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“I see now that the purpose of self-progress is not to pursue perfection, but to move closer to the truth of who we really are, to untangle our deepest fears and doubts, and arrive in that tender, blissful place where we are free to be our purest, boundless selves.”

 

— Beau Taplin, The Glade of Self




 

 

 

 


[image: ]



 

 

There were no words for this pain.

Of course, many had tried to find them, tried to string consonants and vowels together, to form a combination of syllables that could encompass this indescribable state of being.

Heartbroken seemed to be the one that came closest to the truth, but it still failed to do the job.

I understood where that word came from. It was that feeling of weight on your chest, the splitting of your rib cage, the way your heart seemed to be tied up in restrictive chains keeping it from fully beating the way it once did before.

It was that gut-wrenching ache in the very pit of who you are, the one that screams out in pain for the loss of what once was, that claws against the walls of your stomach like if it fights hard enough, it can somehow capture and hold onto what never could truly be.

It was desperation and despair in equal measure.

It was a gaping hole never to be filled again.

It was an untouchable feeling of having the source of all the joy in your life ripped away suddenly and violently, and the horrific realization that you’d never have it again.

There were no words for this pain.

There were no words for this torture.

There were no words for this strange purgatory where I felt dead inside and somehow more alive than ever.

There were no words.

So, I wiped my face. I took a deep breath.

And I attempted to paint it.
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The Art of a Dying Planet

 

Three Months Earlier

 

Everything felt alive and fragile that summer, like a bomb humming just under the surface of an unsuspecting crowd.

Our planet was getting warmer, all thanks to us, and we were seeing first-hand the damage we had done. Blizzards wreaked havoc on the northeast, hurricanes rocked the southeast coasts, fires burned and the earth quaked in the west. There were planes crashing and missiles being tested in China, and oil spilling into our oceans and all the while, our eyes were focused on the remarkable Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls as they chased their fourth championship.

We cheered on our Olympians as they prepared for the summer, sang every word to every Spice Girls song, and watched trailers for movies like Twister and Independence Day as if those disasters were a far-off dystopian fantasy, as opposed to the very reality we lived in.

I felt the buzz of it flowing through me like a current from the very moment my plane touched down in Rome, Italy. I felt it swirl and rush inside me on the train out to Florence, and as I settled in for a summer studying abroad, I swore just one wrong step — or perhaps, one right step — would trigger the explosion.

My sling-back Mary Janes made a plunk sound each time I took a step on the cobble streets that made up the historic little town of Florence, or Firenze, as the Italians called it. My brushes were wrapped in a leather satchel against my hip, the strap crossing my body, and I held two giant textbooks on Florentine art against my chest.

It was the summer of 1996, and I was twenty-two years old.

I left America on a rainy night in May, waving farewell to my parents and the Atlanta airport with excitement bubbling in my belly. I woke groggy halfway around the world to a sunny and warm Italian morning.

Three months in Florence to study art.

Three months to hone my craft.

Three months to make something of myself or surrender to my parents’ wishes for me to use my accounting degree rather than my art one.

Just the thought of it sent a chill down my spine.

It was a pleasantly warm morning as I walked the short distance from my dorm room to the cluster of buildings that made up our campus in the middle of Florence. My blonde hair was in its usual state of natural waves, tucked behind both ears, strands of it getting stuck on my yin & yang earrings. My makeup was made up of warm and neutral, lips painted a matte brick red, and lashes painted long with my favorite mascara. The black choker my best friend gave me before I left the States hugged my neck, and I wore my favorite pair of paint-splattered overalls over a simple white spaghetti strap top. A forest green and navy blue plaid, long-sleeve shirt tied around my waist completed the look, along with my dark, round sunglasses.

One hand held my textbooks against my chest, the other was tucked inside my right pocket, as it usually was.

I’d always hidden it, ever since I was a child.

The study abroad program I’d enrolled in was a ninety-day intensive, complete with five days of being in the classroom from nine-to-noon and an internship at the museum from one-to-four.  If I wasn’t studying art, I was attempting to make it. And when that failed, I walked the halls of the Uffizi and marveled at those who had left their permanent mark on the world, praying I could do the same.

The first two weeks had blown by in a blur, mostly consisting of me working on our first real assignment. It was an oil painting, and since I’d worked on mine late into the night last night, I prayed it would be somewhat dry on my easel this morning, ready for the professor’s eyes.

Professor Beneventi was a stern man in his late fifties, with ink-black hair and weathered, tan skin that rarely ever crinkled at the edges of his eyes, due to his lack of ability to smile. Still, his work was impressive, and he had a lifetime of achievement under his belt that made me feel honored to learn from him.

The man had a PhD, which was impressive in and of itself, but I was more moved by the dozens of frescoes, paintings, and sculptures he’d been commissioned to create over the years — the first of which he was hired for when he was just thirteen years old. An expert in traditional Renaissance drawing, painting, and sculpting techniques, his work could be seen all over Florence, of course, but he wasn’t too modest to remind us that he had works displayed in museums and city centers as far away as China and all the way to America.

He was a brilliant old man.

And he was also very difficult to impress.

Our assignment had been to paint our first week in Florence, and I’d sat on the stone wall along the river with the sun on my face and done just that. I let the inspiration flow from the city directly into my heart. It was as strong as the pulse in my neck, that realization that I was here, in the birthplace of the Renaissance, in the city that brought some of the world’s most renowned artists to life.

I worked on my painting every evening after my internship for a week straight, and I knew without having laid eyes on any of the other students’ work that mine was pristine, an alla prima masterpiece with the bright colors of an Italian sunset, and the perfect brushstroke blends to bring the river and bridge above it to life.

I couldn’t wait to show Professor Beneventi.

The classroom was buzzing with conversation when I ducked inside, everyone sitting at their easels and anxiously awaiting the professor. A gentle breeze rolled through the open windows of the room, white curtains flowing in its wake, and that draft was our only relief from the heat that would grow throughout the day. I didn’t realize how dependent I was on air conditioning in Georgia until I came to Florence where an air conditioner was as rare as eggs were for breakfast.

The pastries I’d grown accustomed to.

The sweating, I had not.

I was anxious until the moment I slung my bag off my shoulder next to my barstool and took in the sight of my mostly dried painting that I’d last seen around midnight. The colors were just as bright as I remembered, the brushstrokes impeccable.

I smiled as I took my seat, confidence filling me like helium.

I looked around, making sure everyone was occupied with their own work before I removed my right hand from my pocket. The last piece I’d left for this morning was my signature in the lower right-hand corner, and I always signed with my small hand.

I was born with symbrachydactyly, a rare birth defect where my right hand didn’t fully develop the way my left hand did. I had a fully formed pinky and thumb, but the other three fingers were bubble-like and small, “nubbins,” as my doctors called them.

I didn’t like that my instinct was to hide my hand, but I disliked looks of pity from strangers even more so.

Sure, I had two fully formed fingers where most people had five. And sure, it was a little unsightly, a little odd if you weren’t used to it.

But that hand still helped me do amazing things.

And I was on a mission to prove that I could do anything I wanted to despite it.

I could still remember how difficult it had been to take a brush in that hand the first time, how unbalanced and clumsy I’d been with the strokes. Now, I signed my name in tiny script without a single tremble.

Harley Chambers.

I smiled at the sight of the white paint against the deep blue of the river, and as I did, a tingle spread down my spine.

I could sense someone’s eyes on me.

I glanced up and to my left, but no one was looking at me. A glance to the right confirmed the same. But when I cast my gaze across the small room, I found a pair of dark eyes under thick lashes watching me from behind a canvas I could only see the back of.

It was a boy, though I supposed calling him a boy was somewhat silly, considering he was easily the oldest in the class. I couldn’t be sure of his exact age, but I knew he was closer to thirty than he was to twenty, and that just one look into his eyes confirmed he’d lived more life than I had.

I’d seen him last night, coming into the classroom as I was leaving it. He’d sat down at a blank canvas and I remembered shaking my head at the procrastination.

An entire oil painting in one night?

Even if he did wet on wet, there was no way the professor wouldn’t be able to spot that it was a last-minute painting.

A closer look told me he likely hadn’t slept at all, and though I couldn’t remember what he’d been wearing last night, I was almost sure it was the same black Pearl Jam t-shirt he wore now.

He had dark, hickory brown hair, lush and unruly, and an inch too long by my mother’s standards. A scruffy beard of the same color peppered his jaw and upper lip, scraggly and unkept, and again I could hear my mom’s voice in my head making a comment under her breath that he should trim it.

I kind of liked it, though.

I kind of liked the way it made him look older than he was, but how the boyish gleam in his eyes gave him away. I kind of liked that he looked grumpy but curious all at once.

I kind of liked the way he didn’t look away when I caught him staring, and how one corner of his lips ticked up just a notch when I didn’t look away, either.

“Okay, class,” a voice boomed from the door, and then Professor Beneventi shut it behind him, waving his hand impatiently with a frown etched deep into his brows. “Per favore, sistemati.”

Those who weren’t already in their seats found them quickly, a quiet shuffling of feet and books and paper until a complete silence fell over us all. The eyes that had been watching me disappeared from view, hidden behind canvas now, and I shook off the remnants of that gaze as I put my paint brush aside and turned my focus to the professor.

Professor Beneventi barely sat his own things down before he was pacing the room, his eyes roaming each canvas, and it was easy to tell by his reaction, or lack thereof, what he was thinking. He might frown or shake his head, stare for a long while with a thoughtful pause, or skim so fast you couldn’t be sure he really looked at all.

And we just sat there as quiet as we could, watching and waiting, hoping like hell he wouldn’t pass over ours as quickly as he had the one before us.

My throat was thick with a swallow I couldn’t manage by the time he made it to me, and I felt him hovering over my shoulder, though I wasn’t bold enough to turn and watch his face. I focused on breathing, on the inhale and exhale, and waited for him to speak.

Brilliant, Miss Chambers, I imagined him saying.

The colors!

The composition!

Instead, I heard a long sigh leave his chest, followed by a mumbled, “Prevedibile.”

I didn’t need to know Italian to know that didn’t translate to brilliant.

I finally turned to meet his disappointed eyes, and he clicked his tongue, nodding to my piece before he looked down at me. “You have talent, Miss Chambers. Why do you waste it?”

I didn’t miss the subdued noises around the room, a chorus of soft shifts and exhaled breaths that sounded like a loud ouch to my ears.

“I’m sorry, Professor, I’m not sure I—”

“What are you trying to tell me with this piece?” he asked, cutting me off.

I swallowed. “Well, the assignment was—”

“I know what the assignment was. But what did you do with it?”

My neck flamed, embarrassment building in my throat and threatening to form as tears in my eyes. It took everything I had to fight it and hold it down. And whereas every other student had his or her head down focused on their art, the boy across from me was watching me again, something of a challenge in his eyes.

I didn’t know if it was for me or the professor.

“I want you to look at what you created,” Professor Beneventi said. His hand gestured to the river, to the sunset I’d worked so hard on, that I’d been so proud of. “Yes, the colors are beautiful. Yes, you have captured light in a dramatic and beautiful way. But when I look at this, I feel nothing.”

Those words were still stinging like a hot iron had been pressed against my chest as the professor stepped between me and the canvas, bending a little so that his eyes were level with mine.

“Next time, release this fixation you have with creating something perfect, and try to create something real.”

He said the words with a little wiggle of his eyebrows, as if he were saying something like keep your head up, kid! as opposed to the truth, which was that he was denouncing the painting I’d worked all week long on.

I managed a small smile and nodded, and as soon as he turned and made his way to the next student, my shoulders deflated like a leaky balloon.

I kept my eyes on the oil brushstrokes on my canvas as the professor continued around the room, staring so long the river and buildings and green hillsides began to fade and blur until they no longer made sense.

I kept that focused non-focus until Professor Beneventi was standing behind the boy with the dark eyes.

He paused, crossing his arms over his chest before he propped one hand over his mouth. He rubbed his lips absentmindedly with his fingertips, his eyes roaming the canvas, and where I had been too scared to look when the professor was appraising my work, this boy had positioned his barstool so that he was staring at him straight on.

There were so many emotions that passed over the professor’s face as he looked at the painting, and after what felt like the longest pause he’d given to any of us, he cleared his throat, blinking incessantly as if he’d just woken from a dream. His eyes found the boys then, but he didn’t say a word. He just gave something short of a smile and nodded.

The boy nodded back.

And it was like watching two strangers have an hour-long conversation with just one exchanged glance.

When the professor walked away, on to the next student, the boy looked directly at me again.

And this time, that little curl of a smile on his lips was smug as hell.

I narrowed my eyes and fought against the scoff I wanted to give him, crossing my arms and tearing my gaze from his like I couldn’t care less.

That was my first interaction with Liam Benson.

One day, I’d wish it had been my last.
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The growl that escaped my throat when I made it back to my dorm room that night must have been a deep and ugly thing.

I heaved my bag across the room, leaning against the door I’d just shut and wishing I wasn’t still fuming over my assignment.

Or rather, the professor’s reaction to my assignment.

“Ah, someone who needs wine as badly as I do,” my roommate, Angela, said with a chuckle from the kitchen. Our dorm was suite-style, with two separate bedrooms but a shared bathroom and petite kitchen. In fact, kitchen was an understatement, considering it was nothing more than a small counter, a sink, an electric kettle, and a mini-fridge.

Angela carefully pulled a second wine glass from the rack and filled it halfway with whatever her red wine of the evening was. Then, with both glasses in hand, she met me at the door.

“Here,” she said, handing me one glass while she tilted the other into the air. “To your good day.”

I grumbled, lifting the glass in her honor before I took the first sip.

Angela picked up my bag from where I’d tossed it, hanging it by the door before she plopped down on the old, smelly sofa that the university provided in our common room. It had to be from the sixties or seventies, orange and brown and faded, the cushions warped from the weight of countless bottoms. That and our beds were about the only furniture, but at least they had the decency to supply us with wine glasses.

“Wanna talk about it?” she asked as she took another sip, tucking her feet up under her hips.

Angela was the kind of beautiful that spanned centuries. She had dark black skin and long black hair that she wore in hundreds of tiny braids, some with gold rings and some without, and she had mesmerizing, honey-gold eyes that rendered me speechless the first time we met. I’d never seen her wear a stitch of makeup, but her lashes were still somehow always black and long and curled, her lips a perfect dusty rose.

She practically lived in baggy sweatpants and Tommy Hilfiger tube tops, which was exactly what she was wearing now, and if I had a lean, toned stomach like hers I would show it off every chance I got, too.

And though I’d only known her a couple weeks now, I knew the three things she loved more than anything else in the world: Italian wine, Italian architecture, and Italian women.

Not necessarily in that order.

I sighed, plopping down next to her. “I know we don’t get grades until the end of the summer, but if today is any indication, I’m leaving here with a big fat F,” I said, pausing to take a sip of wine before I pointed at her with my pinky. “And I don’t mean F for Florence.”

“Then you must mean F for fantastic!”

I tried to smile but fell short, settling on a huff of annoyance, instead. “He hated it. I worked all week long on that painting and he hated it. He called it… ugh, what was the word.” I strained to remember. “Prevedibile?”

Angela winced. “Ouch.”

“You know what that means?”

She nodded with a grimace that told me she didn’t want to translate, but reluctantly she said, “Predictable.”

I sighed, letting my head hit the back of the musty orange couch. “Sounds about right. He went on to lecture me on how he didn’t feel anything when he looked at it. Just what every artist wants to hear.” I shook my head, heart kicking in my chest with the next part of my memory. “And then this stupid boy across the room from me practically moves him to tears. And he didn’t even start his painting until last night!”

“Hey, I told you procrastination pays off,” Angela said, tilting her glass toward me before she took a drink.

“It’s infuriating. I walk the halls of the Uffizi every day. I’ve been studying Michelangelo and Botticelli and Angelico since I was too young to even pronounce their names correctly. I know for a fact that I worked three times as hard on my painting, but this guy just waltzes in eight hours before the assignment is due and blows me out of the water.” I huffed. “Sexism.”

Angela laughed at that. “Okay, you know I’m the first to call out patriarchy, but I don’t think that’s what this is.” She shrugged. “Maybe he got lucky. Or, maybe he’s really talented. Did you see the painting?”

I grumbled. “No.”

“See?” Angela took another sip and waved me off. “So what. The professor liked that guy’s painting and not yours. That’s bound to happen. You’re not going to be everyone’s cup of tea.”

“But I need to be his, or I’m going to fail out of this program and be stuck behind a desk crunching numbers for the rest of my life.”

“It was one assignment,” Angela insisted, reaching over into my lap and covering my small hand, which made me flinch a little, the instinct to pull away automatic. But Angela just gave my hand a gentle squeeze as her smile spread. “You’ll have plenty more to prove him wrong. For now, take whatever lesson you can from his critique and forge ahead.”

“Forge ahead,” I repeated on a mumble when Angela pulled away. “Right off the edge of a cliff.”

“You’re so dramatic,” she said with a laugh. Then, she downed what was left of her wine and popped off the couch. “Come on. Let’s go out.”

I shook my head. “I just want a shower and my bed.”

“Too bad. We’re going out for dinner and more of this,” she said, shaking her now-empty glass.

“It’s a school night.”

“It’s a school night,” she mocked. “Come on, Harley. You’re twenty-two years old. Your body is in its prime and you’ve still got youthful, wrinkle-free skin and the ability to bounce back from a night out without a raging hangover. And you’re in Florence, Italy, for Pete’s sake.” She reached down for my hand, wiggling her fingers. “Come on. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

I looked at her hand, then at the wine left in my glass, and then up at her bright, expectant, honey eyes.

She was right.

I hated it, but she was right.

So, I followed her lead, knocking back the rest of my wine before I let her peel me off the couch and drag me out into the bustling Florence streets.
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The Art of Seduction

 

After stuffing our bellies with delicious white truffle ravioli from a small restaurant down the street from our dorm, Angela and I found ourselves in the back corner of a wine bar called Vino di Fiume.

I wasn’t sure if it was always where the younger crowd gathered, or if the students in our program had just taken over since we arrived in Florence two weeks ago, but this seemed to be the place for everyone studying abroad. Students lined every inch of the bar and took up every seated table, too.

The lights were low, a combination of candles and dimly lit chandeliers, and the wall behind the bar was lined with more wine than I had seen in my entire life. Soft Italian music played from a boombox behind the bar, too, but you could only hear it if you were ordering a drink. Otherwise, it was the steady hum of conversation and laughter, which I loved just as much.

“Man, I bet this place is great during the holidays,” Angela mused, looking around the dark bar. “Did I ever tell you about the time I hosted my family for Thanksgiving?”

I shook my head.

Angela scoffed. “I don’t know why I even wanted to. I think part of me wanted to be like my grandma. She’s always hosted our holidays, you know? She’d cook her heart out for Thanksgiving, have the biggest and best tree every Christmas.” She smiled. “But I was in college. Sure, I had a little apartment that I shared with a few girlfriends rather than a dorm, but still, I had no business hosting a holiday.”

“How many people did you host?”

“Fifteen,” she said after taking a sip of her wine. “My whole family. Parents, grandparents, mom’s sister, and two of my cousins, my three brothers and their significant others.”

I laughed. “How in the world did you fit them all in an apartment?”

“Uncomfortably,” Angela answered. “My roommate had a dog at the time. Bastard jumped up on the table when we weren’t looking and ate all the cheese and sausage we’d cut for appetizers. And because I’m a kid and not an adult, I made instant mashed potatoes and stuffing.” She shook her head with a wide grin. “That was the angriest I’ve ever seen my grandma — including when I told her I was lesbian.”

I chuckled.

“Everything just went to shit. I cooked the turkey too long, so it was dry, and I forgot to take the giblets out so that all got cooked along with it in this gross bag of juice.”

She wrinkled her nose as I laughed again, imagining the scene.

“We ended up driving all over town trying to find somewhere open for us to eat, and there was this small, family-owned dive bar just like this.” She looked around with a soft smile. “We played pool and Grandpa spent at least a hundred dollars on the juke box. The family who owned it joined us after a while. We shut the place down.” Angela’s eyebrows bent together. “That was the last time we were all together and happy. It was before I told them.”

I frowned, reaching over to cover her hand just like she’d done to me in the room.

“Yeah,” she said after a minute, shaking off the memory as she reached for her wine. “I bet this place is great during the holidays.”

I smiled, looking around at the exposed brick and low-hanging chandeliers. “It does have quite the vibe.”

“What does your family do for the holidays?”

I shrugged. “Usually it’s just the three of us; my mom, Dad, and me. We have a tradition of getting McDonald’s on Christmas Eve.”

“Ew.”

“I know,” I admitted on a laugh. “It’s weird because when we do go to my grandma’s house, she has all these traditions and dishes she cooks every year. She makes the best green bean casserole,” I added, mouth salivating at the thought of it. “But we don’t go very often. I think it hurts my mom to be around her siblings and all their perfect kids.”

“Perfect kids?” Angela said after swallowing another drink of wine. “Pretty sure that’s an oxymoron.”

I tried to smile. “My mom is one of five kids. She wanted to have five kids, too. But then I came first and… well…” I held up my right hand, wiggling my pinky and thumb as evidence. “She thought I’d be a handful, no pun intended, so she and Dad decided one was enough.”

Angela watched me for a minute before she said, “You’re not responsible for your parents’ decisions. And for what it’s worth, I think you would be a rad big sister.”

“Right now, I’d rather be a rad artist.”

“Well, let’s get you drunk. Maybe that’s the missing piece. Lots of artists experimented with drugs in their prime, you know. Just look at Picasso.”

I laughed, reaching for my wine glass and tilting it to meet hers. They met with a satisfying ting in the middle of the table, and at that exact moment, I looked behind my roommate and found the boy from my art class.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“What?” Angela asked with wide eyes, whipping around to look where my eyes were trained.

“That’s him. That’s the boy from class.”

I didn’t have to tell her which one I meant. It was easy to see from the confidence radiating off him. It might as well have been a pungent cologne for how he wore it, his shoulders square and wide, eyes lazy and a bit glazed, a sideways smirk playing on his lips. He looked carefree and a little bored, like he could be anywhere he wanted to be in the world but chose to wander into this bar just for fun.

His hair was even messier than it had been in class, tousled on top of his head like he’d just had his hands running through it. He did at least change his clothes since I’d last seen him, but there was no evidence of a shower. He wore wide-legged, baggy jeans and a cream-and-brown plaid button-up with a denim jacket over it. It was far too hot to be wearing that jacket, as was it far too dark to be wearing sunglasses inside, but he donned both.

“Ugh,” I muttered under my breath, shaking my head as I lifted my wine glass to my lips. “Doesn’t he just exude prick energy?”

“That’s one word for it,” Angela muttered back. When she turned around to face me again, she clicked her tongue. “I know him. Liam Benson.”

“How the hell do you know him?”

“Last week, I ran into this girl crying in the common room, on the first floor of the dorm building, ya know?” She shook her head. “She was heartbroken over this guy who hooked up with her and then ignored her the next day. One guess who that guy was.”

I sighed. “Liam Benson.”

“Ding ding ding,” she said, winding her finger up above her head. “Don’t worry — I cheered her up. It took all night,” she added with a smirk. “But I didn’t mind.”

“How do you do that?” I asked on a laugh.

“What? Hook up with straight girls?”

I nodded.

Angela shrugged. “Every girl has an appreciation for beauty in other women. And sometimes, especially when we’re heartbroken over yet another man, we decide to give the other team a shot. I mean, I’ve always known I was attracted to women, but some girls don’t wake up to that fact until they’re older.”

“So you just flip a switch, huh?”

“Not always,” she said after a sip. “Sometimes they wake up the next morning and slip out of my room before the sun comes up and I never hear from them again. They scratch an itch and never look back. But sometimes…” She arched a brow with a wide grin. “Our team needs to order a new jersey, if you know what I mean.”

“Well, I guess I can’t blame her. If I was going to be hot for any woman, it would most certainly be you.”

“Sorry, roomie,” Angela said with a wink. “I don’t shit where I eat.”

“Gross.”

She waved her hand. “It’s an expression.”

We both chuckled, and then Angela grabbed our empty glasses and headed to the bar for a refill. At this point, we should have just bought a bottle, but at least this way we got to try different blends.

I watched Liam from my dark little corner, fighting the urge to roll my eyes as he put his arm around a beautiful girl I recognized from the Uffizi. He pulled her close and whispered something in her ear that made her laugh and shove him away, only to cuddle into his side a moment later. She started kissing his neck, and at that exact moment, he took off his sunglasses.

And he looked at me.

I should have been embarrassed. I should have torn my gaze away with flaming hot cheeks. But for some reason I couldn’t look away, not even when those dark eyes lit up with recognition of who I was.

I let out a long breath, wishing I had my wine glass so I could at least do something other than stare at him. But he didn’t seem annoyed. If anything, he seemed to enjoy being the subject of my attention.

I didn’t mind it, either.

Until the moment his gaze fell to my right hand.

I had it propped under my chin, not even thinking about it, since it was just me and Angela in the corner. But when he looked at it, that flush I thought I’d feel from him noticing me staring at him finally found me, and I hastily shoved my hand under the table where he couldn’t see it anymore.

His eyes met mine, then, and he frowned, brows bending together to form a thick line between them.

In the next instant, the girl on his arm slid her manicured nails back behind his neck and turned his face until he was looking at her again.

I closed my eyes on an exhale that burned my lungs, shaking my head before I opened them again and looked for Angela. She was still at the bar, our wine glasses full now, but she was caught up in conversation with the bartender.

A beautiful Italian woman who seemed to lean just as much over the bar as Angela, a curious smile on her face.

I know where this is going.

Grabbing my purse off the table, I slid out of the booth and tucked my hair behind one ear, stopping by the bar long enough to tell Angela I was going to head out.

“But I just got this for you!” she complained, motioning to one of the full wine glasses.

I smiled, tapping the bar as my eyes found the bartender’s. “I think you two can handle it.”

The bartender smiled at me first and then Angela, and my roommate gave me a knowing grin before she leaned in and kissed my cheek and told me to be careful walking home.

My hair fell in front of my face as I turned, but I didn’t tuck it behind my ear this time.

I used it as a shield to hide me from Liam Benson as I pushed past him and out into the night.
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I didn’t know why I ended up in the classroom.

I didn’t know why, when I left the bar and stepped out into the warm summer evening, my feet decided to walk me in a straight line toward campus.

Maybe I wasn’t ready to go home. Maybe I didn’t feel like sleeping yet. Maybe I was still worked up from the day and needed to walk it off.

Maybe I wanted to see what Liam Benson had painted.

Whatever the case, I found myself alone in the classroom — one Professor Beneventi gave each of us the combination to unlock so that we could work whenever inspiration struck us. Last night, the room had been filled with students finishing up their projects. Tonight, it was empty and quiet, the atmosphere a little haunting in its aloneness.

I let out an audible sigh as I walked over to my painting first, dropping my purse on the barstool and staring at the canvas. An image that had brought me such joy just twenty-four hours ago now made me want to rip it all to shreds. I no longer saw the bright and beautiful yellows and oranges and reds. I no longer saw some of my best brush work in the river, or the clarity of the people walking the streets even when using thick oil. I no longer saw a landscape I’d be proud to hang in my home or to see displayed in a gallery.

I only saw mediocrity.

And suddenly I understood what the professor had said.

It was predictable.

Shaking my head, I turned my back on the painting and walked along the edge of the room, eyes glancing at the other works as I did. Some students had taken theirs when they left, but most of them remained, and I saw some that were far worse than mine and just as many that were better.

I painted my first picture when I was three years old using a watercolor set my grandmother had given me. To this day, I swear that was my first memory. The first little snapshot of time my brain held onto was the splashes of blue and purple watercolor on that white sheet of paper.

It was the first time I’d shown promising use of my small hand.

My parents had celebrated the victory, hoping it would mean more activity from my underdeveloped hand. And sure enough, I started using it to play, to hold things, and to explore the world as a three-year-old does.

Painting was the first thing to ever inspire me.

It had been the only thing to ever inspire me.

And if I were being honest, it was the only thing I had that made me feel worthwhile.

It was a strange thing, to be born with a deformity, because I didn’t know anything else. Sure, it was easy enough to imagine what it would be like to have a fully developed right hand. But I never felt like I was lacking. As a kid, I never knew I had something wrong with me, that I had fallen short in some way. I did everything I wanted to. I did everything other kids did.

But as I aged, as I became the impressionable child we all become, I began to adopt thoughts from those around me.

I heard kids call me weird, saw them point at my hand with disgusted faces, and felt the shame of being purposely avoided in group projects. I heard their parents soften their voices and explain to their child how I was different, special, and that they shouldn’t point at my hand or talk about it. I heard my own parents whispering to each other in the kitchen, worrying over how I would type, or if I’d play sports, or if I’d ever be in pain as I grew older. I watched TV shows and movies in search of someone like me, but came up empty handed every time. I couldn’t even find a book that had someone like me in it.

Slowly, bit by bit, those realizations stacked on top of each other like a bad game of Tetris in my heart.

And I woke up one day and saw it — that I was less than, that I was different, that I fell short.

I was never able to unsee it after that.

Still, it never hindered me. If anything, I felt even more determined to live life despite my disability, and that determination quadrupled when it came to painting.

I didn’t just want to be an artist.

I wanted to be one of the best artists.

And I didn’t want my hand to have anything to do with my story.

Of course, that was nearly impossible. Every time I won an award at an art festival, or secured a medal for my school at the state competitions, my hand was just as famous in the news coverage as the art I created.

Disabled Teen Wins State with Stunning Fresco.

Girl Wins Art Festival Gold Medal with Underdeveloped Hand

No Hand? No Problem for This Year’s Leonardo da Vinci Award Winner.

No matter what I did, no matter what I created, I couldn’t escape the asterisk that followed every achievement.

I traced my index finger of my left hand along each barstool as I circled the room, and on purpose, I made Liam’s painting my last stop.

When I caught sight of it, I stopped dead in my tracks, my breath hitching in my throat.

It couldn’t have been more different from what I’d painted.

Where I’d filled my blank canvas with color and light, he’d painted his dark and dreary, harsh black oil against slightly softer shades of gray. The juxtaposition of the colors and lines made me uncomfortable, the hair standing on the back of my neck, but in the same breath, the curves and softness of the shapes within the black brought out an entirely different reaction.

Almost akin to arousal.

Though to the naked, untrained eye, the canvas was nothing but blobs of black and white and gray, oil thick and messy from not having proper time to dry, I could see a whole world on that canvas. I saw dozens of women, their curvy shapes filling every inch, thighs spread and chests arching, breasts pushed to the sky. I saw lips opened in ecstasy, and lashes splayed out against freckled cheeks.

It was all so secretive, and the more I looked, the more I found. It was like the painting on the surface was nothing, but if you just took even one moment to pause and stare, it would reveal its entirety to you bit by bit and keep you captivated.

So many emotions swirled inside me staring at that painting. Each new breath came shallower and shallower. My heart raced in my chest. My lips parted. My eyelids became heavy.

Before I could think to stop myself, I reached for the painting with the thumb of my right hand. I couldn’t explain it, but I was desperate to touch the oil, to feel the painting as if it were alive and breathing right alongside me.

“Like what you see?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of a deep voice barreling from the classroom door, stumbling backward and barely catching myself before I toppled over the mess of barstools.

When I looked at the intruder, I found a smirking Liam Benson.

“Careful,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets and leaning against the doorframe. “Paint’s not quite dry yet.”

I zipped my lips together, standing straight and smoothing my left hand over my overalls while the other slid quietly into my pocket. “I wasn’t going to touch it.”

Liam arched a brow. “Weren’t you? Because it sure looked like—”

“I wasn’t,” I insisted, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I was just… there was a fly, and I was waving it away.”

“Ah,” he answered.

An uncomfortable silence fell between us, and I felt the weight of his eyes on me like they were strong hands pinning me to the very spot where I stood.

I cleared my throat, making my way across the room to grab my purse. “I was just leaving, so you can have the place to yourself.”

“I liked your piece.”

I stopped mid-step at that, frowning when I met his gaze.

“I’ve never seen someone capture light with oil like that — not in this century, anyway. And the detail of the buildings, the people in the streets… even the tiny lemons and oranges at the fruit stand had exquisite detail.”

My heart thumped hard in my chest, so loud and furious I heard it reverberate in my ears. “Are you making fun of me?”

“What?” he asked incredulously, pushing off where he was leaning against the doorframe. “Of course not.”

Liam watched me like I had three heads, his brows bent in concentration. I didn’t know him, and yet my annoyance for him was palpable. It shouldn’t have mattered to me that he showed up last minute and created something I never would have even thought of, but jealousy flickered like a candle in my gut, anyway.

“I mean, look, do I understand why Professor B wasn’t impressed?” he continued after a second, tilting his head this way and that. “Yeah. He sees your talent, though. He knows you’ve got something. He’s just challenging you to do more with it.”

“What, like paint pornography the way you did?”

He smirked. “Pornography, huh? Is that what you see when you look at it?”

“It’s what you painted.”

“Are you offended by female bodies?”

“No,” I scoffed. “I just… I don’t see how it relates to the assignment. He said to paint our first week in Florence. He said—”

All the blood drained from my face when it dawned on me that all those supple breasts and lush bottoms and thick thighs were exactly what filled his first week in Italy.

When my eyes flicked to his, he wore an amused smile, but didn’t offer any assistance in helping me put the pieces together.

“We just approached the assignment differently, that’s all,” he said after a moment with a shrug. “But no, I’m not making fun of you. What you painted is beautiful.”

I shook my head, adjusting my purse on my shoulder before I started for the door. “It’s nothing compared to yours,” I mumbled under my breath.

But before I could snake past him and retreat out the door, that stupid boy hooked his hand gently in the crook of my elbow, pulling me to a stop.

My breath caught, chest squeezing, and I could feel the warmth of his hand on my arm, could smell the peppermint on the wave of his breath where it swept over me.

If I turned my head just a quarter inch, I could see the scruff on his jaw up close, I could note the true color of his eyes, I could commit every shape of his face to memory and paint it later.

But I didn’t dare.

“I didn’t realize we were in competition,” he said, his voice low and melty like a stick of butter in a hot skillet.

I swallowed, but still didn’t lift my gaze to his. Instead, I shrugged him off and shoved through the door, back out into the warm summer evening.

This time, I went home.

But sleep never found me.
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The Art of Frustration

 

I spent the weekend trying to forget about our first project.

Angela and I took a day trip to Rome to explore, doing a tour of the Colosseum and having lunch in the courtyard of the Vatican. We got back to Florence late and spent most of Sunday lounging around the dorm room. By the time Monday rolled back around, I felt marginally better, and at the very least, I was ready to let go and “forge ahead,” as my roommate had said, to the next assignment.

“La Nascita di Venere,” Professor Beneventi said when he rolled in Monday morning, haphazardly slinging his briefcase onto his desk before he turned to face us. “The Birth of Venus. Tell me what you know about this painting.”

“It was painted by Sandro Botticelli during the Italian Renaissance,” I blurted out without thinking, without realizing that no one else was volunteering themselves to lay on the professor’s chopping block.

He nodded at me. “Indeed. What else?”

I swallowed, looking around the classroom at all the other eyes on me. I tucked my hands under my thighs before I met the professor’s gaze again. “It captures the birth of the goddess when she first emerged from the sea fully-grown,” I said.

“Is that all it captures?”

I frowned, mouth tugging to one side as I considered the question. “No. There are many interpretations, of course, but… I think Botticelli wanted the viewer to be inspired by the goddess, by her beauty and how she grew from the earth. Or rather, the sea.”

“I think it’s meant to arouse.”

All heads snapped in the opposite direction of where I sat.

To Liam Benson.

Professor Beneventi arched a brow. “Go on, Mr. Benson.”

Liam shrugged, running a hand back through his messy hair. “Well, she’s naked, for one.”

That earned him a chuckle from the class and a glare from me. I folded my arms over my chest, fighting the urge to scoff at the simple view of such a historically significant masterpiece.

“And you think the artist painted her nude to arouse his audience?” Professor asked.

“Not necessarily, but I think it’s naïve to think he had this…” Liam waved his hand in the air. “Hoity-toity, nose in the air, it’s about her earthly beauty intention.” He paused. “It was the Renaissance. Artists all over were pulling away from the Christian focus of the centuries before and returning to classical literature for their inspiration. I think Botticelli picked the goddess of love because that’s what he wanted to inspire. Love. And sure, that could mean romance or commitment, but at the very base of it, at the primal level — love is sex.”

More laughter filled the room, and I shook my head, unable to hold off any longer. “That’s a rather crude way to look at it,” I said.

Liam tilted his head. “How so?”

“To think that all love is is…” I swallowed, my cheeks aflame. “Sex.”

Liam smirked at that. “I didn’t say that was all it is.”

“She’s literally covering herself, a modest thing to do, not a sexual one,” I pointed out. “And the Hora of spring waits for her with a shawl to cover her up even more.”

“That’s one way to interpret,” Liam said.

I fumed. “That’s the way to interpret.”

“Look, I get that you’re versed in what scholars have come to say about it. But when I think about how I would feel painting that, I don’t think I’d be painting a nipple or curvy hips of a beautiful woman and thinking, ‘Wow, this is so divine!’”

The class laughed, and I pressed my tongue into my cheek to keep from saying a word.

“What I’m saying is that as a man or a woman, you see a naked person and whether you want to or not, your brain fires up all the chemicals that come with lust,” Liam continued, snapping his fingers to illustrate. “And I think Botticelli knew that when he painted this. He knew the women would wonder what it was like to have such full breasts, what they would feel like to squeeze, what the weight of them would be in each palm. What would it be like to be the goddess? And he knew the men would imagine themselves between her thighs, above her or behind her, the goddess of love crying out in their honor.”

I flushed even harder, but found my throat so dry I couldn’t argue with him this time.

“Okay, easy, Mr. Benson,” Professor Beneventi said with a smirk. “It’s an interesting viewpoint, but I challenge both of you,” he said, looking between me and Liam. “All of you,” he continued, addressing the class. “To really study the painting and think about the time in which it was created. Remember that it was rumored to have been commissioned by the Medici, so, is there a connection between the Christian ideology, as well as the myth of the goddess’s birth?”

He tapped the top of Liam’s easel as he walked past, and they shared a grin that made me fume even more. Again, it was as if they had this inside joke, as if Liam could do no wrong. We’d only completed one assignment, and already Professor Beneventi had decided Liam was a worthy student.

And I was predictable.

The professor went on to explain our next assignment, how he wanted us to go to the Uffizi and spend time with the painting, to feel it, and then to re-create our own interpretation of it.

I was too distracted to hear all of the instructions, however, because Liam was watching me with that stupid smirk on his face, like he’d won.

I glared back at him with the unspoken promise that he had not.

“Remember, this is your interpretation of the piece,” the professor said, leaning down into my line of vision as he walked by. He arched a brow. “So don’t get caught up in the urge to recreate Botticelli’s work. Make it your own.” He stood, then. “Trust me, it’s impossible to recreate, anyway. I’ve tried.”

The class was a chorus of chuckles, and then with the assignment given, we moved on to the day’s study.
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I found myself strolling past The Birth of Venus even more than usual during my shifts at the Uffizi. I volunteered to stand next to it and answer questions from tourists, to give unprompted tours to those who were open to it, and the more I did, the more solid I felt in my interpretation of the artwork and what it meant.

What Botticelli intended for it to mean.

I read countless studies on the work, historic documents as well as modern analyses. Then, every night when I went back to the dorm room, I’d have a quick dinner with Angela before locking myself in my room for the night to work.

I decided to work privately this time, instead of in the classroom.

I wanted zero distractions.

And zero interaction with Liam Benson.

The week flew by in a blur of class, working at the museum, and painting until my eyes burned and my body ached for sleep. But when the following Monday morning rolled around, and I carried my canvas carefully across campus into the classroom, I felt as confident as I did tired.

I made sure to get to class early, ensuring I had enough time to set up the canvas and touch up anything that might have been affected by the cloth cover or me carrying it. My parents had always emphasized that if you were fifteen minutes early, you were on time. And if you were on time, you were late.

With that mindset, I figured I’d be alone, but there hard at work at his easel was Liam.

Working until the very last minute, yet again.

I rolled my eyes when I saw him, but didn’t pay him any mind after. I focused all my energy on setting up my station and preparing for the professor.

“How’d it go, Chambers?”

I stilled at the question, rolling my lips together before I rolled my shoulders back and down. “Fantastic. And you?”

Liam laughed. “I’ll let you know in about…” He checked his watch. “Twenty-seven minutes.”

I shook my head. “I see you took the assignment seriously.”

“I didn’t realize art was meant to be taken seriously. I thought it was meant to be felt, to be lived.”

I didn’t even entertain him with a response, especially when a few more students joined us in the room with their own canvases. I said my greetings and then unveiled my painting, sitting back in my stool to admire it.

Although the original painting was in oil, I chose acrylic for mine, mostly to capture the bright colors and fine brush strokes I wanted. Since my interpretation of the original had a strong foundation in Venus’s earthly beauty, I focused my painting on just that — her tie to the earth.

The sea raged behind her, a storm receding in the distance as the waters closer to the shore were calm and glistening in the sunlight peeking through the clouds. Footprints marked the sand and led to where Venus stood in the center of the painting, still wet, her hair dripping over her breasts and cascading waterfalls down the lines of her abdomen. She stared directly at the viewer with hypnotic blue-green eyes, and vines and flowers wrapped around her feet, ankles, and up her shins, as if the earth was already claiming her as its own now that she’d been born from the ocean.

There were no other humans or divine creatures in my piece, just her and the earth around her — a dense forest to her left, the calming beach behind her, and the storm that she was born of rolling away off the right side of the canvas.

The entire piece glowed, bright oranges and pinks and golds playing off the softer, deeper colors of blue and violet. And I spent most of my effort on the goddess herself, on the curves of her magnificent body and the exquisite detail of her face. She was smiling just a bit, just at the corner of her lips, her brow slightly arched. She watched the viewer with her entire body exposed, save for the wet hair covering her nipples, and the flowers and vines shielding her most private areas from view.

She was modest but confident, aware of her power, but humbled by the earth that gave it to her.

She was free.

And she was announcing her birth to the water and the forest and the dirt before offering herself to humankind.

Pride swelled in my chest the longer I stared at it, at what I’d created, and when the professor strolled in and tossed his briefcase aside like usual, I actually wanted him to look at my work. I wanted to watch him when he did.

And I was more confident than ever that I nailed the assignment.

“Ah, the sweet sight of a room full of exhausted eyes,” Professor Beneventi said with a smile. The class chuckled in unison as he continued looking around. “I’ve seen all of you working hard this week, and I’m eager to see what you’ve been working on.”

A shift of nervous energy came over the room, and when Professor Beneventi saw Liam still working on his canvas in the corner, he arched a brow and walked over to him first.

“Working until the very last minute, Mr. Benson?”

“I work best under pressure,” Liam said, his brows furrowed deep over his eyes as he painted. He stuck his tongue out just a smidge as he made his final brush strokes, and then he dropped his brush and threw his hands up like he was a contestant on a gameshow. “Done!”

The class laughed.

I didn’t.

Professor Beneventi didn’t look too amused either, but he humored Liam with a smile before rounding the canvas to stand behind him.

For the longest time, he didn’t say a word, just let his eyes wander the length of the canvas as one hand idly stroked his salt and pepper beard. I watched him for a reaction, for a hint of what he was thinking, but nothing came.

And when I glanced at Liam, he was watching me.

Those dark eyes of his stopped my heart in my chest, the silence deafening in my ears. He tilted his head, like he was trying to figure me out and was coming up empty handed.

And then, the bastard winked at me.

I cleared my throat, tearing my eyes away and looking at my own canvas until the professor clapped his hand on Liam’s shoulder.

“Well done, Mr. Benson,” he said simply, to which I couldn’t help but react to with a dramatic drop of my jaw. Then, Professor Beneventi leaned down to where only Liam could hear, but since I was watching so intensely, I read his lips. “Now, imagine what you could do if you actually applied yourself.”

He squeezed Liam’s shoulder, and Liam nodded in understanding, and then the professor stood and walked to the next student as Liam turned back to his work. His smile had slipped, though, and the way his brows furrowed, he almost looked disappointed rather than relieved.

I managed to pick my jaw up off the floor, and when I did, I felt my heartbeat come back to life in my chest, in my ears, and all the confidence I’d had before blew out the window on a warm summer breeze. Nerves rushed in to fill its place, and I stared at my painting, trying to see what I’d seen in it just moments before.

Now, I only saw everything it lacked.

I saw the imperfect brushstrokes on the clouds, the way I’d misinterpreted the lighting in one corner of the canvas, the way Venus stood a little too close to the foreground, the way I hadn’t really done anything different than Botticelli, other than change up the scenery and take away the other people who surrounded her.

I knew before the professor even got to me that I’d failed.

And all I could do was sit and wait for him to confirm it.

“Ms. Chambers,” the professor said when he was standing in front of me. He offered one of his rare, warm, genuine smiles, clasping his hands behind his back. “How do you feel about the piece you’ve created?”

I swallowed, but did my best to hold my head as high as I had when I first walked in that morning. “Proud. I think I captured my interpretation with elegance.”

“Well, then, let’s see it,” he said, rounding the canvas to stand next to me.

Everything inside me wanted to squeeze my eyes shut and shield myself from his critique, but I forced myself to watch him, instead. I wanted to see how he looked when he viewed what I’d created.

Just like he did with Liam’s, he took a long time dissecting, rubbing his chin and letting his eyes wander in every direction. I watched eagerly, hope filling my chest the longer he examined. Maybe it wasn’t terrible. Maybe I was right. Maybe I’d done it.

But after a long while, the professor sighed, looking around the room before he angled his back to the rest of the class and leveled his gaze with mine.

“This is exquisite work, Ms. Chambers.”

I blinked several times, wondering if I’d heard him right, but the biggest smile bloomed on my face of its own accord. “Thank you, Professor.”

He nodded, and then lowered his voice. “It’s exquisite, but it’s lacking in everything your first assignment was.”

My smile melted like an ice cream cone under the August sun.

“I understand the approach you took, the earthly beauty you were discussing with Mr. Benson last week. And as I said, the color, the brushwork, the lines and the detail… truly beautiful. But I don’t feel anything other than admiration for your talent, which, as contradicting as it might seem, is not the purpose of art.”

I frowned.

“It’s not about what you can do, how perfect your skills are. It’s about what you felt when you created, and what the viewer feels when they lay eyes on it. There have been millions of perfectly executed pieces of art over the centuries that we’ve been walking this earth, but only the great ones stick with us long after the artist passes. Only the ones that sink its teeth into us and hold us captive, that stay with us long after we view it, that we can recall just by closing our eyes and remembering the way it felt to stand in front of it.”

As he spoke, I had a dozen images come to mind, photographs and paintings and sculptures that I knew I’d never forget no matter how long I lived. I remembered the first pieces to inspire me, and the hidden gems I’d discovered on my own.

And he was right.

I couldn’t recall the line work or the use of light or the blending or the consistency.

I could only recall the big look.

The whole painting — and not as it was executed, but as it made me feel when I studied it.

“I want you to give this another shot,” Professor Beneventi said as he stood, tapping the corner of my canvas. “Take your time, and try to look at this from another perspective. It’s the birth of Venus, Ms. Chambers. It’s your view of that momentous event. I want you to really think about that. I want you to tap into how it makes you feel, and how you would want others to feel, if you were the sole artist responsible for capturing the moment to live on in history. And if I may offer some advice?” he added. “You need to get out and live in order to understand the emotions you’re trying to create. Let go of this desire to be perfect.” He shrugged. “In art, that hinders success more than it contributes to it.”

I could barely manage a nod to let him know I’d heard him before tears pricked the corner of my eyes. I knew I shouldn’t feel ashamed, but I did. I knew crying wouldn’t do anything but embarrass me further, but I couldn’t stop the emotion strangling my throat.

I was nothing short of numb for the duration of our lesson, and as soon as the professor dismissed us, I gathered all my belongings and fled the room before anyone else.

I left my painting and Liam Benson’s questioning gaze behind.
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The Art of Coincidence

 

I allowed myself three days of self-pity before I got to work.

That day after I’d beelined out of class, I threw myself into the internship at the museum before retreating into my room for the duration of the night. I let myself cry, let myself eat entirely too much chocolate, and let myself fall asleep with tear-stained cheeks and half a bottle of wine swimming in my system.

Tuesday and Wednesday were spent just getting by — going to class, studying, working at the museum, eating, trying and failing to figure out what to paint, go to bed, wake up, repeat.

I found myself reflecting a lot in that time, too, thinking about what Professor Beneventi had said about perfectionism. It was difficult for me to wrap my head around, that he saw it as a bad thing rather than something to be celebrated.

All my life, I’d strived for perfect. In fact, I’d given up whatever was necessary in order to achieve perfection, or as close to it as I could manage. I got straight As all through school, though it meant sacrificing my social life. I graduated valedictorian of my high school and with high honors from college, and I didn’t mind that my life consisted primarily of studying or painting — especially because when I won an art award or got honor roll, my friends would congratulate me and say how they wished they could be like that, too.

I flossed and brushed my teeth every morning and night, just like my dentist told me. I went to church every Sunday, just like a good Christian girl should. I played golf throughout school and with my dad at the club, volunteered at the local nursing home, and was always first in the kitchen to clean up after dinner, called my grandparents once a month, and read a book a week, learned how to style my hair and apply makeup like the artist I was — all in the name of being perfectly well rounded.

Perfection, in my life, had always been celebrated.

Then again, was it perfection, or was it relative perfection?

I replayed milestones in my life — award ceremonies and graduations — and wondered idly if all those honors and all that praise came only because I had managed to do something merely ordinary, but with a disability, making it a feat.

It stumped me for those first few days after being hung out to dry in front of the entire class, but on Thursday evening, I sat down at my easel in my room with a fresh canvas and a chance to start anew. I was determined to pick myself up again. I was determined not to let the way the summer had started dictate the way it would continue, nor the way it would end.

I sat down with every intention of pushing forward.

And not a single idea came to me.

Three soft knocks at my doorframe shook me awake after what felt like an eternity of staring at that blank, mocking canvas. I blinked out of my daze to find Angela leaning against the frame with a plate balanced in her hands.

“I was craving a good ol’ fashioned PB and J,” she said. “Easy dinner, right? That’s what I thought. But you wouldn’t believe the trouble I went through to find this damn peanut butter. Apparently, it’s not a food the Italians bother with much. I got more than a few puzzled looks when I asked about it. I went to eight different stores until I finally found the tiniest jar to ever exist. Eight!” She lifted one of the sandwiches off the plate before extending the one left to me. “Care to indulge in some fine American cuisine with me?”

I didn’t know why that was the straw that broke me, but as soon as I took the sandwich in my hands, I burst into tears.

Angela softened with a sigh, setting both our sandwiches back on the plate before yanking me up off the chair and wrapping me in her arms.

I soaked the shoulder of her baggy t-shirt with my tears, clinging to her for the longest time before I finally sniffed and pulled back from the hug. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I knew you weren’t okay.” She frowned, rubbing my arm. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, nothing. Other than I’m not an artist like I thought, and I’m trying to wrap my head around the fact that I’ll be an accountant for the rest of my life.”

Angela offered a soft smile. “Come on, now. What happened?”

I sighed, sitting on the edge of my bed with my hands tucked under my thighs. “We turned in our assignment on Monday.”

“Oh, my God! What did Professor B think of yours? It was so beautiful.”

I tried to smile. “He said it was beautiful.”

“See!”

“But, again, boring. Lackluster. Completely emotionless.”

“Oh…”

“Yeah,” I said, running a hand back through my hair. “And honestly, he was right. I essentially copied the original, but took two people out of the frame and made the scenery a little different. Other than that…” I shrugged. “I missed the mark. Big time.”

Angela sighed, sitting down next to me and patting my back. “Hey, it’ll be okay. He obviously believes you have it in you, or he wouldn’t be wasting his breath, you know?”

I shrugged. “I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m in one of the most beautiful places in the world where some of the greatest artists of all time created world-renowned masterpieces. And yet… I’m stuck.”

“What are you working on now?”

“He said he wants me to redo it,” I said, staring at the blank canvas with emotion strangling me again. “And for the life of me, I can’t think of anything other than what I’ve already painted.”

“It will come to you.”

“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But maybe this is it. Maybe I’m not as good as I thought I was.”

“Harley, you’re amazing,” Angela insisted, squeezing my knee. “And you know it.”

“I thought I knew it, but what if it was all a farce?”

Angela frowned. “How could it be?”

I hung my head and slowly peeled my right hand from under my thigh. “Because of this.”

“Harley…”

“No, I mean it,” I said, cataloging the features of my underdeveloped hand before finally looking at my roommate. “Maybe everyone has lied to me my entire life because they were afraid of hurting my feelings. Maybe it’s why my parents have been so adamant about me double majoring, in having a backup plan. Maybe they knew all along that I wasn’t any good, and that the only reason I was getting attention is because of my hand.” My eyes welled at the admission. “And now I’m here, and for the first time, I’ve got someone who isn’t afraid to hurt my feelings, to tell me how it really is.”

“Okay, I’m going to stop you right there, before you start blubbering again,” Angela said. “I love you. And I’m sorry that you’re hurt over this. But let me tell you something, I know from the look in your eyes that you’ve lived a rough life just like I have. Nothing has ever come easy. Nothing ever will. Do you understand?” She leveled her gaze with mine. “If it was easy, everyone would do it. If it was easy, you wouldn’t even bother with it, because it wouldn’t fuel you. Stop the pity party and listen to your heart,” she said, stabbing my chest with her pointer finger for good measure. “You know what to do. You just have to stop crying, put on your big girl panties, and do it.”

She arched a brow, waiting until I nodded, and then she reached over for the plate of sandwiches and handed me the top one.

“Eat. Think. Create,” she said, waving her hand over my canvas as she stood. “I’ll be in the living room if you need another pep talk.”

I chuckled. “Thanks, Ang.”

She smiled, letting the door close with a quiet click behind her, and then it was just me, a PB and J, and that damn blank canvas.

I sighed, taking my first bite as I stared at the white rectangle. I frowned as soon as I started chewing because the peanut butter wasn’t as sweet as I was used to, and the preserves were more runny than the jam I used back home. I smiled, thinking about the work Angela had gone through to get it, and how I never thought I’d ever have a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that tasted so different from the kind I was used to.

Who knew something so simple could even be this different?

I took another bite, and then I stopped mid-chew.

Wait.

My heart thundered in my chest in the most blissful way — the same way it always did when I was on the brink of inspiration.

Maybe that’s what was missing. Maybe it didn’t have to be some complicated work of art, but rather something simple, something familiar — but done in a way that made it feel new.

Professor Beneventi’s words floated back to me.

“You need to get out and live in order to understand the emotions you’re trying to create.”

My ears rang, vision black and dizzying as I thought through all the times in my life I’d played it safe, erred on the side of caution, put what I should do ahead of what I wanted to do. I thought of parties I’d skipped and concert tickets I’d declined, of food I’d stayed away from because of the calories it contained, or how I waited until I was twenty-one to have my first sip of alcohol. Moment after moment, memory after memory flashed through my mind, urging me to grab hold of that flicker of inspiration dancing inside me.

I can’t explain what came over me in that moment.

Looking back now, I wonder if it was destiny, or perhaps the most cosmically beautiful coincidence.

Whatever was responsible for the rush that washed over me, I dumped the half-eaten sandwich back on the plate, jumped up from the bed, and quickly changed into an earthy floral dress and threw my jean jacket on over it. I paired it with my favorite, white platform Sketchers, and threw my small leather backpack on, making sure it had my passport, visa, and cash inside.

I flew through the living room past a confused Angela, who asked me around a mouthful of peanut butter where I was going.

“I’m going out.”

“Out?” she mumbled. Then, after a swallow, she added, “You’re supposed to be working!”

“I am.”

“Where?”

“Don’t know,” I said with a grin, stopping in the kitchen to fill my water bottle and shove it in my bag.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I mean, I don’t know.” I laughed. “I’m going to walk out that door, and then I’m going to say yes to whatever comes my way. I’m not going to overthink anything or dig my heels in and tell myself all the reasons I couldn’t or shouldn’t do something. I’m just going to… live. To go where the wind blows me. To look at the world around me in a new way.”

Angela blinked a few times before she asked. “Are you high?”

I laughed again. “No. I’m inspired,” I said, stopping by the old couch long enough to kiss her cheek. “All thanks to you.”

“Well, wait, let me change and I’ll come with you.”

“No can do, roomie,” I said. “I’ve got to do this on my own.”

“I thought you said it was a yes night!”

“It is,” I threw behind me as I opened the front door. “As soon as I walk through this door.”

“That’s just cruel!” Angela crossed her arms on a huff, but then she smirked and added, “You’re lucky I love you. And that I’m on my period, so the thought of leaving this couch after the peanut butter expedition today makes me almost as whiny as the fact that Nia Long is straight.”

I barked out a laugh at that, doing a little spin to blow her a kiss before I shut the door behind me.

Then, I set out into the warm Florence air with inspiration crackling like a live wire under my skin. I knew that feeling well — it was a promise that something exciting and unforgettable was within reach, that I was on the cusp of a great adventure.

Or maybe it was just a warning in disguise.

A warning I didn’t heed.
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It was quiet when I shoved through the door of our dorm building and flew out onto the cobblestone street. This part of campus wasn’t a touristy location, but I could hear the distant hum just a few blocks away, the sound of laughter and glasses clinking and music filtering up through the air.

I took a deep breath, tucking my hands in the pockets of my jean jacket as I walked toward the noise. I literally had no idea where I was going, only that I wanted to walk around the city and take everything in.

It was just past seven, the sun making its slow and lazy descent over the city and casting golden rays of light between the buildings and through the trees. I let my eyes wander the length of each building as I passed it, let my soul fill up with the knowledge that I was perhaps walking in the same place Botticelli had when he was alive.

I smiled when a group of American girls around my age walked past, their arms linked together, each of them leaning in and giggling over something said in hushed voices. It was easy to tell they were from America from their lack of accent, and the fact that they looked like they walked right off the set of Clueless.

I absolutely loved their outfits — the plaid miniskirts and matching suit jackets, the over-the-knee white stockings, the adorable saddle shoes. It was a look I’d tried a time or two before realizing I just didn’t have the perk to go along with it.

Usually, I would duck my head and walk right by them, admiring silently.

Tonight, I decided to try something new.

“I love your outfits,” I said when they’d nearly passed.

Their laughs stopped instantly, and they all whipped around, confused at first before wide smiles split their faces.

“Oh my God, thank you!” the tallest of the bunch said.

“I love your jacket, too,” the one to her left added.

“Thanks,” I said as they giggled and waved goodbye to me, and then they were linked up again and on their way.

I smiled to myself as I walked the next block, and where my eyes had sort of lost focus on the cobblestone street, I suddenly looked up at a sign in Italian that I didn’t understand. But one look at the products in the window and I didn’t have to guess.

It was a leather shop.

I pushed inside the door, nodding at the older woman who greeted me when the bell chimed above my head to signal my entry. She was busy checking out another customer, so I let myself wander the outside edges of the shop.

Leather of all colors filled the wall, namely black and brown, but even some as bright as yellow and orange. There were purses and wallets, belts and backpacks, jackets and briefcases and everything in-between. Italy was known for its leather, and yet I hadn’t even so much as thought about shopping for anything while I was here.

When I hit the back of the store, I closed my eyes and inhaled, filling my chest with the distinct smell.

And when I opened my eyes again, I was face to face with Liam Benson.

The strangest squeaking sound yipped out of my throat as I jumped back and knocked right into a stand full of purses, which shook precariously before I ripped my hands out of my pockets to steady them.

“Well, hello there,” Liam said with a smirk. He had a melting scoop of gelato on top of the cone in his hand, and he dragged his tongue around the edges of it before grinning at me again. He wore his black leather jacket over a white Foo Fighters t-shirt, a studded belt around his waist, and olive-green cargo pants with entirely too many pockets.

His chestnut hair laid on top of his head in messy waves, curling around his ears, though the scruff on his chin did look like he’d trimmed it. And since he was practically standing on my toes, I could smell that he’d showered.

A rare occasion, I imagined.

I let out a breath, narrowing my eyes as I righted myself and the swaying purses. “Do you always sneak up on strangers in leather shops?”

“Do you always close your eyes and sniff like a creep in leather shops?” he shot back. “Besides, you’re not a stranger.”

“I might as well be. Excuse me,” I said, sliding past him. He didn’t budge, however, so every inch of me brushed against him as I wound my way out of the corner, careful not to disturb anymore merchandise.

“What are you shopping for?” Liam asked, right on my heels.

“Nothing.”

“Then what are you doing in here?”

“Nonya.”

He chuckled. “Clever. Almost got me with that one.”

I didn’t humor him with a response, just set my eyes on the exit and my focus on getting the hell away from the last person I wanted to see tonight. I was on a mission, and I needed to get away from him before he ruined it.

But he rounded a stand filled with leather pants and blocked the door. “Why do you hate me so much?”

I scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself. I barely know you exist, let alone care enough to hate you.”

“Ouch,” he said on a laugh, covering his heart and stumbling back a bit like I’d shot an arrow right through it. His gelato tipped dangerously with the move, but he caught it in time, licking the edges of it again before the sticky dessert met his hand. “So, I’m supposed to believe you look at everyone like that?”

“Like I’m annoyed that they’re blocking my exit from a leather shop? No. That one’s reserved for you.”

Liam smirked, pushing his back against the door until it opened and then holding it open for me. He gestured like he was a servant, and I was the queen, a dramatic bow that again had me in awe at the durability of his dessert.

I rolled my eyes as I walked through the door, thanking the cashier on my way out. I tucked my hands in the pocket of my jacket and set out in the same direction I’d been heading.

Liam fell into step right beside me.

“Can I help you with something?” I asked.

“Just tell me why you hate me, and I’ll leave you alone.”

“Again, I do not hate you,” I gritted through my teeth.

“You just can’t stand me?”

I huffed, pulling to a stop and facing him. “Look. I’m on an important mission tonight, and I don’t need you or anyone else ruining it, okay? I’m running out of time, and this is my last resort. I don’t hate you. I like you just fine. Does it annoy me that you literally wait until the final hour to complete your projects and get doted on by the professor? Yes,” I admitted. “But I don’t hate you because you’re talented. I envy that you can be so lazy and still so impressive.”

Liam’s eyebrow shot up, the corners of his mouth turning down like what I said was surprising and flattering in measure. “Wow. Lazily impressive. I like that. I need to add that to my business card.”

I frowned, taking in this version of him that I hadn’t seen yet. I just didn’t understand him. One second he was moody and broody in the dark corner of a bar, and the next he was licking a gelato cone like an eight-year-old and making jokes.

But I didn’t have time to figure him out. That wasn’t part of the plan.

I closed my eyes and forced a breath, and then the best smile I could manage. “Now, will you please leave me alone, as you promised?”

Liam licked his gelato, which was finally down to the cone now, and then took a big bite of said cone. He crunched on it for a long moment before he shrugged. “I will if you tell me where you’re going.”

I blinked, and then shook my head and turned my back on him to continue walking.

He jogged to catch up. “Come on. I’m bored. Humor me.”

“I’m not here to be your entertainment, Liam Benson.”

“Well, maybe I’m here to be yours, Harley Chambers.”

I faltered a little at the sound of my name on his lips, at the surprise I felt that he even knew my full name at all. But I held my steps steady, my back straight, eyes ahead.

“Come on. Is it some top-secret mission? Just tell me where you’re going.”

“I don’t know.”

“Ah, so it is a secret.”

“No,” I said, stopping again to face him. “I really don’t know. Okay? Now go away.”

“How do you not know where you’re going?”

I let out a frustrated growl, ripping my hands from my pockets and throwing them up in the air. “God, you are like a freaking mosquito!”

Liam grinned.

“I don’t know where I’m going because I walked out of my dorm with no plan other than to say yes to whatever comes my way tonight. Okay? I’ve got roughly four days to re-do my Venus assignment and so far, my canvas is still as blank as the stare you’re giving me right now. So, I’m walking around the city and looking at everything with new eyes. I’m trying to find inspiration. I’m trying to live a little like the professor said. Alright? There’s your answer.”

My chest was heaving, face hot as I stared back at Liam. He frowned a little when I finished, which made me let out a long sigh.

“I don’t expect you to understand. Especially since you are able to sneeze onto a canvas and create a masterpiece, apparently.”

The corner of his mouth lifted, and then his eyes flicked to my right hand.

Everything inside me froze, heart stopping in my chest before it kicked back to life with a thud. I flushed, shoving my right hand in my pocket as I tucked my hair behind my ear with the left.

“Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Hide your hand.”

My throat was the Sahara desert. I couldn’t answer if I wanted to.

When a moment passed without me saying a word, Liam looked to his left, then to his right, and then he shrugged on a long, dramatic breath. “Welp. That settles it.”

“Settles what.”

He took one last bite of his cone before chucking it in a nearby garbage can. “I’m going to be your Yes Guide tonight.”

“My… what?”

“Your Yes Guide. It’s like a tour guide, but with your special mission in mind. I’ll be the light that guides you on this quest.”

He held his hands out wide like he had been delivered straight from God.

And I snort-laughed right in his ridiculously smug face.

“Um. No.”

I turned before he could argue, but of course he jogged to catch up to me easily. “Hey, you can’t say that. It’s yes night, remember?”

“I can do whatever I want. It was my idea.”

“It was your idea, and your idea said the minute you walked out of your dorm room, you’d say yes to whatever came your way.” He jumped in front of my path, making me stop before I crashed into him. “And I just so happened to be right in your path. Don’t you think that means something?”

“Other than we were both coincidentally in the leather shop closest to campus? No.”

“Coincidence, or fate?” he combatted.

He stood there with that cocky grin of his, dark eyes shining in the glow of the setting sun. And I shook my head, staring at him like he had six arms and was wearing a tortoise shell instead of a leather jacket.

“Why are you doing this? Why would you want to hang out with me anyway?”

Liam shrugged. “Because I want to. And because, technically, you can’t say ‘yes’ if no one is asking you a question. Right?”

I pulled my mouth to the side, not responding because he did have a point — but not one I wanted to admit.

“I’ll take that silence as affirmation,” he said. “Now, stop breaking the rules of your own game and say yes.”

He held out his hand, and my eyes fell to it, to the lines that were etched in his palm, and the bones of each perfect, tan finger. I flicked my gaze up to him briefly before I stared at his hand once more.

“Come on,” he said, wiggling his fingers. “I promise, I won’t bite unless you ask me to.”

The corner of his mouth crooked up with the joke, but my mouth was as flat as my throat was dry. My heart raced like a lion closing in on her prey, confusion and curiosity battling for the reins.

And against every churn of my stomach and every warning bell whistling in my ears, I slipped my left hand into his and let Liam Benson lead the way.
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The Art of Saying Yes

 

I couldn’t quite put my finger on Liam Benson.

As he dragged me through the streets of Florence, he blabbered on a mile a minute, which was so different from the cool, calm, collected, and mysterious aura he usually gave off. I was so used to him sitting in the classroom all aloof, or hanging out in the back corner of a dark bar looking at unsuspecting female prey.

I was not used to listening to him talk about his favorite gelato spots in town, or seeing him walk with a little bounce in his step, or being close enough to smell his body wash.

And I was definitely not used to him holding my hand.

I expected him to drop it after we got going, but he held my hand for the next few blocks like it was the most natural thing in the world, using the connection to weave us through busier tourist areas and down quiet alleyways until we hit the Ponte Vecchio, an old medieval stone bridge lined with shops.

“Okay,” he said when we hit the cusp, releasing his grip.

I immediately tucked my now-free hand into my jacket pocket to match the other.

“First thing’s first — we need a camera to document the night.”

I shook my head automatically. “I hate pictures. Well, of me, anyway.”

Liam folded his arms and arched a brow. “I’m sorry, I think I misheard you. I said, ‘First thing’s first, we need a camera to document the night.’ To which, on this special occasion, you would respond with…”

He waved his hand in a gesture for me to finish the sentence, leaving his palm spread in front of me like I was going to pull the word out and set it on an invisible golden platter.

I fought the urge to grumble. “Yes.”

“There it is! Heard you loud and clear that time.”

Liam winked, nodding toward a small shop with a myriad of cameras, tripods, backpacks and other gadgets in the windows. He ducked in first and I followed, staying more toward the entryway as he waltzed right up to the young man behind the counter.

“Ciao! Parli inglese?”

The young man shook his head.

“Hmm,” Liam answered, tapping his chin as he looked around the shop. Then, he turned back to the cashier and made a gesture like he was holding a camera to his eye, taking a picture, and then throwing the camera away. “Disposable camera?”

The cashier cocked his head, trying to understand the gesture the second time around, but then he shrugged.

Liam sighed, looking around the shop, when a young woman approached from behind him and smiled, rattling something off to the cashier. I only caught one word, buttar, which made the clerk’s eyes light up with recognition.

He waved us to the back, and then to a small hidden endcap with disposable cameras.

“Perfecto!” Liam exclaimed, holding up his hand for a high five.

The clerk laughed and slapped his hand before leaving us alone, and Liam called up a thank you to the woman at the register, who waved and smiled at me in a knowing way.

I wanted to tell her she knew nothing at all about this situation, and neither did I.

“Okay,” Liam said, turning his attention to the shelf. He scanned his finger along until he found a Kodak Fun Saver. “This oughta do.”

He held it up and tapped it against his palm before leading us to the register, and then he grabbed two mood rings from a display there.

“These, too, please,” he said, and before I could even reach for my wallet in my backpack, he slid a ten-thousand lira note over to the clerk and we were out the door.

Liam opened the camera package as soon as we were outside, tossing the box in the trash and winding the wheel until the first picture was loaded up and ready to snap.

Then, without warning, he aimed that damn thing right at me and clicked before I could register what was happening.

“Hey!”

“Just testing to make sure it works,” Liam said with a grin, then he tucked the camera in his jacket pocket.

“And what about these?” I asked, holding up the two mood rings. “Think they work?”

“Let’s find out,” he said.

He took the larger of the two and slipped it on, reading the small piece of paper that came with it as he waited for the colors to change. I put mine on, too, and waited just the same.

“Apparently, I’m in an active mood,” he said, holding up his finger to illustrate the deep green shade his ring had turned.

“And I’m nervous,” I assessed, looking at the red on mine.

“Sounds pretty accurate.”

I laughed. “Yes, I guess so.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes.”

“Hey! You’re getting better at this.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Have you had lampredotto yet?”

“Lampra-what?”

Liam’s smile grew. “Come on, this way.”

I followed him through the crowd a few stores down, but stopped short when I saw a strong glow at the end of all the shops. When Liam halted at a food cart, I kept walking, not slowing my step until I stood at the edge of the bridge where it met the other side of the river.

The sun was making its final descent, a golden ball of fire sinking behind the hills in the distance. The sky lit up with every shade of yellow and orange imaginable, the soft blue of dusk sneaking in on its tail. Every color reflected in the river, shimmering and majestic, and it was all I could do to just stand there in awe as lights slowly flickered on and brought on the nighttime sparkle of Florence.

The air seemed aglow, like there were soul particles floating and catching every ray of light.

Liam came up beside me, his eyes scanning the scenery, too.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

Liam nodded, and while my eyes stayed forward, his turned to me. “Your painting was even better.”

I blinked before meeting his gaze. “Did you not hear Professor Beneventi?”

“I did. And I think he’s wrong.” Liam shrugged. “What you created was stunning. I would hang that in the most-visited room in my house, if I had one.”

I smirked, looking down at my feet as my cheeks flushed. “Even if it was predictable, as he said?”

“Even so.”

I glanced at him, and in the soft hue of the setting sun, his normally dark eyes took on an entirely new shade, the rim of his pupils highlighted in gold, the irises outlined in a rim of black.

Liam watched me for a long moment before he nodded back toward the way we came. “Come on. We can’t continue until you try this.”

I followed him back to the food cart, which was bustling, and when it was our turn, he ordered us two panini con lampredotto and a Coke to split.

The next thing I knew, I was holding a soft roll stuffed with some sort of thinly sliced meat that was roughly the size of my head, and was dripping more juice than the wrapper it came in could contain.

“Um. I think I’ll need some napkins,” I said, staring at the sandwich. It did smell divine, something spicy and herbal finding my nose as I stared at the beast and tried to figure out how best to attack it.

Liam grabbed a stack from the vendor, and then we took a seat at one of the small tables nearby with two metal chairs on either side.

“My mother would be horrified to see me even attempting to eat this without a fork and knife and napkin on my lap,” I commented, staring at the sandwich.

“Don’t think too much about it. You’re going to get messy,” Liam said, holding his own up to demonstrate. “Just open wide and go for it.”

He took a monstrous bite, the juices and some sort of salsa dripping down his chin as his eyes rolled back and he groaned his approval.

“Ohmahgah, issogoo.”

I chuckled, turning my attention back to the pile of meat sandwiched between two thick rolls in my hand. “Here goes nothing,” I said mostly to myself, and then I followed Liam’s lead and took a giant bite.

Flavor burst in my mouth, the tender meat juicy and delicious. Whatever spices they used gave it a hint of heat, but something else cooled it, leaving me with nothing but flavor.

And Liam snapped a picture before I had the chance to wipe the juices off my chin.

I smacked him with my mouth still full, and he barked out a laugh, putting the camera away and waiting for my verdict.

After I swallowed and took a sip of soda, I shook my head. “Wow. This is good. What is it?”

“Tastes like childhood, doesn’t it?” Liam asked, going after another bite.

I chuckled. “Well, my childhood was more baked salmon and roasted Brussel sprouts, but I get what you’re saying.”

“Where did you grow up?”

“Georgia. A little northwest of Savannah.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t live off barbecue and fried green tomatoes,” he said. “And that you don’t have more of an accent.”

“My mom does, but my dad moved to Georgia from Minnesota, so he’s got an entirely different way of speaking. I guess I kind of got a mix of the two. And I went to undergrad in Arizona, so I was exposed to all kinds of languages.” I paused. “I feel like I’m sort of like a sponge. When I’m around my mom, my accent is stronger. When I was at school, I sort of talked like whoever I was hanging with. It’s like I hear the accents and slang others use and pick up on it.”

“So you’ll be speaking Italian soon?”

“I wish,” I said on a snort, and then after another gargantuan bite was in my mouth, I nodded at Liam. “What about you? Where did you grow up?”

Liam stopped mid-bite, his face expressionless. “Connecticut,” he finally answered.

And that was all he answered.

“I’ve never been.”

Liam shrugged, finishing the last of his sandwich before he chucked the wrapping in the trash can. “Not much to see. I’m going to find a restroom. Be right back.”

He was up and halfway down the bridge before I could swallow and acknowledge his declaration, and I could sense the sour shift in his mood. I frowned, eating the rest of my sandwich and wondering if I’d said something wrong. But all I’d asked was where he was from, the same question he’d asked me.

I still hadn’t figured it out when Liam returned, but when he did, he wore a smile again, and it was as if the whole thing never happened.

“You finished?” he asked, nodding at what little was left of my sandwich.

“I think if I eat another bite, I’ll burst,” I said, patting my belly. I frowned. “You never did tell me what this is.”

Liam smirked. “Cow stomach.”

I blanched. “What?!”

He laughed, gathering my trash and throwing it away for me. “If I would have told you beforehand, you wouldn’t have tried it, would you?”

“Definitely not.”

“And did you like it?”

I sighed. “Yes. I did.”

“Don’t you love yes night?” Liam asked with a satisfied smile.

“Not as much as you love being right.”

“It really is my favorite thing.”

I stood on a chuckle, as ready as I could be for whatever came next. But before we could even take one step, an older man approached us.

“Excuse me,” he said in perfect English. “I’m sorry to interrupt, and this is going to sound strange, but… well… I bought tickets to the Dave Matthews concert at Tenax for me and my daughter. She’s your age,” he added with a smile. “Alas, she’s not feeling well and is recovering in our hotel. And if I’m being honest, this band isn’t really my taste of music.”

He smiled, shifting nervously.

“I was wondering if maybe you two would like the tickets? An unexpected date night, perhaps?”

“Oh, we’re not—” I tried to say, my cheeks aflame with the insinuation, but Liam interrupted my correction.

“How much?”

“I don’t expect you to pay for them,” the man said hurriedly. “I would just love them not to go to waste. And for someone who would enjoy the show to get to attend, as opposed to an old man stuck in the 70s.”

“Hey, that’s a great decade to be stuck in,” Liam joked. He looked at me then, arching a brow. “What do you say, babe? Up for a concert?”

I fought back a smile, shaking my head at how he was playing along like we were a couple. But then Liam gave me a look, the look, the one that said hey, it’s yes night, and if you want to loosen up and live a little, here’s your chance.

I smiled at him first and then at the older gentleman. “Absolutely. And thank you, this is so kind of you.”

The man beamed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out two tickets before handing them to Liam. “It’s my sincere pleasure. The show started about an hour ago, but there was an opener, I believe, and you know bands never start on time, anyway.”

“We’ll soak up whatever we can,” Liam assured him. “Thank you again.”

“You kids have fun,” the man said with a wave.

And then for good measure, Liam threw his arm around my shoulder and kissed my cheek. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go dance.”

The giggle that came from me was unlike any noise I’d ever made in my life. I wasn’t sure it belonged to me at all. But it wasn’t fake, and neither was the crimson flush that found my cheeks and neck once we waved goodbye to the man and turned to walk in the direction of the club.

“Yes night just got a whole lot more interesting,” Liam said when we were off the bridge, withdrawing his arm from around my shoulder and offering me a grin.

“Yeah,” I said on a breath, and when he looked away, my fingers traced the warm spot where his lips had pressed against my cheek. “It sure did.”
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I was a sweat-soaked mess by the time we left the Tenax club two hours later.

We’d crammed into the already-packed venue just as Dave Matthews was taking the stage, and to my horror, Liam had pushed us up to the very front, thanks mostly to him claiming to everyone we passed that we’d gone to the restroom and our friends were at the front.

Once we got past the grumbling concert-goers, we were close enough to the stage to see the setlist taped on the floor in front of each member of the band.

Time slipped away after that.

It was a blur of hands raised in the air, and hips swaying side to side, and the entire club filling up with the strong stench of marijuana. I sang along to the songs I knew, which was only a couple, since I hadn’t really heard of them before a year ago, and closed my eyes and listened closely to the ones I didn’t. They played a song off their not-yet-released album called “Crash Into Me” that I knew I’d have on replay once the CD was out.

At one point, I opened my eyes to find a smiling Liam holding a joint in front of my face.

I took a hit that made my eyes water and coughed as Liam laughed and coached me through my next one.

And then, for the first time in my life, I was high.

I was high at a Dave Matthews Band concert.

In Florence, Italy.

It had to be a dream. That was the only explanation. No way could I be toking up in a packed club in a foreign country with an equally foreign to me boy.

But the sweat dripping down the back of my neck and my heart pounding loud in my chest and the music thumping through my soul were all proof that it was real.

I soaked up every blissful drop.

When we spilled back out into the streets after the show, I gathered my long blonde hair in my left hand and held it off my neck, reveling in the feel of the breeze hitting my hot skin.

“That was so much fun!” I said when we had separated from most of the crowd.

Liam chuckled. “Are your ears ringing?”

I frowned, because I hadn’t realized they were until that very moment. “Yes, actually.” I blushed. “Oh God, did I just scream much louder than I needed to?”

“I think your family back in Georgia heard you.”

I smiled, closing my eyes for a brief moment as a sigh left me. “I love their music. Dave is amazing, but Carter…”

“The drummer gets your motor revving, huh?”

“You have no idea.”

“Should I go back and see if he feels the same?”

My eyes shot open to find Liam pointing a thumb over his shoulder, and the look on his face told me he was only twenty-percent joking.

“Don’t you dare!”

He threw his hands up in surrender before an easy smile found him and he slid his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket.

“What about you?” I asked, fanning the back of my neck. “Did you enjoy it? From the t-shirts you usually wear, I have a hunch you never would have purchased those tickets on your own.”

Liam grinned. “I can find appreciation for almost all music, but yeah… I usually tend to lean toward concerts with mosh pits.”

“I like Nirvana.”

He cocked a brow. “Do you now?”

I nodded. “Nevermind is one of the best albums of our generation.”

“Okay. Best song on the album — ‘Come as You Are’ or ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit?’”

“Neither. ‘Stay Away’ gets my vote.”

Liam’s mouth turned down, brows shooting up like he was surprised I knew that song at all, let alone that it was my favorite.

“What about you?”

His expression melted. “‘Breed.’”

“A banger.”

The corner of his lips twitched like he wanted to smile, but it slipped too quickly, the same way it had when I asked him where he was from earlier.

“You mosh?”

He lit up with a laugh at that. “Sometimes. Do you?”

I gave him a look and gestured to myself. “I think you know the answer to that.”

“I think so, too. Hey,” he said, eyes lighting up with a snap of his fingers. “Maybe we could add that to the list tonight.”

“I think you missed your chance. Concert’s over.”

Liam shrugged. “Never know what the night might bring.”

We walked along in a comfortable silence, each of us looking around at the old stone buildings as we passed.

“How old are you?” I asked.

Liam barked out a laugh. “That question been burning in your mind?”

“No,” I lied, flushing. “Okay, well, maybe. You just… you look…”

“Old?”

“No!” I said in horror, but relaxed a little when I saw he was smiling. “Just… older. Than everyone else in our class, at least.”

“I’m twenty-eight.”

I nodded. “I’m twenty-two.”

“I had a feeling.”

“How did you find out about this program?”

“I looked up study abroad programs.”

“What school do you go to?”

“I don’t.”

I frowned. “What do you mean, you don’t?”

“I mean, I don’t. Not anymore. I graduated from undergrad six years ago.”

“Is this for grad school?”

“Nope.”

“I don’t understand. If it’s not for school, then why are you here?”

“Same as you, I imagine. To paint.”

I opened my mouth to ask another question, but stopped short when Liam came to an abrupt halt in the street.

His eyes caught on something behind me, and I arched a brow, turning to see what it was. We were nestled between tall brick and stone buildings with moonlit vines crawling the walls, the street empty save for us, but there was the sound of soft music coming from the home we had stopped in front of.

Written in chalk on a faded blackboard sign was chicken-scratch handwriting that said, in both Italian and English, Students at work. Models welcome. Knock before entering.

I was already shaking my head when I turned back to face Liam, but before I could protest, he rounded me and knocked on the large wooden door.

“Liam!” I hissed.

The door cracked open at first before opening a bit wider and revealing a petite girl with overalls and pigtails. Her height and attire made her look like she was twelve, but the way her eyes crinkled at the edges told me she was at least in her thirties.

“Models?” she asked in a thick accent, pointing to the two of us.

Liam nodded at the same time I shook my head.

The girl smiled, then held up her hand. “Hand models. We need.”

And in that instant, all the blood drained from my face.

The ringing in my ears from the concert was nothing compared to the way they rang now. The pitch spiraled higher and higher until it was all I could hear, even though I saw Liam’s lips moving and the girl’s moving, in return.

Liam turned and said something to me, but all I could do was stare and try to take my next breath, which seemed to be lodged in an unreachable space. My lungs burned with the need for oxygen. My soul burned with the need for space.

I read Liam’s lips as he mouthed my name, worry etched in his brow, and then he said something to the girl before grabbing me by the arms and steering me away from the building. I couldn’t even feel his hands on me. Everything was numb.

It wasn’t until we were several feet away that a breath finally found me, and I gasped as if I’d been submerged under water, tearing away from Liam’s grasp. My back hit the brick wall and I slid down, the brick scraping my skin even through my jacket as I fell to a seated position before hugging my knees to my chest.

I didn’t realize I was shaking my head over and over, vigorously, until Liam set a gentle hand on my shoulder. That touch snapped me out of my haze, and when I looked at him, at his brows bent together with concern, I realized my cheeks were soaked with tears.

I blinked, reaching my left hand up to wipe my face quickly before I buried my face in shame. “I’m sorry, but I… I can’t…”

“I know,” Liam said simply.

He lowered himself down to sit in front of me, his worn combat boots lining up next to my sneakers on the cobblestone. I stared at our shoes as silence fell over us, my labored breathing slowly evening out, the ringing in my ears softening.

“Will you tell me what happened?” Liam asked after a moment. “To your hand.”

I inhaled, exhaled, blinked several times, and then peeled my right hand out from where I’d had it tucked around my knees.

It seemed impossible, how steady I held it between us knowing Liam was staring at it.

At the part of me I was so used to hiding.

“I was born like this,” I whispered.

Liam swallowed, his eyes flicking to me and then back to my hand as he reached out. “May I?”

I didn’t answer but to close my eyes, and I kept them closed even after I felt his hands on mine, his rough and calloused palms and long, cool fingers exploring the foreign map of my underdeveloped hand.

I focused on my breathing as he traced my palm, dragging his fingers up and over my own, with gentle care around the smaller, not-fully-formed ones between my thumb and pinky.

After a moment, I creaked one eye open and then the next, watching Liam’s careful concentration as he explored.

He was so handsome it hurt.

His hair was still damp from the concert, a few strands sticking to his neck and the side of his face while the dry ones fell in front of his eyes. Those eyes were as dark as ever, roaming every inch of my hand under furrowed brows. The street was dark, save for a few hanging street lamps, and they cast an overhead glow that played with the shadows on his cheeks and jaw.

I was so used to people looking at my hand with disgust, or pity, or at the very best, curiosity.

I’d never seen someone stare at it with reverence before, like it wasn’t something to be pitied at all.

Like it was beautiful.

“I stopped growing before my due date,” I said softly. “The doctors didn’t notice until it had been four weeks or so with no growth, and then they had to take me early. When they did, I was a little small but otherwise fine.” I paused. “At least, they thought I was, until they saw my hand.”

Liam’s eyes flicked to mine, holding my gaze briefly before he went back to inspecting my hand.

“When I was younger, I had to go to the doctor every six months to make sure it was growing, to do occupational therapy, to make sure everything was okay.” I breathed a laugh through my nose. “As if it was ever okay.”

Liam’s thumb drew a line across my palm, pinky to thumb, his mouth pulling to the side. After what felt like an eternity, he lifted his gaze to mine. “You don’t need to hide it the way you do.”

I snorted. “Are you kidding?” I pulled my hand from him and held my knees close again. “You don’t have to look at people’s faces when they see it.”

“Screw them,” he said, as if it were easy, as if it was the simplest notion to just ignore the way people stared at you.

I pulled my hand from where I’d tucked it away and rotated it in-between us, flexing my thumb and pinky as we both watched. “My entire life, I’ve been the girl with the deformed hand. No matter what I do despite it, that’s my identity. I’m not the girl with the big smile or the girl with the mole above her lip or the girl who wears the cool clothes or the girl who likes to paint. I’m just…” I sighed. “The girl with the hand.”

Liam watched me curiously when I looked beyond my hand to where he sat, his eyes flicking between mine. “I think we should go in there.”

I frowned, not understanding until he looked back at the door I’d just fled from.

I shook my head violently. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.”

Panic seeped into my bones again, but Liam lowered his gaze until it was level with mine, holding my attention in a calm gaze.

“I’ll be there with you,” he promised. “And if it’s too much at any time, just say the word and we’re gone. But I think you should try it. I think…” He paused for a moment, his eyes falling to my hand again. “I think if you want people to start seeing the real you, you’ve got to see her first. You have to accept and love your hand so that others can, too. And you have to see who you are despite it.” He shrugged. “Maybe you need a fresh look. To see it through someone else’s eyes.”

It sounded so sweet, so romantic, at the very base of what he was asking. But he couldn’t understand how weak even the thought of showing someone my hand made me feel, let alone making it the center of attention in a room full of artists.

“You don’t understand,” I whispered. “This is the most terrifying thing you could ever ask of me.”

“Tell you what. You do this, and afterward, I’ll do something that terrifies me, too.”

“I can’t think of anything that would scare you.”

His eyes met mine. “You’ll never find out, if you don’t jump first.”

“Why do I have to jump first?” I pouted.

Liam smirked. “Because it’s yes night, and it was all your idea to begin with.”

“Stupidest idea ever.” I sighed, looking at the chalkboard sign before I looked back at Liam. “If I say the word, we’re gone?”

“Without question.”

I nodded, chest tightening like an iron fist around my already-shallow lungs. But in the back of my mind, I heard Professor Beneventi urging me out of my comfort zone, and I heard dozens of voices whispering about my small hand, and I heard my innermost desire screaming for me to break free of the chains I’d somehow tangled myself in my entire life.

Maybe this was a chance to face this part of me I’d chosen to hide for far too long.

Maybe if I could face it, I could step out from under its shadow.

Maybe I would pass out in a room full of strangers.

There was only one way to find out.

After the most calming breath I could muster, I turned back to Liam and nodded.

He smiled. “Atta girl.”

He was on his feet in the next instant, his hand reaching down for mine. But when I reached up my left hand to take his, he shook his head, waving his fingers at the one braced on the ground.

My small hand.

He waited until I connected the dots, and when I extended my right hand in the air, he grabbed it gently and helped me stand. The smile he gave me was a confident one, one that told me he had me, that I could trust him, that there was nothing to worry about.

He kept my hand in his until we were once again knocking on that large, wooden door.

And I prayed he was right.




 

 

 

 


[image: ]



 

The Art of Vulnerability

 

What I assumed used to be a living room in this old house had been transformed into a studio, the walls lined with sketchbooks and anxious artists, while a model took up the space in the middle. It was warm, every neck beaded with sweat, but the windows were open, and a small fan ran in the corner of the room, providing a light breeze.

Liam spoke with the girl in the overalls who’d let us in, while I focused on the model in the middle of the room.

She was completely naked.

Lying on a burnt orange chaise, she had one hand draped overhead, and the other softly caressing her supple breast. Though it was hot, goosebumps pebbled her skin, and her smoky gray eyes were lost in space, focused somewhere in the distance.

She seemed to be living in her own little world, one where there weren’t a dozen pair of eyes cataloging her every feature.

“Ten minutes,” I heard the girl tell Liam. And then he pulled her a little away from me, whispering something in a hushed voice. I imagined he was telling her about my hand, about my insecurity, because she glanced over her shoulder at me with a reassuring smile before nodding at Liam that she understood.

Not too long after, the host announced in Italian first and then English that the time was up for this model, and that I would be the last one. With the help of a few of the male artists, the chaise was removed, the artists moved in closer, the center ring much smaller than it was before.

“This is Harley,” she said when the furniture was rearranged, smiling at me before she waved me to the center of the room. “Our hand model for this magical evening.”

All the artists in the room greeted me with warm smiles, and I tried to return them as I took my place in the center of the room. Instead of a chaise, there was a simple chair and a small table. I took a seat, closed my eyes, and then withdrew my hands from under the table.

I heard it, the brief silence followed by the soft vibration of everyone taking a breath at the same time when they saw my hand. Panic zipped up my spine, and when I tried to find Liam, he wasn’t standing where I’d left him. My breath came even shallower until I finally found him.

He was sitting at one of the artist stations with a sketchbook in front of him.

“I’m right here,” he mouthed, giving me a nod.

“Go ahead and take your posture,” the host instructed me. “Don’t force it, just do whatever comes natural.”

I inhaled, looking down at my hands before I closed my eyes and exhaled.

Relax, I told myself.

My rigid spine eased, my rib cage loosened its grip on my lungs, and then I sank a little deeper into my chair, crossing one leg over the other and propping my right elbow on the table. I rested my chin in the nook of my right hand then, the pinky and thumb framing my jaw, and my left one spread out on the tabletop as I found something to focus on.

My eyes landed right on Liam.

In the next instant, the room came alive with the sound of pages turning, pencils sharpening, chairs scraping against the hardwood floor as the artists got situated. The host turned up the volume on the record player in the corner, and then the room filled with the sounds of classical music, sweet and calming.

I felt all the eyes in the room on me like hot coals, and the urge to wiggle away from the burn was so strong I didn’t know if I could fight it. But anytime I’d start to feel like it was too much, Liam’s eyes would flick up from his sketch to me, and he’d hold my gaze until I felt calm again.

It’s like he knew without me even saying a word.

I found myself committing this image to memory — the high ceilings of the house, the antique chandelier hanging above us, the flicker of the candles around the room, the deep browns and reds that made up the interior.

Most of all, the way Liam’s eyes peered over the top of his sketchbook and into mine.

Strands of his chestnut hair framed those dark eyes, and they disappeared only brief moments at a time to look down at his sketch before they were on me once more. His lips were relaxed, but every now and then, he’d chew his bottom one — usually when he was erasing something in his drawing.

I cataloged every feature as I stared at him, as much the artist as I was the model. I knew the moment I was alone, I’d paint this. I’d paint the candle flames dancing behind him, the shadows covering his face, his damp hair falling in front of his eyes, the stark lines of his jaw and his nose, the intricate stubble on his chin.

The more I focused on how I would paint him, the less I cared that everyone in the room was drawing me. It was almost a meditative state, an out-of-body experience, and before I knew it, the host lowered the music gently, waking us all from the spell as we blinked and stretched and looked around at each other with sleepy, satisfied smiles.

“Thank you for your time this evening, artists,” the young woman said, and then she turned to me with her hands clasped at her chest. “And a special thank you to our model.”

I nodded with a flush as a round of light applause filled the room, and then I beelined for Liam, rounding his station to see what he’d drawn before he could think to hide it.

My entire body froze when I saw it.

The girl he sketched couldn’t have possibly been me. Her eyes were strikingly beautiful, the kind that stare straight into your soul and see you for exactly who you are, no matter how you try to hide. He’d sketched my lashes long and dark, my nose perfectly symmetrical, and he’d even carefully drawn the mole above the left side of my mouth. My hair was thick and lush, cascading over one shoulder, and though I still wore my jacket over my dress, he’d sketched me in a spaghetti strap top that accented my collarbones, the deep V of it hinting at modest cleavage.

And then there was my hand.

The detail in which he’d captured each finger was incredible. From the fingernail of my pinky where it framed my chin, to the delicate bones of my wrist and the lines where my thumb bent — it was exquisite.

To top it all off, he hadn’t just sketched me sitting in a dimly lit house in Italy. He’d sketched me in a field of flowers, a dense forest behind me, wings spreading from my back, and a crown of thorns and flowers on my head as if I were a fairy queen.

“Do you like it?” he asked in a hushed voice.

I touched my lips with my cold fingertips, eyes still scanning the picture. When I first saw it, I couldn’t see myself at all. But now, all I could see was the most accurate depiction of me I’d ever witnessed — even more so than any photograph I’d ever been the focus of.

Tears welled in my eyes, but not because I was sad, or panicked, or ashamed.

Because for the first time in my entire life, I felt desirable.

I swallowed, blinking out of my daze before I met his dark eyes with mine. “I love it.”

The corner of his lips tugged up just a notch, and he reached forward, carefully ripping the page from the sketchbook and rolling it up before he tucked it inside his jacket.

“Come on,” he said as he stood. “On to the next adventure.”
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The city of Florence pulsed on when we were inside that quiet, calm house, which threw me off when we made our way back toward the bridge and saw restaurants and bars still bustling. The busses had stopped running, so we’d been walking for quite a while, and I knew it was after midnight now, though I couldn’t be sure exactly what time. Still, the city was alive with laughter and music.

“Oh my God,” I said as we walked past one of the street vendors packing away her cart. “I’ve always wanted one of those. Is that weird?”

Liam smirked at the sight of the necklaces hanging from the top of the rack, each with a piece of rice inside. “So, get one.”

I shook my head. “Oh, she’s packing up, it’s ok—”

“Excuse me, miss?” Liam asked, bypassing me to greet the woman packing away her necklaces. He pointed at the ones still hanging. “May we?”

The woman smiled and nodded but continued putting things away as Liam waved me over to get a closer look.

“Who knew yes night would make us so obnoxious?” I murmured under my breath.

“If we were that much of a bother, she would have turned us away. Money is money, no matter what time of night. Now,” he said, reaching out to hold one of the necklaces between his fingertips. “Which one?”

The necklaces were simple — black cotton or silver chains, each with blown glass tubes filled with water and a solo piece of rice floating inside. Some were just plain tubes. Some were framed with a few beads on either side. And some had glass blown into different shapes and colors — everything from bright yellow smiley faces and yin and yang symbols, to roses and dolphins and more.

My eyes caught on one with a deep navy-blue mushroom head peppered with lime green spots, and I plucked it from the cart, holding it up with a grin at Liam.

He chuckled like my choice surprised him, and then he trailed his fingers along the line of necklaces until he found one with a smiley face almost like the one Nirvana used as their logo, with the exed-out eyes and tongue sticking out. It looked like a little kid’s sloppy attempt at copying it, which I almost loved more than the original.

Liam took the one I’d picked and handed both to the vendor, who smiled and scooted her seat up to a small folding table with a light, various bags of rice, and colored pens.

“Name?” she asked me first.

“Harley. H-a-r-l-e-y.”

She nodded, and with tiny, precise handwriting, she inscribed my name on a piece of rice before tucking it in the necklace I’d chosen and filling it with some type of oil. She glued the top on before handing it back to me and telling me to be careful with it.

Liam grabbed it out of my hands, instructing me to turn around so he could put it on me. As I did, she asked him what name he wanted on his.

“The same, please. Harley.”

I stilled where I was scooping my hair off my neck, my next breath lodged in my throat, but Liam put the necklace around my neck and fastened it at the back without so much as a pause or look in my direction. When it was on, I let my hair fall again, peeking at him from over my shoulder.

Did he just get my name on a necklace?

On his necklace?

A few moments later, and Liam was handing me his new jewelry and turning around so I could put it on him. I had to step on my tiptoes, and even then struggled a bit, but I got it on, and then he looked down and framed the little tube with his finger and thumb.

“Cool,” he said simply. He pulled out his money before I had the chance, and then we were on our way again — but not before he pulled out the camera and snapped a picture of us with our new necklaces.

“You know, I haven’t paid for a single thing tonight,” I remarked as he put the camera away. “That’s not very fair, considering this was all my idea.”

“Well, I’m getting hungry. Care to buy our midnight snack?” He frowned. “Or after midnight. What time is it, anyway?”

I glanced around for a clock, and when I didn’t find anything, I paused mid-step to ask a table of girls sitting outside a bar.

“Excuse me, do you have the time?”

They looked at me confused, one arching a brow at the other before she shook her head. “No English.”

“Oh.” I shook my head. “Of course. Um…” I tapped my wrist as if I had a watch on. “Time?” Then, I saw the smaller of the two had on a watch, and I pointed to it next.

“Oh!” she said as recognition hit, and then rather than trying to read it to me, she stuck her arm out for me to read on my own.

“Grazi,” I said, waving, and then I turned to Liam. “One thirty.”

“Ah, the night is young!”

I chuckled, tucking my hair behind my ear as we stood there in the middle of the street. I wanted so badly to ask him about his drawing. I wanted even more so to ask him why the hell he got my name on a necklace. Instead, I just waited for his next move.

“Do you hear that?”

I froze. “What?”

“The song.”

I strained to hear what was coming from down the street somewhere. “Is that… Mariah Carey?”

Liam started walking in the direction of the sound, and the longer we walked, the louder it got, until we were standing outside a dimly lit bar across from the Pitti Palace.

A set of street performers stood near the entrance, one with a guitar and the other with a cajón, and sure enough, they were playing a unique version of ‘Fantasy’ in very broken English.

Liam and I joined the small crowd around them, and I sang along and bopped my head to the rendition.

When they finished and asked if the crowd had any requests, Liam arched a brow at me. “Do you really want to mosh? I can see if they know any Pearl Jam.”

I barked out a laugh. “Well, since I can’t say no tonight, yes. But only if they know a Pearl Jam song.”

Liam dug in his pocket and fished out a two-thousand lira note, laying it in the guitar case at the performers’ feet before he asked them so quietly I couldn’t hear. They shook their heads apologetically and offered something else, to which Liam nodded, and as he walked back to me, they began playing ‘Tears in Heaven’ by Eric Clapton.

“Can’t exactly mosh to this,” he said when he made it back. “You got lucky.”

I chuckled, folding my arms over my chest as a cool breeze blew over us. We stood there for a long moment, just watching each other, and I could feel goodbye close enough to touch.

But I didn’t want to say goodnight.

Not yet.

“You haven’t held up on your end of the deal, you know. About doing something that terrifies you.”

Liam sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets as he looked down the street instead of at me. “And you haven’t forgotten, huh?”

“Nope.”

“Well, a deal’s a deal,” he said, and then he reached out a hand for mine. “Come on. We need provisions. Let’s see what we can find that’s still open.”

“What are we shopping for, exactly?”

“You’ll see.”
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The Art of Jumping In

 

There’s something sort of magically eerie about being in a park after midnight.

Parco delle Cascine is usually bustling with both tourists and locals, the lush, green, riverside park filled with bicycles and skateboards and picnic blankets and artists. I’d stumbled upon soccer games being played in the meadows, and markets lining the shady walkways. I’d set up my canvas to paint here when I’d first arrived and sat on a bench to watch the sun set over the city.

But in the moonlight, the trees swayed with whispered promises of discovery, and it felt like stepping into a fairytale book.

We didn’t pass a single soul as we strolled along the tree-lined path, and Liam didn’t say a word. He hadn’t said much at all since I reminded him he had to hold up his end of the bargain, other than to barter with the few restaurants still open to sell us a bottle of wine, along with a small selection of cheese, meats, and fruits.

It was somewhat dizzying, the way he volleyed back and forth between one mood and then the other so easily.

He carried the food in a brown paper bag, rolled three times and hanging from his left hand, and the bottle of wine by the neck in his right. I still had no idea what we were doing here, or what it had to do with doing something that terrified him, but I didn’t ask questions. I just followed his lead until we were sitting on the grass embankment overlooking the Arno River.

We didn’t have a blanket, so as soon as we sat down, the wet grass soaked through my dress. But it was a warm-enough night that I didn’t mind. In fact, it was oddly pleasant, as if sitting on a blanket would have separated me from the park, but lying in the grass made me a part of it.

I was one with the quiet current of the river, and the rustling leaves of the trees, and the cool, damp blades of grass.

“So, are you afraid of parks at night?” I asked as Liam used a gadget on his keychain to open the bottle of wine. We didn’t have glasses, so he took the first swig before handing the bottle to me.

He didn’t share in the smile I wore after the joke. In fact, he looked somber and lost in thought as he balanced his elbows on his knees, his eyes on the moonlit river.

“I promised you I’d do something that terrified me,” he said. “And what terrifies me most is talking about my past.”

Liam sucked up all the air in the park with that admission. The wind stilled, the distant noises of insects and birds faded away, and even the river calmed its current. It was as if the flora and fauna quieted and leaned in to listen, all eager to hear what he would say next.

“To use a tired and worn-out phrase, I had it all,” he said after a long pause, his eyes still fixed on the river. “And by that, I mean everything society told me I should want, that I should work for — I had. I was president of my fraternity at the University of Connecticut, landed an internship at a prestigious law firm the summer before my senior year, graduated with honors and was accepted into law school well before I walked the stage for undergrad. My parents were proud. I was proud.” He swallowed. “And the icing on the cake was Julie.”

Just saying her name made his voice catch, and he shook his head, clearing his throat before he turned to me and reached for the wine bottle hanging loosely from my left hand. I passed it over, hugging my knees as I waited for him to continue.

Neither of us reached for the food.

“I met her sophomore year. She was the fraternity sweetheart, and the most beautiful girl on campus. But she was more than that,” he said quickly. “She was smart, and driven, and witty. She could charm an entire room no matter what the occasion.” He paused. “I asked her to marry me as soon as we graduated, and she said yes.”

My heart thumped loudly in my chest, in my ears, warning me that no matter where the story went from here, it would take a dark turn. Because there was no ring on Liam’s finger, and from his activities in Florence this summer, I knew he wasn’t still engaged.

And he certainly wasn’t married.

“We took a year to plan the wedding. Well, Julie did the planning. I just said yes, dear to whatever she wanted,” he said, the corner of his mouth crooking up at the memory. “I was focused on law school, anyway — studying, interning, networking. So between cake tastings and registry shopping, I worked my ass off and aced my first year.” He chuckled. “Dad was so proud, he offered to put a down payment on a new house for me and Julie after the wedding.”

My throat was thick with anticipation as I watched him and he watched the river, the steep line of his nose and sharp angles of his jaw illuminated by the moon.

“That year of my life passed in the blink of an eye,” he said. “And everything was perfect.”

Liam fell silent for so long, I wondered if that was the end of the story, if that was all he was going to tell me, before he shook his head and took a long pull of wine. He stared at the bottle hanging in his hands between his knees before he glanced over at me.

“I’ve never told this to anyone,” he said softly. “No one who wasn’t a part of it, anyway. Who wasn’t there when it all happened.”

“You don’t have to tell me. If it’s too hard.”

“No,” he said quickly. “A deal is a deal. I know that was far from easy for you back there,” he added, nodding toward the city. “If you can do that, I can face my demons.”

“I just had to sit there, though. I didn’t have to speak.”

“You had to put the most vulnerable part of yourself on display,” he amended, his eyes catching mine. “Don’t diminish what a big deal that was.”

I nodded, falling quiet again as Liam cracked his neck and looked out over the river.

“My little brother, James, was my best man. He’s four years younger than me, so he wasn’t even old enough to drink at the time, but I made sure he knew he was expected to throw me an epic bachelor party. I wanted to golf all day and party all night. I wanted expensive steak, and even more expensive strippers. And even though it wasn’t his style, James came through and delivered on everything. A week before the wedding, he rented a limo for the day, and we all piled in and had the best time of our lives doing everything on my list.”

Liam swiped his hand over his face, gripping his jaw tight and shaking his head over and over. It took everything I had not to speak as the silence stretched longer and longer, but I knew just from watching him that it was difficult to speak about. So, I gave him the space to feel through it at his own pace.

“It was late when we wrapped up,” he said after a long while, his voice as unsteady as his breath. “Half of the guys were passed out in the limo, the other half were drinking and carrying on like the night had just begun. It was a great group, the bachelor party. My dad was there, and Julie’s dad, too. My brother and her brother. My three closest friends from UConn.”

He paused, rolling his lips together as his gaze fell between his knees.

“I remember looking around that limo and thinking how lucky I was. I was studying at my dream school, preparing for my dream job, days away from marrying my dream girl, and weeks away from buying my dream house. I’d made my dad proud. My little brother looked up to me. All my friends thought I had it made, and I did. I really did.”

Liam ran a hand back through his hair, blowing out a breath.

“I was sitting at the head of the limo, closest to where the driver was, just looking around at all these guys who meant so much to me. They were all there to celebrate me, to share in this huge life milestone. I’d thought about it so many times, what my bachelor party would be like, and here it was coming to a close. I was on a high. It was the best night of my life.”

He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, and in the moonlight, I saw his eyes gloss over, his next words strained with emotion.

“I was looking directly across the limo at where my little brother sat, half-asleep, with a lazy smile on his face as he tried to stay up. I remember I was about to call out something to him about not falling asleep. And I remember Dad was telling a golf story to Julie’s dad, and Julie’s brother was laughing about something with my fraternity brothers. I can see everything about that moment like it was frozen in time, like it was the longest split second of my life…” He swallowed. “And in the next instant, we were hit.”

My heart stopped in my chest, blood running cold.

“A drunk driver T-boned us,” he explained further, and every word seemed to burn him from the inside out. He spoke slower and slower, each syllable riding out on a shaky breath. “I must have closed my eyes because all I remember is being thrown around like a rag doll. It felt like hitting the biggest pothole to ever exist. I couldn’t control anything. We were all at the mercy of gravity because not a single one of us was wearing a seatbelt. Something hit my head and then… there was nothing. It was just black and silent. I thought I was dead.” He swallowed. “And when I woke up in the hospital, I wished I was dead. But the truth was much worse.” He turned, eyes meeting mine. “I was the only one who survived.”

I closed my eyes, releasing two silent tears down each cheek as I did. I didn’t realize my eyes had glossed over the more he spoke, but the emotion was too much to hold back.

“God, Liam. I’m… I don’t even know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say,” he said, and when I opened my eyes again, I found him staring out over the river. “I realized then what a fucking sham life is. All of it. You think you know what you want. You think you know what’s important. You think you’ve got it all and then wham,” he said, illustrating with a clap of his hands. “In an instant, all that shit is gone.”

“What happened next?”

“I fell apart.”

He said the words simply, matter-of-factly, like the answer was obvious.

“I was alive, medically speaking, but I was completely dead inside. I didn’t speak. I didn’t eat. I couldn’t look Julie in the eye when she showed up at the hospital. And when my mom came…” He shook his head. “It was all I could do not to launch myself out of the hospital window and end it all. I was still numb when they released me, and everyone was waiting on me, everyone needed something. We needed to reschedule the wedding. We needed to plan services. We needed to do so fucking much and I just… I couldn’t handle it.” He swallowed. “I left.”

“You… left?”

He nodded, his eyes distant. “I asked Mom to cash out my trust. It nearly broke her heart when I did because she knew, she knew something was off, that I was about to do something drastic. But I think she also knew I couldn’t stay.”

My heart broke for the woman I didn’t know, for the pain she must have experienced losing her husband and youngest son to death, only to lose her other son soon after.

“I know now, looking back, that I should have stayed. I should have been there — for my mom and for Julie. I should have been a man. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t deal with it, any of it. I couldn’t look at Julie without feeling responsible for killing her dad and her brother. I couldn’t look at my mom without feeling like she blamed me for it all. I couldn’t admit that I was the reason she no longer had a husband or her youngest son. I couldn’t face the families of my best friends to tell them their beloved sons had died partying — because of me.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I said hurriedly, reaching over to squeeze his arm.

I didn’t even realize until I did it that I reached with my right hand.

“Maybe not,” he said with a shrug. “But maybe so. You could argue both ways, I guess. Regardless, I couldn’t face it. Any of it. So, I left. I left Julie, and I left my mom, and I left school and our apartment and every materialistic possession I owned. I just… left.” He swallowed, his eyes meeting mine. “And I haven’t been back since.”

He looked down at where my hand was on his arm, and I withdrew it instinctively, wrapping my arms around my knees again.

“You never went back?”

“Never.”

“Do you talk to her?” I asked. “To Julie?”

“No. She hates me now,” he said. “Mom disowns me. I don’t blame either of them.” He swallowed. “I left them there to deal with all of it — the funerals and the pain, not just of losing fathers and brothers and friends, but for Julie, losing her very much alive fiancé, too.”

I frowned, looking down at the grass as my stomach roiled violently. I didn’t even know Julie, but I felt so sorry for her and what happened that a fresh wave of tears built in my eyes.

“And as much as I hate it,” Liam continued. “I know even if I could go back, I would have done the same thing again. Because I wasn’t the same after the accident. I wasn’t going to be able to just go back to work, and marry Julie, and be a good husband and son and employee and maybe a dad. I may have survived physically,” he said. “But mentally, everything shifted. The old Liam Benson died in that crash. I couldn’t be what any of them wanted me or needed me to be.”

“So, you left.”

“So, I left.”

I sucked in a long breath, blew it out just as slowly, and let my eyes wander over the moonlit river as I digested everything he’d told me. Part of me wanted to cry. Part of me wanted to scream at him for being so selfish. Part of me wanted to hold him and say I understood.

I knew what it felt like, to want to run away from it all and start over.

I just didn’t have the same choice.

“Have you ever heard of Antaeus?” I asked after a while.

Liam shook his head.

“He was a giant, son of Poseidon, god of the sea, and Gaea, goddess of the earth,” I explained. “When he would meet a foe in battle, any time they threw him to the ground, he got stronger. Because the earth was his mother. It renewed his strength.” I met his eyes. “I know it may not feel like it right now, but just because you were thrown down doesn’t mean life is over. Maybe it’ll make you stronger.”

“That’s an awful optimistic way to look at things.”

I shrugged. “Gotta have hope in something, right?”

His subtle laugh through his nose told me he thought otherwise. “What do you have hope in?”

“That I can be a successful artist,” I answered easily, holding up my right hand. “Despite all the people in life who tell me otherwise.”

“Is that what your parents tell you?”

I swallowed. “They love me, and they want to support me… but they worry. I think they always had this picture for me, before I was even conceived, you know? They pictured their life with kids and had a vision in mind. And I… well,” I held up my right hand. “I don’t fit it.”

“You can do whatever you want to do.”

“I know,” I said, though part of me wondered after my first two assignments here in Florence. I pushed those doubts down, though, focusing on the moment. “And what do you want to do now?” I asked. “You said you couldn’t be what they wanted or needed you to be… what do you want to be?”

“Nothing.”

I frowned. “You can’t want to be nothing. You have to want something.”

“Well, I don’t.”

“You’re in a three-month intensive art program in Florence,” I reminded him. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to do something with your art.”

“Why do I have to want to do something with it, other than simply create it?”

I shook my head. “You don’t want to get paid for your work? Make a living from it? Be known for it? See your paintings in museums, or homes, or city centers or… or…” I waved my hand around. “Anything?”

“No.”

“No?” I asked incredulously. “Then, why are you here?”

He shrugged. “Because right now, I like to paint.”

I blinked.

“It’s not always about trying to get somewhere or be something. Not for me. Not anymore.” He swallowed. “I did that once, and I found out the hard way how fast it can all go, and how you can lose everything about yourself if you tie everything up in these future dreams.”

Liam stood, brushing off his pants.

“Everyone thinks if they achieve this or that, then they’ll be happy. Then they can start living. But what they fail to see is that this is it.” He bent down and thumped the ground before raising both hands up to the sky. “This is life. It’s happening right now. And if you don’t stop and soak it in, you’ll miss it.”

Before I could reply, Liam shrugged out of his leather jacket and then reached back behind his neck to tug his t-shirt off next. He was already unbuckling his belt when I scrambled to my feet.

“What are you doing?” I asked in a hushed voice, looking around as if we were in a crowded building as opposed to completely alone in a dark park.

“I’m jumping in,” he said, nodding toward the river. “How about you?”

He started off toward the river, leaving a trail of boots and clothing behind him until he splashed into the water. It was a steep decline off the embankment, and within four steps, he was up to his chest.

“I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to swim in there!” I hissed, still looking around like we might be caught and arrested.

“Come on, Harley Chambers. We’ve both faced fears tonight,” he called. “Why not break a few rules while we’re at it?”

I crossed my arms and shook my head.

Liam smirked. “That’s not how you say yes.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but stopped short when Liam arched a challenging brow.

I growled. “You are so frustrating!”

“Say that to my face.”

I narrowed my eyes at his stupid smirk before looking up at the sky, letting out a long huff. With a grumble, I tore off my jacket and left it in the grass. I kept my dress on, though, and walked to the water’s edge, dipping one toe in.

“It’s cold!”

“It’s not that bad. Come on,” he said, reaching a hand out for me. “Jump in.”

The way his dark eyes sparkled in the moonlight was dangerous. They were mesmerizing, hypnotic, intoxicating. He watched me with that crooked smile, and his hand extended, a dare in his gaze that seemed much deeper than just asking me to jump in the Arno River.

And maybe it was the thrill of yes night buzzing through me. Maybe it was the invincible feeling that sprang from doing something that scared me to my very core. Or maybe it was the exhilarating rush that came from knowing this peculiar boy had told me something he’d never told anyone else, that he’d let me in on the most private, most vulnerable part of who he was.

Something ignited in me standing on that riverbank, like a match falling onto a gasoline-soaked forest floor.

With a breath and a squeal, I launched myself into the cold river.

I jumped in with Liam Benson.

If only I had known just how deep that boy’s water was.
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My dress clung to me as we walked the narrow streets that led back to the dorm buildings, water dripping down my shins and ankles as the sun spread its first rays out over the city. The last couple hours had been the quietest, but now, slowly, the city stirred again, merchants and tourists alike waking to embrace the new day.

I felt like a zombie, my body moving without my brain telling it to. I was half-asleep and yet had the jitters like I’d just chugged a pot of coffee. I watched the city wake through bleary eyes, but I smiled despite the exhaustion from a night I knew I’d never forget.

Already, my fingers were itching to paint.

When we made it to the dorm building, I folded my hands together at my waist, ready to say goodnight. Or rather, good morning. But when I turned, I found Liam watching me under wet strands of messy hair, his jaw set, eyes flicking between mine.

He didn’t look ready to say goodnight.

And suddenly I didn’t want to say it, either.

“Thank you,” I said. “For tonight.”

He nodded, stepping a little closer, a little too close for me to breathe properly.

“Invite me up to your dorm,” he said, voice just above a whisper.

I didn’t know if it was still technically yes night, but this time, I said it because I wanted to.

“Yes.”

My hands shook as we walked the winding stairs up to my and Angela’s dorm, and even more so when I stuck the key in the lock and turned, inviting him in.

Liam stood at the entryway, peeling off his jacket and boots and setting them to the side before his eyes wandered the space.

“Cool couch,” he said after a while.

I snorted. “That couch is many things, but cool isn’t one of them.”

Liam offered a smile, and then he stood there with his hands in his pockets, waiting.

And I had no idea what to say or do.

“Um… do you want to shower?” I asked, tucking my hair behind my ear.

“Probably not a bad idea.”

I led him down the hall to the bathroom I shared with Angela, careful to be quiet when we passed her room. I grabbed a towel from under the sink and set it on top of the toilet.

“Left is hot, right is cold,” I told him, pointing to the knob in the shower. “But don’t turn it too far left, or you’ll lose all the hot water in three minutes. Lukewarm is the aim.”

Liam nodded, but when I went to turn and leave him, his hand slipped into the crook of my elbow.

The touch was subtle and soft, gentle — but so steadfast and confident it stopped me in my tracks. My inhale caught in my chest, and when I looked up into his dark eyes, I thought I’d never find a full breath again.

“Aren’t you going to shower, too?”

I blanched. “You want to… shower… together?”

He shrugged, as if it wasn’t even close to preposterous to suggest. “If the hot water is finicky, better not waste it, right?”

Before I could respond, he bent to turn on the water, testing the temperature before he pulled the chain that made the water reroute up through the shower head.

Then, he looked at me again, and with his eyes locked on mine, he stripped his shirt off, unbuckled his belt, and let his jeans fall into a heap at his ankles.

I couldn’t hide how labored my breaths were now, my chest heaving with effort to bring oxygen to my lungs. Liam noticed, too, and he stepped into me, framing my arms with his hands. He held me there until my breathing steadied, his eyes searching mine, and then slowly, his hands moved to bunch the fabric of my dress at my waist.

“Are you okay?” he whispered.

I nodded, and he bunched the fabric a little more, exposing my skin to the warm steam now circling the bathroom.

I clamped my hands over his when he pulled my dress up over my panty line, and he paused, holding my gaze and not moving another inch. I trembled, but then took over where he’d started, peeling my wet dress up overhead and letting it fall next to his jeans.

It was a spaghetti strap dress, so I hadn’t had on a bra underneath, which meant I was standing in a tiny bathroom with Liam Benson in nothing but a pair of cotton panties.

And he was in nothing but a pair of briefs.

His Adam’s apple bobbed hard in his throat, and his eyes flicked down over my exposed breasts, my navel, the space between my thighs before he found my gaze again. I wanted to do the same, to let my eyes wander the length of his body, but I couldn’t. I just kept my eyes on his and tried my best to keep oxygen flowing.

Liam’s eyes didn’t move from mine as he bent slightly, grabbing the hem of his briefs, and then with a swift pull, they were at his ankles. He stepped out, and I didn’t have to look down to see the length that sprang free.

I swallowed.

His eyes searched mine before he turned, stepping into the shower and giving me privacy to strip off my panties. Alarms rang in my ears as I did, but I didn’t stop to listen to them. I ignored every part of my body and brain that wanted me to resist, and completely surrendered to the adrenaline running through my veins.

When I was nude, I stepped into the shower with Liam. The warm water sprayed overhead, soaking my hair and falling in rivulets down the length of me. Liam swallowed at the sight, and finally, I let my eyes drop to take in the full view of him, too.

His body was lean and toned, his abdomen lined with ridges and valleys that the water cascaded over like it was its natural habitat. Dark hair curled on his chest and ran along the center of his abs, trailing all the way down between his legs. My eyes caught on the veins lining his arms, the deep V where his lower abdomen met his thighs, the soft, dark hair that dusted his pelvis, and finally, on his hard, wet member.

My next exhale shook through my chest, and I ripped my gaze up to find him staring at me, his breathing just as shallow as mine.

Liam stepped closer to me, until we were both under the showerhead, and his hands reached out ever so slowly until his fingertips grazed my hips.

I shuddered at the touch, a foreign wave of lust washing over me. I’d only been intimate with one other man in my life, a boy I dated for a year in undergrad, and he had been just as clumsy and inexperienced as I was.

But the way Liam held me, the way he stared down at me over the bridge of his nose like he was a hungry beast, and I was his next meal, made me tremble with a mixture of want and fear.

“Harley?”

“Yes?” I whispered.

“Can I kiss you?”

“Yes.”

Liam smirked, and I almost shied away from embarrassment, but he tilted my chin until I had no choice but to look into his eyes. Those dark embers stared into the very depths of me; then, his gaze fell to my lips, and on the next exhale, he closed the gap between us.

My eyelids fluttered shut at the touch, at the feel of his warm, wet, soft lips meeting mine. Chills ripped through me, all the way down to my toes, so fierce I would have sworn that the water ran cold the moment Liam touched me.

He kissed me soft at first, hesitant, as if he was waiting for me to pull away. When I didn’t, he wrapped his arms fully around me, crushing me to his wet, naked body as he applied more pressure. His mouth pressed hard into mine until I gasped for air, and when I did, he snaked his tongue inside my mouth, stealing my next breath altogether.

I felt his hard-on against my abdomen, the length of him spanning from my hips to above my belly button. The longer we kissed, the more it flexed against me, and the more I pulsed for him just the same.

I was dizzy when he pulled back, my eyelids heavy as I strained them open to find him smiling at me under the showerhead.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” I asked on a ragged breath.

“Letting me kiss you.”

I flushed, looking at the water falling between us until Liam’s fingertips traced a trail down my arm to grab my right hand. I swallowed, watching as he ran a line from my thumb to my pinky, and then he lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to every single finger.

Even the ones not fully developed.

I tried to swallow but found it impossible past the lump in my throat, and when Liam’s eyes met mine again, he offered a small smile. “And thank you for letting me crash your night.”

Much to my dismay, he released his hold on me after that, reaching for the bottle of body wash behind me and squeezing a healthy amount into his palm. He handed the bottle to me next, and then we silently washed ourselves, sharing a playful smile now and then until the water ran cold just as I assumed it would.

We toweled off, and Liam got dressed again in the same clothes he’d worn all night, while I slipped into an oversized t-shirt and a pair of sleep shorts.

“I’m so tired, I feel half-dead,” I said when we were standing in my room, Liam scrubbing his hair with the towel.

He chuckled. “Climb into bed. I’ll get the curtains.”

He tossed his damp towel over the back of my desk chair before drawing the curtains over the one-and-only window in my room, and then he climbed into bed with me, wrapping me up against his chest.

“This feels like a dream,” I murmured, sighing at the warmth radiating from his body.

“Maybe it is.”

“I hope not,” I whispered.

The second my eyes shut, exhaustion took me under.

Somewhere in the space between sleep and awareness, I thought I felt Liam press a kiss to my forehead.

But when I woke less than an hour later to the sound of Angela making coffee in the kitchen, he was already gone.
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The Art of Mixed Signals

 

I tossed and turned in a fitful sleep the rest of the morning, and I didn’t actually peel myself out of bed until just after noon. Even then, I felt like I could sleep the rest of the week and still not feel rested enough.

But as exhausted as I was, I still had a sleepy smile stuck to my face as I padded barefoot into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee from the carafe.

Angela was singing along to a Salt-N-Pepa song as she worked on a to-scale model of what looked like a skyscraper of some kind.

“It’s cold now,” she said. “You’ll have to nuke it.”

I popped the mug into the microwave and set the time for forty-five seconds, leaning a hip against the counter as I turned to Angela. “Good morning.”

She arched a brow. “Good afternoon. How are we feeling?”

“Tired,” I croaked. “But… inspired.”

“I bet,” Angela said with a snort. “You missed class.”

I smiled. “I did, huh?”

“I, on the other hand, woke up around six this morning and got to work on my project.”

“Early for you.”

“Mm-hmm,” she agreed. “Imagine my surprise when I came out of my room to find Liam Benson sneaking out of yours.”

I flushed, biting back a smile as the microwave dinged. I used it as an excuse to turn my back to Angela, carefully removing the mug and adding a couple spoonfuls of sugar before I stirred it all up.

“Care to tell me what happened?” Angela asked when I didn’t respond to her initial observation.

I giggled. “No.”

“Too bad,” she said, placing a block into the model she was working on before she dusted her hands off and joined me in the kitchen. “Because less than twenty-four hours ago, you hated that boy. So you’ve got a lot of explaining to do to take me from that, to him being in your bedroom at an ungodly hour this morning.”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

Angela gave me a look.

I laughed. “I’m serious! I ran into him last night, not too long after I left. He asked me what I was doing, and I told him and… he said he wanted to be my Yes Guide.”

“Your Yes Guide,” Angela deadpanned.

I nodded. “So we ate some weird stuff and stumbled upon some free tickets to a concert and, you know…” I shrugged. “Other things.”

“Other things like…?”

I smiled, sipping my coffee.

Angela huffed. “Did you have sex?”

“No.”

“Did you hook up?”

I looked up at the ceiling. “Define hook up.”

“Alright, brat,” she said, grabbing me by the arm and steering me into the living room. I laughed as I focused on balancing my cup of coffee, and when we were both seated on the old couch, Angela smacked my thigh. “Spill. I want to hear everything. The whole night, starting from when you walked out that door. No corners cut.” She looked at the dainty watch on her arm. “And you’ve got about forty-seven minutes before you’ve got to head to the museum, so talk fast.”

Talking fast was out of the question for my sleepy brain, but I did start from the beginning of the night and told Angela everything. Well, almost everything — I kept what Liam had shared with me about his past to myself. And by the time I wrapped up the story, Angela’s jaw had hit the floor at least a dozen times.

She followed me into my bedroom as I got ready for the afternoon at the Uffizi, spitting questions at me like a machine gun.

“So, he kissed you?”

“He did.”

“In the shower.”

“Indeed.”

“You were both naked.”

“That’s usually how showering works.”

“And he just kissed you?”

“Yes.”

“Like… just on the lips? Nowhere else?”

I laughed, spraying a little perfume once I had my uniform on. “Yes, you perv.”

“Well, can you blame me for being confused?” She threw her hands up. “You were both naked. And hot. And wet. And naked. And he just… kissed you?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand straight people.”

I snorted.

“So, what now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… are you friends? Are you… dating?”

Her question made my smile slip for the first time all day, and I swallowed, ducking into my closet long enough to grab my sneakers.

“I don’t know what we are,” I admitted quietly. “Other than a couple of people who spent a night together.”

“Well, you need to get some clarity on that. Because trust me when I say nothing good comes from undefined relationships.”

“It was one night of hanging out,” I said, hoping I sounded as casual as I was aiming for. “I don’t think I need him to sign a marriage contract.”

“Look,” Angela said, popping off the edge of my bed. “You can act all cool and unaffected with him, but I see right through it. You like him. And you want him to like you. And I think you need to ask him what page he’s on before you just assume it’s the same one as you.”

“It’s not like I have his number or anything,” I shot back defensively. “If I see him around this weekend, I’ll talk to him. If not, then I’ll see him Monday. Okay?” I shrugged. “I don’t want to make a big deal out of it.”

“Fine,” Angela said with a huff on her way out of my room, but she stopped at the doorframe. “But wipe that lovestruck smile off your face if you’re so cool about things.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not lovestruck. I’m just tired.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Goodbye, Angela.”

“Let’s get dinner tonight,” she said as I grabbed my purse and headed for the front door.

“Maybe,” I said. “I might have plans.”

“With Liam Benson?” she asked in a sing-song voice, clutching her hands to her chest and batting her lashes.

“No,” I said on a laugh, pausing at the front door. “With my canvas.”

“Now that’s a date night I can get behind.”

I waved goodbye, trotting down the stairs two at a time until I pushed through the building door and out into the warm afternoon sunshine.

I counted down the hours until I could get back home to paint.

And then I pulled another all-nighter doing just that.
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“Don’t grumble at me. You have to eat. And if you have to eat, you might as well have a glass of wine with your roommate while you’re at it,” Angela said the next evening after quite literally dragging me away from my painting.

I’d been holed up in my room all night working on my assignment, slept most of the morning and afternoon, and then awakened to spend the rest of the day and evening working again. This was my favorite part of the artistic process, when everything was all-consuming, when creation bled into obsession. I was content to stay there all weekend, especially now that I felt like I had a fresh view on the project.

But she was right, I did need to eat.

And some fresh air probably wouldn’t hurt either.

“I was just in the groove,” I explained. “It’s hard to leave when it’s all flowing like that.”

“I get it. I’m the same way when I’m locked in. But breaks are important. You can thank me later when you’re tipsy and inspired again.”

I chuckled as we sidestepped a group of students walking the other way on the narrow sidewalk, careful to avoid the taxi driving by on the cobblestone road. Florence was even busier than usual, the energy of a young summer Saturday night buzzing through the air.

Angela was ready for a night out, and I knew without asking that when I went home after dinner, she wouldn’t be coming with me. Her braids were pulled up in a high ponytail that swished and swayed as she walked, her makeup dark and edgy, complete with a maroon lipstick that brought out the warmth in her eyes. She wore a bright yellow tube top, and light baggy jeans ripped up at the knees, and the hem of her Tommy Hilfiger underwear peeking out above the belt. She looked like Sporty Spice and Posh Spice combined, and she turned more than a few heads as we walked through Florence to our favorite wine bar.

Vino di Fiume was already bursting at the seams when we squeezed in, but Angela managed to find us two barstools at the back corner of the bar. We ordered a bottle of chianti to share, along with a board of meats and cheeses and breads, half of which we devoured within five minutes of the waitress placing it in front of us.

“How did it go with her, by the way?” I asked between a mouthful of sausage and cheddar.

“Who?”

“The bartender,” I said, nodding toward the same girl Angela had stayed behind with last time we were here.

As if on cue, she looked our way from her section of the bar, flushing a little before tucking her hair behind her ear and turning back to her customer.

Angela sighed. “She’s straight, sadly. And has a boyfriend. But she did hook me up with free drinks the rest of the night.”

“Does that happen a lot?”

“Hitting on a woman only to find out she’s straight? Of course.” Angela shrugged. “But you never know if you don’t put yourself out there. It’s not like lesbians are proudly flaunting their sexuality on their t-shirts.”

“That would make it all easier, wouldn’t it? If everyone just wore their status and what they were looking for?” I took a sip of my wine. “Would save a lot of time and mixed signals.”

“Gay bookworm seeking athletic man,” Angela said, waving her hand as if across a billboard.

“Playboy looking for a one-night stand,” I added.

“Straight woman looking to experiment with a very non-straight woman.”

I snorted. “You’d be all over that one.”

“What would yours say?”

I cocked my head. “I don’t know. Maybe… Deformed dreamer seeking adventurous boyfriend.” I paused. “Who’s funny and handsome and not afraid to be sensitive.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, but when I looked at Angela, her brows were bent together, eyes sad.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re not deformed, Harley.”

I waved her off. “I was kidding.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“Well, let’s be honest — it’s true. If I ever find a boyfriend, he’ll have to be okay with this,” I said, holding up my right hand and wiggling my thumb and pinky. “And not everyone is.”

“Anyone who isn’t is a jackass.”

“It’s not their fault. I’m just different. Some people just don’t know what to do when they see my hand, when they meet me. They either look at me with pity, do everything they can not to look at me for fear of being caught staring, or just blatantly come out and ask me about it.”

“I don’t know how you do it. I’d get so peeved.”

“Sometimes I do. But it’s part of me, of who I am.” I swallowed, tracing the lip of my wine glass with my forefinger. “Liam kissed it, you know.”

“I knew it!” Angela hissed. “I knew you did more than just some PG-13 shower kissing.”

“Not it, you perv,” I said on a laugh, gesturing to my pelvis. I held up my right hand next. “It. My small hand.” I smiled, the memory clear in my mind. “Every finger.”

Angela’s shoulders deflated, but she smiled, nonetheless. “That’s sweet.”

I nodded, mindlessly grabbing a piece of cheese and popping it in my mouth.

“Have you talked to him since?”

I shook my head.

“Do you want to?”

“Of course, I do.”

“Well, here’s your chance.”

I frowned, snapping out of my daze to find Angela staring somewhere behind me. When I turned, I found Liam in that same dark corner he’d been in the first night we saw him here.

And just like then, he had a beautiful girl hanging on his arm.

I tore my eyes away before he saw me, angling my barstool so my back was to him.

“What are you doing?” Angela asked. “Go talk to him.”

“He’s with someone.”

“So?” She yanked on my arm until I was out of the chair. “Go say hi.”

“I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

The way Angela watched me, I knew she knew the answer. She just wanted to hear me say it — especially after I insisted nothing happened with me and Liam.

And really, nothing had happened.

But she and I both knew I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about him every minute since he left my bed Friday morning.

“Look, the sooner you clear things up, the better you’ll feel,” she said, turning me in place and then giving me a little shove. “Now, shoo.”

“I hate you,” I grumbled.

“Love you, too.”

I sighed, rolling my shoulders back and holding my chin as high as I could as I made my way through the crowded bar over to where Liam stood. I recognized one of the guys next to him because he’d been there last time, too. He was shorter than Liam, more pale than Liam, and stockier — with chubby cheeks and an adorable grin that revealed a singular dimple.

He was the first to notice me approaching.

“Well, hello, beautiful,” he said, standing up straighter when I made it to their group. “Please tell me you traveled across this bar all for me.”

I chuckled, looking from him to Liam, who might as well have been in another universe for how much he noticed me. He was too busy twirling a strand of the brunette’s hair on his arm, and she traced the line of his jaw, blowing a bubble with her gum and grinning up at him when it popped.

My stomach sank at the sight of him grinning down at her, too.

When I looked back at other guy, he was frowning, his eyes flicking to Liam and then to me. He offered his hand. “I’m Thomas, Liam’s roommate.”

He had his right hand out, so when I offered my left, he looked at me confused before changing hands and giving me a firm shake. His eyes slipped to where I had my right hand buried in my pocket, but he didn’t press.

“Harley Chambers,” I said in return.

“Uh, you two know each other?” Thomas asked.

“We have class together,” Liam answered without so much as glancing my way.

“Ah,” Thomas said with a smile. “Another painter. What’s your medium of choice?”

It was rude not to answer the question, but then again, it was also rude to stand there with my mouth half-open as I stared incredulously at Liam. He still hadn’t looked at me, but the way he’d dismissed me as just a classmate told me loud and clear everything I needed to know.

I could have let it go. I could have told Thomas that it was nice to meet him and slipped quietly back through the crowd to the bar.

But I wanted answers.

At the very least, I wanted the bastard to look at me.

“We have class together,” I repeated, crossing my arms. “That’s it, huh?”

The girl on Liam’s arm looked at me, then, arching a beautiful, dark brow as she popped her gum again. I couldn’t tell if she was a student or a local, but the way she eyed me up and down told me she wasn’t the least bit threatened by me, and her tight little body in the equally tight dress she wore was further proof that she needn’t be.

If anything, she seemed annoyed by my presence.

And she wasn’t the only one.

Liam finally looked at me, too, with lifeless eyes and a smug smile. But he still didn’t say a word.

Thomas cleared his throat. “Do you want a drink, Harley?”

Liam watched me stand there, unamused, as I tried to put the pieces together. He was the same boy who’d spent an entire night with me not even a full forty-eight hours ago. He had the same shaggy hair, the same crooked smile, and the same confident stature. But his eyes were glazed and darker than I remembered. The playfulness I’d tried to resist, and then ultimately fell victim to, was nowhere to be found.

He looked at me like I was a stranger, like he couldn’t care less about anyone in the world.

Like he didn’t know me at all.

Like he hadn’t asked to kiss me.

Like I hadn’t said yes.

I shook my head, eyes welling with tears. “I hope you drown in all that bullshit you spew, Liam Benson.”

The girl laughed through her nose, unimpressed, as Thomas muttered ouch under his breath. Liam didn’t respond, but his smile faded, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as his lips flattened.

I turned on my heel, shoving through the crowd and back to Angela with steam rolling off my neck.

“What?” she asked, alarmed, eyes wide as she took in the sight of me. “What happened? What did he say?”

“Nothing.”

“It doesn’t look like nothing,” she remarked as I flung my purse over my shoulder and dug out my cash before slapping it on the bar.

“He didn’t say anything, Angela!” My chest heaved. “And he didn’t have to for me to get his point loud and clear.”

Her eyes narrowed at that, and she cracked her neck to the left, and then the right, before shoving her barstool back and standing. “I’ll kill him.”

“Don’t bother,” I said, looking over my shoulder. Liam’s eyes bore into mine, an unreadable expression on his face. “He’s not worth it.”

His nose flared, but he didn’t look away.

I hoped he could read my lips.

“I’m going home,” I said when I turned back around to Angela.

“I’ll come, too.”

“No,” I insisted. “Stay. Have fun. I’m going to paint.”

“Why do I feel like your canvas needs a bodyguard right now?” she asked with a raised brow.

“Probably because I’m on my way to trash it.”

“Trash it?! You worked on it all night! And all day!”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “I’m starting over.”

“Feeling inspired again?” Angela mused.

I nearly snarled in response. “Oh, you have no idea.”
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The Art of Denial

 

I waltzed into the classroom seventeen minutes late on Monday morning.

By the way my hips swung and my chin was held high, you’d have thought I was late on purpose, that I simply couldn’t be bothered with showing up on time and they were lucky I’d shown up at all. I hoped the sad attempt at apathy hid the fact that I was actually quite panicky inside, my armpits sweaty, heart beating twice the normal speed.

I’d never been late in my life.

Then again, I’d never skipped class before Friday, either. Maybe I was becoming a new woman.

I cradled my still-slightly-wet painting sandwiched between two blank canvases, using a wine cork cut into four even pieces at the corners to prevent it from getting ruined in the walk over. I’d hoped to let it dry enough to varnish it, but had worked on it until almost three in the morning before passing out for some much-needed sleep.

When I sat down at my easel, I carefully unveiled my painting, removing the wine corks in each corner before unrolling my brush kit and paints to touch up the spots the corks had touched.

Professor Beneventi didn’t acknowledge my tardiness with anything other than a raised brow and a nod. He continued on about Masaccio’s impact on the Italian Renaissance, and his untimely demise at just twenty-six years old, while I touched up my painting.

“I left a short article on Masaccio’s influence on each of your easels,” he said as soon as I sat back in my barstool, satisfied with the piece. “Please read it silently and we’ll discuss.”

There was a flutter of pages turning in the room as he made his way over to me. He paused on the other side of my easel, clasping his hands behind his back.

“Absent on Friday and late this morning,” he commented. “When I said not to focus so much on perfection, this wasn’t exactly what I meant.”

“I apologize, Professor. I wasn’t feeling well Friday,” I lied, and I didn’t care to look over to see if Liam was in his seat or whether he’d heard me. “And I was up late last night working on my assignment.”

“The Birth of Venus?”

I nodded.

“And are you ready to turn it in?”

I blew out a breath. “Yes.”

He rounded my easel until he was standing behind me, and I studied the painting alongside him as the rest of the class read.

In the foreground of the painting, as to be expected, was Venus — goddess of love. Her curves were highlighted in gold, her glorious body naked and glowing. But instead of shying away and attempting to cover herself, she stood proud, shoulders back, head held high, a wicked gleam in her eyes. A crown of thorns tipped with blood sat in her golden hair, and while one hand rested on her hip, the other curled over her plump breast, fingertips just barely brushing her pierced nipple. Her smile was soft but expressive, a come and get me smirk that bordered on crude.

Gone was the serene background of a calm sea, replaced instead with stormy waters ablaze with fire.  Instead of standing in the shell of a clam, she hovered over the charred earth beneath her. She was no longer flanked by Zephyr, Aura, and the Hora of Spring, but rather surrounded by angry men with pitchforks and swords, their faces irate, mouths wide with silent screams. Behind them was a smaller crowd of women, cowering but coming closer, their eyes alight with a mixture of fear and curiosity.

Venus stood proud and unashamed, ready to fight, ready to devour. She looked at the viewer without a single worry, as if to laugh with them, as if to say, “Ha, do you see these fools? Like they could ever stop me.”

I shifted on my stool so I could see the professor’s face, finding him cradling his chin between his thumb and forefinger as his eyes roamed the canvas. His pupils would dart this way and that, as if he was trying to see every little detail, before his eyes would glaze over and still altogether, like he was purposefully losing focus to see the piece as a whole.

“Can you tell me, briefly, about your work, Miss Chambers?” he asked after a while, his voice soft and low, eyes still glued to the canvas.

I looked back at the painting, smiling at the Venus I’d created who seemed to be speaking for me. “Venus is the goddess of love, of desire, of beauty, of sex,” I said, enunciating every word. “Her birth is depicted as pure and welcomed, but this world we live in doesn’t embrace beauty or love, and it certainly doesn’t embrace sex. It showers it with shame. It seeks to end it, to snuff it out before it can spread too far.”

I looked at the professor again to find his brows furrowed as he studied the painting even closer.

“Men are afraid of love, of deeper connection, of vulnerability. They want to hide from it or destroy it before it can ever truly live.”

I looked directly across the room, then, and just as I suspected, I found Liam staring back at me.

“Because it’s powerful,” I continued, my eyes locked on his. “Because it has the ability to impact change. And because it takes being vulnerable and honest with ourselves to truly embrace it.”

Liam’s expression was unreadable, but I held his gaze for a long moment before looking back up at the professor.

“And what of love, then? Where does she fall in all of this?” he asked.

“She doesn’t fall at all,” I answered quickly. “She stands. Strong. Confident. Eluding the cowards too weak to wreck her, and waiting patiently for those brave enough to receive her.”

Silence fell over the room, and when I glanced around, I found every pair of eyes zeroed in on me and the painting most of them couldn’t see. I swallowed, turning my attention to Professor Beneventi again, who stood still and quiet for an eternity.

Finally, he shook his head, a distant smile spreading on his lips. “It’s splendid,” he whispered, his eyes falling to me. “Well done.”

It was like the entire class took my next breath with me, and suddenly, someone started clapping. It was soft at first, just one person clapping three times in a slow rhythm, but then everyone else joined in, and those closest to me reached out to squeeze my arms or shoulders in congratulations.

I blushed, dipping my gaze so much that my hair fell in front of my face. When the noise settled, the professor clapped his hands once and stood in the center of the circle of easels, regaining attention.

“Now,” he said. “Let’s discuss your reading. Why was Masaccio so instrumental to the Renaissance movement?”

A hand shot up across the room, but as the student began to answer, my focus fell to my painting again, pride swelling in my chest. I took my smallest paintbrush carefully in my right hand, the wood balanced between pinky and thumb, and I signed my name in the corner.

I could have sworn Venus’s smile was even wider than before.

Give ‘em hell, girl, she seemed to say.

And I planned on it.
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“To you, you Leonardo da Vinci bitch,” Angela said that evening, lifting a shot of tequila my way.

I grimaced at the one in my own hand before we tapped glasses, and then on a silent prayer from me and a cin cin from my roommate, we threw them back.

I hissed as soon as the liquid was down my throat, immediately sucking on a lime. “Yuck.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad. Order another one, that usually helps the first one go down easier. Besides, we’re celebrating!” She winked, hovering her finger over our appetizer plate until she landed on a piece of crostini and popped it in her mouth. “I’m proud of you. I know this was an… interesting project.”

“To say the least. But as much as I hated the professor this time last week, I think he was right,” I admitted with a shrug. “I needed to break out. I needed to live a little. I needed to reach beyond the desire to be perfect.”

“You needed to have your heart smashed by a stronzo so you could channel your inner Venus.”

“A what?”

“It’s Italian for asshole.”

“I’ll have to remember that one.”

“Hopefully you won’t need to use it, but yes, always good to keep in the back pocket.”

“I like this spot,” I mused, looking around at our newest find. It was an outdoor café on the Arno River specializing in aperitivo. But with a full bar and a menu stacked with small bites, I had a feeling guests stayed long after their pre-dinner drink.

“Me, too. Best view in town,” Angela agreed.

I sighed and nodded in agreement, letting my eyes wander over the river and the bridge in the distance. But when I looked back at Angela, she was making eyes at a young woman on the other side of the patio.

I laughed. “Why don’t you go say hi?”

“No way! We’re celebrating.”

“One shot of tequila was plenty celebration for a Monday night,” I said. “Go. I’ll order us a couple more small plates just in case she’s straight.”

“The way she’s looking at me, I can tell you that will not be the case.”

“Then I’ll see you back home. Put a towel on the doorknob if I need to stay out later.”

She bit her lip. “Are you sure? I don’t want to leave you here alone after such an awesome day.”

“I like being alone,” I answered honestly. “Besides, I’m exhausted from the lack of sleep this weekend. I won’t be here much longer.”

She frowned even more.

“Angela, go,” I said with a laugh. “Before I drag you over there myself.”

That made her smile, and she leaned over to kiss my cheek before finally strolling over to the girl on the other side of the patio. She had dirty blond hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, and the way charcoal covered her fingertips, I knew she was some sort of artist. The way she watched Angela make her way over, I also knew she’d found her next muse.

I nibbled on a crostini as they exchanged greetings. The girl lit up with a laugh at something Angela said, and then she gestured for her to take the seat across from her, and that was that.

I sighed on a smile of my own, leaning back in my chair and appreciating the view of the river once more. It was a balmy evening, but the breeze was nice, and I peeled my hair off my neck to fully enjoy it.

I didn’t mind eating alone.

When I sat by myself, all the noise from the day, and from life, in general, faded away. I closed my eyes, breathing in the fresh air and feeling the sun warm on my face. And though most people saw black when they shut their eyes, I saw a myriad of colors, a universe of possibility waiting to be created.

Isolation wasn’t lonely.

It was clarifying.

“Not the best place to take a nap.”

My eyes shot open, and in place of the swirling light and colors I’d seen behind my eyelids, I now saw Liam standing above the chair Angela had left vacant.

He wasn’t wearing his usual smirk. If anything, he looked a little sheepish, his hands shoved in his pockets, and a hesitant curve on his lips. His hair was oily and messy, his shoulders slouched. For some reason it made me feel good to see him look like hell.

“What do you want?” I seethed.

“I was wondering if you were still saying yes.”

I cocked a brow.

“Because if you are,” he continued, gesturing to the empty shot glass in front of me. “I’d like to buy you a drink.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Please,” he said, his voice lower, hands coming out of his pockets to curl over the back of Angela’s chair. “I owe you an apology.”

My eyes were mere slits I stared at him through, and my breaths were hot like that of a dragon. Across the bar, Angela snapped her fingers and waved her hands all crazy in the air until I looked at her. When I did, she mouthed are you okay, do you need help?

I glanced back up at Liam’s pathetic face and sighed, shaking my head at Angela before I waved a hand dismissively at the chair Liam held onto in lieu of answering him.

He accepted the annoyed invitation, taking a seat before he caught the attention of the waiter. He ordered a few more small plates and a bottle of red wine for us to share, and then his eyes were on me again.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what, exactly?”

“For pretending like I didn’t know you on Saturday night.”

I snorted, thankful for the pause in conversation when our waiter dropped off the new bottle of wine. He poured a healthy glass for me, and I sucked half of it down as soon as he left us.

“It’s fine,” I said.

“No, it isn’t.”

I shook my head, tucking my right hand between my thighs as I held my wine glass with the left. My eyes trailed over the sun’s rays casting a gold glow over the river. It was easier to blind myself with that light than to look at Liam Benson.

He let out a long sigh. “You make this so difficult.”

“I make this difficult?” I shot back. “I thought we were friends.”

“We are.”

“Clearly.”

“We are,” he said again, more earnestly. “I just… I’m fucked up, Harley.”

His dark eyes searched mine with those words, and he ran his hands back through his hair before he tore his gaze away, looking out over the river.

“You deserve more than the way I treated you,” he admitted softly. “And I don’t have an excuse that can make it right, but I do have a genuine apology. I understand if that’s not enough, but it’s all I’ve got.”

Our eyes met again, and I rolled my lips together, tasting the red wine staining them. “It’s okay,” I finally said. “Water under the bridge.”

His lips ticked up into a soft smile, and he nodded once. “Thank you.”

Our food was delivered, then, a variety of bruschetta and meats and cheeses and fruits. When the waiter left us again, I grabbed a slice of tomato bruschetta and shoved it in my mouth to keep from having to figure out what to say next.

“So,” Liam said between his own bites. “You really did a number on that assignment this weekend.”

I smirked, still chewing and unable to answer.

“It seemed a little… angry.”

I swallowed. “Maybe it was.”

“Am I the asshole who inspired it?”

“Stronzo.”

He cocked a brow.

“That’s asshole in Italian,” I explained, reaching for my wine. “And as far as your inquiry, I’ll never tell.”

He chuckled, and with the sound came a breath of ease that fell over us both.

“I liked that you pierced her nipple,” he commented. “That was sexy. And unexpected.”

I shrugged. “I was kind of approaching it from the birth of the modern Venus. Women have broken down a lot of walls in the last one-hundred years, and I think some men are threatened by it. We were embraced by men when we were soft, submissive, and nurturing. But now that we’re edging on the more dominant and powerful side, I think it brings a level of fear to most men.”

Liam’s bottom lip jutted out as he nodded. “Makes a lot of sense, actually. My mom was the first woman in her family to go to college, and it was something my grandparents didn’t understand. Even now that she’s successful in her career, I think they hold it against her for not being a stay-at-home mom with me and my brother.”

I didn’t miss the way his words faltered at the mention of his sibling, and his eyes dropped from mine to the wine before he cleared his throat and looked out over the water.

“What was he like?” I asked, tracing the rim of my glass with a fingertip. “Your brother.”

Liam scratched his neck, but didn’t answer.

“We don’t have to talk about him if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“No,” he said with a firm shake of his head. “I mean, yes, it makes me uncomfortable. But only because of the guilt.”

My chest tightened.

I wanted to tell him again that there was no reason to feel guilty, that the accident wasn’t his fault, but I knew before even offering those words that it didn’t matter if no one else felt like he was responsible. He did.

That was his reality.

And there was no changing that unless he wanted to.

“He was the complete opposite of me, in all the best ways,” Liam finally said. “I take after my mom — hard-headed and stubborn. But my brother was more like my dad. They were both patient and calm. They observed everything around them. They thought before they spoke.” He paused. “He was smart as hell, too. He’d just started his first year in college. He was going to be a doctor.”

“Wow,” I breathed.

Liam nodded, taking a sip of his wine. “What about you? What are your parents like?”

I hated that the subject had changed already, but didn’t push.

“They’re sweet,” I said with a smile. “Dad is all business at work, but kind of a clown at home, which I like best. And Mom is the more down to earth one. Dad is a salesman for some sort of up-and-coming technology that I don’t understand, if I’m being honest. Something about online technology that allows everyday people to auction off their items to each other?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. But he travels out to California a lot, and he taught me how to golf at a young age. He said a lot of important deals are made on golf courses.”

“That’s true.”

“And Mom teaches fourth grade.”

“I don’t know which is more impressive.”

I laughed. “Well, fourth graders are still sweet, thankfully. She’s always told me middle school is where it gets rough.”

“And what about the people your dad works with? You’ve golfed with them?”

“I have,” I said on a sigh as I recalled some of the more colorful occurrences. “They’re tech guys. I don’t know how else to explain them. Quirky, smart as hell. I think it’s the younger ones who frustrate Dad the most, though — the ones who have actually been able to study this stuff in college, whereas my dad had to teach himself, you know?”

“Wow. I didn’t even think of that, but yeah.”

“He’ll always say things like, ‘These kids nowadays don’t know how to apply themselves!’” I mocked. “But, if you ask me, it’s more about him feeling tied to how they do in their position, with sales and with clients. My dad doesn’t know how to not take things personal, so when one of his employees fail, he feels like he failed, too.”

“Is that where you get your need to be perfect from?”

The question shouldn’t have slapped me as hard as it did, but it made my brows fold over, my head snapping back as I digested it.

“I’ve never thought about it like that,” I answered honestly. “But… I guess that’s part of it, yeah. I don’t want to let him down. I don’t want him to think he’s done a bad job with me.” I swallowed, peeling my right hand out from under the table and holding it up. “With this.”

Liam nodded in understanding.

“Honestly, though, I think I feel most of the pressure from my mom.” I took a sip of wine — the last from my glass — before pouring another round. “She always wanted to have a house full of babies. Four kids, at least.”

Liam whistled.

“But when I came along, and she saw what a challenge I would be… it scared her. She didn’t think I would be okay unless I had all of her attention.” I shrugged. “Or maybe she was scared it would happen again, that her next baby would be deformed, too. And then where would she be?”

“I hate that word.”

“Deformed?”

He nodded.

“Well, it’s true.”

“I don’t think so.”

I gave him a look.

“I’m serious,” he said. “Look, if your parents made that decision to not have more kids because of your hand, then that’s on them. It has nothing to do with you. And you’re allowed to make mistakes, to not be perfect, to fuck up now and then. Not because of your hand, but because you’re human. We all mess up.”

“And we’re all redeemable,” I shot back with a challenge.

He breathed a laugh through his nose, shaking his head before he took another sip of his wine without acknowledging my assessment.

The conversation turned to lighter subjects — movies and music and the upcoming Olympics. I told him how I’d wanted to be a gymnast when I was a little girl, or an ice skater, but I had the coordination and balance of a drunk sloth. And he told me how he’d played basketball his entire life, even through college, but was never quite good enough to go pro.

The sun set over the river as we talked, nighttime buzzing to life around us, and when we were halfway through our second bottle of wine, I saw Angela slip out of the bar with the woman she’d been with all night. She gave me another questioning look on her way out, but I nodded to let her know it was fine, and though she didn’t look convinced, she blew me a kiss and left me to my own devices.

The wine had me feeling swimmy inside, my eyelids heavy, giggles rolling out of me more and more easily as the night progressed. When it was just us and one other table left on the patio, the conversation softened more and more until we were just staring at each other from across the table, the air between us thick with electricity.

“So,” I said with another sip of liquid courage. “Was I crazy feeling a connection between us the other night? Or did you feel it, too?”

The question made the smile slip off Liam’s face like a busted egg, the shell of his expression cracked as he let out a long sigh and looked away from me and over the river.

It was answer enough to make my smile crack, too.

I shook my head, eyes falling to where my hands gripped my wine glass. “Never mind.”

“Don’t do that,” he said, still not looking at me. “You’re not crazy. I kissed you, didn’t I?”

Hope balled up in a thick knot in my throat, one I couldn’t swallow past. “Yes,” I whispered. “But then you left. And then Saturday night…”

Liam sighed, running a hand over the scruff lining his jaw. “It was a mistake.”

I swallowed. “Kissing me? Or ignoring me after?”

“Both.”

The word hit my chest like a sledgehammer.

“I can’t be with you,” he said, his eyes finally meeting mine. “I’m fucked up. Broken. I’m not capable of having any kind of relationship with anyone — not just with you. I don’t see the world that way anymore.”

“You’re not fucked up,” I argued, but it was on a tentative whisper. “You’re funny, and charming, and… sweet.”

Liam shook his head, and I could see how hard he had to fight not to roll his eyes at the assessment. “You caught me on a rare day. Or, rare night, I guess,” he said. “That was one of the good days, and they don’t come often.”

“What do you mean?”

He was still shaking his head, still not looking at me, and he chewed the corner of his lip, knee bouncing slightly under the table.

“Why does it have to be all or nothing?” I asked after realizing he wasn’t going to elaborate.

Liam cocked his head to the side on a frown.

“What if… what if you just gave me the summer. What if we just did whatever we wanted to, whatever felt good… for now?”

Liam’s chest rose on a heavy breath, his nostrils flaring, eyes heating to a sizzle where they watched me. I didn’t know whether to feel ashamed for making the suggestion or as proud as the Venus I’d painted.

But after a long moment, he tore his gaze away, taking a long sip of wine to douse the flames. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

And shame won, my chest deflating on the next breath. “Oh.”

Silence fell between us, all the laughter and playfulness from earlier gone, and for a moment, I wondered if I’d spoiled it all by bringing up how I felt.

But the longer we sat there, the more that shame and regret turned to anger and annoyance.

He had been the one to hold my hand that night.

It was him who’d asked to come up to my dorm.

He said we should shower together.

He asked if he could kiss me.

He was hard as a rock when his tongue was halfway down my throat, and now he wanted to say it wasn’t a good idea?

I frowned, folding my arms over my chest. “Well, I do.”

Liam turned his attention to me with a cocked brow. “What?”

“I do think it’s a good idea.”

“Harley…” he warned.

“No. Don’t do that. Don’t talk to me like I’m a little girl or like I don’t know what I’m asking for.”

“But you don’t.”

“Yes, I do. I want to kiss you again.”

The corner of his mouth curved with my admission. “You do, huh?”

“I do. And I think you want to kiss me, too.”

His smile grew even more before it fell altogether, and he inhaled a long breath, his eyes floating out over the river. “It’s not that simple.”

“Sure, it is. You hook up with all these other girls,” I said, waving my hand in the general vicinity of the city. “Why not me?”

“Because you’re different.”

I frowned, confused, but then I thought about the way his eyes had slipped to my hand that first night in the bar, the way he’d handled each finger with such care and tenderness in the shower.

“Oh,” I said softly. “I get it.”

Liam’s eyes met mine, but he didn’t say a word.

“It’s because of my hand, isn’t it?”

“Harley—”

“You think because I have an underdeveloped hand, that I can’t handle casual sex?” I asked, maybe a little too loudly because the only other table left glanced at me before hurriedly tearing their gazes away.

“Harley, stop.”

But I couldn’t.

“You think I’m like this… this…” I waved my hands in the air. “This fragile little thing that needs protection?”

“It’s not because of your hand,” Liam said loudly, his eyes zeroed in on me. “It’s because of your heart.”

I swallowed, my breath labored, throat tightening at the way he watched me in that moment.

But I didn’t want to be the poor little girl he saved from being wrecked by his love.

I wanted him to devour me.

“Well, that’s just presumptuous of you,” I said.

He licked his lips, shaking his head and ripping his gaze from me. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I know exactly what I’m asking,” I argued.

“Did you not hear me before?” he asked, his expression a mixture of anger and exasperation. “I’m. Fucked. Up. You don’t know what I’m like when I’m… when I’m…” He shook his head, unable to finish. After blowing out a breath, he said, “I’m constantly pulled between who I was before the accident, and who I’ve become after. Sometimes I’m that carefree kid I used to be. Most of the time I’m the most miserable sonofabitch to ever live. And I don’t think it’s fair to subject you to the whiplash that comes with that.”

“I can handle it.”

He snorted.

“I can. I’m not asking for you to marry me,” I said, ignoring the way my neck heated with the words.

Liam still shook his head, still dug his heel in with the word no dangling in the air between us. I sat there and watched, and waited, until I decided I’d done enough waiting in my life.

With more courage than I knew I possessed, I dragged my chair over to his side of the table, not sitting back down until I was practically in his lap. His nostrils flared when I leaned into his warmth, my left hand folding over his thick forearm, chest pressing against his hard bicep.

In the very depths of my soul, I felt a twinge of warning, a muted voice trying to tell me I was getting in deeper than I could swim. I’d never had a casual hookup before. I’d never had a one-night stand. I’d never given myself to someone I wasn’t firmly dating.

But I’d also never wanted anyone in my entire life as badly as I wanted Liam Benson.

And no matter what I had to face after, I’d do anything to have him now.

“Look at me,” I whispered, my lips close enough to brush his ear. When he didn’t heed my request, I leaned in even closer. “I know you want me, too.”

He closed his eyes and blew out a hard breath through his nose. There was a minuscule shake of his head before his eyes opened again, and with just a slight angle of his jaw, he was looking down at me, our noses touching, breaths meeting in the space between us as my mouth parted in anticipation.

“Say yes, Liam,” I pleaded.

And then he crashed his mouth to mine.
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The Art of Ecstasy

 

My back slammed hard into Liam’s dorm room door when we were on the other side of it, the bang of it being shut still ringing in my ears. It stole my breath, black invading my vision as he opened his mouth wider and slid his tongue along mine.

I moaned at the shock of pleasure it sent through me, hands gripping his shirt and twisting to hold him close. But when the blackness in my vision cleared, I found a wide-eyed, smiling Thomas eating popcorn on the couch.

I squeaked, breaking my kiss with Liam and ducking between him and the door as if I could hide now.

Liam looked at me, confused at first, his chest panting, jaw and lips smeared with the brick red of my lipstick. But when he followed my gaze and saw Thomas, he understood.

“Out,” he said with a snap of his finger.

“Can’t really leave with you standing in front of the door like that,” Thomas pointed out.

I giggled at that, which seemed to ease the tension in the moment, and Liam rolled his eyes before pulling me into his arms and to the side to clear the exit.

Thomas hopped up from the couch, bowl of popcorn still in hand as he gave us a salute and excused himself.

“Where’s he going to go?” I asked. “He didn’t even put shoes on.”

“He’ll be fine,” Liam assured me, and in the next breath, I was swept into his arms again.

We ping-ponged down the hallway blindly, knocking into walls and picture frames and stumbling over our own feet until Liam found his doorknob and twisted. We tumbled through, Liam kicking the door closed with his foot once we were inside, and then the backs of my knees hit the bed, and we both went down into the cool sheets.

Oh my God, I’m in Liam Benson’s room.

He pinned my wrists above my head with one hand, the other trailing down my body and paving a path for his mouth to follow. I arched into the touch as he kissed my neck, and my surroundings hit me all at once.

There was only the soft light from a single bedside table lamp to illuminate the room, and I took in the blue and green plaid of his comforter through heavy, sated eyes. They roamed the length of the dark paintings and sketches cluttering his walls and desk next, and when he bit down on my neck, I closed my eyes and inhaled the unfamiliar scent of the room where he existed — cologne and paint and a musk that was all his own.

“I hope you know what you’re getting into,” he breathed against the bite like a soothing balm. “Because I don’t have the power to stop this now that we’ve started.”

My only answer was to frame his face in my hands and pull him in for a deeper kiss.

As soon as I did, I realized I was touching his face with my small hand, and I flinched, pulling it away but not breaking the kiss. I tried to deepen it, to roll my hips against Liam’s body and get the friction I needed, but he stopped, panting as he balanced on his elbows above me.

“Why did you pull your hand away?”

I breathed just as hard, eyes searching his. A shrug was all I could come up with as an answer.

Liam frowned, and then in a twisting maneuver and a balancing act, we switched places until he was on his back, and I was on top, straddling him, my thighs on either side of his hips.

I immediately wanted to hide.

I loved the way it felt to be under him, to be dominated by him, to feel him pressing his weight into me and kissing every inch. But the moment he flipped me on top, I felt like I’d been thrown onto a stage in front of an arena of people. Naked. While trying to ice skate, having never done it before in my life.

Liam didn’t seem to notice, though. He just gripped my hips, feeling the curve of them in his palms as he took in the view of me staring down at him. My hands pressed into his chest, my hair falling forward and over the both of us like a curtain.

Slowly, he ran his fingers up my sides, over my shoulders, down my arms until one hand rested over my left, and the other peeled my right hand up so he could see it better. He stretched his pinky against mine, his thumb against mine, like we were making hang ten signs together. For a long while, he just stared at our fingers where they connected, but then he pulled my hand to his lips and — just like he had in the shower — kissed every single finger.

“You’re too good for this world,” he whispered, his eyes flicking up to mine.

My next breath barely squeezed out of me, my chest tight and restricting. I closed my eyes and leaned forward, down, until Liam caught my face with his hands and cradled it to guide our mouths together.

Every kiss and touch until this moment had been born from passion. He’d kissed me hard enough to bruise, bit my skin, slammed me into doors, and shoved me back into his bed. But now, he kissed me with reverence, with tenderness and care. His hands skated back into my hair, his lips moving in tandem with mine.

And between my thighs, I felt him grow hard, the hot length of him pressed against the place I ached for him most.

I gasped, rocking against it and evoking a guttural groan from Liam in response.

“Are you a virgin?” he asked, his thumb skating over my bottom lip as his eyes locked on mine.

I shook my head.

“How many people have you been with?”

“One.”

“Fuck,” he said, closing his eyes and shaking his head. I felt his grip in my hair loosen, felt his hands start to fight me off. “You’re too fucking pure for me, Harley.”

“Shut up and stop thinking so much,” I whispered, and before he could deny me, I leaned down and snatched his next breath, swallowing it whole, wishing on every star that that kiss would convince him and me both that I was fine, that I was ready, that I could do this.

Balancing with my weight on my right hand pressed into his chest, I trailed my left one down between us, gripping his length through his jeans as he bit his lip and let his eyes roll back with a groan.

“Show me how to touch you,” I begged.

With that, another groan ripped from his chest, and just like before, he flipped us until I was on my back once more. “Not yet,” he said simply, and then he helped me sit up just long enough for him to peel my tank top overhead.

We were a tangle of mouths and hands, a tornado of clothes being shed between hard kisses and desperate moans. He still had his jeans on when he got me completely naked, but he didn’t move to join me. Instead, he sat back on his heels and spread my legs, his hands sliding from my knees, down my thighs, until his fingertips ran in the warm creases where my legs met my pelvis.

I shivered, twisting my fists in the sheets, my eyes fluttering shut. I couldn’t bear to look up at him when he had me so exposed, when I was spread out and unable to hide a single thing.

“God, look at you,” he husked, dragging one lone finger over the strip of pubic hair lining my mound.

I sucked in a loud breath when that fingertip brushed my sensitive clit, and when I peeled my heavy lids open, I found Liam smirking, his eyes on where his hand seduced me.

“So pretty and pink,” he mused, his finger sliding between my lips. He hissed. “Fuck, and so wet.”

“Please,” I breathed. I didn’t know what I wanted, what I was asking for, only that I needed something —  and that I believed wholeheartedly that Liam was the only person who could give it to me.

Liam withdrew his finger as I shuddered at the loss. He hadn’t even penetrated me yet, and every cell in my being vibrated for him.

“Turn over,” he commanded. “Hands on the headboard, knees spread.”

I jumped to the order like a soldier obeying their sergeant, spreading my knees wide and holding onto the headboard for dear life. My breaths came harder now that I was facing away from him.

There was the distinct sound of a belt buckle and the unzipping of his jeans, and then after a shuffle of clothing, the bed dipped with his weight again, and he pressed the bare length of him between my cheeks, his chest to my back, hands wrapping around to palm each of my breasts.

I quaked at all the sensations, not able to focus on one more than the other. He thrust his hips, his hard-on rolling between my cheeks as he pebbled my nipples between his fingertips, and I moaned at how badly I ached for him, how I must have been dripping between my legs now.

“Stay here,” he whispered against my shoulder, and then all his heat was gone again.

I convulsed at the loss, but then he was on his back under me, maneuvering himself until his head was between my legs. I immediately wanted to fall back and cover myself up. It was too much. I was spread eagle with my vagina entirely too close to his face.

But he grabbed my hips and kept me in place, a wicked grin on his lips before he licked them like a starving man.

“Come here,” he urged, pulling my hips gently until I had no choice but to spread my knees even farther.

“What are you doing?” I panted.

“This,” he said, and with another pull, I was practically sitting on his chin, and he kept his eyes on mine as he slicked his tongue from my entrance up to my aching clit.

“Oh God,” I breathed, gripping the headboard tight to keep from passing out. “I’ve never… I don’t…”

“Shhh,” he commanded, and then he flattened his tongue and dragged it over me again, stealing any argument I had.

I knew it before, that he was more experienced than me, but I never could have imagined what it would feel like to be touched and licked and sucked by a man who knew exactly what he was doing. It was all I could do to just hold onto the headboard and not let my weak knees give out completely as he lashed his tongue against my clit, circling and sucking, his hands gripping my ass and pulling me down for more.

Liam was lost in the rhythm of what he was doing to me, basking in the moans he received when he ran his tongue hot and flat all along the length of me, and grinning when my legs shook around him anytime he sucked my clit. The longer he worked, the more every muscle I had tightened and shook. I was a ticking time bomb, consistently wondering if the next touch would set me off.

So when he carefully slipped his index finger inside me while his lips covered my clit and sucked, I couldn’t help the scream-like moan that ripped from my throat.

“Oh, fuck yes, Harley,” he groaned, slipping his finger in deeper. He flicked his tongue against my clit before covering it again and sucking. “Find it. Catch it.”

I didn’t even have to ask what he meant. I could feel it, that little spark within reach, that flame ready to catch. And when I dropped my hips, sinking his finger in deeper and eliminating any space between his mouth and my clit, I found exactly what I didn’t know I’d been searching for.

Vibrations of numb ecstasy rolled through me like an earthquake, wave after wave of pleasure pulsing from my every limb of my body directly to where Liam kissed me between my legs. He held onto me tighter, his finger circling inside me, his tongue relentless as I rode out the tsunami. I screamed and clamped my hands harder on the headboard to keep upright, my eyes squeezing shut as I succumbed to the feeling. I had no idea what I was saying or how loud I was, but I didn’t care.

I was in another universe altogether.

One where the only thing that mattered was Liam’s expert tongue and adept fingers.

When the waves receded, a violent tremble shook me from head to toe, and I couldn’t hold myself up any longer. I went slack, and Liam wiggled out from under me, helping me lie down in the sheets as he took the place beside me.

“Oh my God,” I whispered, covering my face with my hands. It was all I could do to peek out from between the slits of my fingers at his smirk. “What did you do to me?”

“Gave you an orgasm, I believe.”

“That was… wow. I’ve never, I…”

“You’re welcome.”

I laughed, covering my face again before I rolled over on my side to face him. My mouth parted at the sight of him lounging there fully naked, his abdomen just as lean and rigid as I remembered from the shower. I traced the hair down his chest and stomach until I found his penis, long and thick, the tip glossed with pre-cum.

Liam reached down with the arm not keeping him balanced and gripped his length, rolling his fist over it with a groan, his thumb smoothing over the pre-cum.

I licked my lips at the sight, my thighs clenching together as another wave started building in my gut. I didn’t know it was possible to go from sated to hungry again in just a matter of seconds.

“I want to do that to you,” I said.

“Do what?”

“You know,” I said, a blush shading my cheeks as I watched him roll his hand over his cock again. “What you did to me.”

“And what was that?”

My eyes flicked up to his, the dark irises laced with a heady desire.

“I want to suck you.”

His eyelids fluttered, something between a moan and a curse leaving him as he flexed into his hand again. “Come here.”

He motioned me over, rolling until he was on his back with his neck and head propped up in the pillows. With his guidance, I got on my knees over him, and then I was face to face with his hard-on, with the veins lining each side, with the thick, glossy pink head.

“Do what I was doing,” he said first, helping me grip with my left hand at his base.

I swallowed, gripping a little tighter before I rolled my hand up and down his shaft. “Like this?”

He groaned, nodding. “Yes. Now, suck the tip.”

I wet my lips, biting my lower one before I balanced myself on my knees and lowered my mouth. Liam sucked in such a stiff breath when my lips parted over his tip and my tongue skated over his skin that I thought I might have hurt him, but the way his hand slipped into my hair to grip and hold me there, I figured out that it must have felt good.

“Fuck,” he groaned, flexing his hips in time with my hand. I kept my mouth on his tip, but moved my hand up and down his shaft just like he had been, squeezing a little harder. “Swirl your tongue.”

I did as he said, and he bucked against me with another curse. His hand fisted in my hair and gently guided me down farther, until half of him was in my mouth and the other half was being massaged by my hand.

And though he didn’t tell me to do it, it felt like the most natural thing to do next was to suck.

He moaned loud when I did, and I fused my mouth and hand together, slicking the skin with my lips before my hand would cover the saliva and spread it down the rest of his shaft.

I bobbed my head in time with his hand gripping my hair, letting him guide me, and when he flexed his hips at the same time as he held me down, I gagged, coughing a little at the sensation.

“Stop,” he breathed, pulling me off suddenly.

“Oh, God, did I hurt you?” My eyes widened as I looked him up and down, as if I’d see blood or a bruise.

He chuckled. “No, you minx, you almost made me come.”

“Oh,” I said with a shy smile. “And… that’s a bad thing?”

“No,” he said, his eyes hungry. “But I want to be inside you first.”

“Oh,” I breathed again, my eyes falling to his hard-on, to how thick and long it was.

“Do you want that, too?”

I nodded, though my heart raced so fast and hard, I wasn’t sure I was telling the truth. I did want him. Badly. But I didn’t know if I was ready. I didn’t know how he would fit inside me.

“Hey, come here,” he said, pulling me up until I was cradled in his arms. He pressed a long, hot kiss to my lips. “We’ll go slow. I promise. And just say the word, I’ll stop.”

I nodded. “I want to. I’m just…” I swallowed, looking down between his legs. “You’re bigger than I’ve ever…”

I didn’t have to finish the sentence. We both knew. And Liam kissed me again to reassure me before he slipped off the bed long enough to rummage through his wallet and grab a condom. He rolled it over his length, and then he stalked back over to the bed and lay me down into the sheets.

He balanced on his elbows above me, his eyes flicking between mine, and suddenly all the playfulness and sexiness of the evening was gone. It felt heavier somehow now, like the foreplay was safe territory, training, and now we were on the front lines.

It was real now.

I wondered if I should be more scared than I was, if I should worry over how I would feel in the morning, what tomorrow would bring. But all I could do was lose myself in those dark eyes staring down at me, in the feel of his weight on top of me, in the need pulsing between my legs for us to be connected.

Liam kissed me, his lips soft on mine as he reached down between us. I felt him position his tip at my entrance, and then gently, carefully, he flexed until just the tip was inside me.

“Fucking hell,” he said as I moaned and held on tighter, my nails digging into his back.

He stayed there for a long while, both of us breathing and adjusting, and then he flexed in a little deeper, and then a little deeper, until he was all the way inside me. My walls pulsed around him, and tears pricked my eyes from the mixture of the pain and pleasure. He stretched me even farther when he withdrew and flexed back inside, but it felt as good as it did bad, and the more he moved, the more the pain receded and the need for more took over.

Liam captured my next moan with his mouth, our tongues sloppy, kisses uncoordinated as we moved together. I held onto his shoulders and wrapped my ankles around his hips as he found his flow, a flex in and a glide out, the most punishing and pleasure-filled rhythm.

“Harder,” I begged on a breath. “More.”

“Christ, Harley,” he breathed back, but he answered my plea, pushing up to balance on his palms as his hips slammed against my pelvis. Over and over, again and again, he filled me to the brim as I clutched the sheets and cried out in ecstasy.

And before I could catch on to the fire building, I was already exploding from the inside out.

This orgasm was different, deeper and more consuming, less electric, but just as powerful, like the unsuspecting tide taking me down for my very last breath. I blacked out a little as I gave in to the feeling, and when I came to, Liam’s next breath seized short, his body stopping altogether as he stilled inside me, but I felt his cock pulsing its release into the condom.

It was the most beautiful sight, him frozen like that, the pleasure rocking through him so hard that he had no choice but to let it take him over. His eyes squeezed shut, muscles flexing on every inch of his body, and when he was spent, he collapsed into a heap on top of me, our slick bodies meeting in a hot embrace.

I instantly wanted my brushes and a blank canvas.

I wanted to paint every bright, brilliant color Liam Benson made me see.

“Goddamn,” he breathed on a laugh, rolling over until he was beside me. I was sad for the loss of touch until he wrapped me in his arms, kissing my shoulders and neck and the corner of my lips where they turned up into a smile of my own. “Well, it’s official.”

“What is?”

“We’re both ruined.”

He laughed a little with the joke, and I laughed, too, because I loved the sound of being sexy and powerful enough to ruin him for someone else — like his own personal Venus.

But neither of us could have known the truth that lay beneath those seemingly innocent words.

Neither of us could have stopped, even if we knew how it all would end.
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The Art of Playing It Cool

 

I didn’t know how it worked.

What were you supposed to do after having the best sex of your life with the guy you promised you could do a casual hookup with? Everything I’d learned from the movies and television told me I should leave before breakfast, so that was step one. After Liam’s deep breathing turned to soft snoring, I carefully slipped out from under the covers, got dressed, and walked the short distance to my dorm to sleep.

Or to try to sleep, anyway.

The reality lay more in the area of toss and turn, smile like a loon, giggle to myself as I replayed every minute of the night, sigh and roll over to try to sleep again, only to have it all repeat.

By the time the morning came, it was all I could do not to burst into the kitchen as soon as I heard Angela wake. I knew she needed to at least have a few sips of coffee before I bombarded her with my morning cheer. But as soon as I smelled the familiar brew and heard her pour up, I bolted out and plopped down on the couch, waiting.

“Well, good morning,” she said with a sleepy smile and one eyebrow hiked up.

“A very good morning, indeed.”

She chuckled. “Ah. So I wasn’t the only one who got laid last night, eh?”

I blushed and covered the giggle that came bubbling out, which made Angela roll her eyes and shake her head.

“One sec,” she said, and it was then that I realized she had a second cup of coffee in her hands. She disappeared into her room for a moment, and I heard the soft sound of another woman’s voice. When she came back out, she had only one cup of coffee, and she sat down on the couch next to me and took a sip. “Okay. Tell me everything.”

“Do you need to…?” I asked, pointing to her bedroom.

She waved me off. “She’s fine. Come on, I can tell by the stupid smile on your face that you’re about to burst, so let’s go.”

I filled her in on Liam’s apology, on dinner and everything we talked about, and finally topped it off with my proposition. I saw the worry etched in her eyes as soon as I said it, and it stayed firmly fixed there as I detailed the mind-blowing things Liam did to me once we were back at his dorm. When I finished, I hugged my knees to my chest, waiting for her to speak.

“Well,” she said after a long sip of coffee. “I’m proud of you for not staying the night. But are you sure you can do this?” She waved her hand. “Casual? Friends who hook up sometimes? Have you ever done this before?”

“No,” I admitted. “But, I mean, we’re only here for the summer, anyway. It’s not like we could have an actual relationship. So isn’t this the perfect time to get this experience? It’s like… it’s not even a choice, you know? It’s just fun in Italy, and then we both go our separate ways.”

Angela nodded, wrapping her hands around the mug of coffee balanced on her knee. “I suppose. It’s just… look, I don’t mean this in a bad way, but you’re sensitive, Harley. You’re not the kind of girl who can fuck and not catch feelings.”

I frowned, ready to defend myself, but she held up one finger to stop me.

“Again, not a bad thing. And hey, you made a good point about the fact that you don’t really have a choice, since this is just a summer program. And you did show promise with leaving before the sun came up.”

“Thank you,” I said like she’d praised my artwork.

“But, just be careful, okay? As things progress, if you start to feel anything past the urge to hang out with him and bang him, you’ve got to detach. If you get jealous when you see him with other girls, or want him to tell you how wonderful you are, or if you even think about what it would be like to have a future with him?” She made a scissor snip with her fingers. “Cut him loose. Okay? That’s how you stay safe.”

I nodded, over and over, digesting her words. “Okay. I’m definitely going to need your help navigating this.” I paused. “And what if I already get a little weird when I see him with another girl?”

“A little twinge in the gut is fine. That’s normal,” she clarified. “But if you want to set her hair on fire and shove him off a bridge, then we need to talk.”

I laughed. “Deal.” I nodded toward her bedroom, then. “And you had a fun night, too, I presume?”

Angela smiled. “A very fun night, indeed. Her name is Bianca. She’s in college in London, but is taking holiday to travel around Europe and sketch.”

“Staying in Florence for a while?”

“Just two nights, actually. She leaves this afternoon.”

“Aw. Bummer.”

Angela shrugged. “No bummer. It was fun. A colliding of the stars for just one night.”

I smiled. “I like that.”

“Me, too. Now, go get dressed and get your ass to class. And hey,” she added, squeezing my knee. “I’m happy for you, but I’m also worried. Please listen to yourself and be smart, okay? I don’t want to have to pick my roommate off the floor in a month should this all go up in flames.”

I squeezed her hand. “I promise.”

I was still all giggly and dopey-eyed as I got dressed, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take a little extra time than I normally did. Instead of throwing my hair up in a ponytail, I used my curling iron to give it a soft wave and put on a touch of light makeup that would look casual but cover up the fact that I didn’t get much sleep. My cheeks seemed to have a permanent blush, so I left them alone, and finished off the look with my favorite rust-red lipstick.

I opted for a charcoal gray crop t-shirt with short cap sleeves, and my patchwork denim skirt, and strapped a cute pair of white and black clog sandals on. Then, I threw my brushes into my bag and bounded out the door like it was the first day of school and I had on my fresh new outfit, ready to see all my friends after a long summer break.

When I made it to class, I was one of the first ones there, and I settled in at my easel and looked over the pamphlet Professer Beneventi had laid out for us. The class slowly filled with no sign of Liam, but just before the Professor closed the door to start the lecture, he strolled in, one hand in his jean pocket, and the other holding his backpack strap over his shoulder.

God, I tried not to look. I tried not to smile and blush and feel every cell in my body tingle to life, but it was useless. The wind blew through his hair as he waltzed in, and once he’d tossed his bag on the floor next to his stool and taken a seat, he yawned, looking around the room like he was already bored.

Until his eyes met mine.

It was just a brief moment, a tiny lapse in time, just long enough for Professor Beneventi to say buon giorno, classe, but it was enough to make my heart stop dead before beating loud in my ears. The memory of last night rushed back to me, heating my neck, and the right side of Liam’s lips curled up in a smirk before he winked at me.

Butterflies.

A whole field of stupid, dangerous butterflies.

I couldn’t fight my smile, but I ducked my head, my hair falling in a curtain over my eyes as I turned my attention to our textbook.

It was nearly impossible to stay focused throughout the lecture, especially once the professor set us loose to do some reading on our own and a light sketch assignment. All I could think about was Liam being across the room, and what his hands could do, and his lips, and his tongue…

By the time we were dismissed, I was so desperate for fresh air, I had to keep myself from sprinting for the door. I tried to take my time gathering my things and packing up my bag, and when I made it to the door, it was at the same time as Liam.

“Hi,” I said, aiming for cool, and landing somewhere around awkward.

“Hi,” he replied with a smile. He held the door open for me so we could both walk out into the campus square. “How are you?”

“Good,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear. “How are you?”

“A little tired, if I’m being honest.” He gave me a knowing smile that made me flush even harder.

“Yeah. Me, too.” I bit my lip, holding my books to my chest as I watched him put his sunglasses on. “Are you busy tonight?”

He frowned. “Um…”

“I was going to go down by the river and paint after dinner, if you want to join. I need to work on our assignment.” I paused. “And maybe we could get a drink after…”

Liam laughed a little through his nose, watching me for a beat before he slicked his tongue over his lips.

Now the butterflies were dead, because that tiny movement sent a bolt of electricity right to the source and zapped them all.

“I think I should probably stay in tonight,” he said. “Get some studying done. And sleep,” he added with a grin.

“Oh…”

Act casual. It’s cool. Of course, he doesn’t want to hang out with you every night.

You can do this.

It’s fine, Harley.

I shook my head with as bright a smile as I could manage. “No biggie. Maybe next time. See you around?”

The grin on Liam’s face was an amused one, curious, like he was trying to figure me out. “Yeah. See you around.”

I nodded, and then turned and did my best not to run away from him like he was on fire, and I was doused in gasoline. I forced calming breaths and slowed my steps, swinging my hips, letting my hair bounce as I walked.

See? I’m just fine not hanging out. I don’t care if we ever hook up again, I wanted that walk to say.

Of course, in my head, there was quite the different conversation going on.

Still, I had a lot of time to myself during my internship at the museum, and I used every ounce of it to remind myself why I proposed this in the first place.

I wanted Liam Benson, that much was easy to spell out.

I wanted him so badly, I didn’t care in what capacity I could have him, or for how long, so long as I could have him in the end.

So, if last night was the end, then it was the end. And if it wasn’t, if I get to see him again, cool.

I repeated that mantra over and over until I actually started to believe it, until the cool girl I was trying to be started to manifest herself.

For the rest of the week, I didn’t pay much attention to Liam. We’d smile across the room at each other from time to time, and we’d always say good morning or see you later, depending on if we ran into each other before or after class. Sometimes we’d walk together for a while, talking a bit, laughing at each other’s shallow conversation and jokes. But I didn’t ask him to hang out again. Instead, I played it cool, and any time I wanted to fall into a pile of mush at his feet, I exited the conversation and removed myself before I could.

On Friday after class, Liam walked me all the way to the museum, grabbing a panini with me on the way.

“Busy tonight?” he asked around a mouthful.

I shrugged. “No set plans.”

“Wanna hang?”

My heart skipped a beat before pounding loud in my ears.

“Sure,” I said nonchalantly.

“Cool. I’ll swing by your place, maybe we can grab dinner or drinks or something.”

“Alright.”

“See you then.”

“See you.”

And he did swing by later, just as he said. But we didn’t get dinner, nor did we get drinks. In fact, we didn’t leave my room at all — not until well past one in the morning when I was fast asleep, and I felt Liam press a kiss to my forehead before quietly getting dressed and letting himself out.

As soon as he was gone, my eyes popped open, heart racing, breaths no more than shallow sips of air.

Oh my-lanta, I’m actually doing it, I thought to myself, giggling and wrapping myself up in my sheets. I didn’t ask him to stay. I didn’t ask when I’d see him again. I just let him leave, and I convinced myself I was one-hundred-percent fine with him leaving, too.

I fell asleep with a satisfied smile on my face, and an even more satisfied ache between my legs.

And a gold medal for naïvete.
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The Art of Blurring Lines

 

So that’s how June passed.

The days grew longer, the nights hotter, and I spent every waking moment either with Liam, or thinking about him.

My work didn’t suffer from the new focus. If anything, it was a major benefit. Because when I wasn’t with Liam, I was trying to distract myself from my thoughts of him, so I’d throw myself into studying, into sketching, into painting or volunteering for an extra shift at the museum. I spent time with Angela, exploring nearby Tuscan cities, and I felt a sense of relief when it came time to go to sleep, thankful that I’d survived another day without giving in to my urge to ask Liam to spend time with me.

I always left that to him.

I figured out that was the way to keep myself safe, to just let him call the shots. Sometimes, we’d see each other before or after class for just a few moments before we’d go our separate ways. Sometimes when we both were out, he’d give me a head nod from across the room before going back to whoever he was with, and I’d turn my attention back to Angela, acting like I didn’t care, either.

But other times, it felt like Liam couldn’t stay away from me, no matter if he wanted to.

I’d catch him watching me all through class, his dark eyes under furrowed brows, cheeks between his teeth like he wanted so badly to look away but physically couldn’t. Those were the days he’d walk me to the museum, or barely make it through his greeting after class before he asked when he could see me.

And on the nights we were together, time stopped, the world slowed to a crawling spin, and even the universe itself seemed to take a breath of pause.

Sometimes we’d go out for dinner and drinks, only to end up back at his place, him exploring me, me discovering him. Sometimes we’d never leave the room at all — his or mine, depending.

But on my favorite nights, we’d paint.

The first time it happened was at my place. I’d had a stack of thin canvases between my headboard and the wall, and Liam had peeled one out, propping it up on my dresser against the wall. He left the room long enough to grab one of our barstools from the kitchen, and then he’d set my easel up next to him and patted the seat.

I put on The Bends Radiohead album, and for the first six songs or so, we didn’t say a word. It was nothing but the sound of brush against canvas and Thom Yorke’s falsetto, a beautiful combination. But about ten seconds into “Just,” Liam sat back, appraising his canvas, and then he turned and looked at me.

I wasn’t working on anything in particular, not an assignment or something due to turn in. Instead, I painted the tunnel of a wave, mixing shades of deep turquoise and brilliant teal and deep, navy blue. But assignment or not, I was locked in. That’s how I always was when I painted. Lost. Surrendered. Completely consumed.

I was bringing a tiny surfer to life in the middle of the wave when suddenly, a cool, thick paint was brushed along my cheek.

I blinked, coming back to the present moment to find Liam smirking beside me, the offending weapon in his hand. “Hi,” he said.

I laughed. “Hi.” I reached up and wiped the paint with my fingers, holding them in front of me to see the bright golden yellow. “You painted me.”

“I did,” he agreed, and then he angled his canvas a bit, showing me the start of something that did look a lot like me, except the lines were dragged this way and that, creating a blur. But I still saw me there — the depths of my blue eyes, the mole on my lip, the curtain of blonde hair falling over my ears.

I swallowed, staring for a long while as if I could stare long enough to not feel anything, to not be filled with warmth at the fact that I was his subject.

And then suddenly, there was a flash.

I blinked, turning to find Liam holding the disposable camera from yes night.

He shrugged, winding the knob at the top so the next picture was loaded and ready. “We had a few left,” he said before setting it aside.

I smiled and looked back at the painting, marveling at the way he saw me. When I met his gaze again, his eyes were darker, heated, and laced with something akin to mischief, or perhaps desire.

He reached forward to tap the tip of his wet brush to my bottom lip. Slowly, he dragged it down, over my chin and along the line of my neck, down my chest until it dipped below the V of my t-shirt.

I was in his arms in the next instant, wrapping him up as much as I could as he did the same. Even a centimeter of distance between us was too much. I wanted every piece of me touching every piece of him.

Our clothes were shed in a rush, and the only time we broke from our kiss was to strip. And while I expected him to take me in my bed, he lifted my ass and sat me on top of the dresser, shoving me back until my spine hit the fresh paint of his canvas. He grabbed my hips and yanked, then, until my ass hung just enough off the dresser for him to enter me. And after a quick condom application, that’s exactly what he did.

He filled me to the brim, covering my mouth to mute the cry that came with the feel of him stretching me open.

It was quick and hot, my racing heart barely able to keep pace before we were both spent and clinging to each other, our foreheads slick, roots damp with sweat.

We both laughed a little before tiptoeing our way down the hall to the shower, and as the water fell through his hair and over his eyes, I asked, “How did you get into painting?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you told me you don’t really want to make a career of it, that you’re doing it just because, right now, you like to,” I reminded him. “But… you’re too talented to have just randomly picked up painting on a whim recently.”

He smirked, lathering up shampoo in his hands before he ran them through my hair, his fingers massaging my scalp. I closed my eyes and hummed at the pleasant feeling, waiting for his answer.

“I used to go to my grandma’s every summer — my dad’s mom. She lived in the middle of nowhere, a small town in northern Connecticut, rather than the coast where we were, but she was always the highlight of my year because whether she had us for two weeks or four, she filled every minute of our time with something new and exciting. The town was small, but it had a lot going on for kids — probably because everyone had them, and the parents were dying to figure out ways to keep them busy.”

I smiled, letting him guide me back until I was under the showerhead and the warm water was raining over me.

“She put us in church camp and swim lessons, pottery classes and karate. We’d go to the little theater in town to watch a movie every Friday night, and we’d spend every Saturday morning hitting every garage sale we could find.”

When my hair was rinsed, I ran my fingers over my eyes to clear the water so I could see him again.

“When I was eleven, she put us in this week-long painting program at the community center,” he said. “It was juvenile, of course, but… I remember the teacher, Mrs. Gardenbaum, looking at my painting and letting out a loud gasp and telling me how talented I was. She told my grandma, too, and grandma had the painting framed and hung it in her living room. Not her bedroom, not a guest bathroom — the living room.” He shrugged. “And I loved that feeling. I loved that something I created made two very important people in my life feel good.”

I ran my fingertips over his shoulders and down his arm. “That’s beautiful.”

“I kept up with it for a while, painting in my room after dinner, and taking what classes I could in high school. But then basketball became more important, and then eventually, girls,” he said with a chuckle. “And when college came, all I could think about was filling my schedule with the classes I needed to graduate and get to law school. Plus, I was in a fraternity — every minute of my spare time was taken up.”

He paused, inhaling a deep breath as he wound a piece of my wet hair around his pointer finger. He kept his eyes there when he spoke again.

“When everything happened…” He rolled his lips together. “I didn’t know how to process. Everyone said I should go to therapy, but I had nothing to say. Sometimes there just aren’t words, you know?”

I sighed in understanding. “I do,” I whispered.

“I don’t really remember what triggered it, but one night I was driving home, and I stopped to get a bite to eat at this little deli I loved.” He made a face. “Well, as much as I could love anything at that point in my life, anyway. And next door, there was this paint shop. They were about to close, and I didn’t even really make a conscious decision. I just walked in, like I was on autopilot. I bought a couple canvases, and some cheap brushes and paints, and I went home, and for the first time since I was maybe sixteen or so… I painted.”

“How did it feel?”

“Fucking terrible,” he said on a breath. “I cried. Like, the kind of ugly sobbing where you can’t breathe, and snot is coming out of your nose.”

I offered him a sympathetic smile, squeezing his forearm. “It was like coming home, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” he agreed. “But it was also like being ripped open and having the most painful parts of myself poked and prodded until any wound that had healed had no choice but to bleed again.”

I nodded, tracing my fingertips up his arm again until I was framing his jaw in my hand. There was nothing more to say, so I pressed up onto my toes and pulled him down into me, and I kissed him.

That was the first time we painted together. Since then, we’d painted at least a half-dozen times, and every time, I felt this awful, tight fist around my heart when he slipped out in the middle of the night. It was only on those nights that I had to truly fight the urge to reach for him, to ask him to stay, to ask him for more.

It was on those nights that I wondered if I could really keep my promise — to him and to Angela and to myself.

But as if he could sense it, Liam would pull back after nights like that, barely talking to me for days. And when we did meet up again, it would be something casual — a walk in the park, or along the river, or a couple drinks at a bar before we had a quick romp and said goodnight.

When June turned to July, the summer heat was unbearable, and I truly felt everything between us bubbling up inside me.

But I knew it was only a matter of time before the whistle would blow and the pot would boil over.
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The Art of Jealousy

 

“This came for you,” Angela said one afternoon, handing me a medium-sized, slightly beat-up box. One look at the pastel pink paper it was wrapped in, and the way it was taped up like it contained the national treasure inside it, and I knew it was from my mother.

“Thanks,” I said, barely glancing at it before I set it aside. Then I went back to what I was doing before Angela came home, which was staring blankly across the living room in complete silence, absentmindedly eating sticks of celery.

I was in the middle of a very important pity party for one.

It had been a full week since Liam had so much as looked at me, let alone talked to me or had me in his bed.

It’s not a big deal, I’d tried to convince myself. This is part of the deal. He doesn’t owe me anything.

But jealousy slithered in my stomach like a hungry snake, because I’d seen him walking with a girl after class today.

A very curvy, very beautiful girl.

I had no idea who she was, or where they were going, or if I had any reason to be jealous. All I knew was that, according to Angela and the agreement I’d so cheerfully entered into with Liam when I’d convinced him I could do this, I wasn’t allowed to be jealous.

Nor was I allowed to be as upset about not seeing him for a week as I was.

Part of me felt like I had it under control. So what, he hadn’t asked to hang out. That was fine. Maybe he scratched his itch, and now we were back to what we were before yes night: which was to say, nothing at all.

The other part of me was more twisted up than a pretzel. Because the truth was now that I’d had him — all of him — I wanted more. I didn’t want the past few weeks to be it. I didn’t want to go back to what we were before.

And I definitely didn’t want to share.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Angela asked, snapping me back to the moment.

“Later.”

“Later? It was sent all the way from the States. Aren’t you curious what’s inside?”

“It’s probably just cookies or something.”

“I like cookies.”

I didn’t respond.

“Cookies would be a hell of a lot better than this,” she noted, picking up one of my celery sticks before dropping it back on the plate.

“I said I’ll open it later!”

Angela cocked a brow at the outburst, folding her arms over her chest.  “Okay… what’s going on?”

I sighed, shaking my head. “Nothing. Sorry. I’m just… irritated.”

“Because?”

I flattened my lips together, because I knew if I told her the truth, she’d tell me I was in trouble. She’d tell me I needed to walk away from him before I ended up hurt. And I knew if I told her a lie, she’d see right through it.

So, the best thing to do was to just stay silent.

She plopped down next to me on the couch. “I don’t want to resort to this, but you better start talking or I’ll start tickling,” she threatened, wiggling her fingers toward me to seal the intent.

I squirmed away from her. “I can’t tell you.”

That got her attention, her brows folding together, tickle fingers falling dead at her sides. “What do you mean, you can’t tell me? You tell me everything.”

“I just… can’t,” I said again. “I’m fine, I promise. Just a little emotional. Okay? Can we just drop it?”

Angela chewed her cheek, obviously not happy with that option. “Okay. But only if you open that package and stop whatever is happening here,” she said, gesturing to the sad, half-eaten piece of celery on my plate.

I nodded, deciding that whatever was in the package from home would probably cheer me up, anyway. And regardless, if it got me out of admitting to Angela that I was struggling with the very thing she warned me about, I’d take it.

She popped off the couch and grabbed the box, setting it in my lap, and just as she did, our phone rang.

My heart leapt into my throat, and I jumped off the couch and ran to the phone before Angela could even process that it had rung. “I’ll get it!” I said, and as soon as I picked it up, I forced a breath to try to sound cool. “Hello?”

“Hello, sweetheart!”

My shoulders deflated at the sound of my mom’s voice, a reaction that made a twinge of guilt follow on the heels of disappointment. Had this been even one week ago, and I would have been ecstatic to receive a call from home.

But there was only one person I wanted to hear from right now.

The one person seemingly fine with never talking to me again.

“Hey, Mom,” I said on a sigh, and Angela pointed to her room before disappearing and leaving me to talk.

“Dad’s here, too,” she said.

“Hey, pumpkin,” I heard him say next.

“Hey, Daddy. Is everything okay?” I asked, frowning when I saw the time on the clock. “It’s early there. And I know long distance is expensive.”

“Did you get a package?” Dad asked.

That made my brows pop into my hairline. “I did. Just now, actually.”

“We were tracking it,” Mom explained. “Have you… opened it?”

“I literally just got it.” My stomach flipped in warning. “What’s in it? Is everything okay?”

“Open it and find out,” Mom said, and I could tell from the tone of her voice that she wore one of her big smiles, the one I always called her I got a good deal at Nordstrom smile.

“Okay… one sec,” I said, setting the phone down long enough to grab the box from across the room. It was light, too light for how big it was. When I got back, I sandwiched the phone between my shoulder and ear, grabbing our only pair of scissors to help open it. “Why do I feel like a Jack-in-the-Box is about to jump out at me?”

Dad laughed, which did nothing to assure me.

The scissors weren’t left-handed, which made them a little hard to maneuver, but once I figured them out, I held the box steady with my small hand, and slid the scissors along the tape in the creases of the box with the other, careful not to cut too deep. Then, I opened the flaps to reveal at least a hundred Styrofoam beans inside.

“Did you open it?!” Mom asked excitedly.

“I did… Styrofoam. Gee, thanks.”

Dad snorted. “Dig around.”

I arched a brow, reaching my hand in like I’d find something that could bite me. Instead, I felt nothing but Styrofoam until I found a small, rubber-like something. I frowned, carefully grabbing it and pulling it free.

It was a small pink pacifier.

I blinked, staring at the unfamiliar object between my fingers as my heart picked up its pace in my ears.

“Hello? You still there?” Mom asked.

“I am. I… found it.” I didn’t know what else to say. I just stared at the pacifier, rolling it over in my fingers.

“And?” Mom asked.

“And… I don’t understand.”

There was a brief pause, and then my father’s warm voice. “Your mother is pregnant, pumpkin. We’re having a baby.”

“You’re going to be a big sister,” Mom added, and I knew from the way her voice wavered that she was crying.

I, on the other hand, was rapidly losing my vision.

I dropped the pacifier, holding onto the counter to steady myself. “Wow,” I managed after a long moment. “That’s… wow. Congratulations.”

“Can you believe it?” Mom asked. “We don’t know for sure yet, but we think it’s a girl. I can just feel it. Oh, Harley,” she said, her voice quaking again. “Our little family of three is growing.”

Our little family is growing. Those were the words she said.

But all I heard was now that you’re gone, we can try again.

And maybe we can get it right this time.

I swallowed, gripping the phone so tight my knuckles ached. “I’m so happy for you, both of you.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. We just couldn’t wait to tell you!”

“No, we couldn’t. But this call is going to cost a fortune, so we should probably hang up now,” Dad added with a chuckle. “We’ll send you an email with more details later.”

I nodded, my throat dry as I tried to swallow again. “Sure, yeah, I’ve got to get going to the museum, anyway.”

“We love you, honey. So much,” Mom said. “You’re going to be the best big sister.”

Tears flooded my eyes, but I held them at bay. “I love you, too,” I managed, and then the line went dead.
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My shift at the museum was an underwater blur.

Everything was in slow-motion — my feet as I dragged them along, my heartbeat, the questions guests asked me, the answers that came from me on autopilot, and most of all, time.

My body was physically at the museum, but my soul hovered somewhere above it, trying to process why I wasn’t ecstatic that my parents were having another child.

I should be happy.

I’m going to be a big sister.

I’ve always wanted a sibling.

But no matter how I tried to convince myself, the loudest voice of all drowned everything else out.

They waited until I was gone.

I was too much for them to handle another baby along with me.

They were scared it would happen again.

They were scared they’d have another me.

My eyes watered again at the thought, and I excused myself from a conversation with a family from Scotland, walking along the edges of the room like I was looking for something or someone and praying it would be enough for guests to leave me alone. But I hadn’t even gone ten steps before I was tapped on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, miss?”

I sighed, closing my eyes for a long moment before I plastered on my best smile and turned around to help whoever it was.

That smile flattened the moment I laid eyes on Liam.

“Can you tell me a little about this one?” he asked with a coy smile, pointing a thumb over his shoulder at Titian’s Flora.

His eyes dragged over the romantic painting, taking in the woman’s long hair and lush curves, how her dress hung off one shoulder, precariously close to revealing her breast.

“This chick is pretty hot,” he added. “Think she’s single?”

My emotions were a fickle thing that day, I realized, and not to be trusted. Because only a few hours earlier, there was nothing I wanted more than to see Liam.

But now, the fact that he was trying to be cute after ignoring me for a week only made me want to shove him off the nearest balcony.

“I don’t know,” I snipped, eyes narrowing. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“I would, but something tells me she’s not exactly the talkative type.”

I shook my head, turning my back on him and continuing the path I’d been walking before he interrupted.

I heard his chuckle on my heels before he caught up to me easily, sliding his hands in his pockets as he fell in step beside me. “Hey, it was just a joke.”

“Hilarious.”

He smirked, hooking me by the elbow with a gentle hand before he leaned in to whisper. “Oh, is someone jealous? Don’t worry, I’d take you over Flora any day.”

I knew he meant it as a joke. I knew the jerk who’d avoided eye contact and any and all conversation with me all week was gone now, and charming Liam Benson was back in full.

But I couldn’t help it.

I snapped.

“Can I help you with something?” I asked, ripping my arm from his grip. “Or did you just come here to make an already bad day worse?”

He frowned. “Hey, I was just messing around,” he said softly, moving in closer. He tried to touch me, but I pulled away. “What’s going on?”

I sighed, folding my arms over my chest. “Nothing. It’s busy. I should probably get back to work.”

“Okay…” he said warily. “I actually came to see if you want to hang out tonight.”

“Oh, because suddenly you’re in the mood to acknowledge my existence again?”

His lips flattened, and he looked away from me and across the museum, sniffing before his eyes found me again. “I deserved that.”

“You’re damn right you did.”

He narrowed his eyes, then. “Hey, I told you I was like this. I told you what you were getting into, and you said you understood.”

“You said you had good days and bad days, not that you were going to be fucking other girls.”

His head snapped back. “Fucking other… what are you talking about?”

“I saw you earlier, after class.”

“Saw me what exactly?”

I clamped my mouth shut, shaking my head at both him and myself because I knew I wasn’t making sense.

Liam sighed, looking around before he grabbed my elbow again and pulled me into the less-crowded gallery one door over. When we were tucked into the corner, he dipped his head to try to get me to look at him, but I refused.

“I’m sorry, okay?” he started. “I’ve had a bad week, and I haven’t felt like talking to or seeing anyone. Alright? It was all I could do to come to class. I’m sorry if I was an asshole to you.”

“You can’t be an asshole if you don’t even talk to me.”

“I’m not fucking anyone else.”

He paused, waiting until I lifted my gaze to his.

“And that’s part of what had me messed up this week.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Liam looked across the room, biting his bottom lip for a long moment like he didn’t know how to explain. When he looked at me again, it was with a thick line between his brows, his jaw tight. “Because we agreed to keep this casual, and usually I’m good at that. Usually, I can be with someone one night and be fine never seeing them again. Usually, I can fuck other people and not even think twice about it. But with you…” He swallowed, his dark eyes flicking back and forth between mine. “I’m having a really fucking hard time staying away from you, Harley Chambers,” he whispered. “Even when I know I should.”

My heart thumped loud in my chest — once, twice, a third time. And I really didn’t have a single hold on my emotions, because once again, my nose stung, tears flooding my vision.

“That girl you saw me with was asking me about Thomas,” he explained. “My roommate.”

I nodded, rolling my lips together and looking down at the ground between us. My gut was so twisted up, I couldn’t make sense of anything I was feeling. I wanted to tell him not to stay away from me, that I didn’t want to stay away from him either, but Angela’s warning rang loud in my ears.

And I knew what he could give me, which meant I also understood what he couldn’t.

“My mom is pregnant,” I whispered after a long while. I wasn’t sure why those were the words I chose to speak into existence, but as soon as they were out, a mixture of fear and relief filtered through me.

I waited for the excitement, for his surprised gasp and congratulations! When it didn’t come, I frowned, looking up from the floor to find him shaking his head. He reached for me, framing my arms in his hands.

He didn’t say a word.

He just nodded, his brows bending together.

And in that moment, I knew.

He understood.

Without me saying anything, he understood.

And it broke me.

I was yanked into his chest before the first tear could fall, and I held onto him as I let go of every emotion I’d been holding in all day. He ran his hand over my hair, quietly shushing me as he held me tight.

I couldn’t be sure how long we stood there like that, me clinging to his shirt, and him holding me just as tight, as if to tell me without speaking a single word that he was there, that it was okay, that I wasn’t alone.

When I calmed down, I pulled away and wiped my face, sniffing and staring at where my hands twisted in his flannel shirt.

“Will you stay with me tonight?” I asked.

The pained sigh that came from his chest told me he knew he shouldn’t.

But the kiss he pressed to my lips gave me hope that he would.

After telling my supervisor I wasn’t feeling well, Liam helped me gather my things and walked me home. I took a quick shower and slipped into an oversized t-shirt, and then Liam held the covers open for me to crawl into bed beside him. He wrapped himself around me, shielding me from the day, and with my back nestled against his chest, I finally felt stable again.

“I should go,” he whispered in my ear when I was half-asleep.

But I turned in his arms to face him, pulling him close and pressing my lips to his as my hands trailed down between us where he was already growing hard.

And then I gave him every reason not to.
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The Art of Fireworks

 

The 1996 Summer Olympics opening ceremony set flame to an already burning hot summer.

Atlanta had the entire world’s attention, including every pair of eyes in the city of Florence. The streets were full with locals and tourists alike, bars setting up televisions and filling the sidewalks with chairs and tables. Street vendors crowded the space, too, with flags for nearly every country available for purchase. Italy’s pride was palpable, but so was that of the Americans and British students, of the French and Austrian tourists on holiday, of the Greek and Turkish inhabitants, of the Russian and Japanese visitors.

We were an entire world in one little Tuscan city.

Angela and I worked all day on our red, white, and blue outfits, and then we’d promptly taken a long nap to prepare for the evening. Since the ceremony was in Atlanta, that meant it wouldn’t even start until at least one in the morning in Florence.

It was going to be a long night.

Angela wore a tiny pair of white shorts, and a red tube top with platform sneakers to match. She’d braided red, white, and blue glitter yarn into her hair and had glittery red lips, too. I’d gone a little more casual, opting for a red crop top under my overall shorts, and I left one strap off so you could see the American flag on the shirt underneath. I braided my hair, too, into two French braid pigtails, and tied blue ribbons at the bottom.

We both had little American flags we picked up from one of the vendors, and we waved them around like banshees as we joined in the street party. Music blasted from every bar, and yet you could barely hear it over the various national anthems being sung all over town.

It had been a little over a week since my parents called, and other than telling Liam and Angela the news, I’d done little more to process it.

If anything, I was trying to forget it, at least for the time being.

And most definitely for tonight.

“This is insane!” Angela said as we weaved through the crowd.

“We need to find somewhere to actually watch the ceremony.”

“Come on. I heard of a place.”

She led the way until we escaped some of the party and slipped into a slightly less crowded area consisting mostly of shops that were closed for the night. But tucked between a shop that sold chess boards and one that sold watches was a narrow bar, and we ducked inside to find a small table with two blessedly empty chairs.

“Look! It’s starting!” I screeched when we plopped down, and all eyes were on the three box-set televisions suspended above the bar.

After a beautiful song was played by the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, President Bill Clinton made his entrance to present the colors, and our national anthem rang out in a small Italian bar.

Pride swelled in my chest, tears building in my eyes at the overwhelming feeling. Angela laughed and gave me a playful shove, but I couldn’t help it. Never in a million years would I have imagined being in Italy, let alone studying art in the Renaissance capital of the world. And to have such a momentous, worldwide occasion happening at the same time? It was just all too much.

Angela ran to the bar long enough to order us two beers — Bud Lights, since it was the only American beer we could get — and then we settled in to watch the performances unfold.

I was completely lost in Gladys Knight’s mesmerizing rendition of “Georgia on My Mind” when two chairs were plopped down on either side of Angela and me. We both jumped, being stirred from our daze, and then Liam filled the seat next to me as Thomas took the one next to Angela.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Liam said with a drunken smirk.

“Fancy, indeed.” I held up my glass of beer toward him first before turning and cheersing to his roommate. “Hi, Thomas. This is my roommate, Angela.”

“Roommate. Best friend. Goddess of Guidance,” Angela said, waving her hand in the air. “There are just so many titles to be had, but let’s not get caught up in that.” She grinned at a dumbfounded Thomas, who was just as struck by her beauty as anyone else who came into close contact with her. “Pleasure to meet you,” she finally said, extending her hand for his.

He took her hand and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss to her skin before his wide eyes gave her another once over. He shook his head over and over, his jaw practically on the ground, and when he met her gaze again, he cleared his throat before blurting out, “Marry me.”

I covered the snort-laugh that bubbled out of me with my left hand as Liam shook his head in pity, and Angela let a devilish smile curl up on her lips.

“Oh, honey, I would, but you’re not exactly my type.”

“What’s your type?” he asked immediately. “Jock? Rockstar? Businessman? Whatever it is, I’ll be it.”

“The type who has a socket where you have a plug.”

That earned a laugh from Liam, but Thomas just screwed his face up in confusion, looking at us, and then at Angela, who cocked a brow and waited for him to put the pieces together.

We were all witness to the way his face fell slack once he finally did. “Oh.”

She chuckled, patting him on the back. “There, there. You can still buy my next drink, if you’d like.”

“Let’s be honest, bud, not like you’d have had a chance even if she was straight,” Liam chimed in.

“Fuck off,” Thomas said, wiping his hand along the sweat gathered on his beer bottle before flicking it at Liam.

Angela clucked her tongue. “Don’t listen to him. I’d at least have given you a chance to prove you were a good kisser.”

Thomas sighed. “I’ve never wished I had a vagina before, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

We all laughed at that, but then the roaring crowd in Atlanta quieted as the stage went dark, revealing a temple in the middle of the stadium that brought our attention back to the ceremony.

“I like your team spirit tonight,” Liam said a little later, leaning into me where only I could hear. “I especially like these,” he added, tugging on one of my braids.

I smirked, and without even looking at him I could feel his eyes raking over me. “You should see the panties and bra underneath.”

“Oh, I very much plan to.”

“Is that so?” I asked, finally meeting his eyes. They were dark and hungry, and when he licked his lips, it sent a ping of desire straight between my legs.

“Going for gold. It’s the theme tonight.”

I rolled my eyes and looked back at the screen, but couldn’t fight the smile that spread on my lips, or the heat that bloomed in my cheeks.

Liam must have liked that blush, because he pulled our disposable camera out and scooted closer to me so he could get us both in the frame. With one arm around my chair, and the other extended as far as he could to widen the frame, he snapped a picture, the camera making a buzzing sound as it processed it.

“I bet that one will be my favorite,” he said as he tucked it away again.

“How many pictures do we have left?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

Angela and Thomas grabbed us all another round of beers when the Parade of Nations began, and then they squeezed their way through the bar to the pool table tucked in the back corner. Liam and I angled our chairs so we could watch both the ceremony and the pool game, laughing to ourselves as Angela and Thomas gave each other shit.

“I think I need some air,” Liam said when our beers were empty again. “Want to walk with me?”

I loved the way he watched me, like all he could think about was getting me somewhere private so he could touch everything he’d been staring at all night.

“Sure.”

I stopped by the table long enough to let Angela know we were taking a stroll, and she gave me a look that told me she didn’t expect to see me again until the morning. With a kiss on my cheek and a slap on my ass when I turned, she bid me farewell, and then Liam led the way outside.

The night had cooled off marginally, but then again, it was at least three in the morning now. Usually, this city would be fast asleep, but tonight it buzzed like a live wire, every street filled with dancing and laughter and joy.

“So, I got a lashing from Professor B after class yesterday,” Liam said as we walked.

“What?” The word was more of a gasp when I said it. “No way, you’re his favorite.”

He chuckled. “Well, I guess his favoritism has run low. He wasn’t impressed with my latest assignment.” He frowned. “To be fair, neither was I.”

“Really? I thought it was great,” I said, recalling his dramatic painting of half a head, the bottom with the expected, full lips of a woman, but the top broken off and turning into a cloud of bees. “I took it to symbolize the way thoughts can buzz in our head so much, so loudly, that they take over.”

“That was the message,” he said with a sigh. “But… I mean, I started it that night at your place, and then I didn’t touch it again until two in the morning the night before it was due. It had the potential to be more, but I procrastinated, and the concept fell short. As did the technique.”

I grimaced, grabbing my opposite elbow behind my back as we turned to walk along the river. “I want to argue with you, but…”

“But it’s true. I know.”

Liam paused, balancing his elbows on the wall that overlooked the river. I took the spot next to him, absorbing the way the city lights and moon and stars reflected off the water.

“I’m not very focused. I haven’t been since…” He sniffed, but didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to. “I just kind of feel like I don’t have a direction. And for the longest time I prided myself on that, because I know how fast the life we build can completely shatter and we have to pivot. So I figured by not having a strict set of goals and aspirations, I could embrace life for what it really is — which is to say, a river with a strong current, and I’m just another leaf that fell off a tree and into its waters.”

I smiled at the analogy.

“But… I know that won’t fly for long, as poetic as it all sounds in my head,” he admitted. He let out a breath of a laugh, shaking his head as his eyes roamed the river. “I came here to do something. I just haven’t figured out exactly what.”

I moved a little closer, finding the crook of his elbow with my fingertips and drawing circles on the soft skin there. “If it makes you feel any better, I got a lashing, too.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” he said. “You always get a lashing. I’m the perfect child.”

I snorted, shoving him away before he laughed and moved in even closer, wrapping his arm around me and resting it on my hip. He angled himself so he was facing me more than the river.

I didn’t mind it.

“I’m reverting back to all my perfectionist ways,” I admitted. “I’m sure part of it has to do with the news I got from home.”

Liam hooked his finger in the belt loop of my shorts, tugging me closer. “We never really talked about that. Do you want to?”

“Definitely not,” I said, shaking my head for emphasis. “I’m fine. Really, I am. I just think it triggered all those traps I’ve set in my mind all my life.” I looked down at my shoes. “I can feel that need to be perfect suffocating my art again. And I can’t exactly have a whole life of yes nights, or I’ll never get any work done. Or any sleep, for that matter.”

Liam frowned, looking up at the sky. “Maybe we can help each other, have our own Olympics and go for the gold — me in self-discipline, you in imperfection.”

“Your gold medal sounds a lot more appealing than mine.”

“Yours sounds a lot more fun.”

I smiled, considering his offer. “So, what would that mean, exactly?”

“Well, I think I have what you need, and you have what I need, and we both just need a little balance and training, that’s all. Like the gymnastics team.”

“Huh,” I said. “So, I’m your coach in self-discipline, and you’re mine in… letting go, coloring outside the lines?”

“Precisely. What do you think?”

I tapped my chin. “I think you’re not going to want to have sex with me if I start lecturing you about priorities and giving you homework.”

“There’s not a world that exists where I don’t want to have sex with you,” he said, wrapping both arms around me and pulling me all the way into him. “In fact, it’s kind of hot to think of you as a teacher.” His hands slid down to grip my ass, and he squeezed each cheek firmly, the tip of his nose meeting mine as he whispered, “Will you wear one of those plaid skirts like the girls in Clueless?”

“I do have one of those,” I said with a smirk against his lips. “It’s baby blue and white.”

He groaned his approval, and before I could laugh, his mouth captured mine, stealing any chance I had at doing anything but clinging onto him for dear life.

We both sucked in a deep breath at the contact, inhaling the night and each other all at once. I pressed up onto my tiptoes to get more, wrapping my arms around his neck and running my hands through his hair. He held one hand on my ass, and the other trailed up slowly, sliding along my neck and into my hair until he framed my jaw and held me to him.

Suddenly, a loud boom echoed over the water, and I broke our kiss just in time to watch a tiny rocket go up in the sky and burst into a bright shower of sparks over the river with a pop and a sizzle.

“Liam, look,” I said breathlessly on a smile, pointing behind him. “Fireworks.”

But when I looked back at him, his eyes were locked on me, and he shook his head, sliding his hand back into my hair to tug me close again.

“I think I’d rather make our own.”

The next kiss Liam pressed to my lips wasn’t playful or gentle. It was desperate and needy, greedy and demanding. He took and took until my knees were weak and a small whimper came from my lips, and when my body fell limp in his arms, he caught all of me, assuring me he was there to catch me.

That kiss told me it was okay to fall, even though my heart knew it wasn’t.

He pressed my back into the stone wall as another firework burst above us, and as the glitter shower rained down, Liam slipped his hand under the chest of my overalls and pressed his warm palm to my stomach. I gasped at his boldness as he trailed down farther and farther, until he couldn’t get his arm any deeper without turning me and pressing his chest to my back so his hand could travel farther down.

“Liam…” I warned, but already my hands were gripping the stone wall, bracing, preparing.

I knew there was no stopping now.

“I’ve got you,” he promised, a whisper in my ear as his hand slipped under my panties, his middle fingertip dipping into my wet arousal.

I moaned, letting my head fall back to hit his shoulder, and I felt his lips curve into a smile before he started kissing my neck and sucking my earlobe between his teeth. He wrapped his arm around me even more, and with that came the access he wanted.

He slipped a finger inside me, deep and fast, and caught my weight when I fell back against him.

I knew there were other people around. I knew we weren’t the only ones who’d walked away from the packed block parties in the streets and decided to stroll the river to get fresh air. But in that moment, with him inside me, and his breathy kisses in my ear, I didn’t care.

Let them watch.

Let them see what I do to this man.

Each new thrust of his finger inside me had his palm rubbing against my clit, the friction and penetration combining with the way he sucked and bit my neck to drive me right over the edge. It couldn’t have been more than two minutes before I was coming with his name on my lips, and another firework blast in the sky that I felt from the inside out.

When I finished, Liam slowly removed his finger, turning me to face him. I was panting, my mouth open, and his dark eyes searched mine as he held the finger wet with my desire against my bottom lip.

I didn’t even question it, didn’t have to think about it. I knew what he wanted, and I answered his plea with my eyes still locked on his, sucking his finger into my mouth and licking it clean.

His chest heaved, his eyes hooded, breaths loud in the air between us. When I released his finger with my wet lips rolling over the tip, he swallowed, closing his eyes for a beat before he slammed his mouth to mine.

“I want you so fucking bad, Harley,” he breathed against my lips, crushing my body to his with his hard length pressing into my stomach.

“Take me.”

“Not here.”

He pulled back, eyes frantic as he searched our surroundings. Then, suddenly, he grabbed my hand and tugged me across the street away from the river and into a tight alleyway with broken stone walls and vines crawling up each side. There were no lights above, just the small windows of what I assumed to be the backside of residences, and as soon as we were hidden in the shadows, he slammed me against the wall and pinned my arms up overhead, kissing what little breath I had left out of me.

“What are you doing to me?” he asked on a breath between bruising kisses.

I dragged my nails down his back in an answer, drawing a hiss from him before he ripped at the strap of my overalls still fastened. They were oversized and baggy on me, so as soon as he unclipped it, they fell, and then I was there in the alley in just my crop t-shirt and red cotton panties to match.

Liam stepped back for just a fraction of a moment to take in the sight, and then he spun me, my hands pressing against the wall to catch myself. I heard him unfasten his jeans behind me, the rip of the condom wrapper, his ragged breaths as he rolled it on, and then his thumbs slipped under the band of my panties and pulled them down to my knees.

There wasn’t enough space to spread my legs fully, the fabric of my panties restraining my legs, but I spread as much as I could and hinged at the waist, giving him access.

Permission granted, he lined himself up, the tip of him pressing into my wet opening, and then with a flex of his hips, he filled me from behind.

I gasped, and before I could moan or scream, his hand wrapped around my mouth. He stifled his own need to groan, biting down on my shoulder, instead, as he pulled out and pressed back in even deeper.

His thrusts were slow and deep, every inch of him ripping me open, and then he picked up his speed, his breaths growing more and more shallow. When he was close, the hand wrapped around my mouth fell to squeeze my breast, and that must have sent him over the edge. He grunted, body shaking and trembling as he released into the condom, and I felt every pulse inside me like a calling for me to find my second release, too.

Just as my orgasm started to catch, he stopped, his body going slack behind me.

“No,” I whimpered.

“Fuck,” he said instantly, his hand snaking around me. “Are you going to come again?”

“Yes,” I breathed, but I didn’t even have to answer. He was already pressing his warm palm against my clit and circling hard, his hips pumping even as he went soft inside me. But he was still hard enough, still deep enough, and the combination of him touching me while he worked inside was just what I needed to catch the spark.

Another boom. Another firework overhead. A distant cheer somewhere in the city as an almost-painful orgasm shook through me. And when I was spent, I was truly spent, weak and dizzy and exhausted like I’d never been before in my life.

Liam withdrew, turning me so he could press a gentle kiss to my lips, his hands disheveling my braids, our breaths slowly evening out in the dark alley.

“See?” he asked. “Our fireworks were better.”

I let out a breathy laugh, shaking my head before he kissed me again.

The next firework crack in the sky sounded like a clock bell to me, loud and striking, reminding me that in just over a month, our program would be over, and we’d go our separate ways.

Now that I’d had him, I wondered how I ever thought I could play this whole thing cool.

I wondered how I was going to keep it casual after a night like tonight.

I wondered how I’d ever let him go when the summer came to an end.

But the next boom shook the thoughts from my head, and after we got dressed again, I let Liam take my hand and walk me back to the bar as we joked and laughed and kissed every chance we got, like nothing in the world could stop us now.

What was worse was that I actually believed it.
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The Art of Illusion

 

“This is stupid,” Liam said, crossing his arms and scowling at the canvas.

I sighed, but couldn’t fight back my smile at the frown he wore, at the pouty lip and hair hanging in his eyes. He was being a petulant child. I found it strangely adorable.

“It’s not stupid. It’s a small step that can take your paintings to the next level.”

“I don’t need to sketch first. I know what I’m painting.”

“Maybe so, but big brushes make big mistakes that are hard to undo. Better to make those mistakes in pencil so they can be erased and redone.”

He inhaled the longest breath before letting it out between loose lips, making a horse sound.

I chuckled. “Come on. It’ll be fun,” I promised, holding the pencil up again.

He eyed it angrily before another huff, but resigned, he finally took it and started his sketch.

“Good boy,” I purred in his ear.

I tried to walk away, but he snatched my wrist, pulling me down until we were face to face.

“You keep talking like that, and the only work that will get done around here will be me working on making you come.”

“Focus, Mr. Benson,” I said, kissing his lips swiftly before I wiggled out of his grasp. “And maybe we can have playtime after class.”

“You’re cruel.”

“Hey, this was your idea,” I reminded him.

With another dramatic sigh, he peeled his eyes off me and back to his canvas, and I put on the Jagged Little Pill album by Alanis Morissette before taking the seat next to him.

Hours passed with little being said between us. When the music stopped, I’d get up long enough to change CDs before I’d be back next to him. And when our sketches were complete, Liam tossed his pencil behind him and threw me over his shoulders like a sack of potatoes, hauling me to the bed.

This was the way our week went after that night of the Olympics kicking off.

We watched our country battle for gold, while we each overcame our own hurdles abroad. You would have thought I was torturing Liam, for the way he fought me on every little lesson I tried to teach regarding how he could hone his craft.

Sketching was just the beginning. We branched into edging and blending, desaturation and color temperature, and though he threw a fit nearly every step of the way, I could see it at the end of each day, how proud he was of what he’d done, how it was clicking for him — the way one small adjustment could lead to a huge impact on his work.

To be fair, Liam wasn’t the only one getting fussy.

There were times I’d be deep into a painting, and he’d pull me from my chair, making me put the brush down when I was so far in the zone, it felt impossible to walk away. He’d choose those exact moments to take me back out into the real world, and every time, he’d lead me to something new, something unseen, something to shake me up — like reading to an older gentleman at a retirement home on the edge of the city, or eating pork blood cake, a Tuscan delicacy.

It wasn’t always about taking me out for bite-size experiences like what we had on our yes night, though. Sometimes, he’d stand behind me when I was intensely focused and cover my eyes with his hands. He’d hold them there, just breathing, until I realized my breathing was shallow and tense, and his was long and relaxed, and we’d just breathe together until mine matched his.

I’d critique his work technically, and he’d critique mine creatively. We were pushing each other to be better and, I had to hand it to him, he’d been right that night by the river.

We were a perfect balance.

One night, when we were both tired and had been working entirely too long, I hit my boiling point.

“No, do it again,” Liam said, dragging his hand across the canvas and marring my work so that I had no choice.

I gaped at the sight of his fingertip smudges destroying the field of sunflowers on my canvas. “Liam! How could you do that?!” I whipped around, tears stinging my eyes. “We’ve been here for hours. It’s ruined. How could you… how could—”

“It’s boring, Harley. It’s tired and you know it.”

“You’re so rude. Do you know that? You’re the rudest boy I’ve ever met.”

His nostrils flared. He hated it when I called him a boy.

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I said, wiping my tears before they could fall. “I want you to leave.”

He sighed, bending at the waist until his eyes were level with mine. “Harley, look at me.”

I shook my head, eyes on my feet, arms crossed hard over my chest.

“Please.”

My throat tightened, exhaustion and weariness making it impossible for me to discern what I actually wanted in that moment. Reluctantly, I pulled my gaze up to meet his.

“You can do better. Okay? That’s what I’m saying. Just like I hated spending an entire night on stupid blending, you knew it would help me. You knew I was capable of more.”

I swallowed, not wanting to admit he was right.

“You’re so focused on getting everything right — the lighting, the shade, the edges, the blends. You should have seen the wrinkles between your eyes, and the way your shoulders were tied up to your ears while you painted this past hour.” He shook his head. “What if you looked at it a different way? What if you gave yourself permission to not have to get it right the first time, but to simply play? What if instead of intense focus, you laughed and drank wine while you painted, and you didn’t get frustrated at the first misstep, but instead took it as a cue to go a different direction, to flow with your creativity instead of trying to wrangle it?”

I couldn’t explain it to anyone who wasn’t there — not Angela or my parents or Professor Beneventi — but the words Liam spoke to me in that moment seemed to pull back a curtain that I thought my whole life was a wall. He revealed a whole world behind that curtain, one that had been there all along, but that I had been too afraid to find.

I sniffed, because somehow, the realization hurt as much as it freed me.

“Turn around and look at your painting again,” he said, and when I did, it all made sense. I no longer saw the marred lines of his fingers in the paint as a nuisance. I saw them as a savior. I saw endless possibilities. And beneath them, I only saw a painting that fell short in every possible way, that — had I have finished it the way I wanted to — would have just been another oil painting of a field of sunflowers that anyone with technical training could have painted.

Anyone.

It didn’t leave a mark, it didn’t have a soul or a style that was my own.

When I looked back at Liam, my eyes welled with tears again. “This is so hard.”

He smirked, grabbing my hand and leading me over to my bed. He sat us down on the edge, wiping the tears off my cheeks before he framed my face in his hands.

“Why do you feel the need to be perfect?”

I closed my eyes, releasing another tiny river of tears as my chest split open at the truth that wanted to pour out of me just the same.

“Because I never can be.”

When I opened my eyes again, Liam was frowning, his head tilted as he tried to figure out what I was trying to say.

I held up my right hand between us, wiggling my fingers and nubbins. The words I’d never spoken aloud to anyone felt like steel bars around my heart, each beat throttled, each breath too tight.

“I’m defective,” I whispered. “I have been my whole life. I never stood a chance to be perfect in anything, in any way, because of how I was born. I’ll never be the perfect daughter, or the perfect athlete, or the perfect wife.” A sob choked me with that admission. “Or the perfect mother,” I whispered through the tears. Finally, my eyes found Liam’s again, and the pain reflected in his irises only made it easier for me to break. “So, I try to be the perfect artist, because it’s the only thing I actually think I might be able to do.”

Liam swallowed, shaking his head as his hands tightened where he held me. “Jesus, Harley.”

“I know,” I said, shaking my head and looking at my lap. “It’s stupid.”

“No. It’s not stupid. Everything you feel is valid. It’s real. Which is why it hurts so damn much.”

I nodded, pressing my lips together to fight against another wave of tears.

“And now, my parents are having a baby. I should be excited, Liam. I should be happy.” Emotion warped my face again, and I shook my head against another wave of tears. “But all I can think about is how they waited until I was gone to try again, how I was too much to handle, and how they’re probably thinking maybe this time we can get it right.”

Liam let out a long, slow breath, his hands rubbing my arms. “It’s okay to feel that way.”

“It’s awful.”

“I have to tell you something,” he said, leaning down until I looked at him again. “You’re right.”

The pain in my chest was too much to bear.

“You’re right. You’re not perfect,” he continued. “You’re far from it. But you know what else? Perfect is boring. Perfect is safe. Perfect is stress and anxiety and pretending like you have some sort of control over life, when the truth is, none of us do.”

He shook his head, a little smile on his lips as he swiped his thumb across the line of my jaw.

“Perfect is the last thing I want in a daughter or wife or the mother of my child. And it’s the last thing I wish for you. Because you, Harley Chambers, are so goddamn beautiful and smart and charming and funny and stubborn and maddening, that it would be a shame — no, a crime — for perfection to take all that away.”

Something between a laugh and a sob left my chest, and Liam pulled me in closer, his lips hovering over mine.

“I know I’m not much older than you, but what happened with…” He swallowed. “What I have learned is that nothing is promised. Nothing. I don’t believe in love or hate or good luck or bad luck or mistakes, and I most certainly don’t believe in perfection. Because life is just that — life. It’s hard most days. Some days, it’s okay. And in the end, you only have this very moment. There’s no sense worrying about impressing other people or driving yourself crazy trying to be something or do something when right now, today, here,” he whispered, squeezing my hands in his. “This is it. Let go of that desire to be something else and find whatever joy you can in being exactly who you are. Do it now,” he added. “While you still have breath in your lungs.”

His words mixed up the wildest tornado inside me, thoughts I’d never had before swirling and blowing a hundred miles an hour, knocking everything off the walls, ripping the house I’d built my entire life from its foundation.

“I think there’s a lot of beauty and poetry in what you just said,” I finally whispered. “But… I also don’t think we can live expecting tragedy and death around every corner. Because what kind of life is that?” I shook my head, pulling back a little so I could look into his eyes. “It’s a hopeless one.”

He let out a breath of a laugh, his eyes flicking back and forth between mine. “Well, that’s just it,” he said. “Hope is the most dangerous of all.”

A long silence fell between us, the tears drying on my face, and then all I could feel was the overwhelming need to be close to him.

I climbed into his lap, straddling him, pressing my lips to his, and winding my hands up into his hair as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me into him. All I wanted was to soak up his sadness, to replace it with the love he insisted didn’t exist.

What a treacherous game to play.

It went on like this, the days bleeding into the nights. We watched Naim Süleymanoglu win his third gold medal and comfort the man he beat as we struggled for our first championships and held each other up along the way. We watched Kerri Strug endure heartbreaking pain and injury to bring honor to her country while we endured discomfort and pain of our own to honor creating something worth existing.

But in working the way we were, our previous boundaries we’d set were completely obliterated.

We were together every waking moment of the day — if not in class, then after, and all into the night. I slept in Liam’s bed, or he slept in mine. We ate every meal together. The only time we had to ourselves was when I was at the museum — and he usually took that time to nap or hang out with Thomas.

Angela didn’t have to tell me she was worried. I could see it in the way she watched me, the way her brows furrowed every time she saw us together.

“I hope you know better than I do what you’re getting yourself into,” she said to me one morning, pouring a cup of coffee for herself before getting two more mugs down for me and Liam. She filled them to the top and handed them to me, her eyes heavy with warning. “Remember what he told you. Remember what he said he can give you, and what he can’t.”

“I know,” I assured her.

And I did know. I hadn’t forgotten our arrangement, and every day, he dropped subtle reminders in our conversations.

He didn’t believe in love.

He didn’t believe in anything.

He had nothing to give to anyone.

He didn’t even know what he wanted in his own life.

And then, as if he could sense the thin line we were walking, too — Liam pulled away from me that very same day.

It was sudden and abrupt, so much so that for a while I wondered if I was just imagining it. But he didn’t come over after my internship that evening, or the next, or the one after that. For three days, I only saw him in class, and even there he seemed cold and distant, like he was retreating back into the shell I’d found him under at the beginning of the summer.

He’s having a bad week.

He wants to be left alone.

He doesn’t want to be with me all the time.

He doesn’t want me like that.

He doesn’t want to give himself to me like that.

All of this I knew. I repeated it to myself over and over, as if the repetition would make it sink in and become an unchangeable truth.

Yet, on July twenty-eighth, when news of a terrorist bombing in Centennial Park reached Italy, and the world watched our Olympians with bated breath, I felt an overwhelming sense of urgency to seize the day, to soak up life’s precious dew, to heed every verity Liam had breathed into existence for me.

The school called for a three-day suspension of classes, and that was all the permission I needed.

“Come away with me,” I said breathlessly on Liam’s doorstep after running the few blocks to his dorm.

He looked at the small suitcase in my hand, then back at me, and for the longest time, he stood there with his chest heaving each new breath.

And though his frown warned me that we shouldn’t, and his shoulders tensed as if trying to restrain him, to keep him from giving in, to remind him of all the reasons he should say no — his eyes lit up like I was all he’d ever wanted.

Like I was all he’d ever need again.

I watched a war rage on within that man as he silently packed a bag, and then he grabbed my hand, and we caught the first train out of the city.
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The Art of Nonna’s Tiramisu

 

We didn’t have a plan when we left the city, but we hopped off the train when we reached a small Tuscan town with rolling hills and lush, green cypress trees every way you looked. It was dark and late when we arrived, so we checked into a hostel and went straight to sleep.

The next morning, I woke to Liam snoring softly next to me, and the ache in my chest to hold him was too strong to override. I wrapped around him like a cat, nuzzling into his back and winding my arm around his stomach. He didn’t move other than to grab my hand and tuck it more around him, to tangle his legs with mine, to pull me closer.

We laid in bed for a long while before he turned to face me, his gentle fingers sweeping my hair from my eyes. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “I am. I just… the bomb…”

“I know,” he said, saving me from having to describe how awful it felt to have terrorism in our homeland, to have not just our citizens, but those all over the world, put in danger. Hundreds were injured. Two were dead.

“I just wanted to be with you,” I admitted, cheeks heating as I let my gaze drop to his chest. “You disappeared these last few days…”

Liam was silent. His fingertips drew lazy lines over my bare arm. When there was a knock at our door letting us know it was time to check out, he pulled me into him for a long, slow kiss.

“How about we get breakfast and go explore?”

I nodded, reluctantly kicking the covers off and peeling myself out of bed to get dressed.

After a sweet pastry and hot coffee for each of us, I felt marginally better, and as we walked in the sunshine with the Tuscan beauty rolling all around us, the ache in my chest eased more and more.

“Check this out,” Liam said, pausing in front of a small wine shop. He read from the sign out front, “Pick vegetables and fruits from our farm and cook your own fresh lunch. Plus, wine tour. Boarding available. Inquire inside.”

He cocked a brow at me.

“Well, let’s inquire,” I said, shooing him inside.

After speaking to a young man in our best broken Italian while he tried his hand at English, we ended up in a van with seven other strangers — two couples and a family of three — riding along a dirt road. I had my face practically pressed against the windows as we wound our way up and over hills, vineyards and farms spreading out all around us, the deep greens and yellows of the hills playing against the cornflower blue of the sky.

“How badly do you want to paint right now?” Liam whispered in my ear.

“So badly it hurts.”

He chuckled, kissing my shoulder before he sat back, and I flushed at the public display of affection, regardless of how small it was. My eyes caught with one of the other young girls, who held the hand of the tall boy next to her. She smiled in understanding, like we had a secret. I smiled back like I was in her club, even if I wasn’t.

After fifteen minutes or so, we pulled up to a quaint little white stucco house with a burnt orange tile roof, and dramatic arches at the entryway. Trees and vegetation of all kinds surrounded it, including a vineyard that stretched off to the right, and an impressive vegetable garden just before the grape vines. The hills rolled on like a movie backdrop behind the house, puffs of white clouds casting sporadic shadows over the farms beyond.

A couple waited on the covered porch, smiles beaming as a young child chased a giant dog around them. Once we parked, the nine of us filed off the van to stand in a line in front of them.

The couple looked to be in their mid-to-late thirties, their eyes crinkled at the edges, smiles bright and inviting. The man was at least six-feet tall, the woman no more than five, and they both had fawn tan skin and dark, thick hair — his cut trim and neat, hers long and wavy over her shoulders.

“Buongiorno, welcome to La Fattoria del Nortia,” the woman said first. “I am Antonella, and this is my husband, Elio. We are happy to invite you to our home today.”

“I am Paolo!” the little boy said excitedly. “E questo è Biscotti,” he added, scruffing the head of the beige dog that was as tall as he was.

We all chuckled and waved in greeting.

“Please,” Elio said next, gesturing to a long table under the porch awning with cushioned chairs surrounding it. “We have lemonade for refreshment, and a selection of local cheeses and meats for your enjoyment.”

We gathered around the table, taking a seat and filling small plates with our choices as our hosts poured everyone glasses of lemonade. Introductions were made, letting us know who we were spending our day with. There was Stephen and Nicole, newlyweds from Illinois, Brian and Bethany, a French couple in their forties who were celebrating their twentieth wedding anniversary, and James and Betty, on holiday from London with their twelve-year-old daughter, Emma.

“We have a special day planned for you,” Elio said, standing at the head of the table with his own glass of lemonade. “We’ll start with a tour of the vineyard and grounds, followed by picking fresh vegetables and fruits and herbs from our garden to prepare lunch. You will each have an important assignment to help with bringing lunch from the farm to our table,” he said, pointing at young Emma. “Even you.”

She beamed at her parents, and then back at Elio.

“After lunch, we invite you to enjoy our pool, and the beautiful Tuscan weather,” he said, gesturing to all that surrounded us. “Now, before we begin, are any of you boarding with us this evening?”

I raised my left hand slightly.

“Ah,” Elio said, clapping his hands together before extending them toward us. “Meraviglioso. We will show you to your room now, if you’d like to leave your belongings before the tour.”

Liam and I followed Antonella around the house to where a separate, smaller extension of the house was, right next to the pool. She showed us to our private apartment, complete with a four-post bed, a rustic, sun-baked sitting area, and an adorable vintage vanity that made me wish I’d thought to pack my makeup just so I could use it. There were several shelves full of books, board games stacked on the coffee table, and a record player with albums I couldn’t wait to sift through later.

Once we’d dropped our bags off, we rejoined the group as Elio led us out for the tour, and Antonella stayed behind to prep for lunch. Emma and Paolo stayed behind, too, running around the yard with Biscotti.

“This house and land have been in my family since 1765,” Elio said as we walked between the rows of grape vines sprawling to our left and right. “It wasn’t until the 1930s that my great-grandmother began growing grapes to harvest for wine, and soon after, she and my grandfather added olive trees, too. Since then, we have supplied wine and olive oil all over Italy, and even the world.” He waved us to the left, leading the group into a row of grapes. “Come.”

He went on about the process of turning these little grapes into wine, and explained how if we came back in a couple of months, we could pluck the grapes fresh from the vine and taste their sweetness. Unfortunately for us, the grapes were bright green and hard at the moment, and eating them would likely end with us in the bathroom for the rest of the day.

We followed Elio down a long path that extended past the vineyard, listening to him talk about wild boars and truffle hunting in the fall. Then, he brought us to a wide-open field with a picturesque background to allow for pictures.

Liam dug into his pocket, struggling for a second before he pulled out the battered, disposable camera from our first night together.

He tapped it against his palm before arching a brow at me. “Last one,” he said, nodding to the scenic backdrop.

I smiled, but hated how that word made my stomach drop, how last seemed to live inside my head more than usual as July faded toward August.

“Last one,” I echoed, and then we handed the camera to Bethany and asked her to take our photo.

Liam pulled me into his side, his warm hand possessively around my waist, and I leaned into him with a smile. But just before Bethany snapped the photo, Liam tilted my chin to angle toward him and dropped his lips to mine.

Click.

“Thank you,” he told Bethany when she handed the camera back, and she smiled with pink cheeks, looking between us like we were the cutest thing she’d ever seen. When she’d rejoined her husband, Liam handed the camera to me.

“It’s yours now,” he said.

“Think that store we bought it at will develop it, too?”

“I’m sure,” he said. “And you better get two copies.”

It was a simple ask, casual enough to Liam that he sealed it with a kiss on my cheek before following after the group again. But I stood there rooted in place, stunned for a moment.

Because that meant he wanted to take me with him.

It meant he wanted to keep our memories.

It meant he didn’t want to leave me behind.

“Coming?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at me as the group began to forge back through the woods toward the house.

I nodded, jogging a bit to catch up, and forcing the urge to overanalyze such a small gesture out of my head.

By the time we made it back to the house, my stomach was starting to grumble. Elio led us to his garden and handed out baskets to each of us, and under the hot Tuscan sun, we picked tomatoes and peppers and summer squash right from the vine at Elio’s instruction. We even tapped pinecones on the ground to shake out pine nuts, which tasted so good I had a hard time not eating all of them before they could be used for lunch.

“Okay, gather around,” Antonella said when we were all in the grand kitchen of the house. It was huge, able to fit all of us in it and then some, and the large center island was filled with fresh meat, cheeses, and all the vegetables and fruit we’d just picked from the garden.

It already smelled like heaven, and Liam chuckled when my stomach growled loud enough for the whole group to hear.

“Today, we will be preparing several classic Tuscan dishes, from fresh bruschetta to my nonna’s tiramisu. You each will have a job, so to start, who would like to chop?”

She held up a large knife with a teasing smile, and Stephen was the first to raise his hand, which made his new bride laugh.

“Oh Lord, I hope there’s a hospital nearby,” she teased.

Antonella continued handing out jobs, everything from slicing fresh prosciutto and rubbing garlic on hot bread, to stirring a deliciously flagrant tomato-based sauce on the stove and preparing salads and truffle soup.

Liam and I were assigned to a smaller table in the room just beyond the grand kitchen to make the desserts.

“Harley, I will have you working on our blueberry ricotta crostata,” she said to me first. “I’ve prepared the filling and the pastry has been chilling, so we’ll just need to roll it out and assemble everything,” she explained, tapping her finger to a handwritten recipe on the table. “Here is the flour to roll, and remember to start the filling with a layer of the blueberry jam.”

I nodded, reading over the recipe — which had been translated to English — while she moved on to Liam.

“Liam, you have the most important job of all,” she said with a smile. “The tiramisu.”

“I’ve never had it.”

She balked, pressing her hands to her chest before she giggled with glee and grabbed his forearm, giving it a squeeze. “Oh, you will love it. Come, let me show you.”

I watched Liam with an amused smile as Antonella went through the ingredients and steps for making the tiramisu, all while I whipped up ricotta, sugar, egg, and lemon to layer with the blueberry jam. The savory smells trickled in from next room over, and combined with the sweet blueberry jam and sugary cheese, it was all I could do not to drool all over the table.

“So,” Antonella said, combining rum and espresso in a small bowl while Liam whipped up some kind of sweet cream. “How long have you two been together?”

I nearly dropped the entire bowl of ricotta, making a terrible racket of bowl against counter as I scrambled to regain my grip. I murmured an apology before setting the bowl aside and spreading the mixture out over the blueberry layer.

“Not long,” Liam answered for me, his smile easy. “We just met this summer.”

“This summer?!” She made a tsk noise. “Ah, the fire has just been lit.” Her grin was salacious when she met my gaze again. “You met here?”

“In Florence,” I said. “We’re both studying art there.”

“What kind of art?”

“Paint, mostly. Oil, acrylic, watercolor, pastel… but we do some sketching, too, and a little sculpting.”

“I mostly fiddle around, but Harley here is the best artist in our class,” Liam said, dusting the bottom of his baking dish with cocoa powder. “In the world, if you ask me.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s being modest. Our professor would have already offered millions of lire for Liam’s work, if it wasn’t frowned upon and unfair to the rest of us in class.”

“You’re the one who will be famous one day,” he said. “I’ll just be hanging out on a street corner somewhere painting for pennies.”

“You’re so stupid,” I said on a laugh, tossing a rogue blueberry at him.

Antonella looked between us with a knowing smile before turning her attention back to the task at hand. “It sounds like you are both very talented.” She paused. “And a summer together in Italy, what an inspiring adventure, no?”

That reminder sobered me up, and Liam and I locked eyes for a moment before he cleared his throat and began dipping ladyfinger cookies into the rum and espresso mixture before laying them in the dish. “So, is this dessert going to get us drunk?” he asked in lieu of answering her assessment.

She chuckled. “No, but the wine my husband has lined up for you to taste might.”

“No complaints here,” Liam said.

Antonella wiped her hands on her apron, letting Liam take over completely. “This is my grandmother’s recipe,” she said with a distant smile. “I remember standing on a box to reach the kitchen counter and help her. I would have cocoa dust all over my cheeks,” she said, touching her cheeks with a reminiscent look in her eyes. “She always said there was nothing tiramisu and red wine couldn’t fix, and I’ve found that to be very true throughout my life.”

Liam and I shared a smile.

“She was a good woman,” Antonella added with sigh. “What about you, Liam? Does your grandmother have a special dish?”

Liam’s hand froze where he was dipping a ladyfinger in the espresso, but just for a split second, so quick that Antonella might not have noticed at all.

“Crab cakes,” he said, clearing his throat when the words came out soft and quiet. “She makes the best crab cakes.”

“Crab cake,” Antonella repeated, testing the words on her tongue. “Is that a dessert?”

He smiled. “No, it’s more of an appetizer, or it can be your whole dinner, depending on your taste for it. They’re little patties of crab meat and breadcrumbs and different seasonings, and you dip them in a sauce — grandma always does hers with her famous remoulade.” He laughed a little under his breath. “We’d have them every Christmas Eve, but otherwise only in the summer. When I was little, I used to say Grandma brought summer as her gift to Jesus.”

I smiled. “That’s really sweet.”

“Sounds deliziosa, too,” Antonella added.

“It is,” Liam said with a frown, his hands stilling again. “I haven’t had it in so long… I don’t remember what the remoulade tastes like anymore. I used to just think of it and I… I could taste it,” he explained, his fingers and thumb coming together like he had it on a spoon in his hands. He frowned even more. “I can’t taste it anymore.”

My chest squeezed, Antonella giving me a curious glance before she tried a smile and rested her hand on Liam’s wrist. “Memory is… how do you say…” She looked up at the ceiling for a moment before saying, “tricky.” She shrugged. “That is why we must soak up every moment while we have it.”

Liam nodded, a thick swallow bobbing his Adam’s apple as he wiped his hands on a dish towel. “Excuse me.”

He left without another look in either of our directions, disappearing out the open door onto the porch before he was rounding the house and out of view altogether.

I frowned, finishing laying the last of the dough over the blueberry dessert. It looked a little like the apple pies my mom used to make for Thanksgiving.

“I can finish here,” Antonella said to me, taking over where Liam had left off on the tiramisu. “We have some time before lunch will be served.” She nodded toward the door Liam had disappeared through with a soft smile, encouraging me to go after him.

“Thank you,” I said, and after a quick rinse of my hands, I jogged out the door and around the house.

I found Liam sitting on the edge of the pool, the deep blue water rippling in the breeze as he looked out over the Tuscan landscape. The sun was high overhead, making him squint when he wasn’t looking down at the water, and he’d kicked off his shoes, his bare feet idly swinging back and forth in the water.

I’d never seen a pool with a better view.

I was silent as I slipped off my sandals and lowered down next to him, dipping my toes into the chilly water. I rested back on my palms, taking in the expansive view of green and gold foliage that covered the hills around us.

The conversation and intermittent laughter floated on the breeze from the house out to where we sat, but neither of us said a word for a long while. We just sat there, side by side, kicking our feet in the water.

“For the last five years, I’ve felt like everything I’ve been running from has been coming right up on my heels behind me,” Liam said when the sun disappeared behind a fluffy white cloud. “It was just one or two things at first, but then more piled up, one on top of another until it all blended together like a giant snowball chasing me downhill.” He swallowed, shaking his head with his eyes still fixed on the hills. “I think it’s caught up to me now. I think… I think I’m being crushed.”

He looked at me, and I hadn’t noticed his bloodshot eyes until they were fixed right on me. Had he slept last night? Was he as restless as I was?

“I miss them,” he whispered, his nostrils flaring with the admission. “My mom, and my grandma. I want to make amends with them, and with Julie.” Just saying her name brought him an immense amount of pain. I could see it in the way his eyes closed, his shoulders slouching like he’d been socked in the gut. “I want them back in my life, but it feels impossible now.”

“It’s not,” I assured him, reaching over to rest my hand on his arm. “It’s never too late.”

“You don’t know what I did to them,” he said, shaking his head. “How I left them when they needed me the most, how I walked out on them when all they needed was someone to stay and assure them it would all be okay. They lost men who meant the world to them, and then they looked to me to take over, to handle it, to protect them and care for them, and instead, I… left.”

He said the word like he couldn’t believe it, like he was telling a far-fetched fairytale instead of the story of his life.

“It’s never too late,” I said again, waiting until he looked at me again. “You can call them, or email them. Explain. They will understand.”

“How could they? I don’t even understand,” he said. “It’s been five years of all of us trying to heal. If I show back up, I’ll rip their wounds back open. And my own, too.” Liam shook his head. “I can’t do that to them. To me.”

“What if instead of making them bleed more, you showing back up is the last stitch they need to truly heal?”

Liam looked back at the water.

“It’s not my decision, and I could never pretend to know what you feel, because I’ve never been through what you have,” I said, sliding my hand down his arm until I could lace my fingers over his. “But I can say that my life is better with you in it,” I whispered. “Which leads me to believe they would be happier to have you back than to live on without you.”

Liam rolled his lips together, his gaze focused ahead.

“I’m here,” I added, squeezing his hand. “You’re not alone.”

That made him close his eyes on a deep exhale, and on the next breath, he swept me into a crushing hug, his arms wrapped so much around me, it felt as though we were one in the same.

I held him back in earnest, resting my head on his shoulder and squeezing him tight.

“Pardon me,” a little voice said, breaking our embrace. We both turned to find a bashful Paolo with his hands behind his back. “Lunch is ready.”

“Thanks for letting us know, little man,” Liam said, reluctantly releasing me.

“I’m not little,” he defended with a frown, puffing his chest. “I’m big man.”

Liam smirked, standing before helping me do the same. “You are, aren’t you? Have you ever arm wrestled before?”

Paolo wrinkled his nose.

“Like this,” Liam said, demonstrating with my arm and his.

Paolo shook his head.

“Ah, well, after lunch, you and I will arm wrestle. See how strong you are.”

That lit up his face with excitement, and he ran ahead of us screaming to his parents in Italian what I could only imagine was something a mother didn’t want to hear about her child wrestling a stranger.

Still, the table was alive with laughter when we took our chairs at the end just in time for Antonella to pass us the salad. She winked at me, and then continued on with the story of how she and Elio met.

I passed the salad to Liam next, and as soon as it was gone, I felt his hand slide over my knee under the table with a soft squeeze.

When I turned to look at him, his eyes were laced with an unreadable expression, something between pain and sorrow, and yet somehow outlined in unmistakable wonder.

“Thank you,” he mouthed.

And I smiled, and squeezed his hand in return, and admitted to myself for the first time that I was in way deeper than I could swim.
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The next day, we took full advantage of the first pool we’d been to in Italy.

We were sprawled out in deck chairs by nine in the morning, having had a traditional Tuscan farmer’s breakfast with Elio and Antonella, along with some fresh-squeezed orange juice. It was just me and Liam by the pool at first, and we would take a refreshing dip, only to lay out in the sun, neither of us feeling like we needed to fill the quiet space between us. It was another glorious day, blue skies and puffy white pillow clouds.

Around ten, Paolo came thrashing out of the house and across the yard toward the pool with an inflated blue tube around his waist. I was hanging on the edge of the pool, and he jumped over my head and splashed down between me and Liam, spraying both of us.

“Paolo!” his mother chastised as she and Elio pushed through the gate to join us. Biscotti was on their heels, and as soon as he made it past them, he jumped into the pool, too. “Chiedi scusa!”

Paolo wiped the water out of his eyes, feet kicking wildly to keep himself afloat while he held onto the tube for dear life. “Sorry,” he said, a bit nasally from the water, but his smile was cute enough for me to forgive anything the kid did.

“No worries, buddy. We were already wet, anyway,” Liam said, laughing when Biscotti swam right up to him and licked his face before swimming away again. “You’re a good swimmer.”

“His nonno taught him,” Elio said.

“I have to have i braccioli, though,” Paolo added, patting the blue floaty.

“I bet you could swim without it,” Liam countered, but Paolo quickly shook his head. “Want me to teach you how to float on your back?”

Paolo lit up at that, vigorously nodding his head and abandoning the floaty to reach for Liam, instead. I chuckled, deciding to clear the water so they had room for the lesson.

I padded over to my chair dripping wet, grabbing my towel to scrunch my hair a bit before I sat down under the umbrella next to Elio and Antonella. We all watched Liam in the pool with their son, laughing as they splashed around. Liam was attempting to show him how to backstroke.

“Doesn’t it just make your stomach hurt?” Antonella asked me as she watched Liam with Paolo.

I frowned. “Um…”

She glanced at me before laughing a little, waving her hands. “Oh, what I mean is… in a good way, a romantic way.” She made a clicking sound with her tongue as she struggled to explain it. “Like you can picture him as father.”

My smile slid off my face, and when I looked back at Liam, I swallowed hard. Because I could picture it.

And it did make my stomach hurt.

“Yes,” I whispered.

Antonella chuckled, reaching down to pet Biscotti where he was drying off in the sun at her feet. “I remember the first time I saw Elio with his nephew. I swore I would never have children,” she said, making an X with her arms. “But then I see them together, Elio tossing this little blond-haired boy into the air and catching him. He was giggling and looking at Elio like a… a…” She snapped her fingers a few times in search of the word. “Superhero.”

Elio smirked at her, leaning over to kiss her cheek before he went back to reading the newspaper he’d brought out with him.

I watched as Liam held Paolo up and talked him through how to fill his body with air to float. Every now and then he’d try to remove his hands and Paolo would panic, clinging to him, until Liam convinced him to try again. And then after a dozen times or so, he removed his hands and Paolo was floating.

He floated for a bit before realizing Liam’s hands were gone, and then he sank down into the water before bursting out again, both fists in the air.

“I did it! Hai visto, Mamma?!”

“I did see, paperotto. Bravo!”

Liam high-fived Paolo before his eyes found mine, and when he smiled, it was so bright, so young and free that it made my chest hurt along with my stomach.

We watched them have a few more lessons before Antonella called Paolo out to eat some cheese and grapes and drink some water — and so she could put more sunscreen on him. Liam dried off his hair a bit before hanging his towel over his shoulders and sitting next to me so we could snack, too.

“What’s wrong with your hand?”

Every single adult at the table stopped breathing at the question, wide eyes snapping over to Paolo. He stopped chewing, looking at his parents like he knew he’d said something wrong and was in trouble for it.

“It’s okay,” I assured them with a smile before I turned to Paolo. “I was born like this,” I explained, and though my throat was tight with everyone’s eyes on me, I somehow found the courage to bring my hand up on the table for them all to see. “It’s called symbrachydactyly.”

Paolo scrunched up his face, trying to say the word but failing. I could feel Liam’s eyes burning into my skull.

“I can barely say it, so don’t worry,” I said. “My thumb and my pinky formed all the way, you see?” I wiggled them. “But these here, these are called nubbins.” I pointed to my three middle fingers.

“Does it hurt?” Paolo asked.

I smiled. “No, sweetie. Not at all.”

“And you can use it?”

“Sure can. Watch,” I said, using my pinky and thumb to pick up a piece of cheese and pop it into my mouth.

“Wow,” he said on a breath.

Antonella gave me an apologetic smile. “Okay, mi amor, enough questions.”

“Can I go back in the pool?” he asked excitedly.

“Wait a bit. Take Biscotti for a walk down to the path and back.”

I could tell Paolo wanted to complain, but he knew better. “Come, Biscotti,” he called with a whistle, and then he jumped up, and the two of them ran out of the gate and toward the house.

“I’m so sorry about that,” Elio said.

“It’s really okay.”

Elio and Antonella smiled at each other before gathering up what was left of the food and telling us they were going to get started on lunch. They told us we were welcome to help, if we wanted, or to take the time to ourselves, and they’d let us know when it was ready. They still looked ashamed when they left, no matter how I assured them.

“You okay?” Liam asked when they were gone.

I frowned, trying to find the discomfort that usually sat in my chest when someone asked about my hand, but I came up empty. “Strangely, I think I am.”

“You handled that with grace.”

I shrugged. “He’s a kid. He wasn’t being mean, just curious.”

“If he would have been mean, I’d have tossed him in the pool and held him down.”

My mouth fell open. “Liam!”

He put his hands up, but didn’t take it back.

I chuckled. “I don’t know,” I said, rotating my small hand in front of me. “I think… I think I don’t mind talking about it anymore. I think I like that it’s a part of me, that it makes me different.” My eyes met his now. “Guess you could say someone has changed my perspective.”

Liam’s lips turned up at the corners, his eyes flicking between mine. “I’m kind of tired,” he said, though his eyes said another thing altogether. “Want to take a nap with me?”

I swallowed. “Sure.”

We retreated inside our little apartment, hanging our damp towels over the chairs outside our door before shutting and locking it behind us. We’d had the windows open to let the breeze in, but I watched Liam close them all one by one, drawing the curtains until it was dark inside the room.

When he drew the last ones, he silently made his way over to me, slipping his hands into my hair and pulling my lips to his without a word.

I closed my eyes, breathing in the kiss and the man behind it. I wrapped my arms around his waist, and when my fingertips skated across his back, it sent a shiver through him.

And it didn’t stop once it started.

“You’re shaking,” I whispered, leaning into his trembling hand.

His eyes flicked between mine, a thick swallow his only answer.

I closed my eyes again, leaning into his warm palm as emotion overcame me. There was something different, and we both knew it. It was all around us, like the air was weighted somehow, hot and heavy and impossible to breathe in.

“Liam,” I said, keeping my eyes closed. “I know I said I just wanted you for the summer, that I could walk away from you when the term ends…” I winced, pain radiating in my chest just at the thought. I blinked my eyes open, letting them gloss over because there was no sense in fighting it now. “But I lied.”

Liam’s nose flared, his eyes closing as a deep and heavy sigh left his chest. I reached up to hold onto his wrist where he still framed my face, not wanting him to let go.

“I want more,” I whispered, stepping into him, pressing my damp body against his.

“I do, too.”

I struggled for my next breath, wondering if I’d heard him right through the ringing in my ears. “You do?”

He blew out a pained breath, dropping his forehead to mine with a tender nod. “I do. I want all of you. I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone or anything else in my life.” He shook his head, then, eyes squeezing shut. “I need you, Harley. Like I need eyes to see.” He swallowed. “Like I need brushes to paint.”

I held onto him tighter, afraid to move, afraid to breathe else I’d shatter the entire illusion. Because that’s what this had to be — a dream.

“But I’m broken,” he continued. “I’m so fucking broken, and I…”

He couldn’t speak past that, his lips pressing together as a frustrated breath left his chest.

I nodded, threading my hands in his wet hair. “I know,” I whispered, lifting my head to look at him again. “But so am I, remember?”

Liam instantly shook his head, brows bent together like I was missing it, like I didn’t understand.

But I did.

I knew exactly what he meant. I knew that he’d been hurt in an unimaginable way, that he was battling with forgiving himself, with moving on, with feeling like he’d ever be able to love again.

And I wanted to prove to him that he could.

That he would.

Hopefully, with me.

Before he could try to talk me out of it, I pressed up onto my toes and crushed my mouth to his, breathing in his next exhale. He was stiff, at first, but the longer I kissed him, the more he softened, until his shoulders relaxed, and he melted into me.

We didn’t need words anymore.

Liam backed me up until my knees hit the edge of our bed, and we both tumbled into it, the sheets puffing up in a cloud around us.

So many ways, I’d had this man. I’d felt his impatient thrusts deep and hard, had him in the shower and in the bed and on both of our desks and in the middle of a dark alleyway in Florence. I’d felt his greedy hands take and take, felt the need to do the same burning at my core, felt passion like never before in my life.

But this was something else, something different, something new and tender and sacred.

Liam balanced on shaking elbows above me, shifting his weight to one side so he could pull at the ties fastening my swim bottoms to my hips. Just two simple tugs and he had me exposed, flipping the fabric down and sliding his finger between my wet folds.

I arched into the warmth of his palm, mouth falling open. His finger skated along the seam of me without touching my clit or pressing inside, just a tease of a touch before he rolled off of me and the bed altogether.

He kept his eyes on me as he stripped out of his swim shorts, abandoning them at his feet and crawling back into bed. He gripped my hips and hoisted me up until I was straddling him, his thighs under me, bare length slicking between my wet lips.

I gasped at the sensation, at how easy it would be to just angle my hips and drop down an inch to feel him inside me the way I desperately wanted to.

But Liam held my hips firmly, not allowing me to close the distance as he kissed me long and slow, stealing my breath more and more with each swipe of his tongue against mine.

Once he knew I understood not to move, he trailed his fingertips up over my hips, my ribcage, until he could tug at the strings behind my back. Just like my bottoms, the top fell loose, hanging around my neck as my nipples pebbled under the cool air.

I broke our kiss long enough to strip the fabric overhead, and then my mouth was on his again, and he palmed my breasts in each hand, testing the weight of them, his thumbs rolling over the peaked nipples.

I pulled back to watch him touching me, to admire the way our bodies fit together, how I arched into him and he into me, both of us yearning for connection. And when I looked back up at Liam, his hooded eyes watched me in return, a burning ache in their depths.

I love you.

I felt the words reverberate through my ribcage, ping ponging all around so fiercely I thought they might crack a bone. But I bit them down, kept them inside, begged them to quiet.

“I want to feel you,” Liam said, running the tip of his nose along the bridge of mine. He pressed a kiss against my lips before he whispered, “all of you.”

His hands wrapped around me and over my ass, rolling me forward and down just an inch, just enough to feel the head of his member press a centimeter inside me.

“Yes,” I gasped.

Liam swallowed, and with our eyes locked, he gently pressed, gently guided me until my hips dropped more, and he sank inside me.

It was just an inch at first, a searing inch that had both of our breaths hitched in our throats, and then he pulled me down more, flexed his hips, and he was so deep inside me I saw stars.

We both moaned, my forehead falling to his, eyes closing as I shivered from ears to toes.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “You feel so fucking good, Harley.”

Without warning, I lifted up onto my knees, withdrawing until only the tip of him remained inside me before I sat back down.

It was even more consuming than the first thrust.

Liam bit my shoulder around a groan, and I rolled my hips against him, catching a bit of friction against my clit as I did.

Slowly, I began to move, pressing up onto my knees before slowly lowering back down, over and over, again and again. Our bodies slicked with sweat, the stifling heat from outside and lack of air conditioning turning our apartment into a sauna, but we didn’t care. Liam brushed my damp hair out of my face and pulled me into him, kissing me like he wanted to devour me entirely, like he wanted to fuse us together so that neither of us would know where he ended and I began.

We spent years in that embrace, or perhaps only mere minutes — time had warped into something immeasurable with him inside me, his eyes locked on mine, hands wrapped around my shoulders and pulling me against him as he flexed deeper and deeper with each thrust. I kissed his forehead, his cheeks, his jaw, his neck before capturing his lips, only to start all over again.

When I leaned into him, closing the gap between us and pressing my naked breasts against his chest, he held me to him tighter, his pace quickening, hands helping me ride him faster and faster.

Suddenly, he stopped me at the top with a hiss, a grimace of pain on his face before he muttered. “Condom.”

I left him long enough to hop off the bed and scramble for my purse, pulling a condom out and quickly rolling it on him. As soon as it was fixed tight, he pulled me into his lap again, helping me slowly lower down and take him inside.

“Goddamn, Harley,” he said. “You’re even tighter.”

I could feel it, too — like the break had made my body tight with the need to feel him inside me again, with the need to release.

Again, his pace quickened, but when I tried to close my eyes and surrender to the feeling, he shook his head, framing my face between his hands and holding me steady.

“Look at me,” he husked, flexing deep.

His eyes locked on mine, his hands sliding down again to grip my hips tight enough to bruise as he helped me move. Up and down, up and down, again and again as his eyes looked deeper into mine. His jaw tensed, lids fluttering, and then with a longing groan, I felt him spill inside me.

I clenched around him, too, fighting to keep my eyes open as I watched what I did to him, and he watched what he was doing to me. Every sense was overwhelmed with him, with the way it felt to have him inside me, to have him hold me, to have him look at me with such passion and desire it was palpable. He shuddered inside me with the last of his release and I clung to him with the exit of mine until we were both sated and trembling, drenched in sweat and holding onto each other for dear life.

It was the most raw and intimate connection I’d ever felt.

Those three heavy words were there again, dancing on the tip of my tongue, begging me to open my mouth and let them free.

I swallowed them down.

But when Liam lifted his forehead from where he’d pressed it into my chest, sweeping my hair aside so he could look up into my eyes, I could have sworn I saw those words reflected in his gaze, too.

Instead of speaking, he pulled me down for another long, slow, purposeful kiss.

And with that, all the rules were broken, all the lines were crossed.

We were in new territory now.
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The Art of Living a Lie

 

Liam held my hand on the train ride home the next day, but he didn’t say a single word.

He looked out the window the entire trip, eyes flicking between the trees as they passed, and although he held onto me, he felt light years away.

I so desperately wanted to talk to him, to bring up what had been said in the throes of passion to make sure I hadn’t imagined it all. He had said he wanted more, too, hadn’t he? He had said he wanted all of me, that he needed me… right?

It was a childish thing, to want the verbal affirmation again, but I did. I had to know I wasn’t crazy. I had to hear the words from him in broad daylight, had to know they were real.

“You okay over there?” I asked when we were close to the Florence station, squeezing his hand in mine.

He turned toward me with his brows furrowed together, a deep line between them. But his expression smoothed when he saw me, and he leaned over to kiss my forehead before answering, “I’m okay. Just tired.”

I nodded, and then he was looking out the window again.

When we made it back, we filed off the train with our suitcases in hand, and opted to walk to campus, even though it was a good twenty minutes. It was still faster than trying to get a cab, and cheaper, too.

“Want to come back to my dorm?” I asked after about ten minutes of silence. “It won’t be the same as Elio and Antonella’s cooking, but I’m sure Angela could whip us up a mean peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

The corner of Liam’s lips lifted marginally. “I’m actually pretty tired,” he reiterated. “I think I just want to get some rest. Class starts back up tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Probably best.”

We walked along in silence until we reached my dorm, and Liam put his bag down first before grabbing mine and setting it next to his. He framed my face in his hands, then, a slow breath leaving his chest as his eyes searched mine.

“Thank you,” I whispered after a moment. “For coming with me.”

He nodded, thumbing my cheek. “I had a great time with you.”

I should have felt elated at the words, but I couldn’t shake the way my stomach tightened in warning when he pulled me into him and pressed a long kiss to my lips. At the base of it, that kiss wasn’t different than any we’d shared before.

But it was laced with uncertainty, with warning and regret, and I felt all of that seep into my bones the moment he pulled away.

“See you tomorrow,” he promised.

I knew even then he was lying.
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There was still a heavy cloud hanging over us when we convened for class again on Thursday, August first.

The Centennial Park bombing had shaken the whole world up, and after a few days off from classes, nothing felt the same as before it happened. But after a brief speech on the fragility of life and all we have to be thankful for, Professor Beneventi tried his best to distract us, giving us our last assignment that he explained would take up the last three weeks of our program.

Liam wasn’t there.

“Emotion,” he said, pacing the room with his hands behind his back. “We have studied many artists in our time together, and have tried our hand at recreating their work. We’ve painted landscapes and still-life, strangers and self-portraits, events and experiences.” He paused in front of my easel, his eyes connecting with mine. “And for our final assignment, we will crack ourselves open at the spine.”

I gulped.

“I want you to tap into your emotions, be they happy or angry or sad or somewhere in-between,” he continued, walking around the room once more. “Bring them to life. Give them color, and range, and depth.” He paused in the middle of the room, looking around at each of us. “Make me feel as you do without saying a word. Reach inside my broken soul and pour a little of yourself into the cracks.”

A girl by the name of Jessica raised her hand. “Should this be abstract? Or a self-portrait? Or?”

“Or,” he answered with a shrug.

Jessica frowned, confused.

“Emotion,” he said again, tapping her easel. “Don’t put parameters on it. Just feel it. Let it paint for you.”

We all seemed to leave class in a daze that day. Between the news of the Centennial Park bombing and the vague assignment that accounted for thirty percent of our grade, it was impossible not to feel a little shaken.

Angela and I curled up on our old couch later that evening, a bottle of wine between us as we watched Michael Johnson break the two-hundred-meter record and fall to his knees in disbelief at the feat. I was happy for the distraction, and the beauty of humanity as the men he beat bowed down to him and congratulated him earnestly.

I wondered after Liam, but tried not to angst over it. Maybe he was still tired. Maybe he took the day to rest. Maybe someone told him about the assignment, and he was already fast at work.

But he was absent the next day, too.

It was all I could do to focus enough to get through class and my internship at the museum. As soon as I was relieved from my shift, I half-walked, half-jogged across campus to Liam’s dorm and beat on the door until Thomas let me in.

“He’s been back in his room since you two got back on Wednesday,” Thomas said with a worried look. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re probably wasting your breath trying to find out.”

I sighed. “Thanks, Thomas. You okay?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Just worried about him. He hasn’t eaten much.”

“I brought a sandwich,” I said, patting my messenger bag hanging from my shoulder. “I’ll see if I can get him to eat.”

Thomas nodded, but his brows bent together even more than before. He didn’t believe I’d succeed.

I didn’t either.

I took a deep breath on the other side of Liam’s door before knocking softly and cracking it open just an inch. “Liam? It’s me. Can I come in?”

It was dark in the room, save for a soft orange glow coming from a lava lamp in the corner. I could see his silhouette on the bed, his arm over his eyes, body half-covered by a rumpled comforter. Pearl Jam played from his stereo speakers, and the room smelled faintly of marijuana.

When he didn’t answer, I took it as permission to enter, softly closing the door behind me before I walked over to sit on the edge of the bed. He didn’t even budge when my weight dipped the mattress.

“I brought you a sandwich,” I said, digging into my bag and pulling out the wax-paper-wrapped panini.

I sat it next to him, and he uncovered his eyes long enough to glance at it before he laid back down. “Thanks.”

It wasn’t rude, the way he said it, but it wasn’t exactly inviting, either.

I sat there for a while just looking around the room. My eyes caught on a discarded canvas tilted on its side in the corner. It was bent and warped like it’d been kicked, but behind the damage was a ghoulish image, muscle and ligaments stretched across bone, the skeleton not human, but not any animal I was familiar with.

I cleared my throat. “Feeling alright?”

“Fine. Just tired.”

“Tired,” I echoed on a laugh. “Sure. Okay.”

Liam removed his arm, then, frowning at me. “What, you don’t believe me?”

“No,” I said firmly. “Not even a little bit.”

“What’s your problem?”

“My problem?” I laughed, shaking my head. “You’re just going to pretend like you’re fine, like you were quiet all the way home the other day, and you skipped class two days in a row, and you’re laid up in a dark room because you’re fine?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, I do.”

Liam sat up straight, throwing the covers off him in a huff. “Can’t a man be left alone?”

“You’ve been left alone. For three days.”

Another sigh. “What, Harley? What do you want to talk about?”

“You know what.”

He swallowed hard, shaking his head before he reached for the water on his bedside table and drained half the glass.

“Are you just going to pretend like it didn’t happen?” I asked on a whisper.

“That what didn’t happen?”

I shook my head. “I guess that’s my answer.”

I stood, leaving the sandwich behind, but before I made it to the door, Liam called out my name.

“Wait,” he said after, dragging his hands through his hair. He balanced his elbows on his knees, one of them bouncing erratically. When he finally looked at me again, I saw the pain etched into his brows, the words he couldn’t say stuck in his throat.

I sighed, leaving my bag on the ground by the door before I walked back over to him. I reached for him slowly, tentatively, until he wrapped his arms around my waist and buried his face in my stomach.

I closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of him around me, soothing him with my hands running through his hair. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.” He pulled back, looking up at me.

More silence.

“Do you need me to say it?” I asked.

“Please, don’t.”

“I’m falling in love with you.”

You would have thought those words were bullets to his chest, the way he shrank away from me, wincing, shaking his head over and over like this was how it all ended.

“I’m falling in love with you, Liam,” I repeated. “And I know you’re falling for me, too.”

“I told you,” he croaked. “I can’t.”

“But you have been. And four days ago, you held onto me and looked me in the eyes and told me you wanted more, too.”

“I do, but—”

“Stop it,” I said, shaking him a little, begging him to look at me, but he wouldn’t. “Stop acting like you’re incapable of loving me.”

“But I am,” he said more firmly, standing until we were chest to chest. I backed up a bit at the dark look in his eyes. “I told you, Harley. I told you when we first agreed. You asked me for the summer. You said you could do casual. You said—”

“Yeah, well, I lied. And it looks like you did, too. So now, where does that leave us?”

He blew out a frustrated breath through his nose. “I can’t be with you, Harley.”

I ignored the way those words stung, because I knew he wasn’t saying them because he felt them. He was scared. He was freaked out.

He wasn’t the only one.

“Would you just stop?” I begged again. I reached for him, but he shrugged me off. “All summer long, you’ve told me not to be afraid. You’ve told me to embrace my truth, to be proud of everything that I am and everything that I’m not, to run toward my imperfection. Be strong,” I said, my voice deepening to mimic his. “Take life by the horns. Seize the day. Carpe diem, right? And yet look at you,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re running.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Stop acting like I’ve never been through anything hard in my life.”

He gritted his teeth, eyes focused somewhere across the room.

“You’re not the only one who’s been hurt, Liam. But you insist on ruining the rest of your life because of a tragedy that—”

“I shouldn’t be alive at all!”

His chest heaved with the declaration, his eyes wild where they pinned me, and it was all I could do to keep my jaw off the floor and my racing heart inside my chest.

“How can you say that?” I whispered. “How can you… believe that?”

Liam didn’t answer, just shook his head and looked away from me again.

“Life is a gift,” I said, carefully approaching him. I wrapped my fingers around his, needing connection, needing him to feel me since he wouldn’t look at me. “And yes, it hurts. It hurts more often than not. But we endure, and we live, because it’s all we have. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me all summer?”

“I said that for you, not for me.”

“Well, I’m saying it for you, now. This moment, this life, this,” I said, motioning between us. “Is all we have.”

“I don’t want it.”

Liam pulled his eyes to meet mine, his eyes glossed with unshed tears, jaw trembling — but his gaze held steady.

“I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t ask for the pain, and the guilt, and the fucking hellish monotony of just getting by.” He choked on those last words, the tears welling in his eyes so much now that I was sure I was nothing but a blur. “I didn’t ask for the agony of trying to move on when it feels like I’m forever stuck in that nightmare, like it will just replay itself, over and over, day after day, until I’m not here anymore.”

Tears sprang in my own eyes, and I squeezed his hand tighter. “Liam…”

“I wish it was me,” he whispered, rolling his lips between his teeth as he nodded vigorously, like he’d just realized a truth he’d been running from for years. “I wish it was me who was dead.”

I closed my eyes, releasing the tears. “You don’t mean that,” I said softly, blinking my eyes open once more. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have bombarded you like this. I know you’re hurting, and everything came on so fast.”

He shook his head. “It’s not you. This has nothing to do with you.”

“Please, I’m sorry,” I begged, and I could feel it all slipping away, like no matter how I tried to hold onto him, it was useless now. “Let’s go for a walk. Let’s get some fresh air and we can talk about this.”

“I don’t want to talk. I want you to leave.”

My face twisted in despair, and I shook my head as more tears fell. “You don’t mean that. You don’t—”

“I want you to go.”

“Liam, please—”

“I WANT YOU TO GO, HARLEY!”

I retracted my hand from his, flying back across the room like his scream had been a slap to the face. I covered my mouth with my hands, shaking my head as my tears fell faster than I could fight to keep them at bay.

“Go. Leave,” he said again, backing me into the door. “I don’t want you here. Okay?”

“Why are you doing this?” I whispered, sniffing as I let my hands fall to my sides. “You’re pushing me away.”

“I told you before we did this, before we did any of this,” he said, waving his hand around. “That I was fucked up. It’s not my fault you didn’t believe me. I left my own mother, Harley. My fiancée. And you think I have anything left to give you?”

“But you said you wanted it, too,” I whispered. “You said you couldn’t stay away from me, you said you needed—”

“Yeah, well, I say a lot of things when I’m horny.”

My jaw hinged open at that, and I shook my head, watching him like he was a completely mad stranger I’d stumbled upon in the park, rather than the boy I’d spent the whole summer with. This wasn’t him and I knew it.

But I couldn’t pull the real him out. Only he could do that.

“That’s what you want me to believe?” I asked. “That you’ve only said the things you’ve said to me and spent so many days and nights with me because you wanted to get laid?”

He shrugged, but he couldn’t look at me when he did it. It soured my gut and strangled my next breath to think what he said could be even remotely true.

After a long moment, I wiped my nose with the back of my wrist. “You’re right, I didn’t believe you when you said you were fucked up,” I said. “And I don’t believe you now when you say you don’t love me, either.”

His nostrils flared, jaw muscle ticking under the taut skin as he watched me. “Well, I don’t.”

I let my head fall back against the door, watching him for a long moment before I stood straight again. “You are a sad boy, Liam Benson.” I wet my lips, tasting the salty tears there. “This is what you really want? You want me to leave? You want to throw insults at me and diminish what we have to just sex? You want to throw away everything because you’re... what? Scared to even try?”

I waited a few seconds longer, hoping he would wake up, that he’d shake it off, that he’d reach through his stubborn pride for the girl who knew he could be more than he was settling for.

When he didn’t, I shook my head, grabbed my bag off the floor, and gave him what he wanted.

And I finally realized he could never do the same for me.
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The Art of Disappearing

 

Heavy, dark clouds hung over Florence all weekend long, allowing me the permission I needed to lie in bed and do nothing but overthink.

It never did rain. It was balmy, hot, and humid, but completely overcast, like summer was holding on with a death grip as fall tried to force its way in.

“I made soup,” Angela said after a gentle knock on my door Sunday afternoon. “And before you say you’re not hungry, you should know that I’m not above force-feeding you, and that would be traumatic for both of us, so just… eat it. Or throw it out your window when I’m not looking so I feel better.”

I tried to smile, but found the muscles rusted from lack of use.

She sat the bowl on my bedside table before climbing under the covers with me and wrapping me in her arms, resting her chin on my shoulder. “He’s going to come to his senses,” she promised softly.

“I think he already has, hence the shoving me out of his dorm and reminding me what he told me at the beginning of the summer.” I closed my eyes and shook my head against the shame I felt like a hot iron in my chest. “It’s what you told me, too. I should have listened.”

“It’s different now and we all know it,” Angela said. “Yes, I was worried, but the more I saw you two together, the more I saw it…” She leaned up on her elbow, waiting until I looked up at her. “He cares about you, too, Harley. He’s just scared to admit it.”

I swallowed, nodding like I believed her, and even twenty-four hours ago I would have agreed. But time and distance had my thoughts growing quieter and quieter, until the only thing I sat with was the truth.

That he told me to go.

That he said he didn’t love me.

That ever since I met him, he’d been a man of his word.

Why would that change now?

“Please, eat some soup,” Angela pleaded. “And take a shower. A short one,” she said before I could protest. “You don’t even have to wash your hair, okay?”

I shook my head, burrowing deeper into the covers.

“You might see him tomorrow,” she said softly. “If he’s in class. And if he is, do you want to be smelly and miserable-looking?”

I groaned. “No.”

“That’s what I thought. Come on,” she said, hopping over me and off the bed before she grabbed my wrists and pulled until I was sitting upright. “Eat,” she said, pointing at the soup. “And then shower,” she added, pointing at the door.

I saluted her, and then she left me alone, and though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I knew I at least owed it to her to try to eat. This was the girl who warned me from the start, who told me to keep my feelings out of it, and to remember the verbal contract I’d signed.

And even though she’d warned me, she was still here trying to help me through the consequences I brought on myself.

I managed to eat half the soup, and I took a long, piping hot shower before crawling back into bed. I stayed there until morning, lying there until the last possible minute before I needed to get dressed and out the door for class.

My stomach was in knots the entire walk, the overcast sky making it feel like I was in the Twilight Zone. I walked, but it didn’t feel like me walking. I sat down at my stool, but it didn’t feel like me sitting. I propped my textbook up on my easel, but it didn’t feel like my fingers on the pages.

And when Liam didn’t show, I felt nothing at all.

The next day, however, my sorrow and anxiety turned into something darker, something more sinister.

Anger.

Or perhaps just an intense level of annoyance.

Either way, I scoffed to myself when he didn’t show up to class again, fuming all through the lecture on how he had not only blown me off, but now he was throwing away an entire summer semester of work because of his stupid pride.

I simmered on it all through my internship, too, and by the time I made it back to the dorm, I was raging.

“I’m going to his place,” I announced to Angela, throwing my bag against the wall so hard, my textbooks sounded like a gunshot.

She jumped, dropping the small piece of balsa wood in her hand that I assumed was about to be part of the roof she was building on her model.

“Whose place?”

“Liam’s.”

Her eyes went wide. “Uh… I think that’s a terrible idea.”

“This is just stupid,” I said, throwing my hands up on a huff. “Whatever, he doesn’t want to be with me? That’s fine. I was just sex to him? That’s fine,” I lied. “But to not come to class for four days? To throw away everything he’s worked for because of… of… pride?” I growled. “No. I won’t let him. I won’t let him do it.”

I was already ripping my uniform over my head and stomping back toward my room to change as Angela hastily wiped her hands on the towel hanging from her pocket before chasing after me.

“I think you should let him come to you,” Angela said.

I snorted. “Yeah, fat chance that will happen. And even if it does, by that time, he’ll have an F, and no way to save himself.”

“It’s not your responsibility to make him go to class.”

“I promised to hold him accountable. I promised to help him wrangle his procrastination and laziness and actually do something with this program.”

“He doesn’t want to see you,” Angela said more forcefully, yanking me to a stop before I could pull a tank top over my head. Her warm eyes locked on mine. “He doesn’t want to see anyone.”

I swallowed, knowing it was the truth, but lifted my chin in defiance, anyway. “Well, that’s too damn bad.”

Angela sighed as she released me. “Fine. But I’m coming with you.” She held up a finger on her way out the door. “And for the record, I still think this is a terrible idea.”

“Noted.”

Less than ten minutes later, Angela was scurrying alongside me and quietly urging me to slow down and take a breath as I angry-stomped toward Liam’s dorm. When we made it, I knocked loud and hard on the door before Angela could stop me.

“Calm down,” she said, pulling me to look at her. “If you want to achieve anything, you can’t blow in there like a hurricane.”

“I’m calm,” I assured her.

She cocked a brow.

Resigned, I closed my eyes and forced a long, slow breath before meeting her gaze again. “I’m calm. I promise.”

She nodded, releasing me, though the way she pressed her lips together told me she wasn’t convinced.

“Where is he?” I asked Thomas as soon as he opened the door, barging past him and toward Liam’s room.

“Uh… hello to you, too,” he mumbled, gesturing for Angela to come in before he closed the door.

I tried to open Liam’s bedroom door, but the handle only barely jiggled.

Locked.

I banged on it with my fist. “Liam!”

“Okay, let’s take a breath,” Angela said, grabbing my arms and pulling me from the door.

“No, this is ridiculous,” I said, shrugging her off before I was banging on the door again. “Liam! Open this door and talk to me. Now.”

“He’s not here,” Thomas said, but it didn’t register, and I kept banging and screaming until I was wrapped up from behind and hauled back into the living room. Thomas deposited me on the ground again with a grunt. “He’s not here, Harley.”

My chest heaved with every breath, and I could feel my crazy eyes as much as I saw them reflected in Thomas’s and Angela’s expressions.

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know,” Thomas said.

I smoothed my hands over my jeans. “Fine. I’ll wait,” I said, plopping down on the couch.

Thomas swallowed, looking regretfully at Angela before his eyes came back to me.

“What?” Angela asked him. “Why do you have that look on your face?”

He sighed, running his hand back through his hair. “I don’t know where he is,” he said again. “And I don’t think he’s coming back.”

I had my legs crossed, the one on top shaking incessantly, but everything stilled when he said that.

“What?” I asked, popping up from the couch. “What do you mean?”

“He… he packed everything up. Everything. He wouldn’t talk to me, just packed and left. And then earlier today, a couple of staff members came by. They looked around his room, marked off stuff on a clipboard, had someone come in and clean, and then locked it up.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Harley. But he’s gone.”

I was already shaking my head, blinking over and over like I could clear my eyes and my ears and erase everything he’d just said. “What? No. He can’t be… he can’t be gone,” I insisted. “Have you emailed him?”

“I tried, but I only had his school email. It bounced back.”

“Shit.” Angela deflated on a sigh. “Come here,” she said, already reaching for me.

“No.” I wiggled away from her, marching up to Thomas. “He can’t be gone. Where did he go? Where did… I don’t…”

I shook my head, looking around the dorm for anything that belonged to him, for a sign that he’d be back. When I didn’t find anything, I bolted around Thomas and back toward his room, heaving my shoulder into it with all my might to try to knock it down.

“Harley!”

Angela tried to pull me away, but it was useless. I slammed my shoulder into the wood over and over again until I was sure it would bruise the bone.

“He has to be in there. He has to be!” I screamed. Memories of our last conversation replayed like a movie reel, and I heard his words clear as day.

I wish it was me who was dead.

Urgency spiraled through me, and I started kicking the door and beating on it with my fists. “Liam! Liam!”

Suddenly, I was wrapped up in Thomas’s arms again and hauled away. I kicked and cried and thrashed against him until he dropped me to the ground in the living room.

“He’s gone, Harley,” he said, framing my arms in his hands and forcing me to look at him. “Okay? He’s not in that room, he’s not in this apartment, he’s not in this city, or for all we know, this country, anymore.”

My lips trembled, eyes watering as his words sank in.

“I’m sorry,” he added. “Really, I am.”

I closed my eyes, then, succumbing to the flash flood that took me under in the next breath. Thomas caught me as my legs went limp, and Angela was right there at my side, too, rubbing my back and assuring me it would all be okay.

It’s okay.

We’re here.

You’re okay.

It’ll all be okay.

But all I heard was the irrefutable truth that I didn’t know how to survive.

He’s gone.
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The Art of Despair

 

A few days later, the sun came out again.

Florence residents welcomed it with smiles and towels laid out at the park, ready to bask in its glow. I wished it would have stayed away, stayed hidden behind the dark clouds that had covered us for nearly a week now. Those clouds were my friends. Those clouds soothed me with a there, there as they tucked me into my depression and left me be.

The sun was pushy. It was cheery and bright, poking me until I reluctantly rolled out of bed, ate breakfast, and numbly walked to class like I had all week. I could see it in Professor Beneventi’s eyes that he was worried about me, that he knew something was off, but he didn’t question it. And when I asked him sheepishly after class if he knew where Liam was, he frowned in sympathy and simply shook his head.

Emotion.

The word ebbed and flowed in my gut like a foamy sea later that night as I sat at my easel, The Score album by Fugees playing softly from my stereo.

Emotion.

I tried to swallow it down as it bubbled up furiously, ready to burst. My eyes drifted in and out of focus as I stared at the letters spelling Kodak on the golden-yellow and red envelope in my hand.

Emotion.

It grabbed me by the throat when I pulled out the first picture, one of me eating a panini con lampredotto. My eyes were wide and timid, the flash making the pupils of them bright red.

I didn’t even know that girl anymore.

I watched her morph right in front of my eyes as I flipped through the stack of photographs, watched her smile get brighter, her eyes softer, her soul freer. My heart jumped up into my throat at the sight of our first picture together, each of us with our rice necklaces, and it stayed there as I flipped the rest of the way through.

A long night of painting, frozen in time.

My flushed cheeks in a dark bar the night of the opening ceremony.

His lips on mine, hands wrapped around my waist with the sun shining on the Tuscan hills behind us.

A single tear slipped free when I saw that one, silent and quick. It rolled over my cheek and dripped off my jaw onto my lap before I could reach up to catch it.

Emotion.

That was our assignment, one that seemed so simple when the professor first explained it.

Everything about it terrified me now.

I was no stranger to my emotions. I could tap into them easily. I knew when I was scared, or sad, or angry, or elated. I wasn’t afraid to share those emotions.

But I’d never felt emotion like this.

I spread the photos all around me, lining my desk, littering the floor beneath my stool, taping a few to the bottom of my easel. And when I was surrounded by memories that would only ever be just that — a blurry, pixelated version of what really was — I realized the futile truth.

There were no words for this pain.

Of course, many had tried to find them, tried to string consonants and vowels together, to form a combination of syllables that could encompass this indescribable state of being.

Heartbroken seemed to be the one that came closest to the truth, but it still failed to do the job.

I understood where that word came from. It was that feeling of weight on your chest, the splitting of your rib cage, the way your heart seemed to be tied up in restrictive chains, keeping it from fully beating the way it once did before.

It was that gut-wrenching ache in the very pit of who you are, the one that screams out in pain for the loss of what once was, that claws against the walls of your stomach like if it fights hard enough, it can somehow capture and hold onto what never could truly be.

It was desperation and despair in equal measure.

It was a gaping hole never to be filled again.

It was an untouchable feeling of having the source of all the joy in your life ripped away suddenly and violently, and the horrific realization that you’d never have it again.

There were no words for this pain.

There were no words for this torture.

There were no words for this strange purgatory where I felt dead inside, and somehow more alive than ever.

There were no words.

So, I wiped my face. I took a deep breath.

And I attempted to paint it.




 

 

 

 


[image: ]



 

The Art of Hope

 

“So, I have some news,” Angela said to me that weekend. We were on the floor of her dorm room, her half-finished model of an art museum in the corner while we painted our toes.

Or rather, while she painted her toes. I just sat there and stared at mine.

“Please tell me it’s good news, because I don’t think I could handle bad right now.”

“It is good… but also kind of bad.”

My shoulders sagged. “Oh God, what?”

“Well,” she said, pulling her shoulders back as she applied another coat of strawberry-red paint to her big toe. “My professor has been hired to work on a project in Shanghai, a commercial skyscraper. The bank behind the project wants it to have a futuristic feel, and since that’s become my style… she’s asked me to go with her.”

I balked. “Go with her? As an intern?”

“More like as a partner.”

“A partner?!”

“I don’t want to get ahead of myself,” she said, holding her hands up, the paint-dipped brush between her knuckles. “But… yeah. She said this is the perfect project for me, and she thinks we would collaborate well on it. She’s going to pay me. Like, an actual architect’s salary.”

“Angela, this is huge,” I said, reaching over to squeeze her wrist. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” she said with a shy smile, but it slipped as fast as it appeared. “That leads me to the not-so-great news.” Her eyes met mine. “The project starts next week.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand, we still have two weeks before the program here ends.”

“I know. They’re having another professor step in to finish out the term for her, and if I want to be on the job, I have to go early, too.”

I swallowed. “How early?”

“Wednesday.”

I closed my eyes on a stinging breath, my chest burning, eyes watering beneath the lids. I was supposed to have time to mourn the inevitable loss of Angela. We were supposed to go through our final projects together and get our grades together and go to the airport together before we went our separate ways. Even then, I knew we’d be lifelong friends. I would never lose her.

Some of that hadn’t changed with her news, but a lot of it had.

I didn’t have weeks with her now.

I had days.

“Well,” I said when I blinked my eyes open, forcing a smile. “We should celebrate. And we need to go shopping. What’s the weather like this time of year in China?”

Angela frowned. “Are you okay?”

“I am,” I promised her, and when she gave me a look that told me she didn’t believe me, I laughed and crawled over to wrap her in a hug. “I am, you brat. I’m okay, and I’m happy for you — ecstatic, really. But I’m also going to miss you, and that’s okay, too. I’m allowed to be sad you’re leaving me early, and also happy for the opportunity at the same time.”

“Yes,” she said on a sigh, nuzzling into me. “I would feel the same way.”

“But we do need to celebrate,” I said, pulling back. “Put a top coat on those nails and let’s go get some wine.”

“Deal!”

Angela shook the bottle of clear coat before carefully removing the brush and covering her fresh polish with the quick-dry.

“So,” she said with her eyes on the paint. “How are you? It’s been a week now since…”

“Since Liam left without a trace,” I finished for her, leaning back against the wall and folding my arms over my chest. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I think I’m… numb. I’m going through the motions every day, but it feels like watching a movie or a music video, as opposed to living my actual life.”

Angela’s lips tugged to the side. “That makes sense.” A pause. “And you still haven’t heard from him?”

“No. I tried getting his personal email from the registrar, but they can’t give out student information unless you’re family. His school email was shut down. I never got his phone number… I never even thought to ask for it.” I shook my head. “He was always just here, you know? We were together. It seemed like we had infinite days ahead, and I never thought about what came next because, at least at first, I didn’t think there would be a next. It was just here and now. This summer.”

“It’s a romantic notion covering up a haunting reality.”

“That’s exactly it. That’s exactly how it feels. Haunting.” I frowned. “It’s only been a little over a week since I last saw him, but sometimes I wonder if I imagined him, if he was ever real at all. He’s like my own personal ghost.”

“He was real,” Angela assured me. “Everything between you was real, too.”

I nodded, falling quiet as I clasped my hands in my lap and let my gaze fall there, too. “I don’t even know where he lives,” I whispered. “Other than somewhere in Connecticut. And even that’s a maybe. He grew up there, and his mom still lives there, but that doesn’t mean he does.” I rolled my lips together. “He said some really scary things to me before he left, Angela. About not wanting to live…”

“He wouldn’t do that,” she said.

I shrugged. “I want to think he wouldn’t, but when he’s like that…” I shook my head. “I can’t imagine carrying around all the guilt he does, all that pain. On the days he was his real self with me, his old self, the boy who existed before the accident?” I smiled. “He was light, carefree, charming and fun. He had hope, even if he tried to deny it. I could see it.” My smile slipped. “But on the bad days, he was someone else entirely. Cruel. Miserable. Completely shut down.”

“He wouldn’t take his own life,” Angela said again.

“I was checking obituaries for a while,” I admitted.

“Harley…”

“I know, I know, I just… I was terrified. I still am.”

Angela shook her head. “It just doesn’t make sense. I get that he was upset, hurt, scared… whatever. But to just leave without saying anything? Not even a goodbye? He had to know what this would do to you. To Thomas.”

I pressed a hand over my chest, as if I could soothe the raging fire the word goodbye had just sparked to life there. “I’m not sure which would have been worse.”

“At least that way, you would have known.”

Silence fell between us, Angela finishing her coat before blowing on her toes and waiting for them to dry enough to move.

“You know what else I was researching?” I asked after a while. “The librarian helped me find the latest census. There are three-point-two million people in Connecticut.” I shook my head. “Even if I did want to find him, the odds are nearly impossible that I ever would.”

“He knows where you are, though.”

“For the next couple of weeks,” I countered. “After that… he’ll have no idea. We’ll be lost to each other. And let’s be honest, he’s not coming back.”

“He might.”

I flattened my lips. “Angela.”

“Okay,” she conceded. “It’s not likely. But it is possible.”

“I won’t hold my breath,” I said. And as the words rolled off my tongue, my head fell back against the wall and I laughed. “You know, he said to me one time that hope was the most dangerous thing of all. I thought that was such a foolish thing to say. I didn’t understand what he meant.” I lifted my head to look at her again. “I get it now.”

“I’m so sorry, Harley.”

“Me, too.”

“Okay. Topic change!” she announced, snapping her fingers. “How’s your final project going?”

“The assignment is to paint my current emotions,” I deadpanned. “How do you think?”

“Ugh… bad topic change.”

I chuckled, using the wall to help myself stand before I reached down for her hand. “Are your toes dry yet? I think the best way to change the subject here is to turn it back to your project and get some wine in us.”

“They’re dry enough,” she said, taking my hand for the assist. “And we’ll definitely need wine for the next part of this conversation, because I need some advice.”

“On what, how to dress in China?”

“More like how to not make a move on my hot Italian professor slash new boss.”

“Oh, shit…”

“Yeah, you’re not the only one with problems, okay?”

I snorted. “Glad to be in good company. Let’s get changed and be somewhere with a full wine glass in fifteen minutes or less.”

“Last one with her shoes on pays the bill.”
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Angela left five days later, and a new kind of loneliness sank into my bones like a chemical invasion.

Without her in the apartment, I couldn’t tell reality from my dreams, couldn’t tell what had been true from what I’d made up in my head. Everything about my time in Florence had been uprooted and stolen in a flash, and I was left behind.

She felt as distant a memory as Liam did.

With both of them gone, my internship at the museum completed, and class on hold until presentation day, the days bled into the nights and the nights into the mornings. Painting was my only reprieve, and I worked tirelessly on my final project with a mixture of love and hate and pure apathy for what I was creating.

Some nights, I’d sit back with a glass of wine and laugh, eyes wandering the canvas and marveling at the impeccable edges and creative blends, the brilliant colors and the mesmerizing texture. I was a genius, a prodigy, a legend in the making.

The next day, I’d be so close to slashing the canvas with the dull knives in our kitchen that I’d have to leave the apartment just to keep myself from doing so. I was a failure, a fraud, a pathetic excuse for an artist.

Most times, I painted with a distant suspicion that it wasn’t actually me doing the painting at all. I was ethereal, detached, moved to tears and yet not moved at all.

When Liam was in my life, time was precious. It stretched long and slow when we were apart, and whizzed by at lightning speed when we were together. Perhaps that was why my time with him felt like a dream, because it all happened so fast, so suddenly, so purely that I hadn’t thought to remind myself it would be gone one day. I could only think of the here and now, the present, the moment in the making — not the future me who would long to rewind.

Now that he was gone, time had changed into an unfamiliar concept, as foreign and complicated to me as the laws of physics. Hours meant nothing. Sunrises and sunsets no longer marked the beginning or end of anything. I didn’t eat certain foods at a particular time of day, or chastise myself for having wine before the bells chimed dinnertime. I slept when I felt like it, and painted every moment I was awake.

I found comfort in the numbness, in the lonely, in the disturbing peace I’d created.

When it came time to turn in our work, I dropped my canvas off and left promptly.

I didn’t stay behind to watch Professor Beneventi as he observed it for the first time, or to hear his critique, or to see what the other students had created. When I signed my name on the bottom right-hand corner, it symbolized the end of my dream, or nightmare, or sleepwalk, or whatever the last few months could be considered.

I left who I was before the summer of 1996 behind me, standing there with that canvas, her eyes on my back as I walked away.

I didn’t know who I was now.

But I knew there was no going back to the girl I used to be.

It was nearly midnight on the day of turning in my project when two firm knocks sounded on my front door. I should have been surprised to see Professor Beneventi standing there when I opened it, but surprise wasn’t an emotion in my wheelhouse at the moment.

“Sorry to disturb you so late,” he said, eyeing the half-empty wine glass in my hand with an amused smile. “May I come in?”

I nodded, opening the door farther so he could step inside before I closed it behind him.

“Forgive me for coming to your dorm,” he said quickly. “I realize it’s inappropriate for a professor to do such a thing, but since you neglected to stay for the grading of your final project and since classes are now complete, I had no choice.”

I nodded, and again, his eyes fell to the wine in my hand. I cleared my throat, gesturing to the bottle on the kitchen counter. “Would you like some?”

“I believe that would be even more inappropriate.”

I shrugged.

Something of a laugh came from the professor before he clasped his hands behind his back, watching me curiously. “You are a very different young woman from the one who flew to Italy three months ago,” he assessed. “And you are a very different artist. It’s rare to see such a transformation in such a short amount of time.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just took a sip of my wine and waited for him to get to his point.

“When I told you to let go of your need to be perfect, I didn’t expect you to take the assignment seriously. I will be honest, I saw potential in you, but I didn’t imagine I would be able to ever see it before you left. I thought, if it ever did come to fruition, it would be long after you left here.”

“Thank you?”

He chuckled. “I don’t mean to offend you, Miss Chambers. What I mean to say is that whatever it was that woke you up and lit this fire in you, I’m thankful to have been around to bear witness to it.”

My sandpaper tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and no sip of wine could release it. A flash of Liam’s smile sparked in my mind, and I winced, the memory as painful as if he were really here.

“Your final project was phenomenal, Harley,” he said, his voice softer, earnest.

I blinked, bringing my gaze to his. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” he said on a laugh. “You left the entire class stunned. It was all they could talk about today. In fact, other than when I was at their easel grading their own projects, they were gathered around yours discussing it.”

“They were?” I asked incredulously.

“We all were.”

My mouth hung open for a long pause before I thought to close it, and I blinked, shaking my head as I digested his words. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Well, let me get to the point, then,” Professor Beneventi continued. “First, we debated our own interpretations, but if you’d be so kind, I’d love to hear your intention.”

I blew out a slow breath, drinking the last sip of wine from my glass before I set it aside. I leaned a hip against the wall, closing my eyes and recalling the colorful canvas that had taken up my life for weeks now.

“I’ve always found rain to be strangely comforting,” I started. “So, when I began painting, a woman walking on a rainy street was the first thing that came to me. But I didn’t want the rain to be portrayed as gray or dark or bleak, but rather bright and golden, a baptism of sorts.”

I could see it all so clearly — the woman in the distance, umbrella over her head, boots splashing on the wet street as she walked among streetlamps and trees. The water puddled on the street she walked on, reflecting the light and colors.

“The edges of the canvas are dark,” Professor Beneventi noted. “Deep blues and greens in the leaves, black trunks.” He paused. “But as your eye wanders closer to the main subject.”

“They begin to glow,” I finished for him. “The cold hues grow warmer, from blue to red, from green to orange, from black to yellow.”

I smiled, but when I blinked my eyes open, the tears growing behind the lids were free to glide down my cheeks, silent but steady.

“There is a storm of emotion inside each of us,” I whispered. “So many reasons to be sad, to be angry, to feel cheated. So many experiences that have rubbed us raw, broken us down, and begged us to believe their insistence that life is nothing but a miserable prison we are forced to endure.”

Professor Beneventi swallowed, as if he were recalling his own life experiences that made him feel that way.

“But we mustn’t forget we have a choice,” I continued. “We can surrender to those thoughts, those reasons, those dark clouds… or,” I countered. “We can take the lessons they offer us, and we can choose to find gratitude for experiencing them, for having felt such a terrible grief that we come to appreciate joy for the truly magnificent emotion that it is.”

“It’s a reminder to choose happiness,” he remarked.

An amused laugh left me. “No,” I said. “It’s a reminder that the true beauty in life is that we experience both tremendous anguish and remarkable exuberance in tandem, and that neither could exist without the other. We would be numb if we only ever felt happy, and we would be equally as numb if we only experienced pain. It is the fact that they walk together hand in hand that makes life such a wondrous thing. Such a precious thing.”

I shook my head, looking down at my feet with a soft smile as a full summer of memories played out before me.

“I have experienced heartbreak like never before in my life these last few weeks,” I explained. “But I have also come to deeply understand what gratitude feels like. I have felt hope and despair in equal measure.” I lifted my eyes to meet his. “And in this painting, I wanted the viewer to see the beauty in both, and to realize it’s okay to surrender to pain, as long as we don’t get swept away in it. Just as it’s okay to surrender to immense joy, so long as we appreciate its impermanence.”

“Impermanence,” he echoed. “Is that the name of your work?”

“No,” I said with a smile. “I call it The Art of Hope.”

Professor Beneventi’s head snapped back slightly, as if my words had physically hit him and knocked the growing smile on his face.

“Well done, Miss Chambers,” he said after a moment, shaking his head. “Truly. Well done.”

I smiled, cheeks and neck flushing as I dipped my chin to my chest and stared at my shoes once more. “Thank you, Professor.”

“It is my sincere pleasure,” he said. “It is also my honor to inform you that at the end of every summer, the school hosts an art exhibition, and your piece has been selected as the Leonardo da Vinci Award winner for most innovative and skilled artist of the summer session.”

I snapped my gaze back to his, but found I didn’t know what to say.

He chuckled. “It will be displayed in a special award-winning portion of the exhibit, along with a photograph of you and a plaque with a short bio and summary of artist intent.” He paused. “You will also receive a five-thousand, US-dollar prize for the accolade.”

My jaw dropped at that. “You’re… you’re serious?”

“I am,” he said with a smile. “We’ll work on the details later, but I wanted to tell you in person. This is a high honor, Miss Chambers,” he said, reaching over to squeeze my shoulder as his eyes leveled with mine. “And you have earned it. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” I said, but I couldn’t control the tics on my face as I tried to wrap my head around everything he’d just told me.

When he released me, he straightened the lapels of his jacket and said, “Well, I’ll be going now. But before I do, I want to leave you with one last thought.”

He waited until I blinked out of my daze and looked him in the eye.

“In your letter of intent for this semester, you mentioned that you were unsure if you could have a career as an artist, or if you would return home to be… an accountant, I believe?” he asked with a smile.

I nodded, swallowing as my parents’ concerned faces flickered in my mind.

“Well, let me be the first to tell you that crunching numbers behind a desk all day would be a terrible waste of your exceptional talent.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Let me also be the first to tell you that life as an artist is far from easy,” he added, holding up his finger. “Some days, you will wonder if it’s worth it. But I hope at the end of every one, you always remember that it is.”

We shared a smile, and then with a tip of his imaginary hat, he was gone.
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The Art of Clarity

 

The next afternoon, I called home.

Maybe it was something triggered by what Professor Beneventi had said about my future. Maybe it was the absence of Liam and Angela, and the expansive quiet that allowed me to really think about everything I’d been ignoring all summer. Or maybe it was something humming under the surface and urging me to do what I didn’t even realize I needed.

All I knew was that I had to make amends with my parents.

And the hardest part was that they didn’t even know I was upset at all.

“Hello?” my mom answered after a few rings.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Harley?” There was a bit of shuffling on the other end, and I imagined her sandwiching the phone between her ear and shoulder like she always did when she was on the phone and working in the kitchen. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, everything’s fine,” I lied. “I just wanted to talk to you. To both of you. Is Dad there?”

“He’s in his office, let me go get him,” she said warily. “Are you sure everything is okay? You can email us, you know. These calls are expensive.”

“I have the money.”

“How?”

“I’ll explain. Get Dad.”

“Okay…”

The phone was muffled before I heard her holler, and then after a minute or so, she and Dad were both on the phone.

And the time was now or never.

“I have to tell you something,” I started. “Several somethings, really. And it’s going to be hard for me to get this all out, so I just need you both to be quiet and let me speak until I’m finished. Okay?”

“You’re scaring us,” Mom said.

“There’s nothing to be scared of.”

“We’re listening, pumpkin,” Dad said, and I imagined him holding my mom’s hand, soothing her the way he always did when she got wound up.

I sighed, twirling the phone cord around my finger as I paced the small area it allowed me to. “I won an award,” I started. “It’s a pretty big deal, and I’m going to be featured in the showcase over here. There was also prize money. Five-thousand dollars.”

“Wow!” Mom said at the same time Dad yelled, “That’s my girl!”

I smiled. “Yeah. So, that being said…” I swallowed, throat closing in around the words I’d practiced saying. “I know you guys want me to be an accountant, and I know that would be a much more stable career. But I’m not an accountant. I’m an artist. This is what I love to do. It’s all I know how to do. And I know it might be disappointing to hear, but this is my choice. I want to pursue a career in art. And it’s been weighing on me heavily how this news would disappoint you. I know I can’t change that,” I admitted. “I know you won’t trust that I can do this until I prove it to you. But I need your support, anyway. I need to know you stand behind my choice, even if it’s not the one you wanted me to make.”

“Oh, honey, of course we—” Dad started, but I cut him off.

“Wait, let me finish,” I pleaded. “I also have to confess something.” I closed my eyes, forcing a deep breath. “When you told me the news about the baby, I was… upset.”

“Upset?” Mom asked. “Why ever would—”

“Honey,” Dad said, quieting her.

“I was upset because I know you’ve always wanted a big family, and that I messed that up for you. I know you were scared it would happen again, that you’d have another baby with a hand like mine, or worse, and… it really hurt me, that you waited until I was gone to try. I mean, I know I was never perfect, but it killed me to know I was such a burden that you couldn’t even consider having another child while I was there.” I choked on a sob I didn’t recognize was building, shaking my head against the tears already building and plummeting over my cheeks. “And I was angry,” I confessed. “I was mad at both of you, and mad at the baby, and so hurt. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

My voice faded out as the emotion became too much, and the line was silent for a long while before Dad spoke, his voice level and sure.

“Harley, we never meant to make you feel like we didn’t support your dreams. We do. Always. Were we worried about stability? Of course. But we’re your parents. We’re always going to worry — that doesn’t mean we don’t want you to do what makes you happy. Whatever career or other life choices you make, you have us in your corner.”

I sniffed, nodding, even though I knew he couldn’t see me.

“And, sweetheart,” he said on a sigh. “God, I wish I could hold you right now, baby girl. I wish I could look you in your eyes when I say that your mother and I never thought you were a burden. Ever.”

“You have been the most beautiful blessing in our life,” Mom chimed in, and I could hear her own tears robbing her of her normally strong voice.

“We didn’t wait to get pregnant after you were gone,” Dad said. “We had been trying for years. For nearly a decade, sweetie. So long that we gave up and stopped trying.”

I blinked, stopping mid-pace to strain my ears as if I hadn’t heard correctly. “I don’t understand.”

“We tried to get pregnant when you were younger,” Mom said. “We did everything short of going through the very expensive process of in vitro fertilization. But for whatever reason, the Good Lord didn’t have it in the cards for us. So, we stopped trying.” She let out a long breath. “Harley, this pregnancy is a miracle, another blessing, just like you were. I mean, I’m forty-four years old for goodness’ sake,” she added with a laugh. “And I’m pregnant.”

I sniffed, wiping my face. “But I heard you,” I said. “When I was younger. I heard you talking in the kitchen about how you wanted a big family like you had when you were younger, but you didn’t know if you’d have more like me.” I paused on another surge of emotion. “Or if you could handle another child like me.”

That made Mom cry harder, and Dad tried to soothe her before drawing in a long breath of his own. “Pumpkin, I’m sorry that you had to hear those things. Your mom and I, we’re your parents. We should always be strong for you, and supportive, and loving and sure. But the truth is that we’re humans, too. We mess up. We struggle. We say things we don’t understand the full consequences of when we’re scared or angry.”

“We were just kids ourselves,” Mom said. “I was your age when I had you.”

That sobered me up, and I blinked several times, trying to imagine what it would be like to have a baby right now.

“And you know what else?” Mom said. “I would have a million babies just like you, if I had the choice. Your small hand has never, ever made you less than. If anything, it has shown me all the ways you’re more. You’re brighter and stronger and more lovely than I could ever hope to be, than anyone I know.”

My bottom lip quaked more and more with every word she said.

“I hope your baby sister has that same light,” she whispered. “I hope she’s just like you, my sweet girl. I love you. So very much.”

“Sister?”

Mom laughed amid her next cry. “Yes. It’s a girl.”

“A girl,” I repeated, and the smile that spread on my lips next was the first sign of joy I’d felt since finding out about my sibling. It was true and genuine, pure and real. “A baby sister.”

“And you’ll be the best big sister in the world,” Mom said.

I blew out a breath, dragging a hand over my face again to wipe away the drying tears. “I feel retched for everything I’ve assumed for so long,” I admitted. “For being so angry and hurt over something that wasn’t even real.”

“It was real,” Dad said. “Everything you have felt, everything you feel now is real. We should have told you when we were trying, but we didn’t want to get your hopes up. And we should have told you more how proud we were of you, how much you light up our lives.” He paused. “There are a thousand ways your mother and I could have been better parents to you, and while we can’t go back in time and do things over, we can start doing better now. Today.”

“I’m so glad you told us what you were feeling,” Mom said.

“Harley, we’re not perfect,” Dad added. “But more than that, we’re sorry we ever made you feel like you had to be.”

Those words nearly broke me again, emotion warping my face as I nodded and held my breath to keep the tears from flowing again. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“Now,” Dad said with a clap of his hands. “First, you need to tell us all about this award you won. And second, you need to help us pick a name for your little sister, because your mom is stuck on Nella and all I can think of is salmonella and I need my Harley to help me talk some sense into her.”

I choked on something between a laugh and a cry at that. “I wish I could hug you both so bad right now.”

“Soon,” Mom promised. “Now, the award. Tell us everything.”

And so, I did, and — surprising even to me — I told them about Liam, too. By the time we ended the call, I knew I had an outrageous bill coming, but it was worth every penny for the way my heart and soul was filled to the brim.

For the first time in my life, I was completely open, completely true to everything I was, standing proud on top of a mountain with my chest split open for all the world to see.

I was clean.

And with that cleanse came the most beautiful thing of all.

Clarity.

I was ready to release it all — the need to be perfect I’d held onto my entire life, the pain I’d carried around like a badge of honor hidden under my clothes, the fear of failing, and the pressure to be something I knew I wasn’t.

And Liam.

I saw the summer for everything that it was, everything that it gave me, and I knew it was so much more than what him leaving had taken away.

It was time to step into the next chapter of my life.

And I was itching to write the first page.
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The Art of Surprise

 

“I’m so proud of you,” Angela said through the phone on the night of the exhibition. “I just wish I could be there to see it.”

“I’ll take pictures,” I promised.

“You better.” A pause. “I’m not just proud about the award, you know.”

“I know,” I told her.

“Do you miss me as much as I miss you?”

“Probably more. But how’s China?”

“Hot. And rainy. We’ve been in conference rooms with fancy bankers most of the time so far, though, so I don’t mind.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Hardly,” she said on a snort. “But we’re getting ready to draw up our first sketches, so it’ll get more exciting soon. How are you feeling? Ready to go home?”

I sighed, looking around the dorm at my suitcases sprawled out on the floor. They were mostly packed, save for the things I needed to get ready tonight and what I’d need for my last day tomorrow before I left for Atlanta.

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I’m packed. All my art from the semester has already been shipped home, except for the one on display tonight. They’ll ship that one later. So, physically, yes?” I frowned. “Emotionally? Probably never.”

“It was a magical summer,” she agreed on a sigh. “I’ll always remember it.”

“Me, too.”

“Will you come visit me in China?”

I laughed. “Probably not. An eight-hour flight is enough for me to know I wouldn’t last for a twenty-four-hour one.”

“Fine. But I’m bombarding you in Atlanta or Savannah or wherever you are the second I’m back in the States.”

“Promise?”

“Pinky.”

A moment of quiet stretched between us.

“Still no word from Liam?”

“No,” I answered. “But… it’s okay. Really, it is. I hate the way things ended, but I think having time alone has helped me see that I wouldn’t go back and change it, even if I could.”

“Not even to save yourself the misery of the last few weeks?”

I shook my head before realizing she couldn’t see me. “Not even then. When he first left, it was all I wished for. I’d be bawled up on the floor, sobbing, praying to go back in time and not walk into that leather shop that night. But now… I know it’s probably hard to believe, but I’d rather have the memories of what little time we had together than to have never experienced the summer with him at all and save myself the pain in the end.”

I paused, trying to figure out how to sum it all up.

“He taught me what love is,” I realized after a while. “Not just for another person, but for myself.”

“Well, that makes me want to throttle him a little less.”

I chuckled. “I’ve got to get going. Thank you for using your hard-earned architect salary to make a long-distance call. I know from the one I made to my parents, it costs a very pretty penny.”

“Worth every one. Soak it all in tonight, Harley. You deserve it.”

When we ended the call, I checked my reflection in the mirror one last time, smoothing my hands over the little black dress I’d bought at a boutique on the bridge. It was spaghetti-strapped and medium-length, with a modest slit in the thigh and lacy detail at the sweetheart-shaped neckline. I paired it with my only heels I had with me, black, sling-back kitten heels, and styled my hair in natural waves falling just over my shoulders. My lips were painted a deep matte burgundy, my eyeshadow a natural golden hue, and my lashes slicked with mascara. The only jewelry I wore were the pearl earrings my mother gave me when I turned thirteen.

I ran my fingers over them with a soft smile on my face, imagining passing them down to my little sister one day, too.

When I felt as ready as I could be, I took my time walking through the city streets to the museum. It was already bustling when I made my way inside, saying hello to classmates as I passed them, and accepting their congratulations on the award. I posed for a few photos, wondering if I’d end up in a forgotten scrapbook.

Professor Beneventi found me before I’d made it past the award-winning student sculptures from the semester, and he introduced me to a few colleagues before guiding me through the museum to where my piece was displayed.

My nose stung when I finally saw it, custom-framed and hanging at eye-level next to a small picture of me, and a plaque with my bio and intent. I smiled as I read it, since Professor Beneventi had been the one to write it, marveling at how he’d remembered every word I’d told him so clearly.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I’m honored,” I said sincerely. “And maybe a little speechless.”

He smirked at that, squeezing my shoulder. “I’ll leave you to enjoy your night with your classmates. And before you leave for home, I want you to know it was a pleasure teaching you, and that I look forward to seeing all the places your art will take you.”

“Thank you for pushing me,” I said, turning so I could look him in the eye. “I… I think I’ve always had a level of pity from my previous instructors that kept them from doing the same. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you seeing past my disability and knowing I had more to offer.”

“What disability?”

I gave him a leveled look, but he only smiled, squeezing my shoulder once again before releasing me and rejoining his colleagues.

I turned back to my work, which strangely felt foreign now that I’d been away from it for so long. In a way, I couldn’t believe it was me who had painted it. I was certain I could never replicate it. But I was also certain I could never forget it, that it was a part of me always, like a fragment of my heart carefully dissected and framed for the world to keep as her own.

“The Art of Hope, huh?” a low, familiar voice sounded behind me.

My heart jolted to a stop, the next beat sticking in my throat and unable to free itself as I turned and found Liam standing with his hands in the pockets of navy-blue dress slacks. The need to breathe was suffocating as my eyes took in the sight of him — the white button-up with the top two buttons unfastened, his messy hair, jaw freshly shaved and smile steady and sure.

I gasped on the breath when it finally found me, and in the next instant, my eyes flooded with tears, lips trembling, nose flaring as emotion gripped me by the throat.

I couldn’t have fought it if I tried.

“It’s beautiful,” he remarked. “Though, I think I liked your badass, pierced Venus better.”

I choked on a laugh that came out more as a sob, covering my mouth with both hands as I shook my head. I didn’t know whether I wanted to leap into his arms or slap him and storm away. And in my indecisiveness, all I could do was stand there and stare.

“Don’t cry,” he begged.

That only made the tears come harder, and I squeezed my eyes shut against the pain echoing in my chest. His hands gently brushed my elbows, pulling me closer, and I sucked in a breath at the touch, eyes blinking open as I reached for him, too.

“Are you really here?” I asked, rolling my lips together as my eyes searched every inch of him.

“I am,” he said.

“You’re… you’re real?”

He swallowed. “Come here.”

I shook my head, breaking our contact and tearing away from him. “No, you asshole,” I said, fighting against the overwhelming urge to fold into him. “You left. You left without telling me a single thing about where you were going. I thought I’d never see you again,” I said. “I thought… I thought you were dead.”

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “Please, come here. Let me hold you, and I promise I’ll explain everything.”

“No,” I said, but I was already leaning toward him. I shook my head and tried to fight, but everything inside me wanted nothing more than for him to hold me just like he asked.

“Just let me explain,” he begged. “I promise, if you hate me after I do, I’ll let you slap me and kick me in the balls and whatever else you need to do to feel better.”

“Don’t make jokes right now,” I said, holding up one finger. Then, I just stared at him, shaking my head over and over as my brain tried to process the fact that he was standing in front of me. “You’re really here, aren’t you?”

“I’m really here,” he said. “And I really want to hold you. Please, Harley,” he said, holding out his hand for mine.

I stared at it for a long while, pride and anger having an all-out battle with my heart and soul. But in the end, I had no choice. I knew it as much as he did.

I slipped my hand into his.

And with a tug of my wrist, he pulled me into his arms.

I broke instantly, painful sobs wracking my chest as he held me and soothed me, one hand running through my hair as the other pulled me closer. My fists twisted in his shirt, and I knew between that and the mascara I was surely staining his shoulder with, I was making him a mess. But I didn’t care.

He’s here.

When I finally caught my breath, I pulled back, staring up at him still in disbelief. “You left,” I whispered. “You didn’t say goodbye, you didn’t tell anyone where you were going. You just left.” I shook my head. “I couldn’t find you. I tried emailing. I don’t have your number, and I thought… I thought…”

“I know,” he said, swallowing as he brushed my hair back. “I know. And I’m sorry. For so many things. For lying to you, for leaving you, for hurting you.”

“Why?” I asked, shaking my head. “Why did you leave? Where did you go?”

Liam frowned, thumb gliding along my jaw. “You were right,” he started. “About everything. I was scared. I was running. I was hiding behind the misguided belief that I could save both of us by denying my feelings for you.” His brows folded together. “Everything just got so real, so fast. I couldn’t stay away from you, even when I felt like it was the right thing to do. But the closer we got, the more I hated myself. It was this constant battle inside me, a war between what I wanted, and what I thought was right.”

I nodded, leaning into his palm.

“I thought I was doing the right thing by pushing you away,” he continued. “But the moment you were out the door, I realized how wrong I was.”

“But you left,” I whispered again. “You didn’t come find me, you left.”

“I know, and I’m sorry for that. But the truth is that my first apology couldn’t be to you.”

I frowned, tilting my head as I tried to decipher what he meant. “I don’t understand.”

Liam sighed, his shoulders deflating with the act, and his dark, earthy eyes flicked back and forth between mine. “When we got back from going away after the bombing, I had an email waiting from my mom. In it, she told me that Julie had found someone.”

“Oh, Liam…”

“No,” he said instantly, shaking his head. “It’s a good thing. I’m happy she found someone who makes her happy, because she deserves to be.” He swallowed. “But my mom told me she was still grieving for us, for me, for everything I did to her. And that sent me in a spiral.”

I closed my eyes as recognition dawned. “That’s why you weren’t in class.”

“It was a combination. That, and the fact that I knew I was falling for you, and I thought it wasn’t safe to. I was afraid I’d do to you what I did to Julie. I felt in the very depth of my soul that I would hurt you, inevitably, because of who I am at my core.”

I shook my head, but Liam didn’t give me the chance to argue with him.

“When you left that day, I felt this… pain,” he said, covering his chest with a fist. “This instant loss.”

“I know the feeling,” I whispered.

He nodded. “I know you do. And believe me when I say I wanted to go after you as soon as you left. But in that moment, I realized that before I could make amends with you, I had to make amends with three other women in my life.”

“So you flew home.”

“I did. I went home and I apologized to Julie, and to my mom, and my grandma, and I promised them I would be better for them — for me.” He swallowed. “They didn’t even let me in, the first night I showed up. Not that I blame them,” he added quickly. “I deserved to be left in the cold. But they finally let me apologize, and like the saints all of them are, they forgave me.”

I rubbed his back, listening, watching the memories replay in his eyes.

“It’s not going to be easy for us, not for a long time I imagine. But they forgave me,” he said again, like he still didn’t believe it. “And I guess that’s a step.”

“A very big one,” I assured him.

“I told them about you, too.”

I balked. “You did?”

“I did,” he said with a tilt of his lips.

“What did you tell them?”

He tucked my hair behind one ear, his eyes searching mine. “Can I show you something?”

I frowned at the subject change, but my brain was such mush at this point that I simply nodded, letting him take my hand and guide me out of the museum. We walked down a block and around a corner to a dark alleyway, but it was filled with people. I frowned, trying to figure out what they were staring at as they walked along each side.

When we got close enough for me to see, I gasped.

Hanging on both sides of the alley were the sketches of my hands from yes night.

Small flashlights hung above each of them, illuminating the charcoal lines, but these weren’t the original sketches. They’d been tampered with, splattered and outlined in shimmery gold paint, and they were outlined by gold frames, too.

“What is this?” I asked, shaking my head as we approached the first one. I took in the sight of my hands through another person’s eyes, the shading of my knuckles and smooth lines of my fingertips, the curves of my nubbins, the slim bones of my wrist.

“You brought color to my life, Harley,” he said, grabbing both of my hands in his until I tore my gaze from the sketches and looked at him, instead. “Not just color, but a fiery glow. A meaning. A purpose.”

The crowd around us was far away now, their chatter distant, the lights fading until the only thing I saw was Liam.

“Remember when I said I came here to do something, but I just hadn’t figured out what? Well, I think I came here to find you. To be found by you.”

I nodded vigorously, because I felt the exact same way. I knew that feeling as if it were my own, as if I’d been the one trying to explain it to him rather than him to me.

“I don’t know if you know what it’s like to truly lose hope,” he said. “To lose that feeling of wanting anything, or caring about anything, or believing anything is worth the time and energy it takes just to exist.” He pulled me closer, the tip of his nose touching the bridge of mine as he closed his eyes and dropped his forehead to meet me. “You made me want again. You made me laugh again. You made me hope and desire and care.” He swallowed. “You make life worth living.”

I rolled my lips together as two silent tears slipped free, and I pulled him closer, wanting to wrap him up in all that I was.

“That’s what I told them,” he said, lifting his head to look at me.

I swallowed. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

“Say yes,” he said. “Say yes to forgiving me. Say yes to loving me,” he added with something between a laugh and a cry as I squeezed my eyes shut and released another river of tears. But he wiped them away as quickly as they’d fallen, framing my face in his hands. “Say yes to doing this stupid, crazy, incredible thing called life with me.”

I cried harder with every word he said, already nodding, already leaning into him and surrendering.

“Because I love you, Harley Chambers,” he whispered against my lips, his hands in my hair and holding me to him. “And I want you all to myself.”

With that final declaration, his lips were on mine, and I gasped into that bruising kiss as a tsunami of elation flooded my body and soul. I pressed up onto my tiptoes to deepen the connection, wrapping my arms around him and crying more when I felt his arms fully wrap around me in return.

The crowd I’d forgotten roared its approval around us, a flurry of applause and whistles echoing through the streets of Florence.

And I broke the kiss long enough to whisper one word.

“Yes.”
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“Were you nervous?” I asked Liam later that night as we lay in my bed. My bags were no more packed than they had been before the exhibit. In fact, the room was even messier now, with our clothes littered on the floor and the comforter kicked off the bed. We were naked in the sheets, spent from hours of showing just how much we missed each other.

“A little,” he admitted, resting his chin in his palm.

I was spread out on my stomach, and he was on his side, drawing secret shapes on my skin. I’d dug through my suitcase long enough to pull out my CD wallet, and Oasis softly played from the stereo in the corner.

“I hadn’t seen her since I left, and we were engaged when I did. I knew how much I had changed, and I suspected the same would be true for her.” He made a humming nose just short of a laugh. “Honestly, I was worried she’d clock me more than anything.”

“You’d have deserved it.”

“No arguments here.”

“Did she?” I asked, adjusting my head position on my forearms. “Hit you? Or scream? Or… I don’t know, throw things?”

“Surprisingly, no,” he said. “She cried, though. As soon as she saw me.”

“You seem to have that affect.”

He tried to smile, but it fell short. “She looks different. Her hair is shorter, her cheeks more hollow. She’s not the girl I met in college anymore. She’s a woman.”

“What did she say?”

“Not much, honestly. I did most of the talking. But… she told me about her new fiancé, about how happy he makes her. And when she said she forgave me…” He sighed. “I didn’t realize how badly I needed to hear that until I did.”

I rolled over to face him, pulling his knuckles to my lips and pressing a kiss there. “And your mom?”

“She and my grandma live together now.” He frowned. “Grandma’s not in the best of health. She told me she was worried she wouldn’t see me again before she died.”

“That’s heartbreaking.”

“It was. She and Mom both cried, too. And though Mom wasn’t afraid to tell me how angry she was when I left, and how badly it hurt her… she still forgave me, too.”

“Forgiveness is a powerful thing.”

“I don’t deserve it.”

“Most of us don’t,” I said. “But the funny thing about forgiveness is that it brings more relief to the person granting it than the person receiving it. Holding onto anger and blame is hard. It hurts. When we forgive, that’s when we can let go.”

Liam chewed on that for a moment before his eyes met mine. “You’re kind of smart, you know that?”

“Some would say Leonardo da Vinci smart.”

“Like the Ninja Turtle or?”

I poked his side.

“Ouch,” he said on a laugh, but then he pulled me into him, sweeping my hair from my face so he could kiss me properly. “Any other questions?”

“What did they say when you told them about me?”

He smiled. “Mom and Grandma said you sound like an angel sent straight down from God to save me.”

I snorted.

“Julie was relieved,” he added. “And happy for me. She said she worried I’d shut out anything close to love for the rest of my life after what happened.”

“You tried to.”

“I did,” he agreed with a sigh. “And then you had to come along and ruin my plans.”

I smiled, leaning into him for a long, slow kiss.

“What else?” he asked when we pulled away.

“I’m sure I’ll think of more,” I said, running my fingertip along the hair dusting his chest. “Right now, I think I’m still a little in shock.”

“I’ll answer them whenever you’re ready.”

I nodded. “Well, I guess I do have one more question.”

“Shoot.”

“What now? What do we do next?”

“What do we do next?” he echoed, cracking his neck before flopping onto his back. He pulled me into his chest, and I curled around him like a cat. “I guess we can’t stay here, can we?”

“Not unless you want to do another semester of school.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Nah.”

“So…?”

“I think we do something crazy,” he said, eyeing me with a cocked brow.

“Something crazy?” I repeated on a laugh. I pressed up onto my elbow, laying my hand on his chest. “Well, propose something. You already know my answer.”

“You’re going to say yes?” he asked, his brow arching higher. “To whatever I say next?”

“Yes.”

“You sure?”

I giggled. “Yes.”

“Okay. Move to Oregon with me.”

“Yes.”

He barked out a laugh. “You didn’t even hesitate.”

“There’s no hesitation in say yes night,” I reminded him. “What’s in Oregon?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Mountains. New stuff to paint.”

“Sounds like as good a reason as any to go,” I said with an unsure laugh.

“So, is that what this is?” he asked, rolling until he could sweep me into his arms. “Another yes night?”

“I think so.”

“Hmm,” he hummed against my lips before he captured them in a kiss. “Well then, while we’re at it, I want you to meet my family.”

My heart did a little flip. “Okay.”

“And I want to meet yours.”

A double backflip. “Okay,” I whispered.

“So… Connecticut, Georgia, and Oregon.”

“Can we make a pit stop in China?” I asked.

“China?”

“Angela is there…” I waved him off. “I’ll explain later, but there’s no stalling on yes night.”

He chuckled. “Okay, then, yes. China, it is. Whatever you desire, wherever you want to go… consider yes my standing answer.”

“That’s an awfully dangerous promise to make,” I teased, crawling on top of him.

The moment I straddled his waist, he groaned his approval, hands gripping my hips as he bit down on his lower lip. “I like to live life on the edge.”

I laughed, running my hands up his chest and lowering down to cover his mouth with mine.

“I love you,” I whispered, pulling back so he could see the honesty in my eyes when I spoke those words aloud.

“I love you,” he echoed, his gaze just as sincere.

We both inhaled when our lips connected again, breathing in the kiss, and Liam was hard and ready between my legs after the break. All it took was a shift of my hips and the tip of him slipped inside me, making us both shudder at the feeling.

I pulled back to watch him as I lowered down, slicking over him, feeling every inch as he pressed deep inside. His eyelids fluttered, mouth parting as he gripped my hips hard enough to leave a mark.

We didn’t get a single wink of sleep that night.

In the morning, Liam helped me pack the last of my bags, and we took full advantage of our last day in La culla del Rinascimento, strolling through the park and along the river, shopping, eating, drinking, and dancing whenever we heard music.

The sun was warmer. The breeze was cooler. Tastes were richer. Colors were brighter. Every sound was a melody.

As we sat on the same patio overlooking the river where I’d asked Liam to be mine for the summer, drinking wine and eating cheese and gazing into each other’s eyes like a couple of dopes, I found I had a permanent smile on my lips.

Where our story would go next, I couldn’t be sure. But there were two things I knew with absolute certainty.

Wine just tasted better in Italy.

And life just tasted better in love.
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Ten Years Later

 

“I don’t get it,” my little sister said, tilting her head with a frown too deep for her age etched into her forehead.

I chuckled, squeezing her shoulders from where I stood behind her. “What do you feel when you look at it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I like the colors. They’re pretty.”

“Which one is your favorite?”

“The yellows,” she said, pointing at the canvas. “And the orange.”

“Warm colors. Says a lot about you, Nell Bell.”

She tilted her head the other way before looking up at me. “You painted this the summer you met Uncle Liam?”

I smiled, heart fluttering with a thunderstorm of memories as I looked from my little sister’s bright blue eyes and back to The Art of Hope. It was strange, seeing it displayed again after all these years — especially in an exhibition that housed my most impressive work in my career so far. In many ways, it seemed so juvenile, so inexperienced. I could note a hundred strokes on that canvas that could have been better, could note a hundred ways the painting fell short.

And yet it was my favorite of all.

“I did,” I said. “When you were just a little bean inside Mom’s belly.”

She giggled. “I wasn’t a bean.”

“Were, too. You were this little,” I said, holding up my left hand to illustrate with my forefinger and thumb.

Nella giggled again, and she looked like she had another question on the tip of her tongue but didn’t get the chance to get it out before we were ambushed by a stampede of little feet.

“Aunt Nella!” Kyle said first, wrapping her in a hug that nearly took her to the ground.

“Aunt Nella!” Anna echoed, though she was so slight, her little hug didn’t have quite the effect of Kyle’s.

I laughed at the site of the three of them together, my sister and my children, so close in age they were more like cousins. Nella had just turned ten last month, Kyle was coming up on seven, and Anna was five.

And if the view of those three little beings clinging onto each other and giggling wasn’t enough to melt my heart, the sight of my husband strolling through the gallery archway behind them did the trick.

Liam Benson was the same ornery boy I’d met ten years ago, and he wore that same mischievous smile I’d fallen for the first time I laid eyes on it. Though, now his chestnut hair was shorter, styled with a side part and a bit of gel to keep it in place, his jaw was freshly shaven and those dark eyes shone a little brighter. I loved seeing him in a well-fitted suit like the one he wore now, and it was a daily occurrence now that he was a lawyer for one of the most prestigious firms in Portland.

But all I had to do was blink my eyes closed for a split second to remember him in a Nirvana t-shirt and baggy jeans.

His eyes were on the children when he first walked in, the same humorous smile I wore reflected on his face, but the second he lifted his gaze and took in the gallery, he stopped dead in his tracks, a look of awe washing over him.

I stood next to The Art of Hope and watched as his eyes scanned the room, taking in the nearly two-dozen paintings the Seattle Art Museum had curated for the event — an event our entire family was coming for. He’d seen every single painting hanging on these walls before, but the way his jaw fell slack and his eyes grew wide with wonder, you would have thought it was the very first time.

He blinked out of the spell after a moment, and then his eyes were on me.

Liam’s smile was soft and sure, and one I should have been used to after eight years of marriage. But it still made crimson shade my cheeks, my neck hot to the touch when he slid his arm around my waist and pulled me into him for a gentle kiss.

“Well, hello there,” I said.

“Hello. I’m looking for the artist,” he said, glancing around the room before staring down at me once more. “Do you know where I can find her?”

“Possibly. Depends on the nature of your business with her.”

“I want to ask her to marry me, of course.”

“I believe she’s already married, sir. Sorry to burst your bubble.”

“Ah, figures,” he said with a snap of his fingers. “Lucky bastard.”

“Lucky, indeed,” I echoed with a smile, leaning in for another kiss.

“Momma!” Anna said, tugging on my dress. “Can we go play in the courtyard?”

“Yes, you may,” I corrected. “Listen to your aunt Nella.”

She nodded emphatically before she, Kyle, and Nella linked hands and ran through the museum like a bunch of monkeys.

“Are you sure we should let them run loose like that?” Liam asked.

“Your mom is out there. Think I’d trust the three of them on their own?”

He chuckled. “Never. Grandma Benson will keep them in line.”

“She always does.”

“And how is Mrs. Benson today?” he asked, wrapping me up from behind.

I sighed, resting my head back on his shoulder as we both looked around the gallery. It was a private viewing for just us and our close family before the exhibit opened to the public tomorrow, and as my eyes washed over the culmination of my hard work over the last decade, I couldn’t help but get emotional.

“Humbled,” I whispered with misty eyes.

Liam kissed my cheek, holding me tighter. “This is just the beginning.”

“Ha, tell that to my thirty-two-year-old wrinkles.”

“I love your wrinkles,” he said with another kiss. “And your gray hair, too.”

“I don’t have gray hair.”

“Oh? What’s this?” he asked, sweeping a bit of my long hair off my neck and holding it to his face for inspection.

Panic zipped through me, and I grabbed the lock of hair in my own hands, desperately searching until Liam barked out a laugh. I narrowed my eyes, elbowing him in the gut, but he was already sweeping me up in his arms again before I could wiggle away.

“Not funny, Liam,” I said.

“I don’t know. It was pretty funny to me.”

I rolled my eyes.

“You’re as beautiful now as the first day I met you,” he whispered in my ear before pressing his lips to the shell of it. “And the only thing more beautiful is the art you create.”

I flushed, leaning against his chest again. “I can’t believe they wanted to include this one,” I said, nodding to The Art of Hope.

“I’m glad they did,” he said, though his brows furrowed deep with the words. “Even if I hate that I’m the bastard who made you feel all the things necessary to paint it.”

“It wasn’t all bad,” I reminded him. “And hey, at least I got something out of that heartache.”

He twisted me in his arms until I faced him. “I still don’t know what I did to deserve your love, especially considering what a mess I was.”

“You introduced me to lampredotto,” I said with a shrug. “How could I not love you after that?”

Liam chuckled, kissing my nose before his eyes flicked back and forth between mine, a thousand emotions swirling in their depths. “And now look at us.”

“Married.”

“With kids.”

“You, a lawyer.”

“And you, a world-renowned artist.”

I snorted. “I don’t know about that.”

“Have you looked around?” he asked. “This entire exhibit is dedicated to you, my love. And like I said before — I know this is only the beginning.”

Liam framed my face in his hands, not letting me look away from his earnest eyes. He pressed his forehead to mine, his lips on track for a kiss I knew so well now, but before his mouth met mine, an awful, loud, gagging noise came from the archway.

“Ick,” Angela said. “Save that for after the show, you two. No one wants to see it.”

“Angela!” I bolted from Liam’s arms and tackled her, but luckily, she was taller and stronger than I, and was able to hold us both steady enough not to fall. We squealed like the schoolgirls we were when we first met, holding onto each other in a fierce embrace.

“I have missed the shit out of you,” she said, patting my ass when she released me. “And look at this! Can you stop being such a badass, already?”

“Says the most highly sought-out architect in LA.”

She waved me off. “I design houses for rich people. You actually make art.”

“So do you, and you know it.”

She shrugged, admiring her manicure with a devious smile. “Alright, alright — so we’re both badasses.”

“Must have been something in the water there in Florence.” Her eyes flicked to Liam, then, and she smiled, opening her arms wide. “Come here, loser.”

Liam wrapped her in a big hug, the two of them holding onto each other with a warm smile afterward. “Great to see you, Ang. Where’s your better half?”

Before she could answer, another loud rumble of laughter and feet stormed toward us, and then Angela’s partner and former professor, Gabriella, swept into the room with Anna on her shoulders and Nella and Kyle hot on her heels.

“AIRPLANE COMING THROUGH!” she screamed, twirling around the three of us upon entry, which made Anna giggle and throw her hands up in the air.

“Careful!” I called, but couldn’t help but laugh, too.

“That little one is going to give you a run for your money,” Liam’s mom said when she caught up to us. “She’s the spitting image of her father at that age.”

“Lord help us all,” I said.

Maureen Benson was a spitfire, and I hadn’t expected anything less when I’d met her for the first time in the fall after Liam and I met. I knew to raise a man that stubborn, she had to be both a drill sergeant and a saint. She and her late husband’s mother had invited me into the family long before Liam proposed. The three of us just had an understanding from that very first meeting, and our relationship had grown stronger every year since. And though Grandma had passed away a few years ago now, I knew she was still with us in spirit.

“Your parents are parking now,” she said. “And I should warn you — the flower arrangement your father got you is so big, they couldn’t shut the trunk all the way.”

I chuckled. “He wouldn’t be my father if he brought anything less.”

As if on cue, Mom and Dad walked through the doors down the hall, Dad balancing a gargantuan arrangement of roses and lilies as Mom tried and failed not to tear up as soon as she laid eyes on me.

I smiled, sweeping her into a hug, and laughing as her tears of pride soaked my shoulder.

“You haven’t even seen the exhibition yet, Mom.”

She sniffed, wiping her tears with a tissue when she pulled back. “I don’t need to to know it’s amazing. We are so proud of you, sweetheart.”

“Very proud, Pumpkin,” Dad echoed, lost somewhere behind the roses. “Uh… any place I can set this?”

Liam chuckled, taking the flowers from Dad and setting them on one of the empty benches before they clapped hands in a firm handshake. He hugged my mom next, and then we all gathered in the gallery.

The next hour or so was spent drinking champagne and eating hors d’oeuvres provided by the museum as the staff led us around the exhibit, practicing the presentation they would give patrons when they visited themselves. It felt a little like an out-of-body experience, hearing them talk about my work, about me, as if I was someone important.

“Hey,” Liam said when we rounded the first aisle and into the next. “I hope you’re soaking up every minute of this moment, because you deserve it.”

“It feels surreal.”

“Well, it’s not. You earned this, my love. This is all you.”

My eyes watered, and I nodded, leaning into him for a hug before we rejoined the rest of the group.

“Momma, will you paint me a picture?” Kyle asked me when we made it back to them, his little hand grabbing mine.

“Of course. What do you want me to paint?”

“Um… a horse! And a cowboy!”

I laughed. “Anything else?”

“Oh, I want one, too!” Anna said. “I want a unicorn!”

“Unicorns aren’t real,” her brother told him.

“Doesn’t mean they can’t be painted,” I argued, which made Anna stick her tongue out in victory.

“Will you paint one for me?” Nella asked behind them.

I smiled. “I already have.”

“You have?” she asked, her eyes wide with wonder.

I nodded, and then I took her hand and led her away from the group to one of the canvases we’d already passed.

It was of two young girls, one with blonde hair and blue eyes, and one with hickory hair and gold eyes. They were facing each other, but their heads tilted toward the viewer, their eyes mirrored as if to create one face. Between them, their hair was braided together, the blonde and brown weaving into one.

Around them was a swirl of colors — the bright golden glow of the sun, the pastel colors of the wind blowing through each girl’s hair, the deep blues of the ocean, the lush green and warm brown of the earth. And all around the perimeter of the canvas were dark, charred edges made from a flame.

“Wow,” she breathed as she took it in. “This is for me?”

“It’s for us,” I corrected, squeezing her hand where she held mine. “To show that our bond is greater than any element there is.”

Nella’s smile widened, and she glanced up at me before staring at the painting once more. “I have the coolest sister,” she said on a sigh.

I chuckled. “Impossible,” I said, and when she looked up at me, I tapped her nose. “Because I do.”

We took our time making our way back to the group, joining them just as the young girl leading our tour began talking about one of my most well-known paintings — a bright, colorful reef. She explained the unique way I blend colors, and how it had become a signature in all my pieces.

And while she went on and on about my unique style, about my awards and accomplishments, I couldn’t help but watch the people gathered around the canvas rather than the art itself.

Because these people, this family, this unbreakable love was my favorite accomplishment of all.

And it was a masterpiece so beautiful I couldn’t paint it if I tried.




 

 

 

 

Can’t get enough of Harley and Liam? Check out this bonus scene from Liam’s point of view.

 

You can also listen to the full playlist for Say Yes on Spotify.




 

 

 


[image: ]



A Note from the Author

 

Thank you for reading Say Yes. I hope you enjoyed reading this nostalgic summer romance as much as I enjoyed creating it.

 

If you liked this book, check out Close Quarters, a hot billionaire romance set on a yacht in the Mediterranean. It’s got the same juicy angst and artistic feel as this one, so I know you’ll love it!

 

You might also enjoy my Becker Brothers series, following four rowdy brothers in a small town in Tennessee as they solve the mystery of their father’s death – and find love along the way. Keep reading for a sneak peek inside!

 

I also love to hang out with my readers online. My favorite place to hang out is Instagram, but I’m also on TikTok if that’s your jam. And, my group on Facebook gets exclusive giveaways, sneak peeks, and more – so come hang out.

 

You can also sign up for my newsletter if you don’t want to do all the social media, but also don’t want to miss any new releases from me.

 

And again, thank you for picking my book out of the millions you could have selected to read. I truly appreciate it.
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Noah

When you hear the word Tennessee, what do you think of?

Maybe your first thought is country music. Maybe you can even see those bright lights of Nashville, hear the different bands as their sounds pour out of the bars and mingle in a symphony in the streets. Maybe you think of Elvis, of Graceland, of Dollywood and countless other musical landmarks. Maybe you feel the prestige of the Grand Ole Opry, or the wonder of the Country Music Hall of Fame. Maybe you feel the history radiating off Beale Street in Memphis.

Or maybe you think of the Great Smoky Mountains, of fresh air and hiking, of majestic sights and long weekends in cabins. Maybe you can close your eyes and see the tips of those mountains capped in white, can hear the call of the Tennessee Warbler, can smell the fresh pine and oak.

Maybe, when you think of Tennessee, all of this and more comes to mind.

But for me, it only conjured up one, two-syllable word.

Whiskey.

I saw the amber liquid gold every time I closed my eyes. I smelled its oaky finish with each breath I took. My taste buds were trained at a young age to detect every slight note within the bottle, and my heart was trained to love whiskey long before it ever learned how to love a woman.

Tennessee whiskey was a part of me. It was in my blood. I was born and raised on it, and at twenty-eight, it was no surprise to me that I was now part of the team that bred and raised the most famous Tennessee whiskey in the world.

It was always in the cards for me. And it was all I ever wanted.

At least, that’s what I thought.

Until the day Ruby Grace came back into town.

My ears were plugged with bright, neon orange sponges, but I could still hear Chris Stapleton’s raspy voice crooning behind the loud clamor of machines. I wiped sweat from my brow as I clamped the metal ring down on another whiskey barrel, sending it on down the line before beginning on the next one. Summer was just weeks away, and the distillery swelled with the Tennessee heat.

Being a barrel raiser at the Scooter Whiskey Distillery was a privilege. There were only four of us, a close-knit team, and we were paid well for doing a job they hadn’t figured out how to train machines to do yet. Each barrel was hand-crafted, and I raised hundreds of them every single day. Our barrels were part of what made our whiskey so recognizable, part of what made our process so unique, and part of what made Scooter a household name.

My grandfather had started as a barrel raiser, too, when he was just fourteen years old. He’d been the one to set the standard, to hammer down the process and make it what it is today. It was how the founder, Robert J. Scooter, first noticed him. It was the beginning of their friendship, of their partnership, of their legacy.

But that legacy had been cut short for my grandfather, for my family. Even if I had moved away from this town, from the distillery that was as much a blessing to my family as it was a curse, I’d never forget that.

“Hey, Noah,” Marty called over the sharp cutting of another barrel top. Sparks flew up around his protective goggles, his eyes on me instead of the wood, but his hands moved in a steady, knowledgeable rhythm. “Heard you made the walk of shame into work this morning.”

The rest of the crew snickered, a few cat calls and whistles ringing out as I suppressed a grin.

“What’s it to ya?”

Marty shrugged, running a hand over his burly beard. It was thick and dark, the tips peppered with gray just like his long hair that framed his large face. “I’m just saying, maybe you could at least shower next time. It’s smelled like sex since five a.m.”

“That’s what that is?” PJ asked, pausing to adjust his real glasses underneath the protective ones. His face screwed up, thick black frames rising on his crinkled nose as he shook his head. “I thought they were serving us fish sticks again in the cafeteria.”

That earned a guffaw from the guys, and I slugged our youngest crew member on the arm. At twenty-one, PJ was the rookie, the young buck, and he was the smallest of us by far, too. His arms weren’t toned from raising barrels day in and day out for years, though his hands were finally starting to callous under his work gloves.

“Nah, that’s just your mama’s panties, PJ. She gave them to me as a souvenir. Here,” I said, right hand diving into my pocket. I pulled out my handkerchief, flinging it up under his nose before he could pull away. “Get a better whiff.”

“Fuck you, Noah.” He shoved me away with a grimace as the guys burst into another fit of laughter.

I shook the handkerchief over his head again before tucking it away, hands moving for more staves of wood to build the next barrel. It took anywhere from thirty-one to thirty-three planks of wood to bring one to life, and I had it down to a science — mixing and matching the sizes, the width, until the perfect barrel was built. I hadn’t had a barrel with a leak in more than seven years, since I first started making them when I was twenty-one. It only took me six months to get my process down, and by my twenty-second birthday, I was the fastest raiser on our team, even though I was the youngest at the time.

Mom always said Dad would have been proud, but I’d never know for sure.

“Seriously, though,” Marty continued. “That’s three times now you’ve creeped out of Daphne Swan’s house with the cocks waking up the sun behind you. Gotta be a record for you.”

“He’ll be buying a ring soon,” the last member of our team piped in. Eli was just a few years older than me, and he knew better than anyone that I didn’t do relationships. But that was where his knowledge of me ended, because just like everyone else, he assumed it was because I was a playboy.

They all assumed I’d be single until the end of time, jumping from bed to bed, not caring whose heart was broken in the process.

But I wanted to settle down, to give a girl the Becker name and have a few kids to chase after — maybe more than anyone else in Stratford. Only, unlike all my friends, I wouldn’t just do it with the first girl who baked me a pie. There were plenty of beautiful girls in our small town, but I was looking for more, for a love like the one my mom and dad had.

Anyone who knew my parents knew I would likely be looking for a while.

“Daphne and I are friends,” I explained, stacking up the next barrel. “And we have an understanding. She wants to be held at night, and I want to be ridden like a rodeo bull.” I shrugged. “Think of it as modern-day bartering.”

“I need a friend like that,” PJ murmured, and we all laughed just as the shop door swung open.

“Tour coming through,” our manager, Gus, called. He kept his eyes on the papers he was shuffling through as his feet carried him toward his office. “Noah, come see me after they’re gone.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and while the guys all made ominous oooh’s at my expense, I wasn’t nervous. Gus had nothing but respect for me, just as I had for him, and I knew maybe too confidently that I wasn’t in trouble. He had a job that needed handling, and I was always his go-to.

The door swung open again, and the teasing died instantly, all of us focusing on the task at hand as my brother led a group of tourists inside.

“Alright, remember now, this is another area where no pictures are allowed. Please put your phones away until we venture back outside. Since we’re one of the last breweries that still makes its own barrels, we don’t want our secrets getting out. We know at least half of you were sent from Kentucky down here to spy on us.”

The group laughed softly, all of their eyes wide as they filtered in to get a better look at us. Marty hated tours, and I could already hear his grunts of disapproval, like the group was sent with the sole purpose of ruining his day. But me? I loved them, not only because it meant Scooter Whiskey was still a household name, and therefore — job security — but also because it meant a chance to rag on my little brother.

I had three brothers — Logan, Michael, and Jordan.

Jordan was the oldest — my senior by four years. Mom and Dad had adopted him before I was born, and though he might not have looked like the rest of the Becker clan, he was one of us, through and through.

Michael was the youngest of us at just seventeen, only one summer standing between him and his senior year of high school.

And Logan, who just walked through the door with the tour, was the second youngest. He was two years younger than me, which meant he was my favorite to pick on.

He was my first little brother, after all.

Once the entire group was inside, Logan gestured to us with a wide smile.

“These are the fine gentleman known as our barrel raisers. You might remember learning about them from the video earlier. As it mentioned, each of our barrels is crafted by hand, by just four upstanding gentlemen — Marty, Eli, Noah, and PJ.”

We all waved as Logan introduced us, and I chanced a smirk in the direction of the hottest girl in the tour. She was older, maybe mid-thirties, and looked like someone’s mom. But her tits were as perky as I imagined they were on her twenty-first birthday, and she was looking at me like a hot piece of bread after a month of being on a no-carb diet.

She returned my smile as she twirled a strand of her bright blonde hair around her finger, whispering something to the group of girls she was with before they all giggled.

Logan continued on, talking about how the four of us as a team made more than five-hundred barrels every single day before sending them down the line for charring and toasting. He explained how Scooter Whiskey is actually clear when it’s first put into our barrels, and it’s the oak and charring process that brings out the amber color and sweet flavor they’re accustomed to today.

Even though my hands worked along on autopilot, I watched my brother with a balloon of pride swelling in my chest. His hair was a sandy walnut brown, just like mine, though his curled over the edges of his ball cap and mine was cut short in a fade. He stood a few inches taller than me, which always irked me growing up, and he was lean from years of playing baseball where I was stout from years of football before I became a barrel raiser.

If you grew up as a boy in Stratford, you played at least one sport. That’s just all there was to it.

Though we had our differences, anyone who stood in the same room with us could point us out as brothers. Logan was like my best friend, but he was also like my own son. At least, that’s how I’d seen it after Dad died.

Just like there were only a handful of barrel raisers, the same was true for tour guides. They were the face of our distillery, and on top of being paid well for their knowledge and charisma, they were also tipped highly by the tourists passing through town. It was one of the most sought-after jobs, and Logan had landed it at eighteen — after Dad died, which meant he didn’t get any help getting the position.

He got the job because he was the best at it, and so I was proud of him, the same way I knew our dad would have been.

It was no surprise to our family when he landed it, given his rapt attention to detail. He’d been that way since we were kids — nothing in his room was ever out of place, he ate his food in a specific order, and he always did his homework as soon as he was out of school, exactly as it was supposed to be done, and then did his chores before he even considered playing outside.

For Logan to be comfortable, everything needed to be in order.

The poor guy had almost made it through his entire spiel when I kicked the barrel I was working on and dropped the metal ring to the floor, creating a loud commotion.

“Ah! My finger!”

I gripped my right middle finger hard, grimacing in pain as the rest of the crew flew to my side. The tourists gasped in horror, watching helplessly as I grunted and cursed, applying pressure.

“What happened?”

“Is he okay?”

“Oh God, if there’s blood, I’ll pass out.”

I had to strain against the urge to laugh at that last one, which I was almost positive came from the hot mom with the great rack.

Logan sprinted over, his face pale as he shoved PJ out of the way to get to me.

“Shit, Noah. What’d you do? Are you okay?” He thwacked PJ’s shoulder. “Go get Gus!”

“Wait!” I called, still grimacing as I held up my hand. It was in a tight fist, and with everyone’s eyes fixed on it, I slowly rolled my fingers of my free hand beside it like I was coaxing open a Jack in the Box, and I flipped my little brother off with a shit-eating grin.

The guys all laughed as my brother let out a frustrated sigh, rolling his eyes before grabbing my neck in a chokehold. I shoved him off me, stealing his hat and tossing it on my own head backward as I raced toward his tour group.

“Sorry about the scare, folks,” I said, playing off the charm of the drawl I was given naturally from being born and raised in Stratford. “Couldn’t pass up the opportunity to give my little brother here a hard time.”

There were still some looks of confusion aimed our way, but slowly, they all smiled as relief washed over them.

“So, you’re okay?” I heard a soft voice ask. “You’re not hurt?”

It was the mom, and I leaned against one of the machines on one arm as I crooked a smile at her.

“Only by the fact that I’ve gone my whole life without knowing you, sweetheart.”

Her friends all giggled, one of them wearing a BRIDE TO BE button that I hadn’t noticed before. The mom was still blushing as Logan ripped his hat from my head, shoving me back toward the barrel I’d abandoned.

“Alright, Casanova. Leave my group alone.”

“Just making their tour of Scooter Whiskey Distillery one they’ll never forget, little bro,” I chided, winking once more at the mom before I got back to work.

Logan was already continuing on with the next part of his tour as he walked the group out, and I held the mom’s eyes the entire way until she was out the door.

I imagined I’d find her at the only bar in town later tonight.

Marty griped at me for being stupid, as PJ and Eli gave me subtle high fives. They were all used to my pranks, especially at my brothers’ expense. When you grow up in the same town, with the same people, all working at the same place and doing the same damn job, you learn to make the most of what little fun you can slip into the everyday routine.

“Noah.”

Gus’s voice sobered me, and I dropped my cocky smirk, straightening at his call.

“My office. Now.”

He hadn’t even risen from his chair, but I knew he’d heard the commotion from the prank. My confidence in being untouchable as a Scooter employee slipped a little as I peeled off my work gloves and made my way to his office.

“Shut the door behind you,” he said without looking up.

My ears rang a little at the sudden quietness, and I let the door latch shut before taking a seat in one of the two chairs across from him.

Gus eyed me over the papers he was still running over his hands, one brow arching before he sighed and dropped the papers to his desk. “First of all, even though I appreciate you bringing some laughter into this place, don’t play around when it comes to job safety, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know Logan is your brother, and I don’t mind the occasional prank. But slicing a finger off is no laughing matter. Our founder is proof of that.”

The story of our founder passing away from a minor finger injury was one we always told to the tours that passed through. Here was this healthy man, older but not suffering from any illnesses, and in the end, it was his pride that got him. He’d cut his middle finger right where it connected at the base of his hand, but rather than telling someone, he just wrapped it up and went about his normal routine.

Infection took his life well before it was time.

“I understand, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“Good.” He kicked back in his chair, running a hand over his bald head as his eyes fell to the paper again. “We’ve got a potential buyer here who wants one of our single-barrels. But, the situation is a little precarious.”

“How so?”

It wasn’t strange for Gus to ask me to show one of our rare barrels to potential buyers, mostly older gentleman with too much money to know what to do with it anymore. Each barrel sold for upwards of fifteen-thousand dollars, most of that money going to good ol’ Uncle Sam.

“Well, the buyer is only nineteen.”

“That’s illegal.”

“Thanks for stating the obvious.” Gus thumped a hand on the stack of papers he’d been staring at. “She’s a Barnett.”

I whistled. “Ah. So, we can’t say no.”

“We can’t say no.”

“But we also can’t let it get out, especially since Briar County is just looking for a reason to shut us down again.”

“You catch on fast.”

I nodded, scratching at the scruff on my jaw. The Barnett’s were one of the most influential families in the town, right next to the Scooters and, at one time, the Beckers. The Barnetts had a long line of mayors in their family line, and if they wanted a single-barrel of Scooter Whiskey, there was no saying no — regardless of the age.

“When’s this girl coming in?”

“She’s here now, actually. Which is why I called you in. I need you to show her the barrel, but keep it low key. Don’t do our normal tasting, just to be safe. Show her the room, give her the fluffy breakdown of what her money’s getting her, and get her out of here.”

“Are her parents going to pick up the barrel at the ceremony?”

Every year, we hosted a big ceremony — better described as a backwoods party — to announce the different barrels, their distinct notes and flavors, and their new owners. We also cracked open one of the single-barrels for the town to indulge in. It was the only barrel not sold to the highest bidder.

“Apparently, her fiancé is. He’s twenty-four, so he’s legal.”

“Why can’t he be the one to check it out, then?”

Gus pinched his brow. “I don’t know, the girl wants to give it to him as a wedding gift, I guess. She’s waiting, by the way, and I just want this taken care of. Can you handle it?”

“I’m on it.”

Without another word, Gus dismissed me, more than happy to let me do his dirty work.

I slipped into our one and only bathroom in our little share of the distillery, washing my hands and face the best I could with short notice. Not that it mattered. The kind of people who could afford to spend what I’d pay for a good car on a barrel of whiskey didn’t give a shit what I looked like when I told them about it. They only cared about the liquid gold inside.

So, I dried my face and hands, rehearsing the words I’d said to hundreds of rich men and women before this one as Gus’ sentiment rang true in my own mind.

“Let’s get this over with.”
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Noah

Anytime I had to go to the welcome center, I always garnered more than a few curious looks.

There were several small groups of tourists milling about the welcome center, taking pictures with our founder’s statue and reading about the transition of our bottles throughout the years as they waited for their tour slot. As I made my way through, heads turned, brows arching as they took in my appearance. It made sense, seeing as how I was always dirty, and a little smelly. My mom would argue that the reason they stopped to stare was because I was “handsome enough to make a church choir stutter in unison.”

She said I got that from my dad, too.

I still said it was the whole smelly thing.

I smiled at a pair of older women near the ticket desk who weren’t the least bit ashamed as they ogled me. Their husbands, on the other hand, glared at me like I was a bug that needed to be squashed. I just smiled at them, too, and kept my head down.

“Noah Becker,” a loud, boisterous, and familiar voice greeted as I neared the ticket desk. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Came to beg you for a date, of course.” I leaned over the desk casually, cocky smirk in place. “What’dya say, Lucy? Let me spin you around on the dance floor this Friday?”

She cackled, her bright eyes crinkling under her blushing cheeks. Her skin was a dark umber, but I always caught the hint of red when I flirted with Lucy. She was my mom’s age, a sweet woman who had a reputation for fattening all of us at the distillery up with her homemade sweet potato pie.

“You couldn’t handle me.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.” I tapped a knuckle on the desk, looking around the seating area. “I’m looking for the potential barrel buyer. She was supposed to be waiting up here.”

“Ah,” Lucy said, her lips poking out as she tongued her cheek. “The Barnett.”

“That bad, huh?”

Lucy nodded toward the front doors. “Too pretty for manners, I suppose. But then again, can’t really blame her, considering who her mother is.”

Lucy kept talking, but my gaze had drifted to the fiery-haired girl pacing outside. The sunlight reflected off her auburn hair like it was the red sea, her eyes shielded by sunglasses too big for her face as her all-white stilettos carried her from one edge of the sidewalk to the other. She had one arm crossed over her slim waistline, accented by the gold belt around her crisp white dress, and the other held a cell phone up to her ear. Her lips moved as fast as her feet, the swells painted the same crimson shade as her hair.

She was nineteen, dressed like she was at least thirty, with a walk that told me she didn’t take any shit.

“She stepped outside to take a phone call a few minutes ago,” Lucy said, bringing my attention back to her. “Want me to let her know you’re ready?”

“No, no,” I said quickly, my eyes traveling back to the girl. “I got it. Thanks, Lucy.”

When I pushed out into the Tennessee heat, squinting against the glare of the sun, the first thing I noticed were her legs.

I’d seen them from inside, of course, but it wasn’t until I was right up on her that I noticed the lean definition of them. They were cut by a line of muscle defining each slender calf, accented even more by the pointy-toed heels she wore. She was surprisingly tan, considering her hair color and the amount of freckles dotting her nose and cheeks, and that bronze skin contrasted with her white dress in a way that made it hard not to stare. The skirt of that dress was flowy and modest, but it revealed just a little sliver of her thigh, and I had to mentally slap myself for checking out a fucking teenager.

“Mama, I don’t care if the flowers are dust pink or blush pink. That sounds like exactly the same shade to me.” She paused, turning on one heel as she reached the far end of the sidewalk.

I kept watching her legs.

“Well, I’m not Mary Anne.” Another pause. “Why don’t you just call her, then? She’d be happy to argue with you about which shade of pink is better, I’m sure.”

“Ms. Barnett?”

She stopped mid-stride, slipping her sunglasses down her nose just enough to flash her haunting, hazel eyes at me before the shades were back in place again.

“I have to go, Mama. I think the…” She hesitated, assessing my appearance. “I think the fine gentleman who will be showing me the barrel is here.”

I smirked, crossing my arms over my chest. If she thought I was going to back down from her I’m-better-than-you attitude, she was mistaken.

“Yes, I’ll come right home after. Right. Okay, okay.” She sighed, tapping her foot before she pulled the phone away from her ear. “Okay, gotta go, BYE.”

When the call was ended, she let out another long breath, pulling her shoulders back straight as if that breath had given her composure. She forced a smile in my direction, the phone slipping into her large handbag as she stepped toward me.

“Hi,” she greeted, extending her left hand. It dangled limply from her dainty wrist, a diamond ring the size of a nickel glimmering in the sunlight on her ring finger as it hung between us. “I’m Ruby Grace Barnett. Are you showing me my barrel today?”

“I am.” I took her hand in my own, her soft skin like silk in my calloused, dirty palm.

Her nose crinkled as she withdrew her hand, and she inspected it for dirt as she reached into her bag, pulling out a small tube of hand sanitizer.

“I’ve been waiting forever.” She squirted a drop of the cleaner in her hand and rubbed it together with the other. “Can we move this along?”

I sniffed, tucking my hands in my pockets. “Of course. My apologies, ma’am.”

I started off in the direction of the warehouse that stored our single barrels, not checking to see if she was following. I heard the click-clack of her heels behind me, her steps quickening to catch up.

“Ma’am,” she repeated incredulously. “That’s what people call my mother.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, not an ounce of actual apology in my voice. “Would you prefer Miss?”

“I would,” she said, sidling up to my side. Her ankles wobbled a little when we hit the gravel road. “Is there… are we walking the entire way?”

I eyed her footwear. “We are. You going to make it?”

The truth was, we had a golf cart reserved specifically for showing our clients the single barrels. In the back of my mind, I knew I should grab it. Miss Barnett was a potential buyer. But the way Lucy had responded to my mention of her name, and the way she’d practically curled her lip at the sight of me was enough to make me conveniently forget about the cart.

Little Miss Ruby Grace could walk in those heels she loved to tap so much.

She narrowed her eyes at my assumption. “I’ll make it just fine. I’m just surprised you don’t have… options for your clients. Especially considering the price of the product I’m here to inquire about.”

The words were strange as she spoke them, holding a level of arrogance but softened by the lilt of her Tennessee twang. It was like she was still a little girl, playing dress up in her mom’s heels, trying to be older than she was.

I stopped abruptly, and Ruby Grace nearly ran into me before her heels dug into the gravel.

“I could carry you,” I offered, holding my arms out.

Her little mouth popped open, her gaze slipping over my dirty t-shirt. Even though she was eyeing me like a mud puddle she had to maneuver around, I noted the slight tinge of pink on her cheeks, the bob of her throat as she swallowed.

“I don’t need you to carry me, sir.” She adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “What is your name, anyway?”

“Does it matter?”

I started walking again, and she huffed, hurrying to catch up.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

It means, I know you don’t give a rat’s ass what my name is and you’ll forget it as soon as you walk out of this distillery and back into your little silver-spoon world.

I sighed, biting my tongue against the urge to be an asshole.

“Noah.”

“Noah,” she repeated, rubbing her lips together afterward, like she was tasting each syllable of my name. “Nice to meet you.”

I didn’t respond, reaching forward to unlock the warehouse door, instead. Once the lock clicked, I tugged it open, gesturing for Ruby Grace to enter.

She stepped through the doorframe, pushing her glasses up to rest on top of her head as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The distinct smell of oak and yeast settled in around us, and when the door closed, Ruby Grace’s eyes found me, wide and curious.

“Wait,” she said as I flipped on a few more lights. “You’re Noah Becker, aren’t you?”

The skin on my neck prickled at the way she said my last name, as if it said more about me than my dirty clothes in her mind.

“What about it?” I turned on her, and she was so close, her chest nearly brushed mine. She was still a few inches shorter than me, even in her heels, but her eyes met mine confidently.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, taking a tentative step back. “I didn’t mean it in any way. It’s just, I used to sit behind you in church. When I was little.” Her cheeks flamed. “We would play this game… oh gosh, never mind. I feel so silly.”

She waved me off, stepping even farther away as her head dipped. She clasped her hands together at her waist, waiting for me to speak, to lead us through the towering rows of barrels, but I just stared at her.

It was like seeing her for the first time.

That one apology, that awareness of herself, it was genuine and true. It was the young girl she actually was, slipping through the façade she’d painted so well.

And I smiled.

Because I did remember.

I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t put two and two together, but then again, how could I recognize the stunning, classy woman before me as the same freckle-faced kid who used to kick the back of my pew? She’d been just a girl then, and I had been eighteen, fresh out of high school and just as bored in church as she was. I couldn’t even remember what the game was that we played, only that it used to make her giggle so hard her mother would thump her on the wrist with her rolled-up program.

I smiled at the memory, and then it hit me.

I’d just checked out a woman who used to be the annoying little kid behind me in church.

New low, Becker.

“You were a little shit,” I finally said.

Her eyes widened, a small smile painting her lips. “Says the Becker. You boys are notorious for causing trouble.”

“We like to have fun.”

She laughed. “That’s one way to put it.”

Her eyes twinkled a bit under the low lighting as she assessed me in a new way. She didn’t look at me like I was dirty and beneath her, but rather like I was an old friend, one who reminded her of youth.

She was only nineteen, but the sadness in her eyes in that moment told me she lost her innocence a long time ago.

I didn’t realize I was staring at her, that we’d gravitated toward each other just marginally until she cleared her throat and stepped an inch back.

“So,” she said, eyes surveying the barrels. They were stacked thirty high and a hundred back, each of them aging to the perfect taste. “Which of these beauties is mine?”

“The single barrels are back here,” I said, walking us down one of the long rows of barrels.

Ruby Grace’s eyes scanned the wooden beasts as we walked, and I opened my mouth to spout off the usual selling points of a single barrel — how limited they are, how no one else would have a barrel of whiskey that tasted like hers, how each barrel was aged differently, for different time periods, and at different temperatures. But the words died in my mouth before they could come out, a question forming, instead.

“So, you’re buying a barrel for your fiancé, huh?”

Her eyes were still on the barrels, the corners of them creasing a little as a breath escaped through her parted lips.

“That’s right.”

I eyed her ring again.

“When’s the big day?”

“Six weeks from Sunday,” she sighed the words, fingers reaching up to drag along the wood as her heels clicked along in the otherwise-silent warehouse.

I whistled. “That’s pretty soon. You ready?”

Ruby Grace stopped, her fingers still on the wood as she eyed me under furrowed brows. “What?”

I arched a brow. Did I say something wrong?

“For the wedding? To be married? You know, commit yourself to someone for the rest of your life, that little thing you said yes to?”

She swallowed. “I… Well, no one has asked me that.”

“No one asked you if you were ready to get married?”

She shook her head.

Somehow, the rows of barrels felt smaller, narrower, like they were moving in on either side of us, pushing us together centimeter by centimeter.

There was so much wrong with the fact that no one had asked her that pivotal question — at least, in my mind. Here was this young girl, not even twenty years old, not even close to her prime years, and she was settling down. It wasn’t unheard of in Stratford, or anywhere else in Smalltown, USA. Plenty of my friends got married right out of high school. Most of them had kids before they could even have a legal drink.

But something told me that wasn’t what Ruby Grace had pictured for herself.

“Well, I’m asking. Are you ready?”

She blinked, and it was as if that blink stirred her from the thoughts she’d been tossing around. She started walking again, folding her arms gently over her chest. I watched her try to slip on the same disguise she’d been wearing when she introduced herself to me. She wanted the world to believe she was poised — a polished woman, a dignified lady who didn’t take shit.

But the truth was, she was still a girl, too. She was still nineteen. Who made her feel like that wasn’t okay? To just be a nineteen-year-old girl who doesn’t have it all figured out yet?

“Of course,” she finally answered. “I mean, Anthony is great. He’s older than me, twenty-five to be exact, and he’s so mature. He just graduated with his master’s in Political Science from North Carolina. That’s where we met,” she said, her head leaning toward me a bit on that note. “At a party on campus. He said the first time he saw me, he knew I’d be his wife one day. Which is so sweet. And he’s on track to be in politics for life.” She smiled, but it didn’t mask the slight shake of her voice. “The engagement happened a little faster than I expected… I mean, we’ve only known each other a year. But I think when you know, you know. You know?”

I smirked in lieu of answering.

“And Mama was so excited when we announced our engagement, she wanted to do the wedding right away. It’s crazy, knowing we have what usually is about a year’s worth of work to do in six weeks. But, she’s been taking care of a lot of it… Lord knows that woman loves a project.” Her voice trailed off on a soft laugh before she spoke again. “And Anthony, he’s exactly what my family had in mind for me. And we get along, you know? We have so much fun.”

Why did it feel like she was trying to convince me? Or maybe, it was herself she was trying to convince.

“And you love him,” I pointed out.

She paused, eyes flicking to mine as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Right. And I love him.”

I could have stared at her all day, deciphering her like a riddle that had an obvious answer if I just thought about it long enough. But she shifted under my gaze, and one glance at the rock on her finger reminded me that she was someone else’s puzzle to put together — not mine.

“Well, here they are,” I said, tapping one of the barrels on the back wall. They were stacked just as high as the rest of the room, each barrel stamped with a batch number and an exclusive, gold-plated plaque that had all the details about when it was distilled, barreled, what rows it’s been aged in over time, and more.

“There are so many,” she said, eyes scanning up. “How do I choose? I mean, should I be looking for something specific?”

I scratched at my jaw. “I mean, there is incredible whiskey inside each and every one of these barrels. Part of what makes buying a single barrel so enticing is that you’ll have a one-of-a-kind whiskey,” I said, finally remembering to give her the spiel I’d put off before. “Usually, we let our potential buyers taste a few to compare but…” I smirked. “There is that whole legal drinking age debacle.”

Ruby Grace laughed. “Oh. Yeah. That old thing.”

She swayed from foot to foot, grimacing a little as she eyed the barrels.

“Are you okay?”

Her face twisted again as she shifted her body weight to her left foot. “Yes. Sorry, it’s just these stupid shoes. I told my mom I didn’t need to wear heels to inspect whiskey barrels, but she was not having it with me wearing boots.”

For a split second, I pictured her in said boots. I wondered if the brown leather would cap off under her knee, if her thighs would have been even more exposed in the shorts she would have paired with those boots. Or would she have worn jeans, covering her legs altogether?

Stop thinking about her legs, Becker.

“Take them off.”

Her brows shot up, eyes widening as they found mine.

“What?” She asked, laughing. “I can’t just take my shoes off.” She threw her arms up, gesturing to our surroundings. “We’re in an old, dirty warehouse.”

“You act like you weren’t born and raised in an old, dirty town.”

“Yeah, well,” she said, crossing her arms. “I wasn’t exactly working in the distillery or out raising cows on the outskirts, now was I? A little bit of a different setting when you’re the Mayor’s daughter.”

She tried to smile, but a soft curse left her lips when she shifted her weight again.

Without hesitation, I reached back for the collar of my t-shirt and ripped it up over my head, laying it down on the ground at her feet.

“Here,” I said, holding out my hand. “You can stand on that. It might not be a freshly polished marble floor, but your precious feet should survive.”

Ruby Grace was gaping, her jaw completely unhinged as her eyes crawled over my abdomen and chest. “I…”

“Shoes. Off.” I pointed at her feet. “You do that, and I’ll let you taste a few barrels. Just don’t tell anyone, least of all your parents.”

She chuckled, but finally stepped out of her heels. They fell on their sides as a relieved sigh slipped through her lips, and I watched her polished toes curl on my t-shirt.

“God, that feels so much better.”

I shook my head, reaching back behind the first row of barrels for the tasting glasses we housed there. “Are you always so stubborn?”

“I wasn’t being stubborn.”

“I guess that’s my answer,” I said, pouring a tiny splash from one of the barrels before holding the glass toward her. “Here. Take a sip.”

“Oh, no,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “It’s okay. Like you said, I’m underage.”

“So you’ve never had a sip of alcohol in your life?” I challenged.

She bit her lip. “I mean… I have, but not whiskey. That’s a man’s drink.”

At that, I full on belly-laughed. “What the hell kind of talk is that? Whiskey is a man’s drink?” I shook my head. “It’s whiskey. It’s expensive whiskey, at that. And I assure you, it’s delicious — whether you have tits or not.”

Ruby Grace blushed, biting her lip against a smile. “God, sorry. I sound like my mother. More and more every day now, actually,” she mused, glancing down at her toes before her eyes found the glass in my hand again.

I pushed it toward her. “Just a sip. You’re not even going to get close to feeling a buzz. But this way, you can taste the difference between a few barrels that were aged in different ways.” I swallowed. “You can pick out the perfect one for your future husband.”

She hesitated, but her hand reached forward, taking the other side of the glass. Our fingertips brushed just slightly, just enough to make me jerk my own hand away.

“And, hey, bonus,” I continued, shaking off the awkward tension. “You can be as ‘unladylike’ as you want here. I won’t judge. You can even burp, if you’re really feeling frisky.”

Ruby Grace laughed, eyeing the whiskey like she still wasn’t sure before she shrugged and tilted the glass in my direction. “Oh, what the hell. Bottoms up.”

She took a sip, and then promptly grimaced and stuck her tongue out as soon as she’d swallowed.

“God, that’s awful.” She shook her head, shoving the glass back in my direction. “Definitely not doing that again.”

I laughed, rinsing the glass with a splash of water from the bottles we kept nearby before filling it with the same whiskey.

“Okay, that was my bad. Maybe I should have told you how to taste it first.” I handed it to her again, though she eyed it like it was poison. “Smell it first.”

She did as I said, uncertainty shading her face as she looked my way again. “I’m not sure I’m doing it right.”

“You’re not sure you’re smelling right?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You know what I mean. I don’t… I don’t know anything about this stuff.”

“It’s okay, that’s why I’m here.” I stepped closer to her, taking the glass from her hand, and when I inhaled to demonstrate, it was her I smelled instead of the whiskey.

She smelled like lavender, like an open field in the heat of summer.

“Watch,” I said, taking another breath, this time focusing on the whiskey. “You smell it first, and ask yourself what you smell. Oak? Vanilla? Honey? Maple? Every whiskey is different, depending on how it’s aged, how the barrels are charred and toasted. See what notes you can detect first. And then,” I continued, taking my first sip. I let it linger in my mouth, swirling it a round before swallowing gently. “Taste it. I mean, really taste it. Does it give you different flavors on the tip of your tongue than it does on the back? Does it burn going down, or is it just warm? And what’s the aftertaste?”

Ruby Grace watched me, fascinated, her lips parted softly, eyes falling to my bare chest where a small drop of whiskey had landed. I thumbed it away, handing her the glass again.

“Now, you try.”

She took a deep breath, like she needed to focus to really do it right, and then she repeated my steps. And this time, when she finished swallowing, she smiled.

“Wow,” she said. “It’s different when you don’t just throw it back like a shot.”

I chuckled. “Well, this isn’t shooting whiskey. It’s Tennessee Sippin’ Whiskey,” I said, tilting my imaginary hat. I tucked my hands in my pockets, nodding toward the next barrel. “Take a little from that one.”

“I can pour it myself?”

I nodded. “Just twist that spout a little, not too much. You don’t need a lot to taste it.”

She was hesitant as she poured a sip into her glass, and her eyes lit up, a little squeal of joy popping from her mouth. “I did it!”

And for the next ten minutes, I watched Ruby Grace be a girl.

She was so far from the snotty woman who had offered me her hand like a prize when we first met. She was just a teenager, a soon-to-be sophomore in college, drinking whiskey, learning something new and having fun.

I wondered when the last time was that she had fun.

I wondered if she’d ever had fun at all.

The way she looked when she laughed, I hoped she had. I hoped it wasn’t the first time that laugh had been genuine, the first time that sound had made its way into the airwaves. She laughed the way the wind blew — softly, and then all at once, without an ounce of shame for how that sound might permanently shift the atmosphere around it.

When she’d decided on the barrel she wanted, Ruby Grace regretfully slipped back into her heels, and I tugged my t-shirt on before leading us out of the warehouse and toward the welcome center.

“So,” I said, walking slow so she didn’t kill her feet in the process of getting back to her car. “What are Anthony’s plans when you go back to school in the fall?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, are you guys moving in together and he’s getting a job there? Or are you guys doing long distance for a while or what?”

She laughed, her hair falling over her face a little as she watched our feet. “I’m not going back to school.”

“Oh…” I paused. “You don’t want to?”

“I mean, I guess I do… but, there’s no point. You know? I’m getting married. I’ll be his wife now, and I’ll have so much to do. He’s already getting into the political arena, and he’ll need me to be by his side, campaigning and networking and all that.” She shrugged. “I don’t really need a degree to do that.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s what I want to do,” she said quickly. “It’s what I was bred to do.”

“Bred?” I frowned. “You’re not a horse. You’re a human.”

Ruby Grace stopped with an abrupt click of her heels once we reached the welcome center entrance, and she crossed her arms defiantly as her eyes found mine. She didn’t even have to say another word for me to know I’d pushed the wrong button, and I was about to get the same woman I met in this very spot an hour before.

“Look, you don’t know anything about me, okay? Or my family, or what I want or what I don’t want, so just stop trying to presume whatever it is you’re presuming.”

“Oh, look at you,” I chided, stepping into her space. “Using big words again.”

She scoffed. “They say nothing changes when you leave this town and come back, I guess you just proved them right.”

“Well, that’s my job,” I fired back. “Proving the ominous they right. Glad I’ve still got it.”

Our chests were close again, the stains on my off-white t-shirt highlighting the crisp cleanness of her dress.

“Lucy will take your money inside,” I said, nodding to the doors behind her. “Congratulations on your engagement.”

I turned just as her mouth popped open, but I didn’t look back.

“Thanks for the tasting,” she said, making sure her voice was loud and clear.

“Go ahead and say it louder, princess,” I threw behind me. “You’d be in just as much shit as I would.”

She didn’t respond to that, and when I chanced a glance back in her direction, there was steam rolling off that cute face of hers as she ripped the door to the welcome center open.

And I couldn’t help it — I chuckled.

I didn’t mean to ruffle her feathers, but damn if I didn’t like getting under that pretty bird’s skin.

 

This has been an excerpt from On the Rocks, book one in the Becker Brothers series. Continue reading here (free in Kindle Unlimited)!
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