a girlfriend,” he smiles. “Peyton. She goes to Yale. We met at Worthington last year.”

      “How far is Yale from here?”

      “About two hours, depending on traffic, if you drive. But she’s taking the train. So that’ll be about 3 hours.”

      “Ah, I can’t believe you waited all through lunch to tell me. Now I have so many questions and I have to go to class,” I say, looking at my phone. “So what’s she like?”

      “She’s awesome. Fun. Outgoing. She’s majoring in Poli Sci. She wants to work in government. She does a lot of volunteer work. Even started her own foundation in high school.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive. She sounds amazing.”

      “Yep, she is,” he says, beaming. “And she’s really looking forward to meeting everyone. And that includes you.”

      I smile and promise that I’ll be there. He gives me a brief hug and turns into his class. I walk down the hall to room 101.
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      I open the door to a large lecture hall. Somehow, I’m late. Everyone else is already seated in a semi-circle around multiple levels of whiteboards. A few people turn around to look at me as I make my way down. I find a spot in the middle. Not too close to the front and not too far in the back.

      When I put my bag on the floor, I look up and find a small thin woman with large disapproving eyes standing over me.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I say.

      “I would just like to make you all aware of the fact that in the future, the door to the room will be locked and no late arrivals will be tolerated.”

      I look down at the syllabus that she’d put on my desk and read her name.

      Dr. Polk returns back down to the podium. Behind me two girls giggle.

      “Where do you think she got her paisley shirt?” one whispers.

      “Goodwill. Oh, and what about those disastrous shoes. How awful.”

      I hope Dr. Polk doesn’t hear them and try to focus on what she’s saying.

      “Many of you are here because you’re genuinely interested in reading some of the best books from the 20th century. Books like The Great Gatsby, To Kill a Mockingbird, Catch 22, 1984 and House of Mirth. And as for all the rest of you, who aren’t interested, frankly, I don’t really know why you’re here, then. This isn’t a required elective and I hope you don’t waste either my time or your time taking a course that you’re not interested in.

      “Also, as many of you know, this is a second-year course, which has only recently became open to first year students,” Dr. Polk continued.  “We don’t recommend you take it unless you’re prepared to work really hard. That goes out to all of you, but specifically you freshmen.”

      The girls behind me giggle with the laissez-faire of sophomores. They’ve been here for a whole year and they’re apparently not threatened by statements like that. Unfortunately, I’m not so at ease. Perhaps I’m in the wrong class altogether, I wonder.  Just because I did really well in high school doesn’t mean that college will be a cakewalk. Especially this college. Especially this course.

      Dr. Polk starts to go over the syllabus and introduces the books that we’re going to read this year. I’ve read most of these books in high school. Some just for fun, some for school. Suddenly, the floodgates from the recesses of my mind open and all sorts of unwanted thoughts and memories rush in.

      To Kill a Mockingbird. I read it in 11th grade English. Our teacher, Mrs. Danes, let us choose our own seats and Tristan and I sat next to each other. Mrs. Danes was one of those progressive, non-hierarchal teachers who liked to challenge patriarchy at every turn, so she arranged all the desks in the room in a circle so that we could all face each other when we spoke. In a circle, there’s nowhere to hide, she liked to say. I looked forward to that class every day, not just because I loved English, but also because I sat next to Tristan. There were all of these moments before class started where we joked and laughed and all of these moments after class. Sometimes he walked me to my next class, sometimes to my locker. And one time, he kissed me. He walked me all the way to my locker and waited for me to switch out my books.

      “So I meant to ask you, how was your date?” he asked. He had heard. Of course. I went on a date with a senior who didn’t go to our school, a brother of a friend of ours.

      “Fine.” I smiled. He was trying to be casual about it. Like he was just asking about it in passing. But he was a little flushed. Not like his usual self.

      “I was just wondering,” he said very quietly as he leaned closer to me. His face was inches away from mine. His eyes sparkled in the sunlight. He licked his lips and pressed them against mine. Lightly, at first. And then with full force. He put his hand on the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

      “I was just wondering if you could not do it again?” he whispered.

      That was our first kiss. Real kiss. That night, we went out together and I never saw that other guy again.

      

      Dr. Polk moves on to Catcher in the Rye. Another book that I’ve already read. I started Catcher in the Rye the night after Tristan moved away in August of our senior year. For the first couple of days, I was a frenzy of activity. I did a million things to turn my mind off the fact that I wasn’t going to see my boyfriend for five months. I wrote, I did a ton of math homework, went running twice a day. But no matter what I did, I couldn’t shut my mind off. I couldn’t make myself feel better. So then I stopped. Gave up. Just got into bed and didn’t leave for days. I didn’t know what else to do with myself. I was drowning in anger. And my anger made me feel like the whole world was phony, including me. It was then that I started to dream of walking the streets of New York, just like Holden Caulfield, in a daze in search of something. But definitely not a prostitute (like Holden was).

      “That’s enough for now,” Dr. Polk interrupts my train of thought. “Look over your syllabus. Decide if this class is really for you. If it is, go buy all the books and start reading House of Mirth for Thursday’s class.”

      I wait for the bell to ring. But this is college. There are no bells. Everyone simply gets up and leaves and I follow them out. If only my dad knew that we had to read books in this class that I’ve already read over the last two years. This time, however, his likely response makes me chuckle.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      This is going to be one of those defining moments that would change the course of my life. I could feel it as if it were bubbling up within me. What I did next would really define the rest of the semester.

      After grabbing a few bites to eat in the cafeteria, I clear my tray and went back upstairs. I had promised Dylan something that I had no right to promise, something that I don’t want to do. I’d promised him that I would come into the living room tonight and hang out with them. All of them. It doesn’t sound like much on the surface. They’re my roommates. All are nice and friendly people. None of them are going to bite my head off. Least of all, the person that I’m most worried about.

      Tristan. He’s going to be quiet and reserved about the whole thing. Just like before. I know this because I know Tristan. But that’s the thing that scares me. That’s not really who Tristan is. And when he’s acting that way, when he’s pretending to be this quiet, unassuming person who keeps to himself, well, that’s when I know that he’s being insincere. A fake. A stranger.

      But then again, who am I kidding? He’s pretty much a stranger anyway.

      I look at myself in the mirror. A timid, frail girl looks back. My eyes seem hallow, vapid even, and I have dark circles under them already. For Christ’s sake! I haven’t been in school for a week yet and I’m already a hot mess.

      I put on a substantial layer of foundation. Line my eyes with black eyeliner. A dash of dark eyeshadow. Color in my wispy eyebrows a bit and flip my hair over to give it a bit of volume. How the hell was I walking around like this all day? Did I forget to wear makeup this morning? Really?

      I look in the mirror again. Much better. But something’s missing. Oh yes, of course. Lipstick. Bombay Funk is a dark matte red lip color, which completes the look. Now I’m ready. At least, as ready as I’m going to be. Makeup is my cover. It gives me strength. Something to hide behind. It’s my war paint.

      I take a deep breath and step onto the battlefield.

      

      

      Dylan’s lounging on the couch in a pair of flannel pants and a white t-shirt, which accentuates his toned physique. He’s really hot. Just focus on that, I say to myself. Juliet is standing next to the hot plate with a guy I’ve never seen before. She introduces him as Brandon from her acting class. Tristan is sitting at the dining room table, eating cereal with one hand and scrolling through his phone with another. When I come in, he gives me a brief nod and quickly gets back to his phone.

      “So, in acting class, they have us do these breathing exercises,” Juliet starts talking. What I’ve learned about Juliet in our brief time of being roommates is that she does not believe in preambles. Juliet simply starts in the middle of a conversation betting on the fact that everyone else will catch up to her train of thought. In this case, I do.

      “They’re so strange, aren’t they Brandon?”

      Brandon’s arms are wrapped tightly around her torso. His lips slide up and down her neck. How long have they known each other?

      “Brandon?” Juliet pushes him aside jokingly. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says pulling her closer. He has a quiet, smoldering voice. Very sexy. “They are strange. Makes me feel like I’m going through labor.”

      “Oh yeah, and how would you know what that’s like?”

      Brandon shrugs and buries himself in her chest. Juliet tilts her head back from pleasure and then flashes me a smile.

      “What are you cooking?” I ask.

      All throughout this courting display, Juliet continues to stir something on the skillet on the hotplate.

      “I’m making s’mores for everyone.”

      I nod, as if that’s a perfectly normal thing to cook on the stove.

      “Oh and you know what else, Alice? Get this. My assignment for next week’s class is to write a thank you note.”

      “A thank you note? To whom?”

      “To whom?” Brandon lifts up his head from Juliet’s breasts to make fun of my proper grammar.

      “To anyone. It’s some sort of gratefulness exercise. The teacher is this real new-agey woman. So we’re supposed to write a thank you card, on an actual card and everything, for something we’re thankful for. A person or a thing. It’s supposed to make us more present in real life, or some shit like that.”

      I look around the room and wonder what Juliet’s teacher would think of how un-present we all were in this moment. There’s Dylan’s on the couch, glued to Sports Center and their analysis of what had already happened in the world of professional sports. There’s Tristan who missed bringing the spoon of cereal into his mouth on a couple of occasions because he’s too busy looking at something online. Then there’s Juliet, who’s taking multi-tasking to a whole new level. She’s got a guy kissing her neck and feeling her up while she’s making s’mores and talking to me about her teacher. And then there’s me.  I’m not really doing anything, but I’m also not present. I’m an observer who’s not really in the moment any more than any of the rest of them.

      The s’mores are finally ready. Juliet had melted the marshmallows in between the crackers and the chocolate already. Tristan’s done with his cereal and puts the dish in the kitchen sink.

      “Want one?” she asks. He nods. She hands him two.

      “Give this one to Alice,” she says.

      I look over from the couch when I hear my name and watch Tristan take the s’mores into his hands and make his way over. But then something happens.

      “Oh shit!” he says. The s’mores are lying on the carpet with their marshmallow chocolate goo spilling over the sides.

      “Don’t worry; I’m making more.”

      I drop down next to him to help him clean up. Carefully, we pull the crackers with most of the s’more off the floor.

      “Wow, they’re hot!” I say.

      “Of course, they’re hot,” Juliet yells. “They were just on the skillet, you geniuses!”

      Her tone makes me feel like we’re in trouble and she’s about to call our parents for a parent-teacher conference. I look at Tristan. And after a moment, we both crack up laughing.

      

      

      Tristan and I were not able to get every last part of the s’more off the carpet. The harder we tried, the more it disintegrated and the stickier the spot got. And when I walk over it the following morning on my way to the kitchen sink, my shoe sticks a little in the spot where the s’more was. But stepping on this spot makes me smile nevertheless. It was here where things between Tristan and I started to feel normal. And it was here that I started to feel like I could really do this: the whole Tristan and I, exes but roommates thing.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    
    
      Before my first class that morning, I go to the fancy paper store on Riverside Drive and buy myself a pack of thank you cards. I’ve been thinking a lot about Juliet’s gratefulness assignment and decided that I should give it a shot myself. Because in reality, I have a lot to be thankful for. But the stress of everyday life makes it difficult to remember all the great things that I really have.

      I sit on the bench outside of the library with a cup of tea and open one of the cards.

      

      My mind goes blank. I had all of these thoughts swirling all around in my head last night and this morning. I couldn’t wait to get those thank you cards in my hand. But now that I’m ready, pen in hand and all, nothing comes to mind. I flip the card over. Little yellow clouds and blue flowers grace the cover. They’re drawn in a whimsical cartoonish way that makes me smile. But when I open the card again and stare at the white space within, nothing comes to mind.

      Okay, Alice. There has to be things that you’re grateful for.

      Something.

      Anything.

      I pick up my phone. I look up “how to write a thank you note” on Google and discover a slew of advice about proper etiquette of thank you cards. Not exactly what I’m looking for.

      “How to keep a gratitude journal.” A little bit more appropriate of a search. Pages of advice follow.

      Don’t just go through the motions. Go for depth. Get personal. Savor surprises. Don’t overdo it.

      Sound advice and all and yet I’m still no closer to knowing what I want to say.

      Okay, Alice. What’s the purpose of this? I ask myself. The purpose is to force yourself to take in some of the good things in life that I would otherwise take for granted. But what does that mean?

      My mind meanders and stops on the one person it has focused on for the last three weeks.

      Tristan. Again. Fuckin’ Tristan.

      I’m angry with him for being here. For being my roommate. For complicating this crazy experience of my first semester of college. As if the whole thing weren’t going to be complicated enough.

      But what if there was another way to look at it? What if instead of focusing on Tristan, my ex-boyfriend, and his uncomfortable presence in my life, I could see the whole thing in a different light?

      I opened the thank you card again.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you for being here at Columbia with me. Less than two weeks ago, you’d broken my heart into a thousand little pieces. I had loved you for two years and you’ve been my best friend for five years. When we broke up, I couldn’t imagine my life without you. I thought that I would love you for the rest of my life even though I never wanted to see you again.

      And then less than a week ago, I came to school and discovered that you were one of my roommates. I wanted to get away from you. But not because I hated you (I realize that now). I wanted to get away because I never thought that I’d be able to get over you. I felt like you were invading my life. A part of me still feels that way. But with every day, my feelings for you, those bad, ugly feelings, fade just a smudge more. And so, I’m writing you this note because I want to thank you. I want to thank you for being here and being my roommate even though it’s probably the last thing you’d wanted as well.

      And also, I want to thank you for breaking up with me. I’m still in pain, but the more days pass, the more I realize that our breakup was the beginning of something new for me. If we were still together then I wouldn’t have the opportunity to have the real college experience. The one where I go out with my friends, flirt with guys, meet someone special.

      Perhaps it’s futile to hope that things between us will get less weird and that sometime in the near future we can actually be friends. But you know me; I’m a sucker for the underdogs.

      I hope you have a great semester and a great life. I hope you find what you’re looking for and that all of your dreams come true. Thank you for being such an important person in my life up until this point.

      

      With all of my love,

      Alice

      

      I close the note. I can’t believe that I wrote all that. The words just poured out of me and I had to re-read the note to really know what I wrote. I can’t believe how gracious I sound. Is this all true? I wonder. It came out of me like a flow, as if some sort of muse was guiding my hand, so it must be true. No truth was ever reached through over-analysis. It’s the things that we do and think on impulse, with our subconscious minds, that are really true. Or so some people argue. I sort of think they’re right.
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      Unbeknownst to me, our whole floor erupted in a party that Friday. I came home right after my 2 pm class let out, changed into my pajamas, and made a plan to stream Netflix like a zombie until they asked me if I was still there or not. But by seven that night, my plan has been all shot to hell. The music and the voices get so loud outside my door that I have no other choice but to venture out.

      Reluctantly, I take off my comfy flannel pajamas and stuff myself back into my skinny jeans, regretting drinking all that soda during my impromptu vegging out session.

      “The rule is don’t start vegging out until you know for sure that you can spend the whole night doing this,” I say under my breath. “Otherwise, you fall in danger of having to reapply makeup and put on uncomfortable clothes and act like a human being again without proper preparation.”

      Agh, the stupid jeans are tighter than ever! I grab onto the belt loops and pull them over my butt. For Christ’s sake, they fit this morning!

      Suddenly, the door bursts open and Juliet and a strange girl I’ve never seen tumble in, catching me mid-jump. I turn away from them. Juliet laughs hysterically.

      “Peyton, this is my roommate, Alice,” she introduces me when she catches her breath.

      I smooth out my shirt and shake Peyton’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you.” Peyton nods. Peyton’s got large brown eyes that make her look a little bit like a doe. She has thick long chestnut hair and full red lips. She looks like one of those girls who’s gorgeous, but for some reason doesn’t seem to really know it. Looking at her, I get this strange feeling like I’ve known her my whole life.

      Juliet freshens up her makeup. I sit down on my bed to put on a pair of boots. But Peyton continues to stand in the doorway.

      “Here, sit down. Sorry the room’s such a mess,” I say.

      “Yeah, I’d apologize too, but it’s pretty much always like this,” Juliet says. I’ve always thought that I was a slob, and in comparison to my older sisters and my mom, I am. But Juliet takes being a slob to whole other level. The other night, she climbed into bed and slept under a huge pile of clothes instead of moving them to the chair or, God forbid, the closet.

      “So you’re Dylan’s girlfriend, huh?” I ask.

      “Yep.” She nods shyly.

      “Peyton from Yale,” Juliet chimes in. It’s some sort of inside joke that I haven’t been a part of.

      Peyton smiles uncomfortably. Clearly, she did not have as much to drink as Juliet.

      “I heard that you started some sort of foundation. That’s what Dylan said,” I say.

      Her eyes light up.

      “Oh, he told you about that? Yes, my mom was diagnosed with M.S. when I was in ninth grade and I didn’t really know how to help her or what to do with my feelings over the whole thing. So she suggested that I start this foundation. Raise money for M.S. research.”

      “Wow, that’s impressive.”

      “Last year, I hosted my very first gala and we were lucky to raise $100,000.”

      One hundred grand. That is impressive. I look at Peyton as she continues to talk about the importance of research as well as awareness for multiple sclerosis. But only a part of me is listening. Another part is wondering how the hell we’re the same age. This girl started a foundation and ran events for a good cause. And not just an event, a fucking gala! I wouldn’t even know how to go about doing that. I’ve never even hosted a party. Of course, I’ve been to plenty of parties in the past. But hosting one? What did that entail really? Food. Drinks. Atmosphere. The right theme. The right party favors, decorations.

      “So what’s it like?” I ask. “To host something like that. Intimidating, right?”

      “Naturally. But honestly, can I tell you something? My mom was always big into philanthropy and giving back. She used to host these lunches for her girlfriends every month. Growing up, I always thought they were really lame. Like she wasn’t really living a real life because she was busy hosting parties and going to events. She didn’t really have a career. But doing that gala, that was the first time I realized how much work event planning really is. And how wonderful it is when it all goes well.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine.” I nod even though, frankly, I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      “You see, what I found out was that an event is a living, breathing organism. And it needs just the right combination of factors to be successful. The right theme, the right atmosphere, the right mood. All of these things have to be established before anyone really shows up. The guests are important, but they’re mainly props in the overall flow of things.”

      I smile. “So are you planning on hosting any other galas in the near future?”

      “Not if I can help it,” Peyton says, bursting out laughing.

      

      

      Eventually, the three of us go out and join the roaring party outside. This one is very different from Peyton’s elegant, swanky gala. Dance music is blasting from someone’s room, but the hallway is so loud that I can’t even make out where it’s coming from. The hallway is filled with people. Some standing, some sitting on the ground, some dancing, three kissing. Peyton and I giggle, stepping over the kissers. After making a quick round, getting some drinks at the punch bowl, we make our way back to our suite. Here, the party is raging. Through the sea of people, I spot Tristan and Dylan in the kitchen pouring drinks and handing out beers.

      “Wow, Grey Goose? How did you get Grey Goose?” I ask Dylan. The kitchen island is full of expensive bottles of alcohol.

      “Dylan’s got mad connections,” Tristan says. By the way he’s swaying his hips, I can tell that he has been drinking. A lot.

      “Oh babe, do you want me to make you a martini on the rocks?” Tristan asks. That’s my favorite drink. I take a sip of the punch that I got in the hallway and spit it out. It tastes like sugar water and some sort of alcohol someone makes in their bathtub. A martini with Grey Goose sounds good.

      “Babe? Did you hear me?” Tristan asks.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him right the first time. But now, I realize that I did. He actually called me babe. WTF?

      “Yeah, sure,” I say. I really need a drink now. I look at Juliet and Dylan, but both are too buzzed to notice.

      “Are you okay?” Peyton leans to me. Thank you! At least, someone sees what’s going on.

      “Um, yes, I guess. I don’t know,” I mumble. Tristan hands me my drink.

      “Do you want anything?” I ask Peyton. “Tristan makes great cocktails.”

      “Cosmopolitan?” she asks shyly.

      “One cosmo coming up!” he says enthusiastically.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    
    
      While Dylan and Juliet try to organize a game of beer pong, Peyton and I climb out onto to the fire escape for a moment of quiet. Peyton has such a calmness about her that I feel the need to open up.

      “So Tristan called me babe back there,” I say. “You don’t know this, but that’s like one of the only things he has said to me in…I don’t know how long.”

      “Really? Why?”

      I tell her my sad story.

      “So what do you think is going on now?” she asks afterwards.

      “I don’t know. He’s drunk. Forgot himself or something. But he did do it twice,” I say.

      “Do you want to get back together with him?” she asks.

      “No!” I say a little too enthusiastically. It feels like I’m trying to convince her as much as I’m trying to convince myself.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, admitting the truth. “He really hurt me. But I can’t lie. I want him to want me back.”

      And then I catch myself.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry. We’ve just met. I don’t know why I’m putting all my crap on you.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she smiles. “Breakups can be so complicated. I should know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Dylan and I are no strangers to breaking up, let’s just say that. In fact, one of the reasons that Dylan’s not allowed in his dad’s Central Park apartment anymore is because of one of our many break ups.”

      “Do tell.” I lean closer and take a sip of my martini.

      “Dylan and I have had kind of a volatile relationship. Nothing bad, really. We’re both just impulsive and crazy sometimes. Keep each other on our toes, I guess. So that week, he got mad at me for going on a trip with one of my exes. He didn’t want me to go and I wanted him to actually admit it, but he wouldn’t. The details are not important. But what is important is that Dylan was staying with his dad that week. We were on spring break from school. I’m not sure what day this was, but his dad had a date. She met him at his apartment. But then Dylan’s dad got called away on some Wall Street emergency and left them alone.”

      “Okay.” I nod. I have an idea where this is going.

      “Well, when he came home, he caught Dylan having sex with her in his bed.”

      “Oh my God! What?!”

      “She was 19, only two years older than Dylan. NYU student. She’d never had sex with Dylan’s dad. They were on their first date. Well, Dylan’s dad got royally pissed and kicked him out.”

      “Wow. I can’t believe that he did that. And what about you?”

      Peyton sighed. “Technically, we had broken up.”

      “But still,” I say. “That was kind of shitty.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Except that I was so mad at him for being jealous that I ended up having sex with my ex, too. So I can’t really complain.”

      I nod. I guess not.

      

      Peyton and I finish our drinks on the fire escape. When she goes back inside to get us refills, I stay out to keep our spot in case anyone else has the same idea.

      “Wow, that’s fast,” I say when I hear someone climbing out of the window behind me. I don’t turn around, but continue to stare at the black sky. Back in LA, clouds are rare and the light pollution isn’t too bad all the time, so starry nights are not all that uncommon. But here, in the middle of Manhattan, I have not seen one star since I’ve been here.

      “Fast for what?” a familiar voice asks. Shivers run up my spine.

      “Nothing,” I mumble. “I thought you were someone else.”

      “I thought you’d be more happy to see me,” Tristan says.

      He’s wearing loose fitting jeans and a Columbia t-shirt that hugs his body in all the right places. The lights of the city illuminate that familiar six-pack. Tristan’s not stocky. He’s 6 feet tall and 155 pounds of muscle. Lean, wiry, and strong. Ripped.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Nothing. I just want to hang out with my roommate. Can’t I do that, roomie?”

      Tristan isn’t slurring his words, but he’s drunk. The way he’s leaning on the frame of the window makes him look like James Dean. Damn.

      “Of course, you can,” I say.

      “So, hey, Alice. Listen.” He comes up to me and puts his arm around my shoulder. I feel an insatiable urge to kiss him. Everything about him – the way he looks, the way he smells, the way he feels – is so familiar. If I’d had another martini, it would feel as if the last couple of weeks never even happened.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I was such a jerk to you. And now we’re living together. I mean, what the hell is that all about? But seriously, Alice. I love you. Always will. You know that?”

      I stare at him. I’ve wanted him to say these words to me for so long. He sounds sincere. I look into his deep-set eyes. They’re hazel, but in this light, they look green. My eyes drift over to his lips. He has the tendency to lick them when he’s uncomfortable. Back in high school, his tendency to lick his lips used to make many girls swoon. I’m not sure if he ever knew that.

      “Alice? Did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” I whisper. “Of course.”

      “I love you, Alice.” He grabs my arm. Shivers run up my spine. His grip is firm and strong. The kind that would impress a potential employer.

      “Tristan, please.” I shrug him off. “You’re drunk.”

      “Hey! I’m not drunk.” He pulls me closer to him. Now, I can’t resist. I’ve only had one drink, but I’m a lightweight. “Okay, maybe, I’m a little drunk. But remember what you always said.”

      “What’s that?” I can barely breathe. We’re so close, I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “What you always said about being drunk. How when people are drunk they lose their inhibitions.”

      “Lots of people say that.”

      “Yes, but you always said that people are their truest selves when they’re drunk. It’s like without their inhibitions, people are free to be honest with themselves about who they are. So if a person is really a jerk, he’ll be a massive jerk when he’s drunk. And if he’s a nice guy, he’ll be even nicer when he’s drunk.”

      “Okay, so what?”

      “So what? Well, I’m drunk. And I’m telling you that I love you.”

      He leans closer to me. Our lips are barely touching. He runs his fingers down my neck. I close my eyes. This is all wrong. This shouldn’t be happening. This will make everything much more complicated. I know all of these things. But I still can’t muster up the strength to stop him. I want to kiss him. I want to touch him.

      He presses his lips onto mine. I kiss him back. For a moment, the whole world falls away. And nothing else exists.

      “Oh my God, that took forever, Alice! Next time, you’re going!” Peyton says. And our brief moment of indiscretion crashes back to Earth.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she says and starts to climb back out of the window.

      “No, no, it’s fine,” I say. With one hand, I stop her and with another, I push Tristan away from me.

      He licks his lips again and flashes me a smile.

      “Tristan was just leaving,” I say. I push him toward the window.

      “I’m sorry, Alice,” he says. “Don’t forget, okay? I really am sorry. And I really do love you.”

      “Okay, Tristan. Fine.” I roll my eyes and turn back to Peyton. “What?”

      “Nothing.” She shrugs and smiles in a mischievous way. “I leave for one second and then come back here to find you making out.”

      “We weren’t making out! He just came out here and cornered me.”

      “Yes, I could see that you were putting up quite a fight.”

      I roll my eyes and grab my martini from her hand.
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      Dear Tristan,

      

      Thank you for coming out to the fire escape and kissing me. I know that you were wasted. I know that you were probably out of your mind, but I also know that what you said was true. You do love me. You might love me forever. And you’re sorry for what happened. Last night on the fire escape was the first honest conversation we’ve had since we’ve been here. No casual topics of conversation like “How are your classes?”, “Isn’t that professor really hard?” Last night was the first time that I’ve felt like we’ve actually spoken to each other. Acknowledged each other as human beings. Perhaps this is the first step. Not to a reconciliation, but to a real friendship. Because I love you too. And I’m not sure that’s going to change any time soon.

      

      Love,

      Alice
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      I met Tea Albright in my American Lit class. I’ve read almost every book on the syllabus and yet I still feel way over my head. Tea and I are two of the only freshmen in the class, and as much as I’m enjoying it, I’m also keenly aware of why most people wait a year or two to take it. Tea’s got a great sense of humor and I’ve really lucked out in having her as my peer partner. Today, after giving me a strong, but encouraging critique of my paper on the role of class in The Great Gatsby, she and I cracked up over the whole trend of having Great Gatsby-themed weddings and birthday parties.

      “The book is about this really sad man who makes a ton of money all in an effort to woo this woman he has been in love with forever. But at the end, all of his wealth is still not enough. He still doesn’t get her at the end. It’s tragic, really,” Tea says. “And all of these people and their Great Gatsby birthday parties…I mean, what are they thinking?”

      I laugh. “I sort of think that maybe they never really read the book at all.”

      “And just saw the movie and looked at the glossy pictures?”

      “But even if they saw the movie, wouldn’t it be obvious? It’s not like things had worked out in the movie,” I say.

      We crack up laughing.

      “Hey, do you want to come over to my place after class? Hang out? My roommate’s not getting home until late. I got the new Adele CD. I’d love to have someone to listen to it with.”

      “Oh, I know exactly what you mean! I really miss that too. We can crank it up high and just wallow.”

      I laugh. “It’s nice to be sad sometimes. Not really sad. Just sad as a result of some lyrics you hear,” I say.

      “Being sad vicariously as a result of Adele and her insane vocal talent is much better than being sad in real life,” Tea announces. “I’d love to. But can I get a rain check on it?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug.

      “It’s just that I’m sort of seeing someone. And we’re hanging out this afternoon.”

      “What?? Really?” I get really excited. “Who is he? How long have you been together? Tell me everything!”

      I’m getting a little ahead of myself. But there’s nothing juicier than to hear about a friend’s new love life. Everything is so fresh and unknown. The world is open to every possibility. It feels like anything can happen. And the best thing is that it’s not you who’s going through all this. Not you who’s taking a risk. Not you who’s going to get her heart broken, eventually.

      “I met him in the cafeteria. He’s tall and sweet and really hot. Frankly, I don’t really know why he’s seeing me.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Oh c’mon. If you ever meet him, you’ll know. He’s like this Greek God or something. Tan. Lean. Strong. And me…well, you know.”

      “Tea, please.” I hate hearing her talk about herself like that. It made me both really sad and angry enough to punch her. She had no right. “Tea, you’re beautiful.”

      “Alice…”

      “Tea, you’re beautiful. How many times do I have to tell you that for you to believe it?”

      “Okay, well, if you ever meet him, you’ll understand.”

      I sigh. Tea has a gorgeous face and beautiful hair and a curvy body. Very curvy. Perhaps she’s a little overweight, but you’d never know that she feels down on herself by the way she carries herself. While I’m always slouching, she stands up straight. She pushes her 36 DDs out in front of her and carries her head high.

      “You’re hopeless,” I say.

      “You’re so sweet, Alice. But seriously, I weigh close to 200 pounds. I’m well aware of how I look. I just…I don’t know.”

      For a moment, she looks incredibly sad.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “I just really hope that this isn’t some sort of joke. This guy isn’t just some average college freshman, Alice. It’s like he’s an Abercrombie and Fitch model. So I just hope that this whole thing between us, I just hope that it’s not a joke.”

      “Oh my God! A joke? Why would you even think that?” I gasp.

      “Because it happened once in high school. This really popular kid asked me out. I was really excited. I couldn’t believe it. And then, I found out that he had only asked me out because of a dare. It was all this big joke between him and his friends. I was a joke.”

      “You were never a joke. He’s an asshole,” I say.

      We both crack up. Somehow, we managed to spend almost the entire peer review session talking about anything but our papers.

      “Well, have fun with your new guy today,” I say, gathering my papers. “I’m sure he’s for real. You don’t have to worry.”

      She doesn’t say anything. When I look up at her, she has a look of concern on her face.

      “Alice, would you mind going with me? I just want a second opinion.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “He lives in your building. I just want you to pop in with me, chat with him for a moment and then let me know what you think. If he’s for real or not. I just want some moral support.”

      I shrug. “Of course. Though, honestly, I’m not sure I’m going to be that much of a help.”

      “Please? I’ve only been out with him once before. And it would just make me feel so much better.”

      I agree.

      

      Tea and I make our way back to my dorm. I can feel her getting more and more anxious the closer we get to his place. I try to calm her by talking about the weekend and all the parties that are going on around campus.

      “What floor does he live on?” I ask in the elevator.

      “16th,” she says, pressing the button.

      “That’s my floor!”

      “Really? Oh my God, what if you know him already? That would be so great. Then you can tell what he’s really like.”

      I shrug. Though that sounds good in general, I don’t really know that many people on my floor. I know most of their names, I think, but I’m not as social as I probably should be. Not sure how much information I can really give her.

      The elevator doors open and we step into the hallway.

      “You know what room?” I ask.

      Tea starts to rummage through her bag. “Yeah, I have it here somewhere.”

      I see Tristan and Dylan out of the corner of my eye, coming down the hallway.

      “Tea?” Tristan asks.

      “Tristan! Hey.” Tea throws her arms around his neck and gives him a warm hug.

      And then it hits me. Shit! Oh shit! This can’t be happening, right?

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit.

      

      “This is my friend, Alice,” Tea introduces me. She’s yet to notice that anything’s amiss.

      “Yes, I know,” he mumbles.

      I stare at Tristan as if we’re locked into some intense staring contest. I feel Tea looking at me, but I can’t bring myself to say anything to her. I don’t even have the energy to break my gaze with Tristan.

      “You know?” Tea turns to him and then back to me. “Alice? What’s going on?”

      “Um,” I start, but my voice cracks. “Tristan’s…my…ex-boyfriend.”

      I pry my eyes from Tristan and turn to Tea. She has an intense look of surprise on her face. It resembles how I feel in this moment. I’m not sure how, exactly, but eventually, I manage to excuse myself and go to my room. I feel like I owe Tea an explanation, but I have nothing to explain. I had no idea that Tristan was the guy that she had been gushing about. This whole situation is an honest mistake.

      For the first fifteen minutes of being in my room, I wait for Tea or Tristan or even Dylan to burst in and apologize. At least talk to me. But no one comes in. So instead, I change into my pajamas, take off my bra, and put in my headphones.

      I listen to Adele’s song, “Hello.” I turn up the volume and scream on the inside, lying on my bed and staring at the ceiling.

      What is this feeling that pollutes the soul after a break up? It’s gives you an upset stomach and clogs your ears and makes the whole world hazy and a little dark.

      And then it hits me.

      I’m falling.

      I feel like I’m falling and I’ve been feeling like I have been falling ever since we broke up.

      It’s strange to be in perpetual motion without the end in sight. It’s like I’d fallen off a building (or maybe I jumped) and have been falling ever since. There were a few moments of slowing down; I wasn’t falling at full speed up until now. But now, I’m falling even faster. Perhaps that means that I’m getting closer to Earth? Closer to a collision?

      I close my eyes. Open them. Stare at the ceiling. Flip back on my stomach and look out of the window. Days are getting shorter now. It’s still early, but it’s already twilight. Somewhere in the distance, I hear an ambulance racing down Broadway, its sirens getting closer and closer. I turn up the music.

      Tristan and I haven’t talked much since our kiss. I didn’t expect that we would have, but I kind of wanted him to try. Still, once he had avoided me for a few days, I gave up entirely. That kiss was just a blimp in our otherwise non-existent relationship. But still, I didn’t expect him to start dating so soon. Why couldn’t he just sleep around like a normal single, college guy? And why did he have to date Tea? I like Tea. A lot.
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      Dear Tea,

      Thank you for being my friend. I’m so sorry that your new boyfriend is my old boyfriend. Both of us could’ve avoided a lot of heartache and disappointment and anxiety if we had just revealed his name. Tristan. It’s such a small word. And yet, it’s impact on our lives, is quite grand. Isn’t it? Hard to believe, really.

      Well, I’m writing you this thank you letter to let you know that I’m letting go. That kiss Tristan and I had shared two weeks ago might have meant something, but I’m not going to let it. I’m putting him behind me. Once and for all. You can have him. He’s a great guy, but he’s no longer my guy. I know that. I’m trying to move on. No, not trying. Like that cliché line goes, there is no trying. There’s just doing and not doing. So I’m moving on. From this moment on.

      So, to you, Tea, I say thank you. Thank you for being there. Thank you for finally making me realize that this is over. And that I’m going to be okay.

      

      Love,

      Alice

      

      I put my pen down. I should be writing my Great Gatsby paper. It’s due in three days and it doesn’t even have a thesis statement. But this thank you card was more important. I’ve been thinking about Tea and Tristan ever since I saw them together yesterday. Something about writing this thank you card finally made me feel like everything was going to be all right.

      “Okay, girlie.” Juliet walks in with two Nordstrom bags. “Enough moping. Does he love me? Will he love me? What does that kiss mean? Oh no, now he has a girlfriend. Can he love me again?”

      It’s hard to keep secrets in the dorm, and it’s especially hard to keep secrets from Juliet. I can’t help but smile.

      “I know. I’m pathetic, right?” I say.

      “Maybe just a little. But you’re not a lost cause.”

      “Good. I like the sound of that.”

      “Are you ready then? To prove yourself?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug.

      Juliet doesn’t look convinced. “Dylan’s birthday’s this weekend and he’s throwing a big party at his father’s place on Central Park.”

      “Are you sure? I didn’t think he was allowed there.”

      Juliet stares at me, dumbfounded. “I tell you about our roommate’s birthday party and all you can do is focus on the location and whether or not he’s allowed there. You’re quite a difficult girl to impress, Alice.” I shrug and smile. “Anyway, all I know is that he’s having the party there and I got you a dress that I think will be perfect.”

      “You got me a dress? Why?”

      “Because I’m tired of you moping around the room in those same pajama pants all the time. Wearing the same jeans to class. Honestly, I looked in your closet while you were out and you are in serious need of some grownup clothes. Now, this party’s going to be chic. Central Park and all. Not your typical college party. And you need a change in your life. And this dress is just the thing.”

      She’s right of course. Juliet’s always right. I often admire how simple everything is for her. She doesn’t overthink things. She doesn’t worry about things she can’t change. She simply moves on with her life. She also has a theory that with the right clothes, you can get anything in life. So if you want some particular job, you just need to get the right clothes. The perfect costume. She’s a born actress and she lives her craft.

      I look at the dress that she has picked out for me. If I had gone to the store with her, I would’ve picked out a simple black dress. It’s not that I’m a huge fan of Coco Chanel or the quintessential black dress, it’s just that the black cocktail dress is about all I know about dressing up for cocktail parties in the city. But Juliet has surprised me again. The dress she holds up before me is bright blue with a cinched waist and a v-neck. The skirt bows out in a circle.

      My initial reaction is no way. This is so not me.

      “This color will go great with your skin and hair,” she says. I decide to trust her instincts before I reject it completely.

      Juliet waits for me to pull the dress over my head. I ask her to turn around and she reluctantly agrees.

      “We’re roommates! If we can’t see each other naked, or almost naked, who can? Besides, it’s me who should be shy about my body.” She goes on her usual rant. I’ve learned to ignore it. Just the way she has learned to accept my need to change in private.

      Juliet zips me up while I stand in front of our door mirror. The dress falls a little above my knees. The circle skirt falls in waves around my hips.

      “Don’t you just love how small your waist looks in this? Obviously it’s tiny, but this dress really accentuates it.”

      “Yes, I do,” I hate to admit. Is this really the same ridiculous dress that was lying on my bed a few minutes ago? “And it makes my boobs look amazing!”

      “So? Where’s my thank you?” Juliet stands back and waits for my gratitude.

      “Thank you so much. This dress is beautiful,” I say and throw my arms around her shoulders. “I really love it.”

      “Okay, then,” she smiles.

      “How much do I owe you?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “No, seriously. I want to pay you for it. It’s from Nordstrom.”

      “No, seriously, you owe me nothing,” she says with utmost seriousness. “I will not accept any money. But you can pay me in another way,” she says with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      “Anything.”

      “You promise to do it?” she asks, folding her arms across her chest. “You have to promise before I tell you.”

      “Okay, I promise,” I say nonchalantly even though I’m already regretting the decision.

      “You have to promise me to kiss someone at this party. A guy. A cute guy.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Hey, you promised!” she says, pointing at me.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll try,” I say. I look at myself in the mirror. I do look beautiful. While I’m straightening out the dress, I catch the tag hanging from the bottom. Suddenly, I realize the meaning of sticker price shock.

      Holy crap! I’ve never owned a dress for that much before.

      “Juliet, this is too expensive. $450 is too much. You have to let me pay you for it.”

      “You are paying for it. You’re going to kiss someone at this party. That’s going to be a lot of work for you, so I’m going to get my money’s worth.”

      “And how’s that exactly?”

      Julie leans closer to me. “Alice, darling, I’d pay three times that much if that would mean that I would no longer have a roommate who mopes around our room thinking about her ex all day long.”

      “I don’t do that!” I say, but I know that’s not true. I had just hoped that I’d been dealing with this Tristan thing in such a way that no one has noticed. But I guess not.

      “You do too. But hopefully not after this weekend,” she says. And then her voice gets really serious. “Alice, I just want to show you what you’ve been missing out on.”

      “And what’s that exactly?”

      “Life as a hot and single 18-year-old in the coolest city in the world. This can be the best year of your life if you play your cards right.”

      I think about that for a moment. Juliet’s right. Of course she’s right. I’ve been letting this whole situation with Tristan prevent me from really going out there and live my best life. And I deserve that. At least, according to Oprah Magazine. I know that on an intellectual level. But it’s about time that I actually knew that on an instinctual level. I do deserve to be happy. I deserve to have a good time. I deserve to have fun.

      “That sounds good,” I say. I sit back on my bed and watch Juliet change into her dress. This weekend is going to be my do over. My new beginning.
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      Dylan’s party is already in full swing when Juliet and I arrive. I’ve never been to such a beautiful apartment before. It’s an astonishing corner property with an enormous wrap terrace. Dylan gives us a tour around the living room, dining room, two master suites, and the three bathrooms. Every room is a corner with two exposures and access to the terrace and there are more than 1000 square feet of outdoor space. Almost every window in the place has a view of the park.

      “This is as good as it gets as far as white glove, full-service, pre-war condos with views of the park are concerned,” Dylan explains. “It was practically a steal at $6 million.”

      My mouth drops open. I turn to Juliet, but she doesn’t seem fazed. I haven’t been living in New York for long, but I’ve noticed that few real New Yorkers will go out of their way to act impressed with something. Unlike in LA, where people act excited over the smallest things, like having coffee in the same café as Seth Rogen. I’m not sure Los Angelenos are any more impressed than New Yorkers. I’m just certain that they act as if they are.

      While Dylan pours us our drinks, I look around at the other guests at the party. Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect. I was thinking that it would either be an elegant affair or a typical college party. But this is a mashup. A bunch of college kids in expensive suits and five-inch Christian Louboutin heels and plastic red cups and beer pong.

      And then, out of the corner of my eye, I spot them. Tristan and Tea. Dancing to Taylor Swift. Shit.

      “Hey. Hey, Alice!” Juliet tugs at my arm. I look up at her.

      “You’ve been staring at them for close to a minute.”

      I roll my eyes. “So?”

      “So? I want to remind you about a little promise that you made to me. To kiss someone tonight? Do you remember that?”

      “Yes, I remember. But the night’s young,” I say.

      “It may very well be. But it won’t stay that way if you waste your time staring at your ex and his new girlfriend.”

      “Oh shut up.” I turn on my heels and walk away. I make a big show of leaving, but I’m only partly kidding. I’m glad that she’d pulled me out of my trance. Now I just need a moment to regroup.

      The door to one of the rooms is partly ajar. Perfect! I need some privacy. I push the door open and enter a large, spacious office. I look around at the gorgeous built-in shelving that lines three walls of the room.

      “There’s so much mahogany in this space, it makes me wonder if there’s any left in Central America,” Dylan says.

      “Oh my God, you scared me!” I jump. “Sorry I’m in here. I was just getting a little claustrophobic out there.”

      “Yeah, seeing your ex with a date would do that, huh?” he smiles. I know Dylan means well, but sometimes he can be such an asshole.

      “And why are you hiding out?” I ask. He shrugs and comes closer to me.

      Man, he really is good looking. He’s got well-defined arms and a strong jaw. Kind eyes.

      “I like your hair like that,” he says, looking at me. I usually wear my hair up in a ponytail or a loose bun, but today I’m wearing it down per Juliet’s instructions. I’m also wearing lipstick. Shimmery and pink. It feels sticky, but it does make my lips pop.

      I smile and flutter my eyelashes like I’m some sort of 1960s movie star or Ginger from Gilligan’s Island. But I don’t do it on purpose. Earlier that evening, Juliet had glued on my first pair of false lashes and they’re so heavy that I can barely lift up my eyelids.

      Behind Dylan is a wall of track and field trophies.

      “Wow, are all those yours?” I ask. A big smile sweeps over his whole face, lighting up the room.

      “No, not all. Some of these are my dad’s. He ran in high school and college, too.”

      His words glow with pride. But then a tinge of disappointment sets in.

      “Families are complicated, aren’t they?” I say. He knows that I know a little bit about what had happened between him and his father. And he has made no secret of the fact that his father is in Europe and this party is taking place without his consent.

      “It’s funny how similar we are, really. How much we have in common and how much we still don’t get about each other,” he says.

      “Maybe the things that you don’t get about each other are the things that you don’t fully understand about yourself. Perhaps that’s what makes it so hard,” I say.

      “Maybe.” He shrugs and changes the subject. “Agh, enough about the disappointment that I am to my father. This is a fucking party, right? Are you having a good time?”

      “Definitely.” I nod and take a gulp of my drink. “Oh so, I meant to ask. How’s Peyton?”

      The expression on Dylan’s face falls a bit, but not so much that I really pay much attention to it.

      “She’s good.” He shrugs. “She couldn’t make it tonight. Had some school thing come up.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that. Well, thanks for having me here to celebrate with you!”

      I throw my arms around his neck and give him a brief hug. And suddenly, something changes. It’s uncanny how it’s possible to enter a moment thinking you’re on a plane of existence and then find yourself on an entirely different plane altogether. Well, that is precisely what had happened.

      I hugged Dylan as a friend and a roommate. And in our brief moment, a thought popped into my head. What if I kiss him? And when I pulled away, I no longer saw Dylan, my roommate and my friend. Instead, that Dylan had somehow morphed into an entirely different creature: a crush.

      And then I did something even more insane then simply think a crazy thought.

      Before I pull away completely, I lean in and press my lips onto his. He tastes of vodka and olives and his lips are soft and warm. At first touch, there’s a moment of hesitation. I feel his body questioning what’s going on and wait for him to push me away. But he surprises me. Dylan takes me in his arms and presses his body close to mine. When he runs his coarse tongue on the inside of my lips, my legs feel as if they’d fallen asleep.

      

      “You kissed Dylan? Dylan? Our roommate, Dylan?” Juliet asks back in our room at 5 o’clock in the morning. I have no memory of getting home, I don’t even know if we’d taken the subway or a cab, but I remember everything about that kiss.

      “Hey, I promised that I’d kiss someone tonight, right? Well, I did,” I say, flipping over on my side to face her.

      “When I made you make that promise, I wanted you to kiss someone new. Not another one of our roommates.”

      “Well, you should’ve been more specific.” I smile.

      “Okay, fine.” Juliet rolls her eyes. “Do what you want. I just don’t want you to get hurt, right? You know that I’m just looking out for you.”

      “You don’t need to look out for me,” I say. “Dylan’s a nice guy. You know that.”

      “Yes, I know that. I also know that his girlfriend of 2 years, Peyton, had just broken up with him today. On his birthday. So he’s not someone who’s in the best state of mind to start up with at this point.”

      Juliet goes on and on, but I stop listening after she mentions Peyton.

      Peyton. Of course, Peyton.

      I had completely forgotten about Peyton. About the very existence of her.

      “They broke up?” I ask. I can’t believe that they’d broken up.

      But then again, she did tell me that they did have the tendency to break up and make up.

      As if she knows what I’m thinking, Juliet says, “It looks like it might be for good this time.”

      I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if their break up is a good thing. I don’t know if I want them to still be together. Either way it’s complicated.

      “Okay, fine, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” I finally admit. I half expect Juliet to gloat, but she surprises me. Instead of reveling in being right, she just sends me a sympathetic look.

      “On the other hand,” she says, “it was just a kiss right? No big deal.”

      Yeah, maybe not. Except that it is. Dylan is the first person whom I’ve kissed since kissing Tristan exclusively, for two years.

      Well, except for that other guy…
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      His name was Darren. I was a senior in high school. Tristan and I had been in a long distance relationship for seven months and Darren was my partner in AP Physics. We had gone to the same school for four years, but I’d only met him that January. In fact, I’d never even seen him before. He swore that he had seen me, but I wasn’t so sure.

      Darren had short dark hair, the color of roasted chestnuts, and disarming blue eyes. Unlike Tristan, he was quiet and somewhat shy. He never made witty comments or jokes in class.  He rarely raised his hand, let alone answer questions directly, without being asked.

      He was basically the opposite of everything that I loved about Tristan. And yet, I found myself inexplicably drawn to him. During the first month, I loved how he had made me laugh and appreciated his friendship. Somewhere, in the middle of February, around Valentine’s Day, I started to feel something more.

      The night before our project was due, I stayed late while we put on the finishing touches on the presentation. After going over it one last time, we decided to celebrate with some of his dad’s bourbon. After drinking a full glass of bourbon, our inhibitions were somewhat relaxed. Even now, I don’t know how it happened. But suddenly, he leaned close to me. He brushed a few strands of hair out of my face and kissed me.

      I had been lying to myself about my feelings for Darren for some time. Tristan was gone and I was lonely. And Darren…well, he was around. He was funny. And sarcastic. And cute. But mostly, he was just around. I had no overwhelming desire to be with him and, I hate to admit it, but if Tristan was still around, I wouldn’t have given Darren a second thought. But I hadn’t seen Tristan in person for a long time, and it felt nice to have someone’s arms around me.

      Darren and I made out for close to an hour. It never went further than just kissing. He grabbed my butt once, but I pushed him away. It was just the kissing that I had craved. And with my eyes closed, I was transformed to another time and place where Tristan and I were together and everything between us was fine.

      I heard his mom’s hurried footsteps coming down the stairs before she came in and pulled away from Darren just in time. She only wanted to ask if we were hungry and disappeared back upstairs after hearing that we weren’t, but that was enough to break my trance.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” I said to Darren. “I have a boyfriend.”

      His disappointment brought pain to his face, but I had bigger things to worry about. I had cheated on Tristan.

      That night, I couldn’t sleep a wink. The second night, I tossed and turned and had a nightmare that Tristan had met someone else. The following day, I decided to tell Tristan.

      I told him everything. How I met Darren. How were assigned to be partners. How we had started hanging out. And finally, I told him about our kiss. Our very long kiss. For more than a moment, I was tempted to keep the length of our kiss out of it. But a pang of pain throbbed through my body, and I decided to tell him everything. No half-truths. The whole truth.

      Tristan listened carefully. He asked questions. I cried and sobbed and told him how sorry I was. I could hear the pain that I’d caused him on the phone. I felt awful, but also relieved. I had unburdened myself, selfishly. And burdened him in return.

      “I need some time to think about this, Alice,” he finally said. There was an unfamiliar tone in his voice. It echoed of disappointment and defeat. I’d never heard it before and a crippling pain closed in around my throat.

      “I’m so so sorry,” I managed to get out before he hung up.

      That night was the longest night of my life. I didn’t sleep. I didn’t even bother to change into my pajamas. I simply lay on my bed, curled up in the fetal position, and waited. Time passed quickly. And then slowly. It had no meaning to me anymore. What if this is it? I wondered. What if we’re over? The very thought of that frightened me beyond belief. But why was I so scared? Not just because I loved Tristan. But also because Tristan and I were a couple. And we had been together for so long that I no longer knew who I was without him.

      The following morning, Tristan called me. He said that he was hurt, but that he still wants to be with me. That we would get through this.

      A huge wave of relief swept over my whole body. His words lifted the ten-thousand-pound-truck off my shoulders.

      I had been unfaithful and I would never do it again. All I wanted was a second chance. And I had gotten it. I was off the hook. Everything was going to be okay now. I thought naively.

      But the thing is that a relationship’s like a vase. Once it’s dropped and gets a chip in it, it can be repaired. Fixed. And the damage can be covered up. But the crack and the memory of the damage remain. And it will always be a little weaker in the place of the original crack.
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      The first thing he does is wink at me with those intense brown eyes.

      “So, here you are in New York City. Finally,” he says.

      It’s October and the leaves are starting to change. The entire city is soggy and putting off a strong pungent smell of decomposing plant matter. The sidewalks glisten from the light rain, which has been falling all afternoon. Headlights flood Broadway, blinding me at every step.

      Nick Thomas, our childhood friend, walks behind me. I’d known about his plan for a visit for some time, but the day still crept up on me, leaving me unprepared. Nick has been one of Tristan’s best friends since middle school and I’ve known of Nick for many years. But it was only in the last two years of high school that we’d really gotten close. Nick is tall and lanky, close to 6’4’’ and only 170 pounds. He came to campus in a cab and I waited outside my building to let him up.

      Nick’s not wearing a coat. The temperature is in the low 50s, but he’s only wearing a light sweater, jeans, and flip-flops. I’m about to ask him why when I remember that he never really wore a coat. He took some unusual pride in the fact that he never got cold, no matter how cold it was outside.

      When we enter the living room, Tristan, Dylan, and Juliet are there waiting. Tristan gives him a warm hug and takes care of the introductions. After a dinner of pizza for the guys and salad and soup for Juliet and I, we all decide to go out to Lion’s Head Tavern, a bar on Amsterdam Avenue. It’s Tristan and Dylan’s favorite mainly because it’s a dive bar that serves greasy food and accepts poorly made fake IDs. Nick doesn’t have one, but luckily the bouncer doesn’t card him. Too tall, probably, I decide.

      “So where do you go to school?” Dylan asks.

      “Just a local school. Cal State Northridge. I live at home,” Nick says with a sigh. “Agh, I’m so jealous of you two. Your dorm is amazing. And you get to live with girls. Imagine that.”

      Tristan’s had a couple of drinks already. “Well, not just girls. My ex-girlfriend,” he jokes. I’ve had two drinks as well and laugh along with everyone else.

      “Yes, things could’ve been better.”

      “Oh please, you two have been friends forever. This is just a blip in your otherwise smooth relationship.” Nick waves his hand.

      Tristan and I exchange looks. I hope that he’s right.

      “So how are your folks?” I ask. I’ve always loved Mrs. Thomas. Practically every night that we’ve spend hanging out in Nick’s basement, she came downstairs with a batch of freshly baked cookies.

      “Fine. The same.” He shrugs.

      “So what’s it like to keep living at home?” Dylan asks. “Do you still have a curfew or anything? Or can you do pretty much anything you want?”

      “A curfew?” I smile. “When was the last time you had a curfew, Dylan? When you were twelve?”

      “Yeah, I think about that. But I’ve heard that some parents can be sticklers for those.”

      I shake my head. Nick laughs and then says, “No, no curfew really. It’s just not as fun. No one to hang out with in the evenings. Mainly because everyone at school is hanging out with people in their dorms.”

      “That sucks,” Tristan says.

      No one says anything for a moment as we try to imagine what that must be like. I feel bad for Nick. He’s missing out on what college has to offer and the worst thing is that he knows it.

      “Why don’t you move to campus next semester?” Dylan suggests.

      Nick shrugs. “I can’t.”

      “Why?” Juliet asks.

      Tristan and I exchange an uncomfortable look. It’s so obvious to us. But not them.

      “Money,” Nick finally says.

      “But can’t you apply for some sort of financial aid?” Dylan asks.

      “You rich kids always think that they’re some sort of solution that the rest of us haven’t thought of, don’t you?” Nick says. Everyone’s taken aback by his tone.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean it that way,” Dylan says.

      “My parents make too much money for most financial aid and not enough to actually pay for the dorm. At least, they think it’s too much,” he says. “And I do, too.” He adds after a moment.

      No one knows what to say after that. Awkwardness fills the air like a noxious gas. And no one can breathe. Not even the person who let it out.

      Eventually, we head back to the dorm. Tristan and Nick trail behind as Juliet, Dylan, and I walk ahead, just fast enough that it doesn’t quite look like we’re rushing.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about Dylan,” I hear Tristan say. “His parents have a lot of money. He doesn’t really get it.”

      “No worries,” Nick says.

      “He’s not really a bad guy. He just found out that his girlfriend is in love with her Resident Advisor so he’s been kind of a dick since then,” Tristan adds.

      Peyton’s in love with her R.A.? The thought echoes in my mind as we head out of earshot.

      “How long is he staying again?” Dylan asks me in the elevator.

      “Um, a couple of days, I think,” I say. “Listen, he’s not really a bad guy. He was just on a long flight and…”

      I find myself repeating Tristan’s words except that, unlike him, I don’t really have a good excuse. Nick was a dick. Dylan didn’t mean anything by what he said and he had no right to get upset or talk like that.

      Dylan just shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. I was just wondering.”
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      I wake up in the middle of the night and tiptoe to the bathroom. I don’t usually have to tiptoe, but Nick’s sleeping on our couch and I don’t want to wake him. On my way back, just as I think I’m in the clear, I hear him.

      “Alice? Alice?”

      “Sorry to wake you,” I say. “I’m just going back to my room.”

      “No, it’s okay. I wasn’t asleep. Hey, come here for a second.”

      I don’t want to. I’m tired and sleepy. It’s pitch black and my eyes have yet to adjust. But I walk up to the couch.

      “Hey, we didn’t really get a chance to talk much tonight,” he says and moves his feet so that I have room to sit down.

      “Yeah I know,” I say.

      When Nick first texted me and told me that he was coming, I was excited. I was looking forward to it. But now that he is here, everything is different. Things feel off. Awkward. I’d known him for so long and yet he is a stranger. How is that even possible?

      “So, how are you?” he asks and puts his hand on my knee.

      “Fine,” I say quickly and recoil away from him. His touch takes things to a whole new level of awkwardness.

      “Are you okay?” Nick leans closer to me. My eyes have adjusted to the dark and I see his thin lips close to mine. Am I sending out strange signals? What the hell is going on?

      “Yes, I’m fine. I’m just tired,” I say and go to stand up.

      “Listen, I don’t get it.” He takes my hand. I’m surprised by his aggressiveness.

      “Don’t get what?” I ask.

      “Weren’t we, like, flirting and stuff over text? You said that you were looking forward to seeing me?”

      “I was.” I pull my hand away. “Flirting? I was asking you about Corrin. I was trying to make you feel better about the fact that she dumped you.”

      “Oh, that’s mean. Why are you being so mean, Alice? You’re a nice girl.”

      I hated the tone in his voice. Who was this person?

      “I have to go.” I get up. But he gets up as well. And comes closer to me. For a moment, I think he’s going to apologize. But he doesn’t. Instead, he comes closer to me and pulls me in for a kiss. His hands are so strong that I can’t pull away. His lips are pressing so hard to mine that my teeth start to hurt. Finally, I manage to break my mouth free and scream.

      “Let go! Let go of me!”

      But he doesn’t. Instead, he pushes me onto the couch and jumps on top of me. I’m startled. I can’t believe this is happening. I feel like the whole world is moving in slow motion.

      “What the fuck, Nick? What the fuck are you doing?” Tristan says, pushing him off me. He punches him and when I look up, I see Nick sitting on the floor, cradling his nose.

      Juliet and Dylan come out of their rooms.

      “Don’t you know that no means no?”

      “Fuck you, Tristan!” Nick says.

      “I want you to leave,” Tristan says.

      “Now?” Nick seems surprised.

      “Yes, now, you asshole. You think you’re going to stay here after you attacked Alice? What the fuck happened to you, Nick? Who are you?”

      Nick doesn’t say anything. He simply gathers his things as we all stand around watching him. Somehow, in a daze, I manage to get off the couch and meander over to Juliet, who puts her arm around me. Tristan stands in front of us, in between us and Nick. Tristan throws Nick’s bag at him and escorts him toward the elevator.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan asks.

      I nod.

      “What happened?” he asks. But I can’t bear to relive what happened. Tears pull in my eyes, and I try to hold them back. Unsuccessfully.

      “Nothing, really,” I finally say.

      “What the fuck did he do?” Juliet asks.

      I try to open my mouth to say something, but nothing comes out. “I can’t,” I manage to finally whisper. I run inside our room and slam the door.

      I bury my head in my pillow and try to block out the whole world. When Tristan returns, I hear him explain what had happened to Dylan and Juliet. I’m glad he does because I know I don’t have the strength to say it out loud.

      

      

      The following morning, I’ve decided to skip my morning classes to lie around in bed, staring at the ceiling. Juliet left early for class and the room is awfully quiet. When the silence becomes deafening, I put in my headphones and try to push it out. Being alone with my thoughts right now is the last thing I want.

      “Alice?” I hear a slight knock on the door through Lady Gaga’s “Just Dance”.

      “Come in,” I say without sitting up in bed or bothering to turn down the music.

      Tristan comes in. He looks tired and worried. The last time he had looked like that he had stayed up for two days straight working on his paper on Sherman and the Civil War.

      “I just wanted to see how you were,” he asks. He sits down on my bed. I should get up, but all I can manage to do is to turn down the music.

      “I’m okay.” I shrug. “Thank you.”

      He nods.

      “I mean it, really. Thank you. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you didn’t come in.” The very thought of that sends chills through my body and I curl up. He puts his hand on my back and rubs my shoulders slightly.

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asks. I look up at him. I don’t know what to say. I shrug and leave it up to him.

      He climbs into bed with me, on top of the covers. He wraps me up in the covers and pulls me close to him. He’s the big spoon. I’m the little one. The warmth that emanates from him fills the entire room and finally penetrates the coldness within me. Tears start to roll down my face. They’re not tears of regret or remorse. They aren’t tears of sadness. They’re tears of relief.

      Adele’s “Hello” comes on. I take out one of my earphones and put it in Tristan’s ear. I turn up the music and we listen to her belt out what we both feel. He wraps his arms tighter around me as we drift off to sleep.
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      After that day, something unusual happened. I thought everything between Tristan and I would go back to normal. The new normal that we had established at school. The normal that basically consisted of us avoiding each other. Making small talk, but never delving deeper. Never getting closer. But it didn’t. Instead, that coldness that existed between us seemed to have vanished.

      Tristan stayed with me in my bed the whole day as I drifted in and out of sleep. And that evening, we ordered Chinese and watched Archer on Netflix. I laughed so hard I almost peed my pants. He laughed along with me.

      The following morning, I think that things between us are going to go back to being cold and distant. But, again, they don’t. I see Tristan in the kitchen and he complains about his Econ professor, calling him a know-it-all.

      “He’s supposed to know it all; he’s your teacher,” I say.

      “But not like this. He’s just a dick about it. He may know it all about Econ 101, but he doesn’t know it all about everything. And he acts like he does. I just hate his fucking arrogance.”

      I smile and watch Tristan finish his cup of impossibly black coffee. I’ve never seen him take his coffee with sugar or milk, and his ability to down so much hot caffeine so quickly has always given me pause.

      “I’ll see you tonight?” Tristan says on his way out.

      “Yeah, sure.” I shrug, trying to act like he hasn’t caught me off-guard.

      “Okay, see you then,” he says.

      Of course we are going to see each other again. We’re roommates. But the way he said that, it sounded almost like he was looking forward to it. We haven’t spoken like that  since we’ve been in New York. All of this is just too weird, I decide. It’s bound to go away by tonight.

      

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I come home that afternoon, steaming. How could I let this happen? This was a good paper. I took a whole week to write it. I didn’t procrastinate. I re-read it three times and fixed all typos and errors. It has a clear thesis and great supporting arguments. I actually read the book, unlike some people in my class.

      I throw my bag on the chair and open the refrigerator, mindlessly. I’m not hungry. I don’t know what I’m looking for. So I just stare into it as if it holds all the answers to the mysteries of the world, instead of just a packet of moldy mozzarella and a carton of expired milk.

      “You okay?” Tristan asks, startling me. I nearly jump out of my shoes.

      “Oh my God, you scared me,” I say. “I didn’t see you there.”

      He apologizes and asks me if I’m okay, again.

      “I’m fine.” I shrug. I don’t want to go into it, but then I do. “I just got a C on my first English paper.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That sucks.”

      “Yeah, especially since I was certain that it was good. I am certain.”

      “Maybe it was some kind of a mistake,” Tristan offers. I shrug.

      “No, really, I heard of that happening,” he says.

      “I don’t think so.” I toss him the paper. “All the mistakes are in red.”

      I watch him leaf through my paper. It’s got so much red ink on it, it looks like it’s bleeding.

      “The thing that makes me really upset is that now I’m not so sure if I should even be pursuing English. I mean, maybe I’m not so good at it, after all. Maybe I have no business doing it if I can’t do better than a C on some freshman English class.”

      It feels good to say that to Tristan. He had been my friend for a long time, way before we ever dated, and we could always talk to each other about things that were going on in our lives.

      “Listen, if you think that you should give up on your passion just because of one stupid grade, then you’re insane. You’ve loved English and wanted to be a writer for as long as I can remember. And now, you’re, what, just going to give that up because of one grade?”

      I shrug. When he puts it that way, it does sound stupid.

      “It just makes me wonder if I’m any good at it. I mean, what if I’m not? What’s the point? It’s such a hard thing to do, it’s so hard to actually make money at it, then shouldn’t I be, like, extraordinary to even pursue it? And if I can’t get better than a C in my first college class then maybe I’m not so good at all.”

      Tristan rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask. I know that look. He has a lot to say, he’s just holding back.

      “Nothing.” He shrugs. “If that’s what you think, then that’s what you think.”

      “Okay, okay. What?” I know he wants me to pry it from him.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes, that’s why I’m here.” I nod.

      “Well, I think it’s unfair.”

      “What’s unfair?”

      “That artists are measured on this ridiculous standard of success. The kind of standard that no one else is measured on.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, you are considering giving up becoming a writer because of one class, right?”

      I nod.

      “Well, I bet you that there are thousands of future accountants and economics majors, for that matter, who would never consider giving up their majors just because they got a C one of their first projects in their first college class. What’s unfair is that the whole world has this tendency to think that just because they haven’t heard of some actor, painter, or writer that the person pursing that profession is somehow a failure. The rest of us aren’t compared the same way. What I mean is that people think that if you’re not Hemingway or Picasso or Elizabeth Taylor then you’re a failure as an artist. But there are no such comparisons in accounting.”

      “So what you’re really saying is that I should stick it out?” I say.

      “Yes! Of course you should stick it out. It’s just one grade or one class. Who the hell cares?”

      “And what makes you so sure?” I ask.

      “Because I believe in you. I’ve read your stories, remember? I know how good they are. So who cares what some professor thinks of your paper on the Catcher in the Rye?”

      “It was actually on The Invisible Man,” I say with a smile.
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      Tristan’s right. Of course he’s right. This is just one paper in one class. And even if it’s the whole class. Even if I get a C in the whole class (the very thought of that makes my body shiver), so what? What does that matter in the grand scheme of things?

      My thoughts make sense to me on an intellectual level, but not on the innate, instinctual level, which lives somewhere in my gut.

      “I know you’re right,” I say. “But...”

      “Agh, the kiss of death!” Tristan jokes.

      “Okay, okay, I know. But I still have these doubts, you know?”

      “I know. You’ve had them since you were a kid. And you’ve wanted to be a writer since you were a kid.”

      “Agh, you’re so annoying.” I throw my hands in the air. “Why do you have to know me for so long?”

      Tristan smiles. “That’s right, baby. You can’t hide your true self from me. I know you too well.”

      I roll my eyes. I’m secretly enjoying this. This banter. It feels like we’re in 10th grade. When we were still friends. Before we started dating and everything got so much more complicated.

      “Okay, what? What was the ‘but’ all about?” he finally asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I just think that maybe I should go back to pre-med. I mean, being pre-med is a good option, right?”

      “Yes, being pre-med’s a good option. The world needs more doctors,” he says with lackluster.

      “But?” I fill in where I know he’s headed.

      “You can definitely become a doctor. Of course you can. But, in my humble opinion, the world will miss out.”

      “Miss out? Don’t doctors save lives?” I ask.

      “Yes, they do,” Tristan says, leaning close to me. So close, for a moment, I feel like he’s going to kiss me. “But doctors don’t save as many lives as writers.”

      “What?” I pull away.

      “Alice, if there were no art, no movies, no books, what would be the point of living? What would we be all living for, exactly? Just breathing in and out isn’t enough, you know.

      I smile. “Wow, is this really coming from an Econ major? And I thought you were a realist.”

      Tristan tosses his hair and opens a can of soda. “A realist?” he asks with a twinkle in his eye. “Never. I’m an Economics major, darling. If the stock market isn’t an adventure in fiction and an indulgence in fantasy, I don’t know what is.”

      

      

      Tristan’s words make me feel better and we hang out together all afternoon. We watch trash TV and eat junk food. We make inside jokes about people from high school that I haven’t thought about in ages.

      “Oh my God, I’ve never seen you two like this,” Juliet says when she comes into the living room for some rest and relaxation after a long afternoon of breathing classes. She’s actually taking a class on breathing! Can you believe that? And, according to her, it’s actually hard. She doesn’t have to read The Invisible Man and write a 5,000-word paper on race and class struggles in 1960s America. Maybe I should major in acting!

      “Like what?” I ask, still laughing about Tristan’s comment about someone from the Jerry Springer show and our 9th grade History teacher.

      “Like you two actually like each other,” she says. “Dylan, have you ever seen them like this?”

      Dylan looks up from his cereal bowl. “No, not really. Though Alice and Tristan as friends is a nice change of pace from Alice and Tristan as former lovers who can’t stand each other.”

      “Hey! We never couldn’t stand each other,” Tristan says. “Things were just…complicated.”

      “Yes, very complicated,” I say. “But we were always friends.”

      Dylan and Juliet exchange looks. “With friends like that, who needs enemies,” she says.

      “We weren’t that bad,” I say.

      “You were impossible,” Dylan says. “But, honestly, this is much much better. Much more fun for us, at least,” he says about him and Juliet. She nods her head.

      “Hey, so do you all want to go out and celebrate this new development? I was thinking drinks somewhere on Amsterdam Ave.?” Juliet suggests.

      “Sounds good,” Dylan and I say at the same time and crack up laughing.

      “Tristan?” Juliet asks.

      “I’d love to, but I actually have a date tonight. Rain check?” he asks.

      Date. Of course. I had completely forgotten about Tea. How could I’ve forgotten about Tea? Tristan was still seeing Tea. And Tea and I were still not talking. I really liked her, but I haven’t talked to her since that day that I discovered that she and Tristan were a thing. It wasn’t entirely my fault. She started sitting on the other side of the classroom and leaving immediately after class. She started working with someone else as a peer partner and everything we seemed to have vanished in an instant.

      “Oh, that’s cool,” I say quickly, though I fear that it wasn’t quick enough. “Rain check? Yes, definitely.”

      Again, just as I expect for things to get weird between us again, they don’t. Surprisingly. Juliet and Dylan fill in the gap in the conversation and we all break out in laughter. It’s amazing how much dark energy one laugh can suck up and morph into something else completely. I hope that Tristan and I continue to laugh together for the rest of our lives. We didn’t for more than two months and that was two months too long.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      Okay, so I’m officially moving on with my life. Tristan’s with Tea and that’s okay. I’m really okay with it. And even if he weren’t with Tea, I’m not interested. I have a crush on someone else. How does that old saying go? The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Well, I’m not under him yet, but I am interested.

      He’s tall, dark, and handsome. I don’t know his name or anything else about him except that he likes to sketch. That’s how I first spotted him. I saw him sitting in the Quad, sketching in his notebook. Yesterday, he drew a little boy playing ball with his mom. The resemblance was uncanny. Today, he’s sketching hands. I’m not sure who they belong to, though. I’m sitting slightly behind him, under an oak. Instead of concentrating on Thomas Hobbes and what he said about the society, I keep searching for the owner of those hands. And imagining what it would be like to kiss the stranger on the bench across from me.

      I’ve had this crush for close to a week, and the experience has been exhilarating. It’s such a change of pace to not dwell on Tristan anymore and to actually look forward to something. I try to remember the last time I really had a crush on someone. More than two years ago. That’s an insane amount of time to go without feeling butterflies in my stomach. The jitters of what it’s all going to be like. I’m only 18 years old for crying out loud! When did I become such an old maid? A long-term relationship in high school will do that to you.

      A strong gust of wind suddenly blows in and clouds blanket the sun. Thick raindrops start to fall from the sky. I toss my notebook and various study sheets into my bag and head toward the library. Now I will probably never know whose hands my crush was sketching. A few minutes later, I’m inside the library, fruitlessly looking around for a spot to study. The place is packed with soggy students.

      “Hey, hey!” someone says. It’s him. My nameless crush.

      “You dropped this,” he says. I smile. But the smile quickly vanishes when I see what he’s holding. It’s a thank you card to Nick. I wrote it while I watched him sketch, when I should’ve been concentrating on Hobbes.

      “Thanks.” I take it reluctantly. I hate to admit ownership of that thing. I just hope that he didn’t read it. He turns around to leave, but then he turns around.

      “You know, it’s really admirable what you wrote,” he says.

      “You read it??”

      “I couldn’t help it. It fell open.”

      I shake my head.

      “What, you don’t believe me?” he asks.

      “No, not really.” I shrug. I’m about to walk away, but something stops me.

      “You know, you had no right. This is private. Not for some stranger to read.”

      He takes a step toward me. His dark hair falls into his unbelievably blue eyes. For a second, I can’t tell if I’m wet from the rain or melting from his gaze.

      “I’m Simon,” he says.

      I stare at him. I have no idea why he just told me his name.

      “There, we’re not strangers anymore now that you know my name. Alice.”

      How the fuck does he know my name? I’m fuming. I’m embarrassed. Of all the things that he found, why did he have to read that note? I glance at the note. It’s wet and the ink is smeared, but I can still make out all the words. I know them by heart.

      

      Dear Nick,

      Thank you. No, really. This isn’t a joke. This is a legitimate thank you note. I just can’t believe that I’m writing you this or thanking you for trying to force yourself on me. But I am. Because the thing is that, if you didn’t do what you did then Tristan and I would still be strangers. But because you did what you did, Tristan and I are friends again.

      There’s this feeling of normalcy between us. And I’m finally starting to feel like I’m not walking on eggshells around him. You’re still a prick for doing what you did and I hope that you get some counseling. You need it. Apparently, you don’t know that when a girl says no, she means no. But thank you anyway. Thank you for being a dick and an asshole.

      

      Not love,

      Alice

      

      “You have no right to call me Alice,” I say, my cheeks flushed with a mixture of excitement, anger and embarrassment.

      “I have no right to call you Alice? But isn’t that your name?” He looks at me amused.

      “Yes, but I didn’t tell you my name. You read it in this super personal note that I wrote, not to you.”

      “I couldn’t help but read it,” Simon says.

      “You couldn’t help reading it? What the hell does that even mean?” My voice is getting louder and the librarian shushes me sternly. I switch to whispering loudly. “You had no right to read it.”

      “I know,” he whispers softly. Simon’s got such a smug look on his face that it makes me want to punch him and then kiss him and then punch him again. “That’s why I thought you would want it back.”

      “Whatever.” I turn on my heels and head out. This conversation is clearly pointless. When I reach the second set of double doors on my way out of the library, I’m certain that I had left him behind. I feel relieved and a little disappointed.

      “Why don’t you let me make this up to you?” Simon asks in his quiet, raspy voice. My lips curl into a smile and I’m grateful that I’m facing away from him. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      “And why should I?” I ask.

      “It’s the decent thing to do. And I know you want to.”

      Now I get incensed.

      “I what? I want you to? Please.”

      I roll my eyes and head out into the rain. Why didn’t I bring a stupid umbrella with me? I curse myself. I’m such an idiot.

      “You’ve been staring at me all day.” Simon follows me closely behind.

      “I have not,” I yell without turning to face him.

      I’m walking briskly, as fast as I can without running, but he’s keeping up with me like it’s nothing. What is it about rain that blocks out the whole world and makes it so hard to hear a word? I can barely hear myself think.

      “You’ve been staring at me for days,” he says. It’s a good thing that it’s freezing out and I’m soaking wet, otherwise I know that my cheeks would be burning red right now.

      “By the way, artists are terribly perceptive. So if you ever stare at another artist in the future, just know that they’re probably aware of it.”

      I roll my eyes as if I can’t even justify his response with an answer. But it’s mainly because I don’t know what to say. Again, I feel that strange feeling in the pit of my stomach – like I want to both punch him and kiss him.

      “Hey, c’mon.” He grabs the back of my jacket and turns me around. “Let me make this up to you. Please? Just a cup of coffee?”

      His eyes are sincere now. His face is no longer smug, but open, inviting. He really wants to get coffee with me.

      “Fine,” I finally say.

      “Excellent!” Simon’s eyes light up. “And by the way, just so you know, those hands that I was sketching today. They belong to you.”
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      Over coffee, I find out that Simon’s from the UK. I detected a slight accent, but apparently he grew up in New York and Dubai, where his dad headed some petrol engineering division. His family now lives in London. Simon’s a junior and he’s studying design. He likes to sketch and draw outside because “that’s where life is,” he says.

      Simon’s so open about his art, about his purpose in life, that I suddenly feel like I’m in the closet. Like I’m not being honest about who I am. Like I’m living a lie. And perhaps I am. So I decided to change that.

      “So what about you? What do you do?” he asks. I’m struck by his choice of words. He doesn’t ask what I’m trying to do, what I’m planning on doing when I grow up, what I’m majoring in. Instead, he asks what I do. As if I’m not in some transitional phase of my life. As if I’m actually embodying my true self right now.

      “I’m a writer,” I say. It’s the first time I’ve ever said those words out loud. I didn’t say “I’m an aspiring writer” or “I’m planning on becoming a writer.” I feel liberated. I’m out. I’m not hiding who I am. The sentence is so simple and elegant and it has taken me 18 years to formulate it and embody it. To admit to the world, and to myself, that that’s who I am.

      I look at Simon. He shrugs. Accepts it. Like it’s no big deal.

      “That’s cool,” he says.

      Yes, it is.

      Over coffee, Simon and I find out that we have a lot in common. It’s weird that we do since we’ve had such different upbringings. But I guess parents can be very similar no matter the culture or where they reside in the world. Simon’s close to his parents, they talk every other day, but they are not happy about his choice of career.

      “Growing up, my father always told me that he wanted me to do whatever would make me happy. Except that, to him, that meant that I should pursue engineering. Like him.”

      I know exactly what he’s talking about.

      “He was genuinely distressed when I started painting in high school. He thinks museums are some place you go on vacation just to say you did, but for no other reason. But for me, I felt this euphoria that first time I saw the Dying Gaul in Rome. It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen up to that point and it just touched me on this instinctual level. I was 14 and I knew that no matter what I did, I wanted to do something that would make other people feel like I did when I saw that sculpture.”

      

      What was supposed to be one cup of coffee ended up being three. We stayed for close to three hours in that coffee shop talking, discussing, and, mostly, laughing. When he finally walks me back to my building, I actually feel a little sad that we are separating. He’s so easy to talk to, it feels like magic is in the air. I’m afraid of breaking the spell.

      At the bottom of my building, Simon grabs my hand. He pulls me close to him and brushes a few strands of hair out of my face.

      “You have the most beautiful eyes,” he whispers in his raspy voice that makes me go weak at the knees.

      His rough fingers linger around my neck as he licks his lips. He leans closer to me. I feel his breath on my face. Then he kisses me. He parts my lips with his.

      When he buries his hands in my hair, I kiss him back. I push back at him and the passion that builds within me overtakes me. We push against each other, our bodies intertwining and separating with our breaths.

      We stand there until I lose all sense of time and place. The whole world falls away and we’re the only ones that exist. The only ones that matter.

      “Get a room!” I hear someone say faintly behind me. Suddenly, the outside world rushes in.

      Simon keeps going ignoring the comment, but I can’t help but pull away.

      “Alice?” Dylan says with a chuckle. “Sorry, I didn’t know it was you.”

      And then I see them. Tristan and Tea. They’re standing behind Dylan. Both look uncomfortable.

      I do the only thing I can think of.

      “Simon, these are my roommates, Dylan and Tristan. And this is…” I don’t know how to introduce her. I thought she was a friend, but then she wasn’t. This is the first time I’ve really seen her in a long time. “And this is Tea. Everyone, this is Simon.”

      “Hi Simon,” they all say practically at the same time.

      Simon nods.

      “We’re just going upstairs to hang out. Come join us,” Dylan says nonchalantly. Tea, Tristan, and I stare at him as if he’s dense. But he doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Sure,” Simon says.

      Now I look at Simon as if he had lost his mind. But there’s nothing left to do. I can’t very well un-invite him.
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      That evening, the six of us hang out. I thought it would be awkward and uncomfortable, but for some reason it isn’t. Juliet makes eggs in her usual way, leaving Simon in awe.

      “What are you doing?” he asks when she scrambles the eggs with a fork and puts the bowl into the microwave.

      “Making scrambled eggs.” She shrugs. Dylan, Tristan and I watch her do this every evening. She likes to have breakfast foods in the evening. It’s “one of the perks of being a grown up,” according to her.

      “In the microwave?” Simon asks, clearly having trouble processing the entire concept.

      “She does it all the time,” Dylan says, as if doing something insane all the time explains it.

      “I had no idea you could do that.” Simon shakes his head. I notice that his English accent becomes more pronounced in times of shock or awe. It’s so adorable, it takes all of my strength not to leap over the couch and kiss him.

      “Juliet’s an expert in microwave cooking,” Tristan explains. “She needs to write a book about it and teach the rest of us mere mortals.”

      Simon shakes his head and laughs. “Oh my God, that’s blasphemous.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Cooking in the microwave, of course! Or that it’s even considered cooking,” he laughs.

      “I happen to think it’s pretty awesome,” Tristan says. We’re all joking around, making fun, but something about how Tristan says that changes the entire tone of the conversation. I can tell that everyone had noticed it.

      “I know, me too. I didn’t mean anything by it, Juliet,” Simon says. She shrugs, clearly not caring. Juliet’s one of those people who let things that don’t matter slide. She’s sort of amazing like that. I admire her greatly for it, even though I often want to kill her for it as well. I mean, how does she go through life like that? Really?

      The evening continues on without a hitch. Much better than I thought it would, honestly. Except that as times passes and I get more and more engulfed in my conversation with Juliet and Tea, I suddenly notice that Simon and Tristan seem to disagree on pretty much everything.

      They disagree about the correct lyrics to Miley Cyrus’s “Wrecking Ball”. They look it up and Simon’s right.

      They disagree on whether Christmas will fall on a weekday or a weekend this year. How or why that topic of conversation ever came up, I will never know! They look it up and Tristan’s right.

      They disagree on who’s going to play in the Super Bowl this year. There’s no way to know yet. It’s only October.

      After awhile, Tea gets annoyed that Tristan’s attention is entirely focused on Simon and takes off early. He waves goodbye to her without even bothering to get up or walk her to the door, and she leaves angry. Tristan can be very insensitive at times, and I’m glad that, for once, I’m not on the other end of that. Half an hour later, Simon takes off too, but not before he and Tristan get into a little tiff.

      I’m not sure what brings it on because I’m in the middle of a very important conversation with Juliet about the proper way of removing glue from false lashes. But then I suddenly hear Tristan say, “You know, you don’t have to be such a dick about it.”

      “About what? I’m just stating my opinion.”

      “Oh, whatever. You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Tristan says and storms off into his room.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “Your roommate doesn’t like to hear the truth,” Simon says, clearly unfazed. He shrugs and gives me a little peck on the cheek. “I have to go.”

      “I had a good time today,” Simon says while I wait for the elevator with him.

      “Me too.”

      “Can I see you again?” he asks.

      “Yes, of course,” I say and lean up to kiss him.

      

      

      When I get back to the room, Tristan’s pacing in the living room. He’s angry. Very angry. I’ve never seen him like that.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asks. I nod. “In private?”

      I follow him to his room. Suddenly, I realize that this is the first time I’ve ever been here. I look around. Almost every square inch of blank wall space is covered in posters. Girls in bikinis. Lakers and 49ers posters  (clearly, Tristan’s). Yankees and Knicks posters (Dylan’s). The stereotypical John Belushi College poster, which seems to be a requirement for every college guy’s room. And then there’s the smell. No, not smell. But stench. The place smells of old burritos and sweat.

      “Don’t you guys ever air this place out?” I ask.

      “Sorry, we went to that candle store that you and Juliet love, but they said that you’ve cleaned them out,” he says without missing a beat.

      “Haha, very funny,” I smile. It’s nice to banter with him again. I realize that it’s this banter that I’ve really missed over the last few months. It’s not even the kissing or the sex or touching. It’s the friendly banter. It feels like old times again. Long ago times. When we were friends and things were less complicated.

      “So what did you want to talk about?” I ask.

      “That guy. Simon,” Tristan says, elongating his name in an effort to mock him. It works. I roll my eyes.

      “You want to talk about Simon?” I ask.

      “Yes. What’s up with him?”

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Are you seeing him or something?” Tristan asks.

      “I don’t know. I guess. Today was our first date. Well, sort of,” I say. I suddenly catch myself. I don’t know why I’m telling him all this. It’s none of his business.

      “Why do you care?” I ask.

      “He moves fast, doesn’t he?” Tristan avoids my question.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Tristan starts to pace the room again. He’s no longer talking to me, but at me.

      “Had his tongue down your throat already and then met your roommates,” he says, avoiding eye contact with me.

      I’ve never seen Tristan like this. What the hell is going on? And then it hits me.

      “Wait a second,” I say. “What’s going on here? Are you jealous? Really?”

      I smile. I feel myself beaming. I try to stop smiling, but I can’t.

      “No, I’m not jealous,” Tristan says quickly. A little too quickly to be believable.

      He can deny it all he wants, but I see right through him. He is jealous.

      “How can you be jealous? You have a girlfriend!” I say.

      “Who, Tea? She’s not my girlfriend,” he says. I furrow my brows. Don’t believe him.

      “Does she know that? Because from the looks of it, it seems like she is.”

      He shakes his head. “No, she isn’t. We’re just hanging out. Seeing each other. But not exclusively. Nothing serious.”

      I shake my head. I feel bad for Tea. I don’t think she sees it that way. “Well, in that case, you should talk to her. I’m not sure you’re on the same page.”

      He looks right at me. “Don’t change the subject,” he says.

      “From what?”

      “From you.”

      “I wasn’t.” I shrug.

      “So, what, you like that guy? Simon?”

      I think about it for a moment. I want to answer as truthfully as possible. That’s what friends do, right?

      “Yes, I do.” I nod. “A lot.”

      He rolls his eyes and shakes his head.

      “And why is it you don’t like him?” I ask. Tristan doesn’t have a good reason.

      “I just have a bad feeling about it, Alice,” he says. Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes.

      “Tristan, you don’t have a bad feeling. You’re just jealous. But you’re going to have to get over it. Because we’re not together anymore,” I say and leave the room.
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      Somehow, Tristan and I fall into a new normal. A couple of weeks pass. He continues to see Tea (I hope that they’ve had that talk about their relationship and that he’s not leading her on, but I don’t know). I keep seeing Simon. Simon and I go on four dates. Each one better than the one before. Slowly, but surely, we’re getting to that place. You know, sex. Possibly.

      “So you haven’t done it yet?” Juliet asks one night while clipping new extensions into her hair.

      It was out of the blue, but I’ve been meaning to talk to someone about it. She might be my best option.

      “No, not yet,” I sigh. “I’m not sure if I’m ready.”

      “What? Why?” She stares at me as if I’d lost my mind. Clearly, I have to explain it to her more bluntly.

      “Well, I haven’t done it with anyone else since Tristan. So I feel a little uneasy about the whole thing.”

      “But you like Simon, right?”

      I nod.

      “So what does this have to do with Tristan, again?” she asks, brushing one of the extensions.

      Everything seems so simple to her. I wish I were more like her. No complications. No analysis. Just living life by the seat of her pants. But I have a problem with living too much in my head. It has never really gotten me anywhere good. I just don’t know how to stop.

      I shrug. I don’t know how to answer her. “It has nothing to do with him. It’s weird.”

      She rolls her eyes. She’s wearing so much make up that the eye roll is particularly exaggerated, reminding me of a cartoon character.

      “No, what’s weird is that Tristan’s seeing that fat chick after dumping you, of all people, and they’re doing it like rabbits while you’re dating someone hotter than your ex and not doing it with him.”

      Juliet’s words leave me breathless. I don’t even know where to begin addressing that action packed statement of bullshit that she laid on my lap. I decide to start at the beginning.

      “First of all, Tea’s not fat,” I say.

      “She’s big boned,” Juliet and I say at the same time. Juliet’s mocking me.

      “And she’s really nice,” I add.

      Juliet shrugs. “Fine, you want to go around pretending to like your ex’s new girlfriend, you do that. I don’t see him doing the same thing for you, but okay.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do I mean?” Juliet turns to me and uses the hair curler as a pointer. “Alice, Tristan’s got a girlfriend and he’s super jealous about what you’re doing with Simon – some guy you’re not even sleeping with.”

      I hate to admit it, but that makes me really happy. I feel a little smile forming on my face and force it away. I change the subject.

      “You really think that Simon’s hotter?” I ask.

      Juliet rolls her eyes, again. “I’m not even justifying that with an answer. Your attachment to Tristan is ridiculous. He fucked up. Broke up with you. Why can’t you just move on?”

      “I am moving on,” I say. It no longer feels like we’re joking around. Now, I’m getting mad. “I don’t want Tristan back. I wouldn’t even take him back if he wanted to get back together,” I add.

      I’ve never said those words out loud. I barely let myself think them before. But saying them now feels true. Honest. Yes, I wouldn’t take him back. It’s over. We’re over.

      “So why are you so afraid of sleeping with Simon?” Juliet asks.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “The only thing I do know for sure is that it has nothing to do with Tristan. It’s all me. I haven’t slept with anyone else. Maybe I’m just scared.”

      

      Later that night, Juliet goes out to one of the clubs in Soho. It’s Tuesday night. Juliet likes to go out on weeknights because, according to her, “that’s when the clubs are full of locals” and not the bridge and tunnel kind. I’ve gone out with her once on a weeknight, but then couldn’t concentrate for shit in class the next day. She goes out a couple of times per week and insists that she’s perfectly fine the next day. But then again, I don’t spend my Wednesday mornings sleeping in and my Wednesday afternoons in a class on breathing. How can there be a whole semester on breathing? Is there even enough material to cover over twelve weeks? And if there is, how the hell are the rest of us getting by without this intensive 12-week class on something so elemental and essential to life? I doubt I will ever discover the answers to these questions.

      I had invited Simon over to study earlier that day and he comes right after Juliet leaves. Unfortunately for me, I’m the only one who has to study. He’s coming to draw. I didn’t want to make any final plans about what would happen later tonight, but I decided to play it safe and shave my legs and other important parts of my body, just in case. I put on my best pair of panties and curse myself for not having a matching set of bra and panties. I mean how hard is it to get a matching set, anyway? You’re an adult now, Alice. A woman. And women have matching bra and panty sets!

      I look at myself in the mirror. Black no-line panties and a black push up bra with lace and little flowers near the straps. The bra makes my breasts look like they’re a C-cup, even though they’re barely a B. My mom likes to say that these bras are false advertisements and that men will be undoubtedly disappointed. My sisters and I know she’s joking, but none of us are as well-endowed as she is. And at this point in my life, I’m not ready to go under the knife like many girls in my high school did. So the push up bra will have to do. And if he’s disappointed…oh well.

      Once I make the undergarments decision, I turn to my closet and face a much more difficult and complicated decision: what to wear on top. I pull out two pairs of jeans, two t-shirts, two blouses, a skirt, and a dress. I try on a total of four outfits. One’s too dressy. Another one is way too dressy. One’s too casual and not feminine enough. Finally, the last one is just perfect. Skinny jeans, a tight Polo sweater with black and white stripes and a pair of Uggs with little bow ties in the back. I look at myself in the mirror. Cute.

      Simon comes on time. He’s dressed in loose fitting jeans and a sexy grey t-shirt that hugs him in all the right places. After giving me a brief hug and a warm kiss, he throws his coat on Juliet’s bed and plops down on mine with his sketchpad.

      “Can I draw you while you study?” he asks and begins to make an outline without waiting for my reply.

      “What?” I ask. My hands grow cold and shivers run up my spine.

      “C’mon, please?” he pleads.

      No, I shake my head. Absolutely not, I think to myself.

      “Why?” he looks up at me with his beautiful blue eyes. The light in the room makes them look hazel and even more mysterious and cunning than usual.

      “Because I’m way too self-conscious!” I say. How’s that not obvious? Who the hell would agree to have themselves be sketched and feel okay about it?

      “You have no reason to be self-conscious. You’re beautiful.”

      Simon says that in such a quiet, unassuming way that I believe him. I know that’s exactly how he feels.

      “Thank you.” I smile. “But that’s still a no.”

      He puts his sketchpad away and inches his way close to me. I’m sitting with my legs crossed on the other side of the bed and he puts his hands on my knees and pulls himself closer.

      “C’mon, I’m very respectful,” he whispers and kisses my hand. “This isn’t going to be like Titanic or anything, if you’re worried. You don’t have to take your clothes off.”

      “Well, thank you for that.” I roll my eyes. I wasn’t even thinking that it would be, but now I am. Titanic’s my favorite movie. I’ve watched it a million times. My sisters don’t get it because it came out before my time, but I love old movies!

      Simon smiles at me and refuses to break eye contact. The mention of Titanic has intrigued me. But there’s no way that I’m posing naked. Kate Winslet has way more guts than I do.

      “Okay, fine. Suit yourself.” Simon pulls away from me. He gives me a quick peck on the cheek to show that they are no hard feelings and goes back to his sketchpad. I open my notebook and try to concentrate on my notes on Catcher in the Rye. Unfortunately, I can barely read my own handwriting or make out anything that I wrote down. Nothing I read makes any sense and after five minutes of struggling, my eyes start to drift.
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      “Wait, a second! What are you doing?” I ask when I catch a glimpse of Simon’s work and see an outline of my face.

      “Nothing.” He smiles and covers his work. I grab it out of his hand and run to the other side of the room.

      “Hey! That’s private!” he yells, half joking.

      “Yes! Exactly!” I yell back and laugh. “This is my face! That’s private, too!”

      Simon gets off the bed and starts chasing me around the room. We make two circles around the room before he catches up to me, grabs his sketchpad from my hand and knocks me down on the bed. We burst out in laughter, which quickly morphs into kissing.

      Simon’s tongue slides down my neck and pauses at my breasts. He then continues further down. He pulls up my shirt and kisses my belly button. Suddenly, everything becomes a blur. My shirt comes off. I unbutton his pants. He struggles in pulling off my jeans. He takes off my bra. I pull off his shirt. He caresses my breasts with his tongue. I run my tongue toward his belly button and tug at his boxer briefs.

      “Hey, have you seen my…” Tristan barges into my room.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I scream. He freezes in the doorway. I grab something off the floor and try to cover myself up. It’s futile. It’s my bra and I’m not in the right frame of mind to put it on properly. None of the clasps make any sense. I grab a shirt instead and wrap it around my torso.

      When I look up, Tristan’s still there.

      “Tristan! What the hell?” I say. “Get the hell out!”

      But Tristan just stands there like a frozen statue. I see Simon smile wryly. The expression on his face makes him look proud. And if not proud then definitely unfazed.

      “Tristan! Tristan!” I try again.

      This time, he seems to snap out of it. Simon looks at me and then at Tristan. Back to me.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers and leaves.

      I enter some sort of state of shock. My ears buzz and my hands get cold. I can’t feel the ends of my fingertips at all.

      “He wants you back,” Simon says and starts to kiss my shoulder. His lips feel cold and foreign. I push him away.

      “What?” I ask. “What are you talking about?”

      Simon shrugs.

      “Your ex…he wants you back,” he says.

      The words that come out of his mouth don’t make any sense to me. I shake my head, no. And then look at Simon more closely. He isn’t jealous or worried. Instead, he’s oozing confidence and nonchalance. Is it all an act? I wonder. Doesn’t seem like it.

      Simon leans closer to me. I’m still grasping my shirt around my breasts in a failed effort to cover up. He touches my arm and tries to pull it away. I stop him. Without a word, he starts to kiss me again. Up my neck. Then my lips. I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to recapture our moment. Trying to bring us back to what we were doing before the interruption. But I can’t think straight. I can’t focus. I can’t let myself fall back into that world. The interruption is all I can think about.

      “Wait, wait.” I pull away. “Stop. I can’t.”

      “Oh c’mon. Don’t let him ruin this for us,” he whispers. His voice is intoxicating. His lips are so sexy. For a brief moment, I lose myself. But then pull away again.

      “No, I can’t.” I shake my head. “You have to go.”

      “What?” Simon can’t believe what I’m saying.

      “I’m sorry,” I say and start getting dressed. “I have to study. And we shouldn’t be doing that anyway.”

      “I can stay and study with you,” he says. I think about that for a moment. Perhaps we can just pretend that none of this happened. But then my thoughts drift to Tristan again. No, I can’t study right now. I need air. I need to get out of this room.

      “No, I’m sorry.” I shake my head and usher Simon out of the room.

      “I’ll call you later,” I say by the elevator. I lean up for a kiss, but Simon’s mad. He’s not saying anything, but I can tell. He turns his head away from me.

      “Can I call you later?” I ask. A pang of fear rushes through me. What if he doesn’t want to see me again? What then?

      “Whatever,” Simon shrugs and gets on the elevator.

      

      “What the hell are you thinking?” I barge into Tristan’s room without knocking.

      I hope to catch him doing something embarrassing and humiliating too, but he’s just sitting on his bed with a textbook open across his legs. He looks up at me as if I’m lost, as if he had completely forgotten what had just happened! Agh, he makes me so mad!

      “What?” he asks, raising his eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

      “What? What’s going on?” I catch myself repeating his words. “YOU. Barging in on ME.”

      “Listen, I’m sorry about that okay.” Tristan shrugs. “I was just looking for my jacket. I thought that I’d left it in your room.”

      I shake my head. “This is unbelievable.”

      I walk out of his room and slam the door on my way out. I start pacing around the living room thinking of something to say. Looking for words that I can use to convey my anger at him. But nothing comes. I want to slam something. Break something. Hit something. Hit him. Tristan!

      “Okay, listen.” Tristan comes out into the living room. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” I yell. I hate how my voice breaks a bit at the top.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to interrupt. It was really an accident.” Tristan shrugs.

      All I can do is stare at him.

      “Is he still here?” he whispers after I don’t respond.

      “No, of course not! Why?” I ask.

      Tristan shrugs again. Our eyes lock. He looks away. I hate how sexy he looks when he’s wrong. He has this tendency to look down at his feet and shift his weight a bit from side to side. I wait for him to drop his shoulders and let out a few sighs. He does. Why do I have to know all these things about him? I curse myself. I should find him and all of his perfect imperfections annoying and vomit-inducing, but I don’t. Instead, they make me want to...

      I shake my head. No, I won’t go there. Not even in my thoughts. This is over.

      “Can I ask you something?” Tristan asks after a few moments of silence. I shrug and look at the floor.

      “Why did you get so mad? I mean, I know I surprised you. But…why did you get so mad, Alice?”

      “I didn’t get mad,” I say too quickly. “You just wouldn’t leave the room. Why did you just stand there like a statue? I had to yell at you a couple of times before you left.”

      Tristan takes a step closer to me. He tilts his head forward and his hair falls into his face. We’re so close that I can see the pores on his face. Mysteriously, none of them are black.

      “I was in shock,” he whispers.

      “Why?” I whisper. We’re so close that I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “Because you’d moved on,” he says after a moment and looks away. He turns around and walks to the kitchen.

      “What?” I ask in my normal voice. The words seem to echo around the room. Tristan stops in his tracks.

      “What?” he asks.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. I feel like we’re dancing in circles and getting nowhere.

      “I was in shock because you’d moved on,” he whispers. “That’s why I just stood there. I didn’t mean to interrupt, really. And when I saw you two, I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.”

      I can’t understand what he’s saying. My ears are buzzing again.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “We broke up, Tristan. A long time ago.”

      He shrugs.

      “You broke up with me, remember? And now you’re sleeping with my peer review partner. Tea. Remember? So you’re surprised when you catch me in bed with Simon? Are you insane?”

      He looks at me confused. “Wait, what? Sleeping with Tea? Who said anything about sleeping with Tea?”

      “You two haven’t slept together?” I ask.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “Not that’s not any of your business.”

      “Wait, I don’t understand,” I say. “You’ve been dating for awhile now.”

      He shrugs. “The timing hasn’t been right. We’re taking it slow. But it doesn’t matter now. Everything’s different now, right?”

      I want to run up to him and pound him on his chest. What the hell do you mean? It doesn’t matter now. What doesn’t matter? Why doesn’t it matter. What’s different? But something’s holding me back. This isn’t my old Tristan. This person’s different. And our relationship’s different. Fragile, new, to say the least.

      “I guess,” I finally say. It’s all I can say. He looks away disappointed. If you want things to be different then tell me. Tell me what you want. Tell me something, anything, of value, I want to scream at the top of my lungs. But I don’t.

      “I just want to tell you,” Tristan says. I look up at him with hope. Maybe this is it. Maybe this is the moment when he really tells me how he feels about me.

      “I just want to tell you that it won’t happen again.” He finishes the sentences and breaks my heart.
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      Tristan and Tea aren’t having sex. At least, they weren’t until today. I can’t believe I didn’t know that. I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling and listening to Adele. I’m convinced that listening to too much Adele may be dangerous for my mental health, but I can’t help myself. She’s a drug. It took me months to get over her last album, but now she has a new album out.

      Tristan and Tea weren’t having sex. But now that he had seen me with Simon, they will be. Maybe that’s not such a bad thing, I decide after a while. I mean, so what? I thought they were having sex and now they’re going to. So why am I so afraid?

      I take a deep breath. I have so much work to do. I have a paper due in English and a project due in Anthropology. I’ve started neither. Today was supposed to be my study day, but now it’s all gone to shit. Might as well just eat some junk food and watch TV.

      I go out into the living room. When I see Tristan there, I give him a nod and place a packet of popcorn into the microwave. Dylan and Juliet aren’t here, but that’s not going to stop me from hanging out in the living room. Tristan and I are over. We’re dating other people. We’re adults. We’re capable of being friends. Starting with right now.

      Tristan’s watching some sports analysis show on ESPN. Football, I think.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      “Worried about USC this weekend,” he says. Tristan grew up being a USC fan. And now that we’re 3,000 miles away from Los Angeles and he’s going to a completely different school, he’s still a USC fan. I like that about him. Loyalty.

      I ask him who they’re playing. He goes into a long spiel about the new coach and the quarterback this season. I’m only half listening, but I’m enjoying our time anyway. It has only been a few hours since the Simon incident, but everything seems to be somewhat back to normal. Friends. Okay, I can do this, I say to myself.

      “Hey, are you listening?” he asks.

      “Yeah, sure,” I lie. That’s enough confirmation for him to start talking again. We watch ESPN together for a couple of hours. I spend most of my time on my phone reading and wasting time on Facebook, but our time together is still nice.

      “So I think I’m going to go to bed now,” I say when I realize that it’s almost 11.

      “Wish I could do that same thing,” Tristan says with a sigh and flips through the channels.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Oh, you see that sock on our door? That means that Dylan’s in there with a girl. They’ve been there almost the whole night.”

      I look at the sock. It’s bright red and so old that it looks like it’s been washed a million times (probably by Dylan’s housekeeper).

      “I thought that was just a cliché. You actually do the sock thing?” I laugh.

      “How else do we know not to barge in on each other?” he asks. “You know, come to think of it, you and Juliet should develop some sort of system like that too. Otherwise, you know, anyone can just come in.”

      We both burst out laughing.

      “I’ll think about it,” I finally say, rolling my eyes.

      “So who’s he got in there?” I ask.

      He shrugs.

      “I bet it’s Peyton,” I say.

      “No, I don’t think so.” He shakes his head.

      “How do you know?”

      “When he brought Peyton around before, we always hung out together first. He wasn’t hiding it. But this girl. I don’t know, it’s different. I stepped out for a few minutes and, suddenly, there’s a sock on the door. No, this girl’s different.”

      We laugh again. It’s nice to laugh with Tristan. Relaxing and peaceful. We wait for ten more minutes and then decide to take bets.

      “I bet you $10 that it’s Peyton,” I say.

      “No, no. I don’t want to bet with money.”

      “Why?” I recoil in shock.

      “Because it’s boring. Let’s do chores or something fun.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like, if you win then I have to do something for you. Make your bed, do your laundry, take you somewhere?”

      I think about that for a second. That does sound more interesting than money!

      “Okay, so if it’s Peyton, you have to do my laundry for two weeks,” I say.

      “Deal,” he says. He looks me up and down as if he’s sizing me up for something. “And if I win, if it’s not Peyton, but some other girl, then you have to go to Phi Kappa Beta’s Masquerade Ball with me.”

      “What?” I ask. That was the last thing I was expecting.

      “I’m thinking of rushing next semester. And they’re having this masquerade ball in a few weeks. And if I want to come, I have to bring a date.”

      That’s sort of an explanation, but it doesn’t really explain anything.

      “But what about Tea?”

      He shrugs.

      “I don’t know, okay? Tea and I are complicated. We’re in a weird place. And I just want to bring a hot friend. Someone uncomplicated.”

      I nod and then laugh. I can’t help myself.

      “What? Why are you laughing?” he asks.

      I shrug. “You and Tea must be in a really complicated place if you want to bring your ex-girlfriend. I mean, we’re not in that uncomplicated of a place, you know.”

      He comes close to me. “The thing is that you’re really special to me, Alice. What you and I have…it’s different. And now that we’re friends, I just know that things will work out.”

      I smile. I hope he’s right.

      Tristan and I wait for Dylan and his mystery date until midnight. I fall asleep a number of times and, finally, give up a little past midnight.

      “I can’t wait any longer. I have to get some sleep,” I say.

      “I’ll be out here,” he says as I climb into bed. I decide not to close my door. I want to see who Dylan spent the whole night with. I’m pretty sure I’ll hear them if my door is open, I decide, as I drift off to sleep.
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      “Alice? Alice? Wake up,” I hear someone leaning over my bed and whispering. For some reason, I’m crammed and pushed all the way to the cold wall. I also don’t have any of my blankets. It’s as if they’re trapped under something big.

      “Alice?” I hear the voice again.

      “Hey, what the fuck, man?” I’m startled by the voice coming from my bed.

      Suddenly, I realize who it is. Tristan. Tristan’s in my bed. Why? How?

      “I can’t believe you, Alice,” Simon says and storms out of my room.

      I push Tristan out of my bed onto the tile floor.

      The bright lights in the living room hurt my eyes. I catch Simon by the elevator.

      “Simon, Simon! I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know why he was there.”

      “Oh please.” Simon shakes his head. “I come back here to make things right and I find your ex in your bed.”

      “Simon, nothing happened. Please. I went to bed alone. I have no idea why he’s there.”

      My mind is racing. Why the hell is he there?

      “No, I know. I know why. He can’t sleep in his room because Dylan’s got a girl there.”

      “So he just had to sleep with you? Even though there’s a couch and Juliet’s bed that are both empty?”

      I have no response. I’m going to kill Tristan! Simon climbs into the elevator and presses the button. I helplessly watch as the doors close.

      “I’m sorry,” I say when our eyes meet one last time. But he looks away.

      I go back to my room, furious.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Tristan? Sleeping with me? Have you lost your mind?”

      “I’m so so sorry,” he says sleepily. His hair is a mess and his eyes are barely open. “But the couch in the living room got so cold. We don’t even have a blanket there, did you know that?”

      “Yes, of course, I know that! That doesn’t explain what you were doing in MY bed.” I cross my arms across my chest.

      “Well, I came into your room with the intention of sleeping in Juliet’s bed. But it was so dark and her bed was full of clothes. I couldn’t figure out where the blankets began.”

      “So you just got into bed with me?”

      “You were all the way over to one side with your head toward the wall. There was so much space. And I was so tired.”

      Tristan shrugs. His hair is all ruffled and out of place, but his eyes are twinkling. I’m mad at him, but I know I can’t stay mad for long. Not over this.

      “How can I make this up to you?” he asks. “What can I do? Do you want me to go talk to Simon?”

      I think about that for a second. Maybe that’s a good idea. Maybe if Simon could hear it from Tristan that we’re really over then he would actually forgive me. But what if it makes things worse? What if Tristan mouths off to Simon (and there’s a very high possibility of that)? What if they get into a fight? That would make things worse.

      “No, I’ll talk to him. It’s fine.” I shrug. “You still shouldn’t have done that. You have no right to get into bed with me.”

      “I know.” He shrugs. I’m disappointed that he’s not putting up more of a fight.

      “You wouldn’t get into bed with me if I were Juliet, would you?”

      “No, but you’re not Juliet.”

      “Or some strange girl?”

      “No, but you’re not some strange girl. You’re Alice. My Alice.”

      He catches me off guard. His Alice? What does that mean? I stare at his face to try to gather any more clues. But I can’t read him. His expression isn’t blank, but it isn’t very revealing either. Tristan’s lips form into a mischievous smirk, which reminds me of junior year. Tristan had the exact same expression on his face when he and his best friend, Tom, broke into the principal’s office, stole her keys, and moved her car from its assigned parking spot to the back lot. Afterwards, they’d returned the keys to her purse and went on with their day. Very few of us knew what had happened, and the administration never found out. When Tristan finally admitted it to me, he had the same smirk on his face that he has now.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m not your Alice anymore.”

      Thump! Thump! The sound of something hitting the furniture startles me.

      “Shit, shit,” someone cries out in pain.

      I run after Tristan to the living room. Juliet’s is doubled over in pain, grasping her ankle.

      “Fucking couch!” she says.

      “Are you okay?” Dylan asks. He’s standing in his doorway dressed in a t-shirt and boxer shorts.

      I look at Juliet more closely. She’s wearing the dress that she wore out that evening, but it isn’t zipped up all the way in the back. And she’s barefoot. Her shoes are in her hand. Suddenly, everything becomes crystal clear. I look at Tristan. I can see that it’s pretty clear to him too.

      “You know what this means, right?” he asks. “You need to get yourself a costume for the masquerade ball. Oh yeah, and it’s not in a couple of weeks. It’s this weekend.”

      He won our bet. It wasn’t Peyton in Dylan’s room. It was some other girl. Juliet! All I can do is roll my eyes.

      “What, were you guys betting on who was in there with me?” Dylan asks. For a second I think he’s mad. “That’s awesome! Who did you think it was?”

      “Peyton,” I say.

      “And you bet on Juliet?” Dylan asks Tristan.

      “Not her specifically.  Just someone who’s not Peyton.”

      “You guys can go fuck yourselves.” Juliet gets up and wobbles to our room. I doubt that she’s mad about the bet. But she looks like she’s still in pain.

      “What do you think you want to dress up as?” Tristan asks me. He’s actually excited about taking me there.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but I’m not going. Not after what you did,” I say and turn to walk away.

      “Wait, wait, a second.” Tristan puts his hand on my shoulder. “You lost the bet. You have to go.”

      “No, I don’t. You just jeopardized my whole relationship with Simon with that little stunt of yours. Someone I really liked. So I’m not going to be your date at some stupid frat party.”

      “I apologized for that already. Besides, what does that have to do with the bet? We made the bet way before that. I’d still be doing your laundry for two weeks if it had been Peyton,” Tristan says.

      “I’m not so sure,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to go.”

      “That’s the point. If you lose the bet then you have to do something you don’t want to do.” Tristan looks at Dylan for support. “Talk to her, man.”

      “Yeah, Tristan’s right, Alice. You lost the bet.”

      “So?” I ask.

      “A bet’s a bet,” Tristan and Dylan say almost in unison.

      “So?” I ask.

      “So, if you don’t go, you’re going to get some bad karma or something,” Dylan says.

      “I already have bad karma.” I shrug. “I’m living with my ex!”
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      I go to my room and slam the door. It’s 5 am and I have class in a few hours. I need more sleep, but there are more pressing matters.

      “So? Are you going to tell me what happened?” I ask Juliet.

      “I’ve been dying to tell you,” she says and climbs into my bed.

      “I first saw Dylan at a club a few days ago. He was dancing and drinking, but then he saw me and started moaning about Peyton. That girl really fucked him up. She’s in love with her R.A. now, did you hear that?”

      I nod.

      “Anyway, I got tired of his complaining, so I kissed him.”

      “Just like that?” I ask. “Where? How?”

      “We were standing at the bar waiting for our drinks. He was talking on and on about Peyton. I told him that he needs to move on. That the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Then he started complaining about dating and how hard it was, blah, blah, blah. So I asked him what dating had to do with it. He just stared at me like I’d lost my mind. And then I leaned over and kissed him.”

      “And?” I wait with anticipation. “How was it?”

      “It was good. He’s a really good kisser. Well, you know that, already,” she says nonchalantly. I’m glad that it’s pitch black and she can’t see me blush.

      “And tonight? What happened tonight?” I ask.

      “I saw him out, again. I wasn’t going to come over. I wanted to party and dance and let loose. But he came over to me. Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance” was playing and everyone was going wild. He said that he liked kissing me. And kissed me again.”

      “Oh my God!” I squeal like a little girl.

      “We made out for awhile, and then decided to come back here. I was going to sneak out of his room sometime later, but you two were out there forever! What the hell were you doing anyway? And then I fell asleep. Can you believe it? I actually slept over at a guy’s place? This is big for me.”

      “You live here,” I say. She shrugs.

      “Still a big deal,” Juliet says.

      “And?” I ask. “What happened between you and Dylan?”

      “I’m not telling you that,” she says. “It’s private!”

      “No! You can’t leave me hanging like this!”

      She shrugs again. She gets out of my bed and climbs into her own.

      “I need to get some rest.”

      “Did you guys do it? Tell me that, at least.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” She rolls away from me.

      I can’t believe she’s leaving me hanging like this. It must only mean one thing. She really likes him.

      “Fine.” Juliet turns back around. “I’m just going to tell you one thing about tonight and that’s it.”

      I wait impatiently.

      “If I were Peyton and he did to her what he did to me tonight, I’d never let him go.”

      I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling for a few moments. I listen to Juliet’s breathing and I know that she’s not asleep yet. And even if I’m wrong, I don’t care.

      “So, what does this mean then?” I ask. “Are you two, like, dating?”

      “No. I can’t date him! He’s a mess. Plus, I don’t date,” Juliet says.

      “Oh, c’mon. I think you like him.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do!” I insist.

      “Well, you like Tristan. Are you two going to date again?” she asks. She shuts me up and falls asleep.

      I flip over on my stomach and stare out of the window. The sun won’t be up for a bit, and New York is still asleep. I’m not much of a morning person; I can barely drag myself out of bed at 9 o’clock. But I no longer feel the least bit sleepy and I decide to go for a walk.

      I’ve never seen New York at this hour. Riverside Drive is wet from last night’s rain and it glistens in the morning sun. There are a few joggers and dog owners out braving the world, but otherwise the park is empty and feels like it’s all mine. I sit down on the bench and search my purse for a pen and a new thank you card.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you for walking in on Simon and me. Things were moving too fast and I think I would’ve regretted what was about to happen if you hadn’t walked in. I can’t tell you this in person, out of fear that your already enormous head will get even bigger, but it was nice to sleep with you again. I hate that you didn’t get my permission (though I wouldn’t have given it) and that Simon found us, but it was nice. It reminded me of all those sleepovers we used to have when we were kids. Back when we were really friends. I hope we can get back to being those kids again, sometime. I don’t know what I will do if we can’t.

      Love,

      Alice

      

      A bird prances to me just as I finish the letter. The pigeon looks at me inquisitively, tilting her head from side to side. I spread my arms open to show her that I don’t have any food. When she convinces herself that I’m not lying, she walks away.

      I come back upstairs with fresh bagels and donuts. The bakery on the corner just opened and I couldn’t resist not getting something from their first batch of the day. When I walk in our suite, I expect to have some time to myself to enjoy a cup of coffee over some morning news. Instead, I find Tristan studying at the dining room table.

      “That smells amazing,” he says.

      “You can have some. I’ve got plenty.”

      He had made a fresh pot of coffee and pours me a cup. We don’t speak for some time while we eat the sugary goodness and drink our coffees. The silence between us is comfortable. We have known each other long enough to not have to talk all the time. I relax and lose myself in the moment. When I come back to reality, I glance over at Tristan, who has buried himself in his Econ notes. None of the formulas make any sense to me and I’m grateful that I’m not taking that class.

      “So I’ve given it some thought,” I say. “And I was wondering what I’m supposed to wear to this masquerade ball of yours.”

      His eyes light up and a wide grin spreads over his face.

      “Thank you so much! Thank you, thank you!” Tristan pulls me up to my feet and gives me a big hug. He then presses his lips onto mine and gives me a big kiss. I taste the sweetness of a chocolate donut on his lips and inhale the aroma of fresh coffee.

      At first, the kiss feels like something a friend gives another. A friendly kiss without much meaning. But as I try to pull away, it suddenly morphs into something else. Tristan seems to be just as taken aback by it as I am, but neither of us pull away. At least, not in time. Instead, we linger. A little too long. When we finally do pull away, the tone of the morning has changed. Clouds blow in and kill the sunshine outside. Darkness descends on us and we stare at each other without saying a word.

      “So, what should I wear?” I ask, trying to change the subject. Something deep within me tells me that if we were to talk about this, what had just happened, the whole world would disappear. I know this to be true the way I know that I will come back down to Earth if I jump up in the air.

      “Um, it’s black tie. So a gown and a mask should be fine,” he mumbles.

      I nod and leave.
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      Juliet and Dylan are so annoying. Now that they’re sleeping together out in the open, Tristan and I have to sneak around to make sure that we don’t disturb them! Luckily, for me, though, they stay locked in Tristan and Dylan’s room, not Juliet’s and my room. I don’t know how Tristan puts up with it, but he has been a good sport about it so far.

      Simon and I have also managed to mend fences. The day after the incident, I looked for him everywhere on campus and finally managed to track him down in the coffee shop on Amsterdam Avenue. After an hour of talking about it, he agreed to give me another chance, which I know I don’t deserve. I don’t know why I pushed for the second chance so much.

      Do I really like Simon? I do. But something about us also seems off. Perhaps it’s all the guilt that I feel about the kiss. I didn’t tell Simon about the kiss. I couldn’t. I can’t. Our relationship, if I can call it that, is in this fragile state where it feels like if I breathe wrong it might dissipate entirely. And the kiss between Tristan and I – well, that’s much more than breathing.

      The kiss. It has been days since the kiss. The kiss that Tristan and I still haven’t talked about and probably never will, if I have any say in it.

      Besides the kiss, there’s something else that has been weighing on my mind: the masquerade ball. I am going with Tristan to his stupid event and that’s yet another thing that I haven’t told Simon about. I’m not sure I owe it to him. He’s not my boyfriend or anything, but the feeling in the pit of my stomach tells me that I’m wrong. I should tell him. I just can’t.

      I’m pretty sure that if Simon knew about the ball, he’d never want to see me again. And I like him. I hate to admit it, but the fact that Tristan hates him makes me like him even more. Simon’s the first guy I had really liked in a long while. I don’t know where this thing with him is going, but I don’t want to ruin it before it gets the chance to get off the ground.

      I shouldn’t feel bad about not telling, right? This masquerade ball isn’t anything. Tristan’s with Tea. And I’m with Simon. Tristan and I are friends who are going to a party together.

      I pound on Dylan’s door. I can hear them inside. They sound as if they’re reinventing sex in there.

      “Go away,” Dylan mumbles through the moans.

      “I need to talk to Juliet,” I say.

      “Go away,” he says, louder this time.

      I refuse to give up. I need expert advice. I can’t do this without her.

      “Juliet, I need your help,” I plead. “I need to get a gown for that masquerade ball and I don’t know where I should go or what to get.”

      Suddenly, all sounds disappear.

      “You’re leaving? Really?” I hear Dylan’s shocked voice through the door.

      “She needs me,” I hear Juliet say through the rustling of clothes. I smile. Girls before bros! Juliet’s my girl.

      

      After a few hours of extreme shopping – searching through 5 stores and trying on at least fifteen dresses before I stopped counting – we finally get back home with my entire outfit. We found the dress in the last place we looked – a little nondescript boutique in Soho called Francesca’s.  The dress is a gold Ralph Lauren sequined v-neck gown that “catches the light in all the right places and doesn’t make your hips look any bigger than necessary,” according to Juliet.

      I don’t buy a pair of shoes because Juliet has again insisted on lending me a pair of hers. And as for my mask, since this is a masquerade ball, after all, it’s a black mask with jewels and feathers that Juliet found at this posh Halloween boutique in the East Village.

      “That mask makes your eyes look amazing!” Juliet says. “Wait till I do your make up – you won’t be able to keep Tristan’s paws off you.”

      She’s talking like that and she doesn’t even know about our kiss.

      “I don’t want Tristan’s paws on me,” I say.

      She rolls her eyes. “No, you want his paws on you, but you want to get to reject them.”

      I can’t stand this anymore. “Okay, can we stop talking about paws, please?” I ask.

      

      The following evening, Juliet and I spend two hours getting me ready for the ball. I tell her that she doesn’t have to help if she doesn’t want to, but she insists. She reminds me a lot of Cher from the movie Clueless – she can’t walk away from the chance of giving someone a makeover.

      The door to our room is open due to all the hairspray fumes, which would undoubtedly kill us otherwise. I sit in the chair in front of Juliet’s mirror while she blow-dries and then curls my hair. From here, I can somewhat make out the conversation taking place in the other room.

      “I’m so glad you’re in,” I hear Dylan say to Tristan. “You’ll see you can’t go wrong working with this guy. He guarantees a 15% return on investment, no matter what.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible,” Tristan says.

      “Oh yes, it is. Bank says that it’s not to the public, but it’s a complete lie. They just don’t want to get in trouble in case something happens.”

      “So then something can happen?” Tristan asks.

      “No, that’s the beauty of it. This deal, it’s just for insiders. Everyone’s doing it. At least, everyone who’s connected,” Dylan says. “My dad made $8 million last year with this guy. He’s the man.”

      “Are you hearing this?” I ask Juliet. She shakes her head and shrugs.

      “Do you know how much Tristan has invested?” I ask.

      Juliet shrugs again. “I don’t know, Alice. You know me. I don’t much care for how money is made, only how it’s spent.”

      My heart grows heavy as a thick black cloud descends around me. Whatever this investment thing that Dylan has going, it’s not good. Tristan doesn’t have much money. Definitely not enough to lose in some Ponzi scheme.

      Finally, I’m dressed. Juliet’s five-inch heels are pinching my toes and my heels are already aching even though we haven’t even left the building. I complain to Juliet.

      “It’s because you don’t wear heels enough,” she says. “If you wore them at least a couple of days per week then your feet would get used to them and just go numb like other women’s feet.”

      The thought of wearing heels a couple of days per week scares the shit out of me. I can make it through tonight (I think), but there’s no way I’m subjecting myself to this punishment for eight hours a day a couple of times per week!

      When I look at myself in the mirror, I can’t help but admit that I do look beautiful. My hair falls around my shoulders and frames my face in waves. It minimizes my strong jaw in just the right way while, at the same time, bringing out my eyes. My eyes look about twice as big as they ever have thanks to Juliet’s expert make up and eyelash application. It requires a lot of strength to keep my eyes open, but when they are open, they look magnificent.

      “Oh my God,” Tristan says when he sees me. “Alice.”

      I look at him. He takes a step back and catches his breath. The sight of me has literally taken his breath away. Honestly, I didn’t know that was possible.

      “You’re enchanting,” he whispers and kisses me on my cheek.

      Enchanting? I was expecting cute, pretty, perhaps beautiful. But not enchanting.

      I look Tristan up and down. He’s also dressed to the nines in a black tuxedo. With his tan, gorgeous hair, and twinkling eyes, he looks a little bit like James Bond. I’ve never been attracted to James Bond, didn’t really know what all the fuss was about, but suddenly I catch myself hoping that Tristan’s carrying a sleek, sexy gun and is about to assassinate some oppressive dictator.

      “You’re quite handsome yourself,” I say.

      Dylan looks up briefly from his Xbox game. “Well, well, well. You both clean up well,” he says.
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      Tristan led me down 116th Street to a large brownstone on the corner. Frat row in New York is a little different from other places – here, frats have brownstones. Tristan knocks on the door, but no one answers. We can hear music blasting inside, so he tries the handle. It’s open and we walk in.

      Inside, the party feels like a whole different world. It’s as if college and Amsterdam Avenue and 116th Street and New York in general don’t exist at all. Instead, all that exists is this magical world where everyone’s dressed in lavish gowns, tuxedos, and masks. Ah, the masks! The masks are everywhere. Some people are wearing masks that cover their whole faces and others wear the ones that cover just the eyes. The masks are nearly as lavish as the gowns. Most are covered in feathers and beads and silk, and each one is more ornate then the next. Do these people actually go to school with me?

      I’ve been to many Halloween parties, but this one seems entirely different. There’s something mystical about people wearing masks and gowns – they appear so normal and yet extraordinary.

      I follow Tristan along the wall as he greets his new friends and introduces me around. Much to my surprise, all the guys are quite polite and charming. Do I dare say it? Classy. They shake my hand and tell me how beautiful I look. A few poke fun at Tristan by saying that I’m slumming it by hanging out with him. He laughs, of course, and in that laugh, I don’t hear a hint of annoyance.

      While we wait for my Long Island Ice Tea and his whiskey, I look around the room and start to look at Tristan in a whole new light.

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

      “I don’t know. It’s just not what I expected,” I say with a shrug.

      “And what did you expect? Keg stands and red cups? Beer pong?”

      I nod. Of course. This is a frat party. Isn’t that the reputation?

      “You shouldn’t be so judgmental, Alice,” he says. He hands me my drink and takes a sip of his. I didn’t think he would take this so personally.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “I know you’re biased against frats. I know you think they’re lame. Or just some excuse to drink all day or something. But they’re so much more.”

      I nod. Maybe he’s right.

      “You know, I brought you here to show you that your view of frats, it’s not the only one. They also have parties like these.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. Perhaps, I was a little too quick to judge,” I finally say.

      “Oh my God. Are you actually admitting fault?” he grabs his heart in shock.

      “Yes, I did. I am wrong sometimes. Not often, but sometimes,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Now, let’s go dance.”

      The dance floor is crowded and the music is so loud I can barely hear myself think, let alone hear anything that Tristan says. Quickly, we let go and lose ourselves in music. My dress isn’t too tight and I love the way it sparkles in the light.

      Tristan sways his hips as he dances across from me. He’s an amazing dancer with a great sense of rhythm. When he was younger, his mom made him take dance classes. Those classes are one of Tristan’s deep dark secrets, but watching him dance in front of me – so effortlessly – makes me want to write his mom a thank you card.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something,” I scream at the top of my lungs just as the music dies down and switches to a slow song. Everyone around us turns to look at me.

      “Sorry,” I say, cracking up laughing.

      I’m about to walk away from the dance floor, but Tristan stops me. He takes my hand and puts it on his shoulder. He places his hand around my waist, pulling me close.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Dancing,” he says as he starts to grind to the slow rhythm of Alicia Keys. He guides one of his legs in between my thighs and presses his hard body against mine. I want to pull away, but I can’t. Physically unable to. I know he’ll stop if I ask him to, but I can’t do that either. I take a moment to catch my breath. I shouldn’t be doing this because of someone else. But, suddenly, I can’t remember his name.

      We dance for a while, if you can call it dancing. What it really feels like is grinding on each other in public. It reminds me of our senior prom. Tristan flew down to go to prom with me and our friends. We spent the whole night pasted to each other, grinding completly inappropriately in front of our teachers and the principal.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” he asks.

      “What?” I ask. I have no idea what he’s talking about. I look up at him. We’re so close that I can smell his face. It smells like vanilla and honey. I suddenly have an overwhelming desire to lick him.

      “You said you wanted to talk to me about something?” he says.

      “Oh yes, I did. But we can talk about it later,” I say cautiously.

      “No, now’s fine,” he whispers and pulls me closer.

      “Okay,” I say with hesitation. “It’s about earlier. About what you and Dylan were talking about in the living room while we were getting ready.”

      He stares at me for a moment. Slowly, disappointment creeps onto his face. Clearly this was not what he thought I was going to say.

      “Sorry, we can talk about it later,” I say. The song ends, and he pulls away.

      “I’m going to get another drink,” he says. “Want one?”

      I follow him to the bar.

      “You mean about my investment?” he asks after putting in his order. “So I’m investing with Dylan’s guy. So what?”

      “So what? He promised you 15%. That’s crazy. It sounds like a Ponzi scheme.”

      “Well, it’s not. Dylan’s father made $8 million last year with that guy. And Dylan has invested like $20 grand.”

      “Well, Dylan has money to lose. You don’t,” I say.

      “Hey, who the hell do you think you are, Alice? My mom? It’s my money and I say it’s a wise investment.”

      I shake my head.

      “You watch way too many of those American Greed shows and you think that you know everything about investing. Well, you don’t,” Tristan says and walks away from me.

      “Tristan, wait!” I say. I try to follow him, take his arm, but he brushes me away. Within a few seconds, he disappears into a sea of people.

      I don’t know what just happened. But suddenly, I found myself alone at a party where I didn’t know a soul. I was just trying to help. I didn’t mean to sound like I was his mom, though, in retrospect, I know I did. Maybe I do watch too much American Greed. Maybe I have no idea what I’m talking about. Maybe Dylan’s guy makes Tristan insanely wealthy and everything will turn out fine. I wander around the party and hope that I’m wrong about this.
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      An hour passes, but I don’t see Tristan anywhere. I start to wonder if he had left and gone home and left me here at this stupid party all by myself. I wouldn’t put that past him. I text him a couple of times, and when he doesn’t respond, I decide to go to the bathroom and then go home. He clearly doesn’t want to see me.

      The ball spans three floors of the brownstone and there are a few bathrooms on each floor, but they all have lines. Finally, I spot one where the line isn’t obscenely long and get in it. There are two girls ahead of me, both of whom are glued to their phones. And two other guys ahead of them. I lean against the wall and close my eyes in an effort to relax a bit. I’ve had a little too much to drink and the pounding music makes my head feel like it’s getting hit by a sledgehammer.

      “So what do you think of Alice? That girl Tristan brought?” I hear someone say.

      “She’s really hot,” someone else says.

      I open my eyes and realize that it’s the guys ahead of me in line who are talking. They have no idea that I’m there and I creep a little closer to the girl next to me so that I can hear a little better. It’s always nice to hear things like that.

      “I know, right? Like really hot!”

      “I can’t believe that they used to date. Why the hell would a girl like that go out with Tristan?”

      “Oh, he’s a nice guy? And pretty easy on the eyes too.”

      “Oh, shut up, you faggot,” the other guy says and they both crack up laughing. Suddenly, the nice conversation that I’ve been enjoying eavesdropping on turns ugly and bigoted. I can’t believe that he actually used that word. I’m about to say something to him, but then I hear him say something else.

      “I’m just glad that he listened to reason and didn’t bring that chick that he’s actually with to this place. The brothers would’ve never gone for that,” one of them says.

      My heart sinks. They’re talking about Tea.

      “I know! I can’t believe he’s actually with her. She must be amazing in the sack. ‘Cause that fat cow’s not good to look at.”

      And that’s when I’ve heard enough.

      “For your information, Tea’s a wonderful woman. Generous and kind and beautiful. And if you two can’t see that, then you’re fucking blind.”

      I toss my drink in their faces and walk away.

      

      

      As I search through a bed full of coats for mine, I feel tears welling up in my eyes. I hold them back until I grab my coat, wrap my scarf around my neck, and run out of the brownstone. Luckily, no one notices and no one stops me. Once I get outside, a strong gust of cool New York wind bursts open my coat and chills me to my bones. Tears are already flowing down my cheeks and I struggle in zipping up the coat without getting the material caught in the zip line. I continue to walk down 116th Street, but eventually give up on the zipper and just pull my coat closed. I don’t live far.

      When I reach Broadway, I wait for the light even though it’s late and the street is deserted. I’m sobbing and tears are running down my cheeks. I can only imagine how my face looks with twelve hundred pounds of makeup on it. The foundation, all of Juliet’s careful contouring, winged liquid eyeliner, and gobs of mascara have probably combined to make some sort of puddle of cement all over my face.

      As the light turns green, I suddenly pause to think about why I’m so angry. So mad. I’m furious at Tristan for not telling me the truth. For not telling me why he wanted to take me to this ridiculous masquerade ball.  I’m furious at the fact that the only reason he didn’t take Tea is that his frat brothers wouldn’t approve. I’m furious at him for caring what they would think. But the tears that are streaming down my face aren’t just about Tristan. Or Tea. I would never admit it out loud, but I’m mainly crying for me. About how unfair the world is.

      I was fat in middle school. I weighed close to 170 pounds in 8th grade, when I was the fattest. But I was pretty fat even before that. I was fat, about 140 pounds, in 6th grade and it just got worse the older I got. I don’t know what brought it on. All I remember was that it was this vicious cycle. I felt horrible about myself, about how fat I was, so I ate food to make myself feel better. Every night I promised myself to not eat so much the next day and every day I did. I would slip up at breakfast and then basically give up on the rest of the day out of disappointment and anger with myself.

      Growing up fat was one of those things that I never talked about. My parents pretty much pretended that nothing was going on. They said that they wanted me to be healthy and encouraged me to participate in sports. But how could I? I was gigantic and embarrassed to be seen in any sort of workout clothes. This past summer, I flipped through some family albums and found the few pictures that exist of myself from middle school. Oh, how much I hated taking pictures! They felt like concrete proof of the person that I hated to admit that I was. To this day, I remember the hatred that I felt toward myself in every picture. But looking at them this past summer, I was surprised by one thing. I wasn’t as ugly as I had thought I was. I wasn’t even that fat. All of these years, I had convinced myself that I was basically the ugliest and the most disgusting girl that ever existed. But I wasn’t. I was chubby, yes, but I didn’t look horrible. And I was definitely not as big as I had thought I was.

      And during all those years, Tristan and I were friends. He was pretty popular and a jock, but he still hung out with me. When we were together, I would somehow forget about how ugly I was because he made me feel beautiful and worthy. He made me laugh and he laughed at my jokes. And then, at the end of 8th grade, he kissed me.
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      Tristan had the starring role in our 8th grade play, Romeo and Juliet, and he gave an amazing performance. During the play, he got to make out with the hottest girl from our school, Natalie D’Achille, and I was certain that they would start going out soon. I’d had a crush on him for close to a year by then, but of course I was too chicken to act on it. So instead, I just remained his friend. Quiet and supportive. Always there.

      At the wrap party, after the final performance of the year, Tristan and I were hanging out, drinking too much soda and laughing our heads off. We were backstage, somewhere in a dark corner with no one around and, suddenly, out of the blue, he leaned over and kissed me. I barely managed to swallow the last gulp of soda that I took before I felt his tongue in my mouth. I was naïve that I didn’t even know if people kissed with tongues yet, but I will remember the feeling that ran through my body forever. It was like little sparks of electricity went off within me, everywhere, and light bulbs were turned on where I didn’t even know light bulbs existed.

      I couldn’t sleep a wink that night. Whilst the kiss played on loop around in my head, I had a revelation. An epiphany. I suddenly felt like I was worthy. Like I mattered as a person. That maybe, I wasn’t as ugly as I felt. And the next morning, I didn’t pressure myself to only eat a certain amount of calories that day and then gorge on food when I failed. I didn’t make any promises except that I said that I’m going to try to eat only when I was really hungry, and only healthy food. And if I failed, I wasn’t going to chuck the whole day out of the window and eat myself full to drown my feelings. Instead, I would accept that failure is the required for success and move on. No harm done.

      And after that change of attitude, everything in my life changed. I wasn’t successful every day, but never binged again. Not like I used to. And slowly, I started to lose weight. A month later, I lost five pounds. Another month later, I lost ten. And by the beginning of ninth grade, I got down to 120 pounds. I still wasn’t very thin, I was only 5’1’’ back then, but the change was amazing. I’ve never been prouder of myself. And I owed it all to Tristan. He had showed me that I was lovable and that was enough to get me started.

      So why was I crying now? Why was I so upset and angry? I ask myself, walking to my building. Because he had changed. For the worse. Instead of showing Tea the same kind of love and respect, he rejected her. I don’t know if Tea knows about the ball or why he didn’t invite her, but that didn’t matter to me. What mattered was that he didn’t want to take her out of fear of what other people would think. He didn’t want to be embarrassed. He didn’t care about stuff like that when he was younger; he knew that his popularity would survive hanging out with the likes of me. And that was in middle school, for crying out loud! There’s no population on earth that’s more cruel and heartless and subject to trends than middle schoolers.

      Tristan’s such an asshole! I can’t stand him, and a new reserve of tears start to flow down my face again. There’s no excuse for this. This is why he’s embarrassed to be seen with her, why he won’t say that they’re dating. My heart goes out to Tea, but mostly it goes out to my 13-year-old self.

      “Alice? Alice? What’s wrong?” Simon runs up to me. He grabs me and puts his arms around me. When I look up at him, I burst out crying.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      Through a flood of tears and ugly sobs, I tell him everything. I tell him how Tristan kissed me, about the masquerade ball, and finally about what I’ve overheard. The words come out in a stream of consciousness and I’m not sure if I’m making any sense. I then tell him that I’m sorry. How very sorry I am. And that I hate my ex.

      “He just has some sort of effect on me, where I fall in a daze. But now, I’m clear. It’s gone. No more daze,” I say. “But I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore. I just wanted to tell you all this.”

      I start to walk away. It’s over. But the relief that I feel in getting this off my chest is worth it (almost).

      “Wait,” he says. But I don’t turn around.

      “Wait up.” Simon catches up with me. I look into his wide-open eyes and those beautiful eyelashes that frame them. I wait for him to tell me that he just wants to be friends. But he doesn’t. Instead, he scoops me up, pulls me close, and kisses me. He tastes of lavender and mint. His kiss says everything’s going to be okay. And I know he’s not lying.

      “Do you want to come over?” he whispers through the kiss. His lips are soft and inviting and I can’t resist. I nod, follow him to his place.

      We kiss going all the way up the stairs. We kiss as he fumbles with his keys and finally opens the door. We start to pull off each other’s clothes in the doorway and we are entirely naked by the time we reach his bedroom.

      In the morning, everything’s a blur. I wake up early and get dressed quietly so as to not wake up Simon. I’ve never thought I would be one of those girls who sneaks out of bed while the guy she has just slept with is still asleep, but there’s a first for everything.

      I’m not entirely sure why I’m sneaking out. It wouldn’t be a big deal to talk to him, but for some reason, I don’t want to. Simon looks so peaceful sleeping with one of his arms tucked under his pillow that I don’t want to disturb him. I will text him later, I say to myself as I pick up my shoes and tiptoe out of the room.
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      “So you had a wild night, huh?” Juliet asks when I walk into our room. “How was the walk of shame?”

      The walk of shame is the process of walking home in your evening clothes the following morning, after spending a night at some guy’s house. It definitely wasn’t great. It was after 8 am when I woke up, which basically means that the whole city was already awake. I tried to cover up the gown as best as I could with my coat, but it was pretty obvious anyway. The homeless man who likes to hang out on 116th Street and Broadway even whistled at me.

      “So what happened?” Juliet asks. “Tristan’s really mad at you, you know that right?”

      I roll my eyes. I can’t bear to even hear his name.

      “I have to wash my face,” I say and head to the bathroom.

      Juliet follows me inside, refusing to give me privacy until I give her some of the gory details. At first, I refuse. I wash my face. My eyes look swollen and tired with black bags underneath. No, I can’t be seen like this. I apply a small coat of foundation, some eyeliner, and a bit of mascara. I look in the mirror again. Much better.

      “Okay? So what happened?” Juliet pesters me again. This time, I give in and give her the broad strokes.

      “I’m so happy for you!” she claps with excitement when I tell her about sleeping with Simon.

      “It’s not that exciting.” I shrug and walk back into the living room. Suddenly, the door to Dylan and Tristan’s room swings open.

      “Where the fuck did you go?” Tristan asks.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Because I was worried, Alice. You don’t just leave and don’t tell your date. This is New York City. I thought you’d been kidnapped or raped or something!”

      His voice is tense and tired and angry. But I’m angry, too.

      “You were the one who left first. I couldn’t find you anywhere!” I scream. I don’t yell often, hardly ever, but I’m too tired to keep this conversation civil.

      “I just went to cool off.”

      “Well, you were gone for an hour before I overheard your brothers there talking about how hot I was and how glad they were that you didn’t bring Tea.”

      “So?”

      “So? You didn’t bring your girlfriend because she’s fat? Because you’re embarrassed of her? Do you know what that makes you, Tristan?”

      “No, what?”

      “An asshole. A real asshole!”

      “Oh please.” He shrugs.

      “And even now, you’re not even sorry. You don’t care. I don’t even know who you are anymore, Tristan. When did you become such a dick, exactly? Because I remember when you were a nice guy. A really nice guy.”

      I walk back to my room. He follows me.

      “Listen, I’m sorry about Tea,” he says. But it’s too little, too late.

      “I never want to see you again, Tristan,” I say quietly. My voice is calm now. Certain. “I know I will; we’re roommates after all. I just want you to know that I never want to see you or talk to you again.”

      He stares at me in disbelief. And then I take it a step too far. I feel myself creeping over the edge as the words come out of me, but I can’t stop them.

      “And I hope you lose all of your stupid money,” I say and slam the door to my room.

      

      

      Tristan and I don’t speak for weeks. At first, I actively ignore him and don’t respond to his attempts at conversation. And after a while, he gives up. What forms between us is a kind of Cold War. We pass each other in the living room and the kitchen without speaking a word. We talk only to our roommates, but never to each other. I’m actually impressed that we keep this up. The four of us engage in whole conversations in which he and I speak to and respond only to Dylan and Juliet, but never each other.

      Juliet and Dylan pester me about it for a while, but by the end of the second week, they too give up on us. And our Cold War is embraced.

      It is after we reach this place of equilibrium that I finally write him a thank you card. I’ve been meaning to do that for some time, but I wanted some of the anger to die down within me. When I feel I’ve reached an appropriate level of apathy, I finally pick up a pen and write the thank you card.

      

      Dear Tristan,

      Thank you. Thank you for showing me your true colors at the masquerade ball. That moment, when I realized what you had done to Tea (and in a way to my old self), freed me from your grasp. It allowed me to finally let you go. We are completely different people now. I do not much like this new person you’ve become but it is no longer my place to talk about him. Sometimes, I still miss my friend, Tristan, who made me feel like I was the prettiest girl in school even though I wasn’t even the 100th prettiest girl there. But he’s gone, isn’t he? You’re someone else right now. Someone that I hope you don’t stay for long. But that doesn’t matter now, either. I’m just writing you this note to thank you for finally showing me your true self, at this point in your life. I don’t think we will ever speak again (I’m not sure if that’s right or wrong, it just happens to be the case), but I’m okay with that.

      I hope you have a nice life and remember that there was a time in your life when you weren’t so cruel.

      

      Alice

      

      I reread my thank you card. I have no intentions of sending it, but I’m still apprehensive about how snarky it sounds. But snarky is just the kind of mood that I’m in right now. And I’m not apologizing for that either. I’m done apologizing.

      I’m not sure, but the card feels strange in my hands. It feels a little like a good-bye.

      Perhaps, this is the last card that I’ll ever write him. Wouldn’t that be something?
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      After our night together, Simon and I start spending a lot of time together. He didn’t care that I snuck out of his bed without saying goodbye; he just asked me to never do it again.

      “It doesn’t matter what time it is, I want to kiss you good-bye,” he explained. “Promise that you will.”

      I promised and haven’t broken it since.

      Over the last couple of weeks, I discovered many interesting things about my new boyfriend. First being that he doesn’t mind being called my boyfriend and me being his girlfriend. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the label, girlfriend, but he assured me that it was going to be okay.

      “We’re dating right? Sleeping together?” he said. “Why wouldn’t you want to call me your boyfriend?”

      “It seems like it comes with a lot of responsibilities,” I said after thinking about it for a moment.

      “Well, it doesn’t,” he shrugged. “It’s just a word.”

      He’s right, but only sort of. This is college. Hardly anyone’s dating anyone at all and even fewer people are committing to each other with heavy words like boyfriend and girlfriend. I mean, Juliet and Dylan have been sleeping with each other way longer and I don’t think they’d approach the subject of labels for at least another six months.

      Besides his acceptance of labels, I learn other things about Simon, as well. I discover that he loves Indian food and sushi, but hates burgers and French fries. French fries! I mean, who hates French fries? He sometimes has one or two when we go out for drinks, but always cringes. I don’t get it, but I’ve given up on trying to convince him that French fries are the food of the gods. I don’t want to waste them. More for me, right?

      Juliet has taken it upon herself to keep me in the loop about Tristan, just like she does with the rest of the people on our floor. Except of course, Tristan isn’t like the rest of the people. I actually have no interest in hearing about what’s going on in his life. But Juliet doesn’t believe me and informs me of things anyway. Apparently, he’s still seeing Tea. And they’re getting more serious. I don’t know what that means exactly. I can only speculate that it means that he has actually taken the step and referred to her as his girlfriend. Or maybe not. Maybe they just slept together.

      Though Tea and I have been moderately successful in avoiding each other in American Lit, we are again assigned to be peer review partners in today’s class. I know it’s bound to go badly as I gather my stuff and move chairs to be closer to her. But as we go over each other’s papers, we are both generous and courteous. It’s strange, but I don’t even feel a bad vibe coming from her. And as for Tristan? It’s as if we have both silently agreed to avoid a particular topic and are both adhering to our promise.

      During our peer review session, I suddenly remember why I liked Tea so much when I first met her in the beginning of the year. We have a lot in common. For instance, we both love Virginia Woolf and Colleen Hoover. I’ve never admitted that to anyone before Tea. But Tea talks about it as if it’s nothing.

      “But what about what all those people say?” I ask. “That you can’t like both high culture stuff like Virginia Woolf and so-called low culture stuff. You know, Colleen Hoover and other romance authors.”

      “I don’t talk to those people often,” Tea shrugs. She’s exuding confidence. It’s practically pouring out of her veins. I just hope that some of it spills over onto me.

      “Okay, but if you did? If someone had said that to you?” I press. I actually really want to know the answer. I’ve read many blogs and articles on the subject and never agreed with any of them.

      “I’ll tell them that they can go fuck themselves. People like what they like. And they read things for a variety of reasons. I don’t go to the bookstore and say, okay, I’m in the mood for only high art today. I mean, who the hell does that?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug.

      “Do you?” she asks.

      “Of course not. I just pick up a book that I like. Often based on its cover, read the blurb, and then decided if I’m in the mood for the story,” I say.

      “Exactly! And you and I just happen to both love Virginia Woolf and Colleen Hoover. So what?”

      I smile. She’s right, of course.

      “It’s nice to have someone say what I’m thinking,” I say. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with this particular world view. I mean, isn’t it really open-minded and exhilarating? Doesn’t it mean that we’re open to all possibilities? That all we’re looking for is entertainment, but in the best sense of that word? That we’re not bound by some conventions and other people’s opinions?

      “I think so,” she says, cocking her head. “And it doesn’t just apply to books. But other works of art too. For me, anything goes. Eminem and Schubert. Taylor Swift and Edith Piaf.”

      I look at her closely. The way she tapped her finger on the table, not out of exasperation or annoyance, but simply to pass the time. There is something endearing and pure about Tea that I can’t seem to put my finger on. She’s cautious and quiet, but strong and confident in ways that I can’t even imagine being quite yet. And that’s why when she invites me over to her place the following evening, I say yes without hesitation.
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      We’re supposed to be studying and going over our notes from Catcher in the Rye, but instead we talk about a book that she’s writing.

      “You’re writing a novel? Really?” I say in shock. We’re both 18 years old and the thought of even beginning a novel scares the shit out of me. But Tea is unfazed.

      “I’ve had this idea in my head for the last two years and finally this summer, I just decided to go for it. I mean, what the hell am I waiting for?”

      “What’s it about?” I ask.

      “A mysterious death of an old expat in Belize. The narrator is a young woman who finds clues to his murder in a book of Belizian folk tales.”

      “That sounds…intense,” I say. It takes me a moment to find just the right word. The book sounds interesting, but I’ve found that saying that something is interesting is kind of a throwaway line. That’s what people say who aren’t really interested.

      “It sounds daunting, too,” I add.

      “Yes, I guess.” She shrugs. But her eyes twinkle and I get the sense that it’s more exciting than daunting.

      “So can I tell you something embarrassing? I don’t actually know where Belize is,” I say. I hate to admit, but geography isn’t my strong suit. The name sounds familiar, but I can’t place it in the world. Is it in Africa? Asia?

      “Not embarrassing at all.” She laughs. “It’s a small country in Central America right next to Mexico and Guatemala.”

      “How small?” I ask.

      “Very small. It’s got a population of about 320,000 people. Like a medium-sized town here. But it is English-speaking. Sort of. Their accent is something to get used to.” She laughs.

      “Have you ever been there?” I ask. I have no idea why else anyone would write a story about Belize.

      “Oh yes! My family has a place there and I go there every summer for at least a month and often for Christmas break, too. Oh my God, Alice. It’s the most beautiful place on earth. The air is filled with salt and hope and cheer. And the people there dance for no other reason except that they’re alive. Every day is like a celebration of life.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I say. “I can’t wait to read the book.”

      And then suddenly, the conversation turns to me and my writing. A topic that I’m not comfortable discussing. Not at all.

      “Well, I’m not working on a novel, that’s for sure,” I say shyly.

      “But you write? Right?”

      “Yes,” I admit it. “I love it, actually. But the thing is that I don’t have much time.”

      Time has always been an issue with me. For some reason, having other things to do, like schoolwork, completely derails me and makes it impossible for me to do work. Homework weighs heavily on me and even if I’m not working on it, I can’t focus on anything else. So I waste my time on the Internet or watching Netflix instead of seizing the little time that I have left and writing. And then, of course, I feel guilty over the whole thing. And guilt makes it even more difficult to focus.

      “I know what you mean,” Tea says. “But the thing is that you have to make time. You just have to, if it’s important to you. Because no one else will.”

      “But there’s something else,” I say. “I’m also kind of afraid. No, not kind of, really, really afraid.”

      I don’t mean to blurt that out, but it just sort of comes out. I’d never really admitted it out loud before. I haven’t even admitted it to myself before, in the privacy of my own thoughts. But here, I am sharing my deep dark fears and secrets with Tea, of all people.

      “I’m afraid, too,” she says. “I hate to admit it. It’s embarrassing, isn’t it? I mean, what’s there to be afraid of? It’s just pen to paper or typing on a keyboard. But it is. You’re pouring your whole self onto the page and what if it’s crap? What if it’s no good?”

      I nod. Perhaps, only writers can understand these fears.

      “But then I just have to tell myself that what’s important is the process. Nothing else. If it’s crap, then that’s what it is. But that doesn’t matter. The final product doesn’t matter so much. At least, you can’t worry about it until later. While you’re writing, you have to let go. I sometimes feel like I enter some sort of alternative consciousness where all I’m doing is typing and someone else is coming up with the story.”

      “Yes, of course.” I nod. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. It’s like all the characters have minds of their own. They’re no longer made up people. I’m no longer playing pretend. I’ve created them, but then at some point they start to speak and think and act on their own.”

      “Exactly!” she nods her head vociferously. For a second, she looks like a bobble head and I think that her head might pop off her shoulders and roll away.

      “But as for being afraid,” Tea continues, “you just have to do it. A little every day. If you write a few hundred words for a few days, then in the coming days, you won’t worry about not being able to write. You build confidence. And experience shows you that it’s possible. You suddenly realize that it’s just a building process. You put a few blocks up every day and after a certain number of days, you’ll have a building.”

      “And how many blocks do you have up?” I ask, continuing on with her metaphor.

      “I have 45,000 words. The novel will be about 60,000 words.”

      “You’re almost done!” I say. “I really want to read it when you’re done.”

      “Maybe.” She shrugs and looks away.

      “Please?”

      “I don’t know,” she says without meeting my eyes. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid? But what about what you just said about fear?”

      “This fear is different. I’m worried about what you’re going to say,” Tea says, looking up at me. She’s trying to read my face to see what kind of critic I am.

      “Don’t be,” I say, trying to put her at ease. “I’m sure it’s marvelous. And if it’s not, I won’t tell you.”

      We both burst out laughing. I laugh so hard that my eyes tear up a bit. When we finally catch our breath, Tea’s face gets very serious.

      “You promise?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      

      Just when I’m about to leave, Tea insists on heating up some leftover pizza from last night. I’m sucker for day-old pizza and cave.

      “So how are things going with that guy you’re seeing? Simon?” she asks, pouring me a cup of soda.

      My chest tightens a bit. She has broached the boyfriend topic. Why would she do that? Doesn’t she know that our relationship depends on us explicitly not talking about our boyfriends? It’s okay, stay calm, I say to myself. She just asked about my boyfriend. Simon’s neutral territory. Maybe she won’t bring up her boyfriend at all. I’m definitely not going to ask about Tristan.

      “Good.” I nod. “He invited me for a weekend to this cabin in upstate New York.”

      “Wow, that’s a big step,” she says.

      “I know. It is. I’m not sure how I feel about it yet. But he really wants me to go.”

      She looks puzzled for a moment. But then I realize that it’s not confusion painted on her face. It’s disappointment. With a hint of sadness.

      “You’re lucky. Tristan won’t even let me call him my boyfriend. He says that he doesn’t like labels.”

      Shivers run up my spine. I can’t believe that she has mentioned Tristan’s name, just like that. Like it’s nothing. Just another word.
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      “Are you okay?” Tea asks, putting her hand on my arm. I haven’t spoken a word in sometime. The silence is deafening. My lips are chapped and my throat is tingling. I’m suddenly so thirsty I bet I can drink a one-gallon jug of water without pausing.

      “Fine,” I finally manage. “So tell me more about your book.”

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” she says, calling me on my shit.

      I look away. Shrug. I search my mind for the last thing she had said. “So Tristan doesn’t like labels, huh?”

      “No, at least that’s what he said to me.”

      I shrug again and start to think of ways to get out of this room as soon as possible.

      “Was he like this with you?” Tea asks.

      Her enormous wide eyes somehow grow even bigger. Juliet would love her eyelashes. They’re so lush and full, unlike mine. Perhaps she might even say that Tea doesn’t need false lashes. No, come to think of it, Juliet’s not the ‘less is more’ kind of girl.

      “Listen, I don’t feel really comfortable talking about this,” I say and start gathering my things. But she stops me.

      “I’m sorry, I know this is probably really awkward for you,” Tea sighs. “I just don’t know what to do. I don’t know if he’s just being a normal guy or if something’s really wrong.”

      I shrug.

      “So, was he like that with you?” she asks again. I can leave. Right now.

      If I just pack up my stuff and say that I really don’t want to talk about this, I can just leave. She can’t stop me. But when I look into her eyes and see that lost look on her face, I know that I can’t. I sigh and give in.

      “Like what?” I ask.

      “Secretive? Anti-labels? Did he mind calling you his girlfriend?”

      “It was different then, Tea. We were both in high school. 11th grade isn’t like freshman year of college. You think you’re so grown up then. Many people want to be in a relationship. Perhaps for no other reason except to say that they were in one.”

      She nods and sighs. I’m making sense to her. I search my mind for some other words of explanation that I could offer her that won’t hurt her feelings.

      “Besides, Tristan and I were best friends. For many years before we ever got together,” I say. “So when we got together, it was different. It was more serious, right from the beginning.”

      Again, she sighs and looks away. I put my arm around her shoulders. They slouch under my touch.

      “How long were you together?” she asks.

      “Two years.”

      “Do you think maybe he doesn’t want to get serious because he just got out of a serious relationship?” she asks. That’s exactly what I’m thinking.

      “I’m sure. If it’s any consolation, that’s kind of how I feel.”

      “What do you mean?” Tea asks.

      I drop my arm from her shoulder, try to pull away. But she just leans on me and waits for my answer.

      “Well, Simon calls me his girlfriend,” I say. “But I don’t really call him my boyfriend. We didn’t have a big discussion about it. He just started doing it. Without my permission, really. Maybe Tristan feels the same way. Maybe he just doesn’t want to complicate things right now, you know? I certainly don’t.”

      I see her listening to me, but I’m not sure if she’s really hearing me.

      “So what happened between you two?” she suddenly asks.

      “What do you mean?” My heart sinks. I don’t want to talk about our breakup. By the puzzled look on her face, I don’t think that’s what she’s referring to.

      “Well, you were kind of becoming friends again, right? He talked about you a bit and how things were getting more friendly and positive. But now, you’re not talking again? He said you were mad at him. What happened?”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I decide to fake it. “Nothing really.” I shrug, trying to pretend that everything’s okay.

      I look at Tea. She’s not buying it. I have no idea if Tea knows about Tristan’s masquerade ball, but I have a feeling that she doesn’t. And there’s no way I’m going to tell her. It’s Tristan’s thing. He needs to tell her why he didn’t take her. Agh, I fuckin’ hate that guy!

      “I don’t know. It’s sort of hard being friends again after a breakup. We tried for a while, but it just didn’t feel right. So we’re giving each other some space,” I say.

      I’m gathering my stuff again. This time, I’m leaving for me. Before Tea entraps me in some other conversation that I have no interest in.

      “But Tristan said that you were mad at him,” Tea presses. “What did he do?”

      “Listen, Tea, I have to go. We’re just not friends anymore. Can we leave it at that?” I say, putting on my coat.

      Tea stands up. I think she’s about to give me a hug and walk me to the elevator, but instead she blocks the door.

      “I feel like you’re hiding something, Alice. Did something happen?” she asks. “I promise I won’t be mad. I just need to know the truth.”

      “Nothing happened, Tea,” I say. I purposely use her name, the same way she used my name to make a point. “I have no interest in Tristan. We’re not even friends anymore. Seriously, you have nothing worry about.”

      She doesn’t move away from the door.

      “Can I get by, please?” I ask. “I really have to get back.”

      Finally, she moves out of the way. Very reluctantly.

      “You promise?” she asks. “You promise that nothing happened between you and Tristan?”

      “Yes, yes, I promise,” I lie.

      I don’t even know how to begin to answer that question.

      I walk out of Tea’s building with the certain sense that she didn’t believe me. Honestly, I wasn’t very convincing, but it’s not my place to be. I’m mad at Tristan for a very legitimate reason, but it’s not one that I can share with her without hurting her feelings and embarrassing her. This is Tristan’s thing. It’s his responsibility to tell her. Or not tell her.

      “Agh!” I scream in the elevator. “Shit. Shit. Shit, Tristan. Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

      The elevator dings and the doors open. Two people enter and I take a deep breath. No more outbursts, I say to myself. And bite my lower lip to keep quiet.
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      I pack an overnight bag for the cabin in upstate New York. It’s not really upstate upstate because it’s only 2 hours outside of Manhattan. But New Yorkers have a curious tendency to call everything outside of Manhattan upstate.

      Looking through my closet, I don’t know what to bring. I look up the weather on my phone. It should be in the high 40s and low 50s there this weekend. So really cold, at least for me. I know it’s going to get even colder.

      I pull a small suitcase from under my bed. I’m not a good packer. I don’t do it often and I lack practice, at least according to my parents who both fly practically every week and don’t think that there’s anything unusual about that. My head hurts and my arms feel heavy when I look through my closet for appropriate sweaters. I hate to admit it, but the main reason I’m having trouble packing is that I don’t really want to go. I’m not in that place yet with Simon. The going away for the weekend place. Why was he so insistent on us going? And why the hell did he go ahead and book this place without even consulting me?  Girls like spontaneity in relationships. They like it when guys take initiative and book romantic gateways all on their own. I’m not different, of course. Except that what most girls won’t tell you is that we only want spontaneity from guys we already want to go on trips with. Otherwise, it’s awkward. Uncomfortable. Full of pressure.

      If Simon had asked me about this trip before booking it, I would’ve said no. But he didn’t. He just said that he had booked it and that he couldn’t cancel without losing all of his money. That’s a lot of pressure!

      I look the cabin up on my phone. It looks cozy and warm. A cute mountain gateway. If it weren’t for Simon, I’d be really excited about going on this trip. I haven’t been outside of New York ever since I’ve been here and I’m really curious about checking out the nature on the East Coast. It’s completely different from the kind of nature that I’m used to.

      A knock on my open door breaks my concentration, startling me. I almost drop my phone.

      What? I mouth to Tristan. He motions that the music is too loud. Reluctantly, I turn down Elle King’s “Ex’s and Oh’s” and turn to him.

      Tristan is leaning on the frame of the door. It looks as if he’s actually holding it up.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asks. There’s something unusual about his demeanor. He looks lost, somehow. Vulnerable.

      I don’t say anything and turn back to my packing.

      “Alice?”

      “Go, talk,” I say, folding my favorite purple merino wool sweater with a wide turtleneck into my bag.

      “Is that the sweater that I got you for Christmas last year?” he asks.

      I nod and put another sweater on top of it. I won’t admit it out loud, but it’s one of my favorites.

      “I’m glad you love it,” he says quietly.

      I look up at him. His hazel eyes look green in this light and they search my face for something. Whatever he has to talk to me about is serious.

      “I do love it,” I admit it.

      I can’t lie. I don’t usually like wool. It’s usually bulky and hot or just itches like hell. But this sweater is amazing. Super comfortable and soft. Never itchy. It also goes with practically everything. Tights. Jeans. Even pajamas.

      Tristan gave it to me on Christmas Eve on the beach in Malibu. We spent the day together surfing and kissing and drinking wine coolers. After having a picnic on the beach and watching the sun set, he handed me the box with the sweater. It cost him a month of his allowance.

      “What do you want, Tristan?”

      “I heard that you’re going away with that guy. Simon.”

      I shrug.

      “Are you?”

      “I’m packing, aren’t I?” I ask. That’s bitchy and so not me. I regret saying that, but I won’t apologize.

      “For how long?”

      “Not long. Tomorrow through Sunday.

      “That’s long, Alice. Very long,” he says. I stare at him. I have no idea where this is coming from.

      “Do you think this is too soon?” he asks.

      My patience is wearing thin. We’re not even talking and now I’m supposed to stand here and listen to a lecture about too soon from my ex?

      “Too soon? Are you insane?” I say. “Get the hell out, Tristan”

      I try to close the door, but he puts his foot in the crack. “No, listen, Alice. This has nothing to do with me. I’m just worried.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You know that jealous ex-boyfriend act is getting really old Tristan. I’m sick of it.”

      “No, it has nothing to do with that,” he says. The way he says it, I suddenly believe him. There’s sincerity in his voice.

      “I found out something about Simon,” Tristan says.

      “What?” I ask before I have a chance to think about it. “No, you know what, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care.”

      “Alice, please. Listen. I don’t want you to go,” Tristan says. His eyes tighten. Pupils dilate.

      “I don’t care what you want. This is none of your business,” I say, refusing to acknowledge the uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach that says that maybe he’s right.

      “He does drugs, Alice,” Tristan finally comes out with it. “I didn’t want to tell you, but you forced me. And I don’t mean that he smokes a little pot on weekends. Cocaine. Meth. And a lot of it.”

      “Meth? Are you serious?” I ask, rolling my eyes. I definitely don’t believe that. “He does not. That’s a lie.”

      “I heard it from Juliet a while ago. And she heard it from someone else.”

      “Oh, wow, who can argue with testimony from ‘someone else,’” I say mockingly.

      Tristan ignores me and continues, “I didn’t want to say anything at first ‘cause I thought you’d just find out on your own. But then I heard that you were going away with him.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I shrug.

      “He’s been arrested, Alice. He’s got a record.”

      I shrug. I don’t know anything about this. But I don’t disbelieve Tristan. I just don’t want to give him the satisfaction. Besides, is a record enough of a reason to cancel? It’s a great excuse, I suddenly realize. But then I look at Tristan. He’s searching my face for some hope that I’m with him. No, I can’t give into him.

      “Alice, please, don’t go. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Tristan, I don’t understand what you want from me,” I say, even though he had just answered my question. I take a deep breath and try again.

      “Tristan, we’re over. Don’t you know that? Why are you going around finding out dirt on my boyfriend?”

      He doesn’t respond. Hoping that he’ll just leave, I go back to packing.

      “Alice…” he starts, but I cut him off.

      “You’re just jealous, Tristan. We’re not together and I’m not talking to you anymore because you’re an asshole. And now you’re mad. You want to make my life difficult. Really, I thought you were better than just a gossip.”

      He shakes his head, but doesn’t make a move to leave.

      “And by the way, please don’t put me in the middle of you and Tea, whatever it is you two have going. She knows that I’m mad at you for some reason, but she doesn’t know why. And she was pestering me about it. I don’t want to be involved in your drama, Tristan. You got that?” I say.

      I turn toward him. He’s still standing in the doorway.

      “Alice, please,” he tries again. I’m over it. I kick his foot out of the doorframe and slam the door in his face.
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      Simon has rented a car for the occasion. I haven’t been in a car that wasn’t a cab in more than two months and I feel excited. I honestly didn’t know how I’d miss the car and the freedom that comes with driving until I was back in one. Simon lets me drive even though the rental car isn’t under my name. Sitting at the wheel again after all of this time makes me realize how confined I’d felt living in New York. I can go anywhere. I can drive all day and get to Canada. Or drive 18 hours and be in Florida. Or four days and end up back home in LA.

      “How do people live in the city their whole lives without going anywhere?” I ask Simon, rhetorically.

      “Many New Yorkers think that going across the park is a huge deal.” He shrugs.

      “Well, I sort of get that.” I smile. “You have to take the bus or change trains. But if you had a car…”

      I let my words trail off as I imagine all the wonderful places that I could go and all the things I could see if I had a car. Connecticut. Boston. Maine. Fuck, even Newfoundland.

      Unfortunately, I won’t be going to any of those place today. Within two hours, we arrive at a little outcrop of cabins in a forest. This place isn’t far away, but it feels like we’ve traveled to another universe. A world in which Manhattan and all of its lights and craziness doesn’t exist. The trees glisten in the sunlight. Not a single leaf is green; all are different shades of fall: yellow, orange, red, gold. A light wind blows in and a few gold ones detach and dance under the cloudless sky. The air is crisp and smells of dew and fresh pine.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whisper, immediately forgetting all of my concerns about coming here

      Nature always puts me at ease. Unlike in New York where getting to nature, real nature, requires a car rental, back home, getting immersed in nature is a piece of cake. Wilderness is only a five to ten minute drive away, depending on where you live. Despite what many people think, Southern California is a wild place. Its mountains and hills are filled with mountain lions and coyotes. Even in the suburbs, where my parents live, coyotes often come right up to the house to sing their screeching songs of hope and loss.

      Being back here in the wild, on Peekamoose Mountain, I feel homesick and at peace at the same time.

      “You know, I’m really glad that I came out here with you,” I say. “I wasn’t so sure at first, but now that we’re here, it feels really nice. I really needed a break from the city.”

      Simon smiles at me, the kind of smile that uses his whole face. His eyes twinkle and his cheeks get flushed.

      

      After an hour-long hike, we come back to the cabin energetic and more alive than before. We laughed practically the whole time we hiked and my sides hurt not so much from the exertion, but from the stitches that I got from laughing so hard.

      “I’m going to get some firewood,” Simon says. “I want to start a fire.”

      I nod and go inside the cabin. It’s definitely quaint and cozy. The advertisement didn’t lie. The bed is soft and piled with more blankets and throws that we can possibly use. There’s a big wardrobe in the corner and it temps me to unpack my bag. I open the zipper, but don’t get any further than changing my sweaty shirt for Tristan’s merino sweater. No, not Tristan’s. It’s my merino sweater. The uplifting song of a blue jay catches my attention. I walk over to the window for a better look. I admire the way the bird’s blue feathers glisten in the sun and the way she sings without a care in the world. And then, just a little further down the worn path in between the trees, I spot Simon.

      I’m about to call out to him, but something stops me. Instead, I just watch him. He drops the pile of wood he’s been carrying under his arm onto the ground and pulls out a dirty glass pipe from his pocket. He looks around to see that no one’s around and lights up. It could be weed. But growing up in LA, I know plenty of people who smoke weed. And none of them do it in secret, hunched over with that paranoid look in their eye.

      I open the window. Call out his name. I want to see how he’d react. He doesn’t know where my voice is coming from and crouches down behind a bush to hide. Through the shrubbery, I see him take one big drag and put the pipe into his pocket.

      A few minutes later, Simon walks back into the cabin holding the firewood with both hands.

      “What’s up?” he asks breathlessly.

      I’m sitting on the bed, not sure how or where to start. A strange feeling of malaise spread throughout me. Quickly, I realize that it’s not so much malaise, but disappointment. I really thought that Simon was better than this. I’m not even talking about his addiction. I thought that he was better than a liar.

      I can’t beat around the bush. I just have to come out and ask him, straight up.

      “What were you smoking?” I ask.

      “What? Nothing. I wasn’t smoking anything.” He backs away from me.

      “Don’t lie to me. I saw you,” I say without getting off the bed. I feel like I’m holding a one-hundred pound rock in my lap and if I were to stand up, I’d have to take it with me.

      “Okay, okay. It’s nothing. Just something to relax.” Simon winks at me.

      He thinks he can use his charm and cuteness to avoid the conversation. To make me forget about what I saw. But I can’t. It’s not just something to relax. His actions back there pretty much told me that. I don’t say anything.

      “C’mon, Alice. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “No,” I shake my head.

      “Let’s just forget about it. I won’t do it again, I promise.” He crouches down next to me.

      He puts his arms on my lap and looks up at me with pleading eyes. For a second, I’m tempted to just forget about it. I don’t like fighting. And the cabin is quite relaxing. But then I get a whiff of his scent. Definitely not weed. I’ve never smelled meth, but that’s the only thing I can imagine it to be.

      “I can’t, sorry,” I say, pushing him away.

      The invisible one-hundred pound rock vanishes as soon as I get up. My cheeks get flushed. I’m angry. Mad. But not entirely with Simon. I’m mad as hell at Tristan. I walk over to my bag. Turn around.  Suddenly, I feel totally apathetic toward Simon. It’s like this is the excuse that I’ve been waiting for.

      “Have you ever been arrested?” I ask.

      I examine his face closely. Simon meets my eyes, doesn’t look away. His stare is disarming.

      “No,” he lies. I know it’s a lie. And by the expression on his face, he knows that I know it’s a lie.

      “Okay, okay, yes.” Simon walks over to me and grabs my hand. He thinks that physical contact will make me more sympathetic to him.

      “But it was last year. It was really not a big deal, Alice.”

      “Yeah, I guess not,” I say. I pick up the few things that I’ve taken out of my bag and stuff them back inside. I’m leaving because of the drugs, but it’s just an excuse. I know it. This whole trip was way too soon for us. My only regret is that I didn’t listen to myself when I’d thought that it was too soon.

      “Where are you going?” Simon asks.

      “Home,” I say. “I’m going home.”

      “What? Why? We have this great cabin. C’mon stay, please.”

      “I’ve had doubts about this trip before. And this just confirmed it,” I say, pointing to the pocket where he put the pipe.

      “This is nothing, Alice. It’s just for fun.”

      “Really? So why were you arrested? Why did you feel the need to smoke in the bushes if it’s nothing you’re ashamed of?” I say, grabbing my bag.

      I’m grateful for the fact that I didn’t unpack right away.

      “Alice, please. C’mon, be reasonable.”

      “I am. I don’t want to stay.”

      “Well, I do. And I’m not going back to the city until Sunday,” Simon says defiantly, plopping down on the bed in protest.

      I hadn’t considered this possibility. Shit.

      “Fine,” I say after a moment.

      “What are you going to do? It’s dark out there already.”

      “I’m going to take a cab or an Uber,” I say.

      “All the way to the city? It’ll cost you a year of rent!” he laughs. I’ve never seen this side of him before. The mocking, insensitive, petulant, child side.

      “I’m going to take a cab to the train station,” I explain. I don’t know why I even bothered. It’s none of his business anymore.

      Simon jumps out of bed, meets me by the door.

      “Alice.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. I shrug him off.

      “Alice,” he says louder this time. “You can’t leave.”

      “I am leaving.” I turn the knob.

      “Goddamn it, Alice.” He hits the door with his fist, slamming it shut.

      He startles me. The door slams shut with such force, the hairs on the back of my arm stand up. A shudder of fear courses through my veins.

      What if he doesn’t let me leave?

      What then?

      I turn to Simon. His face is inches away from mine. I can feel his hot, fiery breath on my face. Blood drains from my cheeks and lips. My heart pounds so loudly in my chest that I hear it in my temples.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      I take a deep breath. I don’t look away from him. I’m leaving this place one way or another.

      The darkness in his eyes slowly fades and the old Simon comes back to me.

      “I’m so sorry, Alice, really,” he says. He puts his head on my shoulder.

      “I know,” I whisper. “But I have to go.”

      I open the door again. This time, he doesn’t stop me.

      When I get out of sight from the cabin, I finally let out a deep sigh of relief.
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      About a mile down the road, I start to waver on my decision to leave in such haste. I tried to call a cab, but I didn’t realize it until after I left that I have absolutely no reception out here. Not even one bar! Still, I can’t go back. Simon’s insistence on me staying scared me. If I wasn’t sure about leaving beforehand, I certainly was after. There’s a lot I don’t know about him and I had no business coming out here with him.

      I remember what I heard a while ago about women and intuition. Apparently, women have great intuition. The problem is that they often don’t listen to it and don’t act accordingly to it because of a variety of factors. They don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. They feel embarrassed. They think that it’s illogical. It doesn’t make any sense.

      From now on, I’m going to listen to my intuition a lot more, I decide. If I had listened to it earlier, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

      The road’s winding and lit only by the blue light from the moon. But moonlight doesn’t penetrate every bend; the trees hugging both sides of the road block most of it.

      The scent of pine is no longer inviting and comforting. Instead, I’m starting to get scared. I haven’t been scared of the dark since I was six years old, but alone in the woods, all my old fears creep in. I turn on my phone. I still have plenty of battery left. I click on the flashlight button and the bright LED brings me some relief.

      One car drives past me. And then another. A few minutes later, another. They all slow down when they see me. Again, shivers run up my spine. I shouldn’t have stayed up late watching a marathon of old Dateline programs last night on YouTube. All those murder mysteries, which seemed so interesting when I was in the safety of my bed, now seem terrifying. College girl walking down an abandoned country road all alone. I can just hear Keith Morrison’s soothing but sinister voice narrating my crime story.

      “Okay, okay. You can’t think like this,” I say out loud. “The train station is 3 miles away from the cabin, you only have, what, 2 more to go? You can do this. Nothing’s going to happen. Just stop freaking yourself out.”

      I look at my phone again. There’s something comforting about it even though I don’t have a signal. It’s way out. My lifeline. I thank God that the directions to the train station are still cached on the maps screen. Otherwise, I’d be totally fucked.

      A car pulls up next to me. I don’t hear it until the driver honks the horn.

      Beep. Beep.

      Fuck. It’s Simon. He has found me. There’s no way I’m getting into his car. I look around before turning to face him. What can I do? I can run into the woods, I decide. He’ll have to first realize what I’ve done. And if he wants to follow me, he’ll have to pull over, park the car, get out and then run after me. That will give me a good running start.

      No matter what you do, don’t get into that car, I whisper silently to myself. If that’s one thing that I’ve learned from all those crime shows is that it all goes to hell when the girl gets into the car.

      “Alice!” I don’t believe what I hear. The voice is definitely not Simon’s. But it can’t be who I think it is. Can it?

      I turn around. My ears weren’t lying. It is Tristan.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. The cold air nips at my throat. I pull my coat closed at my neck, wishing that I hadn’t forgotten to pack my scarf.

      “Get in,” he says. “It’s freezing out there.”

      I want to. Really badly. It is freezing, colder than freezing, probably. But I’m mad at him. And he still hasn’t answered my question.

      I shake my head. I’ve had enough of guys bossing me around for today. I continue walking, well aware of that fact that it’s my pride that’s keeping me out of his car. Not any intuition. Tristan’s a great guy and he’d never make me feel uncomfortable. He’d break my heart and make me wish that I was dead, but he would never scare me.

      He drives slowly alongside of me.

      “C’mon, Alice. Stop fucking around. Get in,” he says through the rolled down window.

      I shake my head.

      “Why are you here?” I yell. Partly because of the howling wind. And partly because I’m mad at him. “Are you stalking me?”

      “Why are you here?” he yells back. Clearly, not answering my questions. “If you’re having such a good time with Simon, why are you walking down the road all alone in the middle of the night?”

      “Fuck you!”

      “C’mon, Alice. Please, get in.” The tone in his voice changes. He’s pleading now. But my heart remains cold. My pride stands strong.

      “I don’t need you to stalk me, Tristan. I’m fine,” I say.

      I expect our banter to keep going until I reach the train station. I can use an escort. It is cold and dark and windy. And I am scared of being all alone out here. But then it doesn’t.

      “Fine,” Tristan yells and drives away. The screeching of the tires as he pulls away breaks my heart.

      “No, no, no,” I say, watching him disappear into the darkness. “Please don’t go.”

      But I don’t run after the car. I stop, stand there like a statue. Unable to move. A feeling of inevitable doom spreads through my body. Regret. Why didn’t I just get into his car? Why did I have to be so stupid? He came all the way here. He was here to help. He loves you. Why did I have to be so cold? So unforgiving? A million other things that I should’ve said and done run through my mind.

      I look out into the distance. Waiting for him to return. But he doesn’t. He’s gone. Really gone.

      I take a deep breath.

      You can only depend on yourself in life. There’s no one else. Definitely not some guy.

      A set of headlights from across the road blinds me and disappears. The car makes a u-turn across the road and pulls up next to me.

      “Tea and I broke up,” Tristan yells through the open window.
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      This time he doesn’t have to coax me inside. Neither of us says another word as I climb into the passenger seat. I don’t get in because of what he said. I would’ve gotten in if he had said that he hated me. It’s not every day that you get the chance to right the wrong decision that you’d just made. And I didn’t need any more signs that this is what I had to do.

      As I pull up the window, the warmth of the air inside puts me at ease. Heat is coming out from the seat. I start to warm up from the inside out.

      “Will you take me to the train station?” I ask.

      “Why? I’m going back home.”

      “I think I’d like to go to the train station,” I say. I don’t have a good reason. I don’t want to go back with him. There’s something about this. If I let him take me home, he’ll be my knight in shining armor. Or something like that.

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn?” he asks.

      “Will you take me there or not?” I ask. He grunts and gives something like a shrug.

      We drive in silence for a few moments. It’s deafening. We used to be able to hang out in the same room for hours and not talk without feeling uncomfortable. But now, everything’s different.

      “And by the way, what were you thinking back there?” Tristan asks. The tone of his voice is accusatory. Angry.

      “What if I hadn’t come back for you? You know, you and your dumb pride. It’s going to get you killed.” He shakes his head. “It’s okay to admit that you need help sometimes, you know that? It’s okay to feel lost. You don’t have to do everything on your own all the time.”

      Tristan continues his lecture. He’s not much of a talker. He tends to keep things bottled up most of the time, behind a door with a big lock on it. A lock that I don’t have a key to. And listening to his lecture puts a smile on my face. I know that he cares about me. But it’s not every day that I get actual confirmation of that fact.

      “What? Why are you smiling? I’m really mad at you, Alice.”

      I nod. “I know. You’re right,” I say.

      “I’m right? Wait, what?” He slows down to stop.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have to memorialize this moment in stone. I don’t think I’ve been right, well, in ever.”

      “Well, you better savor it then,” I laugh. “I’m not sure if you’re going to be right again anytime soon.”

      We start driving again.

      “And what were you thinking coming here?” I ask. “I mean, what if everything between Simon and me was fine? What if I hadn’t confronted him?”

      “I would’ve just stayed there.” He shrugs. “I wanted to make sure that you were okay.”

      “Stayed there? Where?”

      “In the parking lot.”

      “The whole weekend?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugs. “I don’t know. I didn’t really have a plan.”

      I roll my eyes. Don’t say anything for a bit.

      “I had no idea that this was going to happen. I was just coming to talk to you. That’s all,” he says after a while. He’s looking straight ahead. Strands of hair fall into his face. He tucks them behind his ear. “I don’t want you to think I was some sort of stalker,” Tristan adds.

      “I know that.”

      “And then I saw you leave. So I followed you.”

      I nod. That makes sense.

      Neither of us says a word for a while. And then I remember something he had said.

      “What happened with you and Tea?” I ask.

      Tristan shrugs, shakes his head. He looks straight ahead. I know that he’s avoiding eye contact with me.

      “Tristan?” I can’t let it go. I’m going to see her and I need to know what I should expect.

      “We broke up,” he says. He shrugs again, the kind of shrug that makes me certain that it wasn’t good.

      “I’m not sure if it’s a breakup since we weren’t really seeing each other officially, but whatever,” he says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We weren’t officially dating. Is it a break up if there’s nothing to break?”

      “Did she know that?” I ask.

      “Not you too.” He looks straight at me. “Yes, I was very clear with her about that.”

      “She didn’t seem like she was when we spoke,” I say.

      Tristan shakes his head. Annoyed.

      “So why did you break it off?” I ask. I’m very careful about not saying ‘break up.’

      “I didn’t. She did,” he says.

      “What?” I ask. That’s hard to believe. Tea was really smitten with him. Why would she do this?

      “She said that she didn’t want to be in an ill-defined relationship. She wanted more. Either we were together, exclusive, or we weren’t. And I couldn’t give her that.”

      I ask him why even though I know the answer.

      We stop at the light. He turns all the way toward me in his seat. Looks straight into my eyes. I see an image of the red stop light in his eyes, and wonder if he can see them in mine.

      “You’re a hard act to follow, Alice,” Tristan says quietly.

      Shivers run down my spine. The tips of my fingers get cold. Then go numb. I don’t know what he means. No, that’s not true. I do. I have my suspicions, but I don’t dare assume. I don’t want to know.

      “What,” I start. My throat is raspy and the word comes out broken in half. “What are you talking about?” I try again.

      The light turns green. He drives out of the intersection and pulls over to the side of the road.

      “What are you doing? Why are you stopping?” I ask quickly. I feel myself going into a panic over what might happen and over what might not.

      “I want to tell you something,” Tristan says quietly.

      I don’t look away from the front windshield even as Tristan turns to face me again.

      “Alice? Turn to me. Please,” he says, touching my hand. I recoil from his touch. I take a deep breath. Quiet my pounding heart. And turn to face him.

      “I love you,” he says, slowly allowing each word its time and space.

      “What?” I mumble.

      “I love you, Alice,” he says again. I try to read his face. It’s blank. All I see is how much his sun-kissed skin has faded in the bleakness of a New York fall.

      “I love you, too,” I say a little too quickly.

      It’s not a lie, but it’s not the truth either. I’m not sure what he meant for his ‘I love you.’ I love you as a friend. I love you like I used to. I love you and want to get back together. I love you and I want to be friends. We sit there in silence for a bit. It seems like we should kiss, but the moment isn’t right. There’s a distance between us. Filled with all the things that have been unsaid. All the things that should be explained.

      Slowly, Tristan starts the car again and puts it in drive. We drive the rest of the way to the train station as strangers.
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      The parking lot is empty and Tristan parks right up front near the handicapped sign.

      “I’ll walk you inside,” he says as I get out.

      “No need,” I say, but he ignores me. I don’t stop him. We walk together into the train station. It’s small and deserted. There are only a few chairs arranged in a circle along the walls. There’s no one at the ticket counter. I check the large electronic schedule board behind the counter. A train going back to the city will come in twenty-five minutes.

      I go to the ticket machine and buy a one-way ticket.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come back with me?” he asks as I press ‘buy.’ I shake my head, no.

      “I’ll just meet you there,” I say. “Thanks for coming out, though. Really. I really appreciate it.”

      Tristan stares down at his shoes. They’re an old pair of sneakers with no shoelaces that he has had for years. He doesn’t wear them often. I know that they’re his go-to shoe when he needs to be comfortable.

      “How long have you had those shoes?” I smile. “Since tenth grade, at least.”

      “Ninth.” He nods his head. When our eyes meet, his sparkle under the harsh fluorescence in the room.

      “Are you ever going to get rid of them?” I ask.

      “Are you ever going to get rid of Bear?”

      My breath gets lodged in my throat and I cough. Bear is an old teddy bear that I’ve had since I was a little girl. I don’t play with him anymore.  He’s too old and fragile, but he sits on top of my dresser and I hold him whenever I feel lost or confused or lonely.

      “No, of course not!” I gasp.

      “Ever hear that a pot shouldn’t be calling a kettle black?” he jokes.

      “Fair enough,” I smile.

      I’m suddenly at ease. I know that Tristan and I are going to be okay. Friends. For real this time. I know that he wasn’t lying when he said that he loved me. And I definitely wasn’t. What happens to love after love? I wonder. Maybe this. This friendship that’s a little bit more than just friendship. Something a little bit deeper. Closer. More unusual.

      “Oh hey, you said that you wanted to talk to me about something. Back in the car. What did you want to talk to me about?” I ask.

      “Just about us. About how I miss you.”

      “You miss me?”

      He nods. I feel his gaze on my lips. He takes a step closer to me. I feel his soft breath on my cheek. We’re standing so close to one another that it would require more energy to pull away than to pull closer together. Suddenly, he catches himself.

      “You know, I miss being friends. I’m sorry about the masquerade ball. I should’ve told you the truth. I was an asshole for not wanting to take her. That’s why I’m not rushing the frat. I don’t want to be that guy.”

      I nod.

      The moment passes. I take a step back. The magnetic force pulling us close together, into a kiss, vanishes.

      “Okay, I’ll see you at home,” I say and turn to walk to the ticket counter.

      Tristan grabs my hand. He pulls me close to him.

      His eyes search mine.

      He pushes my hair out of my face and kisses me.

      Tristan presses his lips onto mine. Softly at first. As if he’s asking permission. It takes me a moment to realize what’s going on. When I do, I kiss him back.

      The fire between us gets stronger.

      He runs his tongue across mine.

      I bury my hands in his hair.

      He wraps his arms around my waist. He searches for the place where my shirt ends and then grabs my back with his hand. The touch of his skin on mine exhilarating. Shivers run down my whole body. I feel like I’ve had the wind knocked out of me. I kiss him harder and he breathes air into my lungs.

      “Please don’t take the train,” he whispers. “Come home with me.”

      We kiss for a few more moments. It isn’t awkward like most first kisses. Tristan knows just how to kiss me. He knows that I love feeling his breath on my neck. He knows that I love when he nibbles at my earlobes. He knows that I love it when he buries his hands in my hair and pulls on it lightly. And he knows a lot more things than this. A lot more than what we can do in a public train station, even if it is deserted.

      

      

      We hold hands and kiss all the way back to the car. I don’t remember agreeing to not take the train, but that hardly matters. He opens the car door for me and continues to kiss me as I get into the seat. I watch him run around the car and hop in the driver’s side.

      “I forgot how good you smell,” he says, inhaling the air.

      I laugh. He hasn’t spoken to me like this in a long time. I look at him. It’s as if he’s enchanted.

      “It’s probably just my shampoo.” I shrug and touch my hair instinctively.

      Tristan looks me over up and down, as if he’s performing some sort of complicated analysis in his head. Then he grabs my head and pulls me toward his nose. Gently.

      “Hey!” I pull away, but not before he inhales me.

      “Your hair smells nice; raspberry, right?”

      I nod.

      “But no, that’s not it.” Tristan shakes his head.

      “There’s this powerful smell of vanilla and something else,” he adds.

      Finally, I give in. I smile and admit that it’s my perfume. Victoria Secret’s Noir Tease.

      “Noir Tease? Really? Alice Summer, oh my!” he jokes.

      I point to the source of the scent. My wrists. He picks up my hands with his and brings them to his mouth. Carefully, he kisses one wrist and then the other.

      “And when did you start wearing perfume?” he asks.

      “About a month ago.” I shrug. “It smelled nice. Plus, it comes with this little pump. I hate to admit it, but I feel like a real woman using the little pump to put on perfume.”

      “I love it,” he says.

      He kisses me on the mouth again, parting my lips with his tongue. At first, the kiss is reserved. Chaste. Nice. But it quickly starts morphing into something else. A fire starts to build somewhere deep within me. I want to rip off his clothes and press his body against mine. Tristan’s breathing quickens. When my hand brushes against his leg, I can tell that he’s getting really excited.

      His hands run down my shirt and then go underneath. Flesh to flesh. My breaths speed up along with my heartbeat. With one quick motion, he unfastens my bra and my breasts are freed. His hand brushes along my belly button and then goes up. Higher and higher.

      “Wait,” I whisper. He doesn’t stop immediately.

      “Wait, wait,” I say louder and pull away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked with a deeply disappointed look on his face.

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. “Not a thing. Except that I don’t want to do it here. We’re not in high school anymore. We have our own place.”

      I wait for him to get mad, but he just shrugs. Nods.

      “Are you sure? How about for old times’ sake?” he asks.

      I shake my head no, trying to fit the clasps of my bra back together.

      In high school, we used to do it all the time in cars. His car. My car. Our friends’ cars. There were many discreet places where teenagers had sex late at night, in cars. Our high school’s parking lot. Other high schools’ parking lots. Elementary and middle school parking lots. The library parking lot. Empty office buildings’ parking lot.

      We’ve spent many hours in empty parking lots. Sometimes with friends. Drinking if one of us was able to score some beer or wine. Sometimes with our significant others.

      “Hey do you remember that library parking lot near my house?” Tristan asks.

      “Which time?” I ask.

      We spent many long evenings there. Unlike the office and the school parking lots, the library was almost never patrolled. It was Tristan’s and mine little secret, too. We didn’t dare share it with any of our friends out of fear that word would get out and our private spot would become public knowledge.

      “Hey, remember what happened to Rachel Prince?” he asks.

      “How could I forget?” I laugh. “Whenever I think about having sex in a car, I think about her.”

      “Really?” he scrunches up his face in disgust. “And how often do you think about having sex in cars?”

      “Okay, that came out wrong.” I smile. “You know what I mean.”

      Rachel Prince was in our grade and we were all close friends in 11th grade. A cop caught her and her boyfriend at the time having sex in an empty office park. But instead of just letting them go with a warning or giving them a citation, he made them get out of the car and stand next to it completely naked while he looked through their identification. When it was 20 degrees outside!

      “At least they were still wearing their shoes,” Tristan jokes.

      Rachel’s incident went around school like a scary story intended only for teenagers. Almost everyone, it seemed, stopped messing around for a couple of weeks. Long enough for the shock to wear off and the hormones to kick in, I guess.

      “I can’t believe that he actually took them to the station and made them wait there for their parents to pick them up. What an asshole.” Tristan shakes his head.

      “At least they got to put their clothes back on,” I say.

      “I didn’t give it much thought at the time. But I think what that cop did was probably illegal. I mean, he can’t just make a 16-year-old girl stand naked outside and look at her without breaking some sort of law. Right?”

      I have no idea. It does sound like it should be illegal.

      “Don’t you think we were lucky?” I ask. “That nothing like that ever happened to us?”

      He nods. “Really lucky. We didn’t even have any close calls!”

      “Oh my God.” Tristan takes his eyes off the road and turns to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh my God, I want to have you right now, Alice. It’s been way too long.”

      “Watch the road!” I say turning his face back away from me.

      “Are you sure we can’t pull over somewhere? It’ll be fun,” he pleads.

      I want him too. I want to kiss again. I want to bury my hands in his hair. Kiss his belly button. And more. But I stay firm.

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s cold. We have two great beds to choose from. And I want to take a shower. Wash Simon and this whole night off me.”

      Then I give it another thought. That’s not right. The night has actually ended way better than I’d expected.

      “Well, not the whole night,” I add.

      “Fine.” He shrugs. “You’re right. It’ll be more special at home.”
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      We are still more than an hour and a half away from home. I try to quench the anticipation building in the pit of my stomach with something fun to think about it. I ask him about his family. I haven’t heard anything about them for a long time. As we start to talk and laugh, I discover that there’s so much that we hadn’t talked about. And it all suddenly floods in.

      For instance, Tristan thinks that his little brother, Cayden, is gay. Gay and doesn’t know it.

      “How can he not know it?” I ask. “He’s 15! Maybe he’s just not gay.”

      “Well, in that case, he’s in denial or something. I’m pretty certain that he is.”

      “Maybe he’s just afraid to come out?” I ask.

      “Why would he be? He knows that my parents won’t care. They’ll probably be happy!” he says.

      “It takes a while to be comfortable in your own skin,” I say. “You have to be patient. I mean, I still can’t come out to most people about being a writer.”

      But we don’t just talk about serious things. We also talk about funny, heartfelt things. Like last Christmas.

      “Do you remember when you chased me around the house for my candy cane?” I ask.

      “No!” he says imperatively. “It wasn’t yours. You got it as a gift, yes, but you hate candy canes! And by the way, who the hell hates candy canes anyway? They’re peppermint and sugar! I know for a fact that you love peppermint tea.”

      “That’s not at all the same thing,” I shake my head, smiling. “What’s important is that that was my candy cane. And you just expected me to give it over!”

      “Because you weren’t going to eat it!”

      “You didn’t know that.”

      “Oh yes, I did.” He nods furiously. “I found that stash of candy canes in your closet from the year before. You didn’t eat one! You just kept them all away from people who actually like them. You greedy, greedy girl!”

      We crack up laughing. I laugh so hard, my eyes tear up. When he catches his breath, Tristan turns to me.

      “I’ve missed you, Alice,” he says as we pull up to our building. He’s planning on returning the rental car tomorrow. After parking, we head straight up to our dorm.

      “I’ve missed you, too,” I say in the elevator.

      A flood of emotions starts to sweep through my body the higher we climb. If I don’t do something, tears will flow out of my eyes and I won’t be able to stop them. I lean up to Tristan and kiss him.

      In the middle of that passionate and explosive kiss, as he tears at my clothes and messes up my hair, I suddenly realize that I don’t need an apology from him over the break up. And I don’t want to think for a second about what this all means. I don’t even want to know if I want him back. I just want to be with him.

      We kiss furiously until the elevator beeps and the doors open. We stumble out, almost forgetting our bags inside. At the last minute, Tristan shoves his hand in between the doors to keep it from leaving. Reluctantly, the elevator opens.

      When we get to our dorm, I head straight to the bathroom.

      “Okay, I’m going to hop in the shower and I’ll meet you in your room?” I say.

      “Unless you want me to join you?” he winks.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head.

      

      When I get out of the shower, I reapply my makeup just a bit. I brush my hair, flip it over to give it some life, and leave it damp. I look in the mirror. Is this really happening?

      “Just breathe,” I say to myself. Suddenly, I wish that I had one of those tattoos on my wrist that says ‘just breathe.’ I’ve made fun of those on many occasions. I mean, when do you really forget to breathe? But at this point, I could use one. A visual reminder to relax. Take a break. Breathe in and out.

      My heart beats so hard, it feels like it’s going to jump out of my chest. I knock on his door. No one answers. I knock harder. When he doesn’t answer again, I push it open.

      Tristan’s sitting on his bed with his laptop. He barely looks up. He has a despondent look on his face. When he looks up at me, he doesn’t look at me so much as through me. Somewhere far away.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. But just a little bit. It looks so much like a nod, but different. I wait for him to speak. A minute passes. It feels like a century.

      “I...I…lost the money,” he finally says. His voice shakes.

      “What money?”

      “The money I invested with Dylan’s guy,” he says slowly. There’s a difficulty in each word, it’s as if to say it, he has to move a car singlehandedly from one side of the street to another.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” I wrap my arms around him. He doesn’t push me away. Just continues to sit there. Lost in a world that I can’t reach.

      “I lost $15,000,” he whispers, burying his head in his hands. “How could I be so stupid?”

      “I’m so so sorry.” I embrace him.

      I don’t know what to do to make him feel better. I wish there was something, but I feel utterly helpless. Just be here for him, I say to myself. Just sit here and listen.

      “It was going so well. My $5,000 investment became $10,000. I was going to take it out, but then I didn’t. I put it all back in, Alice,” he says.

      Whilst at first, words didn’t come at all, now they’re practically tumbling out of him. “Why did I do that?” he asks. “I’m so stupid.”

      “No, you’re not,” I whisper.

      “I made another $5,000 and then…then it all disappeared.”

      “How?” I ask.

      He takes a deep breath. Lets it out and then says, “The stock plummeted after the CFO of the pharmaceutical company was arrested for insider trading.”

      We sit in silence for a long time. I don’t know what to say and Tristan has nothing else to say. Eventually, and with a great deal of effort, I turn off the light and take the laptop from his lap. I pull the covers over him and give him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Where are you going?” he whispers.

      “I thought I’d give you some time to rest,” I say.

      “Can you stay? Please?”

      I climb into bed with him. Tristan wraps his arms around me. He presses himself against me. We spoon for some time. Minutes tick away. Sometime later, I turn to face him. I think that he’s asleep, but he’s wide awake. Still staring out in the distance.

      “You should get some sleep,” I say. “Things will be better in the morning.”

      Tristan looks at me. He disentangles his hand from the covers and brushes his index finger along my bottom lip. His fingertip feels soft like silk. Slowly, he pulls himself closer to me. I feel his breath on my lips. Our lips touch.

      His lips are effervescent. He parts my lips with his tongue. It feels familiar and strange at the same time. As we kiss, our bodies morph into one. I can no longer tell where he begins and I end.

      Suddenly, his kisses become more forceful. He presses his whole body into mine. Every last inch of it is hard and strong. He climbs on top of me and kisses me harder. So hard that it borders on painful. I try to keep up. I push back into him. He rises a little above me. I’m surprised at my own strength.

      We make out well into the night. It doesn’t go further than that. We don’t rip our clothes off. We simply make out. Like teenagers. Because, mainly, we still are. I don’t want to lie. It’s not like thoughts of pulling off his clothes don’t strike me. But I don’t initiate. And he doesn’t either. At this moment, this is enough. This is more than enough. Sometime later, after we’re both worn out, we fall asleep in each other’s arms.
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      It’s 3:37 am when I sneak out of bed to get something to drink. As I pour myself a cup of milk, Dylan comes in and flips on the lights. He startles me. I shield them as best as I can, but the bright lights still sting my eyes.

      “Hey, I’m so sorry. Didn’t know you were in here,” he says.

      Dylan’s dressed in a suit. The one he wears exclusively to clubs.

      “Shit, Alice, I’m not having a good day,” Dylan says.

      “Neither is Tristan,” I say.

      He looks away. Pours himself a cup of water. “Oh he heard? I was going to tell him in the morning.”

      “He lost 15 thousand dollars, Dylan,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “Oh shit, I didn’t know it was that much. I thought he’d only invested five.”

      “No, he invested his gains back into it.”

      “Ah, well, that’s what happens.” Dylan shrugs.

      “Is that all you’re going to say?” I ask. “That’s all his savings. He lost everything.”

      I’m so angry, I want to punch him.

      “Hey, if it’s any consolation, I lost twenty grand. Just about.” He shrugs.

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t have a rich dad to bail him out,” I say. “You can still afford to go party all night. He can’t.”

      Dylan shrugs. He doesn’t look like he cares much.

      “How could you let this happen?” I try again.

      I have to make him understand. I know I shouldn’t be doing this at three in the morning, after I didn’t get much sleep and he has been out all night. But I can’t stop myself.

      “Hey, listen, it was an investment. He knew what he was getting into.”

      “But it was your guy!”

      “So what? That guy made him $10,000! Would you be here yelling at me if he had pulled out?”

      “No, but he didn’t, did he? He lost all his money!”

      “I don’t want to hear this shit, Alice,” Dylan says. “I lost a lot of money, too. Tristan’s a big boy.”

      “He’s right,” Tristan says, coming out of his room. “He’s right, Alice. I knew about the risks.”

      “But don’t you think Dylan should’ve warned you—“

      “No,” Tristan cuts me off. “It’s fine, really. It’s not Dylan’s fault.”

      “It just sucks,” I say. “You lost so much money. I just wish I could help.”

      “I know, but you can’t. No one can. It’s fine,” he says.

      “No, it’s not.” I shake my head and open the door to my room.

      I leave Tristan and Dylan alone. If he’s not mad at him, why should I be? I rub my eyes. Juliet turns around in bed. She’s engulfed in her comforter and I can barely see her face. Only her eyes.

      “Sorry to wake you,” I whisper and close the door behind myself to block the light from the kitchen.

      “It’s okay,” she says. Her voice is raspy and uneven. “Dylan and I broke up.”

      “Oh I’m so sorry,” I say, changing into my pjs.

      “It’s okay,” she sighs. “He’s back with Peyton. Again. He’s obsessed with Peyton.”

      Though I can’t see very well, I can tell that her eyes are puffy. She has been crying.

      “Hey, weren’t you supposed to be away for the weekend?” she asks.

      I fill her in on the details. Simon. Tristan. Tristan and I making out. Tristan losing his money. Wow, this has been a ridiculously long day. Just going over it in a few sentences tires me out.

      She listens quietly, taking it all in. Doesn’t comment. I’m grateful for that. I couldn’t deal with a snarky remark right now without getting too emotional about it.

      “So how are you?” I ask. She doesn’t respond right away.

      “Eh, fine. You live and learn, I guess,” she says.

      I’ve always wondered what that expression meant. It’s as if it’s a way to just write off a huge part of life and not deal with it. It seems enlightening and worldly, but it sounds like an excuse. Like a statement that someone makes when they don’t want to make a statement at all.

      “So what did you learn?” I ask.

      She’s just trying to cope with this. I shouldn’t be putting her on the spot like that. I know that and I hate myself for doing it anyway.

      “What did I learn?” Juliet asks like she’s trying to buy time. “That I shouldn’t go out with assholes.”

      We both laugh.

      “That’s going to be a tough thing in this city,” I joke.

      

      I don’t see Tristan until that afternoon. In the morning, he goes for a run and then I go out for brunch with Juliet. She’s still distraught over Dylan, but trying to put on as brave of a face as possible. That afternoon, she goes out to a matinée show of A Streetcar Named Desire with some of her acting friends. I’m invited too, but opt to stay home. The drizzle that started that morning has morphed into a full blown rainstorm, and I have a hard time braving the streets of New York in this kind of weather.

      The good thing about not going to the cabin for the weekend, one of many, is that I actually had time to edit my paper due on Monday. I was in a rush to finish it before the trip and now, for the first time this semester, I’m actually done two days before it’s due. The feeling is quite exhilarating, I can’t lie. There’s this heavy feeling of dread that lifts off me. I don’t have a dark cloud hanging around my head about a paper that I should be writing but I’m not. It feels so good, actually, that I decided to try to finish other papers early as well. It might be a pipe dream, but it’s good to have dreams, right?

      There’s a knock on my door just as I finish reading the last sentence of my paper.

      “Come in,” I say.  I click save and close my laptop.

      When I turn around in my chair, I see Tristan standing awkwardly in the doorway, unsure about coming in.

      “Oh hey, how are you?” I ask.

      “Okay, I guess.” He hangs his head. “I went for a run this morning. To clear my head.”

      “And?” I ask hopefully.

      “I’m still finding it difficult to get over the fact that I lost 15 grand. But I guess I’m feeling better than last night.”

      I nod, ask him to come in. We both sit down on my bed together.

      “On the bright side,” I say. “At least, you had 15 grand to lose. I mean, that’s something, right?”

      That was my bad attempt at a joke. It backfires. He looks crushed. I feel like a massive idiot for even saying something like that. Something so insensitive.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. Too little, too late.

      “No, that’s true, I guess. Just a little too soon, I think.”

      I nod, grateful that he doesn’t take it personally.

      “So I mainly wanted to come here and talk to you about Dylan,” he says.

      “Dylan?”

      “I don’t want you to talk to him about this anymore. You shouldn’t have lectured him about this.”

      “I was just trying to help you,” I say defensively.

      “I know, but I don’t need it,” he shakes his head. “It’s not Dylan’s fault. I don’t think he scammed me. He lost a lot of money, too.”

      “I know, but—“ I start to say.

      “No buts, Alice,” he cuts me off.

      I feel this incessant need to make Tristan understand that I was coming from a good place. I don’t know why. I don’t think for a second that he might already know that.

      “It was an investment. That’s what happens to bad investments,” he adds. His voice is forceful, certain. I look up at him. There are flames of anger in his eyes.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you mad?” I ask.

      “Why? Because you are butting into my business. Do you know how embarrassing that is?”

      “I was just trying to help.”

      “Alice, I don’t need you to—“ he yells. Then stops short at the end of the sentence. He doesn’t finish it. It’s like he’s afraid of finishing it.

      “You don’t need me,” I say. “I get it.”

      I get off the bed. I don’t want to see his face. Yesterday was like a dream. Not necessarily a bad dream, just a dream. It doesn’t feel real. I walk over to the window and look out at the pouring rain outside. The whole city is crying.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Tristan says.

      I wait for him to put his arm around me. But he doesn’t. He simply walks to the door and leaves.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 46

        

      

    
    
      I don’t know whether it’s from lack of sleep and general exhaustion, but I suddenly break down sobbing. This is the first time I’ve cried like that since our actual breakup. I feel like I’ve been holding it all in for so long and now it’s finally out.

      “No, I can’t do this anymore,” I whisper to myself through the tears.

      An hour passes. My tears dry up. I open a textbook to try to get some studying in before finals next week. A knock at the door breaks my concentration.

      “Can I come in?” Tristan asks.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I’m busy.”

      He sits down next to me anyway. Takes my hand. I try to push him away, but he doesn’t let me. I look into his eyes. There’s a hint of hope and a whole lot of regret in them.

      Tristan leans towards me and takes away my books. He drops everything on the floor. I let him.

      He leans closer to me. Presses his soft lips onto mine. Breathes me in. As we kiss, his hands start to slide down my body. Eventually, they find where my sweater ends. He finds his way underneath. With one swift motion, I’m on my back and he’s laying halfway across me. This feels so good. I can’t stop him even if I wanted to. He traces the curves of my hips and pulls on the strings of my pajama pants. He pulls my pants down a bit, until my hipbones are exposed. Then he pulls away from my mouth and kisses my hips. One. Then another. His fingers tease my belly button. I sigh, close my eyes and let it all happen. Tristan’s always been an expert with his hands and lips.

      My body rises and falls with each kiss. Slowly, I pull off my shirt and take off his. He unbuckles his pants. I drop my bra to the floor. He wiggles out of his pants. Helps me out of mine.

      “I’ve missed this, Alice,” he says in my ear.

      I love the way he says my name. I’ve missed this too. Laying naked next to him with our bodies intertwined, I feel at home. Like I’ve never belonged with anyone else. His breath matches mine. Our hearts beating at the same pace.

      He climbs on top of me, draping me with his whole body. I’m in a cocoon. I’m safe. I grab onto his shoulders for leverage. His muscles are hard and strong, but the skin is as soft as silk. We move in unison. We moan in unison. And when it comes, I look into his eyes and see stars.

      

      “Well, that was good,” Tristan says, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and snuggling next to me. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” I whisper.

      When we were together, we started a quirky tradition of thanking each other after sex, if we were both left satisfied. I’d completely forgotten about it until he said those words. They make me smile. We lay in bed for sometime as darkness starts to fall. It’s not even 5 pm, but twilight comes quickly especially on rainy and cloudy days. I know that Juliet will be getting back soon, so I start to get dressed.

      “I’ve missed you, Alice,” Tristan says, propping up his head with his hand.

      “I’ve missed you too,” I say, tossing him his underwear and jeans. “Juliet will be home soon.”

      When we are both dressed, I remake the bed.

      “I want you back, Alice,” Tristan says.

      I’ve been wanting to hear those words a long time. Since the summer. But now that I’m actually hearing them, I don’t feel the way I had thought I would. Making love was wonderful, but I don’t want him back. We shared a good moment, but maybe that is all it’s supposed to be.

      “No, I can’t Tristan,” I turn to him.

      This is not what he had expected to hear. I see the fire and hope in his eyes disappear. Disappointment sets in.

      “What do you mean?” he asks.

      “Tristan, this was nice. Really nice.”

      “Nice? Are you crazy? This was amazing.”

      “Okay, yes, it was.” I give him that. “But I don’t think it’s right for us to get back together. Not now.”

      “Not now?” he asks. I see that I’ve given him hope. That’s not what I meant to do.

      “Not ever,” I say definitively.

      “Why?” Tristan asks. He puts his arms around me, but I push him away.

      I don’t know why. It doesn’t feel right. I try to figure out why.

      “You’re in a tough spot now, Tristan. I get it. And I’ll be there for you as a friend. A really really good friend. But you just want to get together because you’re lonely or anxious about the future. You don’t have to be, I’m here for you. But I can’t be your girlfriend again just because you’re going through a tough time.”

      Disappointed, he walks away. But stops at the door.

      “I don’t want to be with you because of the money. It has nothing to do with that. You asked me why I came to the cabin. It was because I was worried about you with Simon, but that wasn’t all of it. And I didn’t come up because Tea and I broke up. I came to see you because I missed you. And I want you back. I made a mistake, Alice.”

      I nod. Take a breath. But I don’t go to him.

      “Alice, I was a real jerk. I shouldn’t have ever broken up with you. There was nothing wrong with us. I just did it because I didn’t think that we should be so serious in college. I thought we were too happy. Like it couldn’t possibly last because we were too happy. I was so stupid, Alice. Childish. I wanted to date other people. But when it came right to it, I couldn’t. Not really.”

      “Thank you,” I say after a while. “I understand now.”

      I am grateful for the explanation. I didn’t know it, but I’ve waited for the truth about why we broke up for a long time. And now, it was out there. I had closure.

      He’s waiting for me to come to him. To forgive him and say that I love him and that everything’s going to be okay. His arms are to his sides. He’s shown me all of his cards. I know that he’s telling the truth. But something’s holding me back.

      “I love you, Alice,” he says. It’s his last attempt.

      “I love you too,” I say quietly. “I’m sorry. But I just can’t.”

      Tears cloud my eyes. One large one breaks free and rolls down my cheek. My throat aches from sorrow.
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      It’s finals week. Where did the time go? Halloween and Thanksgiving were a blur. I went home for Thanksgiving, but I hardly remember any of it. Thankfully, my finals are spread out and aren’t stacked up like Dylan’s and Tristan’s. I don’t have any double final days and have at least a day to study for the next one. It could be worse, of course. But it could also be better. I look at Juliet. She’s practicing breathing for her breathing class. I wish I had a breathing test instead of three final papers.

      I haven’t talked to Tristan for a couple days except for a brief “hello, how are you?” The more time goes by, the stronger I feel that my decision is the right one. I can’t even begin to express how nice it was to be with him again. But life isn’t just about what happens in bed. It’s more than that. And despite what he says, I’m not entirely sure this isn’t some sort of freaking out moment for him. Maybe he took the break up with Tea harder than he’d thought. Maybe he’s upset about losing all that money. Either way, he’s not in the right state of mind to make a decision as big as this one. I’m sure he’s just confused. I’m pretty sure. But then that voice in the back of my head stirs up. I don’t want to hear it. But it’s there. What if he’s right? What if he just wants to be with me? And all those other things just happened to happen at the same time?

      American Lit is my first final of the year. Many people finish early, but I write practically every thought I have in the little blue notebook. I write until my hand cramps, un-cramps, and cramps again. I go through two notebooks, but finally get every last bit of knowledge that I have about The Invisible Man, To Kill a Mockingbird, and Catcher in the Rye onto paper. Tea and I are the last people to finish. I follow her out of the classroom. She looks tired and worn out. And it’s the first day of finals! I haven’t looked at myself in the mirror. But I know that she looks a lot better than I do. She’s at least wearing jeans and a proper sweater. Whilst I’m dressed in the same sweats that I’ve slept in.

      “How do you think that went?” I ask.

      “As best as it could’ve.” She gives me a weak smile.

      “Yeah, I feel the same way,” I commiserate with her.

      “Hey, listen, I heard about you and Tristan. Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine.” She nods. “He just wasn’t all there. I don’t think we were ever right for each other.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. I’m trying to find out what happened. As if more details are going to give me a better understanding about my own decision.

      “Yeah.” She shrugs. “He never really wanted to be with me. He said that he wasn’t ready for a relationship. I should’ve listened to him. He was telling the truth. I just couldn’t see it.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. It’s the only thing I can say.

      “It’s okay. We weren’t meant to be. You know what’s funny? After it was over, after I broke up with him, I thought I would feel terrible. But I didn’t. I felt relieved. So I guess that was the right decision.”

      “Yeah, seems like it.”

      We say our goodbyes. Give each other a warm hug.

      “Have a wonderful Christmas,” she says.

      “You too,” I say. “And don’t forget to let me read your book when you’re done. I know it’s going to be amazing.”

      “You’ll be the first.” Tea smiles.

      

      

      When I get back to my room, all I want to do is plop down on the bed and listen to an unhealthy amount of Adele. Someone on our floor is blasting Christmas music, and though I hate to admit it, it puts me in the holiday spirit. I only have two more finals. Then I’m done. First semester of college finished. I can’t wait to be free!

      I grab a can of soda out of the refrigerator before heading to my room. I’m about to walk in when something on the dry erase board outside on our door catches my attention.

      Can we erase everything and start all over, again? – Tristan

      I read the words carefully, to make sure that I’m not dreaming.

      I feel him come out of his room, stop right behind me.

      “Tristan, what are you doing?” I ask. “I thought we’d gone over this.”

      “I know we did. But the thing is that I don’t think you believe me. I think you think that I want you back because of Tea or losing all that money. But I don’t. I want you back because I’m an idiot. I just realized that I never really stopped loving you. And I never will.”

      I clutch my bag. He doesn’t shift his weight from one foot to another, the way he usually does when he’s nervous or uncomfortable. Instead, Tristan stands up straight, his eyes fixed on mine. At this moment, not even an earthquake can break him away from me.

      “I love you too, Tristan.”

      “So, what is it? Do you not believe me?”

      “No, I do believe you.”

      “So, why can’t we be together?” he asks.

      “Because I’m afraid.” I take a deep breath. “I’m afraid of going through all this again, Tristan. Getting over you was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. And, honestly, I don’t think I can do it again. I’m sorry.”

      I go into my room and close the door. I want to be with him more than anything. I want him to take me into his arms, tell me that everything’s going to be okay. I want to believe him. But I now know that this requires a big leap of faith. The kind of leap of faith that I’m not sure I’m capable of. Not now. And there’s something else. There’s a sneaking suspicion in the back of mind that this burning desire to be with me might blow over after finals. I hope I’m wrong. But I just can’t know. Either way, I can’t think about this anymore. I have two more finals to worry about.
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      Two sleepless days later, I’m finally done with the semester. When I come back home, I find Juliet tossing all of her notebooks and papers from the semester into the trash.

      “You’re getting rid of everything already?” I ask.

      “ASAP. I’m done!”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” I say. I’ve never been one to throw away all of my notebooks, not even in high school where this was practically the ritual every June.

      “What if you need to review something later on?” I ask.

      “And why would I need to do that?” she asks. “Finals are over!”

      I don’t have a good answer. I want my academic life from this semester out of sight as well, but I opt to drop all the papers into the bottom drawer of my desk.

      “We’re all going out later to get drunk,” she says. “You in?”

      “Of course,” I say. “My flight home isn’t until later tonight.”

      “Awesome. I’m going home tomorrow. I think that’s when Dylan’s leaving too. Not sure about Tristan.”

      I nod. “Oh hey, so how are things with you and Dylan?”

      “They’re good, actually.” She smiles. “It was just a fling. But being friends is best.”

      “So, is he back together with Peyton?”

      “Oh, I have no idea,” she laughs. “I thought he was, but then he said that he wasn’t. Those two are addicted to each other. He told me that they’ve broken up and got back together like 10 tens! So much drama.”

      “I never thought I’d hear that from you,” I laugh.

      “Oh, I like drama. On stage. On screen. A little bit in my life. But his level of drama is out of control. No, not for me.”

      We crack up laughing. As different as Juliet and I are, I know that I’m going to miss her over break.

      “So you never told me, what are you doing for next semester?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Weren’t you planning on moving out? Not living with your ex again?” she asks.

      “Oh, that. No, I’m planning on staying. We’re in a good place now,” I say. “Honestly, I completely forgot to even file the paperwork.”

      “Well, that’s good. For me, at least.” Juliet smiles. “’Cause I kinda like you as a roommate.”

      “Oh really? Well, I kinda like you as a roommate, too.”

      

      Later that afternoon, while we wait for Dylan to come back from his last final, I decide to pack. As I pull the suitcases out of the closet, all the clothes from the top shelf fall on me.

      “Great. Just great,” I mutter and start sifting through them.

      I need some warm clothes, but not that many. Definitely don’t need the really warm sweaters or the snow boots. Unless, of course, I go skiing, which is a possibility. Shit. I’m going to have to lug all of this crap back home. I start tossing all of my favorite clothes into the bag. I should be rolling them like my dad showed me, to maximize room, but I’m not really in the mood to organize. What will fit will fit and that’s it. I have more clothes at home, clothes that I didn’t wear for four months. Might be a nice change.

      As I rummage through the closet, I work up quite a sweat. I decide to open the window to let in some fresh air. I don’t see the box of thank you cards on the windowsill and they go flying out.

      “Shit! Oh my God!” I scream. But it’s too late. They are already half way down the building. Since they weren’t thank you cards that I ever planned on mailing out, I didn’t bother with the envelopes. They open up mid-flight and take on air. Most take their time and fall at a leisurely pace, letting the wind take them on an adventure.

      “What’s wrong?” I hear someone yell back up to me. It’s Tristan. He’s standing at the bottom of the building.

      “My cards!” I scream. “They’re going everywhere!”

      “I’ll get them!” he yells.

      “I’ll be right down!” I yell back, pulling on my Uggs and grabbing my coat.

      With just my luck, the elevator stops at practically every single floor. People are done with finals. They’re happily chatting away. On two occasions, I have to tell them that I’m in a hurry as they hold the elevator open saying their goodbyes. I should’ve taken the stairs, but it’s too late now. I tap my foot anxiously. My cards are probably all over Manhattan now. Ten minutes later, I finally get onto Broadway. Tristan stands at the corner with a thick stack of cards, reading one. I look around the street. Don’t see a single one.

      “Hey, that’s private!” I say loudly, so that he could hear me over the sound of afternoon traffic. An ambulance rushes by, deafening me to the point where I can’t even hear my own thoughts.

      Tristan doesn’t look up. It’s like he can’t hear me.

      “That’s private,” I say, walking up to him. He looks up.

      “It’s addressed to me,” he says.

      From the cover, I can tell that he’s reading the last card I wrote. Why did it have to be that one? I wish more than anything that he were reading any other card.

      “It’s still private. I didn’t mean for you to read it. I was never going to send it.”

      “Dear Tristan.” He ignores me and starts reading. I try to get the card out of his hand, but he lifts it above his head, continues to read out loud. “Dear Tristan, I’m just writing to say thank you. Thank you for coming back into my life as a friend. Thank you for saying all those things you said. I’ve been waiting for you to say them for a very long time. I love you too. And I’m going to love you for as long as I live. You were the best first boyfriend that a girl could dream of. I don’t think I’m ever going to be ready to say goodbye. But that’s what I’m doing now. I know you said that you want me back. But I’m afraid. Afraid of going through all of this again. The thing is, Tristan, I need a sign. I need a sign that getting back together is the right thing to do. And until then, I’m going to say thank you and good-bye. Love, Alice.”

      “That was private,” I say.

      “I know,” Tristan says.

      He hands me the stack of thank you cards and walks away. Slowly, the rest of the world comes into focus. Cars are honking. An ambulance is blaring. People are darting around me. The whole world that was nothing but background noise a minute ago, floods in. There’s no room in it for me.

      I ride the elevator back to the dorm completely numb. Doors open and close. People get in and out. They laugh and embrace and say goodbye. I see everything happening, but I don’t understand any of it. They look like two-dimensional people. Characters. I wonder if they’re real. And how anyone would know for sure.
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      Juliet, Dylan, and I go out for drinks with a few other people from our floor. Apparently, Tristan texted Dylan and said that he’ll be by later. I don’t want to go, but I don’t want to explain why I’m not going either.

      The numbness finally starts to wear off after my second martini.  And just at that precise moment, Tristan reappears. I see him standing in the doorway of the crowded bar full of celebrating college students. He’s looking for someone. I turn to Juliet, trying to hide in my seat.

      “Tristan’s here!” Juliet and Dylan say almost simultaneously. Everyone cheers.

      “Come join us, man,” Dylan says. “You’re about two drinks behind.”

      “Hey everyone,” he smiles. “But I’m actually here to steal Alice away for a few minutes.”

      “No!” everyone replies jokingly. “Boo!”

      “Alice.” He comes closer to me, touching my back lightly. “Can I talk to you?”

      I shake my head. Every time we’ve talked, things got worse and worse. Now, I’m not sure that our frail friendship will survive another one of our talks.

      “Please, I have to talk to you,” he whispers.

      I sigh, take a sip of my martini, and eat an olive.

      “You okay?” Juliet mouths to me silently. I shrug and follow Tristan out of the bar.

      “Tristan, I want to apologize to you,” I say, wrapping my scarf around my neck and zipping my coat. The air smells fresh and new, the cold’s nipping at my nose. Every tree on the street is lit up in yellow lights. The city is screaming that Christmas is just around the corner.

      “I do, too,” he says. “But before we do any of that, I want to show you something. Will you come with me?”

      Begrudgingly, I agree.

      We walk back to our dorm, ride the elevator all the way to the top. I’ve never been this high before. He opens a small passageway with stairs leading even higher.

      “Where are we going?” I finally ask.

      “The roof.”

      “I didn’t even know this place existed. Or that we could go here,” I say.

      “We can’t. Not really. But I know one of the janitors and he let me up here before.”

      We walk out onto the roof.

      “What do you do up here?” I ask.

      “Think, mostly. It’s a nice place for that. Quiet. Peaceful,” he says.

      Darkness falls with a vengeance in New York, quickly and without apologies. It doesn’t dilly-dally. One minute it’s daytime and the next it’s nighttime and the world is lit up by lights.

      “It looks like Christmas all the time here doesn’t it?” Tristan asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The lights. There are so many lights here. It’s like it’s Christmas all the time.”

      I’ve never thought of it that way before. But he’s right. Every night, when the lights come on, the city seems to celebrate. Rejoice.

      “Alice, I brought you up here because I wanted to show you something.”

      He takes a moment to collect his thoughts. I wait.

      “I’m tired of simply telling you how I feel. I think I’ve used up all the words I have. So, I wanted to show you, instead.”

      He pauses again. Looks straight into my eyes and continues.

      “Ever since I read that thank you card, I’ve been going over all the ways that I’ve disappointed you. All the times that I’ve acted like a jerk. And I think it all started that day, about a week after we broke up. When we were first trying to be friends. We were supposed to see a movie together, remember?”

      I nod. Of course, I remember.

      “They were having a special showing of Titanic and I had promised to take you to see it. And then I didn’t show up.”

      I had waited for half an hour. Then went inside and cried through the whole movie.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “Ancient history.”

      “No, it’s not fine. I was an inconsiderate dick. And I’m sorry.”

      I nod. Tristan never really apologized for that. Not in a way that let me believe him.

      “Thank you,” I say. “I really appreciate it.”

      “So, I wanted to do something to make up for that,” he says.

      Tristan takes my hand, turns me around. There’s a projector pointed at a big white screen and two lounge chairs in front of it. Large, warm blankets cover the chairs and a small table in the front with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a plate of cheese and crackers.

      “What is this?” I turn to Tristan.

      “It’s my apology. For everything,” he says. “For ever hurting your feelings. And for letting you go.”

      My chest tightens up. For a second, I feel like the wind has been knocked out of me.

      “Alice, I don’t want to just be your first boyfriend,” he says. “I want to be your boyfriend again.”

      I sit down on the chair. He wraps the blanket around me, pours me a glass of wine. Tristan pulls his chair close to mine. I look up at him. I watch the way his breath moves in the cold air. He starts the movie. We watch in silence for a little while. When Rose gets out of the car in her fabulous hat and heads towards the ship, I turn to Tristan.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      He smiles at me, shaking his head. Like he doesn’t believe me.

      I lean over. He takes my hand, wrapping his fingers around mine. His fingers are hot to the touch; mine are as cold as ice. Tristan brings my fingers to his lips and lightly blows on them. His mouth spreads warmth throughout my entire body.

      He moves even closer. We breathe the same air. I close my eyes and feel his lips on mine. A spark of electricity courses through me.

      “I love you,” he whispers through the kiss.

      “I love you, too.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Dear Alice,

      Thank you.

      Thank you for opening up yourself to love again. You don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. But you have taken a leap of faith. You were afraid, but you didn’t let that stop you from doing what you felt was right. I’ve always thought that to show courage was to run into a burning building to save a life. Well, by opening myself up to love again, I’ve run into a burning building and saved a life. My own.

      Love,

      Alice

      

      THE END
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      Standalone Novel (Previously published as Wild World: Rise of the Billionaire Volumes 1 - 5)

      

      A love story between a bad boy CEO and a good girl.

      

      When Annabelle's mother dies, she goes on a week-long camping trip to Yosemite to escape her crappy life. Deep in the woods, she has a one-night stand with a hot stranger whom she never expects to see again. 

      

      Back at home, Annabelle's life is filled with a never-ending job search. Her bills are piling up. It's only a matter of months until her roommate kicks her out. 

      

      Then, out of the blue, she receives a mysterious job offer: personal assistant to the CEO at Wild International, a place she has never applied! 

      

      Her boss is Gatsby Wild - a sexy, arrogant soon-to-be billionaire who has way too many secrets. And the biggest one so far is that he's Annabelle's one and only one-night stand! 

      

      ** This is a hot and steamy romance series, which ideal for fans of Ellie Danes, J.S. Scott, Cassie Cross, Hannah Ford, and Kelly Favor**

      Genre: New Adult Romance/  College Romance

      Heat Rating: Hot and Sensual! 

      

      ***Mature situations and graphic language***

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      I came here so that no one would hear me scream. The redwoods surrounding me are muffling my sobs. Birds are flying away frightened, and rabbits are running for their lives.

      I have been here for a few days already, all alone, surviving on energy bars and bags of dried fruit and nuts. I brought real food – dried soups and pasta – and a tiny camping stove for heating up food and water, but I just don’t have the energy for all that.

      I haven’t had much of an appetite in weeks, actually. Not since it happened. A part of me thought that my appetite might return here. But it hasn’t. Now, the forty-pound bag stuffed with all the food and supplies that I have no use for is serving no purpose except to make my shoulders raw.

      But there’s nothing to do. I’m lost and angry and self-destructive, but not self-destructive enough to throw away food. I’m in the backcountry of the Yosemite National Park. I haven’t seen another human in four days. Who knows what awaits me in the five days to come. My supplies could mean the difference between life and death and I am not throwing them away.

      

      Looking down at my topographical map, I am trying to figure out how much longer it will take me to get to the lake. I have been hiking for five hours, and I want to get there before the sun dips below the horizon and the chill of the night returns. I haven’t had a shower in days, and I need to wash off the thick layer of dirt covering every inch of my body.

      According to where I think I am on the map, the lake is still about half an hour away. But I’m wrong… I take a few steps around the bend and see it right in front of me.

      Majestic and elegant, a thick forest of pines surrounds the lake, which cradles it as if it’s a gem.

      I drop my bag and run down to a barely-existent path through the pine trees. As I run, I peel off my clothes one by one until I step out of my panties and jump into the ice cold, glacier water.

      “Oh my God! Oh  my God!” I yelp.

      The water rushes over me and through me and, for a brief moment, I forget everything that has happened. My mom isn’t dead. I didn't spend two years of my life nursing her. I didn't hate my dad for leaving her right before she got sick and never returning.

      

      I rise out of the water. The warm sun feels nice on my erect nipples, comforting even.  I dip back down, this time submerging my head. Freezing water rushes over my head, and I scream under water.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuck!”

      I scream. The water is so cold I feel like my lungs are collapsing within my chest. I scream again. I had to be a rock for two years and I just can’t take it anymore.

      The temperature difference between the air and the water is probably more than 50 degrees, and I can’t get enough of the water. It’s focusing my mind. Nothing else exists except right here and now.

      Quite a change from the world where I came from, where all that exists is the past and the future. That world of anxiety over the future and the depression over the past makes me wish that I were the one who had gotten cancer instead of her. It would've been easier for me to handle.

      Here, I don’t dwell on the past or worry about the future. My mind doesn’t spin in circles on what could’ve been or what might be. Rising out and diving back into the crystal-clear water centers me.

      Alive.

      Awake.

      Aware.

      I’m present in this moment and this moment is all that matters. It’s all I have.

      

      “Hey! Hey, there!” A deep voice pierces my solitude.

      Who is this asshole infringing on my one moment of fun and hope? I turn around.

      “Mind if I join you?” he yells from the shore. “You’re the first person I’ve seen in two days.”

      “Whatever,” I yell back and dive under the water.

      It’s going to be okay. I’m not going to let this stranger invade my fun. The lake is more than two miles across. There’s room for both of us here.

      When I come back up for air, the stranger is waist deep in the water. His body is tan and strong. He descends into the water and comes back up again. When he comes up, every defined muscle in his body glistens in the sun as if he is a Greek god.

      “Wow, it’s cold,” he laughs. I smile and try to look away from his toned stomach and all six clearly defined muscles that form his six-pack.

      My fingers sweep over my thighs. Suddenly, I come to my senses. Somewhat.

      I am naked. Completely naked. Shit.

      “This feels amazing, doesn’t it?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I nod. Are we really going to talk about the temperature of the water?

      “What are you doing here?” he asks coming closer.

      He submerges into the water up to his shoulders. My mind focuses on his face. He hasn’t shaved in a couple of days, but his jawline is strong and powerful. His eyes are piercing blue, the color of the cloudless sky. Long strands of lightly brown hair fall into his face.

      He dives under the water. I wrap my hands around my body as if there is anything I can do if he opens his eyes under the water.

      He rose out of the water a god. He tosses his head and all hair from his face dances and falls into place. A beautiful, friendly smile forming on his lips.

      

      “I’m Tristan,” he says. “What’s your name?”

      I want to lie, but lose my train of thought. “Annabelle.”

      “Annabelle? I’ve never met anyone by that name before,” he smiles. His white teeth sparkle in the sunlight.

      “I’ve never met anyone named Tristan before,” I mumble.

      I’m flirting. I haven’t flirted in who knows how long, and something about saying those words remind me that I am a woman. It’s a nice feeling.

      “Tristan? Where’s that from?”

      He smiles again. It takes everything I have to not reach out and brush my fingers along his luscious, soft lips.

      “From a lot of places, but really it’s from an old English story about star-crossed lovers, Tristan and Isolde.”

      Of course, I know that. I wrote a term paper on Tristan and Isolde junior year in college. I meant, why the hell he has that name.

      “Sounds like your parents were romantics,” I smile.

      “You can say many things about my parents,” Tristan says, “but I’m not sure you can say that.”

      I nod.  My arms are no longer shielding my body. I spread them out wide around me. It’s not deep enough in this spot that I can’t reach the ground, but I like treading water. I bob up and down, periodically exposing my collarbones and a bit below that all the while still staying decent.

      “And what about you, Annabelle?” He smiles. “Annabelle is kind of a literary name too, wouldn’t you say?”

      I roll my eyes. He is, of course, referring to the famous Annabelle Lee from Edgar Allen Poe.

      “Yes, it was as if my mom wanted me to become depressive.”

      I don’t mean to mention her, but I do. And the very thought of her makes my throat close. This is why I have come here – to get away from thoughts of her. To get away from a world that is made up of her.

      “Oh no, not at all,” he laughs.

      There is a sweetness in his smile. The type of kindness I have never seen in people out in the real world. He is real, true, and honest.

      “I think it’s simpler than that. I don’t  know your mom, of course, but she probably loved Edgar Allen Poe, and he loved Annabelle Lee, and so she fell in love with his love for her and everything that that name represented.”

      “You think it was as simple as that?”

      “Yes, I do,” he nods. “Things typically are.”

      That isn’t even a bit true – things in the real world are complicated and complex, full of layers and emotions and misunderstandings. Yet here, with Tristan, the world seems simple. Black and white. Easy to navigate. I nod.

      

      “So how are we going to do this?” Tristan asks.

      I have no idea what he is talking about.

      “Get out of the water,” he smiles.

      I look down and remember that I am naked. I look up at him. Through the crystal-clear water, I can see that he is completely naked as well. But I can’t make out any details. I feel a strange tingling in the area between my legs. If the water wasn’t so cold, I know that I would also feel warm and moist.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      “Okay, okay. I’ll be a gentleman, I’ll get out first. But you have to look away.”

      Look away? Why? I don’t want to look away.

      “Because it’s cold here. I have a lot more to offer than what you’ll see coming out of this glacier water.”

      I smile and turn around. “Okay, I promise.”

      I hear him rise out of the water and splash on his way to shore. I have every intention of keeping my promise, but then I don’t. I turn around slightly and sneak a peek.

      Tristan’s back is to me, but I can see his perfectly toned legs and firm buttocks walking toward the shore.

      “Okay, I’m done,” he yells, his voice echoing across the lake.

      I turn around. “Okay, don’t look!”

      Tristan turns his back and disappears into the woods.

      

      I climb out slowly, suddenly well aware of my body and its various shortcomings. My legs are a little too short, my stomach a bit too big, my breasts a little too small. But as I get closer to shore, I feel a strange kind of confidence building up within me.

      I have been hiking in the woods by myself for days, and I have not seen a mirror in close to a week. And yet, looking down at my body, I can see that I am wrong. My stomach is flatter and somewhat defined. My arms are strong and my shoulders powerful. My breasts are firm and small, but pleasant to look at.

      Infused with an unfamiliar sensation of confidence, I feel my shoulders straighten out, and my whole body walk upright. This is my body, and I am okay with it. In this moment, I want Tristan to look. I hope that he, too, will break his promise.

      

      I don’t see Tristan on the way to my backpack. Dripping wet, I search my bag for something clean to wear. Finally, I find a thin white dress, which I packed in case it got really hot and I had to wash all of my clothes. It seems perfect for the occasion. I put it on, gather all of my discarded clothes from the path leading to the shore and leave to find him.

      

      I find Tristan around the bend. His tent is already set up, and he’s busy stirring something that smells amazing on a tiny camping stove.

      “Annabelle, I’m glad you’re here.”

      I nod. I am glad I am here too.

      “I was wondering if you will join me for dinner.”

      I smile. “Yes, of course. That sounds nice.”

      He flashes his beautiful pearly whites at me and brushes his hair out of his face with the back of his hand.

      “What are you making?”

      “Vegetarian chili. From a pouch. Hope that’s okay.”

      “That’s better than what I’ve been having for almost a week now.”

      “How’s that?”

      I laugh and pull out a handful of energy bars from the top of my backpack.

      “Oh, that’s not good. Did you not pack anything more substantial?”

      “Yes, I did, actually,” I shrug. I don’t want to get into this. “But I wasn’t really in the mood to cook.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, I hope you’re in the mood for this.”

      I nod.  For the first time in what seems like ages, I am in the mood to eat a hearty and filling meal.

      

      As Tristan continues to stir the pot, he tells me about his life. He’s 27-years-old, three years older than I am. In the winters, he works as a ski instructor around California – Tahoe, Mammoth and even Big Bear, here in Southern California. In the summers, he works as a rafting guide in Colorado.

      As we talk, we discover that we both attended the University of Southern California and were there at the same time, but majored in different things. He was a Communications and Business double major because his family had wanted him to follow his father and pursue a career in business. But he didn’t feel like that was right for him so he skies and rafts instead.

      I like the way that he stood up to his family, pursuing his dreams, and living his life on his own terms.

      I like the straightforward way in which he speaks to me. I try to be honest with him as well. As honest as I can be without mentioning anything personal.

      I tell him that I graduated a couple of years ago with a degree in English and work as a freelance editor. What I don’t tell him is that I work freelance because I can’t find anything better. I don’t tell him that I have been looking for a full-time position for over a year now, sent out over a hundred resumes and cover letters and have only been asked to come in to interview for five positions. I don’t tell him that no one will hire me for anything and I am already four months behind on my student loan payments and would be out on the street were it not for my wonderful and generous roommate.

      There is a world of things that I don’t tell Tristan, and I feel bad about every single one of them.

      “So why vegetarian chili?” I ask. I’m trying to distract myself from all the things that I want to tell this perfect human being.

      “Why not?” Tristan’s blue eyes twinkle when he smiles.

      “No reason, just wondering,” I say. “I like vegetarian chili better than regular chili, anyway.”

      “Well, that’s good,” he says. “Me too. But I also don’t eat meat.”

      The words surprise me. My brows furrow in disbelief. I’ve always thought of vegetarians as weak and slight in stature. I’ve never met a guy who was a vegetarian, but I always imagined them to be boring and unattractive.

      Tristan is none of these things. He’s powerful and solid and defined, both in personality and body. His arms and hands are strong and capable and yet, he’s supposedly a vegetarian?

      “Really? That’s hard to believe,” I smile.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because…because vegetarians aren’t…” I can’t think of a word that is both inoffensive and appropriate.

      “Aren’t manly?” he fills in the blank.

      I nod.

      “Well, I am manly, and I’m a vegetarian. I don’t see why someone has to eat animals to be considered a real man.”

      His words blow me away. I’ve never given vegetarians much thought except that I’ve always thought of them as a bit too self-obsessed and egomaniacal and weak. But Tristan isn’t that at all.

      “Oh, I see,” I nod.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Annabelle. It’s just something that works for me, and that’s why I do it. It doesn’t mean that I think there’s something wrong with you.”

      “I hope not,” I mumble, hating myself for thinking that there is something wrong with him. When there isn’t. He’s the most perfect human that I’ve laid my eyes on. And the fact that he is a vegetarian, on top of that, someone who cares about the well-being of those who are weaker than him, that makes him even more attractive.

      

      Tristan pours me a bowl of the chili. I grab a spoon and eat more than I’ve eaten in weeks. It tastes so delicious and wonderful that I feel completely powerless in stopping myself. Once I finish one bowl, he pours me another and another. He doesn’t stop me from filling myself, and he doesn’t ask questions as to why I’m so hungry. He simply eats his bowl of food in silence, occasionally looking up at me with an inquisitive look in his eye.

      

      After dinner, we make s’mores. I haven’t had a s’more in a decade. I love peeling off the burned parts of the marshmallow and licking the gooey, stretchy filling. After ravenously consuming two s’mores, I look up at Tristan and catch him staring at me. With the sun setting, his eyes turn a deeper shade of blue but do not lose the innocent and yet mysterious quality that draws me to him.

      Suddenly, he reaches out and brushes his fingers along my bottom lip. His fingertips feel rough but soft at the same time. Slowly, he leans in close to me. I can feel his breath on my face and I lick my lips.

      He cradles my face as he buries his fingers in my hair. When I close my eyes, our lips touch.

      

      
      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      His lips are soft and effervescent. His tongue feels both foreign and familiar at the same time. He tilts my head back and drops his. His lips are on my neck. He’s kissing me so slowly that I can feel the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Our legs touch and his hands slowly caress the top of my shoulders. I feel him pushing me backward onto the ground, and I let him. My legs open on their own, and we intertwine as one.

      “Wait, wait,” I whisper.

      Reluctantly, Tristan pulls away. His face so close to mine that his hair falls into my eyes and his eyelashes are giving me butterfly kisses.

      “What’s wrong?” he whispers. “Do you want to take things slow?”

      Yes, I do, I say to myself. This isn’t right. I’m not the kind of girl who has one night stands. I’m careful and cautious. I am the girl who has boyfriends, and who always waits until at least the third date to sleep with a guy.

      And yet, there’s something about Tristan that makes me feel safe and comfortable.  I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. Like we belong together. I don’t feel as if I’ve just met him, I feel like I’ve known him forever.

      “No,” I decide and shake my head.

      “Are you sure?” he whispers, kissing my neck again.

      I nod. “I just want to go into your tent. Is that okay?”

      He smiles with his whole face and his blue eyes pierce through my heart and body.

      “Is that okay?” he jokes, grabbing my hand and pulling me up into the air. “Is that okay? Of course, it’ okay.”

      The tent is twenty feet away, but I barely walk a step. With Tristan’s arms around me, I am as light as a feather and float into the tent.

      

      The tent is small, meant for one person, and neither of us can stand up all the way. I dive in first, landing softly on his sleeping bag. Tristan lowers himself, slowly, on top of me. His smile vanishing, his face keeping its whimsical look.

      “What?” I smile. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” he says without missing a beat.

      My cheeks flush. No one has ever said that to me before. The confidence in his voice is disarming.

      He kisses me again. This time his lips are more forceful. He presses his whole body into mine, and every last inch of it is hard and powerful. He kisses me hard – so hard that it borders on painful. I kiss him back. I push back into him and feel him rise a little above me. I didn’t know that I could have so much power.

      

      Slowly, our bodies start to move as one. Through his jeans, I can feel how large and hard his cock is, and I want to see it. I want to feel it in my hand. I want to taste it.

      His hands start to slide down my body until they find where my dress ends. Then they start sliding back up, across the curves of my hips, up my hip bones, stopping briefly to tease my belly button. His lips pull away from mine and land there. He’s licking my belly button and then running his tongue along the top of my panties. My body, rising and falling with each kiss. I close my legs to stop myself from getting even wetter than I already am.

      

      “Oh no, no no,” he whispers and forces my legs open once more. My mouth dries and all moisture in my body concentrates itself in that one place between my legs.

      Unfortunately, he doesn’t stay there for long. He comes back up and pulls my dress over the top of my head.

      I’m not wearing a bra, and my erect nipples are holding my breasts in place.

      “Oh wow, wow,” he whispers, placing the tip of my breast into his mouth.

      “I love your breasts, Annabelle,” Tristan whispers.

      I love the way he says my name and I want to hear him scream it at the top of his lungs.

      “Oh, Tristan,” I whisper, wanting to scream his name too but I seem to have lost all ability to speak.

      He comes back up to my face, and I can taste the sweetness of his luscious lips. As we kiss, he kicks off his loose fitting jeans.

      “No underwear?” I ask, grabbing his hard solid ass.

      My fingernails are probably leaving marks, but I don’t care. The muscles in his butt are hard and strong, but the skin is soft and delicate.  Grabbing it makes me so aroused, it’s all I can do not to push him onto his stomach and bite it.

      “I didn’t have a clean pair. I’ve been out here for days.”

      Yes, of course. I completely forgot where we are.

      Looking up through the mesh of his tent, I can see the magnificent night sky above our heads. 80-foot pines cradle our world as we reach toward the heavens and star-studded sky.

      

      Grabbing on to my breasts, as if for support, Tristan runs his tongue along the top of my panties again. I relax and let my legs fall open for him. With one swift motion, he pulls my panties off completely. It happens so fast, he must’ve ripped them, but I don’t care. Now, my legs are tense, and the area between my legs is salivating for him.

      “I want you, Annabelle,” he says and pushes himself into me.

      “I want you, too,” I mumble.

      We move in unison and with each motion, I can feel him going deeper and deeper within me.

      I wonder where he has been this whole time. It’s as if I have been missing something my whole life that I didn’t know I needed or wanted.

      

      Suddenly, with one swift and smooth motion, he moves my leg out of the way and lies down next to me. We’re both on our sides, and my left leg is draping over his. We are still one. His fingers find my clit and start to massage it gently with each thrust.

      My legs start to cramp up and then go numb, and a warm, soothing sensation starts to fill my entire body. My body is getting closer and closer to my blissful release.

      “I’m getting close,” I whisper. It’s a warning, but it comes out as an apology. He is driving me wild.

      “I know,” he says confidently. He continues to massage my clit, and to push himself in and out of me.

      Suddenly, I’m on top of him. I’m still on my back, he’s still inside of me, his fingers are still on my clit and yet he’s now below me. Our movements are speeding up, except that I’m no longer moving. I simply let him take me wherever he wants to go.

      I give up. I give in. I let go completely. I am exposed and he’s doing whatever he wants.

      “Tristan!” I moan as ultimate pleasure starts coursing through my body. My legs go numb and goose bumps cover my body.

      “Annabelle!” he screams into my ear.

      “Oh Annabelle,” he says over and over as he moves his hips faster and faster.

      “Annabelle,” he whispers again when he finishes.
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      After he throws away the condom – the one that I didn’t even see him put on but was really thankful that he had – he comes back to the tent. We lie around for hours talking, laughing, and exploring each other’s bodies.

      He tells me all the things that he loves about my body, and his admiration makes me think differently about it too. I thought I had big hips, but he says that they are just big enough to hold on to. I have always thought I had small breasts, but Tristan disagrees.

      “They’re the perfect size. I don’t understand how you don’t see it. Look, they fit right into my mouth, hardly any spillover!”

      I blush. No one has talked about my body like this before, and I feel myself falling in love with his admiration. I love the way he looks at me and the way his words make me feel.

      

      When I wake up a few hours later, the sun is beaming down on me through the mesh screen of the tent. I’m all alone and the combination of sleeping bag and sun is making me sweat profusely.

      “Hey, how are you?” I say, climbing out of the tent. I feel a little groggy and tired from last night and my legs are sore. I try to hold on to the top of the tent for support, but it collapses under my weight.

      “You’re finally up,” Tristan says.

      His hair is tossed and he’s not wearing a shirt. Every muscle in his strong wide shoulders bulges as he stuffs the rest of his remaining supplies into his already overstuffed backpack.

      “Yeah, sorry, I must’ve slept in,” I shield my eyes from the sun. Am I really seeing this? Why is he packing his backpack?

      My backpack is near the pine tree on the other side of the campsite. I hadn’t unpacked it at all.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sorry to do this,” he looks up and comes over to me.

      “Do what?” I ask even though I already know. He is leaving. Leaving me.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “What? Why?” My voice goes high, and I want to stomp my feet. I want to do everything and anything to change his mind.

      “I’m sorry, Annabelle. It just came up,” he tries to put his arms around me.

      “What came up?” I pull away. “What’s so important?”

      I know that I sound like a child. We just met yesterday. I have no right to make any demands on his time. He doesn’t owe me anything. And yet, I can’t help myself.

      “What about everything we talked about last night? About going on today. Together? At least for a few more days? What about that?”

      “I know. I know. And I really wish I could do that. I want to do those things with you. You have no idea how much. But I just can’t. It’s something for work. I can’t really explain, but I have to go.”

      I shake my head.

      “You’re a rafting guide, what kind of emergency could’ve possibly come up?”

      He stares at me. Then looks away. The expression on his face looks as if he had forgotten that.

      “I’m sorry. It’s something for my dad. It’s something I do on the side,” he says.

      But the words don’t come out easily. He’s searching for them, trying to remember something. It’s a lie. I can feel it. Was all of this a lie?

      He’s rejecting me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him.

      “But I want to stay in touch. We both live in LA. I want to see you again,” Tristan says, wrapping his arms around me.

      I try to push him away. But he doesn’t let me.

      “No,” he whispers. “I want you to know that I don’t think last night was a mistake. Everything I said was true. Everything we had last night was true.”

      “If it were then you wouldn’t be leaving.”

      “No, that’s not true. Sometimes, there are things beyond our control.”

      Tristan leans down and presses his lips to mine. I want to push him away and, at the same time, I want to savor this moment. This will be the last time that I will see him.

      I know that even though he has promised that it wouldn’t be. So I kiss him back as passionately and with the most love that I can muster. Our lips pressing hard and our tongues intertwining. I want to stay in this moment forever, but I have to be strong.

      I pull away first. He’s just tilting my head to get a little bit more of a taste when I push him away.

      “Okay, go. If you have to go, go!” I say and start to walk away.

      “Annabelle,” he catches up to me just as I grab my backpack, tossing it onto my shoulders. It’s much heavier than I remember, and I wince from the pain.

      “I don’t even know your last name,” Tristan says.

      “York,” I say, immediately regretting telling him.

      “Annabelle York,” he whispers. “How beautiful.”

      “I have to go, Tristan,” I say, turning away from him.

      I don’t want him to see the tears that are building up in my eyes. They’re tears of loss and pain. Tears of the wonderful moments we shared and how they are now gone. Tears of the pain of never having him again. But mostly, they are tears of pity over everything else that I have lost in my life and the sadness that I feel for myself in this moment.

      “How can I contact you? What’s your number?” Tristan asks, refusing to let go of my arm.

      I gather whatever molecules of strength I have left within me and reply, “I’m not giving you my number.”

      

      I refuse to give Tristan my number because I know that he only asked for it to be nice. He wouldn’t be leaving right now if he actually felt the way I thought he had felt. And asking for my number and pretending that he was going to call is a lie.

      A beautiful lie that I desperately want to believe, but I can’t. I have been disappointed enough in my life.

      

      My pride makes me walk away from Tristan even though all I want to do is run back to him, wrap my arms around him, and beg him to stay. I hate the feeling that he has over me, the feeling that makes me into a needy, helpless little girl. And yet I am stronger than that.

      He’s leaving me, so I decide to leave him first. Who the hell does he think he is? Does he think that I’m just going to wait around for him? Does he think that I actually believe him when he tells me he’s going to call?

      Contradictory thoughts swirl around in my head making me dizzy and tired. Last night, for the first time in weeks and months, had been a high. It made me realize that perhaps there is something about life worth living.

      And right now, I feel lower than I have felt in months.

      I want to run to get further away from Tristan and my feelings for him. But the bag that I carry is too heavy for that. All I can do is walk a little faster. Put one foot in front of the other a little quicker.

      And the further I get away from him and the night we shared, the better I start to feel. The pines grow thicker, cradling my sorrow in their blossom. As the undergrowth gets taller and lusher and the trail gets narrower and narrower, I start to feel an unfamiliar tingling.

      No matter what has happened, no matter how I feel now knowing that I will never see him again, Tristan has opened my eyes.

      He reminded me of the life that I am missing, the life that I once had. He isn’t just Tristan. He’s also a symbol of life and hope and passion. All the things that have disappeared from my life over the last few months. All the things that make life worth living.

      And for that, I am grateful.
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      Three days later.

      

      I walk into our apartment and drop my heavy backpack on the ground for good. It’s the middle of the afternoon. My roommate and best friend, Maggie Mae, should be home unless she is at an audition, and I am looking forward to seeing her.

      “You’re home! You’re home!” she runs up to me and wraps her arms around my neck.

      Maggie Mae has always been there for me. She has been with me throughout my mom’s sickness and death, and she has been there for me afterward – when I wasn’t the nicest person to be around.

      “So? How was it? I’m ordering pizza, and you’re going to tell me everything!” Maggie Mae screams from the kitchen even though our walls are paper-thin.

      Maggie Mae and I have a wonderful afternoon at home. I tell her about the trees, the earth, the trails, and the lake. I tell her that it was the most beautiful place that I’ve ever been and that it really helped me put myself and my place in the world in perspective.

      She listens and nods along. Maggie Mae is not an outdoorsy girl, but she’s a really good friend, and that means that she supports me in doing things that are good for me.

      Of course, I save the best for last.

      Tristan.

      “I’m so happy you had a good time,” she says, tossing her long blonde hair from one shoulder to the next. Her hair is always shiny and beautiful and, if she weren't such a nice and kind girl, I would hate her for it.

      “And, in the end,” I take a deep breath. I have to tell her about Tristan. She loves men, and she loves hearing stories about men. And she would really appreciate this one.

      “And in the end, I met someone.”

      “You met someone!?” Her eyes open wide and she leans in closer to me.

      She smells of figs and apricots, the argan oil sugar scrub that we had picked out together, the one civilized thing that I missed while I was away.

      “Don’t get too excited, I’m not seeing him again,” I warn her. “But it was really an amazing night.”

      Maggie Mae’s eyes light up, and she yelps and hugs me tight. “Tell me everything!”

      

      Later that night, Maggie Mae goes to her job at Brucci’s, one of the most expensive and fabulous restaurants in LA. It’s located in the hip area of Melrose Avenue, and you have to have a big name or big pockets to get a table there. The rest of us mere mortals, have to wait for months for a reservation.

      Maggie Mae is a waitress there, and it was the hardest audition that she had ever had. She faced a panel of five judges who asked her a million different questions about her life and thoughts and opinions covering a variety of topics including politics and religion. It was a casting director who had put her name through to Brucci’s Human Capitol staff and the same casting director had prepped her for the interviews.

      “You have to be knowledgeable about what was going on in the world, but tactful. You had to have an opinion, but not a particularly offensive one. Honestly, it was like the most advanced and difficult improv class that I had ever participated in,” she had told me.

      

      But now, it was all worth it. She had passed the 90-day period where she could be fired without cause, and became a full-time employee. And, to be a full-time employee at Brucci’s meant a lot. It meant a salary of more money than a nurse at a hospital with five years of experience. Plus tips.

      “I can’t ever quit this job, Annabelle,” she had told me. “Even if I ever quit acting and going to auditions, this is still the best job that I could ever get.”

      

      I was really happy for her. After years of struggling and barely making ends meet, she is now making as much money being a waitress as someone with twice her education and experience.

      And it’s this money, and her generosity, that pretty much help me to continue to exist.

      Unfortunately, my financial situation is completely different. I have little to no money to speak of and no prospects of any money on the horizon. I graduated from the University of Southern California with 3.7-grade-point-average, but after graduation, I couldn’t find a job. I didn’t do any internships, and I didn’t really know what I wanted to do with my life. I like writing, but I don’t know of anyone who actually makes a living writing except journalists. And current events aren’t my thing.

      I owe over a hundred thousand dollars in loans, and the first payments had to be made six months after graduation. After months of searching for full-time positions at a variety of companies, I finally landed a full-time temporary freelance position. This position basically involved me going around to different companies and filling in when people took vacations or maternity leave.

      As a full-time temp, all my job titles were different, even though I did the same thing. Personal assistant, administrative assistant, assistant to the executive assistant. Basically, I answered the phone and replied to emails.

      Maggie Mae didn’t know why I’d bothered. “Just come and get a bartending or waitressing gig just like me,” she had said on numerous occasions. “The tips paid way more than you make at that dumb white collar job.”

      At first, I had resisted. I thought I was better than serving people food and drinks. But after nine months of working for minimum wage at a job that required a suit to work, I gave up. It was then that I also got fired from the temp agency. Not fired, but let go. Apparently, there were way too many college grads seeking work and companies preferred people with more experience.

      By that time, I was ready for a waitressing job. Maggie Mae was already working at Brucci’s, and there was no way in hell that I was going to pass their grueling entry interviews.

      

      This all happened about a month ago, and if it weren’t for Maggie Mae, I wouldn’t have a roof over my head. She’s patient with me for not being able to pay rent, and she’s patient when I say I can’t find work.

      In fact, it was her idea that I go camping at all. She’s not into it, but I love it, and she worked hard to convince me that I could go on that trip even though I had approximately $200 in my bank account and no job.

      “You need to clear your head, Annabelle,” she had insisted. “After everything you’ve been through with your mom, this will be really good for you.”

      She was right. The trip had cleared my head. What it didn’t do was improve my financial situation. I am two months behind on rent, and I’m borrowing more money to pay for food and utilities. My credit cards are maxed out, and I’m months late on making my student loan payments.

      

      The week after I get back, passes slowly. I worry about money and search job sites for possible options. I work on my resume and update my cover letter. I send them out to every single place available, but it will be weeks before I would hear back - if I even hear back.

      Basically, I worry. I worry about what I will do when (not if) Maggie Mae gets sick of me.

      What will I do if Maggie Mae ever decides to move out of this dingy building with window air conditioners and cockroaches? She could afford a lot more. Yes, I kill all the cockroaches for her while she jumps on the couch and screams in a high pitched little-girl voice, but she could also afford to move out of this dump altogether when I can’t.

      What if she gets tired of walking past homeless people and drug addicts every day and decides to move to a better part of town?

      What if she meets someone and decides to move in with him?

      What will I do then? I can’t even pay my own share of the rent, all $800. Let alone afford a studio apartment of my own, which usually runs into the $1200s.

      If not for Maggie Mae, I would be out on the street. Homeless. Surfing friends’ couches, if I were lucky. Fighting for a spot in a shelter, if I were unlucky.

      I desperately need a job.
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      No one writes me back. The week I got back, I sent out twenty resumes, cover letters, and numerous letters of interest, but not one company writes back. I’m starting to panic.

      And then, I receive a call.

      My cell phone rings at nine in the morning, and the number is marked private. I usually don’t answer private or unknown numbers. Typically, they are debt collectors calling about late payments. But today, I do. What if it’s a recruiter? A human resources person? How lucky would I be?

      

      “May I speak to Ms. York?” a smooth voice asks.

      “Yes, this is me,” I say and immediately kick myself for not sounding more professional. Less casual. Would it kill you to say, yes, this is Ms. York. Dammit!

      “My name is Margaret Black, and I’m calling to set up an interview with you at Wild International. I’m looking at your resume, and you seem like a good fit.”

      “Oh yes, of course. That sounds perfect,” I say.

      Wild International? What the heck is Wild International?

      “Are you available later on today? We have a lot of people interviewing, and the spot will go fast.”

      “Yes, I am. Of course. What time?” I ask quickly. This is the first person who has called me in months. I’m not going to pass this up.

      “How about noon?”

      I look at my phone. Three hours is not enough time to get ready – mentally and physically – but I don’t have a choice.

      “Noon is perfect.”

      Ms. Greaves gives me the address of the building and tells me to arrive fifteen minutes ahead of time to take care of some paperwork.

      

      I hang up the phone in a daze. Did this really just happen? Did I really have an interview?! I can’t believe it. Also, for the life of me, I can’t remember ever applying to any Wild International. Something about that company sounds familiar, but I don’t know what.

      I pour myself a bowl of cereal and sit down on the couch with my laptop. According to their website, Wild International is a global pharmaceutical company that does drug testing and clinical trials on a variety of different drugs to treat a variety of different diseases. Biology was never my strong suit. But from what I gather, they develop and test drugs on cancer, tumors, and other kinds of diseases.

      Now that I know what they do, I try to find what position I actually applied for.

      I search my inbox for a confirmation email but find nothing.

      I then search my documents folder where I label each resume and cover letter that I send out to keep track of all of my applications. I had read online that resumes and cover letters should be tailored to each position to show the prospective employers that you’re interested in them and them alone. So I copy and paste my generic resume and cover letter and alter them with the name of each company and position that I apply to.

      I search the documents folder visually and find no trace of Wild International. Then I search it again using the ‘find’ button, but still nothing!

      How can this be? How did they invite me to an interview without an application? Did they think I was someone else?

      No, they couldn’t have. My mind continues to race as I start to get ready. I take a shower and lay out my outfit – a black pencil skirt and a pink polka dot blouse and black heels.

      No, they couldn’t have thought that I was someone else. Ms. Greaves called me by name. Or did she? She did just say Ms. York, not Ms. Annabelle York. But if she wasn’t calling me, how did she get my number?

      

      By eleven, I’m ready. My makeup is demure, professional, but feminine. The high-waisted skirt makes it hard for me to breathe, but it does make me stand up straight and prevents me from slouching. The blouse is frilly and something that a hot secretary would wear in a movie. The stilettos pinch my toes and send shooting pain up my heels into my hips. I haven’t worn heels in months, and I’m not adjusting well. But I’m ready.

      In the car, I put the address into Google Maps and turn up the speaker on my phone. The place isn’t very far away. About a ten minute drive. I’m sweating profusely, and my hands are ice-cold and shaking. I turn down the radio and try to focus.

      Wild International is right in the heart of downtown LA. That means that there’s no street parking, and I have to bite the bullet and pay $20 for parking in their parking garage. That was half of my food budget for the week. Maybe they validate. Either way, this interview had better be worth it!

      

      On the first floor, I hand the security guard my ID and wait for him to call upstairs to confirm my appointment. When I pick up a magazine, my hand is so sweaty and cold that it sticks to the cover. I decide against it, placing the magazine down once more.

      “Ms. York, you can go on up now,” the security guard announces. “Take the elevator all the way to the 67th floor. Take the elevator on the far right – it’s the only one that goes all the way up there.”

      The walls of the elevator are fabric. I don’t want to wipe my sweat off on my clothes, so I slide my hands against the wall behind me to get rid of some of the moisture.

      “Calm down, calm down, calm down,” I say to myself aloud. “You can do this.”

      On the 66th floor, I take a deep breath and only breathe out when the doors open to the 67th floor.

      The doors open to a large spacious lobby surrounded by windows. The entire space has not one wall. Clouds are hugging the windows and a few specks of sunlight break through. The lack of sunlight is the least unusual thing about this Los Angeles day.

      “Ms. York, I’m glad you made it,” a familiar voice says. It’s Ms. Greaves. She is a middle-aged woman who looks a lot like Kathy Bates. She also puts off a no-nonsense vibe that makes me feel comfortable.

      “I’m going to be the one conducting the interview,” Ms. Greaves says. I can feel my shoulders relax. Even though she comes off a bit confrontational, she’s also straightforward, and I appreciate that.

      “Follow me, please,” Ms. Greaves leads me into a large ballroom with floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides. The ballroom is empty except for one small circular table and two chairs. She sits down and opens my file. I follow her lead.

      

      “Well, first of all, I would like to know why you applied to work here?” she questions looking straight at me. I know that I should keep her gaze, but I can’t help but look away. I have no good reason for applying here since I never did, but I can’t blow this question.

      “Well, I’ve always admired Wild International and all the good that they’re doing all over the world. I want to be part of something like that. I want to work for a place that makes a difference.”

      Where did those words come from? I have no idea.

      “Excellent, okay, then,” Ms. Greaves nods. I try reading her, but I can’t tell if she’s one of those people who say excellent all the time the way that others say ‘okay’, or if she really is impressed with my insane answer. The one thing I know for sure is that I am certainly impressed with myself. Thinking on my feet is not one of my strong suits.
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      Ms. Greaves asks a few more general questions about my experience with working as an assistant and receptionist and what I did in my previous positions at the temp agency. Answering those, I relax a bit. My hands stop shaking, and my voice grows stronger and more confident.

      And then she asks, “How do you see yourself making a difference in this position?”

      My mind goes completely blank. I have no idea. I’m not even sure what the position is, let alone how I am going to make a difference in it. So I just open my mouth and let whatever is going to come out, spill out.

      “Well, I’m a very prompt and diligent and hard-working professional and I will bring those same exact skills and attributes to this position. I will make a difference by being the best possible person for this position, and I will give my best in all situations.”

      The answer isn’t great, but it’s not crap either. Ms. Greaves smiles. I hope that she thinks that I referred to the job as ‘the position’, instead of its actual job title because I’m professional – not because I have no idea what position I’m interviewing for.

      

      “Well, Ms. York,” Ms. Greaves says closing a thick manila folder with my name on it. “I think you will be an excellent fit for this position.”

      I nearly lose my ability to breathe. “You do? Really? Thank you. I really really appreciate it!”

      “You’re quite an impressive young woman,” she continues. “Your file checks out well and, the thing that I was particularly impressed with was your ability to think on your feet.”

      “Oh really,” I nod. I can’t stop smiling.

      “Yes, especially, since you came here without having the faintest idea what position you were interviewing for and had never even sent in an application.”

      My mouth drops open. She knew! How did she know?!

      “Oh don’t worry, Ms. York. It’s okay. You have been pre-selected and, now that I’ve interviewed you, you have been approved for the position.”

      “Pre-selected? How? Why?” I mutter.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. We can’t discuss those details. What I can do is give you this packet with all the information for you to look over and let me know if you’re still interested.”

      I nod and take the packet.

      “Please let me know by the end of the day. An email is fine,” she says. “If you’re interested, you start tomorrow morning.”

      I nod and say good-bye.

      

      I open the packet at home, sitting at the dining room table and holding my breath. The contract is long and tedious, covering everything imaginable. It’s close to seven pages in length, of a very small font. I skim it looking for the only thing that matters: the salary.

      Finally, in the last paragraph on the last page, I see it.

      $4000 per month!!

      Four fucking grand!!

      I can’t believe it. I never imagined making that much money. I pour myself a glass of wine and read the contract more carefully.

      

      I’m going to be a receptionist, a personal/executive assistant. My duties include answering phones, replying to emails, and miscellaneous other duties including picking up groceries and dropping off packages.

      The next two weeks will be my trial period, and if that goes well then I will get full-time pay, an additional $1000 per month, plus benefits.

      Benefits. No other company I have worked with has ever offered benefits, and I’m constantly afraid of going to the doctor when I get sick out of fear of the medical bills that I’d incur. This place is amazing!

      

      I don’t sleep a wink that night and get up around five to get ready. Even though my hair and makeup usually take me less than twenty minutes to do, today, I spend a full hour on it. I blow-dry my hair and then flat-iron it, spray it with moose and curl it with Maggie Mae’s thick curling iron.

      I arrive at work half an hour early and decide to go on up anyway. This time, the security guard, whose name is Tom, is ready for me. He takes my picture and hands me my badge. The whole process taking a bit of time and I start to worry that I won’t make it to the 67th floor on time. But Tom assures me that everything is going to be okay.

      I smile and wait.

      

      Finally, with my newly minted warm badge in hand, I step into the elevator and press 67. To my surprise, my hands are no longer shaking. The badge with my full name, Annabelle York, and the best standardized picture I’ve ever taken gives me a strange and unfamiliar feeling of confidence.

      I am Annabelle York, and I belong here. I was hand-selected as a personal/executive assistant to work at Wild International, and I can really do a good job here.

      

      “Ms. York, you’re right on time,” Ms. Greaves flashes me a smile from her desk. “I like that.”

      Instead of the main receptionist desk in the middle of the lobby, there are suddenly two desks sitting before me. One large glass one where Ms. Greaves sits, and one smaller wooden one with the same elegant Scandinavian design where I am going to sit.

      Ms. Greaves turns on the computer for me and gives me all the login information. She also shows me how to answer the phone. “This is Mr. Wild’s office. How may I direct your call?”

      “You will be getting all the calls for Mr. Wild today. I will be supervising,” she explains. She shows me all the buttons and what each one means. One puts someone through to Mr. Wild, and the others send the callers to various other departments in the building.

      “You will not be putting anyone through to Mr. Wild today. If someone asks directly for him, you tell that person that he is in a meeting and take a message. This is very important, do you understand?”

      I nod. “Does Mr. Wild never take calls?” I ask.

      “That’s none of your concern, Ms. York,” she says. “But no, that’s not always the case. But until you know him well, you will not know which calls he’s taking and which ones he’s not. So I will take care of that for now.”

      I nod. Suddenly, it occurs to me that I have no idea who this Mr. Wild is. I imagine an old, ugly CEO or executive man who looks good in a suit, but basically is a walking corpse. Someone with a really old wife, and grandchildren. Someone who probably misses seeing his kids and grandkids grow up because of all the hours he puts in at work.

      Or worse yet, what if he’s some elderly bachelor who dates twenty-year-olds? Yuck!

      I’m about to ask Ms. Greaves about him, but I feel like it’s a stupid question. It definitely isn’t professional to talk about the boss in this way, and I am not going to start my first day here on the wrong foot. Whatever he looks like and whoever he is is fine by me. It’s none of my concern, as Ms. Greaves said.
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      One Week Later

      

      The day starts out just like all the others. I get to the office on time, and my phone starts ringing off the hook as soon as I sit down. I have clear instructions from Ms. Greaves about who I can put through and who I can’t, and all the other calls have to be screened through her first.

      To screen the calls, I put the callers on hold, dial Ms. Greaves, tell her who it is and then wait for her answer. It’s an easy enough job, and I have no idea why they are paying as much as they are to do it, but I’m not complaining.

      Last week during lunch, I had looked through all of my bills and finally started to make arrangements to pay some of them off. I wouldn’t get a paycheck for another week, but I was already making plans. Maggie Mae will be paid first, then the credit cards with their exorbitant percentages, and then finally the student loans.

      Typically, the calls keep me busy from nine am until eleven am and then they taper off. But Ms. Greaves makes sure that I don’t stay idle. Last Friday, she showed me Mr. Wild’s expense reports and showed me how to go through them and compare the receipts that he had turned in. Apparently, everything that he decides to spend money on is acceptable, no matter how great the amount, as long as there are receipts that go along with them.

      “Here’s the expense report for last week, you remember what to do?” Ms. Greaves hands me the file of freshly printed pages.

      “Yes,” I nod. I have no idea why they are still printing the expense reports and printing the credit card expenditures, but Ms. Greaves insists that it’s necessary.

      “Okay, I expect them to be done by the end of the day.”

      I nod and open the file. The expense report doesn’t take all that long. What takes the majority of my time is staring at all the insane things that Mr. Wild has spent his money on. Or rather, the company’s money on.

      $3,000 on a flight to Las Vegas.

      $6,000 on a new suit.

      $10,000 for a one night stay in a penthouse.

      And last, but not least, $3,000 on a fucking shower curtain!!

      There are tons of tiny expenses, too, but these are the most insane. People work hard to make three grand a month at some shitty job and here he is spending that much on a shower curtain. It makes me sick! Who does he think he is?

      

      My temper is getting the best of me, but I have to talk to Ms. Greaves.

      “Ms. Greaves, can I ask you something,” I ask. “Here’s a receipt for a $3,000 shower curtain. Is this really appropriate to expense through the company? It seems like a personal purchase.”

      I do my best to hide my disgust, but it is oozing out of me anyway.

      “Ms. York,” Ms. Greaves looks up at me through her glasses. “It is not your job to make judgment calls about Mr. Wild’s spending habits. As I told you before, you are here just to compare the expenses to the receipts.”

      “I know, I know. I just thought-”

      “Yes, I know you thought. But, you see, my dear, you’re not really paid to think,” Ms. Greaves says.

      Shaking my head, I go back to my desk. She doesn’t have to be so rude. I am making a perfectly legitimate point! I am angry with myself for even bringing it up, and I am angry at her for being such a bitch about the whole thing. Who does she think she is, talking to me like that?

      

      That afternoon, just as the day can’t get any longer and time seems to have stopped moving at all, the doors to one of the internal offices burst open and a long-legged woman with gorgeous blonde hair and epic breasts comes out. Her makeup is running down her face, and she wipes her tears with her shoulder.

      Two large men, security guards I guess, escort her.

      “You’re such an asshole, Gatsby! I’m going to sue you for this!!” She yells turning back toward Mr. Wild’s office, but the security guards nudge her toward the elevators.

      “Don’t touch me! Don’t you touch me!” she yells at them. She is holding a large cardboard box in her hands, filled to the brim with all sorts of stuff: office supplies, pictures, personal things, and a fica plant.

      I have seen this scene in the movies. She’s getting fired.

      “You’re an asshole, Gatsby! Can you hear me? I bet you can!” she continues to holler as the three of them wait for the elevator.

      “And you, too, Ms. Greaves. You can just go fuck yourself!”

      I look at Ms. Greaves, but she doesn’t even take her eyes off her computer screen. She doesn’t make one movement to acknowledge the woman’s presence. That makes the woman even madder. She continues to rave and rant until the elevator doors close and even after that probably, but she is out of earshot.

      “Who was that?” I ask Ms. Greaves.

      “Ms. York, we don’t gossip in this office.”

      “I’m not gossiping, I’m just asking about an incident that we both clearly saw occur. Or are you going to deny it?”

      I can’t believe that I called Ms. Greaves on her shit like that. I’m not really confrontational, but after this morning, she is really getting on my nerves.

      I must’ve caught her off-guard.

      “She was Mr. Wild’s assistant,” Ms. Greaves says after a beat. “Mr. Wild was planning on laying her off for some time now. You were brought in to fill her spot.”

      I take a step back. “Really? I had no idea.”

      “As I said before, you working here, in this office, is just a trial period. If things went well here, you were going to get promoted to his office. Behind those doors.”

      She points to the mahogany doors with elaborate carvings from which the woman just came out.

      “Why did she say that she was going to sue him? Did they have an affair?” I ask.

      Ms. Greaves finally looks up from her computer screen. She takes off her glasses and lets them dangle around her neck.

      “Ms. York that is none of your business. And in this office, we do not discuss such things.”

      I nod, immediately I regret bringing it up.

      “It’s bad enough that they do it in magazines all the time. Even, reputable ones, like Fortune,” Ms. Greaves mumbles under her breath.

      I don’t mean to be such a gossip. I’m really not in real life. I just never really worked in an office like this before, an office veiled in so much secrecy. I really wish that a few other people worked here besides Ms. Greaves. Then I could get a more accurate picture of what is going on.

      I go back to my desk and try to get back to work. But no one calls, and the expense reports are all done. My mind starts to wander. Magazines? Did Ms. Greaves say that Mr. Wild is written about in magazines? Fortune?

      Of course! How could I be so stupid? I should’ve done this days ago, but I finally go online and look up Mr. Wild. What prevented me from doing this before is that I was afraid to find out that he is some grotesque old man. But now that he was being gossiped about in magazines, I have to see for myself.

      And there it is! An article in Fortune magazine on one of the most eligible bachelors around – Mr. Gatsby Wild.

      For some reason, the picture of him is taking a while to load on my phone, so I scroll down and skim the article.

      “Gatsby Wild, only 27, is about to become a billionaire after Wild International goes public…Is famous around the LA club scenes…often seen rubbing elbows with models and celebrities…”

      And then I stop reading.

      His photo loads.

      I drop my phone.

      Tristan!! Gatsby Wild is Tristan from the lake.
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      I come home in a daze. My mind feeling like it has been put through a blender. I have no idea what to do. Or what to think. My mind is going around in circles. It is Tristan. My boss is Tristan. How can that be? What the hell is Tristan doing running this company? What the hell is my boss doing hiking along in the Californian wilderness? Tristan said that he was a skiing instructor – a ski bum. He said that he rafted in the summer – a river rat. How can a river rat and a ski bum run a multi-national corporation?

      “How was work?” Maggie Mae asks without looking away from some reality television program she’s watching. I’m a sucker for reality TV too – together we enjoy all the favorites. Real Housewives of New Jersey and Atlanta are my true guilty pleasures.

      “You’ll love this one,” she says. “It’s about these five girls from Alaska who’ve had enough of dating men in Alaska. So they’ve gone down to Miami to see what else is out there. Apparently, it’s been out for a while, I don’t know how we’ve missed it.”

      “Sounds good,” I mumble and stumble into my room. I can’t deal with other people’s problems right now. I have plenty of my own reality. Too much, actually.

      Maggie Mae must’ve sensed that something is wrong. I am in the middle of pulling off my pencil skirt, which is now suffocating me when I hear her standing in the doorway.

      “What’s up? Is something wrong?” she asks.

      I can’t turn around. My eyes are welling up with tears. My shoulders collapse and I burst out into tears using my skirt as a tissue.

      “Okay, okay, okay, Annabelle,” she puts her arms around me. “Let’s not ruin my skirt over this.”

      Shit! I can’t believe I did that. This is her $100 skirt! “I’m so sorry, I forgot,” I mumble through my tears.

      “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s going to be okay,” she says. The tone of her voice is so calm and steadfast that I have no choice but to believe her.

      She helps me get out of my clothes and put on a pair of sweats: a pair of comfy black tights and my favorite USC sweatshirt.

      In the kitchen, she hands me a glass of Smart Water – my favorite, even though it’s ridiculously expensive, and I only buy it on special occasions. I drink the whole glass and feel a bit better. At least, no new tears are rolling down my cheeks.

      “So, can you tell me what’s going on?” she asks. “If you lost your job, it’s going to be okay.”

      Wow, I must’ve really freaked her out. No, this news isn’t that bad. Or perhaps it is equally bad, just about something else. I have no way of evaluating the degree of badness right now.

      “No, it’s not about my job,” I say. “Well, that’s not entirely true.”

      I have no idea of how to go about trying to explain what has happened. I only briefly told Maggie Mae what had happened with Tristan. Or whatever his name is.

      I had said that we parted, that I would probably never hear from him again, but I didn’t exactly tell her how disappointed I was.

      “Do we have any wine?” I ask. I’m not a big drinker, but I need a drink to go into all of this in detail and not start bawling again.

      “No, we don’t,” Maggie Mae says opening the refrigerator. “Damn it, we don’t have any alcohol at all.”

      “Would you mind going out?” I ask.

      

      The bar on the corner is dingy and quiet. The seats are made of worn leather and, judging from the lines on their faces, the clientele is leathery as well. For some reason, it’s one of Maggie Mae’s favorite places, and she often goes here for her dates. I never liked it here much, but tonight, it feels just right.

      I order a Bloody Mary and tell Maggie Mae everything that happened. She listens carefully, nodding the whole time.

      “So let me get this straight,” she finally says. She finishes her margarita and waves to the bartender for another. “You slept with this wonderful guy who you thought was just a hiker and a ski bum or whatever, basically a guy with no money.”

      I nod.

      “And you had a great time and then he had to go because of work and you thought he was blowing you off. And then you got this new job for which you didn’t even apply and discovered that he actually heads the company?”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumble.

      “And this is bad news why?”

      “Well, the way you just summed it up…it’s true and not true,” I say.

      “What’s not true?” she asks licking the rim of her second margarita.

      She opens her blue eyes wide, and I lose my train of thought. Something is still wrong with the whole story, but now I can’t really remember.

      “You just don’t get it,” I finally say. “He lied to me.”

      “Oh please,” she rolls her eyes. “He didn’t lie to you. He just didn’t tell you everything.”

      “What about the whole thing with his job? He’s clearly not a skiing and rafting instructor.”

      “Eh, okay,” she gives in. “But so what? He was probably there to get away from work. God knows why people like you and him go out there into the wilderness and feel the need to get lost there.”

      “I don’t feel the need to get lost in the wilderness,” I say. “I wasn’t lost. I was there, hiking. Thinking.”

      “Okay, fine. To each his or her own. Well, maybe that’s what he was doing there, too. Thinking.”

      

      Maggie Mae goes on and on arguing that this whole thing that happened isn’t actually a tragedy at all.

      “Don’t you see how exciting this is? This is probably why you even got called in for that job since you never sent in an application.”

      She’s right, of course. Now, it all makes perfect sense.

      “But why did he want me to work there? Wasn’t he worried that I would find out?” I ask.

      “Maybe, he wanted you, too.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. I hadn’t considered that before. “You think this was some sort of ploy to get me to forgive him? Forgive him for what?”

      “Exactly,” Maggie Mae smiles in her mischievous way. The smile that can make men everywhere swoon.

      

      Lying in bed later that night, I try to convince myself that what Maggie Mae said is true. I want to believe that I now have some sort of upper hand over Tristan, or whatever his name is, in this so-called relationship. But I don’t feel like I do. Maggie Mae said that I should feel empowered somehow, but I don’t feel like that at all. Instead, I feel lost. Like I no longer belong there.

      But what can I do? I have to go back to work. Quitting isn’t an option. The job pays more than any other job that I’ve ever had. And next week, it was about to start paying even more. I have way too much debt, and this is my only way out.

      I have to face him. I have to make him admit that he had lied, or at least acknowledge me as the girl from the lake.

      Will you do that Tristan? I whisper into the darkness.

      The Tristan that I had met would, but would you? Whatever your name is. I’m not so sure.

      

      The following morning, I wake up with an unfamiliar amount of inner strength. Who the hell does Gatsby think he is lying to me like that? Playing these games with me? Does he do this to all the girls that he meets? Does he expect me just to roll over and let him make a fool of me?

      

      Read the rest of Falling for the CEO by getting a copy at any major retailer (Amazon, Apple, Barnes & Noble, Kobo, etc.)
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      Appeared in Authors Interviews with Fiona McVie (Aug 31, 2015)

      Name  Charlotte Byrd

      Age    31

      Fiona: Where are you from?

      I’m originally from Pennsylvania. But I moved to Los Angeles to attend University of Southern California and have been here ever since. I lived in LA for close to 12 years, and I now live in a small desert town near Joshua Tree National Park. My husband and I came to visit the area and fell in love with the beautiful star-studded night sky and the gorgeous nature. We especially love sitting on our porch at sunset and listening to the howling of coyotes.

      Fiona: Tell me a little about your self and your education, family life, etc.

       I met my husband, Kevin, at University of Southern California and we have been together for 11 years. We also have a crazy and rumbustious dog, Charlie.

      I have way too many graduate degrees: MA equivalency in Applied Math, MA in English and Writing and a PhD in Education. But writing fiction has always been my passion and I am thankful that I can now do it full-time.

      Fiona: Tell us your latest news?

      The first book in my 3-book new adult, contemporary romance series just came out August 31. It’s called Desire: Big Bear Outlaw MC Romance Book 1. Crave (Book 2) and Lust (Book 3) are coming out over the next two weeks. They are all short reads (less than an hour).  
      Here’s the blurb.

      He shouldn’t have been an outlaw, I shouldn’t have fallen for him…

      EMMA

      Jack Hart was all wrong for me. He was in the Big Bear Outlaw Motorcycle Club. I was studying pre-med. He was a criminal, and I’ve never even jaywalked.

      After my mom had left, the last thing I wanted was a relationship.But then I started falling for Jack. Why did he have to have a girlfriend? Why did I have to go out with his brother?

      JACK

      My family ran the MC, but there was so much more to me than the MC. I was a writer and I didn’t belong. The only person who saw this was Emma.

      Why did I have to have a girlfriend? Why did she have to go out with my brother?

      
      Fiona: When and why did you begin writing?

      I have been writing since I was little, and I have known that I wanted to be a writer since I was in high school. But I was always afraid that I would not be able to make a living as a writer. So in college I got sidetracked and decided to major in Mathematics. I then got my Master’s degree in Math and taught in a community college. Throughout that process and throughout my PhD, I continued to write fiction. Many short stories, essays and poetry. I’ve had some success with publication. But then I started to focus on writing romance and things have really taken off. I found an audience and an excited fan base and I couldn’t be happier.

      
      Fiona: When did you first consider yourself a writer?

      A few years ago when I finally got the courage to start referring to myself as a writer. Now, all I do is write.

      
      Fiona: What inspired you to write your first book?

      I was inspired to write the first book in this series by the show Sons of Anarchy. I binge-watched the show on Netflix and I started the story as a fan-fiction. It quickly evolved into an original series.

      
      Fiona: Do you have a specific writing style?

      I love writing in first-person and I love to write in a stream of consciousness style. I make some notes and an overall outline, but then I let the words just flow. I used to obsess about each individual sentence and paragraph, but I find this way to be much more organic.

      
      Fiona: How did you come up with the title?

      I wanted to include MC Romance in the title to demarcate the story as such. I named the motorcycle club Big Bear because it’s set in Southern California and Big Bear is a popular resort area around here.

      
      Fiona: Is there a message in your novel that you want readers to grasp?

      It’s a fun romance read with a lot sensuality and a Happily Ever After ending. The characters in the story, especially Jack, feels boxed in by his MC family and is struggling to follow his dream of getting out of the lifestyle. The message that I want the readers to grasp is that it’s important to follow your dreams.

      
      Fiona: How much of the book is realistic?

      The book is fiction. All the characters are invented, but their problems and struggles are realistic in that many people around the world are going through similar issues. They are trying to find love, and trying to live out their dreams.

      
      Fiona: Are experiences based on someone you know, or events in your own life?

      No, not at all. It’s all fiction.

      
      Fiona: What books have most influenced your life most? a mentor?

      This past summer, I attended the Writers’ League of Texas conference in Austin where I had the privilege of attending Deanna Roy’s workshops. She is a USA Times bestselling author and she’s an indie author. She was the one who has really introduced  me to the world of indie romance and has been a huge inspiration.

      
      Fiona: What book are you reading now?

      I am focusing on writing romance and my reading list is basically made up of romance books right now. I’m currently reading all the books by my mentor and inspiration, Deanna Roy including her Forever Loved series and her Annie Winters and J.J. Knight books. I’m also reading the The Hotel series by Lola Darling and the Forever Black series by Sandi Lynn.

      
      Fiona: Are there any new authors that have grasped your interest?

      Deanna Roy, Whitney Garcia, Lola Darling and Sandi Lynn

      
      Fiona: What are your current projects?

      I am currently working on a my next series called Wild World: Rise of the Billionaire. The first book, Wild World Book 1, will be released as part of a multi-author box set called What to Read after Fifty Shades of Grey: Brazen Billionaires. It will be released October 13.

      Here’s the blurb:

      A love story between an Alpha CEO, soon-to-be billionaire, and a good girl.

      Sex, Power, Money, and Yosemite.

      Just when Annabelle thinks things can’t get any worse, they do. When her mother dies and she can’t find a job, she goes on a week-long camping trip to Yosemite to escape her crappy life. Deep in the woods, she meets a hot stranger and has a one-night stand.

      Back at home, Annabelle’s life is filled with sending out resumes and waiting for a response. Her bills are piling up. It’s only a matter of months until her roommate gets sick of her not pulling her weight and kicks her out on the street.

      Then one day, she gets a call from Wild International asking her to come in for an interview. Annabelle didn’t apply there, but is desperate for a job and can’t afford to pass up the opportunity.

      Her job is simple: she’s a personal assistant for the CEO. But then Annabelle discovers the true identity of her new boss. He’s Gatsby Wild, a sexy, arrogant soon-to-be billionaire who has way many secrets. And he’s also her one and only one-night stand.

      Genre: New Adult Romance

      Heat Rating: Hot and Sensual!

      This story unfolds over multiple volumes.

      
      Fiona: Name one entity that you feel supported you outside of family members.

      I found a lot of support on the Writer’s Cafe of kboards.com and, of course, on facebook. Romance authors are very supportive!

      
      Fiona: Do you see writing as a career?

      Yes, now that I’m focusing on romance, I definitely see writing as a career. I am no longer working as an academic editor and am focusing on this full-time.

      
      Fiona: If you had to do it all over again, would you change anything in your latest book?

      Yes, I actually just changed the cover image again. This is my first book and I’m still learning about the various approaches to promotion. I changed the cover image multiple times, adding things like quotes from reviews and proper formatting and sizing.

      This first series is not particularly long mainly because it’s my tester series. I wanted to use it as a trainee book on which to test all of my promotions. If it receives a good reception, then I’m definitely open to writing additional books about Emma and Jack’s relationship.

      
      Fiona: Do you recall how your interest in writing originated?

      I’ve always  been interested in telling stories. I loved reading as kid and read all kinds of books. I always made up alternative endings and often continued the stories long after they ended. I think all of that are indications that I have been a writer for a long time, even before I started to actually call myself a writer.

      
      Fiona: Is there anything you find particularly challenging in your writing?

      I often find it challenging to think of twists and turns. Plot is quite difficult for me. I almost want to stay in each scene forever and describe every detail. But I am slowly learning to develop plot points and ways to keep the story moving further.

      
      Fiona: Do you have to travel much concerning your book(s)?

      No, but I love to travel!! I will take any opportunity to go visit a new city and I’m planning on attending many more conferences in the near future. One that I have lined up already is Hot Mojave Nights in Las Vegas in the beginning of Oct (2015).

      
      Fiona: Who designed the covers?

      I design my own covers. I was planning on hiring a designer, but I wasn’t sure what I really wanted so I decided to just play around with the software myself. I learned a bit of Photoshop and I’m getting a bit better. I do, however, use Fiverr to turn my covers in 3D images.

      
      Fiona: What was the hardest part of writing your book?

      The hardest part would have to be the plot. I come up with initial conflict quite easily, but then I have a hard time developing all the intricacies of the secrets and lies that the characters keep from one another. Luckily, my husband and Facebook friends help with that!

      
      Fiona: Did you learn anything from writing your book and what was it?

      I learned a lot. Mainly, I learned (and am still learning) how to write fast. Speed is very important to a successful romance writing career and I’m still learning. Rachel Aaron describes a lot of useful techniques in her book, 2k to 10k: Writing Faster, Writing Better and Writing More of What You Love. She lays out exactly how to plot your book and use a timer to write in small increments. I follow her method religiously. I know what time of day I’m most efficient (afternoons) and I keep track of how many words by timing myself (usually, I write in 20 or 30 minute increments). I also make notes before each writing session so that I know what I want to cover during that session.

      
      Fiona: Do you have any advice for other writers?

      My advice is to really lay out your goals and work in that direction. Also, attend conferences. I did not read much Romance until earlier this summer and after I attended that conference in Texas, my eyes were really opened to this whole other world in which writers actually had fans and actually made money off writing fiction. I found that really inspiring and after reading a lot of indie romance, I discovered that the writing is actually very good and professional.

      My advice would be to really attend conferences and connect with people in the real-world, not just in the online world. I’ve read about self-publishing success stories before I went to the conference, but frankly I didn’t think it actually applied to me until I met all of these writers in real life. Plus, conferences are very educational and inspirational. They are definitely worth the money.

      
      Fiona: Do you have anything specific that you want to say to your readers?

      Please contact me. I love hearing from my readers. You can find me on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Goodreads or just write me direct: charlotte@charlottebyrdauthor.com.

      I love connecting with readers and I want to hear what you think. If you like a particular series, please let me know and I will most likely continue writing it!

      Fiona: Do you remember the first book you read?

      The first book I remember enjoying is The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. I loved his personality and I loved his relationship with Becky Thatcher. It was such a fun and exciting book. I remember it blew me away when I first read it when I was about 5 or 6 years old.

      Fiona: What makes you laugh/cry?

      Any videos or pictures about animals. The funny ones make me laugh and the sad ones make me cry. I’m a huge animal lover and a vegetarian and my love for animals creeps into my writing. (For all of his faults, Gatsby Wild from the Wild World series is a vegetarian and an animal lover, as well). I love sharing funny videos of cats and other animals doing crazy things on Facebook!

      Fiona: Is there one person pass or present you would meet and why?

      It would have to be Mark Twain. He has been such an inspiration. I’ve loved his work since I was a kid.

      Fiona: What do you want written on your head stone and why ?

      “Gone Camping..”

      Fiona: Other than writing do you have any hobbies ?

      I love camping and spending time in nature. I also love adrenaline sports like sky diving, white water rafting, and zip lining. I love visiting National Parks and traveling. Last summer, I spent 2 months living in Belize - one of the best experiences of my life.

      Fiona: What TV shows/films do you enjoy watching?

      I love a lot of romantic films like The Notebook as well as Quentin Tarantino films. Some of my favorite TV shows right now are The Mindy Project and Empire. True Blood is another favorite.

      Fiona: Favorite foods / Colors/ Music

      I love sushi and all types of Asian food especially Thai and Indian. I love colors purple and yellow (even though, I’m not much of a Lakers fan, to the dismay of my husband).

      I like all types of music, but I especially like folk music and Southern Gothic. I love the Southern Gothic and Essential Folk playlists on Spotify. I also a big fan of Taylor Swift, Milky Chance, and Meghan Trainor.

      Fiona: If you were not a writer what else would you like to have done?

      I would probably still be an academic editor. This was what I did before I started writing romance. If I couldn’t do that then I would be an English instructor/ professor. I just have to be around fiction and novels.

      Fiona: Do you have a blog/website? If so what is it?

      My website is www.charlottebyrdauthor.net

      Sign up for my  mailing list and get an EXCLUSIVE SNEAK PEAK to my new series and updates of all upcoming books!

      http://eepurl.com/btLdbT

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/charlottebyrdauthor

      Twitter: www.twitter.com/byrdauthor

      Instagram: www.instagram.com/charlottebyrdauthor

      Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/14181696.Charlotte_Byrd
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