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  By Claire Contreras


  Chapter One


  “A DATE?” MY mother asked as I stepped into the kitchen.


  “Yes, a date.” I picked up my long, damp hair and wrapped it into a bun as I weaved my way toward the fruit.


  “Hm,” she said, earning my attention with her non-committal statement. She was leaning back in one of the wooden chairs in our breakfast nook, a newspaper in hand, looking at me like I was wearing a bikini, not skinny jeans and a floral top.


  “What?”


  “Nothing. You look beautiful,” she replied, going back to her paper.


  She looked like a sexy schoolteacher. That was what all the kids I grew up with said about her—that she was a MILF, in a sexy schoolteacher kind of way, with her long, wavy blonde hair and her librarian glasses.


  “Spit it out, Bettina, you know you want to,” I said, turning to get myself a bottle of water. I smiled when she groaned. She hated when I called her by her first name. I turned around when I heard the newspaper crinkle and took a seat across from her. I had fifteen minutes to kill anyway.


  “I haven’t seen you date anybody, or even heard you mention any guys, for that matter, since Jensen left,” she said, cutting straight to the chase. My mother was no-bullshit like that.


  My gaze fell to the paper on the table, away from her questioning blue eyes. The headline story was about the Clark Estate … again.


  “Maybe I hadn’t met anyone worth mentioning until now,” I said, bringing my eyes to hers again.


  She raised her eyebrows. “Really? So who is this guy worth mentioning?”


  I bristled, feeling like she caught me in a lie. I’d dated guys since he left. The last one was definitely more serious than this one, not that it made a difference to her or anybody else. “What does it matter anyway? You guys hated Jensen and me together.”


  “Nobody ever said we didn’t like you guys together,” she said.


  “You didn’t have to. It was pretty clear. Dad didn’t like him because he’s broke, and you didn’t like him because you knew he’d never be a doctor or lawyer or whatever other fantasy man you envisioned me marrying.”


  “Mia, that is simply not true!”


  “Really? Because I clearly recall you saying, ‘He’s not good for you Mia. You can do better than that,’” I countered.


  She looked at me for a long moment, releasing a long breath. “He used to pick you up on a motorcycle, looking like he rode straight out of a Sin City movie. What was I supposed to say? Besides, I know his reputation; I hear the way he and Victor talk when I’m over at Hannah’s house.”


  My nose scrunched up. I looked away, not wanting to hear what was said in those conversations. I knew Jensen’s reputation. I’d known him my entire life. I didn’t fault him for the man he was or the past he had. He was a good person and had a good heart, despite his asshole tendencies and the bad boy appeal.


  “He’s a good guy,” I said, feeling the need to defend him, as usual.


  “I agree. He is a good guy, and I will admit I pegged him wrong before. But if he’s such a good guy, why did you break up with him?” she asked. I felt myself heat beneath her stare.


  “Because, Mom, he went off to school in New York, and I hate long distance relationships.”


  “Do you hate long distance relationships, or do you dislike the idea of him being surrounded by women and you not having control over what happens?” she asked as I stood to grab my purse.


  “I…” I stopped short. She’d hit the nail on the head, and it made me fume. “I don’t need you to psychoanalyze me, thank you very much. If you’re that bored with being a housewife, maybe you should go back to work,” I said as I walked away from her. “Thanks for the pep talk,” I threw over my shoulder before I walked out of the house.


  It wasn’t until I got in my car and drove a couple of blocks out that her words hit me and I felt the need to slam my hand on the steering wheel and scream. By the time I got to the movies, I was calm. I’d sent Adam a text and asked him to meet me there to avoid the awkward pick up at my parents’ house. I really needed to speak to Rob and convince him to let me move in with him. I didn’t think I could deal with another one of those pep talks, though they didn’t happen often. If it were up to my mom, I would get my degree, meet a rich man, and become a housewife, dedicating my life to having babies for her to dote on.


  Things with Jensen were complicated. We spoke a lot in one form or another: text, email, or phone call. We agreed that we would see other people while he was away, but I didn’t feel like I needed to date somebody else. And he never mentioned anybody else to me, but I wasn’t an idiot. I knew he was seeing someone. Maybe even plural. He’d occasionally throw in the “So, met anyone lately?” probably to lessen the blow of his telling me he had if I ever asked him, which I wouldn’t. I didn’t want to know.


  I was sitting in a dark movie theatre, about to watch Inception, when I got a text from him saying he was in town and needed to see me. My insides flipped. I tried to focus on the movie, but my mind was elsewhere, which was a pity because I loved Leonardo DiCaprio. When the movie was over, I had no idea what I’d just watched. Adam, on the other hand, was “mind blown” by it. He kept saying, “Oh my god. Mind blown!”


  “Want to grab dinner?” he asked when we got outside. I automatically clutched my phone tighter. I hadn’t put it away since I got Jensen’s text, just in case.


  “Maybe another time. I have to do a couple of things,” I said.


  “Mia, you know I like you, right?” Adam asked in a soft voice.


  “I like you too,” I said, looking up at his bright blue eyes.


  “But,” he said, chuckling as he ran his hand through his blond wavy hair.


  “It’s just…”


  “You’re still into Jensen.” Adam and I hung in the same crowds— the artsy types—as did Jensen.


  “I’m…” I took a deep breath and smiled at him. “Can we still be friends?”


  He nodded, smiling, then shook his head. “I can’t believe you friend-zoned me on our third date.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. I’ve always known it would be hard to get you to stop thinking about him. I mean, he’s all you talk about when we’re together anyway,” he said with a shrug that made me frown.


  “That’s not true.”


  “Hey, I’m cool with it. I get it. He has the motorcycle, the cigarettes, and the aviator shades.”


  That wasn’t why I liked Jensen, though the appeal wasn’t lost on me, but that wasn’t why I fell in love with him. I gave Adam a long hug and made him promise me we’d still hang out, because I truly did like spending time with him. Then I got in my car and headed toward Jensen.


  As I drove to Patty’s house, where I knew he’d be, I thought about all of the things I loved about him: the way he looked at me; the way he spoke to me; the way he listened; his brokenness; his hands; the way he made me feel when he touched me; the way he made me laugh; the way his hands were always stained from the charcoal he used to draw. The more things I cataloged, the bigger my smile. Our story wasn’t always pretty. Some would argue it was quite the opposite, but it was beautiful to me.


  Winding down that road brought back memories of my first glimpse of the teenager who made girls’ heads turn—myself included. Growing up, I saw him around a lot, and he intrigued me like crazy, but Jensen wasn’t a chaser, and I wasn’t up to doing the chasing. I parked my car in front of the house and closed my eyes for a moment, remembering the stupid game, during spring break my freshman year of college, that changed everything.


  Chapter Two


  2 years prior


  “DID YOU PACK your bathing suit?” Estelle called from the bathroom stall beside me.


  “Yeah, didn’t you?” I replied and groaned, looking beside me. “Do you have any toilet paper in your stall?”


  She handed me the paper under the partition as she flushed. “I did. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t the only idiot thinking we were actually going to use the hot tub.”


  I laughed as I opened the door and stood beside her to wash my hands. “I doubt it. Corinne said she got ten confirmations—four guys, six girls—and that’s only people who are actually staying over.”


  Estelle’s eyes widened, her smile matching it soon after. “This is going to be insane.”


  “Spring break, baby,” I said.


  We originally planned to go to Cancun, but Estelle’s dad ended up in the hospital, and she didn’t want to be too far from him, just in case. Everything turned out fine, and he went home with a high cholesterol warning, but by then it was too late to book Cancun, so we opted to go to Malibu for the weekend. Our friend, Corinne’s, family had a huge empty house there, and it was a hop away, so it was perfect.


  That night, after we got the house and helped set everything up—towels in every room, more alcohol than a sports bar, and enough chips and salsa to supply a Mexican restaurant—I decided to take a short nap.


  “Who’s coming?” I asked Corinne, stretching my hands over my head as I woke up and saw her doing her make-up in the Jack-and-Jill bathroom.


  “Well, Fern, obviously,” she said with a huge smile.


  “Obviously,” I said, smiling back at the mention of her new boyfriend, who she’d crushed on all through high school, despite the fact that he always had a girlfriend.


  “I think Carlos, Logan, and Jensen, too, and as far as the girls go, you, me, Elle, Pamela, and Danica.”


  I blinked a couple of times. “Jensen Reynolds?”


  Corinne stopped applying her liner mid-lip as her eyes snapped to meet mine in the mirror. “Yeah, why? Oh my God, you don’t hate him or anything, do you?”


  “Hate him? No!” I said, frowning. “I’m just surprised. I mean, I’ve seen him hanging around Carlos sometimes, but I didn’t realize they were that close. I know his best friends,” I explained. “Estelle’s brother and their whole clique—that’s who he usually hangs out with.”


  “Oh,” she said, back to applying her make up. “I think Estelle mentioned her brother coming by later, so I guess that explains it.”


  I nodded and waited for her to leave before getting ready. I’d been seeing Jensen more and more around campus, and every time he looked over and smiled at me, my insides flipped. I couldn’t understand why I was having this sudden reaction to him, but I was, and I wasn’t thrilled about it. I’d had three cups of beer from the keg one of the guys brought before Jensen finally arrived, and when he did, Estelle kicked me—very obviously—under the glass table.


  I glared at her, which made her laugh (she was already drunk).


  “What?” she said, shrugging and hiding a laugh behind her hands, which were small, but she had a ring on every single finger, and that managed to actually hide her face.


  “You’re an idiot,” I muttered.“Oh, look, there’s Oliver!” I said brightly and laughed when her face morphed from amusement to complete composure in less than two seconds. She turned around slowly, as nonchalantly as possible, and shot me a murderous glare when she realized I was kidding.


  I shrugged. “What?”


  “Not funny,” she said, trying to contain her lips from smiling.


  I looked over her shoulder and saw the back door open, and laughed again when Oliver really did step in. “Okay, this is awkward, but Oliver really is here,” I said.


  Estelle rolled her eyes. “Sure.”


  “I’m serious,” I said, still laughing.


  “I’m sure you are, Meep. I’m sure you are.”


  “Man bun, check. White Nirvana shirt, check. Damn, he makes those cargo shorts look so fucking good,” I said. I could tell she was straining not to look over her shoulder, so I kept going. “Huh. He’s wearing flip-flops. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wear flip-flops…”


  “For the record, fuck you,” Estelle muttered before she finally conceded and looked over her shoulder.


  “I told you!”


  She smiled when she looked back. “So you did. You want to move in that general direction?”


  I laughed. “Nope. I’m going to sit right here and drink my next beer.”


  “You’re going to get a beer belly,” she said, making a face at my red cup.


  “Well, what the hell are you drinking, Almighty One?” I asked.


  “Vodka, obviously,” she said, raising her cup as she stood. “Want some?”


  “Sure,” I said with a shrug and let my eyes drift over the party once more. Oliver was talking to Victor, who’d just walked in, and some girl who looked like she was ready to take her clothes off for him. I glared at her extra hard, hoping to catch her eye. Better me than Estelle—not that she cared much about the girls who flirted with them. I guess it was better that way since I seemed to feel enough rage for the both of us. I finally spotted Jensen walking outside, and stood, grabbing the cup from Estelle’s hand and pulling her along with me.


  “I thought we were staying in place?” she asked. I heard the smirk in her voice but chose to ignore it.


  We said hi to the guys and stood around listening to Victor talk; it seemed like he was always droning on about something. I walked toward the back door before I could give it much thought.


  “Hey Jangles,” I said as I stepped outside.


  He grinned, looking up from his phone as he flicked his cigarette. “What’s up, Road Runner?”


  I smiled a little too widely. “Funny how you gave me the nickname and couldn’t seem to stick with it.”


  Jensen shrugged. “I swim against the current.”


  “Is that from one of your poems?” I asked.


  “It’s not,” he said. “But…” he let the words hang as he put out the cigarette, reached in his back pocket for the torn up little black Mead notebook he carried around, and wrote something down.


  “Do you buy your notebooks like that?” I asked.


  “Like what?”


  “All ripped up. I’ve seen you with a million different little notebooks, and they always look like they’re on the brink of falling apart,” I said, nodding at the one in his hand.


  He chuckled. “They’re kind of like baseball gloves. The more beat up, the better.”


  I nodded and gave him a once-over. He was wearing dark jeans, boots, and a white shirt that read, “I am.” You couldn’t see the tattoos I knew he had because of the quarter sleeves of his shirt, and I was dying to pull them up to see if he’d added any new ones. His face was closely shaved, and his hair was mussed, from the wind or his motorcycle helmet, there was no telling. What mattered was that he looked good—better than good—and I was ogling. I needed to stop ogling.


  “Hey Jensen,” a group of girls said as they walked by. His eyes left my face for a second, just to acknowledge them with a nod, but he looked right back at me.


  “You want to come drink with us? We’re going to play a game,” one of them said.


  He was still looking at me, and my heart felt like it was having a seizure. “I’d rather stay right here,” he said, finally, not taking his light brown eyes away from me.


  “You can go,” I whispered when the girls were out of earshot. “I don’t mind.”


  “And lose track of my muse? I don’t think so Road Runner,” he said, smiling, as he flapped his notebook in the air.


  “Afraid you can’t keep up with me?” I asked.


  His chuckle warmed me all over, and when his expression turned serious as he searched my face, I felt a shiver spike through me. “I am, actually.”


  Chapter Three


  Present


  THE LOUD KNOCK on my car window snapped me out of my reverie. I gasped and sat up straight, looking out to find Jensen standing there with a confused look on his face. From the look in his eyes, I knew something was wrong. I stepped out of the car, closing the door behind me.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. He didn’t respond—just pulled me into his arms and held me in a tight hug.


  “I’m not going to slither out of your arms, you know?” I said jokingly against his chest. He breathed heavily against my head and held me tighter before finally letting go.


  “Yes, you are,” he said, his words muffled.


  His words made my stomach dip. “What’s wrong?” I asked again, this time pushing away from his chest.


  He blinked a couple of times as he looked down at me, as if he’d forgotten what I looked like. It occurred to me that maybe in the five months he’d been away, I’d forgotten what he looked like as well. I raised my hand and flattened it against the stubble on his cheek. I ran my eyes over his face, stopping at the faded scar on his left cheek, and continuing on until I reached his full lips.


  “I won’t be here long,” he said, finally breaking his silence. My eyes snapped back up to meet his.


  “When do you leave?”


  “Sunday night.”


  I nodded, tearing my eyes away from his to look over his shoulder, at the slightly open door of the house behind him. I hated the fact that he only came to visit for one or two days at a time, but I understood. His life was in New York. Had it not been for his foster mother, Patty, I wasn’t sure how often he would come, or if he’d even come at all.


  “Is Patty home?” I asked, raising my chin in the direction of the house.


  Jensen shook his head, letting out a harsh breath that tickled my cheek. “She left a few minutes ago.” He put a hand on my waist then, the feel of his long fingers curling to grip me igniting a fire deep within my belly. I wanted nothing more than to push him back into the house and rip his clothes off. Something told me that he wanted me to do that. That he preferred for me to do that instead of making him talk about whatever it was that was clouding his head. So I decided I wouldn’t. I couldn’t push him to talk to me; I knew that from experience, but I also knew that using sex to try to ease his pain was something Jensen fell into when he was young, and I liked to think I could do more for him than just that. I liked to think I would be the one who would ultimately tame the bad boy in him. I already was, in a sense. I’d been his longest relationship thus far.


  “Will you go somewhere with me?” he asked, making me blink in surprise.


  “Somewhere like…” I prompted, confused.


  “Away. Let’s get a hotel somewhere, just for tonight. I need to…” he breathed out again. “I need to be with you,” he said, bringing his other hand to my other hip and holding me there before trailing them both along my sides until he reached my face. “I want to be alone with you. Only you and me.”


  He could have asked me to kill the Pope, and I would have in that moment. When Jensen looked at me like that, with those soulful gray eyes that begged for somebody to just understand him, I couldn’t say no. I placed my hands over his on my face, and then brought them in front of my mouth. He closed his eyes as I kissed his calloused palms.


  “I would go anywhere with you,” I said in a whisper. My words seemed to rock something inside of him, because when he opened his eyes he looked torn, broken. That’s how Jensen was, though, and with the baggage he carried, I couldn’t blame him.


  He didn’t say another word—just nodded once and pulled me into the house. I walked around his room as he packed his overnight bag. I busied myself by picking up and putting down random things he had scattered on his nightstands, his desk, the floor. His room looked the way it always had, as if he still lived here and not thousands of miles away.


  “How was your flight?” I asked, breaking the silence as he opened and closed drawers.


  “It was okay.”


  I looked over at him. His brows were pulled together as he rummaged through his duffel bag.


  “Did you lose something?” I asked.


  His hands stopped moving, and the edge of his mouth moved into half of a smile. “Found it.”


  I smiled back, searching his face for clues as to what was wrong with him. I wanted to ask if he’d spoken to his mother, or if he’d gotten fired from his job, or if maybe the children’s book he was shopping to agents got turned down, but I didn’t want to push him, and I didn’t want him to close himself off again, so I stayed quiet.


  His smile wavered as he looked at me; the longer he stared, the harder I found it to stay rooted in place.


  “Come here,” he said, the need in his voice carrying me to him. “You know you mean the world to me, right?”


  Normally those words would have made me melt right in his hands, but the way he looked at me when he said them made my heart hurt.


  “What in the world happened?” I asked. “You’re really starting to worry me.”


  He breathed out heavily, crushing my body against his again. “God, Mia, I don’t even know where to start. Can we pause the conversation and have it later though?”


  I reared back and looked at him, nodding. “But you’ll tell me,” I said. I didn’t want this to be one of the situations where I hated that I had to practically extract the information from him. I wanted to think we were in a place where we could tell each other everything and anything and not worry about the other judging.


  “I’ll tell you everything, baby. Everything,” he said in a whisper as he ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “God, I missed you,” he said, pulling my lips to his. We definitely needed to talk, but I was willing to wait a couple of hours if this was his way of temporarily shutting me up.


  Chapter Four


  Past


  “OUR WAITER KEEPS staring at you,” Jensen said, glaring at the man standing a few feet away from us.


  “He does not,” I said, shaking my head with a smile. The waiter was staring at me, but he always did when we ate there. More than a handful of times I’d caught him looking at my boobs as he refilled our water, and that alone was pretty funny considering I didn’t have much to look at. I didn’t want Jensen getting mad though. Especially not when we were celebrating our two-year anniversary. As it was, he’d gone from zero to ballistic earlier today when my friend, Nathan, sent me a text to wish me a happy belated birthday.


  “He is, and I don’t like it.”


  “Hey,” I said, placing my hand over his to beckon his attention. “What’s with you tonight?”


  His eyes flicked to mine. “I just … nothing.”


  I raised an eyebrow and opened my mouth to press him further, but our food arrived. “Saved by the food.”


  Jensen grinned. We talked about our classes as we ate, debating which class was better and what teacher taught it better. He was graduating soon and had been accepted into the Graduate English program at NYU; he hadn’t planned on going for it, but I pushed him. His argument had been that he wanted to be a writer, and he didn’t need one. In the end, after we visited the school together, he decided he wanted to do it. It didn’t hit me right away that he would be leaving soon, and I was staying behind. We would be worlds apart, but I loved him enough to let him go and support him while he was there. We’d decided to take our relationship a step at a time while he was away, and that was something that made my stomach coil with unease.


  We stood up and held hands, and, just as we walked out, he stepped up to our waiter and said something to him. I couldn’t hear what it was, but from the look on the guy’s face, I knew it wasn’t anything nice.


  “What’d you tell him?” I asked as he opened my car door.


  “I told him that if I catch him checking you out the next time we come here, I would rip his eyes out and stomp on them.” He closed the door and left me gaping at him as he rounded the car to get into the driver’s seat.


  “You did not,” I said as soon as his ass hit the seat.


  He glanced at me. “Did you not see the look on his face?”


  I nodded slowly. “Yeah, but he’s bigger than you.” Jensen was athletic, but he wasn’t a gym rat. That guy looked like he could bench two football players.


  “I’m bigger where it counts,” he said with a shrug.


  A small laugh escaped before I could stop it. “You are just … too much.”


  He reached for my hand and kissed the back of it. “Are you having fun?”


  “I always have fun when I’m with you.”


  “Good, because I have an entire weekend of fun planned.”


  “Does it involve you and me naked on a bed?”


  His nostrils flared as he pulled out of the parking lot. He brought my hand up to his mouth and grazed his teeth along the tips of my fingers. “And the kitchen table. And the floor. And the shower. And the beach. The possibilities are endless, really.”


  My insides tightened.


  “You want that?” he asked, his voice low.


  “I want that,” I replied in a whisper.


  “I want to peel that dress off you slowly, kissing every inch of bare skin as it falls.” He smiled when he saw my face flush. “Then I’m going to lay you down on the kitchen counter and lick my way down your body until your legs are trembling with need.” He paused to lick my wrist. “Then,” he said, as he parked the car in front of his place, his voice a raspy whisper against my ear. “I’m going to lick your pussy from one side to the other and bite your lips the way you like.”


  “Jensen,” I said, pulling away from him. I was on fire. “Let’s go inside.”


  He put his hand on my thigh and moved it slowly until he reached my already damp thong. “I’m going to take my time with you, baby,” he whispered, bringing his mouth up to mine as he hooked a finger inside my underwear to stroke me. “I’m going to make you beg for me to fuck you.”


  “I’m willing to beg,” I said against his lips. “I’ll beg right now.”


  I felt him smile. “I’m crazy about you, Mia Bennett.”


  “Likewise, Jensen Reynolds.” I kissed his lips lightly. “Now can we please go inside so you can make good on your promise?”


  He chuckled. “So impatient.”


  Once we were inside, Jensen asked me to wait for him in the kitchen so he could get my present. We’d said no presents. We shared a birthday so presents were exchanged the other day, but I couldn’t help buying him something for the occasion, and evidently he felt the same. I ran my fingers over the bracelet he gave me, and smiled as I examined each charm—the number 31, for our birthdate; the camera; the feather pen; the anchor; the sailboat; the heart that read, “I’m yours.”


  I dropped my hand onto my lap when I noticed him walk out of the room with a large box in his hands. He smiled as he set it down on the counter and stood behind me, wrapping his arms around me.


  “Open it,” he said.


  I picked up the top of the box to reveal a smaller box. I frowned as I took that one out. It was wrapped in a brown paper filled with words. Normally I would have torn it right open, but something about it made me stall. My breath caught when I realized it was his handwriting. I turned slightly to look at him over my shoulder.


  “It’s just wrapping paper, Mia,” he said with a tender smile.


  I looked at the box again and examined it, trying to read what it said. “Are these your words?”


  Jensen rubbed the back of his neck and smiled as he looked at the floor. He was so sure of himself most of the time, so he looked adorable on the rare occasions that he got shy. He peered up at me.


  “They’re just words,” he said.


  I pulled him between my legs, but he was too tall for me to kiss, so I hopped off the stool. He was still too tall. Jensen chuckled, understanding what I was trying to do, and lifted me on to the counter, standing between my swinging legs.


  “They’re your words,” I whispered against his lips.


  “Open the box, please,” he said, pressing his lips against mine before giving me space again.


  I brought it in front of me again. I couldn’t figure out what it was. I tried to think about everything I’d said I wanted and came up short.


  “Stop trying to guess what it is and open it.”


  “The wrapping paper in itself is a gift,” I whispered, taking my time to remove it so that it wouldn’t tear. “Oh my God,” I breathed when the camera lens I’d been saving up for came into view. “Oh my God.”


  Jensen was grinning when I looked up at him.


  “This is … this is too much,” I said finally, putting the box down beside me. There was a reason I hadn’t gotten it for myself yet. Though this explained why he’d picked up so many hours at the coffee shop where he worked.


  “Nothing is too much for you,” he replied, bringing a hand up to caress my face.


  “Jens—”


  His mouth landed on mine before I could finish saying his name. My eyes slammed shut as his lips teased mine until they parted, his tongue snuck into my mouth, stroking against mine as his hands framed my face. My fingers threaded through his hair, and I scooted forward, rocking into him. We were panting when we broke our kiss.


  “You deserve everything, Mia,” he murmured as he looked at me. Those gray eyes of his would be my undoing, of that I had no doubt.


  “I only want you,” I whispered as I unbuttoned his shirt and tucked my hands inside of it, feeling his warm, hard chest under my small, cold hands.


  “You have me, baby. You’ll always have me.” He shrugged his shirt off and wrapped his arms around me to unzip my dress.


  “And you’ll always have me.” I hopped off the counter and let the dress pool at me feet, watching the way Jensen’s eyes darkened as they left my face and raked my body slowly—so slowly—leaving tiny trails of heat in their wake. He made an animalistic sound in the back of his throat as he charged me, lifting me back up on the counter and spreading my legs.


  “You know what my greatest fear is?” he asked, his mouth below my ear as he placed a kiss there. I shivered at the sensation his breath left as he kissed his way down to my chest.


  “What?” I asked in a pant as he reached my breast.


  “Losing you,” he said, looking up at my face. “Losing this.” His lips closed around me, his tongue flicking my nipple. His hands worked their way between my legs as he gave attention to my other breast. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted,” he said, whispering kisses down my stomach. “You’re everything I need.” My head hit the counter with a thump when I felt his tongue on me.


  “Oh God,” I said.


  “I would die if you left me, you know that, right?” he said against me.


  “I would never leave you.”


  “You might. Maybe you’ll find someone better than me when I’m away,” he said, flicking his tongue against me.


  “Shit.”


  “A successful guy,” he continued.


  “I only want you,” I responded, my fingers pulling his hair as I writhed against the hard counter.


  “Maybe someone with less baggage,” he said.


  “I love your baggage,” I said.


  That earned a chuckle from him. He blew on me, his fingers toying.


  “Jensen, please.”


  “Keep going?” he asked.


  “Keep going,” I chanted. “Keep going.”


  He did. He didn’t stop until I saw fireworks beneath my eyelids. When I opened my eyes again he was lifting me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck and sighed against his chest.


  “Why do you always do that?” I asked quietly.


  “Do what?”


  “Talk about that kind of stuff when you’re … you know.” I looked up at his face. His steps faltered. He stopped just as we reached the threshold of his room and looked at me. He opened his mouth to say something, but closed it, shaking his head.


  “Tell me.” I ran a hand through his hair.


  “Ever since we got together, I’ve had this terrible feeling that I’m on borrowed time with you,” he said in a whisper, his eyes sad. “Nothing in my life lasts. Nothing good.” He shook off his words and walked over to the bed, dropping me on it as he kicked off his boots. I stood on the bed so that I could be at his level when he looked at me and grabbed his wrists as he took off his belt, pulling him toward me.


  “You’ve been saying this for two years, yet here we are,” I said.


  He nodded slowly, still looking unconvinced.


  “You are a beautiful human being. You know that, right?” I asked, searching his face. “You’re funny, you’re kind, you’re talented as hell, so attractive it hurts to look at you sometimes,” I said, making him laugh and roll his eyes. I smiled.


  “You’re so much more, Mia. So much more,” he said, threading his fingers through mine.


  “When I’m with you, I am.”


  “I’m leaving soon,” he said, looking at our joint hands.


  “Temporarily,” I reminded him.


  “It’s still a long time apart.”


  “Do you love me, Jensen?” I asked.


  His eyes snapped up to mine again. “More than anything.”


  “Then we’ll take a break and meet at the end of the road.”


  Before he could delve deeper into his nagging fears, I pushed him away, jumped off the bed, and started working on removing his belt. That weekend was still one of my favorite memories with him.


  Chapter Five


  Present


  I SNAPPED BACK to the present as he parked the bike and held out his hands for me to pass him the helmet.


  “I was just thinking about the day you gave this to me,” I said, smiling.


  His lips twitched. “Before or after I made you cry with my dick?”


  I slapped his chest. “You didn’t make me cry with your dick,” I muttered. “It was an emotional night.”


  Something in his gaze shifted, but he pulled my hand and walked me across the street to check in at the hotel before I could acknowledge it. As soon as the door to our room closed behind us, I stripped off my shirt and bra to change into my bathing suit. I was tying it when I felt Jensen’s large hands on my back and shivered uncontrollably. He finished tying it for me and dropped a kiss on my bare shoulder, turning and going into the bathroom before I could thank him properly.


  On the beach, we sat in silence—I took pictures of the water, the sun, some surfers in the distance, while Jensen used a charcoal to sketch beside me. I turned my body to snap a picture of him, and pressed the button on my camera to examine the picture. I would never tell him, but he was my favorite subject to photograph. His Dodgers cap was on backwards, keeping his hair tucked away from his eyes. He was squinting and biting the side of his lip in concentration as he drew. My heart sped up, just looking at the picture. I jumped in surprise when his arm wrapped around my shoulder and lowered my camera to look at him. There was a sea of turmoil in his eyes. I was sure that no matter how many things I went through, the look in his eyes had the most power to sadden me.


  “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” I asked in a whisper, closing my eyes as his breath fanned over my face. He smelled of the mint gum he’d been chewing on.


  “You remember how I ended up living with Patty, right?” he asked quietly.


  My eyes popped open again, and I nodded. I would never forget a drunken Jensen spilling his disgust for his father and the way he impregnated his mother and paid her off to keep quiet, or the way his mother abandoned him when she got into a relationship with a man who hated children. He looked away, worrying his lip. My eyes followed his and landed on the sun disappearing into the ocean. I snuggled my body into his, and he tightened his hold on me, his chin resting on top of my head as we watched it go.


  “What about her?” I asked when we could only see the very tip of the sun.


  “I never want to be like my mom. Or him. I won’t let myself be that selfish. I don’t want to be a liar, a cheat,” he said. I frowned, pulling away from him.


  “Okay?”


  Jensen breathed out. “This is so fucked,” he said, looking at the sand between our bodies. The look on his face when he brought his eyes to mine again nearly ripped me apart. “I…” He took a deep breath. “I was seeing somebody while we were apart,” he said, the slap of his words leaving a sting behind them. “It wasn’t serious at all, which is why I never told you about her.”


  “That’s fine,” I said, waving him off. “Don’t. I don’t want to hear about her.”


  “Mia,” he said, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. “She’s pregnant.”


  Chapter Six


  Present


  Jensen


  I NEVER KNEW my father. I knew of him, but never knew him, not even by name. It wasn’t until the eve of my thirteenth birthday that I discovered his first name. That night, when any of the other mothers I knew would have been packing up their kid’s gift into a bag, she was packing up her suitcase. I walked into her room because I heard a noise and thought maybe she’d fallen. She was a heavy drinker, and while most of the kids in my class wore bags under their eyes because they’d stayed up late playing video games, I had them because I was usually holding her auburn hair out of her face while she threw up. Teachers called me irresponsible for forgetting my homework most days, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I did it on the bathroom floor most nights, and my mother’s puke often ended up smeared all over it.


  I wasn’t a bright kid like Oliver, or well-to-do like Victor. I didn’t excel in sports like Junior, but I had heart, and that can go a long way. Often times I woke up after two hours of sleep and studied, just to prove to my mom that I¸ too, could get good grades. I joined the baseball team and mowed the lawn for our neighbors, thinking those things would earn her respect. But that night, when I caught her packing her bags, and she turned to look at me, her gray eyes going wide when she saw me standing by the door, I realized none of those things mattered to her. They never would.


  “Why aren’t you sleeping, Jens?” she asked, her words slightly slurred.


  “What are you doing?” I asked quietly as I watched her hands stop in her bag.


  “I can’t do this anymore,” she replied in a cry. “I can’t stay here and pretend I know how to mother when we both know I don’t. I can’t … you look too much like him. The older you get, the more you look like him. I don’t want to…” she paused, sniffling. “I don’t want to hate you.”


  “You’re leaving?” My voice cracked. The doorknob was rattling in my shaky grip.


  “Only for a little while. I just need time to clear my head,” she said. “Archer set us up. I’m splitting the account two ways—that way you get what you’re owed too.”


  “Archer?” I whispered, trying to focus on blinking the tears filling my eyes.


  “Your … father.”


  “You mean my donor,” I said. “That’s what you call him. My donor.”


  “Well, he isn’t here, is he?” she spat, narrowing her eyes. “He promised me the world, impregnated me, and threw money at me to quiet us. Well … I can’t do it anymore. I can’t do it anymore.” She was wailing now, burying her face into her hands as her hair curtained her face. I stared at her, at the bag on the bed, at her room, at the floor.


  “Why are you leaving?” I asked. “Why?”


  She sniffed. “I’ll be back when I get my shit together.”


  “Please don’t leave, Mom. I’ll try to be better,” I pleaded.


  “Patty will be here soon,” she said, zipping up the bag and wiping her face. She walked over to me and cupped my chin with one hand. We were already the same height. She always made jokes about that when I had to help her into bed. “I love you, Jensen. I do, but I’m not well. You have to know that.”


  She kissed my cheek and walked out. I stayed rooted in place until I heard the door close behind her. I kept replaying over her words: ‘I love you, Jensen. I do, but I’m not well. You have to know that.’


  I thought back to that memory often. Probably more often than I should, and I always came to the same conclusion—she loved me, but not enough to stay. Not enough to put me first. I only told three people that story: Oliver, Mia, and now you. I didn’t tell it to gain pity. I chose my own destiny, and whether it was good or bad, I had to accept the consequences of my actions. I told it because I believed history was something we should learn from. We studied it to not repeat the mistakes of the past.


  I wouldn’t say I had a rough childhood. I knew people who had worse. I was never molested or beaten. I was never told I was a piece of shit nor was I undermined. I just wasn’t cared for. I was never nurtured. I never felt love from my biological parents, but I felt it elsewhere. Love was in friends who became brothers. It was in their parents, and Patty, my foster mother, the woman who taught me what a mother was supposed to be like. And it was in a girl—a bite-sized, sassy blonde named Mia.


  Mia was love. She was everything. She loved me, she pushed me, and she inspired me. Leaving her for New York was one of the hardest choices I’d ever made. Being in a huge city by myself wasn’t exciting for me the way it was for the people I met in school. I liked my life back home. I loved my city, I loved my girl, but I saw the way she got wrapped up in me. I saw the way her parents didn’t approve of our relationship, and so I ended things when I left. I figured a break would be good for both of us. I didn’t set out to date anybody, or even have sex with anybody else, really, but somehow it happened. I couldn’t fault the girl for our mistake. It was irresponsible, unforgivable, but it happened. That was life. I couldn’t expect Mia to understand. I didn’t expect her to understand, but as I watched her pack her bag, the way I watched the first woman I loved pack hers all those years ago, I couldn’t help but wonder what I could have done differently.


  Not have sex with that girl from poetry class. I knew that much. Obviously. But even before then, I wished I had held on to this one a little tighter. I wished I had talked to her more. I wished I had begged her to go with me. I wished I could wipe the tears from her face, but she wouldn’t let me go near her.


  “God, you are such an asshole,” she said, sniffling. “I fucking trusted you.”


  And that hurt more than anything, because she was right. I could have stood there and pointed out the semantics of it all: we were on a break, and I knew for a fact she was dating some dude named Seth, until this Adam guy came along. I knew for a fact they went out every weekend, and that he sometimes drove her home and stayed over. I knew all of it. I could have called her out, but I didn’t, because we were on a break, and we could have done anything we wanted, but at the end of the day, we were supposed to be together and I fucked that up.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, taking a step toward her. Her head snapped up.


  “Don’t. Don’t even try to touch me right now,” she said, her chest heaving in sobs. I’d seen her cry, but never like this. Not even when her family dog died did she cry like this, and it fucking killed me. Her blue eyes were filled with pain that I’d caused. She raised her finger and pointed at me. “It should have been me. That’s all I can think about right now.”


  I closed my eyes to try to contain my sorrow, but it was no use. I bit down on the inside of my mouth to keep from crying, which was all I wanted to do, but I wouldn’t do it in front of her. So I bit until I tasted blood.


  “You’re my best friend, Mia,” I said, opening my eyes again. She had her bag slung over her shoulder. “Please don’t go.”


  She shook her head furiously, her wavy hair sticking to the wetness of her face. “Don’t ask me to stay,” she said hoarsely.


  “Please,” I whispered anyway.


  “Jensen, I can’t!” she said in a loud sob. “I can’t even look at you right now!”


  “So look away, but please stay. Just for tonight.”


  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, wiping the tears from her face. “I really hate you right now,” she said once she opened them again. “I really, really hate you.”


  “I know, baby,” I said, stepping toward her and pulling her into my chest. I knew she would push me away, and maybe claw at me, but I needed to feel her. I needed to hold her.


  “Don’t call me that,” she said, wailing into my shirt. “Oh my God. I feel like I can’t breathe.”


  I held her tighter. I didn’t want to let her go. Ever. When she pulled back, she looked up at me. “What will you do now? Move to New York for good?”


  I bit my tongue hard and nodded.


  “And then?” she prompted.


  “Mia,” I started, taking a deep breath. “I have to marry her.”


  If I could erase one thing from my memory for the rest of my life, it wouldn’t be my mom on the floor, or the way she looked at me when she left, or the way Patty looked when she told me that my mother was never coming back. It would be the look on Mia’s face the moment I dropped that bomb.


  “Wh-what?”


  “She got kicked out of her house. She’s young; she has nowhere to go. Her father—”


  Mia’s hands went up before I could finish my statement. “I don’t want to fucking hear it. I don’t want to hear it.”


  “Please let me explain.”


  “Don’t.” She was holding on to her stomach as if she was going to heave at any moment. “I have to go. I just. I’m sorry, but I have to go.” She walked to the door and looked back at me one last time, her eyes trailing all over my face and down my body, and I just knew this was goodbye. I don’t know why I expected anything more.


  “I’m sorry,” she said as she walked out. “I’m … I can’t.”


  I stared at the back of the door for a beat, waiting for the anger to seep in, but it never did. I thought I loved that girl my entire life, and I knew I would for the remainder of it. It didn’t matter that I had to go back to New York and marry somebody who was a virtual stranger to me, or that her father held my future in his hands, or that the baby she carried was mine. Nothing mattered more than the fact that I’d lost the most important thing in my life. I knew I would never get her back. Regardless of what the future held for us, for me, I knew I wouldn’t get her back. I didn’t deserve her.


  I sat on the floor in front of the door until the sun came up, just in case she decided to walk back through that door.


  She never did.


  I called, and I showed up at her house. I emailed. I texted. But nothing ever seemed to get through to her. So I started writing.


  We were dared to kiss, and from the moment her lips met mine, I was a goner...


  My Best Friend’s Wedding


  5 Years Later


  Mia


  I WAS CONVINCED that major life events existed for us to measure how fast or slow we were progressing according to society. Weddings were one of them. When all of my friends started getting married, and I was sitting in the corner like, “Don’t mind me. Party for one over here,” I knew that everyone in my life was moving along a little faster than I was willing. From an outside perspective, depending on when you met me, you could say one of two things about me: “Poor girl, she’s been through so much. I wouldn’t be surprised if she ends up buying ten cats and living alone for the rest of her life.” Or, “One of these days she’s got to settle down with one of the men she … fools around with.”


  I’d actually heard my mother state the latter of those options to her friends during book club. She used book club as a way of whoring me out to her friends’ eligible sons. It was annoying. The latest book club meeting was held a couple of weeks ago, and the big discussion was whom I would take to my best friend’s wedding. Thankfully, that night I’d agreed to go over there with my brother so we could watch the Clippers game with our dad, and I was able to intervene in the conversation as they handed around an iPhone opened up to the Facebook page of one of their son’s.


  I’d never understood why people associated weddings with dates. Was it because they didn’t want to seem lame for not being in a steady relationship as they watched somebody they loved get married? I was secure enough on my own. I didn’t need a man’s presence to show me my worth, thank you very much. But as I handed my car keys over to the valet of the hotel where my best friend and most of my loved ones would be getting ready for her big day, a wisp of longing hit me, and I kind of wished I did have somebody to share this important event with.


  “You did it!” Estelle said as soon as she saw me walk into the bridal suite. She stood quickly, practically sprinting toward me, long, loose strands of waves bouncing against the white robe she was wrapped in. I stood still as she touched the tips of my now short hair, waiting for her to tell me the truth: she hated it.


  “I feel like I pulled a Britney,” I said with a groan, tugging on the ends as if the movement would make it grow back. I’d had long hair, Rapunzel-length hair, since I was a kid, and this drastic change was way out of character for me.


  Estelle laughed, her big, bluish eyes shooting up to mine. “You’ve been talking about cutting your hair for months, and it’s not that short,” she said, while I tilted my head with raised eyebrows. “Okay, fine, it is that short, but you look great!”


  “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “But enough about me. Are you ready to get married … again?”


  She married our longtime friend, Oliver, the guy who’d owned her heart ever since I could remember, a few months back, but today they were having their formal celebration.


  “I am!” she said, smiling. I was glad for the infectious giddiness that radiated off her. I knew the event would be a difficult one for me to get through, not because I wasn’t over the moon excited for my friends, but because all of our mutual friends would be there, and the one I’d been avoiding like the plague for the past five years was one of the groomsmen, and, in turn, walking with me.


  Oliver’s sister, Sophie, joined us as we dressed and sipped on mimosas, laughing at our drunken bachelorette party adventure from a few weeks earlier. I slipped into the soft pink maid of honor dress and scrunched my dirty blonde hair before working on my mascara. From the corner of my eye, I caught movement and dropped the tube of nude lipstick I had in my hand with a gasp, turning to give Estelle my full attention as she walked out of the in-suite bathroom wearing her wedding dress. I’d seen it on her when we went wedding shopping, but seeing her in it now, with her hair and make up done, made it real.


  “My best friend is getting married,” I whispered, smiling as tears pricked my eyes. Estelle laughed lightly, fanning her face with her hands.


  “Don’t. You’re going to make me cry! I’ve been married for four months!” she said, but continued fighting tears nonetheless.


  I gave her another once over and admired the way her dress hugged her body perfectly all the way down to her knees, where it fanned out.


  “You picked out the most perfect dress. I could never pull that off,” I said, referring to the feathers that adorned the bottom half of her dress.


  She smiled at me and walked up to the mirror, holding her veil in her hand. “My mom is supposed to put this on me,” she said.


  “I’m sure they’ll be here soon. Sophie went to check on Sander and the baby,” I said.“You look incredible, Elle, and I’m not just saying that because it’s you. You really look unbelievable.”


  She took a deep breath, smiling even brighter as her eyes met mine in the mirror. “Thank you. Thank you for everything,” she said, pausing to swallow and blink back tears. “Thank you for my beautiful pictures and just … everything. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be here right now.”


  “You would be. This was inevitable,” I said, leaning in to wrap my arms around her, placing my chin on her shoulder. “But I am so fucking glad I get to share this day with you.” I squeezed her a little. “I think Bean is going to come in his pants when he sees you walking down the aisle,” I said, dropping my hands.


  “I sent his gift with Vic, so maybe he already did,” Estelle said with a laugh. His gift was a custom photo album that included super sexy pictures of her in his doctor’s coat and other things from her boudoir shoot with me.


  “Umm yeah, I think that probably did the trick,” I said, turning toward the door when we heard it unlock. Estelle’s mom and my mom walked in with Sophie trailing behind, all three of them gaping at Estelle in her wedding dress. I stepped away so that they could appreciate it and felt a ball form in my throat when her mom started crying.


  “You look so beautiful,” she kept saying.


  “Mom, please stop, you’re going to make me cry and ruin my make up,” Elle said.


  “Ohmygod, my brother is going to die,” Sophie added.


  “Our little girls are growing up,” my mom said.


  “You guys are impossible to be around!” I said, dabbing the edges of my eyes, trying not to cry again.


  Estelle stayed behind while the rest of us went downstairs and out back to the beach, where the wedding was happening. Anxiety crashed through me like a wave when I saw the groomsmen standing around talking animatedly as they looked out at the beach. I’m ready, I told myself. I’m fine. But when he turned around, and I caught a glimpse of his profile, my legs stopped working.


  “Uh oh. I can already see where this is going.” My head turned back when I heard my brother’s voice. “Deep breath and step, sis. Deep breath and step.”


  “I know how to walk, Rob, but thanks for the tip,” I said.


  He shrugged, smiling as he stared ahead at the group of guys. “I walked before you, so I figured you might need a little help.”


  I rolled my eyes with a laugh. “Actually, I walked before you, thank you very much.”


  “Yeah right,” he said with a scoff. He put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me into him. “You’re in charge of your sail,” he said against my hair. “Say it.”


  “I’m in charge of my sail,” I said, taking a deep breath. “What am I going to do without you when I move?”


  “Easy,” he said, dropping his arm and leaning away to look at me. “Don’t go.”


  “Ha ha,” I said, smiling at him. “You know I’m not going to pass up this job.”


  Rob let out a long breath. “I’m just saying—if you’re with me, you’re twinning, and if you leave, well, you won’t be.”


  I laughed, pushing him off me. “You’re so stupid. We’re always twinning.”


  We started walking toward the group; Rob’s presence gave me the strength I needed to keep my head held high. There was a time in my life that I hated being a twin. Even though I didn’t have a girl twin, with matching clothes and all the competition that came from that, I still felt overwhelmed by it sometimes. More often than not, it was a fleeting feeling, because at the end of the day nobody understood me the way my brother did, and I wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the twin thing or if it was just a sibling thing in general, but I was glad to have him. That was why when I got this incredible opportunity to take photos for a magazine in New York, I actually gave it a lot of thought. Two years ago I would have jumped on that opportunity, but I felt like the older I got, the more important family was becoming to me, and the thought of leaving them behind was something that wasn’t as appealing as it once was.


  “Hey, Meep, you look beautiful,” Oliver said once we reached them.


  “Thanks. You look fucking hot, but what else is new?” I said, making all of them laugh. All of them except one. The one who made my heart hurt every time I laid eyes on him, so I tried not to look directly at him.


  “Ready to get married?” Rob asked Oliver, who flashed him the biggest smile I’d ever seen.


  “I’m already married, but yeah, I’m ready to marry her again, and again, and again,” he said, earning a groan from Victor.


  “Please stop there. I’m afraid what your next comment will be, and I really don’t want this day to be ruined for all of us.”


  “Did you get the present?” I asked, ignoring Victor’s plea and adding fuel to the fire as Oliver started chuckling loudly.


  “Oh yeah. Thank you for taking those. I’m going to make her reprise the roles in some of them,” he said.


  “What roles? What are you talking about?” Victor asked, because his nosiness knew no bounds.


  “The boudoir shoot I did for Elle,” I replied. Rob started coughing beside me, Jensen added an “Okay, that’s enough of that,” but Victor just looked at me, his eyebrows drawn in confusion.


  “Boudoir shoot,” I said. “You know … sexy pictures?”


  “Of my sister?” he practically yelled. “Okay. I’m sorry I asked. I’ll see you guys at the altar!”


  We all laughed as we watched him retreat from the conversation. He stopped only to say hi to Sophie and offer her his arm, then shot us an impatient look.


  “That’s my cue,” Oliver said. “I have to walk in first. Where’s my mom?” he asked, looking at me.


  “I have no clue,” I replied, looking around.


  “There she is!” Rob said, pointing at Oliver’s mom, who walked in with an unfamiliar looking man and another woman.


  “Now there’s a picture I never thought I’d see,” Oliver said as he walked over to them. Jensen chuckled as he looked over at them, and I swear I felt my insides shake in its wake.


  “That’s his dad?” Rob asked Jensen.


  “Yeah, and his stepmom,” Jensen answered, still looking at the trio.


  “They seem friendly,” Rob said.


  “Yeah, they do,” Jensen replied.


  “Demi and Bruce Willis are friendly, and they’ve both been married to other people. It happens,” I said with a shrug. It wasn’t until Jensen’s eyes flashed over to mine that I realized what I’d said. The intensity behind his stare made me step back.


  “Some people know how to act like grown ups,” he said, his words dropping tiny matches onto the gasoline that ran through my veins.


  “Oh, you hang out with grown ups?” I said, tilting my head. His eyes narrowed on mine.


  “I think the ceremony is about to start,” Rob said, squeezing my arm to call my attention. I knew what he wanted to say to me before I even looked up at him, so I took a deep breath and nodded as I regrouped myself.


  “Let’s get on with it, Reynolds, and because this is the only chance you have of touching me, I suggest you revel in it,” I said, stepping closer to him and grabbing his arm. I tried not to think about the way my arm felt thin against his muscular one. I ignored the way his chuckle sounded and the way it made me feel. I ignored the way being near him made the endorphins in my brain haywire.


  We took our place behind Victor and Sophie and waited as the wedding song started to play, which was an acoustic version of “Thinking Out Loud” by Ed Sheeran. He moved his hand and entwined his fingers with mine, making my eyes widen in shock as I looked up at him.


  “You told me to revel in this,” he said, the sound of his voice making my heart beat in overdrive.


  “Please don’t,” I whispered.


  “What’s the matter? You lost your bravado?” he asked as we walked, smiling for Finley, the photographer I’d appointed the job to.


  “I didn’t lose anything,” I said, practically yanking my hand away from him and walking to my assigned spot when we reached the pastor.


  It wasn’t until I saw my beautiful best friend walking toward us that thoughts of Jensen vanished. I’d seen Oliver and Estelle together so many times before, but today, as the sun set, and they declared their love for each other, what they had finally hit me. They had what we all wanted, that thing we craved. As we stood there, soft droplets of rain began to fall.


  “A sun shower,” Sophie said beside me. “They say it’s good luck.”


  “Yeah well, I hope they kiss before that good luck starts ruining our make up,” I whispered back, unable to hold back my smile as I watched the bride and groom kiss. The entire thing was magical, despite the guys and small crowd rising from their seats and telling them to hurry up before the skies opened up above us. I didn’t have to walk back to the hotel with Jensen, because everybody was running by the time they finished kissing.


  At the party, as they swayed slowly to their first dance, I drank. And drank some more.


  “Rough night?” Rob said as he took the seat beside mine.


  I met his concerned blue eyes and smiled. “Beautiful night.”


  He gave me a look, his eyes flickering from mine to the flute in my hand.


  “It’s time to wine,” I said.


  “It’s champagne.”


  “Yeah, well, tonight we shall whine over champagne,” I said.


  “Yeah, well, you better hope your whining doesn’t turn into puking, because your girl just got married, and I highly doubt she’s going to hold your hair up tonight,” he responded.


  “Well, duh, I know that. Why do you think you’re here?”


  Rob laughed, shaking his head as he picked up his flute. “To eat.” He smiled when my eyes narrowed. “And shake my ass, of course,” he added, to which I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll hold your hair. Actually, it’s pretty short now, so I think it’ll hold itself,” he said, frowning as he looked at my hair.


  “We almost look like twins,” I said, laughing when he poked me in the ribs.


  “I’ll have you know that I am much more good looking than you,” he said, standing as the song came to an end and the next one started. He held his hand out to me, and I took it, following him to the dance floor.


  I laughed as he swung me exaggeratedly, and squeezed his arms when he dipped me. “You better stop before you end up wearing my champagne,” I said when he pulled me back up.


  “Meep, you sure know how to kill a mood,” Rob said with a groan. “I think I’m going to look for another dance partner.”


  “Knock yourself out. I have to use the restroom anyway,” I said as we walked off the dance floor.


  I heard my mom’s laughter ring out as soon as I stepped outside and followed the sound until I saw who she was talking to, but by then, she’d spotted me and was calling me over.


  “Mia, come here! Did you tell Jensen about the job in New York?” she asked.


  “Uh… no,” I said, not daring to look at him.


  “Did you know he still lived there?”


  If looks could kill… my poor mother. I wanted to drag her out of the party and yell, “Of course I know that!”


  I knew his address by heart, too. Not because I was a stalker, but because I visited with Patty and she made me mail him boxes of all kinds of things.


  I could have just not sent the things, and she would have never blamed me, but it was the only way I could help, and now that she was dealing with health issues, she needed all the help she could get. I’d sent everything from boxer briefs to blankets for his daughter. I didn’t know what hurt me more—knowing I would never see the boxers on him or giving something to the little girl that should have been ours, but wasn’t.


  “Oh, well, why don’t you tell him about your move?” my mom asked. My eyes snapped to hers. Was she crazy? What was she playing at?


  “What move?” Jensen asked, probably more to be cordial than because he actually cared. I looked over at him to make sure I could still read him, but he was looking at my mom.


  “Mia’s moving to New York soon!” my mom said, her smile wide as she looked at me. “She got a great job over there as a photographer—“


  “Mom,” I said, stopping her before she carried on. “I’m sure Dad is looking for you, and I doubt Jensen cares about my whereabouts or my career, so you should probably go find Dad, or maybe Hannah needs you for something.”


  Leave it to Bettina to wave me off as if I was some pestering child. “Mia, we’re having a conversation here. I’m sure Jensen would love to know what you’re doing in New York. You are in the same line of business and all. Actually maybe you know where she’ll be working—”


  My mouth popped open.


  “Yeah, Mia, I would love to know what you’ll be doing in New York,” Jensen said. I turned to glare at him. I hated him. Absolutely and completely hated him, in his stupid white shirt that covered his perfect frame and the navy blue bow tie and slacks to match. Fuck you, I wanted to say, but didn’t. Fuck you for being so fucking irresistible to me, even now. Go back to your snotty little girl and perfect wife, you asshole. That was what I wanted to say. That would make me happy. I didn’t say it, though, because even I have my boundaries.


  “Well, have fun, cool kids. I’m going to go pee, and then go back to the party,” I said instead.


  “Mia!” my mom said with a shocked gasp.


  “Oh, excuse me,” I said, bringing my hand to cover my mouth as I looked at Jensen, who was clearly trying to hold in his laughter. “I mean the restroom. Ladies don’t pee.”


  As I walked away I heard him laugh under my mom’s apology, and when I walked into the bathroom, I looked in the mirror and caught myself smiling. I narrowed my eyes and repeated the mantra I’d been telling myself since Jensen stepped out of my life: He has a family. He doesn’t need you anymore. Besides, he had enough reasons of his own to never want to see me again. I couldn’t believe he was being as cordial as he had been.


  I went back to the party, ate, and drank with no further interruptions other than Estelle, when she sat beside me for all of two seconds to rest her tired feet.


  “So, New York.” I was standing by the bar, getting myself another drink, when I heard the question behind me. I turned around and met his grey eyes.


  “Yep,” I replied, swallowing, hoping to wash out the sudden pain in my chest.


  “You wouldn’t have told me at all?” he asked, tilting his head, his eyes unreadable. “You would have moved over there, maybe lived right beside me, probably worked with colleagues of mine, and not have told me at all?”


  My heart thundered inside its cage, like an animal trying to get out. Eventually, when Jensen and I were together, that feeling of butterflies every time I saw him went away. After seeing him every day, kissing him every day, waking up in his arms, the excitement of newlywed bliss faded. I didn’t love him any less, didn’t want him any less, but this feeling I feel right now? The one where I feel like my heart is literally in his fist? I had stopped feeling it, and I wasn’t sure I liked it being back.


  “I … I’m sure you would have found out. I mean, I’m sure Patty would have told you,” I said, turning back around to face the bartender when he said my drink was ready.


  “Patty, but not you,” Jensen said, moving closer to me, the heat from his body rolling through mine. When I felt his breath over my neck, I closed my eyes and pictured his breath over my bare breasts, teasing me the way he used to, and then over my stomach, and lower…


  I stopped, opening my eyes once more. I got a funny look from the bartender and pushed off of the bar, colliding with Jensen’s hard chest.


  “Sorry,” I said, turning around and taking a step back to give myself space from him, away from his air, even though I still craved it. “I honestly, I mean, we don’t talk Jensen.” I stopped talking and craned my head to look up at him. “So no, I didn’t have any intention of sending out a carrier pigeon or anything.”


  His eyebrows rose. His lips twitched in amusement, and I fought the urge to wrap my arms around his neck and pull his mouth to mine. His face darkened suddenly, and I was sure he could read my thoughts. I cleared my throat and took a sip of the screwdriver in my hand.


  “Don’t write that in one of your stories,” I said, and held my breath as soon as the words left my mouth.


  “You read my stories?” he asked, his voice low as he took a step forward. We were being quiet, off in a dark corner where the bar was located, but I felt every pair of eyes staring at us in that moment. I felt like we were screaming over the electric dance song that people were happily participating in. I took a step back.


  “No,” I said. “But once a writer, always a writer, right?” I said lamely. My statement made him grin—that stupid, wolfish grin of his that made me cave to him to begin with. I’d convinced myself that I hated that grin, until this moment, when I saw it in front of me and not in one of my twisted fantasies, in which reality never kicked in.


  “Did you ever read—” he started to ask when my brother interrupted.


  “Meep, I have to head out. Are you coming or do you need a ride?” Rob asked, his eyes not leaving mine.


  “Is everybody leaving? Where’s Elle?” I asked.


  “They’re about to leave,” Rob said. “But Bean said they were just going to slip out, no big charade with bubbles or rice or whatever.”


  “Well, technically we can’t do the rice thing. It wasn’t permitted in the last wedding I shot,” I said.


  “I’m pretty sure that only applies in Catholic churches,” Jensen said.


  My eyes snapped to his, and suddenly all of the anger I thought had washed away came crawling back. “You would know, wouldn’t you?” I said, pulling Rob’s arm and stepping away.


  “It was good to see you, man,” Rob said over his shoulder.


  “Yeah, it was great,” I muttered under my breath, earning a laugh from Rob and a jaw twitch from Jensen.


  “You seemed like you were actually getting along,” he said once we were out of earshot.


  “Yeah, smoke and mirrors and all that jazz,” I replied, waving my hand.


  “I take it Mom told him about the move.”


  “She sure did,” I said with a sigh as we reached the front of the hotel, where Oliver and Estelle stood, talking, their arms wrapped around each other. “They have to be the most beautiful couple in the universe,” I commented. Rob nodded in agreement.


  “That’s what love looks like,” he said.


  “It is, isn’t it?” I said, smiling. I smiled brighter when Estelle’s happy eyes caught my gaze and she squealed, walking toward us with Oliver in tow.


  “Thank you so much for everything,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me away from Rob. She backed away to hold me at arms’ length, her eyes searching my face as if she was cataloging it. I knew I was going to cry before I felt the tears pricking my eyes. They were leaving on their honeymoon to Italy tonight, and I was leaving for New York in a couple of days. This was our last day together, and I swear if it weren’t her wedding I would beg Oliver to let me be a third wheel tonight.


  “I’m going to miss you so much,” I managed to choke out as I threw my arms around her again. “I’m so fucking happy for you, Elle. After everything you’ve been through these past years, you married Prince Charming.”


  “I love you so much bee-eff … so, so much,” she said, crying with me.


  “Stop being so melodramatic,” Rob said, making us laugh. “You act like you’re not going to take the next flight to New York when you’re back from your honeymoon.”


  Estelle laughed, and Oliver joined in quickly. “I totally am,” she said, backing away and wiping her tears away.


  “You better,” I said, also wiping my tears. “You can come, too, Bean,” I added, looking at Oliver, who chuckled, shaking his head.


  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said. “You’re going to kick ass, Meep.”


  “I know,” I said, making the three of them laugh.


  We finished saying our goodbyes and let them walk to their car when the valet drove it up.


  “I can’t wait to show you how charming I can be,” Oliver said as he opened the door for Estelle.


  “TMI!” I screamed. “TMI!”


  Oliver barked out a laugh and shot a wink my way. “You know you love hearing about our sex life.”


  “Not from you!” I responded with a laugh.


  He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter who the source is, the news is always the same. I rock her world. End of.”


  We all laughed one last time before they drove off.


  “You going to be okay?” Rob asked as we stood there, waiting for our car to arrive.


  “Yeah,” I said, drawing in a breath. “I’m excited. I mean, despite the whole missing my family and friends thing, I’m excited.”


  “You should be. I don’t think you’ve wanted anything more than this,” he said. As he spoke, I looked over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of Victor and Jensen talking inside the lobby, with drinks in their hands, and nodded.


  “I can think of one other thing,” I said quietly.
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  To Cam,


  Who never tried to alter my language, but instead learned to translate the meaning behind my silence.
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  And to you, because you look like you need a lighthearted second chance romance in your life.


  


  


  


  


  “Her heart was a little bruised up


  His had not yet learned to forget


  When they hugged, there were fragile parts.”


  -MJ ABRAHAM


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  I DON’T TAKE ownership in a lot of things. I rent an apartment, lease a car, and go to a no-contract gym. I have a wandering heart—an incessant mind. It’s hard for me to look at something and see forever; though I had a forever once.


  I let her go, not because I loved her too much to ask her to stay, but because I couldn’t bear to hear her tell me she wouldn’t. Still, every once in a while I wonder.


  And nothing is more haunting than regret.
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  I USED TO wonder what I would do if I had the chance to go back in time and right something. Would I take it? Would I look at it as a second opportunity, or would I just let it go, knowing the experiences I went through and learned from?


  Discomfort spread through me as I walked into the building of my new, albeit temporary, job. The feeling stayed there, stuck to the lining inside of my uneasy stomach, echoing its way into my mind until I reached the twentieth floor of the building. As I exited the elevator and stepped into the lobby of the magazine, a smiling brunette, who was sorting through a colorful cup of pens, greeted me. Something about her—maybe her fidgetiness, the Lisa Loeb look she had going, or the welcoming smile on her face—made me breathe a little easier.


  “How can I help you?” she asked in a singsong voice as she swiveled slightly in her chair.


  “I’m here to see Mrs.—I mean, Dr. Zamora.”


  “Fran,” she said. “She likes to be called Fran. Are you Mia?”


  “Yes.”


  The girl smiled and gave me a quick onceover. “Cool. I’m Katie. Let me make sure she’s in. Take a seat.”


  I let out a breath as I placed my bag on the floor and sat across from her in a sleek white chair, taking in the vast space filled with photographs shot by people whose work I admired. In an effort to calm my nerves, I picked up one of the magazines beside me and leafed through it, and even went as far as to try to channel my inner zen, remembering what an incredible yoga session I’d had earlier that morning. But nothing worked. That sticky feeling of what did I get myself into? could not be soothed.


  It felt like the time I let my twin brother talk me into letting him cut my hair so that we could “really be twins,” and I ended up looking like Peter Pan for two months while my mother cried into her pillow every night. I fished out my phone and contemplated sending him a text. Rob had always been the brave twin, with words of wisdom to get me through these times. But, I’d dug my grave, and now I had to lie in it.


  When I ran into my favorite college professor months ago, a local magazine had just published some of my pictures for a special they were circulating. The accomplishment I felt at telling her this dwindled when she asked the dreaded words: what next? But then she offered me the opportunity of a lifetime: to take pictures for a huge magazine, one I probably wouldn’t have had an opportunity to work for had my professor’s sister not been the person in charge of the project. The catch, of course, unbeknownst to my professor or her sister, was that my ex-boyfriend, The Dream Crusher, wrote for the same magazine. But I’d have been an idiot to turn it down. Regardless of where I worked after this, to have this experience on my resume would be incredible.


  “She just got here,” Katie said, jerking me out of my thoughts. I stood quickly, hitching my bag on my shoulder as the glass door to my right opened and a tall woman with an uncanny resemblance to my professor—wild red hair and bright green eyes—walked through it.


  “Mia,” she said, smiling wide. “I’m Fran.”


  “Great to finally meet you,” I replied, shaking the hand she offered me.


  “In person, you mean. Janna speaks very highly of you, and we’ve become quite the duo on Twitter.”


  I laughed when she winked at me. After she hired me for this job, we started following each other on any social media that allowed for stalking.


  “It’s like we’ve been friends forever.”


  “Social media will do that,” she responded with a laugh as she turned on her heels. “Let me show you around.”


  If Fran were a car, she’d be in fourth gear at all times. By the time she finished showing me around the place and we got back to her office, my legs felt like they were on fire. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the heels I was wearing, or because I had to take four strides to her two. Being short could be a bit of a curse.


  “We already got the clearance from W Magazine and are keeping the title ‘What Would You Do With Your Second Chance?’ I’m sure they told you already,” she said as we each took a seat.


  They hadn’t told me anything. Not that it mattered. I’d taken pictures for an article with a similar name, but it was for a small, local magazine, nothing of this stature.


  “I hope your friends don’t mind that we’re stealing their limelight,” Fran added with a smile. She’d become completely fascinated by the fact that the couple on the cover of the magazine, my best friend and her now-husband, were a second chance love story.


  “They definitely don’t mind,” I replied with a laugh. “They wanted to kill me when they saw the magazine in our grocery stores, so replacing it will be a good thing.”


  She laughed. “Were they uneasy because they weren’t an official couple yet?”


  “Basically. Her brother wanted to kill Oliver … the guy,” I paused to clarify before continuing, “when he found out about the whole thing.”


  “But it’s so romantic,” Fran said, letting out a deep sigh.


  “I guess it is.”


  “Oh, don’t tell me you’re one of those girls!”


  “One of what girls?”


  “The ones who are all ‘I don’t need a man’ and ‘I hate romance.’” She rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was biting back a smile as she said it.


  I shrugged. “I’m not any kind of girl. I don’t need a man, but I don’t hate romance. I think I’m kind of obsessed with romance, really, which is probably why I’m still single.”


  Fran laughed loudly. “Funny how that works, right? I’ll tell you what, had it not been for Match, I would have never met mine. I’m sure you don’t need any help finding a guy, though.” She waved the length of my torso as if she was presenting me to someone as some kind of trophy.


  “Finding a guy isn’t a problem. Keeping a guy is a problem, and finding the guy is a complete catastrophe.”


  Fran nodded in sympathy. “Yep. I’ve been there. But alas, you’ll find the one. You’re young, adorable, funny, talented, and smart. Hell of a combination.”


  I smiled and looked away. “One day.”


  “Anywho, enough about boys. Let’s talk about work. As I stated in the email, you’ll be taking your headshots today. You don’t need to come into the office every day, but feel free to use our facility for anything you need. I sent you the contact information for the couples you’ll be shooting so that you can schedule their test shots first, and after that, we’ll let you know who we narrowed it down to. We only want to select four couples to feature: two young, and two older. They all have different stories, anyway, so that’ll be fine.”


  She paused for a breath as I nodded, taking mental notes.


  “And … oh yeah, here are the names of the writers working on the special. Carlos and Deborah are regular staff; the other two are freelance, but work with us often. I wrote down their emails and will send them yours now so they can contact you. Sometimes they like to go along for the shoots and do their interviews there.”


  My eyes scrolled down the list as I nodded. I stalled when I saw his name. Just words on a page, but they made my heart flip once, twice, and finally nestle its way into the pit of my stomach. I was prepared for this.


  “You should meet us for drinks on Wednesday,” Fran said, pulling me out of my thoughts. I was so not prepared for this.


  “So I only see them on days that I shoot?” I asked, waving the paper slightly.


  “Well, that only happens if they want to interview the people in their element. Otherwise, we only see each other during meetings, and we don’t have many. We’ll be having one this Wednesday over drinks, though, and then again to lay out the final plans.”


  I swallowed loudly and nodded. “Okay.”


  “It would be great for you to come on Wednesday and meet them,” she said again. I felt like I was on a downward spiral, moving here, knowing this job would mean I would be insanely close to him, secretly hoping that I was, while reminding myself of the reasons I’d avoided him in the first place. I took a breath and braced myself for the inevitable fall.


  “Sure. Drinks sound great.”
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  I was talking to a friend of mine about this column the other day. He kept making fun of me, saying it sounded like an episode of Sex and the City. I gave him a hard time for even knowing what was on that show, but then I asked my date the other night about it, and she laughed endlessly. Apparently, if I was a woman, and the show was real, I would be Carrie. Jeff (editor), I’m cursing you.


  I’ve found that dating now, opposed to when I was younger, is more difficult. People have certain expectations. As a man, you constantly feel like you’re getting felt up (Not in the literal sense. FYI: I welcome the literal sense.). By the time you’re done with your first drink, you might as well be a puppy wagging your tail, waiting for approval from them. Adult dating is exhausting. Take me back to college!


  Restaurant: Glasserie


  The verdict: Jensen Approved.


  


  Question of the week from: @Margie17: “Where in your life do you feel most accomplished?”


  


  My answer: As a father. That’s probably the greatest thing I’ll ever do. Cheesy, cliché, but true.
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  IF NOTHING ELSE, I was grateful to have amazing people in my life. When I decided to embark on this journey, I received nothing but support from everyone. My friend, Millie, who roomed with me in college at UCLA, offered me a place to live. She also made sure I was constantly entertained—taking me out to dinner and happy hours while her fiancé was away on business. When I got to the apartment, she was there, waiting for the technician to fix a leak in the air conditioner.


  “I mean, seriously, why does the tenant have to be missing in action when things like this happen?” she said as she paced around the small living room.


  “You don’t have to stay here until he comes, you know? I’m perfectly capable of watching him fix it. It’s not like we can supervise something we know nothing about anyway.”


  She stopped pacing suddenly and turned to me with a small frown. “I guess you’re right.”


  “I usually am,” I said with a sigh, which made her laugh and roll her eyes at me.


  “ What are we doing for your birthday?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing? Shut up. We do something almost every day of the week, and you want to do nothing on your birthday?”


  My birthday was in two days. I’d never had anything against turning a year older; in fact, I’d always celebrated it like it was the last one I’d live to see. But celebrating without Rob didn’t feel right. For the first time in twenty-five years, we’d have to settle for a long distance celebration. He was fine with it, of course, since he had Juan Pablo to keep him company. But everybody I knew was back home. Out here, I was alone, except for whenever Millie was actually in town.


  “Well, I have to get drinks with the people from work that night, so maybe we can meet up afterward?” I said once I realized that her brown eyes were glued to my face as she waited for an answer.


  “Oh my God. Does that mean you-know-who will be there?”


  “I don’t know if you-know-who will be there. It’s his birthday, too, remember?”


  “You know that you-know-who knows you’re working there, right? Do you really think he won’t be there knowing you probably will?”


  I sighed. I didn’t know anything about you-know-who anymore. I couldn’t read his thoughts or try to make out his steps before he took them. I’d lost that instinct the same night I lost him, and I was totally fine with that. He moved on, as did I.


  “I don’t know, Mill, but I’m not here to reacquaint myself with him. I’m here to take these pictures, try to get my pictures displayed in as many places as I can, and then I’m out.”


  She plopped down on the couch opposite me, draping her legs over the armrest as she turned and rested her chin on her hand to look at me. “Are you still dead set on the LA job?”


  I nodded. Ultimately, having my prints displayed in museums was just a dream of mine. It wasn’t something I depended on happening, and, even if it did, I wasn’t depending on that for my number one source of income. I loved what I did. Loved taking pictures and living behind my camera lens. It wasn’t something I would give up for anything. Right after I took the temporary job with Newsweek, I also signed on to work for a fashion magazine based out of LA. It’d been my dream job all through college, so when I finally got it, I was beyond excited.


  “Well, you already know how I feel about that. I don’t think fashion is your calling, but if it makes you happy, I’m rooting for you,” Millie said as she stood.


  There was a knock on the door as soon as she righted herself. We spent the next half hour watching the repair guy fix the leak. After Millie left, I went to my room and sorted out my clothes for the dreaded happy hour. At least drinks would be involved, and, who knew, maybe he wouldn’t show up after all. Millie’s words rung in my head again, and with them I felt my nerves tighten in my core. Jensen did know I was working there, and I had a feeling he would show up at happy hour just to spite me; because that’s the type of shit he liked to do.


  After a couple of minutes of moping about things that couldn’t be undone or fixed, I grabbed my camera and headed out. I wasn’t in love with New York. The hustle and bustle of it wasn’t my style, but there was no denying the enigmatic qualities it had. Every time I stepped out of the apartment I felt the city’s heartbeat—frantic and full of possibilities. With each turn of a corner came a different story—a single mother trying to make ends meet, a workaholic father, a student trying to pass the semester, an implant from Idaho trying to land a modeling gig. There was so much beauty in the struggle of trying to find your place in the world.


  I let myself get lost in the fantasies I created when I was looking at the world through my lens. Life was easier to ignore when I was busy pretending for other people. It was easier when I didn’t have to be Mia, the girl who was lost, not just wandering, and I didn’t have to think of my own struggle to find my place in the world.


  That was what I found most comforting about it all: we were all confused together, and ultimately, all lost together, despite our ages, races, genders, and anything else that set us apart.
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  I TREATED MYSELF to not one, but three mimosas for breakfast on my birthday. Sadly, I was drinking alone, and drinking alone led to overthinking, and overthinking led to disappointment, and disappointment led to regret. And that led to another mimosa to wash it down, because fuck if I needed any more of that in my life. My best friend, Estelle, had sent me a care package, as if I was overseas and not in a city that had absolutely everything you could think of getting, and in the package was everything from a funny birthday card to a dildo. She obviously thought she was the funniest person ever.


  Before I got to my fifth mimosa, I pulled out my phone and FaceTimed Rob. It was six in the morning in Santa Barbara, and it was a weekday, so he had to be up for work anyway. He answered on the fourth ring, and I smiled at his wide smile, with the dimple on his left cheek showing. His dark hair was rumpled from sleep, and his deep blue eyes still hazy.


  “Happy birthday, Meep.”


  “Happy birthday, Robbie.” My eyes watered as the words left my mouth.


  “Oh God. You’ve been drinking champagne,” he said.


  “How do you know?” I asked, laughing. My eyes fell over the champagne flute that he couldn’t see from the way the camera was positioned.


  “You always get emotional when you drink champagne. And your face is red as hell.”


  “Oh.” I placed the back of my cold hand over my face. “What are you doing today? Aside from missing me so much you could cry.”


  He chuckled and shook his head. “After I get that good cry out of the way I’ll try to see if I can make it through work without dying of sadness, and then head to Mom’s for dinner with Juan Pablo. You?”


  I groaned. “I hate you. What’s Mom making?”


  “My favorite meal, obviously.”


  “You mean our favorite meal. And I hate you. Officially.”


  He laughed. “Shut up. You’re in New York freakin’ City!”


  “I know, but I miss home.”


  “You’ve been there for two weeks, Mia.”


  “Yeah. Two months to go.”


  He shook his head. “Well, you started off the day with a bang. Mimosas?”


  “Yeah, by myself!”


  “Where’s Millie?”


  I shrugged. “I told her I’d meet her later tonight, after the happy hour I have to go to for work.”


  Rob frowned. “Will Jensen be there?”


  My shoulders slumped. “Why is everyone making such a big deal about that?” He shot me a look that made me quickly glance away. “I don’t know. He might be, but I doubt it. It’s his birthday, too.”


  “Yeah, I know. I’ll be expecting his yearly shout-out in the paper.”


  I closed my eyes. “Rob.”


  “I know, I know, don’t talk about him, but you knew there was a strong chance that you’d see him if you took that job, so…”


  I rolled my eyes. “I’m a photographer, he’s a writer. It’s not like we’re going to be working in close quarters.”


  “True.”


  He looked like he wanted to add more, but didn’t. I already knew what he wanted to say anyway: just be careful. I didn’t need a warning from anyone. I had enough alarms ringing in my head without need for more. We talked for a couple more minutes as he filled me in on happenings back home, which wasn’t much. I’d have to get the gossip from Estelle when I spoke to her, but until then, I was going to take advantage and go shopping.
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  In the subway I made sure not to make eye contact with anyone. I’d made that mistake my first time and was met with a lot of crazy eyes, so I was trying to avoid that now. I busied myself by rubbing antibacterial gel on my hands for the tenth time. I was looking up at the advertisements when the train came to a stop. When I heard the last announcement for Rockefeller, I bolted out of my seat, knowing that I only had a few seconds to get to the door, if that.


  “My stop. My stop,” I said frantically, trying to squeeze through the crowd. I was hopping over a bag on the floor when my leg bumped something out of a little girl’s hands. Sighing heavily, I resigned to missing the stop and bent over to pick up the aqua-colored book. My eyes fell over the picture first. A girl with rosy cheeks was drawn on it, her long, dirty blonde hair winding over the cover in waves as she smiled at the baby turtle in her hands.


  Mia Goes to the Beach by J. Reynolds.


  Unbidden emotion spread through me. I reached my hand back, in search for something to hold on to, and found the pole just as the train started to move again. I felt my heart everywhere. Throbbing in my ears like a warning bell, nestling into my throat, spiking through my veins. The little girl, in an apparent effort to make me snap out of it, kicked me out of my reverie, the tip of her tiny pink Doc Martens hitting me on the knee in one quick movement. My eyes cut to hers. She had hair and eyes that matched mine, and the Mia on the cover. I managed a small and shaky smile and turned the book over once more to look at the back.


  “Sorry. Is it any good?”


  She nodded fervently as her mother answered, “She made me pre-order the rest of the collection. It’s our favorite bedtime story.”


  “Wow,” I breathed. A collection. Clearly I hadn’t followed Jensen’s career as closely as I thought. I knew that somewhere between having a baby and getting a columnist job at the newspaper he’d landed a publishing deal, but this was…


  “May I keep it?” I asked before I could stop myself. “I’ll pay you for it, of course.”


  The tiny kicker frowned at me, then at her mom. “Maybe tell your mommy to buy you one.”


  I sighed. My mother would so not buy one for me, and hers was now giving me a concerned look, as if she thought I was going to run off with their precious bedtime story.


  “We got this copy signed yesterday,” she said finally.


  I nodded slowly, processing the fact that Jensen, my Jensen, was popular enough to sign books for people. Unable to stop myself, I opened the book and looked at the inscription. Be brave, it read.


  “Be brave,” I whispered aloud, snapping the book shut before I could look through it. I wasn’t sure I could bear to do that in public. “The signing was in the city?” I asked.


  “A little bookshop in Brooklyn. I’m pretty sure he has another one in the same shop sometime this week.”


  I tried to picture him holding a baby in his arms as he strolled the few streets that I’d been able to explore when I went out for drinks with Millie. I could see him holding a stack of his books as he walked into those small bookstores. I wondered if he read them aloud to the kids in attendance or if he just signed them. Even though I’d seen him a month ago at our friends’ wedding, time had blurred his face from my memory. Sometimes, if I was alone, and something reminded me of him, like a song we both used to like, or a movie we used to watch, I would close my eyes and try to remember what he looked like on those nights when we were alone. I only did it when I didn’t mind falling into a pit of depression, which was less often these days.


  Those nights, I tried to remember the lump that rested on his throat, the outline of his jaw, the fullness of his lips, the hollows of his cheeks, the lines of laughter that framed his gray eyes, and the long lashes that covered them. Some nights I thought I remembered better than others. I realized two things long ago, during one of my mental sketches. It wasn’t his physical self that I missed most. It wasn’t his strong arms or the way having them wrapped around me made me feel safe. Safety was an illusion. I realized the day he left. What I missed was the way we could look at each other and know what the other wanted to say. I missed having somebody who understood me and made me feel cared for. Most of all, I missed all the fun we had together.


  All of those things also made me bitter, for his mistakes and mine. And seeing this book that he wrote with my name on it was a little too much for me to bear. Maybe if I’d seen it back home, it would have been different. Maybe if I’d heard about it from Estelle, I would have had a different reaction. But out of the blue like this? During a week when my nerves were already all over the place at the mere thought of possibly having to see him in a city that was more his than mine and threw off the balance I’d created in my own mind when it came to us … it was too much.


  I scrambled off the train as soon as it stopped again and sprinted to the other side of the platform to take the one going the opposite way. As I boarded the next train, I tried and failed to shake the book. I wanted to call Estelle or Rob, but couldn’t form enough words during my mental freak out to bring myself to dial either. I glanced at my watch and calculated that I had exactly eight hours to process and freak out before I saw him. A knot curled up in the pit of my stomach, and I placed my hand there to control its throbbing. I wasn’t sure I could see him now, not after seeing the book. I took a deep breath. Eight hours. I had eight hours to sort myself out before I had to meet with Fran and the rest of the people from work.
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  I get a lot of tweets asking what places to visit with kids while in New York. Aside from the obvious (Statue of Liberty, Empire State, etc.), I recommend The Bronx Zoo. This past week I took my daughter, and she loved it (as did I). Then, the night after, I was telling my date about it, and she said she’d never been. It didn’t surprise me, since, as people, we are always on the go and rarely take time off to go sightseeing, especially in our own cities. It’s something that has been on my mind since I moved here, and a friend of mine, a Brooklyn native, told me he’d never been to Ellis Island. At first I was shocked, but once I’d been living here for a month, I got it. We have no time. Actually, I take that back, we make no time to do these things. And I get it. You get a day off, and you’re doing house chores, and when you’re not doing that, you go and do something that helps you relax. It doesn’t really occur to you to visit a landmark. Well, New York, I don’t want you to die without visiting these landmarks, because while you’re in a frantic fog of hustle and bustle, these beautiful things are staring you right in the face. Look up once in a while!


  Moral of today’s talk: Look up!


  


  Question of the day: From @AmandaLovs2Read: “Do you enjoy art or photography? If so, do you follow the work of any artist, photographer, or have a favorite?”


  


  Answer: I love art and photography. I dated a girl once who took the best photographs I’ve ever seen. I enjoy Patrick Zaphyr. His photos remind me to take a moment and enjoy nature. I also like M.C. Escher’s work.
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  EIGHT HOURS WASN’T enough time to do anything, not even calm nerves over hypothetical situations like him maybe showing up … but maybe not. What was worse was that I didn’t know whether or not I wanted him to. If he did, I’d get it over with. Rip the Band-Aid, as they say. If he didn’t, I could continue living in a world where he didn’t exist to me. I dressed the way you were supposed to when there was a high chance of running into an ex, wearing my best jeans, a cute flowy top I’d gotten during my failed shopping trip, and killer boots that added at least four inches to my barely five-foot-three height. It took me all of twenty steps to the corner before I started berating myself for my clothing choices. On the one hand, I knew I looked hot. On the other hand, I wanted to kill myself for not breaking in the boots before I put them on.


  When I finally reached the small bar where Fran told me to meet them, I stood outside, trying to look in through the fogged glass. After a couple of beats, I took a deep breath, then another, and pulled open the door. The energy coursing through my body was surely enough to light up Brooklyn. Fran spotted me and waved as I was shrugging off the jacket I’d thrown on. I smiled to acknowledge the wave and folded the jacket over my forearm as I made my way over to her table. Four people sat with her, and, as I neared, I felt my heart start to quake in its cage. His back faced me, and even though he wore a beanie over his head, and a quarter-sleeved navy blue gingham shirt that covered most of his tattoos, I’d know him anywhere. His right hand held a beer—Stella, his favorite. I could make out the skull tattoo on his pointer, and the unfinished infinity symbol between his thumb and pointer, the one he’d gotten when we were together, when he promised me a forever and said that he wouldn’t finish the tattoo until I gave it to him.


  I grit my teeth together, controlling my eye roll. Forever. Yeah, right. Somehow, my feet and my brain got on the same wavelength and continued pushing me forward until I reached the table. Fran stood, and three heads turned my way, though I didn’t acknowledge them, opting to keep my eyes on Fran.


  “Mia!” she said, pulling me toward her. “Everyone, this is Mia. Mia, this is Anabelle, Ross, and Jensen.”


  My eyes left hers and met Anabelle’s brown eyes first. She was thin, with beautiful dark hair, exotic features, and a warm welcoming smile. I returned her smile and said hello before shifting my gaze to Ross, a red-haired guy with a full beard that matched. Finally, I readied myself for the last victim and looked over at Jensen. He was watching me with a curious expression on his face, scanning each one of my features as if I was a puzzle. As if he didn’t damn well know what I looked like. After two long beats, his mouth moved into a slow smile.


  “It’s Jensen’s birthday today, so I just ordered a round of celebratory shots in his name,” Fran said as we sat down, me beside her, across from Jensen.


  My gaze got momentarily caught in his. Would he tell her we knew each other? I sure as hell wouldn’t. As far as I was concerned, we didn’t know each other at all. Nothing about the way his eyes traveled from mine, down to my lips, past my chest, and back up in a slow motion that heated me from the inside was out of the ordinary. She must know he knew me. Someone must know. You didn’t look at people you didn’t know that way in public unless you wanted to screw them. Goddamn him for even trying that. Goddamn him for everything. He raised an eyebrow at me, and I snapped out of my glaring and turned my attention back to Fran.


  “Well then, I guess I should drink up.” I lifted the small glass to my lips as they did, and we all threw it back together. Jensen’s chuckle brought my attention back to him.


  “Maybe we should have another. I’m sure somebody else is celebrating a birthday today.”


  My eyes widened. Maybe he would tell them after all.


  “Hey, I don’t need an excuse to get drunk,” Ross said with a laugh as he signaled the bartender for another round.


  “Neither do I,” I said with a smile.


  After our next shot, we all ordered our own drinks, and Fran went into telling me stories about Anabelle, Ross, and Jensen. Anabelle and Ross were employed full-time. Jensen was freelance, as was another guy who couldn’t make it. In addition to journalism, Ross also wrote science fiction novels.


  “But you won’t find them in stock anywhere because they don’t sell … like, at all,” he added behind that.


  “I guess we can’t all be like Jensen,” Anabelle added, laughing when he rolled his eyes.


  “He writes children’s books. He also has a Sunday column in the newspaper,” Fran said to me.


  I nodded.


  “Impressive,” I said.


  Jensen’s mouth twitched. “It’s only impressive if all of it is good, which I’m not sure it is.”


  “Always fishing for compliments,” Ross said. Suddenly, he paused and looked at me for what seemed like a stretch too long. “You’d like the books, though! The girl’s name is Mia.”


  I felt all the color drain from my face, but smiled and laughed lightly, hoping it came out less forced than it sounded to me. After taking another sip of my cranberry-vodka I decided I’d been there long enough to excuse myself and go to the bathroom. I was standing outside of the door, in a dimly lit hallway, when he appeared beside me. The clean and spicy smell of him enveloped my senses. My hands clenched together, my jaw tightened. I felt like a caged fighter ready to pounce.


  “How’s New York treating you so far?” he asked, his voice a deep rumble.


  I took a breath, two, and counted to ten before acknowledging him. “It’s been fine.”


  “Where are you staying?”


  I turned my attention back to the door, willing it to open. “Millie’s old place.”


  “In the city?”


  I nodded, crossing my arms in effort to contain the goose bumps spreading over my flesh. His voice was too close to me. He was too close to me. I wasn’t made of metal; I knew I’d react to him. I wasn’t wired smart enough not to.


  “Chelsea, right?”


  Another nod.


  “That’s nice. I’m surprised you didn’t move to Brooklyn. It’s closer to where she lives now.”


  My gaze snapped up to meet his. And closer to where you live as well. I wondered if he could read my mind, the way he used to. From his exhale and the way he ran a hand through his hair, I wasn’t sure. Apparently we’d both lost our touch.


  “Yeah, well, I can’t afford Brooklyn.”


  He raised an eyebrow, and I restrained the growl that threatened to escape. I knew what he was thinking. Your rich parents couldn’t help you pay for rent? When we were together, that was always a rift between us. He thought my parents hated him because he had no money and came from the wrong side of the tracks. In reality, they hated him because he had a bad reputation and drove a Harley. Jensen was insecure, though. He thought if he’d had money, they would have accepted him. It annoyed me to no end.


  “Are you going to ignore me the entire time we work together?” Jensen asked. The frustration in his voice made it nearly impossible to leash my own.


  “We don’t have to work together! I email you the pictures, you write a story. Isn’t that what Fran just said?”


  “What if I want to interview them while you take pictures?”


  I took a step back. “That ... that’s a terrible idea.”


  “Why?” he asked. The way his eyes roamed over me, leaving tingles in their wake, that was the exact reason why. Because every time he looked at me that way, like I was special, like I was some sort of medal he wanted to win, I felt like melting. And also because I really wanted nothing more than to go back to hating him and being around him for more than fifteen minutes made that an impossible task.


  “You know why!”


  “I don’t,” he said, licking his lips. My gaze caught on them, on the pout of the bottom one. On the memory of how they felt on me, all over me. I stifled a shiver.


  I swallowed and signaled between us and then toward the general direction of the bar. “You just pretended you didn’t even know me.”


  “You did the same thing.” He paused, his eyes narrowing on mine slightly, his tongue running along the seem of his lips as he seemingly weighed something out. “You knew I worked with the magazine.”


  “What’s your point?” I said, trying not to bristle.


  “You were probably expecting to see me.”


  “A lot of people write for them.” I glanced away, unable to hold his stare.


  “Either way, you pretended you didn’t know who I was either.”


  My gaze cut to his. “I was going along with what you were doing!”


  “You got here after I did. You could have said, ‘Hey, Jensen. Nice to see you again.’”


  “But it wasn’t nice to see you again!”


  He let out a heavy sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “You know what? That’s fine. You’ve been ignoring me and pretending you don’t know me for five fucking years. I do it once and you flip the hell out?”


  I closed my eyes and shook my head, letting out a frustrated growl.


  “You have to be the most frustrating person I have ever met.”


  “The feeling is completely mutual.”


  “All right then. Get lost and let me pee in peace,” I said, walking into the bathroom as a girl walked out of it.


  Jensen wasn’t there when I was done, and I felt a little lighter for the full ten seconds it took me to get from the bathroom to the main room, because once I rounded the corner, his head snapped up. In the long seconds in which we held each other’s attention, I felt him reaching into me, his long arms working like tentacles, grasping my attention and holding it in his clutches. My feet might as well have been gliding toward the table, because I couldn’t tell you how I got to my chair. I couldn’t tell you what I was asked, or what response I gave, because my attention was on him.


  “So you surf?” Ross asked. “Mia. You surf?”


  I blinked in an effort to snap to and looked at him, his green eyes expectant on mine. I nodded.


  “But actually surf? Not paddle or whatever?”


  I laughed. “Yes, actually surf, like with a surfboard, where I paddle out with my arms and stand on the board and catch a wave.”


  “Holy shit,” he said in a breath that held an impressed whistle.


  I shrugged. “It’s what we do in sunny California.”


  “Do you miss it?”


  “God, yes.”


  “You haven’t been here long enough to miss it.” The words came from Jensen, and they made my stomach do a little dip. Our gazes caught, mine challenging, his brewing.


  “Home is home.”


  He took a swig of beer, eyes still on me. “Home is where you make it.”


  I tore my gaze away from his, hoping to get rid of the heavy tension between us. I wondered if everybody else could feel the electric field we seemed to carry around us. Before we officially got together, our friends said they could feel the sexual tension radiating off us. This was anything but that, though. This was real, cut throat, I hate you and want to choke you, tension. And I knew the feeling was mutual. At least tonight. Later, we talked about coffee, and Jensen and Ross got into a debate about which Brooklyn coffee shop was better. I took mental notes, but didn’t get involved in the conversation as they went back and forth.


  We had one more drink before we called it a night. Everyone had someplace they needed to be. Ross had his girlfriend waiting at home, Anabelle had her husband and kids, Fran had a friend she had to meet, and Jensen never said what his plans were, but nobody asked.


  “Mia, your first shoot is next Tuesday, right?” Fran asked as we walked outside.


  “I think so.”


  She nodded once. “I won’t be here, so you should exchange phone numbers with everyone, in case anyone wants to tag along and do their first interviews there.”


  “Sure!” I was happy to give my number to Anabelle and Ross before they said their goodbyes and walked off. As Jensen took my phone from my hand, his fingers grazed mine. I felt my heart rattle. His touch everywhere.


  “I’ll probably tag along on Friday,” he said, our hands still touching as he gave me a long, hard look that made me swallow heavily to calm my nerves.


  “Okay,” I said, my voice a little hushed, my bravado from earlier a little chipped.


  “I’ll be calling you soon,” he said. The husk in his voice traveling through my body as his fingers let go of mine. My hand dropped against my leg, clutching on to the phone with a vice grip. I turned to walk away before he could see how much he still affected me.


  I nodded and turned to walk away.


  “And Mia?”


  I glanced over my shoulder. He was standing with his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket, his hair moving with the gusts of wind, his eyes on mine.


  “Happy Birthday.”


  I felt the beginning of a smile blossom on my lips. “Happy Birthday, Jensen.”


  I turned away for good. I needed to get out of there before I brought up the book I saw, knowing that if I stayed there I would. I needed time to process that before I brought it up, if I ever decided to. It wouldn’t end well if I did. Of that I was certain. Shaking my head, I called Millie and headed to the bar where she was drinking with her fiancé. For the rest of the night I would relax.
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  My birthday was this past week, and in order to celebrate, my daughter brought me an octopus cake. I have it on good authority that her mother tried to convince her to get me a plain blue cake, and she insisted on the octopus. Obviously that means I had the best birthday yet.


  If I had to title this article, it would be a toss up between “WTF” and “IRONY,” because after I spent time with my daughter, and went for drinks with my editor, Jeff, I ended up meeting up with some friends of mine at a little bar called Reunion. As I was sitting there, arguing with my friend Ross about Yelp reviews, in walks in my life sweetheart. I know people say “college flame” or “high school sweetheart,” but to me, she was basically my life sweetheart, even though technically we didn’t start dating until her freshman year of college.


  So the WTF was seeing her stroll through those doors and join my friends for drinks. The IRONY was that the bar was called Reunion, and it happens to be a surfer bar, which is a sport we both enjoyed back home.


  She also shares a birthday with me. If you’ve been following my blog, etc., you already knew that since I always give her and her twin brother, Rob, a birthday shout-out every year. Yes, THAT GIRL. And I can report that the feeling in the pit of my stomach every time she looks at me is still there. More on this later—maybe when I get her to be cordial and not want to slap me every time I open my mouth to say something to her.


  Reunion: Jensen Approved.


  If you’re looking for a hip version of Margaritaville, this one’s for you!


  Question of the week from: @FrogsLive: “Do you believe in soul mates?”


  


  Answer: Yes.
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  PHOTOGRAPHY IS A lone art. That was one of the things that drew me to it. Newsweek apparently hadn’t gotten the memo. Evidently, Jensen hadn’t either. I got the much-dreaded call from him Monday afternoon. I’d just stepped out of yoga when my phone started vibrating in my hand, alerting me of an unsaved number with an 805 area code. I examined each digit as if there was a possibility they would change before my eyes. It was a phone number that haunted me on drunken nights and moments of uncertainty. One I swore I’d never use again. It wiggled in my hand four times before I answered it.


  “Hey,” he said, returning my greeting.


  My heart skipped at the sound of his voice. It seemed like an eternity since the last time I’d heard it on the other end of the line.


  “I’m taking the pictures in Central Park tomorrow,” I said after a moment of silence.


  “At what time? And where?”


  “Eight-thirty, and I just told you, Central Park.”


  His rich chuckle permeated through the line. “Have you ever been to Central Park?”


  I paused, frowning. “Of course I have.” When I was five, not that he needed to know that.


  “Okay, so you know how big it is.”


  “Obviously.” It was a park. How big could it actually be? I’d seen it on TV a gazillion times, and everybody always ran through it pretty damn quickly.


  “Well, okay, so let me know when you figure out where in Central Park you want me to meet you.”


  “Okay. I’ll go over there today and scope out some areas.”


  He cleared his throat. “All right. Good luck. Talk to you soon.”


  It was all so awkward, so informal, the way he spoke to me like I was an associate of his and not somebody he’d once made love to. I reminded myself that I wanted it that way. I needed it to be that way. Later that day, after I’d gotten a good location in the park, I took the train to Brooklyn. As I walked around, I saw a monkey coffee shop and decided to stop in there. I was waiting for the barista to hand me my drink when I saw Jensen sitting in the back corner. His back was to me, and I had to do a double take to make sure it was him because of the angle he was positioned. My stomach tightened as my eyes fell over his left arm and the tattoo of the octopus that wrapped around it. I turned around quickly, like a kid caught doing something wrong.


  It wasn’t like he owned Brooklyn, or this coffee shop. I could go wherever the hell I wanted. The barista held a cup in his hand and frowned as he turned it, looking for the name.


  “Mia!” he shouted.


  My eyes widened. Reaching out, I grabbed the cup from his hand, whispered a thank you, and got out of dodge. I didn’t breathe easily, or take a sip of coffee, until I was back on the train. As soon as my butt hit that seat I let out the longest, most relieved breath and held the cup up to my mouth with both hands, savoring every sip until it ran out. I couldn’t believe I saw him. I just couldn’t believe it. I wondered if he went there every day. The coffee definitely made it worth going every day. Maybe I’d go again … just for one more cup.


  “You are the most confusing woman on earth,” Estelle said later when I recounted my little trip to Brooklyn.


  “How so?” I asked, sorting through my underwear drawer.


  “You went all the way to Brooklyn to get coffee from a place he spoke about during drinks the other night.”


  “It’s not like it’s his coffee shop! It’s a public place. It’s not my fault he’s decided to call it his own personal office space. God, he’s annoying.”


  Estelle laughed. “You stalked him. Again!”


  “I did not!”


  “Mia.”


  I felt myself coil between my dresser and closet, holding the phone a little tighter to my ear. “I was just curious. Weren’t you ever curious as to what Oliver was doing when you weren’t together?”


  “Yeah, it’s called go on Facebook and scroll through all his pictures.”


  I groaned. “Jensen doesn’t have Facebook anymore.”


  “That’s right … he went on a whole rant about Facebook recently.”


  My ears perked up. I didn’t question her though. If I questioned her, she would know that I legit stalked the shit out of him, and that was something that I would take to my grave. Estelle was like a sister to me; we told each other things I didn’t even talk to Rob about, but when it came to Jensen, I always liked to keep a bit of mystery. Hell, Jensen himself was a bit of a mystery to all of us. A mystery I wanted to solve so badly. I groaned again. I needed to stop. That kind of thinking was what got me in trouble and that was the last thing I needed.
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  I got this question the other day. It seems to be a reoccurring question amongst my twitter followers, so I figured I would dedicate a column to it. The question is: “What is your ideal first date?”


  Brace yourselves for the letdown, ladies. This will be the column that will make you fall out of lust with my weekly columns, but please come back and let me try to redeem myself.


  Truthfully, I’m not good with dates. I normally ask the woman what she likes to do, but I find that often they respond based on what they think I like to do. “Go to baseball games.” “Go bowling.” “Watch a movie.”


  And the thing is, while I do enjoy doing all of those things, I’m not sure any of them, aside from bowling, is good first date material. I’ve tried it all out, I should know. Movies lead to little talking. Baseball games are great for conversation, but when you go with a man to a game, you have to leave room for yelling (obscenities cannot be judged upon here. This is our safe zone.), not paying too much attention to talk about your dog or cat or anything else for that matter if a good play is happening, and well, then there’s the messy peanuts and hot dogs and beer.


  For these reasons I stick to dinner. Dinner is always a good first date. It can be dinner at a fun place like Dave & Busters. It can be dinner and then a walk on the beach (cheesy? Yes, but effective for both parties … if you’re into each other by the time said walk is set to take place).


  Lastly, everybody puts so much emphasis on the first date. It used to drive me crazy because it made me feel like I was going in for a job interview and my nerves didn’t leave room for easy conversation until well into the date. My advice? Remember that the person you’re on the date with is just, if not more, nervous than you are. Break the ice early on. And if somebody asks you what you like to do, be honest. Just because you’re looking for the one, doesn’t mean that you have to subject yourself to every single lousy date you’re set on.


  Dave & Busters in the city: Jensen Approved.
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  I’D SORTED OUT the park situation with Jensen and my subjects and was there at seven forty-five making sure the lighting would work in that particular section. It wasn’t long before I spotted Jensen walking over to me with a notepad in his hand. He wore jeans that looked like they were made for him, and a black hoodie that had the Dharma Initiative logo on the front. His hair was swaying with each gust of wind that hit. When he reached me, he stood in front of me and tucked his notepad, his Spiderman notepad, under his arm. I craned my neck to meet his gaze, my heart thumping wildly.


  “You picked a good location,” he said, voice low, eyes searing through me.


  I nodded, trying to contain the pull between us. I wasn’t sure whose game of tug of war was stronger, his or my feelings. And the way his eyes searched my face, and how his jaw was working, I could tell the feeling was mutual. Our greetings were so grandiose when we were together, when I would jump on him and mold my body to his, and he’d kiss every inch of my face. Our goodbyes held the same intensity, maybe more of it since neither one of us wanted to untangle from the other. While we were apart unsupervised greetings were unnecessary since I’d run the other way the moment I heard he was in town. On the occasions that I did see him, we’d always been around our friends and were able to ignore each other.


  “Maybe we can be cordial today?” he said, his voice still low.


  The look in his eyes was making my insides flip. He stepped forward half an inch, still far enough to give me personal space, but close enough that the smell of him wrapped around me.


  “Maybe,” I whispered.


  He lifted his head and looked away momentarily. My eyes trailed down his cheek, his jaw, his neck, and snapped back to his gaze when he looked at me again.


  “I’m not good at holding grudges, Mia. You know that. I don’t know how to hate you. I’ve tried. I was so angry at you for so long, for shutting me out when I needed you most, for not being there, but I don’t know how to hate you.” He paused, letting out a sigh. “Maybe we can try being friends.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Maybe you can start answering with yes or no, preferably the first option.”


  I smiled at his low chuckle and the twinkle in his eyes. “Maybe I’ll try.”


  Silence fell over us, and I felt as if every inch of me was wired, dependent on what would come next. I swallowed and took a step back, clutching to the camera around my neck.


  “I like your sweater,” I said.


  He gave me a lazy smile and opened his mouth to say something, but shut it quickly and shook his head, looking away from me. For a split second I could hear his thoughts: We need to go back to the island. It would have been a totally normal thing to say to anybody, had we not used that line in reference to our sex life once upon a time.


  “Is that them?” he asked.


  I followed his gaze and spotted an older couple holding hands walking toward us. They were both tall, with gazelle-like features—long legs and long arms. The woman, Katelynn, I assumed, had short brown hair that matched her husband, Jon’s.


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. She said she’d be wearing red pants,” I said, giving them a small wave that Katelynn returned.


  “Hi! Oh my God, you’re so adorable,” she said as she reached me and gave me a hug like we’d known each other forever.


  Adorable was the word people used to describe petite girls. My entire life I’d been “adorable.” In college, sometimes I was “hot.” With Jensen, I’d been “beautiful.”


  I laughed. “It’s great to meet you.”


  She let go of me and turned her attention to Jensen, introducing herself as I shook Jon’s hand. We went over what we were going to do: I would take pictures of them first, and Jensen would do his interview while I packed up. They sat on the blanket I’d put down, and I took some there. Her short brown hair kept getting in her eyes, so I took more pictures than usual. I shot until I got enough pictures, so the magazine would have options.


  “After this shoot, how long do you think it’ll take for them to let us know if we’ll be featured?” Katelynn asked.


  “I’m not sure, honestly.” I looked over my shoulder for an answer, at Jensen who was sitting nearby, watching us.


  “I have no idea. I’m just here to ask questions.” He tapped his notepad two times.


  “You can do that already,” I said, waving my camera. “I have enough pictures.”


  “May I see them?”


  “Of course, but keep in mind that they’re unedited.”


  He nodded and stood to walk over. He took a seat beside me, facing them, and opened his notepad. To my surprise, he had no questions written down. I started packing up the different lenses I’d used while he started.


  “How old were you when you first met?”


  “Twelve.” That was Katelynn.


  “Fourteen.” That was Jon.


  “He was fourteen, I was twelve,” she said with a laugh.


  Jensen chuckled and wrote it down.


  “When did you start dating?”


  “High school,” she said. “Our families were friends. I always thought he was cute, but I never thought he’d like me.”


  Jon laughed. “I liked you all along.”


  “Yeah, well,” she said with a shrug. “So I started dating his friend in high school, and suddenly he was all over me about it. He made it impossible for us to go on dates, and finally I broke up with his friend and started dating him.”


  Jensen didn’t have to do much prompting. Katelynn recounted their story pretty well on her own. I could tell she’d told it millions of times. They broke up when Jon left for college because Katelynn wanted him to stay local and he wanted to go away. She started dating somebody else, as he did, they married other people, and reconnected at a family party years later when they were both divorced and single again.


  “And the rest is history,” she said.


  “You mentioned you have a son from your first marriage. How did he handle it?” Jensen asked.


  I held my breath and wished I could leave. Instead, I started rearranging the lenses inside my camera bag to busy myself.


  “Dan was eight when he met Jon, and he took a liking to him right away.”


  “As soon as I met him, it was like he was my own. I was always respectful of his father, though. I didn’t want him to feel like I was trying to take over his dad’s role,” Jon added.


  Jensen jotted something down. “How long have you been married?”


  “Fifteen years.”


  Jensen nodded. I was still struggling to breathe properly. Finally, we all stood, and Jensen spoke to them as I finished packing up the blanket. I promised Katelynn I’d email her a few of the pictures once I edited them, and we all walked toward the exit together. They said their goodbyes and walked to the left.


  “You want to grab brunch?”


  I clutched the strap of my bag and looked at Jensen. He chuckled at the look on my face.


  “Just brunch, Meep.”


  I groaned at his use of my nickname. “No. Definitely not.”


  He shrugged. “All right.”


  “Okay. I’ll see you around or something.” I started walking in the direction of the subway. He was still walking beside me. I couldn’t think when he was walking beside me. I could barely breathe. Finally, I looked over at him. “Why are you following me?”


  He raised an eyebrow as his lips moved into a smile and then a full-out grin as he tried to contain his amusement. “You think I’m following you? Jesus, you’re presumptuous.”


  “You came over here to interview my people, started talking about how you can’t hate me, invited me to brunch, and now you’re walking beside me … yeah … I think I have valid reasons to think you’re following me.”


  He made a face as he shook his head and tore his gaze from mine.


  “You were the one who got this job, knowing there would be a possibility I’d be working on this project.”


  “Yeah, thanks for reminding me. I’m starting to regret that.”


  His eyes met mine again, and my breath caught. I clutched the strap of my camera bag so tight, I knew my hand would be marked.


  “Do you want me to tell them I know you?” he asked. “The people from work. Do you want me to tell them I know you?”


  I exhaled and rolled my eyes. He thought this was about that? Not about his stupid book or the way he used my name? Not about our past or the way he decided he absolutely needed to interview these people while I shot their pictures, but about the people from work not knowing we knew each other?


  “I don’t care.”


  “You obviously care.”


  “I couldn’t care less what you tell people about us, Jensen.”


  His hand closed over my forearm then. He pulled me so that we weren’t in the middle of the sidewalk with people trying to dodge us.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked as we faced each other.


  His voice too calm, too quiet. Too comforting. His eyes scanned my features. Every inch they fell over felt like a soft kiss. I closed mine momentarily, trying to catch the temper I felt floating away from me.


  “I saw the book. Mia Goes to the Beach.”


  “What’d you think?” he asked after a stretch of silence.


  “I don’t know what to think,” I said in a whisper.


  “Why?”


  He moved closer, until our faces were mere inches apart. Until I felt like I couldn't breathe if he didn't put his lips against mine. Breathe, I told myself. Just breathe. But I could feel the heat coming from his body.


  “You used my name, Jensen.” I paused, searching his face.


  There was no trace of remorse there, not an inkling of confusion as to why it would bother me. He looked at me like he owned the name. Like he had every right to use it.


  “You had to know I’d have a problem with that. I haven’t even spoken to you since you left. You just said it. Every time I see you I run the other way.”


  “You didn’t at Oliver’s wedding.”


  “That was different, and you know it.”


  “It’s been five years, Mia.” He stepped closer. I flattened myself against the wall. “Five.”


  “I know exactly how long it’s been, Father Time.” He smiled, but got serious quickly.


  “I can’t not use your name,” he said quietly.


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re a big part of why I’m successful.” He paused, and let out a curse under his breath before adding, “Because I never let you go.”


  My jaw unhinged. “Are you freaking kidding me?” When he didn’t answer, I soldiered on, placing my hand flat on his chest and tapping with each statement. “You got married! You had a kid! You have no right—” I paused, letting out a frustrated breath, and taking another to calm down. I channeled Frank Costanza. Serenity now. Serenity now, and took another breath. Just as I felt ready to unleash the rest of my frustration, he placed his hand over mine on his chest.


  “I’m not married anymore. I made a mistake five years ago, for which I’ve apologized a thousand times.” He paused to exhale and run his other hand over his head. “God. Did you even read my letters?”


  I blinked and took my hand from under his. “Fuck your letters,” I said, but my anger was no longer laced with its original poison.


  He blinked away the longing that had taken place in his eyes, fiery anger taking over.


  “Yeah, fuck my letters,” he said, raising his voice with each word he spit out. “Fuck my letters, fuck me, fuck my existence. You’ve made it perfectly clear that you hate me, and I’m sorry for that, because despite all the shit you did to hurt me, I haven’t fucking stopped thinking about you for one second!”


  His words slammed into my so hard, I physically reared back for a second before I slapped his face. Hot, angry tears filled my eyes as his hand covered the area I’d smacked. I made a fist with my hand, hoping it would soothe the sting.


  “You got another woman pregnant and married her. You fucking left me. You. Left. Me. Next time I run through your mind make sure that thought follows closely behind.” I brushed past him, but he caught up with me quickly. He didn’t grab me this time, but he might as well have because his presence beside me was huge.


  “One of these days you’re going to wake up and ask yourself if all the anger you feel toward me is worth your energy.”


  I shoved my hands in the pockets of my sweater as we reached the end of the block. When I looked up to see if he was still there, I caught a glimpse of his back as he walked away. Watching him walk and eventually disappear into a sea of people without looking back made me realize how much I still cared. Even if I didn’t want to. Even if I told myself I didn’t, I obviously still cared, and that bothered me more than the fact that he walked away in the first place.


  When I got home, I put my stuff down and noticed I had a text message from him. I opened it quickly, expecting an apology. Instead, it read: Send me the information for your next shoot. My stomach flipped at the thought.
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  I love technology. I’m the tech guy who constantly upgrades his software and switches out his laptop when a new model comes out. This past weekend I was invited to attend the grand opening of a small tech shop in Chelsea, and I have to say, I was like a kid in a candy store. Basically, it was a mini Apple store nestled into my second favorite neighborhood in New York (the first being Brooklyn, of course).


  Most of us were there to write a story about the place, so as you walked into the store you saw people trying out the computers, looking at accessories, or typing into their phones.


  The experience really got me thinking about how much we depend on technology to reach loved ones and potential loved ones alike. Whenever I’m out of town, I FaceTime my daughter so I can see her pretty face. Normally, I’m not huge on texting, as easy as it may be, but recently I reconnected with somebody and I’m torn between calling, texting, or emailing. Texting seems like the “normal” thing to do. Calling seems like the “adult” thing to do. Emailing seems like the best way to say, “I want to stay in touch, but not seem desperate to stay in touch.” Obviously this also depends on your relationship with the person. A business relationship is different from one between you and an ex-lover, which is the case for me. Alas, I went with texting … for now. I’ll keep you posted since I know you’re nosey and love to know.


  Mike’s Tech Shop in Chelsea—for products, data recovery, little-to-no wait time on services, etc.: Jensen Approved!


  Question of the day from: @atipyam:When & how would you introduce your kid/s to the person you’re seeing?


  Answer: Depends on the situation. I think when the person is 100% serious about me and vice versa.
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  AS MUCH AS I tried to fight myself on it, I looked up Jensen’s readings and found one in Brooklyn. I blamed my loneliness on all of this. I blamed not having my friends and family around to tell me to stop being a fucking girl and go out with somebody else. But I had nobody else to go out with. I was a single girl living in New York who was scared of fucking ÜBER, let alone Match.com. The idea of that shit gave me the creeps. Millie had met her fiancé, Seth, on there. When she looked at it she saw opportunities and love stories. I saw serial killers. My curiosity was greater than my will to stay away from him, so I took a train to Brooklyn and went to the small bookstore. By the time I got there, there was a crowd of people with their kids. A large crowd of people—so large that I had to squeeze through them in order to get inside—and when I finally got in I was forced to stand against a shelf completely hidden from where he would be sitting. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe it was best I didn’t see him. I definitely didn’t want him to see me.


  I knew he finally showed because of the cheers and phones taken out to snap pictures of him. For some reason, the idea of all these women, who were clearly checking him out, having pictures of him on their phones, bothered me. I glared at all of them as they smiled, laughed, and nudged the moms beside them with knowing looks on their faces. I hated all of them. Officially. Jealousy stuck to me like unwanted glitter from a party bag.


  “Are you ready for story time?” Jensen asked. The air in my lungs constricted at the sound of his voice. The kids clapped and their floozy moms cheered along. “I like to read the dedication first.”


  Finally, I got sick of not seeing what they were seeing, so I moved and plucked a book from a shelf, squinting through the space to catch a glimpse of him. He was wearing jeans, a charcoal gray T-shirt that matched his eyes, and a charming smile. His hair was in its usual state of disarray, and a shadow of a beard coated his face. It was his aura that mesmerized me, though. Everything about him screamed bad boy, and everything inside of me begged to be closer to him.


  “For Olivia,” he read, clearing his throat before he continued, “who taught me the importance of bravery.” I felt myself smile at that. “And for Mia, who believed in me when nobody else would.”


  I blinked a couple of times and braced myself on the edge of the shelf. I felt the air leave my lungs the way a balloon deflates—slowly at first and then in a quick, winding zip. All of these things happened, yet I stood with my mouth hanging open, staring at him. I tried to regain my composure as he started reading, but my head was swimming with the words in his dedication. I registered the kids laughing and the mothers snapping pictures, but I could no longer concentrate on any of it.


  Finally, when I came off the state of shock I’d been in, I started listening, but even that gave me a nervous buzz. A part of me didn’t want to accept that pieces of me lay on the pages he held in his hands. Pages he wrote and illustrated and dreamed up on sleepless nights. As he continued, the familiarity of the actual story tidaled over me like a wave.


  Mia was an adventurous little girl.


  Mia’s golden locks glittered in the sun.


  Because of Mia’s kindness, Hester the Turtle got back to his family.


  The room erupted in claps and cheers as he finished reading, and I could only stand there reeling.


  I thought I wanted to see him.


  I thought maybe I would even talk to him.


  But I couldn’t trust myself to do it now. I started weaving my way out of the room, only stopping to let the kids cross my path. I looked over my shoulder once, just as his head snapped up from a book he was signing. At first he frowned, as if he wasn’t sure what he was seeing was correct. Once realization seemed to hit him, he smiled, lazy yet charming, and excused himself from the crowd of people he was talking to. I turned back around and picked up the pace, practically barreling through the front door, into the freezing cold streets of Brooklyn.


  “Mia!”


  I cringed, wrapping my arms around myself. Not even the sweater I wore was a match for this weather.


  “You’re just going to leave?”


  I turned to face him, squeezing myself tighter. “I have to go.”


  “Were you here for the whole thing?”


  I shivered. “Yep.”


  “Why?” he asked, tilting his head, examining my features.


  I shook my head. “I don’t know.”


  “Come inside, you’re obviously cold.”


  “No, no. I’m leaving. Just … go be with your people; they’re here to see you.”


  “And you’re not?”


  A frustrated growl left my lips. “I’m trying really hard not to go off on you right now.” I let out a heavy sigh. “Go back inside. I’ll talk to you another day.”


  He continued to stare at me, his turbulent eyes scanning my face, dipping down to my body, back to my face, finally locking on my eyes once again.


  “I’ll go back inside in a minute. Right now I’m interested in knowing how you’re feeling.”


  “I … I’m really…” I paused, waiting for my teeth to stop clattering. “I’m really fucking cold. And mad.”


  “Because I used your name,” he said.


  “And because you included me in the dedication. And you talked about Hester the freaking Turtle! How do you even remember that?” I sighed, letting out a cold breath. “I came to see you for…” The chattering of my teeth didn’t let me continue talking, and he took it as a sign to jump in.


  “For what?”


  I shrugged, a shivered shrug that shook my shoulders. His gaze dropped momentarily.


  “Let’s go inside. You’re shivering.”


  I shook my head. “No.”


  “What did you come for? To get upset and yell at me?”


  I shook my head again, though I couldn’t figure out why the hell I went.


  “Closure?”


  “Ma … ma … Maybe.”


  “You came here for closure?”


  I threw my arms up. “No! Yes! I don’t know! What else would I come for?”


  A smile bloomed on his lips.


  “You need to st … st … stop looking at me like that. Do you think this is funny?”


  He chuckled. “No, I don’t. I think this is crazy, but so are you, so I guess this is our normal.”


  “I am not crazy!” I jabbed a finger into his chest.


  He looked down at my hand. The amusement on his face made my blood boil. “No?”


  “I hate you,” I said loudly. “Officially.”


  “Officially.”


  I growled again, louder this time, and retreated. “I’m going to go. I shouldn’t have come, and I’m not about to make a scene in front of all of Brooklyn!”


  He grinned broadly, folding his arms in front of his chest. “What’s this called?”


  I paused, fuming on the edge of the sidewalk, and turned to glare at him. “It’s called … it’s called theatre!”


  I’d reached the corner when he caught up to me, his arm wrapping around my middle as he pulled me against his hard chest and brought his lips to my ear.


  “Hate is a strong word,” he said, his voice making my stomach drop.


  I shimmied until he dropped his arm. “Super strong word.”


  “You know what else is a super strong word?” he asked, his gaze on my lips, my cheek, my hair, my eyes.


  My insides tumbled. I knew what he was thinking, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. I didn’t want to feel any of that. I didn’t want to feel anything at all. Yet there I was, feeling.


  “Let me go,” I said, my gaze dropping to his hand, holding the hem of my jacket. He closed his eyes briefly.


  “I don’t know how,” he whispered.


  The ache in my heart returned then. I swallowed. With one look he’d managed to stumble into my life, the way a drunk undressed in the dark. With one look he’d managed to bring my guard back down. If I stayed any longer, I would let him break down all the stones I’d built in the aftermath of his love, and I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear to let one night break me open like that. So I did what any smart woman would do in my shoes. I forced his hand off my jacket and walked away.


  On my way home I sulked, until I showered and snuggled into bed. Then I replayed everything over. I’d stalked the guy, yelled at him, and tried to stomp away from his flippin’ book signing. The more I thought about it, the funnier it became, and it wasn’t long before I began to laugh. It died down as I remembered everything I said to him.


  Did I tell him I wanted closure?


  Fuck. Of course I did. I was an idiot. Officially.
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  I had a book reading/signing this past weekend. To those of you who came out to support, thank you. Being in WORD is always a pleasure. I wrote that book, Mia Goes to the Beach, about a girl I love. A girl who brought me an equal amount of love and pain. But, beyond everything, brought me hope. She showed up when nobody else did, and sometimes that’s all you need … for somebody to show up. She showed up again this past weekend, at the reading, and once I realized she was there, I had a pretty surreal experience. I never thought she’d ever hear the words of the story coming from my lips, yet there she stood, listening, like she did countless times many years ago.


  And I have to wonder if she’ll show up again. It’s been said we’re only given one chance at things in life. I’d love to prove that wrong.


  


  Question of the day from: @LilouBlue: “Do you think we should always follow our hearts no matter what? Do we even have the choice not to?”


  Answer: Sometimes the consequences of it are worse in reality than they are in our mind. When I first divorced, I thought I had everything figured out. I would go in search for this girl, the one I let get away, sort of speak. But then the divorce was finalized, and I found myself spending all my free time with my daughter because I didn’t want her to resent me for no longer living with her. Then, when I did get my chance to look for the girl, I found her in another man’s arms. At that point I had to wonder if it was worth interrupting her life for a future I wasn’t sure I could promise. So I let it be; let her be. I think following your heart requires the right timing, and I haven’t had great luck with timing thus far.
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  “SO YOU GUYS are talking now?”


  That was the first thing my brother, Rob, asked when I told him about my encounter with Jensen and the very few text messages and conversation that followed. They’d been direct, about work, and once about food. That hardly counted as reconnecting.


  “No.”


  “You just said—”


  “Texting doesn’t count as talking.”


  Rob laughed. “Is there really any difference nowadays?”


  “Obviously.”


  “You know most people carry on entire relationships via text message?”


  “Yeah, they’re called teenagers.”


  “Adults do it too.”


  “Robert, you and everybody else are crushing my dream that maybe I still have a chance at what apparently is an old school relationship. I’m not twinning with you anymore.”


  He laughed louder. “Sorry. That’s one thing you can’t escape.”


  “Mom should have waited a few more minutes to push me out.”


  “You would be dead if she had,” he reminded me. I was born at eleven fifty-eight, three minutes after Rob, so I like to joke that if she waited a little longer, we technically wouldn’t be twins. Technically, we were still being carried at the same time, Rob liked to say, because the guy loved being my twin. I couldn’t blame him.


  “My point is, this means nothing, Jon Snow.”


  “Your obsession with that show and that character is driving me crazy.”


  “You mean your obsession with that character. I’m a Tyrion kind of girl.”


  He made a disgusted sound. “Moving along. What does Elle say about all of this?”


  “She doesn’t watch that.”


  “About Jensen! Focus, Mia!”


  “Oh. Nothing. I don’t know. What’s she supposed to say?”


  Rob stayed quiet for a beat. I could picture his blond eyebrows pulling toward his hairline. “No wonder you’re telling me about it.”


  “It’s not like I need advice or anything,” I mumbled.


  “But you want it anyway.”


  I groaned. “No. I don’t know. I mean, it’s not like we’re having full conversations or anything. It’s mainly ‘When is your next shoot?’ followed by ‘I don’t know, Jensen. I told you I’d let you know as soon as I find out.’ That’s pretty much it, unless he texts me pictures of food, which I really don’t respond to. Anyway, how’s your hot, Brazilian lover?”


  Rob laughed. “He’s good. Great!”


  Juan Pablo had moved to Santa Barbara for school and stayed for Rob.


  “Are his parents on board with him staying?”


  He paused. “Well … he’s going to visit them in a couple of weeks while I’m visiting you, so I guess we’ll know then.”


  Rob filled me in on the happenings back home: Mom now had eight orchids in her garden, three of which she hadn’t yet managed to kill. He was helping Dad design a house for one of the San Francisco Giants’ baseball players, and our friend Victor started his job at a new law firm where it looked like he could make partner faster. I told him about the pictures I’d been taking and what I wanted to do with them someday.


  Finally, after a couple of minutes of him reassuring me that somebody would give me a chance to display my prints in their gallery, and me reassuring him that Juan Pablo would come back to him regardless of what his family said, we hung up. I hung around my apartment for a couple of hours, binge watching yet another show I didn’t need in my life, before grabbing my camera bag and heading out. I spent the rest of my day exploring a different part of Central Park and taking pictures of everything from fallen leaves to laughing mothers swinging their toddlers in their arms. When the sun started to disappear behind the skyscrapers, I decided to call it a day and go home and get ready for happy hour with Millie. I could no longer trust myself to stay home and not be distracted by thoughts of Jensen, and I needed to do everything in my power to not think about him. Happy hour meant drinks and talking crap, two of the things I loved most in life.


  


  [image: ]


  AFTER DISCUSSING HER wedding and how she was really considering eloping instead of making a huge deal about getting married, she returned to her favorite thing to poke fun of me for.


  “I just don’t understand why you insist on trying, and failing, to hail cabs anymore when there’s ÜBER,” she said.


  “I took the train here.”


  “Because you gave up trying to hail a cab!”


  “Maybe I just wanted to walk a little.”


  She shot me a look, her brown eyes narrowing in disbelief. “Please. Yesterday you were complaining about the ‘cold ass weather.’”


  “Because it’s cold as hell here! I can’t believe people live here willingly.” I paused when she shot me another look. “What? I’m only here temporarily, then I go back to sunny California.” I sighed dramatically as the words left my mouth, and she laughed.


  “You’re cray. But seriously, just download the stupid app.”


  “This is New York, Mil. Besides, you take the train every day!”


  “Yes, but I don’t get lost! You get off at wrong stops and take wrong trains. You’re a hot mess!”


  I tried not to laugh, but Millie was an animated talker. She swung her hands and tossed the ringlets of curls that framed her face.


  “I am a mess, but I’m a contained mess. There are places in the world for us. You should know.” I winked.


  “Girl, nothing about the two of us is contained, and you know it.”


  “And I like it that way.”


  “Me too.” She smiled, her hugely perfect toothpaste commercial smile. I took a sip of my gin and tonic to brace myself for what she was going to say next. “Anyway, you know how I take pictures of events…”


  “Nope. Not doing it,” I said before she could finish the thought. She’d mentioned wanting me to take pictures of an event she couldn’t do, but I’d decided not to do it before I could even find out what it was.


  “Mia!”


  “Absolutely not. I didn’t move a million miles away from my friends and family to get stuck in the same box I was already in back home.”


  “What box is that?”


  “You know, the ‘lifestyle photographer’ box.” I sighed. “I’m not saying I didn’t love doing that, or that I won’t do it again in the future, but I want to explore other things. I need to go back to the dream I had in college, the reason I got into this to begin with. I want to have my prints in museums and publish a coffee table book that paints every day life in a beautiful light, or an ugly light that people can’t look away from. I want—”


  “You want to be Diane Arbus.”


  I sighed. “I want to be Mia Bennett, with a Diane Arbus flair.”


  “It won’t happen overnight, you know.”


  “I’m completely aware of that, but the thing is, I know it won’t happen at all if I keep shooting events or families.”


  Millie took a sip of her mojito and looked at me for a long moment. Finally, she tossed her dark, curly hair back from her shoulders and smiled. “It’s only one job. I promise.”


  “Mill,” I groaned.


  “You’re the only one who can do this for me, Meep. I leave on Friday, and I can’t risk some asshole going there and ruining this for me. Besides, it’ll be published in a magazine, so you technically won’t be veering too far from your goal.” She paused for a moment, then sighed. “Do this for me, and when I get back from my trip I’ll talk to one of my connections at a couple of places to see if they’re looking to display new photographers.”


  That held my full attention. I weighed my options: the pictures of the event would be in a magazine. Millie wasn’t just some random wannabe photographer. She’d made a name for herself in the industry, and also had gotten me my current job, which afforded me the opportunity to move here and explore my options, and my pictures at a New York art gallery…


  “I’ll do it.”


  Her smile was wide and cheerful.


  “But you’re paying for these drinks,” I added.


  She laughed. “Anything you want.”


  “Tell me about this event. Do I have to wear a long dress?”


  We stayed in the bar for hours, talking about the event, wardrobe, my potential coffee table book, and the art gallery idea, which we concluded could also include local artists. Later, while we were waiting for Millie’s ÜBER, while I was spewing my hatred for the company and how creepy it was, I saw him again. There were enough people walking by us that I could have missed him. I didn’t know if it was the cold, or his presence, but the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt like I had to turn my face, and when I did, he was there, walking toward us in a pair of jeans that would only look good on him—or a mannequin—boots, and a black leather jacket over a white Breaking Bad T-shirt.


  His head was bent as he spoke to another guy, so he hadn’t spotted me. Maybe he wouldn’t have, had it not been for the weight of my stare. I could tell he was mid-sentence when his head snapped up and his eyes met mine, and I felt like the earth literally shook beneath me. So much so that I grabbed Millie’s arm, my eyes still on Jensen’s. He was looking at me as if in awe, the way he did when he finally saw me all those years ago. As if he’d just discovered a fairy amongst monsters.


  I was reminded of a time when we’d just started dating and I showed up at a family picnic Patty, his foster mom, had dragged him to. It was at a nice park up in the hills, overlooking the water. Not knowing what else to take, I showed up with two bags of chips and liter of Coke. I was trying to juggle the chips, the liter and the purse in my hand when our eyes met. He was leaning against a picnic table talking to a cousin of his, but when he saw me his lips froze and parted slightly. He straightened and said something that made his cousin’s head turn toward me. For a long moment we just stared—Jensen and me—at each other. His cousin was between the both of us, probably wondering why we were rooted to the spot. And the thing was, I couldn’t move, and I could tell he was having a similar problem.


  When he looked at me like that, like I was the only thing he saw, it was hard for me to function. The chips fell out of my grasp. The Coke bottle shook in my right hand. My purse slid from my shoulder to my elbow. My heart pounded as he finally made his way over to me, cupping my face with both hands as he stood in front of me.


  “You came,” he said, his voice a whisper.


  “I told you I would.”


  “But still … you actually did it.”


  I’d known family gatherings were hard for him. I could only imagine what he must have felt like, being that his mom left him and dropped him off with his aunt when he was a kid. I put myself in his shoes, but the pain of being an unwanted child would be too much for me to bear. I smiled up at him while he ran his thumbs along my cheekbones.


  “Thank you for coming.”


  “I go where you go. Always,” I’d said.


  I tried to break eye contact when my stomach flip-flopped, but my body turned toward his instead, as if somehow the wires in my brain decided to crosswire and do the opposite of what they were supposed to. A nudge on my arm snapped me back into reality, reminding me that that was then and this was now. He’d gone without me, and I’d stayed heartbroken in the wake of his absence.


  “Holy shit, is that—“ Millie started, her words fading into the backdrop as he reached us.


  “Interesting running into you here,” he said, only looking at me, like he only had eyes for me.


  “Hey.”


  We stared at each other for what felt like an endless minute before he started speaking again and snapped us out of our haze. “I got an email from your mom today.”


  “What the hell? About what?”


  He grinned. “About you, the city, things to do, stuff like that.”


  I blinked rapidly. How did she even get his email? My parents hated Jensen when I’d been with him. It wasn’t until after we split up that my mom started liking him, and it was only because she’d run into him and Olivia one day, and seeing him with a little girl made her suddenly forgive everything. I shook my head. I couldn’t believe she was such a traitor. My own mother! Maybe I should have told her about the stupid book and the signing and all the shit that happened there.


  “What about the city?” I asked, but Millie jumped in and interrupted us.


  “Jensen Reynolds. I haven’t seen you in, what, a year?” He turned his eyes away from me, to her, and smiled.


  “Hey! I didn’t realize it was you,” he said, pulling her into a quick hug. She laughed.


  “You didn’t see me at all.”


  “That happens to me sometimes,” he said, meeting my gaze with something hot, and I tightened my sweater over my body.


  “Hi, I’m Mia,” I said, turning to the guy beside Jensen. He gave me a long, curious, yet knowing, look that made my face heat up.


  “I’m Jeff,” he said, offering his hand, and then turning over to Millie to do the same.


  “You still with that guy…” Jensen asked, his brows pulling in as he thought long and hard.


  “Seth. We’re engaged now. We live in Park Slope.”


  “No shit! I live in Dumbo.”


  Millie made an impressed face. “Look at you! Little Jensen from the block movin’ on up!”


  Jensen chuckled. “For the record, I was never referred to as ‘Little’ Jensen,” he said, shooting me a look that made my heart trip over its beats.


  “Well, there’s my ÜBER! We’ll have to catch up another time. I leave for India on Friday, but let’s see if we can link up when I get back. Maybe you guys can come over for dinner,” she said, her eyes bouncing from mine to Jensen’s. Mine widened. I couldn’t even respond to that. Thankfully she leaned in and gave me a huge hug. “I love you. Thank you so much for doing this for me. You’re the bestest ever. I’ll email you the rest of the information, and we’ll sort it all out.”


  “Go take kick ass pictures,” I said, dropping my arms from our embrace.


  “Get the ÜBER app!” she yelled as she climbed into the back of a black car.


  I flashed her my middle finger and a smile. She laughed.


  “You’re not walking, right?” he asked, concern clear in his voice.


  I shook my head. “Subway.”


  “By yourself?”


  Because I felt like being an asshole, I looked around as if I was looking for my invisible friends. “Clearly.”


  He pulled his bottom lip into his mouth, and I could tell he was mulling something over. He had that look on his face he got when he was worried about my reaction to something he was about to say or do. It was the last look I saw on his face when we broke up five years ago, and one I didn’t want to reacquaint myself with.


  “Do you want to join us for a drink?” Jeff asked suddenly.


  Jensen’s lip popped right out of his mouth, and my stupid, idiot self wanted to suck it into mine.


  “You should,” he added.


  “I’ll take a rain check on that, but thank you for asking.”


  “Just one drink, Meep,” Jensen said.


  “I’m fine,” I insisted, turning my head toward the street to hide the flush that took over my face.


  “Okay. Well, let me get a cab for you,” he said, turning to the street.


  “Good luck with that.”


  His shirt rode up as he did his crazy cab-hailing dance, and my eyes fell to that spot. I was hoping he’d developed a gut over the years. One I hadn’t been able to make out from the shirts he’d worn when I’d bumped into him. He hadn’t, of course. I lifted my eyes before my imagination got the best of me. He’s an asshole, remember? That makes you crazy and irrational.


  To my surprise, a yellow car pulled up shortly after. Jensen held the door open for me as I said goodbye to Jeff. Just as I was about to slide into the car, I stopped to thank him, but the words got lost somewhere between my brain and my mouth. I could only stare at his face, which looked so different with a beard.


  “I like your beard,” I whispered.


  “Thanks,” he said, not taking his eyes off mine, and clearly taken aback by my compliment.


  My heart was picking up its pace and treading into the danger zone. We were so close. I could practically feel the heat from his body against mine. I could easily close my eyes and lean forward so that he could press his lips to mine and slip his tongue into my mouth.


  “Text me when you get home,” he said.


  I nodded. “Thanks for getting me a cab.”


  “The fare is paid.”


  “You don’t even know how much it is from here to my place.”


  Jensen shrugged one shoulder. “I guesstimated.”


  I looked at him for a long beat. “Well, it was good seeing you.”


  That earned a chuckle from him, deep and velvety. “Liar.”


  I tried to fight a smile, but it appeared on my face nonetheless. “Hey, you hailed a cab and paid the fare for me.”


  “Always the opportunist,” he said with a wink.


  “Always the charmer,” I replied, winking back as I slid into the back of the cab. “But really, thank you.”


  He gave me a single nod. “I’ll see you at that shoot.”


  I gave him a small wave and watched as he watched me retreat into the cab. My heart felt like it wanted to leap out and settle inside of his. Not again, I told myself. I knew if it did, I’d never get it back.
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  They say it takes twenty-one days to break a habit. It’s been approximately one thousand eight hundred and twenty six since I last held her hand in mine and I’m still waiting for the remnants of her to break off of me.


  It poses the question, are habits worth breaking? Sometimes the answer isn’t a simple yes or no. Sometimes we’re forced to try to break a habit because life is complicated and you know that if you kept at it, things would end in heartache. And even though you’re the reason for the pain, you can’t bear the thought of that person going through it again. So you pretend. You pretend you broke the habit. You pretend you kicked the addiction. And you get so good at pretending that you manage to convince yourself that you succeeded, until you’re tempted again and then all bets are off because your mind remembers. Your senses remember. Your heart remembers.


  Some habits are definitely worth breaking, though, like buying Krispy Kreme donuts every Sunday, which I’m about to break this week. They’re tempting, they’re mouthwatering, but I need to cut them out of my life! I found some vegan donuts in Brooklyn that I may need to replace them with. Maybe I’m just bad at breaking habits.


  Dun-Well Doughnuts: Jensen Approved.


  


  Question of the day: @SidekickA7x “What’s your favorite book?”


  


  My answer: The Little Prince
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  I WAS STANDING on the corner of Canal and Bowery, like the song says, taking a picture to send to Estelle and Rob as proof while I waited for Jensen. We were set to meet the couple in a small Chinese restaurant they owned—“one where they hang ducks,” according to Jensen. I shivered at the thought, and the cold breeze that hit.


  “I belong with you, you belong with me, you’re my sweetheart,” Jensen sang as he approached.


  My heart dipped into my stomach at the sound of his voice, and thumped wildly as I turned to face him. He gave me a full once over before pointing up to the Canal and Bowery sign as explanation of his singing, as if I needed one.


  “I sent a picture to Rob and Elle.”


  “I’m not sure your brother will get it. He was never good with song lyrics.”


  I lifted my scarf to my mouth to hide my smile, completely giddy over the fact that he remembered that about him. We’d been in the car so many times together, the three of us, arguing about shows on our way to dinner, singing loudly on the way to concerts. He’d been such a staple in my life, in all of our lives at one point. I sighed, pushing the memories back once more and returning the once over he’d given me. He looked casual in his jeans, black jacket and black Timberland boots.


  “Are we waiting for their call?” he asked, rubbing his hands together and blowing into them.


  I looked at him but quickly averted my eyes. Why, oh, why did he have to be so fucking good looking? Why, oh, why did my heart have to act like a moron every time he was near? Ugh.


  “Yeah.”


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You sure?” he asked, stepping closer, until he was right beside me and the smell of the city evaporated until my senses were infiltrated by him. I breathed in deeply, just once, before stepping away.


  “I’m positive.”


  “Cold?” he asked in a voice that promised he’d warm me up. I shivered and shook my head, looking away quickly.


  “Maybe I should start interviewing you while we wait.”


  My gaze snapped to his. “What?”


  “Yeah, I told you I wanted to interview you.”


  “Are you going to let me take pictures of you?”


  His mouth pulled up into a half-smile. The way his eyes twinkled gave me enough time to brace myself for whatever it was he was going to say.


  “Why do you want pictures of me when you can have the real thing?”


  “Ohmygod.” I looked away, covering my mouth again, this time to keep from laughing, but then he laughed, and I couldn’t hold it.


  “That was one of my best lines right there.”


  “So corny.”


  He grinned. “Now I know not to use it on a stranger. I mean, if I were to meet a photographer or caught someone taking my picture.”


  “I’m sure you’re already on Hot Dudes Reading,” I said, trying to ignore the way my stomach turned at the idea of someone taking his picture. I really needed to get over that. People were bound to take his picture!


  He chuckled. “Is that something I should know about?”


  “Only if you enjoy looking at hot dudes reading.”


  He made a face and I started to laugh, but it faded when our gazes locked. Suddenly I couldn’t remember what had been so funny. He was looking at me like I’d just said the most incredible thing.


  “I miss the sound of your laughter,” he said, his admission so quiet I wasn’t sure he’d meant to voice it or for me to hear it, but I had, and it rattled me. My phone rang then, interrupting the moment. I answered the call and we started walking to our destination.


  “And your smile. I miss that, too,” Jensen whispered behind me, his chest on my back, his mouth near my ear.


  I shivered against him. I probably would have had more of a reaction if I wasn’t suddenly feeling queasy at the amount of dead animals they had hanging inside the butcher shop we were about to go into.


  “Is that a rabbit?” I asked. He nodded. I blinked. “I can’t go in there,” I whisper-shouted.


  “It’s not like you’re going to eat a meal in there, Mia.”


  “Jensen!” I whispered.


  He looked at me with a look I hadn’t seen in a while. The tenderness in his gaze made my breath hitch. He placed his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be right there. If it’s too much for you, you let me know and we leave.”


  My stomach sank. It wasn’t like I was a vegetarian, but seeing the animals hung like that made me want to become one. They were completely skinned, but I could see them. I could picture them hopping around, alive and well. When my stomach turned a second time, my hand shot out to grab Jensen’s forearm. He placed his other hand over mine and squeezed once. I didn’t look at him, but in that moment I needed a familiar touch, one that made me feel like everything would be okay, and I found that in him. He moved so that his fingers threaded through mine, and I felt my heart jump. I looked up at him, he looked down at me, and something passed between us. There was an ocean of possibilities swimming in his eyes but with it came a wave of realization and I was quickly reeled back from its current.


  “This doesn’t mean anything,” I said quietly, taking my hand from his.


  “This means everything,” he said as I pushed open the door.


  I was too annoyed with myself to even care about the dead carcasses. I heard him laughing behind me but refused to turn around. I took pictures of Sue and Tom, and Jensen interviewed them. We were in and out in less than an hour, which I was thankful for since most of my pictures included things in the background that I would have to crop out, and I really wasn’t sure how much longer I could stand to be in there, with the dead rabbit behind them staring me down.


  As we stepped out, he said, “That wasn’t terrible.”


  “I guess. Thanks for asking quick questions.”


  “Are you kidding? I felt like Bugs Bunny was glaring at me.”


  “Oh my God! Me too!”


  We laughed as we reached the stoplight.


  “So, where to now?”


  “Home. I need to edit these and some others.”


  “I need to go pick up Scout.” He smiled when I made a face. “Olivia.”


  “You call her Scout?”


  “Sometimes.”


  I smiled. “I take it you’re excited about the prequel, or whatever?”


  “Fuck no.”


  “No?”


  He shook his head, letting out a harsh, foggy breath. “I just ranted to Jeff about that for like three hours. I don’t think I can do it again.”


  I laughed. “Jeff, your editor with the beard?”


  “With the beard.” He laughed. “Yeah.”


  I shrugged. “It was the first thing that came to mind.”


  “Yeah, you and Olivia use the beard to describe him.”


  “It’s a very well-pronounced beard.”


  He laughed again, his gray eyes filled with amusement as he looked down at me. “I’m not sure I like how much you paid attention to his features.”


  “I can pay attention to as many features as I want,” I said with an eye roll.


  His eyes darkened, but he didn’t add anything to that. The look in his eyes was enough to let me know how he felt about my statement. We walked together two more blocks, until we got to the train I needed to take and he had to go down the block to the other.


  “I guess I’ll see you in a couple of days?” I said, putting my hands in the pockets of my jacket.


  His mouth twitched as he nodded, as if the very thought was the greatest thing in the world. He took a step until he stood in front of me, completely blocking everything else from view. His hand came down to the strap of my camera bag, tucking his fingers under it, against my shoulder. Even with the two layers of clothing I had on, I felt his touch deep in my bones. My breath hitched as I took a step back, swallowing down the nerves that bubbled up inside me. He adjusted the bag so it sat higher on my shoulder and leaned down, tiny prickly hairs on his face brushing against the side of mine.


  “I look forward to it,” he whispered, placing a kiss on my cheek as he backed away again.


  He gave me a wide grin when he stood at his full height, and I stood there, frozen to his touch, to his lips against my face, to the words he’d whispered. I managed to say goodbye as I rounded the corner and disappeared into the stairwell, but I could feel his gaze on my back the entire way down.
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  Have you ever stopped to really consider how many people we share the universe with? I mean, really. I did the other day, and it made me feel smaller than an ant. It’s a great exercise to do when you feel overwhelmed, though. When you think you’re having a bad day because you missed the train, stop to remember that some people don’t have trains to take. Some people have to walk miles to get to where they need to go. Some people have more mouths to feed than you do. Others don’t have mouths at all because they live in oppressive countries where they don’t get a say in anything.


  We live in a good country, America. Despite the problems we have. We live in a good country. The fact that I can write that we have problems, and if I wanted to, I could go on a rant about the problems I think the government needs to fix, without fear, proves that we live in a good country. All that I got from paying a cab fare for someone. Because, as I sat there, worrying about whether or not she made it home, I realized that she must have (I double checked anyway, out of habit). How lucky are we in New York to have such a great system of transportation? I know we complain about it sometimes (often), but really, we are lucky. Our cabbies may be a little crazy, but they’re only a reflection of their passengers, right?


  I kid.


  America: Jensen Approved.


  


  Question of the day from: @The_Review_Loft: “How would you describe the #feeling of #love in 140 or less characters?”


  


  Answer: Like somebody is gripping your heart, but you don’t want them to let go because the ache would worsen without them.
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  “I THINK YOU’RE totally going to fall for him again,” Estelle said when I filled her in on everything going on with Jensen.


  “What? No! Why would you even say that?”


  “Because I know you.”


  “Whatever. Nobody is falling for anybody. We just have to survive the next couple of months, and then everything will go back to the way it used to be.”


  “With you hating him and him trying to get you back?”


  I paused, putting down the glass of water I’d picked up. “He wasn’t trying to get me back.”


  Her scoff filled the phone line. “Are you being serious right now?”


  I paused again. He hadn’t been trying to get me back. Had he reached out to me after he left for New York? Absolutely. Had I ignored the crap out of him? Definitely. But he wasn’t trying to get me back.


  “He only wanted to talk to me because he wanted me to forgive him,” I said.


  “How would you know? You never let him explain himself.”


  I sighed. “Because I know. I know him. Knew him. I knew him. I have no idea who the hell he is now.”


  Estelle laughed. “People don’t change that much.”


  “They don’t, but I know he has. He talks a lot now. Remember how quiet he used to be?”


  She laughed again. “He was never quiet, unless you mean he likes to discuss his feelings now?”


  “I guess you can say that.”


  “Maybe since he writes so much about his life in his column he figures he might as well just talk about things?”


  “He writes about his feelings?”


  “Not particularly,” she said. I could practically hear her frown. “But he does write about his dating life.”


  The last thing I wanted to read about was his dating life. That was why I’d stopped reading it in the first place, though I was definitely going to pick it back up soon. I just hoped it wasn’t on a day when he’d write about another woman. My stomach churned at the very thought.


  “Well, whatever. It’s not like that. We just have to pretend to get along while we’re in front of the couples we’re working with.”


  “Uh-huh,” she said.


  “I’m serious.”


  “Mia, you took a subway to Brooklyn and then to further prove my point, you went to his book signing.”


  I gasped. “He wrote a book with my name on it! About a girl who looks like me!”


  She laughed. “I’m not saying you were wrong to do it. I would have probably done the same. I just think you’re going to totally fall for him again.”


  We spoke about that for a while, but when we hung up, her words kept replaying: I think you’re going to fall for him again. Some might argue I never fell out of him, but I didn’t think love was about falling in or out; it was about staying in. And we didn’t. I kept repeating that to myself as I sat on the subway, and then as I sat on the park bench that gave me the perfect view of the city. For a while, I watched people go by, mothers with their kids, fathers with their kids, families walking together, people jogging with a partner. The minute you started thinking about the things you were lacking, the universe found a way to smother them in your face. Suddenly, every single child in New York had two arms to swing from, and every couple was in love. I sighed, sitting back, and adjusted the settings while I watched the homeless man two benches over rustling out of his sleep.


  My gaze cut from his, to the other side of the street, where I noticed mobs of people overtaking the sidewalks. The echo of their hurried footsteps vibrated the street beneath me. I hadn’t been out during lunch hour, not this far from my place, anyway, not with this amount of distance to analyze the way we looked when we were in a rush. It saddened me more than it excited me. The amount of sorrow each of them carried around. The homeless people in the parks, in the subways, had become my preferred subjects, and I’d completely ignored everybody else that had that look. I’d never stopped to think about it—about my face and the way I probably carried my pain. Even the successful-looking businessmen looked sad and tired. As a whole, we looked sick. Sick of being sick. Sick of being tired. Sick of being homeless and helpless. It didn’t take not having anything to feel that way. It didn’t take much to make us feel sad and unappreciated. I blew out a breath then and let myself live in the moment, and I knew that I needed to show the world what had been in front of me all along.
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  ON TUESDAY MORNING I headed over to Cassie and Logan’s house. They lived in Brooklyn. DUMBO, Brooklyn, which was where Jensen said he lived. On my ride there I was half expecting to find a sculpture of the elephant, but lost the thread of hope when the dream-crushing cab driver told me what DUMBO stood for. It was the first thing I told Jensen when I spotted him standing outside of their building. He looked up from his Spiderman journal and smiled as he pushed off the wall. I tried really hard not to feel anything, tried really hard to smother any sense of attraction I felt at seeing his bearded face and how toned his body looked in the long-sleeved cotton shirt he wore.


  “I thought you hated that movie?” he said on our way up the stairs.


  “I do, but still.”


  He chuckled, shaking his head.


  “You know what else I don’t like?” I asked, tilting my head to peer up at him when we reached the platform of the second floor. He gave me a questioning look.


  “Spiderman.” My eyes flickered from his to the journal in his hand. He laughed.


  “I’ll have you know that my daughter gave me this journal for my birthday, and I’m very proud to be using it for such a great cause.”


  “I never pegged you for a romance writer.”


  He pinned me with an ardent stare. “Some say that’s all I write.”


  I felt my face heat, because he made me feel like he was talking about me, but I knew better. “Because you write about your dates in the paper?”


  “If you think my articles are about my dates, you’re definitely reading them wrong.”


  I let out a relieved breath when we reached Cassie’s floor, and I was able to busy myself by knocking on the door.


  “Do you like interviewing people?” I asked in a hushed whisper while we waited.


  He nodded.


  “You’d be surprised at what you learn when you ask the right questions.”


  Inside, I felt something stir uncontrollably. I cleared my throat, willing Cassie to hurry the hell up. “That’s nice.”


  “You know what I’d really like?” he said, the deep husky tone he used making my insides flip, but drawing my eyes to his serious gaze nonetheless.


  “What?” I whispered.


  “To interview you.”


  My mouth dropped just as the door swung open. A tall, blue-eyed, blonde woman, wearing jeans and a nice yellow blouse stood on the other side of it, smiling.


  “Hi, I’m Cassie,” she said, holding the door open while offering me her free hand. It felt thin and fragile as I shook it. She did the same to Jensen and let us in, closing the door with the swivel of her hips.


  “Logan! They’re here!” she called out.


  Cassie moved gracefully, like a ballerina. When we fully entered, my eyes roamed over the large space. It was then that I realized it was a penthouse, with a kitchen that took up nearly half the floor plan, and a large living room that looked like it had never been touched. Everything was decorated in hues of blues and whites. White couches, blue walls. Blue chairs, white walls.


  “Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Juice? Water?” she asked as she rounded the kitchen island and walked toward the coffee maker. It was one of those brushed chrome espresso machines that looked like it could supply a small coffee shop.


  “Coffee, please,” I said, my eyes glued to the machine. She smiled.


  “Logan got it for me for my birthday last month. I don’t know how I’ve survived this long without one.”


  “I think that’s going on my Christmas list,” I said.


  Jensen made a sound like something between a cough and a laugh. I shot him a look that made him straighten out and try harder to hide his amusement. I took a seat on one of the barstools as Cassie waited for our coffee to brew (of course, Jensen agreed to some as well).


  “So you’re only here from Santa Barbara for a couple of months?” Cassie asked once we started talking about New York and how cold I thought it was here.


  “I was hired as a freelance photographer for the special they’re doing, partly because I did a similar special for a magazine back home. On a much smaller scale.”


  She nodded and shifted her eyes to Jensen. “And you? You’re also temporary?”


  I shifted in my seat to look at him over my cup of coffee.


  “Nope. New York is home. I write for them whenever they call. One of my mentors is the Editor-in-Chief there, so when she calls I usually go, unless I have too much on my plate.”


  “He also writes children’s books,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t. He’d never been one to toot his own horn.


  “Wow,” Cassie said, making an impressed face.


  “And a column in the Sunday edition of The Times,” I added, smiling at her.


  She looked at Jensen again with a deeper appreciation. “That’s impressive.”


  I was still smiling when I looked at him again, but was taken aback. The look in his eyes made my heart fumble. I couldn’t be sure if he was angry at me for bringing attention to those things, angry at me for sounding impressed about them, or if he was just in awe of the fact that I was showing him off. Whatever the case was, the smile wiped right off my face. I went back to my coffee.


  “Why go home, Mia? Can’t you just get a full-time job with the magazine?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe.”


  Cassie smiled. “Is there a boyfriend back home?”


  I laughed. “No boyfriend, but I have a job waiting for me.”


  “No boyfriend? Really?” she asked, eyeing me curiously.


  As if a light bulb switched on in her head, she smiled widely.


  “I have a son who can take you out,” she said.


  Out of habit, I glanced at Jensen. From the way his jaw was working, I knew he was not amused by her suggestion. A small laugh flittered out of me when I looked at Cassie’s serious face.


  “I’m serious! He’s a great guy; he just works too much. But I think you’d make a good match.”


  I laughed again, because I didn’t know what else to do, and she didn’t know enough about me to make that assumption. Suddenly she looked from me to Jensen and back to me.


  “Unless you guys are … oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” she said, and laughed.


  I looked at Jensen, then at Cassie, and, as it dawned on me, I began to shake my head. “Oh! No! We’re not together at all!” I paused and laughed again. “It’s just … I’m not looking for a boyfriend or anything.”


  “Oh. Well, you don’t have to date him. He can just take you out while you’re here. He’s thirty-one, works as a financial advisor, and he lives in the city. You said you were coming from the city, right?”


  I nodded. “Chelsea.”


  She clapped her hands together once. “Let me get a picture of him and see if Logan is finished with his conference call while I’m at it!”


  She walked off, looking giddy, and I sat there completely dumbfounded at everything that had just happened. After a long, silent moment, I shook my head and laughed.


  “That poor guy. I wonder how many people she tries to hook him up with.”


  “Does that happen a lot?” Jensen asked.


  The biting tone in his voice surprised me, and I cut my gaze to his.


  “What?”


  “People trying to hook you up with their kids?”


  I frowned, scanning his serious face. His jaw was still working and from the way his forearms flexed as he squeezed the ceramic cup in his hands, I knew he was fuming and trying to contain it.


  “Sometimes,” I said with a shrug.


  He shook his head and looked away as he stood up to take his cup over to the sink. I was holding mine in my hands, looking at the bottom portion of the coffee I’d left, wondering what the hell was taking Logan so damn long. I just wanted this shoot over with already. I felt Jensen’s breath on the back of my neck and jumped.


  “What are you doing?” I asked, my voice a near whisper. I held my cup firmer, trying to contain the shakiness.


  He leaned in, his hand caressing the side of my arm from my shoulder to my hand until he reached it and closed his hand over mine.


  “Taking your cup,” he said, his voice low and deep, near my ear.


  I swallowed. “Maybe I’m not finished yet.”


  “Maybe you’ll never be finished,” he said right by my earlobe, so close I felt his lips against me.


  I closed my eyes and tried to regain my breath. I swallowed again.


  “What are you doing, Jensen?” I whispered.


  “What do you want me to do, Mia?” he whispered back.


  “I don’t want you to do anything.”


  “Then I’m not doing anything,” he said just as low.


  I let go of the mug and slid my hand out of his grasp. He took the cup and backed away from me until I could no longer feel the heat of him against my back or his breath over my neck. Until I felt like I could breathe just enough, because even though he’d given me the space I thought I wanted, I would have conceded to limiting my air supply if it meant feeling all the things I felt in those two seconds.


  Cassie came back, scrolling through her phone, and showing me pictures of her son, Carson. He was cute, and I could totally picture him in finance, but suddenly I wasn’t as interested in the idea of him taking me anywhere.


  “Just give him a call,” Cassie said, sliding me his card. “I’ll talk to him about you, but trust me, he’d love to take you out. You are completely his type.”


  I looked down at his card, all white with nothing but black letters explaining his role in the company he worked for. It was so boring, so not … I glanced up and looked at Jensen, who was watching me throughout the whole exchange.


  He didn’t say anything to me the rest of the time we were there. He asked his questions once Logan finally showed, and I took their pictures. We left with one last reminder about Carson.


  “He’s not your type,” he said on our walk down.


  I looked at him. “How do you know?”


  “Because I know your type.”


  “And you think you’re my type.”


  “I know I’m your type.”


  I rolled my eyes as I rounded the corner of the stairs and continued on down. “Because we dated?”


  “No. Because I’m everybody’s type.” He grinned.


  I slapped his arm.


  “Your humility is astounding. And remember, you and I are just friends.”


  He chuckled and held the door open for me.


  Once we were outside, I zipped up my jacket and shivered. Snowflakes were trickling over us. I’d never seen it fall. It had snowed over the weekend, but by the time I’d woken up, I’d found the white coating the streets already. Seeing the tiny specks of white come down from the sky made me smile. I tilted my head as I brought my hand out to catch a few.


  Even though I didn’t love the cold weather, I had to admit that experiencing the snowfall was a magical experience. I closed my eyes, still smiling, as some of it fell on my face. When I opened them again and straightened, I let out a breath, still smiling. Jensen was looking at me with a slight grin on his face, the way he often looked at me when he thought I wasn’t watching.


  “Do you do this every time?” he asked, his voice filled with a softness that surprised me.


  I shook my head.


  “It’s my first time.”


  He repositioned his journal under his arm and took a couple of strides until he was directly in front of me, and I had to crane my head to look at him. For a couple of beats, we just looked at each other. I couldn’t feel my lips, but I was pretty sure his would be on them soon enough. My heart thumped. And thumped. And I waited. He brought his hand down and grabbed the front of my scarf.


  “Let’s go have lunch, friend,” he said, enunciating the word.


  “Let’s go,” I said, and returned the smile he gave me.


  Just lunch. Just friends. I could do that.


  We walked a couple of blocks and passed by a group of people letting go of balloons. I stopped and took some pictures of them.


  “They do this every weekend. They fill the balloons with things they want to let go of.”


  “Like what people do with lanterns?”


  Jensen nodded and patted over the pocket of his jeans. He fished out a vapor cigarette and switched it on, taking a hit.


  “Huh. I thought you quit.”


  His gaze flicked to mine. “I did. I rarely even do this. I only have it for desperate measures.”


  “Like?”


  “Like when my anxiety starts to eat at me at the amount of shit I have to get done, and when it’s cold.”


  I looked back toward the people. One kid in particular caught my eye. He was probably about fifteen and looked like he needed a hug. I stepped closer to him and snapped a picture, then another, before finally putting away the camera. I continued to watch him from afar, wishing I had the balls to offer him a hug.


  “You always get caught up in the broken people,” Jensen said. He had one hand inside the pocket of his leather jacket and the other holding the vapor.


  “You would know.”


  He didn’t look at me, but I saw the twitch of his mouth.


  “I want to do that one day,” I said, looking at the floating balloons one last time before we started walking again.


  “You don’t think you’ve let go of enough?” he asked.


  I let out a laugh. How weird was it that we were talking about this in such a natural manner, as if it hadn’t altered our entire lives?


  “There’s always something to let go of,” I said.


  “And there’s always something to pick up.”


  At that, we fell into comfortable silence until we reached the little restaurant. As we took a seat at a tiny table near the kitchen, he opened the journal back up and jotted down something.


  “Do you usually do this on dates?” I asked. His head snapped up. His eyes searched mine for a moment before he smiled, so I added, “I’m not saying this is a date. I’m just saying when you go on dates and write about whatever it is you write about, do you take a journal?”


  He chuckled. “Not really.”


  “What are you writing?”


  “Something hit me just now, and I needed to write it down, that’s all.”


  “What hit you?”


  He smiled. “Why are you so curious?”


  I scanned his face, his lips, his chin, his jaw, his cheekbones, the way his eyes were full of mischief. “You’re right. Sorry I asked, friend,” I said, articulating the word.


  Jensen chuckled. “Ah, so I guess I need to answer after all.”


  I shrugged and picked up the menu as the waiter filled our water glasses. I picked mine up and continued scanning the page.


  “I’m working on a story I’m not sure will ever be published.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Because it’s different for me, and publishers don’t necessarily like different when they know you can sell one thing for certain.”


  “Hmm. What is it?”


  “A romance. Sort of,” he said, then laughed at the shocked expression on my face.


  “Well, you were always good at poems, so….” I shrugged.


  “I haven’t written a poem in… “ He paused, looked away for a beat and looked at me again, his eyes turbulent as they fell over my features. “Years.”


  How many years? I wanted to ask, but didn’t. He probably wanted me to. Bastard. I tore my gaze away from his.


  “A love story is different for you,” I said finally.


  He chuckled. “You’re worse than my agent.”


  “What’d he say when you told him?”


  “She,” he corrected, “said it was a stupid idea.”


  “Yet you continued to write it.”


  “Yet I continued to write it,” he said with a grin.


  “What happens in this love story? Does the couple end up together?”


  “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Maybe not. I guess time will tell.”


  “Time in the story or time in your head?”


  He looked at me in a way that made my skin prickle. “Is there a difference between the two?”


  “You’re the author. You tell me.”


  “Well, technically the story is inside my head, so time is irrelevant. Unless I die before it’s finished.”


  “What happens then?”


  “It never gets published.”


  I smiled. “Unless someone finds your file and decides to publish it anyway.”


  “In which case they better find a damn good ghost writer to finish it,” he said, glaring at the very idea of that. I smiled because he looked adorable when his face got all cloudy like that. “What’s so funny?”


  “Nothing. I hope you don’t die, and finish your story so that I can read it.”


  He stayed quiet for a beat. Two. Three. “I can read it to you.”


  “Umm … no. Thanks. Definitely not.”


  Our meals got there in sync with the silence that stretched between us. We talked about our friends, home, New York, everything that kept us in the safe zone. A few years I would have bet my life savings that this scenario would be the most awkward thing in the world, but sitting here felt good. It made me realize that we came into contact with a lot of people in our lives, but there was always that handful of special ones, the ones we didn’t have to talk to every second or see all the time, but when we did it was like we hadn’t spent time apart at all. The ones who made us feel normal and understood in this crazy, cruel world. I guessed that was what Jensen was to me. I realized then that he’d always be that, despite everything we’d been through or how badly I wanted things to be different. Maybe we really could do the friends thing.


  “Are you free Saturday night?” he asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.


  “Why?”


  “I want to take you somewhere.”


  The way he looked at me, that was why being friends was doubtful. He made me want to say yes. Everything about him made me want to say yes. I sighed and took a sip of wine.


  “I’m actually busy. I have to take pictures of some event for Millie.”


  “What kind of event?”


  “A gala or something? I’m honestly not sure. I have to read the email. It’s at the library.”


  “No shit,” Jensen said, raising his brows. “On Saturday?”


  “Yeah.”


  He made another non-committal sound before going back to his steak. I kept eyeing his journal throughout the meal, and he noticed, because at one point he laughed and shook his head.


  “What are the characters’ names?” I asked, because I couldn’t help myself.


  His mouth twitched. “Mia and Jensen.”


  He shocked me into a silence I didn’t know I was capable of. Then I realized his shoulders were shaking in silent laughter, and I shook my head, pursing my lips to hide my own smile.


  “Asshole.”


  “What if I’m serious?” He was smiling that stupid lopsided smile that did annoying things to me.


  “Well, then, for starters, I think I’ll have to start charging you a fee for using my name. And secondly, I’ll save you the headache of plotting and tell you right now the way that story ends.”


  The smile dropped from his face. He pushed his plate away slightly and leaned into the table, placing his elbows on either side of it, only backing away to let the server take the plates from us before moving back, closer to me.


  “Enlighten me then, almighty one. How does this story end?”


  His legs brushed against mine under the table and I stiffened, inhaling sharply. I swallowed, trying to regain my composure.


  “Okay. I’ll tell you the way I think it ends, if you tell me the way you think it ends.”


  After a moment of his eyes bouncing between mine and narrowing in thought, he conceded with a nod.


  “I think it ends in heartache.”


  “For which character?”


  “Hers.” I paused when he continued to stare and corrected. “Both.”


  “What kind of heartache? Does one of them die? Does one of them leave?”


  “One of them leaves.”


  “I wrote that part already. I’m at the part where one of them comes back and they meet again.” I couldn’t say anything, and he knew it, so he continued, “He left, married another woman, divorced that woman, and tried to go back to the first one…”


  “But she didn’t take him back,” I said.


  “She didn’t.” He paused. “Not right away, anyway.”


  “And when she finally did, she had to leave, because she lives in a faraway land.”


  Jensen chuckled. “This isn’t a fantasy novel, Mia. There is no ‘faraway land.’”


  I nodded. “Okay. Just … a faraway state.”


  “And he fights to keep her.”


  “But she doesn’t listen. She leaves anyway.”


  He gave me a sad smile and drummed his fingers over the journal. I looked at his hand, at the skull on his finger, the words in between: I, leave, my, pain. My gaze flickered to the other hand, on the table near mine, and I read the rest: on, the, page.


  “So what’s your ending?” I asked, my gaze finding his again.


  His eyes raked over me, stopping for an extra long moment in specific areas: my throat, my lips, my eyes. Finally, his lips spread into a slow, wide smile that would’ve made me feel like I was melting in front of him, had it not been for the reality of our story. He baited me with that smile, and I took it, leaning forward in my seat as I waited. When he had me where he wanted me, he leaned even closer, until his mouth was right beside my ear, and then he whispered the words.


  “Real love stories never end.”
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  REAL LOVE STORIES never end.


  The words became another ingredient in the stew bubbling inside me. I wouldn’t let it get to me, though. I refused to let it get to me. I also refused to let him tell me who was and wasn’t my type. He couldn’t play mind games with me. He wasn’t going to try to brainwash me into thinking he was the only type I had. Fuck him. I had no type. I’d dated guys from all different backgrounds with a million different jobs after he and I split up. Not successfully, obviously. If successfully meant taking things to a level that ended in a forever. Not that I needed a forever with anybody. Those were the thoughts that floated around in my mind and eventually led to me calling Carson. I only called because Millie told me to take a date to the event on Saturday, and I had nobody to take, but clearly I loved putting myself in awkward situations, so I called and asked him. He said yes and agreed to pick me up at seven o’clock sharp.


  The only thing left to do now was go shopping. I called Estelle on my way to the store and went over the latest happenings, while she laughed and laughed about my calling Carson and asking him to go with me to a gala.


  “I can’t fucking believe you called a stranger and asked him to go with you.”


  “Yeah, well, he said yes,” I responded with a laugh of my own. “And he’s cute.”


  “So you say.”


  “I’m serious! Go search him on LinkedIn!”


  She laughed again; the sound of her hysteria was like she was wheezing. “You’re going on a date with someone who’s on LinkedIn?”


  “You’re married to a guy who’s on there, so stop making fun!” I paused. “God, Elle, our hipster days are over.”


  She stayed quiet on the end of the line, and finally said, “You think?”


  “I think. They were probably over the day you decided to marry a freaking doctor.”


  “Hot doctor, but he surfs … and he had a manbun!”


  I laughed. “Yeah, maybe he’s exempt.”


  That was one of my goals for the exhibit, if I was ever able to set it up. I wanted to show that we were all the same, regardless of what label we put on each other. Nobody really labeled themselves, unless they wanted to escape someone else doing it for them. I said as much to her, and she agreed that it was a great idea. After arguing over what store I needed to go to for a dress, I ended up at Neiman Marcus. I tried on ten gowns and sent Estelle pictures of all of them and shoes that matched. I left there with a mermaid gown that cost more than my car payment. It was also something I felt beautiful wearing, and that alone was worth the price.


  “Do you think it’s too formal?” I asked Millie over a Skype call later that night.


  She shook her head as she eyed it again. “No. It’s perfection. I usually wear a long black gown. Last year I wore a yellow one with no back. Everybody goes all out for this one, which is funny considering the crowd. Some of the men wear sneakers sometimes.”


  I gaped at her. “Sneakers? I just bought a dress with a crystal bodice and some people wear sneakers?” I paused and looked back at the dress. “Maybe I should exchange it?”


  Millie laughed. “Don’t you dare! You’re supposed to be representing me, remember? Trust me, I go decked out. I still can’t believe you asked the Carson guy to go with you.”


  “I spoke to him briefly last night. He’s really nice. Besides, who else would I have asked?”


  Her eyes widened. “Jensen? Duh.”


  “Jensen? What the hell are they feeding you in India?”


  “I ate curry lamb last night,” she said, rubbing her stomach.


  The sound of that made mine growl.


  “I hate you. Officially.” I groaned. “Now I need to go find a good Indian spot.”


  “Maybe Carson will take you,” Millie said, looking completely amused by this suggestion.


  “You’re an idiot. I can’t wait ‘til you get back so I can slap you.”


  She stuck her tongue out. “Have fun. Remember, pictures of all of the people with their awards and cocktails. The magazine is big on the cocktail portion. If you can get some of them speaking amongst themselves, you’re golden.” She paused and turned her face away from the camera to listen to somebody—Seth, I assumed—and looked back at me. “’Kay, I gotta go. Love you! I gotta go eat some more yummy food.”


  “Love you too. I hope you gain ten pounds!”


  We laughed as we signed off, and I went on Google to search for restaurants in the area. When I looked down at my phone, I saw I’d received a text from Jensen: What are you up to? I stared at my screen for a moment, waiting for his words to disappear.


  Real love stories never end. The words came back to me unbidden. Fuck real love. Real love didn’t hurt you the way ours had. Wasn’t staying together through thick and thin a requirement for real love? I picked up my phone, because an hour later the message was still in the back of my mind, and I finally responded: Getting Sherlocked. Because I was. I didn’t expect him to respond, but when he did, I smiled.


  Are you a Moriarty fan? I picture you as one.


  The fact that those words made me feel giddy was a testament to how ridiculous I was, but I was cheesing big time at the fact that he knew the show. Like, knew the show. Then I reminded myself it was Jensen, not Carson, I was talking to, and I shouldn’t be giddy over anything he said to me. I needed to cling to my anger. One more text though. One more and I was done.


  I am. I totally am.


  I put down the phone and went to take a shower, hoping to find my anger in there. I didn’t, though. Even after I replayed our breakup in my head. Even after I reminded myself that he’d been with another woman for the past few years. Even after I repeated over and over that he had a daughter, one who wasn’t mine. I found that I wasn’t angry. Not tonight, anyway. It wasn’t until I got dressed and was back tucked in my bed that I picked up my phone and read the next message he’d sent.


  I know you well.


  Those words felt like a Taser to my emotions, zapping logic back into them. He didn’t know me at all. Not anymore. Still, as I went to sleep I wondered if we’d given each other such a big part of one another that we lost ourselves when he left? Why was I losing sleep over it, though? Why was I losing sleep over him?
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  THE DOORMAN CALLED when Carson arrived, and I agreed to go downstairs to meet him. The last thing I needed was somebody coming up here on laundry day. I grabbed my camera bag and put my extra makeup in there. I took one look in the full-length mirror, just as I was about to step out, and smiled at my reflection. I looked hot. My dirty blonde hair was done in waves that reached my shoulders and my makeup was subtle, with light gold eye shadow and a hint of bronze over my cheeks. My lips were what popped, a bright pink that matched the bottom of my mermaid gown. I wore nothing on my chest, as the front of the dress was a halter, crystal-beaded bodice that went up and rounded over my neck. On my ears I wore round crystals that matched. I pivoted to look at the back, which was what sold me on the dress. It left my back completely bare, save for the line where it clipped over the small of my back.


  I took one last breath before heading out and taking the elevator downstairs to meet Carson. As soon as I stepped out of the hotel, I spotted the back of his blond head. He wore a tuxedo, and when he turned around to face me, we looked at each other for a long, appraising moment, our eyes traveling the length of one another. He was tall, really tall, and thin, with his hands tucked into the pocket of his pants. He took the strides needed to reach me. The way he moved reminded me of his mother—fluid and graceful. He offered me his hand, and I placed mine in it.


  “Nice to meet you in person,” he said, bringing the back of my hand to his lips.


  Even with the height of my heels, I was eye level with his shoulders. He reminded me of one of those Precious Moments ceramics, with doe-eyed crystal blue eyes and a small pout on his lips. He looked like a man who’d lived an easy life. He didn’t have the rough edges Jensen had. Didn’t have the pained eyes or that aura about him that made you wonder who’d wronged him and what you could do to make it all better.


  Carson dropped my hand and offered me his arm to loop my hand through, which I did as we walked out.


  “I called an ÜBER,” he said, smiling down at me. “Didn’t think you’d want to walk in your heels all the way there.”


  I stiffened, but smiled nonetheless. “That’s fine.”


  If we got a serial killer, he’d probably kill Carson first anyway, and maybe I’d have time to make a run for it. As we stepped out, I threw the shawl I’d brought over my shoulders and shivered.


  “My mom said you’re from Santa Barbara; have you gotten used to this weather?”


  “Hell no,” I said. “Does one get used to this? I can’t imagine.”


  He laughed as he looked at his phone. “Okay, he should be…” he looked up and scanned the street, “right here.”


  I followed him a couple of steps until we reached a black town car. Carson held the door open and helped me with the bottom of my gown so I wouldn’t step on it as I slid in.


  “I should have probably considered the whole sitting down and climbing into the back of cars thing when I was buying this dress,” I said once we were settled in, with a portion of my gown resting on Carson’s long legs.


  He chuckled. “For what it’s worth, I think that’s the perfect gown for you.”


  I smiled.


  “So tell me about the pictures you take,” he said as he fished his vibrating phone out of his pocket.


  I glanced at him, at the phone, and finally started talking despite his typing.


  “Well, tonight I’m photographing this event for a friend. I’m in New York temporarily, taking pictures for a magazine … Time,” I added. He glanced up from his phone momentarily to shoot me an impressed look before going back to it. “I want to get my prints up on museum walls someday, though; that’s my dream.”


  “That’s a big dream,” he said, still looking at his phone. “What kind of prints?”


  I looked out the window, wondering if he’d notice if I told him I took pictures of cheetahs and hyenas having sex. Instead, I sighed. “Just people. Life. Homeless people, business people, common everyday kind of stuff.”


  His face scrunched up. He looked at me again. “Who wants to see pictures of homeless people?”


  “I don’t know if people would want to see them, I just think they need to see them.”


  He raised an eyebrow, shrugged, and looked at his phone again. “I don’t understand.”


  Of course he didn’t understand. He lived on his goddamn phone. He was the perfect person for the damn exhibit.


  I held in my rant, because if I let it out, I would have no date tonight. When we got to the New York Public Library, Carson helped me out of the car, and we walked arm in arm. He put the phone in his pocket long enough to pick up champagne glasses for us while I went off in search of Beatrice, the woman Millie asked me to look for. I found her quickly, as she was directing the servers on where to go. She was a tall, dark, big-bosomed woman with jet-black hair and a wide friendly smile.


  “Hi! Oh, that dress is lovely on you,” she said, eyeing me.


  I laughed lightly because she’d never seen me before, so she wouldn’t know what looked good and what didn’t, but I went with it anyway.


  “You look lovely as well,” I said.


  “Oh, I know, honey. After the amount of money I spent to get dolled up, I better look lovely.”


  We laughed and she handed me a pamphlet. “This is the basis of it. I’m sure you searched for this on Google and didn’t find much. We like to keep this within the community.”


  I looked down at the Literary Awards pamphlet and smiled. As I flipped the pages with my free hand, my smile widened.


  “Oh my God. All of these people are here?”


  Beatrice laughed. “I get just as excited about it and I’ve been planning it for the past ten years.”


  My eyes widened as I looked up at her. I felt my heart beating heavy and fast. I couldn’t believe I’d be in the presence of some of my favorite authors. I’d be seeing the people whose words I got lost in time and time again … in person!


  “I’m going to do my best to take great pictures, but if I see Neil Gaiman, I may lose it, and I can’t be held responsible for what’ll happen.”


  Beatrice shot me a look that teetered between amusement and wariness. “Just be sure you get those pictures before you do anything crazy.”


  I laughed. “Definitely. I’m too afraid of Millie to have an actual fan girl moment.”


  She shook her head and laughed again. We spoke for a couple of minutes about my photography and what she did as event coordinator, and in the conversation she mentioned museums, and I told her what I wanted to do with my prints eventually, which held her interest. When people started sweeping in, she said a quick goodbye and promised she’d look for me later. I went over to find Carson, who was still on his phone, and stood beside him for a couple of beats.


  “Champagne’s good,” he commented, sliding his phone back into the inside pocket of his jacket.


  “It is.” I looked back down at the pamphlet. “Did you get one of these?”


  He nodded. “Impressive attendance.”


  I raised my eyebrows, taking a slight step back. “You’ve read some of them?”


  He grinned. When he grinned like that he looked like Edward Nygma before he became The Riddler. I wasn’t sure if it was creepy or cute. I went with cute.


  “Of course. Junot Diaz is a favorite of mine.”


  I smiled. My heart stirred a bit. Junot was a favorite of Jensen’s as well. I wasn’t going to bring up an ex on a date, so I just nodded and said I liked him as well. The main doors opened for the cocktail hour, and we walked in, as did the majority of the people who’d been waiting for them to open. Once inside, it seemed like the event size doubled, with people coming in from every angle.


  “I guess I’ll have to start working now,” I said, taking the last sip of champagne and setting it down as a waiter came by with a tray.


  “I’ll be around—eating, drinking, mingling with my favorite authors. You know, enjoying all the things you won’t be able to do.”


  “Ha, ha,” I said with a smile. “I’ll be back.”


  I went off and started snapping pictures of everybody. Every time I snapped one, I felt myself smiling. It felt good to take pictures of people having fun again. I felt their laughter in the images on the screen on my camera. It was infectious. I snapped, and snapped, and stopped to talk to them when they asked me how they were looking. We joked about the camera weight and how the magic of Photoshop existed for a reason. I was talking to one of the women, an editor at some publishing house, when I caught a familiar face at the table a couple of steps away. Had I not been already sort of expecting to see him, since it was a writers’ event, after all, I would have stumbled.


  As it was, my heart dropped into the pit of my stomach with such a force, that I gasped. I swallowed, clutching on to my camera, and continued my walk. I knew I had to take pictures of his table because of the other people standing around him. I took a breath, hoping to rid myself of my nervousness. My camera went over my face as I reached them, and I snapped. They laughed, I snapped. Jensen’s arms waved wildly as he told a story. Click. He placed his hand over the shoulder of the woman beside him. Click. Click. Click. Finally, one of the men in the group signaled his flute toward me in a toast, and all heads turned toward me. Click. Jensen’s jaw went slack as he spotted me. Click. His eyes traveled down the length of me. Click. The intensity in his gaze when they reached my lens again. Click. I swallowed again, my hands shaky because I couldn’t not react when he looked at me the way he was doing, as if the room was a pit of darkness, and I was light. My heart thumped, thumped, my breathing was wild and erratic, but I managed to take another one.


  I gave them a smile and a wave, thanking them for cooperating as I lowered my camera. My legs felt shaky when my gaze met Jensen’s again. I’d never seen him wearing a tuxedo. Even for Estelle’s wedding, he’d worn slacks and a nice button down, like all the other groomsmen. To see him, this tattooed, hot, smart guy with the mysterious aura and the charming appeal all dressed up was more than I could handle. I walked away and decided to take a break, stopping at the next empty tall table and setting the lens part of my camera on it so that I could scroll through the ones I had so far.


  “Anything good?” Jensen asked, his breath warming the back of my neck. I shivered.


  “You knew I was coming,” I said, not taking my eyes off the screen. I didn’t sound upset. I didn’t sound like anything.


  “I had an inkling.” His voice was still just a murmur against me.


  I wished he’d back away so that I couldn’t smell him or feel him so close to me. Instead of giving me space, he placed his hand on the small of my back, his fingers below the clip of the bodice of my dress.


  “You look incredible,” he said.


  I closed my eyes.


  “I brought a date,” I said, and heard him take a sharp breath. His hand left my back, and I felt my breath come back to me for a split second, until he touched my elbow and turned my body toward him.


  “Did you know I’d be here?” he asked, his eyes darkening as they searched mine. I shook my head. His hand squeezed a little over my elbow and he pulled me an inch closer to him, his eyes narrowed on mine. “It didn’t occur to you that maybe I’d be at a literary awards gala?”


  “I didn’t know it was a literary award thing. I thought it was for the library,” I said, my voice low.


  He stepped even closer. With my heels, I was eye level with his mouth, his plump lips. He’d trimmed his beard, some, but not enough for me not to want to run my fingers over it just to feel the prickliness of it against the pads of my fingers.


  “Who did you bring?”


  “You don’t know him,” I said, but he caught the widening of my eyes as soon as I said the words and realized that he knew of him. He waited. “Carson,” I added.


  Jensen’s mouth dropped. He let go of my elbow and ran a hand through his hair, which was brushed and gelled. “You brought…” he let out a breath. “You brought a numbers guy to a room full of writers?” he asked in a shouted whisper.


  I couldn’t help it, I laughed. And when I didn’t stop laughing, his expression changed from incredulous to amused.


  “It’s not funny, Mia.”


  “It’s a little funny.”


  He got serious again, his hand on my wrist now, over my semicolon tattoo. He rubbed it with his thumb. I swallowed, trying to calm the butterflies his touch ignited.


  “The thought of you here, with my colleagues, while you’re with another guy, is going to drive me crazy for the rest of the night,” he said, his voice deep. His eyes scanned over my face as if he was savoring every single one of my features.


  “I’m sure you brought one of your brunch dates,” I said in a quiet whisper. Jensen smiled and shook his head. “I already told you, I had an inkling you’d be here.”


  His words were light, but the ardor in his eyes carried enough weight to make my heart flip twice.


  “So you didn’t bring anyone?”


  He shook his head, still looking at me that way. I tore my gaze away from his and looked over his shoulder, taking a step back when I spotted Carson walking over to us. I had a split second to look between the two of them and actually see the contrast between them. It was almost laughable. Not that Carson wasn’t good looking, but the fact was, he’d never be Jensen.


  “Hey, they just opened up the other room,” Carson said as he reached us.


  He came over to stand beside me and wrapped an arm around me, holding my waist. My eyes widened as I watched Jensen, who hadn’t even acknowledged Carson’s presence. He was too busy shooting daggers at me.


  “Umm…” I said and cleared my throat. “Guess we better go.”


  “You’re the guy on the Sunday paper, right?” Carson said, holding his free hand out to him. Jensen tore his gaze from mine and acknowledged his hand with a shake. “I’m a huge fan. I like the ones about your dating life. They’re freaking hilarious. I think every single man in the city, with or without child can relate.”


  Jensen gave a small nod. The edge of the left side of his lip raised slightly in a sign I knew was gratefulness, but another may have mistaken for cockiness. He looked at me again, down at Carson’s arm around me, and back at my face. He walked away without saying a word. Carson looked down at me as I gathered my camera and followed him into the room. I watched Jensen’s back as he walked into the double doors. He walked like a man on a mission. Like he had no time for bullshit.


  “Not much of a talker, huh?” Carson said, signaling at the doors that Jensen had walked into.


  “Not really.”


  “You guys seemed to be talking for a little while, though. Did you have to interview him?”


  I frowned. “Oh. No. I’m only here for pictures, no interviews. I, uh…” I paused. “Went to school with him.”


  “Nice. He’s pretty popular with the ladies in my office. They’re always drooling over him.”


  I bit the inside of my mouth and shook my head. Carson laughed.


  “I take it you’re not a fan?” he said as he held the door open for me.


  I shrugged.


  We found our table easily. It was right by the front of the stage, where everybody had to walk by in order to receive his or her award. They served the food first. I looked for Jensen but couldn’t find his table, so I went back to my conversation with Carson and finally met the other photographer, Daniel, whom I’d only waved at from afar earlier.


  While we were finishing up dinner, the host got on the microphone and started making a toast to the people who put the event together. Then he asked a presenter to go up to the stage. Everybody clapped for the known author, and I took the opportunity to snap a picture. More of those went on. After they presented the tenth award I started to wonder if they had a prize for anyone who could string a sentence together. When the eleventh person went up to present an award, though, my hands started to shake a bit. I brought the camera up to my face and snapped a picture.


  “Is he your favorite?” Carson whispered near my ear. I jumped, but nodded. “You look like you got it bad for him,” he whispered. I felt my lips tug into a smile.


  “Neil Gaiman is king,” I whispered, snapping another picture.


  I looked over at Carson momentarily, in time to catch the shake of his head and the amusement his blond brows showed as they bounced up.


  “Jensen Reynolds.” The words came from the stage. I gasped and looked back over.


  Jensen Reynolds?


  Holy shit.


  At the sight of Jensen walking toward us, I fumbled my camera. He looked over at me for a split second as everybody continued to clap, and walked on the stage, taking the award and standing behind the podium. Seeing him up there, holding that gold award in a room full of prestigious people made me tear up. A wave of emotion assaulted my senses. A rush of blood pounded in my ears as I watched him. He carried himself with the sureness of a god, summoning our attention, and in that moment, we were all his servants. Pride trickled through me as his eyes fell over the award before he scanned the crowd. It reminded me of his college graduation, when he reached the stage and held his degree in his hands and looked out into the crowd, his gaze searching until he’d found mine. My heart felt both heavy and filled with joy that day. Heavy because while the rest of the people in his graduating class were up there smiling at their parents, Patty and I had been the only ones there to support him. Joy because he’d worked his ass off to get up there.


  “I guess I’m supposed to form coherent words now, huh?” Jensen said with a chuckle.


  The crowd laughed along. I tried not to let any tears slip out of my eyes.


  “This is my first award, and the man who handed it to me is one of my idols, so he could have handed me a handkerchief, and I would have probably cried into it and called it a night.”


  More laughter.


  “And the fact that it’s for breakout author of the year, that’s…” Jensen shook his head, his words disappearing into the ambience. “Wow. It’s just … I’m honored. I am really taken aback by this, so thank you. I want to take a moment to say something to that table over there.” He lifted a finger and pointed at a table in the middle of the room. “They’re young writers. Young, incredible minds who have found an escape in a craft most of us in here are fortunate enough to call our careers. I’ve spoken to a lot of you, and I know you’re probably looking around this room, at these guys in tuxedos and these women in extravagant dresses, thinking, ‘I’m from the Bronx, I don’t fit in.’ Well, I’m from the rough side of Long Beach, and spent a lot of my teenage years in Santa Barbara around kids who had a lot more than I did.” He paused for a moment, and I felt new tears inside my eyes.


  “The only thing I had was a journal, a pen, and a dream. I didn’t even have somebody who believed in me until my foster mother, who happens to be my aunt, took me in, but even then I felt like I had nobody. Then I met this girl. This sweet, crazy, innocent girl named Mia, and everything changed. I shouldn’t say I met her. I’d known her for a long time, but I hadn’t seen her until that one night.”


  His eyes moved around the room until he found me. “And that one night, when we finally opened our eyes to each other, I went home and wrote ten poems about her. I turned those poems into a couple of stories, and that one story, written about that one girl, changed my life forever. So, I say to you, young writers: You only need one person to believe in you, even if that person is yourself. And I say to you, old writers, and there’s a hell of a lot of you in here,” he said, cuing more laughter.


  “Thank you for accepting me into your tight circle. And I say to you, Mia Bennett—my photographer, my eyes, the girl of my dreams, the villain in my nightmares—that everything I owe, I owe to the night you let me look into your eyes and see the possibilities the world had to offer.” He held my eyes as he said the words, and I could no longer keep my tears from spilling. I put my camera down on my lap and let him see them, let him see me, and even as I cried, I smiled. He said one more thank you before stepping off the stage.


  “Holy shit,” Carson breathed out. I wiped my face and turned back around when I felt like I’d regained my composure. “I guess you did more than just go to school with him.”


  Instead of answering, I took a sip of wine. When I looked out into the crowd again, my eyes found Jensen, still talking to the group of men. He lifted his award up to me in a toast. I did the same with the glass of wine.


  “Congratulations,” I mouthed.


  “Thank you,” he mouthed back. Just as I was about to turn back to Carson, who’d tapped me on the shoulder, Jensen said, “Wait for me.”


  I blinked rapidly. Wait for him where? Here? My head snapped to Carson.


  “I’m pretty sure this is over,” he said, dragging his hand across the ivory table linen until he reached my hand. “Shall we go?”


  My mouth opened and closed like a puppet’s. I nodded and exchanged information with Dan, who said he was going to stay and speak to Beatrice. Then I excused myself to go to the bathroom, trying to buy time. And finally, when I realized Jensen wouldn’t be out of there anytime soon, I let Carson lead me out to yet another ÜBER of doom. In the car, he held my hand.


  “Thanks for coming with me,” I said.


  He smiled. “Of course. Thank you for bringing me. Now you’ll have to let me take you out to eat somewhere.” He paused, tilting his head. “Maybe Friday?”


  “Uh…” I let my response hang as the car slowed down and stopped in front of my building, Carson helped me exit. We stood, looking at each other. I wondered if he’d try to kiss me. This hardly constituted as a date, with him being on his phone the whole time and me crying over another man’s words. Not that a kiss has to happen on a date, first or otherwise. Lord knew I’d kissed men in much more informal settings, but still. I hoped he wouldn’t try to kiss me. When he leaned down, his lips brushing against my cheek, I didn’t back away. Maybe I should let him kiss me. Maybe that was exactly what I needed after a night as emotionally draining as this had been. His lips touched the edge of mine for half a second, before he backed away slowly and gave me his best Riddler grin.


  “Kissing is for real first dates,” he said.


  I chuckled awkwardly, because what else could I do? What kind of a man did that kind of shit? I sighed as I watched his ÜBER take off. Clearly a man that was not my type did that kind of shit.
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  I went to a gala at the New York Public Library this weekend, and it was phenomenal. From the attendance, to the speeches, and finally the awards. I was honored to get one. I don’t know how I did it, but I gave the longest speech of my life up there, and was fortunate enough to have one of the people I thanked sitting in the audience to witness it. I’m not a big crier; people seem to think I am because they think writers are in touch with their feelings. While that may be true, I’m not a crier, but if I ever had broken down in public, it would have been while I was up there accepting that award.


  I said all of these things to this woman, my life sweetheart, and she disappeared after that. When we were together I used to call her Road Runner, partly because she was the fastest girl on the Cross Country team, but mainly because whenever she got mad at something, or didn’t know how to handle a situation, she would get out of it. That’s basically what’s happening, and there’s nothing worse than deafening silence. Especially this kind. The kind that happens when you desperately need a job, or when you’re house hunting, or you’re waiting for acceptance letters from colleges. It seems like every time we need something, life finds a way to tell us to sit and wait. Basically, that’s what I’m doing right now.


  New York Public Library: Thumbs Up.


  


  Question of the day: @chrisalbano422 “Do you believe that you never love anyone completely after you lose your first love?”


  


  My answer: Although this hasn’t been the case for me, I believe other people might.
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  OF ALL THE things I could have misplaced, my phone was the worst one. The next morning I had to be in the conference room for a meeting to discuss what couples we agreed on and which ones we didn’t think should be in the main part of the special. Since I was a couple of minutes early, I was able to catch up with Katie before heading to the meeting room. My stomach was turning at the thought of seeing Jensen after the speech he’d given. I hadn’t waited and now I didn’t even know if he’d called. I hadn’t seen my phone since before the event, which was starting to worry me. I blamed it on ÜBER.


  Fran gave me a huge hug as soon as I reached her outside of the conference room.


  “Did you get my tweet about the Public Library?”


  I nodded. “Did mine not go through? My reception was crap in there, and to top it off, I can’t find my phone, though I’m sure it’s somewhere in the pile of laundry I have to get done.”


  “Oh no! Hopefully you find it soon.”


  “Hopefully,” I said, following her into the room. I waved at Ross and Anabelle who were already in there.


  “I saw the picture you posted on Twitter! You looked stunning in that dress. I’m so sad I missed it.” Fran said, pausing to look toward the door. “And here comes the man of the hour! Jen, did you see Mia at the gala? Didn’t she look stunning?”


  I looked down at my feet, hoping to hide the way my face heated at the mention of his name.


  “She looked exceptional,” he said. I brought my gaze up to his and smiled. He returned it.


  “Did you take a date?” Fran asked.


  Jensen’s demeanor changed instantly, darkening and getting serious.


  “I did.”


  Fran gasped and clapped once. “You did! You met someone … or was it a friend?”


  “I sort of met someone.”


  Her mouth hung open. “Did you end up going online?”


  I laughed. “No. I didn’t think it was safe to jump in the same waters you swam in.”


  “Nonsense,” she said with a laugh. “So, tell me, was he cute?”


  “Yeah,” I said, feeling hyperaware of the weight of Jensen’s stare.


  “Did you kiss him?” I felt my entire body heat up at the question. When I didn’t answer, she soldiered on. “Oh my God! You totally did. So there’s potential there!”


  I brought my gaze back up to where Jensen stood. He was staring at me in a way that made me feel guilty so I looked away quickly. As much as I liked making him jealous, disappointment was not a look I liked to see on his face. The meeting started fine. Ross said he’d contacted some of the people I was set to take pictures of this week, Anabelle said the same, and Jensen stayed quiet, brewing, the entire time. It shouldn’t have bothered me, really. I owed him nothing. Yet I felt like I owed him at least the decency to not talk about my dating life in font of him, especially after all of the things he’d said in that speech.


  After the meeting was over, I stayed behind, looking at the prints of the couples they thought they’d keep. It meant that I would have to take new pictures, probably tell them to dress up more and meet me in a different location. Because of the snow as of late, I wasn’t sure where I would take them. When I heard the door slam, my head snapped up. The room had cleared out, save for Jensen, who was leaning against the door looking like a schoolteacher monitoring Saturday detention. He wasn’t even looking at me. The short-sleeved Sherlock Holmes shirt he wore rode up as his hands tucked into the back pocket of his jeans. Finally, after a moment, as if he’d figured out what he was going to say to me, he looked up.


  Our eyes met like two freight trains that had just noticed they were on the same track, on full alert and full of caution. We looked at each other for one beat, two, before he strode over to me. I flattened against the seat I was in and clutched the armrests when he reached me and swiveled the chair to face him.


  “You fucking kissed him?” he asked, sitting in the seat beside mine and moving until our knees were touching.


  I swallowed.


  “I would hardly call it a kiss,” I whispered.


  The ghost of a smile tugging at his lips was the last thing I saw before his mouth was on mine. I forgot to breathe. People said that was impossible, but I completely forgot to breathe, and when my mouth opened it was to take some of his breath, or maybe some of what I’d left behind inside of him when he left me. My hands reached out and grabbed his hair, tugging as his tongue met mine. He eased away from me slowly, placing chaste kisses on my lips and the corners of my mouth as he did. Finally, he looked at me. I took a breath, let it out, and looked at him like he was crazy.


  “What would you call that?” he asked.


  I tried not to smile. Looking in his eyes, I reminded myself of the storm they so often held. Told myself how difficult it would be for me to trust him again. But as he sat there, smiling at me like he knew he’d kissed me into submission, I could only smile back.


  “A decent kiss.”


  He grinned. “Only decent?”


  I shrugged.


  “Want another go?”


  “Definitely not! We’re at work!” I pushed his chest.


  He shrugged. “You’re at work, I’m just here to work.”


  “You make no sense.”


  “I’m offering you my services since you’re in need of a good kiss.”


  “I didn’t say it was a bad kiss; I just said I wouldn’t even consider it one.”


  His eyes narrowed, as if the thought sunk in again. “I can’t believe you fucking kissed that loser.”


  “Now he’s a loser?”


  “He was always a loser. Now he’s a bigger loser.”


  I laughed. “You’re an idiot.”


  “But not a loser. There’s a difference,” he said. A smile tugged at his lips as he looked at me. “Go out with me tonight.”


  I stopped smiling and wheeled my chair back slightly. “Where?”


  “A concert.”


  “A concert?” I frowned, trying to think of what concerts I’d heard of. The problem is I hadn’t heard of any. The only gossip I got was from a homeless dude on the subway on my way to yoga in the mornings, so if Dave didn’t know, I didn’t either.


  “Yes. A concert. Tonight. I’ll pick you up at five, we’ll eat, have a much needed conversation, go to the concert, and have fun.”


  “I haven’t even agreed to this and you have it all planned out?”


  “I don’t have time to waste, Mia. Say yes and get it over with.”


  My mouth dropped. “For your information, the only reason I’m not concerned about whose concert you want to drag me to is because we have the same taste in music, but dinner?”


  “Yes, dinner. Consider it a perk since you clearly need better people to hang out with while you’re here … and the concert is Mumford, so you’re welcome.”


  I gasped. “No fucking way.”


  “Yes fucking way.”


  I bolted out of my seat and into his with a force that kicked us both off the chair and onto the floor in a series of “fuck,” “shit,” “fuck that hurt,” “what the hell did you do that for?” and ending in a fit of laughter as we lay on the floor looking at each other. When our laughter died down, he stood and offered his hand to help me up, which I took.


  “I’ll pick you up at five,” he said, his voice deep and quiet.


  “Okay, but no more kissing,” I whispered.


  It wasn’t until I was on my way home to look for my phone that it dawned on me that he had no idea where I lived. How the hell was he going to pick me up?
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  I FOUND MY phone exactly where I thought it would be, inside the basket of dirty laundry. I was rushing out, brushing my wet hair and trying to towel it dry so that streaks of water would stop pouring down my shoulders when I heard a loud knock on the door. Because I didn’t have my phone on me earlier, I wasn’t sure if it was the air conditioning guy again or someone knocking on the wrong door—again—since that had happened three times in the past week. I tied the towel around myself and walked over. Looking through the peephole, I gasped and took a step back. Jensen was standing on the other side of the door, wearing jeans, a short-sleeved black V-neck shirt, and holding a jacket in his left hand. I swung the door open.


  “How the hell do you know where I live?”


  He stiffened as his gaze washed over me, traveling from my face down to my bare feet and back in a slow sweep. He didn’t say a word for a moment, and I finally backed up to let him step in.


  “Hello?” I said, closing the door behind us.


  He turned to face me, stepping closer to me, and suddenly I was very aware of how naked I was below my towel. When he reached me, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath.


  “Go get dressed. I can’t fucking think right now!” He waved his arms once as if he were annoyed at the mere fact that I was in front of him to begin with, and it pissed me off because I hadn’t even invited him over!


  “There’s not much to think about! How did you know I was staying here?”


  “You said you lived in Millie’s old place. This is Millie’s old place. I came over once when Seth made steak. There. Go get dressed,” he said in a huff.


  I let out a frustrated growl and rolled my eyes. As I brushed past him, I purposely pressed the front part of my body against his arm. He groaned.


  “Mia.”


  “I’m going to get dressed!”


  “I’m trying not to accidentally rip that off you, and you’re rubbing yourself all over me!” he said in a low growl that sent a shiver down my spine.


  I disappeared into the bedroom and dressed quickly. As much as I loved how much I affected him, I knew I had to keep myself in check. It would be easy to go down that road again with him. It was easy the first time, and it ended badly. It would be the same this time around.


  “Isn’t it freezing outside?” I asked once I stepped out of the room.


  He gave me a full onceover. I was wearing black Converse, like him, jeans, like him, a black shirt, like him, and had a jean jacket over it. He chuckled. “This is interesting. And no, it’s not, the bipolar weather decided to grace is with warmer weather today.”


  I disappeared into my room again. I wasn’t going to change just because we looked like we’d planned our damn outfits to match. Fuck that. But I did want to wear a hat.


  “Cute,” he said upon my return. “I’m sure the temperature will drop later though.”


  “This place really does have the most bipolar weather.”


  “Only as of late,” he said, waiting for me to lock the door. “It’s almost as if California spit out all of its crazies and they landed in New York.”


  I bumped him with my shoulder as I put my keys away in my purse. “You’re hilarious.”


  “I try.”


  “Where are we going?” I asked, as we walked past the cabbie sitting in the front of the building. “Subway’s the other way.”


  Jensen ignored my question, but reached out for my hand and held it as he continued walking around the corner, into a parking lot. There, on the side, before you got past the cashiers, was a familiar matte black bike. I tightened my grip in his hand.


  “You still have your bike?”


  He chuckled. “Evidently.”


  “I thought you would have gotten rid of it.”


  “Why would I get rid of my Harley?” he asked, frowning.


  “Because you have a daughter! Oh my God. Don’t tell me you make her ride this thing.” I paused. “Kids aren’t allowed to ride motorcycles, are they?”


  He shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s not like she doesn’t wear a helmet.”


  I gaped at him and covered my mouth with my hands, but narrowed my eyes when I caught the twinkle in his eyes before his lips spread into a grin. I charged toward him, and he laughed, catching my hands over the lapels of his jacket before I could fully shove him.


  “You’re such a bastard.”


  “You’re cute when you get worked up,” he said, bringing his mouth down to my ear. My grip tightened over his jacket when he dragged his tongue along the shell of it. “Even more so when it has to do with Olivia.” My heart spiked. “Are you still scared of bikes?” he asked. I was surprised I could hear him over the roaring in my ears. I nodded in response to his question. His lips made their way down to my cheek, and then the corner of my mouth. “Do you trust me?” he asked.


  My eyes slammed shut at his whispered words and the memory of the last time I’d heard them. My then-teenage self so eager to climb on whatever it was he was offering. Our breaths mingled in anticipation for my answer, and when I opened my eyes and our gazes met, I found it in the sincerity his eyes held, and the countless feelings that shone behind them. I nodded.


  “I do.”


  He breathed out heavily, his large hands framing and covering the sides of my face as he pulled me in for one last kiss before we got on the bike.


  The bike roared down the streets in an effortless weave, folding into the darkness. I gripped my arms around his waist and lay my face on his back, closing my eyes to the unchartered territories in my thoughts. What if this ended up being more than I could handle? What scared me most was that I wanted this to be a date. I wanted to treat it like a date. I wanted him to kiss me and touch me and fold me into the side of his body while we stood at the concert. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter. Remember what he did. Remember why he left. Remember why you avoided him all these years. And I did. I did remember all of those things. I’d been so busy reminding myself of his past mistakes, that I’d forgotten what it felt like to live in the moment. Fuck it. I owed this to myself. I needed closure, and I was going to get it while I was here. I opened my eyes once more and smiled as we zoomed by the sidewalks of people, most in business attire, some holding shopping bags.


  The bike came to a stop once he pulled in an alley between two old buildings. I took a couple of steps out onto the sidewalk and smiled at the gay pride flag that waved across the street.


  “What is this place?” I asked, looking over my shoulder, then turning fully so I wouldn’t miss Jensen’s confident stride toward me. I missed seeing that. Damn it. He walked like a man who knew he was the sun and all the planets were in his orbit, not the other way around.


  “Hell’s Kitchen.”


  “Oh, where is it?” I asked, looking in both directions on the sidewalk.


  Jensen chuckled as he grabbed my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. My heart spiked at his touch, and when he stroked my hand over with his thumb as he gave me a tender look, I felt something quake inside of me.


  “All of this is Hell’s Kitchen.”


  I was impressed. We went into a little hole in the wall that he’d heard had amazing chicken and waffles. Of course, I ended up getting that. Jensen ordered octopus. I shook my head.


  “What? I heard it’s good.”


  “What’s the deal with you and octopus?” I asked, my eyes falling over his now-covered forearm.


  He smiled. “I like them.”


  “They’re kind of ugly and slimy,” I said, my nose scrunching at the thought. “Not saying your tattoo is ugly. I like it.”


  He chuckled.


  “But really, why an octopus?” I only asked because he was the kind of person who didn’t just do anything. He didn’t just go and get a tattoo because he liked some words. He got them because he felt the words. It took him a while to get the ones I knew were on his ribs. I tried not to think about it, and cleared my head when the waitress came and got our drink orders. We both got water. He was driving, and I wanted to watch the concert completely sober.


  “They intrigue me. They have three hearts,” he said, and paused when I coughed over my sip of water.


  “Why the hell would you want three hearts? Most of the time I want to give up the one I already have.”


  Jensen only smiled. I could tell he wanted to say something, but he continued on, “They also die after they mate.”


  “You’re not selling me on this creature thus far.”


  That made him laugh and shrug. “I’m not trying to.”


  “You’re not telling me anything. I want to know why.”


  He gave me a look that zipped through my bones and seeped into my bloodline. I sat on my hands, suddenly feeling really cold.


  “Obviously they have three hearts for a reason, and I’m not an octopus, but one of their hearts doesn’t function when they’re swimming. I saw it on a special once, and I thought, ‘Shit, that’s me.’ My heart doesn’t function when I’m doing ordinary things.”


  I was afraid to ask, so I cleared my throat. “And the dying thing?”


  He gave me a small, sad smile. “I love Olivia. She’s the thing I’m most proud of, and if I had to go back…” He paused for a moment to make sure I’d understand it. I nodded because I knew what was coming and I was okay with it. “I wouldn’t change anything, but only because my mistakes brought me her.” He took a sip of water. “But when that whole thing happened, a part of me died. A big part of me died.”


  I could only nod in response.


  We small talked a little bit, about my family, my mom, my dad, Rob, and his boyfriend. Then we talked about his foster mom, Patty, Victor, Estelle, and Oliver. When we had exhausted that topic, he looked at me again, and I knew what was coming.


  “We need to talk,” he said.


  “I thought we were doing that already.”


  He shot me a look. I sighed and made room for the server to put our plates in front of us.


  “I’m sorry I took a date the other night. I really didn’t know you would be there,” I said first.


  “It’s fine. I’m over that. It obviously didn’t go well, and selfishly that makes me happy. I want to discuss other things.”


  I laughed nervously. “Let me guess, you want to talk about things that happened when we broke up.”


  He bobbed his head side to side. “Sort of. I want to talk about my dating Krista and her getting pregnant.”


  Something lurched inside my stomach. I put my utensils down with a clink. “Over dinner? You want to discuss this over dinner?”


  “We need to talk about it, Mia.”


  “Why?” I groaned, rubbing a hand over my forehead.


  “Because we’re never going to move forward if we don’t revisit the past and discuss our problems.”


  “I don’t want to move forward.” I knew I was pouting like a baby, but I couldn’t talk about that stuff. I couldn’t bear to relive it.


  His hand slid over the table and covered mine. He turned it over and placed his on my palm, waiting for me to look up. In that moment, his eyes were so soft and understanding that I wanted nothing more than to do what he asked of me, but I couldn’t, not there.


  “After,” I whispered, feeling tears prick my eyes. Clearly I wasn’t as healed as I once thought. He conceded with a nod and continued to eat.


  “Where do you meet the women you take on dates?” I asked, taking a bite of my chicken when my appetite found me again.


  Jensen chuckled. “You can’t talk about Krista, but you can talk about current women I date?”


  I groaned at the mention of her name, but pushed it away and shrugged. I didn’t really want to picture him with any woman, if I was being honest, but it was easier for me to accept that he was a young, single male who dated.


  “I’m weird,” I said.


  He shook his head in amusement. “Match, E-Harmony, shit like that.”


  I gaped at him. “You’re on Match?”


  His brows rose at my loudness. He looked around the restaurant and chuckled. “Yeah, I am. Why is that so hard to believe?”


  I was still gaping. Because you’re hot? Because you’re so successful? Because … you’re really freaking hot? I didn’t say any of it, but I knew he knew what I was thinking. I could tell from the sure smile on his face.


  “There are a lot of good looking people on there, you know.”


  “Had I known, I would have joined a long ass time ago.”


  He smiled. “Maybe they would have matched us.”


  “Maybe.” I paused, mulling that over. “That would have been awkward.”


  “Or perfect.”


  I sat on my hands again. “So have you found ‘the one’?”


  He raised an eyebrow, shooting me a look as he tried to contain his smirk. “I sure have.”


  “You make it impossible to have a conversation with,” I said, but I found that I was fighting a smile.


  “You make it impossible to live life without,” he said, looking straight into my eyes.


  Despite my rattling heart and the way my blood fired through my veins, I managed to hit my forehead with the palm of my hand in an effort to defuse the moment, because I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle the feels. Jensen smiled at my attempt, but the gleam stayed in his eyes. We left the restaurant smiling, just the way we arrived, and he promised to take me back to eat at other spots around there. As we walked back to the bike, I looked around in disbelief. I couldn’t believe how many good looking gay men and women there were in one area.


  “I mean, it’s astounding,” I said as we climbed on the bike.


  Jensen chuckled. “It is. It’s a cool neighborhood, right?”


  I nodded, looking around one last time before we zipped off. We ended up parking the bike outside cute little houses in Brooklyn and riding the subway to Coney Island for the concert. While we were sitting on the train, I rested my legs over his in order to save space for the people beside us. He was rubbing over my thighs in a massaging motion that made my insides a puddle of mush.


  “I want to take you home,” he said in a soft murmur against my ear. My heart doubled in speed.


  “Maybe I’ll let you,” I whispered. I only knew he’d heard me because he pulled me closer until my face was resting over his hard chest and he kissed my forehead.


  When we got to our stop, it seemed like a million people got off the subway. Jensen held my hand tighter as we made our way through the crowd and onto the street.


  “Holy shit. It’s freezing here,” I said.


  His arm was around my shoulder, pulling me to his side before I could finish my sentence. I shivered as I moved further into him, trying to steal all of his warmth.


  “It’s because we’re on the water.”


  As soon as we made it into the park and handed our tickets over, I pulled his hand and led him inside and to the front of the stage. I was smiling so wide when I turned around, and he was laughing at my excitement.


  “Nobody’s here yet, babe.”


  My smile slipped away slowly, and he noticed. He pulled my hand until I was pressed up against him, my head on his chest. We stood like that for a little while, his chin resting over my head and his arms around me while mine hung loose on either side of me. I was sure I couldn’t do this. With anybody else? Hell yes. I’d had one-night stands before. I could be totally unattached to men. But this wasn’t any man. This was the man, or who I thought was the man. I pushed my thoughts away when he led me to the merchandise tent. By the time we’d both pulled our matching hoodies over our heads, only because they only had one style, and got a beer each, we were back to laughing as we pointed out different people in the crowd.


  When I looked around again, I was surprised to see how many people had gotten there while we’d been talking. Soon we were squished a little closer, but still had enough breathing room that we hopped around. The opening act started and the stadium became alive, jumping along and snapping pictures, but it wasn’t until the main act came out that you could really feel the vibrant crowd. I’d been living in Manhattan long enough to know that the city had a heartbeat, fast and resilient, but Brooklyn was a different story. Brooklyn’s heart beat. It actually beat. As I looked around, I felt like I was home. I felt it. Despite the cold, despite the fact that I was miles away from my family, I felt like I was where I belonged in that moment.


  Jensen’s hand closed over mine as “The Wolf’ started. We smiled at each other as we jumped and sang along. We did that for three songs, back to back, and I couldn’t stop laughing and smiling. I couldn’t remember having that much fun since the last time I’d hung out with Estelle and Robbie. A couple of songs went by, but when I heard the beat to “After the Storm” start playing, it was like something poignant was being pumped directly into my heart, and spreading through me like a slow insulin. As if on cue, we both stopped moving. Our hands found each other’s again, and our eyes quickly followed. Suddenly, Marcus wasn’t singing to me, but to us, and I couldn’t stop the tears from swimming in my eyes. We faced each other. Jensen’s hands framed my face; mine held his wrists, closing over the scripted name of his daughter and the words Let it Be.


  As if the song and the moment we were sharing weren’t emotional enough, his lips started moving along with the lyrics. When he started singing about taking me by the hand and standing tall, and then about a time when love won’t break my heart, I felt something inside of me shift. Some part of me made room for feelings I’d tried to bury. And once that happened, I felt everything. I felt him asking me to forgive him, to let go of the past and embrace this moment. It was then that the tears began to spill, and once they did I couldn’t stop crying.


  Soon my crying went from just crying to full on bawling, and Jensen’s thumbs moved to wipe my tears. He brought his face down, his lips pressing against mine softly, his tongue seeking permission I quickly gave, and we stood there, in a crowd full of people, with our favorite band playing, and gave into something unstoppable. Because that was what we had. It was unstoppable, unyielding, and all-consuming. And it wasn’t perfect. It never had been, because we weren’t perfect. He was a mess of brokenness, a mess of emotions that had been fucked with long ago, and I was the glue that once tried to fix him. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t fix him because I wasn’t his savior, as he wasn’t mine. I was just as lost as he was, and maybe that was what attracted us to one another, our vulnerability and willingness to be with another lost soul.


  When we pulled back from the kiss, his hands still on my face, I continued to cry. I didn’t cry because I was sad. I didn’t cry because I was letting go of my anger. I cried because I felt it. I felt everything. And I hadn’t felt emotion like that in such a long time that I was sure a part of me had broken off when he left me. Maybe it did. Maybe he took the part of me with the ability to give herself fully to another human being. I wasn’t sure I wanted it back. Not if he was the missing link.


  I managed to collect myself when the band started a more upbeat song, and wiped my tears, took a breath, and after a long moment, we started jumping again. After that point we were always touching, always hyperaware of each other’s presence. Even more so than we already had been.
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  WHEN IT WAS over, we waited until some of the crowd walked out and followed suit, but took a right, toward the water, instead of a left toward the subway.


  “It’s so quiet out here,” I said.


  “It is. I’ve never been out here before,” Jensen said, pulling me into his side.


  I looked up at him. “You’re kidding.”


  “Nope.”


  We stopped walking when we got to the edge, right by the sand. I turned to face him then.


  “Do you miss home?”


  He tilted his head, seemingly mulling something over until he finally looked at me, his gaze serious.


  “I miss you,” he said, and paused to let that sink in. “I miss you,” he repeated, louder, his gaze not moving away from my wide eyes as he caressed my cheek with the back of his hand. “I miss you, and I’m sick of treating this like a crystal vase I’m afraid to tamper with in case it breaks.” He leaned down and placed his forehead against mine, letting out a cold and smoky breath that tickled over my nose.


  “The vase is already broken,” I whispered.


  “If it’s already broken, why are you so afraid of it?”


  “Because I don’t know if I want to walk on all that shattered glass again.”


  He cupped my face with his large hand, his thumb caressing my cheekbone. “I’d walk on glass if that meant getting to you. I’d swim an ocean, climb a mountain, I’d do anything.”


  I blinked my eyes away from him, back in the direction of the vast ocean just steps away from us, and shook my head. “Words are just words, Jensen.”


  “Words are my life.”


  “I know that, but saying things, writing things, those aren’t things that are going to get me back. You have to see that. You have to see that you leaving and getting married was an action I’m not sure I can move past far enough to trust you again.”


  He sighed heavily and clasped his hands behind his head. He closed his eyes for a second before dropping his arms and looking at me again. “Tell me what to do. Tell me what I need to do to get you back.”


  I stood there, gaping at him for a moment. Waves crashed, people laughed in a far distance, yet the world stood still for us, for this moment. Once upon a time I’d dreamt of those words coming from his mouth. Once upon a time I craved them, I felt like I needed them, but that time passed. And as much as I loved to hear them even now, all these years later, I didn’t know what to do with them.


  “I don’t know, Jensen. I honestly don’t know,” I said finally.


  “Why did you tell me you wanted closure?”


  Oh my God. I knew the closure thing would come back to bite me in the ass. I let out a laugh.


  “Because I’m crazy, obviously.” When he shot me a look, I got serious and conceded to tell the truth. “Because I want to stop comparing every asshole I date to you.”


  His chuckle was deep and rich. “No matter how much closure I give you, you’re going to compare me to every single man you meet, Mia. It’s the same for me. Nobody is ever funny enough, annoying enough, crazy enough, or beautiful enough to equate to you.”


  I looked away. “You can’t say things like that.”


  “You want me to stand here and lie to you?” he asked. I shook my head and looked back at him. He had the most serious expression I’d ever seen on his face. Ever. His hands framed both sides of my face. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake. I’ve apologized a million times. I don’t know what else you want me to say to you, but if there’s something I can do, tell me.”


  I shook my head. “What’s done is done.”


  He nodded. “Okay, so let’s have that talk now. I’ll start,” he said, shooting me a pointed look as he dropped his hands. “I thought you were dating someone when Krista and I were…” He let the words hang, thank God, because I wasn’t sure I could take it. “I heard it was serious, and I hadn’t spoken to you in a couple of weeks, so…” He shrugged. “And then it happened, and I realized what a monumental thing it was because I couldn’t have both. I couldn’t have you and have the baby.”


  “Maybe you could have. You didn’t even put that out there as an option for us.”


  “I couldn’t, Mia. I couldn’t.” He let out a heavy sigh. “It was too much. Her family is too … they have money, and I was nobody. A poor little punk with a ride to a good college who got a rich girl pregnant.” He paused again, reaching out for my hand as if he needed to make sure I wouldn’t bail. “It was like my parents all over again.”


  I nodded in understanding. His parents, but backwards, because in his parents’ case, his mom was the one without a dollar to her name.


  “I get it, Jensen. I do. Honestly, I do. I’ve had five years to process this, but every time I see you—”


  “Your world is thrown off its axis,” he said.


  “Basically.”


  “Do you think that’ll happen to you again? Do you think that feeling of imbalance can be caused by just anything?”


  I shook my head. I knew it couldn’t. I’d dated enough guys to know few could do this.


  “Don’t you think it’s worth the risk? Yes, you’re leaving soon, but while you’re here, don’t you want to find out what this is?”


  I tore my gaze away from his. “You should sell cars.”


  “I sell love. That’s a lot harder to sell than cars.”


  My eyes fell to our joined hands, his unfinished infinity tattoo glaring at me, saying, Remember me? Remember love? Don’t do it. On the other hand, when I threaded my fingers through his I focused on Leave. And then, I looked again, blinking my eyes to focus on the letter written by the fold of his ring finger. I squinted in the dim light, peeling the fingers. My eyes snapped up to his, heart hammering. I rubbed over the scripted M with my thumb. It had to come off, right?


  “It’s not temporary, Mia. You’ll have to cut it off my skin.”


  “Jensen,” I whispered, looking up at him again.


  “Always,” he said, cupping my face with his other hand. “You’re always with me.”


  “When did you get it?” I asked, my voice a rasp.


  “The last time I told you that I loved you.”


  This time when the tears pricked my eyes, it wasn’t because of music or ambiance. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him. It was soft, slow, and tender. It wasn’t forgetful, or even forgiving, but one that held potential.


  “Take me home,” I said, a murmur against his lips.


  “You’re going to have to be more specific than that, babe,” he said, tugging my bottom lip between his teeth.


  “I want you to take me to your house,” I said, tucking my hands into the back of his jacket. I slipped the tips of my fingers into the bottom of his shirt and ran them up his hard back. “Please,” I added in a whisper as I scratched my way down his back. I could feel the heavy breathing in his chest against my own.


  Hunger flashed in his eyes. His grip tightened over my hips. “Let’s go, beautiful.”
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  HE WEAVED HIS bike around a two-story house and stopped in front of the garage as he waited for it to open.


  “You may want to hold on to me again,” he said.


  My hands flew around him as he revved up the bike and moved it inside the garage. I looked around the two-car garage, which didn’t have much aside from a black truck, a tool cabinet, and a pink Jeep suited for a little girl. My eyes stayed glued on that. I had a similar one as a kid. Our parents would take us out almost daily to ride around our neighborhood, me in my pink Jeep and Rob on his GI Joe bike as we tried to race to each stop sign. I wondered if Jensen got together with Krista to do things like that. I wondered if they got together often at all.


  “Mia,” Jensen said.


  From the tone of his voice I knew I missed whatever he’d said before that. I blinked rapidly and looked at him.


  “Yeah?”


  He cocked his head, signaling the house. “Come on.”


  I followed him up two steps and into the house. The smell of wood hit me first. It wasn’t the overpowering Abercrombie store type, more like new wood cabinets. As my eyes scanned the white walls, I wondered if he’d opted to keep them that way or if he just hadn’t gotten around to painting them.


  “How long have you lived here?”


  He was standing beside me with his thumbs tucked into the front pockets of his jeans, his eyes on my face. “About two years?”


  I breathed out heavily. Two years. “Did Olivia and her mom live here as well?”


  “Just me. Olivia is here a lot, though, so technically she’s been living here for just as long.”


  I walked forward, through an area with a long wooden table that looked like a park bench, until I reached the large kitchen.


  “Oliver wasn’t exaggerating,” I said.


  “About what?” Jensen asked, trailing closely behind me.


  “He said your place was really nice.” I looked around the kitchen and rounded the corner of the island in the center. “This is beautiful,” I said, looking up to meet his gaze.


  He stepped forward until he was on the other side of the island and placed his hands flat on the surface of it. The way he looked at me made me grip the counter on the side I was on.


  “You haven’t even seen the rest of it.”


  “This preview is enough for me to make a pretty accurate assessment that it is beautiful.”


  He grinned. “Maybe that’s what I want everybody who comes here and stays on this floor to think.”


  “Maybe you’re just trying to get me in your room.”


  That made him chuckle. He pushed back and shrugged off his leather jacket, laying it on the counter. My eyes made their way down his body and my heart picked up speed as images of what was underneath his clothes flashed in my mind.


  “You want to see the rest?” he asked.


  His voice was grating and deep, and made me want to lose all my inhibitions. My heart ricocheted wildly. One second stretched into two, then three, and all I could do was stand there, holding on to the edge of the counter as we gazed into each other’s eyes. Neither of us wanted to make the next move first. The aftermath of our actions teetered on this moment, and we both knew it could either be tragic or beautiful. We didn’t know how to have one without the other. I took a step away from the counter. He followed my lead. We moved until we reached a middle ground, and he held his hands out to mine.


  We were spiked feelings and muted pleas, only daring to speak with our eyes. And as he led me up the stairs it occurred to me that I’d put so much emphasis on our love, on him being my other half, and how being near him and touched by him made me feel complete, that it wasn’t until he left that I really became a whole person by myself. And that was what scared me about all of this. I was scared that I would lose myself so deeply in him again that when this was over, I wouldn’t know where I ended and he began. I shook the thought away. I wasn’t that girl anymore. I knew I was a whole person, and I’d survive without him just fine, but a part of me couldn’t help but wonder.


  The smell of him engulfed me as we walked into the first door we reached. He didn’t drop my hand, but caressed my arm as I looked around his room, at the dark blue walls and low king-sized bed sitting in the middle. Everything, from the minimalistic décor to the scent screamed organized and embodied man.


  “It’s very … you.”


  Jensen chuckled. “I hope that’s a compliment.”


  I dropped my hand from his as I looked at him, pulling my bag over my head as I did. “It is,” I said, and looked at my bag momentarily.


  “What’s the smile for?” he asked.


  “You should let me take pictures of you.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “What kind of pictures are we talking?”


  I laughed, slapping his chest. My amusement died down when he held my hand there, on his hard pec, right over the thumping of his heart.


  “Are you going to let me interview you?” he asked, still holding my hand. His heart matched the rhythm of mine.


  I nodded, my response caught in my throat.


  He turned our bodies to face each other and grabbed the strap of my bag with one long finger. With the other hand, he cupped my face, tilting it until our gazes were locked again.


  “Come. Take your pictures,” he said, moving me forward as he moved back, toward the bed. He sat at the foot of it, scooting back so that I could straddle him, then leaned back on his hands.


  My hands shook as I opened my bag and got the camera out. I’d taken my smaller one, the one I carried with me most of the time. Taking the lens cap off, I snapped a picture. He frowned, because he wasn’t ready for it, and I smiled and snapped one of his frown.


  “Do you take pictures of every asshole you date?” he asked.


  I smiled, looking at him through the lens.


  “Is that your first interview question?”


  “How many are you giving me?”


  I shrugged. “Five?”


  “So then yes.”


  “No.”


  He shot me a confused look. I snapped another picture.


  “No, I don’t take pictures of every asshole I date.”


  “Too personal?” he asked, his voice a soft murmur. He sat up and placed his hands on my thighs, moving them up my jeans and squeezing at the thickest part. My heart jumped.


  “Way too personal,” I whispered, looking into his eyes through the lens, the longing in them making me let out a shuddered breath.


  “Maybe we should do this naked,” he said, and smiled when he felt me stiffen. “To increase vulnerability.”


  I put the camera down beside us and pulled my hoodie over my head, tossing it aside, then lifted my head in a nod. He chuckled and pulled his shirt over his head, his muscles tensing with each movement. I let out a breath, pulling back slightly so that I could look at him. He’d always been lean, a swimmer’s body, but he’d filled out in the past five years. The cut of his muscles more defined. I put my hand on his shoulder and dragged it down slowly. He sucked in a breath. I could feel his eyes on mine. The ink on his chest spread further than what I’d seen before, more art added. My breath hitched at the sight of the Road Runner tattoo on his inner bicep. My eyes flew to his. When did you get this?


  He smiled. “It was a birthday gift I gave myself a few years back.”


  A few years back, when I’d been ignoring the hell out of him, probably dating some other guy. The thought stabbed at me. I swallowed, feeling ashamed as I looked back at it. I moved on to the poem written on the other side, taking up the length of his ribcage. How often had I dreamt of being that bluebird it spoke of? The things I would have given to tuck myself into the cage inside his heart…


  His arms wrapped around me, the warm feel of them against me making a rush of blood flow through me. His hands unsnapped my bra, his eyes on mine the entire time, even as he dragged the straps down my arms. He leaned in then, tucking his face into my neck and kissing me there before his lips began to make a trail from the hollow of my throat down my sternum, leaving a warm blaze in their wake. I felt myself flush and pulled away slightly.


  “More pictures?” he asked, his hands back on my ribcage, making their way to my breasts.


  I rocked slightly, rubbing against the hardness in his jeans. He groaned, covering my breasts with his hands, kneading softly, his thumbs brushing against my nipples. I moaned.


  “More pictures.”


  “Okay.” He brought his mouth down to where his thumbs had been, and my hands flew to his hair as I rocked against him once more.


  “Mia,” he said, his voice a growl on my nipple.


  “What?” I said in a gasp, tugging harder when I felt his teeth on me.


  “You need to stop rocking like that if you want to finish this photo shoot.”


  “You need to stop moving your mouth like that if you want to finish this interview.”


  He pulled back, looking at me with a smile, and I took the opportunity to grab my camera as he switched our positions and shifted so that my back was on the bed and he was between my legs. I snapped a picture just as his face was coming down, and set it aside right before his lips met mine.


  “Maybe those pictures will give you the proof you need,” he said, unbuckling and tugging off my jeans, my panties going with them.


  “Proof of what?” I asked, gasping loudly at the feel of his hands exploring my fully naked body, my neck, my breasts, my stomach, my thighs.


  “Proof of how much I want you.” His hands moved slowly, as if he was looking for something he’d lost inside my body. Maybe he was.


  My hands were working on his jeans when he stopped me and stood, taking them off himself, slowly, as if he was doing a striptease for me. I sat up on my elbows to watch him.


  “I don’t think the proof is in the pictures,” I said, my eyes dropping.


  He grinned as he walked toward the bed, grabbing my feet and spreading my legs when he reached me.


  “That’s not the kind of want I was talking about,” he said as he nestled between my legs again, dipping his head until his lips were pressed against mine, his tongue slipping into my mouth. . Our tongues moved in a synchronized motion of lifelong lovers. His body covered mine as he placed me back on the bed, and he broke the kiss, brushing the tip of his nose against mine.


  “I want to touch you,” I whispered, moving my hand between our bodies, along the squares of his abdomen. His cock twitched against my stomach, but he stopped my hand from reaching it.


  “I want so much,” he murmured, tugging on my bottom lip. “I want to get inside of you and fuck you endlessly.” He dragged his mouth down to my neck. “Hard and fast.” He pulled a nipple into his mouth and swirled his tongue around it. He paused, his eyes flashing to mine when he felt my hands in his hair, pushing him into me. “And then slowly, taking my time with you. You like that?”


  I nodded. He did it again before he pulled back to rain kisses down the middle of my stomach, nipping every couple of movements, on my hips, by my belly button, right over my folds. I was running out of breath, and he hadn’t even reached his destination. My lips parted, a moan escaping me. I arched off the bed when I finally felt his tongue between my legs. His hands held down my hips as he went back in and did it again, letting out a sated moan.


  “But first, I need to taste you.” His tongue flicked against my clit. “I need to erase any memory this has that doesn’t involve me.” My back arched as he licked again. “I need to make sure,” he said, sucking my clit into his mouth and letting go with a pop. “That I get reacquainted with you properly before I can bury myself inside you.” He licked again, and this time, brought his hands up to my chest and tweaked my nipples. I panted and writhed, as he continued to feast on me. I moved, my feet rubbing against his cock, and rubbing again when I felt just how hard he was. He made a growling sound in the back of his throat, breathing heavily. And then I couldn’t move my feet anymore. My eyes closed, and I let myself get lost in feelings that were too powerful for me to deny.


  The feel of his tongue, thick and hot against me. His large hands expertly making their way up and down my body. The nips of his teeth against me. I couldn’t think as the tingling feeling started at the base of my spine and made its way through my body. I let out an unintelligible scream and begged him to fuck me as my orgasm rocked through me. He chuckled at my command, his wet lips making their way up my body again, slowly, in a torturous pace that nearly made me cry. And then he finally reached my face, gray eyes flickered between mine as his thumb caressed my jaw, then made its way into my mouth, dragging out slowly against the inside of my bottom lip.


  “I need to get something,” he said, his voice low, his breath ragged, his eyes raw as they looked into mine.


  I felt the question at his pause: do I need to get something? I nodded.


  He stilled momentarily before conceding, leaning over me, to the drawer of the nightstand, ripping it open and sliding it down his length. The tattoo on the inside of his other bicep caught my eye, the one that said Olivia. One last warning from the past looked back at me, but was quickly forgotten when he thrust inside of me. I took a loud, gasped breath and arched my hips to welcome him fully. He rocked out slowly, in a way that stifled my airwaves, and back in deeply, hard, but just as slowly. His forehead dropped to mine as he breathed out heavily.


  “God. I missed this,” he said, his voice strained. He pulled out again, nearly all the way, and pushed back in hard and fast. I yelped. “I missed you.” His movements became more frantic, picking up speed and strength each time he entered fully.


  I felt everything. There was desperation in our lovemaking. It was a defining moment for me, for us, one in which we looked directly into our pain and questioned its weight on us. I missed you, too, I answered with my mouth on his. I missed you so much, I was sure it would kill me some days.


  I’m sorry, the backs of his hands said in their caress.


  “Give me a chance,” he murmured aloud. His thrusts deepened as beads of sweat formed over his pulled brows. “Let me show you how good it can be.” His teeth grazed over my earlobe. “Let me show you how good I can be.”


  I didn’t have an answer to that, so I closed my eyes and scratched down his back as he rode me harder, deeper, until everything around me burst and blended, like watercolors.
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  I took my lovely date to Eataly this past weekend. If you’re ever in the city and want a one-stop shop where you can get wine, chocolate, and incredible food from different places, this is the place you need to visit. From pizza to pig ears. I hadn’t been there, so my idea wasn’t to impress her, but if you want to impress a woman, TAKE HER TO EATALY.


  They have a Nutella Bar.


  Nutella Bar, gentlemen. And in case I need to state the obvious, Nutella is a bigger aphrodisiac than oysters.


  My date and I, we had a good weekend.


  Eataly: A MUST if you’re in the city.


  


  Question of the day from: @JugiandLiba


  The perfect New York hot dog has…?


  


  Answer: Mustard and relish.


  


  [image: ]


  “YOU WEREN’T LYING about the cold,” were the first words out of Estelle’s mouth when she hugged me. She and Oliver had arrived to visit for the weekend and were making a stop at my apartment before they went to their hotel.


  “I never lie about dreadful things,” I said, squeezing her tight.


  “Stop fondling my wife,” Oliver said behind us. I dropped my hands and turned around, smiling as he drew me into his arms.


  “We all know I have first dibs on her, Bean, so shut up. You’re lucky you’re hotter than me, because let’s be real, that’s the only reason she married you,” I said, making him laugh as he let me go.


  “Yes, thank God for my hotness,” he said, pulling Estelle closer to him as he rolled their suitcase into the lobby of my building.


  “This place is nice,” Estelle said.


  “I know, right? Sometimes I wonder why Millie and Seth didn’t move here instead, but then I visit their place, and it’s pretty damn clear why.”


  Estelle laughed. “That nice?”


  “Hell yeah.”


  “Did you ever look for places in Brooklyn?” That was Oliver.


  “Nope.”


  “Really?” he asked as we all stepped into the elevator.


  I took a breath and pushed down on my floor. “Really.”


  “Jensen’s place is nice,” he said.


  I could feel him watching the side of my face.


  I tried really hard to hide my smile, but it was impossible. Jensen and I had agreed we’d take things one day at a time. We’d also agreed not to tell Oliver and Estelle until they visited. Agreed, but then he decided to write about our visit to Eataly in the damn newspaper, and I knew because I’d decided to start reading his columns again the day he wrote that one.


  “Really?” I said when I felt I could manage a straight, nonchalant face.


  “Wait. Have you seen him again?” Estelle asked.


  “Do you not read the paper when I tell you to, Elle?” he asked.


  I glared at him. Motherfucker.


  She frowned. “You told me to read the paper?”


  Oliver chuckled, shaking his head as he pulled her closer. “I put it beside you when you were eating breakfast on Sunday.”


  “Oh. I thought you were just putting it there so I could use it to cover the table so I wouldn’t dirty it with my crafts. I didn’t realize you wanted me to actually read it.”


  Oliver and I laughed, but mine was cut short when he turned to me with questioning eyes.


  “Dude. Stop it. He could have been talking about anybody in that stupid paper!”


  He shrugged. “Maybe, but he said ‘lovely date.’ Vic and I have been making fun of him all week for that shit.”


  I laughed because I couldn’t help it. “That’s so mean, Bean.”


  “I knew it!” he said, as if he’d won a stupid gold medal. “I fucking knew it.”


  He fished out his phone, and I snatched it from him quickly.


  “Don’t you fucking dare,” I said. “Seriously, first of all, it’s nothing serious, and secondly, we wanted you to see for yourself how not serious it was when you got here.”


  “Not serious,” Oliver scoffed, taking his phone from my hand. “Have you met him?”


  I shot him a look. Estelle shot me a look. I shot her a different one, one that screamed, “We’ll talk later!”


  I showed them around the apartment, which didn’t take long since it was one bedroom in Chelsea, and sent Jensen a text message that read: I’m going to kill you for those stupid articles you write! I nearly flung my phone across the room when he simply replied: Whoa. You sent me a text! He was impossible. Adorably impossible, but impossible nonetheless.
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  “I’M NOT SAYING I hate you right now; I’m just saying that if I had a knife in my hand, you would be bleeding,” I said to Estelle as we walked toward the little restaurant where we were meeting Oliver and Jensen. She laughed.


  “Oh, shut up. You’ve been seeing him behind my back, and you’re the one who’s mad?”


  “That’s different, and it’s not that much of a new development!”


  She stopped walking and pivoted toward me. “Are you kidding me? That’s a very new development! Last I checked you were stalking from afar, only meeting up because you had to for work stuff, and then suddenly all of this!”


  I hesitated for a beat. “Well, you were busy moving to a new gallery and stuff!”


  “Oh, now you have an excuse,” she said, rolling her eyes and grabbing my arm as she started walking again.


  “I can’t believe you guys dragged me here knowing he may have Olivia today.”


  “Shut your whore mouth. You’re going to walk in there, and be okay with her maybe being there. She’s probably not here anyway.”


  “Fine.”


  The structure of the place looked like a plastic, see-through bin. If Estelle hadn’t dropped the bomb that we were meeting him for lunch, I would have guessed based on the way it looked alone. With the black fixtures and sleek décor, it screamed simplistically cool. We walked in and spotted them almost instantly. They were hard to miss—two hot guys accompanied by a little girl. The visual had Mommy Porn written all over it.


  “He brought her,” I whisper-shouted. “I am going to fucking kill you guys. Officially.”


  “I really thought he wouldn’t bring her,” Estelle whispered back. “But Oliver is her godfather, so...”


  My head snapped toward her. I didn’t know that. She shrugged.


  “Bunch of traitors,” I whispered as we reached them. Estelle laughed loudly.


  “What’s so funny?” Oliver asked, getting up to greet his wife and pull her into a huge hug.


  “You act like you didn’t see her a few hours ago,” I said, rolling my eyes at the affection.


  “Don’t get jealous. You’re next,” he said, pulling me into his arms.


  Once I managed to remove myself from the death grip he held me in, I looked at Jensen. I was trying not to look at the little girl beside him yet. I didn’t even know how to broach this situation. How do you say hello to the man you’re sleeping with in front of his daughter, whom you’ve never met? There definitely needed to be an idiot’s guide for this. I took a breath and smiled at him.


  “Hey,” I said. Then I turned my attention to her.


  Up until that point she was just a girl. A girl who’d single-handedly ruined my relationship with the love of my life. Not that she was to blame. I blamed him. And her mother. And distance and insecurities and a whole slew of things I realized had contributed to our demise. The girl was just an innocent bystander in the warfare we’d created around her.


  Jensen stood, and I took a step back to look up at him. Damn the flats I wore for making me feel so small beside him.


  “Mia, this is Olivia,” he said, taking a second to glance at the girl and right back at me. “Scout, this is Mia.”


  I felt my heart rattle in my chest, and then stop all at once as I met her gaze. Big grayish-blue eyes looked up at me, thin cherry lips smiled, and tiny little teeth welcomed me. Just like that. I’d built five years of preconceived notions about that moment, about her, and she just smiled like it was no biggie.


  “Like Mia Goes to the Beach!” Olivia said.


  She flashed me a smile that looked just like her father’s, and I felt myself smile back at this piece of the man I once loved.


  “Just like that,” Jensen said.


  I could hear the smile in his voice, though I couldn’t bear to look at him now. I felt like I was about to cry. We were in a restaurant, where other families and lovers were enjoying a peaceful lunch, but inside I felt like I was going through the most monumental transition I’d been through since … well, since the night of the concert.


  “And this is Estelle,” Jensen said as I took a seat across from Olivia. “You remember her?”


  My eyes snapped up to Estelle’s. She gave me an apologetic, yet not, shrug that I read as code for: “You asked me to never talk about them, so I didn’t.”


  “I remember,” she said, smiling at her. “She married Uncle Bean.”


  “She did,” Oliver said with a wide grin.


  He wrapped his big arms around her and squeezed until she giggled, and I realized that I was an outsider here.


  This full-fledged little girl had no idea what a huge part of my life her dad had been. Even if we sat her down and explained it to her, she would never be able to comprehend it because she had a mother who wasn’t me, and a father who wasn’t with me when she was growing up. She’d never know our love as more than just a story, one you told over dinner when you were sharing things about your past, if you ever told it at all. Some things people talked about freely. Others, like Jensen and me, were things people remained tightlipped about. Even now, people who knew us when we were together asked me, “Whatever happened between you and Jensen? I thought that was the real deal.” Or “I thought you guys would have been married by now.” Ours was a story that would remain untold, because living it was painful enough.


  “You okay?”


  I blinked away from her face and nodded at Jensen before busying myself with the menu as Oliver, Estelle, and Jensen spoke to Olivia about kindergarten and her friends and what movies she loved. My eyes lifted once, and I saw Jensen kiss the top of Olivia’s head with such ease, such love, a way that only a father did, and I decided that it was the hottest I’d ever seen him. I brought my eyes back to the menu and stared so hard at the blue cheese burger on the menu, that when a hand landed on mine, my entire body jumped in reaction.


  “You sure you’re okay? You’re really quiet,” Estelle said.


  I nodded, lifting the menu higher so that it completely covered my face from protruding eyes, even though he could still see me. I couldn’t very well put a paper bag over my head, but if it were an option, I would have. After another moment, I put down my menu and looked at Estelle.


  “Can you order me the blue cheese burger and a cherry coke? I have to go use the restroom.” I said the last part in a shouted whisper that made Olivia giggle.


  Estelle shot me a look, but nodded as I stood and walked across the restaurant, disappearing behind the wall that I hoped led to the bathrooms. I half expected her to follow me, and breathed a sigh of relief when I got into the bathroom stall with no one in tow. I needed a moment to clear my head. I needed to go back out there and actually talk to the girl.


  She was just a girl.


  Except she wasn’t.


  She was Jensen’s girl.


  His sweet, beautiful little girl.


  With another woman.


  I pounded my fist on the door of the stall and groaned. I wish they’d warned me about this little meet-and-greet. Those bastards. At the sound of knocking on the door I took my last deep breath, washed my hands, and walked out. I was staring down at my pointy boots when I walked into him and hopped back.


  “Holy shit—” I said.


  He grumbled at the same time, “You should really watch where you’re going—”


  Jensen was rubbing his chin while I rubbed the top of my head.


  “Sorry. You shouldn’t sneak up on people, though.”


  “I’m standing outside of the bathroom. That hardly qualifies as sneaking up on anybody.”


  “It does when you have ulterior motives.”


  He rolled his eyes and shook his head. I smiled because I got the last word.


  “I’m sorry we sprung her on you,” he said after a beat.


  “She’s beautiful,” I said.


  “Thank you.”


  “She looks just like you.”


  “You think so?”


  “Well, it’s not like I’ve met her mom.” Or stalked the crap out of her on social media…


  “I like that you think she looks like me,” he said, staring deep into my eyes.


  I blinked away from him and cleared my throat.


  “Well, we should probably go back,” I said, turning to walk away.


  He reached out and pulled my arm until my back crashed against the hard planes of his chest. I stopped breathing. I wanted to move, but I seriously stopped breathing. Being in his arms like that, in this moment, was almost too much to bear.


  “What are you doing?” I whispered.


  He dipped his head, the hair on his cheek prickling the side of my face, until we were cheek to cheek, and engulfed me until he was the only thing I could breathe. My thoughts became filled with him. He held me so that I didn’t have a choice but to be consumed by him. I let my head hang and closed my eyes.


  “Your daughter is waiting for you,” I said.


  “My daughter is spending time with her uncle. Trust me, I’m the last thing on her mind right now, and I need to know that you’re okay. Really okay. Not bullshit okay. Not, ‘I’m fine, Jensen.’” He mimicked my voice, and I fought to hide my smile. “Until you pull a disappearing act. I need to know you’re not going to go all Road Runner on me right now.”


  My heart leaped at the murmured words.


  “I’m fine,” I whispered, finally moving to pivot in his hold.


  He loosened his arm but didn’t let go, just snaked it along my side until it wrapped around my back.


  “Look at me.”


  I took a breath and craned my neck until my eyes found his. He was looking at me with an intensity that rattled the cage around my heart.


  “I’m looking.”


  He grinned, running his free hand through my hair. “You’re so beautiful.”


  My entire body felt unsteady. “Jensen. Not here.”


  His mouth twitched. “Would you slap me if I kissed you right now?”


  “Really hard.”


  He bit his lip and made a groaning sound that made me feel like I was coming undone in his arms, then he dipped his face closer to mine, brushing the tip of his nose to mine.


  “I’ll take my chances,” he murmured, his lips inching in on mine.


  He placed a kiss on one side of my mouth, then the other. I shuddered and brought my hands up to either side of his narrow waist, closing my eyes to all of the reasons I shouldn’t want this as badly as I did, especially in that moment. I let go of my trepidation and accepted the bursts of energy that jolted through me when his lips fell over mine. He kissed me with creative imagery. As if he’d been picturing it his entire life. As if he’d written poems about the fullness of my bottom lip when he pulled it into his mouth. As if my tongue was a stanza he’d savored but hadn’t had a chance to perfect.


  I broke the kiss, in desperate need for air, but held on to him, unwilling to let go out of fear of what would happen once I did. His nose brushed against mine again, and he let out a breath that mingled with mine.


  “That was…” he didn’t finish his quiet words.


  I looked at him and nodded slowly, in agreement that it was … something. Everything.


  And then he let go. And I let go. And we stood farther apart than where we’d started. And once again I was unsure of it, not because I didn’t want it, but because I wanted it that bad. We all ate our lunches just fine, and when we were finished, Oliver suggested we walk across the street to Central Park since he hadn’t been in a while.


  “Isn’t it insane how big it is?” I said.


  They all looked at me like I was crazy.


  “My soccer park is big, too,” Olivia said.


  I looked down and smiled. “Is it? Do you like soccer?”


  She nodded and smiled. “I scored a goal last week.”


  “Awesome! I always wanted to play soccer.”


  “I can teach you,” she said, letting go of Jensen’s hand and suddenly grabbing mine. It was so unexpected, that I jumped and nearly dropped my camera bag.


  I looked down, at our joined hands, hers small and pudgy, mine thin, nearly doubling hers, and I felt a quick wave of emotion wash through me as my heart thundered.


  “I would love that,” I said quietly.


  In the vast park, we found a playground and sat on the grass across from it, watching Olivia play. Oliver joined her for a little while, then Estelle, then Jensen, and after she’d been in there for a moment, socializing with other kids, she looked over at us and waved.


  “Mia! Come play!”


  I stiffened and looked at Jensen beside me. He’d been talking to Oliver about football as Estelle told me about her gallery. Aside from the kiss we shared earlier, we’d both kept our distance. Me out of respect for Olivia. Him? I had no idea. What I did know was that the looks of longing that passed between us were few and far between, and that made my anxiety rise. Did he not want me here? Was he okay with this? With the way his daughter took to me? I tried to push the thoughts away. I tried to sate my quickened pulse by reminding myself that this was Jensen. This was the boy I’d run away with long ago, for weekends at a time. And she was his daughter. I told myself that if the tables were turned, I would be completely okay with him getting to know my child. But she wasn’t my child, and I wasn’t the one who’d been cast aside by somebody I loved and thought of as my best friend when I had this child.


  I stood and walked over to Olivia, because I couldn’t bear the way she was looking at me, like maybe she’d read me wrong and I didn’t want to be her friend after all. She had eyes that looked sad by trait, not because they carried any, and I couldn’t imagine anybody denying her such a simple request. She got on the swing, and I pushed her. She giggled, kicking her legs high. Once she’d gotten the hang of it, I sat in the empty one beside her and swung with her. We looked at each other and laughed, and I was struck by how easy she was with me, how a simple gesture could make her look so happy. Jensen joined us moments later, and stood behind us, pushing us both simultaneously as Olivia and I tried to figure out who could go higher. Later on, as we headed out of the park, I let her wear my camera around her neck and take pictures. Her favorite subjects were dogs, and a few squirrels. She seemed fascinated by my camera, and I felt happy to have something to share with her, aside from her father, who was still acting strange.


  It occurred to me later, while I replayed the day in my head, that he never once spoke to her about me in terms in which he’d have to define what we were. Not that I expected him to. I wasn’t his girlfriend. I wasn’t even sure I was his friend. For a person who hated labels and didn’t want to be defined by anything, I was sure having a hard time letting this be. I took out my camera and scrolled through the photos I’d taken, and my heart caught when I saw one of Jensen, Olivia and me by the swings. My lips blossomed into a smile as I looked at her, with her messy dark hair and wide smile as she looked at her father. His smile matched hers, and my own as I watched on, allowing myself to be a part of that frame in his life, even if it was just for a moment.
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  What a weekend I had! I’ve mentioned before that dating is a little (meaning: very) different when you have a child. And I know some of you single moms are rolling your eyes, thinking, “What do men know about that, anyway?” Well, some of us know a lot. When my ex and I divorced I wanted to make sure I got to see my daughter whenever I wanted. I didn’t want to be the “every other weekend” parent, so I see her almost every day. The days I don’t see her, we talk.


  This past weekend my best friend and his wife were in town. Being that he’s my daughter’s godfather, and the person I named her after, he always plans his trips to New York around her schedule. And the woman I’m currently dating met my daughter. You’re probably sitting there thinking, “What’s so crazy about that, Reynolds?


  Well, I’ll tell you what: EVERYTHING.


  She happens to be “the one who got away.”


  Remember how many times I’ve written about her?


  This is huge.


  But now that she met my daughter, we had a great day, and we had a moment that made her cry—now she’s gone AWOL. Completely dark.


  My daughter is the cutest though. She keeps asking me if she’s going to see Mia again.


  My answer: I hope so, Scout. I hope so.


  At least we had a good brunch and hung out in Central Park before she completely vanished … right?


  Question of the day from: @Twihardmomof3: “Name three things you want in your life.”


  


  Answer: Health, love, happiness.
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  I HAD AN early morning shoot for the magazine, and after they told me their own second chance romance story—he was her father’s employee when they had their forbidden love the first time around, and they reconnected years later—I spent the rest of my morning taking pictures of people who looked like they were grieving something. Then I headed out to meet Estelle for lunch.


  I spotted her as soon as I walked through the doors of the little café where we agreed to meet. She was picking at her nail polish and staring at a painting on the wall beside her. I wondered what she saw when she looked at paintings. Did she see them objectively or appreciate them? I wondered what Jensen saw when he met people. Did he analyze them as deeply as I did, or did he accept their flaws and try to write them as beautifully as I tried to capture them?


  “What do you see? A heart or an apple?” Estelle asked as I sat across from her.


  I looked at the painting. “It looks like a red blob.”


  “Seriously?” she asked with a laugh.


  I looked at the painting again and nodded. “Yeah … or like a heart drawn by a fourth grader.”


  “Hey, don’t knock the fourth graders. They actually make some pretty kick ass art.”


  “I’m sure.” I paused. “Where’d Romeo go?”


  “Out with Jensen, which could mean anything from a strip club to a coffee shop.”


  I laughed. “I’m sure they wouldn’t take Olivia to a strip club.”


  “I’m glad one of us has faith in them. So what’s up with the pictures? Has Millie heard back from her friend? Are you sticking to the theme you’d told me about?”


  I sighed and put down the menu as we ordered our food, then clasped my hands together and explained my idea.


  “Are we going to talk about you meeting Olivia?” she asked suddenly.


  I paused. “Okay. Random. What’s there to talk about?”


  “Maybe the fact that Jensen told Oliver that he hasn’t been able to reach you after the fact.”


  I gaped at her. “I played with the girl the entire time at the park. I even let her use my camera, and then Jensen goes and tells the whole fucking nation that I went AWOL and makes me look like an asshole! It’s only been two days!”


  “Oh God. I need to start reading his column,” she said with a laugh. “What’d you think of her though? You did look like you were freaking out.”


  “That’s because I was freaking out! I wasn’t expecting to see her.”


  “And?”


  “And she’s adorable.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”


  “Well, that’s a start considering just last week you were convinced children were the devil’s spawn.”


  “That’s not true. I like kids. I just don’t necessarily want to spend copious amounts of time with them. There’s nothing wrong with that.”


  “What about when I have kids?” she asked.


  I leaned back in my chair and gave her a onceover.


  “Are you pregnant?”


  “Not yet.”


  “You know I’m going to love whatever comes out of your vagina.”


  “Mia!” she said, coughing as she laughed.


  “What?”


  “Filter!”


  “I get sick of using filters. I’m too old for that shit.” I paused to take a bite of the sandwich on my plate. “Did you deliver the painting to your number one fan?”


  “Oh God, yeah, and she was practically drooling on Oliver the entire time. It was so funny.” She took a bite of her food, not taking her eyes off me. “So what do you think will happen with Jensen now?”


  I shrugged as I finished chewing. “Considering he acted totally weird the other day, I have no idea.”


  “It must have been weird for him.”


  I shot her a look. “It was weird for me too, Elle.”


  “I can’t believe after everything, all the ignoring and the avoiding and all the shit you tried, you still ended up falling for him again.”


  “I did not fall for him,” I said, trying not to choke on my water.


  She smiled. “You sort of did, and it’s my fault since I wasn’t here to shield you from his moony eyes.”


  “Moony eyes?”


  “How would you describe them?”


  “Grayish-blue, I guess.”


  She tossed her napkin at me and laughed. “You’re a moron.”


  “A realistic, non-cheesy moron.”


  “Whatever. I think you’re still crazy about him.”


  I bit my tongue. Maybe. “And I think you are crazy—period.”


  “I’m serious, Meep.”


  “I know. And I thought we were doing okay, talking and hanging out and stuff, until Saturday, and then when I got home I saw the pictures you’d taken of us at the park and…” I stopped talking, remembering the pictures I’d found on my camera when I went to look for the dog pictures to send to Jensen. Estelle had taken pictures of Olivia, Jensen, and me. We looked like the American Dream. We were only missing one more kid and a dog, but that picture encompassed everything people wish for. It might as well have been pinned with #familygoals.


  “And you saw what could be.”


  “I guess, but he was still acting weird. Really weird.”


  She searched my face for a beat. “Just be careful, Meep. I love Jensen, but nowadays he comes in a package deal. Him, Olivia, Krista and her family and whoever she’s with, etcetera.”


  My heart sank at the reminder, but I shrugged nonetheless. “I’m sure I’ll never meet her anyway. My time here is limited, remember?”


  “Thank God for that! It’s too cold here for you.”


  “And you, apparently,” I said with a laugh.
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  ONCE ESTELLE AND Oliver left, I felt a bubble of emptiness fill me again. The reminder of home and all the things I missed nudged at it, making it impossible to breathe without feeling like I was missing something. I left my house the next morning seeking magic, which I found in the form of a homeless guy on the subway who was spewing headlines as I was on my way to Brooklyn. I marveled at the fact that I really didn’t need the entertainment channel or gossip magazines to keep me in the know. Today he was bellowing about a new lesbian in Hollywood.


  “Bruce Jenner is a lesbian!” he said loudly, pushing into a sitting position so that his back was against huge black trash bags he carried with him, which I assumed were filled with clothes.


  Even the guy who sat across from me reading the newspaper had to pause at that. Usually I looked at the floor and listened, but I had to look at Headlines Guy when he explained this turn of events.


  “Bruce Jenner is now a woman. He’s a woman, who likes women. He’s a lesbian!”


  I looked at the guy across from me, and he looked back, wide-eyed, as we tried to smother our laughter—him behind his newspaper, me behind my bottle of water. When I got out of the subway, I found more people to photograph. In New York I learned something that hadn’t struck me back home—inspiration was everywhere. Later that day, while I was reading the paper at a Starbucks near my place I found one right outside.


  At first glance, I thought nothing of her. She was just a woman, dressed normally, in jeans and a nice long jacket, with a pudgy baby resting on her hips. When I looked outside again, I noticed she had bags in her other hand. When I looked a third time, I realized she was crying. I watched her for a couple of beats, crying and burying her face in the crook of the baby’s neck, as if he was the only thing holding her up, despite her being the one physically carrying him. My camera went up to my face and my finger clicked before I could stop myself. I shot another, and another. Finally, when I couldn’t bear to see her just standing there, crying the way she was and watching people pass her by like she was invisible, I grabbed my stuff and went outside to speak to her.


  As it turned out, Theresa was having a bad day, nothing major, but by the end of our conversation, she was smiling and telling me about places she thought I could display my prints. We talked for a little while longer, until the baby got fussy and we went our separate ways. The fervent beat of the city led me to a small gallery in Brooklyn. There, I spoke to the owner, a young artist with similar ideas to mine. His pictures, a lot like the ones I’d been taking, were used to showcase the wrongs of the world in hopes people would open their eyes to them. Rodrigo had marched beside people taking a stand for things and sold his pictures to major networks and magazines.


  “The best thing, though, is being there, in the middle of it all,” he said, with a gleam in his brown eyes that made me wish I’d been there. He pointed at the one behind him, one with a little girl holding a gay rights sign as she stood in front of a man holding up a religious one that said something about not being saved. It was such a powerful image; I had to take a step back when I took it in.


  After he saw mine in my camera, he looked up and said, “You need to showcase these somewhere.”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  He nodded. “Okay. Let’s figure this out. You got time?”


  I nodded. Time was all I had.


  On my way home, I saw that I had a missed call from Jensen.


  “Hey. I’ve been on a crazy deadline … but call me back. I miss you,” he said in the message. He sounded tired.


  When I called back, he didn’t answer.


  An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach every time I thought about it. His words meant very little, especially after the way he acted after the whole Olivia thing. I couldn’t read him. Not the way I used to. And that bothered me more than anything else, because reading him, and having him read me was one of the best things about our relationship, even before we got together. There was a comfort that came with knowing you were understood on a deeper level, one that went beyond words. I wasn’t sure we’d ever get back there again, and the thought bothered me more than I cared to admit to myself.
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  AFTER VISITING RODRIGO’S gallery again to look at where he’d set up the prints I’d given him to display, I headed toward the coffee shop I knew Jensen frequented, not because I was planning on meeting him there or even bumping into him, but because I’d been really craving their coffee for a week and it was my first chance to get some. As I neared the place, anxious butterflies started to ignite in my core. What if I did see him? I’d spoken to him briefly the night before, about nothing, and he had to hang up quickly because Olivia was demanding his attention. I didn’t even know why he’d called, but I was glad to hear his voice on the other end of the line for the two seconds I had. Even after reading his article, I felt like the whole thing on Saturday was awkward, and the more I thought of it the more I realized that it wasn’t me and it wasn’t Olivia; it was him who made it so.


  I sighed. Whatever. We had an incredible night, and another after. I didn’t have to do the girl thing and start planning nuptials that would eventually be broken anyway. Pulling open the door, I saw no sign of him and let out a relieved breath. I went up to the counter, ordered my drink, and rounded it while I waited. Then I pulled out my phone to call Rob since I wanted to make sure I was still staying at our place, or technically his and Juan Pablo’s place now, when I went home for the weekend. As I dialed his phone, I saw more people come in from the corner of my eye. Jensen was holding the door open with one hand, his computer in the other. He wore all black today, from his beanie to his converse, and the person he held the door open for was a woman, with light brown hair. She had pale skin, like a porcelain doll, and a smile that seemed to evoke calmness, maybe even in me if I wasn’t wired so tightly at the sight of this whole thing.


  It wasn’t that she was a woman, or that she was obviously with him. From past Facebook stalking, I knew it was Krista. As soon as the guy with the blue Mohawk placed the cup of coffee on the counter, I reached out and grabbed it so that he wouldn’t call my name. His pierced eyebrow shot up. Mine arched in response. He chuckled lightly.


  “All right, all right,” he said.


  I smiled and shrunk back into the corner of the counter, where the sugar was. He must have thought I was crazy, and maybe I was, but I didn’t care. Through the cracks between the coffee machines, I was able to catch a glimpse of Jensen and Krista. Either she was a lot taller than me, or she was wearing huge heels. Her eyes reached his nose, at least. Jensen was laughing at something she was saying, and she started waving her hands wildly. That was when I caught a glimpse of the ring on her left hand. I swallowed, and looked at my phone. Putting down my coffee, I went on Facebook and searched for her. She had it set to private, and her fucking profile picture was of just herself, which told me nothing. I tried to think, looked at mutual friends. We had Oliver in common. That bastard. I clicked on pictures to see if they had any together, which they did, but they were all old, of her pregnant, sitting in the backyard of a house, smiling at something Oliver was saying while Jensen drank a beer in the background. It said nothing. Fuck my life. Of course it said nothing.


  I tucked my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and grabbed my coffee again as I looked back up. They were walking toward me, so I pushed out through the side door beside me and stood outside, leaning my back against the wall as I tried to regain control of my rapidly beating heart. After a moment, when I felt like I could handle it, I looked back inside. He was looking forward, at the barista, and she was standing beside him on her phone. After she put it away, she looked up at him and smiled at something he said, then extended her arm and touched his face with her fingertips. My insides rocked, my heart dropping into the pit of my stomach. As if on cue, his head snapped up, his eyes met mine, all stormy gray with a hint of confusion. I bolted, because I really couldn’t take it. I couldn’t handle seeing how they looked together. I couldn’t handle the idea of them being together at all.


  I made it home faster than I ever thought I would. He hadn’t followed. Hadn’t called. And I was able to hold in my emotions until I closed my door behind me. It started with my shaky hands dropping my camera bag beside me. My bobbling knees followed, giving out on me so suddenly, I had to throw my hands out behind me to break my fall. The tears I thought were coming never did. Dry sobs racked through me, settling inside my lungs, making me feel like I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for air, but couldn’t fill myself with any. I felt like a volcano that just wouldn’t erupt, all heaving breaths and rattling nerves with no real outlet.


  I blinked when my phone started to vibrate against my butt, snapping me out of it. As if on autopilot, I reached behind me and wiggled it out. Seeing Estelle’s name on the screen made tears prick my eyes, because it wasn’t him. He’d seen me, and he still hadn’t called. He’d seen me see what I saw, and he hadn’t called.


  “Robbie said I could pick you up on Friday,” she said in a sing-song voice, then added with a laugh, “Actually, he said we both could.”


  “Awesome.”


  “What?” she said in a loud tone. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. Everything. Probably nothing, though.”


  She laughed lightly. “That sounds catastrophic. What’s going on?”


  “I saw Jensen and Krista today.”


  “What! Where?”


  “At the coffee shop he goes to.”


  “Oh my God, Mia. You were stalking him again?”


  “No!” I shouted, then added a quieter, “No. It wasn’t like that.”


  “What happened?”


  “I went to get coffee. I really liked their coffee. And I figured I would take some pictures since the sky is actually cooperating today, but then they walked in together.”


  “And?”


  “And she had a ring on her hand.”


  “Like a wedding ring?... Well, it’s not like it’s his ring she’s wearing, Meep.”


  I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. I felt some of the tears that had been swimming begin to spill over. “Yeah, I get that. And either way, that’s fine, right? It’s just a ring, right? No biggie. But then she was touching him.”


  Estelle gasped loudly. “Touching him how?”


  “Like touching him.”


  “What. The. Actual. Fuck?”


  “I know,” I said, my voice quiet as I wiped my tears. “And maybe it was nothing,” I said, now sobbing. “Maybe it was nothing, but it felt like something, you know? And I fucking hate her.”


  “I know, honey, with good reason,” Estelle said.


  I felt the soothing in her voice everywhere, over my hair, my back. I sighed.


  “I’m not being stupid, right? This isn’t just me being a girl?”


  “No. You’re not being stupid. I get why you’re upset, but I think that you’re taking all of this way out of context. Has he called you?”


  I let out a bitter laugh. “No. The fucking bastard saw me, he fucking saw me, and he didn’t even come after me or fucking call me.”


  She stayed quiet for a moment, then whispered. “You’re kidding me.”


  “I wish I was.” I paused, wiping my tears.


  “I don’t know, Meep, that…” she paused, sighing into the line. “It just … it’s not Jensen, you know? I’m going to call Oliver.”


  “Don’t you dare! Girl code!”


  “Fuck girl code! You’re obviously upset and I’m positive you’re making crazy scenarios up in your head. It’s better that we get this sorted out so you don’t drive yourself crazy about the ring, and the touching.” she said louder, as if I needed a blaring reminder of what I’d seen.


  I sighed, leaning my head back against the wall and closing my eyes. “I hate him. I hate him. I hate her. I hate New York. I hate love. I hate my heart for being a fucking living reminder of his love. I fucking hate everything.”


  “I’m so sorry,” she said in a whisper. “I’m so, so sorry. I wish I was there.”


  “I want to come home,” I said, crying openly now. “I just wanna come home.”


  “We’re waiting for you. Always.”


  And that was the meaning of home to me. It was a place. It was the place where my family was, where my friends were waiting for me, where I always felt welcome, and, even despite the bad shit that happened, I was always loved. I didn’t have to stay here and deal with Jensen and the bullshit that came with him. I closed my eyes, the memory of us at the beach when he told me he’d gotten her pregnant infiltrating my thoughts. Pain shot through me as if I’d just heard the words for the first time. It was something I’d never forget, his words, the pained look in his eyes as he said them, the way those three simple words made me feel like the earth was being pulled from beneath me.


  I thought about the coffee shop. Him standing there laughing as Krista brought her hand to his face, and his face when he saw me standing on the other side of the glass. Why did it have to hurt so much to see that? And how could I have been stupid enough to let this happen again?
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  I FELL ASLEEP in a heap of blankets and towels I’d been trying to fold after I did laundry. It wasn’t until I heard pounding on my door that I realized it. Once I hung up with Estelle, I’d showered and spent nearly an hour just sitting on the cold tiles, crying as the hot water hit my back. I didn’t want to do anything. I didn’t want to be. I wanted to go home and see my family, but most of all, I wanted to go home and hug my brother. I wanted to let him wrap his arms around me and cry into his chest until I no longer felt like my heart was ripping apart inside me.


  “I’m coming!” I yelled as I padded my way over there.


  I stretched one last time before looking into the peephole and stared for a beat. Jensen was standing on the other side of the door, his eyes staring right into mine with a somber look in them. I reared back, letting go of the doorknob as if it was burning. My heart spiked once more.


  “Mia! Open the damn door. I know you’re standing on the other side!”


  I held my breath. How the hell did he know that? I looked down to the crack of the door at the bottom. You couldn’t see anything. I backed away a little farther, my bare feet not making any noise against the carpet.


  “Mia!” His fist met the door again. I stepped forward when I heard him say something else, and I noticed he was talking to the man who lived across from me, an older guy dressed in slacks and a long-sleeved white shirt who looked like he’d just gotten home from work.


  “I don’t care. Go back inside if you don’t want to hear me,” Jensen said to him. I couldn’t hear what the guy said; I could only make out bits and pieces.


  “Well, call the goddamn cops! They’ll have to drag me out of here, though, and that’ll cause a bigger scene than this!”


  “Maybe she doesn’t want to see you!” the guy said.


  I placed my hands over my heart and smiled a little, feeling like maybe I wasn’t completely alone after all. This stranger was sort of on my side.


  “She doesn’t know what the fuck she wants! Why don’t you mind your own business?” That was Jensen again.


  “I am minding my business! I’m in my apartment, and all I hear is your yelling!”


  Another door opened, the one beside that guy, diagonal from mine, and a girl my age stepped out. Dana. I’d seen her a lot around here, on the elevator, walking to and from the subway. We’d bonded over Game of Thrones at one point when she wore a shirt with Tyrion’s face on it that read, “Hold Me Closer Tiny Lannister,” and I laughed until I cried.


  “Maybe she’s in there with her boyfriend,” Dana said.


  “I am her boyfriend!” Jensen roared.


  She raised her eyebrows, crossing her arms in front of her. “Uh … I’m pretty sure you’re not. I’ve never seen you around here. The only one I’ve seen is a blond, tall guy.” She dragged her eyes up and down his body, as if to say, “Definitely not you.”


  Jensen’s face had morphed from anger to murder. He was fuming red, taking off his beanie to run both hands through his hair and pull, then lifted the sleeves of his shirt to expose his forearms. Finally, after letting out a harsh breath, he turned to my door again and pounded on it three times, louder this time.


  “Mia, I swear to fucking God, if I get arrested over this, you’re going to have to explain it to Olivia.”


  My heart jumped again. Fuck. I looked at Dana and the guy who lived across the hall, and finally, with a trembling hand, I unlocked and opened the door. Stepping only slightly into view, not pulling it open completely, I looked first at Dana.


  “Sorry,” I said, then looked at the guy across the hall.


  “I already called security,” he said. “Do you need me to call the cops?”


  I shook my head. “No, we’re fine. I was … in the shower and didn’t hear the commotion.” My gaze met Jensen’s narrowed stare, and my heart shot up to my ears and roared there.


  “Let me in, Mia. Let me in, or you come out. Either way, we’re doing this,” he said. His voice, gratingly low, made a shiver run through me.


  I held the door open wider, and he stormed inside.


  “Sorry,” I said again.


  “Let me know if you need anything.” That was Dana.


  “I’m going to keep an ear out.” That was the guy across from me.


  “Thank you. It’s not necessary, I swear. He’s harmless.” They both gave me dubious glances, and the need to defend him was bigger than my shame or my anger, so I added, “He would never, ever hurt anybody. He’s just pissed off right now. I swear.”


  I closed the door behind me and locked it before turning to face Jensen. He was pacing my living room, running a hand through his hair, his beanie long gone. My eyes dropped to his left hand instantly, where his fingers were bare of metals. I wrung my hands together when his eyes finally shot up at me, and took a step back, into the kitchen counter, because the intensity I found there was too much for me to bear. His eyes were narrowed on mine.


  “I can’t believe you wouldn’t open the door for me. I fucking know you were standing right there,” he said, pointing at the door.


  I let out a breath. “What are you doing here?”


  “Why’d you run? Earlier, when I saw you, why’d you run?”


  I shot forward. “Are you fucking kidding me? You have the balls to ask me that question? Why didn’t you come after me? Why didn’t you call? Probably for the same fucking reason I ran!”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know what you think you saw—”


  “No. No. No! You are not going to do that right now. You are not going to stand here, trying to undermine me and shit. I know what I saw!”


  “What’d you see, Mia?”


  “I saw you with your ex-wife. I saw you looking real cozy with your ex-wife,” I said, correcting myself.


  He groaned, waving his hands and looking up at the ceiling as if waiting for something to come and help him. Had this been a comic, I would have probably been Magneto and used my powers to zap the shit out of him before flying away to Southern California, but unfortunately we didn’t live in a book. We were just Mia and Jensen—flawed, crazy, and disastrously attracted to each other.


  “That is not…” he sighed, his voice trailing off as he looked at me again, this time with more clarity in his eyes, a softness to his features. “Did you think…” His mouth hung open, as if something had just occurred to him. “What exactly did you see?”


  I rolled my eyes, swallowing my reluctance. “Does it matter? Does it really matter? I want you out, Jensen. I want you out of my apartment and out of my life. Now. I’m not kidding!”


  He took a step forward, closer to me, until he was just an arm’s length away. “What did you see?”


  I opened my mouth, closed it, and turned my face to look at the wall beside me. I swallowed to try to keep the shakiness from my tone, but it was moot. “She … she was touching you.” I brought my gaze back to his, tears filling my eyes as I remembered the scene. “Like … lovingly and shit.”


  His eyes screwed shut. He let out a harsh breath as he brought his fingers up to the bridge of his nose. “Fuck.”


  “Yeah … fuck,” I said, my words whispered as I swallowed past the knot forming in my throat. “Like I said, I want you out. Out.”


  His eyes popped open, scanning my face, looking between mine as he took another step closer. His hand reached out for my face, but I moved.


  “Stop. I want you out,” I said.


  “I can’t do that,” he said, his voice a grave whisper. The pained look in eyes threatened to break me apart.


  “I can’t do this. I thought I could. I thought I could do it for fun, but I can’t. I realize now that I really, really can’t,” I said, tears forming in my eyes again. I blinked rapidly, but they didn’t go away; instead, they trickled down my cheeks.


  “Mia, don’t,” he said, reaching out for me again. I took a step back, hitting the counter again.


  “Please go.”


  “I swear to God, Mia. I swear to fucking God, there’s nothing going on there.” He paused, closing his eyes momentarily and letting out a breath. “I swear to God, Mia. I would never do that to you.”


  “You did once.”


  “No, I didn’t! You know I didn’t. Stop trying to bring that into this. We talked about it. Let it go already.”


  “I can’t, okay? I can’t let it go!”


  “She’s getting married, Mia. There was nothing going on there when we were married. We were roommates most of the time, but she’s my friend.” I scoffed, so he continued, “Friend, Mia. Maybe I had an eyelash on my face … who knows why the hell she touched me, but I can assure you it was friendly.”


  The pain stayed right where it was, unmoved. I wasn’t sure anything could calm the throb at this point. “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what she was doing or what you were doing. Can’t you see none of it matters?”


  If nothing else, that was the one thing I realized when I saw them together; I couldn’t let go. I couldn’t just let go of something that cut me so deeply, because it hadn’t just ripped a hole in my heart, it’d ripped me in half, and there were parts of me that were missing when time had tried to sew me back together.


  “Mia, please,” he said, his voice deep and pained. I shook my head, blinking away new tears. Somehow I found my voice, and surprisingly it was strong.


  “No. Enough is enough.”


  He took another step closer, until his chest was flush against mine, and all I could feel was his heat, and all I could smell was his scent, and blinked and blinked, trying to escape the haze that threatened to pull me under.


  “We’re friends, Mia. We share a daughter. You have to accept that.”


  “I can’t,” I said, but my words were quiet, my voice held no resilience. And that was when he dipped his head and pressed his lips against mine. His tongue snuck into my mouth and washed over mine with a wave that wiped out my resistance and reawakened the electricity between us. I kissed him back with the same energy, with the same intensity. I kissed him like it was the last time, because I knew it was. When I felt myself escalating, and knew I couldn’t go on with just a kiss. When I felt like what I needed was my hands under his shirt, sculpting over the muscles on his back, and his head between my legs as he caressed my thighs with his large hands, that was when I pulled back. That was when I shoved him off me with a force I wasn’t aware I was capable.


  “I can’t do this. I thought I could, but I can’t.”


  He nodded, but I could feel him brewing, and when he finally spoke again, my heart dropped. “What’d you do with those letters I sent you?”


  I took a step back. “Why?”


  “Did you read them?”


  “No,” I whispered.


  At the sound of his huff, my eyes snapped back up. “What’d you do with them, Mia?”


  I looked away again, wishing the entire conversation would disappear. I’d never regretted what I did with them until that moment; because his tone and the look in his eyes made me want to take it all back, even if it was for just a moment. He tipped my chin up to meet his gaze again.


  “I burned most of them a while back,” I whispered.


  “What?” He dropped his hand and reared back as if the shock was too much to bear.


  “I was heartbroken.”


  He shook his head and barked out a single laugh of disbelief.


  “I was hurt, and you kept writing,” I said.


  “I … those pages know more about me than I know about myself most days.” He paused and shook his head again. “I left hints of who I was on them hoping you would piece it all together and give me back to myself.” His eyes met mine again, and a flash of pain passed through them. “Fragments of my soul were scattered on those pages … and you burned them.”


  I felt something inside of me crack, but not enough. I knew he could say anything to change my mind. I knew if he started to spew words of love right then and there, I would cave and let him back in. I would cave, not because I wasn’t strong enough, but because I didn’t want to be. I didn’t know what to say to that, so I stayed quiet, bowing my head in shame, wishing I hadn’t treated his words with such carelessness. Finally, he guided my face to look at him again.


  “You can keep walking away from this, and I’m going to keep letting you, because even when you think you leave, your heart always stays, and it’s something I carry with pride, and it’s something I don’t…” He paused, his gaze tearing away from mine for a second, his voice thick with emotion. “It’s something I don’t fuck with. Ever. So if you feel like you need a break, I’ll give you a break, but don’t think for a second I’m not coming after you again, Mia. And I swear to God, the next time I do, it’s forever.”


  I shook my head, mouth agape as tears filled my eyes, but I couldn’t form words. What could I say?


  He walked until he reached the door of my apartment, standing by the door and clutching the handle for a moment. “That pain you felt at seeing me with her when you thought we were together? I’ve felt that for the past five years, because I was always looking at you, even when you were busy ignoring me. I was always there. I was there through Ben, and David, and Adam. I was there through Todd, and Scott, and Phillip.”


  He shook his head, still looking at the door, exhaling as he ran a hand through his hair. “Pain isn’t just losing the person you love. Pain is losing the person you love, seeing them with somebody else, and not interfering because you know you can’t give them the life they deserve.”


  He glanced over his shoulder, to where I was standing, and shot me a forlorn look that traveled all the way through me. “I’ve lived in pain since the moment I lost you. I’ve learned to live with it, but I haven’t learned to accept it.”


  Then he walked out. And my knees hit the ground at his departure. That was when I started to sob because that was the moment it hit me. While I’d been busy ignoring this man, and burning his letters, he’d been watching me, waiting for the right time. But he’d been married. He’d been married, and I’d been broken.
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  One of the sports I enjoy most is boxing. Something about the way they’re willing to go out there and get their faces bashed time and time again is pretty powerful. It’s a draining sport, physically and otherwise, I’m sure, not that I’ve ever attempted it myself. I get enough boxing action in my own life, in my own mind and spirit, and I’m my own nemesis in there. The world is brutal, our lives are hard, and we are the biggest jerks we come into contact with.


  My thought for today: be cautious with yourself.


  Be cautious, because others beat you down enough. You shouldn’t have to add to that pain. You will, though, because that’s what you do. But you’ll also get back up, because that’s what you do. And you’ll probably do it all over again, because you’re a crazy, foolish idiot.


  Why do we keep going back for more then? Knowing we’re going to be knocked down time and time again? I think it’s because, like boxers, we crave the intensity of it. Because we need to know that we’re more powerful than our minds. We need to prove that we’re stronger than our feelings, and, ultimately, we live with this hope that one day we won’t be let down—by others or ourselves.


  


  Question of the day from: @BookNerdCarmen: “Are you originally from New York? If not, where are you from and do you miss your hometown?”


  


  Answer: Nope. Born in Long Beach, raised in Santa Barbara. My home is where my daughter is. The longer I’ve been here I realize that it’s not California I miss, but rather the people I left behind.
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  APPARENTLY I HAD hoarding issues, and photographs, books, shoes, and feelings were at the top of my list. I couldn’t sleep after Jensen left. I couldn’t eat, either, which was just as well since I was going home for the weekend and my mom would probably try to feed me enough food for five years. I kept replaying his words over and over, until it became a scratched record in my memory. His voice, his words, the broken look in his eyes when he looked back at me that last time before he walked out. It felt like a turning point, but it wasn’t.


  Our past was a photograph of memories frozen in time. And the most poignant ones hurt too much for me to dust off and look at. Still, I kept going through them. I kept replaying them in my mind. Whenever I closed my eyes, I kept seeing us at the beach together, running toward him when he got there with our friends, laughing as he caught me in mid-air, us fighting over my parents’ disapproval of him. Trying to calm his nerves over things he had no control over and reassuring him that he was enough.


  It was something that happened so often it became second nature to us. Trying to read his mind when he wouldn’t tell me what was wrong and getting frustrated at the whole scenario. But then he would show up at my house past midnight, the rev of his bike alerting me of his arrival, and I would go outside, and he would just hold me for the longest time. And in our silence we would find our haven, one where nobody judged us or disturbed our peace. That was when we were Mia and Jensen, the couple people envied because we looked good together and we had that thing everybody dreamed of finding in their lifetime. That was when we found ourselves, through each other.


  I thought of how horrible it must have been for him to see me with those guys, and how I would have felt if I’d been in his shoes. My younger self didn’t care; she reminded me why it all went wrong, but the grown-up version shook her head in pity, for me, for him, for them since they could never give me what I’d yearned for … what I’d found in him. I wanted to call him. I wanted to apologize to him for the past, and the present, but I couldn’t. I was too selfish. I was too stubborn.


  So I didn’t. I packed my bags up for my trip home, and I pretended we never were. That I’d torn and burned the chapters in the colossal history book we wrote together. And even as I pretended, I wept for him, for us, for the memory of what we once had together and what we could have had if I allowed myself to let go.
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  “YOU HAD SEX with him?” That was the first thing that came out of Robert’s mouth when he picked me up at the airport.


  “Where’s Elle?” I asked, glancing around.


  “She couldn’t come. Something about a leak in the gallery. She said to call her. And again, I can’t believe you had sex with him!”


  “You’re not allowed to say anything to me. Did you forget why I came here?”


  His blue eyes rolled. Twice. For good measure, I guess.


  “I’m sorry, but I have too much work going on, and my boss told me I couldn’t take my scheduled vacation.”


  “Your boss is our dad, you asshole.”


  “Well, maybe if you would have waited one more day, I would have been there. You were the one who decided to jump ship and run here the first chance you got.” He paused and took the carryon I had in my hand and wrapped his other arm around my neck. “I can’t believe you had sex with him.”


  I groaned. “I can’t believe he wrote about it in a national newspaper,” I yelled loudly, then quieted down, sadness eloping with the elation I’d felt for seeing my brother again. “I don’t want to talk about him.”


  Rob dropped his arm and searched my face. “What happened?”


  I shook my head. “I can’t talk about it,” I whispered.


  “I’m going to fucking kill him. I swear to God, I’m going to fucking kill him this time,” he said, grabbing my hand in his and my rolling suitcase in the other as he stomped toward the parking lot.


  I told him everything that had happened while he drove to my parents’ house, and he listened with unyielding attention, the kind he only gave to certain people. When I was finished, I shot him a look that said, “Well?” He shook his head, eyes wide.


  “Dude. I don’t even know what to tell you.”


  “That’s a first,” I grumbled, looking out the window.


  “Meep, he didn’t do anything.”


  “You know…” I sighed heavily. “I’ve been thinking about it all week. He really didn’t. I believe him about Krista. I do, but fuck, when I think about it, when I remember what I saw … it hurts, Robbie,” I said, swallowing back tears. You’d think I would have been all cried out by now. “It fucking hurts.”


  “I know,” he said, sliding his hand from the gearshift to mine on my lap.


  “I just, I don’t know what to think anymore. I don’t know what to do.”


  “Don’t do anything. You’re coming home in less than a month. You have a second interview scheduled with the museum here. Why do anything? Would he move here for you?”


  My eyes snapped to his. “I would assume not. Olivia lives in New York.”


  “Would you move there for him?” he asked, his eyes widening at the stretch of silence that followed. “You’d move to New York, a place you claim to hate, for him?”


  I shrugged. “I’ve never claimed to be sane.”


  Rob shook his head. “Thank God for that, because I’d have to laugh in your face.”


  After another long stretch of silence, I placed a foot on the dash, until Rob shot me a murderous look and I dropped it.


  “Do you think Dad read the article?”


  “From Sunday?”


  I nodded.


  “If he hasn’t called you screaming, I would assume no.”


  “He only said my name once. Maybe dad missed that one.”


  Rob shot me a look. “Mia, please. Any idiot could figure out that he’s talking about you.”


  “Why do people keep saying that?” I groaned.


  “Because it’s true!” he said, then laughed. “Wait ‘til Dad reads that shit.”


  My head snapped to him, eyes wide and full of fear. “We better go over there and burn it before he gets to it!”


  Rob laughed as if it was the funniest thing since Chris Farley in Tommy Boy. When we got there, I looked at him and communicated the obvious: newspapers first. He nodded. My mother’s laughter floated through the house as we walked in, and I smiled at the warm feeling it brought.


  “We’re home,” Rob said, shooting me a quick look before he disappeared to the kitchen.


  My mom let out an excited shriek. I pictured her unfolding her legs and jumping from the couch as we made our way to each other. Sure enough, when I crossed the threshold of the living room, she was running toward me, her blonde hair in a messy bun, her reading glasses dangling from the neck of her loose white shirt, and her arms open wide for me.


  “Welcome home, baby girl,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed.


  “I’m only here to visit,” I said, my words a muffle against her neck.


  “Don’t ruin it for us,” my dad said as he walked over.


  I let go of my mom and threw my arms around his neck, squeezing him tightly. He smelled of suntan lotion and salt water. Like home.


  “Catch any waves?” I asked as I settled back on my feet.


  He smiled wide and nodded. “It was a good morning.”


  “I’m so jealous.”


  “Don’t be. He wiped out before he even got to carve any,” my mom said, laughing and jolting away from his attempt to tickle her.


  “I caught a couple of good ones.”


  My mom nodded in agreement until he looked away and then she shook her head at me. I couldn’t stop smiling. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed being there until that moment.


  “Well, we’re going tomorrow morning,” I said.


  “Where’s your brother?”


  “Right here. Had to take a detour to the ladies’ room,” Rob said.


  My dad shook his head. “I hope you didn’t stink the place up again.”


  “Me? I never do that!”


  Dad shot him a look. “Last time you used it I had to light one of those candles and leave it on all day. And we had people coming over for dinner that night.”


  “That was probably Mia,” Rob said.


  “What the fuck? I haven’t been here in over a month!”


  “Watch your mouth, Mia.” That was Mom. I rolled my eyes.


  “And your eye rolls if you want to keep them in your head.” That was Dad.


  “Twenty-six, not twelve,” I said.


  “Under our roof, not yours,” Rob said, imitating my mom’s singsong voice.


  “Where you don’t pay one goddamn bill,” I added, imitating Dad.


  Both of them looked at us in amusement for a couple of minutes as we kept this up, until Mom finally said, “Okay, I’m sick of this. Let’s go eat.”


  We sat around the kitchen counter and ate until we couldn’t eat anymore. I had no thoughts on New York, or pictures, or even Jensen. For hours I was surrounded with boisterous laughter from architectural horror stories that Dad and Rob were dealing with.


  “When does Juan Pablo come back from Brazil?” Mom asked.


  Rob smiled. “Next week.”


  “Has he told his parents yet?” Dad asked.


  “No,” Rob said, looking away.


  That stung as if it were happening to me. I knew how much the whole thing was affecting my brother, and how my mom would have kept drilling, so I got up to clear the table.


  “I went out with Jensen.”


  Rob’s eyes were wide when they flashed to mine. “Oh my God,” he mouthed and shook his head, his way of telling me I didn’t need to do that. I shrugged.


  “What Jensen? Not Jensen the punk who used to come here and pick you up on his bike,” Dad said.


  “He’s not a punk,” I said under my breath, then added louder, “Mom emailed him, asking him to reach out to me.”


  “Bettina, what the hell?” Dad said, looking between her and me like we’d each grown a set of horns.


  She shrugged. “Millie was gone, and I didn’t want Mia to be all alone out there.”


  Dad shook his head. “I would have flown there if she felt alone! She doesn’t need that punk keeping her company!”


  “Stop calling him that!” I said, slapping my hands over the table.


  “That’s what he is!” Dad shouted. “Last time he was in your life you were a mess when he left. How long have you been ‘reconnecting’?” Dad hammered.


  The way he had both his hands in fists that made his large biceps flex would have made me nervous, if he wasn’t our dad. At least Jensen wasn’t in Santa Barbara.


  “Not long,” I said finally.


  “You knew about this, Robert?”


  Rob nodded.


  “And you didn’t tell me? I see you every goddamn day! How could you not bring this up?” he paused and looked at me. “I expected better from you, Mia. You go to New York for new opportunities, and you end up digging through the past?” He shook his head.


  “He’s a good guy, Marc,” Mom said.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake!”


  “Marc!”


  Dad slapped his hand down on the counter. “Where’s my paper?”


  Rob and I looked at each other, wide-eyed. Shit. Fuck. Shit.


  “You don’t like him, yet you read his column?”


  “I don’t like him for my daughter, especially not after what he did. I can’t help that the guy’s an entertaining writer, and now that I know you’ve been out with him I have to read everything all over again!”


  I bit back the laugh that Rob let out, loud and sudden.


  “Well, I like him, and I believe in second chances,” Mom said. “However, I don’t like the fact that I didn’t know how serious this was. Does Estelle know? What did she say about it?”


  “It’s not serious. It’s not even anything.” I paused. “I don’t know what it is yet.”


  I filled them in on pretty much everything—minus the fight, and the sex. Dad rolled his eyes and made huffing sounds the entire time. Mom smiled, especially when I got to the part about Olivia. She laughed about the article he wrote about some of our dates, and my dad shook his head in disbelief because he’d read it and couldn’t believe it was about me. In the end, they were both very impressed with the award he’d won and the speech he’d given.


  “But that’s not enough to erase years of heartache. I don’t want you hanging around him anymore,” my dad made sure to say when I was done.


  I laughed, placing my hand over his. “We’ll see; besides, it’s not like he cheated on me. We weren’t even together when it happened.”


  “You sure acted like he cheated on you,” he said.


  I had. I still did, because I didn’t know how to accept him with other women. I thought about what he said to me the other night and how he’d seen me with all the guys I’d dated after him. I wouldn’t be able to handle that.
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  “I can’t believe you told them about Jensen just to get me out of that,” Rob said later, when we were sitting in front of the TV, in the apartment we used to share.


  “It was nothing.”


  “It was something, Meep. I’m so sick of getting asked about Juan Pablo and whether or not he came out. I’m tired of hearing about it and thinking about it and wondering if it’s because something is wrong with me, and he’s ashamed of me.” He paused to hold his hand up when I tried to interrupt. “I know it’s not me. I’ve been there. I know how difficult it is to come out with it, even when you’re positive your family already knows and accepts you for who you are. But still.”


  I reached out for his hand. “You are the most selfless person I know. I have faith that he’ll do it, and you guys will be fine. Love always finds a way.”


  He stayed quiet but squeezed my hand back as we watched the season finale of Game of Thrones. When the credits finished rolling and the after show was starting, we looked at each other for a long wordless moment.


  We spent the next hour talking about where the show could go next. It’s not like we had the next book left to read, so we had to improvise and make up our own endings. When we were done talking and the only thing left to discuss was Jensen and Juan Pablo, we sat in silence and held hands, glancing at each other after long moments and speaking with our facial expressions.


  It’ll be okay, I said with a half smile.


  I hope so, he said with his brows.


  This is one of the many things I loved about hanging out with my brother, the familiarity of it all, the way words were optional between us. Maybe it was our cryptophasia. Maybe it was sibling solidarity. Whatever the reason, I was grateful for unspoken words, especially when it came to those subjects.


  “I’m tired, so I’m going to crash,” I said, finally, giving his hand one last squeeze as I stood and headed to the room I used to sleep in, which was now filled with boxes, even though the bed was still intact. I pivoted back around and looked at my brother, with his head thrown back over the couch, a hand buried in his dirty blond hair. Even with his eyes closed, I could see his anguish. It settled over his pulled in brows and worried lips. The feeling stirred inside of me, and all I could do was wish it away. “Robbie,” I said, waiting for his eyes to snap open and look at me. “You’re enough, and anybody who has your love should consider themselves the luckiest person on Earth.” His mouth pulled into a smile. “And I’m not just saying that because you’re my twin and we’re the coolest people on Earth.”


  The sound of his laughter was the last thing I heard before I shut my door. Normally that was a typical day off for all of us, and those had been at the top of my list of how I preferred to spend my days, but for some reason, tonight it felt off. I felt like something was missing.
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  THE SUN WAS playing peekaboo behind a cluster of clouds most of the morning, but I felt my skin crisping beneath it nevertheless. I was staring at the tattoo of the artistic skull that took up most of my dad’s back. It needed a serious touchup.


  “You need more lotion.” My head snapped up at the sound of Rob’s voice, and I smiled at the sight of Juan Pablo walking up beside him. They both had their wet suits half-zipped and were holding surfboards under their arms.


  “If I put on any more lotion, I’m going to feel like one of those salads you eat.”


  Juan Pablo laughed, dropping his black board beside mine and reaching for a hug. “She’s right. Besides, she needs a tan. She’s too pale.”


  I groaned. “Perks of moving to New York.” I paused, squeezing Juan Pablo’s torso as I hugged him back. “How was Brazil?”


  “Good.” He flashed me a wide grin and ran his hand through his long, wavy brown hair. “Really good.”


  I returned his smile as he sighed heavily and held my hands in his. “They took it well. Even my dad, surprising me.”


  “Surprisingly,” Rob corrected, standing beside him.


  “No. He really surprised me,” Juan Pablo said.


  We laughed. My brother couldn’t stop smiling, which meant I couldn’t either.


  “So you’re staying?” I asked.


  My dad, who had been on the phone, finally ended the call and turned around. His eyes widened when he saw who was standing beside us.


  “Juan Pablo. You’re back…?” It was more of a question than a statement.


  “I’m back. How are you?” he said, stepping toward him and shaking his hand.


  “Ready to surf. Are you staying, or are we all going to have to get our passports renewed?”


  Juan Pablo laughed, Rob’s mouth dropped, and I slapped my forehead in disbelief. Unbeknownst to Juan Pablo, my brother had been toying with the idea of moving to Brazil, temporarily, if Juan Pablo felt like he needed to stay there.


  “No rush to, but I would love to take you to my country. Good surfing over there, too.”


  Dad nodded and looked at Rob. “We should do that. Now let’s go take advantage of the waves.”


  And we did. We spent the rest of the morning in the water, but I’d officially had the worst surfing day of my life. Dad kept saying I needed to concentrate. Robert said I needed to concentrate less. Juan Pablo summed it up by saying my heart wasn’t in it. I didn’t know where my heart was. It used to be full when I sat on this sand and stared at this beach. Now it was elsewhere.


  I’d fused into Jensen, despite myself. I felt myself reaching for my phone constantly, and restraining myself from calling him every time. I found myself wishing he’d call me, and shuddered at the thought that maybe he never would. Maybe this time he’d let me go for good. He said he wouldn’t, but he had in the past. Maybe he was sick of my shit and was the one who needed a break from me. The thought hit me like an unwarranted assault—quick, hard, and unforgiving, and I realized that I missed him a lot more than I cared to admit.


  I missed his voice and his laughter, and just … everything.


  Later, after I’d gone to my interview with Rob’s friend at the museum, I agreed to meet my friends at one of my favorite sushi spots. Estelle and Oliver were already there when I walked in. I sat across from them, and ordered a drink. I was about to ask them who else would be joining us since we were at a big table, when Victor, Estelle’s brother, and his friend and co-worker, Bobby, joined us.


  “I thought we lost you to New York,” Vic said as he leaned in to give me a hug.


  “Never!”


  He laughed as he took a seat beside me. Bobby sat across from us, beside Oliver. “That bad?”


  My eyes widened. “It’s freezing there.”


  “Jensen seems to be okay with it,” he said.


  I rolled my eyes out of habit, because that was what I always did when Victor brought up his name, but inside I felt a pang of sadness. He laughed at my reaction.


  “Well, all right then. I thought maybe he’d been writing about you as of late,” he said.


  I shot Estelle a bewildered look that said, “Tame your idiot brother!”


  “Vic, shut up,” she said, shaking her head.


  “Hey, I was just making a comment.”


  I shook my head, and for once I was glad that Bobby jumped in with his overly flirtatious vibe.


  “So, how long are you here for?”


  “A couple of days.”


  “What are your plans for later?”


  I laughed. Bobby was good looking, with the preppy, boy-next-door thing he had going. He wasn’t totally GQ like Oliver, or Victor, and didn’t have that unattainable charm that Jensen carried. In short, Bobby was not my type. He tried, though.


  “I have no idea, but definitely not you, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


  He gasped, holding his hands to his heart. “Way to break a man’s heart.”


  “I’m sure you’ll live.”


  We continued our conversation throughout dinner, where Victor kept insisting we all go out.


  “It’s a new lounge. You guys will love it.”


  “Mia may love it. Some of us aren’t about that life,” Estelle said.


  “Mia isn’t about that life anymore either,” I said, shooting her a pointed look.


  “Since when?” Vic asked.


  “Since … I don’t know. Since it got old.”


  He frowned. “How could that get old?”


  Oliver chuckled. “You’ll see.”


  I laughed, and, when all eyes turned to me, I shrugged. “Fuck it. Let’s go.”


  After dinner, I told Estelle I’d meet her at her place. I didn’t go back to Rob’s place right away. Instead, I went back to the beach and sat in the sand long after the dispersed surfers were gone, and it was only me and the impending sunset. I thought about my situation. About what I wanted and what I didn’t, and the things I missed about home that I couldn’t get in New York. I cataloged a list: my family, my friends, the beach, driving my own car places, the lifestyle, the weather. My list stopped there and looped back to the beginning: my family, my friends. Those things were irreplaceable to me.


  When I got sick of sitting, sick of thinking, I pulled myself up, grabbed the camera I hadn’t even taken out of the bag, and headed home. I ended up at Estelle’s house on my way to Rob’s, because suddenly I didn’t feel like going out after all. She’d already started getting ready and was not keen on the idea of being the only girl at the lounge.


  “No. You’re not going to stay home and mope about this the one weekend you’re here. You’re going to get pretty and go out whether you like it or not.”


  “I’m already pretty,” I said, groaning and burying my face in my hands.


  She laughed and pulled them down. “You’re so humble. I wonder why it is that you and Jensen get along so well.”


  My stomach dipped at the mention of his name. I started to smile, but it fell short quickly. “I miss him. So much. How is that even possible? God, I hate this. I’m not supposed to miss him!”


  “I’m sure he misses you too. Have you spoken to him since the fight?”


  I scoffed. “I would hardly call that a fight. It was a damn onslaught on his part. And nope, not a word.”


  “He’s just giving you time.”


  I looked down at my lap. “I don’t even know what I want anymore. All I know is that every time I think about him I want to be with him, and the entire time I was in my meeting with my new boss, I was wondering what he was doing. It’s ridiculous.”


  She shrugged. “You’ll figure it out. You don’t need to have all the answers right now.”


  I let myself mull that over. I really didn’t need all the answers right now. Maybe that was part of the problem. I was always trying to figure out what would happen next, making sure I didn’t get hurt again.


  “You’re right.”


  “So you’re coming out,” she said. I smiled.


  “I guess I am.”


  When I got back to Rob’s place, he and Juan Pablo were in the kitchen cooking dinner. I ducked into the bathroom to get ready and told them I’d be out shortly.


  “I feel like I’m finally getting my sister back,” Rob said as he eyed my short little black dress, and my wavy hair, down to my shoulders now, and my ready-for-the-night makeup.


  “Killer heels,” Juan Pablo added.


  “Yeah, so killer that I’m taking flats in my purse as backup.”


  They laughed and shook their heads.


  “Where you going?”


  “Some lounge. You know how Victor is when he plans an outing.”


  “That means you’ll be drunk and hooking up with some attorney in no time,” Rob said with a wink. He paused and frowned after mulling something over.


  “Don’t,” I said before he could, but he went ahead and did anyway.


  “Still no word from Jensen?”


  I shook my head, sighing.


  “I’m sure he is busy, Meep.”


  “Yeah, maybe.”


  “Go get drunk and have fun with random hot guys! Take one for the team!” he said.


  “Hey!” Juan Pablo said, laughing behind us.


  I smiled and gave him a small wave.


  “Just don’t hook up with his uncle again!” Rob called out as I headed down the hall.


  My mouth dropped, and I stopped walking only to turn around and flash him both middle fingers. Fucker. I was never going to live that down. It didn’t matter how many times I said that I didn’t know the guy was related to him in any way. Or how many times I explained that we didn’t even have sex.


  The story would forever go down as, ‘The time Mia was so drunk that she ended up in the corner of the club making out with Patrick Davis, who happened to be Jensen’s birth father’s younger brother.’ ‘They don’t even have the same last name!’ I would yell in explanation. ‘They don’t even look alike!’ And alas, the only reason people knew it happened was because Oliver was there and saw it happen and of course he told Victor, who told Jensen, who later came back and acted like I’d committed the biggest crime since Watergate.
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  THE LOUNGE WAS jam-packed. Victor had been texting a friend of his since we got inside, trying to figure out what our next move would be.


  “You pay for bottle service someplace … the least they could do is save us a bigger space,” he kept shouting over the music while he typed away on his cellphone.


  Estelle and I shrugged and bumped shoulders as we shimmied along to the music. We didn’t care where we partied, really. And when Oliver walked back toward us and leaned in to hand us our drinks, we were set.


  “He’s trying to see if we can rent out his friend’s place in Malibu,” Oliver explained upon sitting beside Estelle.


  His friend’s place in Malibu. Oh God. Suddenly the air started to dwindle out of my body. That house would forever be associated with Jensen. It was the reason I hadn’t been back there since we broke up—not because the house itself brought up bad memories, but because I felt like if I saw him there when we weren’t together it would have tainted all of the good memories we shared there. We weren’t on bad terms anymore, though. Still, did I really want to go back to the house where we’d first kissed? The one we’d sneak to in the middle of parties to go make love near the ocean? For some reason, now, it made me miss him even more.


  “Why does he always want to end up there?” I asked nobody in particular.


  Oliver shrugged and took a swig of the beer in his hand. “It’s more laid back.”


  “I’m surprised you’re drinking.”


  Estelle laughed. “He’ll drink one beer and then water the rest of the night.”


  “If I tell you the—”


  “Effects alcohol has on your body you’d never drink it again,” Estelle and I said in unison. She rolled her eyes while I shook my head.


  “This is why I don’t date nerds,” I said.


  Estelle laughed. Oliver let out a loud, hard laugh that made him slap his chest as he spurt out a cough.


  “You don’t think Jensen’s a nerd?”


  I took a sip of my vodka. “I’m not even sure I’m dating him, but for the sake of argument, no, I don’t think he is.”


  Oliver chuckled. “Why? Because he drives a motorcycle?”


  “And has hot tattoos,” Estelle added.


  Oliver rolled his eyes.


  “He would never bring up the effects of alcohol while sitting in a fucking lounge. Only nerds do that kind of shit,” I said.


  “Really? What kind of people have key chains that say ‘If found, please return to 221 Baker Street’?” Oliver asked.


  I hid my smile behind my glass. “Really cool ones. Obviously.”


  Estelle laughed. “You just think that because you gave that to him.”


  “And because it’s really freaking cool!”


  “He writes for the newspaper,” Oliver added, raising an eyebrow and the bottle of beer as if he’d just discovered a new elixir.


  “It’s not like he writes about the effects of global warming … but if he did, I still wouldn’t think he’s a nerd.” I pursed my lips. “Well, maybe a little, but he would be a hot nerd.”


  Just as Oliver and Estelle’s rambunctious laughter was dying down, Victor walked over and told us we were moving the party to the beach house.


  “Just follow me,” he said.


  So I climbed in the backseat of Oliver’s two-door coupe and scrolled through my Twitter feed as he drove. I stopped over Jensen’s latest post and clicked it open.


  “Jensen’s in Santa Barbara?” I shouted, interrupting Oliver and Estelle’s conversation.


  Oliver’s eyes flicked to me through the rearview. Estelle turned her body to face me.


  “He is?” she asked. We both looked at Oliver, who resembled caged prey surrounded by lions. “Oliver?” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.


  He stayed quiet, turning his car into the driveway of a white three-story house and parking it behind Victor’s. When the engine was shut off, and the three of us took off our seatbelts, he glanced over at Estelle, then me, and shrugged.


  “He comes home a lot, especially during football season.” He paused when neither one of us said anything, just stared. “The Chargers play tomorrow.”


  “So? It’s not like he’s on the roster!” I replied. Oliver shook his head and got out of the car while Estelle laughed. “Does that mean he’s coming?” I asked, shuffling after Oliver as soon as I got out of the car. He stopped walking and turned around, tilting his head to examine my face.


  “Would it be a problem if he did?”


  I frowned, looking down at my feet. “No.”


  “Did you invite anybody?”


  My eyes snapped up to his. “What? No, I didn’t invite anybody!” My stomach dipped. Oh God. “Is he bringing somebody?”


  Oliver tried to smother a smile by scratching his nose. “I have no idea.”


  That feeling of my heart dropping into the pit of my stomach was unwelcome. I brushed past him and walked up the steps to go into the house. I could hear Estelle reprimanding him while he laughed, but I refused to turn around and acknowledge the stupid smirk I pictured on his face. After an hour of us sitting around the patio, drinking the vodka and wine Victor brought as the guys smoked their cigars, I felt myself completely relax. It was like college all over again—Victor, Oliver, and a few of their coworkers standing around talking crap while Estelle and I discussed my photography and what I would display if I ever got a bigger venue.


  “You should go by your storage and see if you’ve taken any pictures like that,” Estelle suggested.


  I doubted I had. I’d mainly taken family portraits, aside from the more nature driven ones, and what I was trying to display was the dysfunction of our world.


  “I guess I could very well put up pictures of families. We’re all pretty dysfunctional,” I said.


  Estelle laughed.


  “If you did, you’d have to display the beautiful Game of Thrones themed session you took of your own family.” She paused, smiling. “Where you and Rob dressed as Cersei and Jaime. It’s so sick. So sick.”


  I laughed. “You’re never going to get over that.”


  “You know I won’t. I’m going to get another drink. Want one?”


  I nodded. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to go out there to see if it still looks the same.”


  She laughed. “It’s a beach, I doubt it’s changed.”


  I shrugged, smiling as I walked over to the gate, pulling off my shoes as I got to the sand. I just stood there, by the gate, still within ear shot of the guys, who were talking and laughing, but closer to the ocean, where I could hear the waves crashing against the rocks at a nearby distance. Leaning my back against the wall beside the gate, I closed my eyes and wiggled my toes in the sand. With each splashing wave, the ocean lifted my worries and took them one by one, until all that was left was me, Mia, a girl who didn’t feel as lost as she used to but couldn’t have the things she wanted most. Maybe you should allow yourself those things and stop second-guessing, my thoughts yelled. Maybe you should shut the eff up, I replied back, and sighed.


  I climbed back on the step and dusted the sand off my feet before stepping back into my heels. As I did, I heard the laughter get louder, and I stilled behind one of the bushes, because his laugh was among them. The sound made my nerves haywire, my heart flipped more times than I could count, until it settled in my sternum, holding my breath there with it. Even though I had warning that he would be, I felt shocked by his presence, and when I stepped forward and caught a glimpse of him, in his loose faded gray shirt and dark jeans, my heart picked up again. His hair rustled as a gust of wind hit. His shirt rode up slightly as he ran his fingers through it, and, as if feeling my eyes on him, he looked at me over Victor’s shoulder.


  For a beat, maybe two, we just stared at one another. Me on the other side of the pool, him in a crowd of friends, and it was like the first time we’d kissed, only backwards. He’d been the loner out by the pool, writing his little heart away, and I’d been the girl with the drink in her hand trying to flirt with him. The smile slid off his face, the charge inside of me building the longer we looked at each other. After what felt like an eternity, he walked over, his stride long and determined, until he reached me.


  “Mia,” he said, voice low and seductive.


  “Jensen,” I replied, hoping I didn’t sound as breathless as I felt.


  His eyes searched my face as if to ask, Are you going to run? Are you going to stay?


  I swallowed, unsure.


  Without preamble, he pushed his mouth against mine, prying my lips apart. My hands flew from my sides to his hair and tugged. I kissed him like I hadn’t seen him in years, hadn’t felt him in ages, and missed every second we’d been apart. We broke the kiss because of the hoots and hollers of those around us, but our foreheads stayed touching.


  “I thought you were going to slap me for doing that in front of everyone,” he said, breathing heavily against me.


  “Did you want me to?”


  He pulled away slightly and smiled. “No, but it would have been worth it.”


  “It was worth it without the slap,” I said, and Jensen smiled.


  “Okay, somebody needs to fill me in,” Victor said in the background. “Last I heard she wanted to kill him.”


  Jensen shook his head. I laughed. He dropped his hand from mine as he stood farther away from me, letting his eyes roam the length of me, from my toes, to my thighs, to the tops of my breasts, and finally landed on mine. He swallowed, his eyes blazing with uncontained desire, and grabbed my hand.


  “Was the purpose of you wearing that dress to give every man around you mental images of how you must look naked?”


  “Are you asking because you’re picturing me naked?”


  He snaked his arm around me, still looking at me with the same heated expression, and spread his hand over my ass.


  “You have no fucking idea what I’m picturing right now,” he murmured, bringing his lips to mine again.


  “Holy shit. Does this mean they’re together, together?” Victor asked as we pulled away from each other.


  “Why do you need to define everything?” I asked him as Jensen and I joined the crowd.


  Victor shrugged. “I like knowing what to expect from things.”


  I groaned. “It must be so much fun to date you.”


  The guys laughed.


  “I’d rock your world, Meep. You don’t even know.”


  “Dude. I just got here, and you’re already trying to start a fight?” Jensen said.


  A wide smile spread over Victor and Oliver’s face as Jensen stood there, scowling.


  “Never thought I’d see the day,” Victor said, then put a hand up. “Correction: never thought I’d see the day again.”


  “Get ready for all the calls he’s going to start making once she moves back. ‘Is she dating anyone? Are you sure? Who the fuck is the guy she took a picture with?’” Oliver said, laughing and stepping away as Jensen took a step toward him to grab the beer he had in his hand.


  “Give me this. You’ve probably been nursing this shit all night,” he said taking a huge swig of it.


  My heart rocked at the mention of the guys I’d dated while he was gone, at the reminder of what he’d said before I asked him to leave, that he was always around, always watching. Jensen lowered the bottle from his mouth and looked at me, his brows furrowing at whatever face I must have been making.


  “Walk with me.”


  My eyes flitted around the safe zone of the patio. If we left now, who knew when we’d come back.


  “Let’s just…”


  “Walk with me, Mia.” His voice was firmer this time.


  I heard Victor say something about women coming over and glanced over at Estelle who was off to the side, talking to Oliver in hushed whispers. Everybody seemed to be doing their own thing anyway. I tugged on Jensen’s hand and began to walk with him, stopping to take off my shoes when we got near the sand.


  “God, you’re short,” he said once I was finished and took his hand again.


  “I’m fun-sized.”


  “Fun you are,” he said, lifting me up and carrying me like a baby.


  “You’re going to make me flash everybody!”


  He repositioned me, and I tried to pull my dress down, to no avail. It was way too short and tight to fix.


  “First of all, there’s nobody around. Secondly, I already told you what I think about that dress.”


  I turned my face into his chest and hid my smile.


  “Were those guys hitting on you? I know how they can be.”


  I chuckled against him. “Why do you care?”


  He stomped on until he reached a spot beside an empty lifeguard station. He put me down so that we were blocked from view as he stood in front of me. It was dark and vacant out. The only sounds we could hear were our friends and others speaking at a distance and the water washing into the shore from the waves that died down steps from where we stood.


  “You know why I care,” he said, his dark gaze jumping from one of my eyes to the other.


  “Because you’re jealous?”


  “I’m not jealous.”


  “You’re a little jealous.” I smiled and leaned in to run my fingers through his hair, tugging until he closed his eyes and let out a low groan.


  “I’m not. I just don’t like it.”


  “You don’t want them telling me how I should give them a chance and let them fuck me the way I deserve to be fucked?” I said, biting back a smile as his eyes snapped open. “Or how they’d rock my world? Or how they want to feel my lips around their hard cock?”


  Jensen stepped forward and walked me back until my back hit the wall behind me, then pulled us down. My back was against the cool sand as he hovered over me. He pulled my bottom lip into his mouth and lowered his body flush against mine.


  “Is that what they said to you?” he asked as his lips explored my jaw, my neck, my shoulders. “Did they promise you’d be the only person they’d ever look at for the rest of their lives if you had them?” He brought his mouth up from my chest and to the side of mine. “Did they tell you they left an important meeting because the thought of you being here, so far away from them, was killing them?” His mouth fell over mine and captured my loud gasp. “Did they push back a deadline because they missed you, because they couldn’t think without you,” he murmured against my lips. “And the thought of this moment, just this, holding you like this, was enough for them to not give a damn about their publisher’s threats to withhold their paycheck for three more months?”


  “Jensen,” I whispered, rearing back to search his face. “Why would you—”


  His lips were on mine before I could finish my sentence. Our hands became desperate, tugging at our clothes until his jeans were pulled down, and my panties were ripped and thrown aside. He held the sides of my face as he pivoted his hips to guide himself inside of me, and when he did, he was there with one hard thrust that made me cry out and claw at his back.


  “Because this is worth more than any of those things,” he said, his voice a low purr. He pulled out slowly, letting me feel every ridge of his length, before pushing back in all the way and making me yelp again. He groaned.


  “Because there’s no price tag for what we have,” he continued. His lips found my neck as he rocked against me in deeper strokes. “And even if there was one, I’d find a way to pay it four times over.”


  I whimpered as he increased his pace, and let my moans and screams get washed away in the waves before us.
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  “I wish we could spend the entire night wrapped around each other,” he said regretfully. We were both full of sand, standing outside of my apartment.


  “I would invite you in, but I’m not even sure this is my place anymore.”


  Jensen chuckled. On our way over there I’d told him about Rob and Juan Pablo and how I wasn’t sure where I belonged anymore. Move to New York permanently, he’d suggested. It’s not that easy, I’d responded. I couldn’t just move. For a few months, sure, but forever? I couldn’t.


  “I would invite myself over, circumstances be damned, but Olivia’s awaiting,” he said smiling. I stiffened. He noticed and glanced over. “What?”


  I shook my head. “Last time I saw her … when I saw her, you acted so weird around me. I guess I just want to know what I should expect.”


  He sighed. “I spoke to Krista about this the day you saw us, the day you ran,” he corrected. “I don’t know how to act around Olivia when I’m with you because I’ve never done it. She’s never met anybody I’ve dated before. Not that I’ve dated many women.”


  “Maybe we can act like friends?” I said, my fingers scratching over his beard.


  “I don’t know if I know how to do that with you,” he said. “I’m not sure I know how to pretend that I don’t want to kiss you, that I don’t want to touch you.”


  I smiled. “You can try. I’m fine with that. No handholding, no kissing, just friends, at least for now. We don’t want to confuse her, especially if I’m coming back home soon for good.”


  His demeanor changed at the mention of that, but he didn’t say anything about it, and I decided to change the subject to his foster mom. She was always a safe zone conversation.


  “Do you bring her to visit Patty often?”


  “When I can.”


  I swallowed. “You haven’t heard from…”


  He shook his head, knowing I was asking about his birth mother, the woman who’d left him and never turned back once she did. I would have thought she would have reached out when he started making a name for himself, but apparently I’d been wrong.


  “I looked for her once, and found her, but I never contacted her. I always blamed myself for her leaving, until I realized it wasn’t my fault.”


  “It wasn’t. Did Olivia help you realize that?” I asked. He nodded.


  “Children are so innocent. They try so hard to be good kids for us, and they are; they’re the best things we could ask for, despite their tantrums and the hard moments. I don’t have to prove that I’m a worthy son. I know I am, and if she was caught up in other things and couldn’t see that, that’s fine. I forgive her, but I don’t want that kind of person, one who hasn’t bothered to look for me after she left me, around my daughter.” He shrugged.


  I stayed quiet, not wanting to disrupt the unloading of his closeted skeletons.


  “I thought about Olivia, and how if Krista just up and left, or if I did, she’d have to carry that burden for the rest of her life.” He paused to swallow. His gaze found mine again. “I was lucky. Not everybody is as lucky as me. Not everybody has a Mia, or a Patty.” I squeezed his hand when he finished speaking.


  “But if that ever happened, she has you, and you’re enough for ten people.”


  Jensen chuckled quietly. “I’m barely enough for one person, Mia, but for her, I try.”


  He raised his hand to wipe a tear that had escaped my eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered finally. “For not being there for you.”


  He kissed the tip of my nose. “I know, babe. So am I.”


  “I really was hurt by all of it. I didn’t know how to cope.”


  He kissed the tip of my nose again before moving to the edge of my mouth. “I don’t think I would have known how to either, Meep.”


  After a long silent moment, I leaned on my elbows and looked over again.


  “My dad knows about us.” I laughed at the horrified look on his face.


  “Does he still have that Glock he used to have?”


  I laughed again. “Yes, but that was a long time ago!”


  Jensen stared at me for a long moment. “I really think he wants to kill me.”


  “Maybe so, but I’m here to protect you.”


  He scoffed. “We’ll see about that.”
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  Jensen and I had stayed up talking for hours; even after he dropped me off, he called me and we stayed on the phone. It was like we were teenagers all over again. As if being back there together brought all of the good times we spent together with it. In conversation he mentioned that Olivia was dying to go to the beach, and I knew he’d miss the day with the guys if he took her, so I volunteered to go with Patty.


  I showed up at Patty’s just as Jensen was leaving. Literally. I brought my hand up to knock on the white wooden door just as he was opening it. He grinned, running a hand through his hair, and if it hadn’t been wet, the smell of his soap would have been enough for me to know he was freshly showered.


  “Have I ever told you how awesome you are?” he said, still smiling, his eyes taking me in slowly. “What are you wearing under there?”


  I laughed, taking a step back when he hooked his finger on the scarf I’d shifted into a sundress and tugged. “You’re going to make it come undone.”


  His eyes flared as they locked on mine. He shook his head. “You say shit like that…”


  “Like you making me come undone?”


  “Like me making you come—period,” he responded, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me flush against him. Every inch of him was hard. Every. Inch.


  I inhaled sharply.


  “You probably shouldn’t do that … friend.”


  He growled, bringing his lips down to mine and kissing me with a passion that had me shivering despite the heat.


  “I love your lips … friend,” he said, a whisper against my mouth.


  “I love yours too, friend.”


  “When is Mia coming?” That was Olivia’s little voice, coming from inside the small house.


  I dropped my arms from his neck and took a step back. He smiled at me.


  “Somebody’s excited.”


  “I’m excited too,” I said.


  He didn’t respond to that, but the look of tenderness he gave me spoke more volumes than the Britannica. His lips pressed against mine one last time. A quick, soft peck.


  “I’ll see you later,” he said, and walked off.


  I waited for my heart to settle before knocking on the door. Patty, Olivia, and I headed off to start our day. Olivia kept saying she wanted to learn how to surf, so I started teaching her—on land, of course.


  “But I want to do it in the water!” she said.


  “But you can’t yet, and your dad would put me in time-out if I let you,” I said.


  She laughed. “He can’t put you in time-out. You’re a grown-up!”


  “Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean I’m not scared of time-out.”


  She fell into a fit of laughter over that, and Patty smiled as she looked on.


  “You’re really good with her,” she said when Olivia turned her attention to building a sand castle.


  “When we both have adult supervision.”


  Patty laughed. “You’re good with her, period. Do you know how many women in your shoes would never give that child the time of day?”


  “Do you know how many women wouldn’t have given her father the time of day?” I asked, smiling at her.


  I’d always been thankful for Patty. I couldn’t imagine what would have happened to Jensen had he not had her in his life. His life would have turned out so differently.


  “That boy gave me more headaches than any person deserves.”


  “You and me both. But he’s a good guy.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “He is. Does that mean you’re back on?”


  I shook my head, looking over at Olivia’s castle. “It’s more complicated than that.”


  “The best things always are.”


  “Can you help me build this?” Olivia said in a whine as she looked over at us. We both laughed and moved over to her.


  We spent the day building castles that would eventually fall, with hope that they’d last long enough. I took pictures of them, of us, of the beach, of Jensen and the guys when we crashed their football viewing party at Victor’s house.


  “I didn’t know we were letting people of all ages into our club,” Victor said, smiling as he picked up Olivia and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


  “You always say that, Uncle Vic.”


  “You’re the only girl allowed here on Football Sunday,” he whispered.


  She frowned at him and pouted. “What about Mia?”


  Victor chuckled as he looked from me to her. “She doesn’t count.”


  “She does count.” She grabbed my hand and walked over to the couch where Jensen was sitting. “Daddy, Mia’s in my club. You’re in Uncle Vic and Uncle Bean’s club.”


  “What if I want to be in your club?” he asked, draping an arm around my waist and touching her face with his free hand as he rested his boot on the edge of Vic’s coffee table. I shot him a look, trying to shimmy out of his hold, but he held me tighter.


  “Well…” Olivia said, her eyes flicking to mine momentarily. “We’ll have to see. Do you want him in our club?”


  Jensen pinched my side. “Yeah, Mia, do you want me in your club?”


  I laughed and tried to scoot away from him again, but he pulled me toward him and bit my other arm as I neared. “Shit, Jensen!” He chuckled. Olivia gasped. Victor and Oliver both looked over and shook their heads. “Sorry,” I added in a mumble.


  “Daddy, you can’t bite her. She’s not going to want to let you in the club if you do that. It’s not nice.”


  “Yeah, Daddy, it’s not nice,” I said with a pout that made the look in his eyes heat up.


  “I’m going to show you how nice I can be later,” he whispered in my ear when Olivia stood up and sat beside Oliver.


  “Yeah? You’re not going to bite me anymore?”


  “Maybe I will,” he said, nipping my shoulder, and licking over the sting. “Maybe you’ll like it.”


  I felt my entire body heat up at the promise in his gaze, his words, his touch.


  “Friends, Jensen,” I whispered.


  He grinned and leaned in until his mouth was right by my ear. “I told you. I don’t know how,” he whispered.


  Everything about being there, with our friends, in our hometown, was perfect. Often I wished I could rewind time, just to relive that day.
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  I don’t claim to know everything, but I’ve lived enough to know that second chances don’t happen often—if ever. This past weekend I was reminded of that. I went “home” for the weekend, and took my daughter with me, to visit my friends and foster mom. Being back there always takes me back to my childhood, which is both good and bad since my childhood wasn’t full of the best experiences. Not all of it, anyway. Every time I’m there, I’m forced to relive those memories, and I never regret it. It seems like with each year that passes I appreciate those memories more and more. Some days I cling to the good ones. Other days I seek to remember the bad ones, so I can appreciate the good ones I make now.


  I guess the reason this visit was different for me was because I was there with Olivia and Mia. Having them there together with our friends was definitely something I never thought would happen. I’d imagined it before, but that was all it ever was, a figment of my imagination. Having it come true was surreal.


  


  Question of the day: @AnjeliMaed: “How to know that you’ve already moved on?”


  


  Answer: Only you can answer that. I think when you’re no longer comparing that person to everybody you meet.
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  I WAS BACK in New York when Millie called me and started apologizing profusely upon my answering the call, I braced myself for her to say she couldn’t get any of her contacts to display my prints. But then she said the most magical words I’d ever heard, “I got you a spot in The MET! It’s for this Saturday, and I know it’s last minute, but they had two artists back out and now they’re scrambling to find replacements.”


  “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God!” I squealed over and over and over until my legs were tired from jumping and my eyes stopped producing tears. “My pictures are going to be on the walls of The Met! Oh my God. I die. I die. I die!”


  Millie laughed. “You better not. I need you there Saturday!”


  I squealed again. “I love you. I love you. I love you!”


  My phone rang as soon as I hung up with her, and I answered without even looking.


  “I need a huge favor.” Those were the first words out of Jensen’s mouth.


  “Okay?” I asked as I tried to reel myself in from the high I was on.


  “Is your day really hectic tomorrow?”


  From the living room, I squinted to make out the time on the microwave. It was still early enough that I could go to the printer and tell them what photos I needed rush printed. Once that was settled, I didn’t have much to do that couldn’t wait until Thursday.


  “No. What’s up?”


  “Do you think you can watch Olivia for a couple of hours?”


  I dropped the phone. I picked it up just as quickly as I gathered my scattered thoughts. I’d hung out with her a few times, but a few times didn’t make me an expert in little kids.


  “Um … sure. Are you going to bring her over, or do you want me to come over?”


  He stayed quiet for a beat. “Can you come over here?”


  “Of course.”


  “You can come over tonight, if you want. I have this big empty space beside me with your name on it.”


  I laughed, but waved off the invitation. If I went over there I wouldn’t get any work done. Upon hanging up, I started browsing through pictures I’d taken and transferring them to a USB drive. On my way to the printer Millie recommended, I crossed my fingers and said a prayer and a chant I learned in yoga that week to calm my nerves. The guy at the shop, who looked like he belonged in a motorcycle club, looked at me like I was crazy when I told him I needed them by Saturday morning.


  “And that’s kind of pushing it,” I added, cringing when he shot me another one of his looks.


  “I can have them back to you, but the size you want…” he paused to stroke on his beard, as I pleaded with my eyes. Finally, he sighed. “Give me a second.”


  He huffed as he stomped to the back of the store. I exhaled heavily and looked around at the beautiful artwork they had displayed.


  “What kind of pictures did you say these were?” he asked when he walked back to his spot behind the counter.


  “Mostly people,” I said and could tell he was working hard not to roll his eyes at me. “Look at them,” I added. “Please.”


  He raised a bushy eyebrow and let out a deep chuckle. “Okay, I’ll look. But just so you know, even if I like them doesn’t mean I can get them to you that quick.”


  I groaned and slid the USB drive closer to him on the counter. He laughed as he picked it up.


  “Gum?”


  “My brother’s idea of a funny stocking stuffer.”


  The guy shook his head as he inserted it into the computer. I watched his face the entire time and smiled the moment the smile dropped from his face and his gaze turned serious as he scrolled.


  “Fuck,” he said.


  I nodded, still smiling. When he finished he looked at me again and I felt like he had a different appreciation for me, maybe even respect.


  “I really, really need to get these by Saturday morning. It’s my only chance to display them at The MET. The MET!” I added with enthusiasm.


  He nodded, stroked his beard again, and clicked on something in the computer. This time when he looked at me, he smiled.


  “Come by Saturday at eleven. I’ll have them ready.” He laughed when I squealed and jumped up and down. Had it not been for the counter between us, I would have hugged him.
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  I woke up earlier than I needed and caught the seven-thirty Pilates class. My gossip homeless guy was missing from the L train, which threw me off since I counted on him for my current events. After showering, throwing on the warmest clothes I had washed, I grabbed my bag and headed to Jensen’s. On my way there, I cataloged the pictures being displayed and tried to come up with names for each. When the train reached the stop I needed to take, I got off, switching my phone as I started walking, and started scrolling through it. I still had a good five-minute walk ahead of me, after all.


  “You should probably watch where you’re going,” Jensen called out as I neared his place.


  “I would, but the homeless guy who keeps me up on current events wasn’t on the train this morning.”


  “People.com is considered current events?” he asked, hopping off the steps when I reached him.


  I scowled, pushing down on the button to hide my screen. “I wasn’t on People.”


  “Uh-huh.” He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed, lifting me off the floor slightly as he buried his face in my neck. “Thank you for coming,” he said as he set me down and grabbed my hand to lead me inside. “Olivia’s still asleep. She’s really sick.”


  “Poor thing. Is she running a fever?”


  He nodded. “I’m alternating between Motrin and Tylenol every four hours. I just gave her some, so she should be good for a while.”


  “Will she eat when she wakes up?”


  “Maybe. She didn’t want to eat anything yesterday.”


  “Where’s Krista?”


  His eyes flickered to mine in surprise. I guess because I used her name and didn’t attach a role like ‘Olivia’s mom’ or ‘your ex’ to it.


  “She’s had meetings all week, so Olivia’s been here.”


  I nodded and bit my tongue from saying anything else. Olivia wasn’t my daughter, and I was sure this wasn’t the first time Olivia had been sick. Maybe her mom was used to it. Maybe she was worried sick over the fact that she hadn’t been able to take care of her. I wasn’t here to judge. Well, I was trying not to judge.


  “I have a meeting I can’t miss today, and I’m on a ridiculous deadline that I don’t think I’ll meet because when she’s with me it’s nearly impossible for me to write.”


  “I can stay here a while.” I paused. “I mean, a couple of days.” I looked away from his stare. “I mean, if you need me to and need the help. I don’t want to be in the way or anything. And I don’t want her mom to get pissed off if she finds out I’m watching her daughter and she doesn’t like me or something—”


  “Mia.”


  “What?” I brought my gaze to his again.


  “You can stay here as long as you want. Forever, even.”


  I felt my face heat up. “Stop.”


  His grin was wide as he walked over to me and tilted my chin up with his hand. “Thank you for doing this.” He kissed my forehead. “And I would love it if you’d stay here for a couple of days, or forever, you pick.”


  My heart spiked. At his words, at the seriousness in his eyes, at the way his hand made me feel like I was the one running a fever.


  “Don’t you have to go?” I asked in a whisper.


  He dipped his head closer and pressed his lips against mine. “I do.”


  “Okay.”


  “Call me if you need anything.”


  “I think I can handle it.”


  “I think you can handle anything,” he said, dropping one last kiss on my lips as he shrugged on his jacket.


  I watched his back as he walked down the hall and out and craned my head toward the upstairs of the house. Should I just let her sleep or go up there? Would she be scared if she woke up and he wasn’t here? Did he warn her that I’d be here? Oh my God. What if her fever was really bad? What the fuck did I get myself into?


  After a while, I decided to stay downstairs, at the foot of the stairs, to be specific and wait until I heard noise. At around eleven-thirty, I heard something loud drop onto the floor, and I rushed upstairs, taking them two at a time.


  “Olivia?” I called out, my voice frantic.


  When she didn’t respond, I called out her name again, louder. I reached her door and found her standing in front of her bed, in a pair of pink Frozen pajamas. Her messy brown hair was covering most of her face as she looked down in front of her, whimpering.


  “You okay?” I asked as I walked over. A foul smell annihilated my nostrils, and I realized she’d vomited on the floor in front of her. “Holy shit,” I whispered. Her big gray eyes snapped up at that. “Sorry. Forget I said that. It’s okay. It’s going to be fine. Can you step over here?”


  With one hand, I grabbed hers and led her around the vomit, and with the other I reached into the back pocket of my jeans and called her dad. He picked up on the first ring.


  “Am I allowed to give her a bath? She kind of … had an accident,” I said as I combed her hair out of her face with my fingers.


  “Fuck. Maybe I should just cancel this meeting.”


  “No. No. She’s fine. She doesn’t seem to have a fever or anything, just this, but I don’t want her to feel gross, and she got it on her pajamas and—“


  “Mia,” he said. “Yes, it’s okay to give her a bath. Thank you.”


  “’Kay. I’ll talk to you later. Go kick ass in your meeting.” I shut my eyes. “Sorry. Go … do good!”


  Jensen chuckled. “Thanks.”


  I hung up the phone and tossed it on the white nightstand as I crouched down to meet Olivia’s gaze. “Did your daddy tell you I’d be here?”


  She nodded.


  “Is it okay if I help you take a bath?”


  She stood frozen for a moment before nodding again.


  “Can you help me pick out clothes for you?”


  Another nod, and this time, a small smile.


  I breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. I really hoped her mother wouldn’t be upset about this. I thought if I was in her shoes, I’d be grateful. I sighed again. I hoped I would be grateful. After she was bathed and changed, I took her downstairs and gave her Gatorade, because that was what my mom would have given me.


  “Do you think you can stay here and watch TV while I go clean up?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Do you want me to make you something to eat before I do that?”


  She looked at me, tilting her head the same way her dad did when he was trying to figure something out.


  “I know how to cook,” I added.


  I couldn’t believe I was convincing a little girl about my cooking skills. I couldn’t believe she was even questioning them with one damn look.


  “What do you know how to make?”


  I smiled. “What do you feel like eating?”


  “Ice cream.”


  I laughed. “Okay. I don’t know if your dad will allow ice cream. What about soup?”


  She pursed her lips.


  “Really yummy soup. Like the one Princess Anna eats.”


  “She doesn’t eat soup. She eats chocolate.”


  “And soup! Come on, it’ll be good, and then we’ll have something sweet.”


  “Like ice cream?”


  “If your throat doesn’t hurt, we’ll reevaluate that after you drink your soup.”


  She let out a sigh and pulled her knees up to her chest. “That’s what Daddy says when he means no.”


  “Hey, gimme some credit. I’m a little bit cooler than Daddy!”


  She eyed me for a beat. “Can I take pictures with your camera again?”


  I laughed. “After you drink your soup. And we can play dress up if you feel better in a little while.”


  She sat up straighter. “I feel better now.”


  “After your soup.”


  Finally, she nodded, and I went off to make her soup. The process of eating it went much smoother than talking about it. After she ate, I gave her my camera and let her use it while I went upstairs to clean up, and was unpleasantly surprised to discover that child vomit was just as bad as adult vomit. When I was finished, I grabbed my phone and headed downstairs again.


  “I took a bunch,” she said, handing me the camera to look through.


  I laughed at what I found.


  “You took a bunch of selfies.”


  “That’s what Mom does.”


  “That’s funny,” I said, and snapped one of us together.


  We moved on to dress up, and I made sure to continuously check her temperature, just in case. As she was applying purple glitter on strands of my hair, the phone rang, making us both freeze in place.


  “Are we supposed to be using this for dress up?” I asked in a whisper.


  She shrugged. “It was just there.”


  “Holy crap. Is this not child proof?”


  The phone continued to ring, and I finally unfolded my legs and got up from the floor. I watched Olivia as I picked it up from the holster and answered it.


  “Is this Mia?” said the voice of a woman on the other end. Her voice had a sweet melodic ring to it that tamed my nerves.


  “Yes.”


  “This is Olivia’s mom … Krista,” she added after a pause.


  “Oh. Hi.”


  “Is Olivia awake?”


  “She is, do you want to speak to her?”


  I let Olivia talk to her mom while I cleaned up the kitchen and read the back of the purple glitter bottle. When Olivia was finished with the phone, she called me over and handed me the phone.


  “Thank you for watching her. If Jensen calls, will you let him know that I’m going to pass by around six-thirty?”


  “Sure. That’s fine.”


  “Okay, well, I guess I’ll see you later if you’re still hanging around.”


  “Sure.”


  I ended the call before things got any more awkward.


  “Are you going to be like my mommy?”


  My eyes flashed to Olivia, who was still sitting on the floor. It took me three tries to get the phone back on the base before I went to join her on the floor.


  “Why do you ask?” I said finally, once we were side by side again.


  She tilted her face to look at me. “I have two daddies.”


  I frowned. “You do?”


  She nodded, looking at me with a serious expression on her face. “One lives here and one lives with my mommy. Are you going to live here if you become my mommy?”


  This child was making my heart hurt with her questions and the way her eyes tried to focus on me despite their heaviness.


  “Why don’t we lie down for a little while?” I suggested.


  “I’m not tired.”


  I pulled her onto my lap anyway and switched the TV to The Disney Channel. Soon she dozed off with her head on my chest and her arms dropped to either side of me. Somehow I managed to stand and set her down on the couch behind me, covering her with a San Diego Chargers blanket Jensen had draped over the sofa.


  Her nap lasted all of fifteen minutes, and she woke up with the energy of a Jack Russell Terrier. It took me a while to convince her that we shouldn’t use that purple thing on my hair anymore. As it was, I wasn’t sure it would come off. It took ten minutes of going back and forth about ice cream before she let it go and let me give her Gatorade and grapes instead.


  “Why’d you cut them?” she asked as I handed her a little plate. I glanced at her as I popped one in my mouth.


  “Isn’t that what people do for little kids?”


  She made a face. “Not for me. I’m big. I’m almost five.”


  “I’m well aware.”


  “Do you know when my birthday is?”


  “November eighth.”


  Her brows hiked up. “How did you know?”


  I smiled. Facebook, Olivia. Facebook. “I think I heard Uncle Oliver talking about it once.”


  She beamed at the mention of Oliver. “You know Uncle Bean knows how to braid my hair.”


  “He does?” I asked, genuinely impressed.


  She nodded furiously.


  “Do you?”


  “I think I still remember how to do a braid or two. Come here.” I sat her between my legs, facing the television. I’d put on that stupid Frozen movie when she woke up and she hadn’t even looked at the television. Gathering her hair, I split it into three parts. I stared at it for a couple of beats before I realized I only knew how to do a classic braid, so I took my phone out and watched some tutorials, which can make anybody a professional braider in less than twenty-minutes.


  After the braid was done, I snapped a picture and sent it to Oliver, and laughed at the mad emoji face he used to reply. We ate soup together the second time around, and finally settled on reading some books she had. The TV was still on as the sun set, and I hadn’t heard anything else from Jensen or Krista, aside from Jensen’s texts, checking up on Olivia.


  After talking about which movie is better: Toy Story or Monsters, Inc.


  Toy Story, we both agreed.


  And who has prettier hair: Jasmine or Rapunzel.


  She said Rapunzel, I said Jasmine.


  We both ended up quieting down to watch Frozen. I was on a boat when I felt my body shake, but I was reaching the shore, extending a hand to Prince Hans, who looked like Kit Harrington, which was how I knew I was dreaming.


  “I’m almost there,” I said, battling as the rocking of the boat threatened to wake me. When I finally came to, I blinked a couple of times; slowly at first, then rapidly as Jensen’s face came into my line of vision. Then it hit me—I was here to watch Olivia, and I fell asleep. I jolted quickly, but his hand steadied me so that I wouldn’t get up, and I realized why: Olivia was sleeping peacefully, the side of her face on the top of my chest, one arm on one side of me, and the other hanging on the other side.


  “Hey,” I whispered, finally really looking at Jensen. He crouched down so that his face was beside mine and ran his fingers through my hair.


  “Hey,” he whispered back, his eyes washing over my features until they reached mine again. “How was she?”


  I smiled. “Great.”


  “What were you dreaming about?”


  I smiled brighter. “Kit Harrington.”


  Jensen chuckled, shaking his head as he stood. “I’m going to grab her and put her in her bed.”


  He did, and I sighed at the way she hugged his neck and snuggled into him as he walked. There was something to be said about a man holding a child in such a loving way. The only phrase that came to mind was: panty dropper. I realized then, as I watched and swooned, that if I spent any more days like this, in his house with him and his kid, I wouldn’t want to leave. And I was not the mothering type. I really wasn’t. I said like a hundred curse words in front of the poor girl and used some weird colored glitter glue on my head that was bound to stay there for life.


  “You made this?” he asked, dipping a finger and sucking it into his mouth.


  God. He even did that in a sexual way. I probably should’ve just gotten up and left right then. It wasn’t until I spent the day with his daughter that I started feeling my ovaries kicking and my brain saying, “This could be you!” I never wanted that. Ever. But being there with him, with them, made me want to want it, and that was unacceptable for so many reasons. He picked up the pink bowl and cup that were sitting on the counter and put them in the sink and suddenly he looked even hotter. Was he always that hot? I blinked away from my thoughts because he was looking at me, probably waiting for an answer as he stirred the soup to heat it up and my daydream was bound to get X-rated quickly.


  “Yeah. I know you said waffles, but I thought this was better for her since she’s sick and soup always helps me when I’m—”


  He was taking long strides over with a look on his face that rattled me enough to make me shut my mouth. He clasped the back of my neck with his hand and pulled my mouth to his, kissing me deeply, thoroughly. I could taste a hint of the chicken soup on his desperate tongue. And when he broke the kiss, I pushed against him for another. Finally, we broke apart, and his forehead touched mine.


  “Thank you,” he breathed.


  The doorbell ringing interrupted us, and while he went to open it, I went to the bathroom. I wasn’t sure I was ready to meet Krista in person just yet. I’d gage it according to whatever I heard while I was in there, but I didn’t hear a woman at all. After washing my hands and fixing my hair, I went back to the kitchen and found him standing with his back resting on the counter as he typed something on his phone.


  “That was Olivia’s grandma.”


  “She picked her up?”


  “Yeah, quick pick up. Something about the weather tonight. Olivia was sleeping, though, so you didn’t miss anything,” he said, setting his phone aside to look at me.


  I wrapped my arms around his torso as he pushed the hair out of my face. “How was your meeting? Did you get any writing done?”


  He ran his hands down my shoulders, my arms. “The meeting was fantastic. The writing … it took me a while to get into, but once I finally did, it went well.”


  “What was the meeting about?” I asked, leaning up to drop a kiss on his clavicle. He took a sharp intake of breath when I started unbuttoning his dress shirt, dropping a kiss on his bare chest, over the long black feather tattooed down his thorax between every button.


  “Deadlines.”


  “Hmm.” I made my way down, my tongue running over the contours of his lower abdomen.


  “Mia,” he said roughly as his hands went to my head.


  “Hmm?” I unbuckled his belt and pulled down his jeans, craning my head to look at him.


  The fervor in his eyes didn’t match the tenderness in which he touched me. My heart pounded as I reached for his boxers and pulled them down to wrap my hand around him. He let out a shivered breath as I moved up and down slowly, and a groan when I pressed my lips against him, licking, tasting, sucking until his moans filled the space around us with low, altered oh my god, Mia, and that feels so fucking good. As I continued and increased the pace, his grip got tighter and his words became, stay with me and I’ve missed you so fucking much. And finally his words faded, and the only thing left was those low guttural grunts he let out as he pumped inside of my mouth until a shiver ricocheted through him and all that was left were the pieces of him I swallowed.


  He adjusted his clothes, watching me as I stood up and wiped around my lips.


  “You should probably just move in,” he said.


  I laughed and slapped him playfully. My heart tripped a little at the feel of his warm naked chest beneath my hand. I was in serious trouble if I was still feeling that way after going down on him.


  “Are we still on for Saturday?” he asked, smiling as he buttoned his shirt.


  I frowned until I remembered our deal about brunch on Saturdays. “Shit. I can’t.”


  He looked at me, silently waiting for me to explain myself.


  “Rob and my parents are coming in this weekend. Estelle too,” I added.


  “Oh. I thought you went home because Rob couldn’t come?”


  My eyes flitted around the kitchen, over the stove and the light blue backsplash over the counters. Finally, I looked back at him and couldn’t contain my smile. “I … my pictures are going to be displayed somewhere this weekend.”


  “What! Where?”


  I paused, biting down on my bottom lip to contain the squeal of excitement that derived from me saying the words aloud. “The MET!”


  Jensen’s jaw dropped. “No fucking way.”


  “Yes fucking way!” I said, letting out a laugh as I clapped my hands together.


  “Why haven’t you told me about this? First you don’t tell me about the little gallery right around the corner and now this?”


  “I…” I shrugged, looking away. “You’ve been busy.”


  “Mia,” he said, tilting my face to look up at him. “I’m never too busy for you.”


  I shrugged again. He really had been busy. So busy that every time I did see him or speak to him I felt like making him go to bed and stay there until he got a good night’s rest.


  “Do you need help taking your things over there?”


  My eyes scanned his handsome face, and I smiled as his lips formed a wide smile. “I’m sure Robbie will help.”


  “I want to help.” He paused, stepping close enough that our noses were touching. “I want to help you, and I want to be by your side when you show the world your talent.”


  I swallowed past the knot his words managed to create in my throat. “It’s not the world.”


  “I don’t care if it’s two people. I want to be there with you.” He sighed and dropped a kiss on my forehead. “I’ve missed so much, Mia. Don’t make me miss more. Let me go with you.”


  Because I felt like I was going to cry, I didn’t speak. I just nodded and blinked away from the sincerity in his eyes. I wanted to shout, “I’m leaving soon, remember?!” but I contained myself.


  “Is that okay with you?” he asked, flicking his nose against mine.


  I nodded.


  “Good, because I would have stalked the shit out of you and shown up anyway.”


  That garnered a laugh from me. He listened with ultimate interest as I went on and on about these pictures and how excited I was to finally have people see them, then he helped me title each one based on my descriptions for them since I refused to show him the pictures. I wanted him to get the full experience. We talked until dusk settled, and I decided I had to leave.


  Even after all of my refusal he tried to bribe me with his skilled fingers and tongue, but slight insecurities nagged at me and I decided I needed to go home. He walked me down the steps and put his lips against mine in a kiss I felt all the way to my toes.


  “You’re not going to bribe me to stay, you know?” I whispered against his mouth.


  He smiled. “Not today, but one day.”
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  DAVIS, THE LONG-BEARDED biker from the printing shop, ended up delivering the canvases for me. Rob and Jensen helped me set them up as I dictated and bitched when they put them up lopsided.


  “Remember, we’re not getting paid for this,” my brother reminded me.


  “I’ll remember this moment when I’m getting paid to have my work displayed worldwide.”


  They both got a kick out of that. Once the canvases were set, Helen, one of the curators, and I went one by one and put the little description plaques beside them. Every once in a while you created something that made you proud to the point of tears when you looked at it. The photos displayed on that wall were it for me, and the reaction they got out of everybody, Helen included, drove that point home. Rob, Jensen, and I met up with my parents for lunch at a place Jensen said had the best Mexican food in the city. We were all way more interested in the margaritas, and those were delicious, so it worked. My dad’s deep blue eyes were fixated on Jensen’s arm around me as he sat across the table. I could tell that despite his excitement about Olivia when we visited him in Santa Barbara, he wasn’t completely sold on this tattooed, motorcycle-driving writer swooping into my life again.


  “How are things with your ex-wife?” Dad asked, his eyes narrowed at Jensen, the way a wild cat staked out its prey.


  “Good. We have a pretty good schedule worked out, and we’re friendly so it works.”


  “How friendly?”


  The words made my insides flip. Jensen dropped his hand from my shoulder and onto my lap, where he squeezed my hand. I took a large sip of my margarita, hoping the tequila would kick in faster.


  “We co-parent well. She’s been living with a serious boyfriend.” He paused and smiled as he remembered something. “Fiancé now, who also has a daughter from a previous marriage, and as far as exes and new fiancés go, I would say we’re really friendly,” he said, meeting my gaze with a smile.


  I waited until the conversation veered off that topic to excuse myself and go to the bathroom, and when I came back and caught some of what they’d been talking about, I paused.


  My dad’s brows rose. “So if you get my daughter pregnant,” he said, pausing to add, “which better not fucking happen … and she moved on with somebody else afterward, you’d be friendly with the guy?”


  Jensen scoffed. “No chance in hell.”


  Rob barked out a laugh. My dad looked at Jensen with amused eyes as he folded his arms over his chest and rocked back in his chair. “Please, explain,” he said, gesturing with his hand.


  “Leave him alone, Marc,” my mom said.


  “Let the men talk, Bettina.”


  “Talk about something else, like sports.”


  “Sharing Mia like that isn’t something I can handle.” That was Jensen.


  My heart lurched and got stuck somewhere in its cage. I felt my breath still.


  “But you expect her to handle sharing you with another woman?” That, surprisingly, came from Robert.


  And that was my cue to come out of hiding and get back in my chair. I shot Rob a look first. He shot me one back that said: shut up! Finally, I turned to my mom for backup, but she just shrugged, refusing to get in the middle of anything.


  “She doesn’t have to share me with anybody but Olivia. Krista is…”


  “Somebody she’d deal with for the rest of her life if she stays with you,” Rob finished.


  After a moment, Jensen nodded slowly, conceding to agree. I let out a breath, surprised to realize that I no longer felt the heavy load that often came with that thought.


  “Mia knows she has nothing to worry about there. I’ll do whatever it takes to make her see that,” Jensen said as his hand searched for mine beneath the table. “My concern is that Olivia gets attached to her, and then Mia leaves and isn’t a part of her life anymore.”


  His words hit me, like the horn of a freight train announcing its arrival, loud, but too late. I brought my frown up to him. I’d never really considered what he thought about that. Or what she thought of that. Deciding that the subject was heading in a direction I didn’t want to address in front of my overbearing family, I cleared my throat.


  “Can we change the subject?”


  There was a silent moment filled with unasked curiosities, until my dad finally asked, “What do you think about the trade the Chargers made?”


  Jensen gave his animated response, and they kept the conversation going, but my mind was still on his previous words. I spent our meal filled with worries that hadn’t plagued me until then.
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  MY PARENTS STAYED at a hotel near The Met, and I stayed at Jensen's. I was rushing to get ready, dodging Olivia's scattered toys and trying not to trip over his sneakers every time I walked from the room to the bathroom.


  "Jensen!" I shouted, letting out a breath. "Can you help me pick this stuff up?


  His chuckle bounced off the walls as he walked up the stairs and into the room. “What stuff, princess?”


  I shot him a glare. “Don’t call me that.”


  “Sorry, I don’t have a housekeeper to keep my stuff tidy,” he said, grinning like an idiot, then laughing as he dodged the hairbrush I threw at him.


  “I haven’t had a housekeeper since I moved out of my parents’ house. Learn to pick up your shit!”


  He came over and wrapped his arms around me from behind, dropping a kiss on my neck as he looked at our reflection in the mirror. “Yes, ma’am. Is that what you’re wearing?”


  I sighed. “Yeah. Do I look okay?”


  “You look beautiful.” He ran his hands down my sides. “Am I supposed to keep my hands to myself tonight?”


  I grabbed his hands as he cupped them over my breasts and pushed him off. “Yes.”


  His face fell. “But I’m your date.”


  “I never said you were my date,” I responded, laughing as his eyes narrowed on mine.


  “It’s an unwritten rule.”


  “There are rules that apply to the people you’re fucking?” I moved back to the bathroom to apply my lipstick and he followed me, his eyes watching my every move.


  “I can’t wait to lick that off your lips,” he said with a groan, putting his arms around me again.


  I slapped it off because he brought butterflies with him, and I felt my body warming at all of his promises.


  “Stop touching me. You’re distracting. And go get dressed before I leave without you.”


  “You can’t do that.”


  “It’s an unwritten rule.”


  He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes cataloging me in the mirror. “I’ll be ready in five minutes.”


  As he got dressed, I picked up Olivia’s toys. I was downstairs, drinking water out of a straw when I heard the sound of his footsteps, and nearly choked when he appeared in front of me wearing a dark suit over a white dress shirt and a dark bow tie to match.


  “You clean up really nicely,” I said in a croak.


  He smiled, running a hand through his wet hair. “You ready?”


  “I’m nervous.”


  “Why? Your pictures are spectacular.” He walked over and grabbed my hand, lifting it to kiss the semicolon I had tattooed inside my wrist. “And I’m not just saying that.”


  I nodded and took a breath. “I’m still nervous.”


  He chuckled and led me out of the house. My parents and Rob were already at the gallery when we arrived, and Estelle, whose flight had been delayed, was running toward me.


  “Oh my God. I made it,” she said as she wrapped her arms around me. “Thanks for leaving your key with the doorman. I literally took a two minute shower and dressed as fast as I could.”


  “I can’t believe you came.”


  “I can’t believe you can’t believe it.”


  We laughed as she let go and gave Jensen a hug. “Oliver sent something for Olivia. Remind me to give it to you.”


  I took one last deep breath and walked into the museum with everyone in tow. Millie caught up with us just as we reached the area where my pictures were being displayed.


  “Oh my God. I just saw them, Meep. I cried. I seriously cried,” she said, hugging me. “This is going to be so huge for you.”


  I talked to her for a moment, but stopped dead in my tracks when I walked into the room. The way they'd dimmed the room lights and set it up so that you could really see the photos around the room took my breath away. There were a lot of paintings showcased throughout by up-and-coming and renowned artists alike, and I made a mental note to go look at them all before the night was over. My feet led me toward my first one. I heard my mom gasp beside me, and my dad ask, “You took that?” as if it was the most unbelievable thing I’d ever done. It was called Current Events As Told By Derek, and showed a man in a torn up gray shirt with dreads holding his arms up animatedly as he spoke. I smiled.


  “Did you tell him to pose for you?” Rob asked. I shook my head.


  “I just took the pictures,” I said, my eyes falling over the black trash bags filled with his stuff that contrasted the white of the train. “I gave him new clothes and gift cards for food as compensation.”


  Jensen’s hand found mine. I knew it was his because of the size and the soft feel of his palms, and the way his long fingers threaded through mine. We moved on to the next one. It was called, Baby Don’t Cry, The World is Filled With Tears.


  “She’s a single mom,” I explained as they looked at the crying mother with her forehead against her baby’s as they stood outside on a busy sidewalk waiting for the rain to subside.


  I hadn’t realized it until I turned around that I’d gained a small audience. I moved on to the next photograph and explained that one, then the next, until I reached the last one, my favorite. A larger than life canvas was displayed in the middle of the room. On it, a man in a suit, holding a briefcase in one hand and his cellphone in the other. Beside him was a man dressed in tattered clothes, holding a yellow plastic bag in one hand and a cup for change in the other. They were both walking away from the camera, at a distance the Empire State Building served as a clear divider between the two. I offered no words or explanation for that piece. It was the only one that stood unnamed. The powerful image spoke volumes that words couldn’t reach. It showed hope and the loss of it. Power, and how out of reach it was for some. It spoke of differences among us in a city known for its opportunities and how not everybody is fortunate to be given any. And ultimately, I hoped it said, “You want something? Go and get it. You have the power to be something. It doesn’t matter who you are or where you come from. You have power. So go, be!”


  From the look in Jensen’s eyes as he stared at the image, I knew he got it. I left there feeling more accomplished because I put that look on one person’s face than I did about everything else I’d managed to take in there.
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  I’ve come to realize that my favorite thing about people is that even the ones you think you know best will occasionally surprise you. This past weekend served as proof of that. I went to The MET for a photography exhibit they have going on right now to support a person I admire to the point of (some say) insanity. Thinking that I knew what I was in for, since I’ve seen her work countless times, I offered to help set up and accompany her to the event. Basically I forced her to take me as her date, and I couldn’t be happier I did. I’ve been writing about my dating life for a long time now, and I’m not sure whether or not you’ve picked up on it, but I’ve been dating the same person for a little while.


  I know I said that nobody could entertain me as much as my four-year-old does, but if I had to pick one person for the job, I would pick this one. She’s kind, beautiful, and is more talented than anybody else I know. If you’re in the city this week, I urge you to go check out Mia Bennett’s exhibit at The MET. It’s called, “While You Weren’t Looking” and it is stunning. I promise that after you see the photos, you will leave there and not look down at your phone for at least a few hours. I’m still thinking about them today.


  My review of The MET: Must see.


  My review of “While You Weren’t Looking”: Breathtaking.


  


  Question of the week from: @Livlovesbooks: Would you compromise your dream 4 financial security / keep chasing it like Don Quixote no matter how old you are?


  


  Answer: For my dream, in particular, I was able to find a balance. I wish that would be true for everybody else. There’s always a way.
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  HE GAVE ME, quite possibly, the biggest shout out in the history of shout outs. I wanted to be mad at the fact that he broke the rules and used my name, but there was so much pride in that column that I couldn’t bring myself to be a (complete) bitch about it. I bitched, and then I thanked him. He let me, and then laughed. I loved him. I realized then that I would quite possibly love him for this eternity, and maybe the next, but none of that changed the fact that when my new boss, Giselle, called me to ask me to go back to California so that I could start my job a week early, I agreed. I still hadn’t told him about that. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, even though I knew I had to. What made it harder was that it was a taboo subject in our relationship, one neither one of us had uttered a word about since we came back from Santa Barbara. It was as if the mere mention of it would pull us out of the blissful cloud we’d been floating on. I had to take the job, though. There was no way around it. It was either take it or live the rest of my life wondering what could have been and kicking myself for not agreeing to it. It was my dream job. I kept reminding of that. My dream job! But the more I reminded myself of it, the more I wondered if it was a dream I'd outgrown. Another thing I would never know unless I actually went through with it.


  The guilty feeling lifted when I spoke to Rob and he told me the other applicants had more experience than me in that field, yet it had been given to me. The feeling of “am I making the right choice?” didn’t come back until a few days later, when I was lying in Jensen’s arms as he read some of his book to me.


  “He was unsure of a lot of things, but never of them. She’d built a home in his heart, and he couldn’t rid himself of any of the things she’d left behind. He wanted to go after her, beg her to stay with him, for him, but he was scared. He didn’t let her go because he loved her too much to ask her to stay, but because he couldn’t bear to hear her say that she wouldn’t.”


  I waited until I was sure he was finished reading. Until I was sure my heart wouldn’t combust the moment my eyes met his. Then, hesitantly, I looked at him. I expected to find some of the intensity that had taken ownership of his eyes as of late, but the grays were void of sureness and filled with as much trepidation as I felt. Did he know I was leaving for good? Had he read my thoughts the way he so often did? Did he expect me to tell him that he should have asked her to stay, knowing that she would have gone even if he had?


  Instead of talking, I placed my hand over his and brought it up to my mouth. A wave of longing crashed through me as we looked at each other and I pressed my lips to the unfinished infinity tattoo on his wrist, then to the large feather that took up his inner forearm. I put his arm down gently when I heard his sharp intake of breath.


  “I’m not sure which part sucks,” I whispered as he leaned closer to me.


  “Maybe I haven’t gotten to the sucky part yet,” he whispered just as softly, his eyes washing over my features as his hands made their way down my torso and under the T-shirt I’d worn to bed.


  “Will I be the first to read it once it’s done?” I asked.


  “Will you still be here?”


  I tore my gaze away from his. “I don’t want to talk about that.”


  “Neither do I,” he said.


  Then his mouth was on mine, and I couldn’t conjure a single thought. We got lost in that kiss, the way secret lovers do, and when we broke apart, I asked him to read me some more. We stayed that way most of the night, our legs interlaced, our tongues tangled. I only left the bed and his place to run over to mine, and even on those nights somehow he ended up there, unwilling to let me go even for a second. I finished shooting for Newsweek on Wednesday, and wasn’t expected back in New York until the following April, for the launch of the special. Fran promised me a job whenever I wanted one, and I thanked her. Like Millie, she didn’t approve of my job with the magazine in LA.


  “I just don’t think that’s where you belong,” she said over lunch. We’d met with Millie in a tiny deli as a going away thing since everybody else had been busy.


  “It’s something I’ve wanted my whole life,” I said. “I don’t know how to not take the opportunity.”


  “Well, if you decide you want to come back, know that there’s always room for you wherever I am,” Fran said.


  “And you know I can get you a job with a fashion magazine up here if that’s what you want,” Millie added.


  I smiled, grateful to have awesome people in my corner.


  On Saturday, while Jensen and I were eating, and I listened to him go on and on about his disapproval of the new Harper Lee book, I caught a familiar face over his shoulder. Jensen paused in the middle of his rant when he saw the sudden smile of surprise on my face.


  “How are you? I thought you’d left without saying goodbye,” Carson said as he stopped at our table.


  “Nope. Still here. How are you?”


  “I’m doing well. Trying out new spots in Brooklyn since a friend of mine just moved over here.”


  “That’s nice.”


  He paused for a beat, shooting a look to Jensen who was watching us with a curious look on his face. “Hi again,” he said to him. Jensen returned his greeting this time, and Carson looked back at me, “Well, enjoy your meal. Maybe we can do sushi sometime before you leave?”


  Jensen cleared his throat, and I glanced over at him. He was shooting daggers at me as he waited for my response. I smiled and looked at Carson. “Maybe. Tell your parents I said hey!”


  “I will. Bye, man,” he said, addressing Jensen as he walked off.


  “Sushi? Really?”


  “He’s being nice, Jensen.”


  “He looks like he’s being more than nice.”


  I rolled my eyes, but smiled. “You act like you have something to be jealous about.”


  His eyes grazed over me slowly, tracing every inch of my face until he zoned in on my gaze again. “You’re right.”


  “Look at you all grown up,” I said, smiling.


  He scoffed at that. “Yeah. Trying really hard not to rip that guy’s head off is more grown up than actually walking over there and doing it.”


  I couldn’t stop smiling at him, until I remembered that this was soon to be a rare occurrence. After we finished eating, he held my hand as he called his ex to ask about Olivia. His eyes kept flashing to mine during the length of the conversation, so I knew he was going to deliver news I didn’t want to hear.


  “We have to cut the date short,” he said as he hung up. “Well, our alone time portion short since we have to go pick her up.”


  My brows rose. “From her mom’s house?”


  “From the soccer park.”


  “Where your ex will be.”


  “She has a name, Mia.”


  “I know she does, Jensen.”


  “Maybe you should practice saying it before you meet her.”


  “Maybe you should go fuck yourself.”


  His jaw dropped momentarily, but he laughed once he recovered. “We are divorced, Mia. Divorced! Not separated, not trying to see how we like being apart. We are one hundred percent divorced, should have never been married to begin with, and we’re both happily involved with other people.”


  I stared at my hands on my lap for a second, remembering how it felt to see them together at the coffee shop that time, and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I just … I don’t think I should go.”


  “Why not? You know Olivia will flip out when she sees you.”


  I closed my eyes. “I don’t like her.” My eyes snapped open. “Krista, not Olivia. I love Olivia.”


  His eyes softened. “You don’t even know her, babe.”


  “I know enough. I know that for years I wanted to punch her, just for being alive.”


  “I’m sorry.” He paused, running a hand through his hair as he let out a sigh. “I’m sorry you ever had to feel that way, but she’s Olivia’s mom.”


  I growled. “I know that! Don’t you get it? That’s the problem! She’s Olivia’s mom! You’re forever bound to her. Not me.” I paused. “There. I said it!” I let out a long, albeit relieved breath as I took my hand back from his hold. I leaned up and pressed my lips to his jaw. “I’ll see you later.”


  I’d taken enough steps to reach the corner when he finally caught up to me and grabbed my arm.


  “Will you stop walking away from me?”


  “I have to,” I said, shaking my head.


  He registered the meaning behind my words, and brought me closer to him, until his breath was on the side of my face and I had to shut my eyes to contain the feeling coursing through me.


  “No. You don’t. Come pick up my daughter with me, meet her mother and her mother’s fiancé, who happens to be a very cool guy, and come home with me so that I can give you multiple orgasms. It’s a no brainer, really,” he said, kissing his way up my jaw until he reached my ear.


  “Fine,” I said, my words whispered.


  “Good. Now let’s go before I have to put you in time-out for being a bad girl.”


  I let out a short laugh. “You should count your blessings if you make it through today without getting punched in the throat.”


  That made him laugh loudly, and heads turned toward us. He held me into the side of his body and squeezed, then let go of me and just held my hand as we reached the sidelines, where I assumed Olivia’s team was playing. My eyes roamed the field, and I smiled wide when I saw her dribbling the ball toward the goal.


  “Oh my God, she looks so damn cute in that jersey!” I said.


  Jensen grinned as we came to a stop to watch her. “She does.”


  “Thank you so much for coming!” The voice was beside us before I could process it, and when I looked I saw Krista, dressed in jeans, Uggs, and a tight sweater. Her brown hair was picked up into a ponytail that she kept trying to fix with her left hand, where a ginormous ring sat. Holy shit. If I had seen it up close before now, I would have known Jensen hadn’t given it to her.


  “You must be Mia,” she said, turning to me.


  She was giving me a warm, genuine smile that gave me no reason to hate her, aside from the obvious. I didn’t care that she was engaged to somebody else, because the thought of her sleeping beside Jensen for as long as she did was enough to make me want to grab a cone and hit her with it. I wouldn’t, though.


  “It seems like you’re all Olivia talks about these days,” she added, her tone light and comforting. I knew she was in the finance industry, but she really needed to become some kind of yoga instructor. “Thank you so much for watching her when she was sick. I felt terrible that I couldn’t do it myself, but I was swamped at work and Barry couldn’t take the day off.” She paused and looked toward the field momentarily. “I’m glad she was able to be with someone she’s comfortable with.”


  Finally, I exhaled a tiny bit of my rage over the sleeping with Jensen thing and felt myself let go of my discomfort. She’d obviously moved on. Jensen had given me no reason not to trust him. Olivia was the most awesome little gift anybody could ever want.


  “It wasn’t a big deal. She’s a great girl.”


  Krista beamed at that. “She is, isn’t she?”


  We looked over to the field and watched as she ran the opposite way she was running before.


  “When Jensen said soccer, I thought I was going to get here and see a bunch of kids standing around, but she really seems like she knows what she’s doing out there,” I said.


  Krista laughed. “It was Barry’s doing. He played professionally, and he thinks it’s the greatest sport in the world.”


  My eyes wandered over the field. There were some pretty hot dads out there. Jensen included, of course, but aside from him there were some pretty hot guys. I found myself looking over at Krista’s hand again. I guess the professional soccer bit explained that rock on her hand.


  “Where is he?” Jensen asked.


  I jumped slightly. I’d forgotten he was standing so close to me.


  She frowned as she looked around. “He was right there…”


  “Oh, saw him.” Jensen lifted a finger and pointed at the field beside where Olivia was playing. There was a crowd of younger guys, college age I guessed, making a circle around a guy in a navy blue soccer jersey.


  “He … coaches?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Krista said, smiling wide as she looked on.


  I nodded in appreciation and looked up when I felt Jensen’s fingers thread through mine.


  “Stop checking them out,” he said, the low grumbled warning and look he gave me shooting a pool of warm desire shooting through me. He added an, “I’ll be right back,” before kissing and dropping my hand as he made his way over to them in a jog.


  “Is this awkward for you?” Krista asked once he was far enough from us.


  I turned to look at her, searching her brown eyes, and shrugged. “It could be worse.”


  She laughed. “Yeah, it could definitely be worse.” She paused, her gaze turning serious. “I know it’s not my place, and my word means nothing, but I’ve never seen him look at anybody like that. Myself included,” she finished with a short snort of laughter I found hard not to laugh at.


  I tore my gaze away from hers and looked over at him. He was talking to Barry now, laughing and shaking his head at something. Barry said something back, and they both turned toward us. Jensen pointed at me, or maybe at Krista, it was hard to tell, until Barry took a step back and gave him the most shocked look I’ve ever seen on a person, and I knew he’d been pointing at me. Krista laughed.


  “If you haven’t yet noticed, you’re pretty popular around here.”


  I slapped a hand over my forehead. “What does he tell people?” I asked, more to myself than aloud, but Krista heard and laughed again.


  “You do realize he has an entire book series about a character named Mia, right?”


  I groaned and hid my face momentarily. She laughed.


  “Aside from that, not much.” She paused, tilting her head slightly. “Unless he’s drunk, and then you’re all he talks about.”


  “Oh God.” I was afraid to ask.


  “Yeah.” She pursed her lips. “But whatever. That’s in the past. We’re all in a very good place, and I couldn’t be happier that you’re back in his life, and that you’re so good with Olivia, which is really my only requirement.”


  I gave her a grateful smile and small nod before looking back at Jensen and Barry, who were walking toward us. Barry was shorter than Jensen, but not by much. I wished I had my camera with me because I was sure I could sell that picture to GQ for thousands. I sighed. Krista sighed. We looked at each other and let out a small, quiet laugh. When Jensen got closer, our eyes locked, and everybody else fell away, Barry included, because I could only see him. I was filled with him. I let out a deep breath as he reached me, his hand taking mine as he introduced me to Barry. The four of us spoke as we watched Olivia finish her game and when she did, she ran over to Jensen, throwing her arms around him first, then said hi to me and asked me if I saw her play.


  I felt three pairs of eyes fall over us as I crouched down to tell her I did and recounted her awesome footwork. I knew nothing about footwork, aside from what I’d heard Juan Pablo talk about, but Barry gave me an appreciative nod, and I figured I’d said the right thing. I stood, carrying Olivia up with me and turned her so that she could say her goodbyes.


  “Bye Mommy. Bye Barry,” she said, giving them each a kiss, but not letting go of my neck.


  Krista smiled at Olivia and me, Barry smiled at us, and Jensen looked at us like he was about to cry. As I walked off with Jensen’s hand on my shoulder, and I carried his little girl in my arms, I felt my heart crack at the thought that I would be walking away from this in less than a week.
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  I GOT A call from one of the supervisors at The MET days after I left my prints on display. It started out with the usual pleasantries: thank you for participating; we loved your work, until she eventually asked me to meet with her. Jensen had stayed over at my place after we dropped off a begrudging Olivia at her mom’s. She didn’t understand why she couldn’t have a sleepover with us, so I promised her one another day.


  It was hard for me to untangle myself from Jensen’s warm arms and get out of bed, but I did and managed to get ready and leave with five minutes to spare before my meeting. I used the extra time to walk around and look at all of the paintings on the wall near the offices. Knowing that my own work adorned the same walls as these paintings was enough to want to pinch myself. I didn’t, obviously, but I wanted to so bad. I felt like I needed to wake up from this incredible daydream I’d been living for the past few months—taking pictures for the magazine, getting my personal collection displayed, spending time with Jensen and Olivia. It was all too good to be true, and I knew good things didn’t last.


  An older woman, with dusty gray hair and thin cherry red lips called me into her office. We made our formal introduction. She was Carol, assistant to the head curator. I was Mia, a girl with small hands and big dreams. We spoke about art and photography, and I told her about what I envisioned for my work. After a long talk, we agreed on things and I left feeling a lot surer of everything than I had in a long time.


  The one thing that hadn’t changed was that I needed to go home, and I still hadn’t told Jensen. I kept giving myself a pep talk in front of every mirror I came to. I would just tell him that I enjoyed our time together, but my life was in California. My family was there, my new job was there, my future was there. It had never been anywhere else. He’d understand. But every time I saw him, I stalled.
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  “We need to talk,” I said as soon as I got inside Jensen’s place a couple of days later.


  His head snapped up from where he was standing beside the stairs with the vacuum in his hand. He looked so comfortable in his gray sweatpants. Once he set the vacuum against the wall, he walked over and welcomed me with a huge hug, crushing my face to his chest, before letting go of me to give me a soaring kiss.


  “Now we can talk,” he said, once he managed to leave me breathless. He pulled me toward the living room and faced me.


  “I have to leave soon,” I said. Rip the Band-Aid. He gave me a blank look, waiting for me to continue. “My boss at People called me back to see if I would come early.”


  He gave nothing away, except for the twitch in his jaw. “When?”


  “In a few days.”


  “When did you find out about this?”


  I closed my eyes momentarily, let out a breath. “A couple of days ago.”


  “And you haven’t told me anything?” he said, his voice a little louder.


  I looked down at my feet, at the distance between us. “I didn’t know how.”


  “When do you have to be there?”


  “I start next week.”


  He let me see the storm brewing in his eyes before tearing his gaze from mine. “Okay. Well, we’ll figure something out, right? I can go.” He paused to let out a sigh. “I can see when I can get out there, and you can come back here.”


  “Jensen,” I said, interrupting his calculations. I’d already done them a million times and kept coming up with the same conclusion—it would be impossible. “We can’t. You know we can’t. What are we supposed to do? Have a relationship based on Skype and once a month visits?”


  He ground his teeth together, his jaw twitching. “So that’s it? I let you back into my life, into Olivia’s life, and you’re going to walk away from me … from us, just like that?”


  “Fuck,” I breathed out as tears spilled onto my cheeks. “Don’t do this. Don’t bring her into this.”


  “I have to, Mia, because once you’re gone, I’ll be left to deal with the questions. You get to go home and do whatever it is you do there. I have to stay here, with your memory lingering around my house like a goddamn ghost.”


  I opened my mouth, but shut it when a sob escaped me. When I did speak, my words scraped against my dry throat and came out grated. “I don’t want this either.”


  “So don’t go. Don’t go. What is it that you need? A job? I’ll find you a job. Your family?” he asked, taking a step forward, his hand closing over my wrist. “I’ll give you that. We can have a family here. I’ll give you everything, Mia.” His voice softened, my eyes watered.


  “I … can’t not go,” I whispered.


  His eyes hardened on mine, as if that was going to whip me into submission. As if the time we’d spent together was enough to erase a lifetime of bloodlines. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t. Then he leaned in and kissed me, a fierce, unapologetic kiss that made me rock back against the couch. All the pent-up need I felt was poured into that kiss. I tugged his hair as he peeled my shirt over my head. We ripped each other’s clothes off quickly, savagely, unwilling to wait another second without contact.


  He turned me around suddenly, his chest at my back, his cock pressed up against my ass. Bringing his mouth to my ear as his hands made their way down between my legs to spread them wider apart. I moaned when he squeezed my breast and bit my shoulder.


  “You can not go,” he said, his voice a deep rasp as he spread my legs further with his palms and positioned his cock between my legs. “You can stay here,” he added with a grunt as he thrust inside of me. I gasped.


  “I can’t.”


  “So we try,” he said, his strokes long and slow. “You can’t crucify me for something,” he paused, breathing heavily as he pulled out and pushed back in harder. I yelped. “I did in the past.” He paused. “When I’ve changed so fucking much.”


  He bit my shoulder again, and I felt everything inside of me begin to vibrate, from my core to the tips of my toes. He thrust inside, out, in, out, slowly, deeply, and I felt him everywhere. My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and I yelled out his name. He thrust inside me once more.


  “I.” Thrust. “Love.” Thrust. “You.” Thrust.


  And I felt him explode inside of me.


  When we’d regained our breath and he pulled out fully, my body rocked forward, onto the back of the sofa. I felt sated and spent. He cleaned between my legs, and turned the attention to himself. I faced him. We were both completely naked. Completely bare to one another. He walked over once more and leaned down for a kiss.


  “I love you,” he said in a breath against my lips.


  I felt wild and out of breath, so I took a step back, dropping my hands from his narrow waist. Distance between us did nothing to calm my erratic heart, or the way my pulse was zip-lining through my blood stream. My eyes were wide. His were serious. He took a step forward until my lower back hit the sofa again.


  “Jens—” was all I got out before his mouth was on mine again. His large hands traveled down my body until they reached my hips. There he held them still, just holding me as he backed away again, pulling my lower lip with him.


  “I love you, Mia, and I’m not taking it back. I’m not going to pretend this thing between us was for closure or for fun when we both know it wasn’t.” He paused, letting out a heavy breath as he searched my eyes. “I love you, and there’s no negotiating with what I feel in my heart. Trust me, I’ve tried. I’ve tried to use all the rational excuses my mind could conjure: it was young love, she was there when nobody else was, she made you feel like you were whole when all you were was shreds of two people’s past mistakes.” I blinked to hold back tears, but a sob racked through me as I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he pressed me into the hardness of his chest. “My life has changed. I’ve changed, but my love for you is constant. If anything, it’s grown. You planted a seed inside of me, and it’s spread like ivy over my heart. There’s no room for anybody else.”


  “I love you,” I said, sniffling as the words floated out of me. “I love you, and I never thought I’d say those words to you again.” I put my hand up to brush away the hair that fell over his eyes. “But I don’t trust myself to be okay with this once I’m on the other side of the country. I don’t want to crucify you for anything. I don’t, but I know myself, and I don’t know if I can do this. We’ll give it time. A week, two, and see how it goes, okay? I’m not saying no to forever. I’m not saying no at all. I’m saying I’ll try, but I still need to go home.”


  “What about Olivia?” he asked, his voice wavering as he said her name.


  I closed my eyes because I couldn’t bear to carry the pain in his. My own load was too heavy.


  “I’m only a phone call away,” I said quietly. “And I’ll be back.”


  He blinked rapidly and turned his body away so that his back was facing me. I wrapped my arms around him and put my face flat on his back.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so, so, sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I said in a hoarse whisper as tears streamed down my face and down his back.


  “Love happens,” he said. “You can’t apologize for that.”


  “I’m sorry for leaving.”


  “You have to do what you have to do,” he said, holding my arms.


  I dropped my arms and wiped my tears. I felt like I was stuck between two worlds that wanted the same part of me. When we picked up Olivia at Krista and Barry’s house later that night, she was already sleeping. I held her in my arms when she woke up from the car ride to climb into bed.


  “Do you have to leave?” she whispered, her voice filled with exhaustion.


  “I have to,” I said, combing my hand through her hair.


  “Don’t you like it here?”


  “I do, but all of my stuff is there,” I said.


  “So bring it here,” she argued. “You can put it in my closet.”


  And that was enough to make a huge ball knot up my throat. How was I going to let go of this little girl? Just when I’d convinced myself that I could live without her dad, she managed to weave her way into my heart and make her own little nook there.


  “But I’m going to miss you,” she said, opening her eyes long enough to let me see the sincerity in her words. “Will you come back the day after tomorrow?” I shook my head, my eyes filling with tears. “Will you come back on Saturday to see me play?” I shook my head and wiped my face. “Are you taking all your clothes?” she asked, finally. I nodded. “And your camera?” I didn’t respond. If I had, I would have broken down right there. Instead I kissed her forehead and promised I would be back to see her soon.


  As I was walking out of her room she called out for me once more. I turned around with my hand on the doorframe.


  “Please don’t go. I love you,” she said.


  The weight of my sadness crashed down on me in that moment, the knot in my throat throbbed, the tears in my eyes burned.


  “I love you too,” I said, and somehow garnered the strength to walk out of her room.


  I found Jensen in the hallway, his chin resting against his chest, his eyes closed as he leaned on the other side of the hall.


  I wondered if he’d blame me, the way he blamed his mother for walking away from him. No words were said after that. I left that night because I couldn’t bear to look at our pain in the daylight. I went home. My body did. My mind did. But pieces of my heart stayed splattered on the wood floors of his kitchen.
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  My daughter has been playing soccer for almost a year now. The man her mother is engaged to is a former pro-soccer player, and I guess his enthusiasm for the sport mixed with her distaste in ballet pushed her to want to play. She loves it. Absolutely loves it, but this past weekend she decided, in the middle of a running game, that she was going to quit. Without preamble, she stopped running, kicked off her cleats, pulled her shin guards from her socks and threw it all. It looked a lot like that funny meme that goes around on Fridays with the guy throwing the papers up. I watched from a distance, my mouth hanging open, not knowing what to do. I let her soon-to-be stepfather coax her first since I figured it was some soccer-related incident. I mean, it had to be, right? My kid isn’t a quitter! Then her mother tried to get her back out. Finally, they both turned to me like I was some sort of alchemist on the matter.


  I’m not, and when I walked up to her and crouched down to her level to ask her what was wrong, she looked at me with tear-stricken eyes and said, “I just don’t feel like soccer today.”


  And so, I took my girl in my arms and walked off the field with her on one arm and her shoes in the other. Because sometimes you don’t want to soccer, and that’s okay. I can understand not wanting to soccer. What I don’t understand is fighting for somebody time and time again, and proving that you’ll be there no matter what, and having them give up. Just like that.


  I feel kind of numb today. Maybe it just hasn’t hit me yet. Or maybe I’m trying to hold out hope that she just doesn’t want to soccer right now, but will soon. The thing is, the next time she does want to, if the time ever comes, I need it to be forever. I need her to be willing to run non-stop during practice and games, because I no longer want tryouts with her. I want the World Cup. I want it all. And I’m not going to let her talk me into anything less.


  For those of you who hate “vague blogging” (because you’re nosey, because only nosey people hate vague blogging), I’ll spell it out: Mia Bennett, I’m giving you time. Not because I need it or even because I think you do, but because the last time, I walked away and you let me go because you didn’t have much of a choice. This time you have all the choices. You have all the moves. The ball is in your possession. Let me know when you feel like soccer again.


  Question of the day from: @MJABRAHAM12


  If you could go back in time, what advice would you give your 21 y/o self?


  Answer: Think about your actions. They have consequences.
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  I THOUGHT LIVING in Santa Barbara was it for me, until I stepped far away enough to see that it wasn’t everything. Being home made me realize the blanketed comfort I’d created was just an illusion and that the clockwork habits I’d formed over the years were just that—habits. Habits I’d shed the minute I’d moved to New York and forced myself to step outside the box.


  That stupid, annoying, cliché saying, “Home is where the heart is”?


  I got it now.


  I still thought it was stupid and annoying, but I got it.


  The thing was that my heart was split in two: my family, and Jensen and Olivia, and I wasn’t sure which way it would break first. The only thing I was sure of was that it was definitely breaking.


  I’d only spoken to Jensen a handful of times since I’d arrived back home, and half of those times were because Olivia had asked about me and begged him to call. On the days that I didn’t hear his voice, I felt restless. In the beginning I’d told myself it was closure, just closure. When had closure become more? Had it ever even been less than what it blossomed into?


  “Who are you trying to convince? Me or yourself?” was what Maria asked when I told her that my job at PEOPLE was the right move for me. Maria was the friend of mine who took over my photography studio when I moved to New York.For a week I’d been waking up early to go shoot pictures of models and actresses who adorned the pages and some covers of the magazine. Most days when I got out of work, I drove toward the beach and followed the sound of the waves. That was what I’d said I missed most, right? I sat there, staring at the empty ocean, for what felt like forever, until my grumbling stomach forced me to get up and walk away. Maria usually closed up around eight, and by then I’d stared at the blue oblivion for over an hour. Like clockwork, I walked into the coffee shop down the street, got us coffee, and walked through the doors of the gallery every evening.


  “I’m not trying to convince anybody,” I’d said in response to her question.


  My eyes flitted around the gallery. She’d put up artwork from Italian painters, local sculptors, and somehow found a place for my photography. It warmed me to see that despite moving on to other ventures, I wasn’t an afterthought.


  Maria looked at me, sucking her teeth the way she did when she wasn’t buying the Kool-Aid I was trying to sell. “You do realize you’re in love with the guy.”


  “I do.”


  Her eyes widened. “Then?”


  “Then nothing. Life is like that, you know? Unfair and shit.”


  “But it’s not being unfair. You can go right back to New York. Nothing here is holding you back.”


  “Only the job. The one I’ve wanted my entire life.”


  “A job with a gossip magazine,” she deadpanned. “You’re on the wall of The freaking MET, and you want a job with a gossip magazine.”


  I sighed. “It’s what I’ve always wanted. For my pictures to be seen, and on the cover? That’s legit.”


  “Mia, legit is doing something that makes you happy. Legit is being on the wall of a prestigious art museum. I don’t see how working for them fits your dream. What happened to the coffee table book?”


  “Look at Annie Leibovitz.”


  Maria shot me a sideways look. “You’re shitting me, right?”


  I felt my mouth twitch. We both knew Annie-status was unlikely for anybody.


  “I’m just saying,” I said with a shrug, taking a sip of my latte.


  I was shitting her. I knew I was, but whenever I thought about the consequences of moving, what I thought about was Estelle, Robert, my parents, the weather, the beach, the fact that I could use my car whenever the fuck I wanted, and the life I’d known. Those were things I loved about Santa Barbara and couldn’t get in New York on a moment’s notice.


  But then I thought of Jensen and Olivia and the way they took me in like a stray cat and washed me down with their love and affection. I missed them. I missed them so much that every time I thought of them I felt my heart break into tiny pieces I knew were too small to put back together. And New York wasn’t that bad. I mean, aside from the weather and overpopulation. I’d gotten used to the transportation, and I was okay with not driving a car around. I could just take the hit and tell Giselle that I didn’t want the job anymore. It may look bad for the future, but I’d explain that it wasn’t what I wanted to do and I’d tell her about my prints and where they hung and maybe she wouldn’t be as upset.


  When I went to Estelle’s house for lunch, I told her as much, and she sat there staring at me. After a moment of not saying anything, she stared harder. I knew it was going to be a difficult thing for her to process. I’d had over a week to think about it and come to terms with moving there permanently, and it still made me sad to think about our kids not growing up together the way we did.


  “I’ve made up my mind,” I said.


  “I can see that,” she said as she poured us some wine. “Well, the good thing is that Jensen is here like every other weekend during football season, so I’ll see enough of you.”


  I smiled, a sad smile that quickly led to tears. She came around and sat beside me, embracing me with one arm.


  “It’s going to be fine, Meep.”


  “I know! But our kids aren’t going to grow up together the way we planned! They won’t go to the same schools or gossip about guys.” The more I talked, the harder I cried. “God, this is so stupid! I’m doing something that makes me incredibly happy, and I’m crying over potential best friends and potential gossip.” Still, I cried harder as she held me. Then, when I was finished crying, I wiped my tears and saw she had her own.


  “That does kind of suck,” she said as she wiped under her eyes. “But … we can Skype all the time, and they’ll always be in each other’s lives.”


  I brought my gaze up to hers. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”


  “Does it make you happy?”


  I sighed, and nodded with a smile.


  “Happier than your ‘dream job’?” she asked, enunciating the words.


  I laughed. “Definitely happier than that.”


  “Then do it,” she said with a shrug. “Do what makes your soul smile.”


  I sniffed. “You’re so lame.”


  “I thought you loved that one?” she asked, laughing at the distaste on my face.


  “No. ‘Do what sets your soul on fire’ is the one I like. I don’t like corny shit about smiling souls.”


  She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Whatever, dude.”


  “I guess I should call Carol at The MET and see if she has anything in mind for me.”


  “What about the prints you sold at the show? You must have some money stashed away from that.”


  I did. I’d made a killing from that exhibit, and much to my exhilaration, the museum offered to keep my favorite one up. Still, that concrete jungle would suck me dry before I could say, “latte.”


  “I do … but I still feel like I need income, and I can’t just sit around. You know me.”


  The only thing left was to tell my parents and Rob, but my parents were out when I got back to their house for the night and Rob wasn’t answering his phone. I spent the night moping around the empty house. I could have called Maria to see if she wanted to go hang out and do something, but what was the point when I knew I would be moping in public? It wasn’t like I felt like I couldn’t live without Jensen, but I was sad without him. I missed him. And there was absolutely nothing wrong with missing somebody. As I walked around the kitchen, trying to figure out what to eat next, I spotted a FedEx envelope and went over to it. My heart picked up a little at the sight of my name in Jensen’s handwriting. He’d sent me a letter via FedEx? I was giddy with excitement as I ran up the stairs to my old room, closing the door behind me and tearing it open. I frowned when I put my hand in and didn’t find a letter. Looking in, I noticed little pieces of papers. I turned the envelope upside down and let them flitter, like confetti, over my bed. As I lifted them I realized they were little paper hearts. “A note fell out: Are you reading my columns? I took out my phone and sent him a text: Of course I am (reading your columns). I love the hearts. I kept glancing at my phone on the nightstand, waiting for his response, but it didn’t come until the following morning. My heart sank when I read the simple, “This is killing me.” It was killing me too, this time apart.
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  For those of you following me on Twitter, complaining that my column has been lacking heart lately, you’re right.


  I am lacking heart lately.


  I’m lacking everything.


  But as Jeff says, “The show must go on.”


  And so it does.


  If you’re going through a breakup, and are a single father, make sure you date a heartless girl. One who won’t leave a scrapbook of pictures she took of you and your daughter while you weren’t looking. One who won’t go as far as to include pictures of your daughter and her mother, or your daughter and your ex.


  If you’re going through a breakup, and are a single father, make sure you date a girl who isn’t selfless. One who won’t leave her most prized possession behind for your daughter, with a note that says she’ll be back for it. One who won’t write your daughter a letter that tells her how special she is and how she can be anything she wants to be in this world.


  If you’re going through a breakup, and are a single father, make sure you date a girl you don’t see as a good stepmother to your daughter, because once she leaves, you’ll both be left wondering what you could have done differently to make her stay.


  


  Question of the day from: @BristerRobin: Just shaved my 9 yr old’s legs for the 1st time. Nair was easier last year. Makes me wonder what single dads do. @JRChronicles Any ideas?


  


  Answer: I don’t know anything about shaving legs! Stop scaring me! My girl is going to stay little forever.
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  HOLY SHIT.


  I’m pregnant.
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  I got this question the other day, and it seems fitting. It was from @Wendylegrand58.


  The question was, “If you could write the ending of your own life story, what would be included in your epilogue?”


  My answer is simple: We’re not meant to write the end of our own stories. If we did, most of us would cheat our way out of death because we’re scared of the end. I know what would make me happy to have in the end. Nonetheless, I’ve learned that life isn’t about the end, but about the chapters in between. The filling in that we do to get our stories told and how people react to it is what keeps us going.


  The reality is that nobody looks forward to epilogues unless they’re in fictional stories. I’m not an exception to that rule. I know my story will end, but I hope the legacy I leave behind is big enough that nobody remembers how or why it did. It’ll just be another anecdote in the sequence of my very long and happy life (I hope).


  Question of the day from: @FitchM: What authors do you enjoy reading?


  


  Answer: Neil Gaiman & Stephen King.
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  “HOLY SHIT. YOU’RE an idiot.” That was Rob.


  “Let’s just wait until the lab results come back.” That was Estelle.


  “I don’t like the predicament you’re putting me in.” That was Oliver.


  “Oh my God. Isn’t that part of the oath you swear? Besides, nobody told you to be here while I was peeing on sticks!”


  He scoffed. “I’m not allowed in my own house? And I’m a pediatrician, so that I don’t have to deal with stupid shit adults do. Like this! And I drew your blood and am running an analysis for you because you’re too much of a chicken to face the facts and go to your fucking doctor!”


  “So what? Do you want me to call my insurance so they can pay you for your services?”


  “Hey! Enough!” That was Estelle, raising her arms between us as if she was the referee of a boxing match. She sighed and faced me. “When are you going to tell him?”


  Tears pricked my eyes at the mere thought of that. “I can’t.”


  “What! What do you mean you can’t?” That was all three of them, in unison.


  I sniffed and wiped my face. “I can’t do it from here! I can’t just call him and spring this on him. Oh my God. I can’t even answer the phone when he calls. He’ll know something is up.” A whimper escaped me, followed by a choked sob.


  Oliver made a sound that beckoned our attention. “So now you’re going to ignore him? After you left him and Olivia, your plan is to ignore his calls and not inform him that he’s expecting another child? A child with you.”


  “Bean, she doesn’t need your bros over hoes bullshit right now,” Rob said.


  “He’s right, Oliver.”


  Oliver sighed and dropped his head. “I’m sorry, Meep. I’m just … he’s my best friend. How would you feel if this happened to Estelle behind her back?”


  “Concerned,” I said, chuckling at my own joke, then groaned when they all glared at me. “I’m freaking the fuck out, you guys. Officially.”


  Rob came over and wrapped his arms around me. “Let’s wait for the results to come back before we do anything else, okay?” He paused, lifting his head to look at Bean. “Can you keep your mouth shut for a few days?”


  He nodded. “All I ask is that you tell him as soon as you know for certain. Give the man that much. He didn’t really enjoy Olivia’s pregnancy, you know? He was too busy trying to get through to you to be present until she was born … and I know it’s something he regrets now. Let him have his chance, Meep.”


  I nodded. “I just need to sort through this on my own until I see the doctor.”


  And I didn’t want him to pull a Jensen and try to be a knight in shining armor and rush over here to marry me. Oh my God. What if he proposed? Because of this. I was so not okay with that.
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  I COULDN’T TELL my parents I was pregnant. I didn’t have the guts to. I did, however, manage to call a family meeting, which piqued their suspicion about everything. Every time we crossed paths in the kitchen that day, it was awkward. They looked at me funny and I could practically hear the things they used to discuss when Rob and I were teenagers and trying to “hide” his sexuality. Do you think they’re smoking pot? She’s obviously having sex with that Jensen kid. He’s trouble. He better not get her pregnant. God. This was going to be harder than I thought, and I wasn’t even a teenager!


  Rob arrived to family dinner with two bottles of wine in his hand. He gave me a wide smile, as if he’d done the right thing, until I gave him an, “I’m pregnant, remember, asshole?” glare that wiped the smile off his face. He cringed and mouthed, “Shit, I forgot! Sorry!”


  “Thank you, honey. Let’s set them on the table. Your dad is already sitting down,” Mom said, as she came by to greet Rob.


  When I walked into the dining room, my eyes landed on the newspaper my dad had his hand over. I turned to Rob immediately.


  “I haven’t read it yet,” Dad said.


  Rob and I didn’t lose eye contact. We both had the holy shit look on our faces we got when we were caught doing something wrong. I’d told him about my plans to move, and he immediately started trying to figure out how he could move too. It may take me a little while, but I’ll be there, he’d said, and I believed him, because Rob would do anything to make me feel better.


  “I’m going to read it aloud,” Dad added.


  My head snapped to him so quickly, I actually got whiplash.


  “You can’t do that!”


  “Why not? Something is going on with you and if this paper is going to tell me what it is, I might as well read it during the family meeting.” He paused and slid an envelope across the table. “By the way, he sent you something. It’s in your old room.”


  I took my usual seat, directly across from dad, beside Rob.


  “Do you want to open it now or in private?”


  “In private, Dad! I’m not fifteen!”


  “I didn’t say you were.” He sighed and opened up the paper.


  “We’re about to eat dinner,” Mom said.


  “Right after I read this.” He didn’t read it aloud, but I knew he was reading it because his eyes were moving across the page. When he was done, he shook his head as he folded it and put it down beside him. “Well, there’s that.”


  “There’s what? What did it say?” Rob said, and hissed when I kicked him under the table. “Sorry. I haven’t read it today!”


  “The usual. He’s been a lovesick sap since Mia came back.”


  I groaned. “Can we eat and talk later? I’m losing my appetite.”


  They agreed. Not that I got any eating done with the way my nerves were bundled, but I appreciated the silence and getting off that particular topic for at least a little while before the next bomb dropped.


  “Why’d you want to see all of us?” Mom asked, taking a sip of her wine.


  I folded the napkin on my lap, then did it again. And again, and finally cleared my throat and brought my gaze to each one of them for a beat before landing on hers again.


  “I’m moving to New York. Permanently.” I thought saying the words aloud would bring some sort of relief, but all it did was twist the ache in my chest. My dad dropped his fork while my mom gaped at me.


  “What do you mean ‘permanently’?” she asked, not in disdain, just disbelief.


  I blinked and blinked, but tears filled my eyes nonetheless. I hated this stupid hormonal rollercoaster I’d been experiencing.


  “I feel like I can do more with my work up there. I can broaden my horizons—”


  “You can do that here,” my dad said, cutting me off. “Cut the bullshit, Mia. You want to move for that punk.”


  The tears did fall this time, but I wiped them away quickly. “He’s almost thirty years old, dad. He’s made an incredible life for himself, a far cry from what you thought he’d become, he’s a great father and … yes, he’s the main reason I’m moving, because I love him and I don’t want to live without him if I can help it.” I wiped more tears away. “Maybe you can stop calling him a punk one of these days, out of respect for me.”


  He sighed loudly, rubbing his tired eyes with his thumb and forefinger before dropping his hand to look at me again. “Old habits die hard. I know he’s grown up and…” He let out another sigh and slapped the table once. “Dammit, he is a good father. I just don’t want him taking my little girl with him!”


  “He’s not. You know that,” I whispered, wishing the tears would stop coming.


  My mom let out a quiet sob. “But you’ll miss family Sundays. And who am I supposed to go shopping with?”


  “Mom, you do that with Teresa,” Rob said.


  “And I’ll come every other Sunday, if I can.”


  “Not if you can. You will,” Dad said with finality. He was still looking like he might cry.


  “What about the studio? Is Maria going to keep it?” she asked next.


  I nodded. “She’s doing really well there.”


  “What does the … Jensen say about this?” Dad asked, clearing his throat.


  “He doesn’t know.”


  They both stared at me for a beat, waiting for an explanation.


  “She’s going to surprise him,” Rob said. “And I might move to New York too, so if you’re going to kick and scream, get it out of your system right now.”


  “What the fuck?” That was Dad.


  “Are you kidding me?” That was Mom’s shriek.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw Rob’s shrug, and I had to laugh. Finally, as I mulled it all over for a couple of minutes, I realized that if I didn’t tell them I was pregnant now, I didn’t know when I would be able to do it in person, and it would kill them if I did it over the phone or even via Skype (if I could even get Dad to figure out how to use that). My hand searched for Rob’s under the table. His head snapped to mine, eyes wide, his mouth dropped as he muttered a holy shit under his breath, and finally he squeezed my hand as I spoke.


  “And I’m pregnant.”


  My parents, God bless them, just stared at me with their mouths hanging open.


  “Tell me you’re joking,” Dad said, his voice low.


  “Is this real?” Mom asked, looking at me, then at Dad. “Are we being Punk’d?”


  Rob shook his head. I shook my head. “Mom, that show hasn’t been on for over ten years, you need to stop saying that already,” Rob said.


  “You knew? Of course you knew,” Dad said, shaking his head at Rob.


  “Don’t blame Robbie.”


  “’Don’t blame Robbie,’” Dad mimicked. “I’ve been hearing that since the time he pushed you off the swings when you were three, and I had to spend the night in the emergency room. Maybe it’s time I fucking blame Robbie!”


  “It’s not like I had unprotected sex and got pregnant,” Rob said.


  I let out a laugh. Dad’s glare slid toward me. I stopped laughing.


  “I’m twenty-six years old, I get paid for what I love to do, and I’m having a kid with a man I’ve been in love with my entire life,” I said. “I think it’s safe to say that this is not a fucking tragedy.”


  “But we won’t see your belly grow, or spend enough time with the baby!” Mom said, and the water gates opened. She buried her face in her hands as Dad wrapped an arm around her and shot me a look that said, “See?”


  “How are you going to move to the other side of the country with my grandkid?” Dad asked. “That’s…”


  “The same thing you did?” Rob said. Dad moved to California from Illinois when he met Mom in college.


  “I guess you’re right,” Dad said in agreement. He searched my face for a couple of seconds, and, as if it suddenly hit him, tears started welling up in his eyes. He stood from where he sat across from me and rounded the corner of the long table. I stood as well, and threw my arms around his neck when he pulled me into a bear hug. “I can’t believe my baby is having a baby,” he said into my hair as he held me tighter. When he let go, he dried his eyes and looked down at me. “If it’s a boy, you have to let him play baseball.”


  I laughed, drying my own tears. “We’ll see.”


  Mom, who had followed my dad over, hugged me next. “And if it’s a girl, we’ll have tea parties, and we can have another shopping partner!”


  “Oh God. Here we go,” Rob said as he rested a hand on my shoulder. “Either way, the kid is going to be showered with love. Especially when I move over there.”


  My parents groaned, Rob and I laughed, and for the rest of the time I spent there, I felt so grateful to have people like that in my life. I thought of Jensen and how difficult it was for him when he found out about Krista’s pregnancy. How hard it must have been to walk away and not be able to maintain a friendship with me, the person he shared his troubles with most.


  “You guys have to be nice to Jensen when I bring him over. He doesn’t have a mom or a dad to give news like this to, ” I said shooting my dad a serious look.


  He nodded. “I’ll even add on a hug for shits and giggles.”


  “Dad.” I groaned.


  “Hey, you want me to treat him like a son, right? That’s what Robbie puts up with.”


  “In the middle of fucking meetings,” Rob added. “It’s so embarrassing.”


  “That’s probably why he wants to move away from us!” Mom chimed in.


  “This house is a circus,” I muttered. But hell, I was so glad to be part of it.
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  How do you know your heart is breaking?


  It’s a question I’ve heard women ask my best friend, who’s a doctor, in a lame attempt to hit on him. Oliver, of course, goes into the whole scientific explanation—your heart is a muscle that can’t physically break.


  It’s an answer I told myself repeatedly when I split from my long-time girlfriend to marry another woman. Your heart can’t break. I clung on to that line as if it was a thread of hope I needed to keep the yarn of my life together. That thread snapped long ago, though.


  Unlike Oliver, I do believe hearts break. I think my heart gets weaker with each day that passes without her touch. I think my lungs miss the air she provided, and that the gray hair I’m getting before my time is due to the worry she causes when she’s not near. I think my appetite could use some help, yet I keep skipping my most important meal, since brunch doesn’t seem appetizing without her to share my plate.


  


  Question of the day from: @DMC_17


  What would you say to a prof. who told you not to use certain words in your writing because they aren’t commonly used?


  My answer: A professor of mine once told me something that stuck: There are no rules in writing. If the words work for you, use them.
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  ESTELLE CALLED ME over for dinner, and as soon as I got to the house and saw her bouncing on her heels, I knew something was up.


  “Jensen’s on TV tonight! Did you know?” she asked as soon as I stepped inside.


  I frowned. “No. Why would he be on TV?”


  “Hello, he’s doing a book tour and apparently that romance got picked up by movie people or something.”


  My mouth dropped. “You’re fucking kidding.”


  “That’s what Oliver said,” she said with a shrug.


  “No, that’s not what Oliver said,” Oliver said, stepping out of their bedroom.


  He had on a pair of basketball shorts and was towel drying his hair. I assumed he’d just stepped out of the shower because he smelled like manly soap.


  “You really need to put a fucking shirt on,” I said. They both laughed. “And what are you talking about? Why’s Jensen on TV?”


  Oliver sighed, shaking his head as he walked over to the television, picking up the control and tuning it to a popular nightly news type show. He sat down first, Estelle followed, and I just stood there. They both looked up at me, but I was still in a state of shock, feeling like I was the one being Punk’d.


  “Is this a joke? Are you guys going to make me sit down and then the doorbell is going to ring and it’s not going to really be pizza, but Jensen standing on the other side of the door or something?”


  Both their brows rose.


  “Uh … no. That would have been good, though, considering you haven’t been answering his phone calls,” Oliver said.


  “Yeah, that would have been pretty romantic,” Estelle agreed.


  I gave them both a confused look and sat on the other couch.


  “So why are we watching this? I’m so confused right now. Is he going to be interviewed? Why’d everybody know except for me?”


  The doorbell rang, and I jumped out of the seat, my heart pounding. “I swear to God, if that’s him, both of you are dead. Like officially dead.”


  Oliver rolled his eyes and stood to open the door. It wasn’t Jensen, or the pizza guy, but Victor.


  “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I groaned under my breath.


  “What the hell? Nice to see you too,” he said, strolling over and plopping down beside me. I rolled my eyes and scooted closer to him to give him a sideways hug.


  “It’s nothing personal, I just feel like I’m being Punk’d.”


  “Was that the show where people would get bombarded with things?” he asked.


  “You pretty much just described every show on television for the past twenty years, Vic,” Estelle said.


  “But the funny one,” he said.


  “Again, all the shows,” she replied.


  “The one with the guy who’s married to Demi Moore.”


  “They’re divorced, but yeah, that’s the one,” I said.


  “See? Why even get married?” he said, then added a quick, “No offense. I’m not talking about you guys. You guys will make it work.”


  Oliver shook his head. Estelle shook hers. I tried not to laugh.


  “Mainly because I’ll kill Bean if he breaks Elle’s heart,” Victor added, and then I did laugh. “So you’re here to watch Jensen make an ass out of himself?”


  “I just found out he was even going to be on TV.”


  He frowned. “I thought you guys were together.”


  “We were,” I said, then paused. “We are.”


  “Were or are?”


  “Are.”


  “Huh.”


  “Huh, what?”


  “Huh, nothing.”


  “I’m going to stab you, Victor.”


  “You should never announce what you’re going to do before you do it, Meep. They’ll commit you for that.”


  I groaned. Estelle groaned. Oliver laughed. “Nobody wants to hear your attorney bullshit right now. She didn’t know because he wanted her to be surprised.”


  The show finally started, and my heart began to race. Why the hell had his agent booked him to do an interview? Then I saw the title of the episode and relaxed a little. “Authors under Thirty-Five.” Obviously they picked authors with upcoming book releases. Jensen was one of three. Apparently they’d all be interviewed one by one, because we were still watching the second author when the pizza arrived.


  When they showed the clip for what would come after the commercial break, my heart took a seat in my stomach, and I had to put my half eaten slice of pizza down, suddenly feeling queasy.


  “Oh my God, he’s next,” Estelle said in a near squeal.


  “I don’t know why I’m nervous, but I am,” I said.


  She laughed. “So am I.”


  Oliver and Victor shared a look.


  “What?” I asked. “God. I can’t even eat now.” I put my plastic plate down on the table beside me.


  The show came back on and the blonde woman introduced Jensen, who sat down across from her, wearing a white T-shirt, a black suit jacket, and dark jeans.


  “He looks totally hot,” Estelle said.


  I couldn’t take my eyes off the TV, but I heard her yelp and figured Oliver probably made his disapproval known.


  “He does,” I agreed with a sigh. His hair was brushed back, and his beard was nicely trimmed.


  “He doesn’t even look nervous,” Victor said.


  “I’d be nervous,” Oliver replied.


  “Shh!” I said.


  They did. I scooted forward in my seat and leaned over the control to raise the volume.


  The woman asked, “You’re known for your children’s books, and in New York, for your columns, what made you decide to write a romance novel?”


  Jensen smiled and ran a hand through his hair. “I write what I feel like writing. What comes naturally, and right now it was this novel.”


  “Can you tell us a bit about it?” she asked.


  “Sure. It’s about a girl and a guy who are meant to be together, but life forces them apart for a while, until they reunite, and then they realize life has changed them a bit, and they have to figure out if the life they know now is worth changing just so they can be together.”


  She smiled. “Sounds romantic, and messy.”


  “Most romances are.”


  “Is it inspired by your life or anybody you know?”


  “Yes. Definitely my life.”


  “So you wrote this for the one who got away?”


  “I did.”


  “Can you tell us something about her, or about the story, or even maybe read some to us?”


  He smiled again, looked straight into the camera, and winked. I felt the air rush out of me. My knee began to bounce in anticipation as I waited.


  “Some say I loved her to the point of madness, bordering on obsession. She said I put her on a pedestal that her real self couldn’t attain. Perhaps they’re all right. Perhaps I am mad. And if that’s the case, to be frank, I don’t give a damn. What I know is that she sets me on fire, and if you were to perform an intradermal test on me, you’d know when she was in it because you’d see the trails of blaze she left behind. Because that’s what I feel at the mere thought of her, and I’d rather live my life in flames than be numb without her.” He paused, and I let out a breath, but then he said one last thing. “Come back to me, my little Road Runner, my world is cold and boring without you.”


  Both the reporter and the people in the room I was in were shocked to silence. She recovered with three blinks and said, “Wow. That was … I’ll definitely be reading that. I hope the Road Runner comes back, but if she doesn’t, I’m sure there will be a lot of ladies willing to fill her place.”


  Estelle and I shared a look that said, “What a bitch.”


  He spoke more about the book and when it would be out, and I sat there, with my mouth hanging open. I looked around, at Estelle, Oliver, and Victor, who had the same looks on their faces.


  “Well … I think it’s safe to say you’re still together,” Victor finally said. “I mean, that was fucking… even I was moved. I still think he’s obsessed with you, though.”


  A few days later, I sat at the center of my bed to open a box Jensen had sent me. A feeling of déjà vu crashed down on me as I sat there in the same place I’d received the letters he’d sent me once he moved away. The ones I’d burned, unopened. Many things were different this time around, my age, my experience, my life, but the feeling of anticipation that rocked around in my stomach was the same. And I realized it always would be. He could send me a post-it note, and I’d develop that feeling at the sight of his handwriting. I peeked into the box and smiled when I saw more paper hearts; this time with writing on them.


  I read those first:


  “Come home, my wildling. Winter isn’t the same without you.”


  “I can’t Sherlock without you.”


  “I hate brunch when you’re not here.”


  “Missing: my muse. If found, please return.”


  I laughed as I read them, thinking about all the times Oliver had called Jensen a dork and how right he’d been. Lifting what was below it, I realized he’d sent me the manuscript for his book. I smiled at that. And lastly, a stack of papers. Setting the manuscript aside, I leafed through the stack first. The first page was blank, but the next held an explanation.


  “Don’t be mad, but I convinced Fran to let me include our story in the special. It didn’t take much convincing though. Apparently she’s a hopeless romantic. The only problem is that it’s unfinished. I wanted to keep it that way, because there is no ending to our love, but Ross is on my ass about finishing it since he interviewed me. I did my part. The rest is up to you.”


  When I turned the page I was shocked to see pictures of us, of me, him, the ones of Olivia, him and me at the park. And then I turned to the next page and smiled when I realized he’d sent me the interview, and if I hadn’t already decided that no dream job was better than waking up every day next to my dream man, I would have changed my mind right then.


  Interview by: Ross Lindstrom for Newsweek


  People talk about soul mates like they’re the missing piece to the unsolved puzzle of our hearts. I’m not sure I’d agree with that notion, because I found the love of my life when we were both young. Too young to know love, some would argue, and I can’t imagine how I could possibly complete her, since she’s already whole. She always has been. Mia is one of those people who was undoubtedly brought into this world as a perfectly formed package, with her own thoughts and opinions, ones nobody could sway unless you’re Arthur Conan Doyle or maybe George R. R. Martin.


  We met when we were kids, but it wasn’t until we’d finished forming our thoughts and opinions about people that we fell in love. Not to say we weren’t lost. She would argue that we still are. She would argue that humans aren’t meant to be found; she would say that our souls are left scattered all over the place in the people we love, in the lives we touch. I don’t argue that because she’s always been the brains in our relationship. We were away from each other longer than we were together, and often people brought that up in conversation with me. “With the amount of time you’ve been apart, you’d think you would have moved on from her.” It’s something I’ve had the opportunity to dwell on for a long time, and I agree, you would think I would have moved on, but I haven’t.


  We’ve both dated other people, and I’m going to speak on behalf of both of us when I say: it didn’t work.


  RL: Was there ever a time you didn’t think you’d ever get back together?


  JR: Every day. I take that back, every day it crossed my mind, and every day I thought, “Well, maybe. If the time is right, if the situation is good, if the stars aligned again.”


  RL: Some would argue that you’re crazy for holding out hope for so long.


  JR: They would be correct. I never claimed to be sane.


  RL: Now that you’re together again, do you think you’ll jump right into marriage or wait it out?


  JR: We waited long enough.


  RL: How does your daughter feel about Mia?”


  JR: She loves her.


  RL: Are things rocky with your ex-wife now that you’re serious about a woman?


  JR: Definitely not. I think she’s glad to see me happy.


  RL: Anything you want to add?


  JR: Maybe our souls really are scattered in the things we love, and we are all completely lost, but from the moment she looked at me, I felt like I’d been found.
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  CAROL AND I came to an agreement on the photograph she wanted me to leave up at The Met. She’d gotten a pretty hefty payment for my standards in exchange to keep it and possibly transfer it to other museums. She also said she’d talk to a friend of hers at National Geographic and put in a good word for me there. Once I left my job in LA, officially, I called Fran to tell her about it, and she offered me a job as a backup photographer for some shoots they were doing for the magazine, but it was a traveling job. I told her I’d let her know. I would have to talk it over with Jensen if he even let me talk to him at all.


  I’d started reading his book, and got to the last page, thinking, “What the fuck?”


  “He only sent me half of the book!” I told Oliver when I saw him during breakfast.


  He laughed. “Damn, he’s good.”


  “He’s not. Did you read it?”


  He frowned. “Does it look like I have time for romance books? The last book I read was on systematic desensitization.”


  “God, you’re boring.”


  He shrugged.


  “I’m so overwhelmed, Bean. I don’t know what to think. This whole not talking to him is…”


  “Crazy,” he said.


  I nodded. “Exactly.”


  He shrugged again. “I’m just glad he’s on a book tour. As it is he’s keeping tabs on you, and I’m getting pretty tired of lying on your behalf.”


  “Keeping tabs how?”


  “Is she seeing someone? Is that why she’s not answering my calls? Are you sure she watched the interview? I called her as soon as I got her text message about it, and she didn’t answer. What the hell is going on over there? Maybe I should cancel my next signing and go there,” Oliver said, imitating Jensen.


  My shoulders slumped. I put my elbows on the table and rested my chin. “I can’t talk to him, Bean. I’ll tell him as soon as I hear his voice. I suck at lying to him.”


  He sighed, running a hand through his long hair. “I think it’s shitty, but you’re going soon, so…” He shrugged.


  It didn’t make me feel any better. I threw up the entire day after that.
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  A couple of days later, I asked my friends—my overbearing, imposing, adoring friends—to help me get Jensen back. Rob named it: Operation Get Jensen Back. It was a ridiculous name for an equally ridiculous task, so I went with it.


  “I’ll just show up at his doorstep,” I’d said at first.


  Oliver made a face.


  “You’re so annoying. Why are you here, anyway?” I asked, rolling my eyes.


  He chuckled. “Because it’s my house, dammit!”


  Dammit was right. I’d gone over with Robert so that the three of us: him, Estelle, and me, could go over my plan, and Oliver happened to get home as soon as we got down to business. Shortly after, Victor rang the doorbell, and even though I begged them not to let him in, they did. Bastards. And then of course he sat down and gave his input.


  “Can you imagine if you call him and tell him to meet you somewhere and he’s on one of those dates he goes on?” Vic paused for good measure. “Awkward.”


  “You’re such an ass,” Estelle and I said simultaneously.


  “An ass who thinks ahead.”


  “Seriously, can somebody get this guy a muzzle?” I groaned, burying my face in my hands.


  The last thing I needed was to have more of that in the back of my mind. I knew Jensen enough to know he wasn’t going on random dates right now. I knew he was busy. What I didn’t know was how he felt, since he still wouldn’t talk to me. We’d spoken one more time. Once, and it was because he wanted to know if I’d watched the interview. I said yes and didn’t give much else away because I didn’t know how to talk without saying, “Hey, I’m pregnant with your baby!” It was a short conversation, full of “yes” and “oh, okay” and “I guess I’ll talk to you later.” I’d been replaying it since the moment we hung up. It was awkward. Our conversations weren’t usually awkward. Did he know something was up? Did he think I was going to stay?


  “He thinks you’re staying, you know that, right?” That was Oliver.


  My eyes snapped up to meet his.


  “Why would he think that? I haven’t even spoken to him.”


  He shrugged, crossing his arms over his chest. “I think he was reading between the lines.”


  “What lines? There haven’t been any lines!”


  “The last time you spoke to him, I assume.”


  I let out a heavy sigh. I knew it.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Estelle said. “It’s fine. We have a plan.”


  “No, we don’t. Maybe I should just do what I’ve been thinking of doing and go to his house and knock on his door and just … talk.”


  “Lame.” That was Robert. I glared at him. He shrugged. “What? It is. He does an interview on national television and you show up at his house. It’s lame.”


  I groaned. “What the hell else should I do?”


  “What if I go with you?” Oliver suggested.


  “I’m not twelve, Bean. I can do this myself.”


  “God, you’re worse than Estelle. Shut up and listen. What if I call him up, tell him I have to go over there for a conference or something, have him meet me somewhere, and you take it from there?”


  “And then what?” Victor asked. “She proclaims her love for him where exactly? In front of the big ass Christmas tree from Home Alone?”


  I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Robert and Estelle laughed, and Oliver shook his head.


  “No, you asshole. But that’s actually not a terrible idea. Is it lit already?”


  “I believe so,” I said.


  Victor and Rob got their phones out to check.


  “Google says December third,” Rob said.


  “Yeah, December third,” Victor added, as if Google was going to have two different answers.


  “So you could do that,” Estelle said.


  “Or I could not. That’s so corny.”


  “He’s so corny,” Vic said. “What? He is!”


  “By the time I figure this out, I’ll be eight months pregnant,” I said, then cringed at Victor’s face.


  “No you’re fucking not.”


  “Fuck,” I said, slapping a hand on my forehead. “Don’t you dare say anything!”


  “Who am I going to tell?”


  “Jensen, obviously.”


  “And ruin the surprise? Hell no. Who else is down to go to New York this weekend?” he asked, looking around the table. They all shared glances. “I know you want us to,” he added.


  “You know nothing, Jon Snow!”


  “Who the fuck is that?” Vic asked.


  I rolled my eyes. “Why would I want you to be there for this?”


  “Maybe because we’re all planning this with you?”


  “You weren’t even supposed to be here for this!”


  “Hey! You get what you get and you don’t get upset,” he said.


  I threw my pen at him.


  “Now you’re quoting Mom? You’re such a loser,” Estelle said, laughing. “We can go if you want, Meep. We won’t even be in the way.”


  I threw my head back and closed my eyes, picturing how this would probably go down: all of them surrounding us, my parents would probably want to tag along. It was one of those things that seemed like a fairytale, but knowing my crew, would turn out to be a hot mess.


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said finally.


  They stayed quiet for a beat.


  “Okay, so we won’t go,” Oliver said. Estelle made a pouty face at him. He chuckled, wrapping an arm around her and kissing the top of her head. “Don’t make that face at me. She’s the one saying no.”


  “Come on, Meep. Please?”


  “You guys are impossible.”


  “To say no to?” she replied.


  I shook my head. I would have smiled, had I not been so anxious. Then something occurred to me, something Millie had mentioned in a conversation of ours.


  “I think I know what I want to do,” I said. Four sets of eyes looked over at me. “But it’s really, really crazy, and I’m not sure I’ll be able to pull it off.”


  After telling them my idea, they decided they were definitely going, whether I wanted them to or not.
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  A week and a half and a shit load of phone calls later, with the help of everybody I’d come into contact with during my time in New York, I made my way over to Times Square. There was still sufficient light that I could make out the faces of the people walking around. I sat down on one of the benches, smack in the middle of the chaos, and waited. Deep breaths weren’t helping the anxiety. I should have just gone to his house. I should have just walked up his steps and knocked on the goddamn door like I’d originally planned. This was ludicrous. My nerves were haywire. I’d read online that people proposed like this all the time, renting out the space and writing the words on the screen, not that I was going to propose to him or anything.


  I heard somebody in the crowd gasp, and I knew there was no turning back. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I didn’t even fish it out; I just looked up, right at him. He was standing there, with his hands tucked inside the pockets of his leather jacket, his head moving to and fro as he looked at the images flashing behind me. I couldn’t make out the look on his face. Couldn’t tell whether he was happy surprised or mad surprised. With him there was no telling. I looked behind me just once, to see what picture was on when his head stopped moving and zoned into the center. It was us on my eighteenth birthday, his twenty-second. We’d spent the weekend in San Francisco—us, Rob, our friends. It was a great birthday, the last one we’d spent together. In the picture he was carrying me on his back, my long, wavy hair blowing in the wind as we laughed, his face turned to mine.


  The thing I loved most about pictures was that with time, it froze our emotions. Even years after taking that picture, after all we’d been through—the heartache, the struggles—when I looked at it, I felt the happiness we’d shared that day. I made my way over from the benches to the middle, catching his eye along the way. He walked toward me, hands still in his pockets, until he reached me.


  “I’m sorry I kind of sprung this on you,” I said. “Well, not really. A lot of planning went into this, but now … I just…” I swallowed, managing not to look away from his steady stare. “I love you,” I said. He blinked from me to the screens behind me, a smile tugging at his face at whatever was on there, and back at me with a serious gaze again. “And I’m sorry. I’m sorry for being selfish and shutting you out when Krista got pregnant and you tried to keep me as a friend, because I was your best friend, and I let you down.” I blinked away the tears that threatened to fall. “I’m sorry for putting the blame on the most beautiful little girl I’ve ever … ever met,” I paused, taking a breath.


  “And I’m really, really sorry for walking away most recently.” I paused again, wiping under my eyes. “I lied when I told myself this was just temporary. And I lied when I said I couldn’t stay here.” I sniffed and wiped my face, swallowing past the knot swelling in my throat before I continued.


  “I’m sorry for taking what we have for granted and not telling you that I never fell out of love with you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that the moment I agreed to go to brunch with you the first time I felt like we were kids again and had a new chance to start over.” Tears started spilling down my face, so I stopped again and took a moment to compose myself.


  “Most of all, I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like you didn’t try hard enough to keep me when all you did was show me how every woman deserves to be treated. And for not telling you that you’re enough, because you are; you are enough. You’re more than enough.” I wiped my face and exhaled a long breath, and when I knew I could speak again, without a quivering lip, I added, “And now I’m here after I messed up, and I don’t even know if I took too long, or if you’re pissed off, or if you still even want me.”


  His smile was warm as he closed the gap between us. He lifted one of my hands and took the glove off slowly, one finger at a time, as our gazes stayed locked, then he put my hand under his jacket, flat against his heart.


  “Is this beating?”


  I nodded slowly.


  “Then I still want you.”


  His words fill my veins like a slow anesthetic. “Really?”


  “Really.” He brought his hand to cup my face. “This. What you did. Nobody has ever…” He took a breath, blinking away momentarily as he shook his head. “This is … thank you,” he managed to say, his voice unsteady.


  “What happened to your dream job?” he asked after clearing his throat.


  “Dreams change.”


  “Yeah?” he asked, his voice low as his thumb moved in circles over my cheek, his eyes not wavering from mine. The look of awe and disbelief he was giving me was enough to set my heart on fire. “Some dreams don’t.”


  “Some don’t,” I agreed, leaning into his touch. “I’m moving back. For good this time.”


  “To my place, I hope.”


  “Well, I stayed in a hotel last night, and I’ve been looking for places around here since I got back home, but everything is so damn expensive, and I wasn’t sure how you—”


  “Mia.”


  “What?”


  “Shut up,” he said, pressing his lips against mine. He kissed me the way he appeared into my life, intensely and impossible to forget. “You’re going to move everything you own into that house. I don’t care if I have to go to Santa Barbara and talk to your parents and Rob and whoever the fuck else you need me to get approval from.”


  I let out a nervous laugh, and dropped my arms from him.


  “Don’t tell me you didn’t tell them you were coming here … or moving here? Mia, what the fuck?”


  “No, they know.”


  “Okay…” he started, frowning as he examined me. “Then, what?”


  “Well,” I said, my stomach flipping. “Yes, I’ll move in with you.”


  “But?”


  “I’m … well, okay, but don’t get mad…”


  He crossed his arms over his chest and stared hard. So hard I had to take a step back as well. I was supposed to send a text for them to put up a picture, but my hands were trembling so much, I wasn’t sure I could even reach for my phone. Finally, I took a breath and spit it out.


  “I’m pregnant. I mean, we’re pregnant. Well, technically I’m pregnant, but we’re … having a baby?”


  His mouth dropped. “What?”


  “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone, but then I didn’t want to just come here and tell you without being for sure, and then Oliver ran blood work—”


  “Oliver knows?” he bellowed. “Mia! What the fuck?”


  “He was there when I was peeing on the fucking stick!”


  Jensen shook his head, running his hand through his hair.


  “Only him, Robbie, and Elle know, though, and my parents because I had to tell them in person. And Victor because he showed up when we were discussing this.” I cringed when he shot me a look of disbelief. “Sorry, but I was freaking the fuck out! I mean, and I’m sorry that I got pregnant, and then I just kind of sprung all this on you, but I’m not really sorry that I got preg—”


  His hand was on the back of my neck before I could continue my sentence, and he looked at me with soft eyes as he brought his lips to mine and kissed me tenderly.


  “Babe,” he said, a whisper against my lips. “I’m not upset that you’re pregnant. I just wish….” He exhaled, his thumb circling over my wet cheek. “I want to be there when you’re peeing on sticks.” His lips touched the tip of my nose. “And freaking out.” He kissed my forehead. “I want to be there for everything.” He stood back a little so that he could look at me. “And I’m not saying this because I’m trying to do the right thing, Mia. I’m not a boy anymore. I’m not going to jump into marriage because I got a girl pregnant and I need to do right by her, because I don’t need to do that in this case.” He exhaled a shaky breath and smiled. “But damn, you’d make me the happiest motherfucker alive if you married me.”


  I flung my arms around his neck and laughed. “I’ll think about it.”


  “Okay.” He bent down and lifted me up, dropping a kiss on my lips. “Maybe I should take you home and fuck some sense into you.”


  “Maybe you should.”


  “Maybe I will.”


  He paused, looking down at me. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”


  “I know.” I kissed him again. “Before we continue this talk about sex and stuff … my parents are standing right over there.”


  The look on his face was so priceless, I was glad we were getting it all on camera.


  “Holy fuck. Your dad is going to kill me.”


  “He is not,” I said, laughing. “They’re totally fine.”


  I waved a hand up and down as a signal, and suddenly they were all there—my parents, Rob, Juan Pablo, Victor, Estelle, Oliver, and Olivia holding his hand. She kept looking around, wide-eyed, with a smile on her face. I’d asked Oliver to tell her what was going on when he picked her up from Krista’s house. Jensen somehow managed to carefully set me on my feet as he looked around in disbelief. Olivia shot toward me, her arms opened wide, and I kneeled to catch her in my hold.


  “You came back,” she said, her face tucked into my neck, her cold little nose brushing against me.


  “I told you I would.”


  “I’m so happy you’re here. I missed you.”


  “I missed you too. So much,” I said as tears spilled down my face and onto the waves of her hair.


  “Are you staying for sure?”


  “I’m staying for sure, for sure,” I said. “I’m never leaving again.”


  She pulled back to look at me with a smile. “We can take more pictures, and have more parties.”


  “Lots of them,” I said, kissing her plump cheek as I set her down.


  Oliver picked her up as soon as her feet hit the ground and smiled at me.


  “It was a great show,” he said.


  “Thanks to all of you.”


  “I told you not to get my daughter pregnant,” my dad boomed as he reached Jensen, who was standing behind me hugging my mom.


  “Dad!”


  “I did, but I have to say, I’m glad it was you and not one of the other punks she dated.”


  “Dad!”


  Jensen chuckled, shaking his hand, and my dad brought him in for a full bear hug.


  “Welcome to the family.”


  Jensen looked at me; it was a quick glance before he gave my mom a hug, but in those seconds I felt how much this meant to him, and I started crying again.


  “Stupid hormones.”


  “Oh, yeah, blame it on that,” Estelle said, crying, as she wrapped her arms around me. “I loved those pictures. Especially the one when we were twelve and had that food fight at Victor’s party. How’d you get that one?”


  “My mom got it from yours.”


  She smiled, wiping the tears from her eyes. “You totally need to show that at your wedding.”


  “Wedding? Oh my God, when are we having the wedding?” Mom asked.


  My eyes felt like they were about to bulge out of their sockets. “We’re not!”


  “We are,” Jensen said.


  “We aren’t engaged!”


  “We will be soon.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I don’t have to get married just because I’m pregnant.”


  Jensen walked over to me again and cupped my face with both of his hands. “You have to because if you don’t marry me, Mia Bennett, I’ll just keep using your name over and over until the world is sick of characters named Mia.”


  “The world is already sick of them!”


  He chuckled. “So you better say yes, then.”


  I looked at him, then at my mom, my dad, Rob, Juan Pablo, Victor, Estelle, and Oliver, and back at Jensen. “I’ll think about it.”


  “God, you’re stubborn,” Victor said.


  Jensen kissed me. I wrapped my arms around him, and after going for cheesecake at Junior’s and dropping Olivia back off at Krista and Barry’s house, he took me home.


  “Did you finish your book?” I asked him, later, when we were back at his place, standing at the foot of the stairs.


  His smile widened. “I did.”


  “Why’d you only send me half of it?”


  A deep chuckle rumbled from his chest and vibrated through me.


  “How else would you have come home?”


  I smiled at that. “Home.”


  “Home is where I am. Remember that next time you decide you need to run away.”


  I laughed. “Noted.”


  As he walked up the stairs, I started removing my sweater, my scarf, my shirt, and paused when he got to the top of the steps and kissed me again.


  “Don’t be mad,” he said.


  “Oh God. What’d you do?”


  “I just remembered that I sent Jeff the dedication of my book so we could publish it in the paper on Sunday.”


  My mouth dropped. “Why would you do that?”


  He grinned. “I had to pull out the big guns to try to get my girl back.”


  “The entire world doesn’t need to know about that, Jensen!”


  He chuckled as he threw me down on the bed. “Yeah, well, my girl is hard to get through to.”


  “She’s an idiot.”


  “Sometimes.” He started peeling my jeans off and placing kisses over my not-yet-round belly. His eyes snapped back up to meet mine. “I can’t believe we’re having a baby.”


  I smiled and ran a hand through his hair. “Believe it.”


  His lips continued to move over me in slow motion, first nipping, then kissing, and eventually sucking. “I can’t believe you’re going to marry me,” he whispered against me.


  “Of course you wait until your head is between my legs to bring that up again,” I said in a pant.


  “All you have to do is say the most simple word in the entire English language,” he said, giving a long, tantalizing lick.


  “No?” I said, my panting heavier as my hands tugged on his hair.


  “What’s the antonym of that?” he said with a chuckle against me.


  “Oh my God, Jensen!”


  “The other one,” he said, licking again.


  “Fuck.”


  “What goes after that?” he asked, adding his fingers to the mix until my hips were arched, and I felt a heap of blood rush through me and leave me all at once.


  “Yes!”


  His lips moved up my body as I regained my breath, and when his face reached mine, he thrust inside me in one quick, delicious motion that had me crying out another yes.


  “And there you have it, folks, that was the day Mia Bennett finally agreed to marry me,” he said, a murmur near my ear.


  Later, he kept tracing his fingers over my stomach and bringing his gaze to mine with a smile.


  “I can’t believe this is real,” he said.


  “Me either,” I replied, running my fingers over his face. “I can’t believe you brought the hipster look back.”


  He chuckled. “You must really like the way this beard looks on me.”


  “A little.” We were quiet for a couple of beats. “I thought about you every day. Every second, while I was gone; I just didn’t want to ruin the surprise over the phone,” I said in a whisper.


  We faced each other, his hand caressing the side of my face, mine over his, combing over his beard.


  “I never stop thinking about you. For years, my thoughts don’t have any room that doesn’t include you. You’re everywhere.”


  I leaned in and kissed him softly. “That’s why you went and wrote an entire book series about me.”


  He smiled. “Basically.”


  “How did your love story end?” I asked after a moment.


  He smiled, a wide, slow grin right before he pressed his lips against mine. He backed away slowly and searched my face for a beat.


  “Real love stories never end,” he whispered.
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  I didn’t think I would finish this story. For a while I was convinced that, even if I did, nobody would take interest in it. If you’re used to my poetry and children’s books, you know that this is not my usual, so thank you in advance for taking the chance to read it.


  Paper Hearts


  A Novel


  By Jensen Reynolds


  “For Mia, who never tried to alter my language, but instead learned to translate the meaning behind my silence.”
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  THEY SAY THE world works in a balance. A yin and yang type shit some people heavily rely on. A life for every death; a new love for every loss. It’s something I never really paid much attention to. Being the realist that I am, I chalked it up to another bullshitter making excuses for the unfairness of the world. But then came Mia, this selfless creature that taught me to see things differently. She taught me that we all deserve to be accepted, no matter who we are or where we come from.


  And even though she left me and shut me out when I felt I needed her, I realize that my greatest lessons were learned in her absence. My biggest regrets became my biggest achievements, because I gained another selfless creature in the process. And I started to think that maybe those people hadn’t been bullshitting after all. Maybe there is a +/- thing to it all. Maybe my losing the brightest star led to me learning how to view the world in a different light.


  Then I got them both, and instead of being paranoid at the thought of losing one, I’ve started giving thanks to the universe, because maybe I’m Tatooine. Maybe life has garnered all of my losses and has decided I’ve had enough and finally gave me these gifts, ones I don’t take for granted. If life taking things from me in the past has led to this point, and given me a wife, a daughter, and a son, then I say: take everything but them, because as long as I have them, happy and healthy, I’m whole.


  Welcome to the world, Grayson Finch Reynolds. Know you will always be loved, and you will always be enough.
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  3 Years Later


  I WAS RUMMAGING through my purse, looking for my house key, when the door opened. My eyes, which were still glued to the inside of my messy purse, peeled away and landed on Jensen’s bare feet. I frowned, my head snapping up.


  “I thought you were working today?”


  “I was.”


  My frown deepened as I took him in, all disheveled and unshaved, wearing nothing but gray sweatpants. “Are you becoming one of these parents who wear work out clothes all day and never make it to the gym?”


  He chuckled, holding the door open for me as I crossed the threshold and put my purse down on the table beside the door. As soon as I pivoted back to face him, my breath caught. He was giving me that look, the one that made my knees go weak. My heart started thumping.


  “Where are the kids?” I asked, my gaze dropping from his to his naked torso, my stomach dipping with each muscled ridge and tattoo I scanned.


  “Rob and Juan Pablo took them to the park.”


  He bit his bottom lip as his eyes ran down my body and a slight shiver raked through me. I backed into the table behind me, rattling the candlesticks that adorned it with my movement. Jensen grinned as he stepped closer to me.


  “How long will they be gone?” I asked, my voice breathy whisper as my heart rate picked up.


  He placed his arms on either side of me and dipped his head to the side of my neck, his lips pressing there. I sighed and pushed against him, all of my trepidation of being caught in the act by our kids going out the window the moment his tongue flicked against my earlobe.


  “Long enough,” he murmured, his hands on my hips now, his erection pressing against me.


  I threw my head back with a moan. “Good answer.”


  He ran his tongue alongside my neck, my jaw, working until he reached my lips. With small, teasing bites, he parted my mouth and molded his against it. He kissed me slowly like that, just our mouths getting acquainted as if they hadn’t already met this morning, or last night, with unyielding passion. His hand cupped the side of my face then as his tongue joined mine in a slow tempo. When I was completely breathless, reaching for the strings of his pants, he backed away from me. I shot him a bewildered, confused look.


  “Bedroom?” I asked a little out of breath.


  He smiled, but shook his head.


  “Kitchen.” He reached for my hand then and walked me over there, and I followed, my eyes on his planes of his back.


  Once there, he dropped my hand and walked around the counter. I was still looking at him, my head in a clouded lustful state. His deep chuckle made me blink and focus on his face, then around the room, but everything was just as I’d left it when I went to the museum this morning to examine a shipment of prints I had delivered there. Jensen leaned over the counter and pushed a stack of envelopes toward me, the smile still on his face as my confusion deepened.


  I pushed my hair behind my ears. “Are you trying to seduce me so I can do the bills this month?”


  “Will you look at it and stop trying to figure out what I’m trying to do?”


  I hopped on the stool and put the envelopes in front of me. There were probably thirty of them in the stack. Grabbing the first, I looked at the one beneath, and the one under that and looked back up.


  “Is there something I should know?” I asked, pausing. “Like, are you leaving me for this amount of days or something?”


  He rolled his eyes, leaning forward on his elbows as he watched me.


  “You’re not going to say anything?”


  “Open the first one, Mia.”


  I took a breath. “I’m afraid of finding out you did something crazy without consulting me, like wrote another story about me, in which I die this time because you’re sick of me not wanting to clean the toilets or something.”


  He laughed. “That’s a good one. Death due to discord. I’m going to have to write that down.”


  After a moment of trying to shoot him my best glare, I opened the first envelope. It was a letter. I frowned.


  “You wrote me a letter?” I asked, then skimmed through it and opened the next. Another letter. And the next. Another letter. Finally, my gaze snapped back to his. “You want me to read all of these?”


  “Look at the dates.”


  I did. They were all written on our birthday. I counted the envelopes. Twenty-seven. I frowned again. Finally, I read the first one.


  Mia,


  Happy Birthday. Officially. Because of you, I feel like the luckiest person alive, and because I’m writing this on the week of your twenty-ninth birthday, I can say that with certainty. The day you were born I felt a sense of accomplishment, and maybe it was the drugs, or the fact that I had to have an emergency C-section after hours of thinking we’d be able to do it the natural way, but the moment you were placed in my arms I felt like the very reason for my existence had landed on my chest. Through the years, you learned how to push my buttons, and taught me a patience I never knew I was capable of. I haven’t always been on board with your decisions, but one thing has never and will never change, and that’s the feeling of pride and accomplishment I feel when I think about you. I love you, my curious, bright-eyed little girl.


  Love,


  Mom


  Ps. I want more grandbabies.


  I wiped the tears that had trickled down my cheeks and looked up at Jensen again. He ran his hand across the marble counter and reached for me.


  “You had my mom write letters for me?” I asked, sniffling.


  “Not just your mom.”


  Letting go of his hand, I looked at the second letter I’d opened. It was from my dad. Then the third, from Rob. I opened a fourth, and fifth, from Estelle and Oliver. A sixth from Millie. Seventh, from Maria. The eighth one was from Tammy, the single mom I’d taken the picture of, who was now posing for a famous photographer in Italy. I kept opening envelopes and looking at the bottom of the page, my eyes filling when I saw one from Krista, and Olivia in her well-practiced third grade penmanship, and a funny scribble from Grayson, which I assumed Jensen did more than him, as he was only three. And finally, when I got to Jensen’s, I smiled and flattened it against the counter.


  M,


  I met a girl once, who changed my world. Not just my world, but my life. I knew the moment we met that we were meant to be together, but then I left, and she let me. She let me think we were better off apart temporarily. Temporary stretched out until it became clear that apart would be something we’d have to accept. When I lost her, I didn’t just lose the girl I loved, the one who had changed my life, but also my best friend, the one who acted like a rock, even when I pretended I was unmovable and didn’t need one. I wrote letters every night and sent them to that girl, and later found out she’d burned each one.


  The idea of her not reading my words, words I’d composed to keep myself sane, to keep us connected, saddened me. It’s something I still think about, not because I think things would have been different had she read them, but because in those letters I let her know just how special she was, not only to me, but to everybody she came across. For the past couple of months I’ve asked people to write letters for this girl, because I think that for her birthday she deserves to know just how special she is. That it’s not just me who feels this way.


  I love you. Always,


  Your husband.


  Ps. I hid the matches in case you were ever inclined to burn these ;-).


  Also, open the manila envelope.


  I put the letter down and slowly moved my gaze up to his. He had a serious expression on his face as he watched me open up the envelope and slide papers out. I skimmed through them, seeing both our names on the contract. My heart pounded as I turned the pages until I got to the last one, a picture taken from a realtor website. It was an apartment in Santa Barbara. It was in a building I commented on during our last visit home. We were driving down to the beach when I saw the new construction and turned to him saying, “I’d love to have a place there, on our beach. Wouldn’t that be cool? To have a place of our own to stay in when we visit?”


  My eyes snapped to his. “You didn’t.”


  “Will my confirmation get me slapped or fucked? Or maybe both?” he asked, his gaze heating as I hopped off the stool and rounded the counter.


  I threw my arms around his neck and jumped on him, making him chuckle as he squeezed and lifted me up.


  “I’m assuming it’s going to get me the better option,” he said with a chuckle as I rained kisses all over his face.


  “I can’t believe you did all of this.”


  “Happy Birthday, Mia,” he said, pressing his lips to mine.


  “Happy Birthday,” I whispered, leaning in for another slow kiss. His hands tightened under my thighs as he pressed himself into me and sat me on top of the counter. When his mouth left mine and made its way down my neck, I gasped. “I can’t believe you had all those people write me letters.”


  “I can’t believe you’re still questioning how far I would go to impress you,” he said, his mouth stilling over my collarbone. His eyes snapped up to mine. “You are impressed, right?”


  I smiled. “A little.”


  He peeled off my shirt and unsnapped my bra, dropping his mouth to my chest. “Well, then, let me see what I can do to change that.”


  “I haven’t even gotten to give you your present,” I moaned out as he worked his way down my body.


  “As far as I’m concerned, I’m about to devour my present,” he said, breathing on me, making me squirm. My hand gripped his hair when I felt his tongue on me.


  “Jensen,” I gasped.


  “Shh,” he said, his eyes snapping up to mine as he gripped my inner thighs with both hands. “I’m trying to impress my wife.”


  Warmth spread through me, and it had more to do with the love that shone in his eyes as he said those words than with what he was about to do to me. Every time he called me his wife, which he did often, I was reminded of how lucky I was, we were to be given this opportunity. Every day he came home and doted on me like I was some kind of goddess. His mouth fell over my sensitive skin again and I threw my head back once more, all thought flittering away as his tongue continued to lash. I was definitely impressed.
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